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Аннотация
Gray is dispatched to the port of Fleming on the Endless Sea to investigate the sudden appearance of rogue green dragons. Stinson, Gray�s nemesis since childhood, is assigned to accompany him into the drylands and beyond. Their partnership is contentious, but Gray discovers information that changes everything�and threatens the end of the Dragon Clan. His actions might upset the delicate balance of power, and end a truce. Worse, war is coming and the king is unprepared, perhaps even traitorous.


LeRoy Clary
Dragon Clan #4: Gray�s Story


CHAPTER ONE 

High above the entrance to a hidden valley, Gray spotted movement where there shouldn�t be any. His breathing slowed as his heart beat faster. The flat drylands spreading below the mesa left few places to hide. The animals eking out lives down there did so with minimal food, water, and shade. Most were small. It was uncommon to spot animals large enough to see at any distance.
Still, he had spotted a flash of movement. It was larger than a rabbit, although he hadn�t managed to identify it yet. His eyes roamed the same muted drab landscape he had watched for most of his life. He saw it again. A fleeting movement from one meager piece of cover to another, just a subtle shift in desert browns as something, or someone, changed position.
�See that?� he asked without turning his head.
Anna, the youngest and newest of the watchers remained still, not answering. They lay beside each other in the shade of a shallow lean-to built on a lip of stone at the edge of the mesa. The small structure protected watchers from the burning sun by providing shade. The sloped roof and a ring of the carefully placed brush in front also helped conceal them from below.
The view was commanding. Best of all was a tiny trickle of cool water that seeped from the rock and pooled in a depression long ago chiseled into the stone. The water overflowed the shallow bowl carving and ran down the side of the rock mesa, evaporating long before reaching the bottom.
Anna finally said, �No, I don�t see anything, Gray. Am I in trouble?�
�You would be if you lied about something so important. Never lie about your duties as a watcher. Now, let your eyes drift to the floor of the desert. Allow them to find something not there earlier. But most of all look for movement first, and then color. Your eyes will pick out movement.�
�Since we went down there last spring and removed so many plants, there isn�t much for anyone to hide behind, so it should be easy to spot them. Did you really see anything out there or are you testing me again?�
�I saw it.�
�I didn�t.�
Gray�s eyes picked out a small flash of movement, again. It was probably Tessa, trying to sneak up on them again. She often tried that with the watchers, but it was her family job. She�d been trying to elude his quick eyes for fifteen years. Twice she�d done it. Only two times, but her attempts had kept him alert for countless other watches. She also assigned the shifts and ensured that each of them on watcher duty did their job well. They protected the family from intruders, an important position, and it had to be performed. He held no resentment.
Anna came alert with a start. Her body tensed. �I saw it.�
Gray had been looking at her eyes. She had not been watching the same place where he had seen movement. Maybe it�s not Tessa after all. �Be still. There might be more than one.�
�They�re the king�s men?�
She sounded frightened. From habit, Gray glanced at the sky to ensure no dragons flew. People of the Dragon Clan sometimes announced themselves by having a dragon fly past as they approached the canyon. His mouth felt like it had filled with desert sand. His eyes roamed the entire landscape, seeing nothing out of place.
�Over there,� Anna said, her attention focused on one side. �Near the wash. Look where that darker rock is near the bend.�
�I see the rock.� Gray watched until he noticed a tiny shift in color. That meant, at least, three men. A triad. All moving passed the mouth of the canyon slowly. They did not seem to be approaching the canyon. In time, they would pass by and continue south unless something changed.
�Want me to sound the alarm?�
�No. Not yet, Anna. Good job spotting that last one.�
�Will we kill them?�
A few of the family warriors could silently slip out into the wasteland and slay those skulking past, but then others would come seeking information about the missing dead. After that happened a few times, tales would spread among the normals living nearby. People would wonder why so many died. Eventually, his family home would be found and destroyed.
�Not unless we have to,� he said, never taking his eyes off the landscape. If the triad turned into the canyon mouth, Anna would race to warn the family, but there was no immediate danger unless they changed direction.
The best thing to do was watch and wait. The intruders still seemed to be moving further south, but they were always searching for anything that might point them to the location of his family home. They had searched for a long time because King Ember offered huge rewards.
The proper response was not about defeating the three men out there in the burning sun. That was easy. It was about whoever had sent those three. And all the ones before. King Ember�s father was snatched by a dragon from the center of his army and flown so high he could barely be seen. Then he was dropped down to the ground in the center of his troops. Dropped from so high up that after the rain, a puddle formed in the shape of the former king where he�d struck the ground. At least, that�s what people say.
Gray said, �Okay, go tell Tessa. Tell her they look like they�re passing us by.�
Easing to her feet, Anna whispered, �Please don�t insult me by telling me to be careful or quiet. I know what to do.�
Gray smiled, but his eyes never left the rolling, flat desert in front of him. Now that he had located the triad he relaxed to a degree. They always traveled in threes. A shift in color told the third was moving again. Anna vanished as if she had never been at his side.
Those below were the first of the king�s searchers they�d seen since before winter. But instead of exploring each canyon and searching for clues, as was normal, they were skirting past the entrance as if they had a destination further south in mind. While too far off to see detail, they appeared to move with unusual purpose. Whatever it was, the Dragon Clan needed to know. Normals had hated the Dragon Clan for hundreds of years. King Ember despised and feared them.
Any information on the actions of a triad was important. But the vastness of the drylands held its own secrets and death came slowly to those unprepared, unwary, or stupid.
Days further south, near the port city of Fleming, another Dragon Clan had first appeared three years ago, a mysterious group unassociated with all of the other families. At least some of them were living there. The others, as they called them, and they may have come from across the Endless Sea. Fleming lay, at least, two full days of hard, dry, travel away. Three or more days when moving slowly, as the triad below, maybe more. Still, Tessa might wish to send a warning of the triad to the new Dragon Clan near Fleming�and Gray decided he would volunteer for the mission.
Ever since meeting Fleet a year ago, the clan member from the slopes of Bear Mountain, Gray yearned to venture out of his home and make his own mark in the world. Well, that was more than he allowed himself to think about. But since meeting Fleet, Oasis seemed smaller, restrictive, and unexciting.
The triad used the growing afternoon shadows and moved further out on the flat desert floor. They should head in a more northerly direction where they might find water. In their present direction, at the slow pace they moved, all would die. Nobody could carry enough water to last more than two days and still be able to walk. This triad was moving at half the speed of travelers, so their trip would take more than four waterless days.
Tessa appeared silently at his side. She moved so quietly he hadn�t heard her approach, but he tried to hide his surprise. Anna must have found her quickly.
Tessa was older than Gray�s mother and taller than him. Over her lifetime, she had accumulated enough knowledge of soldiering and hunting to make her the envy of the family watchers. She remained at his side, still and silent, until she knew what she was looking at.
Tessa said, �I�ve spotted two of them.�
�The other�s out front. The scout.�
�I see him now. They�re probably from Princeton or the mountains. Not around here. Only idiots, or people who don�t know the drylands, would be out there in the late afternoon. What bothers me is their direction. Why go that way? There�s no water in that direction until they reach the Endless Sea, but they�ll never get that far. They�re as good as dead.�
Gray waited, allowing her to work it out for herself.
She watched until they were almost out of sight. �Their water is probably already gone. I�m still worried. Even though they�re ignoring the entrance to our canyon.�
�They think something dangerous is right in front of them.�
�Yes, they�re not sweeping for clues. They act like they know where they�re going, but there�s nothing in front of them but emptiness.�
This is the time. �If you send people after them, I want to go.�
Tessa pulled away before answering. �The council will decide. Come.�
Gray didn�t like the response. He waved an arm. �We can�t leave the watchtower with a triad out there.�
�Of course not. Anna will watch them.�
�She�s inexperienced and not here.�
�Even so, I�ll send her back, and she will watch and notify us if anything changes.�
Keeping up with Tessa proved to be difficult. Her long legs carried her up the valley faster than some people ran. She spotted Anna in the distance and waved to attract her attention. A fast explanation to the girl sent a hesitant Anna alone to the �watchtower�. Tessa and Gray traveled up the valley to where a spread of juniper and cacti grew so tightly packed together it appeared impenetrable.
She led the way into the thick shrubbery and ignored the branches and scratches that came with passing. When the branches grew too thick to pass while standing, she dropped to her knees and crawled. Gray followed in the soft sand.
He always appreciated that any stranger exploring the dead-end valley would never realize that beyond the impenetrable appearing juniper and cacti covered wall of the canyon was another blind valley. It butted up against tall, craggy cliffs of barren mountains. The family carefully cultivated the juniper and cacti, as had been the case for longer than anyone knew.
Just beyond the cacti, he stood up and climbed the last of the slope, well behind Tessa. Inside the second canyon, he paused at the rim to peer at the familiar sprawling valley where he could see sturdy houses, grasslands, and a stream that fed a lake. Most called it Oasis. A green place of water and gardens built in a desert. His home.
Even from the distance, he saw four children playing a game of tag near the shore. Someone was fishing in the lake from a rowboat. Near the small dock, a pair of teenagers shoved and pushed, each trying to get the other to fall into the water. In the rugged mountains beyond the valley, dragons roosted, usually the smaller reds. Now and then a black or green dragon stayed a season, but seldom more.
Last year Gray had listened to stories told by Fleet, a watcher from the Bear Mountain family. Raymer had become bonded with a dragon. Fleet visited the dragon lairs near his home for months until they finally allowed him to approach.� While they never encouraged his visits, they, at least, tolerated him. After hearing Fleet�s stories, Gray started visiting the reds roosting near his home.
Only two dragons were there last spring. One of them sat on a clutch of eggs.� He knew better than to go near her.� The other dragon eyed him carefully but did not seem to object to his presence, as if it understood he was Dragon Clan.� As they spent time together, Gray became more sensitive in recognizing the touch of pain on his back when a dragon was near.� He could feel the tingling sensation now.� The touch was light, persistent, and somehow reassuring.
Sawyer, the family clan leader, was already sitting in the shade of the apple orchard with the other council members gathered around. His white hair and beard gave him the appearance of age that his quick actions belied. Tessa glanced behind. Gray still followed, ignoring her impatient expression.� She stopped in front of the council and without preamble gave her report.� It was concise, abrupt, and it provided the brief account of the information about the triad, including her questions as to their direction. She ended her report by suggesting one of her watchers should follow those soldiers deeper into the drylands.
Only then did she sit.� Gray found himself alone on his feet, yet he did not feel uncomfortable. After being on watch and lying down all morning, standing was a relief. Only four of the council members were present, but that was more than enough to send out a watcher.
�I want to go.� Gray heard words escape from his mouth before he was prepared to speak.
All eyes turned to him.� He felt the judgment in them.� In more than ten years of being a watcher, he had never once volunteered for family service beyond the canyon walls.� He sensed their unasked questions but lifted his chin defiantly and waited.� There was so much more he could say to them, but sometimes silence says more than words.
Sawyer looked back at Tessa.� �Your opinion?�
She said, �We need someone to follow the triad. I don�t like the idea that it passed right by us.� I also don�t like their direction.�
�Because they�re heading for Fleming?� Sawyer asked. �Or because they will never reach it?�
Tessa stood and paced as she spoke. �When Fleet and I were in Fleming, the others didn�t exactly welcome us. They had their green dragon attack Fleet�s. Considering that, do we owe them a warning?�
The clan leader remained calm and spoke softly. �We�re in danger because of their green dragons. One may fly over us any day and discover the location of Oasis. They may tell the king. Our lives here will end on that day. Yet, it�s true their greens continue attacking and killing the dragons we protect. You don�t know what�s best for us to do now, and neither do we. We�re fighting for our existence.�
�We�ve made changes,� Tessa relented.
�Yes. We now have three routes to escape our valley if we should be attacked. Each member of our family now knows of them, where to meet, and some know the routes to other families. We have made progress, but we can�t allow these circumstances to dictate our lives.� Sawyer gave a single nod to the other council members as if his words were stone.
Emma, a woman almost as old as Sawyer, and far more outspoken said, �We have two choices. We can venture out and protect our family by knowing and planning for what�s coming, or we can play turtle and pull our heads into our shells and pretend nothing dangerous is out there.�
�I want to go,� Gray repeated, seeing a chance to reinforce his position.
Sawyer turned and met eager eyes with his calm demeanor. �Tell me why.�
That was not the answer or question he expected. But he was prepared to fight for the right. They waited for him to speak. He chose his words carefully. �I don�t have a firm reason, at least not one I can clearly define. But I spotted the triad on my watch, and it�s time I do more than lay up there day after day.�
Sawyer and the others still waited for more. All looked at him expectantly, but patiently, as if knowing there was more to come.
�Ever since Fleet came here to warn us, I�ve had this feeling of inadequacy. Like I should do more. Fleet traveled all the way here from Bear Mountain. I�ve heard some of his stories. He�s a hero. So is Tessa. In a few days, Fleet accomplished more than I have in my entire life. Does this explanation make sense?� Gray lowered his eyes, knowing he sounded like a child and deserved their scolding.
Emma smiled, a rarity in itself. Her normally sharp voice said softly, �Gray, there is probably no better reason in the universe than the one you just gave. I vote for Gray to follow them.�
Sawyer nodded in solemn agreement as he asked, �Alone?�
The heads of all four on the council shook in unison. They all disagreed that he should go alone. Emma said, �The triad is out there. They�re dangerous men. We�re in agreement that we must know their intent, so there�s a time issue, and we cannot debate this for days. It�s simple. Whose skills will compliment Gray�s?�
�Tessa?� Sawyer suggested.
Emma shook her head, �No, she�s too valuable to risk, again. Soon she�ll sit at the head of this council, and she�s already risked herself being out in the world. We need someone else to learn what it�s like out there.�
Tessa said, �Stinson. He�s young, headstrong, and he�s restless. He cannot be trained to be a watcher. Yet he does little in the way of chores, and is a constant distraction.�
Gray felt his heart nearly stop beating. He wanted to shout that Stinson was the last person he wanted to accompany him anywhere. However, voicing his disapproval might cause the council to rethink his own appointment.
Sawyer glanced at the others for confirmation. Nobody objected. His attention returned to Gray, sensing the reluctance and resistance to come. �Make no mistake. This will be your job. You are in charge. I know Stinson will be difficult, but you will have to make him understand he is there to help you. Before you depart, I will speak to him. For now, he is your second, but that may change.�
Emma added, �We do not send our people into the world often, but when we do, there must be a purpose, and often there is more than one. Stinson needs to grow and understand family responsibility. Since you may be near Fleming, there�s a man who helped Fleet. Caldor is his name. We do not know who exactly he is, what his intentions are, or if he�s still there. Since he has helped us before, you will seek him out and introduce yourself.�
Tessa said, �Gray, there�s much more you need to know about Fleming, but I want you and Stinson to leave today before the triad dies of thirst. There are perhaps things you can learn from them if you reach them before all die. Go pack your things as fast as possible, Sawyer will talk to Stinson, and we will meet back here. I will accompany you into the desert this afternoon and return tonight.�
�You don�t have to do that,� Gray said, reluctant to appear that he needed more help. If he was to be in charge, he needed to act like it.
�Yes, I do. There�s too much to tell you without delaying your departure. How to act, where to sleep and find water, the inn where you will stay if you go to Fleming, and more.� Tessa drew nods from all the adults with her words.
Gray raced off to his home, wearing a grin and threatening to grow into a smile that reached each ear. His mind swirled with thoughts of mighty heroes, fighting dragons, champions, beautiful women, and excitement. Even the idea of Stinson at his heels didn�t bother him. He reached for his bedroll, remembering the many cold nights he�d spent at the watchtower.
His old yellow dog, the one he�d grown up with, lay on the floor and watched him pack. He tried to avoid the accusing eyes and couldn�t. Then he heard his name called from outside. He gave the dog a pat on the rump and went outside, the dog limping at his side. Then the dog came alert and issued a single low growl of warning.
The younger man, Stinson, stood on the porch. He was the last person Gray wished to see at his house. Stinson stood blocking the doorway, hands on hips, a snarl on his face. His travel bag sat fully packed at his feet. His voice grated. �So you managed to get yourself appointed a general, huh?�
�The council put me in charge of this trip, yes.�
�That old man, Sawyer, already gave me a pep talk. But if you expect me to bow down to you, think again.�
Gray calmed himself and drew a deep breath before speaking. �There�s danger out there in the drylands. A triad sent by the king. If we fail our mission, it might lead the king�s troops here.�
�Sawyer gave you the same load of bull crap, huh?�
Gray realized Stinson�s attitude could cost his home and the lives of his family. As the leader of the expedition, Gray�s first priority would be to do what was best for the family. Family always comes first. In a flash of insight, he realized that, under the wrong circumstances, he might have to kill Stinson to protect the family.
He set his jaw. He was sworn to his duty and took his responsibilities seriously. I�ll do what�s needed. 

CHAPTER TWO 

Gray moved slowly passed Stinson to stand outside the door to his hut. He met the surly gaze of the younger man with a steady one of his own. �Stinson, you don�t have to go. Stay here and let another take your place.�
�You�d like that, wouldn�t you? Make me look like a coward so you can grab all the glory.�
�Sawyer only suggested you would be a good choice for this journey. You need to understand how important this is, and that I�m in charge. You report to me. If not, you stay here. It�ll be best for all.�
�Making demands already, general? Okay, I�ll agree . . . At least, until we�re alone out there in the drylands. Things can change then. Remember, I�m bigger than you. I run faster, and I�m smarter.�
Gray calmly accepted the statements because all were true. Gray stood average height, with brown hair hanging to his shoulders and long bangs to keep the direct sun off his face. His beard kept his cheeks and the front of his neck covered from the burning sun. However, Stinson was right. He was bigger, stronger, faster, and probably smarter in all areas except in knowing when to keep his mouth shut.
Stinson was two years younger than Gray, headstrong, arrogant, and determined to bully everyone he knew. He had the good looks to attract girls. His chest and upper arms were larger than almost any other man in the village. When they had played tag together as children, the other players �touched� to transfer �it�. When it was Stinson�s turn, he liked to slap people so hard they often fell down. Then he would laugh as if deranged. He�d scold the other person if they were hurt.
It was not the game of tag Gray remembered so much; it was the way Stinson played and the look in his eyes. Stinson continued to age with much the same results in all of his activities. He became ruthless. Nobody liked him. Almost all believed that someday he would cross some invisible line and hurt another, or place the entire family in danger. Yet, the council had asked him to go on what might be a critical mission with Gray.
Why? Gray decided to let the matter drop until he spoke with Sawyer and asked for a replacement. Without speaking to Stinson, he turned and headed for the orchard where the others waited. He resisted looking behind to see if Stinson followed.
His mind churned, trying to figure out the choice of Stinson. He almost stumbled when a stray thought took hold. I think I get it. Taking Stinson along was not a punishment for Gray, but a chance for the younger man to grow up. They want me to teach him. Or to make sure he does not return. Gray saw Sawyer sitting in his usual chair where the council met and approached him as a dragon dropping from the sky to take a helpless sheep, his grip on his staff tight enough to almost splinter the wood.
Emma, the oldest woman on the council, chuckled while turning her gaze to Sawyer after taking one brief look at Gray. �I told you he�d figure it out and come after you. I said it was a bad idea, didn�t I? Gray can�t handle a headstrong boy like Stinson.�
�I can too.� The angry words were aimed at Emma before Gray could prevent them, but Sawyer sat next to her smiling.
Sawyer said, �I think you�re right, Gray. You can handle him, and speaking of young Stinson, here he comes. I don�t believe he looks very happy.�
Gray pursed his lips and vowed not to say anything else. His loose remarks had already cost him enough today. He slung his pack over his shoulder and looked at Tessa. �Ready?�
Emma said, �One more subject before you depart. You�re to continue to Fleming if all goes well. There you will find Caldor, and you will discreetly listen for mention of those who helped Raymer escape the king�s Summer Palace. No more. You will simply listen to others and return with what you hear.�
Tessa nodded at Gray, then turned to the four on the council and met their smiles with one of her own. She turned away and started walking, Gray at her heels. He heard Stinson calling for them to wait up, but neither slowed.
They passed through the juniper and the cacti wall without speaking. Then, walking on the desert floor, Tessa asked him, �You do know the council set that up between them, right? I mean to force you to take Stinson along?�
�I figured it out too late.�
�Yes, they also planned it that way. They�re very good at it.�
�Any suggestions?� Gray asked.
Tessa pulled to a stop. She looked at him for a long moment, then spoke, her voice curt and harsh. �Yes. Do not let Stinson get you killed. Do what you have to, but do not allow him to place your life, or the lives of everyone here in danger.�
Gray was shocked at her response. He had his suspicions about why Stinson was selected, but to have her confirm it stunned him. �I don�t know what to say.�
�Imagine the enemy has him and they are torturing Stinson to reveal our village location. You�re watching from a position where your arrow will reach him. Will you let that arrow fly?�
Gray didn�t respond. Stinson was catching up to them, huffing and puffing.
Tessa hissed, �You better kill him than get all of us killed. It�s a basic lesson we�re all supposed to know as part of the Dragon Clan. If you cannot follow the rule of protecting family first, tell me. We�ll replace you with someone who can do what�s needed.�
�I know the law.�
�But will you obey it? I demand an answer before you take another step.� Tessa waited as Stinson caught up with her and stood at her side, a goofy, disrespectful smile as his greeting.
Gray glanced at him and said, �Yes, I understand. I�ll do what�s needed. But it�s my decision when and where, or if it must be done.�
�That is all we ask.� She turned to Stinson, �I want to make this clear to both of you, but I�m addressing you because I think you�re a problem and a threat. Gray�s in charge. At all times. If you hinder this mission by your attitude, the family will take stern measures.�
�You�re not in charge of me.� His false smile never faltered.
Tessa shifted her eyes to meet Gray�s, without turning her head. When she perceived his tiny nod, she spun and said, �Stinson, you take the point. I need to fill Gray in on a few more things about Fleming.�
Stinson curled his upper lip. �The person on point is the one that usually dies first.�
�Then make sure that doesn�t happen,� Gray snapped, already tired of the attitude.
Stinson looked from Gray to Tessa and rolled his eyes. �All right! I didn�t refuse, did I?�
As Stinson moved ahead, they both watched. Despite his reluctance, Stinson was quick and sure, his movements one with the desert. Tessa asked, �What�s the name of the man you�ll seek out?�
�Caldor. I�ll find him at the Red Bear Inn.�
�Yes. You may also find him watching cargo being unloaded at the docks. He often buys and sells. Do you remember what he looks like?�
�I do, but there must be many who look like that.�
Tessa nodded and continued, �Just remember, you don�t go in there asking a lot of questions. People draw conclusions from your questions. They figure out who you are and what you�re up to from what you ask.�
�Fleet said the same thing. He said if you just listen to enough people, one of them will tell you everything. You don�t have to ask. I listened carefully when you and Fleet told your story at the council meeting.�
�Good, that makes it easier. Follow the triad but from a distance. You�re going to the spring on the other side of the valley tonight and double back before daybreak. When you reach them, probably tomorrow morning, keep out of sight until the time is right. They will be desperate for water.�
�I know.�
�They�ve already been through the drylands to the north, so that�s, at least, two days of travel. Add today and tomorrow and that�s four. The road to Fleming is another two.�
�A person can carry two days of water, three at most. That triad can�t even reach the nearest spring, even if they knew where it is.�
Tessa said, �My other problem is you. For ten years of working for me, you�ve never taken risks or indicated you wanted to explore. You�ve never fought in a battle, not that there was one to join, but you are inexperienced. Now you�re here with your staff in hand, a staff I have rarely seen you practice with. Suddenly you decide to become a hero.�
�Why is that a problem?�
�Are you too soft? Physically or mentally? When you find those men of the triad, they�ll beg you for a drink of water. Can you resist? Remember, they came here to kill us, but will you stand up to them? And in Fleming, will you fight for the family at the cost of your life? I believe, yes, you will. But, will Stinson?�
�He carries his staff with him.�
�To lean on? Or use as a weapon? And who will he use it on? Gray, I am telling you this from my heart, not because of anything the council has asked. Do not turn your back on him, or depend on him coming to your rescue.�
Gray tried to catch her eye, and she managed to avoid it. �You can�t believe Stinson would hurt me.�
She reached for his hand as if wishing to hold it as they walked. Inside were several coins. �Take these. Hide them, even from Stinson. A copper coin will buy a few mugs of the best ale, a silver lodging, and food for a week. A single gold will buy a small house. If you must spend gold, have a money changer give you a fistful of silver and copper coins in the stead of one gold.�
The purse he carried at his waist contained flint, iron, and tinder. He placed the coins inside. He would distribute them amongst his belongings later for security.
Tessa continued. �If I could, I would forbid you from traveling to the land of Breslau. While we think that to be where the green dragons and the others come from, we do not know for sure. I will say that before you do go there if you do, send Stinson home. Do not take him there under any circumstances. Do I have your word?�
Gray stopped and locked eyes with her. He waited for more.
She said, �I will not rescind that order. If you travel to Breslau, there is no method of guessing the odds of your return. I do not think them positive. We, the family, must have the information you glean before you sail. Stinson must be made to understand that he has to bring us all he knows. You may tell him that I personally will promise him another trip in the future, but this one thing cannot be overlooked or changed.�
He nodded.
Tessa almost smiled before she turned and walked away with her head up and shoulders straight. She went in the direction of the watchtower where she would probably try to sneak up on whoever was on watch. Gray watched for a while, thinking over her words again.
He turned to walk in the direction of the only water in the drylands. It was a small seep on the far side of the desert, a half day�s walk in the general direction of Fleming. Tomorrow he�d track the triad, then continue on.
But he paused, his eyes alert. Every year the watchers removed the shrubs of any size from the floor of the desert in front of the canyon to help them see. However, one of the larger remaining greasewoods grew only a few steps away. The straight end of a hardwood pole protruded from near the roots. The pole was free of branches, roots, and bark. It was the end of a staff.
There was room for Stinson to lie down behind the greasewood plants and eavesdrop on the conversation between Tessa and himself. Without thinking or planning, Gray spun his staff and drew it behind his shoulder as if throwing a javelin. He let it fly at the center of the greasewood.
The staff penetrated the scrawny branches as if they were made of fog. The end struck, and a yowl of pain filled the air. Stinson climbed to his feet, his right arm cradling his left. �What�d you do that for?�
�You�re supposed to be on point.�
�Lighten up. You know that triad is probably dead by dark, and they�re way ahead of us. You really hurt me!�
Gray calmly walked to Stinson as if he was going to examine the injury and apologize. However, when he drew close, he reached out, grabbed Stinson�s shirt, and pulled him closer. �Another triad may be following the first. We�re on a mission for the family. Disobey me again and you will get worse.�
�You know I�m going to tell them about this. The whole family. You�ll be sorry.�
Gray picked up his staff and examined it for damage, then moved closer to Stinson, again. Stinson backed a step, but Gray still advanced. �Let�s get one thing straight between us. You said at my cabin that you wanted to talk when we got out here in the drylands. You said we�d see who is in charge, that you�re bigger, and faster. Well, here we are. Talk.�
Stinson�s eyes flicked from one side to the other, looking for an escape.
The right end of Gray�s staff shot out and struck Stinson�s left elbow, on the injured arm, a short jab that struck with a hollow sound. Stinson screamed in pain. It probably hurt, but Gray had the impression the reaction was way more than the blow demanded. Even while hurt, he�s playing with me. 
The staff shot out again. This time, the scream seemed genuine. Gray waited until it subsided and said in a calm voice, �I am in charge. You have refused to obey my orders for the last time before I kill you.�
�I�m telling the council . . .�
The words fell on deaf ears. Gray was already walking deeper into the drylands. Stinson could return and tell the council, but he�d never catch up if he did, and that was all right. Or he could follow, and that too was all right, but perhaps not as much.
As Gray took the first steps alone, he noticed a tiny splash of color fifty steps away, in the direction where Tessa had vanished. The same color she wore. Had she waited and watched the incident? Maybe she had spotted the staff behind the bushes before he had. It would be like her to watch and see what happened. Another test.
But Gray let his eyes move away and look ahead, planning his route while knowing danger lay ahead. He welcomed the challenge. The pace he set was fast, but he needed to improve his body. As if with a mind of its own, his staff moved from the first practice attack move to the second. Clumsy. Tessa was right, he needed more practice.
Gray reached back into memory and pulled out the training he�d had as a child and young man. He started with the most basic moves. Twice he dropped his staff, a mistake few of the Dragon Clan ever made. Each poor move made him more ashamed of his lack of abilities.
Although he�d already traveled far from Oasis, he couldn�t help peering around at the nearby rocks and shrubs to make sure Tessa was not watching his inept moves.
A single glance behind held no trace of Stinson. Getting rid of him had been easier than anticipated. Stinson would no doubt go back to Oasis and complain about him to the council. The council might not be pleased that Gray had managed to send him back so soon, but the action might also earn him a measure of respect. Gray began to hum a cheerful song as he fought his way through the deep desert sand. Pausing to take a long drink, he finally allowed himself a measure of pride.

CHAPTER THREE 

The soft sand of the drylands pulled at his feet with each step. Gray fought for each. He drained a full bottle of water well before reaching the area with the little cave and the water seep. If it was dry, he still had enough water to reach a stream on the other side of the flatlands, but it was a long, hard walk. Almost as hard as returning to his family without completing his objective.
Gray climbed a rise and spotted the cave located in a small, protected depression. As Tessa had told them, it was not really a cave, but a hollowed out portion of a waist-high ridge. Wind and water had left a shelter large enough to sleep inside, and water trickled from between two rocks and disappeared into the sand at the base.
He placed his empty water bottle under the drip. Each time it filled half way he turned it up to his lips and let the water refresh him. After four times he let it fill to the top. A small pile of firewood, mostly sticks smaller around than his thumb, lay sheltered at one end of the cave. Emergency supplies. A glance at the sun told him he had a while left before dark.
The handful of nuts, dried fruit, and slivers of dried meat that he allowed himself for dinner was almost gone when Stinson staggered into sight. He limped, held his left arm with his right hand, and his legs looked so loose he might fall with any step. The torn knee on his pant leg told the tale that he already had taken at least one fall.
When he slipped to the ground in front of the water as if another step was too much, Gray snapped, �Where�s your staff?�
�I couldn�t carry it. My arm hurts too much from where you hit me.�
With Stinson, it was always about what others did. It was never his fault. Gray sat looking at him in disgust, not offering help of any sort. I wish he had gone back to Oasis.
�I�d have my staff if you didn�t attack me for no reason.� He reached to fill his water jug from the flow.
Gray slapped it out of his hand, not caring if the clay jar broke. �Go home.�
Stinson broke down and cried. He lifted both hands to cover his eyes as he wailed and moaned, but Gray saw no pain or hesitation in the arm he�d struck with the staff. He had no doubt that it was painful, but Stinson was still playing him.
�I need water or I�ll die.�
Gray glanced at the other bottles Stinson carried and realized they were all empty. Stinson had drunk two full days� worth of water in one afternoon. And still, he wanted more. �Listen to me. I�ll make my water last all day tomorrow and the day after. I will not share any of mine. Beginning tomorrow, you will need to survive on three jars for two full days. Today you finished off enough water to last two days.�
�I knew there was water here. Tessa said so.�
�If this seep was dry and I had already continued on?�
�It isn�t dry.�
The leering smile was back again. Gray decided to let the matter slide while knowing a similar lack of judgment on Stinson�s part could cost both of them their lives. However, getting into a debate over it would resolve nothing. Survival is often about what to do if the original plan does not work. Gray wrapped his blanket around his shoulders and slipped into the opening that was large enough for one.
�Hey, where am I going to sleep?�
Gray closed his eyes and ignored Stinson. The sun was just setting, but he was tired of walking in the sand and knew he�d sleep all night soundly while he recovered. His calves and thighs would be sore in the morning.
A hand shook him awake. Gray opened his eyes. He rolled from the shallow cave and came to his feet, knife in his hand. The stars were out. The night was cold and brittle, but no danger made itself obvious. Stinson stood to one side, scared or confused.
Gray hissed, ready to defend against whatever danger presented itself. �What is it?�
�I was wondering what we�re going to eat. It�s way past time for dinner, and you�re just sleeping.�
Two deep breaths partially calmed the excitement and fear as it turned to disgust. He said, �Did you bring any food?�
�You�re in charge. Remember?�
The attitude again. Despite the dim light, Gray could picture the sneer on Stinson�s face. A dozen angry retorts sprang to mind. But Stinson always had a quicker reply, so he said nothing as he reached for his blanket and crawled back into his shelter.
�I said I�m hungry!�
Without turning over to see the outline of Stinson, and without raising his voice, Gray said, �If you wake me again tonight you will be eating your front teeth for a meal. If you don�t believe me, say one more word.�
Fool! Gray had regretted the words almost before they escaped. Now he would have to try and back them up, but Stinson was half a head taller and weighed much more. He was a mean fighter. But instead of a challenge, he heard Stinson settle down and eventually go to sleep.
The incident kept Gray awake. He had stood up to Stinson in a way that was unexpected, and Stinson had backed down. That was reassuring. What was not, was that the idiot seemed to have come on a trip intending to last several days but had brought no food with him. The newest watchers of the family knew better than that. Also, he had emptied his water bottles, his life depending on a trickle of water flowing between two stones in the middle of the drylands.
One poor choice after another. Deadly choices. Gray could share his food with him, but he had anticipated the hard travel so packed light, including minimal food to save weight. Still, he could share, but the real problem that worried Gray was, what other stupid mistakes would Stinson make tomorrow? Or the day after.
The soft, regular sounds of Stinson�s breathing assured Gray he was asleep and would not wake him again. But now Gray was too awake and too angry to sleep. Carefully, he slipped from the cave and rolled his blanket. Making sure his water bottles were full, he filled himself by drinking directly from the seep until he could hold no more. He gathered his staff in one hand and walked slowly to the east, then veered a little south where the lay of the land presented the easier route.
When Stinson woke in the morning, he�d realize that he didn�t know where Gray had gone. He wouldn�t know the route to Fleming and he�d have no option but to return home. Problem solved.��� 
Turning to more immediate problems, the triad was out there, ahead. He didn�t want to stumble upon them in the pre-dawn darkness, but he knew they should be almost a half day�s walk from him if they maintained the pace he�d seen from the watchtower. But you can never be sure, and the triad was probably tired and thirsty. He should find a sign of their passing in late morning, but it might come sooner.
The travel was slow. He didn�t need to twist an ankle or trip in the low light, and the moon was only a sliver that had set long ago. His eyes adjusted to the meager light provided by more stars than a hundred men could count, but he placed one foot in front of the other until he grew sleepy.
Men do not like sleeping in the open, he mused. Even a small tree or shrub makes them feel less exposed, although in truth any animal searching to make a meal of a man wouldn�t care. But a shrub appeared out of the darkness, and he spread his blanket under it and almost instantly fell into a deep, and restful sleep.
Scurrying sounds woke him, just after sunrise. A small desert mouse darted near him, unafraid and less than wary. The creature sat on two hind legs peering at his face an arm-length away, twitching its nose at him. Gray lay still and watched, amused. He carefully reached for his bag of food and pulled two nuts and a dried grape. He tossed them near the mouse.
The mouse shied away, but then relented and investigated. A nibble and they were best friends. The food was soon hauled away and hidden, and the mouse was back for more. He let a few more morsels fall from his fingertips, wondering how feeding a mouse felt so right when he refused to feed one of his own the night before.
Reluctantly, he left the mouse and started walking while the air was cool. The land became coarse; sharp volcanic rock covered it with a thin layer of sand. While the footing was easier, it was also more treacherous. Solid rock protruded from the depths of the sand, causing trips and near falls. His eyes were on where he placed his feet as much as on what lay ahead.
Depending on the speed of the triad, their direction, and when their water gave out, he might locate them at any time. His direction cut across the drylands at an angle, ensuring he would cross their path at some point. He found it sooner than expected.
Long furrows showed where feet had dragged instead of lifting. He soon found others. They were the tracks of men almost dead of thirst and weakness. Instead of walking behind the tracks and perhaps stumbling into them, where one of them might let loose an arrow, he ascertained their direction and moved off to one side.
Gray watched to his right, knowing that he�d discover them before long. It took longer than expected. Near mid-morning, he caught the glint of the sun on metal. He moved closer, using rocks, shrubs, and rises in the ground to hide behind as he moved closer. He slowly approached a wide pool of sand and found the three lying together in the direct sunlight, not even trying to shelter themselves under the meager shade available from nearby greasewood.
They were the king�s men wearing the king�s colors. A triad. All wore armbands proudly telling of their unit, and they carried the king�s short bows favored by archers for rapid shooting. Their dress was tan uniforms, sturdy enough to last for years of service.
Gray approached them slowly, seeing that one watched him from limpid eyes, but didn�t reach for a weapon. A second man, half-raised an arm before it fell back to the sand. The third was dead.
Quickly the weapons were removed by Gray and tossed aside. Then he took one man by the neck of his shirt and dragged him to the only shade nearby. He returned and pulled the second to share the same shade. He pulled the stopper from his water bottle and drank half the contents in full view of four begging eyes.
�Either of you want the rest of this?� he shook the jar to let them know what it contained.
The first man mouthed, �Yes.� But no sound came forth.
The second held out a shaking hand.
Gray paused, then knelt beside them and asked, �Which of you wants this water jar? I�ll give it to the one who is willing to talk to me.�
�Ah,� the first grunted, his eyes saying he�d tell all.
The second let his arm fall to the ground as a brief expression of hate crossed his face. His head fell limply to one side and his eyes closed. Gray held the water closer to the first man and then pulled it away. �You�ll talk to me if I give you this? Answer all my questions?�
An eager nod. Gray still had two full bottles for himself and knew that a stream flowed a day and a half ahead. The long drink that morning, plus the half bottle he�d drank in front of the men had quenched his thirst. Giving the half bottle away was a small price to pay for the information he hoped to gain.
�If you do not talk I�ll be angry. You don�t want that.� He supported the man with an arm behind his shoulders and poured a trickle into the open mouth. The man sputtered, most of the water flying out of his mouth, but enough moisture was left to allow minimal speech.
The man muttered, �More.�
Gray sat him more upright. �Take it slow. Don�t waste your water.�
Pouring the water into his mouth slowly, he paused to allow the man to swallow several times. The water revived the man remarkably fast. He was not ready to stand or fight, but his eyes became brighter, and as he licked his lips to find the last of the moisture, he asked, �Who are you?�
Ignoring him, Gray said, �The king sent you?�
�Captain Jenson. Yes.�
�Your orders?�
A hesitation and a shift of the eyes to the bottle Gray held with the remaining water. Then a decision was made. �We�re searching for green dragons to the south of here.�
�Only green?�
�Yes. Greens have attacked us.� The words were harsh and stilted.
�Why search the desert?�
�They fly into the drylands to hide.�
The news was not good. Gray�s first impression was that the greens were drawing the king�s men into the drylands where they would locate Oasis and his family sooner or later. Gray poured more water into him. �Are there other triads coming?�
�Later. We�re the only one for now. Are you Dragon Clan?�
�Why do you ask?�
�Dragon Clans sends the dragons to kill us.� The words were spat out with anger and a hatred Gray had never encountered.
While it would make no difference to the man in his arms, Gray felt the desire to correct him. �I am Dragon Clan, but I tell you as one honorable man to another that we know nothing of green dragons attacking the army. We do know of a green killing one of our reds and fighting with a black.�
The eyes of the man were confused. �What does that mean?�
�The Dragon Clan are not your enemies. There are others who control the greens, and they are the enemies of both of our people. Here, drink the last of your water.�
When the bottle was empty, Gray went to the side of the other man in the shade and verified he was dead. He searched and found three coins, two copper, and one small silver. He also carried a map. It was a sketch of the drylands. It was accurate and detailed. Gray slipped it into his purse along with the coins.
Next, he went to the dead man still in the sun. He found two more coppers and nothing else of value. Then he went to the man cradling the water bottle. �I have to search you.�
The captain didn�t resist. More coins went into Gray�s purse and several sheets of thin paper, all with tiny writing, and the broken wax seal of King Ember. He would read them later. His eyes met those of the man as he removed the empty bottle from his limp fingers.
�I�m going to die here?�
�Yes. I cannot help you. There�s simply not enough water for both of us. I was foolish to give you what I did.�
�Generous is a better word. I thank you.�
�For leaving you here to die?�
�For caring. And for the water. I suspect I�ll go to sleep and never wake, a far better way to go than lying in the sun in pain and panting in thirst.�
It was quite a brave speech and mostly untrue. Both knew it. Gray had expected him to ask for an arrow, but a true warrior waited to the last breath before giving up. Besides, a body found with an arrow would tell others that someone had been there. Leaving the weapons and bodies in plain sight would tell others they died of thirst. The coins were lost in the sand and the papers blown away by the wind if the subject arose.
Gray took his staff in hand and turned his back on the captain and walked away. It was not easy. He wanted to rush back and help the lone survivor, but to what end? If together they managed to reach the water ahead, which was barely possible, what then? Would he ask for the triad member�s silence? Would he get it?
That captain living on and serving his king again might cost Gray his whole family�s death. Better to turn his back than risk what might otherwise happen. It was the answer to the question the council had of him. Was he strong enough to do what was needed? Head down, he trudged ahead. He kept his pace slow, knowing that moving fast in the sun would make him sweat and use more water.
Much later, as the sun sank directly behind him, he heard his name called from a raspy throat. One glance behind found Stinson shuffling after him, arms hanging loosely at his sides and mouth hanging open. Anger swelled, and Gray refused to waste more time on Stinson. He would not allow the self-serving bully to endanger the mission further, forcing aside the idea that he already had placed both of them in danger several times. The anger grew into a slow boil until Gray clenched his teeth so hard they might shatter.
Then, out of nowhere, a tingling on his back alerted him that a dragon was approaching. Turning, he found a tiny dot in the distance, a small, dark spot in the clear blue sky that increased in size as he watched. Is it coming in response to Stinson or me?
Both the dragon and Stinson came closer. Stinson didn�t seem aware of the dragon until it was much nearer, and then he ducked and covered his head with his forearm as if that would help if the dragon attacked. His eyes were wild and fearful.
�Call it off, Gray. I�ll do what you say.�
Gray ignored Stinson as it swooped lower and lower, expecting it to pull in its wings and dive at Stinson, but it flew directly over them, still dropping lower. It was a smaller red. Most reds on the east side of the mountains roosted near Oasis, so it was familiar. It flew from that direction, so it had probably come from home. Gray turned and watched it until it disappeared behind a nearby hill. It didn�t reappear.
The event was so unusual Gray ran up the side of the hill, dodging cactus and sharp rocks. At the crest of the hill, he pulled to a stop. He instantly knew what he looked at. Tessa and Fleet had described it enough times.
It was the shallow valley with the split in the rocks forming a narrow crevasse. That was where the black dragon with Fleet had landed after the fight with the green. It had healed there, with Tessa and Fleet tending it. He approached as if entering a place of worship.
The blackened fire-ring they used was there. He looked at the sides of the crevasse and found dragon blood stains still on the rock. He imagined the dragons fighting in the air, the two beasts attacking and clawing, and the black dragon landing here and living for days at the spot where he looked. The green had tried to attack it here, but Tessa and Fleet�s arrows drove it off. Then, after eight days the black struggled out of the crevasse and extended its wings. Two days later it managed to fly off.
Today the red dragon had fallen from the sky like a rock was thrown high and returning to the ground. Its wings had been folded to its sides. But, dragons attack prey in that manner, just before reaching the ground extending their wings and beating the air until they pull to a near hover and land as soft as a leaf in the fall touching ground.
He moved closer. The red turned to face him from a dozen steps away. The tongue flicked out while the eyes locked on Gray. It sniffed, then snorted as if not liking what it smelled. But Gray stood still. The dragon instilled a little fear in him, but he respected it.
The dragon turned to look down into the crevasse where the black dragon had convalesced, and it sniffed more, smelling the scent of the black and the blood. It reared back and roared, but Gray couldn�t determine if it was in anger, fear, support, or a challenge.
He held out his hand like he would to greet a strange dog and slowly advanced. The dragon came alert, drew its head away, and emitted a low growl from deep inside. The effect chilled Gray, and he backed off a step. The dragon shifted, balancing itself as if ready to strike, like a snake. Gray backed away faster.
Turning Gray ran back up the slope where Stinson was standing and smirking. Gray never paused. He kept walking right passed Stinson and kept his tears and fears hidden. Later he heard the wings beating overhead as the red flew on ahead, but didn�t look up.

