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Once, Silas and Lainie Vendine, former bounty hunters and renegade mages, had a home and ranch of their own and a position of respect in the town of Prairie Wells.

Now, mage-hating foreigners have driven them from their home. But the Chardonikans want more than Silas and Lainie's land. Though they deny that magic exists, the foreigners are after Lainie and the children, Wildings-born of mage blood.

When their retreat from Prairie Wells turns into a flight for their lives, Silas and Lainie seek refuge in the forbidden canyonlands. But it isn't only their family who are threatened by the ruthless, powerful Chardonikans; all the mages who make the Wildings their home, even the very magic of the Wildings itself, are endangered.

With the Chardonikans intent on tearing their family apart, Silas and Lainie must find allies and discover the true nature of their enemies if they are to have any hope of fighting back and protecting the magic and people of the Wildings.
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Chapter 1

PAZIT MAHITA SAT in her easy chair in the parlor, staring down at the letter in her hands. As she read it again, her stomach twisted in knots.

The letter had been sent by the fastest courier, along the shortest overland route rather than by riverboat, but it had still arrived three days too late. It really should have accompanied the soldiers, but knowledge was power, and the Commission and its highest-ranked subordinates had no desire to give their underlings too much power by letting them know too much. Pazit, and all those who, like her, required information in order to carry out the Commission’s plans, knew how badly this policy of withholding information could bollocks things up.

It was more than one’s life was worth to say so, though. She crumpled the letter, unable to suppress a low growl of frustration.

“What is it, my dear?” her husband asked mildly.

Pazit turned to Bodir, who was sitting nearby in his overstuffed chair, sipping a before-supper glass of bliniz, and shook the wrinkled paper at him. “Orders. To take the Vendines and any other wizards who might have been exposed by the Regulator into custody. I knew Belenki should not have let them go, no matter what he had to promise them to get them to surrender.” Though she was Belenki’s superior, she didn’t have the authority to overrule decisions he made on the field of battle. Unless she had specific instructions, such as the ones that had just arrived.

She should denounce Belenki for what he had done. It was her duty. But denouncing another often carried the risk of having one’s own activities brought under closer scrutiny. Considering the way things were going so far with the Prairie Wells operation, Pazit would rather not draw unnecessary attention to herself. First she had managed to lose two soldiers in that ridiculous fight, besides the several who had been wounded; now this.

“The situation was tense, and the truce with the other land claimants was fragile,” Bodir replied. “They are fiercely loyal to the Vendines. The cease-fire was only possible because Mr. Vendine ordered them to accept it, which he would not have done if Belenki had not promised his family a safe departure. If Belenki had then tried to apprehend the Vendines, the fighting would have broken out again.”

Pazit didn’t ask Bodir how he knew this when he hadn’t been present at the battle. It was his job to discover such things and report what he knew to her, and he was very good at his job. “The Vendines must have had them ensorcelled,” she said in disgust.

“Now, my dear.” Bodir arched his pale eyebrows behind his spectacles. “Everyone knows there is no such thing as magic.”

She let out an undignified snort. “Please. The Commission keeps up that pretense for the populace, but I don’t think any of us here in the Central Territories are fooled.” She looked at the paper in her hand and shook her head. “How typical of them. In trying to keep the master plan a secret, they neglect to give us the information we need to carry it out. Trust Lut Dorbiza and that odious daughter of his to botch things up this badly.”

“I take it you still haven’t forgiven her, then?”

“And I’ve no intention of forgiving her. Her privileges as my superior officer do not include attempting to seduce my husband.”

“You know that I would never permit myself to be seduced, my dear. Let’s see it.” Bodir reached out his hand for the letter and Pazit handed it over. Not that his reading it would do any good; it wouldn’t say anything different for him than it did for her. She had failed in her duty, and no excuse would save her when the Commission found out.

He read the letter, adjusting his spectacles as he studied the closely-written coded words. “It does appear,” he said when he was done, “that taking the Vendine family into custody was of the highest priority.”

“It won’t matter that the orders arrived three days too late,” Pazit said bitterly. “Bad enough we lost troops in a fight that never should have been necessary. I will be held personally responsible for this failure.” The knot in her stomach tightened.

“Don’t look so worried, my dear,” Bodir said. “It isn’t too late. The Vendines were traveling by wagon. A squad of well-mounted soldiers should be able to catch up with them in only a day or two.”

“But the Regulator cannot be transported so quickly. Without it, the Vendines cannot be subdued without the loss of more personnel.”

“Mr. and Mrs. Vendine and that other young man are injured, their magic weakened if not disabled. The soldiers need only slow them down until the Regulator catches up, and then it will be easy to take them.”

