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Chapter 1: New Directions
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Mere fidgeted with the handle of her bag, rubbing her finger over the leather. Was she really doing this? Her stomach was turning summersaults, and she hadn’t even climbed onto her uncle’s dragon yet! Best to mount up before she lost her resolve. She needed to take the next step in her apprenticeship even if it made her queasy to think of living away from her family for so long.

Aunt Alessandra handed a swath of fabric up to her husband, who wrapped it around his face—dragon flight in winter easily windburned the skin. “Mere, you have your journal, right?”

“I do. What do you think I’ll get to add to it at San Valencia?”

Her aunt tapped her foot, rubbing her chin. “I’ve never been there, but from what I’ve heard it’s rocky, so maybe oregano? Possibly different varietals of sage and fennel if you’re lucky. I can’t wait to see what you come back with. Be sure to press some of the leaves to add in with your drawings. Kadi will be able to help you categorize them all properly; she’s an excellent teacher.”

While Mere was distracted, Uncle Darryn gently pried her satchel from her fingers and strapped it to Aquata’s saddle. “Well, are you ready?”

Mere nodded, the ties of her bonnet chaffing her chin. The braiding and pinning felt so strange compared to her usual easy ponytail. 

“Darryn, you have the salve? Mere hasn’t flown for over a glass at a time in a long while. Her legs will be stiff.”

Though her aunt had a point, Mere fought down the impulse to roll her eyes, and settled for a wry smirk and shake of her head. Darryn caught her look and mirrored it, eyes the same color as Aquata’s scales twinkling with laughter. 

“I’ll be right back.” He hopped down to retrieve the ointment, landing gracefully. It was easy to forget he had seen nearly sixty winters now.

What would it be like to be a dragon rider, to have a body that didn’t fail with the passing of time? 

Mere rested her hand on Aquata’s scaly hide, thrilling as her fingers caressed the pebbled surface of her scales. If only she could become a rider. But even after eighteen winters—no, she corrected herself, nineteen now—no dragon had chosen her. Uncle Darryn mounted up behind her, interrupting the inevitable tears, and tucked a jar into their bags.

“Alright, hold on.”

“Bye, Mere. Be sure to send letters.” Aunt Alessandra waved. “Darryn, I’ll see you in half a moon. Give Jareem and Tyrell my greetings!”

“Of course, dear. I’ll be back as soon as I see my favorite niece settled in.”

Mere shook her head—favorite niece. She was his only niece, but Uncle Darryn had said that from the time she was little.

Aquata coiled beneath them, and Mere leaned into the saddle, her heart already fluttering. Then with a spectacular leap, the dragon bore them into the sky, his beating wings creating a wake of dust clouds that billowed behind them as the world dropped away, taking Mere’s stomach with it. But she was grinning like a fool as she waved to the diminishing speck of Aunt Alessandra. Uncle Darryn’s farm spread out below, and as dizzying as their ascent was, she still spotted the cliffs of the dragon colony fading away on her right. To the northeast, a light haze of smoke marked her hometown of Boeskay. Ma would be pouring her morning cup of tea, while Da stoked the forge fires for his smithing. Part of her already missed them. But in the air, with the landscape zipping by beneath and the steady stroke of Aquata’s wings filling her ears with the wind, all the uncertainty ahead felt like a waiting adventure.
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Soon fallow farmland spread out as far as Mere could see, except to her left where a dark green patch smudged the southern horizon—the forest that gave Boeskay its name. They’d fly this way until they came to the Penyas Mountains. Then turn south to follow the range until the weather warmed and the forest disappeared. She’d memorized the route in her mind as she daydreamed of what it would be like to live in San Valencia; a place she’d only heard tales of.

The wind tugged at her bonnet, and she tightened the straps. It wouldn’t do to have her hair in a mess when she finally arrived at her new home.

“I can’t wait to see the mountain caves.” Mere called over her shoulder. 

“I’m sure Jareem will be glad to show you around when you get there. The colony has expanded by drilling even further into the rock, though they have to be careful that the miners don’t find them.”

“That’s right, the slavers.” Mere shivered and pulled her wool jacket closer around her.

