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Misty Locke shivered when her tracker mare, Sweetness, followed Dallas, riding Swift, his tracker mare, around the next corner of the steep winding road leading up to Dead City.

Without the sheer rock cliff to protect the road, Misty felt the full force of the bitterly cold wind. She pulled her thick, woollen, black cloak tighter across her body with her gloved right hand. She longed for the warmth of Dallas’ kitchen fire she left behind two days earlier, and hoped it was not too much longer before she could warm her numb fingers again. And nose. And legs. And toes.

When Dallas and Swift stopped, Misty glanced ahead. A tarp covered, loaded wagon, still hitched to two old geldings, blocked the uphill side of the road. Half a broken rear wheel lay two feet from the axle, next to a grey bearded, bow legged male. She guessed he was the wagon driver.

Next to him stood a dark grey uniformed guard, with his cloak edges draped over his shoulders. Misty thought the guard must have been sweating from manual work to allow the cold spring weather around his chest, or he needed his hands free, to retrieve one of his weapons hanging from his belt.

The guard finally glanced at Dallas and Misty. He raised his right hand, palm forward, indicating they should stop. As Swift and Sweetie had already stopped, Misty rested her left gloved hand on Sweetie’s neck, allowing the reins to loosen enough for Sweetie to lower her head if she wished.

She checked the three wagons waiting beyond the broken wheeled wagon for the road to clear enough for them to continue down the mountain. The drivers, wrapped in brown cloaks, seemed resolved to a long wait.

If it was Leyland, she would watch for pickpockets working the traffic while the wagon was moved off the road, but here, there was a cliff on one side, and a long drop beyond the low rock wall on the other side of the road. And, since she was in the arrogant city full of mages, she doubted pickpockets would be allowed to work the traffic.

Not that she could see any mages watching broken wagon or waiting traffic. Then again she did not know any mages in Dead City, except for Mage Stantworth who rode bronze dragon Brennet.

Fat snowflakes drifted on the breeze but no one seemed to notice, except her. She guessed the local citizens were used to snow, even in spring. None of the snowflakes made it to the road. They melted and evaporated, even though she thought it was still extremely cold.

Or the moisture could have blown away on the wind. Another puzzle she would work out eventually, if she decided to stay and protect Dallas while he studied the laws of the land.

The stone hewed channel on the left side of the road, butting against the cliff, filled with melted snow from higher up the mountainside, gurgled as the water flowed down the mountain.

She thought the sound of the rushing water further down the road was much noisier then the channel next to her. It was more like a gentle bubbling stream.

Or, it just seemed that way, because the background noise of hoofs on stone, wagon wheels grinding dirt and rock even finer as the wooden rims rolled over the smoothed stone, and voices of those who slowed to a stop behind Sweetie, carried on the cold wind.

Misty thought of the warm cosy evenings spent in Dallas’ large kitchen over the past two months. It did not make her feel warmer. She continued to shiver as the cold wind hit her face and gloved hands. The same wind that blew across Dallas’ property during winter, but it felt much colder half way up the mountain.

Misty pressed her right wrist against her thigh to make sure she could still feel the pearls in her talisman bangle. She would hate to lose the bangle Dallas’ housekeeper, Mim, gifted to her before they left the property. And she was relying on the bangle for protection against mages, or anyone else, who attacked. Not that she knew how many mages lived in Dead, but it was better to be prepared.

She sensed someone watching, so looked up.

Dallas had moved Swift closer to the rock wall. He half twisted in the saddle, smiling at her.

Misty smiled back.

Dallas raised his eyebrows and looked up.

Misty tipped her head back and scanned the sky.

She caught sight of a pale yellow dragon belly, black hind legs and long tail, disappear into a dark grey cloud. She counted the seconds until the dragon emerged the other side of the cloud. Three seconds!

She smiled at the wonderful sight of the dragon, wings spread, soaring in a circle over the city. It disappeared into another grey cloud and reappeared the other side two seconds later.

