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Dragon Hold, Wastelands

Veda, wearing her own grey cloak over borrowed old grey shirt and trousers, stopped outside the opening to Journeyman Painter Matt Wilder’s assigned ground level room.

Like all the other tiers, his room was carved into the side of the mountain retreat of the dragons. But unlike the upper level tiers with their wide walkways and tall column supported rock overhangs that kept each large carved room cool during the day, and also kept rain from blowing into the rooms, this opening allowed sun, rain and wind inside.

Even though the entrance was only a yard wide, this early in the morning sunlight extended four feet into the room.

Veda’s shadow spread across the smooth rock floor, blocking the light. She waited for Matt to notice.

She loved early mornings, and now she was more settled in her new home, she knew the early morning sunlight would not take long to remove the bitter cold that settled over the wastelands every night.

The lingering smells of freshly cooked breads and overcooked porridge remained in the air, but it was overpowered by the smell of the latrines eight yards further south. After she woke Matt and sent him on his way to the main cavern where Farsight was waiting, her next task was to remove the latrine smells.

She doubted she had the strength that Farsight thought she had, but she was willing to try to magically remove the liquids from the latrines leaving powered manure, which would then be magically removed by young apprentice mages into the fields.

She smiled at the thought that she was also an apprentice mage while she remained at the dragon hold. Not that she minded, because after the massive old dragon Farsight decided he would train her until she qualified as a full mage, she had discovered he was the strongest dragon mage in the whole world.

And she heard the stories of how Farsight had chosen Dallas Wood’s grandfather as his rider a very long time ago, before or during the mage war with Lealand. And it was Dallas who had rescued her from the spell, and pain, she endured by Mage Crompton. And it was Dallas’ guard, Misty, who killed Mage Crompton.

So, she was happy to learn of the connection between Farsight and her rescuer, Dallas.

“Matt, are you here?” Veda called, loud enough to be heard by anyone in the rooms either side of Matt’s assigned room.

She had not met Matt yet, but heard the story of how the tall thin male was seen wandering in the wasteland by a passing dragon, who then rescued the painter and flew him back to the dragon hold to feed and heal.

She unconsciously brushed strands of hair off her forehead while she waited for Matt to appear. When her shoulder pained she quickly dropped her arm. The pain was a gentle reminder to take care while her dislocated shoulder resettled in the socket, and the muscles readjusted.

The trills of a group of small dragonets bought a smile to her face. She watched the bright coloured dragonets fly out of the large cavern opening the other side of the kitchen and across the cleared space where most humans relaxed each afternoon. The trills faded as they disappeared behind the shade trees on the opposite side of the cleared area.

Matt did not appear in the doorway.

Either he was still sleeping or not in his room.

She decided if he was sleeping she would wake him, or Farsight might lose patience waiting for the painter, since he sent her to get Matt when she finished her magic lessons for the morning.

She stepped out of the sunshine into the small room.

Charcoal sticks of varying lengths and sheets of paper with drawings on them lay scattered on the floor next to the straw filled mattress where Matt sprawled. He was sound asleep.

Matt was tall. And very thin. She thought he would blow away in a strong breeze. His brown hair needed a trim, and the stubble on his chin needed removing.

“Matt, wake up!” Veda said.

His right leg moved, then settled. Then his left hand moved. He moaned.

“Matt!” Veda said. She realised he was dreaming, so gripped his shoulder and shook him. “Wake up!”

She saw fear in his eyes when he opened them and stared at her.

She smiled. “I am Veda. Farsight asked me to send you to the large cavern because he is free so you to work on his portrait.”

Matt glanced out the doorway and frowned when he realised he had slept in.

“I apologise,” Matt said. He stood. “I am late.” He reached for his large bag, then hurriedly gathered all the drawing scattered on the floor.

“I suggest you grab some food in the kitchen before you start painting.” Veda smiled to take any criticism out of her voice. She did not want him starving for the rest of the morning while he painted.

He ignored her and stared at one of his drawings. He dropped the rest of the drawings, reached for a charcoal stick and worked on his drawing.

“What are you doing,” Veda asked. “There is no time to draw now. Farsight is waiting.”