“Not as much any more, but they’re still there. The colony’s done a good job of winnowing down the slave trade over the past twenty winters. Ma’s certainly proud of Tyrell for that.”

Mere remembered her younger brother, Glen, viciously declaring that he hated Tyrell. She understood the sentiment, but that was before she’d heard the whole story. The leader of San Valencia had grown up in the Boeskay colony under her grandda, but when Tyrell had seen eighteen winters, he’d rebelled and made friends with a slaver, becoming his guard. Later, after coming to his senses, Tyrell had turned on his past and vowed to eradicate the rest of the slave trade.

“Do you think I’ll see any slaves?”

Darryn shrugged. “Maybe, if you go into San Valencia for supplies while you’re there.”

Mere couldn’t imagine being owned by another person, as though she wasn’t a person herself. It was wrong. 

Suddenly, at the corner of her vision, she thought she spotted darkness tinged with green. Alarmed, she glanced up, only to find the sky clear. Perplexed, she closed her eyes to better understand what she was sensing—hail. If it wasn’t true weather, then it must be Uncle Darryn.

She turned to her uncle, studying his face.

His jaw was clenched and his eyes were hard, but when he saw her looking, he shook himself, then drew in a slow breath and let it out with care.

Both the chill and the premonition of hail passed, confirming her hunch. She’d felt his emotions.

“Sorry. Any time I think of someone using another being as property...” He rubbed his chin.

She nodded in understanding. “I sensed it. Not exactly new...”

Uncle Darryn chuckled. “That makes sense. Sorry about that. I should remember by now that I need to keep better control around you, especially since you spent the last four moons practically living at our place.”

Mere smiled, remembering when she’d first come to be an apprentice with Aunt Alessandra. Though stressful at times, it’d been exciting to learn about midwifery, as well as explore her newfound abilities. 

“Are there calamadyn twin dragons in San Valencia?” If so, Mere might find riders there who understood her own unique heritage—the now-extinct, northern herb that created twins and gave special abilities.

“Hm,” Darryn shifted in the saddle. “Not that I know of. Most of the riders there came from Boeskay thirty-three winters ago, but they’ve grown since then, and their nestlings have chosen new riders—even a few former slaves have joined their ranks. Tyrell and several of those who came from Boeskay at least know about it, though, so if you need to talk to someone, they’ll at least be familiar with the idea.”

She hoped so. The past four moons, when she’d run the produce stand at the market for Uncle Darryn and Aunt Alessandra, she’d been inundated with conflicting emotions manifested as visions of weather. What would it be like living in an entire colony of dragon riders?
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Jareem strolled through the streets of San Valencia for the first time in a moon. Geoff’s birthday was coming up, and he wanted to get his trainer a suitable gift. Nothing at The Mercantile had caught his eye, nor any of the other three shops he’d been in. What did one buy for a dragon rider who lived as minimally as Geoff did? The sound of a scuffle caught his attention.

“There you are!” A gruff male voice called. “I thought I told you to stay with me.” 

At the sound of a slap, Jareem sprang around the corner to see a man in a top hat and tails towering over a young woman.

“I- I’m sorry.” The woman held her hand to her cheek. “I couldn’t breathe in there. I- I needed fresh air.”

“I should cane you for running off.”

Jareem decided now was the best time to interfere. “Is there something I can assist with?”

The man scowled, taking in Jareem’s duster and trousers. “Just a disagreement with my slave. I’ve got it under control.”

“Sorry, I wasn’t addressing you.” Jareem caught the woman’s striking golden eyes. “Ma’am, are you all right?”

“Yes, thank you.” She ducked her head, and only then did Jareem note her high waistband accommodating her swelling belly. 

“Now, you can move along.” The master gripped his cane in one hand and the girl’s wrist in the other.

Despite the many winters of fighting it, slavery was still legal, and Jareem knew he was limited. He summoned an aggressive nod and stepped back, but he memorized the man’s side-burns and mustache along with the facial structure, making sure he’d recognize him again. He’d definitely recognize the woman. No matter how many times he saw slavery, it hit him the same way. Memories of his own life as a child among the El’shad’n and the abuse his brothers and father had heaped on him always washed over him first. After that, the more recent ones flooded in—the purpose and fulfillment of freeing slaves and the empowerment he felt over his past when he watched another soul find liberty.

