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Аннотация
After thirty years of peaceful living on Bitters Island, Gareth is struck down, nearly killed and his mind attacked. His father is dead, but he managed to send Gareth one last warning. To complicate matters more, Gareth finds his Grandson has powers equal to, or greater, than his. They discover a warped mind every bit as powerful as Gareth�s. But he must identify the source of the mental powers. Gareth must make an alliance with the Brotherhood, Sisterhood, and even the King that has tried to kill him for half a century.


LeRoy Clary
Dragon!
Book Two: �Revenge�


CHAPTER ONE

The illusion of a peaceful world was shattered violently one afternoon in early spring for Gareth, all of the Sisterhood, and the half of the Brotherhood; all with �sensitive� powers to receive thoughts from a distance. They stopped whatever they were doing and slumped to the ground in unison, writhing in pain before falling unconscious. 
The phenomena only touched them, those who could communicate with their thoughts, ideas, and images without words. Most recovered by dawn and tried explaining what had occurred. All failed. 
Most chose words to explain which conveyed the effect of a black cloth draped over their heads that worked its way down their body until nothing else existed. Their minds were then filled with dank, dark, flashes of vivid colors and deep feelings of intense pain. 
Those who were affected agreed on one thing in particular�Someone had ripped the peace and tranquility from their world and was intent on doing more. Nearly all put aside petty differences and swore to band together to find and eliminate the source of the disruption. Only Gareth, the outsider who possessed sensitive powers beyond others retained his distance and anonymity. 
* * *
Sara helped Gareth climb out of bed and supported him. With her help, he limped onto the front porch of the island cabin, slipped into his favorite wicker chair, and wrapped a blanket around his shoulders to ward off the morning chill.
She said, �Are you all right? Can you talk to me about what happened?�
Before speaking, he chose his words. �There were things inside my mind. Terrible things. Ideas and pictures. They brought so much pain I blanked out.�
�You fell down in the garden like someone smashed your head with an ax handle. During the night, you screamed out as if you were being tortured in the King�s own dungeons. You thrashed around and once went into a trance so deep we couldn�t rouse you.�
Gareth hung his head until his chin rested on his chest. His eyes closed in a futile effort to blot out the details but continued. �It was horrible; the things I saw in my mind.� He paused again, as the tears fell. �My father�s dead.�
Sara pulled back, then placed a hand on his forearm drawing his attention. �Oh no. How?�
�He was tortured. They ripped his mind out of him and stripped it away like peeling away layers, or like picking the petals off a flower one at a time and throwing them to the side.�
�How can that be? I feel so sorry for him. And you.�
Gareth raised his eyes and looked at her through the streaming tears. �He fought back, you know. He refused to give anything to them, but they took it, pulling it out of him. They grabbed what was in his mind and left him lying on the ground like a discarded container of honey.�
�You know this how?� she asked, crying along with him. �You watched part of it happen?�
�He was strong to the end. Before they invaded his mind, he isolated a small portion and used all his efforts and energy to defend it, like making a fist in his head. He held on to it. He touched my mind with that portion to warn me even as they attacked.�
�That�s the kind of wonderful man he was,� Sara sobbed. �Thinking of you and trying to help even while they were killing him.�
�They finally broke him. One of them found a way inside his mind and came to me along the thread we used to talk.�
�I don�t know what that means.�
Gareth knew mere words never communicated the abilities of sensitives well or completely. �The thread, or link that he used to touch my mind. Someone else took it over.�
�This other person used it to talk with you?�
�Threatened, is more accurate. He stole the information in my father�s head and then came to me and said that I am next.�
Sara was on her feet, her hands to her mouth, her eyes wide. �He�s coming here?�
�Along with others.�
�What are we going to do?�
�My father warned us in time. We have to flee, but he also managed to give me a kernel of thought that contained additional information they do not know about. While they were stripping his mind, he gathered information about them from their minds. They put up no defenses as they attacked and he did the unthinkable. He did to them what they were doing to him�but without their knowledge.�
�He shared that with you?�
�Yes. I have to go to him.�
�Of course. I understand, but he�ll be long buried before you arrive. What of your father�s dragon, Cinder? And us?�
�I don�t know all of it, yet. Cinder can survive on his own. There are plenty of sheep and deer to feed on. You and everyone else will travel by ship to Vespa as we planned. Remember when we first came here, I purchased a farm there in case we ever needed to flee.�
�Vespa. In the lowlands. Way up north and you�re going to the mainland.�
Taking her hand in his, he said, �You have to be safe with the family. I�ll join you as soon as I can.�
�Will we ever return here?�
�I hope so, but they�ll come here soon, and everyone needs to be gone. We have to tell the family about Vespa. Today.�
Sara picked up a straw broom and swept the clean porch steps again, but finally paused and turned. �Telling them will be so hard.�
�I know. But the alternative is to remain and die. At least, that�s what�s most likely to happen. We�ll talk to them. Explain.�
�You�ll leave with the next supply ship I assume?�
�I will. Another will come to carry the family to safety.�
Sara sighed and remained quiet. He stole a glance at her, knowing her fear exceeded his because she didn�t really understand, and he didn�t know how to explain. She appeared calm and beautiful, as always. Her age-lined face and dark hair that now contained streaks of gray gave her an exotic appearance. She looked perhaps fifty but was more attractive than most women at thirty.
In contrast, his body hadn�t aged since the dragon egg hatched and they bonded in their unique manner so many years ago. As the man that he called his �father,' also didn�t age. He also looked twenty. So did his father. And his before that.
She lifted her chin and said, �Send Blackie on ahead. Tell him to fly as fast as he can.�
Gareth turned and faced her. �I already have. Early this morning when I first woke.�
Sara nodded, compassion clear in her voice when she spoke with a brave smile. She stroked his head, in an obvious attempt to soothe him. She said, �Years ago, you know you promised to change Blackie�s name. We both agreed it�s not a dignified name for such an important dragon.�
The faint smile on Gareth�s lips equaled hers. �My father thinks it�s funny that such a great black dragon has such a simple name.�
�I�ll never understand how you speak to your dragon with your mind, let alone how the Brotherhood and Sisterhood mind-talk with each other.�
�Does an artist explain how he paints? Or how a singer sings a song? They just do it.�
�Never mind talking about it again. But if he�s dead, you will be the one who watches over and protects others. Gareth will no longer just be your name. It will be your title. You will be The Gareth. That is a great responsibility. Are you prepared to assume your adopted father�s duties?�
His eyes teared up again, looking out over the water but not seeing anything. At last, he said, �I�ve been training with him for years. I�m prepared, but not ready, if that makes sense.�
�Because you�re too comfortable living here, or because he�s been making all the decisions for hundreds of years?� She put the broom aside and sat in the other chair beside him, which allowed him the time to gather his thoughts. Two of their dozen grandchildren played in the grass beside the house under the watchful eyes of Sara, Little Tad and his cousin, Micah.
In a foul mood, Gareth watched the waves rolling onto the tropical shore of his beach, curling and crashing onto the black rocks standing in the surf and looking like teeth that had fallen from a giant�s mouth. One wave after another would eventually grind down the rocks into sand. Gareth would live to watch it happen over a dozen lifetimes. His eyes remained vacant as Gareth watched the waves and shoreline while his mind drifted elsewhere.
�It�s not your fault.� The words sounded soft and feminine, and Sara�s caress on his thigh even more so. The surroundings were so peaceful he should be lulled into a pleasant dreamlike existence. Yet, he couldn�t escape the feeling that he�d missed something important in the events of the day before.
Gareth sighed, �We�ve been happy here for a long time. It�s been good.�
Sara poured a mug of cold water before offering it to Gareth. Thinking first before speaking had always been her way. When she chose to talk again, she said, �Which really means you�re concerned about our future and trying not to say so.�
Gareth looked at the two grandchildren playing together on the grass. He saw the resemblance of Sara in both. The girl, although less than five, already imitated Sara�s movements and soft manners. She often cocked her head to listen to her young cousin in the same way that Sara sometimes looked at Gareth.
The boy also had her soft features, but he was the daring one of the pair. He scooped some damp beach sand, tossed it high into the air and watched it break apart and fall. Much of it struck him in the face. A wail of protest followed.
�Oh, now look at what you�ve done,� Sara cooed, as she raced to his side and quickly hugged him until the crying stopped.
The episode gave Gareth the time to reach out and briefly join the mind of Blackie, a familiar action performed several times a day. Gareth found him in flight and looked through the eyes of the dragon. He soared high above the water, his mind agitated and wary, what there was of it. For a beast so large, the mind was small.
Today Blackie�s limited intelligence relayed cold and empty responses--and confused anger. The welcoming warmth that normally greeted Gareth was also missing. It felt as if Gareth had entered the mind of a frightened stranger.
Gareth looked down to the ocean far below and noticed a seal break the surface, then several more as they hunted their fish breakfasts. They were the usual snacks for the dragon, but instead of swooping lower in his normal attack mode and grabbing a few, Blackie raised his head and looked off into the distance, into the direction where he had been hatched.
Glancing around to ensure none of the family were nearby, Gareth watched Sara take her seat again, and he leaned closer and said, �I have to tell you something else.�
�This sounds serious,� her shoulders slumped as she faced him, waiting for more bad news.
�Since my father has died, I�ve �listened� all morning trying to find some trace of him, something that might indicate he is alive. I keep thinking he might be injured and that I can help. My mind has been seeking for his mind-touch. Damn, this is so hard to explain because there are no words.�
�Go on,� Sara prompted, now sitting erect.
�I cannot reach him, but I have touched another. Our grandson is beginning to broadcast his feelings.�
�Tad? He�s like you?�
She sounded alarmed, and Gareth knew that Sara never had liked Amy, Tad�s mother, who often distanced herself from them. Amy came from the coastal city of Anther, a place rumored to have three girls born for every boy, and finding a suitable mate was the goal of every one of them, at any cost. Sara had always believed Amy trapped their son, Paul into a marriage, and she never really loved him, despite their seemingly happy marriage. He allowed Sara time to digest the information and partially sort it out.
�Yes, he�s like me,� he finally said.
Sara spoke in a reserved tone, but still sounding scared. �Tad�s only six. Were you aware of your abilities at six?�
�Not me, but others knew. Remember, the Brotherhood kidnapped me and hid me in the mountains at Dun Mare where they schooled me, and incidentally, where I met you.�
�Of course, I know all that. Do Tad�s abilities worry you? I mean, will others hear him with their minds?�
Gareth drew in a deep breath before speaking. �Yes. I�m very worried. But, don�t tell anyone, yet.�
�Why not?�
�As near as I can tell, his abilities are just like mine, and maybe stronger. For now, I can protect him by shielding his thoughts so we�re safe and have time to figure out what to do.�
Sara waited before whispering, �Tad can do both things with his mind? Listen and send?�
�There're only hints of his full powers, but I sense them developing, and I guess they have for a while. I have a soft blanket spread over him muting his thoughts, but when he is in pain or excited I have to concentrate fully to keep them to himself or others will certainly hear. Once they know he exists, they�ll do anything to figure out where he is, and there�s no way to protect him. Meanwhile, I also have to keep up my own broadcasting of dangers around our island to keep ships away. I�m running out of parts of my mind to spare.�
�Again I don�t understand.�
�Have you ever concentrated on doing two things at once?�
�I�m a mother. I do it all the time.�
�This is doing three things all at the same time,� he tried to keep from smiling at her answer.
�The only problem that I see is that you are a man so you are used to only thinking about one thing at a time.�
Trying to put the conversation back on track he continued as if he missed the insult, �I can keep my mind on those two things, as well as what is happening to me, but not if I get sick or fall again like yesterday. Once those forces know of Tad, there�s no turning back.�
�Then what will you do?�
�I�m not sure what to do with Tad, but keeping him calm so his thoughts don�t go out of control will help. He needs to be close to me so I can blanket his thoughts from going out to everyone sensitive. I can teach him how to control his loose thinking, but it will take time.�
�So now we have to keep a six-year-old calm, and you must stay close to him to educate him on how to protect his mind. At the same time, you�re going away. Plus, how can you do this with his mind without telling his mother and father of his abilities?�
�Remember what the Brotherhood did with me? Put me in a remote valley with only one road in. Then they shielded my thoughts even though I lived that part of my life without knowing of my abilities.�
�Until a dragon grabbed you in its claws and flew away with you like some prince in a fairytale,� she chuckled.�
�Well, yes, there was that,� he smiled, trying to remove the sting of the news about Tad.
�You have to tell his parents.�
Even while speaking with Sara, Gareth took a quick mental watch through Blackie�s eyes every few minutes. He reached out for a hint of a touch of the mind of his mentor and felt nothing. Thankfully, he didn�t feel the evilness that had attacked him in the garden.
Then, thin as a wisp of smoke on a calm evening he touched the warped mind of a stranger who was emitting his thoughts without the benefit of any shielding or protection. It was powerful, although untrained. Carefully, Gareth entered a tendril of the strange mind and felt hate, fear, self-loathing, and ill-humor. All were tangled and twisted. He withdrew before being detected and locked his mind down as firmly as possible.
There had been the merest suggestion it was a young mind, untrained but incredibly powerful. There had also been insane evil in that brief mental touch. Evil tinged with anger. When he tried to covertly reach out and gently touch the mind again, it was gone as if it had never been there.

CHAPTER TWO

Sara said to Gareth, �I fear these are the last peaceful days we�ll ever enjoy on our beautiful island.�
�Your premonitions and fears don�t always come true.�
�Enough do, and you know that very well. But plans and lives can change quickly. I guess we should be satisfied with all of the years we�ve had together.� But don�t deceive me with the idea that it will all be right Gareth, because it won�t.�
�I would never deceive you.�
�Too many people are still searching for you on the mainland. Only a dozen days ago the sailor who unloaded supplies at our dock said that there are new rewards posted for information about you and Blackie. He said handbills on the same pole were placed there by both the Brotherhood and King Alfred the Great, each attempting to offer more for you than the other.�
�Did he say how much?�
�Yes, but all sailors are liars so what difference does it make?�
A wide smile eased the pain evident on Gareth�s face. The joke about sailors was old, but still funny because of the truth it held. The reputation of sailors and their tall tales had helped keep his island secret because few believed their tales of mermaids, and giant beasts from the depths that dragged down ships whole, or that a black dragon lived on a tropical island.
He settled back into his chair and touched minds with his dragon again. His point of view shifted as he saw the water flashing past far below. He felt the power in each stroke of the wings, the faster beat of the heart with the energy used from flying so fast, and the anger still within the mind.
A ship below sailed roughly in the direction of Bitters Island, alone and flying full sails. It had the shape of a man of war, one of the king�s warships. Gareth calmly made a mental suggestion to the captain and crew that the sky looked like a tropical storm approaching, and if they turned away fast enough, the ship might make safe harbor before it struck.
It was not the first ship nor the last to search these waters for him. He�d worry about the ship later. Of course, Blackie could swoop down and spit globs of dragon spit, a substance similar to that of spitting cobras, but far more caustic. Any globs on the wooden deck of the ship would eat through the wood deck and fall through to the decks below, leaving gaping holes in the hull, sinking the ship in not much more time than it takes to tell about it.
But killing those innocent people on the ship, even if they were sailors in service of the King was not Gareth�s way. On the other hand, if their intent were to destroy his peaceful life he wouldn�t allow that, either. Best to simply misdirect them. If he had time, he�d convince each crewman that they had already patrolled the waters around Bitters Island and found nothing but rock, poor harbors, and disagreeable natives.
He turned his attention and the eyes of the dragon back to the open sky in front of him, and the few puffy clouds in the distance. As usual, no birds were sharing the air with the dragon. They fled at first sight, usually to the nearest landing place they could find. But in truth, Blackie seldom ate birds. They were far too small for an animal his size to bother with, but it seemed the birds didn�t know that.
Due to his still growing body, Blackie demanded, at least, two large animals for a satisfying meal every day or two. Cows, horses, and sheep were easy to catch, but Gareth tried to prevent him from taking too many. Farmers got upset and complained. The complaints often reached the same ears that offered rewards for information about the dragon. Elk, moose, and deer were also easy prey for a dragon with exceptional eyesight, especially a black dragon, the largest and smartest of them all.
Blackie flew on. Gareth checked on him several times, but the dragon was intent on his destination, which was fine because they shared the same one. Gareth and Sara discussed the few options they could find for Tad, but the more Gareth thought and talked, the more the only answer that made sense was to keep Tad close at his side.
The problem was, Gareth planned to leave the island on a dangerous job. How could he take a six-year-old on such a mission? Or as Sara put it, how could he even think of it? They discussed it all day and late into the night. Before they were done, Gareth had emptied a full bottle of Cavendish wine and a few mugs of warm ale.
As dawn broke, Blackie alerted him of the mainland in sight. Gareth expected Blackie to want a roost and food, but the black dragon powered on as if those things were of no consequence. It had more important things to do. It flew directly at the coast and then turned slightly north. It flew inland until reaching the mountains and then turned again to fly directly over them, his eyes searching for the other black dragon and the valley where it lived.
Near mid-morning of the second day, a sharp point of irritation in Gareth�s mind drew his attention to Blackie, and to what it saw that generated the dragon�s interest. Off to the left, and far ahead against the bleak peaks of mountains rising sharply into the sky like the white teeth of a giant creature, was a large patch of lighter colored vegetation. Below the timberline grew the normal pine, cedar, and spruce, all darker shades of green. The area Blackie veered to investigate was a shade of lighter green color than the surrounding area, the color of valleys thousands of feet lower in elevation.
�Sara, Blackie is getting close.� The excitement trembled in his voice, but he didn�t bother to control it. They sat on the porch again, side by side in the chairs. She sipped weak herbal tea and ate slices of cheese and smoked beef that came from the mainland on the supply ships. A mug of fruit juice and one of hard cider sat on the table between them. He reached for the cider.
�What does he see?�
�Right now, he�s still far off, but there�s the color of the valley that matches my father�s valley. It has been thirty years since I�ve visited there, but, I�m sure it�s the right one. I never thought Blackie would arrive so fast.�
�Any sign of Cinder? If he is there, will you bring another dragon to live with us?�
Gareth closed his eyes to better concentrate on what Blackie saw through his eyes. The distance to the valley was closing fast. �Sara, I don�t know any answers.�
�You need me to be quiet and let you do your work. I�ll take the children and start an early lunch.�
�Send Paul to me.�
�Big Paul or little Paul?�
�My son. I need someone here to watch me while my mind is away with Blackie. Fill him in on what you know, please. But tell him not to talk to me unless I speak first.� Gareth�s eyes were squeezed closed, and then he heard nothing else of the sounds near his body.
He heard the soft hiss of wind passing over Blackie�s leather wings, and his eyes were focused on the green valley fast approaching, now taking on detail.
There were plants and trees that normally only grew at lower elevations, apple, and cherry, but also others in an orchard of trees in neat rows. Only the warmth generated by a nearby slumbering volcano allowed them to flourish so high in the mountains. Not all that slumbering, if the ground is so warm.
Blackie twisted his long serpentine neck and examined the sky all around. His eyes saw nothing of the other black dragon that was linked with his father, The Gareth.
His adopted father and Cinder shared the same relationship as Gareth and Blackie, only their union had existed for centuries instead of thirty years. Gareth again watched the ground through Blackie�s eyes and spotted a herd of wild mountain goats grazing on a hillside. Blackie saw them as well, and changed course minutely, flying directly for the goats. Gareth did nothing to interfere or hold him back. The dragon had barely eaten in more than a full day of intense flying and its stomach twisted in hunger.
Blackie flew low over the treetops and was in the midst of the goats before any knew of his existence. A swipe of a hind leg and talons wrapped around one, while Blackie�s slashing teeth found another and he carried it in his mouth. Gareth suggested Blackie watch the sky while grounded and eating, hoping to see Cinder flying nearby.
Blackie naturally kept a watchful eye all around while eating. A dragon on the ground presented a target of sorts if tackling a behemoth can be considered an easy target. A pack of wolves might try, and there had been bears that tried. The cumbersome dragons were slow on the ground, and taking wing quickly was not an easy task. But anything attacking a dragon also faced snapping teeth, raking claws, and dragon spit.� Dragons could spit it with remarkable accuracy, much like some snakes.
Gareth pulled his mind away from Blackie. He never enjoyed the crunching of bones or the feel of warm blood running down his chin and neck. Gareth�s hand fumbled for the mug of water Sara left at his side. His eyes focused on the island for an instant and then found his brother calmly sitting nearby, but observing him closely. He lifted the mug and drained it. �Thanks for watching me.�
�Did you find your father?� Sara asked.
�No. We just arrived. Blackie�s eating a couple of goats, so I came back.�
�I�ve seen that monster eat, so I understand why you left, and I only have to watch him do it,� Sara said, climbing the stairs to the porch to check on Gareth, a distasteful expression turning into a gaggle.
�It�s just his way,� Gareth muttered.
�It�s disgusting. You know I adore Blackie. Our family�s safe when he is here to protect us, but I wish he had better manners when eating. He also stinks lately. You should bathe him more often,� Sara said.
Gareth shook his head. �Bathing�s a job for a full day, anymore, and he isn�t yet full grown. He doesn�t mind his own smell. I suspect he�ll range further and further in the days to come. We�ll only see him now and then.�
�Won�t that make it more likely someone will see him and report it to the king?�
�Of course. My father sometimes used Cinder to help keep his mountain valley safe by attacking intruders, but at other times, his dragon was off on his own, far away. I can�t hold Blackie here forever.�
�Besides, in a few months there would be no cows, horses, or sheep on the island with two of them,� Paul quipped. One of Paul�s jobs was looking out for the herds and flocks.
Gareth sensed the dragon was finished eating and touched his mind again. Blackie eyed another nervous goat that tried hiding in a stand of brush, but Blackie had him spotted. Gareth made a mental suggestion he takes wing and eat again later. Once back into the air, Blackie was far easier to control now that the hunger problem was resolved, but he would need to feed again, soon. The long flight had taken a lot out.
Blackie flew higher and higher, then circled wide around the green valley that was his father�s home for hundreds of years. The valley was larger than Gareth remembered, and grazing animals of all sorts wandered the meadows. At the far end stood a cream-colored building, the old homestead. Gareth urged his dragon in that direction.
The building was bigger than it first appeared, or than he remembered. Built into the side of a sloping hill, it stood two full stories tall, made of tan-colored stones cut square, with tall, narrow windows on all sides, and a slate roof. It was as much a fortress as a house. It wouldn�t burn, arrow ports rimmed the edges of the roof, and the massive doors were sheathed in iron. The windows were too narrow for a man to slip through but arrows could be fired out with the archer in perfect safety.
Thirty or more people had lived comfortably in the building at the same time in decades past. In front of the house sloped the hillside to spreading meadows for grazing, and beyond a lake surrounded by orchards and vineyards.
Beyond the lake were more meadows, pastures, for all of his father�s animals when the population of this valley had exceeded a hundred. The impression the valley presented was one of peace and wealth, both of which were accurate. However, the building was little more than a fort, even if it appeared to be a house.
Blackie flew closer while becoming more and more agitated. In one meadow, larger than the others, a great mass of black sprawled in the green grasses. Gareth nudged Blackie to fly closer and look, but the dragon resisted. Then just turn your head and look at it so I can see.
Blackie refused. The resistance to fly closer or look was almost palatable, almost physical. The great dragon shuddered. Look down there. We won�t go closer, but we have to see what it is.
Blackie hesitated, and it seemed he would fly on without looking, but then he slowly turned his head. His eyes focused on the black object in the meadow. It was Cinder, his father�s black dragon, dead, head and neck twisted back as if still in agony. Blackie emitted a scream so loud and so long Gareth wondered if it could be heard all the way back on Bitters Island.
Blackie had seldom refused to obey Gareth unless it concerned food when the dragon was a chick, and then it ate anything that moved and some things that didn�t. He remembered the yellow pollen on his black nose after eating a flower when Blackie was no bigger than a small chicken. The dragon had refused to give up the yellow flower.
The incident had been funny then, but it was a completely different situation now that he wanted the dragon to do something that it instinctually refused. Gareth tried to think of a solution to get it closer to the ground and examine the dead dragon, but none came. He didn�t believe he could force Blackie, and wouldn�t even if he could. Finally, he directed his dragon to fly over the buildings at the upper end of the valley again.
Blackie veered wide to fly will around the black object in the meadow without ever turning an eye to it again. It flew directly over the house across the lake, nestled where the valley narrowed and started to rise up the slope of the volcano. From there the entire valley could be seen. As it neared the house, Gareth spotted the gazebo on the shore, and the finger of a pier extending into the lake. His father had often fished from that pier while they mentally discussed the good and evil of the world.
His father had no servants, workers, or friends living in the valley. Once there had been many people working and living there. There had been hordes of people to build and shape everything into the garden spot the valley was today. He suspected there had once been a large family, perhaps his father had dozens of children playing in the valley much like Gareth had on Bitters Island, but on a much smaller scale. There may have been servants and gardeners. People to care for the stock and repair the fences. But for the last thirty years at least, his father had lived alone with his dragon and performed help for people wherever he could.
Gareth had discussed those things often. A king who ruled ruthlessly had been replaced. During a famine food had arrived in time to help thousands, although it had been purchased far away and shipped before the famine began. There had been a hundred similar stories, many on a very small scale and often only helping a single person. Gareth remembered another about a farmer who helped so many of his neighbors his own crops failed. His father arraigned for a mule to fall into his hands.
He hesitated but knew what his next task must be and steeled himself. He directed Blackie to fly lower and scan the area near the gazebo. Immediately he saw the figure of a man lying beside it, arms twisted above his head in an unnatural manner. The gazebo had become the place of solace for his father in the last few years, the one safe place in the world where he would sit and communicate with Gareth for hours on end. Now it was a place of death and violence.
Gareth had hoped to locate the valley and provide help if the old man lay ill. He intended to rescue Cinder and have him fly to live with Blackie wherever they settled. If his father and his dragon were both dead, Gareth decided to have Blackie destroy their remains by coating them with dragon spit and letting the acid return them to nature so nobody could desecrate their bodies, but he wouldn�t risk the life of Blackie or himself needlessly.
His temperament turned as cold as a frozen lake in winter, and he set his mind, determined to accomplish his duty. He muttered, �Blackie, fly over that gazebo again, low and slow. Let me get a good look at the body.�
While avoiding the remains of the other black dragon again as he circled, Blackie seemed to have no problem in flying near the dead man. Blackie swooped lower as he turned and flew directly at the gazebo, his eyes focused on the prone body. It lay face up, a knife protruding from the chest. It looked like a farmer or merchant, not a soldier.
It was not Gareth�s father.
�Higher Blackie. Get up where you can see more.�
The dragon flew upward with long strokes of his wings as it passed over the jagged ridges at the upper edge of the valley, then turned for another pass at a higher altitude. This time, the dragon flew along the ridges that lined the valley on the sunward side. After seeing nothing of interest, it turned at the far end and returned to the house on the other side until it came to the remnants of a dirt road. The road left the valley between two peaks and entered the dense pine covered forest outside the valley.
Beside the road lay another man, an arrow protruding from his throat being the reason for his death. It had been a strong, young man dressed in clothing of yarn spun at home on a wheel. He lay with a spear near his outstretched arm. But it was not his father, either.
�What the hell happened, here?� Gareth said to himself, but the words slipped past his lips on Bitters Island and alarmed Paul, who sat with him.
�What�s wrong?� Paul asked, stiffening and half-standing beside him, which drew Gareth�s attention from the eyes of the dragon and back to himself, still in the chair.
Gareth silently waved for him to be quiet as he reached out and touched minds with Blackie again. To the dragon, he said, �Fly over the house and fly up and down the valley looking for any sign of other men.�
A third body was soon located, again not his father, and not a soldier. The cause of his death was not clear but that he was dead was not in doubt. Then Blackie found three more mangled and twisted bodies near beside the main house. All were located near the front entrance. Little was left of them. They were coated in black dragon spit, and nobody survived that. It must have been Cinder joining in the battle, for Gareth believed it to be nothing less than a fierce fight.
Gareth began putting clues together. Six men dead, so far. The one beside the gazebo told a tale in itself. The knife in the chest was probably put there by his father as he was attacked in his peaceful and serene place. He carried a knife to clean the fish from the lake. Another nearby died of an arrow, probably from a bow in the hands of his father, and the unknown cause of death in the next in line was also probably due to the old man, too. This idea was supported by the last three who died in an attack from Cinder�protecting his friend and master.
The scenario seemed to account for the deaths in the most logical manner. His father probably lay dead under a tree or in the house, or some other place that couldn�t be seen from the air. It didn�t matter. He was dead, and the bodies of so many attackers only confirmed it.
However, killing his father was one thing. The man was not superior in size, speed, or any other fighting attributes. In those regards, he was simply a man. But a black dragon? The largest and most powerful creature to ever exist? There were not even folktales of men defeating a black. That just left a single question.
Who killed Cinder? And how?

CHAPTER THREE

�Are you alright, Gareth?� His son shook his shoulder, alarm clear in his expression, again. �You�re mumbling about killing.�
�Who killed Cinder?� Gareth spat, pulling back from the mental contact with Blackie, Gareth found himself panting, his heart racing and sweat coating his body. He looked around, realized he�d abruptly left Blackie�s mind and was back at home sitting on his porch. A glance at his hands verified they were shaking. He wiped sweat from his forehead with his sleeve.
Paul asked, �Cinder�s dead?�
The words triggered Gareth to realize that while he was trying to find out what happened and flying over the valley, there was a danger for Blackie. Whatever had killed Cinder might still be there. He leaped to his feet wildly looking around the porch for his wife. When he didn�t see her, he grabbed Paul�s shoulders and shouted, �Sara. I need her.�
�I�ll go find her,� Paul ran inside, worry plain in his hesitation.
�Don�t worry about leaving me alone. I have to go back to Blackie again,� The words were too late as Gareth fell into his seat and closed his eyes and made contact with Blackie. He was pleased to find the animal was still in the air. Do not land again. Fly higher than an arrow can reach. Danger!
Gareth understood Blackie�s reluctance to land, and he was tired from flying so far. But Gareth felt uncertainty and fear in the dragon�s emotions, too. Never had Gareth ordered the dragon to do things in the sharp mental tone he�d just used. Locating his father�s remains became a secondary issue for Gareth, at least until he knew more. He couldn�t allow Blackie to remain in the area even if the dragon wanted to.
Cinder had been a full grown dragon for the last few hundred years. He was still in his prime. Nothing should have been able to kill him. Nothing. No force in the known world could take down an adult black dragon�And Blackie was smaller, not yet mature, being only thirty. If there were something that could kill Cinder, it could also kill Blackie.
Touching minds again, he glanced at the ground from a dizzying height. Blackie was doing exactly what he asked. Gareth ordered, Fly away from this place to that mountain you see far ahead. There you will be wary, but you can hunt and feed. Find a peak or cliff on the mountain men cannot climb. Eat anything you hunt on those slopes and remain there unless you see humans or another dragon. At the first sight or smell of them, you will leave and fly to another mountain farther away and wait for me.
It was perhaps the longest and most complicated message he�d ever tried to convey to the dragon. Usually, one simple directive at a time was all Blackie understood. If Gareth wanted it to fly higher and turn left, he gave it one instruction at a time, and often had to modify it until the dragon understood. Over the years either the dragon understood more and more, or Gareth became more adept at giving orders.
As soon as Gareth sorted out some of the information and developed a plan of action, he�d contact Blackie again and repeat each part of his instructions one step at a time. Moving Blackie from one mountain peak to another every day or two was a good idea. He had to keep him safe and at a distance from his father�s valley.
�What is wrong?� Sara had called before her running feet touched the porch.
�Something killed Cinder.�
She came to his side and knelt. �Cinder was over three hundred years old. Maybe it was his time to die of old age.�
�There are strange men in the valley, all dead. Three from dragon spit, another with a knife in his chest and one from an arrow. It looks like the valley was attacked by force. There must have been others.�
�But your father is dead?�
�I haven�t found him or touched minds with him. I assume so.�
�Is Blackie looking?�
�No. I sent him away to a mountain north of there.�
�Why? I thought you intended to have him find out what�s happening.�
Gareth drew a deep breath and reached for Sara�s hand. �If they can kill Cinder they can kill Blackie. I sent him away to protect him.�
�You have to go to him and to that valley. But you have another problem to settle before leaving,� her eyes lowered, and her lip trembled.
�What is that?�
�I�ve been thinking, Gareth. If you�re injured and lay unconscious for two days, who would �hear� Tad, and what would they hear? And worse, what would they do about it?�
Gareth paused before speaking, trying to find the right words to fit the circumstances. �They will understand his thoughts, and some would have the ability to see through his eyes. Others might put thoughts or ideas into his head.�
�If they said to use a knife and stab Amy in the middle of the night, would he?�
�That�s a question that has no yes or no answer. They cannot make him do something he does not want to do. But they can influence him in other ways.�
�Tell me.�
�Remember I explained how the Sisterhood keeps the vermin from their homes? They project the thoughts that a cat is inside their house, and it�s hungry. The mice escape the open door. The sisterhood didn�t make the mice leave, they make the circumstances correct for the mice to flee.�
�Tell me they cannot do something similar with Tad.�
�I wish I could. A clever manipulator could probably devise circumstances with a young mind that would make him do things he wouldn�t otherwise do.�
�I�m not trying to be fearful, but if I understand correctly, without you, Tad would reveal himself to the world and lead them to wherever he is. There would be a race to capture him for his powers. Each power group would want him on their side, or kill him to prevent him from joining the other. If they came here, the rest of our family would probably die as if we never were. I�m not scared for myself, but for the others.�
Gareth hung his head. �Don�t be. I should have already thought about it, but Tad has only recently started to use his mind, and I�ve been so busy thinking about my father. It�s hard to think of that such a beautiful little boy may be a threat to everyone. But yes, others can follow his mental broadcasts and come directly to this island, or to Vespa. Or anywhere else he is.�
Sara stiffened. �He is not a threat. Those people who want to use him for their own desires are the threats.�
�Hey, I understand, and you�re right, of course. He�s my grandson, too. But to protect everyone in the family, I have to take him with me when I leave.�
�What will we tell Paul and Amy?�
�As parents, I�m sure they�ll have plenty to say about it. No matter what we tell them,� Gareth said. �You seem more worried about their reaction than leaving here.�
Sara shook her head and stood and spun to turn away as her face flushed with anger. �I have to start dinner.�
�When�s the next ship scheduled to arrive?�
Sara turned back long enough to count on her fingers, an old habit she never tried to break. �Six days is the schedule, but maybe sooner or later, as always.�
�I need to go talk to Paul and Amy and get this over with. Hold dinner for me.�
�Tad is only six. Be gentle.�
�Closer to seven, and he�ll be safer with me than here. The family will be safer if he�s with me, too.�
She snorted, still angry. �Tell that to his mother and father and see how well it goes. I�ll hold dinner on the table. It�ll be sitting right beside the medical kit.�
Laughing, Gareth pecked her cheek as he passed by her, but his mind was already on the impending confrontation. On the front porch, he paused looking out at the expanse of soft colored blue water and brilliant white beach. Palm trees with sweeping curved trunks swayed in gentle breezes while sharp black rocks protruded from the waters as if to remind him that there is harshness in even the most beautiful place.
The open ocean lay to his left at the end of the bay, past the rickety pilings holding up the dock the supply ships used. A small warehouse held the goods unloaded from the cargo vessels, and the crews were never permitted ashore. Gareth ensured their cooperation with constant reminders of the perils of the island, especially the stories of the jumping red spiders that attacked a man�s private areas. Their fear of the island was both a good and bad thing. Good that nobody wanted to travel to the island. Bad that he paid twice what the shipping costs should be, but over the centuries his father had collected a vast fortune, a little here, more from over there, until money was no problem. He sent more to Bitters Island than Gareth could spend in ten lifetimes. But it was the principle of paying too much that Gareth objected to.
Paul and Amy lived only two houses away, a short walk, a few hundred steps on the stone-lined path. Paul was his oldest son. Flowering shrubs lined the sides, most planted there by Sara in the early days. She would go hiking in the forests on the island, a shovel over her shoulder and a bucket hanging from her free hand. Over time, the walkway not only became beautiful, the various flowers added sweet scents to the island�s air.
The path continued on much further down the beach past Amy�s house, eventually leading to a cluster of five more houses sitting on the shores of the bay, each with a wide front porch to sit and watch the water and sunsets. All had been built with the hands of his family in joyful times. While thinking of what to say to Paul and Amy, he hadn�t realized that he stood on the front steps leading to their porch.
One deep breath intended to calm and prepare himself, then he climbed the steps and stood at the door. It opened before he could knock.
Amy stood there wearing a weak smile of greeting, but dark eyes that looked angry or suspicious. �I need to talk to you and Paul. Do you have time for me?�
The smile grew fainter and looked out of place. Perhaps Sara was right about the woman. �Yes, of course. Want to come in?�
He gestured to the three chairs and the hanging swing seat on the porch. �Out here is better.�
�Oh, you mean just the three of us.� She turned and called, �Jimmy, run over to Katy�s and ask her to send Bev here to watch the little ones while your dad and I talk with Grandpa Gareth.�
Jimmy grumbled like any other twelve-year-old who was asked by his mother to do a chore, but finally rushed past and ran down the pathway to another house as Paul stood up from the dinner table and moved to stand beside Amy. Neither looked pleased to see him, and he understood. He had not visited them for too long. The family tended to come see him in his house, not the other way around, although he had to admit to himself he had visited the other children more often. Their expressions said they expected bad news.
�Let me get some refreshments,� Amy said, standing and suddenly and rushing back to the kitchen. While there, she settled a squabble between two of her children.
Paul walked to the chair next to the swing and sat, motioning for Gareth to take the favored place. Amy returned with three glasses of coconut milk, a local favorite. Before any could speak, Jimmy returned with Bev, Katy�s oldest girl. She nodded, but understood adults talking, and she led the way inside, careful to shut the door behind them.
Amy said, �You came here for a reason. Don�t make us all uncomfortable with trying to be social, first.�
Gareth looked from one parent to the other, trying to decide how best to proceed. �It�s about Tad.�
�What did he break this time?� Paul asked, seemingly relieved at the subject.
Amy still wore a wary expression.
Gareth looked at Amy instead of Paul. �You know about my abilities to communicate with my mind? Of course, you do. It�s what brought us all here. Well, Tad is developing the same sort of talent.�
�Same what? Amy prompted.
Gareth decided to get it out and then talk about the problems and what to do. �Tad can send his thoughts and feelings to others. Anywhere. To anyone with the talent to listen, a person we call sensitive. He sends them out like a single child might when crying out in a crowd of mothers and the correct mother hears her child, if that makes sense.�
Paul turned to the door and opened it a crack, making sure no inquisitive children were listening. He turned back and said, �Dad, are you sure?�
�I�ve been squelching them for a while.�
Amy leaned forward. �What does that mean? Squelching?�
�I am not allowing his thoughts to escape out into the world. I dampen them, not changing any, but I prevent others from listening or from being able to follow them to the source. I�m sorry, that�s the best way I can explain.�
She looked angry.
Paul said, with a sideways warning glance at his wife for confirmation, �You don�t control what he thinks, you just prevent him from telling the whole world of his existence?�
�Yes, something like that.�
Amy sat up straighter and snapped, �I don�t like it.�
�Me neither,� Gareth said in a soft voice. �But the reality is that his mind can bring our enemies to us. To Bitters Island. He puts us all in danger.�
�Nonsense. He�s just a child.� Amy crossed her arms over her chest.
Gareth looked to Paul for support and only saw confusion in his expression. He said, �Listen without interrupting for a second and be prepared not to like what I�m going to say. My father is dead. Men attacked his compound and killed his dragon, Cinder. I don�t know who or how, but I do know that if they can attack a secure place like that, and somehow kill a full grown black dragon, we are all at risk. This island is no longer a sanctuary. You will all flee to Vespa to a place I own. I have to leave right away and try to figure out what�s happening at my father�s home.�
�You�ll go alone?� Paul asked.
Gareth turned to him, holding his face blank, trying to find the right words.
�Take me with you,� Paul said, �Or John. Or both of us. You�re getting older.�
�No, he's not.� Amy snapped. �Just look at him. He doesn't look a day older than when we got married. Hell, he looks younger than you.�
Gareth swallowed and then plunged ahead, �It will be safer for all if Tad goes with me.�
�You�re not taking my son anywhere,� Amy said, standing and ending the conversation as she stormed inside and slammed the door so hard Gareth felt it through the porch swing.

