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Аннотация
All Gareth must do is steal a dragon's egg and live to tell about it. He�s warned by night whispers to flee from his tiny mountain village of Dun Mare. All he believes about his life and home is a tangle of falsehoods. Gareth finds himself alone in a strange world of tempest seas, flying dragons, and powerful foes vying for the mental powers he may possess, and for control of the egg. They are only the beginning of Gareth's story.
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CHAPTER ONE 

Gareth watched the wings momentarily obscure the massive head of the dragon. Never taking his eyes off the soaring creature, he crept closer to the nest for a better view. Today was not the day, but soon. Today was about gathering knowledge. Stinging insects rose in swarms and buzzed around his head. Tangled, twisting vines laced with thorns scratched his arms and legs. He ignored the pain, his mind centered on his objective.
His gaze lowered to the barren rocks beneath the dragon�s nest. Oily black spit coated them. Wisps of dirty gray smoke seeped into the air. Bubbles large as his thumb formed where the viscous scum pooled. They erupted with soft plops and a foul stench worse than the outhouse behind the inn.
Gareth stole a glance at Faring, a chubby, soft sort of boy of no more than fourteen or fifteen, although he often acted younger, and occasionally older. The round appearance of body and face belied his daily hard work at his father�s tannery. Still, a few more pounds and he�d be fat. Eyes back on the dragon again, Gareth said, �What�re you going to do with your half of the gold?�
�You don�t need to risk it all for gold. Better that you stay in Dun Mare without any money at all than dying wealthy in the belly of the dragon.�
�I have to escape,� Gareth said.
They watched the dragon circling a far off mountain peak. When it swooped in a wide circle near the ground, it veered and closed the distance to the nest until it flew directly at them as if it knew they were waiting.
�Be still,� Gareth hissed, forcing his voice to be soft when he felt like screaming in terror. He held himself tight against the cliff and froze. His sandy colored hair and fair skin blended in with the gray granite cliff.� Faring was right to be hiding under the nearby brambles where his darker hair and brown complexion blended with shadows.
Gareth whispered, �She won�t spot us unless we move.�
�She might catch a scent of us.�
�Or hear us, if you keep up that whining.�
Faring paled, but shut up and held still.
As the dragon neared, the wrinkled skin under its wings displayed lighter areas of dark gray, while the sharp ridges of the spine appeared as black as soot. The thin neck extended forward balancing the spiked tail whipping behind. A wide mouth revealed hundreds of sharp curved teeth, giving the creature an evil-appearing smile as it drew its thin lips back. Blood stained her teeth and mouth. The fore-claws clutched the remains of a deer.
The dragon swept across the sky heading directly for the nest built against the steep face of the granite-faced cliff. She glided past the top of the nearest mountain again, perhaps inspecting the surrounding forest, maybe searching for boys unwary or stupid enough to intrude near her nest.
Many times Gareth had overheard old men of the village discussing selling dragon eggs while drinking their mugs of ale at the inn. They said one dragon egg could set a man up for a lifetime. They often talked about it, but none had mastered their fears enough to attempt stealing one themselves. A glance up at the dragon when she flew over Dun Mare sent them scurrying back for more liquid courage in their mugs of ale, and sometimes stronger drink.
Thaddeus, the toothless old man who cleaned floors and washed mugs at the inn, had always been quite proud to offer his seeming expertise through his remaining gnarled, yellow teeth as if he had intimate knowledge. He�d said, �Dragons spot movement on the ground when they�re way up high, then they dive close to the ground, spitting black balls that dissolve anything. Liquid fire, they say. Up close, their eyesight�s good for nothing. A man standing still right in front wouldn�t be noticed, lest he moves.�
A wag had lifted his mug and added with the bark of a laugh to those around him said, �Well, he wouldn�t live to tell the tale if the dragon did spot him, now would he?�
All the men laughed, but Thaddeus had spoken with a conviction that had impressed Gareth.
The dragon he watched flapped powerful wings faster in the thin mountain air and headed for her nest. Branches were interwoven into a circular mass of tangled wood over a framework of larger evergreen trunks, and even a few oaks. The nest perched high on the side of the rugged cliff, so far up the mountainside that snow and ice covered shaded areas year around.
After landing in her nest, she dropped the deer carcass and settled herself until comfortable. She tossed her head back and emitting a loud shriek. The hairs on the back of Gareth�s neck stood at attention. He could smell her stink, the smell of rotten meat and feces. He spared a warning glance at his friend.
Tears streaked Faring�s face, yet he remained as still as if he was a tree or boulder. Faring had also heard the stories about a dragon�s keen eyesight from afar, and poor eyesight up close. In spite of that, he looked ready to flee. When the dragon turned its head to look the other way Gareth reached down and gripped his friend�s shoulder, his fingers turning into claws that drew a pained look. He hissed, �Calm yourself.�
The words managed to penetrate. Faring nodded quickly, but said nothing, his eyes remained centered on the nest and the dragon barely seen above the rim above them.
The nauseating sounds of deer bones crunching and tearing flesh drifted from the rocky perch where the nest clung. The dragon feasted on her meal of venison. As she ate, the dragon�s head twitched and turned in uneven intervals, the red eyes searching for intruders or prey, as she finished her meal.
When the dragon�s head turned away again, Gareth shifted positions, edging another step or two closer to the nest, yet keeping under the cover of the tangle of brambles. He ignored the insects and scratches. She was so close he could hit her with a rock if she peeked over the rim. He feared to look up at the nest because he might see the dragon peering down at him, but he moved on. A few paces ahead lay the beginning of the wide expanse of the black dragon spit that coated the rocks and everything else below the base of her nest. Not a sprig of green showed in the stinking, bubbling mass. Just a barren, black covering of all, often layered over older, thicker, dried slime. Some areas appeared deeper, and all emitted the outhouse stench, along with faint wisps of oily smoke in newly popped bubbles.
Gareth glanced up and saw the dragon head twitch in a quick movement again, the red eyes shifting in his direction and coming to rest near him. He froze.
Thankfully the eyes looking in his direction were not looking directly at him or Faring but at a spot off to one side. Then the eyes searched the area nearby as if trying to find the boys. The dragon raised her snout and tested the air. After a few more breaths, her head darted aside again, and her eyes looked elsewhere. She cleared her throat with an awful sound like boulders rolling down a cliff. She spat a wad of black the size of his head. It splashed on a barren patch of boulders below her nest and sizzled.
Gareth stepped ahead one more step, to the edge of the nearest patch of black slime. A glance at Faring showed his friend with wide eyes, and shaking his head. Gareth finally positioned himself behind the broad stump of a dead pine tree trunk larger in diameter than his chest. Hidden from the dragon by the stump, he reached for a green tuft of grass near his foot. Touching grass to the nearest blob of dragon spit, he watched it sizzle, wither, and blacken. The stories had been right.
The dragon shifted positions again and briefly stood on her hind legs and spread her wings before leaping from the nest. Wings flapping, they pushed down the air, and her powerful downstrokes propelled her ahead. The dragon spun and twisted in midair, then flew down the mountainside, wings beating a steady rhythm. Gareth had almost panicked when it had leaped from the nest. Now his rapid breathing wouldn�t slow, his heart continued pounding, and he fought to suppress the image of the dragon feasting on him as it had the deer. She turned again before reaching the valley floor and again gained altitude. She slowly shrank as she flew farther away down the valley.
Faring half-stood from his place under the brambles. He made the hand-sign for a quick prayer of thanks to his favorite god and slowly turned until he faced Gareth, relief clear on his tear stained face. �Time for us to get out of here.�
Gareth�s eyes traveled back to the blackened area of stinking muck underneath the nest. It was a barrier he had to cross to access the nest from here or from below, but his plan was to hopefully reach it from above where he could avoid the majority. He knelt and examined the nearest splash of dragon spit, again. He tossed aside the blackened grass and defiantly reached out with a trembling finger.
�Don�t do it,� Faring warned.
�I have to know what it does if I�m going to get to the egg,� Gareth muttered as he extended the finger and reached closer to the stinking blob. In a louder voice, he said, �We came to learn and to find out how to get to the nest. If we can�t get past this dragon spit, we�ll have to quit.�
He inched his finger closer, willing it to move the last little bit until it pulled to a stop as if by its own accord. After drawing a calming breath, he moved the finger with the lightest possible touch.
�Don�t be stupid,� Faring said, his eyes locked on Gareth�s finger.
Instantly Gareth�s finger tingled. Then burned!
�Yeow.� He shook it. The pain increased like he had touched an ember. His finger went directly to his mouth to sooth it, like a child with a hurt finger. It paused as if by its own accord, almost touching his tongue. What if he placed the finger in his mouth and the black fire erupted in there? He yanked the finger away and wiped it on his shirt. It still hurt, and it already turned raw-red near the tip. He wiped it on his shirt again and raised his eyes to the empty sky to check on the dragon. Thankfully it was still out of sight.
�Your finger okay?� Faring asked. He now seemed calmer, almost amused.
Gareth held up his red finger in response.
�Everybody knows why you don�t touch dragon spit,� Faring said as if he knew all about it. �That�s why the dragons snort that stuff all around when they�re nesting, or when they�re attacking villages. It kills everything it touches.�
Gareth had heard those stories, too. Even ones about whole villages covered in a slime of black death. But sometimes you have to learn by doing. Especially if you�re trying to steal the egg of a flying beast as big as a house. He needed facts, not the stories exaggerated by old men full of ale. Any new item of information might save his life or make his venture successful. The red finger was a sign of accomplishment in his mind. Gareth had learned something of value, even if he failed to see a future use for the knowledge. He wiped the finger on his shirt-front again and noticed several small ragged holes that hadn�t been there earlier, holes where he had wiped the dragon spit.
�I guess that about finishes your stupid, crazy idea about stealing an egg,� Faring smirked, as he commented on Gareth�s expression. �You can�t steal one if you can�t get up to the nest because of dragon spit coating everything around it.�
�No, it just makes it harder. I still have a few ideas.�
�Come on. You can�t walk on rocks that burn your skin with dragon spit every time you touch them. That stuff will eat right through your boots, too.�
�You�re wrong. The spit doesn�t burn everything. The rocks seem fine. Maybe I can get above and lower myself down with a rope and avoid it. Besides, there are plenty of stories of others who have stolen an egg and sold it for gold. Some must be true. I just have to figure out the best way.�
Faring�s eyes were on the sky as he said, �Those are just wild stories you picked up at the inn, but you don�t know nothing. Those old men drinking ale and cider at the Dun Mare Inn are natural liars. You�re crazier than a mad skunk if you think you�re gonna climb those slimy rocks. That acid�ll eat your skin right off your bones.�
�Acid?�
Faring suddenly looked as if he was sick, as if he�d found out that he�d just eaten a poison mushroom or spouted something he intended to withhold. His eyes dropped to the ground. He shuffled his feet and finally said, �Well, that�s what we call the stuff in Da�s tannery that eats the hair off hides. Acids. Different color and smell but they sort of do the same thing.�
Gareth turned to his friend. �So you�ve seen this acid before? And you didn�t warn me?�
�Didn�t think you were stupid enough to put your finger in it.�
Gareth smiled at the friendly insult. �If you use acid for tanning hides, you must have ways to keep it from burning you, or to keep it from it eating all the way through the hides.�
�Not touching it with our bare fingers usually works pretty well for us.�
�Funny. Now, answer me.�
�If I tell you, the next thing you know we�ll be back here on this mountain with you trying to climb on those black rocks. My guess is that the dragon�ll return and eat both of us.�
�I can get the egg and sell it in Briggs Crossing for more gold than I�ve ever seen in my life.�
�Okay, I�ll show you what I know about acid at the tannery. Tomorrow.� Head down again, Faring shrugged as he started the long climb down to where the small path that led down the side of the mountain began, careful to avoid any stray black patches. Every few steps he raised a wary eye on the sky.
Gareth followed, his spirits raised, and careful to avoid touching anything with his sore finger. Soon they reached the trail that led the way down the mountain in the direction of their village. Walking became easy, and they moved briskly and almost jauntily. More than a few jokes and barbs flew between them.
Faring said in a louder voice, �I still say you�ll die in the belly of that dragon if you try stealing an egg.�
�We just need a good, solid plan. We came here to gather information about the dragon and her nest, and now we know a lot more than we did.�
�Yes. Now we know to leave it alone,� Faring laughed.
�Listen, I promised to tell you why I must leave Dun Mare.�
Faring, still walking, spoke over his shoulder, his steps never faltering. �Yes. Why risk your stupid life for a handful of copper or silver coins when you can live a good life, safe in Dun Mare? Don�t you like working on the farm with Odd and his family?�
�I�m scared, Faring. It�s that simple.�
At that admission, Faring spun and searched Gareth�s face, as if it would somehow reveal an unknown truth. He sat on a fallen log and motioned Gareth to join him. �Listen. You�re a foot taller than me and twice as strong. How can you be so scared?�
Gareth sat heavily on the log and closed his eyes. A sudden chilly wind swept up the mountainside. It felt like the dreams he�d been having, cold and damp. �I�m not safe in Dun Mare. The night whispers tell me I have to leave or die. They�re getting stronger and clearer every night.�
�Come on, you�re scared of bad dreams like a baby?�
Gareth lowered his head. �Not dreams. Whispers. They come to me at night and tell me I�m in danger. They say I have to escape right away, or die.�
�I don�t understand.�
�Neither do I,� Gareth said so softly Faring barely heard.



CHAPTER TWO 

The red ox trudged ahead at a pace equaling Gareth�s sluggish movements. Gareth handled the plow ripping the earth into neat, even rows with practiced ease, however, a long morning tired him. Like most farmers, no matter how much it made him sore and sweat, he enjoyed the solitude of plowing. Gareth appreciated the act of getting the dark soil ready for the fall planting of winter rye.
The solitary activity also gave him mental relief and time to think. His body was larger and stronger than most his age, and he enjoyed the daily grind of working on Odd�s farm, but the warnings of the night whispers insisted his future lay elsewhere. Danger lay ahead in Dun Mare, mortal and immediate. Upon waking each morning, the whispers didn�t evaporate as did his dreams, and they warned him to be silent about revealing them.
The inn and the few houses clustered in Dun Mare were his home. He�d lived there since his earliest memories, yet he never belonged. Not really. Now, the night whispers insisted it was time to leave. They spoke louder and more often. They�d first started in the early spring and lasted all summer. He feared sleeping now. He also feared his sanity. But, he found he believed them and he had to leave Dun Mare.
The plow blade dug deep into the damp earth. Gareth twisted it to his left, avoiding a large root, then steered right around a boulder too big to move from the field. A hard summer rain had softened the soil three days ago, so the plow barely hesitated in its quest to slice open the fallow field of weeds, grasses, and wildflowers.� Gareth kept half an eye on the other two plows tilling the same land. Behind one was a farmer named Odd. He was the elder of the family that Gareth worked for, a wizened relic of indeterminable age. Whether the name signified his demeanor or something else, Gareth didn�t know for sure, and never asked. Across the wide expanse, Odd stumbled along behind his ox as he had for countless other seasons, content with his life cycle of plowing, planting, and harvesting.
The third plow broke earth ahead of a younger, more muscular version of Odd. Most called him Jared, Odd�s son. The size of Odd�s farm required three men to do the work of plowing. Odd�s oldest son had died of a fever four cold winters ago. At the urging of the teachers, Odd had hired Gareth for the third plow, along with planting, harvesting, and other chores as needed in exchange for a space to build a small cabin near the stream, and a share of food.
Sara, Odd�s youngest child, stood at the edge of the field in the shade of an elm, a blanket spread at her feet. More than old enough to marry, she remained a maiden, relishing in her simple life of caring for the two men in her family, and now for Gareth. She flashed a shy smile in his direction.
Odd and Jared left their plows and hurried towards her. Gareth moved his ox to a stand of fresh grass so the animal could also enjoy some mid-day feed. Then he rushed to catch up with the others, not so much for the noon meal but because Sara always carried fresh, cold water from the brook and her pleasant demeanor cheered him.
Sara spoke to Gareth as if asking the most important question of her young life, �Hungry?�
�Thirsty,� he replied, as was the custom. �But I can eat if I have to.�
Her smile warmed him as he accepted the mug of cool water. While she was, at least, ten years older, he never failed to feel attracted to her soft features and friendly ways. He could do a lot worse when the time came to select a wife. Too bad I won�t be here for much longer to face that decision.
Jared busied himself eating, but had nodded politely in Gareth�s direction as he arrived. Odd settled cross-legged on the blanket, a fistful of brown bread clenched in his left hand, a mug of water in his right and two cold chicken legs on the plate in from of him. He cleared his throat to attract Gareth�s attention, but instead of eating or speaking, his eyes centered on the far end of the field.
Gareth followed his gaze. Two figures stood, waiting. No telling how long they had been in sight. As always, both appeared tall, thin, and were dressed alike in the heavy, dark green robes of teachers.� They covered their heads with the peaked hoods typical for their sect, and robe hems falling down to their sandaled feet. Like the trees standing behind them, their erect and motionless posture displayed timeless patience.
Well, they�ll have to wait a little longer. Gareth turned his back and reached for the bread.
�You�d better go,� Sara said.
�I�m eating.�
�You know you have to . . .� She reached for the mug, tugging it from his reluctant fingers. �I�ll save your food, and enough water for a long pull.�
�Why do they only come for me?�
Odd interrupted in his soft, simple voice, �Go.�
Gareth spun and walked away, towards the teachers, head down and doing little to conceal his annoyance as he trudged across rows of lumped and freshly turned soil, and soft footing. Lately, his temper flared easily. Probably from lack of sleep because of the whispers waking him.
As he closed the distance, he realized they were new teachers instead of the familiar ones who gave him daily lessons to master. But they had the same look about them as all others in the past. Calm, slow to move or react, and sparse of words, the teachers appeared in the village of Dun Mare at random times, always wanting to speak with Gareth. Alone. They were always asking their questions and speaking of things old and far away, and people he�d never seen or met. History, math and reading, all of little use to a farmhand.
Folding his arms across his chest, he allowed his voice to take on an edge. �I have fields to plow, or I won�t earn my keep on the farm, and Odd will replace me with a field hand who works all day instead of sitting and speaking with teachers. If I lose my job, I�ll starve this winter.�
The two watched him with listless and uncaring eyes. They seemed deaf to the anger in his words, immune to his tone. The nearer one, the younger of the two, adjusted the edge of his hood slightly before speaking in a voice hardly louder than the rustle of a soft breeze on dry leaves. �You are hunting the egg of a dragon.�
Not a question. The words and tone formal.
Faring must have talked to someone about their trip up the mountain to the nest. No, he wouldn�t do that. Still, the word of their expedition had somehow reached the teachers. They always seemed to know more than was possible. And shared only what little they wished.
�Are you asking me about it?� Gareth asked, using a neutral/formal voice so he didn�t betray his feelings or fears.
�No. You are hunting the egg of a dragon. We have come to tell you that this activity must cease,� the same teacher said.
The other spoke as if continuing the same thought, �Female dragons protect their eggs against all, and will kill you just for being in the vicinity of a nest.�
The first took over the speech again without pause, �You are never to place yourself in mortal danger with such foolishness. This is not our wish, but a requirement. A demand, if you prefer.�
The second quickly continued, �Do you understand this requirement?�
Neither one of them had so much as slapped at an insect landing on them or even twitched in irritation as they flew around their heads. As usual, their hands remained hidden inside the voluminous long sleeves of their green robes. Their loose hoods covered their shaved heads, as was true of all teachers. The eyes below their shaved eyebrows rarely blinked. At least, it seemed that way. Their eyes seldom looked directly at his. They often focused somewhere past his left shoulder, as if looking directly at him was forbidden. Teachers were always beardless, a rarity in a land of bearded men. In that manner, he looked like them. Gareth noticed one stood slightly taller, but otherwise, they were nearly identical, as were all of them.
The night whispers didn�t like the teachers. They never said so directly, but he could feel the hatred in the murmurs. Gareth said in his even toned scholarly voice, �Now there are requirements and demands that you make of me? Do you make these same of others you teach?�
The slightly shorter one questioned him again without a change in expression or tone. �Do you understand the requirement, Master Gareth?�
�I understand what you�re saying,� Gareth said, thinking that understanding and obeying are two far different things. Then an idea came to mind to voice his protest. �However, when Odd has a requirement of me, he pays me in some way. Will you do the same?�
They exchanged glances, the most reaction from his questions that he�d seen from a pair of teachers in many years. Clearly, he walked on the new intellectual ground and held in a smile from erupting.
The taller one said, �That is not a question we are prepared to respond to at this time. However, we will ask about it on your behalf.�
Gareth looked from one to the other in a new light and took his time while thinking about the response. The teachers never revealed information, unless it was part of a well-prepared lesson. However, these two had thrown open doors. They said they would ask, which implied they were subservient to someone higher up. Therefore, it must be possible to negotiate payment, in some form or fashion. If not, they would have simply said no. His mind leaped from one idea to another, following a trail of mental stepping-stones, as if crossing a shallow creek on them. If payment could be negotiated, then the amount could be bargained for, too. He said, �You will ask if you might pay me to keep myself safe?�
�Life is valuable,� the shorter one said, quoting a well-known verse.
�Amen,� the other added as if one phrase brought the other automatically.
What else will they pay me for not doing?
The shorter one said, �In review, our task today was to explain that you are not allowed to hunt for dragon eggs. Additionally, we have agreed to ask on your behalf if you might be rewarded for your cooperation. When we receive an answer, you will be informed.�
They started walking away slowly, and as if they flowed over the ground instead of walked. Their actions appeared smooth, partially because their sandaled feet were hidden by the hems of the long robes, and their bodies remained motionless and upright as they walked with small steps, with no sway to either side, like feeling their way with their toes. They walked away from the village towards Broken Bow, a small village down the valley, but not the path Gareth would take if that was his destination.
Perhaps he should follow them to see where they went, and who they spoke to.
But, as always, he decided to let them go without interference. These days he had another objective that was more important. Once he escaped from Dun Mare he had to pay for sleeping at inns and for the food he would eat. He might need a mule to ride. Or clothing. All requiring silver and copper. Once on his own, he might need to supply for himself with necessities for a year or more. The future was unclear, and what he knew was murky at best.
The revelations of the short conversation raised his spirits and gave him fodder to think about for hours. Were these two teachers more careless than others he�d met over the years or was he becoming smarter, more devious, and able to ferret additional information from their few clues? The subject required intense and uninterrupted thought, most easily achieved while performing mindless work, such as walking behind an ox and plow. His mind would be busy after eating his mid-day meal.
He looked to the fields as he strode back through the rows of freshly turned dirt. Odd and Jared were already hard at it again. Sara sat on the blanket watching and waiting for him. He gave her a cheerful wave, and she raised a hand in response. It held the mug, presumably filled with cold spring water.
Suddenly he felt thirsty, again. Thirsty and more determined than ever to steal the egg of a dragon.



CHAPTER THREE 

Fields plowed and other chores completed, Gareth had left Odd�s farm waited for Faring under the shade of a sour apple tree in the late afternoon. The tree grew within sight of the village tannery, a spot where his friend was sure to appear sooner or later because it was on the path to Faring�s home. He sprawled on the late summer grass and nibbled an apple, tongue tingling with numbness from the sour juice. He ate several more, knowing too many would make his stomach ache, but also knowing the last fruit of the season was hanging on the tree. Hands clasped behind his head, he laid back and kept watch on the tannery fat the bottom of the hill for Faring, ignoring the putrid smells emanating from the place.
The warm afternoon and soft breezes worked their magic, and he drifted off to sleep, not waking until he heard harsh voices a dozen paces away. His eyes opened to find three of the workers from the tannery approaching, along with Faring�s Da, who wore an irritated expression.
Leading the way strode Bindle, a mean, cantankerous old man who feinted a kick in Gareth�s direction, before flashing a yellow-toothed grin devoid of humor. The second man, called Jessel, was Bindle�s best friend. The two seldom went anywhere alone. Jessel had beaten Gareth a dozen times in years past, usually for the pure pleasure of doing so, and to the taunts of Bindle. Two summers earlier Gareth had finally grown large enough to repay Jessel with a beating neither of them would forget. Therefore, his dislike of Gareth remained obvious.
Jessel snarled, �How�s it we work all day and you lay around and sleep the afternoon away, but you look as well-fed as us?�
Gareth continued to lay in the grass as he feigned a smile, determined to appear friendly and agreeable. �You�re right. I am both fatter, and better looking than you.�
�I say you�re just a lazy ass, sleeping away the day when you should be working like honest men.�
�Jessel, a man has got to have his beauty sleep if he expects to have all the pretties chasin� him,� Gareth smiled, watching the man ball fists from the corner of his eye. Gareth didn�t react, other than to close his eyes again. He�s too scared to fight me these days, but he still lets his mouth take control.
Seth, the third man, the one who hadn�t spoken yet, chuckled at Gareth�s answer. �Two or three coppers in your pocket and nothing to spend them on will help you with the pretties, too.� His voice held none of the venom of the others, and he always treated Gareth fairly, even acted friendly at times.
Faring�s Da had said nothing during the verbal exchanges, but the dislike in the glare he cast in Gareth�s direction said it all. He didn�t like strangers, and he didn�t like Gareth showing up in the village at age five looking different and acting different.�He had never approved of Gareth or offered friendship.
Gareth listened to the footsteps of the men crunch on the dry ground while they walked away, as he�d known they would. It was all predictable. He didn�t even smile at his small victory.
When they were out of hearing, Gareth opened his eyes and stretched, then climbed to his feet in time to see Faring trudging up the hill in his direction. Faring�s face lit up when he saw Gareth, his toothy grin appearing as it always did. �Waiting for me, are you?�
Gareth nodded, �That, and sharing a few pleasant words with your Da and the other good men he works with.�
�You be careful of Bindle. His mean streak is showing more each day. Workin� at the tannery sometimes does that to a man. Cow dumps are better smelling than the stinking hides we suffer with all day, and a leaky roof at night is my reward. Is Odd looking for another hand on his farm? I�m ready to move on where I don�t have to work so hard.�
�Things not going well?� Gareth asked, sensing concern in Faring�s tone.
�These days the price of leather hardly covers the cost of buying the skins and working them. Da says we can�t keep on like this.�
�But the tannery�s the biggest business in the village.�
�No more, if things don�t change.�
Gareth took a few moments to consider Faring�s words. Most people in the village earned money from the tannery in one fashion or another. All benefited. The implications scared him. �Does your roof really leak?�
�No. A little water seeps down one wall when it rains, is all.� He punched Gareth on the shoulder, �Come on, I wasn�t trying to make you sorry for me with my hard luck story.�
�If it makes you feel better, the roof on my hut leaks in a dozen places. I forget to fix it when the sun is out.�
�Sounds like you.� Faring plucked an apple from a low hanging branch, examined it, and tossed it aside as if he found a worm hole. He selected one hanging on a lower branch and took a bite that consumed almost half the apple. Between chewing he turned to Gareth, he said, �Did you come here to complain about a little water now and then?�
�No.� Gareth paused, then decided to plunge in and ask his questions. �Some new teachers came to speak with me today. They talked about us hunting the dragon egg. Who did you tell about us going up there to the mountain?�
�Tell? Me? I said nothing to anyone. My Da would put a strap on my butt if he knew.�
�Yet, they knew about it.�
Faring reached for another apple, his third. He sat in the soft grass and looked up at Gareth. �They know everything. At least, they like to act like it.�
Gareth sat down, facing him. �Three sour apples will make you sick. And teachers do not know everything. Today they ordered me to stop hunting for an egg. I asked them to pay me for not hunting dragon eggs.�
�You mean they�ll pay you for hunting an egg?�
�No, I asked them to pay me for not hunting or gathering dragon eggs. They said it was too dangerous, so I asked them for payment if I stay away from the nest.�
�Pay you for doing nothing? That�s crazy talk. I didn�t want to hunt any of those eggs anyhow, so they should pay me too,� Faring said, anger clear in his voice. �But, for you, they pull you away from your farm work and spend whole days teaching your dull mind subjects you don�t need to know. They make a special trip to talk to you up here in the upper end of the valley where nobody lives, and where the dragon lives. Then, they decide to pay you for not going egg hunting.�
�I wasn�t trying to upset you, Faring. Besides, they haven�t decided to pay me, or not.�
�If they do pay you for not goin� after eggs, you should share half of it with me.�
Gareth looked off into the distance, allowing his thoughts to simmer. Finally, he continued, �Why do they only talk to me? Only teach me? Have you ever heard about them talking or teaching anyone else?�
�No. They always watch you, too.�
�Really?� Gareth paused. This was a subject neither had discussed. For his part, Gareth saw the teachers much as he saw the workers at the tannery, the local farmers, and those who worked at the inn. Dun Mare was a small village, and he saw everyone, sooner or later--usually sooner. The teachers were like the people he�d see daily in his life, and he accepted them as he had the trees, hills, and mountains beyond. They were ever-present, and he�d grown accustomed to them. Faring suggested a path he�d never wandered. �They watch me? How? Different from everyone else?�
Faring nodded and said between chewing, �Since you came to Dun Mare when you were little, they watch you all the time. I�ve never seen a teacher about unless you�re near, and nobody had ever seen one of them before you came along. At least, that�s what elders in the village say.�
�Like they�re connected to me?�
�Listen, all I can say is if I see one of them green robes skulking about, I know you can�t be far off. Chances are, there�s one or two near us right now.�
Gareth glanced around but didn�t see any. But, Faring�s words held the ring of truth. He took a few heartbeats to think back. �A long time ago, when I slipped and fell into Dead Horse Pond and almost drowned, a teacher rushed out of nowhere, jumped in and rescued me.�
�See?� Faring said. �That�s what I�m sayin�. They�re always about when you are.�
�I remember that day clearly. I thought I was alone, and he showed up. Like magic.�
�Remember when you hurt your leg on the path to the high orchards a few winters ago? You couldn�t walk, and the night was coming on, fast. You�d have frozen up there.�
�Except a teacher came along and helped me limp back to Odd�s farm,� Gareth said, almost in wonderment. �I guess I�ve been so used to them being around over the years I never spent the time to think about them, instead of just the lessons.�
Faring tossed the apple core. �You�re supposed to be so smart, but everyone else in the village knows about it.�
�So you think they�re more than teachers? You think they�re here to protect me?�
�Seems so.�
Gareth considered. It made sense. There were others things, too. It had been the teachers who worked out the deal with Odd that provided work on the farm and the hut he lived in. Also, there were the �gifts� he sometimes found at his door. Meat or vegetables. Sometimes fruit, and a maybe even a new shirt if he needed one because of acid holes from dragon spit on the old one. All of these things had been a part of his life for as long as he could remember, and he had accepted them as normal, but they were not. At least, not normal for others. Just him.
Faring waited, watching his friend think.
Gareth finally said, �Everyone sees things I don�t. Makes me feel stupid.�
�Fact is, sometimes you are stupid. Like right now. You�re asking yourself all the wrong questions.�
Leaning closer, Gareth said, �What would you ask?�
�I would ask the �whys.' That�s what�s really important. Why are they here? Why do they watch you? Why are you so important that teachers come all the way from down-valley to teach you, and why are there probably ten of them here in Dun Mare to watch you all the time? That�s a lot of whys.�
Abruptly, Gareth stood. �I want to see something in the tannery.�
�You�ve been in there a hundred times, and don�t like the smell of it.�
Gareth held out a hand to help the younger boy stand. �Get off your lazy butt and lead the way. This is important.�
Faring stood, but hesitated. �It�s about that dragon egg again, isn�t it? You hate the stink down there in the tannery, so what other reason is there to go?�
They walked together, down the well-used path at the edge of the forest and to the unlocked tannery door. The stench increased with each step, but neither commented on it. Once inside the dim interior of the large stone building, Gareth said, �Show me the acid you use to eat the hair off skins, and makes them soft.�
�In the back.� Faring led the way and pointed outside to stone-lined vats containing thick, dark liquids emitting foul smells, surrounded by hundreds of hairless hides hung to dry in the sun on wood racks and stretcher frames. Some were bare skin on both sides while others still held fur. Faring waved an arm. �The hides with hair on them soak in a mixture of water and ash, then we scrape them clean and stretch them in the sun. The bare leather has been soaked in acid to get the last of the hair off, or to soften it.�
Gareth took it all in, recognizing horse, cow, sheep, and the skins of other small wild animals trapped in the area on the stretchers. The skins turned his stomach at the death they represented. No matter how hard Odd made him work on the farm, it was a better to grow plants and raise animals than this place of death. He pointed. �After you soak those skins, and the acid softens them, how do you stop the process? I mean, the acid would eat away the whole skin if you did nothing, right?�
Faring pointed to other vats set in neat rows, each large enough for three or four people to bathe at the same time if they held water.
�What�s in them?� Gareth said.
�The first vat in each row is called blue acid. The next has a kind of soda water mixture, usually with ash.� The next vat�s a milder acid to soften skins further. Then more soda and water and, of course, a few other things depending on what kind of skin. We just pour the right jars in the right vat with the skins. They clean and soften the hides so the leather doesn�t get too hard and stiff while drying.�
�How do you know what goes into which vat? I mean there�s a system, right?�
Faring pointed to splashes of color painted on the stone sides of each vat, then to clay jars neatly lined up on racks standing alongside the building. Each jar had a splash of color matching one on the vats. Some red, some blue, or green, and others brown. Each jar was large enough to weigh as much as a small boy.
Gareth walked the few steps to the first vat, one with a blue slash of color, and nearly gagged from the putrid stench. �If I place my finger in there, what happens?�
�It burns like hell while the acid eats your flesh off the bone.�
�If I put my finger in there and then quickly move it into the next vat?�
Faring drew a deep breath, obviously understanding where the questions were going. �If your finger�s already hurting from the acid, it�ll still hurt. Soda in the next vat won�t heal nothin�. But, if you get acid on you and splash on some water mixed with soda fast enough, nothing happens. Probably.�
�Probably?� Gareth reached for a stoneware ladle and carefully scooped some acid, then he peered closely at it. The mixture moved like thick cream. He glanced at his friend and gave him a reassuring smile. Gareth knelt and poured a measure on the flat surface of a dry pave stone. He watched. There was no visible reaction. No hiss or smoke. He looked at the second vat.
�Don�t do it,� advised Faring.
Gareth emptied the remainder of the ladle back into the vat containing acid, then moved to the second vat, the one that stilled the action of the acid according to Faring. He ladled another measure and poured the soda mix onto the same pave stone, covering the acid and stirred the two. There was a hint of steam and a slight hiss. A few small bubbles formed, then nothing. He placed his finger near the acid and looked at Faring.
�It shouldn�t hurt you, Gareth. But who knows?�
Gareth dipped his index finger and moved to the vat of soda water in one motion. He held his finger above the surface, waiting for the first hint of pain, or, at least, the heated tingling he�d felt at the base of the dragon�s nest when he�d touched the dragon spit.
Nothing happened.
�Fool,� whispered Faring.
Both waited.
Gareth examined his finger. No redness. No pain.
�That�s just part of the problem solved,� Faring said. �There�s still a mother dragon who�s goin� to eat you. No amount of gold�s worth that.�
�I wonder what your Da will say about that if you hand him enough silver and gold to keep his tannery open.�
Faring touched the wetness on the pave stone with his index finger to test it himself, and shrugged.
Gareth said, �We still need to know more about the teachers. When and why they follow me, but I don�t think they�re going to tell me if I ask I�ve been thinking about what you said. The teachers seem to follow me everywhere. Let�s change things up. How about you follow them? See where they go and what they do.�
�Why follow them? I might as well just follow you, and make it easier on all of us.�
�Listen to me, Faring. I doubt if they�ll watch to see if they�re followed because they�re too keen doing the following, themselves. I want you to find how many of them are around me at different times of the day. Are they always there? Are there times when I can sneak off without them? If they followed us all the way to the nest, we need to change our plans, or they might try to prevent me from going, again.�
�You think they allowed you go to the nest the first time. Why did we get away with it?� Faring said.
�We took them by surprise. By the time they figured out where we were going, we were already there, and the dragon flying overhead must have kept them standing still to avoid being seen by it while we went higher to the nest. They�ll make sure it doesn't happen again.�
�If too many of the teachers are following you, you�ll have to quit this crazy egg stealing idea, I�m thinking. So, I�ll do it.�
�Deal,� Gareth grinned and spit in his palm to shake on it.



