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Аннотация
An orphan named Camilla has the birthmark of the Dragon Clan - an intricate design of a dragon flowing from her hip to the ugly head peering over her shoulder. She knows enough to conceal it. When dragons fly nearby, the design on her back tingles. She's told that one day she will call down dragons - whatever that means, but first, she must avoid the assassins sent by the King. He has already murdered her family, and Camilla must escape and find sanctuary.


LeRoy Clary
Dragon Clan #1: Camilla�s Story



CHAPTER ONE 

Camilla watched the old woman from concealment behind the corner of a ramshackle outbuilding on the edge of the forest. Finally, after careful consideration, she stepped into the open. The woman looked up from her wash-barrel, surprise evident on her lined face. Her eyes quickly turned away from Camilla and roamed the clearing in front of her cabin, as if ensuring they were alone, before focusing on the visitor, again.
After a pause, she said, �Come here, boy. Let me get a better look at you.�
Camilla didn�t correct the washerwoman on mistaking her for a boy. Everyone else in the village also believed her to be a boy. The woman�s hands never paused in their work, wringing and rinsing the filthy clothing. The pots and tubs she used for boiling and washing clothing sat on sturdy tables made of split timber and were located in a row along the bank of the stream. Fires burned in stone rings under a few pots. Camilla had watched the woman from hidden shadows of the surrounding forest many times like she�d watched everyone in the village of Nettleton.
Young girls living alone faced too many other problems so she kept to herself. But at the compassionate words Camilla limped closer. The old woman probably wouldn�t kick or hit her. It�s always best to be wary around strangers.
�Did someone hurt you, child? Are those bruises?�
The sharp tone the woman used, backed Camilla off a step, in defense. Before she could move further away, the washerwoman reached out and snatched a fistful of her shirt with a bony hand. Pulling Camilla closer, the woman looked at her.
Camilla looked into her rheumy eyes, seeing nothing to fear. Without asking, the woman touched and probed her injuries. Camilla twitched in pain when a wrinkled finger found her split lip, although she tried to remain stoic during the rest of the inspection.
The washerwoman spat a stream of brown tobacco juice. �Somebody hurt you bad. Shuck your filthy clothes so I can see what else he did to you. I might as well wash them, too. Dirt makes you sick, some say.�
�I don�t have others to wear.�
�We�ll find you something.� Her voice had abruptly changed again, to one more gentle, but still, there was the undertone of temper, and the bark of command as if she wanted to always sound stern. Her gentle actions belied the gruff manner.
Camilla had come to the woman for help, and in doing so, she must reveal a pair of her secrets in order to receive it. She stepped out of her britches and hesitantly pulled the coarse, torn and filthy shirt over her head. Despite the warm day, she covered herself with one hand as she turned to face the woman. She waited.
�You�re a girl!�
Standing nude in front of the woman there was no hiding the first secret. She squared her shoulders and winced in pain at the action while waiting for the woman�s reaction to her birthmark.
The washerwoman�s eyes found and locked onto the image of the muzzle and red eyes of a dragon peering over her shoulder. �Twisted gods, what�s that awful thing? Turn around so I can see it.�
The second secret was to never allow anyone to see the design on her back, but she needed help for the first time in years. Her whole family had been slaughtered because of similar birthmarks, she believed. Yet she somehow trusted this angry, spiteful woman who tried to hide her compassion with a sharp tongue.
The washerwoman made the three-fingered sign to the gods to ward off evil. �Mother, protect us this day,� she mouthed in ritual, as she moved closer. She examined the birthmark in the shape of a writhing red dragon that stretched from left hip to right shoulder, the ugly red head forever looking over the girl�s right shoulder. The lines were fine, the image as detailed as one drawn by the most talented artist. �Who else has seen this?�
�Nobody.�
�You�re sure?�
When the woman motioned with a wag of her hand for her to continue speaking she went on, �I always make sure it�s hidden.�
�Even when you bathe or sleep? Nobody has laid eyes on it?�
�Only you. I think you�re a nice person. I�ve watched you, and you talk like you�re angry, but you help people when they need it.�
�Don�t spread nonsense like that around. Pull your shirt back over your head before a customer stumbles in here to have laundry done and dies of fright.� Her expression softened to one of sympathy as she looked beyond the birthmark to the torn and battered body. She lifted the shirttail long enough to examine a few of the worst scrapes and bruises. �Got a name?�
�Camilla.�
�What kind of name�s that?� The woman suddenly barked a laugh without humor.
Camilla shrugged instead of answering. Silence is sometimes the best response to strangers when you don�t know something. Her mother had called her Camilla. Other than that, she had no idea of what kind of name it was.
The washerwoman threw her head back and cackled again. �You can call me Robin, like the bird with the red breast. Most just call me the crazy washerwoman, but my friends call me Robin. Take your pick.�
The probing fingers touched a fresh welt. Camilla tried to ignore them until they found a place under her arm where she�d been kicked, and the skin was raw. She pulled back. �That hurts.�
�Yes, he hurt you bad, girl.� Robin knelt and gently pulled the back of the shirt up again as she touched the red swelling on the left side of her back where Camilla had been punched several times. Then she moved on to the ribs where the bruises had already turned black, tinged with green. Robin moved her fingers back to the raw mass of scrapes where Camilla had been dragged over rocks and gravel. She never once touched the image of the dragon. The washerwoman raised her eyes to meet Camilla�s.
Camilla said, �Do you know how to make the hurt go away?�
�I can help, but you�re going to be in pain for at least a few days. This time, you�ll live, maybe.� A wet rag in the rough hands of Robin dabbed the scrapes gently. �What about the next?�
Camilla shrugged.
�You still sleep in that little cave over on Copper Mountain?�
Camilla pulled away. She shouldn�t know that. What the woman called a cave was an overhang of rock wide enough to wriggle under, and twice as long as she was tall but deep enough to provide dry shelter when it rained. Against the rear, Camilla stored supplies she found or stole, mostly dried fruit and three old blankets. She�d used the cave for two years, now. Even in the worst weather, it remained dry and warm. Camilla nodded to answer her question, determined to keep her face impassive and give nothing else about her private life away. Robin already knew far too much.
At another touch, Camilla involuntarily flinched.
�That hurt?� The woman demanded.
Camilla shook her head, no. She waited, gritting her teeth. Glancing at the clearing in the pine forest, she took notice of the small stream flowing beside outbuildings before joining the river a few hundred steps away. Small barns, tool sheds, outhouse, and a cabin that seemed to lean to one side filled the clearing in the dense forest. A dozen or more clotheslines supported by dozens of split poles crisscrossed each other. Most held clothing drying in the breeze. Cleanliness is not high on a list of priorities when scrounging for each mouthful. But green, black, red, orange, yellow, and blue clothing looked almost like cheerful flags decorating the clearing.
�Take a deep breath, girl.�
She inhaled and doubled over, clutching her chest.
�Rib is bruised, maybe broken.� The woman mumbled to herself more than she spoke to Camilla. Robin turned and ducked into a shed. She returned holding up a shirt at arm�s length to mentally measure Camilla from a distance. A pair of wool pants hung over one arm. At the washtub, she picked up a sliver of soap.
Camilla watched her surreptitiously. Each of the woman�s movements seemed compact, and there was no wasted motion. She looked at the shirt without pulling it over her head.
�So you wear bright green today. Much better than the colorless rags I see you in when I catch a glimpse of you skulking about the village. Now you take your skinny butt down to the river and wash. All over. Use soap. When you�re done, I want you back up here. We have to talk.�
Talk? Camilla turned and limped down the incline passed the cottonwoods that lined the river�s edge. Further down the river stood fewer trees, but habit dictated she find a hidden place. Hiding is surviving. Since fleeing the massacre of her family, nobody but the washerwoman had ever seen the red design on her back and she was not sure she�d done the right thing in showing her.
She�d been hiding almost as long as she could remember, but there were memories, too. There were laughter and games played with many children, all older. She thought of them as brothers and sisters. Then one day came screaming and shouting, clanging swords, and horses trampling the camp. Fires burned the wagons. Afterward, the ox lay dead, several arrows standing erect like porcupine quills. But even those faint memories were fading with time, replaced with years of loneliness and hunger.
Forcing herself to concentrate on the present, Camilla paused and scanned the far side of the river for enemies before laying the pants and bright green blouse on the grass. Subconsciously, she planned her escape routes to the rear, then followed with one to her left, right, and lastly, across the shallow water. At least four ways. She scanned the mud at the water�s edge for footprints, searching for any signs of other travelers. Reassured, she entered the water ankle deep and reassessed her position, then she inched to a deep pool near the center, wincing as the cold water contacted her abrasions and scrapes. She held back tears when the harsh soap bit into wounds, but she washed every inch, head to foot.
Glancing around again, she ensured she was still alone before leaving the water. A tickle of an itch on her back where the dragon image was, warned her. It grew stronger until it felt almost like a sharp itch that must be scratched, but it also felt familiar and reassuring. Her eyes raised to the sky and caught the flight of the red dragon above, as her ears heard the first rustle of the flapping of leathery wings. The huge dragon twisted in mid-flight and paused, looking directly at her, before turning and continuing on its way. She watched until it was out of sight and the sensations on her back diminished to nothing.
Wading ashore in the soft mud, she paused at the water�s edge long enough see some of the injuries in her reflection. She decided she still looked enough like a boy to pass all but the closest inspection.
The blouse was a little too big and felt alien in the cut. Besides feeling, looking and smelling clean. It was the incorrect color. Every stray glance to the green colored shirt felt wrong. She had never worn bright green, but only the dullest faded clothing. Colors that blended into the forest background.
Rolling up the legs of the pants delayed her return to the washerwoman while she considered what to do. She had come for help, but she didn�t know what to make of the old woman, her gruff words, and caring hands. Why would the woman talk of �things� to Camilla? Do I even want to go back up there and speak to her?
Until now, she�d managed to care for herself. She remembered six or seven lean winters living by herself. Her goal had been finding enough food and shelter to survive until the next day, and lately, avoiding the pack of boys, intent on hurting her.
The washerwoman had always treated others well, especially those with little or nothing. She often tossed leftover food their way, and once offered advice to an elderly homeless man from a distance. Camilla had hidden and watched her for years. The woman cursed to herself aloud as she provided some meager help to someone in need, but it was as if she felt conflicted. On one hand, she helped, and on the other, she complained. Camilla drew herself to her full height and trudged up the hill.
A large wooden paddle in the hands of the washerwoman stirred a cauldron of clothing hanging over a fire. �I want you to sit on that stump over there and listen to me while I finish this batch and hang it to dry,� she commanded.
Camilla made no move to the stump.
Robin lifted the paddle dripping hot water and soap scum. She held it like a club.
Camilla sat.
The woman lowered the paddle, no trace of humor on her face. �Who did this to you?�
�Boys from the soldier�s school.�
�Listen to me, girl. Those damned second sons from the academy are going to keep on until you�re dead or crippled. I�ve seen it happen with them before. They�re like a pack of dogs chasing after a deer with a broken leg. You should have gone to the village Goodman and told him instead of coming here.�
�Would the Goodman help instead of siding with them? Would he even listen to me?�
Robin reached into her washtub and grabbed a pale blue dress, steam rising as she held it. After rinsing it in clean water, she hung it on a line to dry and poured the soapy water on the ground. After she had scooped more water from the stream into the washtub, she said, �Help you? Probably not. Definitely not, I suppose. Are you sure nobody near here knows you�re of the Dragon Clan?�
Camilla glanced around, making sure they were still alone. She searched the shadows under the trees and readied herself to run if needed. She didn�t understand the question. �Are you talking about the mark on my back?�
�Yes, yes, of course. That birthmark with that ugly thing looking over your shoulder makes me shudder with fear.�
�Nobody else has seen it.�
�You�re sure? Because if they have, men will hunt you down and collect the king�s reward.�
�Hunt me down?�
The washerwoman pinned the dress to the line and leaned forward to speak. �Like a rabid wolf, girl.�
Camilla shuddered inside but said nothing.
�You�re what? Twelve? Thirteen years old?�
�I don�t know how old I am. You say they�ll kill me just because of the dragon on my back?�
�Yes, of course, they will. It�s the mark of the Dragon Clan!�
Camilla lowered her eyes and remained silent as she considered the implications. No wonder her mother had impressed secrecy on her. �Why? I don�t know anything about dragons but what I see when they�re flying by me.�
�You�re too young to understand. Just keep that horrible thing hidden.�
�Why?�
The washerwoman emptied a bucket of water on the ground and refilled it. She reached into another tub and grabbed a pair of gray pants with both hands and twisted, harder than needed. Mind made up, she snapped, �Because someday you will be able to call down dragons.�
�I don�t know what that means,� Camilla said, refusing to speak of the prickles and twinges she felt on her back whenever a red dragon flew over. There had been blacks and one green dragon that flew over her, but only the red ones made her back feel like tiny spiders crawling on it. When it flew closer, or there was a threat nearby, the spiders seemed to bite harder. The more danger, the more pain.
Robin paused in her washing and motioned for Camilla to come closer. She reached two fingers into a small stone jar and smeared a dab of greasy gray ointment on each cut and scrape. When done, she scooped a measure onto a small oiled cloth and folded it neatly. �Everything but the rib will probably heal in a few days. Spread this medicine on each cut.�
�You didn�t tell me what �calling down dragons� means.�
�We can speak more of that at a later time. Tell me about the beating.�
�Some boys from the training place chased me. Today, there was a new one leading them. He�s meaner than the others.�
�How many in all?�
Camilla shrugged, reluctant to tell more. Already she had told this woman more personal information than she had told anyone in memory.
�Can you count?� The washerwoman snapped.
�Five.�
The old woman scowled, then used the large paddle to swirl around a garment in the scalding water and satisfied with the progress, lifted it with the paddle to a cauldron with cold water. She had several containers of water, with clothing soaking in each, waiting its turn. �Five? You can�t fight five trainees by yourself. They�re older, I suppose. Bigger? Dressed in tan uniforms?�
�Yes.�
�Damned, second sons from fathers of wealthy families. They�ll soon be officers in the king�s army ordering peasants around as if they�re better than any of us.�
Camilla nodded as if she had heard it all before.
�Listen to me, girl. They�re scared, too. I see it in their eyes when they bring me laundry, and I hear them talking to each other. Scared of the future. Rich boys sent from their homes to learn the art of soldiering or becoming priests because only the firstborn will inherit the family wealth and position.�
�I don�t understand.�
�You�re nothing. You have no job and no future. You don�t even have a family. Those second sons beat you because they can. They have all the power and you have none. Boys in their position can kill you, and nobody will care, other than maybe someone scolding them and telling them not to kill any more hapless wildlings. You are nothing. That makes them feel superior by default. Understand?�
Camilla nodded slowly, not understanding at all.
�Best to just stay out of their way, which I guess you already try doing. No matter, I�m going to teach you a few things about how to survive long enough to grow taller than me. That won't be long because I�m a short woman.� She cackled again, spit a wad of brown in an arc, and hung another sopping wet blouse on a nearby clothesline.
Camilla could have slipped away, but Robin�s words piqued her interest. Robin knew things about her that she didn�t know about herself. She said, �They�re bigger than me, and they train to fight at their military school.�
�They do all that and more at that fancy school of theirs. They think you�re a boy, not a girl. Keep it that way. At your age, a wild girl will attract all sorts of men looking for romance and more. The boys learn to fight with swords, and they yearn to use their skills. To them, you�re no more than a painted practice target pinned to a tree unless they learn of your sex.�
�I can�t run away all the time.�
�They�re lazy and spoiled. Let me ask you, have they ever trained in the rain or snow? No. On those days, they sit inside their buildings beside warm fires and learn from speakers or books. Even on the best days, they�re often sitting inside learning from books. Others cook their food, wash their clothing, and scrub their floors. Do you see your opportunity?�
�No. I only see they�re bigger. And there are more of them.�
Robin smiled, a wistful expression briefly crossing her features, making her appear years younger despite her brown teeth and wrinkled skin. She sat on a stump beside Camilla and leaned closer. �I�ll tell you a story in confidence and then we will each know a secret about the other. A long time ago, there was once a man I loved. He told me of his wild youth, much like yours. He said that a bigger, stronger fighter, one better trained, will win any fight. But there are three variables in that statement, do you see?�
Camilla shook her head.
�Think, girl. Bigger, stronger, better trained. Can you make yourself bigger?�
�No.�
�Wrong answer. You make yourself bigger by living another day. Every day you grow a little bigger. How about stronger? Can you make yourself stronger?�
This time, Camilla didn�t answer. She sat as still as the log she sat upon and waited, confident that Robin would supply the correct answer.
�Girl, when you work hard you grow stronger. The blacksmith in Nettleton was once a skinny little boy. I remember him well. He grew powerful working hard. Day after day, year after year.�
�I won�t have those years ahead of me if they kill me, first.�
�Finally, a good response from one so young. If you apply yourself and do as I say, you will live long enough to grow both bigger and stronger. The third variable is training. Do you believe those rich boys train as hard as they might? No, they don�t. They have never worked a full day in their pampered lives.�
�How does that matter?�
�You can learn to fight too, girl. Work harder at it than they do. Make yourself stronger. Winter has passed, and the trees are budding. Some leaves are already opening. Up the valley lives a man who has sheep and goats. He needs herders to bring them down-valley for spring shearing and butchering. I know this man. On my word, he will feed you, and perhaps even put a few copper coins in your purse.�
�I�ll go see him, maybe.�
�You will go see him. No argument from you. That�s settled.� Robin placed a few more sticks on the fire under the pot and grabbed another handful of dirty clothes. After placing them in the pot and stirring, she added soap and said, �Yes, I also require payment of you for this favor. You must perform a few tasks for me.�
�I�ll do them.�
�Make no promises you cannot keep. The trip will take you many days, then more to gather the animals and return. The man will pay you what he will. But, I demand more of you.� She motioned for Camilla to sit still while she went into a shed and rummaged around. When she returned, she held a pole taller than herself and larger in diameter than a fat man�s thumb.
Camilla expected her to use it for washing clothes, but instead Robin twirled it around her head as if it was weightless, then spun her body around, and with both hands sliding to one end she struck a tree holding a line loaded with clean clothes. The clothing shook, but not before she danced intricate steps and jabbed the end of the pole at the wall of the shed with a resounding thwack.
Flashing a smile at Camilla, the pole spun in more circles above her head before lowering it to chest height in a swift movement. She held it near the center of the pole with both hands. Short jabs smacked the side of the shed, first with one end, then the other, again and again until the shed had been struck at least ten times.
She turned to Camilla, holding the pole in one sweaty hand, and panting, but still wearing the smile. �It�s been a while since I�ve used one of these. When I was younger, you couldn�t follow my moves with your eyes.� She held the pole closer to Camilla until she accepted it. From inside Robin�s skirt, a small, unadorned knife appeared in her palm. The old woman held it out, handle first. �Take this, too. You�re going to need it for protection.�
Camilla held the knife in one hand and the pole in the other, one end of the pole resting on the ground.
�Hide the knife in a place where you can draw it fast.�
�The pole?�
�Carry it with you. Get used to it. Swing it and strike a few trees or boulders. Return both to me tomorrow. Early.�
�You want me to come back?�
Robin fixed her with a stern look. �I do. Your wounds need checking.�
�If I run fast enough from those boys, I will be fine.�
�Better yet, stay out of their sight.� She turned her back and grabbed another armload of dirty clothing and placed them in a tub to soak.
She continued speaking, but Camilla used the time to silently slip back into the depths of the forest shadows.

CHAPTER TWO 

The sheriff of Charleston adjusted his velvet robes and settled into the ornate chair he used the first of every ten-day. The other chairs were worn and creaked with age. He tried to keep to the same schedule the peasants observed. One day for each of his ten fingers. This, the first day, was for planning the next nine.
As he raised his eyes to scan those of the other six seated men, he ignored the worthless aides and peasant villagers standing against the wall. Choosing who sat and who stood at the wall demonstrated his power, almost as powerful as that of royalty, just on a smaller scale. The massive ceiling beams had blackened with soot from candles over the years and hung low enough so that a tall man such as the sheriff had to duck. The walls wore a new coat of whitewash, and the floors retained the natural granite color they had since the day they were laid, more than four hundred years ago. Only three small, high windows allowed shafts of sunlight to stream in. Sounds echoed and bounced off the hard surfaces, making them officious and hollow sounding, somehow pleasing to his ear.
He spoke casually and softly, as was his sly and crafty manner. Talking soft and pleasant while meaning the opposite allowed him to amuse himself with his subordinates. �What do you have to report this day?� His gaze slowly fell on Tomas, his longtime, right-hand man. Tomas handled the mundane details.
The sheriff was pleased to notice that even after all these years, Tomas still flinched at his voice. �Sir, the border feud continues to escalate between Fox Lair and Cedar Crest. I suggest dispatching two of your deputies. They should resolve the situation in a few days.�
The sheriff waited for Tomas to continue, and when he didn�t, the sheriff tapped his foot in irritation. Tomas should know what to do by now. �Yes, yes, my men can certainly calm them down and settle the dispute, but what of it? How does that benefit me?�
Tomas didn�t answer.
�Now, let us imagine the two houses actually come to blows. A few peasants are killed in battle. Then I would be forced to step in and take total control of both houses�for their own safety. God knows for how long I�d have to manage those forsaken remote estates to ensure our good King receives his proper taxes.�
Tomas almost smiled as he said, �For doing this important service for the crown, you would require substantial compensation. From both houses.�
�By now I shouldn�t have to explain this to you. Dispatch a man, one who will stir the pot, so to speak. Have him tie small strips of red ribbon down the disputed border, making the line favor one house or the other, it matters not which. Observe the dispute as it escalates the following day. Spread rumors favoring one house or the other at a local inn. Then attend another inn and repeat the story of the other house. See that it is done, Tomas.�
The sheriff�s attention shifted to the next of his men at the table, a dour-faced executive good at overseeing the construction of public works, bridges, roads, and buildings. His particularly useful skill lay in purchasing materials at one price and paying another while profiting from the difference and leaving no trail for the king�s auditors to sniff out. Of course, if they did, it would lead straight to him and not the sheriff. The punishment would be swift and severe.
Each official at the table gave his report in turn. Nothing out of the ordinary was reported until it came to Edward, son of Witten, the Earl. Although eldest of the five sons, he remained young in both spirit and appearance and was easily excited. His beard had yet to flush out. He had been appointed a minister to the sheriff by the King only last winter and to date had accomplished nothing of note.
He cleared his throat, and his voice quavered. �S-sir, I have heard rumors of a boy of the Dragon Clan in our kingdom.�
The sheriff drew himself up in his chair, knowing that if he stood, he would tower any man in his suite of offices, which he often did just to intimidate and keep order in his first-day hearings. Now he only wanted more information. His body gaunt, his face a mask of sharp planes without the softness of curves. In his desire to withhold his excitement, his voice softened even more than normal. �Where?�
�Near Nettleton, sir. There�s an academy for the second sons of minor nobles and a few sons of wealthy merchants.�
�He is one of the students?�
�No. They say he�s a wildling child.�
�A wildling. Interesting description. Age?� The sheriff snapped.
�I�ve been informed he appears to be no more than twelve or thirteen.�
The sheriff�s eyes roamed the table as if seeking additional information. Deciding nothing else need be discussed this morning, he stood and spun so that his robes flared out and the gold trim sparkled as he stalked away. Over his shoulder he called, �You all have work to do. Get to it. Edward, please come into my office. We have business to discuss behind a closed door.�
Weak in the knees, Edward stood while he avoided meeting the eyes of the other ministers. Entering the sheriff�s office seldom boded well. Those who lingered when summoned paid dearly. He shouldered his way past the few remaining men in the room and managed to reach the door only a step behind the sheriff.
The sheriff waved toward a vacant chair with short legs, as he moved to a sideboard that was struggling to stand upright under the weight of delicacies. Smoked meats and fish filled a silver plate while breads laden with butter and colorful jams occupied a sterling platter at one end. The other end held a twin platter of sliced cheeses and thin-breads. On a stout side table stood four decanters of various red wines surrounded by crystal stemware.
�Wine?� the sheriff asked, his voice as sweet as the contents of any crystal container.
Edward looked confused at the offer, which pleased the sheriff. �May I pour you a glass? Have you ever sampled smoked salmon? I know it�s rare in these lands, but I have my sources.�
�I-I would like to sample it.�
Stealing another glance at Edward as he reached for a few slices of pink fish, the sheriff smiled. The boy was rightly terrified and would tell all. After delicately placing the fish on a plate, he decided Edward might be more comfortable with slices of cold beef and added those. He splashed a generous amount of wine from grapes grown so far away that it took a hundred days to walk there. He didn�t particularly like the wine, but the difficulty in procuring it demonstrated his wealth and power, and he did like that.
This wildling child of the Dragon Clan provided a perfect set of circumstances to teach the boy who was really in charge of the kingdom. Later, when Edward replaced his father as Earl, he�d remember and respect the sheriff. It is not always about the title, but power.
After serving Edward the snacks, the sheriff carried a sweet roll and a glass of wine to his chair behind the desk large enough to intimidate any who sat before it. �I did not wish to discuss this subject in public. Tell me all that you have heard of this dragon boy. Is the source reliable? Have you managed to confirm any portion of the rumor?�
Edward told his story in rushes interrupted only by halting breaks, long enough to draw deep breaths. The plate of exotic foods sat untouched.
When he paused, the sheriff said, noticing the boy had eaten nothing. �More salmon or wine? Bread to cleanse your palate?�
Edward glanced at his full glass of wine and gulped it half down, ignoring the salmon and beef, then shook his head, declining more food.
�Fine, just let me know if you do, son. You�re performing the duties of your new job well. This rumor of the child is important to the King and to me. I just have a few minor questions.�
�Sir?� Edward sat taller.
�Have you decided whether you will depart for Nettleton tonight or early tomorrow? And yes, I must ask if you have sufficient funds in hand to properly finance your journey? Traveling to far lands is not cheap, as you know.�
�Sir?�
�You�ve said that, already. Did you expect to bring me rumor of a boy of the Dragon Clans and just let it lay without confirmation or following it up? I have already praised you for your job well done this morn. Must I retract it and appoint someone more eager to please me?�
�No, sir.�
�Good. Now go find Tomas and tell him you need gold in your purse for your travels. Mention that I said he is to charge you his best interest rate. Take at least four aides, with fast horses for them, on your journey so they can return quickly with messages of your progress.�
�Aides?�
�Tomas will also provide you with the fast mounts you�ll require. He has some very nice ones, well trained and all that. I�ll trust him not to overcharge you, but if you prefer to beg funds from your father, or if you wish to use horses provided by your family, I completely understand.� The sheriff looked away from the confused expression on the boy�s face.
�I�m going? At my expense?�
�Edward, is there another you would have me trust with a mission so important?�
�No, I will go, sir. It�s just that I have traveled no further than Creighton in my few travels.�
The sheriff flashed his best smile and pounded the surface of his desk with his palm providing a sharp noise that made Edward nearly leap from his chair. �Excellent! You don�t have to thank me for providing you this adventure. Listen to me. You�ll love traveling afar, even if you�re moving so fast on your horse you cannot have time to experience it all. Still, you may locate a fine wine or other delicacies I could be interested in. Do keep me informed. I�m always interested in anything of quality.�
�Yes, sir.�
�Now, back to your task. You will confirm the existence of this dragon boy. Without his knowledge, you will lay your eyes on his bare back. That is critical. Send word of it to me immediately. You may consider adding a sketch if you have pen and paper at hand. Nobody else is to know about your mission, understood?�
�I have a question, sir. How will I see the image on the bare back of a boy I do not know, without his knowledge? Wouldn�t it be easier to simply take him into custody and return him here where you could examine him?�
�Warning him of your interest, or attempting to take him into custody might cost you your life. You might find yourself facing an angry dragon flying down from the sky and breathing fire directly at you.�
�Fire?�
The sheriff settled deeper into his chair as he fixed Edward with the same expression that often made men weep. He placed his elbows on the desk and then folded his hands with the tip of his long index fingers touching each other making a steeple. He sighed deeply before speaking softly. �Must I do all your thinking for you, Edward? I�m tempted to assign this glorious task to another.�
�I can do this, sir.�
�I hope so, Edward. More wine? Cheese?�

CHAPTER THREE 

Camilla approached the washerwoman�s place from the opposite side she�d departed the day before. Best to always do things differently. It�s harder for others to anticipate your actions and, therefore, you live longer. Camilla settled down behind a small stand of thick briars. She spread them apart only enough to peer through. The old woman worked, as always. Alone. Not even a barking dog to warn of intruders.
Just as she was deciding it was time to come out from hiding and enter the yard, Robin called softly, �Going to remain out there all day, Camilla?�
How long had she known I was there? And how? Camilla stood and walked into the yard as if she had no cares, no sore legs, and no wounds hurting. A fresh application of the ointment soothed them, and most seemed to have already improved. She lugged the pole, one end dragging in the dirt. Her new knife rested between two thin strips of leather hastily sewn into the inside hip of her pants last night. She had practiced drawing it quickly but still fumbled.
The washerwoman already had several clotheslines drying her daily wash. She glanced at the end of the pole in Camilla�s hand and grinned. �Tired of carrying that staff, so you drag it on the ground? In time, that staff will feel as if it weighs nothing.�
Camilla nodded, neither agreeing nor disagreeing, just acknowledging that she had heard.
�Don�t be ashamed. Carrying that staff with you was a simple test to see if you�d do as you�re told. You carried it all the way to your cave and back?�
Nodding, Camilla reached for and held out the knife. �You gave me this. Why?�
�It�s small, but you need a knife for chores like cleaning fish or meat. It�s a tool. And a weapon, if needed,� Robin responded smiling slyly. �It might trim your hair, too. While you�re hiding as a boy you must look the part, but that won�t last much longer, I�m thinking. You won�t be able to dress and act like a boy when you fill out in the hips and chest a little more.�
�That�s already happening.�
�I saw you without clothing yesterday. You have maybe a year left to hide behind the looks of a boy, if that long.�
Camilla held the pole out to her.
She shook her head with a small frown. Robin motioned for her to sit down on the stump again. �I started this story yesterday. We all have secrets, so now I�ll continue with telling you mine. As I told you yesterday, a long time ago a handsome man used to call on me. A warrior. I drew the attention of many handsome young men those days, but he was different. He had a dragon birthmark on his back and shoulder, similar to yours. The wings of his dragon circled his whole chest, almost touching.�
�He should not have shown it to you,�
Robin said. �It was one of the many secrets we shared.�
Camilla was on her feet. �But it was a mark like mine?�
�Sit, girl. Similar to yours. His dragon was larger and black. He could call down black dragons. I don�t think that means much of anything except that since your mark is red, you will only feel the touch of red dragons and no others. I could be wrong.�
�Feel red dragons?�
�He told me he could feel them when they were near, and call them down from the sky when needed. Black ones. If he was in pain, he said that any blacks nearby flew to help him. But he could always feel them if they were anywhere around. I never fully understood what he meant by that. You might know . . .�
Camilla hesitated, understanding the woman was trying to draw information from her. Camilla held little trust in anyone. Not even this woman who acted and talked like she was helping. She already shared two of her secrets, but the others remained hers. There was no way she�d mention the tingles along her spine when a red dragon passed overhead. �I don�t know anything about dragons except for the one on my back.�
The washerwoman watched and listened to her carefully and finally spoke in an urgent tone, �I see. There is more to my story, but you must never speak of any of this today to another person. Your life depends on it. If I find you have blabbered about the service I�m about to provide, I�ll kill you and deny all. My life is also at stake, and only the fond memory of a debt owed to a man of the Dragon Clan makes me help you.�
Camilla nodded and remained silent.
�My lover with the birthmark walked this world with a staff in his hand like the one I gave you, only bigger around and longer. He was a strong man. He carried it with him always. Do you know why?�
Camilla bit off several answers and more than a few questions, but instead of answering, she shook her head, wondering where this was going and if Robin would share more information about the design on her back. Nobody other than her family had ever seen it, and dim memories of them told her to keep it hidden or face danger. She shook her head to bring her thinking back to the present and paid attention to the story as if she was interested in this man who carried a stick.
�I�ll tell you why. A warrior with a staff, one who knows how to use it in battle will defeat a soldier with a sword.�
�No.� The word escaped before she could prevent it.
�Yes,� Robin countered without anger. �Commoners cannot carry swords, of course, but a walking staff is useful for herding goats or hiking, and legal for anyone to carry. But, it is also a weapon if properly used. You need a weapon if you desire to reach adulthood. If you learn to use it well, there will be no more beatings. I�ve thought about it, and there are two things you must do for me in return for the work as a herdsman, every day until your homecoming.�
When she paused, Camilla said, �It�s just a stick. I�d rather have a sword any day.�
�A staff, not a stick. And it�s one that I�ll use on you if you don�t shut your sassy mouth and pay attention. You promised to repay me for getting you the job of a herdsman. First, you must run every day. Uphill and down. Carry your staff with you and run until you can run no more . . . Then do it again. Second, you will find a tree and strike it with your staff like this.� She snatched the pole from Camilla�s hands in a smooth movement. Her hands slid to the end of the staff and swung it over her head in a great circle that struck a tree holding lines for laundry.
The tree quivered, and the hanging laundry shook. She quickly pulled it back and swung again to strike the other side of the tree with equal power.
The old woman stepped back and gripped the staff in the center as she lifted it over her head and twirled, spinning the staff with blinding speed. Then she lunged forward to the side of a shed and tapped a rhythm by alternating the ends of the staff until her breath came hard. She spun and faced Camilla again, the staff again whirling and spinning in intricate patterns in front of her as she danced with tiny steps.
A sheen of sweat glistened on her brow as she held the staff out to Camilla. �All day you will use the staff to walk while herding the goats and sheep. But you will also practice as I�ve just shown you. Make up your own movements and do them over and over until they feel natural. Begin with easy patterns. First strike a tree on one side, then the other. Like chopping it down. Until your arms are ready to fall off. You try.�
Camilla accepted the end of the staff. Until my arms fall off? She attempted to lift it as Robin had, near the end, but it was too heavy, unbalanced. She slid her hands lower. The change in balance let her lift it, but when she swung the upper end to strike the wall, the lower end hit her in the stomach.
A glance at Robin showed no trace of humor in the old woman�s expression, but Camilla also reappraised the woman�s age. Her hair retained most of the chestnut brown color, the wrinkles were not deep, and she moved with the grace of a young warrior. Robin was not an old woman, at least not as old as Camilla believed. Much of her estimation was based on perception, and Robin�s daily actions convinced others she was far older than she was.
Camilla tried to swing the pole again, managing to avoid the other end hurting her as she struck her target. The laundry on the line didn�t even jiggle with the weak attempt.
�You�ll learn. In doing this, you�ll get stronger each day. Your injured ribs need time to heal, but I want you to practice many times a day. Your back, arms, and legs will grow stronger. Practice here will build skills for you to learn. But if you run and swing this staff enough times your training will have begun. Those boys will soon leave you alone, I promise.�
�Where are my clothes?�
�I burned them. Not even good enough to save for rags.�
�What�ll I wear?�
�Wear the shirt and pants you have on.�
Camilla nodded. She had never worn such nice clothes, let alone owning them.
�By the time you arrive back here from your trip, your legs will be stronger, as will your arms and back. Your wounds will be healed. You will be ready to begin learning.�
�Just because I carry this stick while I run, and use it to hit trees and air?�
�Staff. It�s a staff, I say.� Robin snorted at her and smiled at Camilla�s innocence and persistence. She walked to her cabin and reached inside the door. �It deserves your respect. This is also for you, she said as she returned with a dark green bundle with a piece of rope tied to the ends. It�s a groundsheet that sheds water, and a blanket. Rolled inside is food. You loop the rope over your shoulder while you�re walking. There�s also two coppers and a sliver or two of iron. They are a loan, but you may need to buy food.�
�You�re treating me as if I�m leaving today.�
Robin knelt in front of her, taking her by her shoulders. �Camilla, you only need to leave today if you want to live until tomorrow. Those boys will beat you again if they find you. Run into them again and they will add to what they have already done. They may find you are a girl, and that won�t go well. Worst of all, they may discover that you are of the Dragon Clan. Then the whole village is in trouble, and maybe danger.�
�I�m keeping a lookout for them.�
�Didn�t you also keep a lookout for them yesterday?�
Camilla blanched but lifted her chin. �They won�t catch me again.�
�They can.� Robin squeezed Camilla�s shoulders harder with her needle-like fingers. �And they will. You cannot survive another beating. If they came running out of those trees over there at the edge of my cabin right now, can I protect the likes of you.�
A twist of Camilla�s shoulders broke her free. She screwed up her face as if to cry, but held it back. She squared her shoulders. �Give me the name of the man.�
�Arum, the herdsman.�
�Up the valley, you said. How far?�
Robin pointed, �Four days, maybe five because you�re so small and will take small steps. Follow the King�s road and after three days, ask for Arum of anyone you meet.�
�Okay, I�ll leave today.�
�Learning to defend yourself is not the only skill we will study when you return.�
�I said I�d go,� Camilla snarled, turning her back.
�When you return we will also take the time to also learn about manners and respect.� She cackled again as if she had said the funniest thing in a long time.
Camilla paused, then turned at the edge of the forest. �Do all washerwomen teach fighting skills?�
Robin�s face grew serious. �No. Only those of us who have had to fight for survival when we were your age. You are not the only one with secrets, you know.�

