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Blake Vendine, mage and bounty hunter, heads into the forbidding, unmapped Dragonbone Mountains in search of notorious outlaw Wiley Wedlin and the powerful, unknown mage who is controlling the dragons.

In the meantime, the dragons’ master enters into an alliance with hostile A'ayimat and makes an impossible, ruinous demand of the Wildings settlers. Comfort, Garis, Vera, and Kessie - and Silas and Lainie - are drawn into the fight to save the settlers from the dragon master’s demands.

But even with Blake on the case, how are they going to fight against dragons and the mage who is powerful enough to command them?
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Chapter 1

LAINIE CAME DOWNSTAIRS as the sky was starting to lighten. She liked being up before anyone else; she enjoyed this quiet time to herself before the day’s activity began. There was something to be said for mornings spent lying abed with Silas, but that was a rare treat. Most days on the ranch started early, and Lainie liked to be ready for the day when it started. Today, especially, after the excitement of the wedding last night and the worries about the dragon master’s demands, she reveled in these few moments of peace. 

She lit the wood in the stove with a small burst of magic, then filled the kettle with water for the morning’s first pot of hot chickroot brew. By the time everyone was done, they would have gone through three or four pots. Flour; eggs, milk, butter, and bacon from the icebox; she checked the chunk of ice that kept the box cool. It was holding out, and they could wait a few more days before making a new one by magically drawing all the heat out of a bucket of water. Easy enough to do; all of her kids, even Zina now, had earned pocket money by making ice for anyone in town who wanted it.

In the pantry, Lainie eyed the basket of strawberries Zina had picked from the garden yesterday. It would be nice to make something special for Blake and Comfort this morning, for their after-wedding breakfast. She hardly knew anything about Comfort, having only met her yesterday afternoon, but the young woman seemed sensible and brave, though there was something fragile about her under the surface that had snagged at Lainie’s heart. She was the daughter of Wiley Wedlin, the outlaw Blake was hunting, but that was neither here nor there. Folks couldn’t help who their parents were; it was what you did with your own life that mattered. Lainie was just glad her restless, driven oldest son, still fighting the nightmares of his childhood, had finally found a woman who might be able to help him lay to rest the deep-seated fears and wounds of the past and start looking to the future.

She finished gathering what she needed to make breakfast – strawberry pancakes, biscuits, bacon, scrambled eggs with cheese curds, and applesauce – and laid it all on the kitchen table to get to work. Then she noticed the folded piece of paper lying on the table with Mama and Dad written on it in Blake’s handwriting.

Had Blake and Comfort left already? Ignoring the water in the kettle that had started boiling, Lainie picked up the note and unfolded it. Mama and Dad, I can’t take her with me. It’s too dangerous. Please don’t let her come after me. Also, I’ll see what I can find out about the dragons. See you all when I get back. Love, Blake.

“Oh, Blakey,” she whispered. Her hopes of a few moments ago crumbling, she sank down onto one of the stools at the table.

Silas came in, buttoning his shirt. “Water’s boiling, darlin’. Want me to add the chickroot?”

“In a bit. Look at this.” She held out the note and Silas took it.

Holding the paper at arm’s length – he wasn’t wearing his reading spectacles – Silas looked it over, then blew out a heavy breath. “That boy,” he said, shaking his head. “Running scared. I can’t say I blame him, though. A hunt like that’s no business for a woman.”

“Huh,” Lainie said. “I thought you’d learned by now.” The biggest argument they’d ever had, the only one that had nearly broken them up, had been about Silas wanting her to stay away from trouble and stay safe. She had finally won that one, pointing out that she wasn’t going to let him face danger alone when she could help and there were things worth fighting for that were more important than momentary safety.

“Yeah, well.” Silas went to the canister on the counter and scooped dried, roasted chickroot into the strainer, then lowered the strainer into the kettle of boiling water. The rich, bittersweet scent of roasted chickroot wafted into the air. “You gotta admit, though, outlaws are bad enough, even if one of ’em’s her father. Then throw in dragons and a blackmailing sheephumper of a mage who’s strong enough to control them, and this hunt’s no stroll through the daisies.”

“I suppose you’re right.” Lainie sighed. “I just hope she understands and doesn’t decide to null out the marriage because he left her in the middle of the night on their wedding night. Or go after him and wring his neck.”

From upstairs, a cry rang out through the house, distraught and furious.

“Looks like we’re about to find out,” Silas said.

* * *

COMFORT STIRRED AWAKE in the most comfortable bed she’d slept in in months. She didn’t open her eyes yet; she wanted to bask in the delicious feelings that lingered from the night. Her ma had always told her not to bother with men who were virgins; “In and out, all they care about is getting the first thrill,” she used to say. “No thought for if you’re having a good time of it.” But Blake had been completely different. Together, they had learned and explored how their bodies worked and the delightful sensations they could bring forth in each other. There had been moments that were awkward, clumsy, or downright embarrassing, but together they had laughed them off and gone on to swells of emotion and pleasure that she had never imagined.

And always, always, he had shown such concern and consideration for her, wanting to make sure she was comfortable and he wasn’t hurting her. However many men her ma might have been with, however experienced all of them had been, Comfort was sure her mother had never known a man like Blake Vendine. If she had, she would have grabbed on to that man and done whatever it took to keep him.