When he was younger, he would have followed the two and figured out a way to free the woman then and there. Now he knew better, but what would it hurt to keep an eye out while he searched for Geoff’s gift?

Hey, Verdance, buddy, want to plan an operation?

His dragon’s reply echoed in his mind. Who’s the lucky person this time? Another Jehessica?

No, she’s too old to remind me of my sister. This one’s pregnant and, from the looks of it, a household slave.

At the main house?

I don’t think so. The man was too well dressed for that, unless he’s the head overseer. Too young for Gregor.

Verdance didn’t reply, and Jareem tailed the pair down the boardwalk as they turned onto Main Street. Once he’d covered the four blocks, he made the rounded the corner and slowed his steps, feigning interest in the pastries behind the bakery window. Ahead among the bonnets and hats, he caught sight of the two as they slipped into a building halfway down the street. Strolling past it as if he had nothing better to do, he sent the address to Verdance. 

845 Main. Quite a nice place.

His dragon growled. Find your gift for Geoff and come back. I’ll spread the word and see if we can find out who lives there.

Without pausing at the door, Jareem quickened his pace, he made his way toward Traders Boutique, but he was still distracted. 

It wasn’t the first—and wouldn’t be the last—time he saw a slave mistreated, though the vile trade had diminished significantly in the past several winters. There’d been fewer slavers on the roads. Several of the riders had even started talking about moving back to Boeskay. After all it seemed their mission was nearly complete. 

He almost missed his stop but backpedaled and ducked inside. Maybe Karstan would have what he needed for Geoff—and some answers. 

When Jareem walked in, the elderly merchant was extolling the virtues of a bolt of cloth to a customer.

“I don’t know.” The woman shook her head. There’s another one over on Main Street that feels softer and costs half of what you’re charging.”

Karstan reigned in an exasperated sigh, turning it into a good-natured chuff. “Could be, but I can guarantee that this is free-market labor. Most of what you find on Main can’t say the same.”

“But I do have my own house to think of; I can’t go about spending twice the money for materials and expect my husband not to say anything about it. I’ll...” She looked embarrassed and glanced sidelong. “I’ll have to think about it.”

“As you wish, ma’am. If theirs doesn’t hold up, feel free to come back. I’ll still be here.”

She blushed and scurried out the door.

“If they don’t drive me out first,” Karstan muttered under his breath. Glancing up, his countenance cleared a little as he recognized Jareem. “What can I do for you, young man?”

“Looking for a gift.”

Karstan raised an eyebrow and glanced at the clock. 

With limping steps, he locked the front door.

“What are you doing?” Jareem stared at the merchant’s odd behavior, and wondered, once more, how long he’d be able to continue to run the store. 

“So, this present: who’s it for?” Karstan ignored his question.

“Geoff’s birthday’s coming up.”

“Ah, I see why you’re troubled. What to get a man who has a dragon? But what else is on your mind? You’ve got that look about you.”

Jareem forced his muscles to relax.

“Is there a lot of slavery on Main Street? Is that what you meant when you said their merchandise isn’t part of the free-market labor?”

Karstan raised a white brow. “Surely you know, being a rider and all. For many winters now, Main Street’s sported cheaper wares because they don’t have to pay the workers. It’s all slave labor.”

Jareem didn’t know that. “I thought the slave trade was dwindling.”

“Think again, young man. They’ve gotten smarter.” Karstan tapped his bald forehead. “While you’ve managed to put a dent in the mining labor, they’ve figured out how to bring in other workers. No open slave markets like there used to be; instead they hold private auctions in respectable places. Why go to the expense of producing magicked ebony to fight dragons if you can just hide your operation? More recently, though, a wealthy merchant has been building an empire on women and children—not for the mines.” Karstan shook his head. “Worse yet.”

Jareem didn’t want to dwell on what that meant. 

“Do you know a wealthy man with partial sideburns and a fancy mustache?” Jareem leaned on the counter, any thoughts of shopping forgotten.

Karstan wiped the countertop, focusing on a particular spot. “I wish I didn’t. That’d be Lorenzo Ortiz, merchant extraordinaire, or so he flaunts himself. His real merchandise is female slaves, or so I’ve been told by a reliable source. Came to San Valencia a winter or two ago. He runs a big business and is probably the wealthiest man in San Valencia. Where’d you see him?”

