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Chapter One

THE SHARPLY PEAKED roofs of Outpost came into view around noon as Roan followed the path beaten through tall, waving grass by generations of sturdy feet. Outpost had an official name on the maps, of course, but the locals simply called it what it was: an outpost station literally two steps from the start of the untamed wilds.

Roan shrugged his shoulders to resettle his heavy pack. “Come on, Syth. Another mile and we’ll be sleeping with a roof over our heads tonight.”

Syth let out his usual happy bark-cough and bounded ahead. He was long and sinuous like a cat with retractable claws on all four paws, but Syth’s long muzzle, the muscle on his shoulders and down his back, and his fluffy ears and tail said dog. His fur was also deep midnight blue. Some called him a wilds dog, others a wilds cat, and both terms were equally correct and incorrect. But that was how the wilds worked. Untamable, impossible to fit into neat, ordered classifications, yet beautiful all the same. Roan had raised Syth from a mewling kit and had quickly learned Syth was far more intelligent than the dogs or cats he was compared to.

The distance to Outpost passed beneath Roan’s feet quickly. He was used to walking the long treks his chosen profession as a wilds roamer required. The wilds didn’t have roads so cars weren’t an option. Fighting from the back of a bike was impossible, and horses or other pack animals all too often ended up getting eaten so they weren’t worth the trouble or expense. Roan’s most important item was therefore his sturdy boots, and his second most important, his sword, which he kept strapped to his waist since bladed weapons wouldn’t fail randomly or run out of ammunition halfway through his journey.

The grass length shortened as Roan got closer to town, the domesticated sheep, goats, and cows keeping it mown. The path eventually went from beaten dirt to laid stone, which was the nicest road type this far on the outskirts of the country.

When he walked past the first proper building, he let the weight of wary, focused attention that was essential in the wilds fade away with a sigh of relief.

“Hey, Roan!”

“You survived another trip!”

“Roan, my man!”

The happy calls continued as Roan passed townspeople out and about for the day. He waved and smiled but didn’t stop to chat. The first task of everyone who roamed the wilds when they returned to Outpost was to stop at the tavern and speak with Marius, the proprietor, town mayor, and the person who helped keep track of every roamer.

Roan pushed through the swinging saloon doors and into the shaded tavern interior and took a seat on a stool at the bar. Syth hopped up onto the stool next to Roan and let out a pointed bark.

Marius turned around from where he had been puttering with the dishwasher and he smiled when he saw them.

“Six months! I was starting to worry, Roan. You’re usually not gone longer than three.”

“Sorry, Mar,” Roan replied. “I had to go a bit farther than usual to find any decent game. They’re way up in the mountains right now.”

“Odd, but I guess we haven’t lost any sheep to a wyvern lately, so I shouldn’t complain.” Marius filled a glass with water and handed it to Roan, then filled a deep bowl and put that down for Syth to lap. “You get anything?”

Roan laughed. “Who do you think I am? Of course, I got some good stuff.” He took a long drink of the water, wiped his lips with the back of one hand, and then shrugged his pack off his back. His bedroll hung off the bottom from straps because the elastic ties at the top were bulging. Roan undid the ties and started pulling out carefully rolled skins.

Wyverns came in every color under the sun. The most common color was brown, which was the color of the first three skins Roan dropped onto the bar. Wyverns were about the same size as Syth, but where Syth was lean and built for speed, wyverns were brute fighters with thick muscles so their skins took up a lot of space in Roan’s bag. One side of each skin was scaled. Each scale had seven edges and they overlapped to prevent gaps from forming. Underneath the scales was hard skin, leatherlike even before being cured. The next skin he pulled from his bag was sky blue, then an orange, and then a brilliant red that had Marius gasping. The last skin was a gorgeous emerald green, but Roan set it aside.

“I want to sell all the skins except the green,” he said.

“What’s with you and green?” Marius asked, although he had already started unrolling the skins to inspect them for damage.

“It’s my sister’s favorite color,” Roan replied, shrugging. “I like to send her gifts when I can.”

“Expensive gift,” Marius murmured, distracted by the blue skin. “Oh!” he added abruptly. “You got a letter last month.”

He stepped away from the bar to a lockbox kept along the back wall. He used the key around his neck to unlock the box and retrieve the letter for Roan.