Comfort smiled to herself and stretched luxuriously, still keeping her eyes closed. She had found a good man, better than she’d ever hoped to find, the best man she’d ever known. And now he was hers, and she was his, and she would hold on to him with everything she had.

She reached beside her and found empty bed. Blake must have gotten up early to get a drink or use the necessary or something. As she drew her hand back, she brushed against something on Blake’s pillow. She opened her eyes to see a piece of paper, folded over, with her name written on it in Blake’s handwriting. Surprise pricked at her, followed by a chill that settled in her stomach as she read the note.

My dearest Comfort, I can’t take you with me. It’s too dangerous, even more dangerous than I thought. When I find your father, I’ll tell him you love him and you were looking for him. I give you my word that, if at all possible, I won’t do anything with him until you have a chance to talk to him. I love you, and I’ll see you when this is over. Yours faithfully and always, Blake.

She stared at the words a moment, trying to deny that they said what they said. She called up a magelight, in case she had read wrong in the faint light of dawn in the room. But no, she hadn’t read the note wrong. He had left her. The bastard had actually gone and ditched her.

Something huge and painful swelled up inside her and tore out of her in a cry that could surely be heard all through the house. She scrambled out of bed, found her valise – someone had brought it up to the room at some point during the wedding celebration yesterday evening – and grabbed inside it for clothes.

“Dearest Comfort, my ass,” she growled as she pulled on pants and shirt. Tears swelled behind her eyes and spilled down her cheeks. “You can’t do this to me, Blake Vendine.”

Without bothering to tuck her shirt into her pants or put on shoes, Comfort stomped down the stairs. The parlor was empty, but she heard sounds coming from the kitchen, so she turned in there. Blake’s parents were there, looking as though they’d been expecting her. “Where is he?” she yelled. “He left me, that – that –” The words stuck in her mouth. She couldn’t say it, not right in front of Blake’s mother. It wouldn’t be polite.

Mrs. Vendine gave her a wry, sad smile. “It’s okay, honey. Go ahead and say it. I won’t take it personal, and I’m sure he deserves it.”

“That son of a bitch!” she burst out. She waved the note she had brought downstairs. “He ditched me! On our wedding night! How could I have been so stupid? I should have known –” She started crying, big hot tears and ugly, gulping, embarrassing sobs.

Mrs. Vendine came over and put an arm around her, and let her cry against her shoulder for a moment. “It’ll be okay, honey. Come sit down and have a hot cup and we’ll talk about it.”

Comfort let Mrs. Vendine lead her to the table and sit her down. Mr. Vendine poured a cup of chickroot brew and put it down in front of her. “Cream? Sugar?” he asked.

Comfort shook her head, angrily pushing tears from her eyes. “He ditched me, I know he was thinking about it before, but I thought now – I thought he loved me –”

“Shoo, you two,” Mrs. Vendine said. Out of the corner of her eye, Comfort saw Zina and Collen disappear from the kitchen doorway. Mrs. Vendine propped her elbow on the table and leaned her chin on her fist. “Go on, you can tell me.”

Comfort sniffled deeply and gulped down a swallow of chickroot brew. “Any time I think I finally found something good, it always falls apart,” she said between more sobs. “I thought he loved me. But all he can think about is capturing my father. Taking him to get put in jail or even hanged. I thought I could get him to see things my way, that my father isn’t that bad. But I guess he decided to go on by himself so he can do whatever he wants to my father without me getting in the way.” She set her cup down hard. “I won’t let him. I have to go after him and stop him.”

Mrs. Vendine took the note from her and read it. “It says right here, he’ll tell your father you love him, and he’ll make sure you get to talk to him.”

“Huh,” Comfort snorted, wiping away more tears. “I’m having a hard time believing that. It’s always the same. They tell you what they think you want to hear and then they show who they really are. But if I leave now, I can catch up with him. He can’t be too far ahead.”

She started to rise from her chair, but Mrs. Vendine said, “Wait. I want to show you something.” She handed Comfort another note in Blake’s handwriting, addressed to his parents.

Comfort read the note. Mama and Dad, I can’t take her with me. Please don’t let her come after me. It’s too dangerous… She looked up sharply at Mrs. Vendine. “You – you wouldn’t –”

“You’re welcome to stay here as long as you want. You’re family now. And even if you weren’t, you’d be our welcome guest. But we won’t make you stay here against your will. If you want to leave, of course you’re free to go, and we’ll make sure you have everything you need. But before you decide to leave, let me tell you about Blake.”

Comfort didn’t want to hear it. She already knew everything she needed to know. They had agreed to share what they knew about her father, but he hadn’t told her about the map. He had married her and then he had ditched her. But Mrs. Vendine had been so kind, it would be poor thanks if she bolted without hearing her mother-in-law out. “Well, okay.”

“I don’t know how much he’s told you, about what happened when he was little.”

“A little bit, not much. My ma was a dancer with Magical Mik’s show for a few months, and Mik used to talk sometimes about what happened back then, in the Chardonikan War, and he mentioned your family a few times.”

Mrs. Vendine nodded, her face creasing as though with unpleasant memories. “A few months before the war really started, Blake and the other three – it was just him, Garis, Vera, and Kessie back then – were kidnapped from the house by some men who were working for the Chardonikans. He wasn’t even six, and there he was, stolen from home during the night, with his little brother and sisters to look after and protect. Then later, we were forced out of our home, and then we had to abandon our wagon with nearly everything we owned when Chardonikan soldiers came after us. The Chardonikans captured the children and Silas and took them to their fort. Silas was held separately from the children, so again, Blake had no one else to rely on but himself to look out for the younger ones. He lost everything, or almost everything, several times over when he was barely six years old, and had burdens put on him that no child should have to carry.”

She gave Comfort a brief half-smile. “That’s why he became a bounty hunter, to protect people and punish the ‘bad men’ who hurt them. He always said he didn’t plan to get married and settle down because it would interfere with his work. But I also believe he didn’t want to get married because he’s afraid. He’s scared that one day he’ll fail to protect someone who’s important to him, someone who’s depending on him. He’s afraid of losing everything again – or losing someone who’s everything to him. Of course, he’d never admit how scared he is, not even to himself, but to me and his father, it’s plain as day.”

Comfort realized that at some point while Mrs. Vendine was speaking, the last of her tears had stopped. She’d never really thought about Blake that way, only that he seemed to have an understanding of her own childhood troubles. But she hadn’t known enough about his past to really understand what it had been like for him. She pictured that scared little boy, burdened with more than any child should have to bear; imagined him grown into a man’s body but still with those deep wounds on his heart and mind and spirit. Was she really everything to him? She wanted to believe it, but was afraid that, like everything else good she’d nearly had within her grasp, it was too good to be true.

Unsure what to think, she picked at a loose thread on the cuff of her shirt. “I guess that makes sense.”

“He loves you,” Mrs. Vendine said. “I knew it as soon as I saw you two together at the front door yesterday. And he’s scared to death of failing to protect you and losing you. And think about it. If the two of you are in a bad situation and he’s worried about protecting you, he might not be able to take care of himself.”

A distinct throat-clearing sound came from Mr. Vendine where he stood leaning back against the counter, arms folded across his chest.

Mrs. Vendine looked at him. “What?”

“I seem to recall trying to tell you the same thing, years ago,” he said.

“That was different.” Mrs. Vendine turned back to Comfort. “So, you see, it isn’t that he doesn’t love you. He does love you, so much that his fear of losing you is more than he can bear.”

Comfort went on tugging at the loose thread. Maybe Mrs. Vendine was right. But even if Blake was scared, he could have at least had the stones to wake her up and tell her to her face he was leaving her behind, and why.

Of course, they probably would have gotten into an argument about it and woken up the whole house; how long did a soundproof shield last, anyway? And now that she thought about it, she did recall having pointed a gun at him twice before to make him do what she wanted. He probably didn’t want to take the chance she might shoot him in his parents’ house, right there in his old bedroom. Not that she would have, but could he really be sure of that?

She shrugged, a sense that maybe she wasn’t entirely in the right prickling at her. “It’s hard to think of him running scared, but I suppose you’re right. I just wish he woke me up and told me before he left.”

“And I can’t say I blame you at all for being mad and hurt. If you want to go after him, we won’t stop you. We’ll make sure you have money and provisions. But before you go, think a bit on why he left, and if going after him would really be the best thing for him or for you.”

Out in the dining room, people started coming around for breakfast. Mr. Vendine took the pot of chickroot brew out there and Mrs. Vendine set about cooking. “Can I help you?” Comfort asked. Maybe keeping busy would help her settle her feelings and sort things out.

“You surely can. Here, get started on those eggs.”

Comfort went to the counter, to a bowl holding a couple dozen eggs, and began cracking the eggs into another bowl next to it. What Blake’s mother had said did make sense. It would explain the mixed signals, the times when Blake had acted like he was falling for her and then backed off, and how he was more protective of her than he had any reason to be. Maybe he didn’t even know he was scared. Maybe all he knew was that he didn’t want to get involved with anyone and he put it down to not wanting anything to get in the way of his work.

“Do you really think he means it, that he’ll make sure I get to see my father?” she asked as she started beating the eggs.

“Blake may not be a very good husband yet, but he’s a man of his word,” Mrs. Vendine said from the stove where she was managing three or four pans all at once. “I know he’ll keep his word, certain as the sun rises in the east.”

“He didn’t tell me about that map, even though we agreed to share everything we knew. I just guessed right, yesterday.”

“That is troubling. But I can’t believe he hid it from you for no good reason.”

“Well,” Comfort admitted with another squirm of chagrin, “he thought I might take it and leave, and I’ll confess I thought about it. And I’d have done the same thing if I was the one who found it, not tell him about it in case he decided to take it and leave. But I thought we were done with that game now.”

“I think you’ve gone past games,” Mrs. Vendine agreed.

“But what if – he says he’ll make sure I get to see my father unless it’s impossible. Does that mean he’ll kill my father if he decides he has to? I can’t let that happen. Or what if my father tries to kill him?”

Mr. Vendine had come back into the kitchen. “If the situation gets that out of control, you don’t want to be in the middle of it. You’ll just get yourself killed, and likely Blake, too.”

Comfort had forgotten that Mr. Vendine wasn’t just a kindly rancher but had also been one of the most feared bounty hunters working in the Wildings. Even Wiley had spoken of him once or twice with respect and loathing. “I don’t know what to do. I can’t let him hurt my father, or let my father hurt him, but I don’t want to make things worse.”

“What you can do is get some breakfast in yourself,” Mrs. Vendine said. “And then you’ll be able to think more clearly.” She served Comfort at the kitchen table, strawberry pancakes with thick cream to pour over them, bacon and scrambled eggs, biscuits, and warm applesauce. Then she and Mr. Vendine took the rest of the food out into the dining room, leaving Comfort alone to think as she ate.

If Mrs. Vendine was right, if Blake was so scared of not being able to protect her that he would leave her, something must have made him decide this hunt was even more dangerous than he’d thought. The gang that had attacked them on the train? The possibility of running across the dragon master along the way? If it was so dangerous, no wonder he didn’t want to have to worry about her. She would only be a burden to him.

She stabbed her fork into her pancakes. Fine, then. If he thought he was better off without her, then let him go off on his own. Anyhow, she had her pride. If he didn’t want her with him, she wouldn’t impose herself on him.

Vera came into the kitchen from the dining room, filled another water kettle, and put it on the stove. Then she came over to the table and sat down across from Comfort. “I talked to Blake before he left,” she said shyly. “I’m sorry, I should have told him not to leave, but I had… something else I needed to talk to him about.”

Comfort shrugged. “It’s okay. It probably wouldn’t have done any good, anyway.”

“He really loves you, you know. He didn’t want to take you into a dangerous situation. And he asked me to be your friend while he’s gone. I would anyway, even without him asking, but it was important to him to make sure you wouldn’t be alone. So, if you need to talk about anything, or just feel lonely or worried, I’m here. And you know Mama took to you right away. So you aren’t alone.”

Comfort’s throat tightened and an uncomfortable pressure swelled behind her eyes. She had never had a friend before; she had never stayed in one place long enough, and had never felt like she could let anyone get close enough. She was still mad at Blake, and she didn’t know whether she would go after him or leave him to his own stupid self, but at least he had done this much for her – he had left her in a place where she was safe and welcome to stay, and where she had a friend.

She forced a smile at Vera. “Thanks, that’s right kind of you. And I’ll be your friend too, if you want.”

* * *

IT WAS BETTER this way, Blake told himself over and over as he rode southeast from Prairie Wells. This was no ordinary hunt for a band of outlaws who’d stolen a stash of gold. He wasn’t only going after an outlaw who was ruthless and clever enough to carry out one successful scam after another, but also a mage who was powerful enough to command dragons. And if his guess was right, he would find them both in the same place. The situation was far too dangerous for an amateur, and he couldn’t afford to have Comfort endangering herself and distracting him or interfering with his job of arresting Wedlin. The relief he felt at leaving her behind told him he had done the right thing. She was safe, and he was working on his own again, the way he liked it, the way it should be.

If there was an empty, aching feeling in his chest, it was because it was only natural that he would miss Comfort after getting accustomed to her company these past ninedays.

Of course, she was probably righteously pissed off at him for ditching her. An alarming thought struck him – what if she was so mad she decided she was done with him and told their marriage witnesses she had changed her mind? It wasn’t too late, even though they had already consummated the marriage.

The ache in his chest tightened. She wouldn’t do that. Surely she would understand that he needed to keep her safe. He had left her with people he could trust, where she could have the home she had always wanted. He had given her his promise that he would come back and that if he could, he would make sure she had a chance to talk to her father.

By sunset, after a long day of hard, steady riding, he had covered a good forty leagues. So far, Comfort hadn’t come tearing after him at a full gallop on horseback. Not that he had hoped she would, but he’d been keeping half an eye out for her all day, and he couldn’t deny the slight sinking feeling in his heart that she hadn’t. She was where she needed to be, he told himself yet again, and he was doing what he needed to do, going after a renegade mage who had an appointment with justice.

He rode on longer into the night, to put even more distance between himself and his family’s ranch – and between himself and Comfort. When both he and Mack were finally flagging, he stopped, hobbled and cared for the horse, and made camp. This region southeast of Prairie Wells was open grassland, starting to dry out in the summer heat before the start of the thunderstorm season. There could be cattle out here in the empty rangeland, a cowhand or two, but no one and nothing else. To confirm this, he cast out his mage senses, looking for power and life force, and found that he was indeed alone.

Without bothering to make a fire in the warm evening, he ate cold rations, then threw a magical tripline around the camp to alert him if someone did approach while he was sleeping. He lay on his back on top of his blankets, looking up at the stars in the endless night sky, trying not to wish that Comfort was lying beside him and watching the stars with him.


Chapter 2

GARIS, AKKIM, AND the other warriors Akkim had chosen to travel with them to the meetup with Ditaji covered ground swiftly on their sturdy mountain ponies. For his own part, Garis was in no hurry; it was his father-in-law’s crazy cousin who had demanded this meeting to discuss the dragon master’s offer of dragons in exchange for help with something that Garis suspected would bode no good for the settlers. As far as he was concerned, Ditaji could cool his heels waiting for Akkim’s group even if it took them a month to get there.