CHAPTER FOUR 

Logoff, the weaver, scowled at the worthless boy he called his youngest son. Brix had hands like stones when it came to the delicate business of spinning wool or hemp into the heavier threads required to make rope. Not that Brix didn�t work hard, or try. He worked harder than any of his five older brothers, but accomplished less.
When Brix snapped the feed line to the lead spindle again, Logoff sighed. �Arum will soon need help with his sheep and goats, again. Better gather what you need and tell your mother to cook for one less.�
�Me again? Why can�t one of the others go?�
Telling the truth seemed hurtful, more so than barking at him. Logoff used his sharpest voice, �Get your butt up and don�t let me see you again until there�s sheep in the yard in need of shearing.�
Brix leaped to his feet. He had helped the herder bring his animals down the valley the last two years. He knew what to take with him, and while it seemed right to protest going, he secretly wanted to go. No matter how hard he worked, his spinning never looked as uniform or well-made as that of his brothers. His work had consistency, they joked. His father always preached consistency in a thread, but Brix�s was a consistency of thread spun too thin, followed by too thick. Lumpy. It looked like it was made by a child, not something that sold or bartered. His father had long ago quit telling him what a proper thread looked like.
These days his father often sent him on errands to get him away from the spools, and sacks of wool, hemp, and cotton. For the last year, Brix had welcomed any excuse to get away from the mindless drudgery of twisting and pulling and combing, as well. More than once he�d found his finger tangled with the material and only managed to keep it from hitting the spinning spindle by breaking the coarse thread and starting over. Of course, that hadn�t made his father happy. �Concentrate� he�d shout. But who could concentrate on the dull twirling spindles of twine from the sun up to sun down, day after day?
Brix ran all the way to the modest cabin near Tangle Creek they called home, burst through the front door and reached for his bedroll stored in a corner, already tied and ready for travel. He turned to find his mother at the stove, watching him. �Ma, I�m going to help Arum with his flocks.�
She wrapped him in warm arms and whispered loving words meant for his ear alone, before turning back to her cooking, humming a soft tune. Before her lay a mound of chopped carrots and onions ready for the large urn she simmered daily for the inn. Tonight the patrons would enjoy a bowl of stew fit for royalty, and she would share a small copper snit for the sale of each bowl, sometimes earning as much as a full iron penny.
Then Brix was out the door racing up the hill leading to the winding King�s Road; the main road Nettleton. It led up and down the valley. He would travel it, a wide smile on his face with no thought of spinning string or rope. The sun rose high in the weak blue sky and trees were blooming. Leaves sprang from branches that had been bare only days earlier. Bees flew to investigate his bright yellow shirt decorated with a tiny spinning wheel on his right breast that told the world he worked at a trade. Good thing it didn�t tell them how bad he was at it.
Twice before he�d traveled to the top of the valley to herd animals. He�d tasted freedom, and lately, his thoughts were consumed with how to tell his father he didn�t think he�d ever make a very good spinner. Yet, what other options were there? At fourteen, he was already too old to apprentice for another trade, even if his family could afford to pay a master to take him. In a few years, he would be old enough to pair with a girl/woman, but those thoughts jumbled his mind. They were for another day yet to come.
Brix sang as he walked, a medley of bawdy songs, mostly songs he overheard from his older brothers as they staggered back from the inn on the tenth night. He remembered the tunes and words while not understanding the meaning of several, but his voice was clear, loud, and happy. The path he followed came to a dirt road used by wagons and many feet. He headed down it for the King�s Road. The King�s Road generally followed the small river winding down the center of the valley. In the direction they called �up the valley,� the river narrowed when crossing each stream that fed it. In four days travel the river would shrink to little more than a shallow stream. Fewer trees would have blooms or leaves up that high in the mountains and the nights would be colder. Even the plants would be different, with more pine and cedar.
Ahead, standing in the road were boys from the military academy at the west edge of Nettleton near Clearwater Pond. They stood in arrogant postures, wearing sneers and blocking the road. All five wore the dull brown colors of military students. They looked older than him, maybe sixteen. Brix let the song fade away. The feelings of malice directed his way sent him a shiver of fear. He shook it off, but halted a few steps before he would have in earlier times. �A good day to you . . .�
The tallest said, �But not a good day for you, craftsman.�
�Have I done something to offend?�
A smaller boy wearing a scowl took an aggressive small step closer. �Yes, you offend me when you walk so easily on a road my father paid for. You owe a toll.�
�Your father is a road builder?� Brix asked, thinking that building roads might be work he would enjoy, at least, more than spinning.
A boy with red hair and a scatter of freckles covering his face and arms barked a false laugh before snarling. �Tarter didn�t build it himself, you dope. His father paid the taxes to our king. More than enough for this road.�
�But it�s free for anyone to use the King�s Road.�
Brix felt the animosity building in the air like sparkles before lightning storms and saw no way to avoid the confrontation, despite how friendly his words might be. The boys looked for trouble. In contrast to their drab uniforms, they were dressed well, the material finely woven and evenly dyed. Two of his older brothers had had fights with military students in years past. The military boys provoked them, too. However, in each case the local magistrate, Goodman Donald ruled in the military student�s favor, the side of wealth on the issue. Brix took two careful steps closer to the edge of the road.
The freckled boy pointed and taunted, �He admits he travels this road without paying his toll. I think we�re duty bound to take what little coin he has in his purse and spend it impressing pretty girls at the inn.�
A humorless chuckle filled the air as several of the boys laughed without humor.
�Or beat it out of him,� the tall one said, eyes gleaming like he was about to bite into a loaf of bread coated with honey.
Tarter, the boy who claimed his father owned the road, placed his hands on his hips and said, �If you tell us what we desire, we may let you pass without paying.�
�Tell you what?� Brix shuffled another small step closer to the edge of the road as if adjusting his bedroll. A glance told him he could dart onto the pathway that led up to Copper Mountain. The trail was narrow, rugged and twisting as it wound through brambles and then up the hillside of sage and cedar. The boys would have to chase him in single file. If any slowed, those behind would too. Later the trail wound through scrub trees, across a stream that could be leaped, and then it climbed. Loose rocks and shale laid over hard packed clay. It continued right up the side of the mountain all the way to the deserted old mines.
Hands on hips, Tarter continued, �We�re looking for a wildling boy, about your size. Probably limping. He lives about here, somewhere. For the answer of where he lives, we will allow you to pass unharmed and use this road without toll.�
Brix had seen the wild boy a few days earlier, as well as a hundred other times. At least half of the sightings were on this side of Copper Mountain, the others usually in the village where he caught sight of him skulking around. It might be valuable information to them, perhaps even enough to satisfy these greedy toll-takers. However, he felt defiance surging within. �I don�t know him, or where he lives. Why do you want to know?�
�That is our business,� the boy with red hair said, his voice as cold as a winter draft.
At the same time, the tall boy said, �We owe the wildling a beating.�
�Well, I don�t know him, and that�s the truth. I�ve never spoken to him.� On impulse, Brix pointed to the trees growing thick on the opposite side of the road, and shouted, �Hey! Is that the one you�re looking for?�
As the heads of all the military boys turned away to look where he pointed, Brix darted across the other side of the road, onto the Copper Mountain trail. Running, he felt the wind ruffle his hair and pull at his clothes. He had, at least, four or five steps on them. Lengthening his stride, he held his bedroll against his waist to keep it from flapping. His escape gave him an oddly free and excited feeling. Rounding a bend on the trail he allowed a glance over his shoulder and saw only three students had taken up the chase, and they looked winded already, as they fell back.
Brix lowered his head down and concentrated on running faster and longer if for no other reason than to let those boys know he was better at something than they were. Claiming ownership of the King�s Road. That was pure rubbish. Did they think he was a child?
Another glance over his shoulder told him they�d halted and now huddled. They were talking heatedly. One pointed at him with a menacing finger and called a taunt in his direction. Brix ignored it as he kept on running. The lower side of Copper Mountain held little in the way of cover. It was mostly barren rock and clumps of sage, but no trees or shrubs large enough to hide him. He stood out like a speckle on a clean sheet. The boys could watch him from below and move to meet him when he went back down unless he waited for dark. Even then, he feared facing again, these newly made enemies.
Brix continued up the side of the mountain for a better view of the slope and the road. Maybe he could manage to race ahead and get away. The act of running from them had been an impulse, but it put him forever at odds with the five students who studied at the military school. They�d leave Nettleton and join the regular army in a year or two, but while living in Nettleton, they would be enemies. Brix�s older brothers wrestled and boxed, two activities he didn�t enjoy. When he returned home, maybe he needed to beg a few lessons.
His thinking shifted to the wildling boy. Why did they want to know where he lived? They mentioned owing him a beating, but what could the boy have done to deserve that? He was most irritated with their attitude. Owning the King�s road! Charging tolls. Those boys were all the sons of nobles and wealthy merchants. Everyone else was supposed to do their bidding. Their teachers taught them, others fed them, and the washerwoman cleaned their uniforms. What do they do for themselves?
Bricks slowed, his legs burning. Like his older brothers, he had now managed to make enemies of the second sons at the school, and if their pattern held true, he was in for as much trouble as the wildling. Too late to take it back and tell them where he suspected the wildling boy lived, but he wouldn�t if he could. Many in the village believed the wildling boy was welcome because of his good deeds. They said he delivered firewood to the widow Natter's sisters on dark winter nights. He left them apples and berries in season. They were too old to cut it themselves, but the wood box on their back porch was never empty, and the kindling always split.
There were loaves of bread left in the wood box, too, placed there by Old Mrs. Natters, some say, in return for the wood. She also left bowls of stew or parts of a cooked chicken. There were other rumors of the boy helping the villagers, too, like a lost calf returned to its mother. The list went on and on.
If only half the rumors hold true, the wildling boy would be welcome in any town or village. No, Brix would not be the one to tell those military students where to find him. But he might warn him of their intentions if he saw him.

CHAPTER FIVE 

Edward, the Earl�s eldest son and the newest member of the sheriff�s table, left the offices of the sheriff with a sigh of relief and went directly to see Tomas, as he�d been instructed. Tomas was second in command to the sheriff. A lofty position. In his brief year at the sheriff�s table, Edward had yet to speak directly to the man. Now, in a shed near the stables, Tomas sat behind a huge crude desk made of thick planks laid across beer kegs.
The rich smells of horse sweat, and nearby waist-high piles of manure permeated the air. Only one chair was present, and Tomas occupied it. Edward strode to the desk, chin up as he�d been taught, and announced, �The sheriff told me to personally investigate the rumor of the dragon boy. He instructed me to see you for travel funds and said you are to charge me your �best� interest rate. I will also need swift horses for four messengers, as well as the equipment required for traveling to and from Nettleton.�
Tomas concealed a smirk with the back of his hand. �Of course, my Lord.�
�I am not your lord.�
�Ah, but your father is the Earl, so you will be one too, someday. It�s never too early to be humble to an important man such as yourself. How many gold coins will you require for your venture?�
�Not counting the cost of horses, I will need to pay wages to the four messengers, a guide, and a cook. And all will need enough food for the journey.�
Tomas jotted down the requirements as if he couldn�t remember all of them. Without looking up, he said, �Will you also require tack for the horses? Saddles and such? Tents? Wagons?�
�Uh, well, yes.�
�Good, good. Have you already secured the men you need?�
�Not yet. That will be my next order of business.�
�So you intend to depart for Nettleton in only three or four more days, perhaps a ten-day?� Tomas waited, knowing the impatience of the sheriff, and also knowing that if the sheriff was up to his usual schemes, he expected Edward was to depart immediately.
Remembering the sheriff�s instructions to leave this evening or early in the morning, Edward felt a twinge of fear. �Can you also help me hire messengers? Today? I wish to leave before dark.�
�Of course, my future lord. Money talks, does it not? Now, about the amount of gold again, do you know how to calculate simple, or compound interest?�
Understanding that it is usually better to admit ignorance on some subjects and leave them to be done by the lower classes of people, Edward stood taller, held his chin higher and said, �I do not.�
�No problem. I�ll handle the small details and explain it all to you before you sign the papers. I have experience in outfitting ventures of this sort. This is not the first time the sheriff has ordered someone on a venture. I�ll have everything here waiting for you shortly after you enjoy your midday meal. You can depart early and impress the sheriff and your father with your eagerness.�
�Right. I�ll go make my preparations and return after eating. Thank you so much, Tomas.�
�No, you don�t owe me any thanks,� Tomas said, a wide grin splitting his face. �None at all, I assure you.�
Tomas watched Edward retreat and allowed himself the first lingering smile of the day. He almost gloated openly as he called to his men. �Callen, William, Henry, get your lazy asses in here. We have work to do and money to earn.�
While waiting for his workers to gather near him, Tomas glanced again at the list and estimated preliminary numbers. The sheriff�s coded message to charge the �best� rates on lending gold meant Edward had no idea of what he was doing. Tomas would charge the highest rate possible, and young Edward would believe he had a bargain, at least until the time came for his father to pay. The Earl would protest, naturally, and a new sum negotiated. By this, Edward would learn to respect the business prowess of Tomas, and know there was profit for him to be made when he became the Earl if he used the services of the sheriff and Tomas properly.
It would be an expensive trip and an expensive lesson for the young man.
Meanwhile, Edward left the office of Tomas and breathed air free of the heavy smell of horse piss and dung. He stiffened his back and strode directly to his chambers trying to ignore the rising fears and uncertainty of the assignment. This was the first time the sheriff had given him something to do, and he meant to impress. It had been a year of sitting and waiting. Now he planned to earn the trust and respect of the sheriff, as well as that of the others at the table who had taken him lightly.
His mind churned at the array of items he needed to take along on the trip. After all, he was a nobleman who needed to keep up with appearances, even while traveling. His father would expect no less. He would require at least three trunks of proper dress clothing, books to read, several pairs of boots, a variety of hats, and many other choices to make. He still must deal with the likes of choosing silver or pewter for dining utensils. So many questions and only a short time to get ready. The servants would earn their keep today.

CHAPTER SIX 

Camilla settled herself on a convenient rock behind a clump of silver sage that was blooming with tiny blue flowers. From there she could see the whole side of Copper Mountain while remaining unseen. Caution had always been part of her daily routine, but now she moved as if her life depended on anticipating an ambush. The short rope looped over her shoulder was tied to each end of the rolled blanket and groundsheet.
The pole the washerwoman had given her rested in her right hand, the knife concealed at her hip where she could draw it quickly. The purse tied at her waist now held most of the coins Robin loaned her, in addition to her broken slice of flint and steel. Two of the iron pennies were rolled in the blanket she carried. Best to always split your assets in case of trouble.
Concealed by the head-high sagebrush, she carefully examined the side of the mountain and the trail she intended to travel in reaching the King�s Road. If her enemies were near, she wouldn�t stumble into their trap. Not again. Not ever.
This might be the last time she�d see this mountain for a while. She had no idea of how long the trip would take, other than the washer-woman said four or five days to reach the herdsman, Arum. She guessed at least twice that to return. Far more than ten days, one way or another, and probably closer to twenty when the sheep and goats slowed them down.
She�d stopped by her cave to store her few belongings in several nearby caches, and to make sure everything was secure for the time she�d be gone. She turned over the stones used for her small fires, concealing the blackened portions in the ground. She made sure any noticeable trace of occupancy was wiped away. The boys from the academy would be searching for clues to her location, and she didn�t intend to make it easy for them.
Maybe they�d forget about her after a while and chase after someone else. But for now, their anger and fear fed each other, increasing as they moved closer to their prey, like a pack of hungry wild dogs. The boys were not hungry; it was their way. In their school they learned to fight for their king, and using those skills on a weaker opponent came to them naturally. Like the lamb, Camilla was the weaker, and, therefore, a target. If they knew she was a girl, it would probably be worse, so she had trimmed her hair again with the small knife and walked heavily on her heels, like boys. She swung her shoulders back and forth instead of her hips as she walked. She�d been doing that ever since she could remember. But, as the washerwoman mentioned, her body was changing and soon she wouldn�t be fooling anyone.
Beginning her trip up the valley brought anxiety and a thousand unanswered questions, but the washerwoman was the only person she trusted to ask. Why she trusted her was another unanswered question, but orphaned girls don�t often question mundane items like why does the sun rise, or why is there dirt beneath their feet, or why to trust some and not others. They simply accept.
The exposed location on the side of the mountain placed her directly in the sun. Sweat beaded and ran down her neck and forehead. Still, she remained still and watched.
Below, snaking down the side of her mountain wound the narrow path taking her to the King�s Road, and the upper valley. Much of the mountain was clear of trees. Sage, scrub, and dried grasses competed for the meager soil, and plants grew low, twisted, and sparse. After the mining of the mountain, the plants never recovered.
Far below she�d spotted movement a while ago, so she hid and waited. At the bottom of the mountain near the road, she spotted a distant figure running in her direction. Running usually means danger. Watching the path that strung out behind the runner for a time revealed there were three more runners.
Why would four people race up the path to the Copper Mountain mines, and incidentally in the same direction as her small cave, unless they were after her? It could be for another reason, but she needed to be sure. Somebody may have seen her leave the washerwoman�s place, or might have followed her in the past, and told another. The boys from the military academy often paid for information, and if they bribed a villager who knew her cave location, they would be after her.
Careful to remain still and hidden, she watched the four race up the path in her direction, as she reviewed her actions and options. She hadn�t done the boys any harm, not a rude word or disrespectful glance in their direction. Yet they singled her out as the weakest and the one with the least support in the village. She became their target.
She came to another conclusion. Rich boys can get away with anything.
If they continued up the mountain and found her cave, the opening hidden behind the cedars and pines that she�d planted last summer, they�d only find three old blankets stored in the rear, and perhaps her stash of nuts and dried apples in a hole under a flat rock. But it would take a hard search to locate the cave and more to find the few items still there.
Arum, the sheep herder, was not expecting her, so a small delay in her departure shouldn�t matter. Camilla wanted to know if the boys searched for her, or if they had another reason for running up the side of her mountain. She needed to know as much as possible because she planned to return. If they found her cave, she had to make other arrangements.
The one running in front wore a bright yellow shirt and was clearly a faster runner. He quickly outpaced the other three, and in a short while, only two of them ran behind. Then only the leader continued, as all the others slowed and then turned back. They shouted and raised fists at the lone runner. Camilla watched him continue, puzzled by their actions. The lone boy was a fast runner.� Fast, but not as fast as me.
The huffing of a winded runner sounded as he trotted nearer to Camilla�s hidden location. Peering through the foliage, Camilla saw the craftsman wearing a yellow shirt, not the brown of a student warrior, but close enough in color to be confused at a distance. Looking again down the path to the other three runners, she convinced herself they wore military brown, but the distance was extreme. Maybe the boy soldiers chased another victim. Were there others that the boys fought and tortured? She didn�t remember them chasing another villager, but there had been fights. Now and then a boy or two from the school would get into a fight with a villager. She had watched more than one, always from a distance, but not for at least two years.
The others started moving back down the mountain. Only the craftsman remained. He had pulled to a stop a hundred paces from Camilla and dropped to his knees, catching his breath. When he raised his head, it was to watch the path behind himself as if making sure the others turned back, and it was not one of their tricks. He carried a rolled blanket similar to her own, a piece of rope over his shoulder, each end tied to the end of the blanket.
The boy in yellow seemed to have shared enemies with her. She had watched him often enough around the village but never spoken to him. However, common enemies can make good friends. Perhaps she should step into the open and say hello. Perhaps offer her help and support.
How do you ever know the manner a stranger will greet you? Will he smile and shake her hand, or will he scowl and kick her rump? Camilla stayed hidden behind the sagebrush, and as always, thinking before acting. The boy on the path now breathed somewhat evenly and stood on shaky legs. He climbed to the top of a nearby boulder where he could better see down the mountainside where he came from. Camilla realized the boy could have just as easily climbed to the rocks above her perch, and then what would she have said? Sorry, my name�s Camilla. I was just watching you run from your enemies like a scared rabbit?
Camilla could have smiled at her thoughts, but the events she�d witnessed were still a puzzle she needed to resolve. For now, she knew of the presence of the other boy, but the reverse was not true. If looked at in one way, she held the upper hand, and that was always good. �Knowledge is worth more than gold,' her father had said.
My father said that? Where had that thought come from? She barely remembered the man, let alone what he used to say. But there was a remembered friendly timber in his voice, and an odd accent, words pronounced slightly different from those around Nettleton.� Different, but understandable. And a smell of smoke and sweat lingered about him that was comforting to remember. Camilla tried again to form an image of her mother in her mind and couldn�t. Instead, there were other things. Softness. And warmth. And laughter. But no mental picture of what she looked like.
Did she share the same dark hair as Camilla? Was she pretty, or slim and tall? Nothing came to mind.
But other children were floating around in her dim memory, all unnamed and older than her, but sharing her almost black hair. They bickered and fought, always taking her food and sweets in their teasing, then returning them with laughter. Warmth and smiles. A good life. Then one day came screams cold enough to freeze winter hawks. Cold and fire, as their wagon burned amid the snow and shouts of unknown men. She had gone to the edge of the trees to pee. An arrow had landed at her feet, only the last of the fletching remaining above ground. Horses carried shouting men and whirling swords flashed. They raced rampant in their campsite. More screams sounded. Then none.
Camilla remembered glimpses from the underbrush near an oak tree where she ran and hid. The horses were fine animals, their saddles polished and the men riding them wore matching uniforms. Blue and red. One soldier used a sword to cut one of her older brothers nearly in half as he tried running away. Then Camilla turned and ran. She ran into the forest as far and as fast as she could.
Her attention returned to the craftsman boy standing on the path. He stood still and watched down the mountain as if undecided what to do. The path led down to the trees beside the road. The three who were chasing him had gone down there, probably to join the other two that completed their pack of angry students. They couldn�t be seen in the trees.
The craftsman�s eyes moved down the side of the mountain and paused. Even if he didn�t follow the path, and if the boys were watching him from concealment in the trees, they could see him. They could move to intercept him wherever he emerged on the road. Camilla decided the boy would probably wait until dark before going down. That was the smart way.
It was easy to see the young craftsman�s intentions and follow his train of thought. Camilla watched him come to the same conclusions as if she could read his mind. The boy looked a year or two older, and he was slightly larger than Camilla, but not as big as the trainees at the academy. The academy accepted boys around twelve or thirteen, and they departed for duty a few years later. Camilla knew the sizes when they arrived and when they left. She also knew to avoid them, no matter their size. This was not the first pack to give her problems. Two summers ago, there had been another. They beat her once, but she escaped and avoided their attention until one fine spring day they rode off on horses together, under the command of an adult dressed in a blue and red uniform. The color of uniforms that set her heart beating in fear as she remembered her family and the same uniforms.
As she watched, a sensation of tiny crawling things tickled her back. Before looking at the sky, she knew a red dragon would be up there. She spotted it immediately and allowed the tingles and tickles to flow over her back like butterflies touching their wings to her back from neck to bottom.
She watched and thought back to when she had painfully twisted her ankle a year ago. And last winter when she fell after tripping on loose rocks on the side of her mountain and struck her knee so hard she couldn�t stand for days.
Both times a red dragon had flown overhead and circled above her. Looking up had made her think it watched over her. When the pain went away so did the dragon. She knew it was just a silly daydream of a girl without much to dream about.
The red dragon flew high and fast as if it had a place to be in a hurry. Dragons were not exactly rare, but they were not seen every day. When one did fly over, people paused in their endeavors and watched the majestic and dangerous beasts in fascination. Most found it almost impossible not to look.
Camilla was even more impelled to watch, no matter the color. But red ones were the best. Always.

CHAPTER SEVEN 

The sheriff sank to a knee and bowed with eyes lowered until King Ember ordered him to rise. It seemed the King kept him longer in the genuflected pose than normal, and the eyes of those at court this morning held a glint of amusement at his discomfort. Two female consorts of the King openly grinned. He smiled at them in return, as he memorized their faces for future retribution.
�Sire, I bring news of a boy of the Dragon Clan.�
The King had long ago outlived his usefulness in most opinions, as well as exceeding a normal lifespan. His major tasks now resolved around which of the court healers held the latest medical wonder cures to treat his illnesses and keep him alive another week or month. Yet, he held on. The King�s demeanor remained calm, but his voice trembled in the manner of old men, �Where?�
�A journey of five days, perhaps less on the King�s Road to the west.�
�Is this sighting verified?� The voice of the King was sharper and the eyes steady.
The sheriff had anticipated no less a grilling. �I have already dispatched a trusted member of my staff to verify the sighting and send word to me by messenger on a fast horse. I am reporting to you in person because of your great interest in these matters.�
�You said that you can trust this fellow you sent?�
A glance to his left found the Earl of Witten whispering into the ear of a pretty maiden, not his wife. He said, �He is one of my best, most trusted men, appointed to serve me only last year by yourself, your highness. Edward, the son of the Earl of Witten.�
The noise in the room fled as if all the people had somehow been sucked out. The sheriff carefully avoided looking anywhere near the Earl. The King pounded a palm on the arm of his throne. �Excellent! I�ve known him since he was a babe in this very chamber.�
The sheriff smiled while thinking that if the mission failed for any reason, the blame would certainly fall elsewhere. If successful, the would be grateful to the sheriff for giving the boy a chance to prove himself. No less grateful than the Earl. In short, the sheriff would gain any glory and others would receive blame for any failure. He allowed his gaze to find the Earl.
The Earl of Witten met his eyes and nodded his appreciation. Giving his son an opportunity to excel on a mission for the King was a favor he should gladly owe. Yet, there was also cunning in the eye of the Earl. His reputation in court was second to none. He had to be aware that his son was a childlike buffoon, so why did he appear pleased? His left hand, concealed to all but the sheriff and a few others, slid down the lower back of the maiden at his side and rested on her generous bottom. He leaned closer and whispered in her ear again, his eyes never leaving those of the sheriff. She giggled.
The sheriff felt his smile slip and fought to regain it. The damn Earl was up to something.
He leaned forward and asked, �When might you have confirmation?�
�Fifteen days, more or less, your highness.�
�Does this boy wear the dragon mark on his back?�
�We do not know. It is only a rumor until verified by Edward, but it seems a reliable source and I have paid a handsome reward for the information.� The sheriff moved his toe back a half step in preparation of backing from the throne when dismissed.
The King continued in a questioning tone, �With all of the rewards posted for Dragon Clan members, how has a boy remained at large close to my palace? Are there people who are hiding him, or is he clever enough to hide without help?�
�It is said he is a wildling. An orphan, even.�
�He lives on his own? I see. What is his age?�
�Again, all is rumor and may not be true. However, my sources tell me he is about twelve. Perhaps a year older, but that is only a guess.�
The King frowned, and settled back in his throne, his brow furrowed, his eyes unfocused. His attention seemed to shift to the throne-room itself, his eyes shifting to observe the high ceilings and beams, and the golden threaded tapestries on the walls. His gaze finally fell to the carpet in front of the dais that held the throne, the same carpet the sheriff stood upon. Then he looked again at the sheriff. The king�s voice chilled. �Where exactly is this wildling?�
�It is only a rumor, sire.�
The King stood. His voice sounded colder and harder. �To what part of my kingdom are you dispatching Edward, son of the Earl of Witten?�
The silence in the great hall intensified. The sheriff drew back and tried to remain outwardly calm. He had expected the King to be grateful, not angry. �The small village of Nettleton. Near Copper Mountain.�
�I know where the hell that is, you don�t have to tell me it�s near that damned ugly mountain, a scar upon the land.� He spun to the palace guard on his left. �Go immediately and find my Weapons Master and drag him from whatever barrel of whiskey or ale he is drowning himself in. Bring him to me. I also need the Slave Master. I want them in my chambers. Now.�
The older guard turned and gave a warning look to the remaining guard who would stay with the king, as if telling him to double his efforts while protecting the king. He then trotted off, holding his sword at his side to keep it from slapping.
The sheriff composed himself. �Sire, you know of Nettleton?�
The King glanced at the sheriff as if seeing him for the first time this day. The King still stood, his posture no longer slumped and haggard. His expression was intense, and he looked years younger, almost revitalized. �Yes, of course, I know too well, of Nettleton. Now shut up and get out of here.�

CHAPTER EIGHT 

Edward, the eldest son of the Earl of Witten, finished his midday meal alone and climbed the stairs of the palace wing where his personal chambers lay, near the end of amber tinted stone walls of the royal hallway. The fifth-floor carpets matched the shade of amber stone lay on the tiled floor. However, he saw little because of his intense concentration on the upcoming trip.
Climbing the five flights of stairs every day came easier with daily practice, and the view of the courtyard and gardens was worth living on the top floor of the palace. During his meal, three manservants packed for his trip after listening to detailed directions. Five large trunks and several bags occupied the center of the room, with more to come. The servants were rushing about the various rooms, grabbing anything else he might require.
He said to them, �Well done, but there is still much to do. Deliver this to Tomas at the stables as quickly as you can. If I�m needed, I�ll be in a meeting with the sheriff.� He stepped around the pile of possessions sitting in the center of his reception room. Turning, he tried to stride away in the same confident, aloof manner the sheriff had used earlier when exiting the first-day meeting. A small stumble at the threshold ruined the effect, but he quickly recovered, and was off. Edward missed the haggard expressions his servants passed between them as he stalked out the door.
Tomas said he would ensure they departed this day, so Edward hurried to him with his preparations. He hadn�t even taken the time to change from his dinner attire, let alone bathe. There remained a lot to do, and he wanted to be there, making certain all went as hoped. He would take charge with a firm hand if needed. After all, this was the official business of none other than the sheriff, which is also the word of the king.
Arriving at the stable, he might have believed he encountered a traveling carnival. People and animals milled and bustled. Dogs barked. Men shouted. Women laughed. Animals whinnied, snorted, or bawled. At the center of the activity stood Tomas, pointing and shouting. Edward decided he may need to back off his determination to use a firm hand. He had no idea of why so many were at Tomas� beck and call unless he worked at planning more than a single trip this day.
Tomas spotted him and called, �The man of the hour.� He leaped off the table he�d been standing on while shouting directions and walked briskly to Edward, waving people and animals aside. He pumped Edward�s hand with enthusiasm and pulled him to his office while rattling off a list of all he had accomplished, and what he intended to do. It seemed endless.
A second chair now sat at the desk across from Tomas, and a small stack of papers sat beside a pen and inkwell. Edward ignored the chair. �Why are all those people out there?�
�We are preparing for your journey, of course.�
�But, there are so many!�
Tomas sat in his chair and smiled the same smile he used when selling old horses, with little life remaining in them, to gullible buyers. He passed them off as well-trained and child-friendly. The fact the horse was too old to bite or buck made little difference to the truth. �Not all are going to travel with you, of course. That would be over-doing it, don�t you think?�
Edward, feeling relieved, fell into the other chair.
Tomas continued, �For instance, your servants, delivered your things, but they are not traveling with you, are they? If so, we can always add a few more horses and carriages to your budget.�
�I�m paying for all this?�
�No, no of course not. You�ll pay only for what you requested, and not a copper snit more. In fact, I have the numbers right here so we can go over them before you sign, as I promised. For instance, you said you need tents. They are expensive to purchase, so I�ve informed most of the laborers to provide their own tents or do without. I assumed you would not want to purchase one for yourself either, so I have made arrangement for a tent at a price of less than half you�d expect to purchase one for.� His finger darted to an entry in a column of numbers. �See right here? However, if you wish to buy it, I can add that amount to the bottom line.�
The column of numbers went to the very last line on the sheet of paper. Edward slid it aside with his index finger and saw more numbers continued to the next and next. �What is all this?�
Tomas tried to look embarrassed. �Men, horses, tents, wagons, food, and supplies as you instructed. You also asked me to determine what else you might need and have it ready for travel today. I did not have time to dicker the prices but did the best I could with such short notice. You did tell me to do what was needed for an extended trip, did you not?�
�I-I guess I did.�
�Edward, if there has been a misunderstanding, I apologize. I was doing my best to please you.� He shuffled the papers to the one on the bottom and examined the figure totaled as if seeing it for the first time. He looked up into the eyes of Edward, �This is indeed a lot of money, but your father can afford it. Still, you should present him with a number that is a bargain, don�t you agree?�
�Yes, that is more gold than I have ever signed for.�
Tomas dipped the pen in ink and drew a single line through the number at the bottom of the page. It was five digits long, 17,387. Tomas winked at Edward and wrote 16,999. �There, that should look much better to your father, and I will still have enough coin to pay the expenses. It means that I will forfeit part of my salary, but I�m sure you will remember what a good businessman I am when you are Earl.�
Edward breathed a sigh of relief and reached his hand to take Tomas�. �When will we be ready to depart?�
�Well, you should have already left by now, but those four trunks you sent to us a short while ago set us back a little. I had to procure another two-wheel wagon and driver, but I assure you there will be no extra charge. I should have anticipated that in the beginning, and therefore, I will bear the brunt of the additional cost.�
�What would I do without you, Tomas?�
�I�m sure you would have gotten along fine,� Tomas smiled.

