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Аннотация
Raymer has been locked in the Summer Palace dungeon for a year. His only crime is being born of the Dragon Clan. The cell next to him holds an emissary of a rival kingdom, an irreverent giant of a man named Quint. Together they plan a daring escape, but once free they find that only the two of them can prevent a war and save innocent lives. Raymer learns of the special abilities he has with dragons and must use those abilities to control a dragon and prevent a war while also protecting the secrets of the Dragon Clan.


LeRoy Clary
Dragon Clan #2: Raymer�s Story



CHAPTER ONE

The oldest of the palace guards assigned to the dungeon was missing his two front teeth. He paused from shuffling his endless rounds at Raymer�s cell and lisped, �Thinkin� about escapin� ain�t you?�
It wasn�t really a question, and Raymer didn�t bother answering. A small shaft of sunlight beamed through the iron bars of the only window in the ancient dungeon cell and warmed a square patch on Raymer�s back. As the sun moved on, so would Raymer. In his mind, he still lived free in the Raging Mountains. Drawing in a deep breath, he imagined what mountain air would taste like again while ignoring the pungent aromas of the dungeons.
The guard leaned a shoulder on a stone wall for a moment and watched Raymer performing his daily regimen, which was much like the king�s soldiers did in their training. The guard�s hand lightly rested on the unembellished hilt of the standard issue broadsword hanging from his belt. He chuckled, �If there�s a way to get out of here by squeezing those bars over and over, you�re gonna� be free by afternoon.�
Raymer grunted and continued lifting his knees high and pretended he was running. This was part of the regimen that helped clear his mind and kept his body strong. A day would come when he�d need his strength.
The old guard shuffled away on his rounds. On his return, he said, �Some have tried, you know, but prisoners never get outta here alive.�
�Never?�
The guard edged closer as if sharing a deep secret with a close friend. �Well, there was this one guy a few years ago who got out of his cell and almost made it to the castle gate.�
�What happened?�
�Guards got him first.�
�How�d he get out in the first place?� Raymer paused his exercise to listen to the answer.
�I already said enough.� The guard spit through the gap in his missing teeth toward Raymer�s feet before turning and marching on his rounds.
When the guard turned the corner to patrol the other four cells, and he was briefly out of sight, Raymer called softly to the occupant of the neighboring cell. �Hey Quint, I have a question for you.�
Quint�s gruff voice sounded from beyond the thick wall separating the two cells, �Don�t bother me. I�m resting up today.�
He�s in one of his moods. �Resting up for what? Got someplace to go?�
�Yep, I�m gonna go to the cell next to mine and rip the head off the guy who keeps interrupting my afternoon nap.�
Raymer chuckled at the poor joke. �Listen, I mentioned escaping a few days ago.�
�I told you then to shut up about it. I got more serious things on my mind.�
�Sorry about that, but I want to talk. You�re the only other prisoner.�
The guard appeared down the hallway, and he wandered closer, pretending he had something to do that carried him close enough to the cells to listen. Raymer said in a louder voice that echoed off the old stone walls, �Quint, how many times did you say you�ve slept with the guard�s mother?�
�That�s not true at all, Raymer. You know I don�t sleep with ugly women.�
The guard grabbed the hammer lying on the torture table that was used for setting the copper pins into the leg irons. He raised it as if to throw. His face was red and eyes glinted with anger. His thin lips pulled back, exposing missing teeth.
Raymer tossed his head back and laughed. The guard wouldn�t throw the hammer. It would put a weapon in Raymer�s hands. The guard pounded the hammer on the work-table as if displaying his intentions if he ever managed to get Raymer on that same table, and then he strode off, back stiff, trying to recover some dignity and failing. He continued limping on his endless rounds.
When he was out of hearing range again, Raymer said softly to Quint, �I just might have an escape plan that will work.�
�Sure you do. The last two idiots who tried were killed before they even reached the front gates.�
�I heard it was only one guy. Besides, is it such a bad way to die? Or would you rather continue living your life of ease and boredom for fifty more years in that filthy cage you�re in?�
The guard shuffled back in their direction and Quint waited until he passed by and was out of hearing range again before he answered. He said pensively, �To tell you the truth, I�d hate to die in this cell and have nothing else in my life to account for.�
�Does that mean you�ll help?�
�Here�s my way of thinking. There�s a whole lot of fine women in the world outside these walls who�re deprived of my pleasant company and wit. It�s unfair and ungodly to treat them that way.�
Raymer grabbed the iron bars as if he could squeeze them like trying to get the last of the juice from a lemon. He made his fingers work so hard the impression of each finger should be set into the cold iron. He did it until his hands and forearms ached. Every day he worked on making his body stronger. Lazy prisoners died quickly.
In his year of surviving the dungeon, he�d let his black hair grow wild and tangled. It hung to his shoulders. He used fingers to part it in the middle so it hung to the sides of his head so he could see. He�d done it for no other reason than that he was ordered to shave it by the old Dungeon Master, a man who had recently died at his own hand. The guards had often threatened to pin him down and cut it for him, but were forbidden to enter his cell. Nobody ever entered it under orders from the king, himself.
About once a ten-day they came with a razor, and wrist irons to secure him to the bars so they could shave his head. He always politely declined and often invited them in for tea. None accepted, and his hair grew longer.
His beard was filling in nicely, too, finally making him appear as a full grown man instead of a tall youth. He�d always been strong, but he�d dropped a third of his weight in the last year. There never seemed to be enough food, and the meals served sporadically to prisoners were usually rank, putrid, spoiled, or all three. His routine of exercise kept him in physical shape to face another day.
He had no fighting staff to practice with, of course, but didn�t let that hold him back. Raymer spent part of each day standing in the center of his filthy cell pretending he held a staff, and making the moves his brothers and father had taught him since he could walk. With or without a staff, the moves were more about the balance and positioning of the feet and the snapping movements of the arms, wrists, and body that drove power into the staff.
Quint called, �You doing all that damn jumping around again?�
�A man with a warrior�s staff can defeat any two swordsmen,� Raymer panted.
�And the third swordsman will stick you through the ribs.�
Raymer grinned. Maybe. But a staff lent power and reach over a sword. Normally they were taller than a man. A staff was usually made of heavy ash or oak. Reversing his grip and sliding his hands to one end of the staff gave him a reach of three paces. His lunging footwork provided him with at least two more. Swinging it like a club would take a man down with a single stroke.
In his cell Raymer blocked, parried, swung, and thrust with the imaginary staff. The king�s soldiers in their gaudy blue and gold uniforms became his targets. Conjuring up mental pictures of them attacking, he defended himself, and then he mounted his own attacks. He won all the skirmishes.
�Hey Quint, give me some time to work out our escape details.�
�Okay, but you only got three days. That�s all I can spare from my busy schedule.�
Raymer heard Quint chuckling at his own sorry excuse for a joke, but that was all right. Humor in the dungeons was sorely lacking and much appreciated. Misery and death were more commonly encountered. He said, �That prissy new Dungeon Master looks like he�d be better off wearing a dress.�
�You�d be better off wearing a dress.�
So much for appreciating dungeon humor. In contrast to Quint�s childish response, he was the tallest man Raymer had ever seen, easily a full head taller than Raymer, who was considered tall himself.
As he slew another imaginary guard, he thought about the world outside the dungeons, recalling every trail, path, road, and mountain. In his mind, he made a map of all towns and villages, noting the landmarks, and remembering the best routes to travel from one to another. He retraced his trips in the Raging Mountains from the first steps of the journeys to the last, and all along the way. Rivers were recalled, how wide, deep, and even how cold. Were the river-bottoms sand, mud, or rock? Each campsite along the way was reexamined for safety, firewood, and comfort.
However, as always, Raymer�s main focus was on plans for escape. In the last year, he�d waited for an opportunity, but they never let him out of his cell. A guard once told him it was at the king�s directive. How could he escape if he was always locked up? Still, he prepared and waited for a single chance.
If he ever managed to get free of the dungeon, he�d run so far and fast they�d never catch him again. With that in mind, he moved to the center of his cell and ran in place until his breath came in harsh gasps, then he increased his pace to a sprint, imagining the king�s men were chasing him. He�d run all the way to his family, the safety of the Dragon Clan.
He ran faster in his cell, his fingers curled around his imaginary staff. They�d never catch him. Never.
The cell was only three paces in any direction. A year had passed with him never going further than three miserable paces. He might not make it another year. There had been a parade of other prisoners, often occupying all six of the empty cells of the dungeon. But the dungeon is where men came to die. None had survived more than a few ten-days. None except for him and Quint.
Quint�s voice unexpectedly bounced off the stone walls. Quint seldom initiated a conversation so Raymer paused and listened to the uncommonly soft voice, �I�m not going to live much longer down here.�
�I was just having much the same thoughts. But they were about me dying instead of you.�
�A lot of men have died in these cells so I have to ask myself. With these stone walls. Iron bars, and with guards as mean as mad dogs, do you have a plan that might work, or not?�
�I have one.�
�Give me some hope. Something for me to think about besides my death.�
Raymer hesitated for the briefest time to consider. Revealing his plan might give Quint something to barter if tortured. For Quint, there would be no release under any circumstances. Quint had killed three of the king�s soldiers. That was enough for him to be sent to the dungeons for life. Also, one of the soldiers had been an officer, the son of a powerful royal.
�You want hope from me? I guess I can spin you a tale or tell you a fat lie if you want to feel better.�
�Do it.�
�Okay, I�ve got a plan to get us out of here that won�t fail.�

CHAPTER TWO

The following morning Raymer called softly, �Quint, do you know I�m part of the Dragon Clan?�
�When they had you stretched on the rack for your torture a long time ago I saw that ugly picture you have drawn on your back if that�s what you�re asking.�
�It�s not a picture or drawing. It�s not ugly. It�s a birthmark. And I�m proud of it.�
�Proud of the shape of a full-grown dragon from your ass to your neck. I�ve heard the old wives� tales about you folks and your dragons, but I�m more�n ten years old so tell me another fairy story.�
�They�re releasing you today, and begging forgiveness. How�s that?� A stone wall separated the cells and he�d only seen Quint a few times, so it was sometimes hard to know exactly what Quint meant when he spoke, or if he was joking. Mold grew on the damp stone walls, and iron rust streaks fell below the bars. The smells of age and death combined into a sour, damp stench that made the eyes water and the nose curl. A constant chill ate at the prisoners who never had enough warm clothing.
Raymer said, �What do you know about us? What have you heard?�
�I know the new King Ember hates you. A long time ago a dragon killed his grandfather by flying off with him and dropping him to his death. What else is there to know about the fairy tale?�
�You believe it�s a bedtime story?�
�I think that part of it may be true. No reason for the king to treat you that way unless there�s some truth there.�
The answer sounded sincere. Quint might be interested in his escape plan, but Raymer wouldn�t reveal it yet. It was coming together, but he had details to work out. There would only be a single chance. If he failed, Quint might refuse to cooperate for another chance�if they were still alive.
Raymer wiped his palm on the stone wall and looked at the sheen of moisture on his palm. It appeared cleaner than the filthy bowl a guard had slid to him a few days ago. He licked his hand while thinking.
If nothing else, Quint�s response gave Raymer time to vent. �My crime was being born. And getting captured, of course. My people, my clan, live near high places in the Raging Mountains where dragons nest, and we believe we share dragon blood. I did nothing to the king.�
�Me neither.�
�But they say you killed three soldiers.�
�I carried treaties for the King�s signature from Northwood, under a flag of truce. I could have killed more of them. They were easy to slay. The King should thank me for pointing out their deficiencies, and he should then train his men better. They�re too soft and cannot properly protect his kingdom. I tried to tell him that at my trial.�
�Trial?�
�Well, that�s what he called it. It was more of just a judgment where I stood and waited for him to finish telling me about his favorite nephew who used to sit on his knee. He was the officer, I killed. I told him the boy�s time would have been better spent learning to use a knife or sword to fight with instead of doing all that knee sitting and then foolishly attacking a true warrior.�
Raymer laughed, �Did you really tell him that?�
�Sad to admit it, but yes.�
�You carried treaties? I never heard about that.�
�Nobody did. Your King swore he�d sign them and end a border war that has lasted fifty years with the Northwood Province. He betrayed me, my Earl, and my family. Just because his men cannot properly hold a sword or he keep his word.�
�So he sentenced you to three life terms for defending yourself?�
�Three terms in a row, one after the other. My cell stays locked for a hundred and fifty years with me in it, even after I�m a dead and a dry husk. Your damn King even ordered the blacksmith to wrap chains around the door so it will never open until a hundred years after I die. As if that wasn�t enough, now I have sat in this cage and listen to an idiot like you telling me we�re escaping.�
As long as Quint was talkative, Raymer urged him on. �I don�t consider him my king. I am of the clan. You speak well for a prisoner. You must have a formal education.�
�What you�re really saying is that I�m big and strong and, therefore, I should be stupid, so it comes as a total surprise when I don�t use one syllable words and grunt my responses,� Quint snarled, all traces of humor gone.
�Education is usually a product of wealth.�
�Well, don�t you sound high and mighty all the sudden.�
�Just wondering, and passing the time with idle talk.�
�Well, pass some time thinking about this. You don�t exactly speak like the usual occupant of these cells, either.�
�We teach our young to read, write, and to think on their own.�
�Including history?�
�Yes,� Raymer said.
�I�d like to hear about your history someday when I have spare time.�
�Why?�
�History is written by those who either win wars or those who have an agenda. I�d enjoy finding the differences between the truth and what you�ve. Now, after this stimulating conversating I�m going to take a nap.�
�Conversating is not a word.�
Raymer settled down with his back against his favorite spot on the cell wall, one where the rough stone didn�t hurt his back so much as he listened to Quint chuckle.
Quint continued, �I said it. You understood it. Therefore, we were conversating, and I declare it is now a word.�
Raymer shrugged. He had lost another argument. His thoughts shifted to a few days earlier. A brief sighting of the foppish young new Dungeon Master had given Raymer glimmers of hope, without any specifics as to why. At least, it gave him something new to dwell upon, always a welcome thing in an unending session of boring days.
The young man who had recently been appointed to the position was the fourth son of a powerful nobleman. For his first appearance in the lower dungeon, he had worn a blue brocade vest and matching jacket over a ruffled light blue shirt instead of the leathers most wore. He held a kerchief to his nose that was perfumed so heavily Raymer still detected traces of the scent two days later.
However, any change in the daily routine was cause for hope, or for devising new plans to escape, most that wouldn�t work, but the presence of the self-important peacock might be somehow be exploited. Raymer stood and squatted, bending his knees slowly until his buttocks touched his heels. Then he stood. He repeated the process, counting slowly until he reached a hundred.
As a reward for himself, he moved to the wall below the tiny window of his cell. A jump allowed him to reach high enough to grasp two of the three bars on the window, and he lifted himself until his chin rested on the sill. Little had changed since his last look.
He could see a portion of the trader�s market and people coming and going, each with a story that he�d never know. To survive the dungeons, you had to be thankful for what you had, the little things. Watching the parade of sellers, buyers, jugglers, acrobats, singers, dancers, and thieves while hanging from the window bars was his daily entertainment. When his arms tired, the show ended.
Above the dungeon spread the king�s Summer Palace, a smaller version of the Great Hall. It was constructed on a sloping outcrop of granite at the base of the Singing Hills. The slope of the granite allowed three stories of elaborate chambers, dining halls, and ballrooms.
The dungeon had been cut from the sloping granite at the lowest part of the base. Because of the slope, the dungeon was slightly below ground level. One wall had windows. Some of them were in cells. The dungeon had been an afterthought and built haphazard, almost four hundred years earlier. Most prisoners of the normal variety were held in the Great Hall, King Ember�s primary residence. But the need for a location to hold a select few discrete prisoners, usually political in nature, had caused the Summer Palace to be modified.
An open carriage, lavishly decorated and white painted wheels passed by on the road running beside the trader�s market. It had to be one of the King�s own, Raymer decided.. Sitting inside the carriage on the rear seat facing forward was a young man with wild, untamed brown hair, wearing a fancy green blouse and matching silk vest of the same shade. Tears streaked his cheeks. Cases of leather luggage were piled and tied haphazardly on the empty seats. As the carriage reached the gates, the driver flicked the whip on the flank of the beautiful black horse. The horse lifted his head and picked up speed. The carriage disappeared down the same road Raymer longed to travel. He lowered himself to the floor and rubbed sore arms.
The boy in the carriage had worn expensive clothing. A liveried driver sat atop. Raymer decided the youth was being sent away to an expensive school during the height of ball season, so he cried at all the parties he�d miss. Life is not about what you have, but what you wish. A matter of perspective. Want to trade places?
As a mental exercise, Raymer made up three distinctly different stories for why the boy in green was crying, each complete with back stories of families, friends, and why he was being sent off. None of them held a grain of truth, but it kept his mind active in circumstances that demanded he either exercise his mind as he did his body�or die a mindless prisoner in a dank cell located in a foreign land.
Raymer�s day would come and when it did he�d be ready to run like that black horse pulling the fancy carriage. Right out of the castle gates and into the wilds at the foot of the Raging Mountains that were his home. He started to run in place again, lifting his knees high and landing on his toes. As he tired, he picked up the tempo, pushing himself. He pushed until he fell exhausted onto the filthy, moldy straw that was his pallet.
He closed his eyes, seeing the snowcapped peak of Bear Mountain in his imagination. At the bottom of the south slope was a pass his father described as the entrance; a split or a crevasse in the solid granite that was all but invisible until you were there standing directly in front of it. Following that would lead you to a high mountain valley. There he would hopefully find more of the Dragon Clan, and perhaps woman to share his life.
Raymer wore the image of a red dragon on his back, a birthmark all of the dragon clan were born with. His image depicted a half-turned dragon that covered him shoulder to shoulder, the image minutely detailed.
His back began to tingle, then itch, instantly drawing his attention. The itch turned to pinpricks nearing pain. He sat up in his dirty straw bed and leaped up to grab the bars of his window, again. He pulled himself up until he could see outside, his eyes raised to the sky.
A massive red dragon was flying slowly over, its head swaying back and forth as if looking for something. I�m here. Raymer closed his eyes in concentration, trying to contact the dragon with his mind and repeated, �I�m here.�
Dragons are not very intelligent, but the old stories said they sometimes obey commands from those with the mark of the dragon on their backs. Raymer had never experienced a dragon doing what he wanted, but he had no doubt their lives intertwined in ways he didn�t yet understand. The tingles and the sharp pains of a nearby black dragon assured him of the dragon's presence. He believed the dragon was aware of him, as well, but in fact, he had no evidence to back up that belief. Between the falling tears, he watched the sky.
The dragon flew on.
Raymer shifted his thoughts to what he did know about dragons. A dragon fights with teeth, claws, and a black tar-like substance called spit. Dragon Spit is similar to that of some spitting snakes. It blinded opponents, but it also dissolved flesh and most anything else it touched, and if an open flame was nearby, the substance erupted into flame in a burst of energy, giving substance to the tales that dragons breathed fire.
Remembering back to when he was very young, Raymer had considered carrying a container of the dragon acid with him. He realized he could throw it at an enemy and have a weapon far stronger than any arrow or club. The idea was that when the container broke the vile substance would dissolve anything, it splashed on and touched, including people. If he could toss a beaker or jar of it near a flame, the resulting flash of fire would slow an army. He thought it was one of his better ideas until he mentioned it to his father.
With a smile, his father had asked, �What sort of container will you use to carry it in?�
His father had been right. What material could stand up long enough to carry the contents? The answer was--nothing. The acid ate flesh, bone, wood, and even iron. The same iron the bars of his cell were made from.
Raymer called softly, �Hey, Quint. You awake?�
�I am now that you woke me up.�
Raymer glanced around the dungeon to ensure they were alone enough to talk. �Do you have a window?�
�Why, you want to swap cells?�
�Are there iron bars on it?�
�No, the guards just trust me to stay in here,� Quint laughed, sounding genuinely amused.
Raymer didn�t laugh. �If there were no bars, could you climb high enough and squeeze through the opening?�
Quint barked a laugh. �If there weren�t any bars we�d never have this wonderful time together to waste on your silliness.�
�Because you�d climb out and be gone, I know. Listen, I may be able to make those bars disappear.�
�You�ve suddenly become a majiker? Make bunnies and prison bars disappear? If you could do that, you would have done it a year ago.�
Raymer paused until the guard passed by on his next round and went out of earshot. �I wasn�t desperate until now. There will only be one chance for us.�
Quint didn�t respond for half the afternoon. When he did, he asked, �Men go crazy living down here. Has that happened to you?�
�Not yet, but soon. I need lime.�
�Lime, like an orange?�
�No, like what is used in the mortar between bricks.�
�Building something?�
�More like tearing it down. Listen, my cell does not have a wall mortar.� Your cell has a red brick one, right?�
�How�s this going to help me?�
�Mortar contains lime. I need at least a few large sized handfuls. You�ll need the same.�
Quint shook the bars on his cell violently and called out to the approaching guard. �Go tell the new Dungeon Master that Raymer�s gone bat shit crazy.�
The guard chuckled, �I thought the two of you were friends.�
�Shut up and mind your own business,� Quint snarled, his temper and frustration taking control.
�Besides, I ain�t seen the new Dungeon Master in days, so I can�t tell him squat even if I wanted to,� the guard snapped. �Dressed like a pansy, he looked and acted like he never wants to come down here again.�
Raymer heard Quint�s angry growl in response. The guard wandered off humming to himself. Heavy footsteps in the next cell told him Quint had moved to his straw pallet and probably was going to try napping his life away, again. Maybe a good idea. Raymer ran a few steps in the center of his cell, raising his knees almost to his chest, but his mind was not on exercise, and he soon quit.
Placing his hands on his temples, he concentrated and felt an odd sensation. The gentle touch of the mind of a beast flowed over him like warm water on a cold day. It was a dragon, he felt certain of it. Keeping his eyes closed and he considered the strange circumstances that allowed the mind-touch of a dragon to be gentle and soft. Raymer could feel the dragon inside his mind, and knew the dragon felt him, although if asked, he couldn�t explain it.
The dragon flew nearby, but not too close. He nudged it gently, saying he was pleased the dragon was near, like stroking the neck of a horse as it followed a rider�s commands.
The feeling ceased, leaving him exhausted and delighted. Nobody he knew personally had ever claimed they had touched a dragon's mind, but there were old stories of men who did. The loss of the sensation left him in a melancholy mood as he wondered if he would ever repeat the feat. If his escape plan had any chance of success, he had to.
�Hey, Quint. What�s the one thing you miss the most in here?�
�Men who are quiet and let me sleep.�
�What about food? Or women?�
Quint drew in a long breath before answering. �Soft, clean beds and warm blankets.�
�Above food or women?�
�You haven�t smelled the stink from my bed, or maybe you have. They threw a couple of handfuls of clean straw in here about a month ago. That was the first since I don�t know when. My back aches every day from the hard floor.�
Raymer stood where he could see a small patch of the blue sky through the tiny window and watched a single cloud slowly drift past. His eyes fell to the layer of cold, gray, straw he slept upon. �Okay, a clean bed and a warm blanket. I see your point.�
�Raymer, if you get me out of here, and we take only ten steps out of the yard I�m your best friend. Get me killed escaping outside these palace walls and in the afterlife, I�ll shake your hand and give you a hug.�
Raymer allowed his mind to drift like the cloud he had watched as he reached out and touched the dragon�s mind again. It was there, far off, but a presence like he�d never encountered. The next time the dragon flew past, he�d suggest it turn in one direction or another. If it did as he asked, he might have the beginnings of a plan that would work.

CHAPTER THREE

Raymer waited impatiently for three full days until he felt the tingling sensation on his birthmark again. He closed his eyes and tried to issue warm, friendly, and welcoming thoughts, as he�d heard some of the clan elders did when telling their dragon tales. They said that someday he would be able to �call down� dragons in battle, but the specifics were for adult ears. A year ago, he�d been only fifteen and beardless. Children were not entrusted with clan secrets.
But he�d heard rumors all his life.
He pulled himself up to the window and watched the sky. The dragon flew into view. It flew with a leisurely appearance about it. However, it turned and twisted the head on the end of the sinuous neck as if it was now searching for something. I�m here.
The dragon suddenly turned and flew directly at him. His heart went wild. He shook his head at the beast. It was too soon. His plan was not developed. Raymer�s face paled. Should he cheer or faint? But first, he had to make the dragon fly away.
No! Turn away. Turn to your left. 
The dragon looked confused, the beating wings hesitating as if it didn�t understand, or didn�t know what to do. Dragons don�t know what the left is, he corrected himself. Turn to the sun. Fly to the sun.
The dragon swerved as it looked to the west, and the setting sun. As it flew faster, Raymer felt the tingles on his back diminish, but the sensation of communicating remained in his mind. A smile crossed his lips for the first time in days as he again projected friendly, warm thoughts that he hoped the dragon could understand and that it would return for more of them. The feeling of touching the dragon mind finally ceased.
His plan needed refinement. If the King or one of his minions realized the dragon was in contact with Raymer, his life would last about as long as it took for one of them to descend the stone stairs to the dungeon, swords in hands. Still, he felt like dancing around his cell as if he�d lost his mind. When the euphoria wore off, he sat and considered what to do.
The problem was two-fold. Raymer needed the dragon to understand his wishes well enough to do what he needed. He also had to keep it secret from anyone in the Summer Palace while perfecting it. But for now, he smiled.
For the first time in a year, he held a measure of hope. He began thinking of all that could go wrong, and even calculated his odds of escaping, but soon quit. It didn�t matter. He had a plan. A possible future, if slim.
�Quint, are you gathering that mortar?�
�Who�s this strange voice speaking to me?�
�There�s only you and me down here, Quint.�
�In that case, I�ve been far too busy to do manual work.�
�Well, un-busy yourself. The timetable for escaping has been accelerated.�
�Accelerated, you say? You use words like accelerated and accuse me of being overly educated?�
Raymer saw the guard with the two missing front teeth crouched behind a storage unit containing chains, saws, nails, and hammers, none of which were intended for carpentry. Dried blood, bone, and bits of flesh coated them. He raised his voice so the guard would hear. �Quint, I heard the night guards talking.�
�What�d they say, or do I care?�
From the corner of his eye, Raymer watched the eavesdropping guard move from the storage container to the corner of the hallway where a shelf stood. �They said two of the children belonging to our guard looks more like some of the night guards.�
�Not true, Raymer. I can tell you that for a fact. His ugly girls look like the spawn of the king�s stallion.�
The guard stood, pulled his blade and charged the cells, as if not knowing which to attack first. He shouted spittle flying. �You two can thank whatever demons you worship that you�re inside those cages where I can�t get at you.�
Quint spoke first, �Hey, it�s fine with me if you want to let me out of here so you can get at me.�
Raymer added, �Or, feel free to let yourself inside.�
The guard had pulled to a stop before he was close enough for either of them to reach through the bars and grab him. He sputtered in his anger and stalked away, only to return a moment later carrying a wooden bowl in each hand. When he was ten paces away, he tripped and spilled the contents of the bowls on the floor, while wearing a sly smile. There would be no dinner tonight.
Quint�s voice drifted from his cell, as soft as if it g on vapors. �Guard? You do understand that if I ever manage to escape from behind these bars, you will surely die a day or two later?�
The guard backed up with that threat as if the floor had suddenly become hot and he needed to move his feet to cooler stones. �You can�t threaten me.�
�So give me another life sentence if you don�t like what I�m saying,� Quint drawled, his voice dripping with false amusement. �But I will kill you by forcing two empty bowls down your throat.�
The guard threw the bowls back down the hallway. �I�ll be glad when you two are dead.�
Raymer smiled at the guard, �You know I�m working hard on a plan to escape from this place but Quint is holding me back.�
�Lime, again?� Quint growled. �You want lime and won�t let up.�
�Lime,� Raymer confirmed.
The guard huffed and disappeared around the corner. His footsteps echoed down the corridor. Raymer heard a new sound. A scraping, repeated over and over, steady and rhythmic, a sound he had never heard.
�Quint, what�s that sound?�
�I found this little piece of rock with a sharp edge. I planned to use it to cut a guard�s throat someday, but what the hell? Maybe I�ll scratch myself a bit of mortar from between these bricks and make a present of it to a friend of mine.�
Raymer settled himself in his favorite spot against the wall to rest, but then changed his mind. Instead, he stood and started to run again, his eyes almost closed with pleasure, his mind�s eye seeing the path he often used from his village to the high pasture where the sheep and goats grazed in summer.
He ran slowly at first, but his head filled with memories until he wanted to brush aside low hanging branches and leap over a couple of the smaller streams. His legs pumped faster and faster, although he ran nowhere. The cell seemed to have disappeared, but he knew as soon as he stopped he would still be in the center.
Later, he lay on the straw panting for breath, and the scraping in the next cell ceased. Raymer asked, �How�d you do?�
�Got a small handful. I�ll get more tomorrow and pass it to you.�
Raymer settled himself to rest without dinner, but feeling satisfied, nonetheless. He heard another new sound, this time, a steady slapping. �What are you doing now?�
�Running.�
Raymer grinned. �Why?�
�Because for the first time since they put me in here, I feel like I might need to run to keep up with you.�
�If they�re going to just catch one of us when we get out, I plan on it being you.�
�My plan�s a little different, Raymer. You better be ready to run like the wind.�
Raymer waited for more, but all he heard was the steady slapping of bare feet on the stone floor, one foot after the other, for so long he started wondering if he could outrun Quint. Tomorrow he�d increase his training. He fell asleep on an empty stomach and a smile on his face as he listened to the steady pat, pat, pat of Quint�s feet.
�What�s this mess?� the morning guard shouted as he discovered the slop spilled on the floor outside the cells. He woke Raymer with his loud complaining.
Quint said reasonably, �Don�t look at us, my friend. We didn�t open these cell doors and dump our slop way over there so we could go hungry last night, and then lock ourselves in again. We know better that to make you angry.�
�Damn toothless old man is going to lose a few more teeth if he doesn't clean up after himself,� the guard snapped, a youth barely old enough to order ale at a public eatery.
�He said he didn�t have to clean it up. He told us you�d clean it for him,� Quint drawled, sounding almost sincere and honest.
�I heard him say it, too,� Raymer added without looking behind him to watch the guard. He had pulled himself up to the window again and was holding onto the bars and looking outside, mentally deciding how many steps to the gate and then how many more to the dense forest lining the sides of the road on the other side. Run out the gate and perhaps a dozen more steps to the nearest trees. If he reached that far, he might get away.
But that�s all the lead he needed. A hundred running paces from his cell to cross the marketplace and a dozen more steps to the edge of the trees to give him a chance. Once in the forest, he could outrun almost anyone. He�d take paths so narrow a horse couldn�t follow. No soldier or palace guard could run as fast or be as motivated. A hundred and twelve steps to freedom.
�You looking outside again?� Quint asked over the soft scraping as he continued to gather mortar.
�I figure a hundred steps to the gate, and then twelve more to the forest. That�s all we have to do.�
�You actually think we might get the chance?�
Raymer nodded, then realizing Quint couldn�t see him, he said, �I think so. I think we might. . .�
The dragon�s spit destroyed almost anything. There were a few things that made it inert, or innocent, as his family called it. If he could call a dragon down and have it spit on the iron bars of his cage, they would melt.
The problem was that if he tried to squeeze through the opening, the black substance would melt his flesh, too. But enough lime thrown on the dragon spit after the bars melted would make it safe. Even a few handfuls might work. He might get a few burns while escaping, but it seemed a small price to pay.
He let go of the bars and turned, watching the guard wipe up the mess from their missing meal, just for something different to do. Then he went back to the window and watched the first people entering the farmer�s section of the market, the early shoppers searching for bargains and the farmers setting up their tents for shade, getting ready to spend the day selling produce. The dungeon cell window was set at ground-level on the outside, but the cells were below ground level, so he had to raise himself off the floor to see.
A pair of dirty feet attached to dirty legs stopped so close to the tiny window Raymer could have reached out and grabbed them. He couldn�t see who the feet belonged to, but the legs looked like a young boy who carried a sack made of course material. The boy tripped�or seemed to. Red apples spilled from the sack and fell to the ground. Apples like Raymer had not seen or tasted in a year. Any fresh fruit or vegetable had been scarce in the dungeon, and he had missed his meal the day before. At least twenty apples lay in the dirt. A boy wearing a gray striped shirt with a hood pulled low over his brow bent to retrieve them.
The boy flicked his heel and an apple flew between the bars and fell to the floor of Raymer�s cell with a dull thud. A meal beyond worth. Raymer was so stunned that he didn�t move to gather it. He held onto the bars and watched the apple lying on his cell floor with a sense of awe. The boy moved quickly to gather the rest of his apples. His toe sent another rolling inside the bars. Raymer caught it. The boy scooped the rest of the apples into the bag and stood.
A third apple still lay on the ground within reach of Raymer.
The hooded figure moved off in a hurry. Raymer managed to lunge and grab the apple before he slipped and fell down to the rock floor, his hand cradling the last apple protectively. Three apples. A treasure for a prisoner who spent most days hungry.
To anyone watching, the boy had simply tripped, and a couple of apples fell inside if they saw that much. What they probably saw was the boy retrieving his apples as fast as possible, and left one behind in his haste. Just an accident.
�Hey Quint, you won�t believe what just happened.�
�You grew a third eye?�
�No, but that�s a better guess than you�d think. I have three apples.�
�Now you�ve gone and planted a damn apple tree in your cell and grew yourself some apples without telling me?�
�No, I was looking outside, and a fruit seller spilled a bag.�
Quint�s voice sounded closer, which meant he�d moved to the edge of his cell. Raymer said, �Lay down and reach your arm out to me as far as you can.�
�Wait a while. The guard is due back.�
As if he heard them, the young guard strode around the corner of the hallway that led to the stairs with a swagger of a new guard. He paused at the iron cuffs and chains they removed from new prisoners before throwing the prisoners into the cells. They now hung on the wall pegs. He glanced at the two occupied cells. �Quint, why are you looking at me that way?�
�I was just wondering. Do you own any pretty dresses?�
�You�ve been here way too long. The word is, you�re gonna die in that cell and never see me or anyone else in a dress unless it�s outside that little window of yours.�
�A man can dream, can�t he?�
�As long as he�s not got me wearing a dress in those dreams,� the guard laughed. He continued on his rounds and disappeared as he went to inspect the cells on the floor above. Dungeon guards who sat or slept found themselves locked in cells, as they well knew.
�I got my hand outstretched,� Quint hissed.
Raymer dived to the floor near the wall that separated them and held out his hand to meet Quint�s. He felt Quint�s fingers and carefully passed an apple to him. After standing, he moved to the hay he slept on. He shoved the sour remnants of dirty hay with his toe. He scooped it into a bed almost as thick as his little finger and laid down, facing away from the guard.
When he returned, Raymer didn�t want him seeing the apples. If the guard discovered them, they might brick up the window. He held both of them near his middle, too scared to take a bite, but savoring the anticipation.
Footsteps of the single guard on duty approached and retreated. Raymer raised one apple to his nose and sniffed, his eyes closed as he took in the faint scent. He bit into the apple and rolled his eyes at the myriad of flavors, smells and conflicting tastes of sour and sweet.
The bite transported him from the cell back to his childhood. The Dragon Clan had planted apple trees as they traveled for as long as anyone could remember. The seeds of any apple eaten were cherished, dried, and carefully planted, not always along roads or even traveled paths. He remembered eating apples near his home, and he remembered carrying the seeds for days in his pocket until he found an appropriate place to plant them.
In his mind�s eye, he saw those seeds he�d sown had sprouted and grown into tall, strong trees. The apples he held in his hand might well have come from one of the trees he or one of his ancestors had planted. He took another bite, a very small one, and allowed his mind to wander far from the cell.
�Hey Raymer, I take back half the awful things I�ve said about you.�
�One apple is worth all that?� Raymer chuckled.
�You kept two for yourself, right?� his voice sounded concerned.
�Yes.�
�Tell me again how you got them.�
�A boy was carrying a bag of apples passed the window of my cell. He spilled the bag, and somehow his foot kicked one into the window.�
�I can see that happening by accident. But you got three?�
�Yes, it�s strange. He accidentally kicked another my way. Then he had all of them picked up but one he left by the window. And then, he took off running. I reached out and grabbed it.� Raymer took another bite and chewed while waiting for a reply that didn�t come for some time.
The apple Raymer savored and lingered over was almost gone when Quint spoke again. �I can see an apple accidentally falling into your cell the way you said the first one did.�
�I know. But, the second is too hard to believe, let alone the third.�
�I�ve been thinking. The apple vendor did it on purpose. You have a friend on the outside.�
�That�s what I�m thinking, too.�
Raymer listened for Quint to add to the conversation, but instead heard him begin snoring. Still, the idea of three apples falling into his possession hadn�t happened in a year. Could it really have been on purpose? Did his family know where he was and were they helping him? No words had passed between him and the apple peddler, let alone an exchange of eye contact. Still, such an amazing coincidence as three apples falling into his hands was impossible to comprehend.
Raymer finished the apple, eating the core last. He set the seeds on the window ledge to dry, as was the custom of his people. Hopefully, at some time in the future, he would be free to plant them. He eyed the other apple and carefully hid it from the guards by covering it with a handful of straw.
He had a lot of thinking to do.
If the apples were a gift, and he believed they were, because what else could it signify? Since apples are special to his family, it must have been a message.
He went back to the window and watched for the legs of the boy to reappear while he planned his escape with renewed vigor.

CHAPTER FOUR

The Dungeon Master did not fit into the world of the depths, stink, and torture, but returned today for the second time. He wore a matching forest green vest, jacket and trousers, and even his thin boots echoed the rich green color and design. His hair was neatly tied behind his head with a green ribbon. Raymer noted every detail of the Dungeon Master for future consideration.
Rumor said the new Dungeon Master, a young man named Ander, did not want the appointment. The guards whispered that he was the third or fourth son of a wealthy royal with the king�s ear. His father insisted that at the age of thirty, it was time for Ander to earn his expensive tastes in clothing, food and women.
Raymer had listened to every rumor about him for weeks and now watched the Dungeon Master watch him, knowing Quint would be doing the same. Any change in routine was fodder for the imagination, and the second appearance of the young man drew his attention.
The new Dungeon Master glared at Raymer. He wore a perpetual imitation of a snarl, his teeth were white, and his face gave the impression he spent countless hours in front of hand mirrors, getting every detail of his appearance, perfect. His skin was sallow and nearly transparent as if it had never seen the sun. The guards hustled about in their duties like never before, trying to impress their new master.
Quint�s voice broke the silence. �Raymer, do you see what I see?�
�Yes. His clothes probably cost more than all the guards are paid in a full lunar.�
�There�s peacocks not as pretty as him.�
The Dungeon Master tilted his head and squinted in their direction before taking a confident step closer. �Are you by chance discussing me?�
�We are,� Quint answered in a friendly, mocking tone that made it sound as if he was an equal. �You came all the way down here to take a good look at us. We�re doing the same to you, no disrespect intended, good sir.�
To their surprise, the young Dungeon Master smiled with genuine humor. He put his hands on his hips and strode three steps closer, which placed him only ten paces away. �It seems that the three of us are forced to spend a considerable amount of unwilling time together. A lifetime, if you will.�
Quint said, �If you don�t like that idea, you can always let us out of these cells. We promise we�ll be gone from your sight and give you no more problems. Do that and there�s no reason for you to ever have to come back down here in the dungeons.�
Raymer chipped in with his support. �Yes, what�s good for us would also be good for you.�
The Dungeon Master chuckled. �Your irreverent attitudes are probably a good part of why you will both die in those cells.�
Quint, his voice still soft and friendly, replied, �I have no intention of dying in here, sir. Sorry if that�s in your plans, but I have some serious drinking and wenching to catch up on.�
�Only two prisoners serve lifetime sentences in this stinking hole at present, but I was ordered to acquaint myself with both of you. Now I have a question. Are you either of you aware of the ungodly stench of this place?�
Quint said, �Yes sir, now that you mention it, we are. If you�d be so kind as to instruct the guards to open this door, I assure you I�ll begin cleaning the stink of death from down here. Your predecessor left some of those poor unfortunates who died in their cells until their bodies rotted and the meat fell off their bones. Of course, the torture at that table near you left all sorts of unspeakable things that smell bad. This place had taken on an unpleasantness that is certainly offending. A good scrubbing by myself will help.�
Raymer held back his laughter as he waited for the Dungeon Master to respond with anger that didn�t arrive. He seemed pleased instead of angry, but the smile might be forced, and he might wish to punish them.
The Dungeon Master could withhold food and water, or leave the chamber pots to overfill again, but his options ended with those primitive punishments. The old Dungeon Master had often withheld food and water as punishment for their impertinence.
However, the new Dungeon Master just smiled and nodded, as if somehow pleased. He adopted the same amiable tone of voice as Quint�s. �It is good to finally hear someone in the palace speak with truth and wisdom. I have enjoyed this conversation more than you know.�
�So you�ll let us out? Quint asked, pretending to sound hopeful.
The Dungeon Master turned to the next guard who hurried past. �Send the officer of the day to me at once.�
�I am the officer of the day, sir.�
�Very well. When I return to speak to my two favorite prisoners, I will not gag on this awful stench again. Assign your people to wash every stone on every wall and floor. Remove anything that retains the smell or that reeks.�
The guard backed off a step. �But sir. This has been a dungeon for over four hundred years.�
�Then it is high time for a good cleaning. See to it or face my wrath.�
�But the odors have soaked into everything, sir. The wood. Cracks in the stone. The very air.�
�I do not expect the task to be completed in a single day. However, if cleaning this sty is beyond your meager abilities, I will replace you with another who is more eager to please.� He spun and departed at a brisk walk, looking as if he headed for an important meeting.
The officer of the day gave Quint a murderous look before rushing off. The Dungeon Master paused at the stairs, turned and nodded his farewell to the prisoners, and then strode up the stairs.
When they were alone again, Quint said, �I think he likes me.�
�That was a very strange conversation, and his reaction was completely unexpected.�
�Not entirely. I think he was simply reacting favorably to my engaging personality and good humor.�
�Do you really think he�ll be coming back to talk to us again?�
�Talk to me, you mean. You didn�t say squat. In the future, you need to be more engaging with our guests.�
Raymer felt buoyed by the visit. The endless days in the cell were without change or mental stimulation. Anything new would be thought about for days, and discussed in every detail, even if he had only himself to converse with. He pulled himself up and placed his chin on the window ledge while holding onto the bars as he watched outside and hoped to see the skinny, dirty legs of the apple boy again.
Outside, the sun hid behind dense clouds that threatened rain. The window was set so low into the wall that water often flooded and ran down the inside wall in storms, water far better than was placed in their dirty bowls. The wind kicked up, and dust blew across the market. Pennants and tents rippled in the breeze while merchants fought to hold down their goods from blowing away.
Two guards arrived, each carrying a bucket of water and rags. Both cast angry looks their way. Quint said, �Be sure to use lots of soap or you�ll be doing it again.�
A minute tingle on his back alerted Raymer. A dragon was getting closer.
Looking up, he finally found the creature flying nearer and nearer. The change of direction last time could have been a coincidence, and he needed to test his abilities to communicate and understand the limits of what he might do. He�d been thinking about a mental command that would ensure he could speak to the dragon.
Turn around and fly back in the direction you came from. The order was the last thing he could expect a dragon to do on its own, which made it perfect for his test. The dragon tossed his head back and forth as if confused. It had been flying in a continuous straight direction, head pointed ahead. Now it turned its head and peered behind, but continued in the same direction. He gave the command again.
Raymer had almost given up hope when the dragon suddenly veered from its course. It continued to flap its wings and turned until it faced the precise direction it had flown from. His heart beat wildly, and he felt like cheering. The beast had actually done what he directed. The earlier task had not been a fluke, and this test provided proof he could make the dragon react. It was a necessary step for his escape.
Focusing hard on another mental image, he sent another command. Turn around again. His mental image reinforced his words. Almost instantly the dragon started another turn, forming the letter S in the sky. Soon it resumed flying on its original course.
The dragon was doing his bidding, if reluctantly. He smiled and allowed his thoughts to stray back to the subject of escaping. If he continued to touch minds with the dragon, he could explore the limits. But he felt confident that if he directed the dragon to swoop low and spit at the iron bars on the windows it would. He needed to practice and get the dragon to trust him, but the plan would work.
�Quint, do you have any more lime?�
�Well, I�ve been sort of busy, dining on fresh fruit and passing the time of day with royalty.�
�When you have some spare time I�d like to have more mortar. A lot of it. Rip a strip of your shirt and wrap the lime in it.�
�Why?�
�I don�t want to lose any when you pass it to me.�
�I mean; why do you need it now? So fast?�
Raymer smiled as he spoke, �The time for us to get out of here is not far off.�
The scraping sounds began again, a small snick, snick, snick as the sharp stone scraped mortar from between the bricks. Raymer glanced at the lump of straw covering the last apple and wondered if he should share it with Quint. He had nearly talked himself out of it when the scraping sounds ceased.
A short time later it started up again, but it sounded different, more aggressive. Even desperate. When a guard came near the sounds paused until he continued on. If Quint were moved to another cell, the entire plan would have to change. He didn�t bother mentioning it to Quint because he already knew.
Raymer half-listened as he watched the vendors, many sitting on blankets, displaying their goods in front of them. He searched the crowds for peddlers of apples. Each time he spotted one he tried to match the clothing with the feet and legs of the boy from a day earlier.
An argument broke out between a seller and a buyer, with the buyer giving his opinion of either the price or quality in a shrill shriek as others rushed to mediate the situation. A man weighing enough for two, with gold rings on every finger, as well as both ears, placed himself between them. He offered to settle the dispute for a fee, but when he had no takers, he calmly stepped back and allowed them to trade punches to the enjoyment of the crowd.
All eyes were on the fight, with several shouts of encouragement to one or the other. When it was over, both were dragged off by palace guardsmen. Raymer noticed a bundle of carrots lying at his fingertips, the thick green tops tied with a small piece of twine.
Raymer had no idea how it had arrived, or how long it had been there. He grabbed the bundle and pulled it inside. But he stayed hanging from the bars and watching for a glimpse of his benefactor. Nobody was paying any attention to the cell window. Indeed, nobody seemed to be near since none cared what happened to those held in the dungeon and the road that went by the window. None cared but one unseen benefactor, it seemed.
Raymer felt certain it had been the same boy. But why? Once may have been an accident. Twice a plan. He heard the guard returning and dropped to the floor and sat quickly, hiding the carrots behind his body.
The single thought occupying his mind was that someone was helping him. The incident with the apples could have been an accident. The carrots proved it was not.
The guard walked straight to his cell door and waited until Raymer looked up innocently.
�What�s wrong with you?�
�Nothing�s wrong with me today that opening that cell door won�t cure.�
The guard was a younger one, new to the dungeons. He took his position seriously and tried to demand respect from the prisoners, but his efforts were not entirely successful. He was also more observant than most, his mind not yet dulled by the monotonous days standing guard. �You always watch me when I pass. This time, you didn�t.�
�I was thinking about escaping so intently, I didn�t hear you approach.�
Quint picked up on the conversation as if sensing something might be wrong. �Have I ever mentioned to you that my family is wealthy and will reward anyone who aids me in gaining my freedom?�
The guard stood taller than most and was thinner. His hair hung in limp curls, and his face bore the scars of many sores, but his eyes were bright and inquisitive. He turned to face Quint. Raymer slipped the carrots under his leg.
�Tis true,� Quint continued. �Enough to make a poor prison guard a rich man.�
Raymer glanced around looking for another place to hide the carrots but finding none.
The guard said, �Even rich men hang until dead when they cross our king.�
�True enough,� Quint agreed. �But there are times a man needs to risk his neck for the chance to live a good life away from these cells. Let me ask you, are you prepared to die an old man while guarding these same cells?�
The guard hesitated before turning on his heel and abruptly marching off.
Raymer spoke softly, �From his reaction you may not need my help in escaping. That guard can be bought. Reach your hand out to me.�
The string slipped off the carrot tops, and he split the bunch into three carrots for each of them. He reached out and found eager fingers to accept them.
�Carrots! I cannot remember when I last had one of these. Reach your hand out and accept my payment.�
Raymer found another small roll of cloth containing a fistful of mortar. He placed it with the first, but if he were going to use it to neutralize the dragon spit on the iron bars, there would have to be much more. Quint would also need a substantial pile for himself.
He carefully hid the carrots in the straw and took a bite of the one before the guard returned. He chewed and experienced tastes he loved.
When the guard came back into sight, he strode right to Quint�s cell. �How would a guard know he�d be paid to carry the message unless he had the coin in hand first?�
Quint burst out laughing.
�I just don�t want to be cheated,� the guard explained. �You would have to pay me first.�
Quint paused in his laughing long enough to say, �I will tell you that my family is wealthy and lives in a far off land called Northwoods. My father is an Earl, almost equal to a king. He lives in a castle on the Endless Sea. A messenger sent there by you would return with more coin than you would see in a ten lifetimes. They would send an assassin here to deliver your gold. If you betray me, you�ll lose your head faster than the King can hang you.�
The guard looked like he had swallowed a hot coal before he resumed his endless rounds.
Raymer said, �I don�t think he�s going to accept your deal.�
�Too bad for him.�

CHAPTER FIVE

Raymer looked at the single apple and the two carrots remaining. They were a feast for a prisoner. He had them concealed with a light sprinkle of the least dirty and moldy straw. If the guards discovered the food they might change his cell to one without a window, and that would end any future food deliveries.
The conversation Quint had with the young guard tugged at his mind again. �How much of what you told the guard about your family�s wealth is true?�
�Now you want me to pay a bribe to the guards for your escape, too?�
�No, just wondering how much of the story is lies.�
�Well, wonder at this, my friend. If we manage to make good, our escape you and I will have few worries about the coin.� He paused and his voice dropped to a softer, more confidential tone, �Another item for discussion is that if you should escape and I remain here or die, I have a task to request of you.�
�We go together.�
�Sure, that�s your plan, but listen to me for a change. Things can go wrong, and you have outside help. I ask that you deliver a message to the Northwood Kingdom and the Province of Fairwinds. There you will find the castle of Warrington.�
�Never heard of it.�
�To the west, it is.�
�The Raging Mountains stand in the west. They�re my home.�
�Beyond those mountains lies Northwood, and to the north is Castle Warrington, on the shores of the Endless Sea. Anyone you encounter will direct you. Carry the tale of my death or incarceration to the castle. Promise me as a man of honor. My family will reward you.�
�I need no coin for doing that,� Raymer laughed. �I will do it for nothing except your friendship, a thing I value more than gold or silver.�
Quint didn�t reply until the sun passed midday. �You and I are not friends and have never been. We live in dungeon cells beside each other, and that is all. However, if you manage to pass a message to the deliverer of your apples and carrots, we might be free of this damned place sooner than your plan for escape will take. Have the message of my incarceration here carried to Castle Warrington and your friend, the messenger, will never go hungry.�
Raymer returned to the center of his cell and ran in place, raising his knees almost to his chest, but in slow, steady steps that took him nowhere. The pace increased and his breath came in pants, and gasps. He didn�t stop or even consider stopping. Instead, he forced himself to run faster and faster. When he couldn�t take another step, he paused with hands resting on his knees.
He remained that way until his breath returned to normal and then he stood tall. He bent his knees, squatted, and stood again. He kept his eyes on the dim window as much as possible. He squatted and then stood, over and over. When tired he grabbed the metal bars and tried to squeeze them hard enough to make them thinner. He did it again and again.
Resting, he heard Quint�s feet slapping the floor and his breathing harsh and loud. The man was a puzzle, but today�s unexpected revelations answered a portion of the questions.
Quint was from a wealthy family. That explained his vocabulary and manner of speaking. The far off location of his home explained his strange accent. The single unanswered question that bothered Raymer was why Quint had traveled to the Summer Palace of King Embers in the first place. He wanted the truth.
Maybe he had been arrested elsewhere in the kingdom, but the crimes of murder were committed far from his homeland. That raised more questions. Quint never denied killing three men. Raymer moved to the center of his cell again and began practicing with his imaginary staff. Today he faced a new foe, a soldier who wielded his broadsword as easily as if it was a rapier.
He used the activity to ease his mind while he contemplated the man in the cell he�d lived next to for a year but knew so little about. A twist of his hips let him swing the butt of the staff and strike the chin of another imaginary soldier who resembled a certain ruthless dungeon guard. With a snap of his wrist, the staff returned to the defensive position in time to counter a blade thrust at his waist. He easily deflected it and mounted an attack where he advanced by using both ends of the staff to strike.
�Impressive,� a voice said.
Raymer turned. The new Dungeon Master stood and watched. This morning he wore a loose fitting sky blue shirt and charcoal tights, as well as a wide smile. A torch was in his hand.
Raymer said, �I win almost all my fights in here.�
�It�s obvious why. You are very good with your moves.�
�You mock me.�
�No. I was made to practice with a blade when young and still use one to keep myself in shape. I would hesitate should we meet outside these walls.�
Quint asked, �Are you two going to hug and kiss?�
The Dungeon Master turned to face the other cell. �Is there a reason for your surly attitude?�
Quint burst out laughing. �None other than you will not release me. And it still stinks down here. Those guards did a poor job of cleaning.�
Raymer watched the Dungeon Master closely. The words they shared were more than the previous holder of the position had shared with them in a year. Why? The man stood a bit above average height, which still made him shorter than Raymer, and much shorter than Quint, who was nearly a giant. He appeared to be perhaps ten years older than them. His manners, speech and the fact he held an appointment by the King all indicated his wealthy background.
The Dungeon Master said, �I, too, am disappointed with the smell.� And, I am use to people obeying me; not defying me or laziness. You may soon have a few guards in cells to keep you company.�
So now there are two of them. Raymer listened and learned. Quint and the Dungeon Master were both the sons of royalty. How odd to find the two of them in King Ember�s summer dungeon, but Raymer still watched the Dungeon Master for any weakness he might exploit.
The first terrified screams from outside drew Raymer�s attention to the small window just as he felt the tingle of a nearby dragon. In two steps he crossed his cell and leaped to grasp the bars. He pulled himself high enough to see outside.
Chaos had erupted. Vendors, entertainers, and shoppers alike ran for cover. People shouted and pointed at the sky. Soldiers drew their blades and held them high, but some dropped their swords to the ground and ran. Fires leaped from tents as an oil lamp was kicked over by someone. The spreading oil fed the flames.
A dragon had flown past, low and catching all in the square by surprise with its screams. It screeched again and spat lumps of black that struck and spread in sprays of thick liquid. It spat twice while Raymer watched, spreading the caustic substance to many of the tents and stalls. A ball of orange fire bloomed where a flame touched the dragon spit.
�What�s happening?� the Dungeon Master demanded.
The dragon flew over the far castle wall and rose higher. It was not the dragon he�d communicated with a few days earlier. This one had a red tint to the skin, and it appeared larger than the black of a few days ago.
Quint said, �Dragon attack.�
Raymer imagined Quint positioned much as he was, watching outside. There were no other windows except those high up in cells. Raymer saw the shift in the dragon�s position as it started a turn, but instead of the usual wide swoop a dragon takes while flying, this one fairly spun end for end, flapping its wings with powerful strokes until it faced the market again.
It not only faced the market, but it also faced the window Raymer watched from, and he readied himself to let go of the bars and leap to one side if the dragon spit in his direction. Knowing it was stupid remain and watch, he stayed at the window.
The tingles along Raymer�s back no longer tingled. Now they flared into sharp lines of intense pain, but he refused to release the bars.
The dragon flew directly at him. Before it reached the palace walls where Raymer watched from, it spat several times to one side and then the other. The substance struck in a dozen places, the liquid spraying out into a mist. A candle, torch, or some other flame touched it. More fires erupted, spreading not only to other black spots, but to anything that would burn, tents, blankets, or goods. In the time it took to draw a deep breath the entire courtyard was in flames, the vendors and patrons fleeing for their lives.
The dragon didn�t continue flying on for another pass. Instead, it drew its wings to its sides and dropped from the sky directly at Raymer.
Raymer winced in pain from the increasing sensations on his back and glanced over his shoulder to assure himself the dragon had not spat on him as the pain flared to test his tolerance. His attention shifted again to the window and the fires, the running people, and dragon falling from the sky.
The dragon was as large as a small house and weighed more. It struck the stone walls of the dungeon with its chest just as it touched the ground if touching would be the term for a collision with an animal flying into a four-hundred-year-old stone wall.
The bars on the window that Raymer clung to relayed the impact. The jolt made the wall of his cell bulge inward. He felt the beginnings of the collapse through his hands holding onto the bars. Stones fell from above. The dragon roared and shoved the wall again with its chest. More stones clattered to the floor of the cell. Raymer lost his grip and joined them.
As he fell he caught sight of the Dungeon Master standing frozen and watching as if he watched a puppet show instead of the massive destruction taking place. The top of the wall between the two cells collapsed into a pile of rubble. Raymer scooted to the far side of the cell to avoid falling rocks.
Quint turned to face Raymer, looking every bit as scared as Raymer felt. The wall between their cells was now a pile of rubble and rising dust.
The dragon shoved again, and the outside wall of the dungeon fell. It created a hole large enough for the dragon to enter. In doing so, it also pushed back the iron bars of the two cells. The front of Quint�s cell broke free and fell onto the Dungeon Master before he could move.
The Dungeon Master lay on his side, pinned down by the weight of the iron cell bars. The dragon�s head appeared inside, and it spat in the direction of several guards racing down the stairs. They quickly retreated.
The stairs and floor of the dungeon were soon covered in the dragon spit. The torch that had been in the Dragon Masters hand lay close to the oozing black mass. It ignited.
Raymer leaped across the rubble and to the side of the Dungeon Master who lay under the cell bars, unconscious.
�What�re you doing?� Quint called one leg already out of the broken wall and ready to run into the market.
Where the dragon had spat more fires flared. The timbers were wood, dry as tinder by hundreds of years of respite from the weather. Soon they�d carry the flames to the unmoving Dungeon Master.
�Quint, I need help.�
�Oh, for the saint�s forgiveness,� He swore, as he changed directions and came to Raymer�s side. Quint grabbed the massive wall of iron bars in his hands and lifted, saying, �Pull him out. Fast.�
�Okay, okay. We can�t leave him here to burn.� Raymer�s probing fingers found and locked on foot, and he tugged. �Lift higher, Quint.�
The Dungeon Master slid free. Raymer pulled him as if he was a sack of oats in a feed locker. When he had the Dungeon Master safely from under the bars, he turned to run for the opening in the wall, noting the chaos continued outside. The dragon had turned away from them and now faced the courtyard, and it had started spitting into the distance. Where the black balls landed screams, and new fires erupted.
�Come on, Quint!� Raymer hit the opening in the wall and leaped, his foot landing one full step into freedom. He heard Quint panting behind, but spared him no glance. Quint would either keep up or not. The gate lay ahead, a hundred steps from his cell, just as he remembered. He had already taken three or four steps. Ninety-six more to the gate and twelve more into the dense brush at the edge of the forest. Barely a hundred steps to freedom.
Quint�s footsteps and heavy breathing were right behind. Raymer instinctively wanted to dodge arrows or guards, but none appeared, and he decided to sprint until the first came in his direction. Fire lay ahead, no larger than a campfire, and instead of avoiding it, he leaped and felt a wave of growing pleasure and confidence as he flew over it.
If his life ended in this escape attempt, he would die contented. Two guards appeared from an alley and sprinted in his direction. Neither held a bow. One held a spear. A glance at the gate ahead and he knew they�d never stop him in time. The angle of their attack was too narrow. He was too fast.
It didn�t matter. He heard the dragon scream again and the hollow sound of it spitting. From the corner of his eye, he saw the two guards twisting and turning to avoid the mass of black acid that splashed on the ground right in front of them. The gate lay only ten steps ahead.
The sound of flapping wings drew his attention, but Raymer didn�t slow or turn his head. One chance.
The wings beat faster. Raymer burst through the open gate and took the twelve steps down the road in ten. As he veered off into the forest, the dragon flew above him so low he felt the pulsating wind from the beating wings. He spared one thankful upwards glance before lowering his head and driving on. One chance. Do not slow until you are truly free.
A larger path crossed in front of him. For the sake of speed, he leaped onto it. The footing was better, and he didn�t have to fight the clinging branches or dodge around more trees. Quint managed to stay on his heels, but his breath came in ragged gasps, and Raymer heard him stumble a few times. He should have worked harder at running in his cell.
At a stream, a larger path crossed and led away from the castle. He took it, hoping Quint could keep up, but deciding he was not going to slow or stop for providing aid or help. The path followed the winding stream and Raymer desperately wanted a drink, but continued on.
In a wide bend in the stream, the path turned off and went up the side of a small hill. At the top, it continued along a ridge and ahead stood a cottage on the edge of a small valley. On the side of the cottage, a corral held six horses grazing beside a ramshackle barn.
�Horses!� Raymer gasped, never slowing.
�Yes,� Quint answered after a few more steps, but he lagged further behind.
Turning, Raymer pulled to a full stop. Quint stumbled, perhaps twenty steps behind, the limp body of the Dungeon Master slung over his shoulders.
�What?�
�You didn�t want me to bring him? Fine time to tell me.�
Raymer said, �I didn�t know you were carrying him. Why?�
�If you didn�t want him, why bother to pull him from the wreckage?�
�I didn�t want him to burn.�
�Oh, I thought you wanted to use him as a hostage.�
Hostage. �Bring him. We take the horses.�
Raymer knew the palace guards and the king�s army would soon be after them if they were not already. But with the palace fires burning, walls falling down, and general confusion, the pursuit might be delayed. Raymer made a promise to himself. For any followed, there had better be a lot of them who were willing to fight for their lives, or he and Quint would remain free because he was willing to fight to the death.
He ran for the front of the cottage, a small building of no more than two rooms. A trickle of smoke from the chimney indicated someone was inside, or at least nearby. He ran faster, outdistancing Quint.
Nobody spotted them. He arrived at the door and threw it open. Inside stood a shocked woman at the stove. A pot simmered in front of her. She looked older than his mother, but not old by any means. �Anyone else here?� he managed to ask between gasps for breath.
She shook her head, shifting her eyes as if searching for a weapon.
�We need three horses.�
She shook her head again.
He shut the door on her, after telling her to stay inside, and turned to run to the corral where Quint had spread the body of the Dungeon Master on the ground. Quint entered the barn door.
Raymer was at his heels, searching for a rope. When he found a horse in a stall, he grabbed a bridle instead. He slipped it onto the horse. He removed a coiled rope from a peg and tossed it to Quint as he reached for a first saddle. Quint stepped outside, the rope ready to throw.
The old woman had emerged from her home and stood at the gate, a stern expression on her face. She held a butcher knife at her side and looked ready to use it. Raymer understood her reaction. His mother would do the same.
�Not like you to steal horses from an old lady,� Quint said as he pulled the horse closer with the rope.
�We need them more than she does,� Raymer snapped, not liking their actions, but trying to keep his mind centered on escaping.
�She might disagree.�
Raymer said, �I have an idea. Get the saddles and bridles on all three of them.� He darted to the prone figure of the Dungeon Master and patted his waist. Finding nothing, he turned him over to pat the other side. He had found a bulge before he heard the jingle of coins. The purse came free, and Raymer tore it open, spilling coins into his hand.
Of the nine coins, two were copper, two small silver, a large silver, and four small gold. The three horses were worth at most two small silvers, or one large if they were for sale. Since she didn�t want to sell them, the price should be more. He ran to where she stood, not backing off a single step at his advance. He handed her two gold pieces, with a shrug of an apology.
�Too much!� she snapped.
She had probably never seen a gold coin in her life. Raymer hadn�t. He opened his hand and showed her the coins remaining in his hand. �We escaped the King�s dungeons, and these belonged to that man lying over there. He�s the new Dungeon Master.�
�Is he dead?�
�No.�
�Are you going to kill him?�
�Of course not. But we did relieve him of his purse, and we�re in a hurry. We are good men.�
She turned, the gold coins clutched in her hand, coins worth enough to purchase several farms like hers. �Don�t leave, yet. Wait by the front door.�
She quickly disappeared inside as Quint tossed the unconscious body of the Dungeon Master over a saddle and tied his hands and feet so he wouldn�t slide off. The other two horses were saddled and ready to ride. Quint threw a leg over his horse, making the largest of the three look small. He took the reins of the horse with the Dungeon Master in hand.
Once in the saddle, Quint started to ride off, away from the cottage, leaving Raymer to the old woman.
Raymer said, �Hold on. She said to wait for her.�
�Need I remind you that we�re in something of a hurry? You can wait,� but he held his horse at the edge of the corral and watched their back trail.
After taking a quick glance at their back trail and finding it empty of pursuers, Raymer darted for the cabin door. He peeked inside. The old woman hurriedly scooped food into a blanket and folded the four corners together. She wrapped a piece of small rope around them and hefted it. She opened a trunk and pulled blankets out, along with a pile of clothing that appeared to be mostly shirts.
She looked up at him and scooped the bundle into her arms. �Help me with this. The shirts will be small for men as large as you, but better than you have, and you�re going to need food.�
�Thank you. You didn�t have to do all this.�
�You could have given me two silvers, and I�d be ahead on the deal. Instead, you gave me enough for my husband to replace the horses with a hundred.�
Raymer carried it all outside and tied the bundle with the food on the saddle of his horse while handing the blankets and shirts to Quint, �Here, carry this stuff until we rest.�
�We won�t rest. At least, I won�t.� He turned to the old woman standing on her porch and watching. �We appreciate your help, woman. I also want to say that you have helped two good men who were going to die in that damned dungeon. Not because of what we did, but because others believe differently than us.�
She nodded and started to turn away, but hesitated and said, �My older brother died in that dungeon years ago. He was also guilty of little or nothing but his beliefs.�
Raymer mounted. Turning his horse to face away from the palace, he looked into her strained face and said, �Don�t let them see your gold coins and do not lie about us. They can easily track us, and you don�t need them punishing you for helping.�
�I know how it�s done. Somebody stole three horses while I slept the afternoon away. Ride fast and far.�
Quint took the lead, with the reins of the horse carrying the Dungeon Master behind. Raymer followed, but when he reached the edge of the forest, he waited in the shadows and watched the farm and the far ridge where they came from. He couldn�t see the palace because of the forest, and there was no sign, and or pain on his back from a nearby dragon. Satisfied, he turned the horse and trotted to catch up.
�Raging Mountains are over that way,� Raymer waved an arm indicating a direction off to their right.
Quint shook his head and nodded in the direction they traveled. �You�re not familiar with this area. Ahead is a canyon, too wide and deep to cross.�
�Then why go there?�
�Because they�ll think we�re trying to trick them. They�ll probably split their troops and send half to the crossing above the canyon and half to the one below.�
�Where will we go?�
�I know a secret way. They�ll protect the two crossings, and then close in from both sides to trap us, but we won�t be there, and they�ll waste a day or two if we�re lucky.�
�If we�re not?�
�We die.�

CHAPTER SIX

The Dungeon Master groaned. It was his first sound since the dungeon collapsed from the weight of the dragon. He still lay across the back of the horse Quint led, but didn�t move or ask to be released.
As they traveled west, the forest of evergreen trees had thinned until only brush grew in the hard packed sand the color of dead skin. Juniper and cactus grew in patches. The sun felt hotter. Raymer�s eyes squinted to see across the barren landscape.
�Are you sure you know where you�re leading us?�
Quint said, �Of course I know. Away from that damned castle and dungeon. Any more than that you want to know? Maybe we should stop and discuss it while sipping tea?�
No, we can�t stop. He�s right. The pace Quint set remained brutal. The Dungeon Master had missed a grueling trek in the dense forests and down the slopes of mountain after mountain. The horses were worn out and needed a break, but they kept urging them on. They crossed a flat area with little vegetation and a lot, of course, brown sand.
Suddenly, the canyon appeared directly in front of them. At first, they couldn�t see the bottom, but as they rode closer, the immense size revealed itself. At the rim of a canyon, both sides that appeared to drop straight down to nowhere Quint paused and gathered landmarks. He pointed to a far off peak, �The Older Sister.� His head turned, and his eyes searched the upper end of the canyon. Finally, he smiled.
�Recognize this place?�
Quint nodded and twisted in his saddle to look behind. It only took a short time before he said, �When you know three points you can tell where you are.�
Raymer swung a leg over the horse and felt the stiffness had already set in. He hadn�t ridden in more than a year and despite his self-training in his cell, he would pay dearly for today�s ride. His hand went to the back of his neck and heat from the sun on his white skin told him it wouldn�t be the only pain he�d suffer.
�Where are we?� He asked as he went to the Dungeon Master.
�If the guards, or whoever the King sent after us, did what I think, they�ll wait at either end of this canyon for us ride to them. They�ll set their traps a day from here in either direction. When we don�t come, they�ll start to close the jaws of their trap.� He pointed down the valley and continued, �There�s a small trail made long ago that descends into that thing.�
�You�ve traveled it?�
�Of course not. Do I look crazy?�
Raymer had to laugh. He looked behind and saw a faint rise of dust in the distance. He judged the pursuers to be so far off they might not reach the canyon until dark. �It looks like they may have split into three groups.�
Quint scowled as he confirmed the sighting and studied the dust. �No more than six of them, I think.�
Six? How can you tell that from so far away? The Dungeon Master groaned again. Raymer quickly untied him and helped him to the ground where he stood on wobbly legs. �Take it easy, you were hurt when the wall fell on you.�
�I remember. I thought I�d die when those iron bars hit me,� he moaned.
�You can thank Raymer for wasting our escape-time to rescue you.� Quint pointed down the sharp edge of the cliff again, �The trail shouldn�t be too far that way.�
The Dragon Master swayed, and his eyes were glazed. �Who?�
�Don�t worry,� Raymer said. �Just mount up and we�ll tell you everything. Are you hurt?�
�No. You�re prisoners. You should both be in cells.�
Quint still sat in his saddle, and he leaned closer, �I think you�re mistaken about those two items, sir.�
The Dungeon Master quieted. He accepted a lift to his saddle and rode loosely as if he might fall at any time, but at each sway, he wavered and caught himself. His balance quickly improved, and his cheeks flushed as he lost the deathly pallor he�d worn earlier.
Raymer continued to hold his position as the last in line as Quint led the way again. They took it slow and allowed the horses to pick their own way across the rocky ground, circling around sprawls of cactus and jumbles of rock. An injured horse would cause them to travel even more slowly. The canyon wall opposite, in the far distance, appeared more red than tan, and he caught several sparkles of what could only be a river flowing down the bottom of the valley.
A slight tingle on his back instantly drew his attention. Without being obvious, he scanned the sky and found a black dot circling where he judged the palace to be located. The dragon then turned and flew in his direction. Raymer watched it approach until he realized it would lead an army to him. Fly home, my friend.
While he couldn�t be sure, it looked like the dragon was black. At the palace had been a red. But it was probably just because of the distance.
�Where are we?� the Dragon Master asked.
When Quint didn�t answer Raymer quickly said, �West of the palace. If you look hard, you can see the Raging Mountains over there.� A single glance behind ensured the dragon had turned away. The reaction of Quint and the Dragon Master to the dragon�s appearance was uncertain.
They traveled in silence until the Dungeon Master�s dull voice asked, �Am I your prisoner?�
�Well, yes, I guess you are. Hostage might be a better explanation. Not that we intend to hurt you,� Raymer said. �We just wanted to escape, and it seemed a good idea to bring you along.�
Quint spoke without turning his head. �What you are is an accidental hostage. You were hurt and unconscious. That idiot riding behind you insisted we rescue you before escaping. You can imagine how upset I�d be if our escape failed because of him taking the time to drag your sorry ass out of the flames.�
�Call me Ander. I�m not a very good Dungeon Master, it seems. You talk as if you don�t like Raymer.�
�Only two reasons to talk about a man like that. Maybe it�s because I don�t know him too well. Or perhaps it�s because I do.� Quint laughed again, throwing his head back and roaring at his own joke.
Raymer said, �The air is dusty, gritty, and my eyes sting. My butt hurts, and I have a dozen cuts and scrapes. It�s the best I�ve felt in a year.�
�May the three gods advise me. My head hurts with every step the horse takes. I know my thinking�s slow, but I don�t understand these two men,� the Dungeon Master stated, not speaking to either of them, but speaking loud enough for all to hear.
They chuckled at him, and Quint turned his horse to the left and followed a faint trail that led directly to the edge of the cliff. He climbed down and walked stiff-legged to peer over. �Here it is.�
Raymer joined him. A ledge wound down the side of a steep cliff, often no wider than his shoulders. The surface was strewn with loose rocks and sand. One slip promised a long fall. �I won�t ride a horse down there.�
�Me neither,� Quint agreed. �I knew it was supposed to narrow, but that�s not what I had in mind.�
Raymer turned to the rear and saw men on horses in the distance. They had gained half the distance in the time it took to locate the trail. If Quint was right, there were troops on their left, more on their right, and those closing in from behind. Another dungeon or take the path?
Raymer said, �I say we go down. I�d rather fall to my death than go back and rot in that cell.�
Quint nodded and started untying the blanket holding their supplies the old woman provided. Raymer gathered the blankets and shirts in his arms. He looked for anything of value on the horses and realized they were so worn out from the trip they couldn�t have carried them much further on level ground, let alone the narrow trail down the side of the canyon.
�We�ll let you wait here for your people,� Raymer said to Ander. �If that�s agreeable with Quint.�
�Good by me. We don�t need him slowing us down or trying to betray us at every turn. Didn�t want to bring him anyhow.�
�Where are you two going?� The Dungeon Master quickly asked.
�Pumping us for valuable information, are you?� Quint said, spreading the blanket and taking a quick inventory as he split the contents into two equal portions for carrying.
Raymer said, �It�s no secret. We�re heading beyond the Raging Mountains to Quint�s home. We�ll be far away from here where there�s help for us. I�ll get word to my people somehow, but don�t expect to ever see us again.�
The Dungeon Master sat on a rock and cradled his chin on his palms, his eyes closed. He opened them and looked at the far-off mountains. �I�ve never been there.�
Quint paused and stared at him. �Are you asking to go with us?�
�I don�t like being in that damned Dungeon any more than you. My father made me take the dirty job. Let me go with you and if you get caught, I�ll play the part of a hostage.�
He had the full attention of Quint and Raymer.
�I pledge you my word. Let me travel with you and see something of the world instead of the insides of the dungeon walls. You may not realize it, but I was every bit as much a prisoner like you.�
�Your word?� Quint asked. �No conditions?�
�One condition.�
Quint snarled, �Which would be?�
�You address me as Ander. Never call me the Dungeon Master again.�
Raymer relaxed and smiled as Quint stuck out his hand to shake. Quint said, �We�re not your lackeys . . . Ander. You do a third of the work or go hungry. Grab those blankets from Raymer so he can carry this.� He held out a second blanket filled with food.
Raymer said, �I�ll go first.�
He held onto the four corners of the blanket where it was tied and tossed the heavy middle over his shoulder like a farmer carrying a sack of vegetables. It didn�t weigh too much and was not as unwieldy as he feared. One last look behind revealed those chasing them were closer than he liked, and their horses were galloping as fast as able. A few of the men had already pulled swords and waved them in the air. Faint shouts grew louder.
Raymer looked down at his bare feet, the filthy and tattered trousers that nearly fell off his thin hips, and the shirt that had once been tan. It now hung in charcoal colored ribbons. But it was his bare feet that concerned him. The rocks were sharp. Even the sand was sharp, and plants with thorns grew in abundance.
Quint said, �Stop thinking and do it before they capture us standing here waiting for you.�
Raymer stepped gingerly onto the center of the narrow ledge. His toes tried to find something to grip. He took another step on the steep decline and found it was not slippery, as he�d feared. The ledge was probably wide enough at the top for a horse to navigate if the animal could be encouraged to step upon it, but further down it narrowed.
Raymer�s confidence grew with every step. He heard the others moving behind, and the shouts of the army louder. Some of them would have arrows. He moved faster.
The ledge sloped quickly near the top, then leveled as it went lower, but it also narrowed, unless his eyes deceived him. A glance over the edge revealed a cliff below that was taller than the tallest building. No, taller than ten buildings. One misstep and he�d fall long enough to think about all his misdeeds in life.
Despite the danger from the ledge, his pace increased as the shouts grew closer. His feet were already sore but would heal. The ledge turned and followed the side of the cliff, always dripping lower, sometimes faster than others. He lifted his head and looked at the path in front of them and almost stumbled.
The ledge came to an end.
Raymer glanced behind and saw that Quint had noticed the same thing.
But a smile formed and Quint said, �Trust me.�
There was not a choice. Raymer turned and moved gingerly to the end of the ledge. As he got closer, there appeared to be a lip where the trail simply ended, but he kept on. From Quint�s knowing smile he expected to find a ladder or perhaps a rope.
But the ledge still appeared to end. He slowed and advanced the last few steps cautiously. The ledge didn�t end. It continued around a point of rock, turning back on itself like a switchback on a mountain trail at home. As he rounded the point, he almost returned in the same direction as he came from.
Around the sharp bend spread a wide, flat area, large enough for ten men to stand. The ledge continued to travel down, but Raymer stepped aside and waited, catching his breath. Quint and Ander appeared, both wearing relieved smiles when they turned the corner.
Quint said to Anders, �Exactly as I was told. This was made hundreds of years ago when my family was warring with yours.�
Ander said, �Made? This trail was made?�
Quint shook his head and pointed up. �They can�t see us from up there. Can�t throw rocks down on us and can�t shoot arrows. All they can do is follow down that ledge, one at a time.�
Ander continued, saying what Raymer was thinking, �You said it was made.�
Quint motioned to the marks on the rear of the stone wall. �Dug out by chisels. This wide spot only. But this is where we stand and fight. Turn them back.�
�We could just keep on and get away,� Raymer said.
�They�d follow and catch us by nightfall. Right here we convince them not to follow us,� he smiled as he stepped to the wall and reached into a split in the stone. He pulled a staff into view. Then two more. Looking at Raymer with a sly smile he said, �Ever try one of these against a man who�s not an image in your mind?�
Raymer accepted the staff and his fingers wrapped around it as if he�d been born with it in his hand. �How�d you know they were there?�
�This path? This place and weapons stashed here? I was briefed before I set foot into this heathen land of yours. My people suspected betrayal by King Ember, but wanted peace so badly they sent me anyhow. But not unprepared.�
Ander slipped his hand inside the crack and pulled it back with a sack attached. He looked inside. �Grain. Dried nuts and fruit.� He reached again and pulled a small leather bag that jingled with the sound of coins. He handed it to Quint without opening it.
Raymer said, �If this was placed here for your possible use, there are probably more stashes along the way.�
�My people are maybe too trusting, but we are not stupid.�
The shouting above had quieted. Raymer jabbed a thumb up into the air. �What now?�
�We wait. You and me with staffs. Each time one of them shows himself we attack.�
�Here on the ledge?� Raymer asked.
We have room to move. We�ll take them by surprise and shove them over the side.�
Ander stepped closer, meeting Quint�s gaze from his shorter size, but no less serious. �They�ll die.�
Quint said easily, �If you look at their hands you�ll see swords. They intended for us to die. Why are you upset if we will kill armed soldiers who are doing their best to run us through?�
Raymer nodded in partial agreement. �This doesn�t set well with me either, Ander. But if you wish our permission to walk back up to that ledge and warn them of our intentions I have no objections.�
Quint said, �Go there if you like, but don�t return to us. Perhaps it will be better for all if you do leave.�
�No, I stay! But I have never killed a man, nor seen one killed.�
�That will change soon,� Quint said. �I hear them coming down that ledge. When we strike, I expect to hear blood-curdling screams of terror as they fall all the way to the bottom.�

CHAPTER SEVEN

The three of them stepped closer to the back of the rear rock wall and grew silent. The men chasing them called encouragement to the ones on the ledge in front, urging them to move faster. The voices and boots stepping on the loose gravel on the ledge allowed Raymer to pinpoint their location. The first of the troops rounded the corner, watching the ledge in front of himself instead of lifting his gaze and seeing the men with staffs waiting.
The soldier never really had time to look up and see them. Quint held his staff chest high at one end, waiting for the man to appear. A solid jab with the end of the staff at the shoulder as it emerged from around the corner sent him toppling over the side of the cliff. As Quint had anticipated, the scream chilled them, and probably petrified the others behind him on the ledge.
The abrupt killing and subsequent scream made Raymer realize he was near to losing his breakfast, but he hadn�t had any. Still, the sour taste of bile filled his mouth, and the abrupt ending of the scream already haunted him. He would hear it again on dark nights. If it affected him so much, what must those following the first soldier think?
He slipped and fell, that�s what they�d think. The next in line would come around the point with more caution, perhaps expecting a rock to trip over, so his attention would be at his feet. He shuffled ahead slowly, his eyes focused on the path ahead as if to avoid the fate of the first.
Standing nearly out of sight, Quint leaped forward and jammed the end of his staff into the man�s chest. If anything, the second man screamed louder and longer, until it was mercifully cut off by a sickening sound of the body striking the rocks below.
�Now they begin to wonder,� Quint said softly. �The next one will peek around before taking a step.�
Raymer watched as Quint raised the end of his staff to head-height and waited. As predicted, a head slowly appeared. Quint slammed the end of the staff into the head. The man toppled over to fall quietly to his death.
Raymer stole a quick glance at Ander. The man looked as ill as he felt. �Quint, is there another way?�
�No.�
�How long do we stay here?�
�Until those above stop sending good men after us.�
They had looked away from the ledge while talking, and a soldier with a sword held high leaped into view, ready to slash. Without thinking, Raymer shifted the butt of his staff in front of the soldier�s feet. Then he struck the staff upward to meet the shins. The man stumbled over the staff, took two quick unbalanced steps and fell over the side, a wild expression on his face, as if he didn�t understand what happened.
His scream was quickly cut short, but none of the three cared to look over the side to see what finished it so fast. Quint said, �I�ll bet the next one will wait until they berate him enough to move.�
Ander said, �I only saw six of them when we were above.�
Quint looked to Raymer. �You?�
�Six.�
�Then I miscalculated,� he eased to the ledge and made a quick move that let him see up the path where they�d come from. �Nobody there.�
�There were six, I swear,� Ander said. �There should be two more.�
Quint nodded, �I believe you. Six. Four we sent over the side. Above is an officer who won�t come down until the way is declared safe, and a coward who�s too smart to come down. Probably he�ll get put into one of my old cells for refusing orders.�
�What now,� Raymer asked.
�We go down. No sense in waiting here for reinforcements to show up. Just senseless deaths from now on.� Quint gathered several rocks and placed them on the ledge where it turned, and then added a few more, further down. He also pulled several strips of leather from the crevasse in the wall and held them up. �Trips. We�ll set these at convenient places along the path.�
Ander gathered the blankets and shirts. He looked at Raymer, eyes tearful. �Did I make a mistake coming with you?�
Quint chuckled, but Raymer said, �It depends. If those men stop chasing us, will I hurt anyone else? No. But if they keep coming, will I kill them? After you answer those questions in your mind, you can either stay or go.�
Raymer turned his back to them and started down the ledge again. The position of the sun told him he had daylight left, but he didn�t want to be stranded by darkness on the ledge. He hurried faster. The trail continued to descend until it ended in a mass of jumbled rocks that had fallen and piled at the base since time began.
The dragon flew nearby again, and Raymer again ordered it away. It seemed that each time he became emotional or fought an enemy the dragon ventured close. It was something to consider and possibly use in the future when one misstep on a path would not end his life.
A trace of a trail started where the ledge ended. Rocks had been cast aside or used to fill gaps between boulders. The footing was surprisingly firm for crossing what is called scree, usually better for broken legs or twisting ankles. He suspected the trail along the ledge had existed far longer than anyone knew, and there had been more manpower to construct it than was apparent.
There was little daylight remaining when they reached to bottom, an area covered with low brush and green trees in the distance instead of the barren landscape above. Looking up, Raymer couldn�t see any soldiers on the top of the cliff, and he hoped he didn�t find the remains of any who had fallen to their deaths. He also hoped the horses they�d paid for were well taken care of, and the old lady who�d sold the horses hadn�t been punished.
Quint said, �That�s a river is ahead. Anybody thirsty?�
The mention of water made Raymer�s mouth all the dryer. He gave a look to Ander, �You still going with us? It�s not too late to claim we took you here by force.�
�I am with you, but barely. Not because I changed my mind, but because I�ve never worked so hard in my life as I did escape from that horrible dungeon.�
Quint said, �Tired, are you? Why this is one of the easier days in my life. Certainly one of the better ones.�
Raymer saw the sparkle of water as he heard the first rush of the swift river. Breaking through a thicket of willows, the cobblestone edge of the river lay ahead. He hadn�t allowed himself to think about water until now. They had been too busy fleeing, but the sight of flowing water stilled him in his tracks.
Quint rushed past and fell on his knees at the edge, placing his face fully into the river. Raymer took hold of Ander�s shoulder and helped him move across the rocks to reach the water. Both slurped their fill, waited until that settled and then drank some more.
Quint pointed to a tangle of brush and small trees on the shore that had washed down the river. �Dry wood for a fire and the sand is a soft place to sleep.�
They limped ahead and settled down for the first time since their escape. Quint fell onto his back, his forearm over his forehead. �Raymer, how�d you manage it?�
�Manage what?�
�That dragon attack. Don�t try telling me it was an accident or coincidence.�
�I didn�t do it.�
�I�ve heard about you guys calling down dragons but didn�t believe it.�
Ander looked from one to the other as he listened to the exchange. Raymer didn�t want him to believe something not true. �My family says some can do it, but I was too young to teach. I didn�t call him down.�
�Do you deny trying?�
�My plan was to have the dragon melt the bars with the slime they spit. We would have covered ourselves in lime and crawled out.�
Quint laughed, �Knocking down the whole damned wall worked pretty well, too. Nothing fancy, but effective.�
Anders shrugged, �You two make me realize how unhappy my life was.�
�How so?� Raymer asked, the comment drawing his attention and curiosity. Ander had been raised in a wealthy family almost as powerful as the kings�. The idea that he might envy two prisoners sounded interesting.
�Oh, it�s hard to explain. I guess laughter among royals is more a weapon than an expression of joy. We laugh to support someone who can help us, or we laugh to ridicule our enemies.�
Raymer didn�t understand but decided to keep their conversations on survival track. He asked, �Will we stay here tonight?�
�Yes. Rest our feet some. Mine are raw from that walk down the ledge. Soak them in the water and get a good night�s sleep. We leave early.�
�What if they come tonight?� Ander asked, his eyes raised to the walls of the canyon above.
Quint snorted. �After seeing and hearing those men fall today, would you dare tread that ledge at night? And if you did, you�d find yourself falling from those trip strings I left.�
Raymer walked to an eddy of the river and sat on a boulder, his feet in the cold, healing water. The coldness numbed them, and they already felt better. �Hey, Ander. We�ve offered you the chance to turn back about three times, so far. I still don�t get why you want to go with us.�
�I�d like to know more about that, too. That is before we reveal all of our plans, and you tell all,� Quint said as if there were more plans between them.
Ander said, �I was the fourth son in my family. My oldest brother inherits a title and lands. I get nothing but a royal appointment to a job nobody else wants.�
Quint growled, �That�s more than most.�
�It is, I agree. But my whole life I was raised a royal. The problem is that I never had an objective, yet any time I tried to do something on my own. My family laughed and told me to stop acting like a commoner. The truth is, I think in many ways I�m more a commoner than royal.�
�And what�s so bad about that?� Quint continued.
Ander sat and considered the question before answering. �I have never accomplished anything on my own. Nothing. I don�t live, I simply exist. When I wished something done, I order others to do it. Maybe you can�t understand.�
Quint said, his voice uncharacteristically gentle and calm. �Actually, I do.�
Raymer swished his feet in the water and pointed across the river to the other side of the canyon. �Is there another ledge for us to climb over there?�
�No. Our feet are too torn up to endure a climb like that anyway. We�ll just take the easy way out.�
�Which is?� Raymer demanded.
�We swim.�
Both Raymer and Ander turned to look down the river. It ran fast and deep, bursting over boulders with plumes of spray, and white water churned the river into a fearsome foe. Crossing it had been a concern, but Raymer couldn�t consider swimming a viable possibility. His swimming had never been very good. Even an expert would have problems. He turned to Quint, expecting to see amusement on his face.
Ander watched the river too, slowly shaking his head in denial.
�It�s been done before,� Quint said.
�Why can�t we walk the shoreline?� Raymer asked.
�Takes too long. Also, further down river the valley narrows and there are steep cliffs that come all the way down to the water.�
Ander was still shaking his head. �Why too long?�
Quint said, �Those other two groups of soldiers on top of the cliff are going to race us to reach the other side of the canyon. They know we�ll most likely emerge with the river so the largest group will be waiting there.�
Ander faced him, a shrewd look in his eye. �There�s more that you�re not telling.�
Quint never flinched. �There is no way up the other side of the canyon. At the top of the canyon, the water comes in over a waterfall, so we can�t go that way. We have only one way out, and that�s down the river. Besides, they�ll send men down the same ledge we took at daylight, and we had better be gone from here. If we have any chance of beating them out of this canyon, we will move fast because even when we get out, if we do, they�re still on our tail.�
�And we don�t have horses,� Raymer amended. �So we run, but our feet are already sore, and they�ll get worse.�
All eyes turned to the pair of fine, green leather boots Ander wore. He said, �Hey, don�t look at my boots. Besides, they won�t fit either of you because I�m normal sized.�
Quint mock-glowered and snarled, �Raymer, did he insult us?�
�It�s not an insult to tell the truth,� Ander said.
Raymer said, �It�s also not an insult to either of us when you admit you�re small.�
�I am not small.�
They all laughed. Raymer said, �My feet feel better. Now for a fire and a good night�s sleep in the open air for the first time in a year.�
�You have flint and steel?� Ander asked.
�Toys for children,� Raymer said. �With all this dry wood washed up along the shore, anyone can start a fire.�
Quint broke branches carried firewood to a growing pile near the edge of the trees while Ander sorted the shirts and blankets. Holding a shirt woven of homespun to his chest, Ander said, �I can fit into this and not stand out so much, but neither of you can wear it.�
Raymer nodded, �Might as well select the one you like and toss the rest. How many blankets are there?�
�Three,� Ander said. �And the two carrying the food.�
Quint said, �Perfect for tonight, but they�re going to get wet.�
Ander wrinkled his nose. �Getting wet is something both of you need to consider.�
Quint tossed a load of firewood at Ander�s feet, almost landing on him. �We would have taken baths and worn clean clothing, but the damned Dungeon Master was too busy chasing the wenches at the castle inns to deliver them. We wore these for most of a year.�
�Who told you about me and my lovely wenches?� Ander shot back with a smile.
Sitting near the firewood and watching Raymer select dry sticks to make the fire, Quint said, �I was speaking of the late Dungeon Master, not you. Okay, I accept that you�re with us. But why? You had a good life, and so far, your reasoning lacks depth.�
�I think my life will get better hanging around with the two of you if we all live. At least, it will have some excitement.�
�How so?� Quint asked.
�Because you, my new friendly giant, are far more than you seem. I believe you are a prince or close relative of the Earl. And Raymer is of the Dragon Clan.�
�Those are not answers.�
Raymer pulled a stout, dry stick from the firewood and a small, log with a split down the center. He peeled a section of the bark and scooped a few dry leaves and small twigs into a pile. He butted the end of the log against a rock and began slowly scraping the stick up and down the crack until the two pieces fitted together.
Quint reached out and sprinkled a few dry leaves and twigs where Raymer worked the wood against the crack. Raymer went to his knees and pushed faster and harder, each stroke in the same groove he was working. A wisp of smoke curled and Quint added more twigs and leaves. He bent closer and blew softly.
A small flame grew. Fuel was added, and a fire sprang to life before the sunset. Quint looked at Ander, �You were saying?�
Ander settled in the sand with his back against a willow tree. �You were an emissary, sent with a peace treaty King Ember had no intention of signing or honoring. To delay negotiations with your people, he pretends he has not seen you while he keeps you imprisoned in his secret dungeon.�
�I heard he sent word to my King asking when I was due to arrive,� Quint said.
�Yes, it was a joke with the King. Since there was no treaty, and he claimed your people never sent one. He plans on attacking your northern province.� Ander turned to Raymer, �And you are even a stranger puzzle. You are a member of a family who, rumor says talks to dragons and does other magical stuff. The Dragon Clan. I�d laugh, but after witnessing your escape, there�s no denying it.�
Raymer squatted and settled back on his heels. �I see where you may benefit from Quint and his wealthy family, but what do you want from me? I have nothing.�
�You have a way with dragons! How can you say that is nothing?�
Raymer shook his head. �You are sadly mistaken, my friend. There are many rumors of men and dragons. I have rarely seen one and suspect that most stories are just stories. I assure you that I had never been closer to a dragon than when the creature attacked the palace today, and I was as scared as anyone else.�
Ander shrugged and cast a half smile in Raymer�s direction. �Forgive me if I believe you�re obviously well-educated and there�s far more to you than we understand.�
Raymer warmed his hands near the fire while deciding what to say, before telling the simple truth. �My mother educated my two brothers and me, as well as half a dozen others. She taught us manners, grace, reading and numbers. She drove us to learn and punished us when we did not. My Father protected us. We lived in tents, huts, and lean-tos while we fled the king�s men.�
�So your claim is that you have no connection to the dragon that freed you?� Ander asked, the faint smile still in place.
Raymer noticed both of them were looking at him with expectant expressions. �I had an escape plan. I hoped to use a dragon, but it had nothing to do with what happened today. The dragon attack was as big a surprise to me as it was to you.�
Quint said, �Someone else directed the dragon?�
�It was not me, but I believe it was directed by a person of my clan. I have never seen that dragon before today.�
As if to make him a liar, his back tingled and as he looked past the other two, he saw a dragon flying low along the ridge where the army that chased him was camped for the night. If he listened closely in the dark, he might hear the screams of some of the men up there if the dragon attacked their campsite.
This night he certainly would hear echoes of those screams from the men they pushed off the ledge on the cliff. Four of them. Each scream distinct and different. Some longer. Some louder. All terrifying.
His body was worn out; sleep would be difficult. And yet it was only the first day of freedom. The King would be furious when he learned of the escapes, as would his cabinet. The goal of killing every member of the Dragon Clan didn�t allow for escapes. Not to mention the political damage Quint might do if he managed to get home to tell his tale to the Earl, Quint�s father.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Ander examined the ripped and torn clothing he wore with obvious disgust. The gold threads sparkled while the thin threads holding the shoulder of his shirt had parted. Dust caked it all. Raymer thought he appeared as bad as the tattered and filthy rags he and Quint wore.
Raymer had the bottom of his foot twisted up where he could see the cuts, scrapes, and injuries on the sole. Prisoners didn�t wear footwear.
�I can make sandals for the two of you,� Ander said.
�No leather,� Raymer answered, removing a tiny thorn from his heel.
�Reeds,� Ander nodded to the edge of the river.
�You know how?�
�Art was part of my education. Art, as in weaving and for other projects. Once we made sandals, and I�m sure I remember how to do it.�
Quint tended the fire and looked up with interest. �My feet won�t hold up for long with the ground we�re walking on. Show us.�
Ander stood. He went to the shoreline and selected a handful of long reeds, tugging each to ensure they were strong. He carried them to the fire and settled himself. After braiding three, he rolled them into a flat surface, using thin strips of reeds like thread to secure them together.
Quint and Raymer copied his movements. The basic pattern was deceptively simple. Before dark they had six flat, woven oblongs. Ander wove thinner strips and with the help of a pointed stick worked holes large enough to feed the strips through for the toe grips. Smaller holes near the rear allowed two more straps.
Raymer placed one on his foot and tried walking. It was loose, would wear out quickly, but would save his feet for a while.
Quint said, �You have boots, why so many sandals?�
�The extras are for you. I don�t think these will last a day, but even if they help for part of the day, your feet will be better off.�
Raymer said, �Have either of you looked up at the ridge, yet?�
All eyes went to the top of the canyon wall. A strip of light brightened the night sky. Ander said, �Must be a dozen campfires up there.�
Quint nodded. �Got to give it to the King for mounting such a large force to chase us down.�
Should I seek out that dragon and have it attack them? Raymer decided against the impulse. The men up there were doing their part for their king. They were not exactly innocent, but they were not deserving of dying in so horrible a manner. However, if the dragon did reappear, he might encourage it to fly low enough to coat the upper part of the path with slime, making it impossible for them to descend.
As he considered the options, he decided that it wouldn�t be necessary to do anything. If they floated down the river in the morning. Only fools would dare follow. The implication that only a fool would attempt to ride the river was not lost on him.
Ander removed his fashionable jacket and shirt. He tried on a heavy, homespun shirt made of soft wool the old woman had provided. The color was bland in contrast to his satin pants, but he was no longer the person of a royal on an overnight excursion. He adjusted the shirt and looked up.
Quint said, �You�re not nearly as pretty as I remember.�
�It�s warmer. Too bad you two are so big that none of this will fit you.�
Raymer understood. His large size got in the way of normal clothing for several years, but Quint was a full head taller and must have endured far more. Raymer held up another completed sandal. Quint almost finished another, too. They appeared to be functional, if not pretty.
Quint said, �We need to try and get some sleep. About sunup, we�ll go into the water. It�ll be cold, but I think we�ll move with the current and travel two or three times faster than a man can walk on the rough ground. When the army gets here, we�ll be long gone.�
�It concerns me. I�m not a good swimmer,� Raymer said.
�Neither am I,� Ander added, looking at Raymer in a relieved fashion.
�Don�t worry, we won�t do a lot of swimming. We�re going to tie nests of sticks together for individual rafts and hold on to them for support,� Quint said.
Raymer said, �Why not just a log?�
�A mat of sticks will float better and won�t be so long it gets caught on everything we float past. Think of a log and how hard it�ll be to point down the river and what happens if it turns sideways.�
Ander said, �I was thinking of a short log about as tall as me. Just lay on it.�
�There are rapids downriver,� Quint added. �Not too many, but we need to be careful and have a plan. We need to stick together. If any of us fall off our raft, we need to meet at the next calm water. But, we have to do this fast. The army probably sent men on horses to ride all night, and we have to get out of this canyon before they get down there to stop us.�
�Why not leave now?� Ander asked.
�We�re all worn out. Some sleep will let us all move faster tomorrow,� Quint said. �We�ll have a long day.�
�Or maybe not,� Raymer said, his voice a whisper, his eyes looking up at the top of the canyon wall again. A series of smaller pinpoints of light had appeared, lined up in a row and moving down the ledge.
�Torches,� Quint hissed. �I didn�t think they had the balls. I wouldn�t travel that at night, I didn�t like it during the day.�
�The King must have threatened the officers,� Ander said.
Quint said, �Those officers must have used some great threats on their men. I wonder what the reactions will be with the first trip on those stones we left on the ledge. And of course, the leather thongs we strung will cause more to fall.�
Raymer glanced at the warm fire, the dry blankets, and thought about the anticipated rest. He caught Quint�s eye and shrugged. �The river?�
�I see no choice.�
Ander said, �No time to make the rafts that we need for our blankets and food. I suggest we use the blankets to make small packs for our backs, and we find suitable logs. Not saying your raft idea wasn�t any good, Quint. But, we have to get going.�
Quint was already moving. He knelt at the edge the blankets and started sorting food into four piles. Apples could withstand the water. So could nuts. Sandals went into each pile. He stuffed grain and dried meats into his mouth while making three packs and ripping another blanket into strips.
The grain and meat would never last in the water. He made three bags by tying the ends of the blankets together, then tied the bags to the back of the others with strips torn from another. Ander tied the third blanket/pack to Quint�s back.
A glance at the side of the canyon wall showed the thin line of torches weaving slowly downward, but still a good distance away. They hadn�t yet reached the sharp turn and loose rocks. Raymer touched toes to cool, but not cold water. Still, it would soon strip them of energy, but it could be worse.
Ander selected a short log no longer than his leg but as large around. �Lay down in the water and hold onto the log with your hands in front of you. Just use it to keep your mouth above water. Float. Don�t kick, it uses too much energy.�
�Who put you in charge?� Quint demanded, locating a similar log.
�He makes sense to me,� Raymer said, as he used a strip of the blanket to bind around his log and staff. He watched the others secure their staffs to their logs, the only weapons they had.
�Not complaining,� Quint smirked at Ander. �I just wanted to tell whoever it was they made a good choice.�
�It�s going to be dark. Stay together. Talk. Let the next in line know when you hit something or pass by danger,� Ander said, his voice almost cheerful. �I�ll go first.�
�Hang on,� Quint said. He darted back to the fire and put it out. He rushed back to the edge of the river with all they were leaving and threw it far out into the river. �No sense in letting them find we�re gone until morning. I doubt they�ll move too fast in the dark for fear we�re waiting for them in ambush so maybe they�ll stumble around searching for us.�
�I like the way you think,� Ander said, as he eased into the water to his knees. Quint and Raymer followed without comment.
When they reached water waist-deep, they shoved their logs ahead and followed, hands resting on the logs to keep their chins above the surface as the deeper, faster-flowing water took hold and carried them. They allowed the river to set the pace, and their eyes adjusted to the moonless starlight until they could make out the darker shapes of boulders ahead, as well as hearing the changes in the flow of the water.
They drifted in near silence, single file, and talked softly when they saw something to pass on to the others. This would be the easy part of the trip. A quarter moon rose and as Raymer glanced at the canyon wall behind he was surprised to find he couldn�t see the campfires above. He looked for the torches the men navigating the ledge carried and couldn�t find them, either. We�ve already come a long way.
He pulled his attention back to the log floating in front of him, but also started comparing the speed they moved to an estimated walk on level ground. They easily covered twice the distance, but anyone walking on the shoreline would also have to contend with loose footing, slippery rocks, logs, brush piles, and underbrush.
He judged the river moved them at two or three times what a man could walk, and possibly faster. The water felt colder than earlier, the heat leached from his body, but he held on. While they would emerge wet and cold, they would outdistance, and possibly lose their pursuit.
The river narrowed near sunrise when the sky lightened in the east, and the stars in that direction faded to nothing. As the river narrowed, the water flowed faster. Instead of running almost straight as it had all night, there now came twists and turns. The river flowed around and over boulders as large as houses. The sound increased to a roar that prevented conversation.
A glance at the nearest shore indicated their speed was fearful. Despite no sleep, Raymer felt no desire to close his eyes. He came wide awake as a boulder in the water larger than his cell flashed past. The log he floated behind struck a submerged rock, and he felt the pain as his knee contacted it.
His teeth wanted to chatter, but the sunrise brought the promise of warmth. He hoped the ride ended soon. His fingers no longer had feeling. He would lose his grip before long, and he wondered how the others were doing. He hadn�t seen either of them for a while.
The walls of the canyon closed in further.
While the narrow portion of the sky visible became blue instead of black, no sun or warmth reached them. The river ran so fast he fought to cling to his log. Raymer no longer felt his hands and fingers, and he choked on water several times, but there was no beach or strip of sand to swim to and rest.
Ander appeared ahead and held up his fist to draw attention. He pointed to the right bank and started kicking his legs to force his log to move in a direction. Raymer spared the time to look where Ander pointed and saw a small area in a backwater that contained floating debris, and possibly a beach.
As he started to turn to the shore, Quint floated from behind and waved an arm to catch their attention. Instead of turning to the shore, he pointed ahead.
Raymer followed Quint. He shouted at Ander with no response. Ander moved closer to the whirl of water and finally looked behind. A confused expression took hold, but when he saw Raymer�s frantic arm waves, Ander reversed his direction and fell into line behind him and Quint.
At the next bend of the river, it widened and the current slowed. In a calmer area, Quint pointed up to the wall of the canyon ahead. It ended as if it was a curtain hanging beside a window. The wall on the left continued for some distance, but then it also ended abruptly.
Raymer realized that at their present speed, they would be at the end of the canyon wall in less time than if they had rested in the backwater. Besides, going back into the water after a rest would have been hard. As much as he was cold and needed to rest, he held on. As the canyon walls widened, the sun reached the river. Almost instantly he felt better.
The three watched the approaching end of the canyon as the river widened and slowed even more. The mid-morning sun warmed their backs Raymer could feel his fingers again, but the feeling was sharp pricks of pain. Even though they were still in the water, the sunlight and warmth on their backs helped.
Later, the river began a wide swing to the right, in the direction the army would arrive. The canyon wall on the left had finally decreased until it remained only a small, solid rock cliff. At times, it looked no taller than a small tree. A small river flowed from the left to join the larger. Quint untied his staff and abandoned his log. He swam for the shore with an awkward sidestroke as he maintained the grip on his staff.
Ander and Raymer arrived at the shore together, helping each other stand in the soft mud that was the left bank of the river. The warm sun immediately took away part of the chill, but Quint simply pointed them ahead to the rocky portion of the shoreline. He remained behind and sloshed water into their deep footprints until they were obscured. Then he brushed the tracks in the dry sand. Only then did he follow.
�Follow that river,� Quint managed between gasps for air.
All three struggled up the bank of the smaller river and over a crest that prevented them from seeing the valley they left behind. Quint fell to his knees and after several deep breaths dropped to the ground and lay with his face to the sun. Raymer and Ander did much the same. All fell into exhausted sleep.
Near midday, the sun had warmed and invigorated Raymer enough for him to wake. He quietly started sorting through the blanket he wore like a backpack. Grabbing a handful of nuts, he backtracked and watched the far shore and river. Their pursuers would come from one way or the other. Maybe both.
�See anything?� Quint asked from behind.
�Nothing. Be nice to know when they get here.�
Quint frowned. �Be nicer if they don�t reach this place until tomorrow and they stay on that side of the river.�
�Think that will happen?�
�I do. My briefing told me how fast the river flowed, especially near the end of the valley, but I think I�m glad we did it at night so we couldn�t see how scared we should have been. Only fools would attempt the float down it again.�
�Who told you that?�
�Got you wondering, huh?�
There are a lot of things I�m wondering about. First on my list is wondering if staying with you will cost me my freedom. Should I take off on my own? �I�d like to know if those troops are after you. Or me. Or both of us.�
�Maybe they�re trying to rescue Ander. He�s the son of a nobleman.�
Raymer had been lying on his stomach in the sand while watching the river for signs of the king�s men, but now he rolled and faced Quint. �Am I safer going alone?�
Quint�s normal give-a-care smile faltered. �Do what you think is best.�
�You carried a treaty to the King. You�re also the son of a nobleman. That�s your story, so far. I am just a member of the Dragon Clan and cannot see why they would chase me. I�m nothing.�
Quint remained silent, his expression hardening.
�Come on, give me something,� Raymer demanded. �They would have killed a simple messenger to prevent word reaching your people, but they kept you alive. You let small things slip, especially when you�re mad. I think you�re much more than a high-born messenger-boy. That makes you important to the king.�
Quint stood, brushed himself off and started to turn, but held off speaking. He looked down at Raymer as if offended, then relented. �You�re too smart for your own good.�
Raymer watched him stalk away. After one last wary look across the river, he followed. Ander was now awake and had spread all three blankets in the sun to dry. He chewed an apple and watched them approach. Looking at Quint, he said, �Do you know where we go from here?�
�Follow this river and later today we�ll find a small cave with supplies. Then we head west, away from the river to Northwood.�
�That�s all you�re going to tell us?� Ander asked.
�The cave will have the supplies we need,� Quint snapped.
Ander smiled, �I understand that. I just wanted to make sure you two have a plan.�
Quint cast a questioning glance at Raymer.
Raymer avoided it. He said, �We all have our reasons for being here. Any of us is free to leave the others at any time. Our basic plan was to escape together, and we�ve done that. Nothing more.�
Ander picked up sandals that were so wet they were limp and soggy. �I think we need to dry these in the sun, or they�ll fall apart. How are your feet?�
�Not too bad,� Raymer said. �But it�s a good idea. We can carry them on a string around our necks so they�ll dry faster.�
�Travel up this river should be easy. The ground is softer and more underbrush. There are animal trails. Just step easy, but be quick about it,� Quint said.
As they gathered their meager belongings, Ander asked them both, �Will we get away?�
�Barring bad luck, I think so,� Raymer answered when Quint didn�t say anything. �My guess is that there are troops waiting for us to emerge from the top of the canyon. More followed us down the ledge, but they will try to hike the canyon instead of swimming, and that will take them, at least, two or three days. The others will arrive at the bottom of the canyon where we left, either later today or tomorrow, and set up camp to wait for us.�
Quint said, �That gives us two, maybe three days� head start. Once they figure out, we managed to escape their trap it won�t take them long to find this place.�
�How?� Ander asked.
Quint waved an arm that encompassed the surrounding area. �There are not a lot of options. They know where we are not so that only leaves a few places where we can be. Their scouts will find our sign quickly.�
Ander settled the blanket and contents on his back and shifted it to a comfortable position. He carried his staff awkwardly as if he had never used the weapon, which was probably true. He said, �Then they�ll be after us again. Want me to take the lead?�
Maybe we should have found one of the men who fell off the ledge and retrieved his sword for Ander. 
�Why not?� Quint chuckled.
They followed the river for a hundred steps and when a larger path appeared they took it. It paralleled the river, but further from the rocky, rough shore. Later it veered off slightly, and they continued, walking at a fast pace that was near jogging. On downward slopes, they often did run.
Raymer expected his feet to be more of a problem, but they were partially healed from being in the water, and he hadn�t worn shoes for a year. The bottoms of his feet were tough, but he was cautious. Sore feet would slow them. He had no illusions that the army would quit chasing them.
Ander set a pace that the other two barely managed to keep. He didn�t speak. His straight back and the firm set of his mouth suggested he too was escaping, and Raymer wondered at what Ander withheld. Raymer walked behind Ander, and Quint followed up, often glancing behind.
The small river, they followed, flowed through a shallow valley covered in trees and dense brush. As their path took them away from the river they crossed several smaller streams that flowed into the river, and twice they paused long enough to slurp water by lying face down and placing their lips on the surface. It seemed the quickest way to drink the most.
As they found other animal paths or trails, Quint sometimes ordered the direction he wanted them to take. As they climbed a small hill, Quint paused to look behind to the end of the cliffs of the canyon they had floated down and then he turned and lined up their destination with a snowcapped mountain.
Bear Mountain. The top was flat instead of pointed, and snow clung to the slopes year around. It was unmistakable. It was also the destination Raymer had intended to reach when he left his home in the Raging Mountains. Bear Mountain stood at the end of the range he�d called home his whole life, and there was a clan of his people, another family. A man named Myron was their leader.
If they traveled north of Bear Mountain, they�d have easy passage to Quint�s home and family. But if they traveled to the southernmost slope instead, and knew where to search, they might find a great split in the granite that would lead to a high meadow. In that meadow lived the family of the Dragon Clan.
At least, that was the rumor he�d been sent to confirm when he�d been captured by the king�s men. Raymer kept quiet. He�d wait and see where Quint took them. If he tried to cross the northern route, as most did, Raymer would remain quiet.
As they continued, he allowed his mind to wander. What would be worse than allowing them to stumble onto the relatives he was seeking? However, he now knew the general direction they�d take and how Quint knew where to go and where to locate supplies. But not who placed them there.
Ander paused and pulled a handful of nuts from the blanket he carried on his back. He held them out to the others.
Quint accepted some and said, �We�re making good time, but we�re getting a little off course. We need to go more north, but not too much. Next time you can, turn us to the right.�
�You want to lead?� Ander asked with no trace of anger or lack of respect.
�You�re doing fine. Besides, at the top of the next hill I may hang back for a while to watch our back trail,� Quint said.
Raymer asked, �Seen anything back there to concern us?�
�Nothing. But I just want to make sure.� Quint ate his nuts and pulled a piece of waterlogged, dried meat from his blanket. It looked unappetizing, but he bit a piece off and chewed.
Ander said, �We�ve been going as fast as I can walk. The royal troops wouldn't move that fast even if they managed to find our trail.�
Raymer said, �Their horses can move faster.�
Without another word, Ander spun and set a pace that may have been even faster than the one he�d set earlier. He swung his arms high to help lengthen his stride, and his breathing sounded deeper.
Something�s eating him. Raymer kept up and listened for Quint�s crashing through the underbrush behind. He and Raymer had reason to be here. Ander had been an accident. I didn�t even know Quint carried him until we were near that farmhouse.
Raymer didn�t like not knowing something that might dictate his future. Quint�s actions were predictable. He wanted to escape, although there was also more to his story than Raymer knew. But as a prisoner under a lifetime sentence, Quint wanted to get away. His first and primary objective. As simple as that.
Ander, on the other hand, grew up privileged and of the royal class. His appointed position as the Dungeon Master might not have been the work he�d dreamed of. However, it was still a position higher than peasants could ever aspire to hold. Yet, Raymer didn�t believe Ander was being deceptive.
�Hey, Ander. Tell me again why you�re going with us.�
The path they followed was wide enough for two side by side, and Ander slowed a few steps until they walked together. The morning had warmed and promised to be hot by the afternoon.
�I can�t tell you because it�s too hard to express. I�ve been thinking of running off and making my own way for a couple of years. Perhaps exploring unknown lands.�
�There must be more I can�t understand. Being Dungeon Master seems like a pretty good life. No hard labor. You�re the boss. The guards do what you want, or you dismiss them. I don�t even see where you would have to enter the dungeons more than a few times a ten-day at most.�
�I would also order men to die at the direction of the king, some innocent of crimes other than upsetting our paranoid ruler. I�d watch others rot in their cells like you were doing. If the King required information, I would supervise the torture and report the findings to him.�
They walked without words for a short time, each lost in deep thought. Raymer said, �There�s more.�
�Boredom is maybe the word I�d choose. Growing up, I pictured myself a great warrior, or a leader of strong men, and the center of beautiful women. I�d sail ships to far off lands and return a hero.�
�Instead, you got appointed to supervise prisoners, executions, and torture.�
�Yes. In a stinking hole under the palace where no royal wants to enter, let alone admit that such things go on. As for the pretty women, you can imagine that none would wish to live a life with such as me, a man with the stink of the dungeons about him.�
Ander shrugged. �I think I see. It made you about the bottom of the barrel as far as life in the royal palace went.�
�Treated like a fool, or worse. Most royals saw little difference in me and the prisoners. Even my best friends avoided me after the appointment. One held his nose and told me I needed to bathe after I entered the dungeons. I hadn�t been down there, yet.�
�It�s all about what people believe.� The path narrowed again, and Raymer quickened his step until he pulled ahead. Now and then he used his staff to clear the way. He glanced behind to find Quint motionless on top of the last hill they�d climbed. Looking ahead, he noticed they had strayed to the left of Bear Mountain. The underbrush thinned and they crossed a clearing of tall grass, brown in the late summer heat.
Their present course would take them in the direction where he hoped to find more of the Dragon Clan, so he turned enough to head for the north slopes of the mountain, the direction of Quint�s home. Later, he noticed Quint had caught up with them from the corner of his eye.
Being in the sunshine felt unnatural after a year in a cell so he was careful to walk in the shade to prevent more sunburn. The dirt between his toes was dry and somehow pleasant to walk upon. The ground had more give than the stone floors of his cell, almost a bounce. Of course, it may have been in his mind.
But he couldn�t deny the air smelled better, his body seemed to want more of a challenge, and his mind grew sharper. For a year, his mind and body had barely existed. Now he wanted to shout, dance and sing.
A curious feeling overcame him. He felt wary. Tense. Then his back began to tingle, a barely perceived feeling, just enough to draw his attention. The tingle turned to a tickle, but there was no humor or joy.
Eyes to the sky, he found the approaching black dot against the blue directly behind them. It flew with powerful strokes of its wings. It let out a screech so loud and long Ander covered his ears with his hands, for all the good it would do. The dragon cry went deeper than just offending his ears. It penetrated to his soul.
What�s it doing?
It descended low as it flew nearer. Raymer felt no fear. The closer it drew, the faster it flew, and the lower as if attacking. Raymer�s back felt like his mouth had when he�d foolishly eaten a red pepper. He drew up on his toes and held his breath as it passed directly over them, so low he might have thrown a stone high enough to strike it.
It screamed again after it passed them, a wild and angry sound nothing could ignore. Then it made another sound. It sounded like an old man with a cold trying to draw enough phlegm into his mouth to spit. The sound was followed by a quick series of odd sounds. Pock. Pock. Pock.
The pain on Raymer�s back decreased, as the monster flew further away, but he knew what the sounds had been. The dragon had attacked something, or someone, on the ground. Whatever, or whoever the dragon attacked was directly ahead of them.
�Down,� he said softly.
Quint dropped. �What is it?�
Despite his order to get down, Ander still stood, as if confused. Quint reached out and grabbed him by an ankle and pulled him down. The three of them were exposed in the tall grass, but on the ground, they�d be hard to locate if anyone looked for them. But if anyone did look, especially from the top of the rise ahead, they would be spotted right away.
Raymer pointed to the edge of the meadow where the forest grew thick enough to conceal them. �There. We run.�
This time, there was no hesitation or argument. The dragon returned from the other direction. All three sprinted for the tree line, mostly smaller maple and oak. They arrived almost together. As soon as they were under cover, they paused and took a knee.
Quint said, �I thought that the dragon was coming after us.�
�It attacked something up there,� Ander panted. �What?�
�Did you have anything to do with this?� Quint asked Raymer.
�I have no more idea of what�s happening than you.�
�Did you know about it?� Quint snarled.
�No.�
�Good, because I like it when you�re as ignorant as I feel,� Quint said, his eyes still searching the empty sky.
They remained still because motion is the first thing an eye detects, and they all knew that moving would attract the attention of anyone watching from the top of the hilltop. In return, all three watched the hill, but saw nothing.
The increasing itch on Raymer�s back drew his attention. �The dragon is returning.�
This time, it flew crossways, ahead of them, following the top of the next hill they were going to climb. The head on the serpentine neck twisted and turned as the dragon watched the ground. Then it veered and dived in an instant, spitting several times with the pock noise a stuttering echo.
A man on the hilltop screamed in either pain or terror. It was impossible to tell which. Another joined him. The dragon flew on until it passed out of sight.
�We would have walked right into the hands of whoever�s up there,� Ander said, echoing Raymer�s thoughts.
Quint set his jaw. �That dragon didn�t save us by accident.�

CHAPTER NINE

The three of them huddled together and cast wary looks at each other. They waited to see if the dragon returned. It didn�t, but the painful cries and wails of several men still drifted down the hillside to them. Others shouted orders or responded to questions yelled from one to another, but none of it made sense to the three listeners.
Quint�s head darted to hear each chirp of a bird or the chirp of a chipmunk. His arms were flexed, and his stance said he was ready to leap in any direction. He growled, �The dragon attacked one area of the hilltop. I think we can work our way around the side of this hill and see what happened to them if we stay under cover and move slow.�
Ander said, �Or, we can just move away until we are far enough away where we can run.�
�We can�t do that,� Raymer said. �We have to know what happened up there, and to whom. Are those the king�s men waiting up there for us? If so, how did they get ahead of us?�
The expression on Ander�s face and the set of his body told his story. He did not want to go up the hillside. �Maybe it had nothing to do with us.�
Raymer asked softly, �We have to know. You�re the one who wants to be a great explorer and hero.�
�Maybe they didn�t follow us,� Ander said. �Maybe they used messengers to run to all camps of the king�s soldiers.�
�Maybe,� Raymer said. �If so, we need to know that too. But most of all, we need to know if they were searching for us or someone else.�
�Let�s just assume they are after us, and move on,� Ander said.
�Listen, there are other reasons to go up there. What if they have dogs to follow our trail?� Quint said. �Until we are truly free we have to know everything.�
Raymer said, �Okay. We know the King wants our heads. And what if there is another reason they�re up there? We need to know that too. It can decide our plans.�
�They�re probably just an innocent group of people hunting for deer and the dragon attacked them. Nothing to do with us,� Ander argued.
Standing, Raymer said, �Then it will not hurt to go up there, right? But that dragon acted to me as if it was protecting me. I heard its anger in my thoughts.�
�What does that mean?� Ander asked.
�I really don�t know. But that makes it no less true. The dragon was angry and protective. That�s all I can explain because it�s all I know.�
Quint shrugged as if accepting the explanation. �You and that dragon have never met?�
�I don�t think it was the one that knocked the dungeon wall at the palace down, but no, I�ve never met it.�
Quint mused before speaking. �Logical to assume it�s the same one. I�ve only seen four or five dragons in my lifetime, and several of those sightings may have been the same animal.�
�If we�re going up there, okay. Let�s get this over with,� Ander said. �One of you two lead. You have more experience. I�ll follow you both.�
Quint moved off, keeping his back bent to disguise the shape of his body from any prying eyes. The others did the same.
Instead of going directly ahead as they had been, Quint took them far to their left, then where the underbrush grew thickest he turned up the hill, keeping under cover and moving slow. They moved uphill silently. Raymer�s hands begged for a better long range weapon, like a bow, but held the staff ready.
They kept watching on their right. The dragon had attacked a slope lower than the one they climbed. Quint chose well. He led them up the hill where they could watch down on where whoever had been attacked from a higher elevation.
Glancing back, he could see Ander was tired. He had probably never done a day�s work in his life and never exercised. On the other hand, if they needed someone to determine the best tasting imported fish, wine, or sausage, Ander would be the one to ask. Raymer almost smiled at the idea.
Ander�s expensive trousers were torn, and several seams ripped. His boots, while much better than Raymer and Quint�s bare feet, were falling apart and soon he�d be without them. Raymer touched the sandals hanging on the thong around his neck. They were almost dry, but for now, his feet were not sore. He didn�t want to delay reaching their vantage.
Quint raised his arm. All three pulled to a stop. A thick stand of twisted berry vines lay a hundred steps ahead, on the downward slope. Shrubs grew thick protecting them from being seen from below. He pointed. �There.�
They moved as one, quickly and bent at the waist. Once positioned behind the vines, they angled for places to watch below. They were higher than the tallest trees, a few hundred paces away. Below lay a clearing filled with tent after tent, at least, thirty of them. King Ember�s blue and gold colors were displayed on battle flags, as were ribbons and the uniforms the men wore.
�A company,� Quint whispered. �Four to a tent. A hundred men.�
Raymer said, �No horses. That�s odd. Not even mounts for the officers.�
They lay on their stomachs watching and detailing what they saw. No cooking fires, despite the appearance that the soldiers had camped for several days. The paths worn between the tents were well defined, even at a distance. Men carried a wounded soldier on a makeshift stretcher. Three others were lined up on the ground side by side, unmoving. A chilling scream drew their attention to a soldier holding his limp arm with his other hand. He shouted to the others.
There were more men who appeared in agony, wounded by the acid the dragon spit. They made their way to the same tent, which must house the unit�s doctor. Several men were being ordered to spread out in the meadow, armed with bows and arrows drawn. A sergeant shouted that if they bunched up, they made an easy target for the dragon. That was all it took for them to leap to obey. They spread out, each taking a defensive position and holding long bows ready.
Ander whispered, �Now that I see them, something comes to mind. The parties at the Summer Place for the last ten-day have been women-rich.�
�Why do I care?� Quint asked without turning to look at him.
�Because of the lack of officers attending them. Now that I think about it, there were very few officers anywhere in the palace. Not in the halls, dining rooms, or libraries. Well, there were a few older ones, I guess, but they were too old for field operations.�
Quint said, �You can stop talking anytime.�
As if he hadn�t heard Quint, Ander continued. �Seeing those men down there makes me ask, where were all the young officers?�
Raymer said, �Have you ever seen them all disappear like that before?�
�Never.�
Even Quint turned to examine Ander. �You think it has something to do with the men down there?�
Ander said, �If you�re asking me as part of our three-person team, I suggest we capture one of them and torture him for information about their mission. To me, they look like they�re hiding. No fires for cooking and no horses for officers.�
�Then this has nothing to do with our escape,� Quint said. �From the condition of their campsite, they�ve been here for days, so it�s no concern of ours. Time we move on.�
�Not so fast, boys,� a new voice whispered, the voice coming from right behind them.
They spun to face a withered old man, tangled gray hair hanging to his shoulders, and a toothy smile displaying one missing front tooth. He said softly, �Hope you don�t mind me listening in on your conversation.�
�Who�re you?� Quint snarled, startled.
�Someone who thinks a lot like you, only when I decided to take the high vantage to watch them soldier boys, I went higher up the hillside. Imagine my surprise when you three come up here and plop yourselves down right in front of me.�
Raymer spoke before Quint�s temper took hold of him. �You�re watching them, too?�
�Yep, for two days, now. Came to a lot of the same conclusions as you prisoners.�
The prisoners comment had been intentional. It let them know that the old man recognized the tattered remnants they wore. Despite spending a night in the river, they were still stained so dark, they would never be clean again.
�What conclusions?� Ander asked.
�Ah, the royal speaks, again. You were right, son. About ten days ago small groups of soldiers arrived in these hills and found camps. Cold camps. No horses. Every few days they pick up and move west again, but only after sending out scouts to make sure nobody sees them.�
Quint narrowed his eyes, and his voice softened, much like a snake acts before striking. �There are others?�
�Yep, and more coming. Just about every soldier the King has seemed to be heading this way, in small companies. They�re taking any people living around these parts into custody and keeping them in a dead end valley called Big John�s Gulch.�
�Why?� Raymer asked.
�So they can�t spread the word about the soldiers moving �til whatever is happening is done.�
Raymer sensed the old man knew more. �Where are they headed?�
The old man turned to face Quint. �Don�t know for sure, but I suspect they�re going to pay your folks a visit.�
�You know me?� Quint asked.
�Know of you, to be more accurate. The kingdom of Northwood puts out reward posters for information about a lost man matching your description for most of a year, now. Handsome reward, too. Not many men fit the description.�
�Reward posters?� Raymer asked.
�They want information about a missing diplomat. That�d be your friend, here, unless I see things wrong.�
Quint paused as if considering the details of the conversation and he finally put them together. �The whole army is making its way north of Bear Mountain? They�re planning a sneak attack on Northwood?�
�Gone beyond planning, if you�re asking me.�
�I have to get word to my father,� Quint said.
�Not gonna happen,� the old man said. �I�ve been scouting around for days and barely managed to avoid them. They ain�t great woodsmen, but there�s too many of them. Best to settle down and wait for this to pass.�
�I�ll get through.�
�Three, maybe four days ago, you might have. Now there are troops on nearly high point, watchin�. They know it takes only one to get through and warn Northwood, then the invasion might fail.�
�There must be another way.�
�Nope. You got to go all the way down to the bottom of the Raging Mountains for another way through. That�d take twelve, or fourteen days at least. And nobody�s going over them. You just ran out of choices.�
Quint settled back on his heels. After a time, he said, �Listen to me and remember this well. My mother�s first pet was a pig she called Chubby. When this is over, you go to Northwood, to the Warrington Castle and tell them of this encounter. Tell them King Embers burned the treaty I carried and ordered me to the dungeons. Speak to my family and tell them of my mother�s pig. You�ll get the reward.�
The old man spat near Quint�s foot. �You�re still talking like you�re gonna try sneaking past all these men. I�m telling you I can�t do it, so you sure as hell can�t.�
He gathered his few things and turned to Raymer. �Sorry to deprive you of my grand company, but I have to do this. You two stay put until the army is gone, and make your way to Northwood. You�ll be treated well.�
�You can�t go alone,� Ander said.
�It�s my family. I have to go.�
Much the same feeling as when a dragon flew past struck Raymer. Instead of a sharp pain on his back, he felt it in his stomach. Family. Quint was going to risk his life for his family, just as Raymer risked his for his clan.
Where do loyalties lie? He saw a possible solution, but there were a hundred considerations. As much as the old man had helped them, Raymer didn�t wish to risk his family any more than Quint did, but he had to make choices. Worse, he had to make the right ones.
He turned to the old man and reached out his hand to shake. �We appreciate your warnings and help, but need to be on our way. What are your plans?�
�When you boys leave I�ll slip off to somewhere safe so you can�t tell them about me when they catch and torture you for information. Then I�ll make my way to Castle Warrington to earn myself that reward.� He stood and nodded to the others before moving up the hillside and disappearing into the dense brush.
Quint said, �You two are not going with me. You heard the man. Wait and head west in a few weeks if you don�t mind. My Earl needs to know how this all happened.�
�He said you can�t get through because of all the soldiers,� Ander said.
�Maybe only one man can. I don�t have any choice, but I have to try.�
Raymer said, �He�s right. He couldn�t live with himself if his family is killed and he didn�t try to help, let alone, all the other people who may die.�
Quint reached out to shake Raymer�s hand.
Raymer shook his head. �You aren�t the only one with a family to protect. I was captured while on my way to locate more of the Dragon Clan near here.
In his usual manner, Quint said, �How does that affect me?�
�The clan I was sent to find lives on the south slopes of Bear Mountain. Despite what everyone says, there is another way.�
Quint held still and finally said, �You�re sure?�
�Of course not. But I�ll tell you what I am sure of. I�m sure that if you go where the army is traveling you�ll be caught for sure.�
�Tell me about the other route. I�ve never heard of it.�
�Nobody has. The Dragon Clan lives there. Several families used to, and I was going to meet with them. There are many factions of the clan. Young ones move from group to group until we find a mate.�
Ander said, �They live there in secret?�
�They have to. Otherwise, your King sends men to kill us all.�
�What about other kings?� Ander asked.
�Some treat us better than others, but nobody really likes us. Some tolerate us, or owe us favors for helping them in some way.�
Quint said, �You two can talk about old times later. Raymer, you believe these people are living there? I have never heard of them, but if there is another passage, I need to know.�
�It makes little difference. If they are living there, we ask for horses and their help. If not, we travel on foot as fast as possible to your people and warn them. Maybe we can locate horses on the way. At least, we will not run into a company of troops who recognize our clothes and probably kill us on sight.�
Ander looked from one to the other and said, �Raymer, you�re willing to put your family in danger to help Quint?�

CHAPTER TEN

Raymer led the way from the army campsite, taking a more southerly direction as they moved west. Now and then he caught a glimpse of the peak of Bear Mountain above the other hills and the tops of the trees. Each time he asked himself if he was doing the right thing. Each time he decided he was, renewing his confidence.
They kept to the heaviest forests and found five more encampments of soldiers, all without fires. They circled each, going wide, always to the south and to the west. Always with doubt foremost in Raymer�s mind.
The first rule of the Dragon Clan is protecting the family. The second is secrecy. His father had said that loyalty is third. He had also said, sometimes one conflicts with another. If loyalty is third, and being loyal to Quint places his family in danger, does he have the right?
He didn�t share the thoughts as he paused to examine a possible route ahead. The gap between two hills grew more than enough foliage to conceal them from the hilltop on the right, but to get there, they would expose themselves for at least a hundred paces. The alternative would route them ten times further, but probably would be safer.
Normally there would be no question about taking the safer route, but time was the other factor. Arriving in Northwood a day late was not acceptable, but not arriving there at all was worse.
He motioned with his hand for the longest route and saw a nod of agreement from Quint. �Go slow during the first part. No noise.�
Ander looked both scared and excited. Raymer smiled to himself. Ander wished for excitement in his life, and his wish had come as true as if a magic queen had tapped her wand on his forehead.
He saw movement up on a ridge. He froze.
Only his eyes shifted as he glanced around. They were in shadow, but not a deep shadow. The molted design of the leaves of a tree was all that hid them. He looked up again at the ridge.
Nothing there, but he knew something had moved. Maybe a mountain goat or deer. Slowly, he turned his head and imagined what a man could see from that perch. He could see the entire area, and look right down on them. The shifting shadows wouldn�t hide them for long.
There was a wide valley to his left, one they had avoided because it was too exposed. A good thing they had. A lookout up there would have his eyes fixed on the valley, examining everything. But he wouldn�t watch directly under his feet unless movement, sound, or color drew his attention.
Their filthy clothing would help hide them. Ever so slowly, Raymer caught the attention of both men behind him and raised his eyes to the ledge, telling them without words where the danger lay. If he moved a little closer, he would be able to throw a rock up to where the man stood.
Raymer eased one foot ahead. When it settled, he shifted the other, his eyes shifting from where to place the next foot to the ledge above. He saw the man make a half turn, facing almost away. The faint conversation drifted down. Raymer moved faster while the man was distracted, hoping his peripheral vision didn�t catch them.
Ten more steps and they were almost under the canopy of branches and leaves when the guard spun. His face looked directly at them. Thankfully, all three had stopped, Ander in mid step.
There hadn�t been any noise, so he must have seen something. After several long, slow breaths to calm himself, the guard turned away. Raymer held up his hand for them to remain still. He had played hide and seek games growing up, and a good method to locate a foe was to play dead then suddenly turn.
The guard did exactly that. He had noticed something and became suspicious. When he didn�t see it again, he tried to trick them by looking away, then spinning and trying to catch them.
When it didn�t work, he eventually looked off into the distance again, but now and then his attention returned to their location. The third time he did, they were safely under the heavy canopy and moving down a game trail out of his sight.
Raymer kept his eyes on the ground searching for any signs of the heavy boots soldiers wore, as well as watching the tops of the few hills they saw. While moving south, the hills that carried travelers to the north side of Bear Mountain became more broken, with jagged granite creating obstacles they had to bypass. The ground became rougher, with sharp rocks.
�Time to test these sandals,� Raymer whispered.
�Haven�t seen any of the soldiers for quite a while,� Quint said. �Are you sure you know where you�re going?�
Raymer smiled, �I�m sure I don�t because I�ve never been there. But I have directions in my head.�
�If you can get us through to the south I think we�ll be fine. They are not marching yet,� Quint said. �Too bad the army prevented us from locating the cave with my supplies. Now I suppose we�re truly on our own.�
Ander said, �I think nearly all the troops are in place for the advance, and they�ll start moving west at night. They�ll pause and sleep during the day so they won�t be discovered. A sneak attack may end the battle almost before it starts.�
Quint almost smiled. �Much the same as my thoughts. Since when did you learn military tactics?�
�When I learned to outsmart beautiful women while courting them. Soldiers are far more predictable. I got the women.�
In other circumstances, they might have laughed and boasted of their conquests, but for now, Quint just placed a massive hand on Ander�s shoulder for a brief second and smiled.
The ground became rougher in the late afternoon, some places forcing them to climb small cliffs, or drop down steep areas where they had to sit and slide. But they saw no more soldiers and their pace increased. Raymer kept Bear Mountain to his right and adjusted their course whenever he caught sight of the peak. However, it seemed no closer.
Quint said, �My sandals are doing great. Nice work, Ander.�
Raymer glanced at Ander and found a face flushed pink and a smile that couldn�t have been wider.
A small river slowed them from heading west until they found a fallen log upstream that allowed them to cross the deepest part. Swimming was not the problem, but getting wet shortly before sundown when they didn�t dare light a fire was. They managed with being wet up to their knees and didn�t slow until darkness forced them to stop.
Huddling under a cedar where the fallen needles had built up a few inches, as soft as any mattress, Ander smiled.
�What�s so funny?� Quint demanded.
�Nothing. It�s just that I was bored. Look at me now.�
Quint said, �You look like dog crap. Your clothes are filthy and falling apart. A dog wouldn�t drag you home.�
�Exactly. More has happened in the last two days than in my entire life.�
Quint growled, �Then too bad for you.�
�Exactly. There I said it again, but that�s my feelings.�
�We may die tomorrow,� Quint said.
Raymer held up his palm to Quint. �Knock it off. I understand what he�s saying. If we die tomorrow, he will have something to brag about in his afterlife.�
�That makes no sense,� Quint said, spilling his food from his blanket and wrapping it around his shoulder to fend off the chill. He turned to Raymer. �I have the impression there�s more to what we�re doing than you�ve told.�
�I�m torn in my thoughts. I may violate a trust.�
Ander scooted closer, �How so?�
�In my world, there are laws. Family comes first. Then secrecy of everything about the Dragon Clan. Third is loyalty. I�m worried that my loyalty to Quint, and now to you, violates the first two laws.�
Quint hesitated before asking, �How?�
�I�m taking you to a place that does not exist except for the few of the Dragon Clan and a very few who are not part of the family. A southern route pass Bear Mountain is unknown. Anyone who attempts to venture there is turned back, and very few ever try because of the tales.�
�Like what?� Ander asked.
�My people in the Raging Mountains also watch for intruders. Instead of killing them, we frighten them away. At night, usually. We sneak into camp and place the bones of sheep or calves beside each sleeper for them to wake and find the next morning. We leave the fake footprints of beasts that cannot exist in the dirt. Sometimes we make strange noises with two pieces of wood rubbed together, or rattle antlers.�
Quint said, �That almost sounds like fun.�
�It can be. Near my home, I�ve watched hunters wake to find dead chickens hanging from branches all around a campsite. Just five or six dead chickens swinging in the breeze and the hunters talk with each other and get themselves scared. Next thing you know, they�re packed up and running home with tales that are probably ten times what really happened.�
Ander nodded, �I can see that happening.�
Raymer continued, �Do it often enough, and people spread tales and lies. Nobody comes near our homeland these days. The same is probably true of the route we�re taking.�
Quint said, �You�re telling us this so that if strange things happen, we won�t be scared, but you�re also violating your family�s trust by telling us. Showing us the way also, may put them in danger if we tell others about it.�
The night closed down as clouds obscured the stars, and the night sounds increased as if encouraged by the darkness. Two owls traded hoots, a chipmunk scurried near them before disappearing in a rattle of leaves. The flap of bat wings came and went. Raymer allowed the night sounds to envelop him with their normalness. The night music was soothing.
He said, �There is another consideration, too. I do not know the members of the family of Dragon Clan we might encounter. They may have different rules than my family. If three strangers came to our lands, knew about us, and some of our secrets, we might not let them live to tell about it.�
�We�ll promise not to tell,� Ander said, but his joke fell flat.
Quint turned to look at him. �Would you trust the lives of your family to three strangers?�
�Well, no.�
A strained quiet had descended on them before Quint spoke again, this time to Raymer. �I will make you one promise. If we should be successful, I will guarantee that you and your family will have the gratitude and debt of my family for all time. I will promise that with my life.�
The last of the day�s light faded, and the moon had not yet come up, but their eyes had adjusted enough to make out shapes. All of them ate from their diminished food stores, then with blankets draped around themselves, they sat still lost in their own thoughts. The silence dragged on.
Quint asked, �Still having fun, Ander?�
The answer came after a short time, �Fun isn�t the right word. Adventure is closer, but not right. Has my heart slowed since that wall fell in? No. Would I do it all over again? Yes.�
�You�re an idiot. Raymer and I have reasons to do this.�
Ander snickered a soft sound that conveyed his eagerness and joy. �I can�t wait for tomorrow.�
Raymer said, �I understand. And by the way, these sandals you contrived are still in good shape. We have a spare pair. Thank you.�
�What we need is to get the two of you some decent clothing that won�t tell the world you�re escaped, prisoners. Maybe a few bows instead of these poles we�re carrying, so we look like hunters,� Ander said.
Quint said, �Those poles you�re speaking of in such a disagreeable manner are called staffs. In the right hands, they are far better weapons than swords or knives and deserve respect.�
�I�ll take a sword, any day,� Ander said.
�I�d call you a fool, but ignorance of the truth is all too common in royal lines,� Quint snorted.
�You should know,� Ander snapped.
Raymer didn�t miss anything during the exchange, especially the fact that Quint didn�t deny the accusation. He liked the idea that Ander stood up for himself. He also liked the idea that Ander seemed to instinctively understand Quint�s direct humor. Most didn�t.
Ander said, �That old man back there, he said some things we should talk about.�
�We are,� Raymer said. �If what he said is the truth, and I believe it was, we probably do not need to fear pursuit. We made it.�
�Yes, like leaping from one fire into another,� Quint said.
Raymer drew in a deep breath, enjoying the mixture of scents of the forest. The cedar and pine, the moist earth they stirred with their feet, and the chill of the night. �We�ll get there in time to warn them.�
�You�re sure?� Quint asked.
Raymer felt Ander�s eyes on him. He shrugged. �No, I�m just trying to reassure you and make you feel better.�
Quint laid down and rested his head on his forearm. His breathing grew steady and deep. He said in a voice so soft the night breeze carried the word away, �Thanks.�
�It doesn�t count until this is over. I have a feeling that tomorrow you may not be thanking me,� Raymer said.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Raymer woke with the first light, but he was not the first. Quint had sat up some time earlier. He didn�t move. When his head turned, he saw Raymer awake and said, �You know? I never thought we�d make it out of there alive.�
�Me neither.�
They sat in silence, watching the sunrise.
Ander woke with a start as if wondering where he was. Raymer watched him carefully. A man waking is usually without his normal defenses and if there was any reason to fear Ander this might be the time he�d slip. Instead, he sat up quickly with a smile on his face. When he saw Raymer watching, he said, �This is the second time in my life I�ve slept outside. Last night was the first.�
Quint said with a sly edge to his voice, �You�re really becoming a regular outdoorsman.�
�You really think so?� Ander asked, then laughed as he realized Quint was kidding.
The morning was cold. None of them was anxious to climb from under their blankets. Quint turned to Raymer. �What�s our plan?�
�There�s a King�s Highway somewhere to our west. It travels south and north, so we will find it sooner or later. I don�t know how far. When we reach it, we head south, I�d think. On the right side of the King�s Road is a hunk of granite sticking up out of the ground like half a watermelon. Taller than us. We turn off the road there and continue west.�
Ander said, �What if we meet someone?�
Raymer glanced at Quint and shrugged. �Better if we don�t.�
�If we do?� Ander continued.
�They will know we�re escaped prisoners from our clothing. People talk, especially in small towns. But I don�t think it really matters unless it�s the king�s men that we meet up with. There�s a training center for young officers in the area,� Raymer said.
�That�s not good,� Ander said, his eyes watching the sun just beginning to show through the trees on a far off hill. �But, I have gold in my purse. If the situation presents itself, we can buy food and horses.�
�Speaking of food, better eat what you have and let�s go,� Quint said. �And when you get a chance, you might check that purse again. If I�m not mistaken a vile and ugly thief stole it from you.�
Raymer said, �Thanks, my friend. Ander, I have your purse. I paid for the horses with your gold. You�re welcome to what�s left.�
Ander patted his waist, then said, �If I haven�t missed it by now, it must not be important. Wouldn�t it be better to save it for later? For an emergency?�
�We need energy now. I think we�ll find more food along the way. How far to this family of yours, Raymer?� Quint asked.
�Two, maybe three days.�
�The army is beginning to move on Northwood, and they may have less distance to travel than us,� Quint said. �We really don�t know how long it�ll take to cross over that secret mountain pass of yours.�
�Or if my family is still even living there. And, we don�t know if they will help us if they are.�
Quint stood. �Will they prevent us from going on?�
�I�ve never met them. If I were not part of the Dragon Clan, they�d make sure we didn�t continue. But I am. They�ll know me by my mark.�
�That ugly thing on your back. I hear all of you have them,� Quint said, gathering his few things and keeping his eyes averted from Raymer as he chuckled at the long-standing joke between them.
Raymer also gathered his remaining food and tied it inside the blanket. �Then you need to take another good look at it, my friend. The design on my back is nothing less than a work of art.�
�Mark of a devil god, some say.� Ander contributed, then added, �Of course I�ve never seen one for myself.�
Raymer turned and pulled his shirt up to his shoulders where Ander couldn�t help but look at his back.
�Seven Gods Above, would you look at that? It�s like fine art, isn�t it? That is a mean, angry-looking dragon. He looks like he could jump right off your back and take a bite of me,� Ander said in an awed voice.
Raymer caught Quint�s eye and said, �Mean? Angry? Last time I looked it was as friendly as a kitten. You better hope it isn�t looking at you that way.�
�Why not?�
Quint picked up on the humor and said, �I don�t understand, Ander. I see a friendly dragon, one with a smile. I wouldn�t want that thing jumping off his back and onto me.�
Ander backed a step.
Raymer and Quint could not hold back the laughter any further.
�Very funny,� Ander said, his face pink. �But it really is the best-drawn tattoo I�ve ever seen.�
�It�s not a tattoo. I was born with it.�
Ander said, �I�ve heard, but didn�t believe it. Can I see it again in a better light?�
�You don�t believe me about being born with it. But, yes. I�ll show you later,� Raymer said. �Each of our marks is different, and we�re proud of them. Ready to go?�
Raymer took the lead again since he generally knew where they were headed. There was more to the directions, but he hadn�t shared them. The others obviously suspected that to be the case. He still struggled with his decision to take two people who were not of the clan to one of the secret strongholds. When rumor of a stronghold reached the king�s men, it went directly to the king�s ear, and troops were dispatched to murder each and every one of the clan, no matter the age or sex. I won�t let that happen.
Raymer found an animal track that went in the right direction which was well before the underbrush had become thick and tangled. Working their way past the hanging vines, thorns, stickers, and nettles, would make the trip take several more days than they wanted.
The downside was that in the forests animals are often not the only ones using the paths. Raymer had been raised in forests similar to these, and he kept one eye on the ground and one ahead. His mark would warn him if a dragon flew near. He almost felt safe.
Ander followed him, breaking branches he stepped on, stumbling over exposed roots, and dragging the end of his staff in the dirt. He left a trail a blind man could follow.
Quint brought up the rear, scuffling along to smudge most of the marks of the staff and other telltale signs. They traveled fast and made good time. Nobody mentioned the staff marks, but Raymer carried his staff, balanced in his left hand, and kept it ready to use.
Maybe he just needs an example. Raymer waited until they entered a small clearing covered in knee high brown grass. In an instant, he swung his staff from his side to his front and grasped it with both hands as he dropped to his left knee.
The other two pulled to an abrupt halt, their eyes searching for danger. Ander hissed, �What is it?�
�I am holding my staff ready to protect myself. If there had been a swordsman attacking me, I would have blocked his blade and struck him on his head with the end of my staff.�
Ander looked down at the end of the pole he held while the other end drug behind.
Quint said to Ander, no humor in his tone for once. �In that situation, you would have died.�
Ander reached for the center of his staff. �Show me.�
Raymer stepped ahead and turned to face him. �Hold it like this. Then move it from side to side, always looking at the blade, never at the end of your staff. Swords are heavy, and you�ll see his body flex to swing before he does. Watch for him to set his feet, shift his weight, and for his fingers to turn white as he grips his blade harder. Watch his eyes. Then move your staff to block the blow.�
�Then what?� Ander asked.
Quint said, �Exactly. Then what means that you have lived long enough to consider then what, instead of dying with the first blow.�
�Okay, I think I see what you mean. You�re telling me to just block his blows, not fight.�
�One of us will come save you,� Quint said. �But, you have to block the sword, first.�
Raymer said, �We can�t take the time to teach you how to fight now, but you have to walk with the expectation that your next step will be your last unless you can defend yourself. I�ll practice as we move. I suggest you do the same.�
�I don�t know how.�
�Copy me as well as you can.�
Raymer turned and started leading them again, pleased to look from the corner of his eye and see Ander carrying his staff balanced in the same manner. At a wide spot in the path Raymer snapped his staff forward into the basic defensive position. A glance told him Ander had done much the same, but slower and with no grace. His movements were awkward and clumsy, but he was trying. Raymer gave him an approving glance before continuing to lead them.
They traveled fast and with few words. The treks up the hillsides were becoming harder on their muscles. Their breath came in gasps near the tops. Bear Mountain didn�t look any closer. The forest remained dense and closed in on them from all sides, causing Raymer to feel constricted and fearful that any enemy could be within a step before they knew of it, or them.
They abruptly burst through a tangle of vines and came to the King�s Highway, a strip of road maintained by soldiers who regularly cut back the brush and shrubs forever trying to encroach on the road. It was wide enough for two wagons to pass each other, a feature untrue of any other roads in the kingdom. Most had pullouts where one or the other had to surrender the road.
�Well, look at this,� Quint smiled. �It is so nice of King Ember to order this built for us. Travel gets easier from here on.�
�For a while,� Raymer reminded him.
They turned left, which took them south. Now and then they caught a peek of Bear Mountain behind and above the treetops, the tallest mountain known to locals. While they had walked mostly single-file for the last two days, the wide road soon had all three side by side as if out for a walk in a park.
Raymer carried his staff balanced in the middle and loosely to his side, the ends pointing front and rear, as did Quint. They were ready to snap them into position to defend or attack. On the other hand, Ander�s staff seemed to have a mind of its own as it swung from side to side and bounced up and down with every step.
�Carry it like this,� Raymer suggested, as he relaxed his fingers and showed Ander how to carry it easier, with his fingers. �Have you ever had any training with weapons?�
�There was a Weapons Master, who tried to teach me to use a sword a long time ago. He failed.�
�Because he had a poor student?� Quint asked, his voice holding no accusation.
�Yes. But saying I was a poor student is like saying fish can fly. I trained with my best friend, and we made a game of who could be the worst. The instructor was not the problem, I�m ashamed to say.�
Quint scowled, �Because it may cost you your life?�
�No, because we humiliated that Weapons Master and we thought it funny when my father lit into him because we were so inept when he came to observe our lesson. I can�t express my remorse.�
�He deserved better, but we all did things when we were young that we regret,� Quint said.
Raymer said, �Did he teach you to use your blade by the numbers?�
�Not sure what you mean,� Ander said after thinking about it for the time it took to walk a few steps.
The time allowed Raymer to realize reaching the King�s Highway was a major milestone in their venture. The troops invading Northwood would also cross it, but much farther to the north, above Bear Mountain, where the easy route lay that other travelers took to carry them to Northwood. Still, walking side by side instead of single file through the forests and underbrush allowed them to move faster and easier, for now.
Raymer said, �Most military instructors teach basic weapon handling by teaching the students to count. The first thing you need to learn is to bring your staff up to defend yourself.�
He counted out loud six individual steps that moved his staff from the carry position to grasping it an extended arm position horizontally in front of him. Returning the staff to his side again, he repeated the steps while counting out loud.
�You try.�
Ander managed to get to count to three before dropping his staff on the road. Reaching for it, he looked up, wearing a worried expression.
�Again,� Raymer said. �I didn�t expect you to get it right the first time, or you wouldn�t need teaching and practice.�
Ander reached number four and hesitated, unsure of his next move.
�Swing it up and grasp with both hands,� Raymer said.
Quint didn�t take part in the exercise. He kept his eyes on the road in front of them, reading the signs of others traveling upon it, and he watched ahead as well as behind.
�Repeat. Do it until there is no hesitation and your hands are sure at each movement. You won�t have time to think about it. The actions will come naturally if you need to defend yourself against one of the king�s men,� Raymer said.
�I�m getting the idea, but what next?�
�Next?�
�I thrust out my staff and stop the first downward swing of a sword, but what next? And don�t tell me again that one of you will rush to my side and rescue me.�
Quint nearly smiled. Raymer said, �Fair question. You�re on a count of six. Let�s make it eight. On six you block, arms thrust out. Seven you lunge-step ahead while bending one knee. Eight you use one wrist to pull, and push with the other to swing the end and strike the opponent.�
Ander said, �I�m not good at this. Show me.�
Raymer went through the first six steps far quicker than Ander managed, and then took the additional step forward and with a snap of his wrists shot the left end of the staff where the head of his opponent would be. Then, without pause, he returned the staff to the defensive position.
Raymer said quickly, �Sorry. I made a mistake. Your new count is nine. You always bring the staff back to your defensive position. That�s number nine. Your enemy may block your strike, or you may miss, so you have to defend.�
�I think I see. Defend, then attack. Then defend.�
Quint said, �One of you two is going to hit me with your staff sooner or later. Ander got a few steps ahead of us and practice up there.�
They continued until mid-morning, Ander getting better with his repeated use of the staff, and the other two occasionally offering suggestions. Raymer and Quint didn�t speak much. Each kept a sharp watch ahead, on his own side of the road.
Quint pointed to hoof prints in the dirt.
Raymer nodded to indicate more tracks, parallel to the others. �The army rides two abreast. There were, at least, three horses in each column.�
�Yesterday?�
�Or last night,� Raymer added.
The dense foliage on either side of the road threatened to grow over the road in a season or two if left untended. It provided a thousand places for highwaymen, spies, and locals to view travelers. On the other hand, it provided adequate cover for the three to disappear if they moved off of it in time.
Movement ahead caught Raymer�s eye. �Hide.�
The three slipped into the brush and stooped low while standing still. A pair of young men carrying axes over their shoulders strode along. As they came abreast, one nudged the other and pointed to the ground. Their backs stiffened, but they didn�t break stride or look around.
When they were out of sight, Raymer led them to where they pointed. In the soft dirt were clearly the tracks the three of them left on the road. Then, just as easily seen was where all three abruptly turned at the same time. It was like shouting, �Here I am. I�m hiding from you.�
Ander said, �Next time we need to take more care to cover our tracks or head off the road in one direction, then move to the other side of the road.�
�He�s catching on,� Quint said.
Raymer said, �That army patrol was going in the same direction as us. If it were a regular patrol, they'd come back this way, probably today.�
Ander stepped ahead of them as they started walking again, repeating his nine-step routine over and over. He seldom dropped his staff, and his movements were becoming more fluid. He walked and worked as if he enjoyed mastering the technique.
The day was warmer in the afternoon, the sun brighter, and the air cleaner, at least, Raymer felt that way. If any of the Dragon Clan lived ahead, he felt confident they would allow them to pass, and perhaps even help. If there were none, he�d continue traveling with Quint until Northwood was warned of the impending attack. After that, he�d decide.
It was said that there were more families of the Dragon Clan hiding in the world, but where? Each of them hid from normal people who lived nearby. While there may be temporary truces and treaties, people distrusted his clan. Any unsolved thefts or robberies were attributed to them. If a dragon took a cow, sheep or goat his family was expected to pay for it. If a farm animal wandered off or was stolen, his family was suspect.
The simple truth was that most people hated and feared the Dragon Clan. Hated them for no good reason. They didn�t understand the powers they held over dragons, but neither did Raymer. Only trusted adults were provided with unlimited information. Raymer had been considered a child until a year ago. Like most young males, he had left home to live with another family for a time and maybe he�d find a young woman to share his life. If not, there were other families to visit. Other young women to know.
The problem was, he only knew of his home in the Raging Mountains where all were related to him, and the one family supposed to be on the south slope of Bear Mountain. To find more he would need to return home, a prospect he didn�t look forward to. When he went home, he intended to have fame, fortune, and a beautiful woman on his arm.
�Hide,� Quint said.
Raymer noticed Ander scuffled his feet and placed one clear print leading to the left side of the road while he leaped clear on the right. A wagon filled with late summer straw appeared, pulled by a mule with ears standing tall. The driver of the wagon was a young man half asleep, his eyes never looking at the road, but the ears of the mule twitched and turned to always point at them as it slowly walked past.
Back on the road again, Quint said to Raymer, �You�re sure quiet.�
�Thinking. And enjoying.�
Quint nodded without looking at him. �Prison was a dark time.�
�They�ll have to kill me before I go back.�
�Why? Just call that dragon and he�ll knock down the whole palace to set you free,� Quint said.
It was meant as humor, but the kernel of truth the statement contained was also part of the reason why the Dragon Clan was hated and distrusted. He wanted to explain, but held back. Quint was little different than others. They were friends by need, but would they remain friends in a day or ten days?
As if the mention of a dragon had drawn the attention of one, Raymer felt the tingle of a dragon coming near. He allowed his eyes to scan the air behind and off to his right, in the direction of Bear Mountain. The Dragon flew just over a ridgeline and continued.
Turn to me. He watched, but nothing happened.
Turn to me. His mental image was stronger, sharper, and more intense. The dragon turned and flew in his direction. Now, what? He had no way to tell it to return to its earlier path. He didn�t want it to appear and then he�d have to answer more questions and assumptions from Quint, and most of all he didn�t want others watching it and using the location of the dragon to find them. Fly home.
The dragon hesitated. Fly home. It made a sweeping turn and flew back along the ridge, in the opposite direction it appeared from.
The poor thing was probably searching for a meal, and I sent it home hungry. The idea that a dragon did as he ordered filled his mind with wonder and fear. To control such a magnificent beast set his imagination soaring higher than the dragon flew, but to control it from a distance had him wondering what else might he do? What else did he not yet know?
Now that he was bearded and on his journey in search of a woman and his place in the world, he had more questions than before he�d left home. He wished to seek the council of his father, his mother, or his older brothers. Suddenly trust and security were more important than food, a woman, or wealth.
�Is that it?� Quint asked.
Pulling his mind back to the present, Raymer looked ahead to the massive gray boulder on the right side of the road, shaped like a giant watermelon with one-half stuck into the ground. Trying to act casual, as if he�d seen it a hundred steps earlier, he said, �Yes, of course, it is.�
Quint pointed to the side of the road where the brush was thinner and the soil hard. �Hold up here.�
All three halted. Quint was taking the measure of everything. �I think we use Ander�s little plan. We march to the right side of the road and take that little path up the side of the hill, leaving plenty of signs for anyone to follow. Then we double back to the road.�
Ander said, �How do we prevent leaving tracks where we cross the road?�
Quint smiled. �We hop. I think that I can make it across the road in about three jumps, landing only on my toes.�
�Hop?� Raymer asked.
�Why not? Who is going to know what sort of animal leaves a footprint like that?�
Raymer laughed, �Why not just step off the road here and walk carefully on that hard surface?�
�My plan is more devious and has a certain element of imagination,� Quint said.
�The chances are that nobody will notice our departure from the road, but even if they do, who will follow?� Raymer said. �Besides, we need to hurry, and your plan will take time.�
Ander hadn�t said anything and hadn�t moved. His expression was confused. �I�m following you two? Do either of you know what you�re doing?�
Raymer looked at Quint, who was shaking his head. Raymer did the same.
�May the Seven Gods protect me,� Ander muttered.
Quint said, �I pray to ten gods. That gives me more protection.�
�Follow me,� Raymer ordered as he carefully stepped off the road onto the hard packed ground on the side. As his foot left the road, he scuffed the sand, partially obscuring the last footprint. The others did the same. He led them slowly, carefully not stepping on any plants that would leave tracks and give away their direction.
Within a dozen steps, he discerned a faint path that was unseen from the road. Stepping on to it, he followed it for fifty steps as it diverged from the road and entered some waist high shrubs and undergrowth. A larger trail presented itself, and soon they were under the canopy of tall trees again.
Raymer held up his arm for them to pause. The sounds of several horses moving fast on the road approached them. They waited, Raymer holding his breath and looking for the best direction to run if they slowed or stopped. The horses were army property for sure, but they continued on, their hoof prints probably obscuring the footprints the three had left behind.
The path carried them almost due west, directly in the direction they needed to travel. After climbing a long slope, Raymer paused at the top. Bear Mountain suddenly looked much closer, on his right. He said, �Let�s stop and rest at the next stream.�
At the bottom of the hill, a clear stream flowed next to a clearing filled with soft, green grass, a rarity in late summer. They drank their fill and lay in the grass, resting. None of them were in shape for the walking they had done in the last two days, and it was taking a toll. Worse, they were not only out of food, but their second set of sandals were falling apart.
Raymer laid on his back, face to the warm sun. His mind was frantically trying to sort out his escape. What was right to do when keeping family secrets, and controlling dragons. He had an inspiration. If he could really call down dragons, he should be able to do it on command. Fly to me.
He watched the sky and repeated his request/demand. Nothing happened. He felt relieved when he saw a speck in the distance and felt the first touch on his back. His heart rate increased, but he tried to remain outwardly calm, and he ordered the dragon to return home. The dot in the sky diminished until it disappeared.
He laughed to himself. The idea was so foreign and strange he didn�t know what else to think about it.
His mind centered on one fact. I can call dragons to me.� 

CHAPTER TWELVE

Raymer could have fallen asleep in the meadow, but for his churning thoughts and worries. He trusted Quint and had somehow come to trust Ander despite his upbringing and royal family history. His primary concern was to wonder if those of the Dragon Clan, who supposedly lived a day�s travel away would trust him. Or, could he convince them?
He hadn�t mentioned to Quint and Ander that if scaring locals away didn�t work, his family had often taken more drastic measures. He�d heard of a clan living near Dripping Falls years ago. Old King Stephen had offered rewards for information about any Dragon Clan members and a local resident had provided the family location. They survived the attack, but barely, and the family was forced to flee.
Later, a clan member called Moon returned to that village one night. When he departed the local�s new barn purchased with the reward money had burned, as had his home and outbuildings. His sheep died ten days later. So did his chickens. The gold and silver coins he�d gotten as a reward had been in the home before it burned. They had holes drilled in them and were nailed to a post near the center of the village, where they remained for years as a warning to others.
As he lay there thinking, an image of his father formed. His stern face and angry eyes filled Raymer�s mind. He�d said, �Son, you have to do what you believe is right. Not what others tell you, or what you wish.�
So the question became simple. Did he believe what he was doing was right? Or did he simply want it to be right?
As he mulled over the various aspects, he seized on one truth he could not avoid. The Army of King Ember was secretly moving into Northwood, and people were going to die. That much seemed certain. Any farmers or hunters, they captured along the way might already be dead so they could not spread the tale of the advancing troops.
Warning Northwood would save innocent lives and allow their army to defend itself honorably on the battlefield. It felt right. He believed it the right thing to do, and his father would understand. Now all he had to do was convince a family of people he�d never met.
��Bout time for us to get our butts moving,� Quint said.
Ander groaned. �My body is so sore it can hardly move.�
Quint grabbed his staff and climbed to his feet. �Come on, I�ll teach you a thing or two besides counting numbers.�
�I can�t,� Ander said, as he slowly got up and stood, his arms limp at his sides.
Raymer put his thinking aside, feeling mentally refreshed. He hadn�t missed the limp of Quint when he stood, and his shoulders were not square. Ander was not the only one who was sore, but Quint couldn�t help teasing him. Two can play this game.
Raymer grabbed his staff and stretched, for show. He turned his back to them and started to run. Over his shoulder he called, �Since the two of you are feeling so good, see if you can keep up with me.�
He raced up the trail and around the first bend, ignoring his own aches and pains. Then a better idea came to him. He leaped behind a juniper bush taller than his head and watched through the wall of green until Ander came into view. When he was ten steps away, Raymer leaped onto the path, his staff raised high above his head, and shouted, �Defend yourself.�
Raymer managed to rush three steps before Ander sprang into action and suddenly his staff was held before him in the defensive position. Raymer slowed his attack and lowered his staff to strike Ander�s soundly. �Well done.�
Quint smiled and nodded, a better compliment than Raymer�s. He turned and began to lead them again, always looking to see the mountain for guidance. All had finished their meager amounts of food and Raymer�s stomach was beginning to protest. They waded across a stream knee deep and probably full of trout, perch, bass, and other edible fish.
A deer bolted from nearly at their feet. But without time to build a fire, food had to come from elsewhere, even if they had a method to kill it. Raymer kept his eyes on the trees. Members of the Dragon Clan lived ahead, and there should be apple trees nearby. There are varieties of apples that ripen in early summer, others later, and some in the fall.
He paused at the top of a rise and looked out over the tops of the trees, seeing the familiar shape of at least three. No doubt they�d passed a hundred others during their escape, but then they�d carried food and were fleeing, far too busy to look for trees.
He lifted a hand and pointed, departing from the trail and expecting the others to follow. He heard Ander�s clumsy feet right behind him, but nothing of the much larger Quint. Two hundred paces later Raymer started to wonder if he had seen apple trees or had only imagined it.
Then he saw the first one directly ahead, the red apples growing large and the branches hanging low. Some apples last all winter. The ancient ritual of eating one, then planting one continued not only in the Dragon Clan but with others, too. Raymer reached for a beauty and was chewing with juice seeping from the corners of his mouth before the others noticed the tree.
�Hey, what�s that?� Quint said as he used his staff to knock down one from higher up. He caught it in his left hand and admired it before biting into it.
Ander let his staff fall to the ground as he grabbed two and held one in each hand as if undecided which to eat first. He looked at Raymer. �You knew about this tree.�
Raymer shook his head. �I suspected they would be around here.�
�How?� Ander asked, taking a huge bite from one.
�We�re nearing the home of the Dragon Clan. It�s a tradition that when you eat an apple, you plant a seed or two.�
Ander chewed and looked around, spotting another apple tree. He pointed and grinned. Then he spotted the third, a tree with small green apples.
Raymer said, �Seeds are easy to plant. Apples can keep you from starving.�
Quint stiffened and motioned with his hand for them to be quiet. He edged back under the apple tree a few steps. Raymer spat out the apple in his mouth and listened as he did the same. Ander scooped his staff from the ground and quickly joined them in the dim light under the tree.
A harsh voice issued a command.
Another answered subdued, but it carried.
Quint motioned for them to spread out. Raymer took the far end, leaving Ander in the center. All crouched down as the voices grew louder.
Five soldiers in the king�s blue and gold colors entered single file into the small clearing where the first apple tree grew. Four held swords as they searched the ground for footprints. The fifth was an officer who directed them, his hand on the hilt of his sword.
�Fresh,� one said as he followed the footprints.
Another knelt to examine one, �Big sucker. Look at this.�
The officer snapped, �Never mind that. Which way did they go?�
Raymer knew it would only be a matter of time before one of the soldiers spotted them. He also suspected Quint was waiting for him to act, first.
Raymer charged the nearest man, screaming and raising his staff to scare the man as he attacked. The man was short and wide and totally taken by surprise.
He held his sword in a limp hand, at his side. Raymer�s staff jabbed the man in his stomach before he raised the sword. Raymer felt it sink in until he thought it might exit the back of the man, but finally, it halted near the backbone. Raymer yanked it back and swung the other end at a second soldier standing in shock at the attack, as he heard Quint yell from the other side of the clearing.
The end of Raymer�s staff clubbed the second man on the side of his head, and he dropped as if he had fallen into a large rabbit hole. Raymer turned to his right in time to see a soldier raise his sword for a downward stroke at Ander.
Ander went to one knee, his staff in the defensive position he�d practiced all day. The blade struck between Ander�s hands, and as it did, Ander made his practiced move of swinging the end of the staff at the head of the attacker.
A hollow sound followed, and the soldier fell forward to his knees, then onto his face. Raymer turned to where Quint had attacked and found one man lying still. The last, the officer, had a knife held to his throat. Quint stood behind him, one arm wrapped around the officer�s head and the other holding the knife to the throat.
Quint said, �His knife if you�re wondering. Tie any that are alive.�
Both Raymer and Ander leaped to obey. They used a sword to rip material from the soldier�s uniforms. The first man Raymer struck in the stomach was retching and didn�t protest, but his eyes begged for mercy. A second was unconscious and a third dead. Raymer moved to the other side of the clearing where Quint had attacked and checked the last. He breathed but didn�t look like he�d live. Raymer tied him, anyhow. It was a show for the officer who watched every move with wide, scared eyes.
Quint tossed the knife to Raymer, and in the same motion allowed his fingers to wrap around the hilt of the officer�s sword. He pulled it. The blade glittered in the sunlight as Quint whipped it around in the air several times, then the sharp edge came to rest on the officer�s neck, exactly where the knife had been.
�Feel like talking to me?� Quint asked, his voice soft and husky.
�I am an officer and servant of the king. I�ll see you in the dungeons for this.�
�You could have done that without all the fuss a few days ago. Why are you following us?� Quint said with a chuckle.
�Orders.�
Quint waited for a full breath, then tossed the sword aside and spun the officer around. The officer stood more than a head shorter. He looked up at Quint defiantly and never saw the fist that struck the bottom of his jaw so hard his feet lifted off the ground. Before he could fall, Quint grabbed him by his neck.
�I am not going to play word games,� Quint looked at Raymer. �What was it? Two life sentences I got for killing the king�s officers?�
�Three,� Raymer corrected with a straight face. �To be served one after the other.�
Quint turned his attention back to the officer who trembled in his hands. �Why were you following us?�
�We�re on patrol to gather up anyone who might be heading west.�
�Why?�
�They didn�t tell me. We have a dozen patrols on this part of the King�s Highway, alone. Everyone is being detained. Please don�t hurt me.�
Raymer watched the tears fall from the eyes of the young officer. Instead of pity, he felt anger and disgust. The man Quint held begged for his life while one of his men lay dead and three injured a few steps away. He never even bothered to ask about them.
Raymer glanced at Ander, who held his staff in his hand and looked ready to continue the fight. All he needed was an opponent. Time for another lesson. �There are four swords on the ground. Take your pick.�
Ander shook his head, �I think I�ll just use my staff if that�s okay with you.� His eyes went back to Quint.
Quint said, �We can�t take any with us. They�ll slow us down and escape at first chance if they don�t manage to kill us.�
Raymer locked eyes with the officer and said, �I�d prefer seeing him die because he does not care about his men. In my family, it�s different. But, you do what you want.�
�Nooo,� the officer moaned.
Ander said, �Tie him and leave him. If he gets free, we are already safely gone. We don�t have to fear that coward.�
�If he does not get free?� Quint asked.
�Then he will lay here and starve, die from the cold, or an animal will eat him. He can stay here and smell the rot of his men decaying,� Ander said.
Quint rolled his eyes. �To think I misread you by so much. Only a few days ago I wondered if you were tough enough to be the Dungeon Master. Now I see you�re twice as hard as the last one, and he was a mean bastard.�
�I�ll do that,� Ander said, ripping more strips of shirt from a dead soldier.
Raymer caught Quint watching, as well. Would Ander tie loose knots? It was not exactly distrust, but Ander had been an official of the king. The job became a confirmation of Ander�s true feelings.
Raymer moved to each man and searched for purses. He located three, each with a few coppers and one with a small silver. He also found two pieces of flint and some dry tinder that he stuffed into a purse and pulled the strings tight.
He turned to the officer and found a heavy purse almost bursting with copper and silver. As he retrieved it, he casually checked the knots and the number of strips used to tie the officer. The man wouldn�t be able to free himself, and he considered removing a few. Ander had done a far better job than was required.
Let one of his men work his way free and decide what to do with him. Raymer wouldn�t blame the soldiers if they left him lying there, but decided they wouldn�t. Ander had gagged them all so they wouldn�t call for help. He split the coins into roughly three equal shares and placed them into empty purses removed from the soldiers. One for each of them.
�Any food?� Quint asked.
Raymer hesitated, looking at the dirty uniforms, filthy hands, and general sloppy appearance of the men and said, �Would you eat their food?�
Quint said, �It�s not as dirty as they are.�
�I will take their coin, but won�t eat their food, either,� Ander said, hands on hips, his voice firm.
�Okay. Okay, I see your point. Is it agreeable if I gather some more apples to carry with us?� Quint said with a hint of a smile, and then he looked at Ander. �And I�d like to take the lieutenant�s knife with me, too. Not to use it to eat with, but for a tool.�
The last round of inspection ensured all were trussed up, but at least, one of the soldiers should be able to work his way free before dark, or morning at the latest. Quint returned with his blanket loaded with red apples, and then he stripped each soldier of the rolled blanket he wore at his waist.
One unconscious man was taller than most and large around. Quint pulled his coat off him and tried it on. The arms were too tight, so Quint used his new knife to cut the sleeves off and wore it as a vest. It didn�t fasten in the front, but other than that, it worked.
A minute later he had removed the coat again, cut all the ribbons and insignia off, and reached for the man�s pants. They were too short but longer than the ragged prison pants torn off knee high he had been wearing. They fit around the waist.
Raymer helped himself to a pair of boots, almost new, pants, and a shirt. For the first time in a year, he felt almost clean. None of the boots would fit Quint.
Ander found a pair of pants that fit himself. He tried on a pair of rugged boots and left his tattered and worn boots behind. He said, �Too bad we haven�t found a tailor, I�ve plenty of coins to buy a proper outfit. Right now, you�re better dressed than earlier, but you both look like the fools entertaining at the king�s court.�
�Didn�t I ask you one time if you had any pretty dresses to wear?� Quint asked.
�If I do, they�re a sight better than what you have on,� Ander replied.
Raymer enjoyed the way the ex-Dungeon Master didn�t hold back when Quint teased him. The two of them were far quicker at humorous insults than he was, but he appreciated them, nonetheless. �Time to go.�
Raymer took the lead again, out to the trail and across several more streams. The sun was at mid-afternoon when they arrived at the base of a cliff. At the bottom were rocks piled one upon another, as if half the cliff had managed to break off and fall in pieces. They ranged in size from grains of sand to boulders as large as sheep.
There was no way to climb above. Below, on the ground, was impossible to pass because of an endless tangle of briars and thorns. A boulder as large as a house stood directly in front of them.
�Boost me up,� Raymer said to Quint.
After reaching the top, he surveyed the entire area with a sinking feeling. The briars grew higher than his head, down to a river so wide a boat would be needed to cross. There was no way to climb the cliff. The scree at the base of the cliff went on for as far as he could see.
Nobody in their right minds walks on scree or talus. The loose rocks piled on each other begged for legs to be broken or ankles twisted. What seemed a sure footing would roll, shift, or turn, leaving a man to fall on the sharp rocks and boulders.
�Help me down.�
Quint held his foot while he managed to lower himself. He said, �It�s not good. We�re blocked in three directions. We can only go back.�
�I thought you knew the way,� Quint said, his disappointment clear in his accusing voice.
�Me too.�
Ander came from around the boulder Raymer had just climbed down from and chuckled as he said, �I�ll bet you�re glad you brought me.�
�Give us a minute,� Quint said to him.
Ander shook his head. �We haven�t got a minute to spare. I have a path to follow.�
They turned to him, but he had already spun and was walking away. Both of them rushed after, pulling to a stop at the edge of the field of rocks and boulders. Grinning, he pointed.
At first, Raymer didn�t see it, but as he looked ahead, he saw a faint trace of a path where sand and dirt didn�t coat the tops of the larger rocks. Disbelieving, he carefully stepped on the first few rocks, and as the path rose higher, he could see ahead much better. A thin line turned and twisted across the rubble, always following larger, better-placed rocks to walk upon.
�There is a path,� Raymer declared.
�Told you,� Ander smirked.
Quint stepped ahead of Ander while saying, �No you didn�t. You just said you were going to follow some path. As far as I�m concerned, Raymer discovered this.�
�Did not,� Ander said. �I found it, and you need to thank me.�
Quint said as he placed his bare feet on one boulder after another, �Okay with you if I thank you at the far end, supposing there is one?�
�That will do fine,� Ander said, scrambling behind to keep up.
The going was slow. Often they crawled, using their hands and feet at the same time. Even following the path, rocks and boulders shifted when weight was placed on them, and they created several small rock slides as they moved. Often they didn�t dare walk upright. One slip and a leg would be broken, or worse, they would slide down the hillside with a landslide of rock.
When Raymer couldn�t catch his breath anymore, he turned and sat on a rock to rest, his staff balanced across his knees. The others sat near him. He expected to hear more banter, but none came. A glance at their tired, haggard faces told him they were as tired as he was.
He glanced at the sun again. It was creeping down at an alarming pace. Once it dipped beyond the far peaks ahead, it would be too dark to navigate the talus. He couldn�t imagine spending a night where they were.
Raymer stood. �Come on, we have to get across this before dark.�
As if to emphasize his words, above them a boulder as large as a man shifted and began to tumble down. As it struck, more rocks shifted, and a whole section slid as if it was an avalanche of snow in winter. The sound of the shifting and falling rocks chilled Raymer.
Even after the main portion had ceased to slide, other rocks dislodged by the slide let loose and rolled, their sounds like a blacksmith using a small hammer. Raymer gave a mental shrug and crabbed across a particularly ugly stretch. He tried keeping three points of contact, as someone had told him to do a long time ago. The staff was often helpful to maintain balance, sometimes a hindrance, but he never thought of leaving it.
Two feet and hand, two hands, and foot, or any combination. As long as only one slipped, or one rock twisted out from under him, he had two more points to keep him from falling. He pushed his staff ahead, then repeated the movements. After a time, he realized he had moved far ahead of Quint, and Ander was out of sight.
He called, �You doing all right?�
�My feet are bleeding.�
�Can you see Ander?�
�He�d right behind this bend. He�ll be here shortly.�
�Anything I can do for your feet?�
Quint shrugged, �Just get me across this before the sun goes down.�
�Are you sure you don�t want to stop and wrap your feet in strips from uniforms?� Raymer asked.
�On this surface, I rather have bare feet. I don�t want to slip.�
Raymer glanced up again and realized he couldn�t make the promise of reaching the end of the scree field before dark. Instead, of the path continuing to cross the talus, it began angling down. He followed it with his eyes and saw it curled lower until it met a line of trees.
�How much is it worth to you if I get you there before dark? A large silver?� he called.
�Two,� Quint called back, his face red and his breath coming in pants.
Quint couldn�t see where the path was heading. Ander was just coming into sight behind him. The sun touched the mountain peaks. He�d reach the bottom of the path before dark, but they might not.
�The end is right up ahead. Either go faster or spend the night up here,� he called.
Raymer found that going down the jumble of rocks was far easier and faster. He scrambled down with the idea he might find the materials for a torch and help the others. But he hadn�t counted on the determination of them. As he reached to level ground at the edge of a forest, he heard a shout behind and looked up to see Quint�s fist raised in a victory salute.
A trail through the forest picked up at the end of the path at the edge of the talus, and he moved along it until he found a wide, shallow stream. At the edge was a meadow, complete with rocks rimming a fire pit. A small lean-to contained neatly stacked firewood and kindling.
Raymer used the flint and steel in his new purse to spark dry leaves and twigs alive, and as Quint entered the clearing, the fire took hold.
�Well, I see you�re making yourself comfortable,� he said, limping to the fire, then on to the stream where he stood in the water ankle deep.
Raymer had seen the bloody feet. He won�t stop. Quint would continue until he dropped and then he�d crawl. Raymer decided to use his new shirt to make strips and wrap Quint�s feet to walk in tomorrow.
Ander entered the clearing looking as bad as Raymer felt. His shoulders slumped, his mouth hung open, and he also limped.
Ander noticed Raymer looking at him and said in a husky voice, �Remind me to never go on vacation with you again.�
�This is good for you,� Raymer shot back while adding more wood to the fire and warming his hands.
Ander fell to the ground beside him. �Know what? I think you�re right. Mentally and physically I�ve never felt like this, and as soon as I heal, I�ll be proud of what we�re doing. Something to tell my grandchildren about.�
Raymer unrolled his new blanket and spread it on the soft grass. He removed the other from his back and wrapped himself in it. The last of the day�s light faded, and they sat in silence, listening to the chuckling stream and the owls.
Quint joined them, spreading his blankets while telling them that for the first time in a year he would have enough to cover his feet and body. Then he said, �Quite the setup here. Fire pit, wood, water. Someone�s made themselves a nice little home. Want an apple?�
Raymer accepted the apple and said, �There are places like this where we camp at home. We leave things for the next time we pass by, or for someone else.�
�You think this was left here by someone from a Dragon Clan?� Ander asked.
�I can�t tell for sure who left this wood here, but I wouldn�t be surprised if it were part of my clan. I think that boulder-field, we just crossed would turn back normal people, and I suspect the briars and thorns grown at the foot were planted to prevent anyone sane from coming this way. Maybe not,� Raymer said, pulling the blanket closer around himself as the first of the chill mountain air made itself known.
Ander said, �I think you�re right. You don�t keep people out by telling them to stay out. You make it so difficult to get there that they don�t want to try.�

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Raymer woke first. Dawn was still a while off, but he�d heard something. Instead of opening his eyes or getting up to investigate, he lay still and listened. Quint snored softly on his left, and Ander�s heavy breathing was on his other side. He tried to continue his breathing without a break.
But something had been there. A sound that was out of place. He didn�t hear it now, but he strained to listen as his hand inched closer to his staff.
He stopped moving his hand. His open eyes didn�t see anything, but he dared not turn his head to look around. There were no more nearby forest sounds. He inhaled and smelled a whiff of something else out of place.
It was gone. He slowly drew in a deep breath and searched for it again. There, his nose found and identified it. Garlic!
Someone had eaten food cooked with garlic and was now close enough to him that he could smell it. Nobody can remain quiet forever. Stomachs churn. People swallow or clear their throats. Joints creak or pop.
Behind him. Three, maybe four steps away a foot shifted.
In a single motion, Raymer rolled, threw his blanket into the air behind him where the sound came from. He grabbed his staff and rolled to his knee. The staff was in the first defensive position, ready to block, jab, or strike. His mouth was open to shout a warning to Quint and Ander, but he froze.
The night was empty.
Raymer said, �Wake up. Somebody was here.�
Quint was on his feet before Raymer stopped talking, and Ander soon followed. Quint held the knife, and Ander�s fists were balled, his eyes searching for someone to fight. But there was nobody.
�Where is he?� Quint asked, turning in a full circle.
�I don�t know. I heard a foot shift and smelled garlic.�
Ander sniffed, �Not now.�
�Stay here,� Quint ordered and melted into the darkness.
Raymer moved to Ander. �Place your back to mine.� They watched the darkness while protecting each other.
�Nothing,� Quint said as he returned. �We set a guard for the rest of the night.�
Raymer noticed Quint hadn�t asked foolish questions or doubted his word. He said, �I�ll do it.�
Quint and Ander climbed back into bed and soon the soft sounds of them sleeping drifted on the air. The stream made soft rustling sounds and a coyote howled in the distance. He listened for what should not be heard. No twigs snapped, no clothing brushed against shrubs, and no leaves crunched under feet. Insects buzzed and chirped, frogs croaked. He listened for them to stop, indicating a man passed nearby, but all sounded proper.
Can you smell garlic if you dream? He reviewed what he�d heard, and smelled trying to convince himself he had been mistaken. But it could have been just a sneak thief. Still, why would a thief be out here where there were no people to steal from?
He considered building the fire again for warmth, but doing so would ruin his night vision, and at the same time illuminate him if any watchers lurked in the darkness. They might or might not be out there now, but they had been. At first light, he�d search for signs.
Dawn was closer than expected. Raymer still sat thinking as the sky to the east turned lighter. Vague shapes started to define. A fire would no longer be a disadvantage. A few coals glowed under the ash in the fire pit and a handful of tinder and kindling soon had a fire cheerfully burning.
He turned to look at the two sleeping. Something caught his eye. It was lighter in color and behind them. Before leaping to his feet to investigate, he carefully examined the area and found more. Standing and turning, it appeared a ring of lighter vegetation surrounded them.
Raymer saw no obvious danger, so stepped to the nearest patch and bent to examine it. In the dim morning light, he touched it and pulled his hand away in wonder and confusion. It was just a pile of feathers. Probably chicken feathers. He moved on to examine other locations and found the entire campsite surrounded by a ring of feathers.
Quint came to his side.
�Feathers scattered all around us,� Raymer explained.
�I guess we have two explanations. Either chickens got into a silent fight all around us, or someone placed them there.�
Raymer nodded. �Dragon Clan.�
�You think so?�
�It�s the sort of thing we do to scare people off. We don�t threaten them. It�s easier to let their imaginations run wild.�
Quint stood and stretched. �You�re probably right. If I was normal, which I�m not, this would have me running home with my tail between my legs.�
Ander had sat up and listened. �If it happened to me, I�d run home and tell the biggest lies you ever heard.�
All three laughed. The simple trick would scare most people. Raymer said, �There will be more.�
�They�re probably watching us right now,� Quint said. As the light increased, he moved to follow the trail of feathers, searching for footprints or anything else of interest. As he passed his blanket, he reached for another apple.
Raymer warmed his hands and feet near the fire, lost in thought. His family rarely inflicted any pain on intruders in the Raging Mountains, but if their first attempt to frighten them off didn�t work, there were more options. Most families kept several on hand and ready to scare off intruders. But, not everyone scared off easily, and there had been cases where other measures were taken, even direct conflict.
Ander sat beside him. �What now? Turn back?�
�These are my people.�
�They don�t seem to like you,� he smiled. �Maybe if you climb a tree and shout out to them who you are it will help.�
Raymer nodded and started to gather his things. �Maybe you�re right.�
�I was joking.�
�I�m not.�
Ander waited while stirring the fire and asked, �Is there any danger from them?�
�Probably not. At least not yet. I�m trying to anticipate what they�ll do next. If I can out-think them maybe, I can prevent whatever they have planned for us.�
Quint returned. �Not even a single footprint.�
They gathered their belongings and again Raymer took the lead. From the scant directions, he�d been provided, half a day�s march would take them to a great split in a solid appearing granite cliff. The split was at an angle, so wouldn�t be seen until they were almost upon it.
The split was supposed to be wide enough for five or six to walk abreast, and the bottom was choked with brush and small trees. It was kept that way so that any people finding it, which would be few, would never enter.
His next landmark was again, keeping Bear Mountain on his right and locating the solid cliff directly in front of him. However, he believed he�d encounter the Dragon Clan before intruding much closer. Now that they knew the three were moving directly at their home, he expected more drastic action than scare tactics.
The path wound its way along the stream and finally across. Quint said his feet were better, but he limped and refused to wrap cloths around his feet, saying it would slow him up. The boots Raymer and Ander took from the soldiers helped them, but Raymer felt a blister forming, and since the day was warming and his feet were in good condition, he removed his boots and stored them in his rolled blanket.
�Keep a sharp watch,� he called over his shoulder. �I think they will try to run us off again before mid-morning.�
�Why?� Ander asked.
Raymer said, �Because that�s what I�d do back home.�
The trail they followed twisted up the side of a small mountain. When they reached the crest, they came to a place where they could see over the tops of the trees. Raymer pulled to a stop. To their right was Bear Mountain, tall and half the slopes white with snow. Ahead was yet another shallow valley, and at the far side was a solid granite wall that extended south for as far as Raymer could see.
His next landmark was along that wall somewhere. A half day�s walk. A fair sized river split the valley ahead. From where they stood, Raymer decided they would have to search for a ford, or swim.
He pointed, �Somewhere along that cliff is a crack in the rock that goes off at an angle. You can�t see it until you�re almost on it. Beyond that is our destination.�
Quint said, �So far your information has been exactly right. If we can get through there, we should be on the east side of the mountain, and from there to Northwood should be an easy trek.�
�If the Dragon Clan lets us pass,� Ander said, his eyes shifting around, as he searched for hidden people.
Quint said, �I think I spotted one of them a while ago. Off to our left.�
Raymer turned and handed Quint his blankets along with everything else he carried except for his staff. Then he shucked his shirt.
�Good idea,� Quint said. �Show that ugly thing off.�
Ander said, �I get it. When they see your tattoo, they�ll know we�re friends.�
�They�ll know I�m a friend. You two are still a question,� Raymer said. �This is like getting a door open a crack, but it isn�t letting us in. Not until we do some explaining. When they come at us, drop your weapons. All of them.�
�Before we know what�s happening?� Ander asked.
Quint answered, �Do as he says. Our presence here is a threat to those living up ahead, and if I were in their situation, I�d kill all of us and ask questions at our funeral.�
They descended the slope under the shade of spreading maples and ash, with a few oaks to break up the monotony. As underbrush thinned, they could see quite far in any direction. While turning his head to say something to Quint, Raymer caught his first glimpse of a stranger.
He said nothing about the sighting, but he did ask Ander to fall a few more steps behind so that anyone out there could plainly see his back. They made it all the way to the river before they rounded a bend in the trail and came face to face with two young, muscular men.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Raymer pulled to an abrupt stop ten paces from the two men and let his staff fall to the ground. He heard Ander and Quint stop, but didn�t bother looking to see what they were doing. He kept his eyes on the others, each holding a staff with one end on the ground in a non-threatening manner. But he had no doubt the situation could change in an instant.
�My name is Raymer. I�m from the Raging Mountains seek refuge with your family.�
The shorter one had shoulders so wide he almost looked fat until the hang of his clothing displayed his waist was so small as to be nonexistent. His biceps bulged, although relaxed as he lightly gripped his staff in fingers like sausages. The taller one, despite his full fleshed beard, shuffled back a small step, deferring to the other.
The shorter one said, �Yet you bring strangers to our home? Is that how it is done in the Raging Mountains?�
Raymer heard the baiting tone. They would not respect weakness. �No. How it is done in my home is that a clan member displays himself before speaking of private things.�
They clearly didn�t like being admonished for something so standard they should have done as soon as one claimed to be of the Dragon Clan. Since Raymer had displayed his back, as a sign of goodwill and identification they should have done the same. They locked eyes. He waited.
Neither Quint nor Ander moved or attempted to speak. Finally, the taller one spun and lifted the rear of his shirt to his shoulders. A red dragon writhed there, so finely made and so lifelike, it appeared to crouch in preparation to strike.
The shorter one hesitated and slowly turned in a surly manner, his lip curled in anger. He raised his shirt part of the way and dropped it.
Raymer could have allowed the action to pass, but chose not to. He took two steps closer and said in a soft but clear voice, �Am I being insulted?�
�You insult me by bringing strangers here.�
Raymer stooped and grasped his staff without taking his eyes off the man. He shifted his grip on his staff, bringing it to the defensive position. �I will explain my actions to your clan leader . . . or your father.�
The taller one said, �He�s right Dakar, he asked for refuge. Our laws don�t give you the right to refuse.�
�Shut up.�
The taller one stepped in front of the one called Dakar and allowed his staff to fall to the ground in a proper display of deference. He said, �Forgive our manners, Raymer of the Raging Mountains. My name is Meryn, and I greet you with open hands.�
Raymer let his staff fall back to the ground and repeated the traditional greeting, his eyes on Meryn as if Dakar didn�t exist.
Marian said, �The strangers you brought with you are not supposed to learn about our village. They already know too much, as you well know.�
�In normal times you are correct. In these times, I will call for a clan meeting and leave their lives in the hands of the elders.�
Quint shuffled, but when Raymer cast him a warning glance, he stilled.
Meryn didn�t miss any of the byplay. �No weapons.�
Quint smirked, as he handed Dakar his staff and knife. �Well, if you boys insist on giving us a hand, can you carry our blankets and packs too. Thanks for helping.�
Meryn asked, �Is he always like this?�
�Worse,� Raymer smiled. �To know him is to laugh.�
Dakar said, �I don�t think so. Big men always think they�re tough until I�m done with them.�
Quint stepped forward and with each step he appeared larger because of the size difference. The short one called Dakar had large biceps, but as Quint stood in front of him, he looked like a deformed dwarf. Quint said, �In my home we have traditions of wrestling and fencing. Would you happen to have anything similar?�
Ander caught Dakar�s eye. �Don�t do it, my new friend.�
That gave Dakar an out. �I�m not your friend.�
Meryn said to Raymer, �We�ll show you the way since you requested refuge, but your friends will face whatever fate the elders decide. You should have left them behind.�
Raymer nodded. �We�ll speak to them at the council. Please lead on. Will the other two who are still hiding out in the forest go before or after us?�
�How did you spot them?� Meryn asked.
�The clan always travels in pairs for safety. You two are one pair.�
Dakar snarled, �We do not travel in quads. How do you know there are more? How did they reveal themselves so they do not do the same again?�
Raymer shrugged, �When you brought the feathers to scare us last night one of you had eaten garlic, and I smelled it. It was neither of you, so there must be another pair.�
Dakar spat, �Shensi. He�s always eating garlic or onions.�
�This time, it told me all I needed to know. By the way, I really like your feather idea. It lets a man�s mind fill in all sorts of terrible things. Such a simple thing, but I�ll bet most run home to safety, never to return.�
Meryn said, �Since my men saw us greet each other as family, they�ll run to our village, and you will be expected. All of you.�
They gathered their few things. Raymer asked, �Will we be there before dark? We have important business.�
�Long before dark,� Dakar muttered, his disposition is not improving. �You may find yourself dead before dark.�
Meryn looked at Raymer and said, �We all have our burdens, but I suspect mine is easier than putting up with his poor attempts at humor.�
�Sometimes I laugh with him,� Raymer said.
The path they followed went up the river bank until the river widened between two sandbanks at a wide bend. Rocks littered the sides and bottom, but the current appeared sluggish, and as they crossed, no one got their knees wet. The path continued, rising as they moved, always in the direction of the solid gray cliffs.
Dakar took the rear which was fine with everyone. Twice Raymer looked back to see him struggling with three extra staffs to carry, but never offered to help him. There was almost no talking.
After passing two more streams and countless hills, dips, and one flat valley, Raymer noticed the face of the cliff they approached had a distinct place where the color of the rock didn�t precisely match. He kept his eye on it. As they continued, the mark grew more defined, if only because he knew to look for it.
Quint said, �One of you little people wouldn�t happen to have a pair of sandals or shoes that would fit me, would you?�
Raymer had taken notice of his feet before they left their campsite. Each had several scrapes and cuts, and his left had a raw scrape that probably came from slipping while crossing the talus. If Quint complained, even as little his question indicated, he must be in pain.
�Just a little further,� Raymer said.
�How do you know how far it is?� Dakar snarled.
Raymer turned to face him as he struggled to carry his load. He smiled and shrugged, then said in a jolly voice, �You look old enough to seek out other families. You might try mine. And on the way there you can stop at the king�s summer palace. You might enjoy staying in my old room. Just ask anyone for directions to the palace, and I�m sure they�d be glad to show you the way.�
Ander and Quint broke into laughter while the other two just looked and wondered at the joke they missed.
Dakar said defiantly, �I just might do that.�
Now all three laughed, and as they continued the trek now and then one or the other added to the humor. The distance and time passed faster with their minds occupied.
The next time Raymer looked up to the cliffs they were much closer, and again, knowing what to look for, he spotted the actual split in the wall that they would traverse.
Reaching the entrance seemed anticlimactic. The path turned slightly and almost without warning they walked between two high walls, taller than the highest trees. The floor of the split was soft sand, and a thousand plants grew there, especially where the split began. Raymer realized many of the plants were probably moved there to conceal the entrance from an accidental discovery. Looking ahead, Raymer estimated the passage must be at least a thousand paces long.
His heart beat faster and his breath came in shallow pants, not because of the altitude, but because he neared the destination that had been his goal over a year ago. A thousand steps. Nine hundred. Eight.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Not long after, the trees and undergrowth thinned and they stood in a meadow facing perhaps twenty people he�d never seen. There were goats, dogs, men, women, and children. Everyone stood quietly and looked at them as if they were strange animals from a far land. Perhaps they were.
They looked like ordinary people, but Raymer knew different. He pulled to a stop at a respectable distance and waited.
Meryn stepped beside him and said in a strong, firm voice, �I bring a member of our clan seeking refuge. His name is Raymer, from the family at the Raging Mountains.�
A single older man stepped forward. �I am Myron, Meryn�s father and the leader of this family. Will you present to me your back?�
Without hesitation, Raymer turned and lifted his tattered and too-small shirt. He waited until all in the group saw his dragon, then he faced them again. Myron turned and raised his shirt. He said, �Ordinarily, this is the time I�d invite you to eat with us and welcome you. However, times are different, and I understand you wish to stand in front of the elders with your companions as quickly as possible.�
�Yes, sir.�
�You do not wish to eat first or have someone care for the bleeding feet of the giant?�
�When is the earliest we can meet in council?� Raymer asked.
Myron glanced nervously at those standing behind him as if mentally counting and making a difficult decision. �Is now too soon?�
Raymer said, �That would be best. I think you�ll agree when you hear us.�
Myron motioned for them to walk down a dirt road that led between about twenty huts, ten on a side. A few dogs ran to investigate the new smells. A fast flowing stream cut the village in half and there at the stream was a semi-circle of seating on stumps and logs that had been placed there for seating, leaving a raised dais in the center. It served as a stage or podium for the village.
Myron stepped up on it, raising his hands to the crowd that followed. �We have an unusual situation. Our family member has brought two outsiders with him. He wishes to speak with the elders and we will grant his request. I will have the elders gather here, along with Camilla and Robin. We require privacy.�
Dakar stepped forward and dumped their belongings into the dirt, along with their staffs. He said, �I will remain standing guard.�
Myron quelled a twitch of a smile. �They come in peace, Dakar. We will not require a guard, but I thank you for your intended service.�
As the crowd dissipated, three men arrived together. One limped on a crutch, another looked too old to walk, but managed slowly, and the last was a powerful man of about fifty years, a warrior, by the way, he carried himself. A woman of middle age walked down the slope, a girl in her early teens beside her.
Myron motioned for the elders and the two women to sit on the stumps nearest the dais, then he pointed at Raymer, Ander, and Quint. �You three up on the stage where we can see and hear you.�
When everyone was in place, Myron said, �You have asked for this council meeting. There are a few things we need to understand between us. Outsiders cannot leave, nor can they live here in ordinary circumstances, however, in recent years, we have waived, or relaxed that rule. It would take but one traitor to bring down the king�s wrath on this village.�
He looked at each of them as he spoke, but as if sensing the impending danger, or maybe just wanting to find the reason for the council, he spoke rapidly. With a wave of his arm, he said, �These men are the elders you face and who will judge you. Camilla, the girl, is new to us, but she lived with outsiders her whole life and may hold some insight to your words, so she is here. Robin is the woman I spoke of earlier. She is only the second outsider to ever be welcomed into the Dragon Clan to my knowledge.�
Raymer didn�t feel as confident as he expected. The men looked hard but honest, the girl held a stern expression, and the woman appeared as if she didn�t like them at all. He understood. The three of them were a threat, even though they didn�t intend to harm the village. Their very presence was a danger, and all wanted to hear the extraordinary circumstances of the council.
Myron continued, looking directly at Raymer as if he stood alone. �You have a story to tell.�
Where to begin? He looked at Quint and pointed. �This man is of royalty in the Northwood kingdom. A year ago, he carried a treaty to King Ember, but was thrown into the dungeons and betrayed. The King has now assembled his troops and is moving them to the Northwood Kingdom border for a sneak attack.�
Myron asked, �What do we care of the wars of others?�
�You care for these reasons. Innocent people are going to die. A lot of them. And if King Ember wins this war, he controls all the lands surrounding your homes. All of it. There will be a thousand soldiers at your doorsteps, and they will locate you.�
A few exchanged glances, but nobody spoke, and Raymer felt he hadn�t convinced them of anything. �Quint here is my friend and a member of a powerful family. He is of the Earl�s family. If this invasion is defeated because of what happens here this day, the King will have fewer men to hunt us down, and we will have someone with great power who can help us.�
Robin said, �The deal you offer is that we help this man by warning Northwood, and he may help us sometime in the future. That is, if he remembers us, or does not use his own soldiers to slay us.�
Raymer said quickly, �At the very least, we prevent King Ember from becoming more powerful and surrounding your village.�
The man who used a crutch asked, �Who is the other man with you?�
Raymer felt his heart sink. He drew in a breath while trying to think of the right words.
Before he could speak, Ander stood, chin held high. �I was the Dungeon Master at the Summer Palace for King Ember, recently appointed to keep these two in my dungeon until the end of time.�
Ander sat without another word.
�Well, that was unexpected,� Myron said.
Raymer shrugged. �There is much more to the story, but we don�t have time. Right now, we just wish passage to Northwood and a fast route to take. We are trying to save lives, and in case you haven�t figured it out yet, if the King wins this war your whole village is in the middle of people trying to please a King who is paranoid about the Dragon Clan.�
�We can leave . . .� the warrior said.
�No, you can�t. There isn�t time. Defeating this invasion will protect this village and give you future options, ����� Raymer said.
The young girl stood and said, �You are asking us to take risks for things I do not understand. What I do understand is that you came here and gave yourselves up to us so you can help others. But didn�t that put us at risk?�
The other woman said, �Why did you come here? Travel north of Bear Mountain has many roads and ways to travel quickly.�
The man with the crutch raised it and pointed it at Quint. �The Earl is named Brant. He is a large man, almost as large as you. Are you the son of Brant?�
�I am.�
�I met him once, long ago. He was a fair man. A farmer�s barn had burned along with his animals and tools. The Earl relieved him of the taxes he owed, and ordered a new barn to be erected. He also gave him two mules and said he�d be collect the taxes the following year.�
The warrior said with a sneer in his voice, �So he did a good deed. He�s rich.�
The man with the crutch said, �The King demands his taxes every year. Who do you think paid that farmer�s taxes?�
Robin said, �What does it matter?�
The man with the crutch stuck out his lower lip before saying, �It matters because it tells of the kind of man he is. Quint, are you the same?�
�Sir, I wish I could say yes, but who knows?�
Myron said, taking control of the meeting again, �If you had said yes, I�d not believe you. Actions tell of a man, not brags. Is there more we need to hear?�
Ander stood. �Here is a possible answer. Have Quint write a message to his family so they can mass troops and protect their homeland. One of your people can deliver the message. Kill us to protect yourselves and your families from our betrayal.�
�Hey,� Raymer said. �That�s not a deal I agreed to.�
Someone laughed, but without humor.
Ander stood firm. �Think about it. My plan solves all the problems.�
Quint said, �Shut up, Ander. Sit down and behave yourself.�
�He has a point,� the girl called Camilla said. �If we are surrounded by the King we have no way to escape. He will discover information about our village at some time, and we all know that will happen one day. That is why we have daily patrols to keep people away. To keep our village safe.�
The warrior said, �I vote to kill them.�
Myron held up a hand. �Enough. Unlike most, this decision is time-related. More discussion may allow the events to play out, which is a decision in itself.�
When a few people started speaking at the same time, Myron stood and held up both arms, his face stern. �Quiet! I have decided. We will assist these men on their mission.�
A stunned silence followed.
Myron pointed to the warrior. �Dancer, three horses, and supplies as fast as you can.�
The man clearly had been against them, and Raymer expected him to object, or show his displeasure in some method. Instead, he leaped to his feet and raced down the meadow in the direction of pasture, calling to others to join him in his task. Raymer felt a stab of pride. The man�s actions were the very essence of the Dragon Clan�s ideals.
Myron turned to speak to Raymer again, �This was difficult, but you must understand my reasoning. I looked not at how this affects us today, but in the future. Allowing you to continue your quest may let my family exist here. Preventing you may end our lives.�
Raymer said, �You haven�t mentioned the danger of either of these two revealing your location in the future.�
�Times change. We have recently allowed Robin to live with us in defiance of our traditions. There is also a boy we took in. We adapt or die.�
Camilla asked Raymer, �Have you ever called down a dragon?�
�I have asked for one to turn while flying. It did. I tested it more times and each time it hesitated but did as I asked,� Raymer said.
She nodded and looked to Myron. �We have those born with the mark but for one reason or another are not what we consider good or honorable. Dragons do not obey them, I hear.�
Robin said, �Tell us about how you escaped the dungeons and why is a Dungeon Master with you. Do it quickly, before you leave.�
Raymer said quickly, �The Dungeon Master is a good man. Too good for the position he was appointed to. Our escape is a mystery I hoped you could explain. My plan was to call down a dragon to spit on the iron bars and use the lime in the mortar to allow us to escape. Before I could put my plan into action, a dragon attacked the Summer Palace and used its body to shove the wall until it caved in.�
All exchanged looks. Clearly none had further information, but it concerned them all. Robin asked, �Was there more?�
Raymer shrugged, then decided to tell about the apples and carrots. He watched their faces closely, finding only interest.
The man with the crutch asked, �Could it have been your family in the Raging Mountains who helped?�
�No. I mean it could have been, but they would have done it differently. The boy or girl who delivered the apples would have allowed me to see them. Just long enough to recognize and I�d know they were there to help and prepare myself. I also believe they would have placed people, or maybe a horse, outside the palace gate to help me get away.�
�It�s obvious that a third group of the clan helped you. Someone unknown.� Myron said, softly. �In this area, there are only two families. There are others further away, but they would come to your family or mine for support if they came to help you.�
The man who was the oldest and could barely walk cleared his throat. All attention turned to him. �I would offer a possibility. Like Camilla, who survived alone for most of her life, suppose there is another. Or a mother and children, with no clan affiliates. They may not even know we exist.�
His statement stunned them all. Camilla had been an exception, but she was the survivor of an attack by the king�s army and her family slain. She had escaped by accident. But the families had long ago dispersed for safety and remained in contact with the young people moving from one family to another.
Myron said, �This worries me more than anything else you have said. Unaffiliated members of our clan might bring far more troubles to us. It might be unintentional, but they might more harm.�
A boy no older than four ran into the group eager to confront the newcomers with his thousand questions. He pulled to a stop in front of Quint, looking up with amazement. When Quint smiled, the boy blurted, �Do you want to see my back?�
Quint knelt and nodded. The boy spun and pulled his shirt up.
�Now that is about the best-looking dragon I�ve ever seen.�
�I�ve never seen it because I can�t see my back,� the boy giggled.
�Is there a mirror in the village?�
�I don�t know what that is. Do you want to see my puppy?�
The warrior who had attended the council was returning, leading two horses while another led the third. Quint told the boy he�d return and play with the puppy, but had to leave. Raymer was struck again at how large Quint was. Next to the boy he was a tree to a shrub, but the difference in size did not scare the boy.
It would scare any opponent. Raymer looked at the horses, suspicious about the quality of the animals the warrior would select. All were prime animals, two bays, and a chestnut. All mares, with sleek coats and they, almost danced in anticipation of riders. They wore saddles and bridles, and the woman called Robin returned with a sack. She held it out to Quint.
�Food. Traveling food,� She said.
A boy just growing a beard, the one they called Brix was carrying a load of clothing in his arms. He paused in front of Raymer. �Clothes. I think they�ll fit. They have to be better than what you have on. We have a few larger men in our village.�
Raymer tossed his head at Quint. �As big as him?�
Brix nodded. �Almost.�
They changed where they stood. To the surprise of all three, the clothing did fit. Ander was easy, of course. He was a normal size. Raymer found his were slightly large, still better than he�d worn in a year. But Quint�s were almost a perfect fit. Raymer glanced around, not seeing anyone to fit the large clothing. I wouldn�t have wanted to have the owner of those snooping around my camp in the middle of the night.
Stiff, heavy woven green cloth and soft leather made the clothes almost look like uniforms. All were well worn and patched, and all would blend into the background of the high mountains.
Raymer felt tears of thanks and relief threatening, so to divert the flood, said, �What can you tell us about the way?�
The warrior pointed east. �You will follow a trail up that valley.�
�To where?�
�Don�t worry. I�ll catch up with you soon after we get a couple more horses from the high pasture.�
Raymer said, �I should have figured that out before now.�
The man turned on his heel and walked away, his temper held in check. Myron said, �He�ll make sure you take the best route, and if need be he�ll protect you.�
Raymer mounted and said, �I have been headed to this village for a full year. I�ll be back.�
�Good luck on your mission,� Myron said, and others of the group smiled or nodded. A few other villagers had arrived at the council ring to gawk at the visitors, but most watched from afar, sensing the importance of the meeting.
Raymer took in the village, again. The homes were sturdy with steep roofs for the heavy winter snows. Stacks of firewood reached the rooflines, and sheep, goats, cows and pigs were in fenced off areas or pens. However, the entire village gave a sense of temporary occupation, a lack of permanence. The homes were little more than huts, and while the area was clean and orderly, there seemed an air about it that said everyone could disappear overnight.
Ander stood beside the young man Brix, another outsider. Brix looked like he was telling Ander how he�d come to live with the Dragon Clan, but spoke quickly because Quint was mounted and ready to ride. Raymer turned his horse and kicked his heels. The bay responded as if they were old friends, as it leaped ahead and galloped across a meadow and found the trail with little help.
The valley looked much the same as the other side of the mountain, with the exception the general slope was downward, although there were still many hills. Raymer heard the hooves of the two horses behind and didn�t bother to turn his head. He pushed the horse to maintain a ground-eating pace.
A good part of the day lay ahead and already his bottom felt sore. Raymer shifted positions and half-stood in the stirrups.
The man he thought of as a warrior would probably catch up with them soon, and he�d make a comment about how slow they traveled. He urged his horse faster. The animal was fresh and light on its feet. It sprinted ahead.
Later, rounding a bend in the trail, he found two men waiting. The warrior and a younger man who looked no older than Raymer. As one, they spun their horses and took up positions at the lead.
Must have taken a shorter trail. The warrior had rolled his eyes when they came into view, letting them know how long he had supposedly been waiting. Well, let him be the first to wish to rest. Raymer shifted his butt in the saddle again. He would not beg to stop.
The afternoon wore on, the five of them dipping into valleys and pausing long enough to grab a handful of food while the horses drank. Few words were passed between them, but it became clear when they turned off the main trail that the warrior knew a shorter route.
They camped just after sundown in a grove of cedars. Insects generally do not like cedar or the scent of it, so it was a better selection than it appeared at first glance.
Raymer hobbled his horse and made the fire, still without speaking. Finally, when all were sitting nearby, he turned to the warrior and asked. �Your name?�
�Dancer.�
�You don�t like us?� Raymer asked, expecting a rude response.
Dancer hesitated as if going to lie and deciding to tell the truth. �I don�t want to like you. Killing friends is harder than those you don�t know.�
Quint chuckled and faced him. �Killing Ander will be hard in itself because Raymer is sworn to protect him.�
Dancer said, �And then there is you.�
�Well, yes, there is that, too,� Quint said, using his soft voice.
Ander spoke for the first time all afternoon. �Why would you kill us?�
�To protect the clan.�
�There are two of you and three of us,� Ander said.
�That is just to make it fair,� Dancer said, without a trace of humor.
Raymer glanced at the group after stirring the fire, then turned to the younger guide. �And what is your story?�
�I�m called Fleet. He�s my father.�
Raymer turned back to Dancer, �How long to get to Northwood?�
�Tomorrow. Late.�
Raymer created a mental map in his mind. The armies sneaking into Northwood had an easier route and shorter distance. However, they wouldn�t travel on fast horses, nor light. They would not want to advertise their presence and lose the advantage of surprise.
It sounded like a wash. Longer distance and longer to travel on horses against slower travel and a shorter distance. The problem was that if Northwood didn�t have time to organize a defense, they still lost the battle.
�I want to leave early in the morning. Before daylight.� Raymer said.
�We�ll leave when I say we will,� Dancer said.
Raymer stood and kicked dirt on the fire while turning his back to Dancer and his son. Turned away from them, he said, �Then you can try to catch up with us tomorrow and you won�t have any shortcuts to take this time.�
He watched Quint�s eyes. They would warn him while his back was turned. If either of them made an aggressive movement, he�d leap aside, but none came. These two are supposed to help us. Raymer headed for his rolled blanket.
Quint stiffened, and his eyes shifted. Raymer heard a footfall behind him and bent quickly at the waist. The boy, Dancer�s son, flew over his shoulder and landed in the dirt. He scrambled to his feet for another charge.
�Stop!� Dancer was on his feet and looking at his son.
�He insulted us.�
�He was right to do so.�
Raymer gathered his blanket and carried it to a place away from the fire to spend the night. He pulled the blanket up near his chin. Nobody had spoken again. The night seemed cooler than before. He closed his eyes. After riding all day, he needed to rest.
Raymer woke at a sound of dull thunder. The horses were bucking and rearing. One screamed in terror. Another had already broken free and raced off into the dark. Then another followed it.
His back had the familiar tingle of a dragon flying overhead, but now it stung like a hundred ants biting him at the same time. Ten paces away, in a clearing, pranced a dragon folding its wings and looking directly at him.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Raymer stumbled to his knees, ignoring the stinging pains on his back. Except for a stray thought where he wondered if being close to him made the dragon feel a stinging sensation similar to his.
�Any idea what it�s doing?� Quint asked softly as he looked at Raymer and stood slowly, looking ready to flee.
Dancer remained lying down and said, �It�s not from around here.�
�The dragon?� Raymer asked.
�I know all of them from the slopes of Bear Mountain. This one must be from your Raging Mountains.� Dancer said.
�What do I do?� Raymer asked.
Ander had backed to the edge of the clearing, one slow step at a time. Then the dragon leaned forward and the neck stretched out until the face of the dragon was so close Ander could have reached out and touched the snout. Instead, he froze, not even drawing breath.
Raymer turned to Dancer, �Does your back hurt?�
�It itches in warning.�
�Mine hurts. Really hurts.� Raymer said. �It feels like fire.�
In the dim light, Dancer appeared upset. He said, �You have bonded?�
�I have no idea of what that means, but I�ve never been this close to a dragon,� Raymer said. �So the answer is no.�
The dragon finished inspecting Ander, who stood as still as the trees behind him. It turned to the boy, Fleet. After a sniff or two, it swung its head and smelled Dancer, then Quint. Then it swung its great head to Raymer.
One sniff and the entire body of the dragon shifted. It tensed and drew back, giving the impression of a cobra ready to strike. Raymer�s knees went weak as he anticipated the dragon spitting at him. Instead, it leaned forward and sniffed again. Then it reared back and screeched so loud all five men covered their ears.
The pain on Raymer�s back dissipated as if it was morning fog evaporating with the sun. The dragon�s head returned to face Raymer again, this time, the tongue flicked out several times before it sniffed him again.
Quint had eased away, too. He said, �What�s it doing?�
�I don�t know,� Raymer said in a soft, even voice so he didn�t upset the animal.
�Talk to it,� Dancer suggested.
It was not the worst idea if there had been another to contrast with it. Raymer felt sweat break out on his body, and his hands started to tremble. Another horse freed itself and ran into the darkness. The dragon smelled like the dungeon, dank and wet, and of death.
�How are you doing, boy?� His voice sounded raspy and scared, although he tried to speak softly and with friendliness. At the first words, the dragon moved one step closer and placed the snout so close Raymer could smell the exhaled breath of the nostrils. He could also smell more of the rank and putrid smells of rotting flesh from past meals.
�Why�d you come to see me, boy?� On impulse, Raymer reached out and placed his hand on the nose of the dragon as if introducing himself to a horse. He stroked it. He expected to feel a hard surface, but instead the snout felt soft. Warmth flowed over him like a soft blanket filled with goose down on a cold night. The dragon shivered, its eyes never leaving him.
�Is it safe?� Ander asked from the depths of shade fifty paces away.
Raymer glanced around and didn�t see Quint. Dancer and Fleet stood near the camp fire, beside each other, as if fascinated instead of scared. Raymer allowed his hand to drop to his side. The dragon leaned closer and nudged him in his chest. He placed his hand back on the muzzle, or snout, again, speaking softly and rubbing.
Dancer said, �I�ve never seen or heard of anything like this.�
�The pain on my back is gone. Now it feels warm and almost happy, like when a puppy licks me.�
�Mine still tingles like normal,� Dancer said, and his son nodded he felt the same.
Raymer said, �I�m not sure, but I think I can feel its emotions. It�s both happy and fearful.�
Dancer moved forward and placed his hand on the side of the dragon�s head and gave it a few soft pats. The dragon didn�t acknowledge him but didn�t resist.
Quint moved closer, and the dragon�s posture stiffened. It moved to place itself between Quint and Raymer in a protective action a sheepdog might make to defend its flock.
Quint eased back a few steps back and said nothing.
Dancer said, �Fleet, come here.�
�I don�t want to.�
�Just a few steps. We need to see his reaction.�
�What if his reaction is to eat me?�
Raymer said, �You don�t have to, Fleet.�
The boy took a guilty look at his father and then took a tentative step ahead. �If I don�t, I�ll regret it the rest of my life. This is the first dragon I�ve ever been close to.� He took another step, then another. Finally, he stood beside his father and stroked the dragon�s neck with long, careful motions.
�Ander, you�re next,� Raymer said.
Instead of protesting, Ander stepped confidently ahead and walked in their direction. The Dragon instantly came alert and drew his head back in preparation to attack. Ander wisely halted and then slowly retreated, holding his hands up for protection.
Dancer said, �The dragon will allow the clan to approach, but no other.�
Raymer had heard tales too, but nothing like what he was witnessing. They needed to discuss what it might mean. He gave the dragon one last look. Fly away.
The dragon balked, but from his physical reaction he had heard and understood Raymer�s mental request. Raymer made it a stronger mental order. Fly away, now.
The wings extended, and it turned to face away from them, down the side of the hill. It took a few running steps and then it flapped its wings harder and raised itself into the night sky and disappeared with a heavy rustle of leather wings.
Raymer turned to Dancer. �You used a word I don�t understand. What does �bonded� mean?�
Dancer retreated a step before answering, awe or fear twisting his face. �There are tales of men and dragons who are one in their minds. They share ideas and thoughts.�
�How is that different from you calling down a dragon?� Raymer snapped, uneasy at the explanation.
�In times of danger, I might be able to call on a dragon to protect me. It might or might not obey.�
Raymer allowed the ideas to spin in his head before deciding on his next question, and at the last instant changing it to statements. �I have never met this dragon before today. We do not share our thoughts.�
Dancer stood firm. He held Raymer�s gaze with one of his own before speaking. �Did you order it to fly away?�
How would he know that? �Why do you ask?�
Dancer said, �I�m just wondering why the dragon would land here at this time, this place. Dragons protect us, the same as we protect them and their chicks when they nest. Did it come to protect us?�
Quint, who had been unusually quiet during the entire episode walked closer to them from the edge of the trees and said, �I�m going out there for a look-see.�
�You believe what he�s saying?� Raymer asked, astonished that a man so grounded in basics would fall for Dancer�s words.
Quint had already traveled a few steps out of sight in the dim light. He called softly, �Can we take a chance it was not a warning? Go back to sleep and I�ll return by daybreak.�
Ander sat and looked from one to another as if trying to decide what to believe and what not to. �Any chance of getting the horses back?�
Both Fleet and Dancer shook their heads and sat on their blankets in unison as if rehearsed. �By now they�re halfway back to their pasture.
Raymer continued to stand and think. He paced the campsite several times and the others waited, letting him gather his thoughts.
He came to Dancer and sat, facing him. �There�s a lot I do not understand, but I�m usually pretty good at taking bits of information and putting them together in the right way. This time, I�m missing something.�
�How so?� Dancer asked, sounding interested instead of defensive.
�My escape plan was to ask a dragon to spit on the bars of the dungeon. Quint had scrapped mortar with lime in it too, so we could cover ourselves and make it safe for us to get out with only a few burns.�
Fleet said, �That might work, but I wouldn�t want to do it. Even the touch of dragon spit leaves scars that last a lifetime.�
�If you spent a year inside a cell in that dungeon, you�d try anything,� Raymer said. �But my point is, that was my plan. This dragon attacked the palace screeching and spitting, and then it rammed into the wall of the dungeon. The wall shifted, and the beast hit it again and again, until it fell.�
Raymer paused, letting them picture it in their minds. He waited for one of them to see the problem.
Dancer figured it out first. �You had no idea a dragon could knock the wall down. The question becomes, who ordered the dragon to knock it down?�
�And who provided the apples and carrots at my window?� Raymer asked. �If it had been my family, they would have let me see one of them so I�d know they were attempting a rescue. It was not them. If it was anyone from your Bear Mountain family you�d know about it.�
Dancer set his jaw. If any strangers of the Dragon Clan were in the area, why hadn�t they contacted one of the two local families? If they had directed the attack, as seemed most likely, one of them had bonded with a dragon to tell it what was needed. However, the dragon that had landed a few steps away appeared to have bonded with Raymer.
Dancer said, �The dragon that was here is not the same as the one that rescued you.�
Raymer asked, �What can you tell me of how bonding takes place?�
Dancer glanced at Fleet, who was too young for such secrets in normal times. �Nobody in our family has been bonded in a few generations, and I do not recall any stories of how it comes to be. Truthfully, I have always believed it to be a fantasy.�
�Same here,� Raymer said. �How long until daylight?�
Dancer said, �Plenty of time to catch some sleep if you want.�
Raymer laid back down and closed his eyes with no intention of sleeping. He had more thinking to do.
�I think I�ll make a circle of the campsite, too,� Ander offered. �Then I�ll stand watch.�
Raymer ignored him while allowing the thoughts to spin and twist in his mind. If he called the dragon that had been in camp, would it return? Who had helped him at the dungeon, and why? Who could he seek out to discuss what bonding with a dragon means? Had he bonded tonight? Should he tell Dancer of the change in the feelings on his back?
A hundred other questions forced themselves into consideration. Raymer lost count of the unknowns when a harsh whisper broke the silence.
�Everybody wake up. We have to move right now,� Quint said.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Quint rushed into view, his breathing rasping and his eyes wild. He pointed, �A whole damn army is spread out right over that hill. They�re coming this way.�
Raymer said, �Northwood?�
�No, not my people. I think the uniforms are Aare but didn�t get close enough to tell for sure.�
By the time Quint rolled his blankets the others had gathered their meager belongings and gathered in a knot. Quint nodded north. �They�re spread out to the west and south. Our only chance is to move north.�
�How far away?� Dancer asked.
Quint said, �They�ll be here by dawn. It�s a good thing that dragon warned us.�
The five of them formed a single file line with Dancer taking the lead. He seemed to sense where the animal paths and tracks were, and he followed them as if he could see in the darkness. The others merely had to follow and try to keep up as best they could.
Dancer followed the side of the valley traveling up river, or streams when they crossed any. He always took the easiest path that went in generally the right direction.
Raymer appreciated walking instead of riding. He still had several sore places and muscles that were too tight, but walking eased the pain. The pace Dancer set was faster than a horse walked, almost a jog. Sure, galloping or trotting was faster, but a horse soon wore out when ridden at those speeds. A determined man with purpose traveled more distance in a day.
As the sky started to lighten, Dancer had taken them far from the campsite. He turned to Quint, who was last in line, �Think it�s safe to turn east?�
�I was going to suggest the same,� Quint answered.
�Come up here and walk with me,� Dancer said, without friendliness or humor in his tone.
Quint walked faster. As he passed Raymer, he said, �I feel like I�m going to face the headmaster at school.�
Raymer said, �Something you�ve never done before?� However, the byplay only glossed over deeper concerns. He expected Dancer to address some of the same. He tapped Ander on the arm and jabbed a thumb over his shoulder for Ander to take the position in line just ahead of Fleet. Raymer moved closer because he intended to hear what they talked about.
Dancer didn�t mince words or hesitate. �Who are you?�
�Does it matter?� Quint said, his voice cold and clipped.
�It matters if my son and I are going to continue traveling with you. And since you know the location of my family�s village, if your answer doesn�t satisfy me, I have no option but to kill you.�
Dancer didn�t sound like he was bragging or showing off. Raymer stepped faster to close the distance so he wouldn�t miss the answer, not because he intended to get between them.
Quint said, �You might try.�
Raymer had intended to let them do all the talking, but found himself leaping right into the middle despite his reluctance. �He might have help for us, Quint. There are three of us pledged to protect our families above all else. Now if everyone is finished puffing out their chests, the question was reasonable.�
Quint strode several more steps before answering. �I have already admitted to being an emissary carrying a treaty to King Ember and a member of the royal family that rules the Northwood Kingdom. What more do you want?�
Dancer looked to Raymer and received a nod before continuing. �It is said the Earl has one son. A large man.�
�That would be me. Large in all good ways, as I�ve already admitted,� Quint chuckled.
Dancer said, �How important is an Earl?�
Quint might have hesitated, but did not. �An Earl becomes king if there is no direct heir, which there is not. My father is the Grand Earl, so he is the next in line for the crown. And that is the primary reason for the invasion, from the highlands of Aare, if my guess is correct. Some prefer another to sit on the throne when Ember dies.�
They walked in silence for a short while. Raymer said, �If your father becomes king, what will happen to you?�
�I will become the Earl of Northwood, and the next in line to the throne. Of course, my father may abdicate, refusing the throne, so I would be next in the line of succession.�
Raymer couldn�t fathom the idea that the man who had occupied the cell next to him for a year might one day be king. It did explain why Quint had been hidden away in the summer palace dungeon where he could be used as a hostage by the King if it should ever be required. It was also a place of secrecy where only a few people knew about the royal prisoner.
As Raymer considered the implications, he came to the conclusion that King Ember could also deny knowing Quint was held in his remote dungeon. The King could twist the story to one where he found out where the second in line to the throne was being held captive, and then released him.
Dancer also seemed to be thinking instead of talking. Finally, he asked, �Who are the soldiers from last night?�
Quint answered, �That�s a question I cannot answer. I can�t fathom King Ember joining forces with another kingdom to attack Northwood, but it is even more unlikely that they chose the exact same time to invade us.�
Dancer paused before topping a ridge where they could be seen from afar. He turned to Raymer, �So now we have these new soldiers sweeping in from the east, and we have a mysterious group of Dragon Clan at the Summer Palace.�
Raymer nodded and turned to look at Ander. �Add to that, the son of the Earl of Northwood is with us. And he is not the only son of an earl traveling with us.�
Ander had been too far behind to hear much of the whispered conversation. Now he stepped forward. �What is my sin?�
�Coincidence,� Raymer snapped.
�What is a coincidence? I chose, this time, to leave my position and join with you.�
Quint said, �That has still been bothering me, too. Maybe accepted you too quickly.�
Raymer said, �And your answers were vague.�
�You never set out to join us,� Quint said. �You�re here by accident. You woke and found yourself our prisoner and then conveniently decided you wanted a change in your life.�
Dancer said, �I have a question. What would happen to King Ember�s Dungeon Master who allowed his two most important political prisoners to escape?�
All of them looked at Ander with varying measures of distrust. He said, �I have been loyal to you. I have helped you ever since your escape. What more do you want?�
Dancer took a menacing step closer. �I want you to answer my question.�
�I guess the King would put me in one of his other dungeons. Or have me killed.�
�Unless you managed to rectify the situation,� Dancer said. �I notice you often travel at the rear, and you explore around your camps. Alone.�
�Meaning?� Ander asked, his anger rising.
Dancer said, �You might be leaving messages for those following you.�
�That might be the case except, as far as I know there are none following us. If they did, they would find your village, and that hasn�t happened, has it?�
�You�d better hope it hasn�t,� Dancer said.
Quint stepped between them. �Listen to me. Both of you. We have other things to worry about for now.�
�You trust him?� Raymer asked Quint, nodding in Ander�s direction.
�I don�t even trust you,� Quint said with a disarming smile. �But Ander here told the truth a while ago, and none of you heard it. When he woke up after we kidnapped him, he realized the King would have him tortured and killed for allowing us to escape. Sticking with us was his only chance.�
�Not because he wanted a change in his life?� Raymer asked.
�Maybe a little of that, too. But mostly because he saw that if we make it back to Castle Warrington, he can spin it so my family welcomes him as a hero. He is the son of an Earl and therefore in the royal lineage to wear the crown, although his ranking is probably below a hundred.�
Ander�s neck and face tinged pink.
Quint continued, �He is just looking for a way out of a difficult situation. Nothing wrong with that. And he�s right. He has been about as helpful as a high-born son who knows nothing outside a ballroom can be.�
Dancer said, �We had better be moving. I think by going west we can slip past the Aare. Fleet, you go up ahead and scout.�
As if glad to be free of adult conversations and accusations, the youth quickly moved ahead and was soon lost to sight in the scrub and thick brush. They moved quickly, their travel more downhill than up. By midday, the steep mountains gave way to rounded hills, some with wide valleys of grass and streams.
The warmth of the day and the surroundings made it almost seem as if they were out for a walk rather than a rescue mission. Raymer realized the warmth he felt on his back was more than the sun. It was the dragon again. Carefully, so the others didn�t notice, he raised his eyes and scanned for the creature, but didn�t spot it. Still, it was near enough for him to feel.
He shifted his attention to Dancer, looking for any sort of recognition the dragon was fairly close. When nothing revealed itself, Raymer wondered if he was more sensitive. If he tried, could he call the dragon to this place? He felt he could, but longed for a conversation with a Dragon Clan elder, like Myron. Just the two of them. The one thing he felt sure he knew was that he knew almost nothing of bonding or of being an adult in the Dragon Clan.
�How far to Northwood?� Raymer asked.
Quint shrugged, �Technically we�re there, I believe, at least near the border. Fairwinds Province is almost due west if I have my directions right, and my home is there.�
�Castle Warrington?� Raymer asked.
�Does that bother you?� Quint said while walking on and never turning his head.
Raymer followed in silence for ten or twelve steps. �Yes, I guess it does. My family, like all the Dragon Clan, has been persecuted and put to death by royalty for generations.�
Dancer slowed and allowed them to catch up a few steps, his head cocked, and he listened for the answer.
Quint shrugged, and his back stiffened. �If you�re looking for an apology or a promise of some sort, forget it. You have stories of persecution. I have stories of massacres from dragons attacking innocent villages.�
�And of people who have strange powers they use to defeat ordinary people. What chance do normal people have when flying dragons are on the side of their enemies?� Ander said. �Dragons that swoop down and spit fire and burn towns and villages at the whim of your people. Who knows what else your witches control. People get sick and die, cattle catch diseases, crops fail, and wells dry up.�
Quint picked up Ander�s line of thinking as if he shared the same thoughts. �After your people curse us with those things, do you wonder why we hate you?�
�We cannot do all those things,� Raymer said, disbelief clear in his voice.
�Let me have my say,� Quint continued. �You say that your family cannot do all those things. Which of them can they not do? No matter. Whatever they can do is more than any in my family or any in my kingdom. Our greatest fear is that somehow the Dragon Clan one day gains power.�
�We are just people,� Raymer said louder than he intended. �We do not have the powers to kill your crops or dry up wells.�
For the first time, Quint pulled to a stop and spun to face Raymer. �Would you say differently if it was true? Wouldn�t you try to protect your family and clan at any cost?�
Raymer looked to Dancer for help.
Dancer looked at the ground near his feet and spoke in a halting voice as he tried to put his thoughts into words. �For the first time in my life, I see both sides.�
�Meaning?� Raymer asked.
�Our dragons have protected us. I know they do not spit fire as well as you, but what they do spit erupts into blue fire when touched by a flame. What their acid spit touches might as well be burns, so I see why they fear us.�
Raymer said, �We don�t do any of the other things!�
�No,� Dancer conceded, �but how easy is it to blame us when a well goes dry? If I was one of them I�d believe it, too.�
The turn of events gave Raymer pause. He faced Quint from only a single step away, so close he had to tilt his head back to see his face. �If that is your belief, why am I helping you rejoin your family?�
For once there was no humor in Quint�s voice. �To gain my favor? To hope that even if I do not ever wear the crown I may still influence those in power to halt our conquest of the Dragon Clan?�
The accusation enraged Raymer. His fist acted as if it had a mind of its own. Without drawing back or signaling its intention in any manner, his fist shot out and struck Quint high on his left cheek. His other fist sank into Quint�s stomach. Quint doubled over, and Raymer�s knee came up.
Quint was down on his back. Blood ran freely down both sides of his face and from his nose. His eyes were closed.
Dancer knelt at his side while talking to Raymer. �Well, that was impressive and did us a lot of good. When he wakes, he�ll probably tell tales of magic that felled him like a woodsman felling a small tree.�
�I didn�t mean to do that. It just happened like I was someone else.�
�Don�t say that. It will only make it worse. I had the impression he was telling us what people think so that he might help change things,� Dancer said.
Quint�s eyes opened but clearly didn�t focus. When he found Raymer, he drew back.
�Sorry,� Raymer said.
�Then I hope I�m never in your way when you do mean to fight,� Quint said, as he sat up and wiped the blood from his face with the front of his shirt.
Raymer watched him closely. If Quint climbed to his feet and wanted to continue the fight, Raymer decided he�d run. Quint had the mass and power to rip him apart. The only reason he�d managed to win was that first punch had been unexpected and solid.
Quint said, �Made you mad?�
Raymer just nodded.
�Good. I didn�t expect you to attack, but I was trying to explain what we face. I trust you, even more since you reacted so strongly. You might lie, but your emotions don�t.�
Ander asked, �That was a test of some sort?�
Quint glanced at him. �Hopefully, one that you understand.�
�Well, I don�t,� Ander said.
�Men will lie to your face, but their innermost emotions are how they truly feel, Ander. Raymer attacked me because he thinks of me as a friend and I betrayed our friendship.�
�Why? It still does not make sense,� Ander said.
�So that I would know his true feelings. I wanted to consider him a friend, but I had to know if he was using me.�
Raymer knelt beside him and used his sleeve to blot the blood still seeping from his nose. �What is your conclusion?�
�That you have never lied to me.�
Raymer felt his eyes threaten to water. He said, �Have ever lied to you.�
Quint said, �You admit you can call on dragons to attack your enemies?�
�I admit that it may be possible. Whether I can do it or not is still unknown, but I believe some of my people can.�
�The rest?�
�All untrue,� Raymer said. �Every word. Dancer, am I correct?�
Dancer said, �Raymer is right in most of what he says. All the other things people say about us are lies of one sort or another, but we can feel when dragons are nearby. If we are in fear, the dragons become agitated and often come to our rescue like they would defending one of their chicks.�
�That is all?� Quint asked, standing up on unsteady legs.
�No,� Dancer said. �There are stories of some of us become bonded with a dragon. In a fashion the dragon and man share thoughts, but it�s a rare thing that I never believed. Until today, that is.�
Quint looked at Raymer and rolled his eyes. �You share thoughts with a dragon and never told me?�
�I have never even heard of this word bonding until today.�
Fleet returned, confused, at first, looking from one and then the other. Instead of commenting or asking questions, he said, �There�s a valley up ahead. Crops of grain and several farm houses in sight. A road, too.�

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

�We�ll avoid the farms and roads,� Quint said.
Dancer said, �The roads would be much quicker.� He turned and walked with purpose. The others following in a single line, but stayed close to each other while they talked and planned.
�If there are those who spy for the Aare, or for King Ember, their words will travel faster than us. They always do.� Quint said. �I wish to enter Castle Warrington unannounced and prevent any enemies from slowing, or even preventing, our advance.�
�How would they do that?� Ander asked.
Quint turned and shrugged, �I�m a big target who�s known to all in this province. One well-placed arrow and Northwood could easily lose the war before it properly begins.�
Raymer said, �We could buy a wagon and conceal you in it, but we have to balance recognition with speed and wagons are slow.�
�Keep us hidden as much as possible, Dancer,� Quint said.
They crossed the valley in the early morning when patches of fog lay in low areas. He took them around farms and homes because barking dogs protected most. Near one barn a dog caught their scent and charged. Dancer quickly moved them deeper into a treeline, and the dog lost interest.
They climbed under and over a dozen fences. Once a bull threatened to charge before retreating to the far end of the pasture. Candles and lanterns illuminated the windows of houses. Smoke rose from chimneys. Soon after, farmers began appearing as they started their day.
Dancer pulled to a stop beside an outbuilding. �Skulking around is going to draw more attention than walking in the open. It looks like we can take the road from here to the far side of the valley without passing too close to any farms.�
�What about travelers or soldiers watching the road?� Ander asked.
Raymer found he liked the question. Not because all of them hadn�t considered the same thing, but because Ander asked it. It revealed his intentions and that he was thinking like a warrior instead of a pampered son of an earl. �Not much choice. We look guilty and draw attention from anyone who looks our way, or we appear like any travelers, and nobody pays attention.�
They went out on the road and walked quickly, in a tight group. After a while, a farmer stacking hay, raised his pitchfork in greeting, then went back to his work. Other than him, they seemed to cross the remainder of the valley without incident. Nobody passed them on the dirt road, but in a rural area, not many traveled.
The ground rose and became an incline of another hill. Shrubs, underbrush, and trees lined both sides of the road. They found the crest of the hill and looked ahead. And there, was another valley, this time with a village situated along the road where a river cut the through the center.
Dancer asked, �Pass through it or go around?�
�Through it,� Quint said.
They walked down the slope and rounded a bend where one side of the road met a steep hillside while the other fell off a short cliff. In the center of the road stood a man.
The man had his fists on his hips and a cruel smile on his face. He was only twenty paces away, but waited, as if his very presence would stop them from passing.
�A good morning to you,� Dancer said at ten paces, without slowing.
�Not such a good morning for you,� the man snarled, raising a hand as a signal. Two others stepped out from the forest, arrows drawn and directed at the travelers. They wore clothing not much better than Raymer and Quint had worn in the dungeon, and their beards and hair were tangled masses of brown.
The first man continued, �Now, I�d ask you to drop any valuables on the road, and we�ll allow you to pass�after I inspect you for what you have hidden, of course.�
�Are you sure you want to do this?� Raymer asked, keeping his voice steady and doing his best to distract the man. Instead of halting as other travelers had probably done, Dancer hadn�t, and Raymer suspected what was to come.
The man looked to be middle-aged and slightly stooped. His beard showed streaks of gray, and as he clumsily fished a knife from inside his shirt, his evil grin displayed a broken tooth.
Dancer still hadn�t paused and was only a step away from the highwayman. He reached out and slapped the knife away with a backhand. In the same motion, he grabbed the man�s shirt with his other fist and pulled him closer, so close Dancer butted heads with him. The sound was a dull thud.
The man�s knees crumbled. Dancer spun the man so his body protected him from arrows. He reached out and grabbed the knife slipping from the loose fingers. He held it to the highwayman�s throat.
�Drop your bows,� Dancer called. �Now. We�re in a hurry, and it would be easier to leave this man dead than stand here and talk.�
Raymer and the others dropped to their knees to reduce the size of the targets they represented. Raymer watched the archers closely, expecting arrows to fly, and judging if he could sprint to them before they noched another. He would never make it. In doing so, he�d be the prime target. He decided running was the better option.
However, Quint had another idea. He stood still and shouted, �I am going to count to three and charge. I believe it will take at least five or six arrows to slow me but know this. I will be angry if even one arrow strikes me and for that I will rip the heads from both of your worthless bodies.�
Dancer added, �This man also loses his head when the first arrow flies.�
�One. Two. . .� Both archers turned and fled into the forest.
Raymer said, �You could have just told them who you are, If they killed you, a thousand soldiers would try to collect the reward for their heads.�
�Didn�t think of that,� Quint said. �Wouldn�t have worked any better.�
�At least, you wouldn�t have threatened to run right into their arrows,� Raymer said.
Quint gave him an odd look, �Threatened?�
�What about this one?� Dancer asked.
�Thanks to my big mouth, he knows who Quint is,� Raymer said.
Dancer shook his head. �He�s still out from my head butt.� He let the man fall the rest of the way to the ground, limp and unmoving.
Ander said, �Let him live. No sense in killing him.�
They started walking past, but Raymer rolled him and felt for a purse. He pulled it and found two small coppers, enough for one mug of good ale or two of swill. He tossed them into the dirt and walked away.
Again Ander had impressed him. For a Dungeon Master to allow a thief to live showed how misplaced Ander was in the job his father had provided. Raymer took up the last in the little procession. He watched the four in front of him and reassessed each of them.
Fleet caught his attention. The boy seldom said anything. He was slow to act and quick to obey. Almost the exact opposite of Raymer. Yet they were nearly the same age.
Raymer called to Quint, �Any idea when we reach your castle?�
�By nightfall tomorrow, and it�s not my castle. It belongs to my father.�
Raymer smiled to himself. Poking fun at Quint was as much fun as anything he�d encountered in a year.
The village they�d seen came back into view. It was large enough for three cross streets, and the buildings in the center appeared to have two stories. Ander said, �I�ll bet they have an inn.�
Quint said, �A mug of ale and meal will carry us farther and faster than passing it by.�
Dancer scowled at them, but it didn�t hide his smile. The pace picked up, and a few barbs were passed back and forth. They ignored the curious looks of the villagers as they entered the edge of the village.
Raymer noticed expressions of recognition when they spotted Quint. A few whispered to others, but none came forward to speak to him.
Dancer veered to the entrance of a sturdy building with a swinging sign of a blue dog hanging over it. They almost ran inside in their rush to eat. The room was dark, with tiny windows and a low ceiling. Inside were scruffy tables and benches, with a massive stone fireplace containing a smallish fire.
Sitting at the two tables in front of the fire were ten soldiers, all who wore the uniforms of the Northwood Kingdom, and reported to the Earl.
Dancer looked like he didn�t know if he should run, stand his ground, or fight. Raymer longed for the staff he�d left in Myron�s village.
Quint pushed forward and faced the soldiers. They leaped to their feet at attention. His eyes roamed over the ten, and he roared, �Where is your officer?�
One pointed at the row of doors lining the upstairs rail. �He�s working in there, sir.�
Quint headed for the stairs. Half way up he called to Raymer, �Order food and drink.�
Raymer watched him knock loudly on a door. When it opened a crack, Quint shoved it the rest of the way and barged inside. The man inside wore no shirt and an amazed expression. He turned to follow Quint. The door closed behind them.
The four of them sat at a table away from the still standing soldiers. Dancer motioned with his hand for them to sit. He leaned closer to Raymer and asked, �Do you have coin?�
�What? You don�t use them in your village?� He laughed at Dancer�s reaction. Raymer had seen only a few coins in his life until he�d left his home, and still felt confusion when using them. The Dragon Clan shared most of what they owned and had little use for coins.
He pulled the purse he�d taken from Ander as well as others taken from the soldiers who tried to capture them at the apple trees. He smiled as he held a large silver coin, flashing it at the innkeeper who had emerged from the kitchen.
Ander said to the innkeeper, �Five tankards of your best ale. We also want bread, meat, and cheese.�
The innkeeper, a man of undetermined age, eyed the coin in Raymer�s hand and said, �Please sir, do you have any smaller coins? Nobody has used one that large since I built this inn.�
Raymer fished around for a smaller silver or even large copper. He knew they were inside the purse somewhere. His patience wore thin as the smells from the food enticed him. He placed the large silver on the table in front of him and said, �We�re in a hurry, good sir. Satisfy us with food and ale fast enough and this coin is your reward.�
The innkeeper disappeared into the kitchen. Raymer tossed the purse to Ander, who tied it to his belt while ignoring the expressions on the faces of the others eating in the room. One soldier muttered in their direction, �You can have my food for one of those silvers.�
Dancer turned to the men. �Is there a banker who could provide smaller coins that we might use?�
A toothless old man two tables away nodded. �Mr. Sandler owns the store, though he�ll take a fair share for doing you the exchange service. Greedy, he is.�
Dancer held out his hand to Ander and accepted the purse. He selected a small gold coin and two large silvers. He turned back to the old man. �Would you be so kind to do this for me?�
The man stood, approached with dignity, and nodded. He said nothing and asked nothing.
When he left the inn, Ander asked, �Do you think he�ll be back? That�s probably more money than he�s ever seen.�
�No doubt in my mind. He knows that others here can identify him, but that�s not the reason. He�s an honest man. As simple as that,� Dancer said.
Raymer said, �You have a lot of faith in people who are not your countrymen or blood.�
�That I do.� Dancer turned to face a table of men taking turns rolling the dice. They often laughed or teased each other, and their game seemed to involve drinking massive amounts of ale. �If I might interrupt you? Do any of you know how long it will take to travel to Fairwinds Province, Castle Warrington?�
All of them appeared to be related, with long greasy hair and dark brown beards that flowed in all directions. However, a smile splits a beard as one man turned and said, �Three days, if you�re on foot and travel till dark.�
�Three days?� Dancer exploded.
The smile disappeared as the man stood and glanced around. He didn�t appear angry Picking up a round loaf of bread from another table, he walked to Dancer�s side. He set the bread in the middle of the table and reached for an empty mug.
�Bread�s supposed to be Bear Mountain. You�re here,� he pointed. Then he pointed at the mug located on the other side of the table. �Castle Warrington, on the coast of the Endless Sea.�
All eyes were on the layout. Raymer saw the problem immediately. While the distance they had traveled south of the mountain was about the same as King Ember�s invading troops, the troops had far less distance to the castle, which lay to the north. Even traveling faster than the army, if that was possible, would place them at the castle the same day as the invasion at the earliest, and probably a day or two later.
Dancer still looked puzzled. Finally, he reached for another mug and placed it on the table. �Aare? It is located here?�
The man nodded.
Quint had returned, and he shifted his gaze to follow the crude map with them and suddenly smiled. �Amazing how a loaf of bread and a few mugs makes it so clear.�
Dancer smiled.
�I don�t see it,� Raymer said.
Quint pointed. �Aare, the army that almost overran us while we were sleeping and your dragon came? They were not after us. Somehow they must have had word that King Ember is sending his whole army to Northwood, and they�re going to attack him while his entire army is gone.�
Dancer said, �Aare troops will travel south, down past the Raging Mountains and loop around the to the king�s Grand Palace while Ember�s troops attack Castle Warrington. Aare will take the Grand Palace as easily as King Ember expects to take Castle Warrington.�
The innkeeper quickly returned with a tray laden with enough food for ten. Quint pointed for him to place it on the empty table next to them while he continued to study the crude map on the table in front of him. The innkeeper set the food and drink down, and stood aside in case they wanted anything else.
The old man they sent for change returned and silently placed a fistful of coins, some small silver but mostly copper, large and small. Dancer separated one small silver and passed it to the man. When he started to refuse, Dancer shook his head and insisted.
Quint scooped several coins in his hand and raised a finger to gather the attention of the innkeeper. �Good sir, all my friends in here, including the soldiers, will eat and drink without fee for the day.�
The innkeeper glanced at the old man and the three rolling dice, the soldiers, and made a quick calculation. He realized he�d still come out far ahead. �As you wish.�
Raymer said, �What are we going to do about warning your family?�
�A fast horse?� Quint asked, but even as he muttered the words he was already shaking his head. It would never arrive in time. �I still have to try. Innkeeper, who has horses for sale?�
The innkeeper swallowed before speaking as if he didn�t wish to embarrass Quint. �Sir, there are farmers who would sell you horses, suitable for pulling wagons, but the best and fastest horses belong to your army. The officer you spoke to should provide you with them.�
�Right you are! Fleet, will you go tell that officer in the room up there,� he pointed with a thrust of his chin, �that I wish him to appear before me?�
Raymer stood and reached for a bowl of warm stew, the gravy thick and brown. Carrots, peas, and potatoes floated inside, but he saw no meat if there was supposed to be some. Before eating, he said, �I have something to do, first.�
He ignored the others as he walked outside with his bowl in hand. He slurped a mouthful as he walked. Then another. Behind the inn stood a grove of willows, usually indicating water. He walked in that direction, found a well-worn path and used it to enter the shade where he found a log to sit upon, alone with his mind. He closed his eyes and concentrated on the dragon that had visited last night.
Come to me. He waited and pictured the outside of the inn. Raymer allowed his mind to calm, trying to focus all of his energy on the dragon. Come. He waited for a mental response, but felt nothing but disappointment.
He had hoped that sitting alone without distractions would let him mentally contact the dragon. Maybe Dancer knew more about these things. He stood and started back to the inn.
The others were wolfing down food so fast he feared there might not be anymore, but the innkeeper appeared with another tray. Raymer sat beside Dancer and said softly, �We need to talk.�
�Tell me.� Dancer said between mouthfuls.
�I just became an adult and have not sat on any councils or heard the old stories. I need information about calling down dragons.�
Dancer stopped eating. �I told you that I know very little. When a member of the Dragon Clan is in danger, they can sometimes reach out to a dragon, and it will protect them. There are times when dragons, especially those nesting, call to us for our protection of their chicks against wolves or bears. Sometimes rats or ferrets try getting to the eggs.�
�So it is a mutual helping?�
�For most of us. There are whispered stories of men like you who bond with dragons. They share things in their minds. A bonded member of the clan can direct a dragon to do most anything, it is said.�
Dancer suddenly went still. His eyes widened in understanding.
Raymer said, �Do you think I can do that?�
Dancer had already anticipated Raymer�s idea. �But, how will it carry a warning?�
�I don�t know,� Raymer admitted. He felt a slight tingle on his back and at the awareness his heart began beating faster. The dragon had responded. It was coming.
�What are you two ladies discussing?� Quint asked when he noticed the expressions on their faces.
�Feel it?� Raymer asked Dancer. Then he directed a thought to the dragon. Land on the ground nearby and rest. Wait for me to speak to you later.
Raymer turned to Quint. �Three days for us to get to Castle Warrington is too late to warn the Earl. The battle will be under way, or maybe already decided.�
�Tell me something I don�t know,� Quint snapped, and then drained another mug of ale. �I intend to make it in two. I�ll ride with spare mounts.�
Raymer noticed the dice game had come to a halt, and as he glanced at the soldiers who were also trying to listen. �Innkeeper, come here.�
�Sir?�
�We have important business to discuss. I want you to ask everyone to leave, including yourself and anyone else in the kitchen. We may ask you to return in a short while, so remain close.� Raymer expected resistance but instead received instant cooperation. The innkeeper leaped to notify the occupants of the other tables, and all quickly left, knowing they would eat and drink for free upon their return.
The innkeeper shut the front door, then rushed to leave by the rear, all to the astonished expressions of Fleet, Dancer, Ander, and Quint.
When they were alone Raymer said softly, �What I am about to tell you is only for your ears, and I am only going to tell you because I trust you, and it may save many lives.�
Quint set his ale aside and leaned closer.
�I do not know how this is going to work, or if it actually is. You all need to help me with my idea.�
All nodded.
Raymer waited, uncertain of how to begin, or how much to share. Finally, he decided to tell all. �Dancer and I believe that I have �bonded� with that dragon that came to us in the night. We don�t know exactly what �bonded� means, but to some extent I can order the dragon to do things, and it seems to obey.�
A soft silence fell upon the room. Even the crackling fire grew softer. They looked from one to another, but nobody spoke, and none challenged his statements.
Raymer continued, �My point is that a dragon can fly much faster than we can walk or ride a horse.�
�A message,� Quint said, seeing where Raymer was going.
�Dragons don�t speak, so even if I can make it fly to Castle Warrington, which is still not certain, how will it warn them of King Ember�s betrayal?�
They sat and looked at each other again, each waiting for another to come up with a good idea. None came forward.
A small smile twitched on Quint�s face and then grew. �What if it attacks the castle?�
Raymer said, �Is this another of your jokes?�
�Not at all! Listen, the army of Northwood is spread out over all of the kingdom in peace times, but Fairwinds Provence has, at least, four training centers for recruits and one for officers, along with two other fortresses, one inland and one just outside the castle on the edge of the sea.�
Raymer waited, and watched the smile grow on Quint�s face.
Quint said, pounding a fist on the table top, �If your dragon attacks Castle Warrington the palace guards will be prepared for another attack.�
�They will be there to fight the dragon, but when King Ember�s soldiers arrive they will find your palace guards ready to defend the castle from dragons, or invaders,� Raymer said. �But palace guards are not the army.�

CHAPTER NINETEEN

The five of them looked from one to the other.
Quint said, �It�ll work. I think. The dragon attack might pull some of the armies in from the field to fight for the castle, and when old King Ember�s troops show up, they�ll already be there, armed and in full fighting mode.�
�If I can make the dragon attack. But I still need help.� Raymer said.
�Help?� Quint repeated, the puzzlement clear on his face.
�I can�t just touch minds with the dragon and tell it to fly to Castle Warrington. Dragons are basically stupid creatures and can�t read maps, even if we had one. It will not know where to go or how to get there.�
�Landmarks,� Dancer said, looking to Quint for confirmation.
Quint blanched and then shrugged. �It seemed like a good idea, but I�ve never been this far south, so I don�t know any landmarks.�
The mood of the room descended as if all had learned their best friend recently died. Raymer lifted his mug with the intention of seeing the bottom of it and many others. Quint sat near him, his focus on the worn wooden planks of the floor.
Ander said, �The man who was rolling dice has been there. Remember he used the loaf of bread to represent Bear Mountain?�
Raymer slapped the top of the table with his palm, drawing surprised reactions from the others as he half-stood. �You�re right. I shouldn�t have eaten the bread, I guess.�
Ander stood, turned, and headed for the door. �I�ll go find him.�
�Will that work?� Quint asked. �Can you direct a flying dragon by describing landmarks you�ve never seen?�
�This is all new to me,� Raymer said. �I can�t even tell you for sure if I can make the dragon fly in that direction, let alone attack the castle.�
Fleet, who had said little since beginning the trip with them, leaned forward to catch their attention. �I have some concerns, too. The dragon attacking the castle is not going to help the reputation of the Dragon Clan. People, there will remember the attack, especially the families of those it kills.�
Dancer nodded in agreement. He faced Quint and waited before speaking. �This thing we are doing will carry implications that will last for years or generations for our people. Do you have any concept of the sacrifice we are making?�
Quint listened and inhaled a deep breath before answering. �No, I do not understand, but I�m beginning to. Right now I�m worried about my own family, but I will make you one promise. Should we survive King Ember�s treachery, I will make my parents, brothers, sisters, cousins, and every person living in Warrington Castle aware of your sacrifice.�
�You will make them understand?� Dancer asked.
Quint nodded.
Dancer said, �I appreciate your efforts and will hold you to your word, but there is more. With your explanation, there will be more fear of what our powers can do. How dangerous we can be. Do you understand what I�m saying?�
Before he could answer, Raymer added, �Before you make any statements to them, I think you should consult with an elder about what to say. Perhaps Myron could visit you?�
�He would be welcomed as a hero!� Quint paused, then said, �However, I see what you�re telling me. You want no more rumors spread about you and Myron could tell me what to say and how much.�
Ander opened the front door of the inn and escorted a nervous looking old man inside. �This is Henry. He says he knows every hill and building between here and Castle Warrington.�
As they settled at the table, both realized they had interrupted a serious conversation. Henry reached for an empty mug and poured himself a generous amount of ale from the pitcher. Ander looked from one to another as he waited for an explanation.
Raymer took the lead. �We can settle all this later. Right now we�re wasting valuable time. For all we know, King Ember�s army may attack in the morning, although I think it will be the day after at the earliest. But the Northwood army needs time to prepare a defense.�
They all turned to Raymer, silently waiting for him to continue.
Ander said, �Attacking the castle is not a friendly move. Are you sure there isn�t a way to send a message?�
Raymer said, �Whatever we do, it has to be done now, or we fail. I don�t like attacking the castle, but it will draw all the attention of the whole kingdom. Understand one thing, first. This is new to all of us, and if I can ask a dragon to fly all the way there and attack, fine. But think of how silly that sounds.�
He paused and allowed each of them to consider his words. When they all seemed to understand, including the old man, Henry, he went on. �I propose that Quint and Dancer take some of the army horses and a few supplies and ride as fast as possible. Buy fresh mounts along the way if you can. We have the coin, and you two are the best to carry word of the attack.�
�In case, your dragon revolts or refuses to obey?� Quint asked.
�Yes. We can�t risk lives something I�ve never done.�
Dancer stood. �He makes sense. I�m ready. But I also have a suggestion. The officer and his troops are standing guard outside. At least one of them should escort us. If nothing else, it will prevent other units of the Northwood army from taking us prisoner, or detaining us.�
�Excellent idea,� Quint said, who appeared ready to leave that instant. His eyes flicked to each of them, and then to the door. He edged closer.
Ander tossed his purse to Quint, keeping only a few small coins to pay for food and lodging. Raymer handed his own purse to Dancer, saying, �Never keep all the coin in one place. Use it well.�
Quint hesitated. �This is strange. If I arrive home and find it in flames, I will know we have been successful, or that King Ember has. Raymer, it�s hard for me to wish you well when attacking my home is your objective.�
Dancer took Fleet aside and muttered a few words, then followed Quint outside.
Raymer looked at Ander. �I guess we should begin.�
�Not yet. You can�t do much out here in the eating room with no privacy,� Ander nodded to the stairs and doors at the top.
Raymer said, �Henry, you and Ander come with me. Fleet, you can let the innkeeper and others back in here, but tell them to keep the noise down. I want you stationed at the top of the stairs. Nobody goes up there unless you allow it.�
Fleet had looked disappointed at first, but quickly understood his duties were important. He grinned and stood.
Raymer said, �Tell the innkeeper I have rented all the rooms for tonight and will pay him later.�
He went up the stairs first, opening the door to the first room. It was tiny with a slanted roof, obviously too small for three people. The second room was filled with the leavings of the officer. The third had an enormously fat man sleeping in a very small bed, his snores like a pride of lions occupied the room.
After telling Fleet to wake the man and send him away, Raymer tried the next door and found a large space. A neatly made bed with a small sitting, or dressing area. Obviously the largest and most expensive room at the inn. He nodded in satisfaction.
Henry and Ander followed him inside. Raymer motioned to a chair and called for Fleet to bring another. He sat on the bed and looked at the old man. �We need to talk.�
�That we do,� Henry said.
�I assume you know the basics of what we�re going to try.�
�And I know why. How do you want to do this thing?�
Raymer closed his eyes and considered. It was a good question. How did he wish to proceed? �What I need you to do is to realize dragons are not very smart. I need landmarks he can see from above, like rivers to follow. Or fly directly at an oddly shaped mountain, but you have to tell me what the mountain looks like so he can know what I mean.�
Henry said, �Relax a bit, I see your intention and think I have the answer.�
�Tell me.�
Henry leaned back and examined the ceiling as he thought. �The main thing is to know where the dragon is, not to tell it where to go. We just have to know its location, and only for a while. Beyond this valley is another. At the far end of that are two great hills, almost mountains, and the only road passes between them.�
�Can you draw me a picture?�
�Get me pen and paper and I will.�
Ander said, �I�ll tell Fleet to get them.�
Henry continued speaking as if picturing everything in his mind. �Beyond that pass is the beginnings of a river, just a large stream at that point, but it�s the landmark I think you need. It winds and turns, and others join it, but my point is that it eventually becomes a large river that flows right pass Castle Warrington before it finds the sea.�
Raymer said, �That sounds perfect. If I can get it by the second valley and to the smaller river, it will be easy.�
�Just have to know when to stop at the castle, but even that is not hard. If it goes too far, it reaches the sea, and you turn it back.�
Fleet returned with ink, pen, and paper.
�While I try to communicate with the dragon, can you and Ander draw a picture of what the mountain pass will look like? Any large structures before it gets there? And then draw the outside of Castle Warrington?�
Ander reached for the pen.
Henry said, �I can draw for myself. Make letters, too.�
Raymer laid back on the bed and closed his eyes. He put everything around himself out of his mind until he ignored their murmurs and the human sounds creeping up from the dining room as people ate and talked. He heard the door close softly.
Then he reached out to the mind of the dragon. At first, he felt nothing and almost panicked, but it was there. He relaxed and allowed the balminess and security the dragon projected to wash over him like warm summer rain after a drought.
He�d expected the mind of a dragon to be evil and harsh. Maybe stupid and vengeful. Instead, he felt an organized, understanding, and completely relaxed mind, more of what he�d expect if he could touch minds with a milk cow or family dog.
Hello, my friend. The words didn�t seem to translate, but the dragon seemed pleased and understood the intent. It shivered in anticipation.
How am I going to convince it to fly? He knew nothing of how to continue or how to manage the dragon. He had a flash of the dragon raising up, flying to the inn and destroying it with flames. He quickly tried to put that image out of his thoughts before it came true.
He wished again that an elder, like his father or Myron, could advise him. Instead, he would make his own rules. I want you to fly. I want you to fly where I tell you.
Raymer waited. How would he know the beast did as he requested?
Joy filled his mind. A sense like a dog might feel when anticipating chasing and returning a stick to its master. There were no words, but the dragon projected the same sort of response, a mental equivalent to a puppy; I can do it, I can do it.
For the first time, Raymer believed he could actually direct the dragon.
Fly to me and then continue flying in the same direction. Do not land. Raymer waited for some sort of confirmation from the dragon.
A flash of joy filled his mind, then dissipated, leaving him with the same sort of feeling when he watched one of his brothers wrestle one of the other boys and win. Joy followed by satisfaction.
It might take a while, but Raymer believed he may have the confirmation he desired. If the dragon emitted that sort of response each time it did as he asked, he�d know what was happening far away.
The ambient noise from the eating room changed. It grew louder . . . Then softened into silence. Raymer sat up on the bed.
Ander said, �Listen.�
At first, Raymer didn�t hear it, but soon the rustle of the dragon�s great wings approaching drew his attention. Those on the floor below had heard it long before he did. Not here, keep going. Fly. The wings beat faster and louder. It passed directly over the inn, exactly as he�d instructed. It kept flying.
Henry, the old man, said, as he held up a sketch. �Is this picture detailed enough?�
The drawing was crisp and without adornment. It displayed a valley. Ahead lay a row of smaller mountains. Directly in front of them stood two much larger mountains, separated by a gap. A road wound through the valley and into the gap.
Smiling, Raymer took the paper and closed his eyes again. When he felt the touch of the dragon�s mind, he opened his eyes long enough to see the map and then closed them again. He did that three times. If he understood the mind of the dragon well enough, it understood.
Not long after, the feeling of joy returned. With that, he felt confident the dragon had spotted the two peaks. �Quick, draw me what you think the river might look like from up high.�
Henry bent his head and went to work. Soon he held up another sheet. It looked more like a wriggling worm than a river. Raymer tried to imagine how to pass on to the dragon the idea of a river and settled on water instead. Could he project the feeling of water? No, he couldn�t. Well, perhaps he could project the color. No, he had never seen the river, and they ranged from dark brown to green and blue.
He reached out to the dragon again and thought about ducks. Then he changed to imagine what a river might look like from above. He�d seen them from hills and actually seen the one down the center of the deep valley during their escape.
�Does the river have fields and pastures alongside it?�
Henry said, �No. It is mostly forest on both sides, but the road travels beside it.�
Raymer pictured the tops of trees, with the river snaking through it, and a road alongside. He tried to hold that image in his mind. He wished he could see what the dragon did.
An image formed in his mind. Two mountains, the one of the right taller and the top flatter. �Are the two mountains the same size and shape?�
�Not really, although people usually talk like they are because they are like a gateway to the valley,� Henry said. �One is taller.�
�What about the shapes?�
�No, not the same. One is more pointed at the top.�
Raymer kept the information to himself. He was not sure if what he experienced was the dragon responding to him, or coincidence. He looked at the paper for the river and the road alongside. Mentally he added ducks and rowboats on the river to explain that it was water. On the road, he placed people walking and a wagon pulled by a mule.
Communicating with a dragon required more than words or mental pictures. He needed to include items the dragon could relate to. Basics like food or things it recognized from seeing daily. Simple concepts such as come here or go home. However, the communication was more like dealing with a dog than a person.
However, the dragon had responded, even if it was about as simple as a child might respond. As their relationship grew he would understand more, and so would the dragon.
Raymer glanced at the last drawing long enough to lock the image to his mind and ensuring it was something he could describe to the dragon. It was. The drawing was simple, straightforward, and distinct details leaped from the paper. Castle Warrington sat high up on a solid wall built over a steep cliff, and a river flowing below. The sea lay beyond. Five turrets, all with banners and flags flying.
He nodded to himself and then closed his eyes again, feeling he could concentrate better with the dragon when no other distractions were present. Removing sight helped. If he could close his ears, it would be even better, but as he fought to understand and learn the mind of the dragon he heard little in the room.
The feeling of satisfaction again filled him, relayed from the dragon. A vague flash of an image of a river with trees on both banks leading onto the distance also found a road beside it.
�Henry, I think it is beyond the two mountains and above the river. How much farther?�
The old man paused and did some calculation of his own. Finally, he said, �It takes most of a day of hard riding to reach the pass between those two mountains. Two more to reach Fairwinds Province and Castle Warrington.�
Fleet said, �How do you know where the dragon is?�
�I don�t know for sure. But twice I�ve had mental images similar to the drawings Henry made.� He then made a mental note of how long it had taken for the dragon to fly to the pass. He doubled that time for an indication of when it might be approaching the castle.
�Maybe your imagination?� Fleet asked, without and sense of criticism in his tone.
�I thought so too, but that was the reason for asking about those two mountains. The sketch shows them looking the same, but when I asked because the mental picture the dragon sent to me showed one larger and the tip flat, Henry confirmed it.� Raymer peeked through slits and found Fleet standing, a wide grin on his face.
Fleet said, �The dragon is really doing what you tell it?�
�We�ll find out, I guess.�
�Do you think that someday I can bond with a dragon?� Fleet asked.
�Your father said it�s rare. In fact, I still find it hard to believe.� Raymer explained, closing his eyes again and trying to learn how to best contact the mind of the dragon.
Ander, who had been quiet for some time said, �I think I understand why people hate and fear the Dragon Clan. It�s not always because they think you�re going to send dragons to kill them.�
Fleet said, his voice sharp and demanding. �Tell me. That�s one thing I have never understood. We do no harm to people. We just want to live in peace.�
�Slow down, son,� Ander said. �I was talking to Raymer, but I guess it also includes you, but this is simply an observation. While the two of you discuss bonding and communicating with dragons that are far off, I can only watch and wish.�
A quiet filled the room. Raymer tried thinking with the front of his mind, the part right above his eyes. It didn�t seem to work. He tried speaking words under his breath. That seemed to have an effect. He received another image of the river, not the same he had seen earlier.
Fleet said to Ander, �If you could fly and I could not, I suppose I would be upset and maybe jealous.�
Ander chuckled. �That�s about the best explanation I have ever heard. Imagine that my people can fly. You can never fly and never experience it, and you have no idea of how we do it. We hide in the forests and mountains and keep to ourselves, but others tell tales about where we fly to and what we do. You think we have other powers we don�t talk about.�
�I�m beginning to believe you are a very smart man,� Fleet said.
�This was all your idea.� Ander reminded him.
Fleet shrugged off the compliment. �But I believe people fear us because they don�t know us or what we can do. That generates fear. Perhaps my people should educate others. Then the problems will be solved.�
Ander said, �Then we�ll never agree. I think people are scared of the unknown, and you are the unknown. You can talk all you want, but the average person is still going to distrust and hate you.�
�Hate?� Fleet asked.
�Because you are somehow superior, and yes, hate is the word I�d use.� Ander sat and turned his head as if to end the conversation.�
Raymer mumbled to the dragon in what he hoped sounded like a reassuring tone. He wanted to know if it had veered off course. An image appeared in his mind, fuzzy and indistinct as if looking across a fog-shrouded lake and trying to determine the details on the far side. However, what he could discern was a river and trees on both banks.
He relaxed. Fleet went for a mug of cold water, some cheese, and bread. Raymer didn�t dare move from the bed or allow his attention to wander. He ate and quenched his thirst without speaking, and the other three in the room remained silent.
A glance to his side reassured him the last drawing was waiting. He only had to wait and make sure that when the dragon drew close, it knew to attack. That was the critical part of the plan.
Arriving at the castle under the direction of Raymer was only the beginning. It seemed the easy part. How was he going to make the dragon attack and make the Fairwinds Provence army mass to protect the castle?
Even more to the point, Raymer didn�t want to kill or injure the wrong people, or any people for that matter. He checked the ground below the dragon one more time. It still followed.
Raymer felt Ander place his hand on his shoulder and say, �You can do this.�
�If the dragon was attacking King Ember�s Summer Palace would you feel the same?�
�If I knew what I do, the answer is yes.�
Fleet asked, �Can you see in your mind what the dragon does?�
�No. Sometimes I get �impressions� or just feelings.�
�If you get feelings, will you have to get angry at the castle so the dragon attacks?� Fleet asked.
Raymer opened his left eye long enough to wink at Fleet. Yes, that was how to make the dragon attack. Raymer had to convince the dragon he was either scared, in danger, or angry.
The suggestion from the boy arrived just in time because as he touched minds again, the dragon screamed and flew faster. The west wall of Castle Warrington lined a gray cliff. Bright Flags and streaming banners waved in the breeze. The image in Raymer�s mind was no longer dull, indistinct, or unclear.
It had turned as clear as his own vision. He was looking through the eyes of the dragon.

CHAPTER TWENTY

The dragon relayed its anger by announcing its presence with another screech that must have alerted the tower guards. Uniformed men ran or shouted. Others appeared, many holding weapons. As the dragon swept low over the west wall, the streets and squares of the castle were locations of chaos. The entire castle had erupted like an ant pile kicked by a child.
The dragon reared its head back and prepared to spit at the running figures.
Raymer shouted out loud, �No!�
He must also have �shouted� in his mind. Confused, the dragon flew higher and passed completely over the castle without killing anyone. Farms and fields spread below, but even there he saw men running for shelter from the beast overhead. The dragon screamed again, a long piercing sound that drew the attention of all.
The river. Fly back to the river. Raymer fought to regain some control of the situation.� He wanted to attack the castle and draw in the army, but he didn�t want to kill innocent people. The dragon ignored his first requests, but as they turned to demands, he started a high, wide turn. Raymer complimented the dragon for it, trying to calm it.
The dragon flew to the river, and Raymer managed to get it flying in the direction of the castle again. The west wall was almost an extension of the cliff. Bare walls rose, and there were few windows. He told the dragon, Attack the wall. Spit at it.
The dragon unleashed, flew at the wall and Raymer heard five of the hollow pock noises dragons made when they spit. Black splattered on the tan colored walls, but nothing happened other than a hazy smoke drifting upwards. It would leave a stain, but that was all. The dragon flew past the rampart again, and fewer people were in sight. Those few he saw were either hiding and peeking from cover or attempting to hide.
Raymer watched through the eyes of the dragon as if he watched through his own. He didn�t take the time to think about how odd it was, or a hundred other questions. Instead, he watched for an open flame, one without people too near. One touch to the dragon spit, and it�d turn into a ball of fire.
He couldn�t find a flame that fit his needs, a place where nobody would get hurt. However, since a dragon had pushed in the wall of the dungeon, he searched where a wall might be weak. Against one inside wall surrounding the castle, Raymer saw it rise three stories high. A wall that high was probably weaker than others.
There. He pointed the dragon at the inside of the wall and to his surprise felt no hesitation. The dragon turned and flew where he looked. Only a few people were on the rampart near there, and they fled in panic as the dragon dropped from the sky.
Raymer felt it land with a solid thud. Without pausing, the dragon threw itself against the stone wall, chest first. The wall shook, and a few massive blocks toppled. The dragon rammed it again, and an entire section of wall collapsed. A torch lay in the rubble, the flame flickering then catching fire to a piece of nearby wood that may have been the leg of a chair.
At the same time, a pain sharp and fierce struck. Raymer wailed as the dragon wailed. The dragon spun, finding a spear sticking out of a leg. The thrower of the spear was a frightened soldier only ten paces away, with nowhere to go. He was trapped in a corner.
The dragon drew its head back, ready to snap him in half with a mouthful of jagged teeth. The man stood no chance. But instead of cowering, he attacked by charging the dragon with his fists. He was frightened, but brave.
Do not spit on him or bite him. Raymer glanced beyond the soldier and saw others wielding spears heading in their direction. Fly away. Go now.
The dragon took a few steps at the weaponless soldier and leaped over his head, wings flapping. Raymer looked at the torch and told the dragon, Spit at that. 
The dragon turned its head and emitted one pock sound.� A flash of black entered, and vanished from his vision in an instant. The torch ignited in an orange ball of flame.
Raymer found himself sitting up in bed, the men in the room asking a dozen questions at once. Ander held onto his upper arm and shaking him.
�You screamed,� Fleet said.
Ander looked scared. �What�s happening?�
Raymer shouted, �We�re attacking the castle. Let me lay down and leave me alone. I�m fine.�
Raymer touched the dragon�s mind again. He saw that the dragon had in a very short time, flown away from the castle, across the river, where there were fields of corn and grain. A small farm lay directly below, a cabin with smoke rising from a chimney.
Fly low over that house. Scream when we get close. 
The dragon spun, losing altitude in the process and flying right at the farmhouse. It screeched, and a man and woman appeared in the doorway. They ran back inside. Raymer cursed himself for what he was about to do. Fly low and rip off the roof.
The dragon made another pass, colliding with the roof so hard part of the house collapsed. A man and woman emerged screaming in terror, racing for the shelter of the barn. When they were clear, Raymer ordered Spit on it. Spit on the house.
The house ignited and balls of flames erupted, the rising dark and evil smoke. Raymer felt regret but locked his mind on attracting the army to massacre he wanted to prevent. He also promised to repay the farmer for the house. It would be taken care of as soon as he met with Quint.
Fly back to the castle. Raymer waited for the dragon to turn. The spears were a threat when the dragon was on the ground, and arrows when it flew too low. His next attack needed to protect the dragon more than he had.
His mind flashed red. Pain shot through Raymer so hard he felt dizzy. He realized it was not his pain, but the dragon�s. He�d forgotten about the spear. The dragon turned its head and looked at its front shoulder where the haft of a spear hung.
Land anywhere it looks safe, Raymer ordered. The dragon immediately slowed and circled a pasture containing a dozen cows and a few horses. The animals fled to the far reaches near the fence and watched with terrified eyes.
The dragon landed on all four feet. However, the front left nearly collapsed in pain. The dragon reached down with an angry snap and found the spear. The dragon grabbed it with its teeth and yanked the spear free, then screamed in pain, again. Blood ran freely, but already the wound felt better. The dragon twisted its head, and a long tongue flicked out and licked.
Look around. Make sure we�re alone.
The dragon lifted its head and carefully examined the area beyond the pasture. All looked well. The dragon went back to licking its wound.
Raymer released the mental grip on the dragon and looked through his own eyes. He saw the ceiling of the room at the inn. The old man Henry, Ander, and Fleet were all standing beside the bed, a worried expression on their faces. He smiled.
�The dragon took a spear in the leg, but it�ll be fine. We attacked the castle and drew attention. We started one fire there and then we burned a small house down between the castle and King Ember�s men. I have to go back, soon.�
Fleet said, �Have you done enough damage to draw the entire army to the castle?�
�No. The only thing I can think of is to keep attacking and hope that the army responds.�
�The dragon attack will only need the palace forces to defend against you. It will not draw in the army, will it?� Fleet asked. �You may have to kill and hurt many people to draw the armies in from their assignments.�
Ander said, �You once told me that word travels the backroads faster than we could move so we had to stay hidden. What if you locate the invading army and begin attacking it? Won�t people between the army and castle flee to the castle for protection?�
Raymer sat up and touched Ander�s arm. �That�s it!�
�Drink this,� the old man placed a mug of ale in his hands.
Once the mug was empty, Raymer closed his eyes and laid back down. The mental touch of the dragon came easier each time. He found the creature still cleaning the wound, but in good spirits�as much as he could determine for a dragon.
The flight had been long, and the dragon was hungry. Cows stood in frozen fear in the far corner of the pasture. Take one, Raymer ordered.
The barn and farmhouse further away had not shown any sign of people, although they were probably huddled inside. It would be another debt Quint would have to pay.
The dragon became alert at his suggestion. It spotted one closer than the others. The cow stood at twenty steps away, by the way, Raymer measured distance. He expected the dragon to ease closer and spring.
It did not. Raymer felt the dragon muscles tense. The dragon shot across the pasture to the cow in a single movement, its head far out in front of its body on the long neck, teeth slashing. The cow was down.
Raymer pulled himself away from the sickening tearing of the first bite.
He opened his eyes at the inn. �The dragon is eating a cow. Quint will have to repay people for the damage we�re doing to innocent bystanders.�
Ander said, �I do not believe that will be a problem. His father, the Earl, will not only pay the costs, but I�m sure he will reward you as well. If the situation were reversed, my father would gladly do those things.�
�When I reach the mind of the dragon again we are going to search for King Ember�s army. Any ideas?�
Of all people, it was Henry who nodded. �I used to be in the army long ago, but things don�t change much, I�m thinking. Ander told me how they�re sneaking up on the castle and taking prisoners, all spread out to remain hidden. That works well to a point, but there�s a place where they have agreed to meet. A place and a time.�
�I don�t understand,� Raymer said.
�They�re all spread out, man. If they attack without massing and timing, the attack will take place over two or three days, with small groups fighting as they arrive on the scene. No coordination. The Earl�s Palace forces will easily turn them back.�
Raymer said, �You think they will meet somewhere, join into one large army, and then attack?�
�The officers know the place. It has to be recognizable for them to see from a distance, and yet be close to the castle. And water. It has to have water for the men. They can only carry so much, and it�s probably gone by now.� Henry abruptly stopped talking, as if he realized he�d said too much when he was not part of the group. He was only an old man who had been drinking ale in the same inn.
Ander put an arm around his shoulder and winked at Raymer. �That's what you needed?�
�Quint has another debt to repay,� Raymer said while looking at a beaming Henry. �I have a landmark to look for.�
�I�ve been thinking about that, son. I�ve been to Castle Warrington a dozen times. Look for a needle. A needle of rock standing near as high as the castle walls. It can be seen from far off. Find it along a smaller river to the east of the castle. There're trees filling the narrow valley that�ll help hide the men. That�s where you�ll find them unless I�m way off my thinking, which I may be.�
Raymer touched minds again. The dragon had finished most of the cow and picked a few strips of muscle from a bone. Other bones, part of the skin, and blood lay at the dragon�s feet. But the dragon felt full and the wound on the leg no longer hurt.
We fly now, Raymer said.
With a shock, he realized his choice of words. He�d said, we. Not you. We.
It made a difference. It was no longer a dragon and he a man. The bonding was complete. They were now one.
The emotions were so deep he missed the takeoff. The dragon was rising into the air. Raymer asked it to fly higher. He wanted to see more of the landscape ahead. The old man, Henry, was smart. He had been in the army and knew how they operated. His suggestions were the best information Raymer had to work with.
They flew east, away from the castle and the rising smoke. Ahead lay a wide valley with farms. Crops, pastures, hay, and dense forest where building materials and firewood would be obtained. As far as he could see. Off to the right, he saw hills and a slightly different color of vegetation. But no soldiers.
Turn that way, he ordered. The dragon turned and within a short time, the vegetation became more distinct. A low ridge lay ahead and on the other side a more rugged, narrow valley filled with small trees. They flew closer, but there was no sign of the needle of rock Henry spoke of.
The dragon turned to follow the valley. They still saw no needle or anything remotely like it. Raymer estimated the distance to the castle for a man walking and decided it was a full day�s journey. Too far away to prepare an attack. If it were him, he�d want something much closer so the men wouldn�t be worn out by walking for a full day.
Turn around, he ordered. As the dragon made a wide swing, Raymer spotted movement below. Perhaps a dozen men dashed across a meadow, in the direction of the castle. The dragon flew on. He then saw two men walking, pausing and looking up and then ducking for cover, too late. Ahead he found a string of men following each other where the brush grew thick. They were easy to see from above.
Then he spotted the needle. Far ahead, it stood alongside a river exactly as Henry had foretold. In the forest and underbrush below were hundreds of men. Probably thousands, all heading in the same direction. The dragon flew directly to the needle.
At the base of the stone, column were cold camps. Already there were troops in clusters, waiting for others to arrive and then they would make their final assault. If the sneak attack worked like planned, the invaders would probably walk through the city gates late at night, almost unchallenged. Northwood wouldn�t know it was being invaded until it was conquered.
He looked into the distance and found the castle. Earlier they had flown past the needle before knowing to look for it. That�s why he hadn�t seen it when they fled the castle and burned the farmstead.
The problem still became a matter of trying to alert the castle to the danger lurking in the forest. Quint wouldn�t arrive for at least two days, and the army was massing for the attack.
The dragon couldn�t write a note or talk to the Earl. How could it convey the concept that an army was invading Northwood, not just a dragon attack?
Raymer thought about it over and over as the dragon flew back in the direction of the castle. Sure, it could attack the castle again, but to those inside, their only problem was a rogue dragon. They had only to wait until it moved on. The Earl would not call out his entire army because of a dragon attack.
The dragon attacking the castle again would only result in more people injured or killed. He gently ordered the dragon to fly past the castle low enough to cause concern, but not so low arrows could reach it.
My only option is to attack King Ember�s army and hope to draw the attention of the Earl�s men. Turn back to the needle.
Raymer felt a flash of confusion in his mind. Of course, the dragon didn�t understand the concept of a needle. Make a turn. I�ll tell you where to go.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The dragon began a wide turn that took it out over the Endless Sea. Ships sat at anchor or tied up at piers, and a few were under sail. Raymer watched below and tried to imagine how he could use the information to help. He could sink a few ships, but again, it would only warn of a rogue dragon, not an invasion of a neighboring kingdom.
The dragon continued the turn, heading back to land again, and Raymer adjusted his course to where he knew the king�s army would be. If he drew enough attention of the few locals living nearby, perhaps some would flee to the castle and spread the word of strange soldiers.
Nearing the spire of rock called a needle, the sharp eyes of the dragon picked out the gaudy blue and gold of the uniforms. He asked the dragon to fly lower.
The dragon swooped and passed directly over the encampment. Men looked up to watch. There were not enough for an invasion yet, so he followed the valley and found many more moving closer, usually in small groups.
As the dragon flew farther from the castle, he continued to find more soldiers until finally there were only a few stragglers hurrying to catch up. A few patrolled the edges of the valley, and in one clearing he found, at least, twenty of the blue and gold uniforms surrounding farmers and ranchers in a clearing.
Those must be the prisoners they captured to avoid word of the invasion spreading. Raymer realized his plan for the locals warning the Castle would not work. King Ember�s army still might conquer Castle Warrington without a battle.
Maybe he could order the dragon to capture one of the prisoners and deliver it to the castle. No, the person would just talk about the dragon, not the invading army. He would sound crazy. The results would be similar to attacking the castle walls again.
Or maybe not. The tickle of an idea turned into a plan as fast as his mind churned the idea around. One small fact, combined with another and then a third. He suddenly had a plan that would work. A plan that would warn the castle and draw enough attention that all the armies would be summoned.
Through the dragon�s eyes, he watched the ground, and he had the dragon circle back around. Off to one side, he spotted several soldiers sleeping. They had probably traveled all night. An image filled his mind that he sent to the dragon. In his mind, the dragon fell from the sky and grabbed a sleeping man in its hind legs and flew away, as swift and sure as any eagle snatching a fish from the sea.
The dragon understood what to do. Raymer pulled back his mind and simply watched through the dragon�s eyes as it folded its wings against its body and dived. At the last instant, the dragon spread its wings wide and slowed to almost a standstill right over the sleeping man.
Talons encircled a soldier wearing the king�s blue and gold uniform. The man screamed in terror, but the dragon lifted off. It often flew with a deer clutched much the same way. The additional weight would tire the dragon, but it would recover. The man in its clutches screamed and yelled, twisting and turning until it freed a talon. As if suddenly understanding his fate if he freed himself from too many talons, he became still.
Raymer pictured the castle in his mind and the dragon turned and raced for it. The distance was not great, and when it came closer, he examined each of the five towers on the wall and found one that looked free of palace guards.
There. Put the man on top of that turret. Raymer pictured the tower in his mind, and the dragon veered. As it reached the top, it glided until the rear feet were almost touching. It released the man and powered back up into the air, reaching to a height spears and arrows couldn�t.
He ordered the dragon to circle as he watched. Palace guards rushed to arrest King Ember�s soldier. There would be a lot of questions as to what a soldier from another kingdom was doing in the clutches of a dragon, but the soldier might hold out answering for a few days, and that would be too late.
Reluctantly, Raymer pointed the dragon back at the needle of rock. This time, the dragon knew what to do, and when it spotted a guard far from the main body of men, it turned and came at him from behind. One swoop, talons extended, and a second soldier in full uniform was flying in the direction of the castle.
The dragon released the second man on the rampart, at the very center of at least fifty uneasy palace guards. But none of them lifted a weapon this time. In their midst was a single figure that stood out because of his size. A man a full head taller than any other, dressed in a green and gold robe that sparkled in the sunlight. Raymer decided he was the Earl.
The Earl pointed as he ordered men to take the soldier into custody, then placed both fists on his hips and watched the dragon fly off. Raymer made sure it flew directly at the main body of men who were waiting to attack.
When the dragon delivered the third soldier, a laggard at the very end of the stragglers, the Earl approached as soon as the dragon flew away. It circled again, with Raymer watching. The Earl went to the soldier and spoke.
The soldier shook his head violently, and then abruptly fell to his knees. His folded hands and posture clearly said he was asking forgiveness�which hopefully meant he was confessing.
The Earl abruptly turned to his guards and shouted orders. Men raced away to carry them out. Soon horses appeared at the castle gates, speeding away under their rider�s whips. First, there were five of them. Then three more. And another two. All as fast as the horses could run.
It was after midday. Raymer wondered when the first of the Earl�s troops would arrive. He touched the mind of the dragon and found it hungry again.
Stay nearby, but find food.
Raymer pulled from the mind and opened his eyes on the bed in the inn, again. �I think we did it.�
�Warned them?� Ander asked. All had been sitting in chairs that had not been there the last time he�d been awake. When he considered all that had happened, he understood why the chairs were there. He was also hungry.
Bread and cheese, as well as slices of meat, lay on a plate. Ale from a pitcher filled a mug. He sat up and stretched. �I had the dragon catch soldiers in uniform and drop them at the castle wall.�
�That�d do it,� Ander said, beaming. �When the Earl heard that King Ember�s soldiers were being dumped on his ramparts he didn�t wonder why the dragon did it, he wondered how the dragon had found uniformed soldiers of his enemy so close.�
�I saw messengers on horses leaving the castle. At least nine of them.� Raymer said between mouthfuls.
�Probably more were sent later, all with orders for every troop in the kingdom to make haste to Castle Warrington. I wouldn�t be surprised if so many arrive the battle is called off.� Ander said.
Fleet had been quiet. He said, �You were in the mind of the dragon and told it to carry those men to the castle?�
Raymer nodded, gulping ale.
�When this is over can I discuss this with you? I mean, I want to know it all.� Fleet asked.
Raymer paused. He fixed Fleet with a stern expression and said, �When this is over, you and I will talk all you want at your village. You are as much a part of this as I am.�
The old man, Henry stepped forward.
�You too, Henry! The help you provided was made this thing work. I�ll ask Quint to reward you with land, horses, gold, or whatever you wish,� Raymer said.
�I have asked for nothing,� Henry replied with dignity.
Raymer smiled and said, �Perhaps free ale and food for as long as you live?�
�Perhaps I should have asked for a reward. Free ale, you say? All I can drink?� Henry asked with a chuckle. �That might be a price the Earl regrets.�
Raymer laughed and said, �Well, let�s not be silly. Even the Earl cannot promise you that much ale.�
In the middle of them all laughing, Raymer felt an unfamiliar sensation in his mind. The dragon wanted his attention. �I have to go back.�
The dragon was flying high above the castle. In the distance were men in gold and blue lined up, in columns and in rows. The generals of King Ember had realized what the dragon was doing, even if they didn�t know why. The army was marching on the castle. The battle would soon begin.
Raymer realized that not all the troops had arrived at the rendezvous location at the stone needle, but they couldn�t afford to wait. The only way to still win the battle was to attack before the reinforcements for Castle Warrington arrived.
In his haste, Raymer may have doomed the castle.
The advancing army was still so far away that those in the castle were not aware of the danger. Could he warn them again?
No ideas came this time. King Ember�s army marched behind a rise unseen. Then, as Raymer watched, they poured over the rise out onto the wide plain where the farms filled the valley. They spread out, many men marching side by side while others took up positions in blocks of men a solid ten rows of ten. Each held a massive shield to protect from falling arrows.
The dragon continued flying high overhead, shrieking and drawing attention to itself. The foreign army could now be seen from the castle, and people ran to the ramparts to watch. Officers on the walls shouted orders. Guards appeared with bows and spears. The city gates swung shut. More arrived on the tops of the walls, ready to defend their castle.
Raymer saw no supporting troops, yet. They would arrive too late if the invaders were not slowed. There seemed to be but one thing to do. He said to the dragon, Attack.
The dragon spun and flew at the invading army. The dragon came at the line of soldiers from the side. It made the hollow spitting sound, once, and then again. It spat into the close-packed formations where men were shoulder to shoulder, ten wide and ten deep.
A hundred men in each of those formations broke and ran as one, screaming painfully at the acid burns, and many calling for help for their fallen comrades. Several lay still on the ground. Others broke formation and ran for shelter under trees. Many held a wounded arm cradled in a good one, or limped on a leg with black slime eating holes into it. They cried out in pain as officers shouted orders and more men shouted in fear and watched the sky.
Again. The dragon had reached the end of the advancing line, and it powered up into the air in front of nearly all eyes on the ground. It made a swooping spin, almost as if knowing the serpentine movement would fill those on the ground with even more fear, and then it flew down the front of the line again, high enough so none of the hundreds of arrows reached it, but low enough to set panic into many. It spat again. Then again. And once more.
The dragon reached the end of the line again and flew higher, for the first time hearing cheering from the direction of the castle. It looked to the castle as it turned, and the tops of the walls were filled with waving and shouting people, all encouraging the dragon to attack King Ember�s army again.
Raymer ignored them. From the height the dragon flew, the soldier�s lines were no longer even and straight. The officers were doing their best to reform them, but when the dragon started the third attack nearly every man ran for his life, including the officers. Raymer did not order the attack again, but he directed the dragon to fly low all the way.
From high in the air again Raymer watched the army in retreat and chaos. Still, it wouldn�t take long for the army to reform and attack the castle again. Raymer had the dragon fly in the direction where most of the messengers on horseback had gone.
He found about two hundred soldiers in scarlet and cream uniforms marching full speed to the castle. Beyond another hill, he found several hundred more. Not nearly enough to defend the castle, but he assumed many more were on their way.
The dragon was tired. It was in a strange land and had no safe place to land. No rocky mountains with perches in sight. Dragons on the ground are easy prey if something wants to prey on something as large as a house.
The cliffs, the castle stood upon, were too short for protection. Perhaps he should let the dragon do what was natural. He said, Rest.
The dragon flew directly to the castle, to the tower where it had released the first man. People were gathered there. It flew low, almost low enough to snatch one and Raymer felt a twinge of worry. When the dragon returned, the tower top was free of people. It landed and folded its wings, but kept a wary eye out for human intruders.
Raymer had worn the beast out with all the flying. While dragons do fly, they are not like some birds that remain in the air all day without effort. Dragons fly for a reason. Normally that reason is to hunt.
Today the dragon had flown the distance it takes a man on a fast horse to travel in three days, and then it attacked the castle and King Ember�s army. It deserved the rest. But what if the people in the castle attacked it?
It was a dragon, after all. Raymer listened with the dragon�s ears. Then he asked the dragon to look around. There were people on the ramparts, in the streets, at the windows, and anywhere else that gave them vantage to see the creature.
They were all smiling. The dragon had saved them, even if they didn�t know why. They had watched the dragon attack the king�s army. If not for the dragon many of them would have lost their lives, or the lives of their sons and husbands in the battle. Most would have lost their homes and livelihoods.
When Raymer met with Quint next time, he might suggest the Earl add a dragon to the Fairwoods coat of arms. At the very least Quint should have a parade waiting, and the Dragon Clan would be appreciated and welcomed into Castle Warrington.
The dragon seemed safer perched on the top of the tower than it had even been. Raymer suspected the people of the castle would protect it while it slept. He allowed himself to pull back to the bed at the inn. He said, �The castle is safe. We can go there as soon as I�m up to walking.�
Fleet said, �Ander has arraigned an escort and mounts for us. The soldiers who were left here will take us. They�re standing by outside.�
�How�d he do that?� Raymer asked.
�He assured them the Earl wanted to see us as soon. There might be a reward for them if the Earl was pleased,� Henry said. �As for me, I�m going downstairs and drown myself in free ale and spin tall stories for my friends.�
Ander asked, �Is it really over?�
�No. Just the beginning, really. I think King Ember will have a hard time facing the Earl when they meet next time, which will be soon if my guess is right,� Raymer said.
�Both Earls will be at that meeting,� Ander said. �I believe I�ll have to speak to my father about this situation, too. There�s no doubt he will side with the Earl of Fairwinds Provence. We may find ourselves with a new king.�
Fleet said, �Raymer, you�ve done us all a great service. For the first time in generations, we of the Dragon Clan have the protection of two Earls. But you and I still have matters of dragons to discuss.�
�I know. You want to find out how I bonded with the dragon so you can do the same,� Raymer laughed. He knew as little of how and why as Fleet, but the boy wanted it so badly Raymer would wait until the time was right and explain all he could.
Fleet said, with no trace of humor, �Yes, there is that, but also more. Someone of the Dragon Clan ordered that other dragon to break down the walls of your dungeon so you could escape. That means there is, at least, one other bonded pair that we know nothing about. Another dragon and man. We do not know who it is, or where he lives. Or why he helped you.�
Raymer judged Fleet in a new light. The emerging beard. His quiet ways. He was old enough to seek out a woman. There were no women suitable for him at the Raging Mountains family, and obviously none at Bear Mountain. Fleet had reasons enough for another quest of his own.
The End
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