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LeRoy Clary
Dragon Clan #5: Tanner�s Story�


CHAPTER ONE

Tanner watched one of the green dragons that had recently invaded the Southlands near Shrewsbury. It flew overhead with the grace of smaller, more agile creatures, yet its size exceeded that of a house. He glanced at Carrion and said, �Are we about done here? It�s been three cold, wet days.�
�You�re the boss,� drawled Carrion, who was one of the elders of the family, but didn�t sit on the council. If anything, most considered him something of a black sheep.
�What�s that mean? If it were up to me, we�d have left two days ago.�
Carrion shrugged, �I wasn�t ready.�
Tanner held his temper. The man beside him in the blind was twice his age and bonded with a red dragon, one of the largest of the dragon species. Only blacks were rumored to be bigger and more intelligent, although that idea may have come from those bonded with blacks.
Tanner finally said, �Well, if I�m the boss, why are we still here?�
�Because of those two people hiding from the green dragons over there on the side of that mountain we�re watching. But you knew that, already.� His smile didn�t take the sting from the words.
�I know you�ve said for me to always take the higher ground in battle. I also know I�m about to freeze my tail off. What I don�t know is why you say I�m the boss of this mission when you don�t do what I tell you.�
�Because the family council appointed you as the leader and I trust them.� Carrion managed a less offensive grin, but kept his attention on the single dragon on the slope of the volcano that belched fire and rumbled throughout the day and night, preventing them from sleeping soundly. Smoke and stinking fumes seeped from the slope, and the warmth of the ground reacted with the sea air to create a swirling fog shifting around the base. The slopes of the volcano were barren, not a hint of green. Nothing but the roosts where the dragons lay their eggs.
Tanner said, �Okay then, we leave here right after dark.�
�That sounds like a good idea to me because you�re the boss. Besides, at my age, all this laying on the cold ground isn�t good. It makes my joints hurt.�
�Yet we stayed three full days. Why? Just because of those two people down there?�
Carrion said, �Listen, I know you�re anxious to find out what we can learn about those invaders, but you�re too single-minded for the likes of me. We have the whole afternoon before we leave, so let�s play a game and review what you know, and compare it to what I think I know and then come up with a plan that serves both of us.�
�Anything to pass the time faster,� Tanner pulled the blanket tighter around his shoulders. Laying down allowed the cold and damp to seep into his bones, too. Sitting didn�t really help, but he tried to convince himself that the cedar branches and pine limbs they�d piled to hide under, also kept them warm.
Carrion said, �Even since the messengers from the other families brought news of Raymer�s escape from King Ember�s Summer Palace, and the first inklings of the others, we�ve known war is coming from across the Endless Sea. We traveled here to investigate Shrewsbury because we�ve heard the same rumors, right?�
�I see what you�re trying to do. Why not just skip to the important stuff? We�re pretty sure the two people hiding down there are Dragon Clan, just like us. We�re satisfied they�re from another family and probably on the same mission. We�ll meet up with them on the road and join forces tomorrow.�
�See how this game works? Now we have a few things to disagree about,� Carrion said, his demeanor changing to one more serious. �If we join together and the others sniff us out, two families will lose members. I propose you and I follow those two allowing them to make any mistakes. If they fail their mission, we can still succeed.�
�Use them as bait?�
�If we had not spotted them on the road from Fleming, we would have all competed to accomplish the same mission. We might have even gotten in their way. With this idea of mine, we simply let them do their job, and we do ours if they fail.�
�They face the dangers while we sit back and watch. That seems a cruel thing to do to members of our own clan.�
Carrion shrugged. �If a time comes when it�s for the benefit of the families to do so, we�ll step in and support them. Besides, you and I have other tasks, ones, those two cannot fulfill.�
Tanner hesitated. What other tasks? �Since I�m the leader, I assumed we were all going to Shrewsbury to find out what we can of our enemies. What else is there?�
�For three whole days we�ve watched those green dragons roosting on that volcano, and you still do not see?� Carrion held his hands to his mouth and breathed warm air on his fingers before continuing. �Three greens roost there. Two fly away at dawn and return at dusk. What�s the relevance of that?�
�I have no idea,� Tanner spat, tiring of the conversation.
�The third sits on eggs.�
�Six gods dancing! Greens have already killed one of our dragons and attacked another. Hatching eggs give them, even more, power when they grow up.�
Carrion nodded before speaking. �I�m glad you finally see with your mind as well as your eyes. This afternoon those two Dragon Clan members will leave. They�re as wet and cold as us, and I�m surprised, but impressed that they stayed the third day. They�ll leave well before dusk, so they can get out of these mountains and away from the damp sea air before dark.�
�They�ll need fresh water and a fire tonight. Same as us.�
�Dragons have little night vision, you know. I intend to call on my red to attack just before dusk and escape before it�s too dark for him to see. With luck, he can fly far enough away and get lost in the darkness, but I�ll be seeing through his eyes to help him, so you�ll have to watch out for both of us. The other two greens are going to be pissed when they return to the roost and find the female dead and her eggs broken.�
�You�re going to risk your red and fight a green?�
�I know what you�re thinking. In the two encounters so far, the greens won. This time, things will be different.�
�There�s three of them!�
�No, two are away hunting all day, always to the north. They only return as it�s getting dark. My red will attack before that and then fly south to where the old monastery ruins are located. He�ll find cover in the cliffs near there, in fact, he�s checking them out for a good place to rest as we speak.�
�You�ve been planning this for how long?�
Carrion, sitting at his side, grumbled, �I�m getting too old for this sort of blasted work. I should be at home with my feet propped up beside my warm hearth. You should have brought Nance or Bellow instead of me.�
�You knew what you�re going to do from the first day is my guess.�
�Effective planning takes time.�
�You should have told me,� Tanner said, not arguing against the plan, but the manner it came about. He also had more questions. �How can you be sure your red will win?�
�That volcano is located on the tip of the peninsula. My red will fly far out to sea and approach from there instead of inland where they watch. He�ll come in low and fast, right between the volcano and that short mountain over there,� he pointed.
�What if the green senses it?�
Carrion nodded, �Good question. I call off the attack my red flees, but we will then know that the greens can detect reds, and we can assume blacks, tans, and our greens, too. We learn critical information to share with the other families.�
�Okay, your red swoops in low and fast. Then what?�
�He takes the head off the sitting green on the first pass if we�re very lucky. Dragons on the ground are slow and cumbersome. If it�s a surprise, he may win with the initial attack. Then he destroys the eggs and escapes.�
Tanner glanced at his long bow.
Carrion shook his head. �I thought of that, too. An arrow into each egg would be good, but I think attempting it would cost our lives.�
�We�d be too close if your red loses.�
�Or if he wins. The two greens will return and search for you and me. They�ll fly over and examine everything. This blind will be torn apart by first light. Before long we need to pull back as far as we can, to a place where you can barely see the green hen roosting. After the attack, we�ll run like hell before dawn.�
�All night?�
�Well, you�re in charge and can stop whenever you feel safe. Then you can try to catch up with me tomorrow, but I�ll be far down the road.�
Tanner threw him a scalding look intended to bring the older man to his knees, but as if anticipating it, Carrion turned his head back to watch the green dragon. Later he said, �Those two people are finally leaving, I think. Sneaking out like one of the King�s triads searching for Dragon Clan. Slow and careful so their prey doesn�t see them and take them down.�
�You�re going to let them put some distance between the green before calling in your red, right? If those two people were not here, you�d have already attacked. You wanted to attack this morning, but waited.�
�That�s why the family council put you in charge, Tanner. You see a set of circumstances and put all the pieces together in the right way and come to a logical decision.�
�Make fun of me,� Tanner said, �but we both know you should be the leader.�
�I�m not the reliable sort, and you know it. Half the time I�m not even living with the family. I�m out wandering the world and chasing skinny women with long black hair. I drink too much and gamble any coins in my purse. They only sent me because I�m expendable.�
�You�re also the only person bonded to a dragon that I know of.�
�Well, yes, there is that too.�
�Are you scared of attacking the green?�
Carrion pursed his lips and hesitated. �Have you ever heard of another bonded Dragon Clan member ordering an attack on another dragon?�
�No. It seems wrong. It is wrong.�
�That�s what I thought. A man of the clan with high morals wouldn�t direct such an attack. It�s not the green�s fault they cannot feel our mental-touch. Horses and pigs can�t either, but we don�t kill them for it. The difference is that these greens are somehow vile. Corrupted. I can�t put it into words.�
Tanner said, �It�s not the greens. It�s the others, the people with them that make them that way, but the fact remains, they�re like rabid dogs and they kill our dragons. We can�t show mercy.�
�Okay, the two from the clan have gone far enough. It�s time for us to move back too, and prepare an escape route, and a hole to dive into, just in case.�
�There�s no hole out here that will save us if we don�t put enough distance between that green sitting on the eggs and us. I was looking behind us a while ago, and there�s a place on that third mountain where we can still see this valley. We won�t see details, but I think we�ll see your dragon. He might be small, but we�ll see what we can through the smoke and fog.�
�And through the eyes of my red. I�ll relay what I can, but you know I can�t remove my concentration or the red will want to remain after the fight to feast, assuming he wins. It�ll take all my willpower to make him leave after a victory.�
�Then we�ll follow the two people from the Dragon Clan into Shrewsbury.�
Carrion said, �And try to help them without their knowledge, if possible.�
�After that, we�re going to the Marlstone Islands?�
�And beyond.�

CHAPTER TWO

Carrion was unable to talk or describe what was happening because he was in the trance-like state he entered when communicating with the red dragon. His attention was solely on what he was doing. . . And what the dragon was doing.
Tanner remained quiet and watched it appear from over the sea. He caught a glimpse as it made a wide turn and began the attack. Carrion�s body went rigid as he controlled the fight. It swept between the mountain and volcano, low and fast, unseen by the green and guided by Carrion�s eyes. Tanner drew in a deep breath. This was the moment where discovery could cost the red�s life. Its wings beat as fast as Tanner had ever seen, and it flew to the nest from the side.
At the last moment, it dived, front talons extended. The female on the nest sensed the danger and snapped her head around. As she looked up, the red dragon attacked with a fury unlike any Tanner had ever experienced. It used the full weight of his body and the speed of falling from the sky to strike, rip, tear, and claw so fast Tanner couldn�t follow it all in the distance and fog, and doubted he could have if he stood beside them.
The anguished screams of the green mixed with the reds. Without conscious thought, Tanner backed a few more steps and checked over his shoulder for a clear path to run. His heart pounded as if he was in the fight instead of the red. He fought the rising fear of unknown battles.
The green had been knocked from the nest in the initial attack. Now Tanner saw a wing shattered and gouges streaming blood. The green was mortally wounded. Her upper body so large Tanner could see the blood staining the black rocks from the slope of the mountain, even from where he hid with Carrion.
The fight continued, with more screams curdling the air. They rolled on the ground, claws raking, teeth snapping, but the red had the initial advantage and used it to pin the other as its claws raked the flesh of the green. The red suddenly leaped into the air and pounced on the green, knocking the air from its lungs. The red remained on top, Biting and slashing.
After killing the green by ripping out her throat, the red emitted a cry of victory so loud and long that it stilled the blood in Tanner with the primal announcement of victory. It stalked to the nest and crushed all three eggs with its forefeet before taking flight. Carrion�s eyes sprang open and tears flowed. He stood and turned his back on the scene as he walked away, shoulders slumped.
Tanner had only watched Carrion enter the mind of the dragon a few times. He usually lay down on his back and closed his eyes. His mental link placed him in the mind of the dragon, seeing through the dragon�s eyes, hearing through the dragon�s ears. Laying down prevented him from falling over, but his concentration and mind were one with the dragon. A rogue chipmunk could defeat him as he lay there, so normally another of the Dragon Clan was present.
The fight with the green had only lasted long enough for Tanner to hold a single breath, but at the end, he wanted to puke. The taste of bile filled his mouth for a long while, and he wondered what it must be like for Carrion, who felt and lived every part of the attack.
They eventually followed the same path the other two Dragon Clan had. Carrion knelt to check the age of the footprints, making sure he and Tanner didn�t overtake the pair. They made excellent time, the path descending and reaching further inland. At a place near the road, they found a jumble of boulder larger than huts or houses, looking as if some giant god had thrown a handful to pile on the almost flat plain.
Carrion pointed, �Over there.�
Tanner followed as Carrion used one boulder to climb on and reached up to a higher one for a better view. On the ground, Tanner checked out the nearby area for a safe place to spend the night. He found one almost surrounded by boulders, almost like a cave with no roof. Someone in the past had stored firewood beside rocks ringing a pit.
He felt the charcoal. Cold. Yet, someone had made a camp within the last day or two. That worried him. In the time they had watched the greens, people had been at this place. Unusual for a campsite in the wilderness to have three groups so close together, and at the same time.
Still on top of the boulders, Carrion used the height to look over the area, especially in the direction of the road. Then he called softly, �There they are. Just started a campfire, something we need to do.�
The shriek of an anguished dragon split the air. Another joined in. They howled in anger and terror as the last rays of the sun were cut off by a bank of clouds near the horizon. The shrieks continued as Carrion slid down the face of the boulder and met Tanner�s eyes.
�They returned and found her and the eggs,� Tanner said.
�We can make a fire and sleep for a while. Hang our clothes and boots to dry, but before dawn, we need to be far from here.�
Tanner didn�t have to be told. He listened to another anguished shriek and shivered as he placed tinder under twigs. A fire might warm his outside, but inside he felt like a small boy facing an angry bear. What had they done?
Once the fire was going Tanner asked, �Will those two people be able to see our fire?�
Carrion shook his head. �We�re in a small valley and the boulders are between the fire and them.�
�What if they don�t leave early? The two greens might find and kill them.�
�If you were one of them and heard those screams, along with the ones we�re going to hear most of the night, would you stay around here?�
Tanner rotated his boots near the fire, like cooking a slab of meat. He didn�t want to burn any one side, but all needed to dry. In the morning, the leather would be stiff and dry. He�d use oil or grease at the first opportunity to soften them, or he�d have blisters in no time.
His blankets were damp, almost wet. He held one up and let it warm, careful to keep it far enough from the flames. Steam came from his shirt and pants, but in the night chill, he still wore them. They would dry enough to spend the night in. Tomorrow, everything would dry in the sun.
Tanner said to Carrion, �Was it bad?�
�Quick. The red was in a fighting mood by the time he arrived. I think it must have picked up the hatred and anger from my mind because dragons are somewhat stupid. Somehow it focused that hate and anger on the green. It was over by the time the green looked up to see him.�
�I saw the red attack. Then nothing but blood.�
Carrion closed his eyes and shook himself. �You didn�t bring a flask of cider?�
�No.�
�If I scream tonight, don�t try to wake me, or you might find a knife between your ribs.�
Tanner paused, wondering briefly if that was a joke and deciding it was not. �How�s the red doing?�
Carrion�s eyes glazed and then his attention returned after he checked on the dragon. �It�s tucked into a nook on the side of a cliff south of here.�
Tanner and Carrion were silent as they dried nearly everything they owned by the fire. Each still had a few small handfuls of nuts. Their water was almost gone, but since they�d come to this area from the south, they knew a small river and several streams crossed the road, only a short distance away. He moved everything back from the fire and spread his blankets.
He was almost asleep when the twin shrieks of the returning greens startled him, again. The second joined the first, doubling the volume, seeming just over the nearest hill, but he knew they were much farther. Tanner felt minuscule as he pulled his knees to his chest and closed his eyes.
The dragons screamed well into the night. Tanner rose and started packing his backpack long before the sun came up. Carrion woke and stood, stretching and kicking dirt on the orange coals. Wearing their blankets wrapped around their shoulders, they left the boulders and found the road.
� The still-warm fire pit that the two of the Dragon Clan, in front of them had used, told they had also departed. The grass was matted down where they had slept. Their footprints were near the stream where Tanner filled his water jugs. One normal size and one small.
Carrion took the lead. He followed the two other Dragon Clan members at a safe distance. They wouldn�t be spotted even if the pair stopped because Carrion insisted they travel off the road and under the shelter of trees instead of on the road. While the road wound around the base of a relatively small mountain, Carrion and Tanner followed animal paths on the lower slopes, catching a glimpse of them now and then.
Later in the day, a woman and young girl carrying baskets spoke with the two in front. Carrion eased closer, but they couldn�t determine what was said. The woman and girl continued on, away from town, but then surreptitiously turned off the road and doubled back to Shrewsbury on a trail that ran beside the road. They were careful to remain out of sight of the Dragon Clan.
They passed only steps from where Tanner and Carrion watched. Their baskets were nearly empty, indicating they were less than honest about gathering mushrooms or whatever. When they were out of hearing, Tanner said, �That was odd. They seemed like they were going to pick mushrooms or berries, but didn�t.�
Carrion said, �They were sent to intercept those two.�
�How did anyone know they were coming?�
Carrion shifted his eyes to the top of the hill above them. �Want to bet me that we can find a watcher up there? If placed right, he could see the road for almost a half day�s walk.�
Tanner glanced up the hill, imagining a lone watcher. His duty would be to keep an eye on the road, so he must have seen him and Carrion, too. But they were far off, and later had moved from the road to the concealment of the trees so perhaps he was lazy and only watched the road. A lucky thing. Still, the man and the girl ahead had stayed on the road and had been spotted and checked out. It was a stern warning.
Carrion said, �Watchers for the road and that woman to check out visitors tells me that there will be a greeting party for those two up ahead.�
�Let�s see if we can get up there and see if we can help,� Tanner said.
They moved slowly, aware of the eyes from atop the mountain as well as those of the two Dragon Clan, not to mention others that might be lurking nearby. As they neared Shrewsbury, the security tightened.
Tanner watched the man and girl round a bend in the road, speaking to each other, and when they came to a stream, they paused for a short discussion. Then they carefully stepped off the road and walked upstream. Good. It appeared they were also wary.
Following the two was easy. The stream covered any noise they made, and the forest grew thick, with underbrush head high. When they made a cold camp in a small clearing, Carrion backtracked to one of his favorite places, the low hanging branches of a cedar tree.
Cedars often had branches hanging low enough to touch the ground, but closer to the trunk was a space tall enough to sit upright. The ground was covered with an accumulation of cedar leaves, dried brown and as deep as his hand could dig. It was soft enough for a comfortable bed, and most insects avoid cedar.
They spread their blankets and went to sleep with talking further. Voices in the forest are often like those on the water. The softest words can float vast distances, yet at other times, they go nowhere. Better to say nothing when only a few hundred paces from others that you wish to hide from.
Carrion�s hand placed on his mouth woke Tanner. Lying perfectly still, he heard the nearby footsteps. One set. They passed ten or twenty paces away, making the sort of crashing and snapping of twigs that only a city dweller makes when in the forest.
The pink of predawn provided enough light to catch a glimpse of a heavy-set man following the tracks left by the other clan members. Carrion mouthed, �Wait here.�
Tanner nodded, but as he watched Carrion slip out from under the branches of the cedar, he found himself becoming angry and resentful. If the family council placed him in charge, why was Carrion giving him orders?
He calmed. The fact was that it had been Carrion, who had slept so lightly that he woke to hear the footsteps. I would have slept through it, and been fortunate if the man hadn�t heard his snores. Carrion was far more experienced. He had lived in the forests for months on end. And of course, if he needed help there was a red dragon at his beck and call.
Tanner sat with his back to the trunk and waited. It took far longer than expected and he was dozing when Carrion slipped back under the branches and held his finger to his lips for silence. Later, they heard voices approach and then retreat as the pair walked in the direction of the road.
After they had been gone for a short while, Carrion said, �Those two won�t need much protection from us. You should have seen that little girl. The constable slipped into their camp and took their knives off their hips. But when she awoke, her hand went to a dagger strapped to her ankle. That constable never even knew he was in danger.�
�That makes me feel better. I was beginning to wonder what sort of incompetent fools another family sent.�
�After seeing them in action, they�re inexperienced, but both are top-notch. The man, she called him Gray, braced the constable who was probably twice his size. He even suggested that the little girl, who is older than she acts, take a few steps back and nock an arrow.�
�What did the constable want with them?�
�Like we figured. They didn�t arrive in town as expected, so he went looking for them.�
�So the people in town are wary and watchful,� Tanner said.
�Both indicating they have some reason for their actions and something to be vigilant about. We�ll have to be careful.�
Tanner said, �We need a plan in case we get found or questioned. Why are we sneaking around, and why are we here?�
Carrion shrugged, �A sneak thief stole a necklace that belonged to my mother in the middle of the night a few nights ago. We followed him on the road to Fleming, and he went in this direction at the fork. We lost the trail so we came here to find him. A short fellow, scar over his lip.�
�You really are a good liar.�
�I�ve had a bit of experience in telling tales to cover for my actions through the years. Give a story that wakes them up and they�ll believe it unless you go too far. Skimp on the details and they catch you every time.�
Tanner said, �Now what?�
�They went into town. I think we should too, but we�ll stay in the forest and watch from there instead of strolling down the main street and attracting attention.�
�Are we ever going to get any food? I�m starving.�
Carrion tossed both hands into the air. �You�re the fool they put in charge of this mission. I should be asking you, when do we eat.�
�Maybe we can find some in town,� Tanner said, unable to hide his smile.

CHAPTER THREE

They spent the day peering at the town from the edge of the forest, noting there were no children, dogs, cats, or other animals. All the adults moved at half-speed, as if partially asleep. The usual noise and bustle of activity of a small port town were absent. The only people who acted at average speed were those few in charge of others, and the pair of Dragon Clan when they caught one of the several glimpses of them.
�The residents are drugged,� Carrion said. �Something put in the water would be my guess.�
�It might be the food.�
�It�s the water,� he said decisively.
Tanner couldn�t help himself. �It could be something in the air.�
Carrion flashed him the same look parents give their children when they say something stupid, then said, �The constables and head guards breathe the same air. It�s the water.�
�After dark, I�m going to sneak up to that house near the end of the street,� Tanner said. �That chicken coop will have eggs, and they won�t miss one hen.�
�Good idea. Go around the back of the coop and dig a small hole under the fence so it looks like a fox or weasel was there in case the hen�s missed. Then slip inside the coop and grab your chicken. We need to back off far enough where we can keep an eye on things, but not be caught.�
�The headland? Keep an eye on the ships departing and arriving from there?�
�I like that,� Carrion said. �Out beyond the breakwater they�re building will get us out of sight and let us watch for ships. Probably nothing is going to happen until a ship gets here.�
�We can�t get on the first ship because of those clan members. The next one will do.�
Carrion said, �Food is going to become a problem. I�m wondering if we should break into that store in a few days and load up on warm blankets and food.�
�That would work�unless we�re captured and then punished as thieves instead of curious visitors.�
�Then we don�t get captured. Besides, from what I see, the punishment might be about the same for either of those things. The only problem with it is that they�ll know someone else is here and begin searching for us.�
As usual, Carrion had managed to put it all into perspective. A few eggs and a hen would feed them for a day, or maybe two. The slow advance of the mission dictated that they might have to leave, locate a source of food, and return. The problem was that they would not know what happened during their absence, and they couldn�t support the other clan members if they got into trouble.
During the day, they had watched as the clan members had gone from one store to another, and finally to a second story room. At any time, at least, one man, and often two watched them. One was the same constable who had taken their knives and identified himself as a constable, but anyone could use the title. They didn�t move with the slow mannerisms of the local residents and appeared to be working in conjunction.
Shortly after dark Tanner dug his little hole under the fence with a stick and then entered the door in the dark, cooing softly to calm the flurry of protest. The chickens settled down, and he quickly gathered six eggs and a hen. A twist of the neck and he was outside. Carrion watched for trouble from the edge of the trees.
They moved carefully, going deeper into the forest, and higher up on the slope of the mountain. An animal trail crossed their path, and it took them in the right direction. When they caught sight of the breakwater again, they were well passed it. Traveling further carried them to a point of land where a fire couldn�t be seen from town.
Still, they were cautious. Shrewsbury seemed paranoid, if slow. They hadn�t eaten since the evening before, and the chicken was roasting over a small fire. None of it was left when they finally went to sleep.
When he woke, Tanner glanced at Carrion and leaped to his feet. The man appeared to have died in his sleep. Then his chest moved. He lay on his back, eyes closed, his breath coming slowly and evenly. Bonded with his dragon.
Tanner watched. He�d only seen this a few times, and it still fascinated him, as it did all Dragon Clan. Since it was daylight, Carrion was probably peering through the eyes of the red, seeing what it did and directing it to fly where he wanted. Breaking the connection by talking or touching Carrion would cause instant rebuke.
I wish I could do that. But so did all Dragon Clan, and any others who heard of it. Why some bonded was a mystery. There were stories of men who lived with dragons their entire lives, supplying food and protecting them, but they never bonded. Other stories told of a bonding happening in a single meeting.
The eggs were beside the cold fire pit. He was contemplating the best way to prepare them when his back tingled. He glanced at Carrion. He wouldn�t bring that red here.
The feeling grew stronger. Instead of the familiar stinging that increased when a dragon drew near, his back heated and became painful. It intensified until he fell to the ground, his back arched. From between eyelids squeezed almost closed, he saw Carrion squirming on the ground, howling in pain. Then he joined him as he screamed.
A single glance at the sky revealed a green dragon flying by, its long neck twisted so the red eyes could center on Carrion and himself. It appeared puzzled, and perhaps in some pain from the erratic beat of the wings and the speed in its retreat.
Carrion rolled in the grass before mumbling, �What the hell was that?�
�A green.�
�Our greens sting like tiny insects. That hurt my whole back. From what we�ve heard their green cannot touch us, but something is wrong.�
Tanner pulled his shirt up and tried to see over his shoulder. �I�ve never heard of a dragon causing pain like that. It was like poison.�
Carrion�s eyes went wide as he looked at Tanner�s back. �Here, let me see that.� He went to Tanner and lifted the shirt higher, whistling softly as he looked at the image of a dragon with fangs displayed. Each line was raised as if struck by a whip. Some seeped blood. �A single dragon like that would put an entire Dragon Clan family on the ground so they couldn�t protect themselves.�
Tanner said, �Let me see yours.� The shirt was already stuck to Carrion�s back in places, the welts oozing and red. Touching one line of the birthmark gently made Carrion wince. He looked at the sky to make sure it was empty. Next time Tanner would use his long bow to make the dragon keep its distance. He pulled a single arrow and placed it beside the bow. �What if it had flown closer? What would have happened?�
�The pain would have been worse,� Carrion snapped. �But did you notice the reaction of the green? It didn�t seem to like being so close to us any more than we liked it.�
�It almost seemed puzzled to have any reaction at all. It looked at us and then flew faster.�
�And turned away because of us. I�m wondering if it has ever sensed a person, let alone a Dragon Clan.�
Tanner frowned. �Are you thinking that it might be a third species?�
�I don�t know what I�m thinking except that our family needs to know about our ideas and plans. I need a pen, ink, and paper. We have to write down what we�ve found, and send it home.�
�They will think us as crazy as King Ember.�
Carrion said, �Maybe. But they will send out messengers to the other families and then make plans. My red has been exploring the cliffs around that old monastery. There were a few guards, but they ran off when he swooped low over them, leaving five large wooden crates on wagons sitting in the middle of the road.�
�They were going to store them in the buildings?�
�Yes. My red tore two open and spread the contents from here to there. One contained hard leather helmets for soldiers, not our king�s colors. Another held short swords with broad blades, sharp on both edges and a point for stabbing.�
Tanner said, �I�ve never seen weapons like those.�
�I have. They�re for fighting in close quarters where swinging a full-size sword is restricted. Like hallways, alleys, and below decks of ships. The bigger question is why are military weapons and gear in another king�s color being stored so close to Shrewsbury.�
�Is there a lot of it?�
�Enough to outfit all of King Ember�s army twice over.�
Tanner ignored the pain on his back. �What are we going to do?�
�Well, I was hoping that my leader had a few good ideas. That would be you.�
�I asked for your opinion first.�
Carrion smirked, enjoying another opportunity to tease Tanner. He said, �If it were up to me, I�d ask a bonded member of the Dragon Clan to use his dragon to tear apart another crate or two, keeping the wood with the shipping information apart. Especially the pieces that have the green dragon stenciled on it. Then I�d have the red dragon gather up a claw full of the strange weapons and stenciled wood and fly them to our home.�
�What else?�
�I�d do the same thing again, but deliver everything to King Ember�s castle. Fly over and drop it. That might cause a few questions to be asked.�
Tanner nodded in agreement. He said, �I�m beginning to think with those weapons, the work being done on the Shrewsbury breakwater and docks, and the drugged people of the town, all add up to one thing.�
�An invasion. Coming soon,� Carrion said with no trace of his usual humor or sarcasm.
�I have an idea.�
�Well, that�s why you�re along. Tell me.�
�It�s just beginning, but hear me out. We do what you said, which will take at least two days. That should warn them, but it won�t stop the invasion, but maybe we can.�
�Us? You�ve lost your mind, boy.�
�Maybe. Tell me what�s wrong with this idea. The clan members will get on a ship and sail away. We wait until their ship is gone, and by then your dragon has returned and attacks Shrewsbury. It can burn down the docks they�ve repaired, and the town.�
Carrion stroked his beard. �I�m not up to killing so many innocents on a whim.�
�We don�t have to. Help me out with my idea instead of fighting me. Your red uses his dragon-spit to catch fire to the docks. Nobody will be on them. The wood is coated with tar and once burning it�ll keep going. Then the dragon attacks the rear of the houses closest to the water. The people will run away from the flames and the waterfront. Then the red sets fire to more of the town, forcing the people to keep moving inland.�
�I like it. We start with the piers and docks and work our way inward. With so many places burning there will be total confusion, but few hurt. Hardly any. It won�t stop the invasion, but it might delay it long enough for King Ember to bring his troops here and make a stand,� Carrion said.
�What can I do to help?�
Carrion spread his blanket on the ground and lay face down, his back too sore to lay upon. He said, �Keep watch over me. This will take most of the day.� He closed his eyes and remained still, Tanner sat watching the surroundings as Carrion�s protector and bodyguard.
Tanner sat on the grass looking out over an empty sea. His back also hurt. A glance down at his hands revealed they had started to shake. He felt colder than the damp air accounted for. The realization of his actions sank into his mind. He had discussed causing an entire city to burn as if he was a king. Even a general wouldn�t make such a decision without authority or permission, yet he�d ordered it because of a few helmet and oddly shaped swords.
His hands continued to shake. He couldn�t make them stop. He glanced at Carrion to make sure the older man didn�t wake and see him breaking down. Tears blurred his vision. Tanner calmed himself, repeating over and over that he had plenty of time to change his mind. It would take all day and maybe two for the dragon to deliver the weapons to his family and then to the army.
Plenty of time. When he glanced out at the ocean again, he found a ship sailing for Shrewsbury.
Maybe there was not as much time as he thought.

CHAPTER FOUR

Tanner watched the approaching ship with fear and trepidation. Talking about what they were going to do when the ship arrived, and the reality of the impending action was not the same. The appearance of the ship turned a mental exercise into reality. The next day or two would determine the course of the rest of his life.
It might affect hundreds, if not thousands of others. In his heart, he understood that what they planned would not prevent war, but might delay it. If nothing else, his people and King Ember might have time to better prepare.
Carrion was still on the ground directing his red to deliver pieces of the packing crates and contents, helmets, and swords. If he found any other damaging evidence, the dragon would deliver it also, but the travel time would require Carrion�s attention most of the day. He would take a few breaks, but if left unattended a dragon went about its own agenda. Taking the time to locate pen and ink, and then penning a message would take an extra day they didn�t have.
The ship sailed closer to the entrance to the bay. It wallowed in the waves instead of breaking through as sleeker military ships near his home did. The hull more resembled a lumbering fishing boat than the few fast packets he�d seen in the seas to the south. It sailed around the end of the breakwater as it lowered the first of its sails. A few shouted orders drifted on the air.
It sailed directly to the dock. While sitting and watching the ship, a rabbit ducked in and out of a burrow right in front of him. Reaching for his bow and a single arrow, he waited until the rabbit disappeared down into the hole again. Then he quickly scooted closer and waited. He turned away because rabbits instinctively recognize predators have their eyes on the front of their heads, and when the rabbit peeked out again, he didn�t want to be looking at it as a predator. The rabbit would duck down again and maybe not come back up today.
The rabbit appeared again. Tanner fought with himself in not looking at it. The rabbit ducked back into the hole, then peeked out again. Rabbits depend on speed, stealth, and wariness to survive. If a man wants to hit one with an arrow, he must have patience. Tanner knew the routine. The ship was already busy loading and unloading when Tanner was close enough for a good shot. The rabbit was far less wary now that Tanner hadn�t made any quick moves or even glanced at it.
The arrow was drawn part of the way and pointed at the top of the burrow when the rabbit appeared again. Tanner sat only ten paces away as he slowly increased the pull. A flick of his eyes told him the arrow was aimed correctly, and he released. The arrow penetrated the chest of the rabbit and pinned it to the dirt.
The rabbit twisted and fought. Tanner used the butt of his knife to end its life. Besides the chance of it escaping into the burrow, allowing an animal to suffer is against the instincts of all hunters.
They had meat for another day, and the chicken eggs he�d stolen were in his pack. He went back to watching the ship as he cleaned the rabbit and built a small, smokeless fire. When Carrion woke, he would be hungry.
The rabbit was almost finished roasting when Carrion pulled himself to his knees. He glanced at the makeshift spit with the rabbit and nodded. The eggshells were pierced and placed beside the hot rock of the fire ring until cooked firm. It was the hard way. Boiling them in a pot would have been better, but they didn�t have a pot. Piercing and baking often burned one side, but couldn�t be helped.
Tanner said, �How�s the red?�
Carrion stood and stretched as he answered, �He�s already delivered the things to our family. They gathered the pieces we sent and understood they were from a foreign army. Before the red flew back here, a council meeting was already under way. They�ll know what to do.�
�That�s why you took longer than I expected.�
�I know. I wanted to make sure they understood the meaning of what we delivered. On the way back to the monastery the second time we also found something odd. King Ember has probably half of his entire army hidden, but it�s hard to hide that many troops from above. They�re in a wooded valley, down near the southern border.�
�That is odd. What�s that idiot King of ours up to now?� Tanner asked, his mind turning over the possibilities.
�All those weapons at the monastery and the army standing by so close by cannot be a coincidence.�
Tanner sliced a leg from the rabbit on the makeshift spit and offered it to Carrion. �Do you think the army knows about the hidden weapons?�
�There�s no way to tell. But the question is interesting. I hadn�t considered the idea that they might not know about them because the two are close together, less than a day�s march away.� Carrion blew on the rabbit until it was cold enough to bite into. He remained quiet the entire time, his eyes gazing out to sea. When no more meat remained on the bone, he still held it.
Finally, Carrion snapped back from his reverie. �If they don�t know about the weapons it signals something more serious. It would mean the weapons are in defiance of King Ember. But that brings up the most relevant question of all.�
�You�re going to make me ask what it is?� Tanner said when Carrion didn�t continue.
Carrion sliced off more of the rabbit and said, �No, but I was waiting for you to draw your own conclusions and see if they match mine.�
�Well, I don�t have any, but let me see. If the weapons are not for King Embers army, they must be for another. A large army, if all those crates contain weapons. The only place another army could come from to collect the weapons is Shrewsbury. Right? An army landing here? That�s what you�re thinking.�
�Why would King Ember have an army in hiding near here?� Carrion asked.
Tanner snapped his fingers. �To join up together!�
�Good guess, but before you hurt your fingers snapping them like that again, think it through. The army of King Ember has no enemies near here to fight. If he wanted to invade the Shetlands to the south, he could without help. The Shetlands could be taken with a few hundred troops. He has over two thousand down there.�
�Then who will they fight?�
�Perhaps each other?�
Tanner nodded, then said, �What if Ember is setting a trap?�
�Why allow a foreign army to land on your shores, hike to their storage locations of weapons, and then fight them? It would make more military sense to meet them while they�re unorganized and without weapons.�
�That would make better sense,� Carrion agreed. �We�re missing something.�
�Most consider King Ember, a dolt when it comes to military tactics, but he�s reasonably fair and just in ruling us, with all but the Dragon Clan. Another ruler could be far worse. But the question remains, why are his troops positioned near here?�
Carrion wiped his greasy fingers on his pants and reached for an egg. �Sea salt?� Then he carefully pinched a few grains and sprinkled it over the egg before continuing. �I think he intends to send those troops across the sea. They�ve packed light. No horses. No goats, sheep, or cows to feed them corralled in that forest. They intend to either travel on ships or fast and light.�
�That doesn�t make sense. If they�re going to sea on ships, why is there a supply of weapons at the monastery?�
A wicked smile flashed across Carrion�s face. �I think I know. Because he is about to be double-crossed by somebody. I imagine it will go down one of two ways. The first is that Ember�s men load onto ships and sail away. Another fleet then arrives, and foreign soldiers take over Princeton while King Ember�s is gone.�
�That sounds too complicated.�
�Then how about this? The ships arrive in Shrewsbury, but instead of being empty, they hold troops. An elite army land and marches to the monastery where their weapons and armor is waiting. They quickly march north, away from Ember�s troops and march right into the palace because half the King�s army is waiting in that forest to the south. They take King Ember and force him to surrender his crown.�
Tanner drew in a sharp breath as he understood. �By the time Ember�s army arrives at the castle in Princeton the war is already over without a battle.�
�Our king is dead or deposed, replaced by another.�
�It�s crazy to move half of your troops to the furthest point in the kingdom. Is King Ember really that stupid?�
�Remember last year? His �secret� assault on the Northlands? A single dragon defeated his entire army and made a mortal enemy of the Earl.� Carrion shrugged as if to say that his king was a poor planner when it came to military operations.
They settled down and each reviewed his own thoughts as the sun sank. Tanner said, �If we stay here we need more to eat. The next ship might not arrive for a ten-day or more. Let�s sneak into town and steal enough food from the store.�
�I have the required coin to pay. We�ll take what we want, but leave enough copper so the owner is not at a loss.� Carrion again wore his wicked grin and seemed distracted.
Tanner said, �That�s what I meant.� Then he remembered they planned to burn the entire town. The store, contents, and all around it would be gone. What value is in a coin or two that might not even survive the fire? Very funny.
Carrion said, his voice now gruff and demanding, �Give me a while before we go down there. The red is getting near to Princeton, and I�ll need to guide him to the castle and tell him when to drop the packing crate planks with the writing and the weapons.�
�Hopefully, someone at the castle is smart enough to figure out our warning and tell the king. Go ahead and I�ll keep watch for you. How�s your back feeling?�
�Sore, but not like earlier.� Carrion settled down, closed his eyes.
Tanner�s back also felt better. He watched for a time, but there was nothing to see but an older man lying on the ground with his eyes closed as the day ended. The ship was too far from the point of land to watch, even if they were not so far away. He reached to slice more of the rabbit, but decided on an egg, instead. His eyes went back to the sea. Were there ships filled with troops just out of sight just over the horizon? Had they departed from a land across the sea to invade his homeland?
That line of thinking made him review the entire conversation he and Carrion shared. He did his best to find a flaw that would discredit the idea of an invasion. Instead, he found himself believing more and more of the story. War is coming. Shrewsbury needs to be burned. 
While they had discussed burning the city earlier, it had seemed unreal. Something in a fictional future. Now it was real. He waited until Carrion stirred again, well after dark.
Carrion nodded in his direction. �It�s done. Let�s head for town.�
They moved quickly, skirting the low-roofed buildings near the breakwater for taking up positions near the rear of the town where the forest grew to within a few steps of many buildings.
They moved to a vantage where they could watch much of the main street. Carrion touched Tanner�s arm and pointed. Behind a building was movement. Someone darted to the rear door of a building and knocked. The door opened, and he was pulled inside.
Tanner whispered, �There�s another in the woods. I think it�s the Dragon Clan.�
The door reopened, and the figure slipped back into the edge of the forest. Carrion said, �something is going on down at the pier, too. Let�s wait here until things calm down.�
Later the rear door opened again, and two figures slipped out of the forest and then across the road. Tanner said, �I want a look in the window of that building.�
Carrion nodded and took them back into the trees, then brought them to where the others had waited. Two large objects were blocking the path. He lifted one, and said, �Their backpacks. It was the pair we�re following.�
�They�re coming back? We have to hide.�
Carrion placed the backpack down and said, �Let�s cross the road and get to the store. I�ll feel better when we�re out of here.�
�Too much going on tonight. I can feel it in the air.� Tanner took the lead. They went to the front edge of a building that didn�t show any lights and ran together across to another dark building. Circling it took them to the rear of the store, and a window that opened as his knife slipped the thumb-lock.
They climbed inside and quietly gathered, dried fruit, smoked goat, and nuts from a barrel. All went into flour sacks that had their contents spilled onto the floor. When each had two bags full, they climbed out the window and huddled in the nearby shrubs.
A commotion on the pier drew their attention. A group of sailors was shouting, shoving and pushing. They were near the shore. Four more men raced to break up the fight, none wearing the blue uniforms of the sailors. Meanwhile, four others darted onto the pier and moved quickly to the ship, unseen by the dozen or so on the other side of the pier.
�Let�s get back to the other side of the road,� Carrion hissed.
They went the way they�d come and ended up at the edge of the forest where the backpacks were. Carrion paused. �The four running to the ship were ones from our Dragon Clan, or, at least, two of them were. They�re safely on the ship.�
�They�re not coming back for their packs.�
�So we take them. There might be things we can make use of,� he handed the first to Tanner, then said, �They left their bows, too. Take what we can and let�s get out of here.�
Loaded down, they returned to the headland and deposited their booty beside their fire pit. It was too dark to examine the backpacks, but the pier and the ship were lighted by torches. There appeared to be more active on the ship than would be expected in the middle of the night, but Tanner fell asleep.
He woke once, finding Carrion sitting with his knees to his chin, eyes on the ship. �Anything?�
�No, just keeping a watch on it and thinking about what to do next.�
Tanner closed his eyes again, and only opened them when the sun struck his face. Carrion was already spreading out the contents of the backpacks on his blanket. There was more food, a purse containing more coins, including one gold piece. The bows looked serviceable. There was nothing to indicate the pair were Dragon Clan, but finding that would have meant the man and the girl were too careless. In one of the backpacks were two small books.
Carrion looked at one, then the other. �Travel books about the Marlstone Islands.�
�We can use those.�
Carrion said, �We can also use the packs for ourselves. Take a few arrows, the blankets, and food. But that gold coin gives me an idea.�
�We have silver and copper.�
�And we have a few small gold, but that gold coin is much bigger. Did you know you can buy a farm with a gold coin that size?�
Tanner shook his head. He had never seen a gold coin, and few others in his lifetime. Living with a large family in a remote area didn�t require coins, or if it did, one of the elders usually traveled to a town or city to purchase what was needed.
�With a coin like that, I wonder if we could buy our own ship,� Carrion said, a smile touching the corners of his mouth.