Bodir was right, as he so often was. The pain in Pazit’s middle started to ease. She could always rely on her husband’s steady, rational mind to help her find solutions to the difficulties she faced in the course of her duties. She only hoped her superiors never realized how important Bodir’s assistance was to her and questioned her loyalty to the Commission and the Union. She couldn’t bear to lose him, either to mandated divorce or by execution – his or hers or, most likely, both.

The best way to keep that from happening was to obey. Filled with renewed resolve, Pazit stood up from her chair. “I will relay the orders to the captain right away.”

* * *

THE SOLDIERS WHO had been wounded in the fight were being housed in barracks camouflaged as storage buildings at the Chardonikan settlement south of the town. The P’wagimet operatives had stayed there as well during their missions, but had now disappeared again. Good riddance, as far as Pazit was concerned. The Commission might order her to work with those murderous savages, and she would obey, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

In the meantime, the bulk of the army unit and their captain were billeted in town, in a “warehouse” behind the Continental Company building, as were Belenki and his elite unit, no longer in their civilian disguises. Although Pazit had already completed her day’s work as the Company’s “secretary,” no one would think it odd if she and her husband came back into town so she could finish some work left undone and they could take their supper in the saloon.

Dining at the saloon had been on her list of things to do in the next few days, anyway. She wanted to gauge the mood of the local settlers now that the Vendine business had been concluded, in order to determine how to proceed with the next phase of the operation. Bodir’s reports were invaluable, but sometimes it was necessary to observe the situation for herself.

In town, Pazit and Bodir left their two-person buggy and horse outside the Company office building. Bodir went across the street to the saloon, and Pazit let herself into the office. As she walked through the building to the back door, she pulled on the brown uniform jacket and cap, trimmed with red braid and the insignia of her rank and unit, that she had brought with.

She left the building by the back door and crossed the yard to the long, single-story barracks. There, she knocked once on the door to announce her presence, then went in.

As soon as Pazit entered, the men paused in their tasks – polishing boots and mending uniforms and washing the supper dishes – and stood at attention, saluting with left fist to right shoulder. The aroma of the men’s supper still lingered in the air, a delicious-smelling beef stew. Pazit had to admit that the quality of beef and seasoning herbs here in the Central Territories was without equal back home in the Union.

Captain Azlok and Commander Belenki, who had been studying a map spread out on a table, hurried over to stand in front of her, also saluting smartly. “Madam Commander Mahita,” they both said.

She nodded. “At ease.” The men relaxed their stances but remained in place.

“New orders have arrived, Captain,” Pazit said. These orders did not directly concern Belenki, beyond the fact that he was the one who had let the Vendines get away. He would not be given the chance to make up for his mistake; it was Captain Azlok whom she would entrust with this mission. “They should have come with you and the Regulator; I cannot say why they did not.”

“Yes, Madam Commander,” Azlok replied. “What are they?”

“The Vendine family is to be taken into custody, along with the young man they took with them. They have a three-day head start, but they are in a wagon and will be traveling slowly. I have information that indicates they are heading north, to cross the Gap River at the nearest ferry. Their ultimate destination is the home of friends in Bentwood Gulch.”

How Bodir had managed to discover those last bits of intelligence, she didn’t know. Again, she wondered what she would do without him. It was an open secret among the Chardonikans here that he was her eyes and ears, but she could never allow the true extent of his assistance to her to be revealed.

“You are to send your half-dozen best men on your swiftest horses,” she went on, “and another half-dozen men after them with the Regulator. The advance squad will catch up with the Vendines and stop or slow them down. They are not to try to apprehend the wizards themselves, but only interfere with their progress until the Regulator arrives and they can be subdued. The Vendines may be injured and disabled, but they are still to be considered extremely dangerous.”

“Yes, Madam Commander.”

“And remember, they are to be taken alive. At least the children, and preferably Mrs. Vendine and the young man. As for Mr. Vendine, if it is necessary to kill him in order for our personnel to ensure the success of the mission and protect themselves, they should not hesitate to do so.”

“Yes, Madam Commander.” Captain Azlok didn’t question why the Chardonikan Union was so interested in apprehending the children of wizards. As much of the truth as these men needed to know, that magic did indeed exist, had been revealed to them in preparation for this mission, and the wise soldier accepted what he was told and did not ask for further explanation. “It is nearly dark; should my men wait until sunrise, or leave now?”

“Now, if they are prepared. They can cover a good distance in the hour or so before it grows fully dark.”

“The men are always prepared to obey orders, Madam Commander.”

“Good. I will be dining in the saloon with my husband. Send me a message when the men are on their way.”

“Madam Commander Mahita,” Belenki said.

Pazit felt a stab of irritation that he would dare address her without being spoken to, especially since the whole thing was his fault. But she couldn’t allow him to doubt or question her; she had to face the issue and set matters straight right now. “What is it, Commander Belenki?”

