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Аннотация
Anna, the fast-talking clever girl from Gray's Story, learns of the deception and dangers discovered across the Endless Sea. She understands war is coming, but knows she can help her people. Anna decides to sail to the land of Breslau and gather information to win the war, but she needs help--a lot of it, and failure may mean the end of the Dragon Clan. Raymer, who bonded with a red dragon agrees to travel with her, and take his dragon with them. Perhaps between them they can prevent a war--or start one.


LeRoy Clary
Dragon Clan #6: Anna�s Story


CHAPTER ONE

Anna quelled the desire to scream her frustration as she watched each of the elders gathered around the table placed on the stage. She forced herself to sit with calm restraint for any looking in her direction. She understood the council�s reluctance to allow her to sail across the Endless Sea to Breslau, especially when considering her young age. But she believed her services were critical to the survival of the family, and perhaps to the entire Dragon Clan. I have to make them understand.
The young man who had traveled with her before, Gray, broke a leg and couldn�t travel with her again, at least not for months, and she didn�t want to wait. Tessa, the leader of the watchers, was too busy as the newest member of the council. Besides, she was scheduled to be at King Ember�s Summer Palace in a few days. That left nobody in the Drylands Family with the experience required to go with her. Yet, the council was adamant about not letting her go alone.
They faced each other across the aged wooden stage built at the edge of the orchard. It stood under the canopy of apple trees older than anyone alive. This was not the first time she had been up there. It was often used by family singers, play-actors, and children to entertain. Not so long ago that included her. But the structure had originally been erected years ago, so the council members could be seen and heard by all in the Dragon Clan Family at meetings exactly like this one.
She stood before the seated council, chin up, ready to fight. She�d lose her arguments; she knew that, but she would do her best. Her Grandma Emma, the wily senior member of the council, spoke first before Anna could say anything. �Your last venture out into the world warned us of the impending danger of Breslau and their dragons, and it provided invaluable information about the invasion scheduled for landing at Shrewsbury. You can be proud that you have served your family well, and no more of you is expected. But now you request to leave us again, and ask for our permission and support.�
Anna lowered her eyes. The tone was both an accusation and a decision. All in attendance, even those furthest away could hear Grandma Emma and Anna�s carefully crafted arguments would now fall on deaf ears. She didn�t request to go out there again; she needed to. Her job tonight was to convince them.
The family may not understand, but they needed her to gather more knowledge about the land of Breslau even if they didn�t understand why. Breslau was going to invade the Princeton Kingdom with little or no opposition�and part of their foreign army would march right through the drylands�right past this valley. Worse, they probably already knew the location of the Drylands Family, and would attack and destroy her home, perhaps killing everyone at tonight�s meeting.
A month ago, the messenger from the Highlands Family had told them of the further dangers from Breslau. Tanner and Carrion had traveled there, confirming all she and Gray had found�and more. The messenger had sat with the counsel for two full days, telling them of the dangers to not only the Dragon Clan but everyone in the kingdom. They were the kind of dangers that could only be fought with accurate information, the sort she might help provide. But, how could she convince the council?
Her grandmother thumped her staff loudly, twice on the wood floor to draw the attention of all. The pounding sounded with the hollow echo of a drum. Her Grandmother half- stood and raised her voice so even those in the back would hear each word clearly. �I believe our very existence is at a crossroad today. We will either defend ourselves from invaders from Breslau--or the Dragon Clan perishes, at least our family dies. It is that simple.�
�Yes, we need to fight back,� Anna said, glad of the unexpected support, tentative as it was. However, Grandma Emma hadn�t said who needed to defend the Dragon Clan, just that we need to. The difference was not lost by Anna. Her grandmother was renowned for her subtle use of language to get her way.
The old woman, still standing, turned to face Anna, a sad expression already telling of her foregone conclusion. �It was my reluctant responsibility to assign you to travel with Gray to Shrewsbury last year, but you agreed and risked everything. True, your mission was almost an observer and messenger. Yet, after all, that, you are still only fifteen. Perhaps it is better for others to take on this task and do their part; their share on protecting us all.�
�No! I want to go. I�m experienced and better qualified than any other Clan member here. Besides, there is nobody of age or more experienced. Look around you. Who else is there?�
�Pretty fifteen-year-old girls face difficulties out in the world that is beyond your understanding. You cannot travel alone, and there is nobody in our family available to escort you.� She pounded her staff on the floor once, to emphasize her point with another hollow boom. She was not a woman who allowed others to raise their voices to her.
Heads nodded in agreement with her words, but Anna ignored them as she thought. She�d seen the twinkle in her grandmother�s eyes and understood that she had given Anna an out that the others on the council hadn�t heard or didn�t yet understood. It was just like the old woman to say one thing and mean another.
Now Anna just needed to figure it out quickly. What was her grandmother trying to tell her? In our family. The phrase had been ever so slightly stressed, yet Grandma Emma was such a great manipulator of people and meetings that it meant something. She would not use that phrase unless there were meanings behind meanings.
Like a flash of lightning on a warm summer evening, Anna understood. There are people in other families who can go with her. Anna spoke again, keeping her voice level and restrained, �Remember last year when Fleet came here and took Tessa with him to travel to Fleming? Like Fleet, I could travel to another Dragon Clan family and ask for a partner. This invasion affects them as much as us.�
Grandma Emma looked at the rest of the council, her expression bland, and she shrugged as if Anna had out-argued her. Even Sawyer, the leader of the council stayed quiet. However, Anna caught a slight wink in her direction from her grandmother, almost just a twitch of the eye as if an insect had flown too close to her eye. Grandma Emma�s face remained calm, and her eyes avoided Anna�s as if seeing them might make her giggle with pride.
When Grandma Emma stepped forward, she held the attention of all. She spoke as if resigned to her decision, a choice she did not want. �I can think of no reason to prevent my granddaughter from taking on this task if she can secure help for the venture. Since she is able to outmaneuver all of us on this council so easily, I suggest we allow her to help us. Maybe she can outmaneuver the Breslau Royals.�
Sawyer, the leader of the family, said, �Which family will she visit for a partner? The Bear Mountain family already has sent at least four people. Another of their family is at Castle Warrington advising the Earl. They cannot possibly spare more people.�
Grandma Emma said, �There is another family high in the Raging Mountains east of Castle Princeton. While we do not know precisely where they are, we do know that Raymer came from there. His name alone should guide the way if a clever girl mentioned it to the right people.�
It was the opening Anna needed. �Yes, he left other clues, too. I could travel there and find Raymer�s family. He might even be there with his bonded dragon. Imagine if Raymer went with me.�
�He was recently visiting the son of the Earl at Castle Warrington in the north, last we heard,� Sawyer said, looking guiltily at her grandmother as if that ended the subject.
Anna became aware that none of the others of the council had spoken, for or against. The members of the council sat in their chairs on the stage at the edge of the apple orchard, and not one of them had spoken since the meeting began. Their eyes shifted from one to the other of the speakers, knowing the importance of the open meeting, yet they remained quiet in a very unusual circumstance. It was most unusual, almost as if they had been instructed. Or perhaps they were allowing Anna to �convince� them of something already decided.
Grandma Emma removed a small leather sack from around her neck. It was tied closed with silk strings. She opened it and dumped the contents on the surface of the small table beside her chair. Coins spilled out, copper, silver, and gold. Several of each color and many different sizes.
Anna said, �That�s a lot of money. Enough to buy a small town, I�ll bet. Where did they come from?�
�Since we don�t use them, we collect them from the ones we find,� Grandma Emma said. �They come in handy when one of us leaves the drylands. They come from the King�s triads, and his armies, when they attack us. We also fought against the King�s assassins and bounty hunters, and they always had coins of some sort in their purses. It seemed only right to take the coins and use them when they would help us all.�
�So over the years, you accumulated all that?� Anna asked, understanding something of the value of the coins in the world outside the drylands.
�Oh, far more than this,� Grandma Emma said. �However, you do not know what you may need, or who you might wish to bribe. Before you depart, some of this will be sewn into the hems of your clothing. The waist, the edges of the hood, the wrists. You will not lack for funds.�
She has agreed to let me go. Anna breathed easier and glanced at the others on the council. She met their smiles of encouragement. �I would like to depart soon.�
Grandma Emma said, �Soon is a rather vague word to describe time, but too soon is a mistake that we cannot correct. You will spend at least three days meeting with the members of this council, individually, and as a group. You will meet with any other family member who wants to provide input for this venture. Each of us has valuable information to share. The knowledge we�ve gained over our lifetimes may save your life. You will choose whichever of the information to follow. My point is, your trip will be delayed.�
Three days of listening to the elders sounded like an eternity but to win, you sometimes have to give. Besides, the tone her Grandmother used allowed not room for argument. Anna nodded and managed to hide her smile. She�d won after all. 
No, Anna wouldn't resist the timeframe. In fact, she welcomed the knowledge and insights the council members would share, especially those from Grandma Emma. Fleet had traveled with Tessa to Fleming and returned with more information about the strange people they called the others than had been discovered since their arrival in the kingdom of Princeton four years earlier. After they had returned, they spent endless days discussing every detail with Grandma Emma.
Gray had traveled with Anna to Shrewsbury and returned with additional information, as well as maps that revealed another world they had been unaware of across the Endless Sea; a body of water obviously misnamed. The charts showed a new world where a strange people lived. There were some strange ones who commanded green dragons that the Dragon Clan couldn�t sense, and others had dragon tattoos on their arms. She was sure they had not been born with them. But who they were, or why they planned an invasion remained a mystery. Still, they had to be stopped.
However, the idea of people with dragon tattoos and ties to dragons were of interest to anyone of the Dragon Clan. But that thought revealed her primary interest. The Dragon Clan knew almost nothing of the new people, and yet, that was far more than King Ember seemed to know. Without knowledge of who the enemy was, or where they came from, made it impossible to wage war. She and others believed the war was inevitable. Soldiers from across the sea would soon be arriving at the port of Shrewsbury. The port village was full of their spies and the town almost fully prepared to receive the foreign troops.
Her Grandmother�s staff pounded the floor again drawing Anna�s attention. �Are you still with us, girl?�
Anna pulled herself from her thoughts and nodded to her grandmother. �Sorry.�
�As I was saying,� Grandma Emma continued, the twinkle again in her eye, �Instead of just rushing off you will need more of a plan than last time, a set of objectives. Besides needing someone older to travel with you, I believe you should consider going to the source of the problem. You need to travel across the Endless Sea if at all possible, but you need to do it in a safe, intelligent way.�
�That�s what I was thinking. The part about crossing the sea. I don�t necessarily want someone older to go with me, someone who will tell me what to do.�
�Older, wiser, and male. Despite all of the arguments you�ll make, there are times when a man can accomplish what you cannot. It is not about you, but about how others perceive you.�
�You�ve raised me to be equal to any man.� Anna puffed out her chest and set her chin.
Grandma Emma shrugged. �Unfortunately, I fear that I did not raise all of those you will deal with. In many cultures, a woman cannot make binding business deals, own property, or speak with authority. Some, even members of this council, believe you are too young. These are not things you can change. Deal with them.�
Anna didn�t like the direction the meeting was taking. But there was truth in Grandma Emma�s words. Besides, Anna had already decided to seek out an older man, but for a very different reason. While on the trip with Gray she�d found her sex and her young age to be an effective weapon. With a bit of silliness, she could still pass for an obnoxious twelve-year-old. A girl who could twist and turn middle-aged men with her eye rolls and sharp tongues.
She fought the twitch of a smile as she remembered dealing with the constable at Shrewsbury. The outrageous statements she�d made that no adult could get away with, and the way he�d both dismissed her and avoided her, solely to escape future embarrassment. Half of her spoiled child act depended on a strong male partner such as an older brother or uncle to play against.
She hung her head as if accepting the taste of bitter medicine from a doting mother. �I agree.� Then she raised her eyes and said with finality, �But I am in charge!�
�We would expect no less,� Sawyer said.
Grandma Emma placed a hand on her shoulder. �I knew you�d see it our way.�
Anna patted the old hand. Yes, you have to compromise when dealing with people. . . Or allow them to think you have come around to see things their way. Let them feel that they made the choice. She said, �I�m free to talk all afternoon and even this evening if anyone wants to avoid being out in the heat.�
Sawyer chuckled. �Trying to get the meetings over in sooner than three days, are you?�
There was no use denying it. �I admit I�m in a hurry.�
Grandma Emma said, �In that case, why not let everyone else go about their business while you and I stroll down by the lake while we talk? Take our fishing poles and see if we can get a couple of the children to dig us some fat worms?�
�Fishing sounds like a great way to spend time,� Anna said, hoping her voice sounded as perky as she intended.
After going to Grandma Emma�s house to grab their poles and tackle, they walked down to the dock, saying hello to people they passed. They asked three little girls to dig worms for them. When the girls ran off giggling and laughing in search of bait, Grandma Emma walked onto the dock to her favorite spot where she could sit and dip her swinging feet into the water.
They tied bits of wool to hooks until the worms arrived. Both used bobbers. When the lines were in the water, Grandma Emma said, �I suppose you already have a plan?�
�Not fully developed, but yes.�
�Tell me.�
�After what we found in the Marlstone Islands, I have ideas. Remember Breslau had bought all the businesses and refused to sell cargo or supplied to ships. I need to sail to Breslau. The answers are there.�
�You�re speaking about the change in the attitude of everyone in the port when Gray mentioned �Anterra� at the Inn in Marlstone City?�
�They were going to hang him. At least they were going to beat him, just for mentioning it. He was lucky to have a good ship�s captain who managed to get him away.�
�The same tale says that there is only one ship that goes beyond The Marlstones to Breslau,� Grandma Emma said. �It rarely takes passengers. It will never take you.�
�I know. But it did take Stinson there, and that�s a problem for all of us. Stinson and his bragging mouth will sell out our entire family for a few words of praise, and there is little about us that he does not know.�
�He�s not as bad as all that.� Grandma Emma said. �Just a little headstrong.�
�You�re wrong. He traveled on that ship as a crewman,� Anna said. �That says he is one of them, or he�s selling his soul to them.�
�I believe part of what you say may be accurate, but it is hard to believe a child from this family would do such a terrible thing. While he may have worked on the ship as a crewman, that was not the primary reason for why he was on the ship. He was there because The others wanted him in Breslau. Hiring him onto the ship was merely a method to get him there willingly and to force him to talk. I could not imagine they couldn�t have found a better-qualified crewman if they had looked at three other sailors. When the ship eventually tied up to the pier in Breslau, he was probably taken off and questioned. At least, that�s my belief.�
�Questioned like a spy?� Anna asked.
�Or worse. He may even have been treated like royalty, and then he willingly told all, but at the very least I assume he was tortured and in the end told them everything he knows about the Dragon Clan and where we are located.�
�They probably didn�t have to torture him is my guess.�
�Anna, pay attention to your bobber. A fish is playing with your bait. Be careful of what you say about Stinson. He still has family living here that your words may hurt them. We need to be understanding for their sake.�
�He is a traitor to this family and the Dragon Clan,� she spat.
Grandma Emma lifted her bait from the water and replaced it with a worm from the container the girls brought. She thanked them, and after they had run off, she tossed her line, so her bobber sat right beside Anna�s. It went under almost immediately.
Grandma Emma pulled in a perch, held it up and examined the size and judged it too small to keep, so she tossed it back. She rebaited her hook and cast her line back beside Anna�s again. Grandma Emma soon pulled in another. It was a keeper, but she also tossed it back into the lake. She glanced at Anna. �Using the right bait always produces better results. I�m done fishing and talking today.�
Anna watched her grandmother stroll up the dock and climb the hillside to the small houses, never once looking back. Anna knew something profound had just happened but couldn�t figure it out. Not yet. But she had time, and three days to think.
She pulled her line in and replaced the wool with a worm. When the bobber went under she didn�t notice until the fish almost pulled her pole into the water.
Her life was about to change in ways she didn�t understand. In later years, if she lived, she would recall this day as the one that set her on the path to whatever destination lay in her future. The thought was profound, fearsome, and exciting.
But, she simply wished to leave the Drylands Family. Soon.

CHAPTER TWO

Anna hugged all who had come to wish her well, which was everyone in the Drylands Family, men, women, and children. Despite her best efforts to hurry events along, it had taken three days to meet with each council member and the interested people who had suggestions or advice. She had spent a full morning with Gray, and almost a full day with Tessa at the watchtower. Both had shared their thoughts and ideas in depth.
In the end, she admitted to herself that it had been well worth the wait. She had used the time to fill her backpack with essential items, empty it, and refill it again with different essentials. She had sewn coins into so many seams that the straps of her pack felt heavier, not just the contents of the pack, but the straps themselves held coins.
Grandma Emma had monopolized her evenings, filling them with guidelines, goals, and warnings. While she had allowed Anna to take on the responsibility of the trip, it was clear that her grandmother wished Anna would let another go in her place.
Finally, it was time to leave. The entire Drylands Family watch her as she walked beside Tessa in the direction of the mouth of the box canyon that helped conceal the village, Tessa said, �I�ll walk with you a little farther if you don�t mind.�
�That would be nice,� Anna said, grateful for the company and yet fearful of cutting the last tie to her family and friends for another venture into the unknown. The feelings had become uncomfortable with all the well-wishers delaying her as they offered advice and wisdom, but the morning sun was well above the horizon, and she had a very long walk ahead of her.
After navigating the wall of cacti and juniper, they reached the flat of the desert and walked within the high walls of the canyon looming over them to either side. Anna was conscious of the watcher on duty on the mesa above even if she couldn�t see who it was. She knew a friend or relative was there watching out for the safety of all, as she had done a hundred times.
Tessa said, �I wanted to stress a few things before you go. Your Grandmother and I discussed them, and we are in complete agreement.�
�I thought we�d already decided everything.�
�Not yet. Listen to me, Anna. This may seem like an adventure to you, and someday I hope you tell your grandchildren about it, but today it is a dangerous mission. So listen to me with all the attention you would as if your life is at stake . . .�
�Okay, I will.�
�Your grandmother and I are changing your destination. Instead of going to the Raging Mountains and searching for the Dragon Clan that lives there, we want you do go directly to Castle Warrington. We have information that Raymer will be there helping Quint and his father, the Earl. If he is, you will ask him to accompany you to Breslau.�
�Raymer? The Raymer?�
�Yes, the one who was held in the dungeon and defeated King Ember�s sneak attack against the Northwoods over a year ago. The advantages of traveling to Breslau are simple. He�s experienced in living with people other than Dragon Clan, and he has bonded with a red dragon. He is smart, strong, and clever. Raymer will be your first choice. If you cannot locate him at Castle Warrington, you will travel to the Raging Mountains and seek out his family, which may take time. They are hidden as well as our family is, but you will find the way.�
�Why didn�t you tell me all this earlier?�
Tessa walked a few more steps before answering as if considering if she should tell the truth or a lie.We suspected you would balk at going on this venture with a bonded Dragon Clan member. You would fight against it. He will naturally take the lead, and you will do as he says.�
The change irritated Anna. It was another swipe at her young age, but she knew fifteen was not all that young. Her mother had died in childbirth while only a year older. She took a single step away from Tessa and placed her arms crossed over her chest. �Traveling all the way to Castle Warrington and then on to the Raging Mountains and back again will add twenty days to my journey.�
�However, if Raymer can be located at the castle, your trip will be shorter and more productive, as well as safer.�
�Only if he agrees to go with me.�
Tessa chuckled. �We believe he will leap at the chance. If not, we default to the original plan, and we only lose travel time.�
We! Anna didn�t know where the �we� came from, but she didn�t like the last minute change. She suspected it was anything but a last minute change, but she saw the wisdom and advantages without having them spelled out. However, this was her venture and nobody, not even Raymer was going to take it away from her. She said, using her sour tone while pursing her lips and squinting, �Anything else?�
�I want a hug before I let you continue.�
Anna held onto Tessa longer than she intended, then abruptly spun and marched away. She was finally alone, and nobody could see the tears. However, the tears dried as she trudged ahead in the soft sand and her steps became longer with each stride.
She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. While on the mission with Gray, he had been in charge and he had done a credible job, but this was her time. She intended to perform better than anyone else. Her skills in fighting with the staff were unparalleled, even if she didn�t carry one. Any branch, broomstick, or shovel handle might replace the staff.
But lately the staff had become too closely identified with the Dragon Clan to risk carrying one, and besides, not many twelve-year-old girls carried them. Of course, she was fifteen now, and she had wrapped a wide strip of cloth around her chest to hide her breasts. She would talk in a higher pitch. Her only problem lay in the lack of a story she would tell to those encountered while traveling.
The instructions Tessa had provided would help. They had devised a story to explain why she was traveling alone. She would tell anyone that she was traveling with her brother and his best friend, a warrior in the King�s army. They had split up and gone ahead to hunt. She expected them to return before dark because she was scared to sleep in the wilds alone. After all, Anna was only a twelve-year-old girl and almost helpless.
The hefty knife at her waist was mostly for show. It was almost too large for her small hands. Strapped inside of her thigh was another knife, smaller and far more deadly. The knife was thin, sharp, pointed, and the handle was almost nonexistent, so there was no telltale bulge in her clothing. The blade was small but could slide between ribs without hesitation.
Who would search the thigh of a twelve-year-old girl for a hidden weapon? Nobody, she hoped. But her most powerful weapon was her snarky mouth, followed by her eye-rolls, smirks, and hands-on-hips of protest. She would use them before the dagger and in most cases her attitude managed to scare men. It had served her well on her trip with Gray and she was now more experienced, had trained harder, and she was a little older.
As she walked, the floor of the desert grew hotter, the sand burning her feet right through her boots, yet she couldn�t stop or slow. It took two full days to journey north to where the forests grew. Between her and the forest, there was no water, and travel at night was dangerous. The landscape was black, jagged lava, broken by brown patches where sand blew to fill in depressions, but some lava outcrops were too big and lay exposed. Within sight of her, there were a hundred places ready to trap or break a leg, or trip her forward to strike her head on bare lava.
At night, it would be a hundred times worse to walk. The dips, cracks, exposed rock, and jagged protrusions lurked in every shadow. She had to continue moving today, moving fast while her body still had water. Despite the four water bottles slung around her neck, by tomorrow afternoon they would be empty, and she would be thirsty. The warm water of a shallow stream would appear first, but it was dangerous to stop there because so many thieves and outlaws inhabited the edge of the drylands. They watched the stream for victims and for their drinking water.
Beyond that stream would be a small ridge of low mountains. Cold, clear streams flowed through the forests on the slopes. That would be her goal for the end of the second day. If possible, she would bypass the warm water and those who watched for unwary travelers.
Tessa and Grandma Emma had instructed her well. They had both traveled this way and knew the best routes and what to avoid. They had not held back on providing her with advice or details on the beginning of the trek. While begrudging it to a degree, she also knew it was important. The hours talking to them would help. It also accomplished the task of easing their minds.
Gray, in his typical big-brother role, had cautioned her to curb her sharp tongue, among other things. She intended to ignore that. Her conceited, spoiled, attitude of a twelve-year-old girl put adult men off. Women looked past it. Some even smiled as they remembered themselves at that age. But men reacted in ways that often gave her the upper hand.
A hot wind blew, raising sand and causing it to fly until her clothing was caked with a layer. Her feet hurt from the heated ground. They sank in at each step and seemed to pull back when she tried to lift her feet another step. Her calves started to hurt almost as much as her thighs. She paused at the top of a rise and slowly made a complete turn. Many people don�t look behind themselves when traveling. They only looked ahead. Grandma Emma had told her that, and a thousand other items of survival.
The sun beat down, causing ripples of airwaves just above the sand. The next shade she found, no matter how small, she intended to crawl under it and rest. The hottest part of the day was always late afternoon. She would rest until the shadows grew longer. Then, after that time, the air in the desert gave up its heat so fast that there might be frost by morning. She would continue into the late afternoon and even into the night if the moon and stars gave off enough light. The moon would be near full for a few more nights, and the sky was clear, so she was hopeful.
During her inspection, a slight movement on the slope of another rise in the distance drew her attention; just enough movement to attract her wary eyes. She fell to her knees but didn�t otherwise change positions. Just as she had seen a change, whoever, or whatever was out there in the desert probably watched for the same. She slowly lowered herself to the ground, her eyes pinned to the other slope.
There were few large animals in the drylands. A few wolves prowled near the edges, and now and then a large cat. But there were no bears, or other animals dangerous to humans. The largest and most dangerous were people. Outcasts or criminals, escaped convict or deserters, from the King�s army fled there to avoid the law. And of course, the King�s Triads, those groups of three highly trained scouts searching for the homes of the Dragon Clan.
She saw a flit of movement again. While she couldn�t make out details, she instantly determined it was a man, but obviously, it was not one trained for skulking in deserts. Being spotted so easily told of his ignorance, which did not mean he was not treacherous. Even the most inexperienced opponent might win in a chance encounter.
Might. She stressed that word in her mind as she moved slowly down the backside of the mound. She watched from behind a ledge of crumbling sandstone. Whoever was out there could have gone in any direction, but instead, the figure moved directly at her.
It was not a coincidence, then. Anna had few choices. She could run. The other person could follow. She could hide. The other might find her, and she�d be worse off. She could set a trap. A wary person might sense it and attack her instead of falling into the trap. In any of those situations, she could lose the encounter. In addition to any of them, the stranger following her might catch up while she slept tonight if she did nothing.
But she still had another option, one more suited to her training and skills. The rolling lay of the land, the broken cracks, and crevasses, and the sparse vegetation provided more than enough cover if one knew how to make use of it. She slipped off to one side, and when out of sight she stood and ran at an angle to the stranger, all the while keeping low where he couldn�t see her. When she determined she had gone far enough, she paused. Instead of turning away, she turned towards where she�d last seen the movement.
She used the natural cover and a small split of a canyon until she was sure she had circled around behind the follower. As Grandma Emma said, most people do not look behind. She found another small rise that provided a good view and waited.
It didn�t take long. She was closer to him than expected, but from the tan dust of the desert floor, a male figure stood and stumbled ahead, before pausing and shielding his eyes with the palm of his hand. He searched for her. There was no mistaking the action. He was moving carefully and searching.
There was only one reason to follow behind. He wanted something from her. She didn�t know what he wanted, but it made no difference. He was following her with malicious intent. She liked that word, malicious. She reached for her short bow. Whatever happened was his fault.
He was not too far off, but she wanted to be ready in case he turned and spotted her. Then was not the time to fumble for a bow that might get tangled in her backpack. The quiver at her hip provided an arrow. One quick and familiar move brought it from the quiver to the bow. She strung the bow and fitted an arrow before creeping forward.
The sand crunched under her feet, and she was sure he�d hear her, but the idea was silly. He was too far away to hear her footsteps unless she stumbled. Besides the constant wind made enough sound to shield any she made. But the idea jarred her. She was stalking another person without a single glance behind to see who stalked her. Only a short time ago she�d criticized the man out there for the same mistake.
She paused as if examining a footprint in the sand. As she bent, she peered back and found nobody there. Someone back there may have ducked when she stopped walking. She spun and looked behind. Nobody there. She would have to do better in the future, but her nerves were on edge. It was not the last time she turned to examine her back trail.
She moved quicker now, concentrating on being quiet but adding some speed to her stealth. Closing the distance, she moved to within twenty steps before he heard her. He turned, surprise clear on his dirt-streaked face. If his expression was any gauge, his surprise was quickly followed by a flash of fear as he found the bow in her hands.
His eyes darted around, looking for a way out. But he stood in the open with no adequate cover close enough to reach before she could release her arrow. His options were to run in any unprotected direction. Or, he could charge right at her. The latter would earn him an arrow, or two.
Anna saw the indecision cross his mind, the slump of his shoulders, the giving up. She motioned with the tip of the arrow fitted to the bowstring for him to sit. He shook his head vigorously and pointed to one side, then moved a few steps before sitting, but not so far that it might concern her. She eased closer, careful to stay out of range if he should decide to rush her.
The ground near where he sat had a red ant pile, the little beasts swarming and moving closer to him. That was why he�d refused to sit at first. She motioned again, �Move further away before they get you.�
She examined the man as he scooted away from the ants. He was tall and thin enough to be ill. His cheeks were sunken, his hands mostly long, skinny fingers. Desert dirt coated him from head to foot. No, it was more than dirt, it was mud, she realized. Intentionally applied to his face, neck, ears, and hands. His clothing was ragged, also covered in brown mud that appeared more clay than sand.
�Who are you trying to hide from?� she asked, turning her nose up at the mud.
�People.�
�So you cover yourself in mud to hide?�
�Bugs.� The words came slowly, after a slight hesitation.
Two individual sentences of one word each. Conversation with him would be scant if he kept that up. She realized he was a little older than her. He was probably less than twenty, but with the mud caked on him, the filthy hair, and untrimmed beard, it was hard to tell.
�Bugs?�
�Keeps bugs away.�
The mud helped keep night bugs like mosquitoes and black flies away. She understood and approved. �Who are you?�
He shrugged.
�A name. What do people call you?�
�Thief.�
�No, not what you do. What�s your name?�
�Thief.�
Anna relaxed on the pull of the bow, but kept the arrow seated and ready to release in an instant. �People call you �Thief� because you steal from them, I understand that. But you must have a name.�
He shook his head.
�What do you do out here?�
He looked away as if he didn�t understand the question. He inhaled and let the breath out slowly, looking off into the distance.
Anna took three steps back and sat on a small boulder. She kept a close watch on him. �Why were you following me?�
�Food.�
�What else?�
He gave her a questioning glance before turning away again. He either didn�t want to answer or had none.
�Were you going to hurt me or steal my things?�
�Food.�
He answered too slowly, after a short pause each time she asked him a question as if considering each answer and being careful only to answer what she asked. His responses were those of a young child who got caught dipping a finger into the honey jar without permission. Now that she paid attention, she realized he didn�t scare her. Despite him being so much taller that her head wouldn�t reach higher than his chest, there was a calmness about him. A certain serenity.
�Are you hungry?� She asked. �That�s why you wanted food?�
�Yes.�
�So you were going to steal my food but not hurt me?�
�No.�
The single word of the answer could mean several things. Earlier, he�d said he followed her because of food. From his answer, he might not steal her food, and might not hurt her, or neither�or both. Was that all he wanted? �What else were you going to do?�
�Watch.�
Watch? She considered the single word again and thought she might be beginning to understand. �You were going to watch me and see where and how I found my food?�
He nodded.
That was smart. By watching her, he might learn a new skill to help him survive. A fly landed on his arm. It looked like a horsefly, one that would take a bite of his flesh and leave blood dripping from a wound. The boy didn�t slap at it to kill it. He brushed it off with the side of his hand. She liked that. Killing is necessary at times, but the needless killing of anything, even a horsefly caused her to cringe.
On impulse, she slipped her backpack off and removed a small leather sack with a drawstring. It contained a mixture of dried grapes, nuts, grains, and smoked venison, her favorite food for traveling. It was light to carry, and in a small bag, it would last for days. She tossed it to him.
He opened it and peered inside, finally pouring some into his filthy palm before looking closer. Then he carefully poured it all back into the bag.
�Don�t you want any?�
He nodded. She hadn�t told him to eat it; she�d just thrown the bag in his direction. He had caught it. The interesting thing was that he didn�t eat any despite being hungry. It didn�t belong to him, and she hadn�t expressly told him it was acceptable to eat it. Anna felt she was beginning to understand him a little more.
�Take some. It�s yours,� she ordered, hoping he poured out the exact same nuts and kernels that had rested in his filthy palm before. She was not a prude about eating, but there were limits. She glanced at the mud-caked hands again and decided she might give it all to him.
He carefully poured a tiny amount into his hand and lifted his eyes, silently asking if he�d taken too much. Sighing, she motioned for him to take more. After waiting for him to eat, she accepted the almost full sack back.
She said, �Now I have to make a camp and get some sleep. I want you to go back to yours.�
He stood slack and limp as wet clothing hanging on a line to dry.
�Thief, it is time for you to leave.�
He turned and walked slowly away, looking confused but not angry. Still, she watched him until he disappeared over a small hill to the west. She walked in the opposite direction determined to put as much distance between her and �Thief� as possible before making a campsite. While he appeared harmless, she didn�t want to worry about him staying close or returning.
The ground was more solid with less blowing sand slowing her. She walked and half-ran, always keeping an eye behind. The sun felt warm on her back finally settled below the horizon, and Anna�s spirits lifted. She was on her way.

CHAPTER THREE

As the sun went down behind her, Anna saw the first hints of green appear in the drab landscape. The desert floor now held a few small plants struggling to survive on the limited water. Ahead spread a green ridge where the land rose, and trees grew. Her instinct was to reach it before dark, but training said the distance was too great. In the drylands things often appear closer than reality.
The last water bottle still held enough to splash when she shook it. She came to an area littered with the spines of cacti, most from a sprawling pear cactus that covered an entire hillside. Using the last of the light to step carefully until she was ten paces into the cactus patch, Anna used her blanket as a broom to sweep a space clear of spines to sleep. While the location was not protected from the wind, the spines littering the ground all around would deter animals from getting close to her, and that included most men.
There would be no warm campfire tonight for Thief, or others nearby to locate her. She laid on her back and watched the stars until falling asleep. Nearby coyotes woke her a few times, but their howling was almost welcome. As was her practice in the wild, she woke several times and listened to the sounds of the night, sniffed familiar and unfamiliar scents, and peered into the darkness before drifting off again. In all, the night was refreshing.
She awoke with the first light and immediately headed for the green ridge, the last of her traveling food in hand. When it was gone, hunger still growled in her stomach. Head down and one foot in front of the other brought her to a path covered in footprints, old and fresh alike. It was not a road, but a track that many desert dwellers used. It was close enough to the ridge to indicate the people often moved from the wooded areas ahead to the barren lands behind, and back again. What sort of people would they be?
Supplying an answer to her own question, Farmers, tradesmen, soldiers, and craftsmen could all be eliminated. People belonging to many of the remaining groups were not ones she cared to encounter. Her eyes scanned the area searching for another route. To her left was a shallow, rugged valley. Walking there would be hard and progress slow. On her right were hills rising and falling, some almost as high as small mountains. It would take twice as long to move up and over them.
Anna squared her shoulders and shifted the belt holding her knife, so it moved to her front, into easier reach. To run was always an option, but running into danger was stupid and had happened to more than one person after a clever trap had been strung. Instead, she walked quickly, keeping her eyes and ears alert. She chose to move on the lower ground where possible, so she didn�t skyline herself. She constantly watched both sides of the track for escape routes and memorized them to keep in mind at all times.
Finally, climbing a long hill brought leafy trees at the top of the ridge. Upon reaching them, the track widened to become a small road, and Anna felt safer for a time. But, as a child of the desert, she quickly realized her mind played tricks. Back in the desert, there was little for a foe to hide behind, or in front of. It was possible to spot an enemy a thousand paces away and make preparations. Maybe two or three paces if she kept a good watch. At that distance running was a better option than fighting.
However, walking along a narrow road with trees and thick underbrush growing right up to the sides, made her uneasy. Ahead looked like walking down a tunnel. An attacker could be squatted behind the next bush and leap out before she could react. Anna pulled to a wary stop. The road was ten times more dangerous than the open drylands. Worse, every footprint that she had observed down there in the drylands had come from this road where she now stood.
While she had seen nothing overt to alert her, she felt eyes watching. An opening in the undergrowth to her left told where deer and small animals crossed the road, probably heading for a stream to drink. She sidestepped to the edge of the road and ducked into the dense growth.
After a few steps into the underbrush, it cleared somewhat. The underbrush always grew heavier right beside a road where it received plenty of sunshine. The deer path carried her for some time until it turned the wrong direction. She left the path and settled on the ground behind the trunk of an oak large enough to hide behind. She waited and watched. Her hunger would also wait.
The bow slipped noiselessly out of her pack, and she strung it. With an arrow ready to fly there came more sitting, listening, and watching. When Anna was sure nobody followed her, she still couldn�t shake the feeling of eyes looking at her. In family stories, ignoring instincts like not listening to feelings had gotten more people killed than she knew how to count.
Anna wanted to hurry on but waited and wished a dragon had come with her. She missed sensing the dragons on the tattoo on her back. At home in the hills near the drylands, several reds usually roosted, sometimes joined by a black or tan. Almost every day of her life she had felt the slight tingling and tickles that told her one, or more, was nearby. On the trip with Gray, there had been a continuous presence. However, since leaving her family on this trip there had not been a single touch by a dragon. The lack of the dragon touch made her feel more alone than ever.
Finally, she stood and stalked back the way she had come, ready to fight or flee. If anyone tried sneaking up on her, she�d take the fight to them, or run. But again there was nobody there. She turned and adjusted her pack and sleeping roll, still feeling the tinge of fear. It could be she�d talked herself into being afraid. She moved through the forest using the sun in her face to guide her.
After climbing a series of low hills, she reached the crest of one, and between the trees, she found a wide, almost treeless valley covered in the greenest grass pastures she�d ever seen. A flock of sheep grazed under the watchful eyes of a sheepherder. His black and white dog came alert and peered in her direction, testing the breeze with several sniffs. Smoke rose from a chimney far enough to be whisked away by the same morning breeze. She stayed still.
She watched the dog herding the sheep before it spotted her. It wouldn�t be long before it sounded its warning. Circling around the valley would probably take a full day, and there was no guarantee there wasn�t another valley beyond. It would be friendlier to walk out into the open and introduce herself before the dog told the world she was sneaking around and watching.
The dog came on point for a brief second as she left the protection of the forest. It barked madly and looked at the herder, who held out a hand to calm it, and at the same time praised the dog. He ordered it to calm several times, and it did, but Anna had no doubt the dog also knew commands to attack.
As she walked in his direction, the flock shifted until it was all behind the sheepherder, as if the sheep knew his job was to protect them. The eyes of a hundred cautious sheep watched her every step.
When she was close enough, she paused, raised an empty hand and called, �Hello.�
The sheep herder motioned for her to come closer. When she was almost to him the dog couldn�t be contained anymore, and it raced to her, sniffing and running circles. Anna tried to pet it, but it moved too fast, darting one way and then the next until it finally lunged to land almost at her feet and rolled over. She dutifully scratched the dog�s belly.
The herder was older, probably thirty. His face was long, as was his nose. His teeth were too big for his mouth. She said, �My name is Anna.�
�Theo.�
�I like your dog.�
�Me too. If you�re good people, he lets you scratch his stomach. Otherwise, he bites. I let him decide who comes near me.�
She laughed, still scratching the dog�s stomach. �Can I buy some food from you?�
Theo hesitated and flicked a fly away from his large nose. �Travelers usually carry what they need.�
�I gave my food to a hungry man I met in the desert. He needed it more than me,� she shrugged.
�Gave? Or he took it?�
�Gave.�
�So my dog was right about you. I have food to spare, but I do not sell it to friends.�
�We�re friends?� she said, using the high pitched voice that took two years off of her age. She might as well practice her deception while she had the opportunity.
He carried a staff, as most herders did, and most Dragon Clan members. She had no indication he was part of her family, but neither did she doubt he could handle the staff as a weapon. He probably carried it every day of his life, clearing brush from where he intended to walk, striking snakes before they could bite, while keeping the sheep moving. It was a tool, an extension of his hand and arm. He used it to point to the small house in the distance.
They walked together while the dog remained on watch with the sheep. Inside the house was warm and comfortable. A single cup sat unwashed on the table. Everywhere was tidy, but undecorated. In short, the house was functional. No woman lived here. 
A set of storage shelves was fastened to one wall of the kitchen. On them sat jars of several sizes and shapes, all containing food. The small fireplace still had a few black logs, mostly burned, but still throwing heat into the room against the morning chill.
As he poured water into another cup and added a sprinkle of tea, Theo said, �What sort of food would suit you, young lady, and how much?�
�Enough for two days.�
�Going to King Ember�s Summer Palace are you?� He reached for a jar and pulled the cap off, exposing the dried apple slices inside.
She nodded that she liked them. The palace was not her ultimate destination, but she said, �How did you guess?�
�That�s about all in that direction when you walk for two days. Your family there? Or a husband?� His teasing smile at the last comment provided her the opportunity to enforce the age she was pretending to be.
�I�m only twelve. My mother�s mother is there. She fell and needs someone to help her with the chores until she is well.�
�Your mother should have sent someone with you to protect you on the trip. A little girl is not safe on her own.�
�The men are off hunting. It�s only a three-day walk, and most of that�s along the road, so it�s safe enough. Besides, I can run fast.� She added the last because it seemed like something the girl she pretended to be would say, then felt awkward because it was a stupid comment. Her story would have to improve for the next encounter.
He offered her dried beans and peas, but she shook her head. Next, he had jerky in a large jar, and she eagerly nodded. If dried and smoked right, it was one of her favorite foods. After shredding a few slices, he added the jerky to the mixture of nuts and dried fruit until he had a substantial pile, and then he scooped it all into a small cotton sack. He reached into a bowl for several small, flat, biscuits and added them, another of her favorites. Baked until hard all the way through, usually with garlic or onion, they would last for days even though they were bland and hard to chew, but good food for traveling.
While he had been busy, Anna had slipped a small copper coin from her purse; the size most called a �thin.' Not much, but enough. She placed it on the table and moved her empty mug to cover it. She managed to thank him and leave before he discovered the gift. Coins were hard for farmers to come by. One day in the future she might come this way again and knew she�d be welcome, so it was money well spent, and only fair that he be paid for his generosity.
She soon came to a stream where the water ran fast and clear. She filled her water jar and also filled herself by drinking it dry twice before hanging the refilled jar by the loop over her neck. She chewed on a dried apple slice while walking, finding it had been soaked in tingling spices before drying, making it all the better. The world around her now felt right. She wanted to linger and play in the water, like a few years ago, but it was still morning and the palace a long distance away.
Passing other farms, there were barking dogs, children playing, and men working. Most women were inside, but now and then one stepped to the doorway and gave a cheerful wave. That night she slept in a grove of trees near another stream, a hundred paces off the road. Fire would be like a lantern drawing moths, or in this case, drawing brigands and thieves instead of moths. Better to be safe and skip a fire for another night.
Anna hoped to arrive at the Summer Palace late the following day. From there Tessa said it was possible to pay her way for a ride on a trader�s wagon going to Princeton. But since the destination had changed she would leave the wagon after a day and head into the hills. From there, she would travel on foot to the Castle Warrington by the route north of Bear Mountain, the volcano with the white top all year. It was also the home of a clutch of dragons and another Dragon Clan.
The last of the apple slices were already gone, but she had plenty of food left. The biscuits were like seashells protecting the clam inside. The outsides were tough enough to use as weapons if she threw them. The hard surface in her mouth, and it slowly softened. She considered soaking one of them in water, but decided she liked working for her food. Chewing them was certainly hard work.
At sunset, Anna laid her blanket out on a smooth place free of rocks, and soon was sound asleep. Suddenly, a hand reached out of the darkness and fingers twisted into a solid grip on her hair. She was violently yanked to one side and then lifted to her tiptoes. Then she was lifted higher in the dim light as someone examined her. She peered back into a shaggy face with breath so sour and rank she fought to hold in the food she had eaten inside. Spewing her meal on him might have given her a chance to escape, but it was too late.
Her hand went to the knife on her hip, but his other hand wrapped around hers and squeezed in warning. �Well, what do we have here?�

CHAPTER FOUR

Anna dangled from his fist without struggling too much. Each movement hurt her scalp. To defend herself and warn the attacker of her fighting skills would only make him wary as he held her tighter. Better to hold off until she stood a better chance of success by surprising him. For now, she would act younger than even the twelve she pretended to be. She wailed and protested. She cried. She moaned loudly. When none of those worked, she screamed loud enough to draw the attention of the coyotes she left behind in the drylands.
He slapped her across her face, but not too hard. It was a warning.
While one of his hands was tangled in her hair and holding her up, he had let go of her hand�the one resting on the hilt of the knife--to slap her. She tensed, ready to pull the knife free, but recognized something was wrong. It was a trap. His eyes were watching for her to make a grab for it. So instead, she cried louder again, and in the process allowed her hand to move away from her knife. She could reach for it later, but her hand fell to her thigh, and her thumb touched the thin hilt of the other knife under the material. When the time is right, don�t hesitate.
�Your purse. Don�t be telling me you don�t have one.� The sour reek of his body was only over-ridden by the putrid stench from his mouth.
The pain of being suspended in the air by her hair had increased as she wriggled and twisted, but her actions were more for effect than to escape. From the corner of her eye, she saw another figure lurking in the dark. Her chances of escape were nil. Two of them would make escape impossible, so she reconsidered how she might make it work. Maybe she could turn one against the other.
�Hold still, girl,� he growled, and another slap followed across her mouth, this time, hard enough to draw blood.
Anna said, �I�m just a poor girl from a dirt farm. I don�t have any coins.�
He hit her on the side of her head with the heel of his palm, causing her to black out for a second. Then he shook her until her eyes crossed and refocused. His hand went to her waist, stopping at the bulge of the small purse inside the waistband of her pants. He didn�t know enough to feel the hem of her shirt or the straps of the backpack on the ground. �No coins, huh? Then what�s this?�
�Let me go! My big brother will hunt you down for this.�
Oddly the second man in the shadows hadn�t spoken or taken part in the attack. He had stood in deep shadow under the edge of the trees and had now moved closer, behind the man holding her. His movements were stealthy and careful. He held something in his hand. A piece of firewood? A short branch? He lifted it as he moved closer, and she started to scream for him not to hit her. But something in his actions made her hold off.
The first man was trying to pull her purse free didn�t seem to know the other man was there. As the idea formed in her mind that they were not working together, the firewood was raised higher. She couldn�t take her eyes off of it, even though it risked warning her attacker. Then the firewood swung down. A solid thwack sounded as it struck the back of his head.
The fingers in her hair relaxed as his knees collapsed and he fell forward on his face in the damp dirt. Anna felt herself being dragged to the ground with him, but as she landed, she twisted and brought the large knife up to defend herself from either of them.
Her attacker did not move. Neither did her savior. �Who are you?� she hissed into the darkness where he stood. If he wanted her or her purse, he would have to fight for it. She dropped into a fighting crouch, the blade of the knife held upward so she could slash instead of stab.
�Thief.�
�What? Thief? It�s you? Why are you here?�
�I followed.�
She stood upright, breathing hard and only now realizing the danger she had been in. Her heart pounded as she wiped the blood from her lip where he had slapped her. That small action brought the incident to reality. She had been attacked. Thief, the stranger from the desert had saved her, but anger welled inside. Thief was the only one near enough to strike out at. �I thought I told you to go off into the drylands and leave me alone.�
�I came. To watch you.�
�Well, I�m glad you did, but you shouldn�t have! Do you know who that man is?� She waved an arm at the figure on the ground.
�Bad man.�
Anna pulled herself together and dabbed the blood from the corner of her lip. She couldn�t tell if Thief had known the man before, but it made little difference. He�d saved her.
She knelt at the side of the bad man, as Thief called him. Placing the back of her hand in front of his mouth, she determined he still breathed. He lived, and he might wake any time and attack them. Digging into her backpack, she found a shirt she could spare. Her knife cut it into strips, and she tied him hand and foot, resisting the impulse to slap him as he�d slapped her, only more so. She really wanted to punch him. Maybe a few kicks to make her feel better. Her hands shook with emotion.
Thief removed one of the strips she�d tied and retied it more securely. The material was thin, and the �bad man� could rub it against a tree or rock and eventually set himself free, but not so fast that he could follow her. On impulse, she checked between his shoulder blades and found a knife, reasonably sharp and well-made, too large for the kind usually hidden there by those who needed a secret weapon. She smirked and remembered she also had a knife hidden.
�You take this knife, Thief,� she said, holding it out to him.
�His knife.�
When Thief made no move to accept the other man�s knife, she shrugged with understanding. It didn�t belong to Thief. Pulling hers from the scabbard at her side, she held that one out to him. �Then take my old knife. It has served me well. I would consider it a favor if you used it. Otherwise, I may have to throw it away because of keeping his.�
The smile reappeared as he reached for her knife. Pulling it from the scabbard, he checked the edge with his thumb and nodded in appreciation. She felt the edge on the other, and it was dull and chipped. But she�d have the other knife sharp as her old one as soon as she had time to work on it. She remembered there had been a metallic jingle when she had removed the knife from her attacker. In the dim light, she felt his waistband as he had felt hers.
Her fingers located it. A leather purse came free. Inside were two thin copper coins and one full copper. Enough for a loaf of bread, a meal, and a few mugs of ale. She slipped them into her purse, not because she needed or wanted them. It just felt like justice to take from him what he wanted to take from her. She found her purse beside his hands and replaced it inside her waistband.
Standing, she said to Thief, �Hungry?�
Thief nodded, and slid the knife into his new scabbard and pulled it free again, a smile still intact, his hand touching and retouching the hilt of the knife as if he couldn�t believe it was his. Thief wore no belt so she unbuckled the one from her attacker and said, �Put the scabbard on the belt and wear it. No argument.�
He stood unmoving, as if not knowing if he should obey her.
She impatiently snatched the knife from his hand and slipped the belt through the leather loop on the scabbard. Then she reached around Thief with the belt and buckled it in front. �Come with me,�
Anna found her way in the darkness to gather her things. The road lay just over a small rise. Once on the road, she started walking, Thief at her side. She set a quick pace, wishing to be well away when the man woke, freed himself, and tried to follow. Or maybe he was not that stupid.
She felt satisfied with the outcome of the encounter, as a conqueror in the stories of the old days, but the lack of the prickle of a nearby dragon on her back still kept her uneasy. If not for Thief she would have lost her purse, and perhaps other things. Calling down a dragon in times of danger was a luxury she didn�t have for now. She half-closed her eyes and concentrated. Still no dragon nearby, or even at the extreme range that she could sense. Now she felt all the more alone. Her eyes turned to Thief in the dark. Maybe she was not all alone. She might be young, small, and afraid, but she had an ally, a confederate to support her.
Anna didn�t think Thief was going to leave her, no matter what she said or threatened. She had fed him and given him a good knife. He was better off than he had been. He had rescued her, so she was better off, too. A nice trade.
�Thief, do you have any plans for the next few days?�
Thief gave her a puzzled look. He shrugged as if he hadn�t considered the question any more than a poor joke.
�I will pay you to travel with me and be my protector. How does that sound?�
He gave her one curt nod as if that settled the subject, and indeed, it did. �We need a story to go with us. You are now my neighbor who lived on a farm down by Shrewsbury.�
He gave her the nod again.
She continued, �I can�t call you Thief. What name should I call you?�
�Thief,� he said after a pause long enough for each of them to walk eight or nine steps.
�Okay, I�ll call you Thief, but are you sure there isn�t another name that will suit you better?�
�Thief.�
That settles that matter. Any people she met that needed an introduction would notice right away that Thief was slow and more than a little awkward. She needed a cover story for why he was called by that name. She didn�t want people to think he would steal from them. Her mind went to work.
He could be called a Thief because once a highwayman had stolen their plow horse on the farm. Thief had followed the hoof prints and �stolen� their horse back so ever since then, they called him Thief as a respectful name. And don�t you forget it, she snarled in mock anger at the horse thief.
The story would work. Simple. Direct. The kind of thing that evolves in most families. A thief who steals from a thief. She said, �I like your name. But we want others to like you so I�m going to tell you a story and I want you to listen.�
She went on talking with his entire focus on each word as if he was a child and she the mother telling him a wonderful fairy tale. He listened to the story in the way a child listens and appreciates new things. After finishing, Anna convinced him to pretend the incident she described, had actually happened. It would be fun, she told him.
�I�m a good thief,� he smirked.
Anna laughed aloud with him. �Not a good thief, but a good Thief! And you�re a good man, I believe.�
�I go with you?�
�Yes, we go together. But you don�t even know where we�re going.�
He shrugged.
Does it matter? It will be better than trying to survive in the drylands. He had managed to attach himself to her and would probably follow her anywhere and be happy about it. She started walking again, Thief taking up a position beside her, the smile now a permanent fixture. He softly hummed a song, and the cadence of his feet slapping the road matched the beat. She knew the song and joined in singing along with the familiar words as his tentative voice grew louder.
Later, she asked him to walk ahead on the road, while she took time to think. �Keep your eyes open.� Thief walked briskly ahead while she delayed, trying to put together a plan for Thief, as well as reviewing the information from the elders and the council.
She knew where she ultimately wanted to go, and even how to get there. The messenger from the Highlands Family had told them about what Tanner and Carrion found when they traveled across the sea to Breslau. There was an empty city, and the others along the great river, as well as the fleets of ships preparing for the invasion. He also told them Tanner owned a ship, and as such, it would sail where he wanted. There was no longer only one ship to sail across the Endless Sea. He called his ship a fast �packet�. It was too small for profitable cargo, but faster than any other, except perhaps one of the King�s navy.
The ship was key. Since Tanner owned it, he could determine where it would sail, and she would have to convince him to allow her as a passenger. Above all, she wanted to sail to Breslau across the sea and find out for herself what needed to be done. She wanted to understand how to stop the invasion, and that meant finding out who ordered it and why, plus the plans. But her mission boiled down to those three words: how, why, who.
The messenger had said the Breslau army planned to invade at a small port named Shrewsbury, but she already knew that after traveling there with Gray. All had been ready and waiting for the ships, the supplies, the barracks, the armor, and weapons. But Carrion had flown his dragon there after Gray and Anna sailed north to Fleming, and he had burned the small seaport town to the ground. Then, with the help of his dragon, he burned the monastery that housed their weapons cache.
Those actions might slow them for a while, but how long? A season or two? Or a year? But what then? If nothing else slowed them, the invasion was sure to be successful, and the war all but lost. She walked on, deep in thought.
�Can you hear me with those ears of yours, I said?� A male voice demanded from only a few steps behind her. Thief still walked a hundred paces ahead.
The question was directed at her. She turned to find a small man with an enormous nose almost shouting at her from a few steps away. She curled her lip in the way of twelve-year-olds, her best weapon to trade insults. �Can you smell with that big nose?�
His hand went to his nose automatically before he barked a laugh. �That I can, and very well. Do you think I carry this around on my face just to make me look pretty?�
Thief had wandered back and was confused with the wordplay, his hand already resting on the hilt of the knife Anna had given to him. She stepped between them. �Being pretty is worth the tiring task of carrying all that extra weight?�
He took a step back as if insulted, but the smile never left his face. He said, �Has anyone ever accused you of being snappish?�
�If snappish means telling the truth, yes. My name is Anna, and this is my close friend. We call him Thief.�
�Because he steals, I assume?�
It was the perfect time to try out her new deception about his name and find if it worked. �You assume wrong. It is because he once thieved our family�s mule back from a thief.�
�I suppose that name is better than being called brigand, highwayman, or murderer, huh? Fortunately, it was a thief, after all.�
�You are very quick for a man who has not yet told me his name.�
He stuck out a mitt of a hand to shake. �James, they call me, but I won�t promise that has always been my name, or the only one I�ve used.�
The attitude and quick wit impressed Anna. He seemed a pleasant sort, and another traveling companion wouldn�t hurt, especially one who talked for a change. �Well James, are we going in the same direction?�
�To the King�s own Summer Palace?�
Anna nodded, even though she would leave the road and continue on to the Castle Warrington further North by several days. Thief had relaxed and attempted a smile when she looked at him. But he quickly returned to watch James, who he clearly didn�t trust or like.
James motioned for all of them to walk again, then said, �It is there at the palace I�ll leave you, for I�m bound further north. I�m heading for the Northlands.�
�Three traveling together is safer than two,� Anna said, keeping her destination to herself for now. Castle Warrington was in the Northlands near the sea. She may or may not wish to continue traveling with James past today, let alone once they reached the Summer Palace. Familiarity allowed for slips of the tongue offering clues that often tell a tale different than she wanted him to believe. Small mistakes that revealed large lies.
James settled in on the other side of Thief. He said, �Why don�t you tell me about how you got your name?�
Thief glanced at Anna. She gave him the smallest nod, and he said, remembering the story she�d told him, �I followed the mule tracks. The thief went to sleep. I stole it back and took it home.�
�Now that�s how to cut a story down to size, my new friend. Do you like apples?� A large red one appeared in his hand from somewhere inside his coat, and he held it out to Thief as they walked.
Thief thought about it for a short three-count, then snatched the apple from James� hand and took a bite so large almost half the apple went into his mouth. He chewed with his mouth open. Anna reached up and held her hand over his lips. �Manners. Chew with your mouth closed. We�ve talked about this before.�
�We have?� Thief managed to ask as he chewed.
�You know we have,� she said. �Remember three days ago when I told you the same thing?�
Confused, he shook his head. Anna would have to be careful in stretching her stories around Thief in the future. It was a good lesson to learn. Thief wouldn�t be very helpful when she needed support for her lies, but on the other hand, most people wouldn�t understand that Thief didn�t remember because they had not yet met three days ago.
James peeked around Thief. �If I might ask, what is your business at the Summer Palace?�
�You may not ask,� she said in a snippy tone, then looked straight ahead up the dirt road to where an open farmer�s wagon approached, rattling and bouncing on the rough surface of the road. It was a response she would often use while playing her part, but never in real life. If her Grandma Emma ever heard her talk like that to an adult, especially a stranger, there would be a trip to the woodshed, literally. Her Grandmother was all for decorum and manners.
A farmer sat high on a seat in the wagon being pulled by an ugly horse with patches of fur missing or falling out. Its back was swayed and the pace agonizingly slow. The wagon and farmer looked in about the same shape. Still, he tipped his straw hat as he neared them and wished them a good morning.
After it had rumbled beyond, Anna said, �James, what is it you do?�
�You dare ask me my business while denying me the same answer?�
She shrugged, knowing she had built a house of her own and refused his entry, so why would he allow her in his? She fell back to her lie. �All right. I guess there is no harm in telling you that I�m going to help my mother�s mother. She fell.�
�A noble cause, young lady. I, on the other hand, am simply a wanderer of these lands who occasionally plays a game of Tiles or Flip at the local pubs.�
She eyed his wide smile and remembered his easy ways in talking. �How do you pay for your room and meals at those inns?�
�There are sometimes small wagers made on the games.�
The answer confirmed what she had suspected. �You must win a lot of the time.�
He flashed another smile, this one making the face with the big nose look surprisingly like that of a snake about to swallow a mouse. �If I lose too much I sleep outside and go hungry.�
�And if you win too much, you find yourself walking down a road to another village, or running as the villagers chase you.�
Casting her a sideways glance, he said, �You are far too smart for your age.�
The comment put her off. James was a gambler. That meant that he had to see things in other people and use those to win at his games, assuming he didn�t outright cheat all of the time. But to win regularly, he had to be a keen observer of people. He was not the companion for a secretive pair such as she and Thief.
However, she was not as innocent or young as he might think. To win enough money to live on over time, he had to consistently win far more than he lost, and even if he was an honest player, others would begin to doubt him. Traveling with a man and a reputation such as he wouldn�t help her blend into the background.
She asked as if it was another idle question, �Have you ever been to the King�s Summer Palace?�
�Many times,� he bragged.
Anna wondered how many of those times he�d been asked to leave. They came to a wide, shallow stream with a green meadow beside the road. A freshly used fire pit and trampled grass, gave evidence of others who had paused there, probably for the night. She said, �Let�s rest and eat.�
James said, �We can�t linger too long, or we won�t reach the palace before nightfall.�
�Thief and I are hungry,� she used her petulant voice while watched his eyes. His smile might divert others, but she looked past it and didn�t like what she saw. �Besides, we have walked too far for one day. This might be a good place to spend a night.�
When he spoke, any irritation was gone, or skillfully masked. �Okay, we�ll stop, but only for a while.�
Anna didn�t like the way James had assumed control. In fact, she was beginning to not like much about him. The large nose aside, his laughter came too quick, his questions were too penetrating, and he reeked of falsehoods each time he spoke. She found herself wondering if every sentence was a lie, and if she could not trust a single sentence, she needed to find an excuse to be free of him.
She spread her food on her blanket and offered it to James and Thief. She ate little, deciding the next step to move on without him.
James stood, brushing himself off. �Come on, let�s get moving.�
Her defiance bubbled over, but she kept her voice sweet, �I got very little sleep last night. You know, the animal sounds and all. Thief, I want you to watch over me while I take a nap. Don�t let me sleep all afternoon, because you know I can.�
She giggled as she looked at Thief, but watched James from the corner of her eye. James� face flushed, and his smile wilted.
He said cheerfully, �Come now, you can walk the afternoon. I�ll treat the two of you to a room in a good inn tonight, one with a real bed. But we have to leave now.�
She fell back onto the blanket and sighed, �I�m so tired.�
�I cannot leave you here beside the road. It�s too dangerous,� James said, his voice now ordering her.
Anna opened her eyes, looking at Thief, who was turning to James, his hand again on the hilt of his new knife. Softly, she said, �Thief, let him be on his way.�

CHAPTER FIVE

The Gambler whose livelihood depended on reading people�s intentions accurately read those of Thief, and backed off a few steps where he was out of reach. James hesitated, ready to speak again, but looked into the angry eyes of Thief and held his tongue.
Thief didn�t speak or threaten. He just stood as if carved from a log until James spun and walked down the road without as much as telling them to have a good day. As soon as he was around a bend in the road, Anna leaped up and gathered their belongings. She pointed to the forest instead of the road. �That way.�
They entered the trees, and she glanced back a few times to make sure the gambler hadn�t doubled back, but as long as the road was in sight, she didn�t see James again. In a gamble with herself, she�d bet that if they continued on the road, they would encounter James, very soon. He would pretend to have sprained an ankle or another excuse to travel again with them.
Why would a gambler wish to travel with her and Thief so badly? She thought about it as they traveled parallel to the road, or as close as possible while using any paths, trails, or tracks that went in the general direction. They traveled slower, but Anna enjoyed it more.
Often the paths went through where the trees were so large and close together that the path was a tunnel in a sea of green undergrowth, still a new experience for her. Looking up revealed only glimpses of blue sky, and the ground felt damp as if it never fully dried. For a girl from the drylands, the change was a wonderland. When a deer vaulted completely over the path without its hooves touching the ground in her sight, it was almost magic.
�That way,� Thief pointed.
She realized that with the twists and turns of the paths they followed, she had managed to lose her sense of direction. She took the path Thief indicated, but still felt she should have gone straight. Later, when she caught sight of the sun and reconciled her direction, she realized Thief had been right.
Thief reached out and placed a heavy hand on her shoulder and forced her to her knees. About to protest, she heard a man whisper only ten steps ahead. The sound of his voice told her where he was, and her eyes picked out two men in deep shadow moving across their path slowly, each with a bow at the ready.
They hadn�t spotted her and Thief, she realized. They were deer hunting, probably, but the tans and brown colors she and Thief wore blended into the background of the trees and shade. It would be easy for them to be mistaken for deer and have arrows flying at them so she prepared to begin shouting and yelling if spotted.
As she watched them continue their hunt, with no desire to point out the way the deer had fled, she realized her vulnerability more than ever. Thief tapped her shoulder and pointed the way, again. They moved quickly, not running, but not walking, either. They moved quietly in the direction the hunters came from.
�Smoke.� She smelled it first and hissed the word. They halted and sniffed the air. It was gone, but she was sure.
Thief leaned closer to hear her. �Probably downhill.�
�Why?�
�Water.�
Fire and water, the two requirements of any good campsite. Thief had a way of making two or three words sound like an entire conversation. She went first. Not long after, she sniffed smoke again. From the edge of a clearing, they watched a campsite with a fire nearly burned out. As Thief predicted, it lay beside a small, but fast flowing stream.
There were three drying racks holding strips of meat. Under the racks were smaller fires, the smoke from each drifting upwards and smoking the meat. She wanted some. Nobody was around, and the two hunters were moving away from the camp when last seen. She edged closer and felt Thief�s hand on her shoulder again, fingers digging into her flesh.
�Just a few strips,� she hissed.
He held her still as he shook his head. He was probably right. A stray footprint or the hunters noticing the missing meat might have her answering uncomfortable questions if they decided to give chase. Besides, stealing was stealing, no matter the amount.
The smallest movement caught her attention. A man stood directly opposite of them across the clearing. He had been kneeling beside the stream, probably getting himself a drink. He was a tall, thin man wearing a shaggy beard and dirty shirt. Not just the shirt was dirty. He had smoke and grease stains from foot to head. The skinning knife he carried was larger than a small sword. He strode to a woodpile and used it to chop green branches into firewood, and he fed those to the various fires.
Anna had seen others like him in Fleming. Their eyes followed her when she walked. It was not the tangled beard or dirty clothing that put her off. It was something in his eyes. A vacant, slightly angry expression that told the world he was not happy with it. His scowl filtered all he saw.
She felt, more than heard, Thief easing a few steps away each time the man in the clearing turned his head so Thief wouldn�t be seen in his peripheral vision. Anna started doing the same, making sure each movement didn�t make a sound, or that her feet never stepped on a branch likely to snap and warn him.
When they were far enough away to make sure he couldn�t see them, they walked faster. The day was nearly over, and she wanted distance between them. After climbing a small hill and pausing to catch their breath, Anna caught sight of the road winding along the shallow valley, on the other side where the river flowed.
A collection of five houses and two barns clumped together drew her attention. Glancing at Thief, she wondered if he had ever slept on a real straw bed or eaten a full meal. She touched the bulge of her purse. �Come on, follow me.�
She avoided the road while skirting the open pastures as well. Walking out in the open allowed anyone looking her way to see her. Instead, she walked down a hedgerow to a line of trees, then to the rear of the building where she�s seen a large wooden sign swinging in the breeze over the door.
She�d seen signs hanging like it before. Peeking around the edge of a building she found it had a crude image of a black rabbit made with a hot iron. That made it the Black Rabbit Inn, windows aglow with yellow light from many candles already burning, and a meat stew cooking that had her drooling.
�This way,� she ordered, darting across the road and pulling up to a small window instead of entering. Knowing who might be inside was only reasonable. There might be soldiers of the King, a band of slavers, or others, who were worse. She peeked inside from the bottom corner of the window and found a large room with two long tables and crudely made chairs on either side. Across the room ran a bench the entire length of the room. Four people sat in the room, a man and wife at one end of a long table, and two men playing Tac at the other, pushing the tiles into the center between sipping ale.
She pulled away. One of the men had his back to her, but from the clothing and posture, it was James. She peeked inside again. He turned his head enough for her to see the large nose and she ducked, cursing softly. The light was failing, and she pointed to the trees at the end of another pasture. They were almost there when a door opened, and someone kicked a dog outside.
The door slammed closed as the dog caught the scent of them. They headed for the trees at a run, hoping the dog would give up when they were out of sight, but it didn�t happen. The dog followed and chased them, barking its warning to all ears in the hamlet. It was a guard dog, large and trained to pull down intruders. The inn probably had a lot of wanderers without the coin, trying to steal ale or food.
The dog gained on them. Thief stopped and spun, arms held wide to prevent the dog from reaching Anna. He ordered the dog to stop in a gruff voice. Snarling, the dog charged ahead and leaped, teeth bared, going for Thief�s throat.
Thief fell backward as if he stumbled. The dog flew over him, slashing and biting air. But as it flew past, Thief�s hand suddenly reached out. His fingers wrapped around the foreleg of the dog and grasped it firmly. As the dog continued its fall, Thief pulled the leg and twisted.
A snap of bone was followed by the wailing of the dog as it lay, one leg now at an odd angle. Anna started to go to it, but the dog saw her and snapped, trying to bite her while frothing at the mouth in its attempts to reach her.
Thief pulled her away. How could he do that to a dog?
She was sickened. But the answer was easy. Thief had protected her, risking the dog�s attack. What would have happened to her if he hadn�t broken the dog�s leg? Was it any different than if she had put an arrow into the beast, which was what she should have been prepared to do? She drew a breath. While not liking what had happened, she should accept that Thief may have saved her from serious injury or even death. She had it almost reconciled in her mind when the next thought crashed down upon her.
James was waiting at that inn. She felt he was waiting for her. He had mentioned he wanted to reach the Summer Palace quickly, by dark today, yet there he was sitting in an inn at a table where he could watch people on the road as he �gambled� with a local. No doubt his room also fronted on the road. For the first time, James scared her.
�We have to get away from here,� she said. �I know it�s getting dark, but we have to move.�
Thief shrugged. He pointed to the whimpering dog.
�I know, but there�s nothing we can do about it. If we try to carry it, the dog will bite us.�
Thief�s eyes flicked to the Inn.
�That man James is in there. Waiting for you and me.�
Thief shook his head. Then shrugged in a fatalistic manner. What happens, happens.
She took the lead again. At least she knew James was now located behind them, and she intended to keep it that way. He�d mentioned that he was going to the Northwoods so if she slowed they might meet up again. There were only two roads leading to that area of the kingdom. After they had moved past the small community, she felt safe to take to the road again where they could move faster. They were tired and exhausted, and the lack of sleep was catching up, but they doggedly kept on. The night sky didn�t provide enough light to prevent a few trips from exposed roots and one fall from a hole, but neither mentioned slowing, not that Thief mentioned much of anything unless prompted and then it was usually a one-word response.
She had heard the creaks of wood and the jangle of chains before she heard the steady clomp of a mule. Turning, she found another wagon approaching from behind so she stepped aside with Thief to allow the wagon room to pass on the narrow road.
Instead of passing, the wagon pulled to a stop. A man wearing a drooping felt hat perched on the edge of a seat peering down at them. �What�re the two of you doing out here at night movin� so fast? Somebody chasin� you? I didn�t think I was ever goin� to catch up with you.�
Anna muttered the brief account of going to help her grandmother who had taken a fall.
�Doin� a good deed, are ye? Well, might as well climb in, I got lots of room.�
He didn�t have to ask twice. They climbed into the empty wagon bed. Anna asked warily, �Where are you going with an empty wagon?�
�The morning market at the Summer Palace. Hoping to buy me�self a few lambs and maybe a calf or kid. That�s a baby goat before you get all concerned and think I�m buyin� a baby.�
Anna didn�t laugh at his joke. �The ride will be wonderful. Can we sleep in back?�
�Wouldn�t recommend it with all the bouncin� and shaking this wagon�s gonna do, but you sure can try,� he laughed as he spoke. The mule walked on with the flick of a rein.
Thief sat with his back against one side of the wagon bed and watched the stars, and the few lights from farmer�s cabins in the distance, and the road ahead. Anna curled up and went to sleep, but after a jostle where she bounced her head on the floorboards painfully, she woke up. Thief reached out and pulled her head to rest on his thigh. She went right back to sleep.
She woke several more times, and with each of them, she heard the farmer telling tall tales and talking. Now and then Thief grunted a response, and that seemed like enough for the farmer to continue. Anna noticed Thief kept one hand on the handle of his new knife as she slept. Thief didn�t trust anyone. With what she imagined of his history, he had little reason to trust�but she trusted him, and the reverse seemed to be true.
Later, Thief shook her shoulder. When her eyes opened, he jutted his chin ahead. The day was breaking although the sun was not yet up. She sat and saw the high walls of King Ember�s Summer Palace in the distance. The road rose ahead, giving the impression the walls were even higher than they were.
The correct thing to do was thank the farmer for the ride, and then she and Thief could skirt around the palace, but Anna hesitated. Dragon Clan seldom left their families and villages. She had never been inside the Summer Palace, let alone any other palace. She saw the flags and streamers flying above the pointed tops of the watchtowers and along the ramparts she found other colorful flags and pennants. Palace guards marched their rounds on the ramparts in their red and gold uniforms, the rising sun reflecting off their shiny buttons and polished helmets.
Her attention was so fixed on all the newness that she didn�t notice how close they were getting to the main gate. The wagon, and her and Thief, were in plain sight of the soldiers standing guard. She imagined anybody climbing out and running off would be suspect. They might even send men on horseback to chase them down.
�We�ll stay here,� she whispered to Thief.
�What�s that you say?� the farmer asked, turning to hear better.
�I said, we�ll go to the palace with you if that is agreeable.�
He shrugged, �Why wouldn�t it be?�
Anna, in her guise of the petulant little girl, couldn�t simply let it go. �I was just trying to be mannerly.�
The farmer snorted in what may have been laughter, but she wasn�t sure. When the wagon pulled up to the guards at the gate, one stepped in front with his arm raised for them to stop. Two other guards approached; one with a gold rope looped around his shoulder. That one said while holding a stylus ready to dip into a small bottle of ink, �Your name and business.�
�Names Richter. Hopin� to buy a few animals for my farm.�
The pen poised to write. �Can you spell your name for me?�
�Nope.�
�Tell it to me again.�
�Richter.�
The soldier made a notation on the scroll and motioned for them to continue. But the farmer sat waiting for the soldier to look at him again. When he did, the farmer leaned closer. �Can I see?�
�What?�
�My name. I�d like to see what it looks like.�
There was a pause during which Anna held her breath, but the soldier relented holding the scroll closer. The farmer studied it and then smiled his thanks, and the wagon was moving again.
When they were out of earshot, she said, �They didn�t ask for our names.�
The farmer answered, �Must have thought you were with me, which you are, I�m thinkin'.�
That made all three of them laugh as he turned the wagon to the right and found a place to pull in beside twenty other wagons, most of which were filled with beets, carrots, firewood, leather goods, clothing, and a hundred other things for sale.
A boy rushed to the farmer and promised to feed the mule enough grass and grain to make it fat . . . If the farmer would give him a thin copper for his services. Before the farmer could refuse, Anna had a thin pulled and handed it to him. �Fat you say? If we return and find our mule not satisfied, I�ll hunt you down.�
�No worries, I�ll fetch him some water, too.� The grinning boy promised.
Walking in the direction of the market and hundreds of stalls, each a brighter color than the last, the farmer said, �Ye didn�t have to do that.�
�Would you have taken payment for our ride?�
�Nope.�
�Well, your mule did all the work so it�s only right he gets fed and watered.�
The farmer was still smiling when he left them to inspect a stall with goats of all ages. Anna and Thief slipped away and were soon lost in the morning activities of the market. Dancers twirled, singers sang, and vendors shouted over each other to call attention to their goods. Anna and Thief moved up one aisle and down another, buying a meat pie from an insistent child, and then cups of tea from a gaily dressed woman who claimed to have more varieties of tea than the King�s own kitchen.
They gawked at wood carvings so intricate and real that a live animal in their midst might be mistaken for one of them and paintings of far off places with beautiful women in colorful costumes. Smells assaulted their noses, children raced, vendors hawked, and the two of them wandered and stared until Thief exploded into action and knocked a man to the ground.
A crowd gathered as the man tried to regain his feet and escape, but Thief placed a foot on his neck and waited for the first palace guards to arrive. Each time the skinny young man under Thief�s foot attempted to free himself, Thief placed more weight on his foot.
Anna whispered, �Let him go. We can�t have trouble.�
�Hey, wot�s going on here?� A winded guard demanded as he charged up to them. �Let that man up, I say.�
Thief said, �Bad man.�
�Didn�t you hear me? Let him up.�
Thief didn�t respond other than to give one brief shake of his head. Four more guards arrived, one taking charge as he demanded of Thief in a more reasonable tone, �Why are you holding him down?�
Thief lifted his foot as he reached down and pulled open the shirt the man wore. Three purses spilled out, one of them Anna�s.
�That�s mine,� she cried, patting her waistline to make sure, then snatching it off the ground. The strings had been neatly sliced with a sharp knife.
A well-dressed man wearing blue the color of a summer day and the attitude of a lord stepped forward and reached for another purse. He opened it and said, �Mine.�
A sword appeared in the hand of the guard, the point touching the chest of the man. He said in a calm voice that carried with authority, �Anybody claim the third?�
When nobody spoke up, a voice behind Anna whispered loudly, �If nobody wants it, I�ll take it.� Several people laughed as the guard retrieved the last one and held it high for all to see. When again, nobody claimed it, he pronounced, �If any of you hears of a lost purse, send them to the guard.�
�What about him?� A voice asked.
Anger stirred within the crowd. A cutpurse ranked low on the social scale, an occupation despised by any who had lost the contents of a purse to the likes of him. �The dungeon,� someone snarled. Others took up the chant. �Dungeon. Dungeon. Dungeon.�
�That�s enough of that,� the guard said, motioning for the cutpurse to stand and said, �You will find stealing harder without all of your fingers.�
One of the other guards reached out and held up the man�s hand for the crowd displaying a thumb and only three fingers. �Not your first time getting caught, is it?�
The cutpurse had remained stoic, lips pursed and obedient. However, he flashed a look of hatred at Thief an instant before he spun and freed himself from the guard�s hand. In less time than it takes to blink, he darted into the crowd, squirreling and running, then he leaped over the counter at a stall and disappeared behind the tent. All five of the palace guards were in pursuit, but even Anna, who had never been in a crowded market, realized they would never catch him.
The crowd dispersed, many of them grumbling and making threats if they should ever see the cutpurse again. One or two muttered their appreciation for Thief�s quick action.
The incident revealed to Anna how vulnerable she was in this new place. With a gulp of regret, she realized that she was not here to enjoy the trip. It had been a dangerous waste of her time, an action of a child. Squaring her shoulders, she led the way out, Thief obediently following like a great puppy.
Nearing the same gate that they had entered the palace grounds, she still mumbled to herself for allowing the distraction to keep her from her goal. Glancing up, she noticed the stone wall that lined one side of the market. It was the dungeon, the repairs where a red dragon had knocked part of it down to free Raymer clearly visible.
She pulled to a halt, almost causing Thief to bump into her. Raymer had spent a year behind that wall. It was one of the recent tales of the Dragon Clan, known by all.
From the corner of her eye, Anna saw another palace guard approaching. She glanced around, finding no place to run. No choice presented itself but to face the guard. Anna decided to go on the offensive.
�I want to speak to you,� the guard said in a voice used to giving orders.
�And if I don�t want to speak with you?� She puckered her mouth and prepared to stare down the guard.
�Not you, miss,� his eyes were on Thief. His voice turned more friendly. �That man you took down back there, how�d you figure out what he was doing?�
Thief pointed to Anna. �He touched her.�
The guard had pulled to a stop a few steps away, smiling and nodding. �That all?�
�No.�
�Well, tell me, man. I�d like to train my men with what you saw.�
Thief said, �Eyes.�
�Ah, you were watching his eyes. I understand. He has to make sure nobody is watching him when he makes his move. Very clever,� The guard said. �Is there anything I can do for you while you�re here?�
Anna stepped forward. �No, but thank you. We�re in kind of a hurry.� She wished to spend as little time with King Ember�s palace guard as possible. Nothing good could come of it, but a lot that was not good could happen. She took Thief by his elbow and walked to the gate without looking behind.
The crunching of his boots on the gravel stayed with them. I need to let him do something for us, or he�ll never leave us alone. She turned, �Can you give us any help with directions to the Northwoods, sir?�
�I sure can. First, you�re heading for the wrong gate. You want the Warrington Gate, which is up that way,� he pointed. �If you get lost, ask anyone. Don�t delay, and you�re better sleeping well off the road until you get to Anders. The Brown Bear Inn is clean and safe, but avoid any in Ryland or Menno, if you can.�
�The inns in those towns?�
�Neither is a place for a pretty little girl like you, but keep your brother right at your side for protection.�
The guard believed Thief was her brother, and she didn�t correct him. The information was good, but she didn�t know where any of the three villages were, except that they must be on the road to the Northwoods. She thanked the guard and turned to enter the market again to find the Warrington Gate he�d told them to take.
When they left the market, they entered a section of town that was winding lanes that twisted and turned as if no construction worker knew how to make a straight line, or perhaps they were intoxicated. She could seldom see more than a few doorways ahead. When they passed an inn, Anna couldn�t help glancing at the window. When passing the second of the inns on the street, she caught sight of James, the traveler from the day before.
He had been looking into the street, and as she saw him, his head turned away as if he�d seen her first and was trying to hide. She increased the pace and looked behind often. When they finally found another gate, she verified with the guard that it was the Warrington Gate.
Outside the walls was a cleared area where no trees were allowed to grow near the walls for the defense of the palace. Enemies couldn�t sneak up, and archers on the walls had an open field of fire. When they reached the edge of the forest, Anna pulled Thief into the underbrush and waited. She watched the gate, expecting to see James appear at any time.

CHAPTER SIX

When James didn�t appear after a while, Anna and Thief went back onto the road and walked with a few others leaving the Summer Palace. Two wagons passed, neither offering rides, but she probably would have refused. Riding in them required sharing information with the drivers.
Two days later, Anna paused as they walked behind two of the King�s soldiers going the in the same direction. She looked at the sky. Then behind.
Thief turned a full circle, searching for the reason before asking, �Why stop?�
�Just a feeling,� she said cryptically suppressing a grin. She had just felt the slightest touch of a nearby dragon on her back for the first time in days. Nearby was not the precise word to use to describe the distance, since it might take her a full day to walk to it. But a dragon could cover that same distance in part of a morning.
Not that Anna would relax, but knowing that if she needed it, the dragon would come. Or would it? There were not many dragons in the world, and the one she sensed was probably Raymer�s, which told her she would not be making the long trek to search for him at The Raging Mountains family. She only had to convince him to accompany her, and he�d be at Castle Warrington.
She didn�t spend much time on how she would convince him. Raymer was something of a wild card in the deck of the Dragon Clan, as were most who bonded with a dragon, at least that�s what rumors told. She didn�t know why. Perhaps dragons liked their sense of freedom or the travel that most bonded Clansmen enjoyed. Few of them remained with their villages. Maybe it was just their different mindset that the dragons enjoyed.
She believed she had a similar mindset. Had any woman ever bonded with a dragon? The event of bonding was so rare that she only knew of two alive today, and the few in the past she knew of had all been men. But did that mean it couldn�t happen? Anna didn�t like that idea. If there were to be a third bonding�it would be her.
�We go?�
Glancing at Thief, she realized she had been standing there for too long. The soldiers were now far ahead, almost out of sight. Thief had stood watch over her and waited far longer than she intended. She was beginning to take her new friend for granted, and that needed to stop.
A day later, Castle Warrington drew into sight. It occupied the ridge above a river, looking out over a wide valley containing at least a hundred farms. A single road, the same one they�d been following since leaving the Summer Palace, carried them closer until it merged with another road that ran parallel to the river.
Castle Warrington also looked out over a harbor, but from the floor of the valley, Anna hadn�t seen the ocean, yet. The castle was made of heavy gray stone with few banners, flags or decorations. From the distance, Anna found it more functional and military than the Summer Palace.
A high wall surrounded Castle Warrington. Obviously, this wall they approached, was built to defend the city if attacked from the river or valley. Without seeing the rest, she suspected the west side would protect an attack from the sea. It was a fortress intended for war, or by its very presence, preventing war. Only the most determined army would dare attack it.
�They watch,� Thief said, in his first attempt to speak all morning.
Her eyes followed him to the top of the gray wall where soldiers marched, but at the corner were two standing and speaking, their eyes on the road. Nothing or nobody would get past them.
Anna said, �Listen, when we get to the gate, let me do the talking.�
Thief turned to her and rolled his eyes, drawing a chuckle from her.
The pair of guards waited at a small doorway cut into the large gate able to accommodate wagons coming and going at the same time. However, it stood closed, and only the small doorway to one side granted access to those on foot.
The guard holding a quill and scroll half-smiled a greeting and demanded, �Your business?�
Anna had long ago decided to keep any association with Raymer to herself. She spoke as if it pained her to say each word. �We are here to visit with our family.�
The guard made a notation, then lifted his head to speak directly to her. �The family name?�
She didn�t have an answer. Thinking quickly, she said, �Is that any business of yours?�
The guard made a motion with his left hand, and four more guards appeared from inside the door, all carrying spears. They snapped to attention. The guard repeated, �Family name?�
�Oh, alright. We�re here to see my grandmother. She fell, and we came to help.�
�Her name?�
The guard wouldn�t let up, and she had no answer, but wouldn�t allow him to upset her. She sneered, �Grandma Emma.�
His eyes raised, �She is a citizen of Castle Warrington?�
�Well, what do you think?� she snapped, stepping to the side to pass by him.
The guard casually moved with her, blocking her. He said, �Her full name, family relationship, and husband?�
Anna sneered, trying to look convincing. �I don�t know.�
�Occupation?�
�She cooks and cleans her house. What are you trying to do? Keep me from seeing my grandmother? You don�t want her climbing your walls.�
The guard shifted his eyes to Thief. �Your name, occupation, and what is your business here?�
�Thief.�
The guards snapped to attention, spears raised to the ready position.
Anna leaped forward and shouted, �No, he�s not a thief. That�s his name.� They didn�t stand down. She continued, telling the story of the stolen mule and they relaxed slightly.
The same guard said, �Your occupation, sir?�
Thief looked at him as if he spoke another language.
�What do you do for a living? Farmer? Shepard? Tradesman?�
�Watch her,� Thief said, indicating Anna.
His answer was truthful. Thief did watch over her, and she provided for him. She said, �Thief is slow to speak,� she winked, �but we take care of each other.�
It was a good answer and one she expected to win over the guards. However, the one asking the questions didn�t relent. He spoke from the side of his mouth, �Take them into custody.�
Before Anna could protest, two guards stepped forward. One took her upper arm in a vice-like grip and used his greater size to urge her forward. Another did the same with Thief. Inside the gate that led through the gray stone walls a small stone room, or cell waited. They were gently escorted inside where wooden benches hung from chains attached to the bare walls. Three windows, too high up on the wall to see through, and too small to fit through, offered the only light.
The oak door thumped shut. Anna walked four steps to the bench on the rear wall. No blanket, water, food, or other items, but one wooden bucket stood near the door. She could smell what it was for. She sat. Her bravado hadn�t done her any good, and may have contributed to her being here. A guilty glance in Thief�s direction made her feel worse.
She said, �Sorry. You can sit down.�
He sat, his eyes on one of the windows above. He cocked his head and listened, so she did too. A small bird sang a song, then repeated it. Thief tried to imitate it, and his whistle seemed to draw another bird. Soon there were at least three birds singing and then listening to Thief. One flitted into view and sat on the edge searching for the bird calling to it.
The incident was small but told more of Thief than she would ever explain with words. The smile she wore was unconscious. It was just a reflection of their growing relationship. He had no words of recriminations or anger tossed in her direction. He accepted and did his best to adjust to the situation. He had a lot to teach her.
She was still thinking along those lines when the door was thrown open, and a giant entered, so tall he ducked to clear the top of the door. His wide shoulders almost touched the sides. He wore a cape made of a blue material that almost floated when he moved, the color shifting in the bright sunlight. Anna had never seen any material like the cape, the colors, the aloof manner, or the man. He directed his gaze at her.
�My guards tell me you that you lied three times.�
Anna�s mouth opened, but no words escaped. Instead, she shook her head.
�I will not waste much of my time on this. Why are you trying to gain entrance into my castle?�
His attitude offended her, as well as triggering her defenses. She locked eyes and stood, allowing her sharp tone to put him in his place. �Your castle? You think this all belongs to you?�
�It does.�
The answer had come to his lips with the ring of truth and no hesitation, although she detected a twitch at the corner of his mouth that might indicate amusement. She drew in a breath. If he wanted a war of words, she would shred him. Anna took a step closer. �Well, I own the mountains. All of them. I forbid you to climb them or enter the forests on their slopes.�
�Be that as it may, you will not enter this castle until I allow it, and right now you may not leave this cell.�
�Well, be that as it may, you cannot stop me. Oh, you might keep me out today, but there are many gates and a wall, and you cannot watch them all. I�ll get inside, you can count on it.�
�And once inside, what will you do, or who will you see? The truth, this time, not some tale of an imaginary grandmother.�
He hadn�t become upset, but didn�t give the impression he intended to longer. Maybe telling him the truth or part of it, might allow her entrance, or freedom to leave. �I came to see a relative, a cousin, I think he is.�
�And this is your brother?� His hand motioned to Thief.
�No. He�s my friend and protector.�
�Protector?� The giant raised his eyebrows in question.
Anna glanced at Thief, who sat and watched each of them as they spoke without any sign of anger or intention to defend her. That would change if the man made an aggressive move toward her. She didn�t believe his massive size would slow Thief from trying. �We protect each other.�
With that answer, he nodded as if satisfied. �Your relative in this castle has a name?�
�Raymer.�
A slight smile and crinkle at the corners of his mouth warned her. He said, �I know of only one scoundrel with that horrible name. He�s an ugly sort, short, too. A full head smaller than me, and a face like a goat. Would that be him?�
Anna didn�t know what Raymer looked like, but that was not how she pictured him. Even the smile on the giant didn�t slow her words. �I don�t suppose you�ve thought about the words I�m going to use to describe you when I tell this story, have you? Because when I�m done, scoundrel and face like a goat will be mild.�
She drew a breath to continue, but he turned to the doorway and snapped, �Escort the man outside and treat him as a guest.�
Two guards entered and stood before Thief with respect. Anna motioned with her chin for him to go with them. The giant closed the door firmly and waited.
She didn�t back down. �Well?�
�Turn around.�
Not knowing what to expect, she turned. Moving faster than she believed a big man could, he reached out and gave her a small shove between her shoulder blades, while reaching for her shirttail with the other hand. He pulled the shirt free of her belt and lifted it.
She spun. The guards had removed her knife, of course, but they had missed the other at her thigh. Her hand slipped inside her pants and came out with the dagger. He�d seen her tattoo, she had no doubt. The King�s reward for any member of the Dragon Clan would buy several of the expensive capes he wore. She would be dead before the sun set today, but he would die sooner.
He backed to the door, hands held up defensively. �Before you attack, listen to me. I�m Quint, Raymer�s friend.�
�Quint? The son of the Earl?�
�See? I told you it was my castle, didn�t I?�
�Where is Raymer?�
�I�ll send for him. Better yet, why don�t you put that away and I�ll take you to him?�
Thinking back to the story she�d heard about Raymer escaping, he had been with a giant who was the son of the Earl. His name had been Quint. The dagger slipped from her fingers. She had threatened an Earl!
Quint picked up the dagger by the tip of the blade and flipped it into the air to that the bare iron handle landed in his palm. He examined the blade and reversed his grip. �My guards missed that?�
�Who would search the private areas of a twelve-year-old girl?�
�If you�re twelve, I�m a hundred. Put it away and come with me.�

CHAPTER SEVEN

Quint opened the door to the cell and stepped into the late afternoon sunshine, Anna at his heels. Quint passed a few words with the guards and told Thief to follow them after their knives and belongings were returned, including Anna�s bow. Then, with a flourish, he reached out and took Anna�s arm in his as if she was a princess. Elbows entwined, even though he had to stoop over and she had to walk on her tiptoes. They must have appeared an odd couple. But as they crossed a courtyard together, any people they passed curtsied, bowed, or saluted, as their station in life indicated and dictated.
Anna glanced back at Thief. He motioned that he wanted to eat.
At an inner wall of the same gray stone blocks, they entered a long hallway with a polished stone floor. At first glance it was beautiful, but Anna quickly noticed the narrow, tall windows providing light for the hallway were actually arrow slits, wider inside than outside so an archer could release his arrows to either side of the window while remaining protected from incoming arrows. The hall was ornate and functional at the same time, as a sharp blade.
At the first stairs, Quint turned from the hallway and took them up a level. There they found another stairway and climbed again. When reaching the top, Quint turned them down another hallway and eventually halted at a wide door. He slapped the heavy wood with the flat of his hand.
�Go away,� came the groan from inside, as if the sound pained the occupant.
Quint threw open the door and stuck his head inside. �Put your clothes on and leave us.� Quint pulled the door closed and turned to Anna. �It will take a moment, but this is Raymer�s quarters.�
It took far longer than a moment, but eventually a tall, young woman with long brown hair slipped out and almost sprinted down the hallway. She had bags under her eyes and looked as if she had just woken. One other, this time with disheveled flaming red hair came out and also disappeared down the hall. Then Quint threw the door open and stalked inside. �You have visitors.�
Raymer sat at a table, a map unrolled in front of him. He wore a loose robe made of thin material tied at the waist. His feet were bare. The bed to one side was rumpled as if it hadn�t been made in days, or had recently been occupied by three people.
Anna stepped past Quint. �My name is Anna. I�ve come from the Drylands Family to speak with you.�
He leaped to his feet. �Anna? The little girl who went to Shrewsbury? I�ve heard all about you. Sit.�
She turned, �This is my new friend, Thief.�
Raymer almost charged Thief, taking his hand and pumping it up and down. Then he said the words that made him Thief�s friend. �Can I offer you food? Drink?�
Thief�s smile lit up the room, as Raymer rolled the map into a tube for storage and pulled chairs up to the table. Quint stepped into the hallway and called for a guard. Then he told him to find someone from the kitchen and bring a full meal for four. He glanced back inside and then said, �Better make that a meal for six.�
A bowl of fruit almost disappeared before the food arrived. By then Raymer had listened to the short version of Anna�s story, and he�d asked a hundred questions. Anna had initially felt uncomfortable speaking in front of Quint, who was not part of the Dragon Clan, but she also knew of his special relationship, and how he�d been working to help them, let alone the value of his friendship to the Dragon Clan when he became Earl.
At one point, Quint leaned forward and said, �You�ve seen all this for yourself? I mean, the entire port being converted into a landing area for enemy troops? Housing, weapons, food, and even a deep water port complete with piers to unload soldiers?�
�I have.�
�And the word of it has been sent to King Ember?�
�It has, but to my knowledge, he has not responded. In fact, I have heard a rumor that he is working with the invaders. He�s moved his army where it is supposed to join with the Breslau army.�
�That makes no sense.� Raymer spat.
�It does if he plans to wipe out the Dragon Clan and then attack Castle Warrington. But I think Breslau is double-crossing him and going to take Princeton and the King�s throne.�
Quint slammed his fist down on the table, making the bowl of fruit leap into the air.
Raymer turned to him. �You know something?�
�No, but I suspect this girl has just placed her finger directly on the item that has been bothering me for months. After his failed attack on this castle last year we�ve heard nothing of him, that is, nothing but false apologies and half-hearted excuses, along with promises of cooperation into the future, all of which ring of lies. But for months, he has been smug, and that bothers me.�
�That�s more than I�ve heard from your mouth in the year I�ve been here.� Raymer laughed.
�This is not a subject open for your amusement, Raymer. I will go speak to my father while you three enjoy a meal and make whatever plans you must. I believe I also have plans to make. However, before you get too involved, we should share our ideas. I believe I may have my own troops on the move within days. The only question is where.�
Quint had climbed to his feet while speaking and spun so fast his cape fluttered out behind him. He stalked to the door, reaching it as a cart laden with plates and food was rolled inside. Raymer pointed to the servants, indicating they should take it to where heavy drapes reached from the ceiling to the floor.
One man pushed them aside, and light flooded the room. Beyond was a stone terrace, complete with three large tables, twenty chairs, and a view of the land falling away from the castle all the way to the Endless Sea. Anna gasped, and even Thief was impressed as his eyes left the food and looked into the vast distance where small ships sailed and men fished.
�Come,� Raymer said, standing. Once out on the terrace he pointed out various items of interest as the servants placed the food on a table. Then they stood to the side in case anything else was required, but Raymer dismissed them. Once they were gone, he said, �Spies and traitors, some of them. We need to speak in private.�
Thin slices of roast goat with a choice of three sauces filled a platter. Another held sliced cheeses of three distinct colors. Two platters held bread, rolls, and muffins. Two pitchers were in the center, surrounded by silver mugs. One pitcher held a weak ale, and to the delight of Thief, the other held milk.
Raymer went inside and returned with a bottle of wine. �We have a lot to discuss. But I sense you didn�t just travel all this way to talk with me and share the latest news. Why not play the music first and then we can dance?�
�Dance?� Anna asked, wrapping a slice of meat around cheese.
�An old saying. Why are you here? Certainly not to just tell me your story or simply to act like you�re three years younger than I believe you are.�
Delaying or avoiding telling the truth would rile him. He had treated her with respect and as an adult, and she owed him no less than to return that honesty. �I have come to conscript you.�
He threw his head back and roared with laughter. She reached for a bread roll, finding the bread soft and light as air and tinged with unknown spices. She tore it in half and placed a dainty slice of a different cheese, one she hoped was not as pungent as the last, between the two pieces, then chewed as her eyes caught those of Thief.
Thief had paused, watching Raymer carefully. He reversed his grip on the serving knife to hold it as a weapon if needed. Anna shook her head slightly, and Thief placed the knife back on the table�within easy reach.
Raymer finally upended the silver goblet containing his wine, poured it full again, and turned back to Anna. �So you�re going to conscript me to lead an expedition to do what?�
She leaned closer and addressed him, �You mistake me, Raymer. I do not need you to lead me anywhere. I will do the leading.� Then she settled back and turned to view the sea that was so far away, she couldn�t make out the details of a single boat or ship. Between the sea and she lay a hundred farms in neat patchwork squares and rectangles of pastures and fields.
�And where would you lead me to?� he asked, still amused.
�There,� she pointed out to the sea. �I�m going to sail across that to a land that used to be called Altera but is now known as Breslau. They have dragons there, green ones that we cannot detect. And people with tattoos all over their arms. There are also people called �dragon masters� although nobody seems to know what that means.�
�So instead of massing troops where you think the enemy will land for the invasion, and trying to stop it there, you plan to go to Breslau and stop it before it begins?�
She turned to face him again, letting all traces of her young innocence evaporate. She said, �Perhaps. Or maybe I can slow it down or save the lives of some of our men. Or our families. You do know that they now know the locations of the Dryland Family, as well as the Bear Mountain Family, right? Maybe even the Raging Mountain Family.�
�How would they know those things?�
�We have a traitor in the Dragon Clan, a man named Stenson, who should have been slain when he was a boy. He now sails on a ship owned by the Breslau royalty, and he either lives in a castle much like this one, or he went into their dungeons. The end result is the same. He told them all he knows of the Dragon Clan.�
Raymer glanced at Thief. �Should you be speaking of these subjects in front of him?�
�Should you bare the secret dragon on your back to two women who are not of the Dragon Clan?�
�Point taken. It appears that you have more recent, and more accurate information than had come my way. I�ve been here at Castle Warrington so long I�m about to desert, anyway. A sea voyage sounds relaxing.�
�Your dragon?�
�He goes where I go.�
�That sounds great. If you couldn�t, or wouldn�t, I was going to your home and ask for another from there to accompany me.�
He said, �Bear Mountain is closer. Camilla might have gone with you if you asked. Dancer and Fleet might, too.�
�You said you�d like a voyage on a ship.�
Raymer settled back after pouring more wine. Finally, he said, �You believe that you should be in charge?�
She looked him in the eye, �Is there a problem with that? I have been to Shrewsbury, I know the people and lay of the land, and I certainly know more about Breslau than you.�
Quint entered the room and spotted them on the terrace. Joining them without asking, he said, �Do I sense a little tension or has winter descended?�
Raymer snorted at Quint, �Neither of them has killed me yet, but I think both have reached for weapons more than once.�
�Perfectly understandable,� Quint said without pause, tasting Raymer�s goblet of wine and making a face. He poured ale for himself. They were obviously old friends who took pleasure in insulting each other, but there was an underlying friendship that couldn�t be missed.
Turning to Quint, Raymer said, �Anna, when the two of us traveled together, I had to make every decision and it wore on me. I didn�t like having the lives of others as my responsibility. From the time we first escaped until we reached this castle, it was one thing after another. Since then I�ve tried never to be in a position of authority.�
Chuckling, Quint raised his goblet in salute, �So that�s the way you see it.�
Raymer continued, �So if I go on this venture with you, I will insist that someone other than me is the leader.�
�I guess Anna will have to accept the leadership role,� Quint said, winking in her direction.
Raymer ignored the response, but asked Quint, �Is it possible for you to look after our mutual friend, Thief? That is if we can get an acceptable explanation of why he�s called that.�
�No.� The single word turned all heads to look at Thief, who sat and looked at the stem of an apple as if it were alive and going to leap from the end of the fruit.
�No?� Raymer asked? �Do you mean you don�t wish to stay in a castle with all the food you can eat while we�re half-starving and risking our lives out on the ocean?�
Thief didn�t even glance his way.
Anna said, �You heard him. He goes with me.�
�He is not of the Clan,� Raymer said mildly.
�At some point, we may find that useful. I don�t know, but he goes with me.�
Quint poured more ale. �Loyalty. I like that in a woman.�
�Loyalty and the gumption to stand up to a pair of men twice her size. Quint, you may wish to make her a high ranking officer in your army when we return.� Raymer�s tease brought another smile.
Quint, however, didn�t smile. He said, �I suspect that she will be worth far more to all of us than being an officer. This girl might one day fight me for a kingdom, and settle for being a queen, at the very least.�
Anna felt the blush coming on and fought it. But the son of the Earl of Northwoods had just told them all that she should be queen, and no less.
Quint said, �I, unfortunately, cannot go with you to this strange land, although I might have been of some help if you find yourselves dealing with foreign royalty. But I�ve business with the King, at Princeton. If he�s stupid enough to be supporting an invasion, or even discussing one with Breslau, my father may be wearing his crown in ten days or less.� There was none of the sly humor that had been bantered earlier.
Raymer raised his glass. �Here�s to interesting times. And may your father rule well.�

CHAPTER EIGHT

Two mornings later, Anna walked at Raymer�s side, Thief trailing them. They headed for the port near Castle Warrington. Anna felt the dragon approach them and looked behind. The tingling on her back turned to itching and then slight pins of pain as the dragon closed in on them. She said, �I�ve never known anyone bonded.�
�Ever been up close to a dragon?� Raymer asked.
�Not really. We have a few reds that roost on the slopes above the drylands, but they never allow us to go near them.�
Raymer�s bonded dragon, red in color, appeared over the tops of the nearest trees, flying low and steady. She knew Raymer could watch through the dragon�s eyes and direct it to fly where he wanted, but the dragon was flying of its own accord this morning and appeared pleased to be in the air. Thief ducked and covered his head with an arm despite the fact that the dragon flew higher than the trees. Still, they all felt the wind from the powerful downstroke of the wings and closed their eyes to protect them from the flying sand.
�Oh,� Thief breathed in awe, his eyes locked on the retreating dragon. �That is pretty.�
Raymer said, �That�s the longest speech he�s muttered since I met him.�
Anna chuckled, but there was truth in his statement. For almost two days Anna, Raymer, and Thief had talked, mostly on the same terrace because it was not only pleasant but private. She told Raymer all she knew about Breslau and the invasion, which was considerably more than he did. Word had been sent by messenger to each of the families of the Dragon Clan, and Anna had attended every meeting and discussion. However, Raymer had been at Warrington Castle helping the Earl and the Dragon Clan by cementing relations, and he knew little of recent developments.
As Anna spoke, his attitude changed from one of a slight interest in a trip to the south coast and a possible relaxing sea voyage, neither of which he�d ever done, to an intense patriotic fever. He learned that not only was danger at hand for the Dragon Clan, which was nothing new, but the danger extended to the entire kingdom and their way of life. If the kingdom fell, the new rulers would make other laws, probably harsh ones, and beyond all that, for a century the Dragon Clan had prospered because of a lax line of inept kings.
Invading conquerors would make their new laws, and they had already shown their hand when their green dragons attacked those local dragons they encountered. At least two of the dragons the Dragon Clan cared for, were dead. Two others had lost fights to the greens that teamed up to attack their own.
They had talked late into the first night, sometimes with Quint sitting in on the conversations, and always Thief sitting in his quiet manner and listening, but hardly speaking. Quint was often away preparing to travel to Princeton and confront the King. With his father�s blessing and the remembrance that only a year ago King Ember had attempted to take Castle Warrington by force, the Earl issued Quint a series of instructions that were nothing short of demands.
Anna learned that King Ember had no children, and the kingdom�s laws named the Earl of Warrington as the next in line to assume the crown. The Earl was more than satisfied with his royal position, but he wouldn�t permit the King to make more stupid errors that might cost them all their way of life.
By the end of the second day, Raymer had told his servants what he wanted to take with him, and how to pack. He instructed three seamstresses to sew backpacks to his specifications, and he checked on them several times. He wanted larger packs than Anna carried, with straps over the shoulders and attached ties for rolled blankets, two of them on each pack. A long pocket hung to one side as a quiver for arrows. He insisted the material be waterproof and neutral in color.
Raymer said to Anna, �You�re planning on going there? All the way across the sea?�
�I am, but first, we will go to Shrewsbury. I need to know all I can before I make a mistake.�
�You were already there once. Since then, the place has burned down. What else do you need to know?�
The question was not unexpected. Raymer questioned and commented on everything. If she didn�t have a reasonable answer, she knew to think of one quick or he�d reign in the conversation until satisfied, not that she could respond with just anything because he would question that, too.
He said, �This ship that went there is a bit of a puzzle to me. In fact, that whole voyage is making me think. There are too many questions, and I honestly don�t expect you to know the answers. With your permission, I have a suggestion.�
With my permission? �What is it?�
�We will pass near enough to the Highlands Family that I suggest we pay Tanner and Carrion a visit.�
She settled back in her chair. She didn�t know the location of the Highlands Family of the Dragon Clan. Few knew more than the locations of two, and that was for security in case captured and tortured. Nobody expected a Clan member to try and withhold information while the King�s Dungeon Master tore their bodies apart in small pieces. But as they say, you can�t tell what you don�t know.
She said, �Do you know their location? I�m not willing to spend weeks searching for them.�
�I can find them,� he pulled a piece of plain paper to him, then dipped a quill in ink and squiggled a line from the top of the paper to the bottom. He drew a mark. �This is Castle Warrington. South of that is Fleming and down here is Shrewsbury. Follow the coastline further south to Racine. Somewhere between Shrewsbury and Racine, but inland, is the Highlands. My dragon can fly over and search it all in part of a day. He will find our family.�
Anna nodded, �If they see your dragon they will come to us to investigate. I like it.�
�Know what I like? I like a leader who listens to others. Even if that leader sometimes looks, sounds, and acts like she is twelve.�
�As long as you understand it is an act.�
Raymer tossed back another goblet of watered wine. When he realized she was still looking at him and waiting for an answer, he said, �Sometimes I want to put you over my knee and spank you. Then there are times I could leap to my feet and salute. This isn�t easy on me, you understand?�
�I do.�
�Then there is your silent partner sitting beside you. If I ever try to spank you or discipline you, what�s he going to do?�
�He�s sitting right here. Ask him.�
Raymer turned and found that Thief had drawn his knife and was testing the blade by slicing thin slivers from his fingernail.
Raymer turned away, �Never mind. He�s half the size of me, anyway.�
Anna said, �I make up the other half.�
�I see you are the kind that talks, or threatens her way out of trouble. You use your tongue like a weapon.�
�You�re right. But when I choose other weapons my opponents usually don�t even see them before it�s too late.�
Raymer speared a lump of pale yellow cheese with his knife, and as he chewed, he said, �I�d like to ask you another question. How�d you get to be so tough?�
�My grandma Emma. She�s on our council. After my parents had died, she raised me. She didn�t treat me like a boy, but she never let me do less than any male, no matter if we were swimming in our lake, hunting, tracking, standing duty watching, or anything else. Plus, since she was raising me and she expected better of me. No, not expected. Demanded.�
�You had to fight for your position in the family,� Raymer said.
�Didn�t you?�
He paused. Then, after thinking for a while, he said, �I did, but only because of my size. It was probably easier for me than it was for you, but some thought me dense because I was big. I have to realize that you�ve earned the same respect as me, but you worked far harder.�
Quint stormed into the room and threw his hat at the wall in anger. He over-poured a goblet of golden wine and left a goodly amount on the table as he carried it to where they sat. Then he slammed the goblet down on the table so hard most of the contents sloshed out and the metal bent, leaving the goblet slightly tilted to one side.
Raymer said from the corner of his mouth, �I doubt if we�re going to hear good news.�
Quint said, �The dumb bastard has done it. He�s lost his mind.�
�Which dumb bastard would that be?� Raymer asked, still smirking, and sounding as if he didn�t know.
�Your king, that�s who. I just got word that the palace at Princeton has only guards remaining there. The entire army seems to have slowly disappeared, with rumors that it's headed to the southern border of the kingdom.�
�All of it? The whole damn army?� Raymer asked, no longer kidding. �Why?�
�That, I cannot answer. But what kind of fool moves his entire army in secret to the furthest border unless he has a good reason? I fear I may be forced to have him forfeit his crown or kill him.�
Raymer said, �Neither of those sound so bad.�
�Until you understand that either makes me the Crown Prince.�
�Sorry,� Raymer muttered.
Anna looked at the two dejected faces and asked, �That would make you the next king?�
�Exactly,� Quint snapped as if she finally understood. �Or worse. My father would probably abdicate, and that would make me King. I would have no freedoms to fish, hunt, travel, or do anything on my own for the rest of my life. My every movement would be subject to a hundred servants rushing to butter my bread or peel my next grape. I would spend my days settling the bickering between minor lords.�
�I thought anyone would want to be king,� Anna said.
�Only those who do not know the boredom and responsibility of resolving a thousand tiny details. Who owns the offspring when your goat jumps the fence where I keep my doe? If my tree leans over your yard and drops fruit on your property, whose is the fruit? If you chop down the tree, do you deprive me of my income selling that fruit? Would you like to spend the rest of your days with problems such as these, knowing you will make a mortal enemy of the party you decide against?�
Raymer said, �He�s not fooling about the mortal enemy part of that, either.�
Quint said, �More than one king has lost his head because of that sort of silliness. Let people like King Ember handle it. He knows little else.�
�Except how to go about losing two wars in two years,� Raymer said.

CHAPTER NINE

Anna had spent a good part of their final evening in the castle slitting open the seams on her old backpack and removing coins before sewing them into the new one. She placed a few into Thief�s pack for safe keeping because it was never wise to keep all of anything in one location.
Anna continued walking beside Raymer to the port town of Warrington, as she remembered the last two days like they were so fresh in her mind that she hadn�t had time to absorb all of it. She speculated about the political intrigue with Quint threatening to usurp the King, the explanations of the Breslau invasion and why, how, and what to do about it. She realized that she had never really planned an operation. Not like Quint and Raymer did. They took the know information and speculated on the unknown; then they determined each possible outcome. She refused to play chess with either.
Sitting on that terrace had taught her that she knew far less than she thought. Anna�s experience tended to look at an objective and head directly for it, bullying her way to the end. What little planning was usually afterward, to be used the next time.
For instance, if it was left to Anna, they would walk the entire distance to Racine, which would probably take twenty days or more. Quint suggested they sail. As the son of the Earl, he was the commander of the army and navy of the Northwoods province, but he believed a military ship with them on board would make them too conspicuous. So he contacted the master of a small trading vessel.
The Master, or Captain as he preferred to be called, had retired from the Northwoods Navy a few years earlier, where he�d been under Quint�s direct command. �Captain Braise, a man who served my father and me well,� Quint introduced the smallish man with the long, thin beard.
Quint had told the Captain, �Their mission is not for your ears or anyone else�s. While I trust you completely, I also know that you cannot tell what you do not know, and I consider this mission so important I will ask that you forgive me.�
Captain Braise said, �Sir, not a problem. I understand. What are your orders?�
�You will take these three on as crew until they choose to leave your boat. You will then sail directly back here with any information they provide. No stops along the way. While you are the master and Captain, Anna will give you direction.�
�Not Raymer?� The captain avoided making eye contact with her until he confirmed who the leader was.
�He is not in charge, but I think you�ll find the girl more than capable,� Quint nodded in her direction, and he also avoided the confusion in the Captain�s eyes, but certainly for other reasons. �They will stow their gear and will need to dress as fishermen. You will present yourself and your boat as searching for more profitable fishing grounds. Because there may be danger, your compensation will be substantial.�
�No need for that, sir. Just payment for the lost catches I suffer is sufficient,� Captain Braise said, his tone more stuffy than earlier.
�Come now. You are no longer an officer in my navy. Your boat must earn a profit, and this trip will prevent you from fishing for more than a month. I insist the pay exceed what you may have earned on a good catch.�
�Very well,� but the Captain didn�t look convinced. �Have them at the docks around midday tomorrow. My boat is painted white with red trim. The name is Asia. Ask anyone where to find it.�
�Asia?�
�The smallest daughter of the goddess Amanda.�
Quint broke out in a grin that told Anna she�d missed something key to the conversation. She asked, �Why is that significant?�
Quint turned to Captain Braise and said, �See what I mean about her?� Then he looked at Anna, �The good Captain used to command the warship, Amanda, so it is fitting that now he commands a small boat named after her smallest daughter.�
�Asia, I like it,� Anna said, appreciating the connection in the names.
While remembering all that had happened, and talking to Raymer to clarify details, they drew closer to the seaport that had only been seen in the distance from the terrace of the castle. She hadn�t realized the distance to the water was so great, but it was still well before midday when she smelled the strong salt air. Not long after she knew it was a fishing port because the tang of salt air turned to the stench of dead fish.
They followed a small, winding road to the cluster of clapboard houses nestled along the shoreline. Beyond, spread the open bay and docks with fishing boats tied up to them. Overlooking the boats ran a row of ten or twelve eateries, bakeries, taverns, and bars, all with outside service overlooking the boats. All were doing a brisk business for such a small village.
As Anna watched, more boats arrived with their catches. There were buyers bidding, cleaning stations for the catches, nets drying, fishermen scrubbing decks or repairing sails, and a hundred other tasks. The people eating on the wooden decks watched it all as if it was the only entertainment in town.
�We�re early,� Raymer said.
�Can we grab something from the bakery and a drink before finding the boat?� Anna asked.
Raymer cast her an odd look, then said, �Well, I don�t know. Let me talk to the boss and ask her.�
Anna stiffened and lifted her chin. �I should have said, we will stop and eat.�
�Then, it is my duty to obey,� Raymer snorted, before laughing out loud. He pointed to the bakery, �I�d suggest we go there. I�m a fool for sweets.�
They purchased their food and went to the nearest deck to find an empty table. No sooner had they sat than a young man wearing an apron slipped to their side and asked what they would like to drink. Anna ordered three cups of watered wines, red wine if he had it. A crudely made plate between them held an assortment of bread, rolls, and sweet cakes.
Anna reached for a sweet cake that she saw Raymer eyeing, then relented and allowed him to have it. Thief avoided the sweets, but tentatively reached for a small loaf of heavy bread with slivers of nuts covering the top.
As Anna selected a roll that appeared to have berries baked into it, she heard a familiar voice. Her eyes went past Raymer to a table beyond. There sat James, the traveler/gambler they had avoided on the beginning of the trip.
Raymer caught the change in her posture and asked softly, �What is it?�
She quickly filled him in, but he never once turned to look at James. Instead, he listened and waited. James laughed several times and once called out to somebody on a boat below in his friendly, jolly voice. He drew no more attention than anyone else because there was a considerable amount of shouting, yelling, and loud talk. The men working the fishing boats added to the din. She was surprised he was not �gambling� and taking someone�s hard earned money.
Anna turned away and said, �Thief, look at my feet.�
Raymer raised his eyebrows at the order.
�He is standing up,� she said. �I don�t want him to recognize us.�
Only Raymer watched James as he made his way between the tables and to the side of a building where several outhouses were built beside each other. Raymer was already on his feet, following him. Anna watched as Raymer entered the same outhouse, after a slight pause to grab the door solidly and yank it open.
Anna expected to hear the sounds of a fight, see the wall of the outhouse break apart as Raymer threw James into it, or anything else violent. Instead, nothing happened, but she watched and waited.
After only a brief time Raymer opened the door again and casually walked out as if nothing had happened. He took the time to tuck in his shirttail and look out over the boats bobbing at the docks. James remained inside as Raymer returned and took his seat. He said, �You have good instincts, Anna. But in this case, you were wrong.�
�In what way?�
He kept his voice normal, but spoke a cryptic message only to her in case nearby ears listened from other tables. �James thought you might be part of his family, from another branch. He was right.�
�Huh?�
Raymer moved closer and spoke softer. �I saw his back.�
�What?� Anna said, still not understanding. Then she did. �Oh, now I see. I feel so stupid.�
�He was trying to watch over you, in case you were related, but that just made it seem like he was following you. Which he was.�
�Which family?� she asked.
�Glenn Oaks. Ever hear of it?�
�No.�
�Me neither, but I assure you he is who he says.�
�Why is he here?� she asked.
Raymer said, �His family sent him. He is planning on booking passage to a land across the sea.�
Anna found that taking another bite of a muffin made it stick in her throat. She couldn�t swallow. Even the wine didn�t help.
And then she started to really understand. The part of her family living at Glenn Oaks, wherever that might be, was also sending out someone to gather more information of Breslau. After all, they�d heard from the messengers who went there. It only made sense. There were probably others from other branches of the Dragon Clan, as well, from other places where the Dragon Clan hid that she didn�t know of. They all wanted the same thing.
When James returned to the tables, she expected him to pause and talk, but he ignored her as if they�d never met. If anyone was watching either of them, they wouldn�t be connected. Yes, James was smart.
Thief said, �There.�
He was pointing to a white boat tied near the end of a dock. It was trimmed in red, and another boat had just pulled away so Thief could see the name printed in red on the stern. Asia. Anna said, �Can you read?�
�Some letters. I know A, and white with red paint.�
Raymer said, �A new record for his length of speech. Thief, have I mentioned how much fun it is going to be travelling with you?�
�No.�
�Well, it is. I love to hear myself talking more than anyone else. I�ll get to talk all I want, and I�m sure both of you will have a most pleasant trip.� Raymer sat back and waited for their responses.
Thief said, �No, I will talk more.�
Anna and Raymer burst into laughter, drawing a little attention as they stood and gathered their backpacks. They made their way to the Asia, a standard fishing boat with a small cabin mounted high above the main deck and a large reel on the rear deck holding a fishing net wound around it.
Captain Braise welcomed them on board. A short stairway, or ladder, inside, took them to the bow, where they found a cramped space for sleeping, large enough for three close friends. There were also three pairs of trousers sewn from sailcloth, and three pullover shirts, the same as almost all fishermen wore. They worked barefoot.
The Captain said, �Stow your personals under the vee-bunk and change clothes. I usually have two crew, but three is not unheard of. I�ll teach you what you need to know later.�
While changing, the motion of the boat changed. It bobbed and twisted in the water, and then it leaned and all sense of bobbing changed to a slight fore and aft movement, with a little back and forth. Climbing the ladder, Anna found the docks already far behind.
�Where to?� Captain Braise asked her.
�South. Fleming, Shrewsbury, and then Racine. We may stop at any or none.� She kept her voice steady despite her excitement.
Captain Braise said, �Yes ma'am, right down the coast. Any need for you to see it?�
�What difference does that make?�
�We�ll be sailing in water unfamiliar. Closer to shore means more reefs, rocks, and shallows to rip our belly out. Deeper water far away from land is always safer.�
�I like safer.�
�Can you swim?� he asked.
�Why?�
�Got no business out here if you can�t.�
She said, �I can. I know Raymer can, too. Let me check with Thief.�
She ducked her head back into the sleeping cabin and found out he could, but before she could tell the Captain, Raymer said, �You didn�t ask me. What if I drown?�
�You can swim. I know the story of you and Quint floating down that river after you escaped the dungeon at the Summer Palace.�
�Right you are,� he said. �You know it�s still hard to think of you as an adult, right?�
�Then I�m doing my job,� she snapped, climbing back to the tiny wheelhouse. �We can all swim.�
�Good. Now I have a job for you.�
�Name it. I might need teaching, but I learn fast,� she said.
�I want you to go back to the stern and watch that boat behind us. Fishing boats tend to leave before sunup and return midday with their catch to sell. That one back there left right after us. When I was headed south, close to shore it stayed behind. When I turned east to deeper water, it did too.�

CHAPTER TEN

Anna scrambled aft and looked out across their wake to find a blue and white fishing boat with its sail high. It was so far back she lost sight of it a few times, but it always reappeared. Raymer joined her, obviously having been filled in by the Captain.
He said, �Captain Braise says he�ll turn south again after a while. We�ll watch to see if that boat does the same.�
�If it does?�
Raymer shrugged, �Then that boat is not there by accident.�
�This is not a warship. What can we do?� Ann asked without looking away from the blue boat.
�We have options. We can slip away during the darkness at night. Or we can dock at Fleming and if that boat also docks we can pay it a visit.�
�I like the second option.�
�I thought you would. Ever been on a boat before?� Then, before she could answer, he did it for her, �Of course, you have. You sailed from Shrewsbury to Fleming with Gray, a short but interesting voyage, I heard.�
�I thought you didn�t know much about what has happened in the last year.�
He said, �I was not the only Dragon Clan member in Castle Warrington. I searched out another, an old man who either sharpens your knives or sells you new ones. It gives him the opportunity to move about freely. He told me part of your tale. You didn�t think I was going to chase after you without confirming who you are, did you?�
�I guess not. But I have this knife I took from a highwayman that needs an edge. I wish you�d have mentioned the knife sharpener sooner.�
�Give it to Captain Blaise. Fishermen are good with knives, sort of the tool of their trade. You have quite a reputation, it turns out. Is it true your tongue is sharper than any blade?�
�Is it true you talk more than any member of our family in a hundred years?�
�One hundred? I heard it was two.�
The voice of Captain Blaise called, �Turning south now.�
The smallish sail on the single mast swung from one side to the other, and the motion of the boat changed slightly, as the boat turned and the sun was now setting on their right. The sail of the other boat continued on without turning and disappeared a short time later.
Anna reported that to the Captain. He drew in a deep breath and spat out the open window at his side. �Nope, still don�t believe it. Are you in a big hurry, or do you want to be safe?�
�Safe, but you can look for yourself. That boat is gone.�
He slipped a thong over the wheel to maintain a steady course and stepped outside where he removed a rope from a cleat and lowered his sail. He said, �You can see a sail from a lot farther away than you can a bare mast. Why don�t we just sit still out here for a while and see if that other sail comes back into view? I�m guessing it will, and before long.�
�Why?�
�Too many coincidences for me. Besides, it kept pace where it could see our sail most of the time, but not all. It stayed as far back as possible, but within sight on purpose. Boats have different hulls, weigh different, and the sails are not the same size. It takes skill to follow at the same distance, which just happens to be at the limit of what we can see.�
Anna said, �Then why didn�t it turn when we did?�
Captain Blaise spat out the window again, this time hitting the water. �That, my girl is the question, and there are two possible answers. The first is that I�m paranoid and seeing ghosts where there are none. The second is that I�m right, but they sailed on in case we did notice their mast.�
�That doesn�t make sense. The second part,� Anna said.
�Well, if itwase me back there, I�d have done exactly what they did, just in case. Look where we are in your mind. We left the port, so we�re going elsewhere. We turned south instead of north, the only two directions are possible unless we�re trying to cross the entire sea. We can�t sail west, or we will run aground. There is only south for us. They don�t have to keep us in sight, but now and then they will put on more sail and run faster until they spot us. Then drop back out of sight again.�
�It still sounds complicated.�
�Imagine you�re on land where you�re used to traveling. You follow someone into a long, skinny valley, but don�t want to be seen. The one ahead of you cannot climb the walls of the valley. Too steep. If they return in your direction, you see them and hide. But if they go on, you know where they are because that�s where they have to be. Ahead of you, but still inside the valley. Even if you can�t see them. So you can follow without being noticed.�
Anna pictured it in her mind and understood. The fishing boat rocked and pitched in the small waves. They waited. Captain Blaise uncoiled a hand line and placed a wool curl on the hook that dangled below the weight. He let the line out slowly, jigging it up and down to attract fish.
Letting more line out, he sat with one hip on the side of the boat and watched the sea behind. Anna got bored and considered a nap, but the Captain jerked hard on the line and fought to pull it in. Anna leaped to help. They alternated hand over hand until a fish the size of her leg came into view. The Captain reached for a club with an attached curved hook and grabbed it just behind the gills.
Once in the boat, it flopped and fought until the club struck its head. Thief and Raymer were sitting in the stern watching. Anna said, �Dinner.�
Raymer said, �I�m sort of hungry. Can you catch another one for me?�
She heard the humor in his voice and couldn�t resist. �At home, there�s a tradition we need to continue. Traditions are very important, don�t you think?� She didn�t wait for Raymer to answer and continued, �Those who don�t catch the fish must do the cooking and cleaning.�
Captain Blaise caught her eye, winked, and said, �She�s right. Law of the sea.�
�Is it?� she whispered.
�It is now,� the Captain laughed.
Raymer said, �While the two of you were playing with that minnow, a sail approached from back there. Then the sail went down.�
�Well, that tells a tale, don�t it?� The Captain asked. He went to a winch and cranked the handle. The sail went back up, and soon the wind puffed it out. He said, �Anna, what are your orders?�
�Sail on to Fleming. It will do no good to lose that boat tonight, he knows where we are headed.� She glanced at Raymer, �Cook and clean our dinner, please. Have you seen any dragons?�
He pulled his knife and reached for the fish. �One. A red was flying along the coast earlier.�
Both of them knew full well it was there. She was hinting that if the other boat became a problem, the dragon could attack it. He agreed. But more than attack, she wondered how to find out who was on board and why they followed. Thief had moved to Raymer�s side and held the slippery fish while Raymer sliced thick steaks.
When she looked at Thief, he shrugged and said, �No fish.�
Being from the drylands, fish was not something he would have seen. Anna said to the Captain, �I was not going to stop at Fleming, but now I think we should.�
Captain Blaise tightened the sails and made a slight course adjustment as he spoke, �I know it�s none of my business, but I have a suggestion. Flemming Bay is almost circular, the mouth narrow and deep. Then the city is around the side of the bay, to the right. But there is deep water to the port side, along with a few small islands. This boat could hide behind an island until the other is inside the bay.�
Raymer asked, �What good will that do?�
The Captain shrugged. �Any boat entering or leaving would necessarily come close to us if we block the channel. Close enough to throw a rock at . . . Or lower the dingy and row to them.�
�We could board them like pirates,� Raymer said.
�Yes,� Thief agreed, exhausting his vocabulary on the subject.
Anna also liked the idea. While Thief and Raymer took over the cooking, she stayed in the wheelhouse and talked with the Captain. He provided a wealth of information until he paused and said, �Look right over there, on the horizon just off our stern.�
She saw it. The small triangle of a sail.
He said, �They�re just checking up on us before dark. I expect them to drop back a little and stay out of sight, probably showing no lights tonight.�
�Know what I was thinking? We run for shore after dark and let them pass us so we can chase them.�
�That was my first thought, too. But it�s too dangerous with shallow water and reefs.�
Anna took the wheel and steered while the Captain ate. She offered to stand a watch at night, but he declined, saying that he would sleep in the wheelhouse and wake a hundred times to look around. They all enjoyed the fish, and there was more left for breakfast. The sun had hardly set when all three of them were lulled to sleep by the good food and the rocking of the boat.
In the morning, they ate again, and Raymer pulled her aside. �All that effort you were talking about in Fleming? Was that just for show for the Captain and Thief? Or have you forgotten I�m bonded to that red?�
�I sort of forgot, at first. Also, it seemed like a good idea that wouldn�t expose your dragon.� There seemed to be no reason to provide any other answer.
�Tell them I�m a bit under the weather and that you�re going to watch over me in the cabin where I can lay down. I�ll have my red fly over the other boat and tell you what I see.�
Later, she sat on the edge of the berth while Raymer closed his eyes. He mumbled, �We�re flying out to sea. The Red knows where I am. It also senses you, in case you didn�t know.�
�I didn�t,� she said but didn�t think he heard. Still, it answered a question she hadn�tasked, butt wondered about.
�I�m looking through the red�s eyes. I�ve passed over two boats, and looking for ours. He�s color blind, but can tell white and dark trim. I think we�re further out to sea than I thought.�
�Is that a problem?� She asked.
�No, he can fly for a whole day and night without rest, but it would take him a few days to rest up afterward.�
�I guess I should have known that. The greens that fly from Breslau have to cross the entire sea.�
Raymer didn�t answer, and again she realized she may as well only speak when spoken to. He was busy directing the dragon and who knew what else it took to make a dragon bend to your will? She waited.
�I see our boat. Now, I�m turning to fly behind us, can you see me?�
Anna ran from the cabin and looked behind, finding the dragon flying so high it looked more like a small bird. She ran back inside, �Yes, I see you.�
�Good, I see them, too. At least their boat. Following our wake.�
�What are you going to do?�
Raymer said, �Circle way around them and approach from the rear. Hopefully, they won�t be looking back there, and I�ll find them on deck and get a good look when they spot me. Usually, people can�t help but watch a dragon fly over.�

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The red dragon circled high above, lost from sight to any watching from below in the clouds. Raymer explained his actions in a muted voice as he had the dragon fly well behind the other boat, then lower until his wingtips nearly swept the tops of the waves. It was also a fishing boat with one mast like theirs. As it flew closer, Raymer said he saw three people on the deck. Two had tattoos covering both forearms, and in the flash of a single heartbeat, as the dragon flew past, he saw that the tattoo images were dragons. The third and last man on deck stood, fists balled on hips, watching upward in defiance.
The two men with tattoos had dived to the deck, but the simply last stood and watched, as if familiar with dragons flying low. Raymer had the dragon turn and found a fourth man in the wheelhouse, dressed in the typical clothing fishermen wore.
Raymer said, �Tattoos on the arms of two men. And another. A sailor is at the wheel.�
But it was the third he was interested in, the one who stood and watched. Raymer flew in close again and was rewarded with a look long and close enough, that he�d know him from now on. He freed the red to return nearer to shore where it could hunt a seal, a meal it had enjoyed many times since arriving on the coast. If it didn�t find a seal, it would fly along the shoreline searching out a meal, a deer, goat, sheep, cow, or even a horse. He tried to keep the dragon away from farms, and when he couldn�t, he tried to compensate the farmer generously.
But a few coins didn�t repay them from the fear of witnessing an animal fall from the sky and tearing apart one of the herd. While a dragon flying past is a wondrous sight for most, one attacking and dismembering a familiar animal dispells the wonder replacing it with fear. The crunching of bones and the sight of blood streaming down the dragon�s neck and chest is enough to make most people ill, or run away in terror.
Raymer pulled back from the dragon�s mind and blinked a few times to clear his vision. �Did you hear me?�
�Two men with tattoos. They�re lower than slaves in Baldour, no status at all. But it tells us the third man is from there.�
�Yes,� Raymer said. �The last was probably the boat owner, just following orders.�
�Why?� Anna asked, then said again, �Why is he following me?�
�He isn�t. He heard about me and has been watching what I do. When they heard about my dragon attacking King Ember�s troops and sending them back to Princeton, he was sent to Warrington Castle because they knew I was Dragon Clan.� Raymer didn�t seem upset by the revelation as if he had almost expected it.
�That all makes sense,� Anna said.
�Is that a compliment?� he asked.
�We could sink that boat, I guess. Have the red spit at it, but it would make no difference,� Anna said, thinking out loud. �The boat can sink or float, but they already know about you.�
When the two of them went on deck Thief was at the wheel, looking cheerful and pleased. Captain Blaise said, �Might make a sailor out of him, if not a fisherman.�
The idea intrigued Anna. She had been worried about taking him to Breslau, but saw no other options. He worked hard, caught on quick, and when performing a task, he did his best. Working on a fishing boat seemed perfect, but she had time to think about it more before making a choice. Still, it was nice having a choice. She wanted the best for Thief and working on a fishing boat solved a variety of problems.
The other boat pulled up closer to them, not trying to hide their pursuit anymore. It followed them for two full days until they reached the entrance to the Bay of Fleming.
Captain Blaise asked Anna, �What do you want us to do?�
�That fish we caught? Without it, we would have barely had enough food to reach here. Right?�
�It�s a working boat. Supplies for one or two people for a couple days is normal.� The Captain sounded defensive.
�I have an idea. Why don�t we sail on past Fleming? There�s nothing I really need to see there. I�m more interested in a few things further down the coast.�
The Captain said, �We can always try to catch more fish. This is a fishing boat, you know, and we can lower the nets and see what this part of the sea has to offer.�
�No, They�ll see us putting your net out, and it will give that boat time to do the same. I�m thinking they�re also out of food, or close to it. So we won�t stop to set your nets.�
Raymer said, as if challenged, and liking the idea. �We try to out starve them!�
Anna laughed and shook her head at him. �Is that even a word? But now who�s forgotten the dragon? Send him to snatch a deer or whatever he can find and drop it to us.�
Raymer grumbled, �That sounds like a good idea until you try to deal with a dragon, especially overtaking his food. I guess I can have him find a meal for himself and then when he isn�t hungry, which doesn�t last long, he can bring us something.� Raymer was already closing his eyes to make the connection.
Anna glanced at the Captain. He knew Raymer, as everyone in the Northwoods did. Raymer was the hero behind the defense of Castle Warrington and the defeat of King Ember. However, knowing that he was a member of the Dragon Clan and watching him at work were two very different things. Even most Dragon Clan members had never seen a bonded pair of man and dragon at work, in fact until recently many believed bonding didn�t exist.
She looked at Thief, hands stroking the wheel lightly to keep their course straight. He had taken to the boat like he�d been born on one. He learned fast. She paused and reconsidered Thief again. In reality, she didn�t know how much he understood, or didn�t. He seemed to understand everything with little repetition, but he only chose to speak when he needed to.
He was stubborn at times, like when she had tried changing his name. But he had also become her protector, willing to fight Raymer or anyone else in her defense. He said little and was usually simple and to the point, but the more she learned about him, the less she considered him slow.
Then she turned to watch the boat following them. Instead of just the sail visible, it was close enough for her to see the hull and people moving about, although she couldn�t tell who was who. But the red dragon had told her all she needed. A boat owner, two �crabs� as they were called in Breslau, and a mysterious fourth. She was certain the last was who hired the boat and told the two covered in tattoos to designate their low status, what to do.
It was not the three of them on Captain Braise�s boat against three or four back there. It was three against one. Anna liked those odds, even when she didn�t include a red dragon into the equation. She glanced at Raymer again. His eyes were still unfocused as he directed the dragon.
As she often did, she allowed her mind to wander, thinking of her Grandmother, a fierce warrior in her younger days, and now a leader of the Dragon Clan. What would her Grandmother think of her present situation?
Anna settled herself against the rail where the morning sun warmed her. Since leaving the Drylands, she had found two solid allies, yet as a girl not yet sixteen, she also commanded them. Thief was a natural follower, but she couldn�t ask for a more loyal companion. He did anything she asked. But there was also Raymer, a famous black sheep of the family and a renowned warrior with the ear of the Earl of the Northwoods. He was also treated like royalty wherever he went in Castle Warrington, yet he readily acquiesced to her leadership and oddly enough, seemed to relish in it.
Or did he? His head tilted to one side and was near bumping on the side of the boat as it rose and fell with the small waves. She reached over and tilted it the other way. His eyes remained closed, and she continued with the idea. Raymer was two heads taller than her, and a full head taller than most men. His chest twice the size of his waist and his shoulders too wide for some doors. He emanated power and strength.
Yet, he had never once challenged her authority. He had verified parts of her story, but that was acceptable, even admirable. Raymer had little to prove in his position or that he wielded power. His confidence and trust in the Dragon Clan allowed him to follow rather than lead.
That was the key. While she had to lead and prove herself, Raymer didn�t.
The understanding she came to also provided more responsibility, too. She didn�t dare make a mistake. Her planning turned from the present to the future. Passing by Fleming gave the boat behind two choices. Follow and remain in sight, or put into Fleming for supplies and lose them. If the boat turned in the direction of Fleming, she would request of Captain Braise to make haste, ensuring that the other boat never caught back up, because she had no doubts, it would try. If it remained at sea, she planned to order her boat farther out to sea where there were no food supplies or freshwater for the other boat.
�Captain?� she called. �How are we stocked for water?�
�Two small casks I keep for emergencies, and because I enjoy a taste of wine now and then after hauling nets, five or six jugs of good wine.�
�Is that normal for other boats?�
He waited for a heartbeat before answering. �A storm pushed me far out to sea once. I almost died of thirst before reaching land. It scared me into always keeping more water in the hold.�
�More than others, I assume.�
�Yes. And most boats don�t allow wine, ale, or beer. Nothing worse than a drunk sailor, on land or sea.�
Anna smiled at his comments, but they had been what she hoped for. A cask or barrel, even a small one, would give them water for at least two or three days. There were two casks. The wine added another two or three days. The meat she felt sure the dragon would deliver added food, and it could deliver more if needed.
�Captain, if we need, we can stay out here for ten days?�
�How badly do we need to?�
�There�s a problem with staying out?�
�Yes and no. The hull is wood. Worms in salt water, love to eat wood. The longer we stay at sea, the more wormholes in my hull. I haven�t sat in freshwater for long enough as it is.�
�The boat needs to �sit in freshwater�?�
�It kills the worms that eat the wood. Just a few days in freshwater and all the worms, seaweed, and shellfish that have attached to the hull die. Gives the bottom a good cleaning and to boat sails faster, too. Should have done it days ago at the Port of Warrington. Nice deep river empties right there, but I wanted to get in a few more days of fishing.�
�Ever been to Shrewsbury?� she asked.
�Heard of it of course, but, no.�
�It�s a long skinny harbor, almost like a sunken canyon. A river feeds it at the top end. A breakwater crosses almost all the way across the mouth, so the water in the Bay must stay almost fresh, I�d think. I never saw any ships move up to the narrow end of the bay. They stayed by the docks.�
�I take it you�ve been there to know all that first hand?�
�I have. That�s where I�d like to head, depending on what that other boat does. If it leaves us, I want to sail right into that bay and look around.�
�You got it Little Miss.� The Captain said. �Do you mind me saying it�s easy to see why you give the orders?�
�Well, thank you. I was just thinking about that a while ago and sort of doubting myself.�
�No need for that, if�n you ask me.� He turned and watched the boat behind them. The entrance to Flaming Bay was behind them, now. But the other boat stayed close as if expecting them to do something tricky to get away.
Instead, they turned and sailed directly into the morning sun, getting farther from land with every flap of the patched sail. Anna could no longer see the coastline. She said, �Let�s head south, again.�
Captain Blaise told Thief what he needed to do, and the boat turned. So did the other one. The Captain said, �If I was back there I�d have thought we were trying to lose them at sea, and I would have stayed with us. Now that we�re heading south again, I�d worry because I have no idea of your plan. That captain back there is probably giving them an earful of the dangers of running out of water and food. There is nothing between Fleming and Shrewsbury except jagged rocks and steep cliffs. No food and no water.�
Soon after, the other boat abruptly changed course. As long as it was in sight, the boat sailed north and west, right for Fleming. By the time it reached the port, purchased food and water, and sailed back to the same place it departed, a full day would pass. A day during which the Asia would continue sailing to Shrewsbury at full speed.
She suspected that the other boat would arrive there a day later, but she expected the Asia to be gone, and the other boat wouldn�t know where. Thief was still at the wheel, and the Captain looked a little vexed, or at least, at odds with what to do with himself. Movement caught her attention, along with a tingle on her back she hadn�t noticed until now. Anna looked up and found a growing dot of reddish black approaching.
�Our dinner,� she said, standing and moving to the stern of the boat. The Captain stood beside her as the dragon flew closer and closer. Its great wings looked longer than the boat. It clutched something gray in its left rear leg. A goat.
The dragon swept in, right over their heads and released the goat. It splashed into the water at the side of the boat, and the Captain used his gaff to hook it and pull it aboard. The animal was small, perhaps less than a year old, and domestic. A farmer would be cursing red dragons tonight. If she could, Anna would have the dragon return with a coin. But for now, she leaped to the goat and helped the captain lift it onto the cleaning station where he usually gutted fish.
Together, they skinned and dressed the animal. A small charcoal stove cooked the best cuts. Raymer came to their side and helped himself. Without a way to preserve the meat, they intended to cook all they could and save it for the future.
Raymer chewed and said, �Needs salt.�
Captain Braise reached for a small jar and removed the lid. Raymer helped himself to a pinch. Raymer caught Anna�s eye. �You surprise me.�
�Because I can skin and cook a goat?�
�No, because you have not lectured me for stealing a goat from a farmer. Before you do, my dragon found a herd of deer. He ate one and carried one to the doorway of the farmhouse before he took a goat, sort of a trade.� Raymer wore his lopsided grin.
�A trade the farmer didn�t want,� she countered.
�Well, maybe it was a poor trade, but we don�t know that, do we? That farmer may have been tired of eating goat. Venison might be a welcome change, besides, look at the great story he has to tell. A dragon dropped from the sky and gave him a deer and took a goat. How many have a story like that?�
The Captain was also grinning. �If he spins it right when he tells it, that story will have many a tankard of ale served to him at no charge.�
�Or, more likely,� Anna said, bracing both of them with her eyes, �People will say he lies like a drunken sailor.�
Her response was so quick that both the Captain and Raymer stood in shock for a moment, then both fell into fits of laughter.
Thief still stood at the wheel and watched them through the open windows. His expression was one of confusion when Anna started laughing too.

CHAPTER TWELVE

After three more days of steady sailing, they reached the breakwater at Shrewsbury. It extended from one headland out across the mouth of the bay in a straight line, made of rocks the size of a man�s head. The end result was a deep water, narrow bay capable of protecting twenty or more ships from the fiercest storm. As they sailed closer, it was in silence.
The Captain said, �Never seen a breakwater built like that. Must have taken hundreds to carry that many rocks, and even then, it must have been years in the making. Odd, I never heard of it in all the tales in all the taverns and ale houses I�ve sat with other men of the sea.�
�Crabs built it. I saw them doing it,� Anna said.
Captain Braise gave her a questioning look.
�Crabs. People from Breslau, who are lower than slaves because slaves have jobs to do,� she explained. He was still looking at her, puzzled. She went on, �When I was here before, I watched them building that. They had probably a hundred men and women they called �crabs� carrying those rocks they took from the side of the hill you see over there. They carried every boulder and rock. No animals to help. And they worked from sunup until dark.�
�That�s no life for a person.�
�With the tattoos, they�re marked for life. Just useless Crabs who can�t even elevate their status to slaves. They�re not allowed to hold jobs unless manpower is required.� She spat the words as if getting them out of her mouth would make them taste better.
Captain Blaise shook his head in sadness. �Are there a lot of them?�
�Yes.�
�Keeping people chained to the bottom of society like that isn�t right. If�n you�re fighting against those people who do this to others, count me in. Are we going into the harbor?�
Anna looked at Raymer. �I was going to suggest we land outside the harbor and sneak in past the headland, but I keep forgetting about your dragon. I�ve never been around anyone who can do what you do. Besides, the Captain wants to soak his hull in some fresh water.�
�You want me to have the red take a look before we commit to entering, in case there is an army waiting for us in there.�
�Something like that,� Anna said.
�Let me make myself comfortable. Can you accompany me to the bow?� Raymer asked.
She followed him into the small cabin where he lay on his back and closed his eyes in what was becoming a familiar action. How strange it must be to close your eyes and find you�re inside the eyes of a dragon flying high above the sea. She marveled as she tried to imagine the wonder of it.
Tales said that dragon�s eyes are far better than peoples. Raymer would be looking down and seeing things she never would see. In ways, that was better than the ability ride the back of one, if that was possible. She had heard the stories of being carried in the claws of a dragon, including Carrion�s wild ride in Breslau not long ago. Tanner had done that, too, or so his story went, but it was still hard to believe because it sounded so much like a fairy tale of long ago.
�I�m flying over our boat and approaching the breakwater. Just in case of danger, I�m staying high for the first pass.� Raymer�s voice was soft, almost a hiss that she had to lean closer to hear.
She shifted positions to hear anything else, imagining it in her head as he described what he saw. Suddenly, his body went stiff, and he half sat.
�It�s black,� he said loudly.
�Black? What are you talking about?�
Awareness returned to his eyes. �There are no ships, no docks, and the entire town has burned. Nothing is left standing.�
�I know.�
�You do? How?�
�You�ve been out of touch with the Dragon Clan. You didn't hear the last stories, but I thought you knew. Tanner and Carrion, the two from the Highlands Family, came here.�
�Our people burned it?� Raymer looked horrified.
Anna said, �Wait here for just a minute.� She ran to the deck and told the Captain to sail for the opening to the harbor. Then she was back at Raymer�s side. �This whole town had been taken over by Breslau. They staged weapons here and build barracks and the seawall. This is where the troop ships were to land. I�m sorry, I thought you knew all this.�
Raymer sat and wiped his eyes clear. �No, I knew little or nothing.�
�There�s more. A lot more.�
�These two from the Highlands thought it right to burn the whole town? Were they right to do it?�
�They were right.�
�What about the people?� he demanded.
�The story tells of the town almost empty of people because Breslau bought and closed all the businesses. Carrion set the piers on fire first. All the people left ran out to watch the fire, then he started burning it from one end. The people were herded to the road. We don�t think anyone died in the fires.�
Raymer reached out and took her by her shoulders. �We need to talk. Just the two of us.�
Her head was spinning. Raymer�s lack of knowledge had been taken by surprise, but he hadn�t expressed an interest in talking about some things earlier. Of course, he had no idea of what had happened. Now she was planning ahead again, finding a weakness in her earlier plans.
She said, �Listen to me, Raymer. I think you and I need to make a change in plans. There is too much you don�t know, and some I don�t. We need more information.�
�And where do you propose we get that?�
�The story you don�t seem to know is that Tanner and Carrion actually went to Breslau and found where they are staging their army for the invasion. They purchased a ship that can cross the Endless Sea. They can tell us far more than the stories I have heard third-hand.�
�The Highlands are nearby.� He now was sitting and paying attention as he spoke.
�Yes, between Shrewsbury and Racine, where the ship is now. Where we are.�
Raymer said, �We�ll leave this boat here and walk there. While we do, you will tell me all you know, and then we will meet with Tanner and Carrion and spend enough time, so we know what we�re getting into.�
Anna said, �Why are you just now getting so angry?�
�Well, it seems that until now I knew less than half the story and suspected no more. I thought we were simply chasing down a few renegades who had come into our lands, despite your efforts to educate me. Remember, while you talked, I may have emptied too many wine bottles instead of listening.�
It hadn�t occurred to Anna that Raymer was so out of touch, but she should have known. She said, �In that case, there is more I need to tell you. There are green dragons they brought with them. We can�t sense them.�
�We?�
�Dragon Clan. None of us. Worse, those greens have already killed two of our dragons and injured two others. When the greens see any of ours, even one of our greens, they attack, usually in pairs. Tanner and Carrion located where they roost, and it is part way between here and Racine.�
�If those dragons see mine, they will attack and kill it?�
�I believe so. You will have to fly your red only at night, and well inland. They roost near the coast.�
�What other surprises are in that pretty young head?�
�First, we need to go onto the deck and watch as we pull into the harbor. Keep your dragon nearby. We must also tell the Captain to sail well out to sea when we leave, and hopefully avoid being seen by that other fishing boat.�
Raymer said, �Thief? What will you tell him?�
She sighed. �I want him to go back and learn to fish with the Captain, especially if the Captain will hire him. I think he would like another on the boat, but the only time Thief has disobeyed me was when I tried to send him away. He won�t leave.�
�Maybe you can convince him to stay with Captain Blaise. He likes the boat.�
�I can try.�

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The fishing boat rounded the end of the stone breakwater with all eyes looking and imagining the incredible amount of human labor it had taken to construct. They had not told the Captain what they would find inside.
However, he pointed out a burned group of three buildings at the end of the breakwater and the underbrush and green grass that was already covering them. �Didn�t happen too long ago.� Then the Captain looked down into the water and said with a look at Anna, �Freshwater plants.�
Rounding a point of land, the location of the former town came into sight. The docks were burned, only a few pilings still in place. The town was a blackened mass of charcoal, not a single building still standing. Fresh sprigs of green already grew here and there.
Nobody came to the shore to greet them. Not one sign of people. All on the boat were quiet as if they were tiptoeing through a graveyard.
Raymer finally said, �What burned it?�
�Dragon fire. Spit.� Anna said.
�Tanner did this?�
�No, Carrion is the bonded one of the pair.�
�He used his dragon for this destruction?�
Raymer seemed almost insulted, but Anna said, �Calm down, you don�t know the story. First, we talk to them, and then we�ll see what happens.�
Captain Blaise said, �A few days here would be good for the hull, but even a single day will help. Racine our next port of call?�
Turning her eyes to Thief, she said, �We need to talk, Captain. In private.�
The Captain nodded. He moved to the bow where he could watch for shallow water ahead, although he knew larger ships had used the bay so the water should be deep enough. He said, �Tell me.�
�Raymer and I are leaving here. We will walk to Racine because we have some things to take care of along the way. I notice that Thief has been at the wheel for almost the whole trip, and he seems to know what is needed on the boat before you do.�
�That�s all very true.�
�Well, I picked him up in the desert after he followed me and saved my life. I never intended for him to be with me and where we�re going is dangerous. Would you consider having him as one of your crew? You�d have to watch over him, but he could sleep on the boat in port and watch over it. I can pay you.�
The Captain said, �I�ve seldom seen a person take to the sea like that young man, and I�d gladly take him under my wing and thank you for it. But unless I�m totally mistaken, he�ll have no part of staying, danger or not. He sees you as the only person in his life that has ever cared for him or cares what happens to him. Nope, where you go, he will follow.�
�How do you know all this?�
�Working a fishing boat by yourself is hard work, but most crewmen are drunks or worse. I asked him about it already, offered him a job. Of course, I�d have cleared it with you, but only if he was interested. He was not.�
�Oh,� She said.
Captain Blaise�s eye twinkled, �He did say that after the two of you finished your work he would come find me if the offer was still good.�
�He said all that?�
�Well, in a manner of speaking, and mostly one word at a time.�
They both laughed. She said, �I won�t insult him by trying to get him to stay, but assuming we survive, I will deliver him to you if you really want him.�
�He works hard, doesn�t talk my head off, and I�d be pleased to have him here. Anytime. He�s a good boy.�
The conversation made Anna feel warm inside, but she knew danger was coming her way.� She couldn�t do any more than try to protect Thief and herself. Raymer would take care of himself, and look after them, but not in the same way.
She lifted her head and looked at the burned town without a trace of activity. The few people who had lived there when Gray and she had been here must have moved on. Even the Breslau were missing. Nobody had tried to rebuild anything. The port was still good for troops to debark, the only real change was the element of surprise was gone. Breslau knew they faced opposition at Shrewsbury, and that might be the reason. They didn�t want to land their troops and be trapped. If King Ember watched the port and held troops in reserve nearby, he could contain them easily.
The Captain pointed to three pilings standing in a row at the end of the blackened ruins. �I should be able to put you ashore there.�
�That�d be good. We won�t have to walk through the burned area so much.�
The Captain asked, �The people who were here planned to have an army arrive? They were going to fight King Ember?�
�It was only two months ago. Yes, all of that, and more.�
Captain Blaise called to Thief and pointed where he wanted the boat to land. Thief shifted their course, and the Captain asked, �You dragon people are fighting for us? I mean regular people?�
Anna snorted. �We are regular people too. Some of you are tall or strong. Some sing or dance better than us, and we hold no grudge. We have a talent, but in reality, we are no different than any of you.�
�The posters the King puts up says he will pay handsomely for the heads of any of you. About what I earn in a year, last time I looked.�
�Want to hear the short story of why he does that?�
�I do.�
�His father hated us. He almost wiped us out, killing every adult, child, and baby he found. Then one day he cornered almost all of the Dragon Clan left alive and had thousands of troops ready to attack. But a dragon swooped down from the sky and grabbed him and flew him almost to the clouds. Then it dropped the old king to the ground right in the middle of his troops. They say he landed so hard that after a rain you can still see the imprint on the place. Ever since then King Ember has been scared that he might face the same fate.�
�He won�t?�
�Not if he would leave us alone,� Anna readied herself to leap off the bow onto land, a rope in her hand to pull the boat closer.
Captain Blaise called as she jumped, �You should tell that story to people. Spread it around. It has the ring of truth.�
�We sure wouldn�t mind if you spread it around, and your friends, too.� She leaped off the boat with a splash, rope in hand. She pulled the rope tight, and the boat slowly eased up to the beach. She happened to look over the bow and found Thief standing there wearing a grin almost as wide as the one Raymer wore. They had let her do the wet work, but instead of getting upset, she felt a wash of pride. Besides, she�d have the chance to remind them who did the work of landing the boat when it came time to gather firewood tonight. She might find herself too tired to pitch in and help. She answered their smiles with one of her own.
Raymer came forward and tossed her their backpacks, but when he came to Thief�s Anna held up her palm to stop him. Thief was near the bow, ready to join her. She said, �Captain Blaise needs a deckhand and told me he would like to hire you. A permanent job and a snug place to sleep. Sound good?�
Thief said, �Yes.�
Then he jumped from the boat and landed lightly on his toes beside her. She said, �Hey, I thought you said it sounded good.�
�It does.�
�But you�re not going to do it.�
�No.�
�Raymer can protect me if that�s what you�re worried about. It will be fine if you stay with the boat and work for the Captain.�
�No.�
�Why? It�s what you need. A good job on a boat will give you a lifetime of worth.�
He slung his pack over one shoulder and started walking up the bank. �We go.�
Anna looked to the Captain and said, �We may be back your way. Please keep the job offer open.�
�Anytime, and that goes for all of you. Good luck.�
Raymer joined them on the shore and then gave the boat a firm push. It floated out into deeper water, and Captain Blaise raised the sail half way, catching enough of the breeze to let it and the current from the river move the boat down to the breakwater. They watched as he raised the sail the rest of the way and the boat took on what little speed it was capable of.
Raymer said, �I hear he�s going to well out to sea and circle well around that other boat. He�ll be back in Warrington fishing before they know it. I told him to tell them where he let us off, so there are no lies to get trapped in.�
�He�s a good man. I�ll tell you more about it, later. Right now, we need to move. The road is that way,� she pointed.
It was both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time. The fire had burned the building and nearby trees and shrubs, but the main road through the town managed to remind her her of the trip with Gray. As they left the town, the forest was familiar, as was the road. She looked up at the hillside to her right where there had been a guard placed on the watch to keep track of visitors arriving on the road and wondered how long it had been since anyone watched from up there.
She led them past the stream where they had camped the first night, although they had chosen a place further in the woods. She didn�t want to stay there for some reason, perhaps because she felt it somehow intruded on her last trip, and she wanted to keep thing separate.
They had plenty of time left in the day, but hurried anyhow. Raymer and Thief hustled to maintain the pace she set. Later, when there was little of the day remaining, they came to a stream with a small road angling off to the left. Anna instantly knew what it was.
She said, �Let�s move off the main road and stay down there.�
Raymer scrunched his eyebrows together in question. He said, �Why the hell have we been busting our butts walking so fast if we�re going to stop when there�s still light?�
�I know this place. Tanner said it�s the way to the Monastery where Breslau stored their weapons.�
Raymer said, �That might be worth seeing. I suppose you want to go there in the morning when you have good light and all day to run for your life if you have to. You�d make a good general.�
Thief nodded his approval.
They followed the stream that ran alongside the smaller road and found a place to make camp far enough from the main road where nobody would see their fire. They ate the last of the goat and sat around the fire until Raymer admitted he was sleepy.
Anna still felt the ground sway under her, as it had on the boat for the last several days. It was as if the ground was no longer solid, but not wishing the two men to tease her, she kept quiet about it. She spread her blanket and rested, letting them gather the wood. Soon, both of them were also resting on their blankets. It was not long after the last splashes of red faded from the sky, all three were to sleep.
�Wake up!� An angry voice demanded, shattering her dreams.
Anna didn�t recognize the voice as she sat, reaching for her knife. The fire still burned, but barely. The wood was nearly consumed, so it must be shy of the middle of the night. A man was kneeling in the flickering light, one knee in the center of Raymer�s back and one hand grasping a fistful of hair pulling Raymer�s head back.
Anna could sympathize with Raymer. Her head had hurt for a day after the highwayman had held her up by her hair. She gathered her knees under her.
The stranger held a knife to Raymer�s throat with his other hand. Anna�s hand moved to the slim blade strapped to her thigh. She said softly, �I�m awake.�
�Nobody moves,� the voice snarled, but sounded familiar.
Thief ignored him as he reached out and found a few pieces of firewood. He tossed them onto the fire, his eyes never leaving those of the newcomer. Anna noticed that in the process, he�d shifted the hip with his knife away from the intruder, but nearer his hand. Almost as if by accident, but Anna didn�t believe it. Thief was about to attack.
She said, �Who are you? What do you want?�
�What? You don�t remember me?�
Anna did. It came to her as he asked the question. �You�re the sheriff or whatever you called yourself in Shrewsbury.� She changed the tone of her voice to what she had used before with him, making herself sound younger and obnoxious. She curled her lip. �You work for Breslau, and that makes you a traitor.�
�I see you haven�t tamed that wild tongue of yours, any. I saw you from the lookout and followed, thinking it was you and that my turn to get even had come.� He pulled back on Raymer�s hair more and whispered in his ear. �You�re a big one, ain�t you?�
�There�s no need for this Sheriff, or constable, or outlaw or whatever you want to be known as. We don�t have any money, and we�re just passing through, so just let us go.�
�I don�t want money. I want you.�
�No, you don�t,� Anna said softly. �You really don�t want me.�
�Oh, yes I do. I am going to slit your throat after making you beg for death. You and that other you were with are the cause for Shrewsbury burning.�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about. We were just travelers. A dragon burned it, we heard,� She said, getting to her knees, but keeping the blanket over her right hand where she held the little knife from her thigh. It was made for stabbing, sharp on two edges that went to a needle point. At the moment, she�d rather have the knife at her hip. It was larger and would slice. Stabbing didn�t even slow a determined man, they said. But one slice across his gut would stop him where he stood, as his insides spewed out.
The problem was that the sheriff could slice Raymer�s throat before she could stab the sheriff five or six times if she managed to do it. Thief carefully placed a few more logs on the fire, under the watchful eye of the sheriff. He shifted the firewood, and the fire leaped and provided more light.
The sheriff looked like he had not bathed since she had seen him last. His hair hung long and limp, greasy and filled with leaves and twigs. His face was soot-black, as was his clothing. But it was the eyes that held Anna. They were wild and crazy. The same as she�d seen on a sick coyote one time. They locked onto hers, and he smiled.
Behind him, Thief had shifted his weight and had one hand on another stick of firewood that had been burning before the constable arrived. In one flash of movement, he swung the firewood, at the constable. In reflex, the constable raised his arm to protect himself, the same one that held the knife.
Thief jammed the burning end into the constable�s back and pushed it hard to hold it there. The sizzling of flesh was clearly heard over the screams of the constable. He threw his body to the side, releasing Raymer�s hair.
At the same time, Thief had attacked, Anna had leaped, her slim dagger raised high. The constable was turning to face Thief, his knife in front of him, ready to cut. But Anna reached him first, her knife plunging down to the hilt in his right shoulder. She pulled it free and struck again, nearer the center of his back, striking a rib and feeling the knife get shunted aside. She stabbed again, once, twice, three times.
By then Thief had knocked the constable�s knife-hand to the side and drove his own blade deep into the stomach of the constable. Anna rolled away, but one look told her he was already dying as he half-stood and wavered on his feet.
Thief had also stepped back, still holding his knife, ready to continue the fight if needed. Raymer had also climbed to his feet. He stepped closer to the constable, ready to finish him. He said,� �You made a mortal mistake tonight, sir. If I may suggest, you should have taken out the little girl first instead of me. She�s the dangerous one.�
The constable�s eyes turned to her. He had time to consider his error before he slipped to his knees and then fell face first into the dirt.
Raymer turned to Thief. �And you, sir earned your keep tonight. I should have heard him slipping up on us, but he would never have lived to tell about it.�
�Because you were going to make a move that would have got you away from his knife?� Anna asked, never understanding the conceited minds of men. Even after danger, he �would� have won.
She was about to respond when needles of pain on her back drew her attention. She heard a whoosh of sound and the scrape of talons on nearby rocks. She spun and the red dragon had landed ten steps away. Its long neck reached out to Raymer and the dragon nose sniffed.
Raymer was right. One bite from that beast would have taken the head off the sheriff. She saw the jagged teeth as it drew its lips back and made a snort of sound. Then it growled deep in its throat. It had spat at the sheriff, once. His body hissed and bubbled. Wisps of smoke rose.
Raymer reached out and rubbed the snout of the dragon, speaking softly to it. He said, �This is why he wouldn�t have lived. The red heard me call for it.�
Anna turned to speak to Thief, but he was not there. She looked around, but he was gone. Then she caught a whiff of the smell of the dragon up close and gagged. Rotted meat weeks old assaulted her nose. Worse, the dragon turned to look at her, bringing it closer.
In a move too quick to follow, it placed its snout almost touching her nose. She held her breath, her heart pounding. It�s not attacking, or I�d already be dead. She lifted one hand and touched the rough skin on the side of the mouth. It leaned into her hand and made the same sort of sound a satisfied kitten often makes, only deeper and a hundred times as loud.
Raymer said, �It knows you, and of course, it knows you�re Dragon Clan.�
�Does it know I want it to move back away from it ten or twenty steps?�
�I think it wants to cuddle,� Raymer laughed.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The dragon departed soon after. In Anna�s entire life she had never been close enough to throw a stone at a dragon, let alone touch one. Well, that was not altogether true. She had been close when it had dropped the goat into the boat, but that had lasted only an instant. Her mind was so lost in wonder she forgot both Thief and the constable. She had taken a few steps back from the dragon, closer to the dead man.
Raymer said, �Don�t touch that.�
Looking down it seemed the sheriff�s body was melting in the firelight, but it was not a trick of the flickering flames. The black-fire the dragon had spat was melting him. Little wisps of smoke still rose, and she heard a soft sizzle. �We need to move our camp. Now.�
�Where�s Thief?� Raymer asked.
�Here,� a soft voice responded from the safety of the depths of the forest.
Anna called, �It�s safe to come back, the dragon is gone. We�re going to sleep further up the creek.�
They didn�t build another fire, and when the sun rose, all three were wide awake. Anna suspected none had slept well after last night. She could still feel the nearby presence of the dragon and knew it could also sense her. The majesty and grandeur of the dragon the night before still buzzed around in her brain, along with the awful stench. Her thoughts were only on the animal until she remembered the knife held at Raymer�s throat and felt guilty. That is what she should have been thinking about at the time, not the dragon.
Worse still, they were out of food. They�d packed enough for five days, but hadn�t counted on eating so much while on the boat. She wanted to eat, and her stomach responded with a growl that agreed with her. Instead, she rolled her blanket and greeted the other two who seemed as grumpy from loss of sleep and the confrontation in the night as she did. They followed the road and at the crest of a hill spotted a stone building fully as large as a castle.
Raymer had his dragon fly over, and he said, �No signs of anyone for months.�
Anna glanced down at the road and found grasses, flowers, and unbroken twigs, but no footprints. Not that she was questioning Raymer, but it was a habit from the drylands. You listened to others, but always checked for yourself. She saw Raymer�s nod of approval from the corner of her eye.
He said, �The two of you fought for me last night. I won�t forget it.�
There was no trace of the normal humor in his voice. The remark made her vaguely uncomfortable, and she said, �I�m hungry. There might be food in that building.�
�I can send my red for a deer or whatever he can find,� Raymer offered.
�Hold off on that. Two reasons. First, I don�t want to spend half a day while he hunts and brings the kill to us and then we have to butcher and cook it. But second, I want you to keep the red grounded as much as possible. Fly only at night. I know he doesn�t like that, but do it.�
Looking set to argue, Raymer held back. �As long as I don�t look at you and see a little girl speaking, your orders make sense.�
�When I was here before, we found where the greens roost, probably three day�s walk from here. We watched them. Every morning they flew off, always to the north. I wouldn�t be surprised if we see them today.�
Raymer slowed as if lost in thought. Anna decided he was mind touching his dragon, but he said, �And we will not feel them? You�re sure?�
�When that green knocked down the wall at the Summer Palace, did you feel the presence of that dragon?�
He thought before answering. �There was another dragon, too. It had been flying over for days. In all the excitement, I may have confused one for the other. Give me a moment.�
He pulled to a stop and closed his eyes. This time, he was speaking with the dragon, and his lips moved as if talking. When he opened them, he said, �He does not want to stay grounded but will obey. I�ll check on him later. I also warned him to stay on the ground if he sees another dragon in the air, but if he does, his natural fighting instincts kick in, and he wants to fight.�
�Will he stay on the ground?� Anna asked.
�I�ll try, but at any time, he may see another and get excited. I�ll feel that excitement and reach out to him, but no matter what we�re doing, I�ll have to stop.�
�That�s not a problem. Come on, I want to see that building up close.�
The monastery stood atop a small, bald hill without another building in sight. While the walls stood, the roof had caved in, and the inside walls were blackened with soot from the recent fires. What remained of the roof didn�t look safe, so they went to the doorway and peered in. The remains of the thousands of boxes were strewn where they landed as the wood burned. Swords, parts of helmets and breastplates lay in heaps, while cooking pots, knives, and spearheads lay in others. Much was undefinable, but they assumed blankets, tents, and clothing had all burned. All the supplies to outfit an army.
Thief picked up a sword and examined it. The leather handle was burned, the blade black, but otherwise it looked like it could be cleaned up and put to use.
Raymer said, �A blacksmith could probably temper these blades again.� He also selected one and placed the flat side over his knee. He bent it easier than he could a stiff piece of wood. �Soft. Never hold an edge.�
�So it�s no good?� Anna asked.
�Not like it is. But, like I said, give this to a blacksmith, and he�d probably have all the knives and swords tempered, ready to be fitted with new grips in no time at all. Much easier than digging ore, smelting it, and pounding it into shape. There�s a fortune in good metal in front of us.�
�But no food.�
Raymer said, �Anna, I have to say that you do keep things on track. Unless I�m mistaken, the kitchen was around the backside.�
Thief tossed the blade aside and started walking without waiting for them. Anna decided he was also hungry. Waist high grass grew all around the monastery, and off to their left was the remnants of an orchard and vineyard. There might be ripe fruit if they didn�t find any other. They found three more entrances, all similar to the first, two of them leading into the same vast room, while the third was a hallway. The caved in roof filled the narrow hall, and they quickly passed it by.
Around the rear stood a smaller, one-story stone building, five chimneys still standing. The walls were solid, and after kicking open a door, they found the kitchen or one of them. The ovens were covered with brick, and the room was obviously a bakery, placed outside in the smaller building, so the heat didn�t spread to the other structure in warm months.
While the bakery was hardly damaged from fire, animals had found their way inside. Anything to eat was gone or spread over the floor and rotted.
Disappointed, Anna turned and found another door to the large building. The door stood open, and she had few hopes. The roof was open to the sky, but the preparation tables and shelves of plates, bowl, and mugs still stood. Another set of shelves next to the doorway drew her attention. Stone jars. Large, small, and in-between. All remaining jars on the sturdy shelves had lids. The animals hadn�t destroyed them, yet. Thankfully, no bear or raccoon had broken everything in a search for food, but the stench of the burned wood and all else had probably discouraged them, unlike the bakery that had escaped the fire.
She opened the nearest jar and found salt. That alone made it worth the stop, and she set it aside. She opened another and found dried herbs of a type unknown to her.
Thief held another jar, the lid in his other hand. He used a finger to test the contents and smiled at them. �Honey.�
He sat that one next to the salt and reached for another. Raymer joined in the search. Soon there were jars of raisins, nuts of three kinds each in their own jars, along with dried apricots, apple slices, and pear, and with several kinds of grains.
It became a party, each of them trying to find something better than the others. Their laughs and giggles echoed in the kitchen until Raymer froze, his face suddenly turned serious. �Don�t move. Better yet, move underneath the tables.�
All three dropped their knees and slipped under without asking why. Anna held her knife, and Thief reached for his. Raymer slipped into his dazed expression, the one he used when he communicated with the dragon. After several long heartbeats, he mumbled, �Green dragons flying over us. Three of them.�
�Where�s the red?�
�Safe.� That was all Raymer uttered, but it was enough.
Anna forced herself to hold back from sticking her head out from under the table and looking up. She knew dragons had far better eyesight than people, but didn�t know if one might spot her. She said, �How do you know?�
�My red spotted them.�
�Is it in danger?�
�No, I don�t think so, not as long as it holds still, but it and I are going to have to have a serious talk after they pass. He won't stand a chance against three of them if he�s spotted.�
Anna considered his answer and asked, �Can you do that with at dragon? Have a serious talk?�
�No, I was kidding. They are like big sloppy dogs who just want to please, but anything you tell them has to be in single concepts and small words. They can�t put two ideas together.�
That sounded more like what she thought. When Raymer motioned for them to emerge from under the table, Thief went first, his eyes glued to the sky. But there were no dragons up there, at least, not anymore.
Raymer asked, �Did they all fly each morning?�
�No, one sat on eggs. Tanner and Carrion killed it and broke the eggs.�
A look of pain crossed his face, and he set his jaw. �I suppose it was necessary, but I didn�t want to hear that.�
Anna said, �Let�s take what we want and get out of here. I want to head for the Highlands. It shouldn�t take more than two days.�
They stuffed food into their backpacks and departed, cutting across country to reach the road leading south to Racine. They came to it in the early afternoon, shortly after Raymer paused long enough to order his red to fly further inland, but to remain at treetop level the whole time. He wanted to make sure it was out of the normal flyway of the greens.
The near encounter with the green dragons had changed the attitudes of all of them, even Thief. His eyes kept lifting up to the sky. Anna intentionally kept them under the canopy of the forest as they moved.
�My red�s far enough inland to be safe, I think. Still, your idea of only flying at night was a good one that we�ll follow.�
They slept in another cold camp, but with plenty of food to eat. While sitting and talking in the evening, Raymer said, �All you�d told me about the invasion were just words until we looked inside that monastery. At a rough count, I�d guess there were more than two thousand swords.�
Anna said, �Can you imagine what two thousand troops marching from Shrewsbury would do?�
An odd look crossed Raymer�s face as if he tried to form his next words. �Anna, those two thousand swords were only replacements, I believe. The soldiers arriving would carry their own weapons with them.�
�God�s dancing in the streets!� she hissed, realizing for the first time how large the invasion force must be. �We wouldn�t stand a chance.�
�We have to find a way to stop them. Burning Shrewsbury slowed them, and it was a good idea, but the invasion is still on.�
�You�re sure?�
Raymer nodded in the dim light of the stars. �Yes. They would not make all of those preparations and give up because of a few burned buildings. They can still land in the same place; only it will be more inconvenient. They might also land at another port, even Castle Warrington. There is a small navy stationed there, and a garrison of troops, but not enough to even slow an army of that size if the ships land there.�
Anna shuddered. �I was about to go to sleep. Now I�m wide awake.�
�Me too. I feel like I should be doing something. I wonder how Quint is doing in Princeton with King Ember. Maybe I need to go there and tell him what I�ve learned. You can carry on here.�
�I know the feeling. Until today, this was an adventure. I mean, I knew it was serious, but not like now. Even the constable attacking us didn�t scare me except during the actual fight. But for the first time I�m scared. Really scared.�
�Me too,� Raymer admitted.
�No, I mean worse than that. Look, I�ve been in charge and giving orders like a little girl at a tea party when everyone around her is pretending she the mother. The girl tells the others at the table how to act and what to do. Raymer, it�s time for you to take on that responsibility. I�m too young and inexperienced.�
Raymer chuckled without humor. �I am the last one to be a leader. You have all the natural skills and instincts. Following you is a pleasure.�
They sat in silence most of the evening. Surprisingly, Thief did much of the talking as he asked questions. �Why are dragons different colors?� And �The red dragon does what you tell it?� Followed by, �How many dragons are there?�
His questions were relentless, but Raymer answered each as if it was the most critical question ever considered. After the first hundred, he turned to Anna, who was huddled with her knees pulled to her chin and a blanket wrapped around her. Raymer said, �Thief is giving me an idea of how to stop them.�
�Really?� Anna asked, �You�re not just trying to make me feel better?�

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

They woke at sunrise and ate handfuls of nuts and dried fruit from their backpacks. They found the road to Racine and followed it over a series of small hills and a few mountains, then departed the road at midmorning to head east. The day was warming when Thief said, �Look.�
He was pointing up. Three green dragons flew north again, one in the lead and the other two behind in a formation like ducks use. A perfect triangle.
Raymer said, �As soon as the sun warms their bodies they fly in search of food.�
�Is that important?� Anna asked.
�Yes. We�re learning their habits. For instance, I would have few qualms about my red flying now, as long as he flies to the east. Maybe after we see them return to their nests, he will fly again.�
�But you�re thinking, right? That idea of yours?�
Raymer said, �Hey Thief, can you come up here and walk with me? I need someone who won�t talk my head off.�
That brought a smile to both Thief and Anna. They continued into the thinning forest, staying below the tops of trees where they could and climbing the slopes until they reached softer ground and the footing made it harder to walk. The trees abruptly disappeared as if a line had been drawn. Trees grow on one side of the imaginary line and low shrubs and grasses on the other.
Ahead lay flat land, sluggish streams, thousands of ponds stained dark by the leaves, and far beyond stood jagged mountains, none high enough to have white peaks, but appearing impassible with their steepness and the lack of space between any two.
Raymer said, �We sleep in muck tonight if we go any further. I suggest we go back to the firmer ground and continue in the morning.�
The prospect of sleeping in two or three inches of stinky water didn�t sound appealing, so Anna nodded and said, �You can fly your dragon over the Highlands and see if you can find the Dragon Clan.�
At the mention of the Dragon Clan, Thief looked apprehensively from one to the other. He had heard them talking about dragons, and had been close enough to touch one if he hadn�t fled. He�d heard the discussions at Castle Warrington, but they had carefully omitted mention of the two words in case they were overheard. He didn�t understand they were Dragon Clan, Anna realized. He would have to know if he thought about it, but if he found out by accident he might hold it against them. Tonight, she decided. He needed to know.
Back under the protection of the forest treetops, they found a small running stream and a clearing covered in soft grass. Soon after gathering firewood, Raymer unrolled his blanket and laid on top, closing his eyes. Anna knew he was not sleeping, but directing the red with his mind.
She would give anything to be able to do what he was right then. To see through the eyes of a dragon and to tell it where to fly. Her imagination filled in details while Thief started the fire.
Anna sat on the ground and tried to think of a way to explain things to Thief, without telling him directly who they were, but without holding back.
She asked, �Have you heard of the Dragon Clan?�
He nodded and continued tending his fire.
�Are you scared of them?�
�I was.�
�But not now?� she asked.
�No.�
Anna thought about his answers and decided he was holding back. Even with his short answers to questions, he had never avoided looking at her before. Now he kept his eyes averted. �What changed?�
�You.�
�Me? Do you mean that you found out I�m Dragon Clan?�
�And him,� he motioned to Raymer with his chin.
�We�re just like other people. Right now we have a few problems, one of which is trying to protect everyone you know, including the Dragon Clan. There are bad men coming from across the sea and they will fight all of us.�
�Fight?�
�And kill. Not just our army, but everyone. The people who live across the sea want our land. Our houses and farms.�
Thief played with the fire as he digested what Anna said, while she settled back and watched him. Finally, he looked up at her and asked, �That man. The attacker at night. He was one of them?�
�Yes, he was one of them, or at the very least they paid him.�
Thief seemed to consider that, and Anna gave him time. When he lifted his eyes again, he said, �Kill them all.�
�I didn�t mean that! We need to protect ourselves, but first, we should talk to their leaders and try to work things out. Maybe we can prevent fighting.�
�No. Kill them.�
Anna�s words had turned Thief into someone else, a man who hated because of a single incident. It hadn�t been her intention, but she saw no way out of the predicament. She needed to think before they spoke of it again, and do a better job of presenting the ideas. Thief took what she said literally, and once his mind was made up, it was hard to change.
Raymer sat up and flashed a smile. �Found them. Right out in plain sight where you�d never look.�
�Tomorrow?�
�By midday if we hurry. I have the dragon behind us, grounded but watching our back trail, just in case we�re followed. He also has strict orders to stay on the ground. What�s wrong with Thief?�
�I tried to explain us. Along with the people planning to invade. I did a poor job, and now he wants to kill them all.�
Thief nodded his agreement without looking away from the fire.
�Want me to try explaining?� Raymer asked.
Anna had a flash of Raymer�s dry humor coupled with his black sheep mentality and disregard for authority and quickly shook her head, no. She said, �This is something I need to do. I caused the problem and I�ll correct it.�
Raymer settled beside her and placed an arm over her shoulder. �How�d you get to be so smart in fifteen years? I know people who are three times your age with half the wisdom that you possess naturally.�
�I�m not smart.�
�I�d argue that, but what you cannot deny is your leadership abilities. What are you planning now, waiting until tomorrow so you can present it to him again in a better fashion?�
Thief said, �I�m listening, you know.�
They both laughed. Raymer stood and reached for a handful of food and his blanket. �I need a good sleep. Tomorrow may be difficult.�
�I thought it was not that far,� Anna said.
�It�s what comes after. As our leader, what are you going to tell the Highlands Family?�
�I plan to seek information, not tell them anything.�
Raymer said, �Think again. They will pick your brain for all you know, and offer help unless I�m mistaken. What sort of help do you wish, up to and including messengers being sent to all the other families for more people? You�re talking about preventing a war that involves all of us, and they may think that is a bit too much responsibility for a little girl, a young man who is a little slow, and a reckless do-nothing with a red dragon that follows him everywhere.�
�That�s not who we are,� she snapped, her eyebrows furrowed and cheeks flushing red.
�Maybe not. But I ask you, what will the Dragon Clan family we�re going to meet tomorrow, think of us? Now, I�m going to sleep while my leader dwells on things she cannot change.�
Raymer spread his blanket and crawled to one side, then pulled the other half over himself, but not before Anna saw his hand free the knife he wore and placed it in easy reach beneath the cover. She decided to do the same, but instead of unrolling her blanket she sat and watched the fire die down. When she looked up, Thief had also gone to bed and was fast asleep.
The solitude of the night, the chill air, and the soft crackle and hiss of the red glowing coals comforted her. An owl hooted and a small animal moved through the brush. She looked up at the stars and played the childhood game of making images by connecting them with imaginary lines.
The last thing she felt was sleepy. This was her time to think and plan. All she had to do was figure out how to save the world before tomorrow. No further. But the variations and possibilities were endless. It was the doorway into her future and like few times in her past. She knew it would decide her future course of action, possibly for her entire lifetime.
Anna watched the others sleep while her mind twisted and turned. She concentrated on the sounds, hearing a few insects buzz, a persistent mosquito that demanded a place to land on her head, and a frog that croaked while fifty answered. She listened harder, searching for new night sounds, but in reality, remembering the constable sneaking into their camp and taking Raymer, prisoner.
One snap of a branch and she�d be up and ready to fight. Just one. Holding her breath helped. There was no way she�d admit she was afraid. Not to others, but to herself might be different. Perhaps that the real reason she couldn�t sleep was fear.
Tossing aside the blanket, she stood and went to the fire. A few more branches would make sure there were coals alive in the morning. As the flames grew and the campsite blossomed into view again, she cursed herself. With the fire, her night vision fled. An army could quietly approach, and she wouldn�t see them.
Back on her blanket again, she waited for sleep to come. When it did, she had closed her eyes for just a second. When she opened them, the fire was out, and Raymer was moving quietly. She glanced up and found fewer stars. Dawn was near. She said, �Morning.�
Raymer flashed one of his winning smiles. She turned to Thief and found his bedroll neatly rolled, but there was no sign of him.
Raymer said, �He�s out on the moors or whatever you call them. I expect company early, so don�t eat. Hopefully, we�ll get ourselves a real meal.�
�You�ve made contact with the family?�
�No, but when my red flew over them yesterday somebody must have seen it, and they�ll send people to investigate, which means they�ll show us the way.�
She rolled her blanket and secured her pack. �We should go to Thief and meet them as they arrive.�
Raymer said, �Better to stay here. We don�t know which way to go, other than to where I think the Dragon Clan would live.�
�I�m worried,� she said.
�Only a fully prepared army of thousands bristling with weapons is going to march through here, what do you have to worry about?�
Raymer sounded happy, but Anna detected an undercurrent of something less than joy. She said, �I have a feeling they won�t want me to lead.�
�Think they will try to appoint someone older and wiser?�
�Something like that,� Anna admitted.
�They can do that, you know.� Raymer�s voice now held no humor, �But Thief and I will go on with you. They are free to send their own people.�
Her sense of pride soared. �It might not be a bad thing. Another leader, I mean. How are the three of us going to stop a whole army?�
Raymer said, �You haven�t found a way, yet. Notice how I stressed the word, yet? If anyone is going to find a way, it will be you. I have a question to illustrate. If you�re this good a leader now, what will you be when you�re thirty?�
�Maybe half as good as Grandma Emma.�
That answer had Raymer laughing when Thief called softly, �People here.�

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

When they joined Thief at the edge of the bogs, there were two figured slogging through the muck in their direction. Thief had found a slight rise where his feet were dry, and he waited as if knowing the men were coming.
Anna and Raymer stood beside him, weapons sheathed. It seemed odd, but the two men slogging through the muck could be anyone, even enemies or highwaymen, but she didn�t believe it. They were her family. People she hadn�t met yet, but family.
Their progress across the soggy ground was slow and indirect. They followed the contours of the land, staying on the higher mounds and rises while avoiding the dark pools that could be deeper than they appeared. Many were deeper than a man she knew, but the water stained darker than any tea revealed little of what lay below.
The two eventually stood in front of them, one darker skinned and the other taller. They were dressed in heavy material colored the same drab tan as the land, probably from washing it in the local water. The darker skinned one was older, but he turned to the younger and motioned with his palm.
�I�m called Cloud. This is Danner.� He had spoken politely, firmly, and as he quit he waited for their response.
Raymer nudged Anna with a jab. She introduced them, failing to mention Thief was not Dragon Clan. At the end of the brief introductions, she turned as was customary, and lifted the back of her shirt. Raymer did the same.
Cloud and Danner waited for Thief. Anna said, �He is not one of us, but you may identify yourselves, nonetheless.�
Cloud did not turn. �You speak for the three of you?�
�I do,� her voice sounded more confident than she felt.
Puzzlement crossed Cloud�s face. He looked at Raymer.
�She does,� he confirmed shortly.
�In our family, we do not display with outsiders present,� Cloud stated, more a challenge than a statement.
Anna heard the disrespect in his tone. The man facing her was hardly older than she was, perhaps a little over twenty, so a difference of five or six years, but he was making a point or several of them. She said, �In my family, we are taught to adapt to present circumstances and not offend visiting relatives, but it is not my place to teach you good manners.�
Cloud took a tentative step closer to her, but Danner�s outstretched arm held him back. �She is right, Cloud. Besides, unless I�m mistaken, this is one you do not wish to brace. She will turn you over her little knee and spank you. Make no mistake about it.�
Finished speaking, the older man slowly turned and pulled up his shirt to display a fierce blue dragon with eyes as red as coals in a fire on a dark night. Cloud turned and casually pulled his shirt part of the way up his back, and then released it in an insolent and disrespectful manner that would have her grandmother�s ire raised and ready to administer a beating.
The action was also one of defiance and disrespect. She wouldn�t let it pass. Looking at Danner, she spoke to Cloud. �We would talk as we travel, if that is acceptable to you, however, the young one who has no manners should run on ahead like a child and announce our arrival. Running messages is good for the ill-mannered the people of our clan too young and immature to act like adults in front of guests.�
Without turning to him, Danner said, �You heard her. Move.�
Cloud�s face turned red with anger, but he turned and stalked away slowly. Anna was going to call and tell him to run, when Danner said loudly, �If you don�t get a move on, we�ll beat you there.�
Danner waited until Cloud was almost out of sight before speaking again, �He�s a good boy, just young and impulsive. Maybe also headstrong, but that can develop into something useful. Please do not hold our greeting against him.�
�Why was he speaking for you?� Anna asked.
�I thought a little responsibility would be a chance for him to learn. Perhaps it still will. I assume that you are the �Anna� from the Drylands Family? The girl who traveled with Gray?�
�I am.� They started walking, Danner gently leading the way.
�Are you as fierce as I�ve heard? Was I right in warning Cloud?� Danner asked, his voice almost crackling with humor.
Raymer quickly broke in. �You saved his life, without a doubt. That girl there is the toughest, meanest, most spiteful clan member I�ve ever met. Do you have time to hear some of the terrible things she�s forced on Thief and me?�
Even Thief grinned as Anna sputtered.
Danner waited for her to calm before asking, �And you must be Raymer. That was your red we spotted last night.�
�Yes. Will there be a council waiting for us when we arrive?� Raymer asked.
�There will. Like the Drylands, we get few visitors, so we assume you come with news. While I would like to know what it is, I prefer to wait until we meet as a unit. However, there are a hundred other questions I�d like to ask for myself. I�ve only left the Highlands twice in my lifetime and have a natural curiosity about other lands and places.�
�Ask all you want,� Anna said, trying to establish her authority after shooting a fierce look in Raymer�s direction.
�Well, first of all,� Danner said, turning his head to Thief, �I�d like to apologize to you, but I wish to know how and why you are travelling with these two.�
�Her.� Thief said, his voice strong and unoffended.
�I don�t understand,� Danner said.
Raymer said, �It�s a long story, but the short version is that he protects her. It�s his job.�
�Very unusual. Later, if we have time I might wish to hear the long version, and so will others. You know the rules and our fears about outsiders.�
Danner had just broached the subject Anna struggled with most. One slip in a conversation with normals endangered an entire family. That was the reason most Dragon Clan only knew the locations of two other villages, at most. If they were captured, they could not tell where other families were, but each family had messengers that could fan out and spread the word of an attack, if only to others. Those two would send out more messengers, and all branches of the family would soon receive warnings.
Bringing an outsider into the location of a family would require her to answer for the infraction�and worse, if the council refused to allow his passage, he would never leave. She had felt confident, but now that they were near, apprehension filled her. But it was already too late. Danner had been kind enough to warn her in advance so she would be ready. He had handled this exactly as Grandma Emma would have. He had not told her what to do, or how to do it, but all the same, she understood.
Anna said, �Walking in this mud makes my legs tired. How much farther?�
�Not long. I�m sure you have questions of me? Please feel free to ask.�
�Tanner and Carrion are from this family. Will they greet us?� Anna asked.
�They will be there. Raymer, do you see those hills ahead?�
�The rocky ones?� Raymer asked.
�Yes. They are taller than you would think when looking at them from here. It�s a bit of an illusion. If you�d like to have your beautiful red dragon fly there, he will find Carrion�s red expecting him.�
Raymer said, �You go on, I�ll catch up.� He closed his eyes.
The morning quickly warmed and fog lifted from the cold ground, swirling and shifting. Danner walked as if he could see right through it, but try as she might, Anna could discern no path or trail that he followed. She glanced behind so they didn�t lose Raymer and found him running as if in slow motion as the muck pulled at his feet.
Every step disturbed the rotting plants and soil. Old smells, not unpleasant, rose and assaulted her nose. The sun looked weak through the mists, and she saw no sign of animals, green plants, or living anything that was not an insect. The squish of feet, pulling from the black soil was a constant.
Danner had told her to ask questions. �Why in the world would your family settle here, if it is not too rude to ask?�
He said, �After others had settled in the harsh, dry desert to our north there were no other paradises for us to occupy safely.�
Raymer laughed, and when finished, said, �Anna, you have to admit that was clever of him to turn the location of your family against you like that.�
Before she could respond, her eyes picked out regular lines ahead. Some appeared straight, and few places in nature, have straight lines, and these also seemed parallel. �Have we been walking that long?�
Danner raised his eyes to the sun, nearly overhead. Words were not required. As they approached the buildings, the ground became less soggy as it rose slightly. By the time they arrived, she could see green spread out in front of her, seeming to reach to the peaks where Raymer had sent his red. They hadn�t seen the dragon fly over, but he�d made the announcement that it had landed and was getting acquainted with Carrion�s red and both seemed happy.
Along with the low buildings, Anna saw a central opening, a square of green grass, and people milling around tables laden with food. Her stomach churned. She halted about ten steps away, while Danner continued on to join the others. When the attention of everyone had turned to her, she formally turned her back to them and pulled her shirt high to expose the dragon she�d been born with.
Raymer did the same, providing a long look for all to see before allowing his shirt to fall back into place. Then Thief turned his back and pulled his shirt high. Anna started to reach out and stop him, but the deed was done.
One man, older than most stood in front of the rest. He asked Thief, �Why did you do that?�
�Respect,� Thief replied and said no more.
�Thank you,� the old man said as if that was the perfect answer. �Allow me to pay my respects to you.� He turned his back and displayed his dragon. The entire gathering followed suit.
Introductions of individuals were made, and names were quickly forgotten. The food was served, or people helped themselves. Knowing visitors were arriving meant a feast laid out, as in all Dragon Clans. It was usually a day of new stories, rumors, gossip, and often music and few chores.
As always, the children held back from the strangers, but as soon as one felt comfortable and approached the visitors, the dam broke, and the children surrounded the three strangers, to the laughter of the others. There was always one that stood out in every family, but Anna felt hardly older than some of them and instead of enjoying and playing with them as she normally would, she maintained a polite distance. Raymer did the opposite, but oddly enough, most of them were drawn to Thief.
They talked, and he listened. Thief didn�t play so much as he got down to their level by sitting on the ground and listening to them. Anna realized that most adults tried to monopolize the children�s thoughts and words, but Thief let them do the speaking while he occasionally grunted or nodded. Soon he had nearly all the children at his feet competing for his attention. It didn�t go unnoticed by the adults.
A tall, thin woman with almost regal bearing sat on a chair beside Anna and introduced herself as Hanna. She said, �For the last few years we have not felt the need to have a formal leader of our family and the council is sort of comprised of who is available. Many of us travel and work elsewhere because this small parcel of ground we can farm won�t support us all. For now, I�m our leader.�
�We need to talk,� Anna made it short and to the point. The army from Breslau could arrive any day, and if it did, all the rules would change. She felt it was like the times in the summer when you knew a thunderstorm was coming. Not exactly when, but the electricity in the air, the moist stillness, and then the first puffs of breeze. It was not far off.
Hanna said, �Allow me to gather a few people together and we�ll talk.�
She stood and calmly strode to a pair of men. Anna caught her attention. �Tanner and Carrion? Please?�
The woman circulated and spoke to several people before returning. �Everyone�s curious, and we sense this is more than a neighborly visit, so I�ve taken it upon myself to modify your request. First, we will climb onto the roof of that small storage building over there,� she motioned with a hand in the general direction. �It used to be our speaker�s stage for councils and entertainment, but years ago someone got the brilliant idea to enclose the lower portion and make use of the space. The roof is very strong, and chairs are now being carried there so all may hear.�
Anna was initially upset, but realized her family would have done much the same. First, a public meeting and then another, more private. Still, she would have to speak in front of a large group again and the last time only her grandma Emma had saved her and allowed her to win her points. Drawing a deep breath to calm herself, she said, �Very well.�
�Relax,� the woman said. �They have a right to know the general idea of why you�ve come here. Besides, they are your family.�
In less time than Anna wished, the stately woman named Hanna, Raymer, and she were sitting beside each other on the roof of the building. In front of them, also in chairs were all the adult residents of the Highlands and some of the older children, who were still living at home. All were quiet, some perched on the edges of their seats in anticipation, and from Anna�s viewpoint, it was as she imagined a king holding court with commoners.
But she didn�t feel like a king. She felt like a child trying hard to act like an adult and failing. Hanna stood, gazed out over her people and raised her palms to quiet the few still talking or whispering. Her voice was chilled, authoritative, and commanding. �You have requested a short meeting before our council meeting, and so it shall be. Raymer�s deeds are known to all, as are those of Anna�s. Raymer tells me that he is along to do the bidding of Anna, and that she�s the leader of the expedition so it will be her who address us. Anna, if you please?�
The wave of her arm required Anna to stand and face the awed faces in the crowd. The idea that she was the leader of a powerful and famous man would take some explanations she didn�t wish to share. Beside her, Raymer stayed seated in his chair, a smirk on his face at how he�d managed to thrust Anna into the limelight. She saw the smirk and refused to acknowledge it. For now. But she had no words planned, and her tongue felt thick and slow.
Honesty above all, Grandma Emma had often stressed when public speaking. She�d repeated that phrase to Anna since she was three or four. She said honestly, �Thank you for the meal. We�ve been living on next to nothing for days, so we appreciate it.�
Smiles greeted those words. Her confidence grew. �You have all heard the stories from the family messengers about Breslau. Tanner and Carrion have more information I want and will gather after this meeting, but from all I�ve gathered, and from what others have, we are already at war, but nobody knows it, or what to do about it.�
She now had their attention. All of it. �Breslau expects to take us by surprise and by force. From what I see and know, they should have few problems in conquering us. King Ember is weak, knows little of battle strategy, but thinks he knows all. We of the Dragon Clan cannot defeat these invaders once they land here. There are not enough of us. We can fight, but we�ll lose.�
The agreement in the faces of all adults was easy to read. �We have no plans. Part of that is because we lack accurate information. Most of us didn�t even know Breslau existed across the Endless Sea a year ago. My quest here today is simple. I want to gather more information.�
Again, there were nods and smiles all around, but as Grandma Emma said, if a stubborn mule does not do what you wish, there are times when you must get its attention by hitting it between the eyes with a stick of firewood. After you have its attention, ask it again. She raised her voice to ensure all could hear. �Instead of waiting for Breslau to attack and kill us, I am going to start a war.�

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

That got their attention! Their reaction was as if she had struck each and every one with a stick of firewood. Right between their eyes. She saw shock, fear, disbelief, and even humor in their faces. They no longer sat still. A few were on their feet, others talked over their neighbors, and one man pushed another in the chest.
Hanna quickly stood and tried to regain order, finally resorting to shouting. When she had the attention of most of them, she turned to Anna and said pointedly, �Young lady, perhaps you�d like to clarify that. So we understand your intentions.�
�I would be glad to,� Anna said, keeping her voice calm and controlled. �I am going to start a war.�
Pandemonium broke out. Hanna scowled and pointed to the chair. Anna sat.
But Raymer stood his voice boomed over the crowd like a thunderclap. �All of you! Shut up. You came to listen to Anna, and now you listen only to yourselves.�
�She�s just a girl,� A man�s voice called.
Raymer stepped forward to the edge of the stage and snarled, �Just a girl! I�m twice her size and have taken on a battle with the whole of King Ember�s army, which you all already know. Yet, I follow her today without reservation. If she goes to war, I follow. I�m done talking.�
He sat and suddenly it was very quiet. Nobody had expected that from Raymer, but Anna admired how he had challenged them and then sat and refused to speak. That stilled them more than anything. It was a tactic she might use in the future.
Hanna was again standing, not seeming so tall and regal anymore. She almost appeared defeated as she asked Anna if she would speak again.
Anna stood and placed both hands behind her back and held them as she tried to find the right words. She hadn�t meant to say she was starting a war, it had just come out naturally. �If a large man, a man the size of a bear walks up to a line of people and smashes in the face of the first one in line with his paw, then moves to the second and does the same, what will you do if you are third in line? Fight or run?�
She paused, knowing her illustration had several flaws, but before allowing anyone to protest and point them out, she continued as if she had planned this. �Now let us suppose this happened to a line you were not in, but you watched it happen. You are standing in another line a few steps away. There is a spear at your side. The man, the size of a bear, finishes slaying all in the first line, and he turns to face your line.�
Again she paused to allow everyone to picture the situation in their minds, then she lowered her voice slightly, and leaned forward. �Do you use your spear, or do you say, �He has done me no harm so why should I start a fight with him?�
She saw the reactions changing to one of support for her. �I say that I throw that spear. I am not one who will wait until that bear of a man has his fist raised to smash my pretty face.�
Somebody snickered. Another started to laugh, and then all were laughing as Anna recalled her words. She hadn�t meant to use the word pretty. Pretty face. That word had managed to release the pent up emotions and fear and turn it into laughter and joy. In the confusion, but sensing the time was right, she sat again.
Raymer placed his hand on her knee, but she felt it shaking with laughter through his palm and refused to look at him. Hannah eventually stood and called for the end of the meeting, and then asked those that she�d spoken to, gather near a fire pit where the children had started a warm blaze.
Thief was again circled by a ring of children of all ages as Anna carried the chair and went to sit beside the fire. Hanna had invited two others, beside Tanner and Carrion. Raymer joined them and without a formal agenda, they started talking. The afternoon slipped away, and even darkness fell unnoticed. Food and drink were brought, but the conversation continued.
Anna picked their brains for any information she hadn�t heard via the messengers. Since they were the last two to interact with Breslau and the only ones to travel there, a single afternoon was not enough to share everything.
Tanner was sincere and eager to answer questions, but Carrion had turned flippant and seemed eager to get away. Irritated, Anna said directly, hoping to shame him into paying attention and responding properly, �Do you have something else you need to do?�
�Yes. I need to find someone to care for my dog, and to watch my place.�
�Why?� Anna asked.
�You don�t think I�m going to let you go there alone, do you?�
Raymer snorted, �What about me? I�m with her.�
Carrion shrugged, �I think that if your dragon gets attacked by one of those greens of theirs, it�ll stand a fifty-fifty chance of winning. If a green dragon attacks both of ours, I figure the chances improve to about ninety percent in our favor, maybe better.�
Tanner said, �I�m going too. I need to check on my investment. I bought a ship, you know?�
Hannah looked at the other two who had said little, �Anyone else going with her on this venture?�
Anna said, �Wait before you answer. I have a request. This family is closest to Shrewsbury. I think that Baldour is still going to land their troops there so I will ask that you send out two people to watch the harbor. If ships land, send runners to all the families to hide.�
�It will take them time, if ever, for them to locate us. King Ember has been searching for a lifetime,� Hannah said, her imperial tone returning.
�Nope. Part of the army may march directly here. You forget they also have dragons to spy from the air, but they also have a traitor from my family named Stenson. He�s not quite right in the head, but he went to work for them on a ship, and he knows where at least three families of Dragon Clan live . . . . Including this one.�
Hannah blanched, and her eyes narrowed as she considered the information. �Why was I not told this before?�
�Because I have just put together all the information�and since he was part of the Drylands Family I knew him better than most. My point remains the same. The Highlands Family is in the most jeopardy when the invasion comes, and if I were you, I�d be heading for those hills where we sent the dragons, and beyond.�
Hannah said, �You mentioned sending two watchers. Why?�
�It only makes sense. One might get injured, or captured. Besides, one needs to return here with the warning for you, and the other needs to run to the Drylands Family and warn them. Each of you will need to send out more runners for every family to flee until this war is finished.�
�When I hear your words,� Hannah said, �I think you must be fifty, wise and learned, but when I look at you, I see a little girl.�
�Then don�t look at me,� Anna snapped, drawing a laugh from Carrion and Raymer, while the other three men sat still, their faces almost stunned at Anna�s response. However, Hannah only smiled and settled back into her chair more comfortably.
Hanna said, �We still have much to discuss, I suspect. Please continue.�
They did. When the two visitors were finally shown to a small hut to sleep, all fires, lamps, and candles were already out. The Highlands were dark, and dawn was not too far off. Thief was already asleep and breathing the deep, soft snores of one who had been asleep a long time. They moved quietly as they spread their blankets onto the sleeping mats.
Anna lay awake on her back, thinking, when Raymer�s whisper reached her ears, �You did a good job out there tonight. Especially at first when everyone wanted to just sit on their arses and think all is well with the world, and you told them you�re going to start a war. I almost filled my pants. Win or lose, that line will be repeated in the Dragon Clan a thousand times.�
�I didn�t mean to say it that way.�
�Always speak honestly to a group. Isn�t that what your Grandma says, pretty girl?�
How in blazes did he know that? And does he have any idea of how I�m going to pay him back for the �pretty girl� remark? His soft snores cut off her questions before it reached her lips, but there would be a time in the near future when he would tell her how he knows. And he would pay.
She fell asleep remembering telling Hanna not to look at her if she saw a little girl speaking. That was another story that would travel from family to family and be long remembered, yet it had also been unplanned and a slip of the tongue. She wondered how many other heroic actions or words of heroes had been the same sort of accidents?
Waking found the village alive with morning action. Goats were being milked, chickens fed, breakfasts cooked, and people beginning their day almost normally. But Anna sensed an undercurrent of anticipation and fear. A bench sat outside the door to the hut they used, and she sat in it and watched, sensitive to the what her eyes and ears were seeing and hearing that she was not.
A woman walked from a hut with a small decorative basket held to her breast. She carried it to another as if it was ready to turn to ash and blow away in the slightest breeze. She�s packing her valuables so she can escape if needed. A mother shouted to her children to stay near. They protested, and she barked at them to obey. Scared. A muscular man she�d met but didn�t remember his name put an edge on a long blade he probably hadn�t carried in years. When his thumb bled from testing it, he placed the belt around his waist and slipped the sword into the scabbard.
Hannah walked to her and said, �Your family chose the right person to represent us. I thank you. Now, I have taken the liberty to have food packed for your travels. Tanner and Carrion will be ready to leave when you are, and I�ll offer more people if you accept them.�
�I believe the five of us is enough,� Anna said.
�To start, and win a war? You need only five and one is not even of the Clan? I will also offer to watch over Thief if you will agree to leave him here. He is childlike, and we will care for him well. The children already love him.�
Anna shook her head. �I cannot do that to him. He�d already saved my life twice. I owe him respect, and besides, he�ll just follow us anyhow.�
Hanna said, �Your relationship reminds me of Carrion�s and that ornery red dragon of his. I think �respect� is the perfect choice of words.�
�Speaking of the perfect choice of words, I cannot help but notice yours.�
�Ah, that is perceptive of you. No, I have not lived here in this village for my entire life. There was a time before, but you must prepare for leaving so you and I will discuss it in the future. Is there anything else I can do for you?�
Anna hesitated, then said, �When you send out messengers, have one stop at the Drylands and tell my family where I am and that Raymer and I are now going to Racine.�
�That has already been handled.�
Raymer threw the door open and grinned at them. �Where�s that scallywag, Thief?�
�Scallywag?� Hannah asked, withholding a smile.
�I heard you talking about perfect words and that�s one I�ve always wanted to call someone. This seemed like a good time.�
Hannah chuckled and said, �I�ve always wondered why dragons bond with some and never others. Now that I have seen you and Carrion together, I see a pattern. Irreverent, fun, disorderly, and often disrespectful are but a few of your common traits.�
He bowed deeply. �Even though we don�t know each other well, I sincerely thank you for the kind words.�
Hannah couldn�t help but laugh, and Anna joined. She rose and went inside, finding Raymer had packed all their things and rolled their blankets tightly. Even Thief�s.
After a quick bite, they were following Tanner as he led the way. Fog again rose, and direction and distance became confused. The sun seemed to try penetrating, but the fog held it off. The fog still lay over the Highlands when they arrived at the edge of the forest. Shortly after midday they reached the road that would take them to Racine.
Carrion called for a halt at a stream and said, his first words of the day, �Can I make a suggestion?�
His eyes were on Anna. She nodded.
�We can go to Racine as you plan, but if we backtrack on the road we can make good time, and I�ll show you where the green dragons are roosting.�
�Why not tell Hannah and let her spread the word?� Anna said. �I have been there before, as you well know.�
�Four of us carry bows and might be considered experts. We know how dragons act and their habits, and we know where they will be at night. We could kill them and not have to face them at a later date.�
The idea repulsed her. She snapped, �We are Dragon Clan!�
�But those are not our dragons. They actually kill our dragons. And they will help Breslau when they attack Princeton.� Carrion shut up and waited.
Anna considered and looked to Raymer for support. She decided they had larger problems and would not kill the dragons.
As she started to speak, Carrion held up his hand to interrupt and said quickly, �Quiet! Remember, we destroyed two eggs last time. It occurs to me that there may be more since then, and depending on the timing, chicks. Chicks that may be old enough to fight us during the invasion. Killing them now may save hundreds or thousands of lives.�
Anna let out a sigh. �Okay, we go kill them. But one other item we need to discuss.�
�I�m sorry I was rude and told you to be quiet.�
�Not that. You were right. As of now, you are in charge of the expedition until after the killing of the green dragons,� Anna said.
�But . . . You can�t do that,� Carrion protested.
She puffed out her chest. �I am in charge as appointed by the heads of two Dragon Clan families. As any good general would do, I am appointing the man best qualified for a job.�
�You can�t . . .�
�I can, and I have. You do not have the right to question my authority. Shut up until you�re ready to tell us what to do.�
Raymer said, �You�d better listen to her.�
Thief started to laugh and choked it off at the look Carrion flashed him. Tanner turned away where nobody could see his face, but his shoulders were shaking.
Carrion drew a deep breath and said, �Okay, we need to arrive nearby just before dark, so we have to hurry.�
He set a brutal pace that Anna suspected was in response to her appointing him to the leadership position, but as she huffed and puffed to keep up, her every conclusion was that she made the right decision. He had been there, he knew more about dragons, and he had slain one at that location, in addition to destroying eggs in the nest.
Their stops were few and short. They passed only three others on the almost deserted road, a farmer and two sons. Near sundown Carrion pointed to a stand of boulders on the right side of the road and said, �This is where we turn off, and it gets dangerous.�
At the boulders, he paused and waited until they were all comfortable. �We have to get close to them by morning. This is dangerous because we don�t know how many there are, but there were two. Three or more may be a problem. But waiting another day to survey the situation is one more day that we give Breslau to invade us. I�d hate to lose our homes because of a single day.�
Nobody spoke. Anna felt a tinge of fear, but more of excitement. She motioned for him to continue.
�Raymer, bring your dragon in close. Have it follow mine. I know where they can roost and be ready to attack at sunrise.�
Raymer�s eyes faded as he communicated with the dragon and Carrion continued with the others, �We�ll talk more as we move, but the general idea is that wewill creepp in close to them tonight. At dawn, before they stir, our reds will fly in and attack. Hit them hard, and then fly away. It will be up to us to finish them off, but again, there may be more than two.�
Anna said, �We will destroy any young?�
�Young and eggs, both. I know it�s disgusting and against all we know and believe. If you find that you cannot do it, leave after the battle, and I will do it.�
Raymer was listening again. �After our dragons attack, you said?�
�Ours will fly in low and between two hills where they won�t be spotted. With luck, they can take the heads off the two greens and be gone in a heartbeat without injury.�
�If there are more than two?� Raymer persisted.
Carrion said, �You and I can only control so much of the natural instincts of our dragons, but if there are three, ours should still prevail and escape.�
Raymer wouldn�t let it go. �What if there are four. Or more?�
Carrion said, �In that case I may order us all to hunker down for the day, or until they fly off to hunt, and then we escape and leave them alone. Now, we have quite a ways to go and prepare for the attack.�
They moved down a trail single file with less talking as darkness fell. Carrion set a slower pace, and as they neared the nesting area, he moved slower and cautiously, often going ahead a hundred paces or more before motioning for them to catch up.
Just as the moon rose, he called a halt and whispered, �No more talking. They will be down the slope from us, so no noise. If one wakes, halt and don�t move. We need to get within range of our arrows because we won�t have time to move closer in the morning.�
Anna reached for her bow for the first time since leaving the Drylands and felt the comfort of the thick grip, even though it remained unstrung. Even in the dark, she could string it and pull the first arrow in the time it took most to think of doing it. Her short bow used shorter arrows, but each was tipped with a shard of flint, worked to an edge that sliced through flesh like dragon�s teeth through deer.
That was not the example she should have thought of, and she tried to shake it off with a shudder. Carrion moved far slower, and Anna smelled the dragons and the spit they surrounded themselves with that protected their eggs and young from varmints. Even rats stay away from it.
The sky held clouds hanging low and thick, preventing light from above. She felt as if she followed a shadow, and was in turn followed by three almost soundless beings who moved without bodies. Anna realized that for the first time in days she was in danger, and she was not in charge. She didn�t enjoy the feeling.
A dragon snorted. Carrion paused. The dragon was close. Closer than she expected, or wanted. Even straining her eyes didn�t bring the dragon into view, but she heard the smallest rustle of thick leather skin so close she felt she could touch it.
Then another sniffed. It may have caught the scent of them. She held still and waited, hoping the others did the same. But something was missing. Carrion was gone.
Anna clenched her teeth to keep from speaking or calling to him. She eased one more step ahead and waited. Then another. A hand touched her ankle, and she almost whimpered in fear until she realized Carrion was pulling her down.
He lay behind a small stone ridge no taller than her knee, yet it afforded protection. She moved past Carrion so the next in line could join her. At the end of the ridge, she waited and listened. Now and then she heard a rustle or adjustment, but always from the dragons and not any of them. If one of her people cleared his throat or sneezed, the dragons would be alerted. Just one sound.
She realized that she could make out the form of a dragon in front of her, maybe fifty steps away, but she might as well be in the nest if it found her and attacked. She�d seen the incredible speed of them, and with the neck extended it could be on her before she could flee two steps.
The sky was growing lighter. Dawn was coming, but not for a while. Carefully, very carefully, she strung her bow and laid five arrows side by side in front of her, keeping the others in the quiver within easy reach.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The morning light filtered past the heavy clouds and the area in front of them gradually became clearer. There were not two dragons as they expected. There were five. Five!
Carrion had told them that when he was here before, no more than two lunars ago, there were three, and he killed one. Worse, they had no way to retreat. When the day dawned, the dragons would certainly see them.
They had taken a chance and lost. If there were two dragons, even three, victory was almost certain. With five, they were lost. She turned her head slowly and looked in the direction of the others. She counted four heads in the dim light, all staring at the dragons and probably thinking much the same as her.
She set the first arrow to the string and put only enough tension on it to hold it in place. If needed, she could let the arrow fly in a heartbeat, but she tried to remember everything about killing dragons she�d ever heard.
Their heads were bony, and arrows often tore skin, but bounced off. Arrows sank into haunches and flanks, perhaps making them sick with an infection in the days ahead, but that did little in a battle. The dragon would fight and then perhaps die days from now, but that only meant she would die first. There were tales of great archers putting an arrow into an eye, but even as she looked at those dragons in front of her, she realized those were either extremely lucky shots or just stories.
Grandma Emma had told her that arrows in the neck prevented dragons from twisting and turning their serpentine necks, but those necks were thin and an arrow to either side passed by harmlessly. But her grandmother had also said that their great wings folded against their bodies several layers thick, like the fans children make from folded paper. An arrow would pierce those wings and luck shots break wing bones needed to fly.
A small sound drew her attention. Raymer was a larger shadow than the others, and he pointed to two hilltops. There was a valley between them. She watched the pale sky and found movement. A dragon looking so small it might be a bird approached, then another. Raymer and Carrion were going ahead with the attack. Time to stop contemplating and begin fighting.
Her eyes flicked to the five dragons sleeping in front of her. None had reacted so far. She looked back at the two approaching reds. They grew larger, and in the quiet of pre-dawn she heard their wings. Carrion and Raymer were directing them to the nests. She drew the first arrow back a little more.
The two dragons went lower after they cleared the pass between the hills and were out of sight, but the flapping of the great wings grew louder. One of the dragons in front of her sat up. Its head twisted and turned alertly, then the beast stood. It threw back its head and roared as the first of the reds appeared right in front of it, talons extended.
The red found the neck of the standing green and gripped with its mouth, then used its weight and momentum to slash and tear the head from the dragon. The other greens were climbing to their feet when the second red struck, ripping the side of a green open with a single slash of fore claws, then finishing the attack with the rear claws.
But instead of flying off, it spun and tore into a third dragon with its teeth. They rolled on the ground, the red with a mouthful of the green where the neck joined the body, its talons raking the underside of the green over and over. They rolled wings flapping and claws holding each other tightly together.
The attack had happened so fast Anna had little time to do anything, but now she was on her feet. The first green dragon was dead, as was the second. There were the two still engaged in fighting, rolling and trying to kill the other, but she couldn�t send an arrow that way without being sure of which was which.
The first red to attack now faced off with another green, as they circled and spat at each other. She put an arrow at the junction of the neck and body and watched the green wail in pain, almost giving the red time to attack. She let another arrow fly and another. The green lifted its head and darted forward to the red, its mouth grabbing the red near the hind leg.
While biting the leg, three more arrows found the underside of its chin, one of them Anna�s. The green released its hold as the three arrows did their jobs, and the red struck back so suddenly it held the neck of the green and shook like a dog with a toy.
Anna set another arrow. The two on the ground were still fighting, and there was nothing she could do, but the fifth, and last, was on its feet, and it had spied the humans. Instead of joining the fray with the other dragons, it turned to face them. A snarl warned of its attack. The great mouth opened as it charged.
Anna put the arrow in the open mouth and pulled another. They were on the hillside high enough to make the dragon run uphill. Its wings flapped to help, but the hill slowed it. Anna shot into the open maw again, noticing as she did that there were at least three arrows there, now.
It had slowed, closed its mouth and probably broken the shafts as it did, but it still eyed them. She pulled another arrow and took aim for the eye. No, with all of the twisting and turning she would never hit it. Her eyes fell to the forefoot. She let the arrow fly.
The dragon howled in pain and lifted the foot to examine the arrow protruding. An arrow in the foot might not kill, but it slowed the dragon. The green bit at it and finally pulled it free. But as she did, Anna put the next arrow into the other front foot. In protest to the pain, the dragon stood on two hind legs.
�The feet,� she screamed, reaching for another arrow. By the time it flew, the dragon had arrows on all four feet and had rolled to its side, screaming and howling in pain.
The red that had been fighting the other on the ground for so long leaped to its feet and charged the dragon in front of them. With a slash of teeth, the red ended it. Five green dragons lay dead. Or dying.
Carrion leaped over the stone ridge, knife in hand. He finished the last of them and fell to his knees in front of a red, holding its head in his lap and talking to it.
The other red was still snarling and screaming in victory. It moved to each of the greens to investigate and continue the fight, but Raymer was also shouting, telling it to fly away. He ran to the red and stood in front waving his arms. The dragon finally calmed from the fury of the fight and looked at him. Then it flew off, blowing dust and dirt on all of them.
Raymer turned to Carrion. �How is he?�
�Cuts, scrapes, bites. I think a wing has a tear.�
�How bad?� Raymer asked.
Carrion looked at all the blood and pulled his shirt off. He wiped the blood off and found few wounds. �We need to get it to water and clean it. Wash the wounds, then we�ll know.�
�Can it fly?� Anna asked.
�I think so. There was a stream out by the road. I�ll see if it�s up to that.� Carrion stepped back and watched the dragon stand and then extend the wings. There were three rips, but all small. If it flew slow, so they didn�t tear they�d heal quickly. The red took off and headed for the road, the other red joining it in flight.
Thief was bleeding from his shoulder, Raymer dripped blood from his knee, and Carrion was covered in blood, his or the dragons, it was impossible to tell. Anna looked down and found herself also covered, one leg almost all red.
She heard a hiss and rustle. Turning, she saw the head of a green dragon duck behind the rim of a nest. Reaching for an arrow, she was surprised the quiver only held two more. She called, �Dragon!�
All froze and followed her gaze. The dragon raised its head again, looking at her and spitting. The black acid flew less than half way to her, then made a splash in the sand. A second head appeared. And a third.
She had a clear shot, but waited. Tanner placed a hand on her shoulder. He whispered, �Take command again and get them out of here and take care of the wounded.�
She appreciated it. Killing the young of any animal felt wrong, but dragons more so because they were special. Even shooting arrows at them when they were attacking hadn�t felt right. She gave him a smile without humor and called, �Okay, let�s get a move on. We have dragons to care for and our own wounds to heal.�
The command in her voice surprised her probably more than anyone. She sounded confident and in charge, despite the weak knees and the desire to purge her stomach. �Raymer, take the lead. Tanner, you�ll stay behind and clean up this mess.�
When Raymer started limping to the path she exhaled. Thief followed, and Carrion hung his head, but went after him. She took the rear. Tanner would catch up later, but she wanted to know nothing of what he was about to do except that it was finished.
They arrived mid-morning at the stream where two wagons filled with hay had been abandoned. The mules were eating green shoots, and they eyed the filthy, bloody humans and moved further away.
Anna spotted people at the edge of the forest peering out at them. She waved them closer, but the older man and two boys refused to come very near. She called, �You can safely go on about your business.�
�There're dragons down by the water,� the man who was probably the father warned her.
Anna thought of a hundred things she might respond, but all seemed out of place. Finally, she said, �They are ours. We just fought a battle and need to clean up a little.�
All three people watched them limp past before taking the mules by the reins and leading them away as fast as the animals would walk. The two dragons were standing beside each other on a gravel bar at the bend of the stream. One reached out and licked a wound on the other.
Anna unrolled her blanket and cut it into wide strips. She walked into the water and up to the nearest, she couldn�t yet tell them apart, and soaked the rags in river water while ignoring the combined stench. She gently washed one hind leg and found only a small scratch. The rest of the blood belonged to one of the others.
Carrion and Raymer were doing much the same. Thief watched from a hundred paces away, but showed no desire to join them. Anna dabbed softly at two parallel slices caused by talons. The wounds were deep. She wished she knew which plants would help heal, but for now, clean water was the best she could do.
As she touched another raw spot on the chest of the dragon it pulled back and she found it looking at her from a handsbreadth away. She felt the soft snort on her face. One snap of the massive mouth and teeth and she was dead. Anna held still, �Whose is this one?�
The dragon pulled back. Carrion said, �It knows you are helping and is grateful.�
Looking at him, she said, �Can dragons be grateful?�
�They show that when they don�t bite your head off,� Carrion said.
Anna didn�t laugh. �How are your wounds?�
�About like yours. They need cleaning and time to heal a little.�
Anna glanced down at her knee and found the water had opened the cut she hadn�t known about, and it bled freely. She continued washing the dragon, smelling a musky odor below that of the rotting flesh of previous meals. The other odor reminded her of old leather, a familiar, yet warm feeling filled her. She gave the dragon a pat on the shoulder. �We won.�

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Thief gathered firewood and built a fire before midday, sensing they were not going to be moving on. He cleared a space for sleeping and after wandering off for a while returned with a pheasant and rabbit. He carried two green branches with forks for holding up a spit.
Anna went and sat beside him, watching him work on cleaning the animals and preparing them for cooking. She didn�t speak, and of course, he didn�t either. No words were needed until she asked, �Were you scared?�
�Yes.�
�Injured?�
�No. You were.� Thief still hadn�t looked at her.
He seemed to be avoiding her eyes as he concentrated on getting the meat ready to cook. Anna left him alone as she went back to the stream and insisted on washing the wounds of Raymer and Carrion, both of whom were far more concerned about the health of their dragons. Tanner arrived and waded into the stream and washed, especially his wounds. He was as silent as Thief.
She went to Carrion�s red and inspected the injuries, most of which were now cleaned and some clotted with the first indications of scabs. She went to Raymer and did the same, washing one nasty cut again to make sure it was clean down deep.
Raymer said, �What�s our plan?�
�The dragons come first. When it�s safe for them to fly, and all of us are up to it, we move to Racine.� Anna didn�t even look up to answer. She kept washing the dragons while ignoring the smells. When she did raise her eyes, the dragon had lowered its head, twisted its long neck and was watching her with calm eyes.
�It likes you,� Raymer said.
�You don�t know that unless you�re reading its mind again.�
�You�re alive, aren't you?�
Anna paused. �A year from now, if we run into each other, will it remember me?�
�Remember is perhaps not the right word. Neither is �like�. But a year from now, or ten, and this ugly beast will not kill you. It may not remember, but it will know that you are not only Dragon Clan but more. I don�t have the words.� Raymer, who was seldom lost for words, cocked his head to one side and tried to think of the right ones.
Anna said, �More than Dragon Clan. If one of our family approached too close, this dragon would snort and warn him or her to halt fifty paces away. If I approached closer, what would happen?�
Raymer considered the question before speaking. �I think it would allow you to do that. Even touch it.�
�So we�ve formed a mini-bond?�
He laughed and pointed to the other dragon. �Two of them. I was watching as you cleaned Carrion�s and I think it has an even stronger bond with you. Turn and walk up to it and watch.�
Anna strode to the other dragon trying to appear to have more confidence than she felt. But Carrion was watching and would control it if needed. She went directly to the foreleg with the worst injuries, directly under the chin of the beast. It calmly watched her, even as she lightly touched the open wound to feel the tacky blood forming a scab.
Carrion, who had been listening, said, �Tanner will you come over here and try the same thing?�
After a slight hesitation, Tanner squared his shoulders and walked in Anna�s direction. When it was twenty steps away, the head of the dragon turned and a deep warning sound emanated from inside the chest of the dragon? Tanner halted as if he�d heard the hiss of a rattlesnake. �This is as close as I�m coming.�
Raymer said, �You can back away now. Thanks for helping.�
�Any time you need to feed your dragons, feel free to call on me,� Tanner muttered as he backed away and went to join Thief.
Carrion said, �Anna, can you feel any odd sensations in your mind? Anything that was not there before?�
�No.�
Raymer said, �How about on your back?�
�Just the usual stinging from being close to a dragon. Nothing different.�
Raymer glanced at Carrion. �Distance?�
�Maybe,� Carrion said. �We can test that when we leave here.�
�Do you think I may be more sensitive to dragons?� Anna asked.
Raymer said, �Not all of them. But now that you bring it up, that�s possible. We don�t know as much about dragons as we think.�
�But these two,� she was excited. �I might be able to sense them at a further distance?�
Carrion said, �It�s possible. In fact, I think it will happen. Also, if you�re in trouble one of these two will probably react like you�re one of its young. They will protect you much more fiercely than others. That�s my belief, but I really have little proof to back it.�
Raymer said, �I agree. But we�ll try to test it in the coming days.�
The dragons scooped out hollows in the gravel and sand. Both rested and either Carrion or Raymer checked on them several times. None of them had slept the night before, and the warm afternoon usually had two or three asleep at any time. Anna was sitting beside the fire and chewing at the last tiny slivers of meat from a pheasant wing when she heard the steady clomp of an approaching horse on the road.
She stood and found one of the King�s officers riding nearer to them and looking at the dragons. A less brave soldier would have bolted at the first sight, but he had probably seen the people and ventured closer. Anna walked out to the road to meet the officer and held up her hand for him to stop, an action that drew his anger. He barked,� �Who are you to stop me?�
�I�m tired, hurt, and not in a mood to put up with your attitude,� she paused. �Sir.�
He wore a uniform with gold braid, a gold loop over his shoulder, gold trim on his cap, and a stripe down the sides of his expensive pants. Beardless, he showed his emotions with his face. �Insolence.�
�And disdain, confusion, and contempt, sir.� Her eyes never left his. �You are riding away from Shrewsbury like a coward. Maybe I should add that to my list.�
His hand went to the sword trimmed in gold.
Anna tossed her head in the direction of the two dragons. �You really do not want to do that.�
He froze as one of the reds sensed her anger and turned to look at him. They were more than two hundred steps away, but he heard the warning growl.
She said again, �Why are you riding away from the location where our common enemy is planning to land an army?�
�What do you know about politics and the wishes of our King?�
�I know this,� she spoke calmly as if they passed the time of day after meeting in a park in the capital. �You are being taken for fools. Ask yourself, why is your army at the southernmost portion of the kingdom and in hiding? Ask, if an army invades and does not join with you as promised, but marches north to Princeton, how will it be stopped?�
His eyes shifted which told her she�d managed to get his attention. �You know nothing of what we do. This is our King�s business.�
She spat to one side. �The same King who attacked the Northwoods last year before your army slunk home with its tail between its legs like a defeated dog? Your King has a remarkable history of military defeats to his credit. Why would you think this is different?�
�I have my orders, and they include rounding up any Dragon Clan I encounter. If you deny being one of them, let me see your back.�
Anna shrugged and said, �The design is there, I freely admit. Now it is time for you to do your duty.�
His eyes shifted to the dragon.
�Well yes, if you pull a weapon that beautiful creature will spit acid at you, and you�ll be dead before your shriveled body falls from that horse and reaches the road. Still, you have your King�s orders, and you are not obeying them. In one instance you do not obey, but in the other you do. How do you decide?�
The officer was probably one of the younger generals, not used to being addressed by anyone in the manner she spoke, but unable to protest too much or he would die. He said, �I will return with my troops and take all of you.�
�Respectfully, no you won�t. First of all, that red dragon looking at you is the one that defeated your whole army at Castle Warrington, all by himself. The other is much more fierce and a better fighter. Now, before you get too excited I have a few more things to tell you.�
The officer almost sputtered in anger, but another look in the direction of the dragons, and he waited.
�If your King has communicated and made a deal with the Royals in Breslau, which I see by your face you didn�t expect me to know about, or even to have heard the name Breslau before, you will begin to wonder. How do I know these things? Is your King a military expert? Would he be easy to double-cross and send his whole army where they cannot stop an invasion until the capital city is taken?�
The soldier adjusted himself in his saddle as if he was now uncomfortable. He again held his tongue.
Anna continued, �Look at me, sir. I�m just a little girl, and even I can see what�s happening. Are you so stupid you cannot see it?�
Those words stung. She saw it in his eyes and the in the clenched fist holding the reins. �Who are you?�
She flashed her childlike smile and tried to act and sound younger. �My name is Anna. What is yours?�
�Never mind, my name.�
�Okay, if that is your attitude, will you come back and visit me? It was nice talking to you, sir. Now it is time for you to leave.�
The officer put his heels to the ribs of the horse and left her standing there in the road without a backward glance. She went back to the campfire where Raymer sat watching her. He said, �I heard most of it.
�Think it will do any good?� she asked.
He said, �You really stuck your verbal rapier into him, but I think you got his attention.�
�He said he would bring his troops here to arrest us.�
Raymer said, �It�ll take him two days to reach his troops. Say another to get them ready and head this way. We�ll already be in Racine by the time they depart.�
�Unless there are troops closer,� Anna said.
Raymer shrugged, �In which case he will not return with them. When you told him my dragon is the one that defeated the entire army at Castle Warrington, did it occur to you that he was probably there to witness it?�
�No.�
�I didn�t think so. If he was there, he wants no part of another encounter, especially after you lied and told him Carrion�s dragon is more fierce and a better fighter. You almost had me running up that hill to join in your conversation and defend my dragon.�
�It was not a conversation. It was a warning, and hopefully, one he takes for real. If he placed part of his troops at Shrewsbury to �greet� the invaders, he would see that the King made a mistake. He could come out of this a hero.� Anna settled her head on her backpack to end the subject and sleep. Then she remembered she had torn her blanket into strips to use in washing the dragon�s wounds. Before she would say anything, she felt Raymer�s blanket tossed over her.
When she woke, Raymer was talking quietly to Carrion and Tanner. From the scraps she overheard, they had been up to the road to talk with each passerby. They were spreading the word of the invasion, where it would come from, and offering suggestions on how to survive to the locals, or anyone else.
The few people they�d talked to would spread the word to their friends, relatives, and all they met. Within days, the area would be on alert, with most families packed and ready to run for cover. Most would know of isolated places, caves, or safe locations with family far away. Most would avoid travel on the roads. They knew how to stay alive, and getting caught between two warring armies was not it.
Carrion noticed her awake. �I cannot tell you how pleased I am to turn over command to you.�
�I thought that happened early today.�
�That�s what I meant. I make a much better foot soldier than a commander. As a common man, I can sit back and criticize all you do while doing little or nothing. Please do not ever put me in charge again.�
Raymer said, �As for me, I am so glad to have a commander who knows what to do, how to do it, and who will tell me when and where to take every step.�
They sat beside each other. Anna realized that one good slap of her palm could continue from Raymer�s smirk all the way to Carrion�s. One swing to reach both. But beyond the smirks, she saw respect in their eyes. Respect and a willingness to do what she asked. How can two Dragon Clan warriors bonded with dragons respect me?
She said, �Unless the injured heal faster than I think possible, I believe we should remain here where there is water and where we can warn the locals for one more day.�
Raymer smiled and said, �Then we can go on that ocean cruise you promised?�

CHAPTER TWENTY

Carrion laughed at the idea of a voyage to Breslau being an ocean cruise. He said, �The last time Tanner and I were there, a dragon grabbed us in its talons and flew us to safety.�
Anna said, �I thought that was fiction. Can the two of you tell that story to us tonight?�
Thief had woke and said, �Yes.�
�Only if someone goes hunting and finds more food,� Carrion said.
Raymer said, �My dragon�s wounds are healing, and I don�t want him getting stiff. He can find a couple of deer and bring one to your dragon, as well as enough for us.�
Carrion said, �Good idea. I want to inspect those rips on my dragon�s wings before it flies again, and maybe give it a few more days to heal.�
�They�re that serious?� Anna asked.
�I don�t know,� Carrion said. �But torn wings are serious and need to heal. But you need to move on to Racine as fast as possible. My red and I can hide out nearby here for a few days, if necessary.�
It was the first suggestion that they might split up. Anna didn�t react outwardly, but inside she felt a sharp jab. In only a few days the group had bonded, and their two dragons had helped them defeat five adult greens. Tanner had stayed and destroyed eggs and chicks, and she hadn�t asked him how many, but if there were only five more, the number of greens in the air would have soon doubled. She suspected that there had been far more than that.
While others might not know what happened last night, she knew that they had struck a major blow. First burning Shrewsbury and now killing the green dragons so the �dragon masters� from Breslau couldn�t use them.
She said, �Tanner or Thief can stay with you if needed.�
�I can watch over my dragon alone. If anyone gets close, they will find out how accurately it can spit. But I�m still hoping we can go on with you.�
Raymer�s dragon delivered part of a deer by dropping it near their camp. It left again and soon returned with one that it placed at the forelegs of the other dragon. They skinned and roasted the haunch over the fire, while surrendering the rest of it to Raymer�s red. They stayed awake talking like they�d done so many other times.
In the morning, Anna limped from her wounded leg, still uncertain as to how it happened, Raymer grabbed his side when he moved too quickly, and each of the others tended their wounds. None seemed inflamed or infected, and as the morning drew on their movements became easier. Most slept several times during the day, but always at least one watched the road and went to greet anyone traveling in either direction.
Raymer made the comment that few seemed surprised at the information of the invasion. All seemed to know at least pieces, and most had already made plans to escape from the area. A few joked about inept King Ember sending his troops so far south that the back door to the King�s palace was wide open. If peasants could see and understand his mistake, how could a well-educated king be so stupid? It was a question often asked in one manner or another.
Anna asked herself how could the general who had stopped, be even more stupid. Did following military orders, remove part of the brain? No, he would probably continue to do his duty, but think about her words, and might even relocate part of the troops as a result.
She checked with each of them and found all were ready to depart early in the morning if they moved slowly. Carrion wanted to remain a few more days but said that he would relocate the dragon farther off the road, out of sight. He believed he would rejoin them in no more than three days.
After a quick meal in the morning, they watched Carrion�s dragon stand and test its wings. One tear was larger and appeared red and raw, but the other two smaller tears already seemed to have partially healed, however, Anna could still see through them. The dragon flapped them slowly and managed to fly, but each downstroke looked painful to her. It flew east, into the forest of tangled brush and stunted trees. Carrion already had his belongings packed and headed after it, waving for the last time but offering no words.
�You two are a lot alike,� Anna observed.
�I know. But I�m prettier.� Raymer hefted his backpack and moved to the edge of the road with the others. His dragon moved tenderly on the foot that had the most damage, but when it took wing it flew normally. Raymer must have touched minds because he murmured, �That�s it. Now find a cliff to sit on. Rest.�
They walked on the road, Thief at Anna�s side, while Tanner and Raymer followed. Thief kept stealing glances at her. Finally, she leaned closer and said, �What is it?�
�Will we fight more dragons?�
�No. I mean, maybe, but not like we did before. Actually, I don�t know.�
�No is a good answer,� Thief declared after thinking about it for perhaps the time it took to take ten steps.
Anna turned to him. �It�s the best I have.�
�Where are we going?� Thief asked, although he had heard them talking the night before.
�First to a fishing village called Racine. We�ll find a ship there, or wait for it to arrive, and then we�ll sail across the Endless Sea.�
�Endless?�
She chuckled, �By the time we get there, we�ll probably think so. You don�t have to go. I can put you in a room at an inn, and you can wait for us to return. Boats are not the most pleasant things to travel on.�
�You have been on one?�
�I have. Just a short one, but I found it interesting. Maybe that�s because I never sailed to a place so far away that is filled with people who want our lands. No, that�s probably not true. Without knowing for sure, I suspect the average person in Breslau does not want our lands, and they do not hate us.� She screwed up her face as if to say that she didn�t know the answer to most of the questions he was asking.
�Then why should we go there?�
�They have a king. Maybe a queen. And lots of people, from what I understand. Too many people to feed with the little slice of land they have, so they want to come here where there is more land to farm.�
They walked in silence as Thief considered her explanation. Anna held back a smile. She knew another question was coming. And she suspected she knew what it would be, although she didn�t know the precise words.
Thief waved his arms wide, encompassing all the land to either side of the road, and not a house, farm, or building in sight. �We could give them this.�
�I knew you�d say something logical and sensible like that. And you�re right except for one thing. Instead of asking, they are taking. They sent those green dragons ahead, and they are coming in ships, with swords waving and arrows flying.�
They continued, with her wondering what his next words would be. He didn�t disappoint. �They are like you and me.�
�How is that?�
�In the Drylands. You thought I was taking what belonged to you. Then you freely gave me food and my new knife.�
Anna said, �I don�t see your point.�
�If I tried to take food and knife from you, we would fight. But you are free to give.�
�Yes, but there�s more. In your example, they want my food and knife, and they will kill me to get it. Then they will kill my friends and family and take my lands. They will make new laws, and their army will make sure we obey, or they will kill all of us.�
Thief walked for a long time before speaking again. �While they are here taking our lands we could take theirs.�
The idea was so ridiculous she snorted and started to explain, but the words didn�t come. Thief was maybe right. She pulled to a stop and turned. �Tanner, when you were in Breslau, you said there were three fleets of ships, each with soldiers training to man them? I mean the soldiers were all going on the ships?�
�From what we saw, that�s right. I�d guess every man of fighting age, they could enlist, was ready to climb on the ships.�
�Thief just asked me a good question. If they are all coming here, who is guarding Breslau?�
Raymer�s mouth twitched as he tried to hold in a laugh�and failed. He bent over and laughed so hard the others watched him as if he�d turned daft. When he regained control of himself somewhat, he took a step forward until he was standing only a step away, then he knelt and bowed his head. �For the smartest woman, I know.�
�Get up and stop fooling around.�
�As you wish.� He stood, but said, �I was not teasing. You have put your finger on their greatest weakness. Now it is up to us to exploit it. Imagine them sailing to Shrewsbury while our ships sail to Breslau and we capture their Royalty.�
Tanner gazed off into the distance. �It could be done. . .�

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

They started walking again, heading for Racine, each lost in their own thoughts. Anna said, �It was Thief�s idea.�
Raymer said, �However this works out, the tales I�ll spread until my last days, will make him the hero of Princeton. Even the King will want to receive him. But you will be at his side.�
�No, I don�t want to be.�
Raymer lost his ever-present grin. �And that, young lady, is why you�re the best commander I�ve ever worked for. My father once told me never to follow anyone who wanted power. Follow the one who has power thrust upon him. In this case, her, but you see what I mean.�
Tanner, not to be outdone, said, �I will also spread the tales of how you fought and conquered Breslau, and what you must understand is that the better the stories, the more free wine will flow into my mug.�
Anna scowled, trying to think of something to reply. The best she came up with was to tell them, �Dead men do not spread tales.�
For some reason that made them both laugh for so long, they were almost at the top of the hill that rose above Racine before they calmed. The travel had been through farmlands all day, with sheep, pigs, goats, and chickens at almost all. The men in the fields tossed them friendly waves. The women paused to nod or wave and sometimes pass a few words. Dogs barked, travelers passed them in both directions, and crows sat on fences watching for anything to steal.
The road wound over, and around the hills, until at last they stood at the top of one with Racine spread below, what there was of it. Racine was larger than Shrewsbury, but then nearly all towns were. It had a few docks with ships at them. Other ships were anchored. And on the upper end of the bay were the boats and working docks of the fishing fleet.
While the hills were fairly barren of trees, someone had planted several a few steps down the slope where the view was best. They provided shade and three sturdy benches made of split logs were positioned for sitting and enjoying.
A young couple occupied one bench and appeared to wish to be alone, but the young man, not much older than a boy, stood and welcomed them with polite manners. �Can I help you with anything? Or do you want to sit and rest?�
Raymer said, �Would you be offended if I wanted to sit with your beautiful girl?�
Stuttering, the boy drew himself up and said, �Well . .Yes, I would.�
�I don�t blame you a bit. We�re in a bit of a hurry so we cannot linger.� Raymer turned to the girl, �If he does not treat you well, come find me.� He winked at them both, and they were laughing together as the four strangers walked down the slope to the town.
Tanner said, �Hey, look out there. I think that�s The Rose.�
�The ship you own?� Anna asked, mentally berating herself for not questioning him earlier about it. Just the mere mention brought forth all that she had not asked, and should have. She seemed the only one aware of her flaw as they all looked to where he pointed.
Raymer said, �I know nothing about boats or ships, but I know what I like. That is the sleekest ship in the harbor.�
�We�re lucky she�s in port or we�d have to wait for her to return in maybe ten or more days. She�s not only the sleekest looking, but the fastest,� Tanner said, almost swelling with pride.
�Just to be clear,� Anna said. �You are the rightful owner and can tell the Captain to sail where you wish, as well as when?�
�I do and I can. Captain Jamison is a good man who was down on his luck when we found him. Both him and The Rose were, I guess.�
Tanner�s words hinted at deeper thoughts, and Anna paused at a small patch of grass that looked inviting. She said, �Before we go down there, I think you need to fill us in. There�s more to your words than you�re telling.�
Thief sat beside her as if to make a point. Tanner hesitated, which made Anna more curious, and even Raymer waited.
Tanner said, �It�s nothing, really. Captain Jamison was a drunk, and his ship required a complete refit before it could clear the harbor without sinking, as well as a new crew, one that was competent.�
�Nothing?� Raymer snorted, his eyes taking on the glint of anger.
�You don�t understand,� Tanner began.
�No, we do not,� Anna agreed, keeping her tone even. �But before we go into danger I want to know it all, even if we spend the night here.�
Tanner looked from one face to the next, finding them all in agreement with Anna. He said, �What is it that you want to know?�
Anna looked to Raymer and nodded for him to speak. He said, �Will this ship sail so far out to sea that we cannot see land?�
�Of course,� Tanner said. �Farther.�
�Then we will all trust our lives to the ship you say couldn�t clear the harbor without sinking, and a master who is a drunk. His crew was so poor it had to be replaced. I have no idea of how you could make this voyage sound less optimistic.� Raymer scowled and waited.
�Optimistic?� Anna said, �Where did you learn big words like that, Raymer? But first, let me have my say. I have sailed on a good ship, and while I know little about it, I do know that our lives will be in the hands of a drunk who let his ship almost sink in the harbor while his lazy crew watched. I know Raymer said much of that, but he was too nice about it, and I wanted to put it to you like it�s in my head. Convince me I�m wrong.�
Tanner sat as if defeated. �I can see where you would get those ideas. But have you ever met a man who has been beaten down by circumstances beyond his control? At every turn, he was blocked. No matter what he tried, others managed to get in his way. His ship only carries a small cargo and with every voyage, he went further into debt.�
�Go on,� Raymer said.
Tanner drew in a deep breath and said, as he eyes went back to the ship in the harbor, �A captain is a proud man. It�s a hard life and even harder to earn the respect of the other captains, but that�s what Captain Jamison did. As a man, they respected him. That is why I retained him when I bought The Rose.�
�Do they like him?� Raymer asked.
�Some like him. Others did not. But they all respect him.�
Anna spoke again, �Grandma Emma says that respect is the most important. Assuming she is right, and she always is, when we go down there, I trust we will find a ship in good working order, the crew willing and able, and the Captain sober.�
�We will,� Tanner said. �You also need to be aware of a young boy named is Devlin. He�s a Crab from Breslau that we rescued and placed on the ship as a crewman�if he has not already performed so well that a shipowner has not offered him a command of his own.�
�I thought he is a boy,� Anna said.
�A Crab, to be exact, at least, that�s what they call him. But he�s worthy of being Dragon Clan, in both his actions and deeds. He�ll be the one with dragon tattoos on both arms up to his shoulders.� Tanner sounded proud of him, if not affectionate.
Anna said, �That ship looks small, so small you are not even sure it�s the right one.�
�It is The Rose.�
�What else do we need to know before going down there?� Anna asked.
Tanner hesitated, glanced at Thief, and seemed to make up his mind about something. �You can trust Devlin with your lives. Captain Jamison owes me his life and his ship. But there may be others on the ship who are less than trustworthy, but it is a small crew, and I�m sure both Devlin and The Captain have learned who to trust by now.�
�But?� Raymer prompted.
�It is a small city, as cities go. Nearly every building looks out over the water and boats. All earn their livings from them, either directly or from selling food, or supplies, or serving wine and ale, so they watch. The people miss little. By this evening, most in the town will know of us, and more will recognize me.�
�Is that bad?� Raymer asked. �We can sneak you down there if it is.�
�Not bad, but a caution. Anything you do or say will be repeated. If you purchase a warm hat, the word will spread the ship is sailing for colder climates. By nightfall, all in the city will know your plans. If possible, all of you need to speak less often than Thief.�
Anna looked to Raymer, �Where is your red?�
�South of here. Can you feel its touch?�
�No,� she answered.
�Good. I suspect you�re more sensitive than most, if you can�t feel it, nobody in town can, either.�
Anna looked at Tanner. �What do you suggest?�
�Raymer is going to attract attention because of his size. We can�t help that. I will get some, but because I�m returning to my ship that will not be unusual. If we all enter together, people will talk and make assumptions we don�t want, and the word will spread faster and farther. My suggestion is that I go alone to the ship. I can order supplies and make the ship ready to sail.�
�And us?� Raymer asked.
�There are two inns to note. One serves the rougher crowd, but a man with a sharp ear may hear things. I suggest that you go there.�
Anna picked up on the idea and liked it. �Thief and I will go to the other inn?�
�As brother and sister seeking a ship to sail to Castle Warrington after a visit to your older sister�s new home near Shrewsbury. We split up here. Any closer and people will take notice.�
The sun was near setting, and as they agreed on the plan, Raymer stood and said, �I walk faster and am in desperate need of ale. I�ll be ready when you send word, but I�ll also keep an eye on the ship.�
Tanner said, �You two go next, so you�re not out after dark. It can get rough down there. The name of the inn where you�ll stay is called the Anchor Inn. There is a sign with a big anchor over the door. Ask for a room facing the street and push your bed against the door at night. Spend time eating in the common room and sipping watered wine. Listen to what is said, since most customers will be sea captains and the wealthier traders. Who knows what you might hear?�
Anna said, �We will either be at the inn or nearby, maybe looking out at the boats.�
Raymer was well ahead of them when Anna and Thief walked down the road behind, falling farther back with each of his long strides in his haste to reach a pub that sold ale. She looked over her shoulder and found Tanner still sitting on the grass.
It was difficult to remember that he had been in charge of Carrion when they had traveled together. He seemed to hold no wish to usurp her command. Carrion was bonded to his dragon, but like Raymer, he liked to do what he wanted, when he wanted, and he wished little responsibility to the family. He�d fight for the Dragon Clan to the death, but give him the task of seeing the sheep returned before dark, and he would revolt.
The similarities in the two men were uncanny. Neither wanted part of the family or daily work. They thrived on adventure and danger. The insight gave Anna pause. Why would a man, or a woman crave those things before those they loved? Well, that was not precisely the case. Both of them rejected normal family life for the uncertainty of life away from the Dragon Clan, yet they were the two who were bonded with dragons.
Thief said, �They look at us.�
She glanced at the first of the buildings they passed and as he�d noticed, a window curtain ruffled as someone peeked from behind, another raked leaves and trash in the yard, but he raked the same area over and over, as his eyes followed them. A big brown dog spotted them and leaped off its porch to investigate, barking wildly and wagging its long tail just as wildly.
Thief pulled to a stop, and Anna prepared to shoo off the dog if he was afraid of them, but he was already down on one knee ready to greet the dog with as much excitement as it showed. The dog leaped, and Thief wrapped his arm around it, trying to avoid the lick to his face the dog insisted on giving. An old woman stepped to the door and called the dog.
With a last look at its new friend, the dog turned and ran inside. On the other side of the road, sitting under the shade of a tree, a gaunt man sat on a stump while taking a break from splitting kindling. When Anna met his gaze, he said, �You can always tell about a man from the way he greets a friendly dog.�
�I think so too,� Anna said.
�Beware of the man that a dog does not like, if you can take a tip from an old man.�
They were in a hurry to get to the Anchor Inn, but something told her to delay that and introduce herself. �I�m Anna, and this is my brother, Thief.�
He smiled and exposed a mouthful of brown teeth, with at least two missing. But the crinkles around his eyes hadn�t gotten there by accident. He stood and gave a half bow, �Tom they call me. Tom, and worse. Now, I�ll bet there�s a story behind the boy�s name. Nobody advertises they are a thief, so that�s one I�d like to hear.�
�We�re going to stay at the Anchor Inn for a day or two. I�ll buy you a mug and tell you a story if you�ll be kind enough to join us.�
�Give me time to get this pile split so that nasty old woman of mine don�t pester me all night, and I�ll be there.�
�Bring her,� Anna said.
His smile grew. �And spoil a good night of storytelling? Not in this lifetime.� He picked up the hatchet, tested the blade with his thumb and a stick of cedar. In a few motions, he had it reduced to eight or nine sticks no larger than her little finger. And he still had all of them on each hand. He looked up and gave her a wink.
When they started walking down the road that sloped until it reached the water of the bay, Thief said, �I like him.�
�I think he liked you too.�
�Was he right about dogs?�
�Yes, he was. Why?�
Thief didn�t talk until the buildings were mostly two stories high, a business on the ground floor and living quarters above. Bakeries, cobblers, dressmakers, and a store selling knives, as well as sharpening them. Thief said, �The man where I used to live. Dogs didn�t like him.�
That drew Anna up short. Thief had never shared any history with her. �Did you like him?�
�He hit me. Then he took me into the drylands and left me.�
�Well, I won�t leave you. Ever.�
�I know.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Anna found the Anchor Inn without asking for directions, although she wished she had become lost, and used that as an excuse to explore the city. She had only visited Shrewsbury in her lifetime, where everyone was hateful and sneaky. Then in Fleming, she had snuck out the back way and headed for the Drylands with the information she and Gray had discovered, so she hadn�t really spent time there. But Racine was different than either. The people were friendly.
The looks she drew were not those directed at a young woman. Unless they looked closely, nobody knew she was a woman until she talked. The looks were the same as directed at Thief. They welcomed, inquired, invited, and a dozen other things, all welcoming them to Racine.
She opened the door and stepped inside, finding most tables were vacant. She took a reluctant Thief�s arm and pulled him inside and onto a bench. The eyes of all inside watched as people always do when a stranger enters. They were judging her and Thief, and she didn�t care.
A woman swirled into the room from an open doorway. Her skirt hung to the floor, and her blouse was full bodied, but she moved quickly and with grace, twice just beyond the reach of a hand searching for her bottom. From the looks of it, they seldom managed, but the art was in the attempt and the smiles and jokes that followed.
Anna wondered briefly how one of those men would react if they found a handful of her bottom. Probably leap to their feet and fall over themselves apologizing. But she didn�t have much time to think about it because the woman was soon at her table.
�Welcome to the Anchor. Something to eat?�
�Yes, and a room to rent for at least one night for my brother and me. And watered wine. More water than wine, if you please.�
�Lamb stew tonight. And bread with chunks of butter.�
Anna realized how hungry she was. �That would be wonderful. You have the room?�
�Course we do, honey. That�s how we make a living. The third door up at the top of the stairs.�
Her chin had briefly pointed to a closed door at the rear of the inn. The stairs must be behind it. They had placed their things on the floor beside the table, and she felt more comfortable with them in her sight than in a room up there. The men sitting, perhaps five, had gone back to their talking, and two of them shuffled tiles across their table in response to rolling a die.
She caught wisps of conversation and loud guffaws in response to jokes. The men were of the same cut. They were seamen, but not the ordinary deckhands. These were masters, owners, and officers. No wonder Tanner felt there was valuable information in this room. These men would be the first to encounter ships from far-off lands, and they were quick to spread tales.
The bowls arrived, along with a round loaf of heavy, dark bread and a healthy slab of butter on the edge of the plate. Two mugs followed, the contents barely pink, but enough to make the local water palatable. Anna took hold of Thief�s arm to prevent him from lifting the bowl and she said, �The room, two more mugs when these are gone, and the food. How much?�
Always set the price first, she�d been taught. The woman flashed a smile that said the price may have been more if she hadn�t asked. Wealthy people deplored asking the costs as if they couldn�t afford it.
�Two full coppers should more than cover it. And that will also cover more wine, should you wish it.�
�Thank you.� She let go of Thief�s arm, and he lifted the bowl and sniffed and examined the contents. He tasted it, and his eyes told the tale. She slowed him from eating it all at once and assured him that he could have more. She tore off a hunk of bread and slathered butter on it and handed it to him.
Thief was in six kinds of heaven. Anna used her knife to spear the larger chunks, then slurped from her bowl and buttered a piece of bread. She tasted the wine. Instead of bitter, she found it sweet, but oddly not thirst quenching. She sipped again and still it didn�t quench her thirst. She wanted more and realized the danger. A wine that made you want more would have you sitting in the Inn all day and night.
The front door opened and like all the others, she turned to see who entered. It was the wood-chopper from the edge of town. He looked at her, then moved past and shook the hand of each man, in turn, passing a few words with each.
They treated him as if he was the owner, or perhaps they worked for him. Anna was still trying to sort things out when he joined her and Thief. �Are you still up for buying an ale or two?�
Anna laughed and said, �It didn�t take you long to get all that wood in the pile split and get here.�
�Ah, there�s enough wood to last a day or two. I tossed the rest behind the shed where my wife won�t see it.� The woman serving food and drink entered and he raised a hand to catch her attention. He called to her, �If I send my old wife back to Downton, will you marry me and bear seventeen boys?�
�Seventeen you say?� the laughter in the room was friendly, and it seemed that Tom was the catalyst for it. She said, �I�m thinking seventeen times in my bed would kill an old man, even one as randy as you. Maybe two boys?�
�Two? He protested. �Only two?�
She sat a mug in front of him and for the rest of the room raised her voice, �You�re right. I don�t think you would survive those two nights in my bed.�
The entire room laughed again, and even Anna had to join in, although she�d never heard a woman speak like that. Thief continued eating, but with a smile. I have a lot to learn.
Tom joined them by pulling out a chair from a table and placing it at theirs. He gave Thief a clap on his back, as if they were the best of friends, then he asked if Anna was still up to buying an ale.
She saw the affectionate reception the others gave him, but more than that, she saw the respect. Everyone in the room deferred to him in subtle ways, allowing him to speak first while they paid attention, shifting in their seats to hear his words, and even the woman who served him did so with more attention to detail than when she served the others.
Anna drew in the knowledge of what she saw and said, �We�re travelers, and now we�re here. I�d think someone who lives here could save us from getting into trouble.�
�And what sort of knowledge might you be seeking?�
His tone had taken on a slightly offensive tone as if he thought they might be buying ale for information instead of friendship. She gave him one of her best smiles, trying to look younger and innocent as she bobbed her head from side to side as younger girls do. �We may need to book passage on a ship to Castle Warrington. If you know any good ships with respectable captains that you could recommend, we would appreciate it.�
His smile equaled hers. Tom turned and called to the room at large, �This young miss is in need of a good ship and fair captain. Does anyone know of such a thing?�
The men laughed with good humor. Tom leaned closer to her, �Each of those you see behind me fulfills your requirements. We don�t let the others in here.�
�So I just need to talk to them and find one sailing a ship to where I need?�
�If he�s in here, and drinking with the regulars you see around you, they are good men. Strangers and those on ships not of good quality drink alone at one of the other inns or taverns.�
Anna settled back into her chair. The question had redirected Tom, and she believed he had misunderstood her intentions. She asked, �The men in here will not cheat me? That�s great to know.�
Tom shook his head, �I did not say that. I said the ships are good and the captains fair, but they will not hesitate to take advantage of you. However, they will not cheat you, either.�
�Isn�t that the same thing?�
Her genuine puzzlement gave pause to Tom. He chose his words carefully, as far as Anna could tell. �Driving a hard business bargain is expected and demanded in their jobs. Cheating is different. They may not give you the best price on a voyage, but they will not go into your cabin and steal your property. Nor will they permit it.�
�Which of them is the cheapest?�
Tom held up his mug for a refill before saying, �Now that is the question, isn�t it? There are a lot of �depends� you have to know if you want a true price.�
�Depends?� I don�t know what those are, Anna admitted.
�Well then, let me explain cheap. Let�s pretend that tall skipper at the end gives you a price of five coppers to sail to Fleming. The man next to him will charge you four. Which is cheaper?�
�That�s silly. The one that charges four coppers.�
�Now comes the �depends� you have to worry about. Suppose the one you chose also charges three coppers for food unless you wish to supply your own. That first skipper includes meals with his five copper fare.�
�I see. The one that charged more is actually cheaper. The other might be cheaper�if you don�t want to eat. But that depends.�
Anna looked to Thief and realized he was listening to every word. She looked at Tom again. �The price depends on what I get for it?�
�Exactly. Cheaper does not always cost less. Now you�ve learned a lesson on how to survive in the real world. Tell me about yourselves.�
She had learned a valuable lesson, but here came the hard part. Tom was smart. Any lies or inconsistencies and he�d notice. Instead of answering his question, she held a hand in front of her mouth and asked, �Have you ever heard of Breslau?�
His jolly demeanor evaporated. �Speaking that word will get you killed in many parts of this land.�
�They�re coming here. The plan was to land troops in Shrewsbury, which is only a day or two sail to the north. From there they plan to spread out and conquer, which means Racine will fall to them within days.� Her voice was low but intense.
She returned to her upright position, a silly smile plastered on her face. A chance glance with the turn of her head found a face peering in from one of the windows. The eyes were centered on her before ducking out of sight. She�d seen the face earlier. On the street. There had been the shop where knives were displayed in the window. One knife caught her eye, and she�d turned quickly to examine the hilt closer, a design of gold vines growing from a silver handle.
He had been there, too. The same face, watching her. He seemed upset that she had seen him, and turned away and walked down an alley. Now that she recalled the incident, and recognizing him, the man moved like a warrior or soldier.
She checked the window again. �Thief, there was a man outside looking at us. He was maybe forty and strong. I saw him earlier, I think. Will you go outside and take a look? See if he�s watching us?�
Tom said, �Use the back door. Go through the kitchen. You�ll see it.�
Thief stood and moved without comment. He didn�t run or hurry but still managed to move quickly.
Tom said, �Expecting trouble?�
�Not really, but in a city this big, seeing the same man twice in one day gives me alarm.�
�Yet, you are seeing me for the second time today. And some might disagree that Racine is properly called a city.�
With her eyes shifting between the window and kitchen door, she said, �That�s different, and you know it. But his eyes were on me.�
�You may remind him of his daughter. There are many possible explanations. That is, unless you are not the innocent one you portray.�
How had he figured that out? She said in her little girl voice, �I am innocent.�
�No, there is more to you than you allow people to see. The questions you asked told me that, let alone mentioning the place we will not speak of again.�
She�d been repeatedly warned that she should never ask questions because others figured out intentions from those questions. The mere mention of Breslau had put Tom on edge, yet he appeared to be a retired seaman and little else, other than the captains at the Inn respected him. In the future, she would ask fewer questions, and if she did, they would be more indirect.
Thief stumbled into the doorway and braced himself by leaning on the doorjamb before shuffling ahead. His face was bleeding and his clothing askew. Anna leaped to her feet and helped him to his seat, despite all the eyes in the room watching.
�What happened?� she hissed.
Thief made a little shake of his head. �He waited at the door. He grabbed me.�
At his pause, she asked, �Then what?�
�Threw me down.�
�That�s all?�
�He pulled up my shirt.�
That told it all or almost all. Someone suspected they were Dragon Clan. How? She reviewed each action since their arrival and could find nothing that might indicate her origin. Did they inspect every new arrival? Were they agents of Breslau? Were they that concerned? If they were, did that mean the invasion was imminent?�
A hundred other questions crossed her mind, and when she managed to bring herself back to the present, Tom was watching her oddly. She said, �I�m sorry. The attack on Thief upset me. Strange welcome to your city.�
�Strange indeed. Even stranger is that you seemed more upset that someone looked at your brother�s back than him being attacked or followed.�
Damn. �I was just trying to think of why he would be attacked. We have little money and nothing of value. I guess my mind was off somewhere else.�
Tom didn�t smile or even try to hide his thoughts. �Somewhere far away, as if you were on the other side of an ocean.�
She watched him stand and walk to the door without thanking her for the ale or even saying good evening. He just walked out, and the door closed firmly behind him. Other eyes were still watching, and they had noticed Tom�s abrupt departure also. The scowls were not as friendly as they had been.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Anna placed the copper coins on the table to pay for the room and food at the Anchor Inn, also leaving a thin copper for the woman who served them, and said to Thief, �We need to get to sleep. Big day tomorrow.�
Thief had mostly recovered from the attack in the alley and reached for his backpack. Anna took hers, and they went through the door at the back of the room and up the stairs. At the top, doors lined one side of the narrow hallway. The doors had no handles, only wooden latches.
In their room were four beds, one in each corner with a clear space in the center for changing and a chest for storage. Remembering what she had been told to do, she immediately shoved one bed to block the door and motioned for Thief to sleep in it. A table under a small window held a vase and a single red flower of a kind she didn�t� recognize. It looked forlorn, although she suspected it was intended to dress up the room.
The table also held a pitcher of water, a bowl for washing, one candle, and holder, and under it stood a covered chamber pot on a small shelf. She moved the flower aside and peeked outside. People moved about on the street, but not as many as she expected. With the darkness came few reasons to be out. Stores were closed, all but the Inn and saloons serving sailors closer to the ships. Beyond that, she saw no reason to roam the streets of a quiet small town.
She shifted to the other side of the window and looked out at the street in the other direction. A woman paced at a corner and called to any men passing. Two sailors stumbled past her but kept on walking. A man carried a package and hurried as if he wanted to get off the street as fast as possible, but she did not see the warrior who had been at the window of the inn.
Thief stood in the center of the room, watching her. When she noticed him, she said, �Get into your bed.�
The beds were homemade cots, frames of hardwood with canvas stretched between rails. He removed the belt with his knife and unrolled his blanket. He removed the knife from the sheath and pulled his blanket over himself, his hand holding the knife, then he turned his face away, which was looking at the door.
Anna glanced at her pack and remembered she�d cut her blanket into strips to wash the wounds of the dragons, as well as them. Tomorrow she would find where to buy another, and a ground sheet. The damp had seeped into her blanket one time too many. Inside her pack, she found a heavy wool shirt that she used as a coat. Folded, it made an acceptable pillow, but before laying on the cot she looked outside again, searching for the man who lifted Thief�s shirt.
The good thing about the incident was that Thief was not Dragon Clan and that inspection seemed to have been the sole reason for the attack. Perhaps it had convinced someone they were not Dragon Clan and wouldn�t watch them again. It might work to their benefit.
Anna closed her eyes to think about it more, and when she opened them again, light streamed into the room from the window. Thief lay on his cot, eyes watching her. �How long have you been awake?�
�Dawn,� he said in his usual manner, not wasting a single word.
She sat up and looked out the window. Wagons rumbled by, men hustled to wherever they were going, couples strolled, and children played a game chasing one another and squealing. She had slept a very long time. Normally an early riser, today, nearly everyone was out and about before she opened her eyes.
�Let�s get something to eat and then take a walk.�
At the mention of food Thief�s eyes lit up as if she�d offered him a gold coin. He was out of bed and pushing the cot aside before Anna could protest. He�s always hungry, she realized, but teasing him was fun, too. �Maybe we should skip eating and just go for that walk.�
His face fell. She was joking and didn�t mean to be cruel, so she quickly tried to cover it up. �Actually, I guess I�m hungry, too. If you don�t mind, maybe we can take the time to eat?�
�Eat first. Yes.�
In the common room, there was a man working instead of the woman from the evening before. He saw them come through the doorway to the rooms upstairs and called from the door to the kitchen, �You must be our new guests.�
�Your hungry guests,� Anna said.
A plate of sliced cheeses, meats, and rounds of thin pan bread freshly cooked with edges so brown they were almost black, appeared in front of them. Anna reached for the bread first, �These are just like my Grandma Emma makes them. I love the edges like this.�
�She must be a first-rate cook because that�s how they�re supposed to be. You�d never guess how many people want me to make more and undercook them.�
The compliment had pleased the waiter. He tied the strings of his apron and asked, �Like milk?�
�Fresh?� Anna asked.
�Fresh at daybreak, maybe a little long for you?�
She laughed, �Two mugs. And butter.�
�Just when I believed you know good cooking you go and ask for butter. Not for your pan bread, I hope.� He was already heading for the kitchen.
�Yup,� she snickered and raised her eyes to the others eating at their tables. Most were familiar, and all avoided greeting her or even making eye contact. By insulting the old man called Tom, she had managed to set herself apart from them all. She knew where he lived and considered passing by his house and trying to set things right between them, but realized that was so obviously a ploy he�d reject her.
Thief ate with relish, but she noticed he�d slowed down and used his fingers less. He placed a slice of meat, maybe lamb, on top of a similar size slice of pale yellow cheese and took a bite instead of stuffing it all in his mouth. If nothing else, he not only learned fast but acted on it.
The milk came in two mugs, a pitcher for refilling them, along with a small bowl of butter. After watching them both empty the mugs, and refill them, the waiter asked, �Big plans today?�
�Going walking,� Anna said around a mouthful of pan bread coated with butter. �We have not seen anything of the city, so far.�
He said, �Most call it a town or village. I don�t think of Racine as a city, but the interesting parts you might want to see are the stores on Hill Street, and the ships and boats. You can watch all the action on the docks from a table at Front Street while you sip a cup of cider and eat cookies. Just make sure you get a table in the shade or you�ll burn in the sun.�
The comment about sunburn made her wince. Her skin was brown as a nut from the Drylands, but she couldn�t detect any hidden meaning from him. �Is watching ships and boats, that interesting?�
He said, �Most think so. Maybe it�s just that they get to sit and watch others work. You get the same thing when they�re putting up a building, too. Lots of people watching and telling others how it should be done. More pan bread?�
She shook her head. �More milk would nice.�
As they finished, he came by again and said, �You can leave your backpacks in your room. They�ll be safe enough.�
Not wishing to draw attention to the valuable coins sewn into the lining and straps, she said, �Thanks, but I keep some private things, you know, for women, in there.�
He rapidly excused himself and darted away, as all men do at the mere mention of certain subjects. However, she decided to go back to the room and remove a few coins so she wouldn�t have to do it in public later. Her purse was light, and she needed to buy a blanket. She also needed replacement arrows. And hard crackers because she was almost out.
It only took a short time to locate copper coins and two small silver. When leaving, she wished there was another way out of the Inn to avoid the eyes of men wishing nothing to do with her, but in the end, she held her head up and walked past them, holding her tongue. She had decided to let matters lie unless one of them sent a rude remark in her direction. They would be sorry if they did.
Thief seemed oblivious to the harsh looks and sour expressions. Once in the bright sunlight of mid-morning they paused. Which way to go? She chose to turn left because she�d noticed a weapons shop as they arrived.
Inside, she found a small, thin man with a mustache that drooped so much at the sides Anna restrained herself from grabbing her knife and cutting it. While hardly taller than her, the man was putting an edge on a short sword at a wheel. He let the wheel spin to a stop and asked how he could help them.
She pulled her single remaining arrow and said, �Do you have any like this?�
The man accepted the arrow, hefted it for weight, and rolled it between his thumb and forefinger. �Very nice workmanship. Arrows like this are expensive. Have you the coin?�
�How much are they?�
�Only two arrows for a full copper, I�m afraid. I have others that are for short bows that are cheaper . . .�
�I want the good ones. What is a poorly made arrow worth when a boar is charging?�
He lifted his eyes from the arrow, reappraising the little girl who had entered. She could see the change in his attitude. �You are right to spend your coin on good weapons. Nothing is worse than to be let down by poor ones. How many do you desire?�
�Twenty. And I�d like you to take a look at my knife. It�s just come to me. I tell you that because I would not have you think I�d care for it so badly.�
He accepted the knife and wrinkled his nose. He raised it up and hit it firmly on the edge of an anvil, then examined it again, as well as the damage he�d done. �Brittle. Poor quality iron and improperly tempered. Don�t pay me to sharpen it, just throw it away.�
Anna liked the answer because he came to the same conclusion she had when she tried to sharpen it. But what can you expect when you steal from a highwayman who is not too good at his job? �Thief, hand me your knife.�
She accepted it, then handed it to the little man. He hefted it, held it by the blade and flipped it in the air, catching it by the blade again. After feeling the edge, he said, �Rather ugly and plain, but well-made of good metal. This will last your lifetime if cared for.�
He handed it back to Thief, who was smiling at the assessment. Thief said, �Yes, sir.�
Anna asked, �You wouldn�t happen to have any quality knives, would you?�
A wave of his arm directed her to another table. At least fifty knives lay beside each other. One had a ruby, real or not, at the end of the handle. Another a handle made of smooth bone. One had no crosspiece to prevent the user from slicing his hand if he slipped from sweat or blood. Another displayed gold filled scrolls in the blade. Beautiful, but not what she wanted.
The small man had moved to the other side of the table. �Do you see anything you like?�
�No.�
He pulled back as if insulted. Then, flashed a grin and said, �Perhaps you�d like to look at my others, the good ones. He pointed to three heavy drawers built into the wall below a display shelf. Pulling the top drawer out revealed five knives that all appeared similar to one he�d told her to throw away.
She reached for one with a handle wrapped in leather. It was slightly smaller than the others, but so was her hand. The grip felt right, the guard solid, and the edge even and sharp. She touched it gently with her thumb.
�Careful,� he warned. �I sharpened that myself.�
�Have you a scabbard for it?� she asked.
�Whoa, that knife is my best. Steel like that is uncommon and will cost two full silver coins, and not the thin ones. I appreciate that you selected my best, but let me show you something more affordable.�
She pulled two silver coins from her purse and said, �I am not much for bargaining, but suspect you may have given me your hopeful price, not the lowest. Will you accept these two silvers for twenty of your best arrows, this knife, and a scabbard, and sharpen the blade of my brother�s knife? I will also leave you my old knife.�
�Deal,� he said after only a slight hesitation. �I have a man who may be able to temper your old knife enough to sell for a copper or two to someone gutting fish on the docks.�
He carried Thief�s knife to the wheel and sat, kicking the heavy stone into motion. Sparks flew and in time he paused and examined the blade. He picked up a stone of fine grain, a well-oiled stone she noticed, and made several slow, careful swipes. A last touch of his thumb and he passed it to Thief, who also tested the blade and nodded his acceptance.
Anna said, �I also need a new blanket for sleeping outside and a ground sheet. Can you direct me to a shop?�
�Down on Front Street, that�s the one overlooking the harbor. You�ll find an outfitter named Molly. Ask anyone.�
While walking down the street, Anna felt better. She again wore a quality, functional knife, had arrows in her quiver, and a smiling Thief at her side. She watched again for the man from last night but didn�t see him, or Tanner, or Raymer.
Front Street was easy enough to recognize. It was in front of the docks of ships and boats, and it was lined on both sides of the street with shops catering to the sailors, and a large sign fastened to the wall of one building declared it to be Front Street. As a woman passed, Anna asked for directions to Molly�s, the outfitter.
Perhaps ten stores away stood Molly�s. Inside, she explained what she wanted and a clerk looking no older than herself rushed to the back and returned with a blanket of tight weave that would roll into a small cylinder, yet keep her warm. She also held two folded ground sheets of thin material that had been coated, and she claimed it waterproof. She poured water on it, and the water beaded and rolled off.
Thief was fascinated by the ground sheets. He�d slept with the moisture soaking into his blanket his whole life. At other times, Anna would have asked for a sheet large enough to make a tent, but the ground sheets would do for now. Back on the street, her shopping done, she stood and wondered what else she could find to buy. Food. She�d forgotten that she wanted more biscuits.
Wonderful smells drifted from a bakery. Upon entering, she found it was what she wanted. Besides baked goods of every sort, there was a room at the rear filled with small tables that looked out over the ships. The bakery was almost in front of The Rose.
Anna told the woman what she wanted, and soon forty hard, thin biscuits were stacked on the counter. �We also would like tea and sweet rolls. Can we select what we�d like?�
�Of course, dear. And the tea, also?�
Anna turned to Thief, suspecting he�s never eaten bakery sweets. �Point to two that look good.�
He pointed, and so did she. Anna left the type of tea up to the woman who served them at the small tables. She sat where she had a view of The Rose, thinking she might catch a glimpse of Tanner. She also watched Thief as he took his first bite. His eyes melted, and she could see him restraining himself from stuffing it all into his mouth. The roll had a white frosting, and the dough was soft and warm. He returned it to his plate, tasted the hot tea and found it to his liking.
Anna saw the telltale red spot on the other roll on his plate where they had folded the dough in half over the red preserves. Thief expected bread, possibly sweet or with a sprinkle of sugar, but he had no idea of what was going into his mouth, and she was not about to spoil his surprise. He lifted it and took a great bite. Red squirted from the side and more ran red from the corners of his mouth.
If Thief was to die young, this was the way he�d choose to go. She found herself laughing and tasting her selections. One roll was topped and filled with soft cheese. The other a glaze of sweetness like nothing she�d ever tasted. They traded small pieces, but Anna was convinced hers was the best.
They sipped tea, watching the activity below. A wagon arrived at The Rose and kegs were unloaded from the wagon, tossed over strong shoulders, and carried aboard. A man climbed the mast of the ship and routed a new rope through a pulley. Another sat and sewed patches on canvas. Men carried, lifted, scrubbed, and ran on errands. The activity was mesmerizing.
Thief was on his third cup of tea with he paused and said, �Tanner.�
She found him walking with another man, in the direction of the ship. They were talking as if old friends. Tanner said something. The other shook his head. Tanner said something else and again the man shook his head. Tanner placed his hands on his hips and leaned closer as he spoke. The other finally nodded slowly. Tanner had convinced him of something.
�More tea?� The woman asked, clearing the plates from their table.
�Do you also serve lunch?� Anna asked.
�No, honey. That takes too much effort on my part, but there is a good place to eat only a few doors away. It�s where I eat.�
Anna decided to go back to the Anchor Inn and make arrangements for another night. Both Raymer and Tanner had told her to stay close. When they walked in, the woman was back on duty. She came to them and said, �You�re welcome to eat, I guess, but we�ve had other guests arrive and we didn�t know if you�d return so we rented out your room.�
Glancing around at the main room, Anna noticed there were fewer people than the day before. There were six doors at the top of the stairs, each leading to a room, and yesterday all were empty but the one they rented. She had been happy to rent the room to them. The sea captains slept on their ships, so they didn�t stay at the inn.
She�s lying, Anna decided. The men probably told her they didn�t want Anna at the Inn, and that offended her. She could leave, but decided not to.
Anna smiled, �Oh, that�s not a problem. Please bring us watered wine.� Instead of sitting at a distance from the men, she sat at a table very near the three she recognized. �Beautiful day,� she muttered loud enough for them to hear.
Being pushed around not only offended her, but she wanted to fight back. Just one of the gold coins sewed into the straps of her backpack would purchase the Inn. If she wanted, she could buy the whole damn place and refuse to serve the men who complained about her. Her temptation grew as they refused to talk with her in earshot, let alone wish her a good morning.
Again, not to be taken lightly, or pushed away, she leaned close to Thief and said, in a voice sure to be heard across the room, �Do you know that sailors are liars and thieves? All of them?�
Thief shook his head. His eyes were on the men at the table, while her back was to them.
His expression told her all she needed to know. She continued, �That�s what they say. I heard some women talking today, and they said sailors think bathing peels away protection for the skin. So they don�t bathe, and that is why they all stink.�
�Anna,� Thief started to speak, then withheld whatever he was going to say.
She sipped her wine and got angrier as she considered their silent rebuke. �Ever see an outhouse on a ship?�
Thief shook his head.
�That�s because there are not any. Another reason why they have to pay to have a woman close to them, but it�s hard to find women with noses that don�t work.�
One man growled, �That�s enough, little lady.�
She stood and sauntered to his side. �You�d better not be talking to me.�
A grizzled man of average height, but wider than most stood. �I am talking to you. I believe it is time for you to leave. I�ll escort you to the door.�
Thief slowly stood and shook his head at the man.
Looking at Thief, and back at her, he said, �Your boy fights when you run your mouth too much? Well, I will not take that kind of talk without a fight.� He tossed back his coat and his hand emerged with a dagger.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

�If you plan to live out the day, you�ll put away the knife and be out the door before I get to your table.�
Everyone turned to look at the huge man filling the door to the kitchen, a man so tall he had to duck and turn sideways to enter.
Anna said, �Raymer. Would you like a mug of ale or beer?�
The three men at the table had all moved a full step closer to the wall as if that would help them. Raymer took two steps closer and said to the one who pulled the knife. �This is your lucky day because if you want to fight it will have to be with me and not that little slip of a sidewinder over there. Why are you lucky it is with me? Because I�ll just kick your butt up one side and down the other. Her? She�ll slit your stomach open, and when your intestines fall out, she�ll use them to wrap around your neck and choke you. That�s Anna if you�ve never heard of her.�
All eyes turned to Anna. She fought smiling and lost.
Raymer said, �See? She�s enjoying this. She provoked you so she would have a kill today. I don�t think she has killed a man in almost a week.�
One of the men eased down the side of the wall and out of the front door. Another took a tentative step in that direction. The one who had the knife in hand grumbled, �You didn�t hear what she said.�
Raymer backhanded the man as the last word issued from his mouth. He ended up smashing his back against the wall and sliding down as if his legs had no bones. �That�s for being provoked. Learn to keep your temper. Now, either get out of here or die.�
The barmaid was standing at the door to the kitchen, her eyes wide and knees looking weak. Anna strode to her, �All the rooms are rented for the night, you said? You just said that to make me leave. You lied to me and were rude. I don�t like those things. Worse, you�d send a young girl to sleep out in the dangerous night because of a patron that didn�t like her? You�d do that, and you think you�re so noble. Well, I have a few more things to say to you.�
�Get out of here,� the woman screeched.
�That�s another thing we�re going to talk about.� Anna pulled her new knife and tested the edge with her thumb, never taking her eyes off the woman. She pulled a silver coin and held it up for inspection. �I am renting the Inn. All of it. For the entire night.�
�What?� the woman asked, her voice weak and soft.
�I�m renting this Inn tonight. All of it. One full silver should cover it and then some. With that, I want you gone so I don�t have to look at your face. Please lock the front door, then stand out there and turn away any who want in.�
�Y-you can�t do that.�
Anna said, �I�m paying a fair price. The alternative is for you to find other work because this Inn will be a small pile of ashes by morning if you do not accept my offer.� She turned and went back to the table. �But, feel free to call the constables and tell them a little twelve-year-old girl is paying you more than a fair price for the use of the Inn. When one of them gets here, I�ll sit on his knee and tell him what a mean old lady you are.�
The woman fled by the kitchen door, not locking the front as Anna had asked. The silver coin was placed in the center of the table.
Raymer joined her. �Making friends with strangers is something I�ve heard people from your village are good at.�
�Not all of us.�
Raymer said, �We sail tomorrow morning. Early.�
�Tanner has things all arranged?�
�Yes, I just came to get you and Thief. We can sleep on the boat. I think Carrion will arrive before long. Did you feel the touch of his dragon a short time ago?�
�No, but I was so mad I could have missed it.�
�And your anger was probably the reason the dragon ventured so close to the city to begin with.� Raymer didn�t have a mug and didn�t see the serving woman, so he stood and walked into the empty kitchen. He found a mug and bottle of red wine. Back at the table, he placed it in the center. �The dragon was coming to rescue you, I think. Hopefully, Carrion called it back. It still needs rest.�
�I�m sorry.�
�Don�t be. We needed a place to meet and talk about our plans and there�s no place on the ship large enough. Now everyone can meet here, especially since we�re alone and will serve ourselves all night. Want anything?�
�No,� Anna said.
Thief said, �You were going to fight that man?�
�My temper has been a little short, lately. I should have just left them to their Inn.�
�Well, that�s no fun,� Raymer said. �Anything new?�
Anna told him about the man who had shoved Thief down in the alley and checked his back for Dragon Clan. Raymer said, �I�m not sure what it means, but it can�t be good.�
The man who had served Anna and Thief earlier entered via the front door, angry and followed by two town constables, badges worn prominently on their chests. He was not put off by Raymer�s size.
�This is the man,� he declared, pointing to Raymer. �Arrest him.�
Both constables slowed when they saw Raymer, even more so when they noticed his insolent smile. Taking him would cost them a beating and maybe teeth. They were used to arresting drunken sailors, not a man who was a head taller than them, with arms like tree stumps. Even more unusual, Anna, who still appeared to be a young girl, stepped between them and Raymer, holding up one palm for them to halt, and the other hand on the hilt of her new knife, an obvious threat.
�Move out of the way, miss.� One of them warned.
Anna said, �This is for your own good, sir. I assure you no city rules have been broken, and we�re willing to discuss it with you in a peaceful manner, but take another step and you�ll deal with me. I will be treated fairly, or I will fight.�
�You?� The other asked in an unbelieving voice.
�She�s the dangerous one,� a man standing outside the doorway in the darkness said.
It was the man she�d run off earlier. But it stalled the constables for a moment. Anna took the opportunity to speak. �No laws have been broken, constables. I informed the woman who was serving us earlier that I wished to have the entire Inn for my friends and me tonight. She did not object.� Anna pointed to the silver coin in the center of the table.
The waiter scowled and shouted, �You never talked to me about it. I�m the owner.�
Anna turned to him and asked, �Sir, did you ever identify yourself to me as the owner? No, you did not, and the woman who was here did not object to me renting the Inn for the evening, so if you have any objections, I suggest that you speak to your worker, not me.�
�My wife,� he corrected.
�Then I assume she has the authority to either rent me the Inn or object and refuse. I made her an honest offer, and she did not object. So, as far as I�m concerned, I have this place all night.� Anna turned to the constables. �Now that we have cleared that up, and I have legally rented the building for the evening, would either of you care for a mug of ale or perhaps fine wine? Anything to eat?�
�Cleared up?� The owner shouted. �Nothing is cleared up and I want you out of here!�
�Hold on. It sounds like this woman, eh� girl, did rent the place.� One constable said.
The other nodded, �If she damages the Inn call on us again, but I suggest you collect your silver coin, far more than you would have earned this night, and leave. You don�t want to accuse someone falsely of stealing it, do you?� His eyes returned to Anna, �We can�t enjoy a mug while on duty, miss, but we have the early shift this evening.�
�Our meeting is not expected to last that long. Please feel free to return after your shift, and bring the other constables, too. Just one other thing, I do not want any of the regular customers in here tonight. They were rude to me earlier, and I�d appreciate your help in keeping them away. You�ll be preventing trouble if you�re here to keep them out, and your captain will surely think well of that.�
�You can�t do that,� the owner shouted.
�That includes him,� Anna said, jamming a thumb in the owner�s direction.
�Come on, now. Time for you to leave. A deal is a deal,� the first constable said to the owner, taking his upper arm firmly and turning him to face the door.
Anna called after them, �See you later, boys. Did I mention all your ale and wine tonight is paid for by me? And your food, too.�
Raymer smirked and said, �You killed my entertainment for the evening.�
�Sitting in a cell is entertainment?�
�I didn�t think I would end up there. But then you interfered. Still, I appreciate your style in keeping the owner out of his own Inn. If you don�t mind, I�ll go down to The Rose and tell them we met here.� Raymer stood and walked to the front door. He paused on the top step and said in a loud voice, �The Inn is closed to all of you deadbeats until tomorrow. Anybody making trouble will answer to me or the constables.�
Anna chuckled and listened to a few gripes, but the small crowd dispersed and then she turned to Thief. �Well, you haven�t said much, have you?�
�You talked. For all.�
�Is that a compliment? If not, pretend it is. Are you hungry?� At his nod, she stood, �Let�s go into the kitchen and see what�s there. He eagerly followed her. They found a stew bubbling in a large black pot hung over a low fire, as well as two thick slabs of meat roasting. Several blocks of cheese were next to jars of nuts, dried fruits, and vegetables.
Thief sliced cheese while Anna tried her new knife on the meat. The blade was sharp enough to cut slices so thin she could see light through them if she held them up to the open rear door. Remembering Thief�s incident in that alley, she pulled the heavy door closed and barred it.
They carried plate after plate into the dining room after pushing four tables together on one side. They pushed the tables on the other side together, also, thinking they would get their food and carry it to the other tables to eat. Since she�d managed to run off the owners, everyone would fend for themselves. She didn�t know how many would attend, but she hoped Carrion would arrive, and that would make five. Captain Jamison six, and any others Raymer invited. She selected bottles of wine and carried two casks of ale and a tap to the tables.
Tanner entered and smiled. �Heard about you taking on a pair of constables.�
�All lies. Ask them for yourself, later.�
�They�re returning?� he asked, looking astounded.
She gave him her sweetest smile. �Well of course they are. I invited them, and their friends to join us later.�
�You are one of a kind, Anna.� He helped himself to a mug and filled it with white wine.
Anna had tasted red and found it dry. �Does white wine taste like red?�
�Not at all,� he poured a little into a mug.
She tasted it. Sweet, plus a little tart. A taste she might grow to enjoy. �When are the others arriving?�
�They were right behind me. Are you aware there are eight or ten men standing outside in the street? They don�t look very happy. A constable won�t allow them to come closer.� Tanner said.
�If they cause us any problems I�m sure the local constables will be more than happy to help us.�
Carrion entered. He limped, but otherwise looked healed and happy. �This is where we�re throwing the party, I hear.�
Anna gave him a hug and asked about his dragon. Then he passed a few words with Tanner, and Anna watched as he went to Thief and sat beside him speaking as if they were the oldest of friends. Thief smiled at something he said, and Anna felt warm all over.
Captain Jamison entered next, along with a boy who wore tattoos of dragons on both arms. Anna recognized both from their descriptions. The Captain was almost as she�d pictured him, and after a brief introduction, he joined Carrion. He hadn�t seen Carrion since they had sailed to Breslau, and they fell into deep conversation.
The boy interested her most. He was a crewman on The Rose, a Crab from Breslau. His name was Devlin, and he also sat near Carrion, although remaining quiet and respectful. He asked Thief a few questions and seemed very glad to talk to Carrion. Together, the four of them laughed, talked, and ate.
Tanner remained at her side, helping with the food and table. The only one missing was Raymer, and who could tell where he might be, or how long before he would arrive. She leaned closer to Tanner, �Raymer?�
�There may be a problem.�
She had almost expected Raymer to get into some sort of trouble. She raised her eyebrows, asking for more information.
�The man who was spying on you? It seems the same one was watching The Rose. One of the crew spotted him and reported it to the Captain.�
�And?�
�Raymer went with a sailor in a small boat. They rowed well around the docks, staying out of sight, and Raymer was going to try to sneak up on him.�
�That sounds like him.� She went to the table and joined with the others, listening to stories she didn�t believe, and most of which began with phrases like, �you won�t believe this� or �I�m not gonna lie� when all at the table knew not to believe most of it. Even Thief understood and laughed with them.
The second keg of ale was tapped and the stories taller and louder, when the door opened. It was now dark outside, and those who had been out there had either gone home or back to their ships. Raymer walked inside, with a smile, larger than any Anna had seen.
He paused at the door and growled, �I found that low-down skunk who�s been sneaking behind us and pulling up our shirts.�
The room stilled. Like all of them, Anna wondered what Raymer had done to the man. Raymer drug out the answer, then reached outside and pulled a man into the room. �This is him. A worthless sort of human if you ask some . . . But not me! This is Dancer, from the Bear Mountain Family.�
The man was perhaps forty and moved with the ease and grace of a warrior. He turned, despite Thief and Devlin being in the room, and pulled up the back of his shirt to display the evil-looking tattoo. Then all the other Dragon Clan returned the demonstration of respect and showed theirs.
Anna had recognized the name instantly. Dancer was Fleet�s father, and he had accompanied Raymer to Castle Warrington when they defeated King Ember�s army. Dancer was known as a fierce warrior. Raymer had his arm around him as if they were brothers.
But his entrance solved the mystery of who had assaulted Thief and searched him for the mark of the Dragon Clan. Everyone had suspected it to be an agent of the King or one of a Triad or bounty hunter. Finding it was one of their own relieved unspoken fears.
Dancer was not as outgoing as Raymer, but few were. Only Carrion qualified in that arena, and Raymer still won. Soon, Dancer made his way to Thief and shook his hand. Then he moved from one to another introducing himself.
More wine and ale flowed. People ate. Raymer drew attention to himself again and pointed to Dancer. �All of us know why we are here and what we�re attempting. All but Dancer. We�d like to hear from you. What are you doing here?�
Dancer stood, looking embarrassed, but determined. He said, �When my son told me about all he�d found I wanted to come see for myself. Then I heard of others and their tales. I heard of how our King is so stupid he may lose his kingdom�and maybe he should. But not to people invading our lands.�
Several cheered and more than one mug was raised in salute.
Dancer went on. �My son is grown, my wife died years ago, so nothing was holding me back. I came to fight for Bear Mountain and all the Dragon Clan.�
More cheers and laughter sounded. Dancer sat again, face still a little flushed. Raymer gulped more ale and called for attention again. He pointed to Anna. �Let�s hear what you have to say.�
Knowing she couldn�t get out of it, but resenting how Raymer put her on the spot again, she stood and moved to where she could see them all. Like Dancer, she didn�t shout. �Looking at you, I see heroes. I see people who refuse to accept defeat, even when our King is unaware of the coming invasion. Quint, the future Earl of Warrington, is at the King�s palace now, and if he feels he must, he will seize the throne in an attempt to save the kingdom.�
Several had not known that, and the cheering stopped. She waited to let it sink in and then continued, �Also at Princeton Castle is the Earl of Princeton and his son, Edward, son of Witten, and the future Earl of Princeton. Both Earls are friends of the Dragon Clan, and both have considerable influence, as well as power. Since King Ember has no daughter or son, either of the two Earls and their offspring, rise to the top of the line of succession, with Quint�s father at the top, but he will refuse the throne. In other words, we can expect that both Earls will abdicate to their sons, one of which would become the new king, probably Quint.�
Now they sat in stunned silence, not even tasting their ale or wine. Nobody ate from the plates piled high. It seemed as if all waited for her to continue. �A supporter of the Dragon Clan on the throne would be wonderful, but no matter who is King, the successful invasion by Breslau probably means the end of our Dragon Clan. They already have one of our own, and maybe more. The boy Stinson hates us, yet he wears the same mark on his back, as we do. There is no doubt he had told them everything he knows. There is also no doubt they will use that knowledge to destroy us.�
�Why? Tanner asked softly.
Anna was glad of the question. �They are coming here for land, I think. For room to expand. Most of Breslau lies on a large river, large enough for huge shipyards, but away from the river is an arid desert. They live and grow food on the banks of the river, but all that land is not in use, or able to be used.�
Dancer said, �They could dig canals and irrigate.�
�They already have. I think there�s a limit to how far they can expand to either side of the river and they may have reached it. At some point, they simply need more land to grow enough food.�
Raymer said, �They think in the long term, and that�s where they present the most danger. The Marlstone Islands were taken piece by piece. Breslau went in and bought a business here, a farm there. After twenty years, they own almost all of it and now refuse any ships to port there. Water and food are essential in sailing to Breslau because of the distance.�
Carrion was looking at the low ceiling, thinking. Without preamble, he said, �That means they have been planning this invasion for twenty years.�
�At least,� Anna confirmed. �When I sailed from Shrewsbury to Fleming the Captain of that ship shared with me that all maps, charts, and ships' logs have been destroyed, stolen, or gone missing for even longer than that. Destroying them effectively hides Breslau from the rest of the world.�
Captain Jamison muttered, �I can vouch for that. Any charts of what�s over there are hard to come by. When I was young, there were available charts at every port. Then they disappeared.�
Dancer said to Carrion. �You�re right. This thing has been planned for at least twenty years. Destroying the maps and charts, buying the Marlstones, and don�t forget them buying most of Shrewsbury and building the breakwater and port to accommodate the ships carrying troops. They probably have spies in every city and at every market, let alone watching the roads.�
Thoughtfully, Carrion said, �If it was me, I�d bribe a few lower ranking officers in the King�s army and as they rise in ranks, hold the threat of treason over their heads. Maybe buy a small farm for the parents of a lieutenant and wait for him to get promoted to general. No telling how many officers you can buy in twenty years.�
Then Raymer added, �When they invade, half the officers might order their men away from fighting. Breslau can win the war easily.�
The talk died down. There was more drinking than eating or talking. Tanner caught Anna�s attention. �So what do we do?�
The overwhelming odds and defeatist attitudes had worn on her. She had begun the venture with so much enthusiasm and excitement, but now she had sunken to the depths of throwing an innkeeper out of his own establishment. Breslau started planning and laying the groundwork before she was born. How could she hope to make a difference, let alone stop it? Looking at her feet, she said, �Hey, you�re older, experienced, and three of you have fought in battles. I�m just a little girl. Why ask me?�
Everyone laughed. Their reaction struck hard at something deep inside her. She lifted her head and looked at them. All of them, one at a time. She saw they waited for her next words as if she was going to say something profound. She chose the words carefully. �I�m going to fight.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Her words transformed them. She was going to fight, and so were they. All eight of them. Eight people to take on a war planned and executed over for over twenty years. Every piece of the war puzzle had been researched by Breslau and worked out in advance. The only piece not taken into account was the eight of them. Now all she had to do was plan how to win.
She reached for more wine and found a hand wrapped around her wrist. Raymer. He shook his head. �Eat something, instead.�
Chewing on a slice of meat, she raised a hand for attention again. When she had it, she said, �We�ve heard from all but three. Captain? Will you go next?�
Captain Jameson stood and in a formal voice spoke. �I wouldn�t have a ship if it were not for you people in this room. The truth is, I wouldn�t have a life, either. I say that if enough of the King�s army waited at Shrewsbury, the invasion could be repelled. But that�s not going to happen, from what I hear. If you cannot defeat them there, I only see one option. Take the war to them.�
He sat. Anna looked to Thief. �What do you have to say?�
�I go with you.�
She waited, but nothing else was to be said. �Devlin, nobody has asked you to join us. A smart man would flee each time he saw any of us. You do not have to stay with a band of fools who are trying to fight a whole nation while defending a king who is a fool. Nobody will hold it against you if you choose to walk away.�
Devlin did not stand. He glanced around the table before pulling his sleeves above his elbows. �These marks on my arms say I am less than any slave, less than a man. I am a Crab. I survived on garbage left by others. I have never been anything and would never be allowed to be anything but the lowest scum. That was my life. Now I am a crewman on The Rose. I�m working to be the best sailor on the seas. This opportunity is only because of Tanner and Carrion, and the people here. Like Thief says, I go with you.�
That brought smiles to the faces and glasses lifted again. Anna hadn�t told them how she planned to fight, or when. But she had ideas in her head that she had been thinking about since Gray returned to the Drylands Family. Looking around the table told her she had the pieces of the puzzle in the room.
That brought the thought of failing to the forefront of her mind. It didn�t matter. Failure meant she would die soon. Not fighting Breslau meant she would die soon after. The only difference was that while fighting she gave herself the chance to win and live. It was no contest.
The front door of the Inn opened, and one of the constables who had been there earlier stuck his head inside and asked politely, �May we join you?�
Anna was already on her feet, a smile of welcome for them. She ran to the door and held it wide as six men wearing badges entered. For a small town, Racine had a lot of constables, but they also had a lot of sailors. She called for attention, which was not required since nearly half the people in the room looked at the new arrivals with distrust. She said, �These are my newest friends. They are welcome to eat and drink with us. Make them your friends.�
One constable nudged another, �That must be the girl you told us about?�
�Was I lying?� the other answered.
Raymer was already busy passing out mugs and offering wine or ale, along with the food still heaped on the table. The constables grabbed mugs, food, and introduced themselves. Within a short time, they were laughing and talking with Anna�s people as if they�d known each other for years.
Captain Jameson eased up to her side. �Young lady, I must compliment you on your new friends.�
�Why is that?�
�Because, while you may not realize what you�ve done, imagine yourself, or any of us, ten days from now. Suppose a merchant calls for one of the constables and claims we cheated him. How do you believe that will end?�
Anna considered before answering. �I would hope that one of us gets a fair shake and a chance to explain.�
He chuckled and reached for more cheese. �I�d think the matter would be settled in short order�in our favor. Yesterday we would have been carried off to the local jail. Tomorrow we will be treated as honorable friends. You have done more to improve relations in a day than others in a year.�
She said while standing, �Will you sit at a table in the corner with me?� Without waiting, she turned and went as far away from the others as possible. Eyes followed her, but all understood she wished privacy and respected that. When she pulled out a chair, the Captain was right behind her.
�You want to discuss business or plan a war?�
�Does it have to be one of those two things?� she asked, taken aback that he had almost read her mind.
�It does. Now, if it is business, there is no need. Tanner, Carrion and I own the ship. It has turned a fair profit lately, and we have money banked.�
�That thought hadn�t crossed my mind, so I�m glad it�s taken care of. I want to talk about the war.�
He almost smiled, but held back. �You look like a girl, but talk like an old war dog. It�s strange to hear the words when I relate them to what you appear. Let me guess. You want to talk about how to take the war to them?� the Captain asked.
�I have a few ideas. They may not be worthwhile, but then again, they might. You can help me decide.�
�That�s what I�m talking about. Direct, but mind not made up. Strong but flexible. If you were the Captain of a ship, I�d sail anywhere with you.�
�Let me set up my idea by asking you a few questions. You resupplied The Rose at a different island on your last voyage to Breslau because nobody in the main port at the Marlstones would even deal with you. None would sell you supplies. Do you think that option is still open?�
The Captain paused, thinking. �I expect it is, but if the officials in the Marlstones found out about it, I�d think they would try to close the other port.�
�Can they do that?�
�What�s to stop them? The villagers there welcomed us and our money. But if Breslau has found out about them helping us, they probably either threatened them or bribed them. The end result is the same.�
�So sailing there and expecting help is risky.� Captain Jameson acted determined not to give away any advice or information. He acted like he wanted her to dig for it, while he made up his mind about her. At least that is how she perceived it. She just smiled and waited for his response and if she had to drag the information from him, she would.
�Sailing there unprepared is risky. Without water and supplies, a ship might not make it back to Racine.�
Anna noticed how he answered. It reminded her of a teacher many years earlier, back when she was first being taught to think for herself. �Being prepared for a voyage is the key if I understand what you�re saying. Can you carry enough supplies on your ship to avoid having to depend on the Marlstones?�
�That�s what I was thinking. The Rose is a cargo ship, of sorts. But it was built for small cargoes that needed to be transported quickly for whatever reason. We have an empty hold right now. Kegs of dried fruit, meat, fish, and more kegs of water wouldn�t fill the hold. Of course, we would also have to carry enough for our return since we can�t be certain of buying supplies in Breslau.�
�But it can be done? The ship can carry enough?�
�Easily,� Captain Jameson said.
�How long will it take to purchase and load that many supplies?
�A half day at most.� At her astonished reaction, he laughed. �There are a dozen suppliers in Racine. Empty water kegs are cheap and plentiful. The food we would take is long lasting and in stock already, although no one chandler will have enough or the variety we will want. But a quick trip to buy from three or four will have those supplies on the pier beside The Rose in no time.�
Anna said, �Stay right here.�
She leaped to her feet and found a white wine bottle with nearly half remaining. She grabbed a plate of pale cheese slices and a handful of yellow cheese cubes from another. After topping it off with slices of spicy dark meat, she balanced it all and carried it back to the table, ignoring the looks, catcalls, and insults from her friends.
�For both of us,� she said, placing the plate between them, but keeping the wine to herself. �Now, if you were going to start a war and delay them from attacking, what would you do?�
�Really? You�re asking me?�
�I am.�
�Well, obviously one small ship like The Rose cannot defeat a whole fleet, but those troop ships they will sail are wide bodied and only carry two short masts. That is an advantage we have. Speed.�
�Okay, their ships are slower,� she said between mouthfuls. �I get that. Wide ships with less sail mean slower speeds. How do we take advantage of that?�
Captain Jameson snorted, �I was just pointing it out, not offering a way to defeat them.�
�But it is a long way across the ocean, is it not?�
�You have an idea, I�m thinking.�
�A few of them. We have at least four or five men with us who can draw a longbow. Arrows with flames will set ships on fire. You could approach at an angle, giving your ship more speed and from upwind, and our arrows will fly farther. The captain on my only trip was scared of fire on his ship.�
�As well he should be. Fire is serious, and I�m not sure I�d be up to burning ships. Think of the men drowning.�
�Think of the men, women, and children dying from slashing swords if those men reach our shores.� Captain Jameson starred at the intensity and fury of her words and tone. She hadn�t meant to react so strongly, but he was thinking of sailors and soldiers who were intent on killing and ruling her people. The Captain needed to quit thinking like a commercial cargo carrier and more like a general.
How do I know what is in a general�s head? She wouldn�t back away from what seemed obvious to her. From his reaction, she had slapped him across his face. His jaw was now set, and his eyes flashed. She�d made a serious mistake. Captains are not spoken to in that manner, especially by young girls. But any attempt to back off her position would make her appear weak.
She continued, �If we�re going to prevent a war on our lands, we need to convince them not to come here with their army, not defeat them outright. If our King was any kind of leader, he would either negotiate peace or intimidate them with his troops. Instead, he allows himself to be made a fool by sending the troops to the far end of the kingdom in the idea of joining forces.�
Captain Jameson was listening, but had lost his friendly demeanor. He poured more wine and waited.
Anna continued, �Our King does not reason things out. If his men were joining the Breslau army to seek out and destroy the Dragon Clan, they would be on the shores where the ships land. Fleming is a large enough port for those troop ships, and with the resources in place to support them, but instead of that, they planned to land at Shrewsbury, a small port located where an army can march right into Princeton without opposition.�
�I understand that,� the Captain said coldly. �But sinking ships at sea turns my stomach. Besides, your plan will not work.�
�Why not?�
�When the captains of those ships see what we�re doing they�ll scatter. We might find one or two, but that�s all. The rest will arrive and send their troops ashore.�
Anna sipped her wine and in her most pleasant voice said, �You make a good point, sir. Now, will you tell me what we can do to prevent that, instead of what we cannot?�
�Without the help of the King and time to do it, we cannot raise a fleet and load it with soldiers and sail right up that damn river of theirs. But that river and all that�s built along the banks gives me wonder. Our problem is that we still lack information.�
�You have an idea?�
He hesitated. Then, as if making up his mind about something, he dipped his finger into his wine and drew a half circle on the table. He dipped it again and drew a wriggly line. �Breslau Bay and the river it is built on. Back at my ship I have a chart that shows this.� He wet his finger again and drew another line well below the bay. �This river has no name on my chart, no cities indicated, and as far as I can tell there are no roads inland from one river to the other.�
�That means something to you?�
�Yes,� he sighed. �The problem is that I don�t know what it means. I�ve been looking at that chart ever since we returned, time and again, and all I can say is that it does not make sense.�
�I still don�t see your point, Captain.�
�Look at it this way. You believe Breslau is coming here for more land. There is more land along that river to the south, right? More than enough to grow crops and support cities. Why does Breslau not go there instead of all the way across the Sea?�
�I�m beginning to see your point.�
�And what is there at that river? Another city or kingdom? Since it seems there are no roads connecting them, that suggests the two do not cooperate, and possibly hate each other. That last might be a stretch.�
Anna burped and giggled before mumbling a few words.
The Captain asked, �What was that?�
�An old thing the Dragon Clan says. When we share enemies, we�re allies.�
�You put your finger on exactly what I was stumbling to say. If we share enemies, can we get them to help us fight Breslau? At least point out some of their weaknesses?�
�That is if there are people living on that other river who do not like Breslau. I could think of enough �ifs� to say otherwise that would keep us up all night, but the one way to find our answers is to sail to your mystery river and see what and who is there.�
�Mystery river?�
She swallowed more wine and refilled her mug. �Mystery River is the name of it until we find another.�
Captain Jameson raised his mug to salute her. �Mystery River it is.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Anna woke with a headache. Shouting and the sounds of heavy feet walking above her made her head pound. She pulled a thin pillow over her face, but not before she saw a low, wood ceiling above. Not the Inn.
Dank smells assaulted her, and while she believed she was dizzy, she decided the room was moving in reality. She was on a ship. The Rose, for sure.
Then she remembered how good the white wine tasted last night. Sweet, with a pleasant after-taste. Like liquid candy.
The thought of candy brought bile to her mouth. She fought to control herself. Throwing up was worse than fighting her body for control. Anna steeled herself and drew in a long, slow breath. She was not up to facing bright light yet, and as the Six Gods knew, she couldn�t eat, let alone think about it.
More pounding sounded. She pulled the pillow tighter, so it helped keep out the offending noise. The door to her cabin opened and Devlin entered. She gave him only enough of a peek to recognize who she�d take out her wrath on if he continued pounding on her door.
�Anna, they sent me to wake you.�
�You succeeded.�
�Uh, I think they want you to get up and go above decks.�
�Tell them I�m sick.�
�Raymer said it�s the after-effects of the wine. He said to tell you that when you drink too much wine at night, you still have to get up in the morning.�
�I�ll drink no more wine.�
Devlin laughed, �He said you�d say that, too.�
She heard him run from the cabin, the door slamming behind him, but not before she heard him laugh. In slow motion she swung her feet over the edge of the bed and managed to stand, if a little wobbly. The floor rolled slightly, and she grabbed for support on the edge of the bed and missed. A half-step brought her upright, but did nothing to do for her pounding head.
She opened the door and looked in both directions. Nothing indicated which way to go, so she chose left. At the end of the narrow hallway, a flight of steep stairs took her to another door. She opened it, and sunlight flooded in. Anna groaned in response, but stepped onto the deck.
The Captain and Raymer were standing beside each other watching a boom and pulley system lift kegs from the pier and carry them onto the deck, where sailors tossed them onto their shoulders and disappeared below decks. Raymer spotted her and motioned for her to join them.
Captain Jameson grinned and said, �We�re taking on the water and supplies you suggested.�
�Already?�
He gave her a confused expression before saying, �I ordered what you wanted this morning with hopes of setting out later today.�
�Setting out?�
�Do you need a few moments to gather your thoughts and recall our discussion?�
The Captain didn�t sound unfriendly, but sympathetic. She looked at Raymer and avoided his smirk. �I think I need something to eat.�
Raymer said, �See the ship�s cook. He can fix you up with food . . . And drink.�
Anna ignored the barb as she turned away. She had no idea of where the cook could be found, but a curl of smoke came from a small pipe, and he should be at the other end of it. Asking directions was too much trouble, especially with Raymer nearby. When starting down another set of stairs, she found Carrion.
He was no more comfort than Raymer. �Strips of greasy pork for breakfast.�
Her stomach turned, but she tried to smile. �Do you think he might have some white wine to wash it down?�
�You�re no fun. Anybody ever tell you that?�
Carrion climbed the stairs heavily, leaving her to follow her nose to the galley. She found a small room crammed with two tables and benches fastened to the floor. A crewman was finishing a bowl of boiled grain, soft and bland in appearance. She sat on the nearest bench and eventually a cook looked out a pass-through and said, �Gruel or midday?�
She interpreted that to mean breakfast or lunch, so it must be between. �Gruel. And do you have any hard biscuits?�
�I thought only seamen ate them,� he called as his head disappeared to attend to spooning out the food. A bowl and hard bread were placed in front of her. It was about all she could eat without spewing it back, but found her appetite was better than expected. Her head was not pounding as much.
Thief took a seat across from her. As usual, he said nothing, which pleased her. As she finished eating, she asked, �The ship is leaving soon?�
�Yes.�
Instead of asking what the crew had been told, she asked, �Did the Captain speak to the crew?�
�A long time.�
�Did any sailors leave the ship because of it?�
�Two. New people came.�
Asking questions and getting definitive, short answers without embellishment made her happy that Thief had been the one to sit with her. �Did someone send you to watch over me?�
�Yes.�
It didn�t matter who. She said, �Is my backpack in my cabin?�
�Yes.�
�Who carried me to the ship?�
�Raymer. He laughed the whole way.� A smile spread across his face as if he only now saw the humor in his words.
Now Thief talks too much. She carried her empty bowl to the pass through and gnawed on the hard biscuit as she went in search of the Captain. He stood out of the way of the men working, but where he could watch it all. Now and then he shouted directions or orders, but most of the time he allowed them to perform their duties without interference.
�Feeling better?�
�If I offended you last night, I apologize,� she said, the words spilling from her without previous thought.
�No offense taken. I do have to say that you were right on all counts, and if you had tried to pacify me with softer words, I might not have listened.�
Another wagon rolled up to the side of the ship. Captain Jameson looked to the man taking notes in a log, another officer. �How much more?�
�Maybe ten wagons. We have not seen any from The Shipmaster Chandlery, yet.�
�Send Devlin on the run. If they can�t get it all here by midday, I�m canceling the order. In fact, have Develin tell them that I�m so angry that I said he�s to stop at the Dutch Brothers and see if they can fill the order by lunch.�
�Yes, sir.�
The officer walked briskly to find Devlin. Anna asked, �Those casks are full of supplies?�
Captain Jameson nodded stiffly. �Raymer said that I should ask you about payment. I have severely extended my ability to pay. If I leave port without doing so, it will leave a bad taste in the mouths of all.�
�How much do you owe?�
He swallowed, and Anna waited for the bad news. Leaning closer, he said, �I stocked far more than we discussed last night and I�ll share that burden.�
�How much for all?�
Again he swallowed, and his eyes shifted to one side as if he couldn�t look at her. �A full gold round, and two silvers.�
She understood that she didn�t fully understand the values of gold, silver, and copper, always depending on others to be fair with her, but his answer almost brought laughter. She tried to turn it into something else to protest. In each of the straps of her backpack, her Grandma, Emma had stitched four gold rounds. Silver coins were sewn into the seams of the pack, and copper elsewhere.
She said, �There will be other expenses for you to shoulder. Perhaps even damage to your ship. I will pay the one gold and two silvers. Please excuse me while I fetch it.�
Relief flooded his face, but as a true gentleman, he protested, but not vigorously. She went to her cabin again, taking the time to memorize the way. Inside were two beds, one above the other. As on the other ship she had sailed, everything was tidy and stored in ways that wouldn�t allow it to fall as the ship leaned or tilted. There was almost room to turn around without touching a wall.
Her backpack was on the other bed, and she pulled her new knife, admired it again, and carefully slit enough of the seam to work a gold coin free. The seam that held the flap also held two silver coins. She looked at the door to the cabin. No lock. Later she would take the time to free the most valuable coins and hide them. Taking chances is for fools.
Back on deck she slipped the coins into the Captain�s palm. He turned to the officer tallying what came aboard and said, �I�ll finish that. You take this and go pay the Chandlers. You know the costs better than I, but tell them we intend to sail around noon, and we insist they be paid first. It�ll leave a good impression for the next time we�re a bit short on coin.�
The officer saluted and left them. Anna asked, �You ordered extra?�
�Flour, sugar, bacon, ham, pickles, preserves, and more.�
�Preserves?�
�I like it on my bread. So do the men. It�s a treat not often found on ships. I also ordered weak beer and thin ale. Thirty kegs of it.�
�Also for the men, I hope?�
�A mug or two a day does no harm, but actually, I brought it in case the water goes bad. Beer and ale survive warm weather better. We do not want to find all our water is bad when in the middle of the Endless Sea.�
She said, �Why is it called that when there is an end?�
�It used to be called The Ocean on old charts. But then all newer charts changed the name. I think Breslau did it to keep people from crossing it. Another example of their long-range planning.�
�First, they don�t want anyone going there, and now they�re coming here?�
�All part of the same story, I think.�
�So, we�re departing today for the Mystery River?�

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

�Yes, we�re heading for the Mystery River, but we�re going to do a little sneaky maneuvering, first. An idea came to me last night. You were sleeping, and in no condition to consult, but I believe we�ve been watched daily since our return from Breslau. I turned down two potential crewmen because I thought they were spies and they couldn�t answer my questions to confirm their backgrounds.�
�Sneaky? I like that.�
�We�re obviously filling our holds for a long voyage. But when we leave we�ll sail north along the coast. I wanted to leave at midday because that gives me time to watch behind and see if any ship follows, but to be sure, I intend to turn the ship around mid afternoon and put up all sails. No ship in these waters can match The Rose in a wind off her quarter. I will get a good look at any and all ships behind us before we turn east.�
Anna decided to get one other item resolved. �Do you know we�re Dragon Clan?�
�I do not. What I think and what I know are two different things. I can deny that knowledge as long as one of you does not tell me directly.�
�We�re fighting for your kind as well.�
�Our kind,� he corrected. �We are all the same kind.�
�You�re right. We�re just trying to save our homeland.�
He winked, then pointed. Four more wagons approached. He called to the crew to finish the one already there and to call out the counts and the contents of the arriving kegs so he could log them. He said to her, �The Rose is a cargo ship first and foremost. We�re taking on enough to make the trip there and back, and perhaps there again. Extra provisions we probably won�t need, but I�ll feel better with them aboard.�
�Where are the others?� Anna asked.
�Do you think you�re the only one who drank too much wine last night? They are mostly below. Sleeping it off. When they wake, we�ll probably be at sea.�
�Not Devlin, though?�
�Devlin and Thief do not drink, more to their credit.� Then he called out to a man on the pier, �Say again?�
The man shouted his response, and the Captain made another mark on his tally. Anna left him to his work while she explored the ship. It was far smaller than the other she had been on, but not so much shorter, as it was narrow. The masts were taller and held three rows of sails instead of two.
While she didn�t know a lot about the water or sailors, some things became self-evident. Of two equal ships, the narrower one would sail faster. Of two other ships, the one with more sails would be the fastest. And of two more equal ships, the lighter one would sail faster. The Rose was narrower, lighter, and held more sail. Like the Captain said, no other ship in these waters could keep up with her.
She liked his idea of sailing to the north before turning for the Mystery River despite the time it wasted. Knowing if, and by whom, they were followed would tell them their enemies and how intent they were on causing them trouble. She wondered if the ships would fight. The larger ships would have more men, but she pitied them if they tried to wage war on The Rose.
The armorer who made her knife had displayed longbows along one wall. She could not pull one herself, but her short bow was only advantages in close quarters. She went looking for Thief, a silver coin in her hand.
She found him standing on the deck; his neck bent so far back he looked injured as he watched men working the rigging high above. �I need you to run to the place where we bought arrows, remember where it is?�
He nodded as she gave him instructions on what to buy, and how fast to run. She handed him the silver coin. Thief darted across the deck and down the gangplank. She watched him race in and around people and cargo on the pier until he disappeared up the hill where the shops were located.
Devlin was returning from the chandlers, and she stood by the Captain as he reported that all supplies would be aboard, soon, and the Dutch Brothers were willing to make up any shortages. Anna compared the confident young man to the threadbare street urchin she�d heard about from Tanner and Carrion. It was hard to picture him lower than a slave, skin and bone, dressed in rags.
His loyalty to both Tanner and Carrion couldn�t be questioned. He also seemed to have figured out a lot about the Dragon Clan and considered anyone associated with it as a friend. In that regards, he was like Thief, and even Brix, the spinning boy that Camilla took to the Bear Mountain Family.
In times past, the secrets of the Dragon Clan were only for their eyes. In the last year, there were at least three who had been almost inducted into the family, and there were others like the two Earls and Captain Jameson. It all meant the world was changing. There were new rules, and perhaps rulers.
More wagons arrived and unloaded. Thief rushed back with an armload of arrows to fit the eight longbows he carried like kindling. A boy of around ten carried another load, obviously sent by her friend at the shop. �Put all that on the bed above mine,� she ordered.
The last of the supplies on the dock were being slung aboard, and on board, loose items were removed from the deck. Ropes were secured or coiled. Men stood by on the pier to slip the lines from the pilings. Others were already in the rigging ready to follow the Captain�s orders.
The Rose was ready to sail. Gazing across the deck from her position at the stern of the ship right behind Captain Jameson, she found each of the Dragon Clan. All were ready to face the future.
The motion of the ship changed as the lines were tossed free, and like a caged animal, The Rose sprang to life. Sails were raised as the river current carried the ship away from the pier and into deeper water. Air filled the sails, and the ship surged ahead, as if impatient to reach the ocean.
The Rose sliced through the waves when they came at her. Other ships battered themselves as they met the rollers, but not The Rose. She leaned far to the port side, moving with surprising speed and grace. Captain Jameson paced beside the helmsman, issuing orders and watching everything within sight.
Anna opted to watch the stern, or what lay beyond. Twice she thought she saw the sails of another ship. Looking up, she noticed the top sheets, or sails at the top of the masts, were not unfurled. Clever. The Captain didn�t want to outrun pursuit. He wanted to find who it was. He intentionally sailed slower than possible, letting any ship behind keep up. If there was one.
She turned her attention ahead. There were two ships up there, and she remembered something a watcher named Gray had once told her. If you suspect where someone is going, the best place to follow them from is ahead. Surely the Captain knew that, too.
Instead of going to her cabin and napping, as she was inclined to do after the night before and drinking too much wine, she forced herself to stay just to the rear of the Captain and watch. He kept the ship sailing straight north, and one of two ships ahead turned to the sea and deeper water. She counted that one out until noticing the sail never quite disappeared over the horizon. It remained just in sight, which told her the ship could still see theirs.
Finally, the Captain seemed satisfied. Turning to her, he said, �What do you think?�
�You�ll laugh.�
�No, I�d like your opinions and insights. So far you�ve been right about almost everything. I am waiting for you to be wrong once, but you defy the odds.�
�I think all three are following us. The one ahead is keeping pace. When you ordered the sails to spill air a while ago, and The Rose slowed, it did too. The distance never varied. Same with the ship behind. It never dropped out of sight, but never gained on us, either. The third is out there,� she waved a hand at the small white dot on the horizon, �and it never sails out of sight, or gets closer, but it tries to hide in the distance. If you turn to the sea and make a run to escape, it has you penned in.�
�The Rose is faster. How can it pen us in?�
�Geometry. It will see your direction and form the third side of the triangle. By that, I mean it will have less distance to sail to meet you, so speed is not as valuable.�
The Captain smiled and said, �Amazing. Not only do you identify our enemies, but you anticipate his actions. If you were me, what course would you set?�
It was similar to her teachers again. They were never satisfied with a single answer. They wanted justification and explanations. �You will face at least one ship, no matter which direction you choose. If you�re not careful, you will face two, and possibly three.�
�By facing them, you believe they want to fight?�
�I do. They know they cannot run as fast as you so what other purpose would they have? They know they have twice the crew, and this is not a warship. You have only eight crew, I believe. A warship, or pirate, knows he only has to attack, or even threaten to attack, and you will drop your sails like any merchantman. Of course, after dark, you could douse all lights and try to slip past them.�
�Try? Why wouldn�t that work? There is overcast and only a quarter moon.� The Captain seemed agitated as if that had been his intention.
Anna said, �It won�t work because soon, before dark, all three ships will close the distance and trap you. I was wondering when you will make your break?�
He paused, not as confident as earlier if the delay in answering was any gauge. �If I make a break for the open sea that ship out there will cut me off. He�ll have grappling hooks and men ready to board us.�
�But we have longbows and a swifter ship. Send a man to find Tanner, Carrion, and Raymer. And Dancer, I almost forgot him, but he�s the best of them all. The bows and arrows are on the empty bed in my cabin.�
Captain Jameson called a crewman to his side and sent him running for the four men. Then he turned back to Anna. �Four archers to defeat an entire ship?�
�I know it�s not fair, but which two of our men would you suggest sitting out the encounter?�
A look of puzzlement crossed the Captain�s face until he understood what she meant. It was not fair to the other ship. But it was attacking her�s, and she wouldn�t hold back. The other ship probably held closer to twenty men, but not all of them counted. One was certainly a cook, another the captain, and one or two probably too old to be effective fighters. Another one or two were injured or ill. And one had to hold the wheel to steer. Instead of twenty foes, they faced probably fewer than fifteen. And those fifteen were probably lifelong sailors, not true warriors.
She said, �Have you ever seen an archer pull a longbow?�
�I�m not sure I understand your meaning.�
Anna said, crossing her arms over her chest as if she was a teacher of a wayward student, �A longbow has nearly twice the distance of a regular arrow, but a good archer, such as my people, can draw, aim and release an arrow in about six beats of your heart. Each of them will release a second arrow before the first strikes. I would not wish to be on the deck of a ship within range of us.�
Raymer appeared on deck carrying a bow and a fist full of arrows. �What�s the plan?� He asked, eyes on Anna.
She glanced at the Captain for permission and said, �Three ships are boxing us in and probably going to try boarding us. Instead of waiting, we�re going to make a run for the open ocean. One ship out there will try to prevent us from doing so, until their friends arrive. They�ll probably try to board us.�
Captain Jameson looked ready to ask another question and paused when Raymer laughed aloud. He was still looking at Anna. �You�re kidding, right?�
�I figure we will put the four of you on the bow, and we�ll see how determined they are to come near us.�
�I�ll let the others know.� He turned and left the raised area with the ship�s wheel.
Captain Jameson said, �That�s it? He knows what to do? What do you want me to do?�
�Head for the open water. If they let us go, sail past at your best speed. If they get in our way, put us as close to them as you can.�
He looked worried. �They will try to get close. They want to board The Rose.�
�I cannot be held responsible for their stupidity. When someone wants to do your work for you, make it easy for them.�
He shrugged and ordered to the helmsman, his voice loud and firm, �Come ninety degrees to starboard.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The helmsman spun the wheel, and the ship started a wide turn. It straightened and surged ahead like it had just awakened from a long nap. Anna�s people gathered on the foredeck, laughing and joking while they strung their bows and laid out arrows within easy reach. They acted as if they were going to a party instead of a battle.
Anna still stole glances at the Captain. He didn�t feel their confidence. He stood stiffly at attention, but a slight tremor in his hands betrayed him. A Captain should be concerned with his ship and people. Trusting a young girl had to be an alien experience.
She said for his ears alone, �I know what I�m doing.�
�We all hope so.� His voice was soft and dry.
�The Rose can outrun them. All we have to do is get ahead. Without archers, I have no doubt this ship with you as the master could evade them long enough to find a way past that ship ahead. A turn of the wheel, putting on more sail, or whatever. You only need one pass, and they will never catch up. With night coming on you�d be away by dawn.�
Captain Jameson glared at her as if she was the cause of the problems. �If you were not here, that is what I�d do, but never in my command experience would I direct my ship at the enemy. I would try to escape.�
�You would try to escape. I am setting up a circumstance that will promise escape.�
�So you say.� He looked away and watched the other ship growing larger as they raced to it.
So much for trying to make the Captain feel better. Instead of talking, she stood further to one side and waited. She glanced up at the top of the masts where more sail waited. If the Captain fully understood, she could remain quiet, but said, �If you would put men up there to add the sails when we break free it would help. And as we approach the other ship, if you would slow us down, our people will have more time to release their arrows.�
�Slow down? That�s what they want us to do. Are you going to tell those men at the bow what we�re going to do?�
�They know.� Instead of making her case further, she shut up. She had offered her advice, and he appeared to reject it, but finally he called out to three men and pointed to the top of the masts. They instantly leaped for the rope ladders and began climbing.
Anna could now make out men on the other ship. It sailed at an angle to cut them off, a curl of white water at their bow. A single look to the Dragon Clan revealed they knelt behind the capstan on a raised platform that lifted the anchor. It was large enough to hide all four. There were arrows laid out side by side in front of each man. When firing, they would not take their eyes off their targets as they blindly reached for the next arrow.
While they were good at archery, they maximized the impact their sudden appearance would have. Those on the other ship expected to overtake and capture a defenseless merchant ship without resistance. There would be a dozen men with grappling hooks and ropes, swords, knives, and clubs. They expected to throw the hooks and pull the ships together, then leap aboard, and they may have done it a dozen other times.
Most of them would be standing in the open where they had room to swing their grappling hooks before tossing them. Behind them, also in the open, would be the men with knives and cutlasses, waiting to leap across from that ship to The Rose.
A twinge of regret touched her. She shrugged it away. The other ship had the option of letting them go their own way. If they captured The Rose, how many of her crew would survive? She asked herself that question over and over, always drawing the same answer. Probably none would survive. The Rose would be sunk or taken for profit.
The two ships were closing quickly, the other ready to change course to run alongside The Rose, so the grappling hooks were close enough to throw. The men at the rails started shouting and waving swords and knives. They raised fists and screamed insults, all intended to scare the crew of The Rose, and their actions did. The men on The Rose looked terrified. She wanted to run into the open and shout encouragement to them but held back.
Her eyes caught sight of Devlin, who was at the very top of the spar holding the furled sails. He was in place to release them so the ship would speed ahead. He was watching Anna, and she turned slightly so nobody would see her raise her thumb to him in silent approval. He returned the gesture. She turned back to the shouts and threats, the waving and flashing of sun reflecting off the weapons, and her eyes found their wheelhouse.
Another captain stood beside the helmsman, giving his orders. She could not make out individual faces. But a quick glance at the bow of The Rose showed all but one of her men ducking low to avoid detection. Only Raymer peeked above, and she saw his lips moving, so he was telling the others what he saw. The last thing he wanted was to give up the element of surprise.
�They�re getting too close,� Captain Jameson muttered.
Anna watched the closing speed of the two ships. The faster they came together, the fewer arrows would fly. The Captain�s attention centered on the other ship and not the plan she�d lined out. �Sir, this would be the time to spill air from the sails and slow down, as if you�re surrendering.�
He appeared confused for a brief second, then reluctantly issued the order. The Rose reacted instantly, slowing so quickly Anna wanted to take a step forward to catch her balance. She saw others doing the same.
The shouting and cursing on the other ship turned into cheers. The men at the rails started twirling the grappling hooks, getting ready to throw them. Anna wanted to shout at Raymer. He did nothing but watch. The other ship sailed even closer, well within the range of the longbows, but still he waited.
The other ship was about to cut across the bow of The Rose and the first of the grappling hooks flew when Raymer stood and shouted at the same time. Raymer let the first arrow fly from a distance of only two hundred paces, and easy shot for a longbow. It struck the nearest man holding a grappling hook in the chest. The second man turned, confused as to what had happened and two arrows appeared in his chest. The third fell man with one arrow.
Pandemonium broke out on the deck of the other ship as the crew that had intended to board and kill were suddenly the victims of a hail of arrows. From the corner of her eye, she watched Raymer grab arrows, pull, and release, then repeat the sequence so fast it was a blur to watch. The other Dragon Clan were as fast as Raymer. Men fell with arrows in necks, chests, and legs, many with more than one arrow protruding from them.
The men still alive, and those few without arrows in them dived for safety behind anything large enough to hide a body. As the other ship drew past, Anna counted. Eleven men were either dead, dying, or had an arrow in them. If her original guess of fifteen fighting men remained accurate, and it appeared it was, only four or five survived the surprise attack unscathed.
Not a single grappling hook had reached The Rose. Anna turned to Captain Jameson, who stood wide-eyed and stunned. He had rotated his head as the other ship slipped past, watching the carnage that had happened in the space of a few breaths. �Captain? Do you want to order the topsails unfurled and a course change? I see two more sails approaching directly behind us.�
The words snapped him out of his funk. He shouted orders and the men leaped to obey. Before the additional sails filled with air, he had ordered the lower ones tightened and had the helmsman turn further downwind, the direction where The Rose sailed fastest.
Anna kept watch on the ships behind, and in less time than she would have believed, they started to shrink in size and disappeared over the horizon. The ship that had attacked them looked as if it still floated, but in no particular direction. The survivors well enough to render aid to the others were probably too busy to steer a course until the other two ships arrived.
Raymer spoke to the others on the bow, and they went below decks while he strolled down the deck to stand in front of Anna as he unstrung his bow. She said, �I didn�t think you were ever going to give the order.�
�Surprise is a gift I do not give up lightly. What are your orders?�
She laughed, �I do not give orders.�
Raymer didn�t join her laughter. Instead, he showed her the respect he held for her. He said, �Most of us are hung over or tired today. I told them to sleep for now. I suggest that you call a meeting on the bow this evening.�
�What would I talk about?�
�Tell them how you intend to defeat a whole nation,� Raymer said.
Captain Jameson�s mouth hung open, and his eyes were still wide. But when Raymer glanced in his direction the Captain said, �I�ve questioned her decisions for the last time.�
Anna flashed her smile that displayed her dimples best, while meeting Raymer�s direct eye contact. In the sweet voice of one younger, she said, �But I�m just a little girl.�
Anna looked to the east where the Mystery river flowed and knew there was much to come, but with the people in The Rose, her confidence grew. Her job was not finished. She had barely begun.

Preview of Dragon Clan #7: Shill�s Story

Shill had spent over a year listening to the stories of Breslau that the family messengers brought, tales of conquest, defeat, bravery, and of young girls who did all that men did, and more. He�d heard them all. Camilla, Raymer, Tanner, Carrion, Anna, Gray, Dancer, and others. People who left their families and fought to protect them. Brave people. The kind legends grow around.
Not at all like Shill and his poor family. They were a smaller division of the Dragan Clan Family living west of the Raging Mountain Family, on the dry grasslands of the rolling prairie. They had no permanent homes like most others, but lived in wagons as nomads isolating themselves from the few others who inhabited the wide, empty area.
In recent years, Shill had all but accepted his life as a wandering goat herder. He owned a small flock of sheep that followed the goats everywhere, and he had once traveled to Springtown where another branch of the Family lived, making their homes around a natural spring three days further west on the prairie. He�d gone there hoping to find a wife�and secretly a new life to go with her.
He found two young women of age and unmarried lived there. One wanted more than he could offer, and the other offered too much. Her desperate advances chased him back to the grasslands and his family. Lately, he had been thinking more and more about going to Bear Mountain in search of someone to share a life with. Dragons also lived there on the side of the volcano, and so did the Bear Mountain Family. Fleet and his father, Dancer, also lived there, but so did Camilla.
She was a few years younger than him, but from all he heard, she was the one he wanted. Her early life as a wildling told of her will to survive. Later, she evaded the King�s Weapon Master and Slave Master and all but made fools of them. Her stories raised the hairs on the back of his neck when he compared it to the little he�d done in his lifetime. In his entire life, he had felt the tingle of two dragons, and seen only one.
What use in being of the Dragon Clan if there were no dragons around? Living at the very edge of civilization, or as his brother often said, one day�s journey further west than the end, meant a dreary, uneventful life to look forward to living. That was fine for many, but Shill wanted more. He had decided recently that he would have more.
Lately, he spent his days talking with the goats while watching over them, rehearsing the words he would use with his family. He responded to all their inquiries and arguments, although the goats raised few objections and the sheep even less. He smiled to himself for the first time in days. Mind made up, his emotions improved and he sang a few old songs with the goats and sheep adding in their input where needed.
He would miss them when he departed. For years, they had heard most of his innermost thoughts and hopes. But the time had come. His family might object, but it was something he had to do. If he died in the process, it would be better than life as he knew it.
The young dog that had replaced Old Blue hadn�t earned a name yet, but what it lacked in knowledge, it made up for in enthusiasm. A whistle brought its attention to him. He waved one arm above his head and turned his back on the flock. The dog would bring them.
He didn�t hurry. His staff was his cane when walking, but today it reverted to a weapon. Remembering what his father had taught him before the illness, he gripped it in the center and slashed an imaginary opponent before it even knew what happened. He twirled to meet another, head on. After blocking the downswing of the sword, he jabbed the end of the staff into the attacker�s stomach. He�d won another encounter, despite the time since he�d last practiced with the staff.
After a fine dinner of a heavy mutton stew filled with carrots, onions, and turnips he washed his bowl and said, �I�d like to call a council meeting tonight.�
A stricken look fleetingly crossed his mother�s face, butt was gone almost as fast as it appeared. She sliced more carrots to add to the stew for tomorrow's meals, and said, �You�re leaving us.�
It was not a question. Her eyes were avoiding his, but she waited for the answer. �I have to go.�
�These people from across the sea are unknown, and they will not come across the grasslands to our home.�
�We don�t know that. But, even if that�s so, these people from Breslau will find and kill as many Dragon Clan as they can. They have Dragon Masters who teach dragons to kill ours. We wear the dragon mark, and to do less than we can help our family is wrong.�
His mother finished chopping carrots and scooped them into the stew, but did not stir it, yet. She diced turnips and added them. Then she said, �If there had been a nice girl for you at Springtown, you would remain and raise babies.�
�Instead, I raise lambs and kids. But you are right. I want a woman to share my life with and on my way to Racine, I will stop at Bear Mountain.�
�To look for a wife?� She sounded hopeful.
�Yes. There is one we�ve all heard of. Camilla.�
�Son, you may have set your sights too high. That one is known far and wide. I�ll bet there is a path worn through the forest by eager young men to her door. But, I will go tell Anson you�d like to talk to the family tonight.�
After she had left, Shill closed his eyes. That had gone better than expected. When he opened them again, he decided to gather and inventory his belongings. It didn�t take long. He would leave most of it to his younger brother, who would learn to watch the flock. Jammer wouldn�t be happy about him leaving, and even less so when he discovered, he would inherit Shill�s job of a herdsman.
Jammer didn�t like animals, at least not in the way Shill did. Jammer didn�t talk to them. He thought them stupid and only good for eating. Not yet ten, he had far too much energy to sit and watch animals eat all day long. Perhaps he could teach Jammer some moves with his staff, and he could work on learning them while watching over the animals.
But he would complain as he did about everything. Suddenly Shill didn�t care. He would be gone, off to find a wife if he was lucky, and to help his people and have adventures above and beyond any that a man in his family had in a hundred years.
He would see Bear Mountain, dragons, Castle Warrington, and the Endless Sea. If he worked hard enough, tales would spread of his achievements, even to the grasslands of the far west. Defeating Breslau was important, and a goal he should set for himself, but his mind kept pushing it to the back. First and foremost, he was going to see dragons. See and �feel� them. Maybe bond with one.
Finding a wife is a lofty goal considering what little he had to offer, especially for someone like Camilla, but seeing a dragon close up was a reality and possibility. He determined that the slopes of Bear Mountain would be his first destination. He might not meet and marry Camilla, or defeat Breslau, but there was that one goal he could achieve.
Failing to see dragons would make the entire trip, and his life, seem a waste. For a Dragon Clan member, the calling of him was beyond normal. It didn�t tug, it pulled at him, and had for over a year. It was as if one specific dragon was calling his name at night. Lately, the calling had been stronger, more intense. He hadn�t mentioned it to anyone, but when he woke each morning, it seemed real until it faded with the dawn.
He wouldn�t mention dragons at the council tonight. He�d think about them at the meeting and dream of them again tonight. But when he woke in the morning the dream wouldn�t fade this time. He would go find dragons, maybe a wife, and enough adventure to last a lifetime.
The End.
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