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Аннотация
Seth is a stepchild, a slave to be sold at will. Tired of the beatings and mistreatment, he steals a canoe and paddles away just before winter sets in. However, he does not have the supplies or knowledge to survive a winter. He searches for what he needs--and finds much more, including dragons, a crazy old man, and enough mystery to last a lifetime. Ahead of him lie excitement, dragons, and more, but as a short introduction to the Dragon Clan series, telling you more would ruin it for you.
If you�re thinking of reading this 23k novella as the introduction to your first Dragon Clan story, you have a lot to look forward to. Each of the Dragon Clan novels is about a different member of the family, but all the stories are interlinked, with common places, people, and goals. Enjoy this short story and then the entire Dragon Clan series.


LeRoy Clary
Dragon Clan: In The Beginning



This book is a short Prequel to the Dragon Clan series

Note from the Author: Many readers have asked how the story began�the Beginning of the Dragon Clan � this very short introduction is my response. If you have already read the series, you know where the story eventually takes you. If you�re reading this as your first Dragon Clan novel, you have a lot to look forward to when you read the entire series.




CHAPTER ONE 



Seth avoided the first blow. Shorter than his attacker and far more nimble, he used those qualities to his advantage. The nasty old woman swinging at him was not his mother. She stood tall and weighty, her nose spread across most of her broad face, and she wore a perpetual scowl. After missing him with her first swing, the other hand balled into a fist.
Seth, not yet ten, received most of the woman�s frequent abuse dispensed to the children, unlike his former home when he had lived with his family. All of them were now dead. These strangers who had taken him in were more his masters than family; more slavers than friends.
The constant abuse came from all of them, no matter how much work he did, or how hard he tried. But he was an outsider, not one of them, so he held no status in their family. If he wished to eat and live another day, he had to do as they wanted--and accept their beatings when he failed. In defiance, another thought crept into his mind. Or not.
He stood taller, chin up and insolent, as he warily eyed her.
�I told you before not to waste food!� she screeched, enraged that she had missed him with the first swing.
A single small cube of venison lay in the dirt at his feet in testament of his carelessness. When her second swing also missed his head, she lashed out with a foot. He skipped away from that, too. His resistance further infuriated her. She would continue until her fury had him pinned down on the ground, hurt and bleeding. He should have accepted his punishment if he wanted to remain with them.
She readied herself to strike again by edging closer, but Seth was already sidestepping away and had almost escaped out the door of the hut when an older daughter reached for him. She wrapped her arms around his chest and lifted him off the ground. She pinned him against her, snarling in his ear, �Where do ya think you�re you going�?�
He knew it was either escape or face two beatings this day. One beating from the old woman and then another from the evil girl holding him and preventing his escape. She was the biggest and ugliest of the younger girls. She was also the meanest.
Seth kicked her knee, then stomped his bare heel on her toes. She screamed, and her arms relaxed just long enough for him to twist and turn away. He darted for the door. The shadow of a male figure outside moved to block him. He lowered his shoulder and prepared for the collision with one of the boys, but managed to slip past with hardly a touch.
Outside in the yard, he stood a chance of temporarily escaping. A glance around the clearing told him only three members of the pseudo-family stood outside the hut. Two of them worked together tanning a hide on his right, and directly ahead, sitting on a log, was Madoc, the eldest son. Seth spun to his left, away from them.
The old lady and her evil daughter reached the door of the hut at the same time. The older woman emerged first, waving a large wooden ladle high in the air. �This will teach you a lesson when I get hold of you!�
�You hurt my foot,� the daughter snarled, feigning a severe limp, but staying up with her mother for the chase.
Grigori, Madoc�s younger brother, rounded a stand of trees on the path, the same trees Seth intended to hide behind. Probably sensing the situation, and hearing his mother shouting at Seth, Grigori�s hand snaked out and snagged Seth�s hair as he raced past. The action pulled Grigori off balance, and Seth found himself running in a circle at the limits of Grigori�s outreached arm. The fingers twisted tighter in Seth�s hair. If Seth stopped running Grigori, and his mother, would have him. The beating would be his worst ever, and some of them had been terrible, especially lately. He kept moving despite the pain.
Seth felt the grip loosen. He ran faster, twisting and shaking his head at the same time. From the corner of his eye, he saw the old woman with the ladle and the evil daughter charging to join in the fray. With a final yank of his head, he broke free. Grigori held a handful of hair as Seth sprawled the dirt and rolled to a stop.
Seth scrambled to his feet just as the first hands reached for him. He gave a wild kick to keep them away and rolled over again and then leaped to his feet. He sprinted for the protection of the dense forest.
�Come back here,� the woman ordered, lumbering behind for a few steps.
�You�re going to pay for this,� someone else shouted, but he didn�t know who. More shouts and curses followed. He ran down the path through the forest to the shore of the salt water where a canoe was pulled onto the beach.
Without pausing, he pushed the canoe into the edge of the water and then deeper water, his feet splashing until he felt his knees get wet. He leaped inside and fumbled for the paddle. With his first stroke, the boat surged ahead. Madoc ran onto the beach waving and yelling. He screamed to the others, �The canoe. He�s stealing the canoe.�
But Madoc was huge, sluggish, and already tired. He only chased Seth a few more steps before pausing to catch his breath, his hands on his knees as he bent and fought to draw in air. If Madoc had continued his charge, he might have caught up to the canoe. Seth had found his paddling rhythm now, and the boat surged ahead every time he dipped the paddle. He�d watched others many times, but it was his first time in a canoe, and he soon learned it didn�t always go in the direction he wished. With each stroke, it moved farther from Madoc, so the direction didn�t matter.
Seth�s breath also came in ragged gasps, and his heart pounded so hard black spots appeared in front of his eyes. He wanted a drink. No, he needed a drink. But, since moving to the new village, he�d learned the water here tasted salty and he couldn�t drink it. But unlike the fresh water at his old home, this strange water contained an abundance of edible shellfish, effortless fishing, and the sea grew green weeds that tasted better than being hungry, but not by much. The river provided water to drink.
The men of his new village shared the meat they brought back from hunting. Of course, the best hunters always got the most meat, the best cuts, and the attention of the most fertile women. They gave the meat to their favorites in their families. He seldom received any. It was that way in all villages, he suspected.
What am I going to do now? Yes, he had escaped temporarily, but what challenges and obstacles lay ahead? At only nine years old, he was too small and inexperienced to hunt successfully and expect to find enough food to eat. The nights were growing colder, and the last storm a few days ago had brought the first flakes of snow. Soon the ground would turn white, and locating food would be even harder, even for experienced hunters and gatherers. Many people died during the long winters, usually those old, young, or weak. He fit two of the three categories.
For a more immediate problem, darkness loomed ahead. Seth was now far from shore and reasonably safe. A single glance behind revealed three people standing in the shallows watching and waiting for his return. Not this time. I�m not going back there. He turned the canoe to his left and paddled parallel to the shore, knowing the men of the family would run along the beach keeping pace, and they�d be waiting in ambush when he returned to land. They could easily run as fast as he could paddle, but he might use that to his advantage, and the approaching darkness, as well.
Seth brushed aside the tears and paddled slowly, always keeping the shoreline in sight and on his left while waiting for the sun to set. Now and then he caught a glimpse of Modoc. He grew exhausted and hungry. Seth had no food, but those on shore had no boat to reach him. He felt safe enough sleeping in the canoe so far from land as he curled up. When he awoke, he was cold and wet from the small amount of water seeping into the bottom of the canoe.
It was long after sunset, the night dark, and the shoreline barely visible against the starry sky. Trees and mountains blocked off the stars on his left, so he knew where he was, and the canoe had not drifted too far. Now that they couldn�t see him in the darkness, he spun the canoe around and paddled much faster, this time keeping the shoreline on his right side. Let them search for me tomorrow in the wrong place. The increased activity helped warm him.
Later, he saw the campfire from his village lighting the underside of the trees, but he continued paddling until he was well past it, then he turned to shore. In the quiet of the night, he heard the chuckle of the small river they used for drinking water. One of his tasks had been carrying water from the river to the hut in bags made from animal skins. He knew the area well.
The canoe moved smoothly and silently up the river until he found a place where he could safely pull it ashore and hide it. He uprooted weeds and bushes and tossed them over the canoe until they hid it. Then, drinking deeply from the fresh water of the stream, he began moving closer to the remnants of the fire that still burned in front of the hut. Sleep for most people came right after dark, and he depended on the family being asleep.
Both dogs growled in warning as he crept closer through the underbrush, neither too loudly as they caught his scent and recognized him. The larger one liked him. He tiptoed to the smokehouse and pushed aside the cover. Smoke billowed out. At a sound, he turned to find both dogs watching closely, only a few steps away. He removed a small piece of venison and tore it in half along the grain. Each dog carried off its reward as he removed a larger piece of meat for himself.
He shifted the meat inside the smoker around to conceal the missing pieces. Then he closed the lid, fighting the urge to check and add firewood. That had been one of his many jobs. He moved back into the forest and circled the camp to reach the canoe. He�d have to hide it better before relocating it tomorrow night. He�d might even take it further up the coast. It would be safer there.
Still, he had managed to locate food, at least for tonight. When and if he got hungry enough, he�d go back, but the quantity of meat he held in his hands would feed him for days. He considered stealing a blanket or fur, but they would know it was gone and begin a search. If he only stole food and was careful, they might not discover it.
They don�t know me. Seth had only been with the family for a couple of moon cycles. They�d found him wandering alone after the Blue Water People attacked his village at River�s Bend. Those few of his people who were not killed became slaves. Seth had managed to hide from the Blue Water People, but when they left and the Salt People came, they found his footprints in the mud and soon located him. They captured him to either trade or sell. In the short term, they expected him to work.
The Salt People fed him as little as possible, but made him do the most work. The only time they talked to him was to bark orders to perform the most undesirable tasks.
The cold rain started to fall before he arrived back at the canoe. The boat was a prize and stroke of luck, his first in months. A hardwood frame covered in skins coated liberally with fat made the canoe rugged and waterproof. He turned it upside down to let the accumulated water drain out, then he crawled underneath for shelter.
When morning came, he pulled the boat farther up on the bank, at least ten steps from the water�s edge. He gathered enough grass and small shrubs to cover it. But he also knew that he�d soon have to find enough animal fat to keep it coated, or it wouldn�t remain waterproof for long. That went on the growing list of needs, right after warmth and food. A warm blanket or fur, enough food that would last for days, and a sheltered place to live also were at the top. He might also need a flint knife, a bow and several arrows, a spear, and a way to keep his feet warm while walking in the coming snow.
Surviving the coming winter was something he tried to keep from entering his mind. Surviving until tomorrow seemed difficult enough. He came to a conclusion. Without a store of supplies, at least some of the basics he�d identified, he would not make it.
The camp he�d fled held the things he needed. If he had been smarter, he could have stolen a few things each day and stockpiled them before escaping. No, they would have found out and then really hurt him.
He would make a raid on the camp. It was the only way. They would be wary and watching for him and the canoe, and they kept much of what he needed inside the hut, a place he never intended to go into again. He started taking inventory of useful items in the camp that he might snatch during the dark of night.
They usually left the hide scrapers beside the wood frames they used as stretchers. The hides themselves were a goal too, even though they were not yet fully tanned and would rot if not cured, they would provide warmth. He wished he could carry fire with him, but that was impossible. There was more meat in the smoker. Turnips and carrots grew in the garden if he dared dig them.
Madoc was so lazy he often left his spear outside. Seth couldn�t think of anything else that he would risk his life to obtain. After dark fell at the end of a very long and lonely day, he moved through the forest and positioned himself where he could see the camp. Only Madoc and Grigori remained outside in the dim light. They sat and talked until finally climbing to their feet and entering the hut where the rest of the family were already sleeping.
Seth waited and watched the sliver of a moon rise, he decided to let it climb above the treetops on the other side of the clearing before moving. He had to be sure all those inside were asleep. The moon sat still on its journey as his heartbeat increased. If they caught him stealing, it would cost more than a beating. If I don�t do this, it�ll cost me more. 
He eased into the camp again, tossing the two dogs more pieces of smoked meat to keep them quiet. They eagerly ate the small slices as he picked up the spear. A bow and three arrows lay beside it. His hands grabbed them all as if without thought.
At the spot where Grigori had sat and worked at knapping flint knives, arrowheads, and spearheads, there were several incomplete works spread out on a sheet of hard leather. Most were poor quality since Grigori was still learning the craft, but no matter. They were sharp and awkward, but would cut. Seth carefully folded a piece of soft leather around them to use as a makeshift bag. He used one flint knife to cut the strips on two stretchers that held the hides in place, one coyote, and one deer. The skins were as hard as thin slabs of wood, but he folded them and scanned the area for anything else of value.
The smoker was his last stop. He tossed another handful of meat to the dogs, then placed several large pieces on top of the hides he carried. It was all he could manage, and it was awkward, at best. Two trips?
No, he�d take what he could and be happy. The risk of making another trip was too great. The major items on his mental list were in his arms, all but enough food. 
What�s that sound? The slightest rustle came from near the hut. He turned slowly and then remained still. A shadow moved. It was the older, ugly girl who had held him so the woman could beat him. She moved sluggishly to the side of the hut and squatted.
In the chill of the night air, he listened to her grunt. The insects buzzed and chirped, and a bat flew close enough to sound like a giant bee. She finally stood and moved back to the door. Her head turned as she reached the hut, and her eyes found the empty drying racks.
She paused, looking at them in the darkness. She tried to puzzle why the two hides were missing. Her head turned the other way, looking away from him, so he carefully took a single step back into deeper shadows. She stood still, examining the drying racks when he took another step back. Then she went to the drying racks and examined the cut strings with sleep dulled eyes. He took two more careful steps away. Her head snapped erect.
�Hey! Wake up! Everybody get out here!� She screeched loud enough for those in the next village to hear. �Wake up! Get out here!�
Seth now hid in the deep shadows under a tree and looked for a fast way out. A path behind led into the woods, not in the right direction, but he didn�t care. Crouching and moving carefully, he eased ten steps down the path.
�What is it?� one of the boys shouted.
Another opened the door. It was Modoc.
The girl still screamed and shouted for the others to wake. �Get out here. We have a problem.� Then she started a quick inventory as they poured from the hut, one at a time wiping the sleep from their eyes. They howled as they discovered all the missing items.
Modoc screamed, �Where�s my bow?�
�They took our skins,� one of the girls moaned as if they had no others.
�My best flints are gone, too. Get a torch,� Grigori growled as if they were fashioned with skill.
The partial moon provided enough light to follow the path. Seth slipped slowly down it to where it turned. After the turn, the sparse undergrowth provided enough cover for him but the opening allowed faster movement. He saw the vague outline of the way ahead, but hopefully not well enough for them to see his tracks and follow. By morning, when they could see the tracks, he needed to be far away.
The stiff hides were awkward to carry, especially with the food and pieces of flint folded inside. He felt the contents shuffle and shift as he ran, but couldn�t take the time to secure them. The bow and spear were so awkward to manage that he almost tossed them aside. Although he heard angry voices behind, he heard no pursuit. They didn�t know who, or how many had been in their camp. Chasing unknown people in darkness is a good way to die.
Their hesitation gave him time to run a few more steps. Another path crossed the one he traveled. It traveled closer to where he had hidden the canoe, and he turned so sharply he almost lost his balance. The new trail was wider and twisted less. Fewer trees spread branches above, and he could see much better. That felt good until he realized that those sure to be following him soon could also run faster on it.
He accidentally dropped one of the hides and went back to grab it. The contents had spilled, but knowing the value of flint, he took a few precious moments to shift what he carried so he wouldn�t drop more. Then he ran again, hearing the salt water waves breaking off to his left, so the small river remained directly ahead.
He found the river and followed the bank downstream until he came to where he�d pulled the canoe onto the bank. The skid mark where he�d drug it was clear in the soft mud. But the boat was gone. He pulled to a stop, wildly spinning around searching for the canoe.
The grass and shrubs he�d used to hide it were there. He knelt and felt the ground. There were two sets of skid marks. He�d put one there when he hid the canoe. The second was not his.
He dropped his armload of supplies and ran to where the small branches that had hidden the canoe littered the ground and followed the marks in the soft ground. The second drag mark showed where the boat was pulled back into the water. He found the water still seeping into the track near the water�s edge. Someone had stolen the canoe only moments ago.
Seth left his treasures where he�d dropped them. Then, thought better of it. He ran back and grabbed the bow and two of the arrows, leaving the rest of his supplies lying in the mud. After returning with the canoe, he would gather it all and make his escape. But first, he needed to regain possession of his canoe.


CHAPTER TWO 

Seth sprinted alongside the bank of the river where there was less underbrush to slow him. The thief hadn�t taken the canoe upriver, or Seth would have seen him when he crossed it. Downriver would take the canoe out into the salt water where the thief could paddle his way to deep water and escape. Seth�s lungs already protested, but he continued running. Leaping over a bush, he spotted a darker smudge floating on the surface of the water.
Instantly, Seth turned away from the river bank, and when enough shrubbery concealed him from the canoe, he raced ahead, seeing it flash by briefly through spaces in the trees. The pain in his chest from running hard hurt no longer, or if it did, he ignored it in the excitement. Just before the canoe reached the salt water, he reached the edge of the river and crouched behind tall shrubs.
The canoe floated into sight. He could plainly see a single occupant. When it was almost to him, Seth leaped out from concealment, splashed three steps in knee-deep water to stand in front of the canoe, blocking its progress with his legs. His bow was already pulled, the arrow aimed at the chest of the paddler. Seth waited.
He had acted so fast the person in the canoe didn�t pause before another stroke When he did, he stared at the sharp flint point on Seth�s arrow. The current drifted the canoe ahead until it bumped against Seth�s knees. The passenger hadn�t moved, probably thinking he was soon to be dead. Stealing a canoe and getting caught was a death sentence in any village or community.
�Get out of my canoe. Now.�
The figure placed a leg over the side and slowly climbed out until he was standing in the water. It was a man, smaller than himself, his back hunched. He waited as if sizing Seth up before speaking.
In the distance and growing in intensity, were people shouting and crashing through the forest, following Seth�s trail. The flicker of at least two torches shone through the trees and underbrush. They were following his tracks by torchlight instead of waiting for sunup.
The Canoe Thief said quickly, �Son, you have a choice to make. We can stand here and wait for your friends to arrive.� He motioned with a flick of an arm to the torches which were drawing closer with every breath. �In which case, the two of us will probably die tonight. Or, you can take the canoe and paddle off, leaving me to face them. We both know they�ll kill me because they�ll think I helped you. Or a third choice.�
�Which is?�
�We both get in the canoe and escape. Then we decide what to do. I have to admit I prefer the third choice.�
Seth watched Madoc splash across the river upstream like a man doing a crazy water-dance, a war ax waving above his head. His whoop of joy said he�d found the items Seth had dropped. Madoc must have also found the footprints Seth had left as he chased after the canoe. His head twisted in Seth�s direction and another war-cry sounded as he crashed through the underbrush running in their direction.
The combined humor and anxiety contained in the canoe thief�s last statement about preferring the third choice, persuaded Seth. He said, �Get in, fast. I�ll push us off.�
The man nimbly climbed inside the stern of the canoe, grabbed the paddle, and used his free hand to help pull Seth into the canoe, which was already slowly drifting further down the mouth of the river with the current. The man stabbed the paddle into the water, and the canoe lurched ahead with his powerful strokes.
Madoc spotted them from the bank and shouted for the others to run faster and join him. The torches behind Madoc changed direction and raced directly at the canoe.
Seth knelt in the bottom and watched behind. There was only one paddle, but he felt like using his hands as paddles to make the canoe move even faster as Madoc drew closer. However, the man in the back of the canoe was already paddling fast, the canoe surging ahead with every stroke, but still the warrior running behind was catching up, and so were others of the family. An arrow splashed into the water to one side, and then one of Madoc�s spears fell short. Seth fleetingly wanted to go back and retrieve the spear. He changed his mind as he looked at the gathering family of angry people standing knee-deep in the water near the shore where it became deeper, and the waves rolled ashore.
The canoe finally entered the deeper water, striking the incoming waves with the bow so hard that water poured in as each wave rolled past. Seth felt the water deepening in the canoe bottom and knew that if it sank the family would have no mercy when he swam ashore.
The stern of the canoe sat lower than the bow. The man paddling called, �Move back here and bail!�
The shift allowed the front of the canoe to ride higher as it struck the waves. Seth didn�t recognize the word bail, but understood the meaning. The water inside was growing deeper than ever. It covered his knees as he knelt to scoop water out with his hands. How much more water could it take before sinking? He had nothing with which to bail the water out. Frantically he looked around as he splashed another few handfuls out. The canoe struck another wave, and more water poured in over the front. The water inside was deep enough that the canoe was beginning to feel sluggish in its movements.
His bare hands would never keep up with the growing amount of water coming with each wave. He stripped his shirt off and sank it into the water, soaking up some water that he squeezed out over the side. It worked better than his bare hands but not by much. Seth saw the man paddling, cast a fearful glance back at the shoreline before paddling harder. Another arrow splashed closer to them. With the wallowing boat, his paddling efforts were canceled by the incoming waves.
Seth needed to increase the amount of water he gathered with each scoop to keep even with the water rushing into the boat, let alone gain on it. An idea formed. He placed his arms back into the sleeves of his shirt but kept the body of the shirt flat, in front of him instead of over his head. He sank the shirt into the water and lifted quickly. Water spilled outside, probably as much as all of his other efforts combined. He repeated the action, figuring out how to effectively scoop more each time until he had removed nearly all the water.
The canoe picked up speed as the weight of the water decreased. It rode higher in the water, and suddenly it passed beyond the breaking waves and traveled into calmer water. Seth looked back. At least three of the family had chased the canoe into the deeper water and were now swimming back to the beach in frustration. If only one of them had reached the canoe, he would have easily rolled it over.
�That was a good job you did back there,� the man�s voice rattled, followed by a fit of coughing. �Quick thinking too.�
Seth didn�t answer. He drew in long, deep gasps of cold air into his lungs and allowed the fear to depart slowly. He looked behind so many times his neck hurt before he reached down with his shirt and used it to soak up the last of the water. Then he wrung it out and repeated the process until the bottom was almost dry.
The shoreline was now off to his right, lost in darkness. The man in the rear paddled with a steady, effortless rhythm that he could probably maintain for half the night. The soft ocean breeze struck from the left side, trying to push them closer to shore, so the canoe was pointed slightly out to sea to counter it.
The man said, �You made the right choice in taking me with you, as far as I�m concerned.�
�You tried to steal my canoe,� Seth accused him, blaming him for their near capture.
�I could be wrong, but I think there may be two canoe thieves in this boat.� The voice was soft, raspy, and held more than a trace of humor.
Seth remembered all the hides, scrapers, and the food that he�d stolen and left behind to chase the canoe. �Because of you, I left my supplies and food back there.�
It was quiet while the man paddled steadily, without pause, until he said, �If not for me, you wouldn�t have had the chance to escape. You�d be running away on land, and you still would have left your supplies and food�which I also suspect were not yours. Those people back there would have caught up with you sooner or later, you know.�
�You don�t know anything.�
�You�re right, I guess. Do you want to paddle for a while?�
Seth accepted the paddle wordlessly. He tried to duplicate the skill with which the other paddled and failed. He�d never been in a canoe before yesterday. Even then, he�d only paddled a short way, but he�d observed and believed he knew how to do it. He wanted to impress the old man. His strokes were long and powerful.
The voice from behind said, �There�s no place we have to be in a hurry. You might as well slow down, or your shoulders are going to be painful before long.�
Seth�s shoulders were already hurting, but slowing would mean admitting the man was right. Besides, Seth still had to decide what to do with him. His eyes fell to the arrows and bow floating in salt water in the bottom of the boat. Wet, the bowstring would stretch, and the bow would lose power. The bowstring might dry stiff, or it might become brittle and break. He paused and lifted the arrows to a dry spot near the front of the canoe. The fletching peeled off both. He stood the bow against one side and started paddling again.
He said, �My name�s Seth.�
�I�m glad you introduced yourself. I was wondering if you were going to use your bow to shoot me.�
Seth heard the humor in the voice again, as well as a warning in the tone. He said, �The bow and arrows are too wet, even if I wanted. You never gave me your name.�
�Too bad about the arrows. This night is full of unfortunate events. My name,� a pause began that lasted so long Seth wondered if the man had forgotten the question, �Is Dawn.�
�Dawn? I don�t believe you. You waited too long before telling it to me.�
�That�s because I wore another name yesterday. Tomorrow it may be something else, or I may keep Dawn for a while.�
�Why?�
After a short pause, he spoke confidentially, as if they were old friends, �Yesterday was the end of my old life, much like yours. This venture in our canoe is the beginning of a new day, a new life. A dawn, of sorts, if you get the meaning. That�s why I chose Dawn for my name.�
Seth had never heard of such a thing. �You just pick a new name whenever you want? And it is not our canoe. It is mine.�
�What�s to stop me from changing it? Do you like your name, Seth, or would another suit you better?�
�Seth has always been my name.�
A chuckle floated to him from the back of the canoe. Then the voice crackled with humor as it said, �Will it always be Seth?�
It was not a question to be answered tonight. How could Seth know the future? Until this night, he�d never even considered a name change, or known it was possible. He paddled and watched the stars and kept the sound of the waves crashing on the beach on his right. He didn�t dare go ashore. Not yet. Maybe not even tomorrow. Modoc scared him.
Seth�s shoulders ached. The shadowy figure kneeling behind him touched his shoulder and held out his hand for the paddle. Seth managed to get a glimpse of him in the starlight. Instead of the dark silhouette he�d been seeing, he found a face to go with the voice.
It was a man, of course. But an old one, as suspected. His hair was as white as his beard. The hair hung down to his shoulders, parted in the middle. The face was wrinkled more than any face Seth had ever seen. It was as if the man�s skin was deformed. The hunched over back was not from being tired, but from age, and more. He gave the impression his life contained hard physical work.
Seth turned around in the canoe and settled down to watch him. The old man had already paddled most of the way and never seemed to tire. Seth�s father and mother had also been old, but not like this man. They had six children in all. All of them were either grown and moved away or dead. As the youngest child, he had been used to living with old people, but nothing about them was like the strange man in the canoe.
�Dawn, what will your name be when the sun comes up, that is, if you decide to change it again?� Seth asked.
�At my age, I�m just happy to see the sun come up one more time. Maybe you can help me decide on a good name, but I warn you that I won�t just accept any old name. It has to be special.�
�Well, mine has always been Seth, and that�s how I�m leaving it.�
Dawn paddled a few more strokes, straightened the canoe by shifting his weight, so it rode more smoothly, and said, �That makes a lot of sense to me. A name can be something to be proud of.�
�But you change yours every time you turn around.�
A chuckle, followed by another fit of coughing filled the air. �Perhaps I have simply not found the right name yet. Now I have another question for you. Is the way I name myself the most important subject you can think of for us to discuss this night, considering our circumstances?�
Seth decided Dawn may as well call himself �Dark� since he couldn�t see him well in the dim light. But he kept the thought to himself because Dawn would probably find something critical or funny about his observation. He might even change his name again, and Dark seemed worse than Dawn. Still, the old man was right to ask about other subjects. Mistakes could cost him his life. Stealing a canoe and getting caught could do the same.
Despite the old man, the basic problems remained. Food, warmth, shelter, and surviving a winter grew in proportion as he found his mind continued to drift back to a name. Why should he care what a man called himself when Seth faced far worse problems? He decided to try and keep any conversation centered on important matters, but he still seethed inside.
Seth waited and considered the next topic before he said, �I have a question for you. Do you think you will live until the sun rises if you continue to treat me this disrespectful way?�
Dawn faced the front of the canoe paddling, with Seth kneeling in the bottom right in front of him. Dawn still looked off in the direction they traveled and in a calm voice said, �We must both survive this night. But what will we do after the sun rises, assuming I am alive? What will you do? Have you any plans, Seth?�
�Have you about run out of answers old man? For a prisoner, you do a lot of talking.�
�Oh, so now I am a prisoner? Or a slave? Thank you for telling me. It�s good to know your lot in life.�
Seth bailed water while thinking. He would need grease to seal the canoe sooner than he had previously thought. A little water usually leaked past the seams, but this was more than he expected. He ignored the humor in the tone and said, �Maybe you�re not a prisoner, but I have to think about winter coming fast and how to find enough food. Unless you can provide for yourself, I may have to leave you and take my canoe.�
�Look at my face, Seth. I have survived many winters. Some while living on my own and others with friends. I know things. Making it through a winter is one of them. You might want to keep me as your slave a little longer so I can serve you.�
�I�ve never owned a slave.�
Dawn paddled a few more strokes and said as he shrugged, �It�s easy. You tell me what to do, and I�ll do it. That�s the relationship between a master and slave.�
Seth scooped water from the bottom of the canoe. He felt like he was the victim of another of Dawn�s jokes, but had no idea how. The man offering to be a slave was too forthcoming. He was also too funny, or at least, thought he was. The humor seldom left his voice, but Seth hadn�t laughed yet.
�What else is involved with you being my slave?�
�That,� the old man said, his voice sounding conspiratorial, �is the best part. The owner of a slave must provide him with a place to live and food to eat.�
Seth clamped his mouth shut. It had sounded nice to own a slave, but he couldn�t even provide for himself, let alone another. Finally, he said, �I have decided you�re not a slave. You have to provide half the food and help me with a shelter.�
�Well, that�s disappointing. Then I certainly hope you at least intend to keep me as your prisoner.�
�Why would you want that?�
�Slaves help with gathering the food and making a shelter, but prisoners have it all provided for them, and they have to do nothing but sit around and let others provide for them. I�d like being your prisoner, I think.�
Seth realized the old man was twisting words and taking advantage of him, but saw no way out of the situation, but one. �You are not my slave or prisoner. That is how it will be.�
�Then, are we friends?�
�No, not yet. You talk too quick and make my words into things they�re not. Let me think about it until dawn,� Seth said. He set his jaw in determination.
�Huh?�
�Huh, what? What are you asking?
A chuckle followed. �Think. You said, until dawn. I thought you were talking to me when you used my name,� the old man said, his voice still conveying humor.
Seth checked the water ahead, the flat sea to the left, and the land a shadowy darkness to his right. The breeze smelled fresh, the night was chilly, but not cold, and he had successfully escaped the Salt People. He escaped in a canoe he called his own, so when all was considered, the day had been productive, even if he still felt the tang of anger at leaving the other supplies. But if questioned, Seth would admit he was better off today than yesterday, and far better off than the day before.
He ignored the trace of water seeping into the boat while he thought and planned. It seemed less water seeped in now than earlier, so maybe the skins had swelled enough to seal the water out. But he not only had possession of the canoe, he had the old man as a resource. Dawn hadn�t reached his advanced age without skills or knowledge. Since Dawn had forced him to leave his belongings, he should replace them in some manner; that was only fair. Teaching Seth how to locate food would be a good trade.
He liked the idea. But the old man seemed to twist and turn everything he said, and worse, he enjoyed it and laughed. Seth decided he needed to fight back. �Dawn? That�s the worst name, ever.�
Dawn paddled a few sedate strokes as if he hadn�t heard, and then said in a reasonable voice, �No, there are other names that are worse in my humble opinion. Lookout!�
Seth ducked and spun, searching for the danger while protecting his head with his arms.
Dawn said calmly, �That name is worse than Dawn, for sure. Lookout! Or Duck! Then other names tell too much about a person. Names like Liar, or Stinks-Like-My-Underarms-Smell. I wouldn�t want any of those names.�
Despite still recovering from the scare of Lookout! Seth found himself laughing along with the old man. There were worse names after all. He said, hoping to change the subject, �Are you paddling to get us away from those people back there? Or to take us somewhere?�
�I confess there�s a destination I have in my mind and my time is critical.�
Seth hadn�t expected a truthful, direct response. �When were you going to tell me that?�
�I wasn�t,� Dawn said in the same droll tone.
�It�s my canoe, and I should say where we go.�
�You�re right. It is your canoe. We can turn to go where you wish, or we can go to a place where there is warmth, food, shelter, and supplies enough to survive the winter. Your choice. It is your canoe, after all.�
Seth mumbled, �I should have made you my slave.�
�Oh, you still can. I�m willing,� the softer voice returned, then the night air filled with the soft laughter of one person sharing a joke with himself.
Seth pouted and wondered if the canoe would reach land with both of them alive.


CHAPTER THREE 

I�m only twelve. I need my sleep Only old people can stay awake at night. The regular motion of the canoe as the old man paddled, the soft night air, and the letdown of the excitement of escaping his captors, all contributed to Seth�s eyes closing. When he woke, the sky was still dark, the cold had returned and seeped inside his clothing, but the steady sound of paddling continued. He glanced at the figure in the back of the canoe and felt somehow comforted.
Dawn said, �Be light soon. I can use a few winks if you�re up to it.�
�You mean paddling? Sure, I can do that.�
�Knew you could. Didn�t know if you would.�
�You talk funny,� Seth muttered as he struggled to an upright position and accepted the proffered paddle.
�See that group of stars right there?� He pointed. �The three bright ones that make a sort of an arrow? Keep the boat going that way.�
Seth didn�t bother answering. He tried to imitate the way the old man paddled, going steady, correcting drift slowly when the boat turned in either direction, but never too much.
The gentle rise and fall, the swaying, and soft surges with each stroke soothed his anxieties. He had successfully bolted from the clutches of the Salt People. For now, that mattered and not much else. The future might hold a list of negatives, but none that he could think of were worse than the bleak future he�d faced only yesterday. The daily beatings and scraps of food fed to him, took a distant second to what he expected would have happened when the Salt People encountered another tribe. Boys his age soon grew into productive young men able to quickly learn their tasks. They were young, but old enough to understand that escape attempts ended in death. Not escaping meant a lifetime of servitude. It was hard to tell which was worse.
A trade with the Salt People for him might have given them two young dogs, a fistful of good arrows, a warm blanket, or even an old sheep. He�d been valuable. But instead of the Salt People getting furs, tools, or blankets in exchange for him, Seth had stolen their only canoe. Their other canoe had sunk more than a month ago, mostly from the same lack of care they gave to all possessions. The boats allowed them to fish, clam, travel, and transport seals or other meat. Two canoes were a luxury, but one was a necessity.
Modoc would chase him to the ends of the earth. While fat and lazy, he contained a meanness just under the surface, far beyond normal. He enjoyed hurting things. Seth had once watched Modoc run a deer down after shooting it with an arrow. While the deer lay at the edge of a meadow bleeding its life away, Modoc taunted and poked the animal until Seth wanted to rush in and smash the life from the deer with a large rock to end the pain.
Glancing up, Seth realized his course had drifted off to the left. He corrected it and changed his thoughts about the future. Much of it depended on the old man sleeping and snoring behind him. Dawn. The mind of the man was clearly muddled, overly friendly; his odd sense of humor funny only to him.
There were still choices to make. When the canoe arrived wherever Dawn wished to go, Seth could steal it again, if taking a boat he considered his own, was stealing. The coming of the winter snows concerned him most. The rest of the year he could survive with a little luck and a lot of learning. But there were people he could scout and watch. They could teach him how to hunt and provide food, never knowing he was watching.
But winter was different. Most stayed huddled under thick fur skins near warm fires, surviving on the stores they put away during the rest of the year. At least his original family had. Winter meant burning wood gathered near their hide hut, sitting and doing very little, day after day, with breaks to eat food they had gathered all year long.
Food again. Quit thinking about food. Seth dipped the paddle more and used his shoulders to move the canoe faster as an outlet for his anger and fears. Another glance at the three stars assured him he was still going in the right direction, but they were dimmer. He looked east and found gold tinged on the horizon.
But he had also found his rhythm. One stroke, two, three�shift the paddle to the other side and one stroke to correct the course, then repeat. No thinking, just doing. Steady, one, two, three, and four. His upper body moved to reduce the strain on his arms and shoulders.
It gave him time to think and plan, but beyond what he�d already decided, little mattered. Plan for winter. Survive until warm weather returned. The dawn forced the darkness away, and the stars faded. The sun peeked over the edge of the water.
Seth�s regular paddling broke stride. His head slowly turned one way and then the other. He looked behind and ahead. There was no land in sight. None. Only water.
�Hey, Dawn. Wake up. We have a problem.�
�Problems are all around us,� Dawn�s sleepy voice responded.
�Water is what�s all around us. I thought you told me to follow that arrow of stars. Look at where we are.�
Dawn shifted his weight as he opened his eyes to find Seth staring at him. �You followed my directions?�
�Look for yourself. You can still see the three stars if you look hard.�
The old man did. After which, he smiled. �Very good. Keep going in the same direction while I nap.�
�No, you don�t understand.�
�I know the stars will fade as the sun rises. Notice the wind is coming from our left? Keep it there and watch ahead. You�ll see our destination about mid-morning.�
Seth watched him close his eyes peacefully and unconcerned. For the first time, he had a good look at Dawn. He saw a man older than he believed possible, hair white as starlight, and wrinkles everywhere. He was almost as small as Seth.
Looking closer revealed more. The wrinkles at the corners of the eyes and around the mouth suggested a lifetime of smiling. He had no visible scars, unusual for a man. His beard was clipped short, but neat. His clothing was durable, not flashy, but well-made. He carried two leather purses and a knife attached to a wide belt. Nothing else.
Calming himself, Seth turned and took note of the wind, waves, and the sun before beginning to paddle again. He watched ahead while deciding that whatever lay up there, was not far enough from the Salt People. If Dawn, or whatever he called himself today, wished to leave the canoe, Seth would continue until he felt safe.
He counted again, one, two, three, and four. He kept the rhythm steady, never dipping the end of the paddle too far into the water, but learning to adjust the depth of each stroke to maintain the direction without needing many corrections. He knelt and his knees were sore and wet. His shoulders ached. And he needed more sleep, but after a quick glance behind gave that last idea up. Dawn curled up and soon breathed heavily in a steady rhythm of his own.
Hunger reared its ugly head, a constant reminder for him. After they had slain his family in the attack, he had gone hungry for several days and after that time of daily hunger, finding food and eating turned into more of a priority than ever before. Seth planned his next meals but always eating when the opportunity arose. When walking in the forest, if he saw ripe berries he paused and ate them on the spot, knowing that carrying them meant one of the Salt People would take and eat them, for spite if nothing else.
He remembered it had been different before the attack, they had been good. As the weather had warmed, when he lived in his old home, his mother and father allowed him to play or splash in the water with his friends. They fed him regularly. He had chores, mostly consisting of helping his mother while his older brothers helped his father hunt, make weapons, or defend the family. His sisters had left the family at an early age, always with young men. They never returned.
Seth allowed those ideas to form in his mind as he fondly considered his earlier life. Since the attack on his family, he hadn�t had the time to review all of it, remembering the good times as well as others. His life consisted of either doing chores from daybreak until dark, or the Salt People beat him for being lazy. With darkness came time to sleep and after working all day he seldom remained awake after sunset.
His thoughts returned to Dawn. What would his father have said about him? Seth pictured his father as being taller and stronger than any other man, and his other sons tended to take after him, too. All but Seth. Seth was short and didn�t enjoy hunting, fighting, or strenuous work. Instead of doing things in the old ways, he devised new ones that made for less work.
His brothers used to dig for roots with a wide bladed shovel, each scoop removing a basket full of dirt at the cost of wasted energy. Seth took a broken shovel blade and reshaped it into a narrow blade that went into the dirt easily. Instead of a basket of dirt it removed a fraction of that, and dug deeper. The roots they gathered were easier to reach. In disgust, his brother had quit doing the digging tasks and given the job, and the narrow shovel to one of the sisters.
His brother believed that Seth had made a fool of him. The sister that inherited the job of root gathering hated him even more because of the extra work for her. But most of the time his ideas bettered their lives. While the men fished with a hook on the end of a hand line, Seth fashioned several hooks on the same line and often caught two or even three fish at the same time.
His family seemed to enjoy his quirky personality, even to the point of showing respect for him as he grew older. The concept that they were all dead seemed more remote each day as they faded from memory. There was one sister with long yellow hair who was almost old enough to marry. She ignored him in favor of showing her coy smile to any older boy from another village that would look in her direction. Seth could still see her face in his mind, but only dimly, and her name escaped him. All memories of his original family grew fainter with each passing day.
Would they all fade away in time? His morose thoughts kept his mind busy. When he looked up again, a smudge rose over the water ahead. Turning his head to each side to get his bearings, he found nothing else like it, but it seemed to be where the canoe headed so he resumed paddling.
The smudge slowly started to take on detail. Seth was sure it was the shore, but it looked so far away. What was it doing way out there in the deep water? More importantly, could Modoc find his way to it?
Seth didn�t wake the old man again. He must be worn out, an old body paddling all night long, with no warm fire or food. The wind from his left side tended to push the canoe to the right, so he pointed the boat at the left end of the land when he felt the boat shift under him. Dawn was sitting up.
�Yer, doing good, Seth. That�s where we�re bound.�
�Is there food? I�m hungry.�
�There is, but we�ll have to gather it. I�ll show you.�
Seth continued a few more strokes, then abruptly asked, �Will the people treat me mean?�
�No meaner than me,� Dawn said, the laughter clear in his voice and a now familiar smile on his lips.
Ahead, the land took on more definition. Tall cliffs met the water, cliffs made of solid rock. As if reading Seth�s thoughts and concerns, Dawn said, �If you don�t mind, we need to point this thing further to the left and go around that point. We can row ashore because there are beaches instead of cliffs.�
�Modoc will find me here. It�s too close.�
�He the big one that chased us? Well, I think you�ll be safe here. Want me to take the paddle?�
No matter what the old man said, Modoc would follow the shoreline until he found the canoe. One night�s travel was not enough distance, but Seth wouldn�t argue. He wouldn�t stay, either. The matter resolved in his mind, he handed the paddle to Dawn and settled back to watch the approaching cliffs and the green forests above.
Dawn made a wide circle, taking them further out to sea and then around the end of the point, only to reveal more cliffs. When Seth was about to comment on it, he noticed they were not as high, and beyond those closest, they became lower and seemed to disappear. Maybe Dawn was smarter.
A flicker of movement captured his attention. Up near the few puffy clouds, a dark spot emerged, appearing as if it flew out of the cloud instead of behind it. The wings were long and shaped like those of bats instead of birds. The body looked thin, the neck as long as that of a heron, but the overall appearance didn�t fit any bird he�d ever seen.
He watched it circle and descend. Although still too far off to see detail, the creature dove to the surface of the water and then flapped its wings furiously. It lifted into the sky again, carrying something with its feet. It flew a wide circle and headed for the beach.
Seth looked over his shoulder, questioning the old man.
Dawn said simply, �A dragon.�


CHAPTER FOUR 

�A dragon?� Seth repeated. He hadn�t heard the word before.
�That great creature we saw flying was a dragon. Part bat, part horse, and part snake, if you ask me. It eats anything it can get talons into, including slow men and small boys in canoes.�
Dawn spoke too much, and as a result, Seth didn�t believe all, or even most of his wild tales, but recalling what he�d seen, he didn�t know what to discount. Every lie or exaggeration held a kernel of truth. �Does it live near where we�re going?�
�Course it does. That thing is part of what keeps us safe from people like your friends back there,� he jammed a thumb over his shoulder in the direction where the Salt People had last chased them.
Remembering the evil look in Modoc�s eye, and the many beatings from the angry old woman, solved the issue. The idea of living with a nearby dragon didn�t seem as bad. The general air of meanness from all of them in that family had kept him constantly on edge. A dragon couldn�t be worse. �We can keep a watch out and hide when it flies.�
�Now, that�s a plan if I ever heard one,� Dawn said. After a short time, he continued, �What do you expect we�ll do when the others fly?�
�Others?�
�That one back there looked like a black. There are also reds, greens, tans, and I don�t know what all else. What I do know is that they�re always as hungry as small boys, and people in boats are just snacks. I'm about worn out and going slow, so if you think you can paddle us a little faster, let me know, and you can take over.�
Seth snatched the paddle from his hands and drove the paddle deep, swinging the front of the canoe to a hard left. His next powerful stroke turned it back to the right, but neither drove it ahead very far.
�Taking a long way, are we?� Dawn asked, the humor clear in his tone.
�Are you keeping the same name today?� Seth shot back, �Dawn?�
�So far, I think so,� he spat over the side.
�Then shut up, Dawn and let me paddle.�
The old man cackled so much he fell into another coughing spell. Seth eased up on the power in each stroke, and the canoe surged ahead in more of a straight line. He looked ahead and found the shoreline where it met the water with a strip of gray sand. It drew closer. The breeze now came from his back and pushed the canoe ahead. He could have let the air and currents carry the boat ashore, but kept paddling, his eyes scanning the sky.
Dawn said, �Take her a bit to the left. See that black rock outcrop where it reaches down to the beach? We want to land right about there.�
Seth adjusted the direction and kept watch on the sky for dragons at the same time. In the far distance, he found another, or perhaps the same one, flying away from them. He pointed the paddle at it.
�We�ll see a lot of them on the island, son. Don�t be pointing them all out or you�ll wear out your pointing finger and only have four left on that hand.�
Seth would have argued about the loss of a finger, but Dawn had used another unknown word. Island. He asked, �Land? Island?�
Dawn said, �Well, it�s land of a sort, like you�re used to, but has salt water all around it. There�s fresh water on the island, including a small lake. Your friends from last night cannot get here unless they have another boat and are brave enough to travel out of sight of their land. But with nothing in sight, dragons flying all around, giant fish eating small boats and paddlers, and storms that shred boats into firewood, who in their right minds would ever come here?�
�Just us, I guess,� Seth grinned.
�Watch out for the waves when we get closer to shore. They�ll try to spill us over. Catch the tip of one and it�ll carry us right onto the beach. If not, be prepared to swim. Know why we�re here?�
�Because a crazy old man brought me here.�
�Nope. I lived here when I was your age. This island has plenty of food, water, and see that mountain in the center? It�s warm.�
�Warm? What�s that mean?�
�The sides of the mountain are warm. The ground itself. Not from the sun. It comes up from below like there�s a fire down there. Some smoke seeps up, too. And bad smells now and then, but in the winter snow and ice melt before touching the ground. This side of the mountain points away from the land we came from so anyone in a fishing boat won�t see it. They�ll just see the smoke from the mountain and the dragons circling. It must be the safest place you ever saw.�
�Except for the dragons.�
�Well, yes, there is that.�
After the other tales Dawn had told, Seth didn�t intend to believe half of what the old man said. The problem was that he didn�t know which half. �You used to live here?�
�That I did. Most of my life until I was maybe twenty. I was a strong young man from a good family. I went out into the world to see what else I could find. And there is much more to my story, but I�ll tell that to you about it later. Things are about to get busy.�
They had reached where the waves formed into white tips and rolled over themselves. A larger one lifted the boat up, then pushed it ahead where it rested between others so they could only see the sky in any direction. Another wave raised them higher again.
�Paddle us closer, and get ready to hold on, Seth. We�re going for a ride,� Dawn shouted.
While he didn�t understand the consequences, Seth did as told. They reached the point where the tops of the waves made themselves distinct and churned white. One caught the canoe and pushed it closer to the shore in a sweeping motion, skewing the boat sideways and threatening to tip them over.
�Use your paddle to keep us going straight,� Dawn yelled in a panic, sounding much calmer than Seth felt.
A smaller wave pushed them farther ashore, then a large wave already breaking roared their way. It lifted them higher and higher, then pushed them ahead as they slid down the front side. The breaking wave stayed right behind Dawn, always curling over, threatening to pour into the boat, but the canoe managed to move as fast and stay just ahead.
Seth looked at the beach and found it racing at him faster than Modoc could run. He grabbed a huge breath and held it as the sand seemed to rush at him. . . and then the wave fell apart as it lost energy. It reminded Seth of after he sprinted at top speed and had to stop, hands on knees while he wheezed to suck in a lungful of air. He simply ran out of energy, like the wave.
The waves after the point where they crested, shrank in size until they deposited the boat in water only ankle-deep, and the canoe scraped bottom. Seth leaped out and faced the incoming waves as if he�d defeated them in battle, while shaking a fist. Dawn climbed out in a more dignified manner and took hold of the back of the canoe so it didn�t drift off.
He looked at Seth. �Well done, my boy.�
They pulled the canoe up past the sand to the first of the trees, then beyond. Dawn said, �Tie it well. There are times when the water reaches this high.�
Looking behind at the beach and the sand between the boat and water, he sighed with disbelief. But to satisfy the old man he did as he asked.
Dawn had moved down the beach, closer to the rock ledge that jutted out into the water. Seth raced to join him, glad to use his legs again. The wet sand sucked at the bottoms of his feet. Shellfish coated the rocks and between where the water crashed ashore on the beach and the rock cliff, swirled a lake of green and white water, of relative calm.
Dawn pointed at it. �The fish swim in there to eat the shellfish. A boy with a fishing line can catch a meal quickly if he uses the right bait.� He walked on, finding the remains of a small path that led up the side of the cliff. Flat rocks had been placed almost side by side until they formed a walkway and even steps, now overgrown but visible.
Seth followed, but couldn�t help pausing now and then to look behind. The beach, the black rocks of the cliffs, and the churning water drew him. The place where Dawn said there would be fish also looked like a perfect place to swim, if it was only a little warmer. The vegetation was dense and much of it alien to him. Plants with wide leaves grew beside trees so tall he couldn�t see the tops.
Colorful birds flitted or flew above, and a black crow hopped from branch to branch, squawking and scolding them as they moved along the path. They reached a wide, level valley barren of trees, but filled with grass and smaller shrubs. Goats grazed in the distance. Three sheep were nearer. A doe looked up from eating the green grass and snorted before lowering her head and eating again.
A flutter of nearby movement turned Seth�s head. Chickens ran free. Chickens meant eggs and easy birds to kill. The island was filled with familiar domesticated animals.
�No hunters?� Seth asked.
�No people. At least, not for a while. See that ridge up there?�
Seth looked to where the finger pointed. Above them, the ridge ran as far as he could see, and below it grew trees. The trail wound up the mountainside, avoiding the steepest slopes. �Yes, I see it.�
�Water flows down the mountainside when it rains and fills a lake up there. The ground is warm, even in the winter, and there are caves carved from the soft rock.�
Seth didn�t recognize the word, caves, but Dawn said it as if it would be something good. The old man followed the path, taking it slow and breathing hard as they climbed the steep path. Seth wanted to race ahead, but held back. He asked, �Are there people up there?�
�I hope not.�
That seemed an odd answer. But Seth was also feeling the strain of the climb and decided any more conversation would wait until they reached the ridge. Dawn tired quickly and rested often, but when he did, a smile usually filled his face when he looked down the hillside to the white beach and the water beyond.
From the direction they watched, they looked out to sea and even on the clearest day Dawn said you couldn�t locate the mainland unless they went to the other side of the island. That also meant nobody on the mainland would see the island or their campfire.
The vegetation turned sparse, and Seth spotted two more deer and later a ram. The grass was on the path was dotted with the scat of different animals. After climbing a particularly steep section, they emerged winded onto a wide shelf above the ridge. Above, on the side of the mountain grew a forest of hardwoods, but the huge level area in front of them could graze several hundred sheep, and looked like it may have at one time.
On his left, the hillside rose higher to become the top of the smoking mountain, but against the base of it grew trees in orderly rows that he recognized. Apples, pears, cherries, and peaches, still a few apples hanging here and there. A stream emerged from the fruit trees, flowing off to his right, and farther to his right the lake sparkled in the sunlight.
Dawn ignored all of what Seth saw. The old man walked slowly in the direction of the steep hillside. Seth raced to his side anxious to ask a hundred questions, but pulled to a stop at his expression, one of sadness and pain. Against the hillside, a stone wall had been built by stacking flat stones, one upon another, and there was the unmistakable outline of a door. Beside the door to one side stood another door, and as Seth looked, he picked out five small windows, and three more doorways, each trimmed in flat rocks the same color as the hillside and held in place with matching mortar.
At least four stone chimneys extended above the doorways, all made of the same flat, gray stone and mortar, so they blended into the hillside. Vines draped down from the rock wall above, and a variety of small green plants clung to the side of the rock wall, and grew in front of the doors and windows, telling the tale that nobody had entered them in at least a year, probably much longer.
Dawn pointed at the door directly ahead. �Mine.�
Seth drew back in confusion. �We�re not going to live together?�
�Not what I meant, but I should ask, do you wish to live with an old man or off by yourself?�
�I don�t want to live alone.�
Dawn chuckled, �What I meant when I said it was �mine� is that this is the cave where I lived when I was young. Other people lived behind the rest of the doors, most of them family of one sort or another. That was before illness took all of them. All, but me.�
Seth had to use almost all of the fingers on both hands to account for the number of doors, and he assumed a hut or cave lay behind each. A large flat rock covered the entire top of each door. The rock slanted slightly forward to send the rain away. Seth�s family had used slabs of wood for the same purpose. The windows were openings covered by rotting boards.
Like Dawn said, from the weathering of the wood, the lack of paths or trails in the grass, and the overgrown orchard, nobody had lived here for years. But he had to take everything the old man told him, and determine what to believe. Together they stood on a flat stone set into the ground in front of Dawn�s door. Seth waited for Dawn to open it, but sensed him waiting, too. The emotions of the old man were almost palatable, his hand reluctant to open the door and enter.
Finally, Dawn reached out and pulled free the rusted iron bar that held it closed. The door almost crashed down on top of them as it came free of the door frame. The leather hinges were dried and tattered, now torn strips. Seth and Dawn managed to avoid painful headaches by pushing the door off to one side. Dawn stepped into the opening, moving slowly as if in a shrine. Inside were the leavings of people long dead. Seth respected the dead, but tried to stay out of their way.
�Just as I left it,� Dawn said softly, moving to the single window. He shifted a brace, and the wood closing the opening fell outside, allowing more light and fresh air to stream inside.
Seth took a tentative step inside, sniffed, expecting to smell old, musty, and of even stinky leftovers, and perhaps the smell of death. However, the room was earthy, warm, and almost inviting, at least in comparison to what he expected. Small animals had used it for a home, and they have left droppings long since dried and without the smell.
The first part of the cave appeared to be a kitchen built along the front wall, a stove and oven combination made of flat rocks and mortar, like the outside entrances of the caves. It was part of a single larger room that held two benches and three chairs, none appearing strong enough to survive sitting. There were two more doorways carved into the rock.
Seth watched Dawn enter each of them. Both rooms contained the sagging remains of shelves, sleeping pallets, small tables, and benches. Insects and time had destroyed most. Some rotted and fell apart at a touch, none were solid enough to use for anything.
But the three rooms were larger than Seth�s original home by far and larger than the Salt People�s hut that was less than the size of the main room. It had housed seven people, sometimes eight, plus the two dogs. The cave felt immense. Dawn could use one room for himself, Seth another. Together, they could share the main room and kitchen. He had never experienced such wealth and spaciousness.
Tears eased from the corners of Dawn�s eyes and spilled down his cheeks as he surveyed the two side rooms. Seth said, �We�ll build more pallets and benches. There are plenty of trees, and it�ll give us something to do when it snows.�
Dawn said, wiping his nose, �Yes, the time for all this has passed. Nobody has lived here for many years. You and I will haul all of this outside and build new.�
The choke in his voice told of the emotions surging inside, but Seth tried to ignore them while cheering up the old man. He couldn�t seem to stop his mouth from speaking. Seth knelt on the dirt floor and touched it with a hand. �I thought my feet were wrong, but the ground is warm. I�m glad we�re here, but what if you hadn�t stolen my canoe? How would you return here?�
�Well, I hoped I�d have time to build a boat.�
�Before winter? You�d have to build fast to do that. I already saw snow a few days ago, and ice was on the edges of the water.�
�Yes, I know, but I wished to get here fast, and your canoe was available. Have I apologized for trying to steal it?�
�You wanted to get here to stay warm?�
Dawn gathered the remains of a bench in his arms and started dragging it out the door. Seth leaped to help while asking, �Hey, what about the other caves? Don�t you want to see which is the best?�
�No, this one will do, fine. But you�re right. We need to search all of the caves. We may find tools or weapons, or other useful items.�
�Maybe bowls?�
Dawn pointed to slats of wood below a shelf standing beside the oven. It fell apart in Seth�s hand. Behind the remains were three shelves, filled with earthenware bowls, jars, mugs, and trays. Will the wonders ever end?


CHAPTER FIVE 

Seth bent and held a palm on the warm dirt floor again. Would it stay that way all winter? He missed the significance of Dawn�s last words as he examined and wondered at the function and beauty of the bowls. Someone had painted designs on them before the final firing. He said, �Hey, I wonder if any of those apples on the tree are still good to eat?�
Before Dawn could respond, Seth ran out the door and headed for the orchard at a full run. He pulled a small apple from an overgrown tree and found it hard, tart, and as good as any he�d ever tasted. Here and there, apples still hung from three or four trees. Other trees were different varieties, but all were tall, tangled, and badly in need of pruning, a few appeared to have died. The fruit on most would grow small and sparse until pruning, if Seth were any judge.
Pruning the fruit trees and cutting down the dead ones would provide more than enough wood for the winter, and it grew close to the caves. He�d helped his father prune and carry off branches to a burn pile since he was young.
Chewing the apple to the core, he glanced at the tangled weeds growing nearby. Some grew other plants from gardens generations ago. He recognized several. Beans, onions, and radishes were obvious. Cultivating them would bring more food to the table. He carried five small apples to Dawn, who accepted one as if it was gold instead of fruit. He stared at it a long time before taking the first bite.
While Seth had been looking at the orchard and garden plot, the old man had removed almost everything from the inside but a few of the larger furnishings. He sat on the ground under a shade tree, a pole balanced across his knees. A fistful of green straw lay beside him. After lining up the straw, so it all faced the same way, he placed it at the end of the pole. Then, he used a green straw to wrap around it until it formed a cone secured to the pole.
The activity interested Seth if for no other reason than that he had no idea of what Dawn was doing. When Dawn finished tying the straw, he used his knife to cut off the straws to the same length. He headed inside and began to sweep the dirt floor at the farthest part of the cave with his new broom, working his way to the front door.
Seth leaped to help remove the larger bits of wood and debris remaining inside. The front door, sat to one side, leaning against the wall. A tanned hide would do for a temporary one. He didn�t� want any animals wandering inside, and when the weather turned colder a sturdy door would help. He sniffed the air and found it smelled better with the missing door, but still with a slight mustiness. In almost no time the three rooms were clean and the dust settling. Dawn inspected the oven and chimney.
�We can use it, but leave the window uncovered, or the cave will fill with smoke. We need to mix some mud and perform a few patches. That�s something you might do.�
He was right. The cracks allowed some smoke to seep inside, but it also seemed to chase away the damp smells and replace them with the familiar smells of campfires and food. Thinking of food caused Seth to glance at the little row of apples he�d placed on the window ledge. But first, he went to the stream and used a strip of bark to carry back mud. With the fire burning in the stove, he saw where the smoke issued forth and quickly patted mud on each place.
Dawn was back under the shade tree weaving green strips of reeds. He asked, �Did you bring that little bow you were going to shoot at me? Up the hill, I mean?�
�The string got wet. So, did the arrows.�
�I saw they lost fletching. No problem, a little pine pitch will hold the fletching long enough to use, I suppose. But, I think you left it in the canoe since I didn�t see you carry it. A good bow needs care, so why don�t we go get it, and maybe get our dinner, too?�
Seth had almost decided to defend himself at leaving the bow, but the thought of dinner drew his attention. �We don�t have anything to hunt with.�
�And by the time we climb back down to the water and back up here, most of the day will be gone. If we�re going to eat today, we�d better move.�
They went down the mountain quickly, and along the way, Dawn paused long enough to cut a tall, thin tree. He stripped the branches off and shaved the skinny top to a point, then motioned for Seth to lead. Dawn peeled the bark and carved the broader end into a flat wedge, then used his knife against a tree to split the end.
Seth watched but said nothing. When Dawn asked him to carry the stick, he assumed it was because Dawn was too tired, but Dawn cut another branch and carved as he walked. When they reached the canoe, the bow and two arrows floated in the water. After retrieving his weapons, they pulled the canoe higher into the trees so nobody would see it from the water, turned it over, so it didn�t fill with more water if it rained, and tied it to a tree, just to be sure.
Winter storms bring high water, and the canoe would be hard to replace. Dawn explained, again sounding like he was telling a tale. Seth glanced at the distance to the water and decided not to believe the story.
Dawn again carried his stick, fitting a carved crotch of a small branch into the split at the end. He sat on a rock and carved it again until satisfied. He held it up for inspection. �Like it?�
�What is it?�
�Our dinner catcher. Let me show you how it works.� Dawn was smiling and acting like a three-year-old with a new toy. He went to the edge of the water where the waves didn�t churn it into the milky murk, then he carefully walked in, stepping on the slippery rocks with care, the stick held high.
Pausing, he stood in water up to his knees and watched the surface, the stick raised high. He drove the end of the stick into the water and retrieved it, giving Seth a glance from the corner of his eye, as if he had something to prove. He stabbed again. Then, the third try was different. The stick leaped and twisted in his hands. Dawn leaned forward and held the spear point down to the bottom of the water and pushed harder, then with his other hand reached in and lifted out a fish nearly as long as his forearm. The bloody fish wiggled and flipped, but Dawn had a grip on it, and a wide smile on his face.
�Dinner,� Seth shouted.
Dawn waded from the water and handed the fish to Seth, then removed the barb at the end of the stick from the body of the fish. Seth realized the pointed stick alone would not have held the fish, and it would have swum away. The carved hook was what Dawn had been making.
Dawn cleaned the fish at the edge of the water, tossing the discarded parts back in. �Attracts more fish,� he explained. In the caves, Dawn placed the fish on a flat rock that extended over the fire pit. The fish sizzled from the heat of the rock, and that answered why the rock was there, as well as why Dawn wanted to build the fire before they left. The rock needed time to heat. The old man didn�t say why he did a lot of things, but he showed them in such a way that Seth learned.
While the day still held plenty of light, Dawn took him to an area beside the lake and waded in. They carried armfuls of reeds back to the cave. With nimble movements, he showed Seth how to weave. Before dark, each had a mat for sleeping.
The fire in the oven still burned enough to shed light, and as Seth laid on the warm ground, on top of his woven mat, a thousand thoughts flooded his mind. Images of islands, smoking mountains, secure caves, and flying dragons, filled his head. The island was paradise. But all was not perfect. He glanced at the sad expression Dawn wore much of the day.
Seth asked, �Everyone died?�
�All but me.�
�So, you ran away?�
�No, I stayed here for years, but grew lonely. People need to be near others.�
�So, you closed all the doors and left?�
Dawn paused and said, �That would be a short way of telling my story.�
Seth couldn�t sleep, and he listened to the soft, regular breathing of Dawn, the rasp, and cough that broke the silence now and then. �Tomorrow we can build a smokehouse.�
The old man took a few deep breaths and said, �You can build that.�
�You�re not going to help me?�
The laugh degenerated into a coughing fit. The old man said, �I think I�m going to change my name tomorrow morning.�
Seth smiled to himself. This again.
�I might change it to Sunset.�
�I like Dawn better. I�m getting used to it.�
�It�s not your choice.�
Seth laid awake thinking of the name change. �You know, when you change it, it�s hard for me to think about you with the new one. What was the name you had when you lived here?�
�Awa, a name that meant funny, or prankster in our language.�
�That suits you. Why don�t I call you that since you�re home again?�
�We need to go to sleep, now.�
�Okay, Awa.�
�Sunset,� Dawn corrected him, but it sounded like he was smiling.
The following morning Sunset slept late and when he stood the first time he almost fell. His eyes took on a glazed look that hadn�t been there the previous day, and he moved slowly and didn�t eat. While Seth gathered wood, explored, and killed a chicken, the old man sat in the shade and looked out over the trees on the lower hillside to the expanse of water.
Seth paused several times to look out there too, but saw nothing to hold his interest. He cooked the chicken on the top of the stove, he wove more mats to use as padding for their mats, and he found and carried six chicken eggs back to the cave.
Twice he dodged under the cover of trees to hide from dragons flying overhead, but watched them through the foliage with rapt fascination. Late in the morning, one flew by and screamed so loud and long Seth used his palms to help shut out the sound.
He noticed Dawn, who now only answered to Sunset, sitting in the same place under the palm. He hadn�t done any work all day, hadn�t eaten, and didn�t turn to face Seth when he talked to him. The old man didn�t answer most questions.
The third morning on the island, he didn�t wake.



CHAPTER SIX 

Seth cried as he dug a hole under the same palm tree Sunset sat under his last day. Seth had only known the old man a few days, but in that time, had come to understand all but his sense of humor. Seth dug the hole deep, placed the old man carefully inside and filled it. He stood the fishing spear in the ground as a marker, although he wouldn�t forget where the grave was.
Standing alone when finished brought more tears, but Seth came to realize they flowed more for him and his bleak future than the man wishing to be called Sunset. The choice of the new name made sense, now. Seth believed he should have understood from the beginning and offered more support. While he hadn�t come right out and told Seth he planned to die here, there had been enough clues.
The following days became a blur of activity. Winter drew nearer. The air chilled if the ground didn�t. After four days, Seth had filled one of the extra rooms in the cave from floor to ceiling with firewood. All the remaining apples were stored in bowls. He also gathered the carrots and onions. Each day he searched for more eggs along the edge of the meadow where the chickens gathered. He�d cobbled together a small smokehouse and killed a goat. The meat smoked over a low fire of applewood.
On a morning when the rain fell steadily, he sat in the comfort of the cave and took inventory of his life. He now had shelter, warm ground to sleep on, as well as a working fireplace and stove. Outside the door with a curtain of woven reeds, the goat smoked, and the second room of the cave held enough food to last a long time, if not a full winter. But if he continued, adding eggs, fish, and smoked another goat or sheep, he could survive.
On impulse, he rushed outside and through the door of the next cave. The iron bar pulled the door open, but like last time, the hinges fell apart, and he leaped out of the way as it fell. Inside the room felt dry and warm. Much like Sunset�s old home, he consciously had decided to refer to the old man as Sunset, as a measure of respect. He had asked to be called by the new name, and as hard as it was to think of him as Sunset, Seth was determined to try if that was what Dawn wished.
Seth started a systematic search of the cave. He discovered a rusted blade that broke in half when he tried to clean it. But the front of the blade felt solid. It could tip a spear. He slipped it into the leather bag he used for his purse. After wading through the rubble, rotted wood, and disintegrating clothing, he left and went to the next cave.
The lower half of the door had broken, or chewed by animals, and inside stunk from generations of animals living there. He saw nothing of value and tired of holding his breath, and quickly moved on to the next. Some caves were larger than others, but all were depressing in the disintegration of the contents and the obviously lost dreams of the long dead inhabitants. Everything in them recalled that they were more than caves. They had been homes.
While most were useless, he did find a few pieces of flint, bars of iron, and a bowl filled with arrow tips.
The morning rain finally quit, and Seth walked out to the meadow in from of the caves and stood, looking at the missing doors, and the vacant doorways, like rectangular eyes watching him. He threw his head back and shouted, �I need to talk and get advice, but nobody is here. So, Sunset, I�m going to talk to you.�
That decision made, he felt better until an unnerving thought came. He said, �Sunset, I�d appreciate it if you don�t answer me.�
As he moved around the clearing at the base of the mountain, he continued to talk to Sunset. That afternoon he decided to build a bench to sit on, and maybe a second one in the kitchen beside the warm fire. When he was young and living with his mother, they had all sat near the fire and talked about their hopes and problems. He found and returned to his cave, four branches with crotches in them to use as braces for the benches.
In the main room, he dug four holes and stood the branches up before filling them in. The reeds he used for weaving let him tie cross pieces between them, but he thought about leather replacing the reeds. It was stronger and would last. He placed straight poles in the crotches and had a raised seat, of sorts. But it was just a frame, and he intended to finish it as the days turned colder.
The remains of the goat he�d killed were outside near the smokehouse, and he cursed himself. He should have been more aware of the uses for it. At the site, insects swarmed, and a quick look confirmed his suspicions. In his hurry to butcher the animal for meat, he hadn�t left much of the skin intact. Tanning the skin would have given him a covering for his bed, or perhaps a cloak. The bones had uses and in the future, he�d leave them out in the air for insects to clean. Instead, he buried the remains and thought back to his family and how they did things.
Skins needed pee and animal brains for proper tanning. Lots of pee, he remembered. He�d scrape the inside of a hide as clean as possible and use a mixture of pee and animal brains to coat it for a few days. Later, ash and water to soak it and make it softer. He�d seen a large bowl in one of the caves and carried it back to his cave. Another frame similar to the bench could be used to stake out a skin while it dried. He would leave the fur on for warmth, but if he wanted to remove the fur, urine and wood ash soaked into it would soften the fur enough to be scraped off, but it was hard work.
However, he could soon have skins to warm him for the winter, as well as cutting leather strips to use for ties. He checked the meat still smoking, added more apple wood, and decided that he�d go hunting the following day, weather permitting.
The next morning broke clear and warm. Seth decided to start the day by exploring the island, a task he�d been avoiding, but one that needed to be done. Learning what else the island offered for winter, and his overall survival, took precedence over tanning hides. But not by much.
In the past few days, he�d been down to the salt water�s edge three times. He�d checked on the canoe, fished, and brought shellfish back to boil in water, along with carrots and onions. The resulting soup tasted better than expected. He�d even tossed in a little of the smoked meat for flavor.
�Today I�m going to explore the mountain,� he said, picturing Sunset in his mind as if he spoke directly to the old man.
�No, don�t try to talk me out of it,� he warned, as doubts filled him. He felt the chill in the breeze. He needed warmer clothes, and quickly, making the tanning more of a priority. A small trail wound up the side of the smoking mountain. As if angry that he traveled up it, the mountain trembled and belched more smoke. A low rumble warned him to return to the cave.
Seth ignored the warning. His family didn�t believe in such superstitions, but the Salt People did. He wondered if they still searched for him and the canoe. �Now, that thought scares me,� he said to Sunset. �Modoc will search for me until he dies and maybe after.�
The climb soon had him panting for breath, but with every step, he could see more of the island spread out below, including many new areas he hadn�t known existed. The meadow where the animals lived narrowed until a small pass opened into a wider valley three times the size. Even from the mountain, he could see several paths that animals had traveled, crisscrossing the valley, all leading to a small river that cut the valley in half.
�Sunset, that�s where I should go hunting, and you should have told me about it. Leave the animals living close to the caves for emergencies or when snow covers the ground.� He moved higher on the path, wondering who made it, and why it existed.
The vegetation thinned and finally disappeared, leaving him to move over a jumble of black rocks of all sizes, but the trace of a path continued upward, wrapping around the mountain until he could no longer see the caves or even the meadow in front of them. However, he could see more of the unknown portions of the island, and his curiosity was piqued. Many feet had traveled the mountain to make a path. It had to lead somewhere.
A smaller mountain dominated the other end of the island. However, no more smoke rose from the summit. Beyond that spread more of the sea. At the very edge of the world where the sky met the air, a smudge of purple caught his attention. It was the mainland. That�s where we came from, Sunset.
All that way in a leaky canoe. It seemed impossible. Even though he could see the far off land, the distance made him feel safe. With a chuckle, he said aloud as he remembered Sunset telling him, �Who in their right minds would ever come here?�
The trace of path continued wrapping around the mountain and climbing. The mountainside grew steeper. Looking further up, it looked no closer to the top. The path didn�t seem to be climbing anymore. It moved level, twisting around the slopes until he came to a place where the side of the mountain fell away in a sheer cliff.
The path took him only a few more steps, to where a jumble of boulders lay on top of each other, leaving small cave-like spaces between. Many were large enough for two or three men to enter. Seabirds called and looked at him. As they took notice, the seabirds fled. Dozens, maybe hundreds flew from nests in the cracks and crannies. White birds. Black ones, and most every other color as we moved closer. Each color and species occupied a section of the rocks with others of the same kind.
�That�s the reason for the path. More eggs gather up here, Sunset. Can�t have too many eggs, but I didn�t bring anything to carry them in.� He was on his knees looking between rocks at a nest when a dragon flew so close he heard the rustle of the wings.
A careful move to prevent alerting the dragon let him watch the magnificent creature. It circled the peaks and was returning; a large fish clutched in a hind claw. It landed on the cliff directly below, and Seth leaned out to see where. �It�s a dragon nest,� he told Sunset.
Woven of large branches and small trees, the nest clung to the side of the cliff in a natural cavity where the rock split directly below. The nest was so close he heard the crunching of the fish as the dragon tore it apart and swallowed. He smelled the rotten meat of past meals and the cliff below the nest coated with dragon excrement, a thin splatter that hit the rocks and oozed down before hardening. The white on the black rocks stood out as a warning to anyone, or anything. The stench warned anything possessing a nose to stay away.
Seth couldn�t tear his eyes away. After eating the meal, the dragon lifted her head and belched, almost looking at him. But she didn�t notice the boy clinging to the rocks as he leaned out to watch her every move. Her head darted in all directions, and then she leaped out into space, opening her wings at the same time. The wings caught the air as she fell almost out of sight, then ballooned as they filled with air and she flapped her wings to regain the altitude she�d lost. She flew higher.
She spotted Seth.
With a shriek of anger, loud enough to warn the entire island, she powered higher and circled, her head always turning to keep him pinned on the side of the cliff. She flew directly at him, her head stretched ahead on the long neck, her tooth-filled mouth open.
He snatched the broken blade of the knife from his purse and held it up. Her first pass missed him by a distance so small, he could almost reach out and touch her snout. She spun in the air and came from the other direction. He tried to make himself small and put the knife away. He might need two hands to climb away on hands and knees. He looked up at the protective jumble of boulders above, but they now looked as far away as the mainland. He looked for a route down the cliff, to either side or up. Nothing seemed possible. He was exposed with no safety in sight.
She flew right at him this time. Seth threw his arms up instinctively�and in letting go of his handholds, slid down the cliff a dozen steps, barely recovering enough to catch himself on an outcrop of rock. But the slide saved him. She had missed, and now she circled again, her red eyes tracking his every move.
He couldn�t climb higher, even if she hadn�t been there. The rock wall above was almost straight up. There were no other outcrops in reach. She was returning.
Below him, he spotted a small ridge, wide enough to stand on. It led off to his left. To reach it, he�d have to jump the height of three men standing on each other�s shoulders, but the distance was not too great when compared to an attacking dragon. He could probably do it. The problem was jumping and missing the ridge. If he missed or slipped with the leap, he saw nothing below until reaching the trees of the valley floor.
Her wings beat closer. She shrieked at Seth in fury, snapping her mouth closed as if practicing eating him. A single glance told him that in his exposed location she wouldn�t miss this time. He leaped.
Sand and small rocks coated the ridge, and both of his feet skidded when they touched. He grabbed at air but managed to catch his balance. The dragon screamed in frustration, but this time, it was answered. Another dragon must have heard her calls and flew over the water to the island. He feared it would join in the attack.
�Now there�s two of them,� he talked to Sunset, hoping for inspiration. Resigned to his fate, he said, �I�m coming to join you real soon.�
But the mother dragon spun away from him and screamed even louder, if possible. She changed direction and headed to intercept the other dragon. The skin of the second dragon reflected a tinge of green, while the original was pure black. They approached each other at impossibly fast speeds, both with�talons extended, teeth bared.
They crashed together in midair, each grabbing the other with sharp talons and ripping the skin and flesh. They fell apart and lined up to attack again.
Seth pulled his eyes from their fight and returned to his situation. He stood on a ledge that offered no escape, and only one direction to go. He ran away from the fight, down the ridge until it came to an abrupt end directly above the dragon�s nest.
The nest contained an egg, larger than a melon. Excrement coated the cliff below the nest, and he saw no way down, but one glance over his shoulder told him the black dragon, the mother of the egg, was winning the fight and would soon return to him.
There might be a place to hide under the nest until he could climb the rest of the way down. He started to climb using the few handholds on the smooth rock face, and he slipped.


CHAPTER SEVEN 

Seth felt the rock crumble in his hand, but he had nowhere else to grab. He twisted, desperate for something to reach for, a crack, plant, rock, or anything else. He fell backward, off balance. A last desperate twist and another missed handhold flashed past, and he fell out away from the side of the cliff into the cold air.
Nothing saved him from falling. His feet left the ridge of the cliff last, as his head and shoulders passed the level of his knees. He tumbled, his feet going over his head before they rotated under him again. Seth had a mental picture of himself tumbling all the way to the ground and dying while dizzy.
But his feet struck and slowed him. The speed of the fall drove him to his knees and forward to his face. Lifting his head, Seth looked around at the tangle of sticks and branches. He lay in the bottom of the nest with a dragon egg.
He spun around, ignoring the bleeding from his hands and face, finding an ooze covering him from the egg he�d struck with his feet. The egg rolled and leaned on him as it leaked fluid from the split on one side of the shell, while a small head emerged from the top, looking almost as bewildered as Seth.
Then the two tiny red eyes on the head spotted him. The chick tore and ripped the shell open and emerged wet. Seth started crawling away from it, intending to climb over the edge of the nest to get away. Being chased by a second dragon didn�t bode well. But the tiny dragon moved faster. It leaped free of the shell and raced to Seth, running into him and knocking him down. It jumped onto his chest, stretched its neck out, and placed its snout and needle-sharp teeth in front of Seth�s mouth.
It sniffed.
The animal stood no larger than a chicken. Blood ran down one side of its breast. Seth�s fall had injured the dragon, opening a rip in its skin from the neck to the foreleg. The animal leaned closer, sniffed his breath again, and rubbed against Seth, smearing its blood over him.
Seth pushed it aside and started to crawl to the edge of the nest again, terror driving him forward. The little dragon reached it first again. It threw its head back and screeched, a sound softer than a cat�s meow. A single look in his direction and it charged his face again, pulling to a stop near Seth�s shoulder and neck.
It sniffed him again, from head to foot, and rushed to Seth�s blood staining the floor of the nest. It licked the blood, tasting and sniffing.
It ran back, snuggled up next to Seth, making softer growls and calls.
A dark shadow drifted between Seth and the sun. He looked up. The mother black dragon was flying closer, obviously intent on landing in her nest. She flew in too fast, almost falling, and she hit the nest so hard it shook. A few of the woven tree branches sprang free. Several pieces of the nest fell, and if Seth had been on his feet, the jar would have thrown him down.
One foreleg of the mother dragon sat at an odd angle. Two separate, but parallel slashes leaked blood near the broken foreleg. Blood spurted out of another gash, the result of claws raking it during the fight. One talon on a hind leg bled and appeared missing. It had probably been the one that defeated the green dragon.
She was obviously badly hurt. Her eyes glazed over, and she took no notice of Seth or the dragon chick at first. Her head hung so low that her chin rested on the nest. Suddenly, her eyes focused, and she found the chick and Seth. Her head drew back, and she snorted, her eyes locked on Seth.
Her lips curled and exposed the rows of teeth sharp teeth. But the dragon chick leaped in front of Seth, spread its small wings and shook them in a weak rattle, and it hissed at her.
It defended Seth and had issued a challenge to the other. The mother dragon drew back in confusion. Then, she slowly lowered her snout to Seth and sniffed him, much as the chick had. The contents of the egg still covered him, and as she sniffed, she must have recognized the familiar scent. Instead of attacking, she closed glazed eyes and went to sleep.
The tiny dragon hopped around the nest, exploring everything, and probably hunted for food. It watched his every move. It darted to his side and sniffed his breath repeatedly as if searching for something.
Seth managed to crawl to the edge of the nest and peer over. The nest was built higher than the tallest treetops. The rock face of the cliff below was not only sheer, but there were no handholds as far as he could see.
He found a piece of fish the size of his fist that the mother dragon had missed during her meal earlier. Seth raised it to his mouth, anticipating something to finally eat. However, it disappeared from his hand. The baby dragon had snatched away and ate it in an instant. The creature wailed for more food. Me too.
Seth spent most of the afternoon cursing Sunset, talking to him as if he lay in the nest next to him, and making promises to three Gods he couldn�t keep. He avoided the dragon chick as much as possible. The little dragon followed him everywhere, and if Seth paused, the chick curled up next to him and went to sleep.
Seth avoided the mother dragon. When she woke, he expected to die. But after examining everything in the nest, under it, and along the wall of the cliff, he came to the conclusion there was no escape. The small dragon meowed and stretched its neck out, mouth open.
By now the mother would have delivered food. Instead, she lay panting for breath as her blood seeped from her wounds, far more slowly than when she landed. Even if she healed enough to gather food, Seth couldn�t remain, and he couldn�t escape. The nest would be cold, exposed to the elements, and snow would fall within days. The mother would normally warm the chicks with her body, but Seth couldn�t stand the cold, especially while she went on hunting trips, not even if she went for food.
He needed water and heat. His piece of flint sat in the cave, but he couldn�t make a fire in the nest anyhow, so it didn�t matter. He cried and cursed Sunset. If not for the old man he wouldn�t be in the nest. When the sun lowered, and it grew dark, he snuck to the mother dragon�s side where her hind leg joined her body and found a measure of warmth. He placed his back to her stomach and the small dragon leaped to cuddle his stomach. They lay together, three of a kind.
He woke tired, stiff, cold, and scared. The sun had not risen, but he shivered and moved closer to the mother dragon. It didn�t help. The tiny dragon had more heat than the larger one. Seth placed a hand on the side of the dragon and couldn�t feel her breathing.
Seth moved to her snout and touched her nostrils. The dragon was dead.
�That�s just great!� he cried, looking up into the darkness and picturing the face of Sunset, his white hair, and wrinkled skin. �You did this. You brought me here to live in a nest with a rotting dragon.�
Sunset didn�t answer. Not even a sly chuckle. Seth stamped his feet for warmth, and the action woke and brought the small dragon racing to his side, its mouth again wide open as it begged for food. When he didn�t provide any, the dragon rubbed against his leg and cooed.
He climbed to the edge of the nest again and looked down into the darkness. The drop was too much and the rock too smooth for handholds. Staying in the nest meant being there when animals discovered the dead dragon, maybe even other dragons. But birds for sure. They might even attack him.
He had to find a way down. Only a rope would do. His eyes drifted back to the mother dragon as he recalled his plans for tanning leather. An image of Sunset teaching him to weave a sleeping mat and braiding strips of grass for strength formed.
Seth�s hand touched the broken iron blade at his waist. Dull, rusty, and snapped in half, he could sharpen it on the rocks of the cliff and use it to cut. Maybe.
He almost dived to the side of the dead dragon and ran the blade along her skin. The blade tore more than cut, but it was enough to tell him the plan would work. Seth went to the edge of the nest against the rock wall and found a small outcrop. He gently slid one edge of the blade along it, feeling the drag as the rough places on the blade moved over the rock. He repeated the motion a dozen times and touched the edge with his thumb. Sharper, but not enough. He turned the blade over and started on the other side.
The next cut on the skin of the dragon went straight and clean. He made a cut from the top of her neck to her tail, then another close beside it. The knife needed a few more scrapes on the rock to keep the edge sharp. He cut the narrow strip and used the knife to cut away the underside as he gently pulled it away from the body. Finished, he held a piece of animal hide as long as the animal. Looking at her head and allowing his eyes to follow down to her tail, he could slice dozens of similar long strips.
Wrapping the slimy, bloody piece he held around each palm, he pulled, gently at first, then harder. It held. Seth wrapped one end around his foot and used two hands to lift. It finally snapped, but he was satisfied. A single strand wouldn�t hold his weight, but three of them woven together would.
Then he considered cutting wider strips and tying them end to end to make a rope instead of all the work to braid one, but the rope only had to tear in one place, and he would fall. Weaving thinner ones together meant if one strand broke, the other two might hold him.
He doubled a thin strip and could not break it. �Sunset, your weaving lesson may have given me a way to escape. At least, you give me hope.�
He sharpened the blade again, bringing it to an edge his father would reject, but better than before. He wrapped coils of the strip he�d cut around the end to protect his hand and went to work. The little dragon moaned and cried for food. Seth shrugged to himself and cut a slice of the dead dragon and tossed it to the little one. It disappeared instantly.
Guiltily, he cut several more, trying to hide his actions. When full, the tiny dragon curled up and slept. Seth believed he could see it smile before he went back to work. By mid-morning when the air started to warm he was covered in blood and whatever else he cut. Flies appeared and swarmed until the parts of the dragon where he�d removed the skin turned black with them. His every move sent them flying in masses until they found places to land, many of them landing on his arms, legs, back, and head. He breathed in so many that instead of spitting them out he swallowed.
Insects coated the pile of thin strips he�d cut, but he knew of nothing he could do to rid them. If he spent time chasing away flies he wouldn�t get more strips cut. The pile grew to knee high.
But as the pile grew, the day grew warmer, and the stench from the dead animal increased. Vultures landed first. Then meat-eating seabirds of several kinds. A large bird, he hadn�t seen before, jumped down to his pile of strips and gobbled part of one. Seth leaped down from the dragon and entered a tug of war for his strip of leather. The bird won as it leaped from the nest and flew off with the skin trailing.
The meat didn�t last long unless smoked or salted. From the slightly greenish hue of the surface of the meat, it already started turning. The strips he cut would do the same, but he didn�t know how long it would take. What he did know was that if they rotted and weakened, he would have a fall he wouldn�t survive. If more birds arrived, which he expected, keeping them from his pile of strips would be impossible.
�This better be enough,� he shouted to Sunset, who he believed watched from somewhere in the clouds. For good measure, he shook a fist skyward before sitting.
The strips had tangled as he tossed them into the pile, but they remained soft, slippery, and came free quickly. Tossing the ends of three over the side of the nest, he knotted the other end and wove the three strips. In less time than he expected, he finished. He let it hang over the side to dry. It wouldn�t be so slippery while he started another.
His attention focused on his work. Grabbing his knife to cut more, he paused. Hundreds of birds were on the dragon, many with pointed beaks that ripped and tore at the skin to reach the meat below. The dragon had torn holes in her body from the size of his finger to his head. Long single strips were no longer possible. In cutting more strips he�d have to fight the insects, birds, and what few strips he recovered would likely be short, and possibly weak from their gorging.
As if it heard him thinking about food, the tiny dragon raced to his side and rubbed his knee with its body. The head tossed back and mouth open. Seth went to the rear leg and cleared a space of insects to cut several chunks. The meat was softer, rotting, and the skin felt also felt softer, more pliable. It was also rotting. He fed the dragon while thinking of his options.
The sun was setting, but remaining in the nest another cold night wouldn�t help. He needed water and food for himself. He didn�t know if he would survive another cold night, but if he did, he would be weaker and maybe unable to climb down.


CHAPTER EIGHT 


The decision was not so much made by Seth as made for him. He had ten lengths of braided rope drying. He looped one end over a branch larger around than his leg and tied it well. Looking over the side to pull the other end up, he found it barely hung down as far as his body might reach.
Disappointed, he pulled the end up and tied it to another. He repeated the process until all were tied and hanging over the side. In the twilight, he couldn�t see the end. Earlier, it had looked like the rope would reach the bottom and he expected to feel it when it did, or maybe see it. Instead, it was in shadow and getting dark.
Sunset had once said that there is a time for planning and a time for doing. It was not the saying that impressed Seth. It was that he had learned so many things from Sunset in a matter of a few days.
He threw a leg over the side and wrapped the rope around it, hooking his foot in a loop to hold it in place. He�d tried sliding down a rope once before, and the burns to his hands took weeks to heal. He shifted his hips to ease over the side, but struck an object. He looked back in the nest and found the little dragon rubbing against his leg, again.
�You can�t do this to me,� he shouted at Sunset loud enough to send a small flock of birds into the air.
Bringing his leg back inside, he looked down at the remains of a few strips of skin he hadn�t used. �Sorry, young one, but I have to do this.�
The image of the little dragon getting scared and clawing him on the way down worried him. He tied the mouth, and sharp teeth shut and wrapped the strip behind the dragon�s head a few times, just to make sure it didn�t get loose. Then he tied the forelegs and hind legs. He expected the dragon to fight and claw at being restrained, but instead, it trusted him to do what was needed, as most young do with their mothers. He pulled his shirt off and placed the dragon inside before wrapping it securely. Then he tied strips around the shirt and one woven piece behind his neck, so he carried it like a bundle.
Standing, he adjusted the small creature on his stomach. It if had weighed much more than a large chicken he wouldn�t have risked carrying it. �If I can�t make it down carrying you, I suppose I wouldn�t make it anyhow.�
His words sounded like lies. Before he might change his mind, he went to the rope again. It had now become full-dark, but any hesitation would kill him. He shrugged off the cold on his bare upper body and twisted the rope around his leg again.
This time, he moved smoothly over the edge and the rope held. He breathed a sigh of relief. Half his confidence came from telling himself it would hold. The other half refused to believe it. The rope took up the weight of his body, and the slippery surface helped as he went down, hand under hand. He counted the knots joining each length to the next, expecting each of the knots to fail, or the rope to break at any time. If either happened, he swore he�d blame Sunset on the way down. The thought made him smile and grip the rope tighter.
The little dragon sounded asleep from the soft breathing he heard. It didn�t move or protest. He slid down eight lengths, then nine. He only had one more length and could not see the ground. He went slower, feeling his way in the gloom and hoping to touch the ground at any time.
His leg slipped free. It had reached the bottom of the rope. He worked his way back up and used his leg to wrap around the rope again and take the pressure off his arms. Shifting his weight, he managed to pull his knife free.
The night was quiet, the breeze soft. He listened as he let the knife fall. Almost right away it tinkled as it struck the rock below. He might live.
Seth worked his way down again, and when the rope came free of his leg again, he continued to the very bottom and allowed his arms to stretch out as far as they would reach. His toes did not touch the ground. �Here I come, Sunset.�
His clenched fingers refused to release. Releasing might mean death. He tried again. But they soon grew tired, and let go by themselves. Seth fell. His bent knees collapsed, he fell forward, and he hit the ground face first. But he was on the ground! Alive!
The darkness was intense. Clouds obscured the stars. The moon was not yet out. Feeling around with his hands, he lay in a heap of rocks and boulders. The littered remains of what had fallen from above over countless years spread around him. Walking on it in the dark could cause him to fall, and getting a twisted ankle, or broken leg.
He removed his shirt from the dragon, but kept the animal tied. Wearing the shirt helped some, but as he sat and dozed with his arms wrapped around himself, he woke shivering. Pulling the baby chick closer to him for warmth, he cried in thankfulness, pain, and joy. Then he managed to sleep again.
When he woke again, the stars were out, as was the moon. While only a half-moon, he could see well enough to crawl from rock to rock, moving away from the cliff face. Moving helped keep him warmer.
Without warning, he felt the soft ground under his hand. Reaching ahead, he felt the trunk of a tree. He didn�t dare stand. Crawling felt safer. The cold seeped into him, and he shivered uncontrollably.
�I made it down. I can�t die now,� he said. He pulled the bundle containing the protesting dragon and wished he had the broken knife back so he could cut the bindings. His numb fingers didn�t help, so it stayed tied. But that didn�t quiet the moans and cries.
At the base of a large tree, he crawled through dried leaves. Scooping them into a pile, he burrowed inside, hoping his body would provide enough heat to warm him and the dragon. It may have helped, but the shivering continued. His teeth chattered. He curled up, his knees pulled to his chin, the chick held inside the space, next to his middle.
A bird chirped. He heard another answer, then a third. That was a jay, he was certain. Most birds hunt during the day, including jays. He threw his arms wide and tossed the leaves into the air while standing. It was morning. Seth grabbed the dragon and stumbled, still shivering, for a patch of sunlight.
He found a meadow. The grass had frozen dew, turning the green into a field of sparkles, but a small stream flowed down one side. Seth fell forward, and his face went into water, cold enough to almost freeze solid. He slurped until his thirst slackened, then he fell onto his back, arms and legs splayed to the sun. The early morning sun held little warmth, but it was enough to make him stop shivering. He wanted to sleep.
The dragon meowed. After crawling to it, Seth managed to get the ties removed with his numb fingers. The dragon ran to his side and held its mouth open.
�You and me, too,� he said.
Weak, cold, and happy to be alive, Seth looked up to the mountain and found the nest. A constant flurry of birds circled, landed, screeched, and fed. He imagined the number of insects that must be there. A thought of the intense stench sent him gagging.
Not all the stench came from there he realized, as he looked down at himself. Dried mud, blood, and more unthinkable muck covered him. He sat heavily and closed his eyes.
The dragon chick leaped on his extended legs, drawing his attention to it. It wanted food and insisted Seth fetch it. �Okay, let�s go home.�
The caves had to be behind the corner of the mountain out of sight, but the high valley filled with animals would be straight ahead. Once there, the travel would become easy. No trees, warmer sun, animal paths to follow, all of which would be downhill.
He shuffled along, feet dragging. Last night he�d gotten little sleep, filled with bad dreams. The cold and shivering had sucked his strength and energy. Laying down and dying seemed easier than walking.
The dragon raced ahead, catching anything that moved in its mouth. It carried a flower for a while, then a stick that must have smelled good as the dragon devoured it. It dug a root and dirt coated its face.
Seth found the upper end of the valley. Two goats watched him with curious eyes. He walked faster, knowing warmth, food, and sleep lay not far ahead. The dragon raced first in one direction and then another, squealing and hissing, searching for food and exploring. The sun warmed them.
The dragon spotted the two goats and sprinted after them. They stood and watched. One lowered its head. As the dragon ran closer, the goat lowered its head down and charged. It knocked the dragon end over end. Picking itself up, the dragon looked around warily, spotted the goats again, and ran to Seth�s side.
�Don�t worry. I have food in the smoker.�
The dragon twisted its head to one side as it listened.
�You heard me. I�ll feed you soon.�
That seemed to satisfy the dragon. It remained at his side until the caves came into view. The fire in the little smokehouse, he�d thrown together had gone out, of course. But the meat would be ready. Walking across the field in front of the caves, he wondered what to do first.
Mind made up, he walked into the cave and built a fire in the kitchen, although the cave generated warmth from the ground. Then he closed the crude woven reed shutter over the window and the other for the door, leaving only a small opening to slip outside. The dragon watched his every move.
At the smokehouse, he used the iron and flint to relight the fire to finish the smoking. Then he removed two huge pieces of the goat they�d killed and went back inside. He gnawed on one while the dragon devoured the other. The warmth from the stove filled the room and made it feel like summer.
He hadn�t finished his bench, but the sleeping mat felt as good as any bed ever had. His eyelids closed. He slept until almost dark, then ate again, refueled both fires, and went back to sleep, the dragon at his side.


CHAPTER NINE 

Waking the next morning, Seth took stock of his situation. He and dragon ate more of the smoked meat. He would have to replenish it with both of them eating from it, but he was alone on an island with winter almost upon him. He needed to plan. Soon, a large bowl of water warmed on the stove. He removed his ragged, filthy clothing and washed from hair to toes. Then he rinsed the clothing and wrung it out. He tossed the foul water and refilled the bowl. He washed them again.
The dragon raced past and chased a bee. It would learn what to chase and what to leave alone, but Seth laughed and called, �You better hope you don�t catch that. Someone needs to teach you what you need to know.�
He paused and considered. �I can�t keep calling you dragon. You need a real name, and I�ve just thought of one.�
The dragon raced back to his side and looked inquisitively at his face.
Laughing again, Seth said, �I�m going to name you after a good man. His name, least for a while, was Dawn.�
The dragon looked pleased.
Seth said, �Dawn. A new beginning, he once told me. It�s a good name for you.� He scratched an itch on his back. The dragon raced off to hunt again, or perhaps to explore the island. The itch diminished as the dragon ran farther and Seth mentally listed all the tasks facing him. The list struck him as endless. I may never reach thirteen-years-old.
The dragon returned, and so did the itch on his back. He laid his clean clothes out to dry in the sun. Overhead, a dragon of reddish hue flew in the direction of the nest. Seth shivered again, but this time from loathing and not cold.
He stood near the smokehouse and tossed in more apple wood as the new Dawn stood aside and watched. The old man would be pleased he�d named the dragon after him. He pictured him smiling. His clothing steamed from the heat of the smokehouse. Seth turned them as he would a choice cut of meat over a fire, so they didn�t burn.
He scratched his back and twisted to look. A line drew his attention. Twisting further, he managed to see other black lines. They itched when Dawn came close. Probably something from the nest.
A year later, he had grown used to the tingle on his back when his dragon came near, but he also felt the same sensation when other dragons flew near. The tingling lessened as they flew away, but he often looked up to the sky before a dragon came into view, sometimes before Dawn reacted. Dawn grew fast. By the time spring warmed the air, it weighed twice as much as Seth, and by the end of summer, it struggled to enter the cave.
It learned to fly that summer and to hunt for itself in the fall and winter. Often the dragon left for a full day, but always returned before dark.
For the following eleven summers, it returned every night. Seth enlarged the entrance to the cave twice. He expected the dragon to fly off one day and find a mate, but it always returned. Thinking about that made Seth consider his situation. If a dragon needed a mate, so did he.
It had been eleven years without speaking to another. Modoc wouldn�t remember him, probably. But Sunset never answered, and loneliness had increased over time, and Seth wanted someone to answer him back. He wanted a mate, but since none came to the island, he would leave to find one.
The single item holding him back was Dawn. How would the dragon react if it returned and found Seth missing? They were friends, old friends. He couldn�t pack up and leave, but he thought of it every day.
Then one evening the dragon didn�t return. It came back the next day, then disappeared for two full days. Seth didn�t know where it went, but he knew the time had come. When Dawn approached, his back tingled and itched. The feelings grew stronger as the dragon came nearer. His reflection in the pond revealed the outline of a dragon. He splashed water on it, and tried to wash it off, but if anything, the image increased in detail.
The old canoe he had arrive in had rotted long ago, but Seth had tanned hides treated with oils and fat. He had already shaped hardwoods into a frame. He�d even carved a paddle in preparation. He used the evening to stretch, cut, and sew the skins on the frame.
The following morning Seth carried his supplies to the beach where he had first arrived on the island and began construction of the boat. Dawn flew over twice, the first day but didn�t return that night. Each time his back reacted the same. The second day, as Seth paddled away from the island and reached open water, Dawn flew over him several times. Each time Seth knew when to look up before the dragon even came into sight because if the image on his back.
A whole world awaited him, and hopefully, a woman to share it. He imagined himself back on the island in fifty years, his hair white and hanging to his shoulders, his skin as wrinkled as that of his old friend, Sunset. The difference was that in his imagination, Seth had dozens of his family living in the caves, family he thought of as his Dragon Clan.
The End
Hopefully, you enjoyed the prequel of the Dragon Clan and will enjoy the rest of the series. The characters change with each book, each book advancing the overall story. 
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