“I gave the Vendines my word, Madam Commander, that they could depart in safety.”

“A promise to such as them is no promise at all. Wizards are incapable of entering into agreements.”

“Perhaps. But I also gave my word in the presence of my men. If my word and my integrity are undermined before them, so also will my authority be undermined.”

“You have no authority but that given you by the Commission,” Pazit snapped. “Integrity is meaningless; what matters is strict obedience to the Commission’s orders. Would you care to explain to our superiors and the Commission why those orders ought not to be obeyed?”

His stony face remained almost as expressionless as always, but his amber complexion paled slightly and the briefest hint of fear flickered in his eyes. “No, Madam Commander.”

“Very good. Captain, you may proceed immediately.”

“Yes, Madam Commander.”

As Pazit left the barracks, the captain began calling out the names of the men who would go in pursuit of the wizards.


Chapter 2

“ARE WE THERE YET?”

Lainie looked down at her oldest son, who was sitting in the wagon bed right behind her and Silas, leaning his elbows on the driver’s seat between them and pouting. She shouldn’t allow him to whine so, but neither could she find it in herself to scold him. This was only the fourth day on the trail, but it wasn’t so long ago that the children had endured the long wagon ride from Canyon View back to Prairie Wells. And they had barely gotten settled in at home before the troubles came to a head with the fight at the ranch and they had to leave again.

“We got a ways to go yet, Blakey,” she said. “You want to get out and run for a bit?”

“We haven’t been making as much distance as I would like,” Silas said. “I hate to stop if we don’t have to.”

She could feel the weight of worry in his words; she shared it herself. But surely a quarter of an hour’s stop wouldn’t make any difference. “It’ll do him good, and Garis too. Small boys with lots of energy get restless sitting in the wagon bed all day. We don’t want them getting rowdy in the wagon and falling out. Might not hurt you to stretch for a bit, either.”

Silas let out a heavy sigh. “All right.”

He reined in Softy and Blocky, the draft horses – Mala and Abenar were following the wagon on leads – and got down. Grunting with the effort, he lifted Blake and Garis out the back of the covered wagon. “Come on, boys, you go have a run around.”

“Are there any bad men here?” Blake asked.

“I don’t see any, son,” Silas said. “You look and make sure.”

Lainie climbed into the back of the wagon and settled herself to rest where she could still keep an eye on things outside. The boys began running in circles around the wagon, and Silas walked a bit, rotating his shoulders to stretch them. He was still awfully stiff and weak on his right side from being hit by that strange and terrible green light fired by the Chardonikans’ weapon.

And he had only been brushed on the arm by it. The attack had hit Lainie full on, and even now, six days later, she could only sit up for short periods of time and was barely able to walk. Trying to use magic made the well of power inside her twist and cramp and heave and her head pound like it was full of stampeding cattle. Silas also had trouble using his power, though not quite as much. It did seem to be slowly getting better, but their magic was still pretty nigh useless to them.

“Any bad men out there?” Silas called out to the running boys.

“I don’t see none, Pa!” Blake shouted back.

“No bad mans!” Garis added.

“If I see one, I’ll tell him to go away and you can shoot him!” Blake said.

Silas winced, then put a forced-looking smile on his face. “We’ll do that, son.”

It near to broke Lainie’s heart to see his slow movements and stooped posture, the air of defeat that hung over him. It wasn’t just because of the green light; he still blamed himself for letting the children get kidnapped and for failing to keep the Chardonikans from forcing them off their land.

And it was a defeat, the worst they’d ever suffered. In losing their home, they had lost everything they’d been working for over the last four and a half years. They had sunk everything they had into that ranch. Next year, the first year they would have sent a herd on the big drive to the Gap, would have been the first year they finally started making money back on all their work.

Now they had nothing in the world but the wagon, the horses, and as many of their belongings as they were able to bring with. If they weren’t able to go back to Prairie Wells and rebuild, they would have to start all over again from nothing.

None of it was Silas’s fault. Who would have expected anyone to be bold enough to kidnap their children, or to be able to break through Silas’s magical shield to get to them? And there had been no choice but to leave. They couldn’t fight that weapon. It had done enough damage to her and Silas; Lainie hated to think what it might do to the children. To protect their children and put an end to the trouble for their neighbors, they had to leave.

It was only a defeat if they quit, she told herself again, as she had told Silas over and over the last few days. In Bentwood Gulch, they would find refuge with their friends the Coltors. They would rest and regroup and figure out how to fight back against the Chardonikan Union and that weapon. And then they would return to Prairie Wells and take back what was theirs.

