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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      While at its heart, Breaker is a story of overcoming, there may be parts that are difficult for some readers. Please be aware Breaker has instances of animal injury, animal death, blood, bullying, death, recreational drinking, kidnapping, guns, murder, violence, and weapons.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone who’s ever learned a word by reading it has, on occasion, come across the problem of thinking, “Wait, how do I pronounce that out loud?” I hope this will help with that! However, this is just a guide so if you enjoy pronouncing one of these differently, there’s no harm in that!

      

      
        
        Argor – ARR-gor 

        Blaise – BLAY-z 

        Canen – KAY-nun 

        Chupacabra – CHOO-puh-cah-bruh 

        Desina – Dess-EE-nuh 

        Effigest – Eff-IH-jest 

        Emmaline – Em-uh-LINE 

        Emrys – Em-RISS 

        Faedra – FAY-druh 

        Ganland – Gan-LUND 

        Garus – Gair-USS 

        Geasa – GESH-uh 

        Icoron — ICK-or-on

        Iphyria — Ih-feer-EE-uh

        Itude – Ih-TOOD 

        Izhadell – Iz-UH-dell 

        Knossan – NOSS-uhn 

        Knossas – NOSS-us 

        Kur Agur – Kur Ah-GRR 

        Leonora – LEE-oh-nor-uh 

        Lucienne – Loo-SEE-ann 

        Marian – Mayr-EE-uhn 

        Mella – Mell-UH 

        Nadine – Nay-DEEN 

        Nera — NEER-uh

        Oberidon – Oh-BEAR-uh-don (alternate: Oby – Oh-BEE) 

        Oscen – Oss-KIN 

        Petria – Pet-RIA 

        Phinora – Fin-OR-uh 

        Reuben – Roo-ben 

        Rhoxio — Rox-EE-oh

        Theilia – Thee-LEE-uh 

        Theilian – Thee-LEE-uhn 

        Theurgist – THEE-ur-jest 

        Tylos — TI-lohs

        Veruc — Ver-OOK

        Zepheus – Zeff-EE-us 

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Mavericks and Magic

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blaise

      

      

      “Keep your hands where I can see them.”

      Blaise startled at the voice; its edge dangerous as the strike of a rattlesnake. He kept his gloved hands high as he walked into the Black Market. The speaker loomed in the pale blue glow of mage-lights that lined the long, narrow room.

      “Sorry. First time.” Blaise winced at the hesitation in his voice. He had every right to be here.

      The man leaned his forearms along the top of the bar, dusty bottles lining the shelves at his back. His eyes were little more than slivers above a black bandanna pulled over his nose, his shoulders broad like a bull. “Who sent you?”

      “Marian Hawthorne.” Blaise’s heart raced. Like the other man, he wore a bandanna to conceal his face. Blaise considered the bandanna helpful on the dusty road, but he chafed at the anonymity of it for this transaction. According to his mother, the proprietor was a wanted man. It was safe to assume that anyone setting foot in the building was in similar straits. Anonymity kept all involved from swinging from a tree.

      All the same, the cotton bandanna tickled his nose. It was irritating. He was hard-pressed not to twitch or rub at it. Blaise reminded himself appearances mattered at the Black Market.

      “Monthly delivery?” the man asked, not bothering to identify himself.  Blaise didn’t see anyone else in the building, so he presumed the man was Tom Slocum, proprietor of the Black Market.

      “Yes.” Blaise stepped closer when the silhouette of Slocum’s shoulders relaxed.

      “Good.” Slocum’s eyes glittered as he got a read on Blaise despite the bandanna. “You bring a list?”

      A list. Right. His mother needed more supplies for her alchemy. The Black Market specialized in hard-to-find items. “Y-yes.” He lifted a hand to the pocket at his chest.

      Slocum watched him with an air of boredom. Blaise pulled the list out and laid it out on the bar. Slocum picked it up, scanning for a moment before looking back at Blaise. “Unload your wares. Set ‘em on the bar.”

      “Right.” Thankful for the guidance, Blaise turned on his heel and walked to the door. He pushed it open with his shoulder.

      The blazing sun was a harsh contrast to the interior of the Black Market. Blaise tugged his hat lower to protect his eyes from the glare. The family pony, Smoky, ignored him as he walked over and opened the tailgate of the cart. Blaise adjusted the fit of his gloves and then pulled out the first of the wooden crates.

      The contents of the crate sloshed with the movement. Soft linen protected the glass vials from damage. One at a time, he carried all three crates inside and set them on the bar.

      Boots creaked on floorboards as Slocum moved in the back room. Blaise looked around, taking the measure of the interior while he had the chance. The bar stretched across most of the room; a few barstools butted against it. Someone had shoved broken tables and chairs into one corner. The dusty remains of a billiards table sat near a window. Blaise supposed the Black Market might have been a saloon, once upon a time. Or perhaps it still was a saloon. He wasn’t sure.

      Aside from his nervousness at dealing with Slocum, the worst part of the place was the lack of airflow. It was stifling. Between his hat, bandanna, and gloves, a steady trickle of sweat beaded his face. He mopped the sweat on his forehead with one sleeve, causing his glove to ride up.

      An ominous click sounded behind him. He turned to see Slocum on the other side of the bar, rifle trained on him. “Keep the glove on. I know what you are, Breaker.” His tone was low and brooked no argument.

      “Sorry,” Blaise squeaked, cheeks burning with shame. He tugged the glove to cover the exposed skin on his hands. How does he know about me? Had word of his magic traveled this far? Had one of his parents told him?

      “I’d hate to put Marian’s kin in the bone orchard,” Slocum drawled, his tone cool as he settled the rifle beneath the bar. Blaise shivered as he realized the man meant cemetery. “So you get the one warning.”

      Blaise nodded stiffly. He hadn’t expected to have a gun pulled on him. Now he knew better. Someone with the savvy and experience of Slocum would be ready for trouble. Even if it was accidental.

      “Supplies are here.” Slocum hefted a crate onto the bar and shoved it toward Blaise. “Coin will follow in a moment.”

      Blaise hesitated before pulling the crate closer and peering inside. Brown paper bags obscured the contents. He plucked them out one by one to be sure they were the correct items. Delicate purple mushrooms clustered in one bag. Check. Bright yellow moss in dried strips in another. Check.

      Slocum used a crowbar to pry the lid off one of the crates. He watched as Slocum rifled through the contents, a greedy smile twisting his lips.

      “Your mother’s quite the alchemist. You have her talent?” Slocum resealed the crate and set it aside.

      Blaise shook his head. “Not with these hands.”

      Slocum grunted. “True enough.” He picked up a crate and carried them one at a time to what Blaise supposed must be his storeroom. The proprietor returned with a clinking leather pouch. He set it on the bar in front of Blaise.

      “Normal monthly pay.” Slocum settled his bulk atop a nearby barstool.

      Blaise opened the pouch, spilling the coins out to count. Trust no one to hand you the right amount the first time, his parents had cautioned him. Alchemy was not an inexpensive profession or openly practiced. Slocum’s eyes tracked him as he counted. Blaise’s muscles tensed in response. He would be glad to leave this place.

      “You a maverick?” Slocum asked after Blaise finished counting.

      Blaise startled at the question. It was blunt and came out of nowhere. “What?”

      Slocum gestured to Blaise’s gloved hands. “You’re the sort the Salties look for. Mage. What happens if they come calling in Desina?” He jerked his chin toward the door. “Mavericks are the ones that get away from ‘em.”

      “Did something happen?” Blaise tried to keep the quiver from his voice.

      For hundreds of years, the Salt-Iron Confederation pushed their ideology across the face of Iphyria. Their goal: to bring mages and magical creatures alike under their control. Geography and a stubborn Consul kept Blaise’s homeland from the Confederation. Had something changed?

      Slocum gave a slow shrug. “I hear gossip.”

      Of course you do. Blaise didn’t know the full story on the Black Market, but rumor had it each day of the month it moved to a new location. On the fifth, it existed in this ramshackle building near the border of Desina. Slocum’s peculiar magic allowed him ample opportunity to collect news from all over.

      The Black Market proprietor intimidated Blaise, and though he wanted to ask more, he didn’t. “Thanks. I’ll be on my way, then.”

      Slocum nodded. “Nice doing business. Keep your hands to yourself, Breaker.”

      Stress knotted Blaise’s neck. He shoved the pouch of coins into his shirt pocket. Blaise grabbed the crate of supplies and balanced it against his hip as he headed for the exit. His goal was to put some distance between himself and any further uncomfortable conversations.