CHAPTER FIVE

�There�s only one ship, and it�s not for sale. Besides, we can�t go aboard without revealing ourselves, and we are going to stay and burn the pier,� Tanner said.
�That is not the only ship on this coastline, you know,� Carrion said. �I�m proposing we stick with our original plan and then we find another ship in another port.�
Tanner placed both travel books on the Marlstone Islands in the pack he claimed for himself. He reached for a handful of nuts and said, �There�re too many eyes to buy a ship in Fleming. The invaders will be there, watching.�
�So we don�t go there.�
�You call them �invaders� but the messengers called them �the others.' I believe our new enemies need a name,� Tanner said. They were talking about war with people without names. That emphasized how little they knew about them.
�I agree. Years ago I chased a woman with hair down to her butt, I chased her all the way to Racine. I didn�t spend much time in the town, but her bedroom window overlooked the prettiest harbor you ever saw. There were ships of all sorts. Mostly fishing boats, but some were almost as big as that cargo ship tied to the pier.�
�Are you exaggerating?� Tanner demanded.
�Of course, I am. Who would build a fishing boat that big? But some ships probably sail across the Endless Sea. If not, as the owners, we can decide where we sail.�
�Speaking of going, take a look. That ship, the Pearl, has left the pier.�
�One sail up to help steer, and as it reaches the open water more will appear. It�s time you and I head back for the road. When the red attacks, I want to be well away to the south,� Carrion said.
�I won�t see it burn, will I?�
�I suspect there will be a flood of people trying to escape Shrewsbury. There�s really only one way into town, and that�s part of what made it a perfect place to land troops. But we don�t want to get run over by them so we have to get beyond where any will be.�
Tanner tossed the pack over his shoulder. �You�ll be watching it all through the eyes of the dragon. I expect you to tell me what is happening.�
�That I can do. I would like to inspect some of the crates of weapons, too. We�ll be heading south, so a slight detour to the monastery won�t take long.�
�I�d like to see them, too,� Tanner said, taking the lead. He angled them away from the town and up on the hillside where they could keep an eye on the departing ship and avoid any of the constables of town who might be watching the back ways.
When they reached the road, they again used pathways on the side of it. They kept under the canopy of the forest but moved fast. While it was morning, they had a distance to travel and didn�t want to get caught in the dark. However, they also didn�t want the lookout on top of the mountain to report them.
By midday, they reached the fork and turned south. The road wound through small hills and valleys, twisting and turning with the landscape. There was no attempt to conform the road so the road was straighter. In some places, it almost curved back on itself.
Carrion nodded to a side-road as they approached it. �That takes us to the monastery.�
�You said there are guards?�
�The dragon ran them off screaming in terror last time. I expect it will again.�
Tanner said, �Have it approach from the monastery side. That might make the guards flee into the forest instead of the building. I�d like to see what�s stored inside.�
�Good idea. I suspect that�s why they put you in charge.�
�You�re not going to lay off me about that, are you?�
�Not until you�re my age. When you are, I will expect you to treat me with respect.� Carrion threw his head back and laughed as if they had no danger in their future.
However, the laughter made Tanner feel better. There were signs of recent wagons on the dirt road. Wagon tracks were evident at every mud puddle. The grass and small plants were smashed flat, indicating heavy wheels had traveled the road, not long ago. Those same plants recover quickly, usually within a matter of days. Both of them were experienced trackers and didn�t bother pointing out the obvious.
Carrion said, �If you look through the breaks in the trees you�ll see the monastery on that hill over there. Now, I have a question for you. Your suggestion was to have the dragon come from the other direction so the guards don�t take shelter inside. Right?�
�Yes. I said I want to see what�s in there.�
�Me too. But my question to my illustrious leader is this. When they flee, where will they go? What�s the most obvious route for them?�
Tanner glanced around, not understanding the reason for the question. �They�ll flee down the only road. The one we�re standing on.�
�Are you suggesting that we leave the road, and as we get closer, we hide? They may run right by us?�
Tanner just smiled as if that had been his idea.
�I thought so. That�s good planning on your part. I�ll hold off my dragon until we�re closer, as you say. But, those guards are watching for anyone out here, so we need to be careful.�
�That�s what I was going to say next,� Tanner said.
�Of course, you were,� Carrion said with a wink, �There�s thick brush down that way, but then we have to climb the hillside to get to the building. But there isn�t enough cover to hide us the other way.�
�You lead. I�ll stay with you. Where�s the dragon?�
�Close. You should be able to feel him. I moved him in case we run into trouble,� Carrion explained as he started into the brush. They didn�t find any paths until they were almost half way across the small valley.
The slight tingle on his back reminded him the dragon was close, and he felt silly that Carrion had mentioned it. Tanner said, �The guards must hunt this area for food. Deer and whatever, so there should be trails and paths.�
�I�d like to get a little closer before calling in the red. Okay with you?�
�As long as you�ve spotted that guard up on the tower where only his head is visible.�
Carrion flashed his wicked smile. �He was the first one I spotted.�
The first one? There are others? Tanner started watching the windows, ledges, and doorways. He didn�t see any others, but they could be there. Carrion could be teasing, but the circumstances dictated more attention. Tanner made out the form of a guard out on the road, then another on the roof.
They would move out of sight of the guard on the road as soon as they dipped into the valley, but that would provide the other two with better views. They couldn�t help but see Tanner and Carrion.
Tanner said, �Any ideas how we hide from them?�
�I think we circle the building and come in from the south.�
�There�s no road. It�ll be harder.�
�When the dragon flies in, those guards are going to run from it. I think they�ll use the road,� Carrion said. �We don�t want to be on that side, or they�ll run right into us.�
Tanner looked at the distance they�d have to travel, and while it would take half the afternoon, he also determined it was the best alternative. �We�ll stay in the trees and make a big circle. I�d hoped we could do this quickly, but safely is better.�
Carrion turned and moved back into the forest again. He moved faster than Tanner expected, and several paths and trails went in the desired direction. The trees were shorter than Tanner was used to and in places the underbrush almost nonexistent. A few small streams flowed, and stinging insects were at a minimum.
They positioned themselves much closer to the monastery, only a hundred paces from the rear of the massive stone building. There were two doorways on the rear. One was blocked by beams nailed with spikes. But the other was smaller, and from the odors emanating from it, the door opened to the kitchen.
Carrion said, �Not all the guards will run.�
�They�re safe if they stay inside.�
�We�ll use the dragon to scare those outside away. My red�s screams will make more of them hide, but I want to get inside, and that�s going to be dangerous. String your bow. Be prepared to fight.�
Tanner slipped the bow from his shoulder and braced it on the ground. He hooked the bowstring and tested it before reaching for an arrow. The sound of wings beating the air drew his attention. He felt his back stinging with the approach, but it was gentle, almost friendly, not the intense pain the green dragon had caused. The red appeared just over the tops of the trees, almost silent, heading directly for the single guard on the roof.
The warning blare of a horn sounded. A call to arms by the guards. The dragon flew right over Tanner and let out a scream that chilled his blood. It rose higher and then attacked the tower where the guard had been. It ripped the roof off, then struck the tower again, driving its chest at the stone base as it landed. Cracks appeared in the masonry. The dragon rammed it again, and part of the wall crumbled and fell.
Carrion raced forward and kicked open the kitchen door. Without pause, he let loose an arrow and drew another. Tanner peered over his shoulder, but found only a cook, an arrow in his chest, a meat cleaver in his outstretched hand. Two doors stood on the other side of the kitchen.
The first opened to a dining room containing a massive table long enough to seat fifty. One end held a clay pot and maybe ten bowls neatly stacked beside it.
Three guards on duty outside and a cook. That left six men unaccounted for if there was one bowl for each. Carrion spun and opened the other door. It led to a hallway. He ran, checking rooms to either side as he sprinted past. At the end of the corridor stood a large double door. He pulled the one to the left open.
A guard charged at him, sword held high. Tanner let his arrow fly first. The guard fell face first, his arm clenching his weapon. In his hand was one of the short, broad swords Carrion had described. Carrion ran forward, ready to loose another arrow, but no other targets showed themselves.
They were in a room that had been a gathering place, or even a chapel at one time in the past. The ceiling was taller than most trees. Ornate images were worked into the plaster. Gaps in the roof poured sunlight into the room. Puddles of water stood in low places on the stone floors. The room was filled with crates of all sizes.
From another doorway, two guards entered at a run, one shouting at them while the other drew back the string on his bow. Tanner and Carrion leaped for the protection of the nearest crates.
�Where are they?� Tanner mouthed when they didn�t appear where expected.
The scuff of a boot answered. At least one of the guards was also in the maze of crates, and probably both of them. They were hunting the intruders. Tanner realized it was two against two, with the possibility of more joining the other side at any time. A retreat was impossible. Trying to leave the room would give all the advantage to the others.
There was no high ground. No second story or staircase, which was a blessing and a curse depending on which side controlled it. Carrion whispered, �They know where we are. Follow me.�
He moved quickly down a narrow passage between packing crates, then turned right at an intersection. Carrion paused long enough to grab a container and twist it as he pulled. It slid to him, and he put a shoulder into it, despite the noise of the wood scratching loudly on the floor. Tanner stood in the center of the aisle watching both ways for the guards, his bow ready to fire. When the crate blocked the passage, Carrion motioned for them both to enter the small alcove where the crate had been. From there, each watched one direction.
Carrion tapped his shoulder for attention. Tanner turned. Two guards were creeping slowly in their direction. The nearby crates stood taller than either of them; the single crate in the aisle left enough room on either side for a man to slip by.
�On three,� Carrion mouthed, drawing his arrow tighter. He counted. On three, both sidestepped into the passage and let their arrow fly. Both arrows struck with solid sounding strikes. Unfortunately, both flew into the chest of the same man. The other guard released his arrow. It drove into the crate right in front of them. He was pulling his second arrow when Tanner�s second hit him high, almost in the neck.
The guard dropped his bow and reached for the arrow just as Carrion�s second buried itself in his stomach. His knees collapsed, and he fell forward. Carrion put his bow on top of the nearest crate and levered himself up. He used the height to survey the room.
He pointed while pulling another arrow. �Tanner, close that door.�
Tanner ran. A door taller than two men stood open to the outside. He shoved it closed. There were brackets and an iron bar. He set the bar in place and spun.
Another door, smaller and opening to a hallway. He ran to it. There was no way to lock it, but he closed it and ran to the nearest guard they had shot. Tanner grabbed the unfamiliar sword that lay near the dead man�s hand and carried it back to the door. He slid the blade under the door and kicked with his toe until it was solidly in place. He made sure it was secure by pulling on the door.
It wouldn�t hold long, but the noise of anyone trying to get through would warn them. That left the door they use to come through. Carrion was already there. He closed it. Then he slid the nearest crate in front. Anyone entering would have to take the time to shove it aside. That noise would also alert them.
Carrion ordered, �Start breaking open crates. I have to check in with the red.� He sat on the floor, his eyes unfocused.
Tanner ran to the other guard and removed his sword from the scabbard. He used the thick blade to pry the boards off the side of a crate. It contained knives. Hundreds of them. The next crate held breastplates. The colors were not King Ember�s. In others, he found swords, helmets, and cases of bows. All military gear. Enough for an invasion, or to support a war.
Nearly all the crates had green dragons stenciled on them. There were many names of companies and individuals, but all the crates had ended up here.
Then he found another with the evidence he wanted. Flags and pennants. Not Ember�s colors of royal gold and blue, but green and yellow. The yellow crown printed on the field of bright green didn�t hold three points, for the three kingdoms of Princeton. It held five.
He removed several and stuffed them into his shirt. Then he opened more crates. He found tents, blankets, and more weapons. Much more. But the flags and pennants interested him most.
�Time we get out of here,� Carrion called.
The sound of banging on the double doors emphasized his shout to Carrion. They ran into the kitchen. Shoving the crate blocking the door aside, they ran through and out into the rear courtyard without pause. In a hundred steps they were safely in the shadows of the forest, but still running. They heard no pursuit.
Finally, Carrion slowed, bent over and gasped for air. When he could talk again, he asked, �What�d you find?�
�Breastplates, swords, helmets, tents, and so on. But I also found these,� he pulled a few of the pennants and handed them to Carrion.
After a quick look, he said, �Ember�s not going to like this at all.�
�What now?� Tanner asked.
�We need to find a safe place. Let�s keep going south, I�ll see what�s ahead.� Carrion again wore the vacant expression he used with he communicated with the dragon. In no time, the dragon flew over them and beyond.
Tanner waited. He knew better to interrupt. The eyes of Carrion looking through those of the dragon could see more of the landscape in a few moments than Tanner could in a ten-day period.
Carrion�s eyes returned to normal, and he said, �Ahead is a small valley. Beyond that is the road to Racine. We�ll camp there tonight. I still have work to do.�
Tanner nodded. �How far?�
�We�ll be there long before dark.�
Carrion moved through the forest like a blade cutting water. He deviated little and left no evidence of his passing. Tanner tried to emulate him, but the man was a master. The best he could manage was to use his youth and stamina to keep up.
They reached a small crest and through the trees spread a small valley with no signs of habitation. A stream cut down the near side. Carrion unerringly guided them to a small clearing where the water flowed over rocks and instantly soothed Tanner. The day had been one excitement after another. He unrolled his blanket and started to lie down.
�Not yet,� Carrion said. �Gather firewood for tonight. I�d help, but I have to work.�
Tanner watched with a bit of jealously as Carrion closed his eyes as he reached out for his dragon. Tanner moved around, gathering first rocks from the edge of the stream to bank a fire pit, then enough wood for a fire. He kept a close watch on Carrion.
There were ripe huckleberries. Tanner picked them, gathering them into a makeshift basket from one of the pennants.
Carrion sat up. �The monastery is burning. The red had to spit on that great door you barred, and then it pushed in part of a wall. A torch ignited the door. The wood on the crates caught as soon as the dragon spat on them. Then the whole building went up in flames when the roof beams caught.�
�They�ll bring in more supplies. This will only delay them.�
�We�re not done, yet. The red is on his way to Shrewsbury.�
�I�d forgot that.� He handed Carrion the berries.
�Always liked these. Tart and sweet at the same time. Like me.�
�You�ll be careful at Shrewsbury, right?� Tanner hung his head and continued, �Never mind that I said that. I know you will.�

CHAPTER SIX

Carrion directed his attention through the eyes of the dragon again while Tanner built a fire. They didn�t talk. Tanner watched closely, wondering what it must be like to see the ground from so high up. Not like standing on a mountain because everything below must move. The perspective would change. Did dragons really have the eyesight people said? Could they see the smallest creatures from so high up?
The questions kept coming. Did Carrion feel cold if the dragon did? He didn�t know, but decided to ask about that and several other things. Did they feel hungry together? If so, Carrion should weigh twice as much because dragons are hungry all the time. A fly landed on Carrion�s cheek. Tanner casually brushed it away instead of trying to kill it.
The fire burned cheerfully, and Tanner warmed his hands. He sat near a campfire enjoying himself and the warmth while a dragon was about to burn an entire town to the ground. His hands withdrew from the fire as if of their own accord.
Carrion said in a monotone, his eyes still blank, �The red just made his first pass over the pier. There are no ships in port and nobody on the pier. There�s a lantern burning at the foot of the pier. Before anyone can move it, we�re going to start the fire and then spread it.�
Tanner waited. There was no need to distract Carrion by responding.
�My red dragon spat onto the foot of the pier and missed the lantern. It�s circling around for another pass. Okay, it hit the flame that time. The pier is on fire. People with buckets of water are rushing to put it out. They�re too late. The red just spat again, and the fire moved like an explosion, expanding to the middle of the pier in flames higher than the tops of houses. Now the red�s flying to the other pier.�
Tanner held his breath, imagining what was happening. The people must be wondering why the dragon would attack the pier. He was thinking of what would happen if one of the nearby green dragons showed up to investigate. They needed to burn the town and leave the area.
Carrion said in his monotone voice, �The red flew low and fast right at the crowd of people. They scattered. It spat at four buildings on that pass. One is already burning. The red�s coming around again. Now there are three buildings in flames and everyone is running away from the waterfront.�
�Good,� Tanner muttered.
�It looks like the rest of the buildings are catching fire one at a time. I think everyone in the whole town is gathered in a group near the road. That is, everyone but those who are in the buildings down near the breakwater. I have not seen any of them. We�re going down there now.�
A longer silence ensued. Then, just as Tanner was going to ask what was happening, Carrion said, �All three buildings down there are burning. The people that were in them are moving up the hillside, but they�re going slow. They must have been drugged more than the others. One of those buildings had over fifty people, like a military barracks. They are so drugged; they don�t even understand they�re in trouble if they don�t get clear of the flames.�
Tanner held his breath. They wanted everyone to get clear, but knew from the beginning that might be impossible.
Carrion continued, �Okay, they turned and headed into the forest and made it out. Now we�re flying over Shrewsbury again. Nothing across the road is burning yet, so we�re going down and take care of that.�
Carrion suddenly twisted and turned, grabbing his lower leg as he howled in pain.
Tanner said, �What is it?�
�An arrow. It hurts. Don�t worry, the rest of the town is on fire, but I�m bringing the red here.�
�Here?� Tanner sat straight up.
�We have to get the arrow out, or it�ll fester. It hurts. �
Tanner didn�t know what to do. First Carrion reacted as if he had an arrow in his leg. That told the extent of the mental contact. Carrion did feel whatever the dragon did. �Should I put the fire out so he can land?�
�No. We�re going to use it to guide us to this place. By the time we arrive, it�ll be dark, and he can�t see well in the dark.�
A dragon flying into his campsite. Tanner had seen dragons from a distance, usually when they flew over, but the total number of dragons he had seen up close in his life could be counted on one hand. He glanced at the small clearing. There was not room for a dragon to land. The wings would hit the trees.
He leaped to his feet and searched the surroundings. Nor far downstream a wide open area stood at a bend in the stream. Only a few trees stood, all of them small. Tanner pulled his knife, wishing he had brought one of the short swords from the monastery with him. Still, the blade of his knife was longer than his hand.
He ran to the nearest of the trees, pine, and used the blade to slice downward as one hand held the handle, and the other pushed the blade. The soft wood cut in a long slice. He cut another slice and another, then reached up and took the top of the tree in his hand and pulled. The trunk snapped and fell to one side.
He went to the next tree and repeated the process. He didn�t need to cut the trunks all the way through, only enough to break when he used his weight to bend them. The few trees turned into ten, and the area was still not clear enough for a dragon to safely land. He cut ten more and surveyed the area.
Dragons were not that large, but their wingspan needed a clear area, and they were huge. He worked on clearing more, despite fatigue. The sun was down and darkness falling fast. He glanced up to find Carrion on the other side of the clearing cutting down more trees. I guess it was not big enough.
But even as the thought crossed his mind, Carrion called his name. �Tanner, that�s plenty big enough. Good thinking.�
Running to his side, Tanner said, �I didn�t know how much room it needs.�
�You were right. I left him so I could tell you, but saw you were already hard at it.�
�How long before it gets here?�
�It�ll be a while. I�ll let you know when we see the fire. Keep throwing wood on so we can find it from far away.� Carrion went back to his blanket. His eyes glazed over.
Tanner put more wood on the fire, then gathered more. The larger fire gave him the light needed to find more. In the excitement of the impending dragon arriving, he gathered enough to last a few nights. A dragon. Close up.
�I see the fire ahead. Landing at night is difficult because we can�t see to judge distances. Carry a few burning sticks and put them around the perimeter of the clearing.�
Carrion spoke in the same dull, slow way the drugged people in Shrewsbury did, which reminded him to ask Carrion more about the town. Did it all burn? He found a hundred questions on the tip of his tongue, he wanted to ask.
But instead of asking him, he gathered several sticks from the fire and placed them on the edges of the clearing. As he finished, he heard the rasp of leathery wings. Backing into the trees so he wouldn�t be under the dragon when it landed, he waited.
As the dragon came closer, the winds created by the powerful wings first stirred the grass and twigs, then blew anything not heavy or secured into the air. He closed his eyes and held his forearm up as a shield.
Then the air returned to normal, except for a stagnant, pungent odor. The dragon smelled. Tanner lowered his arm and found himself looking at the dragon, face to face from only a few steps away. If he hadn�t been petrified, he could have reached out and fed his hand to the beast�s mouth.
The dragon�s eyes were on him. He said, �Carrion if you�re trying to scare me, you are.�
A twitch of the head and the dragon looked elsewhere. Carrion�s laughter came from the campfire. Tanner relaxed slightly and took a step towards the fire.
The dragon�s head spun, and the eyes pinned him still again.
�Carrion?�
The dragon relaxed again as Carrion called out, �Come over here.�
Tanner side-stepped until he was near the fire, his eyes on the huge beast the whole time. As he neared the fire, he saw a splash of blood seeping from an arrow in the hip of the dragon�s rear leg. The dragon lowered its head and peered at the arrow. It licked at the blood with the forked tongue, but in doing so touched the arrow. The creature mewed like a stray kitten.
Carrion said, �You know I can�t promise you it won�t hurt you, right? But it does know you�re Dragon Clan.�
Tanner realized he hadn�t been aware of the tingling, or the stinging pain as it came closer. He�d been too excited, but now, as close as the dragon was, he expected to feel more. Instead, his back was warm, almost a good feeling. It had been the same with other dragons.
Carrion moved closer to the dragon. He looked at the arrow and the shaft. �The wound looks larger than the shaft. Probably an iron head on it.�
�How will you get it out?�
Carrion gave him the lopsided grin that always meant trouble. �Easy. I�ll let you do it.�
�What?�
�I�m going back into his mind. I�ll calm him. You need to get a good grip on that shaft. Don�t try to be gentle. Just grab it and yank it out. The red�s not going to like it. Pull it out and back up as fast as you can.�
�But you�ll be in its mind keeping me safe.�
�Remember that time you got into the cactus? Your mom held you down while I pulled them?�
�I was maybe ten. I hit you and gave you a black eye.�
Carrion nodded, �It�s sort of like that. Reflex. I�ll try to keep him at bay, but you have to get out of the way, too.�
Tanner looked at the exposed teeth in the dragon�s mouth, at the cold eyes, and then at the seeping wound. �Maybe we should wait until morning.�
�It has already been in there too long. We need it out now. You�re Dragon Clan, sworn to protect this animal. Now�s the time to live up to your pledge.�
Carrion settled down as if the subject was settled. Tanner moved closer to the hip with the arrow, noticing that the dragon turned its head away and now looked off into the darkness. Carrion's doing.
Tanner set his feet and reached for the shaft. He wrapped his fingers around it and took one deep breath, after looking for an escape route. He pulled as fast and as hard as he could. The arrow came free. The dragon howled, the head twisting to find the source of the pain. Tanner retreated three steps and fell, then crawled ten more steps until he was behind a tree only as big around as his wrist, and wishing for a larger tree.
He paused long enough to look up at the dragon�s head. The eyes were locked on him. As Tanner was going to put more distance between them, the dragon lowered his head and examined the wound that was no longer running with blood. It licked the wound several times. Then it lifted its head and roared.
The hurt was gone, it seemed to say. The sharp thing that hurt its leg was removed and healing could begin. Like the cactus spines that Carrion removed from Tanner�s leg so many years ago.
�You all right, boy?�
Tanner said, �It was close there for a bit, but I got the arrow.�
�The arrowhead, too?�
Lifting his hand, Tanner saw the arrow, the iron head still attached still clenched in his fingers. �Yes, I got it, too.�
Carrion sat and smiled. �You wouldn�t happen to know any medicine tricks for healing wounded dragons, would you?�
�No.�
�Just as well. I suspect him licking it will do as much good as anything else.�
�Will he eat me tonight?� Tanner asked, wondering how far away he should sleep. Maybe in the next valley.� 
Carrion�s voice changed to one of seriousness. �Not many live to tell after being so near a dragon. He knows you helped him. Both my persuasion and the relief of pain told him you were helping him. That arrow was right at his joint, so every move, every sweep of his wings hurt. You removed that. It knew you were Dragon Clan, of course. Now it knows you helped it stop hurting.�
�Then we�re friends?�
�Well, I wouldn�t go that far, but you may find that if you�re ever in trouble, this red will be the one to respond. I wouldn�t want to be the one hurting you.�
�Can I pet it?�
�I wouldn�t recommend it, but it�s your life.�
�It stinks.�
�You�re right. Funny, but when we touch minds I can see with its eyes, hear with its ears, and smell what it does, but it doesn�t smell rank at all. Right now, I�m about to puke.� Carrion chuckled as he stood and moved to the rear leg and examined it. �The blood is clotting.�
Tanner said, �Tell me about Shrewsbury.�
�Burned. The piers are gone, even the pilings burned right down to the water. All the buildings are ashes. The residents gathered and retreated up the road. But there were others there. Strange people.�
�The ones working on the breakwater?�
�Yes. We got several good looks as they ran from that barracks. Their arms had tattoos. Dragon tattoos. Both arms.� Carrion said.
�Like ours?�
�That I can�t say. But they moved like they were drugged.�
�What does all that mean? What is happening?�

CHAPTER SEVEN

Carrion asked, �What does that mean? Are you asking about their tattoos? I have no idea.�
�We have tattoos on our backs. They have them on their arms. I wonder if that�s the difference in us? Maybe the green dragons can communicate only with people with dragon tattoos on their arms,� Tanner said.
�Or maybe they are simply tattoos, not things they are born with like ours. Just ink under the skin and nothing to do with the greens. If there is a connection, why were they moving like they were drugged?�
Tanner gave it consideration, then said, �Were there any other people down by the breakwater?�
�Yes. Four or five in a building that was also the kitchen. No tattoos on them. They acted normal.�
�That confuses any ideas I had.�
Carrion laughed. �I know the feeling. Nothing about this makes any sense. But nobody will be using Shrewsbury to land troops for a while unless they plan to ferry them ashore in small boats and camp in the ashes.�
�After what happened at the monastery, they better bring their own dry-goods and weapons, too.�
The fire was burning lower, and Carrion confessed to being very tired. Tanner was wide awake. He stood and circled the campsite and dragon, making sure all was secure. He found one of the firebrands he�d used to mark off the safe area for the dragon had spread. The fire was in the pine needles, but a few kicks safely put out the fire.
Tanner turned to continue his circle and came face to face with the dragon again. It had shifted positions and the serpentine neck extended to place the head to within two steps of Tanner. He stood still, knowing his reflexes were nowhere near fast enough to save him.
The dragon flicked out its tongue. The tip nearly, but not quite touched Tanner. It sniffed twice, testing his scent. Then it pulled back and curled itself into a tight ball, much like a contented puppy sleeping at its master�s feet. He managed to exhale.
The night had brought on a chill, but Tanner didn�t feel it. He was a few steps from a sleeping dragon. Tanner could walk up and touch it. Well, maybe that was a bad idea as he pulled the blanket over himself and kept his eyes on the dragon.
He woke as the dragon pumped its wings a few times before it leaped into the air and flew off. Tanner didn�t get up. He just stayed under his cover and watched it grow smaller in the distance.
Carrion said, �The wound was scabbed over. No signs of infection.�
�You got up and checked?�
�It�s been light for a while. You sleep late like a girl I once knew.�
�I was tired.�
�So was she,� Carrion laughed. Then he tossed some sticks on the fire. �I want a real meal. Meat, eggs, maybe griddlecakes.�
�We don�t have food to cook.�
Carrion was still smiling. He pointed. �Right over that ridge is the road. There are two farms, one on either side of the road. I�ll bet with one of those coppers in your purse we could get a meal to remember, and maybe a little gossip to boot.�
�Gossip about Racine? I guess we could do that.� Tanner�s stomach growled loud enough for Carrion to hear, but the older man said nothing as he rolled tighter in his blanket.
The walk to the ridge didn�t take long. Tanner realized that Carrion must have seen the two farms when the dragon flew off in that direction. It must be nice to see where you�re going before you leave your campsite. Safer, too.
From the ridge, they saw the road, which was more of a wider path than a road. The two farms were at the end of the fenced pasture. Cows, sheep, and three mules grazed. Both farms had crops almost ready to harvest. Between the two houses was an orchard.
The dogs started barking before they were half way along the fence. A tan retriever and two black and white mixed-breed dogs raced to see who would arrive first. A woman working in the garden stood and waved as she arched her back to relieve some of the pain.
A man and two young boys emerged from the barn. From their appearance, they had been working in the dirt earlier. Each was covered in brown soil, from hat to feet. Tanner noticed a field recently plowed, the soil on top still looked damp.
Carrion and Tanner hopped the fence and approached them. Introductions were quick, and a meal was offered before they could ask to pay for one. The woman, who was about Tanner�s age, asked if they would enjoy eating in the shade of the trees behind the house where there was a breeze.
While the men washed in a tank of water, she entered the house and began the meal. A girl of no more than ten appeared, then shyly disappeared almost as fast. Tanner offered to help with the meal. The father said, �Not much to prepare. Bread and sliced goat. Fresh apples or pears on the trees. You just missed the cherries by a few days, but you might still find a few if you look.�
Carrion said, �This is about as nice a farm as I�ve ever seen. You must work hard to keep it like this.�
�It is hard work,� he said. �Then just when you�re done fighting drought, insects, and rabbits, you think it�s all over and what happens? A dragon appears. Flew right over us this morning. You see it?�
Carrion jammed a thumb at Tanner, �He sleeps late, so I was caring for our campsite.�
�A red, it was,� the farmer continued. �Big one, too.�
�Take any of your animals?� Tanner asked, fearing the answer.
�Nope. Not a one. It turned south right above us like it was following the road to Racine.�
Carrion had settled into a chair beside a sturdy table made of split planks. He leaned back and looked up at the blue sky. �Racine, there�s a name I haven�t heard for a while. I used to know a young lady there. But that�s a tale for another time.�
The farmer glanced at his two boys and nodded in agreement. He said, �It�s bigger now. New people moving in. Lots of them.�
Tanner glanced at Carrion. Then he asked, �Where do they come from? Up North?�
�Nope. They mostly keep to themselves and don�t talk much. But I think they come from across the sea, at least, that�s what some of us believe. They come with odd ways of talking, and they don�t join in, but we�ve seen their kind around here for many years.�
�Their kind?� Carrion asked, examining the trees in the orchard.
�Scared. Where they come from must not be a good place. They arrive here with nothing. Those already located here help them a little, but they don�t have much to provide. I�ve offered them jobs to help with my crops, but usually I just get shoulders turned from me like I�m trying to poison them. Like they�re scared to work.�
Carrion said, �I notice that�s an odd way you trim the fruit trees. It must take a lot of work, a lot of people.�
�It is, and I could use more help, but it�s worth it because it keeps them growing low to the ground so picking is easy. Those stakes spread the branches. The fruit grows larger too, gets more sun. It sells for more.�
�Where�d you learn to do that?� Carrion asked as the first platter of food was placed on the table.
�Heard some of those new people in town, Racine, talking about it at the inn a few years ago.�
�Too bad you can�t get them out here to help. It looks like they know how to grow fruit.� Carrion�s voice was soft, but Tanner caught the meaning and waited for the farmer to continue speaking.
The rest of the food was brought, along with a pitcher of milk. A few words thanking various gods were said, and then the ritual was offered to Carrion and Tanner to thank any they wished, but both refused. Guests ate first, of course.
The bread was fresh, soft, and contained a few spices Tanner didn�t recognize. The meat had a smoked flavor, and the cheese was sharp. He ate everything and finished with an apple he sliced with the knife worn at his hip.
He caught the farmer looking when he removed the seeds and slipped them into his purse. �One of the best apples I�ve had. I�ll dry the seeds and see if I can get them to grow at home.�
�Where would that be?�
Hesitating, Carrion said, �Up near Fleming, not far from the King�s Summer Palace. Ever been up that way?�
�Can�t say I have. Now we�ve got enough work for ten to do today, so if you don�t mind, when you�re done, please feel free to take your leave.� The farmer smiled at them while making the statement, but it appeared false as if he�d somehow been insulted, or figured out they were Dragon Clan.
Carrion stood and flashed a smile warm enough to melt the wax from a candle. �We also have business to attend. Come on, Tanner. We have a fair distance to go before dark.�
Tanner stood, slightly put off by the sudden change in the farmer�s attitude. But he followed Carrion�s lead and thanked them, leaving a full copper coin on the chair when he stood. They slung their packs and headed for the road as if they didn�t have a care in the world.
With the farm behind, Tanner said, �What happened?�
�You did. First, a dragon flies right over their farm, then we come from the same direction. Then you start saving your apple seeds like any Dragon Clan.�
�Those are small clues to put together if that�s what happened.�
Carrion said, �Listen to me. People survive by noticing the most trivial things. One may be coincidence, two a question to be answered, but three is a certainty. He knows you�re Dragon Clan.�
�Do you think he�ll tell anyone?�
�Like for the reward? I doubt it, but he�ll tell his neighbors for sure. The word will spread, but you and I will be far from here by then.�
Tanner relaxed. They passed more farms, and the ground generally dipped lower. Near midday, a wagon passed. He wanted to ask for a ride since the wagon was empty, but Carrion shook his head. When the wagon was further away, Carrion said, �If he wanted to offer us rides he would have.�
�How far to Racine?�
�Morning, I�d think. The land near there is hilly, as I remember. Before dark, we�re going to find ourselves a perch and see who�s following us. Don�t turn around.�
Tanner fought to keep his eyes ahead. �How many?�
�One.�
�How long has he been back there?�
Carrion said, �I noticed him as we left the farm. He was out on the road behind some brush.�
Tanner continued a few more steps. �That makes me feel better. If it was someone from the farm, I was going to be really upset with myself. I assume he�s staying well back from us?�
�It may be one of the guards from the monastery. That�s what makes the most sense to me.�
They walked on, taking their time and talking. Once Tanner caught sight of the follower when he turned to answer a question. �He�s still back there. I didn�t look, he�s just so bad at keeping out of sight I couldn�t help myself.�
�Could he have followed us all the way from Shrewsbury? I don�t think so, but I never looked behind.�
�I�d have seen him. No, he picked us up on the road by the farm. See that hill ahead? The road bends around it, and we can�t see where it goes.�
Tanner smiled and shrugged. �We�ll be out of his sight. Maybe there�s some cover we can hide behind and wait.�
�If there is, I suggest we do it. He makes me nervous back there.�
As they followed the road at their normal pace, it started to turn to the right. They were suddenly out of sight. On the hillside were boulders, not as large as Tanner would like, but if they crouched down they�d be hidden. He looked at Carrion.
Carrion�s eyes were focused on the same place. �Let�s do it.�
They ran up the slope, and each dropped behind a boulder. Tanner was grateful to notice Carrion used his ears to listen for the follower instead of trying to peek out. Tanner did the same, despite the difficulty of resisting the urge. He slipped his bow and strung it. He pulled an arrow and waited.
Running footsteps sounded. They were close. Tanner stood, spun and loosed an arrow. Before it struck the road in front of the man running, he had another pulled and ready to let fly.
Carrion shouted, �Halt.� He also had his bow held ready.
The arrow still vibrated four or five steps ahead of the man. Tanner took three paces down the hillside and paused again. Carrion eased closer, then motioned for Tanner. Carrion angled to the road so he would be behind their follower.
Tanner took the front, saying, �Just stand there and wait for us. Don�t be foolish.�
Carrion didn�t speak as he eased up on him and removed the knife from his hip. Then he spun him by the shoulder and pulled a scarf from the front of the face. �It�s a boy.�
Tanner had noticed. The clothing was shabby and dirty. The cheeks were almost bare. The clothing hung on him as if merely bone lay below the shirt and pants. Dirt streaked the face. Tanner glanced at the broken fingernails. What remained was black. He saw no weapons.
�Who are you?� Carrion demanded, his voice angry.
�Devlin.�
�That means nothing to me. Why were you behind us?�
�I was going into Racine. That�s all.� The voice was submissive and scared. The boy stood shorter than Carrion, but where Carrion had wide shoulders, the boy slumped and looked defeated. He refused to meet their eyes.
Tanner said, keeping his voice softer and more friendly than Carrion�s. The boy looked small and no more than fifteen or sixteen. �That�s a lie, and we all know it. Where do you live? The truth.�
�I used to live in Racine, but they made me leave.�
�Why?� Tanner asked.
�For stealing.�
�What did you steal?� Tanner persisted, determined to get the story out of the boy in short responses if necessary.
�Lots of things.�
Tanner sighed. This might take a while. �What things?�
�Apples. Grapes. Bread. Fish. Carrots. . .�
He sounded like he was going to continue listing food when Tanner raised his palm for him to stop. �Anything besides food?�
The boy glanced down at the tattered, soiled clothes that hung on him.
Carrion said, �The knife�s rusty and the tip�s broken. There are chips on the edge.�
Tanner said, �Why were you following us?�
�Food.�
�Why not just ask a farmer for a meal?� Tanner said, thinking back to the meal he�d just eaten, even if he had slipped them a copper coin. They hadn�t known he would, so the meal had been free.
�They send the dogs after me.�
Carrion said, �How long did you live in Racine?�
�Always.�
Carrion met Tanner�s eyes. �He might help us.� Then he turned back to the boy, �Devlin, do you know your way around the city? I mean, if we want to go somewhere and not be seen, can you take us?�
�Yes.�
Carrion reached into his bag and pulled his mixture of nuts, dried grapes, and dried meat. He started to pour some into his hand, but shrugged and handed the whole thing to the boy. �That�s for you. There�s more if you come with us and do as we say.�
While chewing, the boy nodded eagerly. They continued on the road until late in the day when the road crossed a small river. Downstream was a campsite, complete with fire pit and place to spread their blankets. There was also a deeper pool of water.
Carrion said, �Looking like you do, you won�t be much help to us. I wish we had soap, but for now, you get into the water and wash your clothing and yourself. Don�t come out until you�re clean.�
�It�s cold.�
�Of course, it is. Hell, that water was snow on those white mountains a few days ago but here�s the deal. You get clean and then you can eat. One or the other.�
Tanner dropped his things and waited. The boy resisted. Then Carrion pulled more food from his bag and spread it out, looking as if he was trying to make up his mind of what to eat. Devlin went to the water�s edge and removed a boot too big for his feet. He wore no stockings. He finally pulled his shirt off and dropped his pants, placing them under his arm and he walked into the deeper water.
Once there he sat and began splashing dribbles of water at himself. Carrion shouted, �Wash that hair and I�ll cut it for you later. Use the sand to scrub the soot and dirt off. And work on those clothes, too.�
�You're sort of mean to him,� Tanner said.
�We don�t want him recognized when we take him back to town. We�ll get him something else to wear, too. In the meantime, we�ll feed him and try to find out whatever�s in that brain of his.�
Tanner said, �I expected you to feed him and run him off. I�m impressed that you�re taking such an interest.�
�And I�m just as surprised that you are not. As my appointed leader of this expedition, I am truly disappointed in you.�
The smile was still on Carrion�s lips, but Tanner knew he�d missed something. Instead of trying to figure it out, he said, �Tell me.�
�Tell you what? The critical item you failed to see about Devlin?�
�Which is?�
�Now that he�s cleaner look at his arms.�
Tanner turned. Devlin was washing his shirt, but his arms were now pale instead of soot-stained from too many fires. His arms from his shoulders to his wrists were tattooed with writhing dragons.
Carrion said softly, �He�s one of the others.�

CHAPTER EIGHT

Tanner stood and kicked off his boots. He didn�t bother rolling up his pant legs. He waded to Devlin and took an arm. Looking at the designs. The ink was dark blue; the overall image was drawn crudely. The left arm depicted a dragon from the neck to head, thin as a snake. The other arm showed three heads, one above the other, each with an open mouth as if eating the next.
�What�s this?�
Devlin yanked his arm back. He looked ready to swing a fist.
Tanner took a step back, so he was out of reach. �Hey, I�m sorry. What is that on your arms?�
Devlin calmed. His fingers uncurled from the fist.
�We�ll talk later,� Tanner said. �Get yourself clean while there�s still time for the sun to dry you.�
Carrion walked into the water to his knees and said, �Come on over here, son. I might as well get that hair cut so you don�t have to wash it again.�
With a skittish glance at Tanner, Devlin went to Carrion, who motioned for him to sit down in the water. Carrion took hold of a fistful of hair and used his knife to slice it off. Then he continued, grabbing a handful and stretching it out before cutting it to the same length.
When he finished, it looked like someone had chopped it off with a knife. It hung wet, ragged, and choppy. Carrion said as if telling the truth, �There. Much better.�
The hair had reached past the boy�s shoulders. Now it was semi-uniform length about as long as a finger. Carrion said, �Wash it out and slick it back. You�ll look like a new man.�
A new man. He looked like a boy who had his hair caught in some farm equipment. Tanner suppressed a snicker as he decided that if he needed his hair cut, it would be done at home. However, Devlin stumbled from the water with his hair slicked back, his skin clean, and his clothing cleaner. Tanner finally admitted to himself the boy was hardly recognizable, which was the intent.
Carrion dug out the food they had stolen from the store in Shrewsbury and spread it on his blanket. Tanner did the same. Then, Carrion gathered wood and started a fire, grumbling the whole time that he was the only one who did any chores.
As they settled down, Devlin scooted closer to the fire. His pants and shirt steamed on the sticks they hung on, but he didn�t have any others. Tanner had a spare shirt. He handed it to the grateful boy. It hung on him like a nightshirt, which was good because it helped fight off the night chill.
�Tell us about Racine,� Carrion said. �Better yet, tell us about you.�
Devlin hesitated. Then he sighed and said, �I lived there.�
�Did you live in a house?� Carrion persisted.
�No.� Then Devlin glanced at Tanner and realized he needed to explain. �I found places to hide.�
�In the winter?� Carrion asked.
�The rain made me cold.�
Tanner said, �Friends or family?�
The boy shook his head and cast his eyes to the ground. He flinched when Carrion reached for more firewood.
The tattoos?� Tanner asked.
�I�ve always had them.�
Carrion gave an exasperated look to Tanner before saying, �There�s a lot of hills around here. I remember Racine has hills too. Are there places where we could be up high, and you point out the different parts of the city?�
Devlin smiled for the first time. �Yes.�
�Okay, then that�s what we�ll do,� Carrion said. �In the morning, we�ll find a place to sit and talk. Don�t let your clothes get too dry or they�ll catch fire.�
Tanner said, �Use that shirt over your other for tonight.�
The boy looked even younger, maybe sixteen was a stretch. His frail shoulders and spotty beard almost gave the appearance of an old man. Give him a cane and white hair and he�d fool anyone. Tanner considered those ideas, as well as understanding that most of his appearance was from poor nutrition. He probably only ate a few times a week, and then only what he could steal or forge from what others threw away.
Living in the city wouldn�t give him much time to learn to hunt. Most of the time he was the hunted, as people tried to keep Devlin away from what they owned.
Tanner went to sleep. Later, he woke as Devlin tried stealing his backpack. As usual, Tanner had slipped a strap around his arm. In the moonlight, he slowly shook his head. Devlin pretended to go to sleep again. So did Tanner.
Devlin carefully reached for Carrion�s pack. Tanner said softly, �How are you going to survive with only one hand?�
Puzzled, Devlin halted.
Carrion said, his eyes still closed, �He�s right. I�ll cut off any hand that steals from me.�
Later, Tanner woke when Devlin tried to sneak away. He said, �We won�t hold you here, but after the sun comes up and the two of us are eating our fill, you remember that you left us, and you are hungry. You will not be welcome back with us.�
When Tanner woke with the sun, Devlin was sitting off to one side where the morning sun warmed him. His eyes watched, but he said nothing. Carrion climbed to his feet and said, �We might as well get on with it. We can eat while we walk.�
Tanner looked at Devlin and said, �How long will it take to get to the edge of town?�
Devlin shrugged and remained silent.
�Oh, come on,� Tanner snapped. �It�ll take as long to walk there as it took you to get here. How long was that?�
His eyes drifted off to one side, and his lips silently moved, then he said, �Ten days. Maybe more.�
Carrion barked a laugh and drew the attention of both of them. He said, �Probably telling the truth. You assumed he walked right here, but he probably snuck around farms, stole what he could, and managed to remain out of sight until we found him. Ten days sounds reasonable.�
Tanner offered the boy a handful of food as he dug into a bag for more. He said, �There�s plenty. Just let me know.�
Devlin shoved it all into his mouth, stuffing it so full he couldn�t chew. They walked together, with Carrion leading the way. When Devlin choked and spit most of it out, Tanner just held out the bag for him to take more. He took a smaller handful, but placed it all in his mouth as if making sure nobody took it from him.
They set a fast pace, traveling up small hills and down the same. When they crossed creeks, one or two of them sometimes paused long enough to drink. They passed more farms, and then the farms were joined next to each other. Farmers waved, children played, dogs barked, and smiling people passed them on the road. Most wished them a good morning.
The farms were prosperous, the people friendly, and Tanner contrasted what he saw with Shrewsbury. There was a sickness in Shrewsbury. Illness brought on by the others. Yet, he walked beside one of the others, unless he missed his guess. It made it hard for Tanner to like or trust him.
Hopefully, they could get the boy talking. In his story might be clues for how they should proceed or weaknesses they could exploit. But the process couldn�t be rushed.
They went up a hill longer than any before. At the top was a clearing where two small groups of people spread blankets for a picnic. The view was unobstructed. The hillside fell away until it reached a small city. Smoke rose from dozens of chimneys. The buildings were spread out more than in Shrewsbury, the only other large town, or city Tanner had ever seen.
Between many of the buildings were gardens, flower, and vegetable. Trees lined the streets. A square occupied the center, with colorful tents and stalls. Hundreds of people either sold their produce or products. At least that many strolled the offerings and purchased what they needed. Musicians played.
Beyond the buildings was a finger of a bay fed by a river. A stone wall was at the mouth, protecting the boats inside. A fleet of fishing boats, was grouped on one set of docks while much larger ones were for loading and unloading ships. Warehouses lined the shore near the piers. Three ships were tied at the piers, and two more were anchored in deeper water.
Tanner expected to rest with the people sharing the grass and watch the city, but Carrion motioned for them to move on. Tanner noticed the reaction Devlin had with them. If not fear, it was apprehension. He had been almost relaxed until he spotted them.
They moved down the road, but when they were still well above the highest rooftops, Carrion pointed to a place beside the road that couldn�t be called a clearing. They pushed aside a few branches and stepped on a few weeds to make a place to rest.
Carrion said, �Where did you live? I mean what part of town?�
�Over there, mostly.� He pointed to a section of rooftops.
�Why there? I�d think down by the market would be better. Easier to steal food.� Carrion said.
After a hesitation, Devlin said, �No. There is more food in the market, but also, more people watching it, and watching for people like me.�
Tanner said, �Are there many like you?�
�Yes. There�s many homeless.�
That was not the answer to the question Tanner intended. He wanted to know about those with tattoos on their arms but didn�t want to bring unnecessary attention to his interest. He said, �It sounds like the residents don�t like the poor.�
�Townies have their own rules.�
�That�s what you call them?� Carrion asked.
�Yes. Because they belong to the town, I guess.�
Carrion�s eyes drifted away from Devlin and looked out over the rooftops as if distracted, but Tanner saw the interest. He waited for the next question, knowing what Carrion would ask before the words came.
�What do they call you?�
�Beggars. Thieves. Other stuff.�
�What stuff?�
�Anterrians. Foreigners. Sometimes Crabs or filth.�
Tanner fought to keep his reactions to himself. But now the others had a name, and maybe a place where they came from. Anterrians. They would come from Anterria. He glanced at Carrion, who returned a very slight nod of his chin.
Carrion then said, �Foreigners. Like you come from another land?�
�If we have the dragons on our arms we�re Crabs.� Devlin made the statement as calm as if repeating what everyone knew.
�Couldn�t you find work? Maybe on a fishing boat?� Tanner asked.
Devlin held out his arms, displaying the dragons. �With these? Nobody will hire me. They�ll sic dogs on me, or throw rocks at me, but who would dare hire me?�
�You said, �dare.' Why that word?� Carrion asked.
Devlin paused again as if he was used to thinking about his answers before speaking. �There are stories about people like me hurting townies. Nobody wants to be around us.�
�There�s others in town with tattoos on your arms?� Tanner asked.
�A few,� his eyes shifted as if he wanted to escape the conversation.
Carrion stepped in and said, �We�re going down there, and I have enough coin for all of us. First thing, we�ll buy you some better clothing. Pants long enough to reach your feet and a shirt with sleeves long enough to cover those tattoos. Where can we buy them?�
�There're people that sell clothes in the market square, but they won�t let me go there.�
�Why not?� Carrion asked.
�They caught me stealing too many times.�
Tanner had heard about enough. He snapped, �Stealing what? Loaves of bread?�
The boy hung his head as if that was a major crime. Carrion said, �You�ll be with us. I don�t think anyone is going to object to you being there. Not if they want to survive to the end of today.�
Carrion was angry, showing his red cheeks, but more than that, his anger had alerted the red dragon. It flew close enough for Tanner to sense it, and at almost the same time Carrion glanced up. The dragon was still out of sight, but drawn by the possibility of danger to its bonded partner.
Carrion closed his eyes to check on the dragon while Tanner said to Devlin, �I think it�s about time we went down there and visit that market. You�ll trust us to manage any trouble, won�t you?�
A hesitant nod was the answer. Carrion�s eyes blinked and returned to normal. He said, �A visit by a red dragon might straighten out some of those people.�
�Or scare them and make them hate anyone associated with dragons.�
Devlin crossed his arms and held his hands over the tattoos, believing they were talking about him. Before long they were strolling down the road, ignoring any negative looks cast in Devlin�s direction.
�Know of a decent pub or inn?� Carrion asked, then shrugged. �Probably not, but I intend to find one.�
�You sound upset,� Tanner said, feeling much the same and wondering if for the same reasons. He wanted to fight for Devlin.
They continued walking, acknowledging the few greetings from the people they passed. Carrion finally said, �They seem so friendly, but then they treat people like Devlin completely without shame or consideration.�
�Maybe they have a reason,� Devlin said, his voice so low that hearing his was like listening to the buzz of a certain bumblebee in a field of clover.
Neither responded. They entered the edge of town and passed modest homes and small businesses. Carrion pointed at an intersection, and they turned. People thronged the street. Horses, mules, dogs, children, and adults moved along the street, so many they bumped and touched each other.
Devlin pushed Carrion roughly with both hands, sending him stumbling to the side of a building. Two or three people paused to observe. Carrion crouched with his knife in hand, ready to cut Devlin, who backed several steps.
�What happened?� Tanner asked.
Carrion moved a few steps forward. Devlin held up his empty hands in front of him.
Tanner stepped between them. He looked at Devlin, �Why?�
Devlin pointed to Carrion�s waist. His purse hung outside, by a single leather thong. There had been four, and the purse had been inside his waistband. �A thief.�
Lifting the purse and glancing at the cut strips of leather, Carrion understood. �You had to push me before he cut the last one. If you hadn�t acted so fast, he would have my purse.�
The few people who had paused to watch moved on. Carrion replaced his knife and reached an empty hand to Devlin, who eventually grasped it in a handshake. Devlin said, �If you have a string long enough, tie it around your neck . . . And another to your trousers. They�ll cut the one around your neck and catch it as it falls free. You need at least two.�
�You know this because you were a thief?� Tanner asked.
Devlin gave him the same look children give to mothers who ask silly questions.
�We have a lot to do. Devlin, why don�t you take the lead?�
The smile was instant and unexpected. His words were, too. �You lead. I�ll be more help to you at your back.�

CHAPTER NINE

The three of them walked the streets. People jostled them, others moved out of their way, and more than a few cast hateful looks in Devlin�s direction. Otherwise, few paid them any attention. The city was used to travelers and strangers. Although smaller than Fleming by half, the port city flourished with buyers, sellers, sailors, travelers, and those who profited by them.
Carrion led them unerringly to the market square. He paused near a vendor selling meat pies and purchased three while asking where they might find clothing. The pie seller gave confusing instructions, but before the pies were eaten, they stood before a short, round woman with pink cheeks matching her overall appearance.
�I want to buy this boy. A shirt, pants, stockings, and boots,� Carrion said.
�He surely needs all that. And a bath.� She said, twitching her nose, but not moving to help display her goods.
Carrion pulled a large silver coin, flipped it in the air with his thumb and snatched it back just as the woman reached out. He curled a lip and said, �It appears to me that you have nothing we�re interested in.�
They left to the sound of her curses. Further, down the aisle, they found another woman selling clothing. Tall and thin, she greeted all three with a smile when they paused in front of her stall. The clothing displayed was used, colorful, and in good repair. She said, �Do you see anything you like?�
Carrion stepped forward and said, �Yes, there is. I like your smile, and it�ll earn you a proper fee, I�m thinking.�
�I�m married, but always appreciate a compliment, good sir.�
�I simply meant that we have not been treated so well since we arrived this morning. We�ll do business with people that are friendly. Have you anything to fit my new friend, Devlin? The odd-looking young man with us?�
�Not so odd looking if he wore clothing fit for a man instead of a child. I think he might be a handsome young man with proper pants and shirt. Each will cost two small coppers, but he can have his pick of colors. I�ll hem or mend anything needed for no charge.�
Tanner said, �Boots, too. I don�t see any.�
�Can�t sell you them, but when we get your friend dressed properly, I�ll take you to an honest man who will sell them. His stall is just a few steps away. I do have stockings if you wish.� She nodded to a table with stockings of every color and size.
�Get over here so she can judge your size, Devlin,� Carrion said, pointing to a green shirt.
�Too small,� she said.� Then she turned to Devlin. �Show me a shirt you like.�
He pointed to a blue one.
�Too small, again, but how about this one?� She held up another blue shirt, almost the same color, one with long sleeves. It had, at least, two tears that had been expertly mended.
He nodded.
She glanced at his waist and legs and selected a pair of pants that had so little wear there were no patches. �Go behind that curtain and change. Be quick about it.�
Devlin looked at Carrion for confirmation, then moved to the curtain. He emerged a different person. The filthy clothing in his hand had been charcoal, but that had not been the original colors. They were intended for someone a head shorter. Now he would fit in on any street they'd been on, drawing no negative attention, except for the bare feet.
Carrion nodded in approval. He turned back to the woman. �Now that you know his size, can you select another shirt and pants, and we need six pairs of stockings if you don�t mind. The colors won�t matter.�
�Mind? That�s what I do here,� she laughed as she held up another shirt and waited for Devlin to smirk his approval. She wrapped the entire contents in a rag and tied it. Then she walked with them to a cobbler�s stall and introduced them.
In no time, Devlin wore his first pair of stockings and from another friendly vendor, boots that were hardly worn. The smile he wore convinced more than one he was daft as they wove their way in and out more of the sellers, buyers, lookers, and thieves. Twice people had tried for Carrion�s purse.
When they reached a leather smith's stall Carrion placed his purse on the counter. The old man with a hammer and scissors on hand said, �Replace the thongs or sell you something that won�t be taken.�
�Tell me about the second choice,� Carrion said.
The man reached to a shelf under the counter and placed a flat envelope of soft leather in front of Carrion to examine. There were leather strips, but also a hole in the leather, the edges stitched with heavy cord. A large brass button lay on top.
He said, �You tie it to your pants like most, but when a cutpurse snips the cords and expects to grab and run, the button sewn on the inside of your pants fouls his play. Same with pickpockets. They can�t get it free.�
�We�ll take three. Six buttons. Needle and thread, too, if you please.�
�Cost you eight smalls in total,� his voice said he was willing to barter.
�Nine, or no deal,� Carrion said, his voice sounding final. It took a moment for the leather smith to realize he�d been offered more than he asked. He offered to sew the buttons, but Carrion refused.
Tanner said, �You can point us to a good inn. A place with solid food, clean beds, and a place where the captains of ships tend to gather.�
�That�ll be the Anchor Inn,� he pointed. �Right down that street there. Ask anybody or look for the blue anchor over the door. If you insist on paying me nine, I�ve been watching your skinny friend hiking up his pants since you�ve been here. I have a belt that�ll fit him. Too small for most and it has been hanging here in my stall taking up space for a summer or two. No charge.�
They headed in the direction the Leatherman told them, pausing only long enough to buy three bananas, a fruit none had ever eaten, but people near the stall seemed to enjoy them. The vendor told them the strange fruits had arrived on ships from a far-off land. After struggling with the removing the peelings, they found the fruit sweet, but too soft to be enjoyable.
The sign with the blue anchor leaped out at them from the side of a building. The front door sat on one side of a building made of tan stone while the rest of the wall facing the street was a row of small windows, most of them propped open for circulation.
Tanner and Carrion headed for the door. Devlin said meekly, �I�ll wait for you here.�
They both turned. Tanner said, �What are you saying?�
�I�m not welcome in there.�
�Your arms are covered, your face is reasonably clean, your clothing is like others. What�s the problem?�
�The owner chased me with a stick from behind here for looking for something to eat in what they tossed out.�
Carrion stepped closer to Devlin. �Listen, I�m going to teach you how to act. Hold your chin up. No, a little higher. That�s right. Now, look me in the eye. Do not look away until I do. Hold your shoulders back just a bit. There.�
Tanner stepped up, �Devlin. Now look at me. No, remember the three things Carrion said for you to do. Okay, act like we�re meeting for the first time.�
It took several tries until Carrion was satisfied with Devlin�s stance, but when he was, they entered the inn. Maritime memorabilia lined the walls. Rigged ships, paintings of other ships and faraway places, and even a section with ropes tied in fancy knots told they catered to sailors. The clienteles were older, many wore uniforms with gold piping, and the atmosphere was constrained.
A dozen men sat at tables in small groups, most positioned where they could keep an eye on the street outside, as well as any who entered. There was a man at a small counter beside a door. Carrion approached him before sitting on a stool in front of him. �We need a clean room with three beds.�
�Our rooms are either private or four to a room. No exceptions.� The voice was neither friendly or cold, just impersonal.
�I meant to say that while there are three of us here, the fourth will join us later. Of course, I�ll pay for him now, and he can reimburse me.�
�Put your names on this register and pay me first. Three coppers for the room and food per day, as much as you can eat all day long or until we run out. You pay the girls for your drinks. No rough stuff or pinching the girl�s bottoms, or you�re out on the street.�
�I�ll pay for two nights, now. But I may need to stay longer and expect the room to be there for us if we need it.�
�Of course. The second room through this door and up the stairs.�
Tanner noticed Devlin trying to maintain the haughty expression, but he still looked like a scared kitten. When the clerk�s eyes flashed by him without pause, Devlin�s cheeks instantly turned pink. Once in the room, each claimed a bed by placing their belongings on it.
Tanner asked, �What now?�
�Without a coin in this town, we�d be treated as poorly as our friend, Devlin. I want each of you to sew one of the brass buttons on the inside of your pants, and I will too.�
�Why should I?� Devlin asked, not protesting, but not understanding the instructions.
�To carry your coin. A man with a purse and a few coins can go anywhere. You only have to draw out your purse and jangle it to gain respect. Such is the world we live in.� Carrion talked as he turned the waistband of his pants out and threaded the needle. He soon had one of the new coin purses inside his waist, buttoned at the top and the thongs tied through a hole. He practiced flipping it outside and drawing coins. He slipped it back inside and nodded, satisfied.
Tanner was next, and then Devlin. Carrion handed Devlin several coins, all copper, but enough to make a decent noise if he shook it. With his back turned to Devlin, he passed several coppers, silver, large and small, and two gold to Tanner. Tanner looked at him questioningly.
�In case, I am robbed. Never keep all your coin in one place.�
Tanner agreed. He placed the flat pouch inside his waistband after buttoning it, and the purse all but disappeared. He said, �Now what?�
Carrion said, �That meat pie filled me. Why don�t we go down to the docks? Look at boats. Maybe talk to a few people.�
�Then what?� Tanner asked.
�Dinner here. A late night of sipping ale and listening to loose talk. Never know what you might hear. Devlin, can you lead the way to the docks?�
�Which ones? Where the ships are, or the fishing boats?�
Carrion said, �Why not take us to both? I can use the walk. Besides, I�d like to see the city.�
They left the inn and strolled away from the central marketplace down to the waterfront. The inns nearer the waterfront were louder even during the day. Women often stood beside the doorways enticing sailors to come inside and enjoy themselves. Tanner thought more than one looked right at him when they made their pitches.
A fight with one stumbled into the street. Whistles blew, and constables arrested five sailors. The stores were shabby, the merchandise more so. Strong drink and the presence of pretty women seemed more important than quality dry goods, food, or hardware. Curved knives favored for slicing rope were for sale everywhere, as were waterproof cloaks and droopy hats to shed water.
But there were ships. At each stood an officer, usually at some sort of make-shift desk. He answered questions and quoted prices. Carrion did the talking. He asked general questions, but always managed to find out the ports of call. Only two of the six ever traveled to the Marlstone Islands, and one of them had recently dropped porting there for a city far down the coast named Rockwall, a dreary sounding place by all description.
Carrion asked why the ship no longer sailed to the Marlstones.
�People there are unfriendly. Like they don�t want our business. Twice we had crewmen disappear, one right after asking questions about the lands to the east. The locals became upset and threatened to beat one for discussing forbidden subjects. The Captain refused any of the crew to go ashore after that.�
�It sounds like a place for me to stay away from because I�m always curious and ask questions. Where else would you suggest a man go where he can discuss buying from one land and selling in another? For profit, of course.�
While he talked, Devlin and Tanner stood back, as if respectful of a wealthy master. While Devlin watched for pickpockets or thieves, Tanner watched for danger or odd reactions to Carrion�s questions that could present problems. He saw nothing to alarm him so far.
They were working as a team, Tanner realized. Devlin said little, but already his contribution was massive, if you considered what would have happened if he had not stopped the thief in the marketplace from stealing the entire purse Carrion wore. Now his natural instincts and life experiences were protecting them.
What are we going to do with him in the future? Tanner shrugged the thought away, not wanting to think of it, and not able to help himself. Their plan was to sail to the islands. Perhaps farther.
He stole a glance at Devlin and tried to see him as others did. With the shorter hair, and cleaner appearance, and his new clothing, the boy looked almost respectable. There was still more work needed for him to pass as middle class. He�d talk to Carrion about a real haircut, a trimming of the scraggly beard, and the dip in the river had only removed surface dirt. He needed soap, hot water, and time. Now that he thought of it, so did he.
Carrion had spoken to the officers of all five sailing ships. He pointed to the fishing fleet. �Let�s go down there.�
They walked along a narrow road, but even as they neared the boats, the boats looked no bigger. A ship is for crossing a sea. A boat is for a few days in calm weather and returning to port. Besides, as they walked nearer, the stink of dead fish increased. There were five piers, each with smaller docks jutting from them.
Most had boats tied up to them. There were people either unloading them or working on them. Lines needed replacement, nets repaired, scraping and painting. Everybody was busy. Carrion again took the lead. He spoke to several, asking general questions and hinting that they might be interested in passage to the Marlstone Islands.
�Nasty place,� One fisherman said, as he repaired a net hanging beside a boat. �But pretty.�
�It�s the people that are nasty?� Carrion asked.
�Yep. Didn�t always be that way. A while back, a man could have a good time in Marlstone City.�
�What happened?�
�New people started moving in. Took over the businesses and made sailors unwelcome. Wouldn�t let them eat in restaurants. Closed most of them, anyhow. Only one Inn over there now, and you don�t dare say anything in it because the serving women are spies. Least that�s what they say. I haven�t been there in a few years.�
�It takes one of those big ships to get there?�
�Nope. There�s good fishing east of the Marlstones. A lot of this fleet used to go there for the big hauls, especially in the spring.�
Tanner looked out over the fleet, inspecting the boats, and noticed Carrion was doing the same. But it was Devlin who spoke. �These little boats can go all that way?�
The fisherman chuckled, but his hands never slowed with his net repairs. �Some prefer to take these. Fewer restrictions. Better yet, are the little frigates you used to see carrying mail and light cargo up and down the coast. Used to be quite a few of them crisscrossing the Endless Sea. They�re slim and fast, but carry next to nothing in the way of cargo.�
Carrion asked, �Why would they name it the Endless Sea if there�s another side to it?�
�That�s because once you�re out there in the middle of it, no matter the size boat, it looks and feels endless until you see land.�
�If those frigates don�t cross the sea anymore, what do they do?�
�Most got beached years ago when the need to carry a few people back and forth ended. Some still struggle to make ends meet, but the truth is they�re not much use for anything. Can�t carry enough fish or cargo to make it worthwhile. The only people who want them have a need to go fast. Smugglers and the like.�
�I see,� Carrion said. �I guess if nobody wants them, they beach the ships or sell them cheap. I�ve never seen ships like that.�
�If you look around here you�re in the wrong place. Up where the sailing ships dock, beyond them. Smaller docks there. Old ones almost falling down. You�ll see how worthless they are if you go up that way.�
A few more minutes of idle chat and Carrion motioned with a wink that it was time to go. They walked away from the fishing fleet and back to the cargo ships, and beyond. At the rickety piers were three smaller ships, narrow, and with masts looking too tall. An open deck covered most of the main deck, but a small door led to a deck below. Small round windows went from the bow to the stern, many of them open to the sea air.
Instead of approaching, Carrion steered the three of them close enough to read the names on the bows, but no closer. The Rose, the Edna, and the Far Seeker. He said the names out loud and looked at Tanner and Devlin. �This is what we�re going to do. None of us is going to show interest in any of those three ships, but I want to know everything about them. Especially the Far Seeker.�
Tanner raised an eyebrow.
�Look at her. Sails hardly patched, new paint on the hull, and the ropes on the rigging looks new. The other two are ready to be beached.�
He was right. Two of them looked unseaworthy, especially the Edna. But with gold one of the two might be refitted. The price of either of those ships was probably cut-rate. He tried to look beyond the obvious rot, worn equipment, and poor maintenance. He would not wish to sail on either.
Carrion said, �We�ll sit in the inn and listen to others talk. You and Devlin might stroll down by the pubs near those ships and listen, but never ask a question or show interest. We�ll spend a day or two and see what we come up with.�
Devlin said, �I know a few people. I can ask.�
�Which is like standing on a rooftop and shouting our business. No, we do it my way, but I appreciate your offer. If this doesn�t work out, we might try your friends.�
Tanner said, �Let me get this straight for Devlin and me so we understand your orders. You�re asking us to sit and appear to enjoy ourselves while serving wenches bring us food and ale?�
�Essentially. But that�s the gist.�
Looking at Devlin, Tanner said, �This is going to be hard for us.�
They were still laughing as they entered the dining room at the inn.