Then it dropped altitude to circle above the broken wagon.

She heard shouting and bought her eyes back to the scene in front of her. Two of the waiting wagon drivers had climbed down to assist in removing the rest of the broken wheel. The guard kept watch on the gathering crowd, both coming down the road and those that slowed to a stop behind Misty.

From the different conversations, Misty wondered why the city was still called Dead, or The Dead City, when it was very much alive and noisy. If she was in charge, she would have given Convane’s largest city a new name that suited it better.

Like Blindingly Bright, because sunlight reflected off the white walls of the few buildings she could see through gaps in the trees.

Or, Mountaintop, because of the altitude of the city. Which was not true. There was more mountain looming above the few buildings she could see.

Or Mage City.

Or Arrogant Mage City, if the rumours were true and the city was populated by mages. Maybe Dead City was a good name, if all the mages were dead, or very old and dying. She could wait to see if any of the rumours were true while she spent her nights guarding Dallas.

Another wagon appeared around the bend ahead and pulled on the reins to slow the team of four horses as soon as he saw the blockage. The animals flattened their ears and braced their front legs. They finally bought the heavy laden wagon to a stop behind the waiting wagons.

The wagon driver pushed his foot against the brake lever. The horses bought their ears back to their normal listening position and relaxed their bodies once the weight of the loaded wagon stopped pushing against them.

Misty looked across the road with the three foot high stone block wall, and down the valley. She could make out the winding road in patches where the trees thinned out, but most of the valley was hidden under the towering snow covered pines.

Then she looked up the mountain, but could not see much because of the overhanging rocks, and trees still covered with snow.

When the broken wheel was finally removed, all the men helped lift the wagon axle off the ground while the driver yelled at the team of horses. It slowly moved to the left, close to the cliff face. The helping men lowered the wagon axle to the ground, then hurried back to their own wagons. The guard finally waved them forward so they could continue hauling their loads down the mountain.

Misty moved closer to Dallas and Swift, leaving more room for the wagons to navigate the corner behind her.

She was so numb she could not feel the wind when the guard finally waved Dallas and her forward. She blinked tears away so she could see clearly while Sweetie slowly followed Swift.

Around the next corner she had a clear view of the white stone buildings, built on the side of the mountain and flowing out over a spur jutting east.

When more tears caused her eyes to blur, she blinked again. The blur did not disappear. It took a moment for her to realise the shimmering heat haze at the eastern edge of the spur was the magic wall that separated Convane from Lealand. The same wall she rode through with Dallas and his brother, Heath.

She scanned the buildings, looking for the guard house where she slept for more than a day after they arrived. She thought she found it, further south along the spur than she remembered.

“Misty!” Dallas spoke quietly but the wind carried the warning clearly back to her.

She looked ahead. Another guard had his hand up, ordering them to stop.

Sweetie stopped next to Dallas and Swift.

“What now?” Misty smiled to take any criticism out of her voice.

Two males carried a ladder across the road and leant it against a post next to the edge. One held the ladder steady while the other climbed half way up. A youth, carrying a sack, raced across the road. He pulled the end of a thin rope out of the bag and passed it to the male on the ladder, who climbed to the top of the ladder and tied the rope to the post.

She guessed if the male slipped and fell, he would fall ten or twelve yards before he hit the rocks below or slammed into one of the snow covered pine trees.

The youth carried the bag back across the road, allowing the rope to uncoil. Coloured cloth triangles attached to the rope unfurled once free of the sack.

“They are getting ready for the spring festival,” Dallas said.

“Festival?” Misty frowned. She could not believe the ‘evil mages of Convane’ as they were called in Lealand, would allow a festival.

“Yes.” Dallas smiled and nodded. “The end of the war is celebrated the third week of spring every year. I attended one parade when I was much younger. I remember it was fun, lots of dragons flying overhead, more food than I could eat, and dancing and singing.”

