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Аннотация
Fleet, introduced in the last book, is selected to investigate the dragon-master who helped Raymer escape the dungeons. His pride in the appointment is tempered when Camilla from book one is sent with him. They travel to the Drylands Family and beyond, and what they find changes the future of the Dragon Clan, and threatens its existence. Besides fighting against the King, they have an unknown enemy�one that is ready to attack�and the Dragon Clan is unprepared.


LeRoy Clary
Dragon Clan #3: Fleet�s Story


CHAPTER ONE 

Fleet looked over his shoulder and waved a final goodbye to his parents, siblings, and the entire population of the small mountain village he grew up in. All but one. Camilla stood at his shoulder, her eyes red and puffy as she sniffled softly and turned away. She trudged up the hillside, taking the lead as if she was in charge.
�Slow down, we�re supposed to go together,� Fleet called after her, holding back any show of emotion lest he breaks down and cries in her presence. His beard had flushed out during the winter and Dancer, his father, agreed with his intentions for this trip. To ensure the safety of his family, someone needed to find out who had helped Raymer escape from King Ember�s dungeon.
Camilla shot back, �If you can�t keep up with me, go home and let me do this alone.�
Fleet understood the anger behind Camilla�s remark as she increased her pace and drew away. Some believed the responsibility should be hers. In the years since she joined the family she had established she was a full member of the Dragon Clan, and equal to Fleet. No, that was not precisely true. She had convinced the other family members in the last three years, but not him. Not yet.
Before that, she had survived for at least ten years, surrounded by normals, people not of the clan, and without powers. During that time, King Ember had posted huge rewards throughout his kingdom for information about any of the Dragon Clan. She had managed to evade capture. Any knowledge of how the outside world worked made her his superior, and she had the experience and knowledge. He had been raised in the mountains away from contact with normals.
Fleet had listened to her stories of living near them around warm campfires for the last three winters. She had survived alone as a child, living in a cave on a barren hillside near Nettleton, a village located on the King�s Highway to the south. She lived near, and among them. Then she found her way to Myron�s family, on the south slope of Bear Mountain. She had hundreds of experiences he didn�t. She knew things that would help him when he found himself with normals. Not knowing those things might cost him his life if he should slip, and he should feel grateful for her help, but did not.
He resented a girl, at least, two years his junior flaunting her skills and acting as an equal. At the clan meeting, she had offered to help him. She expected to tell him what to do. Advise him, the council had said. Tell him to not bare his dragon mark in front of people. Tell him how to act. How to speak. It was a gentle way of saying that she was in charge of his trip far more than he wished.
Fleet slowed, even more, walking and thinking, as well as using the action to silently protest her officious attitude. She wouldn�t allow him to fall behind, but he needed to consider options. It was early morning, and their first campsite was well known to both and lay only half a day away, so he took his time.
He swung his staff forward and back, letting the weight of it do the work. Then he snapped it to the horizontal defensive position in front of him. A twirl and the center was tucked under his armpit. The exercises were done without thinking because he had done them so many times.
Tiny, early summer strawberries grew alongside the path. He paused and gathered a handful. Later, he came to a bend near a stream where he knew three apple trees grew only a few steps into the forest. He had planted two of them years ago during treks with his father. �Eat an apple, plant a tree,� the mantra went. He picked an apple of an early variety that was so green it would still be hard and tart. He anticipated saving the seeds for planting.
He had finished the strawberries, and almost the apple, when he found Camilla sitting calmly on a fallen log beside the path, her staff resting on the damp ground beside her.
�Are you going to sulk from now on?� She asked.
Fleet sat beside her and continued eating, finally picking out three seeds and slipping them into the leather purse tied to his belt.
She sighed, �Listen, I know you don�t talk much. I get that. I also get that you like to think about what you�re going to say before speaking, but it�s upsetting to people.�
�Why?�
�We never know when you�re going to talk, or if you will. That makes the rest of us talk too much if you see what I mean. We go out of our way to explain things you already know, like I�m doing now.�
Fleet knew he should answer, but perversely held back. Silence became a tool. He had almost never seen anyone get into trouble for being too quiet, but those who talked too much made all kinds of mistakes.
�See? I asked you to talk and instead you sit there with a face set like stone and say nothing. Personally, I don�t know why they even chose you.�
�They chose me because I know more about what happened at the Summer Palace than anyone else, including Raymer. And he was there. I�ve talked with Quint, the son of the Earl of Northwoods, too. He was involved, as well as my father. And I�ve studied the dragons on Bear Mountain all winter.�
Camilla scowled. Her expression said she was about to start another fight with him, but instead, she settled herself and crossed one leg over the other and said, �You know I didn�t want to go with you.�
He shrugged. �You�re the best qualified.�
�I know little of the story we�re chasing. Well, more than that, I suppose because everyone has heard parts of it. But not the details.�
�For now, we�re just traveling to Nettleton getting acquainted with the locals where you grew up, and gathering information. It will give me a chance to be around people. Then we�ll go on to the Summer Palace and stick our noses into the business of others.�
�Do you really think they�ll still be there?�
�The ones who gave Raymer food in his cell?�
She nodded, then said, �But more than that. Who called down the dragon that knocked down the dungeon wall? Only a bonded clan member can do that.�
�There has not been a bonding in the Bear Mountain family for so long we thought it was a myth. Raymer says the same of his Raging Mountain family.�
Camilla closed her eyes and bit her lip. �I know all that.�
�You wanted me to speak more.�
She scowled but held her temper. �Why is there someone living so near both of our families who is dragon-bonded, yet does not contact us?�
He smiled, �Yes, that�s the question we need to answer.�
Camilla stood, looking away from him and seeming as if she was going to stomp off. But, she was quiet, her attention focused far off. �Do you feel that?�
He had felt it for some time and wanted to know when she experienced the same. Several verbal exchanges ago he�d felt the first tiny tickle on his back draw his attention, growing stronger until it evolved into sharp little pins of pains dancing along the birthmark on his back. He�d felt it long before her. �Yes.�
�You spent days and days during the fall on Bear Mountain where they nest. All I know is that you did not bond with one.�
She wanted more information. He decided to be truthful. �I either do not have what a dragon wants, or the right dragon was not there. Actually, there were only three adult females and three hatchlings not yet two years old.�
�They said you approached them.�
�I did. They let me go right up to them after I visited many times, but it was more a tolerant sort of approach, not like when that dragon dropped from the sky at night next to Raymer and bonded with him. Then it was more like a kitten, purring and wanting to get close to and show affection.�
Camilla said, �I heard it let you touch it, but when a normal tried to get close, it looked ready to devour him.�
�Two of them. Quint and Ander, both the sons of Earls, but you knew that, right?�
�I know they are pledged to protect us, but I do not trust them. Do you?�
�With my life.�
That�s it?� she scowled, hands on hips. �With your life, and you say no more? Do you not see how frustrating that is?�
He stood and eased by her on the path. As he took the lead, he said, �Some consider concise speaking a virtue.�
She fell into line behind. �Is that dragon going to follow us?�
�I hope so, but no. Or yes. I have no more information than you.�
�I can�t feel it anymore,� she said.
The path was narrow and twisted. Fleet kept silent about his back continuing to itch. He walked faster, keeping his thoughts to himself. Not only could he feel it, but lately he could tell the direction of the dragon. Often he could also distinguish which one of the three on Bear Mountain, before seeing it. All information he hadn�t shared with anyone yet.
He said, �I have passed nearby one village and stayed at an inn at another. Then we rode for Castle Warrington and arrived as Quint�s father accepted the surrender of King Ember�s general. We were provided rooms in the palace larger than all the huts in our village combined, but we were kept apart from all normal people. That�s my entire experience with normals.�
�They hate us, you know.�
�At that time, they didn�t. They were jubilant, and Raymer�s bonded dragon slept on a turret high above the castle under royal guard for three days and nights. They called us heroes. But while Raymer and Quint attended conferences, my father and I were isolated from the people at the castle.�
�For your protection. One good deed does not take away from lifetimes of hatred and fear,� she said.
Her tone had turned waspish, and Fleet decided to withdraw and use his energy to walk faster. He looked up to the slopes of Bear Mountain and confirmed the snow descended almost to their level. It would be cold tonight. He watched for anything out of place. A footprint, broken twig, or a single noise that was unusual would draw his full attention. He sniffed the air.
For the entire time the touch of the dragon on his back remained, faint and at a distance, but they're all the same. Why? He moved on, deciding that it had nothing to do with him. The dragon had probably landed in a meadow to eat a deer. It was not following or stalking him, just resting and enjoying a meal.
The unfamiliar clothing, he wore was too restrictive. The shirt too small across the shoulders and back, and the bright blue color stood out against any background. Camilla wore yellow as bright as the sun. Both wore baggy peasant trousers made of heavy material that would stand up to hard work and many patches.
She was his sister, for this trip. They were going to visit their mother�s family near Charleston, by way of the king�s Summer Palace. Once in Nettleton, it almost made sense, but the addition of their father�s brother living near the palace completed the tale. They would visit him until his wife healed from a fall.
The council had stressed they say as little as possible to avoid being tripped up in a lie. The suggestion had drawn more than a few chuckles. If Fleet spoke less, he would be mute. That was the joke, but the reality was that he still had concerns about Camilla.
Tonight they would make an early camp and talk far into the night. Despite the orders of the council, he might decide to continue without her. The quest held danger, and he didn�t wish to place his life in the hands of a girl who nobody had known of a few years earlier. They said she was Dragon Clan. She had the dragon mark on her back. But, was she? Deep down?
After living far more of her life with normals than the families of the clan, she might be more attuned to them. The family at Bear Mountain, including Myron and the council, felt different, but he would keep his reservations private for now.
She said, �This is a different route than I followed with Brix.�
�Only stupid ground squirrels have a single burrow for escapes.�
�So now you�re a squirrel?�
His voice sounded light and playful, much like a brother and sister might use. She didn�t deserve his mistrust, and he felt a twinge of regret. �A squirrel who can run faster than you.�
He shot ahead, legs pumping and hair flying back from his forehead. His beard split in half at his chin from the wind, and his feet found purchase to thrust him ahead. A hand on his shoulder bag kept it from bouncing at his side, a wild grin split his face.
At a bend, the path widened. Camilla sprinted past him as if she were running twice as fast. Her brown hair swung from side to side, and as Fleet slowed in frustration, she let out a defiant shout and ran faster.
Fleet stumbled to a stop and tried to catch his breath. He caught sight of her yellow shirt far down the path, still running and laughing. Fleet. Who had given him such a poor name?
When he finally caught up, she sat on a boulder beside a stream with her bare feet in the icy water, her boots sitting on the bank. He explained, �I had to stop and pee.�
She looked at him with false innocence. �Me too.�
Then she laughed, a mellow sound without a hint of malice or offense. He found himself joining her, despite his embarrassment. Perhaps the council possessed more wisdom than he knew. She had never been close to him after she came to live in the village where he had been born. They had seldom had conversations, but that might have been a mistake.
A mistake the others saw through. He was called Fleet because of his speed, yet she ran faster. He had seen her work out with her staff, holding her own against any and all comers, including his father, the warrior in the family.
�I may have made a mistake in not giving you the credit you deserve.�
Her face twisted in anger. �Because I run faster?�
�Yes.� He saw that was the wrong answer before the single word escaped him, and he never had the opportunity to continue explaining her other virtues, including experience. She was already on her bare feet, turning to continue down the path, boots held in her hand.
�Wait. There�s more.�
She ignored him. You said too much. He knew better.
He followed meekly. There had to be a way to make it right with her, but he couldn�t think of a single thing to say. The sun reached its midpoint and continued without either speaking. Finally, they burst from the dense forest into a meadow beside a wide stream. On the other side stood a small lean-to, filled with logs for a fire. Nearby, fire-blackened rocks made a ring.
Camilla tossed her staff to the ground and removed the rolled blanket and ground sheet from her hip and spread them with one motion. Her backpack slipped off her shoulders, and she lay down, eyes closed. �I�m taking a short nap. Try not to disturb me too much.�
At a loss for what to say, Fleet placed his things on the other side of the fire ring, quietly. He removed kindling and placed it in the center of the ring along with tinder and a few logs beside. He found his line and hooks in a pocket of his shoulder bag. The stream held trout. In a short time, he had caught four, cleaned them, and waited for the fire to die down to the right cooking temperature.
Camilla slept on her side, her face turned towards him, but he didn�t know if she peeked now and then, or if she was really asleep. No matter. He sat down on his blanket and pulled his knees up to his chin. He had a lot to think about, and so far, his quest had not been the great adventure he hoped for.
Tomorrow they would reach Nettleton, the village where Camilla had been a wildling orphan. People there had believed she was a young boy so wouldn�t recognize the young woman with long brown hair. She had unfinished business there, and it would give him a chance to interact with normals, a task he looked forward to. All he had to do was pretend he knew their ways, and not draw undue attention his way.
But he worried. Among normals, a rip in his shirt revealing the design on his back could cost him his life. He needed experience being around and speaking with people. Camilla would give him the excuse, and she�d be there to cover any slips.
However, their real goal was to eventually locate the unknown person who could order a dragon to attack a palace full of people and topple a dungeon wall. Worse, from Raymer�s description, he suspected that whoever that person might be, he or she was bonded with the dragon, and was not acting alone.
Only adults bond with a dragon. The legs that Raymer saw when the apples were delivered to the window of his cell were either those of a boy child or very young girl, so not a bonded one. The hood pulled over the head prevented him from seeing who it was, but the apple deliverer was short, moving with the uncoordinated grace of a fawn. A child under the age of twelve, but older than six or seven. That meant there was, at least, two of them, and that hinted that there may be more.

CHAPTER TWO 

The fish had burned black over the fire while Fleet was lost in thought. He removed them and tried scraping the blackened skin and flesh with his knife. He could always catch more so it was not the worst thing that could happen.
What was worse, is that he saw Camilla lying there watching him, a faint smile on her lips.
Fleet, looked at the fish that had burned while he had sat and reviewed the events at the Summer Palace, said, �I like my fish cooked crisp.�
�So I see,� Camilla said, not bothering to hide her smile as she touched one with the tip of her finger. �I�ll go catch and cook a couple for me since I like mine an even brown, not charcoal.�
He took a bite, determined to save face, but the fish tasted like yesterday�s campfire ash. Tossing them aside, he called, �If you wouldn�t mind, catch a few for me.�
�Only if I cook them, too.� She laughed.
After digging a hole and depositing the burned fish into it, he wandered down to the stream and sat on a rock facing her. Tradition dictated they never leave a dirty camp or evidence of their passing. People following them could tell too much about what they found. Best to leave nothing. �We made camp early because I want to talk. We can do some planning without old people telling us what they think we should do.�
Two fish already lay on the bank beside Camilla as she baited her hook again. �And to get our story straight for any people we meet.�
�Yes, that and to ask your advice.�
She looked up, surprised and quickly tried to cover it. �About what?�
�A few things about the trip are bothering me. Nettleton, for one. The boys who used to beat you when you lived there are long gone, serving in the king�s army. You lived alone. Your only friend was Robin, and she went to live with our family. It seems there�s nothing that you left in Nettleton, so what are you planning to do when we get there?�
She snapped her wrist. Probably in response to a nibble of her bait, and obviously missed hooking the fish. �I want to see the village and people again. A few were kind to me and some were not. Brix�s family is there, too. I�ll let them know he�s doing fine and will visit soon.�
�They�re spinners, right?�
�Yes. They make twine and rope, mostly. Brix says his father used to tell him he has hams for hands. I�ve seen him try to sew and his father�s right.� She chuckled as she pulled in fish number three.
Fleet said, �Okay, our story is we�re brother and sister from the town of Aare. That�s far enough away we�re not likely to meet anyone who has been there, but not so far away as to be strange we�ve traveled so far. We are going to visit our uncle. His wife broke her leg, and you�re going to care for her. I�m escorting you.�
�Yes. Just keep it simple and try not to lie. Most people that lie add too much extra to a story so it sounds odd. Ask few questions of anyone, as if I have to tell that to you since you don�t talk unless you have to.�
�Robin said that, too. I don�t understand why.�
Camilla tossed her line back into the water and tried to entice one more fish to bite. �People are smart. They listen to your questions but then they wonder why you asked them. For instance, if you asked if anyone has seen a dragon lately, they�d maybe say no, then they�d wonder why you care. Then they�d think that since you asked, you must have seen one. And then someone else would wonder who sees dragons most of the time. Dragon Clan, that�s who. So they assume you must be one of them.�
�Because I asked one innocent question?�
�Yes.� She pulled in another fish. Kneeling, she pulled her knife and cleaned them on the bank. �If you ask two of the same sort of questions, you might as well tell them your life�s story.�
He considered what she�d said. �If we don�t ask, how will we find out the information we need?�
She said, �We listen. People love to talk, especially about themselves. Now and then we ask a leading question, but not too often or too pointed.
�Like what?�
�The dragon that attacked the king�s Summer Palace must have killed or injured a lot of people. It went right to the market in the city square when the market was full. People will talk about what they did to escape, or what they saw, for years to come. For most, it was the biggest event in their lives.�
�I get that, but not how am I supposed to ask questions, without asking questions.�
She smiled. �First, you just listen. Then you say something like, �go on� or �what did you do then?� Or you can just nod your head and encourage them to continue.�
�But what if they go on and talk about something I don�t care about? Do I just continue to listen?�
�Exactly. You never try to steer a conversation unless you do it very gently.�
Fleet stood and walked with her to the campfire. �How�s it done gently?�
�Let�s say someone talks about the dragon attack and what they did to escape. When they say the word �dragon� you raise your eyebrows, as if you want them to tell you more. Most people will pick up on your signal of what you want to hear about, and tell you far more than you wish, with themselves as the center of the story, of course.�
�How did you get so smart?� Fleet asked.
She skewered the fish with green sticks and placed them over the fire before answering, �I�m more social than you, not smarter. And I have more experience dealing with normals.�
They ate in silence. The sun stood well above the tops of the mountains to the west. He listened to the chuckling of the water in the stream. A crow scolded something. The wind rustled a few leaves. Fleet watched puffy clouds drift past. He liked the silence between them. Camilla didn�t talk incessantly or feel she had to be speaking every second.
�This is a nice campsite. I�ve stayed here four times,� he said.
�When you patrol this area for intruders, where do you sleep?�
He looked to a hill in the distance, well off the path, but where a lone watcher could see the entire valley. �Cold camps somewhere on that hillside, usually. Just me and my blanket.�
�It sounds lonely.�
Shaking his head, he said, �No, anything but. It gives me time to think and plan. I think about the past and plan for the future.�
�Do you ever see people out here?�
�A few times. Once there was a family. Father, mother, and two children. I wanted to know why they were camped here, but never did because we scared them off too fast.�
�You didn�t hurt them?�
�No, we went into their camp after they were asleep and hung some little dolls made of straw from branches all around the camp. We put one in their food and another in the father�s boot. Just little straw dolls as big as my hand.�
�That scared them?�
�Oh, yes. In the morning, they didn�t even eat breakfast. We could hear the mother shrieking at her husband and kids from clear over there.� He jutted his chin at the far off hill again. �They left at a trot.�
She tossed a few sticks on the fire. �You think that�s funny?�
�Yes, I do think it was funny. But it keeps people away, too. It�s how we protect our village without hurting innocent people, and that�s serious. If people don�t come around, nobody gets hurt.�
�I wanted to ride horses on this trip.�
�At first, I did too.� Agreed Fleet. �But walking is better. We�ll meet people and talk to them. We�ll be like normals. Horses would make us look rich, and everybody would remember us. Thieves and Highwaymen would chase us the whole way if we appeared to have the coin.�
�I have only a few coins in my purse. Dancer said if we�re stopped I�m to resist and then give the purse to the thief, but reluctantly. I don�t understand why.�
Fleet said, �I do. You have other coins, more valuable ones hidden about you? The thieves will rob you of a few coppers and be satisfied if they believe they took all you have. They�ll have no idea you have more. But you have to resist, at first. Not so much that they will hurt you, but enough to make them believe they�ve got all you have. A few tears will help.�
Camilla shook her head. �They may face my staff instead of tears before relieving me of my money. You know this about thieves, but not how to talk to people?�
�Some things are easier to understand. A thief will know you have coins for travel. He will expect you to fight for them. You might even ask if he will allow you to keep a few because you have no others. Some thieves will allow that, and then everyone�s satisfied. He has no idea you have more hidden away unless you don�t play your part.�
�I suppose you�re right,� she said. �I�m going for a walk.�
�I�ll go with you.�
�No, I�d rather go alone. I need to think.�
Chagrined, Fleet settled back and looked at the fire. His mind churned with the excitement of the trip, which he considered a quest. In reality, it was less than that. His task was to simply try and find any information about the man suspected to be bonded with a dragon who had helped Raymer escape, and return the information to his family. Camilla could probably do a better job without his help.
Perhaps she could. He had only been considered an adult for half a year, and he was anxious to prove himself. He also had a growing desire for traveling to the Raging Mountains where Raymer lived. Raymer said there was a young woman there, a half-sister of his. Fleet would present himself to the family and carry word of the dragon attack on the palace, and of Raymer�s escape. While there he would meet the young woman.
If they gathered any information about the bonded man and family, Camilla would carry it back to the Bear Mountain family while he went to the Raging Mountains. Both families needed to be warned. Their councils would decide the proper steps to take.
Although a rustle behind him drew his attention, he didn�t react. The noise had been at least ten steps away, soft and almost hidden within the other sounds of the forest, but it didn�t belong. It was the sound of a twig or small branch scraping along a piece of material, such as a pants leg. A footstep sounded, soft and muffled, but clear to anyone listening.
It could be Camilla sneaking up on him, but he had set that idea aside almost immediately. First, she would be more careful. Her forest skills were well respected. Second, she would move slower and avoid making noise because she was not impatient. The person sneaking up on him had little patience.
But few normals could move with such stealth, even if Fleet had detected it. The intruder had skill in moving silently, if not silent enough. It would be Dakar�s time to guard the valley approach to the Bear Mountain home. Fleet casually reached out to toss more wood on the coals. He kept his voice soft and pleasant. �Did you bring a fishing line with you, Dakar?�
Footsteps ran at him. Fleet didn�t turn, but ducked at the last instant, and a body flew over his shoulder. Before his childhood friend struck the grass on the meadow, Fleet turned and leaped after him, leaving his staff where it lay. Dakar tried to get an arm lock on Fleet, but he ducked under it and came up behind Dakar.
Dakar snarled, spinning and attacking again. �How did you know?�
Not wishing to tell the truth, because it was more fun to insult his friend, Fleet said, �You haven�t bathed in days. I smelled you.�
�Liar. You saw me from the corner of your eye.� Dakar put a shoulder down as he charged and drove it into Fleet�s chest, forcing him to stumble backward.
Fleet expected the move. He�d wrestled with Dakar since they were yearlings. As he �stumbled� back, he grabbed hold of Dakar�s shirt with both hands. At the last instant, he stepped aside and used the grip on his shirt to throw Dakar into the stream.
Dakar hit the cold water face first and came up spitting and laughing as Fleet leaped into the water beside him. �I heard a branch scrape your pants. Then your heavy foot.�
�I�ve been on your tail all day. You never once saw me,� Dakar retorted.
Camilla appeared from behind the same brush that Dakar had used to hide behind, her staff pointing at him. She said, �I saw you all day, Dakar, and I�ve been following you since we ate. You were so focused in sneaking up on us you never once looked behind.�
Fleet threw his head back and laughed.
Dakar didn�t.
Fleet choked off his laughter and playfully splashed water at his friend. �She�s right. It�s a good lesson for both of us. Always keep an eye behind.�
Dakar stood. �Sure. I will from now on, I guess.� He cast a hard look in Camilla�s direction before climbing the bank. �I�ll use your fire to dry my clothes before dark.�
Fleet joined him after casting a warning glance at Camilla, telling her to remain quiet. Dakar was embarrassed enough.� �You�ve been out here two days? Nobody else around?�
�Bender�s on top of that hill watching the valley,� Dakar said, jutting his chin at a hill while stripping off his wet shirt. He sat and pulled his pants off. �I�ve been down-valley watching the approach.�
Camilla used her knife to cut several small branches. She tossed them to the boys for them to use for holding their clothes while drying. She headed away without speaking.
�She�s good,� Fleet said.
Dakar drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. �Yes, she is.�
�I don�t think she knew you were back there all day so don�t worry about it.�
�Meaning you didn�t know I was there. Listen, I was upset when they selected her to go with you. Then I gave it some thought and realized she�s better for this. A sister traveling with her brother is a better story.�
Fleet nodded in understanding. �Did you feel the touch of a dragon this morning?�
�Once. Just for a short time.�
Fleet smiled and placed a hand on his lower back where it still tingled. He scratched, but the feeling went deeper than that. He looked to the mountain in the north. A dragon was up there. Staying close. Maybe watching them at this instant. And only he could feel it.

CHAPTER THREE 

The rest of the trip to Nettleton was without incident. They reached the King�s Road in the early morning and turned south. They met two farm wagons heading up the valley and overtook a boy herding five goats that were more interested in eating than walking.
Camilla paused on the last rise before the village. She pointed, �That is where Brix�s family lives. There is the inn, bakery, blacksmith, and dress shop.� Her finger moved to a stand of forest. �Robin lived in those trees.�
�They knew you as a boy?�
�None here knows that I was a girl. My hair was short, and I walked heavy on my heels and swung my shoulders while walking, to show how strong I was. Like you do.�
�I do not,� he began, then laughed. �Well, not all the time.�
She said, �We�ll stay at the inn. You will have no more than one tankard of ale and nothing stronger because it loosens men�s tongues, like yours.�
�People get sick drinking water.�
�A little wine in a full glass will keep you well. You have the coin for the room and food. You will speak for both of us. But keep your eyes and ears on me.� She made a splashing noise with her tongue. �If I do that, stop speaking and think of what you said that was either wrong or dangerous. I will start to talk to confuse an issue or correct you, but don�t argue with me.�
�People won�t wonder at you making that noise?�
�They will think the younger sister is annoying her brother. They�ll understand that.�
�Any more advice before we go down there?�
�Smile. You�re too serious.� She jabbed him in the ribs with her finger and laughed.
He followed her, his mind racing. When he had stayed at an inn half a year ago others had done all the talking and decision making. He had still been considered a child by most, although his beard had grown. Now it was full, trimmed close to his cheeks and chin, but more than enough to tell others he was a man.
Camilla made small changes to herself. Her hair was not tied with a string. It hung free to her shoulders. She walked with her shoulders back, making her chest stand out. Her hips swung with each step. Nobody would mistake her for a man.
Two dogs greeted them at the edge of the village, a hound and the other a mixture of mostly herding breeds. Both barked their eager greetings, then lost interest as a woman called them. They raced to her side, tussling as they ran. Fleet took it all in.
He noticed the stable across from the inn leaned to one side and appeared ready to fall down. No horses were in the corral and from the tall grass and weeds growing there, none had been kept there for some time.
They entered the inn. He expected the low ceiling, large fireplace with a pot of bubbling stew, and tables. Most inns were similar. A narrow staircase led up to the few rooms above. Several thin strips of iron hung from the ceiling on a leather thong so that when the door opened it struck them and they tinkled merrily. The innkeeper came from the kitchen wiping his hands on the apron around his ample waist.
�Help you?� he asked, smiling a welcome.
Fleet stood still and waited, leaning on his staff.
Camilla made the sound with her tongue again and looked ready to jab an elbow into his ribs.
�Food. And a room,� he managed to blurt out.
�Fine, fine,� the innkeeper said. �Grab a bowl over there and help yourself. I�ll bring bread. Ale or wine?�
�Ale,� Fleet said, then heard the sound from Camilla again. �No, better give us watered wine.�
Camilla guided him gently to a table near two old men playing a game with three dice and pegs on a board. A third man watched, smoking a pipe and continually telling the others the moves they should have made. Fleet would have preferred to sit away from them.
A younger, female version of the innkeeper appeared with two mugs of watered wine. Raymer preferred white wine but hadn�t asked for it so kept quiet. She placed a round loaf of bread between them, and a slab of butter on the plate.
She pointed, �Bowls right over there if he didn�t tell you. Help yourselves.�
Fleet looked at Camilla. She looked away�waiting for him to either answer or get up. He said, �Thank you. What�s in the stew?�
�Not really sure,� she said, flashing him a smile that rocked him back in his chair with the friendliness. �Whatever my mom found today that she could add to what was left yesterday. And the day before.�
Fleet watched her hips sway twice as much as Camilla�s exaggerated walk and felt his face turn pink as he realized it was done for him. He chanced a glance at Camilla and wished he hadn�t. She watched him closely, her hand hiding a grin. He stood and headed for the bowls stacked near the pot. A ladle hung beside it.
He filled two bowls and carried them to the table, avoiding Camilla�s eyes. She said nothing. They ate in silence, and he noticed that she had chosen a chair closer to the game the three men played, and she was not only eating but listening to them.
The innkeeper returned and indicated the stairs. �Second door is yours.�
Camilla said, �Did my brother tell you we�ll pay for the whole room?�
�There�s three beds and room for more on the floor,� the innkeeper protested.
�We�ll pay for the entire room. Are you expecting many people today? We can make other arrangements if needed.� Camilla smiled sweetly and waited.
�No, we don�t know who will come, but usually, we try to keep extra room for travelers. This is an inn and if we don�t make room for people to sleep word gets around.�
�Tell you what,� she said, �We�ll pay one large copper extra for our privacy. Put people in your other rooms, but if you run short and need our room, we�ll share. But we will be the last option. Is that fair?�
He said, �Make like two small coppers instead. I can�t charge you a large one for so little a favor.�
�Is there more bread?� she asked. �I think my brother wants more, but he does not talk enough. And would you happen to have any preserves?�
Fleet hadn�t missed the barb she made about his lack of talking, but he had been speaking with her since entering the inn, if not others. He raised his eyes to meet hers. She made a small head-bob in the direction of the men playing the game.
He said softly, �I don�t know how to play.�
�That�s the point,� she whispered. �Ask them to teach you and you will offer to buy them each a mug.�
�I�ve never done this.�
�Do it. Now.� She said, and when he didn�t stand she turned to the other table and said, �My brother expressed an interest in your game. It looks like great fun. I�m sure he�d stand each of you a mug of ale if you�d be so kind as to show him the basics.�
The third man, the one not playing but telling the others how, said, �No need to be shy, young man. Ya don�t need to pay for our drinks, either. Get over here and we�ll teach you.�
One of the others said, �Hey, speak for yourself, Elmer. I�d like to take him up on that ale.�
They laughed as Fleet climbed to his feet, knowing his face was red. He took a seat beside their table and shook hands all around. When the pretty serving girl swished passed him next time, he asked for ale all round. Then he glanced guiltily at Camilla and found their table empty. She must have slipped up to their room. But he warned himself to go back to watered wine after one mug of ale.
A farmer entered and greeted the other three, then was introduced to Fleet. Soon after, another man entered, wearing a knitted watch cap and carrying a bag slung over his shoulder, like sailors often do. He asked for a bed and meal but otherwise didn�t speak much. Fleet noted the Endless Sea was, at least, five days of hard travel away. He had seen sailors at Castle Warrington, but that was a port city.
Fleet returned his attention to the game, beginning to understand the basics. When he looked up again, there were five more people in the room, all eating, a few drinking. They looked like travelers, too, although obviously not together. All but one of them were men, and she was with her husband, from their interaction. He hadn�t noticed many women traveling when on his last trip. That made Camilla stand out, something to keep in mind.
He found the back door that took him to the outhouse. It was dark and a night chill told him he�d been talking to the three men far longer than he believed. When he entered again, he wished the men a good evening and headed up the stairs.
Upon opening the second door, Fleet heard soft snores. He quietly made his way to another bed and climbed in. His mind was filled with all that happened, and he wanted to review it all and try to make sense of it but fell asleep.
He woke when Camilla tried to quietly ease out of her bed. Her stealth woke him as much as if she�d simply got out of bed normally. Sunlight streamed through the small window, and cooking smells seeped into the room from the kitchen. Fleet leaped to his feet as if he couldn�t wait for the rest of the day to begin.
�Well, aren�t you happy?� Camilla drawled, a smile creeping onto her face.
�You were right about listening. One of the men watching the game last night said he wondered what ever happened to that little orphan boy who lived here a few years ago.�
She paused, sitting back on her bed to be eye to eye with him. �Which one?�
�I think he called himself Elmer.�
�The one watching the game? Did he say anything else?�
�No. Why do you ask?�
Camilla said, �He saw me many times when he thought I was a boy. Something about my looks must have triggered the memory. I�ll have to be careful around him.�
�What are we doing today?� he asked.
�First, we eat. Whatever smells so good is what I want. Then we�re going for a walk while I look at things and try to remember all I can. Much of what happened here is good, and I want to remember it. You will do the talking with people we meet. Your training is far from complete.�
He said, �You are really intent on that.�
�It�s the main reason we�re here. A mistake made here will probably never leave Nettleton, but at the Summer Palace, the same slip could be critical.�
Fleet felt his smile falter and ignored it. �Why would it be so much more important there?�
�If people of the Dragon Clan are still there, and especially if one is bonded to a dragon, they will be sensitive to anyone asking questions or acting out of turn.�
He turned his back as is proper, and dressed. When finished he waited until the lack of movement said she was also finished. They went out and found the cooking smells much greater. Strips of ham and a huge pot of simmering grains waited, as well as fresh bread and more preserves. The fire took the morning chill off the room, and smoke from several pipes lingered. Only a pair of old men occupied a table, warm mugs in front of each.
The innkeeper said, leaning closer. �Everyone else has eaten and departed. Travelers usually prefer to leave early, but I saved you plenty. I also put some food in a bag you can take with you, today.�
Camilla looked at Fleet and waited.
�We are staying today and departing tomorrow. I told you two nights.� Fleet kept his voice calm and firm. She would be proud of him.
The innkeeper said softly, his eyes locked on Camilla. �A wildling lived near here years ago, and King Ember placed a reward for him. The King believes he was of the Dragon Clan. Some think he may return one day so they keep a keen watch, ready to report a sighting and collect the king�s coin.�
Camilla shrugged. �I am not a boy, as you can well see.�
The innkeeper said, �The bag I placed beside the front door is for you because I notice you said you are a girl, but did not deny being related to that wildling. I�m a damned fool if you�re not his sister.�
�Why are you doing this?� Camilla asked. �You could turn me in and collect the reward if I am who you think.�
�That boy never did me no harm. The truth is, he helped a lot of people around here. If you see him, you be sure to tell him thanks, and you two need to take the back roads when you leave, as soon as you can.�
The innkeeper turned and left them alone.
Fleet said, �How long will it take to report you and the king�s men to come?�
�Probably ten days. Maybe nine.�
�Why does he want you to leave today?�
Camilla served herself a bowl of gruel and tore off a hunk of dark bread. �Whoever reports me will think about it and realize I�ll be gone before then. He will probably try to detain me.�
�How would the innkeeper know all that?�
�He listens to his patrons. Last night someone must have spotted the resemblance of that boy and me. I didn�t think anyone would, or we wouldn�t have come here.�
Fleet still had not eaten. �We should leave now.�
She chewed her bread and reached for the jar of preserves. �Relax. Whoever it was probably had a lot of ale last night, so will sleep late. Or he left to report me. If the innkeeper thought I needed to leave quickly, he would have woken us up earlier.�
�You trust him.�
�I do,� she smiled. �In a way, we�re old friends. Eat your food. We travel light and fast today.�
Fleet ate silently for a short while then paused. �This man who wants money might follow us.�
�I�m counting on it.�
Still eating, Fleet glancing at Camilla now and then. He had always considered her weak and not really part of the clan. She was an accidental member at most. Alone. Small. A girl-woman too slight to defend herself so she always had Brix or Robin nearby.
At least, those were his impressions. In the span of two days, he�d found how wrong he was. The innkeeper may not know she was the boy who had lived nearby, but on the other hand, he might.
The innkeeper may not know her, but he respected her. Or more correctly, he respected the �boy� he believed her to be when she was young. She must have done a lot to impress him so much he still remembered. Fleet stood.
�Finished already?� she asked, tearing off more bread. �We may not eat this well again for days.�
�I�ll get our things from the room.�
When he returned, she took her bedroll and staff wordlessly and walked outside to greet the day. Fleet followed, his long brown hair flowing from his face with the morning breeze. He looked over the top of her head. His height was more than most, and he stood thin and lithe, like a reed.
He asked, �Did I notice you slip a coin or two into the bottom of your mug?�
�Only, the innkeeper will find it there.�
Camilla was short, thin, and girlish more than womanish. Her quick smile came more now than it used to, and her wit was already a legend. He�d watched her practice her fighting skills with others, but had never challenged her. It didn�t seem fair.
He had fought first with a staff no larger around than a small stick. By the time he stood as tall as most men, the staff in his hands was lethal, and in his hands, it moved like an extension of his arms. He was fast and quick, which are not the same things. Often, before an opponent could move to protect himself Fleet�s staff was touching him.
�That way,� she said, walking to the road.
�The Summer Palace is the other direction.�
She called over her shoulder, �I know.�
They approached a house beside a stream. She tapped the end of her staff on the door lightly, and it quickly opened. A woman stood inside, face impassive.
�My name is Camilla.�
�I know who you are.�
�I bring word from Brix.�
�After you take my son from me you return with words and excuses?�
Camilla stood her ground, never flinching. �Others would offer me refreshment.�
�What do you want?�
�Brix said to tell you he is well and happy. I know that each time he has been here you have tried to convince him to stay, but he will never be a spinner. You know that.�
The woman said, �You had no right.�
�I did nothing. It was his choice and still is. He asked me to tell you that he has now traveled to Castle Warrington, the home of the Earl of Northwoods, so it is a far journey to visit home. The Earl has important work for him.�
The woman�s eyes lit up as Camilla spoke. Fleet watched the words soothe and caress the mother of Brix.
�My son works for the Earl of Northwoods?�
�There he is known and respected by all.�
The woman reached her arms to Camilla and gave her a hug. �Would you eat with us? We�d love to hear more.�
�No, we�re in a hurry, but I promised Brix I�d deliver his message. He also said he will visit you soon.� She turned and motioned to Fleet to walk ahead.
He saw the glint of a tear in her eye. When they were far enough away to speak in private, he asked, �When did you speak to Brix last?�
�I only told her what Brix would have wanted me to say.� At the King�s Highway, she turned away from the direction of the Summer Palace again.
Fleet walked beside her. She swung the butt of her staff ahead and in one swift move snapped it into the defensive position so fast his eyes could barely follow. What he did see was incorrect, but was it his place to mention it? She repeated the exercise in the same way.
�I�m surprised nobody has told you your moves are wrong.�
Instead of being defensive or angry, she simply said, �Show me.�
He mirrored her moves until at the end when the staff came into the defensive position. �You wrap your fingers around your staff to hold it. If the enemy swings his sword down in a chopping motion, you lose a finger or four. Cup the staff in the hollow between your thumb and first finger. Curl your fingers underneath, out of the way.�
�I see,� she said, her voice sounding interested. �What else?�
�You hold your staff too low. If a sword is swung down at you, holding your staff higher will better protect you so it does not slice your head.�
�But if it is thrust under my staff?�
�You let the weight of the staff fall and deflect it downward. It will fall faster than you can lift.�
She went through the exercise again, and it was plain to see that she imagined an attacker who was using his sword. She defended herself. Then she nodded as if speaking to herself. Looking at Fleet, she said, �Thanks. I�ll work on that. Let me know of anything else I need to work on, okay?�
�If you�ll tell me what we�re doing walking in the wrong direction.�
She smiled. �We�re setting a trap.�

CHAPTER FOUR 

�A trap?� Fleet asked, trying hard to keep his face stoic. �We�re setting a trap?�
�At least five people in Nettleton saw us leave and take this road. Whoever is after the reward will realize we�re getting away. Keeping us here, or following is the only way to collect.�
�We�re intentionally leading them. But, to where? And I should warn you I�m not about to kill people who are not attacking me.�
She laughed and said, �We leave the road up ahead. The path leads to the top of a hill with a meadow. The goats and cows keep trees from growing, and a stream passes by. The animals stay on the one side of the water because that is where the grass grows best.�
�I do not understand how this helps us,� Fleet said.
�The one drawback to staffs, other than carrying them all day long, is that when fighting you need open space. Roads are fine, but a meadow is better.�
Fleet followed her when the path turned from the road, noticing she did nothing to hide her footprints in the sand coating the surface of the road. He followed until she carefully stepped off the path at the edge of a wide clearing where several sheep, cows and goats grazed. He followed, careful as she had been, but noticed she never even looked behind to make sure. She trusted him.
A large willow tree, with drooping branches that hung nearly to the ground, stood at the edge of the forest. She bent over and crept underneath. He did the same.
She said softly, �It won�t be long.�
�Why is it important to know who will sell us for the king�s coin?�
�For me, I need to know who will trade my life for gold or silver. And it will tell all of Nettleton, too. If this person owns a barn, I may burn it. I may rip the roof off their house, shit in their well, and kill their dog.�
For once, Fleet was glad he didn�t speak much. There was nothing to say that would fit the circumstances, or curb her anger. His single point of focus was knowing he never wanted to cross the girl-maniac squatting beside him.
A doe entered the clearing and grazed beside three cows. They ignored the deer or perhaps accepted it. Fleet watched it and saw the ears twitch. The head came up, and eyes searched. The deer bounded into the forest in a single hop. He touched Camila with his elbow.
She nodded slowly. Movement is the first thing eyes notice, even before color. Standing still will often allow others to pass within a few steps. Fleet had used stillness as a weapon from the time he walked.
Nothing happened. The reason for the deer�s exit may have been something else, but Fleet had watched the deer carefully, and it had turned and looked right at the path they had taken. Somebody was there, probably examining the entire meadow before venturing out into the open.
Then two men eased forward, knees bent as they searched the ground for footprints that didn�t exist. In their desire to remain hidden in the shadows, the men moved along the perimeter of the clearing, in the direction of the willow tree.
Neither Fleet nor Camilla moved. They stood in deep shadow while the men were in the bright sunlight. If they stayed still, the men would not notice them. However, the two men looked to the far side of the clearing, and not behind. Camilla leaped forward.
Her action took Fleet by as much surprise as the other two. He charged after, screaming a war cry to freeze his opponents. Camilla screamed too, her cry higher pitched and more fearsome. Her staff swung low, the end striking the nearest man on the side of his knee with an almost hollow sound. The other end of her staff swung higher, then she shoved it into the stomach of the man who was turning to face her, his hand already reaching for the hilt of a long knife.
He made a sound of oomph, as he bent forward and sank to his knees before collapsing face down beside the other man who held his leg and wailed as he rolled back and forth.
Fleet stood over them and said to Camilla, �I�m glad I could help.�
Her face was flushed, and her breathing came in gasps that belied the minimal exertion of her attack. She was angry. She rolled the first man to his side with the end of her staff jabbing until he showed his face.
�You!� she spat.
Fleet said, �Who is it?�
She ignored him. She spat. �You want to sell me for money? Well, I am going to take what you have instead. That might teach you a lesson.�
She used her foot to turn the head of the other man so she could see his face. �I know you, also.�
Camilla spun and headed for the path with Fleet at her heels. Back on the King� Highway again, she said, �I didn�t want to talk in front of them. They think I may be Dragon Clan, but do not know for sure. I look like the boy who lived there, and that was good enough for them to throw me in a dungeon as long as they get paid.�
Fleet said, �One of them will not walk right for a long time, if ever. The other may have more serious injuries.�
�Or, both may heal by this evening. They�re brothers. When I lived here, they once sent their dogs after me and laughed as they attacked. I have a scar on one leg. If those dogs had brought me down, I�d be dead. They often threw rocks at me. One followed me, trying to find the cave where I slept.�
�What did you do to make them hurt you like that?�
She shrugged, then said in a smaller voice, �One rock hit me on my shoulder. The blacksmith came from nowhere and slapped them both. From then on they hated me. There were boys at the military school who chased me, too. But those men are mean and crazy.�
They walked in the direction of Nettleton again, retracing their steps. She pointed to a farm in the lowlands below the town. A small farmhouse stood beside a barn. The house leaned while the barn looked strong and was probably a better place to live.
Camilla turned down the lane and marched to the house, a reluctant Fleet at her heels. She threw the door open and found a young woman inside, who dived into a corner and huddled while watching the intruders with far more fear than was normal.
Fleet reached out and took Camilla by her upper arm. �Look.�
The fallen woman was little more than a girl. Her face wore bruises. She held her arms protectively in front of her.
�Who are you?� Camilla demanded.
She covered her face and trembled. Fleet pulled Camilla to the door and pointed outside. Then he went to her and knelt and said softly, �We�re not here to hurt you. We didn�t even know you were here.�
�What do you want?�
�The men who live here have done us wrong.�
She turned away.
Fleet said, �Who are you and why are you here?�
�Mari. They bought me.�
Camilla stepped back inside. She snapped, �Do you like it here?�
Mari stared wide-eyed, then shook her head.
�Who knows you�re here?� Fleet asked. She shook her head but didn�t answer.
�Do you have a family?� Camilla asked.
Another shake of her head.
Camilla asked gently, �Would you leave if you could?�
The girl whimpered, �I have no place to go.�
Camilla drew in a deep breath and said, �I know a place. Come with us.�
�They�ll kill me.�
�They will never touch you again. Stand and come walk with me.� Camilla placed an arm around her frail shoulder and helped her stand.
They walked outside and towards the road, Camilla comforting her every step. At the edge of the road, Camilla raised her eyes to Fleet. �We�ll meet you at the inn. Burn it. Burn everything to the ground.�
Fleet watched them walk away, then turned and looked in the other direction where the path to the meadow lay. He didn�t take orders from Camilla. He acted on his own. Tinder and kindling lay beside the fireplace. His own flint sparked it to life.
When one wall of the house had caught fire, he used a few sticks to head for the hay stored in the barn. Four men and a woman raced from the next farm, buckets, and shovels in hand. Fleet paused, then walked to meet them and said, �Stand back. I have more work to do.�
They came to a halt.
He held up the burning sticks. �This is for the barn. Do not get in my way. The two brothers attacked and tried to kill us.�
After making sure no animals were in the barn, he set it afire to the amazement of the growing crowd of people. Not one attempted to stop him. When the barn blazed so hot they all stepped back, he turned to them in anger.
�Did any of you know they kept a young girl? She�s hurt and covered with bruises.� Blank looks and fearful expressions answered. �My friend is taking her to the inn. Maybe a few of you should have prevented this.�
He watched them closely to see if any flinched from his accusations. None did. He believed they had no idea.
�I�m going to the inn and see if I can help.� He started walking.
An older woman quick-stepped to his side. �I�ll go with you if you don�t mind. Believe me, we had nothing to do with this. Those brothers are so cruel we all stay away.�
Fleet didn�t answer. He kept walking, his jaw set. He turned at a noise behind and found, at least, ten people followed. Word was spreading, even as the pall of smoke from the burning farm rose. He glanced down the valley and saw the barn falling in on itself, but he may have been the only one to see it. Everyone else had turned their backs to the fires as they heard the tale from their neighbors.
As he entered the inn, Camilla said to him, �Give me your purse.�
The innkeeper and the young serving woman huddled with the girl and Camilla. The innkeeper shook his head, �No, I need nothing to help her. She�ll work here until we find a proper home.�
Camilla pulled her own purse and spilled several coins on the table. �Refusing will insult me.�
The innkeeper made no move to scoop them into his hand. He looked at Camilla and said, �You need to go. Travel safe.�
She stood, gathered her things and nodded to Fleet. They felt several hands pat their shoulders and brush their arms as they slipped through the gathering crowd. A few whispered well wishes. Then they were again walking beside each other on the king�s road.
Later, Camilla pointed off to her right. �Copper Mountain. Where I lived.�
�Want to go see it?�
She hesitated, then shook her head.
�You�re upset about that girl.�
�It could have been me, you know. She was no older than I was when I went to live with our family. They could have taken me at any time.�
�They thought you were a boy.�
�And that is all that saved me from being her.�
�Your mountain has almost no trees. It looks dead from here.�
She allowed a faint smile, knowing he changed the subject and allowing it. �There used to be mines up there. Pits. Holes in the ground where they dug copper until it was all gone, but the ground is dead. You can�t grow anything.�
�So why live there?�
�Nobody goes up there to hunt or forage. It�s where they can�t find you, or so I thought. It turned out too many people knew I lived there.�
Fleet awoke beside her and swung his staff so it raised high up and fell back onto his hands, ready to defend. He let it fall back into the carry position and did it again, careful to keep his fingers from wrapping around the shaft.
He asked, �Where to, now?�
�You�re the leader of this trip.�
�I didn�t feel like the leader back there at the meadow. One minute I was teaching you how to handle your staff and the first time we find trouble you do all the fighting.�
She grinned at him. �So that�s how you see it?�
�I do.�
�Well then, I suggest we make our way to the king�s Summer Palace before those men looking to collect a reward for my head find us. We should have never gone to Nettleton. I�m sorry.�
Fleet walked several steps before saying, �I�m not.�
�It put the king�s men are on alert that members of the Dragon Clan may be near.�
�That�s not good, but what you did today was. There are people who should not be allowed to walk this earth, and today you made that clear. Those two brothers will not be welcome in Nettleton, and the girl will heal and have a future. I�d call that a good day.�
She said, �May tomorrow be better.�
They continued walking until midday. Fleet said, �Scuff your footprints and follow me.�
She turned and left the road in two short hops, leaving no sign behind. Fleet continued away from the road, up a slight rise above the side of the road. He pulled to a stop and knelt, Camilla at his side.
A wagon filled with straw pulled by a mule came into view. The mule didn�t hurry, and the driver allowed it set the pace. After it passed Camilla commented, �The wheels and mule will probably destroy most of our tracks. This is a good place to leave the road.�
Exactly what he�d been thinking. Fleet was about to tell her so when he saw more movement. Two men came to a halt on the road and knelt, examining the dirt. One shook his head, and the other pointed back towards Nettleton.
They stood as one and continued on the road. When they came to the place where Fleet and Camilla left the road, they halted again. One looked into the forest right where they crouched. They might just be curious, but they might talk of the footprints that left the road, too.

CHAPTER FIVE 

Fleet and Camilla held still as the two men look into the forest for whoever had left the road. Neither man wore a sword. Their clothing looked tired and dirty. Both were as alike as brothers, but the smaller one was obviously the leader. He placed a hand on the hilt of the knife at his waist and faced away as he spoke to the other.
�Should we run?� Fleet whispered.
Camilla pointed to the trees behind Fleet and motioned with her hand for him to scoot back. She moved the opposite way slowly. A waist-high shrub grew there, and she knelt on one knee to hide.
Fleet settled behind a thick oak trunk that was hidden in the shadows of the canopy above. If he held still, the men would pass only steps away but never see him. Camilla was the same, but her stance looked more threatening. Her crouch was as a starting position people took in a foot race. They could have continued on the road, and all would have been fine, but they decided to investigate.
The two men left the road, one behind the other. They watched the ground on the path for a sign, never looking up until the second one was a few steps by Fleet. Camilla sprang from her spot, landing on both feet in front of them, her staff held at the ready despite the limited space. Trees, shrubs, and bushes prevented full use of her staff, but her attitude stilled both men.
�Who are you?� she demanded.
The man in front turned his head to pass a signal to the other. They tensed, ready to attack.
Camilla snapped the end of her staff and struck him on his elbow just as his knife came free of the scabbard. It fell to the ground as he howled in pain. The second man reached for his knife. He hadn�t seen Fleet.
Fleet silently stepped behind him, pausing only two paces away. In his soft voice, he said, �I wouldn�t do that.�
The second man halted, standing still as if he was made of stone.
Camilla put the end of her staff near the stomach of the first man. A jab would drop him to his knees. �I asked who you are.�
�Jeb, and my cousin Winthrop.�
Camilla shook her head. �I don�t care about your names. Why are you following us?�
�We aren�t. We�re just going the same way.�
Camilla waited, watched the insolent grin he wore, then without warning shoved the end of her staff as hard as she could into the man�s stomach. He folded and slowly fell to the ground, holding his middle and trying to breathe. She moved ahead to the other. �You have one chance to tell me.�
�The reward. We don�t have nothing against you, but if somebody is getting rich, it might as well be us.� His words spilled from him as if exhaling after holding his breath for a long time. �That don�t mean you have to call a dragon from the sky to burn us. You�re not going to do that, right? We meant no harm, missy.�
She raised the staff in a threatening manner. �Shut up. Now.�
�Not another word, like my old daddy used to say. He thought I talked too much, but he was just like you. Ask me a question and get mad when I answer.�
�Shut up!� Camilla tapped him on his shoulder.
�You don�t gotta do that. All you gotta do is ask and I�ll . . .�
Fleet reached a hand around the man�s head and covered his mouth with his hand. �What do you want to do with these two?�
�Turn this one loose so he can join our pursuers and we�ll always know where they are,� she snorted. �He�s the opposite of you, and now I can see how much I appreciate your quiet.�
�Kill them?� Fleet asked, winking at her.
�Maybe. Or what if we can get them to promise not to talk about us going to Castle Warrington?�
Fleet half-turned the man�s head so they looked at each other eye to eye. The broken teeth and foul breath made him wish he�d have taken the man at his word. He asked, �Will you promise not to tell?�
�Course I will. What do you take me for? I can keep a secret as well as you.�
�We�ll have to tie you up so nobody thinks you�re working with us, and that you�re telling the truth,� Fleet said.
�Sure. Sure, we got no rope, but you could rip his shirt,� he pointed to the other man, who was struggling to stand and looking at him with pure venom, �and use the strips to tie both of us. Somebody will come along the road sooner or later and get us free.�
Camilla smiled and spoke as if they were all the best of friends, �We have to talk. But if you use your knife to help rip his shirt into strips, we�d appreciate it. Can you also tie him for us?�
The knife was already in his hand. He reached for the other�s shirt. He resisted. They whispered back and forth and finally the shirt came off. Camilla and Fleet had moved off a few steps and watched, fascinated. The talker ripped the shirt and tied the other, hands and feet.
Camilla said, �Check the knots before we leave.�
�Okay, but I�ll bet they�re tight.�
�Is anybody going to believe we went to Castle Warrington?� she asked.
�Probably not. But maybe. It might cause a little confusion.�
Camilla said, �Tie the other one and let�s go.�
Fleet knelt and started tying the talker, threatening to gag him if he didn�t shut up. A quick check of the other�s knots made him want to loosen some of the strips, but he resisted. Camilla was already heading away, and he jogged to catch up with her.
She said, �The Summer Palace is east and north of here. Warrington northwest.�
�Why are you so upset?�
�Because I made the mistake. I thought since I was familiar with Nettleton we should go there and practice our roles. At the Summer Palace, a wrong word might cost us our lives, or chase our quarry into hiding. We should have gone somewhere else. A place where both of us are unknown.�
�How could you anticipate they�d think you were related to the boy who lived there years ago?�
�Those two back there on the road won�t be the only ones chasing a fortune in the reward the king has on our heads. That�s the second try, and we were not there a full day.�
Fleet decided to shut up about it. Going to Nettleton had been a mistake. Not he, nor the council, nor she had foreseen the danger, but in retrospect, they should have. Even Robin, who had lived in Nettleton, hadn�t anticipated the problem. It happened. Go on, and continue the quest as best as possible.
He said, �Nettleton is behind us. Forget it. We made it out of there alive and with any luck we�re about to disappear.�
She trudged on, forcing him to follow at his best speed, however as the day wore on her shoulders straightened and her demeanor improved. Fleet struggled to keep pace with the young woman, yet maintained a cautious distance, physical and mental.
The trees had new pale green leaves that would turn in the fall, then cover the ground in shades of yellows, reds, and browns. Last year�s leaves still littered the ground. Pine and spruce grew higher up on the slopes. Above those trees it was almost barren, the tree line often visible in the larger mountains. Some still had snow at the peaks. The air tasted of spring.
She asked, �Do you think those men got themselves free yet?�
�Probably. Strips of material that were torn from the old shirts are not very strong.�
�Okay, I just don�t want them laying there all night and freezing or dying from a bear attack.�
She would worry about the lives of two men who were intent on selling her life for a few coins. He used his staff to hold branches and brush to the side as he slipped by her. His rolled blanket felt natural at his hip, and the air seemed to have a quality that set his mouth singing. Fleet held back a song, but barely. Despite his earlier concerns, he now felt better about being with Camilla than if the council had appointed any other to travel with him.
To distract himself and his threatening song, he reviewed the little he knew of the Dragon Clan at the Summer Palace. There was one piece of information Robin and Myron had told him that he might use. The new King Ember had been childhood friends with the Earl�s eldest son, Edward. Rumor said they had fallen out over a variety of issues lately. Edward was not yet Earl, but his father�s health was failing.
The important thing was that Edward had once visited the family village at Bear Mountain. They let him live, which was unusual. However, he left as a friend and whenever the subject came up at Princeton Edward kept his word and carefully sided with the Dragon Clan.
Rumor also said he visited Nettleton, now and then, and he always stayed at the Red Dog Inn. After Fleet spent a night there and found the inn clean, but too simple for royalty, the rumor was probably false. A dreary room in an inn situated in a farming community at the edge of a mountain pass didn�t compare to a palace, especially the opulent rooms Earls occupied.
A deer leaped across the path in front of them, bounding first one way then the other. Camilla dropped to her knee so fast he wondered if the deer had injured her. Then he realized that if they had startled the deer, it would have leaped off in another direction, not directly at them.
He went down, too, his ears perked. His hand clutched his staff. He heard clothing scrape against branches and shrubs. A heavy foot sounded clear, somewhere off to his right.
Clumsy. Not forest dwellers. Fleet looked to Camilla, ready to follow her lead. Fight or flee. Or hide.
But why were there men deep in the forest? The two they had tied had accidentally had followed them, the key word being followed. These men were ahead. Or parallel. But that didn�t make sense. The King�s Road was behind them, well protected and easy to travel. He and Camilla kept off of it because they were wanted by the king. Were there others who traveled away from roads with the same objective?
His answer came quickly to mind. Of course, there were. But they were probably people he and Camilla didn�t wish to meet. She made a motion with her hand. She slipped forward to observe, and he was directed to remain.
I am in charge. But a good leader must also accept orders. He stayed still and used all his senses to determine what was happening. He heard nothing of interest for so long he decided twice to move ahead and talked himself out of it twice. If he wanted Camilla to obey his orders, he needed to return the respect.
A dog barked. Not a prolonged stream of barking, but a single, warning, bark from a large dog followed by a low growl. It sounded as if the dog had cornered prey.
His initial reaction was to charge ahead. But if he did, the two of them might be cornered by the dog. He waited.
A shouted question came from ahead, although he couldn�t understand the words. It sounded like a man but was definitely not Camilla. A second man answered, a short staccato of words, but none clear. The dog growled again as if threatening.
Fleet heard talking getting louder and, at least, two people not even attempting to hide their noise coming in his direction down the path. He glanced to the right and saw the underbrush was too thick and tangled. He crab-walked to his left and eased under nettles so tall he�d normally avoid them. But only the leaves stung, and they were head high. He stayed low.
Huddled under the thick stand of nettles he heard the footsteps continue in his direction, not even bothering to try being quiet. One man called, �Be there when I�m done checking to see if she�s alone.�
Fleet waited. Two men came into view.
The first was tall and thin. While people Fleet was familiar with wore mostly greens and browns that blended into the forest, the man wore a red shirt with a bright yellow belt. His hair was curly and shorter than most. A gold loop swung from each ear.
The second man looked younger, wider and shorter. He wore a bright blue shirt and blue hat. Gold earrings also dangled from his ears, and a heavy gold chain hung from his neck. He held a curved blade in his left hand.
Fleet glanced at his back-trail and noticed where his foot had slipped and turned over the leaves, leaving a dark, wet place. The red-shirted man stumbled along, only a few steps away. There was no way he could miss seeing it. Fleet tensed, ready to flee deeper into the forest.
But he remained still. The man paused, turned to the heavier man in blue and said something that Fleet couldn�t hear. They both laughed. Then they kept coming closer. The first man stepped right over the wet leaves. The second placed his foot right on them and kept walking and talking loud enough for people clear out on the road to hear.
Gypsies. Fleet had heard of them. They traveled instead of living in one place. They stole, cheated, and swindled. In sharp contrast, they were also friendly, sang hundreds of songs, danced, and ate heartily, even if it was often food belonging to others.
They could also be dangerous. Fleet watched the two return and pass within a few steps of him. He felt he could almost fall in line with them and walk wherever they were going without the two ever seeing him. Fleet smelled alcohol.
He followed at a distance far enough behind that he couldn�t see them, but he could hear their stumbles, crude laughter, and talking. They had no fear of discovery or secrecy. Fleet admonished himself for thinking they were the strange ones in the forest. It was not them. It was him that was sneaking through.
Normal people didn�t have to move through the forests like wisps of fog on cold mornings. They didn�t fear others hearing or seeing them.
Ahead he saw more bright colors. A new voice called. Redshirt replied, and they all laughed.
Fleet kept the bright colors in sight as he moved silently to his right. Now and then the underbrush cleared enough that he saw three wood-covered wagons pulled together in a clearing, all painted in bright splashes of colors. A large fire burned in the center, and two unknown women in long dresses tended a haunch of meat rotating on a skewer. Another sat in a chair. All wore dashes of contrasting colors, and all displayed gold.
A massive black and brown dog lay at the sitting woman�s feet. Suddenly its ears came up, and it sniffed. Fleet tightened his grip on his staff and prepared to defend himself.
The dog finally put its head back down and closed its eyes. Fleet saw no sign of Camilla until he noticed her staff leaning against a wagon. No one in the camp seemed upset, excited, or angry at the young woman who had been near their camp, but he had no way of knowing what went on in the wagons. With the dog on watch, he had to be careful.
He moved to his right again, intent on circling the entire camp before deciding what to do. A rut of a road showed where the wagons had left the King�s Road and pulled into the meadow. Grass grew on the two tracks indicating no others had passed over for a long while. On the other side of the road flowed a small stream that ran beside the meadow.
Fleet noted the stream flowed away from the camp, and from the smell, it was where they relieved themselves. They probably cleaned themselves in the stream, too. He crossed it, ignoring any desire to drink.
Further along, Fleet waited and watched an older man climb from a wagon and make his way to the stream. The dog watched him. Fleet moved to the opposite side of the clearing and decided he wouldn�t see much more of interest if he kept circling.
The sun sat low, casting long shadows. Fleet eased deeper into the forest and sat on a fallen tree while he considered his options. An older man and woman. Two younger men. Two women. Three wagons. It looked like three couples. No children. One dog. Darkness approaching.
He began formulating a plan. Fleet was an expert with his staff. There were not many who could win a fight with him, not if they were alone. He needed to rid himself of two male opponents. He�d see about the dog. Dogs just do their duty, and a man cannot hold that against them, or dislike them for protecting what theirs was.
He heard singing, but remained still. The moon would rise before sunset and provide enough light to move about. He rested and waited. Finally, Fleet stood and went nearer the meadow where six people were near the fire. The tall man grabbed a woman and danced as another played a stringed instrument like none Fleet had ever seen.
The older couple ate and watched. The dog observed it all. Camilla was nowhere to be seen. Fleet moved to the stream, and nearer to the camp than he liked. He settled under a fir with drooping lower branches, sitting in near darkness despite the moon.
Their night-sight was ruined by the large fire. The woman not dancing stood and walked his way. He didn�t move. She passed him, went further down the stream and relieved herself. She passed by on her way back to the wagons only a few steps away.
The blue shirt man said something and laughed at his own joke as he walked away from the others. He walked on the same path the woman had used, but not as far. He came to a stop only five or six steps from where Fleet crouched, and he peed into the stream.
Fleet took two careful steps while still crouched down. He held his staff pointed ahead, waist high. As blue shirt man finished, he turned and took a single step back to his camp. Suddenly, the end of Fleet�s staff drove into his stomach. The air went out of him with a whoosh.
In a single bound, Fleet reached him, his hand over the man�s mouth just as he started a moan that would have alerted the others. Fleet had his knife in his hand and let the blue shirt man see it before he cut the shirt into strips. The knife would cut him as easily as it cut the material.
Quicker than he hoped, the man was securely bound and gagged. Fleet had considered threatening blue shirt to call redshirt to come to him, but that seemed too risky. He shoved the man far deeper into the trees. There he tied his feet and left him as he went back to the same fir tree and ducked under to hide again.
With luck, he might get another before those in the camp knew there was a problem. From the whooping and laughter, he guessed all were drinking heavily. However, Dancer, his father, had warned him that some men simply become mean when drinking. And women fight, too.
He had only lowered the odds to five against one, and they still had the dog. However, he intended to reduce the odds by at least one more. The tall, thin man in the red shirt headed his way. A stroke of luck that will cost me extra prayers. 
Fleet waited again, hoping for a repeat situation, but the red-shirted man called, �What�d you do pass out? Will, where are you?�
In a rush, Fleet charged to distract the man. In the dark, he never saw the staff swinging low, at his shins. One solid strike and the man�s mouth opened in pain, but no sound emerged. Fleet used extra strips already cut to gag him and tie him. Then he carried him off to join his friend.
Fleet waited under the fir tree again. Soon the older woman called, �Jess? Will?�
When they didn�t answer, the old woman told one of the others to go find them.
A younger woman said, �No, you.�
Another female voice, �I went last time.�
They bickered back and forth until one finally shouted, �Okay, but you have kitchen duty.�
Fleet waited until she called for them as she walked down the path. When she was beside him, he rushed her, his staff held in front like a plow. She went over backward, struggling and kicking. He pinned her long enough to get a loop around her neck and stand. She reached for it, but he pulled it tight before her fingers touched it.
�You don�t want to do that,� He said softly. Then raised his other hand holding his staff to indicate what would happen. �Turn around.�
She turned, and he quickly tied her hands behind. Then her feet, leaving enough for her to take tiny steps or fall on her face. With the loop around her neck, he steered her to the clearing.
At the edge, he called, �Hello, the camp. Tie your dog or place him in a wagon.�
�Who are you to give me orders?� The old man shouted, peering into the darkness, but with eyes that were spoiled by the firelight. He couldn�t see anything.
Fleet tapped the woman on her shoulder with the staff, none too gently. He aimed for the point of her shoulder where there was little padding for the bone. She wailed in pain.
�The dog. Tie him up.�
As if it knew what he said, the dog climbed to its feet and growled into the darkness, looking ready to charge. Fleet called, �I like dogs, but if I have to, I�ll kill it right after I kill this woman.�
�This dog might get you first,� the old woman said, standing and looking for him. �Won�t be the first time.�
Fleet dropped the staff. They were effective weapons, but never impressed like knives. He pulled the knife at his waist and held it to the woman�s throat, removing her gag at the same time. �Tell them the dog may kill me, but you will die for sure.�
�He has a knife to my throat. Do what he says.�
The old woman said, �He�s bluffing.�
The old man and woman were hard as rocks. He wouldn�t kill her. Instead, he wrapped an arm around her neck and started backing down the path, away from them. The firmness of the hold told her not to speak, even if she could. He said nothing more.
�You hear me, boy? I�m gonna sic this old dog on you if you don�t let her go.� It was the old woman talking.
While he could see them clearly around the fire, they never saw anything of him. He took her to where the other two lay and cut strips off her dress. He tied her and re-tied the two men, just to make sure neither had managed to work free. Then he cut off the gags and disappeared into the darkness.
Back at the fire, the three left there were shouting threats and demanding answers from him. He said nothing, but collected his staff and circled the camp to the opposite side. The three who were tied started shouting for help.
He made it a quarter of the way around, ignoring the continuing demands. The old woman finally gathered the other two, all holding knives for protection, and sent the dog ahead to where the three still shouted for help. Fleet considered his chances of opening the doors of the wagons and finding Camilla before their return.
It didn�t seem good. If they returned and he had not freed Camilla, they would both be in a dangerous situation. If stealth will not work, maybe direct action would. Three to one was far better odds than six to one when they released the three he left tied. He ran to the center of the clearing and called, �Hey, I�m right here.�
The dog charged teeth bared, a low growl coming from deep inside. Fleet stood in a well-lit clearing with plenty of room for his staff to move. The others couldn�t possibly get to him before he fought the dog.
He crouched and held the staff in the defensive position, chest high and parallel to the ground. As the dog raced near, it leaped for his throat, as most dogs will do. He�d been waiting for it. Fleet swung the left end of the staff ahead in one sharp movement. While in the air, the dog couldn�t turn or twist away, besides it was intent solely on its opponent. It never saw the staff coming from the side. The jolt of striking the head of the dog went right up his arm to his shoulder.
Fleet brought the other end of the staff around, poised to chop down for the kill as the dog struck the ground, but held off. The animal lay dead.
He whirled on the three people who were starting to move in his direction. Instead of backing off or remaining still and holding his own, as a normal person would do, he charged. The staff went over his head, twisting and twirling in intricate patterns, and he ran at them, shouting. �I love dogs! Look what you made me do!�
The old man broke first. He spun and sprinted into the depths of the trees. The two women saw him run and glanced at each other. They ran in opposite directions, as Fleet continued to chase them and scream his anger. �Come back and fight! Damn you, cowards!�
When he reached the edge of the clearing, he paused and turned. He inhaled deeply and strode back to the nearest wagon. He threw open the door. Camilla was not inside. He went to the second wagon. She was bound with coarse rope and was lying on the floor inside. Her eyes were closed; several bruises evident even in the dim light. �What have they done?�
He quickly untied her and managed to wake her enough to stand on shaky legs. Fleet saw a bottle and poured water into her. He sat her on a chair beside the fire and walked back to the center of the clearing again. Hands on hips, he called, �Come back and fight me! The killing is not done this night.�
When nobody answered, he shouted, �I am Dragon Clan, and I will burn everything you own for what you have done to this poor girl.�
Camilla climbed to her feet, eyes unfocused, but she stayed on her feet, even as she weaved from side to side. Fleet went to her and placed her arm around his neck to support her, but he took both of their staffs in his other hand. In the firelight, the bruises were far worse than he had seen, and his anger raged stronger. Blood stained her clothing. One bruise covered the entire left side if her face, mostly red, but already turning black and angry.
He grabbed the ends of sticks from the fire and threw them into each wagon, watching blankets and clothing burn. When each was burning, he moved to the next, but was not satisfied. He felt the first tingle on his back indicating a dragon flew in response to his anger and fear. It was near.
Fleet said, �We need to get into the trees and away from here.�
�Why?�
�Because I am Dragon Clan!�

CHAPTER SIX 

The screech of the attacking dragon was heard just before the sound of massive wings flew over them. The screech was a sound so loud and so fierce that every living thing in the forest was awakened and afraid. As it flew over the wagons, a hollow pock of a sound came from the dragon. Then another, as the dragon spit the flammable substance. An orange flare soon illuminated the entire nearby forest and flames began consuming the three wagons and all around them. The dragon flew past them and then returned, spitting again. And again.
The dragon attack ended with the single long screech as it flew higher and away. And then it was over. The roar of the fire prevented them from hearing the leather wings as it departed.
Camilla leaned heavily on Fleet as she watched, and she said in an awed voice, �You called down a dragon?�
�I guess so. I was so angry at what they did to you I was filled with rage. The dragon must have understood.�
She slipped and almost fell. Then, sagging with an effort to walk, she looked into his eyes in the reflection of the growing forest fire. She said, �How did it feel?�
�We have to move. The fire is growing and coming this way.�
She turned and tried to walk faster with a shambling gait, but said loud enough for him to hear, �You will tell me everything. Tomorrow.�
Feeling the warmth of the fire on his back, Fleet used the light from the burning forest to provide the light needed to see the paths and trails and move as fast as possible. Long after the fire was far behind, they continued walking. Before stopping, they needed to know that the gypsies were not going to accidentally stumble upon them as they also fled.
Fleet steered the way. He considered carrying her, but even if he left the staffs behind he couldn�t carry her far. However, she faltered, slipped, and always stumbled on. She never gave any indication she wanted to halt, or even rest. The fire was so far behind when he looked that only a small spot of orange told him where it was.
In the dim light, Fleet almost fell off the steep bank to a stream. He hadn�t seen it in the dark. Pulling to a stop, he took inventory. The banks were almost as tall as a man. Below flowed a stream where it took a wide bend. At one side of the stream was a flat area scoured out when the stream filled in the spring. Now it was soft, dry sand six or eight steps wide.
He helped Camilla down the bank, clinging to roots for support. Once on the flat area, he spread his blanket and helped her lie down. She no longer had her backpack or blanket. He moved her to one side of the blanket and covered her up with the other.
Wood had tangled near the edge of the area as it flowed down the stream and was deposited by shrinking water flow. Fleet gathered enough to get started. He scooped out a shallow depression and using his flint built a small fire. As it burned, he used the firelight to gather more, larger wood.
He soon had a large fire throwing off enough heat to keep him warm. If the gypsies located him because of the fire, it would be their problem. He�d heard of the things they did for profit, and selling a young girl was not the least. He gathered more wood and allowed the fire to burn hot and high, knowing the banks of the stream protected it from being seen. Still, the size of the fire was almost in defiance of safety.
There were others living in forests; usually, those who had good reasons for not living in villages or towns. Many of them were outcasts for one reason or another. Some simply didn�t like people. Some were thieves or worse.
Fleet warmed his hands and feet while listening for any threat in the dark. Finally, he tossed more wood on the fire and rested his head on his backpack, both staffs in reach of his fingers. The fire warmed him and physical, as well as mental exhaustion lulled him to sleep.
An owl flew past, and he sat up in fear, thinking a dragon was attacking. He fueled the fire and went back to sleep again. He heard a branch snap under a boot. Instantly alert, Fleet rolled to his left, collecting his staff in his hand and leaped to his feet, knees bent, staff held in the defensive position, ready to defend or attack.
�It�s only me,� Camilla said.
Fleet blinked at the intense brightness of the sun. Normally an early riser, the height of the sun indicated it was late morning. The fire was burning cheerfully, with new wood. �How long have you been awake?�
�Not all that long. I built up the fire, thinking you might want the warmth.�
Her face was wet. Not tears. She had washed it in the stream, something he should have done for her last night. She held a dripping strip of cloth to her cheek.
He said, �I have some traveling food in my pack.�
She nodded. Her eyes looked defeated instead of the usual brightness. Blood caked her left arm. She limped when she moved. The bruises on her face were worse in the daylight than he�d imagined. �How are you?�
�Sore. When I resisted, they beat me.�
�I should go back and kill those men.�
She patted the wet cloth to her eye and cheek. She said, �I won�t stop you. But it was the old woman who beat me the most. One of the younger ones asked her to stop. She didn�t.�
�Why?�
�She said if she beat me enough I wouldn�t attempt escaping. She was scared of that.�
�Because you are Dragon Clan?�
�No, she didn�t see my back. I don�t know what she would have done if she had. There�s a man she has sold girls to before. It was all about the gold she would get for me.�
Fleet dug out a cloth sack of mixed grains and nuts. He took a handful before passing it to Camilla. �Anything I can do to help?�
She poured nuts, raisins, and roasted grain coated with honey into her hand. �Yes. I need a day to rest. Some meat would be nice, but give me time to heal.�
�Of course.�
�And later you will tell me how you called that dragon.�
Standing, he nodded. �You rest. I�m going to scout around.�
As he left her sitting on the edge of the blanket in the warm sun, he carried his staff to the edge of the water, drank his fill, and looked downstream. He didn�t think it was the same stream from last night, but climbed the bank and made a small circle completely around their campsite.
His eyes were on the ground. He searched for signs of anything, especially people. Twice he found deer prints. A raccoon left clear prints, too. He accepted that nobody or nothing dangerous had been within a hundred steps of the campsite. Then he moved further off, again making a complete circle.
A rabbit darted down a hole. Fleet carefully moved closer and placed his staff on the ground, the end laying at the edge of the hole. He lay down in the sun and waited, never moving, hardly breathing. The slight breeze touched his face so any scent would be carried away from the hole.
The tips of two ears came up from inside the hole, listening. They twitched and turned. He breathed shallow, knowing the slightest sound would put the rabbit back down the hole, probably for much longer. Fleet knew the game well.
The rabbit poked his head up for a quick look before it ducked back down, again. From his position almost two full body lengths away, Fleet drove the end of the staff sharply ahead, striking the rabbit with a solid blow.
He leaped forward. The blow wouldn�t kill, but stun. He slid to his knees and reached into the hole, touching the head of the rabbit. He grasped ears and pulled. The animal came out and struggled, but Fleet already reached for his knife.
Back at the camp, he cleaned and skinned the animal and placed strips of meat over the fire. He turned to Camilla, waiting for her comment about the food.
As usual, she surprised him. �You were going to tell me about calling down that dragon.�
He hesitated. How do I tell her something I don�t know?
�All of it,� she said, her voice stern.
�Okay, all of it. Ever since watching Raymer bond with that dragon I�ve been visiting their nesting place on Bear Mountain, where the ground is warm from the volcano.�
�Everyone knows that.�
�Am I telling this or you?�
She pursed her lips. �You.�
�At first, they wouldn�t let me come closer than where I could see them from the edge of the trees. They looked at me and sometimes snorted, often baring their teeth. One spit in my direction, but it landed well short of me.�
�How many were there? I�ve never been up the mountain.�
�Three females, this year. One with a chick I left alone. One sitting on two eggs, so I didn�t go near her either. But the third was a black. She looks older than the others. She eventually let me get close.�
�How close?�
�I could throw a rock and hit her most of the time.�
�But never closer?�
�No. She would sit and watch me. I watched her. It was winter so she stayed close to the volcano most of the time. I hunted for deer and took her all the parts we didn�t want.�
Camilla said, �That�s it? You just sat and watched each other, day after day?�
�Pretty much. I tried to reach out to touch her with my mind, but I don�t know how. Or she refused the contact, I don�t know which.�
Camilla rotated the rabbit. She was quiet for a while and then said, �Was that her last night? The old one?�
�I don�t know. What I do think is that after spending so much time up there I�m more sensitive to dragons. I can feel them tickle my back much further away than anyone I know. I can even tell their direction. At least, I think I can.�
She pretended to concentrate on cooking the rabbit and kept her eyes averted. When he didn�t speak again, she finally said, �What about calling down that dragon? Tell me about it.�
�I need to speak to my father and the council about that. See what they know because I never called it. I don�t even know how.�
Turning to him, she said, �Maybe they will need to ask you to tell them.�
�Listen, it just happened. I was upset when the gypsies took you. Even a little mad. But when I saw what they did to you, I was mad enough to kill them all. I remember screaming at them and wanting to chase after them. I needed to help you, so there was confusion. And pain. And then it came.�
�You shouted that you are Dragon Clan. People are not supposed to know who we are. And you told them before the dragon came that you would burn their wagons and all they own. How did you know the dragon would do that if you didn�t know about it?�
Fleet stood and walked around the fire twice, thinking. He stopped when the fire was between them and peered into it. �I remember saying that. It�s what I wanted to happen so I shouted it at them. But I was going to set the fires. In fact, I did set fire to each wagon. Or I think I did.�
�You pictured it in your mind.�
�That�s right. I saw the three wagons on fire in my head, but then I set them. But, I never should have revealed that I�m Dragon Clan. Now I must kill them, or they will spread the word of this to the whole valley. Everyone will be searching for us.�
�Yes, fears have diminished since there have been no dragon attacks for a generation or two, but now? The word will spread, and fear will rise in ordinary people.�
�Do you think I should find and kill all six? After what they did to you, it will rest easy on my mind.�
�The question is should you kill them because they saw something they shouldn�t have. What happened to me is a different thing. Would you have killed them for beating me?�
�No. But I would have returned the favor.�
�Fair enough,� she said. �But if even one escapes the tale will spread. The good part of the story is that there is no evidence. Just burned wagons that may have caught fire when one of them knocked over a candle.�
�They�ll tell of the dragon attack,� Fleet said.
�They are gypsies. They spread so many lies and tell taller tales than about a single dragon attacking them at night and burning their wagons, but not a single one of them has a bruise to show for it or any other evidence. Most will believe it is just another story.�
�So it is best to let it go. Okay, but you�re right about me shouting I�m Dragon Clan. I won�t do that again. Is the rabbit done?�
She poked it, watching the fat run on the hot surface. �I think so. At least, the thinner pieces. How did you snare it?�
�I didn�t. I had more patience than the rabbit.� He tossed a piece between hot hands until it cooled enough to eat. He saw the curious expression she gave him and ignored it.
In return, he gave her several careful glances. Even as she ate, she favored the side of her face with the bruises. A finger was cut and the nail black. She still limped. �We can stay here tomorrow and let you heal. I wish the stream were larger, I�d like some fish.�
�We go on.�
�Your bruises will take days to heal. Your leg is in pain.�
�We will travel tomorrow. I�ll tell you if we need to rest. Do you have your purse?�
He patted his side, confirming its presence without speaking.
�Me too. They didn�t look for it. I guess they didn�t expect to find it, so they missed it. We have more than enough coin to replace what I lost when leaving my pack in the wagon. There is no village or town between here and the Summer Palace, not even farms until we are almost there.�
�I suggest we get there as fast as possible. Then we stay at an inn on the edge of town for a single night. While there we buy supplies and relocate to a better inn,� Fleet said, making one of his longer speeches.
�Why?�
The communication tables were turned. She said little, while he explained. Smiling, he said, �It would be noticed if a bruised, dirty young woman appeared in torn clothing one day, and wore new the next. A good inn would not give us a room the way we look today, no matter the coin we offer.�
Camilla said, �Maybe we should remain at each inn for only a single night. Each accommodates different people, and thus, we would hear different stories at each while eating our evening meal and enjoying a mug of ale.�
�I don�t drink ale and didn�t realize you did.�
She smiled, �Listening to the conversations at the tables around you at an inn is where you hear all the good news. Besides, you can drink water and wine.�
�You know this, how?�
�When young, at Nettleton, I listened at the open window of the inn many a night. I do not like ale, but will make a mug last the whole evening while my ears do the drinking.�
Fleet ate more rabbit, wishing he had brought salt and spices. He nibbled on some traveling mix from his pack, then found himself sleepy in the sun. He closed his eyes for just long enough to rest them and woke with the sun almost down.
Camilla was nowhere around. Her staff was missing, so all was well. If she ran into any gypsies, they�d pay dearly for it. He stood, stretched, and gathered enough firewood to last the entire night. It was still early in the year, but the nights were cold, especially higher in the mountains. He tossed on a few small pieces of wood, his mind planning as he thought.
If they departed tomorrow, it would take two more days of travel, at least. The search for who controlled the dragon attack that freed Quint and Raymer would begin. The entire reason for leaving home was only a few days away, and he grew excited. There were so many new things to hold his interest.
Camilla returned, the front of her shirt held out in front of her. �Cherries. Most are ripe.�
He feasted with her as they sat near the fire. People who are used to living in the forest built small fires and sit close. City people build large fires and sit further back.
Much more work to maintain and gather enough wood for a large fire. He felt at ease and comfortable. The excitement of what was to come kept him alert. The tingle of an approaching dragon went unnoticed until the tingle turned to tiny bites all along the design on his back.

CHAPTER SEVEN 

Fleet covertly watched Camilla. He waited for the first sign that she felt the approaching dragon too. She ate more cherries, then pulled one of the last skewers of rabbit from the edge of the fire. Using her fingers, she pulled strips of meat free and tossed them into her mouth without any indication she sensed the dragon.
The touch of the dragon continued to increase on his back. He determined it felt strongest on his left side, indicating direction, and casually allowed his eyes to drift away from Camilla to the sky.
She stiffened, her attention shifted to him. Then she relaxed. �How long have you felt it?�
Pointing, he said, �For a while, now. I believe it�s over there.�
They waited. A dragon flew above the trees so far away that it was no larger than watching a bird. It flew with long lazy strokes, in the general direction of Nettleton.
She said, �Right where you thought it would be.�
He nodded. For all the good it did, he could detect them at a greater distance, and know where they were, but those skills didn�t make him bonded. What did it matter was that he had once called a dragon down from the sky to attack his enemies if he didn�t know how he did it, or if he could do it again?
The evening passed with them talking long into the night. The following morning, they traveled again, slowly. Camilla seemed to have healed enough to avoid limping too badly, but the bruises on her face seemed even darker and more serious.
A stranger seeing them might think Fleet had beaten her, which might create other problems. Explanations might not be believed. However, the bruises would be long remembered and make the two stand out. The Dragon Clan moved in the normal world like fish swimming in ponds. They made as few ripples as possible while passing others.
The next night was spent sleeping in a stand of juniper. The scent eased their minds, and most animals avoid the bushes because of the same scent. A small fire warmed them, but barely. Water had become scarce, and none was near their camp except for a stagnant pool neither wanted to experience.
They woke early, cold and thirsty. After crossing a barren ridge and two small hills covered with briars and cactus, they found a sluggish river. The banks were solid green with growth, a lot of willow and other water-loving trees and shrubs. Cattails grew near the edges.
Reaching the bank, Fleet drank his fill and looked to the other side. They would have to swim. Up river appeared wider, probably shallower, and the riverbed there was littered with boulders. A deep pool formed at a bend.
�That�s where I�ll fish,� he said.
�The sand bank will make a good, soft place to sleep. Once over there we can find a place to build a fire and dry our things in the sun.�
She was right. Instead of delaying, they should cross immediately. He waded into the cold water, feeling the current threaten to tug him into the water. Another step and the water rose to his thigh. The current no longer tugged, it pulled. The river was not as sluggish as he�d believed.
He dove in, using his legs to propel him nearly halfway across the river before surfacing. Half a dozen strokes carried him near enough to the other side that he felt his hand brush the bottom. He stood and looked behind to see if Camilla needed any help.
She was almost at his side. While swimming she turned her head in the water, and the entire bruise was hidden, then as she took the next stroke the bruised face came into view. It was like seeing two sides of the girl. She often appeared gentle and almost a little girl, but there was a hardness, too. No, not hardness. Fierce was the better word. She was not someone to cross.
They quickly found a place near the sand bank where a stream fed the river. Sand to sleep on, and a bank as high as their heads on two sides to hide the fire from prying eyes. Wood washed downriver from floods littered the area for firewood.
Placing her things on the ground, Camilla said, �I�ll explore.�
Fleet held up his coil of twine and hooks. �Fish for dinner.�
�I�ll see what I can find to eat Just in case you are not the fisherman you think you are.�
He shrugged, holding back his laughter. At the deep pool in the river, he searched the edges for what the fish might eat. He found small, conical insects attached to rocks in the shallows and scraped one free with his knife. His hook held it, and he tossed the end of his line into the water. As it sank a fish took it.
He struggled to bring the fish ashore with the hand line. It was too big, and if he didn�t absorb some of the shocks of the fighting fish with his hand and arm, it would break the line. He backed up and let the fish play itself out. Another step back. Then another.
The fish was silver, leaped out of the water more than once, but finally exhausted enough energy that Fleet managed to slide it onto the shore. It was longer than his forearm. He chuckled. Not the fisherman he thought he was?
He knelt and cleaned the fish, leaving the head on to properly impress Camilla. The head made it look bigger. Still, it was enough for at least two meals for them. He carried it to the camp and decided to explore, also.
He left in the opposite direction Camilla had taken, thinking he�d maybe find something different than her. Climbing the bank, he looked for a high place to sit and watch. Hunters always seek out a place to observe a new area. Sitting on a ridge like the one he saw in the distance allowed a hunter to spot game moving, and often determine the usual habits of animals.
Knowing a herd of deer went to drink at a specific place each evening, and which trails they took, allowed the hunter to become an ambusher, a much more productive way to hunt. Fleet selected the location to where he could watch the valley and walked to the bottom of the ridge to look for a route up.
His eye caught sight of several things out of place. At the base of the ridge, among the rocks there were bones. Old, white, but not all from a single animal. He examined the bones. There were marks on some that came from a knife, both slices, and scrapes. A few pottery shards lay to one side.
Fleet soon found a path that took him to the top. Brush had been placed there to provide shade and to conceal the watcher from sky-lining himself. Someone, or more than one, had watched the bend in the river and valley from this location. More bones lay on the gray rock, smaller ones. Chicken or bird bones, he�d guess. Ants were cleaning the last of the meat from them.
Picking one up, he snapped it in half. Still soft. Bones lying in the sun for a few days are dried out and brittle. He moved to the immediate area, searching for any sign of a path the watcher took to arrive or depart. If he found and followed it, he could find who sat up there and ate chicken while watching over their campsite.
Near the river, he spotted movement, and his eyes were drawn to Camilla as she moved through the brush, searching for food. The distance was too great to see detail, but he easily determined it was a person dressed like her in faded greens and browns. Beyond, a coyote or wolf moved in the harsh landscape, from one place of shade to another.
A more perfect observation point couldn�t be found. The person or people using it didn�t live where they watched, so he turned away and swept the ground with his eyes. The ground on top of the mesa was a solid rock covered with a thin layer of sand. Sage and low grasses grew where the sand accumulated in cracks and crevasses. They looked like they struggled to survive, most small and twisted.
When the wind blew, the thin layer sand coating the surface shifted, but he found a faint trace of a path leading away. Less than a path, it was simply a place where fewer stunted plants grew. Following it a few steps, he raised his gaze and examined all beyond.
The flat mesa top butted up to a series of hills where a strip of green vegetation told of a stream. Water was the key to life in the semi-arid land. One person, maybe two. Keeping to themselves.
Fleet dismissed the need to follow the path to wherever or whoever it led to. They lived in a hard land away from others. He didn�t need to know why. Before the run-in with the gypsies, he would not have been so concerned. However, that incident couldn�t rule his life, but it would make him more cautious.
Finding and spying on whoever used the mesa to watch for animals would improve his situation. It might hurt if they took offense. If he were found spying on them, they would naturally react so he�d be careful. On the other hand, he now knew a little about the watcher, and it would be easy enough to climb the mesa each day and make sure the person hadn�t returned to spy on him and Camilla.
Shrugging, his decision made, he headed back to the campsite. Moving quickly so Camilla wouldn�t be worried, he almost missed the footprint on the edge of the path. His eyes found it, but he was jogging and never broke step. It was not his footprint, and too big for Camilla�s. But it was fresh. The glance told him it was probably made a very short time ago.
Someone was here. His burst of speed as he ran down the slope leading from the perch on top of the mesa had flushed someone down here watching them. That person was close right now. That same someone was trying to remain unobserved but had left a footprint.
One rule was king. Strangers are dangerous until proven otherwise. He had been willing to keep his distance, but the person who left that print had as much as invaded his camp. If he didn�t find who and why he would get no sleep.
A bank rose on one side of the path, taller than a man. A boulder at the bottom of the incline stood waist high, only steps away. Above that boulder a juniper grew tangled and twisted, several branches hanging over the top. Juniper is tough, stringy and the roots go deep.
He leaped to the top of the boulder and tossed his staff over the top of the bank. He grabbed a gnarled branch and used it to lever himself over the top. His staff was there but in another�s hand.
The man holding his staff was small, his back twisted from some long ago fall or accident. He wore a blanket over his shoulders. His hair and beard hadn�t been trimmed since Fleet was a child, and his eyes were wild.
The staff was held in his left hand while a bow with a nocked arrow was in his right. Fleet realized that before he could cover the ten steps between them the man could release the staff and draw the arrow. And releasing it from a distance so close couldn�t miss.
Fleet glanced aside. He could dive over the edge of the bank and probably escape in the dense willows growing beside the river if he survived the fall.
�You might hurt yourself if you try,� a gravel sounding voice said.
The man had outwitted Fleet. He had anticipated Fleet�s every move. Even the footprint had been left on purpose. Turning to look at him again, Fleet said, �Who are you?�
�You first.� The man gestured slightly with the bow and arrow.
�My name is Fleet, and I�m traveling with my sister, Camilla. We�re going to the king�s Summer Palace to visit an uncle. Now you.�
�Not so fast. Why were you up there?� His eyes flicked to the place on top of the mesa.
Fleet hesitated. The old man hadn�t threatened or made any demands. Sometimes the truth is the easy way. �We plan to stay a day or two and were checking the area out for food or danger. I thought that would be a good place to get a view of the land.�
�Good instincts, I�ll give you that.�
�Now, will you tell me what�s going on?�
He lowered the bow and let the tension off the string by letting the arrow slide through his fingers. In the next move, he held the staff out to Fleet. �You might as well take this. I never learned to use one, but there�s plenty who swear by them.�
Fleet stepped closer and accepted his staff. Up close, he saw the clothing was old, and patched, but clean. He flashed a smile of thanks.
�You guessed right. I live back near that little stream. I saw you start to go there and then you decided to let me be. That would be my guess.�
�You watched me, but I�m wondering what would have happened if I had gone there?�
�I would have taken your sister hostage until we figured it out. Not because I wanted to, but because you forced me to protect my own.�
Camilla would have surprised him if he tried to take her. �I said I�m called Fleet. You never offered your name.�
�Any name I give will be a lie. Do you insist on one?�
Fleet laughed and said, �Well, Noname, I caught a fish too big for us to eat at one meal. Would you care to come back to camp and eat with us? Or take part of it to your place to eat?�
The old man cracked a thin smile. �You don�t have much curiosity, do you, son?�
�I know how to mind my own business if that�s what you�re asking.�
Nodding and muttering to himself, the old man said, �I think I�d like to meet your sister and have some fish. Company and fish. I like both.�
The old man walked with a twisting limp, obviously in pain with each step. He moved slower than Fleet usually walked, but Fleet also noticed the man left little trace of his passage. �You set a trap for me back there! You left that footprint on purpose, so I�d climb that bank to look for you.�
�I suspected you�d toss your staff up there so you could climb.�
Shaking his head, Fleet said, �I fell for it.�
�Using your brain is always better than using your back.� The old man was still chuckling to himself as they entered the camp and found Camilla roasting the fish.
Fleet said, �I brought a guest for dinner, although I can�t properly introduce you.�
Camilla�s eyes went from him to the stranger and back again. �Good company is always welcome,� she said, repeating the mantra common to the highlands.
�It isn�t that I don�t want to tell you. It�s more to protect me.� The old man attempted a smile and failed. He sat without being invited.
�Your explanation gives us room to let our minds wander,� Camilla said in a semi-jovial voice as she sliced another cut of fish and skewered it. �You wouldn�t be living in a desolate area like this unless your life was at stake, and that means King Ember wants your head if I�m any judge of people.�
The old man looked ready to leap to his feet and flee, but a warning look from Fleet stilled him. He pulled the blanket over his shoulders tighter around him.
Camilla kept her back to him as she continued. �If it were simply a matter of skimping on your taxes or trifling with a serving wench, you wouldn�t be here. Only three crimes come to mind. You could have stolen a large sum of gold from the king . . . You killed someone important . . . Or, you are one of the Dragon Clan.�
There were other crimes, such as treason, or bribery of officials, or bedding a woman of royal birth, that would be serious enough to send a man into isolation for the rest of his life. But not many. And Fleet admired Camilla for framing her statement so carefully, and keeping her back turned as she made it. Therefore, the comments appeared innocent.
Camilla depended on Fleet to watch the man for a reaction. Her trust in Fleet came as a surprise. More than that, she had broached the Dragon Clan subject in such a way that it wouldn�t trigger any warnings from the other. He again suspected the girl/woman was his intellectual superior and was possibly the better choice for the task they were to complete.
He began to see the wisdom in the family council. While he had reached the age of majority and would travel to other clan families seeking a mate and finding his life�s work, she became the anchor of his boat in a storm.
He liked the analogy. She didn�t try to control things as he did, yet she was often in control in more passive leadership roles. Only now was he beginning to recognize her value and importance. The family had been right in sending her with him.
However, her methods had paid off with her comments. When she accused him of killing or stealing, there had been no reaction. Only when she mentioned the Dragon Clan had he attempted to bolt.

CHAPTER EIGHT 

Fleet felt confident the old man was somehow involved with the Dragon Clan. For some reason, he didn�t believe the man was part of the family, at least not directly. Fleet said, �How long before the fish is ready?�
�You have enough time to wash up,� Camilla said, still facing the fire and her back to them.
Fleet stood and walked to the edge of the stream, his back also to the old man. They were giving him an opportunity to trust them, to think without interruption, or to run. Turning after washing his hands, Fleet saw the old man still sitting, lost in thought. He returned as sat beside him.
�My name does not matter. It might get you into trouble if you know it, and it might send the king�s troops after me.�
Fleet said, �Knowing that, we could contact the king�s men at the Summer Palace and tell them of you and claim any reward after they come for you.�
�You won�t do that.�
�How do you know?�
Now Camilla watched the two intently, the fish ignored. She didn�t speak, which may have broken the spell between the two men.
�Because you are good people. I can see that. I wondered why you invited me here and decided for only one reason. You wish information and hope I can tell you what you need to know.�
�Have you killed anyone important or stolen from the king?� Fleet asked.
The old man said, �Not very subtle of you, my young friend. I�ll give you credit for trying, but you lack the finesse of your sister. The answer you seek is no, I am not part of the Dragon Clan.�
Camilla said quickly, �But that is not your whole story.�
The old man pulled his blanket around his shoulders again and adjusted his position. �Your fish is about to burn.�
Camilla tended the fish while Fleet tried to catch up mentally. They were speaking above his head, using cryptic body language and emphasizing certain words. Reviewing the conversation, he started to understand some of what was said, and what was not.
�You are not part of the Dragon Clan, but you know something about it,� Fleet said, stating a fact and not asking a question.
�If that were true, I�d live out here so that I can never endanger anyone with my knowledge. It is best to end this dangerous conversation and eat our meal. I must travel back to my home before dark.�
On impulse, Fleet stood and turned. He raised his shirt and allowed the old man to see the mark of the dragon on his back. Fleet�s design was a black dragon, mouth open and a red tongue licking the air. The eyes were also red, an oddity for two colors on anyone�s back.
He looked over his shoulder, expecting to see the surprise, shock, fear, and possibly anger. Instead, the old man�s eye traced the detailed lines like someone would examine a painting by a master.
Camilla held two skewers of fish. �I have more salt if you wish.�
�Would you have flakes of peppers?� The old man asked, speaking as calmly as if he had not seen the mark on Fleet�s back.
�No,� she said. �I�m not a person to enjoy the spice.�
�Too bad. It�s been a long time since I enjoyed it. If you are his sister, you also have a dragon on your back?�
Camilla turned and pulled her shirt up. She gave him time to see it, then returned to eating.
�The two of you grace me with a secret that can cost your lives?� The old man had not taken a bite, yet.
Fleet said, �You were right, we require information. We�re heading for the king�s Summer Palace, where one of our family escaped half a year ago. We believe he was helped by some person or people of the Dragon Clan. But neither of our families knows of others who live nearby.�
�You are searching for them?�
�We are.�
The man tore a bite of fish and placed it in his mouth, then licked his fingers before speaking again. �Do you intend harm to them?�
�Of course not. They helped a member of our clan escape. But we wonder why they did not contact us.�
�You are from the west?�
Not wanting to relay more information than he needed to establish trust, Fleet nodded.
�If you believe you can barge into King Ember�s Summer Palace and start asking questions about the Dragon Clan without being arrested you are very wrong. He is so paranoid that a single innocent-seeming question will have you displaying your backs to guards within the first day.�
�You know a lot about it?�
�I believe you two, but you are young and stupid. I may help, but not today. I will think and either return in the morning or not at all.� He stood.
Fleet said, �You saw our backs. Why do you hesitate?�
�Someone beat your sister no more than a day or two ago. That tells me you may be too young to keep secrets that can cost lives. You should have been more careful.�
He handed the empty skewer to Camilla and turned away, limping in the direction of the far-off ridge. Neither Camilla nor Fleet called for his return. Both watched wordlessly until he was out of sight.
Camilla said, �Do you think he will be back?�
�Yes. But if he does not come back there is no sense in chasing after him. He won�t talk unless he wants to. He�s protecting a friend or lover.�
�He never said that.�
Fleet looked at her and realized that for all of her insights earlier, she had missed one of the most important ones. �He�s right, you know. We can�t just go into the market and ask questions. All strangers will be suspect, especially after the escape from the dungeon and the dragon attack on the marketplace. We will have to be very careful.�
�Listen to everything. No talking. In short, we both act like you on a normal day.� She headed for the deep pool in the river. �I�m going to swim.�
�There goes my fishing,� Fleet said.
�Me splashing and swimming will not make your fish swim to another part of the river,� she said.
�I was thinking of the sweat and grime tainting the water.�
She spun on him, �Then you had better stay dirty, too. And stay away from the water or you may find yourself dunked.�
He chased her to the edge and after stripping off his shirt and boots, he dived in. The old man had given them hope that he would return with information that might help. Camilla swam through the water as if born to it while he struggled to stay afloat. More bruises showed themselves on Camilla, and Fleet realized that the one covering half her face was possibly not the most serious.
They splashed and played like children, which was not far from the truth. For a few minutes, the pressure and responsibilities evaporated. After swimming Fleet spread his blanket on the sand to lay in the afternoon sun and dry. He instantly fell asleep.
When he woke, Camilla was on the sand beside him, the sun setting, and the fire low. He moved softly and then gathered more wood. You can never have too much, but you can always have too little. His father had taught him that when he was camping for the first time and it remained good advice.
Camilla still slept. Healing from injuries uses energy. He left her alone while he sat beside the fire and watched the flames, as countless people have done since the beginning of time. The warmth, the soft crackles, and hisses, and the ever-changing patterns that soothe and allow a mind to wander, and sometimes to center on what is most important.
Without warning, the old man stepped into the firelight and sat, uninvited. He chose a spot only a step away from Fleet. �Walking all the way home and back is a chore for an old man,� he said. �Too much walking two days in a row.�
�I thought you didn�t want to walk in the dark.�
�The moon will be up soon. That�s all the light I need.�
Fleet tossed another few sticks on the fire. �Does this mean you�re going to talk to us?�
�Yes. But the truth is, I don�t have much to tell. A long time ago a woman, a young woman, stood by me when I needed it. I was a soldier and refused to set fire to a farmhouse. A neighbor had accused them of being part of the Dragon Clan. I was thrown in chains and called a sympathizer.�
�You refused orders from a superior? Why?�
�I did not think it was right to burn their home, even if they were Dragon Clan. They were just a family trying to get by.�
�Were they Dragon Clan?
�No, it was a case where the neighbor who accused them wanted a larger farm. If the king�s army burned the house and took the family away, the neighbors wouldn�t even have to purchase the land.�
�Clever.�
�Not really. A lot of that sort of thing was going on at the time. I�d seen it before and so had my officer, so I refused to set the fire. I expected my officer to stand by me, but he didn�t. They burned the buildings while I watched.�
�You said that they chained you?�
�Yes. They left me chained to a post beside the burned out house while they went off to respond to another report of a Dragon Clan sighting. A young woman came along. We talked. Then this great dragon flew over the treetops and spit a black wad at the side of the stone farmhouse. She used a shovel to carry some of the spit to my chains. She put it on and they sizzled and smoked . . . And melted.�
�Then what?�
�You don�t talk much, do you, boy? Then we ran for our lives. They chased us for three days before we gave them the slip, but there are those I served with who would recognize me. So I headed to places unknown. I heard later that the dragon went back and burned the other farm to the ground a few days later, and then again after the new house and barn were built.�
�You have stayed away from people all this time?�
�As a soldier for more than twenty years, I met a passel of men. There�s probably not a king�s unit that doesn't have at least a man I served with, even to this day. The reward the king offers for my head will turn even a friend into a wealthy ex-friend.�
Fleet stirred the fire while thinking about the story. The old man was entrusting him with information every bit as damning as they�d trusted him with when they displayed their birthmarks. He thought about retelling the story to Camilla in the morning, but as he glanced her way the light reflected in her open eyes. She didn�t move, so he looked at the fire again.
�I understand why you hide. But there�s more.
�That there is. This is the part I decided to hold from you. Then changed my mind and came back to tell you. During our three days of running, we didn�t know what would happen. There were hundreds of men after us, each seeking the generous reward. She was worn out, her ankle tender from a sprain, and lack of sleep had us reeling. We climbed a steep hillside only to find troops ahead of us, too.�
�What�d you do?�
�Climbed a tree. Figured we�d make it hard for them to get at us. There was this big old elm. The lowest branch was way over my head. I gave her my knee to step up and lifted her to it. She pulled herself up like she was born to it, which she probably was. I was going to divert them, but she shucked her pants and tied the legs around the limb. I jumped and managed to grab them. She reached for the back of my shirt and pulled me up.�
�They didn�t see you?�
�I got up just in time. She untied her pants, and we eased ourselves higher until they couldn�t see us from below unless they looked right up. Later we went higher and braced ourselves sturdy against y-shaped branches. They searched for over a day, but never found us.�
�I will repeat your story to my family.�
�Her name was Violet. While we were up there, we both believed they would catch us. She made me promise that if I got away, I would carry a message to her people.�
Fleet sat right up, almost coming to his feet. �You know where they are?�
�I do. At least, I know where they were. I have convinced myself she would wish me to share it with you. She lived out here with me for half our lives. Tell them she was happy.�
Camilla was now sitting and listening intently. Fleet hadn�t seen her move. He didn�t speak, but waited.
�Travel east after you reach the Summer Palace. Spend only enough time in that god-awful palace market to buy water containers and food. No more than one container from each vendor or someone will figure out you�re heading into the drylands.�
�Drylands?� Fleet didn�t like the sound of the word.
�Two day�s travel east, over land without water. Three days if you do not hurry. There you will find a wide, flat valley. It is rugged, an endless series of dry canyons, I was told. In one box canyon lives a family of the Dragon Clan.�
Fleet cast a warning glance to Camilla so she would remain quiet while he tried to keep the old man talking. �How will I know which canyon? I�m picturing dozens of them.�
�Hundreds is more like it. Maybe a thousand. They always keep people watching the approach, so you just have to have one of your dragons fly over, and they will know you�re one of them.�
Camilla stood and walked to the fire. �What if we do not know how to make dragons do our bidding?�
The old man squinted and scratched his head. He said, �Well, first of all, if I were you two I wouldn�t be telling everyone I met my family connections if you see what I mean. You told me with no reason, more or less. Tell the wrong person and you�re dead. Both of you.�
�I see,� Fleet said, his thoughts already elsewhere.
�Moons coming up, now. I gotta go. An old man like me needs his sleep.� He stood and pulled his blanket tighter, then started walking away.
Camilla said, �When one of us comes back this way we�ll bring a bag of red pepper flakes.�
He paused, half turned and said, �You�d really do that for me?�
Fleet watched him turn and continue walking. Yes, he�d do that. If Camilla didn�t, he would, but then relented. If Camilla returned this way, she�d have his spices even if she had to walk two or three extra days. And she would bring him more than one kind of pepper. That was her.
She shrugged. �Is that the people we�re looking for?�
�Probably. Maybe.�
�I know. I have the same doubts. But it�s a place to begin or a place to visit the Summer Palace,� she said. �It�s also a place to tell our family about. We never know when we might have to leave our valley on Bear Mountain. The only other family I know is Raymer�s in the Raging Mountains.�
�Drylands. I don�t like the sound of it.�
Her laughter tinkled like bells. �Is that so different than you and the other boys spreading chicken feathers in normals camps or hanging little dolls from limbs to scare them off? For them, the name �drylands� alone might keep people away.�
�You sound like you�re in a hurry to go there,� Fleet said.
�I am.�

CHAPTER NINE 

Two days later Camilla�s bruises were fading fast. She looked healthy and ready to travel. The nameless old man had not returned, but they had caught and eaten more fish, and the food supplies they�d brought with them were almost gone, too.
In the late afternoon, Fleet woke from a nap, a routine he was coming to like. Camilla sat on a flat rock a few steps away.
She said, �We can leave tomorrow.�
�Your bruises are not all gone.�
�They fade more each day. By tomorrow, they�ll be almost gone. The day after it will look like I took a slight fall, if that.�
�Okay, tomorrow.�
She stood and began packing their few belongings. Fleet watched, sensing her boredom. He felt it too. They needed to continue and find what was out there. The Summer Palace first, where he expected to find next to nothing because they couldn�t ask the questions they wanted to be answered. Second, the drylands. He couldn�t even ask about the drylands without arousing suspicions.
Fleet said, �What kind of quest is it when you cannot ask questions, don�t know where you�re going, and won�t know you�ve completed it until someone unknown tells you?�
Camilla tossed a stone over his head, causing him to duck. �If the big, quiet man cannot handle the quest, I will.�
�Are you looking to get thrown into the water again?�
�If I remember correctly, you spent your share of time being splashed.�
They settled for an evening of talking and planning. As the sun rose, the following morning so did they. Both were ready to move. Only Fleet looked at the mesa half expecting to see the old man sitting on the perch and watching. Perhaps he was.
In the late afternoon, they passed the first farms. Most were small with poorly constructed houses and barns. The fields were few. Later, past several smaller ones, they came to a wide valley filled with prosperous farms located on dark-brown dirt that seemed rich enough to grow anything. Mules, oxen, horses, cows, and sheep seemed to abound, almost as much as the barking dogs each farm kept.
They paused at one farm where a woman and two small children tended the vegetable garden just on the other side of the fence that lined the road. After passing a few friendly words and confirming they traveled in the right direction, Fleet pulled a pair of copper snits and thanked each of the children for the information as he passed the thin coins to them. Each snit would buy a pair of sweets at a bakery.
Walking down the road, Camilla said, �Your social instincts are pretty good. Better than I expected.�
�Your ability to compliment me is also better than expected.�
She punched his arm. The Summer Palace was less than a day�s walk. But Fleet had noticed the cautious tone of the woman�s voice after she came to the fence and noticed Camilla�s bruised eye. Fleet had received a questioning flick of her eyes.
While many farms filled the wide valley, there were areas of forest and tall trees. Late in the day, a stream flowed under the road through a culvert. Camilla pointed upstream where the section of trees seemed the largest.
They followed a narrow thread of trail along the stream, soon finding a small clearing covered with grass. The hanging limbs of nearby trees kept it in the shade most of the day. A circle of rocks occupied the center. At first, Fleet hesitated to use such a public location, a place where it was obvious from the ashes a fire had burned since the last rain.
Then he reconsidered. If they were brother and sister on their way to visit an uncle, they would not hide. They would welcome a place to spend the night near the road with a place for fire and wood nearby. He let his blanket and pack fall to the ground, but through habit held onto his staff.
Camilla said, �Close to the road.�
�Your bruises can only be seen up close. I think we enter the Summer Palace tomorrow and spend at least one day.�
�We will buy at least two warm blankets for me. I�m tired of sleeping cold. And food. With meat,� she laughed.
Fleet said, �And water bottles to carry. And dried apples, nuts, smoked meat, and more. I don�t expect any fish in a stream that small, so we will go hungry tonight.�
�Maybe. But we have time before dark. You try your hand at fishing, and I�ll explore.�
�I take that to mean you believe I am a good fisherman,� Fleet said, smiling and acting cocky.
She turned at the edge of the clearing and said, �Or that you are so poor at foraging I don�t want you along.�
To his surprise, he caught one small trout�enough to barely feed either of them. Split in half it would only provide a tantalizing taste. He had firewood gathered and a small fire started with she returned, carrying a dead chicken by its legs. It hung at her side as she walked and she acted as if it was the most natural thing in the world.
She handed it to him. �Can you pluck and clean that?�
Dumfounded, he only nodded.
Finally, the smile she had been holding back erupted. Reaching into her pocket, she withdrew a small cloth wrapped around something. Then she pulled a blanket from behind her. �Salt and spices. And I have early raspberries.�
Fleet understood. She had found a farm and purchased the hen, spices, berries, and blanket. He carried the hen off a distance. When he returned to the campsite, he held a chicken ready to roast. Camilla had built up the fire and took the chicken. The knife at her waist appeared in her hand, and she deftly cut it into pieces.
�Takes too long to cook, whole. I�m starving,� she said.
While he had plucked and cleaned the chicken she had also cut several green branches to hold the chicken above the fire while cooking. She started roasting it as the sun set.
Suddenly she looked up at him as if startled. �Tomorrow is the day we came here for. I am getting excited.�
�To begin our quest that makes you excited, or to eat well and sleep warm?�
�I can be excited for all of those things. But you said our quest. Is it no longer yours?�
Fleet considered. He had said they shared it, but was that really what he meant? No, she could have a part of it, but this was his entry into manhood. He intended to do well. �Whose it is isn�t the issue. Our families may face danger, especially if the one we seek is a rogue.�
�Rogue? A rogue of the Dragon Clan? Is there such a thing?�
�Are you not one? Or, were you one?�
She turned each piece of chicken slowly before speaking. �I guess I was. There could be others.�
�Then the issue becomes, what do we do when we find them?� Fleet waited for her anger in not sharing the quest to catch up with his statements. When it didn�t happen, he became even more impressed. If he sat on the other side of the table, he would not have reacted calmly or intelligently. Perhaps he was not as grown as he believed.
They talked late into the night, planning and sharing concerns, but in the end, only Fleet had ever as much as stayed at an inn, much less visited a city or palace. Nettleton was the largest either had even seen except for the one trip with his father, and it held less than a hundred people. At the council meeting when they agreed to allow Fleet to go, Robin had told him a city, a true city worthy of the name, holds more than a thousand people.
Camilla said, �If Robin were telling the truth, ten Nettleton would fit into one Summer Palace.�
�And ten Summer Palaces into Princeton, they say.�
�Do you ever get the impression older people tend to stretch the truth when they try to warn us about things.�
Fleet nodded. �You�re probably right.�
They built up the fire and settled in for the night, well fed, tired, and anxious. Fleet realized that just because they were close to the palace, he couldn�t let his guard down, so he placed his staff in easy reach and pulled his knife out placing it under his makeshift pillow.
Twice during the night wagons squeaked their way down the road a hundred steps away. A trotting horse woke him, but it never slowed. The fourth time he woke it was to movement in camp as Camilla tried to rekindle the fire without making noise. The sky was lighter, but not yet true dawn.
�In a hurry?� he asked.
�Can�t wait,� she said, tossing a handful of twigs on the beginnings of a flame. �We have chicken to eat, and we can be on our way.�
By the time the sun peeked over the hills they were moving to the road. They walked side by side, each in a rut made by wheels. A strip of green grew down the center. A snort behind drew their attention.
A mule with lopsided ears had managed to get within fifty paces. It pulled a wagon with the bed filled with green hay. A boy a few years younger than them sat on the small bench, wearing a smile.
They stepped aside to let it pass. However the boy called, �Almost sneaked right up on you, didn�t I?�
Fleet said, �If that mule hadn�t snorted you might have.�
�You can jump on the back and ride if you want. My name�s Tommy.�
The wagon had drawn alongside them, and Camilla was on the other side when Fleet leaped up. The hay was fresh cut, smelled like a spring day after rain, and it was soft. The mule walked slightly faster than he had.
Camilla hadn�t accepted as quickly and had to run to catch up. Fleet held out his hand to the boy. �They call me Fleet, and this is my slow sister, Camilla.�
Tommy laughed at that. �Where are you going?�
Instantly Fleet understood the opportunity to practice their story with a friendly stranger. �We have an uncle that lives near the palace. He hurt his leg and needs a hand with his farm until he heals.�
�That�s nice of you, but I suppose your folks sent you, right?�
Camilla, picking up on the idea said, �Exactly. Not that we didn�t want to get away from our place for a while.�
�Who�s your uncle? I know most everyone.�
Fleet saw the trap he�d fallen into. �He lives on the other side of the palace. I doubt if you�d know him.�
�Hey, that�s where we live. Now I know who it is, but can�t think of anybody who hurt his leg.�
Camilla looked at Fleet as if to ask how he could be so stupid. At least, that�s how he interpreted the look.
She said, �Really? Do you live to the east of the palace?�
�Sure. I�m a Duncan. Seven brothers and sisters.�
�That many! Wow, I�ve always wanted a big family. Tell me about it. Please. Tell me everything.� Camilla talked as if hearing about Tommy�s family was the most important thing in the world. Her eyes were wide, and she moved closer so she wouldn�t miss a single word.
That�s how Fleet saw the interaction between them. Tommy suddenly couldn�t slow down his talking, while she lapped up each word like a puppy drinking spilled milk. Fleet settled back to watch and learn. She never did get around to telling Tommy their uncle�s name. Anytime he slowed his talking, she asked another question.
Then, close to midday, as the wagon crested a hill the Summer Palace came into view. She turned to Fleet, winked, and said, �We can�t thank you enough for the ride, Tommy. I do hope we�ll see you again before we have to go home, but this is where we need to get off.�
She slid down the hay and leaped to the ground. Standing with hands on hips, she said to Fleet, �You coming?�
He quickly shook Tommy�s hand and climbed down. They waved together and watched the wagon pull ahead.
Fleet said, �I have a lot to learn.�
�I think you just did.�
They walked along the road, looking at the palace that grew ever larger. She said, �I can count over a hundred windows from here.�
�Look at the flags waving.� Fleet took in the gray stone of the walls, the soldiers marching along the top walls, and from their small size readjusted his expectations. The soldiers were still too far away to make out detail, but the walls were as tall as trees. Large trees. Later he adjusted that estimate to the walls being higher than the highest trees, and still his measurement was short.

CHAPTER TEN 

The Summer Palace was huge and impressive from the outside, but the volume of noise was unexpected as they walked closer. People passed them on the road, usually nodding or wishing them a good day. A smaller road had intersected theirs and four people, two men, and two women, walked, at least, a hundred steps ahead.
�Perfect,� Camilla whispered. �We�ll just follow them and do what they do.�
The road curved around to approach from the west side of the castle, and in the center of the massive stone wall opened a huge set of wooden gates. Soldiers stood on ramparts above, bows ready in their hands. Others held shields and spears, and still, others wore the gaudy blue and gold of the king as they stood with spears at their sides. Flags of every color waved overhead.
The four people in front slowed and spoke to a soldier beside the gate who was writing on parchment. Fleet heard most of the conversation and glanced at Camilla. She nodded and smiled with confidence as if she had done this a hundred times.
�Your business?� the soldier holding the quill demanded, none too friendly.
Camilla said, �Camilla and Fleet. We�ve never been here before. Which inn would you recommend for two nights? Nothing too expensive, but clean. And good food.�
�Ah, that's probably the Red Hen or the Fish Inn. Fishin�, get the joke?�
Camilla chuckled, then flashed her brightest smile. �Where can I find them?�
�Just enter the main gate here and cross the square. Take the same lane as the church steeple is on.�
�I can�t thank you enough, good sir. Come along, Fleet. If your mother hadn�t named you Fleet, she would have named you Slow.�
�Like I haven�t heard that before,� he mumbled, ignoring the grin the soldier now wore, as he made the entry of their passing into his log.
They both drew to a halt as they passed under the gate. Inside was chaos. Colorful tents filled the open square. Barkers shouted their spiels, two different pairs of dancers twirled to the beat of drums in one case, and to a stringed instrument in another. Sellers stood, sat on stools or on the ground. Buyers wandered from stall to stall. Musicians played. Bargaining was everywhere.
An argument broke out. People crowded around to watch. The tents were set up in ragged rows, with narrow paths between. Each seller seemed to own a small space and tried to spread out to that belonging to the spaces on either side. Fleet saw carrots, onions, and turnips sold at one stall. In the next stall hung dried meats. The next displayed hats of all colors, sizes, and styles. A dog chased a cat. People screamed at both as a boy chased them both.
�I love it,� Camilla said.
Fleet smelled meat cooking. And bread. The smells came from nearby. He took Camilla by her elbow and steered her in that direction. A few stalls away an old man with a long gray beard cooked strips of unknown meat over coals. Each was skewed on a thin strip of wood.
�Two,� Fleet said, holding up two fingers in case he couldn�t hear above the din.
�How much?� Camilla asked, putting her hand on Fleet�s and lowering it.
The man grinned. �You�re new around here. A thin copper for both to welcome you.�
She pulled a thin copper and held it up. �For four.�
�Food is expensive here. You�ll learn. Take the two and give me the thin.�
The brown coin disappeared as she turned and pointed to a woman baking in an oven mounted on a small wagon. Her goods were displayed on the tailgate, a variety of rolls, buns, and bread. Camilla pulled an unwilling Fleet away from the meat vendor. The price for bread seemed reasonable and as Camilla paid the meat vendor was at her side, holding four strips of meat.
�I thought I�d deliver these. One thin copper for the four, as you offered.� His smile looked forced.
Camilla paid him. The bakery woman sighed, �Too much.�
Fleet said, �I almost paid that much for two.�
The baker dusted powdery hands and chuckled, �I know. He always sets up his stall right near the city gate to catch those newcomers who don�t know any better.�
�Is that what you do?� Camilla asked, trying to smile as she tasted the first bite of meat and her eyes lit up with joy.
�Just the opposite, Miss Prissy, who thinks she knows it all and knows nothing.� She gave Camilla a knowing look and continued, �I set up here by the gates so people leaving the palace can take fresh bread home with them. Hopefully more than one loaf.�
�Miss Prissy? What does that mean?� Fleet asked, finishing the first strip of meat and tearing off some bread that was still warm.
The woman opened the oven door and used a wood paddle to pull out another loaf of bread. She said, �What it means, is your sister is just like my youngest. Always has her nose in the air and thinks she knows everything.�
Camilla laughed.
�Miss Prissy,� Fleet said, then turned back to the baker. �Are you here often?�
�Most days.�
Fleet said, �You can count on us being back.� Then he began navigating the narrow passages between the stalls and tents, barely avoiding purchasing, at least, a dozen wonderful looking items. He came to a stone wall. A narrow path of a road followed the edge of the wall, which was crowded with people.
He stood and turned a full circle. �That is the wall of the dungeon. See where it has been repaired since the dragon attack? The rocks are newer looking. And there is the church steeple the guard spoke of.�
�I protest if you intend to locate us at the Fish Inn. He mentioned the Red Hen first, and it is my guess that it is the better of the two.� Camilla had her jaw set.
Fleet liked the idea of the other because of the funny name but relented. He started to turn into the alley leading to the inns when he noticed the strings to Camilla�s purse at her waist were exposed. Then he saw one was broken.
Her eyes followed his to the strings, and she pulled the purse free. Of the four strings, only two were intact. �Cut,� she said, examining the ends.
Fleet felt for his own purse, half expecting it to be gone. It was there. �After we secure our rooms we add two more purses to our list. We split our coin so if we lose a purse we still have the means to pay.�
�We also buy a needle and thread.�
�I�m talking about making sure we�re not robbed.�
Her face was tight, serious. �Me too. I�ll sew some of the more valuable coins into our clothing tonight.�
Fleet found a lane that ran in the direction of the steeple. The crowds instantly thinned as they entered a narrow canyon set with doors every so often. As they came to the first intersection, a sign painted with a red chicken hung over a door.
He also saw a sign further down the street with a large silver fish painted on it. They entered the doorway and found long tables set to either side of the room, making an aisle down the middle. A set of bells on a ribbon jangled when the door opened. On the left was a fireplace, and on the right was a raised area where a man sat and played a small string instrument that made a pleasant sound to match his voice. A stairway rose on the far wall, an open doorway under it.
Four people ate at a table on the left, a table that could seat sixteen or more. A woman with a face flushed bright red emerged from the door under the stairs, a tray of mugs in her hands. �Sit anywhere, I�ll be right with you.�
They took a seat nearer the man singing. The red-faced woman rushed up to them. �What can I get you?�
�We need a room for two nights,� Fleet said.
�Don�t rightly have rooms. Up there,� she indicated the landing with a jut of her chin, �are places to sleep on the floor.�
Fleet said, �We were hoping for a room to ourselves. Are there any nearby inns that have them?�
�The Fish Inn has private rooms. That is if they�re not all rented. But if you stay there, let me give you some friendly advice. Eat and drink here. I suppose you want to go on down there and see about a room first?�
Ignoring the groan from Camilla at the information about the inn with the funny name, he stood. �We�ll check with them, but since you were fair with us, you�ll see us again.�
They left the Red Hen with Fleet trying his best to avoid eye contact with Camilla. The Fish Inn did have rooms to let, on the first floor. Each door was in a hallway that anyone in the main room could see. No locks, but enough prying eyes to deter thieves. The proprietor was a massive man with a bald head a gold earring and quick smile.
Fleet decided any thieves would be better off stealing elsewhere. Three rooms were available. He said to take their choice. The first was right next to the main room and the least desirable since most people wanted quiet. But it was available. However, the door was situated where half the room could see it, and that seemed better than privacy.
�This one will do nicely.�
�Quieter ones in the back,� the proprietor offered.
�We like this one.� Fleet paid for two nights and closed the door as the proprietor left. �We have shopping to do. I suggest we stay together.�
�Water bottles, blankets, needle and thread, food for traveling. What else?�
�Information. I want to hear about the dragon attack,� Fleet said.
�Is that a good idea? We don�t need to tip anyone off the reason we�re here.�
Fleet considered her answer, then decided. �I imagine all newcomers ask about it. It would be odder if we didn�t.�
Camilla removed part of the coins from her purse. She turned a loaf of bread over after tearing off one end so it looked like they had eaten from it. Then she scooped part of the underside with her finger and placed the coins inside. Looking up at Fleet�s expression, she said, �Who would steal a loaf of stale bread?�
�Splitting your money into smaller amounts is always a good idea, but there are so many people here I feel like keeping it in my hand.�
�It�s like everyone is trying to cheat everyone else. Almost a game.�
They left together, but Fleet paused in the main room where two men played a dice game. Neither moved fast and from their position, they would see anyone entering a room. He steered Camilla near them. Then he waited until they looked up.
�My name is Fleet, and this is my sister, Camilla. We�re here to visit an uncle but we have a couple of days to ourselves. I�d like to ask a favor.�
The response came after a hesitation, and one of them glancing at the other and getting a nod. He growled, �What is it?�
Fleet said, �We have never been to a city like this, and we don�t have much to steal, but all we have is here. If it gets taken, we don�t eat until our uncle comes, and my father will really be mad at me. Could you just keep an eye on our door?�
The nearer of the two shrugged.
The other said, �Nobody steals at the Fish Inn, but we�ll watch for you.�
�That makes me feel better. Can I, at least, buy each of you a mug of ale?�
Smiles lit up their faces as Fleet motioned to the woman serving food to another table. She said, �The usual?�
Both men nodded. Fleet thought he saw hesitation and asked, �Is there more than one ale served?�
�Three,� she said.
�They will drink the best today,� then he looked at them. �If that is agreeable to you?�
Eager nods greeted his offer. As he and Camilla left the inn, Camilla whispered, �Our room is safe. You made a pair of friends.�
They walked down the almost deserted street by several colorful doors until they came to the edge of the market again. They paused and looked over the hundreds of brightly colored tents, waving banners, and people milling from one stall to another. A woman danced to a poor musician, further along, several chickens escaped their cage and ran off, a boy of ten or twelve in pursuit.
It all seemed fun until Fleet found a pair of eyes in the crowd watching him. Fleet glanced away and made as if to turn into an alley. Then he looked quickly, and the same man was still watching. He wore a loose fitting shirt and baggy trousers as if he had lost a lot of weight. His cheeks were smooth, only a stubble of beard grew on the tip of his chin.
Camilla said, �There is where I can buy a needle and thread.�
She took his arm and steered him into the throng. Fleet meekly followed. While she dickered with a pale woman over the items, Fleet made a full turn looking for the oddly dressed man who was watching. Instead, he found a palace guard looking at him as if he was angry. Or scared.
�Pay her. We have to go.�
Fleet moved away from the guard, pushing Camilla ahead. She sensed something wrong and went quickly. He headed in the general direction of the Fish Inn, taking them from the turmoil of the sellers and buyers, next to the palace walls. There they left most of the activity and walked quickly until reaching a section of the city wall plastered with official notices, items for sale, and posters for people wanted for crimes.
A poster all alone held a finely drawn face. It was Fleet. The poster was placed by the king, and the image was a perfect representation. A reward was offered.

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

They ducked into the next street, but not before Camilla�s hand snatched the poster from the stone wall and slipped it inside her shirt. Taking several turns down streets lined with many doors and windows, but few people, they arrived back at the inn. Perhaps ten people ate dinner in the main room. All eyes watched them as diners always watch new arrivals, but none reacted with recognition except the two old men playing the game. One gave them a friendly nod before going back to his dice.
For the entire distance from the square, Fleet had examined every person he passed, peering at each one to see if there was any sense of recognition. The oddly dressed man in the square had watched him with greedy eyes of recognition, and the palace guard seemed to be watching him, as well.
Once in their room with the door firmly closed, Camilla pulled the poster out. She held it up beside Fleet. �The drawing looks a lot like you. Not exact. Close enough to be your brother and bring questions to mind for anyone searching for this person. Or they might decide it is poorly drawn and it is you.�
�It says that the person on the poster is suspected of being Dragon Clan.�
Camilla mused, turning the poster one way and then the other, checking it and Fleet�s face. �This is clearly not you. That makes your �brother� Dragon Clan . . . Which means that you are too.�
If Fleet were detained and questioned, they would certainly want to see his back make sure he was not the man on the poster. He cringed at the idea. The poster made his presence dangerous, and it also meant Camilla was at risk simply because she traveled with him. Fleet tried to slow his breathing and avoid reacting too quickly and making a mistake.
�We can�t stay here,� Camilla said, already gathering her things. She removed her coins from the stale bread and slipped the pack on her back.
Fleet had his bedroll ready to go also. There was a door at the end of the hallway that led to the outhouses. Fleet said, �Out the back. We can�t risk being spotted in the main room. We have to avoid crowds.�
Before he could move, he felt the touch of a dragon on his back. He glanced at Camilla. She didn�t seem to feel it yet, so he kept it to himself again. He would wait to see when she felt the touch.
The elders said the dragons were drawn to danger. When one of the Dragon Clan felt danger a dragon often appeared, as if called. When the danger increased, dragons sometimes attacked. There were tales where they killed Dragon Clan in the turmoil of a battle, but that was rare, and considered accidental. They usually swooped down shrieking and spitting black fire at enemies. Now and then they grabbed one and flew high before dropping the helpless man.
Fleet let the information he knew sweep over him in an instant, reviewing and searching for anything that might help. He pulled the door open and led the way down the hallway, walking calmly and slowly, as if making a trip to the outhouse. As he opened the rear door, he glanced back and saw Camilla followed.
Beyond her, in the dining hall, not a single person watched their departure. Once outside, he pointed away from the busy square. �We go that way.�
The Summer Palace and surrounding town were built on the slope of a hill. He chose to move higher as they searched for another gate. They came to a small island of green. A park. A viewpoint allowed them to look out over the lower city, above one-story rooftops and a few busy streets.
The city gate was there, across the crowded square. The sun was still high, and Fleet didn�t know if the gates were closed at night. But crossing the square placed them firmly in danger, even if he tried to hide his face. That action alone might draw attention.
Camilla eased closer, so she could speak without any of the others in the park hearing. �There is another gate. Maybe more, also, but one I can see, and it has no crowds.�
�That also means the guards will see fewer people in a day, and the faces will not blend together.�
Camilla pointed, �Sit on that bench.�
Without questioning why he moved to the indicated bench and sat. She went to the rear of the bench. He turned long enough to see her pull the thread she had purchased from her bag. Instead of sewing, she reached for his hair and combed it to the back with her fingers. When she had most of it pulled back, she tied it with the string.
Moving to his front, she said, �That makes you look different. The poster has a full head of hair bushing out at the sides and hair covering the forehead. You now look nothing like the poster.�
Fleet wanted to argue that a piece of the thread couldn�t make that much difference but held back. Camilla was far more experienced where people were concerned.
She said, �I know you want to hide, but that�s the worst thing you can do. Hold your chin high and try to look like the son of a king, or, at least, a wealthy merchant. Look down on anyone we see, including the guards.�
�If they have seen the poster they will question me,� Fleet said.
�No, they won�t. They will see what they expect. If you try to hide, they will see that. If you walk tall and are unafraid, they will never think of you and that poster in the same thought. We will use the side gate. By dark, we will be far from this place.�
They stood and walked side by side. Fleet had allowed her to take charge, or, at least, act his equal in all. He still felt the dragon presence on his back. The intensity of the pain had increased, as well as his confidence. Both Camilla and a dragon were protecting him.
�Feel it?� she asked.
�Yes. I wonder if it�s here because it sensed my fear when I saw the poster.�
Camilla turned to him as they walked, searching his face. �Did you call it?�
�Not intentionally. I mean, I don�t know how, but it may know of our danger.�
Turning a corner, they found four soldiers walking directly at them. Fleet wanted to run. Camilla took his arm and laughed aloud, as if in response to something funny he had said. The soldiers eyed her as they passed, not him.
She was clever, that way. She drew the attention of the men so they didn�t look at Fleet. If asked, he�d wager none of the guards could describe him.
A sign above a doorway drew his attention. He slowed and nodded at it.
�A potter! I�ll bet we can get canteens inside.�
Fleet led the way. Inside a dour woman entered from a back room, her hands caked with red clay. �You buyin� or lookin�?�
Fleet was holding a mug that had sat on a shelf. Not the finest craftsmanship, he found. �Our uncle told us to buy water jugs for him. Small ones he can carry when he goes hunting in the dry lands.�
�So you need jugs with stoppers?� she snapped, as if too busy to display items. She pointed, �What I got are over there. I don�t barter. Coin only.�
Camilla picked one up and examined it critically, turning it this way and that. �This will do. Can we also buy some heavy string so he can loop it around his neck?�
�I don�t give supplies for people buying a jar.�
�We will need six. And leather thongs would be better. He�ll pay,� Camilla said while jabbing a thumb at Fleet.
�Those are quality water jugs and don�t come cheap.�
Camilla smiled. �I can see the excellent workmanship. We will also need stoppers. How much does a single jug cost?�
A predatory expression crossed the woman�s face. �A full copper each.�
She was trying to rob them. Fleet had the coin, in fact, his purse contained silver and small gold, but there was a principle. If he allowed the woman to overcharge him by so much, she would remember him. He said, �I will pay three coppers for all six, including leather thongs and stoppers.�
The woman crossed her arms over an ample bosom. �I said, a full copper each.�
Fleet knew similar businesses were often located near each other. He shrugged, �Three is more than fair.� He looked at Camilla. �There�s another potter a street over. Maybe he�d treat us fairly.�
�Alright! You�re taking advantage of me, but I don�t want you givin� good coin to that damned thief, Paton. Besides, his pots all list to one side because he drinks while he works.�
Camilla hid her grin with the back of her hand as Fleet passed three coppers to woman shopkeeper. She swiftly snatched the coins and disappeared behind the drape hanging over the doorway to the workroom only to reappear with a fistful of cork stoppers and leather strips that probably had originally come with the jugs. She didn�t offer to help tie them, but asked that they close her door firmly when they left.
They tied the jugs and looped them over their shoulders so they would bounce against each other and crack. The poor quality said one good hit would probably break both. At the door, a man was about to enter.
Camilla said, �Good sir, are there any places nearby that sell jerked meat or smoked fish?�
�Traveling, are you? Well, there�s a place my sister owns. Just up the street that way,� he flicked his eyes in the direction they were going anyway. �You�ll smell it. She bakes, too. Look for the green door.�
Camilla thanked him and flashed an irritating smile at Fleet. It was that same smile his little sister used when she was in front of their parents; that sweet, I�m so good smile.
Fleet lost any sense if irritation when they approached the green door with the delicious smells drifting outside. Inside they found a busy, young girl no more than ten. She held a basket of small loaves of baked bread that she drew from to restock shelves. Other shelves held cakes, muffins, and heavy dark bread loaves as large as his head.
Camilla took charge. She told the girl what they wanted, and the girl showed them to a table filled with several kinds of jerky, hard sausage, and salted fish. Camilla pointed, and the girl wrapped the selections in a thin cloth. Then a second. At least five kinds of bread went into the backpacks with the meats. Camilla paid, and they left.
Fleet felt his name should be changed to Slow as she�d suggested earlier. The backpack was heavier, awkward, and the three empty water jugs felt cumbersome. His left hand held his staff, carried so it rested on his shoulder and didn�t strike other pedestrians.
At an intersection, Fleet found the gate that would hopefully take them outside the palace walls. Two sleepy guards waited on either side.
Camilla said, �Lift your chin a little and try to look important. If they speak, act insulted.�
Fleet let his chin rise, and his eyes lowered as if he didn�t have a care. The act seemed a thin guise to allow them to pass. Besides, he felt foolish.
As they neared the gate, Camilla said in a louder voice, �I don�t care!�
�What?�
She placed her hands on her hips and said, �He has no right to tell me what to do. I am old enough to choose my own boyfriends.�
�Suiters?� Fleet asked, puzzled. The guards were looking at Camilla when he noticed the poster with a face similar to his on the wall next to the guard on the left.
�Well, call them what you will. I am old enough to marry in some places. So why can they tell me not to see Ben anymore? It�s just not fair.�
Her barrage of objections was loud enough for all to hear, and they were beyond the gate and walking down the dirt road before she finished. She winked at him.
I have a lot to learn. Fleet winked back, but without speaking. Thanks to her, they had passed the guards without slowing. If they had taken the time to talk to him and compare his face to the likeness on the poster, he might have been recognized�even if it was a false recognition. Once they saw his bare back, they would believe they captured the person on the poster. Whoever it is.
They traveled south on the road, which was their direction, but at the first wide path leading off to the east, Fleet left the road. �Just in case anyone follows,� he said to himself as much as to Camilla. She didn�t object or question his actions.
They were in a dense evergreen forest. That usually meant the soil was not productive for farming and often shallow. Creepers and vines were tangled on the ground competing for space and sunlight. On the other hand, it concealed them, and the tang in the air reminded him of home. The path held other human footprints, as well as those of deer and other wild animals.
Where it crossed a stream, Fleet motioned to their right. Downstream. While no path existed, the bank of the stream was easy to walk. The stream cut down the center of a narrow valley so no farms would be near.
It was a place where a fire could be built without discovery, and they could talk. He wanted privacy because the conversation they were to have would not be pleasant. The only thing lacking was a hospital in case Camilla hurt him over what he was about to tell her.