      He loaded the supplies into the back of the pony cart, securing the crate to prevent jostling during the journey home. Blaise pulled an empty bucket from the back of the cart. He walked over to a well located a short distance from the Black Market and filled it with fresh water, then carried it over to the parched gelding.

      Smoky dunked his muzzle into the bucket and drank his fill while Blaise weighed his options. He was hungry. His choices were to either picnic where he was or eat as he drove back. Smoky knew the way better than he did and would need little guidance. The sooner I get home, the better.

      Once the gelding had his fill of water, Blaise emptied the bucket and stowed it in the cart. He untied Smoky from the hitching post, then stepped up to the driver’s seat. Smoky didn’t wait for him to settle into his seat and disengage the brake before starting on his way.

      “I know. I want to get home, too,” Blaise muttered to the pony.

      Blaise pulled his lunch out from beneath the seat. Smoky had things under control. As he ate, he reflected on the outing. It had been a success. He ticked off his accomplishments. Represented his family’s business at the Black Market. Sold their wares. Successfully returning home with pay. True, his parents had laid everything out for him to make failure difficult. All he had to do was follow their directions. Blaise was going to declare it a victory regardless.

      Hopelessness washed over him as he looked at his gloved hands. He had endured scorn and ridicule about his magic for most of his twenty-two years. It was difficult to feel betrayed by his own flesh. Walking disaster. The reason we can’t have nice things. Ruiner. Sorcerer. Heretic. He had heard every name in the book. Every single one of them felt true. Because of his magic, he wasn’t just an example of a failure to launch—he was a burned-out boat at the bottom of a river.

      But today might change things. He had a measure of success. A smile ghosted Blaise’s lips. If they let him go to the Black Market again next month, he stood a chance of convincing them he could move to another town. He could seek an apprenticeship.

      Blaise could start a new life.

      Only if he could hide his magic. He had tried to do that before. And failed.

      It was worrisome that Slocum knew of his magic. But other than treating him with caution, the man hadn’t seemed upset by it. Not like the townspeople in Bristle. Anyone who knew Blaise in Bristle would turn and walk in the other direction if they saw him. No one wanted to be around to see what destruction his magic wrought.

      He noticed a hole developing in the palm of his right glove, exacerbated by his nervousness. His magic was always at its worst when he was out of sorts. Blaise poked at the hole with his index finger. Before too long, his skin would be visible. He made a mental note to check and see if they had leather at home for patching.

      Smoky laid back his ears and whisked his tail, nudging Blaise from his rambling thoughts. The gelding rumbled a warning nicker. Blaise cursed. I’m an idiot. He had forgotten one of the most important rules of the Gutter and Untamed Territory.

      Always keep an eye turned to the sky.

      A golden speck in the clear cerulean sky bore down on them as Blaise drew Smoky to a tentative halt. There was no sense trying to outrun them, not now. Only a fool would try to outrun an outlaw on a pegasus.

      Blaise drummed a rhythm on his knees, trying to recall the old nursery rhyme about appeasing outlaws. His mind was a blur as he tried to think. One gold coin? Two? Two sounds right.

      He pulled the coin bag out of his pocket. With luck, the outlaw wouldn’t perceive him as a threat or a more valuable target than he was. Blaise shook two coins out of the pouch and pulled the laces taut. He hoped the outlaw didn’t consider the crate of alchemy supplies worthwhile plunder.

      The pegasus landed on the road, hooves striking the ground with a thunderous impact. A dust cloud swirled around steed and rider. As terrified as Blaise was, he had never seen a pegasus this close. It was stunning. The equine’s coat glistened the same color as the golden coins in his palm, its mane and tail as pale and fine as gossamer. The afternoon sun glinted off the pegasus’s wings as they splayed open, banded like a hawk’s. Blaise inhaled a breath of admiration as the steed arched its neck.

      The rider slipped down from the modified saddle, boots striking the ground with a sharp staccato. Blaise jumped, startled back to reality. The grizzled outlaw used his knuckles to tip back his hat, locks of blond sticking out like straw. He pulled up his flight goggles, snapping them into place against his forehead. The breeze tugged back the man’s tan duster. In the blink of an eye, Blaise stared down the gleaming barrel of a sixgun.

      Things had been going so well.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jack

      

      

      The morning was rife with fruitless leads and frustration. No one would blame him for hankering for trouble by spooking a random traveler. Even outlaws deserved some of the simple joys in life, Jack reasoned.

      The pony cart trundling along on the road from the Black Market to the Desinan border was too much of a temptation. Jack tried to leave his antics for more deserving targets. A Salt-Iron baggage train or stagecoach was a prime target. He left the smaller merchants unharried out of common courtesy.

      But not always. Outlaws weren’t known for being polite.

      His palomino pegasus snorted, prancing in place to block the pony’s path. Jack cocked his head as he assessed the slack-jawed driver. Even with a bandanna covering his nose and mouth, Jack knew he was young. He didn’t have the demeanor of the more experienced Untamed Territory merchants, who traveled with a rifle close at hand. This kid is as green as a new blade of grass.

      Jack slipped down from Zepheus’s back as the kid goggled at him. He pulled out his revolver in a fluid motion—he meant business. He liked the way a greenhorn’s eyes went all white-ringed like a spooked colt when his sixguns came out.

      Zepheus’s nostrils cupped as he inhaled the unfamiliar scent. <I would leave him alone if I were you.>

      Jack cast a furtive glance at the stallion, lips taut in response to the telepath’s suggestion. Another mage, Jack mused. That was the only time Zepheus would suggest caution. The kid was young, not even worth calling a man. Jack had dealt with worse.

      “You travel in the Gutter.” Jack’s voice was gruff and dangerous. “You got the toll?”

      The young man kept his eyes averted. His terror at facing a flesh and blood outlaw froze him in place, like a rabbit in a hawk’s shadow. A momentary pulse of satisfaction zinged through Jack. Yeah, he still had it. The kid stood before him, gaping. Jack cleared his throat to remind him he was waiting.

      “Um,” the kid mumbled as his brain caught up with the situation. He rubbed at his hands as if they itched. Then the kid looked down at them, uncurling one hand. Golden coins flashed in the sunlight. “Yes.”

      Jack’s lips quirked. He took a step closer, but Zepheus snorted and shook his head. <I don’t like whatever his magic is. I’ve not come across anything like it before.>

      Jack scowled at Zepheus; the stallion minced backward like a spring colt. The pegasus was no coward. He flicked his eyes back at the young man. “What are you?”

      The youngster fumbled over the question. “What?”

      “Magic,” Jack clarified, annoyance creeping into his voice. “What’s your magic, boy?”

      The boy’s lips clenched into a thin line, his eyes downcast. “They call it Breaker.”

      Jack ignored the magical designation and clung to a single word in the sentence. “They? You know other mages?”

      The kid blanched and shook his head. “N-no.” He looked ready to throw the coins and bolt.

      Jack studied him, the familiar wave of disappointment washing over him. Another day without another damn lead. He gave the young man a curt nod. “Get out of here then, kid.”

      Sparks lit the young man’s eyes at the epithet. “I’m not a kid. Take your gold.”

      The kid was a dunderhead to think he could talk like that to an outlaw. Jack’s right hand tightened against the engraved grip of his sixgun. Zepheus nickered a warning. Jack huffed out a breath and waved a hand in dismissal. He walked over to the pegasus and prepared to mount, turning to address the kid with one boot in the stirrup. “I don’t take payment from greenhorn mages. Now get off my land.”

      “This isn’t your land,” the young man shot back.

      Jack narrowed his eyes, moving away from his steed. “The Gutter belongs to the outlaw mages. Who do you think you’re talking to?”

      Zepheus snorted, fretful. <Knock it off. You’re going to make things worse.>

      “Then take the damn gold,” the young mage ground out, jumping down from the cart and walking toward him with his hand extended. The golden coins winked in the afternoon sunshine.

      Jack didn’t fully register what happened next. The kid either tripped or took a bad step in a divot in the road—the cause didn’t matter. His arms pinwheeled comically for balance. Gold coins arced into the air, chiming as they clattered to the dirt. The force of the fall sent the young man tumbling into Jack and they sprawled to the ground in a jumble.

      A yelp of full-throated horror split the air as the young mage disentangled himself from Jack and crab-walked away, face pale. “Take it off, take it off!”

      Jack rolled into a sitting position, staring at the young man. Is he addle-brained? What in Perdition was wrong with him? “What in Faedra’s name are you caterwauling about?”