The two males carried the ladder back across the road and repeated the process of leaning it against the cliff face. One climbed and looped the rope over a metal spike driven into the cliff the same height as the post on the other side of the road.

The rope rose in the air as the male pulled it tight and tied it to the spike.

After the two males carried the ladder further down the road, the guard followed, one hand resting on the youth’s shoulder. The youth listened as the guard talked, but he kept a firm grip on the bag.

“Guess that means we can continue?”

Dallas smiled. “Not long now, until you are out of the cold.”

Around the next corner the wind eased slightly.

Misty noticed a youth, wearing threadbare dirty clothes, dart between slow moving loaded wagons heading towards the city and faster moving loaded wagons rolling down the road.

“Could be a pickpocket,” she advised Dallas.

One wagon team, heading towards her, spooked. The pair of horses jumped sideways and galloped down the road. The driver pulled on the reins but to no avail.

Misty realised that at the speed they travelled, either they would slam into the wagon in front of them, rolling down the road, or pull around that wagon and slam into the slow moving wagon heading uphill, directly in front of Dallas and her.

“Move!” Misty pulled Sweetie’s reins, guiding her closer to Dallas and Swift.

“No room!” Dallas patted Swift’s neck while he watched the fast approaching horses pulling the swaying wagon.
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The galloping wagon team moved closer to the cliff face to pass the wagon heading downwards, directly in front of the spooked horses, then almost hit the rock wall when they dodged the wagon in front of Dallas and Misty.

The wagon slid sideways but the speed of the horses pulled it straight. The off-side wheels slammed into the rock wall, slowing the heavy wagon. The offside horse screamed as it rose on its hind legs, then tried to leap over the wall. The closer horse propped, but the weight of the wagon pushed it forward until the leather straps holding it to the wagon stopped it moving any further.

Misty realised the only reason the offside horse kept his rear legs on the road, was the leather straps. He continued to toss his head as he struggled back to safety.

“Misty, move! We need to clear the area so that dragon can land and help rescue the dangling nag before the leathers give.” Dallas pointed at the dragon circling so low, she could feel the breeze from his wings.

She followed Dallas around the wagon in front of them, while the driver cracked his whip in the air above the four horse team. The horses strained to haul the heavy wagon up the incline.

“Up here,” Dallas suggested. Swift stepped onto a steep, narrow path cut into the cliff face.

The narrow path guided the water runoff into the lower channel from further up the cliff face. It looked steep and slippery. She decided to wait until Dallas and Swift reached the top before she asked Sweetie to climb.

While she waited she realised the surrounding background noises had softened.

Ahead, wagons and riders had stopped. The men all hurried down the road towards the still screaming horse hanging over the rock wall. Behind her, the traffic heading down the mountain continued, no doubt amid shouts and the grinding sound of wooden break blocks rubbing against both front wagon wheels, but the wind blew the sounds away.

Swift disappeared over the top of the six yards high climb, with Dallas.

Sweetie stepped onto the steep, narrow path.

If Sweetie thought she could climb the path, then Misty could. “Stop, Sweetie.”

Her tracker mare stopped, ears flicked back, waiting for her to talk. “Easier on you if I walk.” She dismounted and would have fallen if she had released her grip on the saddle.

The long ride since before sunup in the cold, had numbed her feet and legs, but she stamped her boots a few times until she could straighten her legs. She finally let go of the saddle and followed Sweetie up the narrow, slippery path.

It ended on a narrow road running parallel to the main road she just left.

She glanced down at the main road in time to watch the black dragon with the pale yellow underbelly land. The rider slid off the dragon’s back.

“The rider will ask his dragon to lift the horse off the wall.” Dallas said, before he remounted.

Once Misty was back in the saddle, she eased Sweetie forward, until she rode level with Dallas. “Are there many accidents like that?”

“No idea.” Dallas shook his head. “I wonder why the council has not built a second road as wide as the one below. One can be used for climbing traffic, with the slower wagons hugging the cliff face, leaving enough room for the lighter buggies to pass. And the same for the down hill flow leaving the city.”