“You shouldn’t have come with,” Akkim grumbled at Garis the first few days of the journey, continuing the argument from when Garis had declared he was coming along to the meetup. “That daughter of mine should tell you to listen to me.”

“Do you really think Halna would speak against her own heart and mind just because you want her to?” Garis replied, smiling at his wife’s strong mind and stubborn nature.

“You are a husband and a father of four. You have responsibilities,” Akkim said.

“I’m not the only husband and father here.”

“You’re the only one who is the husband of my daughter and the father of my grandchildren.”

Garis barely held back a roll of his eyes. Halna came by her stubbornness honestly. “I have a responsibility to protect both of my families, A’ayimat and Grana. A war between our peoples would do far more harm to Halna and our children than if I were hurt or killed trying to prevent it.”

“Your presence will only enrage Ditaji.”

“Oh, I know that already,” Garis said. “If he’s so offended by my existence, he shouldn’t have taken me hostage as a child and tried to keep me with his clan. I want to make him recognize how two-faced and false he is being.”

“Good luck with that,” Akkim muttered, though eventually he gave up on trying to convince Garis to go home.

After five days of riding, Akkim’s party reached the meeting place, a spot on the Gap River where the A’ayimat crossed when traveling between the canyonlands to the south and the northern hills and mountains. Some twenty leagues to the south on the other side of the river, the mighty Sundown Plateau, carved through with the rugged canyonlands known to the settlers as the Roughs, rose high above the grasslands. A group of men were already waiting at the meeting place on the river’s grassy north bank, their boats pulled up onto the shore. As Garis rode closer, he could make out the painted markings of Ditaji’s Mo’ayabat clan on the waiting men’s leather clothing, and soon he recognized Ditaji himself.

Akkim’s group stopped a cautious distance away from the Mo’ayabat men. “Ditaji!” Akkim called out. “I’m here to talk, as you asked!”

Ditaji and two of his men came forward several steps. “Let’s talk, then. Bring two; leave the rest to wait.”

As Akkim turned to speak to his warriors, Garis reached over and grabbed his sleeve. “Wait. I don’t trust him. You should take all of us.”

“It would be dishonorable of Ditaji to tell me to only bring two men and then take advantage of that to attack me.”

“You’re saying you trust Ditaji’s sense of honor?”

“No. I’ll take my best warriors in place of my trust. But I doubt Ditaji will try anything. He can see I have more than those two warriors ready to fight him. Anyway, I don’t want to start our discussion with an argument over something that isn’t important. You two,” Akkim said, indicating the two most experienced warriors he had brought with him.

“What about me?” Garis asked. “I know I’m not as experienced, but –”

“No. You stay back.”

“My place is to protect you.”

“Like I told you before, your presence will only anger him. If there’s treachery, you can join the fight. But let’s not provoke him any more than we have to.”

Garis couldn’t argue with that. “All right. But one wrong move from Ditaji, and I won’t hold back.”

“I know, son,” Akkim said.

On Akkim’s signal, the entire group dismounted. Akkim and the two warriors he had chosen walked towards Ditaji and the two men at his side. Garis remained back with the rest of the party, holding himself ready to defend Akkim with sword or magic or both, though he was careful not to present himself in an aggressive manner that might provoke Ditaji and his men into attacking.

Akkim stopped a few arm-lengths in front of Ditaji, facing him directly. The two warriors who had accompanied him stood at his shoulders just behind him. “Why did you call us here, Cousin?” Akkim asked.

“What’s he doing here?” Ditaji demanded with a jerk of his head towards Garis. Garis returned his notice with a steady, confident gaze, unworried, slightly disdainful. Ditaji would pounce on weakness like a cat on a cricket.

“He insisted on coming, out of duty to his father-in-law and our clan,” Akkim replied.

Ditaji scoffed. “He’s a Grana. This is A’ayimat business, none of the Granas’ concern.”

“You’re the one who wanted to adopt him into the clan when he was a child.”

“As payment for our men who were killed by the P’wagimet invaders. And I never would have let that demon-eyed Grana man marry my daughter.”

Akkim scoffed. “Is that what you made me come all the way here to hear you say? If that’s all, I see no need to spend another handspan of the sun so far from home.”

Akkim started to turn his back on Ditaji in a show of contempt. Ditaji’s men reached for their weapons; Garis’s hands went to the hilts of his twin swords.

“Wait,” Ditaji said.

Akkim faced him again. “You are wasting my time and perfectly good air with these idiotic words. Do you have anything more interesting to talk about than my daughter’s choice of husband?”

“I thought you’d have more sense than to bring a Grana into A’ayimat matters,” Ditaji retorted. “Matters we don’t want the Grana to know about.”

“Oh?” Akkim said. “Secrets, is it? I’m curious. I know of no great secrets we need to discuss.”

Ditaji’s face and body almost seemed to swell with frustration. “You would force me to speak openly in front of a Grana man? Very well, then. You got the message from the man who controls the dragons?”

“We did,” Akkim said, his manner filled with disinterest. “Wait, don’t tell me you’re thinking of agreeing to his offer?”

“Yes!” Ditaji’s face lit up with fanatic eagerness. “Think of it, Cousin – if we obtain some dragons, we can restore our people to the glory of our long-ago ancestors, the dragon-riders of legend! With dragons at our command, we will drive out the Grana thieves, take control of our lands again, and restore our pride and dignity. As my close kin, you must stand by my side and join me in this glorious fight!”

Garis suppressed a snort. Ditaji had disowned Akkim and expelled him from their clan twenty-one years ago, but he was fast enough to reclaim him as kin when it suited his purposes.

“You’re going to put yourself in debt to this unknown man?” Akkim asked. “All we know about him is that he’s Grana, and likely a wizard.” Granadaian wizards were especially loathed by A’ayimat who hated the settlers, which made the A’ayimat’s tolerance of Garis’s parents all the more remarkable. “Are you really willing to put yourself in debt to a settler, a Grana wizard, for the sake of your hatred of the settlers?”

“I will do whatever I must to drive them out of our lands.”

“We have no reason to drive them away,” Akkim said. “They keep to the lowlands which we gave them, in accordance with the Compact we made with them. We weren’t living in the lowlands anyway; they took nothing we needed or were using. You joined with the settlers once, to fight against the outlanders. Why must you go back to being their enemy?”

“They stole our dignity! They defiled our pride! They foul our lands with their presence!”

“So you’ll bind yourself in a bargain to one of them? That makes no sense, Cousin. You’re being a fool.”

Ditaji grinned. “Who says I’m going to bind myself? I’ll tell him whatever he wants to hear, and agree to whatever he wants me to agree to. Then, when we have the dragons, like the great dragon-riding warriors of old, we will do as we wish. We’ll reclaim our lands and our pride, and no one can stop us, not even him.”

Akkim briefly closed his eyes; Garis recognized that look of tightly-restrained impatience from other encounters between Akkim and his cousin. Ditaji was crafty, but no one could accuse him of being overburdened by wisdom – which only made him all the more dangerous. “So you will go into the negotiations intending to break whatever bargain you make with him?” Akkim asked.

“It is impossible to make a true bargain with Grana filth. They are liars and thieves. Whatever I must do, whatever false promises I must make in order to acquire this weapon that will drive them from our lands, is justified. So here is my question to you, Cousin. Will you join me and stand at my side? Or are you my enemy as well?”

“I will have nothing to do with this madness,” Akkim said. “Surely he doesn’t intend to give away all his dragons. He’ll still have some, and he’ll use them to take revenge on anyone who betrays him. I think you’ll find that most of the clans have more wisdom than you and will have nothing to do with your plan.”

Ditaji took a threatening step forward, magic glowing around his clenched fists. Behind him, his men took hold of their swords and short spears, magic flaring around their hands as well. The warriors standing with Akkim gripped their weapons and allowed their power to flow from their hands, as did Garis and the others who had stayed back.

In the center of the show of power, Akkim and Ditaji glared at each other. “We shall see,” Ditaji finally said. “Go, then, Cousin. Run and hide while real men do what must be done to restore our people to pride and greatness. And if you try to stop me, I will also meet you as an enemy on the field of battle.”

Ditaji pointedly turned his back on Akkim and rejoined his men. Concern gnawing at him, Garis watched them return to their boats, climb in, and push off into the river. Ditaji was full of bluster and bluff, but his threats always carried a dangerous edge of conviction, and you never knew when his emotions would overcome what little good sense he had. And if he did get his hands on some dragons… “Do you really think he’ll do it?” he asked Akkim.

“He’s crazy enough,” his father-in-law replied.

“How do you fight against dragons?”

“I have no idea,” Akkim said. “But I think we’d better figure out something soon.”


Chapter 3

ALL-GODS’ DAY ARRIVED, the day the dragons were coming to pick up the cattle and money their master had demanded. Just before dawn, Silas, with help from Collen and a couple of his ranch hands, loaded a freshly butchered beef into the back of the wagon and got ready to drive down to the slough east of town. It had been decided that the far side of the marshland would be the safest place to leave the ransom, in case the dragon decided it didn’t like the offerings and tried to set the place on fire.

Silas considered this whole business to be nothing less than gods-cursed blackmail, and while there might not be a choice this time, he’d be damned if he lost any more cattle or money to the cowardly, nameless son of a bitch who was controlling the dragons. If Blake reported picking up a lead on where the dragons were coming from, he had half a mind to go do something about it himself, no matter that he’d told everyone he was retired from bounty hunting. He could not, would not, allow some nameless sheephumping bastard to destroy everything he had worked for and everything he loved.

On top of the ransom demand, a letter had come from Garis just yesterday, posted from Copper Creek, the nearest town to where Silas’s second-born son was living with the Ko’ayamat clan. The good news was that baby number four had arrived and mother and daughter were doing well. The bad news was that the dragons’ master was offering dragons to the A’ayimat in exchange for help with some unspecified endeavor, which Silas had no doubt meant nothing good for honest, hardworking settlers. Garis had asked him to keep that bit of news to himself for now, to avoid general panic and possible pre-emptive attacks against the A’ayimat, and Silas saw the sense in that. But the possibility of hostile A’ayimat getting their hands on some dragons couldn’t be kept quiet for long.

In the meantime, Silas had decided to write to Brin Coltor – a letter, more private than a wire message – to pass along Garis’s warning and ask if Coltor had heard anything from his A’ayimat contacts in the Bluecloud Mountains, where Coltor maintained good relations with some of the friendlier clans. Unfortunately, the Ta’ayatan clan, where Coltor’s half-A’ayimat daughter had spent the summers of her childhood and where Silas’s daughter Kessie was apprenticed to the clan healer, was not among them. Maybe Coltor would get word of what the Ta’ayatan were up to when Kessie came down from the mountains on one of her occasional visits to Bentwood Gulch.

He should also send a wire to the Hunters’ Guild, asking them to send a message to Blake filling him in on these latest developments. While wire messages served as a gold mine of news and gossip, the Wildings Message Wire Company had a strict rule that direct communications with the Hunters’ Guild were to be treated as absolutely confidential, and Silas knew Dax Garrow at the wire office wouldn’t spread the news around. So it should be safe to mention the offer to the A’ayimat in a message to the Guild.

Blake… Thinking of his son, Silas shook his head as he climbed up onto the driver’s seat of the wagon. Lainie and Zina sat with him, while Comfort, Collen, Vera, and the hands were all on horseback. Despite the danger, everyone wanted to come see the dragon up close. Not too close, though. Silas would make sure of that.

They started on their way, and Silas’s thoughts turned back to his firstborn. Blake was no better at relationships than Silas had been when he first met Lainie. He had always insisted he intended to remain single, and not just single but celibate, in order to devote all his energies to hunting “bad men” and bringing them to justice. Well, that had only lasted until he was not quite twenty-seven years old. And he would be damned lucky not to find himself single again within a couple of ninedays after marrying. So far, Comfort hadn’t told their marriage witnesses she had changed her mind, and she didn’t talk much about Blake’s departure, but Silas knew an angry, hurt woman when he saw one. That set to her jaw, that look in her eyes, the way she sometimes handled objects as though she was trying to knock some sense into them in place of Blake’s head.

Not that Silas could blame Blake for leaving her behind while he continued on this dangerous hunt. He had almost lost Lainie a few times in their early days together, and more than once since then. He understood well a man’s powerful instinct to protect the woman he loved. But, by all the gods, you didn’t take off on your new bride on your wedding night, leaving her with nothing but a note. Even Silas knew better than that.

The area around the marsh was especially humid this time of year, busy with birds and, unfortunately, battalions of biter-bugs. Sitting between Silas and Lainie, Zina excitedly pointed out all the birds she recognized. As he looked at the birds, Silas wondered how he could have ever mistaken a dragon for one.

When they reached the edge of the slough, Silas dropped off Lainie and Zina where a large number of other people were gathering. No one knew what the range of one of the dragon’s puffs of flame was, so everyone was instructed to stay a good hundred measures away from where the beefs and money were left.

Then Silas drove over to the collection point on a low knoll at the reedy edge of the slough, Collen and two ranch hands following him on horseback to help unload the beef from the wagon. Everyone had agreed that the cattle should be slaughtered before being brought here; it would be inhumane to leave the critters tied up and helpless, to be roasted alive by dragons or even eaten alive.

Silas’s friends Vinn Ashlund and Ellet Norden were already there, along with a dozen other men, looking at the slaughtered beefs laid out on the ground. “Hey, Vendine, what do you think?” Ashlund asked as Silas and his helpers dragged their contribution over to the offerings. “Pile ’em up or spread them out in a row?”

“Can dragons count?” Norden asked.

“Don’t know,” Silas said, breathing hard after manhandling the heavy carcass. “But maybe it would be best to line them up, so it’s clear how many there are.”

With the help of their sons and ranch hands, the men began arranging the dead cattle into two neat rows along the slope of the knoll. Over the next short while, the last few ranchers arrived with their offerings, and soon there were eleven cattle lying in two rows, waiting for the dragons. The banker also arrived from town with the bag of one hundred gold gilding coins, which had been counted out in front of witnesses the night before and the bag sealed with the banker’s and the mayor’s seals. He set the heavy bag down next to the rows of cattle.

Zade Lorfrey, the town priest, came over to the offered ransom and said a prayer, invoking all the gods as it was All-Gods’ Day but especially the blessings of the Provider over the offerings so that they would be accepted, and the protection of the Defender against the dragons.

Then the men drove their wagons back to the gathering spot. In spite of the perilous circumstances, an almost festival air hung over the crowd. Some people had brought braziers and were cooking and serving out hot chickroot brew, bacon, and griddle cakes. Everyone was talking excitedly; this was probably the most exciting thing to ever happen in Prairie Wells, except maybe when the first rail wagon train came through. Silas wouldn’t exactly consider the battles against the Chardonikans and the associated range war “exciting.”

Despite the festivities, he couldn’t miss the current of worry under all the activity and conversation, in the voices that were more hushed than they normally would have been, the frequent glances at the sky, the parents warning their children over and over to not wander away.

