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        This is a work of fiction.

      

        

      
        Your life is a work of fact.
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            The Earth’s Anvil

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke to the buzzing of flies.

      The sound reverberated through my head like echoes from another world.

      

      I could not open my eyes.

      

      Where was I?

      Why was I here?

      Why couldn’t I move?

      Where were my guns?

      

      My head felt heavy and leaden, stuffed with gauze.

      My tongue was swollen and unresponsive, like it belonged to someone else.

      I hurt all over.

      My brain felt loose, severed from its moorings. I worried that, if I moved too quickly, it might detach.

      My lips were parched, scabbed, cracked, and bound. The metallic taste of blood-soaked fabric filled my mouth as I struggled to move them.

      The sun was a hammer above, beating down relentlessly.

      The earth was an anvil taking the sun’s blows.

      I was caught in the middle.

      My skin was unbearably hot, burning from exposure from my scalp to my chin.

      Insects crawled all over my head, the tingling of many tiny legs sending pulses of unwelcome sensations that I could not scratch. Others bit, leaving bright lancets of pain that I could not dislodge or shake off.

      Lowering my cheeks and raising my brow, I finally managed to open my eyes.

      

      I was buried up to my neck in dirt.

      And I couldn’t remember how I’d gotten here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Hills Have No Eyes

          

        

      

    

    
      I was alone.

      There was no one as far as I could see.

      At least in front of me.

      If there was someone behind me, they were doing an excellent job of being silent.

      Having spent much of my career being silent, and ferreting out those who were, I knew no one was that good without the help of magic.

      And even then, people generally had better things to do than waste their Craft watching a man buried alive slowly dying in the desert.

      Few men were patient enough to wait in silence long enough to watch a man die from exposure.

      Even ’slingers.

      Also, they must have spent the last few weeks rolling in dirt, because I couldn’t smell ’em.

      In the desert, not being able to smell a man was a surefire indication that he was more than he seemed.

      And more was seldom better.

      

      Desolate hills stretched as far as I could see.

      Rugged mesas resisted the harsh wind and the sun perched atop a few of the higher hills, their cracked ochre faces decorated in the swirling lines and cathedral buttressing of entrada sandstone.

      Ruddy orange earth pocked with the occasional struggling bit of vegetation or the shimmering facets of crystalline aeryavores filled in the gaps.

      Rather like I filled in the gaps inside this hole.
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      The cretins who’d put me here had done a pretty good job.

      I’d give ’em that.

      The earth was packed tightly up to my neck.

      I couldn’t move my fingers, my hands, or my arms.

      They’d taken their time digging the hole, putting me in, and filling in the dirt.

      But they hadn’t transmuted the earth to rock.

      I wasn’t maimed, poisoned, bleeding out, or being watched by someone ready to snuff me out.

      They hadn’t finished the job.

      They hadn’t killed me when they had the chance.

      Their mistake was my reward.

      And I would be theirs.

      

      I could breathe.

      Each breath brought me life and a bit more room to breathe.

      Slowly lifting my shoulders, I felt the ground’s weight all around me, and the parched earth cracked as dirt spilled down in small piles that would embarrass the lowliest of ants.

      Not being an ant, I wasn’t embarrassed.

      Just furious.

      Gaining a little space, I began to rock back and forth.

      I had nothing but time and the opportunity to use it.

      Unless I died of thirst or was eaten first.

      

      For once, being entirely unwholesome had probably saved my life.

      There wasn’t much in the desert that licked its chops at the sight of old, worn shoe leather…much less a desiccated pile of dried-out leather that looked more like a misshapen old stone than a delicate morsel of human flesh.

      My survival was a testament to how entirely unpalatable life in the saddle could make a man.

      Not even the vultures would have me.
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      The swinging doors of the saloon rocked shut behind me, the beat of the wood against its worn partner providing a counterpoint to my boots on the scarred and pitted floor as I approached the bar.

      Though the bar was crowded, only a few eyes glanced toward me.

      The place was full of the usuals out on the Skaelyrian Wastes—corded cerulean therans, their massive frames far too large to be crammed into the childish stalls within which they hunched, engaged in animated conversations; luminous cuythia, their crystalline facets putting off more light than the wisplights scattered liberally around the bar’s periphery; fey woden, accompanied by clouds of spirits, as out of place here as trees upon the desert plains; and ghostly xyeres, spectral clouds resembling something like the shadow of a thunderstorm that had yet to burst, but could at any moment, among many others.

      All were heavily armed.

      Almost all were just as heavily armored.

      Ghost’s Gulch was not exactly the most welcoming of towns.

      Situated between craggy twin mesas that funneled the majority of hapless travelers insane enough to venture out into the Wastes from the almost as uninhabitable Periphery, Ghost’s Gulch was about as attractive as a pile of dusty dragon scat.

      Or whatever grew out of dusty dragon scat.

      I made my way to the bar, my gait easy and loose.

      There was no tension in my mind.

      There was no tension in my body.

      There was no tension around me.

      I put everyone at ease.

      There would be no violence because none was in me.

      I found an unoccupied spot at the bar, the stool having seen better days. I reckoned it had supported far too many therans in its time and was ready to be put out to pasture. Thankfully, I was not even a quarter the size of the average theran, so the stool’s protests were only minor as I took a seat.

      “What’ll ya have?”

      The barkeep wasted no time seeking my business.

      As quickly as people came and went here, often not coming back, he was keen on getting his coin while he could.

      “A drogma. Chilled if you have it.”

      “Only steamed, I’m afeared.”

      I gave a short nod, the wide brim of my hat doing my talking for me.

      I set two bits on the burnished counter in anticipation of his return.

      After bustling behind the bar for a few moments, he came back with a steaming thick mug overtopped with greenish golden foam.

      Setting the tankard down with a hearty thunk, he asked, “Anythin’ else?”

      I lifted the mug and took a deep pull, savoring the rich mixture of tastes and smells, the always surprising vibrancy in the draft.

      I gave a short nod.

      The barkeep leaned over, eager for more coin.

      But I wasn’t paying.

      At least not for drinks.

      I set two more bits down on the burnished counter.

      “Can ya tell me where ta find Talen D’uene?”

      The barkeep paused for a moment, an instant too long, and smiled affably, his face split by a ready, if false, grin. “Last I heard, he was out at the Sky’s End Ranch.”

      Something was wrong.

      I knew when to trust my hunches.

      They were often all that kept me from lying face-down in the dirt.

      He wasn’t telling the whole story…or at least, not all he knew of it.

      “Talen didn’t come here too much, truth be told.”

      That, at least, was the truth.

      I touched the tip of the brim of my hat with two fingers and gave a slight nod. “Thankee.”

      The bartender saw the emerging hardness in my eyes and quickly bustled away, ready to please patrons more inclined to being pleased.

      I sipped my drink.

      Tomorrow I would head to the ranch.
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      There was no reason for me to stay at the bar.

      There were only two things I would find by tarrying—trouble, and more of it.

      The mood in the saloon had changed.

      I sensed it like a shift in the weather, the bursts of whipping winds before a storm, the drop in temperature before the skies darkened, the feeling of mounting pressure.

      Wiping my lips with the back of my hand, I stood to go.

      I followed the barkeep’s eyes to one of the local castoffs, a monster in need of violent release.

      Half again my height, the androsian was, as much as anything, a semi-intelligent pile of animated rock looking for something to grind to dust.

      How many times had this scene played out before?

      What percentage did the barkeep get of the take?

      Apparently I’d asked the wrong question…

      Or I was just to be a sacrifice to the local deities of rage and fury.

      Not in the mood for a service, or to have my pockets emptied, I nodded toward the local welcoming committee and gave a genuine smile.

      I showed all my teeth.

      They were nice and white.

      Pure…like my conscience.

      “Howdy.”

      I gave a slight nod in recognition.

      The androsian wanted none of my welcome.

      His friends were equally antsy to see a show.

      My initial arrival must have been witness to the evening’s prelude, calm anticipation before a show, a random victim chosen for the mob’s enjoyment.

      I’d drawn the short straw.

      I was to be the evening’s star.

      

      There are many ways to dispel violence.

      You can anticipate its release and avoid it.

      You can offer superior force and overcome it.

      You can redirect it against its source.

      You can dissipate it with skill or words.

      Or you can cut it off at the root.

      I chose the latter.

      Mostly as a warning.

      But also because I could.

      There was a lesson to be had here.

      And I was the one doing the teaching.

      You don’t have to shoot a man to fell him.

      You don’t have to blast him with magic to break his resolve.

      Sometimes the sharpest knife is the full expression of your intent.

      Sometimes the most effective gun is the one you don't have to use.

      When the androsian cracked its mighty knuckles and continued stomping toward me, the bar’s floor shaking with its ponderous advance, I let everyone in the bar know one thing.

      Not to fool with me.

      Gathering my will, the depthless oden’el, and releasing it in a seething tumult, I bore into the androsian’s eyes with the ferocity of a hurricane, my glance cutting like knives, hardened steel slicing into his mind’s eye.

      The androsian fell to the floor with a thunderous shudder, a plume of dust rising from its fall.

      It was too big for me to step over, so I walked around his corpse without looking back.

      No one followed.
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      I decided against staying in town.

      Some lessons are truly never learned.

      Where one weed is cut down, another will grow.

      If I stayed and got lucky, what passed for law in this forlorn outpost would crawl out from under whatever rock they were using for shelter and seek me out.

      They wouldn’t try to put me in jail; they’d ask for my help.

      By my honor as a ja’lel, I’d have to oblige.

      Not wishing to be honorable and follow the dictates of the ja’tet, I chose to leave.

      If I stayed and got unlucky, more of the local rabble would seek me out to try themselves against me.

      I didn’t want to have to kill them as well.

      The only ones happy then would be the law.

      Until more of their ilk came seeking even more trouble.

      What was best for everyone was me leaving.

      The town had achieved a relatively precarious equilibrium.

      The local ruffians had their fun with a few unfortunates but otherwise remained in check.

      If I came in and stirred up the hornet’s nest, the only ones hurt would be innocents.

      So I left.

      At least for now.

      

      The swinging doors of the Lone Pine Saloon quickly rocked to stillness behind me as I stood on the saloon’s shaded front stoop with the entirety of Ghost’s Gulch spread before me.

      Taking a deep breath, I took in the glorious view. From Lazo’s Feed & Fixins to the Great Salt Flats Bank, the town was nothing more than two rows of storefronts meeting at a random point in the desert where a mining trail happened to cross a cattle run. The opposing shops glared at one another across an open expanse of packed dirt like two worn armies not yet engaged.

      Ghost’s Gulch was a joyous union of cattle offal and mine tailings that only the Wastes can produce.

      Adding motion to the buildings’ stillness, horses, bots, beasts, and assorted unnamed contraptions were either tethered in front of shops or making their way down the dusty lane.

      Few strollers braved the evening or the heat.

      I brought my fingers to my lips and let out a shrill whistle, most of its timbre lost to human ears.

      Then I waited.

      

      The sky above wavered and shimmered in the heat, too bright to look at for long.

      I did not care to stare into its depths. I spent enough of my time squinting at the desert’s fiery cauldron. I only looked if necessary.

      My last brief glance had told me that a small speck had detached from the heavens and was growing rapidly, approaching in a spiraling loop—a tiny burning ember resembling nothing more than a piece of the sun’s own unquenchable fire come to Ilaeria.

      That was enough.

      My ride was on its way.

      Tilting my hat down farther over my forehead and leaning back against a convenient post, I closed my eyes while I waited.

      The sound of wings beating, the whoosh of air rushing in chaotic currents, and the surprisingly soft sound of hooves alighting on packed earth told me Smoky had arrived.

      There are those who say a man on the range without a good horse is as good as dead.

      There are others who say a man is only as good as his horse.

      I didn’t have a horse.

      I had a mystral.

      Which meant I must be quite a bit better than good.

      And I was still alive.

      Sometimes called a demon steed, the mystral have more in common with dragons than demons.

      Regardless of what anyone else may fear or think, mystrals are marvelous beasts appearing like nothing so much as the merger of a mighty stallion and a sinuous dragon with the best traits of both.

      Smoky’s sooty scales shone in the sunlight with an inner radiance belying their dark surface. Elegant muscles rippled beneath the liquid scales, powering his descent to a graceful halt directly in front of me, his vast, veined wings folding to his sides as he transitioned naturally from the heavens to the earth.

      With a fiery snort, licks of green flame shooting out from his flaring nostrils, Smoky gave me a brief nod of acknowledgement—one equal recognizing another.

      Truth be told, Smoky was smarter than I was.

      He just had less to say.
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      With the sun setting in a seething yellow-gold cauldron on the horizon, I let Smoky take me where he would.

      So long as it’s not already occupied, one spot in the Wastes is just about as good as another.

      Which is a polite way of saying miserable, drier’n the sun-facing side of a scalding rock, and as likely to kill you as a posse of armed bandits.

      But I was likely to find more peace in the wilds than in town.

      Being peaceable by nature, I chose the wilderness.

      In the morning, I would seek out the Sky’s End Ranch and see what I could learn of Talen.

      Passionate and eager, he had promised to message me after the season’s roundup.

      When no word came and my scryings went unanswered, I had known something was up.

      Sadly, I feared it wasn’t Talen.

      We touched down in a rush of air and dust, the native elements of the Wastes, amidst a lovely patch of arid soil that stretched barren and lifeless to the horizon.

      First glances being what they are, just a scratch on the surface of the truth, that was a lie.

      A thing of understated beauty, the earth, like the sky, was alive in color, subtle rainbow tones blending in with the predominant ochres, tans, and reds, fading from bright earth tones to darker blues and purples toward the skyline.

      The desert was alive with more creatures than I could count or would care to.

      Most of them were capable in one way or another of making the most of any fresh meat that happened upon their territory, so I stepped lightly and carefully, not eager to become part of the desert myself.

      As the sky darkened and the air cooled, even the sand came to life. Waves of gauzy iridescence wavered above the desert floor as if winter’s auroras in the far north had come to the Wastes for a reprieve from the cold. The very air cracked and hummed with magical energies and myriad creatures along with it.

      Using the worn heel of my boot as a convenient tool, I inscribed a ward in the soil around us to keep Smoky and myself in and whatever might come to visit out.

      That done, I reached into the lone pouch affixed to Smoky’s side, its latch responding only to my touch, and retrieved my bedroll, the utensils and fixings for my dinner, and a large slab of dried meat for Smoky.

      While Smoky tore into his meal with abandon, his sharp fangs flashing savagely as he chewed, I slowly cooked mine, savoring the smells of wood fire and steaming victuals.

      I could have taken just about whatever I wanted from within the pouch—I  had yet to find its bottom—but I generally chose something simple for myself.

      Smoky was as easily pleased as I.

      The stars overhead danced around twin moons while I sat back and sipped on my stew, mirrored eyes always watching from afar, keeping me safe in a world filled with danger.

      Or so I imagined.

      

      The darkness around me was alive with more than just pretty lights.

      Monsters seethed, scurried, and skulked in the shadows.

      There was a reason almost no one ventured out at night into the Wastes.

      Lots of them, in fact.

      At least no one who wanted to live very long...if they weren’t prepared.

      But I wasn’t just anyone, and I wasn’t unprepared.

      I was one of the things that went bump in the night.

      At least my guns were.

      If the overwhelming sense of being watched, coupled with my feelings that things just weren’t right, was not enough, the pack of floating red eyes circling my encampment was a dead giveaway.

      The eager, growling yips from ghostly throats modulating in frequencies flesh could not replicate were also a clue.

      Albeit a minor one.

      There’s nothing like being stalked by spectral wolves.

      The wolves’ jagged shadows slid through the darkness around the camp—deep, alien pools of violent hunger ready to savage the unwary.

      I snorted derisively and slowly chewed my supper.

      If demonic hounds were the worst the night could throw at me, I would rest easily.

      The spectral wolves should be thankful I had erected my ward.

      I didn’t want to kill the wildlife unless I had to.

      I had better things to do.

      Like rest.

      My meal done, I cleaned up with a quick cantrip and lay down on my bedroll for the night.

      The wolves could have me another day.

      

      Minutes after closing my eyes and tipping my hat over my face, I went to sleep.

      If the sun didn’t wake me, the heat would.
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      I woke up to a boiling cauldron in the sky, the sun a blindly oppressive weight pouring molten air over my head and down my shoulders as I rose from my bedroll.

      And this was just morning.

      The heat would only get worse.

      Best to take to the air and let the wind and heights relieve some of the dangers of the day’s exposure.

      As much as I would like breakfast in the saddle, seeing no danger on the horizon and offering Smoky the option to leave should he choose, I broke my ward with the heel of my boot and gave Smoky the choice of breakfast next to bed or something he foraged.

      Patting his sleek scales while I rummaged for my own breakfast supplies in my satchel, I asked, “What would you like for breakfast? Something in or out?”

      Smoky gave a dismissive snort and threw his head back excitedly.

      Enjoying my suffering and always looking for the opportunity to soar high in the sky free and at ease, he swept up from the camp without a backward glance amidst a plume of billowing dust.

      So much for company.

      Anticipating just this response, I had already begun my own breakfast, sitting down to eat a bowl of oats before he dwindled away in the distance.

      Although not quite as exciting as the night, daylight brought its own host of dangers, not the least of which was the unrelenting heat.

      Not wishing to relent myself, I pushed through my porridge while I eyed the desert, wary of any morning excitement that might arise.

      

      Smoky was not gone long.

      I heard the powerful beat of his wings from beneath the brim of my hat as I worked the last few spoonfuls from my bowl.

      He was polite enough to buffet only a few handfuls of dust and debris into the remnants of my breakfast.

      Something large and reptilian plopped to the ground at my feet.

      When I made no move to grab the carcass, Smoky nudged the body forward and gave it a light roasting with a gout of emerald-green fire.

      “I’ll stick with my oats, thanks.”

      I scratched him behind the horns to show my appreciation, however.

      Smoky’s gesture really was kind, but I would rather let him enjoy the fruits of his labors.

      He needed the energy much more than I.

      He was the one doing the flying.

      

      I leapt onto Smoky’s back as he broke into a gallop with all the excitement and exuberance of a pent-up colt. The muscles of his back and chest flexed fluidly beneath me as his wings opened and we exploded skyward, the thunder of his hooves vanishing before the gale force of his flight.

      With each powerful beat of his wings, the stark granularity of the desert faded into gentle swathes of color. Plants, rocks, and washes were all swept away with the heights as my view of the world broadened.

      

      As we flew, the horizon rushed to meet us but always remained out of reach. Sky’s End Ranch, however, was another story.

      Situated at the bottom of a broad mesa, Sky’s End Ranch shimmered in the day’s heat like a dream ready to burst. Outbuildings were scattered across the Wastes as haphazardly as debris after a storm. Several large, iridescent domes sheltering the ranch’s herds from roaming predators looked as fragile and tremulous as bubbles of soap exposed to the full heat of the sun.

      I knew this fragility was belied by the strength of their magical fortifications. Given the scope and nature of those domes, if I were a betting man, like most of my erstwhile companions in Ghost Gulch, I would say they were offworlder magic. Few wizards on Ilaeria could muster a similar shielding, much less make it abide for extended periods.

      This confirmed two facts I already knew. One, Sky’s End had dealings with aliens. And, two, the owners of the ranch had deep pockets.

      Knowing what cattle the ranch owners had explained both.
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      “As you grow older, you may hear others say, ‘Where there’s a will, there’s a way.’”

      My father paused, his words as soft as the gentle morning air. “They are correct, but this is not our way, the way of the ja’lel, only part of it.

      “Will makes more than just action or endeavor possible.

      “Will is more than a means to an end.

      “Where there’s a will, there’s magic.”

      My father stood with me, watching the sun rising above the hills surrounding the estate.

      Still gray fog colored pale blue and opalescent pink danced among the contours where light reflected amongst the hovering water droplets.

      “Will is the fuel for vision, for imagination, and for the realization of your inner vision.

      “Will is the genesis of magic.

      “Will is the bridge between you and unlimited possibility.

      “This possibility is, in part, magic.”

      He stopped speaking for a time as the rising birds and fey creatures gradually joined together in a perfect, variegated chorus to welcome the sun.

      “The more powerful your will, your oden’el, the more effective you shall be both as a person and as a ja’lel.

      “We will cultivate your will as a thing unto itself, for that is exactly what it is.

      “When you can bend your mind to your will, then the way of the ja’lel will open for you and your enemies will fall like drops of spring rain.

      “When your oden’el is a thing unto itself, creation itself will bow to your needs.”

      My father never turned to me or gazed upon me, but I felt his purpose filling me, the strength of his vision around me, and knew that his oden’el was as brilliant as the dawn.
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      Within each dome, roiling on the ground and in the air like miniature thunderheads, all spectral turbulence and flashing lights, was the source of Sky’s End’s wealth.

      Conduits for magical energies, the lueffa were found nowhere but on the wide-open steppes of the Wastes, drifting across the landscape like small, arcane tempests.

      They were, at least to me, the magical equivalent of tumbleweed shifting here and there with the elements...one arcane manifestation among many in a world alive with magic.

      To the best of my knowledge, Sky’s End Ranch was the only operation that had figured out how to breed lueffa in captivity.

      Traders came from far and wide, from all across Ilaeria and beyond, to barter for lueffa filaments.

      Lueffa filaments were used in eldritch rituals of immense power, magnifying the effect of a great many incantations. This utility, in turn, created whole secondary markets that might not exist otherwise on Ilaeria.

      I supposed lueffa filaments were a bit like wool in this regard, except that almost nobody wore them and they were infinitely more valuable.

      These markets stayed as far away from the Wastes as possible.

      I think everyone was happier this way.

      Me most especially.

      

      The storied guns holstered at my hips held several kings’ ransoms of enchanted lueffa filaments inextricably woven throughout, from the mechanisms and barrel to the polished dragonbone handles.

      The lueffa added to their punch but not their kick.

      My guns had been in my family for generations, handed from one ’slinger down to the next in an unbroken succession that had seen many rises and falls in the D’uene clan.

      But the guns persisted.

      As did our willingness to use them.

      The guns abided.

      As did our need to wield them.

      They were Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod, the father and the son, life and from life, the beginning and end of justice.

      I can’t say if we made the world a better place through our dedication to the way of the gun, but we certainly made our mark.

      These guns had guarded kings, overthrown dictators, and felled horrific monstrosities from the black gulfs of the Abyss.

      They had also broken families, torn love asunder, and ended more dreams than one man or a legion of men would care to remember.

      My guns were my way in the world, my path ahead, and my legacy behind.

      In the days and years to come, I might be forgotten, but my guns never would.

      Therein lay my responsibility and my duty: to use my guns with honor and foresight, with thought and care, that not only would the will to use them remain but a world worth enduring for would persist as well.

      The blazing arcs of my guns’ bullets carved a future that I prayed I had the discernment to justify.

      And live.

      For if I would not live in the world I had created, who would?

      

      Smoky’s soft whinny roused me from my feeble ruminations, as much a caution against my distraction as a comment on the sad state of my mental affairs.

      His warning was welcome.

      My guns were not the only ones in the air.

      Autonomous floating sentries, some offworld gadgetry of manifold retractable guns, blades, and appendages, warded the ranch’s perimeter like angry hornets about a disturbed nest.

      My respect for the ranch increased a notch then. They were, at least, prepared for some of the horrors the Wastes might throw at them.

      I was not, however, surprised, given the success and persistence of their operation.

      As the glimmeringly polished sentry drones zipped toward me, an amplified voice boomed out in chorus from the approaching drones while others held back and defended the perimeter. “Please state your name and the nature of your business at the Sky’s End Ranch.”

      At least they didn’t ask me to hold my hands up.

      Then I might think I was being robbed.

      At least of my dignity.

      “Koren D’uene, brother to Talen D’uene. I have come to inquire about my brother’s health and whereabouts.”

      There was a significant pause before the sentries responded. This time a new voice answered, one much softer and more nuanced. I could actually feel her compassion. “You have been expected, Master D’uene.

      “Please follow the drones.

      “The drones will guide you in, where you will be made welcome and all your questions will be answered.”

      After but a moment’s pause, she added warmly, her tone brightening, “And welcome to the Sky’s End Ranch.”

      The flight down to the ranch’s receiving area only increased my respect for the facility. What I could only imagine were wind, water, sunlight, and arcane energy harvesters vied for space with outbuildings holding ranch hands of every stripe and sort gathered from the width and breadth of Ilaeria.