Misty though of a better idea. “Or get the mages to build a new city further down the mountain.”

Dallas smiled. He was about to speak but changed his mind.

She guessed it had something to do with magic, so changed the topic. “Look at the white rocks left visible in that landslide.”

Dallas looked where she pointed, further up the mountain. “That is the old quarry. The mages and stone masons cut large blocks from there to build the council buildings, and the old mage buildings.” Dallas pointed towards the buildings below the land slide area. “Some of those houses also used cut blocks from there, but the rest of the buildings used blocks from the wastage when they build the road. Which is why they are different shades of grey, brown and blue.”

“Closer?” Misty guessed either the cost was cheaper because the rocks were closer so less freightage, or the rocks were inferior to the white stone further up the mountain.

Dallas nodded agreement. “Cheaper because they were closer. But stonemasons cut the blocks to size, not the mages, because the mages were busy wielding magic to widen the road base.”

Misty studied the dwellings on her left. Most looked empty, but a few had freshly painted wooden doors and shutters. “How many live in the city?”

Dallas thought for a moment. “Last I heard, less than a quarter of the buildings were used, but with escaped slaves fleeing here, and migrants fleeing Lealand, Morecrag and Mireland, the population is slowly growing.”

“I doubt many from Lealand survive long enough to catch a ship around to Morecrag or Mireland, let along cross those countries to reach the southern border.”

“Even some families from Hinton Island and Findon have migrated to the city.”

“I guess the guards, judicators and mages are kept busy watching out for feuding Findon families?” Misty smiled. She only knew of one feuding Findon family who happened to be visiting Edgewood when they were attacked and killed. As she was indentured to Mage Vince at the time, she had been ordered to find the assassins. She never did locate anyone. But since then, she had heard many stories of feuding Findon families.

Dallas smiled again. “It is quite a mix of cultures, but the guards and mages keep everything running smoothly.”

The breeze picked up some more as they crossed the next intersection. More snow flakes blew into the neck of her cape and melted.

A thin barefoot boy, dressed in ragged clothes not suited to cold weather, raced out of the faded grey building on their left, into the road.

Swift threw her head up, neighed a warning and sidestepped into Sweetie, squashing Misty’s left leg between Swift and Sweetie. Misty was thankful her legs were numb with cold, so she did not feel any pain. She leaned to her right and almost unbalanced in the saddle. “Look out.”

“Off, before you get hurt!” The voice, under all the grime, sounded female, but Misty was not sure.

“Back off, before you get hurt!” Dallas gripped his staff.

Misty eased Sweetie further towards the middle of the road to give Dallas enough space to swing his staff if needed. She placed her hand on her belt, ready to slip a vap-sit into her hand and throw it.

Then she decided she had better not kill the child with a throwing star, as Dallas called them. Not unless the situation worsened.

“Off the horse, and your life will be spared.” The child kept her fist around the reins where it joined Swift’s halter.

In her peripheral vision she watched Dallas swing his staff, while she scanned the closest buildings for friends of the child, because she knew they always worked in pairs, or groups.

The staff connected with the little thief’s head, at the same time as another youth, taller than the first, but also dressed in tattered shirt and pants, race out of the building towards Dallas.

“Ware a second thief,” Misty warned Dallas. She tightened her calves and ankles against Sweetie’s sides to urge Sweetie forward, while she palmed her first vap-sit from the back of her belt. A second tall youth, gripping a two foot length of wood, followed. “Two of them!”

She released the vap-sit with a flick of her wrist, directly towards the first of the closing boys. He skidded on the road as her vap-sit hit him. Instead of cutting his neck, the six bladed disc cut into his shoulder as it spun past the boy. It clattered onto the road and skidded towards the building.

The second boy raced around the injured boy towards Dallas, but Dallas knocked him unconscious with his staff.