      “I touched it. Your gun. Take it off. Throw it away. Something!” The young mage trembled, every muscle taut. His hat tumbled away in the breeze, knocked off by the collision.

      Jack rose to his feet, glowering as he replaced the sixgun in the hip holster. No one in their right mind would demand an outlaw to disarm himself voluntarily.

      <Jack—!> Zepheus never had the chance to say more.

      Jack was accustomed to the sound of gunfire. But nothing prepared him for the discordant concussion of his sixgun meeting its maker. The revolver at Jack’s waist exploded with a deafening crack, the cylinder and barrel ripping away from the grip. The force of the explosion shredded his holster. Faedra must have given him the grace of her protection because he wasn’t hurt, but his ears rang from the force of the blast. Jack’s mind raced, grappling with the unexpected event.

      He howled, a feral combination of rage and fear. Zepheus moved closer, protective, ears pinned back as he pawed the ground in warning. Jack unbuckled the gun belt and dropped it like it was a hissing snake. The shattered revolver tumbled out of the ruined confines of the holster. The barrel struck the ground with a pathetic metallic clank.

      Aside from the mangled mess of the gun, they were fortunate it hadn’t done damage to either of them. Though Jack didn’t feel charitable about the situation.

      Jack pulled a small pistol from his boot, his arm quivering with rage as he pointed it at the young man’s head. He said nothing. There were no words for the anger that clawed through him. Only actions.

      Golden wings burst in front of him. Zepheus stood before the young mage. The stallion’s ears were back, teeth bared. <No. Your fault. You didn’t listen. You do not get to claim vengeance.>

      Damn pegasus. Jack glowered. With a snarl, he holstered the pistol. Zepheus folded his wings and sidestepped.

      “Get out of my sight.” Jack’s voice was cold and flat. It was so tempting to put a bullet right between those wide, frightened eyes. But Zepheus would interfere again. “Get away from here, before I rethink the mercy I show kid mages.”

      Swallowing, the young man staggered to his feet, scuttling to the pony cart. The stolid little pony had stayed put the whole time, indifferent to the debacle. The mage clambered into the cart, urging the pony off at a brisk trot. Two golden coins glittered on the road behind them.

      Jack watched until the pony cart was only a dot on the horizon. Then he stomped his boots in the red dirt, growling as he balled his hands into angry fists to threaten the sky. After dealing with that mage, an old-fashioned hissy fit felt good. Annoyance prickled the back of his neck as Zepheus watched with mild amusement.

      He felt a little better once he got it out of his system. Jack reached down and picked up the ravaged revolver. He turned it over in his hands, assessing the catastrophic damage. He needed to empty the rounds, but with the hammer missing there was nothing left to cock. Jack thumbed open the gate and discovered only pulverized shrapnel in the chambers. That half-grown colt had done this? It was laughable. It was ridiculous.

      Jack turned to glare at his pegasus. “Never get between me and my target.”

      <I told you to leave him alone,> Zepheus pointed out, one hind hoof relaxed. The impertinent stud was calm since the threat had passed.

      “Don’t be a smart-ass. How was I to know he’d blow my sixgun to Perdition and back again? My favorite sixgun.” Jack clenched his fists as he surveyed the surrounding area for the missing bits of his revolver. He wasn’t foolish enough to leave anything behind that someone could later use against him.

      <Maybe next time you’ll listen when I say someone smells dangerous. You know, instead of going over and poking the rattlesnake in the snout.> The palomino shook his silver mane.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Jack grumbled. Zepheus had warned him. And he hadn’t listened. But in his defense, the young man was about as threatening as a day-old kitten.

      <Even kittens have claws.>

      “Shut your trap. I don’t want to hear it.”

      Jack should have paid more attention when the kid identified himself as a Breaker. He knew of Breakers, by historical reputation only because their line of chaotic magic was allegedly extinct. They were a breed of mage no one with any sense wanted to have on their side—or on the enemy’s. They were a danger to everyone. As this encounter had proven.

      The kid’s presence bothered Jack. With the news he had learned earlier that day, things didn’t bode well for the kid. Jack presumed Desina was his homeland, judging by the direction he had headed. He was sure to be in jeopardy soon. The Salt-Iron Confederation already knew the locations of all the mages in Desina. They were coming for them.

      <You always say we could use more mages,> Zepheus observed.

      “Stop spying on my thoughts,” Jack grunted. He gave the stallion’s shoulder a half-hearted shove. “We don’t need mages like him. How in Perdition do you train that?”

      Zepheus arched his neck, looking away with tacit disapproval. Jack picked up a chunk of shrapnel, tucking it into his shirt pocket.

      “He blew up my damned gun, Zeph!”

      <They will kill him if they can’t use him,> the pegasus reminded him.

      Jack gritted his teeth. “He’s young. Believe me, they’d love to train that up. If they can.” The Salt-Iron Confederation would use him. Oh, how they would use a power like that. At least until it blew up in their faces. That thought cheered him. Would serve the damn Salties right. “I’m not allowing magic like that in Itude. Don’t even think of mentioning it to the other Ringleaders.”

      Zepheus lifted his tail and made a deposit on the road, a commentary of his opinion. Jack grunted and turned his back, scanning the ground for more bits of his revolver. He stowed the broken remains in his saddlebag, tucking a handkerchief around the cracked pearl handle. The corners of his eyes stung; he swiped away the wetness with one hand. Damn dust.

      Wildfire Jack, Scourge of the Untamed Territory, didn’t cry.

      But she had given him that sixgun. And now it was beyond repair.

      After fastening the buckle on the saddlebag, Jack swung into the saddle.

      <Back to town?> Zepheus asked.

      “Yeah. Need to update the other Ringleaders on the Salties’ movements.” Jack glanced over his shoulder. Too far away for the naked eye to see, Jack knew the Salt-Iron Confederation was coming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          From Shadow to Shadow

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blaise

      

      

      “I’m sorry. Repeat that. The part where you did what to the outlaw?”

      Blaise winced at his mother’s incredulous tone as she stared at him from her place across the table, curly brown hair framing her face.

      Everyone else at the table stared at him too, their reactions mixed. His thirteen-year-old sister, Lucienne, shook her head as if she couldn’t believe how stupid he was. His five-year-old brother, Brody, thrust his hands into the air and yelled, “Boom!” at random. Their father rested his chin on one hand as if exhausted by all of them.

      Blaise hadn’t wanted to tell them. Upon arrival, he saw by the drawn expressions on his parents’ faces that something was wrong. He pretended that everything had gone well on his trip to the Black Market to keep everyone at ease. But Blaise had found it difficult to dodge further questions at dinner. He had never been a good liar. So what else could he do but tell them?

      “It was an accident.” Even he wasn’t convinced with that argument. Everything around him was an accident. He took a frustrated breath as his parents traded concerned looks. “I paid the toll. We should be fine. Right?”

      His father, Daniel, steepled his fingers in front of him. “It’s hard to tell with an outlaw. They’re unpredictable. And dangerous.”

      That describes me, too, Blaise thought, glum. He pushed the food around on his plate with his fork, his appetite gone. Things had been looking up. He should have known better.

      Marian glanced at her two younger children. “Luci, help Brody get ready for bed.”

      “Mom!” Luci wailed. “Brody can get himself ready!”

      Their mother shook her head. “If by ready you mean neglect to brush his teeth, sure. Go. Help him get ready. And don’t either of you skulk around listening in.” She pointed emphatically toward the door.

      “I don’t want to!” Brody howled, fighting banishment to an early bedtime.

      Luci rose from her seat, taking him by the arm. “C’mon, kid. Adults are talking and don’t want us around.”

      “I’m not a kid!” Brody shrieked, defiant as he flopped out of his chair. Blaise winced. Had he sounded like that to the outlaw? Probably.

      Brody’s protests forced Luci to pick him up. “You owe me!” she called over her shoulder as she shut the door behind her.

      Once the kitchen was quiet, Marian returned her attention to Blaise. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sound so harsh about the experience you had today. I know you were hoping for it to go better.”

      Blaise sighed. “I didn’t fall and skin my knee, so don’t talk to me like it’s nothing. My magic got me in trouble. Again. With an outlaw.”

      She used a fingernail to scrape a sticky spot from the tabletop. “I’m not saying that it’s of no consequence. But I am trying to do my duty as a mother to make you feel better.”

      Oh, he was aware. But didn’t she realize that words did nothing? He still had to live with his magic and its repercussions. Maybe it was easier looking at it from the outside when you weren’t the one with the magic. What was that even like?