CHAPTER NINE 

Camilla knew that if the boys from the academy watched the Craftsman from the cover of the trees beside the King�s Road, and saw her emerge from behind the bushes, she was in trouble. That meant she waited, too. Until dark, at least. Her bright green shirt would stand out against the browns and tans of the mountain, even the yellow shirt of the boy could be seen from a distance.
A loose stone or sniffle would give her away because the boy had paused to rest so near to her hiding place. Camilla sat still and waited. As the sun sank lower, the boy stood and walked nervously down the path, then quickly retreated. When he moved down the path again, Camilla watched in fascination and used the time to pee, a need she�d denied for some time. Squatting, she realized the boy was trying to draw them out. Show where they hid. He advanced and retreated again. He�d already proven he could outrun them. Now he went directly to where they had last been, probably assured that he could outrun them again.
The closer to the road the boy went, the more attention Camilla paid. If she saw a flash of tan uniform would she shout a warning and also place herself in danger? Normally, she would. Today her leg hurt and she couldn�t draw a deep breath, so running wasn�t the option she would use. Her best course would be to stay quiet and out of sight. But I can�t do that.
The craftsman ventured further down the path, nearing the edge of the trees where the path intersected with the road. Suddenly he spun to his right and darted along a small path parallel to the road. He lengthened his stride. Any boys waiting in ambush would have to run on the road to stay up with him, or lose him. Camilla stood for a better view and saw no movement, other than the single runner.
True, they may have taken up positions further up the road, but were they smart enough to anticipate the unexpected action of the craftsman? She didn�t think so and grinned as she stood. She hobbled down the path. The staff helped her limp. She leaned on it to rest her leg, but her arm and hand grew tired from the unaccustomed weight. She continued, the rolled blanket swinging by the rope and slapping against her hip.
As usual, she was hungry. A glance at the sun told her if she didn�t hurry she may as well have stayed in her cave for the night. She tried switching hands with the staff but couldn�t get the right rhythm to help her walk. Finally, she tried using both hands to hold the heavy staff and limp ahead faster. It worked well, especially going downhill and taking a long step with her right foot supported by the pole, followed by a shorter one for her left.
Her goal became reaching the King�s Road. Not where it joined the path, but further along where the craftsman went. She wanted to take no chances of meeting up with the others. After leaving the main path, she followed the footsteps of the other boy, clearly visible in the dry dust coating the surface of the hard packed ground. Trees and dense underbrush grew a dozen steps to her left, where the road followed the path of the river and the plants drew moisture from the damp ground. To her right stood the barren slopes of Copper Mountain, dry, brown, and desolate.
The leg that darted out from behind a green stand of brambles was unseen until it tripped her. Camilla fell forward, managing to reach out with her hands in time to keep her face from plowing into the hard ground. Immediately her head was yanked back by a hand tangled in her hair while a knee dropped in the middle of her back. She reached for the little knife at her hip, determined to drive it into one of the military boys at the first opportunity.
An angry voice in her ear snarled, �Why are you following me?�
Camilla couldn�t see her attacker, but if it was one of other boys they would have already kicked or hit her, not asked a question. It was the craftsman boy. She slipped the knife back into the scabbard while berating herself. She should have understood that both of them were watching out for surprise attacks. One glance behind probably told the craftsman he was followed, and he set his trap.
Camilla cleared her throat and said, �I saw the boys in brown uniforms chasing after you.�
�So?�
�Yesterday the same ones beat me.�
�They asked me about you. They wanted to know where you hide or live.�
Camilla simply grunted at the information, as if considering the implications.
�What�s that mean?� the boy asked, still kneeling on her back and holding a fistful of Camilla�s hair.
Mean? It means I should have chopped my hair shorter so you can�t hold it. �Just that I�ll have to find another place to sleep when I get back. Another home.�
He relaxed his grip and paused, �I didn�t tell them anything. I don�t even know where you live. You said you�re going to get back? From where?�
It seemed easier, to tell the truth. Camilla didn�t hesitate or consider a lie. �There�s a herdsman up the valley named Arum. He might need me to help him move his goats.�
Brix released the hair and stood. �What about the sheep?�
�Sheep, too.�
�Can you stand?�
Camilla rolled over and examined the face of her attacker, as well as his dress. The yellow shirt had a small spinning wheel sewn into the front, and a tear on the other shoulder that she felt sure had not been there earlier. Camilla had seen this boy at the spinners often, and more than a few times in the village. He looked well fed, and the clothing he wore was better quality than any Camilla owned except for her new green shirt. His had been clean but now showed a thick coating of dry dust. It might have been washed by the washerwoman, but then Camilla remembered this boy lived with a mother and older sister who probably did the family laundry.
Camilla knew from afar everyone in the village. She knew them by their work and who they associated with. When they woke and when they bedded. She knew when the students at the academy arrived and departed, and that the villagers remained the same year after year. Even the peddlers and knife sharpener passing though, were always the same. She considered the villagers almost as a family because they were permanence in her life, although so seldom spoke to any.
The students at the military academy came and went, and they kept to themselves, most of the time. They rarely spoke to villagers either. In many ways, they were like her. Living in Nettleton, but passing through.
�I asked if you can stand.�
The leg hurt, but she managed to walk with the aid of her staff. The boy did nothing to help. She said nothing. When he didn�t respond either, she found herself wiping and patting the dust from her clothing, checking to make sure he hadn�t torn her new green shirt.
�You did not work for Arum the herdsman last year.�
It was a statement. Camilla turned her attention back to him, eyes falling to the rolled up bedroll carried over his shoulder with a rope, almost the same as her own. �You�re also going to see Arum?�
�This will be my third time.�
Camilla caught the pride in the answer and a trace of a smile. �Then you know more about what I�m doing than me. The washerwoman told me to go help him so I�d be away and those boys won�t beat me again.�
�The washerwoman tells you what to do?�
Camilla drew back, ready to flee or fight, then she stiffened. She couldn�t tell if he was insulting her or not. �She told me Arum might need someone to help.�
�The washerwoman.�
He sounded as if he didn�t believe her. Or like her. Camilla fought to keep her face passive and not give away true feelings. �Robin. Her name is Robin. She helped me after those boys beat me.�
�My name is Brix. How bad was the beating?�
Camilla hesitated. Brix thought of her as a boy, as did everyone else. She remembered Robin�s warning about passing as a boy, and as always she altered her name to sound more masculine. �Call me Cam. Each time they beat me, it�s worse.�
Brix nodded as if deciding something. He took a small step in her direction and held out his hand to shake. �We have the same enemy, and we�re going to work for the same man. We should travel together, Cam.�
�Arum has not offered me a job. I only have the word of Robin and a possible offer of the work.�
�Still, we can, at least, travel together for protection, if nothing else. If we meet those boys on the King�s Road will you join me in fighting them?�
�Will I have a choice?�
Brix took her response as a joke and laughed.
Camilla nodded to her foot. �One of them stomped on my foot. It�s much better today, but I have a rib that hurts when I take a deep breath. I think it�s healing, too. But in a fight, I�m worth little.�
�Then pretend, Cam. Puff yourself up and act like you can fight. Like you want to. With two of us standing together, who knows? They might back off,� Brix pointed to the road. �Up there beside the road is a place I know. Just off the side, in the trees, near a stream that feeds the river. A clearing you can�t see from the road. A safe place to spend the night.�
Warnings rang in her mind. She had, at least, two secrets to withhold from him. Traveling near the boy meant he might stumble on either. An accidental sighting of her back or seeing her pee would have him ask too many questions and know too much. When he returned to the village she called home, a careless word might have consequences. �I haven�t agreed to travel with you.�
�I�m sorry about tripping you and pulling your hair if that�s a problem.�
�It�s more than that,� Camilla said, limping ahead with her staff supporting the weight.
�I said I�m sorry.�
Over her shoulder she called, �You had no idea it was me following you. And no idea of why. You�re so stupid about survival you scare me. Have a safe journey.�
He followed, moving slower as if to maintain their distance. �I knew it was you all the time. I�ve seen you wearing your blue shirt too many times, but never bright green. Once I watched you steal three potatoes from a wagonload. I wondered why you didn�t take twenty. Then I realized that if you only take a little at a time, nobody misses it so you can continue stealing.�
�You watch me?�
�Stealing? At least four times. Once you snuck into our mill and escaped with an apple and bread that we didn�t eat at our noon meal. I watched from a window on the upstairs floor.�
�You didn�t tell?�
�Everyone knows of you. They also know you only take what you need. It�s a small village. You even have admirers who talk about you making your own way and never asking for aid or help. I suspect some intentionally leave food where you�ll find it. Especially when there�s snow on the ground.�
Camilla continued limping ahead, watching the edge of the road when she could see it, and the underbrush the rest of the time. There had been more food for her to steal at times, especially in winter. If they left it out for her, was it stealing? Camilla�s emotions were high as she realized they might compete for the same job. Brix had experience. He would win it. Her emotions sank, and she used the time to think.
Assuming they survived the night without being attacked by the boys, did she need Brix? Their enemies were probably far behind. They didn�t get very far from the academy. Did she need to share the food in her bedroll with Brix? What else didn�t she know? Mistrust is a lesson learned many times when living alone.
�Over there,� Brix pointed.
Camilla�s eyes followed a small path that wound down through a stand of willows and cottonwood. She walked a few steps down the path and saw that it opened into a sparkling stream and a clearing large enough for eight or ten to make camp for a night. A ring of fire-blackened rocks stood near one end. Beside the fire pit was a stack of firewood under a small lean-to built by a traveler sometime in the past. A perfect place to spend the night, but not for her.
Brix went directly to the fire pit and tossed in some wood from the lean-to. �Set yourself down and rest. I�ll take care of things tonight, and we�ll see how things go tomorrow.�
Camilla shook her head and turned away. She wanted nothing more than to lower herself to the soft ground and rest her sore leg. �I�m going on ahead.�
�I have extra food.� He pulled a coil of thin line and a hook from inside a purse fastened to his belt. �Besides, that little stream is full of trout. Small ones, but before dark, I�ll have enough to feed us.�
At the mention of the stream, Camilla realized how thirsty she�d become. Any hesitation might be thought of as her weakening, so she kept walking and ignored her thirst. Perhaps another stream would cross the road ahead. She kept her ears open to hear if he followed. If he did, she would get angry and shout him back.
He didn�t call out, or race after her. She almost felt cheated. If he had, she might have stayed, but knew it was better to travel alone, as she lived her life. Still, he had been friendly enough. As she reviewed the conversation in her head, she realized the conversations with him were the longest in memory. If she didn�t have her secrets he might have been her second real friend. The first tears were wiped away, but those later flowed freely and trickled down her cheeks unheeded.
The road was wide enough for one wagon or four men to march abreast, but the center showed far more use than the edges. Walking down the center, whether on foot or horseback was natural. She glanced behind several times, but Brix was nowhere in sight. She didn�t know if she should feel relieved or sorry.
A glance at the shadows told her she had a lot of daylight left. Her foot now pained her more with each step. Walking fast, and the road now climbing had her short of breath, and as she drew in a lungful, the sharp pain doubled her over. Slow down. She straightened and continued.
The cheerful chuckling of a stream told her it was there long before she spotted it. It was half the size of the one where she left Brix, but plenty deep enough for a drink. Stepping off the road, she found a small path leading down to a flat rock conveniently placed by nature where a person could lie down and scoop water directly into their mouth. She tossed the staff to one side and knelt before laying on her stomach and allowing her tips to touch the cold water.
Satisfied, she sat up but didn�t stand. Her mind was sorting information. Brix had told her things she needed to dwell upon. People knew of her. They knew she stole from them, and if his words were true, they even provided for her. She was like a stray cat that was unwanted, but fed and watched.
She talked to herself for pleasant company. Since others didn�t speak to her, she carried on conversations with herself, and not only in her head. Often she spoke out loud, changing her voice to match the one she imagined speaking. If a villager saw and heard her doing that they might think she was bewitched or eccentric. Neither would be good.
Brix looked down on Robin, from what she could tell from their brief interaction. That didn�t sit well with Camilla. He had a large, prosperous family. That made him different. They lived in the same village but led lives apart. What might happen when they brought the goats and sheep back? Would they be friends?
That line of thinking returned her to traveling with him. One rip on the back of her shirt would expose the birthmark. One time relieving herself in his sight would reveal another secret. She smiled at the small joke buried in her choice of words, but soon went back to worrying.
The difficulties of traveling with him to Arum�s flocks were little different than returning with them. Once they joined Arum, they would herd the animals down the narrow valley. They would probably herd them all day, pushing them to move, yet keeping them together and safe from wolves, bears, or other predators. Then at night, they would sleep around the same fire. Eat the same food. And pee in the same places. Any bathing would be in sight of others.
The job started to look impossible.
She stood and noticed the path that had led her to the stream continued on into the undergrowth under a stand of oak. On impulse, she followed it. Looking over her shoulder, she could no longer see the road. A dozen steps further and she found herself on a small hillside, the path leading down to a dip in the ground beside the river, covered with lush grass.
She used the staff for balance and to brace herself as she moved carefully down the hill. Standing at the base, she realized three things. First, the clearing was perfect. The slope protected a fire from being spotted from the road. The grass was a place to spread her waterproof bedding. Second, a ring of rocks told her she was not the first to discover this place. And third, she had used her staff to help her walk almost without thinking. Already it had become part of her.
She struck upon a possible solution for traveling with others. Villagers worshiped many gods in many ways. She could pretend to be of people who were from far away. Their prayers were said in private. Several times a day. She could excuse herself and go to pray, and while there relieve herself. The material of her green shirt was thick, and when wet, wouldn�t show her mark, but she could easily check on that.
The bedroll unrolled. Inside was a sack of dried meat shavings, raisins, dried apples, pears, and seeds of grain. Rice, oats and barley for sure, and maybe another. A feast. Well, maybe not a feast, but enough to supplement what she could scrounge for a few days. She would keep a sharp watch for food, but that was her normal routine, anyway. She stuffed a handful into her mouth and chewed as she adjusted the waterproof groundsheet and blanket.
She palmed the copper and iron coins, slipping them into her purse and carefully placing the purse inside her waistband. They would again be wrapped in her blanket tomorrow, so that all the coin was not kept together. If she had a needle and thread, she would sew a pocket into her shirt. Robin had been more than generous. Then she spread the blanket and laid down for a short rest before gathering firewood for the night. Her eyes slowly closed. She slept.
Brix shook her awake, finger held to his lips, warning her to be quiet.
Her back started tingling. Then it itched. Then it turned painful.
A dragon was approaching.

CHAPTER TEN 

The King paused only long enough to peek out of a small window on the third floor from the edge of the drapes. Seeing nothing dangerous down in the courtyard, he continued jogging down the hallway to his chambers, as feelings of impending doom filled him. Once he�d dismissed the servants and barred the door behind them, he went to a certain stone behind the edge of an old tapestry depicting three hunters with bows, and three leaping stags about to die. Pushing the stone inward released a lock on a hidden compartment. A drawer smoothly emerged from the wall, several fake stones attached to the front. Until the release was made, they had looked like any others on the wall.
The drawer was wider than his outstretched arms and deep enough to hide a man, as family rumors said had happened a few times in the past. Rumors also said more than one woman had escaped the attention of angry queens by hiding in the drawer. Inside were several objects. The largest was a red stone carved into the writhing image of a red dragon as big as his forearm. The wings were folded against the body, but the head was twisted back on the long neck, as the ugly face and black eyes met his. The statue was the creation of a master carver. And one insane.
Pounding sounded from the only door to the chambers.
Lifting the statue carefully, the King carried it to the center of a table where he often did royal paperwork in private. He set it down in the center and hurried to the door. Using the peephole first, he threw the lock and cracked the door open only enough to ensure that the Weapons Master and Slave Master were alone. �Come inside and be quick about it.�
They slipped into the room, their full attention on their King. He motioned to the statue with a wave of his hand. Both halted in mid-step. The King allowed them to stare at it before barking, �Paul, are you sober?�
The Weapons Master glanced at the dragon statue sitting on the table and whispered, �Sire, if I were not, I would be now.�
Angora, the Slave Master remained silent, his eyes locked on the statue as if he feared it would attack him.
The King nearly stuttered in his frustration. He kept his voice soft because inside the palace too many things were overheard, even from his private chambers. He�d learned the hard way when younger that few things are secret in a palace. �There is a rumor of a dragon boy.�
The Slave Master said, �There are always rumors.�
�This one concerns a young wildling about eleven or twelve years of age. Near Nettleton.�
�We killed and accounted for all of them,� the Weapons Master said, the sour smell of ale strong on his breath.
The Slave Master nodded. �Relax. I counted the bodies, myself. Men, women, and children. None survived, I assure you.�
The King pointed to the statue, �How long did we pursue them?�
�Seven years, as I remember,� the Weapons Master said. �Perhaps a little longer.�
�Closer to eight,� the Slave Master corrected. �But in the end, we finished them off.�
The King went to the statue and looked into the pained expression the dragon wore. The twisting of the neck made the rear of the statue the one that faced the head of the dragon. �Bear with me for a moment. Imagine if the wife of Brandon became pregnant at the beginning of our pursuit of that damned family.�
Both masters calculated and at almost the same time nodded.
The Weapons Master reconsidered and counted on his stubby fingers. �A child of four, or nearly five years might survive but probably not. One aged six or seven would stand a far better chance. Especially if provided help by a local, or locals. Yes, it could be done in theory, but there was no survivor.�
�It has been six or seven years since the massacre, has it not?�
�There must be a better word to use than �massacre�. But, it seems more time than that, but yes, I think you are right. It�s barely possible, I suppose. But we were sure all of them were killed and all evidence erased.�
The Slave Master spun and looked at the open drawer in the wall. Neither he nor the Weapons Master had been completely surprised by it standing open. In his quiet way, the Slave Master turned to the King and shifted his eyes to the drawer. �May I?�
The King nodded, and watched as his friend looked inside. He pulled a thick sheaf of papers from a corner and untied a yellowed ribbon. Carrying the papers to the shaft of light under a window to read them, he sorted the papers into piles. Nobody spoke. Each paper was set aside after examination. At an entry on a sheet that he studied, the Slave Master�s face paled, and he muttered, �No.� then he continued reading. �No, no, no.�
�I think I�m going to need a drink.� The Weapons Master asked, �What is it?�
�How did we not see this? Here in the inventory is listed a wooden horse of the sort small children play with. And listed below it is items of clothing. It contains shirts small enough for a young boy. Child�s shirts, it says. Not baby, or toddler. It says, �child.'�
The Weapons Master snapped, �That could be the shirts of any of the demon offspring.�
�No,� said the King, falling into a chair. �Think of the ages. Their sizes. All were born before we found and gave chase. The youngest boy was ten, as I recall. That would make him, at least, seventeen or more, almost a man. In size, anyway. The inventory says �child�s� shirts. Not young man�s shirt. Child.�
�It cannot be.� The Slave Master continued. �I reviewed everything that was there. Accounted for everybody in the family. I personally identified them and counted their bodies.�
�You found and accounted for all we knew of, my friend,� the King said, standing again and placing a hand on his shoulder and turning the Weapons Master to face him. �Your drink will wait, Paul. I want both of you in Nettleton as soon as possible. That fool Edward, the eldest son of the Earl of Witten is also traveling there to investigate the rumor, but you will arrive first, kill this dragon boy and end this madness. He will disappear as if he never existed. You know the stakes.�
Both masters bowed as they backed from the room.
The King did not hesitate. He strode to another cabinet and tossed open the two doors. Within stood six bottles of the finest wines and whiskeys in his kingdom. Fine wines are for sipping and enjoying with feasts and friends. Whiskeys are for serious drinking. His fingers wrapped around a bottle filled near the top with amber liquid while his other hand found the largest crystal glass available.
Nettleton had been a mistake. He�d known it from the beginning, but once a wagon is rolling down a steep hill, it�s hard to stop. He filled the glass and shuffled to the door, downing half the contents of his glass on the way. He opened the door and motioned for the guard to come closer. �I wish that my two sons be advised that I need to speak with them. It�s important, so tell them to leave whatever wenches they�re sleeping with and come to my chambers.�
He closed the door without waiting for a response. The guards were elderly and had been with him since they were young. They knew when to act and, what to say. He trusted them.
Unlike his two sons who were worthless, as far as kings, or future kings, are concerned, both lacking in ambition and competence. They were their mother�s sons, lazy and ugly. However, they were his only heirs. They deserved to know what was happening and how their inheritance was at risk.

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Edward climbed upon a saddled white horse with restrained dignity, as if he was already the Earl of Witten. He looked over his shoulder to the train of people and pack animals strung out behind. He�d seen smaller parades on important holidays. A curt nod to the guide that Tomas hired started the procession moving with a wave of his arm. Fortunately, Tomas had been able to buy the guide out of his former job. It had not been cheap, but Tomas assured him he needed a guide who was trusted and knew his way through the dangerous lands between the palace and Nettleton.
The King and sheriff, as well as his father, would hear of his triumphal departure today. He would make them proud. When his father saw how he�d bargained Tomas on nearly every major point, there would be compliments exchanged. Still, troubles clouded his mind. His task was to see the dragon tattoo on the back of a child, without the child knowing that he was looking for it, or at it. He gave a mental shrug. The trip would take days, and he had time to devise solutions for the impossible problem.
�Sir Edward,� the guide called as he trotted his chestnut to the front of the column where the dust didn�t fill the air so heavily that the sun looked hazy.
Edward gave his most regal turn of a head, ignoring the improper address of calling him a mere, sir. The guide was, after all, only a knowledgeable peasant charged with leading the way. �Yes?�
�Have you any thoughts on where we should set our camp this night?�
Edward had no idea as he had never traveled this way. Yet a true leader of men made himself humble while watching and learning. �What are your ideas on the matter?�
�Just over the rise ahead flows a wide stream and if memory serves, a meadow large enough for us.�
�Now? You want to stop now? I think I can still see the towers of the palace beyond the tops of the trees.�
The guide turned his horse and rode beside him, leaning closer to speak confidentially. �You are most observant. I�m sure you�ve also figured out that this is our first encampment, and many of those traveling with us have never set a proper campsite, let alone care for a future Earl�s need while traveling. Tonight is a trial for them and may take far longer than in the future. If we work out the kinks today, then the rest of the trip goes smoother.�
�Of course, that�s what I was trying to say when you interrupted me.�
�I should have held my peace, but I�m not used to working with royals who are so quick and decisive.�
Edward drilled him with a stern expression emulating one his father often used. �You�ll learn. Now get on with it and do not take me for a fool again.�
Beyond the rise were the stream and meadow. Edward followed the road to a place where two large boulders sat at the edge of the stream just before it flowed around a curve and disappeared. He motioned to a wagon driver to pull up.
The guide sat high on his horse shouting and waving instructions. He saw Edward and waved as if they were equals and friends, then continued his work of directing every aspect of the camp. Everyone had multiple tasks in setting up the camp. Edward used his insight to tell where he wanted his personal tent set up. He directed his wagons and then spent time with his chef planning the evening meal.
As the guide anticipated, there were hundreds of problems to solve and lessons to be learned. They were traveling, so Edward amended his usual routine and ordered only three courses for the meal and two bottles of wine. The afternoon ride had been tiring. Sitting a saddle tends to wear the body more than walking, in ways better left unsaid. He never even opened the second bottle because he fell asleep in his chair. A helpful servant had awoken him before too many mosquitoes feasted on his unprotected arms and face, but he cared little as he climbed between sheets of silk in a tent large enough for ten.
He was up before the sun rose. As he stumbled around the tent getting dressed, he wondered if he had ever seen the sun come up before. It stood to reason that since it went down each day, it must also come up, but had he actually seen it happen?
The guide delivered his white horse, already saddled. �Good morning, sir. I must say you continue to impress me.�
�Because I am already awake and dressed before my breakfast to be served?�
�No, because you chose a downstream campsite. Your humbleness impressed us all. It was the talk of the entire camp last night.�
�My camp drew that much attention?� He glanced around and found his campsite was far better looking than many others. He puffed his chest out. �What did they say about my camp?�
The guide leaned closer. �They said that usually, a pompous son of an Earl will place his tent upstream from where the cattle and low-class people pee and dump their garbage in the water. You showed you are one of us by making your campsite downstream. Again, I�m most impressed.�
Edward almost gagged. He thought back and realized he had not taken a single sip of filthy water and had not waded in it, yet he had stood within a few steps of the shore. He carefully moved another step away and watched a turd float past. �We best be on our way, guide. We travel a full day, today.�
�If the rains don�t slow us.�
Edward glanced up. A few clouds but no more. �We�ll be fine.�
Before the midday meal, he wished he could take that statement back. His horse struggled in a river of thick mud so deep he dared not dismount, no matter how cold he was, or how much his behind hurt. Those following continued to trudge onward, and so would he. A true leader sets an example.
A peasant's hand passed him an apple as he slogged past the mired horse. Edward ignored the origins of the apple as he rubbed it on his shirt before biting into it. If he could tell them apart, he�d have thanked the owner of the hand. After further consideration, he recanted. The apple was probably rightfully his, to begin with. The peasant simply returned what belonged to Edward in the first place. The rain came down harder.
The guide wore a thin oiled skin animal hide over his head and shoulders draping down his back to keep him dry. Inside it, the guide looked almost comfortable. Edward�s clothing sopped with every drop and sagged. His cloak felt it weighed more than he. Colors that had been brilliant only this morning ran and merged with others, until what he saw of himself looked like candle wax melting on a hot day.
The guide reigned in his horse and waited for Edward at the crest of a knoll. He called, �Asking your leave to make camp early again, today. I know we�re in a hurry, but the animals are beginning to tire in this muck.�
Edward had never heard words so sweet. He kept his face firm and pretended to ponder, then gave in at last. �If we must. Tomorrow we will make up for the time we lose.�
�Ahead lies a small river. Or maybe it is a large one after the rain today.� The guide laughed at his joke before continuing, �That is the place where I suggest we camp for the night unless you have other ideas?�
The cold rain had drawn the warmth from him. Edward�s teeth nearly chattered. �I say, are there any towns or villages we will pass through?�
�Do you wish to avoid them?�
�No. I was wondering if any, might have an Inn. I�m sure my servants will be worn out from walking all day.�
The guide started to speak and choked it off. Instead, he pointed ahead. �Bradenton. We should reach it by tomorrow midday. If your servants are tired, you might take rooms there. I have stayed there many times, and it�s warm and dry. The wine is acceptable for my taste, but you may wish to provide your own.�
�Warm and dry you say? Can it be reached by nightfall, today?�
�On another day it might be possible, but not today. The horses cannot move fast enough. With this downpour make sure your servants set your camp on high ground. The river may yet rise and flood.�
Edward nodded. His camp would be on high ground�and upstream. �Have you heard rumors of any dangers in this area? Robbers, highwaymen, or even of the Dragon Clan?�
�A few highwaymen, but we can handle them. I haven�t heard of a member of the Dragon Clan, in probably close to ten years. Before that there were stories. But there are always stories.�
�Have you ever encountered dragons in your travels?�
�No. I have seen them flying, of course.� He pulled the hood of his animal skin over his face to shed rain. �Once I saw a great green dragon swoop down not a hundred steps from me and grab a calf with its hind claws. The wings beat so hard the air almost knocked me over.�
Edward didn�t know if the story held any truth. �How large was this animal?�
�Large? Well, it carried off a calf into the sky that weighed more than me and didn�t look like it was straining, too much.�
Not one to believe all he heard, Edward set the idea aside. To lift a small cow, the wings would have to be as long as boats. He didn�t believe in goblins or fairies, either. The footing for the horse grew firmer as they topped a slight rise and the river lay ahead. It flowed to his left. He turned right and pointed to a small hillock. The nearest servants changed direction.
The guide noticed where Edward�s camp would be set up and smiled to himself. Edward, son of the Earl of Witten, was learning very fast.

CHAPTER TWELVE 

Camilla woke at the first touch of Brix�s hand.
�Be quiet. Time to go.�
What is he doing here? She sat up and tried to see in the darkness as she cleared her mind from the anger of waking to find Brix in her campsite. She had left him at the creek the night before. Instead, she heard the stamp of nearby hooves and felt her back tingle so much it felt on fire. She rolled to her knees and reached for her bedroll, tying the rope to the ends and slipping it over her shoulder. She whispered, �Who?�
�Not friends, for sure,� Brix spoke softly, then half-turned and fumbled with his pants. A yellow stream of pee watered the nearby bushes.
Brix�s act triggered Camilla�s body. She had to pee, also. It was the single problem she faced that she couldn�t hide. She turned and found the path to the road while squeezing her thighs to hold it in.
�What are you doing here?� She whispered as she moved past him to take the lead.
�Following you.� He shrugged as if that answered it all.
They moved quietly and kept out of sight as they neared the road. Her back crawled, but no longer hurt. The clomping of hooves told there were more horses strung out behind the first she saw. They hid behind a tangle of briars and watched the King�s men in their colorful uniforms ride past, single file. A quick count said nearly twenty men rode in a ragged line. Their uniforms appeared new and the riders very young.
Camilla glanced at Brix and then back at the soldiers. A shiver of remembrance of the attack on her family led to a flood of nasty memories. Despite the soldiers, Camilla still had to pee, and the need was becoming urgent. Camilla touched Brix�s shoulder and mouthed, �I�ll be right back. Forgot something back there.�
She moved deeper into the forest and relieved herself, wondering how she was going to keep her secret with a boy following her, let alone keeping the birthmark she wore hidden. Could she break apart their new friendship and then join him herding the animals down the valley? It was not a question she had to solve this morning, but it was one she needed to think about.
Concealing either secret from Brix was a chore she didn�t know if she could accomplish for long, and one slip would reveal knowledge only the washerwoman knew. It amounted to being on constant guard. Camilla headed back to the briars with her mind spinning. Her idea of the night before that slipped back into her mind sounded possible.
No, it would work. Most prayers she had observed were said on a regular schedule, but she observed some prayed when they needed help or committed a sin. When needing to pee, she could utter a curse and explain she needed a few moments alone, to say a prayer and ask for forgiveness.
The birthmark was a different story. The last of the riders had passed their hidden position while she was deep in thought. Deceit with a new friend turned her stomach. However, if and when word of her sex or birthmark leaked, her life was in danger. She remembered the words of her father, and her mother had seconded the thoughts with an urgency she remembered well. Always hide the birthmark. Nobody but the family must ever see it, but each of her family wore a similar mark. One was black, another green, but most were red if she remembered correctly. All writhed across their backs in different intricate poses, detailed and fierce.
Only the mark Camilla wore depicted the dragon looking over her shoulder. Her mother had often traced the outline with a finger and cooed soft phrases to Camilla when she was small. She explained that the marks on each one of the family were things of beauty, and something for Camilla to be very proud of. But, always to be kept hidden from ordinary folk.
The phrase replayed in her mind. Ordinary folk. It meant more than she could pin down in her thinking. Others were ordinary, therefore, her family special. Yet, ordinary folk murdered her family and they still lived. If her family was so special, why were they all dead? The answer slipped into her mind like a child creeping softly into its parent�s bed during a thunderstorm. Ordinary folk were not special, but they held power because of numbers.
It was that simple. However, because they were not special, ordinary folk envied and hated those who were. Yes, that�s right. A relative may have explained it to her once, but she was very young and didn�t remember clearly. The information, the insight, filled a void in her mind. The insight also sealed any thoughts of intentionally sharing her deepest secret with Brix.
Brix said, �I think we should go now.�
�They came from up the valley and are headed for Nettleton. There may be more coming down the road.�
�I�m wondering what they were doing up there, too.�
�Is there a town?�
�Somewhere, I guess. Eventually. The road passes through a mountain pass called Gillian�s Cut. Don�t bother to ask me where it goes once it crosses the mountains because I have no idea.�
Camilla nodded, as she stood and boldly stepped onto the road as she shouldered her bedroll. �Arum lives somewhere before the pass?�
�Yes. You�ll like him. He�s old and moves slow, but he�s smart and quick to laugh. His sheep and goats are his life, but the last few years have been hard on him.�
�Because he�s old?�
�No, because of a red dragon.�
Camilla nearly stumbled. �A dragon?�
�A red one. It never came around until the last few years, but when it wants an easy meal, it swoops down and lets out a scream so loud and terrifying the animals just freeze in place. People too. It comes over the treetops and almost falls from the sky while it shrieks. Then it grabs the one it wants and flies off.�
�You�ve seen this?� Camilla fell back a few steps to walk even with Brix.
�Too many times. Seeing is only part of it. The sound is worse.�
�Are there other dragons?�
�Around here? Not that I�ve seen. Just that huge old red one with fire in her eyes. She looked at me once, Cam. Turned her head as she flew down to take a lamb, and looked right at me. Then her attention went to the sheep standing there paralyzed.�
�Back to those soldiers, again. I�ve been thinking. Their uniforms were clean and looked new. The soldiers looked only a few years older than you and me. They couldn�t have come far, or they would be dirty from travel.�
�I got the idea they were searching for something or had a mission.�
�Searching for?�
Brix shrugged and picked up the pace. �Something or some person. Who knows or cares? Let�s talk about other things. How do you know what to steal?�
�Steal?�
�In the village. We all watch you. You�re very good at stealing, but everyone knows.�
�I only take what I need. If my traps have animals in them, I have meat. If the trees grow fruit, I eat it and store what will not rot. Some I dry in the sun.�
�But you also steal.�
�Usually, I only take what the owners don�t want. I take potatoes that are soft, or apples with a bruise. I cut off the bad part and eat the rest.�
�Some also say you give things to old people and help animals. That you�re good for the people that live in Nettleton.�
Camilla remembered a sick dog she fed until it ran away. And a cow that belonged to Master Dean had wandered into a ditch where it was easy prey for coyotes. She found it and used a switch to swat its rump until it ran back to the pasture. Another time she cleaned a cut on the leg of a goat so it wouldn�t go lame with infection. They know about those things?
Camilla realized she had not been as careful as she thought.
�You don�t have any brothers, do you?�
�Why do you say that?� Camilla asked, remembering her older brothers, or what little she could remember of them.
�You don�t take teasing as someone used to it.�
�I had brothers. They were killed along with my sisters and father. Mom, too.�
Brix glanced away, then back again. �Sorry. I didn�t know. Who killed them?�
�Men on horses in uniforms. A lot of them.�
�Who were they?�
�I don�t know for sure, but I think they were King Ember�s men. They wore the same colors as soldiers of the King. The same as those men this morning. That�s why I hide.�
�Why did they kill your family?�
�I don�t know. They came where we were camped in a forest and used swords to kill everyone. Then they burned our wagons and everything else.�
�What about you?�
�I was taking a pee in the woods when they attacked. I watched what happened from behind a bush, then ran.�
�Did you ever go back?�
�Yes. Everyone was dead, so I took a few small things, not much so nobody would know I was there, and then I ran off again and hid. I still hide from them.�
�That�s awful. But you were smart, it sounds like.�
�Scared.� Camilla walked along the road silently for a long while. The memories were vague, and nothing new came to mind except a dawning realization that all was not well. The life she had been leading was a lie. People did know about her. They knew she stole food and helped animals. Some probably knew where her cave was. She turned to the boy and spoke without intending to. �Know what�s worse?�
�Worse than what you�ve told me so far?�
Camilla held back tears and squared her shoulders. �I think they�re still after me.�

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Weapons Master Paul turned to Slave Master Angora, who rode on the tall horse at his side. �With this infernal rain, the River Paxton will flood, probably this night.�
�Well, I�m glad we forded it earlier. We should reach Bradenton by nightfall, and that dolt Edward will be forced to stay on the other side of the Paxton River, with his parade of men, carts, and animals, if it continues to rain.�
The Weapons Master used his heels to spur the horse faster. �A night at the inn will warm me up.�
�Warm and dry will do both of us good, but if you�re thinking of the wine, or ale at the inn, don�t. If the King finds out you were drunk on a mission of his, he�d have your head, and I�d have to put up with training a new Weapons Master.� The brush on the side of the road grew in abundance and narrowed the road with overhanging shrubs and limbs. He let his horse fall into line behind the other, the animal keeping pace without urging.
Paul turned in his saddle and said, �We�re a full day ahead of that scoundrel Edward, already. If he sits by the river two days waiting for the waters to recede before he can ford it, we�ll have a three-day lead.�
�He might still cross the river today or tomorrow. We may need it all the time we have to locate the dragon boy and kill him. Especially if he�s managed to make friends in Nettleton. We find him and take him somewhere far away so there're no witnesses. You stay sober until we carry out our task.�
�And after?�
The Slave Master adjusted his hood so the water sluiced off to one side. �After, I�ll buy the drinks.�
�What if this dragon boy calls down a dragon on us?� The Weapons Master turned around and faced the road, but still allowed his horse to pick the way. All the King�s horses were well trained, and these two were among the best. They looked like scrubs from the Outland and indeed were from there. However, they had been selected for their intelligence and trained by the King�s own Stable Master. While looking ordinary, they didn�t draw attention from the peasants, but they were far from it.
�Call down a dragon? Listen, old friend. I do not believe all those dragon stories. They sound like tales of goblins and spooks. Tell me, how can a dragon be called on to do something without using words or cries?�
As the road widened, the Slave Master allowed his horse to move to the side of the other. When Paul didn�t answer his question, he let himself fall into deep thought. He�d heard stories of dragon people since he was small enough to be threatened by them, and even then, he�d had questions about them. Stories told of the King�s father fighting the Dragon Clan. They say he lost his life to the raking claws of a dragon swooping low and grabbing him.
The many stories said the old King led an army that day. Everyone learned them when young. They said, over two thousand armed men camped on the Crimson Plain west of the palace. The stories said that in the last light of day a shadow of a dragon flew low and fast. It crested a rise near the Army setting up their camp for the night. From those two thousand men, the dragon veered and turned, selecting only one. The old King.
It flapped giant wings to increase its speed and even as the old King saw it and sprang to his left, the dragon moved faster. It reached out with claws, large enough to encircle small cows. The old King was caught in the grasp of the dragon. It flapped its wings faster and climbed into the sky, circling the stunned men below. It climbed higher. It circled again and again.
Then it released him.
He struck the ground so hard some say that when it rained a puddle in the shape of the old King would form. The Weapons Master for the old King had dismissed the troops and ordered them to disperse. Later he had the army fall back to the palace where it could �protect� the new King Ember, the old King�s son, if it was even possible.
He was the same King that presently sat on the throne. It explained his single-minded attitude when it came to the extinction of the Dragon Clan. King Ember believed that one of the clan steered the dragon to his father and ordered it to fly away with him. With two thousand men to choose from, it was not by accident that only the old King was snatched and carried into the air. He also believed it was no accident his father�s battered and broken body fell from the sky within sight of his army.
The Slave Master listened to the story with rapt attention. He had heard the tale second and third hand, but never from the Weapons Master, who had actually been there. Maybe he should consider allowing Paul a few mugs of ale in hopes of hearing the rest of the truth, or, at least, the Weapons Master's story. The man seemed to be holding back. He said, �Paul, on the Crimson Plain that day, they say the dragon flew into sight and selected the old King from all the others. Do you believe that?�
�Selected? I don�t know if that�s the exact word I�d use, but every witness agrees that damn dragon was heading for one group of men when it appeared over the tree tops and then it turned. It went right to the old King like a snake after a rat.�
�There were other men nearby? Easier prey?�
�Dozens. They were setting up the old King�s tent; unpacking his supplies, food and such.�
�But you believe they were easier targets?�
Paul faced him from the back of the other horse. He wiped away rain running down his twisted face with a forearm. �Yes. The old King saw the dragon coming. Most of his manservants were busy but stationary. The old King was speaking to three of his officers. They saw his fear and looked up to see the cause. The dragon had his eyes pinned on him. It never even looked at anyone else. When the old King ran, it gave chase.�
�You never told me the whole story.�
�I don�t like talking with witnesses or picturing it in my mind. Imagine the horrible thoughts of the old King as he was flown into the sky, and then released. They say he was so high he had to know he was falling to his death. Dying is the fate of a man, but to die knowing with certainty it will happen in the space of maybe two breaths is too horrible to consider.�
�Maybe we do have enough of a lead on Edward to tip a mug or two at the inn and sleep later in the morn. I�d like to hear more of your thoughts. Besides, we owe it to ourselves to sleep in a warm, dry bed for traveling through this pouring rain. A mug of two of ale will help warm us so we can travel faster, tomorrow.�
They rode in silence past a field of growing hay, a small cabin stood off in the distance. The Weapons Master snarled, �Don�t you think I know when you�re pumping me for information?�
�Does that mean you�re refusing my offer of a mug of ale?�
�No. I will tell you the truth, and none can deny my words. On that day so long ago they were going hunting for the Dragon Clan with intent to wipe them out once and for all. That dragon went right for the only one of us who could change that. It went for the old King as if it was being told what to do.�
�You said that.�
�I�ll repeat it. It was guided to the location of the old King. He was made an example, and the Dragon Clan lived, although they were camped less than a half day�s march from where the old King died. A hundred of them and two-thousands of us and they won. I will tell you with my last sober word that it was no accident the dragon went for the old King.�
If the Slave Master had not been at the side of the Weapons Master the last two days, he would swear the man was drunk or mad. But even with all the flaws, he saw in the Weapons Master, he also knew the man to be a fearless fighter and loyal to the crown like no other. The Slave Master had heard exaggerations of his battles, his glorious escapades with wenches, and his bragging of his skill in games of chance. He had never heard him lie or exaggerate about war or protecting his king.
�So you believe someone of the Dragon Clan can speak to a dragon in some fashion and tell it which person to grab out of thousands? You really believe that?�
Weapons Master Paul allowed the slightest smile to cross his lips, but it held little humor. �I�ll ask you one in return, my friend. You saw the men, women, and children we slew at Nettleton seven years ago. You saw with your own eyes the marks of dragons on their backs, so you know that much is true. Every one of them had a picture on their backs from the day they were born. Different colors. But born with those marks. How do you explain them?�
�I don�t know.� The Slave Master spoke slowly, �It has bothered me ever since.�
�Did you know that after all of you left that awful campsite near Nettleton, a few of us stayed and inventoried all we could find? Of course, you did, you saw the inventory in King Ember�s chambers. But did you know that we didn�t set the fire to the wagons and camp? No, it was set by the dragons. Not one, but three. Two reds and a black.�
�Dragons?�
�We hid and watched when they attacked. They arrived together and flew low over the wagons and camp until finally the black swooped low and hissed a mass of black slime as it flew past. Then the red dragons. They dove and coated everything in that clearing over and over. And then a lone man carried a torch to the edge of the dragon slime and threw it. The black slime erupted in orange flames and burned until only cinders were left. Wagons, bodies, tents, everything.�
�I�ve heard they spit that black slime where there�s flame, and it burns everything, even stone.�
�I don�t know about stone, but there was no fire to set the dragon slime ablaze. We think that man was one of the Dragon Clan, who torched the camp.�
�Why would he do that? And how did he know?�
�That�s the questions I keep asking. Why? And to add to the mystery, everyone was dead, so what did it matter? And if the dragons were directed by another person, why burn all the bodies? It haunts me.�
�You said directed, again. As if you really do believe there are people who can tell a dragon what to do.�
The Weapons Master pointed as they rode over the crest of the hill. �Lights. The inn better have vacant rooms for us.�
�Yes, sir. It would be a shame to throw some minstrel or vendor out of his bed on a terrible, wet night like this.�
�And there had better be hot food,� the Slave Master added.
�And strong ale,� Paul added with a smile and a nudge to the tired horse to pick up the pace.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Camilla walked on the road beside Brix, wondering how he had managed to follow her and warn her of the approaching soldiers. She had been sleeping. He was supposed to be asleep in the first clearing where they paused beside the stream�and she left him there. Had he followed and watched her at the stream or had he followed her tracks? Where did he sleep? She thought as she walked, her attention was split between the boy and what to do about him.
For her entire life, or as much as she remembered, she had been in charge of everything in her existence. She decided when to eat, what to eat, where and when to sleep, or steal. Her life belonged to her. She sensed and understood that even walking down a dirt road through a forest with another person required that she give and take, as he also must do. If she wanted a drink, he would wait for her, even if he did not wish one for himself. His normal pace was undoubtedly faster than hers as she limped with the help of her stick. Staff, she corrected herself. Pleasing the washerwoman might prevent a few lumps caused by her staff.
The road climbed slowly, and the vegetation thinned. The underbrush was not as thick, and more trees were evergreen, pine, cedar, and fir. Ahead, the mountains looked taller, many with snow topping them. They were the same mountains seen from the slopes of Copper Mountain, but already they looked taller and more rugged.
�Where did you sleep last night?�
Brix sniggered, �Thought you�d never ask.�
�Where?�
�In that little clearing, I showed you. I caught enough fish to feed both of us, but you didn�t come back.�
�What happened this morning? You went looking for me?�
�Yes, from before the sun came up.� I got nervous about those boys chasing us and decided to get an early start to make sure they didn�t find me. Or you.�
She walked on and waited for more explanation, but when he didn�t tell her what she wanted, she said, �How did you find me?�
�That flat rock beside the stream is where I always stop and get a drink. Your footprints were in the mud, and you left a clear trail of muddy prints as you went down that little path. I was about to head up the road without you when the army horses came into sight. I thought they might let their horses get a drink at that place, and I didn�t want them seeing your tracks and finding you.�
The story sounded reasonable but didn�t ring completely true. Maybe she simply didn�t trust people, or hadn�t been around them enough, but she sensed deception. A sly glance in his direction revealed Brix strolling along, arms swinging, a smile on his lips as if he didn�t have a worry to ponder. Camilla mentally shrugged. Other than being less than a journeyman spinner of quality threads and cords, a fact everyone in the village knew, he probably didn�t have a worry. Parents and family fed and supported him. He had a future and family. What more could he wish for?
His life and security both created envy and a pleasant jealousy. Brix probably had no idea of how privileged his life was when compared to hers. She quickly squashed any trace of anger, but still retained the wariness of someone too close. Having him to talk with might be a new experience.
Today she walked far better with the help of the heavy staff held in her right hand. She barely supported any weight as she walked. Without it, she would walk better. The idea of tossing it aside entered her thoughts for a brief instant. The impression of the reaction Robin would have if she returned without it chilled her.
�Do you mind walking ahead of me a few steps?�
Brix shrugged and stepped faster. Her soreness had fled with the walking; even the slight limp was gone. Resigned to keep her part of the bargain with Robin, she swung the staff over her head and let the end strike the ground with her next step, but it almost made her stumble. No pain gave her hope. She swung it up again, this time in stride and let it fall, striking the ground again with a solid thump. Better. She did it again, trying to balance the staff with her shift in weight as she walked.
Brix glanced back, gave a questioning look at the sound of the staff thumping the ground, and then turned away again.
She repeated the same move and found it easier this time. When swinging the bottom end of the staff up, her right arm naturally moved forward. Then she allowed it to fall under its own weight. Thump, it struck the ground. Swing, relax and fall. Thump. Repeat. She continued walking and swinging the staff up and letting it fall until it felt natural.
Robin had said to do it until her arms fell off. Camilla nodded in sudden understanding. Her arms were already getting tired, but the actions came smoother, requiring less effort. Soon her body remembered each step of the sequence without thinking about it.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

The washerwoman heard a group of boys from the academy talking in whispers about two strangers that had arrived earlier and that they were staying at the inn. The names they provided didn�t match the memory of old man Tucker, a farmer who had once been a foot soldier in the King�s army. The old man said he recognized the Weapons Master from his service back then. He suspected the other was the King�s Slave Master, although he�d never laid eyes on him. Never one to keep quiet, old man Tucker quickly spread the information to his closest twenty friends in the small village.
� The boys from the academy sipped watered-wine while quietly discussing the rumors. They spoke in voices that carried, as so many overconfident boys do. A tall boy stage-whispered, �They say he leads processions of slaves through the streets of Pendleton, slaves captured in far-off lands that he�s going to sell.�
Another cadet, one with flaming red hair responded, �It�s true. Nobles pause and watch the new slaves pass, careful to take note of any they might be interested in.�
A third, younger than the others lifted his watered wine, but before drinking, said, �Hey, I thought slavery is forbidden.�
The first to speak, a tall young man near graduation age, snorted. �Slavery is officially non-existent and against the law. But, captured soldiers and those who provide them with critical services to fight in wars against us find themselves on the auction block. King Ember justifies it as repatriation for the financial losses we�ve faced in the kingdom. They simply pay us back for their crimes with servitude.�
The washerwoman stood at a nearby table and listened while folding and hand-pressing an impressive pile of laundry into neat stacks. She folded the same shirt three times as she listened. The inn allowed her a small space to work in one corner of the common room to distribute her clothing, provided she paid the owner a small gratuity. Knowing that her patrons usually stayed for a mug or two of their favorite beverage while collecting their clothing, the innkeeper often refused her coin, and sometimes filled her mug to repay her for the customers she brought in.
�Why are the two men trying to hide their identity?� the youngest of the three asked, his voice soft but carrying to her ears in the quiet of the inn. �They are some of the most important men in the kingdom.�
The red-haired boy leaned closer. �If it�s really them. That old man might not know anything at all.�
Robin almost nodded in agreement. Many people spend a night or two at the inn before moving on, and it had six rooms upstairs. Sooner or later travelers that look like other people had to stay there. Still, it wasn�t like old man Tucker to error when he�d served the King for so long. The question isn�t if it�s them. The question is: If it is them, why are they here? She folded the clothing slower, giving herself an excuse to remain and listen.
Two regular patrons sat across from each other at another nearby table. Jeb mucked the stalls and did odd jobs at the building that was used as a stable. Billy Bryson worked at the mill. A pegboard sat between them while they took turns rolling the dice.
Jeb�s words penetrated her thinking. �Their horses were worn out. Ridden hard, like in a hurry from a long ways off.�
Billy Bryson glanced up and spoke in the voice he used when he didn�t believe what he�d heard. �To get here? Who in their right minds would ride a horse half to death to get to Nettleton?�
Jeb rolled his dice and moved a peg on the board. �Just saying what I know.�
The information, combined with what else she�d overheard troubled her. When two of the King Ember�s most important ministers show up on horses run half to death, there�s a reason. She tried to think of a positive reason for those two rushing to Nettleton.
Jeb watched Billy Bryson roll and make a move that carried his red peg far past Jeb�s black. �I asked how long they were staying so I could know for the horses, the feed and so on. Both shrugged like they were hiding something. One said �a few days�.�
Billy looked interested. �They say anything else?�
�Just the usual talk about feed and watering, but that older one gave me a sly look and asked if we had a lot of orphans living around here.�
�Orphans? What does he intend by that?�
Robin moved around the table holding her laundry as if she needed to fold on the other side, the side closer to the old men. The word �orphan� triggered something in her. Only one child in the village met that description. Camilla. Why would they be staying in Nettleton a few days and asking about her, unless it was about the mark of the dragon on her back? The village barely deserved to be called one, it was so small. What else could take them three whole days in Nettleton?
The old men continued with their dice game and a change of subject. Robin changed spots again, covertly listening to the discussion at another table, but never hearing anything else of interest. She eased closer to the students at the academy again and listened to tales of their boyhood adventures that were certainly lies.
A man threw open a door on the balcony that circled the entire common room of the Red Dog Inn. He stepped to the railing and looked over as if he owned the building, wine racks, tables and chairs, and everything else. While looking down, he gave the appearance his nose was raised into the air in a superior manner. His stance was one more used to the presence of nobles than workers in fields, stables, and farms.
He is the King�s man for sure. Robin flicked her attention away as he examined all in the room and his eyes drew down to her. She concentrated on folding and hand-pressing without hurrying. Old man Tucker was right. But why was the man here? Why three days? What would their reaction be when they found she was not here?
The stranger continued to gaze at each person in the great room as if memorizing them and decided the fate of each. Only then did he descend the log staircase and seat himself at a table alone. The new barmaid, Bev, the oldest girl from the family with the apple orchard that grew along the river leaped to his table with a smile. She wiped her hands on her apron as if they needed to be cleaner for this patron. They passed a few words, she flitted off, only to return almost instantly with a mug of ale and another warm smile.
A second stranger entered, this time through the front door under the wooden image of a red dog hanging above. After throwing the door open, he glanced around briefly and dismissively as he went directly to the empty seat opposite the first man. His demeanor was every bit as officious and overbearing, his nose was also held slightly higher than that of the locals. They put their heads together.
Robin glanced at an empty table near them. She�d refolded the same shirt so many times she felt silly but remained in her usual place. Her eyes were downcast when the second man stood and walked in her direction. He carefully examined the clothing on the table and retreated without a word passing between them. She looked at the shirt again and noticed it was small, fit for a child, such as a twelve-year-old boy. Or girl. He was looking for information on Camilla, she felt sure.
The man who had approached her table walked outside as the one seated ordered another mug from the young serving girl. Robin left her laundry on the table and eased outside, trying not to attract attention. At the doorway, she paused until she spotted him walking to the shed where the blacksmith beat a tune on iron with his hammer. She circled the inn to where the four outhouses stood. Entering one, she watched outside through the ill-fitting door.
When he finished talking to the blacksmith, he turned and entered the door of Miss Ann�s store. Inside, she sold anything related to sewing. The material, ribbon, needles, thimbles, and of course, advice. Her lips held many a story and rumor.
Heart pounding, Robin, slipped out and walked directly to the blacksmith as if they had business to discuss. She washed his clothing, which was difficult to clean. Besides the soot and grime, everything had small holes from burning sparks. He wore rags at work, for the most part, until he went home to his new wife of three years. There he washed in a rain barrel out back and usually changed into the clothing she had placed on a bench before entering the tidy home. Robin had stepped to the edge of the roof and to the side of the blacksmith before he saw her.
�You startled me.� He continued pounding the glowing iron on his anvil.
�That man. What did he ask you?� She had already decided not to be coy or deceptive.
The hammer continued its beat, never missing. He answered between. �He said wild boys are becoming a problem in this district. They steal and cause trouble. He wanted to know if I�ve had any problems.�
There it was. She drew a deep breath. He was definitely after Camilla, and there could be no doubt. A rumor of her living in Nettleton must have reached the palace. �What else?�
The blacksmith dunked the hot iron into a tub of water, and steam rose. �He waited for me to tell him about any wild boys around here who make trouble, I guess.�
�What did you tell him?�
�I said I don�t know anyone like that. I have work to do instead of talking all day.�
Robin saw the stranger leaving Miss Ann�s. �There is that one boy that lives in the hills by Copper Mountain.�
�Oh, that one doesn't cause me any trouble. I didn�t even mention him.�
She nodded her goodbye to the blacksmith and walked to the door of the store. Again she didn�t hesitate to speak. �What did he want?�
Miss Ann stood on a stool as she placed a bolt of material high on a shelf. She didn�t even bother looking at Robin. �A King�s man comes in here asking questions about that nice boy that lives by himself up in the hills, so I figured right away he�s up to no good. He asked me a lot of questions, but I grew sort of stupid and didn�t know any answers. What�s he after?�
�I don�t know, either, but I�m trying to find out.�
�If he keeps asking, somebody will tell him sooner or later. Did you know that boy chops me kindling in winter? And he brings fish from the stream? I sort of trade him a little jerky or whatever. I�ll spread the word, to say nothing. No sense in bringing problems down on him.�
Everyone still thought of Camilla as a boy. That was good because she might hide Camilla in plain sight if they looked only for a boy. Robin smiled at the idea and stepped out the door in time to see the Sword Master entering the Red Dog Inn again.
She strolled across the street and glanced at the open door of the inn. The other man still sat in front of a mug, but the one she followed wasn�t in sight. She opened the door further to see where he�d gone. The door flew open, pulling her with it. She let go and stumbled back, one step after another.
The Sword Master had waited inside the door for her, then hit it with his shoulder as she started inside. Her foot found a depression as she fell backward, and she was sitting on the ground. He reached her an instant later, wrapping his fingers in her hair and pulling her head back to expose her throat. A knife appeared in his other hand. He bent over and looked into her eyes as the edge touched her neck. �Don�t lie to me.�
She tried to nod, but his grip held her steady.
�Did you think you could follow without me noticing?�
Another attempted nod.
�Why?� He allowed her head to move forward enough to speak.
He was one step below royalty, probably working for the King. She washed clothes. He wouldn�t hesitate to kill her. She didn�t flinch or back down. �You�re strangers. Nobility is my guess. You want something, and if I can figure out what it is, maybe I can sell it to you.�
�You want money? Is that it? Okay, maybe we can work something out, woman. Do you know of any wildling boys living around here? About twelve years old?�
�Why do you want to know?�
Her head was pinned back again, the knife still touching her throat. He snarled, �Will you answer me?�
She nodded. When he allowed her to move her head, she said, �One. There�s only one boy around here.�
The blacksmith and a farmer named Jacob approached from opposite directions. The blacksmith still held a hammer.
He looked up. �This woman and I have business to discuss. Back away or the crown will have enough troops here to wipe this village clean of rebels.�
They hesitated. Robin found herself raised to her feet, his fingers still tangled in her hair, then she danced on air as he turned her to face him as he held her higher. �Talk to me, woman.�
The blacksmith and Miss Ann had tried to hide the �boy�, but others would certainly talk, especially if a reward were offered. In that case, all who lied were in danger but did not yet realize it. Telling this man freely would put doubt in his mind and not protect the villagers. She sputtered and asked, �How much will you pay me?�
�Your life. Is that enough?� He let her feet touch the ground as she snatched a breath.
She shook her head, hoping that was the response that would convince him she was telling the truth, and that she was only interested in gold.
�Two silver coins.� He let go of her hair.
She spat in the sand. �From the way you treat me, you�ll probably give me two so small they won�t buy a meal at the inn behind you.�
�I won�t cheat you, woman.�
�Pay me now, sir. I want to see four silver coins and some copper near my feet.�
His knife went back into his waistband, and his fingers moved to his fat purse. He pulled coins and let three silver and a few copper coins fall.
�I said, four silver.�
�Three, and your life. I�m tired of talking. If you don�t tell me, someone else will.�
Miss Ann and two other women now stood beside the blacksmith. Robin turned slightly and winked at them. Then she turned back to him. She pointed at the coins, then moved her finger to the forest in the opposite direction of Copper Mountain. �You cheated me, but I�ll tell you, anyway. The only wild boy around here lives in a cave somewhere in those trees beside a stream.�
�Over there?� He jutted his chin where she pointed. �Where?�
�Follow the road you arrived on until you come to the first little stream that crossed it, then turn up the hillside until you come to that dirty little cave of his. He�s always there unless he�s here in Nettleton sneaking around and stealing from one of us.�
The stranger glanced at the others.
The farmer nodded.
Miss Ann also pointed in the same direction as she had.
He dropped Robin in the dirt, where she scooped up her coins as if they were all important. He stood facing the others, hands on hips, a cruel smile splitting his face. His eyes fell to her, a snarl on his bloodless lips. �I would have paid you a hundred times that much, woman. But at least, you have something. These fools got nothing.�
He spun with a superior flourish and stalked to the Red Dog, back straight, chin high. He did not look back to see the contempt on the faces, not that he would have cared. As the King�s Sword Master his powers were almost unlimited.
Robin slipped the knife she had concealed in her left hand back under the folds of her skirt. Only the blacksmith saw it, but he was looking for the knife he�d made her many years ago. The stranger never knew the danger he was in. One upward swipe of the small blade would have gutted him.
She handed most of the coins to Miss Ann. �Backing me up will cost you.�
Miss Ann turned to the other two women who had watched. She spoke quietly, �Fast as you can spread the word, the boy lives where the washerwoman said. Everyone has to stick together.�
�There�s no cave up there,� one protested.
�Use your head. Maybe it�s buried in a landslide. Maybe they looked in the wrong place, I don�t know. Get your tongues wagging before that man talks to someone else and they tell him a different story.�
The two strangers looking for the wildling boy burst out of the door of the Red Dog, one stumbling along from too much ale. They entered the stable. Robin slipped into shadows and watched them trot their horses out a short time later. They turned in the direction Robin had indicated and trotted off.
The farmer, two women, and blacksmith, had hurried in different directions to warn the villagers. Miss Ann stepped beside her and said, �Robin, I sure hope you know what you�re doing. When they find out you lied, they�ll be after your head.�
�I know. Listen, keep it to yourself a few days, but I have to get away, or they�ll kill me when they come back. I�m heading up the valley, so if you can tell people I�m heading down to my sister�s place near Castle Warrington, it would help.�
�You have a sister down near there? How long will you be gone?�
�No sister. Those men are not going to forgive me or forget. I think I may be away a long time, instead of a few days.�
�We�ll miss you.�
Robin nodded and lifted her skirt above her knees so she could run to her cabin faster. Now you�ve gone and really done it. You�re a stupid old woman. Couldn�t leave well enough alone, could you?

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

After a journey that never seemed to end for Edward, son of the Earl of Witten, he rode almost within sight of Nettleton. He sat on the white horse, at the front of his procession of horses, riders, wagons, and people walking. Last night the guide revealed they would arrive with more people than lived in the entire village.
He glanced behind himself again. The wagons, carriages, animals and people spread out behind in a ragged stream. All to escort him on a short trip within the safety of his own kingdom. An old saying of his father came to mind: A dog on a flea�s back.
Fifty, or more people, dozens of horses and wagons laden with food and supplies. All for escorting one man. How foolish he�d look arriving in Nettleton. That might have been acceptable days ago, but no more. He sucked in his stomach and sat straighter in the saddle. Bit by bit he�d listened and learned.
If he entered with his procession, nobody in the village would feel free to talk with him. They�d be too overwhelmed by his lofty position and wealth. The village would become a circus. His guide trotted his horse to Edward�s side. With a wide wave of his arm in the direction ahead, he declared, �Nettleton lies just beyond those hills. Your destination, sir.�
For the first few days of travel, the guide hadn�t even attempted to hide the nasty smirks. Edward ignored them, but they hurt. His own servants treated him as a nobleman, but even they passed odd looks that he sometimes noticed.
The peasant of a guide acted as if he was in charge. Edward pointed to the vacant field of hay that lay between the road and the river. �Set up your camp over there. Pay the farmer whatever is fair for the use of his field. I wish everyone to remain here while I ride on ahead. Alone.�
�But there are supplies to be replenished and more than a few of us are looking forward to a rousing evening in the Red Dog Inn.�
Edward drew back on the reins, pulling his horse to a stop. The guide continued riding on a few steps before realizing what happened. He turned his horse to come face to face with a man of power, not the overbearing youth who started the trip with him. It had only been a few days, but without his usual royal youths to bend his ear about his importance, Edward had changed as he saw himself through the eyes of others, and didn�t like what he saw.
Edward raised his arm in the direction of the field and let it fall back to his side. �A dry field of grass and a nearby river should be a welcome sight, especially after some of the campsites we have suffered at your hands. You and everyone else will remain here until I send word. I have business to attend. Private business. My wrath will be fury for any who disobey.�
�As you wish.� The guide kicked his heels, and the horse quickly moved to face the procession following. The guide raised his arm and signaled the wagons to the field. He shouted directions and orders as Edward rode ahead on the road, looking forward to his first sighting of Nettleton.
Edward crested a rise and rode directly to the inn, a two-story building with the sign painted in a crude image of a red dog swinging above the door. Along the way, he passed several buildings: a blacksmith, a dry goods store, and a mill outlet. The small houses were neat and tidy, vegetable gardens growing on the front, sides, and the rear. Dogs barked, but sounded more welcoming than a warning. A few children played in front of what might be a school.
A man limped from a barn near the inn as he neared. �Stable and feed your horse, sir?�
Edward pulled to a stop in front of him. The animal had served him well, and a safe place to sleep and eat for the horse was only right. He dismounted and asked, �The cost?�
�A thin copper a day for water, boarding and care. Another for oats.�
Edward found no thins in his purse. He withdrew two copper rounds and said, �Treat him well.�
�For this, I�ll sleep right next to him and feed him by hand.� He laughed as he held out one of the two coppers to return to Edward. �But this is far too much.� He led the horse away.
A single glance behind at the road assured none of his procession followed. They had laughed and mocked him at the beginning of the trip, but he controlled the gold. Power and gold are the same if used properly. He�d heard one of his own servants talking to a stranger in the procession. His man said Edward was a child in a man�s body. No need to listen to anything he said. Just a pompous fool. Smile and act impressed.
The words stung because they were true. He had tried to act like the King, and his father the Earl, and the sheriff, all rolled into one. Each decision was made after considering what they would do. It was time to grow up. Make his own mistakes. This mission was his to fail or complete.
The last few days he�d asked for advice only a few times. The rest of the time, he�d ordered his wishes with gold to back his words. He�d grown tired of people ignoring him and laughing. At the third camp, he gave an order for a wagon driver to make his camp further away from Edward�s so he couldn�t smell the horse�s droppings. He expected the wagon driver to argue, as usual. Edward rode his horse so close he smelled the sour sweat of the man and leaned even closer. In a voice only the two of them could hear, he asked, �Are you sure you want to disobey me?�
The wagon was quickly moved. Next, the guide approached and told Edward he wished to rest the animals for a full day before continuing the trip. It also meant an additional day of wages for himself and everyone while they did nothing, and it slowed him on a mission ordered by the sheriff. �We will travel tomorrow if it means every animal and half the men die.�
�But, sir.�
�Quiet! We travel, or I will have you whipped by the King�s Punisher, upon our return.� Edward saw the fear in him. Edward had often seen the sheriff use similar tactics, and it occurred to him that the sheriff would have had him whipped for disobedience if he didn�t obey the man�and so would he if forced. He had always been a follower, too nice to upset people by asserting his will. The sheriff was not nice, although his manners gave that false appearance. The difference seemed to be in the willingness to make a threat, and carry it out.
The caravan traveled the following morning as he�d ordered, with a change of attitude in many of them. When his stomach told him to eat, a meadow in a small valley appeared with a stream passing through it for drinking. The guide had turned and rode his horse in Edward�s direction. Edward spoke first, �I wish to stop here for our meal. Do you have any objections?�
�Well, no. I was going to suggest the same.�
Edward twitched the corner of his mouth as the sheriff might do. In a disbelieving tone, he said, �Of course you were.�
The guide spun his horse and galloped to the lead of the procession. For nearly five days Edward had made decisions instead of doing what was suggested. However, he did ask opinions several times before making choices. He saw far fewer smirks, grins, and less laughter directed at him. Still, it was not about giving orders or whipping people. He would not become like the sheriff, but like his father who accomplished even more with his stern attitude. He led instead of followed.
But he also depended on others for good advice. The answer seemed as simple as seeking out the best people and asking them for help.
The Red Dog Inn had a massive front door made of thick oak planks strapped in iron that swung open as easily as if it entered the King�s wing of the castle. He stepped inside like he owned the building, which was not true, but not exactly a lie either. When he was crowned as the Earl at some future date, this land, and all the buildings, would be under his rule. Edward paused and allowed his eyes to fall on each of the men inside. Only one woman, a young serving wench, moved through the room balancing a tray of mugs.
Nobody would know him. He took a table to himself and tossed a small silver coin on the table.
The serving girl appeared at his side. �Sir, is there something I can get for you?�
�Your best room for the night and may I see your wine list?�
�Wine list?�
�Yes, yes. What wines do you have on hand?�
�Well, we have a red one, sir. And there is another that is deeper red, almost purple colored, but I think it�s too bitter, so I suggest the first.�
Edward had to smile. The young girl was trying to be as helpful as possible, and he found he enjoyed the sweetness in her attitude. �The red, then. Tell me about your food.�
�We have some chicken legs patrons eat for snacks. They�re free. And we have stew for a copper snit. I�d take the stew if I were you. Lots of lamb and beef, and chunks of carrots. Onions and turnips, too.�
�Stew it is,� he indicated the small silver on the table. �Will that be enough?�
Her laughter tinkled as she placed a friendly hand on his shoulder. �That will buy food and drink for a hundred men. If you don�t mind me saying so, the owner is going to be upset because he won�t have the coppers to return to you for change. Do you have any copper coins? Maybe some iron snits?�
�This coin will feed and buy wine and ale for a hundred?�
�And pay for your room, sir.�
The thought of how the sheriff would handle this situation solved the problem. He came to seek information from the villagers. Food, wine and ale loosened tongues. Edward stood and stepped up on the chair next to him. All eyes turned to him. He smiled and raised his voice. �Good evening, people. I am Edward, son of the Earl of Witten, and someday I will rule this land. But for now, I am a just a traveler and wish to know everything about Nettleton and the good people here.�
Nobody moved and none whispered a word. The inn was as still and quiet as an empty church. Edward realized he had forgotten the most important item. �So, I have paid for this night in silver. You may all eat and drink what you want. As much as you want. Invite your friends to join us. I pay the piper this night if you have one to play a tune for us, but I want to know and understand everything about Nettleton this night.�
The innkeeper rushed to Edward�s table and scooped up the silver coin. He examined it and smiled as he raised it high. �Do as the man says! Drink up. Eat.�
A cheer erupted, and two men sprinted out the door, presumably to locate and invite others. Edward found a mug of red wine had appeared on his table while he spoke. He stepped down from the chair, scooped up the mug, walking to the nearest table. He asked for introductions and the names of each man. A smile, then a toast or two, and tongues started wagging.
The wine tasted like swill left over from the bottom of the vat of a poor vintage year. He drained half the mug and saluted the room. The sheriff had treated him much the same in the palace when he offered rare meats and wines. Yes, he�d also learned that lesson from the sheriff. It�s better to provide the manner for people to give you what you want freely, than to force them. He intended to make it a night to remember for the people of Nettleton, with free wine, ale, and loose conversation. In the conversations at the different tables the subject of homeless boys would naturally come up, innocently he hoped, and perhaps with careful prompting. Before he found his way to his room tonight he planned to know all about any wildlings living in, or near the village.
The front door burst open, and six more villagers entered, all looking thirsty and talkative. Edward nodded to the innkeeper and smiled. To the men at his table, he asked, �As your future Earl I�m interested in many things so that I can rule this land better. For instance, is there any crime in Nettleton?�
�No more�n Caleb charging too much for hay,� one man stated, trying to withhold a smile.
�I do not.� The man across the table countered.
Edward let them continue their friendly bickering. Later there would be more questions, but first, let the wine flow. He moved on to another table. And another.
When he woke the sun already reached high into the sky. The room he lay in looked no larger than his smallest closet at the palace. His hand went to his forehead. It had been a night to remember. Most of the villagers had never laid eyes on royalty, let alone drank with one. They seemed to accept his statements about wanting to know about them and the village so he could better rule when the time came.
The small room seemed to spin, but he drew a deep breath, and it settled down. Flashes of the evening played in his mind. While there had been no music, he remembered dancing. And singing. People laughed and joked. Yes, he had been one of them, and he had enjoyed himself. He would remember Nettleton fondly for years to come.
A headache diminished as he remembered snippets of conversation about the wildling boy who stole from the villagers with their knowledge. Most respected him. He took only what he needed when he did steal, and that seemed precious little. In return, he provided help to the villagers in the form of chasing a pack of wolves away from some lambs and helping a calf stuck in mud at the stream�s edge. He had helped search for a missing child until she was safely found and returned home.
The wildling kept to himself, provided for himself, and earned the grudging respect of the villagers. He lived near a place called Copper Mountain, or, at least, that�s where most people believed he lived.
One disturbing snippet of information told of two other men who were also looking for the boy. They had departed to find him only one day earlier. There the story grew confused, but it seemed the villagers didn�t like the two men and had sent them in the wrong direction. Again, he thanked the sheriff for teaching him how to be nice when he wanted something.
He�d asked few questions, but kept the conversation on track. One of the strangers was a heavy drinker. The other was recognized by a former soldier. He was the King�s Slave Master. Edward felt sure the drinker was the Weapons Master. Both were personal henchmen of the King, asking about the wildling who was possibly a dragon boy. The villagers didn�t mention anything about dragons, so he assumed they didn�t know.
To make matters even worse, Edward had seen the Slave Master at the sheriff�s table for the first-day meeting, the same day Edward departed. The sheriff wouldn�t have dispatched the two men, so it had to be King Ember. The villagers said they had been at the inn for two full days. They must have ridden like the wind and crossed the river before it flooded.
Edward sat on the edge of the bed and pulled on his pants and boots. Yes, they must have departed the palace after him, but arrived first. So why had they not met on the road? Had they intentionally passed him by unseen? If so, why?
The implications confused him, but he may not have all the facts. Still, it appeared that the King knew about the mission to locate the dragon boy. The same one that the sheriff sent Edward to find, and had taken enough interest to assign not one, but two of his most important cabinet members to race ahead and locate the boy first. Whatever the issue, Edward would track the boy down first, and accomplish his mission as a matter of pride.
If they were indeed searching for the boy and found him first, Edward would again look the fool. If they found him first. Edward stood.
Competition, then. He was ready for it.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