Torrin, who had been scouting ahead and letting his horse have a good run, came riding over to where the wagon was stopped. He used to work for their friend and neighbor Vinn Ashlund, but after his unfolding magical power was exposed by the weapon, Silas had invited him to come with them when they left Prairie Wells, for his own safety and so that Silas could start training him. He wasn’t quite as bad off as Lainie and Silas after being hit by the green light; Lainie guessed it was because he wasn’t actively using magic when he was hit, or maybe because his power wasn’t as strong and well-developed.

Despite Torrin’s initial shock at learning he was a mage, he had readily agreed to come with them and was eager and excited to learn. It had also been a great help, having him along to take on some of the driving and chores.

“You feel up to doing some training, Mr. Vendine?” Torrin asked.

“To tell you the truth, Torrin,” Silas said slowly as he watched the boys chase each other around the wagon, “I’ve been thinking, the sooner Brin Coltor knows what’s going on, the better. Who knows what the Chardonikans are up to, and where? The sooner he’s warned, the more prepared he’ll be to help us fight back. And I know he’ll want to. But we’re too slow, going by wagon. So if you’re agreeable, I’d like you to ride on ahead to Bentwood Gulch and tell Coltor what happened and that we’re coming. Anyhow, I would hate for all of us to land on the Coltors’ doorstep unannounced.”

“You sure you folks can manage on your own?”

“We’ll be fine. I’m well enough to do all the driving now.”

“What if they come after you?”

“Belenki said he would let us go in safety.”

Lainie couldn’t help speaking out from where she was resting in the wagon. “The word of someone like him don’t mean nothing.”

“Maybe,” Silas said. “But I’m inclined to think he’s a man who doesn’t say anything he doesn’t mean to say. And that he’s too damned stubborn to change his mind once he’s spoken.”

Lainie remembered the Chardonikan commander’s expressionless slab of a face, and had to agree. Still… “What if someone else is giving the orders?”

“I’d say it’s more likely he was the one in charge all along. In any case, if they haven’t sent anyone after us by now, I don’t think they’re going to. After all, we did give them what they wanted.”

“Well, if you’re sure, I’ll go,” Torrin said.

“If you’re agreeable.”

“You saved me from being hanged. I’ll do anything I can for you folks.” A grin broke out on Torrin’s face. “Just think, I’m going to talk to Mr. Brin Coltor himself!” Brin Coltor was the richest and most respected rancher in the Wildings, despite having been exposed as a mage several years ago, and most ranch hands could only dream of meeting him. “You want me to leave now or in the morning?”

“The sooner you start, the sooner you’ll get there. Take what you need from the supplies, and I’ll write a note of introduction for you.”

Blake and Garis ran up to the back of the wagon, panting and red-faced and laughing. Though Lainie still felt like she’d been thrown from a horse and come down with the grippe at the same time, she reached down and helped them climb in. 

As she settled the boys in the bed of the wagon next to their napping sisters, Silas climbed in and opened the metal lockbox they had brought with, that held their important papers along with what cash they hadn’t left at home with their ranch hands. He took out the letter of reference from Brin Coltor, that they had carried with them and kept safe all these years, then scrounged up a pencil and tore a thin strip from the bottom of the letter. Quickly, he scrawled a note on the scrap of paper.

“There.” Silas folded the paper, climbed out, and handed the note to Torrin. “I told him who you are and that you’re coming on instructions from me. I also asked him to continue your training as best he can until we get there. When this comes to another fight, and it’s bound to, you’re going to need all the skills and training you can get.”

Torrin nodded, tucking the note into his knapsack along with extra bullets and some packets of jerky, flatbread, and dried fruit. Lainie tried to give him more provisions, but he held up a hand in refusal. “I won’t take too much of you folks’ supplies. Mr. Ashlund gave me my pay before we left, so I can buy what I need along the way.”

“It’ll probably take you about a month of good riding, give or take a few days, to get to Bentwood Gulch,” Silas told him. “Stop at Coltor’s office when you get into town; he might be there or out at the ranch, north of town. The way is marked. You’ll pass by plenty of towns on the way up there; keep an eye out, see if the Chardonikans are there and what they’re doing, and tell Coltor everything you learn. Oh, and practice what I’ve already taught you. I know it isn’t much, but it’s a start, and your power will get stronger with use.”

Torrin finished strapping his packs and bedroll onto his horse and mounted up. “I will. You folks take care, now.”

“You take care, too,” Silas replied. “We’ll see you in Bentwood Gulch in three months or so.”

“Yes, sir.” Torrin kneed his horse into a gallop and rode away.

“You think he’ll be okay?” Lainie asked Silas as they watched the horse and rider grow smaller in the distance.

“He’ll be fine. He can travel faster than we can, and he’s got a good head on his shoulders. He’ll stay out of trouble.”