CHAPTER FOUR 

Two days later, Gareth headed for the tannery, again. He timed his arrival for well after the regular workers had departed. Fairing, as the youngest worker in the tannery, performed the cleaning chores and usually left much later. Gareth would meet with him at their normal meeting place under the sour apple tree. However, when Faring didn�t emerge at his regular time, Gareth stood and walked down the hillside. Holding his breath, he entered the barn-like stone structure of the main building.
The dim light inside revealed Faring sweeping the age-darkened wood floors with a straw broom. Faring glanced at him and turned his head back down to continue working. Gareth said, �You�re working later than normal.�
�Da needs me to do extra these days. He let Mr. John go.�
�Mr. John�s always been a good worker, hasn�t he?�
�We don�t have the money to pay him.�
Gareth shook his head and said, �It must really be getting tough to make ends meet. Your Da�s always paid fair wages for a day�s work.�
�That he has, but you can�t pay what you don�t have.�
Faring�s tone sounded sour. A change of subject seemed called for. �Listen, when you followed the teachers, what did they do after I went into my hut at night?�
�That again?� Faring�s voice now sounding flat and unemotional as he pushed the broom in a listless manner, eyes averted. Finally, as if deciding to speak on the subject, he paused. �Sometimes they went to the village and stayed in rooms at the inn. Other times they slept in barns or in spare rooms on farms. Never at Odd�s farm because he don�t like them.�
�None stayed near my hut and watched me all night?�
�No. Why would they?�
Gareth smiled. �So I couldn�t sneak out and take the supplies we need up the mountain to the dragon nest.�
Faring ignored the smile and shook his head. �You don�t need me to go back up there with you.�
�I can carry all my supplies there by myself if I have to, but it�ll take extra trips,� Gareth said, looking away from Faring�s pleading face. In a softer tone, he said, �I can really use your help.�
�I don�t want any part of your craziness.�
�Half the profits are yours.� Gareth moved closer, flashing a wide smile of encouragement.
Faring pushed his broom faster as if trying to escape. �More like, I�m half the meal for that dragon. No. You go ahead and take what you want from the tannery. I won�t tell on you, but I won�t help you more than that. Get one of the older boys in the village, someone strong and stupid who�ll risk his life for a few coins.�
�I don�t trust any of them. Besides, this is how you and I can get rich. It�s our deal.� Gareth used in his most convincing manner.
He started to go on, using other arguments but paused. He had mentioned the night whispers to Faring only once and didn�t plan to again. If word of the warnings leaked it would be twice as hard to escape from the teachers, if at all possible. Lately, Faring acted too stressed to trust in that manner. He was two or three years younger than Gareth, so should feel no heavy responsibility at his age, but with the problems at the tannery he was not his old self.
Gareth turned and examined the wall shelves neatly lined with the jars of acid, soda solution, and others powders and liquids. Heavy leather aprons and equally heavy gloves hung from large pegs on the wall. At the farm, Odd had a large coil of strong hemp rope in the barn. His plan came together in an instant.
�Okay, I�ll tell you what. I�ll pay you to help me carry supplies up the hill to the top of the cliffs above the nest. I can manage the rest on my own.�
Faring paused and leaned on the broom handle while shaking his head. �I never told you this. After we were trapped under the dragon�s nest that day, my mind fills up with visions of angry dragons at night, every night. I see that ugly dragon flying along and carrying my headless body in her mouth like she did with that deer.�
�Then, how do you know it�s you if there�s no head?� Gareth laughed.
�I recognize my big feet,� Faring snapped, a smile threatening to break out, then failing.
�I�m sorry, it�s no joke. Listen, we�ll talk again in a few days. Right now, I�ve got some serious thinking and planning to do.� Gareth hurried off, careful to follow the usual path to his hut, at his usual pace, but as he rounded the first wide bend and was shielded by the forest to any following, he stepped into the depths of deep shadow under a tree and waited. He�d made many similar moves in the last few days. Within fifty heartbeats, a pair of teachers wearing their green robes appeared, silently traveling the exact same route.
Faring was right. They were always nearby. Following. Watching. Observing, but not interfering unless he was in danger or they were instructing him. The two noticed him standing in the shadows and floated to a stop, together as one, a few dozen paces away. Gareth locked eyes with the nearest. The other seemed not to see him, his focus far off.
Gareth still felt uneasy, as if more eyes watched him. Before speaking he let his gaze roam around, exploring and penetrating each shadow of the dense woods, every tree trunk, and shrub. Deeper in the forest a vague outline revealed another robed man standing perfectly still, almost invisible unless someone looked directly at him. Gareth continued his examination and located a fourth teacher standing motionless near the edge of the path, partially concealed by a tall stump covered in blackberry vines.
There could be more. But at least four of them watched him all the time, these days. Probably because they had become suspicious of his actions after the first trip to the nest. They would protect him against his own will. Had they always watched his actions this closely? He didn�t know, but his plans to steal the egg must change, and he would have to evade them. He chose the teacher standing alone on the path. He looked like every other teacher Gareth had known. Gareth walked aggressively in that direction, half expecting the teacher to flee at his swift approach, although none had ever done so. As he neared, Gareth said in a calm voice, �I want to speak with you.�
�As you will.� The formal voice was barely more than a whisper, yet carried as if a shout. The eyes of the teacher settled on Gareth, and under the shaved eyebrows he hardly blinked. The effect unnerved most, but Gareth was used to it.
�Do your friends in the woods need to join us?�
�If you desire, Master Gareth. I will call to them.�
Gareth shrugged off the offer. He realized in the past that this man had instructed him in history and mathematics, and was one of the most frequent visitors to Odd�s farm. The two who had followed behind Gareth on the path remained immobile a hundred steps away, watching and patiently waiting. The last of them still stood partially hidden and made no attempt to join them. �Teachers follow me everywhere. Why do they do that?�
�Your safety, as well as the safety of others, is our concern.�
�But, you are primarily concerned with my safety. Right?�
�We are teachers and followers of our god�s will. We are concerned with the welfare and safety of all.�
Doubletalk. Be specific. �Yet you only teach me. I have never heard of you teaching others.�
Silence. They stared at each other.� Gareth decided to outlast him and fought his own blinking.
�Is that a question?�
�Yes,� Gareth waited while taking, at least, five slow breaths and still not blinking.
�In that case, your answer is that we teach many students, both near and far. Do you have any other questions for me this day, Master Gareth?�
�I do. You teachers come and talk to me about things that happened in the past, and the shape of the world and happenings in kingdoms I�ve never heard of. You teach me math, reading and writing, but you don�t teach Faring, or any others living in Dun Mare. My only other question is, why only me?�
�It is not my decision to determine which students are deemed worthy or necessary to teach. Nor is it my choice of what subjects you are to learn.�
That�s as good as admitting someone else is in charge of those things. �Who decides them?�
He spread his limp hands. �I do not personally know them, or their names. I simply follow my calling.�
�What if I decide not to study with you anymore?�
�Why would you even threaten such a childish thing, Gareth? You are intelligent, and usually, you ask more questions than we can answer because you are curious, and your mind is quick. It makes no sense for you to threaten to cease learning, and it may be impossible for you to do so. Therefore, I suspect this is a rhetorical question, and you will continue your studies.�
Gareth saw the double-talk for what it was and accepted it for both the truth and an evasion at the same time. No teacher had ever lied to him, as far as he knew. Lately, though, he had come to recognize some of the deft verbal maneuvers they used to avoid specific answers. Still, he might get relevant information if he asked the right questions in the right manner. Besides, the teachers were not the only ones who could shift the truth with a few words.
�My finger touched black slime under the dragon nest they call dragon spit. It hurt. What is that stuff?�
The teacher stepped forward and gently took Gareth�s hands in both of his own, examining the fingers while answering. �Some uneducated peasants believe that dragons actually spit fire, but that is not the truth. They spit a caustic substance, not unlike that of a spitting snake, or that of many other poisonous creatures. In the case of dragons, it prevents small animals from climbing the rocks and cliffs to reach their nests and vulnerable eggs during nesting season. They also use it as a weapon when they attack their enemies. Your fingers appear to have suffered no permanent harm.�
Telling the teacher his fear of dragon slime and the pain he suffered might lower the intensity of his surveillance. They�d think he wanted no part of a dragon from now on. �I�m mostly healed. But, I wouldn�t want to hurt like that again. Teacher, what would you use on yourself if a dragon spits on you?�
�I would use a very quick prayer because I am certainly going to die.�
Gareth met his penetrating eyes with his own, searching for signs of humor and finding none. He said truthfully, �I never intend to get that close to a dragon again.� Because I will rob the nest and be gone long before the dragon returns.
The teacher almost smiled as he shifted the hood over his bald head and pulled the front edge down low to protect his eyes from the sun. �Do you have more questions of me, Master?�
�No.� Then Gareth thought of another, and blurted, �Are there always, at least, four teachers near me?�
�Lately, yes.�
That answer told him all he needed. His venture to the nest had forced increased security, which was why there were now so many of them near him all day long. Without saying good-bye, Gareth spun on his heel and walked away. He�d caught the guarded warnings in the tone of the conversation, and in the admission that more teachers were watching him than before. That gave him a lot to consider. The admission was not a mistake or a slip of the tongue. Teachers didn�t make that sort of slip. They were telling him of the consequence of his venture. He�d gone to the nest. Placed himself in danger. They were protecting him. And warning him.
Faring was right. Gareth didn�t understand how he had missed the obvious when his friend had seen it from the beginning. Could the teachers have misled him, or influenced his perceptions? Had the many days sitting under a tree on Odd�s farm and listening to their stories misled him? Or the cold winter days studying beside the warm stove in the barn swayed his thoughts? Yes, they could have, all of them, and probably did.
His mind reviewed the new information as he walked along the edge of the pine forest towards his hut. The teacher he�d talked to along the path said they also taught other people, but he knew there were no others nearby who received instruction. That told him the teachers were an organization spreading over a larger area. They formed some sort of protective unit, with him as their center, but they also looked out for others. At least, they inferred they taught others.
The teacher had evaded the questions about who was ordering them to watch over him, and why. It gave him the feeling that his teachers were not the friends he�d always imagined them to be. He had to be careful in his escape because if he failed there might not be the second attempt. The night whispers hinted of others who were dangerous, too. Those others seemed to hate the teachers most of all, but there was no liking for the teachers. The tendrils of information from the night whispers shifted and oozed around him when he slept like a heavy fog. They were so real in his dreams, but when he reached out to touch them, there was nothing there.
As he entered his hut, the sun settled low in the sky. He glanced at the forest across the stream and spotted two of the teachers that had been shadowing him. He�d kept them marginally in sight as he walked, so he knew where to look. The other two, the ones who had been lurking deeper in the forest, were unseen, yet he believed them still close. He pulled the rickety door shut, threw the bolt closed, and fell onto his sleeping pallet without eating.
Several times he woke and looked up to the single small window on his east wall. When he judged it completely dark, he eased the door open and quietly slipped outside. The moon was near full. If they watched, he would be easily spotted, so he slipped into the shadows and moved to the path that led up the side of the mountain. While seeing his way in the moonlight presented no problem, he still kept to the shadows, making two full revolutions of the hut and surrounding area. He found no indication of any teachers lurking in the forest. Gareth made his way to the tannery and carried off a half-empty container of the soda solution, a scruffy leather apron that looked as if it hadn�t been used in years, and a pair of cast-off leather gloves that rose to his elbows. He moved past his hut along the path in the direction of the dragon nest and hid his goods under tangled brambles when he tired.
Gareth raced back and slept the rest of the night. The night whispers came again, almost as soon as he closed his eyes. He shouted in his mind that he was preparing to leave Dun Mare so they could stop tormenting him. They quieted for the remainder of the night as if they understood, almost becoming soothing.
Three mornings later, the plowing was completed and the seed for winter crops sown. Odd had little use for Gareth until spring, other than minimal daily chores a farm in winter needs, and of course, splitting firewood for use during the heavy snowfalls and cold nights. The supplies he�d taken from the tannery were now hidden much closer to the nest, carried a further distance each night. Along with the heavy apron and pair of gloves, he managed to remove the rope from the barn at Odd�s farm without notice, and had coiled it over his shoulder to carry. He�d sewn a crude leather sack with a shoulder strap from a scrap of leather he�d found at the tannery for the dragon egg he intended to steal.
It was almost time.
He had located his supplies close enough to the mountain top that another single trip would move everything into position directly above the nest. A bare cliff fell down the other side of the mountain from that high peak, and from there he could look directly down and see the nest. He cautioned himself to think about only snatching one egg, no matter how tempting the others might be. All the stories said that dragons laid two or three eggs. Sometimes four. If a man clever and brave enough managed to take one, the dragon would do its utmost to find and punish the thief, but would soon return to the nest to guard the remaining eggs. Taking all the eggs meant the dragon would pursue a man for weeks; maybe months, if he lived that long. There were tales of dragons going on rampages from the theft of all their eggs, destroying whole towns and villages. He couldn�t put the people of Dun Mare at that sort of risk.
So far, Gareth had managed to avoid the teacher�s attention on his nightly excursions, all of them. He�d carefully examined his footprints when returning to his hut each night, making sure no obvious prints were present, then erasing or scuffing any other evidence of his passing. True, someone knowledgeable of basic tracking wouldn�t be fooled for a heartbeat, but Gareth doubted the teachers were looking for evidence of his excursions, or that they knew what to look for.
More teachers came to Odd�s farm each morning, filling his head with more stories and lessons. He tried to pay attention. Every year, as the farm chores decreased in the fall, the teachers filled his free time with lectures, as a parade of them sat with him, usually within the comfort of the barn. A small stove kept them warm and provided additional light.
Six days after his last discussion with the teachers about ceasing his efforts to steal an egg all his supplies were in place. He was safely in his hut in the early evening, resting, but not sleeping. He been sleeping later than usual each morning after his excursions, but nobody mentioned it if they noticed. Then, at the main farmhouse, he split wood until the woodshed could hold no more, his final chore for the winter. He wouldn�t want to do less than Odd required, or disappoint the old man in any manner.
In the afternoon, he walked to the tannery and waited near the sour apple tree, again. The putrid smell was barely noticeable for the first time in memory. He was either getting used to it or the breeze blew it away. Finally, tired of waiting, he walked closer to the tannery and noticed that no smoke rose from the chimney, which was unusual. There was no movement of workers. No voices shouting orders or insults. He ran the rest of the way down the slope and pushed open the heavy oak doors of the main building. �Anybody here?�
Echoes answered. He rushed through the vacant shed to the area of vats and found most of them empty of any liquid. No hides floated in them. None hung to dry on the stretchers. The usual banter of workers trading verbal barbs was absent. The tannery felt as dead as the skins that had been worked there.
Gareth spun and ran back to the main door, intent on locating Faring. Why hadn�t he heard the tannery was closed? Was Odd�s farm so isolated that important news never reached it? Or were the teachers that had been there daily keeping that information from him? Teachers had been at the farm lecturing him, and nearly every day there had been other lessons, yet none mentioned the tannery closing. As he pushed through the door to leave, he noticed a teacher standing motionless only a few steps away, near the edge of the trees. It was a familiar teacher who seemed to hold a certain amount of affection for him, if such a thing was possible. He didn�t even bother searching for the second one he knew would be close. �Teacher, what�s going on, here?�
�You can see for yourself this tannery has ceased operation.�
�But how are Faring and his Da going to earn a living?�
�That question is not within my realm of knowledge. Nevertheless, the tannery has finished operating. The people who once worked here will move on and find employment in other places, I am sure.�
�Where�s Faring?�
The teacher shifted positions and slipped each hand into the opposite sleeve as if delaying answering. �Our duties do not include knowing the whereabouts of others.�
Not lying, but not telling the truth, either. The whispers called teachers �the Brotherhood� as if that meant something relevant and ominous, but his mental image of them remained one of a teacher. Mentioning the name �Brotherhood� might tell them he was gaining information from another source. For the last few nights, the whispers had become louder, more insistent, the words they hissed almost understandable. Without hesitation, Gareth turned and marched up the hill in the direction of Faring�s house at the far edge of Dun Mare.
�I have the answer to a question you asked several days ago,� the teacher said as he matched Gareth�s fast stride.
It was unusual for a teacher to walk that fast, and even more unusual that he seemed to be alone. Gareth glanced to either side and into the surrounding forest. He didn�t find another, but didn�t mention it. �An answer to what?�
�Paying money for not placing yourself in danger is not a reasonable request. Therefore, it has been rejected.�
Gareth�s concern for his friend still foremost in his mind paused near the top of the hill and faced the teacher, his anger growing as the situation of the tannery resolved itself. �Then, there is nothing that prevents me from returning to the nest and stealing an egg, is there?�
�Of course, there is,� the teacher replied calmly without panting from the climb, as Gareth did. �Your sense of self-preservation and common sense will keep you safe. The earlier venture to the nesting site was simply a youthful learning experience. Now that you understand the hazards of such excursions we believe you will never venture that close to a dragon nest again.�
�I see what you mean,� Gareth said, controlling the tone of his voice to avoid sounding angry or distrustful. Agreeing with the teachers did not mean he had to obey.
That simple but revolutionary idea instantly transformed his way of thinking. He concealed a wry grin.
Gareth started walking again, neither leaving the teacher nor inviting him along. The teacher remained at his side, matching strides. Gareth panted, �I�m going to see Faring to offer my condolences about the tannery closing. Any objection?�
�On the contrary. We would expect no less of a gentleman.�
We. Gentleman. The teachers often referred to him as a gentleman and themselves in the plural. Usually, they deferred to him as they would any person of high position, or at least in the way it was described in the history lessons.� Yet, he was a penniless orphan who plowed the earth behind an ox and split firewood for a meager living.
Instead of taking the longer and well-used road to Dun Mare, Gareth cut across a mire and quickly stepped through the damper sinks, ignoring the wetting his boots received. The air above the swamp buzzed with the whines of hungry mosquitoes, gnats, and swarms of tiny, biting, no-see-ums, an insect far more offensive than most because they bit before you knew they were there. Gareth ignored the variety of insects landing on his bare skin and walked faster. The shortcut brought him to a series of low, tree covered hills thick with tangled underbrush, and finally to a small hill at the rear of the house where Faring and his Da lived.
The teacher still matched his rapid pace without displaying any signs of exertion. Somehow that made Gareth angry, but he said nothing and fought to control his breathing.
Gareth hadn�t visited Faring�s tiny cabin in a long while because Faring�s Da frowned on his lowly status as an orphan and silently discouraged all his visits. A vegetable garden surrounded the old cabin, used to plant different kinds of beans, berries, red and white turnips, carrots, and several other fruits and vegetables.
Faring�s Ma had left the two of them long ago, dancing to the tune of a minstrel with a soft voice and pleasing smile. Faring�s chores included many his Ma used to do; planting, weeding, and caring for the garden, as well as preparing most meals. His duties at the tannery prevented him from spending much time in the garden. Usually, it was more of a patch of wild growth than the well-tended garden it appeared to be today.
Barefoot, Faring knelt between rows of corn, furiously digging weeds from furrows with a hand-shovel stabbing the rocky ground and throwing each weed at least twice as far as necessary. The corn stalks stood head-high, with tassels turned brown and ears almost ready to harvest. One glance at the freshly overturned dirt between the plants and the pile of wilting weeds in the rows told of the hours spent working the garden over the last days.
As Gareth approached, Faring spotting him and slowly stood, hands on hips. His eyes flicking from the teacher to Gareth, and back again. He threw a fistful of weeds to the other side of the corn as if in frustration, not caring where they landed. �Go away. I got lots of work to do.�
�Never saw your garden look this good,� Gareth said.
Faring kicked at the dirt with a bare toe. �Never had the time to care for it properly. Since the tannery closed, we got nothing but free time, so I work it all day while Da lifts mugs of ale at the inn.� Faring�s thumb jabbed in the teacher�s direction. �Why�s he here with you?�
�He�s a teacher.�
�I know who and what he is. I asked why�s he with you.�
Gareth turned and faced the smooth-faced man in the green robe. �Perhaps you�d like to answer Faring?�
The teacher turned and faced Faring. �My mission today, as always, is to educate Gareth. If he does not remain on farmer Odd�s farm where we can do our lessons, I must travel with him to pass along any meager lessons that I may provide.�
Faring said to Gareth, �My Da thinks we might have to move down-valley near Queensgate. There�s another tannery there, and maybe he can combine operations with the owner. Or maybe Da can get work there for himself. He intends to sell me for a hired hand to anyone with enough coin, for at least a year. Maybe after that, maybe we can live close enough to be friends again.�
Sell? Faring? Gareth said, �What do you mean, he needs to sell you?�
Faring hung his head. �I have few skills so I won�t bring much, but Da needs every coin he can raise to work out a deal, at least the ones left over after paying for his ale.�
The teacher slowly turned, and he examined the tiny cabin. His eyes lingered on the state of disrepair of the roof, shifted to the rocky, infertile ground the cabin sat upon, and the teacher unexpectedly spoke up, �Learning a skill for a year might not be the worst thing for you, master Faring.�
Both Faring and Gareth turned to face him. Teachers seldom volunteered information of any sort, and the comment came as a surprise.
The teacher appeared almost confused by his own outburst, then stood up straighter before continuing, �My point was perhaps unwelcome, obscure, and thoughtless. I apologize. I thought that since this is not the most desirous plot of land on which to grow a garden, and it will not sustain you and your Da over time, certainly not the winter, a change might be in order. Your cabin is old, rotted, and unless I�m mistaken, termite infested. In a year, it will be a mound of wood pulp overgrown with weeds. On the other hand, a year of servitude for a young man, such as yourself, might teach you the beginnings of a trade to last you a lifetime.�
Gareth took a step nearer to the teacher. �Are those the first words you have ever spoken to Faring?�
�Possibly. I do not remember.�
Gareth looked at his friend for confirmation. With Faring�s nod, he continued, �Last year the tannery was the largest and most profitable business in Dun Mare, other than the inn. They had money to buy food and pay the men working for them a fair wage. Now it�s closed, and the owner�s looking for a job in the lower valley while his son is to be sold as a slave for a year. Sold somewhere far away from Dun Mare, I�m guessing.�
Faring edged a step closer to the teacher, too. �Yes, a strange set of happenings, if you ask me. Almost as if someone, or some group of people, wants me to leave Dun Mare.�
Do not allow this teacher to evade your questions. Gareth said, �Teacher, have you ever lied to me?�
�I am not permitted to lie.�
�Then answer this. Are you trying to separate Faring and me? Is that what this is all about?�� Faring asked, his voice cold and sounding far older than his years. �Are you responsible for the tannery failing?�
�Which of your questions do you wish me to answer?� The teacher asked, his voice gentle and soft as the meow of a kitten as he tried to slip away from the real question.
Gareth knew well the many loopholes the teacher could squirm through if asked the wrong questions. Faring was not used to the manner of speaking that obtained answers from teachers. He said, �Teacher, why did the price of tanned leather go down?�
�It is a simple business process, easy to understand. The trading company down-valley offered less for tanned leather than it paid in years past. It was the single buyer for the skins processed at the tannery, and in turn, it sold the skins in large cities.�
�Does this trading company down-valley have new owners, by chance?� Gareth slowly asked. �Say in the last season or two?�
�I believe it does.�
Faring edged closer again, and Gareth held out his arm blocking him from advancing on the teacher. Faring said, �Who would these new owners be?�
�I do not know specific names.�
�Are they teachers? Or do they have any direct connection to teachers?� Gareth asked, his voice low and controlled.
The teacher�s eyes focused on a vacant space behind them instead of making direct contact. His voice was soft as a warm summer breeze. �I believe that may be a correct assumption. They may be related in a fashion.�
Faring�s face reddened even more.
Gareth also looked away. The realization that in some ways he was the reason for the tannery closing and for his friend being sold into servitude stilled his tongue. People had lost their livelihood, and people would go hungry if they did not find work elsewhere. It�s my fault.
The teacher then looked to each of them in turn, his face still and solemn. Almost sad. Wordlessly, he turned and walked away.



CHAPTER FIVE 

The sound of footsteps outside his hut alerted Gareth someone was there, but only because he was listening intently for the sound. The crescent moon had already risen, so he doubted it was one of the teachers. They would be snug in their beds, believing him to be also. A soft whistle was the signal he�d been waiting for from Faring, notifying him all was clear after he circled the hut. It finally sounded. Gareth threw back the door and stepped into the crisp night air.
This is it.
Gareth glanced into the hut for the last time. A few worthless trinkets sat on the shelf near the window. An armful of split oak and strips of cedar kindling stood in the wood bin, and a clean bowl with a small chip on the rim held a wooden spoon. He blew out the single candle and eased the door closed.
Faring stood outside carrying another clay jar containing dry soda, smaller than the first Gareth had carried to the hoard hidden on the mountain above the nest.
�You sure about this?� Gareth asked quietly, picking his way up the path and trying to think of all the possible options and problems in stealing the egg and then in getting away. How do you sell a dragon egg and how much do you ask for it? The ideas swirled in his mind at the same time, until everything jumbled. �You don�t have to help me. I know you�re scared.�
Faring didn�t answer for several long seconds, which seemed like hours. When he did, his voice carried anger of a sort Gareth seldom heard. �Your damn teachers bought the trading company that buys our leather. They gave us less and less money for each shipment and charged more for supplies until Da couldn�t continue. They intentionally put us out of business just so they could split you and me up, no matter how many others it hurt.�
�Why�s it so important for them to keep us apart?�
Faring shrugged. As if dismissing the idea, or the desire to talk, he pushed ahead faster, forcing Gareth to do the same to keep up. The narrow path rose through the foothills to a steep rise as they trudged along. Few came this way since the black dragon had built her nest on the cliff as the winter snows melted.
�You�ll be too tired to do anything when we get up there if you don�t slow down,� Gareth said.
�Maybe so, but I want you to know I won�t climb down the damn cliff where the nest is. I won�t get burned black by dragon spit like that grass. And if that ugly dragon eats me I�ll hold it against you forever.�
Gareth chuckled, and the tension between them seemed to float away on the still night air. Their pace slowed to a brisk walk that Gareth would have enjoyed if his breath didn�t come in gasps and his chest didn�t hurt. The higher they climbed, the more scared he became. This is it, he repeated to himself over and over.
Faring had traveled in silence as they climbed the foothills. When they started up the last, and steepest incline of the mountain itself, he abruptly said, �I think they want us apart because with me gone they�ll be the only ones around to put information or ideas into your empty head. They don�t want you to have a mind of your own, listening to me and my ideas. Maybe they blame me for taking you to the dragon�s nest. It doesn't matter. They just keep coming here to Dun Mare year after year and teaching you only what they want you to know. Like they own you.�
The night whispers had hinted at much the same idea. He felt guilty not talking to Faring about them more than the little he�d once shared, but held his tongue anyway. It was always disconcerting to listen to Faring spout his ideas and observations�often they were far in advance of his age. �I don�t understand, either. I�m just a farmer boy.�
�So, you say. But, I�ve been thinking on that, too. My Da says there�s nobody who does things for free in this world. Somebody�s always paying for everything. Who�s paying the teachers for your learning? That brings up another �why.� Why would someone pay for you to learn in the first place? Eight or ten teachers to watch you, every day, at least, four hovering around you at a time. Can�t be cheap. Besides, buying that fur trading company down valley must have cost them a few silvers, too.�
Faring�s right. Somebody�s always paying, and they pay a lot. Who and why? �Do you have any ideas about why?�
�Nope. Doesn�t make a damn lick of sense.�
�You said, damn, again. Your Da frowns on cursing.�
�Things are changing fast around our place. He drinks too much to hear how I talk.�
The path carried them higher into the mountains, up above the maples and oak of the valley to where more pine and fir grew. The smell of the air seemed scented. The heavy underbrush thinned. Their route climbed steep areas where the footing became rocky and unsure. They watched their feet and looked for obstacles on the path instead of talking. Near sunrise, Faring said, �Well, we�re getting close to the top. I guess your stash of supplies is hidden around here?�
Ignoring the question, Gareth found a bare spot of ground covered in pine needles. He fell heavily to the ground and sucked in the air that didn�t seem to be enough to satisfy his demands. �We�re here. Let�s take a rest and talk before it gets light.�
Faring sat and panted. �Talk? I need air to talk.�
�Later this morning the teachers will check on me when I don�t leave my hut. Then they�ll probably rush up here as fast as they can because they won�t find me in my usual places. So, we need to have everything in order and be ready to go at first light.�
Faring leaned closer and said, �Okay, tell me about your stupid plan so I can tell you why it won�t work, and then we can both go home.�
Gareth suppressed his smile. �We watch the dragon fly off for her morning hunt like she�s did every time we saw her. All the tales say dragons do that. The rope will be in place at the top of the peak and tied off to a sturdy tree or boulder. You�ll coat me in soda and water and I�ll wear the apron and gloves. The rope is already coated with soda. I did that a few days ago.�
Faring settled himself, rolling his eyes but listening. He waited, and when Gareth didn�t continue he said, �Oh come on. There must be more.�
�Well, I�ll wrap my feet in rags soaked with soda and water. I brought plenty of rags, and water in jars, and stored them over there,� he jabbed a thumb at a stand of small pines. �Then you lower me down a cliff on the rope. I�ll go fast. I�ll run across the rocks covered with dragon slime wearing the rags soaked in soda protect my feet. Climb in and grab an egg. Run back to the rope and you�ll pull me back up. Down and up before the dragon even eats her breakfast.�
�I take back what I said about your plan,� said Faring. �There is no plan. It�s just stupid ideas one after the other.�
�I intentionally left it simple so it can adjust as we go. Strict plans never work.�
�Great, unless you slip and fall, or the acid eats your skin off, or your shoes. Maybe the dragon returns early and buries you in slime knee high. And you think I can pull you up? I can go on with more bad examples if you want.�
He�s right. Gareth stood and paced, pulling himself together and steeling his nerves. The whole idea seemed doomed now that they were on top of the mountain. Sure, there were plenty of tales of people stealing eggs, but there were also tales of talking rabbits and giants ten feet tall. He had never met anyone in person who had stolen an egg. The old men drinking at the inn loved the attention of other patrons and usually exaggerated their stories or tall tales. I can�t stop now. �Faring, all I really need from you is help by pulling me up. Steady me. Me and the egg.�
�That I can do. But I won�t go down the cliff with you, and if she eats you, I�ll run for home and leave what�s left of you.�
�Just wait at the top with more soda ready to throw on me if I�m acid burned, and help pull me and my egg up. That�s all I ask.�
�You still think we can sell an egg and get gold?�
Gareth nodded, but said, �Yes, I can leave the valley and sell the egg and then get the gold to you. But, just grabbing the egg�s only half the problem. There�s still going to be a dragon that�ll kill anybody she finds around here when she discovers her egg is missing. She is going to be plenty mad. I have to get out of here fast. You just hide and let her search for me. While she�s chasing me, you get away.�
�How about buying a few magic beans from me, too? You want some of those? Because you don�t know beans about dragons.�
Gareth replied, �I don�t know all about dragons, but some of what I�ve heard is sure to be true. I do know she can fly about a hundred times as fast as I can run because I�ve seen her do it.�
�How�re you getting away? All the way down the mountain with her chasing you?�
Gareth laughed softly, �Luck. And speed.�
Faring stuttered. �W-what?�
�Just making a joke. I�ll be gone long before she returns.�
�When that old dragon lands in her nest, and sees an egg�s gone, she�ll smell your scent. Dragons can�t see too good up close, but they can smell. She�s gonna flap those big old wings and go high and start flying around in big circles, looking and sniffing for you. Then she�ll head right for you.�
Gareth drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Faring always had a way of seeing things he didn�t. It had been a mistake not to include him in the planning. The vague plan he worked out now seemed weak and full of holes. Maybe he should put it off and return later. Or never. No, you have to do this. One way or another he would leave Dun Mare today. �I run for the river as fast as possible and wash off as much smell as possible. It�s all downhill. I just need a good head start. When she gets tired of looking for me in a day or two, I take off down the valley and sell the egg.�
�You can�t get rid of that much stink in the river just by washing yourself. Besides, the river is even farther away than the tannery. That�s where you need to head.�
�Why?�
�Two good reasons, and one other reason maybe not so good. First, the place already smells like soda and tanned skins and other smelly chemicals, like you�re gonna smell with soda all over you. What you do is conceal your smell beneath the others.� He held up one finger, and then another. �Second, you can hide inside there. Solid stone walls and slate roof. If you stay under cover inside, even a dragon can�t find you or spit at you without tearing the whole building down.�
�You said there�s a third reason, too.�
�Well, the last is not so good, like I said. It�s sort of like fighting fire with fire. When you get in there, you gather a bunch of mugs and jars around you from the storeroom. Fill them with the acid we left at the bottom of the vats or in any in of the red jars, and if the dragon comes calling, you throw your acid at her before she spits hers at you.�
Gareth nodded in understanding. �Will the acid at the tannery hurt a dragon?�
�Don�t know. Different kind of acid, so I think it might. Anyhow, who�s stupid enough to get close enough to try defeating a dragon in an acid fight besides you?�
�Just me, I guess,� Gareth said, his excitement now tinged with terror. He sat on trembling hands. �I like your plan better than mine. It�s a long way back to the tannery, but it's downhill, and if I run the whole way, maybe I�ll make it.�
�As for me, I think your chances are about the same as free ale being refused by thirsty drunks. I�m saying you�re goin� to get ate. Give up this stupid idea while you can.�
The sky glowed a little brighter to the east. Gareth noticed and stood. �Let�s get into position. No talking from here on.�
Crawling, they covered the last few hundred paces, while keeping a careful eye on the sky in case she flew early. They tied an end of the rope to a gnarled cedar, using double the usual number of knots. Leaning over the edge, they could clearly see the nest below, and dragon sleeping in it, her head tucked near her foreleg. They returned to the cache and carried the soda, rags, gloves, apron, and leather shoulder bag to the top. As the sky pinked, the dragon woke and screeched her welcome to the day. Shortly after, she took wing.
She flew up the narrow valley where the peaks were white with snow that never melted. She circled once and then disappeared from sight. Her morning meal would probably be a deer, elk, sheep, cow, or moose. She ate three or four large animals a day, so she often had to fly great distances. Hunting near a dragon�s nest rarely yielded game of any size because she had eaten it all.
Gareth quickly wrapped rags around his feet and poured on the soda solution, soaking them thoroughly. He pulled the leather apron around his waist and tied it, then pulled on the stiff gloves. Faring soaked all as he dressed, splashing and spilling in his hurry to finish. Together they walked to the edge of the cliff and tied the rope around Gareth�s waist. He was already planning the path for his descent to reach the rocks near the nest.
Faring splashed more soda onto the gloves and liberally splashed the apron worn in front of Gareth again, as if unsure of how much would keep him safe. Gareth slipped the egg-bag over one shoulder and held a small jar of dry soda in his left hand.
�Go,� Faring whispered, giving Gareth a slap on the back.
Gareth slipped over the edge, using the rope tied around his waist and wrist to help maintain his balance, as he climbed down the jagged rocks as fast as possible. Releasing a foot or two of rope at a time let him descend in small jerks, but retain control. The heavy leather gloves protected his hands from rope burns. When he came to the first splotches of the black slime, he paused long enough to pour more soda and water onto the face of the cliff. It flowed down his planned route, splashing onto the boulders neutralizing a path of thick, black acid directly below. He tentatively placed feet wrapped in wet rags on rocks black with dragon spit and waited for any reaction. When none came, he slipped lower.
So far, there had been no acid burn to his feet or hands, but the nest was still distant, and the small container of soda he carried felt nearly half-empty. A glance down at the layer of acid waiting below his racing feet almost petrified him. Drawing deep breaths, his hands relaxed on the rope, and he started slipping down faster, using his feet to keep his balance. Almost a controlled fall, as he reached the level of the nest without hurting himself and scampered over rocks and boulders to a position where he stood beside the massive structure built into the cliff face.
The acid coating the rocks seemed thinner as he neared the nest. When the dragon spit, the evil substance tended to fall far from the nest, or be pushed away by the wind, but little reached directly underneath, or beside.
The nest held his attention. It was a tangle of branches forming a bowl large enough to hold eight or ten men. The nest was constructed of small tree trunks and branches, some nearly as big around as his leg. They were woven as neatly as that of any small bird he�d ever seen. It was built into a split in the face of the granite cliff, clinging there like the nests of swallows in barns around Dun Mare. The workmanship of a beast so large was impressive. Gareth wished he had time to fully admire it ash he hurried.
He slipped the loop at the end of the rope looser and let it slide down around his waist as he climbed over a stout tree at the edge of the nest. Once he had the egg, he intended to signal Faring with a few hard tugs of the rope, who would begin pulling him up. Before reaching the inside of the nest, he had to climb up the outside of it. Above, Faring took up the slack in the rope as he climbed, and the rope tied around his waist might save him if he fell. He tested the knot and tugged on the rope to make sure the acid had not weakened it. He felt a reassuring return tug from his friend.
Gareth climbed quickly, using the twisted branches in the nest like a ladder. He levered himself over the top, lost his balance and spilled into the nest face first.



CHAPTER SIX 

Two massive dragon eggs lay near his outstretched fingertips in the bottom of the nest. Side-by-side, dull gray in color with darker speckles, they reminded him of immense sparrow eggs.
They didn�t look life-changing, but he knew different. The two orbs were his future. He smiled only to have it whisked away in a moment of truth. This is just the beginning, so don�t get too pleased with yourself. Today you leave Dun Mare, forever. Gareth exhaled in a huff, wanting to say or do something profound, but not knowing what. He wanted to look up to the peak at the top of the cliff and shout his exuberance at Faring. A victory dance. I�ve done it. I�ve actually, done it.
The reward for his efforts lay at his feet as if tempting him to pick one up. This was something others sang about or told tales over campfires. People might one day sing his praises, too. He pulled himself back to the task.
The eggs would be large, he�d known that, but nothing had prepared him for the actual size. The eggs were almost as large as his head. One glance at the leather bag and the realization formed that it might not be large enough to hold an egg. One egg appeared larger than the other. He reached for the smaller.
�No,� the whispers that had previously only come at night said.
Gareth paused, hand on the smaller egg. �No?�
�Take the big one.�
He�d never heard the night whispers while awake, and certainly not in a voice in his head as clear as if talking to Faring. Gareth glanced around. Nobody was nearby, so where did the whispers come from?
�Hurry.�
Gareth ignored his confusion about the voices and looked at the smaller egg again, but reached for the larger one. A feeling of correctness warmed him as if the sun had come out on a cloudy winter�s day. The large egg was his target. Later, he promised himself, when he hid in the tannery he�d think about why he took it instead of the smaller one.
He slipped the strap over his head and spread the bag beside the egg. Opening it, he tried to force the egg inside.
Too large, but it didn�t feel solid like the eggshell of a bird. Instead, it felt mushy, almost like hardened leather. Lifting it with both hands, cradling it carefully, he found he couldn�t hold the egg and fit it into the bag at the same time. He reversed his actions and sat the eggs down on the bottom of the nest and slipped the bag over it. Pushing the larger side of the egg with his palm slightly allowed it to slip in as snugly as if made for it. He smiled at the thought. It was made for it. Then the strap went over his head, and he adjusted the awkward weight so he could climb back up the cliff with it hanging from his shoulder.
He reached one leg over the side of the nest and lowered himself to the rocks. Gareth gave a short tug to alert Faring he was climbing down the side of the nest and needed extra line. He felt a return tug and then more line was fed to him. He stepped on the next interwoven branch and used the rope to steady himself.
�Gareth!�
He looked up, startled that his friend would call out to him in such a dangerous manner.
Faring�s arm pointed at the sky.
Gareth twisted and looked to where Faring indicated.
The dragon was returning. Still far off, dark black wings beat a regular slow rhythm, the enormous swipes of movement that kept the beast in the air with minimal effort. As he spotted her, she spotted him and shrieked.
�Faring, hide!� Gareth shouted, but didn�t take the time to look to see if his friend obeyed. His last glimpse of the dragon showed her wings beating faster, her serpentine neck extended as if she could somehow reach him faster with that mouthful of jagged and sharp teeth. Her speed increased with each flap of powerful wings.
He scrambled down the side of the nest like a startled rat in a pantry. He leaped under the nest and onto the jagged rocks of the small ledge on the cliff. He hoped the dragon couldn�t reach him down there. A vague plan took shape. If he stayed under the nest, maybe she couldn�t find him. Maybe he would manage to live until dark, and then somehow escape down the face of the cliff on his rope. Maybe the dragon wouldn�t spit acid at him if she knew he had her egg with him. Or maybe, he gave the creature too much credit for intelligence, and it wouldn�t care about any of that, as it attacked and ripped him apart. He quit thinking about all the maybes and watched with terrified eyes.
The beat of the leather-like wings sounded close and then she folded them against her sides and dived to the nest. She landed like a house falling from the sky. Twigs and branches clattered down the cliff. A screech came from the nest above, so loud he wanted to cover his ears and run.
Then . . .,�he saw the nest above jostle and shake.
The dragon was out of his sight as she searched the nest above. He heard her huff and sniff and felt her moving as she searched for the missing egg. Gareth frantically looked for a way out, up or down. He wished he could just climb back up there and hand the egg to her, and beg forgiveness like a boy returning a stolen cookie to his mother. No hard feelings. Please take your egg and let me go. I promise not to steal another.
The nest shook and shivered under her weight as she continued her frantic search. She tossed small branches over the side, and more than a few tree trunks followed them, as she searched everywhere, frantic as any mother missing a chick or baby. She roared in anger. Her bared teeth and red eyes suddenly appeared over the edge of the nest. Looking rapidly around at everything, her head turned and twisted. She spotted him. She froze, her eyes locked on him. Then she snorted.
A wad of black the size of his fist flew past his left shoulder.
She worked her mouth back and forth, obviously filling it with more dragon spit, probably a larger amount, as she maneuvered into position to get at him, or to have a clear line of sight for her next spit. Obviously, the egg he carried was not going to slow her. Her red eyes narrowed and darted. A deep rumble sounded from inside her chest.
Gareth looked for something to hide behind or under, and saw nothing. Backing a few steps, the rope that was still tied around his waist snaked along the rocks, getting hung up on something. He yanked it free, thinking his only hope was that he could perhaps lower himself faster than she could chase him down the rocks. He still wore the heavy leather gloves, so he could slide down the rope without getting a burn on his hands.
When he pulled on the rope again to free it, her attention shifted from him. She snatched it in her mouth, like a robin catching a worm.
Gareth pulled back, hoping to free it from her jaws.
She didn�t let go. Sensing he wanted the rope, she refused to give it. Then she yanked, harder. The rope came free from the cliff above, snapping part way up. She now held the other end of the rope tied around his waist. She jerked again, harder.
The rope pulled Gareth out from under the nest. He slipped over the edge of the cliff and came to an abrupt stop. Dangling at the end of the rope, twisting and turning, he looked up at her. She snarled but held the rope in her teeth as she watched him swing like a pendulum. The dragon leaned farther out and examined him as if trying to think of how to get at him.
When she lowered her head, he sunk lower. She pulled her head back up, and he rose. The dragon growled deep in her chest, her eyes locked on Gareth and still she refused to let go of the rope. Gareth dangled and looked up at her, too scared to move.
Frustrated that she couldn�t reach him, she shook her head. Gareth shook and swung from side to side, turning and spinning wildly. She lifted her head quickly, and when he rose nearly to her chest height, she swiped a claw at him. She missed but kept the rope securely in her mouth. He fell again, his breath catching at the sudden jar when he reached the end of the rope.
Gareth screamed out in pain, then shouted at her, hoping to startle the dragon into releasing him. He spun around and saw the bottom of the cliff far below and realized if she did let go of the rope, he�d fall to his death onto the rocky depths that were so far down the trees looked as small as sprigs of grass. He didn�t want her to let go and felt relieved his shouting hadn�t startled her into opening her mouth.
The dragon snorted and turned her head sideways to peer at him with one red eye. She snapped her head forward, baring her lips and exposing more jagged teeth.
Gareth looked up, past her, and saw Faring standing at the top of the cliff watching him, as if in a trance, mouth hanging open and eyes wide.
Then the dragon swung her head to and fro several times, and he was swinging in a wide arc, striking the rock face painfully at the end of each cycle. He shielded his head with his arms and fought for breath against the tightening rope around his middle. He lost sight of Faring. But his attention was centered on the dragon.
The beast edged forward, perching on the edge of her nest. She lifted her head as high as possible. Gareth lifted higher, too, but remained just out of her reach.
She paused as if considering options. She locked her eyes on him and leaped from the nest with the rope still locked in her jaws. Gareth was pulled into the air along with her, feeling the pulsating power of her wings as she flew, gaining altitude with each stroke. The rope tightened more around him with each beat, threatening to cut him in half. The ground pulled away. Gareth held on, knowing his fate was to die this day. He knew all but the details.
But she didn�t drop him. She flew higher and higher. She twisted her head to one side and then the other to see him, and she almost lost her grip on the rope when attempting to bite him when he swung too close.
The rope around his waist cut deeper into his stomach, so tight he couldn�t breathe. Gareth considered using his knife to cut the loop, allowing him to gasp for breaths once or twice while falling to the ground. The bag with the egg hung heavy from his neck, weighing him down even more. The idea of cutting the heavy bag free occurred, but he couldn�t bring himself to do it. The fall would certainly kill the chick in the egg, making his own death more senseless.
Trying and failing is better than never having tried at all. The teachers often repeated that phrase. The teachers had never been in this situation, and he briefly wondered if they would repeat that mantra if they faced his bleak future. His vision blurred from lack of oxygen.
He gripped the rope with one hand enough to lift his body the barest amount, the rope relaxing enough to let him draw a sip of air into his lungs. He looked up and saw the dragon tilt her head again, peering down at him with red, hateful eyes.
She flew on, shaking him occasionally, still trying to reach him with her teeth when he swung too close. Then, she folded her wings and started a dive, while grabbing at his flailing body with her snapping mouth, as both fell from the sky.
When she failed to bite him, she spread her wings again and tried a new tactic. She flew low and skimmed the rocky mountain top, trying to smash him as he flashed past. He missed striking the rocks by a hands breadth, nearly hitting several tall trees. She tried again on the next peak. Gareth screamed and yelled so loud his voice failed as he twisted and turned.
Then she flew higher again, circling and diving down the side of the mountain, again with him barely brushing against the tops of trees. Gareth dangled below, even closer with each pass. Gareth could have touched some of the treetops on the last mountain.
As he spun on the end of the rope, he saw the sparkle of sunlight glinting on water far ahead, over the trees and at the end of the valley. The dragon dipped her head, flying faster and faster, wings beating harder, her new objective seemed to be heading for the water. Gareth held his knife in his hand, a glimmer of hope foremost in his mind. Splashing into the water sounded better than anything he�d faced.
The dragon flew over smaller mountains along the coastline and finally she swooped low over the water, snarling and angry in frustration. Her eyes found him again, and she dived and turned in the air to try reaching him. She dived again, heading directly for the surface. As his feet splashed cold water, Gareth cut the rope above his handhold. The loop around his waist suddenly expanded even as his body plowed deep into the water. His head and body went under and he tasted saltwater for the first time.
The heavy leather apron and gloves dragged him down as they soaked up water and wetly clung to him, so swimming was difficult. The apron rapidly became heavier. The knife was still in his hand. Instead of untying the apron, he cut the straps and kicked away, then swam for the surface as the apron disappeared into the murky depths. The bulky gloves came off next, and he managed to hold onto the knife.
His head finally found air, and he gasped a deep breath. Then another. The angry dragon had already circled and gained altitude while he tried to catch his breath. He saw her spot him, and she folded her wings to her sides, her legs tucked close beneath her body. She fell into attack mode again, her fore-claws extended and ready to pluck him from the water as she flashed by like an eagle grabbing a salmon from the river near Dun Mare.
He gulped a last mouthful of air and dived deep under the water barely fast enough to avoid her slashing teeth and raking talons.
She climbed into the sky again, swinging wide and keeping her attention centered on him as she circled and prepared for another attack. She screeched and turned in a circle again, always keeping him in sight. Gareth managed a few more ragged breaths before she dived again. This time, he slipped quickly under water, kicked hard, and changed direction so she wouldn�t know his location. He saw her claws splash where he had been, and when she flew off a few seconds later, he surfaced again.
She attacked several more times, before finally rising and flying off in the direction of the mountains where her nest and remaining egg was located.
She�ll be back.
Gareth watched her, still feeling more fear than he knew was possible. He fought to slow his breathing, a combination of exertion and fear. She might return at any second so he had to be watchful. But if he didn�t swim easy and reach land he might drown. And if the gods willed it, he might survive the day, but that seemed unlikely.
The water tasted too salty to drink, a new experience, but he�d heard of oceans of salt water from the teachers and ignored it after discovering it unfit to drink. Arms splayed wide to tread water and rest, he spun a full circle, seeing land far off in only one direction.
The distance seemed impossible to swim. The weight of the egg didn�t pull him down too much, so he kept it. He decided to swim on his back, slowly, and conserve as much energy as possible. Besides, while on his back, he could keep a watch on the sky for the dragon returning. There would be no rest until he reached land, or drowned.
The bright sun hurt his eyes. He found he could close them and feel the sun on his upturned face, determining his direction without looking. A glance now and then ensured the dragon hadn�t returned. He took long, slow backstrokes, barely kicking. He moved his feet and legs just enough to remain on his back. Later, much later, he became aware of other noises. Slaps and creaks. He opened his eyes in fear, expecting to see the dragon had returned, finding a decrepit sailboat slowly approaching, a stone�s throw away.
�Ahoy, there. Can I be of assistance, or do you prefer swimming?�
Gareth grunted his response.
An old man slipped the filthy and patched sail, letting momentum carry the boat forward while he reached over the bow and lowered his arm. �Can ya take hold, son?�
Gareth grabbed the outstretched arm so hard he almost pulled the man over the side. Soon he had both hands gripping the man�s forearm. The man used his back and shoulders to lift. Gareth eased over the side of the boat as if he�d done it a hundred times. Then he lay on the bottom, breathing hard.
The old man moved about the boat, performing several tasks seemingly without effort. He pulled a rope taut and the sail moved higher up the mast. He adjusted the tiller until the patched sail filled with air in a snap of sound. The small boat surged ahead. He looked at Gareth like he might examine an odd fish in his net that he�d never encountered. �Yer can get yourself up and take a seat on that bench behind you, boy. Figure that dragon�s coming back after you?�
Gareth understood the words, but many were pronounced with different sounds or inflections. His groping hand found a bench seat near the middle of the boat. He managed to get upright and sit on it while struggling to adjust to the motions of his first ride in a boat. �Don�t know a lot about dragons. I guess she probably will be back.�
�Never saw one acting so fear-crazed like that, before. Especially around water. Always heard they don�t like saltwater, but you think she�ll return, huh?�
Gareth took a few more deep breaths. �Seems like a lot I hear about dragons these days is bunk.�
The old man barked a laugh. �Where were you headin� to, son?�
�Down valley.�
�Never heard of it.�
�I mean, I�m from Odd�s farm in Dun Mare, and I�m going down the valley as soon as I find my friend, Faring.�
�Never heard of any of that, either. You might as well be talkin� a different tongue.�
Gareth clutched the bag with the egg to his middle, taking a minute to think and appraise the old man. Dark brown skin and tangled hair turned mostly gray. His face above the beard was lined with deep dark wrinkles, and his clothing basic and dirty, especially on his thighs where he�d wiped his palms countless times. But there was a life�s worth of experience about him, and hidden in the wrinkles was a kindness few old men possess.
He acted much like Odd in many mannerisms, at least to this point. The old man kept a careful watch on him while performing numerous small tasks on the boat.
The shoreline and the mountains in the distance drew Gareth�s attention, the same ones he�d been flying over while dangling under the dragon at the end of the rope. �What�s beyond those mountains?�
�Never been there, son.�
I have. Gareth looked all around and only saw the single mountain range. If he was to ever get home, he needed to determine where that was as soon as possible. Half the battle of finding your way is knowing where you are when you start. The teachers had told him that. �Know their name?�
�We just call �um �the mountains�.�
Since there were no others to get confused with, the answer made sense, as little as he liked hearing it. He glanced in the direction of the sun and back at the mountains. �They lie to the west. What�s this water called?�
This time, there was a hint of a smile on the old man�s lips as he answered, �The ocean.�
�Oceans cover a large area. Does this part of the ocean have a name?�
�Some call it the Dunsmuir Sea.�
Better. Trying to get information from the old man was as difficult as getting it from the teachers. Gareth ignored the widening grin while listening to the pop of the sails, creaks of rigging, and the hiss of water slipping past the hull. The boat stank of rotted bait and fish. No need to ask the purpose of the boat. His shirt felt almost felt dry already from the warm wind and sun. �Do you know the reason for the name?�
The old man showed a few brown teeth. �Might be because the town we�re sailing for has the same name. Dunsmuir.�
�You�ve been playing with me.�
�Nope. Not playing at all. Just trying to figure out why a dragon dropped into my sea and if�n you�re smart or stupid. Haven�t gotten around to asking you how or why you�re in this fix, yet.�
The invitation to talk was clear, but Gareth held off. The bag around his neck contained a treasure. The old man might spread the tale of a boy dropping out of the sky with the egg of a dragon, and then others would seek him out. Not all would be friendly. �I don�t think I�m too smart. Especially after this morning.�
�Son, I hate to disagree with someone I just met, but you figured out the important stuff in a skip of a hurry, if�n you was to ask me. Later on, you can find Dunsmuir on most maps, and yes, the mountains lie to the west, so you can figure pretty close where you came from. Now that you�ve managed to figure all that out, all you got to do is get yourself back over them same mountains to your home. Never heard of anyone doing that, though.�
�Heard of what?�
�Anybody crossing those mountains. Not saying it can�t be done, just that I never heard of it until today.�
�I�m too scared to think, right now.�
�Imagine that. You got a right to be. Most boys would spend their time puking out their guts over a dragon taking them for a ride while they dangle on a rope like a toy on a string.�
�How�d you know?�
�Saw you hanging from that rope when she was flying around like she was crazed. Never looked at my boat once. Figured you for dead, but I got curious about what sort of man a dragon would carry around like that, so I went chasin� after her.�
�I can�t pay you for a boat ride.�
�Never asked you to, not that I remember anyhow. Out here on the water, we help those in need, �cause someday it�ll be us needing help. That�s just the way of things.�
Gareth felt his breathing slow to near normal, and the clean air in his lungs helped revive him. He�d lived. Faring was probably safely at his Da�s house, trying to explain what happened and getting a whipping for his actions.� Odd would be looking for him too, and so would the teachers. Hopefully, nobody blamed Faring. But the simple truth was that nobody really cared, other than Faring. He had no family and few friends. Yes, he might be the topic of conversation at the inn where the old men spent their days spinning yarns, but there would be other stories to tell in days to come. He said, �My name�s Gareth. I owe you a debt.�
�Some call me Tom, or Captain. A few call me wors�n that when I�m out of earshot.� He pointed to the bag and the egg it held. �Never met anyone who stole a dragon egg and lived. Most die trying if they have the guts to try at all.�
Gareth held the egg closer to his chest, determining what to do next. �Maybe they are stupid to try. Or too smart.�
�Son, you don�t know where you are, and you got a valuable egg and a passel of other problems I�m thinking, most you don�t even know about. I�m not only talking about that black dragon returning. I figure you don�t know anybody in these parts. And I�m thinking all those things and wondering who�re you gonna sell that egg to.�
�None of your business.�
�Course it�s none of mine, but I�ve never seen a buyer for dragon eggs in Dunsmiur Town. Besides, I�m just passing the time with pleasant conversation while we head for the fish docks. That, and wondering if you understand there�s many a man who�ll kill you for what you�re holding in that bag. Ya can�t just walk into Dunsmuir Town and start asking about the docks for who wants to buy a dragon egg, can ya?�
Gareth closed his eyes and thought about it. �Honestly, I don�t know.�
Tom barked a laugh. �Listen, there�s a water jug in that box beside you, along with a loaf of hard bread and a quarter of good Dunsmuir cheese. Help yourself.�
Gareth wanted a drink, and he hadn�t eaten all day, but he still hesitated.
�No charge,� Tom said, his eyes now watching the sky, a slight smile again playing on his lips.
Gareth looked up, too. No sign of the dragon. He opened the lid of the tankard and tore off a piece of bread and took a long drink of water. �I owe you an apology. I guess some of it is your business after all. If not for you, I�d have never made it to land if you hadn�t come along.�
�No, you were right. You have your right to privacy. I just want to know enough of the tale for a good story to tell over a tankard of ale, son. To tell you the truth, I like stories with happy endings.�
Gareth watched the sky for a long while before speaking. �How would you go about selling the egg?�
�Only one honest buyer for eggs is what I know. King�s army. It buys them and trains hatchlings for fighting in the wars down around Backcomb, and Enders. Both sides fly dragons and sometimes they fight in the sky, and people watch them spin and twist in the air, biting and spitting at each other, like fireworks on a holiday. Other times dragons drop rocks on towns and smash houses, or they spit slime into the watching crowds of people. They eat farmer�s cattle and sometimes even people, they say.�
�Are any of the King�s army in Dunsmuir?�
�Nope. Nearest army post I know is down around Drakesport, about three days� sail with a good wind, or ten days of walking if you�re on land and manage to evade the thieves and muggers on the roads, which is almost impossible.�
Gareth heard the warnings on the words. He�d also heard of highwaymen and how they earned their living. A man carrying a dragon egg would draw them like flies to fresh dung. The old man owned a boat. �Ever been there?�
�Drakesport? A few times. Lived there many years ago.� Then Tom�s attention returned to the empty sky, and he quit talking for a few moments as if making up his mind about something. After ensuring no dragons flew in the cloudless blue above, he checked the wind in the sails and glanced around at the surface of the water. �But I might consider goin� there again under the right financial circumstances.�



CHAPTER SEVEN 

Gareth�s options were few, a sure indication that he hadn�t planned well, but who could have foreseen being snatched by a dragon and carried across the mountains to a distant sea? Gareth could either swim to shore or ride in an old fishing boat to the town of Dunsmuir, where he had no means or contacts to sell his egg. Once ashore in Dunsmuir, he�d be at the mercy of anyone he offered to sell the egg to, and many working deals in back alleys who heard of the egg would plan on taking it without paying. Tales would fly. Few thieves would hesitate to murder him for the value of the egg. Or he could strike a deal with the fisherman.� �You don�t think Dunsmuir is where I should be going, do you?�
The old man tilted his head and watched the wind beat the stained and patched sail. His eyes didn�t shift as he spoke. �What I think shouldn�t make a hill of beans to you, boy. There�s them in Dunsmuir Town, who�re good people and will help you when you don�t even ask. There're others who�ll slit your throat for a few silver bobs.�
�I risked my life for this egg.�
Tom�s face tinged red. �You�re still risking it, boy.� If�n that dragon doesn�t come back spitting liquid fire at us, then thieves and worse will try to take it off your hands. You got no idea of what a valuable item you have in that bag, or what others will do for it. A hard-working man might spend his entire life toiling and not see as much coin as that egg will bring. Not as much money in his whole miserable life. Wouldn�t take a lot to convince a poor man like that to take your egg from you. He might say it isn�t such a bad thing. He might say that you have a whole life in front of you to earn money. If he is so quick to take your egg, imagine what a man who is a thief will do.�
Gareth wondered at the outburst. Almost like a lesson from the teachers. While it seemed direct and honest, there were overtones like the teachers used. Questions within questions. Statements within statements. Not at all like what a poor fisherman would speak. Gareth held the egg tighter to his chest. �What matters is that I have the egg of a dragon in my bag. That�s all. Not worth anything until I find a way to sell it. That�s what counts.�
Tom barked a laugh, a sound that held little humor and a lot of understanding. �True enough, son. That egg is worth more than I�ll make in many years of selling fish, even if the fishing is good. I can�t rightly say I know the full value of your egg, so I�m guessing.�
�Tom, I see your point. Searching for someone to buy my egg in Dunsmuir is like telling the whole city what I have and daring them to take it. Like standing up at an inn and making a pronouncement that you�re buying ale for the house and watching the response as everyone jumps up and tries to get their share.�
�Yup, you�ll soon have all the dregs of the city wondering if�n you are man enough to keep your egg. Got a knife in your belt, I notice, but can you use it to defend yourself? Are you willing to use it? How bout against three hungry men, all bigger than you and experienced in how to run a man through with a blade?�
Gareth lifted his chin and met the gaze of the fisherman. �I believe you were about to make a proposal a while ago, even if you don�t talk like any fisherman I�ve ever heard of.�
Tom pulled his attention from Gareth and returned to the tiller and sails before he spoke. �And I believe you don�t talk like any farmer-boy I�ve ever heard, using terms like make me a proposal. You�re different, boy. Farmers don�t use words like those, not the ones I�ve met. There�s mor�n that one thing about you that stands out as different, now that I think on it. But yes, we briefly talked about sailing to Drakesport and finding the King�s soldiers who might buy your egg. That sound about right?�
Gareth grinned at the casual-sounding response, most of which the old man had proposed earlier, however not as direct. He nodded but offered no explanation for why he was different from other farmers or the rewards Tom expected to earn for his part in the trip. The teachers had often said that sometimes it is just better to shut up and let the other do the talking so you can learn.
Tom said, �But first, before we discuss it anymore, let�s you and me get a few things right between us, up front. The first is about trust. I�ve been at sea most of my life, and there're a hundred ways I can think of to dump you over the side of this boat if I want. Fact is, I�m probably stronger than you, but set that aside for now. I could sit here and wait until you stand up and then come about with the boom. That�d knock you over the side, and I wouldn�t have to move more�n releasing the line I�m holding to do exactly that. Then I could just sail away with that egg of yours. Or, I could just wait until you go to sleep and hit you over the head with an oar. Then I�d be givin� you the big drink of salt water.�
�Why�re you telling me this? To scare me?�
Tom leaned closer and said, �Cause it�s all true. I want you to know if�n I wanted to take that egg off your hands without your permission, there�s not much you can do about it. You need to understand we must trust each other. Like partners.� He spat over the gunnels and pulled the tiller to the side while watching the sail flap at the sudden absence of wind. The boat swung around, and the boom moved to the other side as hard as if he�d pushed it. The entire boat shuddered when it hit the stop after passing inches over their heads. Its loud crack emphasized his words. �If you can�t see that . . .� Well, it�s best I just let you off ashore, and we part ways.�
Gareth stared at the boom and understood that if he had been standing up, he would now be swimming, maybe with a broken arm or his head split open. Tom was right. The boat was his element. Gareth either trusted him or not.
Tom gave him a meaningful glance before adjusting sails that didn�t need any adjustment. The wind pushed the boat in the new direction.
Gareth avoided eye contact while he looked to the shoreline in the distance and saw they were now running parallel instead of directly at it. He felt he shouldn�t trust the fisherman because he didn�t know him, but what Tom had told him made sense. There hadn�t been a lot of unknown people to meet back in Dun Mare, and he felt at a disadvantage. But it was true, the old man was the master out here. Besides, he was offering help, and he expected to be paid for his help.
Gareth said, �Let me hear your idea, please.�
�Dunsmuir�s too risky, and besides, there're no buyers to make you a proper deal, anyway. You don�t have money for food or for travel on foot, so you�re not going to get very far if I put you ashore. If you manage to leave Dunsmuir Town, there�s still the highwaymen waiting for any who pass, and let�s be honest. You�re easy pickins. They�ll kill you if they think you have the price of a good meal in your purse, let alone a dragon�s egg. You won�t make it a day on the road.� He paused as if to let the words sink in. Then he nodded to the bow and said, �Up ahead there�s a small fishing village. I�ve docked there for supplies a few times. Place is called Priest�s Point. Clean, fresh water and necessities needed for us to be at sea a few days. Then we can sail for Drakesport, about three or four days� travel by boat if the winds are fair.�
Gareth smiled. �You�ve already turned the boat for Priest�s Point, haven�t you?�
�Yep, we�re heading there unless you say otherwise, which you have every right to do. Now listen to me carefully. While we�re in Priest�s Point, you're to keep your mouth shut. I�m not making a threat or tellin� you what to do. I�m saying when we get there, you don�t talk. Your speech tells everyone you come from elsewhere, and anything you put into words gets looked at real hard by those trying to make ends meet by killing or thievin� and such. You don�t need to give them fodder to wonder about. Maybe best to just keep you hidden aboard.�
�What are you going to do while I�m not talking?� Gareth asked.
�Food and supplies for the trip. Jars of water, of course. Bread if it�s recently baked and cheap, hard boiled eggs, and maybe some dried strips of whatever game they have for sale. Travelin� food. I got a few coppers stashed aside for emergencies.�
Luck was with me when Tom saw the dragon drop me into the ocean. But, as Faring says, everybody charges a price. Somebody always pays. �You�re expecting something in return for your favors, I take it?�
�That I am. Not much, in the light of what you can get for selling your egg, but we�ll talk of that later. Right now, I want you to scoot under that tarp on the seat behind you, and be still.�
�Why not share your demands for pay now?�
Tom jutted his chin to indicate a tiny spot in the sky far behind. �Because your friend is coming back.�
Gareth felt his heart almost stop. He quickly gathered the tarp and pulled it over himself. �Let me know if she comes too close.�
�Don�t know what you�re planning to do if she does, but I�ll be watchin� and tellin� you. And sailing this boat as far from her as I can.�
In the dimly lit space under the tarp, it smelled old, and of rotted raw fish, like most of the rest of the boat, only more so. The rocking movement of the boat soothed Gareth. After missing sleep when he and Faring climbed the mountain to the nest the night before, his eyes felt heavy, despite the approaching danger.
�Hold still, boy,� the old sailor said. �She�s coming fast from astern. Got her eyes centered on us.�
The fear he detected in the hushed voice of the fisherman scared Gareth and jolted him fully awake. He fought the urge to pull the edge of the tarp and peek out but knew that if the stories about dragon-sight were only half true, the beast would see the tiny movement, and that might be enough to trigger an attack. He tried to breathe slower and shallower. Even the smallest of movements might alert the dragon. He heard the steady flap of her wings as she passed over and screeched one ear-piercing call as if warning Tom.
�She�s circling around and coming in for a closer look, or maybe searching for your smell. This is the time to play dead, no matter what happens. You hear me?�
�Yes,� he whispered.
Curled up under the heavy tarp he couldn�t see anything but the barest hint of light poking through a few small holes. His ears listened to the splashes of waves breaking against the bow, and the hiss of water rushing along the wood hull. The sail fluttered, indicating Tom was probably watching the dragon instead of tending the sails and tiller. That meant she was very close.
The harsh rustle of wings sounded.
�You move, and we die,� Tom said, not even bothering to lower his voice.
The beat of the leather-like wings grew stronger. Then they increased in speed as she flew past the boat, probably examining every detail while searching for her missing egg. With a wild screech, she gained altitude and spun around, heading directly for the bow of the boat. Gareth heard the increasing beat of wings flapping as she neared, again.
�Hold fast,� Tom called. �I think she�s going to attack.�
Tom�s footsteps pounded as he rushed about the boat, and his muttered curses clearly heard as he readied the boat. The beat of wings sounded closer and closer. Gareth heard the snort of the dragon spitting.
Tom yelled, sounding in pain. The boat suddenly lurched to one side. The sail flapped lifelessly in the breeze.
Gareth remained still, huddled in the dark under the tarp.
Several minutes of listening to Tom scurry about the boat passed before Tom finally called, �Come out and give me a hand, boy. Be quick about it.�
Gareth threw the tarp back and saw the old fisherman leaning over the side of the boat, holding one arm deep into the water as he furiously scrubbed it with seawater, his face contorted in pain. Above, three holes large enough to put his fist through showed in the sail. Smaller ones showed here and there. A single fist-sized mass of black slime lay on the floorboards in the stern, sizzling softly.
Gareth looked to the sky and verified it empty, then at Tom. �She spit on you?�
�A little wad of that stuff got me on the arm. Water�s helping some, but it burns like a hot coal.�
�Got any soda powder?�
After a confused expression, he said, �No.�
Gareth quickly searched the boat for more dragon spit, but only saw the one large, black pool, bigger than his hand, on the floorboards. The rest must have missed the boat and hit the ocean after burning through the sail. His imagination told him the likely outcome if he didn�t get the substance cleaned up from the bottom of the boat, fast. A hole in the hull big enough to put his leg into would sink it in no time.
Seeing nothing handy to gather the slime into, he quickly stripped off his shirt and wadded it so several layers of cloth protected his hands. In one motion, he fell to his knees and scooped most of it up in the folds of the shirt. He tossed the shirt over the side of the boat, and it floated away, hissing and smoking, as if angry at being discarded. Tiny wisps of smoke still rose from the damp spot on the floorboards. A hollow depression in the wood was clearly visible.
�What�re you doing?� Tom called from the back of the boat, still scrubbing his arm in the sea and looking at Gareth over his shoulder.
�She spit in the bottom of your boat.� Gareth pulled his knife and started scraping the surface of the indention as fast as possible with the edge of the blade. �There�ll be a hole here, soon.�
Tom quickly knelt beside him, pouring water from a mug onto the spot. �Didn�t know it�d do that or I�d have let my arm rot. Water might help thin it out, some.�
Gareth scraped the area as fast as he could, tearing splinters and layers of spit-darkened wood free.� The water combined with the wood shavings turned it into a pulp of dragon spit, a foul combination. Small splashes stung and burned Gareth�s hands and arms, but he kept on. Finally, seeing nothing else handy, he stood and pulled his pants down, using a trouser leg to soak up more of the acid mix, then he used the other leg to wipe the depression clean and dry. He tossed the pair of pants overboard.
�You did good, son,� Tom said, inspecting the hollow in the oak and then the rest of the boat for any more black blobs of acid. �Seems I owe you, now.�
�How�s your arm?�
�Red. Hurts like I stuck it in a stove, but I think I got it all washed off. Why�d you ask me about soda?�
�It makes the dragon spit . . . innocent.�
�That�s how you did it, right? You covered yourself with soda to get close enough to the nest to steal the egg?�
Gareth stood naked and chilly while nodding.
�Smart. Guess I should carry some of it with me, just to make sure when dragons attack me. That was a joke, but if�n it wasn�t for you, my boat would soon be on the bottom, and I�d be swimming, and that is no joke.�
Gareth grinned and duplicated Tom�s manner of speech. �If�n not for me, that dragon wouldn�t be lookin� for her egg and spittin� on fishing boats.�
The fisherman grinned. �I�m thinkin� both of us are speaking some of the truth. I have a foul weather slicker in that locker on the port side.� At Gareth�s hesitation, Tom pointed.
Gareth pulled out a cloak made of heavy, stained canvas soaked in rancid fish oil. Rain and water wouldn�t penetrate it. It felt odd in the stiffness of the joints each time he moved, and the fish-smell would drop a strong man to his knees. Still, he was grateful. �What about those holes in your sails?�
�We�ll take it easy so they don�t tear out. A rip will have us mending them at sea. When we get to Priest�s Point, I�ll drop the sails and sew some new patches over the old ones. Those sails are getting to be more patch than sail. These days� fishermen learn to sew almost as much as they fish. You have family, boy?�
Gareth objected to continually being called a boy, but without a beard, many considered him younger than his true age. �I don�t know of any family. Probably not. Just me for as long as I remember.�
Tom kept wary eyes on the sky, which thankfully remained flat blue and empty. No clouds floated above that a flying dragon could hide behind, but once a far-off seabird made him do a double-take. A low strip of blue ahead of the boat evolved into land.� Late in the day, a piece of land jutted from the rocky shore. Several houses and outbuildings stood in a clump near the water�s edge.
�Priest�s Point,� Tom confirmed, as he knelt to check on the depression in the plank where the dragon spit landed. Apparently satisfied all was well, he stood and continued speaking, �Would�ve been a long swim if�s you didn�t think quick back there. I�ll be needing a new plank laid in the hull before long. That one�s pretty thin in the middle, so don�t step on it.�
�New plank for the hull and new sails. Anything else you need?�
Tom turned to look at him, shrugged, and showed brown teeth. �I could use a new hat. One that looks like those the captains on big ships wear.�
�Never seen one. Never seen a big ship, either. But if I manage to sell my egg, I�ll get you a plank, sail, and hat. Maybe even have a little left over for your purse.�
�In that case, I�d appreciate it if you put that bag with the egg in a nice soft nest you make from the tarp you hid under. Then put it under the seat. Don�t want you tripping and breaking the thing, or foul weather smashing it. Do you think a new net for my fishing is a possibility to add to our bargain?�
Looking past Tom to the tangled pile of gray netting in the bow, Gareth pulled at the stiff, oiled cloth cape wrapped around him and said, �Get me something to wear besides this stinking cloak and we have a deal.�
They laughed together.
With the sea calm, the breeze brisk, the boat continued sailing ahead, but slowly. Tom had spilled much of the air from the sail in hope of preventing any holes from running into a tear and making them useless. The boat advanced causing hardly a wake. He took a long pull of water and handed the jug to Gareth, and then sat and ate some hard tack, chewing slowly as he watched the sea, land, and sky, all without talking.
Gareth watched him. Every movement by the old man had reason and seemed to consume the least amount of energy possible. He sat at the tiller and adjusted course minutely, compensating for the wind, tide, and the natural tendency of the boat to veer to the right. While Gareth understood little of the tasks, he figured out most of them without asking questions, a trait that Tom seemed to appreciate.
After a time, Gareth said, �You should bring a book out here to pass the time. Let the boat take care of itself.�
�Can�t rightly fish and keep an eye on all this if you�re reading a book.�
�You look like you�re just sitting.�
Tom smiled a little, showing maybe ten teeth, all stained a deep mahogany. �Be a mistake to think that.�
The shore drew closer, and Gareth saw over twenty wooden structures, all unpainted and looking forlorn. At the water�s edge, the docks were on crooked poles holding them up. Eight boats were moored. Six were similar in size and shape to Tom�s, obviously fishing boats. One much larger vessel carried a cargo of small logs. The last boat, moored all alone, was long and narrow, with a single mast standing taller than any other. A small house-like structure sat near the stern. Every brass fitting reflected the sun, not a spot of rust showed, and a fresh coat of white paint had recently been applied.
Tom nodded in its direction. �We stay away from that one.�
�It�s beautiful.�
�And fast. It belongs to a greedy pig of a �trader� who works these waters. He�d as soon slit your throat as not, like they say he�s done to others. Little more�n a pirate if�n you ask most good people around here. He�s a smuggler, bounty hunter, thief, and killer. That�s before he finds out about your egg, then he gets mean.�
�Does he fish?�
�To own a boat that shape and size, a boat that don�t really do any work like fishing or hauling cargo, the owner has to kill off more�n one man to afford it, you see? Name�s Flagon. He�s someone to fear. If there were another place to replenish our supplies, I�d be heading there.�
Evil seemed to surround the white boat. �I�ll stay away from it.�
Tom snorted. �You�ll do more�n that. About now, I want you to drag that old tarp back across the bench seat there in the middle and make yourself sort of a tent. Be quick about it. You get under it, takin� care of our egg when you do. Don�t talk or move till you know we�re back at sea again, and only then come out when I tell you.�
Gareth hadn�t missed the change in Tom�s speaking from �his� egg to �our� egg. Somehow it didn�t upset him as he carefully moved the egg under the bench-seat before adjusting the tarp. When he had created a small space under the seat, he inspected it from above to ensure it appeared the tarp was carelessly tossed there, and he crawled under. Tom lowered the sail and pulled out the oars for entering the port.
Gareth found he wanted to go ashore and see the town, which would be only the second town in his life, but knew carrying the egg with him would be a fatal mistake. Leaving it on board unprotected while he went ashore was unthinkable. He heard Tom call out a greeting to someone, and felt the motion of the boat change as it bumped gently into the dock. He heard and felt the shift in the boat as the old man climbed out.
Then he heard nothing but the gentle sighs and moans of a boat tied to a pier. Soon he fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. Two days and a night without rest caught up with him. The night whispers came immediately. As usual, they had no words, only feelings, and hints of things to come. They hissed of impending danger. Images of dragons and teachers in pairs spread fear to his sleep. Somehow Tom�s image became mixed in with the impressions.
He woke briefly, scared, and stiff from the cold. Or from the angry whispers. He rationalized that they warned him not about Tom, but of any who tried to intrude on his ownership of the egg. They didn�t know Tom and probably had never faced the dangers of being in a small boat in a large ocean.
But it hadn�t seemed so.
The whispers made him shiver more than the cold.



CHAPTER EIGHT 

He lay awake in the bottom of the boat for a time, trying to sort out the meanings of the whispers and the feelings of dread and fear they spread, wishing they�d leave him alone. Whispers and nightmares. At first look, both were the same, but no. The nightmares were his. The whispers came from elsewhere, and from a mind not his own. He felt sure of it. Finally, he fell asleep again.
Urgent whispers woke him.
Not the night whispers this time, but nearby voices. Two of them. Neither was the old fisherman�s voice, yet they were close. Probably standing beside the boat on the dock, not more than a few steps away. The minimal amount of light filtering under the edges of the tarp indicated it must be after sundown, and the yellow light may be a lantern. He listened without stirring.
One young voice said, �Not me. I ain�t setting foot on that boat. Besides, I don�t see much worth stealing.�
�Go on, chicken. You can make a quick search before that old man comes back. Must be something down there on the damned boat we can take that�s worth a few coppers,� a different voice said, sounding older and more daring.
Gareth gently reached a hand near his head and made sure the egg was still safely lodged near the seat, and then placed the hand on his knife, wishing he�d taken the time to sharpen it after scraping the hull where the dragon had spit. He tensed, ready to spring from under the tarp and challenge the boys as the first of them came aboard.
Before the boys quit arguing a third voice, louder and one with the ring of authority, sounded from farther away, �You trouble-makers step one foot onto that boat, and I�ll bust your heads in before you can get back onto the dock. Best you get back to your mama before she finds out what you�re up to and takes a switch to you.�
�Ah, you dang fishermen always stick together,� the younger voice said.
�Go mind your own business,� the other boy snarled. Then footsteps moved reluctantly away, down the dock. Gareth imagined that people with boats had to look out for one another, much as Tom had mentioned about helping each other when out at sea. For seamen, there were two kinds of people in their world. Boat people, and the rest. He suspected if the situation had been reversed, Tom would have reacted the same way to intruders on another man�s boat.
He forced himself to lie still, not knowing who else might be watching from only a few steps away. Movement under the tarp would alert them to something unusual, and any curiosity in others was unwelcome. He drifted off to sleep again, unable to stay awake after the day�s events. Tom�s voice woke him. He ordered someone to stow supplies in the bow, on top of the fishing nets, and Gareth felt the boat move as someone stepped aboard. One person. He resisted the instinct to lift the corner of the tarp for a look.
A few minutes later, another delivery arrived. Again, Gareth wanted to see what and who, but again he resisted the urge. Then, completely unexpected, he felt the motion of the boat change. Not the rocking of more feet coming aboard, but the gentle glide of a boat untied from the pier and drifting on its own. The oars creaked, and the boat surged ahead. Tom whispered, �Don�t get excited and try to climb out, yet. Eyes are always watchin�.�
The regular motion of the oars and the surges with each pull acted like a rocking chair. Gareth cradled his head next to the egg and closed his eyes, again. Finally, he woke with a start and noticed the sound of the oars had stopped. He kept his voice low, �Can I come out?�
�Bout time, you did.�
Gareth poked his head from under the tarp and winced at the brightness of the sun. �I guess I fell back asleep.�
�Your black dragon mama returned earlier, right after sunup. Flew over one time and gave us a look-see. Then she went looking off to the south, probably still searchin� for any sign of you. Haven�t seen her since.�
The little hairs on his neck twitched with Tom�s words, and Gareth hastily glanced up to ensure the sky was still clear.
�Water jugs over there.� A hand showed the way. �And thick slices of cheeses and some hardtack. Got some dried pork, too. Pants and shirt layin� on top of the seat you were sleeping under.�
Gareth reached for the clothing and paused. �These are new.�
�Seems like your old ones saved my boat when you wiped that dragon spit from the bottom hull. So, fair enough to get you new ones. Besides, I know a woman back there in Priests Point who sews clothes, cheap. I said to make them tall enough for me, but heavier. Only took her a while to cut and make them while I provided excellent company for her.�
Gareth smiled as he pulled on tan trousers made of a soft, heavy material, not unlike the sails, and buttoned them. The length of the legs was perfect. The shirt was pale green, with a trim of red ribbon around the neck. It felt a little loose, but it was nicer than any he�d ever worn. He imagined he looked good enough to court a girl, even Sara, Odd�s daughter. He scrambled to the bow and the water jars and drank more than half a bottle in a single swig. The cheese and hardtack lay to one side and a rag wrapped around dark strips of dried pork. He glanced at the old fisherman.
�Growing boys need food. Eat what you want.�
Gareth grabbed some hardtack, a slice of cheese, and two strips of pork. He settled on the seat that he�d slept under and faced Tom. The sail was up. He glanced at it to see if the holes the dragon spit had spread and found none. He did see several cleaner patches with new, white stitching on the edges.
The old man noticed the inspection. �Didn�t take long. Used a lantern to see by, but I wanted to leave Priest�s Point in something of a hurry last night and had to sew it in the dark. Seems the Brotherhood livin� near there are searchin� for a beardless man about your size and age. Got a sizable reward posted.�
�Brotherhood?�
�Men of the cloth. They watch and observe most everything.� Sometimes they teach at a school or such.�
The word �teach� alerted Gareth. He swallowed hard and tried to conceal his fear. �They wear long green robes with hoods?�
The fisherman took a wide look around, ensuring everything on the boat, in the sky, and on the sea, was as it should be before speaking. �They do. Shave their hair and eyebrows too. Seems like you�ve heard of them. Now I have a question or two for you to ponder. I want you to think on these questions along with me because they form a puzzle that I can�t seem solve in this old mind. I observed with my own eyes, the dragon that carried you from your village over on the other side of those mountains near Dunsmuir. I saw it dunk you in the ocean and attack you. So, I�m thinking there�s only one missing young man the Brotherhood is lookin� for, and that�d be you.�
Gareth chewed on a piece of hardtack and washed it down with another drink without meeting Tom�s intent gaze. �Sounds about right. But I can�t tell you why they want me. I don�t know. I swear.�
�Okay, okay, but just follow my thinkin� for a while, here, because I�m not concerned about the why, yet. See where I�m heading, first. That nasty old dragon snatched you up near your home across the mountains around first light yesterday, and flew you all the way to the Dunsmuir Sea, clear over the mountain tops.�
�That�s really what happened. The truth.�
�No roads pass through those mountains, so a man would have to go clear around them, way to the south, at least several days. Now figure this, for me. Your dragon drops you into the sea about mid-mornin.� Near sundown, the very same day, the Brotherhood is searching for you at least five days travel away in Priests Point, and who knows where else. Does that sound more�n a little strange to you?�
�I already told you I don�t know why they�re looking for me,� Gareth said, again.
The old fisherman cast him a penetrating glance and shook his head once before continuing as if talking to a child. �Sounds strange to me because it�s true dragons can fly that far in one morning; I seen it myself. Stands to reason because they fly right over mountain tops. The question I have is, how do the Brotherhood in Priest�s Point already know you�re missing? How�d they find out so fast? Take a man a week to walk across them mountains, or more. But they know about you the same day.�
Gareth glanced warily up at the sky again just to make sure it was clear, then nodded as he began to understand. �Now I see what you�re worried about. You�re not asking why they�re looking for me. You wonder how do they already know to look for me.�
�Both would be interesting questions to answer, but you�re right. Flying dragons, I can understand. But the Brotherhood knowing about things happening so far away almost as fast as dragons can fly is a puzzle.�
�I call the Brotherhood �teachers� and they�ve watched over me since I went to Dun Mare as a young boy. But I have no idea of how word of me leaving there traveled so fast. It doesn�t seem possible unless one of them also flew on the back of a dragon.�
Tom spit at the ocean, letting his eyes roam the sky, water, and boat one more time. He pulled the rope that tightened the sails and watched the result for a few heartbeats. �I�m thinking the Brotherhood knows more than one thing we normal people don�t. I�m also thinking you also know more�n you�re saying�.�
Gareth glanced around at the open sea to avoid responding. Tom had a right to know everything. He�d risked his boat and life for Gareth. �How can you tell where we�re sailing?�
The old fisherman smiled. �Change of subject to distract me, huh? After a lifetime on the water you just know which way to go. I see the sun, waves, and winds like you see the ground, paths, and roads. Besides, if you look to the horizon to our port side,� he pointed to their left, �and look careful, you�ll see a smudge of land.�
�Why not sail closer to shore so you can see it all the time and not get lost? And if the boat sinks you�d be close enough to swim to safety.�
�You ask some good questions for your first time in a boat. Okay, I�ll tell you, boy. First, I don�t want the Brotherhood knowing where I�m at. Don�t trust them. Never did. I don�t want them standing on the shore and watching where I go and telling others. Now that I know they�re after you, I want their attention even less. The second thing is that I don�t know these waters around here like I do those at home. People on land think sailing a boat close to the coast is a good idea, but it�s not.�
Gareth liked the idea that Tom didn�t like the Brotherhood any more than he did. After the night whispers last night Gareth had been careful with anything said to Tom, but now he decided the mental link to danger was probably somehow because of the Brotherhood, and it made him feel better for the first time. �That the only reason?�
�Close to shore there're more rocks and reefs. Shallower water, so more danger of them sticking up. Tide comes in and covers them with a fathom or two, and a boat sails over the top and rips her hull open. Safer to be in deeper water unless you know the places to avoid.�
Gareth saw the wisdom in his answer, and his estimation of the old man went up another notch. He watched the waves and ripples the wind created, and the deep green color of the water. Seabirds skimmed the surface and snatched tiny fish in their beaks. �Why are you helping me?�
Tom glanced away, avoiding eye contact as he performed several meaningless tasks, none of which needed to be done at that moment, in Gareth�s mind. He too, was using the water as a distraction. Little veils of warnings made themselves known. Gareth wondered if he had made the right choice in choosing Tom to take him to the army to sell the egg.
When Tom finally answered, his voice carried an air of indecision. �Don�t really know, if you want the pure truth. Pulling you from the water was something I�d do for any man. The rest could be for money.�
�No, you were already helping me before I offered anything. I think you�re a good man. I�m also worried my friend, Faring. He must think the dragon ate me.�
�Faring must be your friend. When the Brotherhood catches up with you�and they will�you might want to ask them to deliver a message to him. Seems like they can get one to him by tomorrow.�
He does not miss anything.
Tom swung the tiller and hauled in the sails tighter. The boat changed course and headed closer to the shore, despite what he�d said about danger, earlier. His posture became more erect, and his eyes shifted and darted to examine the boat and sails in detail. His attention to the boat stilled his tongue, which drew Gareth�s attention. �Something�s wrong?�
�Behind us.�
Gareth spun to find an empty expanse of the sky when expecting to see the dragon, but there was none. He searched the water until he saw a small triangle of white at the horizon. The sail of another boat. �Coming this way?�
�Yup.�
�Must be lots of boats fishing out here.�
Old Tom didn�t respond for several breaths, and when he did, the voice was softer and angry. �You�re right, but that sail is taller than any fishing boat. It heeled over when I did.�
�Which means?�
�After I changed course it did the same. Right away.�
Gareth didn�t need any more explanation. They were being followed. He tried to swallow and failed. �Will it catch up with us?�
�I expect so. Only one boat in these waters with a sail that tall. It�s that white pirate boat we saw tied up at Priest�s Point, the pirate boat. Anybody see you with the egg?�
�Just Faring knows I have it, but he�s back in Dun Mare. And the teachers know I�ve been to the nest. By now Faring has probably told them the whole story.�
�I�m not talking about people at that village. Did anybody see you while I was getting supplies at Priest�s Point? I mean, anybody at all?�
Gareth raised his voice. �No. I suppose somebody might have seen the tarp move if I rolled over in my sleep, or if I snored they could have heard me, but otherwise, I stayed still and I never even looked out once.�
�Calm down, son. I believe you. Those damn monks must have put the word out that you have an egg. Your friend at home probably told them all about it, and they sent that information along with your description. I�ve never had a boat chase my fishing boat before and maybe this isn�t a chase, either. Could be a coincidence. We�ll know in a while.�
Gareth looked back at the white boat and tried to decide if the sail was any larger or clearer. It looked the same. �How will we know?�
�I�m going to tack again after a while and see if it does the same. The first time might have just been a coincidence. Next time won�t.�
�Meaning you�re going to change direction and watch to see if that boat follows. What if it does?�
Tom rubbed his chin and flashed a weak smile. �I want no part of the men on that boat. They are killers and worse. This old tub won�t outrun it, but a big hull like that draws an extra fathom or two. We�ll head for shallow water and sail near the shore. I�m betting that boat can�t reach us before we get there, but the shore�s pretty rough, up ahead. Been up and down it a few times. Not much beach, and rocks in the water big enough to break the back of most boats.�
�Then why go there?�
�No captain in his right mind will sail close to that shore unless the reward for doing it is a fist full of solid gold. If they follow us, we know their intentions. A small boat like this may survive till we reach shore. No way that one can, not where I�m heading.�
�If they do follow, what do we do?�
�Best plan, for now, is for me to set you ashore somewhere and point you in the right direction. I�ll sail away, and when it�s dark, I make a run for it across open water. Meet up with you later. They can�t follow me at night if I don�t show lights. If they get too close, I�m thinkin� we scuttle my boat near the beach, and both of us take off at a dead run. We don�t want that bounty hunter to get his claws into us. Trust me.�
Gareth glanced back at the sail on the horizon and then at Tom. �You scared?�
�Yes. Never had pirates chase me. I guess some might have wanted a load of my fish when there was a good day with the nets, but not many. This time, it�s different.�
�You�d sink your boat to get away from them?�
�Son, those are evil men chasin� us and an old boat is a fair price to pay for our lives. But, you�ll be buyin� me a new one with the proceeds of the egg, I�m thinking. It�s only fair.�
�I don�t want you to lose your boat because of me.�
�This isn�t any of your doing. If those back there want to cause us harm, you didn�t invite it. They might be pirates, or thugs, or men sent by the monks to take back that egg. The only thing I�m pretty certain of is that they�re not following us to help you or me.�
The night whispers were a subject to keep to himself, as well as explaining the feeling he had to escape Dun Mare. Gareth decided to tell a half truth. �I never meant for all this to happen, Tom. I just wanted an egg and a few coins in my pocket.�
�Treasure is more like it, instead of a few coins for your pocket. But I understand what you�re saying underneath them words and you don�t have to say more out loud. Now, if you duck, I�ll bring the boom around, and we�ll see what our pirate friends back there do.�
Tom shifted the tiller and slackened a line. The sail went soft, and as the boat momentum veered to port it fluttered and filled again, swinging the boom around to the other side of the boat with a snap sounding loud enough to break a mast. The boat leaned to the other side, picking up speed with the change of direction. The feel of the motion changed to one of more intent, the small boat surging ahead like it had new life.
�Here they come,� Tom said.
Gareth saw the sail following them suddenly lean the other way, indicating it had matched Tom�s turn. It had already increased in size since he�d first seen it, although he couldn�t yet make out the hull. �I don�t understand. The teachers have always helped me.�
�Tell me your story. Make it quick.�
He considered how to begin and then plunged in. He told of his earliest memories and how the teachers had supplied him with a roof, clothes, and food. He told of the lessons concerning history, math, science, and language. He almost ran out of story until he mentioned the dragon�s nest, and he quickly recounted all he remembered of that incident.
Tom listened without interruption as he continued to adjust the sail and direction to gain more speed. When Gareth paused, he said, �People say the Brotherhood are a greedy lot. They share information for a price and sell it for more. The question is, why would they give it to you for nothing?�
�It�s always been that way.�
�For you, maybe. But rest assured somebody is paying for your learnin�, and those Brothers don�t work cheap, I�m thinking.�
�My friend Faring said something similar. He said, someone always pays.�
�They watch out for you, or watch over you? Which is it?�
Gareth paused at the question, considering. �They keep me away from any danger. They�re always watching me. But they also teach me.�
�Since you were small, you say?�
�Yes.�
�You�re without folks of any sort?�
�Yes.�
�How many monks lived in that village?�
�Dun Mare? At least four all the time. Lately, twice that many. Ten, I think. Others came to teach me new subjects, and then they�d leave.�
Tom pulled the sails tighter and nodded to the boat closing from behind. �Somebody paid the monks to watch over you, son. Paid every day what a fisherman earns in a year, I�m thinkin�. They paid them at that rate for about a dozen years. That�s far more than your egg�s worth.�
�The sail back there is getting bigger, and I can see part of the white boat, now. They�re catching up.�
�We�ll make it. See that white water churning ahead of us? Rocks near the surface.�
�Are we going to veer off before we get to them?�
�Nope. You�re going to stand in the bow and direct me through them. Just arm signals for which way to go.�
�If we hit a rock?�
�We sink. I already know you can swim, so can I. Take your bag with the egg and swim to the nearest beach. I should already be there to greet you. Here, hold onto the tiller for me, and keep it steady, I got some things to do.�
Gareth took the handle while Tom moved quickly to the bow, where he raised one foot and brought it down on a plank supported by a pair of braces. Silver coins spilled from depressions carved into the wood. He scooped them up and stored them in a small pouch tied to his waist. He reached for a support next to the mast and twisted. It came free with a snap, and he pulled a small oiled bag from inside a hollow. Tom also tied that bag by drawstring to his belt, and Gareth heard the jingle of more coins as he did so.
A quick glance behind showed the white boat had gained more distance on them, but it seemed to have changed course, slightly. �Tom, look behind.�
The fisherman paused, and nodded. �Changed course again. Tryin� to use the wind to cut in front of us. Bring her a few points to port.�
When Gareth shrugged, Tom said, �Turn her left. Not too much.� Then, satisfied for the moment, he grabbed a stout pole from a rack mounted on one side of the boat. A wicked metal hook curled from one end. Strips of dried leather held the hook in place.
He sat next to Gareth and used a small knife to slice the leather wrappings until the hook fell off. A slot had been carved in the wood behind where it had been, and Tom carefully removed four small gold coins, each glittering in the sunlight. He glanced at the bewildered expression on the boy. �Never know when a storm, pirate, or spitting dragon sinks your boat, so I keep a measure hidden away for hard times.�
�If your boat sinks, so does your money.�
�Word to the wise from a smart youngster. Never keep all your stashes in one place is another lesson. Pirate comes aboard, and I fight a little. Then give him my smallest stash. He goes off happy. I keep the rest.�
�But if the boat sinks . . . �
�Smart men don�t keep all their stashes in one place. I told you. Got a few more at my house. And others hidden along the shoreline in some rocks.�
�You must be rich.�
�Never said any of my stashes were big, did I? When times are good you put some away for the bad time sure to come.�
�That pole with the hook? I thought it was for fighting.�
�The gaff? Nope, used to pull bigger fish into the boat when I�m lucky enough to catch one.�
Gareth surrendered the tiller to Tom and watched him adjust their direction more to the left. Gareth looked ahead, trying to see where the boat was heading, and why. The shoreline loomed closer, and the breaking water on partially submerged rocks foamed white. �Those four gold coins were pretty small.�
�Gold�s a funny thing. Each of them little things is worth more than all the rest you saw put together. And then some.�
�Then why not just keep them? Hide one in each of four places and you don�t have to worry about all those others.�
�Said to myself you were smart, but I�m thinking you�re short on knowin� some common things, which is entirely different. Regular stuff everyone knows. Four little gold coins will buy a nice boat, nets, and about everything else you see about you. The problem is, what if you�re in port and only want to buy a bowl of oatmeal for your breakfast? Most food sellers have never even held a gold coin, let alone keeping enough silver and copper to exchange.�
�I see. You just steered us more to port, again. Why?�
�Good that you ask questions, Gareth. That boat back there is still running on a course ahead to try cutting us off before we reach shore, or before we can turn down the coast. I�ve increased the distance it must travel each time we changed course. Not a lot. Maybe not so much they�ve noticed, but I�m thinkin� that soon they�ll realize their mistake and try to make a run directly on us. That will be another mistake with all the rough water and reefs ahead. Chances are, nobody on that ship has ever sailed this part of the coast, or, at least, this close to land.�
�Am I talking too much?�
�I�ve fished a lot of years. Mostly by myself, so I got used to my own company, but now and then others fished with me. Silence is good, but sometimes talking is good, too.�
The ship behind suddenly changed directions, the bow turning until it pointed right at the smaller boat. In response, Tom shifted the tiller to starboard and tightened the sail. They moved faster, but the old fishing boat with the round bottom was no match for the sleek white vessel. �This hull can�t sail into the wind worth a bag of beans, but she can take a wind from the beam and hold her own until we reach shore. You better get up on the bow and hold tight onto the rigging so you don�t fall in. When you see anything ahead just point the way you want me to steer.�
�What am I looking for?�
�Whitewater, or swirling water in troughs behind the waves. Darker patches that don�t move are sometimes rocks right below the surface, too. Anything that doesn�t look like the water out here is dangerous. Point the way around it. We�ll try to run up on the beach and get away on foot.�
Gareth scrambled to the leather bag with the egg. It was still braced under the seat. He slipped the strap over his shoulder and moved carefully across the rolling deck to the front of the boat. Where the bow narrowed to a point, he found a small platform large enough to stand on. His left hand grasped a rope that went from the peak of the bow to the top of the mast.
Ahead lay dull green water, churned and dirty. Seagrasses, leaves, sticks, and logs floated. He ignored them. From further ahead came the repetitive booming of waves crashing upon the rocky shore. Between the shore and boat were, at least, a dozen patches of white water, some with black rocks protruding above the surface. He glanced at their wake, and turned to project their course ahead and found they were now heading for the area with the most white water. He darted back to Tom at the tiller and pointed. �Lots of white water directly ahead.�
�I see it.�
�If we turn to the right we can avoid it.�
Tom grinned. �Right you are. But we�re not. At least not yet. That boat behind us is closing fast, but she�s comin� from port and trying to get ahead and cut us off. We�ll move in to pass close by those rocks, but we�ll have enough water under us. She�ll try, too. The current and wind will carry us beside the rocks, I�m thinkin�. From their angle, they can�t make the turn.�
�You�re setting a trap.�
�One no real sailor would fall for.�
�Will it work?�
�We�ll see. Now you get back up there in the bow, and when I make my turn, you keep a good watch. If you feel us run up on rocks, you jump into the water feet first, hear me? Probably break your head open on a submerged rock if you dive.�
�We�re not going to hit the rocks, are we?�
�Goin to be close. Still, that�s better than being taken by those on the other boat.�
They must be bad if you�re going to sink your boat instead of being captured. �Are you jumping too?�
�I figure to hit the water before you, son. Don�t want to be near a boat breaking up in waters like these. Too much chance of takin� a hit on the head or getting fouled in ropes and such, and being pulled down. Get off her as best you can, swim away, and meet me ashore. See that little finger of land jutting out over there?� He pointed.
�Okay, I�ll meet you there.� Gareth flashed a smile intended to show confidence, which failed, then went back to the bow and watched the turbulent water ahead, as well as keeping an eye on the boat following. The white boat was much faster and now close enough to see several men moving around the deck. A flash of sunlight glinted near a man�s hand and told of a knife or sword pulled from a scabbard. Gareth turned to watch ahead again, but his eyes were drawn to the other boat time after time.
The men aboard wore colorful clothing and called out taunts to them, but the wind whipped away their words. At least, six crowded near the bow, looking fierce and waving swords over their heads. It pulled closer and closer, but Gareth forced his eyes from them and to the water ahead. He pointed for Tom to steer around a swirling mass of white water, where rocks appeared in the troughs between waves. The fishing boat turned and headed for the green water.
The boat responded in time to pass the rocks, but so close Gareth could clearly see the small shellfish attached to them. The rocks were dark gray, almost black, with tips jutting above the water that couldn�t possibly be as sharp as they appeared.
Another glance behind found Tom intently watching the water ahead, too. Behind him, the white boat had closed the gap between them further, and now Gareth saw light glint off more than one sword, and the fearsome faces they made as they screamed insults. Other men shouted, and he could now hear individual voices. He considered pulling his knife and waving it back at them in defiance, but with the boat rolling, rocking, and twisting he needed both hands to hold on. Besides, it was probably a bad idea because if they caught up, the punishment would be worse.



CHAPTER NINE 

The wind and waves no longer whipped the angry shouts away as Gareth now heard the words, the taunts and threats, and they scared him. In all his time in Dun Mare, he had never heard adults making such threats. Many seemed physically impossible to perform. Tom ignored everything called to him and held their course as steady as if he was setting his fishing nets in an empty ocean.
Two large patches of swirling white foam lay directly ahead, separated by a wide expanse of deep green. Gareth�s imagination formed a picture of two masses of rock rising from the ocean bottom, a deep channel between. As he watched, Tom steered directly for the white foam churning the water on the right, but the tide and wind gently shoved the boat to the left, right into the channel.
The other boat continued gaining. Up close, the hull gleamed white, as did the sails. The deck stood higher than his head. The mast held, at least, ten times the canvas of the small fishing boat.� Eight men dressed in a variety of colorful, baggy clothing stood at the bow rails, weapons ready, most still shouting insults, although a few looked concerned. A few exchanged greedy looks. As they safely passed exposed rocks, all wore smiles.
Gareth realized they saw gold and silver when looking at him. He understood and heard all of that in an instant, but his mind noted again that the boat was not sailing directly at them. It still came at an angle intending to move ahead of Tom�s boat and prevent the fishing boat from reaching the shore. In calm, deeper water it would have worked. Gareth spun and found two more masses of breaking water directly ahead, and then he watched for a channel to pass. There was none. His mind projected the course of the other boat. It pointed between the two areas of danger. But the wind and tide would push it to the left as it did the fishing boat.
He looked at Tom.
Tom watched also, then turned back and caught his eye, and nodded. He flashed a toothy grin and wiped the hair from in front of his forehead with the back of his arm.
More shouts, taunts, and crude insults flew their way. Gareth clutched the egg bag and waited. The strap felt secure over his shoulder. Suddenly a patch of darker water directly in front of them drew his attention to an underwater rock he had not noticed. He yelled, waved, and pointed, drawing Tom�s attention. Tom swung the tiller over, and the boat abruptly turned, but not fast enough. Gareth waved frantically and pointed for more turn. Tom swung the bow hard over, using the sail to help as Gareth watched the darker water that hid rocks just under the surface pass close to their left. He stood taller and made sure the way ahead was clear. They had made it.
Gareth watched the other boat right behind them. It would pass right over the same spot where they had been a minute earlier. He waited. Nothing happened. The white boat had also avoided the danger.
He turned his attention to the water ahead, disappointed that the white boat had made it through the second trap Tom had set.
�Hold on tight!� Tom called, as he put the tiller all the way over to the other side. The boat heeled as Tom fought for control in the roiling water.
The boat twisted and surged ahead, nearly running up on newly exposed rocks, but Gareth remained at his post, pointing and directing Tom. A thunderous crash came from behind. Gareth turned around in time to see the huge white boat leaning far over to one side, the mast broken off, and the sail falling. It hadn�t missed the submerged rocks, after all. A grinding told of the hull ripping itself apart. Men had been thrown overboard and now fought to swim in the churning water. Others, still on board, shouted orders. A few screamed in terror.
Gareth watched one head bobbing and sinking in the water and the wild arm-flapping of a non-swimmer. The head went down and didn�t reappear. The white ship took on more water and rode lower, rolling sluggishly. The railing that had been so high earlier now looked even with the little fishing boat. Gareth felt no sense of victory. Instead, he felt the fear that such a thing might happen to them. Now Tom could guide the fishing boat at a slower speed and take them out into deeper water. He never considered rescuing the men from the sinking white boat.
�Keep your eyes ahead,� Tom ordered.
One glance showed they were in trouble. Tides had pushed the fishing boat too far to one side. Directly in front of them swirled a mass of foam and breaking water, jagged rocks protruded like daggers waiting to slice open the wooden hull. Gareth frantically pointed to his right, willing the fishing boat to turn from the danger. Their direction slowly changed as Tom threw the tiller over, but more rocks appeared directly ahead. It was too late. Gareth waved for them to turn left with wild swings of his arm, but felt the first rasp of wood scraping on rock and gripped the line in his hand with all he had.
A swell lifted the boat and for an instant he thought it might carry them to safety as they floated safely over the rocks, but the water receded. The hull slammed down on the jagged rock as if it had fallen from the sky. The impact twisted the boat to one side and threw Gareth off.
His feet entered the water first, as Tom had told him to do, although he had no control of what landed first. His left foot touched, and slipped on the slime-coated rocks. His right foot plunged deeper into the cold water and suddenly he found himself pulled under. He fought to find the surface. Another wave lifted him and carried him for long seconds before depositing him in deeper, but calmer water. Gareth managed to right himself into a swimming position, and he managed to take two full strokes before another swell lifted and pushed him closer to shore as it washed over him. He swallowed salt water and gagged, but managed to pull a deep breath of air before another wave crashed over him.
Between swells, he tried to orient himself. He managed to tread water while turning a full circle, searching for Tom, but only saw the fishing boat breaking up on the rocks, already half sunk. Several hull planks had been ripped off, and water rushed inside. Further, behind he saw the white boat sinking fast, only the bow remained exposed. A few men still crowded the deck, most others were swimming.
�Tom?� He listened as he searched, and called again, �Tom!�
Gareth waited until another swell raised him higher and he quickly spun around. He didn�t see the old man, but he did see the point of land where Tom said they were to meet. Fear tried to force him to swim to the nearest beach, but reason turned him to his right, towards the finger of land. He began to stroke, slow and steady. Tide, wind, and waves pushed him aside as if he was a leaf in a puddle during a storm, but he continued. He adjusted the egg so it hung around his neck in a manner giving him more freedom to swim, and he found he could use the incoming waves to push him in the direction of the shore, with a lot less effort than swimming for the point of land that was his destination. He took the path of less resistance, with reaching the shore, any shore, his goal.
Once he saw a man swimming directly at him. Gareth quickly turned and put distance between them. The shore came at him faster as the swells turned into breaking waves. They spun and rolled him as they struck time after time. Finally, he felt his feet touch sandy bottom. He shielded the egg with his arms to prevent it from scraping the bottom. As he tried to stand in shallower water, another wave hit him from behind and threw him down, face first. He felt the scrape of rough sand on the side of his face.
Gareth stumbled ashore tired, winded, and confused. On his knees at the water�s edge, he drew several deep breaths, gathered a portion of his wits, and tried to control his rising panic. Rough sand the color of aged cider covered the beach. He spit salt water and wiped stinging eyes, then lifted his head and recalled why he was here.
Tom! He had forgotten the old man. Gareth staggered to his feet and looked along the edge of the shoreline first, then to the deeper water. No sight of him. A few hundred paces down the beach someone paddled hard and fought to swim the last few feet to the edge of the surf. He fell and was pushed onto the beach by the next wave.
Not Tom.
An enemy. Gareth dropped to the ground. Behind him, further ashore, rose low hills of tan colored sand, shades whiter than the sand near the water. Tangles of vines covered part of the slopes. If he could reach them, he might be able to hide behind them, as well as keep watch on the beach for his friend.
His fingers touched the bag and felt the egg inside. There seemed to be no damage. He could examine it later.
Gareth saw no nearby shrubs or rocks to conceal him, so he sprinted across the heavy sand as well as his stumbling gait could carry him. After only a few steps, his breath came in angry gasps, and his legs burned with the effort of running in soft sand. Each step pulled. He looked over his shoulder and spotted another man who had partially washed ashore, still lying face down, head under water. A man carrying his sword staggered in the shallows, much farther down the beach. He clung to the sword as if he didn�t even know it was there. Gareth scrambled up the nearest slope, fighting for each step in the loose sand. The faster he tried to run, the more his feet sank and prevented it. The vines growing higher up the hillside provided better footing and he managed to reach the top without falling again.
Gareth crouched on the top of the sand dune and looked down at the shoreline extending to the far horizon in either direction. The waves still beat against the land, one after the other, and debris from both boats floated in the water, some looking like drowned men. On the beach, near the water�s edge, he counted six of the pirates, none Tom. Three were grouped together, confused and helpless, appearing injured. A pair lay in the sand at the water�s edge further away, and each brush of a wave stirred them, but neither reacted and they were certainly dead. A lone man stood in knee deep water and looked out to sea as if he was as lost as the sinking white boat, probably in disbelief that such a thing could have happened.
Gareth settled deeper into the soft sand and rearranged some of the nearby vines to shield his face from sight below. The sun felt hot on his back, and the reflection of sunlight off the sand made him squint. He made a systematic search of the surf nearest the beach and examined everything floating, looking for Tom. If I do see him, then what? Run down and rescue him?
When he didn�t spot Tom nearby, he looked to deeper water. Out behind the breaking waves, wreckage drifted. Men clung to a few. The rounded bottom of Tom�s fishing boat sat high on the rocks, rocking with the passing swells. Only a few feet of it floated above the surface of the water. He searched the water nearby again for Tom.
Another man swam ashore, and the three in a group moved to help him. Now there were four men looking healthy enough they could begin a search for Gareth. Five, if the man watching the water came to his wits and joined them. Gareth touched the bag containing the egg.
A dog barked. From the sound, it was a large one. He didn�t see it, but the bark came from the beach. His eyes roamed the water�s edge again, he paused when he saw a finger of sand and rock sticking out like a beacon. There! Tom had told him to meet him there. Then he spotted the dog, a large breed, just arriving on the beach with a wave pushing it as it trotted ashore as if it had enjoyed the swim.
Gareth couldn�t go down there, especially with the dog that was now roaming the beach, sniffing and going from man to man as if looking for its master. He could make his way in the shelter of the dunes, a longer but safer route to the rendezvous location. He eased back from the top of the dune and crouched, moving in a hunched position until he retreated far enough so that there was no chance of the survivors spotting him from down on the beach.
He tried to run again and gave up after a few steps. The soft sand tugged at each footfall and within a dozen steps his thighs burned, and his breath came in ragged gasps. He slowed, but moved steadily, taking long steps. Twice he climbed back to the top of the dunes where he could see the water and made sure he was going in the right direction, and that no pursuit had been organized, yet. Time passed, and sweat oozed in the hot sun. He needed a drink, but from the looks of the dry sand and sparse vegetation, it may not have rained for months.
He tripped from a misplaced step and sand filled his mouth. He spat, and considered remaining where he lay, but after a short rest managed to climb to his knees and finally to his feet. Trudging on again, he fell, thinking of the cool nights in Dun Mare, and sharing a steaming bowl of pottage beside the fire in the massive fireplace at the inn with Faring, or some of the old men. He washed it down with a tall mug of cold steam water. Wish I was there instead of dying here.
His eyes closed. He slept in the late afternoon sun.
Wrapping his arms around himself to ward off the chill, he woke with a start. Stars filled the sky, and in the dim light, he saw the staggered line of his footprints in the soft sand. Anyone who climbed to the top of the sand dunes could easily follow him, even in the starlight. The sounds of waves breaking were on his right, where it should be. He stood again. He walked to the edge of the dunes to observe the shoreline and make sure he hadn�t traveled past the finger of land that was their rendezvous point.
Shivering, Gareth sat and watched for movement or for the flicker of a distant fire on the beach. Just thinking of a warm fire made him colder. A quick glance around the dunes showed darker areas against the white sand. The vines that somehow survived in the soft sand grew in tangled patches. Pale green leaves larger than his hand stuck out every few inches from the center stem of the vine. He reached for the nearest and found it easily pulled free of shallow roots. The rope-like center stem remained intact. More than twenty huge leaves clung to it on a length twice as long as he was tall. He pulled more vines free. Soon he had vines and leaves coiled in a mass, a pile almost knee high. He pulled another stem and piled it on top of the others. Enough of these to crawl under and I might have something to keep me warm.
Now that he had a goal in mind, he quickly pulled more plants. Then he knelt and pulled as many as possible over the top of himself. He was busy burrowing deeper when a voice broke the silence.
�Might have known you�d find a way to make do with what you found handy, son.�
�Tom!�
�Keep your voice down, or are you tryin� to tell everybody on that beach down there my name?� The old man standing in the darkness flashed his toothy grin. He pointed away from the ocean. �Over that way�s a warm fire and some stream water fit to drink, if�n� you�re interested.�
�I thought you drowned.� Gareth staggered to his feet and nearly fell from weakness. The thought of water made his mouth pucker, almost demanding moisture. Speaking was difficult with the dry mouth.
Tom slipped an arm around Gareth�s shoulders and helped him take the first steps. �Been around the ocean all my life and always figured I�d drown someday. But this is not the day.�
�How far to the fire?�
�Take us a while, but you�ll make it. I see you kept our egg safe.�
Gareth stumbled and nearly fell, again. Our egg. �I should never have started this whole thing. Your boat�s sunk, and this egg might not buy us anything if we don�t find the right buyer.�
�Maybe. Maybe not. But we can always curse ourselves tomorrow. Right now we need to keep walking, and you can lean on me as much as you have to.�
The old man smelled of sweat, fish, and salt. The combination made Gareth feel safe and comfortable, although it was new to Gareth only a day earlier. He still felt cold, but a certain warmth seemed to emanate from Tom, an unfamiliar feeling to a homeless boy with no family, but one he liked. The footing firmed as they moved further from the beach, and the time passed quickly. They entered a forest under a canopy of high branches and followed a narrow, winding path that gently climbed before abruptly dropping down into a small, dim canyon. A stream fought its way to the sea along the middle of the jagged canyon, and under a stone ledge, the glow of coals in a fire pit welcomed them.
Tom gently lowered Gareth beside the remains of the fire. �Got some dry wood already gathered. I�ll build it back up.�
�They won�t see it?�
�Those men from the white ship are still on the beach, sleeping. I had checked on them before I rounded you up.�
Gareth watched him toss several smaller sticks and a few larger ones on the dull coals. How had Tom found this place, built a fire, and returned to rescue him? Gareth could barely move, yet Tom never slowed. He never hurried, either. Then Gareth closed his eyes. Dreams of pirates, teachers in long green robes, and dragons filled the night. Thankfully, the night whispers never came.
He felt a hand shake him. �Huh?�
�Best be wakin� up, son. Time we leave.�
Gareth sat and rubbed his eyes. The events of the day before filled his mind. He spun, searching for danger. The sun stood high above, and half the day was gone. He shook his head to help focus and looked at Tom, the memories rushing back like the waves pounding the sand.
�They�re comin� for us, son. Comin� fast.�



CHAPTER TEN 

At the news of �they�re comin� for us,� Gareth tried to leap to his feet and failed. He looked down at his legs as if they betrayed him by turning into logs, and tried again. He finally stood on weak legs as stiff as if they were starched, and fought to clear his mind while thinking new thoughts. All the trudging in the soft sand the day before had turned his legs to mush and this morning both legs protested the slightest movement. Everything in his mind had also turned to mush except for the understanding that the men from the white boat were after them. He turned to Tom, who was busy gathering their few items and looked ready to travel from this place to the far end of the world.
�You went back to the beach and spied on them?� Gareth asked.
�Course I did. Went early this morning and watched them get their selves ready to catch up with us. They were smart. They had a few gather what supplies they could recover from the wreckage washed up on the beach while two others scouted until they found our prints.�
�They found our trail?�
�Dogs.� Tom knelt and slurped water from the stream. �Better get yourself a good drink. No idea when you�ll get the next one.�
�What do you mean, dogs?�
�They have two hounds sniffin� us out. Five men.�
�Why are there dogs?�
�Boat like that is always smugglin� or chasin� after somebody. Probably carries a fair amount of coin and weapons on board, too.�
�They�re watch dogs.�
�They left some of their wounded on the beach. They took time to bury a few this morning, early. No doubt, others are missing and drowned. Not much to see of what�s left of the two boats. Just broken planks and wood floating or washed ashore. Now get yourself that drink and let�s move. We got nothing to carry more water in, so fill your belly.�
�The dogs are trained to track men?�
�Rumor is that�s one of their regular jobs. They�re good at findin� people that don�t want to be found. For a reward or fee. Dogs can be a big help.�
The water flowing in the stream was cold and fresh. Gareth filled himself and splashed his face, then nodded to Tom, who again led the way. He looked over his shoulder occasionally to make sure Gareth was keeping up, and he gradually increased their speed as Gareth�s cramped and stiff muscles relaxed as the day wore on. They stayed on a narrow path that countless animal paws and hooves created, flat and easy to navigate.
�You�re not sore?� Gareth asked as his calf cramped, again. �You�re old. I should be in the lead.�
�A little stiff earlier this morn, but I�m ready to walk the rest of the day. Fishin� keeps a man healthy.�
Gareth didn�t like the answer. Walking and fishing didn�t go together. Tom was an old man and shouldn�t set a pace Gareth could hardly match, and fishing didn�t have anything to do with it. Walking the remainder of the day didn�t sound possible. He adjusted the egg bag to his other shoulder. �Shouldn�t we get off this path so they have a harder time following us?�
�I�m thinkin� we need to put distance between us, first. We�ll move faster than them, at least for a while. Besides, it�s no harder for a dog to track us here than in the trees. Easier to travel for us, of course, but, later on, we�ll go our own way when they�re following comfortably behind and think they know where we are. Let them get tired and make mistakes.�
�They�re going to get more tired than us?� Gareth huffed.
�Only if they try to keep up. Unlike us, they can give up this chase anytime.�
�They have dogs!�
�I know. Can�t let that bother us, now. Worry about things we can change. Besides, dogs don�t make them move any faster. Now be quiet, I�m too busy walkin� and talkin�.�
Gareth felt his mind still coming awake, and recognized the rebuke, but too many things were creeping around in his fuzzy mind. He trotted several steps to catch up with Tom. �Are they going to catch us?�
�Not for a while.�
But they will. He�s trying to keep that from me. Gareth fell back behind Tom again. That was not the answer he wanted. Still, he appreciated the truth. He considered the possible outcomes if they should catch up. When they caught up. They�d feel Gareth owed them a new white ship he couldn�t afford. Somebody was going to take the egg and sell it, then turn him in for the reward. They�d probably just kill Tom, outright. Maybe feed him to their dogs as a reward for tracking them down.
Tom might get the better part of the deal.
The path grew wider and generally followed the contours of the land, heading away from the ocean. They crossed another small stream, but they continued without stopping. The forest on either side of them stood dark and forbidding, and the undergrowth grew so thick they could see only a few steps into the shadows. While the sun was high above, they traveled in a dank, almost dim tunnel of vegetation.
Gareth fell further and further behind Tom but refused to ask the old man to slow. He trotted to catch up more than once. At another stream, they paused to scoop water in their hands for a quick drink and rest. Tom carried an old canvas bag over his shoulder Gareth hadn�t noticed. Hand-sewn from the remains of a sail, from the looks of it. Tom always seemed prepared. Tom reached inside, fumbled around, and withdrew oiled paper. He unrolled it, pulled out a brown stick of jerky and handed it to Gareth. �Might want to scrape off some of the pepper before eating.�
They didn�t stay at the stream to eat. Gareth used his fingernail to scrape as many off as many black dots of pepper he could find. His stomach growled repeatedly, but he had come to trust the old man. Finally, he tried to chew off a bite and found he had to carry it in his mouth like a cigar, as his teeth worked their way through the tough meat.
The remaining spices burned his lips and tongue. The flakes of black pepper would have killed me.� At the next stream, he paused to scoop a handful of water. And the next. The terrain slowly changed, becoming one of more rolling hills and the trees and the undergrowth thinned, until Gareth and Tom stood together at the ridge of a wide canyon filled with tall brown grasses and only a few scrub trees. The path wound down to the middle of the valley where a shallow river sparkled. A volcano smoked in the far distance.
High above them, a reddish colored dragon flew past. It changed directions and dived, looking at first as if it spotted them, but before they ran for cover it changed course again and dived into the waist high grass. It emerged with a tan animal in its mouth, but they couldn�t tell what it was. It flew in the direction of the volcano.
�Different dragon,� Gareth muttered in relief to himself.
�You�d know,� Tom said.
At the edge of the shallow river in the center of the valley, Tom turned. �Hold on here. We�ll cross back and retrace our tracks and try to confuse the dogs. Maybe the men, too. Won�t even get our feet wet, but they will.�
Tom carefully walked backward, retracing his footsteps, with Gareth duplicating the act. When they reached a field of black lava skirting the edge of the path they slowed. A few tufts of grass and no shrubs, but mostly black lava. Tom paused. �Step off the path carefully. Stay right behind me. Don�t leave any scuffs or sign behind, if you can avoid it.�
�Will this lose them?�
Tom continued to step only on bare rock as he led the way, almost like a dancer doing an intricate step, turning south in the direction of Drakesport, but not following any trail or pathway. He said, �Lose them? No. Maybe delay them for a time is my hope. I�m thinkin� the dogs will get across the river and scout for our scent and not find it. Won�t take them long to figure out we doubled back. But they�ll still have to check and see if we went up river or down, and they�ll use the dogs to sniff each river bank to find where we left the water.�
�I see. Since we didn�t enter the water, they might go a ways upstream, and then go all the way back and try downstream. But they�ll figure it out pretty fast.� Gareth said.
�Course they will. With luck, it�ll take them a lot longer to find our new trail than it took us to create it. Slow them down a mite. Getting� late in the day, too. They might decide to camp beside the river for the night.�
Tom�s answer sounded like a sound decision. His language again sounded more refined, and his vocabulary had expanded. Gareth tuned his ear to listen more carefully. Tom was ever-changing to meet the circumstances. Who is the real Tom?
The ground ahead rose and fell, and the slope of the river valley climbed to another crest. Gareth struggled to keep up with Tom, as they climbed it. He slowed and fell back, breathing hard and his legs aching. Tomorrow morning would be worse than today.
Tom pulled to a stop and rested near a rock outcropping.
Gareth caught up. He drew in a few deep breaths, ready to continue their trek. He panted, �Be dark before long.�
�That it will, and we still have a few hours to travel, this day. We can put some real distance between them and us tonight, but we have work to do first.�
Gareth placed his hands on his knees and drew in several more deep breaths before answering. When he looked up the old man was already too far ahead to talk. Head down, he followed, fighting back tears of frustration. He kept his head down for most of the climb up the hill, watching the path, and paying no attention to anything around them. One foot ahead of the other. One more step. One more.
�This looks like a good spot to me,� Tom said, surprising Gareth because he was standing only a few paces away.
Tom barely looked winded. Gareth set his mind to match whatever came next.
Gareth looked back over his shoulder. He found they had climbed the long, scrub-covered hillside, and the river was easy to spot in the distance. They were near the crest, and the sun was low in the sky. He joined Tom in sitting on the bare, rocky ground, and together they examined the wide valley below from behind the cover of low shrubs.
Tom pointed. �See those trees way over there? The path we followed is down there, trailing along the edge.�
Gareth saw the trees, but couldn�t make out the path, and then as his eyes traveled nearer the river, he spotted it and followed it back. �Got it.�
�I�m workin� my eyes along the path, now that I know where to look. Don�t see any sign of them. I�m thinking we outpaced them today, but if they�re using the dogs on leashes, we may have moved faster anyhow.�
�Are we stopping here for another reason?�
�Besides, you needin� a rest?� Tom chuckled. �From the time we�ll first see them down there, I think we can decide how fast they�re comin�. Being sailing folk, I didn�t expect much from them on land, but you can never tell.�
�Aren�t we wasting time?�
�No. Look at it like we�re similar to soldiers gathering information. We know how long it took us to walk to that river down there, and all the way up that hill to this spot. Add some time for their confusion over our backtracking, and we know about how far behind they are. I can already tell you we�re moving faster.�
�How?�
�If they were as fast as us they�d already be in that valley down there beside the river.�
�So we wait?�
Tom nodded. �We wait. You know, it�s possible someone with them knows the area and they took a different route to cut us off up ahead. We need to make sure they�re still back there behind us, just because I�m a distrusting sort of man. Take a nap if you want. We have a distance to go before this day�s over.�
Gareth closed his eyes but felt guilty. If anyone needed a rest, it should be Tom, but when he glanced at him, he was staring intently into the distance where the path came from the forest and started down the other side of the valley. �Want me to take the first watch?�
�Shouldn�t be long enough for setting a watch, but I appreciate the offer.�
Gareth closed his eyes and relaxed. His mind slipped into a state as soft as warm mittens. The long shadows of late afternoon protected them from the sun and the residual warmth of the rocks soaked into him.
�I see them,� Tom said, his voice calm and unexcited.
Gareth came awake with a start. The sun was a little lower in the sky, almost touching the far peaks, and the shadows somewhat longer, almost dusk. Tom�s eyes were pinned on a distant location, and Gareth saw a flick of motion against the tan background of the brown grasses in the valley. A thin line of darker color moved along the path they had walked earlier.
Gareth couldn�t pick out individuals, or the two dogs, but imagined them leading the others with their noses to the ground. Tom watched in silence, a slight curl to his lip.
A few short minutes passed before Tom stroked his beard and said, �Take them a while to get to the river. Be almost full dark by then. If they spend any time trying to find our scent, it will be dark. My guess is they�ll reach the river and decide to stay the night. Pick up our scent about daylight.�
�If the dogs are confused in the morning, they might not find where we went until mid-morning.�
The fisherman stood and moved back from the vantage point until he was out of sight to any people below. �Maybe. We can hope, but chances are it won�t delay them long. Always possible they�ll travel through the night, too. Don�t forget, those are professional bounty hunters.�
Gareth said, �We�re rested some and can travel faster. Be nice to know if they come after us tonight, but I guess we plan like they�re going to.�
Without answering, Tom led the way again. As the sun disappeared, the stars shed enough light to allow them to pick their way through the scrub and dry grass. Later the moon would help. Their course veered west, as well as south, and eventually, they left grasslands and entered under the canopy of deciduous trees, mostly maple and oak, where they followed whatever narrow animal trails they found instead of wider and more traveled paths. They switched trails often, as one crossed another.
The egg hung heavy in the bag carried on the front of Gareth, and the leather bag now seemed almost a part of him, he was so used to it. It swayed and bounced in step to his pace. His concentration remained on the path ahead and his next step. He nearly missed feeling the first soft movement from within the egg.
Instantly awake and attentive, Gareth continued walking. When nothing else happened, he decided it had just been the egg slipping in the tight bag. He became drowsy again, eyes drooping, but he continued walking at the same steady pace Tom used.
The egg moved again. One leathery side of the egg bulged, and a sharp, solid tap came from inside.



CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Still unsure of what was happening, Gareth slipped a hand inside the bag and rested a palm on the egg. After a while, he convinced himself that he hadn�t felt anything, after all. He hurried to keep pace with Tom, brushing aside low hanging branches and avoiding roots that seemed intent on tripping him in the darkness. Their pace was fast, the path clear, and the footing mostly solid. A pale moon rose. Travel became easier with the increased light.
Easier for the bounty hunters, too.
Tom set a steady pace all night that Gareth fought to match. Suddenly they broke from the shelter of the heavy forest. Ahead, crossing at a right angle was the remains of a rutted road. Tom paused, then turned to his left, following the road with his eyes as it skirted the side of a hill, and said, �Look for a good place to grab a little sleep.�
Right here in the middle of the road�s good enough for me. �Tom, I can barely keep my eyes open. What about the men behind us?�
�Probably still at the river, sound asleep. Or back there at the river trying to find where we confused them.�
�Or right behind us,� Gareth said.
Tom chuckled and started down the road. Weeds and grass clogged the ruts, and in places, vines or brambles grew across it. �My guess is that if everything went right for them, the best they could manage in the dark is to be near the top of that hillside on the ridge where we waited and watched. We have half a night�s travel them, at least. This road is barely used. Let�s follow it a ways, and make it easy on ourselves.�
�You�re sure?�
�Yes, they�re professional bounty hunters, at least, a few of them. They know they�ll catch us faster if they rest well and keep up a steady chase instead of sprinting. No hurry for them because out here, with those dogs sniffing the way, they�re goin� to catch up. It�s just a matter of how long.�
�Then why should we bother to even try?�
�Maybe I should have said they think they�ll catch up. We need to change the game in our favor, and that�s what we�re looking to do now.�
Gareth trotted ahead a few steps and walked in the other rut where he could talk while walking alongside Tom. �You think we can get away? Really?�
�I�ve been considering what�s best to do all day yesterday, and thinking all night, too. We did put some distance between us tonight, but they gave us chase all the way from Priest�s Point, and there�s something missing in our thinkin�, something we missed.�
�I�ve been thinking too. They wanted us, or me, so much they risked sinking their boat. That is a lot to risk.�
Tom nodded. �Let�s consider what we do know. We sailed into that port back there, and nobody cared. Then we left without concern from anyone. I rowed out of the bay and mended the sails before raising them. Nobody followed.�
Gareth said, �Later a pirate bounty hunter ship is right behind us.�
�Why? What changed? That�s what we have to figure out.� Tom pointed to a small pathway that led off at an angle. He knelt and examined the bare dirt, allowing his fingers to trace impressions. �Probably a small herd of deer made this. Take long steps and only walk in the leaves. No footprints for a few steps.�
Gareth did as ordered.
Once they were sheltered by tall brush and the canopy of branches, they followed the track a short way, and when it turned into a small clearing, Tom said, �This looks good. Get yourself some sleep.�
�The dogs will sniff us out, here.�
�Not leaving footprints is more for any locals who might use this road and catch us napping. You�re right, it won�t fool the dogs for two shakes.�
�I�m cold,� Gareth said as he sat and relaxed.
�Me too. And hungry. Maybe later we can try to rectify those things, but right now I need my sleep.�
Curled up with the egg cradled next to him, Gareth closed his eyes and almost fell asleep when the egg moved again. Within the bag, the soft shell slowly expanded at one end, while shrinking at the other. The movement was more pronounced than before. Thinking back, he felt certain it hadn�t moved before this night. Is it hatching?
The idea terrified him. A dragon? After being carried across mountains and dropped into an ocean by one, he shuddered at the thought of a dragon emerging from the bag during the night and attacking him. I should tell Tom. A glance revealed Tom already asleep.
At daybreak, Tom shook his shoulder to wake him. Still tired, stiff and shivering, Gareth stood on painful legs and then limped as he tried to stretch them. As expected, they felt numb and sore at the same time. Tom walked back to the road, maintaining a silence that told more than words of how tired the old man was. His gait had slowed, his shoulders slumped, and his chin hung to his chest.
Later, the ruts intersected with another road, one far more used. Clear impressions of wagon wheels showed in the mud near a puddle, as well as the shod hooves of the animal that pulled the cart or wagon. It passed no longer ago than last evening. Tom studied the area around the puddle and finally pointed to the direction he decided they should take.
Gareth hung his head and tried to snatch a little sleep as he walked, opening his eyes after a few steps, and then closing them again for a few steps. It didn�t work. He gave up and stumbled ahead, eyes forced to stay open.� I really should tell him about the egg.
Tom had moved further ahead, but he looked as weary as Gareth felt. Tom had been kind enough to offer his help with selling the egg, and while Gareth hadn�t intended to sink his fishing boat, the fact remained that it had sunk. Tom�s generosity cost him his livelihood. Gareth promised himself to repay Tom for every board in the hull and every patch on the sails. But if the egg was about to hatch�what was it worth? Did anybody purchase baby dragons? Were they as valuable as eggs?
Tom might know some of the answers. He might have suggestions, and if nothing else he needed to know as a matter of trust. Gareth looked at Tom again and saw the weariness of a man about played out. When we stop to eat.
They walked until the morning sun warmed them. The warmth loosened soreness and Gareth felt much better. Not great, but better. The road left the trees of the forest and skirted along fields of recently harvested corn. Their pace increased, but neither spoke.
Tom finally pulled to a quick stop. His bony fingers quickly reached out, covering Gareth�s mouth, fingers threatening to choke him if he made any noise. The old man silently pulled Gareth a few steps into the thick underbrush at the side of the road and knelt, forcing the boy to do the same. He relaxed his grip and held a finger to his lips.
Gareth held still and waited.
A teacher strode into view, green hood pulled low in front, concealing his shaved head down to his missing eyebrows, but he walked with the same sliding, gliding motion all of them used. His eyes were glazed, fixed on nothing as he moved quietly. Each hand was in the sleeve of the other arm, and the heavy material of the heavy, green robe looked warm and practical to Gareth. For the first time, he wished he owned one.
After the teacher had passed, Tom shook his head at Gareth. They remained immobile for so long Gareth became impatient. He was about to speak when a second teacher came into view, traveling the same road, but several hundred steps behind the first. His gaze was as fixed as the first.
After he had disappeared, Tom stood and whispered, �They�re always in twos. At least, all the Brotherhood I�ve seen.�
�I know. They�re paired.�
When the sun reached mid-morning, Tom halted them again. He sniffed. �Smoke.�
Gareth caught the scent, too. Smoke meant a fire and maybe people cooking. His stomach growled in anticipation.
They moved cautiously down the road until a log farmhouse came into view, smoke curling into the sky from a stone chimney made of river rock. The farm was small, a single outbuilding for animals, and the garden looked as if it might feed two, but no more. Tom veered for the house.
�How do we know they�re friendly?� Gareth asked, excited, but speaking softly.
�There�s times when you just take your chances. We�re about wore out and it they refuse us help we�re no worse off than if we keep on, but if they feed us, we are ahead.�
Two massive dogs caught their scent and tried to out-bark each other as they raced in their direction. Both were mixed breeds, possibly part border collies. Tom stooped and greeted them by petting and talking to them as if they were old friends. When they continued to walk again, the dogs accompanied them, running and playing. The door to the house swung open, and a man shuffled out, an ax resting over his shoulder, clearly a weapon if need be. He watched their approach without words.
�We�re friends in need of a little help,� Tom paused and called from a hundred paces away.
The man lowered the ax and nodded. �Everybody needs help now and then. What can I do for you, stranger?�
Tom flashed a warning look to Gareth, then turned back to the farmer. �We�re hungry, and I can pay a fair price for a meal.�
�Nobody pays to eat in my home. You�re either welcome, or I send you on your way.� He waved an arm, �You dogs, get back to the house and shut up.�
�Just doin� their job. We like dogs,� Tom said.
The farmer held out his hand to Tom when they were close enough. �Name�s Seth. Wife�s inside. Call her Irene.�
�I�m Tom. This is Gareth, but we�d appreciate it if you don�t remember our names.�
Seth fixed them with a stern look, then nodded and led the way to the door, ignoring any sense of danger as if he appreciated the honesty. He called from the doorway, �Irene, can we feed these two? Seems they�re in a mite of trouble, and maybe they have a story to tell while you heat something up.�
Seth led the way into the house. Irene stood as short as any adult woman Gareth had ever seen. A well-used stool was in front of the wood stove, and she stood on it, already cracking eggs into a hot pan. �Heard you talking. How �bout some thick slices of pork to go with your eggs? Tom and Gareth, is it?�
The farmhouse, like most, was small, a kitchen, sitting room, and an open door that revealed a bed. A glance revealed it to be as clean as any he�d ever seen. It appeared old, but of sturdy construction. The smoke-blackened interior smelled of winter fires in the stone chimney and well-cooked meals. A low ceiling gave the feeling of intimacy while the log construction for the outer walls gave the impression of permanence. Most furniture had been hand-crafted with obvious pride, telling the tale of the two people who lived there.
Tom and Gareth sat in the proffered chairs, the only two at the small table, and the only two in the cabin. Seth sat on an upturned stump beside the stone fireplace and cradled a mug of steaming mead. Irene placed two mugs on the table, a jug of mead and a pot of hot water. She pointed to a covered bowl on the table. �Help yourselves.�
�You�re too kind.� Tom pour a small amount of the mead into the two mugs and then added hot water. Mead was a luxury to farmers and good manners dictated he uses it sparingly.
Seth looked on with obvious approval. �We�d like to hear your story. Is your trouble coming this way?�
Tom sipped and nodded. �Maybe.� Then after a short pause, �Probably. There are men chasing after us. Bounty hunters. They�re after the boy, here.�
�Bounty hunters!� Irene exclaimed, and then turned quickly back to her stove so the men could talk as was custom.
Gareth said, �I didn�t do anything, but those teachers are after me. We don�t know why.�
�Teachers?� Seth asked in a soft voice that carried more than the question.
Tom said, �I call �em men of the Brotherhood. Dressed in green robes and sneakin� around the countryside looking at everything. We saw two of them out on your road this morning, not far from here. They might come here and ask questions about us, later. You don�t have to lie, just delay telling the truth, if you don�t mind, but don�t get yourself involved or caught trying to cover for us.�
Gareth noticed the pained look Irene passed to Seth. He nodded to her in return and she went back to her cooking as if giving permission for him to talk.
Seth said, �Those greenies, that�s what we call them around here, came for our boy, Paul. About a dozen years ago, now. He was only five. Two of them came here one day and left with him. They tried to leave money, and we refused. They brought two other men with them, fighters. Knocked me around and finally tied both of us up for a couple of days. They left us a handful of silver and broken hearts. Haven�t seen or heard from Paul since.�
One of the dogs settled near Gareth�s feet, and he scratched its ears. �The men chasing us have two dogs with them. Hounds, I think. Trained to track men, is my guess. Following our scent, so you don�t want to get caught in any lies because they�ll know we were here.�
Seth sipped his mead and said, �No love lost over them greenies, and us. As I said, they took our only son, and we don�t forgive. So if they�re after you, what can we do to help?�
Tom pulled a large silver coin and placed in on the table. �Two blankets, some food to take with us, and directions.�
�Keep your silver. I guess that if they�re looking for you, they have descriptions. You need to change your appearance and look like someone else. Irene, I�ll dig into that chest in the closet and pull out some clothes that�ll fit them. I have plenty of old things they can wear.� He looked at them, his mind obviously racing. �You both have long hair. Irene can cut it and shave Tom. Scrape that beard off and he�ll look a new man, ten years younger. Wish we could add the beard to the youngster and change him as much.�
Irene said, �When I�m done with you two, those bounty hunters will walk right up to you and pass the time of day and not know who you are.� She stepped down from the stool and placed two plates heaped with scrambled eggs and several thick slices of smoked pork before them. She said, �If those damn greenies are chasing after you, then we�re bound to help you just to spite them. Seth, when we�re done here, you take them down to the river and give them our old boat.�
The dragon egg chose that time to move again against Gareth�s stomach. It slowly swelled at one end and then he felt a quick jerk. Gareth had been smiling but felt it fade. Another movement shifted the weight of the egg slightly the other way, and Gareth tried to rearrange the bag to his side as if it was a natural thing to do before eating. He didn�t want others seeing the movement from the bag and asking about it.
He noticed Tom�s eyes locked on him, but Gareth avoided eye contact.
Tom said as if intentionally drawing attention away from Gareth, �I didn�t even know there was a river near here.�
Seth pulled a pair of scissors from a sewing box and placed them on the table. �Out behind the barn and behind that stand of trees. Our fork of the river joins the John about a day�s travel south. The John River flows on down to Drakesport, about two days from here. You should be able to lose yourselves in a city that big.�
Irene reached out and ran her fingers through Gareth�s hair and picked up the scissors as he finished eating. �In the city, men often have shorter hair.� She snipped a handful, and then another. In minutes, she had a pile on the floor and moved to Tom�s side.
Seth stood, walked to another room and returned with an armload of clothing. He motioned for Gareth choose some and change. Irene looked away as if by accident, and Gareth hustled out of the fine new pants and shirt from Priest�s Point and into farmer�s homespun that had seen better days and fit slightly tight.
As he adjusted the new pants and shirt, Seth spread a blanket on the floor and placed cheese, hardtack, and dried meat in the center, then rolled it tight and tied a short piece of rope around each end, leaving a loop to go over Tom�s shoulder. The contents were safe from spilling and the blanket ready for travel.
Irene trimmed Tom�s hair and cut his beard shorter at the same time. Then she pulled a straight razor from a shelf and smeared soap on his face, all without speaking. Standing, she only matched the height of Tom while sitting. But her actions were fast and sure, working her way quickly and efficiently around his face, cheek to cheek.
In a short time, both were dressed in different clothing and looked like strangers to each other. The fire in the hearth burned their hair trimmings and old clothes, although it pained Gareth to watch the only new shirt he�d ever owned in flames.
Gareth imagined he looked somewhat different, but Tom had been transformed. The short hair did change him somewhat, but the removal of the beard made him look far younger than Gareth had come to think of him. He didn�t look much older than Faring�s da. The lines remained in his face, but the overall change was striking.
Irene said to Tom, �Those pink cheeks of yours will tan quickly, but if you don�t shave for a couple of days the new growth will cover the fresh look, and nobody will notice anything. Sorry about the nicks, but I was in a hurry.� She wetted her finger with her tongue then dabbed at one cut that continued to bleed.
�If the greenies are after you, you better get a move on,� Seth said, examining their new appearance and nodding in approval. �I see them now and then on the road out front, but they won�t speak to me. They know they took my only son, and I won�t forgive them. When we get to the river, I�ll hide my other skiff so nobody will use it to chase after you. The next closest boat is a half day�s walk up river.�
�Might be better for you to take a pole and do some fishing in your other boat. Row a ways upstream. That keeps it away from them and makes it so they don�t find out you hid it. That�d be hard to explain. Irene will verify your fishing story. It makes both of you look innocent,� Tom said. �Or better yet, take her fishing with you.�
Irene handed Tom a bar of soap. �I don�t fish, and you stink. Any dog will follow your scent as easy as you and me can see a red flag waving in the breeze, but if you get out on the river and scrub yourself, and your new clothes a time or two, maybe the lye in the soap will take off the smell. Maybe make you smell like soap and the dogs might lose the trail.�
Tom slipped it into his pocket with a nod of thanks.
Irene returned to her stove and started cleaning the surface. Gareth caught the reflection of a tear in her eye. Wanting, to say something, his mind refused to cooperate and in the end, he remained quiet. She was remembering her son.
Seth pulled his pole and tackle box off a shelf beside the door.
Irene told them to hurry and be safe, but she was not going anywhere. She had a house to clean.
Seth escorted them outside and led them across a pasture, leading the way down a twisting dirt path past a small flock of sheep to a lone mule munching grass. It eyed them warily as they walked past. The small path entered a stand of willows, and the ground fell away as they neared the river. Two rowboats lay bottoms up, one older but looking serviceable.
Wordlessly, they rolled both and slid them into the edge of the water. Seth said, �Good luck to you, both. I have some fish to catch upstream and hopefully nobody steals my other boat while I�m away.�
Grinning, Tom shook his hand and climbed into the other boat and set the oars into the locks, taking the seat in the middle. Gareth pushed off and leaped into the stern with only one foot getting wet. He settled himself and turned to wave, surprised that the current and a couple of sweeps of the oars had already moved them so far.
Seth stood and watched from the bank. He returned a wave then pushed his boat into the water.
Rounded rocks protruded above the surface of the shallow river near the shore and Tom easily navigated around most of them. At the center of the river, the current flowed faster in the deeper channel. With Tom�s skillful rowing, the boat surged along at a speed Gareth estimated would be about the same as a slow runner on land. If the dogs and bounty hunters were going to catch them, they had better be prepared to run for the next two days. He let out a breath of relief for the first time in what felt like days.
Gareth took the time to examine the river and forest. One glance in Tom�s direction said that despite his change of clothing, haircut, and lack of beard, he was worn out. �Want me to row? I know you�re tired.�
Tom snorted, almost a laugh. �The current�s doing all the work. I just keep the boat centered, but later on, you can take the oars for a spell.�
�Irene and Seth won�t be in trouble for helping us, will they?�
�Not if they stick to their story, which they will. It�s perfectly reasonable for him to be out fishing. You and me stole his old boat. The bounty hunters already know we�re heading for Drakesport, so it�s something they would expect of us. The dogs following us will sniff around the farm and find we were at the house, but not why. Just natural for us to scout around before we stole the boat.�
�Tom, they were so nice to us. We should have made them take that silver coin.�
�They wanted to help. Can�t make a person do something they don�t want to. It�d be insulting to try.�
�Still, I�d feel better.�
�That�s because you have the right instincts, but don�t know how to put them to use, yet. You�ll learn. But, if�n it makes you feel any better I left two silvers on the seat of my chair while Irene cut my hair. She�ll find them soon enough.�
That was the right thing to do. Maybe I�m learning, after all. �Tom, I have something to confess.�
Tom had the boat in the middle of the river, with about fifty feet of water on either side. He sat in his seat so he faced the bow and rowed by pushing the oars forward, a position favored by many seamen, he told Gareth. Sitting that way, he could see ahead without craning his neck and he allowed the current to carry them. He watched Gareth with eyes as cold as the chill in the air. �Out with it.�
�I felt the egg move. The first time it did I thought it was a mistake, but it moved again when we were eating.�
Tom stroked the oars a few more times. �Then we have to hurry. The army buys eggs. Not empty shells.�
�I�m not sure what to do, or if there�s anything I should do.�
�Keep it warm as you can, and we go from there. What else is there?�
The mid-day sun felt comfortable and his belly full. As tired as Gareth had been earlier, he suddenly felt more so. �Can I sleep for a while before I row?�
�I used to have a young crewman just like you. Every time I got him out on the water, he went to sleep. My fishing boat was like a cradle, and he was a babe.�
�We were up all night!�
Tom broke a smile. �You�re the laziest boy I�ve met in a long while. Tell you what, slip over the side and wash yourself good with this soap.� He pulled the rough-cut bar from his pocket. �Irene was right. Maybe make it harder for the dogs to follow and we can use all the help we can find, such as it is. The sun�ll warm you while you dry. I�ll go next. You can get a bit of sleep and then you can take over rowing for me. Now be quiet. Got some thinking to do.�
Later, smelling of strong soap, Gareth smiled as he curled his damp body onto the seat and let the motion of the rowboat lull him to sleep. Things were going to work out. Tom would figure out what to do.
He woke with a start. A sharp movement came from inside the shell of the egg. The bag was next to his stomach. Waiting for a second to collect his thoughts, another sharp jolt drew his attention. Gareth looked around in apprehension nearing fear. The sun had dipped lower in the sky, but there was still a lot of daylight left. He turned and glanced at Tom. He appeared even more haggard than earlier, and his head hung so low his chin nearly touched his chest. Gareth asked, �You awake?�
Tom�s head came up looking startled, and he looked somewhat dazed but nodded.
�The egg just moved again. You�re tired, so change places with me. I�ll row for a while.�
�Know how to row?�
Gareth kept low as he moved to the other seat, forcing Tom to move to the wide seat in the stern. �I�ve been watching you. It looks easy enough.�
�But you�ve never held an oar, have you?�
�Come on. The boat is moving itself. You climb back there and rest.�
Tom settled himself and used one of the rolls of blanket for a pillow propped against the side of the boat. His feet hung over the other side, threatening to dip into the water at any time. �Wake me if you see anything unusual.�
The old man�s snores immediately set a steady rhythm for rowing. Gareth�s first strokes were far too deep, but he soon realized the mistake. His hands burned from the handles of the oars after only a few strokes. He took fewer strokes and let his grip loosen. The river actually seemed to be doing all the work, so he only had to keep the boat centered and away from rocks and overhanging trees. A pull on an oar now and then kept it floating in the right direction and in the middle of the river.
He watched the egg which was now lying on the floorboards near his feet, wondering what to do. It moved a few more times, one end expanding while the other contracted, but he left it alone. It scared him. Beneath the leather shell lived a tiny, fierce creature that existed in the nightmares of brave men. His mind played tricks on him. The creature inside the egg continued to move as if testing the limits of the strength in the shell.
The afternoon turned to early evening, and he considered unrolling the other blanket and wrapping himself in it for warmth against the night chill. He also needed food. The problem was that the food was rolled in the blanket Tom rested on. Movement would wake Tom, and he needed rest more than Gareth needed food or blanket. He pulled the left oar to center the boat again and decided he should have pulled the other oar because the boat almost spun. He corrected his mistake and watched closer to ensure the boat stayed centered.
A muffled chirp of a screech sounded near his feet. It drew his total attention. Then another sounded. Louder, more piercing and even frightening. His eyes focused on the leather bag on the floor of the boat. He saw furious movement inside the bag and shell. Much more movement than ever before.
Gareth tentatively pulled the flap back and peered inside.
A tiny, serpentine head with wide red eyes peered back.
A dragon.
It emitted another screech and then reached down and tore away a portion of shell clinging to its hide. It climbed partially out of the jagged hole and became stuck. It shook and twisted forcing its small body out of the broken shell, whining the whole time. Smaller than a young chicken, it already looked too large to fit back inside the eggshell.
The tiny dragon face appeared fierce, the tongue flicked out, tasting the world for the first time. It was a miniature version of the dragon mother that had carried him over the mountains. Its large red eyes glinted, and a sickening odor made Gareth pull away in hopes of finding fresh air.
Gareth reached down and flicked the flap back over the dragon.
It scampered partly out from the bag, its attention focused only on Gareth. It looked at him and turned the tiny head from side to side, eyes fixed as the tongue darted in and out. It pulled lips back to display an impressive row of tiny jagged teeth. Then it cooed a soft gurgling noise and scrambled the rest of the way out of the bag. Gareth grabbed the bag and tossed it back over the ugly dragon, then shoved the bag, including the dragon, further away with his foot. No, you can�t push it where Tom�s sleeping. It might bite him. He grabbed the strap and pulled it closer again just as the tiny black beast crawled from the bag to the bottom of the boat and stretched as leisurely as if it had done it a hundred times, never looking away from Gareth.
The leathery skin looked dank and wet. The red eyes stayed focused on his.� Sniffing continually the nose wrinkled, and leaned closer to smell Gareth�s ankle. It spread tiny black bat wings and shivered. It cooed again, sounding lonely and scared, never looking away from him.
Can baby dragons spit acid? Gareth pulled further away.
Gareth watched it instead of the river, and when he lifted his eyes for a quick check to make sure the boat was centered in the river, the dragon darted forward and leaped. It landed on Gareth�s knee and clung with tiny claws digging in like needles. Gareth sat as still as possible, although he wanted to dive over the side of the boat and drown the ugly beast.
It clung to him and sniffed a few more times, the tongue darting in and out. Gareth ignored the claws and tried to keep his face away from where the dragon might spit. When the dragon shifted its head to one side, he moved his to the other. The more he turned and twisted, the more the dragon moved to remain face to face. One quick shove and it would go over the side of the boat and into the water. Can dragons swim?
Then it reared its head back and emitted another scream, louder and more insistent. The tiny claws dug in. Gareth wasn�t sure he could dislodge it if he tried. He clung to his chest, now. At every opportunity, it climbed a little higher.
Gareth blew in the small face to keep it away from his chin, as he dropped his hold on the oars. Only the oarlocks kept them in the boat.
The dragon pulled away and stared at Gareth. It emitted a soft coo that eventually rose to a shrill scream.
Gareth placed both hands on the dragon and tried to gently pull if free of his clothing, but the thing clung to him with surprising strength. Gareth tugged harder.
The dragon threw its head back and let out a screech like a cat that had its tail caught in the door. Gareth half stood, the dragon still clinging to him and drawing in another lung full of air, probably for another shriek.
�I think it�s trying to tell you it�s hungry,� Tom said softly. �And since you�re his mother it�s your duty to feed it.�



CHAPTER TWELVE 

�Mother? Me?� Gareth�s eyes locked on the ugly beast of a dragon clinging to his shirt with claws as sharp as needles piercing his skin.
Tom watched, a smile threatening to spread, as if this was something he saw and enjoyed, daily. �Reminds me of baby ducks. The first creature they see becomes their mother-for-life. They�ll follow that �mother� around like it�s the true mother, and they never change their minds about who she is. I�ve heard of them following men, dogs, geese, and once a sow.�
�I�m not this thing�s mother!� Gareth lifted the dragon gently with both hands and placed the dragon on the floorboards. The dragon�s skin felt damp and oily. A sniff confirmed the nasty smell was coming from the dragon. He wiped his hands on his pants several times.
The dragon remained huddled on the floor until Gareth glanced up at Tom. Then it darted back up his leg and settled in his lap, again.
�I wonder what baby dragons eat,� Tom asked in a calm voice, as he used the back of his hand to unsuccessfully hide a smile before unrolling his blanket. He found a piece of dried meat in the supplies Seth had provided for their travels. The jerky consisted of several large strips of venison. He broke it into smaller pieces and held one out, near the dragon, trying to entice it to eat. The animal screamed in terror, running further up Gareth�s leg and curling into a defensive posture at his waist, the same place where Gareth had carried the egg for days in the bag. It snorted as if trying to spit acid.
Gareth gingerly placed one hand under the dragon and lifted it from his lap, then sat it on the floorboards of the boat again, careful to keep his hand away from the snout and teeth. Stunned, the chick stayed there for a few heartbeats, then spun and raced up his leg, again. He said, �Listen, we�re not going to do this all night, and you will not shred my thighs with those claws. Make yourself comfortable somewhere else.�
Tom tossed the strip of dried meat to Gareth. �You�re doing fine. A good mother protects her young. You try feeding it, Mama.�
Gareth scowled but held the meat near the tiny nose between thumb and forefinger. The dragon looked, sniffed, and sprang too fast for his eyes to follow. The meat was in its mouth. Fast!
�Be careful with that thing or you�ll be missing fingers,� Tom handed him some more jerky. �Swap seats and let me take the oars while you feed your dragon so it doesn�t try eating me tonight. By the way, you have yourself a fine example of a male black dragon.�
�There are others?�
Tom gave him a questioning look before continuing. �Dragons come in reds, grays, and browns. A few whites, too. But blacks are the largest, smartest, and most feared. Even other dragons are scared of them. I�ve never heard of anyone stealing the egg of a black, in fact, I didn�t know any exist. Black males are myths.�
�There was only one dragon that we ever saw around Dun Mare. So, I thought all of them were black.�
�No, black females are rare, but males are even rarer. Until you fell from the sky, I�d never even seen a black in all my travels. To be honest, I thought they all died out long ago. I assumed the chick would be one of the other colors.�
Back at the nest, the night whisperer told Gareth, which egg to take. They insisted he take the larger one. Had they somehow known?
Once they settled into their new seats in the rowboat, the dragon ate more chunks of dried meat from Gareth�s fingers, never once drawing blood from a fingertip despite snatching each piece so fast the movement couldn�t be tracked with the eye. Then it curled itself up in Gareth�s lap and slept, looking more like a kitten than a vicious black dragon.
Gareth whispered to Tom, �What are we going to do with this nasty creature? We can�t sell the egg now, I guess. Will the army buy a baby dragon? Or will anybody?�
�Don�t think you have to speak soft, Mama Gareth. The black looks really sound asleep. But, you should probably wrap the two of you up in a blanket and keep it warm tonight.�
�I don�t want to sleep with that thing.�
�Son, you can�t leave newborn babies of any sort out in the night cold to die. I don�t know what we�re gonna do tomorrow, but tonight you have a duty.�
�I said that I�m not this thing�s mama.�
Chuckling, Tom took a couple of strokes to center the boat in the river but refrained from speaking.
Gareth made himself comfortable, turning his back on the old man to avoid more confrontation. He pulled the blanket over himself and drew his knees up, leaving the dragon on the floorboards near his feet. The dragon woke with a start, looked around and found Gareth, then eased closer to him as if stalking prey. It nosed around until it found the edge of the blanket, slipped underneath, where it moved up his leg to Gareth�s middle and curled next to him.
Gareth felt the first nip of night air chill and allowed the animal stay. The night birds whistled and chirped, owls hooted, and the soft whisper of the rowboat slipping through the water took the edge off his temper. Eventually, he fell asleep.
The night whispers soon arrived, soothing and comforting for a change. They immersed him in soft and mellow feelings, almost happy, if happy was the right word, which it was not. But they managed to convey satisfaction with his actions and offered a hint of safety. As they withdrew from his mind, he slept better than in recent memory.
Tom shook his shoulder. �Nice night and the stars are out. Looks like a few rapids up ahead. Nothing too bad, probably, but you better sit up and help guide me.�
The gurgling sounds of water rushing over many rocks filled the night air, and as he sat up, the tiny dragon squealed in protest before resettling itself back into his lap. The edge of the blanket still covered most of it. Gareth glanced at Tom to see if he was watching. When he saw Tom focused on the river in front of them, he pulled the blanket over the dragon.
Ahead were patches of white in the river ahead. As they drew nearer, the water ran faster. Rocks and boulders flash past. Twice Gareth directed Tom to one side of the river to avoid rocks, and once the boat scraped bottom in a shallow section, but they moved quickly and soon entered a far larger river, the water turning sluggish and darker.
Tom said, �Must be the River John. Care to take the oars and let me catch a few winks?�
�No problem.� They exchanged seats. Gareth scooped the dragon into the crook of his arm and carried it to the other seat as if he had done so a thousand times.
Tom said, �Rule number one for any crewman on watch on the water. You wake me for anything that you see. Or anything you think you see. That�s all you have to remember.� He unrolled the other blanket and pulled it over his head forming a hood, and stretched out across the bench seat, feet hanging over the side of the boat threatening to dip into the water.
The instructions Tom gave were almost like orders issued to a worker. Gareth decided to not object or comment. Tom was tired and needed his rest. Gareth peered into the darkness and found his eyes had adjusted enough to allow him to see the ragged shoreline of the river, and sometimes beyond. The shore was a darker line in the depths of blackness. Stars overhead formed brilliant points of white light. Later he saw the fluttering glint of a yellow light beyond the edge of the river. �Tom, there was a light on the shore. Up ahead.�
�Gone now?�
�Yes, at least, I can�t see it anymore.�
�Maybe a cabin with a fire or lantern inside. We probably drifted out of sight. Good man. Keep watching.�
The chuckling sounds of the water slipping past the boat were soft as the current carried them down the river. Bats flitted past their heads and mosquitoes whined. A lone hoot-owl called softly from the nearby trees on the left bank. The old man needed sleep as much as Gareth did, perhaps more when his age was taken into consideration. Gareth steeled himself to stay awake at the oars until sunrise.
His attention drifted to memories of life in Dun Mare and Faring. And of Sara, Odd�s lovely daughter. Time passed pleasantly. �More lights up ahead, Tom.�
He saw the blanket move as the old man rose up and looked. �A small village or town looks like. We�ll float past as quiet as a whisper. Careful you don�t let the oars make noise because it can carry a good distance across a body of water.�
Tom lowered his head and went back to sleep.
Thinking of the events so far, as much as Gareth had been scared when the dragon flew off with him, his friend, Faring must have been almost as frantic as Gareth when he saw him dangling below the dragon on that rope. Faring probably ran all the way home and spewed the story to his father that the dragon had flown off and killed him. He�d also tell the story to any teachers he encountered, too. And he�d tell it to anyone else who would listen, but the reality was that none of them could have helped Gareth. Still, there must have been quite a stir in Dun Mare over his strange departure. He smiled at how the old men at the inn would tell and retell the story of Gareth flying off to his demise while dangling below a dragon. Probably the biggest story in village history.
But that chain of thinking soon led him to one of the mysteries that he couldn�t speak to. How had the teachers in Priest�s Point learned of Gareth�s disappearance from Dun Mare so quickly? Nobody can travel that fast, except when flying on a dragon. Even if someone had found a way to travel that fast, that didn�t answer the other question. Why had the white ship chased them?
He digested and reconsidered all the facts until he figured out a partial answer to the last question. Tom had paid a woman in Priest�s Point to sew his new pants and shirt. She knew Tom fished on his boat alone. The larger clothing was obviously not for him. Somehow, she passed that information to the teachers, who were searching for someone his size. After finding out Tom had a passenger matching the general description of Gareth, the teachers must have ordered the white ship to sail after them. The teachers must have paid the ship owner well, or they had offered a sizeable reward. If not, the white boat would not have taken the risks it had. Even poor seamen know better than to chase the fishing boat into an area filled with jagged rocks. The risk for the expensive boat had to be justified with gold.
Tom had concluded the teachers could somehow communicate over long distances. As silly as it sounded, and as quickly as Gareth had dismissed the idea earlier, there was no denying the teachers in Priests Point somehow knew of him, and within a single day. They must also have vast resources of money as shown when they purchased the trading company that bought Faring�s Da�s tannery. He thought about the white boat chasing them through the rocks. Had he seen any teachers on board? He didn�t think so.
Faring�s Da said to always ask why. That seemed like good advice as Gareth continued watching the river and listening to the night sounds. His hand went to feel the lump that was the dragon under the blanket and paused. The newborn of many species are not beautiful. Some are downright ugly. The dragon was loose, limp skin over sharp bones, with a few barbs along the spine and eyes too big for the small head. The sharp teeth could remove a man�s finger with one snap of those jaws. He pulled his hand back to grip the oar, again.
Despite the lack of sleep, he managed to feel better than he had in days. The information fell into place, into nice neat little sections. Not knowing a thing was worse than not understanding the happenings around him. More lights appeared on the shore down river, and the sky in the east brightened with the coming day. �Tom, I see more lights ahead, another village, I think. It�s almost dawn.�
�Take us closer to the far shore so they won�t see us when we drift past. Anything else?�
Gareth eased the boat closer to the far bank with a few strokes of the oars and waited, watching all around as if making sure there was nothing else to report before responding. �The people in the next town will see us after the sun comes up, you know.�
�Can�t help that. I guess we could hold up for daylight, but the time we gain floating down the river ahead of them who�r chasing us would be lost. Besides, with the Brotherhood�s fast communications abilities, by nightfall they�ll have boats up and down this whole river looking for us.�
�Still, if we keep on moving during daylight, and maybe tomorrow night, we�re in Drakesport around dawn, right?�
�Right. If�n nobody snags us first, which they will. Now, ease up on your oars for a bit.�
�Ease up?�
�Stop rowing, I heard something.�
Oars held still, they both listened, and Gareth finally heard the regular sound of the paddling of another small boat. Gareth peered into the darkness upstream. He moved the sleeping dragon and the blanket to the floor, out of the way, and out of sight. A small boat took shape in the dim light of early dawn, long and narrow. It turned and headed directly for them.
Tom said, �Keep your voice down, and a hand on that dagger.�
They waited.
A soft voice called from a few boat lengths away, �There�ll be no need for that dagger. I�m peaceable. Is that you, Captain Tom?�
�That it is. And who might you be?�
�A messenger and a friend. Seth and Irene upriver are also friends of mine. She sent me looking for you with a warning.� The narrow boat pulled quietly to their side, and a middle-aged man with wild white hair smiled as he took hold of their boat to steady his. He pulled himself alongside. �Thought I�d never catch up with you two. Irene said to tell you those men in green robes came asking a fistful of questions right after you left. Then others came. Mean ones. She said to tell you they had two hound dogs sniffing for you. They wanted to speak with Seth, but he was off fishing.�
Tom leaned forward. �They didn�t hurt her?�
The man chuckled and said, �No. No, she�s a tough old bird. They just asked questions about the two of you. She told them that if the Brotherhood brought her boy back to her maybe, she would talk to them, but until then she wouldn�t say another word. She went to cleaning her cabin until they left. Lucky she did, because she palmed the two silvers you left on that chair.�
�Glad to hear she�s well. Now, who are you?� Tom asked.
�Call me Jenkins. Seaman Jenkins, if you prefer, sir.�
Gareth had breathed a sigh of relief at the news of Seth and Irene, even though he didn�t understand much of what had passed between the two men. Unspoken communication had told a tale he didn�t know. His eyes were looking at Tom and then at Jenkins, and he realized there was still more going on than he knew. The current eased both boats downriver at a slow pace, and Gareth wanted to push their boat off from the other and continue rowing, but knew there was more the two men had to say.
�How�d you manage to catch up with us?� Tom asked.
Jenkins used his chin to point to the small double-ended boat he sat in. �This thing�s a modified kayak like they use way up north. Won�t carry much weight, but it gets me there with less effort and a lot faster.�
Tom said, an edge to his voice, �You called me Captain Tom, and addressed me as sir. Have we met?�
�Yes sir, for a time I served under you at Scalene Passage. Manned the rails, port side.�
�Ah, I�m very sorry I didn�t recognize you, Seaman.�
�No reason you would, sir. I was a last minute transfer from the Invincible after she burned. Besides, you had your hands a mite full while you defeated those ships we attacked. Despite what the board of inquiry said, those of us who were there know you for the hero you are. The queen should have stood up for you instead of listening to her cronies.�
Gareth listened and watched the old fisherman with the bad grammar evolve into someone else. The language and manners grew by the sentence. He heard the air of command now in Tom�s voice, as well as the respect the newcomer paid him in word and manner.
Other thoughts of Tom flashed to mind. How fast Tom had agreed to the adventure of crossing a sea and selling the egg, for instance. Other men would not have been so quick to volunteer, at least not those Gareth had met. None of the men at the tannery would have gone, and Odd would have stayed on his farm. So would the old men at the inn. The teachers never joined any activity.
Jenkins said, �Irene thought it might be a good idea if I paddled on ahead of you, sir. Sort of keep you in sight behind me, but just barely. If you see me get snagged by the Brotherhood or the king�s army, you can maybe escape on foot.�
Tom nodded. �That would be greatly appreciated, seaman. I would also appreciate it if you didn�t call me �sir� anymore. I�m just a fisherman these days. After we reach Drakesport and conduct our business, might there be an inn where we�d meet up with you and lift a tankard of ale to the old days?�
Jenkins pushed off and took a powerful stroke with his double-ended paddle. �The Sleeping Lion�s my usual haunt in Drakesport. But I�ll be the one buying the ale, not you, Captain.�
The dragon under the blanket stirred. Gareth didn�t want the dragon climbing out while Jenkins was nearby and liable to see it. He placed a gentle but firm hand on the neck of the little dragon and received a sleepy snort in response. It wrapped its long neck and tail in opposite directions as if to snare his wrist. Gareth pulled his hand free and gave it a few strokes to keep it calm. He slipped the hand away when he felt the muscles relax, and the dragon slept again.
As the smaller boat darted away downstream, Gareth looked at Tom until he caught his attention. �You have some explaining to do. Or should I say, explain�, Captain?�
Tom motioned for them to shift seats and he retook the oars. �You want the short story?�
�We can start there,� Gareth answered warily.
The oars dipped, and Tom pulled gently. Gareth�s change in attitude didn�t seem to offend Tom, in fact, he seemed amused. Tom smiled wider and said, �There was a time I was in command of a warship in service of Queen Alexandria, which was a few years after King Henry died. We were losing the war, back then. The Tarragon navy sailed north to embargo all our ports. Choke us off so we wouldn�t have food or supplies and have to surrender.�
�You were a military captain?�
�I was the captain if you put it that way. The queen wanted to make me an admiral, but that�d take away my ship and put me ashore. The story is, we were down near Scalene Passage, which is the sea passage between two large islands.� He seemed to drift off as he remembered, speaking soft and low as the sun turned the eastern sky pink. After a long pause, he continued, �We broke out of a fog bank directly in the face of the Tarragon fleet. I had my men ready at battle stations, but we were outnumbered ten ships to one. Three ships of the line and seven fast packets overloaded with troops.�
�Ten to one? Did they sink you?�
�I performed what�s called a strategic retreat. I turned and ran back into the fog as quick as possible. Since I knew where they were and their course, I predicted where they were going. I sailed north and lay in wait behind an island not much bigger than my ship, hoping for better odds. A day later, two of the smaller ships sailed right into my trap. We burned both by lighting an oil slick. Then we made for the Brandon Passage and found a packet ship half our size, but full of crack troops and weapons. It was running alone. We made short work of her and headed full sail for the capital port of Bristol to defend it and the queen from the other seven ships. We joined the fleet and won the battle.�
�Then what?�
�We turned the Tarragon back that day. It became the turning point in the war.� Tom continued, his voice was softer. �At first, the queen was quite pleased, and I believe ready to bestow knighthood on me. Then politics came into play, and high-ranking enemies in court said I was yellow and afraid, and that at Scalene Passage I ran when I had enemy ships in my sights. All true, if you look at it one way.�
�That�s silly. You ran because you�d have lost your ship if you fought. You sank three of theirs and still had your ship there to defend the capital.�
�Well then, I wish you had sat on my board of inquiry instead of those men who did. At any rate, they drummed me out of the navy, and many of those same bastards who accused me of cowardliness later turned out to be working for our enemies. With no pension and my name blackened, I decided to head home to Dunsmuir Town to live and fish as a simple man. I hoped the story didn�t follow me, but no such luck. Still, speakin� like a poor fisherman born and bred in that part of the world made it easier. The locals accepted me. End of story.�
Jenkins bobbed down river in his small boat. Wavelets twisted and turned him. He often slowed his paddling to keep pace, and he even used his paddle backward a few times to keep Gareth and Tom in sight when he traveled too fast. Gareth looked at Tom in a new light. A sea captain of a royal warship. It didn�t seem possible, but there was the ring of truth in Tom�s simple story. There were things left unsaid, but as Tom mentioned at the beginning, it was the short story.
�So when I�m talking to you, am I speaking to a captain or fisherman?�
The old man turned and cast an almost angry look Gareth hadn�t seen before. He felt himself wilting like a leaf of lettuce left in the summer sun.
Tom spoke, his voice low and hard. �I was both fisherman and captain until my boat sank. A man can be a good captain on a small vessel as well as large.�
�I meant no harm, Tom. But it seems the man I thought I knew has been someone different the whole time. I�m adjusting my thinking, but it will take some time getting used to who you are.� The dragon stirred again, poked its head from under the blanket, sat up and sniffed the air. It made a full turn, looking at anything and everything as it tasted the night air, and flicked its tongue. Then it settled back down and placed its head on Gareth�s lap. So small I can hold it in one hand. I wonder how long that will last.
�In life, things are seldom what they seem at first glance,� Tom said, barely above a whisper.
�So I�m learning.� Gareth decided to let the matter drop. Or at least, stop talking about it, but there was more of the story to know, and when the time was right he�d ask again. Still, he felt somehow betrayed by Tom�s past. Gareth had only known him a few days, but always thought of him as an uneducated fisherman, and a friend. Now with the new information, there was a barrier between them.
They moved quietly down the sluggish river, keeping sight of the small boat ahead, and watching the silent towns and villages slide past. Now and then, a dog barked from shore. Once, they passed another boat so close that they spoke softly to the fisherman and wished him well on his catch.
Dawn came and went, leaving a foggy mist blanketing the river and both shores. The sun looked pale and weak, softened by the shifting mists and rolling fog. Ahead, Jenkins had to stop paddling and wait for them several more times, and he often closed the distance to keep them in sight in the shifting fog that lay over the river. They watched him closely. He acted as guide and barometer for trouble.
Gareth dozed. His thoughts and ideas of who the real Tom might be would wait, but after staying awake most of the night, the new information could wait. He felt the dragon snuggle closer and ignored it. His eyes grew heavy.
�Something�s wrong,� Tom hissed, pulling hard on the oars to slow their boat near the center of the river.
Gareth jerked his head up and looked at the river. Jenkins� kayak spun and turned sideways to the current. It made a couple of odd circles before turning to face the right shoreline. Looking to the shoreline won river, Jenkins cupped his hands to his mouth shouted, �What do ya want?� A low bank of fog prevented Gareth from seeing who Jenkins spoke to. Jenkins paddled slowly ahead, keeping his kayak nearly still in the slow current, dipping his paddle backward a time or two. He shouted again, telling someone he had business in Drakesport.
Obviously, he delayed moving ashore, making sure Tom and Gareth were warned.
Tom took the oars in hand and pulled several long, lean strokes that stilled their boat in the current. As Jenkins reached the edge of the river, Tom rowed gently until the boat slowly moved upstream with hardly a sound. Both of them kept their eyes on the kayak disappearing and reappearing in the shifting mists. The fog thinned and separated, finally revealing, at least, ten soldiers waiting for Jenkins on the far shore. One of them stood alone looking animated. He ordered Jenkins to do something, probably paddle faster, but Jenkins seemed reluctant and shouted questions at him.
In the time, it takes to draw a few breaths the mists swirled around them again, and the kayak faded from sight. No cries of discovery and no fingers pointed in their direction. Tom pulled harder on the oars and changed the boat�s direction to head for the opposite bank.
Jenkins had bought them time to escape. They needed to leave the river.
The old man continued to row with long hard strokes. He angled across the river to the far shore and then upriver until they came to a place where a small stream poured into the main channel. Spinning the boat around, he aimed the bow up the mouth of the stream with several hard pulls, gaining speed with each. Once the boat entered the stream, there was no more room for the oars to reach water, but their momentum carried them a few boat lengths. Low hanging branches and thick brush helped conceal the stern as they pulled the boat as far out of sight as possible.
Tom said, �Gather what you want. This is where we start walking again.�
�If we stayed in the boat and slipped past them in the fog, do you think there are more soldiers further down the river?�
�I would bet on it if I was making book.�
�Making book?�
�Another way of saying I�d bet anything on it, Gareth. Thanks to Jenkins, he gave us the warning we needed, or they would have seized us right there where they caught him. They probably have a fast boat or two ready to give chase in case we tried to evade them, or maybe a stand of archers ready to let loose a volley of arrows.�
�Will Jenkins be all right?�
�Course he will. To them, he�s just another boat heading down river, and they have no idea that he even knows of us. He�s been down the river a time or two. He�ll just tell them most of the truth, but not all. He�ll soon be floating downriver again, which reminds me. Be sure to speak softly. Sounds carry funny in fog, sometimes over long distances.� Tom stepped from the boat to the muddy bank. He leaned back into the boat and rolled up the blankets with their food inside, keeping a keen watch the whole time.
Gareth also stepped into the boat again, waking the dragon in the process. He placed the strap of his bag over his shoulder and rubbed the soreness where it rode. He should have made a wider strap. The dragon seemed happy to reenter the leather bag that had held the egg headfirst. It curled up and lay still. The bag felt almost natural swinging at his hip after the days he�d carried it. Stepping into the soft mud of the shore again, he rolled his blanket around the remainder of the food and tucked it under his arm.
Tom nodded down river. �Might be some of those damn teachers of yours looking for us on this bank, too. Most people use the river for travel. I�m thinking we head away from the river and find ourselves a different road going in the right direction. Then we need to hide ourselves because they�ll have all the roads watched, too.�
�So we only travel at night?�
�Nope. They�ll have sentries out at night, and we�ll stumble onto them before we see them. Anyone traveling at night is suspect, so they�ll take a long look. Probably your teachers, the Brotherhood, are walking along every back road around Drakesport all night long. With their fast-talk ability, you can bet they�re waiting for us, and they know what we look like. Or, what we used to look like.�
�Then what do we do?�
�Well, first there�s a few things we need talk about while we get away from here. You know, things to understand between us.�
I thought we already had a deal. �What sort of things?�
�These teachers of yours. Or monks, or the Brotherhood if you prefer. Seems like there�s a hundred or two of them searching for you. For the life of me, I can�t figure how one young man can be that important, so if you�re the king�s long lost son or something, this is a good time to tell me. That way I can make plans.�
�I am nobody!�
Tom flashed a smile, which relieved all the tension in the hopeless-seeming situation. �Then I guess you and me are going to have to hide in plain sight.�



CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Gareth jogged every few steps to keep up with Tom�s rapid pace as he trudged down a well-worn path winding through the thick underbrush beside the River John. Residents of a few cabins on the side of the hill probably used this path daily. As usual, Tom walked like a man half his age or a man possessed. Gareth mentally adjusted the age estimate of Tom to a third of his original. Tom never seemed to hurry, but he never seemed to slow down, either. Tom moved quickly and effortlessly, speaking little, arms swinging with each step. After the fog lifted they traveled beneath the wide limbs of a virgin forest filled with hardwoods of maple, ash, oak, and every other sort spreading above. The trees thinned long enough to catch glimpses of nearby rolling hillsides and the snow-capped peaks of unknown mountains in the far distance.
�Tom, a while ago you said we�re going to hide in plain sight. What does that mean?�
�It means you and me are going to change who others see when they look at us. They won�t think about questioning us or reporting our whereabouts. Those teachers of yours have undoubtedly spread our descriptions far and wide. A handsome, distinguished older gentleman and young scallywag of a pup traveling together will get noticed. Even our new haircuts and my shave will not slow them down for long. I have a few ideas, so just hang on while I scout around for what we need. I�ll know it when I see it.�
The cryptic answer didn�t provide much solid information, but the confidence his voice carried would do for now. Gareth felt the dragon stir in his bag, probably upset from being jostled and disturbing its sleep as they moved back under tall trees. The path followed along a slippery stream bank. He placed his left hand into the opening and felt the animal wrap itself around his wrist as if comforted by the touch. He kept his hand there. The awkward posture upset his balance, but he ignored the discomfort and tried to keep pace.
As they crested a small hill, the heavy foliage thinned along one side of the path. Gareth paused for a breath and found the clearing was a field of newly planted hay, maybe alfalfa. The rows were neat and straight, and he felt a pang of envy. It reminded him of Odd�s farm in Dun Mare. The neat rows of the field also meant a nearby farm. Farms usually had barking dogs and defensive farmers protecting their homes and crops from travelers.
Tom walked a dozen paces ahead. Now he slowed and moved carefully, probably watching for signs of farmers, too. A small cabin appeared in a small valley below them. They paused on the hillside behind a stand of willows, watching the windows of the cabin, and the empty fields. The sun was high, but farmers rose early and had probably been busy with chores for hours. A stout barn and several small outbuildings stood near the cabin, all looking old, neat and well kept. Crops grew in at least three nearby fields.
Beyond the cabin wound a strip of a two-rut dirt road.
Tom said, �Rest here. Stay still and watch for me. I�ll be back, one way or another. Whatever you do, don�t get excited and try to rescue me.�
�Not arguing, just trying to understand. Why do I stay?� Gareth asked, settling himself on a fallen log to watch.
�I don�t want the people down there remembering you being around here, in case anyone asks. I�m speaking about your teachers, of course. Many old men stop by local farms looking for temporary work so I won�t stand out if I�m alone, but those people following you are looking for an old man and a younger one, together.�
�I assume they�ll have dogs down there. Will they smell my dragon up here?�
�Your dragon, is it now?� He chuckled and gave Gareth a pat on the shoulder, �The dogs probably can�t smell it from here, but that thing is beginning to reek if you hadn�t noticed.�
Gareth had noticed.
In the distance, the door to the cabin slammed open. An old man with a long dark beard stepped outside and paused to oversee his farm. Stretching, he looked at the sky and the heavy clouds hanging above the northern horizon. He whistled and a pair of yellow dogs bounded from inside the house. The farmer limped his way to the barn, moving slow and looking pained with each careful step.
With a small salute, Tom headed down the hillside, skirting the edge of the fields so he couldn�t be seen by the farmer. Once down to the road that passed in front of the farm, he turned in the farm�s direction as if he had traveled a distance on the road.
Gareth watched Tom closely. He noticed Tom start to limp and walk much slower, moving like the farmer had, as he headed for his barn. Tom neared the cabin, and one of the dogs spotted him. A torrent of barks followed. Both dogs rushed in Tom�s direction, leaping and sprinting, each trying to arrive first and bark loudest. They were both yellow, and they looked so alike they may have come from the same litter a year or two ago.
Tom knelt and held out his arms to greet them, laughing and calling to the dogs as if they were old friends. They pulled to a cautious stop in front of him and sniffed while the farmer limped out of the barn and in their direction. Tom petted them and shook hands with the farmer when he arrived. Tom had not moved closer to the farm. He waited, as was custom and good manners. They spoke for a short time on the road, and Gareth saw them both chuckling at something. Then they walked back to the barn and disappeared inside as if they were the best of friends, the dogs chasing a stick Tom tossed again and again.
The sun shifted far higher in the sky before a mule pulling an old wagon creaked into view from the double doors of the barn. A newer wagon sat outside under what looked like a red apple tree. Behind the wagon trotted a brown and white goat tied to the rear corner by a rope, not seeming to appreciate the tugging rope at all. Tom sat in the wagon seat waving goodbye to the farmer as he slapped the reins to get the attention of the mule. It looked tired even though the day had barely begun. The dogs barked and ran beside the wagon until the farmer called them back several times.
Ears of corn filled the bed of the wagon almost to the top of the sideboards. The wagon didn�t look like it could manage a heavier load without breaking down. The mule looked old, stubborn, and traveled at half the pace a young man walks. Together, Tom, wagon, and mule looked to be a sorry team. Only the goat balking at being pulled along had any vitality.
Tom now wore a different shirt. Pale green and loose fitting with long sleeves, it was much like most farmers chose. A darker green patch on one shoulder stood out displaying a crude repair, even at in the distance. At the road, the wagon turned away from the cabin and in the direction where Gareth and the dragon waited on the hillside. As it moved nearer he saw the small motion Tom made with his hand, and he slipped through the trees to the edge of the road, taking care to keep underbrush between himself and the cabin, carrying the dragon in his arms.
Tom shook his head when Gareth started to climb onto the seat of the wagon. He handed Gareth a straw farmer�s hat, old and worn, and he said, �I�ve been thinking, some. Putting together, a few ideas of things past. It had to be that damned woman at Priest�s Point who made your clothes who talked too much. Word reached the Brotherhood. That�s what sent that white boat chasing after us. That�s one puzzle solved.�
�I had the same thought.�
�Should have shared it with me,� Tom barked.
�But it does not say why the white ship chased us.�
�Damn. You�re right. I thought I�d figured it all out, and now I have to do more thinking.�
�Sorry. How�d you get the wagon?�
�A few silver coins changed hands. He gave me a fair deal.�
Gareth snorted as he examined the sorry state of the wagon and mule. �A few silver coins for this?�
�He threw in the load of corn for almost nothing. I paid extra for the goat. Now, you untie that goat and walk on the road ahead with her, like we�re not together and don�t know each other. Get a good lead on me. You should be able to hear the wagon behind, so don�t get too far ahead.�
Gareth said, �I see. We�re splitting up because they�re looking for a bearded old man and larger young one, both with long hair, traveling together. Not farmers.�
�So we cut our hair and travel apart and act like locals. If asked, you�re taking that goat to an uncle�s farm near a village called Prosper. Make up a name for yourself and a story to go along with it. Throw a couple of ears of corn in your bag with the ends sticking out like they�re your lunch. Maybe nobody will look in there and find your new pet if they see corn ears sticking out.�
�What about your name and history?� Gareth asked.
�My name�s not your concern because you don�t know me, remember? I�m just a hired hand driving this old wagon load of corn down to Drakesport town to sell at the farmers� market. I do this with all our extra crops at my brother�s farm where I live. I�m a little slow when I talk. . .� He took a deep breath and let it escape between pursed lips. �And slower to answer.� Another breath. �Even the Brotherhood won�t want to talk to a dullard like me for long.�
�Drakesport. I�ve been wondering about that. I mentioned this once, but does the Army buy baby dragons?�
Tom avoided his eyes. After a hesitation longer than Gareth anticipated, he answered, �Son, to tell you the honest truth, I don�t know. About all I do know for sure is those damn teachers, or Brotherhood, or whatever they are, want us really bad. When I say �us� I mean you more�n me. And I don�t think they�re your friends. I know they�re not mine. If you disagree, then you should meet up with the first pair of them you see and surrender.�
Tom gave the mule a slap on the rump, and it trudged ahead.
Gareth slapped the wide-brimmed hat on his head, untied the goat and quick-walked ahead of the wagon, tugging and urging the goat to walk faster. As he passed the wagon, he said in a conspiratorial voice, �My name�s Tim, son of Faring. We live on a goat farm half a day behind us. This is the third goat I�m delivering to my uncle in Prosper this year because we�re having a good year.�
�Talk educated like that and they�ll nab you right off. Drop yer eyes and talk through your nose, like this� Tom pinched his nose. �Better yet, only talk when you have to. Farmer boys your size haven�t had time for school so it�s expected. Just do a lot of nodding and smile at anything they say. Add some shrugs, too, like you have no idea of what they are saying but you�re agreeable. And look away when they talk, like you�re thinking about something far away.�
Gareth nodded, disappointed at Tom�s corrections, and he yanked the goat by the halter to walk faster, instantly feeling sorry for the action when the goat bawled in protest. He realized he didn�t know the way to Drakesport, but he kept walking. Tom seemed to know everything and would correct him if he turned the wrong way. The comforting sounds of a squeaky wheel and the soft rumble of the loaded wagon followed him.
Before mid-morning two teachers appeared on the road and walked in his direction. They moved in their usual stiff manner without swaying from side to side. They wore their hoods pulled low over their shaved head to protect their eyes and pale skin from the sun. Their hands were concealed in their sleeves. Always before Gareth had admired their mechanical method of walking. Now he found himself thinking of it as �slinking� and somehow evil. Their quiet ways had somehow transformed into spying.
Gareth realized he didn�t know how other people greeted teachers when meeting them on the road. He�d always been their student, with them coming to him, but acting different from others on the dirt road would draw attention. He considered mumbling hello but didn�t trust his new persona or accent. One mistake and they would spot it.
The distance between them closed fast. Gareth gradually moved to the side of the road and held his goat on a short leash, watching the two men closely from under the brim of the straw hat. He kept his face impassive. Their eyes seemed to drift past him, and both looked directly ahead as if seeing little in front of them. Neither nodded or said anything. Indeed, they acted as if he was merely the shadow of a bush growing at the edge of the road.
Well, now I know what to do when I see them. Just stare and move on.
The goat lowered its head and reached for a tuft of grass. Gareth pulled a handful of grass and used it to keep the goat following eagerly at his heels, feeding it from his hand now and then. They paused at the first stream for a drink and made sure the wagon still rumbled behind. When he heard it getting near, they continued.
Tom must have told the farmer a tall tale to get a full load of corn, as well as the mule, goat, wagon and the old clothes. Some tale it must have been, and more than a few coins had probably changed hands. He felt certain Tom had done the deal in such a way that the farmer didn�t have much information to share with the Brotherhood if he chose to tell. Gareth would bet that Tom had convinced him to hold his tongue, anyhow.
Gareth wondered how he could underestimate Tom so many times in only a few days. Perhaps that was Tom�s strength. Others also saw him as a poor farmer or fisherman with little education. Nothing threatening about him. Gareth was beginning to see the cunning, intelligent man under the disguise. Tim. I�ll have to remember my new name. While walking slowly along the road, he fleshed out his story, in case anyone should ask. Tim would be easy to remember. Tim. Tom. Nothing is worse than forgetting your name.
�I�m t-takin� this baby goat to m-my uncle.� Gareth talked to the goat, practicing his new stuttering dialect, perfecting the mannerisms of a slow-witted farmer who had never attended school. �Takin� dis billy to m-my uncle.�
The goat glanced at him and looked away as if it didn�t approve.
He felt the dragon stir and pulled the flap of the bag aside. The animal paused and looked up at him with a mouthful of yellow corn and green shuck. It snorted once and lunged back at the ear of corn as if afraid Gareth was going to take it. He let the dragon have that ear while pulling another from the bag and gnawing on the sweet, raw kernels as he walked. When he looked inside the bag again, only bare cobs remained of the other three ears.
Another pair of teachers waited in a small glen beside a bend in the road where they were concealed until a passerby was only steps away. They stood together, saying nothing, and watching everything. Their eyes barely touched on the farmer-boy and goat.
Ignoring them, Gareth continued to the next field of lush wheat standing nearly waist high and allowed the goat to eat lush mouthfuls until the wagon came in sight around a bend. Tom�s eyes flicked to Gareth, and then back to the mule and the road ahead, almost as if the boy and goat were invisible. The mule never broke stride.
Tom�s telling me something.
Gareth reached for the halter and pulled the goat closer, ready to flee, if needed, or hide if possible. A flash of movement behind the wagon drew his attention. Dull green. He recognized them, despite their overall similarities. Years of interaction with teachers as he sat at their knees listening to them gave him the ability to discriminate between similar appearing teachers, a skill that others might not have. Those are the same teachers I saw a while ago. They�re following Tom. Should I stay here or start walking, again?
Gareth sat and waited as if resting, feeding his goat a handful of green wheat stalks, and keeping the leather bag containing the dragon hidden by his body. A boy from a farm would allow his goat to feed, even if it was eating another farmer�s wheat. It was normal to pause to feed farm animals when traveling, and a convenient way to avoid contact with the teachers. He half-turned his back to them.
Sitting on a stump munching on his raw ear of corn, he watched the wagon pass from the corner of his eye as if he belonged to this place, maybe even to this farm. He pulled the straw hat lower over his eyes, but not so much that the teachers might notice he was avoiding them. Tom never looked his way again.
The teachers in their slinking manner managed to move faster than the wagon and Tom pulled to one side and slowed to allow them by. He tipped his hat and smiled, but got no response. Hiding in plain sight.
Gareth waited until the wagon moved well ahead. Then he led the goat back out onto the road and started walking, faster than before. Later, when he passed the wagon, there were no teachers in sight on the road. They either had turned off or were far ahead.
Tom whispered without turning his head, �Good lad. Fast thinking back there. Act like any farmer boy. Those won�t be the only teachers on this road, I�m thinking.�
Gareth didn�t answer. He tugged the rope and pulled the reluctant goat faster.
Late in the afternoon, the remains of an old shack stood at the edge of a clearing. Gareth tied the goat to the branch of a small oak and approached the shack carefully. No path led to the door. The grass had not been trampled or flattened. The stone fireplace had fallen into a pile of rubble. Someone long ago had made a fire pit with of some of the stones. While fire-blackened, it obviously hadn�t been used in a long time. The fallen-down walls of the cabin were firewood he wouldn�t have to search for. A perfect place to spend the night.
Tom would appreciate a warm fire. Tom made a fire back at the beach near where the boats sank, so he had iron and flint on him, although Gareth had not seen it. He went back to the goat and moved it closer to the cabin, where it could rest and graze while he gathered wood and stacked it beside the pit. Using part of a still-standing wall, he leaned other boards against it and formed a small lean-to for sleeping.
As the rumble and squeak of the wagon approached, he paused and waited for Tom to pull over and compliment him. Tom ignored him, his eyes on the road ahead.
The wagon continued as if they had never met. Tom must have his reasons, and Gareth didn�t need to know what they were, but it troubled him to be ignored. A simple nod of greeting would not have hurt. So would a smile of encouragement. Gareth reluctantly admitted that he needed to act his part and allow Tom to manage the situation.
However, Gareth felt lost.
The little dragon stirred in the bag and poked his head out for the first time in a day. Looking around, it sniffed the air with eagerness. Gareth sat alone in grass as tall as his waist and waited, watching the dragon with a combination of interest and disdain. The dragon wriggled free of the bag and stretched, expanding wings beginning to look much like those of a bat, but far too small for flying, yet. It shivered, folded the wings and turned to Gareth.
�Hungry?� He unrolled the blanket and picked up a small strip of dried meat from their supplies. Gareth let the animal catch scent of it. The nose twitched.
The dragon raced up his leg, climbed his chest, and snatched the meat from his fingers.
The tiny claws scratched and dug into his clothing and skin, drawing a wince of pain. Two small tears in the shirt told of where the sharp claws penetrated. The animal needed to learn self-control. When it grew twice as big, which might be very soon the way it ate everything in sight, it would leave a track of bleeding holes in Gareth�s skin. He placed the dragon back on the ground and reached for another tidbit. The dragon stood on two hind feet and spread palm-sized wings, and shook them in either anticipation or irritation. It darted forward, mouth extended to grab the food. Gareth held up his other hand, fingers splayed wide, preventing the dragon from advancing. The tiny creature hissed, eyed the hand preventing it from eating, and waited. Gareth gently moved the strip of meat closer.
The dragon darted around his hand and grabbed it.
Better, but room for improvement.
�Okay, boy. Time you learned to be gentle.�
He held up an index finger in front of the toothy mouth and made the dragon wait. Each time the dragon tried to advance a step, he restrained it with the finger moved in its path, and Gareth tapped it on the nose soundly. He tapped it more than once to ensure it understood it couldn�t pass. The hiss changed to angry snarls and snorts. However, the lesson seemed to be working well, until the dragon tired of the process. It settled back and hissed at Gareth, shaking its wings in anger and snapping tiny teeth on empty air. The head slowly moved to and fro, searching for a way around the offending finger. The eyes peered at the campsite, examining everything. It remained still, only the red eyes shifting.
It emitted several savage snarls, and leaped into the air, wings flapping but far too immature to suspend it for even a short time. It snorted in frustration and dug claws into the soft dirt, and it made a full turn, looking at everything, again.
The head and eyes stopped moving.
In a flash of movement as fast as Gareth could follow, the dragon spun to one side and darted past Gareth. It sprinted to the goat tied to the tree. Leaping high, it managed to cling onto the rear leg of the goat. It gripped the skin of the hip with tiny talons. Sharp teeth sank into the warm flesh, tearing a chunk of meat free.
In response, the goat leaped and flailed, kicking all four feet. It bawled, eyes open wide in terror. It pulled at the halter as it danced in fear of the dragon riding its leg, trying to break free. Then the goat leaped high into the air and spun in wild circles trying to throw off the beast that was eating it alive. The dragon held on. The dragon tore another mouthful from the same hip and swallowed. The goat ran in more circles, bleating as loud as any full-grown buck.
Gareth dived into the fray as fast as he could. He missed the dragon with his first grab and managed to get his hands on it and pull it free with the next. The dragon fought and twisted, then leaped from his hands. Once on the ground, it eyed the goat again, ready for another attack.
Gareth leaped between them, arms spread wide, preventing the dragon from reaching the goat, again. When the dragon moved left Gareth was already there, like a game. It moved right. Gareth got there first. Barely. �No!� Gareth shouted. �You don�t eat my goat!�
The dragon�s tongue flicked out and licked the last of the fresh goat blood from black lips. The red eyes remained on Gareth . . . and the goat bawling behind him.
�No!�
The dragon edged closer.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Still keeping himself positioned between the dragon and goat, Gareth waved his arms up and down and shouted, �Stay back! No! Leave the goat alone.� After a time, the dragon and goat separated. However, the dragon acted like a wrestler eager for the next round as it danced and darted, looking for an opening. It avoided every attempt Gareth made to grab it.
The goat watched them with wide, terrified eyes. It bellowed and stretched the halter rope wire-tight as it put as much space between it and the black fury determined to make a meal of it. Blood ran freely down the goat�s hind leg, two patches of fur missing from the haunch.
The dragon finally paused at Gareth�s shouted orders, looked from the goat to Gareth, and back again as if deciding how it might manage one more bite. Then it calmed, moved closer to Gareth, and emitted a small sound, almost a �purr�, as if trying to clear its throat.
�Don�t purr to me, you monster. Why�d you eat my goat?�
The dragon�s wings wilted. The head swayed slowly back and forth as if the head was suddenly too heavy for the serpentine neck. It turned to one side and made the purring sound again, before moving carefully closer to stand near Gareth�s foot. It looked up at him but didn�t race up his leg, as usual. The dragon attentively rubbed its neck on Gareth�s leg in an affectionate manner. Gareth�s instincts wanted to lean down and console the chick with a few gentle pats, but he reconstructed the savage attack on the goat in his mind and waited.
And he watched the dragon. His vision blurred. He felt a wave of dizziness, then a shift in focus. Blinking, he reached for a nearby branch and steadied himself while shutting his eyes tightly and trying to remain upright.�He no longer looked at things from his perspective. His vision flashed into a sharper image than ever, details of the bark of distant trees clearer and sharper. The individual leaves of trees across the meadow swayed with the breeze. Each vein of each leaf stood out as if inspecting them from a few inches away.
He saw an image of himself standing above, looking angry and perplexed.
Gareth�s sense of balance wavered. He gripped the branch harder.
The twisted vision passed with another wash of dizziness, again a switching of focus like looking at something far off and then quickly changing to something nearby. He looked down at the bloodstained dragon, tongue darting out to gather a stray drip of blood from its chest.
What just happened? Gareth sat on the ground before he fell.
The dragon acted forlorn. Gareth knew the beast only did what dragons do when it tried to eat the goat. A natural reaction. It was hungry and tried to make a meal out of the goat. His responsibility was to teach it and keep it under control. His other responsibility was to protect the goat. It brought up the question of dragons being taught and learning. Was it even possible for them to learn? He didn�t know, but if the army used them in warfare, dragons must be capable of at least some basic skills.
He pictured a dragon in the king�s army attacking the wrong side in a battle and spewing black acid over them. Dragons must have at least enough intelligence to tell one army from the other. Probably they were much smarter than that, but he had no way of telling. Nobody to ask. The dragon standing beside him gave no indication of intelligence. At least, not so far.
Gareth spoke to it in a firm voice. �You have to leave my goat alone. Listen, I�ll feed you all you need, or, at least, try to teach you what is okay to eat.� He stroked the dragon, running his hand down the sharply ridged back and across the folded wings, finding the skin on the wings pliable and loose, and slightly warmer to the touch than expected. The animal closed its eyes and leaned closer to his ankle, as if in pure ecstasy with every touch.� �What am I going to do with you?�
Gareth remembered Tom telling him about the baby ducks following their mother, or whoever they thought of as their mother, for their lifetimes. He stood and took a few steps away. After a pause, the dragon skittered to settle near his feet, again. He walked a few steps into the field of wheat, the chicken-sized monstrosity waiting until he gained a few paces before hurrying to catch up.
A field mouse darted across their path.
The dragon spotted it. The tiny head spun to watch. The whole body came alert, and the anxious eyes glanced up at Gareth. When he didn�t object, it darted after the mouse. In a couple of heartbeats, the dragon returned, mouth dripping red again, and looking as if it could have formed a smile, it would have.
�Mice aren�t going to satisfy you for long, my little friend. Not if you keep eating like this.� Gareth went to the goat and found it had calmed somewhat, but kept its eyes fixed on the dragon�s every move. After examining the wound and ensuring the goat would live, he walked back to the bedroll and lean-to. The dragon led the way, and the goat followed well behind. Every time the goat caught sight of the dragon, it snorted and tugged at the rope, but the dragon ignored her. After building a small fire, Gareth spread the blanket on soft grass under the lean-to and folded it over himself. In seconds, the dragon found the edge of the blanket with its tiny nose and wriggled underneath. It found its customary resting place at Gareth�s waist.
Is it going to still try sleeping with me when it�s as big as I am? Bigger? The way it eats that might only be a week from now. What have I gotten myself into?
He lay awake thinking of all that had happened in a few days. Back in Dun Mare, he had dreamed of adventure and excitement as he followed the ox while plowing. He had pictured himself as the hero, defeating enemies with ease. Now he hid under scraps of wood and waited for an old man to arrive and direct him on how to hide to survive with his goat for another day. Gareth felt tired of running. He felt his resistance growing with each breath.
He had expected Tom to visit during the night and explain what they would do next, but near dawn, Gareth woke and realized he was still on his own. The night whispers had come again, whispering tales of mistrust and suggesting he take the dragon and run off, alone. Nothing more specific, but they seemed clearer, more distinct than ever before. Almost understandable instead of vague feelings and hints, like shifting shadows in the moonlight. They gave him no reasons as to why he needed to run away, and no mention of where. Just distinct feelings of danger and mistrust.
He considered the change in the tone of the whispers and tried to sort them out. He fled from Dun Mare on their advice, but now they insisted he break out on his own. Leave Tom, if he interpreted them correctly, but that couldn�t be right. Tom helped him. Tom understood how to flee from the Brotherhood and how to survive. He knew the ways of people and how to hide among them. Perhaps Gareth�s dreams and fears brought on the night whispers like other people had nightmares after eating too much. The whispers came from within his mind. It made sense.
He opened his eyes and watched the eastern sky begin glowing with the new light of the day. He didn�t get up. His mind churned with doubt and uncertainty. After considering the situation he found himself in, and of not knowing what to do, he decided to continue walking on the road until contacted by Tom. He�d walk all the way to Drakesport alone if necessary. The best thing to do was stick to their slim plan until told otherwise. If Tom had been able to safely contact him, he would have. Gareth felt alone and scared, not a new experience. Most of his life he�d been alone and scared, but this affected him in a different manner. Once you have something and lose it, you miss it. But you cannot miss what you�ve never had.
With a start of comprehension, he understood part of his problem. He sat up and glanced around the campsite. In the dim light of morning, the goat looked back at him. He looked further.
The dragon was gone. That�s what he�d missed. A dragon.
He leaped to his feet and stumbled to the goat, fearing the worst. His sudden movement startled the goat, and it pulled away in fear, but as Gareth searched the campsite the dragon was nowhere to be found. The goat looked fine, despite the dried blood on the leg. Turning a full turn and not finding the dragon, he called, �Where are you?�
The little black creature appeared out of the depths of the tall wheat, eyes alert and wild. It snorted and hopped from one foot to the other, then raced to his side and settled near his feet, eyes fixed on Gareth as if they were going to a hunting party together.
�Monster, what have you been up to?�
The dragon leaped a few inches and the small wings spread and fluttered in excitement. They seemed longer than only a day earlier, and more substantial. Fresh blood dripped down the front of the creature. The smell of older blood had turned foul. The dragon ran to the blanket and slipped underneath, immediately becoming still as it curled and tried to sleep. Gareth viewed it as a small mound of disgust. He didn�t want to share the blanket with it again, or the fresh blood smearing its chin and chest. God knows what animal the dragon had slain during the night. He went to the goat and used a gentle hand and felt the wounds on the rear hip as he examined them. His probing must have hurt, but the goat seemed to sense Gareth was trying to help and watched with large, soft eyes.
The blood on the goat�s leg had dried and crusted, but his probing fingers felt twin depressions the size of his thumb where the dragon had gouged out mouthfuls of fur and flesh. �Don�t worry I�ll keep him away from you.�
The goat didn�t look convinced.
He threw an arm around the goat�s neck and attempted to hug it, but the animal pulled away as if he had tried to choke it.
�Time to go,� he laughed. Gareth pulled the spare blanket from the lean-to and discovered most of the food he�d stored in the bedroll was gone. The dragon must have smelled it during the night and devoured the strips of dried meat along with everything else. Gareth would go hungry for breakfast.
The dragon was fast asleep under the blanket. Gareth wanted to shout angrily at it, but without a name, the dragon couldn�t be properly addressed. He considered giving it a name, but that implied attachment. He intended to rid himself of the dragon at the first chance. Blackie. The name appeared full blown in his mind without reason, but he rejected it immediately. Too obvious and it sounded like the name a small child would use for a puppy. He pulled the blanket off the dragon and woke it before slipping it into the shoulder bag. The bag would soon be too small. The effort for him to carry the weight of the growing dragon would soon drain him, so there had to be another solution. Had the animal already grown so much larger, or was it his imagination? Is it only two days old? 
How long did it take a dragon the size of a chicken to grow so large it carried a deer in its mouth while flying? It had to grow incredibly fast, doubling in size several times over, which meant it had to eat an enormous amount of food to fuel the growth. If dragons were similar to most animals Gareth knew, the bulk of their growth came at the beginning, slowing as they neared full size, but he knew little of dragons, and they might be different.
The goat�s halter in hand, he tugged and pulled her to the road and walked, slowly at first. As the sun climbed higher, he found himself moving faster and his mood lightened until he found himself humming a sprightly tune. The goat limped along behind. Gareth couldn�t account for his good feelings, but allowed them to wash over him like a welcome wave of cool water. He didn�t know many songs, but there was one bawdy tune he�d heard often enough at the inn in Dun Mare, late at night after the children were asleep. He liked the melody as well as the suggestive lyrics.
The words passed his lips softly at first, and then without thinking about it, his voice grew louder and more confident. He sang aloud and smiled inwardly when he saw a pair of teachers gliding in his direction. Walking side by side, their attention lay elsewhere if their vacant eyes were a good indication. Stopping his singing might draw their attention, so he kept on, but slurred words and sang through his nose as Tom suggested.
The teachers glided up to him with their curious gait, their eyes looking past as if he was not walking on the same road, and that indifference irritated Gareth. They acted so superior. One of them spoke to the other, so softly Gareth couldn�t hear the individual words so he assumed they were talking about him. Still, neither acknowledged him. When only ten steps separated them, Gareth tipped his straw hat and called, �Mornin� sirs,� before continuing singing the song and repeating the bawdy refrain in a louder voice.
Neither responded with as much as a twitch.
Despite knowing he shouldn�t push the subject, Gareth was about to make a rude comment fighting himself to maintain control. It was no time to act the fool. He turned to check on them one last time. When he did, he saw the head of one teacher spin around to stare directly at the crusted blood on the hip of the goat. The stride of the teacher didn�t break, but the inquisitive action put Gareth on edge, and any words he was about to sing stuck in his throat.
He watched the teacher, expecting him to return and ask about the wound on the goat, but the teacher turned away, and they continued down the road. The Brotherhood looked ahead for as long as Gareth watched.
Hustling on, he reprimanded himself for being so stupid. It would only take one tiny slip to alert the teachers he was not the farmer boy he pretended to be. Rounding a bend in the road a short time later, he saw Tom�s wagon a fair distance ahead. It stood still in the center of the road, the mule loose in its harness, head hanging low. Tom sat high above in the wagon seat. Beside the wagon stood four men wearing leather armor in the king�s wine and white colors. Each wore a sword. Their attention centered on Tom.
Tugging the goat�s lead, Gareth sidestepped from the road into the edge of the trees and waited for his heart pounding. They hadn�t seen him, and his breath came easier. He eased a few steps further into the underbrush, keeping a partial view of the wagon while hiding himself and the goat.
Their swords remained sheathed, but their body stance belied any peaceable intent. The four looked angry even from a distance. One appeared to be the aggressor and spokesman for the group as he did most of the talking. The old fisherman sat and answered his questions calmly, but the soldiers appeared agitated and waved an arm in frustration. He took one step forward and raised a fist at Tom, but only for effect. Tom drew back but didn�t look as if he�d given up on whatever the argument was about. Then one of the others stepped forward and flipped a coin high into the air.
Tom snatched it. He reached into the bed of his wagon, pulled a handful of ears of sweet corn, and passed it to them. More tense words flew between the soldiers and Tom. He reluctantly handed them a few more ears of corn before slapping the reins of the mule beginning his slow travels again.
Gareth wondered why Tom had not simply given them the corn to begin with, but then realized the obvious answer. A farmer on the way to market wouldn�t give away his crop to anyone without payment. Doing so would raise suspicions. Besides, Tom probably suspected Gareth was close behind and wanted to delay the transaction long enough to warn him of the soldiers on the road.
The soldiers settled down in a small clearing beside the road. One went to work with steel and flint building a fire while the others gathered additional dry sticks and branches. They were going to roast the corn and eat it for breakfast. A young man with a goat traveling down the road might find himself �donating� his goat to the army for them to enjoy a meal or two. Worse yet, they might search him, including his shoulder bag, for whatever else he might have that they could relieve him of.
His mind played over a scene of them searching him and one of them reaching into his bag and pulling out his hand with only four fingers remaining as the dragon stuck his head out and licked his bloody lips. The scene in his mind continued with his arrest and the dragon killed. He didn�t see any favorable outcome.
Moving slow and easy so the goat didn�t make noise and warn the soldiers, he ducked deeper into the trees until coming to an animal path heading more or less parallel to the road. Before long, it joined another, wider path. When it crossed a stream, he stopped and spent the time required to wash the dried blood off the goat�s leg, and examined the wound again. It seemed stiff, but otherwise showed no signs of infection. The clean leg should not attract any attention from the Brotherhood. The goat drank its fill of water and Gareth scooped several handfuls for himself.
Do dragons drink water?
Gareth hadn�t seen it drink, but it was only the third day they�d been together. When they stopped, he had placed his blanket and shoulder bag near the edge of the stream. Glancing around, he saw no sign of the dragon, only a deflated leather bag.
�Where are you, this time, you little beast?�
�Snort?�
He turned. The animal stood downstream a few paces, balanced on a rock at the edge of the water. It looked at him for a brief second, then quickly turned and watched the stream. In a move almost too fast to for human eyes to follow, the head darted into the water, and the mouth lifted a small fish the size of his little finger into the air, wriggling and twisting. The dragon looked to Gareth as if asking permission. When he didn�t object, it tossed its head back and swallowed.
�You�re not going to need me to provide food for you much longer, are you?� Gareth laughed and reached out grabbing the dragon�s neck to hold it still.� With his other hand, he splashed water on the dragon and cleaned some of the caked blood and grime from the loose skin. The dragon turned and twisted in his grip, baring teeth and hissing with each splash of water, but Gareth managed to clean most of him off. He held the flap of the bag open. �Now get in here and let�s be on our way.� The dragon leaped from the side of the stream and raced inside. As if you�re going to need me any longer. You�re doing fine without me. The creature darted inside the bag, seemingly wanting no more of Gareth�s attention.
The road Tom followed had been on Gareth�s right when he departed from it. It would be somewhere in that direction now unless the road had taken a sharp turn. The four soldiers eating corn should be well behind, but he hesitated to approach the road, again. Those soldiers had been deployed by their officers to search for him. He felt certain of it. There were probably many more of them on the roads nearby, and more on the road, Tom traveled. Teachers and the king�s army both hunted him, casting a loose net that they seemed to draw in tighter and tighter with every step. He left his things, including the bag with the dragon sleeping inside, beside the stream while he jogged through the thin underbrush to check on the road and look for Tom. In less time than he expected, he came to it.
Nobody in sight. No sound of the creaking wheel of the wagon.
The road appeared to go straight ahead as far as Gareth could see. Fresh wagon wheel tracks told him Tom was somewhere ahead. He ran back to the stream and gathered his belongings. Instead of returning to the road and all the danger of teachers and soldiers, he chose to continue traveling on the path. The goat seemed to have more spring in her step, and they made good time. Twice more he checked on the road for the army or the Brotherhood, or Tom, before returning to the path. The third time he heard the rumble and squeak of the wagon long before seeing it.
Instead of calling out and possibly alerting unseen enemies, he decided to get further ahead of the wagon and find a private place on the road to wait where they could speak. Drakesport couldn�t be too far ahead, and if they couldn�t talk beforehand, he remembered the name of the inn Jenson suggested while floating down the river. The Sleeping Lion. Tom would too.� If necessary, he could sell the goat at the market and use the coin to eat a meal and get a room while waiting for Tom.
The path he walked was wide enough to travel without slowing. Animal tracks of many kinds showed in the patches bare dirt, but never the footprint of a man, nor a boot. The forest thinned into spreading trees with wide leaves, covering rolling hills. Many of the shallow valleys were alive with fields of lush wild grass. He saw no signs of farmers or their homes. While crossing one of the small clearings in the forest, he stumbled to a stop and knelt down because he felt dizzy � the same feeling as earlier. A fever? He looked for something to grab onto to steady himself. Inside his mind, the blurred vision crystallized. He saw the cloudless blue sky with a massive red dragon flying just above the far off treetops, near the next ridge. Gareth had never seen a red dragon and hadn�t known they existed. He had only seen the female black dragon that sometimes flew over Dun Mare, and that only for the mating season the last spring and early summer.
He shook his head and the vision blurred. He saw from his eyes as normal. Feeling his forehead, there was no indication of fever, and he felt fine. He spun and looked off to his left where he saw a ridge like in the vision. It was the same one his dragon now watched intently from the bag he carried. Yes, it was all there as in his sight, the ridge and a red dragon in the distance, against the pale blue of the sky. It was flying low and fast.
From inside the shoulder bag, he heard an angry hiss and glanced down. The black head extended as far as possible from under the flap. The small dragon growled and hissed. Then it quivered and stilled, eyes still fixed on the far off dragon. It inhaled deeply, drew its head back and spit a minuscule dot of black spit at the red dragon.
Gareth�s eyes automatically tracked the arc of the black dot. It landed four or five paces away, in some green grass. He stepped nearer to the landing spot and found a few green blades shriveling and turning a deadly shade of black. Looking up at the sky again, the red dragon was gone.
�How did you know it was up there when you were asleep in your bag? Were you warning me?�
The dragon�s head turned at his voice, and the red eyes examined Gareth. It slowly pulled its head back into the bag as if detecting disapproval.
�You knew about it before I did. You saw it in the sky, but how? You were inside your bag, last I looked.�
There was no reply. The incident gave Gareth food for thought as he trudged down the path. Twice he�d felt the odd sensation of dizziness followed by a shift in his vision as if a shift in his point of view. It might be exhaustion or lack of food or water. Maybe the local water was making him sick? But he didn�t think so.
While reviewing what had happened, he imagined an experience of a sort of shared sight with the dragon, Gareth seeing what it did. The concept was completely new to him, and he wanted to think more about the idea. He paused near the top of a rise and turned a full circle, examining the lay of the land. More rolling hills lay ahead on the path, with a ridge of snow-capped mountains far beyond. The land appeared flatter to his left, where the river flowed down a wide valley. Off to his right heavy forest obscured his vision. No sign of a town or city appeared anywhere.
Gareth sat in the grass to rest and covered his face with his hands. His head ached with tension and dozens of unanswered questions. Tom, the egg, the dragon, the teachers, the Brotherhood, the bounty hunters. Too many things to think about at once. Before following a single thought to a conclusion, another sidetracked him. Back in Dun Mare life had been easier. Maybe I should have stayed there like Faring said.
The dragon slipped out of the bag and explored the surrounding area, sniffing and looking at all things, as if each item might be a potential meal. Gareth watched it, allowing the antics of the chick amuse and distract him. When a yellow flower swayed on a breeze, the dragon snapped its jaws to grab it and chewed before spitting the flower out. A few petals and specks of yellow pollen remained on the evil looking face. Gareth smiled at the comical expression it created, feeling somewhat better.
However, the thought of the dragon face being �evil� triggered the truth. The animal was a vicious killer of anything edible, and in some ways, not. In time, it would attack and eat anything smaller than itself. No, that was not its limitation. The goat it had attacked was ten times its size and the dragon hadn�t hesitated to make a meal of it. Black and fearsome appearing, it was all ridges, points, claws, teeth, and barbs. Nothing to like. While it normally moved deliberately, the dragon was capable of incredibly fast speeds for short distances.
Who in their right mind would purchase such a mean, ornery, and dangerous beast? The army purchased eggs. Why? For making war on others with the dragons after they hatched and trained? Dragons fighting dragons in the sky. Doing what came naturally to them. The king�s army seemed the only potential buyer, and even it had now aligned themselves against Gareth if his experiences on the road were any indication.
The word �beast� is a good one for describing the dragon. Baby beast, to be more accurate, but in a short time, the awful dragon would grow. It would destroy and kill at leisure. Nothing could stop it. Did he have any right to feed and care for it? Let it continue to grow into a monster feared by all men? Wouldn�t it be better for all if he killed the dragon and returned to his village and worked on the farm for Odd for the rest of his life?
Would I be happy with that life?
The little dragon pulled to a stop near a fallen log and the only the small head on the end of the neck moved. It twitched and paused, then repeated the action. The dragon searched for food, grabbing an insect from the air as it flew past and searching for more. Then its posture changed, becoming aggressive. It gradually turned in Gareth�s direction and snorting while keeping its eyes looking up into the sky.
Dizziness swept over Gareth again. His vision blurred and when it cleared his eyes looked at the sky behind him, but he hadn�t turned his head. In the vision, he saw himself sitting in the grass, and in the air far behind him, a gray dragon flew. Trying to hold onto the mental image of himself sitting there, he opened his mouth wide and made a face. In the vision of his mind, he saw himself do the same thing. He stuck his tongue out.
Almost like looking in a mirror.
He saw himself from the vantage of the little dragon�s eyes.
The strange sensation came again, and he was looking at the baby dragon, as normal. He�d never heard of anything similar happening. Did the dragon somehow touch Gareth�s mind and allow it to see the same things that it saw? Did it only do it when danger was near?
The questions tumbled over each other. Before determining an answer, another question came to mind. He told himself to just look at the facts. Ask questions later.
The small dragon acted upset every time it saw another dragon. It hated other dragons, maybe sensing their hate for blacks. Maybe other colored dragons didn�t have the ability to sense blacks. Otherwise, they would have reacted to him and attacked. Or, being a chick, maybe it was too young to be sensed by others. If so, when would they sense him and attack? A day? Week? Year?
Before Gareth shifted his gaze to his rear, he knew what he�d see. The gray dragon disappearing above a far hilltop. Gareth turned to his dragon again. If the dragon could send pictures to his mind, could he send pictures to it? If possible, how could he test that the dragon �heard� and �understood�?
�Dragon, move closer to me,� he ordered within his mind, no sound passing his lips. He projected the image of the dragon moving closer. Nothing happened for several long breaths. The dragon tilted his head to the left, then the right, looking confused. It took two tentative steps in Gareth�s direction.
The action may have been a coincidence. He projected his thoughts again, picturing the dragon leaping onto a near log. Nothing happened at first. Gareth subvocalized, �Jump onto that log.�
The dragon leaped onto the log looking expectantly from the top of it at him as if seeking approval.� Then it spun and raised its head to the sky, a low snarl issuing from the tiny mouth.
Gareth�s eyes followed where it looked. Still far off in the sky, the gray dragon flew in the opposite direction it had earlier. Closer. It traveled on a parallel course, only nearer.
His dragon could definitely sense others, at least that much was solved. It also followed his wordless instructions, or so he believed until he found time to test it further. �I need a name for you besides �little dragon.' Maybe I�ll have to call you Blackie like the night whispers said. No, that sounds cute, and you�re anything but cute.�
His mind was not concentrating on the name or words as he spoke. They were just words. His thinking roiled around something as simple as giving an animal a name while considering on a deeper level the idea that the dragon obeyed his wordless orders. It also managed to find other dragons before they were seen. Could it be true the dragon could touch his mind? Easy enough to check. He would make time to check for a skill so important. In his mind, careful to allow no sound to pass his lips, he said, �Come here, Blackie.�
The dragon leaped from the log and happily ran a few steps to stand next to his leg. He gave it a pat on the shoulder and watched it cuddle closer. Gareth knelt and scratched the ridged back between the wings with his fingernails. He caught a whiff of stench. Rotting meat. The animal�s bad breath. Looking closer he noticed dried blood caked in some of the creases of the skin again, and bits of mouse-fur clung to the chest. �Next water we come to, you�re getting another bath.�
The dragon pulled away and hissed at him.
�Don�t give me any of that, you�re getting cleaned up.�
It hung its head, looking dejected and sad like a small boy told to pick up his toys.
�You�re reading my mind again, I think. Well, cheer up, a bath�s not that bad, and I�m not mad at you.�
�Snort?�
�That�s right, we�re still friends.�
Instead of snuggling closer, the dragon stood on hind legs and snorted louder, eyes raised to the sky, tiny wings vibrating in irritation.
This time, the gray flew a lot closer, again on a parallel course to the first two times it had flown over. Gareth ignored the spiteful antics of the smaller dragon while watching the other dragon disappear over the far ridge. Odd to see the same dragon flying back and forth three times, each closer to him. It�ll fly right over me soon if this continues.
The idea sent shivers crawling down his back. �It�s searching for me!�
Gareth felt no doubt. Untying the goat, he led it to a new patch of grass under a spreading tree that had plenty of undergrowth all around it. The lower limbs hung close to the ground and from the air, the goat was well hidden. He turned to the black dragon still sitting near the fallen tree, watching the empty sky. Wordlessly he said, �Come over here and stay out of sight.�
The animal spun around and without hesitation, darted in his direction.
A short time later the gray dragon flew over again. Gareth calmed his black with a few words and more stroking.
The next pass took the gray directly overhead. The tiny dragon hissed and snorted softly, but remained reasonably still and hidden. The Gray continued its regular search pattern. Gareth watched it fly three more passes before feeling comfortable in moving into the open again. He decided to find Tom as fast as possible and tell him everything. Already guilt at not sharing information with Tom had caused a rift in their relationship, and he didn�t want it happening again. Withholding secrets could lose him the only friend and supporter in this new land. The old fisherman might know what to do.
�Come on.� He silently ordered the dragon with his mind, as he grabbed the rope and tugged the goat along. The road lay somewhere off to his right, and he trotted down the hillside until he came to a small path that veered in that direction. The goat quickly tired and refused to hurry, more interested in a gathering mouthfuls of knee-high green grass.
The dragon took to leading the trio. While racing ahead, it sniffed and searched for food, snapping at, and catching several grasshoppers and a butterfly. Two field mice also disappeared into the eager mouth. Then it pulled to a stop near the trunk of a large tree, stood on two legs and hissed.
Gareth pulled the goat off the path and under the branches of a huge pine tree, standing next to the trunk while watching the sky. He saw no dragons flying past. He heard nothing of their wings beating the air. The little dragon leaped from the leather bag, spun so fast his feet raised dust, and it disappeared into the underbrush as if being chased.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

An arrow spat into the tree trunk a handbreadth from his head. As Gareth�s eyes registered it, another arrow made the same sound on the other side of his head.
�Don�t you dare move,� a pleasant female voice ordered. �I can put the next one in either of your eyes if I want. But right now I just want you to stand very still and be quiet.�
Gareth had no doubt the archer could �place the next one in either of his eyes,� as threatened. He stood very still.
The goat took the opportunity to munch on some fresh tufts of grass, unconcerned as it watched the two people as if all of them were old friends. The dragon, however, reappeared from some blackberry brambles at the edge of the clearing, stood on its hind legs, wings spread, tail extended fully and teeth bared, ready to spit at the intruder. It inhaled and emitted a low hiss of anger. Then the red eyes shifted to the sky before it spit. It became even more agitated, the eyes moving between the archer and the sky as if it didn�t know which to spit at.
The goat backed a step away, its eyes centered on the small angry dragon as if it remembered the earlier attack.
�I�m not moving,� Gareth said what he hoped sounded like a clear voice.
�Neither am I. Those flying dragons up there see movement first, so we stay very still.�
The sound of leather-like wings beating the air drew his attention and as he listened it became louder. Gareth, who had been concentrating on the archer, glanced up in time to see a flash of dull green as a dragon flew past, low and fast. It was the first green dragon he�d seen.
Once the dragon flew on, a figure slowly stepped from nearby brambles bow in hand, another arrow nocked and ready to fly. �Call off your animal, Gareth.�
The dragon was creeping forward, ready to attack the intruder, neck fully extended. �Calm down, Blackie. It�s all right. Come over here beside my leg.�
The dragon hissed one last time. It darted to hide behind him, beady eyes peering at the newcomer from behind his leg with obvious distrust.
Gareth looked at the newcomer, too. The archer wore tall brown boots that rose nearly to her knees, loose pants the color of dirt, and a shirt of patterned greens. The garb blended into the background, nearly making her invisible until she moved. Long brown hair fell to her shoulders framing the sharp-featured face of a woman nearly as tall as he. A woman near middle age, or older, full of confidence in her easy manner.
She said, �Sorry about the dramatics back there, but I didn�t have much time. And I�m something of a show-off. You�re certainly not so much to look at, are you?�
�What�s that mean?� Gareth asked, trying to make his voice sound respectful, and failing as it sounded angry to his ears.
She stepped past him and reached for one of the arrows stuck in the tree. She worked it up and down until the point pulled loose. She examined it before placing it in a quiver hanging from the wide belt around her waist. Her hand went to the next arrow as she said, �I expected to find something special to be the cause all this excitement.� She laughed, �Maybe a man with two heads, or as tall as a tree, not someone barely past childhood. The whole countryside�s up in arms over you like nothing I�ve ever seen or heard of. Soldiers, the Brotherhood, bounty hunters, and even army dragons filling the skies.�
�What did you expect?�
�Sorry, I expected to find more than a beardless young man, a skinny goat, and a hatchling dragon, even if it is a black male unless I�m mistaken.�
�Are you hunting for me so you can earn the reward?�
�No. Friends sent me to find you. There�s a whole platoon of soldiers, and four monks of the Brotherhood waiting for you just over the crest of the next hill. They�re in a stand of oak trees beside the path, and they suspect you�re somewhere nearby. Keep your voice down or they�ll hear us talking and come running. Sorry about showing off with the arrows again, but I couldn�t have you shouting or running away right into their trap when that green dragon was so close. There are too many eyes and ears around here, especially above.�
Gareth didn�t move or say anything. The woman was an expert archer, perhaps a little taller than him, and she wore a knife at her hip the size of a small sword. Her clothing blended into the background of the forest. Everything about her suggested she lived in the forests and made her way without help. She was not afraid to fight. Her confidence showed in her posture and manner. However, her attitude implied she might help him, if only reluctantly.
She stepped closer and placed her palms on his cheeks, holding his head immobile while peering into his eyes. �Yes, you are right, I am here to help and no, it was not my idea. Now, stop thinking all of your thoughts so loud. It�s like you�re shouting. You�re blasting your thoughts everywhere, blocking out those of others, and drawing attention to yourself like never before. I can�t help and block any of them for you if you don�t cooperate.�
Gareth looked into her eyes, wondering what she was talking about. Had he been captured by a witch or demented woman?
She lowered her hands, stepped back a full step and waited. �Don�t you dare call me a witch.�
Gareth retreated a step, too.
�Can�t you stop doing it? Now any listeners will know I�m with you, and that puts my life in danger. Stop or you might as well just march over the next hill and give yourself up.�
Gareth waited, breath coming in gasps, trying to catch a breath while trying to understand what the woman was talking about. Witch. The word did not pass my lips, but she heard it.
�Did you hear me?�
He shrugged. �I hear your words, but don�t understand anything you said. Your words don�t make sense. Can I put my dragon in his bag, and do you mind if we leave here before those others find us?�
�Yes, put him away. Isn�t that what I told you a while ago?�
No, it was not. She�d ordered him to call it off from attacking her, not put the dragon away, but he didn�t argue. Placing the dragon inside, he held the bag open and noticed that now it squeezed to fit. Delaying, he fumbled with the bag while thinking. If he silently ordered the dragon to attack her, especially if he told the thing she was food, he might overpower her and take her bow. Then what?
�Exactly,� she said, hands on hips in a defiant stance. �Then what? Your little dragon eats me while you do what? Turn yourself into the king�s army and whatever they have planned for you?�
Gareth looked at her in shock and fear. Almost my exact words.
She moved a step closer and said much softer, �Hey, you really don�t know how to shut off your mind, do you?�
�Shut it off?� He felt a flash of fear. It seemed as if it came from her.
�Stop repeating everything.� She looked around, checked the sky to ensure no flying dragons were in sight, and then pointed. �We�ll go that way. Get your goat and hurry up before any more dragons fly overhead. There must be five or six nearby.�
�What about shutting down my mind?�
�We�ll quiet it down shortly. I�ve sent for an herbal mixture that will help.� She spun and walked quickly away, deeper into the forest, in the direction of the road.
Gareth grabbed the halter for the goat and hurried after her, pulling and tugging as he wondered why he�d rush to follow someone who had shot two arrows at him only minutes earlier. If she intended to do him harm she could have already, he reasoned, but there was more to it. She seemed to know things about him that he didn�t, and she acted like she might share more of that information. He needed to know certain things. How could he think something in his mind and she know what it was? What was she so concerned about when she told him to �shut it off�? He could no longer see her and tugged harder for the goat to move faster. The goat balked at the speed.
�Wait up,� he called softly, as he managed to catch sight of her, again.
At a bend in the path, she turned and saw the problem with the goat. She slowed until she could speak without shouting. �Just a little further. We must hurry before they become impatient and come to you, and maybe do something drastic. I�ll do my best to get you to safety.�
The surrounding trees seemed too thin with her words. Unseen eyes peered at him from everywhere. His imagination ran wild. Still, the truth was that watchers could be nearby, and he�d never see them. The forest was mostly oak and other hardwoods, the underbrush not too thick to move through, yet more than enough to conceal an army of watchers. He looked up and realized that every time he could see the open sky, something up there could see him. The ground was undulating, one small hill after another. Often small creeks or streams separated the downhill portion of one from the uphill of the next.
He had not seen a cabin, barn, fence, or other sign of humans for a full day. Then he thought of Tom with mixed feelings. The night whispers could be his imagination, but they warned him of danger and had mentioned Tom, and so far had been accurate. Tom had done him no harm, in fact, without Tom he would certainly be the captive of those chasing him. �I have a friend on the road over there,� he pointed off to his right. �Is he in danger?�
�I traveled that road to get to you. The only person is an old farmer riding in a corn wagon to market.�
�That�s him. Tom. He�s the only reason I�ve managed to get this far.�
She scowled, paused and came to a decision. She turned and took him by his shoulders while looking directly into his eyes, again. �Okay, now you listen to me carefully. Continue walking down this trail until you reach some big rocks the size of your friend�s wagon. At the base of a steep hill on your right, there�s a rock-slide. Go into the rocks at that point, hide and wait. No loud noises, no mental-shouting, and no fires. No angry or excited thinking! Hear me? All you do is sit quietly and wait for me to return. Sleep if you can. I�ll try to send help.�
�You�re going after Tom?�
�Yes, I�ll try. You take a nap. Just think about calm things, Gareth. Picture pretty lakes or flowers. You must stay calm, or you�ll lead your enemies right to you.�
�Tom might not believe you�re here to help him. Tell him a black dragon dropped me into the Dunsmuir Sea. He�ll know what that means and proves I talked to you.�
�I just wish I�d have known who it was on that wagon when I saw him this morning. There�s a full militia checkpoint not far ahead on the road, right in the direction that old mule�s taking him. The army�s holding everyone traveling on the road at there. Gathering them up into a fenced pasture, like a herder with his sheep. No telling how long they�ll keep Tom once they have him. Or what they�ll do if they figure out you were with him.�
�I�ll go by those rocks and wait like you said. Please hurry and bring him back.�
She spun and sprinted away.
The goat paused beside the path as it pulled mouthfuls of fresh green grass, and looked at Gareth with trusting eyes. He wrapped an arm around the neck and pulled it closer and rubbing the space between the eyes. The woman said to think calming thoughts and the goat was better than any lake or flower.
The goat tore another mouth full of grass from the edge of the field. It chewed, eyes centered on Gareth. He tugged the rope, �Yes, we�re going to leave here, so grab another mouthful and don�t look at me like that.�
He adjusted the strap of the bag over his shoulder and knew by the feel that the dragon must have increased its weight by half since hatching. Grasshoppers, butterflies, fish, corn, mice, dried meat, and of course, goat-leg must be exceptional dragon food.
No angry thinking? Lost in thoughts about not thinking, and how to accomplish such a feat, he noticed the trees had thinned even more as he neared a larger hill, and off to the right stood a field of huge rocks like those the woman had described. At the rock-slide, he turned off the path at the base of a hill and wound his way in and around several boulders. He carefully wiped his footprints, and those of the goat, from the dirt path. The action wouldn�t fool an experienced woodsman for a second, but not doing so would be foolish. He continued skirting around large boulders until he was out of sight for anyone walking on the path.
Gareth tied the goat under a huge maple tree where it could reach green, lush grass, but where it was concealed from dragons in the air. He released Blackie, which promptly explored the area looking for food behind rocks, hiding in the grass, and flying in the air. A butterfly flitted too near and disappeared into the jagged tooth maw. A beetle tried escaping and failed. �Don�t go far hunting for food and stay away from my goat.�
The dragon made no promises. Gareth sat with his back against the trunk of a tree and closed his eyes. He made a strong mental image of the goat, stressing the idea of staying away from it, hoping the dragon understood. He then settled in the shade of a type of tree with large leaves with scalloped edges he didn�t recognize. The lowlands grew a lot of types of plants he didn�t recognize.
He rested, his mind calm as it could be under the circumstances. Eyes closed, his thinking centered on the woman who had rescued him. She was obviously accomplished in woodcraft. Her actions were not centered in friendliness. She seemed to be doing someone else�s wishes when it came to him. She was also used to giving orders and acted as if he was expected to obey them. It could be that she had a son his age and was used to ordering him around. She might just be a bossy sort of person.
As his emotions increased with resentment in how she treated him, he realized he needed to relax, as she�d told him to do. He calmed himself, thinking warm thoughts of his time in Dun Mare and the enjoyable times working Odd�s farm. Sara would be worried about him, and he thought of her handing him mugs of cold water, and he missed the closeness of that small action.
The nameless forest woman had confirmed that there were many people searching for him, as unreasonable as that seemed, but he knew it to be true. That implied she drew knowledge from somewhere, and she was not acting on her own, too. Most puzzling, she had warned him not to get angry or excited as he was tempted to do now.
She said not to think angry thoughts. She acted as if she wanted to help him, and said she was going after Tom to return him. Fine, let her bring Tom here and then the two of them could get together and figure out what was really happening, and who the woman was. Tom was far better qualified than he was to sort through all the information and draw conclusions.
The dragon returned to stand a few steps away, a dead brown rabbit in its jaws. It let the animal fall to the ground since it was too large to eat in one bite. It tore off a hunk of the foreleg and chewed, looking up at Gareth with adoring eyes.
The idea of the dragon understanding his thoughts was still unbelievable, let alone the idea that it obeyed him. He saw an opportunity to investigate their relationship further. Earlier it had leaped onto the fallen tree when ordered, but what if it had intended to do that, anyway? He needed to confirm the wordless communication by telling the dragon to do something it didn�t want to do. That was the only way to be sure the dragon�s actions were not a coincidence. Without using words, he said, �Stop eating.�
The eyes of the dragon looked less adoring as it allowed the leg that it gnawed on to fall to the ground. Its wings unfolded slightly and twitched in agitation. The animal sidestepped slowly until its body shielded the rabbit from Gareth, but it did not take another bite.
�Give me the rabbit,� He said the words in his mind, mouth firmly shut.
The dragon hissed.
�Now. Give it to me.�
Eyes as cold as the shiver that ran up his back centered on Gareth. Then, in a rush, the dragon grabbed the carcass in its mouth and took three tentative steps closer. It let the rabbit fall to the ground as it retreated one small step, watching Gareth intently.
�Okay, you can eat it now.�
The dragon leaped the short distance to the rabbit and tore into a hind leg with a sickening crunch of bone. In a few minutes, only a patch of bloody fur remained.
A voice came from behind, a woman�s voice, but he had not heard her speak before �That was very impressive. Now, you three need to get under cover and stay still because a brown is about to fly directly over us.�
Gareth had spun at her first word. A woman stood motionless beside a nearby boulder, dressed in brown pants and green shirt, much like the first woman. There was no way of telling how long she had been there. She blended in so well that he had to look for her before picking her out from the background. She was a younger clone of the woman with the bow, one hand on a hip and the other pointing at a stand of small trees she wanted them to move under. Then she stepped quickly beneath the overhanging branches near her, never looking back to see if he followed suit.
Gareth grabbed the rope and pulled the goat nearer the trunks. �You too,� he said to the dragon. The dragon half-ran to join them, tail sweeping back and forth with each step. Once safely under the large branches, Gareth looked at the newcomer and said, �I never got the name of the other woman who was here. What�s yours?�
�Mary. She was Sister Karen.�
�Just Mary?�
She sat in the grass. �Mary and Karen, to you. Simple names for simple people. Tell your dragon to remain still until the brown has passed. Nasty looking little thing, your beastie. I heard it�s a black, but this is the first one I�ve ever seen. I thought blacks were extinct or just myths. Keep a good hold on that line with the goat until it passes, too. Their eyesight spots any movement.�
�Who are you people?�
Mary said, �Nobody you need concern yourself with. I don�t want any trouble from you, understand? Keep calm.�
Gareth sat and looked between the overhead branches and watched the sky. Gareth never doubted he�d see a brown dragon. When it came into view, it flew lower than expected and almost right over them. It was so low Gareth watched it and saw the eyes flick left then right, then left again. The rustle of wings sounded like the scrape of old sheet metal on sand. He imagined the sweep of the wings causing his hair to move.
The brown flew on. Mary�s comment and attitude angered him. He glanced at his feet trying to avoid posturing and threatening. He wanted to keep calm and control his thoughts. His little black dragon lay in the dirt nearby, curled up and asleep. Peaceful, but in a way, a coiled snake might take just before striking.
Mary saw where he looked and shifted her attention as he glanced up. She said, �They say male blacks are the largest and most powerful of all. Intelligent, too. Right now, it looks as harmless as a kitten. So do you. Okay, we can move again, but be prepared to take cover at any time.�
�Mary, is that all you have for a name?�
�Sister Mary, if it suits you but don�t be critical. Our traditional names are better than calling a black dragon �Blackie,'� she chuckled.
�Only until I think of a better name. How�d you know that name?� Gareth felt like he was suddenly standing there naked and she was looking at him. Then, he realized the growing smile she wore was because she knew his thoughts. He tried shifting thoughts to safer subjects, couldn�t manage, and in his mind saw her standing naked.
Her smile increased. �You need to know that any �sensitive� can read your thoughts better than normal people hear words,� she pulled a metal flask from her hip and held it out to him. �They know exactly what you are thinking. Everything. Here, drink this. All of it, and don�t bother telling me how bad it tastes, because it does.�
The more he tried to think of other things the more intense his vision of a naked Mary became. Gareth didn�t move to take the flask. �What is it?�
�Medicine. I was bringing it to Karen when she had to leave you. It�ll stop you from telling your enemies where we are with your every thought. A herb that will numb your thinking to an extent, and make you sleepy. It�s important you drink it right away.�
Her persuasive manner and calm confidence made him want to trust her. Yet he didn�t know her and drinking what she termed medicine seemed foolish. He glanced at the goat and found it lying down, eyes closed, legs curled under it. The dragon slept on, breathing deeply and snorting occasionally. Strange for them to sleep so soundly in the middle of the day. Gareth nodded with his chin. �Do you have anything to do with them sleeping?�
She nodded. �We sisters have a way with animals.�
�Can you make them obey you, too?�
�No. At least, not like you. We only suggest, but your dragon is bound to you or bonded, as some say. You communicate directly. Bound or bonded means that if your dragon does not see you for ten years, it will still think you are its mother. Your minds are as one. Sisters hold a less powerful link with animals. We simply trigger basic reactions in animals, like telling them they need to sleep, but if they do not want to, they will ignore us. With the two of you bonded, it is like one person thinking two thoughts.�
�Can you order me to sleep?�
�I could try, but you�d resist.�
Gareth shook his head. Some of her explanation made sense, but much did not.
She continued, �Don�t worry about it, especially now. You are taking the first step on a long staircase. For now, you need to remain calm and keep your thoughts to yourself so the others do not find you. That�s why the medicine. It�ll calm your mind.�
�Karen said others can hear every word I think.�
�Most people �hear� your feelings and think they are their own, if they have a little touch of the power, and most people do. They do not hear the actual thoughts or sentences unless they are brothers or sisters. However, there are times when you are so blatant about your feelings they may as well be words that everyone can hear.�
He held the flask to his mouth and allowed a drop of the amber liquid to touch his tongue. Bitter. �If I don�t drink this?�
�I won�t force you if that�s what you�re asking. What I will do, is leave this place as fast as I can, because anyone near you is certainly going to be captured or die. Including you. Probably by burning in a mire of dragon spit from those overhead, but don�t count out swords or spears. You are drawing your enemies to you like flies to honey.�
She eyed the full flask, stepped back and straightened her tunic with a tub to the bottom hem as if to leave, her attitude of indifference impressing Gareth more than her words alone. He said, �This will help me from spreading my thoughts everywhere? Keep me safe?�
She nodded.
Gareth carefully watched her reactions to his words and tone. She seemed sincere in her concerns about dying if she stayed near him, and that scared him more than the contents of the flask. He tipped it and allowed the bitter concoction to fill his mouth before sliding down his throat, ignoring the taste. He kept his eyes locked on hers.
She accepted the empty container and spoke softly. �Sit. Very soon your mind should stop sending your thoughts out like an angry swarm of bees after the hive is attacked, but too many people have already heard you. Most have determined roughly where you are and are already near here, or they are on their way, traveling fast. Everybody wants you.�
�I don�t understand why.�
She shrugged, and settled herself next to him. �Normally sensitive men pair with another with the same ability when they�re young. One listens while the other speaks. They can only pair with one other man. Communication is in a single direction. You break all the rules.�
Gareth tried to follow her thinking, but his mind already felt dull and slow, like it had been running up a long hill, slowly. �Men?�
�Of the cloth. The Brotherhood, I�m sure you�ve seen them. They wear long green robes and look like their minds are a hundred leagues away, which they are.�
�Teachers.�
�Yes, they sometimes teach. You know of them?�
His tongue felt thick and slow. �They travel in pairs like you said.�
�Yes. One of the pair listens and the other speaks, but not to each other. Their partners are far away, where they can relay their information to those who sell it.�
�I can�t hear them.�
She paused, nodded as if coming to a decision, and said, �I believe that in time you will. Soon. You just don�t know how, yet. You had only bonded with your dragon a day ago. But as your talent improves, you will hear so much I don�t know how you will shut it all out, let alone filter it to hear what you want.�
�I would have to filter the thoughts? Can that be done?�
She snorted and almost smiled. �You already do it with sounds. Right now around us, there are sounds of leaves rustling, insects calling to one another, your dragon snoring, and probably a hundred others. Yet you only �hear� my voice. You filter out the others without even trying.�
Gareth fought to keep his mind active. Mary was sharing information he�d wondered about his whole life, and he fought to think of what he should ask her next while he was still able, and while she was willing to share. Should he ask about the night whispers? For some reason, he quickly decided not to. �Who buys information from the Brotherhood?�
�Tradesmen, farmers, kings, generals, and fishermen, like your friend, Tom. Anyone.�
�Why?�
�You mean; why would someone pay the Brotherhood of men for information? Well, suppose you�re a farmer and learn that a drought ruined the wheat crop in Drakesport, and you can sell your wheat for much more if you send it in a wagon to their market, instead of to Tanner�s Crossing. Perhaps to the north seas far more fish being caught this year than normal. Would you pay for that knowledge if you fished for a livelihood? Or, if you were a general in the King�s army and could know the size and location of the enemy, what would you pay?�
Gareth heard her and understood the value of selling information, but his mind grew ever slower under the influence of the drug. He concentrated on her words, as well as the concepts, but much of it felt lost. There were many more questions he wanted to ask, but he couldn�t think of them. His thoughts felt soft and directionless. He closed his eyes but did not sleep.
She continued, speaking as a mother to a newborn to calm it, �Information of the right sort is often more valuable than gold. The Brotherhood travel in pairs and they are in constant communication with their opposites, rumored to be located in a valley far beyond the Blue Mountains. They walk the lands of all kingdoms and observe everything, reporting what they find. Invent a new weapon and they see it today and sell it to far lands, tomorrow. A rival king takes ill, and the best healers flock to him. For a price.�
The mini dragon sluggishly escaped his bag and curled up at Gareth�s waist. He didn�t have the will or energy to shove it away. The woman continued talking, but he couldn�t concentrate enough to understand her words. She seemed more relaxed, as if safer. Mary tipped his head back, and he felt cool water trickle down his throat.
A smile crept onto his face as he remembered Odd�s daughter, Sara, giving him water on the farm during plowing season or when working to harvest the fields. Funny he often thought of that one simple action more than any other.
In a few words, Mary had supplied information he�d need to think about and consider for a long time before understanding. There was much more to know, but he now had a place to begin. A start. Somewhere in her words was the reason for his being and the reason why the whole world seemed to be chasing him. There might even be a pathway to his future if he could keep his mind on track.
Blackie is not a good name for my dragon. I�ll have to think of a better one. . . Later.
She poured more of the bitter potion into his mouth. He didn�t object.
The afternoon sun felt warm on his face. He drifted off, thinking of Odd�s farm and the peaceful existence he�d enjoyed at Dun Mare again. Faring�s quick wit and wide smile filled his dreams, as did his time learning from the teachers. Some days, especially during the winter when there was little work to do on the farm, a succession of teachers sat with him. One subject followed another until his mind rejected more. They were good times. No stress and only today to worry about. The warmth of those days filled him.
Someone shook his shoulder.
He ignored it. It shook again, harder.
�Try to wake up boy,� Tom said. �You have to stand up. We have a long way to go, and we need to move fast.�
Tom�s back. He needs to know so much. Gareth forced his eyes open and met the concerned expression on Tom�s face. Gareth�s mind reeled with all the information he needed to share. He concentrated on singling out an item to begin, but his tongue felt too thick for his mouth. He cleared his throat and tried again. �Tom. Blackie is a bad name for my dragon, you know that? I need a better one.�
A woman�s voice, �What�s he talking about?�
�His dragon. Help me get him to his feet.�
Hands helped him stand. He wobbled but managed to remain upright with help.
The woman spoke again, her voice sharp. �The Brotherhood and the king�s army are closing in fast. If we so much as step out into the open, we�ll be seen by their lookouts or dragons, if we�re lucky. Probably they�ll just kill you and me and take him prisoner. It would be better for the two of us if we slit his throat, and made our separate ways from this place.�
Tom answered, �You�re right, Karen. We both know it. But I have to wonder what this boy can accomplish if we help him escape. What a tragedy if he should die before making his mark.�
Gareth wondered briefly, why Tom called her Karen and remembered that was the name of the first woman. The one with the bow. Where was Mary?
�For a seller of corn, you speak more like a prophet,� she said.� �Do you have a plan, Tom? Because all I know to do is kill him and run from this place as fast as I can.�
�I say we wait until first dark. Then move. Stop at daybreak tomorrow and hide.�
�If any of the dragons spot that little black from the air they�ll attack us as if they�re crazed,� Karen said. �All dragons hate blacks. They�ll cover the ground with spit a foot deep, with us buried in it.�
�I know. They say they hate male blacks because they�re so big intelligent and powerful, but we need to protect it,� Tom said, walking Gareth in a circle to revive him. His left arm held the young man steady on his feet. �I suspect they�re a bonded pair, now. That�s the first male black I�ve ever seen or heard of in modern days. A female black dropped him into the ocean near my boat.�
Gareth heard and understood much of their discussion, and while they spoke as if he couldn�t hear them, he found a rising sense of distrust. Karen mentioned slitting his throat. Tom had not offered to protect him from her, only to discuss mutual escape. He decided to listen and pretend the medicine still worked to dampen his thoughts. He inhaled and calmed his thinking. Smooth thoughts.
Karen said, �Has it crossed your mind that we may have the most powerful dragon and the most powerful man in the world with us? If not now, someday. Have you thought about what they might do together as a bonded pair?�
Tom paused and shifted his position to better support Gareth, then turned to the sleeping dragon curled up in the bag, stretching the seams to bursting. �I don�t think we have anything to worry about.�
Karen moved her hand away from the hilt of her knife, then gripped it again as if unsure of her next action. �We have a whole world to worry about. You�re sure we shouldn�t kill him here?�
Gareth glanced at Tom with one eye half open. It seemed Tom refused eye contact with her, but he couldn�t be sure.
Tom glanced at Gareth and slowly shook his head. �No, he stays alive.�
Gareth didn�t see conviction in the action or hear it in the voice. Tom�s not my friend.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

Gareth tried to keep his mind relaxed while listening to them plan his future. He didn�t want Karen pouring more of the drugged medicine into him because he allowed his thoughts to escape, again. He would shuffle along the path, listening, and remaining calm in his thinking. If possible.
The long shadows of first-dark merged with darkness as Tom slipped the strap of Gareth�s leather bag over his shoulder. The dragon stuffed inside stretched the seams to bursting. Tom pushed the dragon�s head inside, but the dragon hissed and snarled, head emerged again. Finally, the dragon allowed Tom to carry the bag. However, it insisted on keeping its head exposed, and the eyes watched everything around, especially Gareth, who stumbled along with Karen�s arm, wrapped around his shoulder, supporting him.
�Just protecting its mother,� Tom muttered to nobody in particular but smiling as he did.
They paused only long enough to turn the goat loose in a field of grass where other goats grazed in the starlight. Traveling with the goat slowed them down too much, but it had accomplished its task of making Gareth appear a local farmhand. The goat stood apart from the herd and watched them walk away as if it wanted to continue the journey with them. Maybe it was glad to be free of them, and it watched to ensure they didn�t return. Gareth flashed it a smile in the moonlight, but the goat turned away and may not have seen it.
Karen and Tom took turns walking Gareth, an arm always linked around his shoulder as if he was a drunk stumbling home after a long night at the local inn. He shuffled and tripped, often over nothing more than his feet, many of the falls intentional as he tried keeping up the charade of the medicine dulling his actions. Despite his struggles with walking, the three steadily moved east as fast as Gareth could manage. Thanks to the many warnings from the small dragon, they saw several other dragons flying over the forests, their huge bodies blotting out the stars. Each time, the small black snarled and provided enough warning for them to get under cover. Tom suggested the dragons were only flying at night to flush them out into the open, or perhaps to keep them holed up instead of traveling so they could be located the following day. Either action benefitted their pursuers.
There were others indications of approaching dragons, too. Insects and night birds stopped singing and without their songs, the forest sounded empty as the travelers huddled under trees waiting for the next dragon to fly past.
The three crossed several dirt roads during the early part of the night, after carefully waiting and watching to ensure each was free of watchers. Then they moved across them as fast as possible, leaving few footprints for the Brotherhood or army to find. Twice they paused to allow brothers in green robes to stroll past on the roads while the three concealed themselves in underbrush. Gareth sensed his stupor quickly fading, and he walked on without requiring as much assistance to travel faster. They made better time until Karen pulled to a halt and fumbled at her waist for another flask of the bitter medicine. �He�s beginning to wake.�
�I still don�t understand,� Tom said. �I have questions.�
Karen gave Gareth a sip of the medicine.
Gareth held it in his mouth until she turned to Tom. Gareth allowed it to dribble from the corner of his mouth. Little went down his throat. The medicine had numbed his mind and slowed him until he might as well have been asleep. What was needed was learning to keep his thoughts to himself. He forced his mind to act and feel as it had earlier, relaxed and calm.
Karen said, �Not enough to put him to sleep this time. We just need to quiet his thoughts down.�
�Explain more fully,� Tom said, more insistent.
Karen sipped water from her canteen and sighed, as if reluctant to speak. �Okay, really quick. Maybe one boy in a thousand can either send his thoughts to another or receive them, as the pairs of the Brotherhood do. They kept it secret and managed to maintain their association for hundreds of years. Men with the mental ability can sense the developing skill in young boys at age four or five. When the brothers locate a boy with the power, they �buy� him, which often means kidnapping. They train him to communicate with one other boy. Those brothers you see in the green robes are in constant contact with their opposite who is far away. They have that distracted �look� because they are.�
Tom asked, �You only mentioned men. No women have this talent?�
She flashed a smile in the dim light of early morning. �We have another, related talent, at about the same ratio of one in a thousand, but only more recently discovered. Or found to exist, we do not know. Women of our sisterhood use their minds to communicate with animals, not other people.�
Tom growled, �I talk to animals, too. Explain the difference.�
�We do it without words. Of course, we don�t really speak, or talk to them, we �suggest.' Most of us find it�s easier to mouth the words we suggest, which makes us look odd to normal people. The smarter an animal is, the more complex ideas we can suggest. Dogs and pigs do a lot at our urging, like fetching or tracking a deer we�re hunting. A mouse can�t. Nevertheless, we can suggest to all the mice in a house that there�s a cat stalking them, and that if they run outside, they will be safe. Once they are all outside, we shut the door to keep them out and live vermin free.�
Tom helped Gareth stand again. Gareth intuitively understood the woman�s talent probably had other uses, including uses beyond what she was telling Tom. She minimized her explanation, but Gareth could accept that. Her brief explanation had told him much he needed to consider.
Gareth allowed his mind to decipher the puzzles in her explanation. She obviously held more power than she wanted to claim. Gareth imagined she might direct a mother bear to maul him while suggesting to the mother that he hurt her cub. Passive dogs would attack if urged on by fear of perceived dangers. Even geese are used as watchdogs in rural areas, and a honking goose is a formidable opponent.
Tom said, �Can the animals answer you?�
�In a fashion, I guess. They often return affection, even unlikable animals like cats. Mostly they just do what we suggest, and we save ourselves from days of hunting for lost sheep. We do not watch flocks at night because alert dogs do it, and we keep pests out of our homes.�
Gareth limped along, still exaggerating his weaknesses, but his mind capturing every word of their conversation. At her mention of animals responding �in a fashion,� his mind seized on the statement. He tripped and stumbled as he considered her meaning, and finally understood what she had not said, what she had not told Tom. Woman with the talent could probably see through an animal�s eyes as he learned today that he could do with his dragon. Probably only with animals the sisters knew well, like pet dogs or pigs, and perhaps birds. She hadn�t mentioned that skill, and his distrust grew. She also hadn�t elaborated on what her �suggestions� could do with an angry bear or dog.� Her entire conversation was a series of half-truths. He fought to keep his mind calm, and his sense of anger or excitement concealed from her.
Gareth pictured the tannery back in Dun Mare and himself lying in the sun near that old sour apple tree in late summer. Faring told his made-up ghost stories, swearing the tales were true, and they both laughed at the absurd fantasies. His breathing slowed. He didn�t totally relax, but his mind settled, and he calmed the portion he felt allowed others to peep into his thinking. Now that he knew others saw his thoughts, he tried to set his mind in the same manner as the bitter fluid did. It was like pursing his lips to prevent speaking, only different.
Tom walked quietly beside him, probably thinking about her answers too, and considering the consequences much like Gareth. So much Tom didn�t know.
Gareth listened to their conversation and had plenty of questions to ask, but didn�t want to make them aware of his interest, or wakefulness. Her evasive answers to Tom�s questions indicated she had an agenda of her own, but he had no idea of what it might be. It obviously included Gareth, and keeping him away from the Brotherhood, and the army. For now, that seemed to coincide with Tom�s ideas. Gareth wondered if she could order sharks to attack a fishing boat. Probably. Could a bird watch for someone she wanted to see from high in the sky and somehow relay that information to her? Could she watch through the bird�s eyes and direct it where to look as it flew, or where to fly? Probably.
But why was she trying to keep him from the brothers and army, and what limits would she go to in order to keep him out of their hands? A slit throat as she�d suggested earlier? A taste of copper filled his mouth as he realized he�d bitten his cheek so hard it bled.
Gareth decided she was far more dangerous than she made out. She might shoot arrows straight, but her real abilities were hidden in webs of tangled lies and half-truths.
Tom urged Gareth to catch up with her on the path, half-dragging Gareth along. When they caught up, Tom asked in a soft voice, �You and that other woman who delivered the medicine dress alike. Is that coincidence?�
She said over her shoulder, tossing a hand to one side in indifference. �You know it�s not. We learned to keep to ourselves and conceal our powers from the Brotherhood, as well as from normal people. We�re sometimes accused of witchcraft. Usually, one of the Brotherhood is responsible for starting the rumors, but we face the consequence. Those men do not like us. They don�t trust us, yet we share the same sort of mental ability. So we try to avoid them, and we live our own lives. Our common dress gives us a simple method to recognize each other.�
�One more question before we rest.�
�It sounds important.� Her voice conveyed the idea she wanted to continue their travels, not wait and talk about subjects she�d rather keep to herself.
Tom nodded, although she was facing ahead and only Gareth could see it. �If one boy in a thousand can send or hear another with their minds, how many can do both?�
She hesitated, and then said, �I�d guess Gareth is maybe one in a thousand of those with the normal mental ability men have. Maybe less. Perhaps it has never even happened before, and your friend is something entirely new to the world. So I cannot answer your question with any certainty. I can only say that I, and anyone I have spoken with, have never mentioned it.�
�Unbelievable,� Tom said, casting a glance at Gareth.
Karen drew a deep breath and turned to speak. Her face was dark, her voice a rasp of anger. �Want more unbelievable information? Your friend leaning on your shoulder can speak to animals like women of the sisterhood. He just learned of it today, but already he�s better at it than any of us. That�s after just a half day of bonding with his black dragon. I�m not sure about how he deals with animals besides his dragon, yet, or if he can. But you have to admit that his goat did seem to have an unusually firm attraction to him.�
Tom shifted Gareth to stand on the other side of him as he shook his left arm to get the blood flowing. Then he looked directly at Gareth as if trying to grasp information of any sort from his slack face, but Gareth allowed his eyelids to slip down and pretended sleep so he wouldn�t see the tension and fear in his eyes. Gareth also fought to keep his emotions in check, and his mind calm. If he failed, Karen would administer more medicine, perhaps by force.
Tom spoke after a few seconds, slowly and with caution. �Karen, you say nobody in the past ever had Gareth�s abilities?�
She hesitated, sitting on the path to rest, her knees drawn up to her chin. �You�re asking a lot more than we agreed upon. The answer is, none. Oh, I guess that it�s possible there have been others in the dim past, but if there had been others you�d think we would have heard rumors or stories. It�s time for us to continue.�
�Wait. Do you know for a fact that Gareth is in mental contact with his dragon? You�ve seen or heard it for yourself?�
�I�ve seen it and heard it. My sister Mary, the one who watched over him while I fetched you from the road, told me she witnessed it, too. Baby dragons have insatiable appetites, yet at a mental command from Gareth, it dropped food and moved away until Gareth allowed it to eat. They are definitely linked, and bonded together, which is far more than simply suggesting an animal acts in a specific way when ordered, as a shepherd telling her dog to gather the flock of sheep. It is more like the sharing of a single mind. We�ve been here too long.� Karen stood.
Despite Karen wanting to travel further and faster, Tom placed Gareth on the ground where Gareth�s back rested against a small tree. Tom sat the bag with the dragon on the ground, and slid down himself, supporting Gareth so he didn�t slump over.
The dragon stuck his head out and hissed weakly, then pulled his head inside, again. Seconds later the rustling sound of huge wings flying overhead filled the night air. When it was past, Tom continued, �Karen, I won�t pretend to understand all of what you�ve said, or even most of it. But why are so many people after Gareth?�
She scowled and balled a fist at his defiance to her wanting to travel faster, but held her temper. �Power. Some want to kill him before he has a chance to learn or abuse his powers. Most simply want to use him for their own purposes. The Sisterhood can provide a good safe life for him. In return, he can keep us safe from the brothers, and king�s army. Our abilities are no longer secret, and we fear the war to come.�
�War?�
She looked down at him with the same expression a teacher might give a slow student. �War. Purge. You give it a name. When �normal� people feel they are slighted and in danger from those, who are different, like the brothers and sisters. They will kill all of us if they can.�
�You don�t seem to be threatening anyone.�
�Still, they will see us as superior, as a threat. Maybe we are, I don�t know. But we are different, and they will not trust us. Different is always dangerous.�
Tom drew back at the venom in her words.
�It has already begun, Tom. If not, I would have shared none of our secrets with you. Too many people have learned of our abilities in the last few years, and the word spread like wildfire on a dry plain. In some far off lands, orders for our deaths have already been issued. In others, rewards for our heads are posted. There are recent reports of all brothers beyond the Burning Hills disappearing. Some were hanged or beheaded, others were slain in uprisings. The rest simply disappeared. Some are rumored to have escaped and perhaps returned to their mountains, but who knows?�
�Sisters too?�
�A few of us have faced angry riots from their villages. More are rotting in dungeons. We are all on high alert and trying to decide how to survive, which is part of why many of us have taken to living in the forests, especially those of us without husbands. But even married sisters are cautious with what they share with their husbands. Then, word of Gareth reached us. We don�t know who he is, or if he can help us, but we wanted to find out if we should keep him alive or kill him to prevent him from becoming a danger in the future.�
�Gareth hasn�t done anything. He�s barely more than a child.�
She stamped a foot and spun around, a stern stance and iron in her voice. �We are here wasting time when we should be escaping. You seem much more intelligent than the average corn farmer I meet. Perhaps better educated is a more correct assessment. Yet you ask stupid questions. Who are you?�
�I used to be a naval captain and a favorite of Queen Kristin.�
�She�s been dead a good many years, but I always thought highly of her. Let me tell you what I think while we remain here risking our lives and talking about things that can wait. Your young friend here places fear in the minds of all people of power. The king wants his service and his protection. The Brotherhood sees him as a threat if he is not aligned with them, and an asset if he is. So fear is the answer you seek.�
�You sisters fear that he might align with the brothers, or king, right? He upsets the balance.�
�Yes. Not from whom he is, but of whom he may become.�
�If you decide he is dangerous to your goals?�
�We�ll kill him. Direct a raging bull to attack him, or send a rabid dog to bite him.�
Gareth felt fear touch him for the first time. Fear bordering on panic. He was supposed to be so drugged he couldn�t understand them, but they spoke as if he was a creature not of the same earth. As if he was inanimate or a thing, instead of a person. They were calmly outlining his future, intending to gain what they could for themselves, not considering what he wanted. She even said she might kill him, and he believed her. He breathed in deeply, allowing the remains of the drugs in his body to help calm him. Raising his eyes he saw Karen flinch, and she looked back at him as if startled, but he shifted positions and looked away as if still heavily drugged, fighting to control his mind. He slowly let the air out between pursed lips, thinking of warm days and mindless plowing of endless fields.
�I may not let you kill him,� Tom said.
Karen snapped, �Don�t be foolish. You�re also unsure and distrustful of him, Tom. That�s why you said �may� not let us kill him instead of �will� not. Yes, I know you�d probably try to stop me or us or the Brotherhood, but in certain circumstances, I may be the one trying to prevent you from ending his life. But, for now, I�ll do my best to ensure he survives this night.�
�Only because he may be of use to you and your cause?�
�Certainly. Is that so different from you? I stand here and see you pretending to help him out of friendship, escorting him to sell his egg and all, but the egg has already hatched and is worthless to the army. The dragon chick has already bonded. Are you so honorable that you do not intend to escort him to safety and then offer his services, and those of his black dragon to the King? For a price?�
�I�m doing what�s right.�
She continued, �Well then, it seems that you also have an agenda. You served the crown as a captain of a warship and your allegiances to the crown have not waned over the years. You swore an oath to your queen, and while she may not sit on the throne, her eldest son does. �
�I am simply helping a boy who fell into the ocean near my boat.�
�A boy carrying the egg of a black dragon!� she hissed. She turned on Tom. Gareth saw the sly look mothers give small boys who lie by admission. �So you say that you never saw the black mother dragon searching for her egg?�
Gareth listened carefully. He now suspected the woman was intentionally talking so he�d overhear, but he kept his eyes closed and listened. He sought out his dragon huddling in the bag and suggested that it look at Tom�s face. Gareth attempted to peer through its eyes.
The mental shift and change in vision came easier. Finally, he saw Tom from a nearby location.
Tom looked livid.
She continued, �So let�s be clear.� You will use the boy and dragon to suit your King�s wishes. Is that so different from me using him to protect others like me? Or the Brotherhood? Now it simply becomes a question of which of us manages to have our way. If two of us work together, the odds of success are greater. Two against one. Think about that.�
She waited. Karen�s proposal had to be answered. Gareth waited too, using the eyes of the dragon to watch Tom�s every twitch and movement.
Tom stood and pointed at Gareth, �I only want to help him.�
�Lie! You lie, but I can see it in your face. You pretend you are better than we are but in truth, we are open and sharing in our intentions, while you deceive this man you say is a friend that you are helping. Gareth and dragon are better off dead than in your hands.�
In a flash, Tom pulled his knife from his waist and in a single step held the blade to her throat. �You won�t take him from me.�
Blackie, run! Gareth no longer saw through the eyes of the dragon, but he heard it scramble free of the bag and dart into the undergrowth.
Her forearm reached up and blocked the hand holding the knife. She shoved the knife to the side as easily as moving a branch aside as she walked the forest. Then she whirled and walked away on the path, her back straight, her head held high and unafraid.
Tom waited a few breaths, replaced his knife in the scabbard and slipped an arm under Gareth�s shoulder, lifting him to his feet. Gareth opened his eyes. Tom steadied him and said, �We have to get you out of here. How much of that did you hear, boy? And did you understand any more of it than me?�
Gareth felt Tom�s betrayal stall his words. Tom was not the friend he had believed him to be. Not trusting his anger, he mouthed, �Blackie.�
�Your damned dragon, again?� then Tom turned and called softly, �Come here you black beast.�
The creature emerged from the edge of the underbrush chewing on the remains of a small bird. Feathers and dripping blood coated its mouth and neck, and dribbles of red ran down the chest. It darted for the bag and squeezed inside.
Tom lifted the bag and placed an arm around Gareth�s shoulders as he followed the woman down the path. He said softly, �Can you understand me Gareth? Blink two times if you can.�
Gareth grunted, then blinked twice, as if it was far more effort than it was.
�Okay son, this is how I see it. These women are up to something, and my guess is that they want to use you, just like everyone else. I don�t trust them,� he glanced around to ensure they walked alone. The woman was far ahead on the path, well out of earshot, but still he spoke quietly. �Next time she gives you medicine, spit it out when she isn�t looking. You and me are getting out of here.�
Gareth felt like telling Tom he was two steps ahead in that plan but shuffled along. His plan involved getting out of there, but he would be alone. He saw the dragon slowly poke his head out of the bag. It snarled and drew back as if it was going to snort slime. Tom placed his hand in front of the dragon�s mouth to protect himself from any acid. �What�s wrong with it, now?�
The wings shivered in irritation, shaking the leather bag.
�No,� Gareth hissed to the dragon. �Don�t spit.�
Tom pulled his hand away and raised his eyes to the path ahead. �He�s not mad at me, Gareth. Look.�
Gareth turned.
A tall stranger stood in the middle of the road. A scarlet slash of ribbon decorated his blue uniformed chest. Legs spread, arms on hips, he tugged at the red cap with the gold insignia winking in the torchlight as if in mock salute. �Good evening. You must be the infamous Captain Tom.�
Another pair of men, each carrying a torch, rushed to stand at attention nearby. The torchbearers also wore blue uniforms.
�That I am,� Tom answered in a cold voice. �Who might you be?�
�Field Lieutenant Jameson of the His Majesties Army, sir. Sent by the king himself to rescue you and escort you and your friends to safety.�
Tom advanced a few steps and spat in the dirt near the officer�s feet. �In case you hadn�t noticed, we were trying to get away from you. We need no rescue.�
The soldier smiled, but his eyes didn�t. His voice carried on as smooth as oil. �The woman who was traveling with you has agreed to accompany four of my men to our camp where she will tell her tale. I�m sure they will come to a painful understanding, sooner or later.�
�You might find she isn�t willing to talk. And we may not wish to go with you.�
The officer barked a laugh. �Sir, I understand that you outranked me in the service of our King at one time. However, there are several thousand troops, five dragons, and a few hundred monks of the Brotherhood searching for you in the nearby forests. There are others out there who mean you harm. My orders are to take you into protective custody.�
�Protective custody,� Tom said flatly.
�Of course, sir. We are on your side, and we will protect you both at any cost. The boy and dragon are of utmost importance to our king.� He motioned with an arm and several soldiers stepped from the concealment of the underbrush and took up positions in front and behind them. Many held bows, arrows ready to fly. Others had swords drawn. �Captain, if you will be so kind as to accompany us? I�ll lead the way.�
Tom said, �The boy is ill. He needs rest.�
The Field Lieutenant snapped, �My orders are to escort you both to the king, along with that dragon you carry, with utmost haste. I will obey those orders to the best of my abilities.�
Tom fixed him with a scowl. �If the boy dies or is injured because of you overextending your orders, I will have the pleasure of separating your head from your body.�
�Captain, what would you suggest?� The officer�s voice was neutral and possibly agreeable to some extent.
Tom eased a step closer and softened his tone. �Sir, if it were me in your shoes, I�d send a messenger to spread the word of our capture. Perhaps change �capture� to �custody�. However, I�d make it clear in the message who managed to succeed in our �rescue�. Take all the credit for yourself possible. I�d say the boy is ill. That I am such a responsible officer and understand how important the mission is that I am allowing Gareth to rest, and take his medication. I will deliver the young man and dragon in good condition. If you do it right, you may find yourself a knight, or even a general.�
The officer nodded as he considered the idea. �Tantalize my superiors with success, plus others will not have the chance to grab the glory from me . . . right?�
�You�d only be doing what�s best for all concerned,� Tom muttered, spreading his hands and speaking only loud enough for those closest to hear.
�I will put six men in a circle to guard the two of you, and the dragon. I�ll send a series of messengers, each armed with additional information of your capture and care. I may send one directly to the king.�
�Bypassing your superiors is risky, but sometimes worth the reward, if you see what I mean,� Tom said, ignoring the comment about six guards.
Gareth kept his eyes closed and slumped himself against a stump, but watched intently through the eyes of the Blackie as he hung on every word. Blackie really is a stupid name. He couldn�t determine what Tom was up to, except to delay and give him time to formulate an escape, but his trust of Tom had fled long ago. Tom wanted the glory and reward from the king for himself. He wouldn�t want a young Field Lieutenant half his age grabbing the credit.
Gareth�s best course of action seemed to be waiting and attempting escape from all of them, including Tom if the opportunity presented itself. Then he could make up his own mind about what was best for him and Blackie.
*A wise choice.*
Gareth sat bolt upright at the remark. He fully opened his eyes, looking at each man nearby to determine who spoke so clear in his mind, with a voice so loud it almost echoed. The guards reacted to his change in posture with hands placed on weapons, but none had the intention of attacking. They looked at him in alarm, as if he intended to leap to his feet and flee, or as if they were scared of him, which may have been closer to the truth. The guards knew nothing except what little the officers shared, and the officers were scared.
Their minds must have heard the same fear and surprise he felt and sent to them almost as a physical blow. His mind had probably shouted the fear so everyone felt it. Gareth realized his mistake and shut down his mind, then quickly fell backward onto the ground and laid still, eyes closed.
*Quick thinking, my boy. Relax your mind or they may attack.*
The voice boomed and rattled inside his mind so loud he wanted to wince in pain, but his ears heard nothing. It was a male voice, deep in tone, slow to pronounce each word, and it was too �loud�, yet oddly familiar. Gareth lay still and tried to remember if he�d ever heard of such a thing, and realized he had. This must be what the teachers in the Brotherhood did when they �talked� to each other in mind speech. The one �listening� must experience the same sensations as he now heard. He had spoken to the dragon, but it had never spoken back. His mind raced.
There was so much he didn�t know.
*I�ve been observing and waiting for the right time to speak with you, Gareth. It seems that everyone intends to use you for his or her own purposes. None of them is a true friend, as I believe you now understand.*
�You�re the night whisperer,� Gareth said the words in his mind without moving his lips or sound issuing from his mouth. The same way he talked to himself when alone.
*Yes, I am your night whisperer. I could not make full contact with you until you bonded with your dragon, a beautiful specimen if I may say so. But I could whisper through the veils of darkness and sleep, and suggest you leave Dun Mare before the Brotherhood took complete control of you.*
�Why would they do that?�
*When you were newborn, you cried out and notified those with the power to sense you with the understanding of your presence. It was the loudest cry heard in generations. The king sent an army to take you into custody, the sisters sent women to �mother� and teach you. But the Brotherhood arrived first, and they stole you from your family. They hid you in the mountains where they used a drug in your food to prevent your mind from reaching out. They educated and raised you in secret, and always had brothers nearby to shut down your thinking so no others could locate you. The brothers intended for you to serve only them.*
Gareth responded. �A man should choose his way in life.�
*I agree. However, as it now stands, if you serve the king, the Brotherhood and Sisterhood will kill you.� If you choose the Brotherhood or Sisterhood, the outcast pair will see to your death. Understand the problem? You cannot choose any of them.*
�I have three sides fighting over me. I cannot win.�
*Yes, fighting over you and your dragon, of course. You�re a pair. A pair that eventually combines as one into extreme power, but you don�t know or understand how, yet. The important fact to consider this day is that two of the three opposing sides must lose, and they will not allow you to survive to serve the third.*
Gareth paused and then allowed the truth to speak for itself. �It seems like there are now four sides if I include you.�
*What? You don�t trust me?*
Gareth sensed humor in the question but answered it truthfully. �No, I do not.�
*Good for you, Gareth. Trust only yourself. Now you may ask me who I am, and how I might help you.*