Camilla trudged along the King�s Road side-by-side with Brix, her pace slower than brisk. Her chest barely hurt this morning, so the rib was mending very fast, or maybe it was just a sprain and healing well. The staff seemed to help her walk, as long as she swung it in the correct rhythm to match her stride. The insight brought her attention back to Robin. This was probably why the washerwoman insisted she carried the staff on the trip. Her body would learn as she became stronger, and eventually, it would feel natural in her hands.
She altered the swing of the staff and varied her grip. Camilla nodded to herself in satisfaction. Maybe Robin knew something, after all. �Brix, I want to run.�
�What?�
�Listen, those boys chased me, caught up, and then almost killed me. Never again. I am going to learn how to outrun them.� She tried not to smile. �And you, too.�
She sprinted ahead, leaving him rocking on his heels, but with a whoop of joy he chased after, head down and arms pumping. Camilla maintained the lead for another hundred steps and stopped, hands on her knees, staff lying in the dirt, her breath ragged.
Brix pulled even with her, appearing less tired. Then, in an action, telling of his competitive nature, he took a single step past her on the road, one step further up the road and waited for her reaction.
�I beat you,� she panted.
�I ran further, Cam.�
They laughed together.
�You were hurt, so it wasn�t fair,� Brix amended.
�No, you went further, this time. I plan to beat you next time.�
Brix took another calculated step up the road, easing himself further ahead of her.
Noticing his action, she said, �Not now. Let�s walk for a while, but we should run like that several times every day. By the time we bring the sheep to town those boys will never catch us.�
�If you leave that pole behind you can run faster.�
�Not a pole. It�s a staff,� she replied, using the same prideful tone as the washerwoman when she corrected Camilla about the name.
Drawing back, he said, �I never saw you carry it with you, before.�
Camilla lifted it and dropped the butt end firmly in the dirt in front of her, feeling the power of the weight as it struck. A small tree grew two steps away. She gripped one hand above the other. �Pretend that tree is the leg of one of those boys in Nettleton.� She snapped her wrists and the butt end flew from the ground and struck the tree with a resounding thud.
�That would have hit his knee, and he wouldn�t be walking for a few days!� Brix snorted, surprised at the speed and violence of the action.
Camilla smiled. �I�m new at this. Imagine what I�ll do with this staff three or four ten-days from now.�
Brix glanced to the forest on his right.
�Something out there?� she asked, not trying to hide the concern.
�Just looking for a tree to cut me a staff. You aren�t the only one who needs to use a weapon.�
They continued walking on the road, talking little, both of them watching for the perfect staff for Brix. Each they saw was too large, bent, a soft wood, or rejected for another reason. They agreed they would find a perfect one, sooner or later. The travel became harder as the road climbed a long slope. They rested when winded, and never pushed themselves. They ran often. Their self-imposed training took on a sharp competitive edge, with neither a clear winner. Camilla sprinted faster, but quickly became winded. Brix ran slower, but didn�t tire as fast.
Slowly the familiar trees of the lower valley changed to more pine, and other types of evergreen, but still oak and maple grew in the valleys they trekked through. The hoof prints of the horses from the morning were distinct, but the only other tracks they saw were from deer and once a bear. While drinking from a stream that trickled across the road and pooled on one side into a small pond, Brix stood and pointed. A tree for a staff grew beside the water. �Perfect?� he asked.
�Perfect,� she agreed. �Besides, I�m tired, and my leg is getting sore. Why not cut down your tree, then follow the stream and find a place for us to sleep for the night?�
Brix pulled a stubby knife from his bedroll and eyed the tree. �You go on and find us a place to camp. This will take a while.�
Twice today Camilla had used the prayer excuse to pee, so she quickly agreed and used her staff to support her as she followed the stream. The goal was to get far enough away from the road to building a fire in safety. An animal path revealed itself a dozen steps into the pines. She heard Brix chopping the small tree and used the opportunity to relieve herself. The path wound back to the stream where she found an area clear of underbrush. On the ground was a layer of soft pine needles.
Her bedroll fell to the ground, and she gathered dry twigs and small branches into a pile. Then she began gathering larger pieces, breaking many over her knee before carrying them back to the campsite. Several were too large to break, so she pulled them behind. A few scrapes of her foot removed the layers of needles and revealed bare ground. The stick easily dug into the sandy soil until a bowl-shaped depression remained. The small pile of dry twigs went into it. She spread her bedroll and placed the staff beside her as she lay down and closed her eyes.
�Eat yet?� Brix asked as he entered the clearing, a small, straight tree in tow, including all the side branches and top.
�Waiting for you,� she muttered, wiping the sleep from her eyes.
He went to the other side of the fire pit and sat, legs crossed. �Shouldn�t take long to chop off the top and skin it.�
Camilla smiled at him. The staff he needed was barely taller than he stood, but the trunk and top branches were easily twice that. �Want to measure with mine?�
�Good idea,� he reached for her staff and placed it beside his. After marking the length, he pushed it back to her and started chopping the top off the tree.
After sitting up, Camilla ate a handful of the nuts and dried fruit Robin sent with her. She quenched her thirst in a stream, narrow enough to step across but flowing fast and clean. Of course, the rotting corpse of an animal may be upstream, but water is always suspect. Most people used a little wine to make the what taste better. She had no wine, so shrugged and hoped for the best.
A glance behind showed Brix had cut the top off the tree and was now skinning the branches and bark. A buttery-yellow wood revealed itself. Brix touched it with the tip of his finger. �Slippery.�
�Wash it in the water.�
He stood and walked to the stream. In a short time, he finished and said, �Better. Want to show me how you made your staff hit a knee?�
She laughed out loud. �It�s hard to show you when that was the first time I�ve ever done it. Seriously, we need to learn to carry it before we get fancy.�
�Stand up. I want to try something.� He motioned to her staff.
Once on her feet with her staff in hands, he flashed a smile. Then he raised his new staff over his head and took a very slow step in her direction. He let the weight of the end of his staff slowly fall like chopping wood. She raised her staff above her head, parallel to the ground to block his slow motion blow. He tapped her staff near the middle with his downward swing and grinned like an evil roadman stealing coins from clergy. Camilla half turned and bent, allowing the end of her staff to swing around until it was positioned right in front of his stomach. His staff was still raised high. She jabbed the end forward, stopping just short of his belt buckle.
�Ouch!� he cried. �That would have hurt. Where�d you learn that?�
�Just made it up.�
�Well, I had both hands over my head, and if you ran that end into my stomach, I�d be on the ground in pain. Here, let me attack you again.�
�I really don�t know what I�m doing,� she said.
He came at her again, his staff held lower this time, with both hands extended in front of him. One end of her staff rested on the ground. Without looking down, she lifted her staff a few inches and moved it forward as if she was going to grasp it as he did, and block his move. Instead, she speared it down on top of his right instep, again preventing it from striking too hard, but she felt the jar as it hit.
Brix howled in pain, dropped his staff, and fell to the ground grabbing his foot.
�I�m sorry, I�m sorry,� she said, dropping to one knee and trying to tell if his foot was broken. �I didn�t mean to do that.�
Brix rolled over to a sitting position, still cradling his foot. �That was a nice move. I didn�t even see it coming.�
�I�m sorry.�
�I know, but just think. You were trying not to hurt me. Imagine what this would do to one of those boys who attacked you if you did that for real.�
Camilla glanced at her staff again. Brix was right. He had mock-attacked her twice and each time she easily defeated him. It was not because of any sense of learned skill, yet, but hinted of things to come. �Brix, think of how well we will fight in two ten-days if we practice. We�ll be stronger and know how to defend ourselves.�
�If my foot heals,� he snorted.
�This is a good thing.�
His eyes met hers. �Yes, it is. I�m not mad at you. Just the opposite.�
A sound drew her attention, and she held her finger to her lips. �Listen.�
Horses were drawing near. They were on the road, many of them.
�They�re riding back from Nettleton,� Brix said.
�Those same soldiers again, I�ll bet.�
�They�re patrolling the road.�
�Looking for someone. Or something. Searching� Camilla swallowed hard. They might be searching for her. Fear passed over her like a draft on a cold night. �Protecting the highway from thieves?�
�I haven�t heard of any around here.�
�Maybe they�re just making sure the road is clear.� Camilla felt a slight twinge on her back. A dragon was drawing near. Coincidence? First, the soldiers and now a dragon approaching?
Brix shook his head as the horses passed by the creek and continued on. �You don�t need twenty of them for that. Instead, you�d dispatch maybe four at a time. Spread them out to cover more road. No, this is something else. Something far more important.�
Camilla�s back flared in sharp pain, like never before. The pain turned to heat and anger. She tensed and gripped her staff with both hands.
A wild shout came from the road, �Look out!�
Other shouts followed. Men screamed orders. One terrified scream turned her cold.
Camilla heard the beat of huge leathery wings flying low overhead. Spiders danced painfully on her lower back, no longer a gentle tickle, while rage filled her mind. The horses on the road whinnied in fear, and she heard the beat of hooves running in different directions. A man cried out as if slain.
She glanced at Brix. He was also on his feet, his face white, eyes wide.
�A dragon,� she whispered. �It�s attacking them.�
�We have to go help, right?�
To Camilla, it sounded as if he wanted her to disagree with him. �Bring your staff. We�ll go look.�
They silently followed the path back to the road, running through the heavy brush, Camilla in the lead, neither trying to remain unseen or quiet. Near the intersection of the road and the stream she stopped. Chaos had erupted in the clearing. Men lay on the road, a few in awkward positions bodies were never intended to be in. They were dead. Wild-eyed horses reared and tried to break free of riders still clutching reins. A few soldiers remained in their saddles trying to calm the bucking, terrified animals, but another wild screech sounded from above the treetops. As Camilla looked up, a red dragon flew into sight and attacked them again.
It flew low to the road, talons at about the height of a man�s head, wings slashing the air and wingtips almost touching the ground with each flap. The dragon mouth of teeth swept back and forth, the eyes locating horses and men. Men leaped from the backs of horses or fell. The horses screamed in fear or pain, matching the screams of the wounded soldiers.
Camilla knelt behind the underbrush and watched. Brix settled in behind her.
The dragon passed over again and screeched a terrifying call one more time, then flew higher until it disappeared over the ridge of the mountains.
Soldiers slowly climbed to their feet. Two remained on the road, and it was obvious they were never going to stand again. A horse�s corpse lay ten paces from its head. Another had its stomach ripped open, and it screamed until a merciful soldier slit its throat. The horse�s stomach oozed out in bloody coils of entrails. Most of the soldiers still able to defend themselves held swords ready, for whatever good that would do against a dragon.
They were as wild-eyed and as scared as the horses. Camilla backed a step and bumped into Brix, then he also backed up. They continued until they were far enough into the underbrush to run. Without words, they ran. Neither wanted to face the army in the mood they were in.
Brix whispered, �We could have helped the wounded.�
�Do you know how to heal?�
�No, but we could have tried.�
Camilla slowed and shook her head. �I think if we went out there they would have killed us. You�re free to go back and find out. Not me.�
They reached their campsite and without discussion scooped up their belongings and rolled their blankets. Brix pointed, �Let�s cross the stream and go that way. I think it crosses the road again, further up the valley.�
Camilla followed as Brix broke a new path for them, but she noticed he carried his new staff. When darkness fell it caught them by surprise and instead of trying to make a camp they simply spread their blankets under the low hanging branches of a cedar tree. Neither talked. Camilla pretended to sleep until she heard his regular breathing.
Her mind would not slow. Had she somehow caused the dragon attack? Her emotions were raging the last couple of days. The beating had hurt her, and she was not thinking straight. Walking all day tired her more than she realized. Robin mentioned her calling down dragons, which Camilla interpreted to mean calling on them to help in battle. Her mark on her back was red. The dragon was red.
Had she called the dragon down to attack the men?
Tears seeped from her eyes. No, it was impossible. People can�t talk to dragons, let alone ask them to help fight their enemies. Besides, those men had not been attacking her. She felt uneasy that they appeared on the road and seemed to be searching for someone, but that would also be true if there had been any robberies or a hundred other reasons. The soldiers all looked young. They may have been training to be soldiers on this lonely stretch of road. Anything was possible.
She felt compassion. They hadn�t stood a chance against the dragon. Instead of being upset at that idea, she found it oddly comforting that a dragon could fight twenty men and win.
Brix woke twice during the night. Once sobbing and another time he screamed in terror, and she moved to his side where she could sooth him. A few soft words and he slept again.
Camilla fell into a fitful sleep knowing her former life had ended.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

Robin paused in her escape long enough to gather only a few things from her cabin. From under the roots of an apple tree, her fingers located a small leather pouch that had a solid jingle as she raised it to tie on her belt. She now wore heavy pants instead of her usual ankle-long dress, and a faded blue shirt of a common worker. The wide belt also held a short knife scabbard, and over her shoulder hung a rope tied to a blanket roll similar to the one Camilla wore.
The Sword Master and the Weapons Master would want to speak with her, if not take her head for lying to them, as soon as they returned from the wild goose chase she had sent them on. She carried enough coin to buy a fast horse, but animals restricted movements when fleeing, and they left tracks for others to follow.
Nettleton had been a good fifteen years of her life. The people were not too inquisitive about her past, and most had welcomed her to the village and the drudgery of washing their clothing. In time, she made a few friends and earned the respect of others.
Damn dragon girl could have gone to anyone else for help and left me alone.
The washer woman had perhaps one day of travel head start before the two men searching for Camilla would come back galloping up the Kings Road looking for her. Robin would chase Camilla and try to catch her before they did. Robin would have to travel twice as far as them in the same time because if those two men got to her, the only chance had been that they were still looking for a boy instead of a girl. But if Camilla continued to act and dress like a boy they would ferret her out in no time. If she wore a dress, she might escape their notice.
Robin reached for her staff leaning against the wall of her cabin. It was old, now. The color had turned to light gray over the years, and it was darker where her hands gripped. When she used to travel with it, she carved the entire length while sitting around many different campfires over the years. Deer antlers decorated one section after she killed an animal to feed her family. The head of an ugly dog that attached himself to her for three years looked back at her from one end. It died protecting her from a wolf. The area her fingers gripped when walking or fighting was an intricate pattern of woven vines. It was decoration, but when the staff got wet from water or blood, she still had a firm grip.
From a small hole drilled in a tree trunk at the edge of her clearing with her knife, she withdrew another leather thong and three small gold coins, each stamped with the head of a dragon. She unwound the strip of leather and revealed a necklace made from a single dragon tooth. She looked at it for a long time, her face expressionless.
She smiled as she slipped it over her head and gave the thong a tug to make sure the leather still held. Looking down at it, she said, �We travel together, again.�
The three coins didn�t go into the purse at her waist with her others. Instead, she inserted them into the small compartment sewn into the waistband of her pants. She�d known this day would come. Her advanced preparations made for a quick transition from washerwoman to traveler.
A last glance at her cabin and the home she had made years ago left her cold, but determined. She slipped the dragon tooth inside her shirt and hefted her familiar staff. She turned her back to her past life and began walking, slowly at first and later faster. When she reached the King�s Road, she ran while counting one hundred steps. Not fast. Not yet. She was still getting used to fast travel again.
The staff was slightly awkward but with use, it would soon again feel part of her. A hundred paces walking and then she ran again. Then walked.
She saw nobody she knew, which was good. None would need to tell lies for her, or die if found at the hands of the two strangers. The beating of her heart pounded in her chest, and she set a pace to match. The girl was a full day ahead, but would likely walk slow while searching for food and enjoying her first venture into the world. She was in no hurry and would make camp early. Robin intended to travel deep into the night and wake early. By midday tomorrow, she hoped to overtake Camilla.
Hard packed clay held a thin coating of dry sand and dirt on the road. Robin noted where Camilla�s footprints came from a trail leading up Copper Mountain and pulled to a halt. As expected, they were spaced closely, as if she walked with all the time in the world. The imprint of the end of the staff showed she used it for support, as a crutch.
Another track in the dirt drew her attention. A footprint that did not belong to Camilla paced her. Not leading, and not following. It appeared to walk beside Camilla. They were traveling together. What is that girl up to, now?

CHAPTER NINETEEN 

Camilla woke terrified, again. Her sharp intake of breath woke Brix. They exchanged looks in the dim light as if wondering who the other was, and why they were sleeping near each other. It was the first time they had made camp together.
�What�s wrong?� He asked, sounding alarmed.
�I dreamed of the red dragon and those soldiers, again. It scared me.�
�I woke a dozen times, too. I can still hear that dragon screeching and the horses screaming when it attacked.�
Camilla stood. She glanced around in the gloom. There was nothing to tell her where they came from or the right way to walk.
As if understanding the problem without speaking, Brix pointed. �The road is that way.�
With a nod of agreement, she rolled her blanket and gathered her few belongings. Brix followed suit, and as she started walking, he came crashing through the brush behind. Her pace was slow, and she used her staff to help clear the brambles and stickers away until an animal track crossed in front of her. She turned to her left, and followed it, moving twice as fast. Daylight came, and she pushed faster.
Brix said, �We need to find more food. I�m about out.�
�You ate all you brought with you?�
�No, it spilled when we ran away from the dragon. I was in that much of a hurry. When it spilled, I just left it.�
Camilla nodded. �I have food, and we�ll share it, but look for more, too. I could use some meat cooked over a fire.�
�Or bread. I love bread.�
�If you find bread out here in the forest I�m really going to be impressed,� she snorted.
�I was just telling you what I like.�
She bit her lip. They walked in silence until he spotted a cherry tree with some late season ripe fruit. They stuffed themselves, put more in their rolled blankets, and continued on. Brix took the lead and said over his shoulder, �Do you think it�s safe to use the road?�
�I hadn�t thought of that.�
�Well, I think we can decide when we reach it, but if we spot anyone we dive into the brush and hide.�
Camilla shrugged, even though he couldn�t see it. It didn�t sound like a good plan, but she didn�t have one that sounded better. She said, �Others on the road might do the same if they spot us from a distance. Then all of us will just lay still in the bushes and grow old.�
Brix thumped his staff on the ground, swung the bottom end up and grabbed it with both hands, parallel to the ground. On his next step, he snapped the left end forward and withdrew it just as fast. Then he snapped the right. Each movement in time with a step. Another step and he let go with his left hand and let it strike the ground with another solid thump. He repeated the movements. The third time, Camilla duplicated each of his moves, although clumsily. The next time she almost did it in step with him.
�Are you copying me?� he asked, using his staff only for walking, again.
She laughed, �Yes. Is that a problem?�
�I�m not laughing. I�m still thinking about that dragon and the soldiers. And those boys back at Nettleton. There seems to be a lot of fighting.�
�Want to practice running?�
�I don�t think so. Wait until we reach the road.�
�Can you set our pace with those movements of your staff again?�
Brix shook his head. �I forgot you were back there. I was just practicing taking a few jabs at the dragon. I hate them.� Despite that, he set the end of the staff on the ground in front of this right foot and as he took the next step he kicked it with the toe of his boot. The bottom shot ahead. He let it fall to the ground and kicked it again.
�Your toe will get sore.�
�I�m amazed what you can do with just a stick.�
�Staff.�
�Okay, staff. In two days we�ve learned how to handle these things like weapons. It�s so simple for a weapon, but I�d hate to have someone use one on me.�
�Robin, the washerwoman said a man using a staff, one who knows how to fight with one, can defeat a soldier with a sword.�
Brix snorted. �You believe that?�
Camilla used the swing of the staff on her next step to raise it higher. She swung it sideways and grabbed it with two hands near the middle. Then she lunged to the left. Her next step lunged to the right. Robin had slid her hands to one end and used the staff to hit a tree. With that swing, she would be twice as far from an opponent as with a sword. The wielder of the sword couldn�t get close enough to cut her. �You know what, Brix? I think I do believe her.�
They walked out of the underbrush and onto the road.
They looked in both directions first, then tentatively stepped onto the road and examined the tracks.
�Arum will be waiting,� Brix said.
�Not for me, but let�s go. Keep a sharp watch ahead.�
�And behind. We don�t need someone sneaking up on us.� Brix matched her stride.
�What are you doing?�
He swung his staff to strike the ground at the same time as hers. Then he increased the swing and waited for her to match him. In time, they jabbed the ends at imaginary fighters ahead of them, together. They sprinted again and again, between walking. Nobody shared the road until near midday.
Brix hissed, as he dove to the side of the road. �I saw movement.�
Camilla landed beside him. They crawled into the brush and stayed still. In time, a man riding a donkey rounded a bend and rode right at them. He looked half asleep, his eyes never moving under a floppy hat. Rings and bracelets sparkled. A pair of saddlebags sat behind him, and tied on top was what looked to be a canvas tent and rolled blankets.
They let him continue before walking on the road again. Camilla asked, �Who was he?�
�A gypsy.� They�re constantly on the move.�
�Going where?�
Brix laughed softly. �Even they don�t know. It�s said they have itchy feet. Can�t stay in one place too long.�
�He might have come from beyond the mountain pass. He might know things.�
�He�d also sell information about us to anybody willing to pay. That�s the way of them.�
Camilla looked at Brix as if seeing him for the first time. �Who would pay to know where you are?�
�Nobody cares about me. Can you say the same about yourself?�
�What? Me? Why would anyone pay to know about me?�
�Those boys back at Nettleton offered me money to give them information about you.�
Camilla shrugged. �Well, I guess you�re right.�
�What did you do to those boys to get them so mad at you?� Brix asked.
�That is a good question. I swear I did nothing. One day they saw me and started chasing me. I ran and got away, and that seemed to anger them. A few days later they chased me again. Then they started looking for me. They jumped from behind a storage shed the first time they caught me.�
�What�d they do?�
�They shouted and threatened. One hit my shoulder, and another pushed me into the dirt. Then they ran off laughing and teasing me.�
Brix said, �That sounds like what happened to two of my older brothers. At first, it was just little shoves and punches. When my brothers fought back, it changed into something else. The rich Academy boys turned mean and started chasing them, too. It was like my brothers were the fox, and they were hounds.�
�What did your brothers do about it?�
�One fought back a dozen times. He lost most of the fights, but when some of the boys left for the army, it stopped. My other brother went to the Goodman and complained. The Goodman took the side of the rich boys and chided my brother for fighting and warned him he would pay fines in the future.�
Camilla swung her staff high and let fall, the end striking the ground hard enough to bounce a little. She repeated the move and said, �The Goodman didn�t believe your brother?�
�I think he did. So did my father. There have been this sort of thing happening for years, in fact, I think my father was once chased by a pack of them when he was young.� Brix copied the way she raised her staff and let his fall at the same time.
�The Goodman is there to settle disputes and make sure all people are treated fairly. At least, that�s what I thought,� Camilla said.
�That is what we learn, but it�s only half true. If you and I have a dispute, I win. If one of the second sons at the Academy and I have a dispute, he wins. The Goodman settles disputes among equals fairly; from what I see. But other times it is all about gold.�
Camilla stopped walking.
Brix continued a few steps and turned to look at her.
She said, �People with gold or birthright win all disputes?�
Brix shrugged.
�Always?�
Brix nodded.
They walked on in silence because he�d spoken out of turn, and she because of considering new information. When Camilla sprinted ahead, he chased after. When she walked again, he silently fell into step beside her.
At a bend in the road, a solitary tree stood, barren of leaves and most of the bark long gone. The tree stood at the edge of the road, weathered gray and without smaller branches. Camilla slowed.
�What is it,� Brix asked, hand on the knife at his waist.
�That ugly tree is a boy from the soldier school.� She pointed at it. She kicked the bottom of her staff so it raised waist high and jabbed it into the trunk with so much force it jarred her. She pulled it back and grasped the middle of her staff in what felt like a defensive position. Then she swung one end and hit the side of the tree. Then the other side. Then the first again. She pounded the tree until the staff fell from her limp fingers. Then she fell to her knees and cried.
Brix moved to her side. He lifted his staff and swung at the tree, his face set in a grimace. He was slower than Camilla but determined, and each blow resounded with a solid sound.
�You don�t have to do that for me,� she said.
�For me,� he panted, pausing before drawing a few deep breaths and beginning again.
Camilla stepped up to the tree and struck it with several more well-defined blows. She concentrated on pulling the staff back quickly and keeping her feet positioned to provide the maximum power. She turned to Brix and said, �Ready to run again?�
�You really want to do it all, don�t you?�
Her new smile slipped. �The next time those boys come for me will be the last. For them or me, but I intend to hurt them so bad they never come at me again.�
Brix kept up with her sprint, and she ran farther than before. They walked and ran again. Near midday Brix spotted a pear and an apple tree growing next to a tangle of wood and vines that had once been a cabin. When he turned to tell Camilla, her attention was focused ahead. �What?�
�I saw movement up there.�
�Men?�
�I think it was the soldiers.�
Brix glanced around, then back to where she first watched. �We can try to slip into the trees and go around them or wait here and hope they pass us by. There are apples and pears in those trees at the side of the road.�

CHAPTER TWENTY 

Edward knew the Slave Master and Weapons Master would soon figure out they were chasing the wind because of the misleading directions the villagers provided. Served them right for ordering the villagers around and acting superior. He dressed and went to the railing that looked over the common room. A few men ate or sipped ale. One lifted his mug in friendly salute. Edward responded with a curt nod.
Finding the innkeeper, he asked for quill and paper.
Skipping breakfast, he went down the stairs, returned a few more nods from people half-remembered from the drunken night before, and walked to the stable. �My horse.�
�Yes, sir.�
The man reached into his pocket and held out a copper coin.
�What�s that?� Edward demanded.
�Sir, if you�re leaving so soon I cannot accept a full copper.�
�Keep it. I�ll be back, and you can owe me.�
The coin disappeared. The stableman trotted inside the barn and returned with Edward�s horse, saddled and looking brushed and well cared for. He held the stirrup for Edward to mount. Riding towards his camped procession outside of town, Edward discovered an odd sensation. The villagers treated him well. They seemed to like him for himself. None tried to take advantage�and none laughed at him behind his back.
His experience had always been with servants who laughed when they believed he looked the other way or royalty who did worse when they laughed as he looked at them. He was treated with the respect due to his birth, and theirs. The King�s sons didn�t like him, while the sons of lesser nobles treated him with deference.
He had more than one task to accomplish this morning. The caravan leader and guide spotted him and mounted his horse. Edward pulled to a halt and waited outside the camp.
As he neared, the guide called, �Sir, it is good to have you safely back. All is packed and ready for your triumphant entrance into Nettleton.�
Edward silently waited.
When the guide pulled even with him, Edward spoke softly to add emphasis. �My mission in Nettleton will take more time. It is my mission, directed by the sheriff and approved by the King. I have no more need of you nor the rest of those,� he waved an arm in the direction of the campsite.
�Sir, we cannot leave you here. Tomas and the sheriff will have my head.�
�No, they will not. You are to carry these letters from me.� Edward handed him several sheets of folded paper, each with a name clearly printed on the outside. �The one to Tomas says I will take all responsibility for sending you back early. It also says that the sheriff and I will have another private meeting to discuss this fiasco of a trip and the costs involved. The one to the Earl asks him to delay paying for this trip until I return. The third is for the sheriff�s eyes alone. It says that I am in competition with the Slave Master and Weapons Master to locate the boy we are searching for.�
�I don�t understand.�
Edward drew himself up and inhaled deeply before speaking. �Then understand this. If I should arrive back at the palace and find that any but the sheriff has read his letter, I will have you hanged by the gate until your corpse rots and falls apart. If I find either of the other two was not delivered intact, without other eyes peering at them, I will have you drawn and quartered, and I will personally issue the order for the horses that will tear you apart.�
�Sir?�
�I have told you the gist of each letter to save you the bother of trying to find someone to read them so you can sell the information. Only you and I know what we have discussed this morn. Only you have the letters. They are your key to safety, and I�m sure there will be a small stack of silver for your troubles. However, if my instructions are not followed, I will use that same silver to post rewards for your head all over the seven kingdoms.�
The guide looked ill. He held the letters by his fingertips as if they were generating heat. �Sir, I take orders from Tomas.�
Edward smiled, using much the same smile as the sheriff at the first-day meetings when assigning a distasteful task to an underling. �You have my instructions. Hung, drawn and quartered, or rewarded, it makes little difference to me. You will not be my only messenger delivering the same messages, and that fact should give you pause.�
Edward broke eye contact and turned his horse. When the horse faced the village, he put his heels to it and allowed the horse to set its pace. The horse wanted to run. So be it. His hair flew out behind, and he broke into a laugh.
The stableman greeted him, reaching for the bridle and talking softly to the horse.
�Good man, I am traveling further, today. Will you be so kind as to quickly gather whatever I need for a trip of several days?�
�Sir, I�ll have it ready in two shakes.�
Feeling good, Edward said, �Make that three or four shakes, instead. I�m going to eat a hearty breakfast before leaving. Who should I see about clothing and whatever else I may need?�
�I�d ask the innkeeper. He can make up a store of food good for traveling, and I�ll be sure he has some clothes travelers left at the inn that�ll fit. Maybe a groundsheet and a blanket, too.�
Once inside the inn, he asked for the innkeeper and a mug of milk. It would be a while before he drank more ale. The innkeeper listened to his needs and hurried off to gather everything. The young girl brought him heavy dark bread and preserves, along with a slab of butter. She also brought sliced beef and two types of local cheese, both of which tasted better than any at the palace.
He smiled at the lie he�d told the guide about other messengers. But it was no lie that if the guide did not do his bidding exactly as Edward wanted, he would find himself in deep trouble. He tore off another chunk of bread and slathered butter thickly, edge to edge.
�A good morning to you.� A villager he couldn�t remember a name for, called.
�And to you, too.� The greeting was made without demand or expectation. Edward turned back to him, �I�m going up the valley and don�t know the way. Would you know of someone who could spare a few days to show me the way?�
The unknown man shrugged, �You just follow the road, sir. Only one road going that way, but if you want, I can go see if Potter�s oldest boy can spare the time to show you the way.�
Remembering how Tomas has charged and overcharged for every part of the trip, and not wanting to be taken advantage of again, he said, �Do you have any idea of the cost?�
The man cast him an odd look before answering. He sounded just a little angry. �Sir, you asked for help. There�s no charge for helping a man who needs it.�
�I see. Didn�t mean to offend.� Edward looked down at his plate of food. Last night one small silver coin had paid for food and drink for twenty, or more. Inside his purse was ten or fifteen more silver coins, half that many in gold, and only a few coppers. One gold exchanged for three hundred silver coins of the same size. He glanced around and made a quick calculation. One of his gold coins would probably buy the inn, the contents, and pay the wages for the staff for a hundred years. One coin. Yet, the good people of Nettleton asked for nothing to help him.
The other man stood. �I�ll go ask Potter, now. If his boy goes with you, he�ll be here in a short while. If he cannot, I�ll ask around and get somebody else here quick as I can.�
Edward�s fingers tingled with the urge to reach for a coin, but he resisted. The old man did the favor because he wanted to, not because he would get paid. He tore off more bread and made a promise to himself. When he became Earl, he would sneak back to Nettleton for a few days, now and then.
A short while later the innkeeper returned. He carried a blanket and clothing under one arm and a cloth sack in the other hand. The door opened and a boy old enough to have a scruff beginning to grow on his cheeks entered. He walked to Edward and stuck his hand out. �Call me Tangos, sir. I�ll be glad to take you up the valley.�
The innkeeper beamed at Tangos and said, �I�ll go pack more food for you. This one will eat enough for two.�
�You have a horse?� Edward asked the boy who was so excited he danced from foot to foot.
�No sir, but don�t you worry, I�ll keep up.�
�Nonsense. Go tell the stableman to ready a mount for you. I�ll settle with him shortly.� Edward watched the innkeeper carry empty mugs to a tub where he washed them and lined the clean ones up neatly on a shelf. He had washed mugs the night before, too. It looked like a part of the job the innkeeper preferred to do himself. Customers want a clean mug. The way to ensure that happened was to take on the chore himself. Another lesson learned.
Edward smiled as his fingers found two silver coins in his purse and placed them in the dregs of wine left in the bottom of his mug. Swill or not, he had enjoyed himself in a way that was both new and invigorating. He waved to the innkeeper, knowing that as soon as he left the innkeeper would grab his mug and wash it. Hopefully, Edward would already be down the road before he found the silver. �We�ll be off, soon.�
�You�re always welcome here at the Red Dog, sir,� the innkeeper called over his shoulder.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