“Slapping a young woman.”

A knowing look crossed the merchant’s face. “Ah, and you stepped in the middle of it and now you’re invested and want to free her. Good luck with that.”

“Are you saying it’s impossible?” Jareem frowned, remembering the honey-brown hair and gold-flecked green eyes of the pregnant girl.

“Impossible, no. Impractical and nigh unto improbable, yes.” Karstan rested his elbows on the counter he’d just wiped down. “Listen, if you decide to go up against him, know this: you’re taking on the whole lot of them. They’re collaborating now—common enemy will make friends of even villains, and you riders have given them that. They’ll come looking for you, and their revenge will be...” He grimaced. “Thorough.”

“Worse than the mines?” Although his tone was light, Jareem suppressed a shudder at the thought of the ebony mines and the rumors that came out of them. By most accounts, the lifespan of slaves sent there were measured in moons.

Karstan shook his head and lowered his voice so that Jareem had to come closer to hear. “Boy, you have a good heart, but you don’t know what you’re messing with. These men are worse than Gregor ever was in his prime. They catch up with you, you’ll wish you’d been sentenced to the mines.” He straightened. “Not that I really think I can change your mind, but I don’t want you walking into this blind. Now, what can I help you find for Geoff?”
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Chapter 2: In Motion
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Jareem threaded his way through the caverns that gave the San Valencia dragon colony the nickname, The Warrens, allowing his eyes to adjust to the dim lighting. The closer he came to the center, the more riders he passed. Crossing through one arched doorway, he caught sight of Geoff sitting by a fire. It was one of the few that allowed for it—a natural vent diverted the smoke out to the far side of the mountain from town.

“There you are.” Jareem took a seat across from his trainer. “Wondered if I’d find you here.”

“It’s getting cold out there.” Geoff complained. “Not as bad as Boeskay or the far north, but still. The fire feels good.”

“Sure does.” Jareem held his hands out to the blaze.

“So what do you need?”

“What?” Jareem sat back. “Are you saying I don’t enjoy your company?”

Geoff grinned. “Growing up, you were always calling me names and wanting to get as far away from me as possible.”

“Nah, you’re going senile in your old age. I never did that.” 

“Ah, that’s what I’m accustomed to. So, what do you want?”

Jareem pulled a brown paper-wrapped package from his duster pocket and leaned forward. “Happy birthday.”

“Well, I didn’t expect this! What’d you get me?”

“Open it and find out.”

Peeling the paper aside, Geoff opened the box. “Well, I’ll be. Thank you, Jareem! This is perfect for my saddle.” 

He held up a canteen fastened to a leather strap with a metal clip.

“That’s what Karstan said.”

“How’s he doing? Still amazed he’s not handed the store off to his son yet.”

“Me, too.” Jareem leaned back in his chair.

“Alright, out with it. What are you scheming now?”

Jareem blinked in a way he hoped looked innocent.

“Don’t give me that act.” Geoff laughed. “I’d know that look anywhere. Though, it’s been awhile since I’ve seen it. What else happened in town?”

Jareem explained, starting with meeting Lorenzo Ortiz and ending with Karstan’s warning. When he finished, he stared into the fire.

“So we’ve not done as well as we’d like to think.” Geoff rubbed his palms together and shifted thoughtfully. “Tyrell will want to know. As for going after a single slave, you’re a respected rider and can make those decisions on your own, but if you’re after this Lorenzo fellow, you’re going to have to go through Tyrell. It’ll affect the whole colony.”

“Knowing Tyrell, he’d be all for taking down another slave trader.”

“That he may, but there’s a whole lot more at stake than just you or me, or even a single slave.”

Jareem knew his trainer had plenty of cause for warning. In the thirty-some winters since he’d become a respected rider, he’d performed some foolish lone-wolf rescues, but the reminder stung

“I know, Geoff. I’m not a youngling.” 

“Didn’t say you were. But you’re still my youngling no matter how many winters you’ve seen.”

“Aw, you mean I’ll never grow up?”