Another child skidded to a stop as soon as he exited the building because he saw two of his friends laying on the road. He looked at the third thief gripping his arm where the blade caressed it. The child summed up the situation quickly, grabbed the injured boy’s arm, and pulled. Both raced around the side of the building.

Misty urged Sweetie to follow, while she pulled her long knife.

“Let them go, Misty,” Dallas called out, but Sweetie was already around the side of the building. She urged Sweetie up the narrow path between the two buildings. The next road, much narrower than the one she just left, ran parallel to the first, at the back of the buildings.

Both boys kept to the middle of the road, which made it easier for her.

She tightened her legs to keep her balance and leaned over so that she could slap the back of the boy’s head with the flat of her blade. He stumbled forward and landed on the road on his hands and knees. The second kept running.

Sweetie slowed to a trot beside the second boy, so Misty just straightened her leg and pushed the child in the centre of his back. He sprawled on his stomach on the ground.

“Either of you move, and I will kill you.”

Sweetie bent her head and sniffed the boy, then straightened.

“Move back to your friend. Slowly.”

Sweetie walked beside the boy as he limped back to his friend, who sat with his hand over his nose, trying to stop the flow of blood.

Misty heard the clip clop of hooves, but kept her eyes on the two boys until Dallas and Swift arrived.

“Now what,” Misty asked Dallas. “Kill them? Or take them to the guards?” She realised she had warmed up slightly from the exercise of chasing the thieves. And the snow flakes had stopped falling.

Dallas studied both boys and shook his head. “I guess we haul them back to the other two and take the four of them to the guards. They will be warmer in prison, or on one of the work gangs, then they are running free.”

A down draft warned Misty to look up. The same yellow and black dragon landed on the road behind the waiting thieves.

The rider glared at Dallas. “You two are under arrest for attacking citizens of Dead City.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3


[image: ]


The large black and yellow dragon kept its multifaceted eyes on Misty while she slipped her long knife back into the leather holster attached to her belt. She then rested her hands on Sweetie’s neck, just to show the dragon she was not holding a weapon.

Sweetie kept her ears pricked forward, watching the dragon, but both Dallas and Swift turned to look at Misty. “I will leave you to explain,” she said to Dallas.

“These two, and another two on the road the other side of those buildings,” Dallas pointed towards the buildings further up the road, “attacked us with the intention of stealing our horse, so we stopped them.”

The rider slid down his dragon’s side and walked closer to the waiting boys who trembled in fear of the dragon.

The rider stopped and looked back at his dragon. Then he turned and smiled at Dallas and Misty. “I was just advised by Tema that both your horses are trackers.” He stared at Swift. “And the tracker called Swift told him what you said was true.”

“I am Dallas Wood, rider of Swift, and Misty Locke rides Sweetness.” Dallas nodded at the black and yellow dragon. “And I am honoured to meet Tema.”

“Pleased to meet you, Dallas, and Misty.” The dragon rider relaxed somewhat. “I am Storm, and as I said, rider of Tema.”

Misty waited, not sure if she should talk to the dragon or not. She decided not.

“I guess I need to get these two onto Tema and take them to the closest guard post.” Storm waved his hand, indicating the boys stand.

Neither moved.

“Might I suggest,” Dallas said, “that these two can ride our trackers after we help you place the unconscious two waiting behind that building on Tema?”

Storm nodded agreement. “Easier if we fly over the buildings instead of getting Tema stuck in the lane.” He walked back to Tema and leapt up onto the dragon’s waiting front leg, then climbed onto the dragon’s back. He settled behind the last short neck spike above the dragon’s shoulders. “We will wait until those two are mounted, in case Tema has to help them mount.”

Both boys scrambled to their feet before Dallas dismounted.

Misty smiled, thinking of Tema’s large front claws grasping each boy around their middle. She quickly dismounted and held Sweetie’s halter, to keep her still while the shorter boy mounted.

The taller boy almost fell out of Swift’s saddle, but Dallas gripped his leg and waited for the boy to relax. “Hang onto the front of the saddle.”

The boy gripped the saddle so tight his knuckles turned white.

Tema spread his wings and leapt into the air.

Misty shut her eyes to avoid the sting of dust, until the dragon was high above. She opened her eyes and blinked a few times to make sure they were free of dust and excess moisture.

Dallas smiled at the boy sitting on Sweetie with his head back and mouth open, watching Tema. Then he looked at Misty and smiled. “Want to lead?”

“No,” Misty answered, “you lead.”

By the time they exited the narrow lane, Storm had already dragged both unconscious thieves onto Tema’s back. All Misty could see of them was from their buttocks to their feet, because the rest of their bodies draped down the other side of the dragon. She realised both would slip off if Tema banked too quickly while flying, if he did not use rope to secure them to the dragon’s back. Walking was a better option.

“How far to the closest guard post?” Dallas asked Storm before he glanced back at the taller boy still holding tight to the front of Swift’s saddle.

“Where this street enters the main road.” Storm stepped to the side, and Tema started walking, his wings slightly raised from his sides.

Misty guessed the dragon did that to keep his balance.

Dallas, Swift and Storm kept pace with Tema.

She held Sweetie back until Tema’s long tail was at least two yards ahead before she followed.

Dallas and Storm talked quietly, but only a few words were loud enough for Misty to hear over the clip clop of Sweetie’s hoofs on the evenly laid stone surface of the road.

Even though the snow had stopped falling, the cold breeze forced her to hold the edges of her cloak tightly together. She even felt sorry for the young thieves in their ill chosen clothing, when she saw the boy riding Swift shiver. His whole back, including his shoulders shook. Then she remembered he had tried to steal Sweetie.

Glancing sideways at the youth who rode Sweetie confirmed he, too, suffered from not enough clothing to keep the breeze off his skin. Then again, if he stayed inside the building instead of attacking Dallas and her, he would not be freezing and on his way to a guard building.

When they arrived outside the three story white building, Misty waited with the horses and dragon, leaving Dallas and Storm to carry the unconscious boys inside, then return to escort the two waiting boys into the building.

After Dallas and Storm disappeared inside the building for the second time, both Swift and Sweetie turned their rumps to the breeze, then stared at Tema, their ears pricked forward and their heads lowered.

Misty copied the horses, and turned her back to the cold breeze. The breeze pressed her cloak against her back, but did not stop the cold seeping into her body. She pushed strands of hair out of her eyes and pulled the hood of the cloak forward, before she leant against Sweetie’s shoulder, absorbing all the warmth she could. Her ears started to burn once the numbing cold eased, but decided to ignore the sensation.

Both trackers seemed to be talking to Tema. At least they acted like they did around the stallion back at the property when Dallas said they were talking. She wished she had some ability to hear what they said, but as she was not a mage, strong or weak, she did not have that ability.

She smiled at Tema’s large head, resting on the ground in front of the two trackers.

His eyes focused on her.

She kept smiling at the dragon until he focused on the trackers.

Then, while she waited, fat snow flakes started falling again. She gently brushed snowflakes off Sweetie’s head and neck before they melted into her coat.

* * *
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The falling snowflakes eased again before Dallas and Storm returned but the light breeze remained cold.

Misty sought whatever warmth she could from leaning against Sweetie’s shoulder, but could not feel her toes inside her new woollen socks, and Dallas’ well worn, soft leather boots gifted to her when she first arrived at his home.

“Thank you for your help,” Dallas said to Storm. “We need to continue to the academy.”

“Tema and I will walk you to the council building because you need to let the council know you have arrived, before reporting to the academy, which is behind the council building.” Storm slapped Tema’s side. “And Tema will deter any more thieves from thinking you are easy marks.”

The dragon sighed. Foggy spheres of dragon breath shot out of his nostrils, hung in the air for a moment, then disappeared in the wind. Tema stood and waddled down the road.

Storm
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