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The leather saddle creaked when Dallas shifted his weight to ease his sore buttocks from the long ride along the isolated property boundary that bordered the waste lands to the west, knowing the peace and quiet of the last three days would disappear once he crossed the creek hidden behind a line of weeping willows.

After the creek, where he planned to stop and rest until the midday heat eased, the trail wove through outlying sheep and goat grazing hills that remained populated with gossiping shepherd families, who were not afraid of trackers, or their riders.

He sighed.

Swift flicked her ears back, but kept walking. Her ears returned to their normal listening position, tips straight up, with a slight rotation forward and back every few seconds, listening for unusual sounds.

Dallas slapped Swift’s neck, and smiled, knowing she would alert him if any sound occurred that was not normal, or if the mare smelled someone using ichur. Not that any local had to ability to see, or sense, the trickle streams of ichur that ran deep underground, flowing east towards Dead City’s underground nodes; reserves waiting to reinforce the great wall that ran from the border between Convane and Noristeen in the north, and south along Convane’s eastern border all the way down to Craggy Strait and the coastal town of Wistful.

He let his mind wander, thinking of all the mages who sacrificed their lives to build the wall to stop Leyland invaders from overrunning Convane’s mountain city. And the very happy side effect from using so much ichur that altered the herd of horses that produced the trackers. Especially Swift. He rubbed Swift’s dusty neck in front of the reins.

Swift blew out air as she stepped around a small bush. Dallas sensed his tracker mare was happy to be almost at the creek.

He moved his shoulders forward and back, to loosen the faded blue shirt that clung to his sweaty shoulder blades. His black pants and boots looked grey from the layer of dust Swift raised on the long ride through the drought ridden land. He also anticipated a swim to remove the dust and sweat to stop the annoying itch where his damp shirt rubbed his skin.

“Almost there, girl.”

Swift flicked her left ear back, and sent cool thoughts of resting in shade.

Dallas agreed. The shade would be a relief after the burning summer heat. He looked forward to swimming, and rinsing the dust and grit from his mouth in the cool water.

Swift stopped at the top of the last slope that led to the willow-lined creek and sniffed the air.

Dallas loosened the reins further to allow Swift to choose her path down the slope, while he searched the sky for dragons. There was always a chance this close to the waste lands a hungry dragon might drop out of the pale blue sky, searching for a stray sheep.

Dallas loved watching for their display of speed and agility, even though it was a rare event. Nothing. Just blue sky with a few puffy clouds in the east.

Swift gave a slight quiver, so Dallas turned his attention back to the slope and the hidden creek.

When Swift’s greyish brown ears pricked forward, Dallas slipped the reins into his right gloved hand, freeing his left hand to grip the top of his five foot long, smooth wooden staff made from dragonbane wood. He was ready for any attack, magical or physical. The mare snorted once, then whinnied, breaking the peaceful silence.

It was not Swift’s reaction to magical danger.

Dallas released his grip on the staff, and sniffed the air for traces of wild animals, while his eyes searched for any movement, other than the low swinging willow branches. He caught the movement of a small desert lizard as it disappeared into a crack in the dry ground, but nothing else.

Two small birds erupted out of the top branches of the willow directly in front of him. They flew east. The hot gentle breeze died and the swinging willow tips settled.

He was about to berate Swift for being skittish when a toddler, dressed in red pants with a bib and straps and nothing else, pushed aside a willow branch and stared at Dallas.

“Orse!” The child pointed at Swift. He took his thumb out of his mouth and grinned. “Orse!” He walked up the slope towards Swift.

“Hello. What is your name?” Dallas hoped the child’s parents were close, because the closer the child came, the stronger the smell of soiled pants.

Swift threw her head up, sidestepped, then backed away from the child as soon as she caught the odour.

“Easy, girl.” Dallas guided Swift around the approaching child. He climbed down from Swift, removed his pack, then the saddle and reins, and dropped them under the closest willow. The staff he carried out from under the willow.

He slapped Swift’s shoulder. “Off you go. Drink your fill.”

He turned his attention to the child who followed them back into the shade.

“Orse! Orse!”

Dallas grabbed the straps of the red outfit, close to the waist band at the back, and carried the child to the creek, downstream from Swift. “You need a bath.” He walked into the water, and when the water was up to his knees, dunked the child.