“What about us? Are you sure they won’t come after us?”

“They have no reason to, not now that we’ve given them what they wanted.”

He was right. Still, Lainie felt an uncomfortable itch between her shoulder blades, as though there was some danger behind her that she couldn’t see. She hoped they wouldn’t have cause to regret the absence of Torrin’s gun. But Silas wouldn’t be careless of the family’s safety, and if he judged it better to send Torrin on ahead, she wouldn’t argue with his decision.

They ate a little and stretched and tended to necessities. Then Lainie laid down again to rest with the sleeping children while Silas climbed back onto the driver’s seat. He flicked the reins and the wagon started rolling northward after Torrin, who was quickly disappearing into the distance.

* * *

“PA, WHO ARE those people?” Blake asked from the bed of the wagon late the next morning.

Silas glanced over his shoulder to see Blake looking out the back opening of the wagon cover. His heart thudded in his chest; they were being followed. A surge of fear urged him to push the draft horses faster, but he fought it back. If trouble was coming, they had no hope of outrunning it in the wagon. Better to stop and prepare to face whatever it was.

 “Suppose it’s people from home?” Lainie asked as he reined in, bringing the horses and wagon to a stop. She was sitting beside him, holding Kessie; she cradled the baby closer, as though she didn’t believe her own hopeful guess.

Silas wished he could believe it was someone coming to tell them it was safe to go home. “I don’t know. I’ll take a look.”

He climbed down from the wagon, his left arm and leg taking most of his weight as his right side was still weakened from being hit by that green light. He adjusted the brim of his hat to shade his eyes and peered south. Maybe a league back, he made out a small group of riders, coming on fast.

He squinted, trying to bring them into better focus; his vision at distance wasn’t what it used to be. He thought he could make out about half a dozen of them. As they drew closer, his guess at their number was confirmed, and the brown color of their uniforms became clear.

Damn that Belenki for a lying snake-tongued son of a bitch. “Not folks from home,” he said to Lainie. “Get in back with the children.”

“Soldiers?” she asked.

“Yes. Get in back. I’ll hold them off.” He checked his revolver to make sure it was fully loaded, then placed himself between the wagon and the oncoming riders.

“But you can’t fight them alone –”

“I said, get in the back and keep the children down,” he ordered, more sharply than he was accustomed to speaking to her.

He hated to admit it, but she was right. Though taking on six armed men normally wouldn’t be a problem for him, his power was as good as useless now. But Lainie was even worse off than he was, and they couldn’t outrun mounted soldiers in the wagon, so he had no choice but to stand and figure out a way to fight them alone.

“Is it the bad men?” Blake asked from inside the wagon.

Garis started crying. “I don’t want bad mans to come!”

“Bad, bad!” Vera wailed, and Kessie started sobbing as well.

“Hush,” Lainie said. “Stay down. Your Pa and I will take care of them.”

“I wanna fight too!” Blake said.

“No. You stay down and out of sight.” Lainie appeared in the back opening of the wagon cover, holding her revolver, her arms propped on the backboard. Her face was still too pale and her hands shook, but the resolve in her expression told Silas there was no point in ordering her again to get down out of sight.

Over the approaching horses’ hoofbeats, Silas could hear orders being shouted among the soldiers. He couldn’t see a cart or wagon, and at the speed they were coming, it was unlikely they had the weapon with them. That was one mercy, anyway.

Silas reached inside himself and pulled up power. He nearly doubled over with heaving cramps, and his head pounded and his vision wavered. But he managed to throw a shield of shimmering, transparent blue and amber between himself and the soldiers, wide enough to protect the wagon as well.

He raised his gun. “Don’t come any closer!”

They kept riding, but didn’t raise their rifles to shoot. Maybe they knew that firing into a magical shield would be useless. Silas fought back another wave of nausea and weakness. If they meant to wait until he could no longer hold the shield, they wouldn’t have long to wait.

The soldiers reined in about three measures from Silas’s shield. The one in the lead snapped out something that sounded like an order; now the rifles went up, aimed straight at Silas.

“Do not try to fight us,” the leader called out in a rolling accent. “Our orders are to take the woman, the children, and the young man alive and without harm. If they give up peacefully, we will not kill Mr. Vendine.”

One of the other soldiers lowered his rifle a bit and said something in Chardonikan that sounded like an argument or protest. The leader snapped at him. The two exchanged a few more heated words, then the second soldier raised his gun again, still frowning.

“The Regulator is behind us, not far,” the leader said. “If you surrender peacefully, there will be no need to use it.”

The Regulator? That must be the weapon. “We gave up our land; what else do you want from us?” Silas answered. “What do you want with my wife and children and our friend?” It was best if the soldiers didn’t know Torrin had gone on ahead by himself.