CHAPTER FOUR 

Later, Stinson called and waved from the top of a hill well behind, then stumbled face first into the sand. Gray couldn�t leave him to die. He returned to find Stinson exhausted, pale, and his water bottles so empty they were dry inside when Gray ran a finger inside one. Despite what he�d threatened Stinson with the day before, he put one of his own water bottles to his lips and let him sip.
Stinson�s hands grabbed the bottle and tried to tip it higher, attempting to suck it dry, but Gray was ready for that and yanked it away, splashing some on the ground. He preferred to spill it rather than let Stinson have another drop.
�I need water,� Stinson croaked.
�So do I.� Gray backed off a few steps and squatted, just out of reach of Stinson. �What are you doing here?�
�Water.�
Seeing someone he�d known his entire life dying of thirst like those in the triad tore at him. �I have enough for us to reach a stream around mid-morning if we travel a good part of the night while it�s cool. We�ll have to share what I have.�
�I�m too tired for that. And I�m thirsty now.�
Gray drew a deep breath and let it out slowly, as he considered his options. Nobody on the council, or in the entire family at Oasis would blame him if he walked away. But he would have to face himself for the rest of his life. Stinson was disliked, but leaving him to die in the drylands was entirely different from leaving the triad. When he left Stinson before, he�d expected Stinson to return home. Here he would die without water.
�You drank all your water again. In one day you drank what was to last at least two days. Now you want mine. When will you learn your lesson?�
�I knew you would be stingy and save yours.�
There it was. Stinson felt entitled to drink Gray�s water because he couldn�t resist drinking all of his. Another thought came to mind. �What if you had not caught up with me?�
�Well, I did, didn�t I?�
The arrogance and contempt were still there, not even thinly veiled. Then Gray realized that of the two of them, Stinson had consumed the most water in the last two days, and, therefore, he was in better condition than Gray. While he complained about needing water, Stinson drank three bottles while Gray had only one. Gray firmly capped his bottle and stood.
�I�m traveling south and east tonight. I�ll drink no water until after daybreak, and neither will you. If you cannot keep up with me, I may not return to help.� With those words, he strode away. He kept his ears on the sounds of the shuffling feet. He would not be surprised if Stinson tried to attack him from behind and take his water.
Gray tightened his fingers on his staff, ready to fight for the remaining water. If Stinson made the move, Gray decided to kill him. One solid strike on the head and then leave him. He almost wished it would happen, when he considered the future if they made it to the stream and on to Fleming. Stinson would surely cause more problems, perhaps one of them fatal. It was not the first time he�d had that thought.
However, as the sun peeked over the rim of the desert, flooding it in reds and oranges, Gray turned and found Stinson still back there, shuffling along as if he was asleep on his feet. He wore a determined expression. He also wore a sly smile that belonged on the face of a highwayman, and he seemed to be walking better than Gray.
He�s stronger than me. Gray turned his face to the sun and kept listening for the footsteps to draw closer. When they didn�t, he slowed at the top of a ridge and looked ahead. The lay of the land was rougher, with more small hills.
He knew this place, too. Long before mid-morning they would reach the stream Tessa described. Beyond that was the road that would carry them into Fleming. When Stinson arrived at his side, he wordlessly handed him a full bottle of water, leaving the remaining one to himself. Gray drank deep, too, almost half the bottle. He kept his eyes on Stinson, who said nothing.
�You don�t have to thank me,� Gray snarled, angry at himself for speaking first.
�Thank you for what? For giving me the water you promised?� Stinson tipped his bottle again and drained it.
Gray turned and continued his trek. The stream came upon him suddenly. It cut through the volcanic rock in a twisting, winding manner, deep enough to soak his sore and tired feet. First, he filled the two remaining water bottles. He laid down and allowed his face to fall into the water as he scooped one handful after another into his mouth.
Sated, he moved to the shade of a stand of short willows and sat. A handful of nuts and dried berries kept him from thinking about food as he waited. Eventually, Stinson stumbled over the bank and headed for the water.
Gray intercepted him first. His staff was held ready to fight. �No, we talk first.�
Stinson had taken one more step before the staff struck the side of his knee. Wailing in pain, Stinson was on the ground.
This time, Gray sat on a boulder near the water and waited. Stinson continued to howl, but when he saw it was not doing any good, he began to crawl to the water. Gray stood and slammed the staff down on the ground a finger�s length from the end of Stinson�s hand. �The next time it will be your hand.�
�What�re you doing?�
�I said we talk.�
�Okay, what do you want to talk about? You�ve already refused to help me. Then you hit me with your staff when I wasn�t looking, and if you think the whole family isn�t going to hear about it, you�re crazy.�
�We�re about to come to an agreement before you reach that water.� Gray didn�t raise his voice, and as he talked he moved closer, the staff held ready to strike.
Stinson held an arm up in self-defense. �What do you want me to do?�
The question came as a surprise, not because he asked it, but because Gray didn�t have an answer. He wanted cooperation. He wanted Stinson to stop thinking only of himself. But there was more. He wanted Stinson to help complete the mission. Most of all he wanted to trust him. �Help me. Stop fighting everything I do and don�t give me a reason to kill you.�
�You�re going to kill me?�
Gray�s temper flashed again, but he fought to remain calm, at least on the outside. �I�m giving you a choice.�
�Water. I need it.�
When Stinson didn�t promise to cooperate, Gray spun and walked in the direction of the road without looking back. The restful interlude beside the stream, and the water he�d filled up on provided him with a burst of energy. He increased his pace.
He felt the familiar touch of the red dragon on his back again. It was neither friendly nor angry. It was the same touch as he�d felt for most of his life in Oasis. It said that a dragon was nearby. The roost for the reds was always in range of his perception, as well as that of most of his family. All assumed that if they could sense the dragons�the dragons could sense them. But that didn�t make them friends, or candidates for bonding.
Why the red followed him on, his mission was unknown. Yet there were stories that went back generations. Dragons seemed to sense when Dragon Clan members needed help or faced danger. But when he�d tried to approach the dragon when it was on the ground earlier, it obviously didn�t want him to come closer.
While deep in thought, he managed to put more distance behind himself. The road to Fleming curved in his direction, and he turned slightly to meet it. There was a single wagon pulled by a mule that looked old enough to have retired to pasture years ago. The driver looked even older. The wagon passed slowly in the wrong direction without either the man or mule glancing at him.
Gray turned and looked behind once. He didn�t see Stinson and felt both relief and regret. He�d have to explain when he returned, and there were those who would blame him, especially Stinson�s parents and older sister. He doubted many others would care. Some would be glad to be rid of Stenson. It was a task Gray had begun to suspect was a secondary objective of sending the two together.
Dust filled the dry air. A new scent hinted of salt. He walked down the road and started humming an old song, intent on his thoughts, and the problems created by Stinson. Leaving him again created a sense of freedom he�d never experienced. The feelings softened the harsh conditions of the landscape. His eyes barely saw the scrubby plants, the brush, cactus, and other desert plants on the sides of the road.
He concentrated so much on his task that his ears heard little until footsteps crunched the gravel of the road. Gray spun to confront Stinson again.
It was not Stinson. It was a tall, thin, young man dressed in colorful green from head to foot. A stranger with a quick smile and scraggly beard. �Hey, I know the words to that song.�
�Who are you?�
�Don�t stop humming, I said I know the words and believe I have a fair voice to join with yours.�
The man moved up to his side, a smile on his lips and a twinkle in his eye. He was unknown to Gray. He must have come up the road from behind and walked faster, and without noise. But the road had been empty of travelers a short while ago. Where had he come from if not the road? Gray continued walking, but without resuming his humming.
The man began singing anyhow. His voice was semi-pleasant and loud. Gray eventually found himself humming along and then joining in when the chorus came around. Their voices didn�t blend. In fact, they struck an odd, disjointed cord that was almost painful to Gray�s ear, but both sang on anyway, laughing together.
At the end of the song, the stranger stuck out his hand. �Hi, I�m Prater, the oldest son of a cabbage farmer extraordinaire.�
�Does that mean you also grow cabbages?� Gray asked.
�Would you believe I sing for my livelihood?�
When Gray laughed aloud, so did the other. If he sang for a living, he was poor. Then Gray realized he didn�t know how to introduce himself. He hadn�t discussed it. The trip was planned only two days earlier. He had not yet made up a story.
�Gray,� he managed to introduce himself, still puzzled as to what he should say about his background and decided, to say little.
�And why might you be traveling to Fleming, my new friend?�
�I have family business there. Nothing really just messages for a few relatives.�
�I also travel on family business. I think at least five of the true gods are determined we travel together, and we wouldn�t want to offend them, right?�
Gray found the answer funny, and the pleasant attitude refreshing after Stinson. �To Fleming.�
�Together. Tell me, will you remain in Fleming for long?�
Gray shrugged, keeping his answer intentionally vague without appearing to hide anything. �A few days. Perhaps longer.�
Prater said, �I will remain only two days, but perhaps we can share a meal or two.�
The invitation couldn�t be resisted, and neither could the infectious, good-natured kidding that followed. Gray remembered Stinson�s mean humor and pulled himself back to reality. The feelings depressed him in a flood of sadness.
The revelation of inner feelings scared him. Had he become so callous and cold that he lost all feeling of losing a member of his extended family? Quickly he searched inside of himself and found that if others in his family died, he would feel more than sad. His new sense of detachment extended only to Stinson.
When he returned to the road, feeling much better, Prater was sitting, chewing on a strand of grass, a smile still on his face. Prater asked, �People new to this land often have problems with their stomachs. If that�s the case, I may know a cure. Wine and ale. Do not drink water in new places where you travel.�
�No, not that at all. To be honest, I just needed a few minutes to think about one of my family and what to do about him.�
Prater stood and shrugged, then added a warm, welcoming smile instead of one containing humor. �We all have a few of those in our families. I notice you carry a staff.�
�And you a sword.�
�Only to protect me. And of course, to warn away any who might wish to harm me. Does your stick do the same?�
�My staff is respected by those who fight. Making light of it shows ignorance.� Gray lifted his chin a little at the statement, feeling proud he�d spoken up.
Prater laughed as he whipped his sword from the scabbard and spun to face Gray, the sword intended to be lifted high above his head. However, as his sword was raised, it flew from his hand at the slap of the staff, as Gray swung a short, reflexive, defensive parry. The sword spun in the air, sunlight flashing off the blade before it struck the ground.
Gray�s move had been a reaction to the attack; a maneuver practiced a thousand times as a child. When Prater started to dart after the sword, he found his shins tangled at the end of the staff as he fell. Again, a reflexive move Tessa had admonished him about not practicing, but his body remembered. He knelt and helped Prater to his feet while apologizing over and over.
Instead of being upset, Prater said, �I didn�t see that first move coming. Nor the second.�
�That�s what makes a staff so dangerous. The attacks come from either end or the center, instead of just the point of a sword. As one end of the staff that you watch raises to strike you from above, the other is at your knee�and you seldom see it coming. If you do, the upper end strikes your head.�
Prater picked up his sword and examined it for damage. Wiping off the sword before returning it to the scabbard, Prater said, �But mine has a sharp blade.�
�Perhaps two ends to strike you with are worth more than one sharp blade.�
�Maybe I should invent a short staff with a blade at each end.�
Gray nodded as if he agreed. �Then all you would need is twenty years to learn how to properly use it.�
�Which you have?�
�More, although I admit that I�ve been lax about training for quite some time.� Gray realized he�d said too much with his teasing and bragging. Without meaning to, he�d told Prater he came from a warrior family, if not from the Dragon Clan. He said quickly, �My father insisted I learn. There are highwaymen and worse near my home.�
�And of course, the king only allows certain people of birth to use swords.�
�Which makes me ask, how is it you wear one? I do not see a lot of cabbage farmers wearing swords.�
�Ah, you misunderstand me. My father raises them by the thousands. I am not the eldest son so had to find other employment. I served the king in his army for a time, and then joined a guild that offers protection to the wealthy.�
�So you guard people?�
�I used to. Now I work for myself.�
Gray walked on without speaking until he managed another careful glance at Prater�s face. He was, at least, ten years older than he�d first thought. Prater also admitted to being a trained fighter with the king�s army, and he had worked as a personal guard, yet Gray, who had not practiced with his staff diligently for years, had easily defeated him. Or had he only demonstrated his abilities to a stranger looking for Dragon Clan?
Prater had asked several direct questions about the staff, but in his profession, he should have already known the answers. Gray realized his new friend was milking him for information while providing little of his own. Prater may not know a cabbage from a staff.
The mission the family sent him on didn�t include making friends of strangers wearing swords. Gray decided he�d already unwittingly revealed too much information and Prater might take advantage of it. He needed to separate himself from Prater and concentrate on what he came to do.
They walked up the shallow slope of a long hill and upon reaching the top, paused. The city and port of Fleming lay ahead. The excuse to separate soon seemed obvious. Gray planned his goodbyes and picked up the pace.

CHAPTER FIVE 

The city spread around the bay, an expanse of tan and gray buildings made of unpainted wood as if the residents were not sure if they�d remain or move on. The entire city was built on the slope of the hillside, half the streets running parallel to the waterline, and others intersecting at angles, but always sloping downward. At the edge of the water were docks, piers, and ships of every size and shape. Most carried cargo, much of which was actively being unloaded, or loaded.
A pall of smoke from a few hundred chimneys hung over the city. The streets were cobblestone. People stood, milled, gathered, or walked. In a single glance, Gray saw far more people than he�d ever seen in his entire lifetime. He suddenly felt small. Scared.
He felt Prater�s eyes appraising him again, gathering more information. On impulse, Gray said, �Not as large as I pictured.�
The comment seemed to confuse Prater, as he had to again reevaluate Gray. That pleased Gray, but he decided not to push for more reaction. It would be too easy to make a slip on the most obvious detail and raise Prater�s interest again.
Prater said, �Have you enough coin to conduct your business? Fleming is not for those without copper or silver.�
�If you�re offering to help me with a loan, I do appreciate your generosity. However, while not wealthy, my family has provided me with ample funds.� He tried to say it as if that was the norm, and that he�d made many similar trips. At the same time, he tried to ignore the noise, smells, people, dogs, pigs and excitement that filled the air. A cow watched him as he passed, its eyes on him even when he turned to look back.
The road descended into an area of taller buildings and fewer animals. Gray found the intersection Tessa described. He paused, shook hands with Prater and made vague plans to have a meal together the following day, a meeting Gray intended to avoid. Gray turned left, keeping an eye out for the sign with the Red Bear above the door.
Two blocks later he found it. Inside the door, in a tiny alcove sat an enormous woman. She dwarfed the small table before her. She barely raised her eyes from the papers in front of her. �A meal or drink?�
�A room if you have one.�
�We do indeed. Three small coppers a day includes your food, not your drink.�
�I require privacy.�
�A room for yourself, eh? That�ll cost you five if you don�t mind.�
Fingering his coins, he said, �I want it to face the street.�
�Most want to sleep instead of listening to drunks and fights all night long. Make that four coppers and we have a deal.�
Gray pulled a small silver and said in a knowing voice that he hoped concealed the knowledge she would certainly cheat him, �Some of my family has stayed here before. They told me that if I give you this to hold, you will accrue my expenses and upon my leaving, provide a fair accounting.�
Her eyes lighted up as the coin disappeared into the top of her blouse. �How long will you be with us, good sir?�
�Three, maybe four days. Can you direct me to my room? I have business to attend this day.� The expense of the small silver coin was intended to allow him more freedom and fewer opportunities to make the sort of small mistakes that would point him out as a stranger visiting a city for the first time.
She indicated a door beyond the common room where several people were eating their mid-day meals. His stomach churned. The food smelled inviting of unknown spices and freshly baked bread.
She waved a hand for him to proceed to the door while she continued to sit and guard the front door. �Top of the stairs, second room.�
�Thank you. The food smells so good I�ll eat before I leave.� He walked away feeling stiff, alone, and as if he stood out in every way. Each person who cast a glance in his directions must certainly realize he was Dragon Clan.
Once he climbed the stairs, he calmed himself and tried to slow his breathing. The second door opened a fingerbreadth, and he poked a nose inside to ensure it was empty. Then, throwing the door fully open, he entered.
A bed occupied the wall to the right. A small chest of drawers the left wall, and an open window on the wall directly in front of him. A single battered chair sat before it. He closed the door and placed his belongings on the chest, moving the candleholder aside while leaning his staff in the corner where he could reach it from the bed at night.
The coins were next. He�d been warned. Any two men in the city with a knife between them might cut his throat, knock him over the head, or pick his purse. The hiding places in the room were few, obvious, and the first any thief would search.
Sticking his head out the window revealed the roof below the sill was made of overlapping cedar shingles. Time had warped and twisted them. Below, on the street, a hundred people went about their business as he rested his elbows on the window ledge. His hand slipped a gold coin under a shingle and made sure it fit the spot tightly.
That accounted for one. The plaster walls had several cracks, a few rather large. One near his bed rose from the floor and continued halfway to the low ceiling. He slipped two gold coins inside the crack, standing them on end, and scratched above the crack with his fingernail to free enough plaster dust to cover the coins. He spat in his hand and used it to wet the dust, then packed it in the bottom of the crack. When done, the coins were hidden.
He then pulled a drawer from the chest and turned it upside down. Lighting the candle, he waited for the wax to melt and then placed one large and three small copper coins on the underside of the drawer. He let the melted wax cover the coins until they were securely stuck to the bottom. He turned the drawer back over and inserted it into in the slot. He placed his supply of dried food in the drawer.
Any thief with experience would check the undersides of the drawers as soon as they finished searching backpacks and the bed. Finding the coins would satisfy them they had located his stash. They would look no more, thinking they had it all.
He headed down the stairs. A pot of stew hung simmering from a hook over a low fire. Three piles of wooden bowls were sitting beside it, and a small box held a variety of carved spoons. He filled a bowl with a ladle and selected a spoon. He spotted an unoccupied table and sat.
An older man at the next table leaned close and said, �New here?�
�Umm, yes.�
�Catch the eye of a girl with a red apron to get something to drink. Don�t get the cheap ale or you�ll regret it, that is if you can even drink it. I think it�s the leftover dishwater. Bread, butter and preserves in that cupboard over there,� he motioned with a flick of his eyes.
Gray held out his hand to shake. �Thank you, sir.�
�Please, my days of being addressed as sir are long gone. You may call me Bear.�
�Bear? Do you mind if I ask why?�
�Go grab yourself a hunk of bread to sop up your stew. My old stories can wait.�
Gray found the bread, three different kinds of loaves. He tore off some of the dark, and one held the distinct aroma of rye. He tore off some of that, too. A wooden spatula was sitting in the tub of butter. He applied a generous portion but skipped either of the two jars of preserves.
Bear nodded his approval at Gray�s selection. �Can always tell a good man by the bread he eats and what he puts on it.�
�Then you would not think me so good if you looked at my selections later. I intend to try the preserves and a lot of it.�
�See? You�re smart enough to take care of business in the proper order, and you have the self-restraint to forego what you like for what needs to be done. You do nothing further, impresses me.�
�My name is Gray. I think we�re going to become friends.� With that, he turned his attention to eating. The stew was good, better than he expected. A few unfamiliar spices were quickly becoming his favorites. The meat was unknown, but cut into small pieces, probably to go further and to prevent selfish diners from taking it all.
Bear retreated to his mug of dark wine, giving Gray some privacy and time to think. When he finished eating he turned to Bear, and said, �As a newcomer to this city, is there anything else you believe I should know?�
The old man slowly turned and said, �I think you�ll soon figure it out if there is anything. However, as you are now my best new friend in Fleming, please feel free to ask me anything.�
On impulse, Gray asked, �Do you enjoy after-meal walks?�
�I do indeed. If you�re inviting me, I accept.� Bear was already standing. �Do you have a destination in mind?�
�I�d like to go down to Front Street and watch some of the ships loading and unloading. I�ve never seen the sea.�
�One of my favorite pastimes. Is there a particular ship you�re interested in?�
There was one, but Gray didn�t dare mention the name. Lady Marion. It was the ship that Fleet had found that traveled between Fleming, Shrewsbury, the Marlstone Islands, and Breslau. He didn�t dare say the name because it told anyone listening exactly what he was interested in, and the word would spread as it always does. His enemies would appear.
He shook his head in answer to the question. �There seems to be so much going on at the docks I thought I�d watch for a while until I�m to meet my family contact.�
The answer was true enough. If he listened closely he would hear of ships departing and others due, if the Lady Marion was not in port, which he assumed it was not. From her schedule, she was probably docked in Fleming less than once a lunar.
Bear grunted, �Watching the port seems to be the business of everyone in the city, one way or another. If they�re not shipping, they�re receiving goods, or traveling to far off ports. Some provide rope, canvas for sails, fruits, meats, clothing, wine, and weapons. Not a lot of business in Fleming but for the ships, which was why I thought you might have more than a casual interest.�
That was a long speech that lasted from the table inside the inn until they were well down the street. The statement had almost said that Gray was in Fleming to do business with a ship. Almost, but not quite calling him a liar. He decided to speak less and listen more, as Tessa had told him.
The two people he had met today had both made stunning insights based on scant information. Gray knew that with one more slip, he may as well head back across the drylands and go home. These people already knew too much.
When Gray didn�t respond, Bear pointed where they should turn at the corner, and Bear continued, �Those providing goods and services include me. A while ago you asked why I�m called Bear. I don�t tell most people, but I like you.�
Gray looked at him with interest. A secret no matter how small is a confidence usually shared only with friends.
�Don�t spread it around, but the Bear in The Red Bear Inn is me.� Then he laughed.
�You own it? But you said the cheap ale is swill.�
�Allow me to correct you, Gray. I believe I said it is dishwater, not swill.�
�You eat there?�
�It�s my home. I have a small apartment in the rear. Eating there ensures the quality of the food is better than at other inns, and the drink, with the exception of the poor ale, is of better quality. We do charge a bit more, but I think it�s worth it.�
Gray considered telling him about the fat woman at the door who cheats customers. Then he decided to keep quiet. What if she was his wife? And if he didn�t know of her sticky fingers, that was Bear�s fault because she did little to hide her actions.
And if she spotted something that might be profitable, he had no doubt her lips were to Bear�s ears. A woman like that probably made him a wealthy man. She could see who was buying and selling from whom, who deferred to another, what card player cheated, and she probably overheard deals for cargo being bought and sold daily.
She was probably the most valuable employee Bear had, and Gray felt sure he knew it. The very shape of the room allowed her to be near almost every table since she sat in an alcove looking asleep most of the time, who would not spill their secrets with that room?
They turned at Front Street, the street that wound along the waterfront. At one side of the street were docks, piers, and gravel places for storage of items to be shipped, or recently unloaded. The other side of the street was lined with businesses, the buildings touching one another in efforts to cram more along the street.
There were ships chandlers dealing with all the various items a sailing ship requires or wanted. Canvas, ropes, anchor chain, spars, masts, planking, and even sailors seeking berths were available. Other stores sold clothing, meat, pastries, weapons, and fresh vegetables. Sailors always want fresh fruits and vegetables; he�d heard. And milk. They love milk after a voyage, almost as much as rum.
Along the wharf-side of the street were several patios, complete with chairs and small tables. For the price of a mug of wine or rum or a small meal, patrons could sit under the shade of the overhanging roof and watch the ships. Cargoes were often sold or purchased there. Others watched for opportunities to make money.
Learning early that a ship due to arrive with a load of grain might make the cost per pound go down, so selling any grain in stock while the price remained high was only good business.
Bear nodded to a vacant table. �Care to refresh ourselves while we watch?�
Gray said, �Only if you allow me to pay for a mug containing something better than dishwater.�
Bear navigated through a crowd where all seemed to know his name. Most greeted him warmly, but a few smiles evaporated as he passed the men. Only a few women were there, but at dockside, with the shouting, cursing, and occasional fighting, most women chose to be elsewhere.
Gray allowed Bear to order for both of them, but he reached for a large copper to surrender, or he suspected Bear would manage to pay. He let his eyes roam the ships. Each had a name on the bow, but none displayed �Lady Marion�. He checked the cargos, looking for the green dragon stamp Tessa had seen.
�Looking for something? I might be able to help.�
Bear seemed a little too friendly in his offers to help. But he hadn�t built and maintained one of the best inns in the city without being savvy to handling people. Gray said, �I�m just taking it all in. There�s so much to see.�
A waiter took Bear�s order. Bear flashed a smile that unnerved Gray. It was as if the man could see right through him. It would be wise to have one drink and make an excuse to return to the inn. It might even be wise to move to a different inn if he was so transparent to Bear.
As those thoughts crossed his mind, his eyes spotted Prater, the young man he�d met on the road. Prater was standing beside a pile of boxes on a pier taller than his head. He was speaking intently to another man, who had his back to Gray.
When the other man turned, he matched the description of the one he had come to Fleming to meet. Caldor. The man Tessa said helped her, but she still didn�t trust.
Of all the people in Fleming, besides Bear; the only two he knew, were talking together. His own insight told Gray that he was the subject of their conversation.

CHAPTER SIX 

Gray didn�t know how to react to Caldor and Prater speaking together on the dock. He was certain that it was Caldor from the description he was to seek out, and there could be no mistake about Prater.
Prater had pretended to befriend him on the road while asking too many questions. Caldor was not trusted by Tessa but might provide valuable information. Gray half-turned his head away as they strode in his general direction. The mugs of wine arrived in time for him to lift his mug to help hide his face.
Bear scooted his chair part of the way around the table, placing his body between the two men and Gray. �You might consider wearing a hat to conceal that wild hair. It�ll let you hide behind the brim.�
�What?�
�Son, I�ve been around the bush a time or two. I like you, or I�d mention you to Caldor and let him do with you as he wishes. He eats at my inn a few times every ten days, you know. Actually, I think you do know. We, you and me, will have ourselves a little private talk later.�
Gray sank into his chair. He refused to meet Bear�s eyes.
�Oh come on, drink up and watch the show. Do you think they�re unloading that ship in front of us for any other reason?�
Bear�s twisting of the facts drew a smile from Gray. He watched a crate being lowered onto a cart, but the mule pulling the cart only saw the large thing coming in its direction. It heed and hawed, trying to escape the menace by twisting and bucking. A lone tender tried to calm the beast, drawing laughs and guffaws from the watching crowd.
Bear laughed with the others and then asked, �I don�t suppose you know that other man with Caldor?�
�You�ve met?�
�This morning. On the road.�
�You approached him?�
�The other way around.�
�I thought that might be the case. They�ve gone on up the hill, so you�re free to look around again. Unless you have something else to do, I�d like to speak to you in private.�
�There is one thing I wanted to do if you don�t mind.�
�Maybe I can help. What is it that�s so important?� Bear asked.
Gray had decided that if he didn�t trust Bear, it didn�t matter. Bear already intuitively knew far more than he should but running an inn gave him insights that others might not have. He might also help Gray in ways others couldn�t.
Gray said, �I want to buy some maps. Can you direct me to the best place to find a variety?�
That brought a reappraising shift of Bear�s eyes, then a smile. He pointed further down Front Street. �There�s a good man I know. Come with me.�
They walked together, Gray keeping a wary eye out for Caldor or Prater, or both. With Bear steering the way, they slipped through the throngs of people as easily as Gray might do on a deserted street. Bear took him into a small shop that advertised books.
Bear greeted the proprietor as an old friend. After a few friendly exchanges, Bear made sure no other customers were present. He said, �This is my new friend, Gray. If we may, could you show us a few things you might have in your backroom?�
The slender old man hesitated for only an instant, then relented. �Of course.�
He turned and unlocked a door behind the counter and shooed them inside, before closing it. The tinkling bell on the front door would notify him of any customers entering the store. He said, �What were you looking for, young man?�
�I�m not sure. Maps and charts, for sure. I want a selection. Good ones. Accurate and with information about each place, if possible.�
Bear said, �It sounds like you want an atlas.�
�I don�t know what that is,� Gray admitted.
The shop owner chuckled and said, �It�s what you just described. I have three for sale, all different, so at least two are full of incorrect information.�
�Do they cover the whole kingdom?�
Bear and the shop owner passed a look between them. The shop owner said, �More like this whole part of the world.�
�I also want maps and charts.�
�I have them, too. Maps of the Raging Mountains, the Sand Isles, the swamps of Megara, the Northlands, and so on. I have over two hundred, but I�m assuming you only wish to buy one or two. If you can narrow down the area, I�ll show you what I have.�
Bear said, �Gray, rest assured your choices of maps will go no further than this room. Only a very few people even know of the maps contained here, and less are allowed to see them.�
The shop owner said, �If Bear had not asked, in person, you would not have been allowed inside the door. I would not have sold you as much as a book. My collection is for my own research, so selling any is only by request of a few people.�
Gray decided to trust them. �I would like to see maps or charts of what lies across the Endless Sea. I know ships travel there, but it is always kept a secret. I�d like to know why, and what is there that others are keeping from us.�
The shop owner glanced at Bear and said from the side of his mouth. �Did you prompt him?�
�I did not. Not one single word or suggestion.�
The shop owner turned to Gray. �In that case, I�d like to more properly introduce myself. My name is Shailer. My maps are at your disposal on one condition. We will both understand that condition before we shake hands on an agreement.�
Gray looked at Bear, who shook his head and said, �This is between Shailer and you.�
The proprietor said, �I, and my good friend Bear, are seekers of knowledge. To achieve what we wish to know we rely on a web of informants, some paid, others voluntary. We don�t give a damn which star we were born under or your political affiliations. Do you understand me so far?�
�I think so.�
�Think so is not good enough. We are in possession of information that would most certainly cost lives if released. If we choose to share that same information with you, it gives you a responsibility that may be more than you wish.�
Gray sputtered, �How can I give you my word when I do not know what we�re talking about? I mean, if what you tell me puts my family in danger, I cannot agree.�
Shailer cocked his head and replied, �While you are correct in what you said, I will make myself clearer. I do not care that you are part of the Dragon Clan�, the king�s court, or one of the Sherriff�s spies. I assure you that if the information I share holds any danger to you or your family, you have my permission to share it with them. Otherwise, you will tell no one about it. Nothing.�
�I can agree to that,� Gray said, stunned at the promise, as well as the very long pause after mentioning the Dragon Clan. They know.
The old man clapped his hands together then held one out to shake. �Welcome to our little club, Gray.�
�I suppose Caldor and Prater are also members,� Gray said.
Bear snorted, �Most certainly not!�
That news was more shocking than the revelation of a secret society that he�d been invited to join. Gray said, �I am at a loss in a dozen ways.�
The two men laughed. Bear said, �There are things in our world that are mysteries. Not magical or spiritual things, but common, everyday mysteries that others know the answers for.�
Shailer continued, �For instance, the Endless Sea is not endless nor is it a sea. It is an ocean, and ships are able to cross it, yet only one does.�
�The Lady Marion?�
They exchanged looks again. Then Shailer said, �It took us over ten years to find that.�
Bear just smiled and nodded for Shailer to continue.
�We know there are people across the sea,� Shailer said. �Yet we know of nobody who has gone there except the crew of the Lady Marion. Bear has provided casks of ale to ply the sailors of that ship, but none admits to setting foot ashore. We have no idea of what lies over there.�
A slight woman appeared from behind a curtain with a tray of cups. She flashed a smile intended only for Gray, or that is the way he saw it. She poured hot cider for the three of them, and indicated they should sit on the three chairs in the room, chairs Gray hadn�t noticed until now.
�My youngest daughter, Kelby,� Shailer said with a teasing smile. �No, she has not yet taken a husband, but that is to be understood. Who would marry such an ugly girl with her obstinate personality?�
Gray thought she�d be insulted. However, she laughed and said, �Who would want the daughter of a senile bookseller? If you had provided a proper income, maybe I�d have that husband you always speak of.�
She swept from the room. The three of them sat and sipped warm cider. Kelby didn�t reappear to Gray�s disappointment. That was probably just as well because he wouldn�t concentrate on the topic at hand, but only on the girl. The talk turned to maps, and Shailer pulled one from a shelf and opened it. He pointed to several items along the coastline, and to the Marlstone Islands, a five-day sail from the port of Shrewsbury.
The light was dim in the room, and Shailer found two lamps. He and Bear discussed several aspects of the map in detail while Gray�s eyes went to the far side of the ocean on the map. It was barren, devoid of names or places.
Gray listened but said nothing. The information they exchanged was mostly guesswork, with some drunken statements by sailors who were known liars. Other things were identified only by guesses. None seemed factual. Gray decided that he could not make any serious error by asking one more critical question since the pair seemed to know everything about him, but an answer might protect his family. �Tell me about the green dragons.�
Bear and Shailer glanced at each other with blank, innocent expressions. But Gray had been watching them closely. Bear�s left eye twitched, just the slightest of twitches, but enough for Gray to know they were aware of them.
Shailer said, rolling a chart and banding it. �Why don�t you tell us?�

CHAPTER SEVEN 

After examining three more maps, all with vague and conflicting drawings of the coastline of Breslau, Gray came to the decision that they were all probably wrong. Worse, he believed it intentional, as did Bear and Shailer. Someone didn�t want people in the Northlands Province to know what Breslau looked like, how it was ruled, or anything else.
The sun was down before Bear settled himself into his chair and lifted a new cup of hot tea. Looking at Gray, he said, �I think it�s time to tell us of your green dragons.�
The information Gray had already gained would never have been gathered without their help, and he had promised to share, as they had. He decided it was in the best interest of the Dragon Clan to share at least part of the information. �A few years ago green dragons arrived here. They fight our red, tans, blacks, and even our greens. Having spoken to three different friends of the Dragon Clan, all confirm that the greens must come from another land. They first appeared in Fleming.�
Bear said, �So a search for their origin has begun, I assume.�
Shailer listened carefully, then reached for another map as he spoke. �Your friends telling you this may be wrong in their assumption. If you look at this map, Shrewsbury is further down the coast, located at the tip of a peninsula. It is also the first port of call for the Lady Marion when she returns from Breslau.�
Gray said, �No, the green dragons are seen flying near Fleming.�
�Look at this map, my friend. The ridge of mountains that makes up that peninsula is where they might nest. North of Shrewsbury, south of Fleming. It�s the same distance from those mountains to Fleming as it is to Shrewsbury.�
He was right.
Bear said, �It would also make sense for anyone arriving from Breslau to get off the ship there. It�s a much smaller port with fewer eyes watching.�
Gray reached for his refilled cup and realized he had not seen Kelby slip in to pour more cider. But his mind quickly returned to the implications the two had pointed out. They were right. Shrewsbury was a better place to arrive, with fewer eyes to watch. The dragons flying over the Fleming Bay could be a ruse to confuse the Dragon Clan, or it might be as simple as good hunting for the green dragons up north of Fleming.
Then there was Caldor and Prater. How did they fit into the subject? He felt certain that they did, but he didn�t know which side they were on. Tessa leaned to theirs, but she was not sure and didn�t trust him too much. But he had been helpful. Of course, that may have been a ploy to get closer to her.
The appearance of Prater on the road now seemed even more suspicious. However, how could he have known Gray would walk out of the desert at that place?
The biggest question and the one he�d been sent to resolve was why had a dragon-bonded newcomer, or other, helped Raymer escape? It would be easy to lose sight of that objective with all the other information he was learning. A simple answer came to mind, and he paused, looking at the wall with blank eyes as he considered it. Suppose that person had not intended to help Raymer. Perhaps Raymer�s escape was a coincidence or red-herring. What if it covered up something else? Or drew attention away from another activity that helped the others?
Bear said, �This is all very interesting, but if I might impose on you, Gray. I�m terribly hungry, and the walk to the Red Bear is safer with two.�
Shailer stood and as they walked into the front room of the bookstore said, �I would join you, but I would like to spend some time with my maps and studies and meet again in a day or two.�
That sounded both reasonable and met the needs of all. Outside, after short goodbyes, Gray drew in his first lungful of damp, night, sea air. Down the street, three sailors sang a sea chant, but he wasn�t sure if they all sang the same tune. A man wearing all black was slinking in the shadows. An older woman who tried to appear and act young tried to draw them nearer.
Bear navigated their way up the hillside and into the Red Bear Inn. He took Gray�s arm and steered him to an empty table near the fireplace. �I hope this is fine with you. I get cold these days, or I should say these nights.�
�I like the warmth.�
Bear smiled, �I�m sure you�re used to it.�
Answering would reveal another small fact. It seemed Bear never let up. Gray said, �I will need sleep soon. This has been a long day.�
�It may get longer. Quickly gather your wits about you.�
A hand found Gray�s shoulder, and he turned to see who it belonged to. Caldor stood at his side and a little behind. �My name is Caldor, and I believe we have a friend in common. An athletic woman called Tessa?�
Gray had two conflicting thoughts on how to respond. He could deny knowing Tessa, or he could ask how Caldor knew that he was her friend. Instead, he stood and shook Caldor�s hand, grinning and nodding his head like he was the uneducated second cousin from the backcountry.
�It is very good to meet you. I enjoyed the time I spent with Fleet and the little time with Tessa.�
�Fleet has spoken of you many times,� Gray said while thinking that each of those times Fleet warned that he didn�t trust Caldor.
Caldor turned to Bear. �May I join you?�
�Of course. We were just about to eat.�
While the two of them talked, Gray scanned the dining room for Prater. When he didn�t see him, he wondered if he might find him ransacking his room upstairs while Caldor held their attention, or perhaps outside in a dark alley where he could watch all who arrived or left.
He also realized that the two men were not friends, but more acquaintances. Bear gave the appearance of being a little slow, and often confused. But in the bookstore, Gray had seen another Bear, one quick and intuitive. He decided to speak little, think first, and let Bear, a master at gathering information, do most of the talking.
Bear signaled a serving girl and asked for three fish dinners, bread, and ale for all three. He didn�t consult them, and nobody objected.
�So you arrived today?� Caldor asked Gray.
Gray decided to confront Caldor with a question of his own and see if he stumbled. �Today? How do you know that, if I may ask?�
�I saw you enter with your travel belongings around mid-day.�
Chagrinned, Gray said, �Please excuse my abruptness, but I�m normally a private person and wondered.�
�In Fleming, there�s not much that�s gone unnoticed,� Caldor said, an irritating smile that others might take for humor.
Gray and Bear passed a brief look that told they recognized the smile. �The fish is very good,� Gray said, trying to keep to safe subjects.
Caldor leaned closer. �Do your people eat a lot of fish?�
The obvious inference was Gray�s family lived in the drylands where there was little water and no fish. But Oasis had a lake teaming with them. Without a pause, he said, �Yes we do. My mother was fond of baked fish, but I like fried.�
Bear gave a small nod of approval as he bit into a handful of still warm bread. The tension at the table had increased a notch with Gray�s answer.
Caldor turned to Bear. �I have not seen you bidding on cargo lately.�
�That�s because I haven�t.� Bear didn�t offer any excuse or explanation.
But Caldor then said, �Perhaps in a few days. Some ships that carry interesting cargo are due. I believe the Lady Marion will arrive in a day or two.�
He had stressed the name of the ship only slightly as he watched for reactions. Gray realized he hadn�t reacted because he�d missed the mention of the name while thinking of Kelby, the girl in the bookstore. Bear was simply too wily to fall for such an obvious trap.
Bear said, �The Beacon is also due, and I�ve heard it may have bolts of clothing from across the sea.�
Caldor couldn�t conceal his reaction at the mention of across the sea, although he tried. He patted his lips with his napkin and said, �Where would that be?�
�A rumor, only. I heard a sailor talking to another one night. He was sitting over there.� Bear motioned to a table near them. �He said his captain heard that cargo from across the Endless Sea brings gold down to Shrewsbury, but you know how mariners lie when they drink.�
�They do indeed,� Caldor agreed.
But his eyes looked worried. Gray was still on his first mug of ale while the other two were on their third. Gray intended to make his last the whole evening. However, Caldor stood and excused himself with apologies and promises to continue talking another night.
Bear said, �He seemed upset when I mentioned Shrewsbury.�
�Yes, he did. Upset or worried. Maybe both.�
�You did well, Gray. I thought I�d have to help you, but you handled yourself in a way I like. Mostly you knew when to keep your mouth shut, and finding a business partner like that is a blessing for me.�
�Partner?�
Bear laughed. �Well, it is true that I have not asked you formally, but I thought you might consider being a paid agent for me and for my shipping business. I am too old and fat to travel these days. Besides, I have to remain here and keep an eye on that woman who runs my inn, or she�ll steal even more from me.�
�I don�t understand.�
�I thought that I may expand my purchases of cargo. A good place to do that might be Shrewsbury. There�s less competition and some interesting cargo, so I�ve heard.�
�Heard from imaginary sailors?� Gray asked.
�Think about it. I�ll send you there, and you will have to explore the options on cargo purchases and shipments. I wouldn�t expect you to keep our business relationship a secret. Others would know of it from the first, and they�ll understand your interests in ships and cargo. Of course, if you may also have other interests of your own, but they are not my concern.�
Gray liked the idea. It was simple and believable. He had already decided to travel to Shrewsbury when he had first examined the map in the rear of the bookstore. The idea that the others disembarked there made sense, too. It explained why nobody in Fleming seemed aware of strangers in their midst. Doubly odd when rumors in Fleming seemed to spread through the streets faster than a man could run.
His new friend and benefactor, Bear, also knew far more than he let on, especially about the Dragon Clan. He allowed hints to slip without ever making a firm statement about it, but the hints were often so direct there could be little doubt. Gray also suspected Bear thought him part of the Dragon Clan and hoped for verification.
Gray didn�t believe he was stubborn or too secretive. But before revealing his origins he wanted to understand why Bear was interested. Even with the best of intentions today, tomorrow might bring other objectives for the owner of the inn. The same went for Shailer, the bookstore owner.
�I�ll do it,� Gray declared, pounding his palm on the table.
Bear reached out to shake hands. �Tomorrow we will make plans. Is there any reason you cannot depart the morning after?�
�I can leave tomorrow if you like.�
�No, that�s too soon. You�re excited now, and more tired than you know. When you come down in the morning, we�ll talk and eat, and go watch the cargo being loaded. People will see us, and they�ll talk and wonder about our relationship. We might even stop in at that little bookstore. You can perhaps escort Shailer�s daughter down the street. Let them see your reason for visiting there.�
�I can do that,� Gray said, feeling the ale had taken hold of him.
�You�ll have to pretend to be very close with her. Allow her to hold your arm and walk together as if you�re a couple. Just to fool any who happen to take note of that sort of thing.�
Gray couldn�t hide the smile as he excused himself and headed for the stairs. Once in his room, he tried to keep the floor from tilting. He threw open the shutters and breathed in the refreshing night air.
He hadn�t lighted the candle yet, and as he stood in the darkness, he noticed furtive movement deep in the shadows of an alley across the road. His years of standing duty as a watcher for the family made him stand perfectly still. His eyes roamed, looking for another movement. Seeing none, he concentrated on the place where it had been earlier.
Others walked the street, singularly or in pairs. Two emerged from the inn almost at his feet, and the splash of light from the door detailed a man hovering at the edge of the alley. A tall, thin man wearing the same sort of clothing as Prater.
Gray closed the shutters gently. He pushed the chair to where the door opened so the chair legs scraping on the wood floor would wake him if any tried entering. Then he placed his knife carefully on the floor near the bed where an intruder would not see it.
�I hope it rains,� he told himself as he climbed into bed and thinking of Prater in the alley.

CHAPTER EIGHT 

Gray slept late. The combination of ale, which he was unused to drinking, and the long days of walking across the drylands had tired his body to the point that he felt fifty instead of twenty-five. Added to that was all he�d learned in one short day. His mind churned as he recalled one point after another. He couldn�t keep to one line of thoughts before leaping to another.
The smells of cooked meat and baked bread swirled around the room as he dressed. The chair braced against the door reminded him of Prater standing in the dark and watching his room. A glance out the window told him it had not rained. Too bad. But he felt certain that if he had left the inn, Prater would have followed. Gray slipped his knife back into the scabbard and peeked out the shutters to see if anyone in the alley watched the inn. If they did, he didn�t see them.
At the foot of the stairs, he caught the small hand-sign to sit at Bear�s table. Gray sat and immediately a serving girl appeared at his side. It was good to sit with the owner and get the best service. Soon the table held bread, preserves, butter, and a bowl of steaming mixed grains sprinkled with a brown spice that was both sweet and strong.
Bear nursed a mug of hot cider, mixed with a dark ale. He suggested Gray try a cup, and before long it also sat in front of him.
Bear said, �You slept late, but that was expected. Feeling better?�
�I do,� Gray said between a spoonful and biting off a hunk of bread that was soft and warm inside with a hard crust on the outside. He used the knife at his hip to spread butter and preserves.
�A peaceful night, I take it?�
Gray looked up and paused before answering. He didn�t want to sound like a child scared of the dark. On the other hand, they needed to share information. �I saw someone hidden in the shadows last night. It looked like a man I met on the road. Prater was his name.�
�Tall skinny kid who�s older than he looks?�
�I saw him with Caldor yesterday before we went to the bookstore.�
Gray finished the bowl and declined a refill. He finished the black tea.
Bear tipped his chair back and waited as if deciding to share something with Gray. Then he leaned forward. �I believe Prater spend time in Shrewsbury, along with Caldor.�
The statement was simple enough on the face of it, but there were depths that became apparent as Gray thought about it. Shrewsbury, the port where he suspected the others arrived from Breslau. A small port city. It would seem to test the coincidence to think they had not known each other there. They were certainly friends now. Well, perhaps �friends� was the wrong word. They worked together, friendly or not.
�I see. But I am not wealthy nor a trader. Why would they watch me?�
�Why would Prater go to all the trouble to arrange to meet you on the road? And how did he know when and where to do it?� Bear�s words were gentle, but firm.
Gray had no answer until he remembered the red dragon. It had flown near him and landed where Fleet�s black had been injured. Then it flew off in the direction of the road. The same road where Prater had met him.
Gray said, �I thought Caldor is here in Fleming most of the time. How about Prater?�
�You�re quick to put things together. Prater is often gone. I do not know where, but he is in Fleming less than he is away.�
He watches the road, waiting for us. Gray needed to tell his family. Prater had known where to watch. When he spotted the red dragon he then probably approached any who traveled the road until he found the right one.
At the very least, Prater was a spy for the others. Or for their king. Or he was a bounty hunter after the rewards offered by King Ember. In no sense was he a friend.
Gray�s next thought was that Prater may have had a confederate who backtracked Gray. If he did, Stinson was out there. At least, his body was.
�You�re looking pale,� Bear said.
�I confess that I�m not very good at intrigue. I�m just thinking about all the mistakes I�ve made.�
�Gray, you�re right. You have. But let me tell you something. Those same mistakes brought you to Shailer and me. He and I have been trying to figure out what the hell is going on for about three years, and we think you may be our key. It�s not about us taking sides. It�s about dangers that we believe are coming to our city, province, and kingdom. I�m talking about war.�
�War?�
�I�ll let you decide for yourself, but when you communicate with your family, tell them there are at least two in Fleming who will work with them.�
�If something happens to me?�
�Then we watch for another from your family. I�m sure one or two will come along before too much time passes. We think circumstances are coming to a head.� Bear drew a long breath and waited.
The thought of the red dragon surged to the forefront of his thought. It made Gray change the subject. The red had flown to, and over the road between Fleming and Shrewsbury. Remembering the maps from last night, what lay ahead of the dragon�s flight was the peninsula ridged with mountains, where the greens may have their lair. South of that was Shrewsbury.
But what if the green dragons had sensed and attacked the red? Would he feel the death on his back? The sensitive touches were limited by distance, even for those few who were bonded, but the death of a dragon was felt by all over a vast range. It hadn�t happened since the dragons had fought and fallen into the bay near Fleming. There were those in his family who sensed it then, but only a few. The distance was too far. But he was close. Not even a full day�s walk.
Again, Gray wished he had a method to communicate with his family. Even writing. But, having none made him decide what to do instead of relying on others. With information so important, should he return home now? What choice did he have?
Another idea slipped into his mind as sinewy as any snake hunting prey. Until now Caldor and Prater were the aggressors if seeming to be his friends. Perhaps he could use their actions against them, and at the same time, he might find out more about them than they found about him.
�I have an idea. I�ll go to Shrewsbury but not without looking behind my back every step of the way. Your idea of me working with you gives me legitimacy, and that should be easy enough for all but Caldor and Prater. I think at least one of them will follow me there.�
�I agree. We should visit Shailer and his bookstore soon.� Bear said. �There are also other items to accomplish, such as your stroll with Kelby.�
�Is there a weapons shop that sells quality bows nearby?�
Bear nodded while rubbing his chin. �Oddly enough, there is one on the way, if we travel a different route. Are you ready?�
They walked outside into a late morning sun. The sky was clear, the air warm, and the crowds thin. Bear talked incessantly of nothing as they moved down one street and up another. However, his eyes traveled behind them, to all cross streets, and ahead. His eyes rested on every person sitting at an outdoor caf�. Bear greeted many of them, and waved to others, but his attention was on who was watching him, and Gray.
Bear guided Gray into a doorway and opened the handle as if he knew the insides well. Gray found weapons lining the walls of all sorts, but mostly bows. He glanced at the short, stout bows favored by the army, the longer lean bows hunters requested, and finally the long bows used in sieges to reach across distances, and arrows high enough to fly over a castle wall.
A man stood behind the counter and nodded to Bear in a familiar greeting. Bear said, �My friend, Gray, needs a bow. Will you see if you have what he likes and put it on my account?�
�You don�t have to do that,� Gray objected.
�If we�re to be business partners, I must pay my portion of the expenses.�
The man behind the counter watched the interchange and asked Gray, �What sort of bow?�
�I want a long bow. One to shoot an arrow as far as possible.�
The man glanced at Gray�s arms and powerful shoulders. He selected a bow from the wall and strung it. �Try the pull on that.�
Gray took the bow, noticing it was thicker than any he�d ever held. He tried the pull and found it slightly too hard. A second was perfect. He had to pull with all his might, but that�s what he wanted. Practice would strengthen his arms quickly.
�That bow will put an arrow from here to the waterfront and beyond. Hunting for large game, are you?�
Gray smiled and agreed with a nod of his head. Yes, he was hunting for large game, dragons to be exact. Twenty arrows held tightly together in a quiver were next.
�Sure you don�t want to go out back and try out a target?� The shopkeeper asked.
Gray said, �Thanks, but I know how to use this.�
They left the shop with Gray carrying the quiver in one hand and the bow in his other. The quiver had a shoulder strap, but Gray didn�t feel comfortable wearing it in the city. Bear directed them down to the docks and Front Street. Gray noticed the eyes taking note of him. They paused at a railing and watched the ships for a while then moved on to the bookstore.
Kelby worked the counter. Her eyes lit up when she saw Gray, but she addressed Bear. �The best of mornings to you, sir.�
�Would your father be in the back?�
�Where else?� she giggled as if he�d made a joke, but her attention was still on Gray.
Bear led the way to the back room where they found Shailer pouring over more maps and charts. He looked up while holding a rolled map flat on a table. His appearance was disheveled enough to have missed sleep the night before. �I have little new information, but it may be of use. It�s more about what is not on the charts than is. I have also managed to obtain two old shipping manifests for the Lady Marion by telling a cargo master you are looking for profit.�
Bear shrugged. �I�m always looking to doing that. I just bought and sold some imported cargo a few days ago. It should raise no eyebrows.�
�I only mention it in case you are asked. The manifests themselves are interesting in what is not there.� Shailer waited for one of them to tell him to continue, but when neither did quickly enough, he said, �What is not there, is enough cargo for a ship to earn a profit.�
Bear waited, thinking about Shailer�s statement. �The Lady Marion makes four ports as I recall. If Fleming is not earning them profits, it would be easy enough to shift this leg to Castle Warrington, or some other port.�
Shailer handed Bear a sheaf of documents. �Not just Fleming. They cannot make a profit on a single leg of their trade route.�
Gray blurted out, �Then how does the ship stay in business?�
�How indeed?� Shailer teased.
Bear said, �Somebody pays the expenses. Ships, crews, rigging, food, and materials for repair and other supplies are expensive. How short do they fall?�
Shailer passed Bear a tally sheet he�d been scribbling on when they entered. �Every voyage costs the owners a fistful of gold.�
Bear whistled at the sum. �Who are the owners?�
�They were hard to find, but after a long night of research, I believe I tracked them down. It�s listed as a company called, Embers Shipping.�
Gray caught the significance of the name instantly and tried to hide his excitement as he asked, �As in King Embers?�
Shailer shrugged. �Who knows? But I personally know of no other, but the crown who could sustain the losses that this ship accrues year after year.�

CHAPTER NINE 

After learning the owner of the Lady Marion might be King Ember, Gray made another change to his plans before he looked up and faced Shailer and Bear. The information he�d seen was too important for his family. If something happened to him, his family wouldn�t know any of it. The news was potentially so devastating that it meant an immediate end to his mission.
The family also needed to know about Shrewsbury being the place where the others probably landed on this coast, and that the green dragons probably nested in the rugged mountains of the peninsula. They also should know about the lack of information of Breslau on any maps or charts.
The entire mission had changed in Shailer�s book shop. With a pang of regret, he remembered they also needed to know about Stinson�s fate. It was his duty to return and warn them of all those things. A future mission could continue his objectives. However, the search should begin in Shrewsbury.
�Something wrong?� Bear asked him, taking a small step closer.
Shailer also looked concerned. To be as honest with them as he could, Gray said, �Yes. My family sent me to learn about things that may place them in danger. I feel I�ve found so much I have to return.�
Bear said, �Too bad you didn�t bring someone with you.�
Gray shrugged. He started to explain, but held back.
Shailer turned and sat in a chair, a chart of an ocean on his lap if the blue coloring indicated water. Instead of looking at the chart, his eyes sought out Gray�s. In a soft voice that carried only to Bear and Gray, he said, �So, a short visit to your home and then you are off again to Shrewsbury? If so, we still have matters to discuss.�
The question solved Gray�s problems. He could simply detour and spend two days reaching Oasis and two traveling back to the road. Perhaps one to meet with the council and share his information. They would send out Tessa and, at least, one other messenger to spread the knowledge to other families, and those families would send out their own messengers. The information he�s stumbled across was not only for his immediate family but for all the Dragon Clan.
�I could use a cup of ale before we go on, but yes. A quick trip home and then on to Shrewsbury.�
�Will your family allow you to continue?� Shailer asked, still speaking softly.
Gray considered. They should have no reason to prevent him, but he couldn�t be sure. Yes, I can be sure. They cannot stop me. �I expect them to let me go, but in the end, it is my choice, and I will leave for Shrewsbury because there�s information in that port that we must know.�
�That we you mentioned includes Shailer and myself, I hope,� Bear grunted. �And I know you�re not an ale drinker, so I suppose the ale you asked for is your excuse to lay eyes on Shailer�s beautiful daughter?�
Standing near the charts, Shailer took pity on him as he left the small room and quickly returned. Almost right behind followed Kelby, carrying a tray with frothy mugs of ale. While setting the mugs in front of each of them, her eyes never left Gray�s.
�I never asked about the bow you purchased,� Bear said when Kelby had departed.
Without thinking, Gray said, �In case I need to fight one of the green dragons.�
�Six gods dancing, why would you want to do such a thing?� Shailer asked.
Gray had backed himself into a corner with the purchase of the bow. He intended to protect the red that accompanied him from the drylands if a green attacked the red. A strong longbow and arrows had helped Tessa and Fleet, but unless he outright admitted he was Dragon Clan how could he explain?
No Dragon Clan admitted who they were unless under the most extreme circumstances. While the two men with him might suspect him, it was not the same as knowing. Besides, it was the second law, coming only after the family comes first.
He said, �You believe the green dragons roost in those mountains on the peninsula north of Shrewsbury, and I�m going to visit them and find out. At least, I�m going to find where they roost, but I need to protect myself in case I�m spotted.�
The statement sounded weak and like a lie even to Gray, but he clamped his mouth shut and waited. It was easy to tell that neither fully believed him. He covered up his nervousness by pretending to sip ale.
Shailer said, �I believe I have more bad news. Outside of Shrewsbury is the remains of an old monastery of a militant sect. It sits on a hilltop, almost a fortress. For three years the new owners of the monastery have had supplies from one ship transported there.�
�The Lady Marion, of course,� Bear said.
�I have no way of knowing what is in those crates,� Shailer said. �But I suspect weapons.�
Bear sighed and looked off to the small window high on the wall. �The fact that you could even uncover that little information is incredible, so don�t belittle yourself. I doubt if Gray or myself would have ever discovered it.�
Shailer said, �When Gray reaches Shrewsbury how will he convey to us what he finds?�
�Send someone with him?� Bear suggested. �I have some good men.�
Gray was about to shake his head and tell them he didn�t want a partner. He couldn�t take anyone to Oasis with him. Besides, working with people, not of the Dragon Clan opened him to far too many risks.
However, Shailer spoke first. �Two people together are almost as easy to kill as one, and then there is no messenger to let us know what happened. I have a better idea. There�s a small chandler in Shrewsbury that sells supplies to ships. He has a limited supply of books, charts, and maps. We�re old friends. He would be grateful for the help of a temporary clerk.�
Bear set his mug down so hard it sloshed, and he looked for a towel to wipe it as he said, �Kelby could do it. She would naturally write home and place the letters in the hands of trusted sailors.�
�Exactly. Gray could enter the chandlery as any customer might do, pass on his information and she would relay it to us. She knows the masters of several ships and officers on others. She knows who to trust. Nobody would connect the two.� Shailer said as if that solved it all.
Gray was not as sure. �What if one of those sailors opens her letters? If he is not as trustworthy as she believes? Wouldn�t that place her in danger?�
�Gray, our lifetime work here is with rare books and maps. Paper and inks. Puzzles and ciphers. There are a hundred ways to write one thing and mean another in code, but most can get confusing, and they are obviously passing on secrets to anyone seeing them, even if they cannot read the code. It�s far simpler to use ink that fades as it dries. Place the real message between the lines of ink. She�ll tell of how homesick she is, and how much she misses her loving father. I will bring out the hidden words as I read the letters.�
�Tessa, a woman at my home, says the best place to hide is in plain sight.�
Bear said, �It�s settled, then. What else?�
Shailer told Gray the name of the shop in Shrewsbury and added that Kelby would sail there by the next ship, a more comfortable and longer trip. It would take her only four or five days. While traveling fast on foot, Gray could arrive in three because the distance across the land was shorter than sailing out into the Endless Sea and around the peninsula.
However, Gray would spend at least five days on the side trip to Oasis. He would leave in the morning. Kelby might need a few days to pack and prepare. He realized nobody had discussed it with her, but on reflection he decided that a trip to another city, with intrigue and mystery added in, was not something many women would pass up.
There was not any further news to share. Shailer would speak to Kelby later. Bear and Gray left the store and wandered down Front Street, pausing to watch the activity on the docks and piers. The arm in arm walk with Kelby would have to wait until another time. Perhaps in Shrewsbury.
Gray was about to mention eating at one of the many outdoor cafes overlooking the port activity when Bear took his upper arm in a claw and whispered. �Do not look behind us. We are followed. Nod your head as if we just shared a private moment.�
Gray did as requested. Not looking behind was harder than expected. �Is it Prater? Or Caldor?�
�Prater. I thought I had spotted him before we entered the book shop but wasn�t sure. Now I am.�
�What do we do about it?�
�Nothing. It will be done for us.�
�What does that mean?�
Bear placed an arm around Gray�s shoulders and laughed as if one of them said the funniest thing. �While I am not what the Crown would call a rich man, I do have means. As such, I have to take precautions, one of which is security. I�m pleased that in your time with us you have not spotted my people protecting you.�
�Your people?�
�Gray, there are those who would rob me because they recognize I�m the owner of the Red Bear, and I have a certain reputation for earning coin. I keep at least two good men with me all the time, even when I sleep.�
Gray was stunned. Again he had missed important information. In Fleming, there seemed to be secrets within secrets, and he saw few of them. �They have followed us everywhere?�
�And at the inn. Since you did not tell me of them, I have to assume they are doing their jobs as I wish. Prater will soon understand how worthy they are.�
�You�ll confront him?�
�On my terms,� Bear said, a smug smile on his face. �You and I will go back to my inn where I will go to a small building behind the inn and meet with Prater while you enjoy some of the excellent stew we have today. There is a jar of preserves I had set out just for you. Sweet and tart. You�ll enjoy it.�
�A small building?�
�My men will show him the way. All he has to do is follow the knifepoint one of them will hold against his ribs.�
Gray found he didn�t like the answer. Not because of any love for Prater, but because the incident would draw more attention to his mission. He shared these concerns with Bear.
�A wise interpretation of the coming events, my friend. But please give me more credit. I will question Prater�s actions not because of you, but me. Why was he following me? Did he intend to rob me?�
�I see. You�ll make it personal for you. He�s not the first to attempt taking your purse. In the process, you will have to ask him other questions. Who can vouch for him? Where does he live? How does he earn his keep?�
Bear said, �You catch on fast. Caldor�s name will surface and then I will have to meet with him, also. Satisfying myself that Prater is no danger to me will take a few days, all of which is the time he cannot follow you to wherever you may go when you leave here in the morning.�
�I had planned to set a trap for him.�
�You suspected he would follow you? Good. I see more and more evidence that Shailer and I were correct in approaching you.�
They turned down a narrow, deserted alleyway that ran up the hillside to the back of the Red Bear. The sounds of a light scuffle came from behind them, but when Gray looked, there was nothing to see.
Bear muttered, �Sloppy. I�ll speak to my men.� Then he said nothing more until they reached another alley behind the inn. �Continue walking to the main road and enter the inn as innocently as you can. I will not join you until much later. Keep an eye out for Caldor and avoid him, if possible. Go to your room with an illness if he enters.�
Gray did as told. Inside the inn, he found an empty table, after scanning the room for Caldor. The fat lady at the entrance winked at him in such a way nobody else would see. He decided Bear must have also given her instructions. He took a bowl from the stack and filled it. At the bread cabinet, he scooped butter onto a huge slice of white bread that was so puffy it was more air than bread.
A third mug of red wine and a small container of preserves sat on his table when he turned, along with a small pitcher of water. Watered wine helped the water taste better. After sitting, he filled the mug nearly to the top with water. He didn�t need a light head. Red wine stained the water, as he judged how much to prevent a bad taste in his mouth.
He ate slow, listening to the low rumble of the conversation of twenty others in the room. One mentioned a dragon, but as he turned his ears to listen to that conversation, he realized they were talking about how big they were. The few he spotted were generally far out over the Bay of Fleming, so seemed small. The conversation was innocent and harmless.
Others spoke of friends, families, business, or places they�d traveled. Gray listened for tales of ocean voyages, or the word Breslau. His ears picked out individual conversations as easily as looking at one table or another. He excluded what he didn�t want to hear.
He was sitting near the table where Bear usually did, only one table away. The room seemed to channel conversations to his table, and probably even more so at the next. Bear often sat alone with a mug of ale in front of him. People probably assumed him dazed in his drink, but Gray suspected he heard all. Rumor, business opportunities, politics, or personal, Bear listened and earned a living from it.
Finished eating, he passed by the fat woman and said softly, �I�m going up to my room for a nap.�
She nodded but kept her eyes averted as if not listening. To anyone watching, it looked as if he only walked past. He climbed the stairs and opened his door. Someone had been in his room.
The candle holder had a loop for his finger. He used his right hand, but the holder was turned as a person who favored their left would place it. The blanket on the bed was different than he�d left it. He pulled the drawer out and felt underneath. The coins were still held in place by the melted wax.
That was bad. A thief would have discovered the coins. A thief in his room was acceptable, as odd as that sounded to his ears. Someone, not a thief, had been looking for information. He checked his pack, bedroll, and sniffed his water jugs to make sure nothing had been added. He decided to wash them out before using them. Poison comes in tasteless and odorless varieties.
Nothing was missing. He glanced at the crack that concealed a gold coin, and when the patch was as he left it, he didn�t bother with the other under the shingle. He went to the far corner and began an extensive search of every wall, crack, corner, and a piece of furniture. He spent the most time on the bed, finding nothing as he tossed the blanket aside to search for spiders, snakes, or other dangers.
That convinced him that all they wanted was information about him or confirmation that he was Dragon Clan. If they had taken the coins from under the drawer, he would not be sure. He�d tell Bear about the intrusion when he saw him but suspected the man was probably busy interrogating Prater.
He laid down, intending to use the quiet time to think. He woke much later. The sun was low in the sky, and the first lamps were glowing behind windows as he looked out on the street. People hustled past, most wearing coats or cloaks to fight the chill of the sea at night. He looked to where he�d seen the watcher the night before, but the alley was still lighted, and nobody lurked there.
Downstairs, Bear sat at his usual table, nursing a mug of ale and appearing to be napping. Gray suspected he was listening to a conversation that would help him. A stray comment here, a slip of the tongue there, and Bear combined the information into a useful fact. The Inn isn�t all he owns; I�ll bet.
�Come join me, Gray. Have a good nap?�
Gray settled into a chair and kept his voice soft. �My room was searched. I left a few coins for bait, but they were not taken,� Gray said as he adjusted his chair across from Bear.
A stricken expression quickly crossed his face and then disappeared. �I�ll pay you for anything stolen or damaged.�
�I think they were after information. Nothing was taken that I can tell.�
Bear cleared his throat and motioned for the woman who sat in the alcove to approach. He explained the search and she vigorously shook her head several times.
�I�ll look for myself.� She turned to Gray and continued, �Do you mind if I enter your room?�
Gray shook his head, but he could see the anger in her eyes. Not at him, but the crime had happened on her watch. He wouldn�t want her anger directed at him. She stormed up the stairs, drawing the attention of more than a few pair of eyes.
Bear shrugged and motioned for Gray to eat. A plate of sliced pork and turnips drenched in gravy had appeared in front of him. A mug of red wine and a pitcher of water were also there. Gray glanced around and didn�t see the serving girl. He wanted bread but decided not to ask for it when she flitted passed the table again, and a plate of three kinds of bread was left. The butter and preserves, too.
Bear said, �My men have Prater in the shed out back. He refused to talk. At first. Then he told us that the two of you are close friends, and he didn�t want to interrupt us, so he hung back and waited instead of interrupting our conversation.�
Gray didn�t bother to deny it. Bear didn�t believe it, so he asked, �What else?�
�He�s never heard of Caldor.�
�Stupid.�
�Oh? Why?�
�Two reasons. First, I saw them together yesterday. Second, you�ve seen them together, too. You knew exactly who he was when I described him. There�s a third reason, too. If you mention him to Caldor tonight while he�s eating here, what will Caldor say? I�ll bet he admits to knowing Prater.�
�You are quick. Or devious. That is just what I plan to tell Prater later tonight, whether Caldor eats here or not. Prater won�t know, but he will know I�ve caught him in a lie.�
Gray paused in eating long enough to say, �I�ll bet Caldor is wondering where Prater is right now. By morning, he will be searching.�
�Nobody saw us grab Prater in the alley, and if they did, they know enough to keep quiet. Nobody living in Fleming wants me for an enemy.�
The statement left no room for modification or doubt that Bear was powerful. Gray said, �I�ll leave early in the morning.�
The fat woman returned and settled into a chair next to Bear. She said heavily, �The roof. Someone climbed up there from the building beside us. Put a ladder on that roof to ours. They entered Gray�s room from the window.�
Bear sighed, �That is a lot of preparation for entering the room of a young man of modest means. Were any other rooms entered?�
She shook her head.
�Of course not,� Bear said as if that explained it all.
The woman said, �Now I suppose you�ll purchase that building, making sure this never happens again?�
�It houses a cobbler. Shoes are always a wise investment.�
Gray realized the interchange also provided more information. The woman hadn�t climbed from his window to find the ladder on the roof of the other building. Instead, she had another person help her while she was on the upper floor. That help had not followed her up there, but rather was already in place. Again, Bear proved he, and his operation, were far above Gray�s experience.
�Food for your trip will be outside your door. I promise it will be there, and no thieves will take it.�
The look he passed to Gray told it all. There would be at least one guard during the night, and perhaps more. Bear was embarrassed that someone had searched Gray�s room, and Bear intended to make the intruder pay. The logical person was Prater.
Bear said, �When you reach Shrewsbury, visit several shops. If you only go to one, people will wonder. Introduce yourself to Kelby. Act as if it�s the first meeting. Can you write?�
Gray nodded.
�I thought so. Take paper, a bottle of ink, and pen. Pass your messages to Kelby and she will get them safely to us.�
�Tell her I�ll probably arrive after her.�
�Are you sure you don�t want to head down to the bookstore and tell her yourself?� The teasing in Bear�s eye was clear. But, he�d suggested exactly what Gray wanted to. And exactly what he knew he shouldn�t.

CHAPTER TEN 

Before the sun rose, Gray had gathered his belongings and was ready to travel. The morning air was sharp, and sea odors filled it. As he eased his door open, he almost tripped over a cloth sack in the dark. The food Bear had promised. The sack had a looped rope to close it and provide a strap for his shoulder. It weighed at least twice as much as he expected.
How much does he think I can eat? Gray walked quietly down the stairs, checking for Bear�s guards and finding none, yet knowing they watched his every move. He left the inn and turned back the way he�d entered the city. The same road that had carried him into Fleming carried him out.
There were few people out, and the day had not yet dawned. A baker shook flour off an apron. The air was damp, an odd feeling for a man raised in a desert. He carried his staff in his left hand, his new quiver over one shoulder, and the bow over the other. His water bottles were filled, his body recovered from his last trek across the drylands, and his mind active and excited. His trip had produced more information in a short time that he believed possible.
Yet he kept his eyes busy searching the darkness as he left the large buildings behind and passed by the small farms and houses at the edge of the city. He did not spot one of Bear�s people yet had no doubt he never walked alone. As the sun peeked over the horizon, the last of the buildings of Fleming was behind.
A few people walked on the road. Most of them carried produce or wheeled carts of goods for sale in Fleming. Most either said good-morning or nodded a greeting. All were headed into town. Gray kept watch on tall hills or places where the road could be watched. More of Caldor�s people, or simply highwaymen, could be there.
Much later he found where he�d emerged from the drylands onto the road. The stream where he�d filled his bottles was out there somewhere. So was Stinson. At least, his body was. Gray couldn�t transport it back to Oasis, but he could locate it and give it a burial.
He glanced around to make sure no eyes were watching and then left the road. He walked on hard, bare rock for several steps, leaving no tracks. Then he headed for the stream where he�d left Stinson, expecting to find him around every turn and bend.
The stream was there, but Stinson was not. There was no sign of him. He might have tried to return to Oasis. Without water, he would never have made it, but with Stinson you never know. He may have rested a couple of days at the stream and then headed home. If so, he could still be alive and ready to attack Gray anywhere along the way.
Gray was still fresh as he topped off his bottles and drank as much as he could hold. If he moved fast, he would spend only one night in the drylands. By tomorrow night, he could be at the spring, and home the day after. It would be a hard trip, but what he wanted was to tell his tale, so he could return and strike for Shrewsbury.
The day passed quickly, and instead of halting early he continued on into the dark. A dry camp without fire passed too. Late the next day he camped at the seep. He built a small fire and kept watch. If Stinson were going to attack him, this would be the spot. He searched for any indications of anyone camping there and found none. Stinson would not be so careful, and he would have burned all the wood stored for emergencies.
Gray slept well and walked into the drylands with first light. In the late afternoon, he crossed the desert and looked up to where the watch post sat on the tip of the mesa. He gave a wave and walked on, sure that he�d been spotted, and there would be people waiting to hear his story.
He was right on all counts. Tessa joined him near the mouth of the canyon but only nodded. She made no mention that he was alone. She asked no questions. She�s waiting to hear my story at a family council.
As he entered Oasis, he paused, as he usually did, to enjoy the view of the green valley and the sparkling lake. The boats were pulled onto the shore, no children played in the water, nobody worked the gardens, and all activity seemed to have ceased. He felt the reassuring touch of the roosting dragons, which made him feel comfortable and secure.
The people were all gathered at the council spot, sitting in the shade of the tall apple trees. His entire family was waiting. As he drew near, he noticed that for the first time in his memory, there was no conversation, just accusing eyes. Tessa eased away and took her seat with the other council members.
Sawyer, the family elder, stood and welcomed him. A short, abrupt welcome that seemed to lack sincerity. Or perhaps it was a worry. �We do not wish you to have to repeat your story many times, and we do not wish any to misunderstand, so we�re all going to hear you at the same time.�
Gray slowly climbed the two steps to stand on the small stage so that all could see and hear him. He felt like a highwayman facing those he�d stolen from. Remembering Stinson that might not be too far from the truth.
Sawyer raised his voice as he faced the crowd, �We will hear Gray�s tale, and only I will ask any questions or ask for clarification. To do otherwise means we will never finish. After his telling, I am sure Gray will respond to questions.�
People, his friends, and family, those he�d grown up with and children all waited for him to speak. Gray drew in a breath. Where to begin?
�I�m sure you�ve noticed that I returned alone.� The statement was greeted with a few nods and many blank expressions. He told of Stinson�s actions in basic terms, not wanting to criticize the dead. Then he continued with the discovery that the others were probably arriving in Shrewsbury, not Fleming. He talked of the blank places on the charts and maps, and then he told them of Shailer�s suspicion that King Ember owned the single ship that sailed between the two lands, and of the stores warehoused near Shrewsbury.
While the rest of his story, including Stinson�s death, was accepted in silence, the statement about the King brought some to their feet. Others were too stunned to move. As expected, the news that the king might be involved came as a total, and scary prospect. If King Ember had somehow joined forces with the others, the danger to the Dragon Clan had escalated to extreme proportions while they were not aware that anything had changed. All sensed the danger looming.
Sawyer held his hands up for quiet, and from further questions shouted at Gray. Then Sawyer asked if there was more to share.
Gray continued, telling them of Bear, the owner of the Red Bear Inn, and of Shailer, the bookstore owner. He told them of how they supported him, and that Kelby was being sent to Shrewsbury to pass on information about the others.
�Why would they care?� Sawyer asked.
All movement and voices halted. Gray said, �I didn�t ask. But, Bear identified me as clan from the first and worked to help me. I believe they are helping us for reasons of their own. The man I went to see, Caldor, came to me and lied. He said he did not know the man I met on the road, but I�d seen them together. Bear warned me that Caldor was not our friend.�
Sawyer stroked his beard before stating, �One man�s word against another?�
�No there was another. Prater. He met me on the road and escorted me into town. He tried to make friends, but something didn�t feel right. Later, I saw him meeting with Caldor, but then he denied it. He also broke into my room at the inn and searched it.�
�Did they catch him in the act? If not, how do they know who it was? It could have been a common thief, right?�
�No. I left several coppers where a thief would find them. They were not taken from my room.�
�Then how do you know your room entered?�
Gray already tired of the questions but held his temper. �First was the candle holder. The holder for the finger was turned so a right-handed person could not use it. I had used it the night before, so it had to be moved. There were a few other things, too.�
Instead of arguing, Sawyer nodded. �Smart of you to notice.�
�Bear had one of his people check it out. He found a ladder on the roof next door and marks where it had rubbed the wall of the inn. Then the person entered only to my room. No other. That was on the morning of the first full day I was in Fleming.�
Sawyer said, �You are now expected in Shrewsbury?�
�Yes. I promised. Besides, I want to get a look at the peninsula where the greens might roost. I should say, where I think they roost. If they do, it points to Shrewsbury as the logical place for the others to depart from their ship.�
�Why do you believe the King is involved?�
The skepticism was there. As well it should be. Gray had withheld one critical piece of information that had convinced him. He crossed his arms and raised his voice slightly. �Shailer acquired the shipping manifests for the Lady Marion, a large cargo ship. It does not carry much cargo each voyage, and according to the manifests, no passengers. Shailer determined that the ship had a new owner as of three years ago when it began sailing between the four ports it sails today.�
The people waited. Gray did, too. He let the information sink in, as well as the timeline. Then he continued. �Carrying no passengers, and the limited cargo on the manifests, the Lady Marion has failed to make a profit on a single voyage in three years.�
That got everyone thinking. Sawyer said, �The obvious conclusion is that the ship operates for other than profit.�
Gray inserted, �Who can afford three years of losses? It is owned by a company with the name Ember Shipping.�
Several in the crowd nodded their agreement. Sawyer stood, turned to address all, and said, �I believe this is the most critical time in our history. The information Gray has brought to us may save the Dragon Clan from extinction, but only if we act. I want volunteers for runners to carry this information far and wide. Every family of the Dragon Clan must be aware of it.�
Several hands went up into the air.
Sawyer continued, �The information is so important that I want two runners sent to each of the other families, and they will not travel together. If one is captured, the other may get through. Then those families will send out runners to others. Our council will meet to decide what we must do to avert this threat.�
Emma, the oldest on the council, said, �Do you think we are reacting too quickly and strong? After all, a young man�s room was searched, and a man we do not know has a wild theory that involves the King and a rogue ship. Perhaps we should all take a deep breath and relax.�
Sawyer was still on his feet. �No! I see now what is happening and how they intend to bring on another war against us. Gray has told us enough. I can answer the question we sent him to solve. That is, why did the others help Raymer escape the dungeon at the Summer Palace?�
Gray, as well as everyone else, remained silent. I didn�t tell him why.
Sawyer continued, �It�s so obvious. They didn�t �help� Raymer escape. They ordered a dragon to land in the middle of a busy market and set fire to it. The dragon collapsed a dungeon wall like it was made of paper right before them. The dragon made it �look� like it helped Raymer escape, but what was really accomplished was that after so many years of peaceful coexistence between the Dragon Clan and ordinary people of the kingdom, the peace was shattered, and the dragon attack blamed on us. Fear and rage are back. Hundreds watched a green dragon attack and helped one of the Dragon Clan escape while it destroyed much of their castle, killing and injuring hundreds.�
Gray felt his face turn red as his fingers curled into fists. He glanced at the people of his family and saw the same tense expressions he wore. Sawyer had figured it out.
The Dragon Clan was going to war.

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

It was near dark when the final questions were asked, and Gray answered. Nearly all had remained to the end. Normally, council meetings were a social time and most departed as it grew boring. This time was different.
The questions flew at Gray one after another, and the answers tended to support the conclusion Sawyer had made. The dinner meal was skipped as Tessa took Sawyer�s place on the podium. She asked for the volunteer runners to meet with her near the dock, where she would pass out assignments and instructions. She wanted them to depart before sunrise.
Sawyer stood again and said, �Gray has done a service to all of us. Now he needs to rest so he can leave again. I suggest that he also leave early, so while I know most of you would like to congratulate or compliment him, I ask you to save it for his next return. The council does have need of a little of his time to settle a few minor issues in private.�
In other words, go home. Gray tried to anticipate the �minor issues� he spoke of, but nothing came to mind.
The entire council did not stay. Gray must have missed some signal that made all but Emma, Sawyer, and Tessa remained before she departed to dispatch the runners. The four of them huddled around a small fire to talk.
Sawyer took charge, as normal. �First, thank you from all of us. Now, to other issues. Stinson is dead. Perhaps because of injuries, you caused when you struck him, perhaps because of his own actions. However, he was not your responsibility. He was ours. We chose to send him, with our hopes in your hands, but the reality is that if any is to be held responsible, it is me.�
When Tessa and Emma started to object, he shushed them, as if they were wayward children. He continued, �You will leave tomorrow, but will not travel alone.�
�What?� Gray blurted out.
�If anything, your visit here proves that at least one other must go with you. That person can return with important information, so you do not have to.�
Tessa said, �I�ll get my things ready.�
�Not you,� Emma said. �We need you here.�
�Then who?� Tessa barked, her tone demanding.
�Anna,� Sawyer said, as Emma nodded her approval as if they had agreed before the council.
Gray said, �Anna? She�s not even fully trained to be a watcher, yet. What is she, thirteen or fourteen?�
Tessa allowed a slight smile to grow, her first for the entire afternoon and evening. �Yes, I like it. She�s smart, quick, and will attract no romantic attention from sailors or tradesmen in Shrewsbury. Young women will not see her as a threat. To most, she will be all but invisible, but has learned her drylands survival lessons well.�
She�s a child. Gray wanted to go alone but saw the wisdom of a partner, just not a girl he was teaching to watch the empty desert only a few days earlier. Thinking of her, he had seen her splashing and playing with the other children on a couple of summers ago.
�Can I take a child into danger?�
Emma said, �Anna is my granddaughter. She will have instructions to run away from any danger. A child like her can slip past many an opponent, and she can disappear like a lamp being turned off when there are chores to be done. We will instruct her to flee before fighting.�
�Then she will not carry a staff,� Gray said. �She cannot fight.�
�And neither will you,� Emma said. �A staff is too directly linked to Dragon Clan. It will not work for this trip of yours.�
Gray didn�t like the answer. He cast a guilty look at the base of an apple tree where his things were, including the bow and quiver. . . And his staff.
Emma chuckled. �Yes, the bow is fine. In fact, I think Anna should carry one, too. I hear she�s very good.�
Sawyer said, �Leave your things there and go sleep. When you return, there will be traveling food, fresh water, and anything else you believe you need. For now, you need sleep.�
�But first,� Emma said, �There are two things. If there is something, you�d like to take along, tell us now. The other is that I expect you to do your best to bring my granddaughter home.�
Gray said, �She will come home even if I do not.�
�What more can I ask of you?� Emma said. �Now I will go inform her and help her pack. She will be waiting for you here before dawn.�
Each laid a hand briefly on Gray�s shoulder as they stood and departed. He sat alone, thinking and wondering at all that was said, and what was to happen. He had thought he�d be the one with the information that would shock and awe the family, but it was Sawyer. He�d figured out the puzzle of the dragon attack. King Ember had been silent and not as relentless in chasing them down for the past few years. Now they know why.
They had to stop the king, but he had a three-year head start. He wanted to eliminate all of the Dragon Clan, but he was now working with the others. If they were not Dragon Clan, who were they? It seemed the answers he�d arrived with only raised more questions. He headed for his small hut and his old yellow dog.
The night didn�t provide much sleep. Long before dawn, he rose and walked to the council meeting area. There waiting for him was Anna. In the moonlight, she looked even younger than fourteen.
She sat alone, watching him approach. At her feet were her bow, pack, water jugs, and a bedroll.
Gray thought of several greetings to ease the tension, but settled for, �Ready?�
�Let�s do it.�
He thought it odd that a small crowd had not gathered to wish them well. It occurred to him that it would have slowed their departure. A glance at Anna told him she was worried, sleepy, and eager. Still, she was a girl and would have to be protected. Hopefully, she would not become a problem, but if she couldn�t keep up, he would send her home.
They headed around the edge of the lake, through the tangle of pear cactus and juniper, Gray leading the way. He varied the route through the desert from the one he and Stinson had taken, to keep from making any sort of trail another might follow. After they had traveled across the flat of the desert for a while, the sky turned pink, and Anna slipped to his side.
She said, �The runners to the other families all left before you came. They seemed excited and worried. You did well in bringing the news to us.�
�I hope the warning is of value.�
�You and I need to have a talk,� she said, her voice stern.
�Well, you go first, and I�ll add in anything I think is important.� After making this same trip with Stinson, he didn�t know what to expect. For that trek, he had done all the planning and talking. Stinson had only been along to complain.
Anna said, �You�re the boss. I�ll do what you say as long as I think running to safety isn�t a better idea.�
�Deal,� he said. What more is there to say?
She fell into step behind him again. When he glanced back, she wore the smile of a girl excited to do something important for the first time. She never complained, and he didn�t see her drink her water, although he once noticed her sip enough to moisten her lips.
They paused in some meager shade provided by a tall rock outcropping near midmorning and ate. Gray looked at the short bow she carried and asked, trying to draw her out, �Are you any good with that?�
She shrugged, �More accurate at short range than yours, and I can draw and release faster. Your arrows will fly further.�
Her answer was not flippant or disrespectful. She simply stated the facts as she saw them.
He asked, �Are you carrying a knife?�
�Two. One for show and one for stabbing.�
�What�s that mean?� Gray asked.
She lifted the edge of her vest to display the handle of a knife similar to his. Then she bent and pulled a loose leg of her britches to her knee. A strap went around her leg just above her calf. Another at her ankle. A sheath held a thin knife positioned on the outside of her leg, where she could reach it easily.
�So they take the big knife at your waist and don�t search for another?�
She smiled sweetly. �Would a sweet little girl me carry two knives?�
�The second has an edge?�
�Two. And a point.�
Gray pushed the stopper into his bottle and pointed, �That way. We�ll stop a few more times but will get there mid to late afternoon. Plenty of good water.�
�But always keep one full bottle, just in case. I know the rules.�
Gray didn�t bother answering. The pull of the soft sand with each step had has thighs and calves aching already. The walking in the soft sand put pressure on his lower back. But he continued, hearing Anna huffing and puffing behind. He once considered offering to carry some of her weight but knew he shouldn�t.
While resting under a sage large enough to cover their upper bodies with shade, they sat and sipped. Gray said, �I didn�t ask for you to come.�
�I know. You think I�m too young.�
�Are you?� he asked, trying to tease a smile out of her.
�Only if I die.�
The answer stunned him. He said nothing for a while and when he did the words didn�t want to escape his mouth. �That won�t happen.�
�Not if you can prevent it. I know that.�
Gray stood. �Maybe one more stop. Then we can rest until morning.�
They found the water trickling from the crack in the stone and spent the night huddled in the shallow cave. No fire to be seen if another triad had moved into the area. The following day they walked and camped dry with little shelter. The next afternoon they found the stream.
Anna wanted to take a side trip and see where the black had fought the red dragon. There was plenty of daylight left, so Gray led the way. They returned to the stream before dark and drank their fill again.
It was too close to the road for a camp fire, although it was a half day walk. Fire can be seen from vast distances on dark nights in the desert.
Sitting in the starlight before sleeping, Anna asked, �Feel it?�
Now that she had mentioned it, he did feel a small tingling on his back, just the lightest touch. It had not been there earlier. �Just a little.�
�I think it�s staying out there right at the limits of where we can feel it. It hasn�t gotten stronger all day, but it has been there.�
Either she was more sensitive, or he hadn�t paid attention. The idea of the red dragon remaining out there comforted him. If he needed it, the dragon would come. He felt sure. Dragons protected their humans.
In the morning, he led the way to the road, or at least near it. He intended to turn south to reach Shrewsbury, but remembering last time he had walked out on the road, Prater had soon joined him. Prater or another might be out there watching. To the south was a ridge, not high, but enough to watch the road, and the broken lands across it. A hundred shallow draws formed from water flooding and running off gave at least that many places to hide.
He told Anna of his plan. Together, they kept out of sight of anyone watching from the other side of the road as they climbed the back side of the ridge and positioned themselves, much like when they performed their watcher duties at home.
They wriggled beneath a sage, as much for the shade as to prevent someone from seeing them. They lay in the shade and watched for the latter part of the morning until Anna said, �There.�
Gray followed her eyes and watched a spot high on a hill, a place where the road could be seen in either direction. There were a hundred places to do that, but only the one Anna watched also provided a view into the drylands. It was where Tessa had directed him to look. The person over there was watching for Dragon Clan. He had no doubt.
He suspected it was Prater, but was not going anywhere near to find out. His first instinct had been to try and slip up on the watcher, but then what? He�d either be spotted or have to kill someone.
Instead, he and Anna eased back over the crest of the ridge. They hiked parallel to the road until both agreed the watcher could not see them. The found a gully to follow that took them almost to the road; then they watched the sparse traffic until they were out of sight of all other travelers, although there were few.
Once on the road, Anna said, �My grandmother said we�ll need to think of a story before we get to Shrewsbury.�
�Okay. The trick is to keep it simple. When we meet people let them do the talking. That way we won�t get caught in a lie.�
She said, pointing at him and then her, �Brother and sister. We�re from near King Ember�s Summer Palace, which is sort of true. We both know what it looks like. But why are we going to Shrewsbury?�
�We can�t say we�re related to anyone there because from what I understand, it�s a small town. Everyone will know each other.�
Anna said, �Then we�re traveling. Shrewsbury is only a place to stop.�
They walked for a while in silence. Gray said, �I can�t seem to come up with a story that will hold water.�
�Well, you said to keep it almost true, but simple. What if we tell people our older brother was in Shrewsbury a year ago, and we think he took a ship to the Marlstone Islands. We�re trying to find if that�s true because we haven�t heard from him in all that time. Our mother is sick and wishes to see him one more time.�
Gray considered the story and saw the fallacy. �Then why are you with me? Why send a man and his little sister on such a trip?�
�Oh, you silly man! Because you are mentally slow and since I am very intelligent I have to care for you.�
Her giggle was that of a little girl who had pulled one over on an adult. But there were parts they could use. Gray said, �Try this. Our father died last year. He was a soldier for the king for many years before buying a farm. Our mother died a long time ago, from a sickness. There are just the three of us children now, but the taxman took our house, and we have nowhere to live. Billy went to earn a fortune so we can buy it back. We have to find him.�
�Only a few ships go to the Marlstone Islands, you know.�
�Who said that?�
�When Tessa and I were on watcher duty together she told me all about her trip with Fleet. The Lady Marion makes port there, Fleming, Shrewsbury, and Breslau. And according to you, it loses money on every trip.�
�You listened well. Okay, let me think about the entire story. So far, I like it.�
She skipped along and clapped her hands together, singing her words. �This is the first road I�ve walked on. I�ll see lots of new things. La la la.�
�I hope you�re playing with me.�
Anna calmed and walked at his side again, smiling up at him. �I was just acting like the little girl you think I am.�
Gray didn�t answer. She was right. He needed to treat her as a partner, not a child. �We have to sleep outside again tonight, but late tomorrow we would get to Shrewsbury if we went directly there. But I have a stop to make, first.�
�A place where you�ve never been either, so we�re on sort of equal footing.�
�Sort of is the phrase I�m hearing. Remember that I�m in charge.� He walked a few steps before relenting. �Okay, you�re right. I need to think of you as my partner so I�ll try.�
�And I�ll do my best to obey your every command. But when others are around I should act younger. People ignore children.�
The evil-sounding giggle after her prim statement made him join in the laughter. He watched the terrain change again, becoming hilly. Small trees grew on the slopes. They crossed a stream and paused to drink. Off to the east, the hills turned to mountains, not the largest he�d seen, but angular and rugged. They began almost at the road and continued until they disappeared into the distance.
They were the mountains that made up the peninsula that jutted into the sea between Fleming and Shrewsbury. They were where the map in the bookstore suggested the green dragons might roost.
At the thought of them, his focus turned to the tingling on his back that had been there all morning. �Anna, we talked about bows. I�m not the best with one, but do you feel the red that�s still with us?�
�I do.� No trace of impudence or humor in her tone.
�I think the greens that belong to the others are in those mountains over there. I want to go take a look.�
�You�re worried they might spot us?�
�Yes, but more than that. They kill other dragons. If that red comes too close, they�ll fight. If I can, I�ll join in with my bow.�
�You�re not really going to tell me to hide or run from the fight, are you?�
�If it comes to that, I don�t think you�ll have a chance to do either. If they fight, and if we�re in a position to help, I expect you to put as many arrows into any green dragon you can. Don�t stop.�
She was breathing deeply, and her cheeks were pink. Her eyes betrayed her excitement, but her voice remained calm. �You can count on me.�
�I am. So is the red.�
�Raymer could tell it to stay away. I wish I were bonded like him.�
�He�s not here. But, nobody knows how much a dragon understands. That red keeps pace with us, and if we get into a fight, I expect it to try and join in. Maybe if both of us try to send the red a message to stay away from those mountains, it will understand.�
Anna said, �That might work. We know it�s following us, so it is touching our minds, or, at least, yours. It followed you before, right?�
�I think it knows both of us. It has been around us our whole lives. While we�re walking, think of it staying away.�
�We�re going into those mountains?�
There seemed to be no easy way to tell her. �Yes.�

CHAPTER TWELVE 

Anna turned her head to the jagged peaks and watched them as they walked the road. She stumbled, but caught herself, her eyes focused on the mountains to her left. She missed nothing.
Gray noticed the road had grown narrower than it had been near Fleming, and not as well maintained. Fleming was a large city with much traffic. Shrewsbury, a small port town, didn�t need a large road because fewer feet and wagons traveled it. He had not seen one person all afternoon.
Glancing down at the surface of the road showed it was covered in wild grass, not the gravel of the road near Fleming. He didn�t see where a single wagon had passed, and as he searched, he didn�t see footprints from today, yesterday, or the day before. It was as if the road was unused.
�If you look close, it is like there are two rows of peaks,� Anna said, pointing to the mountains.
He looked. She was right. Almost parallel ridges of peaks leading out into the sea. They turned from the road and crossed a flat area covered with knee-high marsh grass that had sharp ends. The spines were like needles and penetrated their pants to stab their legs, but the end of the grassland was in sight. They continued.
Anna hadn�t spoken since the comment about twin rows of peaks. She said, �No scat, hoofprints or footprints of large animals since we left the road. Dragons probably ate them all.�
Another thing he might not have noticed, but Anna did. Already she was proving her worth. Where the grass with the needle points ended, the ground rose slightly, and the hills rose so sharply and rocky that plants only grew in the shallow valleys between them.
Movement caught his eye. �Halt!�
Above, far away, flew a dragon so small it looked like a bird. A trace of green glinted. It was flying away from the peaks ahead, not in their direction. He said, �Feel anything?�
�Yes, the red.�
Again she was right. He could sense the presence of the same dragon that had accompanied him for the last six or seven days, but with a green dragon as close as the one that had flown in front of him, the sensations should have increased from a tingling to a sting. Instead, he had felt no change.
�I want to move closer. I�m not sure if we want to feel the greens or not. If we sense them they will sense us, so be aware. Let me know if you feel any change, no matter how small. One of us might be more sensitive.�
Anna nodded. �How close are we going to get?�
Another good question. �I can�t answer. Assuming we do not sense them, and if they are roosting out there, we�ll only go close enough to observe and to make certain they can�t tell if we�re there.�
�If we can�t feel them, how exactly will we know?�
Gray pushed ahead, keeping to the cover of black lava and the shrubs that grew from cracks and crevasses. Plants grew from any low spot that collected dirt, but none was large. He moved from one to another in dashes of movement, often pausing to observe what lay ahead.
Anna was directly behind. She said, �Know what? I feel like one of the men in that triad, moving like this.�
Her observation brought a smile, but also the acceptance that she noticed things, a valuable skill. She seemed to be more acutely aware of their surroundings than him. Gray felt more comfortable than at the beginning of the jagged mountains because of her keen eyes. He picked up the pace, although he still paused every few steps to make sure nothing was watching their progress.
They moved on. There were any number of walls, cracks, and slopes to hide beside. They offered minimal protection, but the damp air couldn�t be avoided. It hung over the mountains like a pall of dense smoke, leaving a wet feel to rocks and shrubs. The area was probably overcast with the fog most days. The footing was slick on bare rock.
Anna didn�t protest or complain. She didn�t ask for a fire. Her blanket was wrapped around her shoulders and over her head like a hood. She sat with her back to a short wall of lava, her eyes excited.
Gray sat next to her. �Stay close and keep warm.�
In the afternoon, a soft breeze blew it away. They stood on a crest where they could see far ahead. A volcano smoked in the distance. Not all was fog. Even as he watched the volcano belched steam and smoke. Some rose into the sky while the rest drifted down to the ground.
�We wait here,� he said.
�For what?�
�Until dark. The dragons at Bear Mountain roost up on the slopes because they like the warmth of the volcano rising up from the ground. I�m betting the greens roost on the volcano, too.�
Anna said, �Then we have to get closer to see.�
�Yes. I�ll be satisfied if I see one land or fly from there. This is not close enough. We have more important things to find out.�
They spent the late afternoon watching through the swirling mists but saw no dragons. Near dusk, they moved closer. A slope across the valley between the two parallel rows of peaks provided a reasonable view of the volcano.
After darkness had fallen, they gathered shrubs and limbs from stunted trees. They built a crude blind, not unlike the one on top of the ridge where they watched the desert at their home. A few larger limbs provided the ribs for a roof. Smaller branches and shrubs filled it in. More were placed in a ring around to conceal them and keep out some of the damp and cold.
They spent a miserable, damp night together and watched with foggy eyes as the sun came up. Soon after, a green dragon took flight. Then another took to the air, both flying north, so there was no danger of them being spotted as long as they stayed under cover and remained still.
�That confirms it. They roost on the slopes of that volcano,� Gray said.
�Feel anything? I didn�t.�
�Just the normal tingle of that red. I hope it stays where it is, and they don�t fight. Two or three against one will get ours killed.�
Anna, still sitting with her blanket around her head and over her shoulders, said, �But if they do fight you�ll grab your bow and run to the rescue.�
It was not a question. It didn�t sound like criticism. Just a simple statement of fact that reminded him of where his loyalties were. Would he protect the red and risk his life while doing it? The answer seemed simple when compared to another question. If one of the greens attacked him would the red risk its life to fly to his rescue? Yes, it would. Could he do less?
They watched all day, huddled against the cold but determined to observe the dragons and their behaviors. They hoarded food and water, stretching it to last three full days.
They found the dragons flew off every dawn, returning near dark. There were four of them. Three were similar in size, but the last was much larger. While they roosted together, they spent their days alone, or at least, they flew off alone and in different directions.
The first day revealed nearly all, but Gray decided to spend a second night and day. Anna didn�t object. However, when he suggested a third day in the damp and cold, she remained silent, her eyes locked on his. Then she said, �One more day. Then I leave and wait for you near the road, if necessary.�
She hadn�t argued. She stated a fact and by dawn on the third day Gray wished she had successfully talked him out of the third day. The dragons had flown off, and none returned all day, until dusk. He waited for the light to fail. Gray pulled his blanket tighter around his shoulders as he stood. �Let�s start back to the road and maybe we�ll get out of this damp, cold air.�
�I�ve never been in a nasty place like this, and if I never am again, it will be fine with me.� She stood and reached for her pack and bow. �I�m a desert dweller. Everything here is wet.�
By the time they reached a place near the road again the air was clear, warmer, and the sky black, only stars providing the light. They passed a pile of jumbled rocks that would provide shelter but decided to continue on. A small clearing provided enough space to spread their blankets and get at least a little sleep.
When morning came, they kept their blankets spread to dry, while they sat and absorbed the warmth of the sun. Both napped again, but finally stood and prepared to leave. They paused and watched the road ensuring it was clear, then they walked along it with determination to get as far as possible. If Gray had read the maps correctly, the trip was a day of fast walking. Two, if they slowed.
The first stream filled the nearly empty water bottles. They traveled until almost dark, pausing only long enough to grab a handful to eat, or to again fill their water bottles. The number of streams crossing the road increased and the land turned greener, first with a few small trees, then larger ones. By the end of the day, they were passing through a sparse forest of oak, maple, and other hardwoods.
Gray said, �I feel like I�m being closed in.�
�This road is like walking into a tunnel. Anything can jump out from the sides of the road, and you�ll never even see it before it attacked.�
A small river crossed the road. As they forded it, Anna said, �The bottom is covered with rocks. The rest is mud.�
She was right. People had spent considerable time carrying rocks to the ford. However, the road was narrow compared to what it had been nearer Fleming, almost a wide path. They had again not passed a single traveler all day. A small meadow was on the bank of the river, a fire pit waiting for them.
Anna said, �I want a fire tonight. A big one.�
�Getting dark, anyhow. We stay here.�
�My fire? I�m still damp, and so are my things.�
�Gather wood before it gets too dark. We�re not doing anything others on this road don�t, so a fire is natural.�
She ran to inspect the camp site, selected a place for her bed, and started gathering sticks and branches. She pulled larger branches, some as big around as her arm and as long as she was tall, to the fire pit.
When Gray set up his bed and looked at the growing pile of wood, especially the larger limbs from trees, she shrugged. �Push-wood.�
�I know what push-wood is. Let it burn in the middle and when it burns in half, push the two ends together.�
�Smarty. Tessa told me to do it this way while I was on watcher duty.�
�She told me, too. Also, when we were on duty.�
They laughed. With the fire burning cheerfully as the day ended, Anna said, �We may as well start acting our parts. We use our real names, and our missing brother�s name, Billy.�
�No. Axe.�
�Or course. Your real brother�s name,� Gray said, understanding at once. �That�s better. We know what he looks like and how he acts. Okay, you can barely remember our mother. You were too young, but I do. We didn�t see our father much because he was always soldiering for the king.�
�Axe was not a good enough farmer to grow the wheat and rye to sell and pay our taxes,� Anna added with a gleeful voice as she stirred the fire and placed the first of the long branches across it. �Besides, our ground was not the best for a farm. Not enough water.�
Gray said, �Half a year ago the taxmen came. They burned the farmhouse and the barn, then sent us away.�
�But I rescued the milk cow and dog. I was a hero,� she giggled.
�Don�t get too many details into the story.�
She stiffened and snapped at him, �Not enough detail is as bad as too little. I saved the dog and cow, and we took it to where we�ve lived for the last months. With our grandma.�
�But she lives on a small farm and can�t support us. Axe had left before the tax collectors came. He had heard from a knife sharpener there was work in Shrewsbury so went there.� Gray liked the story. It had enough detail. More than enough on some facts, but Anna was right. The little lie about her saving the dog and cow was enough to sell it to anyone listening.
Anna said, �We haven�t heard of him in a year, so we decided to find him.�
Gray paused, considering the story from all aspects and found one flaw. �I have two gold coins hidden with my things.�
Anna shrugged.
Coins were not used in the family, and she didn�t understand the implications. Gray said, �One gold coin will buy a small farm. Two, a large farm with good animals. If we�re poor, I cannot chance them being found, or our story rings false.�
�You have others? Besides gold coins?�
�Silver, small and large. Copper, and snits.�
�Snits?�
�Copper coins cut into slivers for small purchases. A slice of meat with bread costs a snit,� Gray explained.
Anna stared into the fire and held out her hands to warm them. �Easy enough. We hide the gold coins before entering Shrewsbury. We can always collect them when we leave, or fetch them while were there if we need them.�
The obvious solution made him cringe inwardly. He should have thought of that. She would think him dense if he kept on making mental errors like that.
�I do have to repeat a request,� she said. �I really wish you�d stop testing me with silly things like you just did. You were going to hide the coins all the time but wanted to see if I would figure it out. Either that or you wanted to make me feel good. Stop it. Treat me like an adult.�
Gray nodded. If she only knew, he hadn�t presented her with any tests.
The following morning dawned bright and clear. They were barely on the road when the first traveler, a young man, approached them. He was going in the other direction. After greeting them, he asked about the road to Fleming. Gray provided information and in return asked about Shrewsbury.
The young man said, �It�s a tough place. Can�t even find food to eat for two days. The constable inspects everyone new, and they don�t take to outsiders. Just a warning for you folks.�
�Is there an inn?�
�Used to be one. It got bought about three years ago and closed. Now travelers got no place to stay, so most don�t go there anymore.�
Three years ago. Right, when the others first arrived. Gray handed him the last hard biscuit from his pack, as well as a few dried grapes. He nodded for him to continue talking.
�Most other businesses quit about that same time, so there�s no work to be had. That�s why I�m heading to Fleming.�
The young man needed a break. The sole of his boot flapped, and his clothing was almost rags. Gray said, �When you get there, find the Red Bear Inn. Inside, ask for a man named Bear and tell him that Gray said you�re a good man to work for him. He has jobs.�
The young man�s eyes came alive. �You mean it? There might be work?�
�I think Bear can always use a good man.�
Suddenly the young man couldn�t wait to depart. They watched him leave, walking much faster than he had when coming towards them.
Anna said, �That was nice of you. Will Bear give him work?�
�I think so.�
�The others came and closed the inn, bought up the businesses, and have the constable checking out new people. This is not going to be as easy as we thought,� Anna said.
�We should get there late today, but I expected to stay at an inn and poke around for a few days. I think our plans just changed. Our story too.�
�What�re you thinking?�
�We spend a day or two camping outside the town. Watch. Learn. When we go in, we look for passage to the Marlstone Islands.�
�The reason we�re going there?�
�Same as before. Axe was supposed to go there for work if he found none in Shrewsbury. Our father has a brother there.�
�I like it. We can learn until our ship is ready to depart, but we may have to wait for days before the right ship can take us.�
�I have a friend who will be at a bookstore. Her name is Kelby. If anything happens to me, you go see her and tell her who you are.�
�Gray, you really are impressing me. You act like a dolt, but you actually know what you�re doing.�

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

The road to Shrewsbury didn�t get any better as they neared the town. They discussed what they had learned from the young man. When a woman and a small girl approached, each carrying a basket, they initiated a talk with them by asking the distance to the town.
Anna spoke to the girl while Gray asked questions of the woman, who was reluctant to share any information. She seemed afraid. Her eyes darted away. She seemed anxious to leave, but her girl and Anna were giggling and talking.
Gray said, �I heard there are constables who question people visiting.�
�Not many people come to Shrewsbury these days. If it�s a sea trip you�re looking for, Fleming has ships that sail everywhere. We have only a few. You should go there.�
That was the third time she�d pointed them to Fleming instead of her home. Gray glanced down and found her basket contained a few mushrooms. She tossed a cloth over them as if it was a crime to gather wild mushrooms.
Anna stepped closer. �We�re also looking for information about our brother. He is older than me, younger than Gray, and is called, Axe. He came here looking passage a year ago, and we have not heard of him since.�
The woman who had not introduced herself or her daughter, said, �Please excuse us. We have to get home before dark.�
Gray and Anna watched her leave, neither of them speaking for a long time. Finally, Gray said, �I sort of made a mistake. If she mentions us, they�ll wonder why we didn�t go right into town.�
Anna said, �Considering what she said, and what she didn�t, it would be a mistake to barge in there until we have a better idea of what�s happening.�
She was right. Gray came to a decision. �If those two walked here, the town cannot be far. We stand too much of a chance meeting others if we stay on the road, ones we don�t wish to meet.�
Anna pointed to a small hill on the left of the road. �That looks like the highest point in the area. I�ll bet we can see Shrewsbury from up there. If not, we�ll be able to find a hill that will give us a view of the town.�
As one, they turned and left the road, leaving no footprints behind for others to follow. Once away from the road they found a thin trail winding alongside a stream. Later they crossed the stream and followed a larger animal path that took them in the right direction. Finally, they climbed the slope of the hill, getting a better look at the countryside with once they were above the treetops on the valley floor.
The road they had traveled was easy to see, and it wound around the base of the mountain. The side of the small mountain itself blocked any view of the sea or town. When they reached the top, Gray expected to see all, and then determine where they should camp and watch the town without discovery.
The climb was long, the hillsides not too steep. Tired legs and breath came in pants came long before reaching the top. They didn�t speak, conserving their air for the next step, and the next.
Anna grabbed a fistful of his shirt and pulled him down. His first reaction was to object and resist. He half turned and saw her expression, one of almost primal fear. He dropped to his knees and then to his stomach beside her.
She held a finger to her lips and then pointed to the top of the hill, not more than a hundred paces away. It was almost dusk, and a man knelt as he built a fire in a deep pit surrounded by rocks knee high. The pit would hide the fire and flames from below. His back was to them. Gray realized it was a lookout.
He must have seen the two of them out on the road. Even in the dim light, he could follow the road to where they had been walking from shortly after mid-day. He couldn�t have missed them. His report would tell his superiors they were coming. When they didn�t arrive the superior would naturally wonder why.
Gray whispered, �We go back the way we came.�
�He�ll see us.�
�No, the fire he�d building will ruin his night vision. We�ll get back into the trees and be okay.�
Anna said, �Why didn�t he see us earlier?�
�I think he did, but we were on the road. No reason for alarm. If he finds us up here, that changes. Move.�
She went first, going slow at first and then faster as the tops of the trees provided more cover. The light was almost gone when they reached the road. Gray spoke in a normal voice, �I think we should just make camp off the road at the next stream we find.�
A short time later they found a stream and with the last of the light of the day followed it upstream until they came to a small clearing. They gathered enough wood for a small fire and settled in for the night.
Gray said, �It was a lucky thing you saw the lookout.�
She laughed, �I know. That would have been hard to explain, us being up there. But you and I stand duty on watch, and we should have known better to avoid the most obvious place to set up a watchtower.�
�So we adapt our plans. We head into town in the morning and search for a shipping company right off. We�re looking for passage to find our brother. I think it would be more natural for you to ask about Axe, to see if he came this way. Act like a tearful little girl who wants to find her big brother.�
�We also need a store. Our supplies are almost gone.�
Gray agreed with a nod of his head. �I suppose that when we find out about the next ship and get some food, we can always set up a camp in the forest until the ship arrives. We can think of reasons to go into town and snoop until the ship arrives.�
The conversation ended soon after. Both had walked all day. They were tired, and looking forward to a few days of rest. Gray tossed more wood on the fire and fell asleep.
He woke with the sun and sat up, ready for the day and what they might find. He was eager to begin.
A deep voice off to one side growled, �About time. Thought you were going to sleep all damn day.�
Gray spun, his hand going for the knife on his hip. It was gone. He looked up to find a stout man sitting on a log, Gray�s knife sticking out of the log alongside Anna�s. He didn�t see her ankle-knife there so assumed she still wore it. She was asleep on the other side of the dead fire.
�Who�re you? What do you want?� Gray asked, not bothering to keep his voice soft. �We don�t have anything to steal.�
�If that�s true, how�re you going to pay for your passage to the islands?�
Anna was sitting up now, looking wide awake. She pulled her knees to her chin, where her hand was near the blade on her leg. She looked innocent and childlike.
Gray considered the question. The only way he could know of their intended passage to the islands was from the woman who had been �hunting mushrooms.' She must have told him of their trip.
Gray understood what had happened. The lookout on the mountain had warned people in town that there were visitors on the road, and the woman and girl were sent to meet with them and find out why. That explained the woman�s nervous behavior and her rush to return to town. It also explained why she repeatedly pointed them to Fleming. When Anna and Gray didn�t arrive, the man sitting with them had gone looking. Finding them would have been easy.
�We�re searching for my brother, Axe,� Anna said, her voice rising near the end as if she was near tears.
�He isn�t here.�
�Never said he is,� she spat like most twelve-year-old girls do when someone says something they think is stupid.
The man rose, anger clear on his face. He stood, at least, half a head taller than Gray, and he was twice as big around. Standing that way was intended to intimidate. Instead, Gray realized he and Anna could easily outrun the heavy man. Sure, he�d lose a fight with him, but the option of running evened things up a bit.
Standing and facing him defiantly, Gray said, �You have my knife.�
�Yes, I do.� A thin smile let them know he expected them to grovel.
The attitude offended Gray, as it was intended to do. Anna climbed to her feet, also. The blade that had been strapped to her leg was now in her hand. Gray noticed the blade was held behind her hip where the intruder couldn�t see it, as she eased a step to the side, putting more distance between her and Gray.
Gray held out his hand. �Give it back to me.�
The eyes flicked from Gray to Anna and back again, who took another step closer when he looked at Gray. �I�m the constable.�
�Don�t care,� Gray said, deliberately drawing his attention by moving close enough to almost reach out and touch. He refused to show fear. �I�ve done nothing wrong and want my knife.�
�I�m in charge here.�
His eyes told the tale. He was bluffing. Gray calmly reached by him and removed his knife from the log, hoping to divert the constable�s attention long enough for Anna to return her blade to her leg-sheath without being seen. Gray slid his knife into the scabbard and reached for Anna�s.
Feeling better, Gray realized he�d humiliated the constable in calling his bluff and needed to make up for it. He said, �That was pretty good work. You came in alone without waking us and took our knives. That was better than most could have done.�
The constable glared, but then relented and tried to take control again. �You two still have answers to give me.�
Anna snorted and threatened to laugh. �What? You�re twice as big as us and probably nobody ever tested you before. Make us mad and we�ll tell everyone you�re a little girl inside.�
The worst thing she could do was make the constable angrier. Gray said, �Hey, we�re sorry, but you took us by surprise, good sir. Ask your questions and we�ll be glad to answer. What happened here goes no further.�
He gave a stern look of warning to Anna, then faced the constable again. �What do you need to know?�
�Why didn�t you continue into Shrewsbury last night?�
�We met a woman and her daughter on the road. She said there was no inn. We decided it would be better to sleep here and go to town this morning.�
The constable paused, then shrugged. �That�s it?�
�Simple as that,� Anna said. �Besides, it was almost dark when we got here. We didn�t want to stumble around in the dark.�
�You�re here to book passage. Why this town?�
Again Anna spoke for the two of them. �Our brother Axe was supposed to come here more than a year ago and sail to the Marlstone islands. Our father�s brother lives there. We haven�t heard from him since.�
�I said that he never made it here. I know every person that came through, and nobody by that name was here.�
Anna continued, �Tall, brown hair, and beard?� The description would fit nine of every ten men.
�I said, no.�
�When we came north through Triston Town, the innkeeper there knew him by name. He carried a lute and sings,� she continued. �So if he was there in Triston Town, he should have come here next.�
The constable looked almost apologetic. �I�m sorry. He never made it here. Perhaps highwaymen or worse took him after he left Triston Town.�
She placed both hands on her hips and spat at the ground, never taking her eyes off of him. �And maybe he heard that you people in Shrewsbury are rude and unwelcoming, so he continued on to Fleming and caught a ship there, even though it�d be a longer voyage. I know that�s what we should have done, and then nobody would sneak up on us and steal our knives.�
�I didn�t steal your knives.�
�Well, I sure didn�t give you mine, so that�s stealing to me.� She stamped her small foot and turned to look at Gray. She winked where the constable couldn�t see it. �Who do we report this crime of theft to? Who do you work for?�
�I work for the mayor, and I didn�t steal your knife.�
�So you say, I�ll tell you. . .�
Gray said, using his sharpest voice, �Anna! Quiet down, I�ll handle this.�
She screwed up her face and said, �Well, you�re not doing such a good job of it, so far.� Then she spun and walked to the other side of the fire and started packing, throwing one item after another into her pack with the exaggerated motions of a twelve-year-old girl.
�Is she always like that?� the constable asked softly.
Gray said, �Often enough. Now, what else can I help you with?�
The constable said, �I�ll make my report, but I think that�s about it.�
Gray caught Anna�s eye and felt a touch of evil might teach her a lesson. �Would you like to escort us to town? Show us around?�
An expression of distaste had flashed before he tried to conceal it. Finally, he said, �I don�t know how you put up with her, but I think it�s best if you escort the girl. I�ll go on alone.�
Once he was gone, Anna burst into laughter. Gray watched and waited for her to get control of herself. Then she said, �A man that big is scared of a little girl.�
�A girl who never stopped mentally attacking him.�
�Is it my fault if he can�t outwit a twelve-year-old?�
�You�re fourteen.�
�I look twelve, so that settles it.�
She set her jaw and stood glaring at him as if he�d done something wrong. Gray allowed a smile but was worried until he realized that all young girls that age are impossible to reason with. They know everything. His smile increased.
�What�re you laughing at?�
Gray knew better than to be honest. In order to placate her, he said, �He was scared of you.�
She rolled her eyes at him.
Gray packed his few things and tossed his pack over his shoulder. The constable had taken their knives but not the bows. It had only been a lesson to teach them who was in charge, to intimidate them. That seemed to be a theme with the constable.
Anna said, �I hope others in town are nicer than him.�
�I�m beginning to think they won�t be. There�s a pattern here. Let�s me think before we rush in there.�
�I see what you mean. They closed the inn, shut down other businesses, and guard the road, so they know who is coming.�
Gray sat on the fallen tree near where the constable had sat earlier. �If the others are arriving here, and the roost of the greens suggests they are, they might want to keep people away until they�re ready to do whatever they are going to do.�
�There�s also the ship, the Lady Marion to consider. You said it operated at a loss.�
�But comes here directly from Breslau,� he added.
They sat in silence as they thought. Anna paced as he sat. She came closer. �The only thing that makes sense is that there are a lot more of the others here than we suspected.�
�Or this port is preparing for an invasion. The warehouse storing crates of who knows what, having rooms at the inn for soldiers, food, whatever else they need. This might be a place to land an army.�
Anna said, �Why bring the greens here? That does not make sense.�
Gray stood, knowing the answer and wishing it was not true. �What if their dragons can sense us. They�d know who is Dragon Clan. They could lead the others right to us!�
�They didn�t know us back at their roost. I think you�re wrong this time.�
�We don�t know that. What we do know is that they didn�t react, but not if they can sense us. But neither do our dragons react unless we call them down to help. Or in the few cases of those bonded. When we spot any dragons flying, they don�t change directions or react to us. They act just like the greens.�
Anna�s face turned ashen. �If only one of the greens has bonded with a man, he can direct the dragons to find our homes, identify us if we scatter, and point the king�s army right to us. There�s no way to hide.�

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Anna and Gray exchanged horrified looks. She was correct. A bonded person of the others could see through the eyes of a dragon. He or she could order the dragon to locate Dragon Clan families and even individuals of the Dragon Clan.� The others could then tell the king�s army their location.
Anna was right. There was no way to hide.
The invasion had to be stopped here at Shrewsbury. The danger of them entering Shrewsbury was that if the bonded member of the others was there, he or she could identify both of them and prevent them from the mission.
Gray said, �We can�t go in there, yet.�
He opened his pack and removed the ink, pen, and sheets of paper he�d brought with him. He sat and sketched out his ideas and discoveries on a single sheet of paper if they were indeed true. He made it clear that part of it was only supposition. He fought to keep it short and to the points.
He made a copy and handed it to Anna. �There is a bookstore. Inside is a girl named Kelby, very pretty. She�s from Fleming. Make sure it is Kelby, then give this letter to her, but don�t let anyone else see you do it.�
�Why two copies?�
�In case, only one of us has the opportunity to pass it off.�
Anna was stubborn. She said, �Why wouldn�t you . . .�
She didn�t finish her sentence. Gray might be taken captive, placed in a cell, or even killed. Her expression showed she understood.
Gray stored his writing materials without meeting her eye. He stood. �We need to go. They�ll wonder if we don�t get there soon.�
Anna folded her copy and slid it inside her shirt. She slung her pack and walked beside him, her mood depressed and near angry, but she held her words. Obviously, she was thinking dark thoughts.
The road was empty again. Gray watched for the mushroom picker but didn�t see her. The road made a wide bend around the mountain they�d climbed the afternoon before, and soon the sun sparkled off the water in the distance. Ahead grew trees and a few low hills, but no sign of Shrewsbury until a few fingers of smoke rose to their right.
The road took them in the direction of the smoke, and in a break through the trees, roofs were visible. Gray noticed both of them were walking slowly. He tried to think of something funny to say, but nothing came to mind. Ahead was the object of their mission. Anything they found out, even the smallest detail, might help their family, and the entire Dragon Clan. Humor didn�t have a place.
The docks came into view. There were three, none in the best of shape. However, there was a finger of rock that extended far out into the water. It was made of thousands upon thousands of rocks piled on top of others. It protected the narrow mouth of the bay from waves coming off the Endless Sea.
The bay itself was a long, narrow v shape. The water looked deep. The rock construction at the mouth allowed ships to pass in the deep water and anchor behind it. Everything appeared normal at first look until Gray noticed a stream of men hauling small wagons holding more rocks to the end of the construction.
The top of the breakwater must have a flat road for the carts. But why was it still under construction? He looked above the rooftops to the docks. At first, they had not looked to be in good repair, but he changed his opinion. From the colors of the timbers, there were new cross braces, new pilings, and a new deck had been built over the old.
A single conclusion leaped to mind. The port was being expanded to handle more ships. Yet, the port was considered small, and most merchant ships now avoided Shrewsbury. Why expand it if the traffic was diminishing?
The answer was clear. The port expected to handle a lot of ships at one time. At present, only one ship was tied to the pier.
Anna said, �I see it, too. They�re getting ready for a fleet to land here.�
The first people came into sight. Gray said, �Act twelve. And be cheerful.�
�Twelve-year-old girls are only cheerful when we�re making fun of cute fourteen-year-old boys. Otherwise, we�re snarky and bitchy.�
�Watch your language.�
�Bitchy is the only word that fits.�
The houses they passed were ill-kept, unpainted, and the gardens needed attention, and the people looked, for lack of a better word, dispirited. They held no laughter, smiles, or energy. Their clothing hung on them loosely; their shoulders slumped. Even their dogs didn�t bark.
�Depressing,� Anna muttered.
The road took them by more houses and to a commercial street that ran along the waterfront. Businesses had once occupied the buildings on both sides. Now, at least, half of them were boarded up. None looked prosperous. Others didn�t invite shoppers with offers of sales or products.
They entered the first and found it sold drab dresses, shirts, and hats. A few bolts of plain material were stacked where hundreds should be. Half the shelves sat empty. One bored clerk watched them enter but didn�t offer to help. They glanced around and left.
Another store offered supplies to ships. They looked inside the door without entering and found it much the same as the clothing store.
A third store offered groceries. They entered and found staples for sale. No treats or luxury items. Odd for a store at a port not to provide at least some imported items. A pale woman reluctantly offered to serve them.
Gray said, ignoring the lack of offerings displayed, �We will need to stock up on our food, but for now, we�re looking for where we can find out which ships are due and where they sail. We also need to buy passage.�
�Well, I suppose you can ask the harbormaster about tickets. He�s down the street a few buildings. You can�t miss it. The doors under a sign with a big ship on it if you can�t read.�
Her lackadaisical answer was the most helpful and friendliest words they�d encounter since entering the dreary town.
On the way to the harbormaster, Gray saw the bookstore he�d been looking for. He led the way into it, finding a man with a white beard reading a thick book. The middle shelves were filled while the upper and lower ones were empty.
�Help you?� He didn�t� look up.
�Just making sure you�re open. We�ll be back after we complete some business down the street.�
�Are you sure we can�t help you?� Kelby said as she stepped from behind a curtain that led to a back room.
Gray felt his heart jump, both from seeing Kelby again and from knowing he could pass on his warning to her in case something happened to him.
She rushed to them, �My name�s Kelby. Let me show you our selection. What are you interested in?�
�Travel books. We�re booking passage to the Marlstone Islands on the next ship.�
She took his arm and steered him to a shelf where the old man couldn�t see them. Anna slipped her hand inside her shirt and passed the paper to Kelby, who placed it on inside her waistband as casually as if she was tucking in her shirt. She pulled a book free and said, �This is a diary of a man called Lector who traveled to the Marlstones and beyond. I think you might like it.�
Gray didn�t miss her emphasis as she shoved it into his stomach and nodded that he should purchase it. �I�m a fast reader. Do you have more?�
She smiled and reached for another. �As a matter of fact, there is one other. It is a history book, but you may like it because there�s information on far off lands. In fact, my father highly recommends it.�
He accepted the book, his heart still beating fast, either because of the promised information in the books, the successful passing of the letter to her, or the faint brush of her fingers against his. �Thank you. I�ll get started on them right away. Meantime, I�ll check back with you in case you find another.�
�You�re welcome to browse all our books at any time. We may even give you a mug of hot cider.�
Anna said in her most snarky voice, �I assume I�ll get some cider, too?�
Kelby kept her eyes on Gray. �Of course, honey. Bring him back. I�ll be waiting.�
�I�m sure you will,� Anna said, grabbing Gray�s arm and pulling him.
�Wait, I have to pay.� He protested.
�Pay us next time,� Kelby said. �You have some reading to do.�
Gray stuffed the two books into his pack and stepped outside, almost running into the constable.
�Well, you finally managed to get here, huh?�
Anna spoke before Gray could. �We�ve been here a while. A good observer would have seen us at the dress shop, the grocery store, and here, of course.�
�I knew that,� the constable growled.
Anna smiled sweetly, �Of course you did. I�m sure we all believe you.�
The constable turned away from her and looked at Gray, his eyes almost pleading for help. �Where are you heading?�
�The woman at the grocery suggested we see the harbor master about tickets for our passage.�
�She don�t know nothing. The harbor master tells ships where to anchor and such. You want to go to the ship�s office across the street. Walk with me.�
Gray, trying to remain friendly said, �Thank you, sir. Do you happen to have a younger sister?�
�My best friend did. She was just like the one behind us. Always being prissy and know-it-all.�
�I appreciate your understanding. Is this the place?�
The constable nodded and held the door open for them, then followed them inside. A counter ran along one wall, chairs filled the remaining space. A man sat on a stool behind the counter doing paperwork.
He looked at Gray with a half-smile and asked, �How can I help?�
�My sister and I want to go to the Marlstone Islands.�
The clerk reached for a small stack of papers and sorted through them until he found the one he wanted. He ran a finger down a column. �Here we go. There are no regular passenger ships that sail from here, but there are cargo ships that permit passengers. The Pearl is due to arrive later today or tomorrow, and will depart after transferring cargo, usually a half-day job for her.�
Gray was searching for a way to sail on the Lady Marion, if possible, but with the constable at his elbow, he felt restricted. He asked, �Can you give her ports of call?�
�She�ll sail north to Fleming, about five days, then four or five days. Maybe two in port, then on to the Marlstones; five, maybe six days.�
�I have a weak stomach when it comes to the ocean. Might there be another vessel that sails directly there?�
�There is, but you missed her by two days. The Lady Marion, but she will not return for close to forty days, and you don�t want to wait that long, I�m sure.�
�No others?� Gray asked, gathering as much information as possible, but knowing he had missed the ship he wanted by only two days.
�There are two more, each about ten days apart, but each of them also sail to Fleming first. The Lady Marion is the only ship that sails from here directly there.�
�Then we need to take the Pearl. What is the cost of passage for two of us?� Gray asked.
�Be needing separate cabins?� the clerk asked, his eyes on a form he was beginning to fill out.
�No,� Anna said, just as Gray was about to ask for two. She said, �This is my brother, and we do not have the coin for silly things like two cabins when we�ve slept in the same room our whole lives.�
�Food? Or will you bring your own? I have to warn you, the Pearl is a good ship, but she�s a working ship, and the food is basic and maybe not to your tastes.�
�We�ll bring our own food,� Anna said. �Are you the only one that works here?�
�That I am.�
�How long have you been here?�
�Almost five years.�
She looked at the constable and wrinkled her nose at him, then turned back to the clerk. �Just over a year ago, my brother was supposed to secure passage to the Marlstones. His name was Axe, tall, thin, brown hair and usually carried a lute.�
�Nope.�
�How can you be so sure?�
The clerk looked up. �In the last year, only six people have booked passage. I can describe each of them to you, but I assure you that none comes close to the description you gave me or gave me that name to sail under.�
Gray kept the constable in view from the corner of his eye. Anna�s questions had helped their credibility. If she had failed to ask about her brother it would have told the constable, there was a problem. He was glad she was there because he had forgotten all about it.
The clerk continued, �It�s no pleasure craft you�re booking onto. You do not wander around the decks. You stay inside except when the Captain allows you out, and you either carry your own bedpan to the rail or pay a sailor to do it for you. The Captain is your God until the ship docks. Do what he says or he might put you over the side.�
Anna said, �You might want to work on your presentation.�
The clerk said, �Young lady, I would like you to arrive at your destination, but if you have that attitude with the Captain of the Pearl he may do us all a favor and have you thrown overboard. Before I sell you passage, you will look me in my eye and promise to behave.�
�I notice you are not making my brother do the same.� She snapped, lips pursed.
�That�s because I expect him to complete the voyage.�
The clerk stared at Anna until she relented. �I promise.�
The constable chuckled and said, �Well then, that was worth coming in to see. I have things to do, but I�m sure we�ll meet again.�
�Not if I see you first,� Anna said before the door closed.
They could hear the constable laughing as he walked down the street.
The clerk said to Gray, �You might want to talk to your sister about her attitude.�
Gray chuckled and said, �Listen, there�s an extra copper in it for you, if you�ll talk to her and manage to convince her to be polite.�
�No thanks. I have a daughter just like her that keeps me busy. Your fare is here,� he pointed his finger at a total on the sheet of paper in front of him.
Gray pulled two large silvers from his purse and placed them on the counter. The clerk counted out change. �You�ll need food for at least twelve days. Don�t cut yourself short.�
�Water?� Gray asked.
�Provided by the ship. I�d suggest you take plenty of wine, or you�ll get sicker than you�ve ever been. When you see the Pearl arrive just come back here, and I�ll take you to the ship. Bring whatever you want to take with you. No pets or animals.�
Gray glanced around. �Sir, I�d like to thank you for treating us like humans. You�re the first to do so since we arrived.�
The clerk leaned over the counter. �Between you and me, I really don�t want to live here. The shipping company placed me here five years ago. I�ve been trying to transfer for the last three.�
Gray wanted to ask another personal question but didn�t know how to phrase it at first. �Your first two years were good?�
The clerk turned back to his paperwork, but muttered, �Things were different.�
Gray didn�t want to press the issue because it would probably make the clerk feel like he was being interrogated, which was true. Gray glanced at Anna, who had mercifully remained quiet during the entire exchange, and motioned to the door. He said, �When we see the ship pull in we�ll be back.�
Outside, Anna said, �What a nice man. You didn�t have to bribe him to keep me quiet. I was just playing my part for the constable, you know.�
�And doing very well. He was glad to leave us. I�d hate to have him hanging around us all the time, so keep it up. But only when he�s around.�
Anna said, �No inn, no place to eat, and almost nobody on the street. I get the feeling half the people have moved away, and the rest are scared.�
�Who are those people building the breakwater?�
�You�re trying to find the others. If they�re half as smart as I think, they�re not in public. I�ll bet that some are in abandoned buildings. I saw two men with carpenter tools going into one. Why? That don�t make sense.�
Gray noticed a curtain at a second story window flutter as if someone was watching. He moved his eyes up and down the empty street and found the single dry-goods store. �We need to place an order.�
They walked back to the store and inside found the same droll, pale woman stood behind her counter, her eyes not even noticing them as they entered and closed the door. They walked ahead, and her eyes found them. A small shudder and she said, �You�re back.�
Gray said, �We need food to last at least fifteen days. We�ll be on a ship in a few days.�
The woman nodded, but didn�t move.
�We�ll also need food for while we�re waiting. Maybe a tarp and a couple of blankets,� Gray said.
When she didn�t react, Anna walked around the counter to the shelves and selected several items, placing them on the counter. When the pile contained perhaps ten items, the pale woman noticed and offered to help. Anna told her to point to the locations, and she�d gather the items.
Gray left Anna and stood outside the door. Across the street, another woman hung wash on a line, as if in slow motion. Even the clerk selling them passage had acted slowly. Only the constable had any energy.
The answer was clear. Everyone was listless, depressed, their eyes dull, and they lost concentration. They were drugged. All of them. The only other person who reacted properly was Kelby, and she had probably only arrived a day or two ago. The one common item would be the water.
They�d passed a well when entering the village. He looked down the street and found another in the center of the road, splashing over a small fountain. He and Anna wouldn�t be drinking it. He�d heard of drugs in fountains, and even poisons occurring naturally, but didn�t believe this was an accident. It was part of the pattern.
He stuck his head back inside and called, �I�m going to the bookstore. Be right back.�
The bookstore was only a few doors away, but he felt unfriendly eyes watching him. He entered and found the old man with the white hair studying something on the floor. He didn�t look up.
Gray called, �Kelby. Are you here?�
She came from the back room, all smiles and eager to talk.
He said softly, �Everybody in this town except the constable moves slow and is depressed. I think they�re drugged. Probably by the water. That�s the only common thing I can think of that would affect them all.�
Kelby�s face fell. �I thought the owners here were just old. I haven�t been anywhere in town, not that there�s anywhere to go.�
�I don�t know for sure it�s the water, but don�t drink it. I have to get back.�
Gray hurried outside. Anna was standing beside the door to the store. She said, �I have two boxes of supplies. There are more we�ll want, but for now, we need to go check out our new house.�
At Gray�s confusion, she took his arm and steered him to a doorway across the street and down a few steps. She opened it and revealed a stairway. At the top was a second door, and inside was a small sitting room. It had the smell of a room left unused for a long time, but it was clean and far better than sleeping in the forest.
Throwing the windows open for fresh air, Anna said, �She rented it for a small copper. Is that a problem?�
�Not only is it not a problem, but it's also wonderful. This damp air would have had us miserable when our blankets got wet. Besides, I like being up here with a view of the street.�
Anna said, �As for me, I�d like to slip into that building the carpenters went into. Something is not right.�
�I think everyone here is drugged. Maybe the water.�
�That would make sense. Drug the whole town and suggest some leave. What buildings that remain behind can be used by the others. We still have water in our bottles, but when that�s gone, we�ll refill from a stream.� Anna was busy setting out her belongings.
�I hope the ship arrives soon. This place scares me.�
Anna said, �We need to watch out for anyone who is not drugged. They are probably constables or one of the others.�
That idea had never occurred to him. Now all he needed to do was to figure out how to get a look at the back of someone not drugged. If it had the dragon birthmark, it would confirm his suspicions. The problem was how to do it.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

Gray sat near the window and watched the few people passing outside on the road. All moved with the same sluggish movements. It was still morning, but perhaps a trip to the breakwater was called for. It would be natural for him to be curious.
�Anna, let�s take a walk.�
�You�re not going to get us into trouble again, are you?�
�I just want to walk down to where they�re working on the breakwater. We�re new here, so we�re curious.�
She headed for the door, but said, �Bet they don�t let us near it.�
Once on the street, they walked, talked, and pointed to various buildings and out to the bay, all for the benefit of the unseen eyes watching them. They tried to act like other new visitors would. The buildings came to an end, but the road went on. It was well maintained, and little grass or weeds grew in it, telling of the daily traffic. The breakwater met the shoreline a fair distance away, and as they walked closer, there were a few buildings hidden by trees. They were long, low structures, temporary in appearance. The unpainted wood siding had not yet turned gray.
The construction workers in sight moved at the same slow pace as those people in town. However, there were two �foremen� who shouted orders and kept the others moving. They moved vigorously, waving and pointing. The same constable from earlier in the day stepped from the shadows at the side of the road as if he waited for them.
�Can�t have you going down there. It�s for your own good. People get hurt around construction, and we don�t want any accidents.�
�We were just curious,� Gray said. �Is there a place up on the hill where we can watch?�
�Not anything to watch. Just men pulling wagons and shoving rocks over the end.�
Anna said, �Who�re you to say what we can watch?�
�Just looking out for you, little girl.�
The words were intended to be softer than they sounded, Gray believed. He stepped aside to let Anna try to find what they were allowed to do.
She took a couple of steps closer. �Is this a public road?�
�Yes. But for your safety, you cannot use it until the work is complete.�
�And we can�t watch from a distance?�
�Nothing to watch.� The constable sounded irritated.
�What is there to do in this town? No dances, no children, and I think it�s completely boring.� Anna sounded exactly like the petulant child she was portraying.
However, she had put her finger on another oddity. He had not seen a single child, either. They walked back up the road feeling the constable�s eyes on them the whole way. Once glance behind had him standing there in the middle of the road, hands on hips, as if he owned it.
Anna said, �He�d acted ordinary, at least for him. Do you think, he�s one of the others?�
Gray said, �I doubt it. My guess is he was born here and was always a bully. They�re just letting him act naturally to keep the residents in line.�
�Easy enough to check out. I�ll ask in the store if he was so bossy when he was young.�
Gray said, �I think there are some others here who are not drugged. After dark, I�m going to do a little sneaking around and see what I can find.�
Anna said, �Remember those two carpenters entering that building? I�d like to know what they intended to do in an abandoned storehouse.�
�Maybe I can take a look in there, too.�
�While I sleep my little girl life away?�
They were near the steps to the apartment. As Gray opened the door, he laughed and said, �You�re a lot better at sneaking around than me. I want you with me.�
�Finally, you begin to show signs that you are not dead in your head.�
�Funny. We�ll go out after dark.�
�What do you plan to do until then? Go see your girlfriend at the bookstore again?�
Gray sat in one of the two chairs near the open window, leaned out and looked up and down the street, partially to see what and who was out there, and also to hide the flush he felt. He�d considered going back to the bookstore. �She�s not my girlfriend.�
�That�s not what I saw when you two were together.�
Across the street another building stood, the windows covered with rough-cut boards. Weeds grew knee high in front. But there was a single path from the edge of the street to the door where the weeds were crushed down. There was no indication of what the building had been, but the path indicated people had gone into the building recently.
Across the rooftops were the docks. He again noticed the repairs and changes, all for a place where few ships arrived. The same went for the breakwater. Three or four ships a lunar and the facilities were improved to handle fifty. A shiver ran down his spine.
He said, �I have not felt the touch of a dragon today. I didn�t notice until now.�
Anna had food spread out on a small table, dried fruits, nuts, and she was busy slicing thin strips of jerky to the mix. She looked up, paused, and said, �Me neither.�
He went back to watching out the window. Nothing eventful happened, if anything ever did in Shrewsbury, but his years of standing duty as a watcher had sharpened his eyes. Twice he noticed someone peek from behind the edge of a window of an apartment built over a shop that had a sign offering �Tools of all kinds.' He might venture there later.
But most interesting was the next building down the street in the direction of the breakwater. Twice he�d caught a flash of motion at the corner of the rear side. Head high. Someone peeked out from there occasionally. He turned his head as if to look at the building across the street, but let his eyes remain fixed on the other building. His intent was to appear as if he was looking elsewhere, and perhaps catch sight of the person, probably the constable.
Anna said, �The pickings are slim at the store. I don�t know how anyone survives here, but I�m making my own traveling food. I�m looking for anything that will last at least fifteen days. That pale woman promised me thin bread and dried pears and apples. She said there is smoked fish in the back, but she was too tired to fetch it.�
�So what you have on the table is all we eat?�
Anna said, �It�s not like we can cook on a ship. Fires are forbidden, so we eat cold food. Is your girlfriend going to sail back to Fleming with us?�
Gray had not thought of it, but he latched onto the idea and quickly discarded it. She should take the following ship in case the others boarded their ship. He hated the idea, but he should stay away from Kelby to avoid placing her in danger. Any attention was unwanted.
�We may be up late tonight, so I�m going to take a nap,� he said.
Anna said, �I�ll watch the window for a while, then take one too.�
�Keep an eye on that building to the left, the rear corner. Don�t look directly at it. Someone is peeking out now and then.�
�The constable?�
�That�s what I thought too, but never got a good look.� He spread his bedroll and lay down on the floor mat. He closed his eyes and fell asleep.
When he woke the light in the room came from a single candle. Anna still sat at the window. �I thought you were going to nap.�
�I�m too busy trying to figure out who�s behind that building. Just before dark, the work on the breakwater ended, but nobody came up the road. Not one. Isn�t that odd?�
Gray sat up and stretched. �I think it�s time to go look at a few things on our own terms.�
�No, not yet. We can�t really go until our friend out there is gone. I cannot imagine he�s going to watch us all night.�
�I wish there was a back door. I�d be out there right now. Not even a window to climb out.�
Anna said, �There are no streetlights, in fact almost no lights in any building.�
�How do you know about fires on ships, streetlights, and all this other stuff? You�ve never left Oasis before a few days ago.�
She gave him one of her looks. �Really? Do you think I cannot read a book?�
�Nobody in the family has more than a few books.�
�And I go to each and borrow them one at a time. I take the time to improve my mind.�
�Anna, you�re only fourteen.�
�Old enough to rule some kingdoms in the past. Let me tell you about . . .�
�Never mind,� Gray said, knowing when he was defeated.
�Good, because I think I just saw our friend slip off into the trees behind the house. It was not the constable, by the way. I got one good look at his hair, and it definitely was not him.�
�Let�s eat and wait a while longer,� he suggested.
�I agree. We should wait until we see a light or two go out.�
They sat in silence, eating and watching the water sparkle as they kept an eye on the only road in town. Gray heard wavelets lapping the shore. A bat or two flew past, and the air smelled of things rotting, and also the salt tang in the air. He had read a few books too. One dealt with sailing, swords, and treasure. He doubted he�d experience much of the same as in the book, but he also knew a little of the sea. A time would come to impress Anna.
A light in a window flicked out. He glanced at Anna. She said, �Not yet.�
The moon was in its last quarter, but thick and heavy clouds had gathered during the afternoon and hid it, as well as the stars. He didn�t dare take a candle, but it could be too dark, hiding what he wanted to see, instead of concealing him.
Another light went out. Then a third. Anna stood.
They went down the stairs and opened the door only wide enough to slip out and disappear around the corner to the side of the building. They moved quickly to the rear, huddled, and listening. When no shouts of alarm or running feet sounded, they relaxed, at least temporarily. The most dangerous part was over.
Gray took them behind three buildings next to the one with the apartment where they stayed. Again, he noticed the absence of barking dogs. And no cats. At the building where the men carrying hammers and saws entered he paused. The windows were crudely boarded over, the wood freshly sawed. He tried the door. It was locked. He went to the next window, and the next. At the front corner of the building they paused.
The front door was only a few steps away and in deep shadow. Anna slipped past him and tried the door. It opened. She entered Gray at her heels. It was too dark to see, but a candle would alert anyone on the street or looking their way. It smelled of fresh-cut wood.
�Wait,� Gray whispered as he moved carefully to the back, hands in front to fend off bumping anything. The floor was surprisingly free of buckets, tools, lumber, and other obstacles. He could make out a few faint lines of semi-light through the boarded up windows. As he got closer, he felt the wall until he came to the door. After only a little fumbling he found the latch to unlock it.
Despite the low cloud cover, dim light filtered inside as he opened it. There were shelves built against all four walls. Three high. One at floor level, one waist high, and the third head high. Gray made his way to the nearest. It was deeper than his arm. Vertical timbers were placed every few steps indicating the shelves were intended to hold heavy weights.
Anna was also exploring. She moved to the shelves on the other side of the room, then to the center, where other shadows were deeper black than the surroundings. �Tables.� A small crash as something was knocked over, �And chairs.�
�What is this place?� Gray asked her.
�A bunkhouse. Sleeping spaces for a lot of people.�
The shelves were bunks, three high. He counted. Twenty-four beds. �Anything else?�
�No, let�s get out of here.�
Outside again, Anna leaned close. �I wonder if other buildings are also being converted to hold people. One of them is probably getting turned into a kitchen.�
�Expecting a lot of people to arrive here.�
�I want to go down by that breakwater. Since that idiot constable told us we can�t go there, it makes me think we might find something of interest,� Anna said.
Despite her attitude about the constable, she was right. But they couldn�t walk down the road. As long as the buildings occupied the sides of the road, they could use them for cover. It only took a short time to make their way to the end. Only one window had a light in it, but they moved carefully.
Anna said, �I think it�s safe to use the road.�
�No, I don�t. If there is anything to hide down there, they�ll have a guard posted on the road. At least, that�s where I�d put one.�
�So we cross the road and make our way along the beach?�
They moved quietly, but the small sounds of the small waves on the sand covered any sounds that might warn a guard. Still, they stayed in the shadows and moved slowly, pausing and waiting several times.
A cough and then a man clearing his throat came from the road not twenty steps away. They froze and waited. A chink of metal touching metal broke the silence. They moved on down the beach.
The breakwater itself was of no interest. It was just thousands upon thousands of rocks piled upon others. But the three long, low buildings drew them. Dim lights slipped through the hundreds of cracks in the walls. They snuck to the nearest, positioning themselves under shrubs that grew on the side furthest from the single door.
The rough cut lumber confirmed Gray�s estimate that the buildings were new, poorly made, and almost temporary. The wood was pine. Knots already had popped out of many boards, some to be stuffed with rags from the inside. But only the larger knots were filled. Gray put his eye to a smaller one, as he noticed Anna doing the same.
Inside were more beds stacked on top of each other. Men and women sat on them or slept. A few talked in low, dull voices. There was no joking, laughter, or animation.
�Drugged,� Anna mouthed, then turned to watch again.
Gray put his ear to a knothole and listened. The speech pattern was odd. While the voices were low, he didn�t hear words he knew. He moved down the side of the building to another knothole where two men sat on a bunk talking. He put his ear to the wall. Words, responses, but not understandable. They were speaking a language he�d never heard.
Here and there a word or phrase sounded familiar, but he understood none. He reverted to looking again. Both men had blue tattoos on their forearms, swirling shapes. One turned, so the arm was turned to him.
It was a dragon. A dragon that stretched from his wrist to his elbow. The other man had one too, not exactly the same, but similar. Now that he knew what to look for, he found them on every man and woman, all different, some more detailed than others.
A door crashed open as it struck the outside wall when the breeze caught it. Anna and Gray watched two men exit and shuffle down a path to a much smaller building. Once they went inside, Anna and Gray followed. Ten paces away they realized the smaller building was an outhouse. The stench turned them away.
A third building was beyond the outhouse. It was smaller and had two windows on each side, all with candlelight streaming outside. They sprinted to the rear side of it and found they could remain hidden where the undergrowth grew right up to the side.
Again, there were dozens of holes from knots that had fallen out to choose from. Inside was a kitchen. There were large pots, clay bowls, and crude mugs. Three men and two women washed the dirty bowls by sloshing dirty gray water onto them and wiping the inside of each with a rag. They worked slowly, their eyes dull. There was little talking from them, but all wore dragon tattoos on their arms.
A wall inside separated the kitchen from the rest of the building. Despite having to be less concealed, Gray wanted to see what was inside it. He scooted down the siding and halted. He heard voices.
They came from inside, animated, and crude laughter followed. He peered inside and found five men, three playing a gambling game with dice and small stacks of coins in front of the players. Another sat apart and smoked a pipe, filling the room with dense blue smoke. The last was writing at a table, his concentration on his pen and ink.
All were large men, their clothing far better than the people in the other building. Their voices tended to be loud. They were the men who kept the others working. None had dragon tattoos on their arms.
�I�ve seen enough,� Gray whispered.
They made their way back to the apartment. Once inside, Anna said, �You know those were not the people we�re after, right?�
�I agree. Those last five are hired ruffians. Probably locals or people brought here from nearby towns. The ones with the tattoos in the first building are drugged like those in the town. But they speak a different language. They must be from Breslau, and work with the others.�
�Prisoners of the others is more like it,� she said.
�From the drugged water and the slow actions and thoughts of the people we�ve seen, most prisoners in the king�s dungeons are better off.�
Anna�s eyes shifted to the table where she had been sorting food for their trip, most of which had come from the store a few doors away. Her voice was soft. �You know, it might not be the water that is drugged. It might be the food.�

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

The idea that food is easier to drug if you control all the food in the town was easy to accept. Food Gray had already eaten. Fortunately, it had been mixed with food they brought with them, and they had consumed only a little in any case.
Kelby. He had to warn her. If it was the water, she could avoid it by drinking wine or ale. But if it was food? She couldn�t go without eating. People in Shrewsbury were no better than slaves, with only a few strong arms needed to keep them working.
He couldn�t approach her at night. Tomorrow he would. She should only eat fresh vegetables and fruit until leaving. His head swirled with fears for her and more unanswered questions.
Anna put him back on track. �We have to get away from here. I think they supplied this room so we could fall under the spell of their drugs. It could be something in the air we breathe, for the sake of six gods dancing. They could have filled this room with strange dried mushrooms from across the sea. When we wake up, we may be like the others.�
�Now,� he decided, reaching for his pack.
Anna finished packing at the same time. She followed him from the room. They took the road they�d come in on, climbing a long, low hill until they could look over their shoulders and see the entire bay spread out in the dim light.
Ahead, a figure appeared from the side of the road, hands on hips. �Where do the two of you think you�re going?�
Startled, they moved closer. It was a large man; a long blade flashed as he held it next to his leg.
Anna recovered her wits first, �And what business is it of yours where we go?�
�It�s the middle of the night. I don�t want you to get hurt out here.�
�You don�t even know me so why do you care? I think you�re a highwayman trying to rob us. Maybe kill us.� Anna moves to her left, putting distance between herself and Gray as she pulled her knife and waving it threateningly. It would have been funny under other circumstances.
�I said to go back,� he growled, his eyes shifting to her knife, not seeing the humor at all.
Gray pulled his knife, wishing he had a staff to fight with. A staff is often a single clean strike, little or no blood. Blades are messy. He doubted he could grab his bow, string it, and pull an arrow before the other attacked. Keeping his voice steady and calm, he said, �I was cut on the arm in my last knife fight I was in. Bled all over and ruined a good shirt, but the other guy didn�t live.�
Anna said, �He was a big man too. And you were fighting him all alone, but not this time.�
Doubt flashed across the man�s face, and then he shouted louder, �I said, go back.�
Anna held her knife in a fighting stance as she eased further to his side until she faced Gray. �Want me to go high while you go low?�
�Take your pick,� Gray said. �I�ll take the other. Slash, don�t stab. One or two slices like I taught you, and he�ll quit. Or you can back off while I keep him busy and use that little bow of yours to place an arrow in his leg. Don�t kill him, he�s just doing his job.�
Anna slipped the bow from her shoulder and in one motion had the string set. She reached for an arrow.
The knife fell from his hand as he spun and leaped from the road to the bushes at the side. They could hear him crashing through the forest for a long time. They didn�t laugh. Gray said, �We have to come back this way to catch the ship. He�ll tell them we left so that might help.�
�So we report to the constable that a highwayman tried to rob us.� Anna slipped her knife into her scabbard and picked up the one the guard had dropped. She tested the blade with her thumb and made a disgusted sound. �We were perfectly safe with this in his hand.�
�Dull?�
�Dull, chips on the cutting edge, rusted blade, and poorly made, to begin with. Sort of like that stupid guard, if you ask me.�
Gray said, �He was put here to keep us in town where we�d either drink the water or eat the food is my guess.�
�Or breathe the air in that room, if they put something in it. What do we do now?�
�I think we find a place to hide, a place where we can watch the bay for ships. When ours arrives, we sneak into town and to the ship. I doubt if the Captain is under their thumb like the rest of the people.� Gray started walking, wanting to be out of sight of the guard posted on top of the hill long before the sun came up. He also expected more guards to hunt for them, if not tonight, certainly in the morning.
Anna said, �They expect us to go this way. What if we double back and move further up the bay instead?�
The idea was perfect. He should have realized it, too. He said, �Look for a place where we can get off the road without leaving any sign.�
A hundred steps further a small stream cut across the road. They grinned at each other in the darkness and headed upstream, in the direction of the Bay, but at the narrow end. Anna suggested, �We might want to camp higher up on the hillside to avoid part of the damp. I�m tired of being damp and wet like when we watched the dragons.�
�But close enough to the water to find shellfish to eat.�
Anna tossed her head back and flashed a big smile. �You�re from the desert. What do you know about finding shellfish? Have you ever eaten any?�
He smiled back, �Read about them in a book. You�re not the only one to read.�
�Did that book tell you which is safe to eat or how to prepare shellfish?�
Gray continued up the stream until a fallen tree provided a bridge to climb the bank. He said, �Ever do any trapping?�
�A rabbit here and there. What do you propose to cook it over? Just make a smoky old fire and if they don�t see the smoke, they�ll see the light it makes.�
�Anna, I foresee a day when you�ll sit at the head of the family council if you don�t take over for old King Ember.� He waited until she grinned. �That is if you manage to avoid being murdered for that long. If you ask me, those are long odds.�
He pushed aside undergrowth in the dark. When they had traveled half the night, far enough from the road to ensure they would not be followed or discovered by accident, Gray suggested they sleep under a pine tree. The accumulation of years of fallen pine needles made a soft bed.
Before falling to sleep, he said, �Feel any effects of drugs? Is your mind sluggish?�
Anna said, �No. And you?�
�Maybe all this walking got it out of our system.�
�If it was ever there. Your friend Kelby didn�t look half-asleep when we were in the bookstore.�
Anna was right. Kelby had been in Shrewsbury two days or more than them. How come she was not drugged? Why had that guard on the road refused to allow them to leave Shrewsbury? First, they didn�t want them there, then they tried to prevent them from leaving. Why were all the people drugged in the first place? What was the town preparing for? The questions tumbled over each other. Questions without answers.
They slept late. When he woke, Anna was sitting beside him, picking through a handful of food. He watched her select a few items and toss them aside. She ate others.
�Throwing out anything we got in Shrewsbury?� he asked.
�There�s still quite a lot that we brought with us. Hungry?� she held out a cloth sack.
�I have plenty. What�s the plan for today?�
�We go down near the bay and watch for ships while we find a good place to stay, and we find a feast for a meal.� She had it all figured out, as usual.
He said, �I was thinking of sending you back last night to tell the family what we�ve found. But there isn�t really all that much. Each of the items is not conclusive of anything. We�re just guessing for most of it, and we have questions but no answers.�
�What�s happening here is not natural.�
�And not completely proven that the others have anything to do with any of it.�
She sulked for a moment, then asked, �Do you feel that?�
He did. As soon as she mentioned the red dragon, he felt the familiar warm tingle on his back. �I�ll bet it came near here last night when we were going to fight that man. My temper was pretty high.�
Anna said, �I didn�t know he had a dull knife to match his dull mind. Also, I didn�t appreciate you telling me to back off and use my bow. That warning tipped him off to what I was going to do. I just needed a little space and time to string it and notch an arrow.�
Gray nodded. �I didn�t know you were going to do that. Sorry. Listen, I want to try and send that dragon a message. I don�t want it flying here to rescue me and find two or three greens waiting to attack it. You might want to try it too.�
�Do you think I am more responsive to it?� She was almost beaming.
�No, but it won�t hurt. And your silence will let me concentrate.�
She didn�t speak for quite a while, either in deference to his request or because she was angry. Finally, she stood and said, �We need to find a place to camp.�
Gray stood, too. She was right, but the tone of her voice said they needed to walk instead of talk. Anna took the lead, generally moving down the slope in the direction of the water. Quicker than expected, they found a semi-flat area devoid of trees and shrubs beside a stream. It looked out over the bay, including the town and breakwater. The distance was so great that they couldn�t see individuals.
The shoreline was further away than he wanted, but otherwise, it fit his requirements. However, most importantly, the view was clear, and if there had been a ship at the pier or anchor, they would have seen it from the first. �I think this is good.�
Anna pointed to the side of the clearing closest to the village. �If we dig a hole and maybe bank some rocks around the top, we can build a small fire after dark where they can�t see the smoke.�
�We can do that. The ship should be here within a couple of days.�
She sat on the grass and said, �Let�s talk. Once it gets here, what are your plans? Just march right into town as big as life?�
�No, of course not. We�ll go through the woods and come out behind the shipping company. Then we�ll try to get inside the building so the agent can escort to the ship. For some reason, I don�t think anyone will prevent us from sailing once we�re on the ship.�
�I don�t like it. You�re leaving out too many things. What if they watch the shipping office? Or what if they do have men to capture us when we come out of the shipping office? I do not want to be walking around that town unprotected.�
�Your ideas?�
She hesitated, then said, �I believe we should slip into town at the waterfront, near the piers. We can run up onto the pier and run to the ship. We can tell the Captain to send one of his men to fetch the agent.�
�You really are smarter than me, you know,� he laughed.
She didn�t even smile. She said, �Another thing. When are you going to tell me about Stinson?�
The suddenness of the request took him by surprise, but at some point, he should have expected that she would ask. He had told the basic story that Stinson had died in the drylands, but for the sake of his family, he brushed over all the problems. �He fought me from the start. Actually, he threatened me at the door to my house before we ever left. He said he�d get even with me, or something like that. He said he was smarter, could run faster, and that he was stronger. All true, but threats.�
�You should have told the council.�
�I did. Or tried. They were way ahead of me and manipulated the situation. They told me I could handle him if anyone could. It was also made clear that he was not to put the family or me in danger, and if I needed to return alone, they would understand.�
�Gods above and below! They as much as told you to kill him.�
She was getting too far ahead. He said, �Now, wait up. Their exact word, their intent, and how I understood them may be different. Don�t go off spreading gossip or lies.�
�Stinson was a bad man. His brain was different. I can see their point. I can�t see why they put him with you.�
�Because I�m weak? I believe their hopeful intent was to strengthen me while correcting some of Stinson�s attitude.�
Anna thought about what Gray had said before speaking. �They knew what they were doing. They set it up. If Stinson had managed to get you killed, or killed you himself, they would have the excuse to execute him. They made you their bait if you haven�t realized it.�
Again Anna had put her finger right on something he�d missed. He had been set up. It had almost been a kill or be killed situation. His temper rose, a taste of bile in his mouth. His jaw was set.
She continued, �You never found his body, they said.�
�No. I went back to where I�d left him, but he must have tried to return to the family or make it on his own. I�m sure he ran out of water in the drylands. A sad and hard death for anyone, especially for someone who grew up with me.�
�He never grew up. His whole life was only about him, so don�t feel bad.� She used a stick to begin digging a hole for the fire.
Gray said, �I�m going to scout around.� He�d had enough talking for one morning to turn his mood angry and foul. He stormed off down the side of the hill in the direction of the water. Once away from Anna he paused to let his mind, try to control his emotions. She had not blamed him in any manner, but her questions were the same he�d asked himself. The girl was often too insightful. Worse, she didn�t hesitate to speak her mind.
The trees were mostly small hardwoods, the underbrush thin. The smells of pine and cedar filled the warm air. Ducks and geese flew. If a dragon came near, the birds would land and hide despite the fact that dragons seldom dined on them. It was as if ducks and geese didn�t wish to share the sky with dragons. None had ever nested at the lake at Oasis, although now and then a few migrating made a quick stop.
He could still feel the dragon at the edge of his abilities to sense it. As he had many times before, he sat on a boulder and reached out. Nothing came in return. Someday it would. He knew it.
He glanced at the water of the bay again. Movement caught his eye. He raised his head and found a ship sailing around the end of the breakwater. He couldn�t tell if it was the Pearl, but assumed it was. It was the only ship due. As he stood to go tell Anna of the ship, his back tingled more, stung, and then burned.
The intense pain dropped him to the ground, face first. He rolled over and the pain increased a hundred times. Gray howled as if he�d fallen into the campfire.
Then it increased even more as a green dragon flew overhead, fast and low. The dragon turned its head, and the red eyes searched for, then found Gray. The beat of the wings faltered. But it flew on, twisting and turning to look again at Gray.
The pain diminished as the beast flew on, and Gray managed to stand on weak legs. He stumbled up the side of the hill, trying to run, but falling over and over. His back still hurt. So did his knees and elbows where he�d skinned them in the many falls, but he had to check on Anna.
Breaking free of the underbrush, he ran into the clearing. Anna lay on the grass, face down, knees pulled to her chest, moaning softly. He ran to her side.
�It hurts,� she said. �Lift my shirt and look at my back.�
Gray gently lifted her shirt and exposed her dragon tattoo. Unlike most, hers held only the head of a dragon, face ready to leap and bite the observer. It was red, detailed and almost savage in appearance in normal times. It now appeared inflamed. Each line of the image too red.
He gently placed his fingertips on the image of the dragon. Each line was now raised, looked raw, and painful. She winced. He withdrew his hand and reached for the corner of a blanket and a water jar. He dampened it and patted her back. The pain of watery blood spread wherever he touched.
She sat, tears still flowing down her cheeks, and said, �Did it affect you?�
He nodded.
�Turn around.� She lifted his shirt and sucked in a gasp of air. �Dancing gods above, I�ve never seen or heard of this.�
�The lines of my dragon are welts?�
�Like you�ve been whipped, and it somehow made a picture.� Her voice held fear and awe as she touched him. �I wish I had some salve or knew which medicinal plants to gather.�
�Your dragon is the same.�
�No wonder it hurts so much. What happened?� She asked.
�Did you see that green fly over us?�
�The greens are not supposed to sense us. We can�t feel them, either.�
Gray said, �Well, I think that information is wrong. I can�t explain it, but we can definitely feel the touch of at least one dragon.�
�I still feel the red. It�s nearby.�
�Me too,� Gray agreed. �The touch feels completely different. The red stings, but is a warm, friendly sort of feeling despite that. Just an itch most of the time. The green was hatred and anger. Mean.�
�I agree.�
�I was lying in the open down there. It flew over me and turned its head to find me. When it did, it missed a beat with its wings. I was sure it would turn and attack, but instead, it looked away and flew on.� Gray pulled down his shirt and tried to stand, but gave up and remained sitting.
Anna said, �I watched it look at you. It acted confused.�
�I don�t care how it acts as long as it stays away.�
�The Pearl arrived. We have to get onto the ship where the Captain will protect us from the constable and townspeople. Tonight.� Her voice trembled with each word.
�I�ve heard most sea captains consider their ships as their own property and he can keep them away, but he can also decide to turn us over to them. We can�t know what reception we�ll get.�
Anna took the water jug from him and drank heavily. �I say we get on the ship and take our chances. He has a duty to protect passengers, and we�ve paid our way. My books say that captains are usually honorable men.�
�I have to warn Kelby.�
�You have the coin. Pay the Captain to carry a message to her and purchase her passage.�
Gray said, �We are making decisions with a lack of information. At least, ten things can go wrong with our plan. Maybe I should go on alone and send you back to the family with what�s happened so far.�
Anna snorted, suddenly turning back into a twelve-year-old girl who knows everything. �Nothing to tell them. Just a lot of your guesses and some of them are bound to be wrong. Maybe I should send you back, and I�ll go to the Marlstones.�
Gray knew when he was beaten. �We�ll go together.�

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

The ship at the pier appeared as pretty as a drawing on colored paper by a talented artist, as Gray and Anna crept closer to the buildings of the town and peered through the underbrush. It had not anchored, which had been a fear of Gray�s. If anchored, he would have to find a way to steal a small boat and row.
It was tied up to one of the piers. Unfortunately, it was at the one closest to the town and all the activity, such as it was. A boom on the ship lowered crates loaded onto the dock, and listless men loaded them onto wagons that carried them away. A few crates waited on the pier to be loaded onto the ship.
There were few people on the street, as usual for the town. The sailors wore baggy uniforms made of coarse blue material, but even if they dressed the same as townsmen, they would be recognizable because they moved about in their duties quickly, often shouting orders or directing to others. Their arms waved, fingers pointed, and they ran as much as they walked. The difference between them and those from Shrewsbury was striking, even from a distance.
One man on the ship roamed the deck, observing all, hands clasped behind his back. No, more than roamed, he stalked the deck searching for problems. The Captain paused occasionally and offered a word, or shouted an order, but most of the time his well-trained crew knew their jobs.
Another, at the foot of the gangway, held a stack of papers in his hand. He directed the unloading while consulting them. He was directly in charge, and any comments made by the Captain drew his attention as if the comments were criticisms of his work. He was the bos�n.
The afternoon was late. Gray and Anna remained hidden in the trees at the edge of town. They quietly planned the best route to cross the street undetected, and race to the pier. The shipping agent they had purchased passage from walked out onto the dock. He shook hands with the man in charge of the dock. They passed a few words, papers exchanged hands, and he walked up the gangway to meet with the Captain.
The two of them spoke for some time as if they were old friends, or, at least, business acquaintances on good terms.
Anna said, �The ship will have a guard on watch tonight.�
�At least one. And the town may also have one or two. The constables might be watching for us. But on the bright side, I�ll bet our booking agent just told both the bos�n and captain to expect two passengers for the coming trip.�
�Good. Then they�ll know of us when we sneak aboard.�
Gray said, �Let�s move where we can see more of the street.�
He slipped back into the forest and made a wide circle, Anna at his heels. When they reached another place to watch the street, this time behind their apartment, the view of the pier was not as good. Gray crept closer to the building as he peered between it and the one next to it. The alleyway provided a good view of the street, and of the small bookstore.
�Looking for your girlfriend?� Anna asked, not bothering to conceal the smirk.
I should deny it. Instead, he simply said, �Yes.�
An unknown woman entered the store, remained for a short time and returned to the street. She carried one book, her motions slow and her eyes downcast as she walked by them no more than twenty paces away. Gray decided he could have done a fertility dance, and she would not have noticed.
Soon after, she walked past the door again. Kelby stepped outside, paused and looked in both directions. Gray, concealed by the two buildings on either side, stepped out of the shrubbery into the alley and waved, attracting her attention.
Kelby�s eyes finally found him. After a pause, she smiled. It was not the enthusiastic greeting of two days ago, but it was not the sleepy action of the townspeople either. It was somewhere between.
Gray waved her to come to the alley as he used the deepening shadows to move closer to her. He peeked around the corner, realizing how stupid and dangerous his actions were. A bench sat in front of one building, in plain sight of anyone on the street. He pointed to it.
She understood and angled her walk so she could sit, her head watching the street, not him. Her wits were not completely dulled. He said, �We have to get out of here.�
Her head nodded almost imperceptibly, as she sat and looked out over the bay.
�Tonight. Listen, do not drink any water or eat anything. The others are controlling the whole town by a drug, but we don�t know how they administer it. Stay outside as much as possible in case it is spread in the air. Say you are not feeling well and need air. Understand?�
Another nod.
�Where do you sleep?�
�In a room behind the bookstore.�
Her lips barely moved. Good. �Is there a back door?�
She shook her head minutely. �A window.�
�Slip out right after dark and hide in the bushes. Wait there. I�ll come get you.�
She stood, her head still facing away. Her voice came clear and loud. �Good afternoon, Constable.�
�How is your visit? Are you planning on staying on with us?� The constable�s voice was no more than a few steps away.
Gray kept his back to the wall and moved to the rear, but before reaching the safety of the corner the constable came into view. He froze. The constable was half-turned, looking at Kelby, but any movement by Gray would draw attention.
�It�s very peaceful here.�
�That it is. Have you seen those two newcomers today?�
�The man and the girl?�
Kelby�s voice had taken on the slow, soft patter of the other residents during the conversation. �Let me see. They did come into the bookstore yesterday. Earlier I may have seen them, but I�m not sure.�
�You don�t remember if you saw them?�
�I don�t think so. That was yesterday, I think.�
She�s letting him tell her what he wants to hear. The constable turned his head away, and Gray took two sliding steps further away before the constable turned back to her.
The constable said as if losing patience with her, �If you do see them, fetch me.�
�Are they in trouble?�
�We don�t want their kind in Shrewsbury. Don�t you worry about it, we think they have gone, but look out for them.�
Kelby stood up and walked across the street without answering. The constable watched her, and Gray used his inattention and turned head to get to the corner and slip around it. Then he darted into the brush at the edge of the trees.
�That was close,� Anna said, punching his shoulder.
�Kelby is drugged. Not as much as the others, but we have to rescue her.�
Anna punched his shoulder again, harder. �Your girlfriend is not part of our job.�
�Actually, she is. The only reason she�s here is because of you and me. She was sent, just like we were to help the Dragon Clan. We won�t let her become a victim of what�s happening here.�
Anna balled her fist again, ready to punch him a third time, then relaxed. �You�re right. We don�t have so many friends among normals that we can let them face danger. What did you say to her?�
�I told her not to eat or drink. Plead illness, if she had to. Then sneak out her window tonight and hide in the bushes and wait for us.�
Anna considered what he�d said. Then she half-smiled. �Quick thinking. We can get her on our way to the ship. We owe her at least that much.�
�This is maybe the best place to cross the street. Fewer people living in the buildings near here, and once we�re over there, we can use the beach as cover. Lots of old boats, sheds, and places to hide.�
�Then when we get to the pier, we�ll be closer to the ship. But we�ll have to get across an open field, then the pier itself,� Anna said. �If I was searching for us, and I knew we had paid for passage, I�d set a trap there at the foot of the pier.�
There�s no way past the men waiting there. �I may have an idea.�
�If it involves busting a few heads of constables, I like it,� she said.
Gray said, �We need to move to the back of the shipping office.�
�Why? If I may ask.�
�Because that clerk was helpful and does not like it here any better than us. I think he might help us. He has a daughter your age.� Gray led the way, reaching the spot he wanted on a building only two doors away. He watched the area, knowing the constable may be searching for him, and there may be more to help him.
Gray said, �Stay here.� He darted to the rear of the building and put his ear to the wall. Nothing. Then he heard footsteps inside. No voices. He went to the back door and tried the handle. Locked.
Taking a deep breath, he paused and considered all that could go wrong, then knocked, anyway. When nothing happened, he knocked again.
�Who is it,� a hushed voice asked.
�Gray. Your passenger on the Pearl.�
The door opened, and a hand reached out like a claw to grab his shirt. Gray found himself yanked inside as the door shut behind him.
�I shouldn�t be telling you this. But are you aware that they�re searching for you? They�re planning on preventing you from getting onto the ship.� The shipping agent pulled a curtain and blew out one of the two candles.
�I suspected that. Listen, I have an idea if I can get your help.�
�I won�t put my life in danger,� the clerk said, no give in his tone.
�Will you just go to the ship and borrow three of the uniforms the crew wears? That�s all I�ll ask. You can say I stole them from your office.�
�You�re thinking of walking right out in the open to the ship? That might actually work. I heard they�re going to hide under both sides of the pier because they expect you to sneak along the shore if you make a try for the ship. They�ll be waiting for you there.�
�Will you help?� Gray asked.
�You said three uniforms?�
�We�ll pay the extra passage. We�ll pay a premium price.�
The shipping clerk said, his voice becoming stern, �Who is the third person?�
�There is a friend who works at the bookstore. She needs to get home and away from this town.�
�Kelby? I met her when she arrived. She already has paid passage to Fleming. Nice girl. I�ll help her. And you.�
Gray felt a wash of relief. He took the hand of the agent and pumped it, holding back a desire to clasp him in a bear hug. �I can�t thank you enough.�
The clerk said, �Let me go talk to the Captain. I�m sure he�ll allow this. He does not like it here either. He won�t even allow his crew ashore, except on errands.�
�I�ll wait in the bushes out back. When you return just open the door, a little and I�ll get the uniforms.� Gray slipped out the rear door and ran into the shrubbery again.
Anna said, �How did it go?�
He filled her in, including the constables planning to guard both sides of the pier. Their earlier plan would have had them walking right into the trap. It was almost dark when the back door of the shipping office opened slightly. Gray met the clerk there.
�The Captain is expecting you if you try to get aboard yourselves, but he offers to help you further.�
Gray said, �How can he do that?�
�If I set a lantern in my front window, he�ll send eight or ten of his men onto the pier as if they have a job to do. They�ll wait there until you show up, and everyone will return to the ship in a group. He doubts they will even realize more return than went ashore.�
�If they do figure it out?�
�There are eight or ten of his sailors spoiling for a fight with the locals. I think those are his exact words.�
�That�s perfect. We have to go get Kelby and get dressed. Give us time to slip across the street and get set, then set out your lantern,� he reached for his coin purse.
�No, you just get yourselves away from this awful place. I�ll sleep better knowing, at least, three people escaped, and they did it with a little help from me.� The clerk stuck out his hand to shake.
The door closed as Gray went to where Anna waited at the edge of the forest. He outlined the plan as they changed clothing. Then they went to the side of the building. Nobody was in sight. Together they sprinted to the other side and waited for the alarm to be raised.
Anna jabbed him in the ribs. �We made it. Let�s find your girlfriend.�
�She�s not my. . . never mind.� He led the way behind the buildings and found the rear of the bookstore. He moved into the bushes and whispered her name, but received no answer.
�She should be here by now,� Anna said. �If she�s not, we can�t leave her.�
�What other choice do we have?� Gray looked at the extra uniform in his hand.
Anna leaned closer, �Follow me.�
She kept to the shadows and moved to the closest window of the bookstore. She moved her head slowly and peeked inside with one eye, then ducked back and shook her head before moving to the next. At the third window, she nodded quickly and pulled her knife from her leg. Anna stood on tiptoes and examined the finger lock on the window. She slipped the thin blade of the knife between the frame and worked it back and forth, then flashed a wicked grin.
She lifted the window with a slight protesting screech and climbed in, almost in one move. Gray peeked inside. Kelby was on a mat, sleeping. Anna knelt beside her, trying to wake her. When she didn�t, Anna shook harder.
Kelby managed to sit up, but her eyes were listless and dull. Anna hissed at Gray, �Get in here. Help me.�
Gray climbed in, not nearly as gracefully as Anna. As he did, he noticed a lantern appear in the front window of the shipping office.
Anna whispered, �Let�s get that uniform on her.�
Together they dressed her in the dark, Gray trying to not look at Kelby as he tugged and pulled the uniform over an almost unconscious young woman wearing little. They lifted her to her feet and managed to half-walk, half-carry her to the window. They rested her on the window sill, intending for Anna to climb outside and help pull her. However, her weight shifted, and her head and upper body went out the window.
The rest of her followed. She sprawled on the ground in shadow, then curled into a ball, one arm still flung out as if to stop herself. Gray climbed out and leaned close. �Kelby, can you walk?�
�Sleep,� she mumbled.
Anna said, �Get her standing and we�ll each carry one side.�
Gray glanced at the lantern still burning and bent the help her stand. The sailors the Captain sent onto the dock couldn�t remain there indefinitely. They moved her a few steps at a time, more carrying her than walking. From in front of them there came a commotion of men shouting and angry yelling. Rounding the end of a warehouse the pier was directly ahead. So were the sailors.
So were three constables, or, at least, the one they knew by sight and two of his friends who were not drugged. The constables were ordering the sailors back to the ship, shouting and pointing. The sailors refused.
�Let me help.� A sailor who had been hiding under a tree near the end of the pier replaced Anna as he carried Kelby. He said, �While they�re all together on the other side of the pier, we�ll walk up this side. Don�t look at them. Just walk as if we�re doing what the constables want us to.�
�What if they stop us?�
�My shipmates will see us. If we�re spotted, they�ll probably start a fight with them. Or with each other.�
The pier was, at least, fifty paces wide, the Pearl�s gangway a hundred away. As they started walking, Gray noticed a stir as a few of the men spotted them. One sailor leaped to the nearest constable and raised his fists. All eyes turned to him. He waved his fists and danced around in front of the constable, but never threw a punch. He shouted insults and threatened to fight all three constables at the same time.
Another sailor wrapped his arms around the boxer. Two others joined him in restraining the potential boxer, all of them shouting and yelling at the same time. By the time the confrontation settled down, the four had slipped beyond and were at the foot of the gangway. As they started up to the ship, the fighting sailors on the pier agreed with the constables to return to their ship peacefully.
Men were waiting on the deck of the ship to help them to a cabin. The Captain watched silently from a deck a level above, but gave Gray a wink as they passed by. They were escorted to a cabin, a tiny interior room with two bunks, one built over the other, each large enough for one small person.
Gray and Anna had left everything they owned in the forest behind the shipping agents building. Their food, water jars, bows, and blankets were all sacrificed to board the ship. Kelby brought nothing with her and was placed in the lower bunk where she promptly fell into a deep sleep. Gray pointed to the top bunk for Anna. She climbed in but handed him the blanket.
A knock came from the door. Gray opened it.
�Sir, compliments of the Captain.� He held out a handful of blankets, and a thinly rolled mattress carried under his arm.
�Please thank him for me.�
�The Pearl is a good ship, sir.�
The door closed. Gray spread the thin mattress on the floor and pinched out the single candle burning in a wall-mounted holder. There was no porthole. The sounds of the ship�s rigging clanging and timbers creaking sounded almost soothing until raised voices spilled into the night. Another knock came at the door. The same young sailor who had escorted them to the cabin stood outside.
He said, �Excuse me, but the Captain sends his regards. There are three officials from Shrewsbury demanding to board and search the ship. You are asked to remain in your cabin and do not come out under any circumstances.�
�They�re going to search?� Anna asked, sitting up in the bunk, looking ready to fight or flee.
�Not while a single crewman on this ship is alive. Land-crabs don�t tell our Captain what to do.�
Gray said, �It sounds like quite an argument going on. Do we need to be worried?�
�If they see you it might be different.� He pulled the door closed.
Gray looked at Anna. �I suggest we trust him. How�s Kelby?�
Anna said, �Too dark to see, but from her breathing, I think she�s fine.�
�Whatever affects the people in town took her suddenly. I told her not to eat or drink the water.�
�Maybe she had already eaten,� Anna said, her voice sounding odd in the dark as it bounced off the hard, bare walls.
Gray settled down and tried to make out individual words from the shouting on deck, but although he could understand one here and there, only the angry tone was definitive. He fell asleep listening to the sounds of the ship and the staccato of angry shouts.
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Upon waking, Gray had no sense of the time. In a room without windows, his senses were restricted. His nose sniffed the musky, stale, slightly sour air trapped in the cabin. He recognized hemp, oil, and overpowering smells of tar, all far stronger than the smell of the sea. Oddly, he had not noticed the dank smells the night before. Or perhaps not so odd. There had been far too much to think about during the excitement of boarding, and the relief of their escape from Shrewsbury.
The next item he noticed was that the room would not hold still. It rocked gently, swaying from side to side as it also moved up and down. The motion soothed his rising fears as he remembered the night before, the dangerous trip to the ship, and rescuing Kelby.
�You awake?� Anna asked softly.
�Just.�
�I think we�re at sea.�
�Me too. Any idea of for how long?�
Anna snorted, �I can�t even tell if it�s day or night.�
Gray sat up, feeling that nature would demand he find a place to pee before long. He crawled to the door and turned the handle. The door opened slightly. In the passageway outside was a burning candle, and below hung several tapers. He stood and reached for one, lighting it from the candle. Inside the room, he lit the candle.
As dim as the light was, the room seemed to be instantly thrown into brilliance. Glancing at the bunk beds, he noticed a compartment on the floor under the bed where Kelby slept containing a round object. Pulling it out revealed a bedpan.
Anna was looking over the side of the top bunk. �That�s a blessing. If you aren�t going to use it right now, I am.�
After they had finished, Gray closed the attached lid and slid the bedpan back into place. Now his stomach growled. �We did what we were not supposed to. Everything we brought with us is back at Shrewsbury in the woods.�
�No water, wine, or food, along with our bows. We were in such a damn hurry to change into the navy uniforms and rescue Kelby that we left everything.�
He patted his hip. The purse was still inside his waistband. �The ticket agent told me the water on board would make us sick and the food is bad. But at least, we�re safe.�
Anna climbed back up into her bunk, giving Gray more room to stretch out in the small cabin. �Well, what�s past is past. The reality is that the voyage to Fleming is only five or six days, usually. We can ask for wine to purify the water, and eat whatever the crew does. They look healthy enough.�
�The crew really helped us back there. I don�t know that we could have gotten aboard the Pearl without them, especially the Captain�s help.�
Anna said, �Do you still have a lot of coins in your purse?�
�Even a few gold.�
�We don�t use money in Oasis. What�s the harm in giving a gold coin to the Captain and asking him to share it with the crew?�
Gray reached into his purse and pulled out both of the small gold coins. Each would buy a small farm, the animals, and have silver left over. Strange that a round, yellow circle of gold could be exchanged for all that. A large silver paid for the best horse. Small silvers bought a surprising number of things, and even copper coins paid for lodging and meals.
He sat with his back to the wall, listening to the creaking sounds of a ship at sea, his eyes closed and his mind racing. They had not solved or discovered much in fact, but there were a hundred new doors to pass through. Their primary objective was still information about the others, and of them, he knew little more than a week ago. He suspected they intended to deliver troops to Shrewsbury, but he had no idea of their intentions from then on. They still needed more information to take to the Dragon Clan families.
The thought of the Dragon Clan made his hand reach to the small of his back. There was no sensation of any nearby dragon. He felt empty, almost lost. And scared.
A loud knock on the door sounded. He leaped up and opened it. The same young sailor stood stiffly at attention. �The Captain will see all three on the quarterdeck. I�ll show you the way.�
Anna climbed nimbly down to the floor and checked on Kelby, shaking her head at Gray�s unasked question.
Gray said, �The young woman is drugged and cannot stand.�
�Well then, I�ll take the two of you.�
Anna and Gray followed the youth down a short passage and up a steep set of stairs. A couple of turns and he threw open a door. Brilliant sunlight filled the passage, so bright Gray fought raising up an arm to protect his eyes.
They stepped out onto a small deck higher than the cargo deck of the ship. A helm stood in the center, and behind the sailor manning the helm stood the Captain. As they stepped outside, he moved to greet them.
Gray took the time to look up at the billowing sails, the sparkling blue sea, and the bow of the ship rising with each swell. The wind struck him, as did the sharp smells and stinging warmth.
�So you are the two trouble-making passengers. How are you enjoying the voyage?�
Gray was going to mutter something positive, but Anna spoke first. �Other than being cooped up in a cabin unfit for a prisoner, with no food or water, and we can�t even let any air into the room, things are fine.�
The Captain laughed as if it was the funniest thing he�d heard in weeks. He said, �It is a storage cabin not fit for passengers. You paid for a larger cabin . . . one with windows, food, and I believe you�ll be satisfied. Last night�s accommodations were only so you might escape unseen.�
Gray waited until he finished and held out a single gold coin. �This is to thank you and the crew for helping us. Can you distribute it among your crew with our gratitude?�
He hesitated only an instant; then the coin disappeared into his hand. �This is very generous, but you know that we do not like Shrewsbury, and if I had my way we would avoid that port as if it had the plague. However, your generosity will be appreciated by my crew, and I expect you�ll be treated like royalty.�
Gray said, �When we booked passage we intended to bring our own food, but we managed to leave everything we own behind. We�re hungry.�
�And thirsty,� Anna added. �We need wine for the water.�
�And proper cabins,� the Captain added with a chuckle. He turned to the messenger, �Escort them to the two aft cabins above mine. Have the cook prepare them a meal and deliver wine to them. Tell the cook his fair share of the gold in my hand depends on pleasing them for the entire voyage.�
Anna said, �The third one of us was drugged by the people back there. We may need help getting her to another cabin.�
The Captain turned to the messenger again. �Tell Mr. Danner I need two of his strongest men and a sheet of canvas to carry an injured passenger to her cabin.�
�Thank you, sir,� Gray said, bowing his head slightly, as was the custom. �Will we be allowed ashore in Fleming?�
�Of course. We�ll be there two days, I expect. Just do not miss our sailing time because I will not wait. Is there anything else?�
Anna said, �The clerk said we cannot go on deck. If we�re to be on this ship for over twenty days, I think that should be reconsidered.�
The Captain tried to hide a smile as he pointed to a deck even higher than the one they were on. It was at the far stern of the ship, and it was the highest, a few paces in each direction, a heavy railing around it. �That is yours as long as the weather is calm. Now I have a ship to sail, but if you have more questions, send the ship�s boy to me with your concerns.�
He dismissed them by turning his back and looking over the helmsman�s shoulder to check their course on the binnacle. The messenger escorted them to the storage room they used as a cabin and left them to gather their few belongings before escorting them to their new cabins. He disappeared long enough to return with two burly men and a sheet of canvas.
They helped get Kelby onto the canvas, and then the men lifted and carried her between them. Two short passages and one more ladder took them to a short hallway with only two doors. The messenger opened the first and motioned for them to follow him inside.
Inside were two beds, a cabin almost twice as large as the last, and best of all were two sets of small windows that could swing open. A connecting door went to the next cabin, containing one bed, a very large desk, and bins of scrolls. It also had the same sets of windows.
They helped Kelby into bed in the first room, and the three crewmen headed for the door. The messenger called over his shoulder, �On my way to see the cook.�
Gray took the master�s cabin, exploring the hallway as he did. A small set of steep stairs carried him to the tiny deck that was the roof of their cabins a deck below. Lost in his thoughts, he heard Anna�s call and went into the first cabin. A tray of sliced meats, cheeses, bread, and an assortment of fruit had been delivered. There were four bottles of wine, each different. Water sat on another tray, a pitcher surrounded by five mugs.
Anna, stuffing a handful of grapes into her mouth, said, �I get the feeling you really overpaid for this.�
Glancing at Kelby, and remembering the initial cabin they were in, he didn�t agree. Twenty days down in that tiny cabin below would have been hell. He reached for a slice of pork, placed a slice of cheese on top and took a bite. He opened a bottle of wine and tasted it. Then he glanced around the cabin and the opulent fixtures again. No, he hadn�t overpaid at all.
After eating his fill, he went to check on Kelby and managed to get her sitting. He dipped soft bread into a mug of wine and placed it in her mouth. Then another. She ate, but slowly and as if she didn�t care.
Anna opened both windows wide, covering Kelby to her chin after getting her to lay down again. Anna said, �Whatever they gave her will probably wear off soon.�
Gray said, �Stay with her. I have a few things to do.�
He went to the other cabin, pulled the door closed and slipped the lock into place on the door to the hallway. He opened the windows and spend the time to take a few deep breaths. He could not see any of the ship from the windows, only the wake of where they had sailed.
The rolls of documents in the bins drew him like new flowers draw bees. He found four weights on the desk and inferred they were for keeping them from rolling up while they were studied. Since there were no markings on the bins, he moved all of them into two bins, leaving two empty. Then he unrolled the first on the desk, pinning the corners down with the weights.
It was a chart, as he�d hoped, not a map. The name on the top said it was for Esperion Bay, a place he�d never heard of. Still, he had time, and the chart was drawn with a fine hand. He studied the round bay, where even the streets of a town were drawn, and the tiny numbers that gave the depths of the water were added. Hundreds of depths were recorded, including three that were in red ink instead of black. They were shallows or rocks for ships to avoid. He rerolled it and placed it in an empty bin.
There was no hurry to examine them all. He had five days to Fleming and another six or more to the Marlstone Islands. He left the cabin, and as he walked the passageway, a crewman came the opposite way. The crewman ducked into an alcove and nodded silently as Gray passed. Each crewman he encountered treated him with respect and gratitude. The gold coin must have been a great bonus for each of them.
Gray had the distinct feeling that if he asked for something any of the crew would leap to find and deliver it. He mentioned to the messenger that a chair on the tiny deck above would be nice. The chair appeared as if by magic.
He used the chair, his feet resting on the railing, as a place to observe the activity of the ship, as well as a place for thinking. Anna was a great help, and her insights were valuable, but he needed time to put together all the facts and suppositions floating around inside his mind. Just sitting and thinking of nothing seemed to allow information to jell.
Hot food was delivered near midday. It was a large bowl of boiled grains with fresh carrot slices placed on top. Small bowls were for serving, and three spoons sat on the tray. A loaf of only slightly stale bread completed the meal.
Anna ate in silence, her eyes on the wake behind the ship as if something out there interested her. She was as listless and lifeless as Kelby. Finally, she said, �I have a suggestion.�
�Tell me.�
�Perhaps we need to separate. I need to go home to tell them what we�ve found.�
Gray had been thinking much the same but had decided differently. �I think we should both sail to the Marlstones. Then we either return together or send you home, depending on what we find. Even that is subject to us finding valuable knowledge before we leave Fleming.�
�Do you think there�s more to find there?�
�I think Bear and Shailer, Kelby�s father, are two extremely intelligent men. They may have located information that changes our minds. If so, we may both head end up heading for Oasis.�
Anna said, �I�m so glad you want to me to stay. For the rest of my life, I may never have another chance to sail to the Marlstones. If possible, I want to see them.�
�That�s it?�
�No, there�s also the chase. The adventure. Hearing others tell their tales is fun, but we are hunting down enemies and slaying dragons. Well, not exactly slaying dragons, but you understand what I mean.�
Gray said, �I do. For my entire life, I�ve done little. Others stepped up when the family needed it, but I just sat on the sidelines and watched.�
�Well, you can�t say that anymore. You�re a hero.�
�I�m scared, I don�t feel like I have accomplished what I set out to do, and a hundred other ideas that all tell me, I�m no hero. I�m just trying to do what is right.� Gray avoided meeting her eyes. I said too much.
She moved to his side. �You�re a hero to me.�
�I�ll be in my cabin looking at some charts.�
�Why? Think the Captain does not know the way to Fleming?�
He grinned and said, �There�s over a hundred of them. I have no idea of what each is, but I�m wondering what charts a ship that makes port in Fleming, Shrewsbury, and the Marlstones has need for. One of the crew mentioned the Captain uses my cabin for his office.�
�Then they�re the Captain�s charts?�
�I think so.�
Anna shrugged and looked puzzled. �I guess I still do not see why that�s important. You told me you bought charts in Fleming, so what�s different about these?�
�I didn�t know what I�m shopping for. I know nothing of the sea, but the Captain does. I guess that the charts the Captain purchases will be accurate and provide more detail. Since he sails this part of the world, I�ll bet he has charts of the Marlstones and beyond.�
�You�re hoping to find one for Breslau? Right?� When he didn�t answer, she continued, �I knew it!�
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�I really don�t know what charts I�ll find in the Captain�s stacks, but they�ll be better than what I�d get when going to a bookstore. From the appearances of the outsides and the ages of some, I�ll wager the Captain has been collecting charts for years.�
�Since he was my age,� the messenger said from the cabin door. �He asked me to store them until we reach port, they are very valuable.�
Gray said, �Tell the Captain that maps and charts have become one of my interests. I�d like them to stay where they are, and I�ll pay for any damage.�
The young man paused, then said, �Nobody has ever asked before. I usually put them away before passengers come aboard, but I�ll ask him. Please do not examine them until you have permission.�
The boy raced off. Gray shrugged, �I guess I�ll wait before looking at them.�
�I�m going to take a nap,� Anna declared. �We were up late last night.�
�And we slept in this morning,� Gray said, trying to flash the same sort of irritating smile she used as a weapon.
Anna rolled her eyes before turning and climbing into bed, pulling the covers up to her chin. Her eyes shifted to the connecting door between the cabins.
She�s telling me to leave. Gray stood and went into the other cabin, closing the door behind him. He went to the chair behind the desk and pulled it to a spot near the windows. He contemplated the wake, as a seagull landed on the window sill. He watched it while the bird watched him. A knock sounded on the door and the seagull squawked in protest as it flew away.
Gray went to the door and found the Captain standing in the hallway. His eyes flicked to the unrolled chart on the desk, then to the chair that was near the windows. �May I come in?�
�Of course,� Gray sputtered.
�I�ve come about the charts. Yours is an unusual request. I see you have one open.�
�That was before the messenger was here to collect them. I haven�t looked at it since.�
The Captain nodded once as if that satisfied his curiosity on that subject. �Why, if I might ask, are you interested in the depths of the bay around Fleming?�
Gray said, �I�m not. That is, I�m interested in a general way, but that was the first chart I pulled out.�
�I see. How long did you examine it?�
�Well, part of the morning. I�m not sure what you�re asking.�
�Sir, if I was to sail around the bay instead of proceeding directly to the docks, what navigation hazards would I encounter if I did not have that chart?�
Gray realized that the Captain was testing him, but didn�t know the purpose. Tell him the truth. �Well sir, you have at least three places where it looks like rocks or reefs are just under the surface, and the whole south side of the bay is too shallow for a ship of this size.�
�Which is it, rocks or reefs?�
Remembering the designations, he said, �I believe one is rocks, and two are reefs.�
�The other way around, but no matter. Any of them will rip the bottom out a ship. I�m impressed. And again, I ask myself why a land lobster would study a chart so carefully.�
Gray met his steady gaze without flinching. He didn�t know the answer himself.
The Captain said, �Well? Have you a response?�
�I�ve seen a similar chart in Fleming at a bookstore. It didn�t have half the depths that are on your chart, and it didn�t show the rocks or reefs, or they were not in red ink to draw my attention. That makes me think the chart I saw there was not very good.�
�Or inaccurate enough to sink a ship is a better way of putting it. To me, the charts are part of my business. What are they to you?�
Good question. Gray glanced at the table and said, �Yours is almost as pretty as a painting. I would like to know about the Marlstone Islands before we arrive, and of other places. I know something about Castle Warrington, but not a lot. A chart, a good one, will tell me more than talking to people for days.�
�Well, I believe that is something of an exaggeration. However, I am satisfied for now. The charts are there for you to use, but promise me one thing.�
�I know, take very good care of them. I will.�
�Of course, you will, but that is not what I demand. I want you to bring any questions that the charts raise in your mind to me. Nobody else. I have my reasons, but you may approach me anytime that I am on deck with your questions.�
The Captain spun and strode from the cabin, heels pounding on the wooden deck. I must have passed his test. Gray went to the desktop and carefully rolled the chart and placed it in an empty bin. He selected another and used the weights to hold it while he unrolled the chart.
It was larger in size but covered a smaller area of the coastline south of Fleming. Fanciful fish swam in the blue-tinted water, and equally fanciful birds flew above. There were red warnings near the shoreline, but little else in deeper water.
At the bottom of the chart, a finger of land jutted into the sea. A double row of mountains lined the peninsula, one of the pointed peaks detailed a trail of smoke curling into the sky. He�d been there. The warm slopes were where the green dragons roosted, if not nested.
His finger traced the path they�d taken from that spot to the road, and along the road until it reached the bottom of the chart. Shrewsbury lay further south, but the chart was not large enough to display it. Still, the chart held additional details about the dragon roost.
The Bear Mountain roost was also on ground warmed by a smoking volcano. Were others? Or most? It was a question to ask his family.
He carefully rolled the chart and reached for another. The title indicated a city and area he�d never heard of. Still, he didn�t know what he�d find or where to best search. Each of the charts and maps would be carefully studied during the voyage. Any of them might contain critical information.
Fleming lay four days away, two more days in port, and another six to ten days� sail to the islands. Of course, he expected to spend considerable time in Fleming shopping for food, wine, and supplies. Then he realized that was no longer true. Since passing the gold coin to the Captain, all those requirements were being taken care of.
He studied the chart until his eyes squinted, and then he went to the small deck above and settled into the chair, the wind blowing his hair and the taste of salt upon his tongue. A crewman cleaned the deck below with a bucket and brush. Another, no a pair of them scurried among the sails and spars like squirrels.
More than one crewman flashed him a smile or waved. Maybe being a sailor is a good occupation. They seem happy and well-fed. Gray watched the horizon and found he enjoyed the ocean, which was odd for a dweller of the drylands. Seagulls circled and squawked. A large fish surfaced and then dived again.
He went back to his cabin refreshed. He selected and unrolled another chart at random. Then another. And another. He was determined to pace himself and inspect each, so he didn�t miss important information. However, the individual charts all told a story of its own. One clearly indicated places to catch fish. Another had routes between ports; the winds indicated by old men blowing lines across the sea as clearly drawn as roads on any map.
A single small scroll was rolled inside another. The small map was old and stiff. The ink had faded over time, and instead of black it had turned a reddish-rust color, almost like dried blood. The lines were faint.
He bent to read the subject of the map printed at the top edge. The letters were different, and two unknown characters further complicated his task. While different, he decided the two unknown letters were similar to N and T. Using those letters inserted into the title formed a word. It said, ANTERRA, in all large capital letters. He did not recognize the smaller words that followed, so he let his eyes drift down to the chart itself. Not a chart as the earlier ones because it did not display water depths, but it did display a coastline. A small distinction between a map and a chart, but Shailer had been insistent each was different.
All of the maps and charts he�d examined so far displayed the land on his left, the Endless Sea on his right. This map was reversed, land on the right. He rotated it, but that made the words upside down, so he placed it in the original position.
The coastline was completely unfamiliar. Part of the way down the page a huge bay made a half-circle, and then the jagged coastline continued down to the bottom of the page. There were towns and cities indicated, some written in larger block letters that he took to mean bigger towns or cities.
None sounded familiar. The odd letters he didn�t recognize further confused him. He scanned the entire map searching for a clue to what he was looking at. While studying the names on the land, his left palm rested on the map keeping it unrolled. He shifted positions and there, under where his palm had been placed, was his answer.
In the lower left center of the Endless Sea were other words indicating the names of a dozen islands. The printing near the largest island said, MARLLSTON, with small curlicues scrolling from the M. Marlstone. It had to be. The islands that were his destination. The coastline of land drawn on the map had to be Breslau.
Excited, he turned his attention to the land again, searching for any misspelling of Breslau. As the cabin darkened at the end of the day, he was still looking at the map. A candle did little to help. Holding the candle over the chart might drip wax, or even burn it. The Captain would have his hide and forbid him to examine the others. He�d have to wait until morning.
Gray calmed his shaking hands and slowed his breathing, but his heart continued beating like a pounding drum. The connecting door to the cabins was open. He walked to it, smelling hot food as his stomach suddenly demanded food. The dinner was spread on a small table. Anna sat at another small table near the wall, eating. She smiled before he caught sight of Kelby sitting across from her.
�Kelby,� he called, turning from the food to face her.
She managed a weak smile in return.
�You�re sitting up. How are you feeling?�
�Slow.�
Her voice held a husky quality he didn�t remember. Her eyes were slow to track, but her cheeks had a touch of pink that had not been there earlier. He turned to Anna, �Why didn�t you tell me?�
�I went to the door and called your name. Whatever you were looking at, prevented you from hearing me, so we started eating. I knew you�d be along when you smelled food.�
The mention of food had his stomach growling again. He scooped a bowl of thick soup, identifying pieces of fish and onions floating in broth. A fistful of bread lay on a platter. Since only two chairs occupied the room, he sat on the edge of a bed and devoured the meal. Pears and apples filled a bowl. He hadn�t eaten a pear since last winter when the last of the hard pears were all eaten.
His eyes went back to Anna. �How long has she been awake?�
�Not long. I think she�ll be better in the morning. I told her we are taking her home.�
�I found an old map. It might have Breslau on it, but I�ll have to wait until morning when I can see it better.�
Anna sat silent for a short while. Her eyes sparkled. �Factual knowledge might be the most important thing you and I can take home to the family.�
�It seems to be in another language, but enough is familiar that I�m pretty sure.�
�You�re excited. I can tell.�
�Yes. I should go right to bed so I can get up early, but I�m too excited to sleep.�
Kelby hadn�t taken another bite of her food, and she sat in the same position, her eyes staring off into the distance of the cabin wall. Still, they had escaped Shrewsbury, the Captain and crew were helpful, and they would arrive in Fleming in three or four days, healthy and possibly wiser. Gray wished them a good night. Despite his excitement, he went right to sleep.
When he woke in the morning, the first thing that crossed his mind was the map. Brilliant sunlight streamed into the cabin through the open windows. He stood and stretched, his eyes focused on the desk with the map. The desktop was empty.

CHAPTER TWENTY 

The four weights were sitting on the desktop near where he�d left them. The bins with rolled charts and maps were as he�d left them, but the old map was gone. He couldn�t tell if any others were missing.
His eyes went to the floor, the bins, and even the bed, before beginning a search of the cabin. Perhaps a breeze had entered the open windows and blown it into a corner or under the bed. Maybe they had passed through a small storm, and the map had slipped off the desk, rolled into a tube, and then rolled into a hidden corner as the ship moved.
Could Anna have taken it to study? He darted for the door, not bothering to knock. �Have you seen the map I was looking at?�
A startled Anna shook her head. Kelby was still asleep, but probably too groggy to look at a chart in any case. He turned back to his cabin and paused. �Has this door remained closed all night?�
�I never saw it open, so I guess, yes. What�s the problem?�
Gray said, �I had that old map on the desk last night. When it grew too dark, I ate and went to bed, but today it�s gone.�
Anna counted off a list of possibilities. They were all things he�d already considered. She followed him into his cabin and began a search of her own as if to chastise him for not looking hard enough. He searched the rest of the cabin again, including pulling the blankets off the bed. It seemed silly but necessary.
The map was not there. He went to the desk and unrolled each of the other charts and maps, carefully checking to see if the old one had somehow been rolled with any of them. Then they stood and looked at each other, empty ideas of what to do next.
Anna said, �How much of the map do you remember?�
�Are you thinking it was a dream or something?�
�No. The desk has pen and ink. The memory is fresh in your mind. Can you recreate the map? Or any portion?�
Gray turned his attention to the desktop and the map that had been there. �I think so. Not all of it, but I remember parts. But where did the real map go?� He pounded a fist on the desk.
�Listen to me. Where it went is a problem to solve later. Right now your mind is fresh, and you went to sleep thinking about that map, right? The longer you wait, the less you�ll remember. Sit down and begin drawing it. Every detail. I�ll leave so you can concentrate. Think only of the map.� She pulled the connecting door closed softly.
He pulled a thin drawer and found sheets of paper. They were far too small, so he placed four together, forming a size only slightly smaller than the original. Pen in hand, he drew the coastline from the top of the page to the bottom, concentrating on the huge oval circle.
In the lower left center, in the middle of the sea, he drew a dozen islands, the largest a crescent with the two ends pointing down. He carefully labeled near the largest, MARLLSTON, trying to imitate the hand that wrote the word originally. He added the small curlicues below the M.
His eyes tracked back to the oval bay. West of the bay, and slightly below had been carefully drawn mountains, one larger and closer to the water. It had a spiral of smoke from the peak. Just like the mountains near Shrewsbury where the dragons are roosting. He sketched it in place and filled in the other mountains.
On the northern side of the oval bay had been the largest printing, perhaps indicating the largest city. He remembered none of the letters and had recognized few. He invented a few letters, about the same number he remembered and placed them there with a question mark.
He settled back examining his recreation. What else had he missed? His eyes went to the top of the chart. It was uncomfortably empty. There had been a title. Then it came to him. ANTERRA, drawn in large, fancy letters. He mentally thanked Anna for her idea as he penned the title.
Glancing down the coastline again, he paused. There had been a river below the bay. And another large set of letters, probably eight or nine, but he couldn�t remember what they were. Still, he inked the river in place. The scale appeared to be about right. The coastline looked as he remembered, but might be off in detail. But overall, it was a fair copy except for the names.
He rolled the four pieces of paper together and tied a ribbon around them. Opening the door between rooms revealed Anna and Kelby sitting and eating. Both flashed him brilliant smiles.
�Good morning,� he managed, almost at a loss for words at Kelby�s return to normal.
�Morning?� Anna said, her smirk almost evilly teasing. �We�re enjoying our noon meal if you care to join us.�
Confused, he glanced out the windows and back at them.
�That�s right. You�ve been at that desk for half the day, or almost. Kelby woke up right after you left, and since then we�ve traded gossip.�
Kelby giggled. Her cheeks turned slightly pink. She said, �Not about you.� An obvious lie.
Then they both giggled until it turned into outright laughter. Uncomfortable, Gray reached for a thick slice of yellow cheese and said, �I have to go see the Captain.�
�About the theft?� Anna asked.
He nodded, his mouth full of cheese. He reached for thin slices of ham to carry with him.
Anna�s humor fled. �You be careful. I think the crew is twelve on this ship. One is the Captain, and I think you can trust him on this. One is the cook who is a bit of a dunce. Assuming your thief is neither of them, that leaves ten. Speaking in front of any of them gives you a one in ten chance of it being the guilty one.�
Gray nodded as he went to the passageway. Climbing the stairs at the end took him up to the small deck assigned to him. A crewman working in the rigging took the time to wave. Gray gave him a nod while wondering if he had been the intruder who had entered his room in the middle of the night and stolen the chart.
As if examining the ship, as any passenger, he looked over the railing on the left side of the ship and watched the water flow by. Watching was a ruse. He moved to the rear of the ship and peered over. The back of the ship was flat, the windows of his cabin opening outward. If he stepped over the railing and held on to the banisters, his feet would easily reach the window sill.
It looked dangerous. Falling would mean the ship would sail away, and he�d probably drown. I�d want a rope.
The idea was not crazy. The thief would not only have to climb down; he�d have to climb back up, a much more dangerous task. Unless a short rope helped him. Gray glanced at the deck, searching for where he would tie a rope. The balusters of the rail were too small. But the stub of a beam extended from the front of the deck. He knelt. At the two corners closest to the bow were small brown fibers. It touched one with the tip of his finger and drew it close to his eyes. Hemp. A rope had been tied to the beam. Recently. Rain or winds would soon blow or wash the fibers away.
The midshipman walked out onto the deck below where the helmsman steered the ship. Gray knocked on the railing until the midshipman looked up. Gray motioned for him to come.
The boy raced to his side, �Sir?�
�Please ask the Captain when it would be convenient to meet with me.�
�Is there a problem, sir?�
�Just a few words. I�ll be in my cabin.�
The boy raced off. Gray went to his cabin to wait. While waiting, he pulled another chart and sat. He was deep in concentration when a knock came from the door.
The Captain stood there, a stern expression on him. �May I be of service?�
�I�d like to speak with you in private, sir.�
�The sky is getting darker, and I�m needed to run my ship if a storm is to find us.�
�It�s important. Please come in. It might not take long.�
�Make it quick.�
�I have been robbed. You have been robbed is more accurate.�
The Captain�s face grew hard. Defensive. �Sir, explain yourself.�
Gray quickly explained the missing map.
The Captain shook his head. �I do not remember such a chart. But you say it was stolen?�
Gray pulled the ribbons from the copy he�d made and placed the sheets on the desktop. He shuffled the four pieces of the map until they were in proper order.
�I do not remember that one, and I have studied them all. It is not mine.�
�Someone came in here through the window last night and stole that map. My drawing is crude, but as I remember it. The ink had faded to tan and was hard to see. The letters and words were unknown.�
The Captain gave him a disbelieving look. �See here, accusations of that sort will not be tolerated. I have never laid eyes on this map, or any like it.�
�The map is gone. I have other evidence.�
�Show me.�
�On the deck above. Will you follow me?�
Gray led the way and said, �There are eyes on us. Humor me, if you will. As we move about the deck, observe that beam near my foot. If you drop something and pretend to pick it up, you�ll find fibers from a rope on the two front corners, and on the deck. Only the two front corners, as if a rope was around the beam and a weight behind.�
�I understand�you don�t have to draw me a damn picture.� The Captain dropped his hat and bent to retrieve it. His eyes were sharp, his expression stern. �We will continue talking back in your cabin.�
The Captain�s back and shoulders were straight as they reentered the cabin. The Captain strode to the windows and pulled them shut after leaning outside. He went to the connecting door and knocked, then opened it and apologized quickly, securing the latch as he closed it. Then he strode to the cabin door and yanked it open quickly and peered into the empty passageway.
He said, �While the map you describe is not mine, I have seen that coastline before. It is a land called Breslau. A place where ships are unwelcome. It would seem to me that one of my crew has been using this cabin for his own means. I sometimes use it while in port if we do not have paying passengers aboard, but it is empty most of the time.�
Gray said, �You�re beginning to believe me?�
�You could not have drawn that chart if you had not seen what you claim, let alone used the ancient words for the title and the Marlstones. Those names are a thousand years old. You�d do well to forget you ever saw them.�
The Captain stood as if to leave. Gray said, �I doubt that you climbed down that rope last night. Your cook is slow and trustworthy. That leaves ten of your crew. I would bet that you have already eliminated several more, so you know of two or three suspects. Maybe only one.�
�You�re too clever by half. But you�re intruding into an area where innocents often die, disappear, or fall overboard. Are you going to ruin my perfect record of delivering all my passengers intact?�
�I hope not.�
�Then, we will not discuss this again, and I will make a few inquiries. I will not have a crewman aboard my ship who steals from passengers.�
�I�m free to study the rest of your charts?�
The Captain paused as if giving consideration to the request. �Make me one promise. No, make that two. If you find any other charts that are hidden, call it to my attention immediately. If you locate the other chart, tell my messenger.�
Gray was still, nodding as the door closed behind the Captain. He went to the other cabin and said, �The Captain had never seen the map I was studying. That means someone else has been using my cabin.�
�A crew member,� Anna said.
�More than that,� Kelby said. �Most sailors, other than officers, are uneducated and from the lower classes. Few can read. Why would someone who studies ancient maps pretend to be a common seaman?�
Gray said, �Why that exact map? The map depicting the place where the others come from.�
Anna went to the windows and watched the wake stretch out straight for as far as she could see. �Every time we think we learn a new answer it gets twisted into something else.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

Gray returned to his cabin and spent the rest of the day looking at the charts, maps and graphs, but his heart and mind were not in it. He kept thinking of what the missing chart held. What had he not seen or recreated? What did the intruder want to keep hidden from him?
If the chart had not disappeared, chances were he would have studied it for a short time and put it away, never realizing it was special. Now, it was all he thought about.
The rolling of the ship became more pronounced as the day progressed. Then, as the rolling increased, the ship changed course and pitched instead of rolled. The pitching was less, but as it slid down the backside of a wave, the ship tended to plow into the next. The bow took the brunt of the storm, first driving into the waves, then popping to the surface like a cork in a stream.
The timbers groaned and creaked, but the three passengers soon adjusted to the noises. Anything not secured slid off tables and crashed to the floors. The windows in the cabins were closed and latched against the swirling rain. All three passengers climbed into beds, empty bowls ready at their sides to fill with the results of seasickness.
The day ended with them falling into restless sleep. The ship passed the storm in the night, and they woke to a clear dawn. None of the three climbed from bed at their regular early times. Once on deck, Gray found the crew not as friendly as before. A few actually avoided him, and one scowled when he thought Gray could not see his face.
The Captain must have investigated the theft, and they found out about it. Gray ignored the slights. The breakfast was served late, and it was a mere pittance in comparison to what had been served on prior days. Gray made his way to the upper deck and sank into the chair, breathing deeply of air that did not tilt and twist. Anna appeared at his side.
Anna said, �I heard the crew say the storm pushed us a full day�s travel closer to Fleming. We may arrive tomorrow afternoon.�
�You sound like you�re in a hurry.�
�I share a cabin with a girl who cannot be allowed to see the dragon on my back. Do you have any idea of how hard that is?�
�I think the crew knows that I told the Captain about one of them stealing that map.�
�So that�s why our service has been so bad today.�
�If we were departing at Fleming, it would make little matter. However, since we�re going on, I will discuss it with the Captain and try to find a compromise.�
Kelby made her way to the top of the stairs. �Am I intruding?�
Anna said, �No, please come up.�
Gray stood and offered his chair. �The air up here will do you good. I know it makes me feel better. I�m going to go to my cabin and study the charts, anyway.�
�Are you trying to avoid me?� Kelby asked, her voice sounding hurt.
Gray winced. She had managed to ferret out his intention in a matter of only a few words. The fact was, he didn�t want to make a mistake and fall in love with a normal. It had happened to others of the Dragon Clan but was discouraged. Clearly, he should keep his distance. �No, of course not. We�ll spend time together at midday.�
He glanced at Anna for support. She hid behind a vacant smile, but her eyes twinkled. Gray left the deck as if evacuating it during a storm.
In his cabin, he paused at the door, as he did every time after the theft. His eyes roamed, searching for the smallest detail that had shifted. Under the open windows, he�d placed blankets, each spread on the floor with a corner of each turned. Any foot would shift them. At the barrels of tubes with the charts, he had placed them in a fan. If any was moved, or removed, he could notice instantly. Since he entered and left by the connecting door, he tossed a towel to the bottom of the door leading to the passageway. If any sailor entered, the door would swing inward and slide the towel to the wall.
After satisfying himself nobody had entered the cabin while he was gone, he strode to the desk and removed another chart from the bin and unrolled it. The chart contained the Marlstone Islands, detailed sketches of the main city on the largest island, and even smaller sketches for towns and villages, each street carefully drawn. A few buildings were drawn and labeled. As expected, the ports, moorages, and depths of the water were detailed, along with any obstructions.
Gray�s eyes took all that in as he anchored the chart with the weights. He moved his attention to the streets of the city labeled Marlstone Town. Beside the streets were three piers extending into a protected bay, indicating a major shipping destination, however, why? The islands appeared small. If cargo ships went there, they must load and offload significant amounts of cargo to be profitable. What could the islands require or provide to justify that amount of ships?
His eyes drifted to the lower left edge of the chart. A row of symbols was drawn there. He identified sheep, goats, pigs, and a drop of water. A carrot and perhaps an egg were there, but others were unknown, although the drawings for things may have changed since the chart was made. They could also be symbols from another language or land, but at a guess, they were supplies available in the islands. The drop of water indicated drinking water.
In the lower right corner was another strange symbol. It looked like the crown that identified King Ember and all his fathers before him, a familiar sight on official documents. But the crown was different. Instead of the three points of the triad raised above the rim of the gold crown, there were five. A mistake?
No, the map was too well drawn for such a mistake. It indicated another royal line. The idea of another royal line was a new subject. He had only heard of one. If true, the image indicated not only another royal line, but one that used a similar identification. It could not be a coincidence.
The two kingdoms know of each other. First the others with their green dragons, and now a possible kingdom related to King Ember. What did it mean? Were they somehow meaningful and connected? Was Breslau the kingdom of five points? His first reaction was to think so.
It could be, but it could just as easily be a kingdom to the north or south. He memorized the image of the odd, five-pointed crown and rolled the scroll and reached for another. As the sun set, he had studied five more, none of which revealed any startling information. However, it was astounding how much information each contained.
The last had shown the bay around Fleming. He pulled out an earlier chart that also showed most of the same area. One of the underwater obstructions was placed closer to the shore. Another was missing.
That revealed why the Captain purchased so many charts. Which was correct? A good chart would be worth an entire ship if it was accurate.
Kelby came to his side. �Are you eating with us or still avoiding me.�
�I�m hungry,� he said, avoiding the second part of the question. �Let�s eat.�
Anna was already sitting at the foot of a bed, a bowl of fish stew balanced on her lap. She winked at him, but he had no idea of what it meant. She said, �How is your studying going?�
Kelby answered first, �Just like my father. He spends more time looking at a map or chart than it takes to read an entire book.�
Gray had the desire to defend himself. �A chart holds more information than a book if you spend the time to study it.�
�If that makes you smarter, then you must be very intelligent,� Kelby said, her voice sharp and pointed.
Anna covered her grin with the back of her hand. Then she averted her eyes and concentrated on her stew.
Gray reached for bread and filled his mouth, all the while trying to avoid looking at either of them. He said, �Are we still going to dock tomorrow?�
Kelby said, �I�d think a smart man like you would know.�
Turning to her, he said, �I was thinking of asking you to sit up on the top deck with me and watch the sunset.�
�I�d love to.� Her eyes suddenly softer.
He carried bread and cheese, along with a tankard of watered wine up to the deck. Kelby took the only chair while Gray leaned on the railing. The wind was soft, the air crisp, and the ship moved as if across a painted ocean. She spoke of her future. He expressed his feelings and desire to travel. They talked until late into the night, and into the early morning.
Gray managed to drag himself out of bed early and opened more charts, finding a few to be similar to others he�d already studied. He unrolled one in the late morning and noticed the land displayed was on the right side of the chart. His instinct was to turn it upside down. But the writing was right side up. There was a large semi-circle of a bay.
One word leaped to mind. Breslau. He looked to the top for a title. It said The Shoreline of the Eastern Ocean. He let his eyes roam the chart and found depths of water inked in, but no city names or natural features of the land. The large river snaked to the sea near the bottom, and again depths were provided, but no names.
Anna stuck her head inside the door. �We dock before evening. I suggest you be on deck with your girlfriend for it or get a new girl.�
Before he could thank her, she was gone. He rolled the chart and placed a small ink mark on the outside so he could quickly locate it again. Then he unrolled every remaining map and chart. If it contained something he wanted to know more about, he marked it. There were no more of Breslau.
There was one map of the drylands in far too much detail to be comfortable. It even showed the double-blind canyon where Oasis Lake was now located. It was an older map. All but the lake was shown, including the large stream that fed it. People trying to cross the drylands with a similar map would walk right into Oasis searching for water.
Before he panicked, he calmed. Over the years, there were probably hundreds of similar maps made. The watchers would keep people away. He went to the cabin the girls used and found it empty. He went to the top deck and joined them. The coastline was now coming into view.
They watched the town of Fleming grow from the rocky shores. When the docks were in view, Kelby spotted her father and Bear standing side by side, waiting. They must be greeting all the ships arriving in port. She waved and called. When the gangway was in place, she was the first off the ship and into the arms of her father.
Gray introduced Anna, and all five of them strolled up the hillside to the Red Bear Inn. Kelby told her story, and of her rescue by Gray, almost excluding any help by Anna. She explained that it took, at least, three days before she felt herself, and how the entire town of Shrewsbury was under the influence of a drug. But there were people who remained normal. Then she explained the construction of the buildings and the repairs to the docks.
Bear said, motioning to Kelby�s father, �We also have news. King Ember has made several veiled comments about ending the Dragon Clan threat and expanding the kingdom. He is also secretly massing an army to the south of the kingdom as if he might invade Kamer, but that is a diversion, we think. The troops will be closer to Shrewsbury than we like.�
Gray caught on. �You�re thinking that instead of an army from Breslau invading us at Shrewsbury, King Ember is planning on sending his troops over there.�
�Actually, we believe that is what he wants us to think,� Shailer said, stroking his white beard as he smiled at his daughter. �In my research, I have found that I trust little of what the king says or does. He is a fool. Remember his failed attempt to attack and defeat the Northlands only a year ago?�
�Fleet was there,� Gray said.
�Would you consider that a plan made by a master tactician?� Shailer asked.
�No. It all hinged on secrecy, although it might have succeeded if Raymer had not used his dragon to attack the army.�
Bear said, �I will agree that the initial attack might have taken Castle Warrington, but the Earl would have rallied his men in other parts of the kingdom and counter-attacked. King Ember would have eventually lost because he had no supply lines. His army would have starved in a month.�
Gray listened carefully. Bear sounded as if he studied the engagement enough to know what he was talking about. A serving girl placed mugs in front of each of them. Bear asked her to deliver bread, butter and preserves to the table. The dining room was nearly empty, and he suggested that she seat any patrons at the far end. Being the owner had its privileges.
�How does that relate to Shrewsbury?� Gray asked when she departed.
�Our king is a fool when it comes to war. He is overconfident and believes himself a military genius. Let me tell you what Shailer and I believe is happening and we desire your input.�
Gray nodded for him to continue.
�We think that our greedy king was approached by another. A deal is struck for King Ember to send troops south near Kamer. He will have them in position to send the troops to Shrewsbury to sail across the Endless Sea to Breslau and help their king defeat his enemies. First, they have to repair the docks and then they constructed lodging for King Ember�s troops before they sail. In return, the other king will support Ember.�
�That sounds exactly like what�s happening.�
Shailer said, �But what if it�s not?�
Bear continued, �Suppose the other king double-crosses him and lands his ships filled with troops in Shrewsbury, instead of the other way around. Shrewsbury is where all the supplies are waiting for Ember�s soldiers. All of Ember�s troops are then massed far to the south where they cannot protect his royal city of Princeton. The other army is between the castle and Ember�s troops. They have a good road to march north.�
�The war is over before a single arrow flies,� Shailer said. �They capture the castle at Princeton along with King Ember.�
Gray almost added a comment about the others, and the green dragons but bit it off. His eyes went to Anna. She hadn�t missed a word. Her bowl of meat stew sat full, untouched.
Gray said, �We would have a new ruler from across the Endless Sea.�
Bear nodded and gave a sideways glance at Shailer as if asking permission to continue. �We all know how bad a ruler, King Ember is. We have no idea of how much worse a foreign king might be. He�d care little for us, but expect taxes to fill his treasury and repay the costs of the war. At least, that�s the way it has always happened for a thousand years.�
Shailer said, �They might even bring their green dragons to enforce their rule. The owners of the green dragons may be working with, or for, the other king. They may be jealous of any who have similar powers over dragons.� He kept his eyes on the pipe he couldn�t seem to keep lit, his voice soft but powerful in what he had to say.
A quiet filled the room until Bear added, �I care little for our king. However, I�m afraid we�re soon to have another, one harsher, who will be quick to punish. From the little we know of his methods. We can infer that he�ll rule with an iron hand, giving preference to his home kingdom.�
Gray understood Shailer�s explanation had directly threatened him and the entire Dragon Clan. Or maybe that was not precise. He had perhaps intentionally warned the Dragon Clan instead of threatening it. One way or the other, the invaders had to be prevented from defeating King Ember.
The irony was not missed by Gray. The Dragon Clan would have to fight on the side of the hated king who had lost his father to a dragon, the same king who had made it a lifelong goal to kill all the Dragon Clan. Gray said, �This plan sounds like a story a father tells a son to illustrate a lesson instead of the truth.�
Bear leaned across the table and fixed Gray�s eyes with his own. �The real question is what do you believe?�

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

Gray sat through the evening at the Red Bear Inn with the four others, his fears rising with almost every statement by Shailer or Bear. While the two men talked, Kelby, Anna, and Gray listened as if in trances.
If Shailer was right, King Ember was about to be sucker-punched. An invader pretending to help him was going to double-cross him and rule two kingdoms. King Ember was arrogant and proud, with limited military experience. He�d removed any generals who spoke their minds or disagreed with his over-eager conquests and replaced them with generals too afraid to disagree.
But the safety of the kingdom came well after the safety of the Dragon Clan. The greens had already killed at least one of their dragons. They had also raised awareness for the normals in the Summer Palace when the dragon had attacked and caved in the wall. People were again scared of dragons after years of peace. Feelings were again turning against the Dragon Clan.
The invaders, known as the others, were setting up circumstances where they could turn the population against the Dragon Clan with only a few more instances of dragon attacks. After that, they could reveal the locations of the various families, sit back and enjoy the destruction of them without endangering any of their people.
Anna moved her chair closer, whispering, �I leave for home in the morning.�
He nodded. She understood how important the information was, but they�d keep it to themselves for now.
As if hearing her, Bear placed both of his massive palms on the table with a loud smack to draw the table�s attention. He looked at Anna. �You will depart well before the sun. Take your warnings and information to your family and spread the word. Perhaps they can help. Six gods know we need their help.�
Gray flashed a look to still Anna�s words. It was a time for her to remain quiet. She gave only the slightest of nods that she understood.
Bear continued, his attention focusing on her. �There are people here, Caldor and a man called Prater are two of them, who I believe work in conjunction with the invaders and against all of us. Prater seems to have a habit of being out on the road between Shrewsbury and Fleming, very near where you people emerge from the drylands.�
�What�s that go to do with us?� she asked.
�Nothing,� Bear spread his hands wide, as if totally innocent of all but accusing them of being Dragon Clan. Then he continued, a smile trying to calm his sharp words. �I have had my people searching for Prater since he escaped from my custody. Perhaps �released� is a better word, but the point is the same. Where is he? If he is observing people using the road, and he has an interest in one�he will follow.�
Anna said, �I�ll watch behind. Thanks for the warning.�
�Prater is extremely good at what he does. Do you really want to pit your skills against his with your family at risk? I think not,� Bear answered his own question. �There are other ways to enter the drylands that will not expose you to discovery. I will offer a pair of my men to escort you from my Inn to the drylands, then they will split up and ensure nobody follows. Will you accept my offer?�
Without glancing at Gray she nodded. �And I will thank you and pass on word of your generous help.�
Bear chuckled and asked, �Tell me true, Anna. Are you twelve or thirty?�
�What kind of question is that?� she laughed.
�You look twelve, but your actions are those of a mature and intelligent woman.�
�I�m not twelve; I act that way because it gives me leeway to be misunderstood and accepted as a child. I�m fourteen. Those two years make a fair difference.�
Bear beamed. �That they do. You�re playing a role, as are all of us. My men will be here before dawn. One may tap on your door to make sure you are off before daylight. Don�t worry about supplies. Food, water bottles, blanket, tarp, and a pack will be waiting for you.�
�Prater will not be finding me there either. I�m going on to the Marlstone Islands with the Pearl. I�ve had an incident with the Captain, but feel he�s a fair man.� Gray said.
Speaking for the first time in a long while, Shailer said, �The Pearl sails a triangle of ports. After she leaves the Marlstones, she sails for Shrewsbury.�
Bear agreed. �For your sake, I�d avoid Shrewsbury, even if you do not intend to go ashore. Things also happen in port. Men climb the anchor ropes of ships and slink about. Thieves and murderers bribe their way aboard if there is a prize to be had�such as a reward for the head of a man with harmful information to a king.�
Gray swallowed hard. He hadn�t thought it through, and Bear was right. He�d return on another ship.
�Have you enough coin?� Shailer asked.
�I have enough. Two golds are still in my purse.�
Shailer shook his head and said to Kelby, �Step out the back and ask two of Bear�s men to accompany you to the store. Take one of Gray�s gold coins and exchange it for smaller coins.�
�No need for that,� Bear said, holding out his hand.
When Gray fumbled the coin free, he placed it into Bear�s hand. Bear motioned for the fat woman who sat at the entrance and waited for her to stand at his side. He pressed the coin into her hand and told her to return with silver and copper. He said to Gray, �Can�t rightly buy yourself a meat pie with a coin that can pay for a house, can you? You�d starve before you found a vendor to be able to accept that gold.�
�Besides, it makes you appear rich enough to steal from. If you have one gold, you may have another. Never display your wealth,� Shailer explained. �We�ll watch every ship returning from the Marlstones. You can also have a message delivered here at the Red Bear. Any sailor will do that for a few coppers.�
Anna said to Bear, her voice firm, �The men out back that were going to escort Kelby. Can they take me to the drylands tonight?�
�You do not need sleep?� Bear asked.
�I�ll sleep better away from this awful place where I can trust only four people.�
The fat woman returned with a leather purse filled with coins hidden in her large hand. Bear whispered into her ear, and she nodded and disappeared out the back door. Bear said, �The travel requirements will take a short while to gather, and then you may leave. Two of my most trusted will shadow you, and I promise nobody else will follow.�
Anna had her jaw set, but she nodded her thanks. Gray felt relieved. He had not looked forward to sleeping at the inn. He felt safer on the Pearl.
Bear handed him the heavy purse under the table. �Hide your other gold coin well. Split this into at least three piles, one of which you will keep on your person at all times.�
�I know to do that, but appreciate the mention of it.�
�Then appreciate this, too. On the main island where you will dock is an inn called the Red Flame. I own it. I will notify the manager, a man called Chambers, not his real name. He will provide shelter, coin, a place to hide in the basement, or weapons. Chambers, remember the name.�
�Chambers, because he rents �chambers� at the inn?�
�That makes it easy for you to remember. And it�s a code-word so he will know I have sent you. He�s to provide you with whatever you need.�
�How do I thank you both for all of this?� Gray asked.
Shailer shrugged, �It seems that we have been placed on the same side of a conflict. Helping each other may result in benefits for each of us.�
The answer was vague and hinted at more, but Gray understood enough had been said on the subject. He stood. �I will see Anna off, then sleep on the Pearl tonight. I know she does not sail until midday, but that�s where I�ll spend the night.�
The fat woman returned and flicked her eyes to the rear door. Anna stood and gave each a quick hug, then quickly departed. Gray felt as if part of himself had gone with her.
Bear spoke to the woman again, giving her a list of items, including a bow, staff, and writing materials in a waterproof wallet. She went to the rear of the room again, returning only moments later.
�Leave by the back door. My men will escort you.�
Shailer said, �Before your ship departs I will have a few maps and charts delivered. They may help.�
Gray found himself on his feet, shaking hands until he faced Kelby. As he reached out for her hand, she slipped by and then kissed him softly on his cheek. Before he could respond, she spun and fled.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

Aboard the Pearl, Gray carried the supplies Bear provided to his cabin. Instead of remaining inside, he went to the deck above and fell into the chair, reviewing all that had happened and what was discussed at the Red Bear Inn. The night air was chilly. He had a blanket wrapped around his shoulders.
The chair faced the city. Lanterns flickered their soft yellow light on street corners and the doors of establishments catering to the night crowds. Windows were squares of yellow on a dark gray background. Faint music drifted across the water from at least two different places. He didn�t hear the Captain approach.
�Nice night to enjoy the air. Hopefully, I�m not intruding.�
Gray found himself on his feet as if he was a common sailor addressing the Captain. He felt foolish, so extended his hand.
The Captain shook, then said, �I owe you an apology.�
�Sir?�
�After our talk, I told the bos�n of your charges. He wasn�t happy with you and called you a name or two, which he now takes back.�
�He found something?�
�That he did. As you indicated, there were men who I could strike off a list of suspects, leaving the bos�n and me with three. The bos�n was able to eliminate one more of those. He ordered the crew on deck with no warning and performed a search of their quarters. You may have felt the brunt of that inspection.�
�He found the chart?�
�Not right off. He did find one of the men had smuggled three bottles of spirits aboard. A violation of our ship�s articles. But another had some papers written in an unknown language. Not old, mind you. Just different. That got the bos�n to thinking. The crewman had been a little too quick to ask certain questions, too much interest in the ship�s affairs.�
Gray waited. The Captain struggled with the story, stretching it out far too long. In the process, he had to admit he wronged a passenger. That could not be easy. He settled back and allowed the Captain the courtesy of continuing at his own pace. Gray had all night if needed.
�It seems that crewman only went ashore when we reached port at Marlstone. We hired him on there, too. He replaced a crewman that disappeared while we were in Marlstone, so the pieces came together. Then the bos�n remembered he had �volunteered� to help the cook as part of his duties, a job not often valued. He carried food daily from the locker to the galley.�
�I assume the locker is �locked�?�
�To prevent pilfering by the crew, but he was given a key. The bos�n went to the locker and searched. Above a beam, he found the missing map, along with another depicting the far coast.�
The Captain leaned on a rail with an elbow as he talked, his eyes on the lights much as Gray�s had been. �Did you confront him?�
�Not right away. The bos�n and I conducted interviews with the men he worked closest with, telling each to remain silent or I�d put them off my ship with a word to the other captains. I let them know they were being betrayed by him. The day we arrived in port, the crewman we�re discussing was taken into custody by the bos�n and first mate.�
�They questioned him?�
�That they did, and none too kindly. He admits to being provided with funds to purchase any maps or charts of any lands across the Endless Sea. He says it has been happening for years. They buy or steal them. Then destroy each.�
�Why?�
�That he couldn�t, or wouldn�t, say. But there are dozens of people like him on ships or working in port cities. They�re rewarded for each they destroy. It sickens me to think of the lives that may be lost because of the lack of proper navigation charts.�
The anger was clear in the Captain�s voice, his face tinged pink. He spat over the railing. Gray allowed the information to settle in his mind. The Captain didn�t seem to be in a hurry. Gray said, �Somebody powerful and rich is behind it.�
The Captain cast him a frown that scolded him for stating the obvious.
Gray added, �That someone has a reason.�
The Captain still frowned.
�The reason is what interests me. The first idea that enters my thoughts is that this mysterious person does not want ships to sail to the lands to the east. He wants to keep people from our side of the Endless Sea, here.�
Finally, the Captain lost his frown and said, �And perhaps he is looking to send his people here. Since few ships travel to Breslau, he could build a fleet of ships to carry an army and word of it would not filter out. It would take years to construct such a fleet, but it could be done.�
Gray felt dazed. In a few words, using different information, the Captain had come to a conclusion similar to Shailer�s. Princeton was about to be invaded. No, it was already happening, but no one knew about it.
Gray realized that he was weak in intrigue and politics, having dealt only with his family in Oasis. The Captain could be probing Gray to find what he knew. Placing his trust in anyone could be fatal. He said, �That sounds a little far fetched if you don�t mind me saying so, sir.�
�On the contrary. Convince me it is not so and I�ll thank you.�
The response sounded genuine. Was there anything so important in the Captain�s words that he should try to catch up with Anna? Was it even possible? While the guesses the Captain made were new and different, they basically changed nothing. Shrewsbury was the port where the invasion would happen. �Do you mind if I study the two maps?�
�The Bos�n placed them in your cabin on your bed. Feel free to make copies, if you wish. More than one. Spread them around. If this person wished to restrict them, my inclination is to spread them to all.� The Captain stood, squared his shoulders and walked to the stairs. �We sail in the late morning.�
�Sir? What happened to the sailor who stole the map?�
�He had a rather serious accident and won�t be joining us for the voyage.�
Gray stood and watched the yellow lights of the city reflect off the calm water of the bay, as the blue-white of the stars competed for notice. A song floated on the air, not the drunk voices of the inns catering to sailors, but a lone man on watch on a nearby ship. There were three ships, but Gray couldn�t tell which it came from. It didn�t matter. The voice was soft, clear, and the song lonely. It was the song of a sailor on night watch, haunting and hopeful.
The two charts were lying on his bed. Before reaching for them, he tried the connecting door to the other cabin and found it locked. Since Anna and Kelby were ashore, he had no need for the second cabin. A single candle in a glass chimney provided dim light. The charts would wait until morning. He had, at least, five more days at sea with no companions to help pass the time.
He slowly climbed into bed. There was a lot of information he wanted to think about. His instincts told him he was on the right track, but the idea that his homeland was going to be invaded required more thought. What if I�m wrong?� Worse, what if I�m not? The gentle movement of the ship tied to the pier lulled him to sleep as his head touched his pillow.
He woke early, refreshed, and hungry. The ship was still in port, and he went to the small deck to watch the pier. He hoped to spot Kelby, but perhaps Bear or Shailer would be there too. He�d been away from home on what had seemed a grand adventure, but how feelings of loneliness and fear depressed him.
The items Bear had promised were delivered before they sailed. He placed the two new charts with the others.
Footsteps on the stairs to the small deck alerted him. Food. He turned to find a short man as old as his father, dressed in a blue coat made of shiny material that glittered as the sun struck it. He was a big around as he was tall. The threads of the blue coat were golden in color, and from the rings on the thick fingers, Gray suspected the threads were gold.
�Only a single chair?�
The greeting was odd, the voice that of wealth demanding whatever it wished. Gray�s immediate reaction was to leap to his feet and offer his chair, but some small indication on the plump face said it was expected. Gray had paid full fare. He remained seated as he said, �You can request another from the messenger. I�m sure he will locate one for you. My name is Gray.�
A small sniff of disapproval. �I am the newly appointed ambassador to the Marlstone Islands, Sir Elwood at your service. What might your business in the islands be?�
The phrase didn�t instill any belief in Gray that the man was in any way �at his service�. �I�m searching for my brother. We have not heard of him in over a year, and we heard he may be in the islands.�
�I see,� the man interlaced his fingers over his expansive stomach. He glanced at the rigging, at another nearby ship, and then the city. �Depressing place, really. Do you know when our meals are served?�
Gray caught sight of the ship�s messenger scurrying across the deck below. He waved an arm and caught the boy�s attention. He instantly spun and headed for an inside passageway to the deck they were on. When he poked his head above the stairs, Gray said, �Would you mind telling the cook that Sir Elwood and I are ready to eat? And we can use another chair and a small table, if possible.�
�Course, sir. Good to have you back for the next leg,� then he was gone.
Sir Elwood raised an eyebrow in Gray�s direction. �You are a man that knows how to get things done.�
The compliment didn�t sound sincere. It sounded more like the way a master speaks to a servant. Gray turned his attention back to the activity on the dock. Ropes were being handled, men were taking their workstations for the departure. All seemed to have an assignment. The Captain was on the deck below, watching a hundred tasks to make sure all were done to his satisfaction while the bos�n shouted and ordered each task.
The ship eased away, a longboat with men at the oars pulling hard to turn the bow. A single sail went up, and the motion of the ship changed from captivity to freedom. The longboat rowed to shore while the Pearl turned into the wind. Her sluggish motion eased as another set of sails went up.
Two crewmen delivered the chair and small table. Soon after, a tray of fruit, biscuits, and cold slices of smoked meat was delivered. Sir Elwood scooped nearly all the meat into his hand and rolled it into a thick tube. He held it like a chicken leg and ate from the end. Gray selected two biscuits of the three on the tray for himself, and most of the grapes. He�d ask to have future meals delivered to his cabin, or he�d starve.
The wind picked up as the shoreline blended in the with a bank of low clouds hanging over the city. The ship heeled to one side as the wind pushed it steadily to sea. Gray excused himself and went to his cabin.
The charts were still hidden in the folds of the bedding, as he�d left them. Later he wanted to ask the Captain exactly what an ambassador does. Could the man help him in any way? But first, he unrolled the old map he�d already examined, the one stolen. There were no additional markings, and the names were as he remembered. The title said, ANTERRA. He wondered if the Captain might know the reference. At first glance, he was satisfied that his copy on the four sheets of paper was fairly accurate.
Nowhere did it mention Breslau, but he had no doubt the chart matched the place where the others originated. He unrolled the newer chart and found it more detailed. It depicted the coastline close enough to place both charts side by side. Comparing them found few differences. However, the newer chart had been altered. A different hand and different ink had added more depth soundings, at least, two dangerous shallows, and names.
Within the great bay were several neatly printed words, most unknown, but one stood out as if printed in red block letters. It said, Breslau Castle. For the first time, he confirmed the name referred to the land across the sea. Breslau, the name of a family? City? Province or kingdom? It didn�t matter. It was confirmation and encouragement.
The Captain didn�t know the word Anterra but spent part of a morning of the second day discussing the charts with Gray. He shared a few insights, mostly rumors, and stories he�d heard over the years. Nothing of importance, but helpful all the same.
Gray spent three more days on the charts by himself, but on the fourth day at sea several things happened. As he sat at the desk with his vacant eyes watching the wake behind the ship, he felt the slightest twitch on his back. Sitting still, he waited. The sensation became stronger, more familiar, even slightly painful. The dragon was getting closer. A familiar one, probably a red.
He raced to the deck above, heart beating and breath panting from excitement. He found the sky overcast. Gray�s eyes searched from the horizon to the horizon, and all above. He couldn�t see the dragon, but felt it flying closer. Can dragons fly all the way across the Endless Sea? 
The answer was obvious. Of course, they could. The greens roosting near Shrewsbury proved that. No ship had carried them there. If they could fly one way, they could fly the other direction.
Then, after the pain increased to sharp stings, he spotted it. Drawing nearer the ship from directly behind, the dragon�s wings flapped a lazy, effortless beat. It flew directly at the ship. The light glinted off the red scales. Gray�s mood was so elated he almost waved an arm in greeting when a shout rang out.
He turned. On the deck below a seaman had spotted the dragon and sounded the alarm. Men swarmed to fighting stations. As the dragon drew closer, more orders were shouted, and more men raced to defend their ship. The dragon swooped lower as if intending to try landing on the small deck Gray watched from.
The dragon eyes locked onto Gray�s and it snorted, as if in greeting. At the last moment, the dragon used the powerful wings to swerve aside and climb high into the sky. It disappeared into the overcast ahead.
�That was truly amazing,� said the Ambassador, who stood on the top stair.
It was only their second encounter since Gray tried to avoid the man. Gray turned, nodded, and said, �Yes, it was.�
�I thought that the dragon was going to fly closer and snap your head off. I�ve never seen so many teeth, or a dragon up close. But. . . You stood there as brave as any man I�ve ever met. In fact, it almost acted like it recognized you.�
�I stood there frozen in fear, sir. I can hardly breathe. That thing looked right at me.�
�Yes, it did. If dragons can smile, I think that one did.�
Gray puffed himself up and tried to deflect the conversation. �Smiling because it was going to eat me for a snack.�
�Perhaps.�
The single word sounded unconvinced. The ambassador wore an outfit even gaudier than the last time they�d spoken. The brocade over-jacket was eel green while the billowing trousers were cream. A necklace of red stones contrasted with the jacket. The heels on his buckled shoes were fully a hand high, making the ambassador almost as tall as Gray.
Gray said, �I think I should go lie down after that scare.�
�Must you? I had intended to speak with you today.�
Sitting in one of the two chairs and finding the seat wet, Gray ignored it and said, �About what?�
�In Marlstone City, I will control enormous power. I would be a good friend to have on your side, should you ever need one. I will have the treasury and a small army of palace guards at my disposal.�
There seemed to be a veiled threat within the words. �I am just seeking information about my brother.�
�And I am just another average traveler to the islands. Come now, let us reveal a little of ourselves to each other. You seek more than a brother. Perhaps I can help.�
Gray didn�t like the condescending tone or the manner, but saw the man was like a chicken determined to peck every speck of grain from the feeding trough. The more he tried to withhold information the more the ambassador would delve into his business. It was better to give him something and hope for the best.
�You are right, sir. I have other business in Marlstone.�
�More than one bird with your stone, eh?�
�I have entered into a business relationship with two wealthy men in Fleming. If I find cargo that may be shipped in either direction, at a profit, I will share in the proceeds.�
�Surly those markets are already saturated?�
�But not shipment to, or from,� Gray almost said Breslau, but at the last instant substituted, �Anterra.�
The ambassador flinched at the word. His eyes narrowed, and his nostrils flared as if he suddenly caught the scent of an outhouse. He tried to recover, but for an ambassador his response was unworthy. �That is a name I do not recognize. Tell me about it.�
�The inns of Fleming where sailors fill their mugs with ale until tongues loosen provides my investors with rumors. I know nothing else, but if there is trade in the future, I hope to become wealthy.�
�So you say.� The ambassador touched a finger to his forehead as if a minor salute before departing. He turned and walked down the stairs as if he was descending a stairway at a ball in the king�s Summer Palace.
Gray closed his eyes and reviewed every word. The ambassador left much unsaid, but his few hints were dangerous. The man was too insightful and had his own agenda.
The third that happened that day was finding a crudely penned note in his cabin. It said, �If you want to learn about your brother, I will contact you at the Red Flame Inn.�
That was the Inn that Bear owned. He intended to stay there, so if any of the ship�s sailors contacted him, he would know who tried to swindle him. Gray had no brother, so a seaman was trying to earn himself a little extra by providing false information.
The note also indicated the crew was talking about him, probably a normal circumstance, but a reminder that he was not on a pleasure cruise. First, the ambassador poked his nose into Gray�s business and now an anonymous sailor.
The fifth day passed without incident. On the morning of the sixth, he heard a call from a lookout. Dressing quickly, he ran to the deck and looked ahead to a smudge on the horizon as it grew into an island.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

The island grew taller and wider as Gray stood and watched from the small deck ignoring the pangs of hunger. An island. Actually, one of more than a dozen of them according to the charts. Hundreds of smaller, uninhabited islands completed the list, most of them unnamed. How must a local resident view a tiny spot of land in the middle of a sea? Did they compare their small area in contrast with Princeton or Breslau?
Gray didn�t wish to encounter the ambassador again, so he went to his cabin and packed. He heard the rush of feet and the calm motion of the ship as it entered the harbor. Finally, he felt a solid bump as the ship tied to the pier. He waited, still listening. Finally, he heard growling orders and trunks being dragged across the deck in the cabin next to his.
When no more sounds came from the other cabin he still waited, then emerged, wary and curious. The damp, warm air smelled of recent rain. Palm trees and palmettos turned the shore into a mass of greenery. The town, such as it was, stood directly ahead. Perhaps a hundred buildings in all, mostly small, and painted in bright colors. The town appeared as if a law prevented any two structures from being the same color.
Another ship was tied to the other side of the pier. Gray took note of the ship�s name. Lady Marion. That was the ship he wanted to sail. The only ship that regularly sailed to Breslau. What luck!
The crew was already unloading the first of the cargo from the Pearl. Gray had his belongings in hand. As he headed for the gangway, the Captain intercepted him.
�Mr. Gray, it was a pleasure to have you aboard. Our mutual interest in nautical charts might be further explored if you should come across any I may be interested in.�
�I�ll be staying at the Red Flame Inn. Perhaps I�ll sail back with you on your next trip.�
�It would be my pleasure.�
They shook hands and as Gray walked ashore, his eyes taking it all in. After seeing only Oasis since birth, he didn�t believe he could go back and take up his old life again. He felt the dragon tingling his back. Both had arrived in the Marlstone Islands. The touch of the dragon was slight, so it was either on the other side of the island or one of the others nearby.
Passing by a young man lounging at the first intersection in town, he asked for directions to the Red Flame. A lazy thumb showed the general direction, and in fact, that was all that was required. Down the street hung a red sign, painted flames rising from the bottom.
As he entered, someone left by the right rear door, as if in a hurry. It was the first energized person he�d seen since arriving, and he hadn�t really seen anything of him but his back. The crescent moon on the door indicated it led to the outhouses behind the building.
Inside. he asked for the manager, and from the husky serving girl. �A mug of your best ale.� He found a seat. The inn was small, only five tiny tables and a serving bar built against one wall. Windows lined three walls, each small, but all open to the breezes. The muggy air demanded shade or air movement. The open windows provided a clear view of the street, and the ships tied up beyond.
Three doors lined the back wall. The girl had entered into the one on the left, so it probably took her to the kitchen. The other to the far right was to the outhouse. The center would go to the rooms.
Two seamen sat at a table together, common sailors from their looks, but as he waited for his ale, he felt their eyes on him. It would be natural, but he felt an animosity emanated from them, as if they knew him, or had encountered him before. He kept his eyes averted.
When the door to the kitchen opened again, a man carried a pair of mugs. He placed both on the table, one in front of Gray and one for himself. He flopped into the seat as if he had no bones in his body. �You asked for me.�
Gray felt the eyes of the others on him and heard their hushed voices cease, probably as they listened. �I heard you have clean rooms.�
�We�re an inn.� The answer was short, said in an even voice that conveyed little.
Gray flicked his eyes to the other table. The men couldn�t be more obvious in their attempts to eavesdrop. How can I tell him Bear sent me without them hearing? He smiled and slipped his longbow from his back and stood it against the wall. Looking pointedly at Chambers, he said, �You�re looking at my bow, I notice. It�s a long bow, very powerful. Some use them to hunt Bear.�
The tiny lines around Chambers� eyes increased, but otherwise, he didn�t react. �That must have been exciting? Were you alone?�
�There was a large woman with us. She took care of details, such as the chambers we stayed in.�
�I see. Will you need a room?�
�Yes. Would you mind showing me one so I can drop off my things?�
Chambers said, �Of course. Leave your ale here.� He half-turned to the two men at the other table, �When we return, if any of our ale is missing you will be, too.�
They nodded in unison. Chambers took him to the third door and up a short flight of stairs. At the top, he opened the first door and entered. He said softly, �These walls have ears. Speak softly. Who are you?�
�Bear sent me. I�m working with him and another on a mutual assignment of no concern to you. However, he said that you will provide me with anything I need, coin, weapons, or men. He told me to make sure you understand that my every wish will be granted.�
Chambers said, �You are the only person to know of my financial relationship with Bear. Keep it that way. Let me know what you need, and more than that, let me help you with whatever you�re up to.�
�It�s private.�
�Not what I meant. The islands are different. Your every move will be noticed, your words analyzed, and even speaking to me will be interpreted. This island is full of spies. Few of them from your land. We should return downstairs, or there will be questions as to why we spent the time up here.�
�Will this room be safe?�
Leaving the room and closing the door firmly, Chambers said, �It will be now. A chambermaid or one of my maintenance people will be working up here all day and night. I believe a couple of the rooms need extensive renovation, and we will begin today.�
Gray nodded his thanks. When they returned to their table, the two mugs looked exactly as they�d left them. Chambers scooped his from the table and said to Gray, �That was a funny one. I like you and your jokes. We�ll have another ale when I have time, but right now I have to get some of my lazy people earning a living.�
Gray lifted his mug as Chambers departed, glancing at the two unfriendly men from the corner of his eye. Then he intentionally turned his back to them. The two ships tied at the pier looked as if they were a painting.
Sweat trickled down his back. He could feel the eyes on the two sitting behind focused on him. He drained his mug and stood. Any traveler arriving on the ship would take the opportunity to stroll around the town and stretch his legs. Gray left the Red Flame and turned down the main street. As if finding something interesting in the window of a shop selling local items made from seashells, he paused and looked into the reflection.
The door to the inn opened, and both sailors emerged into the brilliant sunshine and waited for their eyes to adjust. Gray stepped into the alley, just out of sight. One peek revealed the two men in a panic, one heading down the street away from him and the other rushing to where he stood. On impulse, Gray moved a few steps to the back of the alley and behind the corner of the building.
The man scurried by, his head turning and twisting as he examined any places Gray may have gone. Gray waited, then went back to the street and leisurely strolled down it, watching the gaily dressed locals attend to their daily tasks. He greeted a few, asked questions of others, and ignored the two men who had joined forces again and shadowed his every step.
At a bakery, he purchased a fruit-filled sweet roll. As the tiny woman behind the counter accepted his copper, she said from the corner of her mouth, �You do know that two men are watching you?�
�Yes, I�ve noticed. I was thinking of taking a long walk all the way around the island.�
She chuckled, �That is a three-day walk. You will be the talk of the island if you take your walk, but have I your permission to tell of your intent? My friends will enjoy it, too.�
�Really? Of course, you can tell them. I�m glad you told me about the size of the island. I�ve only seen it on charts, and it didn�t look that big.�
�Still, it was a good idea. Don�t let them find you alone in the dark. I�ve seen those men before and whatever�s between you, take care of yourself.�
Gray left without accepting change. He soon found himself at the end of the single street with commerce, and a smile twitched the corners of his mouth. He�d managed to travel more than half the length street in the time it took to eat a sweet roll for lunch. Had the self-important new ambassador found his new post satisfactory? His clothing would certainly impress the locals.
He found a small patch of overgrown grass with two shaded benches overlooking the ships. He fully expected the two men to make their way to the other bench, but they stayed out of sight if slinking behind the corner of a building and watching him counted.
He looked out at the ships as he thought about the situation. Surely, anyone expecting him to arrive could find better people to watch him. They would, at least, have tried to befriend him in such a small town. Prater had even been successful at that. But these two were inept spies at best.
He�d found out that not any ships had departed or arrived before the Pearl, except the Lady Marion. Therefore word of him couldn�t have arrived sooner. The two did not appear to be thieves. So the question became, what were they doing following him?
The answer might be simple. He would ask Chambers to help. The innkeeper had pledged to provide it. If he had two local men with weapons at his disposal, they could take the two out behind the outhouses and ask the right questions. The trick was to do it is such a way he didn�t scare them off.
Is it necessary? His answer was, yes. The two had taken far too much interest. Then he remembered the one who had fled through the door leading to the outhouses as he entered. Had that man turned his head away and lifted his shoulder to prevent Gray from recognizing him? It had all happened so fast, but upon recalling what should have been a minor incident, it seemed possible.
Who would know and recognize him? The obvious answer was someone from Shrewsbury. The constable. One of the people who had tried to prevent him from boarding the Pearl, for sure. Another ship must have arrived and sailed directly for Marlstone, getting him here days earlier. Between Gray�s trip to Fleming, two days in port, and then sailing here, it had taken eleven or twelve days. Sailing from Shrewsbury directly to Marlstone was a matter of five.
It made sense, but he�d been told there were no other ships. How had they known he sailed, and where? The ticket agent sold him passage to the Marlstone Islands. It would be easy to discover that information if someone was interested. The ticket agent had no reason to conceal it. But why?
Smuggling Kelby aboard the Pearl was in defiance of the wishes of those officials in Shrewsbury. Was that worth a sea voyage to punish him? He sat in the shade and sneaked a glance behind as he finished his second sweet roll. Yes, they were standing in the hot sun. He wished he had another mug of ale, but he did have a bench and shade. A small breeze came off the water. He hoped it passed over the heads of the two men.
He stood and walked back to the inn. Chambers sat at a table where he had a view of the street, and was the only person in the inn. When Gray entered, Chambers said, �Were you letting those two cook in the sun?�
�I was. Who are they?�
�Crewmen from the Lady Marion. There were three of them.�
�I�d like to know what they�re up to. Maybe tonight you can have some men question them for me.�
�Can�t. They won�t be bothering you for long because their ship sails just before sundown, with the tide.�
Gray expected the two to enter the inn at any time. He might ask them himself, and like shaking a tree, see what sort of fruit falls to the ground. But they didn�t enter.
When Gray stood for a better view of the street, Chambers said, �They went back to their ship.�
Nobody else was in the main room of the inn but after the warning of the walls with ears, Gray decided to keep his business to himself. �That ship heading for Fleming?�
�Nope, going the other way.�
�Shrewsbury?�
�Breslau. The Lady Marion makes the rounds to only four ports.�
Chambers was the first person to freely say the name out loud. �Breslau? Never heard of it.�
�Across the sea, maybe fifteen days, they say. Hardly anyone ever goes there.�
Gray felt pressed to ask the next question but didn�t want to sound too interested. �If nobody goes there, I suppose nobody comes from there, either.�
�You�d think that, but you�d be flat wrong, my friend.�
The bright eyes of Chambers and his sudden intimacy told that Gray had asked one too many questions. Since he couldn�t take it back, he plunged on. �I have heard of a place called Anterra.�
Chambers stood, his eyes no longer amused. �I don�t care who you are, or that you�re a friend of Bear. You need to get back on your ship and sail for home. You are not welcome here, and nobody here in Marlstone will house or feed you no matter how much coin is in your purse.�
�What?�
�Gather your things and leave. Now. I will throw them in the street if you do not go before I can find men to assist me.�
�Because I said, Anterra?�
�Because you do not know how to keep your mouth closed when it is proper. I do not wish to die this day. You must leave.�
�Only you and I heard what I said.�
Chambers jabbed a thumb at the window. The woman who had brought his mug of ale was outside talking to two men, gesturing with wild arm and fingers pointed at the inn. He said, �If you hurry, you may reach your ship alive.�
Gray spun and raced up the stairs. He grabbed his few belongings, but while he slipped the quiver over his head, he decided to pull one arrow and carry the bow. He set the string. Leaving the inn proved that a wise choice. Five men gathered in a tight unit, glaring at him.
The arrow found its way to the bow. The men were across the street. They moved to block him. He said, �This is a long bow, one of the king�s own. An arrow from this has been known to travel through three men.�
A single man started to move to one side in a flanking attempt. Gray pulled the bow, aimed at him. �Until I pass, you will all stand together. I will put an arrow through the left eye of any who move. Dare try me.�
The man took three steps to join the others, but Gray noted he also stepped behind other men for protection. But if released, the arrow would penetrate at least two, if not three men. His arm felt pain of the strength of the bow. The pull of the bowstring couldn�t be maintained. He relaxed the bow as he walked, keeping an eye on them, as well as ahead of where he walked. He didn�t need any more leaping from cover.
The five edged forward as Gray backed. He snapped his arm back, pulling the bowstring taught, and released an arrow at the feet of the man closest to him. The second arrow that had been in his left hand with the bow now fitted into the string.
�The first of you to pass that arrow dies. Not my choice. Yours.� Gray backed further, but none of them advanced. His foot found the edge of the pier. He turned and walked to the gangway.
The Captain was waiting. �I see you�ve managed to make some new friends.�
�Can I purchase passage to Fleming, sir?�
�You already have. Welcome aboard. Your cabin is waiting, and the ex-ambassador you sailed here with has decided to join us also.�
Gray placed his things in his cabin. His frustration grew with every stray thought, but in the end, Chambers had done him a favor. Two. He had warned him early enough that there were only five of them attempting to stop him instead of ten or twenty. He had also convinced Gray there was nothing of value to learn from the Marlstones other than that more people traveled from Breslau than to it.
His hasty departure really only meant he would head home a few days earlier. After calming himself in the stifling heat of his cabin, he went to the deck. The ambassador was seated, a drink on the table, a fan in his hand. He said, �I heard your business fared no better than mine.�
�Then yours must have been terrible,� Gray laughed. �I had five men out to hang me.�
�I believe I had seven. I decided the voyage back would be my better alternative.�
�Not the friendliest place,� Gray said, sitting and accepting a pour from a flask.
�But one we�ll both long remember.�
Gray sipped the strong drink and watched a few crates being shifted on the pier, then raised by block and tackle and swung onto the deck inside a cargo net. As he watched the crew on the pier prepare the next sling he noticed an image stamped on the wood. It was a small green dragon.
The writing on the side of the crate was too small to read, but it was also green ink. Part of the cargo net obscured the image, but as it was lifted, the net adjusted. It was a dragon. He climbed to his feet and went to the side of the deck adjoining the dock. Other boxes and crates on the pier had the green dragon. Not all, but, at least, three more.
When the crates were over the deck of the Lady Marion, they were lowered into an open hatch. There was no way of telling how many had been swallowed up by the ship. He remembered that Chambers told him the ship sailed for Breslau near dusk.
He had time. He leaped down the stairs and ran down the bouncing gangway across the pier. At the other gangway, he pulled to a stop at the top and said, �Who do I talk to about passage?�
An older man puffing a pipe answered as he stepped from the shadows. �That would me be me, the Captain of this fine ship.�
�Sir, I�m ready to sail. I can have my things here in no time at all.�
�No passengers.�
�I�ll sleep with the crew.�
�Nope.�
Gray hesitated. There had to be a way. �Well, I�m young, strong, and I�ll work my way.�
�Got a full crew. Also got things to tend to. Sorry.� He turned and strode away.
The massive sailor at the top of the gangway took a single step to block Gray if he decided to follow the Captain. He crossed his arms over a bare hairy chest. His expression said he hoped Gray would try to pass.
Gray went back down the gangway, head hung low and trying to ignore the snickers and catcalls. His eyes had located one of the two men who had followed him in town. He refused to retort or even give them the satisfaction of trading insults.
As he passed the Captain of the Pearl, the Captain said, �Best thing that could happen, son. You�d have been fish food before you sailed that black-hearted ship a full day.�
�How can I get to Breslau?�
�It�s not getting there that�s hard. It�s getting back. I�ll not be getting you killed this day by giving you that information.�
Gray climbed back to the top deck and found the ambassador waiting, ready to speak. Gray said, �Not now.�
He downed the rest of the strong drink and watched the ambassador refill his glass, then turned Gray attention back to the Lady Marion. The last of the cargo was finally aboard, and preparations for getting under sail took place. The bow lines were freed and the stern lines loosened, so the ship turned with the tide, eventually facing away from the island.
The stern lines were released, and the Lady Marion was free. The tide and current moved her gently as the first of the sails were raised. A lone figure stood near the railing at the stern, waving and calling, �Gray! Over here! Gray, it�s me! Stinson.�
Gray found himself on his feet. He muttered, disbelieving, �Stinson.�
The insolent smile Gray remembered from childhood was still in place. He was too stunned to wave back as if he wanted to. The last he knew Stinson was lost in the drylands with no water.
Prater. He and his people waited there at the road for Dragon Clan to emerge. Not because they didn�t know where Oasis was located, but because they did. It all seemed so clear, now. Prater was there to find a member of the Dragon Clan and return him to Breslau. Stinson had walked right into their trap and as much as volunteered.
The Lady Marion was still pulling away, but Stinson�s voice was the only one shouting, and it sounded even louder. �Who�s got the last laugh now, Gray? Can you hear me?�
Gray could hear him clearly and wanted to shout a warning. Then he had an instant of regret. If he had reacted faster, his longbow could have reached Stinson when he first started shouting. One arrow. One kill.
�I beat you, Gray! I beat you, and you know it!�
He measured with his eye again, to make sure Stinson was indeed out of range. He couldn�t be reached with the best longbow, but Stinson�s voice still shouted taunts and insults. His laughter rang long after the words were no longer clear.
Gray drained the mug again. And again.
The ambassador sat quietly and acted as his server, the flask ready to pour again and again.
A short time later, the Captain returned to the deck and stood at his side, placing a hand on his shoulder. �I may have said it before, but you are not very good at making friends.�
Without responding, Gray watched the Lady Marion sail from sight. He closed his eyes and tried to call the red dragon to attack the other ship, but the tingling was not on his back. He would love to watch Stinson as the red attacked and sank the ship out from under him. He squeezed his eyes shut harder and concentrated. The only response was a few tears.
With Stinson headed for Breslau, what trouble would he cause while there? Would he draw them a map of the location of every Dragon Clan family he knew about? What else could he do? Share information about bonding, or how many Dragon Clan were bonded? How powerful were they in politics? Would he share information about Edward the Earl of Princeton who secretly supported the Dragon Clan? Or the Earl of Warrington who owed his continued rule to the intervention of Raymer only a year ago?
Would Stinson betray his family and all he knew, for his new friends? The short answer was, yes. He would do that and more. He would revel in it.
The Princeton kingdom seemed doomed from every aspect. Stinson would lead the charge if given the opportunity. The invasion at Shrewsbury would come within a year. King Ember would lose his ineffectual throne. The Dragon Clan would be replaced by the others.
Gray could still hear snippets of cruel laughter in his mind, although the ship had disappeared into a bank of fog. Maybe he couldn�t actually hear the laughter, but he knew it was there.
He also knew he�d hear the laughter in his sleep for years to come. He reached for his mug and found it filled again. Perhaps the ambassador was not such a poor friend. Perhaps all was not lost. The last of the day�s light faded as he stood and cast one last glare in the direction where the Lady Marion had sailed.
Stinson only thinks he�s having the last laugh. Gray tossed the empty mug over the side and headed for the charts in his cabin. No, it was not over yet. He spread the one he wanted on the desk. Across the top it said, ANTERRA. Two more candles allowed him to make out the faint markings that had been drawn so long ago.
Gray�s fist pounded the desk beside the chart. �Stinson, I�m coming for you.�
The End
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