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

Gareth spoke under his breath, in a normal tone. �Okay, who are you?�
*I am you, many, many years ago.* 
The words appeared inside his mind, booming and echoing, sounding amused. Gareth said, �That doesn�t make sense. Do you have a name?�
*I have had many names, but I have not had people living around me in such a long time that they�re almost forgotten. You may call me whatever you wish. It makes no matter to an old man like me.*
�Your voice is so loud in my head it�s like somebody shouting to me in a cave when I�m standing nearby.�
*Is this better?*
Gareth snatched a peek at the six men standing guard around him, finding them standing, weapons in hand, in a circle. They were at attention. Not looking alarmed as a short while ago. He used his mind to speak, �Yes, that�s much better. Now, what do you mean, you are me?�
*Poorly stated, I�m afraid, and for that, I do apologize. One day soon you will understand. When I was about your age, they came for me, too. For me and my young dragon, Cinder. The king�s men, the brothers, and a few women of what would become the Sisterhood. The women had not formed an alliance back then, so it was only a few who acted on their own. Therefore, I understand your feelings and confusion.*
�Well, I don�t.�
*Allow me to enlighten you about a few interesting facts. Cinder is my dragon. My black dragon. We talk to each other as you and your Blackie, but you are the first to share our abilities in so many years I cannot remember specifics. There was once a very old man who had paired with a black called Amadeus. A very large and short-tempered black dragon, as I remember. He didn�t like me so we never communicated. I believe they lived way down south, somewhere near the Gates of Huron.*
Gareth felt himself begin to shake in excitement, and he fought to control it before the guards around him thought he suffered a seizure and interrupted his conversation. �You speak to your dragon with your mind?�
*Cinder. A fine, intelligent specimen of a black, if I say so. You have a young male, far too young to breed, however when the time comes he will give you fits, but this is not the time when we should be discussing that topic. They grow up so fast. Speaking is not a precise term for our interaction, but I haven�t another better-suited word. Have you looked through the eyes of your dragon, yet?*
�Yes, for the first time, today. I thought I was sick or something.�
*That is the true test of lifelong bonding. You have so much to look forward to in your life; however, for now, you must escape those around you and come to me. Alternatively, you may go off to some distant location on your own, but it is imperative that you escape the clutches of everyone who determines to have their claws into you.*
�I wouldn�t know where to go in either case. Unless you haven�t noticed, there are armed guards all around me. They say there are thousands of soldiers in the forests nearby, not counting the sisters or Brotherhood.�
There was a pause and Gareth took the time to open his eyes and glance at the guards surrounding him, again. They looked like experienced troops. The Field Lieutenant and Captain Tom had their heads together near a campfire fifty paces away, Tom probably filling the other�s head with dreams of glory, if he did as Tom wished. Gareth felt the last of the drugs intended to calm his mind wearing off and his excitement growing. He closed his eyes and tried to slow his heartbeat. There had been no sign of the woman, Karen. He saw no other women nearby.
Gareth�s eyes snapped fully open. Where was his dragon?
He reached out with his mind and �found� it. He looked through the dragon�s eyes. The dizzy sensation was becoming familiar, and he saw himself lying on the center hump of the road, men standing in a circle and watching him. Beyond he saw more men attending cooking fires or lounging near tents. The angle and distance indicated Blackie had already made his escape from the circle of guards, although nobody had noticed. His vision blurred again, and he was himself. He performed the act a few more times to be certain he could reach the dragon at will. A casual turn of his head found the location of the dragon. It was laying in the thick underbrush, behind a rotting log, a whole forest behind to hide in.
*Not good! Gareth, you must keep track of Blackie at all times. Keep him close to you. He�s at a stage where a meal is his most important function, but you will want him at hand when you escape. Try to always keep a tendril of your mind touching him.*
�I don�t know how to do that. Anyway, I�m not sure of escaping until I know more about you, and I may not take that damned dragon with me when I do.�
*Know this, Gareth. I live in a safe area where none of those around you has ever reached. I have a good home, plenty of food, and I do as I like when I like. In my spare time, I keep the Brotherhood and Sisterhood from becoming too powerful, and I try to do some good for the people of the world when the mood strikes me. How does that sound?*
�It sounds like the only way I can tell the truth from the lies is to see you in person, but if Cinder is a full grown black he can destroy me and my little dragon with one spit. How can I trust you?�
*A wise response. I have a counter-proposal. You and I can communicate to and from anywhere. It is not necessary for you to come to me until you are ready, if ever. However, if you do not escape the clutches of the three groups vying for control over you, I fear you will not survive another day. Certainly not two. Therefore, your first priority is to escape. Second is to hide. Perhaps from all of us.*
�It�s going to be kind of hard to escape with a whole army around me.�
*Perhaps not as hard as you might believe. Cinder is resting on a mountain near you. I sent him to help you three days ago. Cinder can create a diversion, and you can run for your life. He can escort you far enough away that you can continue on to wherever you wish. He can ensure your escape by laying down a path of slime behind you that no army can pass.*
�You can direct him to do all that?�
*We have been together many, many years. I will watch what transpires through his eyes, and between the two of us, we will provide so much confusion that the last thing on the minds of the soldiers surrounding you will be to follow you.*
�Cinder�s acid slime will kill many of them. I don�t like that.�
*As they say, that�s the cost of doing business. A soldier must be prepared to die while doing his duty.*
�No, that�s not true. I forbid Cinder from spitting at a single one of them. Nobody has to die so that I can escape. If I have to stay a captive, so be it, but I won�t have the deaths of good men on my conscience.�
The deep voice in Gareth�s head chuckled, a strange booming sound. *I really wish I could take credit for making this a test of your compassion, but instead, it becomes a reminder to me of the excesses of power. Including my own.*
�Can Cinder create enough of a diversion for me to escape tonight?� Gareth asked, as he opened his eyes a slit and saw three guards in front of him, standing not more than three steps away. He assumed the others were to the side and behind, but didn�t bother to look. �It only takes one of these men to keep me here.�
*Your captor, the promotion-anxious Field Lieutenant, said there are over a thousand troops in the nearby forest. Supposing you can escape from the six guards posted near you, how do you feel about escaping from the rest? Especially if none are to be harmed?*
Before he answered, Tom approached, stepping past the circle of guards as if he commanded them. �How are you doing, boy?�
Shifting his line of thought, he assumed that the �voice� in his head would also listen and understand. Referring to him as a �voice� instead of a name was as lame as calling his dragon, Blackie. There would be no praise for Gareth�s abilities to name people or pets. �For a prisoner, not too bad. I�m trying to figure out exactly who is keeping me here. You or the king�s men.�
Tom leaned closer. �Meaning you think I am one of them.�
�I don�t know what to think, Tom. I owe you for your boat and your help, but not so much that you can order me into the service of the king. That Field Lieutenant you�re talking with is a glory seeker looking out only for himself. He�s no friend of yours.�
�Keep your voice down. You�re correct, of course. I have little respect for him, but maybe I can influence him to delay travel for a day or two. In that time, we may find a way to escape. I�m working on it, so be ready to run.�
�With the woods around here filled with a thousand soldiers?�
Tom chuckled. �Would you entrust that arrogant Field Lieutenant with a thousand men to command? The king is too intelligent for that. A few hundred of his second-grade troops at most. Now, relax and let me find another chink in his armor.�
Tom strode away, with his back straight and his chin up. He looked the part of a naval captain inspecting the sailors on his warship instead of a boatless fisherman. Waiting until Tom sat beside a campfire with three other officers, Gareth used his mind to speak, �I have the beginnings of a plan. A woman of the sisterhood was traveling with me, her name is Karen. She mentioned making all the mice in her house run outside if they thought a cat was inside. Is it possible for you and me to put the same sort of thoughts into the minds of the soldiers?�
The answer did not come immediately. *I can make people feel basic instincts. You appear to have more abilities in that area than I. Your emotions flood the mind.*
�Can you fill the minds of groups with emotions? Or, can I?�
*Let me explain, further, Gareth. I live high in the mountains near a series of thermal vents that keep my valley warm and snug year around. It is no more than a day�s travel from several villages, yet I live undiscovered and at peace because I emit mental warnings regularly. Nothing specific, just vague �feelings� telling all living nearby that they do not want to come near my home. They are not afraid, it is more basic than that. They simply �feel� that hunting for game is better in other places, and so on. I spread rumors of large stands of firethorn bushes and stinging nettles on my mountain. Much like the sister suggested she does with mice.*
Gareth took it all in and planned as he listened. It might be possible. One glance at the guards told him to plan well because they looked prepared to prevent any escape attempt. �I think I understand. If you told them of fear of a certain place, at least, some would try to overcome the fear by traveling there. By being indirect, you tell them they wish to go to other places where game is plentiful. Can you do that to the army in this forest? And if so, what tale or fear can you spread that will allow me to slip through their lines?� Gareth was met with silence for so long he asked, �Are you still there?�
*I apologize. I�m at my well sipping a cold mug of water for myself before I sit on my favorite bench and watch the sunrise. It�s my way of thinking through complicated issues. Allow me to think out loud, as it were.* A distinct chuckle followed the statement.
Gareth finally saw the humor in the �thinking out loud� statement and grinned. �I�m listening when you�re ready.�



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

The voice in Gareth�s head finally said, *They intend to keep you where you are for at least another day, according to the lieutenant. Suppose I spread �feelings� of general misgivings? I mean, discontent and boredom, along with general fear of black dragons. I can take the deep-seated fear that already exists in most men and enhance it. Bring it to the forefront. A day from now, before dawn, after the feelings have festered, Cinder can begin flying near you, spitting at empty fields to avoid hurting anyone, and flying low. Cinder has quite a shriek, and can use it to scare the pants off them. Most will panic and run with Cinder�s first pass, but that is not enough.*
�I agree. It�s good as far as it goes, but I don�t want to be in the forest with panicked soldiers carrying weapons.�
The laughter came again. *My plan has more purpose than might appear at first glance. While Cinder appears to be flying at random searching for men to feast upon, I will direct him. If he flies over the same area a few times, shrieking and spitting, there will be no one below him because of mass panic. For instance, if he flies between you and the river, and back again, there will be a swath of forest totally devoid of soldiers, with none of them hurt. You can take your time walking to the river, but I�d suggest hurrying.*
�What about me broadcasting my thoughts to everyone? Karen and Mary said every sensitive can hear me clearly, and they suggested I can also broadcast to the soldiers. They said everyone can hear me, anyhow. We might as well put it to use.�
*Gareth, I�m going to apologize for my actions. Without your knowledge, I am and have been squelching your mind so none hear you. Not telling you what to think, or influencing you in any manner. But I am working hard to reduce your �emissions� or broadcasts, as you call them. Now I think we may want to use some of them to create chaos and confusion.*
�I don�t like you being in my mind without permission.�
*Point taken. It won�t happen again, son. Now I want to let loose some of your anger and fear on the world. I apologize in advance for what I�m about to do, but there is no fear that is better suited for us than that which is genuine. What are you scared of? I mean, nightmare stuff.*
�Night whispers.�
A chuckle responded. *Those were just me warning you! Oh, you already knew that and made a joke. Good one. Back to the subject at hand, tell me of your worst fears.*
�Spiders,� Gareth answered instantly. �I don�t like snakes, either, but spiders really upset me.�
*Perfect! Most people already have at least some fear of spiders so we�ll just enhance their fears. I have now released all constraints on your mind broadcasting your ideas and feelings.� Think about spiders and how you hate them, especially the little red ones. Eight long legs on a round, red body. They travel in packs of ten or more searching for blood. They�re so small they climb from the ground to your boots and up your legs without you even feeling them. They�re jumping spiders! When they bite, they leave welts the size of bird�s eggs, especially on your privates. Men�s privates have been known to shrivel to the size of a small prune after a single spider bite. Think hard. Imagine every detail.*
�I don�t like this at all.� Gareth glanced around, unconcerned that a guard might see him moving. He checked the ground nearby and brushed a leaf away.
*Open your eyes. Observe your guards.*
Gareth opened them. Two guards stood directly in front of him. Neither of them looked in his direction. The closest used his weapons-free hand to explore his crotch. The other had one foot raised as he examined his boot as if searching for tiny red spiders.
*Right now there are hundreds of people searching for elusive red jumping spiders, and none has any idea you put the thoughts into their minds. Not only will they not get a lot of sleep tonight, but they will also be more susceptible to fearful thoughts of spiders and dragons tomorrow as the implications are considered. We�ll get them scared, then in a panic as they escape from this forest. Does my plan meet your expectations? Any questions?* 
Gareth allowed his mind to reach out and touch that of Blackie. He shifted focus and found himself looking at a large field mouse from a few paces. There seemed additional light when using the dragon�s eyes. The dragon must have better vision at night. In a movement too fast to adjust to, the dragon leaped and grabbed the mouse with a hundred tiny teeth. As the mouth snapped closed and the crunch of the small animal filled his mind, Gareth withdrew. �Yes! Are you telling me I have to keep thinking about the spiders all day? I�ll go crazy.�
*Jumping red spiders. Don�t forget they jump and go for your privates.*
Gareth crossed his legs.
*Mention the spiders to anyone you talk with. Not too much, just ask if this is the forest known for them, or if they have heard of anyone who has been bitten.*
�I don�t like spiders, or thinking about them, or talking about them.�
*Your fear is being broadcast to all. People a hundred leagues away are checking their bedding for spiders right now.* The booming impression of laughter came to mind again. *A lot of spiders are going to die in the next day or two, but we�ll spread more fear of them in a few hours. A few soldiers may desert to get safely away, but all those remaining will be on edge and fearful. By evening the scene will be set.*
�You really think my fear of spiders will help me escape that much?�
*Oh, yes. We just have to handle it right. I have to keep your mind filled with honest fear. By the way, did you know this is breeding season for red jumping spiders, and one female can lay almost a thousand eggs? Did you know that? Most of the babies have hatched by now, and they�re looking for animals to satisfy their taste for blood. That�s why they�re red.*
�Stop! They�re not real. You�re making it up.�
*Son, they are real enough for all concerned. You just woke nearly every soldier in that forest with your latest burst of mental energy. You put out so much fear and loathing that people are stamping the ground and searching for anything red. That last blast of spider-fear touched even those not scared of them. Nice job.*
�Not funny. I told you I don�t like spiders.�
A guard kicked out with a boot and spun around, checking the ground nearby him.
Another guard asked, �What�s up with you?�
�Damn red spiders. Watch your pecker.�
�Huh?� The first said.
�Jumping spiders go for warm and damp places. Get in your pants or armpits. Woods around here are full of them, they say.�
�I heard they�re so small you hardly see them,� another guard broke in.
Gareth spoke up. �I�ve never actually seen one. That�s how small they are.�
The guard who had kicked out with a boot to start the conversation said, �If they bite you on the pecker they say you never have kids.�
Gareth closed his eyes to grab a few moments of sleep before dawn and felt hope rise. If the guards were any indication of the general fear, the plan might work. Then he opened his eyes long enough to ensure there were no spiders near him.



CHAPTER NINETEEN 

The changing of the guards woke Gareth an hour after dawn. All six surrounding him were relieved by new sentries. The replacements looked tired, uniforms disheveled, hair uncombed.
*They were too busy looking for red spiders to sleep.*
�Good morning to you, too.�
*I�ve been too busy to sleep. The River John lies to your west. Close enough you can run to it without taking a break if you�re running for your life. Beside the river is a fishing village with boats and canoes pulled on the shore. The people living there are leaving because of the red spider invasion last night. Most have already departed for the homes of family or friends. I�m working on clearing out the rest.*
�I still have to get from here to there.�
*Listen to me, carefully. That village beside the river is infested with jumping red spiders. They may even be coming from the water, who knows? They�re leaving the water and heading inland, a mass of spiders so thick the ground looks red. They are heading directly to your camp!*
�No, I don�t like this at all.�
The voice grew louder in Gareth�s mind. *Close to the river the ground is covered with so many red spiders it moves like a blanket. Red. They�re crawling everywhere.*
�Just thinking about them makes me squirm and want to run to the mountains.�
*Good! You�re doing good, Gareth. Your mind is spewing fear and loathing, more than I ever could have imagined. The entire area between you and the river is nearly evacuated. I cannot see a single soldier out that way. However, we still have to make your guards shift their attention, as well as putting the rest of the arm in disarray. Now listen. It just takes one spider bite to give you a fever and a bite swells like a boil. They go for the face when you sleep or lie down.*
�Sleep? Who can sleep with the nightmares you�re creating?�
*The Field Lieutenant is planning to move you shortly, take you to the king despite Tom�s stalling. We do not have the luxury of allowing our plan to build over time, today, so we go sooner. Think about spiders and how you fear them.*
�I am. Nothing else is on my mind.�
*Look at your guards and tell me what you see.*
�They look scared. A couple of them are talking. One is pointing west. Where the fishing village is.�
*Time for our final assault. Cinder is ready to fly, but first, you need to call Blackie and have him near you. Be ready to run. We have no time to waste.*
Gareth located the dragon with his mind and ordered him to come stand next to him. The six guards looked each other, none noticing the dragon slipping past them. �Ok, he�s here with me.�
*You have the overall plan, but now we really mix things up. I need your complete attention because this is new information to you and I want it broadcast to every soldier in that forest. Red jumping spiders attack dragons and drive them crazy. The dragons are in so much pain they take to the skies, shrieking and spitting, and they attack anything they see. So many spiders attack dragons that their skin turns red, but spiders also fall off as the dragon flies. Enough spiders fall that it looks like smoke.*
Gareth stood, his imagination full of spiders floating down from the sky.
A shriek split the air. Then another, longer and louder.
All eyes turned up to the sky, including those of his guards.
A massive black dragon swooped and spun in the air, screaming and shrieking as if mad. It flew between the camp and the river, and then it rose so high it looked like a toy before spiraling down. It fell, wings barely moving before recovering and flying so low it seemed a man could reach up and touch it.
*See the red coloring on it?*
Gareth looked.
*You have to see it, Gareth! See it in your mind. Spiders are falling by the thousands.*
�Run,� Gareth shouted, not trying to hide his fear at all.
Three of his guards glanced at each other, and broke into sprints, in three directions. A fourth joined them when Cinder swooped over again. Gareth spared a glance at the nearby campsites. Men were running everywhere. Some shouted. All watched the sky, and the mad dragon twisting and turning, shrieking as it did.
A guard tore his shirt off and inspected his chest before running.
Most ran away from the river.
Cinder looped and flew low over the ground between the camp and river one more time.
More men ran away from Cinder and the river, all heading for the nearby hills. The dragon screamed as if mortally wounded. The few men not running away broke and headed inland. Cinder made another pass, flying directly at Gareth, black spit spewing a wide swath of death to plants, or anything else. The last two guards with Gareth disappeared into the depths of the forest.
*The river, Gareth. Run for the river and get yourself a boat and paddle for your life. I am asking you for permission to block emissions from your mind so none can follow or track you.*
�You have it!� Gareth scooped up Blackie in the crook of his arm and ran. He encountered no soldiers and saw only a two in the distance fleeing inland. In a few steps, he left the trees and brushed aside undergrowth in a wild race to freedom. He stumbled onto a trail and turned slightly to follow it so he could run faster.
The dragon in his arms wrapped his tail around Gareth�s forearm and tucked his head between his arm and chest, holding on with claws that pierced skin. Gareth ignored the pain of the claws and lengthened his stride. He glanced over his shoulder and found no pursuit.
Cinder swooped back into sight. It made a low pass behind Gareth, spewing a steady stream of black acid along the ground parallel to the river. Grass and trees withered and died wherever the black touched. The smells of hell rose to singe noses. No soldiers would be following Gareth through that. The dragon flew on before turning and making another pass, closer to the river.
�Hey, don�t let Cinder get too close!�
*You just concentrate on your escape. That �friend� of yours called Tom is rallying forces to follow you. He has a dozen armed men coming after you, but Cinder will slow them down.*
Gareth followed the twisting and turning trail, nearly falling when a tree root tripped him. He leaped over a stream, the footing slippery. The dragon he carried upset his balance. Cinder made another pass behind, leaving another strip of black spit smoking and stinking.
The trail through the trees opened into flat grassland. Ahead stood a dozen wooden buildings, weathered and gray. Gareth changed directions and raced for them. Nearer, he saw docks and boats. His mind raced almost as fast as his feet. Fishing boats, rowboats, canoes, and a sailboat. Which should he take?
The canoe.� The half canoe, half kayak that chased them down the river traveled twice as fast as the rowboat they were in. All were faster than the sailboat. If he didn�t take the canoe he had to disable it or Tom would catch him in a day. If he took the canoe, he might get enough of a lead to escape.
The paddle lay in the canoe, waiting for him. He tossed Blackie into the bottom of the boat and shoved it into the water so fast he ran in water knee deep when he dived into the boat. It tipped. He caught his balance and managed to maintain enough to reach for the paddle. A stroke carried him downriver but turned the canoe. The second stroke turned the canoe sideways. He backstroked, and the bow moved in the correct direction. He shifted the paddle to the other side, ignoring the drops of water falling from it, and stroked again. The canoe pointed down the middle of the river. He alternated sides with each stroke, adjusting each to keep the canoe fairly straight.
Blackie moved to the bow and cowered, watching the paddle splashing water inside with malice. Every time the paddle moved to the other side the dragon snarled at it. Another time the actions would have brought a smile to Gareth.
A quick look over his shoulder found no pursuit.
Cinder dropped from the sky and spit onto the boats remaining on the shore.
Tom would be along shortly, one way or another. Even now he probably raced to find a route around the area of black slime or a way to pass through it. In no time, he�d find the river and try to follow. There were other undamaged boats nearby.
�What now?� he asked the voice in his mind.
*You did well, my boy. Now it is up to you. I�ll protect your back. Drakesport is ahead, and you�ll reach it before dark if you paddle hard. A man named Eiger will be waiting for you downriver, in the center, in a small boat with a green sail. I have used him before. He�ll have a package for you. For his safety, do not speak with him. He knows nothing and is only a messenger doing my bidding. Inside the package, you will find clothing, food, and a small amount of silver and copper coin.*
Gareth put his back into the paddle. �How did you arrange that?�
*Another time and we�ll discuss that. For now, you must escape all you know and everyone you know. Including me, I�m thinking. Use the money to buy passage on any of the ships in Drakesport, as long as it sails with tonight�s tide.*
�You are not going to influence me about where to go? Or try to convince me to come see you in your mountain retreat?�
*When the time is right, if it ever is, we will meet. There�s plenty of time for us to get to know each other via our mind-talk, but trust should be foremost on your mind. You need to travel to where you are safe, and all good things will follow. You and Blackie must have time to grow together, physically and mentally. It takes time for the bond you share to mature.*
The banks of the river looked so far away it might have been a lake. A few boats moved in the distance, but none nearby, and none seemed to be moving in his direction. When Gareth spotted any boat directly ahead, he changed direction to pass as far away as possible but maintained his speed with the paddle. He overtook two boats, both moving slowly. Choosing a canoe had been the right choice. His paddling improved. The canoe pointed ahead more than it slewed.
Gareth said, �I think you should know that I don�t like that little dragon of mine. He eats everything, and he stinks. Most of the time his skin is coated with dried blood, or worse.�
Laughter filled his mind. He paddled steady, figuring out the way to steer the canoe as he made mistakes and over-corrected. The laughter bothered him until he realized his views were probably the norm instead of the exception. By nature, dragons stank and most people found them offensive.
*There are unfinished items to discuss and we can accomplish a few while you paddle. I have worked on a few items you need to know about. Your friend Faring, back in your village of Dun Mare, has been told of your basic circumstances and that you are safe. He misses you and asked for that information to be passed along. He is pleased you survived your encounter with the black female but added that he somehow had the feeling you might. I started a new business venture two days ago that may interest you. I buy fine leathers and skins at premium prices and resell them in several coastal cities for huge profits. The tannery in Dun Mare supplies many of the skins. It is again working at full capacity.*
Gareth was speechless.
*Your friend Tom will find himself with a new fishing boat and a tidy profit after you are safely situated. While his intentions were not completely honest with you, he did help you survive. His direction and knowledge probably saved your life more than once. Do you object to him profiting in this manner?*
�Tom will chase after me, you know. Until stopped. His motives were self-centered and while he may have liked me, at least, a little, we only knew each other a few days. Most of that time he deceived me with his phony accent and his own agenda.�
*All true, yet you evaded my question.*
�I know. At a minimum, he should be paid back for his fishing boat and other losses. Profit beyond that justifies his lies and deception. Replace only his boat and losses.�
*So you do hold some resentment in your heart. I find that a good thing. Tell me your ideas about your king, the Brotherhood, and Sisterhood, please.*
Small cabins and larger buildings lined both sides of the river. Piers, docks, and moored boats became common. Drakesport must be close. Gareth started watching for the boat with the green sail. �I admit to holding anger with all three. Now that I�ve had time to consider, maybe that anger needs to be understood and evaluated by me. I�m not sure how much is misplaced.� Gareth paused as he shifted positions and checked to make sure the dragon was asleep and well. �The King is doing what he believes is best for his subjects. The Brotherhood travels the nine kingdoms and passes on information beneficial to all. The Sisterhood cares for the creatures, especially working with farmers. Each has a purpose.�
*The idea that you understand so much in such a short time shames me. In my youth, I knew none of it. You are truly exceptional.*
�I see a small boat ahead. There is a green sail.�



CHAPTER TWENTY 

Slow movement of a pair of long oars kept the small sailboat motionless in the center of the river. The green sail hung slack. Only the slow current gently moved the boat. Gareth headed directly for it. As he approached, the eyes of the man seated in the stern looked glazed, unseeing as if blind, but Gareth doubted that was the case. When the canoe bumped against the hull of the sailboat, the man let the handles of the oars loose and reached for a brown canvas bag stored at his feet. Wordlessly, he passed it to Gareth, without ever looking at him.
*Go now,* the familiar voice in his mind ordered.
Gareth sat the bag near his knees in the bottom of the canoe and pushed off. He paddled without opening the bag or passing a word between him and the other. Eiger was the name of the sailor. He knew it, but not that of the man he trusted his escape and his life with. �Your name? Not having a name to call you by drives me crazy. I know your dragon�s name, and even that of the man in the boat that I can�t speak to, but not yours.�
*Have you considered a possible destination?*
�No. Any ship sailing far away will do if it leaves tonight before Tom gets here to stop me. I need your help in learning to control my mind so others cannot follow me. I also need time to think about all that�s happened and what I will do in the future. But there are flaws in my plan, and I have to resolve them, too.�
Laughter flooded his mind. *One of them being that you cannot hide from me? You�ve figured that out?*
�Exactly. First, Cinder can follow any ship from a distance so far away I cannot see him, but with his fantastic eyesight, you can watch me through him. Second, you can look into my mind and tell where I am.�
*You will learn to lock me from your mind, in time. You will also lock out any others. Teaching you to keep your thoughts to yourself is a skill you�ll learn within a month�s cycle, I�m sure.*
On his left, the riverbank now extended docks and piers jutting out like dozens of misshapen fingers. Ships sat moored to most. Activity bustled with the offloading and loading of cargo, repairs, and refitting. Gareth paddled for the center of activity and noticed one pier where men stood ready at massive bollards to slip the ropes on a three-mast ship. The ship stood tall, was in good repair, and looked capable of sailing anywhere. The canoe�s bow touched the dock. Gareth opened the bag he�d been given at the sailboat. Food and clothing, and on top, a small leather purse. He pulled the purse strings and poured copper, silver, and six gold coins of various sizes into his palm. The coins went back into the purse. He scooped the sleeping dragon into his left arm and tossed the bag over his right shoulder.
Running across the dock to the side of the ship he cupped his hands and called, �May I speak to the captain?�
A man prowling the deck, arms folded across his chest, paused. A white beard hung to his chest. He looked down at Gareth with a scowl. �I have a full crew, so go find work on another ship.�
�I do not search for work.�
�What is it you want?�
�Passage, sir.�
The man spat and waited as he examined Gareth. All eyes of those on the ships paused long enough to catch a glimpse of Gareth and his dragon. �Have you two large silvers for the fare?�
�I do.�
�Is that a dragon I see in your arms?�
�It is.�
�Add a small silver to your cost for all the food that monster is going to devour. I�ve had my share of dragons on board, so I know what they eat. Also, you�ll commit to keeping him restrained, and any damage he causes will be at your expense.�
Gareth decided another silver might be a cheap price to pay for Blackie�s appetite. �Agreed. I�ll pay the extra silver.�
�Then you both shall have passage to the Carnal Islands. Welcome aboard the good ship Sea Maiden.� He turned and shouted, �Drop that aft gangway for them, you slackers. Get a move on, we still have a tide to catch.�
The instant the gangway touched the dock Gareth hustled up it. In short order, he found himself in a tiny cabin near the stern assigned to him, along with orders not to interfere with the crew of the ship. A steward explained the rules in short bursts of talk. His time on deck was restricted to a morning stroll near his cabin. Time at the rail was restricted to after meals. All food came to him on a tray. Served by the steward, a boy younger than Faring. A second tray would hold piles of kitchen scraps for the dragon. Gareth would handle his own chamber pot or pay an additional copper to the steward.
Fascinated, Gareth watched the ship�s departure from a small porthole in his cabin while Blackie explored every nook and cranny. Gareth kept a strict watch on the river for Tom and the men he�d rallied to follow him, but the river remained empty. Once clear of the port, the river current carried the ship out into the ocean, where sails were set, and the wind became their friend.
Gareth allowed a long breath of relief to escape, the first in days. He might even get to sleep at night, for a welcome change. Only those few on the pier may have noticed him as he ran from canoe to ship, but in all probability, only a few dock workers had even seen him. That left few tongues to wag when Tom asked his questions. Only those on the ship knew of him, and they sailed with him. Until the ship returned to Drakesport, nobody would know his destination.
He opened his mind. �I have booked passage on a ship headed for the Carnal Islands.�
No answer.
Gareth tried making contact again after the evening meal. Unsuccessful, he climbed into small the hammock and fell asleep with the swaying of the ship. He woke in the depths of the night to find the dragon also in the tiny hammock crowding him for space. No night whispers stirred him. He woke again when a persistent knock sounded at his cabin door. Light streamed in through the small porthole. The steward stood at the door, holding breakfast balanced in a bowl with one hand, and a tray of meat scraps in the other. The steward handed the second tray to Gareth and backed off a step before Blackie attacked the food. Evidently he�d also dealt with young dragons, too.
Gareth accepted the bowl of pottage and hardtack biscuits. He hadn�t eaten for more than a day, and he attacked the food as eagerly as Blackie. The eyes of the steward watched both. Gareth asked, �Ever been to the Carnal Islands?�
�Three times, sir.�
�Tell me about them.�
The steward stumbled and stuttered, watching them devour their meals. �Well, they�re islands way down south where it�s warm all year around. They get a lot of rain so everything�s green. They grow spices and exotic fruit, there. Lots of fish to eat. Only a few towns and villages. One main port city called Brown Horse. Not many ships go there, �cept for us, of course.�
A city called Brown Horse. �Sounds perfect,� Gareth said, as he thought of Dun Mare. A dun mare is a brown horse. Perfect.
�It does?� the steward asked, still watching the pile of meat and fat disappear inside the dragon with slurping, tearing and bones crunching. �Where does it put it all?�
�Blackie�s just a chick. Full grown he�ll be half the size of this ship so he eats like a . . . Well, like a dragon.�
The tray empty, Blackie raised his head and shrieked in satisfaction. The ship�s steward slipped out the door, complexion pale white.
Gareth opened his mind again. �Are you there?�
*Yes, I am. I saw through Cinder�s eyes that your ship departed safely. Hopefully, all is well with you and little Blackie.*
�The money you provided paid for passage, and with the gold coins, I expect there is enough to live on at least a year. How do I ever thank you?�
*No need for that. If you run out, let me know, and there is more. Over the years, I�ve managed to secure quite a sum of gold, bowls full of gemstones, and other wealth. I have little use for it, these days. All I need is my home in my valley, my garden for food, a little sunshine in the afternoon for my nap, and all of that is free.*
�You sound like a happy man.�
*Helping others makes me happy, I guess. Part of the job. I have more good news for you.*
�About Tom?�
*Him too. Let us discuss him first. He arrived at the docks near dawn, far too late to follow you. He is asking about your destination, no way to prevent that, but I believe he is going back to fish the Dunsmuir Sea. He found a very nice fishing boat waiting for him in Drakesport and a message from you. It explained that if he will forget about you, the boat is his. Also, you will forget about exercising any revenge on him. Since I was not able to be there personally, Cinder handled the negotiations.* Laughter sounded, booming like it rolled from a large drum.
�There is other news?�
*Oh yes, there is one other minor item that may hold some interest for you. Through a series of inquiries, enough to mentally wear on me, I found the location of your parents. Both are in good health, and you have three siblings.*
�My mother and father? How?�
*How does not matter. Without your permission, I took the liberty of booking them passage to the Carnal Islands on a ship to depart for Brown Horse in eleven days unless you tell me different.*
The words were like a veil slipping between their conversation and unreality. He had no parents. None. He lived on Odd�s farm in Dun Mare. Until five or six days ago he had nothing. Nobody. Now, this voice booming inside his head told him he had a family? He didn�t respond. His thinking was like a spilled can of worms, writhing and wiggling as they escaped. A few breaths later he managed to ask, �They�re going to meet me at the end of this voyage?�
The gleeful laughter transformed to friendly warmth *Of course. What kind of parents wouldn�t want to see their eldest son who has been missing for so many years? Anyhow, you also have two younger brothers and a sister aged between the boys. They are all eager to meet you.*
�How can I thank you for this? I don�t know what to say.�
*If I managed to locate them so quickly, others can too. Family will be used against you by those seeking power and control, so you need to keep them close. Protect them. I have sent more gold with them. Build a home for the family, if not in the Carnal Islands, find another place. They are in danger because of you, so take good care of them.*
�I will. You avoided telling me your name, again, you know. Don�t think I didn�t notice. I�m beginning to believe you�re avoiding that question for a reason I can�t fathom.�
Laughter filled his mind. Not laughter in the normal sense or even in the mind-speaking sense. The laughter had turned gleeful and loud. *Can you think of any reason I might avoid such an obvious answer to your question?*
�No, but whenever I ask, you either change the subject or laugh as if you find it funny.�
*It does strike me funny, but remember I indirectly told you my name when we first talked.* There were sparkles of laughter in the tone.
�I don�t remember you ever telling me your name.�
More laughter. *I mentioned that you are a younger me.*
�I remember that,� Gareth said.
*Well, I am called Gareth, too. As was my mentor, and his before that.*
�I don�t understand.�
*Gareth is a word from a language so old it�s no longer spoken, although there have been a line of Gareths from the time of that ancient language, and perhaps before then. Gareth means �caretaker� and much more. Caretaker of all is more correct, I suppose. It is a title more than a name. You are not only a man named Gareth, but you will also be �the Gareth� from my death until yours. Another will follow you.*
�I don�t understand any of this.�
*You will. A half century from now you may understand your duties and be ready to continue my work.*
�A half century?�
*Maybe more. Gareths and their dragons tend to live very long lives. On the other hand, there�s a lot to do when you�re keeping wars to a minimum and trying to do what�s best for the most people. It�s not an easy job, and you have the Brotherhood and Sisterhood to contend with, as well as a greedy king. You must guide them, as well as keep the rest of humanity satisfied. There are also the many kingdoms with kings wanting to make war and expand their holdings. You will learn to manage and control their desires.*
�I can�t possibly do all those things.�
*Not yet, but you will, Gareth. You will.*
The End
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