“We are ordered to take them into custody alive. That is all I will tell you.”

Silas stood thinking as hard as his pounding head would allow. He couldn’t fight them. The wagon couldn’t outrun them. But neither could he believe what they said about not harming Lainie and the children. He had been a fool to rely on Belenki’s word; he wouldn’t make that mistake again. Maybe, considering that the kidnapping had been a plot to capture Lainie and the kids, it was possible that the soldiers really did intend to take his family alive. But the gods alone knew what would happen to them once they were in the Chardonikans’ hands. Nothing good; Silas would lay his last copper bit on it.

Still, if the soldiers were under orders to capture Lainie and the children alive, they might hesitate to open fire and risk shooting them. If he could fool the soldiers long enough for him and Lainie to get off three shots each…

He looked back at Lainie. Be ready, he mouthed at her with a glance at her gun.

She gave him a single, slight nod.

He lowered his gun. “You say you won’t hurt them?” he asked the soldiers.

“Those are our orders.”

Which wasn’t the same as promising not to hurt them. Silas dropped the shield. In the space of three heartbeats, he emptied his revolver into the group of soldiers while more shots exploded from Lainie’s gun behind him. All six men tumbled from their horses, but one managed to fire as he fell. Pain burned into Silas’s right side and he staggered back.

Silence descended over the scene. The soldiers lay unmoving on the dirt road.

Silas sank to his knees. Finally letting himself give in to the sickness, he vomited into the dirt. Pain flared through his side with each spasm of his muscles.

“Silas!” Lainie cried. And then she was kneeling beside him and putting an arm around his shoulders. She could barely walk; how had she made it over here from the wagon? “You’re shot!” she gasped.

After a moment, the retching stopped and Silas sat back on his heels, his right hand pressed against his side, blood trickling out between his fingers. He probed at the wound. “Shallow. Think it just grazed my ribs.” He took a deep breath; his side hurt, but there was no pain or feeling of wetness in his lungs. “I’ll be okay. I better make sure they’re really down.”

Supporting himself on Lainie’s shoulder, he stood up on legs that felt as weak and wobbly as a newborn calf’s. Once he had his footing, he left her where she was sitting – this was no job for a woman – and walked among the fallen soldiers. All lay still and silent except for one who was moaning faintly, gut-shot, as good as dead except for the long, painful time he would spend dying. Silas loaded more bullets into his revolver and used one to finish off the soldier with a mercy shot.

He turned to Lainie, feeling closer to dead than alive himself. “That’s all of ’em.”


Chapter 3

IN THE SILENCE after that final shot, Lainie remained kneeling on the packed dirt of the road, looking at Silas. He stood among the dead soldiers, bloodied and hunched over, his revolver dangling from his left hand. She was shaking; the rush of sheer terror at seeing him fall, that had given her the strength to run over here from the wagon, had turned to cold, paralyzing dread.

Silas walked back over to her with unsteady steps. “What are we going to do?” she asked. “That weapon’s coming after us. We can’t fight it, we can’t outrun them…” Panic rose in her voice; she fought it back down. She couldn’t afford to fall apart now.

Silas looked down at his side and the blood seeping through his fingers. “Help me clean this up, darlin’, then we’ll talk.”

Faced with something that needed doing, she pulled herself together and hauled herself to her feet, clinging to Silas. Leaning on each other for support, they made it back to the wagon and climbed in, Silas giving Lainie a boost over the gate.

The children crowded around them. “Is Pa hurt?” Blake demanded. “Did you shoot all the bad men?”

“Pa will be okay. He’s just a little scratched up,” Lainie answered, trying to keep her voice from shaking. “And you don’t need to worry about the bad men any more.” 

“Did you lick ’em?”

“We licked ’em all right, son,” Silas said. He looked in the direction where the dead lay, and Lainie followed his gaze. In the heat, flies were already starting to swarm over the bodies.

She hoped the children couldn’t see it. No young children should have to witness as much trouble and violence and death as their children had these last few months. She was proud of Blake for wanting to stop bad men from doing bad things, but she feared that his tender young soul would become as hardened and twisted as the men he feared. If for no other reason, they had to get the children to a place of safety and calm so they could go back to being the carefree, innocent children they should be.

“Everything’s okay,” she said briskly. “I’ll get Pa bandaged up right quick and we can be on our way.”

Silas took off his shirt and Lainie examined the injury to his side. As he had said, it was only a surface wound; the bullet had just skimmed along a rib. Thankfully, the bone wasn’t broken. Still, she bit back a curse at the near miss. A little bit up or down, and it could have been much worse. The gods were watching over them that day.