“Important,” Matt said while he continued to add to his drawing. “I might be in trouble with Farsight, but I feel it is important to get the details correct while I remember them.”

Veda stepped closer and looked at the drawing. “That drawing looks like Misty.” She studied the other figure next to a horse. “And that looks like Dallas.”

She was astonished he got Dallas’ features correct.

“I know,” Matt said, still intent on adding details to a male aiming a bow towards Misty. “I had dreams last night. Or nightmares. When the same dream repeated I woke and drew what I could remember.”

“Why nightmares?” Veda tried to see the image of a second male attacking Dallas, but most of his face was blocked by Matt’s hand while he worked on details on a third male’s face.

Matt raised his head and stared at Veda. “In the dream, these males killed Dallas.”

“Are you a mage who sees into the future?” Veda tried to keep calm. If Matt had a vision of Dallas getting killed, she would do whatever she could to stop that happening, because she owed Dallas her life. Both for saving her from Mage Crompton, and from her brother. If Nebar knew she was a mage, he would have dug out her eyes and cut off her hands. If she survived that mutilation she would have been banished from Hedgehill.

“No, I am not a mage. It was a dream.” He stared at the drawing for a moment, then nodded to himself. “I have to run.”

He gathered the rest of the drawings and ran outside, ignoring the fact he had not put on boots, and his hair was messy and his clothes crumpled.

“Wait, I am coming with you.” Veda said. She ran after Matt.

Matt hurried past the kitchen and into the main entrance to the large cavern.

Veda caught up to him when he stopped a dragon length away from Farsight in the large, brightly lit cavern where most of the large dragons rested and thought their thoughts.

“I apologise for being late but I had to draw some faces from a dream first,” Matt said before he bowed from the waist towards Farsight.

“He dreamed of Dallas getting killed,” Veda added. She noticed all the other old dragons moved away from Farsight before they settled down to rest. Or gossip.

Farsight raised his large head off the rock where he rested and looked at Matt.

Matt set up his easel and rested the large canvas board on the easel.

“Matt,” Veda said.

Matt frowned at Veda’s tone. Then he realised Farsight was also looking at him. “Can you hear his thoughts?”

“Yes,” Veda answered. “He said to show him the marks!”

“I can not hear dragons,” Matt said to Veda. “You show him the drawings while I paint.” Matt concentrated on mixing white and black paint to make a grey colour on the messy board he used as a palette.

Veda took the sketches and laid them on the rock in front of Farsight.

Farsight lowered his head until his jaw was two feet away from the first sketch.

Veda received an image of Dallas sitting on the rock in front of Farsight listening to Farsight speak. Then she received an image of Misty holding a knife in front of her while she stood next to Swift and Dallas. Veda thought the image showed Dallas asleep on Swift.

She smiled at the images in her mind. “Farsight, Matt can not receive your images. I will explain what you want Matt to know, before I hurry to the latrines to practice what I have learned from you.”

While Farsight studied the next drawing, Veda turned to Matt. “Farsight said he recognises Dallas and Misty in your drawing. He even recognised Swift, Dallas’ mare.”

Matt was finally satisfied with the grey coloured mixture, so dipped his small brush into the grey paint and added it to his canvas. “Ask Farsight why I had the dream. Did he send the dream to me?”

Veda turned to ask Farsight, but did not speak. She received an image of a girl with short hair and dark skin sleeping on a thick mattress. There was a silvery glow around her body.

Veda was not sure what the image meant but guessed the sleeping girl used magic to send the dream. “Did that girl send the dream to Matt?”

Farsight sent the same image to Veda again. Then Farsight raised his head and looked out the large opening to the cavern.

Another dragon, almost as large as Farsight, but with pale grey scales, appeared in the opening. He waddled across the smooth rock floor towards Veda and Farsight and stopped two dragon lengths away. Then his whole body, including his tail, disappeared behind a heat haze.

Veda took a step back, not sure if the grey dragon was preparing to attack Farsight and her with magic.

The heat haze disappeared along with the grey dragon. In the same spot a grey cloaked, short, grey haired old man appeared, dressed in black shirt and trousers and black boots.

She had heard stories of dragons who could change shape a long time ago, but had never seen it happen before.

The old man smiled at Veda. “I am Lance.” He walked closer. “Farsight called me to look at marks on paper.”

Veda stared at the illusion of a old man. He looked so real.

Lance waited while she stared at him.

She realised what she was doing and blinked. “Matt had a dream and drew these sketches.” Veda pointed to the row of drawings in front of Farsight.

Lance took another step closer to Veda.

Veda stepped back and waited beside Matt while Lance picked up the first drawing and studied it.

“I know the place in this one.” Lance said. He picked up a second sheet of paper. “And this.”

Matt kept painting scales on the left side of Farsight’s jaw in the portrait but Veda knew he was listening to Lance.

“Farsight said a girl sent the dream to Matt,” Veda explained to Lance. “I do not know if she can see events into the future, but if she does, I volunteer to protect Dallas and Misty against that attack.”

Lance stared at Farsight for a moment.

Veda realised they were talking without including her.

Lance turned back to Veda and Matt. “Matt, when you finish working on Farsight’s image, I want you to make a copy of each of your sketches.”

Matt nodded to Lance, but continued to add pale grey paint to the top of each darker grey scale on the canvas.

“I will return at midday to collect the copies.” Lance walked towards the small side exit that led into the kitchen area.

“What about me?” Veda called to Lance. “We need to work out when it will happen because I want to help protect Dallas from the attack.”

Lance stopped and turned to look at Veda. “I suggest you continue your studies with Farsight and leave Dallas’ defence to me.”

* * *
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Western Slopes, Convane

When Misty Locke and her tracker mare, Sweetie, reached to top of the hill behind the stables, they stopped because they were not in a hurry to get anywhere, and because Misty loved the view west of the stables.

And she also loved her time alone with Sweetie while they explored the land around her new home.

When they left the stables at first light they headed north east until they reached his parents large house, then they rode west along the creek that divided Dallas’ property from his parents property, and returned south towards the back of the stables.

Misty put her weight on the stirrups as taught, and stood, stretching her back muscles. Even at her full height of five feet and four inches above the stirrups, she could not see any unusual activity around the stables still half a mile away.

The saddle creaked as the straps stretched but she ignored the sounds.

One group of horses grazed on the green pick on the western slope while colts frolicked around the mares.

Sweetie waited patiently for Misty to finish looking for anything out of the ordinary.

Misty breathed in the early morning fresh air. It had a hint of humidity, reminding her that even though the autumn nights were getting colder, the day would still be hot, once the moisture left from overnight showers evaporated.

Dallas had assured her the long hot summer days were over and she would love autumn on the property, but she was not so sure. Since they returned to the property the days were hot, if not as hot as down on Hinton Island. But the nights were cold, as cold as winter in Edgewood. She realised she was not looking forward to  winter.

A sudden movement behind a clump of shade trees caught Misty’s attention, before she relaxed. It was the rump of a brown coloured horse.

“Only a horse,” Misty said to Sweetie.

Sweetie flicked her ears back, then forward. She shifted her weight as she turned to stare at the shade trees, almost overbalancing Misty.

Misty settled back in the saddle, then remembered to touch her dragon talisman, pinned on her vest, level with her left breast. She received an image of more than one horse in the shade.

“More than one,” Misty asked Sweetie. “I think we need to check it out.”

She relaxed as Sweetie walked down the slope towards the shade trees because she was not expecting trouble so close to the stables and home.

Home!

She was still surprised and proud that Dallas had not treated her as a slave, or indentured, since she fled Lealand. He kept his word, even though she had tried to kill him when she first met him in Edgewood. And knowing she was a trained assassin did not change his mind.

A smile spread across her face as she remembered his insistence she make his home her home.

Even his housekeeper, Mim, was friendly and trusting. As was Mim’s son, Marty and her husband Hardy. Misty believed that since Sweetie chose Misty as her rider, Marty and Hardy decided to trust her.

She was not so sure about Mage Stantworth, or Dallas’ mother, Brenna.

She believed if they needed her to assassinate someone they would order her to do so. Or blackmail her into doing so.

When the brown horse heard Sweetie’s hoofs, he turned to watch her approach. Misty saw another three horses. Two more shifted position and she counted a fifth horse.

All of them wore saddles.

She palmed a vap-sit, ready to throw seconds before a short male stood.

He had been squatting in front of the horses, watching the stables. Or the house.

“What are you doing?” Misty eased Sweetie further to the west, so the trees did not block her view of the stables, as well as the male and horses waiting in the shade.

“Waiting,” he answered in a deep voice.

He sounded too sure of himself.

“And the riders of these horses?” Misty smiled pleasantly.

“Visiting the stables.” He dropped the reins and walked closer to Misty.

Sweetie backed away from the male.

He grinned.

When he stepped into the sunlight, she could clearly see a scar on his left cheek, and his nose was pushed towards the scar. She guessed a fist rearranged his nose years ago, because there were no bruises on his face.

His dirty clothes smelled of sweat and mud. And his matted long black hair gave the impression he had ridden a long way without stopping to reach Dallas’ property.

Sweetie shook her head and stopped backing away from the male.

Misty heard pounding hoofs as three horses galloped towards her from the west.

A quick glance assured her they were trackers, so she held the vat-sit in her right hand, and waited. Then she remembered to touch her talisman. The minute her left palm touched her talisman, she received an image from Sweetie showing a silvery bubble surrounding Sweetie and Misty.

Good Sweetie! Building a magic bubble to protect her from the male.

The male kept walking towards Sweetie.

Misty realised he could not see the protective bubble. That meant he was not a mage.

He pulled a knife from behind his back with his right hand and pointed it towards Misty, while he reached for the reins with his left hand. His smile widened.

Misty waited.

The smile disappeared when his hand touched the edge of the bubble, a foot in front of Sweetie. He jerked his hand back and shook it, trying to remove the pain.

She hoped the pain was bad.

He also glanced at the approaching trackers.

When he realised it was not his friends fleeing the property on more stolen horses, he backed away from Sweetie and Misty.

“Sweetie, drop the bubble.” Misty casually raised her right hand, bent it towards her own chest, then flicked her wrist as she released her vap-sit.

The six bladed metal disc flew threw the air towards the male’s throat. As it was designed to do, the first short pointed blade caressed the skin. The next short pointed blade dug in, slowing the spinning disc enough for the long, curved, sharp blade to cut deeply. Then the next small pointed blade dug in, allowing the longer curved blade to release before the disc spun past the male.

He jerked his head back, and pressed his left hand against his bleeding throat.

Misty realised the blade had not cut deeply enough to kill him.

Next second, he tossed the knife into the air, gripped the point and threw it towards Misty.

Instead of moving, she raised her left hand and waited for her bangle talisman to release the magic stored in one of the pearls to activate.

It did.

The knife hit an invisible wall, and dropped to the ground, at the same time as the three trackers arrived.

He backed closer to the waiting saddled horses.

Misty pulled out her long knife, and eased Sweetie forward.

She leant over and thrust the point of her knife into his chest, aiming for his heart.

He looked at his chest in disbelief, then stared at Misty as he sank to the ground.

She pulled her knife out and eased Sweetie back.

“Dallas might be in trouble,” she said to Sweetie. Then she looked at the waiting trackers. “Follow us.”

Sweetie galloped down the slope to the rear of the stables, the three trackers close behind.

She heard hoofs kicking wood inside the stables, so as soon as Sweetie slowed, she dismounted and raced into the stables.

The stallion, Starlight kicked the back of the stable door, trying to open it.

Misty raised the latch and swung the door open. Then opened the rest of the doors.

Starlight screamed a warning and galloped outside, followed by three tracker mares. Two more mares remained in their stalls, but looked out at Misty.

Misty raced back outside.

She found Starlight.

He stood in front of a stranger, dressed in dirty clothes like the male she had just killed. The male thrust a knife at Starlight’s nose.

Starlight screamed a warning and raised his front hoofs then bought them down on the male.

“Make a bubble,” Misty shouted at Starlight. She ignored the stallion bucking as he spun around and planted both back hoofs on the chest of the male, but had to push Sweetie’s shoulder to move her enough so Misty could search for Dallas.

Dallas stood near the rear verandah holding his staff up to block another stranger from attacking him.

Swift was behind the attacking male blocking a third from releasing an arrow towards Dallas.

Misty touched her dragon talisman, hoping to see through Sweetie’s eyes. And almost stumbled as her own vision was overlaid with Sweetie’s vision.

Swift was surrounded with a silvery ichur bubble, and moved sideways to keep her body between the male with the bow and Dallas.

Misty dropped her hand away from the dragon talisman which cleared her vision. She moved west, away from the verandah until she had a clear path to the male with the bow.

She retrieved another vap-sit and threw it towards the male. It cut his hand and changed direction. She pulled out another vap-sit and threw it while she ran towards the male. It grazed his shoulder as he turned to aim an arrow at her. Blood dripped off his hand.

Misty held her long knife out in front of her, ready to stab when she reached him. His hand must have hurt from the cut because he dropped his bow and arrow and pulled out his own knife, but he was too slow. Misty slipped the point of her knife into his chest before his knife tip cleared his sheath.

He released his knife. It dropped back into the sheath.

He bought both hands up and gripped the blade still sticking out of his chest.

She smiled as she twisted her wrist, forcing the tip of her knife up, searching for his heart.

He was strong. He slowly pulled the blade out of his chest.

Misty stepped back, pulling the blade out of his hands.

Blood spread across his dirty shirt.

He blinked and dropped to the ground. Dead.

Maybe the tip of her knife had pierced his heart after all.

The thud of wood against flesh bought her attention back to Dallas and the other stranger. She turned and assessed the fight.

Dallas slammed the end of his staff against the side of the attacking male’s head.

The male dropped to the ground with a thud.

Misty doubted he was dead, so ran across and pushed the bloody tip of her knife into his back, just to make sure.

“Stop playing,” Dallas said. “He is dead.”

“Just making sure,” Misty smiled at Dallas. “Any more?” She turned to check the area while she wiped sweat off her brow.

Starlight screamed another warning and galloped towards the corner of the verandah behind Dallas.

Another male, taller then the others, stepped around the corner of the house and raised his bow.

Dallas spun around to face the male, and raised his staff. But he was not close enough to stop the male from releasing his arrow.

Starlight was. He reached the corner and slammed his chest into the stranger’s shoulder, before the attacker released his arrow.

The male stumbled backwards, lost his balance and fell, dropping his bow.

Then Starlight stomped on the male’s chest.

The sound of snapping ribs and tearing flesh almost made Misty sick.

“Starlight! Stop!” Dallas walked closer. “He is dead.”

Quiet descended on the area.

“What was that all about?” Misty noticed Mim peeking out of the door leading into the house. “Mim, stay inside until we check there are no more attackers.”

Mim disappeared inside.

“No idea,” Dallas answered. “They jumped me when I came out of the stables.”

“There was a fifth male waiting under those shade trees,” Misty said. “I killed him. I have to go back up there to locate one of my vap-sit. And bring the horses back.”

“I believe there is another of your deadly toys over there. You should collect it before one of the trackers or Marty steps on it.” Dallas smiled to take any sting out of his suggestion her toys were deadly.

Which they were. She smiled back.

“After that, I think Sweetie and I need to take more trips around the property to flush out more attackers.” Misty accidently bumped her dragon talisman and her mind filled with images of Starlight and many mares galloping across the rolling hills. Then the image changed to two hoofs slamming into the chest of a stranger that looked a lot like the one Starlight killed moments earlier.

She removed her hand and frowned at Starlight.

“Did you see that,” Dallas asked. “Starlight suggested he get the herd to patrol the property and kill any strangers.”

“Yes.” Misty marvelled at the magic talisman that allowed her to receive images from any of the trackers, including Starlight.

“While Starlight and I do that, you get to figure out who they were and why they attacked.”

Misty smiled again. That would be her pleasure, even if Dallas had not asked.
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Almo, Morecrag

The Findon Ambassador to Hinton Island stood at his opened apartment window studying the view from the third floor of the Findon Embassy in Almo, the main city in Morecrag.

He gazed over the rooftops of Almo’s central district towards the busy port, just south of where the muddy Ern River emptied into the bay. He raised his hand close to his nose to breathe in the sweet smell of his perfumed silk cloth he held. The perfume helped block the smells from the body sprawled across his large bed.

He wore a knee length black silk robe tied loosely around his waist, leaving his chest, lower legs and feet bare to help cool his body after his early morning activities with the deceased slave.

Finally, he shook slightly as he remembered the slave’s angry look change to fear when she saw the knife seconds before he plunged it into her chest.

As he shook, his long, black, greasy hair fell over his shoulders and bare chest.

He smiled. Remembering was almost as pleasurable as the rape and killing.

As the sun crept higher, he removed his smile and frowned. His servant should have arrived to report. Then he removed his frown. All his personal servants knew not to be late, so there must be a reason for the delayed report.

As soon as the servant delivered the messages and left, the ambassador planned on a long hot bath to remove the slave’s body odour and fluids from his skin and hair, then attend two arranged meetings.

A light tap on the closed door stopped his thoughts.

He turned to face the door. “Enter.”

His servant, dressed in his uniform, black shirt with deep red piping on the collar and cuffs, and black trousers, entered. He silently closed the door before he glanced at the body sprawled across the unmade bed.

He gave his servant time to observe the cuts and bruises on the dead slave, because this servant was a gossip. When the rest of the servants and slaves heard what happened to the female, they would do his bidding quickly and quietly, without question.

His servant realised he was observed, so walked across to the table and stopped. He stood with his hands behind his back, staring at the wall behind the ambassador, waiting for permission to speak.

The ambassador waited another thirty seconds before he spoke. “Messages?”

“Yes, sir,” his servant said. “I just received word the main group with the wagons are bogged down in central Mireland.”

The ambassador waited for the rest of the messages.

“They sent ten ahead through the wastelands,” the servant said, “to cross the Ern river into Convane above the falls.”

The ambassador nodded. “Your thoughts?”

“If the ten crossed the wastelands unseen, they would have reached the top Ern crossing two days ago. By now they should have control of the property because scouts reported only two men, two women and one boy lived at the property.” The servant glanced at the ambassador to confirm he agreed.

The ambassador nodded again. “What about field workers?”

“The only crops observed were corn and horse fodder. They are well away from the house, stables and horse yards.”

“Good! I hope they remember to keep that journeyman judge and his female guard alive until I arrive, so I have the pleasure of questioning them.” He planned on taking his time with both of them, especially the upstart that ordered him off Hinton Island.

“They understood their orders, sir,” the servant said.

The ambassador realised he frowned again, so calmed his expression. He did not need his servant to tell the rest he doubted his own plans, now they were well under way.

“Nothing from the border?” The ambassador turned back to face the window.

“Yes, sir. The twenty men sent to remove the border guards at the western crossing reached their hideout and are waiting for word to attack the guards. As soon as you give the word they will attack.”

“And the other group sent to the main border crossing?” They should have released their birds with messages five days ago. He had a bad feeling about that group. He turned back to look at the servant.

“Nothing, sir,” the servant answered. He bought one hand forward and tugged the collar of his shirt away from his neck, then quickly dropped his hand. “Should I send another scout up there?”

“No. I suspect they were all killed. No doubt, the border guards are all mages.” The ambassador said quietly. He stared at the bare table top while he thought of how to get past the border guard mages. “Once the main force reaches the property they can each pick a tracker. If the trackers can protect their riders from magic, they can then kill the border guards and mages before I leave here.”

The servant nodded. “And those stalled in Mireland?”

“The plans have not changed. Order them to leave the wagons, head north through the wastelands and cross the Ern river above the falls.” The ambassador looked directly at his servant. “How long do you think they will take to reach the property?”

“It is almost two hundred miles to the crossing, then another eighty miles to reach the western side of the property.” The servant tipped his head to the right while he thought of the distance. “At least forty eight hours riding, then add enough eight hours each day for sleeping. After that, they will only move at night to keep the element of surprise.”

“Too long!” The ambassador shook his head. “Order them to ride day and night to the crossing. Then ride directly to the property, killing anyone who tries to stop them.”

“Yes, sir, I anticipated that, sir, and have the message written, ready to dispatch. And I added keep walking if they have to rest the horses.”

“Good.” The ambassador felt better, now he knew his plans were well under way. Then he realised the servant had not left. “Yes?”

“There was another message, sir. From your wife.”

“What is that bitch scheming this time?”

“She requests you return soon to your Findon holdings before your first born runs the business into the ground.” The servant took a step back, anticipating an angry response.

“Leave me to think of a suitable reply.” The ambassador said. “Send the messages.”

He waited until his servant reached the door before he added, “and dump her in the same spot as the others.”

* * *
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Western Slopes, Convane

Dallas stood on the high side of the gully at the northern side of the field behind the stables. He allowed the light westerly breeze to cool him while he waited for Misty to arrive with the last body.

He had already dumped four bodies in the gully, still fully clothed, since his search of each body found no identifying marks or scars. And none of the attackers carried papers that would suggest where they came from. They each carried five coppers which suggested they were paid in advance for the attack on Dallas.

If he had to guess, he would say they came from Almo, the main city of Morecrag. Or from one of the villages along the cliffs of Craggy Strait, because of their brown hair and lightly tanned skin.

He doubted they came from Bacus or Saint Lucan, but if they were from southern Lealand, the attack could have been planned by Mage Vince.

He studied the land from the stables across the rolling hills in the west and back to the hills to the north. Other than a few horses and sheep peacefully grazing in the distance, the area seemed empty of humans.

The grazing sheep reminded him to organise delivery of two bales of good wool for Mim to spin and knit over winter, and another four mutton hides for Hardy to repair halters and reins when the last of the winter feed was delivered to Jeb at the southern hamlet.

Starlight waited beside Dallas, but Swift had wandered off to graze.

An image of Starlight standing next to the gully during the night flashed into Dallas’ mind.

“Are you suggesting I leave the bodies like that overnight?” Dallas frowned at Starlight, not understanding why the stallion would care whether the bodies were burned or not.

Starlight raised his head, his ears pricked forward, listening.

Dallas looked east, hoping it was Misty arriving with the fifth body.

He located her and Sweetie leading five horses across the slope towards him. The last horse moved sideways and tossed his head, trying to pull his reins free from the saddle on the horse in front of him, because he did not like the body Misty had put across the saddle of the last horse.

No wonder she took her time. Dallas would have wrapped a rope around the legs and let the horse drag the dead weight across the field. He realised he should have gone with her to help.

Misty urged Sweetie to walk faster while she hung onto the reins of the first horse in line behind her. The forward movement of the string of horses pulled the reins of the last horse. He stopped trying to buck and followed.

Misty had come a long way from when he first met her. Not only was she becoming a good rider, she had no fear of other horses. He wondered how Misty would feel when Sweetie finally came into season and got impregnated by one of the other stallions. Would she be happy for Sweetie, or annoyed that she could not ride Sweetie during the last few months before Sweetie dropped the foal. No point worrying about that until it happened.

He smiled, remembering Misty’s amusement when his mother visited and tried to boss everyone into doing what Brenna wanted. Thankfully, Misty was not scared of Brenna. He hoped in time Brenna would care for Misty as much as he did.

Starlight turned to look south, towards the stables. Dallas glanced at the stables. He noticed two mares and foals on the western side of the stables, and another two yearlings playing tag further west. Nothing out of the ordinary.

“What other suggestions do you have,” Dallas asked Starlight, while he waited for Misty to arrive.

Dallas received an image of three geldings and two mares wandering along the western boundary.

That image was replaced with another group of trackers on the mud flats on the western side of the Ern River on the northern side of the main property.

“Are you planning on ordering Darkness to follow your suggestion of guarding the entire boundary?” Dallas smiled at the thought of his stallion ordering his father’s stallion, Darkness, into doing anything, because Darkness was extremely stubborn. And the only person Darkness allowed on his back was Powell, even though Powell rode one of the tracker geldings most of the time, leaving Darkness free to wander the property, checking on all the other herds, and impregnating any mares he wanted.

Misty dismounted as soon as Sweetie stopped. She looked at the reins she still held. “What should I do with these horses?”

Dallas pulled the body off the last horse and let him fall to the ground. Then Dallas took the reins from her and led the horses further down the slope. He looped the reins over the front of the saddle and walked back to Misty.

Between them, they tossed the body on top of the others.

“Now what?” Misty pulled five coppers out of a pocket. “All he had on him.”

Dallas took the coppers and slipped them into his pocket with the rest. “I will see if I can learn anything from the coins, but I don’t expect to.”

Starlight again looked towards the stables.

“What is it, Starlight,” Dallas asked.

Sweetie also looked towards the stables.

“Someone approaching,” Misty said. She pointed towards a horse and rider, leading a second horse, trotting down the road to the property.

“Looks like Arrow. Not sure of the second, but looks like a yearling.”

“So it is Heath riding Arrow, bringing a yearling to show us.” Misty mounted Sweetie. “If we hurry, we will reach the stables first.”

Dallas called Swift. Once he mounted Swift he walked her across to the waiting string of horses. He grabbed the lead horse’s reins, mounted Swift, and headed to the stables.

Starlight kept pace, on Swift’s right, and Misty and Sweetie bought up the rear.

Then Swift stopped.

Starlight stopped beside her.

Sweetie also stopped. She looked at the sky.

“What is wrong, Sweetie?” Misty studied the ground in front of Sweetie as soon as she stopped. Misty found nothing out of the ordinary, then frowned at Sweetie.

Then Dallas noticed Swift and Starlight also looked at the sky to the west.

Dallas smiled when he found what they looked at. The dark shape of a dragon flew east over the property.

“Dragon,” Dallas explained to Misty. He watched the dragon grow larger as it dropped closer to the trees scattered on the rolling hills.

She looked where he pointed. “I think he is heading here.”

Dallas watched the dark coloured dragon soar over the treetops. As the dragon winged closer his scales changed from black to dark grey.

“I would guess it is Longflight from the colours,” Dallas said.

Heath rode across from the stables towards Dallas. “Bought you back one of your yearlings,” Heath said in way of a greeting. “Trying to tell me you were attacked.”

“We were,” Misty called back to Heath. “All dumped in the gully behind us.”

“Why?” Heath said as he dismounted and patted Arrow.

“Wait for Longflight to land,” Dallas suggested. “Saves repeating the story.”

Heath turned to watch the large grey dragon stretch his clawed hind feet down towards the ground.

Longflight gave one last down sweep of his wide wings then folded them close to his sides as he dropped his front clawed feet and settled on the ground.

“Impressive up close,” Heath smiled at the large dragon.

Arrow, Sweetie, Swift and Starlight calmly watched the dragon, but the five horses stamped their feet, and pulled on their reins, trying to flee from the dragon.

Dallas held on to the lead horse’s reins and waited. “Woo! Steady!”

Longflight dropped a small bag he held in a front claw, then blurred behind a heat haze. When the haze disappeared, Lance picked up the bag and strode across to Dallas.

The horses settled.

Dallas and Misty dismounted and walked towards Lance, leaving the trackers to graze while they waited.

“Lance,” Heath said, smiling at the grey haired old man. “Quite an entrance.”

“Heath.” Lance bowed his head slightly towards Dallas’ brother. “Glad you are here. Saves me looking for you later.” Lance moved closer to Dallas. “Dallas, you need to look at these drawings.” Lance said. He held out the bag. “I believe they are warnings sent from Joy, the slave from Mireland.”

Dallas opened the bag and removed a roll of papers.

As he unrolled the sheets Misty moved closer.

“The dreams warned of people attacking you,” Lance explained. “You need to set a watch for when they arrive.”

“Too late,” Dallas said. He smiled at the likeness to three of the dead males in the gulley. “The drawings are good. I even recognise two of the horses.” Dallas pointed across at the lead and third horse in the waiting string. He passed the first sheet to Misty, and studied the second drawing. “Misty killed this one. And I killed that one.”
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