Geoff laughed. “Not in my eyes, but I think if you ask any other trainer, they’d say the same thing about their younglings.”

Jareem pushed off his thighs and stood. “Well, I suppose I should find Tyrell then. I’d hate to see that woman lose her child because of Lorenzo, or worse yet have the little one born into slavery.”

“What? She has a child?”

“Not yet. She’s pregnant.”

Geoff’s already pale face whitened. “I’ll go with you, then. Kadi will need to be informed of what you’re planning.”

“Then I’ll find Tyrell; you find her.”

With a nod, a straight back and firm steps Geoff disappeared down a passageway. Jareem jogged off in the opposite direction to look for Tyrell. The task proved harder than he had thought. He longed for the mental communication his friend Darryn had. It’d make searching The Warrens much easier. Instead he had to comb one rocky cavern after another.

“Kadi! Geoff’s looking for you.” Jareem greeted her. Once dark-haired, her locks were now streaked with grey—a sign of age that set her apart from all the riders. “We’d like to meet with you and Tyrell. Do you happen to know where Tyrell is?”

The healer paused and shifted a basket of herbs from one hand to the other. “The last I saw, he was outside with Samuel and the dragons.” Her face softened with motherly pride when she mentioned her son. 

Although Samuel was only a few winters younger than Jareem, he’d recently been chosen as a rider, and Tyrell had volunteered to become his trainer.

“Thanks. As long as he’s all right with it, I think we’ll meet in Tyrell’s quarters again. Better to not be overheard, I think.

“Sure; I’ll find Geoff. See you there in a quarter glass or so?” 

“That should work,” he answered, and they parted ways.

Jareem worked his way up the passages to where the dragons roosted on the west side of the mountains, out of view of San Valencia. The valley already lay in shadow when Jareem slipped through a crack between two rocks. 

“...see what she does, you’ll have more information, and it will make it easier to anticipate what she’ll do next, especially in combat.”

Samuel exhaled, his chin dropping in concentration, while his dragon looked off into the distance. Then his eyes popped open.

“I can see the wagon tracks on the mountain pass,” he wondered. “I’ve always known her sight was better than mine, but...” he swung his gaze to the dragon, who prowled over in a preening fashion, rolling her spine like a cat.

The young man laughed at the response only he could hear and reached up to stroke her neck. Tyrell glanced up at Jareem’s waving hand.

“It’s getting late.” He rested a hand on his youngling’s shoulder. “You can practice that without me. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

“Thank you.” Samuel executed a bow that would have made a northern rider proud.

Once he was beside Jareem, Tyrell clasped his hands behind his back and his smile faded. “What’s wrong?”

“Why is it everyone knows something’s wrong?”

“Well, I hate to tell you this, but your face has no guile. We know when you’re in trouble or scheming trouble.”

“This time you’re right. Geoff and I have some information to share with you and Kadi.”

“You’ve already spoken with him, then? Good. I was going to suggest you bring him in on it.”

Jareem gave a wry look as he recalled the winters he’d spent trying to assert his independence. “It took me a while, but I’ve learned that lesson. And I saw Kadi, too, and she said she could meet us in your chambers in...well, now, actually. I always forget how long it takes me to get anywhere.”

A smile eased the lines that had creased Tyrell’s forehead as he headed for the cavern entrance. “Kadi’s too good for the likes of us. It’ll be a sad day when she’s no longer able to help around here.”

The woman had been the backbone of their settlement as long as Jareem could remember. Not for the first time, he wondered about the relationship between her and Tyrell, but it wasn’t his place to ask.

Tyrell led him through a curtained corridor and into a comfortably arranged room. Lamps flickered in their sconces on the wall, and cushioned chairs sat around a small table that held a teapot and mugs.

Kadi came in shortly after, trailed by Geoff, who gestured her to a seat. She smoothed her skirt and sank into a chair beside Tyrell before reaching for a cup of tea.

“This is everyone, right?” Tyrell asked, and they all turned to Jareem, waiting.

He sighed heavily. “What would you say if I told you we hadn’t put as big a dent in the slave trade as we’d thought?”

Tyrell fingered his beard. “I’d be disappointed, but not surprised.”

After Jareem explained what he’d learned, Tyrell nodded but didn’t comment right away.

“How old was the girl?” Kadi stared distantly into her mug. 

“She probably hasn’t seen much more than nineteen or twenty winters.”

Geoff set his mug back on the table. “And she’s pregnant. Something Jareem keeps forgetting to say.”

Kadi met Jareem’s gaze. “Then we’re helping her.”

“It’s not that simple.” Geoff frowned. “Lorenzo Ortiz has ties, and Karstan warned Jareem about the consequences.”

“I know. But there’s no way I’ll let a child be born into slavery.” Kadi said staunchly.

“None of us want to see that happen,” Tyrell said sympathetically. “But we need to consider how far Lorenzo might go to get revenge. We’ve never been discovered, but there’s bound to be a slipup sometime.”

Geoff sat back. “We’ve gotten lax recently. It wouldn’t surprise me if Gregor knew where we were.”

“But does Lorenzo talk with Gregor?” Jareem leaned on his knees, twining his fingers under his chin. “I got the impression that this new underground business has surpassed anything Gregor oversaw with the mining trade.”

“Well, it’s lucrative, as always.” Tyrell sipped his tea. “What does Lorenzo look like?”

Jareem described the slicked-back dark hair, top hat, and the handlebar mustache. “Oh, and he had a cane with an ebony head.”

“He’s one to watch out for then. Kadi, I know your opinion. Geoff? What do you have to say?”

“I’m here speaking with you, so I think it’s worth it. My main concern is weighing the cost.”

“Jareem?” Tyrell met his gaze. “What’s your gut telling you?”

“I can’t stand by. I have to get her out. Yet at the same time, I can’t jeopardize the colony. Someone once told me I had to learn that my actions affected the rest of the riders.”

Tyrell laughed. “A wise man, no doubt. Fine. We’re all agreed that we need to get this girl out, but we need to know what we’re in for and prepare for it. Which of us is going to research who exactly Lorenzo is and how he’s going about his business? Someone else needs to keep an eye out for the girl. Jareem, you know what she looks like. I think you should go into San Valencia and patrol. Look for her. Figure out her schedule. From there we can decide how to pull her.”

“And if I see an opportunity while there, do I run with it?” Jareem glanced between his trainer and the others, hoping Geoff would agree.

“You have my approval.” Tyrell nodded. “Use your judgment. You’ve proven yourself capable in the past.”

“I can look into Lorenzo then.” Geoff offered, pacing. “Any suggestions of where to start?”

Kadi spoke up. “I want to go with Jareem. If he points her out to me, I may be able to catch her for a few moments and let her in on what we’re trying to do.”

“Aren’t you needed here?” Geoff rubbed the back of his neck and frowned, words coming out terse.

“Not really. Besides, Jareem can pass as my son. A couple’s always less conspicuous than a single man.”

Tyrell gave a small nod, measuring his words. “She has a point. As to finding out about Lorenzo, you might want to start with Karstan. He’s about the closest thing to a friend we have in San Valencia. We can also try city hall; there may be some records of his business dealings there—at least his legal ones.”

“And his illegal ones?” Geoff placed his hands on the back of the chair he’d been sitting in.

An idea struck Jareem. “You could always say you’re interested in his wares. A strapping young man like you may even get an invite to the next auction.”

Geoff reacted with a revolted glare, but they both looked to their leader.

“If you can keep your cool, it wouldn’t be a bad idea.” Tyrell set his empty mug down and rubbed the handle thoughtfully. “Do you think you could handle the environment? We could even give you some gold to bid.”

Geoff threw his hands up. “Why should it surprise me you’d side with him? Yes, I think I can stomach it for the sake of the girl. If it brings down the establishment, all the better.”

Jareem leaned forward. “Then in the morning, Kadi and I’ll head to San Valencia to see what we can learn about the girl, and Geoff will chat with Karstan and send out feelers for the next auction. Anything else we need to do? I wish there was a way to get someone inside—“

“No!” Geoff slashed a hand through the air between him and Jareem. 

“Easy...” Jareem regarded Geoff evenly. “I was going to say; it’s not worth the risk.”

Tyrell glanced between the two with a raised eyebrow. “Are we decided then?”

They all nodded. 

“Then let’s get into motion. May your dragon fly true.”
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