CHAPTER FOUR

The lonely walk from Paul and Amy�s house back to Gareth�s took nearly twice as long as it had earlier. As promised, his dinner was waiting on the eating table in the front room. But Sara being Sara, there was also a tall glass of tropical fruit juice beside the plate, and a bottle of spirits.
Sara looked up from her knitting and said, �It must have gone better than I expected because you were there so long yet I see no bruises.�
�I think Amy threw me out.�
�So now you have to give her time to think and understand. And time to listen to Paul.�
�He didn�t react too well, either. Did you already add spirits to my drink?�
�I did.�
�A little?�
�No. I expected her to be upset with you. I put in more than normal.�
Gareth fell into the chair and reached for the bottle. He dashed more in the glass and lifted it. One sip told him it was very strong. He gulped more.
�That won�t help, you know.�
�She�s furious with me.�
�Not at you, but at the circumstances. She�ll see. Give her time. Why don�t you sit on the porch and watch the ocean while you contact Blackie and I�ll bring your out food out there? Try to relax.�
�When I told her about Tad she acted like it�s my fault.�
Sara paused at the doorway before entering. �Maybe it is. Have you ever thought about that?�
�How can that be?�
�Tad has your color hair, and his nose is shaped like yours. You don�t object to that.�
Gareth sat his mug aside. �The boy may have inherited his mental abilities from me?�
�Who knows?� Sara slipped inside before he could object.
Gareth took another sip of his drink and considered a refill. A stronger one. The sun had set long ago, but he watched out to sea hoping to see the lights of the supply ship. It could be early this month, which was not unusual for sailing ships to keep loose schedules depending on storms, winds, and tides.
Did Tad inherit his abilities from me? Gareth tried to remember any hint of such a thing from the almost daily mental conversations he�d had with the man he called his father, over the last thirty years. Together they had discussed crop failures and how to divert food from other locations to the affected areas with as little disruption of normal commerce as possible. They had quietly shifted power away from the King to more open minded Earls and Counts. When sickness broke out, they had doctors traveling long before word reached them.
Farmers benefited from their knowledge, as did ranchers and businessmen. Sailors were warned about dangerous storms and ports, and the Kings own armies avoided many losing battles because of troop movement information supplied to the generals. Most never knew how they obtained information and didn�t care. However, there are a few who understand that knowledge is power and that power can acquire gold.
If he had heard the beginnings of the reverberating in Tad�s mind, so might others. The question was, what were they doing with that information? Fortunately, he had recognized the voice as belonging to Tad instantly and had started spreading his mental blanket to prevent Tad�s thoughts from escaping. It was possible they nobody else had detected his unshielded thoughts.
Gareth looked up to find his dinner sitting on a small table beside his chair. Sara was gone, and the food cold. He reached for the fruit juice and cider, only to find it empty. He climbed to unsteady feet and found more juice in the kitchen. All the candles were out, but the moonlight provided more than enough for him to move to his familiar home and make his way back to the porch where a figure stood near the chair Sara normally used, but it was not Sara.
�I thought you might still be up,� Paul said.
�Sit with me? That is if you aren�t too upset.�
�I understand that you�re doing what�s best for all of us. Amy will come around. The supply ship isn�t due for a few days, so why don�t you let me work on her?�
Gareth took a long pull on the drink. �This is not my doing. I refuse any responsibility. You can tell her I don�t want to take Tad with me on a dangerous trip. Hell, I don�t want to go. He was my father.�
�Calm down, Dad. Tad is our youngest, and she�s fighting that. Inside she knows you are trying to do what�s best for all of us.�
�What else can I do?�
Paul leaned forward and reached for the mug Gareth held. Once in Paul�s hand, he tossed the contents onto the strip of grass. �I need something else from you. And Amy, too. We talked after you left and neither of us really understands what�s happening.�
�There are no words for some, or I do not have the words. It�s like a woman telling a man how she gives birth. She can describe parts of it, but he will never fully understand a new life growing inside her.�
�Good comparison. I�ll use it with her, but we cannot understand, and even with a pregnant woman there are the signs she will give birth. We see her shape change, so we have a positive sign. I came here tonight to ask for one sign from you.�
�I cannot mind-speak with you or Amy. I can influence you, but that is not the same.�
�No, but we sort of set a small test for you so that she will believe. Tad is asleep in his room. Amy is sitting our porch and will say or do nothing. She wants you to wake Tad and have him climb from his bed and come here. I�ll take him back home. Can you do that?�
�Tad�s abilities are only beginning to develop.�
�You don�t know if you can do it?�
I wish he hadn�t poured out my drink. �I can try if it�s that important to you.�
�It�s not. If you say this is the way we have to do this, I may not like it, but I�ll go along. It�s Amy that was not raised in our home, and I don�t think she fully believes all she hears of your abilities. It�s not her fault.�
Gareth nodded and closed his eyes. He reached out and felt around until he found Tad�s mind. �Wake up, Tad. Wake up and climb from the bed.�
�She�ll be much easier to convince if you can do it. This test was all her idea, and she�s convinced it will fail.�
�Be quiet.�
�You�re doing it?�
Gareth ignored him. �That�s right, Tad. You�re standing beside your bed. Now you need to go see your Grandpa. He�s waiting for you.�
Paul sat in silence, his eyes watching the walkway but probably seeing nothing. Two figures emerged from the gloom of the night. Tad walked ahead in the stumbling shamble children use when awakened from deep sleep, and a few steps behind him was Amy, looking even less steady on her feet. Tad climbed the steps and walked to face his grandfather with sleepy eyes. Gareth gave him a hug. Gareth�s eyes met Amy�s.
She nodded a single time before scooping Tad into her arms and turning her back to them as she returned him to his bed without a word to either of them.
�I�ll pack his clothes in the morning,� Paul said. �I think Amy is okay, now. Not happy. Okay. At least she believes you.�
�She doesn�t understand, and that makes it even harder for a mother to do what she needs. I believe it�s a capacity we men do not have.�
They sat together for a while, listening to the soft night sounds and the roll of the surf, neither speaking again. Then, after finishing his drink, Paul stood and silently followed his wife and son home.
Gareth watched Paul leave while he again touched minds with Blackie. The dragon had located a cleft on a stone cliff with a perch just large enough to squeeze into for the night. Above was solid rock too high for the longest rope to reach down. Below was half a mountain of solid rock where there were no torches, lanterns, or fires within sight. Blackie was irritated at being awakened, so Gareth exited and left him to rest. After the long flight, he needed it. Gareth closed his eyes to shut out the world around him, and he listened to the crashing of the waves on the beach for a short time. The breeze picked up and rustled through the palms in soft rhythmic interludes as if accompanying the rhythms of the waves.
He woke with the sun full in his face and a blanket spread over him, but he still slumped in the chair. His body would protest all day. Sara must have put the blanket there, and let him sleep. Instead of climbing to his feet, he stayed seated, listening with his mind to the random mental world outside the island. He heard a Sister tell the sheep in her flock that the grass in the upper meadow was new growth, soft and covered with morning dew that they�d love to eat. A Brother reported on the fishing catches in the Far North Sea. He heard hundreds of simultaneous conversations between men of the Brotherhood, like listening to a crowd of men speaking at once in a crowded park. Some words, or thoughts, or ideas, filtered through like they would as if men talked, shouted, or called to one another at the park.
The difference was that most were all on the mainland, many days away. A few were local fishermen, the residents of nearby islands, and sailors at sea.
He sat and filtered what he heard, trying to focus in on a mention of his name, the name of his island, or any other specific mention that related to him or his father. Like the men at the park again, if he heard a particular word or subject he could hone in on it and listen while ignoring the mass of other conversations.
People do it with normal speech daily. Nobody hears the rustle of leaves, the crackle of an insect, the buzz of a bee, the conversations of the nearest twenty people, or all of the other background noises around them at any time. But, let one rattlesnake shake its rattles ten paces away and the person�s ears center on that sound, ignoring all others. Or perhaps a better example would be a dozen children playing, and one cries out in pain. The mother of that child runs to help because she hears her child in the crowd of others.
Gareth listened and ignored most thoughts. Then he heard his name mentioned within the din. Or perhaps the voice was speaking of The Gareth, his father, but no matter, it was a subject he needed to hear. He shut out the rest of the noise in his head and waited. �Gareth is coming soon.�
It was not a man he heard. It was the mental voice of a woman, obviously of the Sisterhood. She was not communicating with anyone, it was her private, unprotected thought. He felt guilty at singling her out and listening to her private thoughts, but more important was what she was thinking, and why.� How does she know I�m coming?
Sara chose that moment to carry a tray of bananas and mangos to the porch. She glanced at his face. �Something wrong? Has Amy been over here already and I missed it?�
�Someone knows I�m going to the mainland.�
�How can that be?� She fell into the chair beside him and sighed.
He reached out again with his mind and touched the masses of people speaking to cats, dogs, mice, and each other, a jumble of conversations that buzzed in his head like angry bees. Then he heard his name again and followed the link to a man speaking with his mind to another. One of the Brotherhood. He appeared be reporting or passing on information in a dull, monotonous manner. The gist of the end of the thoughts said, �. . . And no other sightings of Gareth.�
It was the solemn, unexcitable thought process of the Brotherhood. Simple, no emotions, and only the basic information required. But it hinted that earlier conversation had also been about Gareth and that the Brotherhood was actively searching for him. While it had been true they searched for him for the last thirty years, the coincidence of that conversation at this time suggested the hunting had intensified. Again, why?
It could not be a coincidence. He reached out into the mental abyss and immediately found another instance of his name being mentioned. This time, it was a question. The response was that they were watching the King�s Road near Bayport and had noticed nothing unusual. The mental contact broke, and Gareth settled back into his chair to consider the new information.
If the Brotherhood had lookouts on the major roads, and if his name was mentioned so many times, he needed to hide. When he had been young, a fisherman had taken him through a part of the kingdom where all sensitives were searching for him. Instead of hiding in the forests, they had traveled the roads in a wagon filled with corn to sell at market. Gareth had led a goat by a halter as if taking it to an uncle on another farm. For two days they had walked past dozens of the Brotherhood, hiding in plain sight.
Angry footsteps on the planks of the porch snapped his attention to the approaching visitor.
Sara recovered first and smiled as she said, �Amy, we were hoping you would come see us this morning. Can I get you tea?�
Hands on hips, Amy glared at Gareth, ignoring Sara. �What are you up to? Just because of that stunt you pulled with Tad last night does not mean I�m letting him go with you.�
Sara turned to Gareth and controlled a smile threatening to burst free, but with her head turned Amy couldn�t see her face. �You pulled a stunt?�
�Just a small test to convince Paul that Tad indeed has mental powers.�
�You woke him and made him walk here so it would convince me,� Amy growled. �Not Paul.�
Gareth knew that if he showed his anger, he would lose any opportunity to allow Tad to travel with him. In his softest voice, he said, �He never came here in the middle of the night before, did he?�
Sara held out the plate of fruit and offered it to Amy, who refused with a wave of her arm. Sara set the plate aside and said, �Your father-in-law needs your help. He has never asked anything of you, but this one time.�
�He hasn�t asked anything, yet.�
�Have you given him a chance, Amy? As mothers, we sometimes overprotect instead of listening. At least, I do.�
Gareth let them talk. Sara had a way with convincing people to do things with her gentle ways and easy manner. He had only to look at the new floor inside the house that he�d refused to lay last year to know her power.
Amy said, �Why would he need little Tad�s help?�
Sara went slowly when she changed people�s minds. She peeled a banana and before taking a bite said, �Two minds are better than one. We all know that. You and I understand only a fraction of what Gareth does, let alone the mental powers he has. Now our grandson, your son, may have the ability to help Gareth in his tasks. You should be proud.�
�I don�t understand any of this,� Amy wailed.
Sara bit the tip off the banana and delicately chewed before speaking. �Neither do I. None of us understand. But I understand this. Everyone in our family is in danger, and my husband is going to try and protect all of us. You. Me. Tad. All of us on this island, and I will do whatever I can to assist him.�
�Tad is my youngest.�
Gareth felt his time to talk had come. �I will protect him with my life as I will all of my family.�
�I don�t want him to go.�
Gareth emphasized with her thinking and said, �Just as I don�t want to go, but I must, and I will not make you send him with me. We are family. I am not the King and his court. However, I can better protect him if he is with me.�
Sara chimed in as if they had discussed it beforehand, �It�s a beautiful day. Gareth and I were about to walk on the shore and see what shells have washed up. Would you care to join us? But, let�s not talk about Tad anymore.�
Gareth stood. �Amy, he is your son. Let�s go pretend we are beachcombers looking for treasure.�
Amy shook her head, plainly wanting to continue the conversation but she seemed confused by the idea that they were letting her do as she wished, so there was nothing left to discuss about the matter. �I�ve got to make breakfast for Paul and the kids.�
Gareth and Sara walked with her to where the path made of white rocks split, one path to the other houses. They took the path to the beach while Amy took the other, walking almost in a daze. The conversation had not gone as she expected and she�d obviously been prepared to shout and fight.
Once they had found and discarded a dozen shells of various sizes and colors, Gareth said, �You were very convincing with her.�
�Amy has a right to be upset,� Sara said.
Gareth tossed aside another shell. �She�ll pack his things so he can go, thanks to you,�
�What will you do now?�
Gareth shrugged. �Collect a few more shells I don�t need. Then, I�ll sit on my porch and enjoy what little I can while waiting for the ship to arrive. But I will also use the time to scour the air for any sniff of what�s happening. What is drawing all of this together now instead of another time?�
�You do not give me the impression you are mourning the loss of your father, but I know you are.�
�I also mourn the loss of Cinder, but he was not my dragon. As for my father, I do not yet know for sure he is dead. There is the smallest chance he is alive. And if he is dead, I will have vengeance. And revenge.�
�Yes, I understand that.�

CHAPTER FIVE

Despite the problems of leaving Bitters Island with Tad, all of the pieces fell into place on the day the supply ship arrived. Amy reluctantly agreed with her husband, Paul, that Gareth could protect him at his side better than if the boy stayed at home. Their heated discussions often ended with no answers the last few days, and all living on the island had heard them. The one item that remained was that Tad had somehow inherited unique mental powers neither parent understood, except for the fact that he brought danger to them.
The sighting of the approaching supply ship put it all into action. After the ship had unloaded the cargo, the entire family turned out to see them off. Enough tears were shed to float the supply ship home.
But another ship would arrive soon, one large enough to carry the entire family to Vespa. The animals would be set free to survive or not. Most of their possessions would be left behind as if they might one day return, but repeated family discussions had convinced most that their idyllic lives on Bitters Island had come to an end.
Sara had taken charge of the family and packing. They would first sail to Vespa. However, Gareth didn�t have to convince her that she needed another plan in place as well. A good general in any army has his next move decided whether he wins or loses a battle. The general plans for victory and defeat. Sara carried enough gold with her to plan twenty more moves but intended to keep her family alive and well, and together.
She had discussed the options with Gareth, and since Vespa was a seaport on the lowlands, she would secretly invest in a ship. As the owner, she would have it standing by, never more than a few days away, and the Owner-Captain would be paid handsomely for the services. If trouble arose, the family would flee to the ship and depart on little notice to destinations to be determined.
There were two places she chose, with others held as possibilities. North of Vespa were forests so thick the sun seldom reached the ground. East were the Steppes, grasslands where they said the winter snow never melted and the ground remained frozen all year. Snow blew along the ground from the fierce winter winds until it wore itself to powder, and then to nothing, but it didn�t melt.
Their plans avoided vast cities, large towns, and even most villages. Vespa was an exception. As a seaport, it had a regular influx of visitors arriving or leaving. There were sixty-three people in Gareth�s family, far too many to not be noticed in most places. But in Vespa, they might succeed. Long ago Gareth had purchased houses, farms, and an inn. Over the years, he had added to the holdings and now controlled enough for all the family. Each part of the family could take their place in Vespa with nobody in the town knowing they were related to the others.
Of course, people of the small city would come to realize some of them were related, but that was little different than others who moved there. The plan was simple, able to adjust to the needs of the time, and only the members of the Brotherhood wandering the streets in their green robes need be avoided.
Standing at the rail as the ship cast off, Gareth clutched Tad so hard the boy grunted in pain. Will I ever see this island, my wife, and my family, again?
He tried to keep a dry eye as the island grew smaller while the ship sailed away and he continued waving to people he could no longer see. Tad was fascinated by the sailors shouting orders, climbing the rigging, and setting sails. His head was turned upward so often that he almost looked deformed. Probably have a neck-ache later. Long after the island was gone from sight, Gareth turned and located the first mate.
�Can you show us to our cabin?�
�Yes, sir. I didn�t want to interrupt you back there.�
Gareth nodded gratefully and placed a hand on Tad�s shoulder. I never expected it to be this hard, and we�ve just begun.
The small cabin drew Tad�s complete attention. Gareth sat on the single bunk and watched the almost seven-year-old inspect, discover, touch, and inquire about everything in the tiny cabin while ignoring the increasing pitching and yawing of the ship as it sailed into the unprotected waters.
�Why are there drawers under the bed?�
�To keep our things from shifting when the ship is in a storm, and to use all the space.�
Glancing around the cabin recalled the memory of one of his first sea voyages. Blackie had been a kitten and shared the cabin with him, although the captain rightfully charged twice the normal fare because of the dragon�s immense appetite, even at his small size.
�Grampa, why is the window round?�
�Because . . . Well, because.�
�It stinks on this ship. Why does it smell so bad?� Tad asked.
�Ships sometimes smell bad, but you�ll get used to it. You�re smelling tar, salt, dried fish, smoke, and only the gods who dance know what else.�
�Can I play outside?�
Gareth shook his head in wonder, and in answer to the question. The boy would ask another hundred questions before the mid-day meal, and he�d require answers for all of them. Gareth might supply half. �Come sit beside me and we�ll talk.�
Tad hiked up his trousers and climbed onto the raised bed beside Gareth. His eyes still wandered, but he was as attentive as Gareth was going to get him for a while. Instead of speaking out loud, he touched the young mind. �Tad, we have to have a man-to-man talk.�
�About what?�
Gareth found it difficult to explain without words, so he spoke normally. �You have a gift. Your mind allows you and me to speak without words, but this is very important. You cannot let anyone else know about it. Only your family on Bitters Island, and you will not see them for days and days.�
�Okay.�
�There is more. We are going on a dangerous mission. Just you and me. Bad men are waiting for us, but we are going to hide and try to find a friend of mine to help us.�
�Mommy said I have to do what you say.�
�She is right, but you are also going to help me.�
Tad�s smile came quickly and his solemn face transformed to one of pure joy. �How?�
I need to test him some more and find his limits and abilities. Gareth sent the image of a mosquito landing on the boy�s neck. No words, just the image. Tad slapped his neck and examined his fingers for evidence of a dead insect. While the boy was distracted, Gareth said with his mind, �You and I are going to pretend to be other people. Even on this ship.�
�Who?� The question came via his mind. Tad hadn�t spoken, and if Gareth was right, he didn�t realize it.
Gareth used his voice. �Is there a name you�d like to be called?�
�Tad.�
�Any other? I�m thinking of something more common, like a farmer names his son.�
�Tad. I want to use my real name.� His arms crossed over his chest in finality.
Gareth settled back and reconsidered. The demand had justification. Nobody knew of Tad or his name. Only the name Gareth carried the stain of instant recognition. �Okay, we�ll do it your way. Can you call me Dad or Daddy? Never Grandpa Gareth?�
�Yes, Dad.�
Gareth smiled at the boy. Dad would do fine. Gareth might change his name to meet the circumstances, but if Tad always called him Dad it wouldn�t matter. �We�re going above decks to stretch our legs, which means we are going outside for a few minutes. I have some thinking to do so don�t ask a thousand questions. You�ll have to stay right beside me.�
Tad bounded down and raced the two steps to the door. Gareth leaped right behind him, making it a race. Outside, the day had turned gray, and a few drops of heavy rain splattered on the deck. They walked near the rail, Tad watching the ocean as he�d never seen it. Staying out of their way, Gareth touched the mind of each sailor they passed and as always, he fuzzed their memory of him. Just a slight image shift, making him taller and thinner. He also placed a question in their minds, asking where had the ship ported and if it had taken on passengers.
By the time they reached port, none of the crew would remember much of either of him and Tad and what they did would be confused and conflicting with other crewmen. If questioned, they might not even remember any passengers this trip. But he would change their minds a sliver at a time, like whittling a stick.
The small, round-bottomed cargo ship would take them to the port of St. Michelle on the island of Indore, and from there they�d catch another ship, a larger commercial vessel that would carry them to Freeport on the mainland. Leaning against the rail, Tad caught sight of a whale in the distance and cried out in pure joy.
The same rail supported Gareth as the ship rolled in the choppy water. He used his insight to touch minds with Blackie again. The dragon was in the air peering down at the ground searching for a meal. It passed up a moose. They were not his favorite. He�d eat one if nothing else were around, but moose and bear were usually passed on. Blackie did like the taste of bear, but unlike most animals, bear fought back. Blackie would win the battle easily, but not without some pain. When a deer emerged from under a small tree Gareth left a warm mental touch for Blackie to swoop down and enjoy his meal.
Tad spotted an island far off to the port side of the ship, just at the edge of the horizon, one of the hundreds, perhaps thousands, of mountainous islands in the shallow seas. �What�s that?� was the first question, followed by �What�s its name?� and much more.
Gareth wiped the hair from the boy�s forehead and answered a dozen questions before a steward carried a tray and paused long enough to tell them he was carrying their dinner and would place the tray in their cabin. Gareth glanced at the boy and met his smile. �Hungry?�
�Yes, Dad,� Tad said with a sly smile.
�The weather looks like a storm may make it too wet for us outside, anyway. Maybe we can nap after we eat.�
�I�m not a baby. I don�t need a nap.�
This trip is going to be a lot harder than I anticipated. �Okay, no naps.�
A day later he went on deck with the excited boy to watch the island port as their ship approached the docks. Tad commented on the number of ships, the number of people, and how large the town was. Tad had never been off Bitters, and the sight of eight ships and a village/town of perhaps two thousand people amazed him with the size.
Before the ship tied up at the pier, Gareth escorted Tad around the entire ship, making sure he passed each of the eleven men of the crew he�d counted. Eleven times he reached out and placed memories of other faces into their minds. Each of them would vaguely remember passengers on the trip, but some would recall two women, other a short woman, and a man. Each would vary their description, but none would recall much detail.
Once off the ship and settled into a snug inn called the Leaping Goat, Gareth took Tad for a walk. This was an excuse to see the town and find a ship to Freeport instead of Princeton, the larger port city where most of the ships would sail to. Freeport was more southerly and smaller. He�d never been there so his appearance should be less known, except for the tales told by the Brotherhood. While walking, he�d do a little eavesdropping to local chatter in the streets as well as in the common room at the inn.
They moved through the streets paved with stones while examining everything displayed in the shop windows, shirts, candles, knives, and pastries. Tad wanted two of everything, no matter if it was cookies, shirts, or glass mugs. Gareth�s father had accumulated enormous wealth over his six lifetimes. He had shared part of it with Gareth so that all in his family could live well for generations. However, any display of wealth invited danger of attempted theft and wagging tongues. Gareth would be frugal, as always.
Tad carried a fried meat pie in one hand and a stick of honey-candy in the other. The street they followed terminated in a thatched roof with public seating under the welcome shade. The view was of the port, and in the distance, another ship�s sails came into sight. Instead of the smaller two mast cargo ships busy loading and unloading in the port, the new arrival was taller, sleeker, and the three tall masts held three tiers of sails.
Gareth turned to four sailors enjoying free their time by sipping ale in the shade as they played a gambling dice game. �Excuse me, do any of you know that ship?�
One of the four said, �Tis the City of Adelaide, good sir.�
Another confirmed his opinion. �Right on time.�
�Where does it travel after it leaves here?�
The first to talk answered, �The port of Reteam, on the south coast, then to Freeport along the coast. She makes a three port voyage.�
Gareth appreciated the information as well as the friendly manner of the four men. Perhaps later they would share more with him. He slipped a full copper from his pouch and lifted his chin in the direction of the girl hustling between the tavern and the public area. As she approached, he handed her the copper and said for only her ear, �Please, a round for my friends.�
�You don�t have to do that,� one of the sailors with above normal hearing protested, but not sounding sincere.
Gareth shrugged, telling the girl to do as he asked, and watched the ship pull into port, lowering a longboat attached to a line to help guide the ship the last part of the trip. Other men lined the pier, catching ropes thrown to them, and more waiting to unload cargo.
He turned to the four sailors again. �Is it a good ship?�
�That she is.�
�The master, is he fair?�
One of the sailors nodded as he said, �You ask the right questions, my friend. If yer sailing for the mainland, you can�t do better than the City of Adelaide.�
Tad tugged his sleeve. �Can we go now?�
Gareth shook his head and looked around for anything that might entertain the boy. Down the hillside were two boys playing that were near his age. They were closer to the water and throwing rocks at anything that moved and much that didn�t. They had been trying to throw stones further into the water than the others. Gareth could keep a watch on Tad as well as the ship at the same time. He pointed to the boys and told Tad to go introduce himself.
The boy held none of the reluctance to meet strangers that he�d probably have in a few years as he grew older and began doubting himself. He raced to join them and soon all were trying to out-throw the others, laughing and cheering for the best. Gareth watched them and the ship as he ate part of the fried meat pie that Tad left. He ordered an ale for himself and settled back to observe it all. Twice he touched minds briefly with Blackie, and once he attempted to locate the mind of his father.
He already missed Sara and his family and thought of sailing back with the next ship. After thirty years he felt odd being in public with so many strangers around that he didn�t know. Men and women strolled past selling pineapples, bananas, and slices of lamb skewered on sticks. Others sold small loaves of fresh baked bread, and one sold flowers of so many colors Sara would be envious. A soft afternoon breeze soothed him as he sat in the shade.
As his attention returned to the ship that had just tied up in front of him, two figures walked single file down the gangplank. Both wore heavy, long green robes that fell to their feet with hoods pulled so far over their heads that the shade protected not only their shaved heads and eyebrows, but their pale faces as well.
The Brotherhood. The words leaped into his mind even before he watched them pair up side by side and begin their odd walk that held little sway as they slithered along. The robes touched the sandals all of them wore. He hadn�t seen one of them in thirty years, and the sight brought back floods of memories, some good, most disagreeable.
�Ye�r looking a little green around the gills,� one of the friendly sailors at the next table said.
Gareth started at the voice next to him. He swallowed hard. �Those two men in green. Ever see any of them?�
All four turned to look. Three shook their heads. However, one said, �I seen the likes of them before. Just like them two. They watch what�s going on and hardly ever talk.�
�They dangerous?� Another sailor asked Gareth.
�Not exactly. Well, maybe, in certain circumstances. It�s best to stay well away from them and don�t answer any questions.�
The four nodded in agreement. The one who had seen the Brotherhood before said, �He�s right. They�re bad news. Always show up when there�s trouble.�
Another said, �We got a woman getting off that ship, too.�
Gareth didn�t bother looking at her as he watched the two Brothers walk up the hillside to the edge of town and enter an inn�not the same one he was staying at.
The tall woman wearing the heavy clothing suitable for a colder climate pulled a bonnet onto her head as she slowly looked around and took account. She followed the brothers up the hill, but at the last minute turned and walked down the street in the direction of the center of town instead of the inn.
Gareth had already sent for a ship large enough to carry his family and their possessions to Vespa and was going to stay and make sure the ship met his demands, but the sight of the Brotherhood in the islands for the first time changed his mind. The ship he�d ordered had a fine reputation, was large enough, and the captain would take on any provisions required. Gareth was simply a mother hen when it came to his family.

CHAPTER SIX

Tad was not eager to go aboard another boring ship and tried to argue with Gareth as he took them to the ship in the early evening, just after dark. He put up almost as much fight as he had about taking a nap earlier. After departing a port, one day at sea on a ship was much like any other for a small boy. No places to play and the same routine.
But Gareth had an important job to do, and Tad continued to act like a seven-year-old, which shunted attention away from Gareth while drawing attention to the pair of them. Talking to him might help, but probably not. A nanny of some sort might help, but Gareth feared to have anyone too close because they might discover some of his secrets. Besides, it could place them in danger, too.
�It�s a bigger ship. You�ll like it.�
�Ship floors tip and makes me sick.�
�You and I have to talk. Man to man.�
�I thought we were going to stay at that big house.�
The Inn. He had paid for a room but when the City of Adelaide pulled into port his plans changed. He�d expected to stay at least several days waiting for the next ship, but when he saw the Brotherhood he almost panicked. He�d carefully asked at the inn if anyone had ever seen any of the strange passengers in green robes who arrived. None had, although several had traveled to the mainland and had seen them there. But never in the islands.
Blackie had spotted another of the king�s ships searching the tropical seas for him a few days ago, and now two of the Brotherhood arrived in St. Michelle. There was a new, evil voice he�d heard in his mind. His father�s home was attacked. And Tad�s new mental abilities came to light. It had become a busy time.
Gareth placed his hand on the boy�s shoulder and urged him up the gangplank after stopping at the inn long enough to grab their luggage. An officer answered questions and accepted the coins for passage.
The crewman asked their names and welcomed them. He escorted them to their cabin while explaining the ship�s rules and eating arrangements. Their cabin was little different in style or size than the supply ship. After dropping their luggage onto the single bed, they left to explore the ship. Several times Gareth paused to pass a few words with sailors. He would again leave their minds fuzzy and unable to recognize Gareth or his grandson, let alone verify they had ever traveled on the ship.
Tad said, �It smells funny. Bad.�
�Better than the last ship. You said that one stank.�
�Do we have to go to bed right away?�
�Nope. Why don�t we take a quick tour of the ship and maybe sit outside and breathe in some salt air?�
While sitting with two sailors on the bow, both of whom looked hardly older than Tad, he saw a woman board the ship. As she passed under an oil lamp, he recognized her as the one who had followed the Brothers ashore. That was odd. She arrived this afternoon and sailed again on the midnight tide. Why would a woman arrive on an island and then leave later the same day for the same port she�d sailed from?
He watched as she raised her hand to pull the edge of her bonnet forward as if hiding her face. The simple act drew his attention more than her travel arrangements.
The two young sailors sitting beside them were playing a game with squares of wood placed on a board. They were teasing Tad and threatening to teach him how to gamble. Maybe he could borrow a few coppers from his father to play?
Gareth smiled back and considered allowing Tad to play and teach them a lesson. With Tad touching minds with him, and Gareth reading the minds of the two little gamblers, Tad could earn himself some spending money. He said, �I don�t think that�s a good idea. Listen, Tad and I have to head to our cabin. We have some unpacking to do.�
�We do?� Tad protested.
�Yes. And we have things to discuss,� he turned to the sailors. �Have a nice evening and I�m sure we�ll talk on the voyage.�
First thing in the morning, he�d locate the first officer and get the names and occupations of other passengers, a normal request. Gareth believed there was only one other passenger, the woman who followed the brothers. Had she simply walked ashore after them�or had she been following them? 
Tad dumped his travel bag onto the bunk and started filling the drawers built in under the bed. When he finished, the four drawers all held only a few items each, with no drawers for Gareth�s things, but Gareth didn�t object. �Tad, you understand we are here on a very important job?�
�Momma told me.�
�Today when you didn�t want to take a nap, and you were angry. We can�t have that again. It will bring bad people to us.�
Tad gave him the look seven-year-old boys use when they no longer believe children�s stories.
Gareth said, �I�m going to tell you something else important. You can never tell anyone else without talking to me first. Promise?�
The boy finished loading his drawers and tossed his empty travel bag into a corner. He sat beside Gareth and nodded, solemn as if he were forty instead of seven.
There seemed to be no other way but tell him outright. If Tad didn�t understand to keep it to himself, or if he didn�t try to control his mind, Gareth could influence him to either help him be quiet or to confuse him so he would think of other things. �You have a special power. You and I can speak without words.�
He waited for Tad�s surprised reaction. When none came, he tried again. �I can talk to you without words even when I�m in another room.�
Tad shrugged. �I know that.�
The revelation took Gareth by surprise. �You do?�
�I can always hear you in my head when I listen for you. But I sometimes get confused in my head. Who is thinking? You or me. What does it mean to influence me?�
Gareth locked his mind down. The boy had already heard too much. He hears everything I think? �It means to fill your mind with other things so you cannot pass on information you shouldn�t.�
�Like about us talking inside our heads?�
�How long has this been going on with you? How long have you been listing to what is in my head?�
�I could always hear you.�
�Well, now I can hear you, too.�
�Isn�t that good?�
�No. The problem is that you don�t know how to only touch my mind. Just you and me. When you speak with your mind, everyone hears you.�
�Is that why you smother me?�
�Smother?�
�You hold down my thoughts so I can�t talk to you.�
Gareth settled back on the bed and tried to think of where this was going and how to approach it in a manner a seven-year-old would understand.
Tad said, �I understand more than you think.�
�How much of what I just thought did you hear?�
�All of it. You said you wondered where this was going and how to talk to me in a way a seven-year-old boy would know.�
Orderly shouting came from the decks above. Feet ran in response. Orders were issued. Tad looked at Gareth. �We�re leaving.�
�Yes. This is not the best time to talk. Want to go above decks and watch?�
�You do, so I do too,� Tad said, obviously still reading Gareth�s feelings, if not his words.
Tad walked out the door and climbed the steep ladder to the main deck. They stood out of the way, near the stern where a door led to the crew�s quarters. Sailors pulled the heavy ropes that tied the ship to the pier aboard and coiled them, and an officer, not the Captain, shouted more orders. One sail was raised. The wind was light and the tide running. The ship pulled slowly away from the pier with the wind and tide pushing it. The sail captured the wind, and the helmsman turned the ship gently to face the open sea.
Tad nudged Gareth. �She peeked out the door, saw us and ducked inside.�
Gareth directed his mind to Tad�s. �The woman following the Brothers?�
�Yes. I saw her for just a second. She acted scared.�
The answer came so naturally that if asked, Gareth believed Tad would say he had heard the words out loud.
�No, I wouldn�t,� Tad corrected. �I know the difference.�
�I think we should go to our cabin and catch some sleep.�
�I know what you�re thinking. Tomorrow you will begin to teach me how to use my powers.�
Gareth laughed out loud as he ushered the boy ahead of him.
After breakfast they walked the sunny decks for a short time, then Tad suggested they get started on the lessons. He seemed anxious to learn.
Gareth said, �I don�t even know where we start, but yes.�
Once in the room, they faced each other. By the mid-day meal, Gareth was astounded to find the boy had jumped through all the mental hoops Gareth provided with ease. His only drawback was that he could not control his thinking to direct it at a single mind, yet. His thoughts would have burst from his mind like fireworks, spreading his thoughts to all who could hear if Gareth had not dampened them, or smothered them as Tad called it.
But even dampening Tad�s thoughts didn�t mean some energy might escape beyond the ship, and Gareth tried to keep it to a point that only he and the boy could hear.
By the time the ship passed the twin statues of the famous mythical Rete, at the headlands of Reteam harbor near dusk a few days later, Tad could already partially control his thinking. When he attempted to direct it at Gareth, they touched minds and spoke as if in the same room. However, Tad had not learned to control his wild thinking, especially when angry. There were times when Gareth had to use all his skill to squelch the thoughts and keep them from spreading to all sensitives, and yet, he believed some had escaped.
The commercial area of the Reteam port held over twenty piers extending into the deep water like fingers reaching from the shore. Ships tied up to both sides. Further along were hundreds of other piers for small craft, like fishing and shrimping boats. As the City of Adelaide dipped her sails and navigated closer to one of the piers, Gareth saw a pair of Brothers watching the ship.
Keeping his reaction to a minimum, he searched the other piers and docks. On almost all he found pairs of Brothers. More of them strolled the cargo loading area. Casually, he motioned for Tad to return to their cabin. Once safely inside Gareth touched the minds of each crewman and blurred the images of the two passengers, making them both be remembered as old women, the wives of traders who frequented the vessel.
Tad sensed his frightened mood and sat on the bed, watching but not speaking. Gareth moved to the porthole and pulled the dark curtain aside. As the ship turned into the pier, the current and wind moved it closer, more Brothers arrived until there were ten spread out on the land and the pier. Lanterns on tall poles were lit in anticipation of unloading passengers and cargo. Stevedores gathered in groups, waiting for the ship to finish tying up.
�Are they bad men?� Tad asked.
�Well, not exactly bad, but not good for us, either. We�ll want to avoid them. When we get to Freeport, we need to get off this ship without people like them knowing we were there.�
�How can we do that?�
�I�m not sure, yet.�
�You could have Blackie rescue us. He could dive down at them, and they�d run like sheep from a dog.�
Gareth chuckled and tried to ease the mind of the boy. �No, we don�t want to do that. He�s far away and waiting for us in the mountains, and all we need to do is sneak past the men out there at the next port if there are any of them.�
Tad nodded and said, �There will be more.�
Gareth had been considering that. But maybe there were no more inland if they got past the ones watching the docks. However, if he could see ten, it made sense there were more he couldn�t see. He calculated and decided there might be as many as twenty Brothers, or ten pairs watching the ships and port. Reteam was a small port city, unlike Freeport, which was a major city. How many of the Brotherhood were in Reteam on a regular basis? Maybe three pairs at most? If that was true, where had the other seven pair come from? And why?
Answering his own question, he decided they must have come from the surrounded towns and villages, meaning the Brotherhood was concentrating all of their attention on arriving ships. It also meant that if he managed to get inland, there would be far less of the Brotherhood to evade because they were all at the ports.
If Reteam held this many brothers searching, how many would Freeport have waiting for arriving ships? A hundred? It didn�t matter. He felt certain they were waiting and searching for him, although he had no idea of how they knew he would arrive on a ship. He�d love to touch minds with one of them, but they were sensitives also, and would know instantly what he had done. They were probably hoping for such a mistake.
Tad eased to the porthole and watched with him, but said nothing. Gareth opened his mind enough for Tad to enter.
Gareth allowed his mind to reach out to one of the friendly young sailors they had met the first night on the ship. Gently, he touched minds. Having seen the sailor, and spoken with him, it was far easier to make mental contact because he was familiar. �There are so many of the Brotherhood out there, I wonder what�s going on?�
The sailor lifted his head from the line he was coiling and looked to the pier, only a stone�s throw away. He said, �Spike, have you ever seen so many of those green men?�
�Always a couple of them around, but never seen so many gathered at one time.�
Gareth heard the second voice in his mind as clearly as the young sailor heard it in his ears. He pulled back. One by one he touched each crewman on the ship and suggested that they felt uncomfortable discussing anything with the Brotherhood. They would defy them by lying in answers to any questions, especially about the ship, the cargo, or passengers.
As expected, every crewman instantly leaped on the idea with glee. They already distrusted the Brotherhood and misleading them felt right. Gareth allowed them to do what came naturally, even if he did encourage it a little more than they might have if the ship carried different passengers.
Now Tad and Gareth could stay out of sight until the ship sailed, but they still faced, even more, odds in Freeport. More odds meaning more Brothers watching. Gareth glanced at Tad and said, �I know you don�t like ships. Maybe we should try to escape from this one at this port instead of going on.�
�I�ll pack.�
There was no hesitation in Tad. Not only did he not like ships, but he also didn't like the Brotherhood. Gareth gathered his things too and stuffed the little he carried with him in a bag much like those sailors carried over their shoulders. He felt the gentle bump as the ship nudged the pier, and almost at once the motion of the ship changed to one of being contained.
A knock came from the cabin door. Expecting to find a steward or crewman, Gareth was surprised to find a woman. Moreover, it was the woman who had followed the Brotherhood ashore in St. Michelle. Without asking, she pushed the door further open and slipped inside. She closed the door with a firm hand. She appeared both excited and scared.
�Can I help you?� Gareth managed to say.
�The other way around. I�m here to help you, Gareth.�

CHAPTER SEVEN

The woman identified herself as Ann. She stood at the door of the ship�s cabin, facing Gareth and Tad, her stance defiant and imploring at the same time. She said softly, �I am one of the Sisterhood.�
The woman looked middle-aged, at least, perhaps fifty, but on second glance, she might have been much younger. She didn�t wear makeup, her hair was covered with a hood, and she seemed intentionally bland in appearance, and her actions gave her the appearance of age. Gareth considered her admission of being one of the Sisterhood and said, �I watched you following the two Bothers off this ship at St Michelle. You were following them, weren�t you?�
�I was. The Brotherhood is upset about something, a huge something, and lately, they�re acting very odd, as if in danger. Those two Brothers were the first anybody�s ever seen on a ship. There�s something they do not like about ships, but those two booked passage and on impulse I did likewise to see what they were up to.�
Gareth hoped to keep Tad�s abilities hidden from her. He said, �There must be ten pairs of Brothers on the docks to inspect passengers getting off ships. Three pairs are waiting to board and search this ship if I�m not mistaken.�
Ann nodded, �That�s why I�m here. I know that you are Gareth, and you might try to hide in this cabin until they are gone. You could probably hope to get away with it because of your experience and expertise in mind-talk, but your grandson, Tad, cannot.�
The words shocked him. How had she known his name, their relationship, and why had she hinted Tad�s talents couldn�t be hidden? �Tell me.�
�It�s difficult, but I�ll hurry. I�ll use your example. When I speak to my sheep telling them the pasture that they should graze in and why only my sheep hear me. Otherwise, all the sheep in the kingdom would make for my lands. I limit the distance of the mind-speak.�
Gareth had never considered that idea, but she was obviously right. He could see tens of thousands of sheep heading for her farm is she did not limit the distance. His mind churned to understand the implications. Like speaking softer, he decided.
She went on, �Your mind speech can travel over long distances, but there are limits that we can discuss later. For now, you have to understand. While you cannot hear speech from everywhere, the opposite is also true. When closer, more people can be heard, just like when talking with your voice. Even if you whisper, those near enough will hear.�
Gareth pointed to the bunk, offering her a place to sit while he gave a warning look for Tad to remain quiet. �I accept that you are of the Sisterhood, and I accept at least part of what you�re saying, but there is more than you�re trying to tell me.�
She looked at the boy. �Tad has your gift. You smother his thoughts so they cannot be heard, but any nearby sensitive person of either sex can hear him. Not clearly, or understand what he is saying. But he is there. No mistaking it.�
Gareth hoped he was misunderstanding her.
She continued as she rummaged in her travel bag, �The Brotherhood is coming aboard, soon. You cannot use your mind to shield Bitters Island, the existence of the boy, and speak to the Brotherhood all at the same time. One tiny slip and they will know. I�m here to help suppress Tad�s thinking.�
�You�re hunting for the same medicine I used when everyone was after me?�
�Nothing that strong. Just a milder sedative. One used to help people sleep.�
Gareth reached out and felt the minds of the crew of the ship. On his third touch, he found a sailor already speaking to two Brothers. They would arrive below decks before long. �How much time does it take to work?�
�Not long.�
�Tad, drink the medicine she�s giving you. I don�t care what it tastes like, just do it, this is important.�
As he looked at Tad to encourage him to drink it, the vial was already empty and the boy smiling.
Ann sat on the bed and said, �Give me a minute.�
Her eyes went blank, and she remained still. Gareth imagined he looked much like her when he contacted The Gareth or Blackie. She finally shivered and looked up at him, a smile spreading on her face. �I just delayed them for a little while.�
�What did you do?�
�Bats. I suggested that tonight mosquitoes are swarming around the heads of men. If the bats fly close to men, they will find the best hunting. I�ve tried to send my thoughts as far as I can, but if you want to draw more bats here with your mind, please do.�
�I think your help will cause enough problems for them for now. You said that if you are close, you can listen to Tad�s thoughts?�
�Yes. For the entire voyage, I have listened to his side of your conversation, but not yours because you shield yours so well. Now that we are here, the Brothers will certainly hear Tad unless you continue to blanket all of his thinking, or we use medicine to keep him quiet.�
The revelation stunned Gareth. He quickly realized that they could have kept that information to herself and simply stayed within the range of Tad�s thought emissions and know everything they discussed. Trying to remember everything else he�d talked to Tad about during the last five days was impossible.
The awareness of her listening to them was like finding someone had been watching him get dressed for the last five days. Her listening to their conversations was not right, and as he started to be offended and angry, he caught a hint of her smile.
�It is sort of like what you do to others, right?�
Gareth settled his emotions and accepted the comment for the truth within it. This was not the time nor place, and he had larger problems. The idea with the bats flying around the men�s heads to distract them was good, but he was thinking ahead to Freeport and the sheer numbers of Brothers probably waiting for there for him. �Ann, I think Tad and I plan to leave the ship here.�
�I was going to suggest that. There may be a hundred Brothers looking at the ships in Freeport. But getting off here will be a problem, too.�
Reaching for his travel bag, he said, �Maybe we should extend your idea with the bats. How many oxen, mules, and horses are on these docks? What if they begin acting up? Go hysterical?�
She said, �Too complicated to control their minds. Rats. Ships and ports are full of rats. We can tell the rats about the bags of grain spilled inland, not far away. Free food. Every rat will race for the grain like boys after free jars of honey.� Her smile was infectious. �Besides, I�ve always wanted to cause chaos like that to happen.�
Tad was looking droopy-eyed but still awake.
�Do you know this port?� Gareth asked.
�No, but I�ll bet there is a town or small city within short walking distance. And once there we can find a stable.�
�Why do we need a stable?�
She batted her eyelashes at him. �We are not going to walk to wherever we�re going when we can ride, are we?�
�So it is we, now? You don�t have any idea of why I�m here or where I�m going, but you want to come along. I�m not at all sure about that.�
She took a step back and waited.
Gareth said, �It will be dangerous, and I don�t know what is going to happen.�
�Then consider me as your emergency escape plan for Tad. I�ll make you a promise to do my best to get him safely away from danger and return him to Bitters Island if anything happens to you. Plus, if you need more help, there is the entire Sisterhood to back you up.�
�What about the Brotherhood?�
�I think you can see for yourself that idea is not going well. You have never trusted them, and besides, they are working with King Alfred the Great, as he now calls himself.�
Gareth considered her offer and came to a conclusion. �We go together as far as the edge of the city. There are more things I have to think about before agreeing to your entire plan.�
Ann pursed her lips. She nodded, and said, �We can do it that way, but there are few things I still need to tell you. I know about Bitters Island, your family, and Blackie. I know you are going to try locating your father, another man with talents as great as yours. He lived in the mountains, and I know there are new, threatening voices in the vapors that we all hear.�
�You know a lot.�
�Well, know this too. I cannot use my mind to spread that information to my Sisters, nor would I if I could. What I have learned on this voyage is private between us. I give you my word. Unlike the Brotherhood, which is formal and demanding of each member, the Sisterhood is still just a loose confederation of like-minded women. I pledge to you here and now that I will never utter a word to anyone of what I overheard unless you agree to it.�
�Then, why don�t I see if I can upset some animals while you let the rats loose?� He threw Tad�s travel bag along with his over a shoulder and placed his other arm around the boy and helped him rise.
Ann flung open the cabin door and instantly a cascade of noise assaulted them, growing louder by the moment. Men shouted and cursed. Footsteps ran across the deck overhead. She said, �Follow me.�
Gareth paused at another cabin door as she reached inside and grabbed her travel bag, then he followed her up on deck. Looking around as he jogged behind her, several men slapped their arms as if they were trying to fly, while others dived to the semi-safety of the deck or ground. Most shouted and cursed at the bats, adding to the din. He shifted his attention to the pier. A pair of horses jumped and bucked, tossing the wagon behind to one side and then the other. The crates that had been securely inside the bed of the wagon were now strewn and broken while a driver attempted to calm the animals as he swatted at nearby bats.
He saw mules fighting for their freedom further up the pier, and the other docks further off were in the same situation. As Ann led them down the gangway, she held up her arm and paused. Suddenly in the light of the lanterns on the poles on the pier situated for the offloading the ship, an almost fluid appearing dark mass appeared on the ground rushing for shore. It swirled and merged with others, and it seemed to melt and mold itself as it moved. Anything or any person in the path reacted in panic.
�Rats. Hundreds of them. I never dreamed there were that many,� Gareth whispered, shifting the boy ahead while resting his arms on their bags.
�Here, let me carry one of those,� Ann said as she took Tad�s bag and turned to follow the rats up the hillside to the lights of the town above. There was no sign of the Brotherhood. Some were probably still searching the ships while others had backed away to safety from the bats and rats and terrified mules.
Away from the piers, Gareth sent out calming thoughts. The bats were told the mosquitoes were gone, the rats returned to their nests, and the pack animals calmed. Sailors and stevedores cleaned up the messes as pairs of the Brotherhood continued their searches for Gareth.
At the first buildings in the small city, Ann asked a drunken sailor stumbling from a tavern to tell her where the nearest stable was located. While she got directions, Gareth issued another calming breath of thought that floated to the animals, even the rats, and as he listened, the remaining turmoil near the ships decreased. The bats had flown off. The mules calmed. Soon it would be a story for the dockworkers tell in the taverns, but nobody would know why the animals all reacted oddly. However, Gareth sent additional thoughts to all witnesses that the mass confusion had really only been a small incident. In a few days, it would not be remembered. Ann paid the sleepy stableman an extra crown because he wanted to remain in his warm bed with his new wife for the night. He told them to wait until morning for a horse as he tried to close the door. �Three horses, now,� she corrected him. �And good saddles. Do not try to cheat me or I�ll find another stable willing to take my silver coins.�
His bony hand reached out and snatched the coins. Stuffing the crowns into his purse, he said, �I do happen to have two fine, well-trained mares that I�ll sell, but the third horse will be a problem.�
�Why is that?� Ann snapped.
�Because all I can offer is a swayback so old it only has half his teeth, and a young gelding barely broke and far too untamed for the likes of you to ride.�
Ann held up another crown to glitter in the moonlight. �I�ll ride the gelding. Don�t protest, I�ve been around horses my whole life. This last coin is yours in addition to the price of the animals and tack if you understand our need for departing as quickly as possible. Your wife will wait, and you can buy her a new bonnet tomorrow.�
His eyes took one last caressing look at her coin, and he leaped to the door and led the way to stalls where saddles and harnesses rested on wooden rails chewed by generations of horses. Two fine looking horses were soon standing beside them, and the stableman was outside in the dark trying to get a bridle on the semi-wild gelding. Ann marched to the door, and Gareth felt her mind touch that of the horse. It calmed and as she approached, it took a hesitant step in her direction then nuzzled her.
Handing the bridle to her, the stableman said, �Never seen him do that before.�
�I told you I have a way with horses. Get the saddle and be quick about it.�
Tad was awake enough to sit on a horse, but Gareth intended to hold the reins. He and Ann mounted together and rode into the darkness. Ann started to speak, but Gareth motioned for her to be silent. He touched the mind of the stableman that was already beginning to fall asleep again. His mind was receptive. Before they reached the cross-street, the stableman believes he had rented horses to a nobleman from the south who was traveling alone but required two more horses for packing all his belongings.
Gareth glanced at Ann. �We need to travel north, past Freeport inland by a good distance.�
�Where is our destination?�
�I cannot tell you.�
�On the ship, I explained you can trust me, and why.�
�I do. The simple fact is that our destination has no name you would know. I have not been there in thirty years, but I do know where we are bound. We will have . . . Help when we get close.�
�Help? There�s something is your words you are hiding.�
Putting his heels to the sides of the horse, he asked, �Are you scared of dragons?�

CHAPTER EIGHT

Gareth rode his horse and watched Ann ride the horse the stableman had told them was only half broken. He listened to her mental words and images as she soothed the animal and convinced it that it wanted to obey her every wish. They were best friends. His duty was to please her. Gareth listened and learned.
Later, Tad rode in front while the adults rode beside each other and talked, the medicine Ann provided keeping Tad�s moods on an even keel, even and helped keep his thoughts to himself although he was awake. His chin often rested on his chest, and he looked through slits in his half-closed eyes.
Just before dawn, Gareth abruptly slowed and drew to a halt. �Quiet.�
�What is it?� Ann asked, worry clearly sounding in her voice as she peered ahead into the darkness and on both sides of the rutted road. The forest closed in on the sides, and the underbrush was almost impenetrable and gloomy, even in the predawn light.
�Soldiers are swarming over the docks behind us.� He paused and reached him mind further. �They�re at all the seaports.�
�Doing what? Searching for you?�
�Capturing the Brotherhood at sword point.�
�What does that mean?� She asked in a voice sounding chilly, almost unbelieving but not quite.
Tad said thickly, �Are we in trouble?
�Not us. Those men in green, but I don�t think they are in danger.� Gareth continued to probe into the unusual activity. The soldiers were excited in the way all military men get after years of peace, and they finally have a task to perform�but the Brothers simply went along with their captors without protest. Gareth read in their minds that they had expected to be arrested and had known that it would happen at sunrise this morning. The members of the Brotherhood were their normal, calm selves. A few exceptions were those who allowed more emotion to surface; usually the younger Brothers or those still in training.
On impulse, he touched the mind of Blackie and found him safe and snug in the shelter of the depression on the rock face of the cliff. He turned to Ann. �The army is taking all Brothers into custody. I do not see anything similar happening to the Sisterhood.�
�I have to leave and spread the word of this,� Ann said.
�No, they will all know what has happened before you can locate and tell the first person. By the time most Sisters eat their breakfast, they will know as much as you and me.�
�I feel like I should be doing something, Gareth.�
�You are. Tad and I need help, and our first worry was the Brotherhood positioned on the roads locating and detaining us. That worry is has passed, at least for now.� He gently touched the mind of his tired and hungry horse and suggested it might find a field of green grass ahead. As it ventured forward, Tad�s horse followed.
Ann spurred hers to take her place beside Gareth again. She flicked her eyes in Tad�s direction. �Want to tell me about him? Or why we are heading past Freeport into the mountains?�
�Tad is my grandson. But you already know that. I found out about his abilities only days ago and have no idea the extent of them, but he seems as advanced as I was at his age.�
�And the mountains? Your father?�
Gareth didn�t look at her for a time, letting the horses find their own pace to the lush grass he promised them.� He finally decided though it would do no harm to tell her. The powerful Brotherhood had always wanted his power for their used, as did the king. Only the Sisterhood had left him alone, and they only wished his help in protecting them from the two stronger groups. Maybe it was time to accept their help.
�My name is Gareth. That is also a title from so long ago nobody remembers where it began. Gareth�s help and guide civilizations. We do not judge or force others to our will, but from earliest times others have envied and feared us. We try to do our work in the background, without attention or reward. We consider ourselves no more than healers or guides.�
�I understand. We, Sisters, are often feared and called witches. People without our skills hunt us because they feel less than us, and they are scared of what they do not understand.�
�Similarly, there have been Gareth�s looking over this kingdom for as long as anyone can guess. The last one has been teaching me what is needed to be effective and how to do it in a manner that helps the most people in the best ways. I consider him to be my father, although we have no blood kin to my knowledge. His communications with me ended abruptly several days ago.� Gareth decided to keep the information about the images of pain, the harsh whispers, and warnings to himself, for now.
Ann seemed to understand there was more unsaid, but she accepted his words and rode in silence. She said, �We all heard the insane screams of rage. That�s why we�re trying to find the source.�
�All sensitives are searching?�
�Yes. The matter has concerned the King because of course he and his people didn�t hear anything, but he sees the way we�re acting and knows things have changed.� When Tad complained about being hungry, she said, �I brought some travel food from the ship. Nothing fancy.�
�There is probably a stream at the bottom of his hill. The horses need a drink and a break.�
�You could say thank you for my assistance, you know,� Ann said.
Gareth looked up. �My manners are not what they should be so, please forgive me. I�m thinking about a hundred things at once.�
�Including grieving. I forgive your manners if you forgive mine for mentioning them.�
Gareth shrugged and decided to continue answering her earlier questions. �I am heading into the mountains in hopes of locating my father. And whoever killed him if he�s dead.�
�I�ll gladly help you on your mission.�
�There�s more. I believe there is an extreme danger where I go, and you should have the option of leaving us well before we get there. You should know that I also have heard four others with the same powers as Tad. Four evil and dangerous minds.�
�We have also heard them, and our leaders have never encountered four, of course. We only know of you. This Gareth you speak of as your father is unknown to us.�
�That�s because he has done his job so well you never suspected he existed until I came along.�
Ann slipped down from her saddle at the stream and scooped water to her horse, and then some for herself. Gareth felt that action said more about the woman than words. She placed the animal above herself by letting it drink first. Gareth helped Tad climb down, and all stretched trying to work the soreness from already tired bodies.
Tad was becoming more mentally alert as the drugs wore off. He explored the stream, finding periwinkles and a crawfish. His mind was still sluggish, but he was happy. His thoughts were contained, and Gareth didn�t believe anyone was nearby to overhear.
Ann turned to him. �Those of the Sisterhood who have heard the new voices in the mists say that one of them is twisted.�
Gareth shrugged before answering, wanting her to continue without the influence of his comments or opinions. �What do you mean?�
�That voice is angry and full of fear at the same time. And, it enjoys killing.�
Her revelation filled him with loathing as he remembered. It was the undercurrent to what he had been experiencing when he touched the mind, but the Sisters were more sensitive to feelings and emotions. He said, �That may be the one we are searching for. I plan to kill him.�`
�I expected you�d say that. Yet you brought your grandson with you.�
�I wanted to protect him.�
Ann gave her horse a fond pat on the neck and the horse nudged and rubbed her shoulder in return. She grinned and looked up to meet Gareth�s eyes. �You know; we sort of met a long time ago.�
�Where?� he asked.
�You were highly emotional and escaping from some pirates that sank your boat. You were with a fisherman named Tom. We didn�t really meet, but I listened to your voice shouting when you were swimming in the water and scared. And then, later on, when you were on land when you couldn�t find the sailor that day, and you were freezing at night. I think everyone in the world listened to you.�
�So you heard me, but we didn�t actually meet.�
�Everybody heard you, but you�re right. It just seems to me like we met because it was so intense, but then on the island, I confused you with Tad when I first saw you. I thought you were the young one until I saw Tad, and then I was confused as to who was Gareth, for a day or two on the ship. Gareth should be much older than either of you look.�
She waited for his response. Gareth let her. Only a few people knew about Gareth�s bonding with black dragons and their extended lifetimes. If word of that went out and became public knowledge, it could cause jealousy problems and turn the average person into an enemy. �I would take it as a personal favor if you simply forgot everything you just said.�
�Of course. You have a grandson. So you have a wife. Can I ask her age?�
�She is a few years older than me.�
�How old does she appear? I know it�s none of my business, but as a woman, I have to ask.�
Gareth drew in a deep breath and held it before allowing it to escape past pursed lips. �She looks her age, and is beautiful.�
Ann mounted and said, �We need to go. And as far as I�m concerned we never stopped for a drink or talked.�
She rode tall in her saddle as she urged her horse up the path. Gareth gathered Tad and helped him into his saddle. He believed her. The Brotherhood and King reacted to him with animosity and posted rewards for him. They desired to cage him and use him to suit their needs. Ann and the Sisterhood asked nothing of him. Perhaps he should consider the Sisterhood more as allies than he previously thought. Or perhaps, Ann was different from other Sisters.
The roads occasionally held farmer�s wagons heading to markets or trader�s goods on their way to the great market in the palace square. Men walked the road because horses were signs of wealth most couldn�t afford. Women worked in gardens or tended to small domesticated animals beside farmhouses. Soldiers stood at checkpoints, usually at bends in the road and unseen by travelers until they were almost upon them and couldn�t duck into the forest to circle around.
The soldiers asked their destinations, home villages, and assorted other questions to identify the travelers. They were looking for a man of fifty, traveling by himself most likely. Ann answered most questions in an irritated manner, the same any woman might use. She was Gareth�s mother, and Tad was his son. They were going home to Freeport.
As soon as they left each checkpoint, Gareth reached out and brushed the soldier�s minds of the details of their passing. If asked, most would state that they believed they had spoken to a family of three, none of whom bore any resemblance to the one they searched for.
Despite being delayed on the road seven times in a single day, they made good progress because the army never detained them for long. Gareth used the time in the saddle to find that over half of the Brotherhood in the kingdom now resided at one of the several farms outside of the major cities, under the watchful eyes of the King�s men. He also touched minds with Blackie and ordered him to move to a new roost. Remaining in one place could be dangerous.
He wished he could speak with his family on Bitters Island if they were still there, to consider the new idea that a member of the Sisterhood living with them might be a good idea. He could use her to pass on information, and then realized he was just homesick. The Brothers he touched minds with at the various farms were calm and held little information of value.
Having nothing else to do as he rode, his mind drifted to the vapors of the unknown, like closing his eyes in a large crowd, listening to voices that stand out for one reason or another. He listened to snatches of conversation, felt the reaction as a Sister burned herself on a wood stove, and there was a Brother, who shared the knowledge that the King would soon meet with the leaders of the Brotherhood to discuss a treaty concerning Gareth.
Ann pulled her horse to a halt and turned. �Did you hear that?�
�The Brothers mentioned the King�s meeting?�
�No. I heard the new voice in the mists.�
�Give me a minute to listen.� Gareth closed his eyes and waited, letting the wave of thoughts, ideas, and subvocalizing was over him as if someone poured the minds of a thousand people over him. Most were casual, some wary, and as he searched and filtered, one apart took shape, and he felt drawn to it.
�I�ve been waiting for you, Gareth.� the new voice purred as if satisfied that it had done something of value. It almost smiled with each word.
The mental touch felt unclean, but Gareth steadfastly held onto the thread, knowing he�d touched minds with a voice he�d never heard, but one responsible for his father�s death. �Where are you?�
�I am closer than you think, and I intend to kill you.�
�Why? Have I offended you in some manner?� Gareth refused the bait and didn�t argue or threaten. He asked his questions in a soft, reassuring, mental tone, while smothering further the thoughts in Tad�s mind, and also keeping his mind compartmentalized so the new voice could not gain any information from him or the boy. Meanwhile, he frantically tried to gather information without being obvious. The owner of the mental voice had little control over much of his thinking�especially emotional.
�You think you�re so important, Gareth. Others think you�re great. I�m going to show you who�s got the most power and who is the greatest, and it isn�t you.�
Again, the response sounded and felt like a younger person blustering, but that made the owner of the voice no less dangerous. It makes him more dangerous in many ways. He would have little restraint. Gareth touched the other mind again with soothing feelings. �Can we talk about this? Maybe we can resolve it peacefully.�
�You just want to get the upper hand and attack me.�
The mental touch again felt scared, angry, and without filters. Gareth tried to shake the feelings of distaste as he reached out again. However, as he touched the young mind, another was waiting there too, concealed and waiting. It attacked.
With the first touch, a pain shot through his mind, a piercing scream of anguish and hate. Gareth threw up his hands to his temples attempting to cut off the increasing torture, but the pressure built and built. The wailing and filth of an insane mind entered his head. He shut it off as he fell from his saddle and struck his shoulder on the ground. His mind went black, but even then he held tight to one small section that nothing could enter. He lashed out with a mental whip of his own and felt the tip strike and slash across the other mind.

CHAPTER NINE

Ann cradled Gareth in her arms while crouched in the center of the dirt road where he�d fallen from his horse. He came to with fear, loathing, and anger foremost in his mind. The mental power that entered his mind had at first felt unclean, but near the end of the conversation, it was loaded with feelings so strong it had almost taken control of his mind, all but that small section he protected as his last stronghold.
He gained awareness slowly and stood on shaky legs with the help of Ann. He tried to recall every thought, word, threat, and emotion. The new voice was someone unknown to him, a stranger, and someone young. But age did not relieve Gareth of danger. A sword in the hands of a young man will kill as certainly as one in the hands of a soldier if used at the proper time.
But the most confusing portion of the encounter was that it was not the mind he�d touched before�the one that threatened him. It was another, one listening to the young voice. Pulling himself together, he glanced at Tad to ensure he was well.
�He did this to you?� Ann asked, the worry and fear clear in her tone. �The voice we hear?�
Tad ventured to his side and took his limp hand in his. �Dad, are you all right?�
�I�m going to be fine.�
�I don�t like that person,� Tad said.
Gareth looked at him, more fear bubbling to the surface. Had the boy heard what passed between them? Asking would reveal information Tad didn�t need to know about, but if Tad had managed to listen or feel what passed between them it implied greater danger for the boy. If the second voice sensed Tad, it would go after him.
Ann said, �His voice was so strong at times I could hear him, and I�ll bet a lot of others did too.�
Tad nodded in agreement.
Gareth relaxed somewhat. The first voice was like a jealous ten-year-old who couldn�t have his own way with a toy. In a crowd, he could draw all attention. But he also had no restraints on what he said or did. He looked to Ann, �My mind was like that when I was young?�
�No. You sent your thoughts out for us to hear, without control, but never with the hate and rage that this person exhibits. For days, your voice was like someone shouting to us in a cave, but then you learned to tone it down. Then medication the Sisterhood provided also helped.�
�This voice uses his talent as a weapon. I felt him trying to get into my mind and take it over.�
�What would he have done?� Ann asked, her hand going to his shoulder in comfort.
�Probably he would have forced me to jump off a cliff or slit my throat.�
Both Ann and Tad reacted with open mouths and shocked expressions.
Gareth said, �Wait a second, I�m sorry. That�s what he wanted, but I fought him off. Now that I understand he can attack like that with his mind, I have blocked all but a portion of his thoughts. He�ll never get that chance again.�
Tad said, �Can you show me how to block my mind?�
�I will. We�ll begin instruction when we ride again.�
�Me too?� Ann asked.
Gareth stood and used a hand on the horse to steady himself. He hadn�t broken anything, but there were a few bruises, and his forearm was sore and scraped raw. He glanced around. The land was rolling with lots of oak and maple on either side. They had passed a few farms and one village. From the position of the sun, it was near mid-day.
As if reading his mind, which he may have done, Tad said, �I�m hungry.�
Mounting his horse, Gareth said, �Soon as we find a place we�ll eat. Right now we need to move as fast as we can and keep our supplies in reserve.�
� Tad and Ann both leaped to their saddles. They continued on the road, seeing fewer travelers than expected, and when they came to a crossroads, they found a small inn. A weatherworn sign hung over the door, a crude image of a dog with spots. A boy no older than Tad emerged and offered to feed their horses.
Inside, the main room was made of stone, walls and floor. It felt almost dank and wet inside, like a cave. No fire burned, and no candles shed their light. The tables were empty and dirty. Through another door, an old woman appeared to be cleaning the kitchen, but no welcoming smells drifted to them. She turned, looked surprised and hurried to the table where they were sitting.
�You sort of snuck up on me.�
�Is the inn open for business?� Ann asked, her eyes glancing around in distrust.
�Course we are. Just got no customers at the moment.�
Ann directed her attention to the woman. �Why not?�
�Travelers are stayin� put at their homes with the fright, and all.�
�I�m sorry, we�ve just arrived on a ship and don�t know about any fright.�
�The demon boy. You didn�t hear him talkin� in your head a while ago?�
Ann glanced at Gareth. �We don�t know what you�re talking about.�
The old woman made a hand-sign intended to ward off evil. Her eyes flashed with disbelief, and her voice turned cold. �We don�t have any rooms for the night. Just bread and cheese to eat, so if that�s what you�re looking for, you can eat it on the road.�
Not to be pushed around, Ann scooted her chair back and motioned to the room at large. �No rooms to rent? I see you are overwhelmed with customers at the moment. And you do not offer us a table, but try to send us on our way with a loaf of bread and slices of cheese? I will tell you this, woman. Keep your food and I�ll pass on to my people your lack of hospitality.�
The old woman turned and stalked into the kitchen without another word.
Ann shrugged, �Sorry. I guess we find another place to eat.�
Tad looked upset but didn�t protest. They walked out the door and to the barn, where the boy was brushing the horses while they ate oats from a trough. He looked up in surprise that they were already leaving.
Ann drew thin copper from a pocket and held it out. �We didn�t ask for you to care for our horses so well. This is for you.�
�I can brush them all if you give me a little time.�
�No, we need to be on our way. Oh, I do have a question. Did you hear the demon-boy?�
�You bet I did. Not out loud, of course. In here,� he pointed to his temple.
Ann nodded and said, �Tell me what you heard.�
�Same as you, I guess. He said he was coming here, and we have to be scared of him, or he�ll kill all of us. Stuff like that.�
�But he didn�t call you by name. He said it about everyone, right?�
�It sure seemed like he was talking to me.�
Gareth said, �Is there another inn on this road?�
�No, but there�s a bakery in Turtle Creek,� he pointed in the direction they were heading, �Not far.�
The three rode away somewhat confused and still hungry. Gareth said, �Tad, we�ll get you some food, don�t worry.�
�I can stand it. That stable boy was almost too scared to talk.�
Ann said, �The old woman, too.� She turned to Gareth. �We are sensitives and didn�t hear a thing. Can you explain that?�
Gareth reigned in his horse. A path angled away from the road, more than the usual animal trail, more of a footpath made by people. A chill seemed to come over him, and he pointed. �No, I cannot. We leave the road here.�
Tad nudged his horse, first. Ann paused, looking as if she would say something else, then she followed. Gareth went last, but his mind was on full alert, as were his eyes and ears. When they came to a small clearing, Gareth said, �We need to stop here.�
He dismounted and walked around the clearing, his mind far away. Gareth turned to Ann. �Where is Freeport from here?�
She considered, and said, �West. And north.�
�If we had stayed with the ship and we would have traveled this same road, only further north, unless I�m mistaken.�
She nodded. �It is the same road. You�re right.�
Gareth said, �This route is a trap.�
Even Tad looked worried. Gareth let the pieces fall into place in his mind, as he planned their next move.
Ann said, �How so?�
�The people on the ship and in the first town heard nothing in their minds. People here, even those without sensitive powers heard the new voice. That tells me whoever it is, is nearby. Waiting for me,� Gareth said, masking any stray thoughts from escaping and increasing the veil he had over Tad.
�How does he know where you�ll be?�
�He knows I�ll go directly to the home of my father. He knows where I�m coming from.�
�Your father lived near here?�
�I believe this is one of only two or three roads that I�d travel to get there, and all of them are fairly close to here. They intersect not far from here.�
Ann soothed the horses that now seemed skittish. She watched Tad, too.
Gareth sat on a fallen log and said, �Keep an eye on things. I have a few things to do.�
Not waiting for her to acknowledge his request, he closed his eyes and touched the mind of the black dragon. �Blackie, have you seen any other dragons in the sky?�
�No.� The dragon hadn�t really said, no. It had simply sent a mental image suggesting a negative feeling.
�Can you sense where I am?�
This time, the feeling was affirmative.
�Fly to where you found Cinder. Do not land or go near him. Do not even go near the valley, just fly high over it.�
Gareth felt the reluctance in Blackie to return to where Cinder died, but the dragon finally took wing. First, Gareth had to tell the dragon he was not to fly near the valley where Cinder lay dead, other than to fly high enough over it that he couldn�t see the other dragon. Gareth opened his eyes and said, �Ann, can you find a rabbit or something for Tad to eat, please. This will take some time.�
�Of course.�
Gareth touched the dragon�s mind and looked through his eyes at the forest passing below. The cliffs to the east were snowcapped. In the West stood mountains and forest, but at the edge of vision, it looked like the land smoothed out. Somewhere further beyond was the Endless Sea, but it was too far away to see.
Directly ahead, but still too far away for detail was the volcanic valley his father lived in. When the valley was below, Blackie avoided looking down, but that was fine with Gareth. He flew higher and found the information he was seeking.
In the mountain range paralleling the ocean coastline was a divide, a high mountain pass that went through the mountains. However, part of the way up the mountain pass was a valley that went off at a right angle to the north. Following that valley took a traveler to his father�s valley, his home.
The only road across the pass slid under them first. The remains of a road wound up the first valley came after. It had probably last been used a century ago, maybe longer. The road had been constructed to supply the main house with building materials and workers, and it probably brought in supplies of food for the winters when the road was deep in snow.
But he now knew the way to the valley. All he had to do was avoid hundreds and hundreds of soldiers searching for him, and that did not include the new voice that was close to him. He ordered Blackie to find a safe place to roost while he pulled his mind back to the clearing in the meadow.
Both Ann and Tad were looking at him. He smiled. �I have an idea.�
�About avoiding the trap?�
�That too. The new voice we heard is nearby, I�m certain. Also, the army is spread out in a circle around both Reteam and Freeport, the cities where I was expected to leave my ship. All roads are cut off with checkpoints all along them, but the King has made a mistake. He removed the one source that could identify me.�
�The Brotherhood?�
�Exactly. The army has rounded them up and holds them, prisoner, while talks between the Brotherhood leaders and King takes place.�
�Giving us time to slip past.�
Gareth nodded and turned to the small, smokeless fire roasting a rabbit on a spit. He said, �We have to hurry before the Brotherhood is returned to its normal duties, but you are our advantage, Ann. Unless I�m wrong, you coerced that rabbit to either come from his burrow while you killed it, but that same skill in the forest will take us through. I will warn you of any people ahead, especially soldiers. You are the woodsman who will guide and feed us.�
�I don�t know where you wish to go.�
�I do, now. You�re familiar with the road that goes through the pass in the mountains?�
�Yes. I�ve heard of it, but never traveled it, of course. Nobody does.�
�Can you take us there?�
She paused, her eyebrows furrowed as she thought out the route. �There are a hundred places for the army to lay in wait between here and there, but I�m more worried about the nearby voice we heard.�
�Can you steer us to reach that mountain pass road by traveling only in the forests? I mean far from any other roads?�
�Yes, I�ll have to think about it, but my answer is, yes.�
�The voice we heard will be for me to handle, but I need you to take an oath to protect my grandson with your life. If I die, you will travel to Vespa. Tad will direct you after that.�
�I give you my oath, but only on the condition that you are not about to do something stupid.�
�What is stupid to you and what is stupid to me may be two very different things. But I believe that oath or not, you will do the right thing.�

CHAPTER TEN

Reluctantly, Gareth set the horses free. They were still close enough to Reteam that they might find their way home, but if not, somebody would find them and care for them. Horses are a luxury they couldn�t afford while traveling in the depths of the forests. Besides, horses leave easily followed hoof prints, and they have no understanding of stealth. Horses usually only travel on roads or wide paths. He planned to use lesser ways.
But the biggest reason was that people who own horses for travel are wealthy and, therefore, attract attention from all. People on horses are remembered. Even eyes that watch from hidden places remember horses and their riders. From this point on they would travel the back ways.
After staying awake all night, Tad was almost in a stupor, slow to move and quiet. His eyes were dull, but he could walk. They rested longer, ate the remainder of the rabbit, and did little speaking but a lot of thinking.
Ann spent the time lost in her head, reviewing the area they were in and where they wanted to go. She told him that her mind became a large map, every detail recalled and properly placed. Roads, rivers, streams, towns, and landmarks were properly placed until a possible route emerged.
Gareth did much the same. He laid down on his back and closed his eyes, but did not sleep. He let his mind listen to the chatter of thought as he tried to eliminate all but those thoughts from the people nearest to them. There was at least a hundred. He reached out to each, slowly and carefully. A single gentle touch followed by another more demanding until the person was eliminated as the one he sought.
More than fifty had been carefully investigated and eliminated before he located the right one. Gareth pulled back and considered his next move. Gareth�s next mental touch was warm, just the brush of a butterfly wing on a babe�s cheek while gathering impressions. He didn�t dare go deeper and examine any thoughts or feelings.
The fleeting impressions told him it was the mind of a young boy. An untrained mind, but one similar to his abilities. In that mind, thoughts scattered like a flock of birds after a cat pounces. But he found a few constants, too. The boy behind the thoughts was often hungry. Not the general hunger of all growing boys, but the hunger that comes with often missed meals over days and days.
The boy was also angry, lonely, and scared. Another, a stronger mind, controlled the boy�s actions. He didn�t like it but was forced to do things he didn�t want to do. The boy was scared of the other mind and what it did to those who didn�t obey it.
Gareth allowed a tendril of softness to penetrate the mind while he managed to a glimpse through his eyes. The boy was perched on the side of a hill overlooking a section of the road outside a village. His job was to remain there and touch the minds of all who traveled the road until he located Gareth.
Opening his eyes, he said to Ann, �I think our task is about to get harder. How much of that medicine for calming Tad do you have?�
�Enough for a few days.�
�So, what if there were two of him?�
�A day, maybe a little more. But it is a common herb, and I�m certain I can locate more.�
�Begin looking. The mind we felt earlier is very close. I think that I know exactly where.�
�What are you planning to do, Gareth?�
�We need information about who killed my father. I have no doubt that it was the insane voice that controls the one watching the road ahead. We don�t have one person with the same powers as I have, we have at least two, and I suspect three.�
Ann furrowed her brows and leaned closer. �You�re planning to capture him, not kill him.�
�The second voice, yes. His mind is strong but sane. He�s just scared. A frightened little boy being bullied by one stronger.�
�Consider killing him. That resolves one-fourth of your problem.�
�I cannot do that.�
She stood and paced the clearing from one end to the other and back. She returned to face him. �No, I suppose you can�t. But I can. This is my offer. We will attempt to capture this �innocent� boy. If I believe at any time that you or Tad is in danger, I will take his life then and there. I will not ask permission or discuss it with you.�
There appeared to be no give in her decision. Gareth nodded his agreement to her terms. �He is watching from the other side of this hill,� he motioned with his hand. �He has been there for days and is bored, hungry, and tired.�
�Which of those traits are you going to exploit?�
�Tired, I think. Bored and tired sort of go together. I think he may wish to take a nap.�
Ann said, �He may want to drink my potion before he fully wakes. I can help with that.�
�Gather what we take with us, and keep Tad�s mind still. We�ll all go up this side of the hill, and when I get a look at the road, I think I can estimate where we will need to go.�
�Are you going to calm his mind as we move?�
Gareth said, �Yes, calm him and slowly block his ability to hear others with his mind. Only a little at a time until he is deaf to the mental world.�
�You can do that?�
A glance at Tad. �Very similar to how I squelch his thoughts from escaping. I have to do it carefully, or he will detect me and come alert, but after a certain point, I believe I will control more of his mind than he does.�
Ann said, �I didn�t know that was possible.�
�Me neither. But it appears that is what�s happening with this other mind, the evil one. It is controlling the mind of this boy, preventing him from sleeping or eating while he sits on watch.�
They moved up the slope without a lot of talking. Gareth kept a slight mental touch on the boy, reinforcing the idea of sleep. At the same time, he blanketed his thoughts from reaching out, hoping he could also prevent thoughts from others from entering, but he�d never tried that.
At the crest of the hill they paused. The road wound below, following the course of a wide stream. A small village lay beyond. The place provided an excellent view of the road. Gareth compared what he saw it to what he had seen in the boy�s eyes. Then he pointed, certain of the location where the boy watched from.
A mental touch assured him the boy was sitting on pine needles, but his eyes were closed. Gareth lightly suggested he lay down, but the boy remained seated, trying to do his duty. Twice more Gareth made the suggestion as they moved closer, each time a little more insistent.
The boy finally slumped and curled into a sleeping position, knees pulled to his chin as he lay on his side. They were close, slightly above the boy on the slope, perhaps a hundred steps away. Gareth motioned for Ann to stop.
He reached out with a stronger tendril seeking a better grip and closed the boy�s ears as well as his mental �hearing�. Once satisfied that the boy was all but unconscious, and his mind closed to intrusion he said, �Let�s go.�
They saw the boy long before they reached him. Ann went first, leaving Tad with Gareth behind as she quickly poured her potion into his mouth while Gareth kept him still and uncaring. Shortly after, Gareth felt the medication taking effect as the little slice of the mind that he monitored relaxed and dulled.
Gareth led Tad to the boy�s side. He was older than Tad by a few years, but not many. His clothing was tattered and filthy. His thin, filthy body told of missed meals and his greasy hair hung as if it had not been washed in a full lunar. In all, what Gareth observed was a wild boy, a child who was raised far from civilization without the benefit of an adult. Or one held from normal routines for days on end.
A single glance at Ann confirmed his suspicions. Twin tracks of tears leaked from her eyes. She said, �This is the monster we feared?�
�No. This boy is just a tool for the monster to use,� Gareth said.
�What in the six god�s names are we going to do with him?�
�Take him with us,� Gareth told her, leaving no room for doubt.
She scooped him into her arms, then cast a look at Gareth. �Stinks.�
Several of the many sores on his skin oozed yellow. A cut on his foot looked red and infected. Gareth lifted one hand and pulled the barb of a sticker from the palm. He held the fingers, one of which stuck out at an angle. �Broken.�
Ann said, jutting her chin away from the road, �Back to the top of the hill and down the other side, but bear to the right as we go down. We�ll come to a small river. I don�t think there are any farms or people living nearby. We�ll spend the night there.�
�This boy needs more than one night of healing,� Gareth said. �But we can spare the last of today as long as we�re moving again at first light. We need to get past any roadblocks the army has, and we need to do it before they release the Brotherhood to help guard the roads.�
She nodded and said, �I can carry him for a while. Then you�ll have to do it, and I�ll take Tad.�
While moving, Gareth opened his mind, filtering any voices he heard that were not close. He eliminated the few he found, most of which were either on or near the road. Then, as he was about to take the small boy from Ann, another voice sounded in the depths of his mind. It was intense. Angry. It was seeking out the boy Ann had drugged, demanding the boy respond and threatening consequences if he did not. When it couldn�t locate him, the voice grew more impatient and threatening, then instantly it turned to pure hatred. The air almost scorched at the violence and venom that filled it.
Ann�s expression turned fearful. She said, �It�s him, isn�t it?�
�Yes.�
�I have never �heard� anything like that in my mind before and always wondered what it is like for those of you who use mind talk. It that�s a sample, I never want to experience it again.�

CHAPTER ELEVEN

As Ann predicted, they found the small river crossing the path they followed. Gareth used his mind to ensure there were no other people in the immediate area, then he placed the boy on the grass in a small meadow and stepped back. He looked up at the sky between the treetops and found plenty of light left in the day. He looked at Ann.
Tad was still awake and had asked about the boy they carried several times. Gareth had not told him much, preferring to wait until there was time to explain all of it. He wouldn�t hold back. Each glance at the boy in his arms confused and enraged him to greater heights. The stench from him came not only from the dirt but from the abscesses and the scent of illness reeked.
�What�s first?� Gareth asked Ann.
She dug into her backpack and pulled out items, tossing them on the grass one at a time, as if she found small treasures. A sliver of soap, a pouch of dried medications, and a small knife. She turned to Tad. �I need some clothes.�
She hadn�t asked, she simply assumed he would share. Tad stood aside as she pulled a pair of pants, too small, from his pack and a shirt. The boy wore no shoes. She shrugged at Gareth. �Can you keep his mind silent while I begin?�
�Yes.�
�We�re going to the river while you make a fire. We�ll need it to dry us when we�re done.�
Again she didn�t ask. She ordered in the manner of all mothers in urgent times. She gathered her things and scooped the boy into her arms, her hands full of items. One glance at Gareth told him to get busy gathering firewood and start the fire. Now.
�Tad, gather some wood.� While he moved slowly, the boy managed to have an armful ready when Gareth managed to get the tinder lighted. Then another. Gareth allowed the fire to burn while he helped with the firewood. Gathering it before dark was much easier than after.
Yet, he resented the daylight they wasted. The King would strike a deal with the Brotherhood sooner or later. Being beyond their control would make travel much easier. When he had gathered enough wood, he sat and watched the fire, lost in the flickering flames. Tad sat beside him and dozed, his head resting on Gareth�s lap. Then he fell asleep, and Gareth covered him with his favorite blanket brought with him from Bitters Island.
The ship that would carry his family to safety should have arrived at the island today, tomorrow at the latest. He imagined the fear and excitement. The grandchildren would look forward to the voyage, their first. Those older would dread leaving the peaceful lives they had all enjoyed for almost thirty years.
He wished he could be with them. Especially, Sara. He was gone only a few days and already he missed her to a degree most couldn�t understand. Her easy manner and soft talks reduced complicated subjects to easily understood segments. He wished for her council now.
She didn�t fight against the world and the happenings, she accepted and made the best of each situation. He had tried to learn from her over the years, and he supposed he had learned a little, but not to the extent needed. His first reaction was to solve a problem; not live with it the best way he knew how.
He reached out with his mind and touched Blackie for assurance. All was as well as it could be. The squelch maintained over Tad was intact. The one over the boy was harder since he didn�t know the mind, but the medication controlled most of it. The thinking of so many different things at the same time taxed him. As long as he didn�t add another to the list, he should be fine.
But he reached out and listened to those minds closest to him. He heard Ann�s of course, worried and concerned about how to heal the boy she washed. He quickly moved on, trying to ignore minds on the coast and behind them. He rejected many he determined to either side, although he had no method of determining where the person was except for listening for clues. Farmers were concerned with their animals, their feed or safety. Tradesmen concerned themselves with their products, how to make more or improve their lots.
Soldiers minds were different and immediately recognizable. They were thinking of boredom, poor food, thick women, gambling, and fear. Always fear. Soldiers, oddly enough, do not enjoy fighting in battles where too many are killed or maimed. They would all fight if required, but most secretly wished to never face another army.
Gareth used his mind to seek out those of the soldiers. He determined some were at the gates of Freeport and dismissed them. He found others on the road they had traveled, setting up new camps and additional blockades. He found others that were positioned ahead, and those drew his attention, now. He guessed at their locations and made a mental map of how to circle around them.
Sara said, kneeling at his side with the boy in her arms, �I did what I could.�
The boy looked six, but Gareth believed him to be at least ten. He touched the boy�s mind and found him in a stupor, but somewhat alert and very scared. The cold water of the river had been a shock as if he hadn�t been in cold water before, which may have been true. From the condition of his skin and the filth crusted on it, if he had ever been in water it had been long ago.
But the fear in his mind was nothing new. It had existed years. It expected to be punished. It waited for it, knowing it was coming and that there was nothing to stop it.
Digging deeper, Gareth found a mind stunted and scared, wanting affection so intensely that it accepted pain as a substitute. If nothing else, the giver of the pain was also giving him attention�something the small mind craved.
But it was what he didn�t find that concerned Gareth. He located no remorse, no shame or regret. No empathy for others, people or animals. No, that was not correct. It was there but buried. Hidden. Withheld from the insane, evil mind.
Gareth mentally pulled back and said, �He looks much better.�
The hair that had hung in greasy coils had been cut to the length of a finger, all around the head. The skin of his face and neck glowed pink, the lesions each had a dab of medicine. Ann had scrubbed the green off his teeth. Tad�s clothing almost fit. To a stranger, he appeared a normal little boy of six or seven, the same age as Tad.
�I cannot see where he has been physically abused or beaten, just neglected,� Ann said.
�Cleaning him up didn�t change who he is.�
�Of course not. He�s a child who needs adults to teach him. I have no children of my own . . .�
�Don�t even think that, Ann. This is not a child to make your own. This is a dangerous creature that we should have destroyed at the beginning while we had the chance.�
�How can you say that?�
�I just examined his mind.� Gareth tossed more wood on the fire and tried to think of his next words before allowing them to pass his lips. �He has the power to kill with his mind-touch. Worse, he has already helped do it.�
Ann had an arm wrapped around his shoulders protectively. �Just a boy. I can teach him.�
Shaking his head, Gareth said, �If he wants a bowl of pudding to eat and you refuse he may take control of your mind and slay you for such a minor disagreement. Or he may punish you with pain more intense than a whipping from the King�s persecutor in the deepest dungeon. May is not the word I should have used. I should have said will because he will do it. That�s what he�s been taught to do if another does not give him what he wishes.�
�Everyone deserves a chance,� Ann cooed, snuggling the boy closer.
�You say that because you�re a good person. But your motherly feelings are dangerous. With your permission, can I enter his mind and relay to you what is there into your mind?�
She turned to him, a concerned expression taking over. �Will it hurt?�
�In a sense. His mind is numbed from the medication you gave him, but a touch of what is inside his head is necessary for you to understand what we are dealing with or it may become dangerous. The Sisterhood is comprised of women who are empathetic and trusting. That is both a blessing and a curse.�
�You�re rambling, Gareth.�
�I know. But you, not understanding what we are dealing with could cause my death, or the death of my grandson, as well as your own. You need to know what this boy is. You must know.�
�Very well, but I warn you that I see a helpless child and don�t believe you will change my opinion.�
Gareth touched the mind of the boy, found memories of a farmer he had encountered that offered a roof and meals in return for help with his harvest three days earlier. Later that same day the boy left the farmer lying dead on the road. The house and barn burned behind him, the animals locked behind the doors of the barn, crying out in terror and pain. The boy giggled as he walked and ate, the voice of the evil one pushing him on.
As Gareth uncovered each memory he transmitted it to Ann. Turning, Gareth looked at her sitting with the boy in her lap. Gareth had purposefully edited the memories to exclude most of the horror and gory details, but a single glance at her expression and he knew that even less would have been better.
She suddenly pushed the boy away, as if afraid to touch him. His limp body rolled across the ground with the violence of her shove. She stood up and backed two steps, her frightened eyes locked on the small form lying on the grass sleeping.
Her hands went to her face, and she sobbed as she slumped back to the ground. She averted her eyes and refused to turn to the boy. Gareth wondered if he had done the right thing, but also knew it had been necessary. Her potential attachment had to be prevented before there were feelings for him. She had to understand, but Gareth felt no better.
Ann moved her belongings to the other side of the fire, leaving Gareth, Tad, and the boy on the other side. She didn�t speak or look at any of them. Gareth spread their blankets over them and allowed her to have the separation she silently demanded. Each time he woke to check the camp during the night he found her sitting across the fire, eyes glazed.
She stood and packed her bag before sunrise. He heard her and joined, but she still said nothing until Gareth took Tad by his hand, ready to walk.
�I�m not touching that thing,� her hand briefly moved in the boy�s direction.
Gareth directed Tad to stand beside her while he went to the boy and helped him up. Twice the youth snarled, and his mind weakly attacked Gareth, but they were put easily aside. However, after the second attack, Gareth lashed out with a red swipe of energy that rocked the boy back on his heels.
Gareth watched for the reaction, which was fear and puzzlement. He had never faced anyone who could hurt him like that. The explanation of fear was obvious. The puzzlement was that the red swipe of pain had been as intense as it was quick, and from a stranger. In the past, the pain had not been as violent, and it had gone on and on instead of stopping so fast.
Gareth pointed for the boy to walk ahead, but behind Ann and Tad. He did as he was told, but turned to look behind often, as if trying to figure out what had gone wrong and why he felt the pain instead of the other way around.
No explanation was offered. It was better that he understood little of what was happening for now. However, when they stopped to eat Gareth would ask for more medicine to dull his mind. He didn�t want, or need, to keep a constant mental watch on him. At least not the sort required by a mind fully alert.
But it did bring up the question of what they were going to do with him. The boy, now that he was cleaned up, his hair washed, and his clothing clean, looked like almost all other boys. But his mind was different, and he was a threat, no matter how well he cleaned up.
There were two problems. First, the boy did not appear to present a threat. Indeed, he almost invited affection with his freshly scrubbed face. Second, their options were finite. At this point, he could either accompany them and continue to present danger, or they could kill him and continue�which was not an option for either of them. Tad remained quiet and watchful.
It was not that Gareth couldn�t control him with his mind, and keep any stray thoughts from escaping, but the dual tasks of performing the same for the boy and for Tad were tiring. The secondary reason was worse. If Gareth stumbled and struck his head, he could no longer control the two minds while he lay unconscious. What would the stranger do? He feared he knew all too well, just not the details.
�Ann, we need to talk.�
�Which means that you need to talk, and you want me to listen.�
Gareth ignored her sharp tone and when she said no more but continued walking, he stopped. He stood and waited. They were in a dense forest of hardwoods, ash and oak, with a walnut tree directly ahead. The sun was hidden both by the canopy and high wispy clouds. The forest sounds were early morning, more insect than animal. The rustle of leaves brushing each other made a soft hiss as they passed. No sharp or unusual sounds or smells.
Reaching out, he found Blackie dozing in a patch of sunlight that warmed him. No people were close, and those ahead were still sleepy and just waking for the day. He hoped to reach the base of the mountain with the pass this afternoon. A single inquiry assured him that the members of the Brotherhood were still restrained and living on three separate farms.
The snapping of twigs and small branches under angry feet brought him back to the path in the forest. Ann and Tad had returned. Tad wore a tiny smile he tried to hide.
�Talk about what?� Ann demanded.
Gareth glanced at the boy attached to the hand he held. �We need to keep this one under the power of your herbs. Do you have enough or can you gather more as we hike?�
�I now have enough for two days, but I will keep a watch and expect to locate more soon.�
�Good. One more thing. You need a bow. Use mine for now.�
�There are better ways for one of the Sisterhood to hunt.�
�But your ways will not help to defend yourself, should I trip and strike my head, or be attacked and die,� he glanced at the boy again, making sure she saw the action. �If anything happens to me that might cause my mind to lose control, illness, accident, or whatever, you have one task.�
She nodded in understanding.
�Can, and will you do it? Are you able?�
She hesitated. Gareth waited her out, giving her the time to sort through the options�or lack of them. Finally, she fully understood the implications and her duty. She reached for his bow.
The medication helping keep Tad�s mind at bay was gentle and only took the edge off. He understood the conversation. His reaction agitated him as he understood the boy might hurt Gareth and Ann. He scowled at the boy. Gareth felt Tad reaching out to the boy, but not in the manner of friendship. The smile was a threat. Tad struck a mental barb that made the other boy wince. Gareth deflected most of the barb and shook his head at Tad.
Gareth examined the youth in the light of day and found that he still showed signs of neglect that a bath couldn�t clean away. A dab of white medicine covered each flea bite, tick bite, infected mosquito bite, scrape, puncture, and cut. Scars of older injuries or infections littered his skin like fallen leaves in winter.
One tooth in front was broken off in a jagged ridge at the base of his gum. The others were more green and brown than white, even after Ann�s cleaning. His breath was sour enough to curdle whole milk.
While he was older than Tad, he was near the same size because of the lack of food. Although he stood a little taller, he weighed less. His arms and legs were the sizes of Tad�s wrists. The trousers of Tad�s that he wore fit around the middle, but the length ended well above the ankles. The shirt was the same, ending half way to the wrist.
For all that, he was still a little boy, and the question of what to do with him remained. Gareth almost wished he had fought when they encountered him. An arrow back then would have settled so many problems.
Ann placed the arrows where they protruded high above her backpack for easy reach and carried the bow. She said, �You cannot save this one.�
�I cannot fail to try.�
�You�re a fool.�
�That, I am.�

CHAPTER TWELVE

The trek through the forest was hard. The wet ground steadily rose, their footsteps dragging, and each hill seemed a little taller than the last. They moved quickly, one behind the other on the narrow paths, in relative silence. Ann paused twice to gather herbs and once to peel a small strip of bark off a tree. Tad asked her a thousand questions, all of which she answered without irritation. But she never gave the other boy a single friendly glance.
However, not talking and mindlessly following the many trails and paths gave Gareth time to reach out with his mind and search the endless ebb and flow of thousands of minds thinking at the same time. Those that stood out were generally those of a carpenter who hammered his thumb or a cook who sliced her finger as well as the onion. For a brief instant, each of those crackled at bright as the stars on a winter�s night.
But Gareth searched for any familiar voices. Like listening to verbal voices as people spoke, he found their minds also distinct. He wanted to reach the mind of one of his past teachers, a member of the Brotherhood; not just any of them, but one of a select few he believed cared about him when he was a child in Dun Mare, and there had been a few. One particular Brother had defied his leaders in telling Gareth information that should have been withheld, and he had treated Gareth�s childhood friend, Faring, with respect, although he was not sensitive.
The mass of minds spewing information was like all the people in the kingdom gathered into one place, talking at the same time. How could he identify a single voice? But he�d done it before, like hearing that one familiar voice that calls your name at a party. He listened but did not hear.
Ann called over her shoulder, �We will have to cross the King�s road ahead. Is the way clear?�
Gareth hadn�t been listening for that. He said, �Let me make sure.�
He instantly touched the nearby minds of dozens of soldiers, all directly ahead. �Ann, wait.� He sat and listened. There were not only checkpoints ahead, two of them, but patrols on the road. He sensed that the rings of men surrounding the seaports had been shifted inland during the night as if they knew of his objective.
But that couldn�t be. They had no way of knowing, but they were there, alert and waiting. Not a trap because he found them all along the length of the road, but a warning to Gareth that they were either warned or far smarter than he gave them credit for. He glanced at Ann, but then away. No, he didn�t believe she had anything to do with it even though she was the logical suspect.
Had any of Tad�s emotions or thoughts escaped? He didn�t believe so. His attention turned to the boy at his side.
Yes, he was the reason. Not directly, but the voice that had searched for him last night didn�t find him and probably decided that Gareth had found and killed him. That voice knew Gareth was not only coming after him but getting closer. It had told the King, or the King�s generals to relocate their troops because it told them where to find Gareth.
�Ann, we have a problem.�
�Checkpoints?�
�And patrols. They know we�re close.�
�How?�
Gareth glanced at the urchin at his side. �The mind behind all this was looking for this one last night. Now all the troops have been deployed here. They must have marched all night.�
�He told them?� Her face twisted.
�No. But because he didn�t answer, the other one decided we must be here. At least, that�s what I believe.�
Ann threw her hands into the air and snarled as she looked directly at the boy standing beside Gareth. �How could anyone do this to another? How can he be so cruel?�
�I�ve asked myself that.�
�This isn�t the one that I despise, but he�s part of it, willing or not. Have you decided what you�re going to do with him?�
Gareth didn�t miss the shift in her speech pattern that emphasized the boy was now his problems and not hers. �I�m thinking of asking the Brotherhood for help.�
She started to object but paused before the first word. She nodded. �I can see that. They took you to an isolated place in the mountains and kept you there for years while they taught you only what they wanted you to know. That might work with him. A strict environment and teachers to unlearn half of what he knows.�
�They withheld some information from me, but, for the most part, they provided all the knowledge, if a bit slanted here and there. I had one teacher in particular who gave me both sides of an issue and then we discussed the merits of both sides.�
�He did this without influencing you with his belief?�
�Not at first. Later, when I was older he was impartial, wishing that I would come to the same decisions as his beliefs, but never insisting.�
Ann said, �It sounds to me like he just tested you to make sure you learned the earlier lessons they taught you.�
�I don�t think so. He allowed me to take the other side, in fact, there were times when he demanded it. He wanted me to learn to think for myself.�
�What happened to him?�
�Not long before I escaped he was recalled to wherever they go.�
�He told you this? And you believe him?�
�He was my primary teacher for ten years. I believed him, and in him.�
�And now you want to give this miserable soul of a child to him. What if he trains this boy to be your enemy?�
The conversation was taking an ugly turn. Gareth suspected the calm, gentle, woman who protected and cared for animals wished to kill the boy today. He said, �My dragon is nearby. I�m thinking of having it attack the road and checkpoints while we sneak across.�
Ann placed both hands on her hips and set her jaw. �Gareth, sometimes you are so stupid. Yes, we�d get across, but every soldier in the kingdom would be marching double-time for here, along with the best trackers. They would know that if your dragon did that, you must be here. In a day, the forest ahead would have more soldiers than trees, and it is a thick forest. That does not even consider that every sensitive will hear the disruption. Especially the one you are trying to avoid.�
�Your idea?� Gareth felt like hanging his head in shame for the suggestion.
�Well, it won�t have a dragon in it, for sure. If there�s one thing that will bring everyone here, it�s a dragon, especially a black one. No, we need a diversion, but a smaller one.�
�Such as?�
She smiled, �I would want all of them looking up while distracted, as we rush across the road. We only need a short time.�
�Your smile tells me you have an idea.�
�There are birds in this forest. Everywhere. What if all of them flock to the road where we intend to cross, and they fly low over the soldiers? They can chirp, screech, and tweet. Some will poop. The soldiers will all look up; maybe even while they are pooping.�
Gareth considered, but added, �We need more. Between us, can we get every bird near this place to carry something? Twigs, acorns, small rocks? If all carry things in their beaks and claws, then drop them, it will hurt nobody, but will be so unusual that all will look up long enough for our sprint.�
Ann pursed her lips and considered. �The items they drop won�t hurt anyone unless by accident. I think it�ll work, but I�m concerned it may draw the attention of the evil mind we�re trying to avoid.�
�It might or, not. Odd things in nature happen every day. The incident will begin and end in such a short time that most won�t even comment on it. But it isn�t going to draw attention like the appearance of a black dragon.�
Ann said, �I see. It�d just be a small, local event, especially afterward when you use your powers to calm everyone and tell them it was nothing. I like it.�
A while later the four of them huddled together behind a stand of briars at the side of the road. There were three checkpoints in sight. Nothing could cross the road without being seen by the three, and Gareth reached out with his mind and verified the entire road seemed equally protected. Patrols walked the areas between the checkpoints. More soldiers were on the way.
Gareth sent an image to the birds he could identify and told them to gather things to carry.
�No, silly,� Ann whispered, �After feeding, mating is the strongest urge. Instead of touching the minds of individual birds, just let them all know that carrying two things, one in the beak and one in the claws will increase their chances of mating if they fly here.�
�Why not food, if that�s the strongest urge?�
�What if they�re full, or they gather worms or seeds to carry? Can you feel my suggestions and amplify them?�
Gareth closed his eyes. Touching the mind of anyone he knew went against his personal ethics and it felt distasteful, even if he�d been invited. He found it instantly. Ann had formed a mental link filled with the desire to mate, and all that was needed was to gather items and fly to the source of the link, which was Ann.
Her link was weak. It traveled only a hundred paces or less. Gareth calmed himself and took control. He didn�t want every bird from the mountains to the sea flocking here. There would be so many they would block the sunlight and the incident a cause for all to remember for a hundred years.
Her mental link soothed and encouraged the birds. Taking the essence and expanding the distance was easy. He doubled, then tripled the power of her images. Looking up, he found a few birds, but not enough. He doubled the power again, adding to the suggestion that the birds fly higher and circle without dropping anything.
Birds appeared by the hundreds, then thousands. They circled, wheeling in great flocks comprised of dozens of varieties, but the phenomenon went almost unnoticed by the soldiers on the road. The birds were too high for them to see they carried items, and the great circles and height managed to keep their numbers hidden.
�Let�s do it,� Ann said.
Gareth scooped the boy into his arms. He concentrated on the birds as he said, �I�m telling them to fly lower, below the tops of the trees and drop whatever they�re carrying on the road. Also, tell them to chirp, screech, and sing.�
Birds swooped lower, and a rain of small items started falling. The birds that released their twigs, acorns, and seeds, began their squawking and singing while flying in loops and circles to attract mates. There were so many that a few collided in midair and fell, causing, even more, confusion.
The number of birds increased with every breath and the amount of falling debris rained down. One glance at the soldiers guarding the road told Gareth all he needed to know. He cradled the boy as he sprang from the cover of the tangled briars and ran. He heard Ann at his heels. The road was only ten steps across, and then they were safely in the undergrowth on the other side.
They hid behind the trunks of two oaks. Gareth released his hold on the birds, telling them to fly to their nests. In the time it took to repeat the message and look out at the road, the sky cleared of all birds as if they had never existed. Soldiers stood in the road still looking up, but some were already recovering and resuming their duties while others talked about the incident.
Gareth broadcast a soothing image, telling them they had all seen birds act similarly in past years. Just another flock gathering and nothing to worry about, let alone remember. He issued feelings that told them they needed to keep a sharp watch on the road for Gareth. Superiors who found them bird-watching would not be happy.
�You did it, Ann hissed in his ear.
�We did it. Let�s move away from the road and get deeper into the forest.�
Ann took the lead again, finding animal paths and trails as if she knew where each existed. The land gently rose. Ahead, Gareth watched the white peaks getting closer all day until he thought he saw a separation between two. They arrived at a small meadow at the top of a hill that provided a view of ahead, as well as the forest behind, although the road could not be seen.
They had traveled far enough that they could use normal voices. The grass was lush, wildflowers dotted the green carpet, and they sat. After the excitement of the road, the forest seemed to have calmed, and the soft breeze struck cords of soft melodies in the leaves.
Looking ahead, Gareth asked, �Is that where the pass is?�
�Yes. A road they call it, but really more of a wide track that goes over the mountains. Near the top, there is snow all year around. They say that only one in three who goes over it ever returns, but maybe that�s just a story.�
�The travel is that difficult?�
She looked at him with that same look mothers give to children who as silly questions. �The road is steep and hard, the air freezing, but it�s what they find on the other side that prevents them from returning.�
�What is that?�
Ann had been carrying Tad. She had placed him on the ground and now took his hand. �Nobody ever says. The few who return are changed, and none ever goes back over there.�
�What does that mean?�
�There is something awful on the other side of those mountains, I think. Too terrible for most to talk about. Now, I fear whatever it is has crossed over to this side.�
Gareth considered her answer and found another question that needed to be asked. �Is that your viewpoint or the one of the Sisterhood?�
Ann hesitated, �Both.�
The fact that she didn�t elaborate told him she was not supposed to speak of it, and that she had probably just violated a promise or oath. He wouldn�t insult her or ask her for further revelations. Something on the other side. That is all he needed to know. He searched his memory for stories or rumors. Nothing came to mind, but he had never heard of anyone crossing the mountain pass. That struck him as odd.
He glanced into the air and saw only a few birds. For safety, Gareth touched the minds of those people nearest, mostly soldiers, and then others farther away. In all, he set the idea that there had been far few birds than they remembered, and again that they had all watched birds flock together in other times so this was not unusual. He dismissed the objects they dropped as coincidence.
The rising chatter of a thousand tongues wagging to the same tune had already decreased, then halted as if it never had been. Gareth sat in the grass and let his mind seek further. He found the Brotherhood and sensed their interest in the birds. His ruse hadn�t fooled them. They didn�t know what happened but shared the common belief that Gareth was the cause.
He also sensed their fear. Not fear of him, but of another. Strangely, he found most of the thoughts of him were kindly and benevolent. Well, perhaps benevolent was too generous. He found the Brotherhood held little animosity directed at him, although they did share a common distrust and disappointment that he had not conformed to their way of thinking while they educated him.
But he searched them for one individual mind, the Brother, who had been his longest mentor in Dun Mare. Of the hundreds of minds in the encampment he searched, the mind he wished was not there. He knew of at least two more farms where Brothers were held by the King�s men but didn�t feel he had the time to spend searching each of them.
Standing, he quickly reached out and found Blackie. The dragon responded to his touch like the family dog did when one of the family returned to the house. It got excited then quickly calmed as he provided a mental pat on the neck and told them they�d be together soon.
Ann also stood, still holding Tad�s hand. She looked at the boy lying at Gareth�s feet. �I can�t hear his mind, so he does not need my herbs for now, but listen to him closely. I do not trust him, or the other one.�
Her tone held dislike and more, but Gareth thought back to the last medication he�d taken. It had been early in the day. Tad had needed another dose back near the road. He bent to lift the boy into his arms.
A sharp pain struck his mind. An arrow of intense red light pierced his consciousness dropping Gareth to his knees.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The sudden stab of pain was unexpected, but Ann�s warning had him on guard. He flinched, deflecting the mental blow as it struck. Before his knees landed on the ground, he reacted instinctively and returned the attack, much like returning a slap in the face. It happened without thought and before he could prevent it.
The boy screamed, grasping his head with both hands, then he rolled over and over, trying to make the pain dissipate. Gareth could have stopped it instantly, but didn�t. He allowed it to go on a full heartbeat. Then he stood and went to the boy. He knelt, ignoring Ann and Tad.
That is what it feels like when you attack others. Gareth waited. When there came no reply but an angry scowl, he continued with the thought. I am stronger than you. When you try to hurt another I will do this again�and worse.
Turning to Ann, he said, �He attacked me.�
�We know. So does everyone else. It�s my fault, I should have known and medicated him sooner. He fooled me, and I�m sorry.�
�He fooled both of us, but that will only happen once. Hand me your medication.� Gareth sprinkled some in his palm, glanced at Ann for a nod that the amount was right, then held it in front of the boy who was still lying on the grass, eyes wild with hate and fear.
Do not knock my hand away. Take the medication, it will make you feel better. Gareth moved his hand closer. And you may as well stop trying to warn the others. I am preventing your thoughts from leaving this meadow.
The boy reluctantly licked Gareth�s palm until all was gone, but Gareth continued to watch, making sure none was spit out. The boy�s eyes never left his, but they soon became unfocused. His bunched muscles relaxed as the herbs did their job.
Ann said, �You should kill him now.�
�I think he�s beginning to like me.�
�I�m beginning to not like your sense of humor.�
Gareth said, all trace of humor absent, �At least part of that outburst of his, escaped into the world. We should go quickly.�
�The road to the pass is off to our left. There are plenty of paths and trails, but I do not know where we�re going so you have to direct me.�
�Up the road, into the mountains a ways. There we�ll continue as if we�re going over the pass. Soon, after entering the mountains, there will be a valley running north and south. We�ll go north, up the valley until we reach another.� Gareth had given her the directions because it seemed that the only difference it made was the amount of trust they shared.
Ann cast him a critical look, her features pinched, as if in deep thought.
�What is it?� he asked.
�I�ve traveled that road three times. Never all the way to the pass, but to the beginning of the snows while searching for herbs that only grow up there. I have never seen what you are speaking about.�
�No, you haven�t. My father lived there and convinced all who might find their way into his valley that there were better berries, easier travel, or more potent herbs elsewhere.�
�I see. He did the same to me as I do to my household pests. Only those times I was the pest.�
Gareth pulled the boy to his feet and started walking. He said, �Unless I�m mistaken, we have a long way to go. Do you have a name?�
He shook his head. Gareth considered naming him, but the lack of a name identified how the boy was treated by whoever controlled him. Filthy, ill, and uneducated in the use of mental powers, the boy had barely survived, but the one telling him what to do didn�t care about all that. The cuts and wounds already healing, and most of the dirt washed off didn�t change what was inside the boy and Gareth couldn�t lose sight of that.
Ann and Tad went ahead, Tad now almost free of medication and beginning to ask the first of his thousand questions and making observations. Gareth blanketed Tad�s thoughts heavier so they wouldn�t escape, but enjoyed hearing him talk about the forest and wildlife. Why is that leaf bigger? There is a brown rock. Oh look, a tree that is bent. Are there frogs here?
Almost as interesting as Tad were Ann�s responses. She had an answer for each, although often he pointed out something else before she finished talking. They moved faster than Gareth expected. The ground became both steeper and rockier. The trees turned from leafy oak and ash to more fir and pine. The slopes were steeper and slippery.
The white peaks appeared more sinister, and he didn�t want to continue the trip. With each step, the feelings of fear and remorse increased. All that he enjoyed or liked was behind him, not ahead. He should turn back.
�Feel it?� Ann turned her head and asked, her voice soft and whispery.
Dread. Illness. Pain. All were ahead. Turning back would make him happier. Gareth nodded to Ann. He felt it, now. The same sort of ruse he used on his island. He projected the ideas that storms blew there, that the residents were unfriendly, and of course, the little red jumping spiders that went for the private parts.
Nothing specific. Just the mental impressions that it would be better to be somewhere else. Most would gladly obey without ever realizing they had been influenced.
Somebody ahead was using the same technique. The person had to have a mind powerful enough, and similar in strength and scope as Gareth. It was far more powerful than Ann�s, who could perform the same with animals nearby. She still felt and recognized it, though.
The method was similar but crude. Untrained. There were lapses followed by renewed efforts. Other thoughts intruded, too. Twice Gareth caught secondary thoughts not meant to be transmitted. Once he felt the mind seeking a response, possible from the boy at his side. In another, he felt a wash of rage sweep over him when the other person stubbed a toe.
�Has it always been like this?� Gareth asked.
Ann shook her head and said, �I felt it right off. If that voice had been here, others of the Sisterhood would have heard it and spread the word, not to mention the Brotherhood. If they heard it, I�ll bet they would have sent hundreds here to investigate.�
�What about now?�
�I don�t know for sure, but I would think some Sisters are close enough to hear. They have probably already begun warning others.�
�The Brotherhood?�
�Too far away, I think. They were generally all near the coast for days and days. The warning we�re hearing is low power, but high intensity.�
Gareth continued to walk while trying to think of how to phrase his next question. He and Ann were working together for mutual benefit, not because they were allied or friends. At least, not yet. He said, �Does the Sisterhood have rumors of similar warnings in this area from before? I mean, last year or ten years ago?�
She paused and waited for him to catch up. �You�re not very tactful or circumspect, are you? Your questions tell me more than you want me to know.�
�Such as?� Gareth tried to keep his voice bland and was glad it came out as intended.
�You�re telling me there have been other similar warnings around here for a long time. I�ve already told you we had not idea someone was keeping us away with their thoughts. So, you want to know if they were successful. I�m only telling you because there are times you are so transparent, Gareth. Be more careful if there are things you do not wish me to know.�
�That was quite a lecture�and all true.�
She let Tad wander to a patch of yellow dandelions while she watched. �I�m with you, but only to a point. Do not believe that anything I learn will be held sacred or withheld from my Sisters, and possibly the Brotherhood, if we believe it should be shared. If you are offended or disagree, tell me, and I�ll leave.�
�Will you hold your tongue if you leave?�
�No. I could lie to you, but you deserve the truth.�
�Then it may mean I will have to either share less or trust you more. You never answered my question.�
�I have never heard a whisper of a rumor of anyone trying to keep people away from this pass. Perhaps your father, if that is who it was, did this so skillfully, and over a long period of time.�
�It was my father, as I�ve already told you earlier,� Gareth said, withholding the information that his father had done so for hundreds of years. There was information he would share, but there was more that he would not.
The droning in his mind still told him to return home. He lifted his eyes to the white peaks and estimated their position. �We�re already in the mountains. I think that we�re close to where we�ll turn away from the mountain pass and head north.�
�Up the valley that nobody seems to know exists.�
�Yes, that�s the one,� he pointed to a smaller mountain. �I think it will be as we pass that one right there.�
She turned and said, �It looks closer than it is. We cannot reach it today. Best to find a good shelter and spend the night.�
�Agreed. We�re going to want to go slow when we reach the valley. I think the warnings we�re hearing are coming from there.�
Ann groaned in mock horror and smiled. �As if I hadn�t already figured that out.�
Gareth ignored her attempt at humor. He said, �Lead on, and keep an eye out for a good place to stay tonight. A place where a fire can keep us warm.�
The boy at his side squirmed and tried to reach out with his mind to another, but Gareth blocked it and flashed a message, �We�re going to eat soon. If you�d like some food, stop trying to reach out like that.� 
He watched the boy, who was pretending to sleep, but felt no more attempts to reach the evil mind that had probably been directing, and mistreating him his whole life. Gareth had been thinking about it all day, letting the pieces fall into place where they wished. While he was far from the entire picture, he was learning.
There was a single mind behind this. However, others accompanied him to this side of the mountains, and all had the talents of Gareth but were untrained. All seemed young. What would happen as they matured? Especially to the leader who had come to Gareth and threatened him while he was still on Bitters Island?
He believed there to be at least three of them, probably four. Three, now that he had one with him, almost a prisoner. No, not almost. The boy was a prisoner.
Gareth wanted to stop early today for the reason he�d given Ann, but also because he wanted to spend time with the boy and feel him out. He didn�t expect much information to be given willingly, but perhaps he could learn something if he asked the right questions and monitored the untrained mind for reactions.
He had not administered any more medication to dull the mind to him, but Ann had replenished her supplies so the boy would sleep well tonight while drugged. Gareth couldn�t risk him waking and attacking while Gareth slept.
Ann pointed, �How does that look to you?�
A stream had gouged out the earth with last spring�s snowmelt. The banks were higher than his head, and where she pointed was a wide curve in the stream caused by a mass of solid rock in the way. The inside of the bend was a gravel bed of small rocks and coarse sand. A tangled pile of sticks, branches, and trees washed down the stream when the water was much higher dried in the sun.
A fire built down in the gully on the sandbar would have the high stream walls to protect it from the sight of anyone beyond a few steps. The bend in the stream protected it from being seen in the other two directions. Gareth�s eyes went to the cloudless sky and then to the mountains. A storm up there would send water rushing down. The exposed roots on the banks, the height of the banks, and the pile of brush at the bend testified to the raging water that had flowed recently.
But there were no clouds and he judged the chances of rain small. If the first drops fell, he decided they would rush to higher ground. Some risks conflicted with others, but the night chill in the mountains required more blankets than they carried. He nodded to Ann, not bothering to waste his words on repeating his thoughts. She was a woodsman and had probably come to the same conclusions long before him.
They scooted down a caved-in portion of the bank and walked to the sandbar. Tad gathered firewood without being asked or told, which pleased Gareth more than the boy would know. The other child sat, his face slack and eyes half-closed. Ann convinced him to swallow more of her medication, but only a little at Gareth�s insistence.
The wood in the logjam was dry. It burned almost smokeless. They carried dried berries, seeds, oats, and nuts in small sacks in their bags, but a meal sounded better. Gareth mentioned it, and Ann nodded her agreement.
He said, �If you watch the boys, I am going to seek out what I can find.�
�Meaning you�re going to touch that evil mind and steal information? You be careful it does not destroy your mind.�
�I�ll be careful.� He spread his blanket and laid on his back in the shade. Sunburn was not likely, but possible. His mind continued to suppress the thoughts of both boys, preventing them from being heard by any outsiders. As another precaution, he also increased the mental state to include preventing outside thoughts from reaching the boys.
For Ann he did nothing. Both she and he would consider it an invasion. But he did monitor outside thoughts with the idea of shutting them down if needed, especially if they were an attack. A glance at Ann revealed she and Tad were at the edge of the water pulling some sort of wild leek or onion. She also carried a leather purse containing her hand lines, hooks, and artificial baits for fishing.
As was his custom, Gareth reached out to Blackie first. The dragon was spitting out the antlers of his second deer of the day. Antlers were not like bones, which were generally chewed and ground to nothing in his gullet. Antlers were pointed and often stuck in gums or the tongue if not spit out. Blackie�s eating habits were best left to the beast, so Gareth let the dragon know he�d been there and left.
First, on the list, was to simply lay back and listen. Let the general din of a thousand voices wash over him until he had an impression of the world. If a volcano erupted or a storm struck, he�d hear the panic and fear. But he didn�t.
He did find something new almost right away. The Brotherhood was no longer being contained on the farms. They were on the move, in their usual pairs. All were moving inland as if headed for the same mountain pass that Gareth camped near.
He �listened� closer. Most were planning for where they�d spend the night. Some already occupied barns, inns, and empty meadows. They would wake early, eat and walk in Gareth�s direction with their odd manner of moving without swaying.
But there was no need to panic. None would reach the immediate area until at least mid-afternoon tomorrow. By then Gareth would be long gone. But the Brotherhood and the King had come to an agreement and were now working together. The Brotherhood would supply the information, the King the troops. He knew no more than that.
He spent some time listening to the minds of Brothers, trying to determine the details of the treaty between them, but no Brothers were aware of them. It was decided by superiors on both sides. Pulling back from the minds of the Brotherhood, he prepared to search for what else lay in the mental world of thoughts and emotions. However, as he pulled back, one mind drew his attention. Pausing, he touched it. The first impression was one of warmth and ease, followed by a welcoming fondness.
It was his teacher from so long ago. The one he had been searching for. He allowed a mental link to establish.
*Gareth, it is good to hear you after so many years.*
It is good to finally locate you. I�ve been searching for days.
*There are many Brothers around me at this time. They watch me constantly. My people do not trust me since I allowed you to escape.*
You didn�t �allow� it. 
*Neither did I prevent it, but the result is the same. They watch me�and many of them are nearby. We will speak late at night when I am alone if that is acceptable to you and if it is possible.*
Tonight.
Gareth pulled away, pleased and upset simultaneously. His old teacher was also a mentor who allowed more freedom of thought than was permissible with other teachers. He seldom corrected Gareth. His manner was more to allow Gareth to reach his own conclusions, which were more often than not the intention of the lesson. He had never been disloyal to the Brotherhood, but there had been times when his actions were less than what the Brotherhood demanded.
The din of thought again drew him to listen carefully for any mind that stood out from the others. He searched for anger, fear, and rage. Those were the minds shouting information. From all the people thinking, and all those who do not, he waited. It was like walking into a vast library filled with only green books, but somewhere located on a shelf was one that was red. He wanted to find that one.
His task was to find a single red book in a library of green, not a hard task no matter how large the library. It might mean strolling around the library floors, looking up and down the rows, but he�d find it�and remember where it was for his next visit.
In his library example, he found there were several red books�but not the exact red one he wanted. An angry housewife threw a mug at her drunk husband. A sailor struck a bartender and received a thump on his head from a baton. A buyer felt cheated and demanded his money be returned. But these were normal emotions and quickly rejects. They were not the red book he was seeking.
However, he found one that sent chills down his back. It was angry, fairly close, and trying to control his emotions from escaping and warning Gareth. Yes, it knew his name. Gareth didn�t rush in. He allowed the anger to brush over his mind as soft as the touch of dandelion puffs to his cheek. He didn�t reach out to touch it. It came to him. It was the evil mind searching for the boy at Gareth�s side.
Gareth allowed another dandelion puff of contact to touch his cheek. The evil mind was young and untrained and couldn�t contain the anger, pain, and fear it felt. It was scared. One of his younger helpers had disappeared or refused to respond. But he sensed the boy occasionally, so he was alive.
The manner he expressed concern caught Gareth�s attention. One of his helpers was missing. One.
It confirmed that there were more of them.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The number of minds working in unison with the twisted, evil one was uncertain, but all were under the control of the mental force Gareth touched. Worse, all were close in proximity to Gareth and all were being directed by one stronger and eviler than the rest.
Gareth felt confident he knew exactly where they were. They were in the valley where he headed, the home of his mentor, the man he called his father. Odd that he thought of the two mentors in his life within such a short time today. His �father� and the Brother. Both had been good to him in their own way.
�You must eat.� Ann�s hand shook his shoulder as the words were repeated louder to wake him.
Opening his eyes, Gareth found her about to shake him again. He smelled food cooking and wood smoke. Onions and other herbs, along with a small fire held his attention. A glance told him it was still early in the evening. Then his eyes shifted to Tad, who was splashing in the stream, a pointed stick in his hand that he used as a spear for imaginary foes. Tad jabbed another puffed out his skinny chest at the victory.
But as much as he�d enjoy watching Tad, he moved his attention to the older boy and asked Ann, �You fed him and gave him more herbs to keep him calm?�
�Only a little were added to his food. He ate like an animal.�
�Meaning without manners, or because he was so hungry?�
�Both. I�m sorry, and maybe I should have let you remain there to do whatever it is that you�re doing, but you need to eat.� She held three small cooked fish on a handful of green leaves.
He accepted them gratefully. All had been grilled over the fire, and she had sprinkled a touch of salt on them. After eating, he went to the stream and slurped water while watching Tad poke his stick at more imagined foes. He said, �Later I will talk with you.�
�Not now?�
�I have some work to do, but I want to spend some time tonight teaching you a few things.�
�Hunting things?�
�Better than that. I�m going to teach you how to defend yourself.�
Tad spun and pointed the stick at on offending tree trunk and poked it. �Like that?�
After the tension of the day, Gareth laughed until he caught sight of Ann�s scowl before she turned quickly away. He went to her. �What is it?�
�You�re going to teach him mental tricks because you�re scared.�
�It�s time he learns to use his powers.�
Ann tossed a handful of small sticks on the fire and watched it flare up. She watched as Gareth threw the remains of the dinner, mostly fish bones at the fire harder than necessary. �Time, indeed,� she hissed.
�I should have been teaching him during the voyage.�
This time, Ann snorted, �You were.�
Gareth flushed in anger but remained outwardly calm. �You�re right. I am scared.�
�Tell me about what you�re thinking.�
�Without facts to back up anything, I believe several people with the same powers I have traveled over that mountain pass up ahead. They went to my father�s home and killed him and his dragon. Think about that. They killed the most powerful man in four hundred years and his dragon. A black dragon. Have you ever heard of someone killing any dragon, let alone a black one?�
�There�s more to your fears. Try to keep the story in some order for me to follow,� Ann said, her voice soft but scared.
�They came to me in my mind and said I was next. Me and Blackie.�
�You are not the kind of man to be scared for himself. What else?�
Gareth settled back and said in a rush, �If they can kill my father and Cinder, his dragon, they can do it to Blackie and me, but then what? If they can defeat us, they can easily slay every member of the Brotherhood and Sisterhood, and everyone else. Again, then what? Defeat the King? Take over the entire kingdom and rule it as they want? Make slaves of all? Destroy our way of life?�
Ann�s complexion had paled as Gareth spoke, but she remained quiet.
�The evil mind that rules the others is clearly insane, but just as clearly, it is stronger than any of those he brought with him. My biggest fear is that he is stronger than me, especially when I consider the fact that my mind was trained by the Brotherhood. I have skills and abilities I�ve developed over the years, but what if this menace destroys me?�
�We all die.�
There, she�d said it. Condensed all his fears into three small words. We all die. What a perfect summation.
Ann said, �I have another question that will seem odd.�
�What is it?�
�Can you lie when you speak with your mind?�
�Lie? No, not really. I can try to influence, but you already know about that. But outright lie? No.�
�Have you been in contact with any of the Brotherhood?�
�They have been released and are taking up their watch posts, looking for me.�
Ann said in a more exasperated tone, �Have you been in contact with one specific Brother, the one who you trust? The one you told me about before?�
�How could you guess such a thing?�
�Because you have told me your history or part of it. You do not like the Brotherhood; we all know that. But you speak well of them, at times. I suspect there is one or two that you hold above the others and may speak with him on a regular basis.�
�There is one. I have spoken to him once. Today, for the first time in thirty years.�
�Good. You look twenty, but have not talked to this man in thirty years, and you cannot understand how difficult that is for me to understand. But I wish for you to talk with him again. He can, if he will, pass on a message to the Sisterhood.�
Gareth asked, �What is the message?�
�I wish for him to tell them in any method he can, that I am calling on the entire Sisterhood to support you. I want him to warn them of these evil minds that have come into our land, and that if we do not band together, we will all surely die horrible deaths.�
�You want this passed on to the Sisterhood, but what about the Brotherhood?�
�You cannot lie. The Brother will know that. He knows you. I grant him permission to pass on my message to his people as well, and hope that they will join us.�
Gareth said, �It�s a good idea. If nothing else it will warn all sensitives and maybe there are things that can be done, I don�t know. Watch over me and I�ll try reaching out to him.�
He found the mental link easily now that he knew where to search. Can you briefly speak with me?
*Later.*
Gareth didn�t bother answering. The reply had been sharp, short, and abrupt. There must be observers too close for the Brother to spare more of an answer. Gareth would wait until later as he allowed his mind to seep into the gentle mountain air, listening and probing carefully, but again knowing what he was searching for. It was there. The mind was still angry, as always, and mentally shouting harsh black thoughts and images, but only directed at a few others.
The tendrils of thought carried to Gareth as if he crawled along the veins of a spider web emanating from one central strand. Instead of following the tendrils to the center he allowed different parts of his mind to follow them to the extremities.
There were four of them. Five if he counted the one still searching for the youth sitting beside, but not too close, to Ann. Four more minds that were being berated and tortured. All by the same one.
Learning about the four would tell him about the central one, the leader. Already he found that each cringed in fear when mentally touched by their master. They didn�t know how to defend themselves, let alone lock him out of their minds.
The thoughts escaping them were dispelled by the evil one. Gareth chose one of the four at random, and as quietly as a housecat creeping up on a bird, he moved inside. He let no thought escape to be detected by others. He made no suggestions nor did he react to anything he found. Gareth simply observed.
When the central mind issued a command, the one Gareth monitored cringed, then tried to obey, but all the while thoughts of punishment stayed foremost. There seemed to be no attempt to hide those emotions. The evil almost demanded them.
Gareth allowed himself to slip inside further, knowing the dangers but risking it in an attempt to gain more information. He reached the eyes of the other. Gareth wanted to take control of the eyes that he could now see through. But such a bold move would startle the mind in such a fearful manner that the stronger mind controlling him would react almost at once. He watched but didn�t attempt to shift the view.
There were two dirty feet with bare toes sticking up at the sky. He must be sitting with his legs sticking out in front, like on the grass. The ankles and legs above the feet were equally filthy. A sore oozed on a shin, and a scab on the other showed where an equally bad one had partially healed. Beyond the two feet were trees, mostly fir, and cedar, but through an opening in the trees wound a section of road.
Not the king�s highway, which was wide, packed solid with the daily footsteps, but more of a wide path or track. Two could walk side by side on the grassy road, but the abundance of grass told of how few feet traveled it in recent times. The eyes he looked through never moved anywhere else.
He�s on watch. Gareth pulled from his mind and moved to another. Again, careful to leave any sense of his presence, he moved to where he could look out the eyes. A wide valley spread below, so the watcher must be situated high on a hillside overlooking the valley. In the distance grew trees in orderly rows, and a lake reflected the last of the days� sun.
The sight almost caused Gareth to react. He knew that orchard and lake. It was the valley where his father had lived. Up the valley, to the right, was the main house. To the left was an empty field where the magnificent dragon named Cinder rotted.
There was no forethought of leaving the mind. Gareth just did it. He pulled back and tried preventing bile from choking him.
�Are you okay?� Ann asked, rising to her feet and hurrying to his side.
�They are waiting for me at my father�s valley.�
�Waiting? A trap?�
�Yes.�
She backed off a step. �Then don�t go there.�
A sad smile formed for an instant then fled as if it had never been. He said, �I have to go. But on my own terms, not like they expect.�
�That�s more like it. Are you ever going to rest?�
�I think I�ll walk around and exercise a little. No, I think Tad and me need to talk.� He went to Tad and watched him throw his pretend spear at a minnow. The throw missed, but Tad was ready to try again when he looked up and saw Gareth.
�When am I going to see Mama again?�
Gareth hesitated. �Your mother will want to talk to you. Come sit beside me and I�ll show you how, but you must follow my directions.�
Tad leaped to his side, sitting on the same boulder and folding his hands in his lap as he looked up at Gareth. With a smile, Gareth said, �I�m going to reach inside your head. Don�t be scared.�
�Like when I listen to you?�
�Yes. I�m going to listen inside your head, then I�m going to reach out and look for your mother�s mind. I�ll guide you, but you must do what I say and do not get too excited.�
�Because we do not want others to hear us talk?�
The boy was asking all the right questions. Gareth nodded and reached out to Tad. Can you hear me?
*Of course.*
�Can you follow me in your mind?� Gareth searched the endless number of minds he could hear, trying to locate his daughter-in-law.
He had touched her mind a thousand times, never reading her thoughts, but ensuring her safety as he did all in his family. In thirty years he�d never once invaded their privacy. There had been no reason to, not even with Sara. On the island, none was ever more than a short walk away.
*Can you find her in all those voices?*
Gareth knew the sound of her mind and quickly located her. He realized how scared he might make her with the mental touch. He didn�t know how to knock on her mental door to warn her of his entry into her mind. Pausing, he tried to think of a way.
*Let me do it*
That might be best. Go ahead, but be gentle. This will be her first time, and we don�t want to scare her. Gareth allowed Tad to advance while he monitored his progress.
*Mama, can you hear me?*
*Wha� . . . Tad? Is that you?*
*Gareth said I can talk to you if I don�t make you scared.*
*You are not scaring me, at least not now. Are you well? I miss you so much.*
Gareth pulled back until he barely sensed them, giving them all the privacy possible, but still protecting both from allowing their thoughts to escape into the general din of the world where they might be detected.
He turned his attention back to the conversation when he heard Amy tell him she was on a boat along with the rest of the family. Then he withdrew again. He�d speak with Sara when he determined it was safe to do so. The evil mind was probably out there searching for him at this instant, but it wouldn�t know of Tad.
The entire family was safely on the ship heading for Vespa. If there were any ships sailing to explore and search Bitters Island, they would find it abandoned with no way of determining where the people had fled. The preparations he�d made thirty years ago would give them a safe haven, at least for a while. The farm was large, the workers few, but the managers knew that the terms of their employment were that people might show up. There were housing and food waiting.
Over the years, he�d made sure all was well planned. There was even a cover story about a devastating fire that caused the family to relocate. Of course, that original story had been more convincing when the family consisted of four. Then ten. Now it was far larger, but he would use his powers to convince those on nearby farms that it was normal.
He listened to Tad tell Amy of his adventures, so far. Amy told of what the family was doing, and of the dissension within the family over leaving Bitters Island. However, a family meeting was called, and Sara explained the dangers of remaining, convincing all to travel with her. Gareth was relieved that he hadn�t been part of that, but Sara had insisted he leave. She would handle the family while Gareth went in search of whoever killed Cinder and Gareth�s father.
They talked until the sun settled over the tops of the trees and the air turned chilly. Gareth let them be. If nothing else, Tad was learning how to control his mind. Hopefully, Amy learned that Gareth was trying to help and protect her son.
Ann, much to her dislike, stayed close to the other boy, avoiding his eyes when he opened them. She kept her pouch of herbs nearby, ready to stuff his mouth full if needed. She had not cleaned or medicated any of the cuts, scrapes, or wounds since the night before when she had touched his mind. Instead of asking her, Gareth decided to do it himself.
He kept a mental watch on Tad while also listening to the other boy�s mind and keeping all thoughts private and limited to their clearing. The boy weighed nothing when he lifted him and carried him to the edge of the stream. Setting him down on the sand with his feet in the water, Gareth began splashing handfuls of water on his legs and washing them.
Ann passed them and dropped soap and medicine to treat the wounds. She acted as if they fell from her hand unbidden as she gathered more firewood from the tangle at the bend of the stream.
Several of the smaller wounds had formed scabs, a good sign of healing. More were not as infected or swelled as the day before. Gareth pulled the clothing off of him and found no new flea bites. The lye soap had killed the few left on him, as well as the lice and other crawlies.
He started with the hair and soaped everything until he even had soap between the toes. Then he rinsed and dressed him. The boy remained as still as a corpse.
When Gareth sat him beside the fire, Ann asked, �That is all wasted effort if you have to kill him.�
�I don�t plan to kill him.�
Ann raised her eyes to meet his. �Will you ever be able to trust him?�
�No.�

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Gareth couldn�t fully answer Ann�s next question. He didn�t believe he could ever trust the malnourished boy, but what choice did he have? Casting one last look at him, Gareth went to the stream and the boulder Tad sat upon.
�Tell your mother that you have to leave her for now, but since you both know how to touch minds you will do it again, soon.�
Tad screwed up his face, �Aw, do I have to?�
Gareth laughed. He had expected no less a protest. �Yes.�
A short while later, after a gentle suggestion from Gareth, both boys were fast asleep. Gareth watched the fire instead of talking. Ann�s question had upset him because she was exactly right. Could he ever trust the boy? If not, what were the risks? If he relaxed for a moment ten years from now would the boy seize the opportunity and slaughter Gareth or one of his loved ones? How could he know for sure?
With Ann�s questioning eyes still on him, he reached out and touched the mind of Blackie for an instant, telling him that he needed to relocate further away in the morning. Then he found Sara and assured her things were going well, but did not mention much of what he was finding. She told him that after the disappointment from learning the news, the family pulled together and accepted their fate. Most had already speculated or suspected what was happening.
When Gareth abruptly left the island and word of his father�s death, not to mention the death of Cinder, many started packing. Sara relayed several small incidents; the tears at sailing away from the only home many of them knew and the surprisingly general feeling of adventure of going somewhere new.
*Gareth?*
He told her he loved her but had to leave. Quickly, he touched the mind seeking his. It was the Brother who had helped raise and educate him. Gareth said,� �Can you talk?�
*At least for a while. Can you shield our conversation from all others?*
�That is being done. I understand that the Brotherhood and King have come to terms on an agreement concerning me. The Brotherhood is at every bend of the road searching for me.�
*And for another.*
�That is the reason I am here and why I have contacted you,� Gareth explained, making no excused for the thirty years since their last conversation. �I need your help.�
*I suspect that we need the help of each other.*
�You always were one step ahead of me.�
*Except for the time you chose to escape.*
Gareth chuckled to himself. Escape was not the word he�d choose for being carried by a dragon across the mountains and dropped into the ocean. It had not even entered his mind that such a thing could happen, let alone that it would to him.
�The angry new voice you hear. Tell me about it.� Gareth said.
*We believe it is the voice of one ill. Tainted, is perhaps a better description.*
�Would evil, demented, or mad also apply?�
*Perhaps our description is too weak. Our consensus is that it is the mind of an untrained youth, but a strong mind. We speculate that the mind could not have survived as an infant or toddler. However, we also sense that it is so warped that it may have destroyed the mind of a father or mother, or both, perhaps over something as minor as a slap on the wrist.*
�That is similar to my guesses. Have you come to the conclusion that it is out of control and a menace to all? It must die?� 
A pause of emptiness filled the air for the space of several heartbeats. Finally, the Brother answered. *We have not.*
�Well, that is why I am contacting you. I have at least two tasks for you.�
*You cannot �assign� tasks to the Brotherhood.*
�I am assigning them to you, as one of my mentors and friends. Listen carefully, and do what you will. There is not one new mind out there. There are at least five working in conjunction with each other. One of them is the leader.�
*We have not heard that there is more than one.*
�The insane leader controls them. They perform his killing for him. They have killed my father, the one known to you and his dragon.�
Gareth felt the shift in the Brother�s mind. It was as if a student in school suddenly sat up straight in his chair and began paying attention to the teacher.
*You said there are tasks for me to perform. I can do nothing to violate my vows, and all I learn from you must be passed on to my Brotherhood. Do not put me in a position of choosing, because I choose my kind.*
�I would never do such a thing. The first task is to pass on to the Brotherhood what I have told you. All of it. Also, tell them that this evil mind is intent on destroying me, the Brotherhood, the Sisterhood, and the King, as well as most of the people.�
*You believe this is true, Gareth?*
�Look into my mind and see the truth. I will prevent you from seeing nothing. I will hide nothing.�� 
*That is not needed. I sense your truth. You said there are two tasks, or more,* The Brother told him.
�The second task is to relay all of this conversation to the Sisterhood. A Sister named Ann is with me and has asked that you tell any Sisters you encounter of this danger and that she has called for the entire Sisterhood to help in defeating this evil in any way possible.�
Another pause, and then the Brother said, *I will pass on the message. I have seen two of the Sisters on the road today, so would expect to see more tomorrow. What is the third thing you ask of me?*
�Only that you communicate back with me tomorrow with the response of the Brotherhood, and hopefully the King.�
*Are you near the place where the evil minds exist?*
�I should keep some information to myself, and then you do not have to share it with your Brothers.�
*If you do happen to encounter the one you seek, be careful my friend. Our world would be a lesser place without you.* 
The link was broken. Gareth was sitting with his back to a cedar tree, the stream chuckling beside him, the fire snapping and spitting in the darkness, and Ann watching over all three of the men. He said, �Your message should go out to your Sisters tomorrow.�
�I�m not sure I�ll ever get used to you just up and telling me something like that. It�s as if you just made it up in your mind.�
�I�ve been talking to Tad�s mother, my dragon, my wife, and a Brother, who helped raise me. That Brother will pass on your message to any Sisters who are on the road.�
�He will know us how? It�s not like we wear tattoos on our foreheads.�
Gareth said, �That�s a good question, now that you bring it up. He also said there were two Sisters who passed his watch post today.�
�How could he know that? We often dress alike in the field, but that�s almost for ease of travel, not identification.�
�This particular Brother never quite fit into the Brotherhood. Now and then he would act on his own. Once he consoled me as a father. Another time I caught him smiling at me when he shouldn�t have. They never smile.�
�Now that you mention it, they don�t. No laughing or any indication of humor. I�ve always envied them their powers, but if they have to sacrifice the joys in life, I�ll stick with what I have. But that does not answer the question.�
�It would be simpler to just ask him. I can do that.�
�He would answer?�
�Perhaps not, but he may. All I can say is that he has never lied to me that I know of, but there were many times he didn�t provide answers because of his vows. There is a difference.�
�Do it.�
Gareth reached out with his mind and touched the Brother. In essence, he gave the Brother a mental tap on the shoulder and asked if he could ask a question.
*Of course.*
�How will you recognize Sisters when you see them?�
*I require time to consider your question.*
�I�ll be here,� Gareth said and pulled away. He turned to Ann. �He is considering the question. It may take time, the Brother said.�
�What does that mean?�
Gareth shrugged and smiled as if he found it funny. �I asked him how he knows Sisters when he sees them. He answered that he would need time to consider the question. Understand?�
�No.� Ann crossed her arms over her chest and set the scowl on her face.
�He neither confirmed nor denied the ability. He was not surprised at the question, so that tell us he must consider how to split the hair, and both conceal information while telling the truth.�
�That�s so convoluted for me to follow.�
�It is speaking without lying in a logical progression, something he taught me to do. He could have said that he didn�t recognize them when he saw them and ended the subject. But that would be a lie and therefore against his principles. He didn�t do that, so there must be more to consider, and it will take time. The full answer is probably that the Brotherhood has a method to determine who are Sisters that you know nothing about, but saying so would betray his Brotherhood.�
She stood and glanced to her bedroll. �I have to warn the Sisterhood.�
�No need. He told me that he would relay the conversation between us to the first Sisters he sees. He is a man of his word. He cannot do less than reveal the entire conversation.�
�How do you know he will?�
�Again, he gave me his word, and he had never lied to me.�
�He has also made promises to his Brotherhood. What about that?� Ann demanded.
�He will break no vows. None.�
Ann settled back down. �Will he tell you what information he passed on?�
�If I ask. Tomorrow, if you wish, I�ll make sure he passed on the information that he can tell who is in the Sisterhood. He will not tell them if others can do the same if indeed they can.�
�He might be the only one?�
�I would think not, but who knows?�
Ann stepped directly in front of Gareth and asked, �Do you ever get the feeling this is all evolving into something we cannot control?�
�I have the feeling it is out of control, but not that we cannot control it. Two different things.�
She stepped away and turned to check on the boys. She said, �You and your Brother friend are beginning to sound a lot alike.�
�Thank you,� he said, trying to turn away before she could cast her scowl at him.
But she was right. The Brother had been his teacher and mentor. Gareth had learned how to examine information from different angles and approach solutions differently. He learned to tell the truth, but not all of it, all of the time. He answered what people asked with their words, not with their hearts. He didn�t insult them by telling them a project was doomed to failure.
If a farmer wanted to plant the seeds for his crops on the side of a hillside before a rainstorm was it Gareth�s responsibility to tell him that it was a bad idea because the seeds would wash away? Had he lied? Could he suggest he talk to another who had tried the same thing and failed? How could one man enter so many lives? The answer was that he could not. There were too many individuals and most of what happened it their lives was their own business.
But there were also larger issues. If a drought made the crops fail in the southern part of the kingdom and people were starving, could Gareth do less than suggest farmers in the north transport their excess food there? If invaders from across the sea attacked could he do less than help the King�s generals with their battle plans? And if an insane youth from across the mountains arrived with intent to kill all in the kingdom . . .�
His thoughts turned to the past, to stories and lessons the man he�d come to find as his father, had relayed to him. While Gareth considered him his father, in fact, he had been far more. Over a span of around four hundred years since he had bonded with a black dragon called Cinder, his father had watched over the entire kingdom and beyond. His work had been done in the background, and few knew of his existence.
Those that did know of him envied and desired his powers so his mentor had isolated himself and performed his deeds in obscure manners as had the one before him, and the one before him. For a thousand generations, there had been one man referred to as The Gareth, an ancient word most believed meant protector, or guidance, in a language so old nobody remembered it.
Gareth considered the man he knew to be The Gareth as his father, even though another man who had died quite young had sired him. For nearly thirty years the two had spoken with their minds interlinked daily. His father found and corrected problems before others knew they existed. The number of plots foiled against the aging king was endless. As his father discovered a plot, he deftly resolved it.
In one instance, the elder son of the king, on advice from power hungry friends, sprinkled a deadly poison into the wine mug the king was using at dinner. Gareth�s father made a lowly servant deliver a plate of cheese to the table, and while the servant�s back shielded his actions of the delivery, he switched the two mugs. The son died, and nobody ever knew or suspected the plot to kill the king.
Ann still fussed with the fire and small chores around the camp that didn�t need doing. Gareth wanted to console her. He wanted to reassure her that all would be well, but that was as impossible as making mental contact with his family and consoling them.
�Are you going to just sit there all night?� Ann asked. �Or are you talking to someone?�
�Thinking.�
�Worried?�
�Yes. There is a lot I don�t know.�
�The Brotherhood provided you with training for years. Your mind should easily defeat that of a boy who has had no training.�
�I escaped before the Brotherhood could fully train me. What I learned from my father was to be benevolent, kind, and compassionate. He never instructed me in how to fight. I did learn to set up locks on my mind that would be difficult to defeat. But they are not enough in this instance.�
�How so? I mean, since I�ve been alive you�ve been considered the most powerful mind alive, and you�re acting like a scared bunny.�
�I am scared. But you are mistaken. I was never the most powerful. My father was. Before they killed him. And Cinder was the most powerful dragon. Cinder is in a field, rotting. Blackie and I are far less powerful.�
Ann withdrew from the anger, hurt, and fear in his voice.
He said no more as he squeezed his eyes closed and refused to look at her.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Gareth, still lost in thought, tossed the blanket around his shoulders and continued watching the fire until it was no more than a bed of orange coals. Some time ago Ann had gone to sleep, but his mind was spinning and churning with doubts and possibilities. Most of them dark.
He�d put his finger directly on the problem while speaking to Ann. His father had lived four hundred years without ever losing a challenge of any sort. His dragon was the largest and the only adult black in existence. Together they were a force, a team nothing in four hundred years could defeat, and he was preceded by his �father� and his. A thousand generations, some said. A thousand generations of being the strongest in the world.
But he and his dragon now lay dead.
Charging up the valley into the jaws of whatever had defeated a stronger mind and mature dragon was stupid. If it had defeated them, it certainly would defeat him.
Yet, he couldn�t leave it alone, or it would remain in the kingdom and defeat the entire population. But his emotions and desires to rush up the valley and charge into his father�s home were more than stupid. It was careless and dangerous.
Sacrificing himself for a cause he believed in was acceptable if needed. But needless death was unacceptable. The words he used to describe his dilemma were nearly the same but meant entirely different outcomes. The single item that he dwelled upon was that he was the best chance of defeating this new enemy. If Gareth failed, the kingdom would fall, and tens of thousands would perish.
Ann�s hand found his shoulder in the darkness. She had awakened and now stood behind him without him being aware. �You�re not alone, you know.�
He said, �I feel I am.�
�No, that�s a mistake. Maybe the same mistake your father made? You have the Sisterhood and Brotherhood to draw on, as well as the King supporting you. That is your advantage. Use us.�
There was the ring of truth and hope in her words. While the King had not offered his support, Gareth felt certain that after meeting with the Brotherhood, he would. That is, if the Brother Gareth spoke to, managed to convince the Brotherhood to help him. And while Ann demanded the Sisterhood fall into ranks behind Gareth, that demand had not even been presented, let alone accepted.
�After everyone is aware of the danger maybe we can do that. But I do not want that evil mind to gain a foothold on our kingdom.�
�Two points. First, it already has a foothold. Second, you cannot continue referring to it like that �evil mind�.�
�Giving it a name personalizes it. I want to keep this at a distance because I have no idea of how far I may be forced to go when I defeat it.�
Ann glanced at the sleeping boy near her feet. �Ask him.�
She had an idea. Gareth had been so intent on squelching all thought emanations he hadn�t considered the idea that he could talk to the boy. Learn from him.
Gareth reached out and seized the mind of the boy in a grasp equivalent to his hands and fingers encircling the thin neck. The small body reacted like it had touched an electric eel, going stiff and shaking.
Gareth used his mind to demand, �What is your name?�
*Ramos.*� 
The answer had come too quickly. Fear motivated it. Gareth found the method of his questioning and response repulsive. He relaxed as much as possible and asked, �What is the name of the one who tells you what to do?�
*Belcher, but he wants us to call him Master.*
The answer again came quickly, with no trace of trying to hold back. It actually felt like Ramos was trying to respond fast to avoid a jolt of pain. �I�m not going to hurt you.�
*That�s what he says, too. Then he does it anyhow. Especially if he does not like the answer . . . Even if it�s true.*
�Why do you stay with him?�
*He kills all who do not do what he wants, and he hunts down any that leave him.*
The revulsion Gareth felt was almost physical. He swallowed down the bile rising and ignored the sour taste in his mouth. He swallowed again, trying to prevent puking. There seemed to be no option but to escape from the mind of the boy called Belcher. The fear and self-loathing were palatable.
Gareth still cloaked him in a heavy, dark impression of a damp summer night.
*Can I try speaking with him?* The voice was Tad.
Tad had been listening to it all. Trying to keep a boy Tad�s age from listening in on a private conversation was almost impossible, and he�d made no effort to block Tad from the conversation. He glanced at Ann for her input and opinion. She looked back with a blank face. She heard none of what Ramos or Tad said, let alone what he did.
Ramos was wide awake, his eyes darting from one to the other. Tad was also awake, but relaxed and curious. Gareth said, using his voice, �Tomorrow maybe. I�ll think about it tonight.�
*We�re close to the same age. Maybe he will talk to me.*
�I�ll think about it, I said.�
Tad didn�t insist, but Ann was looking at them oddly. First one, then the other. Gareth said, �We have a few answers, I guess. The one in charge is called Belcher, or Master. This one is Ramos. Tad wants to try speaking to Ramos, but I have to think about it. It might be a good idea. It might not.�
Ann said, �Thank you for filling me in, but I have to say that you sure know how to say as little as possible to carry your end of a conversation.�
Gareth flashed a smile and then nodded at Ramos. �Does he need more of your herbs to sleep through the night?�
�A little more won�t hurt, and you can get a good night�s sleep since you don�t have to watch over him then.� She stood and went to the stream for water to mix with it.
The stream rustled and hissed as water broke over and around rocks. Frogs croaked, and insects buzzed. Instead of thinking of the confusing morass of conflicting thoughts that swirled around in his mind, he settled with his back against a fir tree, and he listened. It had been far too long since he had enjoyed a night in the cool mountain air.
His years growing into adulthood at Dun Mare were in mountains similar to these. While living on Bitters Island, as great a place as it was, he missed the sounds and scents he listened to and heard. A soft breeze rustled the tops of the trees. He might talk to Sara about where they would eventually settle.
His mind went out to Blackie. The dragon was asleep, wings folded and as always it slept lightly, almost with one eye open. While dragons can defeat any other animal in combat, it was the small ones that gave them troubles. Rats in particular. They tended to gather near the feet and bite. The blood attracted others. The best solution was to surround itself with an impenetrable layer of black dragon slime, but it couldn�t do that every time it slept. However, when females roost they did exactly that.
Blackie was waiting for him, anxious to spend time together. The mind of the dragon responded to basic needs like food and hunting. But somehow companionship was also on the list. Gareth didn�t know if other dragons felt the same needs, but suspected they did.
The dragon gave off a wave of affection as well as a mild scolding. It wanted to know why there had been so little contact. Gareth recognized the feelings. He too missed the companionship. There were times when Blackie flew in circles just for the joy of it, like puppies chasing their tails. Since breaking his way out of the egg, he and Blackie hadn�t missed many days together.
Ann had settled by the fire and watched the sparks drifting into the air and extinguishing with little winks of darkness. The ground and trees were damp so there was no danger of fire. She caught his eye. �He�s expecting you, you know.�
�The Master?� Gareth asked, knowing that she already knew the answer. �Belcher?�
�He�s baiting a trap, and you�re walking right into it. He wants you angry at him, and unreasonable. I think he suspects you�re close, and he will try to bait it like a little bully. The bully pushed the smaller boy into the mud puddle to get him mad enough to fight, then the bully tells the adults that the other boy swung first. He was only defending himself.�
Gareth started to deny that could happen. He was no little boy to be pushed. Or was he? Gareth had one glaring weakness. His family. He said, �Belcher will go after my family so he can make me angry enough to go after him.�
�No, I don�t think he has the organization to know where they are. Not yet. But he may tell you he has done something terrible to them. You cannot believe him.�
�Blackie could go protect them.�
�Like Cinder protected his partner?�
The fire had died down while Gareth considered all aspects of the problem and found he agreed with Ann. The second problem was Cinder, or more correctly, Blackie. If Blackie were safe, the entire situation would be different. The key to that was finding out how the other black dragon had been attacked.
Belcher may have found a way to channel several minds together into one stronger than any single one. That was the problem Gareth needed to solve. How were the various minds of the boys interacting? Who killed Cinder? He needed to get Ramos talking, and Tad might be the answer get that done.
Gareth said, �Get some sleep.�
�Promise me you will not go rushing in no matter what Belcher tells you.�
�Ann, you�ve given me the best advice you could have. I think he is going to lie to me and attempt to make me so angry I�ll lose my temper and make mistakes. He�s been dealing with children and boys. He knows how to threaten them and get results. I am going to expect him to lie, and I�ll take advantage of it.�
�How will you do that?�
�I don�t know until I�ve heard the threats. What I�m thinking is that I�ll act angry and let slip an idea he thinks he can take advantage of.�
�You�ll tell him you�re going to charge in from the north when you plan to sneak in from the south. That sort of thing.�
�Yes. I will have to think about it, but there should be a way to exploit his inexperience.�
�You need to kill him when you get the chance. It may be your only chance.�
�If there�s another way I�ll choose that.�
�No!� Ann stood and pointed her finger at him. �No, you cannot think like that. We don�t know why this evil person is doing what he is, but what we do know is that he killed your father. He is directing others to kill you. You cannot expect that if you let him live he will respect you, and everyone will live happily. He will turn on you and attack at the first opportunity.�
�I�m not a killer.�
�Then become one. Gareth, I will tell you the truth, and you can look into my mind to be sure of my words. If I have a chance to kill this person, I will do it without hesitation. Now, tomorrow, or in the future. I will remove this source of evil before others are hurt. If you cannot do this, place me in a position where I can.�
He had never heard her speak so fiercely, and it took him back. Her demands were so intense he had no need to touch her mind to verify the truth even if he wished. Without agreeing to anything, Gareth nodded and closed his eyes. When he awoke later, the fire had died down to only a few bright orange spots in a bed of dead coals.
The night was cool but not cold. He glanced at the sleeping form of Ann. She was in arms-reach of Tad, who curled beside her. The blanket that had been around Ramos lay flat on the ground.
Gareth sat up and looked around. Ramos was gone.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN �

Gareth held himself back from shouting for the others to wake. Instead, he quietly stood and went to the blanket. It was cold. The boy had been gone for a while. But he had left bare footprints in the soft sand of the sandbar. Even in the moonlight the prints were lined up telling the way he�d gone.
Gareth bent and examined them closer. They were damp inside while the layer of sand on top was dry. He had not left long ago. Perhaps his stealthy movements had been what woke Gareth.
Reaching out with his mind for Ramos was possible, but this might alert Belcher. Gareth chose to follow the footprints. From the spacing of the footprints, he decided Ramos was not running or even hurrying. He walked with small, careful steps as if half asleep. If he was running away, he should be running, fearful of being captured again.
The footprints took him to the edge of the forest. Instead of choosing a path a few steps away that went in the same direction, Ramos had walked directly into the tangled underbrush without regard to the scratches of sticks and briars. Gareth took the path, darting to the side now and then to find Ramos still walked in a direct line unless prevented by a tree or other obstacle.
Even in the dim light the path of the boy was easy to follow. Running down the path again, Gareth heard the snap of a dry branch ahead. He turned to the sound and found Ramos walking slowly, his head held pointed directly ahead, set in the direction he walked even though Gareth made far too much noise as he approached to be missed. Anyone awake would have heard the noise.
Instead of calling out or touching Ramos, he followed. The blood seeping from the many scratches and scrapes on his lower legs made them look black in the moonlight. Gareth moved almost even with the boy, being careful to stay out of peripheral vision. Still, he could see the set expression on Ramos� face, the glazed eyes, and the uncaring way he walked. A low hanging branch scraped across his face adding another scratch, but he didn�t so much as attempt to avoid it.
The boy was under the control of another mind, one uncaring that allowed the continued scratches and scrapes. But he continued walking at his snail�s pace. The trees thinned and then stopped. Ahead spread a wide valley carved out of the mountain.
The side of the valley was steep, too steep to navigate in the dark, and in the quiet of the night, Gareth heard the roar of rushing water below. A small river raged at the bottom of the canyon wall. Yet Ramos walked directly ahead. A few more steps and he would probably fall to his death on the slope, and if he survived that he would drown in the river.
Gareth reached out and grabbed the boy by his shoulders. Ramos tries to shake him off. The easiest way to keep him safe was to remove the ability to walk. Gareth stepped in front of Ramos and bent over, shoving his shoulder into the stomach of the boy. Ramos leaned forward as Gareth took two quick steps ahead and stood, the boy balanced safely on his shoulder, Gareth�s arm holding him firm.
After only a few steps in the direction of the camp, Ramos erupted into a violent madman, kicking, hitting, pounding, flailing wildly and screaming so loudly the entire forest awakened. His flailing elbow struck above Gareth�s ear. A toe kicked his stomach, and the twisting and turning made it impossible to hold onto the boy.
Setting him down allowed him to break free and run at the canyon. Gareth chased him and managed to grab him at the edge and pull him back to safety. Gareth slipped out of his shirt and used the arms to tie the kicking feet together while sitting on the boy�s thighs and accepting the fists pummeling his bare back. Gareth stripped the shirt off Ramos and used it to tie his hands. Ramos still fought so hard he was in danger of hurting himself. Gareth sat on his chest and held the boy�s head in his hands.
*You�ve ruined him.*
The raging thought burst into Gareth�s head like fireworks. It invaded Gareth like a savage slap in his face. Instantly he locked down all but the smallest portion of his mind and steeled himself to lock that down, too if it became necessary. Carefully, he responded, �I have done nothing. He�s just a boy.�
*He�s mine! Now he�s no good to me, and I�ll kill you for that.*
Another threat to kill him. Gareth wanted to remind Belcher he could only kill him once, but before making him angrier and more determined, Gareth drew a mental breath, calmed himself, and said, �Ramos is one of yours. I have done nothing to hurt him.�
�Don�t lie to me. I�ve looked into his mind. He likes you.*
�So for that reason, you plan to kill him? Because he likes me?�
�You can�t stop me.�
Gareth cut the mental thread as it increased to the intensity of a tropical storm over Bitters Island. The conversation with Belcher was irrational. He was too furious to speak with. In the space of a few seconds, the mind of the other had gone from angry to crazy. There is no way to deal with a mind like that.
Gareth scooped Ramos into his arms and headed for the campsite. He rejected repeated attempts by Belcher to tear apart his defenses and invade Gareth�s mind. With each failure, the rage increased and the twisting and fighting of Ramos increased.
Ramos suddenly stopped his twisting and fighting. He lay so still in Gareth�s arms that Gareth paused and checked to make sure the boy was all right. The mental assault pounded against the locks on his mind again, like someone demanding to be allowed past a sturdy oak door. The image didn�t help Gareth as he recalled at childhood story of an oak door to a castle that had been burned instead of throw open.
There�s always a way to defeat an enemy.
Stumbling down the bank to the sandbar, he found Ann and Tad with their arms wrapped around each other. Tears streaked their faces.
Gareth said, �You can hear him?�
�Everyone can hear him,� Ann said. �Even those who are not sensitive.�
Gareth placed Ramos on his blanket. Ann was right. The way Belcher was broadcasting his thoughts all could hear him. Many would simply feel uncomfortable because their minds were not tuned to understand. They would believe they had a nightmare. Others had more abilities to hear, especially women. They would be pained. Sensitives, no matter how limited their abilities, heard every tortured wail and threat.
Ann said, �You cannot still be thinking of going up there.�
The idea of not going to the valley hadn�t really entered his mind, even after her warning earlier. Now, at her words, he found himself scared for the first time. One slip and he�d be dead. If the boy who wanted to be called the Master seized a single advantage, the battle and war were both lost. Just one mistake.
Yet, if he didn�t go there, who would? Who else could? Gareth said, �I was going to rush up there and take revenge on the person who killed my father. That has been my plan all along.�
�It�s a stupid plan, Gareth!�
�I can�t sit aside and do nothing.�
Ann brushed Tad�s hair off his forehead with the palm of her hand before speaking again, soft and controlled. �I have but one question for you to ask yourself. What does that insane mind waiting in the valley want you to do?�
Words were on Gareth�s lips before he fully understood her question. What did Belcher want him to do? Ever since he had appeared, he had wanted to face and kill Gareth. From the first instant, their minds touched. Every event had drawn him closer to the valley and Belcher. Worse, Gareth was doing exactly what Belcher wanted. At every turn, he had chosen to do what the other wanted.
Hanging his head, Gareth admitted, �You�re right.�
�About what?� Ann asked.
�He�s manipulated me from the beginning. Like a fool, I�ve allowed it.�
�You�re no fool.�
�I have been acting like one.� Gareth glanced at Ramos. �Do you think it was an accident we captured him so easily? No, he was bait. Bait intended to draw us, or me, to my end.�
�This boy they call Master is really that intelligent?�
�Yes. Until now he has called every emotion, decided the next move, and defeated my father without a single stumble. I�ve fallen into his every trap.�
�You have done nothing wrong, Gareth.�
�I�ve done everything wrong, don�t you see? I�m here. Rushing in to save the day like some hero in an old tale. Running right to him. After he kills me, there is nothing to stand in his way of doing whatever he wants. Nothing and nobody. Worse, I�m even bringing Tad right to him.�
�Was that his idea?�
�I don�t think he knows about Tad, yet. But what will he do when he learns of him? Will he want him as one of his followers?�
Ann held Tad closer as if to protect him. �What do we do?�
Gareth tried to sound positive and as if he knew. �We do what he does not expect.�

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Ann still held Tad in her arms as she looked at Gareth in the moonlight. �Do you have any idea of what that is?�
�He wants me to charge into that valley ready to fight him. He�s waiting, his traps set. I doubt if I�d last the morning if I went there.�
�So what will you do? Sail back to your little island and hide? Join your family hoping for the best?�
Gareth shrugged, but a sly smile escaped. He jutted his chin at the mountains. �You�re right. There is no place around here to hide. He�ll seek me out no matter where I go.�
�Then what will you do? Abandon us?�
His smile grew more intense, but behind it was a touch of cynical intensity. �Remember that pass through the mountains you told me about? The one he came through?�
�Of course.�
�Belcher came from there.�
�I know that,� her voice grew more frustrated with each word.
�We have no idea of what�s across that pass. We know he came from there and that he brought at least four other boys with sensitive powers with him. I wonder why he crossed the mountains and came here. What happened over there that made him undertake a dangerous and hard trip?�
Ann obviously had never thought of the idea. Her jaw went slack, and her eyes held that far-off look that indicates deep concentration. Ann pulled herself back and said, �What good will that do? I mean going there.�
Gareth shrugged but maintained a sly smile he didn�t try to hide. �You know what? I don�t know what good it will do. But if Belcher is left unchecked our whole world loses. No, loses is not the right word. It dies, along with thousands of good people and it may not end there.�
�Why? Why is Belcher so determined to ruin everything?�
�The answer may lie across that pass.�
Ann said, �I have to ask. Are you sure you�re not just running away?�
�Am I scared? For my family and me? The simple answer is yes I am. Look, if I go to that valley and try to fight him, I�ll lose. He wants me there. Hell, he has almost forced me to attack him.�
�What changed?�
�He came to me when I went after Ramos, but you already know that. When I asked him why he acted this way, he answered. But his answer was coated in his fury, the kind of unreasonable unfounded anger of a young child. He wanted to kill Ramos because I �ruined� him and because Ramos �likes� me.�
�Likes you? What does that mean?�
�I�m not sure, but we�ll take Ramos with us and maybe find out.�
Ann looked at Tad, then away. �You�re assuming I�m going with you.�
�I don�t expect you�re going to back out when it gets hard. Yes, I�m depending on you.�
She pulled her blanket around her shoulders and turned away, ending anything else he might still want to say. Gareth looked up at the stars while thinking.
He almost missed her whisper. �We need to get an early start to cross that pass.�
Gareth woke hours later feeling no more rested than when he�d fallen asleep. It was still dark, but Ann was up and moving around quietly. She was gathering her things and rolling her blanket. She was not building a fire, which was telling. She wanted to depart. Gareth stood on sore and stiff legs. His head felt bloated, and his confidence that had been so high last night was suddenly lower than his knees.
She grunted at him in greeting. Gareth grunted back as he woke Ramos. He reached out with his mental tendril tethered to Ramos and questioned. The boy was sleepy and hungry. Below those basic needs were others. He found warmth and security, or the analogies of each. Underlying the fear and confusion came those new responses.
Pulling back, Gareth felt even more confused. He had not said a kind word to Ramos since his capture and certainly had never communicated any love or respect. It was confusing. He watched Ann mix her medicine with water.
Tad was awake and moving slowly, like all small boys when they wake before dawn and are prompted by adults to hurry. The sky was becoming lighter although there was no sign of the sun as yet.
Ann said, �We need food and clothing. It will be cold in the mountains.�
�It�ll take days to go back and gather what we need. But I have an idea,� Gareth said but explained no further. He�d need to request the help of the Brotherhood later, or the help of one Brother he thought of as a friend.
Before departing, Gareth closed his eyes and allowed his mind to seek out the world, or what he knew of it. In the din of thousands of people thinking, he found humor, peace, love, irritation, and anger. But little hate, fear, or murderous thoughts. Even among the criminal aspects of society there was more good than not.
However, in his short foray into the masses, he did identify a wife who contemplated poisoning a husband who beat her. Did he have the right to share her secret thoughts with others? Should he? Did he have the right?
That had been the subject discussed most often with his father. The fine line where actions should be taken, and where they should not. If he asked the husband or one like him, they would say he should warn them. If he asked wives who were beaten by their husbands, he would receive a very different answer. Which was right? Was there a right? Yet doing nothing was a choice, too.
�Gareth, are you going to sit there all day long?�
He opened his eyes to find Ann packed and ready to move. Gareth held up an index finger and closed his eyes again. This time, he searched for the Brother he wanted to speak with but found nothing. He was still sleeping, and although Gareth could wake him, he refrained.
Neither of the boys complained about being hungry. The fish last night had filled them but before long, as all growing boys do, they would complain. The last of the food they brought with them was nearly gone.
He said, �Strangely, I�m looking forward to this.�
�Walking uphill for days while you�re hungry and freezing sounds like a good time to you?� Ann�s tone and sour words told him her opinion of his decision.
�I guess it�s the wonder of what is over the next hill. We have no idea. Since Blackie and I bonded I�ve known almost everything about where we live, who supports the King, who does not. I see and hear the world as a vast crowd with few secrets and help where I can. But things got out of balance so fast I�m scared to do much of anything.�
As they started walking on the road, the two boys walked ahead. Ann said, �Explain that if you will.�
�Balance is what I term the way the world works. A power-hungry king may throw off the balance, at least for a while. But for most things, if they are left alone the balance soon returns. Now and then a nudge is needed.�
Ann said, �If fishermen take too many fish from one part of the sea there are not enough fish for them the next year so they go somewhere else to fish. In time the fish return.�
�That�s a good way to look at it. In the long term, only a few things need to be changed because most will work themselves out.�
�But in your explanation you mentioned a power-hungry king.�
�Yes, there are times when steps need to be taken. But even then, the consequences have to be considered. For instance, if the power-hungry king is somehow removed from his position and replaced with the next in royal line, suppose that next person is weak and cares little for his people. In the larger consideration, which was better for the kingdom?�
� The road climbed through a tunnel in the overhanging trees. Looking ahead, massive trees lined both sides of the dirt road, and the underbrush growing to the sides. Above the road spread the intertwined branches of trees from both sides. Little direct sunlight ever reached the road, but bright blue patches of sky could be seen through the few openings.
Peering ahead looked like a green tunnel without end, always rising. The slope was not yet steep, but already the calves of Gareth�s legs protested. The boys walked without complaining, although at a pace slower than Gareth would walk if he were alone. But he accepted it and adjusted.
A slight twinge in his mind drew his attention. He lowered his protection slightly and found the Brother he had wanted to speak with searching for him. He said out loud, �We have to pause here.�
Gareth sat on the bare dirt of the empty road and closed his eyes. The mental voice of the Brother filled his mind. �Brother, do you wish to speak with me?�
*I do, Gareth. As you requested, I found one of the Sisterhood early this morning on the road and passed on the message from Ann. She became very excited and rushed off to notify others.*
�The Brotherhood?�
*I have also passed on your request to them, but the response was initially more reserved.*
�Initially?�
*They are less accepting but willing to consider.*
�The King?�
*He too may be reluctant at first, but after the wailing, threats, and anger we all felt last night things may quickly change.*
Gareth had forgotten the fit of anger Belcher had broadcast while speaking to Gareth. All sensitives heard it, even those with the barest measure of talent. They might not know what they were feeling and hearing, but they knew it was unpleasant.
Gareth said, �I have to make a personal request of you. You may share the information with the Brotherhood so there will be no test of loyalties.�
*If I can be of service?*
�I need you to gather food for traveling, you know the kind I mean. I also require four heavy cloaks, three the size for small boys, and also warm blankets. Tie all of it in a single package and place it in the middle of a field or pasture. Can you do that for me?�
*Of course. Can you explain?�*
�My dragon will collect it and fly it to me.�
*The reason you require these things?*
�The voice you heard last night is that of a boy named Belcher. He thinks of himself as The Master. He came from across the mountains. I have to go there and try to find his roots.�
*You make me proud, Gareth. Instead of fighting and possibly losing your life in the battle you are seeking out information to use for his defeat. This makes all those days we sat in the shade at Dun Mare studying history worthwhile. I will go gather what you need.*
Gareth broke the connection and stood in one motion. He was ready to move. He also knew that Belcher would soon learn of his intentions. Belcher knew the general area where Gareth had been the night before, and he would be waiting for Gareth to charge into the valley where his father had lived. If not today, tomorrow.
When Gareth didn�t show, he�d wonder why. Either that, or he would begin picking at as many minds as he could find until he discovered one that provided the information Gareth had shared with the Brotherhood, Sisterhood, and King.
What would Belcher do then? That was the question. Would Belcher leave his fortified position and chase after Gareth? Would he remain in hiding and wait for Gareth to return? Or, would he go on a rampage and begin his conquest of the entire kingdom? There was no way to know the correct answer.
Ann said, �Are you ready to travel?�
�Yes. I want to move very fast in case Belcher decides to try catching us. Blackie will deliver cloaks and blankets later. And food.�
�Food?� Tad asked, a smile suddenly on his face. He winked at Ramos.
Gareth returned the smile but noticed Ramos looked happier, too. On impulse, he said, �Ramos, how are you doing this fine morning?�
A curt nod and the hint of a smile was more response than Gareth expected. They all walked a little faster. A while later the Brother imprinted an image of a large field of grass that was probably a farmer�s pasture that would be cut as hay soon. A bundle was located near the center.
Gareth contacted Blackie and passed on the image, along with instructions to fly it to the road they walked on. Blackie eagerly agreed. He was lonely and wanted to be near Gareth where he belonged.
Ann, Gareth, and the two boys continued their trek while Gareth watched for a place where a dragon the size of Blackie could safely land and take off again. By mid-morning the trees that had been so large and plentiful changed to smaller trees, more pine, fir, and cedar. Then suddenly they were walking almost in the open. There were still trees, but they were thinner and smaller.
The road they followed had narrowed to a path that barely allowed them to walk two across. Grass, flowers, and small shrubs grew on it as if very few feet passed this way. If left alone a year or two it would disappear into the forest. Gareth hadn�t seen the print of a horse, mule, or man since early morning.
He touched Blackie�s mind briefly and found him flying high and easy, a bundle gripped in his rear claws. Gareth looked through the dragon�s eyes and looked at the jagged mountains directly ahead. He could not tell where the pass was located, but Blackie could sense Gareth and fly to him. In the instant, he was with Blackie he hadn�t watched where he walked and almost fell.
Ann caught him. She said, �Are you with us or somewhere else?�
�I�m back.�
�You know we can stop when you need to do that.�
He was twenty years older than her, but she still treated him like a twenty-year-old as would everyone he�d meet for the rest of his life. She would grow older and still treat him the same way, but he would never experience the same with others, except in his imagination. Oddly, the turn of events last night had invigorated him.
In his heart, he�d known that charging into a confrontation with Belcher had been foolish and dangerous. Only his stubbornness and the lack of an alternative plan kept him heading for the valley. The idea of crossing the mountains gave him new hope and if nothing else, it was not what Belcher wanted, so he had to be the better choice.
Ann said, �What will we find over there?�
�Do you know anyone who has ever crossed those mountains?�
�Nobody. I didn�t even know of the pass until you mentioned it. I�d heard a rumor or two, but that was it.�
They trudged ahead, all of them getting hungry and tired as they trudged onward. The roadbed had turned from packed dirt to a rocky path strewn with fallen trees, large rocks, and holes large enough to swallow a foot and part of a leg. The thinner air made breathing harder, and the chill was notably colder despite the bright sunlight.
Gareth tensed as he felt the approach of Blackie. The dragon was still too far away to see, but Gareth decided to watch the others for their reactions if any. First, Tad began looking up. A short time later Ramos tilted his head as if confused. Ann didn�t react at all.
�Fly ahead of us and drop the package you�re carrying. No, wait.� Gareth had the image of the contents scattered all over the road as the strings the bound it burst. �Land on the road ahead where it looks safe, and wait for us.�
Blackie didn�t respond in words. Dragons were far too stupid to speak, but he did generate positive feelings that Gareth understood. Gareth also understood that his dragon often misunderstood the most basic instructions, and he would have to keep a close eye to make sure the delivery was made as he wanted.
It was not Blackie�s fault. The creature was incapable of complex directions, and even simple ones were often misunderstood or ignored. The way to get a dragon to do as you wished was to offer food or other rewards, much like you would do to a growing puppy. Gareth would tell it that a delicious goat was the reward. Blackie loved eating goat over all other animals.
Gareth could also offer affection, which was what he now did. Blackie wanted to be near him. They had been apart the last few days unlike any since their bonding and Blackie was confused and wanted Gareth�s attention.
A long dry stick lying beside the road drew his attention. He picked it up and used it as a staff, but his intention was to scratch places on Blackie�s skin that were hard to reach. Ann cast a look but then ignored him, using her energy to suck in gasps of the thin, cold mountain air, but she never complained.
Tad was now actively searching the sky for Blackie, which was not unexpected since the dragon had been close by him since long before his birth. However, Ramos showed signs of being agitated and fearful. He also looked at the sky several times, but the tension in his body said he was ready to flee.
Gareth said, loud enough for all to hear, �Blackie will fly over us soon. He will land ahead on the road, and he has supplies, including food. There�s no reason to be scared.�
Ann, still walking at his side nodded. Tad said, �I know.�
Ramos pulled to a stop, causing them all to halt. He turned and spotted the black dot in the sky that was Blackie. The boy was near panic.
Gareth reached out with his mind, issuing calming, safe emotions. When Ramos began to feel serene, Gareth changed his thoughts to welcoming and friendly. When the dragon was flying over them, the feelings were happy anticipation. Ramos watched and smiled.
It was not often that Gareth could change the basic ways of someone�s thinking, not that he�d tried very often. In the young mind of Ramos, he found a hidden kindness and affection for animals that is usually present only in farmers and animal trainers.
Gareth was congratulating himself when the mind of Belcher struck like the waves on a tropical beach before a storm. Huge waves of mental power attacked one after the other, waves without words, but filled with hate and anger. Closing down his mind prevented harm from Belcher, but also caused him to use part of his energy to partially pull back from Ramos and Tad.
A single thought exploded in his mind.
*You�re crossing the mountains!*

CHAPTER NINETEEN

*You�re crossing the mountains. You�re crossing the mountains.* 
The phrase was repeated over and over, like a mantra of hate and accusation. There were no other words, images, or ideas conveyed to Gareth. Just that one single spew of filth containing all the hate possible. It sounded as if Belcher could not believe Gareth would cross them, and he certainly didn�t want Gareth to do so. That made it all the more necessary to do so.
Gareth closed his mind to listening to Belcher, to where not even the slightest hint of him crept into his thoughts, and he opened his eyes. Blackie had veered off and fought to fly higher and faster, his wings pumping frantically as his head turned and twisted, searching for the threat it felt in Belcher�s mental broadcast. Both Tan and Ramos were on their knees, palms covering their ears as if that would stop the pain. Ann had her mouth held open, her eyes wide, tears streaming down her cheeks.
They had all heard Belcher�s threats, his wails of protests, and every sensitive on this side of the mountains heard him in their own way, again. As suddenly as it began, it turned to silence. Tad and Ramos exchanged a relieved look and waited in anticipation of another outburst.
Ann shook herself and turned to Gareth. �Well, that was intense. I don�t think he wants us to cross the mountains.�
�I�m sorry,� Gareth began.
�No, you did nothing. But Belcher�s wailing told the entire world of his powers and evilness. It also told you that crossing the mountains is the right course of action.�
�How did it do that?� Gareth asked, wanting to confirm his own ideas.
�Because he does not want you to go there. He wants you were he can control the circumstances, and where he can defeat you, but crossing these mountains was completely unexpected. The intensity of his anger is reason enough to go.�
Blackie circled high above, still wary. Gareth reached out and calmed his mind by providing soothing images of Bitters Island and seals swimming below in the water. The dragon was scared and upset without knowing why and the familiar things entering its mind put the fear Belcher had spread to rest. It finally allowed itself to fly lower and land on the road ahead of them. It released the package it carried.
Blackie watched them approach. He would have smiled it he could. As they neared, he hopped from one foot to another, then rushed at Gareth. Gareth stepped in front of the others and talked soothingly to the dragon. An upset and cranky dragon is not for most to approach. One snap of the tooth-filled mouth could kill two or three of them.
The boys, both of them, were excited and wanted to race closer. Ann held back, but she was an adult and knew what she faced, even if she had never been closer to a dragon than to watch it fly high overhead.
Tad pulled to a stop a respectful distance away and welcomed Blackie. The dragon had known the boy his whole life, and Blackie instantly recognized the scent. Ramos, despite the medicine to keep his mind calm, ran closer. Blackie�s head suddenly spun and the red eyes fixed on the boy. Blackie snorted deep inside his chest. The rumble was enough of a warning to make Ramos stop in fear at the creature peering at him with red eyes the size of melons.
The whole time Gareth was inside Blackie�s mind, and there was no aggression, only the requirement for respect. The boy needed to respect Blackie and after the warning, he would. Gareth still held the stick he�d found beside the road, and he walked up to the dragon and gave it a pat on one foreleg. Then he used the stick to scratch up high on Blackie�s back where he could no longer reach. Since becoming near-adult, Blackie being only forty years old, he didn�t have the ability to reach some places.
Gareth scratched and rubbed while Blackie enjoyed the closeness.
Ramos reached up and held his nose. �He stinks.�
Ann was breathing through her mouth instead of her nose while standing and observing with an expression that told of her fascination of the beast. When Blackie raised his head and looked to the sky so that Gareth could reach under his chin with the stick, she smiled.
�He does not stink,� Tad declared, reaching out to touch a claw coated with dried blood, sinew, and a few tufts of hair left over from Blackie�s breakfast�and the dinner the night before, and the breakfast before that.
�He does need a bath. Your grandmother Sara told me that before we left the island,� Gareth said.
Tad said, �She was right, but I like him. I can see into his mind sometimes.�
The information was new. Gareth didn�t doubt it, but that was the first mention that Tad could communicate with Blackie on any level. He found himself both pleased and jealous. Gareth said, �Can you direct him?�
�Like you do? No, he only lets me know some things.�
�Like what?� Gareth asked, trying to lead Tad into explaining what he knew.
�Mostly that he is close and watching me so I�m safe, and that no wild animals or bad men are sneaking up on me. He will make sure of that.�
To his knowledge, Blackie had never communicated with another man. But Tad was the perfect person for the dragon to sense and contact. Pride welled inside Gareth that almost brought tears.
Ramos said, �He�s not as big as the one we killed.�
Gareth fought to keep from attacking the boy, physically and mentally. The statement was one of the few he had made, and the medicine was wearing off. But instead of the many things he could have said, Gareth realized he might learn something if he approached it correctly.
�Ramos, I have a few questions about that other black dragon. Did all of you band together and use your combined minds to kill it?�
�No.�
�Arrows and spears?�
�Poison. The dragon hunted in the lower valley most days so Belcher made Scrod and Hamper, that�s two of the other boys, kill a deer and fill the belly with arsenic. They drug it to a clearing where that black devil would see it.� Ramos shrugged, �Next day that old dragon was shitting a stream and stumbling around like it was drunk or something. Then it fell down and shook itself to death.�
Gareth fought to remain in control of his emotions. Ramos had no idea of the hurt his words caused. �Arsenic? What is that?�
�White scrapings from rocks where animals die if they drink water. Belcher made us scrape the rocks until they were clean.�
�It didn�t kill you.�
�We didn�t eat it, but we all got sick. Just like that damn dragon. Crap everywhere, and we puked all day and were dizzy after that. Belcher said we should have been more careful.�
The information was a huge relief in one way. Cinder was not killed from the ground. Blackie would be safe to fly over the valley and Gareth wouldn�t have to fear an unknown mental attack that would kill the dragon. He would make sure Blackie didn�t eat anything from around there, especially anything already dead.
Gareth continued scratching Blackie, but his mind was elsewhere. Belcher had made the four boys gather the poison with the intent of killing someone, something, or many things. He had almost killed the boys, but maybe he didn�t know what they were doing was so dangerous. Yes, he did. Gareth couldn�t help contradicting himself. Belcher knew exactly what he was doing.
If there was one thing Gareth felt that he knew for sure, it was that Belcher didn�t care about others. That simple. He didn�t care about anything or anybody but himself. A glance in Ramos� direction confirmed that. The boy weighed far less than Tad despite being taller. The sores on his arms and legs were covered in ointments and not as red and infected as two days ago. His bath had also improved his looks and Ann had washed his hair with lye soap, letting it set until it almost burned the scalp, but it had killed the lice and other vermin.
A change of subject was required. He told Blackie to fly above and look for other men. They all felt the power of the animal as if flapped its wings and dust rose. All four placed forearms in front of their eyes to keep the sand and dust out, but all watched the majesty of a dragon taking air. While it flew, Gareth used his mind to search, finding the area devoid of people.
Turning to the bundle the dragon had dropped, Gareth said, �Let�s go see what the Brotherhood sent to us?�
As one, they turned to the ropes that circled the bundle in every direction. Where ropes crossed, knots had been tied so the result was the bundle appeared wrapped in a huge fishing net. Even Ramos helped, although his movements were slow and deliberate.
When the ropes were pulled away, they found a large heavy cloak and three smaller ones. All were instantly worn as the chill had them wearing their blankets like cloaks. Only Gareth had gone without. But the old blankets were thin, intended for much warmer temperatures. The new blankets, eight of them in all, were far heavier.
The Brother had also included fur wrappings for their feet, something Gareth hadn�t requested or anticipated. But at the peak of the pass, there might still be snow on the ground. Then there were cloths wrapped around food. Bread, cheese, sliced meats, and fruit. Another held several grains; oats, wheat, and barley along with dried plums, peaches, and apples. It also contained at least three kinds of nuts.
Gareth estimated there was enough for ten days if they ate sparingly and supplemented the supplies with what they found along the way. Blackie could always bring a deer, and they could cut off what they needed and give the rest back to him.
The thought of Blackie brought another idea. What if Belcher was so angry that Gareth was crossing the mountains that he pursued them? They might even set a trap for Gareth�s return. Blackie could keep an eye on the road.
Ramos�s information about poisoning Cinder cleared the way for Gareth to use Blackie to fly over and observe. The dragon would not wish to fly over the corpse of the dead dragon, but Gareth could work around that. The house and grounds near the lake were where he expected to find Belcher. His other three helpers were probably nearby.
Blackie could find and keep a watch on them while eating live animals far away. Gareth felt certain he could communicate the danger without eating in the valley, or anywhere within a two-day walk.
�Hats!� Tad cried, placing one on his head and performing a silly dance as he pulled the fur earflaps down.
Ramos gingerly pulled on a hat, probably the first he�d ever worn, and the smile returned for an instant, but his eyes were on the food. Like all small boys, he was always hungry. But for him, food was a luxury. Belcher had provided only the most meager of meals. However, Gareth was willing to place a hefty wager that when he laid eyes on Belcher, he would find a boy who overindulged, but only for himself.
�Let�s all eat,� Gareth said. No sense in prolonging Ramos� anxieties.
Ann had much of the food spread on a blanket, and she found two bundles wrapped in material. Inside were hard biscuits, the kind sailors take on voyages that last weeks or months. Each was thin, hard, and tasteless unless garlic, onion, or herbs were included in the dough before baking.
Similar biscuits had become a favorite of Gareth�s when he was young. If stored in a dry place he had food to look forward to during the long mountain winter where animals hibernated or hid, fruit and vegetables could not be found, and the biscuits had often been his only food. Over time, he�d come to enjoy them and during his time on Bitters Island, he�d often traded sailors for them. Sara discouraged the act, telling him he needed to eat a healthy diet. The pang of missing her was almost physical.
Ramos� eyes were wide at the sight of all the food. Gareth reached for two biscuits and handed one to the boy. There were two tricks to eating them. Never hurry because they were so hard, and keep water nearby.
Managing to bite off a sliver, Gareth waited for it to soften in his mouth, finding that it contained garlic and at least one more spice he didn�t recognize but found he liked. Ramos did his best to take a large bite and when he failed he broke off a smaller piece by wriggling the biscuit up and down until it broke off.
Gareth sat and motioned for Ramos to join him. The boy looked wary but finally sat at the far edge of the blanket where Gareth�s fist wouldn�t reach him. Gareth said, �We have not had much time to talk.�
Ramos said nothing. His eyes looked for a way to escape as he chewed the biscuit.
Continuing, Gareth said, �I notice you are not scratching your head all the time. The medicine Ann put there killed the lice, but they can come back. Tell her if your head itches again and she will apply more soap.�
Ramos looked calmer until Tad ran up and leaped onto the blanket. Ann, understanding Gareth�s intent, took Tad�s hand and said, �You and I need to take a quick walk.�
�The sores on your legs and arms look better. I imagine they do not hurt like they did. When you finish that biscuit, there is more food for you. All you wish.�
The boy kept his eyes averted, but he gnawed on the biscuit until it was finished. Gareth didn�t speak again until he asked, �What else would you like to eat?� as he waved his arm to encompass all the food spread on the blanket.
�Water.�
�Me too,� he stood. �Let�s go to that little stream over there. He pointed down the slope and across the clearing.
They walked, Gareth in front and Ramos behind. Without preamble, Ramos said, �Belcher is going to kill you.�
�I know he�s going to try.�
�He kills everyone.�
�Not you. Not the others he brought with him.�
�There used to be more of us. There were three more.�
�He killed them?�
�Two. One died of sickness.�
Gareth didn�t want to push and make the boy stop talking. At the stream, he knelt and scooped water with his hand. The last of the biscuit softened enough to swallow. He scooped more water as he watched Ramos do the same from the corner of his eye.
They were within a step of each other. As they finished, Ramos gathered a round rock twice the size of his fist and tried to conceal it. Gareth turned away but watched from the corner of his eyes. He remained kneeling, feeling the damp of the ground beside the stream soak into the knee of his pants.
The rock fell back into the water. Ramos stood.
They walked back up the slope as if nothing had happened, but it had. Gareth was pleased the boy had let the rock slip from his fingers. It made the next few days easier, but he could not relax his diligence. Not yet. But the fact that Ramos had considered it told volumes. So did dropping it.
Ann and Tad returned. They ate and then placed their supplies on blankets at one end. The two sides were folded over the food in the center. Rolling the blankets tightly secured the food where it could not spill from either end. The fur leggings were tied on the bedrolls. Loops let them carry the bundles over their shoulders.
Walking again, Gareth let the two boys go first. They did not talk. Ann asked, �How did it go?�
�He said Belcher is going to kill me.�
�That seems to be his pattern, but it is good that Ramos told you.�
�It does feel right. He killed two of his own. Another died of sickness but that might have been because of infection or starvation, so he still killed a third.�
Ann was quiet for the time it took to take several steps. When she did speak, her voice was soft, for his ears alone. �Has it struck you that something has changed? The balance you spoke of is upset?�
�How?�
She paused, framing her thoughts before speaking. �If my history is accurate, there has been one, and sometimes two people with your abilities alive at any time. Now there is Tad, Belcher, Ramos, three more, and there were three that died.�
�Gods above, that�s nine.�
�Ten, counting you. Eleven, before your father died. All at the same time.�
Gareth swallowed. Hard, and it had nothing to do with the hard biscuit. �What�s going on?�

CHAPTER TWENTY

Gareth spoke little as they walked again. He was deep in thought about the number of people with his abilities that Ann mentioned. Eleven of them with the same powers as his, nine of them children. The idea terrified him. One Belcher in the world was bad enough, but months ago Belcher had eight followers, or mental prisoners as he thought of them. The only saving graces were that they remained untrained and immature.
A thousand ideas filled his head with questions and wonder. What if Belcher had cared for his eight instead of crossing over the mountains, and what if they had all survived? Imagine Belcher waiting ten more years when he had more experience with his powers, and he had matured? Gareth felt confident he could defeat Belcher today, but only because he was older and had better control of the sensitive powers, and he had the support of the Brotherhood and Sisterhood, not to mention possibly the King�s troops. In ten years he would not have stood a chance.
The last items considering the support of the Brotherhood and King were not confirmed, yet. Still, he expected to hear word of their support soon, especially after Belcher�s outburst the night before. Every sensitive and some who didn�t even know they possessed marginal powers had heard Belcher as much as if an earthquake had struck and would want to rid the world of Belcher.
Another idea leaped into his head and almost made him stumble as it struck like being struck from behind with a stick. Are there others?
He caught his balance. Ann�s comments about there being eleven of them alive at one time didn�t take into consideration there might be others. Only a month ago held believed there were only two�and that two at the same time was a rare occurrence. How wrong he was.
If there were eleven, there might be more. His conclusion was not founded on knowledge but inference. Even so, Gareth�s mind churned and twisted with the new implications and possibilities. But there was one item that needed to be done.
�We need to find a place to stop.�
�Legs hurt?� Ann asked, rubbing the back of her thigh.
�There is something I have to attend to. It will take a while.�
Ann glanced up at the sun. It was well past mid-day. �Why don�t we spend our time making a camp and gathering firewood?�
Gareth looked at Ramos. �Do you remember crossing here?�
�It was cold. We didn�t have coats.�
�How many nights did you sleep up here?�
�Two, I think.�
Ann said, �They probably moved slowly.� She pointed ahead where the trail they called a road rose to cross another mountain. �There is snow. If we go part of the way there, we can make camp if we�re lucky to get across the parts covered in snow tomorrow. If we stay here, we may camp in the snow.�
�Give me a moment.� Gareth found Blackie circling the side of a mountain to their left. He�d found three deer grazing in a meadow, but Gareth had told him he couldn�t eat anything so he watched while drooling. Gareth gave the equivalent of a mental pat on the neck for doing what he asked, then gave permission to attack.
The joy from the mind of the dragon pasted a smile on Gareth�s face. He waited and observed as the dragon flew wide of the clearing and lost altitude as it gained speed. It�s wings almost touched the treetops as it cleared the forest and lunged the last few feet. Two of the deer were still eating when the talons wrapped around them.
As Blackie ate, Gareth gave it instructions to return to the valley by following the road. When it arrived at the place where the body of Cinder lay, it was to notify Gareth. The revulsion slowed Blackie�s eating. It did not want to return there. Gareth insisted, and the dragon reluctantly obeyed.
�I�m ready to find that campsite,� Gareth declared.
They went down a short slope and up another. The trees were now evergreen, what few there were of them. There was little underbrush, and green moss grew on most trunks and exposed rocks. The ground felt damp and softer.
When they started to climb again, the sun had dropped noticeably. Beside the road was a drop-off on the left, and a wall of sheer rock on the right, no more than a dozen paces away. They had heard the sound of falling water before they came to a waterfall splashing over the rock of the cliff to their right.
It flowed over the lip of the wall and fell/flowed down in a narrow waterfall that Gareth�s outstretched arms could reach both sides. The rock was clean, green moss growing on much the sides of it. That was good. Drinking water without green growth is a sure way to die because if green plants cannot live in it, the water is not good. It probably has absorbed poison from the rocks or ground. Gareth touched the water with a finger. It was as cold as ice and had probably been ice or snow this morning. A wide pool spread at the bottom. A meadow was on flat ground, and trees grew beyond.
Ann nodded. She said, �Unroll your blanket and do whatever it is you have to do. The boys and I will make camp and gather firewood. Do you want me to wake you to eat or just leave food beside you?�
�Leave it. This may take a while.�
�You�re not going after Belcher, are you?�
�Not directly. But I expect he may get upset with me again.�
�Do not do anything dangerous. Have you heard back from that Brother you spoke with?�
�Not yet, but perhaps tomorrow.�
�Boys spread your bedrolls and grab a snack,� Ann called, �You�re going to need some energy to gather enough firewood to suit me for tonight.�
That drew smiles all around, and as Gareth reached out to locate Blackie, he was still smiling. Blackie was flying near the place where he needed to leave the road and fly up the valley to his father�s home. Gareth had him make the turn and begin to look for the valley where his father lived. Blackie had a full belly and enjoyed Gareth flying with him. The enjoyment of the day kept his wings beating faster than normal.
Gareth spotted the valley as Blackie flew over the crest of a mountain. The change in colors of the vegetation was as obvious as a lighthouse on a dark night. The sun was low in the west but wouldn�t set for a while. The long shadows would help Gareth convince Blackie to do what he must.
As the dragon flew nearer Gareth saw smoke rising from the chimney of the old house. It was worth trying to draw Belcher out into the open, so he shifted directions and flew right at the house. When he was close there had been no movement of anyone rushing outside to see the dragon, so Gareth ordered Blackie to shriek.
It passed low over the house and still nobody rushed outside. Turning, Gareth ordered Blackie back and this time, he spat three times. The balls of black struck the side of the house and splattered, spreading and dripping down the walls. The acid started eating away at the first touch.
There was still no reaction from inside. Gareth had Blackie circle once again this time headed directly for the fireplace below the chimney where the smoke emerged. Blackie spat once. The black ball of tar struck and some must have reached the fire. A ball of fire erupted, orange flames rising and spreading. They reached the earlier dragon spit, and the fire flared even more.
The whole house was soon a raging inferno. Blackie flew over again and circled, searching for Belcher or anyone emerging from inside. Anyone who ran from the fire faced Blackie and an angry Gareth controlling the dragon, but nobody came.
The light was failing, and there was still the original task Gareth had come to accomplish. He had Blackie fly across the lake in the direction of the pasture where Cinder lay. Blackie resisted. Gareth used all his persuasion, including images of local carrion eaters feasting on Cinder�s body.
Then he projected the thoughts that said Blackie could cure all that. In a few passes, he could spit enough acid to coat the body of the black dragon, acid that would render it impossible for animals to eat. Blackie could reduce the body to basic elements and return the creature to nature. It would be what Cinder wanted.
Gareth found the cracks in Blackie�s reservations that finally convinced the dragon to fly over and spit. In the growing darkness, as Gareth planned, Cinder was just a darker shadow in the meadow of growing shadows. If Blackie got a good look at the rotting corpse, Gareth didn�t believe he could have convinced him to do what was necessary.
In all, Blackie made four passes at Cinder, repeatedly spitting each time. Then Gareth had him fly back to the burning house. It was now almost all blackened ashes with only a little flame licking stones here and there. One section of the house still stood and without instructions, Blackie spat one more time and it leaped into flame.
There were still no people in sight, not that Gareth wanted to kill others, but his rage inside was such that he wanted Belcher dead and would feel satisfied if he had burned in the roaring fire that had been his father�s home.
�Fly to the mountains and spend the night. Tomorrow fly to me.�
Gareth left the mind of the dragon and returned to the blanket in the clearing. He went to the waterfall and tried to clear the bad taste from his mouth. He knew it was his mind telling him of the bad taste, but burning his father�s house and spitting acid on a dead dragon had drained him. Physically and emotionally Gareth was spent.
Ann and the boys watched him. All were under their blankets, still wearing their coats trimmed in fur. Ice had already formed on the edges of the waterfall and by morning, it would be an ice sculpture.
They waited for an explanation. He didn�t feel like talking. He said, �I�m done with my chore. I�m going to sleep.�
�Eat first,� Ann commanded, her voice telling him he had no choice in the matter.
At his blanket, he scooped the mixture of nuts and dried fruit into his palm and placed piece after piece into his mouth while reliving what he�d just gone through. It didn�t satisfy him. The smoke had meant someone had built a fire and Belcher knew of his destination. If it was not Belcher at the house, it was one of his people, but from the way he treated Ramos Gareth didn�t think any of them would be allowed to live in the fine home. Certainly none would live in a home finer than Belcher.
But he had seen nobody run from the house as it burned. Gareth didn�t believe anyone could have run and not been seen from above. There were too few places to hide. Remaining inside was to die.
The only option that made sense was that while there was a fire, the builder of the fire had left the home before the dragon arrived. Perhaps he had gone to the orchard to pick fruit, or to the lake to catch a fish. Maybe he simply took a walk in the beautiful valley.
It mattered little. He had not been home. Gareth considered himself a peaceful man, a man who resolved problems without bloodshed, but he had tried to kill Belcher today. The realization had not sunk in until he reviewed his actions. What would Sara think if she saw what he�d attempted in the valley? Even in his mind he had become a vengeful killer for the first time in his life.
He could try to excuse his actions by the mistreatment Belcher gave others, or that Belcher killed his father and Cinder. But none of that was enough to turn him into a killer. Or did it? That was the question he tried to resolve.
Gareth found the food missing from his hand and his mind no more at ease than earlier. He opened his eyes and found the two boys sitting on the same blanket playing a game with a twig they tossed in the air and tried to anticipate the fall. Gareth didn�t know the rules, but he did know that they were acting like boys for the first time instead of beings who were manipulated by adults.
He might have smiled at their antics but at the far edge of his consciousness, he found a wisp of Belcher lurking. Watching. Learning.
�I almost had you today,� Gareth said.
Wicked laughter answered, followed by Belcher�s response. *But you failed.*