With shaking hands, she opened the small flask of whiskey in the medical kit, wet a cloth, and started cleaning the wound. Silas sucked in a sharp breath as the whiskey did its work. Lainie wished they still had some of that home-brewed cactus whiskey from the Dusty Demon down in the Bads; Silas always swore that, for his money, nothing beat it for burning impurities out of a wound. But they had used the last of that long ago, and hadn’t thought it worth the long, hot trip to Ripgap to get more. Poor Mr. Hixon’s finest from the Thirsty Cow back home would have to do.

As Lainie worked, Silas took a mouthful of whiskey from the flask, rinsed his mouth, and spat over the back gate of the wagon into the dirt. “Even heavy as that Regulator thing is, I’ve no doubt they can haul it farther and faster in a day than we can travel in the wagon.” The furrows of pain and worry in his face deepened. “We’re going to have to abandon the wagon and go on horseback. We’ll pack everything we can on the horses, and take the soldiers’ horses, as well. If we let them go back to town, the Chardonikans will know right away something’s wrong.”

“We still wouldn’t be able to go very fast,” Lainie said. “Not with the children.”

He frowned. “You’re right. We’ll have to think of a way to throw them off our trail.”

When the wound was clean, Lainie started to send a little healing magic into it. Her power slipped from her grasp, her well of magic cramped and twisted, the world spun. She grabbed Silas’s shoulder to steady herself.

“You all right, darlin’?” he asked.

“I still can’t use my power. Can you put some healing magic there?”

Silas scrunched up his face; healing yourself, though possible, was harder than healing someone else. He touched his left hand to the gunshot wound; blue and amber light flickered from his hand and sweat broke out on his face. “That’ll have to do.”

The wound looked slightly less raw, like it was already starting to heal. Gods willing, it wouldn’t fester. Lainie wrapped a bandage around Silas’s torso and he put his shirt back on.

“I’ll move them off the road,” he said with a tilt of his head towards the dead soldiers. “Make it a little harder for the men coming after them to figure out what happened. Though in this heat, I’m sure they’ll find them by the smell soon enough. You start packing everything we can take on horseback.”

He climbed out of the wagon. Lainie watched for a moment; he still looked like he was barely staying on his feet and she wanted to make sure he wasn’t going to pass out. But he managed to drag the dead foreign soldiers, one at a time, into the grass on the west side of the road, where he left them several measures away, out of sight.

While she kept half an eye on him, Lainie hastily packed everything she could into the saddlebags and knapsacks. It had been hard enough deciding what to take from home and what to leave behind when they’d had the whole wagon to put things in. Now she had even more difficult decisions to make, and little time to make them in.

The metal lockbox, which held all the money they had with them along with their letters of credit and their other important papers, had to go with them, of course. Clothing, though not their heaviest winter things; right now, in high summer, it was unnecessary bulk and weight. With any luck and the grace of the gods, they would reach Bentwood Gulch in time to acquire new winter clothes before the cold weather set in.

She held the bird-in-a-cage quilt close for a long moment. Her mother had made it not long before she died, when Lainie was six. Lainie had had to leave that quilt behind once before, when she and Silas were first married. Leaving it now would likely mean losing it forever. Determinedly, she stuffed the quilt into the largest knapsack. If they ran into cold weather, they could all bundle up in it.

“What are you doing, Mama?” Blake and Garis asked.

“Mama, Mama,” Vera said, twirling her dark curls with one hand and sucking on the fingers of the other.

How to tell them without frightening them, when she was barely holding herself together? “We’re going to ride on the horses now,” she said, forcing herself to sound calm and cheerful. “We’ll get to Mr. Coltor’s house faster that way.”

“But what about the wagon, Mama?” Blake asked.

“It’ll wait here for us, and we’ll fetch it when we come back.”

Silas returned from getting the bodies off the trail and sank down on the ground in the shade of the wagon, sweating and shaking and breathing hard. His dark skin had an unhealthy ashen look to it. How far behind the soldiers was the weapon? If only Silas could rest and recover for a few days. And Lainie herself would have given just about anything to be able to lie down and not move for a good long time.

But she wouldn’t lay money on the weapon being more than a day or two behind. If they were going to put a safe distance between themselves and that cursed Regulator, there was no time to waste.

Silas seemed to have the same thought. After a moment, he pulled himself to his feet, holding on to the side of the wagon. “Best get moving now.” His voice was tight with fatigue and pain. “Get everything out of the wagon that we’re taking with.”

Lainie handed him the saddlebags and knapsacks she had packed. He lifted the children down and helped her climb out of the wagon, then untethered Abenar and Mala from the wagon and hauled himself up into the driver’s seat. He drove the wagon into the grass, past where he had left the dead soldiers, then walked back leading Softy and Blocky. He also rounded up the soldiers’ six horses – well-trained, they hadn’t scattered very far – and brought them to where Lainie and the children were waiting with their remaining possessions.

“They’re carrying bedrolls,” Silas said, “and there’s money, provisions, and ammunition in their packs. I got the rifles, too.”

He and Lainie strapped the packs she had loaded onto the soldiers’ horses and Blocky. Then Silas saddled up Softy, who was a gentle, steady horse, well-suited for carrying children. “Blake, you ride here with your brother.” He helped the boys onto Softy and made sure they were securely seated.

“Why do we have to leave the wagon?” Blake asked.

“We need to get to where we’re going faster than the wagon can take us,” Silas told him.

“But I don’t want to leave it!” Blake sounded close to tears.

“It’s okay, son. We’ll come back for it later.”

“But –”

“No more arguing,” Silas said, more sternly than he usually spoke to the children.

Blake fell silent, biting his lip, tears welling in his eyes. Lainie’s heart ached for him, having to deal with yet another loss, for all of them, for the whole damned mess.

Silas was silent as he strapped Vera into her riding harness and eased it over his shoulders, to carry her on his back, while Lainie tucked Kessie snugly into the baby sling across her shoulder and chest. Then Silas helped Lainie mount up on Mala. She clutched the reins and pommel, trying to steady herself against a wave of fatigue and dizziness. She didn’t know how she could ride when she could barely stand or sit up, but somehow, she had to.

Silas mounted up on Abenar. “Let’s move.”

“Straight north?” Lainie asked.

Silas looked to the north, and then to the east. The Sundown Plateau and the Roughs weren’t even smudges on the horizon, but Lainie could feel them in a shudder up her spine and a whisper of a memory of wild magic.

“The Roughs?” she asked, shivering at the thought.

“If we head into the Roughs, even if the Chardonikans follow us in, we should be able to lose them. If the A’ayimat don’t stop them for us. We can make our way through the canyons and across the plateau then down Greenback Rim on the north side. There’s a river crossing somewhere along there we can use.”

Lainie chewed her lip. “I don’t like it,” she said, keeping her voice down so the boys wouldn’t hear her. “Once in the Roughs was enough for me. But I reckon you’re right; that’s our best hope to get away from that weapon.”

“Our only hope, the way I see it,” Silas answered just as quietly. He turned to Blake and Garis. “How about another adventure in the Roughs, boys? With us this time, instead of a bunch of bad men?”

“Can we see some more blueskins?” Blake asked excitedly, his worries over the wagon apparently forgotten.

“I wanna see blueskins!” Garis said.

“Booskins! Booskins!” Vera added.

“We might,” Lainie said, though privately, she hoped not. They had managed to not get in trouble with the A’ayimat who had caught them trespassing last time, but then they had had a good excuse for venturing into forbidden territory, and they and the A’ayimat had been facing a common enemy. This time, there was no guarantee the local A’ayimat would be so forgiving.

Still, on the whole, their chances were probably better with the A’ayimat, who considered her something like distant kin, than with the Chardonikans, who had killed all the mages in their own countries. Especially now that she and Silas had killed six Chardonikan soldiers.

“Come on,” Silas said. “Let’s move. It’s probably a good three days to the canyonlands if we push hard.”

Leading Softy and the packhorses, they turned off the road, heading east. Lainie looked back once at the wagon, standing half-hidden in the tall summer grass. An ache tightened her throat; she felt like they were leaving home all over again. At least with the wagon, they had had shelter and a comfortable place to ride. Now they really were without a roof over their heads or a bed to call their own.

When they had gone a short distance, Silas stopped and turned Abenar around to face back the way they had come. The lines of pain in his face deepened with concentration and his mage ring began to flicker blue laced with amber. The glow strengthened until it was clearly visible even in the bright sunlight. Silas made a broad, circling motion with his left hand, and a wind whipped up around them. A tingle of magic ran across Lainie’s nerves and mage senses; a few of the horses whinnied nervously.

All at once, Silas stood up in the stirrups and swept his left arm forward. The wind he had gathered tore across the grass back to the road, erasing their tracks and churning up a cloud of dirt at the scene of the fight.

As soon as Silas released the wind, he collapsed into the saddle, hunched over and heaving for breath.

“You okay?” Lainie asked, alarmed. Working magic with the wind wasn’t easy, and after everything else he had been through that day, it might have been too much for him.

“I will be,” he gasped. “That should buy us a little more time.” After a moment, he straightened up and they started riding east again.

Three days to safety, Lainie thought, looking towards the horizon and the plateau that lay beyond. It seemed like forever. She could handle the A’ayimat. She knew how to stay safe around creeks that might flood in a heavy thunderstorm. She knew to watch out for magical twisters and man-eating groviks and flaming swordbeaks. It was
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