      “I’m sorry. I mess everything up.” Blaise stared at his cold plate of food.

      “Oh, son.” Marian’s exhaled words softened. “I know you didn’t mean for it to happen. One of us should have gone with you.”

      The muscles in Blaise’s shoulders and back tightened. That was what he had been trying to avoid. He hated the constant hand-holding required to keep his magic from ruining their lives. This had been his big chance to prove he could contribute as an adult. He had been so close.

      “It’s been a hard day for everyone,” Daniel murmured.

      Something in the way the words caught in his father’s throat didn’t sit well with Blaise. Stirred from his melancholy, he looked up at his father. Lines of stress pulled at the corners of his mouth and eyes. “What happened?”

      His mother shook her head. “Do we have to talk about this now?

      Daniel pushed back his chair, picking up his plate to clear the table. “It’s necessary. He needs to know. We have to make preparations.”

      What? Blaise looked from one parent to the other. His stomach wrenched at the look of misery on his mother’s face. “What’s going on?”

      Marian shook her head, eyes downcast. His father spoke as he picked up Luci and Brody’s plates from the table. “Courier brought word that Desina has officially entered the Salt-Iron Confederation.”

      “What?”

      “They’ve been courting the Consul for decades.” Marian crossed her arms, her voice bitter. “And word came that Consul Stewart died. The new Consul has caved.”

      Blaise gulped. “What . . . what does that mean for us?” For me?

      His mother’s jaw clenched. She turned away, making a vague gesture to her husband. Daniel rested his palms against the counter. “I saw a broadside posted in town today. Next week, a company of soldiers will arrive to register all the mages in the area.”

      “But you won’t be going,” Marian said, steel in her tone.

      Blaise’s mind reeled. The Salt-Iron Confederation was a forbidden topic in their house. The little he understood about the Salt-Iron’s stance on mages made him fearful of ducking out of the rule. Registration was a requirement for all mages. They hunted down those who avoided it.

      “Marian . . .”

      His mother’s lips pulled back from her teeth, fierce as she stared her husband down. “I know what they would do with him, Daniel. Don’t Marian me. Our child will not be a weapon.”

      A weapon? How could his awful magic be a weapon, when he couldn’t even control it?

      “Registration isn’t an option. They’ll send Trackers to search for any mages they miss. But we have time. We’ll make a bolt-hole.” She nodded as she worked through her idea aloud. “The basement—no, too obvious. The hayloft. That could work.”

      Blaise rubbed the back of his neck, a tension headache coming on. “Won’t I have to hide all my life?”

      His mother breathed out a deep sigh. Her distress made him wish he hadn’t asked. She felt guilty for his birthright, too. “They can’t have you. If that means we spend the rest of our days hiding you when the Confederation threatens . . . then yes.”

      Blaise understood, but he didn’t like it. It wasn’t fair. His cursed magic prevented him from having a normal life. His age-mates were getting married and having children or taking on prosperous apprenticeships. And here he was, stuck at home hiding from the Salt-Iron Confederation. He had no prospects. No future. No hope.

      “I picked up more flour when I was in town,” his father said, changing the subject to something more palatable. “You can take the time to bake some things to keep in the loft when you have to hunker down.”

      “Treats would put everyone in a good frame of mind,” Marian agreed, though her heart wasn’t in it.

      “I can make a cobbler and some bread.” Blaise humored them. He knew what they were doing. He loved to bake—it was one of the few things he was good at. The opportunity should have made him happy. But all he felt was a cold pit of despair.

      He hated that his life was comprised of jumping from shadow to shadow, afraid of what he was.
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        * * *

      

      “Can I lick the spoon?” Lucienne shot through the kitchen, heading toward the door that led to the small mudroom.

      Blaise looked over his shoulder as he kneaded dough. “Right now I’m making bread, so no, that’s disgusting.”

      “If you make a cake, I call dibs!” she shouted back.

      Blaise cringed. “Raw eggs. No. Stop being gross.” She cackled as she sped out the door.

      He had to admit, he was in a better mood and it had everything to do with baking. It was one of the few activities he knew without a doubt would help him escape the destructive force of his magic. Blaise found freedom in the simple act of combining ingredients to create something delicious. His magic broke down and destroyed anything else he touched. It was a mystery why his magic had no impact on his baking.

      Gloves were a necessity normally. It was liberating to feel the grit of flour against bare skin and the stickiness of the dough as he worked the heels of his hands into it. He kneaded the dough for several minutes, content in the simple task. It was its own sort of magic.

      Blaise set aside the dough to rise. He washed his hands and moved to the cupboard to check on the sugar supply. Hard gingerbread was next on the agenda.

      His mother swept into the kitchen, sniffing in appreciation. “Smells good in here. You’re going to make us jealous that you get to hide away with snacks.”

      He smiled, shrugging. “I need some perk, right?”

      Marian nodded, the corners of her dark eyes creased with worry. “Your father hauled a few jugs of water into the loft. I want you to have a go-bag packed.”

      Blaise put down the bag of sugar. “What?”

      She moved over to the kitchen window, peering out. “When we moved to Desina, we made sure our home was as close to the border as possible. I had hoped we would never need to worry about that precaution.”

      Blaise frowned, tapping the counter with a clean wooden spoon. “Does . . . do they want you too, Mom?”

      She bowed her head. “Probably. If they still remember me, that is. If they do, then yes—they will want me. But they can’t have the both of us, Blaise.”

      “Why?”

      Her shoulders slumped as she released a pent-up breath. “It’s twofold.” She clenched her jaw.

      For a few minutes, Blaise thought she wouldn’t say anything else. She knew more about the Salt-Iron Confederation than she had ever told him or his siblings. He wished she would just tell him. He wanted some idea of what was dropping on their heads.

      She must have decided the same, for she finally spoke. “When a mage registers with the Salt-Iron Confederation, they receive a tattoo. Powerful mages receive a tattoo that has a binding—a geasa that compels subservience to the Confederation. At that point, the bound mage becomes a theurgist.”

      Blaise frowned. That didn’t add up. “How do outlaw mages fit in? Aren’t those tattooed mages who broke free?”

      Marian shrugged. “Yes. Not to be confused with mavericks. Mavericks escape before receiving a tattoo.” She was quiet for several heartbeats. “We can’t allow them the chance to tattoo you. The alchemists work to constantly improve the formula used in the geasa and—” She clamped her mouth shut.

      “Oh.” Blaise looked away, unsettled. The alchemists work to constantly improve the formula? He wanted to ask more, but he knew she had already said too much.

      “They can’t get you. Promise me you won’t let them take you. If you have to run, run to the Gutter.”

      The Gutter. Nothing good came from there. It was a harsh, dry region of sandstone canyons carved by the Deadwood River, inhospitable to all but the most determined survivors. Blaise had been as close to the Gutter as a Desinan could comfortably travel when he had gone to the Black Market, and that had been far enough for his taste.

      The idea of fleeing to the Gutter for safety filled him with dread, but his mother’s fear was palpable. She rarely spoke of her past. And she avoided mention of the Salt-Iron Confederation. If it came up in conversation, she either walked away or changed the subject. Blaise had the horrible suspicion she had fled them, but he was too afraid to ask.

      What else could he say? “I promise.”

      Placated, she wiped glittering tears from the corners of her eyes. Blaise wasn’t used to seeing her so upset. She was their rock, solid and everlasting. The one they could rely on to have a cool head in any difficult situation.

      “After you finish baking, get a bag together,” she said. Then she paused, frowning at the flour-covered counter. “After you’ve cleaned up this mess.”

      He smiled. There she was, her old spirit back. “Right. After I clean the kitchen.”

      Marian took a steadying breath, then clapped her hands together. “Good. I’ll be down in the cellar. Those potions won’t mix themselves.”

      Blaise turned back to his work, gathering the ingredients for gingerbread. His mother was off to work on her alchemy, and he could settle down to his own version—baking. Before too long, he could take out the bread to see if it was ready. That was a pleasant thought.

      It was nice to have something in life that he didn’t destroy with a single touch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE
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        Blaise

      

      

      The week of the Salt-Iron Confederation’s arrival came and went. Blaise’s father made several trips into town and reported that the company had arrived. One hundred soldiers, all dressed in the resplendent scarlet and gold of the Confederation. All on the lookout for mages.

      The other mages in the area completed their registration. For most of them, their daily life wouldn’t change even with a theurgist’s tattoo. Their abilities were too weak. Blaise knew at least two other mages his age. Crispin specialized in finding lost chickens. Josephine commanded weak fire magic. The last Blaise heard, she could keep something warm, and that was the extent of her power. Neither mage boasted magic like his.

      Each day, Blaise saw to his chores around the house but kept a vigil for threats. Every time hooves plodded down the road, his pulse sped, and he edged closer to the barn—just in case. He grew more paranoid by the hour. Tension knotted his muscles.

      At night, his mother recommended he sleep in the hayloft. She worried the soldiers might make a surprise visit after dark. It wasn’t a pleasant situation for Blaise, but he agreed with her reasoning.

      The hidden compartment above the hayloft wasn’t comfortable. But given the circumstances, Blaise didn’t complain. The space was tight, with a low ceiling. His mother brought up quilts to cushion the rough-hewn floor. There was jerky, jugs of water, and the fresh bread and gingerbread he had baked.

      Things could be worse.

      Two weeks after the Salt-Iron Confederation arrived in Bristle, Blaise sat on the floor of the hayloft. He flipped through one of his cookbooks as the natural light waned. The hayloft didn’t have any lighting of its own. Before long he would be alone in the darkness.

      His situation gave him time to think more about his future. If he kept his magic under control, he had a chance to leave home. Maybe secure an apprenticeship in another land. One not under Salt-Iron Confederation control—perhaps Oscen. Even better, no one there would know him by reputation. And if he worked hard, someday he might have a bakery of his own. That was the dream, anyway.

      To even have the slightest hope of that, he had to rein in his magic. Gloves only did so much. He flexed his fingers, looking at his hands. Traitors. With a sigh, he settled down on the pallet of quilts and stared into the darkness. Blaise felt detached from everyone he cared about. Was it always going to be like this? Kept at arm’s-length from everyone he loved to protect himself—and them?

      It was a terrible thought. True, he wished he could have independence apart from his family—but they were his family. He cared about them, and even in the worst of times, he never felt alone when they were around.

      But in the loft, he was all alone with his thoughts. And his thoughts were terrible company. He had ample opportunity to recall all the times his magic had embarrassed or created havoc in the past. Blaise’s earliest memory was that of his favorite stuffed bear coming apart in his hands, simply because he had hugged it after falling down and skinning his knee. When he was eight and the children in his class had pressed up against the windows to look at a rainbow outside, his touch had shattered the glass. And there were more. Before he had been asked not to return to school, he had been bullied for his magic. Blaise absently rubbed at his long-healed left hand. A bully had broken it “to stop your magic, sorcerer!”

      Tossing and turning, Blaise growled in frustration. The warmth of the day receded, but it was still humid and intolerable. In the darkness, he pulled his gloves off. It was too warm. He usually tried to sleep with them on—otherwise, his magic ended up destroying his bedding. Blaise set the gloves aside and angled his hands so the palms faced upwards, not touching any of the quilts. He sighed. It was worth trying if he could get some respite.

      It must have worked. His eyes flew open to the sound of a dog baying. The voice belonged to Chester, the family terrier. Blaise rubbed the sleep from his eyes with one hand, trying to remember where he was. Dawn’s light filtered through the cracks between the walls, casting the hayloft in a surreal glow.

      Chester continued to bark, insistent and frantic. Blaise imagined the little dog’s ruff bristling with agitation. Something had set him off.

      Hooves crunched on gravel. Many hooves. In the distance, the unmistakable snort of a horse punctuated the night.

      Blaise untangled from the quilts and frowned as he looked down. The fabric had frayed during the night, a gentle rebuke that his hands hadn’t stayed put. He shoved the quilts into a lumpy pile in the corner. If he had a chance later, he made a mental promise to mend the damaged quilt. Blaise found the indistinct pile of his fresh clothing for the day and pulled on pants and a shirt.

      Smoky whinnied a query. The steady rumble of hooves came closer. Blaise fumbled around for his gloves in the dim light, pulling them on. He crept closer to the wall and peered out of a knotted hole.

      Soldiers. The majority rode regular horses. But the telltale gleam of a horn proved they had at least one unicorn. The riders kept a tight formation, their uniforms dark in the haze of dawn. Blaise couldn’t tell what color they were. Were they the scarlet and gold of the Salt-Iron Confederation, or some other uniform like the local militia? They drew to a stop between the barn and the house. Chickens clucked, drowsy. The few hens that had braved the outdoors hurried back into the safety of their coop with a flap of their wings. Chester darted around the riders, continuing his barking frenzy. More than one steed lifted a hoof to threaten him away.

      Blaise’s gut twisted.

      A rider mounted on a white horse beside the unicorn dismounted. He cupped his hands to his mouth. “Hawthorne!”

      They know who we are. Blaise crouched on the balls of his feet. The soldier braced his arms behind his back as he waited for a response.

      Lights came on in the house. A moment later, his parents filed out of the house, still in their nightclothes. His father carried a lantern and tried to catch Chester. The little dog dodged away, still yapping. Blaise’s mother had her arms crossed. She was the very picture of someone woken from her bed too soon and was none too happy about it. Pastel sunlight caught the glinting edge of a bottle carried in the crook of her elbow.

      “I don’t know who you think you are, but you had better have a good reason for waking us so early. I was up half the night with my child.” Marian’s voice was full of righteous anger.

      Her mood didn’t impress the soldier. He led his mount closer, waving the soldier with the unicorn after him. “I am Commander Lamar Gaitwood of the Salt-Iron Confederation. My company and I are in Desina registering mages. It’s come to my attention we missed one.”

      A finger of ice crawled down Blaise’s spine. He froze.

      Daniel caught Chester and carried the little dog back toward the house. Chester flailed in his arms, whining. Lucienne poked her head out the door, eyes wide. Daniel thrust Chester at her and told her to get inside and not come out again. She took the dog without protest. In the funereal light of dawn, her face was etched with fear.

      She only had to be afraid because he was a part of their family.

      Blaise’s mother addressed the Commander once Chester’s yapping ceased. “That doesn’t tell me why you’re here interrupting my family’s sleep.” As she spoke, the unicorn leaned closer to the Commander, teeth bared as if to nip him.

      Gaitwood didn’t so much as glance at the unicorn. He reached behind him and grabbed the reins, giving them a savage jerk. The unicorn squealed, head snapping up in anguish. “As I understand it, there’s a mage in your family, ma’am.” In the dim light, Blaise saw a trace of malice in the man’s eyes. He knew that look. Gaitwood was a bully. “Are you aware that it’s a crime to harbor mavericks from the Salt-Iron Confederation?”

      Blaise’s father put a restraining hand on his mother’s shoulder. She shrugged it off. “I’m aware.” Her voice was as dry as deadwood.

      Daniel leaned in close to whisper something. Blaise pulled away from the peephole and fumbled in the darkness for his boots. He rammed his feet into them, then pulled the go-bag closer. With regret, he shoved the stack of books into the corner. They would have to stay. Books were too heavy and would only slow him down if he had to run. Blaise opened the satchel and felt around inside to check on the essentials. Canteens of water. Jerky. Bread and gingerbread.

      Blaise moved back to the peephole and peered out.

      “—don’t know what you’re talking about,” Daniel finished. His father had taken control of the situation while Blaise finished his preparations.

      Gaitwood scowled at him. “You’re lying. Five different witnesses verified a Breaker lives here.”

      There it was. Betrayed by the townspeople. Not surprising. He clenched his fists, torn between anger and the memory of his mother’s words. Promise me you won’t let them take you.

      In the hayloft, he was a sitting duck. It was only a matter of time before they discovered him. Blaise eased open the hatch and slung the bag over his shoulders. As he found the top rung of the ladder with one foot, he strained to hear what they said.

      “We’ll find the mage if we have to tear your entire house apart,” the Commander snarled.

      “You will not!” Marian’s voice rang out like the peal of a trumpet. Glass shattered. Then the soldiers coughed, gasping and cursing as they struggled to breathe. She cried out, “Blaise, run!”

      No time to climb down the ladder with caution. Blaise pivoted on the rung and jumped down to the floor, aiming for a bale of hay. He missed and his leg crumpled beneath him. Blaise gritted his teeth. No time to think about pain. He bobbled to his feet, racing past Smoky’s feed barrel. Blaise ducked into the gelding’s stall.

      “Find the mage!” Blaise recognized the strangled voice as the Commander. It sounded like he was having difficulty breathing. Blaise didn’t have time to think about what that meant.