      The structures themselves were modest yet functional, some kind of resilient, billowing material that looked as much like grounded clouds as static, formalized architecture. The buildings had a subtle beauty to them that matched that of the surrounding desert. I also imagined they could be broken down quickly at need and relocated with minimal effort should the need arise.

      Surprisingly, there was much in the way of greenery and vegetation between the buildings. Quite a bit of it appeared largely aesthetic, although I could not know for certain without closer inspection, which certainly was an anomaly in the Wastes. Such attention to detail harkened to more civilized times and places and gave me the impression that the ranch cared as much about the place and the people in it as it did about the operation itself.

      Or I could be getting old, soft, and sentimental.

      I’d learn one way or the other soon enough.

      In contrast to the welcoming spaces between the billowing buildings, complementing the drones were hovering gunboats, turrets, and mounted firing stations of more types and varieties than I recognized. There were also assorted manned and unmanned vehicles of forms that went far beyond the bounds of my familiarity.

      As was the case with the drones, much of the gadgetry appeared to be offworld tech, some blend of magic and machine that had a simple, effective, artistic elegance to its design that made me consider its efficacy even more.

      This was one nest better left undisturbed.

      There were also horses, cattle, sheep, and other more exotic animals scattered in parcels away from the main settlement between and below the spaces occupied by the lueffa.

      Given all I had seen in my brief approach, Sky’s End was the largest operation for many leagues.

      And that included the welcoming village of Ghost’s Gulch.

      I imagined it was probably the only outfit of its kind in the entirety of the Wastes.

      Nudging Smoky downward, following the drones’ lead, we descended in lazy spirals toward the ranch’s central building, the spoke around which the rest of the operation rotated.

      Unlike most of the other buildings I had seen, this building was translucent, its interior at least partially visible through the shifting surface. What I could see inside was muffled by the constant motion of the building itself and the play of light upon its surface. Doing my best to maintain focus on a single point inside was like trying to look through water beneath shifting waves, another rarity almost unheard of within the Wastes.

      Unlike its surroundings, the interior appeared to be lush and green, an oasis held within a fragile, fluid shell that seemed ready to blow away into the distance, leaving its contents to dry out and return to dust.

      Unless the profusion inside had been aided by magic, the structure itself appeared to have been in place for a long time.

      

      Smoky landed in a dust storm of his own creation, the heart of a tempest orbited by the implied fury of the drones.

      Into this gale strode a woman tall and lithe, with the grace and composure of a predator, completely in control of her surroundings. If she was not a ja’lel, then she should have been one.

      Despite her stillness, she was more the center of the moment than the ferocity of Smoky’s landing.

      The wind and dust did not touch her.

      Her hat did not even budge from her tumbling red hair.

      If anything here was magic, it was that.

      I tipped my hat in respect as I jumped off Smoky’s back. Patting him gently on the neck, I whispered, “I’ll whistle when I need you.”

      Glad to be free of the formalities, Smoky leapt skyward trailed by a cloud of drones until he reached the ranch’s perimeter.

      “You must be Koren D’uene. Talen spoke highly of you.”

      I gave a slight nod of acknowledgement.

      And noted the past tense.

      “Welcome to Sky’s End. I am Leila Tavers, and this is my ranch.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Another Day on the Trail

          

        

      

    

    
      Leila smiled as I sent Smoky back to the skies.

      “Why don't you come in and I’ll tell you what I know.”

      She turned away from me fearlessly, either supremely confident in her abilities or surmising that I was not a threat.

      I appreciated the gesture.

      And the sentiment.

      As I walked behind her, I took the opportunity to study her weapons.

      They were exquisite.

      The twin six-guns at her sides glowed like matching suns. If they were not fueled by her magic, they had powerful enchantments of their own. The handles and leather holsters were ornately styled with elaborate scrollwork, the sigils adding layer upon layer of indecipherable arcana.

      I listened to her words as my eyes read the elaborate tale told by her guns.

      She bore proud weapons that had played decisive roles in many conflicts. They were used to enact justice and maintain safety in a world filled with uncertainty and tribulations.

      There was far more to be told than I had time to read.

      As an avid reader, I was disappointed that I might not get the chance.

      She ducked slightly as she pulled back the building’s fabric entry, holding the way open for me as I followed.

      The door sealed neatly behind me as I let it fall to the ground.

      She spoke over her shoulder as we walked through the surprisingly lush vegetation, skirting plantings and recessed areas divided by plantings that were filled with neatly arranged furniture. “Talen was the first. He disappeared while corralling lueffa on the outer steppes.”

      The building’s interior looked more like a conservatory or herbarium than a tent in the middle of the desert. Carpets covered the floor in vivid patterns and colors.

      It was far larger on the inside than it had any right to be.

      Leila finally settled down in a cushioned wicker chair and indicated I should take a matching seat opposite her.

      “We sent a party out looking for him and saw no signs of foul play or a struggle. The hoofprints of his horse had disappeared.

      “He was too skilled to vanish without a fight, unless it was by Craft…his or another’s.”

      She paused a moment reflectively, her eyes looking back in time. “If it were anyone other than Talen, I might have thought they had just abandoned their post. Others might, but not Talen. He was far too true.”

      I nodded. “He gave his life to his work and would have it no other way.”

      Her somber half-smile was all the agreement I needed.

      With this confirmation, the world crumbled beneath me, a shattered illusion never to be reformed. My past plummeted downward, a part of me never to be recaptured. I was split in two, the person I had been falling away from who I was.

      

      Cold, heartless, and untouched, the ja'lel in me watched dispassionately as my self dissolved into nothingness, who I was, who I had been, cast into oblivion.

      The guns at my sides were now who I was and who I would become.

      Leila’s words reached out to me from another world. “When the team came back with no news, I ordered them back to stay until they found something out.”

      Her gaze turned bitter with remembrance. “This group did not come back. Good men gone.

      “This time, we found signs of a struggle when we investigated.

      “Blood and ash. Melted stone. Rent earth.

      “Marks of warning and terror.

      “The work of a rogue dragon.

      “I had already caused enough strife. I would not risk more.

      “I ordered our teams in, our herds brought back to shelter.

      “That is when the true depredations began.”

      Leila made a brief gesture and a visual representation of Sky’s End appeared in the space between us.

      The ranch was there in all its glory, from billowing buildings to assorted pens and animal herds.

      “This is a current view of the ranch.

      “Everything is as expected...thankfully.”

      The images shifted, growing darker, moving from the full light of day to the half-shadows of dusk. The ranch was just as active as the prior live imagery, only without as much light. Ranch hands were busy finishing up after a long day of chores. Men and women were moving between various outbuildings as the day’s work settled down into evening’s repose. Despite the slowing of the day’s tempo, the ranch’s armaments were still actively patrolling the ground and sky. The shadows of the rare, tremulous clouds overhead slipped across the environs in liquid patches.

      One of these shadows moved counter to the wind.

      The dragon commanded the skies even when reflected on the ground.

      Fierce, red, and more fiery than the sun, the dragon carefully skirted the ranch’s periphery, gauging its defenses, a shark circling prey in search of weakness, seeking blood.

      This thing, a deadly blend of cunning and implacable power, had killed my brother.

      “The dragon has been testing us since we lost our last group and retreated back to the ranch.

      “I don't know how much more time will pass before it attacks.

      “We need to strike first.

      “Although the ranch may appear calm and well-organized, we have lost about a third of our herd and even more of our men.”

      Her eyes were hard, full of threat and fire.

      “The fire drake has not risked an attack directly on the ranch—our defenses are too formidable—but it eagerly picks off any who venture into its territory to the west.”

      Before she could add anything more, I broke in firmly, her fire becoming my own. “What would you have me do?”
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      She shook her head slightly, trying to wring it of inner turmoil, of doubt. “If the dragon had just staked its territory, if it had just warned us off, I would have left well enough alone.

      “Dragons have a right to their land, just like any other.

      “I can respect that. There’s enough hardship out here without causing more.

      “But it didn’t.

      “It took our rights as its own.

      “And crushed them.

      “We can’t have that.

      “We can’t abide that.”

      She looked me right in the eyes then, her fiery green eyes harder than the steel she carried slung at her waist. “I’m organizing a posse to hunt the dragon down and bring it to justice.

      “If it were a man, I’d say we could bring him to the local magistrate, but it would take an army to bring a mature dragon in.

      “You’re welcome to join. The group will be strictly voluntary. Any who ride will take their fair share of the spoils.

      “We need good men to make this happen.

      “Talen told me you were the best.”

      I kept my face flat.

      My brother would say that.

      Unlike me, he could not see the evil in men’s hearts.

      Especially my own.

      He did not see what I was capable of. What I did.

      He saw the good when oftentimes I was the bad.

      I was evil for a good cause.

      Untouchable, without morals, scruples, or pity.

      I was my brother’s opposite.

      There was a reason Talen had never become a ja’lel. Though Talen could kill with the best of us, he chose not to.

      Now he was gone and I, his pale shadow, was all that remained.

      “I will help you kill the dragon.

      “But I want none of its ill-gotten gains.”

      She pursed her lips, expecting nothing less.

      

      Eternities passed in seconds as we sat, I suffering through the wreckage of my world, she considering how to rebuild hers.

      Finally, days…weeks, seconds…hours later, she stood with finality and said, “You are welcome to stay here until the others arrive.

      “We will begin within a week.”

      I stood, shadowing her, and gave a short nod.

      “I’ll stay on the range.

      “When the time comes, I’ll be here.”

      She did not ask how I would know when to come.

      Perhaps she knew more of gun knights than I had initially thought.

      We always sensed the coming of violence.
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      I walked into the desert alone, the activity of Sky’s End fading as I walked out into the scrub and dust.

      The dry soil crunched beneath my feet, resisting my weight only briefly before crumbling to powder.

      This was not the first time I had walked out into the desert alone, nor would it be my last. Today, however, was not one for solitude. While Leila gathered her posse, I would see what the future held.

      I brought my fingers to my lips and whistled, the sound the high-pitched trill of a hunter, a bird of prey screeching in triumph before it plummeted in for the kill.

      I did not choose this whistle for the elemental feelings it invoked or the rush of adrenaline that such a call might bring. My choice was practical. The hunter’s call carried far and wide, its sound as clear and unmistakable as the peal of a bell. Augmented by a small bit of magic, the whistle carried to the ears of  my target as undeniably as a bolt of lightning.

      Smoky did not take long in returning, a bolt from the heavens himself.

      I stood amongst the withered bushes beyond the ranch’s outskirts, waiting.

      When Smoky finally glided downward to land in front of me as gently as the caress of a feather on quilted down, his muzzle was still covered in the blood of his most recent kill.

      “I hope I didn’t take you from something important.

      “Or particularly pleasant.”

      His dismissive, whinnied response let me know that he was done. I had called just as he was savoring the last bits.

      I did not ask what those last bits were.

      Some things are better left to the imagination.

      Other things are simply better left.

      I jumped up onto his back and nudged him westward over and around the ranch as we took off.

      “We’re off to get the lay of the land.

      “There’s a posse forming to hunt down a dragon.

      “If we’re going with them, I’d like to know what we’re getting into before we traipse off into the wilderness to face an ancient wyrm.”

      Smoky’s short snort told me he agreed.

      And cautioned that we not needlessly risk lives.

      Smoky’s logic was hard to argue against.

      Which was exactly why we were heading out to the western Wastes to investigate further.

      At first, the land was as open as the sky, largely unbroken by hill or valley. As our flight took us farther westward, however, the landscape changed dramatically.

      A region of vast plateaus bordering eroded riverine valleys became and more prominent, the land broken apart into fractured pieces like shards of pottery dropped but never remade into a cohesive whole.

      Far below Smoky’s beating wings, there was even a shimmering thread of water winding its way across the scorched earth, a strand yet unbroken by the heat and desolation.

      Based on Leila’s descriptions, this region marked the western boundary of Sky’s End and the heart of the lueffa’s native range.

      Past the cracked earth and tired buttes, massive volcanic mountains loomed on the hazy horizon, belching occasional smoke and ash. We flew toward these obsidian peaks, their glassy black summits glimmering with reflected sunlight—frozen molten rock slowly melting beneath the volcanos’ terrific heat.

      If ever I had seen a mountain range that was home to dragons, this was it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Man and His Bullets

          

        

      

    

    
      Father stood with me inside the bailey, tall, protective outer stone walls on one side and the keep proper on the other.

      His large hand rested on my shoulder, long fingers folded around my chest and back. “We’re going outside and I’m going to let you use my guns.”

      I could barely contain my excitement. It was a rare day that Father let me hold his sidearms, the storied guns of our line.

      A deep blue sky arched overhead so bright that I had to shield my eyes even though I was not looking at the sun. I had to resist the urge to start naming the shapes that sprang to mind as I squinted upward.

      I needed to focus and show Father that I warranted his trust.

      We walked outside the castle together, Father’s hand still on my shoulder, his revolvers brighter than the sky above.

      “Your aim is true. I am proud of your unity with the gun.”

      I beamed.

      In that moment I think my smile burned brighter than my father’s guns.

      “But today we will work on what you shoot, not how you shoot.”

      I was excited. Any new lesson was a fresh challenge, another way to show Father I was worthy of his trust.

      “Your spellcasting has been coming along quite nicely as well.”

      I loved learning magic but was nowhere near as adept at spellcasting as I was at firing the gun.

      I had been shooting far longer than I had been casting proficiently. Magic required a degree of learning that grew gradually over a long period of time and typically progressed at a much slower pace than other areas of knowledge.

      We reached the target range, home to so many of our lessons.

      My father’s imperturbable gaze took me in. “When a man takes a gun, he shoots bullets.

      “When a spellslinger takes a gun, he shoots magic.

      “There is no need for bullets, just will and the vision to use it.

      “Today, you are going to channel magic through your guns.”

      Father handed me his guns and I began to fire.

      

      I had a few magical items of note—the storied guns of my fathers, Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod, my bottomless satchel, my boots for striding, and my bulletproof breeches and vest among them—but the most important was my broad-brimmed hat.

      One can never underestimate the value of a good hat.

      A good hat does more than let you see in the sun and keep your head dry.

      A good hat is more than a stylish accent to your attire.

      A good hat can keep you alive.

      The right hat can keep your head warm when otherwise you could succumb to cold.

      The proper hat can protect you from exposure and the risks of overheating.

      A reliable hat can protect you from illness brought on by excessive chill, temperature change, and moisture.

      A well-chosen hat can make you stand out or disappear in a crowd…or both.

      A well-made hat can cushion and guard your head from unexpected blows and impacts.

      Weatherproof, damage resistant, and self-repairing, my hat allowed me to see the world, meet its threats and challenges, and rise to them.

      And it was enchanted to never blow off my head.

      Which was helpful when flying amongst the clouds with the beating wings of a dragon steed at my back.

      Especially while being chased by a dragon.

      Which I could see exploding from the top of a nearby mesa with the help of the shade from my hat.
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      “Take us down, Smoky!”

      My reconnaissance trip had gone a bit too far.

      The dragon had timed its attack almost perfectly, leaping out toward us just as we crossed into its line of sight.

      If not for my hat and gunslinger’s reflexes, we might not have known the attack was coming before it was too late.

      While the dragon undulating through the air like a nightmarish snake swimming through water might want an aerial duel, I wanted nothing of the sort.

      Smoky was fast, maneuverable, and deadly, but I did not want to put him at risk through his desire to protect me.

      We could fight the dragon.

      But I would prefer to do it on better terms.

      Smoky executed a beautiful dive, swooping immediately below the dragon, taking us toward the fractured canyonlands riddling the landscape like so many intertwined wrinkles on Ilaeria’s worn, pitted face.

      As we darted beneath it, the dragon unleashed a furious gout of roiling hellfire. Raising my arm protectively, I called forth a translucent dome of force just before the world disappeared in a churning wall of red, yellow, orange, purple, and blue flames.

      Leaving the hellish flames behind, I countered with a series of rapid shots from my gun to the beast’s exposed underbelly, lashing out with kinetic balls of force through the twin barrels of my pistols.

      The azure bullets of magical force bounced off the dragon’s scales harmlessly in screeching, chaotic, yellow-white sparks.

      The wyrm’s magic resistance was too great for simple spells to penetrate, even traveling at the speed of a gunshot.

      Our dive took us in the direction opposite to the dragon’s approach, so it had to wheel sinuously in the air, adjusting its trajectory, and expend vital time trying to regain speed to catch us.

      Keeping my head turned, eyes focused on our pursuer, I watched the dragon struggle to keep up with us.

      For its enormous size, the beast was surprisingly graceful, a thing of awesome beauty and power, but the dragon was no match for Smoky’s speed plummeting toward the earth.

      Despite the growing distance between us, I could feel the dragon’s tremendous presence and sense its terrible power.

      Even with his guns blazing furiously with his most potent incantations, without time to adequately prepare, Talen would have stood little chance meeting a monstrosity like the crimson fire drake in combat.

      His window for success was just too short, the odds too long.

      The dragon looked like a living mountain as it fell away behind us—as impervious to assault as the raw rock, if not more so. Wings larger than the sails of the mightiest ships beat like thunder, a volcanic haze issuing from the jagged lines of its pitted maw fanned with each powerful stroke. Baleful eyes full of the fires of hell glared at me, daring existence itself to impede its progress. Long, sinewy arms and legs capable of smashing fortified walls were tucked beneath its sinuous body, ready to snatch prey from the heavens and rend its quarry bodily. The lashing, finned tail roping out into the far distance behind its massive body helped steer the dragon’s movements, a rudder for a tempest ready to touch down and destroy.

      I expected a roar, a call to challenge, or another threatening gout of arcane fire, but there was nothing.

      After a few heart-pounding minutes mirroring our curves northward through the Wastes, the dragon banked westward with a crackling whip of its tail, leaving us to wonder if we might be better served gathering a legion to try to bring the beast to justice.

      The ride back to Sky’s End took far longer than I would have liked.

      I had news to share and did not want to hold it close.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Retreat

          

        

      

    

    
      The world floated by beneath me in a fractured mosaic of barren earth and rock.  Raw, worn outcroppings; dusty, pitted earth; and erratic gullies and sheer valleys all formed a desolate tessellation of bleakness.

      The land was harsh, empty, and cruel, just like its denizens.

      It felt like home.

      

      Pulling me away from my observations now that we were sure the dragon was not tracking us, Smoky snorted at me derisively.

      He was clear.

      We should have stayed and fought.

      He was probably right.

      He thought retreating was not only cowardly but a poor tactical decision.

      I didn’t disagree.

      But I had also given my word to help Leila with her plan.

      I usually did not play nicely with others.

      I was trying something different.

      Probably to everyone’s detriment.

      Doing something different was always an uncertainty.

      Smoky also thought we worked best when we acted decisively.

      On our own.

      I had not said we would take care of this by ourselves, like we normally did.

      “This isn’t about just us. We gave Leila our word that we would help her.”

      Smoky scoffed again.

      Getting rid of the dragon was helping her.

      And us.

      Anything else put more people at jeopardy.

      He was right again.

      I was about to argue that fighting the dragon alone was too big a gamble.

      But that wasn’t true.

      We had faced longer odds.

      We should have stayed and fought.

      With Smoky’s superior speed, we could have stayed out of the dragon’s breath range and strafed until it fell. The main risks were that none of my shots could get through its defenses or that its own magic would bring us down.

      Only the latter was a real danger. If my firepower was ineffectual, then we could have retreated, a bit wiser than before, and come back as we’d originally intended.

      So much for trying to work with others.

      I worked best with others when I worked by myself.

      

      With Smoky still expressing his disapproval, I landed on the outskirts of Sky’s End ready to let him burn off some of his frustrations.

      Patting Smoky on the back, I suggested, “Why don’t you go get some supper?

      “Maybe you could even see fit to bring me a bite…”

      As Smoky took off, glaring at me out of the corner of his eye, the fire of his anger shifted to an intensity of purpose and a beleaguered tolerance for my irksome ways.

      While he disappeared in the sky, I followed the puffs of dust from my boots blown forward by the wind back to the ranch.
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      The mood of the ranch had changed.

      The buildings were just as liquidly ethereal as they had been during my last visit. The animals remained contentedly aloof, their worlds undisturbed and unchanged as they gathered and chewed arrayed in the yards and pens around the ranch. The ranch hands bustled industriously, making the many challenges of the day seem to resolve themselves naturally although they involved more hard work than many were willing to freely give.

      Although the Sky’s End Ranch remained outwardly at peace, it was the stillness before a coming storm.

      Strangers were afoot.

      Although I could not yet see them, I could feel their presence.

      The very people all the ranch’s defenses were designed to keep out were inside.

      The ranch’s sanctity, long-cherished and cultivated, was no more.

      I was here to make sure it came back.

      

      A swarm of sentry drones came to greet me as I reached the ranch proper, almost liquidly invisible, their burnished surfaces reflecting the ground and sky more clearly than any mirror. All their gadgetry was retracted, giving them a polished sleekness made all the more striking compared to the roughness of the grit and sand over which they flew.

      No longer so menacing, they looked something like a welcoming pack of extraterrestrial puppies.

      I must have somehow gotten into their good graces.

      I was a man only an automaton could love.

      “Will Leila see me?”

      Her voice answered from the nearest drone.

      “I already do.”

      Hearing her smooth voice issue forth from the equally smooth hull of the nearest drone was oddly natural.

      I was spending too much time alone in the desert.

      “I have some news if you’ll hear it.”

      “As do I, and I will.”

      From her tone, the news was not exactly good.

      But what news in the Wastes ever was?

      

      As on our previous visit, Leila was kind enough to show me into a verdant sheltered alcove amidst the unexpected greenery within the ranch’s central building.

      “Please sit.”

      She gestured to a chair made of driftwood, the wood’s exterior polished and worn smooth by exposure to wind and sun, artfully arranged to accommodate something as unfavorable as my backside.

      I stood by the chair.

      I had had enough sitting on my flight back.

      My recalcitrance did not so much as disturb her for a moment.

      She was as accustomed to the desert’s vagaries as its unrelenting harshness.

      People were little different.

      Her eyes asked me to speak, so I did. “I have met the dragon that slew my brother and that has terrorized your ranch.”

      Even saying these words aloud caused me some shame.

      I should not have returned without righting the wrong I knew was my charge.

      My word be damned.

      But a man’s word is often stronger than the stoutest bonds.

      And it is just as often the only thing he has to hold on to in times of travail.

      Even if it makes little sense.

      In her face there was no recrimination or judgment, which, peculiarly, made me feel all the worse, as though I had to punish myself all the more for my failings as a ja’lel.

      I shared what I felt, at least in part. “I should have killed it then, or at least tried, but I gave my word that I would take your help as much as it is against my nature.

      “I fear this decision may lead to more strife than my trying to slay the monster on my own.”

      Her eyes told me everything I needed to know—how wrong I was, how short-sighted my view was, in truth. Strangely, being seen and understood to be wrong made me feel somewhat better.

      So much for grown men and their independence.

      One look from a woman and I could not only see the error of my ways but feel them made aright, even if they were still wrong.

      If ever there was magic, it was this.

      “Koren, do you think that if you returned having slain the dragon that the men and women here would rejoice?

      “Many would, true, but many more would be angered that they had not had a chance to take part in the retaliation, that they had lost the chance to enact revenge.

      “These are my people, good and true.

      “What of those I now harbor?

      “The men I have summoned to kill the dragon on promises of gold and gems, art and artifact?

      “How would they respond?

      “Would they thank you and march off willingly, eagerly, to claim their riches?

      “Or would they lash out at a missed chance for fame and glory?

      “Perhaps they might not wish to leave at all, to stay at their leisure now that the threat is gone and a safe bed and a warm meal are to be had? Perhaps they would think they could take what we hold dear for themselves?

      “They might create more strife than the dragon ever has.

      “No. These men, many of whom are the very men who ravage the desert and bring ruin upon its people, need this dragon.

      “They need this dragon to give them cause…cause to leave and cause to die.”

      I could not argue with her, nor did I wish to, for she was in the right. By asking for the help of mercenaries, even if under the guidance of the ranch’s able hands, she had brought a loaded gun into her midst, one that itched to be discharged.

      “I will introduce you to them at dinner tonight.