The Slave Master slapped his knee in disgust as he pulled his horse to a stop on the heavily forested hillside. �We�ve been played for idiots.�
�Maybe we missed the cave.�
�That woman back there lied. I can feel it. She knows where the boy is, and she sent us on a wild chase to nowhere.�
The Weapons Master placed his hands one on top of the other on the pommel of his saddle and snorted. �Now why in the world would she do that? Do you think she�s the mother of the brat? Or does she take care of him? I don�t think so. Besides, the others backed her up.�
�Not really. I�ve been thinking about that, too. They didn�t contradict her, but they didn�t agree or add anything to her story, either. She lied. Let�s go back and beat the truth out of a few of them.�
They turned their horses and headed for Nettleton at a gallop.
Miss Ann spotted the King�s men at the same time as the innkeeper. They all knew the men would return�and they�d be angry. She locked the door to her store and hustled around the corner to the blacksmith, then to the stable. One by one, the people who had been present when the washerwoman provided the King�s men the wrong directions disappeared.
The Slave Master rode to the front of the Red Dog and shouted, �Where�s the washerwoman?�
An old man peered through a slit in the door before stepping into sight. �She lives in them trees over there past the foundry. Her place is right beside the little stream where she has good water.�
The Slave Master glanced around. �Seems like I�ve heard that before. A place on a little stream.�
The old man shrugged and reentered the inn as if he didn�t care to speak anymore.
The Weapons Master spurred his horse. They rode together, and upon entering the trees found a small cabin and several outbuildings. No smoke rose from the chimney. No fires under the tubs used for washing. The door to the shed stood open, and no clothing hung from the many lines.
�Gone?� The Weapons Master asked, more to himself than out loud.
�Someone will know where she went, as well as where to find the boy.� He spun his horse and headed for the inn, his temper barely in check. �We can offer a reward or beat it out of them.�
The Weapons Master nodded and said, �Today I prefer to keep my coins in my purse.�
They strode into the inn together and stood, barring the doorway. Five men were inside. Two at one table, two at another, and the innkeeper. The Slave Master ignored the men at the table and looked directly at the innkeeper. �Where�s the washerwoman?�
�We don�t know where but we think she is hiding from you.�
�From us because she lied about the boy?�
One of the old men playing a dice game said, �What do you want with him, anyway? He�s a good boy.�
�That�s our business. Where is he?�
When nobody answered, the Weapons Master advanced on the innkeeper and shouted, �How would you like to wake up in the morning and find this place burned to the ground?�
The innkeeper stood his ground, but said nothing. Facing irate customers, and those making unreasonable demands were part of the job.
The Slave Master glanced at the two old men and turned his attention to the other table. Two younger men sat there, farmers from the looks of them, and they already looked scared. In two steps he stood at their table. �Tell me where she is.�
They shook their heads at the same time, fear evident in their movements. �You�re telling me you won�t tell, or you don�t know?�
�Don�t know,� One managed to say.
�The orphan boy who�s been causing trouble. Where can I find him?�
The other farmer looked puzzled and asked, �Cam? They say he lives in a little cave on the backside of Copper Mountain, somewhere. I can�t tell you more than that.�
�When did you last see him?�
�A few ten-day periods ago. My farm is down near Hogan�s Flat, so I don�t get up here, much.�
The Slave Master turned his attention to the other. �You?�
�Three or four days ago. He doesn't cause us no trouble.�
�You live in town?�
�I work at the grain mill over yonder,� his arm wagged in the general direction.
The Weapons Master stomped to stand at the side of the Slave Master. He leaned forward and took the millworker by his shirt front and stood him up. �Outside. You�re going to take us there.�
�I don�t know where he lives, just what I�ve heard,� the man protested.
One of the old men who had been playing dice said, �Dance, remember where you and I tracked that buck with his leg broken up the mountain? Up beyond that green pond?�
The millworker nodded.
�That boy was hiding around there. It isn�t a cave. Just a rock shelf that sticks out enough to slip under.�
The Sword Master turned to the old man. �You�ve seen him there?�
�Once or twice. Sometimes I walk my dog up that way.�
The Weapons Master let go of the millworker�s shirt and pointed, �You�re going for a walk. We�ll pay.�
�Keep your money.� The old man looked between the two men and came to a decision. He drained his mug in one pull and stood, adjusting the crotch of his pants and then nodding he was ready. The three of them walked past the blacksmith�s shop and followed a well-used path into the trees.
The old man set the pace, and the two King�s men struggled to match it. The path split and became two smaller paths, and then again. It headed up the side of a hill and dipped into a small valley with a good-sized mountain beyond.
The old man pointed to a wooded area on the lower reaches of the mountain. �We ain�t going to climb to the top, so you can relax. We�re just going to right about there.�
The King�s men huffed and puffed behind the old man who hadn�t slowed a step. Once in the thick trees, he picked a route as if he had gone this way a hundred times. He slowed at a small clearing. �There it is.�
�Where? I don�t see a cave,� the Slave Master said.
�Those bushes weren�t there before. The boy probably moved them to hide the front.�
The three approached the area together, two of them in disbelief. However, as the old man predicted, behind the shrubs was an opening large enough to lie in. No footprints showed in the dirt, and nothing seemed man-made until the old man turned over a rock and exposed the campfire blackened underside. The place was deserted.
The Weapons Master knelt and examined the interior. His hand found a cavity packed with fresh dirt. Behind the dirt, he pulled a rolled piece of leather containing nuts. �Looks like he�s gone.�
The Slave Master turned to the man. His fist raised, but then he lowered it and said, �Maybe you�ve done us a favor. Our intention was to punish everyone in Nettleton, even if we had to bring in troops, to gather the information we need. You can prevent that. When did he leave and where is he going?�
The old man seemed to shrink. �I don�t know. Honestly, I don�t. But, I can guess. Look around you. The mountains on either side are almost impossible to cross. This is a narrow valley with the King�s Road passing through. I saw the boy three days ago, and the washerwoman when she talked to you. Both are gone, but you didn�t meet them on the road, did you?�
�Meaning what?� The Sword Master growled.
The old man shrugged. �They went the other way. Up the road away from you. Nowhere else to go when you think about it.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

Robin ran another hundred paces and then walked a hundred. She repeated the process so many times she lost count, but to catch Camilla she had to cover twice the distance. Late in the day, she found two dead horses on the road. The head had been ripped off one, and another had its stomach torn open. Dried blood had soaked into the dirt and showed where several men had been wounded or killed.
She inspected the ground carefully and found no spent arrows or indication of men fighting. The hoof prints said that at least ten men were here, probably closer to twenty. She was no tracker, but anyone could read the signs. When men battle on horses, the horse�s heads do not get ripped off their bodies. Her eyes went to the sky and saw no dragons. Girl, what have you done, now?
The survivors traveled in the same direction she was going.
That presented two problems. One, she�d catch up with the army due to her faster pace and then try to explaining her presence. She didn�t know how they would react to her if they saw her first, which was likely because they would be on guard after the dragon attack. The second problem was the soldiers overtaking Camilla, who may be moving slower.
A third problem bubbled to the surface of her thinking. There was the unknown owner of the footprints that continued to walk beside Camilla. She moved ahead of the area where the fighting occurred and examined the road carefully. Horse tracks and a few men walking, probably soldiers who lost their horses or were too injured to ride.
She looked further along and saw the same. What she didn�t see were the tracks of Camilla and her escort. Robin ran up the road a hundred steps and knelt to see every impression on the road. She read more than ten horses traveling in the direction of Nettleton, and then most of them riding back again, after the attack. But, no sign of Camilla.
Robin considered the possible alternatives and decided that if Camilla saw the soldiers approaching her on the road, she may have hidden. However, if she hid until they passed, she would have returned to the road, and there should be fresh prints, telling Robin she had almost caught up. Since there were no tracks, she decided to retrace her route until she found them.
It didn�t take long. At the location where the dragon had attacked, she found where the pair of footprints ended. After noticing the stream, she went to it and found where a small tree had been freshly cut down with what looked like a small knife. Footprints led into the forest, and she followed them to an unused campsite. Firewood was piled, and disturbed pine needles showed where beds had been made, but not slept on. There didn�t seem to be enough disturbance for sleep.
She found ants carrying off the remains of bread, shaved meat, cheese, and fruit. Somebody had spilled food and was in too much of a hurry to pick it up. Robin saw the route they took, right through briars and thorns. Scared. They watched the dragon attack and ran. Didn�t even stop to gather the food they spilled. Good girl.
This high up, the valley was narrower. The road was their logical destination, but they were trying to avoid the soldiers. Should she follow or use the road? Their footprints would be clear when they came back on the road, and the travel through the forest much harder.
She chose to follow them.
While the road was faster, the chances of running into the soldiers were greater. They might believe someone had called down the dragon on them, which may be true. They might even believe it was her. Tempers were short after a dragon attack. Strangers are worth killing, just to make sure. Her fingers found the dragon tooth on the thong around her neck. Just having the tooth could be enough to end her life.
She jumped over the small stream and pushed her way past the vines, thorns, and brambles.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

Camilla said, �Move very slowly to the edge of the trees, Brix. Eyes see movement even before color. That�s why I saw them, first.�
Together they slow-stepped into the dark shade of the forest. Brix asked, �Circle around or follow?�
�Food, first.� Camilla quickly led the way to the pear tree and selected one that looked ripe. �They can�t see us in here because they�re on the road ahead. Let�s grab some more food while we can.� A bite confirmed the pear was ripe. After wiping juice from her chin, she picked several more and stuffed them into the end of her bedroll. Brix did the same, trying to eat one while he picked others. He needed one more hand. Finally, he tossed the one he was eating on the ground and picked more from the branches before moving on to the apple tree. The fruit was small and tart, exactly the way Camilla liked them. Hard as rocks, but they�d stay fresh for days and days.
The bedroll had gained weight with the addition of the fruit and pounded her side with each step. She bit into an apple and asked, �Which way do you think?�
�They have wounded men so they�re moving slow, would be my guess. We can head faster up the valley, and once we�ve passed them, we take to the road again.�
Camilla nodded and turned to examine possible routes. �On the road, we�ll have to be careful of others, too. Still, we can travel a lot faster there.�
Brix pointed into the shadows under a thick stand of pines further from the road as he moved to examine the ground. �There. Looks like deer move through here.�
Shifting her bedroll to the other shoulder, Camilla took the lead. They slipped through the forest quickly but quietly, barely speaking, and when they did the words were exchanged in whispers. She watched her footing, stepping over branches so they would not snap, and her ears told her Brix was doing the same.
Twice they heard voices from the road, which helped them locate their position in relation to the soldiers. The first time, the voices were too close, and without speaking, Camilla led them further away from the road before continuing along the banks of a small stream. Both scooped palms full of water but didn�t pause long enough for a long full drink.
Brix touched her shoulder.
She slowed and turned.
He moved his lips closer to her ear. �We need to find the road, then work our way back to them to see what they�re doing and how fast they�re moving.�
�You have more than that in mind.�
He shrugged. �Okay, you�re right. How many horses do they have? And who, if anyone, is watching them?�
�You�re thinking of stealing horses?�
�Probably not, but if the opportunity is there, I might.�
Camilla shook her head. �Stealing the King's horses will cost you your life if they catch you.�
�I wasn�t going to keep them. Just ride for part of a day and turn them loose.�
�Your idea of spying on the men is good. But we don�t take a horse. Not even spares. You�ve heard too many adventure stories at your evening fire on winter�s nights.�
Brix smiled and motioned for her to continue leading them. As she shoved some brush aside with her staff, he hissed, �Think of it as an adventure. Like in the old stories.�
His statement rang true. To him, this was probably a break in his boring existence of spinning threads long enough to weave a dozen blankets or twist into a rope long enough to reach from one end of Nettleton to the other. When Brix grew old, he�d still tell the tale of the trip to Arum the herder�s flock. He�d speak of how he watched the dragon swoop down from the sky and carry off men and rip the head off the body of a horse. The story would probably have people in the Red Dog Inn buying him ale again and again.
The realization made Camilla reevaluate their relationship. This was simply an adventure for Brix. For her, it was life and death. Sure, the boys at the academy might decide to take out their frustrations on Brix, but he could work at his spinning with the protection of four older brothers and his father until the boys were old enough to leave the school and enter the army. As a respected member of the community, he could take the problem to the Goodman, or an officer at the school. Either might tell the boys to leave him alone. For Camilla, a wildling without connections, they wouldn�t spare an ear to listen.
The dragon attack also needed consideration. What had happened back there? If that dragon had ever attacked anyone since she had been old enough to care for herself, she�d have heard of it. It would have been the talk of the village for years. The people in Nettleton would hide in their homes when someone spotted it flying above. But they didn�t. They watched and pointed while speculating. The people were wary, of course, but not afraid. If they witnessed what happened to the men on the road, they would be scared and run for cover with the women and children.
The bigger problem that clouded her thinking was deciding if she had anything to do with the attack. Anything at all. The washerwoman said Camilla would one day call down dragons. If men died because of her calling the red down, she didn�t know what to do, or how she did it. Should she surrender? To whom and for what? For accepting a job herding sheep? Her fingers of her left hand scratched the shoulder where the muzzle of the dragon was underneath the shirt.
�Over there,� Brix pointed with his staff.
A wider path intersected the one they followed. Turning to the left would take them to the King�s Road, probably ahead of the soldiers. If not, perhaps they could observe them and decide what the best course of action was. She turned and found the wider path easy to walk upon, and her speed increased until she heard low voices speaking barely a dozen steps ahead.
She stopped and raised her finger to her lips. She motioned for Brix to stand still while slipping the rope off her shoulder and lowering the rolled blanket to the ground. She placed her staff beside it and crouched before moving into deeper shadow. Moving a slow step at a time, and checking on Brix twice, she continued. Brix remained motionless, his eyes locked on her.
Two men sat on a log beside the road, their slumped backs to her. Both looked exhausted.
One had a bloody bandage wrapped around his head and another on his arm. He spoke softly, �I heard they killed the whole Dragon Clan around here ten years ago.�
�Then why did the sheriff send the messenger to order us to look for any boys around here with the mark?�
�Have you ever heard of the Dragon Clan around here? I haven�t.�
The second man had his left arm in a sling. He shook his head. �I�ve been patrolling the same road for five years. Never even heard of any Dragon Clan, and you know if they were here we�d have heard about it.�
�Course you haven�t heard it,� the other barked. �If you did, we�d have been here searching for any sign of them, with another hundred men to back us up. They say there�s more Dragon Clan living in the Raging Mountains.�
�Even a hundred more soldiers wouldn�t have helped when that thing attacked us.�
The one with the bandaged head stood. �I�ve never seen anything like it.�
�Or been so scared,� the man with the arm sling said. �Just keep a good watch so we can warn the men behind if it comes at us again. Maybe they can get under cover.�
�What do you think got into that dragon? Why�d it swoops down on us?�
Camilla brushed against a dried branch that snapped as she tried to ease closer.
Both men spun at the sound, their eyes searching the shadows.
She remained as still as possible.
�See anything?� Bandaged head asked.
�If I did, wouldn�t I say so?�
Camilla fought to control her breathing. They were barely five steps away, but the underbrush was thick and she was partially behind a tangle of vines. Getting so close was a bad idea, but they had been talking about the same things she was wondering about, and she hadn�t wanted to miss a word. Now she might have to flee. She had no doubt she could escape, and Brix along with her, but once they caught sight of her, they would be on guard. Besides, they would report her, and troops would pour into the area because they would think she was the dragon boy they were searching for.
One item stood out beyond all others. The soldier had said there were others of the Dragon Clan living in the Raging Mountains. Others like her? She didn�t know where the mountains were, but it was something she would have to investigate later.
�Probably just a squirrel.� The soldier with the arm in a sling said, but he didn�t turn his back. Both men stood in bright sunlight and peered into the dim depths under the trees.
Camilla could see them without trouble. The eyes of each man looked directly at her more than once but saw nothing.
A third man limped up the road. He called, �Which of you two is hungry?�
One said, �You can relieve me, first. I need this bandage replaced because blood keeps dripping into my eyes.�
Both of them had turned to face the newcomer, and as they did, Camilla stepped back one small step. Then another. And a third. She turned and moved to where her bedroll and staff lay. Brix nodded encouragement, and he took the lead.
The scare passed, but her heart wouldn�t slow. Instead of the conversation between the soldiers resolving anything, it hinted at worse. She was deep in thought when Brix led them onto the King�s Road after looking to his left to make sure they were out of sight of the two sentries, and to the right to make sure nobody was ahead. �We can move fast if you�re up to it.�
Camilla made her own mental check before answering, �Another race for you to lose?�
�Or win.� He was already two steps ahead and grinning over his shoulder like he was the wild boy.
Camilla had sprinted past him before he took another ten steps. She�d tire soon, but the point was made. As expected, thirty steps further and her breath came in gasps as he trotted past her to take the lead again. He also seemed to have a point to make.
Camilla saw him breathing hard too, and with determination, she picked up her speed and managed to pass him with her last effort.
As she slowed, a voice from behind nettles growing head high at the edge of the road said in a familiar voice, �I didn�t think you�d let him win the race, Camilla. But I�m glad you are doing what I asked.�
Robin, the washerwoman, stepped into view, hands on hips, a tentative smile on her lips.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

Robin had moved through the forest until she was ahead of the army, slipping through the thick brush growing at the side of the road. Further, from the road would have been safer, but if she was found she�d tell a story about being scared of so many soldiers. It would suffice. The advantage was speed. Twice she saw men, and once heard nearby talking, but couldn�t make out the words. She crept up on their camp long enough to see nearly half the men lay on the ground while others tended to their injuries. Even those on their feet wore bandages. Not one of the fourteen in sight appeared to have escaped the dragon attack unharmed.
When she backed far enough into the depths of the vegetation she turned and moved fast, almost running when possible. Judging she had moved well passed them, she turned and walked to the road, again. Before stepping out onto it, she spent the time to ensure the forward sentries were not in sight.
The road held no footprints of Camilla or her escort. She glanced at the forest. They were either in there or behind her. If they were circling around the soldiers, they�d make their way back to the road at some point. But where?
With a shrug, she turned up the valley again and began running along the road. The thin air and rising road soon tired her, but after walking another hundred paces she ran again, the staff in her hand ready for instant use. She kept watch on the road ahead, as well as glancing down at the footprints. Another walk, another jog. She repeated the process several times, and also kept watch on a particular mountain peak. Below it lay a little-known pass.
Reaching the place where she needed to turn off the road to the other pass, she turned and ran into the underbrush, counting her steps. At three hundred paces she spun around and retraced her path to the road. After making sure Camilla was not on it, she ran three hundred steps on the other side and returned. She felt reasonably certain Camilla hadn�t passed her on either side. At the edge of the road, a granite boulder marked the location.
She positioned herself behind the boulder where she had a good view of the road in both directions, but could duck into the forest, if necessary. Camilla would avoid the soldiers. She had been at the location of the slaughter and wouldn�t want any part of it. Her natural tendencies would make her circle the soldier�s camp, but she�d move warily and slow. Then she would make her way back to the road.
The valley had narrowed. Steep hills lined one side of the road and cliffs on the other. There were only two choices of direction. Up valley or down. Robin couldn�t believe she would go back to Nettleton. The logical answer was that while Robin had slipped past the same soldiers, Camilla had circled around, or went around them on the other side of the road.
For the moment, Robin was safe but uneasy. The longer she waited, the more chance she miscalculated. A flash of color on the road pulled her mind back to reality. Entering the road from the underbrush on the other side of the road were two figures, but even from the distance, there was no mistaking Camilla.
Robin drew a breath of satisfaction. She carefully stood while remaining out of sight behind the boulder. Camilla�s companion walked in step with her, and appeared about the same size, so somehow, she had met up with the boy. When they passed the boulder, Robin would step onto the road and send the other youngster on his way.
As the pair came closer, Robin recognized the boy from Nettleton. He spun twine. Brix. A poor spinner from what the village gossip said, but a good boy. Well liked. She pulled further out of sight and started thinking of a story to tell, one that would not cause alarm in Nettleton, but would send him home.
She peeked around the edge of the boulder at them walking. Camilla carried her staff and didn�t limp anymore. Her movements were sure, and the staff was carried like it had been in her hand since birth. The boy also carried a staff. The wood looked green, the bark recently peeled. He carried his staff in a more awkward manner, but if the tales were true, he was an awkward sort of boy, and it explained the sapling cut down back at the edge of the stream. They broke into a sprint.
Robin stepped onto the road a dozen steps ahead of them. She had her legs spread wide, her staff at her side, her eyes watching for their reaction as they raced each other. Running, as Robin had told her to do.
Camilla instantly broke into a smile and ran to greet her.
The boy raised his staff in a defensive posture before lowering it and waiting.
Robin approved of both of their reactions. She took Camilla by her shoulders, turned her slightly so the boy couldn�t see her lips and whispered. �Does he know anything?�
�No.�
Robin turned. �You are Brix, son of Logoff, is that right?�
�You are the washerwoman.�
Robin approved. He probed for information instead of answering her. His defensive posture hadn�t changed.
�What are you doing here?� Camilla asked.
Robin kept her attention on Brix. �Why are the two of you traveling together?�
Brix remained silent while Camilla answered. �We met on the road. He is also going to help herd Arum�s animals. He has done it for three years.�
�Then he should be on with it.� Robin fixed her eyes on hers and pointed to the road. �You and I have other plans.�
Brix took a step forward. �Why do you have any say in what Cam does?�
Robin hesitated at the use of the shortened name, then realized what Camilla had done. She still let him think she was a boy. Smart. It said the boy didn�t know Cam was a girl, and he certainly didn�t know she was Dragon Clan. However, the road saw a lot of people, and Robin didn�t want to linger in the sight of whoever might pass. �I�ll tell your father that I saw you and that you are well. Now, you need to leave us.�
�Will Cam join me to help Arum?�
Robin considered lying, but the boy had done no harm. �I�m sorry, that plan has changed.� As the words spilled from her, she paused. Only a short time ago she had thought about the number of people on the road. Most kept to themselves and made camp in sight of the road where they kept track of who else traveled. Strangers are not friends until they are known. Most are wary of highwaymen, robbers, witches, and evil of all sorts. Gypsies constantly traveled, seeking a free meal or goat wandering too far from the rightful owner.
�How do you decide Cam�s plans?� He asked.
Robin cast a warning glance at Camilla to remain quiet. She looked back at Brix, �Have you met anyone else on this road?�
�You mean besides those toy soldiers who were trying to beat me when I was leaving Nettleton? Or the real ones fighting the dragon?� Brix took two more steps closer.
Robin saw his fingers whiten as he gripped his staff. The ends were sliced like a man whittled a stick. Not sharp, but ragged. His shoulders were wide and his chin set. He looked ready to fight. She snapped her staff above her head, spun it twice, and let the far end fall to chest level. She jabbed twice, the end falling short of him by the length of two steps. It twirled again and regained its former position.
Brix backed a step. �Was that a threat?�
�Yes. Now stand there and let me think.� The King�s two henchmen were searching for a boy about Brix�s age. Worse, he was seen in the company of the only local wildling. The Weapons Master and the Slave Master would not hesitate to torture Brix if they heard rumors he traveled with the boy they were seeking.
If Brix didn�t tell them what they wanted, it might cost him his life, despite the fact he didn�t know anything. Many innocents died because of the King�s search for information about dragons. More because the King�s men believed they concealed that information. Sending the boy back on the road alone could get him killed. What choice did she have? Sending him to Arum�s or to Nettleton made no difference. The King�s men would locate him and demand information he didn�t know because surely others had seen them together.
She raised her eyes to his. It was not true he knew nothing. He did know where Robin and Camilla left the road, and any tracker could follow them if they knew that. The King�s men would buy information and people with gold. The boy was a liability. He might not intend them harm, but he could cost Camilla and her their lives.
That left two courses of action. Take the boy with them or kill him and hide the body.
She knew and respected Logoff. He and his family were honest, good people and killing their son would be almost as hard on her as it was on them. Almost. Perhaps he could be returned to Nettleton after the hunt for the dragon-boy ended. Yes, she could quietly slip him into the edge of the village one night and have him enter his home. She could impress upon him the importance of silence.
Mind made up, Robin said, �Listen to me carefully. Our lives depend on our actions. Arum will make do without either of you. We�re all in danger.�
�Danger?� Brix asked, almost sounding excited.
Camilla simply nodded and waited.
�Evil men are after us. I�ll explain later. Right now, I want the two of you to run up the road as far as you can and turn off into the forest. Go to that side.� Robin pointed to the side opposite the boulder. �Then leave a lot of footprints heading up into those mountains. Make it look like you�re going there. Then, at a stream or a place where you leave no tracks, come back to this place and meet me here. Do it as fast as you would if your lives depend on it�which they do.�
Brix said, �I don�t understand.�
Camilla stepped closer to Robin. �They�re coming after me, aren�t they?�
Robin nodded.
Camilla tossed her staff to the side of the road and started to run. Brix stood still, thinking and wondering. He glanced at Camilla, already far ahead. �You�re sure you�re the same washerwoman?�
Robin smiled for the first time. �You�re not the first to ask me that. Catch Cam if you can. I�ll be waiting here. Then we�ll be off.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 

The horse Tomas had provided Edward proved to be a good one, as well as expensive. It had endurance and speed. He could easily leave the boy called Tangos and his rented horse behind. Tangos was a tall, lanky boy of about twenty years. He wore a perpetual smile and didn�t speak much. He told Edward what he needed to know without undue and unearned respect. Tangos didn�t care that Edward would one day be the Earl of this land, and probably didn�t understand it, either.
Tangos worked on a farm in the lower valley. His father owned the farm, as had his father before him. A few days away from the farm fishing or hunting was a treat. A trip to the pass at the top of the valley was a journey to be spoken of for years to come.
Edward instinctively understood the boy. They rode hard, knowing King Ember�s Sword Master and Weapons Master followed. He had no way of knowing how far behind they rode, but he had observed them since he was a child. They clung to the King as he did to them. Each supported the others as if brothers. He also understood his father didn�t like or trust any of them, including King Ember.
His father had placed Edward at the council of the first day to watch and report to him the actions of the sheriff. He was a crony of the King and perhaps the most dangerous of all. The sheriff wished to be royalty, but was born common�and would one day die a commoner. At least, those details were told to him by his father.
Tangos rode at his side on a dun horse of ordinary appearance. However, so far, it had kept pace. He said, �Sir, there are men ahead.�
Edward saw them, dressed in the King�s gaudy colors. �We ride on. I�ll handle this.�
Edward rode directly to the two sentries on duty. �Who is in command?�
�Who asks,� one sentry replied, his palm held high for Edward to see so he would halt.
�I am Edward, son of the Earl of Witten. Now, where is your commander?�
The sentry glanced at the other, and with a nod said, �Ride pass and announce yourself.�
Edward nudged his horse forward. Announce myself?
At a small clearing beside the road several men lay in the grass with others attending to them. �Who is in charge, here?�
A man lying on a blanket, wrapped in bandages raised a weak hand.
Edward dismounted. �Do you know me?�
�Yes, sir. Edward, son of the Earl.�
�What happened here?�
The man tried to lift his head, but it fell back to the grass. His voice sounded no louder than a hoarse whisper, he answered. �We were closer to Nettleton when a red dragon attacked us. It killed six and injured most of us.�
�Why did it attack? I haven�t heard of a dragon attacking in my lifetime.�
�We don�t know.�
�Your mission?�
�Find a boy of the Dragon Clan and take him to the King.�
Edward was taken aback. Another group after the boy? That made three. �You didn�t find him?�
A man missing an arm and wrapped in bloody bandages answered, �That�s what done this, we think. We got too close.�
�Close to the dragon boy?� Edward asked. His attention focused on the speaker, a man of some years, his beard gray and sparse.
�It�s what they do to protect themselves. Get too close and they call a dragon down, to destroy you.�
Edward ignored the commander of the troop. He moved closer to the old man. �You�ve seen this before?�
�Seen and heard of it.�
�The boy. Did you see him?�
The man coughed a red foam. �Went by us during the battle is my guess.�
Edward glanced around at the others. �Anyone see anything?�
Nobody answered for several heartbeats. Then a thin young man sitting with his back against a tree said, �I saw footprints in the dirt on the road. Small ones. Boy or woman.�
�Where were they headed?�
The soldier nodded up the valley.
The road that way was the only direction escape was possible. To the group at large, he asked, �Is there anything I can do for you?�
The commander said, �Go catch that boy of the dragons.� He tried to laugh and failed.
Edward turned to Tangos. The mental picture of him lying beaten and torn as these men turned him cold. But, he said, �Let�s go.�
The day had enough light left to travel and Edward intended to use it. He set a faster pace, and said to Tangos, �If we see a dragon you are to escape and return home.�
�I cannot leave you.�
�I am ordering you to run like the wind and leave me.�
Tangos shook his head. They rode in silence and Edward considered sending him home immediately. �Why not?�
�What would people say about me if I ran and you died?�
�They wouldn�t know.�
�I would tell them.�
Yes, he would. The damn boy was honorable. Nothing worse in politics. He pushed the horses to move faster. His eyes kept a watch on the sky, and he noticed the boy looking up more than once. Near a granite boulder standing on the left side of the road, Tangos pulled up.
�What is it?� Edward asked, fearing the worst.
Tangos pointed to a scuff mark in the dirt.
�Does that mean something?�
Tangos shrugged as he climbed down. And walked to look at the marks. He knelt. �A footprint going that way,� he pointed. �Someone tried to hide it by brushing dirt over it.�
�Really,� Edward said, dismounting, his interest flaring. �How long ago?�
�Not long. See, the edges are still damp, that�s what caught my attention. Before long it will be dry.� Tangos moved to the edge of the road and knelt again. �A foot smashed this plant.�
�Look for more. What else do you see?�
Tangos moved to the underbrush in line with the two indications he�d pointed out. He motioned for Edward to join him. A broken branch on a bush was bent in the direction someone had passed. Near the shrub was the small footprint of the person who broke the branch.
Edward moved further into the brush and found more prints. Away from the road, there was no need to hide them. He looked at Tangos and kept his voice low. �What is over that way?�
�Cliffs and more mountains, I�ve heard. It may be true. Maybe not.�
�Why would they head that way?�
�I have no idea. Unless it is to turn around and throw off pursuers. There are other villages that way, and, of course, Nettleton, but that would be a long trip.�
�What else can you tell me about the footprints?� Edward asked.
Tangos said, �Two people, at least. No, three. I see small tracks and some slightly larger.�
�Can a horse make it up the trail?�
Tangos said, �That isn�t even a trail. No, I�d say. If anything horses will slow us down.�
Edward strode to his horse and pulled the pack off the rump. �I�m going alone. Help me to get what I need to follow them.�
Tangos didn�t hesitate. He grabbed both blankets and filled them with all the food they brought, then rolled them tightly. The knife he wore on a belt around his waist was handed to Edward as if he�d asked for it. The boy pulled his small purse free and handed that too. �Iron and flint, and some tinder.�
Edward pulled two silver coins from his purse. �Give one coin to the stableman to care for my horse until I return. The other is payment for you.�
�It�s too much, sir. I cannot accept this.�
�I know it�s too much, but it�s all I have. You take your fair share and when I return I�ll get the rest from you.�
�I�ll go with you, sir.� Tangos nodded in the direction the others had gone.
�This is something I have to do myself. One more thing, there are two men following us. They work for the King and are willing to kill for information about the boy I�m after. I want you to take the horses and hide in the forest, but stay where you can see the road. Wait for them. Let them pass before you go home. It will probably be no longer than a day.�
�They�ll not see me.�
Edward gathered his bedroll and started following the faint trail the dragon boy and his accomplices made. He kept his eyes on it because he knew he was not a tracker and those signs were his future and the past. He might find his way back to the King�s Road, but by sunset he didn�t know. Worse, the footprints seemed to be fewer and fewer as the ground grew rocky.
As daylight faded, Edward nearly lost sight of the tracks. Scared, he unrolled the blankets and used one spread on the ground and the other over himself. What if the tracks are gone in the morning? What if it rains? 
Tracking is an art he knew little about. For all he knew, the others were only a hundred paces ahead and building a fire would tell them where he was. He might wake to find his throat freshly slit.
He felt gratified to find more footprints as he stuffed a handful of nuts into his mouth. When he climbed to a crest, a mountain with a sharp, snow-covered peak lay directly ahead. The trail he followed through the thick underbrush intersected with a path. There, footprints in the soft sand told that the dragon boy turned and followed the path, the other two still with him.
Edward followed the path, keeping a keen eye on the footprints as well as ahead. He didn�t want to be taken by surprise. In a muddy area, he paused. Three distinct sets of footprints were clear in the wet areas near streams. Not two sets, as expected. All were clear imprints, the edges not yet fallen in and a couple had water still seeping inside. He didn�t need to be a woodsman to see that they were fresh.
How had this dragon boy befriended two others and elicited their help? Or are they of the clan, too?
Edward felt for the comfort of the knife at his waist, a knife with a blade as long as his hand. Now that he traveled the mountains alone, with a goal of locating a member, or members, of the Dragon Clan the knife was a minor comfort.
The sun sank behind the peaks to his right while the path continued left. A warm glow provided enough light to continue on if he moved carefully. Standing, he stretched and moved ahead his mind tossing and turning at the new revelations. His mind had been little more than a large child ten days ago. The changes in him were in his mind, not body.
Edward saw a fleeting glimpse of his father�s smiling face in the tangle of leaves in the dim light. Knowing it was simply his mind creating an image of what he thought about, he turned his thinking to the Earl, his father. It was no secret the Earl was disappointed in his eldest son. Even his younger brothers often mentioned it, especially Robert, the sly second son. If Edward died, Robert became Earl in his stead. In the last two years, Robert had been watching Edward far too closely, and a few of his new friends wouldn�t hesitate to murder.
Yes, Robert had watched and spread rumors. Edward hadn�t responded. But that had been Edward before this venture. The old Edward would never have slept outside under a thin blanket loaned to him by a peasant, especially alone. He couldn�t imagine himself tracking a dragon boy in the wild mountains twenty days earlier.
Edward slowed as the sky darkened, but continued at a steady pace and his thoughts churning. He came to a decision. In the future, if Robert continued to live nearby, he would cause more problems. The lies and rumors had already cost Edward embarrassment and laughter directed at him. If the wrong person gained Robert�s ear, a slit throat or mug of poison would be in Edward�s future. It happened all too often to first sons as their brothers seized power.
The trek became torturous in the dark. It wound winding around the base of the hills and mountains and following the river as the road, the path then headed up the side of a steep hill. Instead of dropping down the other side, it veered off and climbed a small mountain. Once across that, it wound along the edge of a steep side of a larger mountain, forcing him to walk over rocks and boulders strewn at the base, most seemingly intent on turning one of his ankles in the dim light. It became as if the trail fought against him, but where the ground permitted, he saw footprints or tracks and continued. He would not turn back and become a failure. A week or month ago, he wouldn�t have even attempted to pursue the dragon boy. But that was another Edward.
He thought as he moved faster and longer than he�d known he could. As the Earl in waiting, Edward held a great deal of power he�d never considered, let alone used. Power, prestige, and gold. All of them his brother had made known he wanted. As soon as he returned, Robert would be sent away to attend either military training or enter the priesthood in some far off corner of the kingdom, or beyond.
What will father say?
Edward gave that idea some further thought as he struggled across the hillside strewn with fallen rocks and stones. Instead of being irate or angry, the Earl would understand and approve. After all, his father also had a brother who now served as an officer in the King�s army. Family tales and rumors hinted that his uncle had attempted to assassinate his father with a dagger on a dark night before being sent off. He had been sent to an academy near far-off Bridgeport, near the Three Islands. No, the Earl wouldn�t be upset, he would probably be pleased with Edward for showing courage and strength. If he was not, Edward steeled himself to fight for his position in the royal family.
In a flash of understanding, he knew why his father had allowed him on this mission. He wanted Edward to grow up. He wanted Edward to react exactly as he had. Anything less would mean that perhaps Robert was a better candidate for the position of Earl. The awareness of the whole picture gave him a comfort he hadn�t felt in years. He lowered his head and trudged on.
A faint noise from ahead, halted Edward in his tracks. It was a voice carried on the evening air, from directly in front of him. He placed one foot in front of the other and gently put weight on it to test if a branch or stick lay under. One small step followed by another. And another.
Smoke drifted to him. Just a trace of a campfire.
A few more steps and the small fire came into view beyond the crest of a slight rise. It was built in a tiny clearing against a short cliff, barely taller than a man. Three bodies huddled close to the fire, talking softly. Their bedrolls lay a few steps away.
Edward paused and watched. They talked, and one tossed a few more sticks on the fire. Another turned as if peering deeply into the forest looking almost right at him. He realized the face was that of an old woman, familiar and unknown at the same time. He�d seen the woman in Nettleton. 
He waited and watched them without edging closer. The other two were nearly the same size, but even their actions while sitting, were those of children instead of mature people. The one sitting closest to the old woman had his back to him, but the other turned to respond to something another said. The small fire danced light off his face. Edward had never seen him, but he matched the description given to him. It could be the dragon boy. The age looked about right. Finally, the third person stood and turned his way. It was another boy matching the description.
The sheriff had warned him to observe the bare back of the wild boy and see if the image of a dragon was on it. His orders were to observe the drawing of the dragon without the boy knowing, but now that the boy was escaping into the mountains the rules changed. The boy already seemed alerted. Edward couldn�t think of a way to see his back and remain hidden when the boy was living as usual, but it seemed an impossible task, now. The sheriff had probably wanted him to observe it secretly and report back so that he could travel to Nettleton, and capture the boy himself, taking all the credit, as usual. He had just wanted confirmation before making the trip.
The days when officials like the sheriff took advantage of Edward were gone. With the new Edward, the sheriff would be subject only what little credit for the deed Edward offered. He would accept the crumbs falling from Edward�s beard and like them. It was a fair trade for the payment of the embarrassment concerning the circus that followed him to Nettleton, at the hands of the sheriff. Capturing the dragon boy would give Edward unlimited power over the sheriff, and a favor owed from the King and his father, the Earl.
The knife found its way into his hand as he watched them ready themselves for the night. Wait until they sleep. � 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 

The two masters working for the King rode their horses hard. Both leaned low over the necks of their mounts, moving with the horses to ease the pain of their running. Each man held the reigns of another horse that raced behind, as they traveled up the valley on the King�s Road. An observer might be undecided if they saw anger or fear in their eyes. However, there was no doubt that it was one or the other. Perhaps both.
The horses pounded on until the mount the Weapons Master rode, stumbled and lay on the road, unable to rise. He climbed off and said, �Change horses.�
Soon they were riding again, the tired mounts left behind for any who found them. They came to the place where the dragon had attacked the soldiers and dismounted. The Slave Master said, �A detail of the King�s mounted men attacked by a dragon. When was the last time anyone uttered those words?�
�A dragon! The boy we chase called it down to protect him.�
�Probably. The King will have many men riding this road until he�s captured. Do you know what I�m thinking?�
�The King sent others to close the road at the pass and capture the boy instead of us? No, to kill the boy in case we fail?�
The Slave Master sadly shook his head. �He does not trust us. The King wants the boy dead. Not captured. I think we have someone else in our game besides our King.�
�That nitwit Edward wouldn�t have sense enough to mobilize the army to close the pass and road, even if he had the balls to assume the authority. Someone else who wants to gain favor from royalty, but does not know the rules out there.�
�You think the sheriff may be playing both sides? He makes sure he is in favor with the King no matter who kills the boy, but if it is under his command he gains our King�s appreciation.�
�Obviously,� the Weapons Master agreed.
�What about the Earl? Would he send troops to assist his son?�
The Weapons Master barked a laugh as he said, �If that�s the case he�d need to send a hundred men, not a dozen.�
�Look at the prints. The survivors traveled up the road.�
Without another word they mounted and rode as if intending to ride their second pair of horses to death. They rode beside each other until midday, yet never passed a word. Rounding a bend in the road, a ragged lookout leaped to his feet and shouted for them to halt and identify themselves.
�We are the King�s two masters. Where is your captain?�
A sentry hobbled forward, his leg splinted and wrapped in strips of material looking like it was torn from his uniform. He stood at attention as well as able. �We don�t have a captain. Our lieutenant died from his injuries a while ago. I�m Corporal Martin, and I guess I�m in charge.�
The Weapons Master said, �Where are your men?�
The Corporal pointed. �In a clearing up there.�
�Have you sent a messenger to your post and asked for help?� the Slave Master asked, still seated on his horse.
�No sir.�
�Do you have horses and anyone well enough to ride?� the Slave Master continued.
The Corporal nodded. The action almost caused him to lose his balance. His face paled and only the other sentry grabbing his arm kept him upright.
The Slave Master said to the Weapons Master, �You talk to him, and I�ll go ahead and dispatch a messenger to get help for them.�
As the Slave Master trotted ahead, the Weapons Master turned to the Corporal. �A dragon did this?�
A nod.
�Anyone else passed by on this road today?�
The Corporal started to shake his head and stopped. �Wait. There was one gentleman. A young man and a peasant servant. He talked to the Lieutenant. He rode a horse fine enough for the King.�
�Edward! What did he say?�
�Sorry, sir. I was not close enough to hear them talk.�
�What happened after that?�
�The gentleman rode out, taking the road up the valley. He seemed to be in a hurry.�
�I�ll bet he was.�
The Corporal glanced at the sky again.�
�Why do you look up?�
�I think I�ll be searching the sky for dragons for a long time.�
�It was that bad, son?�
�Worse. I can still hear that creature screaming and crunching bones in his mouth. It tore the head off a horse and spit it out ten paces away. The horse hadn�t even fallen, yet. Are there other attacks?�
�We�re here to help stop them, Corporal. Anything else you need to tell me?�
At a shake of the head, the Weapons Master patted the Corporal�s shoulder and climbed back on his horse. When he arrived at the clearing, the Sword Master was watching a man stiffly climb into a saddle. His left arm looked broken, but otherwise, the man looked in better condition than any of the others in sight.
The Sword Master watched him ride off. �He�ll send help.�
�We need to go. That idiot Edward managed to get ahead of us.�
�I�d say impossible, but another soldier confirmed it, complete with a description that can be no other. He also identified himself to the soldier, by name.�
They spurred their horses and overtook the messenger before rounding the next curve on the road. Shortly after, their horses no longer had the spirit to run, so they slowed to a trot and later allowed them to walk. It was a better pace than the two men walking, but not by much. At mid-afternoon, the Weapons Master's horse quit.
They dismounted and gathered what they needed. Both had been used to fast foot travel when young so knew what they faced. If they found more horses, they would confiscate them in the name of the crown, if they didn�t outright buy them. But for now, they set a pace faster than the horses had been walking. While tired, they knew the temper of the King when he did not get his way and neither wished to displease him. They had heard from his trusted manservants that he still woke in the darkest nights, screaming in fear of dragons attacking him. If there was any task to succeed, this was it.
The Weapons Master scanned the road ahead as they moved and suddenly stopped walking. He pointed at the tracks of horses that had passed this way on the road. Two. Probably Edward and his peasant. He knelt and looked closer. �Fresh. No more than a short time ago.�
�Two horses. Exactly what we need,� the Sword Master said.
�No, I think not. The riders may have seen us and fled into the forest. If we pursue them, they will outrun us, but it tells me something spooked them. They should not be scared of two men walking the King�s Road unless they know of our reputations.�
The Sword Master nodded his agreement. �Keep your hands near your weapons, my friend.�
They continued walking the road and watching the hoof prints and footprints while also keeping their eyes on the road ahead. Late in the day, the Sword Master spoke to himself, as he examined more prints. �What do we have here?�
The Weapons Master continued to move on up the road ahead a few steps, studying the ground as he moved. �Those two horses never went further than this. It looks like they came up the road and turned around here. Why?� He glanced at the granite boulder beside the left side of the road and then on the other side of the road, which looked to be covered in the impenetrable underbrush.
�There.� The Sword Master pointed near the base of the boulder. The hoof prints clearly showed the animals had turned around at this location, one following the other.
They moved closer, eyes locked on the ground. Footprints showed where a man had dismounted and then walked into the forest.
�Edward?� the Weapons Master asked, the sound of wonder clear in his tone.
�That idiot? Alone? Couldn�t be.�
�Look again. The footprint is that of a well-made boot, not the sort to be found around here. The size is about right.�
The Sword Master grunted. �That inept fool should be still back at the river waiting for the flood to ease.�
�He might have made it across before the waters got too high.�
�We nearly killed our horses getting here. Imagine him and his procession of wagons and servants moving faster than us. It is not possible.�
The Weapons Master continued to examine the area. He moved further into the tangle of weeds and briars and found another print. This one was smaller, the print of a woman or an older boy. He saw another footprint, but the heel of the boot was from a different pair. Squatting, he glanced at his friend. �If he crossed the river the same day as us, he would have arrived in Nettleton a day later if they moved those wagons fast.�
�If he were in Nettleton we�d have seen him.�
�No,� the Weapons Master said, deep in thought. �You and I were chasing our tails for more than a day when that damn woman lied to us. Suppose he arrived while we hunted the wildling in the forest?�
�Yes, it�s possible, I suppose, but remember we�re talking about Edward. He would arrive after we left, and ride up here ahead of us. That is if he was a warrior. We�re dealing with Edward, the idiot, so we have something else in front of us.�
�I wonder who else it could be. And look here, I believe there are two sets of prints of the size a boy around twelve would make. One is the dragon boy, perhaps both. I have no idea about the other, except that the mystery man who dismounted here is chasing after them.�
The Sword Master turned with a cruel smile. �I really don�t give a rat�s ass who he is, or who�s chasing them. We�re here on a mission, and our quarry ran this way. There can�t be more than one boy, his size on this road today, and he went that way. Whoever belongs to that fancy boot better stay out of my way or I�ll take those boots off his corpse and wear them myself.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 

Robin took the lead. She watched the two youths whispering and decided to let them have their time together without warnings or objection. She silently watched them make some rudimentary fighting moves with their staffs. The actions pleased her, although they were stiff and slow with their thrusts and parries. Soon they�d be too worn out to talk. She pushed faster, climbing the steep terrain with the help of her staff as she used to do with her lover and friend all those years ago. They had been young, but the dangers of traveling with a member of the Dragon Clan never slowed her. Twice she had traveled with him, and this trip might be the last traveling she ever did.
The girl had forced her to give up her chosen way of life, but Camilla had no way of knowing or understanding the consequences of asking for Robin�s help. Just as the girl had no way of knowing that she was the only person in Nettleton who might be able to help to her. Yet, it could not be an accident, she came to Robin. While not understanding why or how, Robin knew Camilla came to her for a reason.
Both Camilla and Brix seemed to run out of energy on a steep incline that went on forever. Looking back over her shoulder, Robin saw they had climbed so far that if another mountain were not in the way, she could see all the way back to Nettleton. Later, a glance at the sky told her she had enough light left in the day to make a fast camp for the night. She judged they were far enough away from the road that nobody would follow if they found their trail. Only the most dedicated or desperate would attempt the climb behind them
The direction they followed wound around the hills while generally heading for Bear Mountain, always kept on the right, as her friend had stressed in their conversations. The small mountain pass she wanted would be found below the peak of Bear Mountain, high on the south side. When a small opening in the trees appeared, she said. �We�ll stay here. Spread your bedrolls and gather some dry wood.�
Camilla dropped her things and hung her weary head, arms hanging limply at her sides. She made no move to find wood.
Brix looked little better. He bent and picked up a few twigs. Robin gathered flat rocks from the base of a small ridge where they�d fallen and placed them in a crude ring. Camilla finally gathered herself and stumbled around, picking up any small branches she saw on the ground and carrying them to the fire pit a handful at a time. She let twigs fall from fingers onto the growing pile.
Robin chuckled at them and said, �Come on. We�ll burn that much wood getting the fire started.�
�Do we really need a fire?� Camilla asked, her voice soft and weary.
�No,� Robin said. �We do not need one, but I not only enjoy the warmth of the fire while outside, but believe they keep pesky animals like bears away. If not the fire itself, the lingering smoke scares them off.�
Camilla and Brix exchanged a disappointed glance.
Robin stood. �If one of you will start the fire I�ll gather enough to last us.� She rapidly gathered wood and tossed it on the growing pile beside the fire pit. There was a dead tree with several branches as large around as her arms, each and longer than she was tall. She grasped one in each hand and dragged them into the fire pit.
Brix said, �What are you doing? Have an ax hidden somewhere?�
�Push wood,� Robin said, smiling�and waiting for the inevitable question to follow.
�What�s that?� Brix asked.
�Well, we use that little fire you are burning, and we lay a branch across it. When it burns in half--we �push� the two ends together. These two branches should give us fire the whole night.�
Camilla sighed, �Push wood. That would be funny if I weren't so tired.�
However, Brix had snorted a chuckle.
Robin sat and motioned for them to move closer. �Listen, I can see you two are tired, but it seems an old woman like me should be the one complaining. You will need to get some rest. We have a hard day tomorrow.�
Brix glanced at his bedroll and rolled his eyes. �Harder than today?�
Robin nodded.
�Where are we going?� Camilla asked. �You haven�t told us what�s happening, either.�
�And why?� Brix added. �I�m scared. At least, I think I should be.�
�I�ve known your family since before you were born, Brix. Logoff, your father, is respected, and I like him. As soon as possible we�ll send word that you are alive and well. For your safety, you need to come with us. At least for a while.� Robin said. She turned to Camilla. �Men are after you. Very bad men. I think you know that.�
�You said that down by the road. Who are they and why are they after me?�
Robin looked from the eyes of one to the other. How do I tell them? Robin stirred the coals and watched the small flames eating through the center of the first branch. With a snap, it fell apart, and she pushed the two ends together as if making up her mind. She looked at Brix. �I am going to tell Cam a story, and I want you to listen as well, and to remain quiet until I am done.�
Brix glanced at Camilla before nodding. His behavior said he understood he was about to hear something important, and he waited.
Satisfied, Robin turned to Camilla. �Do you remember the story about my boyfriend long ago? Yes? Well, let me tell you more about him. He had a birthmark on him. From the back of his neck to his upper leg was a black dragon so perfect it might have been drawn there by the best artist in the kingdom. The body of the dragon covered his whole back while the wings wrapped around his body until they almost touched at his breastbone.�
�You told me all that. You said he could feel when dragons are close, and he could call them down, whatever that means.�
�Yes. It means that when in danger, a black dragon would sometimes swoop down from the sky and fight at his side. He could tell the dragon who his enemies were, although I�m not exactly sure how he did that. It made him a very powerful man. A man to be feared by those without the power. Those without the power grew worried and gathered an army and killed all with the dragon mark.�
In a weak voice, Camilla asked, �My family?�
�Yes, them too. They were supposed to be the last of your kind. The King and his army had already located and killed all the Dragon Clan, except for your family, he believed. The army followed them for a year and finally found them near Nettleton in the forest. They rode in and killed them all, no matter how old or if they were men or women. Each body was laid out and counted like slabs of meat for a butcher. Before the entire job was finished several dragons attacked your camp. They covered everything, including the bodies, with dragon slime. Dragon slime, or spit, burns like lamp oil, only more so, when a flame touches it. It almost explodes, they say. Everything in that camp was destroyed by the dragons and their fire.�
Brix sat and listened as if in a trance.
Camilla ignored him as if only Robin and she existed on the mountainside. She said, �The dragons did that so the army didn�t know about me, or find me, didn�t they?�
Robin shrugged.
�Didn�t they?� Camilla persisted.
�I don�t think so, but who knows what and why dragons do anything? I think they simply didn�t know about you because you were born after the chase began.�
�You?� Brix asked, his voice a whisper full of awe. �Dragon Clan?�
�Be quiet,� Robin snapped. �Camilla, I�m going to ask you again, like I did at my home. Can you feel dragons?�
Brix�s head snapped from one to the other as they spoke, so fast he looked like he might hurt himself, but he said nothing, although he seemed to have a hard time keeping his mouth closed.
Camilla said, �When a red dragon flies near me, I feel itches and tickles on by back. During the attack of the soldiers, I felt pain and anger.�
�I thought so,� Robin said.
�Only red ones. I can�t feel green or black. But when the soldiers on the road were attacked it hurt so badly I cried. My back felt like fire. I almost screamed, but then it was gone. I didn�t tell the dragon to attack. I didn�t call it down, I swear.�
Robin placed a hand on Brix�s shoulder. �You must never speak of these things to others. It would cost you your life.�
Brix looked at Camilla with wonder. He said, �Camilla? You�re a girl?�
Robin threw her head back and laughed.
�What�s so funny?� Camilla demanded.
�The boy hears you have a writhing red dragon on your back, and you can call on dragons to destroy entire cities, and all he�s concerned about is that you�re a girl.�
They both laughed, while Brix sat alone, between the two of them.
�Can I see it?� Brix finally asked.
Camilla looked to Robin for permission. When she saw the slight nod, she turned her back to Brix and pulled up her shirt.
Brix said, �Turn your back more to the fire. Did someone draw that on you?�
�I was born with it.�
�It�s amazing. Can I see the head?�
She lifted the shirt higher. He half stood to see her shoulder. Then he sat. �Ugly!�
�Fierce,� Camilla corrected.
Brix continued, �I still don�t see why we�re crossing these mountains.�
Robin said, �I believe someone in Nettleton saw her birthmark. She may have been swimming or bathing, or changing shirts for all I know. But, somehow they found out. The crown pays handsome rewards for information on any Dragon Clan. Someone saw it and sent word to the palace, probably to the sheriff. The two men who came to the inn and were recognized. The King�s own Weapons Master and his Slave Master. They were searching for any wildling boy about twelve years old. We have to get Camilla far from here, and them.�
�Wildling boy?� Brix asked.
�Remember that even you believed Camilla was a boy, so it was a natural mistake. But one of those two men was leading the attack on Camilla�s family when they were all murdered. The King ordered everyone in that camp killed, but that man carried out his wishes.�
�And they are after me? I guess I sort of know that, but what about you two?� Camilla asked.
Robin stirred the fire again as if using the time to delay her answer. �They will kill you. They need to believe we�re helping you to save Nettleton. If they report to King Ember that there was nobody to blame for your escape, they would have destroyed the entire village and burned it like your wagons. Every person in Nettleton would die to ensure they punished the right one. Since I ran, they will believe I am the only person who helped you, so the village is spared.�
�One of the two murdered my sisters, brothers, mother and father. I wonder if he feels the fear that he is near me. If he does not, he should,� Camilla said.
�What about me?� Brix asked.
�You traveled from Nettleton with her. There are people who saw you. Do you think they will not sniff that out? And do you think they will believe that you didn�t know Camilla is a girl? Or that she has the dragon mark?�
�But why kill? For a mark?� he asked.
Robin said, �I see your questions. Let me explain. King Ember�s father attacked the Dragon Clan because he was suspicious of their intent, and he was jealous of their powers. This was many years ago. He attempted to wipe them out, but when his father was set to attack the clan with all his armies, a dragon flew down from the sky and plucked the King from the ground and flew off with him. It circled and flew so high it was hard to see it. Then it let go of the King. He fell to the ground, but they say that before he even hit, his men were scattering and running away.�
�That should have ended the war,� Camilla said.
Robin shook her head. �It made his son become crowned a king. He�s been searching for every clan member he can find. Killing your family was only one of the slaughters of the clan. There were others, hushed and only whispered about. The King�s biggest fear is a dragon catching him in the open and flying off with him. There are rumors he has those dreams to this day.�
Camilla sat taller. �Do you think he fears red dragons? Like the one that touches me when it flies near me?�
�I don�t know.�
�He should,� Camilla said, her jaw set and her eyes flashing.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 

Edward eased another step closer to the camp on the side of the mountain where three people lay sleeping beside the small fire. He�d waited until the moon set, which seemed like half the night, but the sky was clear and stars spread a million pinpoints of light to see by. Should I take out the old woman or the boys, first?
The knife felt awkward in his hand, but the blade was long and sharp enough to slash three throats before any fully awoke. The woman didn�t matter. She was a simple washerwoman. He�d come for the dragon boy. Since he didn�t know which of the two boys was his true target, both became targets. They lay sleeping side by side, a short step apart. He approached from the cover of the tree near the tops of their heads. A single slash might kill both. He would drop to one knee and sweep the knife left to right across their throats, and then back again. Cut each neck twice, to make sure.
He ignored the old woman for now. He�d contend with her after�hopefully within a few heartbeats. By the time she woke and realized something was wrong, he would be cutting her throat, too. Then he�d confirm the dragon mark on the boy. He didn�t plan further than that.
Another step closer. Sweat made him feel damp despite the chill, and his hand shook. One more step and he�d drop to his knee and slice with the knife in almost a single motion. He ran each part of the planned action through his mind until he knew precisely what to do. He took another careful step.
Pain erupted from below his knee. His left leg shot out from underneath him, leaving him precariously balanced on one foot. Then pain exploded from his other leg. Edward dropped, the knife flying from his fingers as he grabbed for his shins and howled, lying on his side.
The sleeping figures leaped to their feet, one holding a sturdy stick raised to strike him again.
�No,� He wailed, raising an arm to protect himself.
The old woman turned to look in the grass where he�d tossed the knife. She returned her gaze to meet his. Without any warning, she kicked him in the chest.
The boy held a staff raised high. He swung it down right after the kick. His chest was already hurt, and a crack sent waves of pain shooting up Edward�s arm. The pole had struck him on the point of his elbow, and besides the intense pain, his fingers failed to open or close. �Enough. I surrender.�
The woman placed a foot on his shoulder and shoved him until he rolled over, so he lay like a turtle on his back, his left arm dead and his legs painful enough to bring more tears.
�Who are you?� the woman snapped.
�Hurts so much . . .�
�Try to pop him on his kneecap, this time, Camilla. Hit him a good one, girl.�
�No,� he rolled partially over, trying to protect his knees.
�Who are you?� she asked, again.
�Edward, son of the Earl of Witten.�
The old woman turned to search the surrounding area. As she did, she said, �Who�s with you?�
�Just me.�
�You would not travel alone. Who? The Weapons Master and Slave Master?�
He looked up at her, giving the impression he was a wayward puppy talking to his mother. �Just me,�
She said, �You came to kill us.�
�No, just the dragon boy.� His eyes went to Brix.
�You planned to kill us all,� She repeated.
He rolled and sat, cradling his arm, tears streaking down his face. He looked directly at Brix and set his chin. �You don�t know what you�re doing. Give him to me and you two can go free.�
The old woman snorted. �We�re already free. It�s you that has a problem with going anywhere.�
�Gold. I offer you gold for the boy.�
He hadn�t taken his eyes off Brix. He had obviously decided Brix was part of the Dragon Clan, and neither corrected the son of the Earl. The woman asked, �You have gold with you?�
�In my purse.�
She fingered his knife, running her thumb along the blade, and went to stand beside him. She bent over and sliced the strings of the purse instead of untying it. She dumped the coins into her hand and looking at Camilla. �Girl, this is more than I�ve seen in my lifetime, even if you add it all up, the coppers I�ve seen pass through my fingers for doing the cleaning for others.�
�It�s all yours if you give him to me.� Edward still kept his eyes locked on Brix as if looking anywhere else might allow him to vanish.
Brix said, �She can�t give you what she doesn�t have. Robin already took your gold, so you can�t give it to her. Camilla looks ready to beat you with her staff. But let me tell you how really bad you are at making bargains.�
Edward tested a leg to stand, a scowl on his face as he realized they intended to keep his gold and give him nothing in return.
Camilla flicked the staff she leaned on, and the lower end swung a few inches. It struck him on his shin again, making an odd, hollow sort of sound. He fell backward, wailing even louder.
Grinning, Brix spun around and flipped up the back of his shirt, displaying skin devoid of birthmarks, let alone those shaped like dragons. �As you can see, I�m not your dragon-boy, and it�s obviously neither of these two women is a dragon-boy.�
Edward shook his head in confusion. �Then, who are you?�
�We�re just sheep herders going to help an uncle with his flock,� Brix said with a sly smile directed only at Camilla and Robin. He pointed, �With my sister and mother.�
Edward hung his head and closed his eyes. After drawing a few deep breaths, he raised his head and looked directly at Camilla. �You�re not going to believe me, but I thank you for preventing me from slitting your throats. I honestly believed you to be someone else, and I would have killed all of you, only to find you�re not whom I seek.�
Brix stepped in front of Camilla and said, �Why do you chase that boy?�
�King Ember ordered it.�
�Are there more who he might send to chase us, thinking we are someone else?�
�Two men. Trusted aides of the King and also searching for the boy.�
�Where are they?�
�Behind me, I think. I don�t know if they�ll find where you left the road, but if they do, they�ll believe you�re the one we seek.�
Brix exchanged looks with Robin. She nodded to him for a job well done.
Edward stood and squared his shoulders. �I�m sorry. I�m going to be sore for days, but guess I deserve it for not making sure of who I was attacking.�
The old woman handed the knife back to Edward, along with his purse. �People do make mistakes. You can help us by going back on our trail and if you meet others tell them we are not who they are after. We don�t want to awaken with others trying to murder us.�
Edward�s eyes fell on the knife and purse. He tossed the purse up a few inches and caught it. �This doesn�t feel any lighter.�
�It�s not ours to keep.� The woman said.
�If you did, who would know?�
The old woman snorted, making sounds like most mothers do at times with their wayward children. She waved a hand in their direction. �What sort of example would that make for them? No, I�ll raise them the right way and try to set an example. Now, good sir, I hope you will not take offense, but we would like you to leave us.�
�Leave you? In the middle of the night when it�s so dark? I can hardly see.�
She drew herself up, looking taller. �You already tried to murder us in our sleep once tonight. You saw well enough then. We will appreciate it if you leave us now. Forgive me for not trusting you.�
Edward tried to think of words to express his feelings. There were none. He nodded and turned, his knife in one hand and his purse the other. The stars provided enough light to locate the path, and he walked away, grateful he had not made the biggest error of his life.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 

The Weapons Master took the lead. The Slave Master followed. The darkness was falling, but they used the moonlight to illuminate the way. Footprints in soft areas showed at four people ahead. Watching the footprints revealed a lot. One never stepped on sticks or slippery rocks. Every foot was placed where it would find the best footing, a skill learned over time.
The two other sets were slightly smaller and less cautious, like older children or young adults might make. The last set was made by expensive boots that stepped on slippery rocks when dry footing was there at the cost of a longer stride. Twice they saw where he�d stumbled while stepping on, rather than over, a fallen log. Once they saw where his knee had left an impression, telling of a near fall�and also of an inexperienced man traveling fast.
�We�re gaining,� the Weapons Master commented.
�I hope we overtake the idiot-child Edward before he catches up with them.�
�Scared he�s going to spook them?�
They continued on the path in silence until the Sword Master finally answered, �No, I just don�t want to face the Earl if we let a dragon slay his son.�
�That is a possibility. If that�s a true member of the Dragon Clan and he calls down a dragon the Earl�s boy won�t stand a chance.�
�Neither will we if it spots us.� The Slave Master couldn�t help glancing up at the empty sky. The snow-capped mountain directly ahead drew his attention, again. �I wonder if that mountain is a rookery for dragons.�
The Weapons Master shook his head. �Too cold. Dragons like warmer climates.�
�Where�d you hear that?�
Instead of answering, the Weapons Master picked up the pace. He also glanced at the sky more than once and kept Bear Mountain directly ahead. Why are they heading for the mountain?
After crossing a small stream, they paused to look at the tracks on the mud bank. Four sets, for sure. Edward�s trampled the others, telling us that he followed. The tracks told he�d passed the stream earlier, but he was still much further ahead.
�I think we should rest until dawn. We can�t go on without sleep,� the Slave Master said. �Besides, the moon is setting.�
�We push on.�
The night became darker. The moon provided enough light to follow the path the others had traveled, but just barely. When they came to the base of the mountain with the jumble of rocks and boulders to cross, they slowed. There seemed no way around. The Weapons Master took the lead, again. He had traveled almost half-way across the talus field when a boulder shifted under his foot.
The Weapons Master felt the boulder move slightly as he placed his full weight on it, and then it rolled. His foot went with the boulder. In an instant, he was doing a fair imitation of his niece doing the splits�but his leg continued stretching out, the foot trying to find something solid. The rubble shifted with the boulder, and even his other foot began to slide.
The Slave Master attempted to grab his arm and missed.
The Weapons Master lost all sense of balance and rolled until coming to an abrupt stop against another huge boulder.
�Are you alright?�
Holding his bloody forehead in his hands, the Weapons Master tried to stand. Pain shot through his ankle. He fell on the rocks, again, moaning.
The Slave Master made his way down the slippery and shifting rocks to his side. �Hurt?�
�Ankle. Twisted, not broken. I think.�
In the moonlight, the Slave Master saw the glint of tears. �I�ll get you back down in the morning. But we can�t afford two turned ankles, so we stay here until dawn. Make yourself comfortable.�
Without words, they braced themselves against boulders, some as large as small rooms and wriggled their bodies in the loose rocks until they were semi-comfortable. The Weapons Master muttered, �I should have listened to you.�
�Get some sleep. We�ll figure out what to do when it�s light.�
They closed their eyes and were near sleep when the sound of tumbling rocks alerted them to an intruder approaching. A short while later more rocks shifted, closer. A quick glance between them served instead of words. Both drew knives and waited.
The sounds of rocks shifting and tumbling told them where the person was. He was returning on the trail they followed, so it was probably one of the four. Which one came their way didn�t matter. At the hands of experts in making people talk, they would tell all. Both the Weapons Master and the Slave Master considered themselves experts.
The approaching figure appeared from the dark dimness of the background of rock and forest. He moved almost on fours, like an animal, but when he moved closer, the form took the appearance of Edward, who was doubled over, hands helping him move, almost like a toddler moving across an unfamiliar floor.
Barely ten steps away, he seemed to sense others. Perhaps he heard a small sound, or maybe smelled them. He paused, stood and looked around. �Who�s there?�
The Slave Master snarled, �Hello, Edward.�
He turned to face the voice, standing taller and finding he no longer feared these men. �I am here at the orders of the sheriff.�
�And we are at the service of the King.�
�I suspected. We�ve been sent on the same mission. I regret to inform you that none of the three ahead is who we seek.� He took a few tentative steps closer.
�You know that, how?� the Weapons Master asked, his voice smooth as butter.
�I saw the back of the boy. There is no mark on him.�
�There are three of them,� the Slave Master said, making no attempt to hide his impatience with Edward.
Edward ignored the tone. People would get used to his new attitudes. He sat before the other two. �There is an old woman. I think she is the washerwoman from Nettleton. Far too old. And there�s a girl, her daughter.�
�You saw the bare back of the boy. What about the girl?� The Slave Master asked.
Edward looked confused.
�Did you see the bare back of the girl? She�s about the same age as the boy, right?�
Edward stammered, �I-I was sent to find a dragon-boy.�
The Weapons Master snorted. He did not sound happy.
The Slave Master leaned closer to Edward. �Biology. At least half of the Dragon Clan are women. Did you see anything that would exclude the girl from being one of the clan?�
Edward shook his head, remembering the girl had struck him with the staff. She had been the one to wake and drop him, as well and hit his knee with her staff. The boy had said almost nothing until he displayed his back. In retrospect, the boy had almost been acting like a peacock, drawing attention away from the girl.� I don�t think I�ll tell them she was the one that defeated me. 
�Well? Did you see any reason the girl can�t be the one we�re after?� the Weapons Master echoed the other�s question.
Edward had the sinking feeling that he had made a mistake with the three ahead, or they had made a fool of him or some of both. �They set a trap at the edge of the forest up there and beat me with their staff. I barely managed to escape with my life. I�ll be limping for days. I was only with them until they told me to return to Nettleton and seek medical help.�
�You didn�t seem to be limping when you crossed that scree on the slope.� The Slave Master said.
Edward pulled up his pant leg. �Look here. No, you can�t see it in the dark. Feel my knee and ankle.�
The Slave Master reached out.
Edward yelped in pain, just a little louder than intended.
�That�s quite a lump. They beat you with a staff?� The Weapons Master asked, his voice smooth and silky, again.
�Yes. They sprang at me, all three carrying staffs. I couldn�t protect myself.�
In the same easy manner, the Weapons Master continued, �That must have been something. They take you by surprise and beat you, and then for no reason the boy shows you his bare back, and they release you?�
�Well, when you put it that way, it sounds unlikely.�
�Edward,� the Weapons Master said in the same tone, �Did you know that staffs are the favorite weapons of the Dragon Clan? They practice attacking with them endlessly until they can defeat even the finest swordsman.�
The Slave Master duplicated the tone of the other master. �You might also want to know and understand that the position of Slave Master requires one to discern lies in an instant, even half-truths and evasions. It�s simply part of my job. I am very good at it. That is why the King appointed me so many years ago, and why I am still the Slave Master.�
Edward swallowed, hard.
�Would you like to begin our conversation again? From the beginning?� the Slave Master asked as he drew his knife from his waist and began cleaning his fingernails.

CHAPTER THIRTY 

Camilla waited until the Earl�s son retreated far enough away so he couldn�t overhear her. �He seemed a nice man. How long before he finds out?�
Robin shrugged. �When he meets up with the King�s men they�ll listen to his tale and understand he should have looked at your back, too. Then they�ll know they�re on the right track.�
�What about my back?� Brix asked, looking and sounding disappointed in their reaction, or more probably in their lack of admiration for his quick thinking in proving he was not Camilla. �He was so upset he said he was sorry.�
�That will be worth a chuckle for years to come,� Robin said. �The Slave Master would never have been fooled like that, and neither would the Weapons Master, I�m thinking. But your little display will tell them they�re not searching for a boy, but a girl.�
Brix looked as if all the air in his body left. His shoulders sagged, and his head hung to his chest.
Camilla placed a hand on his shoulder. �Don�t worry about it, Brix. They would have found out sooner or later. What difference does it make?�
�None at all,� Robin confirmed. �Except that, it gives us a time to run. A head start. We�re rested and leaving now. It�ll be light soon, and we can travel slowly until then.�
�What if they traveled all night?� Camilla asked, glancing over her shoulder.
�We can always hope,� Robin said with a smile. �If so, they�ll be too tired to keep up with us today.�
Brix attempted a smile and failed. He looked at Robin. �You�ve never told us where we�re going.�
�Remember seeing Bear Mountain? The one with the white peak? Just to the south of it is a small pass no one knows about. There are no roads and no trails, but my man from long ago told me about it.�
�So we go searching for that pass as fast as we can. What then? The King�s men will just follow our tracks.� Camilla stated, as she started rolling her bedroll into a tight bundle and tying the rope around both ends. �They�ll catch up with us one day. We should set a trap.�
Robin placed the sling for her bedroll over her shoulder and said, �Listen to me. Both of you. I just said too much. Forget what I said about that pass. It�s a secret only a few know, and I shouldn�t have said anything. If we�re captured, our story is that we were going to climb the north side of the mountain.�
�Why would we do that?� Camilla asked.
Robin smiled in the faint light. �Because we will all tell them there are dragons roosting up there. We were taking you there to choose a dragon of your own.�
�That�s crazy!� Camilla snorted. �Dragons like to be warm.�
�Up there is where the volcano has so much heat it melts rocks. The dragons love it there. When you tell a lie, tell a big one if you want it to be believed. If we all stick to that story, we�ll be fine. Now, let�s get our feet moving.�
Brix fell in last. �Is it all about dragons?�
Robin answered, �No. Dragons are just like any other animals. Each has its place in the world. Sheep, horses, goats, even mice all have a purpose, and they don�t decide what is right or wrong. They just exist. Men are what it�s all about, Brix. Men. Some good, some evil, and most are just like the animals�they have a purpose and live for reasons they don�t decide.�
�I don�t understand.�
�Your father is a spinner of ropes and twines. What did his father do before his heart gave out a few years ago?�
Brix said, �He was a spinner, too. A good one.�
�Was that good or bad?�
Brix marched along a few steps before answering. �Neither.�
�Exactly. Your grandfather was a good spinner in life, but his position in the world was not bad or good. He may have done some good things, and he might have done some bad. But overall, he was just living his life as ordained, like any bird, fish, or cow. The only difference is a man can decide to be good or bad.�
Brix stumbled along in the darkness before speaking again. �I think I see. And you�re telling us to lie about the dragons on the mountain to keep us from telling them about where we�re really going. But that has me wondering. Where are we really going and why?�
Robin called over her shoulder, �Those are questions I�ve been trying to keep from you and for now; it suits my purpose of keeping it that way. If things work out as I hope, we�ll all know those answers in a day or two. If I�m wrong, there are other options.�
�But you won�t tell us,� Brix persisted.
�I have never liked people who give up too easily, nor do I like those that never give up. Which are you going to be, Brix?�
Camilla laughed at Robin�s response and said, �The sun is coming up. The stars are already fading.�
Robin said, �Right you are, little girl. Now we�re going to see what the two of you are made of. I suspect the King�s men are close behind us, and believe me when I tell you that none of us wants them catching up with us.�
The words chilled Camilla. She picked up her pace until she stepped almost on Robin�s heels. Robin smiled at her as she increased her pace, with another glance at Brix.
Robin never slowed as she led the way up the side of one pine covered hillside and down the other. The path had long ago faded into nothing, but around mid-morning, they stumbled on another leading roughly in the right direction. When crossing a stream, they paused long enough to scoop water into their mouths, then jogged to catch up again. Each of them ate from their stores in their bedrolls. Camilla passed apples to them.
There was no time for breaks or talking. Robin kept an eye on them, urging them to move faster a few times.
As they climbed the slope of another small mountain, Camilla pulled to an abrupt halt. Brix almost ran into her from behind.
Robin turned. �What is it, child?�
�My back itches.�
�You feel it?� Robin asked.
�Think of it like spiders walking all over my mark. An itch I can�t reach to scratch.�
Brix had listened to them talking and said nothing. He glanced behind them a time or two, as if fearful the King�s men were right behind, and checked the sky. He saw a red dragon so high it was hidden by clouds, part of the time. �Is that what you�re talking about?�
�Yes,� Camilla said, not sure of what else to reveal, but feeling guilty for not telling Brix everything. The dragon continued on its way, flying with long, easy flaps of its wings. It flew out of sight.
�You knew it was there before you saw it?�
�Yes.�
�Can you tell it what to do?� Brix asked, seemingly accepting her word without question.
�I know nothing about dragons or what I can or cannot do. I know my mark tells me if a red dragon is near, and I know it hurts if there is a danger. I think.�
Robin said, �Camilla, keep moving. If you have anything to add, do it while we�re walking, unless we�re in trouble.�
Brix fell into line and tried to keep up as they crossed an area with a shallow swamp that smelled of sulfur. �What if a black dragon or a green one is close to where you are?�
�I�m just like you,� Camilla said. �I feel nothing.�
�Not like me. You�re special. What happens if you tell a red dragon that is flying past you to turn left? Does it do it?�
Camilla thought about it before answering. �I never tried. What do you want me to do, stand out in the open with a red dragon above and shout for it to turn while hoping it doesn�t eat me?�
Robin snorted a laugh. �I like your attitude, but Brix is making a good point. If you �feel� a red dragon, can it also �feel� you?�
�How am I supposed to know that? But I�m getting the feeling you know more than you�re saying,� Camilla huffed as she tried to keep up with the older woman. Shouldn�t Robin be the one lagging behind? She�s old.
A few steps further and Robin said, �There are things I know, or have been told. Some may be true, but there�s no use speculating right now. You�ll learn all you want in a short while, and maybe some you don�t want to know.�
Camilla�s spirits lifted. For the first time in memory, she walked with friends. They were trying to protect her and help her escape. The two of them could probably slip back to Nettleton, and avoid any punishment and live as they had before, yet they stayed with her. It felt good.
Then it didn�t. They risked their lives for her and what had she done for them? Endangered them as if they owed her their lives. The more she thought, the more she realized how selfish she had become with her only two friends. Should I run away from them? 
She gave that some thought and came to the conclusion that running would simply slow them down while they searched for her. It almost guaranteed their capture.
As the morning wore on, stiff and sore legs caused her to stumble several times. She ate another apple and watched where Robin stepped while changing from thoughts of fleeing to others of safety. She also reconsidered the conversation with Brix earlier about dragons.
At the top of a rise, she spotted the peak of Bear Mountain off to her right, again. Clouds obscured the top, and others floated higher in the sky. The slope they had climbed was steep. Twice they passed patches of snow left over from last winter. The air felt chilly, but not yet cold. Camilla said, �Can we rest? I can�t catch a breath.�
Robin sat on the ground, her eyes on her feet, and her mouth slack. She breathed so hard she panted and looked like she couldn�t walk ten more steps.
Brix had fallen behind on the last slope, and when he caught up, he looked no better. He used his staff to lower himself.
Camilla said, �We�re passing south of the mountain. It can�t be much further.� She stood and looked ahead where hills, large enough to be small mountains, and full sized mountains blocked their way. It looked like a solid wall. �Robin you�re sure this is the right way?�
Robin looked up, her breathing returning to normal, but her eyes dull and her movements slow. She nodded. �The air up here is harder to breathe.�
�Is it the right way?�
Robin turned to face the solid wall of mountains and hills that continued for as far as she could see. Her eyes slid along the peaks and ridges until they rested on one spot. She smiled.
Camilla said, �Where?�
�See those three small peaks? Just to the right of them, there is snow on another mountain?�
�Yes, I see.�
�That mountain is farther away, at the end of another valley. We�re walking east toward that mountain. Before we get to it, a long time before we get to it, there�s a steep valley running from those three peaks north and south. That�s our route.�
Camilla memorized the peaks and mountain. �Your man with the dragon mark told you about it?�
Robin smiled. �Yes. If we get through there, I think we�ll be safe.�
Brix said, �How cold will it be tonight?�
Robin�s smile faded.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 

The Slave Master looked at the Weapons Master, then at his injured leg. Their eyes passed unspoken messages back and forth. �Can you stand?�
�With a crutch or cane, I can walk.�
The Slave Master looked around and saw no suitable sapling nearby.
The Weapons Master said, �I have my knife. If I crawl back to the road, I can make it. The first sapling that suits me will become a crutch or cane.�
�Nonsense,� Edward said. �Use my shoulder for support, and I�ll get you to the road.�
A look of respect crossed the Weapons Master�s face for a fleeting instant. Then he said, �I appreciate the offer and will fondly remember it as a genuine response. But, you�re going after the dragon boy. Or girl. The one you let escape with trickery.�
�But you need help to walk. I�ll do it.�
�You�ll do no such thing,� the Slave Master snapped. �The three of us are here to do our King�s bidding, not saving each other. I promise you that we�d leave you drowning in a heap of horse dung if it allowed us to complete our mission. I still might, if I find enough dung along the way.�
Edward said, �I�m tired. I followed them all day, then waited for them to sleep. I never got any.�
�Stop the royal bitching. You�ve had less sleep than either of us, and we�re twice your age. I intend to catch them before they move too far. They won�t expect us to travel that fast.� He nodded a farewell to the Weapons Master and turned to the trail across the rocks and boulders.
Edward followed him, retracing his same route. However, his mood was better, despite the harsh words. The two men were the King�s own henchmen, the ones he only dispatched on the most critical missions. His most trusted, and most powerful. Others rightfully feared them and leaped to gain the least bit of approval. Edward had seen the respect in the eyes of the Weapons Master when he had offered to walk him to safety. He�d also caught the fleeting glance the two exchanged.
Today he earned the respect he craved. Better yet, he�d earned it from two very hard men, and he hadn�t been trying to act the peacock, trying to impress them. He had just done what he believed was right. At a particularly difficult swampy area, he said, �Want me to take the lead? I�ve been this way twice.�
The Slave Master looked confused for an instant, then nodded.
Edward stepped ahead and swelled with confidence. �Step on the clumps of grass and move on quickly because they sink.�
�Shut up and get a move on before I leave you.�
Leave me? Edward quickly stepped across three more of the floating islands and placed a foot on a log he�d stood on earlier. A small hop and he found firm footing for both his feet. On impulse, he bent over, grabbing his ankle as if he�d twisted it. The end result was that he stood on the log while the Slave Master behind him sank deeper and deeper.
�Hey! Move on you damn fool.�
Edward glanced back. The Slave Master stood in muck to his knees with nowhere to go. �I think I�m all right. Just give me a second.�
Edward finally stood and stepped to the next thick clump of grass and weeds, and the next. He heard splashing and cursing behind, but didn�t dare look. He suppressed a smile. Who spanked who?
It was a dangerous game. If the Slave Master caught on it would cost Edward, his life. He considered leading him astray but realized that would never work. He picked up his speed on the next slope, hoping to tire the man. He must be close to sixty, even if his body looked like that of a twenty-year-old. One step after another, uphill, then down. Then up the slope of a mountain and down the other side.
No matter how fast he moved, the sound of the Slave Master remained right behind. They arrived at the place where the others had camped. Believing they would be gone, he made no attempt to sneak up on them. The Slave Master elbowed him as he stormed past.
�Wait here,� he snapped as if he was speaking to the old Edward, the inept boy who was the son of a powerful man.
The Slave Master bent and examined several tracks. He moved under the tree they�d slept under and looked at some more. He glanced up at Edward. �You hid over there?�
Edward glanced at the nearby trees and nodded.
�When they slept you crept up on them? Why?�
�I have my knife. I wanted to slit their throats before they knew I followed.�
�The old woman slept there. The boy and girl over here. How did you know which throat to cut?�
�I didn�t. I planned to use my knife to slice once left to right, and then again, right to left. Cut both the young ones, then turn and cut the old woman before she fully woke.�
The Slave Master rubbed his chin and thought before speaking. �I think I�d have done it the same way. What went wrong?�
�The girl. She must not have been asleep. Just as I was about to attack, she rolled and had a staff under her blanket. She used it to hit my shin. Twice.�
�And you went down.�
�Then she hit me again. On my kneecap. And later on my elbow.�
�Ouch. Did you know it was a girl?�
�I heard them talking. Otherwise, I would have said a boy.�
The Slave Master examined the campsite again. When he finished, he looked at Edward, who still had not advanced since being told to remain. �You had the right idea. The King is terrified of dragons since his father was flown away and dropped. We�re going to kill this dragon girl. I�ll give you credit for the kill.�
�Why?�
�When you are the Earl, people must respect and obey you. It�s just politics.�
�If I�m given credit, my father will be pleased with you. Is that why?�
�As I said, it�s just politics. Time to move on. I�ll take the lead.�
Edward fell in behind and looked at the back of the Sword Master with distaste. Just politics. The two words gagged him. Give the pampered twit credit for the kill in front of the King and the Earl, and in their eyes the Sword Master could do no wrong. His every wish would be granted. And when the King and Earl died, both being old men, the young Earl called Edward would be there to remember and grant favors.
Favors to a man who threatened to spank him this very day.
After crossing the ridges and slopes of more hills and small mountains, they moved slower. The Slave Master paused on one treeless ridge where he could see ahead. �They�re passing south of Bear Mountain, but there is a line of smaller mountains there. My guess is they�re going to head east for just a while longer, then turn south and move parallel to those peaks in the distance.�
�Are you thinking of turning south here and cutting them off?�
�No. What bothers me is that they�re moving too deliberately. Almost as if they know where they�re going.�
Edward said, �If they have a destination in mind, there�s nothing ahead.�
�Turning north takes them up Bear Mountain, and that�s impossible with the snow. East is solid mountains, and we are behind them so they can�t move west. They have to turn south.�
Edward remained quiet. While the Slave Master sounded like he�d figured it all out, Edward hoped he hadn�t. The boy and girl and even the old woman had seemed like good people who were scared. The people at the inn in Nettleton were far nicer than the King�s men. Edward questioned which side he�d rather be on if given a choice.
He�d heard stories from the time he was small of the exploits of the King�s men. People from other kingdoms taken as prisoners and slaves. When opponents surrendered, the officers were often killed in front of their men as lessons. That was just before they were made to work in deep mines, or worse. Just politics.
Besides, he�d realized this morning that killing children was not for him. If he continued with the Slave Master, he�d be forced to witness killings, if not take part in them. It turned his stomach.
He walked on the path behind the Slave Master thinking of how to rid himself of the task. A sprained ankle was too obvious. He could pick up a branch and use it as a club to attack the older man, but if anything went wrong, he�d forfeit his life.
Looking at the back of the man he considered that idea. How many had died at the hands of the man he followed? How many died because his King was worried about dragons? How many slaves lived their miserable lives repatriating for the sins of their kings? In a kingdom that condemned slavery, yet it existed in every wealthy household.
Edward came to the realization he would have to take sides. Taking none equated to the same thing. If he took no action nothing changed, as if he agreed with it. As an Earl, what would he do?
If he was not destined to be an Earl, would he prefer to live as a slave or servant in the grand palace, or be a free man and cook meals at the Red Dog?
The primary difference was that he actually liked the people in Nettleton. He couldn�t say the same for those in Princeton.
The Slave Master pointed to footprints where the path dipped, and the ground was soft and springy. �Fresh. Water�s still seeping in. We�re closing in on them.�

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 

They trudged directly at the three peaks, angling just a little to the far-off snow-covered peak in the north. Robin used her staff to support her weight with each step, yet seemed to have picked up speed as they descended the side of the mountain. Camilla glanced at Brix, who brought up the rear and flashed a smile she hoped would seem encouraging.
Robin paused where no trees obscured her view. She leaned on her staff while her eyes roamed the granite cliffs. Her voice lost the harshness and replaced it with a soft wistfulness. �There it is. Just like he said it would be.�
Brix and Camilla looked at the cliffs that rose higher than the tallest trees but said nothing. The way ahead looked impossible to pass.
Robin saw their puzzlement and pointed. �See where that cliff over there ends? Another is right behind it, but even from here it looks like one continuous wall. Actually, it�s two, like a split in the rock wide enough for a hundred men to walk side by side. At the end of that, we�ll find our future.�
�I heard something,� Brix whispered, turning to peer behind.
�We�d better hurry,� Robin said, not louder, but more insistent.
Rushing down the path, Robin waded across a stream too wide to leap, as if a pack of devils chased her. Camilla kept up, but Brix fell behind.
�Stop looking back there and run,� Camilla ordered.
Robin didn�t search for a trail or path. She ran directly into the underbrush, which was thick but not impassable. With arms sweeping aside vines and thicker growth, she made her own way. Camilla saw her look up several times to orient herself against the cliffs as if something was about to happen.
Brix fell further back. Then he caught sight of two men on the hillside behind, and his pace picked up. �They�re back there, but we still have a good lead.�
Robin slowed but continued.
Glancing up, Camilla almost stumbled. The first rock cliff came to a jagged and abrupt end. The second cliff was as Robin predicted, at least, a hundred steps away. Between lay an opening that led south. Like the rock face had split sometime in the past and the two sides pulled away from each other in such a way that it could only be seen when up close.
Camilla followed Robin as she turned to run between the two rock walls, and risked a quick look over her shoulder at Brix. As usual, he was outpacing her for distance and soon he�d pass her. Her thinking turned to the men following them and to one of the first things Robin told her about the staff she carried. She said a man who knows how to use a staff, will defeat any swordsman. The chance might soon come to test that story.
While she and Brix were beginners with staffs, if they had even learned enough to be considered beginners, Robin had twirled her staff over her head and beat a rhythm on the side of her shed with the two ends. Camilla felt her confidence ebb as she realized the shed had not fought back. Still, there were three of them against the two behind. If those men caught up, they might regret it. It only took one blow from her staff to put a man on the ground, and then it would be three to one.
She looked up and saw gray granite walls rising on both sides, tall cliffs higher than the tallest trees. Robin had slowed, and Camilla caught up to her. Brix was on her heels. �How far back are they?�
�I don�t think they�re gaining. We might even be pulling ahead, but how long can we run?�
Robin pulled to a stop and gasped, �Not far to go. We won�t fight them here.� She gasped for air. �Just a little further.�
The woman stood up and ran, a shuffling, staggering run that was only slightly faster than walking. The other two stayed with her, watching behind, but never seeing their pursuers.
They followed all the way from Nettleton. They�re not quitting now. Camilla stepped aside to let Brix pass while she gripped her staff tighter. They�d face her first. If nothing else she could delay them. Besides, they were after her, not Brix or Robin. She let the others put a little distance between them, and called, �I�m right behind you.�
After another look behind, she turned to set her pace on Brix, but he had stopped. Robin stood a few steps ahead of him. Both stood completely still. The tangle of brush and shrubs had ended abruptly. Ahead spread a green meadow, the grass grazed low from a herd of sheep who looked on as if they were interested in the three new arrivals.
Between the sheep and Camilla were five people. Four stood behind one, an older man who did not look happy. He wore buckskins and a green hat that blended into the green of the trees. His hair hung to his shoulders, and his beard flared in a hundred directions. He also held a staff held crossways to his body as if to prevent them from passing. He said, in a gruff tone, �Why are you here?�
Robin panted and huffed as she approached. �I didn�t think we�d make it.�
Four of the men held bows fitted with arrows. While none pointed at the three of them, the intent was clear. All were dressed similar to the older man, and family resemblance was clear.
Robin said, her voice clearer as she caught her breath. �I�m Robin. These are my friends. We need help.�
�How did you know about the way into our valley?� the man demanded.
�Pylori and I spent a year together when I was young.�
�Pylori?� The man seemed confused.
�My lover. My man with the beautiful dragon on his back.�
All five responded by their expressions changing and the stiffening of their bodies, but none spoke. All eyes went to the leader, who said, �Describe what you saw.�
Robin stood taller, her chin lifted in defiance as if ready to defend her memories. �It was black. The image of the wings went all the way around his chest until they almost touched, here.� She placed a finger on her breast. She stood tall as if challenging any to deny her statement.
The man who was the leader took a step closer and peered into her eyes. �You are Robin, his friend from long ago?�
�Yes.�
�Pylori spoke well of you. He died in a battle with the King�s men many years ago.�
�I know. You sent one of your people to tell me.�
A tear tracked down his face. He wiped it away as if it irritated him. �Who are those with you?�
Robin looked at Brix. �A spinner�s son who helped us escape the King. He is in danger because of me.�
�Danger from the two men following you.�
�The King�s Slave Master and Weapons Master.�
The old man seemed confused. �The King has appointed a young master?�
Robin glanced at Brix and Camilla, also confused. �No. Something is not right.�
�One of those who follows you is my age. The other cannot yet grow a proper beard.�
�Edward,� Robin said. �What�s he doing there?�
�Son of the Earl? I�ve heard he�s a pompous ass.� He motioned for her to sit on the grass, and as an afterthought motioned for Brix and Camilla to sit, also.
Robin hesitated. �They�re right behind us. You need to protect yourselves.�
�I know about them. My sentry spotted them, and you, of course, late this morning. When he decided you were headed here, he ran ahead and warned us.�
�I didn�t see any evidence of his passing through that gap. He must be very good at moving like a ghost.� Robin sat in the grass and faced him.
The old man laughed. �He may have traveled a slightly different way. There are now three of my people behind the two chasing you, in what you called the �gap� and three more are waiting ahead of them, just out of sight.�
�You will capture them?�
�Unless they fight, yes. We will determine what trouble you have brought down on us and what we need to do about it. Now, again I ask you why you have come here to this valley. Surely Pylori told you this place is forbidden to all but the clan.�
She smiled, and tilted her head, playing with him before answering. Instead of speaking to him, she turned and looked at Camilla, still standing behind her. �Turn around, girl.�
Camilla hesitated, but turned, while looking over her shoulder.
Robin smiled as she gazed at the five men facing her. �Lift your shirt, please.�
Camilla heard but didn�t move.
�Your shirt. It�s all right, Camilla. They can see your secret.�
Camilla realized Robin had all but told her deepest secret to five strangers. It made little difference, now. They all knew there was something to hide under there. She slowly pulled the bottom higher. And higher.
She had looked away, but heard the gasps from the men. She looked back as the old man was on his feet again, a stricken expression on his face.
�Who? How?� he stuttered.
Robin said, �The King�s raid near Nettleton so many years ago. She�s the youngest and somehow escaped. She knows nothing. Not even of you. I thought it best to bring her here.�
In two strides the man was at Camilla�s side. He slowly turned and lifted his own shirt. A green dragon looked at Camilla. She glanced at the smile on Robin and then she saw each of the other four men turn and lift their shirts. All had dragons, all different, and all the same.
Robin said, �I brought Camilla home.�
The leader took Camilla by her shoulders. �My name is Myron. I knew your parents well. Your mother was my wife�s sister. That makes you almost my daughter.�
�I am your almost-brother.� another man declared to the laughter of the others.
�You can tell me about my family? I mean the ones who died?�
�Those are stories for later tonight and tomorrow. We have another problem to solve now, and I see the time has come.� The old man�s eyes looked past Camilla.
She turned. Two more men and three young women, all dressed in buckskins and looking much like the others, escorted two others, hands tied behind their backs. Myron said, �That is the King�s Sword Master. Camilla, do you know who he is?�
�I have never seen him.�
Myron motioned for the Slave Master to move closer. When he didn�t obey instantly, one of the younger men behind shoved him so violently he stumbled and almost fell at Myron�s feet. Myron looked at him before speaking so softly everyone had to listen carefully. �Camilla, I�ve waited for half a lifetime to meet this one.�
The Slave Master spat at Myron.
The old man didn�t wipe it off his face. �How many people exist their entire miserable lives in chains because of you? How many innocents have died at your hands?�
�Release me or you�ll all die. I am the hand of King Ember.�
�Not today, we won�t all die, but you will,� Myron said, his voice still soft, but filled with hatred.
Brix, who had remained quiet for the entire time, spoke up. �Hey, you can�t just kill him!�
All eyes turned to Brix. More than one hand went to a knife or gripped a staff tighter. Brix stood his ground, and Camilla stepped to his side.
Myron nodded at her action, approving. �You stand with your friend, and I admire that, but I tell you that this time, you are wrong. This Slave Master is the hand of death and torture of the King. The attack on your family came in two waves. Mounted soldiers, led by the Weapons Master, charged in first, and then infantry.�
Camilla�s knees went weak.
Myron continued, �They hounded your family and chased them for years until they cornered them near Nettleton. Your people were coming here for safety. This man led his troops to the camp to slay every living thing but arrived too late. He searched for any information about us, trying to locate this valley. We arrived at the scene a day after.�
The Slave Master said, �That�s it. The dragons! You made them attack and burn everything so I couldn�t learn about you. I always wondered why they attacked the camp.�
�My wish was to burn you with the wagons and bodies you laid out in a row to inventory like counting so many coins in your purse. We have waited for years for you to bring justice.�
�Speaking of coins in my purse, how many to buy my freedom?�
Camilla sensed the sneer and disdain in his voice. Her anger grew, and her hands shifted slightly on the staff. Before any could prevent her, she started a turn that would bring the staff into position. He wouldn�t pay his way out of this.
Edward moved first. Despite his tied hands, he spun and kicked the Slave Master, his foot landing high on the left thigh. The Slave Master fell back one step and then went to the ground. Edward kicked again, despite several hands already were pulling him back. His second kick took the Slave Master in the ribs. Edward went to the ground, three people on top of him.
The staff in Camilla�s hand moved as if of its own accord. The end that had been resting on the ground shot out and struck the Slave Master on the side of his head with a sickening sound. She let the momentum of the staff swing it high until it was above her head. Both her hands held it, ready to drive it down.
Nobody moved to prevent her from the fatal blow.
She lowered the staff, confused. She had expected them to stop her, and she was prepared to fight back. Their lack of reaction stilled her. She had been prepared to bring the staff down in a death-blow. At least, she told herself she was.
�It�s your life to take,� Myron said, leaning on his staff and watching her closely.
She shook her head.
Myron�s staff shot out faster than she could see and in a single blow crushed the Slave Master�s skull almost as easily as he might tap his staff on a tree to determine if it was hollow. �Then it is mine.�
The shock of the sudden action stilled everyone even more. Brix finally turned away, stumbled into nearby bushes and puked. Camilla fell to her knees, not knowing what to say or do. Everything was happening so fast.
Myron stepped forward to face Edward.
Robin leaped between them. �Stop. This is a good man.�
�Good? He will be Earl one day soon, and serve the King. How is that good?� Myron roared.
Camilla stood and stepped beside Robin, her foot nearly touching the dead Slave Master. She shook her head.
Robin said, �King Ember is old. The young Earl will advise the new King. Edward is a friend of the king-in-waiting, I�ve heard. It would be good to have a friend with the ear of the new king.�
�Why would this man be our friend? Because we allow him to live? More likely he�ll return to the palace and ask his friend to send troops to wipe us out.� Myron said, his voice lower, but just as intense.
Robin said, �I say he is valuable to you and your people, or, at least, he is no worse than his replacement would be.�
Edward, who had been pinned to the ground by three men, rolled to his knees and stood. Nobody attempted to prevent him. He stepped between Robin and Camilla, shouldering his way through. �This is not your fight,� he said to them.
�Will you offer to buy your life, too?� Myron asked.
Edward shook his head. �No. But they�re right, I�ll be a better friend than a corpse. I have never done any wrong to you or your people, but do as you must.� He fell to his knees and lowered his eyes to the ground, hands still tied behind.
Myron spun and stalked away. After several steps, he called without turning his head, �Bring them all.�
Brix moved to Robin�s side, �What now?�
Camilla asked, �These are my people?�

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 

Brix, Camilla, and Robin walked together. Down the hillside, a small group of thatched-roof stone huts appeared in the small valley. It sat beside a fast flowing stream too wide to leap. The huts were simple, made of flat rocks that broke easily from the closest cliff. All flat land was cultivated, and crops abounded. Cattle, sheep, goats, dogs, chickens, geese, and others roamed freely.
People waited for them. Word must have been sent to them. Women, children, and more men stood and watched them approach. Camilla felt the eyes on her as much as she felt a red dragon flying above her. The group drifted closer to the stream.
Camilla saw a ring of stumps, crude chairs, and logs placed in a half-circle, a rock shelf; a place for the speaker to stand. She did a quick count. Thirty adults, twelve children and a few babies.
A boy of about seven ran to the path in front of them and paused long enough to pull his leather shirt over his head to expose his back. A red dragon seemed to writhe. Not as pretty or fierce as mine. Camilla quelled the urge to show hers, but the attraction to someone that not only had a dragon on his back but a red one was unmistakable.
Myron strode directly to the ridge of rock and waited. When he judged all were present and seated, he spoke. �The Slave Master is dead.�
A few smiled, but no cheers broke the afternoon warmth.
His eyes turned to Camilla. �We don�t yet know the full story, but this is Camilla. She is one of us.�
Pleasant murmurs and a few claps welcomed her. Myron went on quickly, �The woman is Robin, who was the lover of Pylori. She is welcome here, as is the boy, Brix. He too will tell his story, but not now.�
All eyes turned to Edward.
Myron said, �This man will one day be the Earl. Robin thinks he may be our friend. But this is a decision I cannot make without you. We kill him or release him. Debate?�
A young man bounced to his feet before anyone else could talk. �I say kill him. If we let him go, he�ll tell them where we live.�
�A good point,� Myron said. �However, the Weapons Master accompanied him most of the way here and knows where he left the King�s road, and the direction the Slave Master took. The Weapons Master will bring hundreds of soldiers to scour the land until they find the Slave Master and our valley.�
A woman stood, �Then we have to flee this valley.�
Robin stepped to the side of Myron. �Fleeing is probably the right thing to do, but this valley is safe, as it has been for so many years. Outside, what will you find?�
�Better to run and hide than be killed by the King�s men,� an unknown voice shouted.
Myron turned to Robin. �What are you proposing?�
�I have an idea. It�s said the son of the Earl is honorable. What can he offer?� She asked, looking only at him.
Edward had seated himself on the end of a log, and nobody had sat near him. He slowly stood and walked to the ridge and stepped up where all could see him. �I can offer little. I will tell you how the Weapons Master and Slave Masters have mistreated me my whole life. They poked fun and embarrassed me in front of others. That might not sound like much to you, but I want to be respected.�
�Your problems. How can you help us?� A woman with an infant near the front asked, her voice sounding reasonable.
Edward shrugged. �Your people have never done any harm to me or to anyone I know. If I have to choose my friends between the King�s men and you, I choose you.�
Myron said, �The Weapons Master still knows the general area where we live.�
Camilla found herself on her feet, again. �No, he does not. He knows the general route I took to flee from him; not that there is Dragon Clan living here.�
The boy who had first called for Edward�s death leaped to his feet again, �All the more reason to kill him. Don�t let him return knowing about us.�
Camilla shook her head. �Listen to me. If Edward and the Slave Master do not return the King and Weapons Master will send so many troops to where they were last seen that they will certainly find this valley.�
Myron said, �There�s another option?�
�I think so,� Camilla said, thinking as she spoke. �The Earl�s son can return to Princeton with a tale that the Slave Master was attacked and killed by a bear. After all, he was heading for Bear Mountain. Easy to believe. Edward ran away from the bear and made his way back to the road. Maybe he �escaped�, instead of ran off.�
Edward flashed her a grateful look.
�The Weapons Master is no fool,� Myron said.
Camilla didn�t sit. �Okay, so we build on the story to support Edward. Robin said when you tell a lie, tell a big one. If we didn�t know about the pass, we couldn�t keep walking east because of the cliffs, and Bear Mountain was to our north, so we would have had to go south. Where would we be if we had gone that way?� she looked over the crowd.
�Shatter Village,� a voice called.
�Maybe Duncanville,� another added.
Camilla smiled for the first time. �You have people here who spy in those places, even buy a few necessities now and then?� she waited for a few heads to nod. �Great. Suppose you send out a couple of people to spread rumors of sighting Robin and me near those places?�
Robin said, �The King and his men will think we escaped by going down there, and then never search around here.�
Myron smiled, too. �South of Duncanville is Renton. A few sightings there would take them further away. I like it.�
�It will only work if you keep the Earl alive,� Camilla pointed out.
�Can we trust him?� Myron asked the group.
Several heads shook. Their lives depended on making the best of the situation and trust in royalty was lacking. After all, the King had ordered their deaths.
Camilla said, �If he does not go back, they will find this place and follow you, no matter where we go. If he agrees to help us, he helps himself, too. If you have a couple of people go to Princeton and keep their ears open, they will hear if the army is getting ready to raid this valley. They can ride back and warn us, and you are no worse off than now.�
Edward raised his hands to draw attention to himself, again. �Camilla is right. But there is more you need to know. After I am crowned as the Earl, I intend to end slavery. I came to that decision in the Red Dog Inn at Nettleton, of all places. This will sound like I�m bargaining for my life, but I believe Camilla already convinced you I�m worth more to you alive. What I want to say is that I�ve discovered and I do not like the people in the palace. I do like the people I�ve met since I left it.�
�Who cares who you like?� a woman snarled.
�You do!� He answered, looking directly at her. �As the Earl, I will have power second only to the King. His son is my friend. My only friend. Together Ember and I can make changes that favor the Dragon Clan.�
�You cannot make people stop fearing us,� Myron said. �People are jealous of us and afraid. It has been that way since the beginning.�
Edward placed his hands on his hips and looked at Myron. �Here in front of all, I pledge to help your clan�but demand something in return.�
�You�re in no position to demand anything,� a voice called, and several people laughed.
�You�re wrong. Politics in the palace change daily. There are rumors of an invasion from Chretien when King Ember dies. A war they hope to win quickly because we will have a new King, who has not taken control of his troops, yet. If I support the Dragon Clan, will it support me? Will you give your word that you�ll use your powers to call down your dragons and attack our common enemies?�
Myron stuck out his hand.
Edward shook it.
Camilla hugged Robin. �I have a home. People.�
�We have a home. And you have me.�
Camilla laughed. �Now that I think about it, we don�t even have a roof to sleep under.�
�Then we stay with family until we build our own home. It�ll be ours, and if we have to stack one rock on top of another until we have a wall, that�s okay. Our family will help.�
Camilla turned to Brix. �And you?�
�I never wanted to spin cord my whole life anyway. I can help build. But, can we send someone to Nettleton to let my family know I�m all right?�
�All right?� Robin teased. �That�s all?�
�Okay, tell them I�m doing really good. I�ll come visit them soon.�
Camilla turned to Myron. �You talk like this is the only place where our people live. I�ve heard rumors of more in the Raging Mountains.�
Myron furrowed his brows. �There was a family living there at one time, but I heard they were all killed years ago. Who did you hear that from?�
�I hid in the bushes and listened to some of the soldiers on the King�s Road talking. They mentioned them.�
�It might be true, I suppose. I will send people to hunt for them, but if they�re hiding, like us, it may be hard to find them. But it�s welcome news. We assumed we were the last. If there're others, we must find them.�
�Can I go look?� Camilla heard herself say.
Myron smiled, �Perhaps next time. You have many people to meet, tales to tell, and relatives you will want to know. You also need to learn about dragons. There is so much you don�t know.�
The small boy who had shown them his red birthmark as they first entered the village raced to stand beside Camilla. He took her hand in his. She asked, �Tell me more about dragons. Do they do anything besides fly down and kill people?�
He giggled. �Of course, they do lots of things, just don�t make them mad. I�ll tell you all about them later. Can I see your dragon on your back?�
�If I can see yours, again.�
�Yes.�
�Babies have them when they�re born?�
�They do if they�re true Dragon Clan.�
She smiled. I have so much to learn.
The End
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