      Hooves pounded a sharp staccato on gravel. Blaise bolted through Smoky’s stall door and into the adjoining paddock. He slowed down long enough to slip between the wooden slats of the fence. Blaise didn’t spare a moment to peek behind him. He didn’t want to know anything about the pursuit. If I don’t look, they’re not chasing me, right?

      Blaise knew the woods behind their home like the back of his hand. His parents had made sure they lived as close to the border as possible. That didn’t mean it was without its share of perils. But if he could get through the woods, he had a chance at whatever safety the Gutter could offer. At least he hoped it could offer safety.

      Whistles and shouts sliced through the air as the soldiers urged their mounts after him. Blaise headed for the densest section of the wood. Tree limbs hung low, covered with the curling green bipartate leaves of invasive krakenvine. His father had intended to burn the krakenvine out for years. That procrastination worked in Blaise’s favor.

      Blaise ducked under a low-slung branch, slowing as the footing became treacherous. Armadillo holes littered the ground, concealed by tall grasses, bushes, and shrubs. Blaise hoped it would hinder the soldiers.

      Ahead, he saw the rusty barbed wire fence that marked the border. Blaise floundered through a tangle of krakenvine. Panic fluttered in his stomach as a curling green tentacle edged with dual-bladed leaves wrapped around his right hand. He plowed forward as fast as he could, his hand snapping back when the tendril tightened its grip on him.

      “Don’t have time for this.” Out of the corner of his eye, a blur of dark shapes moved through the trees. There were gruff exclamations as they caught sight of him. Blaise jerked his hand back, feeling the krakenvine’s barbs digging into the leather of his glove. He wrenched his hand free of the glove, bare skin brushing against the plant.

      The krakenvine jolted away from him like a startled fish. His glove disappeared into its tangled depths, out of reach. The plant writhed as the tendril he had touched collapsed on itself. His magic ate through the shoot, destroying it.

      “Stop right there!”

      Really? I’m not stupid. Blaise didn’t stop. He dodged through the worst of the krakenvine. An oak that had died years ago to a lightning strike stood near the barbed wire fence, naked branches towering high above the neighboring trees. Blaise crouched beside the massive trunk as he considered his options. Reaching the Gutter was no guarantee of safety. He rested his bare right hand against the rotting wood, catching his breath. Magic rose to his palm, the familiar itch of his power seeking something to destroy. Oh no.

      His pursuers were almost on him. They cursed as the krakenvine snared their fellows. Sabers clattered as the soldiers drew them out to hack at the offending foliage. Blaise spun and ran for the border. He held down the lowest strand of barbed wire with his gloved hand to make enough room to wiggle through.

      The middle strand of wire clawed at his clothing and bag, but he ignored it. Blaise slipped through the fence, pausing at the telltale groan of snapping wood. The ground trembled with the shuddering impact as the oak slammed into smaller trees. There was a rumble as it crashed to the ground in a tangle of deadwood and soldier. Shouts rose from the men. Blaise winced at a startled scream that cut off abruptly. Don’t think about that now.

      He had made it. He was in the Gutter! Blaise hazarded a glance behind him. The oak tree was down, a haze of dust clouding the area, the soldiers little more than haunting spectral shapes. The Commander barked an order. They were still after him. If they were mad before, now he had infuriated them.

      Blaise broke into a run. The muffled throbbing of hooves rang behind him. Over his shoulder, he saw the unicorn rallying after him, this time with Gaitwood on its back. Panic flooded him. I can’t outrun a unicorn.

      The air crackled around Blaise. A glittering cage of silver magic coalesced around him. He came to a sudden stop before he crashed into its bars. Blaise gasped for breath as the Commander trotted up to him on the unicorn, one arm extended.

      “Well, well, well. Aren’t you full of surprises?” Gaitwood paced the unicorn around the trap, assessing him with the air of someone scrutinizing a prize-winning pig.

      It was over. The hiding, his mother’s attempts to stall them—all for nothing. Blaise stood in the radiance of the early morning sun, bowing his head as his hands itched with magic.

      He didn’t want to belong to the Salt-Iron Confederation as a theurgist. Blaise didn’t want to be a weapon. Would they turn him into someone cold and cruel, like this man?

      The warm breeze played over his naked right hand, a reminder that he had lost his glove. Blaise’s magic was unfettered.

      Gaitwood dismounted, pulling shackles from his belt. Blaise trembled, afraid of what his magic might do. He closed his eyes and slammed his bare palm against the bars of the cage.

      Even with his eyes shut, the world exploded into a corona of light like a miniature sun. Gaitwood roared in pain and the unicorn squealed. Blaise’s eyes flew open. With grim satisfaction, he realized his magic had ripped the ephemeral cage apart. Gaitwood doubled over, hands covering his eyes as he whimpered. The unicorn shied away, quivering near the barbed wire fence.

      Heart hammering, Blaise ran as fast as he could to the north. He wouldn’t stop running until he had some assurance of safety. Though Blaise didn’t know if there was any such thing.
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      Blaise’s priority was finding the road that led to the Black Market. Disoriented and exhausted from his headlong run, he didn’t stop until he was on the verge of collapse. He found a small stand of scrubby trees to hunker down in while he waited for signs of his pursuers.

      As he fled from the border, he heard a single gunshot in his wake. Gaitwood likely fired out of sheer frustration more than the hope of finding his mark. After that, his only company was the whistling wind and birds soaring above.

      It was around noon, judging by the sun’s position. With the sun overhead, it was hard to know if he was going in the right direction to find the road. With only one previous trip, he didn’t have a grasp for the lay of the land. In the distance, red-tinged plateaus cradled the Deadwood River. All he knew was that if he reached the canyons, he had gone too far.

      Reassurance washed over Blaise when at last he found the road that led to the Black Market. He was hot and tired, his skin sticky with sweat. Without his hat or bandanna to protect him, his face was burning to a crisp in the relentless sun.

      Blaise focused on his physical misery; he didn’t have the strength to think about anything else. It was too much.

      Mid-afternoon, he stopped for a longer break beneath a gnarled copse of mesquite.  He wasn’t hungry, but he forced himself to eat a piece of jerky from his bag. Blaise had eaten nothing since the previous night. When the shock of his situation wore off, he would collapse with no food in him. But the jerky was little more than ash on his tongue.

      Blaise rubbed his forehead, wincing at the latent heat on his skin. The sweltering weather sapped his strength, rendering him unable to walk any further. The tenuous shade of the mesquite provided little safety, but at least offered him some protection from the sun. There were no signs of dangerous wildlife.

      Or outlaws. Although at this point, he would welcome an outlaw.

      His rest gave him fitful dreams and he awoke when the sun was setting. Blaise ate another piece of jerky to keep his strength up. Go-bag slung over his shoulder, he took to the road again. He focused on putting one foot in front of the other, breaking his life down into the basic things he had control over to keep his emotions at bay. Otherwise, the enormity of his situation would become overwhelming.

      The moon rose overhead, low and full, providing enough silvery light to guide his path. As he walked, he tried to make a plan, but it was a struggle. This was outside the realm of his life experiences. He didn’t know what to do. If I get to the Black Market, then what? The Black Market itself should have traveled to another location. He hoped the abandoned saloon was still there—he needed shelter and food.

      But then what? Where would he go? He thought back to Slocum’s question. You a maverick? It seemed like it had been ages ago, not little more than a week. Such a ridiculous question.

      To the Salt-Iron Confederation, he was a maverick. Maverick. It sounded like someone who forged their own way in life, living on the outskirts of society. A rough-and-ready scrapper. The word fit him like a small child stepping into their father’s boots. Blaise was a scared young man far from home, nothing more.

      But this wasn’t the time to dwell on that. Ahead, he saw the silhouette of a cedar with a tattered cloth flapping from its branches in the evening breeze. An intrepid person had tied a bandanna to one of the skeletal limbs to serve as a marker— a sign that the Black Market was close. Blaise quickened his steps. Almost there.

      He crested a hill and almost wept with relief when he saw the ramshackle saloon. The building appeared haunting and ethereal in the lambent moonlight. No surprise, the windows were dark.

      Blaise walked up to the door and pushed it open. “Howdy?” His voice echoed through the emptiness.

      The interior was dark, none of the mage-lights on. Blaise wished he had something to make a light.

      “Mr. Slocum? Are you here?”

      Nothing. Not even the skitter of a mouse. In the inky darkness, Blaise found one of the empty tables by stumbling into it. He fumbled along its edge with his gloved hand and slid his go-bag off his shoulder, then found a chair and sank into it. He didn’t realize he was shaking until he heard the rattle of the chair legs against the floor.

      Blaise rested his chin on his hands, shutting his eyes. He was all alone. But a building with a roof and walls provided protection, and that was a much-needed respite. Blaise exhaled a soft breath, tension receding from his shoulders.

      He must have fallen asleep. When he opened his eyes, grey light streamed in through one of the Black Market’s dusty windows, illuminating the cracking surface of the table his ungloved hand had rested against. Blaise rubbed the side of his face, grimacing at the scraggly growth of his beard. He rose from the table, taking in the room.

      It appeared different from only days before. Dust coated the bar, a sign that the building had lacked visitors. Debris—glass shards, bits of broken wood, ripped newspaper, a discarded billiards ball—covered the floor, the tracks from Blaise’s boots the only sign of recent life. A musty smell permeated the building, as if it had been closed up for ages.

      “Howdy?” Blaise called. “Anyone here?”

      No one answered. He ventured into the back room, into which Slocum had ducked on his visit. In the faint light, it appeared empty. A wooden countertop lined one side of the room, and bare shelves stood against the other walls.

      It was as if the Black Market had never existed.

      Blaise glanced around, uncertain. Was he in the right building? Exhaustion had seized him the previous night when he had stumbled upon it. He walked outside and looked around, recognizing the area where he had tied up Smoky. It was all the same, save for the aura of disuse inside the abandoned saloon.

      It would be almost another month before Slocum returned with his nomadic Black Market. Blaise couldn’t wait that long. He thought about his next steps. As he saw it, if he wasn’t planning to stay at the Black Market, then his only option was to keep walking. There were two outlaw towns he knew of on the western side of the Untamed Territory: Asylum and Rainbow Flat. A journey on foot to Rainbow Flat would prove perilous because of the wildlife of the Untamed Territory. Asylum was his best choice. That was fitting. According to stories, Asylum was the gateway to freedom for outlaws and mavericks.

      Blaise had a vague sense that it was to the northeast. If he headed for Asylum, he could skirt between the Gutter and the Untamed Territory. That route would keep him clear of the worst threats. Or so he hoped. It was his only plan since he couldn’t go home.

      Home. He climbed onto a barstool, slumping as he put his face in his hands. Blaise hadn’t allowed himself any time to think about his home or his family. But now, in the questionable safety of the Black Market, he felt like he could—and should. It wasn’t healthy to keep it bottled up forever.

      What would happen to his family? No doubt Gaitwood would consider whatever his mother had unleashed on him and his men as an attack. Had they taken her, imprisoned her? A sob caught in his throat. No one could stop his mother when she had something planned. He shouldn’t blame himself for her actions.

      But he did. She had only acted to buy him time. It was his fault.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered, a tear rolling down his cheek and dropping to the dust below.

      Would they imprison his father, too? What would happen to Luci and Brody?

      Blaise chewed on his bottom lip, murmuring a prayer to Faedra as he thought about his loved ones. He didn’t think the goddess of magic was listening. Why would she have allowed this to happen if she cared?

      After a good cry and wallow in misery, he felt a little better. He had needed to endure those raw emotions, as hard as it was. Those feelings would rise up to batter him again and again, but for now, he could lay them to rest. He needed to plan his next steps.

      The Black Market had potable water and shelter; it was a suitable location to regroup. Blaise decided to stay another day or two. He had wrenched his ankle in the jump from the hayloft and needed time to heal. It was a miracle he had been able to run on it. The adrenaline had likely kept him going, but that had taken a toll. He couldn’t help but cling to the hope that maybe someone would stop by the Black Market and help him.
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        * * *

      

      Blaise stayed at the Black Market for another week. His ankle took longer to heal than he liked. The delay allowed him to scope out the lay of the land, though it spread his meager food supply thin.

      The road from Bristle to the Black Market extended beyond the building, meandering to the northeast. It was a road merchants used between the Untamed Territory and Desina. That made sense—the well made the Black Market a prime location for a layover.

      Despite that, he hadn’t seen signs of anyone else. Not even an outlaw. On one hand, that gave him a sense of solace. It meant Gaitwood hadn’t followed him into the Gutter. But on the other, Blaise didn’t like the odds of surviving on his own.

      Of his supplies, Blaise only had two strips of jerky and three small chunks of gingerbread left. He foraged around the scrubby woods and found questionable berries to add to his cache. Blaise tasted one; it had a bitter, tart flavor. He didn’t have any reactions from it, so decided they were harmless enough to gather and take with him.

      For the best chance at success, he needed to leave for Asylum soon or double back to Desina. He wasn’t sure which had the greater risk—he might die of dehydration or exposure on the way to Asylum. Or he could face whatever the Salt-Iron Confederation planned to do with him. There would be repercussions for fleeing. Neither option was appealing.

      He pulled out his go-bag and rechecked his supplies. He wrapped the berries in a linen cloth to keep them together. His canteens, full of fresh water, made a pleasant sloshing sound. Blaise scanned the interior of the Black Market for anything he might have forgotten. Once he was certain he had what he needed, he shouldered his satchel.

      Blaise struck out on the northeast road. He still lacked protection from the sun, so he relied on the occasional tree for respite. By the time he made it anywhere, his face would be a permanent shade of apple red.

      He had walked for more than an hour when he heard a piercing cry. It was a strange sound, a cross between a horse’s whinny and a songbird’s warble. The tone trilled with an edge of pain. Blaise knew in his gut that whatever creature was making the sound was calling out for help.

      Blaise paused beneath a young cedar. Should he see what was making the anguished call? Indecision warred within him. Whatever it was might be dangerous. He had been fortunate to not come across any predators so far. Although the distressed creature may not be a threat to him, its cries might attract predators. As it was, an optimistic pair of buzzards circled overhead.

      But Blaise knew what it was like to need help—and for it to never arrive. It wouldn’t hurt to investigate. A quick look, nothing more. And if he felt the slightest bit uneasy, he could be on his way.

      The cry came again, and Blaise angled his head to pinpoint the direction. A little to the west. He turned off the road, walking with care as the ground became furrowed and uneven. Late summer wildflowers peppered the terrain with pops of yellow, magenta, and violet. Eventually, the terrain plummeted into a ravine. Cautious, he strode to the edge and peered over.

      A black pegasus stood in the middle of the gully, its glossy wings, iridescent purple in the sun, fanned out at its sides, its ebony coat lathered and soaked with sweat. The equine held one of its forelegs at an awkward angle, caught in something. It lifted its head and shrilled another plea for help. Triangular ears rotated, searching for a reply. The pegasus took an awkward step forward and stopped, lowering its head.

      The pegasus had something tangled around its leg. Blaise squinted, trying to figure out what it was. The equine sank into the brown grass, the snared foreleg outstretched before it.

      Where was the pegasus’s flight? Aside from carrion birds keeping a hopeful vigil overhead, nothing else was visible in the sky.

      The equine was trapped. It had no access to water. Unless something changed, it would die. Blaise chewed on his bottom lip, thinking back to the little he knew of pegasi from library books he had read as a child. They were supposed to be intelligent. Will it understand me if I try to help? I hope so.

      Decision made, Blaise navigated the steep side of the gully. Midway down, he lost his footing and slid to an ignominious stop at the bottom, his back bruised and the elbows of his sleeves shredded by rocks. The pegasus snorted in alarm and pinned back its ears, but it didn’t get up.

      Blaise shrugged off his go-bag with a pained wince, careful of his scuffed elbows, and set it by a clump of yellow, bell-shaped wildflowers. He was going to regret that entrance later. He raised his hands to show the creature they were empty. “Howdy. I’m here to help if you’ll allow it.”

      The pegasus gave a skeptical snort, white-rimmed eyes rolling. Blaise didn’t blame it. He’d be dubious of his help, too. It wasn’t like he had a pristine track record so far.

      Crouching down, Blaise squinted at the pegasus’s foreleg from a respectful distance. Now that he was closer, there was definitely a rope tangled around it. But it wasn’t like any rope Blaise had ever seen. Dark beads glinted at intervals along its length.

      Blaise frowned. “Is that salt-iron?” The equine’s nostrils dilated as it snorted. Was that assent? Blaise crept closer, watching the pegasus for any signs of protest. He crouched an arm’s length from the tangled foreleg, relaxing when the pegasus didn’t move.

      Creeping closer, he realized he was right. Polished dark metal beads twinkled within the braided rope, a pattern of sharp barbs worked into the mix. The barbs dug into the thin skin around the animal’s leg, causing blood to seep from the wounds. Flies buzzed around, eager to feast.

      Anger surged through Blaise as he realized someone had laid a trap—the nefarious rope hadn’t appeared from nowhere. He didn’t have much experience with salt-iron, but like any mage, he knew to avoid it. It was renowned for its use against mages and magical creatures. His eyes followed the trail of rope to a stake. The trapper had concealed it in a cluster of tall grass.

      “It’s okay,” Blaise murmured, wondering if the animal would understand him. A calming voice had always helped with Smoky when the farrier came to trim his hooves. The pegasus rolled its eyes again, flailing onto its side. Blaise rocked back out of the way in case it lashed out with its hooves. It stretched out on its side, one wing pinned beneath its bulk.

      The pegasus thrashed its hind legs, frightened and in pain. Blaise paused, cautious as he thought through the best way to handle an unpredictable, injured creature with hooves the size of dinner plates. A kick from one of those would be the end of the road. He needed to earn the animal’s trust.

      Smoky liked treats . . . would a pegasus? Blaise inched to his satchel, trying not to startle the equine. He knelt and opened the bag, rifling through the remaining food until he found a piece of gingerbread. He clutched his prize in his gloved hand, rising to display his open palm.

      “I know you’re scared. You don’t trust me. Consider this a peace offering.”

      The creature made a hesitant rumbling sound. One ear flitted forward, then backward again.

      Right. The pegasus suspected poison or drugs. After being caught in a man-made snare, it would be difficult to trust a strange human. “Okay, watch. I’ll have a taste.” Blaise broke off a tiny chunk and popped it into his mouth. He chewed and swallowed, then held up the rest. “See? It’s good.”

      Step by careful step, he inched closer to the trapped pegasus. He held his gloved palm out as far as he could. The creature lifted its head enough to snuffle at it, then wiggled velvety lips to snag the treat. The pegasus crunched, tongue flicking out with satisfaction. Its ears swiveled forward as it rested its head against the ground again.

      “Are you thirsty?” Blaise asked. He didn’t expect an answer, but the pegasus made another rumble. He pulled a canteen out of the bag, settling down beside the equine to trickle water into its mouth. It sighed in relief.

      “Okay, I’m going to see if I can get that thing off of you. I promise I’m here to help.”

      Blaise put away the canteen, then sat down by the equine’s leg. The pegasus raised its head to watch him. Blaise frowned at the tangled rope.

      “I need you to stay still. I have to pull out the barbs first.” Blaise counted at least two that he could see had ripped into the flesh. He shooed away the flies, annoyed when they circled back for another pass.

      The pegasus snorted. Blaise decided that was consent. He reached for the rope, then remembered he had only one safe hand. With a grimace, he curled his right hand into a fist and shoved it into his pants pocket. If he didn’t keep it out of the way, he risked his magic lashing out.

      He worried at a barb with his thumb and index finger and pulled it free of the pegasus’s flesh. The animal’s shoulder spasmed with a twitch, but otherwise, the beast didn’t move.

      It was slow, frustrating work with only one hand. To make matters worse, the rope tangled back on itself. Blaise wished he had a knife or anything sharp. He could have cut the pegasus free. Why, oh why, had a knife not been an essential part of his go-bag?

      Something to think about for the future. If he survived his predicament.

      Blaise lost track of time as he worked on the snare. The sun roasted them as the day wore on. He took frequent water breaks so that neither one of them became dehydrated. The pegasus looked miserable, tongue flopping from its open mouth. Blaise suspected it might not survive, even if he freed it.

      Late in the afternoon, Blaise had made very little progress. No matter what he tried, the rope tangled back on itself. He blew out a frustrated breath. What was this, some kind of magic? Maybe just bad luck. Whatever the case, it kept him from his goal. He had promised to set the pegasus free.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Blaise admitted. “It keeps tangling. What in Faedra’s name is this?”

      The pegasus snorted. Blaise was uncertain if it was an answer to his question or the animal’s own show of frustration at the situation.

      Maybe working one-handed was too slow. Blaise gritted his teeth. He could untangle it much faster with two hands, but at what cost?

      “I’m going to try something. I don’t know if it will help. Can I try?” Blaise tried not to think about what could happen if something went horribly wrong. He took a breath to calm himself and paste on a façade that he knew what he was doing.

      The pegasus lifted its head to look at him but gave no other response. It laid its head back down with a sigh.

      “Here goes nothing.” Blaise rubbed his hands together, magic itching beneath his skin. He laid both hands on the rope to work at it again.

      Pain sizzled through his naked palm. Yelping, he snatched his hand back, rubbing at an angry red welt that arose from his brief contact with the metal. The salt-iron sapped away the magic that itched beneath the surface of his skin.

      The pegasus watched him. Blaise glanced from the rope to his hand. Now he knew why magic and salt-iron didn’t mix. It blistered his skin, neutralizing and leeching away his magic. He cocked his head, thinking. Blaise’s magic was still there, so the brief touch hadn’t drained it completely.

      Blaise rubbed the welt with his gloved fingers. Salt-iron was rare. The rope’s crafter had spaced the beads a hand’s width apart, no doubt to save coin for whoever this trap belonged to. If he was careful, he could avoid touching the metal while he worked. Could his magic break the rope as it had broken through the krakenvine? Worth a try. I don’t have any better options.

      He grasped one of the beads with his gloved hand and touched a length of harmless rope with his right. His magic boiled up as if offended by the earlier attack. Blaise felt it jump from his hand to the rope, degrading the fibers. The bolt of magic slammed into one of the salt-iron beads and died with a hiss.

      The salt-iron may have nullified his magic, but not before it had undermined the fiber of the rope. A section sloughed away, falling to the ground with a soft thump. Blaise’s heart thumped a nervous beat.

      “Got it,” he told the pegasus as he held another of the beads with his glove and assailed the rope with his bare hand. Hemp fibers shredded and fell away.

      Blaise repeated the process until he broke down all the tangles, using his glove to unwind the remaining bits of rope that clung to the animal’s leg. The last piece fell away, and he tossed it as far as he could. His hands trembled with nerves, teeth chattering from the fear of blatantly trying to use his own magic. Blaise wished he had a glove for his hand.

      The exhausted pegasus lay stretched on the ground, unmoving. Blaise sucked in a breath, reaching out to rub the equine’s damp neck. “We did it. You’re free.”

      The pegasus stayed down, sides heaving. Its nostrils flared in the dry grass.

      Tears stung Blaise’s eyes. After all that, the pegasus had to get up. Had to live. “Come on. Get up. Please?”

      With great effort, it lifted its head and gathered its hind legs. Blaise scooted back to give it room to move. The pegasus remained down for a moment, unfurling its wings.

      <Thank you for saving me. I would have died without you.>

      Blaise blinked at the exhausted, masculine voice in his head. “Wait, what?  You can talk?”

      The pegasus stallion clambered to his feet, unsteady as a newborn foal, injured leg held off the ground. <Mind to mind.>

      Blaise canted his head, puzzled. “Why didn’t you say something sooner? Or you could have called your flight to help? I don’t understand.”

      The stallion snorted. <My mental speech is magic, and the salt-iron suppressed the ability. So even if I had a flight, I could not have called it.>

      “Oh.” Blaise rubbed the back of his head. That made sense, after his experience with touching it. Nasty stuff. “Well, I guess you’ll want to be going wherever your home is since you’re free.” As tempted as he was, he didn’t ask the pegasus for a ride to civilization. He didn’t want the traumatized creature to feel beholden to him.

      <And where will you go?> the pegasus asked.

      “Um.”  Blaise looked around. The sun was setting, and he didn’t know if there was a safe place to bed down for the night. He gestured vaguely to the northeast. “That way.”

      Blaise hadn’t known an equine face was capable of an incredulous expression. The stallion’s ears pointed in opposite directions and his lower lip hung loose. <You have no idea where you’re going, do you?>

      “Not really.”

      The pegasus bobbed his head as if he had reached a decision. <That settles it. You have saved me. Now it’s my turn to save you.>

    



OEBPS/images/lhi-logo-color-bw.jpg





OEBPS/images/breaker-color.jpg
melghr TERRITORY

= <o Iude  sAslum

A%:HE’ UTTER Sk nbow i
{
N B

Bumibggges  1orrur® MELLAS P Conge ) Sty
Ondin

et
‘GANLAND

%
5 - g stormwatch
KNOSSAS %

Figuater

iy S Harbor






OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/breaker-ebook-cover---new.jpg
AMY CAMPB

—

P . =