      “They will know little of you, merely that you are Talen’s grieving brother, for if they did, they might fear you as much as the dragon and seek to hunt you down as well.”

      Her counsel was wise and I added no counter, only a short nod.

      “The dragon hunts from the mesas, eyeing its quarry from the heights in preparation for attack.

      “If we are to be its equal and slay it on the field or in its lair, we must remain hidden from its fell gaze or set a trap and lie in wait.

      “In either case, we will need sure magics, sound men, and more guns than one man can carry.”

      Her smile was as bright as the rising sun and just as dangerous. “I think we have more than enough.”

      I hoped she was right.

      Enough good men had died at the dragon’s claws. I did not wish to be responsible for more, oath or no.

      A dragon gone bad was like an army of evil men, its capacity for destruction out of all proportion with its size and scope.

      We were to face an ancient wyrm that was born evil, the blazing heart of the terrible Wastes, one made even worse by long centuries of terror and woe, greed and villainy.

      Sadly, the dragon was probably no worse than my prospective traveling companions.

      Either way, I wasn’t much better.
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      “Do you know the dragon’s name?”

      Leila smiled grimly, her lips tight. “This creature is legend, Koren. It has dwelt in the Wastes for centuries, its rampages like a storm.

      “When it comes, people—the few who are here—mostly hunker down and hide, waiting for the worst to pass. It comes and goes at will, for none oppose it.

      “But, generally, it has kept to the heart of the Wastes, or beyond the Hellfire Range, and has never ventured so close to their outskirts as here at Sky’s End.

      “Even so, yes, we have heard tell of its name. Kiersaegian is its name. ‘Fiery Lord’ is what it is called, what that name means.

      “We do not name the dragon, for we do not wish to give it any more power.”

      I nodded, pursing my lips. “Dragon it is.”

      And dragon it would be until I killed it.

      I would honor the dragon’s death by using its name.

      In vain.

      

      Leila led me out of the central building and over to the dining hall where the willing had gathered in preparation for the hunt. The large, billowing room felt like a tent—a tent that was inverted, bringing the outside in rather than holding it out. Inside, like the central building, the structure held far more greenery and vegetation than the surrounding desert, as though the tent protected a small, verdant gem within.

      Even stranger, the men and women inside looked more out of place than the enclosed mass of vegetative profusion sheltered in the desert.

      Which probably made my appearance even stranger.

      All eyes turned to us as we entered.

      Leila gave a warm, commanding smile and gestured toward me. “Everyone, this is Koren, brother to Talen. He will be joining you on your adventure.”

      A few folks nodded or shouted welcome. Some grunted or glared. Others regarded me in stony silence.

      That was a warmer welcome than I had expected and probably deserved.

      Strategically, as much for my own protection and probably to hide who and what I was, knowing Talen would have revealed little, she added, “He has lost as much as anyone and has much less to gain.”

      She made it clear I was not interested in the dragon’s hoard.

      Let them think I was beneath their notice.

      I would not, however, fall into a similar trap.

      What I noticed upon first inspection was not altogether pleasant but was expected.

      

      There were, insofar as I could tell, three distinct groups that had gathered at Sky’s End to hunt the dragon. All were clearly distinguishable from one another.

      The largest group were the ranch hands themselves. The ranch employees were still wearing the dusty, worn clothing from their day out on the range and working about the ranch. Composed of largely of humans, woden, therans, cuythia, and dwarves, this group was relaxed, attentive, and largely unarmed.

      The second group, the one I had most expected to see, were the various mercenaries who had crawled belligerently out from every hole, crevice, and snake pit the Wastes harbored in its vast reaches. These bristled with more weapons than porcupines had quills and made the ranch hands who had been sweating in the dirt and dust on the range look as immaculately unsullied as freshly washed babes. They were by far the most distinctive bunch, with almost as many species present as weapons. Among their sullen number could also be found fearsome gornak, demonic lustran, and loathsome furers.

      The last group was perhaps the most surprising to see in this largely lawless land. The sheriff of Ghost’s Gulch had come with a handful of lawmen. This spoke to the importance of Sky’s End to the local economy, if not the sheriff’s care for the citizens of Ghost’s Gulch, who might or might not miss his absence. The lawmen were a blend of races like the other groups but, on the whole, they were more uniformly dressed, ordered, and armed than the others.

      The mercenaries and officers of the law kept wary, appraising eyes locked on one another. If not for the presence of the ranch hands, autonomous heavy weaponry, and rich potential rewards encouraging cooperation, they would already have had their weapons drawn.

      There would still be time for that after the dragon.

      Or even before.

      Which was exactly why I was here.

      There were some things more fearsome than dragons.

      

      I gazed upon the lawmen appraisingly.

      Why had the sheriff come here?

      Why would he join this motley crew when, in another time and place, he would be hunting most of them?

      Why would he risk the poor people of Ghost’s Gulch to come hunt a dragon?

      Did he hope for the village’s betterment or that of his own purse?

      Why would he risk his home by leaving it largely unprotected?

      How corrupt was he?

      I would have to ask Leila.

      Leila meanwhile, was beginning to talk strategy, such as it was.

      Reining in this bunch would be quite a challenge, one I would not be undertaking.

      “For those going—and you are free to leave any time should you choose—there are, as I see it, three main options for the hunt.

      “I want you to think carefully about these alternatives so that we can decide on a course of action and flesh it out together.”

      She held up her index finger, “One, we can lure the dragon out and give chase if we do not defeat it in open combat.”

      Given what I anticipated would be an elegant chemistry among the three groups, I imagined this would be the primary option.

      But, given what little I knew of past events, this choice was probably very close to the ones they had already tried.

      “Two, we can lay a trap and attack when the dragon gives in to its hunger.”

      I saw quite a few hungry men and women, but their hunger was not the kind that leaned toward the patience of a trap, particularly the mercenaries.

      Nor did I see the ranchers eager to risk more of their lives and livestock in an effort to trap a beast that had already wounded them deeply.

      Leila held up a third finger. “Or three, we track the dragon to its lair under cover of enchantment and slay it in its home.”

      This last option, though appealing, would probably lead to the most deaths as individuals broke ranks, bickering and squabbling, giving us away without the protections and benefits of laying a trap or preparing ourselves for the dragon’s outright attack.

      Among the mercenaries, a stolid dwarf stood, striking the head of his greathammer to the ground with the peal of thunder.

      If this was not the mercenaries’ leader, then he had missed his calling as a conquering dictator. The dwarf stood about shoulder height to an average human but was almost as wide as he was tall. His pitted black armor held as many jagged twists and turns as dragon hide, which was probably what it was meant to mimic. The equal to his ornate maul, strapped across his back was a mighty guernden, a dwarven war gun.

      His deep voice was gravelly and low as though issuing from a yawning chasm. He glared around the room with an air of dismissive menace.

      “How many o’ ya have ever faced a dragon?

      “How many o’ ya have ever stood before tha fires o’ Hell and come out alive?”

      No one was particularly eager to volunteer an answer.

      But, in fairness to those gathered, his question didn’t exactly beg for audience participation.

      Nor did it seem to make anyone eager for a little sightseeing.

      He snorted. “This group cannot hope ta stand before tha charge o’ an ancient nüaer’daer.

      “Ya’re all askin’ ta die.

      “I am Doerne’dane Thunderhammer o’ tha Skyfire Clan, and I have spoken.”

      That was one way to get an adventure started.

      But it was not my way.

      I stood. “I have faced dragons and am still here to see your eyes with mine.”

      Doerne’dane’s glare, though ferocious, was decidedly less threatening than a dragon’s.

      And much less important than responding to the needs of my traveling companions, those whose spirits Doerne’dane had tried to crush, probably largely in an effort to fatten his purse.

      So much for staying beneath everyone’s notice.

      Sometimes, though, people need a little hope, even if it comes at my expense.

      I did not have much to give, but I could give that.
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      Doerne’dane glowered at me, his eyes sparks trying to set the very air alight.

      If his had been the magic to do so, he would have.

      In the days ahead, I anticipated other fires, however.

      “Though its powers are great, its knowledge ancient, and its strength to be feared, a dragon, even an ancient one, is flesh and blood.

      “Dragons bleed, the same as you and me.

      “Dragons have hearts as well.

      “Not all are bad, but when a being of such power shifts to wickedness, true evil follows in its wake.

      “We are gathered to right this wrong.

      “Together, we can rid the Wastes of this cancer at its heart.”

      I had not spoken so many words together in a long time.

      I was surprised that I still could.

      My tongue rebelled against this audacity, having been put through far too much work. It was eager to return to its state of indolent repose.

      Doerne’dane was not done, though I wished I was. “How, then, O Mighty Warrior, do ya propose ta slay a beast whose magics are greater than those o’ tha highest archmage?

      “Whose armor deflects all but tha sharpest enchanted blade?

      “Whose wings rouse storms rivalin’ hurricanes?

      “And whose breath unleashes eruptions more fearsome than tha gouts from the greatest volcanoes?”

      Despite all its prior misgivings, my tongue was not yet done, though, by this point, I was.

      “The eye sees, the mind alights.

      “Thought perceives, the mind wills.

      “Awareness encompasses, the mind kills.”

      Though I sensed none here knew it, this was a kuen, a mantra of true perception, among the ja’lel.

      Doerne’dane snorted, the fires in his eyes banking, somehow appeased. “Ya’re as crazy as a sun-addled Xerist.”

      I did not argue and took my seat.

      There was much wisdom to be found among the Xerists.

      Clearly, Doerne’dane had never truly shared water amongst their company.

      Sensing the tension had somehow lessened, if it had not been completely resolved, unlike the answer to our plight, Leila spoke firmly, as though no interruption or anything untoward had just transpired.

      “Our guns have kept the dragon at bay here at Sky’s End.

      “They will be just as effective on the range.

      “We have but to bring them to the dragon.

      “Or bring it to them.”

      She had a point or two there.

      And, judging by the nods of those around her, Leila’s points were a bit more intelligible than mine.

      I was not the least bit disappointed.

      This meant my tongue had gotten a reprieve from further exertions.
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      While the group debated the merits of their options, their words shifting back and forth like the rise and fall of the tide, I closed my eyes and tilted my hat down over my face.

      I had said my piece.

      This was, I decided, the perfect time for a nap.

      

      My father and I stood outside our keep. The early morning air was laden with fog, a chill dusting tingling my face to wakefulness. Toward the horizon, ancient trees clustered in a nearly impenetrable barrier, a magical wode that defended our keep as effectively as any wall. Behind me, the sweating, moss-wreathed stones of the outer bailey lifted skyward, still and silent in the early morn. We were the first ones visibly awake.

      This was the perfect time to shoot.

      The motionless air filled my mind with the silence and peace of open space, joining observer and target in clear awareness.

      The eye finds what the mind encompasses.

      The gun shoots what the mind perceives.

      The mind and target join in silent perception.

      Father chose the time and place of our lessons deliberately.

      We had done this so many times, there was often little need for words or explanation.

      Beyond rote, habit, or ritual, our actions were as natural as the dawn and as easy as the rising sun.

      With a slight flick of his wrist, a glowing target appeared far away across the open expanse of grass.

      Long ago, he would offer exhortations like, “Embrace emptiness and encompass the target in your mind’s eye,” or, “Abide in stillness and your aim will always be true.”

      Now we did not speak.

      I knew what he wanted me to do.

      With another gesture, the target began flying back and forth randomly in an iridescent blur. From this distance, the target was but a speck casting an eerie light in the low-lying haze.

      To say that the morning erupted in thunderous sound would be a lie.

      That’s just how the moment felt.

      My guns were silent.

      The morning exploded into motion.

      The target was fast, but my hands were faster.

      The target was a blur, but my hands were streaks.

      Blue bolts blasted out from the barrels of my guns; arcane discharges lit the intervening space in an unbroken stream.

      The target wavered, for it was little more than an illusion, struck again and again, its motion unimpeded by the savage storm.

      Unwavering, my father held the target in his mind’s eye.

      Finally, he gave a brief nod. “Good.”

      Entire armies could have fallen beneath my mind’s eye, but, for me, there was only stillness.

      And the target.
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      I opened my eyes and slowly lifted my hat as silence gradually settled over the room, the ebb and flow of the evening’s tide grown still.

      The looks in their eyes told me exactly what had been decided.

      They were going to pursue the dragon.

      I couldn’t say I blamed them.

      They had every right to be angry, ready to exact revenge, to pursue recompense for their wrongs…even if it put them all in grave danger.

      I preferred to wait.

      Let the dragon come.

      Bide our time.

      Make ready.

      Strike on our terms rather than its.

      As much as I wanted vengeance, the yawning gulf inside that threatened to swallow me with the loss of my brother would not be filled by the dragon’s death.

      I could wait.

      The mob did have one point to their advantage, an argument that I could not counter, even if they did not voice it. Waiting only gave the dragon more time to wreak further havoc. Acting swiftly might curtail some of this risk…just not for us.

      With such sound reasoning, mostly my own, I could be swayed.

      I had come here for one reason: to find out about my brother. Now that I knew what had become of him, I was here for another reason. I was compelled to act, even if my actions weren’t exactly on my terms.

      I would have time in the days ahead to help adjust the group’s course.

      I hoped.

      I was not planning to die, and would do my best to make sure others did not, either.

      To that end, I motioned Leila over as she finished talking to some ranch hands.

      I had given my speech for the evening, but I was not quite finished for the night.

      Leila’s face was friendly, amused, as though she was slowly mulling a particularly interesting secret as she said, “You certainly know how to get people’s attention.”

      I shrugged. There was much that I could say but did not.

      Her smile, if anything, was even warmer now. She asked, “Is there anything else you’d like to say this evening, or have you said your piece?”

      “I will draw the dragon in. Let the others stay hidden while I capture its attention.”

      “Why do you want to do that? You’ve lost enough already, Koren.”

      “There’s no need for them to lose any more, Leila.”

      “You’ll just be putting yourself at risk…perhaps unnecessarily.”

      “It’s what I do.”

      She could see by the set of my jaw and the steel in my eyes that I was holding firm on this. “I’ll let the others know.”

      I tipped my hat in reply as I took my leave.

      As others filed out gradually into the almost refreshing night air, Doerne’dane caught my eye from where he had gathered with his pack of ruffians in the corner.

      Unlike the night, his glare had yet to cool.

      I tipped my hat companionably before ducking out of the tent.

      

      As I made my way toward the ranch’s edge, the various buildings of Sky’s End glowed with diffuse, soft inner lights, their shifting forms only partially hinted at and defined in the evening gloaming. To my untrained eye, I was wandering through an otherworldly school of luminescent undersea creatures, their movements slightly out of tune with the gentle breeze brushing my cheeks.

      Only somewhat disturbed by the sounds of distant voices, the deep silence of the open desert grew the farther out I went away from the ranch.

      I gave a low whistle.

      Smoky gave a short snort in reply, iridescent flames caressing the evening air from where he stood several hundred paces away.

      I made my way over to see him, glad to be back with my friend and the companionable quiet of the open range.

      Smoky glared at me disapprovingly as I approached, the luminous orbs of his eyes flickering with inner flames.

      Apparently he had been taking glowering lessons from dwarves.

      He felt left out.

      I patted him gently on the neck, offering reassurance, the silken scales of his skin welcomingly cool beneath my fingers. “I am not making any plans without you.”

      A shake of his head and one look from his skeptical, liquid eyes told me he did not believe a word I said.

      “They made up their minds.

      “I had nothing to do with it.”

      He snorted again, reminding me that he could see more than I gave him credit for.

      “I helped them gather a bit of forward momentum when they were about to stall.

      “Nothing much, really.”

      He pawed at the ground with one of his cloven hooves, unappeased.

      “We’re going after the dragon.”

      I rested one hand soothingly on his shoulder just above the wing. All business now, I said, “We’ll have quite a few to look after, Smoky.

      “And the dragon may be the least of our concerns.

      “Or just the first.”

      His eyes told me clearly that he knew.

      Wasn’t that always the case?
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      We gathered in the predawn silence, the ranch hands of Sky’s End already stirring with the beginning of another long day on the range.

      If this were a story told to teach younglings the merits of honor, chivalry, wisdom, and virtue, I would say that we were resplendent in the early morning light, the day’s first rays dazzling upon our horns, pommels, and stirrups, proud visages cast nobly forward in anticipation of the heroics to come.

      But that would be a lie.

      Our horses shifted nervously, raising small plumes of dust with each timid step, sensing the mood of their masters, more honest with their emotions than their riders.

      We were a sundry lot.

      The mercenaries resembled castoffs from some long-forgotten war, covered in dirt and grime and the leavings of a hundred battlefields—weapons and armor aged and worn but imminently practical, from guns to jagged blades.

      The ranchers from Sky’s End were no longer wearing the dusty clothes of their work around the farmstead. Now they bore functional attire suited to long days on the Wastes: full, rugged dusters, slung rifles and scabbarded blades. All their clothing bore offworld enchantments that made them safe against most guns, blades, and spells.

      Trading in lueffa definitely had its benefits.

      I longed for their protections to be enough.

      Shadowing their horses were automated, autonomous cannons, weapons ranging from items seemingly cast from delicate spun glass to ponderous contraptions better suited to an interstellar ship than a ranch hand. These, too, were paratechnological treasures from far Tellanon.

      If anything we carried could deter a dragon, it was to be found in the arsenal of Sky’s End.

      Taking the forward position, sitting stoically atop their horses, perhaps hardening themselves against what was to come, were the sheriff and his men. Like the ranchers, they were wearing a relatively consistent uniform—dark, billowing dusters over well-kept mail, longswords sheathed at their sides, pistols holstered on their hips, and rifles slung over their backs.

      The sheriff’s men were ready and confident, having dealt with outlaws and the dangers of the Wastes for many years.

      Degan Baird, called Deathsbane by his posse for his uncanny ability to steer them clear of harm’s way, the sheriff of Ghost’s Gulch, was not a small man. He was riding a beast that was almost large enough to be a draught horse. Upon his back a great two-handed sword glistened with fell enchantments. At his hips were matching pistols the size of sawed-off shotguns. These, too, bristled with arcana. His eldritch rifle was strapped to his saddle in its tooled leather holster.

      Degan was a vain man, and proud. For all his strengths, he willingly put his own interests above those of the citizens he helped protect.

      I did not have to be told these things; I could see them in him and knew them to be true.

      Nonetheless, others looked to him and his fearlessness.

      Such signposts were needed in the Wastes.

      

      Leila came out to send us off.

      She would be staying at the ranch, though I would rather have her at my side than any other here. She was capable and confident and could handle herself well in an encounter.

      Her aim was true and, just as I knew that Sheriff Degan would put his interests before others’, I knew that Leila would not miss once she had sighted her target.

      As much as we needed her, as much as she wanted to go, the ranch needed her more.

      And she always put the needs of the ranch before her own.

      As she rested calmly atop her proud mahogany bay, the sun did, in fact, glimmer and dance within her eyes and shine across the cold steel of her twin revolvers.

      “As much as I wish you success on your journey, I wish you safety all the more.

      “Fear not if you return unsuccessful in your cause, for I would rather you return alive, able to gift us with your presence, than dead, having sacrificed yourself to the mission.

      “In triumph or failure, I will greet you with open arms and call you friends upon your return.”

      Her voice rose, filled with emotion. “Be well!

      “Be safe!

      “Be victorious!

      “May your aim be true and your hearts clear.”

      The gathered men and women cheered.

      I would have smiled, but the sight might have scared them into silence.

      

      Between the ranch hands, the sheriff’s men, and the mercenaries, there were well over twenty of us, Smoky and I not included. More importantly, there were at least four who called themselves mages—three among those from Sky’s End and one from among the lawmen. None among the mercenaries were exactly forthcoming about their magical abilities, but I sensed several casters among the bunch, particularly the lustran, who looked quite capable. These magicians were tasked with keeping us unobserved by the dragon.

      I did not envy them their task. There were few wizards among men who could match the power and skill of a dragon, much less a mature wyrm.

      Two of the ranchers, Phinea and Delphine, twin sisters as tough and rugged as the saddles they were riding on, seemed especially competent. They looked to be two sides of one storm. Morgran, a young deputy from Ghost’s Gulch, looked to have quite a bit of potential, too, but he was young and untried, the most junior of the sheriff’s band. The fourth magician was a loner, a cowboy named Legen, as quiet as the hills, who kept to himself.

      The twins deferred to him like students to a teacher.

      I would offer them what guidance I could.

      

      The air was palpable with eager anticipation.

      Revenge and restitution were close at hand.

      So, while the mages worked, layering diaphanous shrouds of invisibility, muffling spells of silence, spells of concealment to mask their passage, and protective shields against physical and eldritch assault, I chewed on a blade of sourgrass, the thick, bitter sap holding water in my mouth, delaying dehydration under the early morning sun.

      I was the first to receive spellshields, but I was also to remain visible and vulnerable, leaving me feeling quite exposed despite the spells enveloping me in fey forces.

      There was not much magic a dragon could not overcome.

      

      Setting out, my primary concerns were twofold.

      Did we have the firepower to take the dragon down before it destroyed us, wreaking havoc on our lines, breaking us before we felled the beast?

      Did we have the arcane ability to stave off the overwhelming ferocity of the dragon’s fiery breath, magical assaults, and physical attacks while marshaling our attack?

      Was this strength enough to penetrate its defenses?

      If we could kill the dragon quickly, then our risks were minimal.

      If the fight was prolonged, then the likelihood of injury and death increased significantly.

      Given the high probability that our wizards would be tied up countering the dragon’s magical assaults in a fight and that we had no dedicated healers, we would have little ability to restore ourselves and recover during combat.

      Much hinged on our first encounter.

      In order to improve our odds during the initial attack, my plan was to lure the dragon off, distracting it and leaving it open and as vulnerable as possible.

      Which meant I needed to draw the dragon’s attention quickly.

      Having once roused its ire, I was certain I could do so again.

      So, while my companions started off across the barren Wastes under the cover of invisibility, Smoky and I trotted off open and exposed.

      Now I knew how bait must feel stuck on the end of a hook, waiting for an approaching leviathan.

      It wasn’t anything new.

      But it still wasn’t exactly pleasant.

      But neither was I.
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      If you think going fishing in the desert is odd, then you’ve never been to the desert...or at least the parts with water.

      And, yes, there are parts of deserts with water.

      If there’s water, chances are there are fish.

      If there are fish, chances are, you can go fishing.

      And if you’re fishing, you’ll need bait.

      So there I was, bobbing along the surface of the ochre sand, a lure on the end of a hidden line, trying to catch a fish.

      A really big fish.

      A fish that could devour a devilshark, a dragonfish, or just about anything it chose.

      And I wanted it to try to devour me.

      Insofar as hunting a dragon can ever be considered a good plan, we had a solid one.

      But hunting a dragon is never really a good plan.

      

      Smoky’s steady, rolling gait kept the image of a cork bobbing on open water in mind along with the anticipation of the fish’s impending strike on the line: the endless calm of waiting, and the sudden impact of the hit.

      Following a brief wave and a tip of my hat to Leila and her crew remaining at the ranch, these images of a much different, far wetter, place were the accompaniment to our departure from Sky’s End.

      At least in my mind.

      I could not say what was going through the minds of those others strung out behind me.

      As keen as my senses were, I could neither see nor hear them.

      This, too, was to further the illusion of my isolation, to make the trap more enticing.

      In truth, I could, with but a simple thought, bring my traveling companions back in view at any time without spoiling their outward invisibility and silence.

      I could return them to the anonymity of invisibility just as easily.

      If I gave in to this urge without need, however, then I might give some telltale clues to anyone or anything observing that I was not, in fact, truly alone.

      Dragons, being far more intelligent, patient, and keen than most sentient beings, were even more likely to see through this ruse.

      So, though I had a small army at my back, I set out into the desert alone, at least in spirit, seeking out a horror capable of rending us all to shreds, arcane cloaks and shields or no.

      

      Watching small pillars of dust swirl from around Smoky’s hooves like the eddies of lost storms, I did my best to keep a straight face. As much as visions of undisturbed ponds with eager fish danced through my mind, equally persistent were images of my concealed companions taunting me from behind, offering perverse jibes, emphatic gestures, and making colorful faces at my back with me unaware of the mocking.

      Aside from doing their best to keep an eye out for the dragon, honing their weapons, and perhaps appreciating the view, that was probably the best use of their time.

      If I were in their position, I knew that I would certainly avail myself of the opportunity.