“I sent the standard reply back to the return address, saying you were out in the field and would respond as soon as you could.”

Roan ripped open the envelope and pulled out the single piece of paper inside while Marius went back to the skins.

“Any hearts?” Marius asked, moving on to the red skin.

“Mar,” Roan replied, his tone as heavy as his frown. “You know you can’t sell a dragon’s heart.”

“Hah. You are the only roamer that follows that old adage, you realize. Besides, these are wyverns. No one’s seen a real dragon going on at least fifty years.”

“Dragon hearts can only be given as gifts,” Roan finished the second half of the adage, completely uncaring that wyverns were only the smaller, considerably less dangerous cousin to dragons. He had the hearts for every skin in his bag, and a separate bag in his personal safe with the rest he had gathered over the last few years. At some point, he would hire a security crew to transport them home to his sister for him, and since he had the skin, maybe now was a good time to organize that.

“Whatever you say,” Marius replied, unrolling the orange skin. “You ever change your mind, the heart is worth double what you earn from these skins.”

“Just pay me for the skins and forget about the hearts,” Roan said, sighing. He and Marius had this same conversation every time Roan came back to Outpost to sell the skins he had harvested and re-provision for his next trip to the wilds. After a few days of rest and relaxation, sleeping in real beds, and using an actual shower, Roan would be more than ready to return to the peaceful solitude of the wilds.

Roan finally unfolded the letter and found only a few lines of his sister’s loopy, angled writing inside.

Roanan,

I don’t know when you’ll get this message, but I hope you hear the news from me first. Father is dying. I know you and he had your differences; however, he has requested to see you one last time. If you receive my letter before he’s gone, please consider coming home. Even if you’re too late to see him, I could use a show of your support by having you at my side for a time as we go through the mourning period and transition to my taking over.

Please, please come home. I promise I will not do anything to prevent you from leaving when you’re ready to go, but I need you right now.

All my love,

Shanan

“Damn.” Roan refolded the letter and tipped his head back, staring unseeing at the wooden beams of the ceiling. “Damn,” he repeated.

“Everything okay?” Marius asked.

Roan looked down, glad to be able to refocus on Marius rather than his swirling thoughts. While Roan had been reading, Marius had rolled the skins back up and had started counting out silver coins for payment. He had paused in his counting, one coin held in his hand just above the stack, and he had a concerned look on his face.

Roan shook his head. “My sister needs me to come home, so it looks like my next trip is heading inland. Once you’re done counting, could you bring me my box from the safe?”

“Inland? Damn is right. I’m sorry anything is dragging you there.”

He finished counting the coins and headed to the back of the bar, where a massive safe door took up a large section of the wall. Unlike the lockbox, this was a modern, high-tech safe. Roan and other roamers paid for the extra protection, though. Marius placed his hand on the biometric scanner, letting it read his fingerprints and take a DNA sample from his sweat. The door clicked a moment later and swung outward. Marius vanished inside, returning after a few seconds with a large metal box with Roan’s name written on a piece of paper taped to the top.

Roan took the box, scooped up the coins, the green skin, and his letter, and stuffed it all into his much lighter pack.

“Thanks, Mar. There a room at the inn?” he asked.

“There should be. You need anything else?”

“Just to figure out when the next train leaves,” Roan replied.

Marius grinned. “You’re in luck. The train came in an hour ago. They’ll have it unloaded and restocked tonight for departure first thing in the morning. You should go buy your ticket now, so the conductor knows to expect you.”

“Thanks again.” Roan held out a hand for Marius to shake. “I’ll be back sometime, whenever I can escape my sister’s clutches again, so this is only goodbye for now.”

Marius nodded. “I’ll see you soon, my friend.”

Roan walked out of the tavern but stopped on the sidewalk outside to get his bearings. To his left was a hitching post and water trough for horses and donkeys. To his right was a parking lot for cars, not that many residents in the tiny Outpost bothered to own a car when everything they needed was less than a block away. The train station was on the far side of town, hidden for the moment by the houses and shops.

“Come on, Syth,” Roan sighed. “Time to face the music, I guess.”

Syth mewled and clawed at the ground.

“No, there’s no way this is not going to be fun for either of us. You want to stay behind, I’m sure Marius would take care of you.”

Syth snorted and bopped the top of his head against Roan’s hip.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Roan replied, sighing again. He couldn’t procrastinate any longer, so he stepped onto the sidewalk and started making his way down the street. More people hailed him as he passed, but Roan continued to only wave hello. He reached the cross street and turned to walk the last few yards to the station.

The train station was the largest building in Outpost. Long, with a raised platform for the entire train, it also had a number of big warehouses for storing goods between shipments. Roan climbed the steps into the lobby and headed over to the bored-looking teen manning the ticket booth.

“Two tickets to The Dragon,” Roan said. Syth would want his own seat for the ride.

“Geeze, Roan. Wha’d’ya wanna go there for?” Despite his question, the kid punched the numbers into the computer. Roan dug in his bag for one of the silver coins, and the kid handed back copper coins as change and two bronze chits as his tickets.

“It’s long past time I go visit my sister,” he explained as he tucked everything away again. “I’ll be back though.”

“Good,” the kid said, grinning at him. “Roamers belong in the wilds, not in The Dragon. Have a good trip.”

“I’ll try.” Roan waved goodbye and retraced his steps. He passed the tavern and went to the next building over, the only inn in Outpost.

“Hey, Roan. Word is you’re leaving us,” Hally, the proprietress, said as he pushed the door open and stepped inside.

“I forgot how fast news spreads here,” Roan answered, sighing. “I’m just going for a visit; I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“I hope so. In the meantime, you could use a bath, a filling meal, and a good night’s sleep. I’ve got you covered.”

“I appreciate it, Hal.” Roan handed her four coppers. “Any chance you can throw in some laundry service too?”

“For you? Of course.” She winked and smiled at him and started tapping on her computer. “Room four.” She passed him an old-fashioned key. “I’ll have dinner brought up in a bit. Let me know if you need anything else.”

Roan smiled in thanks before heading to the back of the room where the staircase was located. He went to the second floor and then down the hall to the door with a brass number four nailed to it. Inside was a standard double bed, one nightstand, a chest of three drawers, and the door to the private bathroom he had paid an extra copper for.

“Shower first, I think,” he said to Syth, who ignored him. Roan followed Syth to the far side of the bed, where he found a massive dog bed under the window. Hally must have gotten the room ready while Roan was buying his train tickets, since Syth’s bed was kept in storage while Roan was in the wilds.

While Syth curled up for a nap, Roan shucked his clothes. He dug into the bottom of his pack to pull out his few extra clothes and bundled it all into one of the laundry bags left on top of the drawers. He opened the door a crack to peek into the hallway to make sure no one was around since he was naked, then hung the bag from the doorknob for Hally to take care of for him. Chores done, Roan went to get a shower.

He stood under the hot water for far too long, luxuriating in the heat and the plentiful soap, since all he’d had for bathing facilities for the last six months were cold mountain streams. He did eventually tear himself away so he could instead enjoy the luxury of a thick towel. Once he was dry, he slipped into the robe hanging from the back of the bathroom door.

Back out in the main room, Roan found Hally had served dinner. Syth was nose deep in a bowl of meat scraps. A folding table and chair had been brought in and set along the far wall, and on it he found a bowl of chicken stew, thick with shredded meat and potatoes and fragrant with onion and thyme. Half a loaf of bread and a glass of water had also been set out. Luckily, Hally knew Roan didn’t drink alcohol, since she usually would have served beer with this type of meal rather than water.

Roan dug the box out of his bag and set it on the table, but he tucked into his food first. Only after he had mopped up the last of the broth with a slice of bread did he return his attention to the box.

There wasn’t a lid on what appeared to be a solid rectangular metal container, only a small indentation on one of the long edges. He pressed his thumb into the indentation, then waited. The box had sat, unused, for six long months, so it took a few seconds for the mechanics to whir to life. It scanned his fingerprint and then with a click, the top popped open on a hidden hinge.

Roan looked at the contents and let out a heavy sigh. He only kept three things in his box: one small pouch, a second large pouch bulging with dragon hearts, and a sealed envelope containing his last will and testament.

Marius’s service for roamers with these lockboxes was much needed. He kept a box for three years, the starting time of which renewed whenever a roamer returned to Outpost. If Marius didn’t see a roamer after three years had passed, he mailed the box to whomever the roamer designated with a letter saying the roamer in question was very likely deceased. The three things Roan wanted Shanan to have should he be killed in the wilds were in this box. Marius took a cut from all the sales of wyvern skins in return for the service, which Roan was happy to pay. Shanan knowing what had become of him and being able to access his inheritance was incredibly important.

He took out the small pouch first, opening the drawstring and pulling out a long silver link-style chain strung through the center of a signet ring. He dropped the chain over his head and looked down where the ring rested against his breastbone with a grimace of distaste. He hadn’t missed wearing the ring in the ten years since he had put it away in the box, but he couldn’t return to The Dragon without it. He put the empty small pouch back into the box.

He didn’t bother looking in the second pouch, which was too full to fit the additional hearts from his pack. He set it onto the table, then closed the lid, which automatically locked. Roan would return the box to Marius on his way to the train in the morning.

Roan looked around his room, checking whether there was anything he had forgotten. Syth had finished eating and was asleep, sprawled on his bed upside down with all four paws in the air. Outside the window, the sky was turning brilliant reds and oranges as the first sun began to sink below the horizon. The second sun never set, but it only glowed a soft blue that Roan found soothing at night. He watched the colors shift for a few long moments before levering himself to his feet.

He was tired and had an early morning start to look forward to. He unhooked the bedroll from his bag—Hally would store it with Syth’s bed while he was away—and tucked the pouch of hearts into the bottom of the bag. His extra clothing would go on top once Hally finished cleaning them.

Finding nothing else to prepare for the morning, Roan climbed into bed. He pulled the covers up to his chin, sank into the comfort of an actual mattress, and was asleep in seconds.


Chapter Two

THE TRAIN HAD stopped four times over the last two days, pulling into hamlets and then towns that grew larger the closer to the center of the country they were. Each stop lasted anywhere from a few minutes to a few hours, but any wait was extra time Roan and Syth spent sitting on a cramped train, not daring to get off and stretch since they didn’t know how much time they had at each stop.

When they got on the train in Outpost, he and Syth were the only passengers. At each successive stop, more and more people got on. There were still plenty of open seats, but Roan was starting to feel cramped after ten years of almost exclusively his own company. At least no one bothered him, since he was wearing his usual hardened leather and had his sword at his side. Plus, when anyone caught sight of Syth in the window seat, they kept a wide berth.

The train began to slow again, which meant they were approaching another stop. Roan rolled his head in a slow circle, his neck popping, but some of the stiffness thankfully fading. Hopefully this would be one of the faster stops. The sooner he reached The Dragon, the sooner he could stretch his legs, although that also meant the sooner he would have to see his family again. He was admittedly looking forward to seeing Shanan. And to meeting his two nephews and one niece, as well as her husband. But seeing his father or mother? Roan couldn’t dredge up an iota of anticipation for those eventual meetings. Presuming Father was still alive, of course, but to all indications the bastard was still hanging on.

The loudspeaker announced their arrival in Stowton as the train came to a stop. A glance out the window showed a bustling town, cars zipping along paved streets and people everywhere.

“The train is switching tracks,” the voice over the loudspeaker continued. “Pardon us for the delay. We expect to continue in approximately twenty minutes.”

The magnetic tracks came all the way out to Stowton? Impressed, Roan lifted an eyebrow. Ten years ago, the magnetic tracks were exclusively used to travel from The Dragon to the coast and to a handful of cities in fairly close proximity to the capital but certainly not in the direction of the wilds. This would cut Roan’s travel time down by at least half a day.

The changeover from metal tracks to the magnetic ones had to be a delicate process to keep the train from derailing. If it saved him half a day, the engineers could take as long as they needed for the transfer.

“You look like a roamer,” someone said, their voice cracked and gravelly from what could only be too much wyvern weed. Roan looked up to see a man standing in the aisle next to him, attempting to loom. The corners of the man’s mouth were stained white and his eyes were glassy, so he was a regular user. “That means you’ve got hearts. You give me those hearts and no one needs to get hurt.” The gun he leveled at Roan’s head was perfectly steady, so he wasn’t high at the moment, unfortunately.

In the seat next to Roan, Syth sat up and let out a low, threatening growl.

The man’s eyes widened, and he took a step back. “What the—” he cut off with a swear.

“If you shoot me,” Roan said, his tone calm, “Syth here will kill you. You shoot Syth, I’ll kill you. You are in a no-win situation. The only way you walk out of here alive is if you back away and leave me alone.”
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