CHAPTER TWELVE 

The campfire failed to warm Fleet. He chewed on a stick of dried meat and washed it down with cold stream water, all the while avoiding eye contact with Camilla. The day had not yet ended, and he sat in the grass while she sat on a large rock and sewed coins into the hem of his shirt.
She had been humming a song as she sewed, but paused to bite the string to break it. Examining her work, she raised her eyes to him and said, �Out with it.�
�Huh?�
�You�ve been more quiet than usual, if that�s possible. I�m guessing you have something to say to me that I�m not going to like.�
How does she do that? �Yes, I do. That poster of the face like mine changes everything.�
�Nobody recognized you.�
�That�s not true. At least, two did, or at least, they were suspicious. But that isn�t what worries me right now.�
�Tell me.�
�There is obviously one of the Dragon Clan, who was in the Summer Palace who looks like me. They know what he looks like. Any of us who resemble him could be questioned. Our family, and the family in the Raging Mountains must be made aware there�s a drawing of one of us. I have no idea of how they know what the person looks like, and we need to find out.�
�You�d think there would be posters of Raymer since he was a prisoner there.�
�I�m sure there were. Last summer. Now there are posters of another. Soldiers are searching for this unknown man, and that brings danger to all of us. Maybe someone in our clan knows this person, or will meet him. The flyer you stole will show them what he looks like.�
�I�ll keep it safe. Now, what�s the problem?�
Fleet drew a deep breath before speaking. �You should take it to the family in the morning.�
�What?�
�Family comes first. That�s the first law, and you know it as well and me.�
Camilla�s face reddened and hardened. Fleet prepared for battle, but she relaxed and finally smiled.
She held out his shirt. �Here put your shirt back on. In the morning, we�ll split the supplies so you can have all you need. I just need enough food to make it home. There�s plenty of water along the route, and I know the way.�
Fleet adjusted his shirt, feeling the slightly odd tug of the coins when he moved. He said, �I thought you�d fight my decision.�
She pursed her lips and waited for a few breaths before answering. �If the council had put me in charge I�d make the same choice. Would you do what I ordered?�
He sat again and considered her question. Finally, he said, �Yes. But I wouldn�t like it.�
She twirled her blanket around herself and settled down, her head resting on her pack. Fleet watched her, as he watched the night took over the day. The insects of the night made different sounds, as did the animals. Things at night seemed somehow softer, more subdued. Animals moved slower as they stalked their prey. The calls were softer and more varied. A frog croaked nearby. One more distant answered and soon a chorus of frogs croaking split the silence.
Camilla slept, barely moving. He watched her for a long time. Without her, his mission would have already failed several times, yet he was sending her away. Was it the right thing to do? Fleet reviewed everything that had happened since leaving home and tried to think of an excuse to keep her with him.
No matter how he dissected the information, the right thing to do was to send her home with the poster and information. Family first. Even if he failed his mission, the next person they sent would have the advantage of the information she would share with the family. It was best for the family, and that resolved the issue, except for his feelings.
Even so, he didn�t like it. The council had made a good choice in sending her with him. Her strengths were his weaknesses. He would have to complete the job on his own, and that would certainly be harder without her.
He woke with the sound of Camilla rising. He�d fallen asleep where he sat, and sometime during the night, he�d pulled his blanket over himself. The small fire had burned itself out long ago, and he wanted an early start. There would be no fire this morning. He reached for his backpack and pulled a small loaf of white bread, hard on the outside and still soft inside. He tore off a chunk and chewed slowly.
Camilla went to the stream and returned with two containers of water. She chose to tear off a piece of heavy bread that was almost black instead of the loaf he offered. They watched the sky lighten before she said, �Let�s split up our supplies. I�ll need to circle way around the Summer Palace, and stay away from Nettleton, but that should be no problem.�
�I�ve never seen anything like that bazaar. I can�t get it out of my head.�
She flashed an appraising glance his way. �The square in the palace? Yes, we should go to another bazaar in the future and watch all there is. I�m sure we only saw a small portion of what there was to see, hear, and taste.�
Fleet wanted to say more, but decided both of them had said enough. Suddenly he was not hungry and began sorting what he would take and what she would. He was heading into the drylands, so he decided to carry all six water jugs, each large enough to carry at least three mugs of water. They would be heavy, but if it was as dry as he�d heard, they were worth it. But there was plenty of water, for now, so he only filled four.
The bread would go stale in another day, or two at most. The crust was already hard. The fish, smoked meat, and dried jerky would last for months. He took the majority of those.
Soon he realized he was stalling, and so was Camilla. He mumbled, �I wish it could be different.�
Her lower lip trembled, and her eyes threatened to flood her face, but she managed to hold her emotions in check. �I have a long day of walking in front of me. I should be leaving.�
Fleet felt his emotions rise to the surface, but he turned and started walking away as he called softly, �Stay clear of gypsies and I�ll see you at home. Thanks for helping.�
As he went around a bend in the stream, he glanced back long enough to find she still stood and watched. He kept going and avoided wiping a tear until he was sure she was out of sight.
The sky filled with high clouds that prevented the warmth of the sun from reaching him. He needed to travel south and east, but the path he followed took him west, back in the general direction of the Summer Palace. Camilla would go north before turning west so she could skirt the palace.
At the first animal track that turned South, Fleet turned. It was small, twisting, and overgrown. The travel was slow as he went up one small hill and down another. At mid-morning he found a narrow footpath leading south. It was almost wide enough for two abreast, and in the soft mud at a seep, there were dozens of prints from people of every size.
If he turned and followed it the other way, he had no doubt he�d find himself at the castle. And ahead, he expected to find farms. The people on those farms traveled to the market at the castle to sell their crops and buy what they needed. More than a little bartering was done. He was not surprised when he spotted a woman and girl about ten walking in his direction. They might be a good source of local information.
They had been ahead of him on the path, beyond where the trail made a wide turn. The woman and girl were out of his sight until the next turn, but as he rounded it, the path ahead was empty. Fleet calculated the time each should have traveled, and his eyes lowered to the study the footprints on the road. A scuff indicated where they had slipped off the path to avoid him.
He refused to look to the side of the road for fear of scaring them. However, their actions were normal. Strangers are avoided whenever possible, especially men.
Fleet paused later, and enjoyed sipping the water from the single jug he carried that he�d filled. As the water became scarce, he intended to fill all six, but saw no reason to carry them all filled until needed. The pines, cedar, and spruce gave way to more trees with leaves. The path didn�t rise and fall over small hillocks anymore, but a larger hill rose ahead, almost a small mountain.
The path didn�t climb to the top as in other hills he�d crossed. It climbed for a while then skirted along the side, rising with each step, but the hill itself was too steep to climb without effort. Near halfway up someone had sawed a section of a tree and split it lengthwise. Both halves were sitting on stumps, providing two benches facing each other.
He fell onto the nearest to catch his breath. Fleet, he muttered again. Then, rested somewhat, he stood and tiredly walked some more. At the crest, he found another bench, this one with a view of a wide, sloping valley on the other side of the hill. He sat again, this time, to study what lay ahead as much as to rest.
At least twenty farms were in view, and more might lay off to his right where he couldn�t see well because of trees. Most were a farmhouse and barn, surrounded by pastures and planted fields. A small river flowed down the center, but, at least, three streams fed it, and there were farms situated along them, too.
Smoke drifted from a few chimneys, cows grazed, and crops grew under the watchful eyes of farmers whose tasks never ended. Children�s laughter and squeals of delight drifted to him. In many ways, it reminded him of his home.
He picked out a road that was probably at the end of the path he followed and let his eyes travel to the far side of the valley where the rise of the hills looked far shorter than where he sat. He estimated that it would be near dark before he reached there.
�If you�re going to cross the whole valley today don�t waste any time sitting around and enjoying the view, son.�
Fleet whirled around, his staff coming into the first defense position without thinking. �Who�re you?�
A thin man with wide shoulders stepped into full view. He carried a bow over his shoulder, and his arrows were in the Quiver hanging at his side. He was old enough to have sons Fleet�s age, but moved with the grace of a man much younger.
The man smiled. �Seen any sign of deer?�
Fleet allowed his staff to lower, and he slowed his breathing. �A few, not many.�
�Name�s Orin. Haven�t seen a traveler come this way for probably two years.�
There was a question buried in the statement that would be rude to ignore. �My uncle needs help. Broke a leg. I�m called Fleet, but from the slow walk up that hill, I don�t know why they call me that.�
�Not many farmers over that way,� he indicated the far side of the valley with his chin. �Gets dry pretty fast so crops can�t mature.�
�I know the way. I was there a few years ago.�
�Well, okay then. I have a deer to find. Good day to you, son.�
�And to you,� Fleet replied, knowing that the meeting had not been entirely accidental. The man, Orin, had been deer hunting, but when he saw Fleet, he came to investigate. He may have been following him for some time. Deer seldom live on the tops of mountains.
Still, Orin had supplied useful information. Before leaving the valley, Fleet would fill all his water jugs. For now, he would also take the man�s advice and increase his pace to the far side. He didn�t need to sleep in a farmer�s field and be woken by a pitchfork or angry dog in the middle of the night.
Three times he paused long enough to speak briefly to farmers who were near the road. It was being neighborly, and would have appeared odd if he had passed by without a word. At one farm a woman was picking early apples from trees in the front of her house.
She waved and held up an apple. �Want some?�
He climbed the fence and met her half way. She had an apron filled with eight large apples. She wouldn�t accept payment, other than his thanks. Soon he was walking down the road, singing a lewd song he�d heard late one night, and anticipating where he�d plant the seeds.
Eat one plant two, said the old saying in the Dragon Clan. His thinking turned to family, and the first time his father had taken him into the forest where they hunted and planted, at least, ten apple trees in various locations. His father explained that apple trees do not like to get their feet wet, meaning they do not grow well in mud. They do like water, though.
But apples can be a lifesaver when you�re hungry, and the Dragon Clan had planted the trees for generations. Some apples ripen in early summer. Others later. And some in the fall. A few varieties store all winter, and all can be dried. For most of the year, there is free food hanging from trees when you find one. Since that first trip with his father, he had planted hundreds, if not thousands of apple seeds. Not all grow into trees, but he knew of at least three that he planted and years later went back and ate from those trees. There were others, he was sure.
His inward thinking continued. There were those trees planted by every other member of the Dragon Clan over the generations. Forests were filled with apple trees if you looked for them. With each thought, his feet gained more ground, and when he finished musing on the past, the road crossed the river with a crude bridge.
He went down the bank and filled all the jugs, and then filled himself. Crossing the bridge, he decided, was like a dividing line. The ground began to rise, grow rockier, and the farms were fewer, and the sun felt hotter, which was probably his imagination.
The road on the other side of the bridge was much narrower and less. Besides climbing a long hill, there were holes in the road, as well as numerous washouts. Ahead stood one decrepit farmhouse and an old barn. He had to look twice to determine that it was still occupied.
The few trees grew smaller and sturdier. The dirt felt harder. He saw no more running water. The jugs didn�t feel so heavy when he considered that less weight meant less water. The other side of the hill fell away down a long slope, and beyond was flat. And dry. The drylands.
He paused and took in the lay of the land again. Off to his right looked more rugged, and a small rutted valley separated the land, a touch of green down the center. At the bottom of the valley might be water. He could conserve the jugs he carried, if it was true. The sides of the valley would hide a fire.
While the land appeared empty, he knew that it was often not. Besides, the usual game was often men hiding from others. Good men normally didn�t have to hide. He�d heard tales of them his whole life and ahead was perfect for them. They could hide, but remain close enough to trade for food with the local farmers.
Fleet jockeyed all he carried so his staff was at the ready. As soon as practical he left the diminishing path and headed out on his own, one eye on the distance ahead, the other on the ground in front of him, but remembering the incident with Dakar near Bear Mountain, he also kept an eye watching behind.
It was perfect country for snakes. He let his staff swing to and fro in front of him as he walked, hoping to draw any attract at the staff, or scare them off.
The touch of the dragon while traveling with Camilla had confirmed his belief that he could feel them at a greater distance. In the barren land ahead of him was a family of the Dragon Clan that was little more than a rumor. They hid from normals as all clans did. If he could locate them easily, the king�s men could too.
However, if he could entice a dragon to fly over, they would know he belonged. If, that was a lot of words. While not relaxing his attention at all, he reached out with his mind, seeking the mental touch.
It was not there.
His second plan was to boldly walk in plain sight and hope they have watchers, as all families he�d heard of doing. They may try to scare him away, as his family often did to innocent people who wandered too close to their village. If they made any contact at all, he would display his birthmark, and he would be received as a prince. But first, he had to find them.
Or allow them to find him. But the best way seemed to be the dragon that answered his calls. If he could go into the desert and call the dragon, they might see it. He walked and watched and waited for the touch that didn�t come.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

As hoped, Fleet found a small stream flowing at the bottom of the canyon. Less than a canyon, it was a split in the flat ground that he managed to climb to the bottom in a short time. The sun hadn�t set, and he gathered a large pile of dry wood, most of it less than the diameter of his thumb and it would burn quickly. The entire pile came to his waist, but he doubted it would last the night.
It would get cold. He kept gathering sticks and whatever else he found, lost in his solitude and loneliness. If nothing else, Camilla could have offered suggestions on how to contact the family and he should have asked her.
Bending to gather a handful of sticks, a shadow moved. He jerked his head up and found three men standing where his pile of branches, backpack, and staff lay. In an instant, he realized they were trouble.
One stood slightly apart, cleaning his fingernails with a rust-free knife that was all too impressive in contrast to the filthy rags he wore. The other two were dressed no better. All wore smiles, but the smiles didn�t reach their eyes.
Fleet felt his heart beating faster. He drew a deep breath and forced a false smile of his own. �Good evening. I�m called Fleet.�
The one cleaning his nails said, �I suppose that means you�re going to be �fleet� and run away leaving us with all your belongings.�
The other two laughed like idiots.
Fleet glanced at his pack containing his food, and his water jugs beside. His blanket was rolled, and the idea flashed through his mind that he didn�t have time for worthless dregs like those facing him. He was on an important mission. His anger began to grow, but he held it in check.
�I�m not going anywhere without my belongings.� His voice had not cracked, and to Fleet�s ears, he sounded calm and not afraid. Afraid. No, he was not afraid, he found. He was angry. Angry at allowing himself to be cornered by the likes of the three in front of him. He needed to prevent them from stealing his things to accomplish his mission.
Other than the single knife, he saw no weapons. Without looking down, the bed of the stream held round rocks as large as his fist. They were weapons if used right. The item that kept his attention was that if he could reach his staff, he would defeat the three men easily.
�I wouldn�t try it,� one warned, a second knife that had been held behind his leg appeared as he watched Fleet�s eyes.
The third held up a larger, but rusty knife. His smile was almost sad. �We�ve been watching you all day.�
�I haven�t been here all day,� Fleet said, just for the sake of correcting him while he decided what to do. He could run as one suggested. Then he could follow them and try to get his belongings back. But that would take days, perhaps before he recovered what would be left of his supplies. He could run and let them have it all. Sewn into his shirt was more than enough coins to purchase it all again.
He decided to fight. None of the three displayed weapons that would reach any distance. A rock thrown in the face of one would put him down. Pulling the knife at his side and charging would probably make the other two flee. If not, he�d fight.
But as he tensed and his anger grew, a faint tickle touched his back. Instead of reaching for the rock at his feet, he stood still.
The one that had been cleaning his nails said, �I want your knife, too. And we�ll take what else you have. If you drop the knife and run off, we won�t chase you.�
The tingle on his back was growing stronger. �I�ll die out here without fire or blanket.�
�Not our problem dumb-ass. But, it�s the only way you leave here alive.� He spat at his feet and took a tentative step in Fleet�s direction while motioning with his hand for the others to join him.
Fleet stood his ground, twenty steps away. He said, �You don�t know it, but the three of you may not leave here alive. I suggest you run, instead of me.�
The leader gave a puzzled look at the others, then back at him again. �What�re you going to do to us?�
�Me? Nothing. But you fools have chosen to attack the Dragon Clan. Do you know what that means?� Fleet felt the touch of the dragon increasing. �It means I have a dragon at my command, and I�ve called it to fly down into this canyon, and I may tell it to kill the three of you.�
The feeling on his back had turned to stinging pain with the approach of the dragon, but he welcomed it. In his mind, he pictured the dragon flying low and screeching as it passed over them.
He noticed a flick of movement from the sky behind the men. He relaxed and smiled, but said nothing else. The leader started walking in Fleet�s direction, the other two on his heels, but after four or five steps, a sound of soft leather beating against the air made itself known. Rhythmic. Steady.
Three heads turned as one. Despite knowing what was to come, the screech sounded and echoed off the walls of the canyon, making it seem even louder. Fleet covered his ears and waited. Three more flaps of giant wings and the dragon flew directly over them, so low the force of the wind from the wings stirred dust.
The men scattered. Fleet flashed a mental image of the dragon grabbing them in its claws and flying off, then did his best to put the image out of his head. He ran to his staff and turned a full spin, searching for an enemy.
Fleet gathered his belongings with the last of the light and traveled along the side of the stream until finding a place to climb the steep wall. Before leaving the stream, he knelt and drank as much of the tepid water as possible, and topped off his four jugs. Then he climbed to the flat of the desert floor and walked by starlight until he found a shelf of protruding rock as high as his knee. It was a ridge that continued into the darkness to either side.
He wrapped the blanket around himself and cursed the three men again. He�d have a cold camp on hard rock. Just before falling asleep, he realized he had never once thanked the dragon that usually stayed out of sight, but seemingly remained close enough to fly to his rescue. They were not bonded, yet the dragon seemed to have an attachment to him. Fleet decided to ask the elders at the drylands branch of the family if they could explain the relationship. There may be more than one kind of bonding.
All he had to do was locate the family that successfully had hidden in the desert for generations, and survive the heat and thirst of the desert, plus highwaymen, criminals, and the king�s army, long enough to ask them. He fell asleep with a smile on his face.
He woke cold and scared, time after time. Dreams of three men sneaking up on him kept him alert. A mouse scurrying across the sand caused his staff to find its way into his hand. When the sun finally rose, he didn�t stand. Instead, he sat and let the warmth sweep over him until it penetrated his blanket and clothing. When he warmed his eyes closed, and he fell into a fitful sleep.
After a sip of water and a handful of salted fish he walked. He�d heard salted fish helps in the desert. Looking to the south terrified him. Fleet had lived in the mountains on the slopes of Bear Mountain his whole life. Ahead lay brown sand and rock, broken here and there by small bushes or cactus, and even those plants were more brown than green. The little green in sight was subdued, faded, or growing in hues of brown that blended with the sand.
There were no hills to stand upon look ahead. The sun reflected off the sand with so much intensity that he considered wearing his shirt on his head. The heat of the sand started seeping up through his feet.
He kept walking, forcing himself to wait before drinking any water. If it took three jugs of water to walk into the desert, it would take at least the same to walk out. He would only go into the desert the same as it took to leave. Late in the day, he found the terrain changing. The ground grew rougher, there were hills and to his right, the land rose. Where it was higher, were the effects of water gouging out the landscape.
At one place he found where several small canyons on the hillsides emptied near the same place, and there was green. He shifted directions slightly and headed for it. Arriving, he found a shallow swampy area.
Water oozed from where he stepped, but what little was standing was used by animals. Hoof prints and footprints were everywhere. The shallow water was brownish-yellow from the animals relieving themselves. The stench was overpowering.
But there were reeds growing at the edge. Fleet went into the reeds and after cutting an armload, carried it away from the water to the shade of a boulder that was taller than he stood. If there were hoofed animals, there were predators. He didn�t want to become a meal for a pack of wolves or dogs.
The reeds were green, as long as his arm, and pliable. He placed a circle of them, all touching in the center and spreading out. Then, using a simple under and over method he wove other reeds until he had a hat twice as large around as his head. The sun was almost down, but he kept busy until he had a cone, along with a chin strap.
It was lopsided, stray reeds poked out at odd angles, and it smelled. But his red face and neck would be thankful tomorrow. A feeling of mastery over his environment, pumped up his sagging confidence.
Then the mosquitoes attacked. Blackflies swarmed in clouds that buzzed as loud as a rattlesnake. He choked on them. Mosquitoes fought for space on his bare skin to suck his blood. Waving his arm seemed to attract more. And the temperature started falling.
There could be no sleep under the conditions. Fleet gathered his things and started walking, determined to out-walk the insects. Finally, he decided he was far enough away and curled up in his blanket. If anything, the second night was worse than the first.
He woke before dawn and trudged ahead despite the cold. His new reed hat felt odd, but when the sun came up, he would give thanks. The backpack still held plenty of food, but his second jug of water was half gone. He might last until the end of the day�but sometime soon he would have to leave the desert or risk dying from lack of water.
The terrain to his right continued to get rougher. Instead of washed out gullies, there were canyons as large as any he�d ever seen. The other side of the dryland held much the same. Fleet realized the drylands extended much farther than he anticipated. The chances of locating the other family were about as great as him becoming king.
There was one option the family council suggested. He found a twisted cedar growing from a split in a rock. It provided almost enough shade to protect him. He downed the last of the water in the second jug. In the morning, he must retrace his steps before his water ran out.
Closing his eyes, he made a mental picture of a dragon flying nearby. When nothing happened, he tried to project danger. If not danger, then fear. He would not fail. 
Still, nothing happened. He had been so certain the dragon would come. It had five or six times previously, and it had been the first on Bear Mountain to allow him to approach. He became scared. Not scared in the physical sense, but scared that he would not accomplish his goal. Perhaps they should have sent Camilla, after all.
No. She didn�t have the ability to call a dragon. In an emergency, she might, just like any of the family might do. He spread his blanket and ate. It would be another cold camp, but as he lay and watched the blue sky, he continued to call on the dragon.
Shortly after dark, he quit. Maybe the dragon had flown back to Bear Mountain. Maybe it was ignoring him, or it didn�t like deserts. Before he left, he would try again. On his second trip into the dry lands in a few days, he would carry more water.
He would also attempt to contact the dragon every day until he knew it was close. His next venture would not fail.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Fleet woke with the sun. He remembered the frustration of the night before and lay still as he tried to touch minds with the dragon.
�What�s he doing?� A soft male voice whispered.
Fleet was on his feet, staff in hand before any answer could be heard. Two people sat where the morning sun would warm them. A man and a woman, but oddly Fleet detected in some manner that they were not a couple.
His staff was in the defensive position, held parallel to the ground, but his hands were eager to move to an attack stance. After the run in with the three idiots at the edge of the desert, he had no patience for another such encounter. However, neither of the two so much as flinched. The woman was as old as his mother, slim and stern in her appearance. The man was nearer his age, perhaps a couple of years older. Both wore heavy brown cotton shirts and baggy pants. Their hair was cut alike, too. It hung to their shoulders and over the front of their faces.
The woman said, �Why are you here?�
The question took Fleet by surprise because he had no ready answer. If he said that he was Dragon Clan, and they were not, it could cost him his life. Who would not turn him in for the sizeable reward?
He said, �I heard that some relatives of mine may be living here.�
The man answered with a cagey statement. �Nobody lives out here.�
The woman squinted while examining him as if her eyesight was not the best. �Well, we did see a dragon flying around near sundown.�
�A black one?� Fleet asked before he could stop himself.
She nodded. �We see reds mostly around here.�
Fleet was at a loss of how to continue the conversation. He couldn�t admit he was Dragon Clan. Not only would that place him in danger, but if rumors began that a Dragon Clan member had been captured in the drylands, others searching for wealth would flock to the area and possibly find the people he searched for.
She stood and reached into a shoulder bag, drawing out an oiled cloth. �Salve for the sun. It takes the sting out. May I place some on your face, arms and neck?�
She didn�t wait for an answer. In a few steps, she was facing him, gently spreading a gel on his left arm. She moved to his face, smearing more on his cheeks and forehead. She spoke in soothing tones, telling him to keep the sun off his pale skin, and complimenting him on the crude hat he�d made.
She placed more on his other arm and after dipping her fingers into the salve again, she slipped to his rear and touched his red, sore neck. As if by accident, she slipped a finger into the neck of his shirt and pulled it away from his body, as if placing more medicine on him.
�Dragon Clan,� she murmured to the other.
Fleet panicked. His staff came up. These two will die.
The man had already advanced a step closer. But instead of attacking, he spun and pulled his shirt high over his back, almost to his shoulders. The red dragon on his back was detailed, covered his whole back, and looked as angry as the black one Fleet wore.
The woman stepped back and also turned. She displayed a red dragon, the tail traveling around her waist. �I am Tessa, of the Dragon Clan.�
�I am Gray, of the Dragon Clan.�
Fleet had been taught proper manners since he was a child, but almost forgot to turn and display his birthmark. Then, the excitement of defending his presence evolved into another sort of excitement. His breath caught as he turned. He pulled his shirt high and allowed them to lay their eyes on the most magnificent birthmark they�d ever seen. At least, that was how he thought of it.
�A black,� Tessa commented.
Gray said, �We saw your dragon flying up and down the valley. It came to roost on Sage Mountain with our reds so we came looking for you.�
Tessa handed him a canteen of water. �I am the head watcher.�
Fleet accepted it, pleased and cautious at the same time. These were members of the family he�d come to meet. But he wanted to meet with the council, not the watchers. At home, he was a watcher, too. The head watcher, but he didn�t wish to sound arrogant or like a braggart so he said nothing.
Tessa accepted the canteen back and glanced at Gray as if giving him silent instructions. Then she turned her attention back to him. �You don�t talk much.�
�I will speak to your elders.�
Gray raised his eyebrows in question and lifted his staff as if ready to depart. �I take that to mean you are not here to visit or hunting for a wife?�
�Go,� Tessa said to Gray. He spun and departed at a distance-eating jog, his question about the reason for Fleet�s visit unanswered. She turned to Fleet. �Are you here for an emergency?�
�Not immediately, but my family is concerned. And yours.�
�The others?�
She said �others� as if it held meaning, but he didn�t know what. Instead of explaining his story several times he said, �We will share information, your family and I.�
Tilting her head, she thought about his response and said, �You don�t talk much, do you?�
�My dad says you can�t learn while talking.�
�Unless you�re asking questions. Then you learn. Tell him I said that.� She chuckled at her wit if that is what it was.
He rolled his blanket and prepared to follow her. �I�m not familiar with the term �others� as you used it. Who are they?�
Tessa didn�t immediately answer, but then said, �You want me to answer your questions while you answer none of mine.�
�Who are they?�
�And you are persistent,� she smiled with genuine humor. Then her voice became softer, more intense. �The others are mostly a mystery. They are not Dragon Clan, or so we believe. But they have our abilities or some of them. No, that�s not exactly right. I think we�re pretty certain we have the same abilities, but they may have them more developed.�
�So they�re Dragon Clan, but from another, unknown family. You, I and everyone I know is family. These others may be a different family or a different clan.�
�You probably have a better understanding than most, at this point.� She flashed a smile. �Your ignorance gives you an advantage. Did you come seeking information about them? The others?�
�Yes.�
�I thought that might be the case. Follow me and don�t worry about leaving tracks in the sand. The wind will blow them away in no time. Do not drop or leave anything behind, and don�t step on a plant to show off our passing, not that I think you would.�
Fleet followed behind, lost in thought, but careful where he placed his feet as a matter of routine. The woman ahead was as old as his mother and walked with light steps like she was half his age. She issued orders to Gray, and he obeyed without hesitation. In short, she was a leader.
Fleet further inferred that she ran her watchers as effectively as Fergal ran his families�. It was a position that could mean the death of the entire village if not done right. Only a certain mindset could manage it. Further, he appreciated her insights and he respected her in not demanding information he chose to withhold.
The last thing that came to mind was how lucky his family was to live high on the slopes of Bear Mountain, in the pristine forests, surrounded by pines, cedars and firs, all with scents sweet to his nose. The trees concealed them from enemies. This dry place was ugly and barren. The wind picked up, and sand shifted. Smaller grains flew.
His exuberance maintained itself. He had accomplished a major portion of his task in locating the drylands division of the family. He suspected the others would be a topic of conversation at the family council. The knowledge of their existence stunned him. Their actions might endanger everyone, and everything he knew.
The valley in the hillside they traveled became more of a rift, the walls steeper and while wide at the desert floor, narrowing as they continued. Fleet�s legs protested walking in the soft sand. He wondered how they had managed to remain hidden for generations. Hadn�t any of the king�s men ever explored the valleys?
Tessa had gradually angled to her right as they walked. The right wall of the canyon was covered in cactus, juniper, sage, and other plants. She walked directly to one impenetrable section and stepped behind a juniper twice her height. She stepped over cactus spreading under the juniper, then she carefully stepped to another bare patch of sand.
Fleet followed, matching her steps. She took three more steps to bare patches, not all in a row, and finally, she ducked around sage and several tumbleweeds. A narrow path wound off to her left, where she climbed over boulders and rocks until she reached the top. She paused and waited.
As Fleet caught up with her, he glanced behind. To his surprise, he couldn�t see the valley or the desert. He was on a saddle with shrubbery that prevented him from seeing what he�d left, but as he turned and looked ahead he gasped in surprise.
A wide, green valley, probably large enough to hold ten of the valleys he�d grown up in, lay there. Pastures, orchards, crops, cattle, barns, houses, and in the center a lake, large enough to have several boats pulled onto shore. One boat was on the water, and two people were fishing.
�It�s beautiful,� he said.
�Takes me by surprise every time I see it. We call it Oasis.�
They had traveled a few thousand steps from the desert floor, but that still seemed too close to hide noise, smoke, and indications of the Dragon Clan. �Nobody has ever found this place?�
�Not so far. The valley the desert is in narrows, and the wind blows faster as it gets channeled. Here, it blows off the desert so sound and smoke are away from anyone down there.� She pointed beyond the valley, to the sharp rise in the hill, which was small mountains with steep sides. �Almost impossible to climb, and the other side is the same.�
�Dragons nest here?�
�Close. In those hills is a place we call Sage Mountain, which is a steep slope where a rockslide caved in half the mountain. Part of the way up is a level shelf large enough for a few dragons to sun themselves. Your black is there.�
�He�s not mine. We are not bonded.�
She flashed him a puzzled look before continuing. �We have nobody bonded. But there is a secondary association of existence. We hunt out the vermin that attacks the Dragon�s eggs, and the dragons respond to our cries for help. Is it not so in your family?�
Fleet still admired the valley below, and his eyes picked out the well-traveled path that would take them down to the area where the houses were built near each other. They were all constructed with walls of stone, with mud or clay packed between. In a wet area they wouldn�t last a year, but here they might stand fifty. More maintenance kept them in shape. The roofs were poles for support and a thatch roof above.
Simple, using available building materials. Nothing too permanent, but not like his home. This settlement was built to last. Even from the distance, he felt comfortable. He said, �Yes, it is like that in my family, but only now am I considered an adult, and many of the things I need to know are in front of me.�
�You didn�t sit and listen at any council meeting?�
�No. I was the one out hunting, exploring, or watching. I became a watcher ten years ago, but only when another was with me.�
�We train ours the same. I was also the one who never attended family meetings and missed out on a lot I should have known until I returned from the Summer Palace when I was about your age.�
He turned to look at her. �That�s when and where you learned important things you needed to know?�
�That�s when I started to suspect all the things I didn�t know if that�s what you mean.�
�I think it is.�
�Are you ready to leap into the family fire? I�m sure you�ll be up late tonight because they will not pause once they start talking. News of the outside world is scarce, and news of our Dragon Clan is even more desired. They won�t let up on you.� She giggled as if thinking what he would endure was somehow funny.
He looked back at the lake and the houses. While the distance was too far to be sure, it looked like a small assemblage of people were gathering. No doubt because Gray had arrived and spread the word of his arrival.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

Other than five or six dogs, the first person to greet Fleet called himself Sawyer. He was old. White hair and beard, wrinkles, and eyes that squinted. But he carried his staff as if it was a symbol of authority, and as he moved the staff was a natural extension of his hand and arm. Fleet had the impression that he should beg off if the old man asked him to spar.
A pair of wide shoulders and upper arms told of the strength contained there, and the eyes told of the wisdom gained through the years. Dancer, his father, had told him when in battle to choose the younger opponent if he had the choice. The older one knew all the tricks and hadn�t lived that long by losing.
Sawyer nodded, the first in the group to move, which told of his authority without the use of words. He said his name in a ritualistic manner and spun slowly, raising his shirt as he did. Another red dragon. Its fangs were exposed and the lips drawn back. The eyes seemed to look directly at Fleet.
Fleet realized he was the unknown stranger and should have performed the act first, as was custom. Quickly, he said his name and turned, raising his shirt very high. The head of his black dragon was on his shoulder, similar to Camilla�s, which looked over her shoulder.
Then, as one, the rest turned and bared their backs. They were �clan. Family.
Sawyer motioned to a young girl of about five. She attentively eased a few steps closer and held out a mug of water to him. Fleet realized that she may never have met a stranger in her short life. He went to one knee and accepted the water. He said, �May I see your dragon?�
With a giggle, she turned. He told her how beautiful it was and watched her cheeks turn pink. Then he stood and said for all, �I bring news of the Dragon Clan at Bear Mountain. I also seek information and will ask for a council. There is no immediate danger so you can relax about that, but there are things my family has asked me to find out, and they sent me with a warning.�
Several of those listening exchanged surprised and confused looks. They had expected him to bring news and announce he was looking for a bride and perhaps a new home. Instead, he issued a warning.
Sawyer said in a voice loud enough for all to hear, �We will discuss these things while we eat our midday meal at the Council location. Until then, Fleet and I have matters to discuss so we would appreciate privacy.�
The crowd began to disperse, without grumbling and objection. Most headed in the direction of the lake, but many went off in other directions to complete meals, chores, or duties, Fleet decided.
The old man walked like he was in better physical shape than Fleet, but the trek across the soft desert sand had tired Fleet�s legs, and they were stiff. Still, Sawyer walked beside him, in the direction of the orchard, probably thirty rows of mature trees, at least, fifty trees deep.
Sawyer waved an arm in their direction and said, �Cherries, pears, peaches, and of course apples. I think we now have eleven varieties of apples and five pears. It is one of the sad restrictions of our home in the desert that we cannot plant trees with the seeds in the drylands, but when you leave, we would ask you to carry some with you and plant them in good locations.�
�Of course.�
�There is a bench in the shade ahead. If you don�t mind, we can sit on it and talk about whatever is on your mind, Fleet. Are you called Fleet because you run so fast?�
It was easy to see that the old man was a master of manipulation and social interaction. Fleet understood what was happening and why, yet didn�t resent it in the slightest, in fact, he enjoyed the time to feel out what he had to say to the council, and if there were information he wanted to stress, Sawyer would help him with his presentation.
�I used to run all the time, and I wanted to race the fastest. The name came naturally.�
Sawyer rubbed his chin and covered the beginnings of a smile. �Did they ever consider quiet as a name for you?�
�You�re not the first to suggest a similar name.�
�And you do not pour out your information like water falling from an old bucket. You do it your way. You did not come here seeking a possible wife, you came with a warning. That sounds ominous. Tell me about it.�
�A clan member from the Raging Mountains was found and imprisoned at King Ember�s Summer Palace two years ago. He spent a year in the dungeon. Someone passed him carrots and apples through the window. He has no idea who. He was working on escaping when a dragon flew over the palace walls and landed in the square outside his cell. It shoved the wall until it collapsed. Raymer and another man escaped.�
Sawyer had closed his eyes while Fleet spoke, but only to better picture what he said because as he opened them, they were bright and filled with questions. �He probably believed the dragon was called down by one of my family since we live so close to the palace.�
It was not a question. Fleet simply nodded and further appreciated the insight and understanding the old man displayed.
Sawyer said, �I believe you have already determined it was not one of us.�
�My family was concerned why you would openly order a dragon to attack a palace so close to your home and draw the wrath of the king�s army.�
�While the king hates us, his failed invasion of Northlands last year has severely affected what he can do, and the Earl of Northlands at Warrington has all but seized control. The Earl is unusually friendly to the Dragon Clan and removed all rewards posted in his lands. Of course, we are located in King Ember�s lands, but tensions here have also eased.�
Fleet appreciated Sawyer filling him in on what he knew. It saved repetition. �Tessa mentioned people, not of the clan, people called �others� because she has no better name.�
�Yes. Have you any information about them? They are new to this land, and we know next to nothing about them.�
�To the best of my knowledge, nobody in the two Dragon Clan families that I know have ever heard of them, let alone have information.�
�I feared as much,� Sawyer said. �But let me tell you the little I know, or believe I know of them. They do not come to us in the traditional manner, as you did. They do not seek us out and display their backs. In fact, they seem determined to avoid us.�
�How long have you known about them?�
�A year. Maybe a little longer. We heard rumors and suspected it was members of your family or another nearer Princeton. But as we encountered more rumors and actions, we suspected it was people not of the Dragon Clan.�
Fleet said, �But they can call down dragons!�
�Yes, it seems they can. Do they have birthmarks on their backs? We don�t know. Are their actions drawing unwanted attention at a time when relationships are mending? Yes.�
�Are they enemies?�
Sawyer hesitated. �I would amend your question if I may. Are they intentional enemies? I don�t know. Are their actions doing us harm? Yes. Do we need to seek them out and try to understand what is happening? Yes.�
Fleet said, �That is not my mission.�
�Perhaps yes, perhaps no. We will discuss it at council this afternoon. First, we eat and then you will tell your story again. We�ll decide what is best for all of us. Together.�
Fleet realized the old man had managed to back him into a corner of sorts. His mission was to find information about who had helped Raymer escape from the dungeon, and Sawyer worded things so that he would have to continue searching. Oddly, he didn�t feel as upset as he might.
Sawyer said, �I believe our noon meal is about ready. I see them waving to us to join them, so if you�re ready, we can walk down there.�
�Your lake is beautiful from up here.�
�Yes, when we first came to this valley, they say the stream had continued to the edge of the desert before it disappeared in the sand and heat. My ancestors spent years digging the ground and transporting the rubble to block the entrance to this canyon. Then they planted the vegetation to hide the entrance and keep people out. Eventually, a dam was built, and the lake became our centerpiece.�
�I have not bathed in days.�
�Then you should swim and clean yourself. Before or after you eat. Whichever you prefer.�
Fleet noticed that Sawyer seldom ordered people to do things. He gave them a choice, even when one was more preferable than the other. Fleet knew grime caked on him from the heat of the desert and the blowing sand. He knew he smelled. �I�ll eat after I clean up.�
Sawyer smiled. �Whichever. I will go eat, and you can join us when ready.�
At the edge of the lake, he found a beach where several children played under the watchful eyes of two older girls. Five children chased and played in the water. Every bareback displayed the image of a dragon, some black, one green, the rest red. When he pulled his shirt over his head, two boys raced to him and looked at his back. Then, without words, they ran off screaming as if scared of his dragon, but they also laughed.
The incident was probably trivial to a person not of the clan, but it made him feel that these were his people. He walked into the tepid water chin deep and held his head under, enjoying the soothing effect on his sunburn and sore skin. While warm, the water was far cooler than the hot, blowing air.
Refreshed, he dressed and strode up the slight incline to the people massed around ovens made of stone, most had cooking surfaces on top. There were tables and chairs made for outside use, and in one place a set of five steps led to a small stage where three chairs were located. Others were already placed in front, waiting.
People greeted him and offered their names, few of which he remembered. However, there was one dark haired woman with eyes that danced. She seemed to pay him far more attention, and more personal attention as she helped him select food for his plate.
�My name is Wren, like the bird.�
�Fleet.�
�I know. Everyone is talking. After seeing you I was wondering if you came seeking a wife, but you are on a mission for your family. See? I know everything.�
Fleet felt his cheeks warm, and not from the sun. He followed her as she walked to a table for two, his dish in her hands. As his eyes slid from the back of her head to her swaying hips, she turned. A smile was still on her lips as she sat the plate on the table and sat opposite.
She said, �Tell me about your home.�
Fleet stammered and stuttered, but managed to answer. Soon he was laughing and talking more than he had to anyone that he could remember. As he told her anything about his home, family, friends, or life, she immediately wanted more information. As he finished eating, he realized that the entire meal had him speaking, while Wren listened.
Sawyer approached and asked if he was ready to address the family.
Fleet was taken by surprise. �I thought I�d speak only to the council.�
�If you did that, then they would have to repeat all you said, and there would be misunderstandings. Here, we all may listen, but only the members of the council may speak or ask questions. They will, of course, be seated closest to you.�
The simplicity of the meeting impressed him. Many times he had heard slightly different variations of the council meetings at Bear Mountain. This way all would hear his warning and if they had information to add they could request to speak. He pointed to the stage. �Do I take a seat up there?�
�Everyone can hear you better from up there. The trees behind will shade you and all who listen. Some will have duties to perform and will leave us while others will quietly join. Other than that, only council members will ask questions of you, others may whisper their concerns to be voiced by the council.�
Climbing the stairs, he said, �I don�t know where to begin.�
�Tell it the same as you told me. Their questions will fill in anything else. But you can ask for a break when you tire. I suspect this meeting me go on until well after dark.�
Fleet shot him a look to see if there was a joke to be had. He didn�t see one. Taking a seat signaled everyone else to sit. The five seats nearest were obviously the council, and Sawyer sat beside him.
Sawyer called for attention and then asked each of the council to share their name and family position. Two were men, three women, including Tessa, the head of the watchers who found him in the drylands. She hadn�t mentioned she was on the council, but he was not surprised. Each gave their information quickly as if they wanted to move ahead.
When they finished, Sawyer looked at him and nodded. Fleet stood. Sawyer said, �That�s not necessary, son. This is informal and the way we do things. Sit and talk with us, not to us. You don�t have to make a speech.�
Fleet began by introducing himself, talking about his home, and then quickly outlining the problem of an unknown person calling on a dragon to help Raymer escape the dungeon. To his surprise, the first questions were not about the unknown person or persons. It was about the political change in climate with the Earl of Witten and King Ember. They wanted to know what he knew of the situation.
He slowly explained the story of Raymer and Quint, the eldest son of the Earl, who was held in the cell next to Raymer. He told how Raymer had helped Quint and together they had prevented a war. He told them of the small part he�d taken in it, as well as confirming that for now, the king had far more serious concerns than the Dragon Clan. Then they turned to the topic of the people they called �others�, and most pronounced the word as if it left a bad taste in their mouths.
Fleet addressed the council, ignoring those seated behind. �These �others� are related to us in some way, I assume.�
Blank expressions greeted him. One woman shrugged.
Tessa broke the silence. �We know as little as you about these new people. I will tell you what we know, or think we know and anyone here can correct me or add what they may. To our knowledge, nobody of the recognized Dragon Clan has ever spoken to them. They appeared if that is the right word, about three years ago when we first spotted their green dragons.�
�They are all green?� Fleet asked.
�One of them attacked the Summer Palace.�
�Do you mind if I ask how you know that?� Fleet said, trying to be as cautious as possible because he�d been told few of them left the valley.
�I was there,� Tessa said it sharp and ended any further speculation.
But Fleet was not finished. �Did you search for whoever called the dragon down?�
�Of course. Discreetly.�
�Raymer, the prisoner in the cell, told us that before the green dragon attacked, three apples were given to him by a hooded figure with bare legs. Legs like a young boy or possibly a girl. A few days later, in the confusion of a fight in the marketplace, someone left him a bunch of carrots. He didn�t see who.�
Tessa mused, �A child? That�s interesting from several aspects. How sure is he that it was a child?�
�Raymer said that the glimpse he had was of a person at the awkward age of ten or eleven, when their legs are too long, like those of a colt or fawn. Those are his exact words, I believe.�
A man sitting beside Tessa looked like a farmer, his eyes were intelligent, said, �We assume only adults can call down dragons in times of distress. However, there are older stories of children doing the same. However, this was not a time of distress. It was a measured, calculated attack by a person with the ability to order a dragon to attack and knock down a stone wall.�
His assessment unleashed a barrage of viewpoints. Fleet settled into his chair and listened, barely speaking again until the sun was low in the sky. One of the council had asked a question of Sawyer. His answer said something that caught Fleet�s attention.
He leaned forward and said, �Fleming? Where�s that?�
�East of here, about two days hard walk across the drylands,� Sawyer said.
�That�s where the green dragons were first spotted?� Fleet persisted.
Sawyer used one hand to wipe the long white hair back from his forehead. He paused, sensing something in Fleet�s tone. �Yes, as we said, about three years ago. The residents of Fleming spoke rather freely about all the dragons in the air. I believe they were the first dragons spotted there in a long time. Our reds usually do their hunting further south, in the Sabretooth Mountains. Good deer and elk, and some mountain goats.�
�Dragons, you said. That means, at least, two of them.� Fleet felt his heart beating faster. �And they were first seen near Fleming. What else is near Fleming? Dragons usually want a warm, high place to nest.�
Sawyer said, �There is nothing around Fleming like that. It is flat, and the city is built around the bay.�
�Bay? Fleming is a seaport?� Fleet asked.
�Well, yes. It�s on the Endless Sea.�
Fleet found himself on his feet. �I need to leave.�

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

Sawyer said, �Calm down Fleet. We still have questions, and you need to rest and recover from your ordeal in the drylands before you depart. Of course, you�re free to leave if you insist, but please stay another day or two and leave prepared. We may even ask that one of our people travels with you.�
Fleet accepted a mug of cool watered wine and sat back down but failed to relax. A girl held out a plate of sliced meats and two kinds of cheese. He reached for some of each, but his mind was far away. He hardly listened to the others talking until he faintly heard of a massive green dragon attacking a red and he shifted his attention to the speaker. Hundreds of people had watched as they twisted and fought over the edge of the Endless Sea a year ago. They repeatedly flew at each other, talons extended, spitting dragon slime, and screeching at each other loud enough for the entire city to hear.
�What happened?� Fleet demanded.
The man telling the tale said, �A lot of people in Fleming were hurt from the falling dragon slime, and in a few places it caught fire.�
�No, the fight. What happened?�
Sawyer took over. �The story is that they dived at each other the last time and tangled, both refusing to let go. They fell into the water, far out to sea. Only the green flew away.�
�Dragons fighting each other. I have never heard of that.� Fleet said, his breath short.
A voice near the rear whispered, �They don�t swim, either.�
Sawyer put his arm around Fleet�s shoulders. �This can wait. Just because you found a few facts you didn�t know yesterday, does not mean you have to panic and rush off. Why don�t I show you to where you�ll stay tonight, and in the morning we�ll talk again? Small groups. Work out some details and figure out what will be best for you. We may find other information you require.�
Fleet�s head was spinning. His reaction was to do something. Now. Anything. He wanted to leap to his feet and begin running in the direction of Fleming as fast as he could, but he also admitted to himself that he didn�t know what he�d do once he got there. However, the idea that two green dragons had been flying over a city where none had been before told him it was the place to find the people called �the others.'
What did they call themselves? The only reason for the sudden appearance of two green dragons was the city was that it was a seaport. A seaport on the Endless Sea. He had drawn the conclusion instantly that the others came to this land by ship. At least, the men did. Maybe women and children, too. The dragons must have flown.
Fleming held the answers he wanted, Fleet felt sure of it. He had now performed the first part of his task. He had warned the drylands families of what he knew, and what they suspected. But he still didn�t know who had helped Raymer escape. Or why.
He walked with Sawyer as if in a daze, and tried to be polite as the old man guided him to a small house and opened the door and showed him to a pallet. Fleet settled down and allowed his mind to wander, a method he�d used many times to sort things out. His mind wandered here and there, without conscious control until it stumbled onto important aspects of the problem.
However, as it wandered his eyes closed. He opened them to find light streaming in from the small windows. Outside his room, he found a basket with rolls of hard bread, fruit, and a pitcher of fresh, cold water on a small table beside the door. He looked outside and found three chairs sat under an apple tree. Nobody else was in the house, so he carried his food to the chairs and sat outside, watching the morning activity of the village.
As he ate a tan dog wandered up to him and sniffed him. It seemed to like what it smelled because it curled up at his feet and went to sleep. Fleet ate slowly and watched the residents while trying to filter all he�d learned.
People went about their daily work. A woman hung laundry, another woman herded toddlers to a play area. An older child stood guard over a small flock of sheep that he pushed to a pasture while the sheep tried to eat the grass where they were. People of all ages worked in vegetable gardens before the day grew hot.
A few waved or nodded in his direction. Sawyer strode up to him.
Fleet said, �Good morning.�
�You have questions?� The old man asked, getting right to it.
�Not so many. At least not questions people here can answer.�
�But you can perhaps find them in Fleming.�
�Yes.�
�There is some concern about that,� Sawyer said. �We have people who realize that you are not the most social person, nor the most perceptive in some social situations. You will stand out as an outsider and stranger in Fleming. If taken prisoner by the king�s men, you know of our location.�
Fleet poured more water and waited.
Sawyer did too, then finally continued speaking, but only when it became obvious Fleet was not going to volunteer information. �With torture, everyone can be made to talk.�
Tension grew. Fleet waited again.
�It might be better if you returned home, some say.�
�You want me to speak, so let me. I was sent here to warn your people. But there is more to the task I was assigned. You can tell the people who want me to return home that I refuse. I am following the instructions of the council of my family.�
�I understand your determination, but perhaps your family at Bear Mountain should know what you have already found out, and then they can decide what you will do?�
�No. Sawyer, I believe you and your family feel safe here. I�ve been watching and learning from you. You are all comfortable here. That is a mistake for many reasons. You have good lives, but discovery will change all that. One pair of eyes will end your life here, but you have not prepared a way out of your dead-end valley. An escape route. If a hundred of the king�s men march in here today, you all die.�
Sawyer�s eyes narrowed, and he appeared ready to speak, but Fleet went on. �These people you call �others� are related to us in some manner. We just don�t know how. But I do know this. When I traveled with Raymer before winter, he bonded with a black dragon. I sat in an inn near Castle Warrington and watched Raymer lay in bed on his back. His eyes were closed yet he saw everything the dragon did as if he flew with it, from our inn to the castle.�
Fleet was unused to speaking for so long, or so intently. He drew a few breaths before continuing. �Raymer watched the army of King Ember preparing to attack the castle, and he directed the dragon to attack the army. It attacked when and where he wanted, and in the end, the dragon saved the castle and kingdom. That is why the Earl and his oldest son supports us. That dragon and Raymer saved their kingdom.�
Sawyer said, �We have heard portions of the story and are grateful to Raymer, but I fail to see how that affects us in the issue of you returning home instead of risking our lives.�
�My father taught me that strangers are enemies until proven otherwise. Now, out of nowhere, we have strangers. Allow me to ask you a question or two. How do you know that none of those you call the �others� have bonded with a green? If one has, can that person watch the ground as a dragon flies overhead? And if he can, has any dragon flown over the drylands in the last year or two? And lastly, do the others know of the existence of you, your family, this village, and the location?�
Sawyer looked off into the distance, a stunned expression telling of why he kept quiet.
Fleet said, �So you risk discovery from strangers without knowing their affiliation or intentions, yet you wish to restrict a messenger who came in peace to warn you? A member of your own clan. You would restrict me on the odd chance that I might fail, but there may be an army heading in this direction today because the �others� sold their information to the king.�
�You are making a lot of unknown assumptions that paint us in a grievous and dangerous light, son. You need to calm down and accept what our council recommends. We will meet later today and discuss your words.�
Fleet stood, hands at his sides, fingers curled. He almost shook in anger. �No, I am Bear Mountain Clan, and I follow what my council tells me. The problem I see is similar to what your people distrust me for. Your family is located closest to Fleming, and if trouble comes from the �others�, this will be the first clan village to die. But there are many here in this village who know of my Bear Mountain village. If tortured, how many of your people will tell them about my family? And we become the second village to die.�
Sawyer�s eyes told the story. Fleet had convinced him, at least to a degree. Despite what the drylands Council might wish, the old man had shifted sides during Fleet�s tirade. He said, �We will speak to the council at midday, and we will meet alone with them, you and I. Your vision is far clearer than ours. I believe you are right in the assessment that we are complacent and have created a dangerous situation for our family.�
Fleet sat and took a deep breath of relief.
The old man also sat in silence until he said, �For one who speaks so little you said a lot.�
�Do you mind if I wander around the village?�
�No, not at all. I think you�ll find us friendly and welcoming. I know many of our villagers would like to have a few words with you and ask about what you�ve seen and what it�s like where you live. Some know people in common. Enjoy yourself. Especially when you accidentally run into Wren, and I�m sure you will find her sooner or later.�
Fleet stood and turned away before the old man saw his reaction or reddening cheeks. He had indeed been going to search for the girl from the evening before. He walked down the hillside, watching the activity and noticing people watched him.
A young woman smiled, and when he smiled back, she tentatively came to his side and walked with him a few steps. She said, �You are a watcher?�
�I am.�
�I�m the newest one for our family. Do you have a viewpoint where you watch from?�
�No, not one place, but we do have several places where we watch from. Like you dammed your valley, we have done a similar thing between a river and rockslide. Any intruders coming from that direction are funneled to one area, as if by accident or nature. There they find a good campsite with firewood stored in a lean-to, and the river is nearby with fish and good water.�
�I�d think you would deter them, not welcome them.�
Fleet headed for the edge of the lake where it seemed most people gathered. �Our idea is to control them. We can see them from a distance and prepare a night to remember for them.�
�You attack at night?� Anna asked, sounding excited as only the very young can be.
�No. We scare them. We have fake footprints of monsters that we sink in the mud near where they sleep. Or we surround their campsite with feathers as if a monster devoured the birds at night, or we hang little dolls made of straw from branches next to where they sleep. Sometimes we slip them into their bedrolls. They are easy enough to toss from the concealment of a shrub.�
She was laughing. �What else?�
�Well, some of us make strange noises. Snuffling or growls in the night. They wake and are ready to run home. But before the noises, we leave a mystery. Once we used a bear claw to dig a hole on their back trail where no hole had been. In the hole, we placed several items stolen from their camp during the night. We watched their reaction when they found that and my guess is that they are still running.�
�So they go home and tell of the strange things that happen. They probably make the stories even more exciting, and people stay away from there. But what if they wake and find you in their camp stealing stuff?�
Fleet found an empty bench near the lake and sat, inviting the young woman to sit with him. �We don�t go into their camp. Too dangerous. But we�ve planted bushes at the campsite to hide us and from them. We use long poles with hooks to reach in and pull clothing or a shoe to us. Then we hang it on a branch for them to find.�
�My name�s Anna. We just wait and watch. If anyone comes near, we race back here and notify our warriors. They slip out into the dry lands and kill them if they must, but we try not to. The bodies disappear. It sounds gruesome, but we have not done that for years and years.�
�I see why. It will draw attention if many people go missing.�
�I�ve heard that they took some dead bodies further off, and left them where they�d intentionally be found. The army thinks they died of thirst, not at our hands.�
Fleet said, �I can see that happening. Good plan. Say, you don�t happen to know where Wren might be, do you?�
Anna giggled. �She sent me to find out if you wanted to talk to her.�
Fleet watched as she waved to someone unseen, and Wren appeared from behind the corner of a house. Anna suddenly had pressing business and left the two of them alone. They spent the morning with her escorting him around.
A small boy raced up to them near noon. �They want you at the council meeting.�
Fleet walked that way, and Wren said she had work to do. Under the trees were five of the six on the council. Only Tessa was missing. Sawyer already sat in his usual stop on the dais. He motioned for Fleet to join him and he called the meeting to order with a wave of his hand.
�Fleet�s family sends him to us with a warning. He has brought to our attention further areas of concern, and I beg of you all to not be angry with he who carries a message. We are entrusted to protect our family first. It appears that we have failed on several accounts.�
The expressions of the council members faces varied from support to outright anger. Fleet swallowed hard. His words were about to be thrown back at him, and he had little defense against skillful wordsmiths.
Sawyer continued, �The appearance of the others, these people who have recently come here, may not place us in danger. May not. But we do not know for sure, and that is the problem. We have allowed an unknown presence into our secure home.�
�They have caused us no problem,� a woman snapped.
�Not yet,� another answered, drawing an angry look.
Sawyer held up his hands to silence them. �We have already discussed this issue. To some extent we all agree to do nothing is as dangerous as Fleet suggests. If a bonded clan member of unknown origin can �see� through the eyes of a flying dragon, the location of our home is easily detected. These �others� as we call them, have had ample time to contact us, but have not.�
Fleet kept his attention on the council. The woman who had first spoken was supported by a man. The others seemed to agree with Sawyer, at least so far. Whatever their ideas, Fleet decided there had been enough talk and he would definitely depart in the morning. With or without their permission, he would travel to Fleming. His jaw set, he listened as Sawyer continued.
�We must know what is happening. We cannot depend on someone from another family to return to us with the knowledge we need, so the answer is simple. We will, with Fleet�s permission, send one of our own with him.�
�I still don�t like it,� the woman with the sharp tongue said. The man at her side nodded in eager agreement.
Sawyer continued as if she hadn�t interrupted and as if Fleet had agreed for an unknown person to accompany him to Fleming. �I will ask if anyone has a candidate in mind and we can discuss it before deciding.�
�Don�t bother,� the angry woman spat. �We all know you want to send Tessa with him.�
�I concede that I believe she is the best choice, but if there are others, we should discuss them and make a decision between us all. It is a council decision, after all.�
The white-haired woman turned, looked directly at Fleet, and attracted their attention by her action. �I nominate Tessa.�
�Agreed,� another woman said.
The angry woman glanced at her male supporter and seemed to get his approval before speaking. �Me too, so we have a majority. Can we go about our duties now?�
Sawyer�s lip curled in controlled anger, but not before Fleet saw it. The politics playing out were well beyond Fleet's comprehension, and he was glad they didn�t exist in his family where everyone got along so much better. Really? Am I so inexperienced that I never noticed?
The old man stood and spread his arm, preventing anyone from leaving as he said in a stern voice, �No, it is not over. We have decided who to send, but nobody has yet asked if one of ours might accompany him.�
The old woman with the white hair caught Fleet�s eye. �Would you be so kind? Tessa may be of considerable value. Her knowledge may help your family on Bear Mountain.�
Fleet knew when he was being manipulated this flagrantly. However, he also knew the woman had managed to place him in a corner with a few words. If he wished to help his own family, he needed to allow Tessa to travel with him.
I was going to ask for her anyhow. Fleet had already learned from Camilla that his social skills were not only minimal, but they were also dangerously lacking. The obvious solution had been asking Sawyer if Tessa could travel with him. Now that he felt pushed into a corner, the choice came slower.
He said, �Tessa will be welcome. However, it is my quest, my duty to my family.�
�She�s older and more experienced,� the angry woman snapped.
�I am in charge. If that is a problem, I thank you for feeding and sheltering me, but I continue on alone.� He stood and allowed his voice to change to the formal manner of speaking. �Any of the drylands family will always be welcomed at Bear Mountain.�
Fleet spun and walked away, intent on the gathering his belongings, filling his water jugs, and leaving before darkness fell. When he walked from the small house where he�d spent the night and left his bedroll and jugs, Tessa was waiting, wearing a full backpack and a smile. She must have spent the time while he was addressing the council packing. He�d wondered where she was.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

Fleet took the time to examine Tessa in detail. She stood tall and slim, her hair as long in the front as the rest of her head, and when she let it hang loose, the long brown strands protected her face and neck from the burning sun. She wore baggy pants and a loose shirt. Her age was somewhere between thirty and forty, but he couldn�t pin it down closer.
As he examined her, she returned the favor. Fleet imagined what she saw. He stood only a little taller, he was thin, and his hair was cut shorter and tied at the back. Still two years from twenty, his beard was growing full, but he kept trimmed shorter than many men.
�I�m going with you,� she said.
�You�re welcome.�
She hesitated. �You didn�t tell me that you�re in charge or able to give me orders. Most would have made sure I understand that you�re the leader, and I will either obey or stay.�
�You already know.�
Tessa gave him a penetrating look as if reconsidering her opinion of him. �If we hurry, there is a shallow cave carved out of the sandstone where we can stay tonight. There is a seep nearby where we can refill our water. If that�s acceptable to you.�
Fleet nodded, wanting to get onto a better footing with the woman, and then decided it would either happen or not.
She held out a ceramic flask with a wide leather strap for carrying over his shoulder, the almost flat flask would ride effortlessly under his left arm. �One more is not much heavier than what you already carry. After tonight, there is no water until Fleming.�
Fleet accepted the flask and slipped the strap over his shoulder. �Ready?�
�I�ll lead if you don�t mind. Tonight we can talk.�
�We can talk while we travel.�
�Not if you�re going to keep up with me. You�re in charge only as long as you don�t put my life in danger, and we have a long way to go, and at a speed that will not permit talking.�
Fleet clamped his mouth shut. She thinks she�s going to out-walk me? By the time he�s thought of a proper reply, she was several steps ahead. He followed, expecting to catch up right away. He didn�t. Then he decided she�d tire soon. She didn�t. Then he struggled to keep her in sight as they left the mouth of the valley and entered the desert floor and the soft sand.
The waves of heat made the ground shimmer. The sand made walking difficult, yet Tessa never slowed. Fleet refused to allow her to put any more distance between them and wished he�d have borrowed a hat from someone. He used his hand to brush his hair down over his forehead for minimal protection.
Tessa veered to her right as they walked, never making an actual turn, but both crossing the dry lands to the far side as they headed west. She paused twice under stunted shrubs that provided sketchy shade. At each, she drank deeply.
Fleet took only a sip. She noticed and held up her canteen. �Almost gone. In this heat, you need water or you�ll slow down.�
�What if that trickle of water you know about is dry? Or the king�s men poisoned it?�
She smiled and nodded, looking genuinely impressed at his words. �Neither of those has ever happened, but they might. When we arrive there, we will each have one untouched canteen remaining. There is a stream a half day�s walk further north. We�ll have enough water to reach it.�
Fleet upended his first jar and let more than half of it quench his thirst. When he finished, she tossed him a roll of material. He unrolled a strip of cloth as wide as his hand and almost as long as he was tall.
�Wrap that around your forehead and neck. Keep the sun off or you�ll blister. Use your arms swinging higher to help you walk in the sand.�
He wrapped the material around several times, fumbling with it until she stepped closer and took it. She tossed it over his head and wrapped it once to cover his forehead, then the next wrap left a slit for his eyes but covered his nose and cheeks. She continued until she had his neck covered as well.
Fleet knew he must look silly, but said through the cloth, �Let�s get moving.�
The terrain became rockier, more than sandy, the sharp edged lava rocks made walking difficult. The sky remained cloudless, and the wind blew without pause. Fleet decided he hated the desert. Sand got into his eyes, in his shoes, and a dozen other places he didn�t want to think about. Once it reached those places, it stuck to his sweat covered body.
He finished two more jugs of water and could have drunk five more. As the drylands turned from soft sand to hard rock, it also started to rise and fall, often in broken, jagged cracks. A snake watched them pass. A hawk or falcon flew above, but Fleet wondered if crows or buzzards had their eyes on them, too.
Well before dark Tessa slowed and pointed. The ground dipped, and a spot of pale green grasses tried to survive. As they moved nearer, he saw the cave. It was a hollowed out area carved by the wind, water, or both. But it was situated facing east, while the wind came from the west. The wind would blow right over them.
A glance beyond revealed the other side of the valley was shielded by the head-high lip of rock the cave was under. A fire could only be seen out in the drylands, not the other side of the valley. There had been small shrubs and bushes, even a few trees. Fleet would gather wood as soon as they came to rest.
Tessa, a dozen steps ahead, tossed her shoulder pack aside and went to the edge of the cave. She knelt, and Fleet saw the water flowing in a stream larger than his finger down the rock. He set his things aside and managed not to push her out of his way so he could get over to the water. Of course, he also had the thought that if he tried, he might not succeed. Tessa might do her own pushing.
However, as he moved to her side, she stood. �Fill yourself. I�ll drink more when you�re done.�
The water was cooler than he expected and tasted of minerals, which reminded him of wetting a stone with his tongue. He filled his mouth time after time. When he paused, Tessa was placing sticks on the small ring of fire-blackened rocks.
She looked up and shrugged. �I keep a supply of wood in the back of the cave. I got caught in a snowstorm once and couldn�t find any wood.�
�Snow?�
�Not often, but it happens.� She stuffed dry leaves and pine needles under the branches and pulled her flint.
Fleet turned back to the water. When he heard the crackle of the fire, he turned back and reached for his pack. They had not stopped to eat. He pulled the dried fish, meat, and nuts from it, offering Tessa a share. He still had two small loaves of bread and handed her one, but it was too hard to get his teeth into.
Tessa thought the stale bread was funny. She also had food, including fresh bread, a loaf of heavy dark grained, but soft enough to chew. She broke it in half and settled down to feed small sticks into the fire. �I know it�s not big enough to really warm us, and you can�t eat anything cooked on it because of the greasewood, but I like a fire.�
The sun was low, and a chill would soon cool the desert heat as if the fire that warmed the desert had run out of fuel. Fleet unwrapped the cloth from his head and said, �Tell me about the people you call others. And we need a better name for them.�
�I can�t tell you much. You know what we know.�
�You�re more experienced at this than I am. What do we tell people about us when we get to Fleming?�
�We say as little as possible. That�s the best solution to prevent most mistakes. But you�re right, we need a story of some sort. Suppose you tell me one.�
He let his mind wander, and then spoke. �Fleming is a seaport. Castle Warrington in the Northwoods is also on the sea. We can say we�re considering taking a ship home to Castle Warrington. That gives us reason to be around the docks listening to what people say, especially about the ports where the ships that stop their travels. That might give us a clue where the others came from.�
�That works until someone asks a question about Castle Warrington that anyone who�d ever been there should know, and we do not. As for your earlier question about the others, it�s hard to give them a name when we know nothing about them or where they�re from.�
�I�ve been to Castle Warrington. That�s why I think it would work.�
Tessa said, �What about me? I know nothing about it.�
�We have tonight and tomorrow for me to teach you. I�ll tell you enough that you can get by, and I�ll be able to jump in when needed.�
�How long did you live in Castle Warrington?�
�Lived? I visited for a few days.�
Tessa made a sour face. �Maybe we�re from a small village a day�s travel from the castle, and I�ve never seen it. What�s our business being so far from home?�
�A boy named Brix lives with my family. His father and brothers spin string, twine, and rope. Suppose we pretend we are part of his family. We say that I came south to find new buyers for our spinning? You came with me because you�re better at bargaining. You are my father�s sister.�
She held her hands closer to the fire to warm them. Then she gave a nod of her head. �I like it. Tell me more.�
They discussed their imaginary background until well after dark. Both realized that anything a stranger says is scrutinized carefully. But the story was simple enough that filling in the gaps with half-truths was easy. They quizzed each other until the answers came smoothly.
Fleet�s legs protested every time he moved. He fell asleep and when he woke the sun was not yet up, but Tessa was. He quickly gathered his things. They walked on hard, broken, black rock while the rising sun gave them enough light to see by.
Fleet asked, �What�s Fleming like? You never said.�
Tessa was in the lead again. She half turned her head to speak. �I�ve never been there. Not officially.�
�Besides the king�s Summer Palace, isn�t it the closest city?�
�It seems that your family does more traveling than mine. We�re isolated. The fear of discovery keeps us in the valley we call Oasis. There is little need to risk one of us being captured and tortured by the king�s men when we have all we need.�
The sun rose behind them so the glare of the white sand was not in their eyes. It defined the rocks with long shadows that made it easier to see them. However, Fleet wondered at the idea that few of the drylands Dragon Clan ever ventured out. It almost seemed wrong. They were a proud people. The idea of spending a lifetime hiding, seemed so different from what his family believed.
The primary difference was in long-term planning, he realized. At his home on Bear Mountain, there were, at least, four ways for the family to escape the deep valley they lived in. The huts they built for homes were temporary. They accepted that one day the king�s men would discover them, and they would have to flee. There were two other places selected for them to join up, and known to all, where they would make a new home.
The drylands people had no escape routes. Their long term plan was that nobody would ever find them, and they would improve their valley. In Fleet�s mind, they were making an error that could end their family. They could not stay hidden forever. Fleet�s family history told of at least two times they had been discovered and managed to move on because they had plans in place.
He said, �When will we reach Fleming?�
�Between midday and dark, we�ll find the main road. For some, it takes three days, but we�re traveling faster.�
�We might reach Fleming tonight?�
She kept on walking, but slowed enough to allow for easier conversation. �We could, but I think not. We�d have to push ourselves, and then we�d be tired and worn out for a day. Better to get close and enter the town in the morning with the morning crowds.�
He followed, thinking ahead. Fleet had always been called a planner by the other boys. They were right. He liked to know what was to come, and it made him a good watcher. He choked off a hundred questions, knowing they could wait because most would be answered when they arrived in Fleming.
�How are your legs?� Tessa asked.
�Not so stiff. We have nothing like this to walk on in my mountains.�
�You�re doing better than most.�
He was about to ask about who else had ventured this way when he felt the first gentle touch of a dragon. Just the slightest tingle on his back. It could have been an insect or the sand scratching, but lately, he had felt it too many times to mistake it.
The dragon touch continued. Why had the dragon followed him all this way? He was sure it had a reason. The few glimpses revealed an older black female. The same one that allowed his approach on the side of the mountain. The same one that snapped up the treats of small animals he trapped or an occasional haunch of deer, he brought to her.
He had watched the night another black dragon fell from the sky and stood beside Raymer as they bonded. He had observed Raymer as he learned what they could accomplish together as Raymer directed the dragon while seeing through the dragon�s eyes. He knew there were other powers that hadn�t been revealed. But after the short-lived war, Raymer had gone back to the Raging Mountains and his family. At least for a while. The dragon flew over him as he traveled.
Nobody in his family, not even the old ones, knew first-hand information about bonding. Most had thought it a myth until Raymer proved otherwise. Nobody in the drylands family knew, either. The obvious solution was to seek out Raymer. He would discuss it as soon as he returned home with the information on the others.
Tessa paused as she approached the top of a hill. Fleet appreciated the fact that she stopped before she sky-lined herself to anyone out there who might be watching. While they couldn�t see another person, that didn�t mean the vast empty desert was without watchers.
She made a complete turn, looking behind and to either side, then slowly crossed over the hill to the other side and paused with Fleet at her side to peer ahead again. Ahead lay new land. The harsh flatness was behind. Ahead lay rolling hills and shallow valleys, one after another.
As far as he could see, the land rose and fell. Ten thousand watchers could be out there, and he�d never know.
Tessa pointed. �Between those hills, you can see a little of the road. This is as far as I�ve gone this way. Sawyer said there is a stream of good water for drinking near here. I think I can find it.�
Excitement grew inside Fleet. The port city of Fleming must be less than a half day�s walk away. The road would lead him. He still felt the tingle of the dragon on his back. Tessa had never mentioned it, so he assumed he was more sensitive than her, at least for the one dragon.
�Let�s do it,� he said, sounding far more confident than he felt.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

Fleet filled his canteen and water jugs after lying on his stomach and filling his belly with all he could handle. Tessa found the stream exactly where Sawyer had told her, and they made a camp surrounded by cattails and tall grasses. The ground closer to the stream held moisture from water seeping below ground, but just a few steps away it was dry and firm.
There was daylight left, but the stream angled away from the road, and they decided to spend the last of the day where they were. The morning would take them to Fleming.
Fleet grew introspective, reviewing what he knew and the implications of his sensitivity to the dragon that he could still feel but hadn�t seen in days. Was it following? Was it staying out of his sight on purpose? He didn�t know, but felt confident that if he were in trouble, the dragon would swoop down and defend him. In case it had feelings, he closed his eyes and pictured them together when she was roosting.
He let the memory flood over him, the warmth from the ground of the volcano that emitted steam and rumbles, and the bite of the thin air. The dragon could see the entire flank of the mountain. It felt safe.
�What are you doing?� Tessa asked, sitting near him, but with no fire tonight. They had mutually agreed they were too close to the road and didn�t want to attract the attention of thieves, muggers, and worse.
�Thinking. I was back home, on the slope of our mountain where the dragons roost.�
�You looked peaceful. A smile on your face but your eyes were closed.�
�I like it there. I was trying to send a peaceful message, I guess. So I imagined a peaceful scene.� The words were out of his mouth as if by their own accord.
Her expression hardened. �Who were you sending this message to?�
She was Dragon Clan. If anyone could be trusted, it was family. Telling a lie would be as bad as . . . Well, telling a lie. Their relationship would never be the same. �I was seeking a black dragon that has followed me this whole trip.�
�The one that flew over the drylands and warned us about you?�
�Warned? No, it announced me. But, yes.�
She fixed him with a stern eye. �Is it near us?�
�I can feel it. Can�t you?� The question was intended to throw her off, make her believe that he thought she could feel it too. It was also intended to feel her out for how sensitive she was to the dragon touch.
�No. I have not felt the touch of a dragon since we left Oasis.�
In an instant, he decided to reveal part of what he believed to be true. �At home, I attended and fed the dragons. One allowed me to stroke her. I think this is the one. I can feel her presence when other clan members cannot. This is all new to me, so I�m still trying to figure it out.�
�You�re bonded?�
�Not like Raymer, but I�ve heard of different levels of bonding, too. Camilla told me that she heard that sometimes bonding takes place over time, if at all. I have nobody to talk with about this. Someone who knows the truth.�
�You are doing fine on your own.�
�You can help. Tell me when you feel a dragon and that will give me something to measure by.�
�I can do that. I�d be interested to know, too.�
�This is a hard land.�
�Perhaps. But there is a stark beauty that I see. I�m afraid I�d always be scared if I visited your forests,� she said.
�Scared?�
�I wouldn�t be able to see fifty steps away. Who knows what might be hiding only a few steps away. I would always be looking for bears, lions, or the king�s men. Out here, I feel they cannot get close to me.�
Fleet pulled his blanket around his shoulders and let his mind wander. There was a peacefulness in the desert, he enjoyed. There was also the feeling of calm as he watched a far off storm approaching at home. The sky would grow dark, the air still. And then a whisper of breeze changing to wind. And the storm would strike.
Glancing around, he understood the comparison his mind was making. Since reaching Oasis there had been the calm, and when he and Tessa left it was like the breeze picking up. This evening was when the sky turned black and tomorrow morning the wind would blow. Reaching Fleming was the storm.
�Still trying to reach out to the dragon?� Tessa asked. �You�re so quiet.�
�Tomorrow is an important day. We might not find the others, but we�ll be in the right place, and the hunt will be on. I�m excited.�
�Excited or scared?� she asked in a voice that betrayed her own fear.
Fleet realized that she had never been to a city either. She was more scared than him. Although twenty years older, her culture at Oasis had kept her from traveling. Forests and cities scared her. He had been thinking only about himself.
�I have been to several villages to the north, the castle at Warrington, and villages to the south like Nettleton and the Summer Palace. Camilla says I�m slow and awkward in social situations, and maybe I am, but ask me anything.�
Tessa shrugged. �My experience is so limited that I don�t have the background to even know what to ask. My biggest fear is that I�m going to do something so stupid I give our identities away.�
Chuckling, Fleet said, �Camilla made me act like I was slow, bordering on stupid. I did a lot of keeping quiet and mumbling words that nobody understood.�
�Perhaps I should pose as your servant. You could conduct your business, and I would say little and observe.�
Fleet waited before laughing softly.
�What�s so funny?� she asked. �I�m serious. I couldn�t slip or make a mistake. I�m terrified of not knowing how to act, or how to do the most common tasks. People will notice and talk.�
�No, you misunderstand. I think it�s maybe a good plan. We�ll think about it, but I like it. My laughter was about the idea of meeting with Camilla and trying to explain that you acted like the slow one . . . while I was the one who did all the talking.�
He fell asleep with a smile on his face. Well before the sun came up, he awoke and waited for Tessa to do the same. Her idea had taken root in his thoughts and the more he considered it, the more he liked it. Plus, he was grateful that she had come up with the idea because if he had, he didn�t think he could have presented it to her.
She stirred, and he stood, letting her know he had arisen in case she was lying awake waiting for him. They ate little, and again she took the lead, but Fleet would have to reverse that, soon. He said, �When we reach the road you will walk a step behind me. Always. Never look me directly in my eyes, and do not look directly at others. I will not introduce you to any people we talk to, other than to dismiss you as my loyal servant. You will never correct me when another is around.�
�Six gods dancing on a rainy day! What monster have I unleashed?�
�This idea works well on many levels. You may hear talk from other slaves or servants that would not be repeated for my ears. Plus, if you are in the wrong place, or where you shouldn�t be, you can just say your master sent you. That will usually be the end of the subject.�
She walked a while before turning and saying, �The �others� are part of the Dragon Clan, one way or another. We don�t know how, but they will never expect one of us to surrender to being a servant. It will almost make us invisible to them. That is if they are in Fleming and seeking us.�
The road was just ahead as the sun peeked over the hills. In the distance, two wagons hauled hay, one behind the other. A man walked with a woman they took for his wife, also leaving Fleming as the wagons were doing.
They stepped onto the hard-packed dirt of the road. It was wide enough for a single wagon, and the twin ruts identified that many wagons had rolled over it. A strip of grass grew down the center. As they walked, they came to the first of many pull-outs where one wagon could stop and wait for another going in the opposite direction to pass.
Another wagon approached, the bed empty but for a few sacks containing grain or something else needed on the farm from the city. A man sat high on a bench seat and called �good-day� as he passed them.
Tessa started ahead, but Fleet said, �Walk behind me.�
He walked a step ahead, keeping her to his side and behind. They might as well get used to the new relationship. As they continued, there was a stand of trees. A clearing held an old man cooking over a small fire. He looked up, smiled, and said, �I haven�t enough to offer a warm meal, but I have extra apples. Would you like a couple?�
He held an apple in his hand, raised to throw it to Fleet. The offer was too good to pass up. Fleet said, �We love apples.�
The red orb flew through the air, and Fleet managed to catch it while laughing. A second one flew, and he made a lucky grab but held on. He said, �Can I ask how much longer it is to Fleming?�
�You�ll see it from the top of the next rise.�
�Thanks for the apples.�
The old man waved them off and continued cooking. Fleet handed an apple to Tessa, saying, �I�m giving you the lumpy one that I suspect has a worm inside. That�s the way us masters do things.�
Her voice was as smooth as a mountain lake on a summer morning. �Do masters ever find knives buried in their backs, placed there by servants eating wormy apples?�
�Never,� he said quickly, then laughed.
At the top of the next rise, the city came into view. Fleet had expected to find something similar to Castle Warrington or the Summer Palace, a walled fortress with all inside the protective walls. What he saw was a spread of buildings of all sizes, constructed of varied materials, and streets traveling along lines that followed a stream or hillside. None looked to intersect squarely, as the streets did in the two cities he�d visited. Instead, they wove a pattern reflecting the natural surroundings.
They paused to take it all in. Smoke poured from hundreds of chimneys and sat in a gray pall over the city. Beyond lay the Endless Sea, or, at least, bay. The masts of ships in the harbor stood taller than any building.
The noise, smoke, stench, and activity stilled their feet. Despite their agreed upon stations in life, they stood side by side in awe, fascination, and disgust.
Tessa recovered first. �I suppose that we must go down there.�
�Have you ever been to an inn?�
�No. But I�ve heard of them.�
�Yes, and I�ve heard stories of the sailors in the Northwoods Province. They�re a rough crowd, and I think we will be staying at an inn well away from the waterfront.�
�Inns cost coin.�
�We have no worries in the area. I have enough for both of us. In fact, I have enough to buy a small farm, so we will eat and sleep well.�
�Yes, master.� She poked him in the ribs.
Fleet tried to walk in a confident manner, arms swinging loosely, and his chin held high. A single glance behind showed Tessa, head down, fists balled. She was not angry. She was scared. They met more people leaving the city. Some exchanged greetings, others ignored him.
Several times they came to cross roads. Each time more people emptied onto the main road like streams feeding a river. Soon there were people, and a wagon loaded down with carrots and turnips, ahead. More people walked behind one group containing three older girls who believed they could sing. Their strident sounds convinced the other travelers that silence is better than a song.
As had been the case at the two royal castles he�d visited, Fleet expected to find the king�s men guarding the city gates and inspecting all who entered or departed. Instead, they passed a few smaller farmhouses, all with barking dogs, and then larger houses, also with barking dogs, but fewer cows, pigs, chickens, and sheep.
They came to the first building that was so tall it had two floors. A woman sat at a window above them and called friendly insults to people passing that she knew. She also made comments to others, but said nothing to Fleet.
The road turned to mud before turning to stone. All were cut to roughly the same size and placed in an offsetting pattern. The ground sloped to the sea. All waste on the road eventually found its way to the bay.
A man stood at a handcart selling meat pies. Fleet headed for him. While hungry, he knew the man would also provide information.
�Pie for you, sir?�
�How much?�
�Two for a thin copper, or a snit each.�
�I�ll take one for my servant and me. Can you tell me where I can find a good inn? Clean. Good food, and not too close to the port?�
Handing him two pies, the man said, �I take it you�re not rich?�
�Not even a consideration,� he said, taking a bite after handing the other to Tessa.
�Then you�d be looking at Red Bear. Follow this street until you come to the city guardhouse and jail. Turn left, and you�ll see it after a bit. Tell them �John the pie maker� sent you, and maybe they�ll spot me a mug of their cheap ale.�
�If we�re there I�ll buy your ale, and not the cheap stuff. Thank you for your service, good man.� Fleet strolled off as if he owned the city, while Tessa stuffed meat pie into her mouth. He�d wager she had never eaten one before.
The guardhouse was obviously the place where sloppy city-soldiers, charged with keeping the pickpockets and petty thieves to an acceptable minimum, stored their clients. The guards were outside eating rounds of bread with slices of cheese and sipping mugs of hot cider. They looked like all needed a bath, and their uniforms, such as they were, didn�t match another in sight.
Fleet made a sharp left turn and as he walked, he looked for the flash of red he knew he�d see. Three blocks away he found it. A smallish building tucked between two larger ones. A sign painted with a red bear hung over the door.
He pulled the door open and was greeted with a large, open room. Instead of the low ceiling and worn benches he�d seen before, this held probably twenty small tables, and chairs for each. Paintings, not very good ones, but paintings instead of blank surfaces, displayed on the walls. The few people seated were clean and dressed well.
A heavy set woman near fifty sat in an alcove to his right. She eyed him and decided he met their standards. �Can we be of service?�
�My servant and I need a room for a few days. Maybe longer, I have not decided. Are your rooms private and clean? Quiet?
�You want all three? That will cost extra,� she laughed.
Fleet didn�t. �How much?�
Her eyes grew devious. �A full silver.�
�Of course, that price includes meals for the both of us,� he said, his tone indicating there was no option.
A hesitation. �Well, sure. But not drink. That costs extra.�
�I�ll see the room before I pay.�
�Certainly, I�d expect no less.� She stood and walked with a limp. At the rear of the room were three doors. She opened the one on the right to reveal a set of narrow stairs. They followed her up them to a hallway lined with doors. She opened one.
The room held a single bed, a sleeping pallet on the floor, and a chair. A window stood open, letting fresh air try to remove some of the stenches of vomit. Fleet walked to the window and looked out at the wall of the building next to it. �Do you have a room facing the front street?�
�I thought you wanted quiet.�
�Do you have one?� He had allowed his voice to show irritation that she questioned him.
She did have one in front. She waddled to another room and opened the door. It smelled far better. He went to the window to find a view of the street in both directions. �This will do fine. Tessa, unpack our things.�
�A silver,� the woman demanded.
�I�ll be down and settle with you soon. Is it possible to get some water in a pitcher and mugs up here? I�ll pay, of course.�
The smile returned to the woman. She turned and left.
Tessa said, �What was that all about? Why not pay her now?�
�I was establishing that she cannot order me around. And I did not want her to see where I keep my money.�
�Why not?�
�She could sell that information to a thief for half the profits.� He reached behind his back and pulled a small purse from inside his waistband. He pulled two silvers, a large and a small. �I�ll overpay, and she will want to do whatever, so she can keep the small silver. Besides, if John the pie maker appears, I want ale for him. He will be a good source of knowledge about the city if we treat him right.�
�I am so glad that you are in charge.�
He shrugged. �You know I�m just making this up as we go along, right? Separate anything valuable and it goes with us, today. All else stays in this room. Come along, it�s time we go exploring.�
�Yes, sir.�

CHAPTER NINETEEN 

Fleet paused at the door long enough to hand the woman the large silver, and then he slipped the smaller one into her palm as a separate transaction. �John-the-pie-maker drinks your finest ale today, at least, a few mugs when he stops by. I trust that will also pay for beverages for my servant and me for three days or more?�
Her eyes were centered on the coin, but she relented with a heavy sigh. �Sir, if you would leave me a tenth-silver, I would be happy to provide those few things, but this is far too much to pay.�
�Keep it. There may be other small things I need although I cannot think of them now and we needn�t haggle over pennies in the future. And don�t forget the water in my room.�
�Freshwater at least twice a day!�
�We�re going out to do some business. Please see that our room is not broken into.� With that, he strode outside without waiting for a response.
The street was a principle thoroughfare, with wagons passing each other with room to spare. However, most people walked in twos and threes. Fleet paused at the door long enough to scan everyone in sight to make sure he had seen none before, and then he remembered the faces and clothing of all he saw. If he noticed the same person again, he would want to know why.
Tessa was like a young girl at her first dance. Her eyes darted everywhere, but she didn�t take the time to draw it all in. Instead, she was more like a butterfly that wanted to briefly taste each flower in the garden.
�Eyes down, servant,� Fleet muttered the words and he adjusted his shirt and finished examining the people in sight. The weight of the coins sewn into the hem felt proper and reassuring. He tossed his shoulders back, lifted his chin, and walked back up the street to the main intersection.
At the guardhouse, he turned to his left, which placed them on the same road that they entered the city. The downward slope of the ground increased, and trash littered the edges of the walls and at any curbing. From the smell, much of it was animal waste, and rotting food. And also a sharp scent of sour milk. Up the hill there must be a dairy. The stench was gagging, but he ignored it.
Tessa said, �Gods rotting in hell wouldn�t smell this bad.�
�Careful how you place your feet, woman. You wouldn�t want to end up lying in whatever is at our feet.�
As the road got closer to the water, the buildings were shorter and with less repair. The side streets were narrow and dark, despite the daylight. At night, they must be terrifying. Fleet noticed the types of businesses also changed. These catered to drinkers and cheap food. The men they saw were harder, and many gave Tessa more than a casual glance.
She said, �Did you refer to me as �woman�? If so, why?�
�People have big ears. They wonder at small things that don�t fit like you and me are going to do while we�re here.�
�I could never live in this filth.�
A Barker dressed in bright blue offered ale, women, gambling, and music, all within the blue door to his side. Another displayed a table of knives. A single glance showed they were poorly made and useful only for stabbing from the back. He also sold iron knuckles for fighting and finger rings with stubby blades for slashing skin.
�Can we go back to the inn?�
The ships lay only a block ahead. Fleet continued walking until he reached the street labeled as �front�. There were ships chandlers selling anything needed or wanted for a sea voyage. They specialized in supplying captains with whatever they ordered, legal or not. But most of the business consisted of canvas, ropes, timbers, pulleys, cleats, and other hardware for the ships.
The bay side of the street had a wooden sidewalk and several areas with tables or benches where people gathered to observe the ships at anchor, or tied to the piers. Many were doing business of some sort, but most were watching the ever-changing show of loading and unloading cargo and passengers.
Fleet found a pair of unoccupied chairs that afforded a good view. As he sat, a waiter appeared from a caf� across the street and asked his pleasure. Realizing everyone sitting, held a mug or a plate of food, Fleet said, �Do you have a decent wine?�
�Beer or ale.�
�Two mugs of your best ale, then. And a plate of cheese.�
The waiter held out his hand. �Two snits, sir. Before I deliver.�
Fleet had a small copper already in his hand. �I expect you will bring me change.�
The conversation around them centered on the ship directly in front. It had arrived only this morning. He quickly figured out that it was from a land so far away that only a few ships a year came from there. That held Fleet�s interest until another man mentioned a dragon.
Both Fleet and Tessa turned at that word. The speaker was a braggart, talking louder than most and very impressed with himself. An older man, one dressed in better clothing than most, leaned closer to Fleet and lifted his cane to point to the newly arrived ship.
�Have you interest?�
Fleet shrugged. �Perhaps.�
�Watching the cargo unload, are you?�
�What business is it of yours, if I may ask.�
The man edged closer, turning his head to ensure nobody was listening. �Your dress tells me you�re not from here, and besides, I�d know you if you were. You appear on the day that ship arrives, and you take up a position where you can watch it. All this tells me that you expected the arrival and have come to greet it in some manner.�
�If I say that you are mistaken?�
�Then I�d have to say you are a liar, sir. Allow me to introduce myself. I�m called Caldor. I buy and sell what the ships bring, and if you have information that will make me a profit, I will pay handsomely.�
Tessa looked about to tell him they were not interested, so Fleet said, �Interesting. I buy my own cargo, but we can always talk. I notice that you said, people call you Caldor, but you never said it is your given name.�
The old man grinned. �Perceptive, intelligent, and direct. I like that.�
�I accept your flattery. Please be seated and we�ll talk.� Fleet found he liked playing the role of someone important.
Pointing with his cane, the man said, �This ship only holds interest to me because it has traveled so far to arrive here. The shape is different, the sails are set further back than other ships, and even the men look different.�
Their ale arrived. He chatted with the old man while they watched the cargo unload and were ready to move to the next observation point on the street when Tessa nudged him. She was watching another ship, one further away. He didn�t see what had caught her interest.
She reached for a slice of cheese from the plate he held, and as her mouth neared his ear, she said, �Look at the stamp on the cargo.�
Fleet turned to look as he sipped his ale. A large wooden crate much like the rest was being lowered from the ship to the pier by a rope and pulley system. Like other crates, the sides held black writing indicating ownership or delivery instructions, but it was too far away to read. However, below the black letters on the crate was the image of a stylized dragon; a green dragon.
Fleet�s reaction was to leap up and race closer to the other ship, but instead, he turned to the old man. �Caldor, what do you know about that ship over there?�
�Consigned. Cargo only. You can�t bid on it, so no profit to be made.�
�Too bad. I have business further down the street to attend to, but we are staying at the Red Bear. You might join us later for a meal and refreshment?�
�Delighted.�
Fleet stood and turned to walk further up the street, which would take them closer to the ship with the green dragon on the cargo. He found another place to sit and order an ale, as he watched. As he finished nursing the ale, and the sun was near midday, Tessa nudged him again.
This time, her eyes were looking well beyond ship in front of them. Far out in the bay movement caught his attention. Flying from right to left was a dragon. A green dragon.
It flew in lazy flaps of its wings. The head turned and looked to the land as if it was looking right at Fleet.
But his back didn�t tingle. No tickle, twitch, or sharp pain. It was as if he was not part of the Dragon Clan.

CHAPTER TWENTY 

Fleet sat stunned, unable to understand why he couldn�t feel it. A dragon was flying right by him, and he felt nothing. Had he lost his abilities? Was he normal? His breathing came shallow and short while his heart raced. His eyes were locked on the green dragon.
Tessa hissed, �Do you feel it?�
�Sh,� Fleet ordered, glancing around to see if anyone listened to them, and when he found they were not, he turned his attention to the dragon again. He had never heard of anyone in the Dragon Clan not being able to sense one flying so close, let alone the two of them sitting together and feeling as little as ordinary people.
Certainly, some Dragon Clan, like himself, were more sensitive than others, but only by degree. They could all sense dragons far beyond the distance they could see them. As they flew closer, the pain increased. In this case, the dragon flew so close that both Fleet and Tessa should have felt pain approaching that of insect stings all along their backs.
�We need to go back to the inn and talk.� He stood and walked back up the street, the loading and unloading of the ships temporarily forgotten. He heard Tessa at his heels, but never turned to look at her, or speak. When they entered the Red Bear, they headed directly for the door and stairs, and then to their room.
Two pitchers of water sat on a low table that had not been there earlier. Mugs were there too. The window was closed so Fleet reopened it and sat on the bed watching the bustle of traffic below as he drained a mug of water and refilled it.
Tessa took the chair, her face pale and scared. �I felt nothing. How can that be?�
�There are only two answers. Either both of us have lost our abilities to sense dragons or the dragon we saw cannot communicate with us.�
�At Oasis I always sense dragons, even those from far away. We all knew when your black was cruising up and down the valley.�
Fleet tried to think of when the last time he�d sensed the dragon following him. It had been the day before. Could it be something we ate, or in the water like a hallucinogenic?
Tessa said, �It�s not us. The green dragons that followed the others do not touch our minds. Remember the fight between the dragons? I have never heard of two dragons fighting, but what if they�re somehow different?�
�What if the green dragons can touch the minds of the �others�, but not us?�
A quiet filled the room. Fleet drank another mug of water then watched the street below, again. Finally, he said, �These people you call the others must touch the minds of dragons, but if that�s the case, how would they know about us?�
Tessa shrugged and didn�t answer for so long that Fleet thought she wouldn�t. When she did, it was a question instead of an answer. �How could they not know about us? There are posters on hundreds of walls offering rewards for Dragon Clan. There are people who talk about us at the inns and with their friends. Tales are told. Oh yes, they know about us, I have no doubt.�
�Your family is the closest to Fleming, and for them to locate you should be fairly easy if they�ve come in peace.�
�That they have not contacted us does not mean they necessarily come with malice, either. I�d think that wherever they come from they must face the same problems as us, and would seek us out for the help we can provide.�
�Yet, they do not.�
�I wish we had brought a third person, as the king�s triads. I would now send the third back to Sawyer and the Council with all the information we know.�
Fleet said, �We know very little, and the rest are guesses.�
�Still, it is important enough to warn our families. I think that I may return. Then I can also send a messenger to your family and one to the family in the Raging Mountains. The word will spread to other families.�
�And if we�re wrong? What if tomorrow we can sense the green dragons? Or we find the others are allies? Remember, they helped Raymer.�
Tessa watched out the window, too. �Any of those passing us on the street may be our enemies or allies. We do not know who is who.�
�If one of them is an enemy and he has a dragon fly over the drylands, he can reveal your home to the king, or attack Oasis on his own. Your family has nowhere to go because you live in a box canyon with no way out so they cannot be protected by a simple warning.�
Her face reddened, and she spun on him. �What about yours? Is it any different?�
�Yes. While a dragon flying over will probably find us, we have more than four routes to escape. Since birth, we have all known about our plan to leave in different directions, and where we will meet at a later time. Each of us has a backpack ready for the moment when we flee. Daily, we face that painful reality that someday it will happen. If it isn�t Kind Ember�s men, it will be a force from another province.�
She crossed her arms over her chest and fumed.
�I intend to stay and find out more.�
�How will you do that? What makes you think you can find out anything about them? What makes you so smart?�
Fleet refused to argue. Her anger threatened to erupt. He should not have explained how vulnerable her village was, yet it was true. Oasis had been built with the idea it would never be discovered. Fleet believed the idea foolish, if not outright dangerous.
He waited, and when he spoke he kept his voice soft and reasonable. �We have already discovered that we cannot sense green dragons. But while standing on that dock, I heard a man say that he often sees a green dragon flying across the bay. To me, that says the dragon must roost on one side or another of the bay. That is new information for us.�
�Go on.� Her tone had softened.
�Dragons tend to wake late and let the sun warm them before they fly. That tells me the dragon this morning was leaving the nest. If we travel around the bay to where it came from, we�ll see it again tomorrow, and move closer the next day. In three days we should be very close to the roost.�
�That would perhaps take us to the dragon or dragons if we manage to avoid being eaten. However, it does nothing to tell us who the others are.�
�For that, there is another possible clue. You noticed that some of the cargo being unloaded had a green dragon stenciled on it.�
She looked confused, then remembered. Before she managed an answer, he continued. �That cargo was shipped from a place where a green dragon was put on cargo. I don�t think it was a coincidence. I want to know what ports that ship has been to. I�d also like to follow the cargo and see who it is delivered to.�
Her eyes said it all. She became animated. �The others might take delivery! How did you ever become so smart? We have been here one morning, and you have two distinct paths to follow.�
�At the very least. When we know the ports where that cargo was shipped from we might know where to find the home of the others or at least where they boarded the ship at.�
�Instead of waiting for them to come to us, we can go to them.�
Fleet said, �Spoken like a warrior.� He spotted a familiar figure in the street and watched as the man called Caldor turned and entered the inn. �That man from this morning just entered the inn.�
�Why do you think he�s here?�
�As we were leaving the docks I invited him, but didn�t expect him to come until tonight, if at all. But he was free with his information so, I�ll go down to meet with him.�
�Is that a polite way of telling me to stay up here?�
Fleet knew she was kidding. At least, he hoped she was as he slipped from the room and descended the stairs. He found Caldor sitting alone. Fleet offered to buy the meal and soon they were talking like old friends.
Fleet waited until a lull in the conversation and said, �I haven�t seen many dragons before.�
�Mostly greens around these parts.�
The conversation lagged again, but Fleet was reluctant to question more about the dragons. Instead, he said, �I�m new to the city. My family lives north of here, but you mentioned buying cargo. How would I find what is for sale?�
�There are three main auction houses down by the waterfront. Auctions are held most mornings. Of course, not all cargo is for sale.�
There was another way to ask the question he wanted. �If I wish to ship cargo to a place, how can I find which ship will travel there?�
�Chandlers and such might point you to the right one, but most just ask the Cargo-master for each ship. If they don�t go there, they know the route of most ships in port, and they will refer you. Often they will provide other valuable information, usually for a small fee.�
The answer didn�t help Fleet. He wanted to know where the cargo stenciled with the green dragons came from, but mentioning the dragons again would draw attention. However, he would take Caldor�s advice and talk with the different cargo masters later. If he asked enough questions, nobody would know his objective.
Caldor answered many questions, but Fleet noticed that he also asked more than a few. They were carefully couched as being casual inquiries, but a pattern developed. Twice more he mentioned dragons. Then, after finishing his mug and calling for more, he asked if Fleet had heard of the dragon attack on the King�s Summer Palace.
�Everyone�s heard of that, I think. I live far from there, but news like that travels fast,� Fleet said, being as evasive as possible and wondering why the question was asked in the first place. Was Caldor also seeking information? Could he be Dragon Clan?
�Yes, we heard of it here, too. Terrible business, this Dragon Clan stuff. I don�t understand why the king does not exterminate them all.�
The directness of the statement and intensity caught Fleet by surprise, but before he could react, he caught the gleam in Caldor�s eye that said he was trying to provoke Fleet in some manner. �Ever since his father was killed by a dragon, he�s tried.�
The subject changed, and Caldor excused himself a short time later. Fleet nursed his ale while remembering all that was said, and each inflection. Caldor was not what he pretended, but beyond that Fleet couldn�t decide. He may be a bounty hunter or a spy that reports to the king. He might be Dragon Clan or one of the �others�. Without more knowledge, Fleet decided to put distance between them. The man was too dangerous if he was one of the first two. Even if he was one of the others, Fleet didn�t� feel confident dealing with him.
But he had gained valuable information. He climbed the stairs and found Tessa asleep. He left quietly and walked back down to the ships.
The Cargo-master on the first told of the ship�s regular ports and wanted to know if Fleet ever sent or received cargo to any of them. The second cargo-master was much the same. The third was where the cargo arrived with the stenciled dragon on some crates.
After introductions and a few preliminary questions and answers, the Cargo-master said, �Regular route, we run. Three days out to Shrewsbury. Five more to the islands of Marlstone. Then on to Breslau on the far coast after nine days of hard sailing against the trade winds. Fifteen days sailing with the wind to return here. Right on schedule, we are. You can�t do better than shipping with the Lady Marion.�
Fleet glanced at the bow of the ship. Marion, in large white letters. �I thank you, sir. I will pass on your information, and you will see me again.�
Strolling away was one of the hardest things he�d ever done. He wanted to skip and run for joy. The short conversation had told him more than he ever hoped to learn. Shrewsbury was only three days� sail away, to the south if Fleet remembered correctly. The green dragons did not come from there because it was too close and if they lived there, all would know about it.
He hadn�t heard of the Marlstone Islands, but they were only five more days of slow sailing by a cargo ship, not the fastest ships on the seas. Again, it was too close to Fleming.
That left Breslau, a word Fleet had never heard. A city, port, island, or another land? He didn�t know, but finding out shouldn�t be too hard. Somewhere in Fleming, there were maps he could purchase. The hem of his shirt still held all the coins Camilla had sewn there, including the two gold, worth enough to purchase a small farm and all the buildings and animals.
Walking up the road from the port was hard work, but his mind was busy as he congratulated himself on being so clever. Breslau, an odd name, but one he felt he�d learn as much about as possible.
He was still thinking deeply and struggling up the pave stones when the first touch of a dragon came to his back. It was more than the usual twinge of the first sense of contact. More than the tickle that normally followed, but not yet a sharp pain.
Turning, Fleet looked out over the bay expecting to find a green dragon flying over the water. It was not there. He looked at all the sky he could see between the building and didn�t see it, but the feeling was becoming stronger, more intense than he�d ever felt.
No! Fleet leaned against a stone wall and projected the word again to the dragon. No! Fly away!
His pain intensified. The dragon flew closer and closer. His black dragon. The one that had followed him from Bear Mountain was coming right at the place where the greens flew. The touch was so familiar he embraced the pain as he ordered it away. He felt sure it was the same dragon, but there was no way to know for sure.
He remembered the story of the green dragon fighting another over the bay. The green had defeated the other, and both had fallen into the water, only the green to fly away. He made a mental picture of the drylands and tried to tell the dragon to turn around and wait for him there, but it was too late.
A wave of sharp pain that could only be rage struck him. Fleet fell to his knees.
�Are you alright, friend?� a sailor who appeared at his side asked.
Fleet fingered a large copper from a pocket and pressed it into the palm of the sailor. �Get me to the Red Bear.�
An arm went around his shoulder and lifted him to his feet. The rage turned his back to pain as hurtful as if his shirt had caught fire. Then it increased. He felt the toes of his boots dragging across the cobblestones as the sailor pulled him. Then, another sailor rushed up and together they half-carried him to the inn.
Tessa had seen them approaching from the window and met them at the door. �Upstairs,� she snapped as if she was the captain giving orders.
The sailors managed to get him into the room and on the sleeping pallet before Tessa ordered them out. She fell beside him, tears streaming down her face. She said, �My back hurts so much.�
�It�s fighting a green dragon.�
�I know.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

Tessa lay beside him and moaned almost as much as he did. And then the pain stopped as if it had never been.
They exchanged looks, both suspecting the same thing, but neither wanting to say it out loud. Fleet felt something in his hand. Opening his fingers, he found the coin he�d tried to give the sailor.
Tessa said, �I broke my leg when I was about your age. I thought that was the most pain I could bear. This was worse.�
�Is it dead?� Fleet asked.
�I don�t know. I cannot feel it at all.�
It was nearly dark before Tessa suggested they go downstairs and eat. It was the first words since the dragons had fought shortly after midday. The dining room held six other people, none of them familiar.
A table sat to one side, but Fleet steered her to an empty one near the others. She gave him an inquiring look. He said softly, �So we can listen.�
She understood. They were in a circle of tables and could hear the conversation from most.
Almost immediately a woman leaning across her table said, �No, I didn�t see it, but heard about it.�
The man at the table answered, �Me neither, but they say the two of them attacked each other, spitting and clawing like cocks at a fight.�
From another table, a man said, �I agree with you. Dragons are menaces. At least three people were injured today while those two destroyed each other.�
Fleet had heard enough. He turned and asked, �Where did it take place if I may ask?�
�Over the road to the north.�
�Were either of them killed?� He held his breath for the answer.
�Not that I have heard. They say they flew into the drylands, and only the green returned.�
Fleet felt sick. He couldn�t eat. Tessa stood up before he did. She went to the stairs and when he followed and reached the room, she lay with a blanket over her head. Fleet sat and watched the few people on the streets without really seeing them. Soft sobs came from beneath the blanket, but he just sat and tried to figure out what to do next.
Seeking out the green dragon and killing it was high on his list. He had spent the entire winter observing dragons close up. A longbow purchased in Fleming and a quiver of arrows might do it. Arsenic could be added to the guts of a sheep. He didn�t know if it would kill a dragon, but it might be worth a try.
First, he had to find it. Then he would watch the roost, and if he could get above it, he might start a rockslide. When it flew from its nest in the morning, he could slip in and make a trap. If it had eggs in the nest, he could smash them.
His anger grew, and more ideas filled his mind. Most wouldn�t work for one reason or another, but he would try. It wasn�t that they were bonded, but more like they were friends who looked out for each other. Fleet felt that he had somehow let the black dragon down. At the very least he had led it to its death.
A touch as soft as a butterfly�s wing brushed his back. He sat still, waiting for it again. To a normal person, it might have been an ant crawling under his shirt. But he�d felt the touch too many times in the last year. It was a dragon.
He couldn�t feel green dragons, at least, those from across the sea, but he could sense others from further away than anyone he knew except for Raymer. The touch came again, soft and weak.
�Tessa wake up! We have to leave.�
From the tone of his voice, she didn�t argue or hesitate. She leaped up and gathered what she needed in silence. He did the same. When they passed through the eating room people were still there, most with mugs in front of them instead of bowls.
They didn�t pause or speak. Fleet turned left at the door and headed for the intersection of the main road to the north. They retraced their footsteps of the morning and soon the city of Fleming was behind.
During the walk uphill Fleet had felt the touch of the dragon twice more, the second time stronger as if the dragon was improving, or getting closer. Tessa followed twenty steps behind, trying to keep up, knowing something was happening but trusting him without asking. She was too winded to talk and so was he.
When the road leveled, he paused and caught his breath. In another time, the lights of Fleming would be beautiful, but even after catching sight of them, he turned his back on them and walked beside Tessa.
�I feel it.�
In the starlight, her mouth hung open. She finally said, �The dragon?�
�Yes. Four times, now. All so soft I thought the first was my imagination.�
�They said the fight went out over the drylands,� she said.
Fleet said, �The last touch was a while ago, but it was stronger.�
�I have not felt anything, yet. You have to guide us until I can feel it.�
She had not questioned his word or argued over any detail. She was a leader of the watchers of her village, and that also meant she had to be a follower when required. He didn�t take the time to explain. They walked over the top of the ridge and no longer could see the lights of the city.
Another twinge on his back drew his attention, but, also, was a mental stab of misery. It told of pain, injury, and loneliness. And thirst.
�It�s alive but hurt. And it�s thirsty.�
She said, �You can tell all that?�
�Never before, but it�s talking to me. Crying out for help.�
�I�ve never heard of a dragon doing that.�
He trudged along, waiting for the next contact with the dragon. �Me neither, but it works the other way. When we need help dragons will come.�
Fleet considered leaving the road, but knew the faster travel was to stay the course. He wanted to break away and head directly into the drylands.
When they passed a small farm, Tessa said, �Give me a copper.�
He pulled one from his pocket and handed it to her.
�I�ll catch up. You go on ahead. You know where to leave the road.� She spun and headed for the lights in the small farmhouse.
Fleet continued on, not thinking about Tessa, but about the dragon. When he neared the place to leave the road, he felt it again. Not so much as the touch of the image on his back, but more of a general feeling.
But more than a feeling. It transmitted raw information directly to his mind, so sharp and intense that he stumbled in reaction. It was like the howl of an animal in his head. The howl relayed the pain and hurt.
Fleet started running and tripped. He fell chest first and stood again. The dim light let him see enough to walk, but not run. He called, �Tessa!�
No answer. He allowed to mental link to the dragon stay with him. It was stronger, more intense. He moved without thinking.
The dragon was not ahead. It was off to his right. Tessa was behind and wouldn�t know where to turn. He called to her again. He wanted to run to the dragon but waited. He called again and heard her faint reply.
She finally reached him, a lamb over her shoulders, the feet tied in front of her. Fleet understood the lamb was for the dragon. He slipped it off her neck and placed it over his head. It was maybe half grown, and heavy. He pointed, �Over there.�
As she followed, she suddenly said, �I feel it.�
They had already walked half the night, near a stream and then into the rocky drylands. They climbed one side of a small hill and down the other, time after time. The lamb had long ago stopped bleating and trying to get away. It now either slept or was dead.
They came to a sharp split in the ground, a canyon deep enough to hold a black dragon. One side of the split was taller than the other and protected the dragon from attacks by another dragon unless the green landed and fought on the ground. If it did that, the black was protected by rock and the green lost its advantage.
The dragon hissed, and made the gurgling sound in its throat that they made before spitting. Fleet was too tired for that. �Knock it off. You called for help, and here we are.�
The dragon looked from one to the other as if ready to snap at them.
Tessa said, �I�m scared. I�ve never been this close.�
Fleet lifted the lamb from his shoulders and took a tentative step closer. Sheep were a favorite, next to deer. The dragon sniffed. Fleet then placed it on the rocks near its head and backed away.
Tessa retreated also. Then, faster than their eyes could follow, the dragon�s neck extended and the mouth snapped. The lamb was no more.
Tessa said, �I thought it might be hungry. Besides, the lamb will help with the thirst.�
�There is nothing we can do until morning. Then we�ll decide what to do. The copper was to buy the lamb?�
�The farmer will sell us more, too. I overpaid to get his silence.�
�Good idea.�
�I�m so tired I can hardly stand,� Tessa said.
�We can sleep here. Nothing�s going to bother us with a dragon so close.�
She spread her blanket and was about to lay down. �Hey, my back doesn�t hurt.�
�Never does when you get close, and they accept you.�
�If they don�t accept you?�
�They eat you. But you already knew that, right?� Fleet asked.
�Great. I cannot wait until morning.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

Morning came early with the roar of the dragon, and the return of the pain in Fleet�s head. He rolled over and looked at Tessa. She was awake, eyes fixed on the dragon, but he couldn�t tell what her state of mind was. He looked at the dragon.
The animal squeezed into the crack between two great flows of lava, its head above the rim and lying to one side, limp. The eyes appeared dull. Only the barest touch on his back assured him the massive animal was alive.
Standing, he stepped closer, expecting the dragon to rear up and hiss a warning. Instead, it moved its eyes only enough to follow him.
�Is it dying?� Tessa asked.
Fleet reached out a hand and stroked the muzzle like he�d seen Raymer do last summer. The only response was for the dragon to close its eyes. Fleet looked over the rim of the cleft the dragon was in and noticed it came to a V at one end and was much wider further down. He jumped to the other side and examined the dragon from there.
It appeared the dragon had managed to fit into the cleft and must have wriggled to the narrow end where it now lay. Blood coated the rocks. Far more blood than a few scrapes would cause. The blood was smeared where it had moved to the rock side.
Fleet saw four parallel wounds, each as long as his leg. The green must have used its claws to rake the black just under its wings, probably while still in the air. There was also a wound on the side of the breast where a gouge of flesh was missing. The green had taken a bite, so large a small cow could fit inside.
The rakes from claws had scabbed, and if that were all, they would soon heal. The bite still oozed blood. It seeped slowly, but during the night so much must have spilled that the dragon was in danger of dying. It was noticeably weaker.
�We have to stop the bleeding,� Tessa said, now standing at his shoulder.
�How?�
�I can�t believe I�m going, to say this, but one of us has to climb down there. Our blankets may be enough to help stop it, but if it reacts to pain, the dragon will probably bite your head off the instant you touch it.�
Your head. She had said your head, not the head of one of us, as if knowing he was the one who would do it. �Blankets may stop the bleeding?�
�I think so. They�ll crust and harden with the blood and maybe prevent more bleeding.�
�Are you sure?� Fleet asked.
�Of course not! But it�s what I�d do for you if you had a large wound. Bandage it tight to keep infection out and stop the bleeding.�
�What else would you do?�
�Give you water. Lots of it. The poor thing has lost so much blood and will need water to help replace it. And food. That�s what I�d do if it were you.�
�Okay, one problem at a time.� He climbed down in front of the dragon while talking softly and trying to soothe it. He used his mental touch to try doing the same, but had no way to know if it worked. �Toss me the blankets.�
Tessa disappeared from his sight while he stroked the dragon softly to get it used to his touch. She knelt and handed both blankets down to him and said, �I hate, to say this, but be careful. That bite is bound to be sore. When you touch it, she may strike out of pain and fear, like any animal.�
�Can you think of a way to prevent that?�
Tessa simply shook her head slowly.
Fleet had two choices. Leave the dragon to die or attempt to stem the bleeding and perhaps die, himself. He couldn�t leave it. He was Dragon Clan.
He spread the first blanket while noticing Tessa backed well out of reach of the dragon�s mouth. One look at the hundred, or so, pointed teeth above his head caused him to look away in a hurry. The blanket was spread out on the ground and ready to apply. His hands shook. His arms shook. He closed his eyes and calmed himself, then he tried doing the same to the dragon.
When he glanced up, the dragon had moved its head enough to watch him. Or snap his head off, whichever she wanted.
Even as he was trying to mentally calm the dragon, he experienced a wash of emotion from it. It seemed to be affection and resignation. It was telling him that it knew the pain was coming, but only from trying to help.
�Tessa, it�s going to be all right. She understands I�m helping her.�
Fleet folded the blanket in half and moved forward. He gently pressed it against the wound where the bleeding was worst. The dragon reared up in pain and roared so loud Fleet stumbled backward and fell.
The dragon�s eyes were fixed on him, no longer dull, but bright and angry. He stood, speaking softly, and moved to her again. The blanket had stuck to the drying blood and the wound. He carefully placed the second blanket over the first, extending the edges to cover additional raw, exposed flesh. She whimpered but didn�t roar again.
The second blanket nearly covered the entire wound. Fleet watched the blood soak into the blankets and dry in the desert air. He watched and found no fresh blood dripping to the ground. When he looked up, the dragon had laid her head to one side and closed her eyes again.
�You did it,� Tessa whispered, as if afraid of waking the dragon. However, she was again at the side of the crevasse and looking at the blankets.
�Give me a hand up?�
She pulled him up, and they moved several steps back. She said, �No way to tie the bandage.�
�She needs water and food.�
�That�s about the third time you referred to it as a she.�
�I don�t know for sure what it is, but in my mind, it suddenly became clear that it is a she, that is, a female, if that makes any sense. In my mind, she was telling me that she knew it would hurt when I tried to stop the bleeding, but she knew it was to help her.�
�I heard none of that.�
�Maybe it was just me. She needs food. A lot of it.� He handed her a palm full of coins. �You go purchase at least twenty sheep and get back as fast as you can.�
�Okay, no problem. That farmer will sell his whole flock for what I�ll pay. You?�
�I�m going to that little stream to get water. See if you can find something large enough to carry water in.�
Tessa turned and began a jog that would carry her to the farm well before midday, but herding the sheep back would probably take until dark. He gathered his six water jugs, and those Tessa carried and took them to where the dragon rested her head on the ground.
He went to her mouth and poured a trickle of water on the closed mouth until it opened a crack. He poured more inside and was rewarded with the dragon swallowing. He poured more into her until all canteens and jars were empty. Most of it had gone into the dragon, but for her size, it was probably only a sip.
Fleet hung the water bottles and canteens over his neck and hiked beyond the previous night�s campsite in the direction he believed the stream continued flowing before going out on the road. It was closer than he believed. All the containers were filled, and their weight made him walk carefully or fall.
Back at the head of the dragon again, he forced more water into the mouth. The dragon was listless, and Fleet felt no mental touch. He climbed into the crevasse and examined, without touching, the crude dressing. It was working. The blood had clotted on the blanket and sealed the wound.
He made three more trips for water, pouring it between teeth as long as his fingers. Exhaustion and the lack of sleep the night before was taking a toll on him. He moved to the shade of a sprawling juniper bush and laid down on his back, his forearm shielding his eyes.
He woke in terror. Sitting up, he saw a pack of wolves circling and trying to figure out how to best attack the head of the dragon. She was awake and scared. Her mental touches were like shards of ice running through him.
They had not carried their staffs, but he had his knife. Reaching for it, he saw fist-sized rocks in reach and quickly selected several. Most were held in the crook of his left arm while one was ready to throw.
He charged the wolves, screaming and shouting. He let the first rock fly at the head of the closest wolf. It struck it on the hip, making the wolf scream in pain and it limped back several steps. Fleet already had another rock ready to throw when a wolf spun and charged him.
The wolf took several steps and leaped, jaws open. Fleet threw the rock. It traveled maybe one arm length before striking the open mouth. Fleet sidestepped, but still felt the body of the wolf strike his hip as it passed by.
Two more were beginning to edge in Fleet�s direction, but he ran at them, and away from the one that he�d hit in the mouth with the rock. He shouted and threw another rock, missing both. He had one more.
But the wolves turned as one and loped away, the first one he had hit limping as if it had a broken leg, or at the very least a sore one. For good measure, he shouted a few more times, which seemed to do no good at all.
His thoughts turned to Tessa and the sheep she would bring. The wolves would see them as easy prey, yet if he left to find her and protect the sheep, the wolves might return to the helpless dragon.
He checked the bandage and made one more trip for water. He was pouring it into the dragon�s mouth when he heard the first bleat of a sheep. He turned and found Tessa and a small flock. The dragon lifted her head, and her eyes found the sheep.
Tessa had a rope around the necks of them and didn�t try bringing them any closer. She slipped the loop from the last in line and used the thick coat to pull it aside before slitting its throat. She started to drag it, and Fleet leaped to help. They placed it beside the dragon�s mouth and stepped back.
The dragon�s mouth snapped the head off the sheep and started crunching the bones. Both Fleet and Tessa looked away, but couldn�t make their ears not hear the crunching as the dragon ate the sheep in two more mouthfuls.
Tessa said, �I think it�s still hungry.�
�We can give it another. I�ve been pouring as much water into her mouth as she can stand.�
�Have you ever seen a dragon drink?�
The idea gave him pause, and as he thought about it, he hadn�t. The forked tongue couldn�t scoop water like a dog or cat, and the mouth had no lips so it couldn�t drink like a horse. He looked at Tessa and shrugged.
She said, �I think you have poured water into a creature that normally gets its moisture from the animals it eats.�
�No wonder it looked at me like I was trying to kill it when I made it drink.�
�That�s funny, and a story I�ll tell for a long time. Imagine you and me, members of the Dragon Clan and we don�t know that dragons don�t drink water.�
If he didn�t feel so bad, he would have laughed. They killed another sheep and the dragon again began by snapping off the head.
Tessa pointed to the tracks on the ground. �Wolves?�
�Yes. They came while you were gone.�
�How did you chase them off?�
�I attacked them with rocks.�
She turned to search his face as if waiting for another joke. When none came, she shook her head slowly and said, �With rocks?�
�I didn�t have anything else.�
�Six gods dancing! You are determined to give me enough stories to last a lifetime, aren�t you?�
�I have more to tell you. I went back to the ship where the green dragons were printed on the crates and found that it makes a regular run. Three ports besides Fleming. Two can be ruled out because they�re too close, but the third one is called Breslau. It�s across the Endless Sea, probably twenty days or more of sail.�
�Breslau? Never heard of it.�
�Me neither. I was going to buy a map in Fleming, but then the dragons started fighting.�
�They began fighting south of the bay, near where you think the green are roosting. Is Breslau a city or place?�
Fleet said, �I know nothing but what I�ve told you. I didn�t want to ask too many questions and seem interested, and draw the attention of the people from there. But in case something happens to me, Breslau is where I think the �others� come from.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

The dragon ate another sheep just before dark. Fleet checked the blood-soaked blankets and found them still stuck firmly to the raw flesh, flies covering it like a second blanket. He couldn�t think of any improvement or addition so left everything alone.
The dragon kept her eyes on him, and every move he made. She didn�t seem friendly or angry, just interested. At one point she sniffed him, her muzzle almost touching him. He stood fast, not wanting to disturb her.
While he examined the dragon, Tessa built a small fire protected from sight by building a ring of flat rocks almost knee high. As the fire warmed the rocks, they threw off enough heat to warm the two people huddled next to each other since they had no blankets to sleep under.
Tessa said, �Is it any better?�
�I think so.�
�I�ve been thinking. When they fought, the green must have raked her side, and maybe she inflicted a few wounds on the green. But the bite in the breast could have killed her. I think she probably dove for the ground and when she saw that crack she instinctively dove into it and pulled her head down.�
�Why didn�t the green land and finish her off?�
Tessa held her hands to the fire. The night air was already chilly and would get worse. After a lull, while she thought, she turned and said, �Because dragons are clumsy on the ground, that�s why.�
�There are no other animals out here that would attack a dragon.�
�No, you miss my point. They move slow and awkward. The green might have landed and approached her, but didn�t like the circumstances.�
�Sorry, I still don�t understand.�
�The neck and head of a dragon travels so fast we can�t hardly see it. They snap birds right out of the air. But the body is big and slow. So when the green approached the black, it couldn�t get to the black�s body without exposing itself. Our dragon was like it wore a suit of solid rock.�
�Yes. Hiding in that crack, the only thing above ground was her neck and head. The green would see that and to attack would expose her whole underside to the black.�
�I�m sure that�s what happened. Now I�m worried that the green will either return or lead others here.�
That idea hadn�t crossed his mind. He sat and considered everything and came to a conclusion. �Will you be all right if I head back to town?�
�Tonight?�
�We still have our room at the inn. I can sleep there and be up at first light. We need weapons. Bows.�
She lifted her chin. �Yes, we fight for her. Go.�
Fleet stood. There was nothing to pack so he started to leave but turned. �If the green returns or she brings men, you head out into the drylands.�
He didn�t wait for an answer. He picked his way back to the road and then alternated between running and walking. One hundred steps of each. When he entered the Red Bear people were still drinking. He was almost to the stairs when he heard his name called.
Turning, he found the man called Caldor at a table, sitting alone. Caldor�s expression changed, and he leaped to his feet. �Do you have a room upstairs?�
Fleet nodded as Caldor used his shoulder to both push and hide Fleet from the other people. At the top of the stairs, Caldor said, �Blood all over you.�
�Not mine.�
�Blood always draws attention. I wasn�t sure you�d be back.�
�I need to get some things.� Fleet sat on the bed and exhaled, his breath fast and rapid.
�A friend of yours is injured?�
�You might say that. And in danger.�
�You need weapons?�
�I do. First thing in the morning I�ll get them.� Caldor was giving him a hard look, begging him to go on, but Fleet had said enough.
�What sort of weapons, son?�
Fleet couldn�t see that it mattered to tell him. �Longbows if I can find them. Do you know of a shop near here?�
�As a matter of fact, I do. I have a good friend who sells what you need. Care to walk with me?�
�Now?�
�I doubt if he is asleep, although his shop is closed. But he is a friend and owes me a favor or two. Come on.�
Fleet hesitated, wondering if this could be a trap of some sort. He then decided that if Caldor wanted him dead or captured, he could have simply allowed the exhaustion to overcome Fleet, and then taken him while he slept. He nodded and stood.
Caldor escorted him down closer to the ships and the shady part of town with the men fighting in drunken brawls and puking the rum they had paid for earlier. They avoided everyone by staying in the shadows as much as possible. At a closed-door Caldor knocked, and when no answer came, he beat his fist on the door.
It creaked open a thin crack and then was thrown open by a white-haired man wearing a big smile. �Caldor. What in six saints brings you here?�
Stepping inside, and pulling Fleet with him, he said, �My friend with all the blood on him needs a longbow and arrows. He�s in a rush, so I�ll pay a premium because of disturbing you.�
The man shook his head in denial at the suggestion as he lighted two lamps from the candle he carried. The inside of the shop held weapons of all types. Knives lay on tables, swords hung from pegs, and a hundred bows stood against the wall.
Fleet moved towards them as if pulled by their presence. He saw the bows used by the king�s men, taller than he stood and in good, but used condition. Probably spoils of some war. He selected three because one may have a defective string or crack and he didn�t have time to inspect them. One bow for each of them, and one spare.
�Arrows?� the man asked, nodding approvingly at his selection of bows.
�Fifty?� Fleet said.
�That many? Okay, I have them. Quivers?�
�At least two. Fill them as full as you can.�
The old man reached for military quivers under a counter and began stuffing arrows inside. He didn�t count. Fleet didn�t miss the exchange of looks between him and Caldor.
The man asked, �Anything else?�
�Blankets, if you have them.�
�I have thin ones the king gives his men. How many do you need?�
�Four,� Fleet decided. They could sleep on one and under the other. If that were not warm, they would wrap themselves in them. But carrying two quivers and three bows, as well as the blankets would be a full load.
�And what else?�
Fleet was about to pay, but held off. An idea came to mind. �Maps. Do you have any maps?
�A few. Mostly I have sea charts.�
�Can I see them?�
Soon the old man rolled the first on the table. It showed the coastline to the north. He nodded and set it aside. The second, third, and fourth were nothing he was interested in, but the fifth displayed the Endless Sea, islands, and the land on the other side. His heart beat faster, but he remained steady while he placed it with the first as if it held minimal interest.
There were ten more. He selected two at random, hoping to confuse Caldor and the shopkeeper as to which held his interest. �I�ll take these four. Do you have any that shows the routes through the drylands to the king�s Summer Palace?�
�I don�t think you�re going to find a map of that. Besides, it would pretty much just be an empty sheet of parchment.� He laughed at his own joke as he rolled the maps put them back into a barrel.
�What do I owe?� Fleet asked.
�Two small silvers should cover it.�
Before Fleet could retrieve the coins from an inside pocket, Caldor had laid two, plus a large copper on the counter. �For helping us after hours.� He helped Fleet place one quiver over his left shoulder and the other over his right. The four thin blankets were rolled around the rolled maps and tucked under his left arm. The bows were held in his right hand. He thanked the shopkeeper and stepped outside with Caldor.
On the street, Fleet said, �I can�t thank you enough.�
�I�ll walk with you to the edge of town, just to be safe. Besides, I have a few things to ask of you in return.�
Fleet felt compromised. Had Caldor befriended him only to betray him? As he mulled over their relationship and what had happened this night, Fleet contemplated that maybe, Caldor was not necessarily his friend. Nor his enemy. The questions he asked might reveal Caldor�s intentions. Fleet switched the bows to his left hand and loosened the knife at his hip with his right. Only one of them might live long enough to see the dawn.
Caldor walked at his side, his eyes watching the shadows. He also kept track of each person walking, either in front, behind, or coming their way. Once he steered them to the far side of the street, going by a pub with dim lighting and no music.
As they ventured to the edge of the taller buildings, Caldor relaxed, as if he had expected trouble back there. Fleet had remained silent the entire way. Now was the time to talk. �You wanted to ask me some questions.�
�I just want to make a few things clear between you and I. Allow me to talk while we walk.� He waited for Fleet to agree.
�Okay, then. Please do not do me the disservice of interrupting or denying what I say. You and the woman you were with are Dragon Clan. You are not the only people who can call down a dragon, but you may or may not know that.�
Fleet slipped the knife from the scabbard and continued walking, face emotionless.
Caldor glanced down at his hand, but continued speaking as if it was empty. �There is evil in our world. And there is good. As history tells us, there are times when a class of people behaves in a way that is abhorrent. A few lead and the rest follow a dark path.�
The talk didn�t sound threatening, so far, except for the statement that he and Tessa were Dragon Clan. Other than that, it sounded much like one of his father�s talks. Fleet wished he�d get on with it because he wanted to hurry back to the wounded dragon, as well as Tessa. She might need help keeping the wolves away. But he said nothing.
�Today there were two dragons fighting. I suspect that soon two peoples will be fighting while the rest know nothing of what is happening. When another of your people returns to Fleming, tell him or her of the Red Bear Inn. And of me. I usually take my evening meals there at least three or four days in ten.�
Caldor slowed and held out his hand to shake. Fleet slipped the knife into the scabbard and shook his hand. And then Caldor turned and walked back to Fleming without another glance over his shoulder.
Strange. Fleet watched him until he was lost in the darkness. Then he turned and walked away as fast as his tired body allowed. There were words unsaid, puzzles within puzzles, and far more questions that there had been yesterday. Time. Fleet needed time to think about and review all he�d heard and learned.
But first came the dragon who was hurt and unable to defend herself. The green that had fought with it, would return. Of that he had no doubt. It might be hurt, and more likely return to its roost to recover. By then, there would not enough time left in the day. Dragons hate night flying at night, so the earliest it would return was tomorrow.
The wolves might also return. Injured dragons on the ground were almost helpless. Their bodies were supreme in the air, but cumbersome and awkward on the ground. However, any animal that thinks it would attack a dragon on the ground had better account for the serpentine neck and mouth full of teeth, not to mention the speed it moved.
The bows, quivers, and blankets were awkward, too. If he had taken the time, he could have found several ways to carry them easier, but when Calder had appeared and offered his help, Fleet had gratefully accepted. Thinking of all the ways the dragon could be injured, and the possibility of the green returning, he hadn�t believed Tessa could keep them at bay.
Turning off the road onto the path came as a relief. The dawn was still far off. He ignored his tired body, the sleep filling his eyes, and the hunger in his belly. He put the stranger, Caldor from his mind for things that were more immediate.
He stumbled and twisted an ankle. He limped along and brushed against a cactus, then spent time limping and plucking spines from his leg and arm. A low throated growl warned him of a sizeable beast nearby, but he shuffled ahead and soon the sound was lost in the darkness.
After crossing the stream where he had scooped water for the dragon, he realized he didn�t know the way. He could have crossed the stream anywhere along its length. A touch of panic crept into his mind. If he went to sleep, he was so tired that he would probably remain asleep until late in the day.
When he reached the top of the next hill, he paused and listened to the night sounds. It was not long before dawn and the creatures that filled the night were settling down for the day. It was almost quiet. He called, �Tessa!�
When he received no answer, he called again. Then he moved to the next hilltop and tried again. And the next.
When the eastern sky turned pink, he stood on yet another hilltop and called, while turning in a full circle. The morning light illuminated the far off sides of the drylands, as well as several landmarks he�s seen the day before. It should be ahead of him, not behind.
He found another and realized he�d walked too far. But he felt the touch of the dragon and knew the way. The dragon and Tessa were behind him and further north. He could see better with the dawn, and his pace picked up not that the end of his trip was almost in sight.
While checking the landmarks again, movement in the sky drew his attention. A dragon was flying. It was no more than a speck against the pinkish-blue sky, but it was a dragon. No doubt. Fleet ran.
His sore ankle had swollen, but he barely felt the pain. The dragon had veered slightly and now flew almost directly at him. When he thought he was near the called Tessa over and over, limping forward as fast as possible.
She raced to his side and started to help him walk, asking a dozen questions, but he pointed breathlessly to the sky. She turned and saw it.
With a wild expression, she reached over his shoulder and grabbed a fistful of arrows. Then she took a bow and ran back to where the black dragon lay. He hurried after but heard the scream of the green, answered by the black before getting there.
Rounding a rocky hillside, he pulled to a stop. The green was falling from the sky, wings to its side, neck, and head extended. It was attacking.
He grabbed arrows and tossed all but one on the ground in front of him as he let go of everything else and bent a bow to string. The string slipped on, and he picked up an arrow just before the green extended its wings to glide over the black.
He saw the green flinch as Tessa�s arrow struck a hind leg. Distracted, the green passed over the injured black too high to snap at it, but it came right at Fleet. The head? No, the body. Too much chance of missing the head entirely, although one arrow there would do far more damage.
He let his arrow fly. The dragon spotted him and dodged as he released. Instead of striking it in the breast where he�d aimed, it struck the underside, between the rear legs. He�d hit the soft belly, and the dragon roared in protest and pain.
Fleet ignored all that was happening and reached for a second arrow. He let it fly as the dragon passed well ahead of him. The arrow tracked well to one side with little hope of it striking. But the dragon was not done, yet. It gained altitude and circled.
Fleet managed to reach Tessa�s side. �It�s coming back.�
�This time for us.�
Fleet glanced at the black and realized that it was far healthier and ready to fight, although it would certainly lose. At the same time, he also realized that the crevasse it lay in was their protection. At the narrow end, it was only waist deep. �There.�
She looked at the crevasse and understood. Helping him limp to the edge, she kept a watch on the green. It made a final turn, screamed and dived. Both of them reached for their bows and pulled an arrow.
It ignored the black and dived right at them, talons extended, mouth open. Fleet heard Tessa�s bow snap, and the sound of her jumping into the split in the rock. He should release his arrow, too. But he held on. Her open maw of a mouth came closer and closer. I should shoot at its body again and get to safety. 
Instead, he waited and ignored Tessa�s shriek as she realized he had remained exposed. Fleet watched the open mouth draw closer and released the arrow. His feet were yanked out from under him, and Tessa pulled him to safety.
The dragon flew on, screaming in pain, its body twisting from one side to the other as it tried to dislodge the arrow that had gone into its mouth.
�Idiot!� Tessa said.
�I think I hit it in the mouth. Where did yours go?�
�Upper breast. Do you realize that if I hadn�t pulled you down here, she would have had you in her claws?�
A single look in her direction revealed her fear and anger. The green still howled in pain and the black snarled and spit. The talons on her forelegs had actually touched him, knocking him back as she pulled his legs out from under him. He said, �You saved me, but I don�t think it was that close.�
�Here it comes again,� Tessa said.
Squatting in the split, he reached for another arrow. The green flew over them twisting and turning its head, flying erratically. He clearly saw the arrow in its rear leg, and blood streamed from its stomach and ran down the underside. That arrow much still be inside. The mouth was open, but from pain, not because it was attacking again. Somewhere in that mouth was an arrow.
It flew past them too high for an arrow to reach and disappeared in the direction of Fleming. Fleet climbed from the cleft and went to the black. He gave it a pat on the neck, hoping to lessen the shrieks of anger as he soothed it.
Tessa said, �The green would have killed both of us if it spat.�
�It didn�t spit on this one when they fought, yesterday.�
�Maybe it�s their way to fight to the death, but not to spit at each other.�
Fleet said, �I have things I dropped back there. Blankets and such. My ankle got twisted on the walk back here, and I think I need to stay off it.�
�I�ll get it later. How did you ever get weapons and manage to return so fast? I�m not complaining, you understand. If you hadn�t, that green would have finished the job.�
Fleet settled on a rock where he faced Fleming, in case the green, or another flew in their direction. He drew a deep breath and said, �That man, Caldor.� He helped me.�
�I don�t trust him.�
�He saved the black, and probably you. But I have to agree with you. There is more to him than we know, but he did save us. The black looks better. Is it because she was fighting for her life, or is she really better?�
�She ate two more sheep. Her eyes are sharp, and she holds her head up, now. She�s better, but not ready to fly. I�ll go get the things you brought.�
When Tessa returned with the blankets, maps, arrows, and backpack, she paused and walked softly. Then she spread two of the blankets over the sleeping body of Fleet.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

When he woke, Tessa was sitting nearby. The quivers and bows were within easy reach. The water jugs were full. A small fire cooked a rabbit. He assumed the smell was what had awoken him. He was starving.
He said, �I sort of expected lamb.�
�That rabbit tempted me once too often. When it emerged the last time I was ready.�
�Never liked lamb all that much anyhow.� Fleet sat up and took inventory. The day looked to be well advanced, almost evening. A pile of firewood sat nearby. Tessa was not scared to make a fire, but why should she be? They were guarding a dragon. Any highwaymen would run like spooked deer at the sight.
�What are we going to do now?� she asked.
Several answers came to mind that would sidetrack her intent, but he knew what she meant and dodging the question was not fair to her. �For hundreds of years� people have hated and feared us, and maybe some with reason. Now, we have the support of an Earl at Princeton and another at Northwoods, but this new threat arises.�
�We just want to live our lives in peace.�
Fleet didn�t want to argue, but she was wrong. �A dragon carried the old king into the air and dropped him. One of our people ordered that done.�
�It was for good reason,� she interrupted.
Fleet felt like his father might or another elder of the family. �Put yourself in an ordinary person�s place. Better yet, let�s suppose that all non-Dragon Clan people are suddenly granted the power to fly. Are you going to be intimidated, fearful, and jealous of them? Of course, you will. They can do something you cannot. How is that fair?�
�I wouldn�t kill them! Not like they try to do to us.�
�Okay, flying was not a good example. What if they can use lightning as a weapon. Just some of them. If they do not approve of you, they strike you dead by a bolt of lightning. Worse, not all of them are good people. Some are mean and kill for fun.�
�We are not like that.�
�Yet, one of us ordered that dragon to grab the king and fly away with him. Then drop him. Thousands of people saw that happen.�
Tessa�s face had turned red with anger. �Why are we having this conversation?�
�You asked what we�re going to do now. I guess the answer is that we try to survive. To do that, we hide, but now our hidden homes are exposed. The people we call the others are here. They�re like us, but not part of us. I suspect they are as afraid of us as we are of them.�
�So we make peace or go to war.�
Fleet shrugged, �I�m just a watcher. Part of a family of a clan that�s spread all over. It�s not for me to decide, but the information we have, you and me, must be distributed to every Dragon Clan family. People who are older and have more knowledge need to make decisions.�
�It has been hundreds of years since the entire Dragon Clan has worked together. I don�t think it can be done.� Tessa set her chin as if that ended the conversation.
�Then we will all die.�
The blunt statement snapped her head around, and she looked at him as if he�d poked her with a stick. Fleet maintained a neutral expression. Then he stood and walked to the dragon. It had watched their exchange as if it understood each word.
As he drew near, the dragon made a purring sound. At first, Fleet wondered what was wrong with it, but realized it was breathing through its nose, and making a soft sound that was reassuring and non-threatening. He held out his hand, as he would to a dog, let the thing sniff him, and then he gave it a few solid pats on the neck.
Climbing down the rock in front of the dragon, he stood in the cleft and examined the wound, or what he could see of it. The two blankets were coated with hardened and dried blood, as well as thousands of flies. The smell was of rotting flesh and sour milk, although he didn�t know where the milk smell came from.
He reached out and gently peeled the end of a blanket back a few inches and found the raw flesh covered with scabs, some larger than his palm. Washing the wound might help prevent infections, but would reopen wounds and bleeding would begin. Sometimes it is best to allow nature to do the work. He put the edge back in place and climbed out.
Tessa was still where he left her, her chin resting on her fist as she thought.
Fleet sat beside her, reaching for the still rolled blankets that contained the maps. �I have something here.�
He pulled all four out, different sizes, parchment, and ages. Unrolling one, he set it aside and unrolled the second. He placed a rock to hold the far end from curling back up. �Here�s what I wanted to see. I didn�t have a chance to look at it last night.�
Tessa looked, but her attention was elsewhere. Instead of trying to make her look, he knelt and studied it. The port of Fleming was clearly marked, as was Shrewsbury further down the coast located at the tip of a peninsula. He traced his finger across the faint blue that he assumed was water. A group of islands lay a third of the way, the largest labeled Marlstone.
Fleet continued following a landmass that ran from the top of the map to the bottom, and he assumed again that it continued in both directions. That made it appear larger than the entire kingdom of Princeton. Bold writing proclaimed it to be Breslau. Not a single town or province, but the entire landmass.
No towns or ports in the Breslau landmass were marked on the map. No features. It was as if the chart maker knew of one side of the ocean, but had never visited the other. He had obviously not used other maps to use as a reference, and Fleet doubted the coastline or the size of the drawing.
However, it was not all a loss. Even with some of the deficiencies, the map showed that such a land existed, and roughly where. If it was a five-day sail from Shrewsbury to the Marlstone Islands, then it should be three times that distance to Breslau.
He used a stick, broken to the right length, Shrewsbury to Marlstone Island. Then he measured to Breslau and found that if he went further north or south, the distance became too far. So the destination of the ship must lay in a narrow stretch of the far-off land. Fifteen days from the Marlstone Islands and twenty back to Fleming.
�What are you doing?� Tessa asked.
He stabbed a finger at the map. �This is where the others come from. Or maybe we should call them Breslau instead of the others.�
She knelt beside him and began a barrage of questions he couldn�t answer. He managed to interrupt to tell her what he knew, and suspected. He had never seen her so excited. Finally, she looked at him and said, her voice set and strong. �Now we have something to work with. That makes this whole trip a success.�
�It�s giving us valuable information.�
The dragon snorted in their direction. Fleet was about to go see what the problem was, but Tessa said, �It wants a couple of sheep. At this rate, we may have to go buy some more.�
�Where are they?�
�I made a little pen for them, out of sight of the dragon because that was upsetting them.�
�There are wolves,� Fleet began.
�And sheep bleat like crazy when they come around.�
Fleet shut up. She was accustomed to leading, and people followed her orders, not argued or questioned. She stood and headed over a low rise, only to return with a pair of sheep shortly after. She had a short piece of rope around each. The dragon watched her every step.
When she tied each sheep off to a sturdy shrub, she backed away. The dragon had waited, but now the head shot forward, and the first sheep fell to the ground, headless. A second strike, like a chicken picking up grain from the ground, and it too fell to the ground, headless.
Tessa turned to Fleet. �Amazing. It waits until I�m out of danger, then kills both in a heartbeat. The second one does not have to stand there knowing it�s going to die. The dragon does them both a favor by killing, and then eating.�
�Maybe you�re putting too much intelligence into the actions. It could just be instinct for her to kill both so that neither can escape.�
Tessa swelled up and almost sputtered, �I prefer my way. What other maps did you get?�
�Caldor was with me, and I didn�t want him seeing what I was interested in, so I glanced at them and made sure I had this one. Let�s look.�
He unrolled the next and found the coastline from above Castle Warrington to below Shrewsbury. The map was drawn in detail, but didn�t provide any useful information they didn�t already have. The third excited Tessa because it showed part of the drylands where Oasis was located as a large empty space. It showed the southern portion of the kingdom in poor detail, useful only to someone who knew nothing about the area.
The third was a detailed chart of Fleming Bay, including water depths and piers. The fourth was a chart of the River Paxton that flowed past Princeton, and King Ember�s castle. It showed fords and white water. Interesting, but of no value at the present.
Tessa shrugged, �The man had other charts and maps?�
�Yes, and from what I gather, he is not the only one selling them.�
�You are thinking of taking the fight to Breslau.�
Her statement was not in any manner a question. He hadn�t allowed himself to consider it, yet, but she was right. Somebody needed to gather information about the people who allowed their dragon to attack the black. �At least, one of them helped Raymer escape when the green dragon knocked down the dungeon wall.�
�A renegade?�
�That is the problem we face. We have an enemy, we think. We do not know what we have in reality. What we do not have is information. We need that before we make any plans.� He looked away.
�Oh, no you don�t. I can see right through you, Fleet. You�re thinking about a sea voyage, but get it out of your head right now. Family first. You know that. We need to travel to homes and provide our families with all we know and what we suspect. Then runners need to be sent to the other families with the same warnings.�
Fleet walked to where the dragon crouched and ignored Tessa. He used his mind to reach out and touch that of the dragon, exactly as he�d seen Raymer do last year. The dragon stirred, as if irritated, but there was only a thin link between them. He couldn�t be sure the dragon understood anything he said. He could not see through the eyes of the dragon.
Still, he felt a connection. The dragon seemed �fond� of him, and had accompanied him from Bear Mountain all the way to Oasis. At the very least, she protected him from danger. �Tessa, can you feel the touch of this dragon?�
�A little. Only when it is close.�
�How can you tell if a dragon is old?�
She sat and looked at him as if he might break out into a crazy dance or song next. �I don�t know.�
�I�m beginning to think this one is old. Very old. It has probably touched minds with our kind for a hundred years, or more.�
�Is that�s why she knows better than to let you into her mind?�
�Very funny, but it may be true. Raymer said that to bond fully takes a willing person and a willing dragon. If she is not willing, there will never be a bonding.�
Tessa reached out and took his hand. �I�ve been told there are several layers of bonding. What Raymer did is witnessed once in a lifetime, they say. But this dragon definitely has a bond with you, let there be no doubt. It followed you. It protected you. And even now, don�t you realize that any other person in the world walking up to that beast would be eaten?�
�What about you?�
�I think your bond is protecting me. Without you here, I would never go near her.�
Fleet said, �You may be right. I feel like we communicate on some level, but mostly when I�m scared or something.�
�Why do you think she fought with the green?� Tessa asked, her eyes intent on Fleet.
�To see who is superior?�
�Maybe. Or could she have been protecting you?�
Tessa�s insights were more than he would ever have made. The shadows were long, and no more dragons had attacked. The wolves were gone, too. They had enough sheep for at least three more days. Fleet let the route he�d taken from Bear Mountain fill his mind. He could retrace it, cut a few corners and be home in less than ten days.
His home didn�t hold the attraction it once did. He�d reveal all he knew, letting them pick his mind as clean as the bones that a raven leaves a carcass. Then he would go. Where? Fleet smiled to himself. Did it matter?
Would the old dragon heal and continue to shadow him? He turned to Tessa.
She met his gaze. �If you need someone to travel with you, I am here.�
�How do you know what I�m thinking?�
�I guess dragons are not the only ones who can read minds or bond with others,� Tessa smirked and piled firewood in the small pit. She reached for her flint.
�I don�t even know if I�m going at all. I certainly don�t know where. But I�ll go alone, and you already know that.�
A few sparks flared the fire to life, and she said, �You�re going to leave soon. Going to Breslau. It�s not all that hard to figure out. Those people helped one of us, but attacked one of our dragons. You will not be able to let that contradiction go. It�ll eat at you until you sail across the Endless Sea and find out for yourself.�
�How can you know that?�
She raised her eyes to look at the small flames at him. �Because I am just like you. I am Dragon Clan.�
The End
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AUTHOR�S NOTES 

If you have any comments or suggestions�good or bad�or anything else to say, please feel free to contact me at my personal email leroy.clary@gmail.com� I have responded to all emails, so far, and hope to continue that trend. I love the comments, and, at least, one future book is because of an email exchange with a fan. 
Please return to Amazon Kindle where you purchased this book and leave a review, I will appreciate it. Simply scroll down to the bottom of the page where you purchased the book and fill out your review. The only way for others to learn if readers like a book are from reviews
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