      Some things never get old.

      Especially a good joke at someone else’s expense.

      Even if it was me.

      So, followed by an army of invisible clowns jeering my every step, Smoky and I cantered off into the desert ready to begin another adventure bathed in blood.
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      My father’s steely arms held mine in place, his long fingers following my own along the grip of my gun.

      The morning air was cool, moist and crisp, sounds as yet unbroken by the rising of birds or the calls of workers around the keep.

      Following his guidance, I took aim at a distant target, a series of arcane lights my father had summoned when we first stepped onto the range.

      The steady measure of his words rolled from his mouth to my mind, a mantra that stilled and calmed me, clarifying my vision, solidifying my intent, and grounding my purpose.

      There was no gun.

      There was no target.

      There was only this moment.

      “To shoot a gun, one’s mind should be as clear as the sunlit sky and as still as a stone.”

      My index fingers rested on the triggers, one for each gun held at arm’s length in the circle of my father’s arms.

      “There is magic in every shot, that of the world choosing its target. Your only aim is to not interfere.”

      The twin barrels showed the way to my target, a connection made but not yet completed.

      “When you interfere with your shot, though you hit your mark, your aim will no longer be true.”

      His words were a whisper.

      “You will just be a man with a gun…”

      The explosive report of my pistols shattered the morning silence.

      A flock of loenes flew into the air.
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      Heading due west, toward the place where I had been waylaid by the fell wyrm, we made good time the first day.

      I say we, but really I had no idea whether any we was involved.

      For all I knew, I was alone and everyone else had gone back to Sky’s End.

      My traveling companions could all be having drinks right now, toasting my foolhardy bullheadedness, and I would be none the wiser.

      So, I was fairly certain that we had made good time but I resisted the inclination to ascertain whether or not ‘we’ was just Smoky and I.

      I was so used to flying on Smoky, which certainly would have left my companions far behind, that I spent much of the day appreciating the little details I usually missed arcing through the heavens—the sound of Smoky’s hooves settling into the bare soil as we rode, the gentle undulations and contours of the land sculpted by time and colored by the seasons, the resilient tenacity of life scrabbling for a hold on even the harshest outcroppings and most exposed points, the vast sound of silence unbroken but by footfalls, the wind, and the wavering rattlings of our own breath.

      We were but two miniscule specks on a land wider than our imaginations and far richer.

      Our passage through the Wastes’ harsh environs gifted us with the perspective of deep appreciation, even if it was tinged by wariness for the hidden dangers that lay in wait within the desert’s folds.

      “I think this’ll do.”

      I pulled Smoky up gently in the shadow of a crusty old mesa, one of many towering desert fathers stubbornly resisting the pressure of the elements, the gentle slope at its base quickly transitioning to sheer verticality. The wavering umber contours of the mesa’s dizzying heights looked to be the resilient stump of some ancient, sky-spanning forest giant.

      Perhaps in time immemorial, the desert had been home to trees that drank directly from the clouds.

      On Ilaeria, stranger things had happened.

      I was but one example.

      How many places in the macroverse had castoff knight-errants who dedicated their lives to the gun?

      None that I knew.

      But I was far from the best judge of such things.

      I tried not to judge unless life was on the line.

      Then I became judge, jury, and executioner.

      Which seldom answered questions about my place or uniqueness in the multiverse.

      

      Smoky snorted insistently and I gave a short nod in reply.

      When a mystral was hungry, the last thing I wanted to do was stand between him and supper.

      Not knowing how long he would be gone, I took my satchel and bedroll from his back and gave him a pat on the neck.

      I appreciated everything Smoky did for me. Not only was he my traveling companion, he was, more often than not, my lifeline, the one who pulled me back from the brink.

      Although the gesture was small, it always meant far more.

      Being smarter than me by half, Smoky knew this and tolerated my sappy sentimentality with a patience verging on sainthood.

      With a low whinny and a bob of his head, Smoky took off with a flick of his tail and thunder under his hooves.

      After a brief moment of taking in the ease and majesty of his flight, I hunkered down to making camp.

      Although the mesa was serene now, there was no telling what it would be like at night, or even the next moment.

      So, as was my habit, I laid out the wards around the camp that would protect me from most predators and assorted dangers, and warn me of threats.

      Dragging the heel of my boot through the reluctant soil, I carved out a circle of protection roughly ten paces across, enough space to give myself room to work should I need it, one side protected by the lee of the mesa above. With a quick channeling of power augmented by my guns, an arcane shield sprang to life, only visible as a faint wavering of the air.

      To any looking, and I hoped this still included my comrades in arms, I would appear surrounded by a faint, localized heat haze. Anyone with hostile intent attempting to cross the boundary would find his way barred by almost impenetrable arcana. The same held for attacks from those same sources.

      If asked how the spell worked, I could not truly say. It was magic, and the spell expressed my intent. Beyond that, the theory was better left to members of the arcana empyrium. Their knowledge was far greater than mine.

      Thus protected, I settled down to an exciting evening of eating dried jerky, dehydrated fruits and vegetables, and watching the sun’s lazy decline in the glowing embers of the west.
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      We had ridden all morning, through the lush forests around our home, up the nearby sleeping hills, and finally onto the slopes of the encircling, cloud-enshrouded peaks.

      Turning toward me on the back of his horse while we cantered, the magnificent stallion’s dark coat luminous in the morning light, my father gestured broadly with a sweep of his arm. Ridgeline after jagged ridgeline slowly dissolved into the distance beneath the motion of his arm. “The world is filled with artificers, magicians of every shape and sort.

      “From the great wizards with their high arts to the lowest hedge wizard, magic finds its expression in any form the imagination allows, and waits in many more besides.

      “There is, however, only one magical path dedicated to the way of the gun.

      “These are the ja’lel, the gun knights, and you are one.”

      I was no higher than my father’s waist, perhaps five or six years of age. His words made sense, but I did not grasp their full significance.

      Though I did not understand the import of all he said, I remembered well enough that I could recall his words until the time when I could.

      “Ilaeria is a resplendent jewel in the cosmos arrayed in all its magical finery.

      “Jewels are one of nature’s treasures—highly valued and highly prized.

      “Jewels are often stolen.

      “Jewels are often the target of malicious intent.

      “Jewels are often manipulated to serve the ends of the greedy and short-sighted.

      “You, and others like you, are here to make certain that does not happen.

      “You are a gun knight, and it is your duty to uphold the law where it is just, remake the law where it is flawed, and be the law where there is none.

      “You are the land’s protector and the people’s shield.

      “You are right where there is wrong.

      “You are a ja’lel, and the future is in your hands.

      “Hold it with great care.

      “Fashion it with utmost wisdom.

      “Uplift it with deepest compassion.”

      I felt like the world was balanced precariously on a finger, and that finger was my own…on the trigger of a gun.

      Fierce resolve began to burn in my chest, embers slowly growing into flames.

      Thus began my introduction into the way of the gun.
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      Ghost lights played upon the Wastes, a sea of stars drifting in riotous profusion in the evening gloaming, echoing the twinkling of thousands upon thousands of stars overhead, a reflection from another universe.

      Despite their soothing beauty and otherworldly allure, I knew not to swim in those iridescent waters, for sharks prowled hungrily in the depths. Instead, I nestled down beneath my blankets and appreciated the show.

      Scrub bushes lit up with eerie luminescence, undersea coral transported to arid desert. The parched earth and rocks beneath the struggling branches of wind and sun-shaped plants glowed with an inner radiance as the ghost light gave birth to a new world.

      This was the Wastes, resplendent in all their wonder, full of all their hidden dangers.

      Although beautiful, even the ghost light was not entirely benign. There were species that willingly led lost travelers to their doom, luring the unsuspecting over cliffs or into the maws of fearsome beasts.

      So, despite the ghost lights’ draw, my appreciation was tinged with dark recognition.

      

      After letting my supper settle, I lay down under my blankets and tipped my hat over my face to dim the eerie radiance of the desert lights.

      As I fell asleep, I let my senses extend outward around me, a wash of soft awareness enveloping me in quiet calm and security.

      Following the breath, I let it lead me to slumber.

      In darkness, I knew sleep.

      

      My heart hammering, pumping enlivening blood through my system in anticipation, I burst upward from my bedroll as I threw back the covers and rolled forward while simultaneously placing my hat firmly on my head and silently drawing my guns.

      Something was not right.

      I sensed it like a cool wind on the back of my neck.

      When my gut spoke, I listened.

      I pivoted on the balls of my feet from a crouch, presenting a low profile but ready to move should I need to react.

      The night was still but my weira, my gunman’s intuition, roared.

      I could feel the night vibrating under heightened tension, the strings on an instrument screwed so tightly they were about to snap. The depthless stillness of the desert only made this feeling more overpowering.

      The locus of this tension was somewhere above.

      Quickly scanning the night sky, I saw and felt nothing.

      But something was there.

      Like a divining rod, I honed in on the source of the disturbance as my heart sank in chill recognition.

      I was not alone.

      The dragon had found me.
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      I held in my hands the guns of my fathers.

      Light glinted and danced on their burnished surface, the argent starshine playing upon their curves visible in the full brightness of day.

      The tooling, the craftsmanship, was truly divine, the highest art and epitome of gunsmithing. The subtle arcana embodied within was complete and worthy of the highest heavens.

      As a seven-year-old, aware of all the awe, history, and majesty within these twin treasures, I was overjoyed and filled with wonderment not for what the guns were but what they represented—they were my father’s and I was holding them.

      What could be better?

      More marvelous?

      My father’s resonant voice grounded me in the lesson, for our time together was seldom idle. “Some wizards use wands. Some magicians use staves. Some sorcerers use familiars.

      “We use guns.

      “Our magic is expressed through our guns.

      “Our magic is our guns.

      “We are our guns.”

      I looked from the impossible beauty of my father’s sidearms to his flinty eyes and then back again.

      I was not yet my guns, but I was my father’s.

      What he loved, I loved.

      What he was, I was.

      Without pressure, without urging or incentive, I willingly became my father’s words, for his vision was mine.

      My true tutelage began.

      And I became my guns.
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      I stayed my hand in anticipation, praying the dragon would pass, that its circling overhead was just part of its normal hunting patrol, but fearing the worst.

      The echoing rumble of thunder, the reverberating popping of stone cracking, and the rattling of crumbling stone falling along the mesa’s side confirmed my dread anticipation.

      Hoping the dragon was only after me, that I could somehow distract the beast if it were not, I sprinted away from camp into the desert firing off concussive volleys of hardened aether.

      I knew without sending that my shots had found their mark, for the sky split in a mighty roar as the dragon raged in fury, painting the beast in all the hues of hell with its fearsome breath.

      Sadly, my efforts were in vain.

      Despite my drawing its ire, the dragon had no interest in me. My attempts to capture its attention were doomed from the start.

      With a terrible boom, a great slab of the mesa gave way beneath the dragon’s tremendous claws, the rain of crimson plasma I spewed along the monster’s flank from all the distance between us doing little to distract its purpose, the rock’s monumental fall appearing slow and graceful in the evening’s phosphorescence.

      For all the good it did, I screamed as I fired.

      I screamed out a warning.

      I screamed out a curse.

      I screamed out a sob, sensing what was to come.

      “Run! Run! For the love of all you hold dear, move!”

      Too late to matter, for the dragon had banked away, putting the mesa between us. No longer maintaining the pierced veil of quiet invisibility, the autonomous weaponry of Sky’s End lit the night in lurid hues, attempting to blast the both the dragon and the falling rocks from the heavens.

      In moments counted in eternities, the dreadful tableau lit by the erratic lights of automated weaponry firing too quickly to fully register, the massive, collapsing rock wall fell to the desert floor in a series of horrifying thuds.

      The entire campsite disappeared in a billowing plume of rock and debris.

      Still screaming, I continued to fire heavenward, alternating arcane missiles, superheated plasma, hardened flachettes, and concussive blasts.

      Shielded by its own arcana and the untouched bulk of the remaining tableland, with all the interest one might have in a crushed ant’s nest, the dragon merely flew away.

      I was left to check on the devastation.

      

      I had been on many failed quests, misguided ventures, and ill-fated debacles. I had not thought this, the revenge of my brother’s murder, was going to be one of them.

      As I sprinted back to the camp, ready to be of what service I could to the survivors, the hole in my heart grew ever wider, becoming a yawning abyss threatening to suck my entire world within.

      The camp—or what was left of it—was eerily quiet.

      There were no screams or groans, just the fragile silence of the desert as I approached.

      Confused by the eerie stillness, I saw nothing but a massive pile of shattered boulders strewn across what had once been the area around my camp.

      Out of place amidst the bedlam, the clean lines of my wards still held in the ground, an island of normalcy amidst cataclysm.

      Where was everyone?

      Were they all buried within the avalanche?

      Had they survived under their own magical protections?

      Then I realized my mistake.

      Cursing my stupidity in the confusion, I cast off the magical blinders preventing me from seeing what was real and true before me.

      The sight brought tears to my eyes.

      Bodies were strewn about the campsite like so much rubble, broken and shattered, the layers of dust and debris covering them giving the illusion that this tragedy had happened some time ago.

      There was no movement on the side of camp bordering my own.

      I ran around the rock pile, extending my senses outward, hoping against the truth of the tragedy before my eyes that all was not in ruins, that some yet lived.

      Though the rockslide was now settled and the camp was unsettlingly quiet, I heard my companions screaming in my mind.

      

      What do you do when a quest has failed before it has even begun?

      What do you do when your spirit is crushed with no hope of redemption?

      What do you do when the steely purpose that gave you resolve crumbles to dust?

      You keep going.

      There is no other choice.
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      I was as broken as the stones at my feet, my spirit drier than the desert.

      I felt the loss within the still-shifting avalanche and knew it as my own.

      Too many...

      I should have gone alone.

      I should have done what came naturally, leaving the others behind to take matters into my own hands, for when I offered my hand to others, only death and desolation followed.

      Letting the pity and self-recriminations go—they would work their poisonous assault whether I paid them any heed or not—and sensing motion, I ran to the far side of the pile, the one farthest from my campsite.

      There were survivors.

      Just far too few.

      

      I heard coughing.

      A deep, gravelly voice asked, “Eustace, ya there?”

      Another cough and a growl, accompanied by the thudding of moving rocks.

      Covered in cloying, light-umber grit from head to toe, Doerne’dane Thunderhammer, called Eustace by his fellows, offered a hand to one of the other mercenaries who had taken shelter next to the irregular, sloping wall of the mesa.

      Separated from the others in the camp, the bounty hunters appeared to have made it through the ambush relatively unscathed.

      Fortunately, they were not alone.

      I sensed more survivors beneath the rocks.

      I waved as I approached, showing my hands lest the outlaws get the wrong impression. “Doerne’dane, help me search for more survivors.”

      I did not let the dwarf’s hostile grimace distract me from my purpose.

      Drawing my guns, letting their magic augment my own, I began sweeping rocks aside as carefully as I could, taking as much care as possible to avoid further harm to any potential survivors beneath the boulders.

      Rocks slid down and away from the pile reluctantly, slowly revealing a perfect silvery dome untouched by the layers of residual dust underneath the naked stone.

      I could see the tired smiles of Phinea and Delphine through the magical barrier.

      Of Legen, their mentor, I could see no sign.

      A few others from Sky’s End had sheltered with them.

      Far too many had not.

      As I cleared the rubble to a safe distance, the sisters let the barrier fall so that the survivors could crawl out.

      Climbing onto the pile, I offered a hand first to Delphine and then to Phinea, giving them praise for their quick thinking and quicker reactions. “I am glad you made it. Good work.

      “Where were the others camped?

      “Where was the sheriff?”

      Phinea coughed, looking frail and much younger than her already young visage implied. “They were in front, closest to you.”

      Delphine nodded in agreement while she helped others from the hole alongside her sister. “I don’t think they made it.”

      Their bravery and resilience was commendable.

      Eustace and his crew of assorted monsters were surprisingly tender, helping the other survivors get their bearings as they clamored unsteadily over the rocks.

      “And Legen?”

      Phinea’s eyes welled up. “I don’t think he…”

      Delphine wrapped a supportive arm around her sister’s shoulders, her eyes shining in the night as well.

      Where Phinea’s voice quavered, Delphine’s was firm. “A rock took him down before he knew what was happening.”

      Already heading back toward the side of the pile nearest to my camp while horrific, guilt-laden visions of collapsing boulders raining down on my comrades filled my mind, I asked, “Did you see Degan or Morgran or any of the sheriff’s men?

      “Anyone else from Sky’s End?”

      The twins shook their heads forlornly in tandem as I left.

      Despite their apparent frailty, I could see the strength radiating within them and knew they would tend to the survivors with far more care and compassion than I could.

      I left them to use gifts I did not possess.
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      There were no more survivors.

      With the help of Eustace and his crew, I moved enough rubble to tell me what my senses had known all along.

      There were only broken bodies and lost dreams beneath the cracked stone, lives lost without a fitting end.

      Though the task was grim, I did not stop until everyone was accounted for, far past the point where exhaustion first swept me up in its tender arms and beckoned me to rest.

      Smoky had returned sometime in the night, and offered silent vigil should the dragon return.

      His somber, steadfast presence was welcome, for, as he did his job, I could do mine.

      Degan Baird’s body was the last we found in the pile. He had died between his proud horse and Morgran, whose magic had failed to protect the sheriff’s men and their steeds from this, their final ambush.

      I would never get to ask him the questions I had intended about his motivations.

      Just as I would never get to know the tales of those lost.

      I had too little of their lives in mine.

      As heart-wrenching as the deaths of the men and women of this venture were, the loss of the animals hurt all the more.

      They were the true innocents in all this.

      And now they, too, were gone like yesterday’s dreams.

      I dusted my chaps and shirt with finality, cleansing myself of the night’s horrors as much as I could with a simple gesture.

      I offered my hand to Doerne’dane in grim thanks. He had stood beside me in all this, shadowing me, helping where there was no help to truly give, as steady as stone. “You and your men have done well.

      “Thankee.

      “If there is aught here that will serve you, take it, for the days ahead will be rough and the nights rougher.”

      Doerne’dane grunted a terse, “Ya’re welcome,” in response, gave a quick flick of his forefingers as his men appeared like summoned ghosts in answer to his silent command, and then turned his attention to scavenging.

      The prizes found on the sheriff’s men might be as great as any in the dragon’s horde.

      Although I was loathe to put more destruction in the mercenaries’ hands, we would need all the firepower we could get in the days ahead.

      With that, I turned and went back to where the rest of the survivors were huddled to offer what reassurance and aid I could before succumbing to the exhaustion I had fought for too long.

      

      We burned the bodies later that day.

      Delphine and Phinea made the decision, having grown into adulthood overnight. They explained that the dead would not want to encumber the living, that the departed would want to pay their last respects to the desert that was their livelihood by giving something of their lives to it.

      There were no cairns or pits because anything left in the Wastes would not remain long…even attempts to capture the memory of the lost.

      Watching the heavy gray smoke of the funeral pyre roil upward toward the heavens, I couldn’t say I would have honored them differently.
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      I lived on the edge.

      I do not mean on the edge of life and death, though that was a frequent occurrence.

      Bullets shoot both ways.

      I do not mean on the edge, in the sense of imminent danger or inordinate risk.

      Just because a thing happens frequently does not mean it happens by choice.

      Nor do I reference some ill-advised thrill-seeking behavior.

      Pursuits that put one’s life in jeopardy should be undertaken with utmost concern, especially when one’s life pursuit is to put one’s life in jeopardy.

      I mean that I lived on the edge of society, in the boundary between worlds, where all these other edges come into play every day. This border, the ragged edge of civilized organization, is exactly what we ’slingers strive to define and what we fight to keep from fraying and falling apart.

      There were good reasons some called us edgewalkers.

      I just wasn’t one of them.
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      Surrounded by the tired, bedraggled survivors of the dragon’s terrible assault, I was well and truly alone. Everyone was lost in their own inner reflections, running through the night before in their minds’ eyes, exploring what could have been, what should have been, and what they wished now was.

      Stew was passed around from a common pot, but all that accompanied its passage were a few grunts and sullen glances.

      I stood apart.

      Even with everyone lost to themselves and their inner demons, I could sense my isolation. This was my natural condition. I did not run from it.

      That others now had a small glimpse into my world was not heartening or uplifting. I did not wish my remoteness or loss upon them or anyone. They did not deserve my lot. Nor should they live with it.

      I stood.

      In the stillness of the cool evening air, all eyes fell upon me.

      I was not here to make friends. I was here to survive, and make sure that those who remained did as well.

      I was here to fill the hole punched through my heart with vengeance, no matter how much I lost in the attempt.

      But I could try to make sure my companions did more than just survive.

      Eyes turned reluctantly toward me.

      My words were not kind, but they were true.

      “You will never get last night back, so stop worrying about it.

      “Some knots cannot be untangled. Don’t waste your time.

      “As unfortunate as last night was, be thankful you’re still here.

      “You still have a chance to make a difference, whether here or elsewhere.

      “There is still time to go back and rejoin the others at the ranch if that is your wish, but if you stay, you must be here now. If you aren’t, you might as well join your friends in the ground now, because the dragon will cut you down while you wallow in regret.

      “To defeat a dragon, you must be ready to meet death face-to-face, eye-to-eye, not looking back over your shoulder while running away or full of self-doubt.

      “You must be certain of your worth, the equal of your fears and doubts, because in the moment you do face the dragon, you will only have yourself to rely on.

      “If you cannot take your measure and overcome your shortcomings, the dragon will do it for you.

      “And, chances are, the outcome will be no better than it was for our friends and allies last night.”

      There.

      That was better.

      A pep talk was always helpful.

      Even if there was little pep in the talk.

      Although I received little more than grunts in reply, I could see the steel slowly returning to many an eye that had been adrift.

      Whether they would stay or go, I could not say, but at least they were on their way back from the brink of despair, for, once lost, they might never be found.

      

      In the morning, after spending some time outfitting and reassuring the surviving horses, led by Phinea and Delphine, the remnants of the band from Sky’s End left to return to the ranch.

      Their lives were worth more than this.

      Though I missed the chance to get to know them better, to see their worth in word and deed, I saw them off gladly, eager not to have more deaths on my hands.

      Before the survivors of Sky’s End rode out, I gestured Phinea and Delphine over to have a few final words.

      Although weary, distraught, and uncertain, the twins bore themselves with growing confidence and surety.

      I was glad that they were growing into themselves even if I was not happy about how it had happened.

      Each sitting gracefully and in command atop her horse, the twins gave warm nods and smiles as they rode over to me.

      “What does us the honor of your company, Koren?”

      I smiled in reply to their greeting, the unused, nearly forgotten muscles in my face remembering how to react almost in time and close enough to synchronization to make the expression appear mostly natural.

      “No honor here, ladies, at least not from me.”

      I held my poor imitation of a smile.

      Their looks told me they disagreed, but they held their tongues, if reluctantly.

      “There are a few things you should know and others you should relate to Leila.

      “You are bright, as is she, but I would rather tell you than risk having you figure these things out on your own.

      “As you know, your silence and invisibility will be little protection against the dragon, so you must remain on guard.

      “I will do my best to keep its interest, but you should expect the worst.

      “Since you now have little need for stealth in a confrontation with the dragon, let your guns fly. Your automatic weaponry need not respect your wards. Our caution in that regard was a failing that almost cost everyone’s life and may have ended the dragon’s.

      “The sentry drones and automatic guns you have in your possession should be used at full capacity. Do not hesitate or hold back.

      “Expect the dragon to be warded. You must counter the dragon’s shields to beat it back or kill it.

      “If I do not return, count upon the dragon to follow. I do not expect it to attempt an attack on Sky’s End with all the ranch’s defenses, but I would anticipate the operation to suffer under increased depredations.”

      Here my smile dropped. “The men now in my company are less than savory.

      “If they return without me, expect trouble, for that is what will have found me.

      “Treat them with as much trust as you would the dragon—perhaps less. At least you will have some idea of what to expect from the dragon.

      “The mercenaries are just as likely to bite, but will exhibit more caution doing so.

      “If I do not return, give Leila my thanks for all she did for Talen.

      “I wish you well.”

      If they had not been so young, I probably would not have said anything, expecting them to know.

      But expecting one to know and expecting one to do what you expect are both sure ways to an early death.

      Their smiles, unlike mine, were sure and practiced.