CHAPTER TEN

The three of them entered the inn and found a table. A young girl with a soft smile warm enough to melt butter asked what they wanted to drink. Carrion said, �Your best ale for me and two watered wines for my young friends.�
Tanner scowled, but remained quiet lest others hear him. But they�d discuss it later. He was in charge of the expedition and Carrion needed to be reminded of it. He fumed, then realized why the family council had put the two together. It was true that Carrion had been often absent, but there was no reflection on how serious he took his job.
The question became, why had they appointed Tanner in charge. The answer drew his attention as he figured it out. The appointment made him feel superior and in charge of an important mission. Carrion didn�t need that sort of coddling. Yet they made mutual decisions more often than not.
Would he ever have the wisdom they did? He doubted it. A glance around the room found four tables with men at them. All men. Most wore indications that they were seamen and high ranking ones. All were nearer Carrion�s age than his.
A black cauldron hung over a low fire on a swing-arm. A cupboard held fresh bread loaves the size of his fist. His stomach twisted. The girl returned with the ale and wine in stoneware goblets. Tanner said, �We have a room here. Can we go fill a bowl?�
�Then what would they need me for?� she laughed. �Three bowls of stew?�
�Yes. And bread. Do you have anything else?� Tanner said.
�Well, that�s all we have for your meal,� her eyes twinkled, �unless you�re asking about the berry pies we made.�
Tanner glanced at Devlin, who looked almost ill at the mention of the food. �Stew first, but save three slices of pie, please.�
�Lots of bread,� Carrion added.
She hurried off with a wiggle of her backside. Tanner tasted the wine reluctantly. If it was watered at all, it was very little. It held a sweetness on his tongue that he hadn�t ever found in the wines he�d had. Most were bitter and left a sour taste in his mouth. This one was totally different. He gulped more.
�Better take it easy on that,� Carrion warned him.
Three bowls of heavy, dark stew with chunks of meat, barley, turnips, carrots, and onions appeared on the table. The girl raced off to fill a platter with the small loaves of bread, butter, and soft fruit preserves to spread on them. Each bowl held a wood spoon, and it became clear Devlin didn�t know how to use one.
Tanner nudged him under the table and scooped stew into the spoon and softly blew on it to cool. Then he slowly placed the spoon in his mouth. Devlin mimicked his actions until the stew touched his tongue. His eyes came alive. His hand darted to the bowl and scoop more so fast it splashed onto the table. Tanner placed a restraining hand on his wrist and shook his head.
Devlin slowed down. Tanner tore a loaf of bread in half and buttered one side. He splashed some jam on it.
Devlin copied Tanner�s every move. Devlin then had to decide to eat more bread or stew.
Tanner said to him, �The food comes with the room. As much as we want. Eat slow and you can fit more inside you.�
Carrion said, �Ever have pie, Devlin?�
�I don�t know what that is,� Devlin said between mouthfuls.
�Then I suggest you slow down and save some room,� Carrion said, a smile twitching the corners of his mouth.
The conversation in the room was generally soft but broken now and then with laughter. Tanner allowed his ears to pick out distinctive voices and snatches of conversation. He heard a funny story of a cow and hen, funny but hardly believable. A robust man with a voice to match told of an unlikely storm his ship barely survived. Another talked about his family in another port that he missed. But nothing of Breslau, Anterra, or the Marlstones.
Devlin finished off another bowl of stew and more bread. When the serving girl whisked by again, Carrion asked for three slices of pie.
Tanner still listened to conversations at other tables but kept an eye on Devlin. When the pie arrived, the boy waited before taking a bite. He was watching Carrion for guidance. That small act told of his intelligence, and again, Tanner wondered about his future.
Devlin tasted the pie. He looked at both before swallowing. Then he pushed the pie away from himself, an unexpected action that drew their attention more than if he had stuffed the entire slice into his mouth.
Tanner said, �Don�t like it?�
Devlin shook his head.
�Are sweets an acquired taste?� Carrion asked, then turned his attention back to Devlin. �If you don�t like it you don�t have to eat any.�
�I don�t like it. The other was the best food I�ve ever had.�
�You haven�t touched your wine,� Tanner said.
�I�ve seen what wine does to people.�
Tanner shrugged and reached for his mug. �This is mostly water. It won�t do that to you, but the wine keeps you from having stomach problems.�
�What are those?� Devlin asked. After Tanner had explained, Devlin said, �I have to go behind the building.�
�To pee? Tanner asked. �If so, you use the privy out back.�
�I�m not allowed. There�s a public trough for the likes of me by the waterfront.�
Carrion said, �Enough of this. You�re with us and if we�re allowed to do something, so are you.�
�Come with me,� Tanner ordered Devlin. As they left the inn, Tanner called, �We�ll be back by dinner.� Like Carrion, he�d seen and heard enough. The boy was treated as if he was invisible. People gave him less attention than a dog unless he tried to be like them. The attitudes the people held, even though Devlin was cleaner and wore better clothing, spilled over to Carrion and himself. It could influence their goals.
Tanner had noticed the nearby shops and stores when they walked past earlier. He went directly to the bathhouse. Devlin hesitated at the door, but Tanner took him by the upper arm and forced him inside. A counter stood in front of a wall lined with doors, and a pretty young woman sat in a chair behind the counter. She leaped to her feet, her eyes locked on Devlin, her face twisting in anger that he would enter.
Before she could spit a word of protest, Tanner opened his fist and allowed two large copper coins to rattle onto the counter. �He needs a bath, hair, and beard trimmed, and nails cleaned and cut. I�ll speak to the owner if I must.�
The girl eyed the coins. �Are you offering two full coppers?�
�If the job is done to my satisfaction and with the courtesy a good customer deserves.�
Her eyes flashed at Devlin, back at the coins and then she smiled. �Of course. Can you tell me how you�d like his hair and beard?�
Two fingers held apart told her. Tanner glanced at Devlin, who was looking at the toes of his new shoes.
She seemed relieved as she nodded vigorously. She waved an arm at one of the doors. �Ready yourself for the bath as the water will be delivered shortly.�
Inside the room stood a wooden tub, on a wooden floor where the boards were intentionally spaced to allow water to run through. Pegs on the wall were for clothing. Another door opened to the rear where buckets of coal stood beside a fire pit. Iron swing arms held buckets of water while heating.
Devlin hadn�t spoken. He acted as skittish as a mistreated puppy. Tanner said, �We are going to talk. First, shuck your clothes and sit in the tub. Here�s how this is will happen. You�ll get washed. Everywhere. Your hair will be cut and your beard trimmed. Your nails probably hurt where they�re split so the girl will trim them.�
�Everywhere?�
�Washing in the river only got off some of the grime. Behind your ears is almost black, and so is your neck. People see that and judge who you are. We have to change your appearance because as it is, you�re putting us in danger.�
Another girl entered the room with a bucket of hot water. She went to the tub while Devlin twisted and turned to shield himself from her sight as he removed his pants.
Tanner held up a bar of soap and indicated how to use it. If not for the Dragon Clan image on his back, he�d be in another tub. Several buckets later, the first girl entered, a scrub brush on a long handle in one hand and scissors in the other.
She scrubbed, scraped, and cut. She made a few friendly comments after eyeing Tanner, first. They were intended to appease him, but Tanner accepted her effort. She used a scented oil on his hair and poured a few drops into the water. She offered a few drops to Tanner, and he gratefully accepted and ran his fingers through his hair.
Her eyes went to the tattoos on Devlin�s arms, but she said nothing.
When she finished, she looked at Tanner for approval. He looked at Devlin, sitting embarrassed in the tub with his hands in his lap. He said, �I think I owe you another copper.�
She beamed at him before leaving to man the front desk. One of the girls from the back brought a stack of rags to dry himself. Dressed again, Tanner kept looking at Devlin, who appeared a new man.
Devlin kept looking at Tanner, obviously wondering if the change had been acceptable. Tanner reached into his purse and pulled another small copper coin. At the counter in the front of the bathhouse, he asked, �Do you have a mirror?�
She reached under into a cupboard. Tanner checked himself out, finding he looked far better than expected. He handed it to Devlin and watched the change in his expression with a smile. That alone was worth the extra copper he placed on the counter.
They stepped outside, blinking in the afternoon sunlight. Tanner said, �What do you think?�
Devlin hesitated. He gave it deep consideration, then said, �A few copper coins are the difference in barely being alive and being respected.�
It was nothing like the answer Tanner expected, but the truth rang in each word. A pair of pretty girls walked past arm in arm. One whispered to the other as their eyes devoured Tanner and Devlin, then they giggled. As they departed, Tanner watched them swing their hips in unison.
Devlin said, �I have lived here my whole life. I�ve watched hundreds of girls pass by me as if I was somewhere else, or a post to tie a horse to.�
Tanner said, �You were right when you said a few coins makes all the difference.�
�How can pieces of metal change the way people think?�
�You�re getting way ahead of me. For now, just accept what�s happening.�
Devlin fixed him with a stern expression. �For now, but what of later? What happens when you leave Racine?�
�We can�t stand here all day. How about we walk down to where those fast ships are tied up and watch them?�
They started walking. Devlin said, �You didn�t answer my question. And what are we going to watch for?�
A girl walked towards them while holding hands with a young man. As she came closer, her eyes went to Devlin and hung there until she passed by. Tanner said, �You are getting more attention than I ever have. When we get there we�re just gathering any stray information we might be able to use. Anything. Keep your eyes and ears open but don�t make it obvious.�
�And my other question?�
�We won�t leave you to your old life, I promise. What we will do is not clear yet. We don�t even know what we�re going to be doing. As you�ve no doubt figured out, we�re working. Our job is secret, but it involves ships and people who are enemies.�
�Then they are also enemies of mine.�
Tanner nodded hello to another pair of young women, a little older and more attractive. Devlin had said they were also his enemies, but what he didn�t know was that they also wore dragon tattoos on their arms. They were his people.
He needed to talk with Carrion about Devlin in private. What were they going to do with him? Why had they even allowed him to join with them? He brought the danger of a different sort. Was it worth jeopardizing their mission for the boy? He had another hundred questions but allowed them to slip into the back of his mind as a young woman lounging outside a tavern asked if they wanted to enjoy themselves.
Devlin started to answer.
Tanner kept him moving, telling him, �If you make friends with that one you won�t have any coins to use for your food or drink.�
Devlin glanced back and took a good look at her. �She�s never spoken to me before. I�ve walked right by her twenty times.�
�She never thought you had enough coin to be her friend.�
�No. It wasn�t that. She never even saw me when I walked right by her. I was invisible.�

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Tanner and Devlin continued walking down the various streets, each one taking them closer to the fast ships sitting near the end of the piers. All three were still there, and no others had joined them. Of the three, the Far Seeker drew Tanner�s eyes.
They walked closer to the ships, Tanner observing the crews as much as the ships. They paused at a bakery and carried sweetbreads to eat. A commotion broke out on the pier where the Far Seeker was tied. Two crewmen in matching black uniforms heaved a small man down the gangplank amid shouting. Once on the pier, another crewman in black struck the smaller man, and he fell. A crewman kicked him in the ribs.
The crew went back aboard, laughing and catcalling to others of their crew while the man on the pier managed to climb to his feet and stumble away from the ship. His direction took him near Tanner.
Making up his mind, Tanner went to the side of the man and slipped an arm over his shoulder. Devlin rushed to the other side. They helped the man to some timber stacked for shipment, but the right height for sitting.
Stepping back, Tanner asked, �Are you hurt?�
�Only my ego.�
�Ego?� Devlin asked, not recognizing the word.
The man half-smiled and pointed to his temple. �Here. Inside. I thought I was so smart.�
�They beat you for what you were thinking?� Devlin asked.
His concern encouraged Tanner. It showed he was curious, sympathetic, and willing to help. He decided to let Devlin do the talking since he was asking many of the same questions he wanted to ask.
�No, I went to the Captain with an idea of how to make money. He welcomed me and my idea, at first.�
�Then what?�
�This happened on his last voyage. I found out he used my scheme, but paid me nothing. I came down here to collect.�
Devlin said, �This is how he paid you?�
She small man shrugged. �I should have known better. People warned me he�s a cheat. At least, all I got is thrown off the ship while it was in port. Rumors say he threw more than one passenger over the side at sea, but their purses always remain on board.�
Tanner had heard enough. �Can we help you to your home?�
The small man stood, wavered and caught himself. �I guess I do need a hand if you don�t mind.�
�Where do you want us to take you?� Tanner asked while helping the man steady himself.
�My house is up that way,� he lifted his chin, pointing with it in the right direction. Several places were already turning color on his face, and his arms were scraped raw. By the following day, he would probably be too sore to climb out of his bed.
Devlin walked alongside, helping where he could, and ready to relieve Tanner. But Tanner wanted to escort the man because he wanted to talk and draw more information from him. �The Captain of the Far Seeker isn�t trustworthy?�
�My name is Margo, by the way. I can pay you for your kindness.�
�I�m Tanner, and this is my friend Devlin. No, we want no coin for offering help, but we were told to check out the three ships down there if we wished to go anywhere.�
�Might as well book passage on one of the cargo ships. More comfortable and you probably won�t get cheated or murdered like those who book the Far Seeker.�
�Why did you deal with the Far Seeker if that�s the case? Or, do you mind me asking?�
�The other two would be better choices in other times, but the owner of the Edna died almost a year ago, and the ownership is in dispute with creditors. Probably the ship will rot the rest of the way and sink before it�s settled. The Rose is about to do the same. Can�t pay her debts and will probably be sold for scrap without ever sailing again. Those are the last three fast packets on the entire coast.�
The man paused at a corner and tentatively stood. �I think I can make it from here. Are you sure I can�t reward you?�
�Can you spare time for another question, or two? Or meet us at the Anchor Inn for a mug of rum?�
�Ask away. And I�ll meet you there anyhow. That�s where I�m heading.�
�The Rose interests me. Do you know the Captain or the owner?�
�A man named Captain Jamison is both. He�s a good man. I wish he could have dealt with me instead of the Far Seeker, but stealing and piracy pays well, and maybe that�s why the Far Seeker is doing so well, huh? An honest man can�t make a living.�
�Where would we find Captain Jamison? On board The Rose?�
�Normally on his ship, but lately he�s been spending his time at the bottom of a mug of ale at the Anchor. Short, thick man. Reddish wild hair. You�ll know him on sight.�
�Was he always a drinker?� Tanner asked.
�Only in port. They say at sea he�s the best captain there is. Are you going to talk to him?�
�We hope so.�
�Lenders won�t trust him with more money, nobody will risk the losses so you probably should figure out something else. Tell you what. Tomorrow I�ll meet you at the Anchor, and you tell me what you�re looking for, and I�ll try to repay you for today with honest advice. Now, I think I had better be getting home.�
�Margo, are you sure we can�t help?�
The man took a wobbly step and almost fell. �If you insist.�
This time, Devlin helped him. He directed them to a door that had been red at one time. He inserted a key, and they faced a narrow set of stairs. Margo went first, with Devlin pushing from behind. At the top was another door, unlocked, and inside a few small, but neat rooms.
Margo sat heavily on the bed. He said, �Tomorrow at midday at the Anchor.�
Tanner and Devlin left him lying on the bed, eyes closed. Tanner suspected a cracked rib from the way Margo had winced in pain when his arm was lifted. He might show up at the Inn, or not, but Tanner had gained valuable information.
They walked directly to the Anchor. Inside, still at the same table, sat Carrion. When they took seats, Carrion said, �Almost didn�t recognize you.�
Devlin blushed.
Tanner said, knowing that if his ears could hear other conversations in the room, other ears listened to him talking.� �I have some information. Private.�
Carrion said to Devlin, �Stay here. Tell the girl to bring you another bowl of stew if you want.�
�I can do that?�
�But only watered wine. We�ll return shortly.� Carrion said, as he stood and headed for the door.
Tanner stood and happened to catch sight of a man with red hair. Wild red hair. Underneath was a short, heavy-set man with droopy eyes and an empty mug in front of him. Captain Jamison of The Rose, without a doubt. He turned away and followed Carrion.
The day was late, the sun low, but not yet near the horizon. Carrion walked to the intersection of two streets where a low stone wall lined one side of the road. A vegetable garden lay on the other side of the wall, but the height was perfect for sitting. Two others were already sitting and talking.
Carrion sat and said, �Tell me.�
Tanner told of the incident at the docks a what Margo has said about not trusting the Far Seeker. He also explained the situation Captain Jamison found himself in. A fine captain without the funds to pay his debts and a ship in need of repair, but a solid hull. A captain with a fine reputation.
Carrion listened without interruption. After Tanner finished speaking and said that the man called Margo would stop by in the morning. Carrion said, �That was a stroke of good luck. I�ve been listening all afternoon and heard little of interest except for one thing. Captain Jamison seems to have the respect of the other captains. That means a lot. More than one of them has sent a mug to his table today.�
�I was thinking,� Tanner said. �A captain without a ship is lost. He has debts, but we have gold. A single coin would probably pay the debts and maybe refitting the ship. From what I saw, and we can check it to be sure, the hull is in good shape. It needs ropes, sails, food, and probably a lot more, but like you said, a gold coin buys a nice farm.�
�We have three, plus the silver. I was thinking of buying a whole ship. Maybe we should just buy The Rose and refit it and hire Jamison or another to be our captain.�
�My first reaction is to try and work out a deal with Captain Jamison. We pay his bills and whatever he needs, and he goes where we want. When we are done, the ship is his.�
Carrion said, �You are too trusting, but never do business with a man you don�t trust and you won�t be cheated. Me, on the other hand, would look more to shared ownership. Investment for us, and partnership with him. It would explain our interest to any watching us or wondering who we are.�
�How is that different?� Tanner asked.
�Lawyers. A contract with penalties for non-performance and a goal of earning a profit. Others will see us entering the offices of lawyers, and we can let �slip� our partnership in the Anchor, and word will spread to those interested in knowing these things.�
�It keeps our Dragon Clan hidden under a heavy cover,� Tanner said. �Now we just need to find out if the Captain is willing to work with us.�
�We need him sober and away from the Anchor. Maybe we can arrange a tour of his ship tomorrow.�
Tanner said, �We can always ask him.�
�Perhaps better to find whom he owes and approach them first. Let him realize how he may forfeit his ship to debt. In fact, I think I may go purchase his debts this evening if I can get my boss to allow it,� he laughed.
�I�ll forget the part about being your boss if you tell me what you�re talking about.�
�Let me explain how debt works. Say a ship�s chandler sold ten large silvers for supplies on credit to The Rose. Captain Jamison beaches his ship and cannot pay. The Chandler is out ten large silver, right?�
�Yes, I see that.�
�Suppose I go to the Chandler this evening and offer him four silver, and he gives me the marker for ten silver that the ship owes. I can then present it to the Captain. Will the Chandler sell me the debt? If he believes he will get nothing in return, and I offer him four, will he sell? I believe so. Of course, I�ll offer two, and be willing to dicker up to four.�
�Your benefit is?�
�The more I can buy at discounted prices will be less we pay until we control the ship by calling in all the debts. If we can secure enough of the ship�s obligations, the Captain will have little choice but to deal with us.�
�We don�t want to be in the shipping business, Carrion.�
�Only long enough to have a ship travel when and where we wish. Once we finish our business, the Captain can have his ships back. We can put that in the paperwork if it helps secure his cooperation.�
�If he won�t cooperate?� Tanner asked
�Then we�ll own a ship and hire a captain of our choice, and also a crew.� Carrion stood and said in a mysterious voice, �I have a few debts to run down. You go back to the Anchor and enjoy a dinner and wine. Keep your ears open and stay away from Jamison until I return.�
Tanner stood and watched Carrion hurry off. He went back to the Anchor Inn and found Devlin spooning more stew. This time, it appeared to be a fish stew in a white sauce. Thick chunks of turnips instead of fish seemed to be the major component when the girl brought his bowl.
�Did my older friend pay you for our drinks?� He asked.
�Most people pay when they leave. We keep track in the back.� Her smile invited more and Tanner was about to continue when his ear picked out the word �Rose�. He smiled at her, but his mind was already trying to figure out where in the room he�d heard the word.
Devlin started to speak, but Tanner placed his hand on the table and leaned forward. He heard the voice again. It did not originate from Captain Jamison�s table, as expected. It came from directly behind. He dared not turn his head.
�Working with the Far Seeker, both cold earn profits with the right captain.�
Tanner didn�t recognize the voice but continued as he slowly ate a spoonful of stew he didn�t taste. Another voice said, �Too much to outfit her. Better to take on a small cargo ship.�
�Too slow. I want The Rose. Offer him salvage prices. He has no options but debtor prison.�
A chair slid back, and a man stood, brushing past Tanner on his way to Captain Jamison�s table, where he sat, eyes slack and dull. Understanding that their discussion might halt any chance of Carrion�s plan working, he found himself on his feet. He needed something to not only distract the Captain, but make him leave the table before the other could make his pitch�or threat.
�Captain! The Rose is taking on water!� His voice stilled the entire room.
Captain Jamison was on his feet, swaying from the intake of rum, his eyes wide. He steadied himself and took a step in Tanner�s direction.
Tanner reached for his arm. �Sir, this way.�
Devlin leaped up to help, inadvertently stepping between the Captain and the scowling man who had been making his way to the table. Together they whisked him outside and down the street, pausing at the first intersection near a hedge. The Captain bent over and threw up.
Devlin looked at Tanner as if to ask if he�d lost his mind. Then, the Captain stood and headed towards the ships on unsteady legs. Tanner managed to turn him into an alley and sit him on a storage crate. �The Rose is not sinking.�
�What?� The Captain roared.
�Those two men sitting behind me at the inn were going to force you to sell your ship to them. I had to get you out of there.�
�By lying to me? Who the hell do you think you are?�
Instead of stepping back as most seamen would have done at the voice with the crack of authority, Tanner took one step closer and kept his voice steady. �I think that I�m one of the investors who may save your ship. My partner will make you a fair offer tomorrow. One which will provide the funds to refit The Rose and allow you to remain as owner. But you cannot let those two at the Inn force you into a deal tonight.�
The Captain no longer looked drunk. He peered at Tanner and said, �You don�t appear to have the coin to pay for a good dinner, let alone a ship.�
�My friend does. We do not flaunt our wealth for obvious reasons.�
�So you want to buy The Rose, do you? Well, she isn�t for sale.�
Tanner slowed down. He only knew the bare bones of the offer. His answer was simple, considering the amount of rum the Captain had consumed. �We�re looking for more of a long-term charter. I cannot share more with you until my friend is with us, but you need to stay away from the Anchor Inn tonight.�
�Like hell, I will. Get out of my way.� Standing, he waved Tanner aside with an arm.
Devlin�s fist smashed into the side of the Captain�s head. His legs collapsed, and he sat down on the pave stones, eyes rolled far back into his head.

CHAPTER TWELVE

�Why�d you do that?� Tanner demanded.
�Because he�s so drunk he would have sold The Rose to those men for another bottle of rum.�
Tanner let his breath out slowly as he considered what had happened and what he needed to do. When the Captain woke in the morning, Tanner could claim thieves in the alley had attacked them. Tanner would say he protected the Captain, but one of the men had landed a lucky punch before he managed to defeat them.
�He�s going to be hard to walk back to the Inn,� Tanner said.
Devlin bent, grabbed the Captain by his shirt front and leg. In one motion he stood and tossed the limp body over his shoulder. �I can carry him that far.�
Entering the Inn again, Tanner said to the room at large, �Anybody know which room is the Captain�s?�
�He sleeps it off on his ship,� a voice said, sounding as if it didn�t care, but wanted the room to return to the soft quiet of conversation. Perhaps Tanner read too much into the answer, but he headed for the stairs with Devlin carrying the unconscious man on his shoulder. He took him to their room.
�Over there,� Tanner ordered. Captain Jamison was deposited on the empty bunk. He immediately started snoring. �Devlin, thanks. You did us a favor tonight. Now I want you to stay with him. Don�t let him out of this room, and nobody comes in.�
�I can do that.�
Tanner headed back down the stairs and reclaimed his table. He was on his second watered wine when one of the two sitting at the table behind him approached.
He made a slight bow, then said with a soft voice and easy smile, �I�m called Masterson, and my friend over there is Captain Brice, of the Far Seeker. We have business to discuss with Captain Jamison. We would appreciate it if you would send him down to speak with us, or if it would be more convenient, we could meet with him upstairs.�
�In the morning. He is passed out, and I expect him to sleep all night.�
�Perhaps we can rouse him. It�s very important.�
�I wouldn�t recommend you try. My man, Devlin, is there also. He has orders to kill any who enter. You see, we carry important papers and must protect them.�
The man�s smile slipped, but he persisted. �Perhaps I could entice you to intercede for us.�
�I�d be glad to. In the morning. Now, allow me to finish my wine in peace.�
�I must insist,� the man said, edging closer as his tone grew more insistent.
A new voice, one dripping with the sort of authority that only comes from commanding a ship, called, �Sit your ass down and leave him alone. Business is for daylight hours. It�s time for big lies and sea-stories this night. And maybe for busting a couple of heads together.�
�Here, here,� another captain agreed.
The man found his chair. Tanner didn�t turn to look until he heard the scrape of two chairs some time later. He glanced around and found the man who approached him, but he locked eyes with the other. Dressed in black, the same black his ship was painted, Captain Brice waited for him to flinch, as did his crew daily. Tanner didn�t.
The other said, �Don�t worry about it, we�ll make our deal tomorrow.�
Captain Brice broke eye contact, but as he spun to leave, he said to Tanner from the corner of his mouth, �You take care of yourself. This can be a dangerous city.�
Any reply seemed inadequate. Captain Brice had made a direct threat and words would not change that. When the front door closed behind them, Tanner briefly considered switching from watered wine to ale, and a lot of it.
A large man sat uninvited across from him. He brought his mug with him as if he intended to stay. He said, �Made yourself a new friend, huh?�
�I didn�t like his attitude.�
�Not many do,� He reached out his paw of a hand and shook. �Bishop. Used to be the first mate a hundred years ago on a ship that had your new friend on the crew. He stole, cheated, and turned out to be the laziest man on the ship. I finally set him ashore up near Castle Warrington with orders to never walk aboard my ship.�
�Was that you who ordered him to shut up?�
�Nope. It was another Captain from another ship that he�s pissed on. Captain Brice has few friends in this port. If you had thrown a punch, I suspect half the room would have fought to throw the second. I just came over to tell you he�s a dangerous man. Watch yourself.�
�Can I buy you a drink?� Tanner asked, sensing the man across from him might hold a treasure trove of useful information.
�Maybe later. You have business here?�
�I do. Private business.�
�Does it involve passage on a ship?�
�That might be part of it,� Tanner answered, after careful consideration. He didn�t want to talk to someone who might spread the word through the entire city.
�Good answers. Let me say that the enemy of my enemy is my friend. I can�t remember who said that first, but it remains true. I give you leave to ask what you will of me and I�ll provide honest, straight answers for what you did in standing up to the Far Seeker tonight.�
�Because we share a dislike for Captain Brice?�
�More than that. Because when he has the opportunity, he will kill either of us. Make no mistake about it.�
Tanner settled back in his chair. �You said that a hundred years ago you were the first mate? Does that mean you are now a captain?�
�It does indeed. I�m the master of the Evelin, as fine a cargo hauler as you�re likely to find. I�ve plied these seas longer than you�ve been breathing.�
He was easy to talk to, and easier to listen to. Tanner wanted to steer him into talking about the Marlstones, Breslau, or Anterra. But without tipping him off that he was interested. Besides, there were other ears in the Inn.
�I�ll bet you have some stories to tell. You�ve sailed all over?�
�Nary a place I haven�t been. Why I remember once down near the Cape, there was this redheaded girl. Well, not so much a girl as a short woman who was a flirt, if you will. . .�
Once the stories began, they didn�t end. Tanner said little to sway the directions of his stories, but after two more mugs he mentioned �Marlstone�, and a great dragon that had almost landed on his ship. Tanner fought to keep his face impassive.
�The thing was, this big old green dragon swooped down, and we didn�t know if it was attacking or looking for a place to nest. Most of us were ready to abandon ship and take our chances with the sharks. But it passed us by, and we didn�t see it again for two days.�
�When the ship got to Marlstone?� Tanner asked, as the man who called himself Bishop almost nodded off.
His voice grew softer, more intense. �No, we weren�t going to the islands. We were leaving them, heading for Breslau. That was back in the day when ships still went there.�
Tanner leaned forward and spoke softly to keep their conversation to themselves. �I haven�t heard of that place, but there�s a lot of places I don�t know about.�
�Not missing much in Breslau�s case. Most are too dry for me. People hiding under hoods and cloaks so you don�t know who is who. Can�t hardly tell a man from a woman.�
�It sounds exotic . . .� Tanner said to fill the pause.
�Not if you mean it�s a good place to live. There're only three kinds of people there if you don�t count the slaves. Royals, Freemen, and Crabs. They mark the crabs with dragon tattoos on the arms for who they belong to. That way they�re marked for life.�
�Crabs? That�s an odd name for people.� Tanner said.
�Not so much. You see, crabs eat anything on the bottom of the sea. They scramble around looking for food, but they don�t do anything else but eat the leavings and garbage of the sea.�
�They�re not slaves?�
�No, slaves produce things and serve their masters. They build or they farm. They work for a living. Crabs do nothing.�
�Why do they mark them with tattoos?� Tanner asked. �Wouldn�t it be easier to just leave them alone?�
�If they did nothing to distinguish them, Crabs would mix with Freemen, sooner or later. Freemen would take the pretty girls, and the races would mix, like with the slaves. It�s to their advantage to keep them apart. By �their� I�m speaking of the Royals.� He looked ready to fall asleep on the table again.
Tanner said, �So the Royals and Freemen mix?�
�Of course not. The Royals are Dragon Masters. None of them would consider a lower class.� His eyes closed and his forehead settled softly on the table.
Tanner sat in his chair reviewing every word. Dragon Master. Those two words hinted at a major piece of the puzzle. The Royals were Dragon Masters. He feared that he knew what the unfamiliar term meant. Dragon Master sounded ominously like Dragon Clan, but with a crown.
He half stood and asked the room at large, which now only consisted of perhaps ten men, �Does Bishop have a room here at the Inn?�
A friendly man of more years than most said, �He usually sleeps here.�
A serving girl said, �Top of the stairs, third room.�
Realizing there was only one way for Bishop to get up the stairs, Tanner stood and ignored the grins most of the men wore. None offered to help. He half carried Bishop up the stairs and found the third room. After placing him on one of the four beds, he went to the other room and checked on Devlin, who was awake, guarding the door.
While walking back to his table, one of the men he assumed was a captain said, �Well done. It speaks of a man who takes care of his shipmates.�
A few others muttered in agreement as Tanner sat. He realized that the simple act of taking care of Bishop had put him in the good graces of every captain in the room. He saw it in their eyes, the smiles, and the nods.
As another unasked for a mug of wine found its way to his table, Carrion entered. He too smiled. Leaning across the table, he said, �Good news. I have almost all of The Rose�s debt in my pockets. Everyone who extended the ship or Captain credit realized the ship will probably never leave port again. They were anxious to recover a portion of their money.�
�Is there more debt?�
�Yes. I�ve spread the word that I�ll see anyone tomorrow morning who�s willing to sell, but after that, I will buy no more.�
Tanner sipped his weak wine while thinking but couldn�t imagine why Carrion had set that timetable. �I don�t understand.�
�It puts pressure on them to see. They have one chance to sell to me or risk losing everything they have invested with The Rose. We get it done fast and at a good price, but fast is our main goal.�
�We�ve never talked about doing this fast.�
�As soon as we begin refitting the ship we�re going to draw more attention than we can stand. People holding debt will be reluctant to sell it to me because they think they may recover more.�
�Since when do we care about profits?�
Carrion flashed his most evil grin. �We don�t. But if we do less than convincing others we care for making more coin, they will turn suspicious and wonder at our real mission.�
�Oh, I see. Well, I also have news,� Tanner glanced around the room, He sensed the hush of conversation at his proclamation as much as heard it, as ears around the room listened. �For later.�
�Then we should go to our room and sleep. I�d like to rise before dawn and escort our captain to his ship before most of the city rise.� Carrion drained his mug.
They stood together, and as they made their way the other tables, several wished them a good night or wished them well. Once on the stairs, Carrion said, �What was that about?�
�I think they like us.�
�It was you they were speaking to. We�ll speak of this in the morning.� Carrion sounded stern, but his eyes flashed amusement.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Carrion woke before dawn. He had pushed his bed to block the door so nobody could enter during the night, and the Captain couldn�t get out without waking him. It had been a good idea because a confused captain was trying to climb over him to reach the door.
�Hold on a minute, Captain,� Carrion mumbled.
�Hold on, my ass. Who�re you?�
Tanner sat up in bed and yawned. Devlin stood and looked at Tanner for a hint of what he should do. Tanner shook his head and motioned for Devlin to wait.
Carrion said, �We�re the friends who rescued you in the alley behind the Inn last night.�
�What?�
�You were attacked, but we saved you and brought you to our room. We�re above the Inn.�
The Captain rubbed the bruise on his jaw. �I don�t remember any of it.�
�Not surprised at all,� Carrion said. �You were pretty drunk.�
�I remember you from downstairs. I guess I owe you a debt of thanks.�
Carrion cast a warning glance at the others. �Yes, debt. We talked about that too, last night. Remember?�
The Captain grew wary. �No.�
�Oh well, no problem. You said we�d discuss it more today. You invited us to your ship. We have business to discuss.� Carrion kept his voice soft and reassuring.
�My ship is a disaster, so save yourself a long walk. It isn�t going anywhere soon, if ever. Get out of my way.�
Carrion said, �Of course, I�m sorry I have you blocked in. I was making sure those thugs didn�t return in the middle of the night. Tanner? Devlin? Get ready so we can escort the Captain.�
�No need for that.�
�You must see the side of your face where an ugly brute hit you before these two brave men fought them off,� Carrion smirked in Devlin�s direction. He understood who the ugly brute was.
The Captain felt his chin and winced. �The Rose is a mess.�
Carrion said, �We�re just interested in getting you to your ship. It seems there are people in Racine, who�re very angry at you and demand their money.�
�I suppose it has come to that. Okay, come with me, and again, I have to thank you.�
They grabbed their backpacks and bedrolls and walked out of the Anchor Inn single file. Tanner and Devlin took up the rear in the dark streets. Only drunks who didn�t find their way home and bakers were out. Bakers sleep after lunch and rise when most are climbing in bed. By the time most people wake, the bread, meat pies, rolls, and sweets are fresh and warm.
The smell of the ships grew stronger as they neared the ships. Tar, rotted fish, salt air, sewage, and seaweed filled the air, but there were underlying scents of old wood and smoke. The Captain seemed to perk up with the intense smells.
When they reached The Rose, the gangplank was in place. At the top, on the quarterdeck, slept an enormously fat man snoring so loud that dogs, two streets away were awakened and barked in response. They went up the gangplank and stepped around the sleeping man without ever waking him.
The Captain said, �Wait here.�
He left them on the deck while he entered a door. They heard him shouting at someone and then he returned. �Coffee and food as quick as that lazy cook can get a fire going. Follow me.�
He climbed a small exterior ladder and wound his way in the growing light to a deck above the others. A carved railing ran around it, and a cargo hatch provided impromptu seating. From there the whole of the ship could be seen, a slender boat with a high, pointed bow. There were two masts, each taller than the norm. In the dim light, the patchwork rolled sails appeared like when they were new, as did the ropes, rigging, pulleys, and wood. Tanner couldn�t see the chipped and peeling paint, the trash in the scuppers, and the general air of decay.
They sat. The Captain stood and paced. He leaned over the rail and shouted again for the coffee to be brought up as soon as it was done. �Bring four mugs and the pot.�
The smell of smoke curled from a small metal pipe attached to the front of the deck they stood on. People ashore were beginning to move around as the city woke. A wagon rolled by with iron-rimmed wheels rumbling on the pave stones. A crew called to each other as they navigated a fishing boat down the channel.
The four of them remained silent. Tanner liked the early morning routine, the chill in the air, and the dawn of a new day. What would it bring? He breathed the tang and stink in the air and decided he could have been born a sailor and not be disappointed.
The cook appeared as the sun rose above the horizon. He served the Captain first, and said, �Got some jacks almost ready.� He left the pot and empty mugs.
Carrion poured coffee for the three of them. He asked, �What are �jacks�?�
�Thin batter poured on a hot stove. Slop butter and whatever you have on them and roll um up.�
�Griddlecakes?� Tanner asked.
�Same thing, but bigger. Eat them rolled around meat or cheese or whatever was left over from dinner last night.�
�Sounds good,� Devlin said, for almost his first comment of the morning.
Tanner chuckled to himself. Boys his age take an unusual interest in food, especially when hungry. He said, �I�m so hungry I�ll try anything.:
As if he heard their comments, the cook returned with a plate of jacks piled high. He carried the second plate with small jars of cubed fruit, melted butter, and two unidentified items, one smelling strongly of cinnamon.
Devlin reached for the top jack and smeared fruit over it before rolling it into a log. He held the jack in one hand and the mug in the other. Overall, he looked as contented as Tanner had ever seen him.
The morning brought early fog and later warmth. By the time they had eaten their fill, the Captain was acting somewhat impatient. Carrion looked at Tanner, �Can the two of you go back to the Inn and wait for any who arrive and might have business with me? Pay no more than one-tenth of the face of the paper. Be sure to have them sign the paper over to you before handing over the coin.�
Tanner realized that the coins in his purse would pay for them, but Carrion was trying to be alone with the Captain. He said, �We�ll be there until the noon meal.�
�Will we eat there?� Devlin asked as he rolled another jack.
Tanner laughed as he led the way. The fat sailor at the head of the gangplank was still sleeping so they stepped over him. The condition of the ship up close was worse than he�d imagined. The paint had flaked off, and the wood below rotted. Frayed ends of ropes told of the lack of care. The few crewmen he saw seemed to use the ship as a place to flop when drunk. None did any work.
Once on the dock, Tanner paused and examined the hull again. It had been built by master craftsmen and looked solid, but he wouldn�t trust it until after an inspection by a surveyor. The ship required a lot more work than he had believed. How much, he didn�t know. Tanner lived away from the sea, but if the ship were a house, he�d recommend burning it and start building a replacement.
Tanner said, �I�ve heard of sea worms that eat the wood below the waterline.�
Devlin swallowed the last of his food and said, �No worries about that. The river dumps fresh water into the bay. It flows right by here. This water is almost drinkable.�
�You know something of this?�
�Only what everyone knows. Ships sail across the sea from fresh water to fresh water. The worms and seaweeds that get on the hulls are killed by fresh water. Any slime that grows on them in fresh water is killed by the salt water in the sea.�
The explanation was simple, straightforward, and made sense to Tanner. Thinking of all ports he knew of, they all existed at the mouth of rivers, and some were upriver. �That green I see down there will die in the sea?�
�Yes. And the ship will sail faster once it�s gone.� Devlin said as they started walking to the Anchor Inn.
�Have you ever sailed?�
There was a definite hesitation before the boy answered. He chose his words carefully. �I assume so, because of the tattoos on my arms.�
�You don�t remember?�
�We are marked soon after birth. I could have been a baby when I came here.�
�You don�t talk as if you�re someone who�s never been educated. You actually sound like you have. In my family, there are teachers who work with the children although the schooling is not formal. Could yours have been like mine?�
Devlin acted uncomfortable at the questioning but didn�t resist. �How can I know? I do remember, or think I remember, a woman. She held me and talked.�
�How old were you?�
�Little. Four or five?�
Tanner said, �That�s old enough to learn how to learn. That�s what�s important. Now, at the next corner, we�re going to turn and hide, if possible. We�re being followed.�
�There is a doorway and an alley only a few steps down that street. You take one and I�ll take the other.�
Devlin knew the streets, back streets, and alleys of Racine like Tanner knew the highlands of his home. He didn�t question the boy. As they turned off the street and were temporarily out of sight to anyone behind them, they dashed to the doorway and alley.
They waited. A thin man stepped around the corner and pulled to a stop. His eyes scanned the street and possible shops they might have entered. An expression of near pain crossed his face as if he knew punishment awaited him for losing sight of the pair. Tanner watched it from the alley, behind a pile of packing crates.
When the thin man passed the mouth of the alley, he had perhaps ten steps to go until he came even with the doorway where Devlin hid. Tanner slipped his knife from his hip and stepped quietly until he was nearly even with him. His arm went around the neck of the other, the blade went to his throat and drew blood. Tanner backed into the alley, taking the man with him.
He called, �Devlin. In the alley.�
Devlin entered. �Well, what do you have here?�
�Ever see him before?�
�Nope, but I recognize his manner of dress. He�s with the thieves� guild, a collection of misfits and trash. They�ll do most anything for a copper coin.�
Tanner said, �They steal for a living?�
�That�s what they say, but they�ll take a coin for almost anything you don�t want to do for yourself.� He turned to their captive. �Your name and who do you work for.�
�You�ll have to kill me to find out.�
Devlin shrugged. �You�re lying. Tanner cut off his ear and hand it to me.�
The guild member went rigid. Tanner shifted his grip as if readying himself to slice off an ear.
�You can�t do that! You can�t leave me with one ear,� the terrified voice said, almost shouting.
Tanner picked up on the ruse. �We know that. One ear wouldn�t be right. I�m taking both.�
�Okay, a man paid us. Paid our guild, I should say. He was dressed in black. I think he�s a ship captain.�
�What did he want you to look for?� Tanner asked, his temper growing short as he wondered if Racine had any honest constables. Explaining why he held a knife to a man�s neck might be hard to explain.
�Where you go. Who you talk to. That�s all.�
Devlin stepped closer. �He also offered you a bonus. They always do. What was it for?�
Tanner tightened his grip. The man said, �He wanted you to have an accident or disappear. All three of you. He said we should feed you to the fish.�
Devlin said, �See, was that hard? But there�s more. You gave that up too easy.�
�Money! He said we could split your money. You�re rich, and he offered us half.�
�That�s about what I thought. Tanner, let him go.�
Tanner released him and took a step back, but did not put his knife away. �You believe him?�
�These people in the thieves� guild are not the smartest in the city. This one is below average, so he does not have the ability to make up a story like this. Give me a copper coin.�
Tanner pulled one from his purse and held it out.
�Not a small. Give me a bigger one.�
Tanner switched coins.
Devlin held out his hand, just out of reach of the guild member. �More than you make in a lunar cycle. It�s yours. I only want one thing in return.�
His eyes were wide with the offer. �What?�
�If there is more business that has to do with this Captain in black and us, you will find either of us, and we will pay you another copper of this size. But if you come to us with lies, I promise I will take your ears, my new friend. I may also take your nose. Do we have a deal?�
First came a nod, then the coin was snatched from Devlin�s hand, and the man ran off. Tanner said, �Do you think he�ll keep his word?�
�Probably not, but he might. His kind has no honor, but his greed might bring him back. If not, it was a low price to pay for the information.�
Devlin is smarter than me in many ways. Tanner said, �Let�s go to the Inn.�
When they entered all eyes turned to greet them. Three strangers sat at three tables. The others were the usual sea captains. They seemed to be taking a shine to Tanner. He said, �Is anyone here wishing to do business with me?�
� All three strangers stood.
Tanner pointed to the nearest. �Come sit with me. Would you like something to drink?� He leaned closer. �Speak softly if you don�t mind. I don�t need everyone knowing my business.�
�Can we hurry up? I should already be back at my shop. I�ve heard you�re buying debt.�
�Only for The Rose.�
The merchant withdrew an accounting ledger. He circled several entries that were indicated as being charged to The Rose. He calculated a total. Six silver, two copper, all small.
Tanner said, �Name your price.�
�Well, I�d like six silver. That�s what I�m owed so it�s only fair.�
Tanner knew the others were listening even though they kept their voices low. He stood. �You are not owed that amount by me, and you�re wasting my time. Take it up with The Rose. Now, please excuse me, I have business to attend to with these other gentlemen.�
Tanner motioned for the serving girl. He requested a mug of wine, well-watered, and then he sat at the next table and introduced himself. He then asked to see the debt owed by The Rose. The entries in the ledger seemed to span a degree of time. Each was neat and totaled. Tanner said, �These seem reasonable charges. What is the price for me to purchase the debt?�
�That�s subject to question, son,� the elderly man drawled as if he didn�t care if he recovered his money or not. �Captain of The Rose is a good man who�s having a few difficulties. I�d like to know your intentions before I name a price.�
Tanner couldn�t say his intentions in front of everyone at the Inn, so he said, �They are honorable, sir. I mean the Captain no harm and am trying to help him. If possible, we will hire him.�
One of the other captains across the room pounded his mug on the tabletop. When he had the attention of everyone, he said, �Here, here. The lad is telling the truth.�
Several of the other captains pounded their mugs once on their tables. The elderly man nodded his thanks and turned back to Tanner. �Twenty percent.�
Carrion had said to argue for ten. After looking the man in the eye and understanding he was not only trying to recover part of the money he�s lost, but also trying to protect the Captain of The Rose, Tanner said, �Deal. I�ll need a statement from you, signed.�
He counted out the money and went to the third man while the document was being written. This man was smaller, better dressed, and eager to settle. He quickly laid out several notes, each signed by the Captain over the last two years. He said, �I was hoping for ten percent until I heard what you offered Old Jim.�
�I�ll match my offer, and I see that you sell rope and sail. Can you come by The Rose after the noon meal and speak to my partner? His name is Carrion, and he may have business for you, cash money.�
�I�ll be there,� he said, standing and shaking hands. Then he sat and removed a pen and small ink.
He wrote his receipt as Tanner returned to the table with the first man.
The man said, pointing to his ledger, �He owes me this, and I intend to collect in full.�
�Then take it up with him. Our business has concluded.�
�I�m not done. I have a right to say my peace.�
Tanner stood and turned his back. �You have that right when speaking to those who owe you money, but that does not include me.�
�Then how do I get paid?� He leaped to his feet and stepped in front of Tanner.
Instead of getting angry, Tanner stood still. He said, �Sir, I do not know you, have never dealt with you and owe you nothing except a beating if you do not move out of my way.�
A captain at a nearby table said, �He�s right, you know. If I were you, I�d head for my overpriced store.�
The man grabbed his ledger and stormed from the Inn. Tanner nodded his thanks to the Captain. He collected the debt papers from the two others, then sat and waited for more merchants to enter.
Instead, a sailor came in and looked around the room until he found Tanner. �I have a message. You�re to go to The Rose at your earliest convenience, sir.�
Tanner glanced at Devlin. They stood.
One of the captains called, �Luck to you boys.�
Another raised his mug in salute.
Outside, Tanner said, �I hope this is what I think.�
Devlin said, �I haven�t understood any of what we�re doing.�
�Doing?� Tanner laughed. �I think we�re buying a ship.�

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Tanner knew the negotiations had been difficult the instant he saw Carrion. He sat to one side of the tiny Captain�s cabin on The Rose while the Captain sat at a desk built against one wall. Neither greeted Tanner and Devlin.
The crewman who escorted them to the cabin fled as if he�d been scalded by boiling water. Tanner held up his two purchases. �I paid more, but they were worth it.�
Carrion glanced at them and placed the new ones with the others on the edge of the small bed. �I�m sure you had your reasons.�
His voice sounded flat, perhaps hoarse, as if he had been shouting. There was not room for both Tanner and Devlin to enter without crowding the room. Tanner motioned for Devlin to leave and he fled so fast he might have hurt himself.
The Captain still had not spoken. He glowered at them, then turned away.
Carrion said, his voice soft but stern. �Captain Jamison, we have to talk.�
�This is my ship.� He turned away and refused to make eye contact.
Tanner started to speak, trying to smooth the way for them, but Carrion shook his head.
�Sir, we are offering you a proposition where you will remain captain and master of the vessel, and we will pay for outfitting The Rose.�
�You said all that.�
Carrion motioned for Tanner to ease to the door. Carrion stood also. Instead of shouting, he spoke in a voice only the three of them could hear. �Sir, if you do not accept our proposal, we will have little choice in asking the local constable to remove you from our ship. We will then hire another captain and crew.�
�You wouldn�t dare!� Captain Jamison was on his feet, red-faced, and ready to strike either of them. �It�s my ship.�
Carrion backed a few steps, forcing Tanner into the passageway where at least five men had been listening. They scurried off, two pretending to be scrubbing the walls and floors. The rest simply disappeared.
Tanner looked at Carrion and shrugged.
Carrion said, �Don�t worry. He just needs time to think it over. Find the first mate and have him meet us on the pier.�
�What if Captain Jamison sails off?�
�He�s got half a crew, the sheets are torn and rotted, as are the ropes and lines. The ship is filthy, more a flop house than a seagoing vessel. Besides, when sober and out from under the financial problems, I�m told he is a first rate captain.�
�If he doesn�t hang us.�
Carrion chuckled, �Go find the mate. I�ll be on the pier.�
Tanner opened a door and sniffed. He pulled it closed and hoped the mate was not in there. He went to the next and found two sailors snoring in hammocks. Two other hammocks hung empty. Tanner shook the closest. �Hey, where can I find the first mate?�
A groggy pair of eyes opened and took his measure. The voice growled, �Try The Clayborn, or maybe The Delta Blue.�
�What�s that supposed to mean?�
�The mate took off right after we tied up here. He sailed on The Clayborn, but we heard he signed onto The Delta Blue not long ago.�
The eyes closed again. Tanner took hold of the edge of the hammock and said, �You will either sit up and talk to me, or I�ll dump your fat butt onto the floor.�
�I wanna sleep,� he protested, but sat.
�After the Captain, who is in charge?�
�Big Louie? He�s an officer of sorts, even if he don�t do anything.�
Tanner remembered a fat man sleeping at the head of the gangway. The man they had stepped over to the come aboard the ship during the night, but he had done nothing to prevent them. For all he knew, they were thieves or worse. �Okay, go back to sleep.�
On the deck were three sailors. Two lounged near the bow, talking and laughing. One stood alone. He held a paint brush and bucket. In his back pocket, a scrapper threatened to fall out. A patch of newly applied paint on a railing contrasted sharply with the worn, weather-beaten rest of the ship.
Tanner walked up to him. �Your name?�
�Seaman Fisher, sir. Can I do something for you?�
�How long have you been a sailor?�
�Nearly all my life.� He continued painting and inspecting his work when he took a step back.
�How many years?�
�Oh, probably thirty or so.�
Tanner wanted one more answer. �Why are you painting when nobody else on this ship is working?�
Seaman Fisher shrugged. �Because the others don�t care doesn�t mean I can�t.�
�Have you ever been a first mate?�
He stopped painting and took the measure of Tanner for the first time. Finally, he nodded, �Yes, I was. A long time ago, but things change. No open berths for the likes of me so I signed on as a seaman.�
�Come with me,� Tanner ordered, turning his back and heading for the pier.
Carrion was waiting. He said, �This the first mate?�
Tanner shrugged and said, �The first mate abandoned ship about a year ago. This is Seaman Fisher. He�s the only man on the entire ship doing any work as far as I can see. He used to be a first mate.�
Carrion stuck out his hand and shook the hesitant hand of the seaman. �So you know about ships?�
�I do.�
Carrion said, �I want it flat out. I ask, and you tell me the truth about The Rose. You up for that?�
Seaman Fisher grinned, �Want to check the hull first, do you? That�s smart. Bow or stern?�
�Bow. No reason, it just seems like the right way to do it,� Carrion laughed.
They walked to the bow. Seaman Fisher told them the planks were in good condition. The hull needed calking, but that was normal. The spars, decking, and most everything else needed cleaning and painting. Ropes, sails, and anything else subject to rot needed replacing.
�So, she�s a solid ship?� Carrion asked.
�Not if she sits here through the winter. She�ll probably be on the bottom.�
�I thought you said it was a solid ship.�
�Oh, she is, but with nobody taking care of a damn thing, she�ll go fast. All ships leak a bucket-full a day, or maybe two or three. Pumps clear it right out�if anybody does the pumping. If not, she sinks.�
�Has anyone been pumping?� Tanner asked.
�Me, but I�m moving on. There�s a billet open on a cargo ship due to arrive here in a few days. I guess I�m going to take it. So The Rose will probably sink.�
Carrion pulled a small silver coin from his purse and handed it to Fisher. �I need a first mate, I can trust. You�re it. I own controlling interest in this ship as of yesterday and together we�re going to save her.�
�Why the silver?� Fisher asked.
�I need you to give up that other berth and stay here. This will be a huge undertaking, but I want your advice and help.�
�I�m the mate? Does Captain Jamison know?�
�He does not. We�ll worry about that later. What is the first thing we need to do?� Carrion asked.
�Well, I guess I�ll leave, telling the Captain about me up to you. If he doesn�t agree, I�ll just give you back your silver and take the other berth. First thing, if it�s up to me, is that we run every lazy sailor on the ship ashore. All of them. Some were never even crew. They just sleep there.�
Carrion smiled, �Then what?�
�We will hire good men. First, we�ll have a surveyor come aboard and let us know what he thinks.�
�What does he do?� Tanner asked, knowing full well the answer.
�Well, he�s sort of an inspector for ships. He�ll tell us what we need in no uncertain terms. Then it�s up to us to find it, install it, and slap a coat of paint on it.�
�I like that,� Carrion said. �Instead of relying on the crew we hire someone who has no relationship with the ship. Where do we find a surveyor?�
�I know there are at least three in Racine. The harbor master will tell you where to find them. The Captain is staying?�
Tanner and Carrion exchanged looks. Carrion said, �I don�t know. But I have to go see about the surveyor. While I�m doing that, Tanner will speak to the Captain and if they do not come to an agreement, he will either escort him off the ship or throw him overboard by the time I return.�
Fisher laughed, �Things are going to be so interesting, I should give you back this coin no matter what happens.�
�Where�d Devlin get off to?� Carrion asked.
�Over there,� Tanner said, motioning with his head to where the boy was lounging with three others on the far side of the pier where the Far Seeker was tied up. Devlin was talking with three of the crew wearing black, and it drew a smile from both Tanner and Carrion.
�He doesn't want to talk it up with those,� Fisher said.
Tanner said, �He knows. I suspect he�s gathering information without telling them anything.�
Carrion said, �Okay, this is our plan. I�m going after the surveyor, Tanner is going to to Captain, and you�ll go over there and tell Devlin to help you. He�s to clear the ship of any warm or cold bodies. By the time I return we�ll either have a Captain or be looking to hire a new one.�
Fisher said, �Not that it�s any of my business, but it sounds as if you haven�t actually bought the ship. There are strict laws of the sea, and you need to learn them before you get into trouble. Just offering free advice.�
Carrion placed a hand on Fisher�s shoulder. �As the first mate, I expect you to tell me when I may be making a mistake. In this case, the debts the Captain has run up could all be called due months ago. He either pays, or the ship is taken to settle them. That was his bargain to secure the money.�
�And you own those papers. I see,� Fisher said. �Well, let me gather up Devlin and we�ll have the ship cleared before breakfast. As the acting first mate, do you want me to hire any crewmen?�
Tanner nodded. �That cook might be one to start with, but first, get them all ashore and be ready to rescue me if my meeting with the Captain doesn�t go well.�

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Tanner heard the initial ruckus as Devlin and Fisher cleared the decks. The shouting, yelling, cursing, and heavy feet stamping as they left the ship sounded like music as he headed for the Captain�s cabin. He kicked trash and rotting food from the center of the passage to the sides. He breathed through his nose to avoid gagging.
His anger grew more intense now that he saw the ship in the light of day and considered sailing into the ocean on it. How could a captain allow his ship to fall into such disrepair? While the initial intent had been to refit the ship, keep the crew and Captain, and sail across the sea, Tanner seethed in boiling anger. Carrion wished to keep the Captain and only replace him if necessary. It was the Captain�s ship, and Carrion wanted to be fair.
Fair is one thing.
At the door to the Captain�s cabin, he hesitated, then pounded on the door with his fist. The door swung open, and Captain Jamison stood inside, his hair combed, his uniform semi-neat and reasonably clean. While his pallor was pale and his eyes blood red, he stood with his back straight as he ordered, �Come in.�
Ordered was the correct description. He didn�t ask or welcome. He ordered. Like a Captain. Tanner said, �I will not deceive you in any way. I came here to either relieve you of your duties and put you ashore, or hire you.�
Without an invitation, Tanner walked to the only chair in the cabin and sat, leaving the Captain to stand. The Captain was obviously uncomfortable and weighed Tanner�s words while holding his temper. Captains are not treated like Tanner was treating him, especially on their own ships.
A slight tingle on his back told Tanner a dragon, probably Carrion�s dragon, was near. Hopefully, that did not mean Carrion was having trouble. But he had entered with every intention of removing the Captain and now hesitated. His mind was nearly made up, but he left a portion open, if for no other reason than to be able to say he had been fair.
Tanner turned and faced the Captain. �Are you aware that there are men sleeping on this ship who are not part of the crew? Your first mate sailed on another ship and left you here. Your only officer is so fat he cannot move to allow people he doesn�t know from coming aboard? That I had to kick my way through trash and garbage in the passageway to reach this cabin?�
He had intentionally said this cabin instead of your cabin. Now he waited for the answer, which might end the conversation. The Captain swallowed hard. His face tinged pink before he nodded.
�Do you have something to say?� Tanner demanded.
�Do you think I�ll make excuses or try to place the blame on others? If you do, you�re mistaken. The deplorable condition of The Rose is mine, and mine alone.�
Tanner had not expected a truthful answer. �Explain the things I see on this ship.�
The Captain squared his shoulder before speaking. �What you see is not the ship I purchased and commanded for twenty years. As those at the Anchor Inn will confirm, my ship was considered one of the finest on the water until five years ago. When all travel across the Endless Sea was suspended, trade reduced, and the opportunity for honest profit removed, I did what I could.�
�And?�
�And I managed to hold the financial end together better than any but Captain Brice on that black ship across the pier from us. He�s been after me to sell him this ship for years, but even he had not made an offer that would cover my debts. I reached a point where I could not purchase supplies, the crew revolted when I couldn�t continue paying them. Most departed for better berths on other ships. It became a death spiral.�
Tanner waited for more, but nothing came. But the mention of Captain Brice, and the distasteful manner he�d spoken the name told more than words.
Tanner also realized he had not shared the information with Carrion that the man at the Anchor Inn had shared. Bishop was his name, a first mate. He�d have to remember to pass it on because much of it dealt with their mission.
But back to the Captain. The death spiral he spoke of, was understandable in the circumstances. There are situations where nothing can be done to correct them. Hiding from them in a bottle is not the best way to handle unmanageable financial problems, but who was he to judge? Tanner had never been in a similar situation.
If the Captain had made excuses or was at all belligerent, the decision would have been easier. He had entered the cabin expecting to throw the Captain off of his own ship. Now he took notice of the changes in the man and wondered. There had been more than a few overheard comments in sympathy with Captain Jamison from the other captains at the Anchor Inn.
Tanner said, �Are you aware that we have purchased almost all your debt?�
�My recommendation, had you asked, would have been to save your coin. This ship will suck every thin copper from your purse.�
�There�s no chance of the ship operating at a profit?�
�No, honestly, there is not. The Rose can out sail anything on the water, but who wants to pay for speed?�
The comment caught Tanner�s attention. �Faster than anything? Even military ships?�
�You don�t know beans �bout ships if you ask that question. The Rose could race any ship, but that black one tied up next to us and win. Not only win, but sail a circle around the other and still come in first.�
�There was a man at the Anchor Inn called Bishop. He had some interesting things to say about a place called Breslau. Know of it?�
A twisted expression briefly crossed the Captain�s face before he controlled it. �I�ve sailed there. Long ago.�
�That�s not saying very much. I�m asking if you know the waters, the ports, and if chased, can The Rose out sail their ships?�
�I don�t like those people. What business could you possibly have there?�
Tanner hesitated. �Sir, that would be my business.�
A shrewd expression replaced the bland face the Captain tried to maintain. He drew in a long breath, then, as if making up his mind about something, he said, �The Rose is not a fighting ship, but a fast one. If you�re going to Breslau against their wishes, I�d be willing to help. As I said, I do not like the people there and would willingly be party to any pain you might cause them.�
�I�m sure you�ll understand my intent when I say that we�re considering hiring a captain for this ship. My expectation this morning was to come aboard and replace you. Now I�m not so sure.�
The Captain only nodded. His cheeks may have taken on a slightly redder tinge, but he waited for Tanner to continue.
�I am not a man of the sea, but I�ve been around a few. I have heard what it�s like out there, and I will not give up my life to a drunkard who mishandles a ship and makes mistakes. Or to one who does not care and allows his ship to fall into disgrace. Do I make myself clear?�
The Captain didn't back down. He stood stock still and said, �I do not drink at sea. I am still one of the best captains on this coast. However, I understand your concern. Perhaps a compromise is in order. Suppose that I continue to command and refit the ship, if that is your intent. If you are not satisfied with my leadership or find me lacking in any respect, put me ashore. After all, that is where I�d be in a month if you had not come along.�
Carrion might object to his decision. There seemed to be advantages to hiring a captain of their choice. But he had given Tanner the task to handle, which brought up the idea of who was in charge again. Tanner had to report back to the family council, but Carrion seemed to be making most of the decisions lately. On the other hand, a good leader allowed his subordinates the free hands to do what was needed. Subordinate. Carrion would laugh at that choice of words.
Still, it was Tanner�s decision to make, and as he spoke to Captain Jamison, he felt compelled to keep him in the position. If nothing else, Captain Jamison didn�t like Captain Brice of the Far Seeker, nor the land of Breslau. Besides, he had sailed there in the past. That was, at least, two items that pointed to Captain Jamison�s sound decision making.
Tanner said, �Sir, we do not wish to own a ship. Our intent is to cross the sea without being captured, and we have personal business to attend to, most of which are only to gather information. Seek out what we want and return safely. That information remains between you and me, for I have already said too much.�
�You have a point?� the Captain said, not unkindly.
�Yes. At the end of our venture, this ship may be returned to you. Nobody will know the circumstances of our deal but four or five of us. We have hired a first mate this morning in your absence, one of your old crew. A man named Fisher.�
�I know him, of course. But I already have a good first mate.�
�As of now, there is no crew on the ship. You should also know that your first mate sailed on another ship days after you docked. Fisher held the same position on another ship, and during our time aboard, he is the only sailor we found working.�
�Your specific destinations?�
�Unknown. We intend to explore. Beyond the Marlstones.� Tanner watched for the reaction.
The Captain extended his hand to shake. �You are the owners. I am the Captain. We�ll do this thing together, and I pledge my support no matter the outcome. It�ll feel good to be at sea and if my ship is returned to me, so be it. If not, I�ll find another.�
Tanner took the hand. He felt encouraged and hoped the partnership would work. The Captain would be watched closely during the next few days. If he didn�t measure up, they�d replace him. Simple as that. When he opened the door to the Captain�s cabin, he caught the look of shock and disgust on the Captain�s face before he steeled himself and stepped out into the clutter of the passageway as if this was the first he�d seen of it. Perhaps it was the first time while sober.
They made a quick tour of the ship. Tanner found most of the problems were more cosmetic in nature, after the trash. Anything that was normally replaced annually was worthless. But the bones of the ship, as the Captain called them, were sound.
Carrion was on the pier speaking with a man taking notes. He led Captain Jamison to them. Carrion gave Tanner a questioning look, but he ignored it.
The man was the surveyor and had already made a detailed list of what was needed. He had three pages of items, all available locally. He said a competent crew could have the ship ready in five days after delivery, but he had stressed the word, �competent.' Looking around at the others on the pier, most of whom had recently been run off of the ship, Tanner understood.
Tanner pulled the Captain aside. �How many are the usual crew?�
�Two officers, me and another navigator. A cook. A first mate and ten or twelve others. The Rose almost sails herself, but you still need people at the helm around the clock.�
Tanner glanced at the men lounging on the pier. �Any of them worth taking back?�
�I have never seen most of those men. No, I can hire better than that this morning.�
The answer satisfied Tanner. He would have worried if the Captain had wanted any of the men. Fisher appeared, pulling a cloth sack filled with refuse from the main deck. He went back for more.
The surveyor left, and Carrion handed the Captain the list of materials. �Does that look about right?�
After examining the list, the Captain said, �He didn�t include foodstuffs for a voyage. The rest looks complete, but all that is going to cost dearly. Can you afford it?�
�What�s your estimate?�
�I�d say that by the time you�re done, a large gold piece or more. Not a thin gold, but a full.�
�The surveyor guessed about the same. We can afford it. I assume that you�re going to sail with us?� Carrion reached to shake the Captain�s hand without asking Tanner any questions or showing any doubts in the decision.
Devlin helped the first mate remove more trash from the ship, then both returned to the ship for more. Captain Jamison said, �I suppose I�d better go hire some help before they have the entire ship clean.�
He turned away as Captain Brice walked down the gangplank of the black ship. He wore all black again, as did his crew. He tipped his hat as he approached Captain Jamison. He spoke loud enough for all to hear, �Getting her all cleaned up for me?�
�I�d sink her first,� Captain Jamison spat.
�I hear you don�t even own The Rose anymore.�
�And you never will.� Captain Jamison spun and headed for the shore.
Captain Brice, however, walked to Carrion� side and said, �I�d like to talk to you about buying The Rose. Save you the time and effort patching her up, and you�d make a tidy profit.�
Carrion smiled thinly and said, �You�re talking to the wrong person. I work for him.� He pointed to Tanner and then turned his back.
Thanks a lot. Now he finally admits I�m the boss. Tanner said, �She�s not for sale. But I appreciate your warning about Racine being dangerous. The same thing can be told about strangers.�
�Be careful someone doesn�t take her from you. There're more�n a few unscrupulous people on these seas.� The smile never left his face as he took one intimidating step closer.
Tanner kept his voice even. �Yes, I�ve heard the names of some pirates, thieves, and even the name of a worthless captain to avoid dealing with.�
Captain Brice balled his fists, but Carrion pulled a knife from his hip and used the sharp tip to clean his fingernails without ever glancing at the man. But the message was sent and received. When Captain Brice was back aboard his ship, Carrion looked at Tanner and shrugged.
�He�s going to cause us trouble,� Carrion said.
�I know.�

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Tanner said, �We need to talk. Care to eat at the Anchor where we have some privacy?�
�Privacy?� They left the ship and headed for the inn. At a table to one side, they bent their heads and ate fried meat pies as Tanner retold all that Bishop, the drunk Captain from the evening before, had told him about tattoos, freemen, crabs, ships that used to sail to Breslau, and that he had called the Royals Dragon Masters.
�Dragon Masters. That�s pretty specific when you take it in a certain way,� Carrion mused.
�Does it mean,� he lowered his voice even more, �people like us are Royalty?�
�I guess it could mean they work together in some fashion, but I don�t believe that. I think it means exactly what it sounds like.�
�I also agree they�re the same.� Tanner continued, keeping his voice low, �He said they wear cloaks because of the sun burning their skin. Crabs are given tattoos at birth and not allowed to even work at jobs other than the most menial. Only freemen can hold most jobs. Freemen and slaves.�
�That explains the tattoos. What worries me is the Royals. If they are like us, but also rule and they want to expand their rule, Princeton is a perfect target. I�d hate for it to turn out like I hear Breslau did.�
�That�s what I was thinking. King Ember has no sons yet. An invasion could take the crown and join it together with theirs.�
Tanner said, �Especially if they use dragons to crush armies and palaces.�
Carrion paused in his eating as a new thought crossed his mind. He said, �The only thing standing in their way is not King Ember and his army. It�s the Dragon Clan.�
Tanner felt the blood rush from his face. He felt faint. Carrion had put his finger on it. To defeat Princeton, the Royals would have to defeat the Dragon Clan if they wished to be the only people who called down dragons. They now controlled their version of the Dragon Clan, and the crown at the same time.
Before Tanner could express his thinking, Carrion said with a shrug and smile, �Or I guess they could try and convince us to join with them in the fight against King Ember. Maybe include us in the Royal family on this side of the ocean. We�d be better allies than enemies, and the only thing that would change is that instead of us being perceived as outcasts we�d be Royals.�
The information Tanner was about to share stuck in his throat. He wanted to ask if Carrion was joking again, but knew the answer before he asked. If given that opportunity what would the other Dragon Clan families say? Would they join in a war with allies who had hunted them almost to extinction for hundreds of years? Or would the families choose to become Royals and help rule the kingdoms of Princeton�and beyond?
Carrion held his mug high for a refill. After the girl had brought them more ale, he said, �That one took you by surprise, I see.�
�They haven�t asked us to join them.�
�Not yet, but if you were across the ocean and already ruled there, what would you do?�
Tanner thought. �There are two ways to think about it. First, you can ask the Dragon Clan families to join them and offer some reward, or equal standing with the Royals. Or, second, you could decide to keep all the power in the hands of those Royals who already have it. I see advantages to each.�
Carrion paused and gave consideration to the choices before speaking. �Let me ask you something. No matter how much power and money someone has, is it ever enough? Does anyone ever willingly give it up?�
�No. Never.�
�So the idea of asking us to join with them is slim if it even exists. That leaves us either letting Ember stand alone and losing the war, or joining forces with him in some manner.�
Tanner said, �There is a third choice. And maybe a fourth.�
�Tell me, oh wise one.�
Despite the smirk, Tanner said, �We could just stay out of the way and after the war is over we could negotiate with the winner. The fourth thing is that we could attack first. Take the war to them.�
�You should have been born the son of a king. You have the temperament and a way of looking at problems from all possible angles, then choosing the best. You would make a good Royal.�
Before he could answer, a hand was placed on Tanner�s shoulder. He glanced up and found Bishop, the Captain of a cargo ship. His hair was wild, uncombed and tangled, his beard little better. Tiny red eyes peered from eyes half-closed, and he reeked of last evening�s ale consumption.
Bishop said, �I wanted to thank you for helping me to a room to sleep it off last night. Hopefully, I was not too talkative, and if I owe you for anything, I�ll gladly make it up this morning.�
Before he could respond Carrion was on his feet with his hand held ready to shake. �Captain, Tanner was just speaking of you. All good, I assure you. Please join us. We�re new here and anxious to learn. We are going into business with Captain Jamison.�
Bishop sat and motioned for a mug by tipping his fist towards his mouth. �A fine man on hard times, Captain Jamison.�
The statement made Tanner feel much better. After talking of little, another captain joined them. Then another. All had heard they owned The Rose. All expressed confidence in Captain Jamison. Most offered advice and then argued with the others as to what would be the best course of action. They joked and laughed like old friends, including Carrion and Tanner in the conversation.
Finally, Tanner said they needed to get back to the ship. Each captain took the time to welcome them. Offers of support and help delayed them even more. As they approached the pier, it had taken on a new life. Wagons were lined up to drop off supplies. Everything from at least ten sizes and kinds of rope to folded canvases so large, it took six men to lift. There were men climbing all over The Rose. A table under a tarp had been set up with Fisher and the Captain on one side and a ragged line of men on the other.
Devlin waved from halfway up a mast. Others were with him, cutting away the old ropes and rigging to clear the way for the new. Piles of what was to be discarded lay on the pier. Fisher and the Captain were hiring a crew.
Most of the crew of the Far Seeker and Captain Brice watched from the rails of the other ship. Now and then one of them called out an insult and the others laughed, but none had the sense of humor. Tanner looked away deciding to ignore them. Soon The Rose would sail away, and the animosity would be left behind. At least one side of it would.
He addressed Captain Jamison. �How many more crewmen will you hire?�
�Are we getting short on funds?�
�Not at all, but I did want to talk to you.�
Carrion watched the activity, hands on hips and a smirk on his face. He said nothing, allowing Tanner to actually be in charge for a change.
Captain Jamison said, �I�ll keep twelve, I think. But I�m hiring twenty, initially. They all tell a good story, but you never know until you get a full day�s work from them. Plus, there are the bad apples. Those who complain or upset the others on the crew with their bad attitudes or churlishness. In a few days, there will be several leaving with wages for a day or three.�
�Continue on with your work. We�ll talk later, but for now, I�m going to watch what�s being done to your ship. Not to criticize you, but to learn.�
�Our ship,� the Captain corrected him before turning to the next in line.
�I assumed this would take weeks,� Carrion said when they were more or less alone.
Tanner stood and looked at the men clearing the old equipment from the ship. He watched Devlin scoot along a spar as if he�d been doing it a lifetime. The boy shouted orders and directed four others working on the same mast. Then he spotted something on the other and shouted at them to correct it the way he wanted it done.
�You were worried about what we were going to do with the boy after we went home. I think he�s found his own way,� Carrion said.
�I wonder if anyone put him in charge of anything? Besides, he�s half the age of some of those men he�s ordering about.�
�Half? He�d less than a quarter their age if you ask me. He also has no experience, but he�s a natural leader. They�re leaping to obey him. He reminds me of me.� Carrion threw back his head and laughed.
Tanner said, �It was not that funny.�
�No? But I just feel like laughing. All this and my purse is still heavy. Until now you and I have stumbled around retracing where others have gone. I know we�ve done a good job and hell, we even burned an entire town to ashes. But ahead of us is all new.�
�We have shared our destination to Captain Jamison. He might have decided to depart our ship,� Tanner said. �That worried me.�
�That he may have done. But we�d just hire another. Our gold speaks a language of its own. But from what we�ve heard, Jamison is one of the best captains on this coast and has no love lost for those across the sea.�
�Or for Captain Brice.� Tanner turned back to the ship and the dozens of men working on it. �You said you thought this would take weeks. Now how long do you think?�
�A few more days, I�d guess. Then a short trip to train the crew and see what breaks or what The Rose still needs.�
�We might sail in only five days?� Tanner asked, his voice cracking as he spoke.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

On a bright morning five days later, the crew cast off the last of the lines holding the ship to the pier. The day before they had sailed out into the Endless Sea under the direction of Captain Jamison. He had sailed against the wind, with the wind, and to either side. He tested the crew in setting the sails, lowering them, and countless other tasks. He kept a pen and ink in the hands of a scribe at his side as he inspected every detail of the repairs, even to the point of climbing both masts himself, much to the catcalls and the encouragement of the crew.
When he ordered the ship to return to shore, he had a lengthy list of equipment to order. The supply houses filled his orders and delivered most of the items before dark. Necessary repairs were made by the light of lanterns, and the rest of the refitting could be done at sea.
Nobody but the Captain, Carrion and Tanner knew the destination. One of the new crewmen approached Tanner, who was standing near the bow the night before they left. He said, ��Scuse me, sir. Hope I�m no outta place saying this, but that Captain Brice of the Far Seeker is takin� more�n a little interest in us. Didn�t think much about it till I heard him givin� orders for making way a bit ago.�
Tanner said, �Your input is always welcome. I appreciate it and will take it to the Captain. Let the rest of the crew know they can speak their minds, too. The Captain is the last word on this ship, but he needs good information to do his job right.�
�Thank you, sir.� The sailor turned and disappeared into the shadows.
Tanner went to the other side of the bow and watched the black ship. There was more activity than he�d noticed before. A wagon arrived with fresh fruit and other food. A small boom lifted barrels that said they contained water. Each went into a hatch on the main deck. Why would barrels of water be loaded on a ship that was staying in port? 
Captain Jamison was mid-deck at a small desk with a single lantern. He checked off the items on a list as they were completed and then dispatched the crew to more tasks. He eased to the Captain's side. �Have you noticed the Far Seeker is getting ready to sail?�
A dark wave washed over his face. Captain Jamison said, �A lot can happen out on the water, especially with a new crew and owners who carry gold in their purses.�
�How do we prevent that from happening?�
�Do you have a small silver I can spend?�
Tanner pulled one from his purse. The Captain stood and motioned Tanner to his desk, �Can you track the completed work for a while? I have some business ashore.�
Later, Tanner was busy tracking the work when the Captain returned with two more men. Each carried a bundle wrapped in cloth. He escorted the two new men below, then returned and reviewed the paperwork Tanner used.
Finished with the review, the Captain retook his seat and asked, �You�re not going to question me?�
�I�m curious. But you run your ship.�
�For that I thank you. I hired those two. They are not sailors, they�re archers. They use longbows nearly as tall as they stand. The arrows fly from here to that pink house up on the hill. I assume several of our crew know how to use bows, if not these longbows. I purchased six of them and a few hundred arrows. They tell me the arrows can be fitted with rags soaked in oil and lit on fire.�
�You�re thinking of the Far Seeker?�
�I�m thinking that any ship approaching without permission should think twice. I have my first-mate Fisher already speaking to the crew. Any who fears to sail with us can depart with pay tonight. Any who has experience with a bow will be noted, and at the first sign of trouble, issued one.�
Tanner placed his hand on the Captain�s shoulder. �The two of us are near-experts with bows. You might want to have a pair of bows and plenty of arrows sent to our cabin where we can have them at hand.�
�You really know how to use a longbow?�
Tanner glanced at the black ship across the pier, then beyond. �See that piling beyond the ship? The one that�s sticking out of the water? Either of us could hit it at whatever height we wished. With our first shot. If a man stood on top, we could both put arrows into him.�
Captain Jamison peered at the piling, judged the distance and looked back at Tanner. �I sense a bit of bragging.�
�Have your man bring me a bow and I�ll wager you an apology that I can put my first three arrows into it, right over the head of Captain Brice.�
�Don�t take that wager,� Carrion said, stepping out of the dark shadows near the wheelhouse. �It wouldn�t be the first time he has taken advantage of someone ignorant of his skill with a bow. But I�m better.�
�You are not.�
The Captain said, �Your bows will be delivered to your cabin before we sail.�
Carrion said, �If another ship comes near we can settle who is the better shot. But if you insist on a wager, bet that the two best archers are standing here beside you, and that includes the professionals you brought on board.�
�I sort of hope to see that black ship tomorrow or the next,� Captain Jamison said.
Tanner said, �All the work done in such a short time is amazing. I�m going to take a stroll around the ship and poke my head into whatever I can find.�
Captain Jamison puffed his chest out. �That�s an excellent idea. Anything that does not meet your standards should be either repaired at sea or our departure delayed. However, I believe you�ll find it all shipshape. Seeing The Rose like this again makes me want to sing.�
After his inspection, Tanner went to the cabin he and Carrion shared. While it was barely three steps in any direction, it was the largest passenger cabin on the ship. The Captain had offered his cabin to them, but in truth it was hardly bigger, and it was set up with only one bed and a built-in desk, so it was actually smaller.
Their cabin had two small beds, one above the other. It had floor anchors to tie down the trunks of goods or clothing. A fresh coat of paint covered the walls and stank up the cabin. The ceiling and floors were bare wood, freshly scrubbed. A tiny porthole provided a stab of light and a method to see the weather before dressing. Too bad it didn�t open to provide fresh air. They left the door open to allow some of the fresh-paint smell to escape.
Carrion said, �We have things to discuss, but once we sail there will be ample time. Want to go stir the pot?�
�Which pot? And how do we stir it?�
�The Far Seeker pot. I was thinking of walking along the pier and taking inventory of the ship, pointing and discussing what I see.�
Tanner shrugged. �Your purpose?�
�To irritate. Those on the ship will see me. Someone will send for Captain Brice, and maybe he�ll offer us a tour of his fine, black ship. But most likely he will wish to know what I�m pointing at and discussing. He may even engage me in conversation.�
�That sounds like a pot that I�d enjoy stirring.� Tanner climbed from the edge of the bed to his feet and straightened his tunic. �After you.�
They strolled to the deck, speaking to a couple of crewmen in passing and went down the gangplank and across the pier. Tanner saw more than one set of eyes on them, but he ignored them. They stood near the stern.
Carrion pointed near the waterline as if he�d spotted something. He leaned closer to Tanner and said, �We�re being watched.�
Tanner laughed. A crewman leaned far out over a railing to see what he found funny. Carrion moved further along the hull, examining the ship in detail and discussing it softly with Tanner, although they came from the highlands and knew little about ships.
Tanner pointed out that the ship had been recently painted, the metal gleamed, and it had an air about it of orderliness that bordered on the military. The crew all looked like soldiers who knew how to sail instead of sailors who know how to fight, which seemed odd. Even odder was that Carrion figured it out, too.
�Is there something you�re looking at?� Captain Brice�s harsh voice sounded from the main deck.
Carrion and Tanner looked up. He was close enough to hold a conversation in a normal voice. Carrion said, louder than necessary, �You already know that we�re the owners of The Rose. As a courtesy to a fellow investor and business competitor, would you extend an invitation for us to board and tour the Far Seeker?�
Tanner almost choked at Carrion�s audacity. He fought to hold his face impassive.
Captain Brice was taken back at the request. He shook his head and snarled, �Why would you want to tour my ship? So that you can try to duplicate it?�
Carrion shook his head, �No, Captain. When the proper time arrives, I wish to offer you a fair price for her.�
�You aren�t coming about this ship unless it�s in chains.�
�Well, that�s unexpected and downright unfriendly,� Carrion snorted, doing his best to hold back his laughter.
Captain Brice recovered his wits and stood taller. �I guess I should thank you for outfitting my newest ship in my fleet. One way or another I�ll soon own The Rose.�
Tanner saw several more crewmen had appeared behind Captain Brice, all wearing smirks, but some were not as confident as they had been. He glanced at The Rose and found, at least, half that crew watching. Carrion was indeed stirring the pot.
Carrion placed his hands on his hips and stepped closer to the edge of the pier while looking right into the eyes of Captain Brice. He lowered his voice and spoke directly to him, but all could hear the words. �Sir, I do not mean to be disagreeable, but I do have some say in the matter. What I say is that a black ship like yours looks like it lost an engagement and burned. When I own the Far Seeker, it will be painted so white it will blind a person in the sunlight.�
�You own the Far Seeker?� Captain Brice shouted, throwing his head back and laughing.
Carrion flashed a brilliant smile and waited before answering in a soft, but confident tone. �Count on it, Captain. Then I will sink it in the middle of the harbor for all to see.�
Tanner felt Carrion take his arm and turn him so his back was to the shouting Captain Brice, crewmen, and ship. They crossed the pier at a slow stroll, another insult as they refused to acknowledge anything shouted behind them. The crew of The Rose laughed and cheered.
Captain Jamison met them at the top of the gangplank. His expression was dour, and his eyes shielded. He only said, �Really?�
Carrion saluted and replied, �Sorry sir. It was necessary.�
Devlin snorted his laughter, then spun and darted off before the Captain could see who it was. Others hid smiles or giggles by turning their heads. As they walked by him, Tanner saw the glint of humor in the Captain Jamison�s eyes, although he tried to maintain the stern expression.
At their cabin, Carrion said, �I believe our work is finished for the day.�
Tanner climbed into his bunk as he reviewed the confrontation in his mind. In the end, just before falling asleep, he muttered, �Yes, it is. This was a good day.�

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Tanner and Carrion woke to the shouting of orders and the running of feet on the wooden decks of the ship. As they climbed from their beds, Carrion mumbled about how he couldn�t tell if it was day or night except by peering out of the tiny porthole. Normally early risers, both were surprised to see bright sunlight streaming inside.
The cabin shifted. It tilted to one side, and surged ahead, causing both to grab for anything solid to maintain their balance. The cabin continued to tilt. Near the door stood two longbows and quivers of arrows.
They made their way to the open deck and found the ship was tilted to one side as a brisk wind pinned it there. Whitecaps turned the blue of the water into a green-gray. The sails were stretched taut, and crewmen hurried about their duties.
First mate, Fisher approached, saluted, and said, �The Captain will see you in his cabin at your convenience.�
Tanner said, �Thank you. I have a quick question. How�s Devlin doing? He�s sort of our responsibility.�
Fisher nodded. �He was born to the sea, and to be a leader. This time, next year he�ll either be the best sailor on this ship or be the first mate on another.�
The Captain�s door was standing open, but Carrion still knocked. There was a chart spread in front of him.
�Come in and make yourselves comfortable. The cook will be right up.�
Tanner sat, forced to sit on one edge of the chair to keep himself upright. The movement of the ship from bow to stern was not the problem. The ship leaned to one side and everything not secure slid to that side of the ship. The mug at the Captain�s side threatened to spill from one edge.
�Is it always like this?� Tanner asked.
Captain Jamison chuckled. �Six gods dancing, that�s funny. Sometimes it leans to the other side.�
Tanner didn�t laugh. He perched on his chair and held on looking no more comfortable than Carrion.
�The wind is with us. It gives The Rose the speed she is built for. But on to more important things. The Far Seeker slipped from port during the night. Since there is only one exit from the Bay, I expect she found a place to watch for us as we entered the sea. She probably took a heading on us and is running a parallel course, just out of sight.�
Carrion twisted in his chair trying to make it more comfortable. �Why can she see us and we can�t see her?�
�Now that�s a good question. The answer is that as she comes near enough to catch a glimpse of us she knows exactly where to look. As soon as they see a smudge of white sails, they veer off a few points again.�
�Does the Far Seeker always follow you?� Tanner asked.
The Captain sipped whatever was in his mug and his eyes twinkled again. He said, �Yes. Ever since the owners of The Rose went across the pier and angered their captain and most of the crew.�
�What�s he up to?� Carrion asked.
�I think he�s going to wait for calmer seas, less wind, and then he�s going to slip up on us at night. Those dark sails and black hull will be impossible to see at night.�
�Which is probably why he painted them that color,� Carrion said. �So what are you going to do about it?�
�With your permission, I�m going to train our crew with a few exercises. I expect he�s hanging upwind of us to ensure he can catch us whenever he wishes. Unless you have reason to reach the Marlstones as fast as possible, I wish to sail downwind. Test the crew in following seas. It will also test our new rigging.�
Tanner said, �Have you found any problems?�
�No more than a hundred, so we�re doing pretty well. Seriously, I expected worse. We have ample spares and Fisher helped me choose well.�
�You want to disappear and then make your run for the Marlstones,� Carrion said. �There is no objection from us, but I will say that if I were the Captain of the Far Seeker, I�d anticipate your move and instead of being upwind where you expect, I�d be downwind. If so, you sail directly to me.�
The Captain blanched as if he�d never thought of that. He blustered, �Are you questioning my competency?�
�Not at all. Just telling what I�d do if we were on land. When young, I spent considerable time studying military history. What applies on land may not on the sea.� It was clear that Carrion chose his words carefully.
The turn in the discussion held Tanner from speaking. Carrion was trying to appease the Captain, but Tanner would wager the Far Seeker was waiting in hiding exactly where Carrion predicted. If The Rose turned, the Far Seeker would be in perfect position to overtake them after dark.
The cook returned with a platter of sliced meat, hard biscuits, and cheese. He placed it on the edge of the bed since the table was occupied with a chart, then he slipped out without interrupting with a single word.
Captain Jamison pointed to the chart in front of him. Changing the subject, he said, �The Marlstones. Care to take a look?�
They both shifted positions to see the colored chart. It indicated the depths closer to land. It displayed perhaps a dozen islands, each with a name neatly printed. A brief description of each was beside each one. A small entry said, �Wet. Daily rain in winter. No harbor. No trade. Residents unfriendly.�
That about said it all, Tanner thought. A place to avoid. He looked to the largest island. It showed a wide bay, a city, and the notations mentioned it was the only place in the islands to take on supplies. �Fair prices and friendly people.�
�It�s an old map,� Captain Jamison explained. �From back when there was a reason to sail there and beyond.�
Carrion said, �We do not intend to stay there. Our goal is simply to make port, refit anything the ship needs, take on water and food and leave. Tanner and I may go ashore and listen to the local gossip, but I believe how long we stay will be at your discretion. Whatever it takes to make sure the ship is safe and sound.�
�What more could I ask?� The captain reached above his desk and opened a cabinet door. He removed a fist full of other charts and read the labels on the outside. He selected one and raised his eyebrows in inquiry. �Are you aware that nearly all maps and charts of the lands across the sea have disappeared in recent years?�
Tanner shook his head, interested in the explanation.
Captain Jamison pointed to the label on the rolled chart. It said, �The Waters of Castle Warrington� in fancy script. �There are rumors of rewards paid for maps and charts. Many believe they are being destroyed. Charts of the lands across the sea, even disappear from the cabins of captains, unless they wear the wrong labels.�
�Why would anyone destroy a chart for Castle Warrington?� Tanner asked.
The Captain smiled. �They wouldn�t. They pay for charts of Breslau or even the older ones for Anterra, which is the same place. Different kings, but the same land with a new name. The rewards are so great that men break into the Captain�s quarters and steal them. None exists in bookstores or private collections anywhere on the Princeton coast. But a few captains have managed to hide a copy.�
He unrolled the chart and instead of the area near Castle Warrington on the east coast of the Endless Sea as the script indicated, it showed the east coast and places with strange names. They bent to look at it. With the ship tilted to what they would learn was the port side, they leaned starboard to keep from falling over, as well as forward. Their heads bobbed in unison with the pitch and roll of the ship.
The land indicated on the chart was dominated by two features. Near the bottom of the chart was a wide river snaking its way inland until it ran off of the chart. Three smaller rivers intersected it, but it was already large before they reached it. Further north was a huge circular bay. If the chart was to scale with others they�d seen, the bay would take a full day to sail across. It was more the breath of a sea than a bay if size is the judge.
Soundings for depths were neatly indicated on the waters. But there was also a large range of mountains beginning near the bottom of the chart and extending to the top. At one place, and only one, a mountain pass was indicated. Otherwise, the land of Breslau was a coastal kingdom. Three of the mountains had curling smoke rising from them.
Carrion and Tanner took all that in within a few heartbeats. There were other items, notations, and sketches both along the coastline and inside the bay.
Carrion said, �Someone has added to the chart?�
�That would be my hand. When young I sailed another fast ship. We carried items banned or stolen so we had special requirements. We were chased but never caught.�
Tanner said, �Would you still know some people who would sell information to the likes of us?�
The Captain stood and clasped his hands behind his back. He paced and then spoke. �I do not wish to intrude on your business or besmirch you in any manner. So I will answer in this way. These people I know have no love for their present rulers. Some are actively fighting the Royalty. If you intend to do harm to the existing politics of the region, they will not only provide it, but they will help you, if any are alive and if we met them, which is unlikely.�
�Why is that?�
�We smuggled our cargoes to small, out of the way locations. We were never even permitted ashore in Breslau City.�
The Captain rolled the chart and replaced it in the cabinet with the others, effectively hiding it in plain sight. He said, �It�s time I went on deck. There will be several drills this morning, and more than a few course changes. Be prepared and keep all your belongings secure.�
Carrion said, �You�re still planning to sail downwind?�
�I am unless you forbid me.�
�No, I just wanted to know so Tanner and I can spend some time looking for places archers can use for cover while providing clear lines of sight to any ship pulling alongside. If possible, we�d like to meet with the two archers Fisher brought aboard, too. Just us doing our own training,� Carrion said.
Captain Jamison shrugged. �I don�t see why not. I�ll have them find you, but I assure you that your efforts will not be required. However, I do wish to broach another subject.�
They waited.
He said, �Your man, Devlin. Are you aware how young he is?� At Carrion�s nod, he continued, �And of course, you know that he is a Crab?�
�We do,� Carrion said.
�May I ask why and how he traveled across the Endless Sea to join you?�
Tanner glanced at Carrion and then said, �We have no idea. We�re not sure Devlin has ever heard the term, Crab.�
�In that case, when we are near Breslau I suggest he wear long sleeves, no matter how hot it may be. If he�s identified, and on this ship, all sorts of alarms will be raised.�
Carrion reached for another thick slice of cheese. �Speaking of alarms, how many alarms will ring when this ship sails into their waters?�

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Standing in the morning sun on the deck, Tanner watched the crew perform one drill after another. The deck still slanted to his left, or port, as sails were lowered and raised again. Slack from ropes that had already stretched from use were taken in, a new canvas cover sewn to protect the helmsman from the sun was cut from sparkling white canvas. Small ropes lashed it to the frame.
Twice he caught sight of Devlin high in the rigging moving about as if he had ten years of experience. The two archers arrived and introduced themselves. Both were ex-soldiers. One limped on a bad leg, and the other had taken an arrow in his chest and survived, but neither could march the distance required in King Ember�s army. However, they could pull longbows. Both were broad of chest, and their upper arms revealed the muscles required to be an archer for the King.
With their help, Carrion examined several places on the deck where an archer could stand and be protected from the weather and enemy. Together they each selected a place where they could stand and be out of the way of the sailors who would be rushing about their duties while under attack.
The ship was long and narrow. Instead of shoving its way through the water, it sliced. Finding the four places that were the best took time, but Tanner was satisfied as he heard the Captain shouting new commands and the ship veered off its course and the wind struck it from the other side. The deck now slanted the opposite way, and a few items slid across the deck to the derisive shouts of Fisher, the first mate.
The first to slide was a half-filled bucket of dirty water. It made it almost amid ship before spilling the contents. A paint scraper and a piece of a board followed.
Carrion motioned to all three to gather closer. He said, �That black ship may be waiting for us to make a turn. If so, she�ll be ahead, but probably won�t catch up with us until dark. They will use the black ship to hide, but we�re going to surprise them. We each have a place on each side of the ship.�
Tanner picked up when Carrion slowed. �I�ll tell you this once. I don�t want to waste our arrows by missing the ship and watching them fall into the water. I also don�t want that ship to know about us until they are almost ready to throw the grappling hooks and climb aboard. You will not let any arrows fly, and you will not let them see your longbows until they cannot escape. Do I make myself clear?�
Two broad smiles told him the archers liked what he said. Carrion said, �Rapid fire for the King is on a four count. We don�t need that. These ships can�t turn and escape so we have plenty of time to make our shots count.�
One of them asked, �Ten men on that ship?�
�Ten crewmen, a mate and probably two officers. Why?� Tanner said.
�From this close, if you two are any good, that is about three arrows each. If they attack us, they�ll be sorry.�
Carrion nodded and said, �I expect so. Just do not get too anxious to fire. When the first arrow flies they�ll know we�re more than babes. Get some rest. If that ship shows up, none of us will get any sleep tonight.�
The archers left for the crew's quarters. Captain Jamison continued running more drills so the new crew knew what to do. If they were slow, they did them again. The midday bell allowed half to head for the galley. Later the other half ate. After the meal, the Captain ordered the first mate to have the crew strip wood bare and paint it, all but the decks. They stayed bare wood and were scrubbed daily so they didn�t become slippery.
Near mid-afternoon, Captain Jamison�s inspections carried him to where Carrion and Tanner were standing at a rail. His voice was a little smug. �Well, no sign of the Far Seeker.�
�I hope it stays that way,� Carrion said.
�This is one of the best crews I�ve had the pleasure to command in some time. Fisher was wasted as a deckhand. I have to thank you for seeing his potential.�
Tanner said, �I think we�re going to try and get some sleep.�
�Up late last night?� The Captain asked with a grin.
�No, just want to be ready in case we�re up late tonight,� Tanner said.
They left him to patrol the deck. Both were asleep when a crewman knocked on their cabin door. When Tanner opened it the crewman�s eyes were a little too wide, as if scared. �The Captain sent me to tell you that black ship is ahead of us, and downwind.�
Tanner turned to Carrion, �Don�t tell him you said so.�
�No problem. Actually, Captain Brice is beginning to get under my skin. I noticed that none of the other captains had anything good to say about him at the Anchor Inn. I also heard a few rumors of him pirating cargo.�
�Well, this time, he wants the whole ship. All he has to do is take it and get rid of Captain Jamison and the crew, and he can claim he purchased it. Doing his dirty work with two ships would give him the ability to steal more,� Tanner said. �This is the only other fast sailing ship like this that�s still intact. Nothing can outrun it from what I hear.�
Carrion stretched and yawned. Then he stood and said, �Let�s go see what we have up there.�
They went to the small wheelhouse. Only the helmsman and Captain were inside, despite the nice weather. From there the black ship stood out on the horizon from the gray smudge that lined the water where it joined the air.
�Right where you said it would be,� Captain Jamison said, no longer gloating.
Carrion glanced at the sky, the positions of the two ships, and back at the Captain. �The Far Seeker has an angle on you. Unless you turn tail and sail back to Racine, it�s far enough ahead to intercept you no matter which way you go. If you remain on this course, that will be at around dusk, which is probably his plan.�
�If I change course, so will he. As you say, unless I turn and run he is positioned to intercept me, the only question is when.�
Tanner said, �Can you outrun him?�
�I doubt it. Same hulls. His is the more experienced crew, and he has added a little sail by adding taller masts a few years ago.�
Carrion said, �He expects you to run, you know. Open the gap. He�s timed his attack with that in mind. Turn directly at him.�
�Other than temporarily confuse him, what will that fix?�
�It�ll put doubt in his mind, and unless I�m mistaken, the sun will be almost behind us when it sets. Make sure you put the sun at our tail. If we reach him before dark, their crew will not see us. When my archers stand and fire, Captain Brice will have no idea of what�s happening. It gives us a temporary advantage, but we might put down a couple of their crew.�
Tanner said, �Pass the word to the crew, including the galley. No lanterns. No candles. If we make a successful first pass and darkness falls, we may lose him in the dark. Issue swords to repel boarders.�
�We have no swords. This is a merchant ship.�
�Then knives to slice any ropes with hooks they throw to board. Do not slow down or lower your sails. Fire buckets filled and on deck.� He looked at Carrion. �What else?�
�Men with pikes, poles, or belaying pins. Men willing to fight.�
Captain ordered the turn and instructed the helmsman to steer directly for the Far Seeker even if it changed course. Then he turned to Carrion, �Are you sure you two have no experience on the sea?�
�I have experience with men and war. Some evil. Some good. Same can be said for women,� and he flashed the same smile that used to get him in trouble with his parents and teachers.
Tanner felt a giggle rising, but managed to stifle it. �I�m going to the bow where I can see better.�
�If you see our archers on deck, tell them to compensate for the movement of our ship when they fire. No, I change my mind. They already know that. Just tell them to hold their arrows until I order them.�
Tanner found that walking on the sloping deck was easier if he grabbed something solid before moving and stumbled to the next. The Rose had a breeze that seemed to be slowing as the afternoon drew on. He hoped so. With the two ships coming together at the speed The Rose cut through the water an archer would have time to loose only one arrow, and that would be a hasty and difficult shot. He wanted calmer waters to keep the ship steady, and time enough to get off, at least, three arrows.
Devlin appeared at his side. �I�ve meant to talk to you if you have time.�
�Sure. We haven�t talked since we came aboard, it seems. How are you doing?�
�Great. I love sailing and working. The men look up to me even though I�m new. That�s what I wanted to talk about.�
�Go ahead.�
�Well, I want you to know that I�ll do anything you tell me. You saved me. But when this is over, can I come back to the ship?�
Tanner took them to the railing that ran down the high side of the ship, in this case, the starboard side. They watched the horizon and the small, black dot that was the Far Seeker directly ahead. �You owe us nothing, Devlin. We�re friends, and I think working on a ship is perfect if you like it. You�ll have a future. But there is more to discuss. In the last few days, Carrion and I have found new information that concerns you.�
Tanner paused while looking around to make sure no other sailors had come closer. Devlin sensed the mood was changing and leaned closer. �Tell me.�
�Those tattoos on your arms. In the foreign land, the one we�re sailing to, people with them are called Crabs. That information is between us. The crew is not to know.�
�That sounds . . . Well, it sounds bad.�
�I�m only telling you because there will be jeopardy. To them, Crabs are the lowest of people. Lower than slaves, they say. Freemen are in the middle, and the Royals are kings and so on. But Crabs cannot hold jobs. They are marked for life with dragon tattoos on their arms so everyone knows who they are.�
�We�re worthless.� It was not a question.
�Worse. Almost invisible. A slave and the owner have rights. Slaves can be freed and become freemen. Crabs are nothing.�
Devlin�s excitement of a few moments earlier had evaporated like dew on summer grass.
Tanner placed a hand on his shoulder. �When we�re in port from here on you will wear long sleeves. Always. I�ve spoken with Captain Jamison, and he will want you on his crew. He�ll be honored. For now, you and I are operating on scant information so you�ll hide the tattoos until we understand more. Don�t make a big deal of it. Just say you�re getting sunburned or something.�
Devlin nodded and stood straighter. �They say we�re going to fight with that ship up ahead.�
�It may be less of a fight than people think, but yes.�
�I�ll make you proud, Tanner.�
�You already have. Go back to work and keep this conversation to yourself.�
Devlin left, and Tanner watched the ship ahead draw slightly closer. He thought he could see a little white water as the bow sliced ahead. What would the men on that ship be thinking? It was six or seven days� sail to the Marlstones. Only one day out of port.
Then he felt the touch of a dragon. The small of his back itched, but it was more than an itch. He glanced at the sky, knowing he wouldn�t see it because the dragon was too far away. It was on the mainland, probably keeping pace with the ship until the distance became too great. He assumed that Carrion would have it fly to the Marlstones when the time came.
Carrion could also have it fly closer, keeping it just out of sight until the black ship attacked. The dragon could attack the black ship and sink it anytime Carrion ordered. But only the two of them knew that. The next question was about a dragon crossing the Endless Sea.
Dragons are not known for swimming, although there were a few tales that said they could. But there had to be a maximum distance. The ship would take six or seven days to sail to the Marlstones. He knew dragons could fly that far in a single day, but it would take from dawn to dark. Dragons do not like to fly after dark.
The distance from the Marlstones to Breslau was probably three times that far. The chart. He thought back to when Captain Jamison spread it before them and Carrion�s intense interest. Now he understood. The distance to the wide bay and the largest city was not the shortest route to the coast. If a dragon didn�t fly southeast, as they would sail, but went northeast, it would arrive in half the distance.
Of course, it would have to rest and eat from the long flight, but then it could fly south and join them. That was why Carrion had studied the northern portion of the chart so intently. Without the chart, Carrion and Tanner would be without the help of the red dragon.
The shorter crossing would be another reason why the Royalty of Breslau paid for maps and charts to be destroyed. They didn�t want the Dragon Clan to learn how a dragon could cross the Endless Sea. Indeed, they may have named the water �Endless� just to prevent the Dragon Clan from attempting to cross. It had worked until now.
The tingle on his back was still there. If anything, it had intensified slightly. Carrion was probably going to keep it flying just out of sight unless needed. The dragon would have to fly back in the dark, but with Carrion sharing its eyes, there would be no problem. Carrion would search for fires, lanterns, or other man-made sources of light to guide him. He could always locate the shoreline and white breaking waves. Landing on a deserted beach was not ideal, but would work.
His attention went back to the Far Seeker. Twice now he�d felt a slight shift in the ship and the motion of how it pitched. Small adjustments by the helmsman at the direction of the Captain and confirmed when Tanner looked behind The Rose and saw the wake change direction.
The sun was settling lower, right behind the stern. The black ship took on detail. It sailed directly at them, a curl of white in contrast to the black hull at the bow. That sight must have made the crews of other ships cringe.
It was still too far off to see individually, but the closing speed was fast. He went to his cabin and found only half the arrows and a single bow remained. Carrion was already getting prepared. He went back to the deck; to the position he�d chosen earlier. One glance told him he was the last to take his place.
A crewman ran to his side, �The Captain said to tell you he intends to keep them on his port.�
�Meaning we�ll pass the other ship on our left?�
�That�s what I said, right?�
�Just making sure,� Tanner smiled. As the other ship drew closer, the tingling on his back increased. The red dragon must sense Carrion�s fear and readiness to fight. And mine, too.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Tanner sat on a mushroom-shaped device at the bow. There were two of them, used to tie the ship to the pier when in port. The huge ropes were wrapped around them. When he crouched behind them, he would be safe.
When he stood with his bow, his surprise for them would be that his arrow would be ready to fly. They were expecting minimal opposition. As quickly as he found a target, the first arrow would be released and another fitted to the bowstring.
He anticipated getting off three arrows before ducking to safety. In the space of two breaths, he would loose three arrows. If only one stuck a target, and one from each of his archers, the fighting men of the Far Seeker was reduced by a quarter.
The wind had slackened and now only rippled the surface of the water. The Rose stood up straighter and moved at half the speed of earlier. There was little movement of the deck. He glanced behind and saw the other three archers in their positions. He was at the bow, and they�d take his lead. When he stood, so would they. There was no reason to speak or issue orders. All knew their duties.
He saw men on the other ship moving about. Most were either on the starboard side or heading there. Their starboard side would pass The Rose�s port. The Far Seeker was the faster ship. If Tanner were the captain, he would have chased The Rose until he caught her. Why was Captain Brice attacking from the bow?
Fear. The move was intended to create fear on The Rose. He was allowing them to see and understand he was going to take their ship. Brice would slash by them; the crew armed with bows of their own. They�d shoot so many arrows that a normal cargo ship would drop their sails and surrender. If they didn�t, Captain Brice would make a sharp turn and give chase, since his ship was the fastest on the sea. When Captain Brice caught up with them, grappling hooks would be thrown to draw The Rose close enough for his crew to board.
Captain Brice wanted to take The Rose intact. Tanner didn�t have the same objective. He would burn the Far Seeker and sink her. That difference could turn the battle.
�Steady,� he heard Captain Jamison call.
Tanner looked behind again. He saw no crewmen exposed. Then back to the other ship. He could make out individuals now. Even some of their dress. More than a few trimmed their black uniforms with red bandanas or red sashes around their waists. They appeared fierce.
Some shook blades of one sort or another in the air for the sunlight to glint off. Another scare tactic only. The blades would do nothing on the first pass, except to terrify a crew. Others held bows. Short bows half the size of the longbows Tanner and his people held. Of course, it took upper arm strength and practice to use a longbow.
Their bows made perfect sense�at other times. This time, things would be different. Tanner heard the shouting and taunting. The time was getting close. A few of the ten at the rail of the Far Seeker shielded their eyes from the sun.
Tanner had three arrows laid out in front of him where they would be easy to reach without looking. He knelt. An arrow was fitted and ready.
He tensed, but waited. Tanner quickly stood, noting the shock of surprise on the men no more than fifty paces away. Since he was at the bow, he took aim at the last in the row, thinking Carrion and the two archers would aim at those closest.
His arrow flew as he reached full height, but instead of watching where it landed, he reached for the next arrow. Without aiming, he used instinct to let it fly as he noticed that the first had struck its mark. The arrow stood out from the man�s chest, his hands clasping the shaft.
Tanner reached for the third, as the ship quickly slipped past. He fired after it, at the single man he saw still standing. It was Captain Brice.
The first part of the battle was over. He didn�t see if any of his other arrows struck their targets, and he didn�t see Captain Brice fall. He assumed he�d missed when the Far Seeker began a sharp turn.
It turned and took chase. Tanner almost smiled. The Far Seeker had expected an easy capture. At least one man took an arrow to his chest, and The Rose had fought back.
Captain Jamison held the course steady, directly for the main port in the Marlstones. The sun touched the horizon as they all let out collective sighs. A sailor ran to Tanner�s side. �Sir, the Captain wishes to know if you want flames for your bows.�
�Yes. Small bowls of oil, rags, and two men to light the arrows and hand them to us. All of us will be at the stern.� Tanner gave him a pat on his shoulder as the sailor raced to tell the Captain. Tanner moved down the deck to the first of the archers. �How�d you do?�
�The ship took a dip as I released my first. I only managed to put it in his leg.�
�Any others?�
�Can�t rightly say. I was busy trying to get them off before that ship went out of range.�
�I had one direct hit, so with yours, they�re down two. I�m going to talk to the others A sailor will bring oil, flame, and wrap them for you when it gets closer.�
�Yes sir, this is where that damned black learns what a longbow is for. I�ll put ten into her before she gets close enough for one of those little bows to reach to us.�
�Meet us on the stern.� Tanner gave him a slap on his shoulder as he went there next. The archer knew one of his, hit an arm, and he believed another hit a man�s stomach, but the man may have been ducking instead of being hit, it was impossible to be sure. Tanner passed on the information about the arrows and moved to where Carrion waited.
�How�d you do?� Tanner asked the men when all four were on the stern.
�Missed all three. My first went high when the ship shifted. The others were off the mark, too. What about you?�
�Between us, there are three definite hits, maybe one more. Two wounded and one dead, perhaps two,� Tanner explained, sounding proud of their success.
�Three men out of commission and they know we�re not going to roll over for them,� Carrion snarled. �Any chance of them turning away? No, I suppose not.�
Tanner explained where the oil and rags waited. Together they watched the black ship overtaking them. He ran to the wheelhouse and felt like saluting as he entered. The air was tense, the Captain checking on a hundred items as he prepared to defend his ship.
Tanner said, �They�ll plan to board. When that doesn�t work, they�ll shoot flaming arrows. Have your men standing by with buckets. They can fill barrels with seawater before the Far Seeker gets here.�
�What if they board us?� Captain Jamison said, a tremor betraying his fear.
�They won�t. We�ll take care of that. Have at least three or four men ready to run to the rail and cut the ropes to the grappling hooks. But I doubt if there will be any.�
�No? Why?�
�Numbers. At least three of them are already down. Maybe four. Someone has to steer the ship. That leaves only ten men at the most. Probably less. Not enough to board and fight.�
�We have a few more men, but they are not pirates who are used to fighting.�
Tanner shrugged. �Count to three slowly. In that space of time, I can put three arrows into three men at fifty paces. The distance will be less, and the other three archers are at least as good with a longbow as I.�
�You don�t think they�ll ever come alongside.�
�No, I don�t. Before we can shoot at men, we�ll use fire. We�ll be prepared, but as the Far Seeker gets closer to us, we�ll have time to put fifty flaming arrows into her. All over the ship. They�ll be too busy putting out fires to use their bows or try to board. After their ship has a dozen fires, I�ll switch to regular arrows and hit anyone trying to put them out.�
�They�ll shoot back and set The Rose aflame.�
�Not with their bows. Ours reach twice as far. They will not even get into range if we do our job back there.�
�You have a lot of confidence in your bows. They look plain and awkward to me.�
Tanner said, �All of that is true. But remember our bows have twice the range and more accuracy. You told me that the Far Seeker is only a little faster than The Rose. That means it will be close enough to use our bows long before they can return fire. If Captain Brice is smart, he�ll veer off.�
Captain Jamison stuck his head out of the open window of the wheelhouse and said, �If you�re right about how far your arrows fly, there�s hardly time for you to get back there.� His eyes had taken on a wild, excited look. He almost looked happy.
While running to the stern, Tanner decided men react differently to danger. He felt excited also, but with more than a little fear was mixed in. And determination. A cold resolve that mirrored that of Carrion. Both of them had the ability to shut emotion out while they fought. He suspected the two archers were much the same. While serving in King Ember�s army, they had learned to take orders and fight with a discipline that others would not.
He pictured them standing suddenly and firing arrow after arrow while the charging enemy bore down upon them. If they stood their ground, they would win. If not, the battle was lost.
The narrow stern of the ship was crowded with six men. Carrion was ordering each archer to a spot where he would have the room needed, but he moved the bowl of oil further away. He showed the two crewmen how to wrap only the tip of the arrow, and not too much cloth. Then he dipped and held it near the small flame of a lamp.
He said, �Don�t light it until one of us reaches for it. You can dip and ready as many as you wish. When I let one fly, I�ll be reaching for the next. Keep the flame end pointed at that ship. Any questions?�
In the waning light, the two crewmen shook their heads.
Tanner watched the black ship gaining on them. It was just out of range. His fingers gripped the bow tighter.
The archer to his right said, �My bow will reach them from here, but not with the rag on the point. Just a little closer, my devious enemy.�
His mumbling reminded Tanner that while their longbows could reach further, firing too soon would give Captain Brice the opportunity to turn aside. He spoke to them all, �We�ll wait until their archers are almost ready to fire at us, but still out of range for them. This is not the same as before. We�re going to start as many fires in as many places as possible. The upper sails first. Then the lower, and put arrows high on the hull, and on the deck.�
Carrion said, �Remember. The sails first. And masts. If we get them burning, they�ll fall to the deck and start more fires. Like Tanner said, spread out your shots.�
Tanner said to the crewmen, who were each holding an arrow already dripping oil onto the deck, �Keep your lantern shielded from them until I say. We don�t want to tip them off for what�s coming at them.�
The crew of the Far Seeker crowded the port side rail as the ship turned slightly to starboard. It would come alongside The Rose upwind. At least three men held grappling hooks on long, thin lines they would throw when they were alongside, then they�d pull the two ships together while their fighting men swarmed to the other ship.
While attacking a cargo ship, the crazy screaming and waving of swords and knives would terrify the crew. Most would surrender without a fight. He imagined Captain Brice�s anger when at least three of his men fell to arrows. This was a battle Tanner couldn�t lose and survive.
�I kin hit them from here easy,� the one crewman whispered.
�Hold on,� Tanner ordered. Just a little longer. He drew ten more measured breaths ignoring the concerned looks from the other three archers and the two crewmen. In a voice as cold as the water racing below the hull he said, �Light and hand me my first arrow. Fire at will.�
The hand of the crewman shook so hard Tanner feared it might put out the fire before he managed to hand the arrow off. But Tanner finally had it fitted to the string. He pulled the string so far back his hand touched his cheek. He lifted it higher and let it fly, half expecting it to go over the top of the sails. Instead, it struck a mid-sail near the mast.
�Shoot high. The arrows drop fast,� he said, as another flew and hit the mainsail, near the bottom.
He reached for another, but had to wait until the crewman had one lighted. Two more arrows drew flaming streaks across the water, one missing the sails on the forward mast and striking the second one. The other must have had something hard on a mast, perhaps an iron band because it struck and fell. But it landed at the bottom of the sail and ignited a small fire that spread quickly.
On the Far Seeker, men left their fighting stations and ran for buckets and water. Tanner imagined them shouting that it was unfair. They were supposed to do that to the other ship. He released his second arrow, aimed at the wooden structure of the wheelhouse. The wood was, at least, twenty years old, painted a hundred times. It was as dry as tinder. With the help of the oil, it spread down as well as burning upwards.
He reached for another arrow as he watched the air between the two ships. It seemed there was an arrow streaking through the air at any time. All were traveling the same direction. He pulled and released another at a section of the sails without flames, and grinned as he saw two arrows strike in nearly the same place. One of the other had the same idea, but he didn�t know if it was Carrion or one of the archers.
Tanner held out his hand for another arrow as the black ship veered sharply away. He accepted the burning arrow and wished he could shake off the flame. There at the rail stood Captain Brice amid the crew racing to put out the fires. When they splashed water on them, it only serves to spread the flames. The oil fires refused to be extinguished by water.
The flaming arrow would have to do. He pulled, aimed a little ahead of Captain Brice, and a little above. He released. The arrow looked like it would overshoot the retreating ship, but then it lost speed and began to fall. It struck the deck only a step away from him.
Captain Brice screamed in fury, shaking his fist. Tanner reached for an arrow and quickly pulled the unlighted rag from the tip. He drew again, as the archer at his side said, �Save it. Too far.�
Tanner pulled beyond his cheek, almost to his ear and let it fly.
Captain Brice turned and looked right at him. As he leaned on the rail to bellow another obscenity or threat, the arrow struck. It hit the railing directly in front of him, between his hands. The sudden appearance of the arrow made him leap backward so fast his feet couldn�t stay underneath, like a clown taking a pratfall. He fell to the combined laughter of all six men on the stern.
�Guess it wasn�t too far after all,� the man said, �but that shot will be the makings of a tale I�ll have to be drunk as a skunk to pass on because nobody�s going to believe it.�
From the way Captain Brice reacted, he didn�t believe it either. Picking himself up from the deck while watching The Rose, he shook a fist. But the separation between the two ships continued increasing.
As darkness fully fell, they could still see the Far Seeker and the flames rising to the top of her masts. Tanner said to the men on the stern, �How many fires do you think we caused?�
Carrion said, �I think I started ten.�
�She�ll be lucky to stay afloat,� a sailor said.
Carrion snorted, �It�ll stay afloat, mark my words. Evil men like him have a way of surviving.�
�We�ll see him again,� Tanner agreed and hoped that when they did the circumstances were favorable.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

It took seven more days to reach the Marlstones, two of those days fighting through storms with seas higher than the railings. The ship took several waves over the bow. The water rushed across the decks sweeping it clean of anything not secured, but no men were lost.
Tanner couldn�t image what it must be like to have a storm strike when your ship has been burned, your sails are ashes, and most of the rigging went up in flames. How could Captain Brice keep his ship turned into the wind and waves to prevent striking broadside and rolling it over? If the Far Seeker survived burning, most would agree it should have sunk in the storm.
But he didn�t believe it did. Captain Brice would manage to survive, even if his ship did not. He was that kind of enemy. What Tanner did know is that the closer The Rose sailed to the port of Marlstone, the stronger the itch on his back grew. The red dragon had arrived ahead of them. He spent the morning after the attack in the tiny ship�s cabin guarding the door while watching Carrion in a trance with the dragon. Carrion said that it flew over two islands before settling on another.
Carrion had watched the approach through the eyes of the dragon. He wanted to make sure the island was uninhabited, and that there was ample prey for it to feed upon. He also wanted to make sure there were no green dragons waiting to attack and kill the red. If the red spotted one before Carrion, it would instantly attack.
But now they stood at the same spot where they spent a good portion of the trip, standing at the port rail where they enjoyed the brisk sea air, the warmth of the sun, and they were mostly out of the way of the crew.
Ahead lay the port of Marlstone, empty of other ships and appearing forsaken. The pier, warehouses, and lack of people made the scene almost like a lonely painting on canvas. Tanner said, �From a distance, the island is beautiful.�
Carrion said, �Nobody seems excited enough to welcome us.�
The pier stood empty and remained so as Captain Jamison navigated The Rose closer. When no small boats were dispatched to help her dock, he ordered his own to be lowered. A small line was fed to the to the rowboat. It rowed to the dock, and two sailors quickly climbed a rusty ladder and pulled the small rope that was attached to a larger one. In no time, The Rose was pulled to the side of the dock and tied without the help of a single islander.
The silence was eerie. Tanner sensed the awkwardness of the crew and their confusion. Fisher, the first mate, was sent off to locate the Harbor Master. Nobody else departed from the ship. Nobody seemed to want to.
Fisher returned with two men in tow. Their skins were darkened from the tropical sun, and they walked so slowly they appeared serene. Captain Jamison met them at the top of the gangplank and offered to shake hands. They refused.
Words were exchanged and then the two men calmly departed and walked back up the pier as if on an afternoon stroll. Captain Jamison headed their way. He said, �They don�t want us here. We can�t buy supplies or water.�
Tanner said, �Do we have enough to reach our destination?�
�I planned to gather them here, as well as refitting the ship for whatever we need.�
�Is there anything critical we need?�
The Captain shrugged. �We could use a few repair items for the ship, but the refit took care of nearly everything. But we do need water and food to continue. I�m sorry, I expected to buy all we needed here.�
Carrion said, �If the only things we need are water and food, maybe I can help.�
�Do you know these people?� The Captain asked.
�No, but if we examine your charts again, I may be able to help.�
Captain Jamison shot him a questioning look and then said, �Our other option is to sail back to Princeton, maybe Fleming, and load the ship with supplies.�
The response made Tanner wince. Word of their destruction of Fleming hadn�t reached them. Tanner didn�t want water or food from there. He felt convinced that one of them was drugged. He suspected what Carrion was offering. The red dragon. Carrion could see through the eyes of the dragon and locate fresh water and perhaps food.
Tanner said, �We would like to look at your chart of the islands, please. Then we�ll talk and decide what to do.�
Reluctantly, the Captain turned and took them to his cabin. He unrolled the chart and used weights at the corners to hold it down. Marlstone, the island, and port were located on a sheltered bay of the largest island. But there were over a dozen larger ones, two of them nearly as large.
The depth soundings showed both of the other islands had waters deep enough for The Rose, and both had rivers emptying into the ocean. A closer look revealed that one had a settlement. The other was listed as uninhabited.
Either might be better. If the residents of the first were cooperative, it was the better choice. If not, the uninhabited island would provide water. But they needed food. There were bound to be coconuts and other fruits, but a voyage across the ocean eating coconut three times a day didn�t sound enticing.
A third island off to the side of the island chain caught Tanner�s eye. Smaller by half, the notes beside it said that it had a friendly population. A small river wound through the town and beyond from inland. The last entry caught his attention. It said, �Inhabitants do not consider this island part of Marlstone.�
He stabbed a finger at it.
After reading the notes, Carrion gave him the nod.
Captain Jamison settled back and said, �Never heard of Bangor but from what I see it will take only a day to sail there. If it does not work out, we can decide what to do. It�s not like we�re in desperate need.�
Tanner said, �I�d like to go there.�
�If they consider themselves something other than Marlstone we stand a chance. It seems that Breslau has influence over this entire port. The government and every business are controlled by Breslau. I�d heard some of it, but nobody has ever mentioned it is like this.� Captain Jamison said. �Let me get my men busy.�
As Tanner watched Carrion communicating with the red dragon in their cabin, he heard the shouts and orders of the ship departing. He expected the ship to sail from the harbor and turn east. The change in the roll of the ship would alert him, but it didn�t come.
Carrion finally sat up and said, �The island next to Bangor is even smaller but has good water. We saw two goats, but no other large animals and few fruits, but maybe it�s worth a look. The eyes of a dragon look for food and danger. Anything else is lost.�
�We haven�t turned,� Tanner said.
�Probably still in sight of Marlstone. Why turn and give away our intentions and maybe foul the chances for the next ship? Which might be us as we return.�
The humid, hot air drove them back out to the deck. The island was almost lost to sight, as Carrion predicted, The Rose turned east and north. The wind was mild, the ship moved slowly and remained standing upright, nearly level. When Tanner was about to mention it, he spotted a dark mass of clouds forming.
An afternoon thunderstorm approached, and with it, the wind increased, then blew hard. The ship heeled over and sped across the water like a water bug being chased by a spider. The rain struck and came in sheets, driving them back inside to suffer the stifling wet heat. Both took naps.
Back on deck, the Captain came to Tanner. After pleasantries and a status of the ship in general, the Captain said, �With your approval, we�re sailing around the other islands at a distance they won�t see us. We�ll arrive near dawn, so it�s not going to slow us.�
�You�re angry.�
�The seas should be free. What Breslau is doing isn�t right. Now they�re controlling the only place to resupply. I�m sure other ships have given up.�
�There�s more to your anger,� Tanner prompted.
�I�m a sailor. I want to sail to strange places and see what they have to offer. Breslau is shrinking my world. I don�t like it.�
Tanner watched the smudge on the horizon that was Marlstone. He said, �I think I understand. When we get to Breslau are you certain The Rose can outrun any of their ships?�
�Any I�ve heard of, but they may have built some I don�t know. My worry is that while you two are ashore doing whatever you plan to do, two or more ships may blockade me.�
�Are there options?�
�Yes. We could put you in a dingy to row ashore while The Rose sails to deep water where nobody can see her.�
�How would you know to come get us?�
�That�s a problem I�ve yet to work out.�
They left it at that. The following morning the ship slowly sailed into the mouth of a bay and lowered most of her sails. The ship rotated enough for the bow to point at the mouth of the bay, ready to escape. The men stood by the sails.
Nobody attacked.
The island was lush. A single mountain rose before them, the slope falling down the side almost to the water. Only a thin strip of beach allowed people to build and farm. The green of the foliage was darker green than Tanner had ever seen, and the water bluer. Palms and bananas dominated the lower slopes.
A large rowboat with two men, each pulling a pair of oars put out from the village approached at a stately pace as if they couldn�t be bothered rowing any faster. As it neared, a man sitting in the bow wearing a colorful red shirt called out and asked for permission to board.
He climbed a ladder lowered over the side of the ship and climbed aboard with a smile and a tip of his straw hat. The others stayed in the rowboat. He was dark-skinned, tall, and thin. His teeth were the whitest Tanner had ever seen, and perhaps the biggest. He shook hands all around and welcomed them. In a few sentences, he offered to replenish their water and provide fruits, vegetables, salted meats, and fish.
He drove a hard bargain, speaking for the people of the entire island. They didn�t get many visitors and seldom had the opportunity to sell their goods for hard coin. The price was set high but not outrageous. Tanner would have paid far more, but the first rule of successful negotiations is to make the other party think they won. The ship dropped anchor where instructed and the man returned to his boat and rowed ashore to arrange the food.
Captain Jamison lowered two of his boats, and each carried empty water barrels. They rowed for the creek and up it far enough to fill the barrels with fresh water. In no time, five more boats rowed in their direction, one containing the spokesman, who again came aboard to inspect the supplies with the Captain.
A boom with a pulley swung out over the rowboats and sailors lifted loads of food, fresh, smoked, and dried. The Captain inspected it all and accepted it without exception. It was far superior to that normally found on ships.
The ship�s boats returned, and the barrels of water were hoisted aboard. Then they went back for more water. The Captain had told the men to empty any barrels that could hold water because where they were headed had little.
Tanner watched as cases of dried, salted fish were brought aboard. Smoked meats that were goats, pigs, and sheep were stored. Other wicker containers held figs, raisins, almonds, and more. A few new to him. Then there were fresh and dried beans, peas, and yams.
It seemed to Tanner that they took on far more than they required. All had been brought aboard, but more small boats laden with food were heading their way. The Captain noticed Tanner�s concern and whispered, �If you�ve ever been on a ship that�s run out of stores you�d understand.�
Tanner didn�t resent the quantity, nor did he resist the rising price. He simply hadn�t ever calculated how much food eighteen men eat in thirty, or more days. But the water barrels also kept arriving. He raised an eyebrow to the Captain over them.
�Walk with me,� the Captain said, as he moved their conversation away from other ears. �Breslau is dry. A desert on a coast with mountains barely a day�s walk inland. To my knowledge, there is only two rivers, that large one south of the Bay and a small one at Breslau City. I have no idea where we might collect more water, so I�ve ordered every barrel we can spare to be filled.�
�I wasn�t questioning your decision.�
Captain Jamison placed a fatherly hand on his shoulder. �I know that, or you�d be swimming by now.�
Tanner laughed.
Captain Jamison didn�t.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The Rose sailed again in the late afternoon, promising to return to the island in a month. The village would have more supplies ready and waiting. Tanner had paid more than expected but the price had barely put a dent in his purse. As a precaution against those in Marlstone City following the ship, they sailed due south until out of sight, then turned east towards Breslau.
The voyage across the Endless Sea would take fifteen days, maybe more. Tanner and Carrion asked the Captain for time to be set aside where they could plan where they should arrive in Breslau, and how to best proceed. He suggested they meet in his cabin after sunset. The air would be cooler, and they could open his window for a breeze and talk all night if needed.
The Captain had his secret chart to study in the cabin. It sounded agreeable to all.
Tanner strolled the deck as if he�d been born to the sea. He often spotted Devlin at work, but seldom spoke to him, fearing a personal relationship with the owners might place him in awkward positions or alienate him from the rest of the crew.
On the other hand, first-mate Fisher often paused to talk. In his short time as the mate, the ship improved daily. The decks were scrubbed with saltwater, and the six gods would tremble in fear when he found sloppiness or dirt. Part of each day was spent scraping any bare wood and painting it. He often told the crew that if it didn�t move, put a coat of paint on it. Since leaving port in Racine, the ship had taken on a new image.
So had the crew. Pride was the word he�d use to describe them. At first, many were simply accepting job offers and going about their duties mindlessly. Now, in only a few short days, a sense of pride permeated throughout the ship. It revealed itself in a hundred small ways. Once a crewman had told another to repair a section of a wall and cautioned him to do better work in the future. Others painted with a smile. If it didn�t move, they painted it, just as he said.
The Captain removed the chart from the cabinet and spread it across his desk. He reached into another cabinet and pulled an unopened bottle of hard cider. Tanner eyed it tentatively, but the Captain caught his look. He said, �A stout pull for each of us for a job well done. I�ve ordered the same for the crew tonight.�
He splashed cider into the bottom third of three mugs and tasted it while averting his eyes.
Tanner understood the reason for the small celebration. But sitting across from him was little remaining of the drunken derelict they had first met. He didn�t think the Captain had taken a drink since sailing. The bottle had still been full. He�d keep a watch, and the Captain knew it.
Carrion pointed at the chart, �That�s the largest city. The capital, I�d guess. Also called Breslau. Not very inventive, if you ask me.�
�A good place to stay away from,� Captain Jamison said, his voice as stern as if he was directing his crew to hoist a sail. �No place to hide the ship and I�m not about to sail into the harbor of the capital city. We�d all be in chains or worse. The King�s palace is there, sitting on a bluff overlooking the harbor. A tan structure, at least, five levels high.�
�Where would you suggest we land?� Carrion said, �You were here years ago, so you have an idea of what would be best.�
�Do you really have to go ashore would be my first question?� the Captain asked, furrowing his brow in concentration as he looked at the chart. �Staying on board and sailing back to Racine could be best in my opinion.�
�We have to go there,� Tanner said.
�Then I suggest that I lower a small boat for you at night, and you can row. If I sail in close to shore, in a place where the water is deep enough for the ship, like here,� the Captain pointed to a small peninsula just below the main city, �you could row ashore and hide your boat.�
�That wouldn't hide the ship, come daylight,� Tanner said.
�If I sail far enough out into the bay during the day nobody will see me. That bay is large enough to be a small sea. Every night I can sail close to shore again, and you can hold up a lantern for me to spot.�
Tanner said, �What if a fisherman, or worse, a naval ship spots you?�
The Captain smiled almost eagerly. �There�s nothing I can�t outrun in these waters. Then, after another day or two, I can double back and pick you up.�
Carrion said, �Anybody else on this ship that�s been to Breslau? We can use all the information we can get. Otherwise, it sounds like a plan.�
They didn�t tell him about Carrion�s dragon or their purpose in going ashore. To his credit, the Captain didn�t ask them questions. He sat and talked about all he could remember, which was little that was helpful. He didn�t know anyone near the port who could help them. He speculated on other items. Only once did he mention a green dragon that patrolled the capital on a daily basis.
A green fighting against Carrion�s red didn�t stand much of a chance of victory. Reds were generally larger, stronger, and more intelligent. At least, that�s what Carrion had told him and when it came to his red, Carrion wasn�t against exaggerating.
But in any dragon fight, both sides were bound to be injured. A serious injury to the red could cause problems of it returning across the sea. As it was, the journey would be at the limit of what a dragon could fly. A strained wing muscle, torn wing, or infected wound could be life threatening for a dragon needing to re-cross the Endless Sea.
Worse, was the possibility that there were several dragons in the city. A Royal might call on another green to join in the fight. Perhaps two or three. But a fight between dragons would tell the Royals that at least one of the Dragon Clan was nearby. It would be enough to enrage the Royals, or so Carrion believed.
But Tanner knew Carrion was as determined as he to enter the city. They were traveling further from their homes than anyone they knew, and the trip shouldn�t be wasted.
�So, after we�re done with our business ashore, we row out to sea each night and light a lantern?� Tanner asked, sounding skeptical.
Captain Jamison placed both of his palms on the chart and leaned forward until his nose was a hands breadth away from Tanner�s. �Here is where we find how our six gods dance, so I�ll tell you this only one time, my friend. Had you not purchased my debt, The Rose would belong to Captain Brice, and I�d be drinking myself stupid until I ran out of coin, which would not have been long. Will I be there to rescue you? I promise that if I draw breath, I�ll be there.�
�I didn�t mean to insult you.�
�You didn�t. That�s the pity of it. I was so far down in the gutter I had to look up to see my shadow. You changed that, you and Carrion, and, of course, Devlin.�
�Devlin would like to remain as one of your crew,� Tanner said. �I�ve been waiting for the right time to mention it.�
�You�re asking my permission? Well, I�ll tell you. There are only a few men who take to the sea like that boy, and I�d hire him on any ship where I was the master. That is the same answer without knowing you were involved. He�ll captain his own ship one day soon.�
The planning continued into the night. The bottle of cider remained capped. But in the end, little else was decided�or needed to be. There were too many variables. Too many unknowns. But they discussed them as best they could and in the end, the plan was much the same as in the beginning.
The following morning Carrion pleaded illness and remained in his bed as Tanner asked for food to be delivered to their cabin so he could care for Carrion. In reality, Carrion was flat on his back, eyes closed, appearing almost dead as he joined minds with the red dragon he�d bonded with years earlier.
Tanner always wanted to ask questions about everything that happened, but Carrion usually shrugged off most of it. What Tanner did understand was that they enjoyed the company of each other. Carrion could see, hear, feel, and taste all the dragon did. He could �ask� the dragon to do something, but couldn�t �make� it.
However, he could influence the dragon and convince it to do things. For instance, he had once convinced the red to pass up making a meal of a farmer�s goats. The farmer needed his goats to earn a living, so Carrion put the idea into the hungry dragon�s mind that goats do not taste as good as deer, and the meadows of a nearby mountain usually contained tasty deer.
Carrion had also told Tanner that he simply enjoyed melding their minds. He described seeing through the eyes of the dragon as if flew high in the air, the cold wind rustling on the leather wings and stinging its eyes.
The bonding between the two of them lasted a lifetime, and from all Tanner had heard, the pair were inseparable. When one of a bonded pair died, the other often did shortly after. Tanner considered all those things and more, as he watched over the helpless body while Carrion was mentally elsewhere.
They had discussed it the day before. Carrion wanted to fly the dragon to Breslau and begin exploring through the eyes of the dragon. He planned to begin after arriving and making concentric circles around the capital, each shrinking in size.
The plan would take days; they didn�t know how many. But to keep the crew from asking questions, the illness story had been conceived. It gave the excuse for both of them to spend days in the cabin. However, it was boring for Tanner. His days were spent inside the tiny space, making sure nobody or nothing attacked Carrion.
Tanner decided there is probably nothing in the world as vulnerable as a bonded man who was inside the mind of a dragon, and he wondered if he killed Carrion, would his mind remain with the dragon, or would he die? He spent nearly half a day thinking about it, but he also decided that he would not ask Carrion for the answer. It would be better if his friend didn�t know he spent the time plotting what would happen if he murdered him.
Well after dark Carrion sat up, his eyes tired. He said, �He�s there. Roosting. Tomorrow he will need to eat and recover, then we can begin our search.�
�The important thing is that he made the flight all the way across the ocean.�
�Near the end it was questionable. He�s a strong flier, but if it were much further he couldn�t have made it.�
�You look tired, too.�
Carrion flashed a half-smile. �I am. How many men do you know that flew over an entire sea today?�
�You were just along for the ride. You didn�t do it yourself.�
�That shows how ignorant you are about bonding. I�m every bit as wore out as the red, and you had better have a platter of food around here for me to eat.�
Tanner did have a platter and Carrion ate nearly everything on it, then fell into a deep sleep. Tanner worried over the comment Carrion had made. He was ignorant of much of the bonding routine, but the inference was that the physical act of flying a great distance tired both of them. He was learning a lot while sitting in a chair in a dark room watching over a motionless man.
The following day Tanner left the cabin to walk on the decks and get some fresh air. The day after, that storm struck and produced waves that struck the ship so hard they sounded like trees banging the hull. The ship rose and fell with the waves, and several times the ship struggled to reach the top of a wave only to slide down the other side so fast the bow drove into the next. The ship slowed and surged, twisted and lurched.
Tanner climbed into the other bunk and moaned for a day and a night. The cook brought food and Tanner threatened the man�s life if he didn�t get it away from him. He filled a large bowl with vomit but was too weak to take it to the rail and dispose of the vile contents.
Carrion remained in contact with the dragon during the entire storm and felt nothing. However, the following day dawned cleared, and the sea calmed. Carrion ate a massive meal while Tanner picked at his. Tanner had emptied his bowl, but still didn�t feel like eating.
Carrion said, �Let me tell you about Breslau so far. We flew east to the mountains and then south. The land is dry. More than dry, it�s a desert of a kind I have never seen. There is little sand. It is rock, bare and dark brown or gray. Almost nothing grows.�
�People?�
�Not even a road, so far.�
�Dragons?�
�We�re going slow and trying to spot them before they see us, but so far there have been none. Even finding a deer, goat, or pig to eat has been hard. There are just not enough animals or plants for anything to live. I guess that it would be more accurate to say there is no water to support life.�
Tanner said, �It strikes me odd that you�re talking about no water when we�re on a ship.�
�You won�t be laughing when you see it. We�re going to circle further south tomorrow. I want to see what�s down near that big river on the map.�
�Instead of flying closer to Breslau City?�
�Calm yourself down. We have ten more days, at least. The Captain has never been to that river, and he knows of nobody who has. When I questioned him, he said that ships were only allowed to make port in the capital. We know nothing is north of there because it�s just too dry.�
�That leaves the river to the south, but why are you so interested in it?�
Carrion tore off more bread and chewed as he spoke. �Something the Captain said. A small thing, really, but maybe important. While we were planning, he said that it was almost like any ships visiting were shunted to the capital. They were told they were unwelcome further south. That makes me wonder why.�
�All visiting ships had to go to only the one port?�
�That�s what he said.�
�That is odd.�
Carrion reached for another piece of bread. �If they didn�t want ships sailing down there, we have to ask, why not?�
Tanner shrugged. �I can�t think of an answer that question.�
�And I don�t think we should go to Breslau City until we have an answer or, at least, a suspicion. Ever since I first saw that river, I wondered about it. There is no name, no towns or cities listed, but other than the smaller river that flows by Breslau Castle, it is the only river I see on the map.�
�I don�t understand your concern, but go take a look.�
Carrion snorted before saying in the tone a father uses with his young son when teaching him. �Water. Freshwater. To me, that says the banks of the great river should be green. Farmers should be irrigating crops. There should be people living on both sides, in fact, there must be.�
�Because you say so?�
Carrion said softly, �Take another look at the Captain�s chart. Ask yourself, how many people live in that city? Then ask yourself one more thing: What do they eat? Because it is obvious, there is not enough farmland around the city to feed them all.�
Picturing the chart in his head, Tanner realized Carrion was right. Smiling, Tanner said, �Listen to me. Since I�m in charge of this mission, or task, or whatever it is, I order you to fly over that river and see what�s up with it.�
�Yes, sir.� Carrion rolled over and pulled the covers over his head as he went to sleep.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Carrion rested the following day, checking in with the red a few times, but also allowing the dragon to recuperate and rest from all the flying. Tanner made a hand drawn copy of the Captain�s chart on a smaller piece of paper. He excluded all the drylands to the north, as well as the far south. What remained was the circular bay and the large river. He indicated the mountain range that isolated the coast from the inland.
On the next day, as Carrion lay on his bed and closed his eyes to enter the mind of the dragon, Tanner reminded him. �Okay, I know where your red is. Now and then I want you to pull back from his mind enough to let me know where you are and what you see. I�ll sketch it on my map.�
�I know. I heard you the first three times.�
Tanner settled back and waited. He had managed to locate an unused chair. They still told the crew Carrion was suffering seasickness, which made them both amused and sympathetic.
Later, Carrion muttered, �I see the river in the distance. It�s at the base of the mountains where three smaller rivers converge.�
Tanner didn�t answer. The dragon was exactly where they wanted to begin the search, but first, they wanted to fly over the mountainous area in search of green dragons that might be hostile. For that reason, Carrion intended to fly high enough that being seen from the ground was almost impossible.
But dragons tend to seek out isolated mountains for their roosts, or the warm slopes of volcanoes. When on the ground dragons are at their most vulnerable, if an attacker managed to avoid the mouth full of deadly teeth and the head that darted as fast as any snake. But they were slow and awkward, and their wings easily were torn.
Their wings were their weakest vulnerability, as well as their best asset. Tanner had heard stories of dragons with holes in wings from arrows or tears from packs of dogs, and still they flew. When fighting another dragon, the damage to wings can determine the winner, although more often the injured dragon sinks its claws in the other and both fall to their deaths.
Carrion said, �We�re flying over the mountains south of the river. The land is dry, but not like north of Breslau. There are sagebrush and cacti, a few small trickles or lakes, some streams and small rivers. Everywhere there is water, there is green. So far, no signs of people, but we�re still on the foot of the mountains.�
Tanner made a few small squiggles indicating streams on his map. He made a small notation of what Carrion reported. The tray of food he�d had delivered held salted fish with a smoke flavor he enjoyed. He wished grapes were in season, or perhaps some berries.
The cook managed to boil small loaves of bread about the size of a fist. Not too hard on the outside, and soft inside. He�d make a point to compliment him next time the cook was near.
The ship sailed smoothly, barely moving fore and aft, and a fresh breeze kept it leaning to port, but not so much it was uncomfortable. He wanted to leave the dark cabin and warm himself in the sun, but Carrion needed him at his side.
Twice more in the morning, Carrion reported what he saw, which was nothing of importance. Then, as Tanner sat in the chair and dozed in the afternoon, Carrion sat up, eyes wide open.
He said, �Dragons.� Then he closed his eyes again and laid back down.
Tanner wanted more information, but didn�t dare interrupt whatever Carrion was doing.
Carrion was silent for a while, then he moaned, and sweat broke out on his forehead. Tanner thought about wiping it with a cool, damp rag and decided against it. The shock of the rag might interfere with his concentration.
Carrion�s eyes popped open and looked at Tanner. �Three dragons were flying low. We followed them to the mountains. There is a place where the mountains are almost solid rock, not a tree or bush in sight. One has slopes that are almost vertical, all the way around, as if a giant sliced the top off of a column of rock. There were, at least, ten more dragons roosting there.�
�Thirteen? I�ve only seen four or five of them roosting together.�
�I think half were juveniles.�
�They didn�t sense you? Or your red?�
�Nope. They didn�t see us either because we were so high, although I think one either saw us or �felt� us. It became agitated, and flew off, circling and searching, but it was looking below, not up.�
�That was lucky.�
Carrion nodded, took a long pull on a mug of water and pointed to a spot on the map Tanner was drawing. �Right about here. I�d better be getting back.�
Tanner watched with feelings of awe, jealousy, fear, and joy. He could only imagine what wonders Carrion experienced. He bent to dip his pen in the bottle of black ink.
Carrion said with his eyes still closed, �We�re over the river, flying downstream. There�s green on both sides, and we just passed a few small houses, barns, and outbuildings. No planted fields, but it looked like animals grazing. Tell you about it later.�
Tanner dutifully made a few notations and waited for more information. He glanced at the map as a whole and realized even the few additions they had made were more than any in the Dragon Clan had made in hundreds of years.�
While he was thinking these thoughts, Carrion said, �Late in the day and my dragon is tired. We�re heading out into the drylands for the night. We need to find a deer to eat.�
�What about those animals grazing? The farmers can�t stop you.�
�But they will talk about a red dragon. They may have never seen one before and then rumors will fly. If possible, we need to get in, find out what we can, and leave without attracting attention.�
Carrion turned silent again. Just before darkness fell, he sat up and declared how hungry he was. He also wanted to walk on deck and breath some fresh air as he talked about his day. Carrion stood on knees that wobbled. He reached to Tanner for support.
They left the cabin and went to the rail where they stood and watched the night pass. The stars were sharp, the air crisp, and the sounds of the ship soothing.
Tanner said, �When you feel like it, tell me what you saw.�
�The river is wide, even in the mountains. It is getting even wider as it reaches the flatter ground. I think it must be shallower, too. There are islands where debris piles up. As expected, I saw more farms, but we only flew down a tenth of it.�
�Why would the Royals hide the fact that so many people live on the river?�
�I have a guess, but it is only a guess. When I was young, there was a woman. I think she may have been from there. I know she was not from Princeton. She asked me an odd question one time, and I remember it because it was so odd. She asked me the names of the three cities that the three points on King Ember�s crown represent.�
Tanner said, �I didn�t know they represented any.�
�Me neither. I don�t think they do, but if she were from Breslau and asked that question, it would be logical to assume that the five points on their crown represent five of their cities.�
�Even so, that doesn�t account for the secrecy of the river.�
�Maybe not,� Carrion said. �But what if there are five cities located on the river? Five that were joined together into one kingdom?�
�That might be. But why would they hide them?�
Carrion said, �Some cultures think in the long term. If, and I�m saying �if� they wished to hide them and the river, one method would be to deflect attention to another place. Invite your enemies to only visit that place.�
�Like Breslau City.�
�Build a castle high on a hill so that everyone can see it from the port and build a city around it. While the real seat of power lies on the river where no strangers ever venture. It�s a wild idea, but for some reason, it feels right.�
�You�re going to have to be careful flying down the river. It will take only a few sightings to warn them.�
They stood lost in thought with neither speaking, until the Captain walked to their side. He asked a few questions and then said, �No other ships spotted, but we�re prepared to veer off if we see any. This time of the year, in Breslau there are a lot of clouds, but as I remember it, little rain.�
He departed on his rounds after a few more exchanges, but Carrion perked up. When the Captain was out of hearing range, he said, �We have at least ten more days of sailing. The Captain said there are clouds this time of year. I�ll just keep my dragon grounded until we have clouds, and we can hide in them.�
�Can you see the ground if you�re in them?�
�I tend to forget that you�ve never bonded, so I apologize. I can have my red fly in the clouds where we cannot be seen from the ground, and we can�t see the ground. But he can fly lower, where the bottom of the clouds is still there to protect him. From there he can fly in and out of the clouds, getting a good look.�
�If you say so.�
�We just have to be patient and wait for the right days.�
�If they don�t come?�
�We�re no worse off than now. If we don�t have any cloudy days for the next seven, we still have three more to fly down the river.�
They agreed to the plan. The following morning Carrion shook Tanner awake. �Hey, we have clouds so the red and I are already up there.�
�How long have you been awake?�
�Not long. Just thought I�d better let you know.�
He closed his eyes and laying on his back, appearing dead with his hands crossed over his chest. Tanner climbed to his feet and threw the bolt on the door before the cook or a crewman looked in on them and fainted.
Sitting in the chair again, he reviewed the conversation of the night before with a fresh outlook. He believed they had discovered the secret of Breslau. If an enemy attacked, they would be at the wrong place. Tanner suddenly had an insight of his own. If an enemy were drawn to attack at the wrong place, they would seek out the right one, unless something prevented them.
That was the key. An enemy would attack Breslau City, but then what? Nobody, not even the Captain, had mentioned a large military presence in the city. Perhaps there was none. Even though the castle was an obvious target, it was nearly unprotected. Why?
Tanner believed he knew. Breslau City was a decoy. The real power was located in the vastness of the river where there was unlimited fresh water for cooking, drinking, and agriculture. The five points of the Breslau royal crown indicated five kingdoms, five families, five cities, or five of something else that was on the river.
The river also explained the expansionist plans, the reason they were looking to Princeton. Breslau existed in a thin strip of land next to the sea. On the other side were impassable mountains and nobody he�d heard of had ever crossed them. Most of the Breslau landscape was desert so dry that no plants grew.
A small river fed Breslau City, and he�d be willing to bet most of the inhabitants were forearm-tattooed Crabs. But he believed most other people lived along the river, the one so secret that it didn�t seem to have a name. The Royals would live there except for a few who occupied the decoy castle, that is if any actually did live there. The Freemen would all live along the river, farming, trading, manufacturing, and joining the army.
The two problems became over-population and irrigation. As the population increased, so did the need for farmland and water, but more people meant less space for farms. He had no doubt Carrion would find irrigation canals, but at some point, all the land that can be farmed is used, and the population continues to increase. Assuming the irrigation had reached its maximum farmland, there are only two possibilities. Shrink the population or locate new lands.
Tanner drew in a long breath and let it out slowly as the implications worked themselves out in his mind. They had stumbled upon a plot to invade Princeton that must have been devised at least two or three generations ago, perhaps longer. Breslau planned for the long term. They intended to get everything laid out where they would be successful.
It was not a choice. If they failed, Princeton would retaliate with a vengeance. Since the entire wealth and power of Breslau lay along the river in one concentrated area, the armies of Princeton would know where to attack. Their plan was put into motion with the arrival of their green dragons. The general population would not notice them among the other dragons, green, red, black or tan.
The only major problem in their way was the Dragon Clan. They realized the greens were invaders from the first. No, not from the first. Tanner felt the blood drain from his face. What if Breslau had always been behind King Ember�s fanatic extinction of the Dragon Clan? What if they had agents in place to influence the kings of Princeton to hate the Dragon Clan?
The Captain had told them he and many other ships had sailed across the sea until the last twenty or thirty years. In the Marlstones, the Harbor Master and all appointed officials were from Breslau. Any businesses friendly to sailors were purchased and closed in the last ten years.
But there was more. The warehouses and bunkhouses constructed in Shrewsbury. The ones Carrion�s dragon had destroyed, but were not essential to an invasion, he realized. While they would help, the army could camp in tents. The same could be said about the weapons stored at the monastery. They were gone, but the army would certainly bring their own. They just wouldn�t have the replacements they wished.
Which meant nothing that Carrion and Tanner had done would prevent an invasion. It might inconvenience one, but not stop it.
�Are you listening to me?� Carrion asked, breaking Tanner�s intense concentration.
�What? No, I didn�t hear you.�
Carrion said, �We�ve passed over two large cities, bigger than any in the Northlands or Princeton. The farmlands spread out beside the river as far as I can see.�
�Look for the military.�
�That was what I was going to tell you. Both cities have armies camped near the edges, rows and rows of tents. Parade grounds, cook tents, practice fields and so on. But that�s not the worst. Along the shore are military ships. Maybe a hundred in each city. All lined up ready to launch.�
�Let me guess. Medium size, wide bodies. Able to carry a hundred troops and their gear.�
�Close enough. I�d say they could be loaded and sailing in three days. Both cities.�
�You�re going to find three more just like it. I�ve been thinking and managed to put things together. When you�re finished, we need to talk, and you can try and find where I went wrong.�
Carrion sat up and said, �I just ordered my dragon to fly higher into the clouds and wait for me to return so I can talk to you. It seems like you�ve discovered more than me, and you didn�t leave the cabin.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Carrion listened to Tanner�s explanations, insights, suspicions, and guesses. In the end, he simply sat and nodded that he agreed with all or nearly all that Tanner said. When the known information was combined, it provided the needed basis to extend the thinking to fill in the missing pieces. In the end, Carrion didn�t disagree with anything.
Carrion sat and thought, much like Tanner had until he put it all together into one cohesive summary. He said in a sour sounding tone, �I guess it�s my job to confirm your guesswork.�
�Guesswork? I prefer to believe it is my critical thinking you�re defaming,� Tanner smirked.
Carrion shrugged, then in all seriousness, he said, �Now you are beginning to understand why the family council appointed you to be in charge. You�re the smart one. Don�t get all impressed with yourself from what I just said. I�m going back to join with my dragon while I think about this.�
Later in the day, Carrion again sat up and rubbed his eyes. �You were right, my friend. Three more military encampments, one in each city, and ships lined up on the shore. My dragon was not seen, and it�s now perched on the side of a hillside eating two deer that were too slow to escape.�
�Two?�
�Flying increases the appetite.�
Tanner said, �You know your dragon could attack and destroy the ships in all five cities, right?�
�And you know that if their king wants to invade our lands, he will simply seize merchant ships and sail on time. He can also wait while the others are repaired or replaced, but it�s like burning Shrewsbury. It�s an inconvenience that delays, but it prevents nothing. It would also get my red killed when they realize what happened. There would be plenty of witnesses. He might not even get to the second one before a dozen green dragons would tear him apart.�
�Slowing the invasion down isn�t enough. We have to look for a way to stop it.�
Carrion said, �If you�ve guessed right about Breslau wanting to destroy the Dragon Clan, we do have to look for more evidence. Invading Princeton and the Northlands is one thing, but if they have been behind the murders and near extinction of our families, it becomes personal.�
�And survival for our families.�
�Survival,� Carrion repeated as if the word was a threat or a promise.
The following day there were too few clouds for flying safely without being seen, and the same the day after. However, the third day was overcast with low clouds that allowed the red to fly north along the coastline. A few small fishing villages were near equally small streams, but the lack of flowing water kept most of the coastline devoid of villages, town, or cities.
For most of the flight, there were very few small trees, shrubs, or even dried grass. There were small patches of cacti and similar desert plants, but even they were shriveled, brownish, and desperate for water.
Carrion said he would keep the red hidden in the clouds until he reached the city. He would fly upriver and find a place to water and feed the dragon. If the clouds remained low, he would attempt to fly over the city at night. They had agreed that there was probably not a lot to be found out from flying over, but it was worth the effort.
They also agreed that setting foot in the city was risky, but it needed to be done for several reasons. That brought up the possibility that they might be killed or captured. What of the information they�d gathered if they didn�t return? What was the best way to make sure it reached the right hands?
They stood at their usual place on the rail and watched the water slip by as they talked. The Captain was the obvious choice to deliver a message. But neither felt he would risk his life for a letter he carried. He was a merchant sailor, not someone who could slip through the countryside and avoid thieves and highwaymen.
Devlin could do all those things and more. He was used to skulking around, unnoticed, and he knew how to move about while avoiding drawing attention. Most of all, he was dedicated to Carrion and Tanner in a way only the three of them could understand. If there was anyone who would risk his life to deliver the information, it was he.
They agreed that Tanner would write a complete report before they departed the ship and ask the Captain to hold it safely for Devlin for when the ship returned to Racine. They would find a time to discuss the plan privately with Devlin, telling him how to locate their family and to display his tattooed arms to them as a sort of passkey that would be mentioned in the letter. The family would understand and forgive them for sharing the hidden location with someone who was not Dragon Clan.
Tanner relaxed for the first time in days. Rescuing Devlin had been one of the bright spots on the venture. Neither doubted his honesty or dedication to them. The information he carried might prevent, or win a war. But they would not handicap him by telling him that. They would stress the importance, and both believed he would either deliver the papers or die in the attempt. What more could they ask?
The dark cabin became Tanner�s dwelling for two full days as he penned the letter in tiny, neat block letters on both sides of the paper. He told the entire story, from the first of the trip to all they had found and suspected. He suggested sending the same information to all families, but also to King Ember, and copies to the Earl of Princeton, and the Earl of Castle Warrington. Both were old friends and supporters of the Dragon Clan.
Tanner completed the letter on the eve of the second day, sealed all five pages with wax, and inserted it into a waterproof pouch that fit on a thin belt worn around the waist. The Captain had been more than helpful in providing the writing materials, the pouch, and promising to hold it for Devlin. He also vowed to hold a position open on the crew for him�in fact, he insisted on it. Devlin had become one of the hardest working sailors on the ship.
The night flights over Breslau City revealed little new information. However, while resting on a craggy cliff above the head of the small river that flowed through the city, several green dragons were seen overhead. They seemed to be patrolling as they circled the city time after time. They often flew out to sea, which worried all, but it also warned the Captain to sail far from land instead of staying just over the horizon, as had been the original plan.
Then came five days of waiting and sailing. Five long, miserable, hot, days. It seemed the closer they sailed to Breslau the hotter it became. The sweat evaporated from their skin before it could make them wet. The weathered skin of many sailors turned pink, some even a fearsome red. It was as if the sun in Breslau shined down brighter.
The crewmen found the shade of the sails to work under and still it was hot. Their movements became sluggish, and their work ragged. However, when darkness fell, so did the temperature. Shortly after dark, a shirt or blanket around the shoulders was required. Before dawn, the watches huddled under layers of blankets. By the time they finished breakfast the next morning they were shedding blankets and shirts.
Tanner kept his eyes on the horizon. He waited for the first sign of land. He admitted he was not a sailor and felt confined. The ship was too small for an ocean as large as that they sailed. But the first sign of land didn�t come from spotting it on the horizon. It was with a small, white bird that the crew pointed out. There were smiles all around.
Tanner leaned closer to Carrion so nobody heard him. He asked, �Why are they excited.�
�Those birds roost in rookeries on land. They return there every night.�
The smiles the crew displayed was duplicated by Tanner until a lookout called, �Sail ho!� He pointed to the starboard side of the ship.
The ship immediately heeled over, the sails shifting to catch the wind from the new direction as it sailed away, out of sight. Tanner watched the horizon from one side of the ship then shifted to the other. He never did find the other ship.
The situation was repeated later in the day, and again the Captain made a turn that moved them away from the other ship. But they had been only two ships spotted in the entire crossing of the Endless Sea, which indicated how few ships sailed across it. The two spotted were close to land. Close to Breslau, and without a doubt sailing from one of their ports to another.
Tanner�s heart beat faster. For him, those two ships were more of an indication that the next phase of the venture was about to begin�and it was the most dangerous. He took a bite of raisins and realized that as his boredom grew he ate more. Now, as his excitement increased, he ate more. Somewhere in those confused and tangled thoughts was a lesson, but he was too nervous to see it.
He caught himself jumping at unexpected sounds. A touch to his shoulder by Carrion found his hand on the knife at his waist.
They sent word to Devlin to meet with them after dark in their cabin. He appeared, a concerned smile on his face, but eager to talk. They explained the letter.
�I want to go with you to Breslau. I have the tattoos on my arms. I can help.�
�No, we need you to be here in case we don�t return. Our families need to know what happened.�
The argument lasted only a short while. When Devlin understood that the directions they gave to him were never shared, that he was becoming trusted by people who seldom gave trust to outsiders, he agreed. Then he promised to obey as they convinced him of the importance.
After he had left the cabin, Tanner said, �I don�t think we could have found a better person to help us.�
�The family will be interested in his tattoos. It marks him as a Crab, the lowest of humans. Much like our backs mark us.�
Tanner said, �If we do nothing else in Breslau, I want to examine the back of a Royal.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The night of the fifth day all sails were slack as a single small rowboat was lowered over the side. Carrion and Tanner each took an oar and rowed towards the few lights in the distance, away from the ship that displayed no candles or lanterns. In the time it took to stroke fifty times, the ship had become almost invisible. A soft breeze moved it away from the shore as they rowed silently.
They headed for a peninsula south of Breslau City, and the port. From the air, Carrion found there were few buildings along the shoreline and a road that appeared little used. The night was calm, the waves soft, and the breeze from behind.
They packed far more equipment than they would probably use, but intended to leave most of it in the boat unless needed. They had a lantern, water, short bows and arrows, dried food, and enough silver and copper coins to buy most anything else.
�Scared?� Carrion asked softly between the oars dipping into the water.
�Yes.�
�Good. I�d hate to think you are so stupid you didn�t understand the risks.�
Tanner didn�t know if the remark was supposed to draw a chuckle from him, or if it was said in total earnestness. He concentrated on keeping his oar matched with Carrion�s so the boat went straight. Now and then he turned to look at the shore but couldn�t see it. What he could see were the three stars that made a familiar lopsided triangle. They had become his guide.
The breaking waves told them they were getting close. The waves were small, regular, and in the stillness of the night sounded like thunder in spring. Tanner turned and checked for any light behind them once more. He saw none.
�Carrion, that road is close?�
�Just above the high tide mark.�
�No houses on this little peninsula, but how about further north?�
�Not for a while.�
�We need an excuse to be here.�
�Calm down! I know that as well as you. Listen, we�re not going to just walk into the city like we�re stupid. We�re going to observe. Hide. Learn. But you know all this.�
Tanner calmed himself. �Okay, let�s get to shore.�
They guided the boat into the last of the waves and let them push the boat onto the sandy beach. Together they leaped into the knee-deep water and pulled it onto dry land. Their eyes were accustomed to the dim light and as they looked around there seemed no place to hide the boat.
Carrion said as he pointed, �Go down that way. I�ll go the other.�
Tanner headed north, but found no shrubs or anything else to conceal the boat. He returned, to find Carrion already there. �Nothing.�
�Okay, we�ll pull it up near those little sand dunes, turn it over and cover it with sand.�
Tanner said, �I�m not trying to be funny, but what if we bury it and lose the location?�
�That�s a fair question. We�ll mark the location. A storm can blow in and change this whole beach.�
The boat was heavy on land, but between the two of them, they managed to get it well up on the shore. They scooped sand out of a shallow hole and turned the boat over into it. The oars and supplies they were not taking with them went underneath and then sand was scooped over the entire boat.
The task took most of the night. When finished, Tanner had expected to depart for Breslau City, but he was both sleepy and tired, as well as cold. They agreed to sleep beside the boat. They brought three heavy blankets apiece, hardly enough to keep the cold at bay.
When the sun came up, they awoke, and the temperature immediately climbed. A single glance around the area showed them their work during the night was not enough to conceal their only means of returning home. The boat hull was only partly covered, and it was visible from a distance. The disturbed sand from their digging was obvious.
Carrion said, �Good thing we didn�t leave it like this.�
�Probably didn�t matter, from what I see. There�s nobody around here.�
�Grab an oar and we�ll use it to smooth the sand. The wind will take care of it after that,� Carrion said, as he swept more sand on top.
Tanner used the oar to smooth the sand. It wouldn�t fool anyone within a hundred paces, but they saw no footprints in the sand, no houses, and no indication that anyone lived or visited the peninsula. They walked directly to where they determined the road would be, finding an area of rock where loose boulders littered the ground.
�Our marker?� Tanner asked, already selecting several.
They made a pyramid waist high, a marker that could be seen from a distance. It told where the boat was hidden. To anyone else, it would mean little.
Another similar marker was constructed beside the road, far enough away that unless a person looked for it, they wouldn�t see it. It blended in with the surroundings so well that it almost hid. Carrion went to the side of the road, just a few steps away it, and quickly stacked more rocks. A smaller indicator, but a beacon to locate the others.
Carrion said, �We�ll cross the road and walk parallel to it. That side of the road is higher. Keep your eyes ahead and stay low.�
�How long until we reach the first village?�
�Mid-morning at the latest.�
They skirted the road, using whatever cover offered itself. They saw nobody and the road remained as empty and unused as it was in ill repair. They saw no wagon tracks, footprints, or indications that people had used the road in days. Or ten days.
However, as their hopes diminished of reaching the village, buildings appeared ahead of them. The road continued right on through the center, with three buildings on one side and five on the other.
The ground was rocky, broken, and dark gray. Here and there enough soil had accumulated for tufts of grass to grow after rain and turn brown as the relentless sun beat down. The land was far from flat.
Off to their right stood mountains white with snow at their peaks. They were not the rounded mountains Tanner was used to. Instead, they stood tall, their slopes seemingly vertical, and the jagged horizon reminded him of the teeth of a dragon.
There were a hundred places to conceal themselves as they moved closer to the shabby buildings. The wood siding had warped and twisted in the heat and the sun until gaps large enough to slip his fingers inside were more common than not. Tanner wondered why the people didn�t repair them with a few nails but realized they allowed air to enter. A small breeze would help cool them.
His mind turned to rain as his eyes shifted and looked for any sign of it. When had it rained last in this godless place? 
Then he looked for signs of a dog. Barking dogs warn farmers of intruders. Their job is to protect, but he saw no sign of them.
Carrion had paused at a small rise where they could lay behind the nub of a hill and watch. Nothing moved. He saw no cows, pigs, chickens, or sheep. On the beach were four boats in various states of disrepair, none capable of floating long enough to reach deep water where it would certainly sink.
�I don�t see any sign of life,� Tanner said.
�I think this place is deserted. Let�s move closer.�
They ran to the edge of what looked like a tool shed and peeked around the corner. Nothing moved, not even the flutter of a curtain. They listened. Only the wind rustling sounded. Not a bird singing, an insect buzzing, or chipmunks chattering.
�String your bow and cover me,� Carrion said without turning his head to make sure Tanner did it. Instead, he slipped noiselessly around the corner and sprinted to the rear of the nearest house. He paused, his ear to the wall.
Tanner had an arrow ready. His eyes roamed over the entire area and all the buildings. A stretcher for fishing nets stood beside a small pier. The nets were torn and hung in streams of string.
Carrion ran for the next house. He moved on after motioning for Tanner to remain on watch. After checking the outside of the houses on the near side of the road, he crossed and examined them, pausing only a short while at each. Then he walked out into plain sight and waved for Tanner to join him. Tanner ran to his side.
�I don�t believe anyone is here. Sand is piled on the steps, nothing that I see tells me people have been here for a while,� Carrion said, as he led the way to the nearest door and lifted the latch.
Inside was dry and smelled of a space unlived it. They entered and found everything intact, but covered in layers of sand that had drifted in through the openings clearly seen from the inside as streaks of light. Pots, furniture, tools, and beds. All unused.
The room had none of the smells of a room lived in. No cooking odors or scents of people sweating or breathing. It was void of the normal smells of life.
They went to the next building, another house. Inside they found much the same, but in one of the chairs sat a woman. Her skin had dried, by the fluids draining from her body, leaving it a husk. She was a mummy wearing a round hat to shade her face from the sun. A knife handle protruded from her ribs. At her side lay the remains of a dog, another knife in it.
After exchanging looks but no words, they left and surveyed the area again. It had taken on a pall as if the clouds had lowered and turned the day darker, but there were no clouds and the sun remained bright. The change was in Tanner�s mind.
They moved on to the next house and discovered five bodies inside, all dried and grotesque in death. Each died violently. Most still had knives in them as if someone had carried a pouch of knives and stabbed each person to death, leaving the knives in them as warnings.
Carrion surveyed the room and said, �This is more than death or murder. These people were punished before dying. They watched each other die, knowing they would be next. Maybe thieves demanding to know where they kept their money.�
�Or the King�s military demanding information they probably didn�t have so they died.�
�Let's make a quick check of the other buildings, then a more thorough search.�
Tanner didn�t hesitate to leave the house with all the dead bodies. As they walked to the buildings on the other side of the road, he said, �How long does it take for bodies to dry out like that?�
�In this heat and dryness, it would still take time. Twenty days? Thirty? I don�t know.�
�The least we can do is bury them,� Tanner said.
�That�s a thought to be proud of, but we�re not going to do it. If whoever killed them returns we want them to find things exactly as they left them. We want to leave no clue we were here, so be careful of what you touch or move.�
The other buildings were much the same, but without bodies. Tanner pulled himself together. �We don�t need food, weapons, or even to know who did this. As far as I�m concerned, we can leave without going back to them.�
�Not quite yet,� Carrion said. �I did notice one or two things.�
Tanner didn�t wish to enter any of the houses again. �What?�
�That second house, where we found the woman and the dog, had a stone structure in the rear. It�s the only thing built of stone I�ve seen here. It might be a well, which is why this village exists in this place.�
�We have water.�
�We do now. What about on our return? Knowing where to find water in a desert like this can save our lives.�
�Agreed. What else?�
�Clothing. Ours is different from what the dead are wearing, and that will make us stand out. The Captain mentioned a land of �capes.' I didn�t think to question him, I assumed he was speaking of peninsulas, now I think he meant capes that are worn.�
�It�s too hot for capes.�
�Not at night. The temperature here falls so fast that I�ll bet it frosts some nights. But during the day, it cooks. Capes can cover your arms to prevent sunburn. At night, they will warm you.�
Tanner said, �How did you get this idea of capes?�
�In the house where most of them died, there were pegs on the wall. All held either capes or straw hats. No coats. It made me wonder why, and then it made sense.�
They were standing at the door to the cabin, talking as if trying to delay entering. Tanner finally unlatched the door and entered. He walked to the rear where a stone circle almost waist high dominated. A wooden lid was hinged with leather straps on one side, a handle on the other. He opened it.
The sweet, dank smell of water told him Carrion was right. A bucket on a rope sat on a ledge inside. He lowered the bucket a short distance and heard the splash. Lifting it revealed fresh water, tepid, but clear. He sniffed. Then tasted. �I think it�s good.�
Carrion had entered another room. He called, �Come here.�
Tanner closed the lid to prevent animals from getting inside and trapped, then dying and spoiling the water. They might need it on their return.
Carrion had a trunk open. He held up a hooded cape made of heavy material, a dull rust color. He tossed it around his shoulders and tied it under his chin. It fell to his waist. A flip of his hands and the hood covered his head. The hood was too big, the front edge fell over his forehead, almost hiding his face.
Tanner saw the benefits but still hesitated. It was clothing belonging to dead people.
Carrion said, �The waist is flared to let heat out. When I lift my arms and let them fall, the material fans the air out the bottom. At night, this thing will be twice as warm as our blankets.�
�The hood will help hide your ugly face and keep from scaring the children of Breslau,� but he was thinking of how cold the previous night was. If the cape would keep him warm, he�d wear it.
�There are more in the trunk. Pick one out for yourself.�
Tanner found a dull green cape that he hoped would blend in with the locals. He put it on and found that it rested on his shoulders, not his neck as feared. It covered his hands and arms, and the hood would protect his neck and head from the sun, and from the cold at night while still allowing him the freedom of movement to protect himself.
Carrion said, �We�ll take these, wipe away any footprints, and leave.�
�Refill your water bottle, too. But I�m ready to get out of this place.�
They again walked off the road, keeping watch on the road ahead, but never seeing anyone on it. The few times they checked, there was grass growing over it, and they saw no indication anyone had used it.
The mountains to their right seemed to begin a stone�s throw away. The large bay on the Endless Sea, a few stone throws to the left. They often saw the sparkle of the water and more than once looked for boats or ships. The sea remained as empty as the dry land they walked on.
The capes were an immediate improvement. Both wore the hoods up. They moved quickly, but carefully.
Another village came into view. The first thing they noticed was the wash hanging on a line behind a house. A dog barked, but not at them. However, of the five houses and two storage sheds in view, only the one looked occupied.
They slipped by without incident. Tanner glanced at the sun and said, �We expected to be near Breslau City by nightfall.�
�We still may make it. Not using the road is slowing us down.�
They had yet to pass anyone on the road, going in either direction. They passed two more fishing villages, both seemingly on their last legs. The buildings were worn and tired looking. They saw no fishing boats and assumed they were at sea.
Then, as the sun sank and tinged the west with red, the city came into view. It was still too far away to make out details, but the castle of the bluff stood out. The city spread below.
Tanner said, �We�ll spend the night before entering tomorrow, but first I want to get closer and observe what�s going on.�
�Something�s bothering you.� It was a statement, not a question.
�Lights. Or lack of. That is a whole city up there, and I don�t see enough lights. We should see candles and lanterns in buildings everywhere, but there�s only a few,� Tanner said.
�I wonder what that means?�

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Despite the warmth provided by the capes, the night was cold, and the wind blew. Their extra blankets couldn�t keep them warm, either. By morning, they were shivering and thinking only about a campfire that was impossible. There was no firewood in the area. Only barren rock and dry grasses.
The sun peeked over the mountains, and they warmed quickly, standing to absorb the rays. By the time the sun was up higher, they had already begun to remove the blankets.
Carrion said, �Okay, the road has nobody on it, not even this close to the �city� which I�m beginning to think is a sham. No candles in windows last night, nobody walking on the only road out of town, and I have seen nothing of movement in the city. Not even the castle had the number of lights I expected.�
�We need to get a look at the port,� Tanner said. �What do you think is happening?�
�Like I said, this is all beginning to look like a sham. A city built for sailors to see from a distance, but never up close. The Captain said the crews were prevented from going into the city when ships were allowed here. Of course, that was twenty years ago.�
�I don�t understand. Why would they do that? I mean, why would they build an empty city?�
�For the sailors to see and talk about. Ships arrived here and unloaded cargo Breslau wanted. Breslau shipped what they wished, but all of it was conducted at the port of Breslau City. No seamen ever saw the inside of the city, and if they did, they didn�t return to their ships to talk about it.�
Tanner fought to catch up with Carrion�s thinking. �Then the people here simply loaded the cargo already on the docks onto other ships and sent it down to the river where the �real� cities are located.�
�I�ll bet that castle on the hill is almost empty of people, too. I did see a few lights up there last night, but not nearly enough.�
�That castle on the bluff reminds me of a watchtower for the Dragon Clan at home. People could sit up there and watch the sea. They could warn the army of any ships arriving. A whole fleet of ships could be hiding near here, or an army could attack any ship not supposed to be there. The whole city is a trap.�
�Also a decoy,� Carrion said. �If King Ember intends to attack Breslau, where will he send his ships and army? Here, of course.�
Tanner said, �Want to bet me that the people living here are almost all Crabs? All but the soldiers, of course.�
�No bet. They don�t even have a way to leave. Ocean on one side, mountains the other, and deserts without water north and south. They�re prisoners.�
�This whole city was not built to keep a few Crabs prisoners. It�s to protect the five cities on that river. At the first sign of trouble here they probably have a way to get the information down there quickly,� Tanner said, thinking as he spoke. �Like a bonded dragon carrying a message strapped to a leg.�
Carrion said, �Which makes me ask. Do we even need to go into the city?�
�Yes, we do. So far we�re just guessing. Besides, there is additional information we need, especially about the Royals being Dragon Masters.�
�I suppose that since you�re the appointed leader of this expedition, I�ll have to obey you, but there�s one thing you and I do need to see before we leave. We need to get our hands on a Royal long enough to look at his or her back.�
Tanner nodded, �We need to see the mark of the dragon. See what�s different about theirs. Why can�t we sense their dragons, and can they sense ours? If possible, we should take a Royal back to Princeton and take him to our family for questioning.�
Carrion seemed to come to a conclusion. He nodded, �Then it�s decided. We�ll go into the city and explore, as well as to the castle on the bluff. If we get the opportunity, we�ll abduct a Royal, but even if we have to peek into every window of every Royal home until we see a bare back, we will.�
�I think it will be better if we just find a Royal and drag him or her into an alley long enough to see their backs,� Tanner laughed, �but whatever it takes is fine with me.�
Carrion said, �I know the road is there, and it�s easier travel, but I suggest we sneak into the city from another way. If I were going to guard the port, I�d also watch the only road.�
Tanner agreed. �We could circle around and come in from the mountain side of the city, but I want to see the port. Everything seems structured around it.�
�Moving along the sea might be a good idea. If they�re watching the road and the sea, who would expect us to slip in right between them?�
They moved closer to the road, using the limited cover to shield them from prying eyes. When they agreed the time was right, both darted across the road and down into a tangle of dried vines and low sand hills. Reaching the edge of the water only provided a glimpse of the port, which lay around a point of land.
They felt reasonably safe from being spotted. The small hills of sand shielded them from the city, all but their chests and heads. The soft sand was difficult to walk in, but they stayed away from the easy road and the hard-packed wet sand at the edge of the water.
Rounding the point gave them their first look at the port area. There were, at least, five large piers extending out into the deeper water where larger cargo ships could safely tie up. Running down the center of the piers were stacks of cargo. The wood on some had aged to a pale gray color, indicating they had been sitting there for a long time, perhaps years.
One pier held a small amount of cargo waiting to be loaded, and a ship was tied up beside it. Men unloaded cargo from the ship, using a boom attached to the mast. It lifted each crate, barrel, and box into the air and swung it to the pier. There seemed to be no more than five or six men working on the pier, and twice that many on the ship.
�The Lady Marion,� Carrion muttered.
�What?�
�The name of that ship. Lady Marion. When we return home, that is a ship to watch because we know it does business here.�
�It might only go down to the river and back here.�
Carrion turned to Tanner and said, �The ocean has worms that will eat right through the hull in a couple of ten-days. Besides, when a ship is in the sea all sorts of seaweed and shellfish attach to the hull and slow it down.�
�I see the green on the waterline and below,� Tanner said, listening to the explanation that came in the same tone as his teacher in school had used. He had explained much the same to Devlin only a dozen days ago, but allowed Carrion to continue as if it was new information to him. It wouldn�t hurt to allow Carrion to feel better as he shared his knowledge. Besides, he might share something Tanner didn�t know.
�When the Lady Marion leaves here she will sail directly to the river and then up it to fresh water. The fresh water will kill the worms and marine growth in a few days. Then she�ll be ready to sail across the Endless Sea again.�
Tanner started to speak but held his tongue. Carrion was right. Shrewsbury had been at the mouth of a river the only time he had been there. It looked like it was a long skinny inlet, but was actually a river. Racine sat at the mouth of one too, with a stone wall blocking the seawater from entering the bay, or, at least, most of it. He didn�t know if the water was drinkable, but suspected it was.
�I thought no ships sailed from ports in Princeton to this place.�
�We were wrong, which brings up our next question. Why is that one ship allowed to sail across the sea and dock here?�
�Because it belongs to the Royals of Breslau,� Tanner filled in.
They moved closer to the city while keeping an eye on the men on the pier and the city. When they reached the first buildings, they slowed. Doorways and windows were boarded up. The streets held an accumulation of leaves, sticks, and sand. The bottom edges of most buildings had sand deeper than a finger is long.
It was quiet. No barking dogs, clucking chickens, laughing children, or screaming mothers. Their footsteps echoed off the hard surfaces. Each of the buildings was coated with a layer of mud and painted one of a hundred shades of brown. Everything from off-white to brown so dark it looked black colored the walls. None had been painted in years.
Carrion held out an arm to bar Tanner from crossing another street. They stood at an intersection where the street that crossed theirs had a wide strip of brick without sand. �Back,� he whispered.
They backed into the first doorway where Carrion put his knife to the boards across the doorway. The iron nails had rusted in the original holes, and the boards dried. The board came off easily, and so did the next three. They unlatched the door and entered.
It was dark. Two stories, almost windowless, and the few windows had boards across them. Inside was no furniture or belongs. No signs that anyone had ever lived there. The building was decoration. The stairway to the second floor looked solid, and they climbed up. Another stairway greeted them. Without hesitation, they climbed to a hatch that opened onto an almost flat roof surrounded by a short wall. It sloped from one side to the other, more than enough to force rainwater out the lower side.
The roof provided cover enough to keep them hidden. They found a place where they could watch the street below. In no time, a woman walked by, pulling a small cart containing fresh vegetables. She wore a cape the same color and style as Tanner. He hoped he hadn�t chosen one that women normally wore.
Later, a man carried a small barrel on his shoulder. He wore the same color and type. He headed in the direction of the pier, but while he disappeared from their sight behind buildings, he did not walk out onto the pier, and nobody carrying a small barrel did either. Therefore, he had a different destination.
They watched and learned. Most of the city were deserted. The people living there, were in small pockets. Groups lived together like tribes in the wilderness. They traded and intermixed, but lived apart. All wore cloaks, and during the heat of the afternoon, all wore hoods.
The heat on the roof became unbearable. Carrion said, �There�s a road to the castle, but that�ll be watched. I�ve been looking at the bluff it�s on. On the back side are hills. I think there may be another way inside.�
�Want to circle around tonight?�
�Why not now? Nobody is out in this heat. We can just walk the streets and see where it takes us. If I�m not mistaken, most of the people live closer to the shore.�
�I�ve noticed. Why?� Tanner asked.
�I see nothing growing, no farm animals, so they must get their food from either the ships or sea. Fish, clams, and whatever else?�
Tanner scowled as he looked over the rooftops to the sea. �Providing just enough food to live on is an effective way to control the people. If they cause problems, the Royals can stop feeding them. There�s no other food.�
They went back to the streets and moved in the direction of the mountains, pausing at each intersection to make sure they didn�t encounter others. Twice they saw people and avoided them. After crossing, at least, ten intersections of streets lined with empty buildings, they came to an abrupt end of the city.
Carrion had been right. The rear of the city was at the same level as the bluff the castle was built on. But it was bare rock the color of faded black coated with a sprinkle of tan. The edges were sharp. But the most daunting of all was that the castle was close, yet not one single place to take cover presented itself.
The rear of the castle was a flat plain, devoid of everything larger than a pebble. High on the rampart surrounding the castle were places of movement. Each corner looked to have a tent shading a watchtower. In them were men who occasionally moved. The movement drew the attention of the two attempting to sneak up.
Tanner said, �Better wait until tonight.�
Carrion�s eyes were on the ground. A trail led from the castle to the last of the buildings, the exact place where they stood. He pointed. �Dogs.�
The trail wound from side to side of the empty plain behind the castle. It was a path that crisscrossed several times, providing the dogs with ample times for locating scent. From the leavings of the dogs, they were large. Probably trained to sniff out people trying to gain access to the castle and attack them.
Both realized the castle was too protected. They went back into the maze of streets and worked their way to the waterfront as the first candles of the evening were lit. Instead of skulking around, they now walked confidently in the center of the streets, trying to appear like the locals. In the dim light, they could risk it.
Music drifted in the air. They followed it to a tavern where an old man sat outside and sang while two others tapped out the beat on small drums. The song was soft. The drums muted. However, the next was a rousing rendition of a familiar song, the tune instantly recognized, but the words changed. A woman danced in the flickering light of a lantern.
While watching her and listening to the beat of the drums and the singing, neither of them heard the soldiers sneaking up behind them. Tanner�s first warning was a muted thump as Carrion fell. As he spun around something struck the back of his head and darkness closed in.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Tanner woke to face the sunlight, so bright he winced. He was trussed with heavy rope, his wrists tied behind to the ankles. He lay on his side. Twisting, he found Carrion similarly tied. Carrion�s eyes were still closed, his mouth slack.
The gentle rocking motion said they were on a ship. Tanner tested the rope and knots, then squinted and tried to see where he was. A heavy, decorative, railing ran along one side. Beyond he saw only water.
�I was wondering if you would ever wake up,� a voice said, the insolence and contempt clear.
�Who are you?�
�Let�s just say I�m the one in power as far as you�re concerned.�
Tanner closed his eyes to block the intense sun. He couldn�t see anyhow, but a flush of nausea and dizziness washed over him. He fought to keep from vomiting. He swallowed and realized how thirsty he was.
�Can I have a drink?�
�Maybe later.�
�What do you want?�
�The real question is, what do the two of you Dragon Clan want in Breslau?� The response was provocative and delivered in a condescending tone. Tanner squirmed and twisted until he managed to face the other direction. A young man perched one hip on the railing that went around a small deck on the stern of the ship. Tanner had seen the bow as he turned.
The man, the only one on the small deck that was raised higher than the main deck, appeared several years younger than Tanner�s early thirties. In fact, he looked to be in his late teens, although larger than Tanner by a head. A perpetual snarl never left his lips.
He caught Tanner�s eye. �I asked you a question.�
�Water.�
Tanner hesitated. Answering guaranteed nothing. One question would lead to another. While thirsty, he was not desperate. Not yet. But not all the power was in the hands of his tormentor. Tanner closed his eyes and allowed his head to fall to the deck harder than intended. He lay still.
�Wake up!�
Tanner allowed nausea to overwhelm him, and he went to sleep. A foot nudged him, but he ignored it and let the darkness take him deeper.
He awoke choking and sputtering. Fingers intertwined in his hair twisted and pulled his head back enough so a mug could pour water into his mouth. His restraints had been changed. He now sat on the deck, hands, and feet tied in front of him.
It was not the same person in front of him. It was a common sailor wearing only a pair of pants that went below his knees. His chest was bare, the scars of whippings indicating he had faced several punishments. Tanner glanced at the arm holding the mug. It was covered from the back of the hand to the shoulder with crude images tattoos of dragons.
A Crab, like Devlin. �Thank you.�
The Crab threw the remaining water in his face, stood and walked away. Laughter caused Tanner to turn and see the other was still there. He snarled, �I think your friend is going to die.�
Tanner looked at Carrion. His breathing was slow and soft. He hadn�t moved. �Help him.�
�Talk to me.�
�Are you a Royal?�
�Not yet.� The sneer was in place again.
The answer was odd. Not yet. As if he intended to be, but it hadn�t happened. �What do you want to know?�
�Did you really think you could just walk into Breslau and not be noticed? The King pay�s a hefty reward for reporting strangers. At least twenty people reported you.�
Tanner said nothing. His mind was clearing, and their biggest secret was out. The man knew they were Dragon Clan. If Tanner said nothing about burning Shrewsbury, or the weapons they�d destroyed, there was not a lot to tell that was not already known.
�Help my friend. I�m talking, but only if you get him out of the sun and give him water.�
�I could just roll him over the side.�
Tanner turned his face away. Answering would only give the other more power.
Finally, the voice ordered, �Drag him to the shade and see if you can get some water into him so he can talk.�
The Crab leaped to obey. Tanner said, �Untie him.�
�No. You talk, and we�ll see. What family are you from?�
Family? How did he know about Dragon Clan families? �Highlands.�
�I thought so. How did you get here?�
Carrion�s eyes flickered, then locked onto Tanner until he noticed. Then Carrion closed them as if he was still asleep. The Crab stood beside the stairs that led to the rest of the ship. Time to lie. �We hired a ship to sneak us ashore north of Breslau City. The Captain robbed us a gold coin each, but he got us here.�
�The name of the ship and captain?�
�Captain Brice of the Far Seeker.�
�That pirate? You must have paid him well so he didn�t slit your throats.�
�There are two more gold coins held by a banker in Racine that will be his when he comes back the same time next month. He�ll pick us up at the same place.�
�Four gold coins? No wonder he was so eager to have you as passengers. Why did you come?�
�Our family send us to gather information.�
The smirk changed to a smile. �Of course, they did. I suppose you sat at a family council, and they all told you how important it is to gather information about the others. Too bad they didn�t know they�re on the losing side of a war.�
He had again said more than people knew about the Dragon Clan. Tanner said, �Who are you?�
�Stinson. Of the Drylands family.�
�You�re Dragon Clan?�
Almost casually, with also displaying insolence, he turned and flipped up the back of his shirt. The mark of the dragon was there, but no member ever displayed it in that manner. Tradition demanded a full display, and one in return.
Tanner said, �You�re working with them?�
�The Dragon Clan betrayed me. One of my family named Gray left me to die, but the Royals rescued me and brought me here. My own family sent me into the desert to die so now I�m returning the favor.�
�You�re joining the Royals? How will you sense their dragons?�
�Sense? That shows how stupid you are. They don�t sense each other, like when you have the damned thing growing on your back. They are Dragon Masters.�
The attitude provided more information than Tanner could comprehend. �What do Dragon Masters do?�
�They take eggs, hatch them and raise their dragons. They teach them to obey.�
�Like trained dogs?�
�That�s one way of putting it. They actually teach their dragons to do what they want, within reason. They rule Breslau with their dragons. None dare object. Now, you�ve heard me answer your questions. I expect the same from you.�
Tanner tried to make his face seemed puzzled. He said in his most respectful tone, �Sir? I�ll answer all your questions, but I think I�ve told you everything.�
�Is your family preparing for war?�
�We are always ready to fight King Ember.�
�Not him, with us,� he stressed the last word.
�Oh, you mean are we going to war with Breslau? No, we�re just trying to find out if the Royals are part of the Dragon Clan.� Tanner felt the slightest tingle on his back. He glanced at Carrion, who looked as if he had passed out again. His eyes were closed, his mouth hung open, and his chin rested on his chest.
But Tanner had seen him communicate with his red dragon too many times to miss the slight flutter of the eyes behind the lids. He knew the touch of the dragon when it came in range. What he didn�t know was what plan Carrion had in mind.
Distract Stinson. �I can understand your feelings. But you are Dragon Clan. How can you be sure the Royals are going to make you part of them?�
�They have offered me the entire southern part of Princeton, from the Summer Palace to the south as far as I can go. I will be an Earl, reporting only to the King of Breslau.� He stood taller and thrust his chest out.
�I�m impressed,� Tanner said. �Do they bargain for similar roles for others who are traitors who offer their families and heritage for sale? Or do they believe you are the only scum to accept such a reward for the deaths of all you know?�
As he spoke, his voice had risen. The tingling on his back had increased to pin-pricks of pain and Tanner didn�t understand how Stinson didn�t feel them. But as he looked at the anger in the red face, the balled fists, and the menacing steps forward, he knew Stinson was beyond normal sensitivities.
Stinson loomed over him when suddenly he straightened as if a bucket of water had been tossed in his face. His eyes went wide, and he turned his head until he found the red dragon in the distance. �Dragon!� He shouted again, louder as he pointed. �Dragon!�
Feet ran on the decks sending vibrations Tanner could feel. There were the shouts of orders from superiors and fearful responses. The ship turned. Tanner could see part of the deck and bow. Men appeared with swords held high.
But Tanner and Carrion were on a deck above the rest, tied hand and foot. The dragon could attack the ship and spit the caustic substance that ate through almost anything. The ship would sink, but they would drown. The angry red could attack the ship and rip it to splinters, but again they would drown.
What was Carrion up to? But he dared not interrupt the mental activities of his friend or even hint that Carrion was behind the attack. They all believed him to be unconscious.
A glance at Stinson revealed fear in a way Tanner had never witnessed. Stinson stood on weak knees, his mouth hanging open with drool hanging from his chin. His eyes were locked on the red dragon that seemed to be flying directly at him.
Tanner looked beyond Stinson and saw the same thing. The dragon had shifted directions and flew at the bow of the ship, wings beating fiercely. It opened its mouth and emitted a screech so loud and wild Tanner tried to break his bonds and cover his ears.
The mouth was lined with teeth. The forked tongue flicked, testing the air. The wings beat the air with harsh rasping sounds.
A crewman screamed in terror. Others joined him. They ran for cover, most disappearing below decks. Two dived over the side in their fear. In a heartbeat, the only people in sight were the three of them.
The dragon spat at the bow. Great wads of a thick substance looking like tar struck the foredeck. Where it landed, it spread and sizzled, small trails of acrid smoke already rising.
But the dragon came on. Its massive body struck the mast and snapped it off. It fell, along with all the rigging. The dragon stood on the deck and spat again, then took a bite of the side of the hull, twisting and tearing at the boards. Part of the inside of the hull was exposed. The dragon spat again and again, then leaped from the deck and flew away, circling when it was well away, and it headed for the ship again.
It twisted in mid-flight, adjusting its approach. Tanner saw it was going to land next to them, but instead, at the last instant, it extended both rear claws and grasped him and Carrion. Its wings beat harder and Tanner felt lifted into the air. He feared the dragon couldn�t carry them both, but quickly remembered seeing a dragon snatch two deer and fly away with them. This was no different.
The toes wrapped completely around him, firm yet not hurting. Still, he screamed in fear. The dragon flew for the shoreline, a ragged edge of the horizon. Tanner ran out of breath to scream, as the blurred water passed far below. The down stroke of each flap of the dragon�s wings transmitted the feeling of being lifted. As they pushed down, Tanner was lifted up.
He looked at the other rear leg and saw Carrion, still tied, laughing as if watching a field of baby goats frolicking. Carrion shouted something the wind whisked away.
Tanner calmed himself enough to catch his breath. He turned and looked to the Lady Marion. It was sinking by the bow. The acid the dragon spit on the hull had already eaten through. Men were in the water. He felt no remorse.
Tanner remembered he had wondered what it looked like to Carrion when he used the eyes of the dragon, and now he knew. He hadn�t expected to hear the wind or noise of the air rushing past. It looked little different than watching from the side of a ship.
As they reached land, he found his eyes had something to relate to. The first small house drew it all back to reality. If the dragon dropped him, he would hit so hard he�d leave an impression in the rock where he landed just like the one rumored to King Ember�s father.
The dragon flew along the beach, over the small fishing village with the mummies. The small peninsula where they had hidden the boat was just ahead. His eyes found where they had half-buried it.
Even though they were still trussed and being carried as high as the top of a small mountain, he met Carrion�s eyes and smiled. They�d land ashore near the rowboat. The red dragon would spit acid on the ground, and that acid could eat through the ropes that bound them. Once free, they had completed all they set out to do.
Captain Jamison would be waiting for them on The Rose after dark. Now their only task was to travel home and prevent an invasion, or win a war, whichever came first. The future would be interesting either way.
The End

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
LeRoy Clary

[image: ]
I have never met a dragon. Never even seen one. But wish I had. They fascinate me, so I decided to construct a mental world where they coexist with people. Most of my books are about them, and I call the people the Dragon Clan.�
A book called DRAGON! started it. While similar to the Dragon Clan Series, it set up the idea of how to live and survive in a world where dragons are part of the landscape without resorting to cartoonish dragons or creatures as intelligent and conniving as people. The next hurdle was to keep the stories coming fast enough to satisfy the readers.���
The book called the Blade of Lies was a finalist in an Amazon national novel writer�s contest, although under another name. It survives with humor, a medieval setting, and the idea that good guys do win. It is worth the read.�
I've done a bit of everything before retiring from teaching high school math and special education. Before that I served in the US Navy, I worked in the electronics field as a technician, supervisor, and owner of a telecom business. I earned my papers as a sea captain for sailboats and motor craft, all of which gives me the background to write books about dragons.�
Now that I have the time . . . I write. Every day. I'm writing about the Dragon Clan now, a series of interrelated books and characters. Each book is about them, but centers on one or two characters. They often meet each other in different books.�

AUTHOR�S NOTES

If you have any comments or suggestions�good or bad�or anything else to say, please feel free to contact me at my personal email leroy.clary@gmail.com� I have responded to all emails, so far, and hope to continue that trend. I love the comments, and, at least, one future book is because of an email exchange with a fan. 

Please return to Amazon Kindle where you purchased this book and leave a review, I will appreciate it. Simply scroll down to the bottom of the page where you purchased the book and fill out your review. The only way for others to learn if readers like a book are from reviews

Copyright 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, events and incidents are either the products of the author�s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
Dragon Clan #5 Tanner�s Story
1st Edition
Copyright � 2016 LeRoy Clary
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law
Cover Design Contributors: Algo12/Bigstock
Editor: Karen Clary

OEBPS/images/img00002.jpg





OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg
Dragon
fan

Tanner's Story

e S

LeRoy Clarty