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Gareth sensed both the glee and evil humor in Belcher�s response. The snide evilness in knowing he was better and more powerful than everyone else. And he may be, Gareth admitted to himself. But getting into a mental argument only allowed Belcher to know him better and perhaps find a chink in his armor. That was all Belcher needed to win, and Gareth determined to keep his distance.
There were a hundred things Gareth wanted to tell Belcher; no, a hundred things he wanted to shout at Belcher until Belcher understood what he was doing violated everything a sane person believed. Gareth knew it would do no good, and perhaps cause harm. Besides, the snide attitude was like the bully on the playground taunting, �You can�t catch me.�
So Gareth cut off the minimal communication and closed down the umbrella restricting Tad and Ramos from answering Belcher if he directed any thoughts to them. They could hear his broadcasts as all sensitives could, but Belcher would receive no responses, and he couldn�t attack them.
It had been a long and tiring day climbing the slopes of the mountains. Gareth suspected his legs would protest moving in the morning. He said good-night to all and closed his eyes.
Gareth sank down into a deep, self-critical sleep that gave him little rest. Although he�d never seen Belcher, his mind created a plump boy with pouting lips and pig eyes. The resulting image was an indication of how much he disliked Belcher. For most of the night, he tossed and turned, and more than once choked back a shout or scream.
When he awoke in the dawning light, he lay there, still and unrested. Deep in the valleys of his mind, he heard laughter without humor. It was Belcher at his worst.
Throwing his blanket aside, Gareth leaped to his feet expecting to find enemies charging. Instead, he found Ann and Tad sleeping fitfully. On the other side of the dead fire lay Ramos, eyes closed, skin blue. Dead.
The boy wore no coat. His blankets, both of them, had been tossed aside, and Ramos lay on the bare, icy ground. Belcher had somehow penetrated Gareth�s defenses, probably because he knew the boy so well. He must have convinced Ramos in his sleep that he was too warm, perhaps just the smallest crack in the mental shroud Gareth placed over them, but that is all he needed.
Belcher had told Ramos to remove his coat and place the blankets to one side. Then he had probably told Ramos over and over that he was warm. Belcher was familiar with the boy�s mind and could easily slip inside and convince him of being too warm if he found only the smallest crack in the mental locks Gareth put in place.
Gareth stumbled to the boy�s side and knelt. He touched the skin and found it cold and frozen hard. The boy had been dead for hours. Gareth spun to make sure Tad and Ann were alive. In the process, he found his prediction about the waterfall freezing had been right. In other circumstances, he would have spent the time admiring it.
Scooping Ramos into his arms, Gareth stumbled into the nearest trees. Placing the boy gently behind some rocks to conceal his frozen body, he cried. I let you down, and I�m sorry.
The cold also seeped into Gareth, as did a cold like none he�d ever experienced. He was filled with a cold fury that had him gritting his teeth so hard they might shatter. He made your life miserable and then he took it from you. I�ll repay him.
Gareth spun and strode back into the camp. He couldn�t allow Tad to see Ramos, and he didn�t know what he was going to say when Tad woke. Leaving Ramos on the mountain couldn�t be helped, and he had nothing to use for digging into the frozen ground.
There was a pile of firewood and Gareth stirred the coals and found enough to ignite the twigs he spilled from his fingertips. As he was placing larger sticks on the fire, Ann woke. She flashed a smile of greeting, read his face and knew something was wrong. She spun to look at the boys. Seeing the empty bedding belonging to Ramos she leaped to his side.
�During the night.�
�He ran off?�
�Belcher convinced him it was too hot. He removed his coat and blankets. Froze.�
Ann settled on the cold ground, her jaw set and her eyes smoldering. After a short while, she spoke in a soft voice. �We will not tell Tad. We�ll just say he ran off. Where is he?�
�I placed him behind those trees over there, behind some rocks.�
�You must promise me one thing.�
Gareth expected her to demand he return the boy to the lowlands or another impossible task. He waited for her to tell him.
�When we find Belcher you will kill him. But if he is alive and we are together I want satisfaction. I will do the deed. Do not get in my way.�
�Because you think I may be too weak? If that is the case, you are wrong.�
�No, that is not the reason. It is the only thing that will allow my mind to rest, to give me the satisfaction to go on. Promise me.�
�I tried to kill Belcher last night. I thought I had him cornered in my father�s house. Blackie burned it to the ground while we watched to make sure he didn�t escape.�
She turned to face him wearing an expression that scared him. She snapped, �Well, you didn�t and look what he did. Promise me.�
Gareth could do nothing else. �I promise.�
�We need to leave this place. Not because of Ramos because we want to be across the highest part of the mountains by tonight.�
Gareth woke Tad, wondering what he was going to tell him about Ramos. Tad climbed from his bed and ate a handful of nuts while rolling his blankets and getting ready to walk. When he sensed Ann and Gareth watching him, he turned away.
Gareth said, �There�s something we have to talk about.�
�Is it about Ramos dying?�
Ann turned away from Tad so he couldn�t see her face, but Gareth could. The tears were falling, but she didn�t comment or wipe them. Her eyes turned to Gareth and waited.
Gareth said, �How did you know?�
�I can�t hear him anymore.�
�You heard him yesterday?�
�Yes, and before that.�
Gareth wasn�t sure of what Tad meant. Gareth could listen to people, feel their emotions and reactions, but not hear them unless they were communicating. What Tad seemed to be describing might be subtly different�and important.
But they had a mountain pass to cross, in one day if possible. Gareth nodded to Ann, and she took the lead. As they left the clearing Gareth�s eyes were drawn to the extra pair of fur leggings, the extra blankets, and the place where Ramos had died in his sleep thinking he was warm and snug so he kicked off the blankets and wriggled out of his coat.
A fierce desire welled inside him. A pledge to himself to make things right. He had not especially liked Ramos, but he hadn�t had time to know him well, and their short time together had been while the boy was drugged. However, he was a young boy, and if Gareth had left him where he found him, the boy would still be alive.
Possibly alive, Gareth amended his train of thought. The mistreatment of Ramos and the callous treatment by Belcher indicated Ramos probably had a finite lifespan that was nearing its end. The boy would not have lasted another winter probably, but who can be sure?
As he lost himself in recriminations and deep thoughts, the path grew even steeper, climbing up the side of a white mountain. Before their muscles were stretched out for the morning, they found snow on the shaded sides of the road and some on the road itself. They came to a place where the snow covered the entire road and paused to wrap their legs in the fur leggings, tying the leather thongs securely to keep them in place. They would keep their pants dry to the knee, the feet and ankles warm in the snow and their travel slightly easier.
The steep incline and thin air prevented casual talking. Each of them huffed and puffed, fighting for each breath and each new step. They moved slowly, not by choice but by necessity. The snow covering the ground grew deeper, obscuring the trail in many places. A layer of ice lay below the fresh snow, making each step a test of their balance.
The trail wound around the base of a smaller white mountain and then continued to climb. They paused three times to eat small amounts. None wanted a full meal, but all needed the energy. They wore the fur hats with flaps pulled down over their ears and when the wind started blowing they covered their heads and faces with blankets wrapped around, keeping their fingers inside where it was warmer, but still it was cold and dangerous to halt.
Ann motioned for his attention. Gareth moved closer. �Look at the sun.�
He already had. The position of the sun indicated it was late in the day, and they were still climbing. Spending a night at the top of the pass would be more than dangerous. He already felt light-headed and had been nauseous for all afternoon. A headache was pounding, and Tad complained his head hurt, and he didn�t feel good.
Gareth said, �Let me contact Blackie.�
She looked at him as if she didn�t understand his intentions, or if she thought it an odd time to contact his dragon. Gareth ignored her and stumbled ahead as he touched the mind of the dragon. Blackie was behind them, huddled on a cliff where he was protected from the wind.
�Will flying ahead of us so I can see where we�re going be a problem for you? Is it too cold or too hard to fly in these mountains?�
Blackie responded by leaping from the ledge and flapping his wings as he flew directly at them. As he passed over a short while later, Gareth watched himself trudging in the snow below through the eyes of Blackie. It was not the first time he�d watched himself from above, and it was no less awkward. On impulse, he gave himself a friendly little wave.
Blackie followed the trail ahead around the sheer cliff on their right and rounded a bend in the trail. It started to descend. The trail wound around more hills and obstacles ahead, but also dropped lower and lower. Instead of breaking the news to Ann right away and finding out later that the trail then went up another mountain, he allowed Blackie to fly further.
The path went down the other slope until the snow was scarce. At that time, Gareth ordered the dragon to find a deer for his dinner and a place to sleep for the night while waiting for them to arrive.
�Ann, good news. Just up ahead is the top of the pass. We�ll reach it long before dark. Moving down the other side should be faster, and easier on us.�
She nodded, too tired and winded to talk. Tad had overheard and tried to smile. His footsteps were becoming ragged, and he stumbled more than the adults. Gareth hoped the boy could make the summit without help.
They all reached the summit with daylight left. Tad tripped again, his seven-year-old body exhausted. Gareth tossed Tad over his shoulder like he was carrying a small sack of grain. The boy weighed little and walking down the other side of the mountain used different muscles, ones not already tired and wore out. Before dark, he heard Tad softly snoring even while being carried. Gareth pulled the blanket tighter around him and continued. He walked without observing what lay around. One weary footstep in front of the other.
He counted his steps for a while to keep his mind awake. When he lost track, he started over. The weight of Tad on his shoulder didn�t exist. The twilight at the end of the day didn�t slow him. One more step. Then another.
�I think we should stop here,� Ann�s voice sounded as weary as he felt.
Gareth looked around at the darkness in near awe. Snow still existed under a few trees where the sun couldn�t reach, but otherwise, the ground was clear. He drew in a breath and felt it fill his lungs, unlike the thin, cold air on the summit. He set Tad down and made a complete turn.
There was no water, shelter, or clear space to make a camp, which was just as well because he wasn�t going to make a camp. A blanket unrolled for Tad to sleep on and another thrown over him was enough for the boy. Gareth made his own bed and pulled the blanket over his head, both for warmth and so he didn�t have to talk.
He heard his old friend the Brother trying to speak to him in his mind, but didn�t answer. There was nothing that couldn�t wait until morning.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Gareth fell into a deep sleep, shutting out all minds except Tad�s. The hike down the mountain trail all day had tired his body, but it had not nearly affected him as much as the death of Ramos, a boy he hardly knew but felt responsible for. He felt like curling into a ball and skipping the next few days.
Belcher probed and prodded, waking him twice, trying to find any information or weakness. Gareth had no doubt he wanted to gloat and remind Gareth of his power after killing Ramos. Belcher�s power used without discrimination or restraint was often stronger. But the immaturity of Belcher, who wanted to brag and pose about killing Ramos, told of his own weaknesses. Gareth determined to prevent him from enjoying his victory for long and refused to acknowledge Belcher.
Rolling over to his side, he pulled the curtain of his mind closer around himself, shutting out Belcher fully, and went back to sleep. When he woke in the morning, both Tad and Ann were sitting on a blanket off to one side, eating and talking softly among themselves. Tad said something and she laughed.
Tad turned to him and said with a mischievous grin, �We thought you were going to sleep all day.�
Gareth climbed to his feet wearing a smile he didn�t feel. �It looks like I almost did.�
�Will we be out of the snow today?� Tad asked, his voice sounding hopeful.
�You just want to be warm again. Yes, I think we�ll be out of the snow soon.� Looking around, only patches of snow lay in shady places. Sprigs of green appeared in places where the sun struck. If this side of the mountains is anything like the other, they will travel quickly, down the slopes of the steep mountains that descend into flatlands. By mid-day, they should be well down the mountainside and by tomorrow, they should be on level ground.
They walked the entire day, climbing only a few evergreen covered hills but most of the trip was downhill and easy walking. They saw no signs of people or that anyone had recently used the path they walked. Ann taught Tad songs to march to, and they all tried to keep in step, three left feet striking the ground at the same time. At least, that was the intention.
Their missteps caused many giggles and a few laughs. Their songs helped passed the time, especially the silly ones with words they made up. Late in the day the vegetation changed to larger cedar and fir trees, and the underbrush increased. Gareth told them he�d like to make an early camp, again.
The death of Ramos bothered him greatly, and would for a long time. But, there were other subjects needing his attention, most of which involved sitting and using his mind for things other than mourning the tragic death of the boy. Ann found them a perfect place beside a rushing stream and tiny yellow flowers in full bloom. As she had done two nights before, she offered to feed and care for Tad while gathering firewood, thus allowing Gareth to sit on his blanket and communicate with the world.
He first found Blackie with the familiar touch of his mind. The dragon perched on a barren cliff-face not far away. It had kept pace with them during the day, resting until they got ahead and then catching up again and again. It had gorged itself on two deer and a goat, and it was now ready to sleep away the night, contented and as protective as a watchdog.
The next mental touch was to the Brother, who had tried to contact him the night before. He tried repeatedly and failed. Then he reached out to listen to the ten thousand minds all thinking their own thoughts at the same time. He hoped to find people in authority who knew accurate information about the Brotherhood, Sisterhood, and King. Anything that might help. A general in the army or a senior Brother or Sister involved in the negotiations would be best, but instead of reaching the expected turmoil of the blended voices he heard nothing of the familiar chatter, and he sat straight up.
It was not only that he heard nothing of the subjects he was interested in. It was that he heard only a few people when there should be thousands and thousands, an occurrence so profound and unusual it startled him back to reality.
The near silence in the mental community had him questioning his abilities. But he heard Blackie, and Tad was there just under his conscious thought. Ann was normal, and he briefly touched her mind, drawing a glance from her in his direction. Besides them, there were perhaps ten others. The near silence terrified him. He searched for a reason.
Had he lost his abilities? Had Belcher managed to do something to him? As he floundered in thought, he realized the mountains were probably blocking his abilities. For a brief instant, he�d imagined Belcher had killed everyone on this side is the mountains, but he still only had ten other minds he could reach.
�Tad, can you hear other minds? I mean all of them?�
�Just us and a few new ones.�
Fighting to put the information in order he considered. He couldn�t communicate over the mountains with his mind. He could understand how they might block him, or at least he could accept the concept, if not the reason. True, they were high, and it had already taken two days to journey cross over them. He didn�t know why his thoughts didn�t reach over them, but he had never listened to people on this side of the mountains, he realized, so until he knew more, he needed to accept the limitation.
But he couldn�t let it go. He had heard people on the mainland across the sea when living on Bitters Island. So it had nothing to do with distance, but the blocking of the mountains. Again, he could accept that.
Yet today, he only sensed the presence of ten people at most. Ten. That�s all. The lack of people he could touch minds with rattled him. Where were they and why so few?
The feeling was one of error. There had to be more people living on this side of the mountains. His breath started coming in ragged gasps that had nothing to do with the thin air and everything to do with panic. A whole land and only ten people living in it? It didn�t make sense.
He struggled to find the rest of the people he knew had to be out there, near or far. Another idea came to him. If ten was all there were, and Belcher had crossed the mountains with four boys, and that was half of the population he sensed. If ten was all that lived here, then all children living here must be sensitive�but that couldn�t be right.
Could Belcher have killed all who lived here? Was he about to do the same to the coastal areas? Gareth found his hands trembling. He looked up to find both Ann and Tad gawking at him.
Tad came to his side and stood, his eyes sad and expression dour. He said, �Grandpa, can I help?�
�No, I�m just having trouble speaking to people across the mountains.�
�I know that. I can hear you trying.� Tad sat without asking. �Let me join my thoughts with yours.�
�What do you mean?�
Tad said, as if it was the most natural of things, �Working together our thoughts will go further. I won�t say anything, but I�ll try to make yours stronger when they combine with mine. I think that�s how Belcher knew to come to us. He heard us with the help of the other boys.�
Gareth had never spoken to Tad about the limits or possibilities of their minds, but the boy was now acting as if he already knew more than Gareth. He said, �Okay, Tad. I�m going to let you try to join with me.�
Letting down some of the protective layers to allow the boy access gave Gareth a sense of danger, but he was prepared to snap them back into place at the slightest provocation from Belcher. A new sensation touched him gently, and he identified it as Tad, who was stumbling cautiously as a man feeling his way on a dark night.
Tad centered on one specific portion of Gareth�s mind and concentrated. Gareth felt and recognized the effort and allowed the energy to flow. In his usual manner, he reached out to find the Brother, feeling the additional power provided by Tad. In the process, he again felt the touch of tens of thousands of minds across the mountains.
*There you are. I was wondering when you would reach out to me.*
The mental voice was the familiar one of the man who had been his teacher for so many years in Dun Mare. Gareth responded, �We have traveled to the far side of the mountains, and our mind-speak is weak.�
*Odd that you should say that. It is stronger now than I have heard in many years.*
Gareth didn�t wish to explain Tad and his abilities. Instead, he chose to change the subject. �Do you have any news of the Brotherhood, Sisterhood, and King?�
*I do. All have agreed to band with you against this invader you call Belcher.*
Gareth was relieved, although it was the answer he expected. He said, �Listen to me in confidence for this. I sense only ten voices on this side of the mountains.�
There was a pause, a hesitation. And puzzlement. *One would expect far more than ten sensitives if, as you say, several crossed to our side with Belcher.*
�No, you misunderstand. I only hear ten people in total.�
*Impossible. Not to correct you, but that cannot be right.*
The reaction was almost as strong as Gareth felt. He said, �I agree. Before we do anything else, I must investigate.�
*Should I notify any of the others of this discovery?*
Quickly Gareth decided. He didn�t wish Belcher knowing any more than necessary, and the more that knew what Gareth was doing, the more chance Belcher would channel into a mind and steal the information. �No. Let me find what I can and then you can spread the word of this. I must leave you now.�
The connection between minds broke and Gareth looked to Tad in wonderment. �How did you know to do that?�
�I was just helping.�
�But, how did you know we could combine our powers?�
Tad appeared confused and acted as if he may have done something wrong. He said defensively, �It was what you needed. Belcher does it all the time.�
The response stilled Gareth. �How do you know that?�
�I hear two voices when he�s trying to break into your mind. One is his, the other is a boy who is traveling with him. Like a piggy-back ride.�
Gareth didn�t answer as he considered what else Tad might know, or know how to do. They needed time to spend together, exploring and learning. Tad�s abilities might even exceed Gareth�s�or perhaps the boy was simply free to use them in more ways, unlike Gareth�s youth. That was the most obvious answer, but the raw power Tad had demonstrated couldn�t be denied.
�Help me send a message to your mother that all is well.�
Tad nodded eagerly and joined minds again. This time, Gareth allowed the boy to take the lead and he tried to support Tad�s attempts in the same way. It took a few tries, but finally, Tad found her and assured her they were well. He asked her to tell the whole family they were well, then his mother shared the news of them reaching the farm in Vespa and the trials of settling in.
Belcher�s mind came to them with the sting of a sneer and dripping self-satisfaction. *Have you managed to cross the mountains to my homeland yet?*
The mental touch was unexpected. Gareth closed down the mental link to Tad�s mother, but not before the laughter erupted. It went on and on, diminishing as Gareth pulled the umbrella of protection over the three of them, shutting out all mental communication from the outside.
Ann said, �That was him again, wasn�t it?�
�You heard?�
�I heard evil and laughter that was taunting and vicious instead of humorous.�
�It was him.� Gareth said, �Did just the three of us hear it?�
She shook her head.
�Everyone?�
�Even those without powers heard him, Gareth, even if they don�t know what it was, they had a horrible feeling inside. A chill just went up the backs of every person you�ve ever met, seen, or dreamed of.� The tone of Ann�s voice was so flat she might have been drugged with the medicine she�d given to Ramos. Her eyes watched his, probably searching for information.
�Ann, there are only ten people here.� Her puzzled expressions told him all he needed to know before continuing, �Ten people besides us on this side of the mountains, yet at least eight boys with my abilities traveled to our home and killed my father. How can that be?�
�Maybe you cannot sense the people here.�
That made some sort of sense and sounded far more reasonable than any ideas he�d had. If the people were different, he could only sense those who had crossed the mountains before him, and ten was a reasonable number in that case. He drew in a relieved breath. The information should have been shared with her earlier and saved him the worry.
But it also brought forth other questions. Why couldn�t he hear them? If Belcher and his band of youths could communicate with others, why couldn�t he? The answer might be as simple as asking Tad. Perhaps Tad could hear them.
Too quickly, he turned and said too sharply, �Tad, can you hear others in your mind?�
�Yes.�
Gareth let the breath out. But the next thought still him. Tad answered only what was asked, as all young children. �How many other voices do you hear?�
�Not many.� He held up all ten of his fingers, �Maybe this many.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Tad had held up ten fingers, one for each mental voice he heard. Gareth was back the beginning. Only ten people in total, unless Ann�s guess about not being able to communicate with them was correct. Neither of the two choices struck him as desirable.
Ann still faced him, her posture telling him she waited for a response. He said, �We have to go see for ourselves.�
�We may not like it.�
�Meaning?� Gareth demanded.
She shrugged, �Meaning that right now there only appears to be two answers, and you�re not going to like either of them. If there is a third, it may be worse.�
�What do we do?�
�Prepare for the worst and hope for the best.� Ann shrugged and stood as if the issue was not a priority for her. She shook out her hair and began unrolling blankets and spreading supplies on them. A remarkably large pile of firewood had been gathered while he had been thinking and speaking. A few droplets of rain fell, and the heavy clouds promised more. A hot fire would be needed to warm and dry them. Of course, as the temperature fell the rain might turn to snow.
Maybe she didn�t understand the problem. Or, more likely, she did understand and was more pragmatic in her thinking process. She knew the issues, and possible options, including accepting that there may be an option neither of them had yet considered.
Instead of helping, Gareth allowed his mind to open slightly and found a tendril of inquiry waiting for him. At the slightest touch, the identity made itself known. It was Belcher�waiting. Gareth searched for the other voice, the piggy-backed one, as Tad described it. He couldn�t identify it.
*Gareth, we should talk.*
His first impulse was to shut down the communication. Instead, he said in his most reasonable and nonjudgmental tone, �What subject would that be?�
*The future. OUR future.*
Belcher had changed his usual tone to one oily and slick, his thoughts overly sweet and indicating unstated promises and close friendships. It was a new tactic. Again, Gareth compared it to a child offering another child false friendship if they could share a sweet. He almost expected Belcher to offer a life-long friendship. But all the same, Belcher was talking, and maybe Gareth could learn something useful. He held up his index finger and let it remain in the air, telling Tad and Ann he needed quiet while he talked.
�What do you think the future might be?� Gareth kept his tone civil.
*You and me. We rule like kings. Equals.*
�What do you mean, we �rule�? Explain that to me, please.�
There was a pause as if Belcher was trying to think of an answer Gareth might like in advance of speaking. *Equals. Like partners.*
�I get that part. What about �ruling�?�� 
*We live in a big castle and when we want something people will bring it to us.*
The response revealed far more information than Gareth expected. Belcher did not understand what ruling meant in the sense of a leader. There were times when the King had the most difficult job in the kingdom and worked the hardest for his people. Belcher�s answer revealed that he understood none of that. It also revealed he knew nothing of caring for those he ruled. It was all about Belcher and his comfort, and if he thought he could convince Gareth that they would share equally in their rule, he was mistaken. At the first disagreement, or before, Belcher would try to kill him. It was as simple as that.
But there was no sense in making the boy angrier�at least not without a purpose. Gareth said, �Listen, I�ll consider your kind offer, but right now I have to do some things.�
He didn�t wait for Belcher to agree or not, Gareth cut the connection and closed it down. Tad was watching him intently, and he realized he still held his finger in the air. �Sorry, I was talking.�
�I know. I heard.�
That was again unexpected. Gareth flinched and decided he had to learn to be more aware of Tad. This was the fifth or sixth time Tad had heard what he should not have. �All of it?�
�Yes. Did you feel the other boy?�
Hesitating, Gareth shook his head. There had only been Belcher speaking.
�The boy Belcher used to make his voice stronger so it would go over the mountains. You could hear sort of an echo when he spoke. It was there all the time. I could feel him hurting but not talking. I think Belcher was hurting him.�
�Hurting him, how?�
�I don�t know. He wanted to cry but was scared Belcher would not like that. He was trying hard not to cry.�
Gareth said, �You got all that during our conversation?�
�You were listening to the words. I heard it all. I don�t know how to say it.�
Ann stepped closer. �I know how to say it. We�re all tired. We eat and then we sleep beside a warm fire. All of us needs to watch the fire tonight because building one in the morning with wet wood will be impossible.�
Gareth was about to protest and tell her he knew as much about keeping a fire going as she when he realized that although she looked at him, she was speaking to Tad. A clever way of teaching. As usual, he was impressed with the woman. No, not as usual. He couldn�t think of a time when he had not been impressed with her.
�I�ll try to wake up and watch it,� Gareth said. �Each time I roll over or hear a strange animal I�ll toss a few pieces of wood on the fire.�
�Me too,� Tad agreed.
The sun was setting and the fire now burning cheerfully. They huddled close, and Tad began asking questions about the stars. Where are they in the day, is the moon a bigger star, and what are they made of? One question after another, most of which Gareth couldn�t answer. In the middle of the one-sided conversation, Blackie reached out to comfort himself with a last touch of Gareth�s mind before it went to sleep.
Tad said in response, �Goodnight, Blackie.�
Blackie seemed to accept the communication as normal, almost as if the two communicated more often, and Gareth realized maybe they did. The dragon and his grandson accepted their communication in ways he didn�t yet understand, despite his age. How long had that been going on? It appeared the relationship was not recent, yet he�d had no idea.
After Tad had fallen asleep, Gareth lay awake lost in deep thought. Tad was far more special than he�d known, and his potential was unlimited. If Belcher became aware of Tad, he would be jealous and vengeful, if not outright fearful. Gareth had to keep the boy a secret from him.
�Are you awake?�
Ann�s question surprised him. �Yes.�
�Can you sense Tad and assure he�s asleep?�
�He is.�
Her voice was low and soft, coming from the shadows under a tree on the other side of the fire. She said, �You�re worried. I can�t even comprehend all that must be on your mind, but you have to control yourself with the boy. He takes on your worries and problems as if they are his own. When the two of us were talking . . . Well, it was like talking directly to you.�
�I haven�t tried to influence him, other than what a grandfather should.�
�Not on purpose, but I suspect he�s in your mind more than you realize. Correct me if you wish, but Tad�s more powerful than you were at his age.�
Gareth had decided when they started this journey together that he either had to trust her or leave her behind. Trusting her meant few secrets, and those he shared would remain between them. Since she had no immediate family, he had also decided to speak to Sara about Ann living with the family after this was all over. She was a good woman, and her presence would enhance their family no matter where they chose to live after the emergency.
Emergency. The word had sprung into his mind. He�d never thought of it as an emergency, but in truth it was. Belcher changed everything, and now Tad was threatening to do the same. He looked up at the stars as he laid on his back and thought, but Ann required an answer.
�At his age, I was barely aware of my powers. However, I was restricted to a small village high in the mountains. I suspect many of my powers were restricted by the mountains, although I�ve never thought of it before now. The Brotherhood knew, I�m sure.�
�So his powers may be because he is allowed to use them instead of being held back.�
�Yes, I think you�re right. Even at his age he has more developed abilities than me. He seems to have �listening� abilities far beyond mine, as well as a better fundamental understanding. Did you know he talks to Blackie?�
�I thought only you could do that.�
�Me too. I just found out tonight when they said good-night to each other.�
�Nobody else can talk to your dragon?�
�Maybe since they lived together on Bitters Island and Blackie was aware of him since birth they developed a relationship. I don�t know. Maybe because he is my grandson he shares some common mental links. Words are failing me.�
�I think I understand.�
Gareth took the time to watch the sky as a streak of white drew his attention. He muttered the required prayer for the fallen without conscious thought. He didn�t really believe a brave warrior had just died, but the action reminded him of those who had passed in his life, which brought him back to thinking about his father and Ramos. A change of subject was needed.
�I have a question for you. I have seen almost no vermin or insects on our trip. Not a single mosquito bite.�
�That is a statement, not a question. But you�re right. I am so used to running them off that I don�t even think about it anymore. Is that a problem for you?�
�Only if you cannot teach me to do it. I�ve known about it for years, but never tried to learn.�
Ann shrugged, �I cannot do what you do. You cannot do what I can with animals.�
�I talk to Blackie.�
�You�re bonded. He imprinted on you when he hatched. You cannot speak to, or influence, other animals, like the rats and bats at the ship.�
�It is a handy ability.�
�More so for farmers, who most of the Sisterhood is married to. We�re valuable on a farm, although many of the men think they are great at what they do and never realize it is their wives who are making the animals graze in the right pastures.�
Gareth said, �They live their whole lives a lie?�
�We do not consider it a lie to help our spouse as he tries to provide for the family. The man is out in the wet, cold, heat and dealing with unruly oxen and sheep that wander away. Sisters provide assistance, the same as if they cook a nice meal that their husband and family enjoys. Does she have to share her recipes with him? We are also good hunters. We consider it part of the marriage.�
While thinking about her explanation he dozed. Waking later, he found the fire low and tossed on smaller sticks to catch first, then larger. In the light of the expanding flames, he noticed the glint in Ann�s eyes as she watched him. He ignored her and went back to his blankets while wondering if he had awoken her or if she was lying awake all night.
He was not the only one worried at what the next day would bring. With all that dwelled on his mind he fell asleep again, this time not waking until dawn. Ann was already feeding the fire and Tad was still sleeping soundly.
�Good morning,� she said softly. �This is the day we get answers, and I�m excited and scared at the same time.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Gareth stood, wrapping his blanket around his shoulders, ready to greet the day. Ann was right. Today they might find answers to the hundreds of questions that forced them to cross the mountains. Suddenly he was not hungry. A sour taste filled his mouth as he remembered the old adage about getting what you wish for. The idea was central to dozens of folktales and children�s stories, but nonetheless, the truths were bound in each tale and story.
Tad woke with a start. He sat and looked around as if confused, fear evident in his expression, his eyes wide. �He touched me.�
Gareth dropped the blanket, and his hand went to the blade at his waist as he searched the area. �Who?�
�Belcher.�
Gareth swiveled and faced Tad. It only took an instant to find his umbrella of protection was in place and secure. �Tell me about it.�
�I was asleep when he found me. He laughed and was gone.�
�How do you know it was him?�
Tad cast the look children give adults when asking silly questions. �Because I�ve heard him when he talks to you.�
Ann�s hands were held to her mouth in fear, but she said nothing. Her eyes darted from Tad to Gareth and back again.
Gareth said, �He laughed? That�s all?�
�It was the way he laughed. Mean. Like he knows a secret that�s going to hurt and won�t tell me.�
The explanation sounded as precise as if Tad was an adult speaking to equals. The change took Gareth by surprise, as had most of the knowledge learned about Tad on the trip. If he didn�t know better, he�d think the boy was twice his age. The idea gave Gareth pause, but the fear of Belcher now increased. If Tad was right, Belcher knew of him.
Ann said, �We don�t know where we�re going or what we�ll find, but we need to go if we want to get it done today.�
To her surprise, Gareth hesitated. He both feared and wished to learn what lay ahead. They gathered their few belongings and were soon walking again, Tad not only kept up but rushed ahead. The snow diminished, and green sprouts spread leaves. The ground felt soft from the retained water but firm enough to offer a firm grip to their feet.
Gareth followed the other two as if by trailing them he could protect them from an attack from the rear. His mind was cold, reviewing each fact he knew about Belcher and searching for a way to exploit it. At the very least, how to protect Tad.
Tad set a pace fast enough for him and Ann to stretch their strides to keep even. Gareth kept them shielded from Belcher but suspected that now that Belcher knew of Tad he would try contacting him again. Belcher should not have been able to learn of Tad, let alone contact him, and Gareth withheld that information until he could determine what had happened.
�Are you listening to me?� Gareth asked Tad.
�I can�t help it,� Tad said as he swung a branch in front of him pretending is was a sword but not listening.
Gareth could lock him out completely, but then he wouldn�t be able to provide his protection. As his father had once told him, you cannot both look up and down at the same time. Your mind is only capable of so much.
The saying from his father caused Gareth to think of the body of Cinder rotting in that clearing. No, after Blackie had coated him with acid the body would break down very fast, bones and all, not rotting, but disintegrating. Within hours he suspected, there was little left, nothing recognizable, although neither Blackie nor Gareth wished to check on it.
After a day of rain or two, the great dragon would be returned to basic elements the same as all that dies no matter how hard they fight against it. Soon, those same elements would feed the grass, trees, and all that grazed upon them. An apple growing from that ground would have some of the elements of Cinder in it. The thought was not morbid for Gareth, but almost pleasing. Cinder would like knowing his dead body helped others as it grew fruit.
Gareth caught Tad�s laugh even as he chuckled to himself. No, Cinder wouldn�t like it because Cinder had a brain the size of a cow, only using it more for flying. The small portion of the dragon mind dedicated to thinking was probably smaller than that of a squirrel. Dragons felt, reacted, and acted on outside stimulus. Treating them like intelligent beings was wrong, no matter how much he felt attached to the beast.
Tad said, �If Blackie died you�d feel sad.�
�But if I died, would Blackie feel sad?�
Tad poked his stick at a tree beside the road as if it was fighting back and shouted, �Take that!� Then he turned and said, �I think so. Maybe lonely.�
The insight tended to make Gareth feel better, even if he disagreed with it. They walked in silence along the trail that would take them back over the pass. While no larger or wider, the ground was less steep and as the vegetation changed it did not become the familiar lush green of the other side of the mountains. Instead, the trees thinned and were almost all pine, tall and straight.
Dryness in the air made itself known as their sinuses reacted to the heat and to unfamiliar pollens. The grass under the pines had turned brown indicating the lack of rain. Each of them sneezed more than once.
But the day had turned warm, the sun bright, and the sky a shade of blue Gareth had never seen. He considered having Blackie fly high overhead so he could watch through the dragon�s eyes, but held off for selfish reasons. He enjoyed the discovery of a new land, one that grew different plants. Each twist and turn of the trail revealed a newness that held his interest.
When they came to a stream Ann knelt and drank, saying, �We should all fill up on water. This is the first stream since we broke camp. No telling when we reach the next one.�
Gareth was used to an abundance of streams and rivers. Even Bitters Island had a small river beside their settlement. The remembrance of the peaceful life there tainted his mind. Being forced to leave there was another reason to hunt down Belcher. His whole family had been affected and were now in a temporary home.
But again, it was Ramos that made him most angry when he thought of Belcher. Belcher had tried to make Ramos walk off a cliff to die because he �liked� Gareth. Then Belcher had made him freeze to death. Belcher had no regrets, no conscious. No feelings of others. Everything that happened was only about Belcher, in his warped mind.
Others. That single word brought to the forefront of his thinking the fact that there were only ten others ahead that he could sense. Gareth admitted to himself he didn�t use Blackie because of fear of what he would find. As long as they walked along the path, almost as a happy family on an outing, he didn�t have to face the probable scene ahead.
Images of deserted cities, whole towns and villages burned and destroyed leaped to mind. Gareth tried to shut out the images of raven pecking at the bones of the dead, wild dogs tearing apart corpses, and the stench of death.
He didn�t bother asking himself if Belcher was capable of such mass destruction. A single touch of Belcher�s mind told it was not only capable of such things but in his perverse way, Belcher could enjoy them. When he ran out of targets for his insanity, he would seek other victims, and he�d found them in Gareth�s homeland.
Ann said, �I feel like walking on ahead so I don�t do something to rouse you.�
Gareth flashed her a confused glance.
�Your face. I see hate, and it is ugly.�
Tad said, �That�s because he�s mad at Belcher.�
Again Tad had been listening again, without any awareness by Gareth. Would there be no privacy for him? Ever?
Tad spoke again, �If you feel for me, you can tell when I hear you. You can also tell me not to listen and I won�t.�
�Feel you?�
�Here, let me show you.�
Gareth felt a slight tickle in his mind. Not the kind to make him laugh, but a tiny tingle or tickle well in the background of his mind.
�That�s me,� Tad said. �I�m making it stronger so you know me.�
�Can you go back to regular listening without making it stronger?� The ticklish tingle instantly diminished but was still present now that he knew what to look for. �Now, stop listening to my mind.�
The sensation disappeared. They walked a few more steps while Gareth tried to sort out the idea that Tad was teaching him instead of the other way around.
A deer bolted from one side of the road and bounded to the other. A hawk circled overhead, and a ground squirrel spotted them, darted from a pile of boulders into the open, then raced away. The hawk dropped lower, watching where the squirrel had been playing.
The ground was rising slightly, but only a little more than level. The ground was more rock than dirt. Tad investigated the first cactus, but after Ann had pulled three spines from his small hand, he lost interest in the later ones. Trees shrank, then disappeared in a sea of brown grass, dotted with silver-green sage, dark green juniper, and gnarled cedar.
Near mid-day they reached the crest of the long, low hill they climbed. From there the trail split into two. A smaller one wound off to the north, having the signs that mostly animals used it. The main trail continued over the crest and fell away.
They paused at the top of the ridge. Ahead was a wide, flat, dry valley as far as they could see. Looking to the left and right revealed the same. Not a tree in sight. Just a rolling plain of brown grass and bare rock. No green. No abandoned cities. No water.
Nothing was out there but the trail they followed until it disappeared from sight in the wavering distance.
�Three Gods above and four below!� Ann murmured, slashing her fingers in the ancient hand sign to ward off evil. �What is this place?�
Tad said, �Do we have to go down there?�
Gareth glanced around for shade and found none. He said, �I want to stop here.�
�Me too,� Ann added, her voice as ashen as her face.
Without water the trek into the emptiness ahead was impossible, and they carried no canteens or water bottles. Other than the path they followed, he saw no reason for anyone to enter the dry lands in front of them. But the trail they followed was there because it had been made by people, and it had to go somewhere.
He sat on the hard ground and reached out for Blackie. The dragon responded instantly. It was clinging to a steep side of a rocky mountain, it�s preferred perch. Gareth looked through the eyes of the dragon and determined the pines and lack of underbrush indicated it was near where the three of them had spent the night.
Blackie welcomed his touch and returned it. Gareth ordered, �Fly to me.�
The dragon leaped off the side of the mountain before fully extending his wings. It fell until the first powerful stroke lifted it and sent it forward. Gareth gulped and fought vertigo as the ground began to fall away. Blackie flew higher and ahead with each long, lazy flap of his wings, and as if pleased the two of them were joined as it flew, Blackie tossed back his head and let out a scream of pure joy.
Any animals within hearing range surely cringed and huddled deeper in their caves, nests, and burrows. Blackie had announced to the world below he was supreme, and none had better dare challenge him. Gareth chuckled as he shared Blackie�s enthusiasm.
He used Blackie�s eyes to watch the ground below. Spread out in all directions was the beginning of the dry lands. The pine trees were smaller, there was less green, and the air was hotter and dry. He saw the trail they�d walked and recognized a few landmarks despite seeing them from above.
And then, in the distance, he saw a ridge with three figures sitting, two of them looking up at him. On impulse, Gareth ordered Blackie to fly lower, so low he would barely skim the edge of the crest.
Turning the dragons head on the serpentine neck, he watched Tad and Ann throw up their arms to protect their eyes from the dust and small rocks they�d thrown in the air. He didn�t miss the concerned expression Ann wore, nor the laugh of delight from Tad.
Looking to the front again, Gareth watched the trail below. A dozen strokes of the dragon�s wings carried him further ahead than them walking a quarter of a day, or it seemed like it. One last look behind found the ridge, but it was already so far away he couldn�t see the people he knew were there.
Then, as his attention focused ahead again, he saw that beyond a small rolling hill lay buildings. The trail went directly to them.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The buildings were the same color as the tan of the dirt and grass. There were only five. One appeared much larger. Around the buildings, but out of sight of the ridge because of the hill, were trees and patches of green gardens and pastures.
As Blackie flew closer, Gareth decided three buildings were houses, one a storage shed or barn, and the last was far larger than any other. It was a community center or church. Animals grazed on the lush grass surrounding the buildings, and smoke rose from a chimney.
A startled woman looked up, saw Blackie and shielded her eyes from the sun as she watched and called out a warning. Others emerged and watched. Gareth didn�t want to worry them so he turned away and flew back to the safety of the mountains where Blackie could feed at will as he waited for Gareth to complete his business.
Gareth broke the link and looked at Ann and Tad. �There is a community ahead. Just a few buildings, but I think we need to go there.�
Ann shrugged, �It�s what we came here for. I suspect the answers you seek are waiting there.�
Tad said, �I still hear the minds of ten people, but they are excited, now.�
�That�s because they saw Blackie fly over them.�
�Is there water? I�m thirsty,� Tad added.
�Yes, there�s green fields and trees, so there is water.�
Ann gave him a questioning look. �Out there? How far is this place?�
Gareth understood her question. They had no water with them. As far as they could see it was brown without a sign of water. �Not as far as you�d think. About where the trail disappears from sight is a small hill and the buildings are on the other side.�
She didn�t seem convinced. A glance at the sun to estimate the time and she asked, �Will we be there before dark?�
�Long before our mid-day meal,� he told her, trying to assure both of them.
As one, they stood and started walking. The path was still no larger than at the top of the mountain pass, but it covered hard ground that made for easy walking as they moved down the long slope. At the bottom, they found the land was not as flat as they believed, or that it looked from the crest. Instead, it rolled one small round hill after another. They walked up one gentle slope and down another. Then repeated the process.
Early in the afternoon, with the sun at their backs, they climbed another hill and found the buildings directly ahead. The green of the crops and pastures looked unnatural against the brown of the arid land all around. All of the buildings were constructed of mud bricks with a coating of tan plaster protecting the outside. All were constructed so much alike that it appeared a single worker had done all the work, which may be true.
�It�s pretty,� Tad declared.
�As long as they have water,� Ann said in a raspy voice.
Gareth was about to tell them there had to be a well or spring when movement captured his attention. Two people now stood on the path in the shade of the largest building. Another was walking to join them. �They knew we were coming.�
�Blackie?�
�Yes, they saw him so they waited and watched,� Gareth said, feeling uncomfortable despite having no reason apparent for the feeling. Still, he hesitated. Another person joined those waiting. That made four.
The distance was too great to make out details, but one thing drew his attention. It was not the person, but what he wore. It appeared to be a green robe. A robe like those of the Brotherhood wore, but he couldn�t be sure. Gareth swallowed and started walking. Whatever was down there would answer questions he didn�t even know to ask.
Why he felt so sure was unknown, but instead of being scared he felt confident if a little wary. If Belcher came from there, it was reason enough to be scared. He heard the footsteps following behind, but Gareth took the lead for the first time. His presence might help protect Ann and Tad, but he didn�t believe it would be necessary.
People planning him harm wouldn�t stand in the center of the path and wait for them. As the distance closed, another joined the group, this one a woman carrying a child. He could sense all ten of them, with six standing in the road. Only four more, and as that crossed his mind, two more emerged from another building and joined the rest. Eight, counting the baby.
Gareth attempted to seek out their minds and failed. Each wore protection, as people might wear cloaks in a rainstorm. Their minds were there, just beyond reach, but closed to outside thought. The one in the center held his arms in front of himself, each hand in the baggy sleeve of the other arm. There was not a hair on the head, and Gareth knew there would be no eyebrows when he walked closer.
The others wore similar robes, but of different colors, all shorter in length than that of the Brotherhood, but made of the same heavy material. He saw sandals on the feet. Another figure, that of a younger woman walked from the doorway of a house carrying a baby. She joined the others, standing slightly behind the Brother.
Tad said from behind, �That�s all of them.�
All of the people living on this side of the mountains, every single one, stood within sight. Gareth slowed his approach as he came close enough to see their individual faces, but he still had one more shock to understand. Except for the Brother, seven were women and two babies.
Gareth lifted his chin and continues walking, a distance that seemed greater than crossing the mountains. At the edges of his wits Belcher emerged, like a fighter jabbing and dodging, he struck time after time as hard as he could but did no harm. Gareth ignored him like he would a persistent fly as he tried to understand what he walked into.
A dozen paces away Gareth pulled to a halt as the Brother advanced with his arms spread open in welcome. The man was old, far older than any Brother Gareth had ever encountered. His skin was loose and wrinkled, his eyes slow to track, and his back as bent as a branch of spiral wood. When Gareth closed the distance, the Brother stepped forward and wrapped his arms around Gareth and pulled him close as he kissed Gareth�s neck. In his ear, he whispered, �Welcome back, Gareth.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Gareth didn�t return the hug. He stood slack, arms at his sides. The action of the Brother was so unexpected he didn�t know how to react, and the words confused him further.
�Water,� Ann hissed from behind.
�May we have water?� Gareth asked, then after hesitation continued. �Why did you welcome me back? I�ve never been here.�
The old Brother used a voice so soft it was almost lost in the rustle of the leaves in the breeze. �Of course. Water first. We should have been prepared and had it waiting.�
A young woman in a pale green robe with a hood similar to the Brother�s took the hint when the Brother glanced her way. She turned and ran for the largest structure, fully two stories high and big enough to hold a hundred people. It was the same tan colored plastered wall, cracked and repaired many times, the variations in color indicating where the work had been done.
As she threw open the door, Gareth noticed two things. First, the walls were thick, fully as thick as a long stride by a tall man. Second, there were no windows. As those two items were considered, Gareth remembered the sound of the door closing. It was heavy. The sound of the door was low pitched but soft. For the woman to open a door of that size, it must be counter-balanced and the hinges well oiled.
On impulses, Gareth watched as the woman returned through the same door. It swung open easily, although it was thicker than Gareth�s hand. It was also taller than he could reach and wider than two outstretched arms, easily the largest door he�d ever seen.
She carried a pitcher and three mugs. All of the others waited until Gareth, Ann, and Tad nearly emptied the pitcher. Gareth�s trust was thin, and he kept watch on the people as he tried to collect clues as to what was happening. Most were smiling in what seemed pleasant ways.
The Brother stood as still a stone, not even his eyes shifting. He said, �We have a cabin for you. Our assumption was that you would wish to stay together.�
�We would, and thank you, but we are in a rush to return to our lands so cannot remain here long,� Gareth told him, using his most earnest voice and hoping to draw out information.
The Brother didn�t change his expression. He answered, �Also as we assumed. A meal has been prepared so all will enjoy meeting each other. However, no business is to be discussed until after. First, you rest and then we enjoy our meal.�
The response reminded Gareth of his youth in Dun Mare and matching wits with those of the Brotherhood. Before he could prevent his mouth from speaking, words were already spilling out. �No business is to be discussed? But we came to learn.�
He expected reactions from the people standing behind the Brother, if not from the Brother, himself. But all faces remained the same. The Brother spoke again, �If you learn nothing of us during our evening meal you are stupid. I know that is not the case.�
�Because you know me. You say that I lived here.�
�See? It has already begun.� The Brother said, obviously pleased with the wordplay. �You will not let us down. Please follow Haran to your rooms. Nap, rest, I�m sure you�re tired. You will be summoned for the meal.�
Another woman stepped forward and motioned with her hand for them to follow. Meanwhile, all the others departed in different directions. Gareth stepped to her side, �You are Haran?�
�Yes.�
�How long have you lived here?� Gareth persisted while watching the small house come closer with each step.
�Questions will be answered after the meal, but you already know that.� She opened the door to a cottage built of the same mud bricks and plastered to match the shade of the desert beyond.
Again the walls were thick, only a few tiny windows high on the walls, and as Gareth stepped inside the air felt almost cool after the heat outside. The floor was stones fitted together. One room. Three beds in a corner, each with a wooden storage trunk at the foot. Three crude chairs made of bentwood stood near the center and a table with three mugs and two full pitchers. Scones for candles were mounted on the walls at intervals, and two hammered iron candleholders suspended from the wood ceiling by lines tied to loops on the wall for raising and lowering.
Haran stood aside and allowed all three to enter, but she stood at the door ready to close it. �Is there anything you require?�
When Gareth shook his head in response to her offer she pulled the door closed with a solid sound of heavy wood striking stone. The three stood in near darkness. Ann said, �What now?�
Tad said, �Water.� He rushed to the pitchers and in a delighted call said, �Hey, this one has milk!�
They all stood at the table and filled mug after mug, but none sat in the comfortable looking chairs. Tad was busy drinking milk, but Ann and Gareth waited as their eyes adjusted to the meager light in the room, each lost in thought.
Ann asked, �What is this all about?�
Gareth strode to the door and lifted the lever. He expected to find the door barred on the outside, but it opened easily and desert light burst into the room almost blinding him. A quick peek outside didn�t show anyone guarding the door.
Pulling it closed again, Gareth said, �No guards.�
Ann drew in a deep breath. �It was so hot outside. This coolness has me wanting to stay in here and one of those beds is sure to give me more sleep in a few moments than I�ve had in several nights.�
As she walked to the closest bed, Gareth reached out to Blackie. The dragon was not there. Gareth rushed back to the door and threw it open. He ran a few steps outside, fearing the worst, but almost instantly he located Blackie and almost fell to his knees in relief.
The old Brother approached on the stone walkway and said, �I�m sorry Gareth. Your powers are restricted while inside. Not on purpose, it is just the way it is, the materials used to build the house we think. I should have warned you.�
�Can any outside reach me?�
�If you�re worried about Belcher, you can relax. The walls of mud prevent any mental communication in either direction, although they still work if two of us are inside. But we�ll discuss more of that after we eat.�
The Brother strolled on to the shade of the orchard where he sat on a bench without movement, probably communication with another Brother, although Gareth wondered how the message reached over the mountains. Perhaps he was simply praying.
Gareth turned and reentered the cabin and closed the door. The mental touch of all ten dissipated as he entered, and disappeared fully as the door closed. For the first time in almost a full lunar cycle, he relaxed and lowered the intense shield held over Tad.
But, his skepticism forced it back into place. The bed called to him. Ann�s eyes were already closed, and she looked close to falling asleep. He said, �Tad, time for you to take a nap.�
The boy shrugged as it that had been his intent. Tad skipped to the closest bed and leaped on top, not bothering to pull back the blanket. Gareth sat in the third, his mind in turmoil, but at the same time feeling more relaxed than in several days. He stretched out to better think of all they found and instantly went to sleep.
All three woke when the door to the hut opened. Haran, the same woman who had shown them the room, took one step inside and softly announced that the food would be ready soon, and waited in the main house, then she exited. Ann sat up on her bed and said, �That was the most wonderful sleep I�ve had in years.�
Gareth couldn�t disagree. His mind felt uncluttered and refreshed for a change. Tad also acted more animated than he had in days. Together they walked out into the late afternoon sunshine with long shadows and the air warm and dry. Haran sat on a small bench beside the great doors to the main �house�. At their arrival, she stood and opened the door that stood twice as tall as Gareth and wide enough for all three to enter side-by-side.
Inside the temperature again dropped considerably, the dim lighting made it almost impossible to see when the door swung closed, and only a few candles fought back the darkness. As their eyes adjusted, the vast room seemed to appear out of the dark.
The floor was again stone, the walls plaster, the roof beams covered with wood planks. To their right was a table long enough to seat thirty, fifteen to a side. Places were set for eleven, all near the far end. Beyond the table was the kitchen and tables for preparation. Bins held apples, onions, carrots, and more.
Three cauldrons of similar size hung from hooks over brick-lined fire pits under chimneys spreading over the three. The chimneys were also brick, built against the wall, and their sole purpose was to vent smoke and heat outside. Enclosed ovens for baking stood knee high beyond. Gareth had seen similar in the islands where it was hot and humid, but food still needed cooking. The aromas made his stomach do a flip, but he ignored his hunger.
What drew the attention of all three was the remainder of the room, fully three-quarters of it. It was a clear pool of water, a natural pool from the appearance, and the building had been built over it. The paving stones went to the edge and were cut to form-fit to the irregular edge. The sides of the pool dropped away quickly to a depth so deep Gareth couldn�t stand in it unless his head were below the surface, yet the rocky bottom was as clear as the finest mirror.
The water in the pool glowed an eerie pale green in the dim light. Gareth could not see the source of the light. It was as if the water glowed and spread its light throughout the cavernous building.
He had also seen a similar happening in the ocean, once. But as boats rowed or sailed through it, the effect spread as if it was mostly on the surface. The water here didn�t have the same look. Instead, it glowed equally from the bottom to the top, as if the entire pool was a giant firefly. The effect made him shiver.
There was not a single plant, fish, or living thing in the water. It was perfectly translucent, and in the stillness of the room, the rocky bottom was so clear it gave the impression there was no water in the hole. They stood looking at it as if expecting something to happen when Gareth heard the slight sound of material rubbing against material.
He spun and his eyes, seeing much better now, found the old Brother already sitting in a high-back chair beside five of the women in the village, all of whom sat as still as he. Two others were working quietly in the kitchen. Counting the two babies in the arms of a pair of women, that accounted for all of them.
Ann recovered first. Her finger pointed accusingly at the pool �Did we drink that water when you gave us water in the pitchers?�
The Brother said, �Yes.�
�It wasn�t glowing.�
�The effect is hard to see in bright sunlight,� the Brother said calmly. �This building without windows was constructed ages ago to reveal the beautiful phenomena.�
Ann snapped, �You should have told us first.�
�In your state of thirst after traveling the dry lands outside, would you have refused water?�
She considered and relented. �When traveling in the forests, I�ve swallowed from ponds covered in scum, moss, and slime. I guess that water over there isn�t going to hurt me any worse. Especially if you drink it, too.�
The Brother said, �I have lived here since you were born, I imagine, and in all that time this has been our only source of water.�
Before Gareth could speak, Ann placed her hands on her hips and demanded, �What do you do here? All of you?�
The Brother smiled, his white teeth flashing in the dimness of the room. A few of the women looked to him as he spoke. �I�d expected you to recognize seven of your Sisterhood, Ann. As for me, I am not only of the Brotherhood; I am the leader of all of them.�
Silence descended on the room as if the ceiling fell without noise. Neither Ann nor Gareth moved. They looked at each other and Gareth averted his eyes to look at the table, again. He noticed the two in the kitchen had paused in their preparations. The whole room was still as death and silent as a tomb.
Ann spoke first. �You are Sisters?�
All seven of the women nodded, some more vigorously than others.
�Why are you here?� Ann asked.
One holding an infant said, �We were called.�
Gareth recognized the same sort of evasive answers he�d grown up with. He looked to the Brother and said, �You are the leader of the Brotherhood?�
�I am.�
Gareth hesitated again, prepared to play the word games to reach the answers he needed. �There is a secret hierarchy in the Brotherhood, I believe. Are you saying that you are the single Brother who all others eventually report to?�
�I am.�
There seemed to be no humor or deception in the answer. Gareth had often been in such situations as a boy with his teachers. Changing the type of question often provided better answers. He said, �Were you elected to the position?�
�No.�
�How did you come to acquire it?�
�My predecessor appointed me, as he before him.�
Still not satisfied, and still standing, Gareth walked to the chair across from the Brother while thinking of what to say. All eyes and ears in the great room focused on him. He finally said, �One of the Brothers was my teacher while I grew up. He has always been honest with me, even to the point of telling me he cannot answer a direct question. You know who I am. Suppose I reach out with my mind and speak to him and have him confirm your identity?�
The Brother smiled wanly, and in a softer voice said, �Gareth, I know who you are, and I know your powers. To communicate with the Brother, who you claim as a trusted friend, a relationship that I heartedly agree with, you must travel back up the mountains and at least to the top of the pass. Please do not insult me with more unrealities.�
Tad, having seated himself beside Gareth, wriggled in his chair and seemed intent upon speaking. A hand on his knee stilled his tongue before it began to wag. The Brotherhood didn�t know of Tad or that he could combine his abilities with those of Gareth and together they could speak over the mountains. Gareth would keep Tad and his abilities to himself.
Gareth said, �The point being, I can confirm your identity and your position�after a long walk.�
�Yes. That is your prerogative.�
�For now, let us continue and see where it takes us,� Gareth said, trying to smile. �Ann, can you confirm these women are Sisters?�
Ann nodded slowly. �I believe they are.�
Gareth said, �How?�
�Small things. The Sisterhood is unknown to most people, and they obviously know of it. But there is more. There are no insects inside this building. None. And there is food in those bins but again no flies, mice, or other pests. Given a source of water and abundant food, the only method to keep them clear of here is with a Sister�s powers with creatures.�
�Fair enough,� Gareth said, turning back to the Brother. �This is almost a desert. I can understand building this structure around the only water to protect it, but I have more questions, beginning with wanting to know your exact position here. Not the Brotherhood, but here.�
The Brother spoke quickly, �I think of myself as a caretaker of this place. I watch over the buildings and grounds, ensuring there is ample food and that repairs are performed. While they attend to births, I work with the children, educating them and teaching them to use their abilities.�
�There are only two babies,� Gareth snapped.
�Until recently there were seven older children. You know one, but there were others.�
�Belcher. He was born here?�
For the first time, the Brother�s eyes flicked away before returning as he set his chin. �As were the other boys.�
�Belcher was your student, and he was born here?�
�Over time, many have been born in this community.�
The evasion again in the answer. However, Ann half stood and looked at the Sisters. She said, �All of you came to this place to have your babies.� It was not a question.
Each of the women nodded but said nothing. The two who had been working on the food in the kitchen came to the table and seated themselves. One of them said, �For the sake of our babies.�
Ann turned to her. �What does that mean?�
�We want the best for our children. The Brotherhood helps them, and us.�
�As teachers?� Ann demanded. �There are fine teachers in our world on the coast.�
�My world is not on the coast,� the same woman said.
Gareth turned back to the Brother, confused. He raised his eyebrows and waited.
Then Brother cast a disappointed look to the woman, and then as if giving up something he hoped to withhold, he said, �From the top of the rise when you first found this settlement, did you notice three other paths?�
Gareth shook his head.
�There are four. One leads over the mountains and to the coast to the west where you live. Another leads over the white mountains to the southeast. Two others, to the northeast and north, also across mountain ranges. Our Sisters come here from all four roads.� The Brother settled back into his chair and waited.
Gareth recovered enough to speak. �There are other lands? Lands with people?�
�In each land there are men of your abilities helping the populations avoid wars, preventing famines, the spread of contagious illnesses, and a hundred more things that do not favor one sect over another. They do their work in private, unknown.�
�Who are the Brotherhood?� Gareth asked. �What is the purpose, or foundation of it? The reason for its existence?�
The Brother smiled. �I often describe us as the �hands and feet� of those few men with your unique abilities. We do what we can to pass on knowledge and provide help to the general population. It is often rejected, and we are murdered, jailed, and beaten in the performance of our tasks. However, you know those things as well as I do. To say we are misunderstood is to minimize the situation.�
Ann pointed to the glowing water. �That has something to do with it.�
Again she was not asking a question.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