      I tipped my hat respectfully as the twins returned to the others from Sky’s End heading out.

      That, at least, I could do a bit easier than smile.

      

      I watched the survivors ride away, their passage wiped away by the spells protecting them, wards that had done little to protect their friends from the dragon’s wrath.

      “Looks like it’s just you and me.”

      Smoky stood by my shoulder, my larger, more handsome, shadow.

      He snorted in agreement.

      For, though we were not alone, we might as well be.

      Doerne’dane and his lot hunkered yet around camp, if anything more eager now than when the quest began.

      Now they had fewer to share the spoils with should we somehow manage to kill the dragon.

      The dragon’s assault had probably saved them from some dirty work before returning to Sky’s End or skipping out entirely.

      Which did not bode well for me, should I succeed with them.

      “Doerne’dane, are you ready to break camp?

      “The day is not getting any cooler.”

      The Dwarf scowled as he rose, his squat frame as solid as the boulders strewn around us.

      “Aye, ’slinger, we’re ready.”

      That he knew what I was, and his accompanying disdain, were not altogether surprising, but they were words laced with caution nonetheless.

      “Might as well call me Eustace.

      “Everyone else does.”

      I gave a brief nod, keeping the smile from my face.

      Eustace the Dwarf.

      I wasn’t sure how he earned that name, but I bet there was a story in there somewhere.

      Glaring at his companions lazing about the camp, Doerne’dane barked, “Luerl, Scarlack, Fronus, and Drute, ya sorry ondar, get ta movin’! There’s dragons ta flay and gold ta claim!”

      On such a positive note was our quest renewed.

      I expected nothing less.

      

      As we broke camp, guns were checked, readied, and armed.

      This time, we did not bother with illusions.

      Our purpose was clear.

      Especially to the dragon.

      Which was exactly our intent.

      

      The mercenaries’ horses were about as rough and ill-kempt as their riders. Not all rough men preferred rough steeds, but Doerne’dane’s crew were not all men.

      In fact, there was not a man among them.

      I think they had to scrounge up some of the fiercest beasts around just to find animals willing to tolerate them.

      Not one to follow, Doerne’dane—Eustace—set off from the camp at a steady clip westward before all of his crew had managed to mount up.

      Luerl slid onto his horse with an easy, serpentine grace immediately behind Eustace and followed his leader, but he was no follower. He was a lustran, sitting astride his horse like a fallen angel, his dark skin laced with the barest hints of arcane energies and his eyes afire, licked by internal flames.

      He looked every bit as deadly as the dragon we were out to hunt.

      Of all of Doerne’dane’s crew, Luerl was perhaps the most dangerous, with his eldritch gifts and the uncanny abilities of his race.

      Off to the side, hunched over his colossal draught horse like a fallen mountain, Scarlack the Mighty moved with surprising ease atop his mount, belying his fearsome size. In a blood rage, I had no doubt the gornak could pick up his horse and throw it like a toy.

      I had no desire to see confirmation of my theory.

      Taking up the rear, their sibilant chatter a steady buzzing counterpoint to the Wastes’ steady winds, Fronus and Drute plotted incessantly. The furers were about as welcome as fleas and twice as ugly. One glance at their disfigured faces would give even a blood-enraged gornak like Scarlack pause.

      What fell rites had shaped them into their current sad state, I did not wish to guess.

      And I did not wish to know, either.

      Setting off with this merry band, I reckoned my chances of survival were about as high as the dragon’s.

      That might be overreaching.

      If they had their way, my chances of survival were probably quite a bit lower than the dragon’s.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Word and Deed

          

        

      

    

    
      Father ruffled my hair lovingly as I nestled close to him for warmth in the cool night air.

      I cherished the times when my father was home; when he was not roaming the countryside serving justice; when I knew he was safe and near; when I did not feel his absence or our loss of Mother all the more.

      These were the times when I felt best—when I could feel my father’s love like the welcome warmth of an open campfire.

      Overhead, the sky was a velvet indigo lens strewn with more stars than I could imagine, many points of light home to further stars beyond counting. This lens let me see into the eyes of the universe and my place in it.

      I could feel how small and insignificant I was, but, with my father’s steady surety, I was safe to feel the sheer unbounded wonder of what was and how I lived through it and it lived through me.

      Nights like these were my father’s greatest gift.

      He helped me find my place in the world just as he helped me find out who I was that resided in it.

      I was a gunslinger-to-be.

      I was a maker of the present and a shaper of the future.

      I was a guardian of the present, a keeper of the past, and a guide for the future.

      I was merely a person with two guns, but I helped make the world just as I helped it come to be.

      I felt the power and opportunity of each moment, saw and judged their worth, and held each instant in highest esteem.

      I learned the compassion to act and the will to preserve.

      I learned the value of perseverance and the wisdom of vision.

      I learned the cost of violence and the loss of grief.

      I learned the value of growth and the opportunity in mistakes.

      I learned what made a man and what unmade him.

      With my father’s steady guidance, I learned what it was to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What Next?

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite the heavy anticipation and the pall of wariness, the day passed uneventfully.

      I learned a lifetime’s worth of new off-color jokes and insults to add to my arsenal should the need arise.

      Unlike the mercenaries, however, I believed that some weapons are best kept in reserve.

      

      “What’re ya gonna get with yer take, Luerl?” Eustace called over his shoulder to his second, the lilt in his voice goading. “Some fancy new robes? A parasol fer tha sun?”

      Eustace enjoyed teasing call-and-response games with his gang. They were his way to keep them interested and focused on their goal and its rewards while still having a bit of fun, if harsh, playfulness to them.

      It was also one of the few times he tolerated jibes, at least those against himself.

      “Only if you’re in need of a new parasol, Eustace, seeing how you lost yours after you mistook your last date with a goat and it decided your parasol looked like lunch.

      “I know that’s more than you like to pay for a good time, so I thought you could use a few more.

      “We all know your fair skin needs protecting from the sun.”

      Eustace snorted dismissively. “It was a mule, and it didn’t eat my parasol. It ate my dress!”

      “I’ll be glad to buy you more of those as well,” Luerl mocked, his midnight hues positively aglow with humor. “What color would you prefer?

      “Pink?

      “Rose?

      “Lavender?”

      Eustace snorted. “Seems ta me ya know an awful lot about dresses, Luerl!”

      “I can’t help it when they’re all you’ll talk about!”

      “How about ya, Scarlack? What’re ya after?”

      Scarlack thought for some time, his features measured and composed, not marked by the humor glinting in Eustace or Luerl’s eyes.

      A steady smile slowly spread across Scarlack’s face. “Perhaps a new pair of boots.

      “Ones that fit.”

      Eustace looked down at Scarlack’s enormous feet. “Ya think there’s enough leather in all tha Wastes ta cover yer feet? Why not wear a pair o’ boats and be done with it?”

      “I’ve no need for boats. There’s not enough water here.

      “I said boots.”

      Eustace nodded sagely. “I see. Boot boats, ya’re after boot boats…”

      Not at all getting Eustace’s attempt at humor, Scarlack replied simply, “Just boots. Nice ones that fit.”

      “We’ll keep an eye out fer ya, Scarlack. There might just be enough skin on tha dragon ta make ya a pair…barely.”

      He turned to the furers, Fronus and Drute. “And you two? What fell abomination are ya after?

      “Tha blood o’ a virgin unicorn?

      “Hate’s essence?

      “Sacrificial daggers o’ bloodletting?

      “Tha tears o’ an unwed maiden?

      “A bottomless urn o’ unsullied blood?”

      Fronus and Drute regarded each other viciously, howling, barking, and screeching back and forth like two drunken hyenas.

      “No arguments! I’m sure ya’ll be able ta get it all, if ya wish!”

      Listening to Eustace’s crew banter, I could almost imagine that they were not dirty, underhanded lowlifes ready to double-cross their own mothers for treasure.

      Eustace turned to me. “And what about you?” He extended the words to make sure they were pronounced almost correctly, unlike his usual rolling banter. The effect only added additional layers of venom.

      “What does your heart desire, Koren, brother o’ Talen? What will ya do with yer share o’ tha dragon’s hoard?”

      I ignored the rancor in his voice and the challenge in his eye.

      “Perhaps ya’d like a horse that knows tha difference between grain and flesh?”

      I patted Smoky’s neck soothingly lest he breathe fiery death upon the impudent dwarf.

      “How about guns that would’ve protected yer brother before he died?”

      If Smoky could pat my shoulder to hold me back, he would have. Instead, he just whinnied softly, reassuringly.

      I could have drawn my guns and shot a warning in front of every one of his crew’s faces before they could blink.

      But that would just escalate their already high hostility toward me.

      I could return Eustace’s jab in kind, offering to buy him some tact and consideration, though such things were out of reach for one like him no matter how rich the dragon’s hoard.

      Instead, I answered truthfully. “I intend to give it away.”

      And that truth, as surprising as it was to men motivated by avarice, was enough to silence him…at least for a time.

      

      About midday, when the heat of the Wastes beat down the spirit with the weight of a blacksmith’s anvil holding the weight of his forge, Eustace angled back to me and growled, “Whaddya reckon our best plan o’ attack is?”

      With most of our heavy armaments gone, particularly the autonomous weaponry that had proved so ineffectual when not given free rein, along with any element of surprise, Eustace’s question was a good one.

      And by good, I mean hard.

      The dragon, if it came for us, would come prepared, warded by an array of spells that we would have to cut through to have any hope of shooting it down.

      With the possible exceptions of Luerl and myself, we had few defensive counters to offset the dragon’s onslaught.

      Alternatively, the dragon could just let us come.

      It could pick us off at the moment of its choosing, singly or en masse.

      It could wait for us to enter its lair and fight us on its own ground, where it had the greatest tactical advantage.

      We, on the other hand, were just a ragtag band of misfits with guns almost as large as our egos.

      I liked the dragon’s chances.

      There were some positives to the situation, however.

      We knew what to expect…just not when.

      The game was simpler now, purer.

      We were on a hunt.

      Just who was hunting whom was a matter of potential debate, since we were both after each other.

      “We strike hard and fast with everything we have, with as much variety as we have, and hope something gets through.

      “I can hit him with anti-magic fire to try to break through his defenses to give us a better shot.

      “If we don’t bring him down, with any luck, his retreat will lead us to his lair.”

      Eustace snorted. “I don’t need any luck findin’ its lair. I can smell tha stink o’ nüaer’daer fer leagues.”

      The same could be said for his crew, but I held my tongue, partly because at this range, if I opened my mouth I would be eating his stench.

      Of course, in fairness, I was not much better.

      I had learned long ago that the first line of defense in hand-to-hand combat was noxious odor.

      A nice stench gave a man room to work…and use his guns.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Lifetime in the Desert

          

        

      

    

    
      The Wastes were more dangerous than any dragon.

      If we were not aided by magic, able to summon rations and supplies, we would have succumbed on the first day.

      As things stood, we were just miserable.

      I suppose if I had any sense, I could have used a few cantrips to alleviate my discomfort, but I was too stubborn, or stupid, to do so.

      Instead, I let the unwavering blast furnace of the desert toughen me up.

      I liked the leathered look.

      As far as the eye could see in all directions was a rocky, wind-swept sea of desolation. Rocks covered in scabrous, chitinous growths, the land cracked in jagged ravines, while irregular buttes and mesas resisted the desert’s call to collapse beneath a deadpan sky too intense to look at directly without the shade of a broad-brimmed hat.

      Those mesas were good role models, better than most I knew.

      I scanned them relentlessly, following the contours of their umber nooks and crannies, the vertical lines running alongside their weathered outcroppings, and the irregularities at their bases, looking for any caves or chasms that might be the dragon’s home.

      To the north, a spectral storm brewed, sending arcane energies to the heavens. Iridescent emeralds, shimmering azures, sultry reds, vibrant oranges, deep indigos, and myriad other colors for which I had no name sparkled and flashed, forked and exploded. The formidable nimbus of force resembled a cloud that could not decide on its shape or destiny, for the chimeric power of wild lueffa was chaos incarnate.

      As valuable as lueffa were, they were just as deadly in the wild.

      In the far western distance, the Hellfire Range belched acrid smoke incessantly to the heavens, a dragon of the earth more than likely sheltering from the sky.

      Although my eyes continually scanned the nearby geography for any signs of the dragon’s home, I knew better.

      We would find the dragon’s lair ahead in the obsidian-capped volcanoes, where the wyrm could bathe in rivers of lava and burn off the dust of depredation.

      As a dragon was wont to do.

      “If you don’t mind, I’m going to take to the air to see if I have any better luck spotting our quarry.

      “I won’t venture far.

      “If I come back quickly, I may have a dragon in tow, so be ready!”

      General nods and grunts of assent were all the reply I got.

      Not that they mattered.

      I was going nevertheless.

      Smoky and I needed some room to stretch and breathe. I could feel his subdued tension underneath me with each crunching step on the brittle earth.

      Taking to the skies would also help the dragon find us, which was a plus—if one imagines summoning arcane, plasma-belching winged death a positive.

      A constant source of irritation to myself and others, I rather fancied the idea of aggravating the dragon.

      Any trouble, irritation, or suffering I could give were boons that repaid me double.

      After a few sure galloping steps away from the group, Smoky burst skyward with the beat of powerful wings, the wind of his ascent pushing back the sweltering, still air of the blast furnace and bringing a welcome, almost forgotten, breeze.

      Thanks to sweat-slick hair and a little magic, my hat managed to stay firmly in place.

      We spiraled upward in lazy circles, Smoky content to stretch his wings and enjoy his freedom.

      I was not much different…minus the wings.

      We had been on the ground too long, constrained by a failed plan, dark hearts, and gloomy reminiscing. All that fell away with the help of my friend, at least for a time.

      The desert revealed itself in all its glory as we soared upward, its stark majesty no longer colored by my fell mood. Scarlet, ochre, umber, azure, and opalescent hues blended together in a liquid mosaic, the land a molten jewel below us.

      We were not alone in the skies. Many other creatures took to the air in the desert, singly and in flocks, but none were the dragon.

      Content to enjoy the limitless, depthless peace of the ride, I was glad, for once, that my quest for vengeance could be put on hold, at least for a few minutes.

      

      On the horizon, perhaps thirty to fifty leagues westward, the Hellfire Range spewed forth vitriol from Ilaeria’s molten heart.

      Aptly named, the Hellfire Range rose from the ashes of the Wastes like the tailings of hell’s own forge. As dark as the reaches between the stars, the peaks cut heavenward in terrible serrated rows—the blood-drenched teeth of some unimaginable beast bursting upward from the earth’s depths, ready to tear down the heavens.

      Although sharp, my eyes could not pick out any signs of the dragon within the peaks.

      For once, I was glad for the delay.

      

      Smoky took us down gently, a leaf spiraling earthward with no fear for its future.

      I landed some distance from Eustace’s crew, who were creeping across the desert’s floor in a bedraggled line like some mangled centipede in search of shelter.

      I drew up and raised a hand. “Ho! Eustace!”

      I heard the dwarf’s grunt in reply.

      The mercenaries did not pick up their pace to meet me, nor did they offer much in the way of greeting when they arrived. Covered in rust-tinged dust, their tattered clothing and worn faces brought to mind long-suffering mendicants. If not for an army’s worth of weaponry on their backs, I might even guess they were on a trying, if necessary, pilgrimage.

      Eustace, as much as the others, had little patience for me. I could see it in his eyes and feel it in his heart. I was, to them, something to be tolerated briefly, then cast aside without care or remorse as they moved on.

      “What is it?” he barked, as though my return were interrupting important personal business.

      The Wastes were getting to them.

      “We are less than fifty leagues from the Hellfire Range.”

      He barely batted an eye at this news.

      “At our current pace, we should be within reach of the dragon’s lair in just a few days.”

      Scarlack growled, baring sharp, discolored teeth.

      Eustace squinted past me fiercely. “That’s a few days too long, by my reckonin’.”

      “You could always turn back.”

      His glare turned to me.

      I read its meaning, the threat implied by his gaze. In his mind, I was questioning not just his commitment but his ability, his bravery, and his willingness to finish what he had started.

      “Once I get started, I do not stop, ’slinger.”

      He spat, wasting precious water. “Do not fear. We will be here ta protect ya ’til tha bitter end.”

      A fearsome chorus of hoarse chortles, crazed jackals yipping at carrion’s heel, echoed his words.

      I should have flown off then and left them to their fate, but I didn’t. I was, to my detriment, an honorable man.

      I saw my commitments through until the end and I respected my bargains, even though they often cost me dearly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Words Without Saying

          

        

      

    

    
      Father sat across the clearing from me on a fallen log, the corded wood covered with variegated lichen and aeryavores.

      A simmering stew was brewing over a low fire, the smell promising nourishment and comfort after a long day in the saddle.

      Overhead, ancient trees rustled in the low wind, their branches offering a soothing song at the day’s end. Vines threaded the canopy, weaving the trees together in a luminous lattice that would grow all the brighter after nightfall.

      Heavy clouds reluctant to part with their moisture floated lazily above. Painted the subdued hues of evening gloaming, they appeared ready to bed down for the night with us.

      Father had not spoken to me all day.

      I knew his silence was not from anger or disappointment in me. Rather, it was his nature. He was a man of patience whose every action radiated from a central calm.

      This inner stillness was his greatest strength. Through some inner alchemy, he could transform this tranquility into sudden, unexpected action.

      What others might deem an almost lazy economy of motion, I understood to be deadly.

      His serenity was in no way intended to be a threat; it was how he interacted with the world. But I knew what it could represent.

      I had seen the liquid motions of his shots when bandits and monsters tried to assault our keep.

      I had observed his technique when shooting, when the elegant economy of his motion belied his amazing speed and accuracy.

      I had felt the inner power guiding his hand when he had held mine.

      He was a wonderful inspiration and guide, and I was fortunate to have him, especially in a world as wild and untamed as Ilaeria.

      I think this was the source of much of his strength, for he was as wild and untamed as the land he lived in. He had made peace with the world and reflected it in himself—all of Ilaeria’s dangers, contradictions, and wonders were echoed in his heart.

      In many ways, his patient quietude was his way of teaching me, his way of showing me how to be without using any words.

      And though I often struggled against it, I did my best to listen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Party Divided

          

        

      

    

    
      We set up camp for the night far away from any significant topography.

      We did not want to risk another surprise attack from above or below. A confrontation with a dragon in the confines of a ravine could be even more deadly than one from above.

      If our mood had ever been even remotely tolerant of one another, that had gone south after I had left to scout.

      Or, to be a bit more accurate, the group’s tolerance of me appeared to have lessened in my absence.

      I recognized Eustace’s crew as the band of traitorous, self-serving ruffians that they were.

      “I’ll take the first watch.”

      I volunteered not to garner additional goodwill—there was none of that to be had at present, based on the glares and sideways glances I was receiving—but to be ready for any threats that might arise whether inside the camp or out.

      “No need. Luerl’ll take the first watch. His arcane vision’ll serve us well in tha dark, as will my dwarven sight.”

      Eustace was trying to assert his will over the group, or, more specifically, me.

      “Thanks. But I’ll take the first watch.

      “You and Luerl can go after me, when the night’s darker.”

      I didn’t need to argue. I could let them take the whole night’s watch. There were easily enough of them to share the burden. They also wanted the task, though whether to create mischief or something more nefarious, I did not care.

      But I would not let Eustace assert his will over me.

      It was that simple.

      Dwarves weren’t the only ones who could be stubborn.

      A change in the group’s power structure was part of what Eustace was after.

      And I was not about to let him have it.

      I was not above a bit of diplomacy, however.

      Also, as deplorable as the mercenaries were, I did not want to see any more lives lost.

      “Would you like my protection around your camp?”

      With most groups, sharing magical protections was a given, but I did not anticipate Eustace wanted any help from me. Perhaps Eustace felt he had lost face by taking aid from an outsider, that he had lost some measure of respect by helping selflessly after the disastrous attack, or that his credulity had been undermined by being caught unawares by the assault and he was trying to earn some back by being obstinate.

      Whatever the reason, I did not care.

      He could take my offer of help or leave it in the dust.

      Either way, I would be ready for more subterfuge, whether from him or the dragon.

      “Luerl’ll ward us, thanks.”

      Luerl’s unnatural eyes burned with hatred as he regarded me disdainfully.

      “We’ll wake ya up when tha time comes.”

      “There will be no need. I will be ready.”

      With that, I left the company of outlaws for my own camp.

      And a group that had been one, at least in appearance, now became two.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Man and His Guns

          

        

      

    

    
      We stood in the central courtyard of our keep. Thick walls towered overhead, carving the unblemished azure sky into regular geometric shapes. Even taller trees spread their lofty branches toward the firmament, the gentle rustling of their leaves a musical counterpoint to the steady hum of insects and faeries.

      I held my father’s guns gently, lovingly, one in each hand.

      The sun reflecting on their shimmering surfaces was only outshone by the light within.

      The guns were alive, full of vibrancy and intent, two unrivaled vehicles for the expression of human purpose.

      They were not bringers of destruction.

      They were bringers of possibility.

      “Your guns are your life.

      “They are your purpose.

      “They are an extension of your will.

      “They augment your power.

      “They are your wands.

      “They channel your spells into their ultimate expression.

      “Never underestimate their utility.

      “Always understand their importance.

      “It is through your guns that you will live, and it is through your guns that you will die.”

      To my young eyes, my father stood as tall as the loftiest trees and as sturdy as the strongest walls.

      His words were truth.

      And, in his death, my life began.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Things That Go Bang in the Night

          

        

      

    

    
      The harsh laughter of the mercenaries floated through the still night air, incongruous with the liquid smoothness of the sounds of the desert, the slow brush of the wind, the sure beat of my heart, the hush of quietude only briefly interrupted.

      I could feel their eyes on me, watching when they should be resting, squandering an opportunity given like a true gift.

      In times of travail, sleep can be the greatest of gifts. It should not be abandoned lightly, for one never knows when its blessing will return.

      Eustace’s men flaunted their wakefulness like a trophy won in battle, one that might take its revenge later when it failed them under duress, when they succumbed to exhaustion and their foe.

      I did not need to lay my eyes on their scornful faces to see the rancor directed at me, nor did I need to hear their words to understand that I was the butt of their jests and jibes. These were things I could feel, that surrounded me like the vast sweep of the desert. Unlike the desert, these taunts and ill will were insignificant.

      They were signs of weakness that was not my own.

      I watched.

      I waited.

      When the time came, I would rest.

      They could not touch me.

      Their actions only reflected the true nature of their selves.

      On the morrow, if not sooner, there would be a reckoning.

      I sensed the building purpose within them.

      Whatever their feigned cause, they would strike against me.

      When your gut talks, it is best to listen.

      My ears were wide open.

      

      I fell asleep to the chorus of their laughter, content to let Eustace’s crew watch the camp while I rested after my watch.

      The stars overhead invited me to join their distant lights in the tranquility of the void.

      I dove willingly into the depths.

      I would not squander the gift of sleep.

      

      The night screamed violently in protest, a harsh surge of eldritch energies ripping the silence of the Wastes apart. A blighted scarlet gash tore through the protesting air while I rolled to my feet, drew my guns, and leapt onto Smoky’s waiting back.

      Luerl responded to the ruckus with feline grace, leaping over the blanketed forms of his fellows as he drew his guns.

      Quick to follow, Eustace drew his guernden, aiming its thick barrel at the seething rift as he clambered to his feet.

      Scarlack roared as he threw back his blankets, already firing luminescent rounds from Degan’s rifle into the breach.

      Fronus and Drute cursed as they got to their knees, laying down heavy suppressive fire from brutish hand cannons into the portal.

      The things that lurched, skittered, and oozed from the wound between dimensions were not fit for mortal eyes or human description.

      I saw a nebulous cloud of sickly greenish-brown flicker outward with grasping, semi-solid tendrils drawing everything they contacted from air to ground into a writhing central orifice. Warping over the all-consuming cloud, an asymmetrical, multidimensional polyhedron transformed from one impossibly eye-watering shape to another, each alteration of form followed by violent releases of explosive arcana. Something that resembled a wagon-sized, nightmare hybrid between an octopus, a crab, and a spider leapt upward, ejecting ropey, wrist-thick jets of hardening saliva. Other abominations followed, screaming, clawing and rending their way forward, their entrance into this world met with a hail of bullets.

      While Eustace laid down wave after wave of arcane suppressive fire from his guernden, mowing down any monstrosity that neared, Luerl wove luminous protective incantations whilst firing with a ready ease that belied the efforts of his spellcasting. The echoing reports of Degan’s enchanted rifle, appearing the size of a sidearm in Scarlack’s enormous hands, tolled explosive destruction on those demons just emerging from the portal. Fronus and Drute howled as maniacally as any devil as they whooped and hollered wildly with each shot from their oversized cannons.

      Taking to the skies on Smoky’s back, sensing their danger, I called out in warning, but it was too late.

      My voice, even augmented by magic, was lost amongst the din and the immediate demands of life and death.

      The distraction of the portal’s appearance caused the mercenaries to miss the dragon.

      Despite the animosity between us, or, rather, the animosity within them toward me, I would not leave their backs unprotected.

      As I arced heavenward, the dragon’s challenging roar met my ascent, its scream shattering any illusion that the situation on the ground was under control.

      When a dragon took to the skies, all bets were off.

      With a flick of my guns and a brief summoning of power, my effort enlivened and amplified by the weapons’ deft enchantments, a shimmering orb of force glimmered into being around us as Smoky’s wings beat upward.

      I could see the faint licks of fire dancing around the dragon’s jaws as it plummeted from the firmament, a blazing star crashing to the earth, bringing a violent end to those fighting below.

      Not content to let our companions die undefended, Smoky banked his flight into a spiral as I let loose a heated barrage of magic-nullifying missiles, a multitude of which impacted the dragon’s eldritch protections, cracking away at its etheric armor in a relentless shower of bullets.

      Each report of my guns was a command for its armor to fall.

      And eventually it did.

      With a howl of pain and disbelief, the dragon roared, unleashing a gout of livid, living magical flames that temporarily brought broad daylight to night’s darkness as they lingered across the sky like a new constellation.

      Before the dragon could recover, I summoned forth explosive flachette rounds into my guns’ chambers to tear through the membranes of its wings. Report after report found their mark, but the dragon was too far away, its armor too thick, its scales too large, and its motions too quick for me to down it. With an elegant twist of its body, the dragon spiraled earthward as it brought its wings inward, swimming liquidly through the air like a snake, shielded by its body and a renewed protective shield, my bullets no longer hitting their mark.

      They had, however, forced the dragon to flee.

      No longer threatened from the back, I directed my attention earthward as Smoky circled above, firing off round after round of summoned shots, each hitting the target though not all causing the mark to fall. When the first shot failed, I rotated through round types—arcane missiles, explosive shot, scintillating starfire, projectiles, freezing shards, concussive bursts, electrical bolts, superheated gases, and concentrated light, among many others—until one finally succeeded.

      There were few entities that could survive direct shots that penetrated their defenses, especially when those shots would continue raining down until they fell.

      My guns lit the night in peels of thunder.

      The demons responded with wails of pain.
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      When all was said and done, there were more corpses around the mercenaries’ camp than in many battlefields.

      Luerl had finally managed to staunch the flow of extradimensional effluent by closing the rift before more horrors could expand its reach.

      That the dragon had been willing to risk so much to stop us told me two things.

      First, despite my luck penetrating its defenses—and that’s what it was, luck; my odds were greatly improved by overwhelming numbers of bullets—the dragon was a powerful sorcerer, far more powerful than I would have guessed or feared.

      There were awesome magics protecting our world from interdimensional assault, the work of generations. Dark magics could penetrate this veil, but generally only enough to allow one or two demons through.

      The dragon had managed to open a wound that would not readily close.

      I had never heard of anyone capable of a similar feat.

      Second, it was afraid of us.

      This notion was more surprising than I might have originally thought.

      Nothing scared a mature wyrm,  certainly not five gun-toting mortals encroaching upon its established territory.

      But, whatever the reason, we had the dragon spooked.

      Unfortunately, it also had our number.

      Drute was no longer counted among the living.

      One of the hellbeasts had managed to shrug off enough bullets to bring down a starfarer and had torn him to shreds like so much tissue paper.

      Fronus had not stopped wailing yet.

      The dragon had the luxury of time and opportunity to set the terms for its guerilla assault.

      If we did not cut its attacks off quickly, we would all fall into one trap or another.

      We needed to find its lair, and quickly.

      

      While Fronus did whatever it is that furers do to honor the dead, I spent the morning herding the surviving horses back to camp. They had bolted farther and faster than dust blown before a tempest.

      Sadly, Scarlack’s impressive draft horse had been flayed and ripped inside out by one of the escapees from the torments of the nether realms.

      I did not envy Drute’s horse now having to carry Scarlack’s weight. If anything, he should be carrying the horse.

      

      When I finally returned to camp, I was greeted by a question. “Whaddya make o’ that?”

      Eustace, as was his wont, skipped the formalities of civilized discourse. He was hunched over a stack of stones covering Drute’s body. Luerl stood off to the side, calmly scanning the horizon for another attack while Scarlack tended his weapons. Fronus moaned as he rocked back and forth next to the cairn that would be desecrated almost as soon as we left.

      I answered in clipped bullet points. “The dragon is content to whittle us down one at a time.

      “Our progress against it is slower than its attempts to undermine our advance.

      “Things won’t be any easier ahead.

      “We’re a little over a day out from the Hellfire Range and the beginning of our search for its lair.

      “I would expect at least another attack between here and there.”

      Eustace was absorbed, pensive. “Is there aught we can do ta stop it?”

      “If Smoky and I fly overhead, that should offer some measure of deterrence. Failing that, perhaps a bit more warning.”

      Eustace nodded shortly, his thick beard shedding the dust of days of riding as it brushed his armor beneath.

      “And at night?”

      “We prepare for more attacks.”

      Before he could say anything else, I added firmly, “And your crew gets over whatever problems they have with me so we can survive this together.

      “If we can’t work as one, we will die apart.”

      Expecting resistance, I was surprised when he gave a simple nod. I could see the resignation in his eyes. If Eustace lost more, he might lose his men or even his life as someone else made a power play.

      Responding in kind to his nod, I said, “Let’s get moving while there’s still daylight. We’ve already wasted almost half the day.

      “I don’t expect night to be any easier.”

      Before I took off in a cloud of dust to scout ahead, looking both for signs of the dragon and its lair, Luerl cast a series of complex enchantments meant to protect us from dragonfire, magical attack, and physical assault, allow us to communicate from afar, and help detect the dragon’s approach.

      We did not want a repeat of last night’s debacle.

      As the party faded into the distance beneath the steady beat of Smoky’s wings, I scanned the horizon and the looming Hellfire Range. The mountains’ jagged peaks loomed so high that the tops of the mounts thrust through the clouds skirting their flanks. Acrid smoke from many peaks formed another layer of dark, cloudy particulates above the pearlescent ones below.

      If we kept a steady pace, I anticipated reaching the foot of the range tomorrow.
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      We did not have to wait until nightfall for the next attack.

      

      With a muttered incantation, I channeled power to my eyes, sharpening my vision. Looking down, I could count the hairs on Eustace’s beard.

      Or I could at least try.

      His beard was so matted and tangled, unlike most well-groomed dwarven beards I had seen, that I would get lost in the twists and turns in the attempt. I would have better luck just shaving it off and counting the piles on the ground.

      I smiled at the thought.

      Eustace would not take kindly to my line of thinking.

      Turning my gaze away from the riders strung in a loose, irregular line, making their way across the rocky Wastes, I surveyed the mountains ahead for potential caves or formations large enough to allow the passage of an ancient dragon and protected enough to draw one’s interest.

      Surprisingly, there were far more candidates than I had anticipated.

      The volcanic peaks were riddled with cracks, fissures, and gaps, any number of which might be suitable for a large dragon. These lava tubes and fissures were largely the work of volcanic activity, as opposed to the caves in other mountains that had been formed by the gradual wearing away of erosion processes.

      I then cast a second spell to help winnow down the options. Despite being bathed in magical energies, concentrations and movements of magical forces were easily seen on Ilaeria if one knew how to look.

      I knew how to look.

      Letting the arcane resonances of my guns enhance my capabilities, I cast a second, far more complex spell over my eyes.

      This invocation not only allowed me to see magical energies, it also helped me perceive those that were hidden.

      Layers of light, complex webs of force in varying densities, hues, and intensities materialized across the land. The arcane light burned brightest within living things, for their very presence generated magical energies of a far greater magnitude than the ambient energies through which they moved or grew.

      The company below appeared to be miniature constellations of power, each with his own textures, colors, and signatures, Luerl appearing like a galaxy of force to Scarlack’s far more subtle single star.

      Despite the visual paucity of the Wastes, it, too, glowed with power under my augmented sight for living things, which, even when hidden, blanketed the land in a mosaic of brilliant, interconnected forces.

      I looked down upon a cosmic fog of life.

      The mountains ahead were no different. In fact, if anything, the elemental forces spewing forth from their depths only heightened the movements of eldritch power through the landscape.

      Despite the wealth of magical energies ahead, there was a region, though cloaked, that stood out above the others. Angling southward, unnamed peaks defined the range to the limits of vision. One of these peaks showed a concentration of force below the cloudline that was, in all likelihood, the dragon’s home.

      “Eustace. Adjust your heading to about ten o’clock southward.

      “I think I’ve found the beast’s lair.”

      “Ya’re certain?”

      “Can’t you smell it?”

      My jest fell on deaf ears. “Scarlack’s stench is enough ta bring tears. Beyond that, I smell nothin’.”

      “We’re about a day’s ride out.

      “Then we climb.”

      Eustace grunted. “We’ll try ta rein in our excitement.”

      The thought of clamoring up a mountainside with a dragon looming overhead, ready to swoop down upon us when we were at our most vulnerable, was enough to dim anyone’s enthusiasm.

      I had little more to offer, so I broke off our connection.

      As little as I talked, Eustace talked less.

      At least to me—which was, all things considered, to my liking.

      I preferred the silence of my own thoughts.

      

      The calm of my flight was shattered by an undeniable sense of wrongness.

      My weira screamed.

      My eyes flicked across the horizon, to the sky and then below, frantically trying to locate the disturbance.

      The pull of awareness gravitated earthward, dragging me down, so I let it guide me.

      There!

      Beneath the rock, underneath the ground less than one hundred paces to the side of the trotting horses, a gathering power pooled like a swirling vermillion and indigo vortex as a spell took effect.

      “Eustace! To your left!

      “Move!

      “Hostile magic underground!”

      I could see Eustace urging the men ahead as they broke into a gallop to escape whatever trap had been triggered beneath the umber earth and scree.

      I was too late.

      Whatever it was roiled and rippled beneath the ground like the crest of a crashing wave.

      “The dragon!

      “The dragon is underground!”

      I urged Smoky downward, plummeting in a dead fall as I drew my guns.

      I opened fire.

      Rock and loam showered the ground as the dragon wove smoothly underground, moving faster than a horse at full gallop, weaving to and fro as easily as a fish in water, sliding forward as sinuously as a snake on sand, leaving a furrowed trail of shattered earth in its wake.

      Eustace and his crew banked in a tight circle, guns drawn, concussive booms riddling the earth in a storm of bullets, arcane blasts, and explosive bursts.

      The dragon kept coming.

      A red liquid wave erupted from the earth in a spume of rock and dirt, as effortlessly as a shark breaching the surface, and Fronus and his horse were gone.

      Fronus didn’t even have time to scream.

      Another burst of magical energies and the dragon disappeared, teleported back to wherever it went to gloat over our gradual destruction.
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      “We should abandon this fool quest.

      “No gold is worth this.”

      That was more than I had heard from Scarlack in days of travel.

      We stood shocked amidst the churned earth, the dragon’s trail ending abruptly, just like Fronus’s life and his brother’s before him.

      At least his mourning was over.

      Luerl hissed. “If we leave now, Scar, the dragon will hunt us down while we retreat.

      “As it is doing now while we move forward.

      “We have come too far for anything else.

      “Backward or forward, both paths lead to the same end.

      “We are committed.”

      Eustace growled. “If I’m ta die, I want this bastard dead with me.

      “He can choke on my corpse as I go down his gullet kickin’ and screamin’.”

      Honestly, I was quite surprised by Eustace’s gang.

      I had expected them to break, to scatter with the loss of Fronus. After all, they were here committed to coin. They were not after vengeance or retribution. They were not here for closure or to grant some semblance of meaning or purpose to the ending of a life they held dear.

      At least, they had not been until now.

      Now they were wedded in blood.

      “We are not dead yet.”

      Their eyes turned toward me reluctantly, as though I had been eavesdropping on a personal conversation.

      “We know our goal. It is in our sights. We just have to get there.

      “We can do better.

      “We can be better than this thing.

      “We cannot let it break us.”

      Scarlack cursed, then gave a grim smile. “I, too, will make it choke on my remains.”

      Eustace actually laughed, a mad howl that made the hairs on my neck stand up on end. “That’s tha spirit!

      “Tha dragon’ll choke on our hate!”

      I kept my voice flat as I replied, “The dragon is playing with us, batting us around like a feline with a new toy.

      “We’ve got its interest. We have to use that to our advantage.”

      “And how d’ya propose doin’ that?” Eustace’s eyebrows knitted upward in a fearsome tangle with his query.

      “We know what it’s doing.

      “It’s trying to take us out one by one.

      “To do that, it keeps coming for us, each time in a different way.

      “But, regardless of how it comes, it comes.”

      Luerl pursed his lips, his dark, angelic features contemplative. “We lay a trap contingent upon its arrival.”

      I nodded. “Exactly.”

      Scarlack grinned, opening a foul rictus into a world of jagged, broken teeth. “The mouse bites back.”

      

      I wasn’t exactly the sharpest sword in the smithy, but I could see what the dragon was doing.

      The dragon attacked when we were separated, particularly when I was away or apart from the group, either scouting or ensconced in my camp.

      When I was relatively close to my companions, it tended to strike from afar, staying at range.

      For whatever reason, it seemed to respect my capabilities and gave me a wider berth.

      Or maybe it just wanted to kill me last.

      The solution, as I saw it, was to stay close together, sharing a common defensive cordon where it would have to face all of us as one.

      We would also have to do a far better job tilting the odds in our favor.

      

      Before we went any farther, we needed to be better prepared. “Luerl, can you cast enchantments that’re contingent upon the dragon’s arrival?”

      Luerl smirked. “Of course. What do you have in mind?”

      I told him.

      When the dragon arrived, it was in for some nasty surprises.
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      The land got progressively rougher as the Hellfire Range loomed darkly ahead, cloaked in ash and ruin, growing from a destination at the day’s beginning to a reality by day’s end.

      We would camp tonight at the range’s base, where the land was still relatively flat, and make for the dragon’s den tomorrow.

      The jagged peaks above were capped in sooty snow beneath billowing plumes of smoke, ash, and lava.

      This was a fire drake’s paradise.

      As the sky darkened, the slow-roiling lava flows billowing from the volcanic craters above became more prominent, changing from a ruddy grime to glowing reddish-orange plumes.

      The peaks were starkly, dangerously, beautiful.

      In the fading daylight, sunset blocked by the menacing peaks above, we dismounted next to a large, weathered boulder that would at least afford us some protection from being flanked during an attack in the night.

      The sky was an angry dark orange and gray that gradually faded to clear blue to the far east, toward Sky’s End.

      “Be free, my friend.” I patted Smoky’s haunches, urging him to stretch his wings and leave us to go hunt in the gloaming.

      He looked at me quizzically, questioning whether this was a good decision.

      “Go on!” I whispered as I gathered some supplies for the evening and my bedroll from his saddle. “You need to stretch your wings. I’ll be here when you get back.”

      With a nod of his head and a short whinny, Smoky took off into the twilight, prancing like a young colt.

      With Smoky gone, I turned to Eustace and his men, who were already well into setting up camp.

      I gave a brief tip of my hat to Eustace as I set my kit down beside the scabrous rock and started laying out my wards around the camp.

      We were all in this together…my wards included.

      

      We sat around a pitiful campfire eating our suppers, me with dried jerky, nuts, and fruit, and Eustace and his gang with heaven knew what. Their gruel was foul, acrid, and smelled like death. It looked like volcanic sludge and probably tasted worse. If I didn’t know any better, I would guess it was their next line of defense against the dragon.

      “Want some?”

      A peace offering of sorts from Scarlack.

      I grinned. “As much as I want to be sick, I’ll pass.”

      Eustace shook his head in disbelief. “Suit yerself. Ol’ Scarlack’s gunte is tha best gruel ya’ll have between here and Sky’s End.”

      That it was the only gruel between here and Sky’s End was left unsaid.

      “Who wants first watch?” Luerl looked at me as though anticipating an argument.

      “I don’t think that will be necessary.” I pointed up above as I set down the rest of my meal and drew my guns.

      A trail of fire and superheated air arced sinuously from the mountainside as the dragon took flight from its perch.

      Luerl dusted his hands as he stood and drew his preferred weapon, an elegant arcane rifle that looked to be crafted from something like silvery, living wood. His gun shone with the soft radiance of starlight in the gloom. “Looks like it’s given up on stealth.”

      Scarlack grunted as he, too, stood and drew Degan’s eldritch rifle. “I’ll take the first watch… Look, the dragon!”

      Eustace almost snorted his gunte out of his nose.

      As it was, he had plenty of leftovers in his beard.

      With that, we opened fire.

      

      Tendrils of light and ricocheting sparks flew as our shots struck the dragon’s shield.

      Sadly, none hit the dragon.

      With my enhanced vision, I could see the beast’s vast maw opening in anticipation, incandescent flames licking its lips, its breath weapon at the ready as it birthed a flaming demonic star in its gullet.

      We were to be consumed in the fires of Hell.

      Switching from arcane bullets to anti-magic rounds, I poured spell-negating destruction upon the dragon’s shields.

      This time, my bullets did not get through.

      We sustained our fire throughout the dragon’s descent, doggedly trying to get something, anything, past its magical defenses.

      When the dragon was perhaps three hundred paces aboveground, in full descent, wings folded against its massive scarlet body just before it entered range of its fiery breath weapon, the sky exploded with light, blazing illumination brighter than a thousand thousand suns.

      Thunder cracked through the air, its continuing reports rebounding from the mountainside like the toll of the apocalypse.

      The lights did not fade, nor did the peals of thunder diminish.

      They remained above, centered on the dragon, their effect triggered by its arrival, not affecting it, just the area around it to avoid its arcane wards, depriving it of any sense of where we were.

      Before it could muster a counterspell, rushing at full speed earthward, the dragon crashed into the rocky terrain not fifty paces from us. Dragonfire spewed into the air, the impact sending a shockwave that would have knocked us off our feet had it not been dissipated by my shield. Debris and rocky particulates flew into the sky, cracking and shattering on the protective wards surrounding us.

      In this smoking pit of ruin, unbelievably, the dragon stirred.

      Unable to get a clear shot, we held our fire.

      The dragon screamed in rage and pain, then disappeared.

      Injured, perhaps gravely, the dragon teleported back to its lair.

      I bent back down and picked up my jerky.

      A good meal should never go to waste.
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      The point of the dragon’s impact looked like the crater of a meteorite that had vaporized upon slamming into the earth. The ground steamed and hissed, the rock fused and melted from the heat of the drake’s flames.

      “First time I’ve ever seen a dragon bomb. If that didn’t kill it, I don’t know what will.” Scarlack scratched his massive head, as though trying to figure out how to make sense of a puzzle a bit out of his ability to grasp.

      “If nothin’ else, we’ve managed ta piss it off!” Eustace grinned, happier than I had seen him the entire trip.

      He was glad for small victories, for they set the stage for larger ones.

      Luerl did not share Eustace’s elation. “It will just go back to its lair and heal itself. We will have to kill it to make any real, lasting effect.”

      I shook my head, sharing a bit of Eustace’s optimism. “We may not have killed it; it might recover from its injuries, however dire, but we’ve gotten to it.

      “We have taken up residence in its mind.

      “And our presence will only grow.”

      Eustace shook his head in feigned surprise. “Ya’re one evil bastard.”

      For once, I did not disagree with him.

      

      Morning dawned overcast and gray, the air filled with the peaks’ effluents.

      At least the dragon had been kind enough to let us sleep through the rest of the night.

      We ate a quick meal, eager to challenge the heights above and the dragon within, our morale, for once, improved.

      Before we left, we talked strategy, given what little we knew of what was to come.

      “When we reach its lair, I expect we’ll be forced down a long tunnel suitable for turning us to ash.”

      “Could make good gunte,” added Scarlack.

      I shook my head. “If we make it out of this alive, you can harvest as much ash as you like, but for now, we have to focus on not becoming ash.”

      Scarlack gave an only somewhat reluctant nod of agreement.

      I was probably tops on his ash list.

      “I can shield us from blasts of its dragonfire if we are together, but not if we are apart.

      “Luerl, would you offer us protection in case we are out of range? Protection against magic in general would be ideal.”

      Luerl gave a confident nod. “I will cast a few protective spells before we are off. They will need to be refreshed before we make the heights, however.”

      “Good. Quarters may be tight in there. We need to be ready for traps and other surprises.

      “But we should bring a few of our own.”

      I looked to Luerl again. “Can you have another set of spells ready to go off as soon as we see the dragon or when we decide to trigger them? We’ll need different ones because he will be ready for similar tricks.”

      “Of course. This is what I live to do: have fun at others’ expense.”

      “Excellent.”

      I told him what he needed to do.

      “I don’t expect things to be any easier for us with the dragon unable to fly.

      “It can still run us over or teleport past us easily.

      “If we are to survive, we absolutely must break through its defenses.

      “We have not had much success in trying thus far. This has to change.

      “I will give everything I have to punching a hole through its wards. If anyone else has any anti-magic capabilities, use them as soon as you see it.

      “We may not get another shot.”

      “Anything else?”

      I looked around.

      Eustace growled. “Aye.”

      He pulled his massive greathammer from his back, the rune-etched surface dripping with power. “If yer bullets won’t get through and ya’re in range, dragons bleed like anythin’ else.

      “Ya just have ta hit ’em a bit harder.”

      Luerl and Scarlack bared their teeth.

      I couldn’t blame them.

      To Eustace’s speech, I added, “This thing has killed your brothers just as it has killed mine.

      “Do not lose sight of why we are here, in your rage and lust for revenge.

      “We are here to kill the dragon, whatever it takes.

      “It is smarter than we are, stronger than we are, and more skilled in arcane arts than we are.

      “We cannot make any mistakes if we want to live.

      “But we want it dead more than it wants us.

      “A man with a purpose is harder to stop than a bullet.

      “Be that bullet.

      “Hit your target and blow right through.”

      

      We broke camp, gathered the horses and started the slow journey upward.

      The flat, open spaces of the Wastes gradually steepened until a straight path was no longer an option. The land curved up and down, side to side, and our way with it. Jagged volcanic outcroppings thrust upward from the treacherous ground, adding the fear of real injury to a potential fall.

      I chose what looked like the best line to reach the craggy ledge, over a league above the plains on one of the peak’s flanks, that was the dragon’s lair. But finding a line and walking it are often two very different tales.

      Smoky remained calm and composed. He could fly off at any time if he wished, but the other horses grew more skittish and awkward as we crossed the increasingly rougher ground in search of a clear path upward.

      Rocky defiles, debris fields and uncertain ground played havoc on their nerves.

      Finally, after being forced to dismount and lead the horses by the reins across a narrow strand of questionable solidity, I called a halt.

      This was about as good as it was going to get.

      Ahead of us, a small plateau spread out for perhaps a few hundred paces in length and breadth. The relatively open ground rested forlornly on the sides of the steep, bare slope. Loose detritus from rockfalls lay scattered across the uneven ground. No plants suitable for grazing were visible, but there were other platy, living eldritch growths that resisted the barren conditions, appearing like ashen coral left after a long-lost receding tide.

      Whether the aeryavores were animal, vegetable, or something else, I could not say.

      If Smoky wanted to try to eat them, that was his business.

      “We’ll leave the horses here.

      “There’s no sense trying to take them further.”

      

      The small plateau was about a third of the way up the mountainside, and the terrain would only get worse as we moved upward.

      Scrabbling on our hands and knees over loose rocks might be the best of what lay ahead.

      Before we walked away, leaving the horses behind, I gestured for Smoky to come over for a private conversation. His vibrant vitality, from his glistening, scaled coat to his proud features, was a boon to the spirit. “Smoky, I’m leaving you in charge while we’re gone.”

      He raised an eyebrow, letting me know that he expected nothing less.

      “I’ll need you to keep the horses corralled while we’re away. We’ll need them kept safely here for our return.”

      Smoky gave me a glance I knew all too well.

      I smiled ruefully. “I know you’ve got this under control.

      “I wouldn’t have anyone else here. The horses will listen to you better than anyone.”

      His short whinny was only slightly self-congratulatory.

      “If the dragon sneaks past us and attempts to kill the horses, it will be up to you to lure it away.”

      His snort, scoffing at the mere suggestion this might be a challenge for him, was as expected as it was true.

      He was as confident in himself as I was in him.

      I stroked the sleek scales of his neck in thanks.

      He arced luxuriantly in reply.

      I needed to pay him more attention.

      And I needed to do a better job of showing him my appreciation for all he did.

      “When this is all over, I owe you some fresh meat. Your choice.”

      His excited whinny was all the answer I needed.

      

      I decided Luerl was part mountain goat, snow leopard, and dragon. He glided over the ever-steepening rocks and scree like the wind over grass.

      Scarlack, on the other hand, seemed more intent on bringing the mountain down than climbing it. Eustace wisely stationed him at the back of our party so that he did not inadvertently bring the mountain down on our heads.

      Eustace was sure and steady, at home in or on the stones. He might not be as quick or agile as Luerl, but he stuck to the rocks like a spider sticks to its web.

      No spider or spirit of the mountains, I struggled upward, one hand over the other, trying to keep my boots firmly planted and my grip sure, one hand potentially free to wield a gun if needed. Odds were, I would make it to the top, but I would not enjoy getting there.

      I missed Smoky. He usually let me skip to the journey’s end without too much taxation or vexation.

      Looking down over my shoulder as we made our way cautiously upward, I could no longer see the horses below. The dark bulk of the mountain blocked even that connection.

      

      I was surprised the dragon did not attack us again on the way up while we were most vulnerable.

      It was what I would have done.

      Either the dragon was still nursing its wounds, which was unlikely given its arcane abilities, or it was giving extra attention to our welcome.

      Not one for gatherings, I could skip the welcome and get right to business.

      Playing host, the dragon had other ideas.

      From where I clung to the cliffside, I could see the cave entrance up above. It looked a few lifetimes away, but I was not to be deterred.

      No smoke warned of the dragon’s presence within, no smell of sulfur or ash wafting through the air told us of the dragon lurking inside, but I knew it was there…and I would be joining it soon.

      One monster against another.

      On the climb up, I had renewed my arcane vision spell in preparation for our welcome.

      I could see the honor guard had been arrayed to greet us. An intricate lattice of magical energies laced the cavern’s dark opening.

      I called up ahead to Luerl, who had finished his climb long ago. “Luerl, what do you make of those spells?”

      Luerl had been scrutinizing the enchantment for some time while he waited for those of us who weren’t part wraith to struggle up the mountainside. Eustace was standing beside him, scratching his beard studiously.

      “Looks like a warning spell. The beauty of it is, if we dispel it, the dragon will still know we’re here, so we could walk in just as easily. But there are other spells linked to this one.”

      “Any idea what they do?”

      “They’re too complex for me to read easily. We’d probably be best served by setting them all off from the safety of the entry, like dropping a bomb onto a minefield to blow all the mines and be done with it.”

      Eustace agreed. “Do it.”

      “I’ll do it!” Scarlack took the initiative in offering to trigger the spells.

      While Scarlack got into position, we all found relatively secure positions on the more gradual slope on this portion of the mountain.

      Ready, Scarlack rolled his shoulders and peered at the cave mouth, intently taking its measure. About a hundred paces from the entrance, he picked up a hefty, skull-sized rock, strode purposefully forward a few paces up the steep grade, and threw the stone decisively toward the cave, the motion born of long practice.

      As the  rock arced lazily through the entry, the entire mountainside exploded in a blinding detonation of fire and rock.

      We all hit the dirt at about the same time, scrabbling for hand and footholds to make sure we did not slide down the mountain to our dooms.

      “Looks like we’ll need a new entrance,” Scarlack noted archly, spitting out dirt and rocks where he lay face-first on the rock.

      The blast had knocked him off his feet.

      “I've just tha tool fer tha job,” grinned Eustace as he unshouldered his guernden.

      I could not argue with results.

      In addition to blasting dwarven enemies off the face of the planet, guernden made excellent tunnel-clearing weapons.

      Dwarves were full of surprises.

      While the molten slag cooled, we ate our lunches, guns at the ready on our laps. For the dragon, I would gladly set aside my meal and welcome it to the table with a mouthful of bullets.

      With lunch finished, defensive spells refreshed, and the slag cool enough to walk on, we made our way cautiously forward to examine the maw of the dragon’s lair.

      Eustace had done a fine job redecorating.

      He could carve a tunnel for me anytime.

      On a positive note, the blast had managed to clear all the enchantments from the entry. The resultant explosion had also sent tons of rock and debris backward through the tunnel’s interior. Though I could see plenty of wreckage, I could see no sign of remaining magical traceries along its path.

      No dragon fire had been required to mold these walls. The tunnel had smooth, dark, rounded walls of volcanic origin. The tunnel curved slowly downward inside the mountain.

      No hints of light or flames were visible within its depths.

      “Its lair must be pretty far back,” grumbled Scarlack.

      From his tone, I would wager Scarlack was not particularly fond of tunnels or the thought of being far underground.

      I could see no hints of arcana that would signify the dragon’s presence, either.

      Eustace sniffed. “It’s here, alright. Far, but here.

      “Its got quite tha warren.”

      I would not doubt a dwarf’s ability to sense the inner delvings of caves or the lairs of ancient dragons.

      “The way ahead appears to be clear of further enchantment. Either the cave mouth was the only thing warded or the blast set everything else off.”

      Eustace nodded in agreement, tasting the air. “We’ll need ta be wary o’ any traps that might’ve been set off as well.

      “Stay close ta me.

      “If I stop, do tha same.

      “Follow my lead.”

      Guns drawn and at the ready, we entered the lair of the great wyrm.
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      We could see by the illumination of our guns.

      Our shadows skipped and skittered with each step, with every adjustment of our firearms.

      Though I could see, I felt a bit like a child wandering through the dark with arms outstretched, not knowing what lay ahead, groping for landmarks and security in the darkness.

      In this case, there was no darkness, but there was a dragon.

      By my reckoning, dragons, especially hostile ones, were far worse than just about any darkness.

      The cave twisted and arced for perhaps a quarter league. Judging distance in the confined space and half-light was difficult.

      I was sure Eustace could have told me to the step, but I wasn’t asking.

      When light finally came, it wasn’t what we had expected.

      

      The cave ended abruptly in a vast, decidedly not dormant caldera.

      Far above, the hazy gray sky seemed pinned upon the lip of the volcano’s vast rim.

      Treacherously distant below, a smoking ruin of intermittent lava flows, barren rock, belching fumaroles, and bleak pools filled the bottom of the crater.

      Scarlack sighed. “No dragon here.”

      In fact, the dragon could be anywhere.

      With my enhanced vision, I could see that the crater’s walls were riddled with similar caves, any one of which might hold the dragon.

      We were looking for a dragon in a haystack.

      Unperturbed, Eustace pointed.

      About a third of the way across the caldera, another cave mouth opened. This one was far larger than the one we peered out from, suspended between pit and sky.

      “Think we can scramble over there?” Scarlack’s question was my own. I had no doubt Luerl could make crawling across the steep slope look graceful. Eustace could probably meld his hands to the raw rock. But Scarlack might be better served holding down the rear guard here at the cave’s mouth.

      Luerl nodded. “I’ll enchant our hands and feet to give us sureness of grip and improved skill. We’ll make it across as easily as if we were walking on flat ground.”

      “You could have done that on the way up.”

      Scarlack said it, not me.

      Luerl shrugged.

      He was not here to make friends, just money.

      “Let’s be done with it, then,” Eustace grumbled, ready to go on.

      Silvery light flowed around us as Luerl spoke in a liquid language as fluidly as if it were his native tongue.

      When all was said and done, I felt the same, but I clung to the rock like an insect crawling up a wall.

      With so much difficult ground to cover, I guessed the dragon was content to let us tire ourselves out and risk making mistakes.

      We would be tender, exhausted morsels ready for the taking by the time we reached its lair.

      I scanned the walls all around, including those between our cavern and the one Eustace thought held the dragon’s true lair. “Be ready for anything. I don’t see any magical enchantments on the volcano’s walls, but there is still a dragon to contend with at the end of our climb.”

      

      One after the other, we left the cave’s ledge and began clambering across the open face of the volcano’s inner wall.

      As before, Luerl went first followed by Eustace, with Scarlack and me behind. Even with enhanced climbing abilities, Eustace deemed it prudent to have Scarlack hold the rear.

      We formed a long line as we clambered like ants across the raw rock.

      I did not like how exposed we were.

      The dragon did.

      I screamed a warning as I smoothly drew my revolver with my right hand, my gun already finding its target based on where I had sensed the threat.

      Unfortunately, the dragon was right above us.

      With a roar that nearly deafened me, the dragon’s head whipped out from the entry of a cave perhaps fifty paces above Scarlack.

      Its smoking maw open, the dragon unleashed a blinding white gout of superheated flames, turning the walls to molten slag.

      Luckily for Scarlack, his wards held and the dragonfire did not incinerate him.

      Unfortunately, the rock walls were not similarly enchanted.

      As the rock walls gave way beneath him, Scarlack tried valiantly to leap out of the blast zone, but to no avail.

      He tumbled down the rock face, bouncing off the cliffside as he fell to the smoking bottom below.

      Simultaneously, our contingency spell triggered, turning the ground beneath the dragon’s feet and claws frictionless. Crashing to its chest, stuck far below and to the dragon’s side, we were unable to take advantage of the beast’s vulnerability.

      Content with the loss of one more of our company, adjusting to the slippery ground below, the dragon disappeared back into the crevice from which it had emerged, slithering like a snake on its belly as our shots rebounded off its shields.

      With nowhere left to go, we clambered forward before more winged death could fall upon us.

      Why the dragon did not finish us then, I will never know.

      Perhaps it truly was like a cat toying with its prey.

      It liked games, and we were being played.

      

      Luerl waited for all of us to catch up before risking moving up into the dragon’s den.

      His choice was a wise one.

      A series of complex wards lined the region inside the cave’s mouth from side to side and top to bottom, a demonic web waiting to ensnare the unwary.

      These were certainly not spells of warning.

      These enchantments were intended to keep out the uninvited…permanently.

      “We’ll need to repeat our dispel technique here. These wards look quite daunting.

      “If we can’t trip them, then we’ll need to try to dispel them.”

      “Let’s move back, then.” Eustace put his words to action, moving what he deemed a safe distance away from the yawning opening into darkness.

      “Ready?” Luerl looked at Eustace and me as he summoned a simple orb of glimmering indigo energy.

      When we nodded, he lobbed the sphere forward as one would a grenade.

      The ensuing series of detonations  and flashes of spectral light told me the orb had managed to trigger the enchantments.

      This time the cave held while the spells did not.

      Cautiously approaching to confirm what I sensed, I peered around the cave’s mouth to see if all the wards had been successfully removed.

      I was rewarded with the sight of a roiling wall of blue and white-hot arcane flames tumbling down the corridor toward me.

      “Back!”

      I scrambled backward like a crab in full retreat as a pillar of churning flames erupted into the caldera’s vast open space.

      Despite the protective spells shielding me, I brought my arm up to cover my face instinctually, still clinging to the wall with one hand.

      “Looks like our host is ready to welcome us!”

      Before the echoes of my words finished rebounding off the caldera’s distant walls or the dragon’s pernicious fires subsided fully into calm, the great fire drake exploded from the cavern’s entry in a prodigious, coiling mass of shimmering claws, teeth, and scales. Radiating a fell inner light, the fires that gave birth to stars dwelt hungrily within the wyrm’s maleficent undulating belly. Bursting outward into the caldera with the sound of thunder’s nightmares, the drake’s wings blocked the heavens, buffeting the walls with the winds of tempests as it banked furiously, tearing through the air in its haste to rend us limb from limb, skewer us on its spear-length claws, and vaporize us to inscrutable ash.

      The thing’s size, its gravity, was truly larger than my mind could encompass. Its dimensions extended into regions where my mind did not wish to travel.

      Shimmering layers of opalescent force encased this seething embodiment of destruction, a fiery demon at the heart of a pearl.

      To kill the dragon, we would need to tear down its formidable defenses.

      I was the man for the job.

      I leaped forward and rolled onto the lip of the dragon’s cave, drawing Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod smoothly, channeling their power and mine to penetrate the dragon’s veil.

      With twin concussive bursts, both weapons fired shimmering spouts of starshine, magic-nullifying energies that tore through the ether.

      The dragon’s shield, in all its luminous iridescence, popped like a bubble of soap left too long in the open air.

      The dragon screamed in rage and unbounded fury.

      I joined it.

      Sometimes you get lucky.

      

      “Fire!

      “Fire with all you have! Its shield is down!

      I did not have to ask Luerl or Eustace twice.

      They lit the caldera up with concussive bursts, perched precariously on the rocky walls like mold that refused to go away, cleansing be damned.

      I lit up the dragon’s exposed underbelly with summoned armor-piercing rounds and explosive shots, each salvo leaving smoking tendrils and oozing blood in its wake.

      Despite the considerable damage we inflicted, the dragon was simply so enormous, its scales so hardened, that our rounds did not do enough to arrest its intent.

      Screaming in rage, anger, and pain, the dragon rushed forward, power oozing from its claws as it screamed out another incantation.

      “Die, mortals!”

      Sensing my cue, I sprinted backward along the hallway and dove into a small side passage as a wall of frenetic black force ate away the entirety of the cave mouth where I had been standing and much of the tunnel behind me.

      I could not see if Eustace or Luerl had made it, but I could certainly see the dragon swooping back toward the cavern, eyes aflame, fire licking its fearsome maw.

      I rushed back into the side tunnel to the sound of scraping claws and rubbing belly as the dragon slithered past.

      “Eustace? Luerl? You there?”

      I whispered as I walked forward along the side passage, hoping that it would reconnect with the main passageway farther down, reducing my risk of exposure to a full frontal assault.

      “We’re here.

      “Barely.

      “Tha bastard nearly took tha mountain down and us with it!”

      “Listen—there’s a side tunnel on the right a short ways in. It’s too small for the dragon to fit in. It curves around in the same direction as the main passage. I’ll let you know if it reconnects.”

      “Reckon we should join?”

      “I’d get in while you can.”

      “Aye. On our way.”

      While Eustace and Luerl scampered in behind me, I followed the tunnel’s arc farther in to the dragon’s lair.

      

      The side tunnel did not lead back to the main passage. It led to the heart of the dragon’s lair.

      A massive space opened up before me, one lit by the flickers of dragon flames as shadows danced upon the reflective, vitreous surfaces polished by lava and dragon’s fire. I could see quite a few other side passages leading in and out of the chamber, several large enough to allow the dragon through. The cavern was irregularly shaped with multiple grottoes and subchambers, large pillar-like columns of supporting stone carved out from past lava flows, and an irregular ceiling almost lost in the heights above.

      Heaping piles of gold, gems, tomes, scrolls, and artifacts were strewn haphazardly across the chamber. Arms and armaments, the legacies of fallen foes, were littered over the floor like the castoffs from forgotten battlegrounds. The accumulated wealth of centuries of depredations from the Wastes and beyond the Hellfire Range glimmered and sparkled in the half-light. Entire histories of people, their arms and ideas, could be read in the trove dispersed about the cavern. To my enhanced vision, much of the treasure was imbued with magical properties, further heightening the hoard’s worth and interest.

      None of these amazing riches held my attention in the slightest.

      The source of this wealth, however, did.

      Poised in the chamber’s center, its immense bulk encompassing several piles, its lustrous body weaving sinuously around and upon the mounds of treasure and several columns of native rock, the dragon exuded ready power and authority.

      In the time it had taken me to reach the heart of its demesne, the dragon, already deadly, had armed and armored itself. It was wearing a bandoleer containing missile-sized shells, pistols on the order of cannons, a diaphanous suit of armor from breastplate to bracers that looked more like the idea of armor rather than armor itself, and several belt-like straps laced across its torso that appeared suitable for carrying mature trees.

      It was death held in abeyance.

      Careful to make as little noise as possible, I retraced my steps into the passage’s shelter and whispered, “Follow the side tunnel to its end. You’ll reach the dragon’s lair.”

      As I slowly made my way forward once more, the dragon welcomed me to its home.

      

      “Come, spellslinger. Come into my lair.

      “Let us dance like I danced with your brother.

      “Perhaps your blood will be as sweet, your marrow as succulent.”

      The dragon’s wagon-wheel-sized nostrils flared and snorted audibly as it tasted the air.

      “I smell the common blood and know your cause.”

      The dragon’s voice boomed like an avalanche, it seduced like a lover, and it smote like a sword.

      “You have come to die like your brother before you.

      “This is a gift I give willingly, generously, so unlike others of my kind.

      “I do not hoard my riches.

      “Come, partake.

      “Your end will be quick, feeble, like that of the rest of your kind.

      “Then you will truly know peace and will dwell beyond all pain.

      “This, too, is a gift I give willingly, openly.

      “Come, ’slinger, let us dance one last time before you die.”

      The dragon’s black claws raked the cavern’s floor, flashing sparks, sending shivers down my spine, a horrid counterpoint to its unholy voice.

      “Yes, let us bathe in your blood and revel in your end.

      “The time is come!”

      

      An all-engulfing wall of dragon fire leapt across the cavern, roiling forward like the entrance to Hell itself. Pillars gave way and collapsed, bending and folding like molten wax before the infernal onslaught while the floor rippled and turned liquid, reborn as lava beneath the dragon’s fire.

      A staccato counterpoint to the continuous rush, roar, and heat of the flames, the thunder of small arms fire ricocheted through the cavern.

      Cycling rapidly through munitions types as I dove sideways to avoid dragon fire, I volleyed off blast after blast of arcane force. Explosive missiles, branching lightning bolts, flashing silver streams of ethereal bullets, and luminous spectral bursts all ricocheted from the dragon’s spectral armor, never reaching its hardened scales.

      Nothing.

      Never start an arms race with a dragon.

      

      My boots clicked on the glassy rock beneath me as I sprinted away from the cave’s entry seeking shelter, any cover that might buy me time and protection, firing as I ran.

      The roar of Luerl’s and Eustace’s guns joined mine from behind.

      Ignoring the hailstorm of bullets tearing through the air, the dragon flicked its wrist decisively and unleashed a silvery scythe of power that ripped through the air like an empyrean boomerang, slicing through stone as if it were nonexistent.

      The rumble of collapsing rock followed the spell’s trajectory and the shots behind me stopped.

      After everything we’d been through, I hoped Luerl and Eustace were unharmed.

      Reaching over its bandoleered right shoulder to the gap between its membranous wings, the dragon coolly whipped out a gun.

      Perhaps “gun” was not the right term.

      Cannon was an understatement.

      This thing looked like it would be at home on a starship—a particularly large one designed to take out planets.

      The gun was sleek, elegant, and deadly. If it weren’t the size of a tree, I would say it was supremely artful.

      Despite its beauty, there was no question as to its efficacy. If a dragon would select a gun over its volcanic breath, then it was a terrible weapon indeed.

      Assuming the silvery blade of force had not done Eustace and Luerl in, I yelled, “Run!”

      If ever my words needed heeding, now was the time.

      No shielding I could throw up in an instant was going to stop a dragon’s hellfire, much less whatever the gun shot.

      Sprinting at full speed, my boots digging into the rocky ground, I skidded around a corner and leapt, thudding to a graceless stop prone, arms and legs sprawled outward, on the stone floor.

      The wall vaporized above me.

      If I had been standing, I would be gone.

      Utterly.

      

      There was no dust or debris, just a wall shorn completely through, leaving a perfectly smooth surface as though the material had never existed in the first place. The opposite wall in the cavern I was sheltering in showed a similar fate.

      The air flashed with unimaginable brightness as the dragon’s gun fired again and again.

      I hazarded a glance over the lip of the annihilated wall to see that the dragon was shooting rapidly left and right, laying down targeted suppressive fire. Smoke steamed from the edges of its vast curled lips, man-sized yellowed teeth jutting erratically from its fearsome mouth.

      Of my companions, I could see no sign.

      I hoped that meant they had reached safety and had not been vaporized.

      I would only get the chance to find out if I lived.

      With the dragon distracted, I saw my opportunity.

      The dragon had retracted its nictitating membranes in order to get a better view while firing. Its new eldritch armor protected almost everything else.

      Channeling explosive rounds into the barrels of my guns, I popped up over the lip of the disintegrated tube and opened fire.

      One, two, three, four pulsating rounds blasted through the dragon’s saucer-sized eye before it had time to blink.

      With a detonation that rocked the entire cavern, the dragon’s head exploded in a geyser of red gibbets.

      The beast never had time to roar.

      There would be no dragon head trophies to memorialize this hunt.

      With a thunderous thwump! the dragon fell to its final resting position, the impact sending musical chimes and tinkles through all the fine metal, jewels, and coins surrounding its now-cooling corpse.

      The force of the crash lifted me briefly off my feet.

      Now I had the grisly duty of wading through the offal to see if any of my fellows yet lived.

      Before I ventured forward, however, I had to let the blazing heat of the dragon’s blood cool.

      Dead or alive, a dragon was a ticking time bomb ready to explode.

      Unsure of whether I would receive an answer, I called out, fearing the echo of my voice would be the only reply. “Anyone there?”

      “Around tha corner!”

      Eustace, that thorny devil, at least had made it.
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      My weira screamed and I rolled instinctively, diving to the side with guns at the ready, probing for the source of danger.

      Had the dragon survived?

      Was its death but an illusion? Another trick in the succession of traps laid for us at every part of our journey?

      Had it summoned more demons to dispatch us while we were most vulnerable?

      Had henchmen arrived, called to their master’s aid?

      Silence.

      Emptiness.

      No danger materialized.

      I heard a groan.

      Luerl!

      Luerl must be injured.

      The warning inside grew louder. He must be in grave danger.

      I sprinted toward the sound, my boots ringing with the clinking of loose coins and gems as I crossed the cavern.

      We had come too far to lose anyone else.

      The groan sounded again, nearer.

      I rounded the corner leading to another section of cavern at full speed.

      Luerl was lying on the ground perhaps thirty paces ahead, within the entry to a small side cave, his leg pinned under a large stone.

      Eustace stood over him, trying to pry his leg free.

      I heard a cracking sound overhead.

      My weira was a roar that could not be ignored.

      Too late, I realized the threat: the ceiling was now unsound.

      I dove.

      My foot slipped on the loose coins and debris at my feet.

      The crack of failing rock followed me.

      The pain of impact, something clipping the back of my head.

      The sound of more crashing rocks.

      Bright light, and then darkness.
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      “Ya made it too easy fer us, ’slinger.”

      Where was I?

      I could not move.

      My arms were bound tightly behind my back, my hands locked intimately together. My legs and feet were held firmly together by ropes or straps winding from top to bottom.

      I could not see.

      My eyes were shrouded, blindfolded securely with layers of dark fabric I could not see through.

      I could not speak.

      My mouth was bound and gagged, stuffed with foul cloth.

      My thoughts were slow, muted, dampened by some arcane suppression.

      “Ya saved us tha trouble o’ figurin’ out how ta get rid o’ ya.”

      I could feel the full heat of midday on my neck and back.

      We were somewhere in the desert.

      Perhaps still in the Wastes?

      Had they carried me out of the caves all the way down the mountain?

      Why bother?

      Too much work.

      They must have teleported here, wherever here was.

      Which meant Luerl was alive.

      Eustace could teleport about as well as he could shave.

      Perhaps this was a safe spot, a hideout, or a location they used to torture people and discard the bodies.

      Though Eustace had spoken, I could sense Luerl’s presence as well. “We lost too much, ’slinger.

      “Now we’re gonna get a bit o’ it back by takin’ yers.”

      They were going to kill me…slowly.

      In revenge for the loss of their companions: Fronus, Drute, and Scarlack.

      “Ya see, revenge is a reward earned.

      “We’ve come fer our due, ’slinger. I’m sure ya’ll understand.

      “After all, it was yer quest fer vengeance that ended up makin’ us seek ours.”

      Yes. My quest had included a terrible price: the loss of so many, from the sheriff and his men to the ranchers of Sky’s End. And Eustace’s crew.

      All gone.

      My selfishness cloaked in moral rectitude had cost more lives than the dragon had taken at Sky’s End.

      I was a greater danger than the dragon.

      They would have their revenge on me.

      Slowly.

      From the inside.

      “Now, as much as we’d like ta do this ourselves, we’ve a hoard ta claim. Understand, we’ll be glad ta know ya suffered, but we won’t be here ta do it.

      “We’ll let tha Wastes do tha work fer us.

      “I’m sure it can draw things out longer’n we could, anyway.”

      Exposure…the wearing away of all that was human.

      Did they not know there was nothing left?

      What could the Wastes take away that I had not already lost?

      I was dumped to the ground painfully. Air rushed out of my chest as I struggled to find my breath.

      “We’re not all bad, ’slinger.

      “We’re nice enough ta dig ya yer grave.

      “We’ll even set ya in it.

      “Seein’ as how we’ve work ta do, we’re not gonna finish it fer ya, but at least we’ll set ya in up ta yer neck.”

      Another drop, this time feet first as I was dumped into a hole, my boots scraping along one side until I hit the bottom jarringly.

      I could feel the cool earth surrounding me.

      After the heat of the sun on my back, the mild earth was welcome.

      Shoveled dirt hit my face, my neck, my chest, my legs, my back, and my feet.

      Each careless toss of earth was an insult, a slap to the face.

      “We’ve taken care o’ yer guns fer ya as well—threw  ’em inta tha lava at tha bottom o’ tha dragon’s volcano. They’ll disappear inta memory, just like ya.”

      More dirt fell on me, slowly covering my thighs and buttocks.

      “Don’t ya worry, ’slinger. When all is said and done, we’ll be back ta check on ya, ta make sure tha earth hasn’t choked on yer rotten carcass.”

      At least they were thinking of me and my future.

      Good lads, Eustace and Luerl—the best.

      Eustace bent close. I could smell his rank breath and feel the putrid warmth of his exhalations, his words a curse in my ear. “I know ya’re an optimist, ’slinger. Ya think ya have everythin’ all figured out, that ya can get outta just about anythin’. But ya won’t be getting’ outta this.

      “No one’s comin’ fer ya.

      “No one’s gonna look fer ya.

      “When all is said and done, ol’ Luerl and I will look tha heroes, tellin’ everyone how ya died like all tha rest, burnt ta ash by tha dragon’s flames.

      “We’ll even let ’em have a service fer ya and all tha fallen.

      “Includin’ yer horse.”

      Smoky.

      They’d killed Smoky!

      “Yer demon steed won’t be comin’ ta save ya, ’slinger. Neither will anyone else. So best sit back, relax, and die like a man.

      “If ya have it in ya.”

      Eustace pulled my blindfold away roughly, jerking my head back as he ripped it off my head. “I’m gonna let ya see yer life leakin’ out. Think of it as my last gift.”

      As he stood, he delivered one last barb. “Seein’ as how ya like jerky so much, I thought ya’d like ta hear that mistral make excellent jerked meat.”

      The fires began to blaze within me then, white-hot.

      Heat and light exploded through me, burning everything away.

      All fear, all anger, all regret was gone in an instant.

      Time slowed and stretched; there was, in that infinite moment, only one thing left.

      Purpose.

      I heard the whistle of a swinging shovel and a sound akin to the ringing of a bell as pain exploded through the back of my skull.

      Once more I knew darkness and nothing else.
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      The spell encumbering my mind faded.

      Everything came back to me in a flash of fire, anger, and pain.

      Clarity.

      Clarity settled over me in a shroud of peace and calm.

      They had killed my mystral.

      They had left me to die.

      And they were going to live the lives of heroes on a foundation of lies.

      I might not be much, but I could not let this happen.

      The world was better than this.

      As was I.

      

      I summoned my sidearms.

      The fires of the sun could not tame Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod.

      A volcano would do nothing.

      Eustace and Luerl had merely kept my guns safe.

      I could feel my revolvers from afar, to the south and west, and knew exactly where I would go when I got free.

      

      I remembered who and what I was.

      I did not need to move my hands or lips to work magic; I just needed my will.

      Will I had aplenty.

      I visualized my intent, shaped my will, and realized my vision.

      Though I was much stronger with my guns, I was an able magician nonetheless.

      Magic was, after all, the heart of being a spellslinger.

      Without it, we were just gunmen, like Eustace.

      With magic and a gun, but without honor, ethics, and vision, we were just killers like Luerl.

      I was neither Eustace nor Luerl.

      I was a spellslinger, and I would have my vengeance, for my revenge made the world a better place.

      Casting off the dirt and shackles that bound me, I rose from the earth in a shroud of soil.

      I began to walk.

      Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod would meet me along the way.
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      Greed was a tether.

      It always brought the ones tied back.

      Even with teleportation, Eustace and Luerl would be making many trips to the dragon’s hoard.

      I would be there waiting for them upon their return…one last gift from the dragon.

      

      To the south and east, but the faintest intimation on the horizon, hinted at by the massed line of clouds above them, the Hellfire Range marked the physical heart of the Skaelyrian Wastes.

      I started walking.

      For some, the journey would take weeks or months.

      I was ja’lel.

      What was impossible for some was not for me.

      I might not be able to teleport like a high mage, but I could stride.

      Far striding was an art of the ja’lel. Although many gunslingers used horses, with far striding they were not strictly necessary. Horses often allowed us to blend in with others without giving our identities and purpose away.

      Smoky gave me, or had given me, more flexibility and efficiency in movement even than far striding.

      But now Smoky was gone, so I strode.

      Each step was a blur, the near horizon landing beneath my heel with every stride. Time and distance were synonymous; each tread shortened both.

      Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod called to me as I walked, their refrain the song of my fathers, of my line, and of my life. They told me of my betrayal, of Eustace and Luerl’s treachery, of the fallen dragon Kiersaegian’s legacy, teaching me the dragon’s tale and its terrors, and of all they would do when they were back in my hands.

      I reached for my guns and they came.

      

      I warped through a part of the Wastes I had never seen.

      Given the immense expanse of the Wastes, most of the desolate reaches of the desert were tractless wilderness.

      The land here was far more alien than the area of arid rock and soil with which I was familiar.

      Large stone outcroppings were the dominant land feature, with shapes ranging from delicate arches to columns of irregular vertical stone. These rocks, and much of the ground between, were completely covered in myriad polyps, horns, tables, fans, pillars, and the tentacles and branches of aeryavores, subsiding on the ambient magical energies of the place since there was so little else to live on.

      I glimpsed the land in connected images, stills of time and place linked together to form a shifting picture, like flipping through a book.

      As rich as this portion of the Wastes appeared, I did not wish to find out what dangers it harbored.

      Even far striding, I was days away from Kiersaegian’s lair.

      Without the help of Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod, I would not be able to maintain the power necessary to sustain a journey of such distance.

      With them, vengeance was possible.
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      Reaching the plateau at the foot of Kiersaegian’s mount was the most difficult part of this entire quest.

      Fighting dragons, facing down demons, losing allies—all were travails not to be wished on anyone. But the loss of a friend, of a companion that had shared much of my life and that I had thought would share so much more was insufferable.

      The hardest part was not seeing Smoky’s corpse laid out ignominiously on the bare rock. It was knowing I would have to wait to do anything to honor his memory outside the love I held for him in my heart.

      I could not yet afford to give away my position.

      When this foul business was done, when my conscience had been cleaned of all debts and obligations, then I would come back to give Smoky’s memory the true esteem he deserved.

      Until that time came, I would hold its promise dearly.

      I walked over to his corpse and patted my friend lovingly, offering the reassurance he no longer needed or desired, feelings that were, instead, mine.

      I left him with a heavy heart as I strode from the clearing, my eyes set on the cause of his untimely end and its rectification.

      

      Even with far striding, I still had to climb to the summit to reach Kiersaegian’s lair. I could not risk an errant hand or foothold while skimming across the surface of a mountain.

      Far striding let me cover ground quickly.

      It would not stop a fall.

      My guns would do that, if needed. But I was in no hurry. Revenge was a dish best savored, relished over time.

      Without the imminent threat of a dragon’s attack, the climb up the mountain was almost pleasant, leisurely.

      If Eustace and Luerl were in the cave gloating over their winnings, I would kill them.

      If Eustace and Luerl were not yet in the cave, I would wait for them to return and then kill them.

      These were just two versions of the same outcome.

      I would take either, for they were one and the same.

      

      Entering the tunnel we had first cleared of Kiersaegian’s wards and then the resultant rubble, my weira was silent. No danger was imminent, no fell creatures lurked around corners, and Eustace and Luerl were nowhere to be seen.

      I was, much to my own surprise, disappointed.

      Deep down, I must have wanted another fight, another charge through the enemy’s defenses to its inner sanctum, where I would enjoy a final battle.

      Alas, the ending of my imaginings was not to be.

      I had already had this ending in the battle with Kiersaegian.

      Wasn’t that enough?

      Was anything ever enough?

      Would vengeance be enough, or would I seek yet another cause until I could no longer go on?

      I shrugged and hummed a little tune, my dour mood lightening.

      I would take what I got, because that was all I would receive.

      

      The journey inward to Kiersaegian’s den was uneventful.

      I wended through the debris in the outer tunnel until it ended in the spuming inner caldera, the heat, smell, and toxicity of the place far more noticeable now that a raging monstrosity was not harrowing me with potential death and dismemberment.

      The climb to Kiersaegian’s tunnel, the entry largely obliterated after the dragon had unleashed its cloud of annihilating magic, was far more challenging than before, but I had time and patience on my side to safely cross the gap.

      Entering the tunnel to Kiersaegian’s lair, I slowed my pace and extended my senses.

      No one.

      The air ahead was too still, the space too echoing in silence, for anyone to be present.

      Nonetheless, I approached cautiously.

      As I neared the dragon’s lair, the tunnel became brighter, filled with the light of miraculous arcane objects, treasures that would enrich generations.

      The only treasures that sparked my eye, however, were the ones I would pluck when they returned, for, as I had sensed, the chamber was empty.

      The tremendous bulk of Kiersaegian’s corpse lay coiled across the cavern, its scarlet scales still gleaming with eldritch glamor, its body strangely resistant to decay.

      I had no interest in trophies, either.

      Dragons shared a common bond, a mind that eschewed distance. All of them knew of Kiersaegian’s death, even if his mind was normally closed to them, for in death it opened or its absence filled a space once hidden. Carrying tokens of victory, even of the most vile dragons like Kiersaegian, was still an insult to civilized dragons across the realm, many of whom I knew and counted as friends and allies. I would not dishonor them by flaunting Kiersaegian’s death.

      I found a pleasant corner, one slightly out of the way with a suitable chalice to overturn and sit upon, and waited.

      I could sit so still and patiently that statues called me brother.

      

      I accepted the fact that I was a cold-blooded killer.

      To sit and wait patiently, calmly, for one’s enemies with the intent to kill them mercilessly, told me I was nothing else.

      This was, however, who I had been since my father’s death.

      Cold and bloodied.

      Cold in heart for my foes and bloodied by their deaths at my hands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Childhood’s End

          

        

      

    

    
      The roar of gunfire.

      The flashing lights and terrible sounds of a magical assault.

      I sprinted up the hill from the target range toward the keep at full speed, the air burning in my lungs to keep up with the heat of my exertions.

      My weira told me this was bad, that there was danger here, that a wrong had been committed, a wrong that must be righted.

      A ring of cloaked men stood at the entrance to our keep, just across the open drawbridge, before the gatehouse. They each held their horse’s reins in one hand, sidearm in the other.

      My father’s body lay at their feet, his back toward them, his guns undrawn.

      Though I had never seen any of these men before, my father must have counted them as friends or peers.

      And they had murdered him, perhaps just after he had welcomed them, offering them fellowship and the right to enter his home.

      There was no smoke from the pistols.

      These were spellslingers.

      Other bodies hung limply from the shattered parapets, killed by guns and spells. They, too, must have trusted these men or had been instructed to trust them.

      In the silence, the spellslingers were surveying their handiwork.

      No alarm had yet been raised.

      The attack must have been muffled to those inside the keep.

      Before the ’slingers could react or turn, I opened fire.

      My bullets were true, each shot a matching pair—the first a kiss to shatter their arcane defenses, the second to blow them apart.

      I fired six shots that day.

      When I was done, there were four bodies.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Reunited

          

        

      

    

    
      I reckoned that I would not have to wait for long.

      With Luerl’s arcane talents, he should be capable of at least one teleport to and from the hoard each day. I had no idea how much longer Eustace would keep Luerl around after his teleports were no longer needed, but, given the amount of treasure here, and my hunch that Eustace would be reluctant to ask for any help to speed up the process at the risk of losing some of his share, Luerl would be alive for a good long time.

      But that was without my intervention.

      I almost felt sorry for Luerl.

      But being the lesser of two evils still made him evil.

      At the outside, with one trip back and forth to the den a day, that meant that I would be reunited with my old traveling companions on the morrow.

      My excitement knew no bounds.

      

      I had the faintest warning from my weira, easily enough time to open my eyes, tip my hat out of my face, and draw my guns before a faint, rustling disturbance filled the air.

      Luerl and Eustace stepped through the wavering air, a hazy image of reddish-orange desert and steel-grey sky quickly fading behind them.

      I waited a moment to make certain they were alone.

      No one else stepped through the portal with them.

      The portal flickered briefly and disappeared.

      I could offer them a speech, perhaps outlining all the ways they had wronged me, hoping they would recant their evil ways before I killed them.

      But then I risked giving them the opportunity to retaliate.

      Or, even worse, talk.

      I could try to make myself feel better by putting them down, by pointing out the errors of their choices, their actions, and their worldview.

      But I didn’t care about their feelings, or how they felt about the world.

      I felt just fine.

      And I was here to correct their actions—or at least make sure that they made no further mistakes in the future.

      I could threaten them, full of righteous fury and indignation, and make their last moments alive ones of fear.

      But I preferred to just kill them.

      At least that way, their last moments would be filled with what they cared most about—themselves, and their greed. That was the least I could do.

      One final gift.

      I could see their excitement, the glint in their eyes as they gestured affably and smiled at one another, eager to begin.

      The echoes of two shots reverberated through the cavern.

      

      I gave them quick, clean deaths, far more than they had offered me.

      Returning my guns to the holsters at my sides, I gazed briefly upon the fortunes of empires.

      I did not need the hoard’s wealth to secure my future, but there were those who did.

      I would see they got it.

      

      Sadly, two more lives had been added to the dragon’s hoard.

      I hoped no more were yet to come.

      

      I took the bodies and dumped them into the crater. Unlike the dragon, they would decompose quickly.

      Scarlack would appreciate the company.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            To Take Arms

          

        

      

    

    
      What would drive these men to kill my father?

      What could they see in him other than a man who was good and true?

      Perhaps they had considered him a threat to their plans.

      Perhaps they had known he would stand against their intentions.

      And I had killed them before I found out their cause.

      I walked up the hill past the corpses lying in the dirt and reached my father’s side.

      His body was still warm.

      I turned him over and cradled him in my arms, tears falling.

      His eyes were still bright.

      Blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth.

      His body was so warm!

      His eyes slowly focused.

      And he smiled.

      Then the light left him and he went limp in my arms.

      

      I buried him in the field beside my mother, the one tether that had kept him here after years of wandering, now never to leave again.

      At my sides, I wore his guns, his life continuing through mine.

      And I would have vengeance.

      Through vengeance, my father would know peace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            On the Horizon

          

        

      

    

    
      The men I had just killed were not worth the dirt that supported them.

      But I would carry them with me.

      As I did all the others.

      

      The journey back down the mountain was far longer than the one up, mostly because I knew what lay ahead.

      My heart was heavy with its burden, and it only grew heavier.

      But that was life: bearing one burden to the next, being shaped and remade by our sorrows and travails.

      I needn’t look into a mirror to know what I had become.

      

      I burned Smoky beneath the volcanoes of the Hellfire Range, returning his ashes to the sky from whence he had come.

      A part of me left with him.

      

      Picking up my saddlebags and turning east, I looked to the horizon.

      Sky’s End was a long walk.

      I got started.
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      The Chronicles of the Fists trilogy:

      Shadow’s Rise

      Shadow’s Descent

      Lords of Light

      

      The Legacy of the Blade trilogy:

      Soul Stealer

      Wild Mage

      Stone Singer
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      Joe is also working on something else but really cannot say more on the matter at present.
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      As an independent author, I live by your kind words, your enthusiasm, and your passion for good stories.

      Whether these words transported you to another place, one you enjoyed wholeheartedly, or pushed you away without lasting impression, I would welcome your review of my book.

      If you truly did appreciate this book, feel free to spread the word to your friends, family, and random acquaintances. I would also love for you to visit me either at my website at www.josephjbailey.com or on my Facebook Author’s Page.

      If you would like to learn about future book releases, please consider signing up for my book announcement newsletter.

      Many thanks, and happy reading!

      Joseph J. Bailey
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      Abyss – the nether realms of Chaos.

      Abyssal – a curse.

      Aeryavore – literally, ‘magic eater’. Organisms that feed on magical energies.

      Androsian – massive humanoid elementals with varying degrees of intelligence—and  temper.

      Arcana – magic in any form.

      Arcana Empyrium – wizards dedicated to understanding the theory of magic itself, its laws, relationships, and genesis.

      Archmage – a highly skilled, powerful practitioner of the arcane arts.

      Art – the highest expressions of magical endeavor.

      Artificer – a general name for a magic user.

      Bot – short for robot. Often representing a combination of magical and technological arts.

      Craft – high magical arts. See Magic or Art.

      Cuythia – one of the most numerous and successful races on Ilaeria. Psychic inorganic humanoids whose racial memory and shared knowledge are said to be stored within their crystalline facets.

      Degan Baird – sheriff of Ghost’s Gulch. Called Deathsbane by other lawmen.

      Delphine – cowgirl wizard of Sky’s End. Twin sister to Phinea.

      Doerne’dane Thunderhammer – a particularly fearsome dwarven mercenary of the Skyfire Clan. Also known as Eustace.

      Dragon – fearsome reptilian predators, often as intelligent and skilled in magical arts as they are physically powerful.

      Drogma – a savory drink brewed from native plants that is both refreshing and sustaining, often serving as a meal replacement for travelers in harsh surroundings.

      Drute – a member of Doerne’dane’s band. A furer.

      Dwarves – hardy humanoids known for their toughness, independence and skill.

      Ea’ae – a diverse world, one of the cradles of humanoid civilization.

      Edgewalker – a colloquialism for ja’lel.

      Eiŕ and Eiŕ’hod – literally, ‘father’ and ‘son’ or, more loosely, ‘life’ and ‘from life’. Twin revolvers of Koren D’uene of unmatched eldritch craftsmanship. Legendary weapons of the ja’lel.

      Eustace – Dwarven bounty hunter. See Doerne’dane Thunderhammer.

      Extradimensional – entities from another plane or dimension.

      Far stride – to walk great distances with a single step. Called striding for short.

      Fronus – a member of Doerne’dane’s band. A furer.

      Fualen Quadrant – a galactic backwater within the larger macroverse.

      Furers – a violent, sadistic people who disfigure themselves in an effort to live in a universe of glorious suffering.

      Ghost’s Gulch – a small, hardscrabble community on the outskirts of the Skaelyrian Wastes. Home to miners, ranchers, merchants, and adventurers trying to make a living outside the edges of civilization.

      Gnomes – small, curious humanoids known for their intelligence, good humor, ingenuity, technical aptitudes, and arcane knowledge.

      Gornak – bestial, powerfully built humanoids known for their blood rage, clan wars, and racial feuds.

      Guernden – a magical dwarven hand cannon similar in appearance to an ornate rifle. Sometimes referred to as Dragon’s Gullets for the fires contained in their bellies.

      Gunman’s intuition – see Weira.

      Gunte – a bone meal gruel favored among the gornaks.

      Hedge wizard – a term for an unskilled magician, often self-taught, with little innate skill or talent.

      Hellfire Range – volcanic mountains to the west of the Skaelyrian Wastes.

      Ilaeria – a diverse, magical world in the Fualen Quadrant. Homeworld of Koren D’uene.

      Ja’lel – literally, ‘gun knight’. One who follows the way of the gun. See Ja’tet.

      Ja’tet – literally, ‘one way’. A general name for the way of the gun. On the lowest levels, ja’tet encompasses martial magic focused on firearms, survival, and right action. On higher levels, ja’tet provides a path to realization.

      Kiersaegian – literally, ‘fiery lord’ or ‘lord of fires’. An ancient, malevolent red dragon. Bane of the Wastes.

      Koren D’uene – a human ja’lel.

      Kuen – a mantra of true perception among the ja’lel.

      Leila Tavers – owner of Sky’s End Ranch.

      Legen – a cowboy wizard of Sky’s End.

      Loene – a highly regarded magical bird of high intelligence. Loenes are often kept as familiars by wizards due to their near-human intellect and magical abilities.

      Lueffa – magical creatures of immense value native to the Wastes.

      Luerl – a member of Doerne’dane’s band. A lustran.

      Lustran – a dark, fey race of unknown origins with a proclivity toward dark magics and unholy rites.

      Macroverse – the multidimensional multiverse. See also Multiverse.

      Magic – the manipulation of Reality in its various manifest states. The more refined the magical symmetries, the greater the Art.

      Morgran – a young wizard deputy from Ghost’s Gulch.

      Multiverse – the totality of existence across all planes, dimensions, and universes. See also Macroverse.

      Mystral – a winged, four-legged predator resembling a cross between a dragon and a horse. Sometimes called a dragon or demon steed.

      Nüaer’Daer – literally, ‘life’s heart’. A dwarven term for dragons.

      Oden’el – literally, ‘the high will’. The force of the mind in action, fuel of magic, and source of the ja’lel’s art.

      Ondar – literally, ‘beardless’. The state or quality of not having a beard. In the Dwarven reckoning, being beardless is horrid indeed. A Dwarven curse.

      Paratechnology – the gnomish art of blending magic and science, enchantment and technology.

      Periphery – sere borderlands to the west of civilized Tellar.

      Phinea – cowgirl wizard of Sky’s End. Twin sister to Delphine.

      Reality – the macroverse, or its fundamental nature.

      Rhonesia – one of Ilaeria’s major continents.

      Scarlack – a member of Doerne’dane’s band. A gornak.

      Skaelyrian Wastes – vast, largely uninhabited lawless wastelands in western Rhonesia.

      Sky’s End Ranch – a major ranching and mining operation in the Skaelyrian Wastes.

      Slinger – short for spellslinger.

      Smoky – mystral companion to Koren.

      Spellslinger – a magician who channels his or her power through guns. Most often a knight-errant married to the way of the gun. See also Ja’lel.

      Stride – see Far stride.

      Talen D’uene – brother to Koren D’uene.

      Tellanon – a magical city in the sky on Ea’ae.

      Tellar – a wealthy confederacy of kingdoms in eastern Rhonesia.

      Therans –massive humanoids known for their formidable strength and skill at arms, often belied by their keen intelligence, gentle nature, and sharp wit.

      Wastes – short for Skaelyrian Wastes.

      Way of the gun – the arcane art of the gun. Although there are many styles and schools, they are all ja’tet. See also Ja’tet.

      Weira – a heightened sense of alertness and readiness cultivated in ja’lel. Sometimes called a gunman’s intuition.

      Woden – an eldritch elder race not native to Ilaeria. Most often accompanied by gregarious swarms of native spirits. Surprisingly adept at both higher magical and technical arts.

      Wyrm – a dragon, often of the ancient variety.

      Xerist – one who offers himself or herself to the desert in hopes of gathering wisdom, understanding, and power.

      Xyeres – a living force of nature said to be a hybrid of elemental and demon.
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      No one should ever come between a man’s family and his guns.

      Not if they want to live.

      Not even a dragon.

      Especially when those guns belonged to a spellslinger.

      The dragon who had killed his brother had a death wish.

      Koren D’uene was a ja’lel, a gun knight, and his was the job of granting wishes.

      His guns spoke and the world listened.

      Spellslinger is a Wild West-inspired fantasy novel of roughly 40,000 words.
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