Silas joined Lainie and the rest of his family. Lainie, of course, had brought a brazier and griddle and was now cooking up chickroot brew and scrambled eggs, which she was dishing out to anyone who wanted. Her friends Mrs. Norden, Mrs. Ashlund, Mrs. Garrow, and Mrs. Lorfrey were all there, chatting and being introduced to her new daughter-in-law. Comfort answered politely, offering guarded smiles, though she held herself back a bit and otherwise kept her emotions hidden behind the usual wall. From what little Silas had learned of her life over the past nineday, he guessed she had had a hard time of it growing up and didn’t easily open up to people. She seemed like a nice girl, though. He had to admit she had gumption, setting out on her own to track down her outlaw father. If Blake was lucky, she would forgive him for taking off on her.

The sun rose higher as everyone ate and drank and visited and watched the sky. Silas would lay money he wasn’t the only one hoping that the dragons wouldn’t show up after all, though no one dared voice the hope out loud.

Finally, from the south came that unmistakable screeching roar. Doubled; more than one dragon was coming. In the sky, two huge, long-necked, winged creatures approached, rapidly growing larger as they came closer, screeching and letting out long, curling gouts of flame. Gasps of startlement and awe went up from the people watching; the birds fell silent, and the biter-bugs suddenly, blessedly, disappeared. Silas had seen a lot of things in his life, but he didn’t know if he had ever seen anything as mind-bogglingly awe-inspiring as the two dragons winging their way towards the slough.

“Mages to me,” he said. In planning for this day, he had proposed that the local mages should put up a fireproof shield to protect the people who came to watch the dragons. Now, Lainie, Vera, Collen, and a few other mages – three ranch hands and the wife of one of them – came to stand with Silas in a loosely-spaced line. Everyone else gathered in close to fit behind the shield.

“Now,” Silas said. Magic unfurled from the eight mages’ hands, woven in the pattern that would repel flames, merging from one mage to the next to fill in the gaps between them and create an unbroken barrier in front of the gathering. Silas hoped they wouldn’t have to find out whether or not a fireproof shield would actually stand up against dragon fire. He also hoped they wouldn’t have to hold it too long; complex shields like this were a heavy drain on power.

The dragons reached the slough and flew in wide circles above the knoll, then slowly spiraled down. Acting instinctively as one, the onlookers backed away another several measures. Horses whinnied and snorted, quickly shushed by their owners. As the dragons descended, Silas tried to wrap his mind around how big they were.

“They don’t seem real,” Lainie breathed in an undertone, her voice mingling with murmurs from the people behind them.

She was right, Silas thought. How could any living creature be that big? At least twice as tall as a man, longer and wider than a small house, if you took their necks, tails, and wings into account. Their wings cast large shadows across the empty space between the onlookers and the knoll.

Then they touched the ground and folded in their wings. Spiky ruffs just behind their heads flared out and flattened again as the creatures looked around. A line of pointed, upright scales ran down their backs and tails, dwindling as they reached the end of the spiked tail. In the rising sunlight, the dragons seemed to glitter and burn in a hundred shades of rust, red, copper, gold, and orange, all the colors of a rocky desert at sunset.

“So beautiful,” Lainie whispered.

Silas had to admit they were – in a terrifying way. One of their huge rear feet, tipped with claws as long as a small child, could smash a wagon to splinters. Their front legs were smaller, more arm-like, and the claws were shorter, but no doubt deadly sharp, and plenty long enough to snatch up a horse or a cow – or a person.

However, the dragons made no threatening moves; they didn’t even seem to notice the people watching them. “Let the shield down,” Silas said to the other mages. With no immediate threat at hand, it would be better to conserve their magic. “But be ready to put it up again on my orders.”

After the mages pulled their power back in, Lainie said quietly, “I’m gonna go in with my mage senses and see what I can see.”

“Good idea,” Silas replied. As a Wildings-born mage, Lainie was more suited than he to investigating a magical Wildings creature. “Just don’t startle them, or let their master know you’re there.”

She nodded absently, her eyes already going distant as she turned from her bodily senses to her mage senses.

The dragons sniffed at the laid-out cattle and the bag of money in a way that looked like nothing so much as a dog investigating an interesting bone. Then they paused, heads cocked, as though listening to instructions no one but them could hear. Silas found himself holding his breath, like everyone around him as they watched the dragons and waited to see what they would do next. Would the offerings be acceptable? What if they weren’t?

Then, Silas supposed, they would find out if that fireproof shield worked against dragon fire.

The dragons moved again, and in a few tearing bites and gulps, each one devoured a whole cow. Silas watched in horrified fascination, trying not to imagine them doing that to living cattle, horses, people. Then, with a surprisingly delicate motion, like a cat scooping up a mouse, the smaller dragon picked up the bag of gilding coins with the claws of one of its front legs. The other picked up a cow with its front claws.

Their wings unfurled, their legs bunched, and they pushed off the ground to hover about a measure up in the air. Each dragon picked up two cows with the long claws of their rear feet. With mighty strokes of their wings that sent wind and bits of plants gusting all the way over to the watching crowd, they began spiraling upward in widening circles
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