The child came up spluttering, still focused on Swift.

Dallas removed the smelly outfit from the struggling child, a male, and washed it, while keeping one eye on the child, who walked over to Swift.

Swift dropped her head and sniffed the child, then ignored him.

Dallas was pleased Swift did not sense any magic in the child. That made his decision easier.

He guessed the child wandered away from his parents, so all Dallas needed to do was find the parents, give them back their child, and he could head home.

The child hugged Swift’s right front leg. Swift tossed her head and tried to step back. The child fell onto his bare behind and laughed.

Dallas walked over, picked the child up and dumped him on the bank, then dropped his staff while he spread the red outfit out to dry in the sun. He retrieved his staff and walked back to the child. “Wait here while Swift washes. I will find your parents as soon as I clean myself up.”

The child ignored Dallas, climbed to his feet, and walked back into the creek towards Swift.

Dallas thought about using force to stop the child moving, then decided against it. If he released even the smallest amount of ichur from his staff he had no doubt that he would be monitored by whichever councillor was watching. And using ichur to stop the child could be seen as a selfish use of ichur, so he dropped his staff, removed his boots, and stripped.

He laughed as Swift tried to dodge the child who was intent on hugging whichever leg was closest to the child, while Dallas washed the dust off his clothes. After he spread them out to dry in the sunlight next to the red pants, he returned to the creek.

A quick wash to remove the dust, then he lay in the water to cool his body. Finally, he walked upstream to again removed the child from Swift’s front leg. Instead of dumping him back on the bank, he washed the child again before carrying him back to the bank.

“Sit there and dry off.” Dallas glanced at Swift, who kept one eye on the child while she waited, knee deep in the creek. “Hurry up and wash, Swift. We need to locate the child’s family.”

Swift rolled, splashing water onto the dry bank while she removed all the dust.

Dallas tried to get answers from the child. “So, what is your name?”

“Orse!”

“Yes, the horse’s name is Swift. My name is Dallas. What is your name?” He guessed the child was three or four years old, but was not sure.

“Illy.” He smiled at Dallas. “You Allas?”

“Yes, I am Dallas.” He smiled at the child’s tendency to drop the first letter from words. “So, you are Billy?”

“No! Illy.”

Dallas wondered what name ended in Illy since his name was not Billy. “Gilly?”

The child nodded, then grinned. He touched Dallas’ arm, “Allas.” He touched his chest. “Illy.” Finally, he pointed at Swift, and said, “Orse! Swift.”

“Got that right!” Dallas grinned back at Gilly.

Swift walked out of the creek and shook, spraying water over both of them.

“Could you look for Gilly’s parents while I wait for my clothes to dry?”

Swift lifted her head and sniffed the air.

Dallas caught the briefest flash of silver surround Gilly, before he disappeared, then reappeared on Swift’s back, still glowing silver. He laughed at his own cleverness. “Orse.”

Dallas grabbed his staff and sprang to his feet, ready to use it to drain the child of ichur, but Swift beat him to it. He could not help but smile with pride at his horse’s ability to manipulate energy.

As he watched, the silver glow that surrounded the naked child disappear from his head and shoulders, then the rest of his body. Swift slowly pulled the energy through her own barrelled body and down her legs, forcing the energy to return to the underground streams. “Neatly done!” Dallas rubbed Swift’s wide forehead.

Gilly grabbed Swift’s mane in his fist and laughed. “Swift!” He did not seem affected by the loss of the silver energy he had called to his own body.

He was exceptionally strong for his age.

Dallas had another thought. What if he was so strong, he could pull energy from Swift or his own staff? He gripped the staff tightly, and called a trickle of energy. The staff glowed silver. He pushed the energy back into the staff.

No, the child was freely pulling energy out of an underground stream. At his young age! Dallas smiled at Gilly, but spoke to Swift. “This changes our plans. Was the flow large enough to get noticed?”

Swift sent an image of a silver glow surrounding the child before it disappearing in a second.

Dallas took that image to suggest the use of ichur was much quicker than if he had accidentally glanced at the sun for a second, then waited for the sun’s image to fade from his closed eyes.

“You think it was fast enough not to be noticed?” The question was more one of hope than what actually happened. Of course the councillors watched for any flows of magic, both within their borders and beyond. That was their job.

Swift did not answer.

Dallas had lots of thoughts, and questions, as to why the councillors in Dead City monitored all flows of energy. All he could think of, besides learning who broke the rules of using energy, they also needed to keep deep pools of energy ready to turn back invaders. Or, worse still, the councillors wanted control of all the energy flows in the world because they were greedy. Which suggested they also broke the laws.

He could not ask the councillors or his father those questions, or any one else. Not if he wanted to retain his own memories. Not if he wanted to remain free to ride the boundary. 

The minute he asked questions on the use of ichur, they would question him on what he could see, and what he could do with the invisible flows of ichur that left a silvery coloured residue when stored in a talisman or spelled on other objects.

No! He learnt to keep his mouth shut at a very early age, even if he clearly saw the silver glow surround some people who could manipulate the energy. He had the ability to push energy out of his staff, or draw it into his staff, but knew he was far too weak to manipulate energy into any sort of tool or weapon. Basically no finesse at all. And he did not dare to practice. Much better to remain silent and not call attention to himself. “I guess his parents are not near. We should carry him back to the closest village and see if anyone has lost a child.”

Swift sent an image of carrying Gilly up to waiting councillors in Dead City’s main receiving hall.

Dallas thought about the mages stripping Gilly of his magic ability at his tender age. “No, better not to inform them.” He disliked the city councillors and all they stood for, which included removing any child’s ability to manipulate ichur in case the child grew stronger than the city mages.

Swift snorted again.

The councillors, who he suspected were full mages even if he never saw them glow silver from stored energy, could have missed the small amount of energy used by Gilly, since it was done so quickly. Better for Gilly if they did not notice. Dallas made up his mind. “You mind him while I dress.”

He quickly donned his still wet clothes and boots, tucked his gloves into a pocket, and retrieved the saddle, reins and pack.

After Swift was saddled, and the pack attached to the back of the saddle, Dallas slipped the reins over Swift’s head and left her waiting in the shade, while he tried to dress Gilly, who twisted and turned, seeking escape.

“Want a ride on Swift?”

Gilly stopped twisting away from Dallas. “Swift?”

Dallas quickly pushed Gilly’s feet into his pants and pulled the red fabric up to his waist. He buttoned the straps to the bib while the child studied Swift. “Ride Swift?”

“Yes. You can ride with us to the next village.” He settled Gilly in front of the saddle, placed his staff in the holder attached to the saddle, and climbed up. One quick glance around the area confirmed he left nothing behind, so he checked Gilly was comfortable, gathered the reins in his right hand, and turned Swift’s head north.

The minute Swift walked out of the shade Gilly glowed silver for a second before he disappeared.

“Oops!” Dallas searched under the willows for traces of a silver glow, but could not locate the child. “Swift? Earn your keep.”

Swift lifted her head and sniffed. She walked back down the slope to the creek. When her head pushed the last of the hanging willow branches aside, Dallas found Gilly. He sat on the creek bank with his bare feet in the water. “Gilly, don’t you want to ride on Swift?”

“Orse!” Gilly pointed away from Swift.

Dallas slipped the staff out of the holder, then swung his left leg over the saddle and dropped to the ground, even though he did not hear another horse approaching.

He reached for Gilly’s arm, but stopped moving when a dun colt burst through the hanging branches, and propped, skidding to a stop next to Gilly.

Swift neighed and the colt answered, but instead of looking at Swift, the dun gripped the red straps attached to the back of Gilly’s red pants between his teeth and lifted Gilly off the ground.

Gilly laughed. “Orse! Orse!”

The top of the red outfit where the straps attached almost touched Gilly’s neck from the weight of his body suspended by the straps. His arms swung free, but his legs remained still. At least he was not choking.

Satisfied that Gilly was not harmed from the way the colt held him, Dallas studied the dun. He did not recognise the colt but guessed he came of the herd Swift was born into. “Recognise him?”

If he was from the herd, he was strong for his age, tracking an individual user of magic all the way from the property stable yards. He had to be another one of the herd breeding true. Something else to question, once he returned home.

Swift send Dallas an image of the same dun colt struggling to his feet after he was born, in the same cool stable where Swift was born. Dallas did not recognise the mare that nuzzled against the new born colt.

“So he is one of ours?” Dallas did not comment on Swift thinking the stable was cool, when it was deliberately kept warm so the mares and foals were comfortable. Swift only felt that way because it was hot and dry at the southern edge of the property.

A slight breeze picked up while he rubbed the colt’s neck, swaying the branches of the willows. “I guess if you tracked Gilly, you can carry him home. However, I suggest you place him on your back. And suppress his ability to draw magic into his body.” The dun colt waited for Dallas to place Gilly on his back, then trotted up the bank, his neck arched and his head held high. Gilly gripped the colt’s light brown mane in his hands and giggled as he bounced with every step the colt took.

Dallas waited to see if the colt lost Gilly when they left the shade.

Gilly remained on the colt’s back, so Dallas slipped his staff back in the holder, mounted Swift and returned to the heat and dust, following the colt and child. “I guess he is too strong to leave with his family.” Dallas wiped sweat from his forehead, then resigned himself to remaining hot and sweaty until dark.

Swift shook her head before she switched to a canter to catch up with the colt and Gilly.
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Dallas heaved a sigh of relief when Swift reached the top of the next rise and stopped to rest for a moment.

He shivered, as the evening breeze blew off the eastern ranges across to the wastelands. At least the sweat on his body cooled while he studied the area around the buildings.

On the opposite slope of the next valley a collection of three low wooden buildings with straw roofs, spaced around a small pond, soaked up the heat from the last rays of sunlight.

Smoke disappeared out the stone chimney that stretched high above the straw roof at the southern end of the closest wooden building.

Washing, strung on a rope line stretched between two wooden posts beside the first building, flapped in the westerly breeze. One small figure bent over a garden bed at the end of the flapping sheets. Either weeding or picking greens for their evening meal.

His mouth watered, thinking of food cooking, and hoped they had enough to spare for him. And grain for both horses, which would cost at least two coppers this far away from the warehouses. 

Another reason the outlying villages welcomed trackers and their riders was because they brought news to the isolated dwellings.

Two more workers herded sheep into a large wooden building with wooden slats on the roof, built on level ground half way up the slope of the next hill. Dallas decided it was well placed so the smell of manure would not surround the three homes. Two more smaller wooden buildings were erected behind the larger sheep shelter.

An image of Swift sleeping in a warm building filled his mind.

He agreed with Swift. Cold descended over the rolling hills every night sucking the last of the heat out of the ground, so, like Swift, Dallas looked forward to sleeping inside one of the barns further up the slope behind the villagers.

As he planned on sleeping in the barn with Swift and the colt, he was pleased the placement of the barn was away from the three families, but he was not too worried about the smell of sheep manure, since he grew up around his parent’s sheep and often slept in the horse stables while treating an injured animal.

Swift snorted again, and sent an image of the building packed with smelly sheep.

“A good rub down and a bed of straw for you, Swift.” Dallas pushed clumps of Swift’s mane over to the left side of her neck, trying to make her look good before they entered the village, then gave up because he disturbed a layer of dust. He sneezed.

Swift sniffed the air before she turned to look at the colt.

Gilly tilted to the left as he dozed, but the dun colt shifted his front legs, stopping the child from falling.

“And a good rub down for the colt, too. I am amazed he has not collapsed from the added weight of Gilly.” He patted Swift’s neck again. “Though I wonder at the wisdom of sending the colt to retrieve Gilly.”

An image of the colt struggling to his feet moments after he was born filled Dallas’ mind again, but this time, Swift added a bright silver glow surrounding the colt.

“Are you saying the colt was born filled with magic?” He smiled at Swift’s suggestion that the colt bred true, just like Swift.

Swift dropped her head and snorted, stirring up more dust.

“If you have rested long enough, let’s get down there so I can rub you both down before full darkness.”

Swift walked forward and the colt followed with the sleepy child. By the time they stopped outside the two foot high, dry stone wall surrounding the first home, the sun had set.

A thin male, stripped to the waist, stood in the open doorway. He silently watched Dallas while he wiped his hands on an old piece of torn cloth.

“Greetings the house.” Dallas waited for the male to welcome him, before he dismounted.

The colt moved behind Swift. If he intended to remain hidden, it did not work. Gilly rested his head on the colt’s neck between both small fists still firmly gripping pale brown mane.

The male tossed the used rag inside the house, and walked across to the low wall. “Greetings, rider. Greetings, tracker. Would you be wanting shelter for the night?”

“The use of your barn would be appreciated for the night. And grain for
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