All eyes turned to the pool of self-lighted water. Ann�s declaration didn�t upset them if their demeanor was an accurate description. They had expected her, or Gareth to come to that conclusion. Most of the Sisters either smiled or nodded in agreement.
Gareth observed their reactions with the dawning of understanding�at least for a few items. �This place, this village, is responsible for all people like me. And you. Women carrying babies who drink from that water bear children with our mental abilities. Some abilities are greater than others, but it is what makes people like us. You and me, and everyone in this room except the boy I brought. Is that a correct statement?�
�Only a few Brothers and Sisters were born here. Many mothers sipped from the water of our pool before birth without knowing,� the Brother said, and as soon as the words fell from his mouth he clamped it shut. Hard.
The obvious impression was that he�d accidentally revealed information not intended. At first, Gareth didn�t understand what information was not intended until he focused on the second part of the answer. The first part was incredible enough to make Gareth rise to his feet in excitement, but it was what came after that revealed more. Gareth centered on wondering �how� and �why� mothers �sipped from the waters of the pool.�
The revelation and the Brother�s reaction to the misspeak hinted at darker deeds, ones not spoken about, but immediately Gareth imagined young women preparing for birth unknowingly drinking the glowing water. If the Brother was believed, every Brother and Sister was the result of water taken from the glowing pool and carried to a pregnant woman in another land.
However, Gareth�s early history with the closed-mouthed Brotherhood also brought forth a sense of distrust at the �accidental� revelation. When was the last time he�d heard a Brother misspeak? Not only a slip of the tongue but a massive admission. Couple that with the Brother�s stated position that he was the head of the Brotherhood, Gareth paused in disbelief.
The Brothers he�s known and met over his lifetime never made such a careless mistake. This man was too important and wise to make that sort of blunder. That told him the Brother intended to reveal the information. Gareth glanced at Ann.
She had her hands held to her mouth in horror. Her eyes were on Tad.
Gareth, who had been almost ready to stand and verbally confront the Brother leaped to his feet and dived across the huge table, his hands grasping for solid finger-holds around the Brother�s neck. He squeezed. Hands from the women clawed and pulled at him, but he held on until the face turned purplish-red and the brother�s eyes closed.
Ann was in his ear shouting. Her words finally penetrated his rage. �If he dies he can�t answer your questions.�
Gareth relaxed his grip while his mind spun. The Brother breathed a gasp of air and his eyes opened. Gareth tightened his grip again. �You are going to answer questions with no evasion or you will die in this chair.�
The Brother nodded slightly, his eyes wide in fear. Gareth snapped at the Sisters over his shoulder, �All of you, get away from me. Now. Sit.�
The women backed off, including one holding a knife as long as his forearm. Gareth relaxed the grip again, but only enough for the Brother to gasp a breath of air. �What will the water do to my grandson?�
The Brother struggled to speak, croaking the first few syllables until he cleared his throat again. �It is a blessing. In some cases, the children of those who drink from our pool have children blessed with the abilities to be Brothers. Or Sisters.�
�So my grandson can grow up to wear a green robe and be one of you?�
�You, yourself have admitted to the good deeds we perform.�
The thought of facing Tad�s mother and trying to explain almost sent him into another rage, but he also heard Ann, still standing at his ear.
�How will this effect Tad?� she asked.
Gareth understood the question below the surface, but in his anger couldn�t find a way to ask it without revealing that Tad already possessed powerful mental powers, possibly surpassing his own. He turned the Brother loose and climbed off the table.
With a show of wisdom, the Brother remained silent and didn�t anger Gareth further. Gareth realized now that they had swallowed the water, his task was to find out what that meant. Would more of the glowing water do them harm? Would his future children be affected? Ann probably wouldn�t have more children but were there other effects that would manifest?
The women in the room had again settled on chairs and the original two who were working in the kitchen returned to their preparations. Gareth decided he would learn far more by calming himself, at least outwardly, and then killing the Brother if he still felt the need. But he admitted to himself that the need to kill the Brother was strong.
The Brother finally spoke. �We came together today to eat and talk. However, I understand if you choose not to eat with us. Everything presented on the table grew from the glowing water. The animals whose meat we will eat knew no other water.�
Gareth�s eyes narrowed, and his stomach twisted in revulsion. �How many times does an expectant mother have to drink the water before her child is changed into one of you?�
Looking directly at Gareth, the Brother said, �A few mugs in a single day is as effective as daily consumption.�
�So any damage is already done? Each of us had several mugs when we arrived and more to drink later.�
�There will be no ill effects. Over the years� thousands have lived in this community and if anything, we enjoy longer and healthier lives, but that is just my opinion.� The Brother fingered his red throat and as if to prove a point, lifted his mug and emptied it. Then he refilled it from the pitcher before him.
Gareth knew that sometimes Brothers were taken aback by abrupt changes in conversation. �You welcomed me back. As if I had ever been here.�
�You�re searching for your roots, I see. Yes, you were born here of a mother who voluntarily came to us and lived here long after your birth. She came from the lands to the east, as I recall, but I can check our records if you�re interested.�
�My mother lived in the west, not east. We lived near the ocean as I can clearly remember.�
The Brother folded his hands together and said, �Yes, that woman loved you as her own. But that woman was your adopted mother. Your birth mother died of a fall in our orchard. A simple act of wanting an apple in one of the trees, a specific apple that caught her eye, one higher up. She climbed, not really all that far, but when she fell struck her head and died there.�
Gareth simmered in anger and disbelief, but no Brother had ever lied to him. �She died here in this place?�
�We can visit her grave later if you wish. A Sister knew of a woman over the mountains to the west who wanted one more child. You were placed with her.�
�And then stolen again when you found out my powers.� The statement had been planned, and Gareth threw it out with as little effect as a small stone tossed at a charging bear.
�We did do that.� The Brother said simply, refusing to argue or apologize.
Gareth was not finished. Not even close. �Belcher also lived here?�
The room had been respectfully quiet. Now it went deathly quiet. The Brother said, �Yes.�
�The others, too?�
�Yes. I would offer you a quick explanation and the ability to ask questions later if that might suit you?�
Gareth motioned with his hand for the Brother to begin, not having agreed to anything.
�Very well, Belcher was born in the far north in a land called Pleroma, a place of heavy snow and short days in the winter. He lived there for two years, but there was trouble. A Brother escorted him here. The Brother had determined that Belcher might have special powers so brought.�
�And you educated Belcher?� Gareth completed the thought.
�We tried. Belcher lived with us many years, and he hid the extent of his powers from us. Oh, we knew he was beyond that of the Brotherhood, but not that he was at the pinnacle, or that his mind was twisted. He hid that defect all too well.�
Gareth waited for more. So far he had learned very little. But he noticed the twitch of an eye on a young woman and a tear at the edge of another�s eye. He suspected he would not like what he was about to hear.
The Brother said, �There were other boys of various ages living here, all with powers similar to yours. You are sitting with their mothers. It is our hope and prayer that you might be able to return all the boys to the mothers.�
That had not been expected. Gareth felt Ann�s eyes on him. He was going to make one of them very unhappy but saw no choice. �Who is the mother of Ramos?�
A woman three chairs away raised a limp hand. She said, �He�s dead, isn�t he?�
�Belcher made him remove his coat and blanket while we slept in the snow at the top of the mountains. I�m sorry. I was trying to take care of him and protect him, but he froze to death.�
She slowly stood and went to the great door and slipped outside. The room echoed the thud of the door closing.
Gareth saw the expressions on the faces of other women. He quickly said, �I wish that I could tell you all the other boys are alive, but Belcher killed two and another died of illness. I cannot confirm that in any way, but it is what I believe. Of the three left, I think he will kill at least one more, soon.�
�Which are alive?� A woman sitting across from him asked.
Lying wouldn�t help. �Alive. That is a sour subject. Poor Ramos was dressed in filthy rags and had sores all over. He hadn�t eaten in days when we took him. From our brief conversations, I suspect the other are much the same.�
One woman said in a trembling voice, �We expected no less, but we hoped.�
Gareth said, �I will try to rescue them and send them here.�
�Belcher will kill you. It�s his mind. As he learns how to use his powers he grows more insane,� The Brother said. �We were unaware of the monster he became. He hid it from us for all those years until one day he just snapped.�
Ann perked up. �Over what?�
A woman who had spoken earlier said, �Each boy had chores. One of Belcher�s was to take the trash out and feed the animals the scraps. He did it every other day. I mixed up my days and demanded he carry the scraps out on the wrong day, and he went crazy, accusing us of hating him.�
She paused, but Ann said, �Then what?�
�He made us all go to sleep with his mind. When we woke the scraps of garbage were spread all over me, and the boys were gone. All of them who were old enough to walk.�
Gareth�s eyes fell on the goblet of water sitting in front of him. Suddenly his mouth was dry. But he didn�t reach for the water. Instead, he said, �We have to leave.�
The Brother said, �There is more to tell you. Each woman has a story.�
�Will any of them help me kill Belcher?�

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The intense silence of two opposing groups filled the room again. If none held information that would help Gareth kill Belcher, his reason for being in the desert community with the glowing water was at an end. Feeling betrayed that they had given them the water without warning, and also feeling that if he didn�t leave the village immediately, he might slay everyone in the room but Ann and Tad, he gave the room one last disgusted look.
Ann asked the room at large, �My mother drank water from that pool before I was born?�
Several women nodded. One looked away as if ashamed. Another said, �All of our mothers did.�
Gareth stood, and as he did, so did Tad and Ann. Together they walked across the fieldstone floor and opened the door to face the brilliant desert sun. In their cabin, they quickly gathered their belongings and went outside where all the women and the old Brother waited in a tight group. Gareth walked in a wide circle around them instead of speaking to them, and began the long, hot, dry walk up the long hill that led to the mountains in the west.
It would be a thirsty walk until the first waterhole, which they wouldn�t reach until morning unless they walked all night. That was better than drinking water that glowed and somehow changed babies into something more�or less.
Tad, his voice chipper and as if to punctuate the statement he spun in a circle as she said, �I�m glad we�re leaving that place.�
Ann said, �Me too, but what of Belcher? What are we going to do about him?�
�I think I know how to resolve it. The Brother back there gave me what information I needed, along with a few clues Ramos provided. I don�t believe Belcher is stronger than me, but his twisted mind makes him far more dangerous.�
�I know he�s dangerous, but how are you going to defeat him? Or do you plan to talk him into a compromise or something else equally stupid?� Ann didn�t withhold the anger from her voice.
The slow climb up the path that would take them to the mountains slowly made the backs of their legs ache, but all kept walking. Gareth finally said, �I have a plan.�
Ann continued walking in silence except for a few soft words urging Tad to keep up. Finally, she said, �Listen here. I�ve traveled with you, risked my life in this desert, swallowed water that glows in the dark, and a hundred other things. I expect a better answer that that.�
The bright setting sun was directly in their eyes and made walking difficult. Gareth felt his stomach twist in hunger and said, �Let�s sit and talk a while. We can travel later when it's cooler, and we don�t face the sun.�
They sat on a blanket spread near the side of the path, and when they turned and looked back at the floor of the desert, the buildings were in still sight in the distance, too far off to see individual people. The small community was already fading into the landscape with only the green of the fields, pastures, and orchards standing out. Soon, they too would vanish behind the hill.
Tad curled into a ball and fell asleep with his head on Gareth�s lap, which was well because Gareth hesitated to speak of killing a person in front of the boy. Wiping the hair from the boy�s forehead, he said, �If an enemy is strong enough to kill a mature dragon in his prime, he is a foe that I must be wary of, at the very least. The rage we all heard in our minds sounded as if an ancient god had returned from the heavens to throw balls of lightning and thunder at us. It killed my father and his dragon. I admit I was scared.�
Ann chuckled, �There are no balls of thunder.�
�Okay, I�m just trying to express myself.�
�You were scared with good reason,� she said softly, settling back to listen.
�It was all bluster by Belcher. The insane ravings of a childlike mind in a fit of temper. A mind we cannot control, but one that will hurt thousands of others if not stopped. I cannot allow that to happen.� He closed his eyes and drew in a mouthful of the dry desert air before speaking in a firm voice. �I won�t let that happen. But I now know that Belcher cannot kill dragons in some mystical fashion, and he is no more powerful than me.�
Ann said, �When the time comes to kill that young man, or boy, or whatever he is, do you believe you will be able to do it? Kill him, I mean. It�s not like you to kill.�
�No, of course not.�
�So you admit you cannot kill him, and you cannot allow him to live. Gareth, so far I don�t think much of your stupid plan.�
He smiled and said, �There is one more piece of it. Well, actually several. However, while I deal with Belcher, I want you to take Tad to my family in Vespa and If I win, bring them all to the valley where my father lived. It�s the perfect location for them to start over and make a new home.�
�Belcher is waiting for you there, or he was the last we knew of him. It�s also there that he has his trap set for you. Remember?�
�I hope he is there. That�s part of my plan.�
Oh, Gareth, you�re really not going there to face him, are you?�
�Not exactly.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Two days later they crossed the mountain pass again and found the main road where the small path over the mountains intersected. It was an exhausting trip, with the specter of Belcher hanging over all, and his repeated attempts to attack them. Finally, Gareth placed a protective shield over all three of them so intense that it exhausted him mentally. But it did prevent Belcher from any access, or him even making dire threats.
Ann and Tad agreed to travel on to the nearest seaport where they could find a ship to carry them to Vespa. While it was not all that far, a ship was much easier and faster. Ann assured Gareth she would stay with Tad and guard him as her own until they reached Gareth�s family. They had contacted Amy, Tad�s mother, and of course, Sara. The family was expecting them.
The Brotherhood was waiting there at the crossroads to meet him, twelve of them, in all, along with a hundred troops sent by the King. One Brother stood out in front of the crowd and advanced at a run. Instead of the normal featureless expression, he wore a smile that twisted his features into an almost human face. It was Gareth�s old mentor.
After hugs and greeting all around, the Brotherhood agreed to escort Ann and Tad to the docks. The general of the army requested orders as if Gareth was his commander. After consideration, Gareth said in private where no others could overhear, �I wish you to draw all of the troops you can command in this place. Do it quietly. I�ll give you several days. Then, I will provide a timetable for an attack that I hope will not take place.�
�Sir,� the general said, �I do not understand. What army will we attack?�
�I�m going to fight my own battle, first. If I�m successful, you will dismiss your troops.�
�If you�re not successful?�
�Then I want you to use every man you have and charge to the location I will provide. You will surround it and kill every man, woman, child, otter, squirrel, and deer. Then you will burn it. Every tree, bush, shrub, and stalk of grass.�
The general�s face had gone ashen, but Gareth continued, �You will confirm these orders with the King by your fastest messengers. Are we clear?�
He swallowed, �I�m not sure �clear� is the precise word I�d use, but I understand your orders and will obey. The King has ordered me to follow your every command as if he said it with his own lips.�
A hundred times during the trek back over the mountains Ann had tried to squeeze information of his plan from him, but Gareth had remained stoic. He�d told her nothing. The plan was going to work, he felt certain, but Belcher had already surprised him when he killed Ramos, and Gareth insisted the details remain only in his head. One slip of his plan and Belcher might �hear� it and escape. The one way to prevent that was to withhold the details of his plan from everyone.
�I�m depending on you,� Gareth told Ann and Tad as they stood together before departing with the Brotherhood. �While you take Tad to his mother, I�ll be near my father�s valley, watching, but I promise you that I will not enter it.�
�Do not even get too close. That boy is mad.�
Gareth shrugged off the tone in her voice, but seeing fear in Ann�s eyes, he gently tried calming her.
�Listen, Ramos gave me the idea when he told us they had killed Cinder by feeding him animals they poisoned. That was the information that I needed most of all. If Belcher had found another way to defeat dragons, I needed to know and protect my dragon.�
�You�re sure Belcher can�t hurt Blackie with his mind?�
�Nobody but me, and maybe Tad, can communicate with him.�
She turned and placed an arm around Tad�s shoulders as they walked down the road, in the company of twelve of the Brothers, half ahead and half following. Only the Brother who was his old friend remained. A squad of soldiers also accompanied them. Before the bend in the road, Tad turned and gave him another wave.
The general stood at his side. �Your orders, sir?�
Wiping away a tear, Gareth said, �You already have your orders. It�s time for me to try and end this.�
�Sir, I can have a company of my best men go with you.�
�This is something I can do better on my own.� He turned and walked away, in the direction of the mountains again, and the old road that would lead to his father�s valley. He glanced back to give a last smile to the single Brother, who would remain at the general�s side. Gareth would recognize the Brother�s mind instantly, like seeing one red bird in a flock of yellow ones. The Brother was ready to pass on the information to the general if Gareth failed.
He carried heavy blankets that were rolled around a few handfuls of dried food. It was all he would need. As he traveled the road, he paused and found no soldiers trying to sneak behind and protect him. It was still early afternoon, and he knew where he wanted to make c& a place he had hunted once, years ago.
Long before dark Gareth reached the banks of a fast flowing stream with a wide clearing of lush green grass. Tall trees circled the clearing, and it lay between two ridges of hills. The road to his father�s valley was beyond the ridge to the south, the natural route if Belcher left the valley, which Gareth doubted he would do. But if he ordered the other boys from the valley they would travel the road and never see the campfire, smell the smoke, or suspect Gareth was there.
After gathering firewood and getting a long drink from the stream, he made himself comfortable, lying on a doubled folded blanket and covering himself with the other. He closed his eyes and concentrated.
Blackie responded right away. The dragon was close, right where he was supposed to be. Instead of his usual roost on a cliff, he�d perched high up on the side of a slope before sunrise. He�d found a place where the lack of trees allowed him the room to take flight quickly, but instead, the dragon had walked on the ground and hidden behind a stand of pine, going without food for the day.
Gareth didn�t believe Belcher would be an early riser. Gareth had watched down the slope to the valley floor so many times today that Ann had finally taken his arm and steadied him as he walked and watched his father�s valley through the eyes of the dragon.
The burned main house was a black scar on the land. But lower down the slope were the other buildings, including the gazebo beside the lake. Two were barns for the animals or had been while others lived there. For years, they had stood empty. Still they were solid and probably better than most people lived in. Food and water were plentiful.
Blackie�s eyes had spotted a plume of smoke rising near one of the barns at mid-day. Later he�d seen two figures depart the barn and run out onto the dock and jump into the water. The distance was too great to identify the boys, but the smoke and boys told Gareth that Belcher was still there in the valley. He didn�t dare use his mental touch to confirm it.
What he didn�t know was which boy was which. Belcher still had two boys with him, perhaps three. Gareth needed to know the one called Belcher. That was his next task. His first had been to make sure of where in the valley Belcher lived. He gently reached out and found the mind he was learning to recognize. Gareth didn�t attempt to make contact. He simply made himself aware of Belcher, setting the tone for the following day.
Gareth used Blackie�s eyes to examine the hills closer to the barns and lake for a place that would provide a closer vantage. He couldn�t move Blackie today, but again early in the morning, he felt safe. Besides, he was stuck in keeping Blackie on the ground until dark. They might see him, and that would take away the element of surprise.
The dragon kept trying to close his eyes and nap, but Gareth was far from done for the day. He scouted every possible approach from the air. He found what he wanted at the upper end of the valley. Two small mountains stood beside each other; the gap between would allow the dragon to fly undetected. Blackie could fold his wings then dive between the mountains, skim the treetops and arrive near the burned house low enough to almost drag the ground with his rear talons.
Satisfied, he allowed Blackie to sleep until dark. Gareth used the time to sit on his blanket and plan. He felt satisfied with the day�s progress but looked forward to the following day. So far the plan was working. Before crossing the mountains, he�d repeated the scare about Belcher returning to the Sisters and Brother of the village of glowing water a dozen times. He wanted them scared.
He�d started small, just making them mildly nervous, and gradually increasing the scare until he unloaded the whole image. Belcher was returning. And he was mad at them. Belcher was going to torture and kill them all.
That may have been enough, but he needed to make sure they abandoned that place. Gareth used some of Belcher�s own tactics to help convince them. At night, he told them of Belcher�s ordering the boys to collect arsenic, including the illnesses they�d suffered. All true. He let his mind describe it in the details that Ramos used.
He had allowed them to wake in the morning and discuss their horrible dreams about their sons gathering the poison and getting ill, but then Gareth started asking them to consider why he needed all that arsenic? What would he do with it? They discussed it the entire second day before Gareth hinted the answer, making sure the Brother and none of the Sisters became aware it was he who was putting the thoughts into their minds. He hinted that he was Belcher. Worse, Belcher was going to poison the glowing water. Anyone drinking it for the next hundred years would die a horrible death from the arsenic.
The final straw was to convince them Belcher was close. He convinced two of the Sisters that they had spotted him in the village. One said he was seen slipping through the orchard; another saw him sneaking up on them from the desert to the west. Then Gareth was at the summit of the pass and the ability to send them images faded with each step.
While Gareth couldn�t tell if all of them fled the village, he suspected they had. If they hadn�t left the village, he could do no more. The mental block over Tad prevented the boy from overhearing him.
Pulling back to the clearing and present, he napped until dusk and woke long enough to build a small fire and then to help guide Blackie back into the air. Blackie flew to the designated place they had agreed upon and landed safely.
Dragons don�t enjoy flying in the dark but will when necessary. Blackie also wanted to eat, but would miss meals for a couple of days. He wouldn�t like it, but would do as asked. Gareth settled himself beside the small fire and review his plans, trying to find any mistake. He couldn�t.
At daybreak, Blackie flew into the valley to the new location, which was much closer to the lake and barns. The clearing Gareth had chosen was small, but Blackie landed without incident and crept forward behind the evergreen trees where he was less likely to be seen from below.
The new vantage point and Blackie�s eyes that were intended for hunting from far above provided an excellent view. From the new location, the front of the barn was visible. A fire pit still held coals. Gareth looked beyond to the space between the two mountains. It was a straight shot from there to the front of the barn.
Three boys emerged near noon. Two were smaller in height and skinny. The third was a head taller and bulky, if not fat. The smaller boys deferred to the larger one at every turn, almost as if he was royalty being attended by his manservants.
Gareth was not surprised that the image was almost exactly what he�d imagined. Belcher was older, bigger, and never missed a meal. The three of them went to the dock, and one jumped gleefully into the water, splashing the largest that Gareth had decided was Belcher. The boy in the water suddenly stiffened and sank. Belcher threw his head back and laughed before turned to the other boy on the dock and saying something. The smaller boy also laughed, but it looked forced. Then, the one who had sunk into the water reappeared, head bobbing above the surface sputtering and coughing.
Gareth could not hear the words exchanged, but imagined Belcher saying, �That�s what you get when you splash me.�
But Gareth now had a good look at each of the boys and reached out for the Brother waiting at the crossroads. �Can you talk?�
*My only task is waiting to hear whatever you have to say.*
�I�m going to send you the images of three boys. The larger is to die if my attack fails. The smaller boys are to be taken by the Brotherhood and raised. For your information, they have the same powers as I.�
The response was so delayed that Gareth was about to confirm the Brother had heard him, when the Brother answered, �Gareth, are you sure that is what you wish? That they be raised as you were?�
Gareth said, �Other than killing two innocents, I see no other solution, but I�m open to your suggestions.�
Another pause. *Gareth, you are correct. Forgive my surprise.*
Gareth cut the connection. He�d spoken the raw truth. What other alternatives did he have? He watched the boys swim. At one time, Belcher was the only one standing on the dock. A perfect opportunity if it had been a day later. Gareth could only hope for the same thing the next day
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The following morning Gareth had crept closer to the valley, careful to keep his mind blocked. All afternoon yesterday Belcher had issued threats again, one after another. He broadcast so many times people were reacting. Most lost sleep, but some got into fights. Tempers flared over small happenings. The entire kingdom was on edge. Squabbles turned into brawls, harsh words to fist fights.
Gareth waited for the right moment. But Belcher remained inside all day, ranting and threatening the entire day. He tried to draw Gareth out a dozen ways. Belcher said he was at the coast boarding a ship to Bitters Island. Then he said he was setting an ambush where the trail went over the mountains. He offered a truce, then another. After that he laughed about killing Ramos, trying to draw any response from Gareth.
As hard as it was, Gareth never responded. He�d told Blackie to eat his fill early, then he positioned the dragon where it could reach the valley quickly. But when Belcher never left the barn, Gareth pulled his blanket around his shoulders and slept.
The following day he was sore and miserable. Without a fire, the night had seemed longer and colder, the ache in his bones real. He again sent the dragon off to find a deer or goat or any other animal, but Gareth wanted it back in its position as fast as possible. Blackie was getting tired of sitting all day. Dragons enjoy flying, and the lack of exercise was making the animal resistive.
Gareth wanted Belcher in the open, in a place where he couldn�t run into trees or inside the barn for protection. On the dock had been perfect. Gareth started devising plans to draw Belcher out. Maybe if he went down there and stood on the end of the dock and invited Belcher to join him? No, Belcher would probably send his two boys to do his fighting.
He spent all morning thinking of various ways to make Belcher walk out on the dock alone, finding none that would work with any certainty. The problem was that he might only have one chance.
While thinking of a new method that involved leaving something Belcher might want on the dock, he heard a scream. Pulling his attention away from his thoughts, he focused on the barn. The door was thrown open, and one of the smaller boys stumbled outside and fell. Behind him stood Belcher, arms on hips and shouting angrily, although Gareth couldn�t make out the words.
Belcher grabbed the boy�s arm and pulled him to his feet. He shouted at him again and shoved. The boy stumbled out into the open area in front of the barn. The third boy emerged from the barn and stood, slack and helpless. Then another joined them.
The boy Belcher attacked half-stood and stumbled down the slope, nearer the lake. Belcher strode after, intent on striking him again. The other two did nothing to interfere, not even talking to one another. Belcher was totally in charge.
It was clear that Belcher was in a rage and boy he was beating terrified. The boy crawled to escape. He held up a protective arm, and Belcher must have directed a mental attack because the boy fell back without being physically struck.
Gareth shook himself. This is it. Belcher was in the open, almost to the lake, if not on the pier. He was in the open, and his attention focused on the boy.
�Now Blackie. Fly!�
Gareth watched as Belcher advanced on the boy a few more steps. Then he shifted to Blackie�s mind and eyes. Blackie was in the air rising higher with powerful strokes, pleased to be flying. He headed to the slot between the two mountains and as he flew ahead Gareth saw the sparkle of the lake ahead.
Gareth pulled back to his body and looked to Belcher standing over the other youth kicking him. On one hand he wanted to shout for Belcher to stop and rush down there to rescue the boy, but on the other hand, he wanted Belcher to stay distracted as Blackie approached.
Back in Blackie�s head again, Gareth felt the dragon�s lure to the excitement, and it flew between the peaks and over the summit where the two joined. Then it caught sight of the near edge of the lake and the two people.
�That one, the big one,� Gareth almost shouted inside Blackie�s head.
Gareth could have pulled away and allowed the dragon to complete the attack without him at that point, but no way was he going to do that. Gareth had to make sure it went right. The was his chance.
Blackie folded his wings partially back and started his dive, neck extended and toes curled. His elevation fell, but so did the slope below. The dragon stayed just high enough over the tops of the trees that his down strokes would clear. His eyes focused on the larger boy, the one standing and nothing else.
It would be over in a few heartbeats. Blackie approached from behind Belcher. Then, the boy on the ground screamed in terror and pointed. His finger told Belcher where to look.
Blackie spread his wings to slow, and as he did, his rear talons reached out to grab Belcher just as they had grabbed a thousand deer, goats, and sheep. The talons were spread, the feet extended, and as Blackie swept a powerful stroke to fly away, the talons wrapped around empty air as Belcher dived to one side.
In Blackie�s eyes, Gareth knew the dragon missed, but he�d lost his forward speed and had to flap his wings hard to remain in the air. Gareth pulled back into his own body to see what happened.
Belcher had either seen or sensed the dragon and had dived to the ground and rolled to the edge of the water. He scrambled into the water, diving and swimming in the direction of the dock.
Back in Blackie�s mind again, Gareth let the dragon recover without interference. Blackie had missed snagging wild game before and knew how to twist and turn to make another pass. Gareth�s good intentioned help would only slow the dragon.
After a turn, so quick Gareth believed Blackie might fall into the water, the dragon was again pointed at Belcher, who was nearing the dock. The dragon dived again, this time at the wooden dock, where he reached out with his mouth and tore a section free right in front of Belcher free and tossed it aside.
Blackie splashed down, his teeth snapping and slashing. Belcher turned, but Blackie�s mouth closed on him
�No,� Gareth shouted.
But Blackie was too busy to listen. Dragons don�t like water, at least they don�t like swimming, but the water was shallow, and Blackie was wading ashore in water that came no higher than his hips, Belcher held in his mouth. Alive.
Gareth could feel Belcher wriggling and pounding on the mouth of Blackie and was briefly tempted to order the dragon to bite down, but didn�t. He didn�t want to be any part of killing the boy, and he didn�t want word of a dragon eating a person to circulate.
One glance ahead revealed that the other three boys had fled into the barn. The beach and grass outside the barn were empty. Once on land, Blackie�s long neck turned and carried Belcher near his hind foot, where the talons encircled the boy. With a feeling of accomplishment, the dragon flapped his wings and flew low and fast over the water.
Gareth stayed with the dragon, almost wishing to leave long enough to shout for joy. But his job was not yet completed.
He told Blackie, �Over the pass. You know where.��� 
The dragon flew higher and higher, heading east, where the mountains pass lay. It would take most of the rest of the day to cross it, but Blackie wouldn�t stop.
Gareth reached out to the Brother. �I have good news.�
*Tell me.*
�Belcher is no longer a threat. Tell the general to bring his men to me. I have three boys for him to gather and turn over to you.�
*I hear Belcher in my mind. He�s screaming, can�t you hear him?*
�I have him blocked out. But it will cease very soon. I have to go now but will explain all to you later.�
Gareth broke the link and touched Blackie�s mind again. The dragon was flying high and fast. Gareth pulled back to his body and drew in a relieved breath to steel himself for his next job. He reached out and found Tad�s mind.
�Yes, Grandpa?�
�I will need your help after sundown. Tell your mother, please.�
�What will you need?�
�You know how you helped me talk across the mountains? I need the same to talk to Blackie tonight. Can you do that?�
Tad was more than willing. Blackie would be fine for a while. Gareth would touch his mind now and then, and he gave Blackie permission to bite a little harder if Belcher kept kicking and hitting Blackie on the lips and mouth. A little more pressure and Belcher would understand. Or, Blackie could drop him. That idea would dawn on Belcher, soon.
Gareth stood and stretched sore and stiff muscles. Now came a task he looked forward to, even if it didn�t initially turn out the way he�d like. He reached out and found three terrified boys hiding in the barn. He could probably go in there and round them up, but it would scare them so much he didn�t know what the consequences might be.
If he couldn�t convince them to come out, the army could round them up when it arrived, but he wanted to try, first. He decided to tell them a story. The story of his intentions. He touched their minds and revolted at the fear they lived with. The second time he went to them softer, and in a gentle tone told them Belcher was in the mouth of a great black dragon.
All three shivered, believing they were next. Gareth almost laughed at how badly he�s accomplished the first part of his explanation. So he walked down to the open door of the barn and shouted, hoping for a better explanation as he called, �In the village where you all lived, no mental thoughts can escape because of the mountains surrounding it. That is where I�m sending Belcher with my dragon.�
�Belcher knows how to cross the mountains again.� One called.
Another shouted, �What�s to keep him there?�
�Blackie.�
�Your dragon?�
�Yes. He�ll live in that desert while Belcher is alive. Once Belcher finds that each time he leaves those buildings down there, Blackie will grab him and fly him back again, Belcher will remain in the valley.
None had moved or shown themselves. Gareth sensed at least one was preparing to run. The boy who had shouted second did so again, �Belcher has others do all his work. He will torture our mothers and make them slaves.�
�Belcher can live back there or not, but he will be alone. I�ve sent everyone else away; all of them. He�ll have to grow his own food and raise the animals, but if he does not, and dies, that cannot be my fault. He has food, shelter and glowing water.�
There were no more shouts from the barn.� The one who was going to flee had calmed. Finally, there were whispers, and then a new voice called out, �You promise he won�t make us hurt anymore?�
Gareth called softer, �We know that none of this was your fault. I have arranged new homes for you, places where you will be healed, fed, and have warm beds.�
A boy of about six stepped into view, holding the broken handle of a rake or hoe ready to defend himself. �Why should we believe you?�
�Because the three of you and me are alike.� Gareth held out his empty hands to show them. �I want you to touch my mind. In there I cannot lie, as you already know.�
�You�re going to let us inside?� the boy asked as if puzzled that Gareth would allow it. While in there they could attack him.
They could try. Gareth locked and hid a portion of his mind, then reached out and invited the boy to touch his mind. Instantly Gareth felt the clumsy intrusion, the groping, and questioning, and then he felt the boy retreat.
�He�s telling the truth,� the boy said, letting the handle fall to the floor.
Two others stepped into sight. One of them said, �Belcher?�
Gareth reached out to Blackie and forwarded the image to all three boys. They exchanged looks. One fell to his knees and cried. Gareth spent the afternoon cleaning wounds and reassuring the boys all would be well as he wished he�d have kept Ann with him to help. He shared the little food he had but found a hoard inside the barn reserved for Belcher and they made a feast of it.
Gareth touched the mind of the Brother who was arriving with the troops. He�d warn the boys, but already there was a trust building between them. To the Brother, he said, �I have one more task I�d like to ask of you.�
*One may always ask, even if it is not granted.*
Just like the answers when he was a child. Gareth laughed before continuing, �I want the mountain pass closed off for a hundred years. I also want any other passes closed off. There will be three more.�
*I suggest that you ask the Sisterhood to do that. They are warriors who live in the forests and love to travel to new lands. They will embrace it, I�m sure.*
He was right. Ann might even take part. She knew where to look for the trails leading to the other civilizations out there. She might even wish to visit them. Gareth wanted that pass closed for a hundred years, he�d decided. Especially to young women who might have babies who would grow into the Sisterhood or Brotherhood. No more glowing water to drink for unsuspecting mothers would guarantee that.
And no more Belchers. The End.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR-LeRoy Clary

[image: ]
I have never met a dragon. Never even seen one. But wish I had. They fascinate me, so I decided to construct a mental world where they coexist with people. Most of my books are about them, and I call the people the Dragon Clan. 
A book called DRAGON! started it. While similar to the Dragon Clan Series, it set up the idea of how to live and survive in a world where dragons are part of the landscape without resorting to cartoonish dragons or creatures as intelligent and conniving as people. The next hurdle was to keep the stories coming fast enough to satisfy the readers. ��
The book called the Blade of Lies was a finalist in an Amazon national novel writer�s contest, although under another name. It survives with humor, a medieval setting, and the idea that good guys do win. It is worth the read. 

I've done a bit of everything before retiring from teaching high school math and special education. Before that I served in the US Navy, I worked in the electronics field as a technician, supervisor, and owner of a telecom business. I earned my papers as a sea captain for sailboats and motor craft, all of which gives me the background to write books about dragons. 

Now that I have the time . . . I write. Every day. I'm writing about the Dragon Clan now, a series of interrelated books and characters. Each book is about them, but centers on one or two characters. They often meet each other in different books. I hope to have several more of them published soon.

AUTHOR�S NOTES

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

Copyright 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, events and incidents are either the products of the author�s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
Dragon! Book Two: �Revenge�
1st Edition
Copyright May 2016 LeRoy Clary
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduce, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law
Cover Design Contributors: Aliencat/Bigstock.com and Karen Clary

OEBPS/images/img00002.jpg





OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg





