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Аннотация
<spanThe last dragon has been set free by Kendra. With that release, Damon's small powers are reduced, and Kendra now begins to take control of the dragon. However, their plans are disrupted when they find themselves the innocent combatants in a war with the mages. They do not know the rules of magic, nor how to properly use it. Those around them fare no better. Princess Elizabeth rides to bring help, but events progress so fast that she may arrive too late.<span>Their first task is to explore the remains of the cave where the dragon was held prisoner for hundreds of years, yet even in that there is danger and wyverns are intent on preventing them from learning the secrets of Mercia. While there are answers revealed, more problems arise. Who are they fighting against? And why? The dragon is at the center of part of it, but the web of lies and danger expands daily. With the help and protection of the dragon they may survive.><span<span>>
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CHAPTER ONE 
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I �watched in awe as the last true-dragon in the Kingdom of Dire flew lazily above, high in the pale spring sky. One hadn�t been seen in Dire for generations, but even if they were a daily occurrence, their passing overhead would still draw the attention of everyone on the ground. As it swooped and dived, my breath caught.
�Magnificent, isn�t it?� My sister crossed her arms over her chest and said in an accusatory manner as if daring me to disagree with her. Then, in a softer tone, Kendra attempted to console me, �You haven�t really lost any of your magic powers, you know. You just need a new source of dragon essence to draw from.�
Reluctantly and silently, I agreed. However, she didn�t fool me with her kind words, and wouldn�t distract me or quell my frustrations. My anger at remaining in Mercia instead of on the road home to Crestfallen wouldn�t ease. The limited use of what few magic talents I possessed had always been with me, although they were small in nature, which is the name we gave my abilities while we were orphaned children: small-magic. Unlike the gaudy magic of mages and sorceresses, I couldn�t light up the sky with bolts of lightning or create intense rainstorms to end droughts�however neither could they. Not anymore.
Like theirs, my magic abilities had dissipated with Kendra�s release of the dragon a few days earlier. All magic in the kingdom had ceased with that single, but kind action of hers.
�Right,� I replied sarcastically, without looking at her. �All I have to do is search the sky for the only remaining dragon, and if it flies close enough to me, maybe I can perform a quick parlor trick or two.�
Kendra puffed herself up, looking like a strange fish I�d once seen. When it got scared, it puffed up like her, full of spines and a nasty attitude. She said, �Don�t blame me.�
She was right, of course, but she was also my sister and whenever possible, I always blame her when things don�t go well�or my way. It�s more than a tradition for brothers to blame their sisters. It�s required by an ancient family code, I think. It also helps make up for those times when she is at fault and won�t admit it. And other times when I am not at fault but get blamed for her transgressions.
The dragon turned gracefully and flew inland, towards the road that would hopefully soon return the two of us to Crestfallen Castle in the northern corner of Dire, where the king resided. It had also been our home ever since we could remember. Well, that is not exactly true, but it had been our home since Princess Elizabeth took us in as small children and made us her personal servants over ten years ago.
Even the horse I sat upon, Alexis, was a gift from Elizabeth a few years earlier, and it also eyed the dragon nervously, as she always did when Wyverns or dragons flew near. No amount of coaxing or consoling made her relax when they were around, and probably with good reason. The dragon had almost died from starvation while in captivity, and since Kendra had set free, it often ate to regain weight and strength. That required daily meals of two or three sheep, deer, elk, cows, or anything else the supreme predator in history desired. Anything but my horse. The local farmers were going to learn to dislike its sudden appearances too, if we didn�t convince the crown to do something about repaying them for their lost stock. Teaching the dragon to only eat wild animals didn�t seem practical.
Kendra�s upturned face still watched the sky with utter fascination as I calmed Alexis and fought her sidestepping when the dragon returned and twisted its head and peered directly at us. Kendra asked, �Can you feel your magic increase when she is flying near?�
�Can I feel when it is possible to tap into her essence?� I corrected with a sharper tone than necessary. �That�s what you�re really asking, and the answer is, no. If I attempt to use my magic, it either works or doesn�t. If she is near enough, it works, but there�s nothing that tells me so until I try.�
Kendra shrugged, her eyes still on the dragon. �Of course, that�s what I meant to say. My mind can sense her at a distance, even her direction, but I�m trying to figure out how far away you can, if at all.�
After considering her comment, my curiosity got the better of me. The only known dragon had been imprisoned in a cave in Mercia over four hundred years ago, but I had managed to draw miniscule amounts of her essence while we lived in a far-off corner of Dire. Kendra�s curiosity was normal. The royal mages and the two sorceresses who also lived in Crestfallen performed their magic by drawing on the same source, which had been located four days away by horseback if one rode fast.
Now, my magic didn�t work unless the dragon was within sight.
Since Kendra had freed the dragon, she had acquired a few magical powers of her own, when before she had none. Neither of us knew the extent of those new powers or the possibilities to come. Not yet. While the source of magic now quickly dissipated with distance, despite me being physically closer to the dragon, sometimes nothing happened when I tried to use essence. It was as if the dragon couldn�t help but share its powers while it had been held a prisoner, and now she withheld her essence in anger. Or, perhaps her mage captors had concentrated it in some manner that allowed mages and I to use it at a distance. Of course, I had been an accidental and unknown participant.
�Something important has changed,� I told my sister. �Feel it?�
We walked together around the rubble of the destroyed lower portion of what had been the city of Mercia. We avoided the deepest rubble, the remains of grand buildings. The four equidistant waterfalls still flowed. The city had been built between them. The cliffs had once held buildings that clung to the dark gray stone. The low rumbles from them were a constant reminder of their majesty and power. Above, somewhere high up the side of the cliff, was the cave where the dragon had been chained, and where Kendra wished us to climb. Up the same cliff where the dragon had been kept in a cave which was every bit as much destroyed as the lower city.
As we walked, I was reminded of an old children�s game and rhyme about everything falling down. That phrase came to mind and wouldn�t leave. It went round and round inside until I unconsciously hummed the tune and couldn�t make it go away. What was left of a city where a thousand servants worked for five or six powerful mages was now a broken and tumbled pile of rubble. It had fallen down. When my sister had freed the bonds of the dragon, its first task, no matter how weak the beast had become, was to destroy the cave. The second was to destroy the hated city where her captors lived in comfort and luxury.
The dragon was a female, Kendra assured me. We were learning to refer to it as a her, but the task was difficult when the word monster came to my mind quicker. Kendra�s head tilted back again, this time to examine the sheer cliff between the waterfalls, and the crude stone stairs cut along the rock face. �Part of the answers we seek might be right up there. Right in front of us. We have to climb up there, and you know it.�
I didn�t know it. As far as I was concerned, we�d already done far more than required from a pair of personal servants to a minor princess. �That�s a lot of stairs. Even if we climb all the way up, the dragon probably ruined the steps at the very top, making them impassible. We probably can�t even get to where the cave was. We may as well stay down here and wait for Elizabeth to return.� My reasoning was sound on both points. What I told her was true, and I didn�t want to attempt to climb up there. Both were logical. No, there was a third point, too. I didn�t want to find out what might lie up there if it was bad.
She relented, just a little. �Tomorrow, not today. We�ll start early so we won�t have to climb down them in the dark.�
�We can�t sleep here. This place is haunted�and you�re the cause. It is a dead city.�
Her eyes narrowed at my accusation and lowered from the side of the mountain until they found me�where they seized me as firmly as if she had wrapped her arms around my body and squeezed. �The Blue Woman, the local residents, the mages, and even the spirits have departed. Stata, the husk of a man who attacked us is also dead and turned to dust. The mages have all fled to other lands. There is nothing left here to fear unless we trip over a loose stone or brick.�
�The mage who used Stata�s body isn�t dead, only the husk is. He might come after us in another dead man�s body. Or woman. Or bear. And who knows what the Blue Woman�s spirit will do?�
She scowled but said nothing more. It became clear we were going to climb up there, no matter if I wished to or not. Her jaw was set, her lips were thin lines. I met her gaze. �We�d better find a place to spend the night, hopefully so far away you won�t wish to travel back here tomorrow.�
I turned Alexis with a jab of my knee and rode away at a fast gallop as if my words spurred her on instead of my heels digging into her belly. To our left, the dragon had knocked down the City Gate of Mercia that had stood at the edge of the raging white river. It had also knocked down the arched stone bridge beyond that had crossed the river. That left us no choice but to travel back along the old road following this side of the river, back to the Port of Mercia. The port city was located on the main branch of the river, inland a half-day�s sail from the salty ocean, like all great seaports. They were built on freshwater rivers because the ravenous salt-water worms ate the ship�s hulls. The worms didn�t survive in fresh water. Besides, fresh water also killed the weeds and barnacles that attached themselves to the hulls and slowed the ship�s speed.
Sleeping in the barren and rocky open, an area with no trees and few plants of any sort, that was exposed to the harsh, cold and wet winds that swept in off the sea didn�t appeal to me. Our choices were to travel all the way to the inland city of Andover, a large place filled with intrigue and enemies, or the nearer Port of Mercia. The port was a collection of small ramshackle collection of houses built with boards weathered as gray as the rocky land. It was occupied nightly by hundreds of rowdy sailors, loose women, crooked gambling houses, cheap taverns, dangerous bars, and other businesses that existed primarily to fleece the sailors of their wages and the ships of their profits. I liked it there.
While we had been in the Port of Mercia a day earlier, tracking down a couple of rogue mages who fled the city, there had been one little woman with untamed wild hair the color of a hot fire standing at the entrance of an inn. She had looked at me in a way that demanded my return. That was my wish, too.
However, my sister and Princess Elizabeth had recently taken to doing the opposite of anything and everything I suggested. But I knew Kendra had an aversion to sleeping on a single blanket in the damp and exposed landscape where the tallest bush rose only to my knees. It wouldn�t appeal to her. And even those nearby places that offered minimal shelter were few, so I slyly turned to her and said in a false resigned and defeated voice, �We might as well sleep out here on the bare rocks so we can get an early start up those stairs in the morning. It�s going to take us all day.�
She rode on in silence. But I knew she would soon contradict me and insist we sleep in the comfort of an inn at the port. Perhaps, without my obvious intervention, she could be convinced to stay at the one where that redheaded slip of a girl worked. The trick was to be patient and allow my sister to correct me and thus allow me to have my way.
Instead, she said, �Well, you know best, Damon. A bed and a hot meal at a warm, friendly inn sounded good to me, but if you insist, this is where we�ll stay.�
Damn. She had turned it back on me. My horse Alexis would have liked a bucket of grain to eat instead of the thorny plants we rode by, but my foolhardy attempt to outwit my sister had utterly failed, and now we�d both go hungry. Alexis turned her head to look at me with one accusing eye as if the horse understood what had just happened.
The reasons to remain nearby Mercia and the stairs for the night made good sense and going all the way back to town didn�t. The return ride in the morning would give us a later start on the stairs.
She said, just as slyly as my remark and without a hint of humor, �Too bad that little girl with the big smile and all that hair won�t have another chance to grab your attention. Oh, I�m sure you didn�t notice her when we rode through town, but she sure noticed you.�
�The one with the red hair?� I couldn�t keep the eagerness out of my voice and knew the instant her laughter sounded that she�d outwitted me again.
�That would be her,� Kendra laughed again, a merry tinkling of triumph as she spoke in a too-sad voice that was as phony as the voices in a puppet show. �Listen, we�ve been sleeping outside for what seems like weeks. I can do with a bath, soft pallet, and a bowl of hot food. Would you mind terribly if we return to the port and stay at an inn for just tonight? I know it�s a lot to ask, but please?�
�I kept Alexis moving and proudly refused to turn and look at the grin that was surely plastered on my sister�s face. The port town came into view after a ride of silence, the low gray wood buildings almost the same color as the fog, and the gray river beyond. In denser fog, it would be invisible. Only the masts of a few ships stood above the roofs of the few two-story buildings. Most of them were only one story, clustered along one main street.
One of them had no stories. It had been destroyed by Kendra�s angry dragon the day before. Inside had been four people, all working in concert against the King of Dire, our king. They had planned to supplant him with a double to impersonate him, to switch places and while ruling he would appoint their friends and cohorts to important positions. They had used the dragon�s essence for the magic they turned against the king. When released, the dragon had taken out centuries of pent-up anger and frustrations on them, and on the building where they hid. When last seen, the pile of rubble that had been a large two-story building stood no higher than my thigh.
The dragon flew over us again as if keeping a wary eye on Kendra, which was probably true. At the elaborate City Gate of the port, a familiar figure lounged against one stanchion and waited for us, arms crossed over his chest in careless disregard. He appeared totally at ease, almost part of the landscape as he stood unmoving, only his eyes followed us. It was a man known as Avery, the head servant for the Heir Apparent, the next King of Dire, and a rival of mine for years. He was sent here on an unknown mission by his master.
I pulled up next to him and waited to see if he greeted me in a friendly manner or the snide way that was normal in our relationship at Crestfallen Castle. Kendra stopped beside me before he spoke, addressing both of us in his superior manner, yet he seemed to allow grudging respect to enter his manner.
�I heard the two of you were returning this way.�
�So, you came out in the damp and chill just to greet us? How thoughtful,� I said pleasantly.
�Ah, Damon. If nothing else, we know you are loyal to the crown, and that will be remembered long after you depart this foul place and return to your shared apartment. Loyal to a fault, some might say.�
�Loyal to my princess.� After a glance at Kendra to make sure it was okay to continue sniping at him, I said, �Have you heard any good rumors or even a few true facts we should know about? Or, did you travel to this miserable city to stand in the cold and damp for pleasure?�
My barbs missed as he casually brushed them aside with a tilt of his chin. �Do you have specific rumors in mind that you wish to know? There are so many juicy rumors floating around this port that the largest of the ships in the harbor could sail upon them if they were water.� His smirk at his choice of colorful words usually enchanted both of us. In truth, he always had a way to turn and twist words to his advantage.
In our past encounters, Avery had always been busy with palace intrigue and politics, and he was perhaps the best at it of all the servants. Even when the palace was located several days away, he searched for advantages he could use in the future. Still, there was certainly news he would know of Mercia that we didn�t, and that could help us. His greatest ability was to ferret out tiny threads of rumor and truth and weave them into a tapestry of interest or fact. While rivals, we served the same crown.
In my most pleasant voice, I said, �No doubt you�ve heard about the Mage War we�re engaged in, and how they kept the last dragon penned in a cave and drew on its strength for their personal benefit and the source of their magic. What you may not have yet heard is that we believe they used that same magic to make our king ill, on his deathbed some say, and four people in this city intended to replace him with a double who now lies dead in the rubble of an inn here in the port. Kendra has freed the dragon and prevented the future misuse of magic, and we think our king may have healed with the release of the dragon but have not yet heard if that is true.�
There was a lag as Avery processed obviously new information. He shifted, so his body faced me, instead of only his head and eyes. �Meaning the king may rule for many more years, and you believe me disappointed?�
�Are you?� My question was pointed, direct, and honest. He was the head servant to the Heir Apparent, the son who would be the next king.
He thought about that for the space of a few breaths, and that action of consideration made me like him more than at any time since we�d first met. It told me he was thinking about the answer instead of stating the obvious first thought that entered his mind. If the king died, his position would be instantly elevated. He would serve the new king, a position more powerful than all but a few in Crestfallen. Few would dare cross him. Yet, he was also loyal to the old king�in his own manner.
He said, sounding sincere for a change, �That would be wonderful news if he lives. Have you dispatched messengers to know for sure?�
�Princess Elizabeth rode to Crestfallen and is returning here as fast as possible, and if there is any change in his health, she will know.�
He sighed, �That will take days. Too bad you couldn�t have kept one of the damn mages alive or in captivity, so he could use his magic powers and ask the mage we left alive at Crestfallen about it.�
I felt Kendra�s eyes boring into the back of my head. She said coldly, �Two questions, Avery. Without convoluted answers. Are mages able to speak to one another over long distances? And is Twin, the young mage we left at the palace able to do it?�
Avery placed one foot on a raised wooden sidewalk and leaned closer, his hands braced on his knee. �I thought you already knew the first, and the second is, yes. While Twin lacks many of the flamboyant abilities of the other three mages at Crestfallen, he is excellent in passing messages over a distance.�
Kendra said, almost as a dismissal, �We are staying at the Blue Bear Inn if there is a room available for us. Would you care to join Damon and me for dinner and open, friendly conversation?�
�Open?� Avery asked, pretending puzzlement. �Friendly?�
She continued, �Conditions in the kingdom have changed in the past few days, and I suspect there will be more in the coming days that will touch us. All of us. It would be nice to know that all we do in the future supports your Heir Apparent�and also our present king. Together, we can perhaps identify and stand unified against the usurpers.�
Again, he hesitated, and again, I understood and appreciated his reluctance to make snap decisions. We had been bitter political opponents of a sort for ten years. Things like that do not change overnight. He had little reason to trust us, other than that we may now work towards a common goal that may help him in his efforts on his unknown quest.
He said, �If you cannot find accommodations at the Blue Bear, leave a word with the innkeeper, and I will find you for dinner. In the meantime, there are several interesting rumors for me to sniff out.�
He turned theatrically, and his cloak swirled out in a manner that told me he must have spent many afternoons in front of a mirror practicing the spin to get the perfect effect. He threw us a wide self-satisfied smile over his shoulder as he walked purposefully away.
�That went well,� Kendra said.
�Better than we had a right to expect. Avery may not support us, but it seems he understands we are on his side�or at least, we are on the side of the crown, no matter who wears it,� I agreed.
�He�ll make a better friend than an enemy.� She spurred her horse in the direction of the inn, and hopefully the redheaded girl waiting for me. The people moving about their business on the street in front of us moved apart as if we were a snowplow pulled by four sturdy oxen. They stood aside and silently watched us pass with undisguised interest and more than a few whispers. None cheered, jeered, or changed expressions at all. They all knew from rumors who we were, they knew some of what we�d accomplished with destroying Mercia, and they didn�t know if their lives would change for the better or worse because of us. They were wary.
Oh, there were a few who flashed tentative smiles our way, here and there a hand waved slightly, and more than one attractive young woman tried to catch my eye. Young men tried to get Kendra to notice them, but her focus remained fixed directly ahead until her eyes flicked in the direction of a tall, thin young man with a neatly trimmed beard. She had a type.
At the inn, we turned our horses over to a pleasant stable boy of eight or nine. He promised to put them in clean stalls next to each other for company. He would provide all the feed and water they wished for a single small copper coin and brush them for another. We left the horses in his good hands and made our way to the front door.
We quickly found the innkeeper. He was short, round, and his cheeks were as red as the morning sun in summer. He was the sort of man who never settled down to rest. His hands moved constantly. His eyes darted from place to place searching for small things to be done for his customers, and often his motions silently directed his employees to needed tasks. His toe tapped to a silent tune that was probably playing endlessly inside his head.
�We�re full up with the overflow of refugees from that dragon flattening Mercia. But, I got myself an idea,� He told us with his accented good humor.
With that, the innkeeper hustled across the room and talked to a man sitting by himself at one of the smaller tables. The man shook his head vigorously at the innkeeper and tried to go back to his meal. The innkeeper moved closer, spoke again, and the man�s head shook a second time. The innkeeper didn�t stop. He leaned even closer, and his voice rose. The third time, the man slowly nodded. A large copper coin quickly changed hands, and the innkeeper returned.
He said with a lopsided grin, �The fine gentleman at that table over there has graciously agreed to share a room with another. That means I have a single room the two of you can have.�
Kendra said, �How much?�
�Two meals a day, your choice of which. It will cost a full copper a day for each of you.�
Kendra said, �I meant, how much did you pay him to clear out of that room for us? From here, it looked like a full Chamberlain Coin, far more than you�re asking us to pay for the room, which is bad business. That makes me wonder.�
His cheeks turned even redder. He said, �It was indeed a full Chamberlain, but he wouldn�t accept less. But there are no more rooms in the city for you, so you should be thankful.�
�But why did you do it?� she persisted. �Or maybe I should ask if you will you do the same for the next person who wishes to stay here?�
He shrugged innocently as if excusing the action. �Just good business for me, not a bad thing, as you suggest. You see, after you�re gone, I�ll tell the tale of how the woman who released the dragon from Mercia insisted on staying only here at my fine establishment, and nowhere else. Your fame will draw in more clients to my humble inn. I will say that you loved the good food and the clean room, and I may even suggest this is the only place you ever stay when in the Port of Mercia. With that true story to spread along the waterfront, I can raise my rates, serve a better clientele, and make more money.�
Long before he�d finished, both Kendra and I were laughing. He would earn back ten times what he paid to vacate the room in the first month. It was as he said, just doing business. The cost of advertising. Kendra placed her hand on his shoulder and pulled him closer. She took his hand in hers and gave him a few coins, one of which was a Chamberlain to replace his cost, as she said, �We pay our own way in full. You can tell your tales before we leave as well as after, and we will even agree to support them�only if the cleanliness is as you say, and the food is as good.�
He showed us the room, a space no larger than my smallest clothes closet in the palace. It was barely wide enough for two to sleep on the floor side by side, and then only if nobody opened the door. On the positive side, nobody would sneak into our room while we slept, and he was correct about the cleanliness. The straw was yellow and fresh, the blankets, three of them, were aged, but clean and without signs of insects.
�The food?� Kendra asked him after inspecting the room. �We are hungry.�
�As much �endless stew� from the pot you can hold, or chicken soup with rice and whatever vegetables my cook could get her hands on. There is also hard-bread.� The innkeeper smiled. �And wine or ale, but you pay for them by the mug.�
�Hard-bread?� I asked, having only heard the term once before.
�Baked just for me, right down the street to my specifications. You�ll break teeth trying to gnaw it, unless you let it soak in the stew or soup, first.�
I grinned at him. �I think I may have had the same bread at an inn near Crestfallen.�
�A nasty sort of an innkeeper up there, was he? Bad temper and dirty hands?�
�He was.�
�That would be my younger brother. Is he doing well?�
�He sold me four tired horses while I paid for royal stallions, if that answers your question. Then he claimed to the other patrons that I�d beaten him on the haggling so badly his children would go hungry.�
The chubby innkeeper laughed, slapped his knee and waddled off to serve his other customers while we found a table in a corner. I watched the eyes in the room watching us. More specifically, I watched for eyes not watching us. We were celebrities. Everyone knew us, or about us, and we were strangers. They were curious. So, any not looking our way were suspect�and trying to hide from me. None were, and I relaxed as much as a body can with all eyes in a room full of watching people.
Kendra said, �How much of that story you told the innkeeper was true?�
�Half.�
She flashed me one of the smiles most men in the kingdom would die for. We both asked for white wine when the barmaid came our way. She was maybe thirty, dark-haired and pretty in an ordinary sort of way. That means, she was not the redheaded girl I was searching for, so she was ordinary in comparison. The one I sought, I�d seen for only a fleeting moment, but knew we�d get along like the best of friends. Nearly any of the other women in the port would pale in comparison.
Asking about the redhead was not something proper to do, especially not with Kendra sitting with me. However, if Kendra knew of my quandary, she would take it upon herself and ask, then devise a reason to leave the two of us together. That would be great, until tomorrow when we intended to climb that mountain of stairs, giving my sister all the time in the world to remind me of what a favor she had done for me, and how I owed it to her to share all the details.
There are some things better done alone. We had asked for the chicken soup with rice, and of course hard-bread. It arrived, and the soup was as good as the innkeeper said, not considering we hadn�t had a full meal in four or five days. A few fried meat pies and whatever apples and such we carried had been our meals while sitting in the cold night air, and even in the snow at the top of the mountain pass.
Now we sat in a warm, smoke-filled inn with a warm fire, at a table with steaming hot soup and hard-bread and wine in front of us. He might have served last week�s stew with nothing else, and we would have eaten like a pair of sows. The white wine was actually very good, a rare occurrence outside of the palace. Here, it was sweet and strong. The effects took hold after only a few sips. I motioned for a refill.
Kendra tried to eat the small round loaf of bread the size of her fist, to my amusement. She couldn�t bite into it and tried pounding it on the edge of the table to break the crust open. More than one person smiled at her failing efforts.
I placed mine in the bowl, at the edge where I could still scoop out spoons full of soup as it soaked. She eyed me and watched. After allowing her to wait and watch long enough, I lifted my hard-bread and took a massive bite that caused soup and wet bread to drip down my chin to my chest.
It tasted wonderful, warm and full of unknown spices. What was even more wonderful was the stealthy approach from behind of a young woman. She leaned over my shoulder and used a white napkin to wipe the excess soup away. Her wild red hair tickled my nose, as strands stuck out every which way, refusing to be contained.
My tongue refused to cooperate and speak, my mind went blank, and I knew I had to say something impressive, words that would make her wish to spend unlimited time with me that evening.
I stammered, �H-hi.�

CHAPTER TWO 

[image: ]

T he girl with the wild red hair smirked as she finished wiping spilled soup off my chest and chin. She didn�t seem to be in a hurry to finish the task, and why should she after I�d nearly made her swoon with my elegant oration and kingly table manners. Kendra was smiling at me, but my eyes had no time to look at her. The girl leaning over my shoulder paused and spoke, her lips very near my ear.
�Hi, yourself,� she said in a husky voice.
Those were the two prettiest words ever spoken.
That is until Kendra stood and said a few pretty ones of her own, �Well, it�s been a long day. I should excuse myself for the night. Don�t stay up all night, Damon.�
She disappeared into the hallway with the doors leading to the sleeping rooms. I asked the girl standing at my side, �When do you get off work?�
She said, �I did when I saw you come in. I asked the innkeeper. He agreed that I should keep you happy and entertained. He said it was good for business.� She sat in Kendra�s chair and said pointedly, �I love white wine.�
Later, Avery strolled past the table, caught my eye and raised his eyebrows, asking if he could join us. I shook my head, and he quietly disappeared. If he had important news, nothing would have deterred him.
People called her Flame, she said. I can�t remember her real name because the other fit so perfectly. She talked, I listened. Then the other way around. When I finally looked up, the common room of the inn was empty, the coals in the fireplace were dead, and I dreaded the coming sunrise. My romance had lasted a full evening, yet it was all I could think about, even after she left me sitting in the same chair. I threw back the remainder of my wine.
Being quiet while trying to slip into our little sleeping room didn�t work. After forcibly taking a single edge of one of the three covers away from my sister to use for myself, sleep wouldn�t come. Finally, I dozed just as the first pots banged in the kitchen, and early risers arrived for their morning meals.
Kendra stirred, shook me and said, �We should grab some food to take with us and eat. We have a lot to do and need an early start.�
The cook kindly filled a cloth bag with enough food for four people. I intended to eat for three. Food might help the hangover and prevent the crossing of my eyes. The stable boy was asleep on his cot in the corner, but we woke him, and he had our horses saddled by the time we were ready. We rode out of the stable into the foggy darkness and the chill of dawn on the coast, the coldest and quietest part of the day.
Flame was still on my mind. So was sleep or lack of it. We rode through the few empty streets of the Port of Mercia. It seemed most activities of the city took place at night. During the day everyone was busy loading or unloading the ships. We took the old river road where the city had stood between the waterfalls a few days earlier, then we picked a path through the rubble as the sun warmed the early morning air. At the base of the stone stairs, we stretched a rope from side to side and tied the horses to it, so they could move around and graze on what little there was to eat.
We�d learned of the stairs from a mage who had been reluctant to join with the others in keeping the dragon penned inside a cave near the top. Otherwise, his story wasn�t important. But, there were too many things we didn�t know about dragons, magic, spirits, and the elusive substance referred to as essence�the source of all magic. In those areas, we were complete dolts, but the cooperative mage had been killed by those of his ilk, and we were left clueless to find what we could.
One thing we knew was that the dragon Kendra had freed always remained close to her, if only to protect her, or thank her. Or to make friends. We didn�t know which. Maybe it didn�t have another place to go or other friends. Since the dragon couldn�t speak, who would know? Not us, for sure. We had to figure things out, most of them well beyond what we were trained to do.
Kendra paused at the bottom of the daunting rise of stone steps cut into the granite with hammer and chisel. �Are you ready for this?�
My eyes followed the direction of hers. The stairs followed the natural side of the mountain and turned back on themselves a few times. A quick count came to three-hundred steps to the first landing. At home, in the palace, twenty steps winded me, especially if taken quickly.
�They could have picked a smaller mountain,� I complained.
�Unless there is something special about this one.�
�And we won�t know that until we reach the cave,� I reluctantly agreed with her.
We climbed slowly. After stumbling twice at the beginning, the reason quickly revealed itself. The stairs had been individually cut right into the solid stone, but not all were the same height. The slight variations had us stumbling from not taking a high enough step, or one too short. The obvious solution was to take each step as if it was the greater height and allow our feet to drop until reaching the step, however, when the next step was shorter than normal, we also stumbled. Going very slow was the only option.
Kendra pointed down. �Hollows in the steps.�
Small puddles held water near the center on most of them. I said, �A lot of feet walked here to do that.�
She nodded as she carefully took a few more steps without falling or stumbling. �Over four hundred years, they say. For this dragon�and there were others before.�
We paused twice on the way to the first landing, sitting on the steps and drawing in huge gasps of air. My thighs and calves burned. My back hurt. I was sleepy and hungover. A certain girl wouldn�t leave my mind. The things I should have said to her, those I would say in the future, and some I wished to take back.
Kendra stood, �Go slower. We will try and make it to the landing before stopping again.�
Her goal seemed impossible, but we did it. A good-hearted soul had placed a sturdy bench there, and we fell on it as I eyed the next section, which was steeper, and with the same uneven cut of stone.
�Enjoy yourself last night?� she asked slyly, without looking my way.
It was her first mention of the wild-haired girl. For some reason, I hesitated to even reveal her name. It might remove some of the magic of the night. Now that I was over twenty years old, women of all colors and sizes attracted me, and often the other way around. Kendra and I were different, as we�d always known. Most people in Dire were smaller, had wide flat noses, and lighter skins. We had darker skin, thin features, and dark stiff hair.
�I did enjoy myself,� was my simple answer as I hoped she would go on to other subjects.
But my mind remained on the girl from last night and how different she appeared from me. Then it reluctantly shifted to other things. The outlaws, or highwaymen, or spirit-directed beings who had attacked us in the mountains had all looked like Kendra and me. For the first time, we�d met people who have skin and features like us. We�d killed them all, but something else had happened. We found they came from a land called Kondor and there were more of them from Kondor working on the ships at the port. More people like us. At the same port, we�d been in last night. From a distance, while walking our horses down the main street, I�d see a few, noticed their startled expressions when they identified us, but we spoke to none.
There had also been four mages who had kept the dragon bound and captive, and they had escaped on ships�gone to Kondor, some said. Even Avery had mentioned he would meet up with us in Kondor as if he knew that was our ultimate destination, yet neither Kendra nor I had ever suggested such a trip. For whatever reasons, he assumed we would follow him there.
Kendra stood and looked expectantly at me, ready to climb more endless stairs. Perhaps this was a good time to talk to her about it. Certainly, we wouldn�t be interrupted by anyone nearby.
�After this, where are we going?� I asked.
She set another slow pace, one step, one step. Pause. �Back to the inn, I suppose. I paid for three nights so you can spend time more with Flame before Princess Elizabeth gets here with the army and news from Crestfallen.�
So, Kendra somehow knew the name of the girl at the inn and how to needle me with it as if mentioning her name was by accident. But she was right about waiting for Elizabeth�s arrival. I said, �No need for her to bring an army, now. Especially, if the king is well.�
We talked in shorter sentences than normal, the words strung out with breaks to draw gasps of air. Kendra paused and bent to rest her palms on her knees. �We don�t know that for sure. Not yet. Maybe we�ll get some answers up here.�
�I know.� Then caught my breath again. �But that wasn�t what I meant by where we will go.�
�Kondor?�
She�d probably known all along that was what I meant when saying, after this. The thing was, we�d been orphaned for a few years, survived on our own, and never knew what happened to our parents. It gnawed at us like a hungry dog with a new bone. We had no history, no memories. A land filled with people like us tugged at every fiber of my being.
Elizabeth had been wonderful in taking us in for the last ten years, but we knew we looked different, no matter how they glossed it over or accepted us. We were different. There was a story of our beginnings that haunted us. Now that we knew there were others living in a place called Kondor, we had to go there to find a sense of our identity, a sense of belonging and perhaps family or a reason of why we were orphaned in a strange land.
Like all orphans, we�d shared common dreams and ideas that we were lost royalty from a far-off kingdom, and our families were waiting with open arms for us to return and place crowns upon our heads and wrap us in loving arms. Also, as with all orphans, that was never going to happen. But there might be something there. We had to find out. Inside, I knew my sister felt the same, even if she didn�t say it.
Near the top of the stairs, someone had piled four small flat stones, one upon the other. The little tower tilted to one side unsteadily. What caught my attention about it, was that when the dragon had broken free, it had shattered the roof of its cave to escape. Half a mountain rained down. Then it had attacked the city below, and the ground had shaken until buildings fell. My eyes fixed on the flat stones as if they were offensive. How had the little stack of rocks remained upright? It didn�t make sense.
Unconsciously, as I�d done a thousand times, I reached out with my mind and used small-magic to nudge the rocks, just the slightest touch. They tipped to one side and fell over.
They shouldn�t have.
I didn�t have any more magic. �Kendra, did you see that?�
�What?� she panted, pausing to rest as we spoke.
�Those stones over there. They were piled up, four of them. I knocked them over with magic. And how were they able to be piled on top of each other?�
She instantly scowled and said, �You know you are not able to . . .�
The meaning of my words had finally reached her. A twig lay on the flat surface nearby. I levitated it and moved it closer to her. She snatched it from the air. �How? You lost your magic.�
�I don�t know either of those things. Besides, who piled those stones? When? It had to be since the dragon broke free, and why have my powers returned?�
Kendra tossed the twig aside and began slowly climbing again, her jaw clamped tight. One step, two. Another stumble. More steps. Later, a second landing with another bench and a small trickle of water falling across the solid stone from above. Not a waterfall, or even a small stream. It was no wider than my hand, and when I placed my finger in it, the water depth came to the first knuckle. But it was wet and cold. We slaked our thirst without talking.
We were so tired and winded we barely talked as we rested. My legs were on fire. I�d twisted my back on one of my many falls forward as I missed a step. The only things to be grateful for were the benches, the little waterfall, and the fact that all of the other mountains in sight were taller and we were climbing the smallest. I was grateful nobody had chosen one of the others to cut the stairway into.
Later, the stairs made another switchback, and we went up more slowly. I leaned forward and used my hands to touch each step as if crawling, which I was. That last rise of stairs was shorter, and I spent the entire way trying to think of how my returned small-magic might help us without coming up with a good idea.
Sure, I could use my miniscule powers to ease a paper from a purse, toss a pebble a decent distance, increase speed and accuracy of something I threw, or slosh ale over the side of a mug and embarrass someone. They were small things. While often useful in certain situations, none of it was helpful in climbing stairs.
�I think I see the top,� Kendra said from below me.
Looking up, she was right. We reached a flat area carved into the side of the mountain after only a few more steps. The area was a few hundred steps wide and the same length, while part of the hillside above had been broken apart and jagged pieces of what I assumed had been the solid rock roof covered the smooth, flat surface. The rest of the roof had slid over the side, and the destruction of the path it took was easy to see. The vegetation had been scoured free, and the exposed rock appeared fresh.
The entire side of the mountain above what had been the cave confining a dragon the size of a barn was shattered and broken. Most of the remains of the roof had tumbled onto the flat area that had been the cave floor. There were only a few places where the rock was not piled higher than my head on the polished floor. I used my hand and wiped away smaller debris, dust, and rock. The original surface was polished in the same shade of gray as this part of the world seemed to be, but the slight sheen appeared as if it had been polished by the passing of many feet.
Kendra joined me. �So, this is it.�
Her face was red with exhaustion. The wind had picked up, and there was a touch of fear in her eyes. Well, fear, hate, puzzlement, and who knows what else? Easier to just say, emotion. She was overwhelmed with it. She wove a path around the largest boulders, moving to where the back of the cave would have been.
I stood up to follow as I caught my breath, but she pulled to an abrupt stop. Her head tilted back, and her fists balled.
A cry of rage came from her so loud my ears hurt. At first, I was mistaken. It was not Kendra screaming in rage I heard, or if she was, her scream was lost in the roar of a dragon. It flew into sight around the nearest peak and dived at us, spreading its wings and approaching in a controlled glide, the eyes fixed on us. My thought, probably my last, was that the beast was going to eat me. No matter, I stood as if made of the same rock as the cave, unable to move.
As it reached the mountaintop, the wind from its wings rustled my beard, mussed my hair, and blew up a cloud of dirt and sand that blinded me. I threw up an arm to protect my eyes.
When my eyes cleared, a dragon had landed so close an underhanded toss of a rock would strike it. It was the first dragon I�d ever seen, and only the third time.
Again, it was the true dragon, not a snakelike Wyvern. The beast in front of me stood on all four feet, great wings retracted, much like a bat. Its knees were taller than my head. The head of the great animal faced away from me, so I had an up-close view of the dragon�s butt, and my fear bubbled up in a nervous laugh at the thought. Dragon�s butt. I would forever recognize Kendra�s dragon in the future when I saw its butt.
The phrase didn�t seem so funny when it heard me laugh, and the neck swiveled until the cold brown eyes found me. It shifted its body slightly to better examine me, the second time it had done that. While it had been this close to us on the road, I�d seen it reach out and snap up a man no closer than me, then killing him before he could take a single step. The dragon had been standing in a similar position. My life was in the decision the dragon made.
My heart pounded, sweat coated me despite the chill in the morning breeze, and my legs refused to move. Kendra stepped protectively past me and walked up to the beast as if they were old friends. She held up her right arm and waved to gain its attention, and it finally looked at her instead of me, then it moved closer and sniffed her while making a huffing sound.
Her action surprised me. Kendra had never been the brave one of us three: her, Elizabeth, and myself. She was usually the first to stop or quit difficult tasks, the worst at archery, the easiest to defeat in wrestling or fighting. Yet, she stood there and faced down a dragon.
�Good girl,� she cooed.
The dragon shot out a thin, red tongue with a split at the end. It flicked this way and that, never quite touching Kendra, but sensing her. It shifted again and faced me. The tongue darted all around me, but it was not bravery that held my feet to that one spot. It was cowardice.
Kendra said, �Talk to her. Introduce yourself.�
�U-uh, good morning.�
The dragon backed off a step and slowly turned her head away. A low rumble emitted from her chest. She took a few steps to one side and used her nose to shove blocks of rock as large as wagons aside, and some over the edge. They rolled and shattered on their way down. She pushed others, larger ones, aside with her two front feet planted on them, and then snorted so hard most of the sand and smaller rocks were pushed like a wave rolling onto a beach pushing seashells before it. She reminded me of a dog trying to locate a hidden bone.
A line or pathway in the rubble emerged as she worked, a wavering streak that traveled from one place to another. At one point, the dragon snorted again and emitted the low rumble of anger again. The snort sounded again, and dust cleared to reveal a rusted iron chain, each link as large around as my arm. Once my eyes picked out the pattern on the floor, it was clear�and then there were others. Four in all. One hated chain for each leg.
Around the base of the dragon�s feet were the scars where iron cuffs had circled each foot. At the end of the exposed chains were open links. There were no cuffs large enough to circle a dragon�s foot. Yet, the dragon no longer wore the iron cuffs that had been attached. I looked at Kendra.
�You did that? Removed the ankle irons from her?�
She said, �To free it, I had to. Yes, I destroyed the bracelets. Then she could fly away.�
Bracelets? More like the iron bands on wagon wheels, but larger and thicker. My sister had destroyed them? Without ever coming up here? The true meaning of magical power was making itself known, and the reason my weakling sister was now called the Dragon Queen by some became easier to understand.
Kendra rubbed the scar tissue of a foot and examined the dragon for injuries as she said to me, �The bracelets were the weak point, Damon. I could have broken the chains, but then she would have to live with them still on her. But the bracelets were not solid. They had huge iron locks. I only had to destroy the locks, and the bracelets fell open.�
That�s all. From a distance of a day�s travel, she had destroyed the locks. A horsefly buzzed me and returned for another attempt at eating a piece of me. Without thinking about it, I shooed it away with a little brush of wind created by my small-magic. At the action, the dragon lurched and came on point as much as any hunting dog spotting a game bird. Its eyes searched for the source of the magic that was used. I knew they looked for me.
�Damon, will you stop before you upset her?�
�S-sure, no problem. No more magic.�
Despite the warning, using my gift for small things like that had always come to me. They were as natural as taking the next breath. Kendra moved to the other foreleg and checked it carefully. She said to me, �There must be some other reason why they kept her up here. Mages all the way across Dire, even in Crestfallen could use her essence for the power behind their lightning and thunder. Each time, they drew from her soul and caused her pain.�
�For hundreds of years,� I added, just to have something to say. My adjustment to my sister�s position of authority came painfully and slowly. She had always looked up to me, her older brother�the one who could do a little magic. Now the situation had been reversed.
�And more of them before her,� Kendra said solemnly.
�Why keep them way up here?� Besides the secure cave and a city below to provide places for the mage-keepers to live in comfort, was there something special about the location? Inside, I knew there was an answer.
The dragon moved again. When it stood so close to me, just steps away, and moved, I paid attention. One innocent swing of the stubby tail could send me over the edge of the steep mountainside, to fall a thousand steps or more to my death. She shoved more boulders aside with her nose, clearing the flat area by pushing more rubble over the side. It was not that she needed more room, but we all could use some. At least I would feel more comfortable with some. She was trying to expose the rear of what had once been the cave for some unknown reason.
To help, I pushed a few boulders over the side and received a grateful look from the animal. At least that�s the story I�d tell in taverns and inns for the rest of my life. In truth, she ignored me as I rolled some rubble to the edge, pushed more over and threw smaller ones as far as possible, for no reason but because I could. I was alive after standing so close to a dragon I saw her pulse under her thick skin. I was elated. Throwing a few rocks was the least I could do.
Kendra moved closer and watched us work but offered no help. She was studying the dragon, trying to figure things out, I guess. A stone bench stood under the layers of rock. On it were several dust-covered blankets. After the long climb up to the cave, it seemed mages who were her keepers slept here, but if they were such great mages, why didn�t they just fly or levitate themselves up and down the stairs?
A curse to me was possessing a mind that asks probing questions like that, but never resolves all the questions it brings up. It insists on asking more and tangling the original question in a net of conflicting views. It is hard for me to live like that, but it had been that way my whole life. The dragon pushed more rocks aside with her nose, shoving them over the side, and again she stood and snorted. The rear wall of what had been the cave contained a series of carved compartments in the solid rock, a few the size of small boxes, others were larger food bins, and a few large enough to hold a sleeping man.
As interesting as those were, when I caught sight of clothing crumpled in the corner of one, the obvious use of the smaller ones was to hang up the long robes mages wore. That said the others were probably for other the personal items of the mages assigned to watch the dragon and nothing nefarious.
But further along, away from the wall by several steps stood a large round stone object, as tall as my chest and big enough to climb into. Instantly, I knew that it had not been placed there. It had been carved away from the solid surrounding stone. The striations and variations in the floor matched the tub perfectly. The only possible method for the tub to exist was if the floor had been meticulously carved away until the raised tub was left standing. That required all the rock on the floor of the former cave to be carved away to a height of my chest, a massive task with a hammer and chisel, even if using magic.
My first thought was that it was a tub for bathing. But, no. The work required to construct it was too immense. No sane person would go to those efforts for a simple tub to bathe in. Another idea came to mind. What if the mages had used their powers to do the work, after all? I felt certain a series of small lightning strikes could rough-out the cave and even the tub�at least over time. The larger question remained, why? Even if magic had helped, the effort exceeded any benefit I could imagine.
The dragon moved too, and nosed the tub. She rumbled deep in her chest again as if offended. She didn�t like it. The dragon raised up on her two hind feet. She was going to destroy it by using her massive weight to come down and crush it. I leaped forward, waving my hands to stop her. Why? It seemed the right thing to do. Before destroying it, we needed to find its purpose.
Kendra beat me to it. She rushed ahead of me and stood between the tub and the dragon. Eventually, the dragon reluctantly backed off, lowered herself to all four feet and positioned her body where she could watch us and the tub at the same time. I had the feeling that if we turned our backs, she would attack the tub.
The stone wall of the tub was thicker than my hand, and chisel marks left by hollowing it out were clearly visible on the inside. On the outside the finish was smooth, and carved into it was a series of icons, five of them in all. All different. They were carved equidistant around the stone side as if explaining its use to one circling the tub. I�d seen something similar but couldn�t remember where. There were no images of men or beasts, only panels containing rows of patterns: slashes, hash marks, angles, and crude lines.
The time and care it took to do the intricate carving again indicated it must have been important, perhaps even sacred. Before I had time to consider the carvings more, Kendra leaned over the edge of the tub to inspect the inside and moaned loudly as she pulled away and covered her stomach with both arms. She collapsed to her knees, then fell to her side, the moans growing louder.
The dragon roared.
I stood and watched them, not knowing what to do.

CHAPTER THREE 
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W ith Kendra�s painful reaction, I ignored the dragon and raced to her side. She lay curled on the stone floor in a fetal position, eyes wide open and staring at nothing. But she breathed. I went to the tub and peered carefully into it, or the well, or whatever it was, from a short distance. Inside lay a cream-colored, soft, white mass, the surface resembling clay baked for dinner plates. There were no decorations. The rounded mound nearly filled the bottom of the container, as I now thought of it, from side to side�as if constructed for holding the thing. The top of the object was near enough to reach down and touch.
�What is it?� I whispered.
She stood and joined me. �An egg. A dragon�s egg.�
It could be nothing else. She was right, although the egg was so large my arm couldn�t reach around it when stretched out. The entire time we examined the egg, the dragon stood aside and watched us critically, her eyes smoldering and now and then she snorted with irritation when we got too close. When I reached out to touch the egg, the dragon shifted and became angry, so I retracted my hand and waited.
My voiced whispered as if the dragon couldn�t hear me because I didn�t wish to make it angrier, as if that were possible. �What is an egg doing here?�
My sister turned to gaze at the dragon as if that might calm the beast. Her voice was also soft and mellow. �We�ve answered one question. This thing, this vat, was created here to incubate or hold an egg. Have you felt the stone at our feet? It�s warm.�
My feet were warm, as she�d suggested. My hand went to the side of the well, nest, or whatever it was. The bare rock should have been cold, especially since it was still in the shade on a cool spring morning. Instead, it felt as warm as my skin, not hot. About the same as touching a person.
�This isn�t natural,� I said as if suddenly discovering a new thing.
Kendra moved along the rear wall while touching it in several places, as well as bending to touch the floor. �All warm. It�s like the rock here is making heat.�
�Your dragon friend looked like she was going to eat me when I reached for the egg. She is very protective.�
�Why did you do that?� Kendra asked. �It was stupid.�
�It seemed natural to do. What if it�s not an egg? Something else? I guess it was just instinct to touch it, like touching a flower vase or a statue.�
She turned after rolling her eyes at me and walked back to the container under the watchful eyes of the dragon. Without hesitation, she reached her palm out and placed it inside, on the white, rounded object. The dragon went rigid, barely breathing, but didn�t attack. Kendra moved her hand gently along the surface, then pushed. Where she did, a small hollow formed. It wasn�t rigid like a hen�s egg. She watched it return to the original shape before turning to me.
�It�s alive.�
�How can you tell?�
She said, �Inside, there is movement. A beating heart.�
�What does that mean?� I wondered aloud. �Is it going to hatch? If it does, will whatever emerges be hungry and threaten us?�
Her face flashed anger or fear, but not at my insipid words. Her eyes had briefly gone wider, her face stern. She pulled her knife and held it in front of her defensively, although I wasn�t sure she was aware of her actions.
Looking up, where her eyes were fixed, and I pulled my sword. At least five Wyverns were silently approaching, making no noise even while rapidly flapping their immense wings. They made no warning cries and flew higher in the sky than I�d ever seen. However, the dragon had also spotted them, and she had already spread her wings in anticipation. She leaped off the side of the mountain. The wind from her first few strokes almost knocked us over. The Wyverns knew they�d been discovered and screeched their battle cries, almost as one.
Two of them turned directly at the dragon. Instead of evading, the dragon opened her mouth and roared back at them. As the distance between them closed to nothing, the dragon shifted her weight and reached out with her jaws to grab the nearest Wyvern. Her powerful teeth nearly cut it in half, then she shook it side to side twice and let it go. The dead creature fell near the bank of the river.
The second wyvern hadn�t learned from the misadventure of the first. It swooped in too close, trying to take a bite out of a leg, and the dragon�s head shot out and grasped the tip of one wing in her jaws. She shook it, twisting and turning before ripping off a third of the wing. The second wyvern spiraled down out of control. It was dead when it hit the rocks.
Kendra screamed, �Damon!�
My senses returned, but in my defense, who in the world had ever seen such great beasts fight? Or can blame me for watching? I pulled my attention away from the dragon. A wyvern had separated from the others and flew behind us. It was diving at the vessel with the egg.
That was what the attack above was about. A diversion. The dragon had cleared the rubble from the incubator, and now the Wyverns attacked and tried to kill the egg�no doubt at the urging of a mage controlling them from some safe, comfortable location. I pictured him sitting in an easy chair near a warm fire as he directed the battle.
My sword was light, shorter than most, but sharper. It curved along the leading edge, just a slight curve to give it perfect balance. I�d practiced for days with Kendra and Elizabeth holding a fruit or other object head-high, my sword in its scabbard, my hand on the hilt. They gave no warning before dropping the fruit. My blade sliced it in half every time, and the return stroke sliced a half into quarters.
Well, not at first. The first few times we�d tried to do it at the urging of the Weapons-Master, the fruit usually hit the floor before my blade cleared leather. A year later, some were sliced. After a second year, most were sliced twice.
All those memories flashed through my mind as our practice proved valuable. In a single lunge-step ahead, my sword slashed across the leg of the wyvern as it landed and reached for the egg with its mouth, unmindful of me. The leg was larger than mine, but the blade sliced deep. The return swing of my blade took off two toes, as the snakelike dragon beat its wings to escape my fury and another stroke.
�Damon!� Kendra screamed, again. Her eyes were focused somewhere behind me. I dropped to the floor just as another wyvern attacked from behind me. The slash of the talons missed me, but it landed on the flat surface facing Kendra. Its momentum carried it forward, and there was no time, nor a place for her to escape.
Without hesitation, instead of running away, Kendra darted forward and attacked with her knife, as I charged five steps to reach it before the head at the end of the sinewy neck could reach out and snap at her. Kendra�s action carried her nearly under the wyvern where the mouth couldn�t strike at her. Not yet, as it fought to regain its balance after landing. Despite all my training, always teaching me to slice, never stab, I stabbed deeply into the animal, just above where the long tail met the body because that was the only target I could reach from behind. A slice of a cut might not slow it enough, so I drove the blade in deep.
The sword penetrated to half its length, and I used my legs for leverage to force it the rest of the way, up to the hilt. The wyvern threw its head back, as it swung its whip-like tail at me. The tail struck me hip-high and threw me tumbling across the flat area, dangerously close to the edge where there was no stopping my fall. My sword was still stuck into her as she turned to attack.
I glanced over the side of the mountain and found nothing but air until reaching the bottom a thousand steps below. My eyes returned to the enraged animal. It squatted slightly, in preparation to leap. However, as it turned to attack me, it presented the hilt of my sword to my sister. Kendra leaped, pulled my sword free and slashed at the thigh of the Wyvern. She managed a second and a third cut before leaping back out of its reach when it spun on her.
The wyvern now concentrated on advancing to her. Kendra ducked behind a boulder taller than her head, and darted from the other side, my sword swinging again, this time cutting across the soft meat on the dragon�s breast. Kendra kept running as she made that cut, reaching another pile of boulders before diving under one for temporary safety.
The wounded wyvern had enough as it turned away and started to fly off. It spread its wings and pumped them violently as it looked up into the sky and found the true dragon descending so fast it may have been falling. The much larger dragon landed on top of the Wyvern, twisted and grasped the smaller one in its teeth and threw it to one side, as it looked up and around to find the others it wanted to kill.
They were flying away as fast as possible, only two of them remained. One looked over its shoulder and screamed, but the sound was not a war-cry this time. It was fear.
Heavy, thick wyvern blood from our fight coated everything around us. Walking was slippery. Kendra slumped against the warm stone. The shadows of the morning sun shown on the carved icons bringing the carvings into deep relief with dark shadows. With sudden recognition, I knew where I�d seen them before.
Kendra followed my gaze. She said, �The Waystone.�
She was right. Castle Crestfallen was built on the side of a mountain at the other end of the kingdom, days away, where the foothills grew in height to become the base of the Jawtooths, the impassable mountain range with no mountain pass to cross them. On the very road we�d traveled with Tater, and Princess Elizabeth was a stone monument along the way that we called the Waystone.
It was far taller than the tub in front of us but made of similar granite and looked to me like a giant had baked a loaf of bread as large as a house and stuck it in the ground. It had then turned to stone. Two-thirds of the loaf was left exposed. The stone was smooth, the same color as the one in front of us, not the normal sandy-tan color of the other rocks near Crestfallen.
More than that, there were carvings. I�d examined them more than once, trying to determine what they meant, who made them, or how long ago. There were five cartouches, the same number as here. Intricate but different designs, each surrounded by a frame. All five frames were alike, giving the impression the contents of each cartouche meant something in itself. Three of the five had small figures besides the slashes and hash marks that I thought of as houses. Or, they were an unknown form of writing. Others had decided they were directions, probably because of the name, Waystone.
With the sun shining at a slanting angle on the carvings in front of me, I saw in one frame the same three simplified icons that might represent houses. While I didn�t know anything else, I instantly knew the granite rock was the same color, and so were the carvings. Well, that was not totally true because I couldn�t remember what else was carved on the Waystone at home, but what I did know, was that they were related.
�Are you hurt?� Kendra asked.
�No, I�m fine. Just a few bruises. Remember when we explored the Waystone with Elizabeth? We copied the five drawings and tried to find anyone able to read them?�
She turned from me and to the well and saw it instantly, even though she had been the first to notice the similarities. Now she saw it was more than similarities. They held the same five carvings on the sides as she circled the tub. �I do. They�re the same.�
The dragon still watched the wyvern disappear into the distance and chose that time to move. It lumbered closer and briefly sniffed me, then moved on to Kendra, probably smelling the wyvern blood covering us and not liking it at all. Kendra tossed me my sword, pommel first, and my hand snatched it from the air. The blade was still coated with blood. As I wiped it with a mage�s robe, the material snagged. That shouldn�t have happened with a perfect cutting edge. I turned the blade to examine the edge.
A nick the size of a fingernail trimming was on it. Tears welled. It had been a gift from our king and was more valuable than words can express. Malawian steel, he�d said, as he presented it to me. The only sword like it in the Kingdom of Dire. Malawi hadn�t existed for a hundred years, and the process for making the fine steel was a lost secret. Only a few were skilled enough to make the required repair, none in our kingdom.
Kendra hadn�t seen the damage to my sword, and I didn�t know if she or I had done it during the battle. She said in a solemn manner of discovery, �They were sent here to kill the egg, not us or the dragon.�
�The Wyverns?�
She nodded, �Us, and the dragon were not important. The egg was. They were controlled from afar. I felt in my head as the mental orders told them to fight us first. The attack was not the Wyvern�s fault.�
�Like the mage that controlled the husk of Stata. He tried to kill us along with the men from Kondor at the summit of the pass,� I added. �But not blaming Wyverns will be hard for me. Every time one comes near, from now on, my sword will be drawn.�
Kendra shrugged as if to tell me she agreed and expected no less. She said, �What exactly is a Waystone, I wonder?�
�Big rocks with carvings. That�s all I know.�
�There are two of them. One at home. One here. Made by the same people. Mages can use magic created by the dragon from this place while they are days away from here. It�s all connected, and to right here.�
�Are there any more Waystones?� I asked. Anywhere else in Dire?�
She snapped her fingers and smiled as if my words had impressed her. �You are the smartest man I know.�
The compliment would have been more inspiring if she had not slightly stressed the word, man. She had not answered my question, either. She sat down on a large outcrop and closed her eyes in concentration.
The dragon blinked several times in succession and settled down to sit with its belly on the ground as it watched her. Again, it struck me how awkward and ungainly dragons are when on the ground.
�Waystone,� she muttered loud enough for me to hear over the soft wind. �Way. Which way? Going a long way? Directions carved in stone?�
I said, breaking her rambling, �That�s what I always thought. A stone that told which way to go. A signpost, but larger.�
She gave me the look of disappointment that erased her earlier compliment. �Which way to go, you think it means that? However, in Crestfallen, you are already at the upper end of the kingdom, with a ring of impassable mountains directly behind. There is only one direction you can go: Down the mountain on the same road we took. You don�t need a Waystone to know you have to go down from there, or that you have reached the end of the road if you�re going the other way.�
Trying to redeem myself, I added, �The rock it�s made of is the same kind as here, not the same as that around our home. That always struck me as odd that the one at home didn�t match the surrounding rock.�
�Are you sure?�
�This is the exact same color, not like the usual brown rock at Crestfallen. Smooth like it, too. I wish I�d have felt the one at home to see if it�s also warm.�
The idle comment brought her to her feet as her face flushed.
�What is it?� My eyes searched for more Wyverns attacking as my hand reached for my sword.
�Snow. It always melts first around the Waystone at home, leaving a clear circle. I had dismissed it, but you just reminded me. In spring, travelers pitch their tents near it to keep warm, and so they don�t sleep on snow.�
�The sun warms the rock during the day, and it gives off heat until after dark. Simple to explain,� I told her as if I knew what I was talking about. Besides, I�d heard that explanation once when others discussed the Waystone at Crestfallen.
She began to pace the open area, walking almost to the dragon without even seeing it, then back again. �Maybe. What if I told you it does the same thing in deep winter, and when there has been no sun for days? It still melts the snow near it.�
�Is that true?�
She shook her head. �I don�t know for sure, but I intend to find out. This stone was warmer than the air early in the morning. That was before the sun came up. Warmth uses energy. Or magic. There is another thought about Waystones that is going around and around in my head. Waystone. Like two different words. We know what stone is. It�s the material they are made of. Way, in Waystone, may be the key, something different than we�ve considered.�
�That�s understandable, so far. What else? Besides, I don�t yet see why that is important.�
She grinned. �Directions. What if way does not mean directions as we always assumed, like a signpost. What if way means a method, as in telling me the way to build this? Or like going away. Or way over there.�
She paused and waited for me to catch up. My mind took in what she began and carried to a better conclusion. �A way is also a road, or a track, or pathway. A place to travel upon.�
Kendra inhaled deeply and said, �So, a Waystone could be a way to travel from one place to another?�
�It could be,� I told her, expecting another of our arguments to begin, so I spoke quickly, �But if it meant road, it would just say so. Be a lot easier. Same with a signpost. Each would be different because of providing directions to different places.�
�I believe you�re exactly right.�
�Why?� the statement had me speechless. She hadn�t even attempted to contradict or correct me.
She came and sat with her knees almost touching mine as she leaned closer and spoke intently, �I heard a child�s story one time. A mage needed information that could only be found far away across the sea where a great battle raged. A day later, the mage returned from his solitary �meditation� with the information of the battle, and he swore it was correct. A month later it was confirmed when a ship arrived with the truth from the battle across the sea, but the mage had already disappeared, never to be seen again.�
I considered it. There were too many truths to ignore in her children�s story. �That sounds more like a factual event that was passed on as a child�s story to conceal it.�
She smiled. �It does. What better way to discredit a story than to turn it into a fairytale?�
We�d accomplished the climb, found an egg we didn�t know what to do with, fought at the side of a dragon against Wyverns, and perhaps decoded one of the mysteries of the Waystones. Not a bad start before midday. Common sense said to stop there, but one or two small things niggled at the back of my mind. �Kendra, remember those four small stones piled up on the stairs?�
�Of course.�
�Any vibration, even a small puff of wind would have knocked them down.�
�Go on,� she said in a leading sort of way that told me she was getting more interested.
�The little depressions in the steps from all the feet walking on them held water. None of it was cloudy, and there was enough dirt to make mud in several places. No footprints were in the mud. No person climbed those stairs before us this morning.�
She finished for me, �But something piled those stones within the last day.�
�Are we being watched again?�
As if in answer, a faint blue light winked into existence before us. The light shimmered and formed into the outlined shape of a woman in a long dress. We�d encountered her before and called her the Blue Woman, but before either of us spoke, the light faded and disappeared. In the distance, it sounded like the tinkling of laughter amid the breaking of glass coming from far down the mountainside, but it may have been my imagination.

CHAPTER FOUR 
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K endra and I took the time to search all around what had been the floor of the cave searching for more information, even to the point of making the dragon move out of the way so we could search where she had been resting. We found evidence of the mages� previous habitation in the forms of scraps of food, bowls, three individual shoes which seemed an odd number, several robes, and a winch for raising things up from the city below on the plain. Mages had probably spent extensive time up there caring for the dragon, feeding and watering it, and perhaps studying it. One of them had probably been here all the time, to care for the dragon in case it required assistance, food, water, or sedation.
What we did not find, was anything pointing to a visitor in the last day, or since the dragon had escaped. As strange as it might sound when speaking of it in the future, I�d have rather had an irate mage leap out at us from hiding and throw a few lightning bolts our way than the unknowns we faced. The feeling of being watched was persistent and upsetting.
The dragon stood. Its head crooked to look at me, then it turned away. Its body tensed. I asked, �Kendra, have you . . .?�
She ignored me. She had halted in her search and tilted her head as if listening to something far away, a sound at the very edge of perception, similar to the action of the dragon. Worse, she also tensed, ready to fight.
My ears heard nothing. My eyes found no danger. But the two of them might be listening with more than their ears. They might hear it in their minds�or some other sense they had developed. Kendra hadn�t yet shared all she knew of her new powers�mostly because she didn�t completely understand what had happened to her. Three or four days ago, she had laughed at the mere mention of being called a Dragon Tamer. Neither of us had even believed a true-dragon existed a month ago, and we�d only seen perhaps three Wyverns in our lives, all within the last ten days.
The changes to her had come so fast, so unexpectedly, we hadn�t had time to think about them, let alone talk about them intelligently. We were both feeling our way. I said more intensely, �Kendra?�
She turned to me, obviously distracted.
�What�s happening?�
She shook her head in dismissal and her eyes glazed over again. She stumbled and fell to her knees.
�What is it?� I demanded. The dragon fell heavily to its side, mimicking my sister�s distress.
She sobbed, �Mocking. Voices are laughing and sneering, full of contempt.�
�What are they saying?�
�Not words. Feelings.� She closed her eyes and her face twisted as if in pain. She managed to raise herself to her feet with my arm for support. Her fingers curled into fists. She shouted, �No!�
The dragon also stumbled to its feet, threw its head back and roared as if in extreme pain and in support of my sister.
Kendra backed away from me, ignoring the rubble underfoot as she went closer to the dragon that stood, wild-eyed and panting as if it had just climbed all the stairs to our location. Kendra walked right up under its chin and reached her arm high. The dragon lowered her head until her chin touched Kendra�s hand, then the dragon whimpered like a lost puppy as tears flowed down Kendra�s cheeks.
It was clear they had shared a mental experience that didn�t include me, so I stepped aside and waited. The dragon backed away, careful not to step on Kendra, then it moved to the edge of the ledge and gracefully spread her wings. Instead of powering off as she had earlier, she simply stepped forward and allowed the air to fill her wings as she fell into the air. When she took her first powerful stroke, it was almost lazy in appearance, but already she looked smaller as she rapidly pulled away.
I peered all around the sky for any Wyverns to battle and found none. �What are the two of you so upset about?�
�The egg.� She seemed to have shrunk, as did her brief response. Her head hung low, her eyes so angry they almost glowed. �It�s gone.�
My puzzlement must have shown in my confused expression. She jabbed a finger at the stone tub, or incubator, but stood her ground as if afraid to look inside. My listless feet carried me there. Inside was nothing but bare rock, rounded in shape at the bottom to fit the shape of the egg that had once occupied it. Bewildered, I asked, �How?�
Kendra said, �They took it while we fought the Wyverns. More than one of the mages worked together to accomplish it, but all involved were mages, and they distracted us. They knew we killed three of them in the last two days, and the one in Andover we left and allowed to return to his home refuses to respond to them. He�s keeping his word to us in that, and still in the city, but they are angry with him, and us.�
�How can you know all that?
�The dragon shared it.�
There had to be more to her answer, but what she�d said confused me. �They took the egg? While we were here fighting? And we didn�t see anything?�
She started mumbling again, with me only catching a word here and there. Finally, she said as she contradicted herself, �Dragons don�t talk.�
I interrupted her morose and rambling talk with what concerned me more. �What do you mean, the mages took it? They appeared here on this mountaintop and carried it off in their arms?� One question seemed to lead to another. She hadn�t had time to answer any of them.
She said, �We were right about Waystones. They are not signposts, but routes and ways to travel from one Waystone to another. The mages came here and took the egg and to upset the dragon. They told it they will hatch it when they have a new stronghold built we cannot breach. It was taken via the Waystones to a secret place to hide it from us. Then, they will chain it and raise the new hatchling and use its essence to return here and defeat the king of Dire. One of them thanked us because this dragon is old, and her essence has weakened. Now they have a new start.�
�They�re taunting us. Trying to anger us so we�ll make mistakes.� A new thought rushed to mind. �Can people who are not mages travel on, or in Waystones? Not just pass conversations over distances?�
She finally shook off the mental cobwebs and said, �I suppose so. I don�t know how, or anybody that knows the method to do it. It is old magic, I think. We�ve lost so much knowledge over the generations. With the egg gone and as I think more about it, there is the story that confirms at least one mage has traveled that way recently. What else can we conclude?�
�What story? I don�t know of it.�
�It is a rumor. Was a rumor, years ago. A mage knew of a battle and the outcome long before ships from across the sea brought word of it.�
Her answers gave me some relief. I�d actually heard a similar story but considered it a child�s tale. Climbing into the tub near my feet and traveling anywhere didn�t appeal in the least, even if that was the correct method to use. Perhaps standing close was good enough. I backed off a few steps just in case. �What now?�
�We�ve found out more than we hoped at this place, although there is much we don�t understand, and there are new puzzles. We should go feed and water our horses and ride to meet Princess Elizabeth and tell her all we�ve found. Then, we will decide our future.�
We started our descent on the stairs, and almost immediately, I tripped and nearly fell face first. The uneven steps again made walking without examining each step impossible. A single mistake and we�d tumble headlong down the stone steps and kill ourselves. There was no railing. In fear, I turned backward and crabbed down, using my hands as well as my feet. While thinking of how silly I looked, Kendra stumbled and fell into me. If she had been there without me, or descending below me on the stairs, she would still be tumbling. Without a word, she turned and copied my awkward descent.
We watched the stairs below us through our legs as we crawled down, pausing only at the landings. We hardly talked, and if we did, there is no memory of the conversations. That does not mean my mind was idle. No, the things we�d discovered, like a heavy meal, required time to digest.
Our hands became raw from the stone steps. At the bottom, our horses waited. Kendra had said we were going back to the inn where the redheaded girl waited for me, but we were almost within sight of Andover, and the road that would take us home. Only a missing bridge over a raging river prevented us from traveling a much longer route. On that road somewhere, we could expect to find Princess Elizabeth traveling to meet us, and with her would be an army ready to defeat those we�d already killed or caused to flee the kingdom. There was nobody left to fight in Dire.
Kendra pointed out the obvious, �The bridge is out, so we can�t cross the river here.�
Her dragon had knocked the bridge down, and I wanted to remind her of that as any brother might with his sister but held my tongue. For various reasons, the destruction of the bridge caused me no end of anger. Now, we would have to ride all the way back to the City Gate of the Port of Mercia and retrace our progress on the other side of the river until we reached the road we could now almost see in the distance.
On impulse, I said, �I don�t like Andover, you know.�
�Nothing good has ever happened to us there,� she agreed. �However, the mage we ordered to wait there for ten full days is still waiting. He is a solid blip in my mind. There is a question we need to ask him.�
�Which is?�
�Why is everyone going to Kondor?�
�Did you see a blip in your mind when a mage came to steal the egg?�
�No, but I was distracted by fighting the Wyverns, as the mage probably intended. It may have been there for a short time, but I didn�t notice in the heat of battle.�
Again, she was distracted even as she spoke, and with Alexis under me, we rode at a steady pace. Kendra rode one of the finest horses from the king�s stable, so it managed to keep up with Alexis. My mind slowed, thoughts strayed, and my eyelids closed from being tired, both from the climb and last night at the inn. The late night, or early morning, was catching up to me. In a perverse way, turning back along the road to Andover instead of returning to the Blue Bear Inn satisfied me. The girl at the inn would think me a complete dullard if she saw me in my present state of mind.
When we arrived at the City Gate, Avery again stood there in the same place, leaning against the same gray stones as if he knew precisely when we would arrive. Today he wore coarse brown trousers, a thick tan shirt, and heavy boots, so he was almost unrecognizable in the mix of others dressed the same. Yes, they were the boots of the sort common workmen wear on the job, not those of the Heir Apparent�s chief servant. His hand held a floppy hat with a wide sloping brim to shunt away water, the same as sailors wear. At another time I�d have decided the Royals were having a themed ball where they all wore peasant clothing.
�Avery,� I greeted him solemnly, as his political games required me to initiate the conversation since he believed he held the higher position of rank. I wouldn�t mention his clothing�unless the right circumstances arose.
He said, �Damon. Kendra. Will you do me a courtesy?�
�Of course,� I lied. Nobody fully agrees to a task until they know what it is.
�When you find and speak to Princess Elizabeth, have a message carried to the Heir Apparent that my plans have changed. I�ve booked passage to the kingdom of Kondor, so when you arrive there, inquire after my whereabouts, and of course, I will leave word where to find me.�
�Why are you going?� Kendra asked, accepting his statement without surprise.
He tilted his head a little to the side as if to better hear her question. He said, �To lay the groundwork for you, of course. Plus, there is some royal business to attend, and an old friend who may need my help. Now, I hate to rush off, but my ship is almost ready to sail, so my time is up.� He turned and walked swiftly down the road in the direction of the ship�s masts, looking for all the world like a common traveler.
We turned our mounts away from the port and the ships. We let them set their own pace as we rode knee to knee, ignoring the other traffic on the road as we passed them by in both directions. As long as we didn�t slow, we�d arrive in Andover well before dark.
Kendra waited until the City Gate was no longer in sight behind us before she said, �Avery is a strange man.�
�He assumes we will follow him to Kondor.� I again turned my attention away from the seaport and towards Andover. The road ahead was wide. Wagons and a hundred people on foot traveling in both directions were in sight. None rode horses because only the wealthy can afford anything but a large-hooved draft animal suitable for working on a farm. Their gait was hard on the tailbone and spine, and most preferred to walk rather than ride them. However, we rode the finest of beasts, so we drew the attention of every pair of eyes that found us, which was all.
Most people gave way as if we were royalty. Lumbering wagons rolled along on the right side of the wide road, faster walkers to the left. We threaded the needle between. The gray stone buildings of Andover emerged from the pall of chimney smoke that perennially hung over the city. Kendra knew where in the tangle of buildings the mage was, that had given us his word he would return home and cause no more trouble after ten days. The time would be up in five days.
We both agreed, he was one of those innocents caught up in the larger web of circumstances and couldn�t escape them. He�d been frightened of us after we killed the other two mages and taken him prisoner, but he soon convinced us he wished he was at his home working on his father�s farm. He�d never wanted to be a mage but had been forced into doing their deeds.
At the edge of the city, we passed the usual small farms with pigs and chickens, the barking dogs, the cats sunning themselves, and washerwomen bringing in the day�s wash. The sound of men chopping rounds into split firewood rang with dull thuds. A pair of men yelled and threatened each other, but all knew no blows would be struck.
It all appeared and sounded normal until Kendra pulled back so hard on her reins the horse reared on two hind legs. My sword whipped out, and my feet moved from comfortably resting at my arches in the stirrups to the toes only. I could leap to either side and kick the stirrups free.
Kendra spun her horse, nearly knocking over a handcart full of cabbages and suffered the shouts from the irate farmer. She ignored him. Her wild eyes turned to me. �He�s dead.�
The only person I could think of was the mage we came to see. �You can�t see him anymore?�
�Someone or something just killed him.�
If there were other mages or sorceresses present, Kendra would know it. A single thought filled my mind. On top of the mountain at the dragon�s cave, the Blue Woman had briefly appeared, or we thought she had for a moment to mock us, but we were not sure. We�d felt someone watching us ever since.
I said, �On the mountain pass, the Blue Woman always knew what we�d been talking about, and where we were going and doing next. She, or it, can hear us when we don�t know the apparition is near. That much is obvious. It might even be listening and laughing at us now.�
Kendra had calmed her horse and closed her eyes. When she opened them, she was clearly still puzzled. �How can the mage who controls the Blue Woman kill someone? She doesn�t exist except in some ethereal manner. She has no physical form.�
My memories went back to the time I�d touched her and was thrown clear by a ball of orange energy. Still, that was far different from physically killing. She had no being, at least not in Dire, but perhaps in some far-off land she either existed or had existed.
I said, �She came to us that first time, and convinced us she was working with us. What if she appeared in the same manner before someone in Andover, a soldier, a drunk, or even a highwayman. She could convince him to kill for her or offer him a reward to do her killing, and she wouldn�t have to take physical form.�
�Probably a reward she never intended to pay, even if there is a way to do it. Speaking of the Blue Woman as a �she� when we believe behind her is a �he� or a mage, is confusing. Andover is still a place to dislike.�
�Each time it is worse for us,� I agreed.
��We don�t know what our watcher has planned for us here, so my suggestion is that we continue to ride right on past Andover instead of stopping. The same assassin might wish to earn more gold, or perhaps has friends who are waiting to ambush us. We can intercept Elizabeth along the road.�
�You just put your finger on the most important aspect of this. We don�t know many things. The events direct our actions instead of our planning. The Blue Woman may be a spirit or manifestation of a mage, it does not matter. Except that if it is a spirit, we know even less than we think.� My eyes watched the people on either side of the road as we moved past them, watching for deception or aggression. Instead, they moved aside with normal curiosity directed at us, but nothing more.
A woman far too old to be working for a living sold us a loaf of bread that felt like it was baked long enough ago to have been discarded by a bakery as too stale to sell, and she had cheese with one edge suspiciously cut off, which probably meant mold. After over-paying, we continued down the main road until reaching the far end of the city. However, we intended to spend as little time in Andover as possible, so even stopping to purchase more food was not considered. That was a miscalculation on my part because we�d already devoured all the food the cook placed in the sack.
Ahead lay a desolate area where we would spend the night unless we continued traveling to the edge of the forests far ahead. There were no trees, few shrubs, and no people living there. If asked, riding on far enough to reach the forest suited me, if only because we could build a fire. My body and soul could use the comfort of it. The number of people on the road north of Andover had thinned until we were alone as far as could be seen in any direction.
As the city faded from sight behind, the sun settled just above the horizon in what we call first-dark, and in the dimming light, we heard the piercing cry of the dragon, far away. Both of us turned in unison. The great beast flew over Andover low and fast, as if upset.
Alexis shivered and sidestepped, so I dismounted my horse and walked her, hoping to calm her. Kendra did the same with her horse. We watched the dragon approach, fly directly over us, and land on the road ahead, preventing us from continuing unless we went around. She spread her wings wide as if to tell us not to proceed.
We halted and puzzled exchanges passed Kendra and the dragon. We waited.
On the road between us and the dragon, a flicker of blue appeared, not the Blue Woman we�d encountered, but only a vague portion of her upper body as if a mage wanted to present her but lacked the power. When we�d encountered her before we could see through her into the trees behind as if she was perhaps half-real. Now, only the vague outline of a woman shimmered, mostly with dull blue sparkles. There was no head visible, only the outline of her dress in blue.
She didn�t speak to us, this time. She simply laughed evilly. Soft and low, the laughter sounded cold and anything but humorous. Then she faded to nothing as if she�d never been.
The dragon backed away, hissed, and flicked her tongue out, tasting the air where the blue outline had appeared, but still, it seemed determined to prevent us from continuing on the road. A chill seemed to have descended. I shivered, looked behind us, behind the dragon, and to either side of the road.

CHAPTER FIVE 
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I t seemed silly to argue with a dragon over which way to ride on the road. While we didn�t know her reasons for blocking us, there was little doubt that she intended to. Not that she was aggressive in any manner unless sitting on the road with outspread wings constituted aggression. She sat and watched us, a few hundred feet in front. When I attempted to move to my right, she moved to her left, blocking me. I hadn�t intended to go beyond but wanted to test her intentions.
Beyond, while peering under her left wing, I saw other travelers, a young couple walking along and behind them a farmer�s wagon. None of them moved forward. All looked ready to flee at the slightest provocation. Without turning to look, the dragon had managed to halt their progress, so why should ours be different?
�Any idea of what�s going on?� Kendra asked.
�That�s a question I was going to ask you. The flicker of blue with the laughter didn�t strike me as intending to be funny.�
�Mocking is more like it,� she said. �First, the dragon appears and lands in front of us to prevent us from continuing, then the laughing Blue Woman between us tells me she wanted us to go on. If that is true, we are going the wrong way, and the dragon is right.�
�What about meeting Elizabeth?�
She patted the neck of her horse to keep it calm as she said, �I don�t know. But the dragon is looking out for me�that much I do know.�
�So, we go back to Andover?�
�That or fight our way past the splendid beast blocking the road.�
She often talked about the dragon in terms more glowing than when speaking of me. However, we turned and walked back to Andover, leading our horses, meeting only a few people on the way, all of them talking excitedly about the dragon that had flown directly over them, the first they�d ever seen. We asked for directions to an inn of quality in Andover and were twice directed to the Crown Inn.
The sign hanging above the door out front held a bright yellow crown, representing gold if one stretched the imagination to consider a pale splash of yellow the color of dead daisies the same as gold. The surrounding buildings were taller than most of the city and stouter, as was the inn. The windows were smaller, the doors made of thick oak slabs, the roofs flat, with parapets circling them. Ports for soldiers and their weapons dotted them.
The buildings were originally built for combat as any fool could see, although they were now vacant and probably hadn�t seen any military use for decades or longer. Decorative features had been added, scrolls, cutouts, and geometric designs that were cute, some pretty, but didn�t hide the primary purpose of defense. Heavy shutters stood open on the outside, and no doubt others were inside for double protection. The stone walls wouldn�t burn, the roofs were slate, and the parapets provided protections for archers.
The defenses built on the buildings wouldn�t withstand a prolonged siege by an army. However, they would hold off roving bands of highwaymen or raids by sailors from the nearby Port of Mercia. There were far easier buildings in the city to capture than those we examined as we rode to the stable behind the Crown Inn. Raiders would choose them, although the rewards were less.
�Our plans?� I asked.
�We will wait here for Elizabeth. She should be here in no more than two or three days.�
I said, trying to keep my voice level. �The room is already paid for at the Blue Bear. I don�t mind riding back to the port if it will save us money.�
She had the courtesy to withhold her laughter until I finished speaking. She said, �Maybe you will find a nice young lady here to keep you up all night again. I�ll watch for any with red hair if it helps you.�
Maybe I would do as she suggested. �Then why stay here in Andover? Neither of us likes it.�
She dismounted and waited for me at the door to the stable. No eager stable boy rushed to help us, so we walked our horses inside and started removing the saddles ourselves. She finally answered, her voice distracted and far off. �Because I don�t think the dragon will allow us to go to the port, either. I think it wants us here.�
�You can talk with it, now?� I asked with a chuckle. �You know what it wants, and you obey?�
�No, not even a little. It has to do with safety, I think. Hers and ours. There was danger for us, ahead on the road. There may be more enemies behind.�
�So, what do we do to occupy our time? I have a hunch you�re up to something.�
�Tomorrow, we are going shopping, for one thing. Both of us. Tonight, we are going to eat and sleep in different rooms. I need a tub of water to wash my hair, and you are looking scruffy, and you smell.�
We were still laughing at her comment as we entered the main room of the inn. If anything, she also looked scruffy. The room held at least twenty tables, and ten were quietly occupied by well-dressed patrons. The floor held layers of carpets, all expensive. The walls had been recently whitewashed, and the exposed woodwork was dark and well-carved. It seemed as if those in the room only knew how to whisper and more than a few casts ugly looks our way as if we didn�t belong.
We headed for a table sitting a little way from most of the diners, and barely got ourselves seated before a dour woman of forty scowled her way to our side. She cast her eyes down at us in a disapproving manner and in a soft voice growled, �Have you any coin? We require people like you to pay before being served.�
I started to reach for my coin purse at my hip, but Kendra�s foot kicked my shin into submission. She said in a soft voice, �People like us? Travelers, you mean?�
The woman turned up her nose.
Kendra still smiled, but it was the smile of a house cat before swatting a mouse, and I almost felt sorry for the woman for what was to come. My sister knew how to play this game. �I assume your rooms are clean and you have a pair we might inspect before turning over our money? I�d also like to inspect your kitchen for cleanliness before eating.�
Sighing heavily, the woman said louder than necessary, �We have no available rooms and our serving hours are closed.� She said that despite the people at other tables who were eating.
Kendra stood and spoke across the table. She said in the same louder volume the woman used. �No rooms at all, or no rooms for us?�
The woman turned and walked away, her nose held high in the air. She assumed we would slink away, shamed and humbled. Kendra threw her arms wide as if gathering in the attention of all in the room, and turned to me, drawing the eyes in the dining room with the action. She spoke directly to me in a stern tone that would be heard by every ear in the room, �You were right, Damon. I know I told you that I believed Princess Elizabeth would enjoy this inn when she arrives here the day after tomorrow, but no, you said that you heard the owner of this inn is a cold prig of a woman who does not deserve royal approval.�
The murmur of conversation had utterly ceased. Nobody ate or spoke. I said, picking up the story Kendra had started to spin, �So, I win the wager? This inn is certainly not suited for royalty, and you admit it?�
Kendra flipped a gold coin with her thumb high into the air, so high it almost touched the ceiling as it flashed in the candlelight. She was acting as if it was our wager, and I snatched it from the air, a large coin worth enough to purchase half the inn if it were for sale. She headed for the rear door, me at her heels as I continued, �That�s why the princess sent both of us to judge the quality of accommodations before she arrives.�
As I glanced at the stunned expressions on the faces of those who had been eating, I realized that if our story was true, and more than half of it was, they were also deprived of meeting the princess. The scornful looks turned to the innkeeper.
The dour woman raced ahead to get to the door first and block our exit. �Perhaps I was mistaken. We do have a pair of rooms, a very nice pair that you will love.�
Kendra pulled up short, her voice cold and carrying to the far reaches of the room. �No, I was mistaken in thinking the Princess would enjoy herself here. Damon, draw your sword. If this woman has not moved aside by then, run her through with that fancy sword the king gave to you last year.�
I pulled the sword, but the woman had already leaped aside. We slowly walked to the stable and saddled the horses, but didn�t mount. Instead, we took the bridles and walked them out to the street and to the front door of the Crown Inn where we stood looking in both directions while trying to decide what to do. Kendra asked the next person she met, a well-dressed man of tall stature, the location of a good nearby inn, one clean and where travelers were welcome.
�You do know you�re standing out front of the most expensive inn we have in Andover?�
�But it is not one where tired travelers are welcome or treated with grace,� she said, knowing full well the story would travel all over the city by dawn. �We just left there.�
He pointed to another building not far away. �There is what you�re looking for. Not even the second-most expensive, but the food is the best, and you�ll be welcome and treated well.�
We walked with him down the street, his eyes on our magnificent horses. He said, �Old Hannah at the Crown gave you a bit of trouble, did she?�
Kendra said, �I gave it back. We are the personal household servants of Princess Elizabeth, appointed to our positions by her father, the king. She will arrive in two days and stay elsewhere because of the uncouth manners of that woman.�
The man laughed aloud and with a wave of his arm to indicate our destination, he said, �Serves her right. This is the alley leading to the stable. Will the princess be staying here? If so, and the word is spread by someone like me, the Raven Inn will become very popular.�
�After thanking him, and neither of us asked him to hold his tongue, we walked down the narrow alley between two stone buildings, I walked behind her because two couldn�t fit side by side. A small courtyard behind the building opened into a nice area with a few outdoor tables and a few chickens pecking the ground for treats. A one-story stable stood behind. An old man dozing under a straw hat leaped to his feet to welcome us with a broad smile.
His eyes passed right over us, and to our horses. Kendra�s horse was one from the king�s own stable, and of better quality and lines than any horse in Andover, but only a skilled eye would pick that out so quickly. Then his eyes fell on Alexis�and he was in love.
He promised to care for them, never again looking in our direction. The man might not even recognize us when we reclaimed the horses in a day or two. I�d seldom seen a man so happy to go to work.
We entered a rear door that took us into another dining room just as the candles were being lit and a small fire cheerfully burned in the fireplace despite the air not being cool. I hoped Kendra didn�t manage to get us thrown out of another inn because I was starving and the smells from the kitchen were so good that wrestling her to the floor for dinner was an option.
She spied the innkeeper, a man wearing a semi-clean apron and requested two clean rooms.
The thin man said, �Through the door and up the stairs. Want a look, first?�
�We do,� she said. �Which are available?�
After he told her, a pretty serving girl with long brown hair flashed a smile my way. I said, �I�ll wait down here for you to return.�
Instead of chairs, the common room had short benches made for seating two on each side of wide tables. The tables were also long, the tops scarred from use. Countless mugs had spilled, knives sliced the wood, candles dripped, and bowls banged the tops. A few had names or initials carved into them. The room held a warm and pleasant atmosphere from the small fire and candlelight, and it smelled of spiced smoke. The pretty serving girl came my way.
�Something?� she asked with a smile that appeared genuine.
A thousand clever answers should have come to mind. Instead, I gave her a smile of my own. �White wine? Then dinner?�
She swirled away, with a glance over her shoulder to make sure I watched. Kendra returned with a nod of approval and ordered a bowl of fish stew for both of us. She said, �Clean as can be. Nothing fancy, but what there is, they offer with a friendly smile.�
The white wine was good, so I downed it quickly and motioned for the same girl to bring me another.
�Oh, not again,� Kendra moaned.
�How are the rooms, again?� My innocent remark was to draw her attention away from my love life.
She said, �Clean. Comfortable. Like I said.�
The fish stew arrived, and we ate. The warmth of the room, a full belly, and two mugs of spiced white wine had my weary head almost on the table. Kendra escorted me to my room, pushed me inside and firmly closed the door as if she was my mother.
There was a chair, a chest with two drawers, and a raised bed with a cotton sack stuffed with yellow straw so clean it must have been placed inside this day. The pillow was filled with soft feathers, and there were two blankets, one for under and one over unless it got cold. Then, both were for over because there was no fireplace for warmth. I barely got my clothes off before falling asleep.
Kendra knocked on my door mid-morning. A boiled egg and a piece of bread torn off a loaf constituted our breakfast as she hurried us out the rear door. We checked on the horses, which were being cared for better than me, then walked in the weak sunshine in the direction of the bazaar where all manners of items were for sale. From several blocks away we heard the music, the sellers calling to buyers, the workers shouting orders in an altogether pleasant chorus. However, Kendra stopped a few people and spoke briefly to them, and then took us down a side street as confidently as if she�d visited Andover a hundred times and knew her way around.
She located a small, rusted iron plate shaped like a knife mounted on the wall beside a door. Inside the wide, narrow room were displays of weapons. Knives were spread upon a tall work-table, while swords, pikes, spears, bows, maces, and war axes hung on pegs.
A man intently worked at the tall table while sitting on a high three-legged stool. Without looking up, he called, �Make yourselves at home. Look around, I�ll be with you in a moment.�
Behind a partially closed door to the rear glowed the orange fire of a kiln and the harsh smell of heated iron permeated. My first reaction was that all the weapons in sight could not have all been made by one person. I moved to the wall of swords and took one off the pegs. It was without scabbard, the blade dull and offered no reflection�usually a sign of poor craftsmanship. Not in this case.
The edge reflected light readily enough, the metal had some give, so it hadn�t been hardened so much that it would shatter or break with the first strike, and the handle was simple but functional. Again, upon a second look, the handle was made of sand-hide, a material from a sea-fish that maintained a solid grip in the slipperiest of battles. A tool more than a decoration, a weapon to be admired.
�There, I�m done. Thank you for waiting, but I was setting a gold inlay for a wealthy customer,� the man said as he looked up.
He was tall, perhaps thirty, and his features thin to the point of being sharp. I smiled at my silent pun and replaced the sword on the peg.
�You chose one of my best,� he said as if impressed. �Not the prettiest, but the one you want if you plan to fight. Do you wish to purchase a sword?�
�I have one,� my hand went to my hilt.
He glanced at the scrolls and loops on my handle. �A weapon is often chosen for appearance, which is not always wise. I could offer to compare mine with yours and point out the differences if you wish.�
The response seemed genuine, and while I wore a simple scabbard, the sword within was the gift from Princess Elizabeth and her father�and perhaps the best sword in the kingdom. Handing it to the weapons maker would be a test of his knowledge and honesty. I said solemnly, �That would be good of you, sir.�
Kendra�s lips made a little smirk she tried to hide.
The weapons maker fetched his sword and proudly displayed it on the top of the workbench. He pointed out the things I�d already discerned, and more. He then asked to examine mine and offered to give a fair appraisal.
I drew it and placed it beside his, which I admit was a very well made and functional sword. Still, beside each other, they were like a beautiful bride standing beside a filthy street urchin. His eyes narrowed, he drew a sharp breath and backed away. �Malawian steel. Where did you get this?�
Kendra allowed her smirk to grow into a full smile before speaking, �Oh, that. The king gave it to him a few years ago, and he thinks it makes him the best swordsman in the kingdom.�
He suspected a joke. When none came, he reached for his sword, as if ready to defend himself. His face showed his disbelief�and he undoubtedly thought I�d stolen it.
Kendra said easily, �Please calm down. My brother is capable of taking that sword from you and spanking you with it. That is one of the many reasons he protects Princess Elizabeth as her personal bodyguard. He usually does it alone. She needs no other.�
The weapon�s maker said in a whisper, �True?�
�And I am her personal servant. She will arrive here, tomorrow we believe, but we have some needs, first. And you were correct, that is Malawian steel.�
His finger ran along the edge and found the chip from my fight. He looked scornfully at me as if I�d kicked a kitten.
�Can that be repaired?� I asked.
�Perhaps in Malawi. Don�t trust anyone else to attempt work on it, or they will ruin the temper of the blade. How did this happen?�
�In battle,� I told him shortly. �Now, I have other needs, and you may laugh at my requests.�
He held up a hand and moved his thumb over both sides of the blade and found where the nick had a slight curl. He pulled a sharpening stone from a drawer. �May I, at least, remove the burr? Carefully?�
As he slowly worked his stone along the sharp edge, as if it was the final polish of a royal crown, I told him of my problem of not having a bow in hand when needed, twice. I suggested a short bow, straight when unstrung, and a modification to my scabbard to accommodate it so I could carry it alongside.
He raised his eyes long enough to say, �No.� His attention returned to the blade. �That will not do.�
�That�s it? No?� I blurted.
�The flat, short bow you suggest would hold no power. It would also ride heavy on your hip, and you would have no place to carry arrows. What good is a bow without arrows?�
Ignoring Kendra�s evil sisterly smile, my pride forced me to continue, �I still want access to a bow at all times.�
He lifted my sword and held it out to me with the palms of both hands. I took it, and he handed me a slightly oiled cloth. After the blade was wiped clean of fingerprints, and I�d tested the burr and found it all but corrected, he said, �Let me show you something.�
Before any objection could be mouthed, he leaped to the wall and returned with a stout bow that stood almost as tall as my shoulder. There was a little curve to it, but the center was thick and made sturdy with laminated woods cross-grained for strength. A layer of metal had been bonded in the center of the grip where bows most often snapped, and leather had been tightly bound around it. Only the tip of the metal at the two ends showed.
He handed me a string. The grooves for it were carved deep to accept the string quickly, even in battle. My weight awkwardly bent the staves enough to slip it on. He said, �It�ll be easier after a few tries. You�ll learn the technique.�
After drawing the string, there was no doubt it was a quality weapon, but not what I wanted. I started to protest.
Holding up his palms to still my tongue, he said, before I could object, �A small quiver could be made to mount on the side of your scabbard to hold a few arrows, say three or four? Another quiver could be on your horse or at hand.�
�But the bow? How would I carry it with me?�
He pulled a large book from under his desk and ruffled through the pages until finding what he wanted. He turned it and placed it on the worktable for me to see. It was a drawing of a knight, such as those who strutted the halls in Crestfallen Castle, wearing a broadsword they favored. It was a two-handed beast of a weapon intended to slay with a single swing, but they were too large to wear at the hip. They rode in scabbards worn like backpacks, with the handle extending above the right shoulder, and the blade hanging at an angle, to the lower left.
He said, �Instead of a broadsword, a man might carry this bow in the same manner.�
�Very nice,� Kendra muttered. �Four arrows for an emergency carried with your sword, and more in a second quiver if needed. The bow would be with you at all times.�
It was not what I�d envisioned, but the more the knight in the picture gazed back at me, the more it fit my needs. He said, �We have several scabbards for broadswords we could easily modify for a bow. Mind you, it will not be custom-made unless you have ten days to wait, but I believe my idea may solve your problem.�
�Do it,� Kendra said. �By tonight. Now, we both need good knives, and I also want a pair to conceal and throw.�
With hardly a thought, he selected a pair of heavy knives and said, �Sharp enough to shave the beard off your face, and heavy enough to chop down small trees, although they will need sharpening if you cut trees and then want to shave.� His laugh was quick and infectious.
They were far better knives than what we had. He reached under his desk again and came out with a pair of dull, flat, ugly weapons, each pointed at both ends. All four edges of each were sharpened before coming to their points, the middle thin and narrow so they were weighted near the tips. They were like two small pointed blades bonded end to end. There was no hint of decoration. The metal was dull, gray, and ordinary.
Kendra said, �I�ve never seen the like of these.�
He handed one to her. �The silly idea that you can make a knife spin exactly the right number of times, so it will always land on one point is a myth. Even if you are willing to spend a few years practicing every day and always stand at the exact same distance, which means you need your opponent to kindly remain at that distance while you throw. Do you plan to do that?�
She said, �No.�
�Good. Because I�ve never met an attacker willing to stand still for you at exactly four paces. More than likely, he�s charging right at you. It�s best to stop him before he reaches you, at a distance.�
She felt the balance and placed her thumb under the flat of the blade and fingers on top. �If I throw this, what happens?�
He smiled. �You�re holding it correctly. Use your wrist when you throw, so it spins fast. Unless it strikes armor, whoever it hits will bleed. How much? That depends on where you hit, and luck, and of course the rotation. A perfect throw will penetrate. A less perfect throw will slash and cut as it spins. But you will also have a second knife ready to fly, and one is usually enough to stop a thief or highwayman.�
She handled them, examining the knives from every angle, and he was a good enough salesman to let her be without comment or trying to over-sell her. She ran a thumb down one edge. �Is this good steel?�
�Oh, no. It�ll hardly hold an edge if you cut an apple with it.�
She turned up her nose, but Kendra could read people almost as well as Elizabeth. She knew there was more. �Then, why would I buy these?�
�Because they are sharp! And heavy enough to penetrate. A common sharpening stone will put the edge back with a few swipes. I usually sell them in sets of four, two to carry and two for spares.�
She was interested. �How do I keep from cutting myself with two points and four edges?�
He showed her the arm-scabbards with metal reinforcing the bottom and top, and small leather cups held in place by thin thongs for the other point. He said, �One under each forearm. When you pull them free of the metal cups at the tips, you will naturally be gripping them in the center, in the same position you will use to throw. No wasted motion to adjust your hands or grip.�
The scabbards, if that was the proper name, were made of flat cowhide to cradle the knives on the inside of the forearm, with straps to hold them in place. Simple. Effective. Kendra put them on and managed to free a knife on her first try. The shop owner had hay stuffed inside a crude pillow for a target, and her first two attempts did as he said. If it had been a man, he would bleed. One of the blades had raked a cut as long as my palm before falling to the floor. The other stuck parallel to the floor, half the shaft protruding inside the pillow.
Had it been an enemy, the first throw would have had blood flowing freely and it would take a strong man not to pause to examine the wound. That pause would allow her second knife to fly, or for her to turn and escape. Throwing knives were not offensive weapons, but defensive. With luck, they provided time to get away, or for her to attack with another weapon.
We left him to work on our new weapons and scabbards, as well as making a gift to him of the knives we�d entered his shop carrying. The two of us now carried our new knives, and he might even find homes and earn a few small copper coins for our old ones. We headed for the bazaar where we purchased new clothing, heavy blankets, hats to shield our faces from the sun, and loose-fitting shirts with arms that hung to our fingers. We were thinking of the hot sun in Kondor although neither of us spoke out loud about it.
There was no doubt Kendra also wanted to cover her new knives with the long sleeves when she wore them. I considered making a few jokes, but she wasn�t in the mood.
As we shopped, Kendra talked with merchants and other shoppers. On the surface, it seemed light and cheerful, simply interacting with the locals. Kendra was not a social person like that, so I searched for and found the reason behind her prattling. She always managed to steer the conversations to the recent deaths in the city. Finally, while examining boots, a woman mentioned a murder that had happened on the road right outside of town. She thought it may have been a mage.
Kendra said absently, �Where are the dead taken in Andover? At home, we have a building where they are prepared for burial.�
�Oh, here we use the old Hall of Justice. It�s right next to the cemetery, so it�s convenient.�
Kendra flashed me a look that told it would be our next place to visit. After obtaining directions, we walked the few blocks to the old Hall of Justice, which conveniently stood next to the new one. We entered and found an old man sitting in a tall, high-back chair, his eyes drooping. When we entered, he woke with a start and asked our business as if we�d intruded on his nap, which we may have.
My role was to follow her lead. Kendra had something in mind and hadn�t yet shared it with me. Not unusual, but at times she had a hard sense of duty. She said to him, �We are searching for a man. He died within the last two days, about thirty years old, and he may have been found on the road leading north.�
�Do you wish to simply inquire or examine the dead?�
�Examine,� she said to my surprise.
He stiffly stood and lumbered through the large open room to a small door while limping heavily on a cane. We passed through and down a flight of stairs where the air temperature fell to a chill. Five bodies lay on the floor, neatly in a row, each covered with a sheet of thin material. He respectfully lifted a corner of the sheet over the first with his cane and reset it. At the third, he lifted the shroud higher and said, �Is this the man you are seeking?�
�It is.� Kendra turned her head away.
�Then you know him, or of him?�
�We do.�
�For our records, and so we might notify family and friends, please stop on your way out and I will make an official record of his name and anything you might share.� He turned and started limping away.
Kendra called after him, �May we examine him?�
�Certainly. But you will not find what you�re looking for.�
With that cryptic remark, he reached the stairs and struggled to climb them one at a time, much like I�d climbed the stone stairs above Mercia. Kendra knelt on the stone floor and removed the cloth. I knelt across from her, thinking I might contribute to her effort. She said, �I see no blood.�
There was none on the front of his body or on his clothing, and no signs of bruising or injury. We rolled him face-down. Again, there was no sign of why he had died. He had been a mage, and that fact brought unwelcome ideas leaping to mind. He had marginally helped us, decided to return to his homeland and have nothing else to do with magic. Now he was dead with no external indications of why he had died. When we had last seen him a few days ago, he appeared as healthy as either of us.
Kendra peeked under his shirt, examined his legs and arms, and searched his head with her fingers feeling through his hair. She said while doing those things, �I do not believe he was an evil man. He helped keep the dragon prisoner, but he didn�t like it. More a victim of circumstance than design.�
�Why is he dead?� I asked.
�The other mages. They did it. I can�t tell you how or why, but a young man does not simply die for no reason.�
�If they can kill him at a distance, can they do it to us too?� My voice trembled, and I made no attempt to control it.
�Yes,� she said. �I believe they can. Perhaps not directly, but remember, mages can communicate with their minds over great distances. They may also attack. I don�t know.�
The chill in the chamber turned colder.
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W e paused at the chair on the way out and spoke to the old man, again interrupting a nap in his demanding day. A coin or two changed hands, and he assured us the mage would be properly cared for. We provided the little we knew of the man for his records, the name, homeland, and we guessed how he would prefer to rest for eternity. We had found nothing of value in our examination except the indirect knowledge that he had died without wounds, without bleeding, and alone.
Kendra said to the old man just as we were about to leave, �You told me I wouldn�t find what I was looking for. What was that about?�
His eyes moved to her, then drifted off as he said, �I heard he was a mage. The man had nothing. Not a tool, weapon, coin, or personal belonging. Very odd. He didn�t appear as if he�d been ill. There were no wounds. Whatever caused his death and why he died are not with his body. You won�t find the answers here.�
In the entire city, there seemed nothing else we wished to see in our morose moods. There were no historical districts, sights of natural wonders, or places mentioned in the schools where we�d studied. It was simply a village that had outgrown itself to become a dull, small city located on the route to other places.
At the weapons shop again, late in the day, we found the shopkeeper smiling and waiting anxiously for us. He had modified the scabbards for Kendra and showed them to her, first. The original scabbards had been larger, built for a man. The new ones were narrower, the straps thinner, and they had small buckles instead of ties. Each fitted on the inside of her forearms, and her new loose sleeves permitted easy and fast access.
The two of them played with his constructions as children play with new toys on their day of birth. While she wore them, I saw no sign of their bulk or presence on her arms to indicate they were hidden below her sleeves. She moved naturally. With a swift motion, her right hand seemingly brushed innocently against her left arm, and a knife appeared as if by magic. The motion smoothly continued, as she brought the knife to her right ear and threw�all so fast it was hard to follow as it spun and struck the target.
The stuffed pillow wore a blade, one stuck side embedded straight in. She reached for the other knife and fumbled. That blade fell to the floor as her feet danced out of the way to avoid being stabbed.
�You�re going to have to practice with your off-hand,� the shopkeeper laughed.
Kendra didn�t. She scowled as she picked the blade up off the wood floor and replaced it in the scabbard on her right forearm. After shaking her sleeve down to cover it, she paused as if seeing something deserving of her attention, and in a swift move, reached for the knife. This time, she held it firmly in the center as she shifted it to her right hand and cocked her arm to throw.
It didn�t stick, but from where it struck, a slash as long as a finger appeared and the ends of yellow straw inside poked free. No, it wouldn�t have killed, but the recipient would bleed�just as the shopkeeper had promised.
�Use your wrist as you throw to get more spin. The faster it does, the more chance it will slice something.� He turned to me with a wide smile. A thin cover of dark material was spread over my sword, and he swept it away as if performing in a traveling sideshow. The familiar scabbard looked little different, at first. However, on the rear side, a thin tube of matching leather had been sewn. The four arrows were a tight fit, presumably so they would not spill out at every opportunity. The fletched ends were situated just below the handle of the sword where they would cause no problems when reaching for it instead of the arrows.
The bow was presented to me unstrung, encased in a soft leather scabbard with straps for one shoulder, and a loose belt for my waist so I could bend, sit, or stand without adjustment. Once buckled, the bow rode at an angle from my left hip to right shoulder. I reached for the end of it and tugged. The bow didn�t move.
�Just like a broadsword, you have to lift it free before pulling it forward. It will take two hands or awkward lifting with one.�
I tried again. It came halfway and no more. He shoved it back into place and gripped my wrist. After pulling it part of the way up, he slid my hand down the bow and pulled it the rest of the way. When it reached a certain point, leverage allowed me to pull it forward, and the rest of the way free. A few practice-pulls later and I�d found the trick.
Kendra watched and learned, then placed payment on the counter. She said wryly, �You should be paying me, do you know that?�
�You�re the one wishing to purchase better weapons,� he said defensively. �I charge well for those, but they are the highest quality.�
As in the same manner as when trying to start a fight with me, she said to him in a soft, convincing tone, �But you�re the one who benefits the most. Not only do I pay you, but when Princess Elizabeth arrives here and sees these wonderful creations of yours, she will order you to travel to Crestfallen Castle to make her the same, and probably others. I assume she will also provide you with the authority to begin marking your weapons with the King�s Seal on them as an official appointment. You�ll find each of your weapons will sell for twice what you now charge, perhaps more with the royal seal.�
His face had paled as she spoke. He had no idea that might happen�and my sister was enjoying herself. In my estimation, he hadn�t believed us when we�d mentioned we served the princess. He did now. I put a string on the bow, bent it to fit the other end, and made a test-pull. My actions were clumsy but overall felt good. He had a second quiver to wear on my belt. There was not a place to practice, although I looked longingly at the straw target Kendra had used. An arrow would have gone through like it wasn�t there and buried itself in the wall.
We were loaded down with our purchases. After reaching the inn, we decided to eat and listen to a man with a lute and a soft voice sing in the dining room. Shortly after dark I begged off and went to my room while still thinking about the girl with the red hair.
A gentle knock on my door turned more insistent and finally woke me.
Kendra stuck her head in and hissed, �A mage is at the Waystone at the dragon�s cave.�
I shuddered. �Do we have to climb up there again? In the dark?�
�Maybe. Or, since he appeared up there, what if we let him walk down the stairs and catch him alone at the base or on the road?�
I sat up. �Can we do that?�
�Get dressed. Bring all our things while I go get the horses ready.�
By the time I made it to the stable, arms full, the unfamiliar bow slung on my back and sword banging at my hip, she was leading the horses into the little staging area in front of the door. She took the lead. The moon provided enough light for us to see, but the haze of fog spread the light into a soft glow that removed details. On the empty road, we rode beside each other.
�Middle of the night?� I asked.
�Which means we can get to the road to Old Mercia from the port, and to the cave before daylight. Most sane people wouldn�t dare attempt those steps without sunlight.�
Although it was dark, I turned to see if she was joking. She was not. �Kendra, why would a powerful mage transport himself in the middle of the night unless he has some way to see?�
We rode in silence until she said, �Do you always have to be right? It is so irritating. Elizabeth and I have often discussed that about you, and you really must do something about it. Being right isn�t the problem, it�s the way to express yourself.�
�Has the mage taken over your mind and turned it to mush?�
�We�ll discuss my mind later. Right now, we need to ride.�
�Is he moving or staying up there?�
�Of course, he�s up there. No, he is not moving, or if so, he's doing it very slowly.� She clucked her tongue at her horse to hurry, either to reach the mage quicker or to distance herself from my questions.
Very slowly. Those were her words. As if he was descending uneven stone stairs in the middle of the night. I�d move slowly, too, if I climbed down those stairs in the dark. However, Kendra putting distance between us was not going to work in keeping me quiet. Alexis easily kept up, even so, my next question needed to be shouted because of the remaining distance. �Have you considered he may be up there drawing you to him? If you can sense the mage in your mind, can he do the same with you?�
She rode on without answering or turning to look at me. Realizing the futility of asking more, I fell behind and allowed her to ride alone with her thoughts. She would come around, but not until she figured things out for herself. My task was to point her in the right direction�or to ask endless questions without annoying her, which seemed impossible.
Those are the keys to figuring out the answers to anything with her, or with Elizabeth. I use one question after another until a pattern emerges. The appearance of a mage where there had not been one before posed several questions. The timing more so. To me, it was as if the mage was drawing Kendra near to it, by appearing in the middle of the night atop a mountain where the dragon had been caged and where she had been at the beginning of the day.
She abruptly slowed and turned to me. �You�re right. He wants me to come to him. Not the other way around.�
Only a man who was more of a fool than I would admit he had been thinking the same thing. Instead, we faced each other, our future in doubt. The fog chilled me, but not as much as the things swirling around in my mind like twigs and branches trapped in the waters at the base of a waterfall. Eventually, they would break free of the current, to travel downriver again. The question for them was simply, when. For us, we had not only that to ask ourselves, but why.
The mage had appeared in the one location sure to draw Kendra�s interest. He would expect her to sweep in ready for battle, sword raised. However, the mage, or perhaps others who had dispatched this one, knew that. They wanted her to do precisely what she was doing.
They had killed one of their own hours earlier and then revealed the presence of a single mage where they had kept the dragon prisoner. Now that her mind had taken over her emotions, she became dangerous. She dismounted and walked her horse to the side of the road. �I want to think about this before we ride much farther. Get the blankets, please.�
Short, terse sentences and a flat tone assured me she was already lost in thought and I should do us both a favor and be quiet. I hobbled the horses and unrolled a pair of blankets. She sat, unseeing, on a large boulder. She draped the blanket over her head for a hood against the light rain and hung the rest down over her inactive and slumped shoulders.
My place was to remain sitting beside her, quietly waiting. Her eyes were closed, but she was not asleep. She was deep in thought and remained so until the few stars in the eastern sky started to fade with the coming of daylight.
Kendra slowly stood and turned to face Andover expectantly. Her expression grew intent as her eyes opened. As the sky brightened, a vague form appeared from the mists and approached. It was the last dragon.
The beast flew lower to the road as it came nearer, passed directly over us with a hiss of recognition, and it flew steadily with a regular beat of leather wings. To me, the beast was checking on my sister before flying onward. It rose higher until it disappeared above the fog, following the road to the Port of Mercia. I couldn�t comprehend the feeling of freedom it must feel after four hundred years of confinement.
Following the road, it would have to make a turn to its right soon and cross the barren landscape across the river to near the destroyed city. If it did that, it would again reach the collapsed cave where it had been held prisoner�and where a mage now waited.
Kendra was controlling it! She was directing the dragon to go where we didn�t dare.
The dragon would cover the distance in a fraction of the time we could. Not only did it travel faster, but the distance it traveled was less because it flew a direct route. My mind tracked its progress on a mental map, as an estimate, of course, but probably accurate enough. Kendra�s shoulders stiffened, and that told me the dragon had neared the Waystone, and she sensed both the dragon and mage drawing together.
�He�s gone,� she said as she backed a few steps as if the mage might appear in front of her. Her face twisted into one of hate.
�The mage?� I asked.
�Who else?�
I ignored the bite in her response. The sun chose that moment to lift above the horizon. We stood as immobile as the boulders under us. There seemed nowhere to go and nothing to say.
Kendra finally turned to me. �It�s hard to explain, but in my mind, there was a bright dot that was the mage. Unlike others, like those in the port we killed, or the ones who sailed away, this one was brighter, if that makes sense, more powerful. Worse, it morphed from that spot of brightness into the outline of Stata, the spirit that tried to kill us. It was the same mage, coming for us again.�
�Luring you into a trap,� I said.
I saw the dragon approach the mountaintop, and she screamed when she saw him. She knew him�and hates him as much as we do. She folded her wings to her sides as she attacked. The mage saw her and winked out of existence.�
�That mage must really want to get even with you for turning his dragon loose.�
�Us, damn it all. He wants more than just me. He wants you, too.�
�Why? You are the Dragon Queen. I�m only a poor man's mage with a few small magic powers.�
She smiled for the first time since last night. �No, the Dragon Tamer is less pretentious, and from now on I�ll use that name. I am not a queen in any sense, and don�t wish to be known that way or stir up the royalty in Crestfallen. It�ll be like a trigger for them. We need to think about it and do our research before blindly charging into a fight with our good king. Changing a silly title is little enough to do.�
�There are a few things I�d like to say while you�re willing to have a civil conversation this morning. While you can sense mages at a distance, have you considered that perhaps they cannot sense you in the same way? If they could, those we killed in Andover would have recognized you and fled when we arrived, or they would have been prepared and set a trap. They didn�t even know you were near when you were twenty steps from them the first time we were in Andover.�
She nodded as she considered and agreed. She said, �You�re right. And when the dragon returned to the cave a while ago, I think the mage fled into the Waystone, whatever that means, but he didn�t remain and face the dragon. He left. He can�t stand up to the dragon. Their power is limited.�
�The mages may not know you can identify them from a distance because they can�t do that to you. That�s important. We can use it. Still, he was there to set a trap for you�and the dragon scared him off. Probably he was to sit there and wait until he could locate and kill you. Or us. He may be traveling back and forth to set his trap, and on his last trip there, it was him that piled the stones upon the stairs. We may have barely missed him while he went home to get a good meal.�
We sat under damp blankets that steamed in the morning sunlight, neither of us talking anymore, but the blankets helped warm us a little. There was too much thinking to do and not much talking. Our horses browsed nearby for morsels of grass. The first morning travelers on the road passed us by without speaking, acting as if we were there to poison them if their wary glances and increased speed gave any indication. It was the first time we were treated in that manner, but it was as if they knew we drew danger to us.
The sunshine aside, it felt like the kind of day to wait for evening and hope a warm fire. Our minds were tired and dull, the continuing danger had worn on us more than physically, and while no present danger threatened, we were sure there was more to come.
The main thing for me was to remain quiet and keep still while Kendra figured it all out. She was the smart sibling. Here and there, I managed to contribute to our intellectual relationship, but she was always the smarter one, often allowing me to take credit for her quick mind as a consolation. She often foisted credit and success on me and away from her. It had always been that way.
She turned and said as if reading my mind, �You are stupid.�
Kendra might be right about that, but she seldom came right out and said it. �Me? Why?�
�You�re planning on sitting here under a wet blanket and shivering from cold until you get sick. There are no mages left in the kingdom to harm us. What we can enjoy is a morning ride on fine mounts. At the Port of Mercia, there is a warm, dry inn where we already have two rooms set aside for us, unlimited servings of hot food we will eat beside a roaring fireplace, and a little redheaded slip of a girl that can�t take her eyes off you.�
�We can race to town?�
She stood up and said, �There is no earthly reason to remain here and be miserable when we can do our planning in comfort.�
I whistled to attract Alexis� attention. She also needed some warmth and food. I said, �Princess Elizabeth. We were going to meet her in Andover.�
�No, she was going to find us, remember? We were going to make it easier for her, but she will ask, and people will tell her where we went. But if nothing else, she will go to the destroyed city of Mercia to look at it, which means she will ride through the City Gate at the port and we�ll hear of her arrival and chase after her.�
The idea of the inn was perhaps the best Kendra had ever had. The moisture of the wet blanket had bled through to my shirt and then to my skin. My pants were wet. My hair hung in limp wetness and water dripped into my eyes making them sting. The world was wet. I was as cold as I�d ever been. The wind picked up, and the air felt even colder.
I helped her mount by holding the reins of her horse, and we rode, our heads bowed down to protect us from the wind directly in our faces as if it wished us to go the other way. My teeth chattered. I wanted something to put over Alexis� face. I pulled the blanket over mine and closed my eyes. I rode blind, letting my horse pick the way.
The wind picked up, driving the rain almost parallel to the ground, the individual drops striking the bare skin on my face like pelting hail or pieces of sand thrown at me whenever I lowered the blanket to look ahead. The wet, wind and cold fought every step our horses took.
Later, I heard a startled child yelp in fear or pain. The oddity of the sound snapped me to attention, and my eyes opened. We�d ridden into a mother and two small girls with her who were struggling to walk in the same direction. They must not have heard us approaching in the howling wind as we came at them from behind. Kendra�s horse had bumped into the mother, and she had sprawled on the muddy road. A small child knelt beside her. Another watched from a few steps away.
We leaped off our horses and tried apologizing, but the woman simply picked herself up and encouraged her two girls to keep walking with a voice more dead than alive. Her eyes never looked at us. She told the girls to be strong, and all three tried pushing on.
The older girl was thin and limped with each step. She held her forearm in front of her eyes as she tried to move a few steps forward. She couldn�t continue. A blast of wind pushed her back several steps, but she gamely trudged ahead again without complaint. The youngest one was about six and almost as bad off as the other who was eight or nine.
I asked the mother, �Are you injured? Can you walk?�
�I�m fine,� she managed to say. �It�s them that can�t. They�re too young.�
Her intent was clear. Kendra gave me a nod. We could take the girls, one on each horse with us, and the mother could make it on her own. However, I didn�t believe it. The mother was struggling as bad, or worse than the girls. She was trying to send them on so they would live.
Our horses were struggling to stand in the rain and wind, lacking food, and mud sucking at their hooves at each step. They couldn�t carry all of us.
Kendra leaned close to my ear and yelled against the shrieking wind and driving rain, �Want to go for a walk?�
We placed the two girls on Alexis, the smaller one in front, and we pushed the mother up on Kendra�s horse despite their objections. Then we took the reins and walked. One step at a time, heads and bodies bent forward into the wind that pelted the tops of our heads. Now and then, I looked behind to make certain the little girls were still on the horse, finding them also leaning forward, their faces covered with my spare blanket. I took the lead.
Kendra followed Alexis and at times fell so far behind it was hard to see them. I trudged on, slower to allow them to catch up. Stopping was not an option, or I might not have the strength to continue. My legs ached and protested every step. Worst was my ears. They became wet and cold, and the wind tore at them. I pulled my collar so high a stranger would think me a part turtle.
Lightning split the sky. The girls screamed in fear, but weaker�or the increasing wind whipped the screams away and sent them back to Kendra.
The rumble of thunder followed, then another streak of lightning. My head was turned, and I saw the other horse and rider, but not Kendra with the reins.
I stopped and wondered as I waited, ready to rush back and rescue my sister. The horse was a shadow in the gloom and the sheets of rain. Letting go of Alexis to return was not possible. The horse might panic and race off with the girls.
The other horse pulled up beside me, and Kendra leaned down to shout at me. �She died. The mother died.�
I turned and walked without answering. One step. Two. The mother died and now what were we going to do? I didn�t know for the long term, but I did know that if we didn�t get out of the weather soon, we�d all die. There was no shelter, no houses, no hills or trees, and no gullies to hide in. We could return to Andover or continue on the Port of Mercia. Those were the only two choices. We were much closer to the port.
The day turned even darker, and the clouds grew heavier, and we struggled to make headway all day long, despite the previous times we�d made the same trip in a half day. Soon night would fall. The temperature would plummet. Shivering took control of my entire body and wouldn�t stop. Kendra pulled up alongside me and slipped down to her feet. Her hand touched my shoulder, and I knew she understood the dangers we faced. The wind grew even stronger, we were weaker and didn�t need to waste energy to talk, even if we could. She helped me climb into her saddle, and she walked.
We reached the City Gate of the port soon after dark and rode directly to the Blue Bear Inn. Nobody was in the stable to care for the horses, so we helped the little girls to the ground, put the horses inside with food and water nearby, and closed the gate without removing their saddles. We were simply too tired. Each of us took the arm of a girl and steered them to the rear door of the inn.

CHAPTER SEVEN 
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T he door latch wouldn�t cooperate and open for my fumbling fingers, so I weakly beat a fist on the oak. Someone opened it, and we stumbled inside more dead than alive. Several patrons in the dining room rushed to help before we fell face first on the floor. We were placed beside the roaring fire, hot stew and warm tea were spooned into to the four of us, and heavy dry blankets were wrapped around our shoulders. More logs were tossed on the fire. Questions were asked of us, but none that had to be answered that night. At one point, I either saw or imagined the little server who couldn�t stay away from me.
Water thinned the stew, and more food was spooned into each of us. Wine and tea warmed our insides as steam rose from our wet clothing. We dried in the heat of the fireplace that held more logs, and the flames leaped higher as people talked in hushed tones about the intense storm, the worst any had ever seen at this time of the year, or any other.
�It came up so suddenly,� one woman said.
Another contributed, �There are buildings blown down, they said. Whole buildings.�
A different voice said, �At least one ship sank right here in the harbor. The sailors walked ashore to safety.�
The inn shook with the gusts, and the wind tore at it, but other than a few shivers that may have been mine, it withstood the storm. While it might seem that there were other things to think about and do, such as caring for the two little girls, my exhaustion was so great that people had to continually wake me to spoon food into me. My eyes were unseeing. My mind blank. My body had given out. If the inn had been ten more steps away, I might not have made it.
I woke in one of the tiny rooms we�d rented, on the straw bed. Beside me, wrapped around one of my legs, and curled up next to my back were three other bodies, all of us snug under four or five blankets. One was Kendra, the others were the two little girls. They were all safe. I went back to sleep.
The second time I woke was because of the shifting of one of them. I opened my eyes to find an inquisitive little face looking at mine from a handbreadth away. Her hair hung in limp brown curls, her face was filthy, and a cut over one eye had bled and dried into a dark streak. But she smiled when I met her gaze.
It was the youngest. The older one and Kendra were still asleep. She pointed to her crotch. I carefully moved the covers aside and crept to my knees. The girl and I pulled blankets around us and in the early morning light we walked lightly out the back door and headed for the three outhouses. The wind had ceased. The air had warmed to almost pleasant.
After taking care of business, we raced back to the main dining room and to the morning fire a man was fueling, where we laughed and warmed ourselves in the new flames. Several of the other guests appeared and were happy to see us. I ordered hot tea and bread with butter and jam.
�I�m Damon,� I said to her as we sat across from each other at a small table.
She smiled at me. I wet a rag and dabbed the blood from her cheek.
�What�s your name?� I asked.
She smiled some more, tilting her head from side to side as if teasing.
The bread came, and after slicing and buttering it, I asked, �Jam?�
She smiled again, shyly and completely without comprehension. For the first time, the totality of her odd appearance struck me. Dark skin, thin features, brown hair�like my own. She didn�t seem to understand my words. On impulse, I said, �Kondor?�
She smiled wider and nodded eagerly at the word.
If I guessed correctly, the girl was telling me she was from Kondor and didn�t speak our language. That raised a hundred more questions. Perhaps her older sister could speak with us.
The girl climbed down and pulled her chair around the table in order to sit beside me. Then she climbed back onto it and started eating, the two of us ignoring the smiles and warm comments from the other patrons, some of whom I recognized as helping us from the night before. For at that time, the two of us were bonding.
We ate in silence while I tried vainly to understand what was happening. Was she mute? I didn�t want to draw attention to it if that was the case. A sideways glance at her reminded me of Kendra at that age so much a lump formed in my throat. A seaman stood at another table, finished with his meal and ready to depart.
�Sir,� I called to him as a thought occurred.
�I�m no sir, I work the riggings, but what kin I do for you?� The man was thin, near forty, his beard short and wild with a tinge of gray, and his eyes merry.
Stilling my pounding heart, and not wishing to throw too much information around in a common room filled with big ears eager to hear my business, I said, �I find myself in need of a man from Kondor, one who speaks the language. Would your ship happen to have such a man?�
�We would happen to have several,� he spoke loudly for the amusement of all the diners. �Would you prefer a scoundrel, a thief, or a cutthroat?�
A few chuckles erupted. I said in a voice to match his, �Are those my only choices?�
More laughter. He said, �Well, there is one deckhand you may strike an honest deal with. Who shall I say he is to ask for?�
�Damon. Send him here this morning, if you will. If there is a cost to your ship for his absence, tell your captain I�ll pay it.�
The sailor grinned. �If I tell that to the officers on my ship, they will find a suitable charge, but if I say nothing, they will only grumble. Which is it to be?�
�My pay should go to the one you send me�and he should split it with you.�
A woman clapped her hands and giggled as if watching a puppet play. The sailor touched the brim of his hat with two fingers and departed with a smile. I spread more jam on bread, and my new little friend at my side ate it as if she�d never had a sweet before. From the adoration in her eyes, I was her new hero, then she eyed another slice of bread and pooched out her lower lip to beg for more.
To top off my day, the little redheaded waitress appeared with a pair of mugs filled with warm, fresh milk. She sat down at our table and pinched off a hunk of bread for herself. �Damon, who�s your new girlfriend?�
Now, that was a leading question if I ever heard one. I could tell her it was my daughter and I�d never see the redhead called Flame again. I could tell her she was my little sister and then the question of why we didn�t speak the same language would quickly appear and make me a liar. Admitting I didn�t know who she was seemed a better response than at first.
In short, I was tongue-tied again, a rare happening. Kendra and the older girl emerged from the hallway with the rooms, and her eyes found first me, then the server sitting with us. Her fake smile fooled nobody.
�Care to introduce all of us?� Kendra said with a honeyed voice directed at me.
She had me stumped. I didn�t know the name of the little girl, as she well knew, but that wasn�t the reason for her question. She was fishing for information to see if I�d managed to break the language barrier. To forestall having to explain, I said, �This is Flame. I�m sure I mentioned her to you more than a few times. And if you�ve forgotten, you met her when we stayed here last time.�
Flame was giggling at my response. She understood Kendra was teasing me, even if she didn�t know the specifics. She stood and offered her chair to the older girl and asked what they would like to eat. I quickly asked for sausages and hard bread, along with butter and preserves for all of us. The milk would do for softening the hard bread. For some reason, withholding the information that we didn�t speak the same language as the girls seemed appropriate.
When Flame departed, I asked Kendra, while looking at the older girl, �Can she speak our language?�
Kendra shook her head. As if he had perfect timing, a skinny man with a missing tooth entered the dining room, peered around, and strode directly to me while observing the room as if he�d never been in an inn before. He wore the floppy brown pants favored by sailors, a thin tan shirt, and a cap with a chin strap to hold it in place in high winds or rain. The pants were not a fashion statement. If a sailor fell overboard, they slipped off easily instead of getting wet and heavy and dragging him to the bottom.
He asked respectfully, �Would you be Damon, good sir?�
His speech had a hint of an accent, and his manners and attitude were friendly if reserved. I stood, reached out and shook his hand and asked if he�d eaten, yet. He hesitated, but finally accepted my invitation to sit and eat with us.
I�d watched his eyes as he approached, and they told me a story although I wasn�t sure what. They had darted around the room and then to each of us four, clearly puzzled. There was no sign of recognition, but a clear sense of familiarity between him and the girls. Picturing myself in his place, he�d been asked to go to the inn in search of me for a reward by speaking in his native tongue. He�d know me by name, not appearance. He may not have been told it was about his language, so he was confused when he found a table of four who seemed to be from his homeland if judged by their appearance.
As he sat, he muttered a phrase that was probably to say thank you, and both girls responded instantly with an answering phrase. I pushed the plate of sausages in front of him while saying, �My sister and I do not know your language, customs, or anything else about Kondor. We wish to learn all we can this morning.�
Again, the puzzlement showed as he glanced at the girls who had responded to his statement, then he selected a single sausage and placed it on the plate in front of him. He said as if suspecting a trap of some sort, �I�m just a poor sailor.�
�Who speaks two languages,� Kendra said more harshly than made me feel comfortable. �Which is more than we do.�
We were trying to learn from him, not drive him away. His reaction was the same as a dog that has been kicked too many times. His arms drew closer to his chest in a protective mode, his gaze fell to his plate, and he sat still. I said, �Please eat. Our first request is that you ask the names of the two girls.�
He cast me another odd look that we didn�t know their names, which was a reasonable response, then he turned to the older girl and grunted what may have been a question. She replied with a bright smile, �Anna.�
Simple enough. He turned to the other, the one that snuggled up next to me. She replied, �Emma.�
Again, simple�if you knew how to ask in words they could understand. Anna and Emma. Similar to names in our language, only the emphasis on each was slightly different. Instead of speaking each name as an entire one-syllable word trailing off at the end, they were two distinct utterances. Emma became Em-ma, with the emphasis on the first part. An-na the same.
�And your name would be?� Kendra asked him.
�Penna.� He said before he stuffed a large bite into his mouth and chewed while his eyes watched us.
He�d used the same inflection for his name, speaking the Pen portion harder than the ending, which remained as a second syllable. �Tell me something about Kondor,� I said. �The weather, for instance.�
He chewed faster and swallowed. �Hot. Dry.�
�You�re wondering why that question was asked,� Kendra said. �We have never been there. Now you�re wondering why not since we look as if we sailed directly from Kondor. Is that right?�
He nodded, his eyes on his plate as if wondering was a sin. I continued in a pleasant tone, �So it is hot and dry?�
�It�s located on the north edge of the brown lands far to the south, across the Dire Sea.�
At last, a full sentence. He spoke almost without accent, if a bit rushed. Another large bite of sausage disappeared into his mouth. Kendra said, �But you want to know about us and have not asked. My brother and I are from the Kingdom of Dire, from Crestfallen Castle, in the north. We are on a mission ordered by Princess Elizabeth, fifth child of our good king. We have never encountered anyone from Kondor. Does that answer your questions?�
His eyes went to Anna to Emma. To his credit, he didn�t ask about our relationship with them, but he still had unasked questions.
I said without him having to ask, �Obviously you still have things you wish to know. We rescued these two girls along the road during the terrible storm yesterday. Their mother didn�t make it. We know nothing about them and wish to have someone talk to them for us. Where is their father? Where do they live so we can return them home or send them to their relatives? We will gladly pay for your services since you speak both languages so well.�
He hesitated, then relented, �I will spend the morning with you for no fee�for their benefit. Then, I must return to my ship to catch the tide.�
�That should be fine, Penna,� I said, trying to pronounce it as he did.
�Ask about their father,� Kendra said. �He must be frantic.�
He turned to Anne and spoke softly. She answered. He asked another question and waited for her response before turning to me. �The father died during the voyage here. Their mother was trying to find a way to return to Kondor but had little money.�
�Do they know anybody in Dire?� Kendra asked.
He turned to them, and we allowed him to carry on a short interrogation before he shrugged in our direction. �They do not know anyone here. Worse, they do not know the names of anyone related in Kondor.�
�Like you and me,� I said to my sister.
�Too much like us,� she said with a roll of her damp eyes. Kendra turned to Penna. �You interest me. For a common sailor, you speak our language almost like you were born here, and you seem to speak Kondor as well. That strikes me as odd.�
He blushed, then said, �I was not always a poor sailor-man. There was a time when I served a wealthy patron, and he wished to travel to Dire, so he paid to have me learn your language.�
�Your teacher must have been really good,� Kendra said.
He closed his mouth and pursed his lips. His eyes went to the door as if looking for a way to escape.
�Wait,� I said. �You can go, of course, but please tell me why we�ve upset you.�
His body relaxed, and my distinct impression was that he still intended to run for the door, reach his ship, and sail away. Now, he fought for words to tell me something difficult. He both wanted to tell me, and he didn�t. The subject had been a compliment of how well he�d learned our language, nothing more. However, there had to be more to his story.
He glanced around, made sure our table set apart from others, and he lowered his voice. �My master paid a mage to teach me.�
�A mage using magic as a teacher?� Kendra asked. �I�ve never heard of that, but it makes sense.�
�Yes, he used magic to make me learn. Not a punishment, but he twisted my mind until I knew the right words. The pain is still with me on dark nights.�
�That must have cost a lot,� I said. �You must have been an important servant.�
�My master thought so, too. That was a long time ago, and unfortunately, his wife had feelings for me and . . . Well, here I am today sailing the seas and hoping to never encounter him again.�
�How about her?�
�That is a different tale,� he grinned, briefly. �But not for today.�

CHAPTER EIGHT 
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A mage had used his magic to teach someone a language? I�d never heard of such a thing nor considered the possibilities. Now I reconsidered and reviewed what I knew. The normal skills of mages included making rain in dry spells, increasing crop yields by scaring off crows, and impressing the public with displays of lightning and thunder. They were part huckster, part showmen, and part magician. Most were usually found in the immediate company of kings or other powerful people, offering insights and recommendations. Mages were part of the inner circle that ruled Dire. Their views often decided what laws should be passed, who should inherit wealth or position, and why.
The idea that a simple sailor would have an important mage teach him a language via magic was unbelievable in the context of what I�d seen. No, not unbelievable, but unheard of. That a mage had taken the time to perform such a menial task�money or not, didn�t make sense. Things outside of the norm were usually either lies or of little interest to me. Since Penna knew both languages, and there seemed no benefit to him telling a lie to an unknown, so my instinct was to believe him.
I looked at the missing tooth and wondered why the mage hadn�t replaced it while teaching him. Perhaps he�d lost it after. A sailor�s life was not an easy one. However, a lot about Penna was not adding up in the usual manner, and after our experience with Stata, the husk of a dead man controlled by a mage was still fresh in my mind. Perhaps I was simply too cautious after the experiences of the last few days.
As with many things, the simplest way to find out was to humbly ask. �Did you ask the mage to fix your tooth?�
�I had all my teeth back then, and all my hair, and women thought me a handsome young man. You mentioned the mage storm yesterday.�
�Mage storm?� I parroted, having never heard the term.
�The storm, yesterday. It was unnatural, and most sailors believe a mage created it. A ship arrived in port only this morning and was surprised at the wreckage around the city and the two ships that sunk in the harbor. The arriving ship never even saw a drop of rain, but their winds ceased about the time our storm began as if that wind removed from them and it was used here.�
Kendra scowled and burst out in disbelief, �A storm caused by a mage that was directed here, and the wind stolen from somewhere else so it could be used against us?�
I cut in before she spewed too much personal information in her anger. �I know mages can cause rain to help during droughts. Except for the severity, this was no different. Two sunken ships, you say?�
He nodded fiercely. �Both tied to piers right here in port. The crosswind put them on their sides, and their hulls filled with water from the open hatches and sank. They can be pumped out, and the ships will sail again�however, I�d be surprised if either returns to this port. Sailors are a superstitious lot. They lost a few of the crew to drowning, but that is to be expected with a storm like that. Never seen such a thing.�
We sat in stunned silence, reviewing what little we knew, as the girls remained quiet, sensing the importance of the conversation.
�Penna broke the awkward silence. �What are your plans for the girls?�
�Why do you ask?� Kendra said.
�My captain might offer you a fair price for them. Young girls at the auctions in Kondor or Valance bring good money.�
�They sell girls?� I burst out so loud everyone in the dining room heard me, and several heads turned, probably to ascertain if I was offended or interested. My hand reached for the hilt of my sword, but I was not wearing it.
�And boys. Somebody has to pay for their keep, right? They work and have places to sleep and eat, a good deal for both owners and slaves. Not really much different than working on a ship, if you ask me.� He reached for another sausage, and my impulse was to stab the back of his hand with my new knife. Instead, I drew a calming breath and attempted to continue the conversation in a friendly manner. �At first, you assumed all four of us were from Kondor?�
�That I did. Fooled me with that one,� he answered with a smirk while chewing with his mouth open. �But good manners prevented me from asking about it. Your personal business is yours.�
The older girl said a few words. The sailor looked at Kendra. �Outhouse. You should learn the word. Perhaps I can provide a list of common words you might need . . . for a small fee.�
Kendra pierced him with the same expression she used on me when unhappy. He seemed to shrink in size as she turned to the older girl and said in a clear voice, �Outhouse.�
The girl mimicked her. Only then did Kendra stand and take the hand of the girl and walk outside, and I had no doubt the word would be repeated enough times on the way to the facility in the rear that the next time Anna needed the outhouse, she would know the word. She would also teach it to Emma.
�Did I say something wrong?� Penna asked me when they were out of earshot.
�No. Tell me more about the sudden storm. Have you ever seen anything like it?�
�Nope.�
�Ever hear of such a thing?�
He shook his head and peered at the ceiling for a moment. �People are saying it was a killer storm. Too big for a single mage, so it had to be several working together, probably intended to kill one person they were angry with, if you ask me. At first, we thought it was focused on a single ship, but that can�t be because it was not the center of the storm. It was worst between here and Andover, they say, on land where there are no ships. Please don�t accept my words as facts, I am only repeating rumors heard on the docks this morning, and they are not the most reliable.�
Asking him that while Kendra was out of the room had been smart on my part. The storm was pointed right at us, as I had suspected. However, how that fits into the overall picture remained unclear. �Does Kondor get many visitors? Other than sailors, I mean.�
�A few. Less than there used to be. There�s money to be made there, silver and copper mines, and fierce soldiers to be hired. But in Dagger, the capital, there�s also plenty of sunshine, fresh water flowing down from the mountains that is dammed several times, and the water behind each spread into beautiful lakes with the greenest trees and parks at the edges. Hot as hell, but a body can cool off with the water mists from the lakes.�
�Is there a king?�
�Used to be one. Years ago. Now a council rules.�
Kendra returned with Anna. They sat, and Kendra turned to the older girl and motioned for her to speak with a wave of her hand. Anna spoke to Emma, and the younger one said clearly, �Outhouse.�
Kendra made as if to stand, but Emma shook her head fiercely. Penna said a few words that included �no,� and Emma said, �No outhouse.�
Penna added, �She says she has already been there.�
Reluctantly, I saw the wisdom of his suggestion about the common words. �Penna, can you write?�
�Very well.�
I sent Flame to get pen and ink. To Penna, I said, �A full copper for a list of everyday things, as we talk. I�ll spell the words as you pronounce them instead of you writing them. That way, I will say them correctly. Now continue with the description of the council that rules Kondor.�
Kendra remained quiet and played a few silent hand games with the girls before taking them for a short walk to the stable to care for the horses. Her intent was to allow the two of us to talk uninterrupted, and for me to glean as much information as possible in the short time we had.
He said, �No need to pay me for the list, after all. I was wrong to ask, and I apologize. I should not try to earn money from the misfortunes of the girls. Since we no longer have a king or royal family, the council rules. We call it the Council of Nine, although we do not know how many are on it, nor who they are.�
�You don�t know who rules?� I asked. �How can that be? I mean, they make laws and tell you what to do, right?�
�Not directly. There are assemblymen who relay the laws and wishes of the Council of Nine, and there are constables who enforce them. Assemblymen also act as judges and assign a punishment to those who disobey. Constables carry out those punishments.�
Like a kingdom ruled by a hermit king or an ill king who has appointees handle the daily business, and the palace guards see that things are kept in order. An uncomfortable idea slipped quietly into my mind, as quiet as a house cat on a morning hunt just before leaping on its prey. The thought came on stealthy little feet, then sprang. Our ill king of Dire. He clung to life, but if he died, the Heir Apparent ruled�unless he too died in an �accident� of some kind or became ill himself.
The next in line for the throne of Dire was a boy of seven, and of course, a Royal Regent would be appointed until the young king came of age to rule on his own. That Regent�s identity hadn�t been decided, of course. But, with four mages living at Crestfallen, could one or more of them influence who would be appointed Regent? The obvious answer was, yes. It seemed so easy. So predictable. And so unpreventable.
Once the Regent ruled, anything could happen. He ruled in place of the king. To ensure the kingdom provided the best for the subjects, a group of regent rulers might eventually be appointed. Perhaps they would call themselves the Council of Nine. Just like Kondor. Exactly like Kondor.
As Penna talked and provided common words and short phrases, my pen scratched and added brief meanings to each. Most were either common actions or the names of everyday things. When the first sheet was filled, there were the names for beds, sleep, food, cold, hot, pain, and more. Twenty words. I turned the parchment over and soon had ten more.
Penna abruptly stood and gave a slight bow. �My ship sails soon. I must go.�
On purpose, I allowed him to almost reach the door before rushing to his side and shaking his hand, as I palmed two coins for him in exchange for his services. I�d offered to pay, but he failed to remind me. It told me more of his character than a hundred words.
Kendra and the girls had returned and remained seated, quietly listening. It was as if the girls had understood the seriousness of our talk. Now they grew restless. I glanced at my sheet and found the right word to say. Food?
The word was Kondor, but no matter. My pronunciation must have been close enough because both nodded their heads rapidly. I said, �Yes?�
�Yes,� they parroted me.
A glance brought another serving girl to our table. After ordering, I glanced at Kendra and continued my instruction with the girls. I held a hard cracker out. �Yes?�
Emma snatched at it, but I was faster. Again, I said, �Yes?�
I broke it in half and handed her one part. Then I held it out the second part near her and said, �No,� as I suddenly pulled it back to me. We played that game until both girls knew and understood the meaning of those two words. We were well on our way to communicating.
Kendra sat and watched, amused when either of the girls outsmarted me. Our games were more learning than play, but that does not mean we didn�t have fun. Kendra finally said, �We should go down to the docks and try to find another sailor from Kondor.�
I looked at her out of the corner of my eye as I said, �So, you�re interested in sailors, now?�
I dodged the swipe of her hand. As we sipped wine and planned, the red-headed serving girl eased up beside Kendra and in a low tone said, �Princess Elizabeth is crossing the causeway from Andover to here. She will be at the City Gate soon.�
We leaped to our feet and started out the door so fast in our excitement that at the door I forgot Emma and Anna. Turning, I found they were not that easy to lose. Both were right on our heels, giggling and laughing at my startled expression in finding them so close.
There are times when my mind works in reverse. I see things differently. Only the day before, the girls had lost their mother, and not long before that, their father. Yet, they were laughing and teasing. Too young to understand.
That might be true, but like Kendra and I, one day in the not too distant future, they would wonder who they were. How they arrived. Did they have brothers, uncles or aunts? They would know a sense of something in their lives that was missing. They would long to search for it.
At that moment, I knew we were going to Kondor.
I also knew that my sword in our small sleeping room was of little use if I didn�t wear it, and I sorely required practice. The bow was with the sword. I�d never used it to shoot a single arrow, not even at a target. Kendra needed practice with her throwing knives. While berating myself for those failings, the truth emerged from the depths of my mind. We simply had not had the time. However, we needed to make time.
The single wide street that wound through town held a myriad of people in the late morning sunshine. Wagons rumbled past with loads destined for the holds of ships, passing others emptying the same holds with cargo from across the Endless Sea. Sailors stumbled down the cobblestones after a night of revelry, trying to walk straight to reach their ships despite their headaches. Other sailors almost skipped with excitement as they departed their ships intent on having at least as good a time as those returning.
Young women leaned from second-floor windows to encourage sailors to spend their coins at the taverns below them. Barkers in front of doors talked up the games, sport, drink, and women within their establishments. There were also carpenters, buyers, sellers, purse cutters, bakers, butchers, and stores selling clothing, trinkets, souvenirs, weapons, and sailcloth. The city was a scene of mad confusion. I loved it.
The road to Andover technically began at the City Gate, an imposing structure made of local stone that spread across the causeway at the point where it joined the mainland. The causeway was a raised roadway from the Port of Mercia to Andover, where goods could travel in both directions along a well-maintained road. The huge wooden gates wouldn�t keep much of an enemy out, but they were more a symbol of the importance of the port.
Before reaching the City Gate, we passed three roads that went down to the river�s edge where the piers had been built, and where the ships loaded and unloaded cargo. Out in the slow-moving current of the wide river, eight more ships were anchored, waiting for their turns. Three were tied to the piers.
We ignored all of them and walked at the same casual speed as the others strolling the street until we reached the gate. Looking ahead, we saw wagons and people walking to and from Andover, a steady stream in each direction. There was no sign of Elizabeth.
A bakery had set up a small booth where it sold sweetcakes. Another sold water with lemon slices. We purchased both and introduced the girls to sweet and sour, obviously not tastes in their usual diet if the expressions on their faces were any clue. We laughed, watched other people out walking in the spring sunshine after the terrible storm, and kept an eye on the road to Andover.
A young farmer on muleback trotted into town waving his straw hat to attract attention as he called, �Princess Elizabeth is coming! I passed her on the road a short time ago!�
His words were as if another storm rolled in. People hurried to locations where they could better see her, others ran to tell friends and families of the event. Sailors hurried to their destinations, and the streets were cleared of wagons laden with cargo so she would have a clear path. The entire city transformed in moments. Now there were people lining both sides of the street, all of them watching the gate she would come through. It had transformed from a working day to a party atmosphere.
Kendra leaned closer to me. �This is a big event, one they will talk about for years.�
�Why?� I asked.
She gave me one of her sour looks, silently telling me I�d asked about something I should already know. When I shrugged, she relented, �A member of the royal family may have never visited the port in all of history. Most of these people have never seen a prince, princess, king, or even a duke. Remember, even you and I are minor celebrities.�
Since Kendra and I had been eight or ten, we�d seen�and interacted with royalty daily, as if we were part of them. My eyes shifted to the girls. We were more part of them than Crestfallen royalty. We interacted with royalty, but we were never part of them. The realization chilled me.
Princess Elizabeth and the king had always treated us fairly and well. We�d been given extraordinary lives compared to other orphans. We ate with royalty, talked with them, and lived with them, but it was always them. Never us. Our positions were gained more by accident than design or birth.
I said, �All this excitement, just to catch a glimpse of her.�
Kendra seemed to be having thoughts parallel to mine. She scowled. �You and I rode in and were looked at as heroes because I freed the dragon and destroyed the old city of Mercia. A dragon flies above the port to watch me and keep me safe. The people are thrilled.�
�And a princess approaches and the entire port is in turmoil.�
Kendra�s fingers curled into angry fists. Emma reached out to hold her hand and the fingers uncurled, and she took the tiny fingers and interlaced them with hers. Others may not have seen the simple gestures, but she was my sister, and I noticed them.

CHAPTER NINE 
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P rincess Elizabeth rode a tall horse of a dark brown color, the coat so glossy and silky it almost looked like it reflected light. The polished hooves lifted daintily as if the horse danced when it moved. She sat tall and easy in the saddle, with a small troop of soldiers riding behind, two-by-two. Elizabeth rode at the head, unconcerned with appearance or propriety. Her clothing was ordinary, heavy pants and shirt, not homespun, but not far off. A brimmed hat held a raven�s feather, the ancient symbol of Dire royalty.
I watched the rear, expecting to see the guide we called Tater, but did not. Although she was still some distance away, the combination of the horse, her plain dress, and the feather warned us. She was proceeding as a princess performing her royal duties, not as our friend. There should have been a mayor or dignitary to greet her.
Instead, there was the pair of us�and the pair of little girls we�d rescued.
Kendra stepped closer to me and said in my ear, �Allow her to pass without greeting.�
�Any idea what this is about?�
�Only that a horse that has traveled hard all the way from Crestfallen should look weary and dusty,� Kendra said. �That horse was recently brushed, the saddle polished, and her pose is royally aloof.�
�Aloof?�
�The only word that comes to mind. Remember, she knows nothing of us freeing the dragon, or the destruction of Mercia. She may have heard part of it, but there is no telling what wild tales are running in circles in upper Dire. She will let us know our place. Until then, we wait.�
I couldn�t restrain myself as Elizabeth drew nearer. �Everyone in the port knows we�re with her.�
Kendra shushed me with a finger held to her lips. �She may not know. This grand entrance may be part of a state requirement.�
Which meant the king had ordered it. When we had departed Crestfallen, the king was too ill to delegate such an order. Princess Elizabeth rode past the City Gate�and us�without so much as a glance in our direction. It would have been hard to miss us, standing alone where she rode within touching distance. The royal escort, many of whom had gambled and lost their pay to me in times past, did the same. It was a well-rehearsed entry into the Port of Mercia. There was no doubt she had used stern words with them about how to react to us.
We stood, much as the rest of the people, off to one side as she rode past. People cheered and clapped, others bowed or curtsied. All were respectful. She rode down to where the roads leading down to the piers turned to the left, and she took the first as if she knew exactly where she wanted to go.
The procession of soldiers followed. She rode directly to a newer looking ship, the hull is narrower, the two masts taller. It was in conflict with the wide-bellied cargo ships with two or three shorter masts. She dismounted and walked up a wooden ramp that bounced with each step. A man at the top spoke briefly with her, and she entered a small door.
Behind her military procession, and until now unnoticed by me, were pack animals, and soon chests and crates were carried aboard.
As we stood watching, along with most of the entire city, a swarthy man shouldered his way between us. Turning to admonish his rude manners, his face was familiar. From Crestfallen. He was a common worker in the castle, a supervisor of small jobs and a man I�d seen a thousand times, yet never spoken with. He leaned closer and covered his mouth with his hand as if yawning. He said, �She sails with the afternoon tide. Book your passage now.�
He slipped away into the crowd unnoticed by all but us. Kendra had missed the short conversation. A sailor stood a few steps away. I moved to his side and said, �Excuse me, but can you tell me how to book passage on a ship?�
He pointed to a few business fronts facing the ships near the pier. �Booking office. One of them, depending on where you want to go.�
Taking Kendra by her elbow and anticipating the girls would keep up with us, I quickly wove through the crowd and into the first door. A man sat behind a counter, a pen in his hand. �Sir, can you tell me which booking office handles that ship the princess just boarded?�
�Winston Ventures, next office,� he pointed a finger to his right without looking up.
Outside, Kendra said, �What are you doing?�
�A message was passed to me. We�re to book passage on the same ship.�
She nodded, and we opened the door to find a small woman wearing a permanent scowl. Kendra said, �We wish to buy passage on the same ship as Princess Elizabeth.�
�To what destination?�
After a slight hesitation, she said, �Where is the princess going?�
�Now, how would I know that?�
Kendra said, �Okay, what is the most expensive passage I can buy? And where will it get me to?�
The scowl faded into a sly grin that indicated no humor. �It will get you right back here if you buy a round-trip ticket.�
�Then sell us a ticket to the farthest port�without the return trip. Three cabins, the nicest you have available, please.� Kendra managed to keep her tone civil.
Consulting a sheet in front of her, the woman ran a dirty fingernail down the entries. �Sorry, only one cabin available.�
�We�ll take it,� I said.
The woman looked up with a hint of compassion in her eyes for the first time. �You haven�t sailed before, I take it?�
�No,� I admitted.
She spread her short arms out wide, then adjusted the span to a narrower length. �The cabin is this wide. Two hammocks to trice, one above the other, so you have enough room to change your mind if there are only two of you. It�s below the waterline, so it�s wet and it smells of rot and mold.� Her eyes went to the girls.
Kendra said, �The girls go with us. We�ll manage in the cabin.�
�Extra cost for food for four. I don�t know how four will fit into the cabin at the same time. You might consider sleeping in shifts, but it�s your cabin if you have the coin.�
Kendra pulled her purse and waited. The sour-faced woman calculated her numbers. She gave Kendra the price and my sister counted out the exact amount before saying, �The king�s exchequer will review the cost before reimbursing me, of course.�
�Oh, there may be a miscalculation, I fear.� She scribbled a few more numbers and quoted a far lower number.
�When may we board?� Kendra asked with a superior tone now that she had caught the woman trying to cheat us even as she gave us good advice.
The woman handed her a signed receipt and said, �Any time before midday, but I�d suggest you spend part of that time gathering food for yourselves since you have not had the pleasure of sailing and the food served. Apples, smoked meat, hard crackers, anything that will help you avoid the ship�s food. You can�t cook on a ship, of course. Fires sink ships.�
It was good advice. On the way out, I left a half-copper on the counter and received a wink in exchange for her suggestions despite her attempt to cheat us. We went shopping, gathering the recommended items as well as a few others. Kendra tracked down the royal escort officer and told him where our horses were. She ordered him to take charge of them. She also explained Alexis was a gift from the princess and she would expect the horse to be treated as such. He assured us he would see them returned home safely.
I wished to return to the inn to say goodbye to Flame and gather our belongings from the watchful eye of the innkeeper. I needed my sword and new bow if nothing else. Kendra wore her new double-ended throwing knives, of course. We hurried back and reclaimed our belongings but saw no sign of Flame. Instead of eating there, we opted for a hot meal of stew in a restaurant near the waterfront with a view of the Gallant, the ship we would sail on as the tide turned. The current would help us move down the river, and out into the sea, we were told.
Not understanding our intent, the girls giggled, ate, and laughed out loud as I mispronounced words on the sheet in my hand until I suspected Penna had provided the wrong ones. However, Kendra assured me that was simply the way girls of that age acted when any adult made a simple mistake, and they knew the answer.
We sat at a small table on the wooden walk outside where we could watch the Gallant, hoping to see the princess and further hoping another passenger would arrive at our side and explain her actions. Instead, we saw cargo lifted by a crane and placed in the holds. Sailors did seamanship things, painting, cleaning, and repairing all manner of ropes, sails, and lashing cargo on board. When the ship sailed later, most of the work would be finished. For now, it all seemed confusing.
When the last of the cargo was aboard, and the activity on the pier slowed, we knew it was time to depart the restaurant. We gathered our few belongings and our sacks of food and walked down the slope to the ship where a man with gold braid on his sleeve waited impatiently at the top of the ramp for us.
�We were beginning to wonder,� he said in a voice with an accent I�d never had heard, a sort of twangy way of pronouncing each word. His eyes glanced cautiously at my sword and bow, both of which were carried in my hands instead of worn.
Kendra said, �We were told the ship wouldn�t sail until midday.�
�And here it is,� he said in a snide voice. �Midday. You�re the last to arrive. I am the ship�s purser.� Then he turned to another sailor and told him to lift the gangplank and standby to remove several lines from the pier. He turned back to us and continued, �We�ve been waiting a short while and would have soon sailed without you. In the future, please arrive well before we sail. If you�ll follow me, I�ll escort you below to your quarters. Were you told the cabin you�re assigned to was intended for two? Ah, two people of very limited means.�
�We were,� Kendra said shortly. �We�ll make do since it is all you have available. And thank you for waiting. We didn�t know the ship was ready to go.�
He moved across the deck with easy familiarity, dodging workers in one area, and circling wet white paint in another where there appeared to be layers and layers of paint. He opened a door, and instead of standing aside as manners on land dictate, he ducked and entered first. We trailed behind in the narrow passages and down a fixed wooden ladder one deck below, then another. The passages on the lower decks were so narrow we all had to turn sideways to move, and the question of accommodating obese people came to mind. Were they denied sea travel? The obvious answer was that people who could afford a steady diet of good food wouldn�t book passage below decks.
Ahead, a crewman approached and opened a cabin door to stand aside while we passed. The officer moved to the end of the passage and opened a door with a numeral two on a dull brass plate. Across from it on the other side was number one. Ahead of him, the passage ended with the point of the bow. We were as far forward in the ship as possible.
The cabin, if it was proper to call the tiny space that, was smaller even than the booking agent had indicated. The outer wall of the cabin was the hull of the ship as it bent sharply forward to the bow, and it slanted downward and inward, leaving barely enough room for our feet if the door was closed. The ceiling brushed the top of my head.
The forward wall and the rear had stout iron rings mounted, one above the other. At the forward rings hung two hammocks. The obvious solution was to stretch the hammocks to the rings at the rear for sleeping. There was no porthole. The air was thick and smelled of things better left unspoken. However, a metal chamber pot with a hinged lid explained part of it.
Kendra raised her chin slightly, an action that must have been difficult under the circumstances. She wouldn�t complain, therefore neither would I. If the girls could speak our language, they would have made up for both of us if their expressions were accurate indicators of their adverse feelings.
The officer excused himself and crabbed back down the passageway. Kendra looked at me and said, �At least we won�t forget where our cabin is located. Here, give me your bag of food, sword, bow, and we�ll try to organize things a little.�
At first, I believed her joking. There was nothing and no place to organize, from the little I could see, which was all of the few things we�d brought aboard in the tiny space. However, I was wrong again. On the forward bulkhead protruded several random nails of various sizes. She consolidated the food into three bags, using a method to sort that wasn�t apparent to me, and hung them. Our heavy outerwear was likewise hung, and she strung the hammocks while examining them critically for insects or filth. The dirty, heavy canvas had been white a long time ago.
I said, �There are four of us.�
She shrugged as if the number didn�t matter. �The hammocks are big enough to hold large men. Anna and I will share the top. Since you are larger, you will share with little Emma.�
The solution was understandable and probably the only one we could reach. However, there might be others. Of the two that came to mind, the other was sleeping in shifts and sleeping on the deck if it was allowed. �I�m going to take a walk around the ship.�
�Take Emma with you. Until we get off, she�s your shadow.�
Kendra�s imperial tone displayed her inner anger and frustration at our circumstances, not me. I said, �Emma,� in the way of Kondor, �Come with me.�
I took her hand and pulled her along the narrow passage to the ladder. Her clothing, like that of her sister, was sturdy and a poor imitation of ours. The pants were a tad long, her blouse made of the same thick material, and the stitches tiny which indicated care or cost. She climbed up first. At the top, I pointed to the door leading to the outside, and clean air. Once out there, a crewman muttered as he coiled ropes, �Passengers to the rear.�
There were at least a dozen people crowded into a small space at the stern where they were out of the way of the working crew. The Gallant was still tied to the pier, but the air above decks was clean and breathable if the smells of tar, salt water, and too many people in too small a space were ignored. The ship was fairly new, perhaps a few years old. My mind wondered what stenches would fill the decks below on ships ten years old.
Emma still had hold of my hand. There was little enough room to move about, but she clung to me like the last peach of the season on a low branch. Elizabeth was not in sight. She had probably taken the captain�s quarters for herself, and therefore had a cabin ten times the size of ours. If she and the girls, or one of them, moved in with the princess, the tiny cabin we had would seem almost spacious.
My second idea was to locate the officer who called himself a purser. He was the one who had directed us to our cabin. Despite his arrogant and rude ways, if the ship sailed and someone failed to board in time, there might be an empty cabin we could buy.
The number of people on the pier had fallen to a handful. Men stood beside the ropes as large around as my wrist, ready to cast them from huge pilings and free the ship. Sailors rushed around the deck, some had already climbed the masts, and others stood ready to perform whatever duties came their way.
As for me, I�d never been on a boat of any kind, not even one on a lake. The only ships I�d ever seen were within sight of me now. The ship Kendra and I arrived on when children if we�d arrived in Dire on a ship, was an unknown mystery and lost to time, so I excluded it.
Emma squeezed my hand to draw my attention. I glanced down at her innocent face. She furrowed her eyebrows in a comical expression and tilted her head to one side, indicating I should look in that direction.
Curious, I turned casually. A man, another passenger, stood there. His eyes had been centered on me. In a guilty fashion, he abruptly turned away when he noticed me looking at him. Even more curious, he rudely shouldered his way past a woman and disappeared behind another door I hadn�t noticed.
�Thank you,� I said to Emma, smiling as I did. She returned the smile.
My experience with children was minimal�actually I didn�t care for them, to be honest. They were loud, silly, not very smart, and often dirty. Emma impressed me as a child who was different. She�d noticed the man watching me and had let me know of his interest in a way that let me see him before he bolted. She didn�t talk all the time, but she didn�t speak my language, so maybe that didn�t count, but my feelings said that if she could speak, she wouldn�t.
While thinking about those things, I kept a sharp watch for others on the ship with an interest in me or my actions. The sense about the passengers was of expectation, and I realized most of the sailors were now at their stations, waiting for orders so they could spring into action. A tension had built. The captain emerged from a doorway and stalked his way from the stern to the bow, checking this, looking at that, and ordering the men with waves of his arm and curt shouts. Other activity had been suspended during his inspection, then suddenly increased as a signal was sounded via a shrill whistle, and more orders were shouted. The lines were slipped from the pier and men pulled the dripping lines onto the ship and coiled them neatly. A single sail was dropped into place, the breeze filled it, and the ship slowly swung away from the pier as if in no hurry. An open boat with eight men at the oars pulled us into the current of the river before that line too was slipped.
The Gallant was free to roam the great ocean.
The motion of the ship subtly changed, the activity level of the sailors never slowed, and as more breeze filled the sail, and the ship leaned to the left and moved slightly faster than the current. We were on our way. My heart raced. Wherever the ship carried us, our lives had just changed, and I knew it.

CHAPTER TEN 
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I t should not have been unexpected. If I�d have had the presence of mind to think about it in advance, I�d have known, but the great dragon suddenly flew past our stern, her head turned to us as if she was searching for Kendra, which I was sure she was. The sight drew not only my attention, but that of the other passengers standing on the small deck, and that of the sailors. A buzz on talk broke out, excited but subdued chatter where hardly a single word was clear. Most of them had never seen a true dragon before, and probably most had never even seen a more common snakelike Wyvern.
That was an unfair criticism, I chastised myself. Wyverns were not to be taken lightly. They were the size of houses. Until the very day we departed Crestfallen Castle, I�d never even seen a Wyvern. My first had held me as spellbound at the people around me who watched the true-dragon fly past. It appeared nearly as large as the ship instead of a house, so their reaction was normal and should have been expected.
�Beautiful,� an older woman near me muttered, her hands held to her mouth in wonder.
A man beside her growled, �It won�t be so beautiful if it attacks and sinks this ship.�
�Oh, my,� she said, her voice fearful. �Do they do that?�
I caught her eye and shook my head. The great beast was flying closer, still searching intently. I reached out with my small magic and gave the woman the impression a mosquito had landed on her neck. Her hand slapped, and she examined her palm to see if she�d gotten it. That tiny action raised my spirits, and I felt like giving a wave to the dragon as thanks for allowing me to use her magic powers.
Emma had moved closer�and behind my leg. She wrapped both arms around my thigh and peeked out at the dragon as I watched the banks of the river slowly pass by. People on the shore paused at their activities and most waved. The ship picked up speed, and two other ships slowly sailed up the river. The same venturesome crowds stood outside and watched and waved to the other ships where most returned the action. It seemed a custom, or requirement to recognize people on ships. Perhaps it was a wistfulness to exchange places and go where the ship sailed from.
I listened to those nearby more than watched, as my eyes remained fixed far away. Eavesdropping is an art I�d learned early in my life at Crestfallen Castle, and I excelled at doing it. It�s all about the eyes, not the ears. Looking at a person told them you were listening. The opposite was also true. Not looking allowed them to freely express themselves as if you didn�t exist. People who were close spoke openly as I looked at other things, pretending interest. I learned the food on the ship was served to passengers who stood in a line, the dining room was far too small for the price we all paid for our passage, and the crew couldn�t care less. We who occupied cabins below decks would empty our own chamber pots, only over the stern, and only after testing the wind direction. Our valuables, of which we had few, were at risk because no doors had locks and thieves abounded. The purser had locked storage.
The breeze picked up, and the tilt of the ship increased, along with a few small rises and dips of the deck. My stomach gave a turn at another mention of food. I reached for a handrail. We neared the mouth of the river, and the ship�s movement made me queasy, so I went back to our cabin with Emma in tow. She didn�t seem bothered at all by the ship.
The narrow passageway and closed-in feeling made my stomach worse. Nearly stumbling into our room, I found coats hanging from hooks and the floor clear of all but the bedpan. Both hammocks were strung and occupied by sleeping women.
I gently closed the door again and said, �Emma, let�s go explore.�
She smiled as if she understood my intent if not the words. We went back out onto the deck and found we were still confined by railings placed on three sides. One was the rear of the ship where the contents of the chamber pots were dumped�and it smelled like it. Emma guided me away from it to the side railing of the ship where we watched the water curl around the hull which was almost as fascinating as watching a campfire.
A woman mentioned the galley, and we followed her to a set of stairs leading up. There we entered a room that might hold forty friendly people.
The tables were tiny, each with a lip around the perimeter which was to keep the metal bowls and tumblers from falling off in rough weather. I�d overheard that, too. Nothing was breakable. Chairs were bolted to the floor to prevent movement in storms, each so small they looked child-sized. I didn�t figure that out either, it was another valuable tidbit learned from eavesdropping and snooping on the conversations of others. Small chairs meant more diners in a smaller space.
The good news was they had food for passengers set out on a sideboard. Not that I wanted any, but Emma�s eyes bulged at the sight of piles of crackers, slices of yellow cheese, apples, and small, individual loaves of bread. I said, �Yes?�
�Yes,� came her hesitant echo. Food was a great incentive for learning our language.
�Yes,� I confirmed with a wave at the table laden with the food. My intention was to reinforce the few basic words we had scribbled on the paper until she knew and understood each. With luck, those would lead to more words.
A couple got up from a table, and we claimed it. It sat four, and a young man and woman with features much like ours stood in a corner and attempted to juggle their food as they ate while standing. I caught the eye of the man and pointed to our empty seats.
They came our way, smiling. He said something indistinguishable, and I shrugged, not understanding a word. Emma responded for us, and they sat. Her manners seemed to be impeccable. The woman asked her a question, and Emma replied without an accent, �Damon.�
Her introduction didn�t end there. They talked and ate, the eyes of the couple on me more than on Emma. Clearly, they expected me to respond in their language. The man stuck out his hand and said, �Damme.� He nodded to the woman, �Hanna.�
As with the girls and Penna, the beginning of each name was pronounced hard and after a slight pause the second syllable. I duplicated them when repeating the names. Emma seemed pleased to communicate with others in her native language, and I was content to sit still and hope my stomach would calm down from the ship�s motion. Overall, it presented an interesting problem. They could speak with Emma, she with them. I couldn�t speak with any.
Kendra and Anna entered the dining room, and we introduced them. Kendra asked if I�d been outside and noticed the dragon flying behind the ship. It was not really a question, but information passed to me in case others listened. We drew attention, both in the Port of Mercia and here. Somewhere on the ship, there was the man who boarded with us, the one who had watched me before slipping into the bowels of the ship. His presence bothered me, perhaps more than it should, but there were good reasons for my fears.
Not even we�d known of the voyage until just before sailing, so that precluded him from following us. We�d purchased the last cabin. That meant he had to have purchased his passage before us. Instead of interacting with those at the table, I lost myself in trying to catch up on what was happening. We were not on a social voyage, but one with possibly deadly consequences.
Emma touched my leg to draw my attention. Damme and Hanna were standing to depart, and I�d been absently rude while my mind was elsewhere. Kendra and Anna were holding up my end of the table-talk. My mouth muttered something inane as I smiled and glanced around at the other tables searching for the unknown man who had watched me.
After our experiences with mages and the various forms they�d used to attack us, my outlook was overly suspicious. Inwardly, I knew the more likely reason for the earlier stare had been the recognition of a man who has spent a night or two in the port of Mercia, and where everyone knew us by sight. His curiosity for my presence on the voyage would be natural.
That�s what I tried to tell myself. It�s not what I believed. There is an odd thing about the eyes of a person. If all others are looking at you in a crowd, all but one person, that says there is a reason. If one person refuses to look, it is usually because they do not want to make eye contact. After that follows the obvious question of asking why? Then there was his unusual action in avoiding me by entering the doorway to the passenger quarters.
Kendra said, �Are you going to remain in this foul mood for the entire trip?�
�There was a man looking at me on deck.�
�Did he do or say anything?�
My attempted eyeroll was to be a duplicate of hers when she was upset with my stupid questions, but it failed in one way or another as both Kendra and Anna fell into fits of laughter. I decided the sea air outside might clear my thoughts. After standing and taking a few steps, I remembered Emma. Looking around, I found her at my heels, also smiling.
The wind struck as the door opened, almost pulling it from my fingers. We stepped out on the deck and saw water. Both sides. No land in any direction as far as I could see. Suddenly, the ship felt very small. The motion of the deck was steady as if the wind pulled it along and it couldn�t roll. It was easy and restful. The popping of the sails, the tapping of rigging, and the shouts of orders to the seamen were all reassuring.
An officer stepped up beside me. �Excuse me, sir. Are you feeling all right?�
�It was just a little closed in.�
�Ever been on a ship?�
I again hesitated. I may have when a child. On impulse, I concentrated the air behind the officer and pushed it forward at the officer. His cap tilted, and he reached for it without thought or concern. I said, �No, this is my first time.�
�Destination?�
�Dagger, the capital of Kondor,� I said lamely, planning to explain little else. The magic with his cap was not so much a trick as it assured me the last dragon was nearby, even if I couldn�t see it, or at least near enough for my small magic to work.
The officer said, �Good weather for this time of the year. A squall here and there, but they usually don�t last long. It�s the rolling of the surface when a good storm kicks up over a few days that get to passengers.�
�I�ve heard of that. How long is the voyage?�
The officer cast me an odd look as if I should know the answer. �Five days to Trager, six more to Vin, which is located in southern Kondor, of course. Not much there to see, but we carry a little cargo and make the stop about twice a year. Then three more days of easy sailing to Dagger.�
Princess Elizabeth opened the door and emerged with a personal guard. Her eyes didn�t find me, and she wandered to the railing and looked out to sea, much as I had been doing. That action told me to restrain myself and not speak to her until told. Kendra had been right in her assessment of Elizabeth�s actions. Still, it was odd to ignore a woman who had shared her private quarters with my sister and me for ten years. She must have had a good reason.
If she had not wished us on the voyage, she would have said so, and at the first port where we stopped, she would have placed us on a return ship. But she had sent word for us to purchase passage. The problem we, Kendra and I, had was simple. We didn�t know what was happening or why she acted that way. We would put our trust in her as always.
�Trager,� I said the name easily to him. �I�ve heard of it. Have you ever been there?� That was a complete lie. The name had been a stranger yesterday, but at my mention, Elizabeth stiffened, and her head cocked. She was listening to us.
�Many times,� he boasted. �It used to be a favorite port of all sailors. The waterfront was as wild as the women if you know what I mean. The city was ruled by a king too old to walk, but he wouldn�t give up his crown. Those were the good days.�
�And now?� I asked with a familiar chill descending over me. Trager seemed to have a similar story as Dire, so far.
�The eldest son now wears the crown, but they say he is a weakling only interested in his wine and women. Meanwhile, the city goes to ashes. At least three great fires have about destroyed it, or parts of it. The people are starving.�
�I don�t understand.� My confusion was not contrived.
He rolled his eyes back as he noticed some minor infraction or mistake by one of the sailors on the main mast. With a scowl, he called, �Secure that bitter end.�
A sailor reached for the end of a rope swinging free and fastened it to a ring with a couple of loops. That gave me the opportunity to glance at Elizabeth from the corner of my eye. She had moved a step or two closer but still watched the endless sea and a few gulls circling and calling for scraps.
The officer said, �Pardon me. Where was I?�
�Telling me about the fires in Trager,� I prompted.
�Oh yes, damn pity, but what else can you expect when the crown doesn�t pay for basic services? No constables, no fire brigade, and even the tax-men left their positions for lack of pay. The city went lawless for a while, and a fire broke out near the center and burned most of the taller buildings.�
�You said there were three great fires.�
�And many smaller ones. Over a period of a few years, the central part of the city almost destroyed itself.�
�Then, why is this ship going there?�
�Profit. There are six passengers on the ship who paid handsomely for the ship to divert enough to deliver them. Normally, we�d just hit Vin and then Dagger, a nice triangle for carrying passengers.�
�No freight?�
�Not to speak of. This ship was built for passengers, and she sails faster than any cargo ship. Listen, we can talk later, but I have to check the entire topside before dark.�
After he�d left, I realized we hadn�t exchanged names, which was a shame. A talkative officer would be a valuable source of information.
Elizabeth said to the man at her side, �Our destination is the third port the Gallant will put into?�
�Yes, Princess.�
�I will wish to go ashore in the first port, the one called Trager.�
�We will be prepared to escort you. There are tales of danger and lawlessness in that land, and you may wish to reconsider.�
�No, I plan to meet with two old friends there, in private. When they know I�m ashore, they will doubtlessly spy on me and know to meet me at the place I desire.� She turned and entered a doorway that indicated it was for first-class passengers only.
Hopefully, her cabin was far nicer than ours. But, the conversation with her bodyguard outside, within earshot of me, indicated she was more speaking to me than him. She wanted Kendra and me to follow her ashore in Trager and meet in secret. How she intended for that to happen, I had no idea.
Glancing down, Emma was still at my side, grin intact. My parenting skills were sorely lacking, but her skills at staying with me and remaining quiet were exceptional. It could be that she was a quiet child or just her lack of speaking our language, but that didn�t strike me as accurate. The girl knew when to be quiet and to remain out of sight with adults.
�Emma, why don�t we go over our list of words one more time?� The sheet of paper came from my pocket and threatened to blow away in the wind. I held it carefully and knelt at her side, starting with the word at the top. Twice she anticipated the following word and said it in our language, we had done it so many times. I started again, this time with the word at the bottom and worked my way up.
�So, this is where you two hang out,� Kendra�s voice chided me. She held the bedpan while Anna tried to keep as far away from it as possible.
A crosswind was blowing, and my instinct was to tell Kendra about it but had learned not to anticipate problems with her. She resented my interference and took it as belittling her. Of course, if it was something she didn�t know, and I failed to mention it, I was also wrong. It was the same with Elizabeth. Life as a male in a household dominated by a pair of young women is a trial.
At the corners of the stern of the ship were scuppers for the purpose of disposing of the waste. They were funnels a few feet long designed to send the contents on their way with the wind, however, with a stiff crosswind blowing, a person not wishing to wear the blowback would use the one downwind. She made as if to use the wrong one, but just as my words began to emerge, she smirked and changed and used the other.
She returned to my side, her eyes lowering to the bedpan. �Have you inquired as to the needs of Emma?�
To quickly change the subject and attempt to hide my ignorance and lack of parental duties, my explanation was, �Elizabeth was up here for a few moments. When the ship reaches port, she wants us to follow her for a clandestine meeting.�
�Good. Maybe we can figure out what is happening. Did you decide what to do with the girls?�
�No. I guess they�ll have to go with us.�
�Really?� Her eyes rolled, and Anna giggled at the action. She might not speak our language, but she certainly spoke the language of women. �That�s the best you can come up with?�
�We have four days to figure that out before reaching port. You can�t expect me to learn everything the first day.�
Kendra relented. �I suppose you�re right. Can we eat an early meal and go to bed early? I�m exhausted.�
Anna hadn�t had much direct contact with me, not like Emma, but she took a step closer and took my hand in hers. She squeezed as she flicked her eyes to her left twice. I glanced that way and found the same man watching us. His head turned slightly, and he looked out to sea as he leaned on a railing�and refused to look back at me.
Her action was so similar to the one of Emma in the same circumstances, I wondered if their parents had taught it to them. In this case, the four of us, and him were the only people outside on the small deck. It is natural for a person to observe others, especially those with children. Most will say something pleasant�or sometimes not so pleasant, but in each case, they will address the adults.
He was not of Kondor, at least his features were not thin and tan like the four of us. He stood smaller than me but heavier, and older. His eyes were fixed on the water, but he could see us from the corner of his eye. From his tiny reactions to our conversation, there was no doubt he understood Common, the language of Dire.
As I was about to dismiss him from my thoughts, behind his head, a motion caught my attention. At first, I assumed it was a seagull, but the movement of the far-off wings was wrong for that. It was the dragon.
Without turning to look in the direction of the dragon, the man suddenly stiffened. His entire posture changed. He stood erect, and his fingers gripped the railing tightly as his head turned and his eyes searched. He found the dragon and watched.
What struck me, was that he had known it was there before turning. I was convinced of it.

CHAPTER ELEVEN 
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A nna had let go of my hand, but she had known something about the man was wrong and had quietly warned me. That was twice the girls had done it. He had known about the dragon before looking, but she had known about him before that incident. She had taken steps to make sure I knew of him, and she had done it in a way that allowed me to observe the man without warning him. Her actions displayed wisdom far beyond her years. Again, I considered that she had been trained.
He kept his back to me as he watched the dragon first catch up with us, then fly past the ship. It appeared to be flying in the same direction but would arrive long before us. I felt Kendra�s eyes on me and ignored her. While the man was near and couldn�t see me because of his turned head, I used the opportunity to examine him in minute detail.
Kendra was doing the same, and the girls remained quiet, sensing we were busy. My mind reviewed what little I knew about other passengers. Princess Elizabeth had boarded with only four guards. The man at the rail was not one of them. However, this was the third time we�d had an encounter, while most of the other passengers still remained unsighted. There was little doubt he was watching and listening to us, just as there was little doubt he somehow knew a dragon flew in the distance.
Four more people emerged from the passenger quarters to stand on the deck, while Kendra motioned for us to follow her. She went to the tiny dining room and stood aside in the passageway until a table freed up. Anna raced off to place the chamber pot back in our cabin. We found bowls and spoons in piles and nearby a vat of cold fish stew. A table held loaves of fresh bread that must have been baked in the port before we departed since there were no fires on the wooden ship.
At the table, Anna started a game of �what is this?� She pointed to her bowl and Kendra responded with the name. Then Anna turned to Emma and repeated the name as if she was the teacher. Soon they were identifying a chair, table, spoon, bowl, bread, and four or five other objects. They repeated them in an almost desperate manner as if determined to learn Common as quickly as possible.
Kendra said, as if reading my mind, �Most northern countries, especially those bordering the ocean, changed their language to Common hundreds of years ago to facilitate trade. Only a few southern countries did the same, and Kondor kept its own language.�
At the mention of Kondor, both girls reacted, twitching as if flies had landed on their noses. I said, �We�re doing this wrong. The girls are learning Common, but we are sailing for Kondor.�
�Meaning you and I should learn their language?�
I didn�t bother responding. The tone of her question told me any answer would be wrong. I ate instead.
She finally said, �You�re right. It won�t hurt for us to learn a little. She turned to Anna and managed to get her intention across. The girls liked that game even more. They pointed at something, and we identified it�or they laughed at our inability to learn. Our table drew more than one scowl.
I kept a lookout for the man at the railing, or any of Princess Elizabeth�s guards and found none. After we finished, the four of us went back on deck and watched the sunset with several passengers and then headed for our cabin. Emma and I stood in the passageway with the door open while Anna and Kendra climbed into the top hammock.
Then it was our turn. Emma climbed in like an experienced traveler while I struggled to both close the cabin door and get into the hammock. I couldn�t bend over and close it, nor could I stand because then the people in the upper hammock prevented me from climbing in because of the narrow space. Besides, if I managed to get into it, I�d crush a ten-year-old girl.
I was about ready to leave the damn door open when a giggling Emma slipped out and motioned for me to get into the hammock first. I did as she directed. She pulled the door to her, and climbed into the hammock with me, while still holding the door open only a little, and then closed it.
To my surprise, the hammock was large and roomy, with plenty of room for us to lay side by side. As long as I didn�t touch the hull where water slowly seeped between the heavy planks, we would remain dry, but I wondered how well that would work during storms or heavy seas. Within moments, Emma was asleep with one arm thrown over my chest.
�How are you doing up there?� I asked.
Kendra shushed me and said, �Anna is sleeping, and I almost was. Now be quiet.�
Offended, I thought of several scathing responses, but before I settled on one, the rocking motion of the ship put me to sleep. When I did wake, Kendra was using one foot on my hip to balance herself as she climbed down. She pushed the door open, and the light of the lantern in the passageway woke me. A tiny elbow dug into my ribs every time the ship rolled. I heard footsteps on the deck above and the creaks of the hull, along with the rush of water on the outside of the hull a handspan from my head.
�We need a routine for using the chamber pot,� Kendra said. �Only one of us will fit in here at a time, and I need to use it.�
At first, I thought her joking. It was the middle of the night. But, no. The tiny size of the cabin prevented the use of the chamber pot unless two of the other three left to stand in the hall, the third remained in the top hammock. We were not alone in waiting our turn at chamber pots. There were others awake and impatiently waiting in the passageway, the stench growing more alarming with each breath. Since our cabin was below the main deck, and partly below the waterline, little fresh air ever made its way down there.
I decided to make it my highest priority to find the purser and secure at least one more cabin upon docking when hopefully a few passengers departed. Until then, we�d make do if nobody wished to share a cabin. Perhaps I could offer a reward. After using the chamber pot and taking Emma�s hand, we left the other two alone in the cabin while we watched the sunrise.
While I was eating breakfast with Emma, the purser stuck his head inside, and his eyes found me. He walked directly to our table and said, �It has been suggested that you might wish to pay for an unclaimed cabin.�
�I would!�
He smiled as if he understood, but unless he�d been ordered as punishment for committing a grievous crime to stay in our cabin, he had no idea of the hardship a single night had caused. He said, �After you are finished eating, try to locate me.�
�What�s wrong with now?� I said as I wondered why he had sought me out. We had made no complaint�but Princess Elizabeth probably had on our behalf. Eating could wait.
He chuckled and said, �Well, then. Come along then. You can eat later.�
The cabin was inside the doorway leading to the passageway for first-class passengers. We walked down a well-lighted and clean-smelling hall where I didn�t have to turn sideways to shuffle ahead. Unlike ours, the entire deck was well above the waterline, and I suspected no leaks would weep trickles of salt water on the inside of the hull. The damp, musty, closed smell was lacking. He opened a cabin door that held a pair of small beds, one located above the other, an area to stand, a storage area for our things, and drawers under the lower bed. I couldn�t get over it. There was room to actually stand and dress. A curtain slid aside to reveal a small area set aside for the chamber pot, which sat on a small built-in stool with a rim around it for preventing accidents during rough weather.
Best of all, there was a tiny porthole, no larger than my outspread fingers, but it allowed daylight to enter, and a hinge on one side suggested it might open to clean air. The glass appeared thick and cloudy, but wonderful. �We�ll take it.�
He told me the cost of the cabin upgrade, which I assumed much of it would go to line his and the captain�s purses since the price of the cabin had already been purchased by someone who missed the sailing. The owners of the ship would be no wiser. I paid before he could get out of sight and sell it to another. I made no attempt to bargain. We shook hands as he assured me it was mine until reaching the second port in Kondor, and the only question that remained was if I was going to tell Kendra about it.
I used my magic to form a puff of air to move aside the curtain over the porthole, which assured me the dragon was again nearby as well as letting in more light. Before, the dragon had to be close, at least within sight, and usually near enough hit with a thrown rock to draw on its powers. Of course, that was after the mages were killed or run off. Earlier, my whole life, my magic was always present, even at the far end of Dire. From five day�s walk, her essence was always present.
As the purser happily departed the cabin, we remained, and my mind continued to churn over the same subjects. After Kendra freed the dragon, it was true that I had to be nearly in contact with it, or my magic was missing. Now, the dragon flew at a distance so far away I could not see her, and my magic worked. I wondered if that was true of other mages. There were two options. One was that I was becoming more sensitive, and the other that the dragon was becoming stronger or more readily gave up her essence to me. If she shared with others was an unknown.
We still had not eaten breakfast, and Emma was scowling at me for standing in the center of the cabin and looking at the featureless ceiling with pleasure. We left the wonderful cabin, which was smaller than the closet at Crestfallen where I kept my collection of boots, capes, coats, and hats.
The comparison gave me pause. Life is all about perspective. Many things are. The idea had crept into my mind without warning or precedence. It lingered as I adjusted my thinking to account for it. The boots I wore might not be my favorite pair, but they were better than being barefoot. For each item that sprang to mind, there seemed to be a worse alternative.
The food in the dining room was cold, bland, and dry. Salted fish and stale bread, along with warm water from a cask that tasted of age and algae. No wonder the woman at the ticket office had suggested we provide our own food to supplement the ships fare. However, using my new insight that things could always be worse, I had to admit that salted fish and stale bread was better than going hungry.
Before Kendra and Anna joined us, two of Elizabeth�s guards quietly entered. They ate and departed. Both were well known to me, and I had spoken to the taller of the two on several occasions at the castle. The shorter one had practiced his swordsmanship with me under the instruction of Nate, the Royal Weapons-Master. Neither showed me the slightest recognition. To anyone watching, they would think us strangers. Elizabeth must have given them strict orders about Kendra and me.
No sooner had my sister and Anna sat than Emma began an animated conversation with her sister. No doubt, she was spinning a tale of the wonderful new cabin. Kendra looked on, amused, but not understanding a word.
A pretty young woman at the table next to us caught my attention�more than the usual attention I paid to pretty young women. She also had the features of Kondor, but the woman she sat with was plump with light brown hair and fair skin. I had not seen anyone from Kondor who was not thin, and that struck me as another odd fact. It seemed a morning for insightful revelations.
The conversation the two women had earlier had been about their fear of storms at sea and the boredom of travel by ship. I�d heard it clearly, but now she listened to our girl�s conversation and giggled. She understood their language and the look she flashed my way said she understood that I hadn�t told Kendra about the new cabin.
�Excuse me,� I said as I leaned back in my chair to speak to them. �I overheard earlier that you are bored, and I have a need to learn a few words spoken in Kondor so I can speak with these two.� I motioned with my hand. �There is a chance for you to put some excitement in your days, and I can learn a new language.�
The one from Kondor said with a sly grin, �I might put some excitement into your days . . . or nights.�
Both of them thought that retort immensely funny, far funnier than me. Not to be put off, I flashed a smile intended to win them over. �As I said, I have a need to learn a few words of your language. Will you help?�
The humor faded as her eyes flashed from the girls to me and back again. �Don�t they speak Common?�
�No.�
The one from Kondor screwed up her face in puzzlement and said, �How odd. My name is Ella. Normally, I�d refuse your request, but you have a story to tell, I think. Something interesting to trade for language lessons. Care to walk me around the deck? I hear they�ve opened the port side for passengers.�
That meant little to me, except that instead of the tiny area at the stern, there might be additional places to walk with a pretty girl. How could I refuse? �At your convenience. My name is Damon, my sister Kendra. And these two are Anna and Emma.�
Ella nodded to her friend as she stood and extended her elbow for me to escort her outside. �Emerald.�
As we walked to the door, I heard Kendra invite Ella to join her and the girls. I concentrated on getting to know Ella. Once out the door, the breeze struck us, a stiff, damp wind that came off the morning water like a slap in the face with a wet cloth. The ship was coated with dew, mist, or water. Every surface beaded as if sweating on a hot day. The deck was slippery and while supposedly supporting Ella by giving her my arm, more than once she rescued me from falling.
My first task was to attempt a small bit of magic and succeeded in whisking away the accumulated water from a railing I wanted to lean on. My second was to search for the dragon. How far and how long a dragon could fly were unknowns to me, but all day yesterday and all night seemed unlikely. It was a question that needed investigating because it said when my magic was available, and when it was not.
Ella and I made small talk, as she steered me down a small flight of stairs and onto the left side of the deck, nearly to the bow. The other side was still roped off, open only to working seamen. We huddled together for lack of proper outerwear, but I was willing to sacrifice myself if she held me close.
She finally asked the question that was on her mind, �What is your relation to the little girls?�
�We don�t know,� I answered honestly, then relayed a short version of rescuing them in the storm, without mention of dragons, mages, or enemies.
�So, without a mother or father for them, you decided to travel to Kondor where you do not speak the language, know no one, and hope to perhaps locate their family?�
�When put that way, it does sound strange.�
�Indeed?�
�There is more to our story.�
She smiled. �I would hope so.�
�My sister and I were orphaned in Dire when younger than them. We have often talked of returning to Kondor to search for our roots.� The story was mostly true and sounded good to me.
She said, �One would have thought you�d prepare by learning the language.�
�It all happened so fast,� I explained lamely.
�I see,� she said in a cold manner that said she didn�t. However, she said a word I didn�t know and waited for my response.
I repeated it, and she corrected me, then explained I�d said �hello� in a friendly manner, to an equal. She leaned over the side and watched the water race along the hull in a curl of white. To her, it was probably beautiful. To me, it said more water seeping between the planks and running down the wall of our small cabin, through the weep holes in the floor until it reached the bilge and hopefully a pump sent it back into the ocean. She stood and said a phrase, then told me it asked for a person�s name. I repeated it. She went back to �hello� and returned to ask for a name.
The morning sun burned away the dampness, and the ship sailed in front of a brisk breeze. The wake behind was flat and straight. Before I knew it, we were joined by other passengers, all leaning on the rails or strolling along slowly, talking and smiling at everyone they passed.
Elizabeth was out there too, ignoring us as usual, and Kendra brought the girls out to enjoy the weather. I felt I needed to share the information about the cabin with my sister but refused to cut short my language lesson. Besides, Ella seemed to like me, and I hated to deprive her of my company on a lonely sea voyage.
After we shared a meal of stringy meat and cold vegetable stew at midday, she said she had to return to her friend. Kendra and the girls were sitting on a hatch cover, and they were teaching each other words, but my mind was a tangled mess. I did remember the greeting and used it as I approached. Both of the girls were impressed, and Anna tried to correct my accent.
�Say, where is the dragon right now?� I asked softly.
She pointed. �Way off in that direction.�
I moved a few strands of her hair to tickle her nose. When she wiped them away, I did it again. Her eyes came alive.
�Really?� she asked.
�I don�t understand two things. First is the distance, and the other is how is a dragon staying in the air for so long?�
�We need a map,� she said. �Or, you do. Go find an officer and ask to be shown one.�
�Just like that?� I asked.
�Want me to do it for you?�
I heard a snicker of laughter and glanced behind. Princess Elizabeth was within hearing range. Her sense of humor was often at my expense. The next time we practiced our combat skills, I wanted her as my opponent, and then we�d see who did the laughing. I turned back to Kendra and said in a slightly elevated voice, �I�ll go, but only if you stop acting like spoiled royalty.�
The snicker behind me changed to a choked-off burst of laughter as Elizabeth tried to smother it by pretending to cough. She always could take a joke.

CHAPTER TWELVE 
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F inding a map was easier than expected. The sailor I asked, told me there was a map with the ports of call for the Gallant hanging on the starboard side of the passenger lounge. I�d have known that if someone had told me there was a passenger lounge. A small sign on the outside of the door informed me it was only for first class passengers. Since I�d rented the new cabin, that would now include me.
I opened the door and entered a wood-paneled room filled with leather sofas, padded chairs, small tables, and food on a sideboard. A glance revealed two kinds of nuts in bowls, purple and white grapes, crackers, and smoked fish. There were small kegs of wine and ale. The room was surrounded on three sides by small windows, but so many of them they almost appeared as one continuous view.
Above the food hung a large framed map on the wall. Someone had used a pen to mark a dashed line between the four ports the Gallant served. I quickly found the Port of Mercia up the river, and followed the dashes to Trager, then along the coastline to Vin and finally to Dagger. A dashed line then returned to Mercia.
The route had taken us from the port out to sea and across it, nearly to the land opposite. A small indication said, �Day One.� It took a full day to sail across. However, a dragon could fly much faster, and while it looked like a fair distance, it didn�t appear impossible. Part of the way across was a cluster of small islands. If needed, the dragon could have rested on one of them.
Following the route on the map again, the Gallant would sail for three days to the west and south, then follow the coastline, but it would probably be out of sight if the markings were accurate. Trager, Vin, and Dagger were all located along the same coast. The dragon could simply parallel our course on dry land if it was trying to remain with Kendra as we suspected.
�Going to Trager, are you?� a gruff voice asked from beside me as he glanced at where my finger touched the map.
A man of perhaps fifty held a plate piled high with slices of smoked fish and crackers. He nodded to my finger and the half-moon Bay of Trager on the map. I said, �No. Well, yes, with the ship, but that�s not our final destination, I mean. We�re going on to Dagger.� I was careful to pronounce it with the Dag portion said softly and ger harder.
He asked, �Even been there? To either?�
�No, I�m trying to learn all I can about them.�
�Name�s Bandy. Grab some fish and a mug of sour ale and let�s talk.�
Bandy settled at the end of one of the small sofas, facing a chair with a table between us large enough to hold our drinks, but we balanced the snacks on our laps. He said, �I do a bit of trading, so know the locals like my own. What can I tell you?�
�Well, since we go there first, what�s with Trager? I heard it has had several fires.�
He stuffed a whole slice of fish into his mouth and chewed. A swig of ale and he said, �Plenty of nearby mountains covered with trees for timber for lumber. Built the whole damned place of wood, they did. Narrow streets, wooden shingle roofs, hot summers to dry out the wood, and cold, dry winters, so lots of fireplaces sending up sparks.�
�I see.�
�Not by the tail of any crowing rooster, you don�t.� He ate again, his eyes angry. �City went for hundreds of years without burning, not like the last few, anyhow. People were careful. Helped each other when there was a fire. Men were trained on what to do, and there were supplies.�
�What happened?� My puzzlement was obvious, but I didn�t care.
�Politics, some say. Others blame it on the Wyverns. There are even tales they spat fire and burned it. First, the Wyverns arrived, then the fires started. Before, they had been rare, the Wyverns and fires.�
A heaviness settled on my chest. Wyverns, mages, kings losing their thrones or dying, unknown committees of rulers. The story was repeating a pattern, and his tale confirming what I�d heard from a sailor. The details were slightly different, but the story the same.
�The king?�
�There is one if you can call him that. He�s the unseen man in the high castle. Rumor says he�s drunk and womanizing all day, every day, but most of us suspect he�s long dead.�
�But doesn�t he make the rules? Enforce the laws?�
�The laws come down to the people from his ministers. As the number of jobs diminishes, men and women sign on with the crown�s recruiters to work the mines. Can�t say as I�ve ever seen any return.�
�You leave a lot unsaid,� I told him.
�And suggest you do the same if you should decide to go ashore. Keep your mouth shut, don�t carry any valuables or a fat purse, and be back on this deck by sundown. Now, I have an appointment with my pillow for the first of my naps today.�
I held up my hand to stall him. �Can we talk about Vin and Dagger at another time?�
�Gossip? Of course, but it would be nice if you�d share a story or two with me in return. Nothing like gossip going both ways, know what I mean?�
He left me sitting there.
A woman wagged her finger to draw my attention. When I noticed her, she scowled and said, �I wouldn�t put too much credence in what Mr. Bandy says, if you don�t mind me saying so.�
�Why is that?�
�He doesn�t even live there. I don�t think he�s been ashore in Trager for three or four years. My husband sits on the Trager city council, and half his job is trying to prevent vicious rumors like Mr. Bandy spreads. Trager is a wonderful home, and yes, there are problems, but where are there none?�
�I see,� my voice answered while my mind decided which person to believe. It didn�t take long, if only because I didn�t like her haughty manners.
The map on the wall drew my attention again as she strutted away. Thinking back, we�d been told it would take five days sailing to reach Trager, six more to Vin, and another three to Dagger. I�d heard a ship sails at about the same speed a person or horse walks, but there are differences. Ships do not have curves in the road, nor hills to climb. For the most part, ships sail in straight lines, and they don�t stop for eating, sleeping, and detours. They don�t sail fast, but they do it all day, evening, night, and morning. At a guess, a ship travels four times as far in a day as a man walking along a road, maybe a little more if you include stops to speak to other travelers, eat, ask directions, and rest.
So, to get a better perspective, I multiplied each day of shipboard travel by four. Using that as a guideline, it would take about twenty days to walk to Trager, assuming I could walk over water. The idea was silly, but the comparison gave me a better understanding of nautical distances. We�d traveled from one end of Dire to the other in five or six days, the most travel I had ever done. Since boarding the ship the day before, we�d already traveled that far again.
The dashes on the map indicating our route had us near the shoreline. Even though I couldn�t see it, somewhere on that shore was Kendra�s dragon, as I�d started calling it in my mind. I knew that because my mind asked questions like an open book lying on the table. I needed to turn a mental page and go on to the next. I did.
Examining the map intently, I noticed again that Trager sat on a huge, round bay with mountains to the north that reached the end of the map. However, tracing the line upriver indicated that the large river went inland to the foot of the mountains. There two rivers converged in a Y. One flowed along the base of the mountain range, but the other went up between the mountains, where several smaller rivers joined it here and there. But the main river continued deep into the mountains.
My eye moved up higher on the map a little and found the beginnings of another river that flowed south until it met with another and another. The space on the map between the heads of the two rivers was small. One flowed north to Trager, the other south. Although there were few designations on the map, I knew a mountain pass when I saw one.
Most of the way to the top of the map sat the small city-village of Vin and at the top of the map, the capital, called Dagger, a name with a built-in warning. The map was confusing, at first, because Dagger, the city furthest south, was at the top. Modern maps have standardized with north at the top, so I assumed the map was a copy of an old one.
A glance out the windows of the salon revealed the front of the ship and most of the main deck. My sister and the two girls were up and walking. Getting a little exercise and staying out of the damp, moldy cabin with the two filthy canvas hammocks, was my estimation. A wise choice for people who didn�t know of the other cabin.
I felt the need for a nap. The constant, but gentle movement of the ship treated me like a child�s cradle. A spacious cabin awaited. Another glance out the window and I knew the cabin would never be mine. There was room in it for three people, all female, to live comfortably. The hammock without a pair of women hanging in my face all night was the best I�d get.
My dilemma was simple. Sure, I could sneak off and nap, but sooner or later Kendra would suspect something amiss, and that would be my downfall. She could always tell when I lied, either by active words or by omission. Catching me in such a lie would cause her wrath to descend upon me like a black blanket over my head on a moonless night.
�A tiny sound drew my attention. I had been alone in the salon, and someone had entered silently and crossed most of the room in my direction. Without conscious thought, my magic drew moisture from the surrounding air and spread a thin film over the wood floor behind me, then used ambient cold to freeze it.
The sound of a foot slipping and a body striking the floor came next. I turned. A man sat there rubbing his leg. He didn�t attempt standing. His fingers slid over the thin layer of ice, a puzzled expression turned to me. His eyes lifted to meet my cold stare. It was the stranger who had been trying to spy on us.
�Nicely played,� he drawled as if chagrined and amused simultaneously.
�You have been watching me. Now you tried to sneak up on me.�
�I have done those things, I admit.�
His simple, but elegant answer and admission took me by surprise. �Why?�
�Princess Elizabeth ordered me to protect you and your sister�without your knowledge and at all cost. Two problems arose from that. First, there are four of you, and I had to assume she also wanted the two girls watched. Second, you managed to spot my interest in you almost from the beginning. My reputed skills say I�m better than that.�
�It was an accident,� I said while holding out my hand to help him stand. �Damon.�
�I use many names. Today, let�s use Will, as in I will do a better job of watching over you than I have in keeping myself hidden.�
�Okay, Will, it is. Now, is it your duty to report to the princess?�
�Sadly, no. My orders instruct me to remain at a distance from her, and of course, watch over her, also. However, she is not aware of that being part of my commission.�
His story confused me. �I thought she hired you.�
Will smiled, �Yes. As well as her father.�
�I see. If he did that, does it mean his health has improved?� My question caused my breath to choke while waiting for an answer.
�He seems a young man, again. Full of fire and spit. And he is angry, which is why the princess has been dispatched on a secret diplomatic mission to Kondor. Depending on the outcome of her mission, Dire may be at war within days.�
My relieved breath whistled between pursed lips. The man served two masters but had confided more to me than he should have. I told him so.
His eyes darted around the empty room before he answered. �If I had not told you the whole truth you would have found holes in my explanation and not trusted me. My intent is to do exactly as the princess ordered, and the king�s instructions do not prevent me from accomplishing that, or both. It does not explain why a patch of ice is here on a warm day, in a location that caused my silent approach to be revealed.�
My eyes looked at him in a more appraising manner. He stood shorter than me but wider. We were within a few years of the same age, yet he acted with confidence beyond those years. Besides, neither Elizabeth nor the king would have hired him unless there was more to him than I saw. I ignored the questions about the ice and my magic. �Who are you?�
�Just a man humbly serving his crown.�
That was not the whole truth. �If I wore my sword, for which I�ve earned some reputation, and drew on you, what would be the outcome?�
�I would take it from you and spank your bottom with the flat of the blade.� His answer had been confident, immediate, and believable, despite my training. Few could compete with me, yet I believed him. It hadn�t sounded like a boast.
My lips curled into a grin. �And yet you cannot stand upon the deck of a ship in a calm sea?�
�Almost as if you had a hand in my downfall, Damon.�
His response was too quick. I acted confused. �My back was to you.�
�So, it was. Have you noticed any other cold places on the deck?�
�I can�t say I have. Now, is it your intention to skulk around for the entire voyage watching over us like a nanny and her charges?�
�It is.� He paused, then continued. �Ignore my attention. Don�t draw attention to me, but you can discuss this conversation with Kendra, and suggest that she seek me out if she senses any danger. Princess Elizabeth asked me to relay her pleasure that the two of you managed to book passage.�
�And she will wonder at the two girls. Tell her that their mother died in a storm and they have no relatives in Dire�a condition we couldn�t ignore. If she has any suggestions, we�d love to hear them.�
�I cannot approach her any more than you.� Will shrugged as two elderly men, each carrying a glass filled with amber ale, entered the salon while talking too loudly, and disagreeing on the speed of a racehorse. Each seemed ready to back up his beliefs with wagers of gold. Their red faces and veined noses told of years of distilled spirits. They ignored us. We ignored them, and each other.
Will gathered a handful of food, as if that was his intention in entering the passenger lounge, and quietly slipped away without notice. I�d wager neither of the two men could identify him if asked, he blended in so well.
My thoughts of a nap fled. Kendra and the girls were walking near the door that led to the salon. I went down the narrow stairs and emerged almost beside them, drawing a questioning look from my sister.
�A cabin went unclaimed. I purchased it.�
Her face lit up. �Show us.�
A few minutes later they were giggling and cooing at the new cabin. Each girl had claimed one bed, leaving Kendra with none. That would soon get sorted out with two small bodies in one bed and Kendra in the other.
I, on the other hand, looked forward to swinging alone in my hammock, but in truth, that didn�t seem like such a bad outcome. I would have the tiny space for myself, the room above my face to breathe, and no other small body crowding me. I wouldn�t have to exit the cabin so another could use the chamber pot at night. No, it was not all bad.
We moved their belongings, and my weapons to the new cabin and I strung my hammock to nap the afternoon away and allow my mind to clear itself of the tangle of interconnecting thoughts confusing it. The idea that my magic worked again made me feel at peace and confident.
Also, having Elizabeth on the ship was reassuring, as was the furtive presence of Will. While she hadn�t spoken to us, I knew she would when the time was right. �I owe myself a nap. Any objections?�
Kendra smiled sweetly in the way that sisters often do when about to torment a brother. �No, go right ahead. I don�t mind watching over these two trouble-makers while you sleep your days away.� Her hand indicated Emma and Anna.
I tried to duplicate her simile. �I thought you might feel that way. Enjoy your spacious and dry bed while I swing in my damp hammock. Alone.�
�You don�t have to be alone. I�m sure Emma would enjoy a nap, too.�
Before she could convince me to allow the youngest to accompany me, I turned and retreated out the cabin door, down the passageway, and out into the fresh salt air. The breeze was brisk. The idea that there always seemed to be a breeze at sea occurred and was dismissed as too complicated to consider until later. I strolled the port-side deck all the way to the bow and back, saying hello to fellow travelers and watching for any who acted in a suspect manner.
There was nobody recognizable, despite that there were only about sixty travelers on the ship. The breeze whisked us along so fast I heard the sound of water rushing past the hull. The ship had very little movement, other than tipping to one side�but it remained tipped and sliced through the water like a sharp knife.
Making my way to the tiny bow-cabin reminded me of how dank, dark, and small the lower deck was. I ducked to avoid beams, and when I opened the door, rivulets of water trickled between the boards of the hull and dribbled into puddles at any obstruction. My fingernail raked off the surface of wood that had rotted while my other hand unhooked the lower hammock and strung it fore to aft.
While the dreary space could be cursed and deserved to be, in truth in a perverse way, I liked it. The hammock gently rocked me to sleep again. I could get used to sleeping in one. The gentle swishing of the water rushing past kept me asleep long after intended. When I woke, my mind felt refreshed, and I went up to the main deck and walked as I made small-talk with the other passengers. Later Kendra and the girls appeared, and we ate together.
By the third day, I was ready to leap over the side and swim for shore, just to have something different to do. The walks on the deck were about the same distance as across our apartment at Crestfallen Castle, without exiting the door. There was no intrigue, nobody to match wits with, and Elizabeth steadfastly ignored us. There were no books to read, no music to listen to, and the conversation with other passengers was shallow and dull.
Not that I longed for a fight with my sword or needed to practice using my new bow. I wished for a ride on my horse, a run in the hills, or a stroll along a mountain stream. Instead, I found myself huddled in my dank excuse for a cabin. If not for Emma and Anna, I might have thrown Kendra to the fishes and kept the other cabin for myself.
The girls kept my mind active with their constant questions and interest in the smallest details. Children had never interested me before. Others were generally rambunctious, self-centered, uneducated, and boring. The pair of orphaned girls were different. Not only did they look like us, but their antics were also intelligent and amusing, and I found myself looking forward to being with them again when we were apart for any length of time.
Their smiles welcomed and warmed me as their eyes lit up at my approach. Still, I wondered about dozens of items, not the least of which was that they didn�t seem to miss their parents. Perhaps that was unfair for me to say, but it was the truth. I couldn�t speak their language, nor them mine, but I would have expected sadness, tears, or wailing from children their age.
By the fourth day, even the girls were weary of the dull routine and bland food, too. Their language skills had expanded to vocabularies of hundreds of common words, most of which identified items or mattered when eating. The girls ate portions exceeding the size mine, yet they remained thin as willow switches.
They walked with me after our dinners, which had become my favorite part of the day. The sun sat low, the shadows long, and the air turned cooler. We were sailing to the Brown Lands, no matter the name of the kingdoms. There were fewer mountains, larger deserts, and the heat of the day had us hiding in our cabins, the chill of the night huddled under covers.
My dark little hole was located below the waterline of the ship and remained cool through the afternoon heat. However, in the late afternoon or early evening, the dry air and breeze attracted all the passengers to the open decks. We gathered on the main deck, most of us hugging a rail and looking out at the endless sea. Now and then a bird flew past. Or a larger fish leaped and drew our attention. That was the extent of the excitement while sailing.
Kendra said, �I could get used to this�if the food was edible, a band played my favorite music, a few friends accompanied me, and I owned a trunk of books. No, a few dozen close friends would have to be here to help, too. Not just a few.�
She had a point. I hadn�t slept so well in years, nor so much. The constant motion of the ship, the calls of the sailors, and the fluffing sounds of the sails kept me in a state of perpetually wanting to nap. I was not sleepy, but my mind told me I should take the opportunity.
I said to her, �You�d soon get bored.�
�Not if the few dozen friends I spoke of were handsome, young, and male. Of course, all you�d need is one little girl with wild red hair that refuses to be tamed or combed to fill your days.� She made a face where she wrinkled her nose at me, and the girls laughed as if they knew what was going on.
Perhaps they did. �We are due to dock early in the morning.�
She looked at me with a tired expression this time. �And you believe that we need to be told that, so we can all go ashore and have a splendid time in Trager. Trust me, we will be ready long before you.�
I returned her steady gaze. �Then, it is settled. We are all leaving the ship?�
�Why would there be any question about that? The girls cannot stay here alone. We have shopping to do, food to buy, and hats. We need hats to keep the hot sun off our faces.� Kendra said in an almost desperate tone, her words coming in a torrent.
�We will have most of a day, almost until dark to shop. From conversations with other passengers, the city does not sound inviting. It�s constructed of wood. Old wood that is dry and easily burned. Parts of the city have caught fire in recent years and have not been rebuilt.�
�We will avoid those areas.�
�The political climate is one of strife and conflict. An internal war, from what they say.� It wasn�t as if I wanted her to stay aboard, but the excitement of shopping had to be quelled. We were not going to Trager for pleasure. The danger was real and pervasive.
�Carry your sword,� she advised me.
She would carry her new blades hidden in her sleeves. Although she hadn�t had much time to practice throwing them, they were a surprise to attackers and might provide a few extra seconds of time. If they struck their targets as planned, they might reduce any odds by two.
The idea of planning a trip ashore in a military fashion would sound outlandish if discussed out loud in my home kingdom of Dire. In Trager, it seemed prudent. �I�ve spent several mornings and afternoons in the salon listening to conversations and even joining in a few. I played blocks at the gambling table a few times as an excuse to talk.�
�Win?� she asked, more out of curiosity than for any coins that may have changed hands.
�No. Winners are freer with their conversation, so I intentionally lost.�
�Of course. Did you use magic to manipulate the game?�
Again, I nodded.
�Good. Now, why did you continue playing? Boredom or because you learned something interesting?�
My response was slow. �Boredom, for sure. But Trager is whispered about, never spoken aloud without a glance around to see who might be listening. There are hints the fires were not natural occurrences.�
Her eyes narrowed as she considered what I�d not said. �Mages?�
�Yes. Again, mages.�

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
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T he conversation with Kendra lagged as she let the hints and suppositions swirl around in her mind. Her expression turned flat, her eyes squinted a little as if she could see something far off. She was always better than me at coming to accurate deductions when provided only a small amount of factual information. While I waited for her conclusions, my eyes drifted over her as if for the first time, trying to see her as others did. She was taller than most women from Dire, thinner, too. Almost delicate. Her skin darkened with even limited exposure to the sun until her arms and face were the shade of brown tea. Her thick hair resisted the wind blowing off the sea.
It was not as if I�d never looked at her before but standing alongside Emma and Anna enhanced her features. The girls were simply smaller copies.
She said, �Where would mages in other lands draw their power from? Not from Mercia, for sure. It has to be too far away. They must have a closer source of essence. We still do not know precisely what essence is, you know. We only know mages can make use of it.�
She had hit on one of the two topics that concerned me, although I didn�t consider myself a mage. Others might dispute that and decide I was a weak one, but still a mage.
Kendra continued, �The common thread in each city and kingdom seems to be the rightful rulers are being supplanted by mages and their appointees. We know of at least three and suspect another.�
�But where are they getting essence to use their magic? I thought you freed the last dragon.�
�There are also the issues of the Wyverns and Waystones.� She glanced around to ensure we were alone before continuing. A ship has a lot of ears in a small space. �There is more to them than we know, and of magic in general. You aren�t the only one to listen to others talking on this ship. A belligerent woman from Trager mentioned the old ways as for how to travel quickly from place to place. As we discussed, the two names, Waystones, and ways sound too similar to be an accident. Her statement almost confirms what we suspect.�
I said, �The two Waystones we�ve seen have been old. Ancient. The carvings were weathered and worn like they were hundreds of years old.�
�Is it possible there was another civilization or manner of life long ago that made them? One more advanced in the use of magic?� she asked.
�One more advanced than us? One that maybe lived in conjunction with dragons and other mythical creatures? I guess so, but if that is true, are the Waystones all that is left of them?�
Kendra�s slight smile widened. It was a new idea to her, one she liked. Emma tugged at my shirt and pointed. In the distance to the west, the vague outline of the shore merged with the water at the horizon. Clouds banked against it, while the sky over the sea remained blue. It was the first land we�d seen in five or six days but felt like twenty.
�Thank you, Emma,� I said.
�You�re welcome,� she replied as clearly as if Common was the only language she knew.
We agreed to meet for the morning meal and discuss our questions again after sleeping on them. Kendra would keep the girls in the new cabin, while I spent the afternoon and evening in the salon at the gaming tables again where I might pick up more useful information. The night before arriving in port could have passengers gossiping about Trager, and I wanted to hear all they said.
The salon was filled with more people than at any time since sailing. It seemed everyone was in a partying mood as the prospect of reaching a port in the morning brought a little excitement to the passengers. The wine flowed. People smiled. Later, after the sun sank behind the land on the right side of the ship with a spectacular display of reds and oranges, they gathered into small groups and discussed future plans, and the docking of the Gallant the following morning. A few would leave the ship and never see each other again, but tonight all were fast friends.
At one table in a corner, four men played the nightly game of tiles. Since I had been a loser for three previous nights, they welcomed me eagerly and asked that I join them. My seat allowed me to keep my back to the windows and watch the room�and listen as I played. The voices were louder than normal, and the subjects all dealt with the following day.
It would have been nice to hear a fellow passenger say what would bind the mystery of mages, magic, dragons, and politics together in a manner that would answer all of my unasked questions. That didn�t happen. However, I did hear more tales of the corrupt city government, the decay in the city of Trager, and how the population had declined and continued declining. People were moving away or dying. However, nobody said where. Many were killed, often in the streets by city guards, ex-city guards, and throngs of thieves and criminals, some of them very young.
The players at the table tonight were excited and playing too aggressively. They over-played their hands. Coins came my way despite my efforts to lose a few, despite our games were for small stakes. A bellicose man who had relentlessly berated my poor play a few nights before joined the game. He was again rude and arrogant with his success. Long after nightfall, he found himself with a hand facing only me in the game. The pot was larger than normal. I bet a small amount. He raised, and I did the same, which caught his attention. His mouth never stopped insulting me. My anger grew.
My hand was a good one. I bet again. It quickly became the largest pot since sailing, by far. Every player and observer in the lounge watched intently, a small crowd gathered behind us. A year�s pay for a tradesman lay in the center of the table, which normally held the price of a few meat pies at most. Smalltalk ceased. The room grew utterly and strangely quiet. The combative player spoke again, warning me of how I�d lost to him before, so he advised me to throw in my hand and allow him to own the pot.
Tiny beads of sweat had formed on his forehead. His hands shook. He needed six spots on the next tile he drew, as all could see, so his odds of winning were one-in-ten. My small magic told me his next tile would have the six he desired�and I would lose not only the money on the table but the respect of others. I would also suffer his public rancor aimed at me. However, I would not use my magic to make the minor change.
He drew his six spots. He sneered my way. To remain even with him and remain in the game, I needed four spots. The tile I drew held only two, so I lost when I displayed them. I held back. There were still two options. Use my skill, not my magic. Without hesitation, as any over-eager player who had drawn a strong hand and a history of losing would do, I broke into a wide smile and confidently raised the bet with all the accumulated coins in front of me.
The man had expected me to fold or make a minimal bet, at most.
He blanched and lifted his eyes to meet mine, to see if I was attempting a bluff. I smiled wider yet said nothing. He now had two choices. He could use almost all of his coins that he still retained to continue playing�or fold. Folding would give me the pot. If he bet, I could change the number of spots on either his tile or mine. I could . . . but still determined I wouldn�t.
He looked hard at me, trying to determine if I bluffed. I still smiled like an inane bumpkin from a farm in the wilds. Neither of our expressions changed. His was one of disbelief and anger. None of the players or spectators moved or spoke. The tension grew.
�You got lucky,� he snarled as he threw his tiles to the center of the table in submission. �I�ll win that back and more before the night is over.�
The conversation around the room picked up again, but I saw triumphant expressions on two other player�s faces. They were like cats about to pounce and glad I�d beaten him. The small pile of coins in front of the angry man left him vulnerable to anyone willing to bet heavily. He�d have to win against players willing to bet large sums against him or fold his hands and drive him out of the game. It took only six hands to break him, none of them my doing.
He stood and announced he would be back with more money. His gait staggered as he left, through no fault of the motion of the ship. A spectator who had played with us several nights was invited to take the empty seat before the other could return, leaving him no seat to claim. The game returned to small-stakes and good-natured humor.
I didn�t wait for the bellicose man to return. The talk around the table was exciting but without substance. I gathered my coins into my purse and stood, taking my leave with good humor. The night air outside was warm and humid, warmer than any in Dire, and before sleeping a walk around the deck would do me good to clear my head of the wine and concentration of playing the game.
Instead of strolling to the bow and back down the other side of the ship as most travelers did, I found a seat on a hatch cover near mid-ship and sat, watching the stars in the moonless sky. There seemed to be more of them at sea. A few people were about. Not many. Most were probably sleeping in preparation for docking in the morning. Others were drinking, gaming, or socializing.
The uneven soft wind popped the sails. As it did, the mast creaked, the lines stiffened, and the air whispered past all of it with rustles and hisses. Despite the boredom of a sea voyage, it can also be relaxing and mind-clearing. When the sound of material moving against material made itself known to my consciousness, my ears brought me alert. Someone was sneaking up behind me�and was very close. I smelled him, stale and sour.
Whirling, I found the tile player who had lost to me, a short club clutched in his fist. He charged. I ducked under his wild swing and smashed my fist into his lower back as he roared past me. The blow was solid, and painful for him. Worse, as he reached the side of the ship, a shadow stepped out and shoved his shoulder, increasing his stumbling speed.
He hit the railing and tumbled over. It happened so fast I couldn�t have saved him in any circumstances unless I was a full mage and could levitate a man below water. The shadow stepped into the light, and it was the man named Will, the one who was sent to look out for us.
He said, �Sorry. I should have intercepted him sooner and knocked him out and placed him in his cabin. His death is on my hands, not yours.�
I heard no real remorse in his tone, no regret in killing him, but only in that he hadn�t performed his job as well as he believed he should. He turned and disappeared as Damme and Hannah walked through the door from the dining room. They were the couple from Dagger who had helped me learn a dozen words of the Kondor language. It should have been more, but my capacity for the language was poor.
�Good evening, Damon. Not feeling well?� Damme asked.
�Why do you ask?� I said.
�You appear pale and agitated. The result of winning that hand of tiles? The entire ship is talking about it,� Hannah said in her halting Common.
Damn. That was my only thought. I�d had a confrontation with the belligerent gambler, and now he�d fallen overboard, and all knew of the confrontation. Some aboard the ship were sure to connect the two instances. I said, �I don�t like people like that. They scare me.�
�A good reason to stay away from him. Are you planning on going ashore tomorrow?�
�Yes. All of us are to do a little shopping,� I said to clarify my answer and hopefully to throw a little confusion on the issue. I didn�t want to come across as someone who would throw a man overboard.
Hannah said, �If you must go there, be careful. The city is full of people wanting to rob visitors. Wear a visible weapon and be prepared to use it�or remain on board. Nobody will think less of you for doing so.�
Her suggestions were reasonable and made sense. Too bad I�d ignore them. Well, not all of them, but most. We said goodnight and I went to my cabin and slept as well as any night in my past. On the way, I spoke to three people, so they would remember me, and told each I was going to my cabin early.
The next morning, I was at the rail at the stern where passengers above deck were again regulated to one small space, so we�d be out of the way of the working crew. It was either that, remain in my poor excuse for a cabin, sit in the drab dining room, or the closed-in salon. We sailed into the Bay of Trager as I waited for the girls to appear.
The salon map had not done it justice as far as size goes to the bay. The two points of land that allowed passage were so narrow a rowboat could easily cross them. Beyond was a body of water so large the far shore could barely be seen. Off to our left, which would be south, rose mountains that stood tall, reaching almost to the edge of the water. At least, that was the first impression.
In front of the mountains spread a city on the sliver of level ground between the mountains and the water. Fingers of dozens of piers extended into the bay, where one lone ship was tied. As we lowered our sails, a pair of longboats manned by several rowers headed our way. Soon, our sails were furled, and the ship was pulled by ropes attached to the longboats.
The Gallant was tied to a pier, and a gangplank set. The purser again stood at the top, a clipboard and pen in hand. I wondered if he would record that the man who had fallen overboard was missing. There had not been any mention of him or questions asked. His belongings would still be in his cabin, and sooner or later they would be discovered. If we were lucky, people would think that he went ashore and never returned, so some foul deed had struck him there. My instinct was to help that idea by mentioning seeing him ashore but decided that might cast a shadow on me. Best to remain silent.
Kendra found her way to me, the girls lagging behind, smiling, giggling and wide-eyed. She handed me my sword, and I belted it on and instantly felt better. She hadn�t brought my bow.
The slopes of the mountains behind Trager were green with trees, but the air felt dry and the sky clear. It was hotter than at any time in Dire, which near Crestfallen was often damp, chilly, and cloudy. A light jacket was normal most of the year, and a heavy one in winter.
The contrast meant we�d leave our jackets on board, which would make my sword stand out. She had removed the arrows from the scabbard, so it puckered along the rear edge where the modification had been made and appeared poorly constructed. That was fine with me. An expensive scabbard or sword drew attention.
After I belted it on and adjusted it where it rode comfortably on my hip, my eyes found Will, who nodded slightly as he turned his face away. There was no sign he wore any weapons, but they would be there. He would probably remain close to us as long as we were off the ship. I still hadn�t told Kendra more than the barest of facts about him, and nothing of the man who fell overboard.
Emma and Anna were increasingly excited, talking among themselves, but now and then said words in our language. Their ability to adapt and learn amazed us. We followed other passengers ashore after each spoke to the purser before leaving. When our turn arrived, he repeated what he�d told the others in a bored tone, his eyes never lifting to look at us.
�Trager is considered a dangerous port. Be careful and trust nobody. The ship will sail at sunset. Any passengers who are not on board will be left here, and no refunds will be made. Another ship may not arrive for days or weeks, and it may not have cabins for you. Please be here long before sundown to guarantee your safe passage.�
The information was appreciated, and the fact he didn�t ask about a missing man was also good news. We bounced across the gangplank to the pier with rotting wood planks. Several had broken and hadn�t been replaced. We walked by stepping near the edges where the wood seemed most solid.
The air of frantic activity that had permeated at the Port of Mercia was missing. No vendors were selling food or trinkets. Only a few dull eyes watched us depart.
I turned to the city, or what I could see of it. As expected, the buildings were made of wood, weathered gray, unpainted for the most part. The few that had existing remnants of paint were chipped, faded, and old. The streets were narrower than the alleys in Dire. There were no raised walks for pedestrians, and there were few wagons or animals in the streets to compete for space.
�Guide?� a cripple asked as we neared him. �An honest guide?�
�Directions to the city square or bazaar?� I said.
The man pointed, then looked to the next passengers to offer his services. I tossed him a small copper, which he grabbed from the air like a starving man might grab a slice of bread. He looked at it and said as he held it out for me to retrieve, �This is what I charge for being a guide all day, sir. A tenth is more than enough. I do not need your pity.�
My instinct was to tell him to keep it, but why do that? �There will be another at the end of our day, guide. Come. Show us the way.�
He stood up, a crutch under one armpit, and he kept up with us as he hobbled on his good leg. It made me feel guilty, but he didn�t ask for consideration, and I gave none. We walked along the waterfront for a way, then took one of the few wider streets up the side of the hill to a flat area. It had once been a flourishing city square at one time, I suspected.
The square was paved with flagstones the size of wagon beds, the square as large an area for daily commerce as any in Dire. However, now tall grass, weeds, and even small trees grew between the flagstones. Directly ahead of us, a tangle of thorny vines spread along the flagstones that we went around. Beyond them stood the first of a dozen tattered stalls in an area large enough to hold hundreds.
�Is this it?� Kendra asked.
The cripple looked around and said with a toothy smile, �More sellers are here today than usual. They must have heard a ship came in and brought all they have to sell.�
Kendra drew a deep breath and headed for the first kiosk. I walked ahead of the cripple and asked Kendra softly, �Any mages nearby?�
�None.�
Anna caught up as we reached the first stall, which displayed a variety of dented and battered cooking pots. Her eyes were excited, and she raced to examine a tall copper pot good for boiling laundry. The seller didn�t bother standing or trying to convince us of the quality of her pots. She simply watched us move her along to the next stall, one that sold used clothing. Emma now walked with me, holding onto my index finger as she tried keeping in step with me, taking two for every one of mine. I varied my stride to make it harder and she giggled.
I slowed and took shorter steps as I looked at the trash for sale. I asked the cripple, �Are there any shops that sell new?�
He slowly shook his head.
�None?� I asked unbelievingly.
�Upper Trager has a few, they say. But travelers and us who live here aren�t allowed up there.�
I glanced at Kendra. �Upper Trager? I haven�t heard that term.�
He pointed higher up the slope of the hill, to another part of the city.
Following his finger, we found larger buildings, ones in far better condition. Part of the way up there stood a barren black scar. All the buildings in a five-block area were gone, leaving behind ashes and burned timber. �I see.�
He shrugged. �City guards are at the upper gates to keep us down penned down here. But before we reach the upper city, the ex-guards, ex-military, and ex-constables will capture us, take all we have, and ransom what�s left.�
�What about down here?� Kendra asked.
He spat. �Here the old rules still hold. Selling and buying are sacred and free to all. Been that way since the first building went up. Not that it means much if one of them catches you out of sight of others. Stay near the ship is my advice.�
Speaking of being out of sight, I turned. Will was back there, or he was supposed to be. If he was, my respect for him increased. We moved on to another stall and another. They featured broken pottery, jugs with broken handles, mismatched plates, and a seller in a stall with a few dull knives displayed. We circled the others and returned to the one with used clothing.
Kendra and the girls pawed through the offerings while the cripple and I kept watching. Not even a stray dog moved. In observing the thin people, the condition of their clothing, the ramshackle houses, and despondent attitudes, my guess would be any loose animals had long ago been eaten. The seller of meat cooked on sticks across the square wouldn�t be getting our business.
The girls found hats referred to as bonnets by the seller. They had short bills and tied under the chin. Still, they kept much of the direct sun off their faces. Kendra whooped for joy when she found a hat made of straw for me. It was mismatched, meaning it was so poorly woven that it was wider on one side than the other. The straw was dry and brittle. I placed it on my head, and it fit, if a bit loose, to the joy of all three girls.
Kendra found scarves for all of us. I didn�t understand why she wanted them until I noticed a seller wearing a similar one. It reached from wrist to around her neck, back down to the other wrist, protecting the back of the neck, shoulders, and bare arms from the sun. It was loose enough to remain cool, provide shade, and made of lightweight material.
I stood aside while they rummaged through the rest of the inventory. On impulse, I asked the cripple, �You got a name?�
�Call me Flier. Time was, I ran as fast as birds fly.�
�Do you travel?�
�Used to.�
�A map on the ship showed a river located to the west.� I pointed, where the river should be.
�The Trager River, same name as the city. You can see the mouth of it from your ship if you look that way,� Flier said.
�The map showed it begins high up in the mountains.�
�Up near Vin Pass.�
�I assume the other river on the other side of the pass is the Vin?�
He chuckled and said, �Want to guess where it goes?�
�Ever been there?� I asked.
He gave me an odd sort of wistful look. Then, his expression eased. �I was born in Vin. If my leg was up to it, I�d go back. My family is there, a good place to live. Not like this dead place at all.�
The girls were about finished and were counting out small coins to the shopkeeper, but Flier still puzzled me. �Why�d you run to earn your name?�
�Messenger for the King�s Army of Vin. That was when we still had one, and I was young. I used to carry messages from Vin to Trager and back, used that mountain pass a dozen times.�
The girls carried their purchases to where we stood, and we walked down the slope towards the ship again. We wouldn�t be eating in any restaurants if they had any, and there seemed no reason to stay ashore.
Flier walked ahead and suddenly pulled to an abrupt halt. He turned to us and shouted, �Run!�
Four men stepped from behind the corner of a building ahead, each with a club of some sort in his hand. Two clubs were little more than sticks, another appeared to be the handle of a shovel or rake and the last a stout length of square oak. Their clothing was filthy, torn and patched, and hung on their thin frames.
Kendra said in a soft voice, �More of them behind us. It�s a trap.�
My concentration was on those ahead. Kendra would have to hold off those behind. Besides, those in front were closer and moving directly at us in a shambling run. I glanced at the three behind, twice as far away and moving slower. Behind them, another shape slipped from doorway to alley, always out of sight and always coming at us. No, it was only three of them, and behind was Will. They had no idea he was there as I slipped my blade free and faced the four in front. Between Will and Kendra, those behind stood little chance. Will would probably take out one or two before they realized he was there.
Flier moved off to my left a few steps but didn�t retreat. He stood on his good leg and pulled the crutch free. He held it across his body like a staff, ready to punch, swing, or defend. I felt certain that if he chose to try to slip past the men advancing, they would have allowed it.
Instead of waiting for them to reach us, I moved ahead where my sword had space to swing without accidentally striking one of the girls who were terrified. Using a sword properly required room for not only the blade but dancing feet to misdirect. They surged ahead as they attacked. They came as one, shouting and yelling. That caused so much noise that those coming from behind had no idea Will was rushing up behind them under cover of the buildings and noise. My first slash cut one high on his arm, almost to his shoulder, a sliding cut of my blade that bit deep into the muscle.
My training kept me from stabbing. Too often a blade stabbed is reflexively grabbed by a dying man, or it gets stuck inside a body as it falls forward, ripping it from the swordsman�s hand. I sliced a return swing to greet the next man, cutting another man high on his chest, from one side to another. Two down as I sidestepped and looked behind.
Will swung his sword low, cutting across the back of a leg. Looking ahead again, Flier swung his crutch and caught a man charging at me and ignoring him. The crutch struck right under his chin, on his unprotected neck. He fell forward, determined to take another breath, but was unsuccessful. The last man saw all three of his fellow attackers down, and he spun and ran. As he did, Flier�s crutch swung again and caught him with a solid blow to his head right above his ear. He fell like a piece of split firewood after a wood chopper�s ax struck. I spun, expecting to join Kendra in another fight. I was wrong.
Of the three who had rushed her from behind, two were on the ground, writhing in pain. She stood over one, her boot on his neck as she reached down and pulled one of her new blades free from his stomach. Another other wore her blade high on his thigh, the blade had penetrated nearly half its length. She moved to him and pulled the second knife free, to the wails and protests of the attacker. Kendra hadn�t been very gentle in recovering them. The last man lay at Will�s feet as he wiped his blade clean.
Will walked closer to us and shook Flier�s hand as he muttered something to him I didn�t hear. Only then, did I reach out with my mind and find my small-magic worked. Looking up, more from habit than any other reason, I spotted the far-off dragon approaching. Turning away, I paused and looked up again. It was a Wyvern, not Kendra�s dragon. The shape of the body was too thin. Was my magic sourced from it, or Kendra�s dragon? I didn�t know.
Emma and Anna were pale, silent, and scared as they huddled together. When I spread my arms to hug them, both backed away. Neither wanted any part of me. Glancing at my hand, my sword was still clutched around the hilt and ready to slash. Kendra spoke to them and finally managed to calm them down slightly.
�Flier,� I said as I indicated those on the ground with a wave of my arm. �Does this sort of thing happen often?�
�When there�s not enough food to eat, men do whatever it takes.�
So, he was something of a philosopher too. If he had run away from us, the thieves would have allowed him to go in peace. Now word would spread of how he�d helped us. I glanced around, at the nearby buildings, looking for more danger. There had been more than one set of eyes watching from the windows above, and those people would carry the tale of what we�d done. And of what Flier, the cripple had done. There would be retribution aimed at Flier.
Will said, �Sorry, I should have been closer. They moved in from a side street quickly and without being seen.�
�Most were in the King�s Army ten years ago,� Flier said in a somber fashion as if that excused their actions as well as explained why it had been a precise military operation.
Will said to Flier, �Is this going to cause you trouble?�
Flier started to lie but finally nodded, eyes on the ground.
Kendra was still consoling the girls and had moved them down the hill where the dead and wounded attackers were not so close. The cries of pain from them were difficult for my ears, too. The smell of blood scented the air. I said to Flier, �You didn�t have to help us. Now, it�s my turn to return the favor. You said you�d like to go home to Vin. I�ll purchase you passage on our ship.�
Will said with a grin, �If you don�t, I�ll do it. Bravery and loyalty should be rewarded.�
Flier had tears in his eyes. �You don�t have to do that.�
�You didn�t have to fight to protect us, either. Come on, what do you need to gather up, so we can go back to the ship?� I asked.
�Nothing,� he said.
The answer didn�t surprise me. He placed his crutch back under his armpit and limped along while wearing a huge smile. Will went on ahead, acting as a lookout, while I hung back behind the girls, my hand still on the hilt of my sword. I hadn�t missed the admiring looks Will had given it, nor his surprise at my skill in using it. That hinted again that he was not from Crestfallen, as I�d suspected. It would be hard to live in the castle and not know me or my reputation.
Not that I bragged about myself, but I often heard others who did. Because of my foreign looks, my position serving the princess, and my penchant for getting into boyish trouble, all made me more than known. Some said I was a scamp. Besides, Will was unknown to me, and I made a point of knowing all the best warriors so I could learn from them. For a swordsman to remain the best, he had to practice. When they did, I attended and watched�and learned. Often, I challenged them in mock battle, and my reputation grew as I defeated them.
However, the king obviously knew of Will�and where and how to quickly summon him to crestfallen. That said they�d encountered each other before. Kendra would be proud of my line of logical reasoning if I shared it, and probably wonder why it had taken me so long to come to an obvious conclusion. While not as accomplished at that sort of thing as her or Elizabeth, I was learning that, too.
The narrow streets allowed for two people to pass each other without contact, yet for the eight or ten blocks we traveled down the side of the hill to the waterfront, not a single person walked the other way. Word of the conflict had spread. Many windows and doorways were boarded up with slats of wood nailed haphazardly across them. At least half the buildings looked totally empty, and far more might have been. The city was dying, the buildings rotting.
The purser waited at the gangplank, his ever-present clipboard in hand. He watched Flier approach beside us with a curl to his lip, and when we reached the ship, he said rudely, �No visitors allowed on the ship.�
�I wish to pay his passage.� My voice was intentionally over-friendly.
He lifted his chin and looked down on Flier. �We have no empty cabins.�
I fought to withhold my smile. �At least six people departed the ship here, and I saw no new passengers come aboard.�
�Nevertheless, all the cabins are bought and paid for.� The purser had moved slightly, so his hip prevented us from advancing until the matter with Flier had been settled. The ship served only passengers, the fares considerably more than on the slower, more cramped cargo ships.
My temper was about to flare. Before it could, Kendra stepped past me and met the cold gaze of the purser with one of her own. She said, �Then a full complement of passengers is good fortune for the ship�s balance sheet, isn�t it, sir?�
�A full ship is always good.� His voice sounded hesitant as if expecting a trap, which showed intelligence on his part.
Her smile grew. �I happen to know that there is an empty hammock in my brother�s cabin, so there is room for one more passenger�and without any expense to the ship, because our guest will eat our food and we will pay for any other food or drink for him. The cost to the ship is nothing. The benefit is all profit with no expense. I�m certain the captain will find a few extra coins in his bonus because of it, and perhaps we should locate him and ask his opinion.�
The purser swallowed and stepped aside as he cleared his throat and said to change the subject, �I am asking all passengers if they know anything about a large man who traveled with us.� He turned to me. �The one you had a confrontation with at the gaming table.�
Will answered before I could. �The man was a bully and cheat if you ask me. As soon as he departed from the gaming table, we did also, to prevent trouble if he returned. Damon and I went directly to our cabins, but I couldn�t sleep and went back on deck for some air. He was there, still cursing and drinking. Not wishing to contend with that, my bed called to me.�
The purser nodded and said, �I heard much the same story from another passenger. We cannot seem to locate him.�
�Do you mean he fell overboard?� Kendra asked, after a brief glance in my direction.
The purser said in a condescending manner, �That is always a hazard when on a ship but happens most when too much wine or ale is involved. Combined with an angry temper, it is dangerous.�
Kendra, never one to argue with, continued in her sweetest voice, the one I detested when she argued with me, �Then you may have a vacant cabin after all? If so, my brother would like to book it and move out of that stink-hole he has below decks. Should he pay you now for Flier�s passage and the upgrade?�
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T he purser hemmed and hawed, but finally accepted defeat in the form of the coins Kendra offered for Flier�s passage and the upgrade in the cabin but seemed none too happy about any of it. He instructed me to remain clear of the new cabin until we sailed, and if it was still vacant, it was ours. Otherwise, we would share the small cabin below decks. More returning passengers were waiting to board, and he allowed us to pass.
Once on board, Will quickly took his leave, intent on remaining unassociated with us.
Kendra watched him depart. I hadn�t shared his mission with her and knew what was coming. She hissed at me from the side of her mouth, �We�ll talk more at dinner.�
It sounded like a threat, not an invitation. Flier began apologizing for the trouble he caused, but I noticed he never once offered to leave the ship. He went to the rail and watched the city, not with regret, but the anticipation of leaving. I stood beside him. He said, �Trager was not good to me.�
�I�ve heard mages caused many of the problems.� My statement was made with the intention of getting him to discuss what he might know.
�There are lots of rumors. Some say mages have a hand in what�s going on. Others say it is the fault of a weak king. Who knows?�
I decided to try another tact. �Why would anyone allow a city like this used to be to fall into shambles and die?�
Flier turned to me, his scraggly beard tinged with a few strands of white, his eyes bloodshot, his skin dirty. Yet, there was an intensity about the man, a dichotomy unexplained. He stood before me a crippled beggar, but he hadn�t always been such. He said, �I think you�ve already touched on the reason when you asked me about the Vin Pass. It is the only gateway between Trager and Kondor. Besides, the sea, of course.�
�Destroying Trager effectively closes Vin Pass, the back door to Vin and Dagger, and all of Kondor. I can see that, but there are still ships that sail there.� My words emerged as I leaned on the railing and let my mind wander.
�Only as long as seaports welcome them, and warships allow their passage.�
�Meaning?� I asked.
�Ships require docks, piers, stevedores, cargo handlers, and ports that welcome them, as well as paying passengers. Close the docks, dismiss the workers, raise the taxes on any ships arriving so high they can�t afford to pay, and you�ve closed off an entire kingdom that only a few warships are required to enforce.�
Flier hadn�t looked at me once as he spoke. Yet the words spilled out smoothly and without effort. He�d thought about this conversation before�or spoken with others. The ideas were not new to him, as they were to me. Impulse forced me to ask, �Dragons?�
Now he turned. �Wyverns. There are rumors of Waystones with wyvern eggs inside. Where you find Waystones, you find mages.�
�And sorceresses?�
�Same as mages, but they are not always as obvious. They tend to stay in the background and use their powers of suggestion to obstruct those opposed to mages.�
Again, his answer surprised me. Not only because of the content but the manner of his speech. Flier looked the part of a crippled beggar but sometimes spoke as if educated and observant. For the moment, I decided to allow the subject to drop. His comment about wyvern eggs in Waystones had come as a surprise, one that required more information. He�d already given me much to think about. So much, I started to wonder at his true identity. Perhaps I was reading too much into his answers.
He said to me, �You already have a cabin?�
�A dark hole below decks with a pair of dirty hammocks and a wall that seeps seawater.�
�Assuming the cabin your sister spoke of to the purser is available, you can take that one, and I�ll happily remain in the other. I owe you for passage, more than I can pay, but my family will reimburse you.�
Mumbling something about loyalty being worth a fortune, I looked out over the city and turned my thought inward. The city was depressing in its present state but hadn�t always been that way. A building not far away leaned a few degrees to one side. It wouldn�t stand against the next storm. The edges of the roof were lined with boards cut with scrolls and curls and had at one time been decorative and probably beautiful.
Three large blackened areas of the city were absent of buildings, and there were smaller ones where a building or two had recently burned to the ground. The air had a scent of ash and burned wood. There was no sign of new construction. A resentment of what was happening built in me. The king of Trager supposedly lived on the hill high above his city and kingdom. The view from his palace overlooked the scars the fires left. He did little to nothing for the people. They deserved better.
Again, him allowing the decay to advance was not much different than Elizabeth�s father lying ill while others ruled his kingdom to the tune of what the mages wished. Given five or ten more years, Dire may have faced the same circumstances as Trager. The mages would have placed their selected people into positions of power. They didn�t rule for the people, but for themselves.
Six days of continued boredom on the ship were ahead to reach the city of Vin. After a short stop, three more to Dagger. We had eaten all the food we�d brought with us, so the trip would not only be long, but I�d go hungry before eating most of the food served on the ship.
As the lines were removed from the pier, and the two longboats pulled us out into the channel, Flier raised an arm and gave a small wave. �Never thought I�d see it behind me.�
�Trager? You�ve been over the Vin Pass, why not again?�
He paused, and confessed, �They attacked my camp, killed another messenger, and put me in their dungeon. Kept me there for three years.�
�Why?�
�I had delivered a message from my king ordering the pass closed. Kondor wished to cut off all communication, trade, and travel with Trager. They locked me up along with anyone from Kondor in the city. Only a few of us lived through it.�
That didn�t fit with what I knew. Trager was ruled by the same people as Kondor. �Did the king still rule Trager at that time?�
Flier turned to me. �Yes. Trager�s troubles started at about the same time.�
�How long were you there?�
�About ten years. An arrow struck my leg when they captured me, right at my knee. It never healed right, I had no money, no contacts, and the remainder of the Kondor military had fled. They mistreated me for a few years then turned me out to be a begger and die. It was not a good time for a being a beggar in a city with no money.�
The city grew smaller in the distance behind the ship, the smell of the rot and smoke that pervaded faded, and the wide bay seemed to cleanse my thinking. Our mainsail was set, just enough to maintain steerage as we moved to the mouth of the bay. Nearby, a man standing at the rail to my right said for both of us, �Glad to be away from that damned place. Heard you had some trouble there.�
He expressed my thoughts exactly. I said, �A little.�
The purser came up behind me and stood, uncharacteristically and respectfully waiting for me to acknowledge him before speaking. Kendra had taken the edge off his attitude. I smiled. �Sir, can I help you?�
�If you will follow me, I�ll show you to your new cabin. The possessions of the previous passenger have been removed and the cabin cleaned.�
�Didn�t find him?� I asked, knowing that was a question expected of me. Then, to push his a little more, �Is this ship safe?�
The purser pursed his lips and motioned for us to follow him with a wave from his hand. My smile was contained, something I�d been doing a lot lately. We entered the same passageway as Kendra�s cabin and stopped two doors past hers.
The purser opened it and stood aside for me to inspect the cabin. As with the other down the hall, there were two beds, one above the other and a small porthole for light. It was a full two steps to the edges of the beds, a veritable palace when compared to the dank space I�d been confined to for a week. I paused, then said as if I�d considered rejecting it, �It will do.�
He nodded slightly. �It has all the amenities of the salon, and your chamber pot will be emptied twice a day, and your water replaced as required, sir.� He didn�t exactly extend his hand for payment, but it was obvious. His eyes never once fell on Flier. I paid the difference and assured him I�d have my old cabin cleared out before I slept. If my old space was going to be sold to someone for an upgrade, I pitied him or her for the place they now occupied.
After he departed, Flier said, �I can stay in your old cabin and give you privacy.�
�No. Just help me carry my things, and that will be enough.� I had my sword, bow, arrows, and a few changes of clothing in a sack. The pitcher of water in the new cabin sat in a ring cut into a shelf to prevent it from spilling from the movement of the ship. Such a small thing, but a welcome addition. I felt like a prince.
We went below deck to the small passage and all the way to the bow. When I opened the door, Flier curled his nose at the water seeping down the wall, the rotten smells, and the hammocks that were worse than his tattered clothing. Wordlessly, he gathered my clothing bag under his arm and backed down the passage with the aid of his crutch.
�Still want to sleep here and give me my privacy?� I drawled.
He said with a grin, �For trying to force me into this hole, you will have no privacy for the entire voyage.�
We laughed. I stuffed my spare clothing into a bag, and we left the lower part of the hull for the cleanliness of the cabins above. My magic powers had failed when the dragon was freed, but they had gradually returned. Now and then, to be sure, I moved a wisp of hair, formed a drop of water on a hard surface, or levitated a small object. I had to assure myself it had remained. As long as the dragon stayed fairly close, my magic worked.
One of the more important aspects of my small-magic is the ability to restrict the wings of insects from moving. That might not sound important until a swarm of mosquitoes flies around my head. One after the other, they fell victim to me. Their tiny bodies often littered my sleeping spaces.
As we entered the new cabin, Flier seemed hesitant. I gave him a sour look. �What is it?�
�You�ve given me so much, asking for more does not seem right.�
�Tell me.�
�I�m filthy, and I stink. There is water here for washing. Would you mind if I use it to clean myself and my clothing?�
I�d noticed. Both things. And didn�t look forward to sleeping within nose-scent of him. I pulled a spare shirt and my only spare pants from my travel-bag and tossed them on the bed. �Only if you put these on.�
He smirked and reached for a panel on the wall that hadn�t caught my attention. It swung open and revealed a thick bar of yellow soap, along with a comb and several other small items a traveler might enjoy. Now that he mentioned bathing, my body hadn�t seen water and soap for more than ten days, but a little longer wouldn�t hurt. I wouldn�t wish to restrain him and have him change his mind.
I explained how he could reach the salon and went there to wait while promising myself to wash when he was finished. To my surprise, several acquaintances nodded or said hello. Shipboard life breeds familiarity. It is a microcosm of society where the rules are quickly learned, and everyone knows everyone. My eyes avoided the gaming table and the awkward remembrances of the player who had fallen overboard. The questions about the missing passenger were sure to be raised as soon as I took a seat, comments would be made, and perhaps accusations�said or unsaid.
The couple from Kondor, Damme, and Hannah motioned a greeting, and I joined them at their table.
Damme said, �We apologize for failing to teach you as much of our language as intended. On the voyage from Dire, Hannah was ill from the ship�s movement and needed attention.�
�No problem.� My eyes darted around the salon, finding no new passengers. That was no surprise from what the crew said. They seldom made a stop at Trager anymore. �The girls are learning our language so fast, they almost speak it as well as me.�
Damme smiled. �Children are like that. Still, we wish to help and would like to spend some time with them. We might find who they are related to, or some clue that will allow you to deliver them to their family. I understand you also had a few language lessons from Ella and Emerald.�
The idea had occurred to me to learn more ourselves, but Kendra felt that it would be easier once we were ashore in Dagger. However, Vin was our next port of call and Vin was at the northern tip of Kondor. The girls might even be from there. �After our evening meal? Would that suit you?�
They agreed, and Will entered long enough to catch my eye. He wanted to talk. Outside, on the deck. After making my excuses, I went out on the deck and found him sitting in the shadows cast by the upper decks. It may have been intentional or not, but raised my awareness. Danger lurked aboard the ship.
Settling into a position near him but standing at the rail so any observers would believe us, strangers who happened to be near each other in the restricted space of the ship�s deck, I waited. We didn�t want to flaunt our relationship. The night was warm, far warmer than at Crestfallen that sat several days sail to the north at the foothills of a great chain of un-crossable mountains. There, the summer days could be warm, but at night a cloak of some sort was required. Near Trager, the nights were warm enough to forego blankets while sleeping, an oddity I found uncomfortable.
�The princess sends me. She asks if you intend to attack the city Vin, also.� His voice was low, steady, and he tried to keep even a hint of humor from it.
�Tell the princess that I was simply practicing my skills, so I can better protect her. And remind her that even a princess needs to be turned over a knee now and then.�
He snorted a laugh. �Three things strike me about you, Damon. My first impression was that you were simply a personal servant, not a warrior. Your scabbard led me to believe you wore a substandard blade and therefore held little skill. I steeled myself, forgive the pun, to do your fighting, but you slashed and felled more of the attackers in Trager than me. Hell, your sister took down two to my one with those fancy spinning knives of hers.�
�I take it that those are all compliments.�
�More. You appear a pretty-boy, a plaything for the royalty. Instead, you fight well, gamble better, and serve your princess without question. She wishes to be notified when you know or suspect a mage is near.� He handed me a thin blue scarf. �We may not have the opportunity to speak again privately, so place that in your pouch and wear it around your neck if there are mages�or if you suspect them. She is very fearful of mages, it seems.�
�Concerned, not fearful,� I told him coldly as I stored the thin material in my purse. He accepted my rebuff without comment. �Sorry, I�m still on edge,� I said.
�Why did you bring the cripple with you? That is also her question, not mine because I know the reasons.�
That was a good question, one hard to put words to. �He is more than he seems. Flier may be of future service to us. All of us.�
�In what ways? She is going to ask.�
Will�s questions felt relentless. I leaned on the rail and wondered how many other passengers over the years had done the same while thinking deeply. The stars were brighter than those in any sky in Dire, they cast white reflections off the water. The moon hadn�t risen, so the night was full of warm breezes, twinkling lights, and the soft murmur of water rushing past the hull, interrupted by other passengers outside talking in low tones as if respectful of the nightly silence.
I said, �As a guide possibly, and a source of ready information about Kondor, and advice. He is from Vin, lived in Trager, and while he has not mentioned it yet, I believe from a wealthy, influential family.�
�If he has not mentioned it, how would you derive such a conclusion?�
I finally turned to face Will. �Several reasons. One is that he uses phrases like �derive such a conclusion�, which is hardly street talk, wouldn�t you say?� In the dimness of the shadows where Will sat, I couldn�t see his complexion redden, but his posture stiffened. My barb hadn�t missed its mark. I continued, �He is intelligent and educated. While the first has nothing to do with social position, the second does. Only those with money, and a lot of it, formally educate their children. He claims he was a simple messenger in the Vin King�s Army, but I suspect he was an officer carrying important papers. That is why he was thrown into the dungeon by the King of Trager.�
�I agree. A simple messenger would have been killed or released. A son of a wealthy family might bring gold for his release. I have to approve of your evaluations on all counts. Interesting points you make. While all you say is probably true, what is more interesting to me is that you figured it out so quickly. Now, I must go report to the princess.�
He stood and vanished in the shadows. The lure of the sea kept me standing at the same place. The shoreline was a ragged line of darkness, but a single spot of yellow-orange brightness drew my attention. A campfire? A lantern in a house by the sea? Whatever, it was out of place.
Kendra emerged from the door with the girls at her heels. She walked directly to me as if she knew where I�d be. After glancing around to be sure we were alone, she told the girls to sit near us and said, �Flier is in the salon, almost unrecognizable, but for his limp.�
�A change for the better?�
�I�m glad you brought him. Remember the man at the inn who mentioned mages teaching language with magic?�
�I do. But, mine is too small and localized for that.�
She smiled and bobbed her head to indicate the shore. �My dragon is right over there eating a sheep.�
�Your dragon, now?�
�Of course, she is mine. I am hers. However, not my point. She is close to us. Your magic should be at its maximum levels. Tonight, after Flier is sleeping, can you use your magic to touch his leg? The bones of his knee? He said he took an arrow and it didn�t heal properly. Maybe you can help him.�
Her request was odd. She knew the limits of my meager magical abilities, and she knew things of that nature were handled by sorceresses. Mages used thunder, lightning, flames, and rain. Elementals, some called them. Sorceresses� magic worked on flesh and individuals, usually without their knowledge. While mages impressed kings and crowds with their skills, many believed it was the sorceresses who controlled the real power, and they changed thoughts and ideas. And more. They were said to control feelings.
The powers of the sorceresses lay behind the scenes�it delved into human relationships instead of the flamboyant displays. Two kingdoms might go to war over minute observations mentioned at a party, or over the choice of dance partners. Handled properly, mortal enemies were made with the help of sorcery. On the other hand, a sorceress might encourage a prince to fall madly in love with a princess from another kingdom, thus joining the two in marriage, as well as the future of two kingdoms.
Most people were unaware of the extent of the power they held. For some, the mages in their fancy, floor-length robes, and imperial attitudes were all they saw. The women tended to hold back, to live in the shadows of their male counterparts, but to those who paid attention, the women were far more dangerous.
However, I�d always considered myself more of a mage than sorceress, of course. Yet, Kendra was hinting that I might have powers unknown. Her powers were also unknown only days ago, so her suggestion was completely reasonable. The truth was that we really didn�t know much about magic, and there was nobody to ask. Mages taught their own. We needed to learn about our abilities and limitations ourselves, through trial and error.
�I�ll think about it,� was my answer.
She gave me a nod of approval instead of the expected argument. I left her to spend time in the salon again. And to find a bite to eat. Flier was there, sitting at the table, a bowl of weak soup cradled in front of him like the bowl contained gold coins. His hair was wet and slicked back. It had also been trimmed as had his shaggy beard. His clothing was clean. In short, he looked better than me.
�How is it going?� I asked as I sat across from him.
�Food. More than I can eat. I�m dry and warm. How can it be bad?�
I took a handful of hard crackers to munch on and poured a little wine. He was right. When you get down to basics, those are the things that count. I ate crackers as I listened to the various conversations around me, and marveled that not once had I seen Princess Elizabeth in the salon or dining room. �More food below in the dining room. We can go there, later.�
Flier said, �A lot of eyes follow you wherever you�re at. Does it bother you?�
A quick glance around confirmed that several people were covertly looking at me. Probably not for the right reasons. My hair was tangled, my clothing torn and stained with blood, and I could smell the sour scent that came with fear and fighting for my life. �Tonight, it bothers me. I need to go clean up.�
�Should I escort you?� Flier asked seriously.
My reaction was to ask myself, why would he offer to accompany me? The answer came quickly as I looked around. Not all the stares were friendly. Some were outright angry, hateful, or accusatory. �Perhaps. Well, better change that to a yes. Thank you.�

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
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F lier walked with me to the cabin we were going to share, his crutch regularly thumping with every other step. He didn�t speak or mention my poor reception in the salon. His eyes looked to where attackers might hide and spring from. He took the lead, and as I followed, I remembered the words of my sister about using magic to heal him. I sent a puff of air to put out a candle, so knew my magic was working. Having never done anything like it before, I let my mind reach out and move to his bad leg.
It was only a mental touch, but he reacted as if poked with the ember at the end of a burning stick. He skipped a step, then caught himself on his crutch before falling.
�Sorry,� he muttered. �Every now and then there�s a sharp pain.�
�When your leg gets turned a certain way?�
He limped down the passageway as he said, �It just happens once in a while.�
We went into the cabin, and I cleaned up, which I should have done before going outside after returning to the ship. In my defense, there were so many things happening that the battle in Trager was almost forgotten. I found two more clean shirts stuffed into my bag and selected a brown one. My pants had blood splatters and one larger unknown spot. A pair of pants worn a few days earlier was my only option.
Before donning them, I washed head to foot, turning the freshly replaced water a charcoal color instead of the expected red. That simply indicated how dirty my body was. My hair was as bad. A small bottle of scent from my bag helped disguise my smell.
�Hungry?� I asked Flier.
�Always,� he grinned.
In the dining room, we drew few less stares, but as usual, people looked. Flier was a new passenger, and he limped with a crutch, so people casually glanced his way to see him. Their gazes held none of the hostility had been shown that had been present in the salon before cleaning himself. Funny how a little water and a change of clothing changes perception.
The sideboard had several varieties of cheese, small loaves of bread, and a pot of thick soup that must have been heated on the pier before sailing. It was still warm. Vegetables swam in a thick, brown broth. Stringy meat floated too, not much, but enough to draw my interest and hope the meat had come from the ship�s stores. Small pitchers contained red wine.
We served ourselves and sat at a tiny table barely large enough to hold our two bowls and mugs. Flier didn�t stuff his face as expected, but spooned soup into his mouth and closed his eyes as if he�d entered the third tier of heaven. After a small bite of cheese, he touched the mug to his lips and sipped.
He said, �First good wine I�ve had in years. Have I thanked you so much you�re tired of hearing it?�
�Not at all,� I said with a laugh. �Your manners tell me you were raised well.�
What I meant by that opening was that I wanted to hear his story. There was far more than merely a crippled beggar sitting across from me. My instincts wanted answers.
�My family had influence. I was the fourth son, but still, my father managed to purchase a commission in the King�s Army for me.� His head lowered as he concentrated on eating, and his actions seemed to tell me to mind my own business.
So, he had been an officer, as suspected, and he had been educated. He wanted me to stop asking questions. That was something I couldn�t do. As I ate, I reached out mentally again, very slightly, and probed his leg as he sat with no weight on it. An area of his knee drew attention as it flared red in my mind. He winced once but otherwise was not aware of my intrusion. Since I�d never done anything like it before, my progress was not only careful but slow. I turned my head to the window at my side and pretended to look outside as my small-magic flicked near his knee as gently as a feather falling from a bird flying past.
My ignorance told me things I didn�t understand. The outside of his bad knee was warmer than the rest of his leg. My energy touched skin first, then penetrated soft flesh, and later rigid hardness�not bone. His bones were further inside the leg. Retreating somewhat, the hardness was encountered again. I mentally moved above it, then below.
�How did you injure your knee again?� I asked so abruptly he was startled.
He rolled his eyes. �Early in my capture, I tried to escape.�
That didn�t provide the answer. �Did you fall?�
A wry grin appeared on his face. �Yes. I fell right after the arrow hit me.�
�In the knee,� I said, already knowing the answer. �The outside of your knee.�
His humor changed to an expression of wariness, and I knew I�d said too much. His left hand went protectively to his left knee. He placed his spoon on the table and waited.
A lie seemed appropriate. �There was an ex-soldier who had a limp like yours in Dire.�
He seemed relieved and interested.
My tale continued, �A battle wound from the frontier, they said. A member of his unit had pulled the arrow free, but the iron arrowhead remained inside and festered. It didn�t heal until they cut it out.�
�And then?� Flier asked.
�He healed.� I shrugged casually. �Still limped a little but he used no cane or crutch.�
Flier began eating again, slowly and obviously thinking. I ate too, without talking to disrupt his thoughts. He needed time. My mug needed a refill, and without thinking, I took Flier�s mug too. When I returned, he was looking at me strangely, as if the common courtesy of the act impressed him.
He said, �I was unconscious from a beating when they carried me back to the dungeon. Now, the wound seeps pus and never heals. I can feel something hard in there with my fingers, but never knew what it is. I thought it bone so left it alone.�
�My sister has some skill in nursing.� The words escaped my mouth before thinking. Kendra did have some skills in healing but was no physician. I�d volunteered her services when I had no right. Trying to cover for my misstep, I said, �We could always ask her opinion.�
I�d expected reluctance on his part. He showed none. His eyes lighted up, and he sat up straighter. Our conversation stalled until we finished eating.
He asked in a hopeful tone, �Do you know where your sister might be?�
�We can check the cabin.�
His expression was hopeful, and the girls were in their cabin when we knocked. Kendra had no problem sitting him on the bed and rolling his pantleg high enough to examine him. He winced at her touch but waited for more. She felt all around the area and finally said, �I think Damon is right. It is an iron arrowhead. Part of it is just below the surface and will probably get worse over time. I�m surprised it hasn�t gotten infected and killed you. It should come out, no matter if it improves your walk or not.�
�Don�t look at me, I�m not a doctor,� I said.
She scowled at me. �This is a passenger ship. Passengers have health problems and accidents. There must be one of the crew who is trained.�
�I�ll go see,� I said and slipped out the door before drawing more of her ire.
A sailor splicing a rope told me they had a man with medical training and where to find him. Within a short time, he knelt on the floor of our cabin examining Flier�s knee. The man was short, pudgy, and in need of a haircut because it fell well below his shoulders. He continually had to brush it aside with his hand, and he looked at Flier�s knee, his fingers probing. Still, he had a competent bedside manner and pleasing attitude. He offered a name of Spike, which didn�t sound encouraging.
He said, �Yup, I can feel it right here. It moves around, too, so I think it�s worked its way loose, but causing the puss and pain. Probably kill him sooner or later. Once there was this . . .�
�Can you remove it?� Kendra interrupted.
�Can�t tell until cutting. But, I have to clear it with the purser, first. Extra services have to be paid for before, and all that.�
I said, �We�ll pay whatever.�
�Not to me to decide or not to take your coin. Haggling for the price of services is done before the service is provided. I mean, I can�t put the arrowhead back in if you think it�s too much cost, can I? Sort of a law on a ship to pay first.� He stood upright as if that ended the conversation.
�How certain are you?� I asked Spike.
�That I can get it out? Without looking, I�d say pretty damn good. But you can never tell for sure, and that�s the other reason why you pay first.�
That sounded good enough to me. �You go get whatever tools you need and come back here. I�ll go find the purser and get it approved and pay him.�
Kendra winked at me. Flier sat quietly and grinned. I left and went in search of the purser and found him in the salon meeting with another passenger. He took a few coins from me, fewer than expected, and I headed back to Kendra�s cabin wearing a smile of my own.
The chubby man called Spike was already there, a tool bag on the floor, of the sort a carpenter uses. He accepted my word about already paying. Spike looked at Flier, �You�re sure you want to do this? It�s going to hurt. You could wait until we make port and get a real doctor to do it.�
�Yes, I�m sure. Just don�t do anything that can�t be undone.�
�It�s going to hurt, I say again.�
�Do it.� Flier gritted his teeth in anticipation. When the tools were removed from the bag, he paled at their sight but didn�t change his mind.
Kendra said to me, �The girls would enjoy a walk.�
�I may be able to help Flier. I�ll stay,� I said.
She looked at me and understood the underlying message. My small-magic might be of help, and for that, I needed to remain. She said as if it was true and for their benefit, �Blood makes me faint. Would you mind staying?�
When they were gone, Spike pulled a cork cap from a small bottle. �This is from a tree bark near Dire. It kills the sense of touch on skin.� He spread a few drops around the knee, careful not to get any on himself. �Takes just a few minutes to work. Now, you lay back and look anywhere but down here. I don�t need you jerking and pulling away.�
Flier settled himself on his back and waited. Spike pulled a handful of dirty, bloodstained rags and handed them to me. I watched him use a small item that looked like a nail to stab the flesh around the knee gently. Flier didn�t react. Spike pulled a small knife with a thin blade, a larger one, and pliers. He spread them neatly on the edge of the bed and placed rags under the knee to catch the dripping blood.
Glancing at me, he said, �Might get messy.�
My thought was that Flier should have had another mug or two of wine before this. But when looking at his face, his jaw was set, his eyes fixed on the ceiling.
Spike spread more of the substance from the tree bark, this time over a larger area, and waited. Then, after feeling the knee with probing fingers, and without warning, he used the smaller knife to cut a slit. Yellow puss mixed with blood oozed out. Then more.
�Keep it cleared away so I can see,� he ordered, which made me turn to the two candles providing a dim, yellow light.
I wiped and cleaned, he made the incision longer, and used the tip of the knife to probe gently, not cutting, but feeling in the puss and blood welling up. He grinned at me and nodded. �Metal touching metal.�
He reached for a few rags and inserted them into the cut to gather the blood and puss, then pulled them back quickly and looked before the area filled with more blood. My small magic could keep the blood away, but Spike would sense something wrong. He might stop the operation if he suspected I�d done it. Sailors are superstitious, and they don�t like mages in any form.
He inserted his finger into the slit and nudged the arrowhead with a dirty fingernail. It didn�t seem to move, so he adjusted his finger and tried moving it the other way. �Stuck,� he muttered. �Bone probably grew around it.�
He reached for the pliers.
�Try again,� I said, fearing he�d need a much larger cut to get the pliers inside. Besides, I had other plans. I closed my eyes and reached my mind to the metal arrowhead. As Spike�s finger pushed, I exerted more and more pressure, first in one direction, then another. My breath quit. I ignored the sweat running down my forehead into my eyes. My magic pulled, pushed, twisted, and turned.
�There!� Spike almost shouted.
Flier screamed.
Their shouting exclamations startled me. Spike�s arm drew back, his fingers clutched an arrowhead as wide as my thumb. Flier sat, eyes wide, centered on the bloody object.
�Want it?� Spike asked him proudly.
Flier held out his palm. Spike dropped it in his hand.
We all looked as if it was the first we�d ever seen. It was covered in blood and who knows what else, but it was definitely an iron arrow tip, looking rusted, the tip slightly bent, probably from striking his knee bone.
Spike lurched to one side, reaching for rags as he pointed to blood flowing freely out of the knee and running down Flier�s leg. I took the rags and stemmed the flow as I cleaned up the floor and wooden side of the bed, while Spike dribbled a powder from a vial into the wound. Then he pulled a curved sewing needle used for carpets and a spool of thread heavy enough to repair sails.
�Better put some more of that tree-stuff on before you sew the wound,� I suggested and was rewarded with a nod from a white-faced Flier.
Spike was already reaching for it. �I know what I�m doing. Look away,� he told Flier again.
Flier winced and gritted his teeth with every stitch, but in the end, Spike did a respectable job of closing the cut. I folded the cleanest strips of cloth for a pad, and dirty ones to wrap around his knee to hold it in place. As soon as Spike left us, Flier used my shoulder for a crutch, and we limped two doors down to our cabin.
Spike had given me a powder to mix with water for Flier. His advice was to ignore his moans and make him drink the concoction no matter what. �Might take away some pain or not, but it�ll put him out for the night and half of tomorrow.�
I gave it to Flier and left him in the lower bed, his eyes already foggy. I had a mug or two of wine to drink. At the door of the salon, I�d intended to head to the gaming table and relax. It didn�t happen that way. Kendra stood and drew my attention. Yes, I�d forgotten we�d used her cabin instead of mine for the operation, and she had no idea of the outcome. In retrospect, we could have performed the operation in our cabin and used the powder to put him out before Spike made his cut.
�How is he?� she asked.
�Sleeping. But we pulled an arrowhead from the side of his knee. Every time the knee bent, there must have been excruciating pain. He bled all over your cabin. I tried to clean it up.�
�Don�t worry, we can finish up. Is he going to walk again? I mean, without a crutch?�
�I have no idea. But his knee was hot before we started. It was swelled and leaked pus. You were right. I could tell it was hot around his knee before we saw it.�
�So, your magic was helpful?� She grinned as if to say, I told you so.
Pouring a full mug of red wine, my least favorite but all they had tonight, I said, �Spike was going to make the cut much bigger so his pliers could get a grip on the arrowhead. It was stuck in bone. I convinced him to try with his fingers again. When he did, I assisted with my mind.�
�A smaller incision should mean less healing time.�
�You can take the girls to your cabin if you�d like,� I said while pouring more wine. I intended to drink several mugs.
�So you can get to the table and play your silly gambling game with those crude men. You�re not cheating them, are you?�
A direct answer was hard. There were times I could confess to manipulating the game, but never to win for myself. The stakes were generally very small, and the game was more for companionship and to pass the slack time on the ship. However, I�d caught three players cheating so far. As each was identified by me, they encountered a losing streak. One expressed, �Never had such bad luck.� The others just accepted their sudden losses.
Kendra waited for an answer. �I have no need for their copper coins.�
�Tomorrow, I wish to have some time for myself. Will you be free to escort the girls around the ship?�
It was impossible to refuse. She left me to the empty seat at the table and the raucous greetings of the players. To their delight, I lost the first three rounds. That was acceptable. They were all small. Then the fourth round came, and the pot grew and grew. I held three five-spots. Not the best hand by far, but one that seldom lost. I raised.
The coins in the center of the table shifted without a hand to move them, and for the first time, I noticed the ship was rolling side to side, and lurching ahead now and then. The moon had risen, and the silver streak of light usually upon the water was broken by waves. The wind tore the tops of each wave and churned the water white.
Before long, a partially filled mug slid across the table in my direction. I gathered it and handed an embarrassed player his drink. A sailor entered the salon and shouted for attention. �Pardon the interruption, but the captain says we�ve encountered a spot of foul weather. The outside decks will be closed until notice. Prepare your cabins for shifting cargo. If it ain�t nailed down, you better put it away before it flies and hits you in your face.�
He must have realized he�d insulted many of us. His face reddened, and he turned and ran from the salon as if chased by angry passengers. Behind him, the door was caught in a gust of wind and slammed shut with a bang loud enough to emphasize his words. Three of us were willing to stay and play, but the other three in the lounge stood and left. The few other people in the salon soon went to their cabins, leaving only us at the table.
I was about to deal when the ship rolled more than usual, and I had a mental image of Flier rolling from his bed while drugged and hurting himself in the fall. �Tomorrow,� I said to them as I stood, which turned out to be a lie, although not an intentional one.
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W hen I managed to reach our cabin after bouncing off both sides of the passageway, because of the motion of the ship, Flier was half out of bed. One leg hung over the side, his foot on the floor, but his eyes were closed, his body limp, and he snored like a pig grunting at rutting time. The water jug had been tossed off the table despite the depression intended to keep it in place. The floor was wet, the chamber pot slid and sloshed with every tilt or twist of the ship.
After securing everything, I knocked on Kendra�s door and found the girls asleep, and everything in there in far better shape. They had braced for the storm. I timed my movements to that of the ship and staggered back to my cabin and climbed into the top bed. No sooner had I done that, when I felt the first warnings my dinner and wine were about to pass my throat�the other way.
I climbed down and groped for the chamber pot and settled for the metal water jug when my hand touched it just in time. The ship rolled to the other side and took me along with it. The jug also. The bow struck a wave, and the entire ship shuddered.
My dinner spewed into the jug. The movement of the ship told me it was not the last time I�d puke. Our cabin door flew open.
Kendra stood there, bracing herself in the doorway. She shouted over the howl of the wind, �There are four mages and two sorceresses out there.�
Questioning her powers of locating them was unthinkable�and so was most everything else in my misery. �Where?�
�Ahead of us. Clustered together in two separate places, which are probably ships.�
�We can�t do anything about it, now.� My head lolled to one side, and my eyes closed. I wanted our ship to sink to the bottom of the ocean where it couldn�t roll or tilt.
Kendra slammed the door in anger. I moaned and tried to settle my stomach. Moaning didn�t help. I cried, and that seemed to help some. I�d have screamed if it might have done anything productive. My eyes were closed, but sleep was impossible.
I tied my blanket around a corner of the bed so I couldn�t roll off in the middle of the cabin, but it did nothing to prevent me from banging into the wall�which was also the hull. The twin candles burned themselves out. I lay in darkness on the floor, wishing I had used some of the sleeping powder that Flier had taken. He managed to both sleep and stay in his bed. No doubt he was unaware of the storm.
I dozed several times, more of a dreamless sleep from exhaustion than real sleep and woke when the ship either struck a large wave head-on or rolled to either side so much it seemed in danger of turning upside down. The porthole remained dark except for the flashes of lightning. The night seemed endless. My body was tired of fighting the ship, my stomach wanted to eject more contents, but there was nothing left, and my head hurt from lack of sleep and nausea.
The porthole finally turned a few shades lighter, but the heavy storm clouds kept it dark. Adjusting to the motion, I slept in fitful snatches until the door burst open and Kendra stumbled in again as the bow raised high and crashed down again.
She took a look at Flier to see he was still sleeping from the medication, then shouted at me, �They�re still there. The mages and sorceresses.�
I moaned an unintelligible answer.
She continued, �Don�t you understand? Two groups of them ahead of us. Storms. Lightning. Rain.�
I shook my head.
�We�re not making any progress. The Gallant is at a standstill. I heard a crewman say that, but don�t know how he can tell. What I can tell is that we are no closer to the mages than we were last night.�
�The ship can�t advance against a storm like this,� I muttered. �Wait until it passes.�
�Right! Even if it is a storm made by them!�
Her accusation made me sit up and ignore my pain. No closer to the mages than last night? My tortured mind imagined three ships, two with mages aboard. They hadn�t been in Trager or the Port of Mercia. It made sense they were heading in our direction from Dagger, not from behind us. The storm should have pushed them right past us as we made no progress.
At the very least, they were waiting for us. All the mages we knew of had fled to Dagger, and possibly beyond. Now four were ahead of us. We�d encountered a similar mage-storm on the day we�d rescued the girls.
All that was true. My mind grasped at what it meant and quickly came to a single conclusion. They should have sailed right past us, helped by the storm�s winds. That was the important thing. They should have. But hadn�t. I tried to focus on that single item�as Kendra was doing.
Kendra was holding on to the side of the doorway, keeping her balance while I thought. I said, �Why didn�t they sail by us?�
�Exactly. They are in the same positions as last night.�
�Point to them,� I ordered.
She furrowed her eyebrows, then obeyed despite my rude tone. Her finger pointed to the bow of our ship, to the left about twenty degrees. She shifted her arm and pointed to the right, the same distance away from the center.
I said, �We�re right in the middle, one to the left and another to the right. Both in front of us.�
She nodded, a slight smile cracking her face as she knew she�d finally made me understand. She shouted over the shriek of the wind, �If we turn away from the land, parallel to the storm, I�ll bet they remain positioned the same. If we run with the wind, the storm will cease.�
�They know you are here,� I hissed. �The mages. It is their doing.�
She said, �How can we convince the captain to do as we wish to test this?�
�I say we tell a lie so big nobody can deny its truth.�
Kendra barked a laugh. �Try me.�
I allowed my mind to wander, then seized on the lie required. �I�m a student working for the Dire King�s Navy, small as it is. My research involves storms.�
�Do they involve ships rolling over when they take waves from the side, as they certainly will if we were foolish enough to turn to our left or right?�
�What if we turn away and run with the storm?� I asked.
She nodded. �After we are clear of it, the captain could then turn east and then south. I could determine where the mages are, and you could convince the captain that you are trying to run around the end of the storm. A few coins in his palm might make him listen to your theory.�
I waited for the roll of the ship to assist me and slid from the bed without knowing how I�d managed to climb into it during the night. The last I remembered, was being on the floor. One hand remained braced, while I attempted to stand. A dry heave convulsed me. My body fell onto the bed while my feet remained on the floor.
�I can do it,� Kendra said.
�I�ve never even seen the captain,� I moaned. She wrapped her arms around my thighs and lifted me back into the bed. I crawled gratefully under the blanket and closed my eyes before she departed.
I tried to sleep but couldn�t. Finally, I fell into another dull stupor and drifted off. Later, I woke to find the motion of the ship had changed. The bow no longer plowed into the waves but seemed to lift and wallow over them. The ship rolled and twisted as if it was not fighting to advance into the storm. The change in motion allowed my stomach to settle.
After checking on Flier, I went to Kendra�s room to find Anna and Emma sitting on the edge of the lower bed, laughing and playing. I sat with them. �Where�s Kendra?�
Emma pointed to the door.
Anna said, �Hungry. Eat.�
�You want me to take you to the dining room?�
They smiled. Amazing how basics like food improved their language skills. Their infectious behavior had me laughing and playing as we walked down the passageway to the dining room. We made a game of trying to walk down the middle, no matter which way the ship rolled�an impossible task. As we entered, we found we were alone. A glance out the window revealed the wind was now at our back, the waves smaller.
Kendra entered as we began to eat a cold meal of crackers and cheese. The cooks didn�t serve other food while in a storm. She wore a smile and gave me a conspiratorial wink. After sitting, she said, �I believe the storm is diminishing quickly since the captain turned the ship around.�
Without saying, she�d been successful in speaking to him, getting him to do as she wished, and paying him became a secondary issue. Neither Emma nor Anna seemed bothered by it, and they seemed to enjoy the motion while laughing at the few adults that joined us who made faces and groaned whenever a wave struck.
They ate as if they hadn�t been fed in days. I said, �The motion of the ship told me that the captain had listened to you.�
�The captain was happy to have an excuse to turn around. He said he�d never seen a storm like that, especially at this time of the year. It came from nowhere and remained in one place. For my research, he agreed to turn to starboard, that�s to our right by the way, when we are clear. He wants to see if he can sail around it.�
�How much of that does he think is his idea?�
She bit the end off of a slice of thick cheese. �Most of it. Oh, I offered a few suggestions, but mostly, I agreed with him. I did ask a few leading questions, I�ll confess.�
I rolled my eyes. �If it had been me, he would have had me thrown off the bridge.�
�How is Flier?�
�Sleeping, as far as I know.�
She used a dull table knife to shave a dozen slivers of yellow cheese, gathered a handful of crackers, and said, �Don�t let him get up or eat too much. Do you have more of the sleeping powder?�
�If I did, I�d have used it on me during the night.�
�Let me track down Spike. Us girls will bring it to you, later.� Her head drew back, and her eyes went wide with surprise as she peered out the single window.
Outside, the waves churned, the wind blew, but not as hard as earlier. What had caught her attention and now caught mine, was the sky. Ahead of the ship, it was blue, almost cloudless, and a faint rainbow had formed.
�Oohs and ahs came from Anna and little Emma. Their fingers pointed to it. �Pretty,� Anna said.
�Yes,� I agreed, my attention focused more on the water in the distance than the rainbow. The churned surface of the sea calmed, the massive waves dissipated, and not too far away the sea looked flat and placid. I grabbed the cheese and crackers while standing.
Kendra said, �Going outside? Of course, you are. We�ll bring the sleeping powder later.�
Her words were to my back. Instead of remaining on the main deck where passengers were restricted, I climbed a short ladder and stood one deck above, where I made a full revolution to see all. The storm was to the south behind us, almost a solid straight line where the rain began. The clouds hung above, paralleling the line of rain.
To the north lay blue sky and calm seas as far as I could see. Off to my left, lay a smudge of land at the horizon, part of Trager I assumed. The Gallant sailed due north, away from the storm. As we requested, the Gallant began a wide swing east, away from Trager. The new course kept us the same distance from the hard rain and winds that now waited on our right if we cared to challenge the storm again.
The crew reacted to shouted orders, but there seemed a lag between the orders and the men�s reactions, as if they too, were confused and unsure with what they saw. Sailors hate unexplained things. The face of an officer, probably the captain, turned in the wheelhouse and watched me through the row of windows that allowed him to observe his entire ship from that one location.
I expected him to send someone to order me back down to the main deck where passengers belonged, but instead, he turned away and watched to his right as intently as I. Kendra would have told him about me, so he knew who I was�but that didn�t warrant allowing me, a passenger, being above the main deck.
Other passengers emerged and watched the phenomenon with as much interest as us. Several of those passengers were regulars on the vessel or others. Before a crewman was dispatched in my direction to order me back to where I should be, I climbed down the narrow ladder and entered the passageway to my cabin.
Flier�s eyes opened as the door slammed shut behind me harder than intended. He reached down to his knee and probed. Then smiled. �The only pain comes from the cut.�
�That arrowhead was poisoning you.�
�And causing daily pain. I lived with it so long, it seems strange to not have it.� His legs swung over the side of the bed.
�You can�t stand. You�ll hurt yourself.�
He paused and then nodded. �I�ve stood on one leg for years to ease the pain from the other. I�ll keep weight off it, but I have to pee.�
�Oh.� I reached for the chamber pot and placed it on the edge of the bed near him and turned away. When he lifted the lid, the sour smell of vomit filled the cabin. After he finished, I used it too. Then, it went into the passageway with those of other passengers. It was probably no worse than most. I hadn�t been the only one seasick, I was sure.
Turning back into the room, Flier was still on his feet�both of them. He swayed with the motion of the ship, testing his bad leg in a way that allowed him to fall onto his bed if the sudden pain struck. His eyes lifted to mine. �Who knew?�
�You could have had that fixed a long time ago.�
He sadly shook his head and balanced on his good leg. �No money. I can�t tell you how hard it was to fight for enough scraps to eat. There are no jobs in Trager. Anyone with good sense has left. The city has no police, no firefighters, no laws, and the gangs grow worse as the food gets scarcer, which means there is almost no food except in High Trager.�
�And the king does nothing about it?�
He gave me another sad look as if I had trouble comprehending the simplest facts. �They tell us there is a king. They tell us what he says or laws he passed. To argue or question if he lives is a death warrant.�
�You believe him dead?�
�If he was alive, and the worst king in memory, he would show himself and have some concern for the people he rules. In Trager, I would never say it, not even a whisper, but the king is dead. A mage-council sits at his place.�
�I�ve heard of a council of nine, or some such number, rules in Dagger.�
The comment brought a look of surprise, anger, and disbelief. Flier set his jaw and furrowed his eyebrows. Without talking any more, he turned and placed his hip on the bed. �I need rest.�
�Kendra is bringing more of the sleeping powder.�
He nodded. �I�ll try without it.�
�I didn�t get any sleep last night during the storm, so I�ll be sleeping too.�
�Storm?�
It was my turn to laugh. Flier had been so sedated he hadn�t realized the terrible night that had passed. Again, the idea occurred that we might have shared the powder. I went to sleep with that thought and a smile on my lips.
Kendra threw the door open and entered the one full step she was able to move. She handed me a small packet of powder and a small vial. �Two drops in water. Half the powder today, the rest tomorrow.�
Through sleepy eyes, I peered at her as if she was a wild woman from the Brownlands. �The mages?�
�The storm moves east with us. The two ships with the mages remain in the same relative places.�
�Meaning them, and the storm is playing a game of Can�t Cross the Bridge with us.�
�Yes. Just like that. The mages match our moves, so they can tell where the ship is at. Or one of the wyvern overhead is telling them, I think. There has been one circling all morning.� She pounded a fist into her palm with a smack of sound.
I hesitated to mention my thoughts but holding back possibilities was not for us. Too dangerous. �It might not be you they sense.�
She squinted like just before blasting me when I said something stupid. Then, she relaxed as the thought took hold. �Okay . . . it might be you they are tracking, in which case it might as well be me. But it could be someone else. Not Flier or one of the crew, I�d guess. But a passenger?�
�Not Princess Elizabeth, I added. But someone traveling with her? We know some mages communicate over distances.�
Kendra said, �True. Or they are following her and reporting, but I sense no mage on our ship.�
�Can you sense where I am?� the question came naturally, and it was one we hadn�t discussed, even as it was so obvious.
�No.�
�It could be another passenger, but I doubt it. It is you, me, or someone in Elizabeth�s company. I think we can rule out the rest.� I glanced at Flier and found him awake and confused at our conversation. From the corner of my eye, the chamber pot and a fresh pitcher of water sat beside Kendra�s feet.
He said, �Sorry. You�re discussing private subjects. I should leave.�
Kendra said, �It concerns you, too. Just understand that you can never talk about what we say.�
Flier said, �You rescued me from the life of a beggar. Had an arrow pulled from my knee. Gave me back my walk and are returning me home, and all you ask in return is silence? I can never repay the two of you.�
She didn�t back down. �We appreciate all that, but you have to understand there is danger in what we are doing. Great danger, to us and anyone with us. We have placed you in danger, too.�
�You work for Princess Elizabeth of Dire?� he asked.
�No,� Kendra said, then relented. �Well, yes, technically we do. But we are also friends and more.�
He nodded. There was no trace of a smile on his face as he peered into her eyes. His voice grew soft and intense. �Your friends are mine. My fist is yours.�
�Your sword is mine,� Kendra completed the old oath. They were simple words every child seemed to know, but few said aloud. Legend made the words of the oath ring with solemnity and meaning. The old ways said the two of them were now closer than family. They were sworn to each other. Forever. They would give their lives to protect the other.
How and why Kendra had taken the oath on the spur of the moment surprised me as much as if she had pulled a rotten peach from her pocket and smashed it in my face. She was not the sort of doing either lightly, nor without consideration. It was a lifelong commitment with Flier.
How and why she placed such trust in a beggar we barely knew was beyond the scope of my understanding. However, I had known her my entire life and trusted her decisions more than my own. She wouldn�t have taken that oath ten or twenty days ago. However, she was a different woman back then, one without powers yet to be revealed.
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K endra flashed a weak smile in my direction as if she suddenly understood the magnitude of the oath she�d taken with the cripple. It was something of an apology and a commitment at the same time. It appeared Flier had taken the oath just as seriously. I felt left out in the cold on a dark winter�s night.
Kendra abruptly said, �I should get back to care for the girls.�
�What about the mages blocking the Gallant with their storm?� My question was spontaneous and assumed facts we didn�t know for sure.
She shrugged. �We really don�t know how far they will go to stop us, or if they are trying to only stop you and me, but we also don�t know who else on this ship they might be trying to prevent from reaching Dagger. This may be about stopping Elizabeth and her secret mission. Let�s sleep on it. The captain will let us know our options, tomorrow.�
After she departed, I climbed down and mixed the sleeping powder while avoiding Flier�s eyes. He said, �Forgive me. My knowledge is slight in your travels and objectives, but there is an observation to share. If the rulers of Dagger are so intent on keeping someone on this ship from reaching there, they must consider that person extremely dangerous.�
�No matter who it is.� My flat agreement ended our conversation, for now. His observation made sense. If they were willing to sink our ship, everyone on board would swim. For a while. Then die.
Flier accepted the sleeping powder gratefully. I could see how rigidly he held his face, trying to fight the remaining pain in his knee. My admiration for him grew.
As soon as he slept, I replaced the pitcher in the recess designed to keep it from spilling. The chamber pot went back into its small area, where it was blocked from sliding across the floor in any direction with the �normal� shifting of the ship, in �normal� storms. Then, I left the cabin. The salon was my natural goal. There I would find conversational tongues loosened by wine, passengers with pent-up anxieties and cabin-fever, rumors, lies, and perhaps a small amount of truth if I listened carefully.
�Damon,� a talkative little man who was chubby and whose face tended to get very red when he consumed wine or ale�which he did at every opportunity. He viewed himself as tall, thin, and attractive, in my opinion, a common instance in those men short, heavy, or both.
For all his faults, I liked him, and he talked incessantly about everything with only the slightest provocation. He knew all the dirt on the ship. Leading him into the conversational direction I wished, I asked in a friendly voice, �How are you doing after the storm?�
He leaned closer, but his voice remained too loud. �Be doing better if we were sailing south to Vin and Dagger instead of east, know what I mean?�
�I heard we are sailing east to try and get around that terrible storm.�
�If we�d have pushed ahead instead of turning and running, we�d be through it and heading into the port of Vin by now. I fear our captain is a bit of a coward.�
His attitude offended me on many levels. My impression was the captain realized we were not making headway, to choose a new option, one that considered the welfare of his passengers. My trust was that the Gallant was a well-built ship, but no ship can withstand the pounding of endless storms. It would take a single hull plank with a flaw or insect damage to weaken it, just one, to send the ship to the bottom. In calm waters, it might never rupture, and if it did, the repairs would be easy and swift. In a raging storm, the danger increased by several magnitudes.
I said, �Better to be safe than sink our ship�especially with me aboard.
He laughed and agreed. A seat at the gaming table opened up, and I offered it to my seatmate, but when he refused, I took it. There were five of us, all but one known to me. After a brief introduction, the blocks were sorted, passed to each of us, and serious play began.
The new player, a middle-aged man called Tome, a resident of Kondor, bid high. Higher than any wager I�d seen since sailing. Three of us instantly folded, but one of the regulars matched the bet. The next tile dealt resulted in the same. The eyes of the regular player gave his intentions away. He didn�t wish to meet the bet, it was beyond his means and far beyond the bounds of a friendly game, but he did. He slid the required amount to the center of the table. His eyes narrowed, he nervously bit his lower lip.
The new player, Tome, calmly raised again, a massive wager. While he is free to play as he likes, that sort of play is called bullying, because it is. The bully will bet so much the opponent must fold and give up a good hand or face serious financial risk. The regular player, a man who sat to my right hesitated, believing he held a stronger hand but at what cost if he should lose?
My purse was on my lap hidden to the other players as I counted out my money to place on the table. Without thinking about it, I reached under the table in a way the others wouldn�t see and opened my fist to display a small handful of coins to the regular. �Take them.�
He nodded, and surreptitiously scraped the coins from my palm to his fist and not only met the bet but raised the wager again, a totally unexpected action. The table went silent in shock. In the center of the table sat a small fortune. Nobody had believed he would match the bet on the table, let alone increase it�and two of the coins he bet were gold. I checked my purse, suspecting more might be required for him to remain in the game, but I�d determined not to allow the bully to roll over a fellow player. It was supposed to be a low stakes friendly game.
Tome�s face twisted into a snarl. �You didn�t have that much money. Where did you get it?�
�I have far more than that, my friend, and may have more than one purse. Are you going to match my wager or fold?� The man at my side snarled as if anxious to continue the betting.
�I must go back to my cabin to get more money.� The bully stood and pushed his chair back.
�Hold on,� I heard myself saying without thinking. �This has always been a friendly table-stakes game since I�ve been here. Am I right?� I spread my hands and looked at the other players for support. �Table-stakes?�
They all nodded their agreement to me, but their eyes remained on Tome. His face reddened. �Where�d he get that extra money?�
�Does it matter?� I asked easily. �He has it here at the table, and that is all that counts. His wager is in the pot.�
The man on the other side of me, one who had been quiet until now, said, �Match the bet or the winnings are his. Table-stakes rules, as always.�
Tome abruptly spun in my direction. �You two are in this together.�
I also stood and kept my voice soft and even. �I am not even in the game, yet. None of the money on the table is mine, so I have no interest except to play a few friendly hands. He matched and raised your bet. Those are the rules of the game. We play with what we bring to the table.�
He gaped. He wanted to leap over the table at me. But with me standing up to confront him on equal terms, the bully in him hesitated. Standing up as I had, dared him to take action. It also said his bluster didn�t scare me.
The player at my side who had confronted the bully with his wager was much smaller than either of us. He also stood. �His problem is with me, Damon.�
I couldn�t allow Tome to attack the smaller man. I said to him in a challenging tone, �You can always take it up with me in Dagger.�
�You�re never going to get to Dagger,� he said, then his face tinged red, and he backed from the table. Obviously, he�d spoken in anger and out of turn. Said something he wasn�t supposed to. Before anyone could react to his statement, he fled the salon.
Those of us remaining at the table exchanged puzzled looks. �What was that all about?� I asked. �What did he mean?�
One of the other regulars asked me, �Have you had problems with him before?�
�Never seen or met him,� I said.
�Well, it sure seems like he has it in for you. As soon as you entered, he was watching every move you made,� the same man continued. �He even scooted his chair closer to you, so he could listen to your conversation before you joined us.�
The one next to me said, as he pulled the pile of coins closer and shoved far more than I�d loaned him my way, �Hey, thanks for helping me out with that hand. He�s been raising everything since he sat down. I was about to quit the game because of it. High betting took all the fun out of the game. But, he was only interested in you.�
We played on, but my heart and mind were not in it. The money I�d loaned was repaid, the play was friendly and passed the time, but I heard nothing of value in the table-talk. The ship still sailed east, away from land and Trager. The storm remained to our right side, off in the distance. Flashes of lightning on the horizon were like fireflies on a dark night. I didn�t have to ask Kendra where the mages were because I knew where they were. They were on the other side of the storm keeping pace with us and creating our problems.
I finally said, �Gentlemen, my travel-partner may need me, so I�ll go check on him. I hate to leave you good men to play by yourselves, but I have to go.�
�Is that the cripple you brought aboard?� the man directly across from me asked, his tone holding no hint of insult or rudeness, just a straightforward question.
�Yes,� I said. �But don�t let that appearance fool you. Flier is a good man and next time you see him, you�ll be pleasantly surprised.� Before leaving the salon, my eyes scanned the area outside, including what was visible outside the door through the small window. Once on the deck, every shadow, hiding place, above and below, was checked before proceeding. When I moved, it was sudden and quick. My ears listened. I sniffed the salt air searching for the scent of an attacker.
Reaching the door to our cabin seemed a major accomplishment. Inside, Flier slept on. Half his sleeping powder was there beside the water pitcher. After missing so much sleep last night, I didn�t need it. I climbed into my bed and fell under the spell of sleep so deep I might never wake.
Kendra looked in on us a couple of times. My knife was in my hand each time, but she spoke softly as if sensing my unease and assured me it was her. I woke again when the ship turned in the middle of the night. The motion of the ship had again changed. I lay awake waiting for the crashing of the storm to begin, the rolling and pitching of the ship as it entered the wall of rain, but it didn�t happen. What wind and waves there were, now struck the port side of the ship instead of the starboard. We�d turned completely around and were sailing back towards Trager and not into the storm.
That was fine with me. I went back to sleep and stayed that way until morning when I heard Flier trying to be quiet as he moved in the cabin. I opened one eye, then the other, as I watched him test his knee. He started out easy and increased the weight on it, only wincing occasionally. However, to offset that, he smiled to himself. Even when thinking he was alone, he smiled, and that told me more than any inquiry.
That told me all I needed. �Hungry?�
�Starving.�
I swung my legs over the side and waited. Since the course change, the ship tilted to the opposite way it had, and it took some getting used to when walking. We stopped at Kendra�s cabin, and they joined us. In the small dining room, all five of us crowded around a single table only large enough to hold our five mugs. We balanced bowls of gruel sweetened with peach slices in our laps and made jokes about it while devouring the blandness with unconcealed eagerness.
The girls were learning more Common words and used them to spice up the conversation. It amazed me how few were required for communication. Sure, there were times when we didn�t understand, but the girls were old enough to act out those comments as if we played a game. For instance, mimicking sleeping, or using a hammer. Once we identified the correct word for them, they seemed to absorb it as part of their language.
At a guess, they now understood several hundred words. They might not recall them at first, but if we said the right word they instantly recognized it. They knew the names for all five of us, and the basics required for life, being food, water, sleep, chamber pot, ship, and others.
Emma said softly, almost a growl, spoiling the mood at the table, �Bad.�
I looked where her eyes focused and found the man from the gaming table who bet too heavily. He glared my way but said nothing. When Kendra and Flier turned to look, I said, �We had an altercation last night. He got angry and said, �I was not getting to Dagger� but didn�t explain. Someone else said he has been watching me the whole trip.�
Kendra stood.
�Where are you going?� I asked.
She smiled sweetly, with the smile that chilled me. �For a walk. Maybe I�ll run into Will.� She pulled a blue scarf similar to the one Will had given to me to display with I wanted to talk. She slipped it around her neck.
Good idea. While the stranger watched me, Will could watch him. Those who are doing the watching never look over their own shoulders to see if they are also watched. They are too intent on their own actions. She swept from the room, drawing the eyes of every man in it, but two. Mine and the strangers.
�Never seen him before,� Flier said before I could ask.
Anna snuck a spoonful of Emma�s gruel when she wasn�t looking and slurped it loudly, to the amusement of us. That didn�t need interpretation. I�d often done the same to Kendra when we were that age�and still did now and then.
Elizabeth entered, approached a table where a couple sat that I didn�t know, and exchanged a few words with them as they ate. She completely ignored me. However, she circled the table where I could see her unobstructed, and she lifted her chin as if agreeing, but her eyes never touched mine. A single finger pointed to her toes as she moved. It was a signal as blatant as if as if her chin had pointed to them. The pair needed watching. They presented a danger of some sort. Elizabeth turned and left the dining room before I could give her the same signal about the man at the other table.
Thinking back, the pair had been in the salon almost every evening while I played, never talking to anyone else, always sitting alone. They seldom even spoke to each other. Neither joined the games, or conversations and shunned any friendly advancements. They usually looked out the windows at the ever-changing sea. If their appearances meant anything, both were from Kondor.
That is why I�d taken particular notice of them. The other couple from Kondor, Hannah, and Damme, never engaged them either, which seemed odd, now that I thought about it. Usually, people from the same area tend to gather together and play the �do you know� game. Speaking the same language seemed like a natural link. Once, I�d stood and started their way, but Hannah had given me a slight warning shake of her head, just the barest of movements.
That had been enough for me. Damme and Hannah were genuine, and I�d consider them friends, even though we�d just met. They had spent an evening teaching our girls Common and offered to do it again. A warning from a friend, for whatever reason, is to be followed.
We were finished with our meal and others were waiting for a table. We stood and walked out onto the late afternoon deck. The sun reflected gold on the calm water, a streak leading directly from the sun to us. Off to our left, a bank of low dark clouds hung. Lightning flashed, but we were too far away to hear the thunder.
The purser paused as I watched the clouds. His eyes followed mine. �Strangest thing I�ve ever seen.�
�How so?�
�It�s like a wall. A solid, unmoving wall. Storms usually move fairly quickly across the water, not remain in the same place for days.�
�You�ve never seen anything like this?� I asked.
�Not even heard of it. This will be the first time we�ve ever returned to port because we couldn�t sail past a storm.�
That was the first I�d heard of returning to Trager. It made sense. The ship provisioned for a sail of a few days to Vin, and we�d already used that time. The purser moved on. From the corner of my eye, Will moved from a doorway to the corner of a stout support for the upper decks. He also looked out to sea and the storm . . . or seemed to�for anyone watching him. It was part of his act of innocence. I had no doubt he saw and heard everything about me.
My glance at him also found the gambler with the poor attitude nearby. He stood near the mast for the mainsail, most of his body hidden from my casual glance at it�which I�m certain was purely accidental. He also appeared to be watching the dark clouds and lightning, but I may have been in his line of sight. He was watching me.
Kendra returned. She stepped between Flier and the girls, while she whispered, �Where are they getting all of the dragon essence required to maintain a storm like that?�
She meant the mages, of course. The power drain must be tremendous for continuous storms to last for days on end. I asked, �Where is your dragon?�
�It is not mine. But, it is in the mountains south of Trager in the high mountains, eating a goat.�
I half-turned. �Flier can you take the girls for a little walk?� He understood my intention to speak privately and escorted them away without question.
Kendra was puzzled.
I said, �My magic works. It is stronger than ever.�
�That�s odd because the dragon is so far away. Earlier, it had to be within sight of you. Right?�
Waving that aside, I continued with what I wished to say, �How do you know the dragon is eating a goat?�
Her puzzlement increased. �I don�t know. It just is.�
�You have already said you always know where it is, but never added to that knowledge. Is this something new?�
She bit her lower lip as she thought. �Yesterday, I knew it had flown across the mountains and back again, as it waited for me. Us. It felt weaker when south of the mountains. The connection, I mean. Then stronger again when it flew closer, although all the way across the sea to the mountains is not close.�
�And?�
Her voice grew strident. �It grew tired from flying so much and found a deer in a meadow. It ate it last night just before dark. That�s the first time I knew something more than simply its location, but it seemed so natural to know it, to think about it. It just was. As if it had always been like that and I should have known how to tell what it was doing.�
�I�m not accusing you of anything, so don�t get angry. We�re just establishing the idea that the dragon is now communicating with you. Sharing information. Does that sound right?�
She scowled. �Does it sound right that a creature as large as a barn is now providing mental tips on its dining habits? And that I shouldn�t be concerned? Is that what you�re asking? If so, yes, it does bother me.�
�That wasn�t what I was asking.�
Her anger was showing. I tried to explain. �The dragon is �talking� to you in a way you didn�t understand until now. Is it saying anything else? Because you also know it is in the mountains, it was over the desert, and the deer was in a meadow. That�s more than just sharing dining habits.�
She paled.
I continued, �So it�s established that the dragon is sharing more than just what it eats with you. My next question is to ask what are you sharing with it? And can you force or request it to obey you?�
Kendra reached for the handrail to steady herself.
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K endra gripped the railing hard enough to turn her fingers white. Learning that a dragon was sharing its eating habits with her was enough to put a scare into her. Finding out she also knew where it dined, was enough to create panic. My suggestion that she might also be sharing information with it took her totally by surprise. Worse, the idea that she might somehow give commands to the dragon increased the panic. She didn�t seem to care that while it ate in the mountains, no matter how far away it was, I still had my magic�and that magic seemed stronger than ever.
�I don�t know what�s happening.� Her voice was weak and soft. He eyes were glazed as she considered the importance of all we�d discussed. �I don�t know what I can do.�
�Tell the dragon to fly. Not that there is danger, but just suggest to her to fly and return to her goat in a few moments.�
Kendra remained calm. After a short while, she said, �It flew. Now it is eating again.�
That was the answer, but not the end of the subject. Well, it was for me. It was time to back out of the conversation and allow my sister to think over the implications and advantages. It also didn�t answer the basic question that had started the conversation. Where did the power come from for the mages to create intense storms that lasted for days if it didn�t come from Kendra�s dragon?
In the last ten days, we�d learned magic draws on power created by dragons. That power was called essence. Essence is created by the same dragon that is now eating a goat and is nowhere near the ships behind the storm. The story fit the circumstances of the mages chaining the dragon in a cave for years and years�a story we�d thought almost beyond belief.
Perhaps it was beyond belief. While we knew a little about essence and had not even known of its existence ten days ago, we didn�t know the entire story. I leaned on the railing with Kendra and said, �Essence is the key. Where are the mages getting the power for the storm?�
�Waystones are involved, too. And Wyverns.�
�It seems we don�t know any more than ten days ago,� I muttered more to myself than to her.
�Not true,� she said in the same soft tone. �Perhaps it is not what we know, but that now we are figuring out what we do not know. So, we are learning where to look for more information.�
�All very confusing.�
She turned to me. �Think of it this way, we are eliminating possibilities, so what is left over is more likely. Essence is involved. That is a fact. Dragons and Wyverns, too. Mages harness that power in ways we do not understand and use it to create or magnify their magic. Sorceresses, too. Mages communicate over long distances, and we think they travel over them in an instant, but that is not a fact, only speculation. We do know the egg in the cave where we released the dragon disappeared after we discovered it. It went away in an instant.�
�We also know from your sensing powers that a mage returned to the cave, then disappeared just a quickly. It is a Waystone, and he may have gone anywhere, like a transfer point. Or nowhere.�
�I don�t think so. Waystones also use essence for their power, and if that dragon is creating the power, it is reasonable to think the longer the distance of the transfer, the more essence is used.�
I snapped my fingers. She was right. �Otherwise there would only be a few Waystones, none close to another.�
She grinned. �We also know Waystones are old because of the weathering of the icons. Very old. If they are powered by essence from dragons, whatever we�re getting into has been around hundreds and hundreds of years. Maybe longer.�
I have always liked her grin, but not now. While her words rang true, they also hinted that our opponents had hundreds and hundreds of years to prepare for the likes of us. �The gambler at the table said I�d never see Dagger. Then he realized he�d spoken out of turn and fled. I think he knows something.�
Kendra said, �See? Now you�re starting to put things together. We�re on a ship with him. He can either sail with us or swim. Here come Flier and the girls. You stay here with them, while I go talk to Will, who is hiding behind those barrels on deck.�
�What are you going to tell Will? I�m not comfortable sharing anything about us. Not yet. Only with Elizabeth.�
�I will simply mention that statement, that others heard it too, and that what he knows may endanger everyone on the ship if we are not going to reach Dagger,� she smiled sweetly, like a cat ready to snatch a butterfly from the air.
�In that case, he will have to find out what the gambler knows.� Before the words were fully out of my mouth, she had spun and walked confidently away as Flier caught my attention. I nodded that it was okay for them to approach, and the three of them rushed ahead.
He said, �They laugh a lot. At me. The ship. Sailors. Anything.�
�You�re not limping.�
His smile grew wider. �Now and then a touch of pain, but that�s from the incision and stitches. From what it feels like, my knee is going to be like when I ran messages. Hell, I might run again.�
Imagining what life for him as a cripple must have been like, the pain, the use of the crutch, the pity and scorn from others, all combined to allow me to forgive his foul language in front of the girls. He must be tougher than I believed. He hadn�t said how many years he�d survived with no money, little food, and the abuse others sent his way, but it had to have been six or seven.
I said, �Run?�
He chuckled. �Not yet. The knee is still sore. The muscles are weak from lack of use. But it bends without pain. Give me ten days, and we�ll see if I can beat you in a foot race.�
�I can�t believe you didn�t know that arrowhead was in there.�
�I assumed it was just a wound that wouldn�t heal, or the knee was broken or shattered by the arrow. There was no reason to think otherwise.�
Anna pointed to the mainsail and said, �Sail.�
Emma pointed to her foot. �Shoe.�
Did she mean the shoe or the foot inside? Our game of point and name had flaws. However, as time went on mistakes would be corrected. That tickled the back of my mind with what we were going to do with them if we didn�t find relatives or a home for them.
Flier said, �I saw the sword in our cabin.� He opened his shirt enough for me to see the handle of a sturdy knife inside, the blade in a scabbard tucked inside his waistband. �You should wear one.�
�Where did that one come from?�
�Will,� he said shortly. �He told me you have enemies on this ship and to protect you.�
He was right. On my next trip to my cabin, I�d conceal a knife and maybe wear my sword in plain sight. It might delay or prevent an attack. Anna reached out and touched my nose with her forefinger. She named it.
A nasty idea sprang to mind, the kind brothers have towards sisters. I could teach the girls false words for common things and watch Kendra try to correct my wrongs. I could point to a beautiful woman and say in a kind voice that carried approval, �Ugly.� They would certainly end up calling Kendra ugly, and I could pretend innocence. She would do no less for me.
We spent the rest of the afternoon in similar acts of discovery and identification. We ate, watched the crew and passengers carefully, and ate again, the evening meal together. Afterward, my knife was hidden near the small of my back, but my sword swung at my hip in full view, I went to the lounge alone.
When I started to sit, one of the regulars, a tall, thin man who had always acted friendly to me, pointed at my blade and said, �I�d rather you remove that if you�re going to sit and play. No offense.�
�None taken,� I said quickly, but strode to a chair near the door and sat there instead of at the table. He had every right to make the request, and it didn�t offend me in the least. I watched the play, listened to conversations around me, and when Hannah and Damme entered, they sat with me. Damme nodded at the sword.
�Protection,� I told him in my normal voice in the small room. �I�ve been warned I have enemies on board.�
A dozen ears pricked at my words. Hannah said, �A man must protect himself.�
Damme said, �Do you mind if I examine your sword? I own a few and can perhaps offer a few suggestions, should you ever require another. I might also put an edge on it for you.�
My old scabbard with the new arrow sheath attached must have looked to him like something discarded by another, so why would he believe the sword any better? The handle and hilt were functional instead of pretty. It was a reasonable request, and as custom dictated, I stood and faced him. The sword slipped out of the sheath noiselessly, and while I held the pommel in my right hand, my left palm supported the flat of the blade as I extended it to him for inspection.
�Gods above,� he whispered, but all heard the shock and awe in his voice as he backed away from the weapon.
Hannah said, �That is beautiful.�
Damme�s hands reached for it but came to a standstill before touching. His eyes went from the sword to mine. �How did you acquire this?�
�The King of Dire presented it to me for services provided.� My voice was calm and clear for all to hear and spread the tale. I heard none of the usual jingle of coins or tab of blocks at the table, as I imagined all eyes were on us.
�Those must have been some services,� Hannah said.
�I protect his daughter with this blade.�
Damme touched the blade with his finger where the damage had occurred and said in a disapproving tone, �You did this?�
�Unfortunately. A good bladesmith I trust suggested nobody try to correct it until it can be sent to the maker.�
�Excellent advice,� he said and lifted the blade as carefully as if it was made of glass. �You do realize this is probably the most magnificent sword in your kingdom? Of course, you do.�
There were no other sounds in the salon. No talking, no chink of tiles, no chairs scraping the floor. I turned to find every head in the room looking at the sword, certain most of them had no idea of the value or rarity, but they keyed on Damme�s respect.
Damme said, �I feel a fool, offering you advice on blades. This is the best sword I�ve ever held, touched, or seen. It is an honor to do so.�
Hannah said, �Can you use it? I mean, dare you use such a fine weapon for fear of harming it?�
My king ordered me to use it to protect him, myself, my sister, and my mistress who is his daughter, but he was also wise enough to have his Royal Weapons-Master spend a full year un-teaching my bad habits with an oak practice sword before he spent another year as he trained me to use it. I had to defeat nearly every palace guard in practice, first.�
Damme said to Hannah, �Malawian steel of the highest order. The first I�ve encountered. Perhaps you will examine my collection when we reach Dagger and make recommendations to me? And if you need to practice, I have a pair of swords from Dire you might feel comfortable wielding.�
The salon was as quiet as a locked bakery in a boy�s school used to pilfering. Damme was doing me a great favor in speaking of my sword as he had. If I�d have wanted to keep it, and my training a secret, I would have refused to display it in public. I had every suspicion he knew exactly what he was doing�and why. Only a fool would attack me, now.
It was a thinly veiled warning to every person on the ship. Don�t mess with Damon. He is a master swordsman with a blade worthy of one in ten thousand.
He handed it back, showing the respect the blade deserved. Hannah mentioned they needed to sleep and bid me a good night. I sat and watched out the windows at the storm still raging, noticing the conversation was unusually subdued at the table. As I was about to take my leave, a face appeared in the window inset in the door, off to one side, so only I would see it. Will. He wanted to talk again. In private.
Standing, I yawned and made my way outside, expecting to find Will waiting. He was not. Instead of going to my cabin, I strolled the deck. Near the stern, in the deepest shadows on the ship where there were the least lanterns, Will emerged.
Without preamble, he said, �I�ve spoken with your friend.�
�The gambler-bully?�
�Yes. It seems he knew about the storm before we sailed from Trager. He learned that information ashore, and also that the storm was intended to keep this ship from ever reaching Dagger. No ships sailing from Trager will reach Dagger, for an unspecified time. The south sea will be closed from now on.�
�So, it�s not all about me?�
Will turned his head away as another passenger walked the decks and came too close. After he was a good distance away, Will said, �He didn�t know. He rambled as we talked. There was a mention of a Dragon Tamer, the secret mission of Princess Elizabeth, and the deaths of several mages. Nothing was said directly of you, but he obviously does not like you and won�t forgive you for embarrassing him.�
On a personal note, that was good news of a sort. The cause of the storm and ship delay was not because of me. It could be Kendra, the unknown Dragon Tamer, or Elizabeth, or the deaths of the mages�however, I was only a part of those, so of no direct consequence.
On a broader note, Dagger had blocked all ships in the sea from sailing south. We couldn�t guess for how long, but it delayed our trip at least, and perhaps prevented the king�s mission from ever reaching Dagger. That meant Elizabeth and her entourage may as well return to Dire. We might as well go with them.
�The gambler, is he all right?�
�He will live, although it was dicey for a while.� Will slipped around a corner and disappeared as a pretty young woman made her way near me. I�d noticed her a time or two, which was each time she�d shown herself on the voyage.
She was alone, studiously ignoring me. That meant she was interested. I said, �Good evening. My name is Damon.�
She glanced my way, then turned her back to me. Interested? She was in love with me!
I moved closer. �Nice evening, isn�t it?�
With a tiny shake of her head, she strode away as if she didn�t hear me. Playing hard to get, I figured. While waiting for her to slink her way back to me, another woman approached, a little older and more sure of herself.
She said, �You are Damon, the sword fighter.�
�Yes. And you are?�
She was not from Kondor. Her features were more northern, Dire maybe, but if so, I should have seen her there and remembered. Her clothing was made of fine material, the stitches so small and even they were almost unseen. Her manners were royal. Not the royal manners of a servant such as me, but the effortless manners of good breeding.
With that established, the question became, why was she seeking me out? The coincidence of two beautiful women accidentally meeting me at the rail, one after the other, when there were only a few on board, two being Kendra and Elizabeth, was remote. If they were not working together, they were after the same objective, leaving me to figure out what that might be.
However, as slow-witted as I could be, one thing I did know was that clandestine meetings in the middle of the night bring no good things. Before she could object, I bid her good-night and left to claim my bed. Alone.
The night was warm, the air calm, and the ship moved steadily towards land. Just as I opened the door to the passageway, a wet slap of sound and a muted grunt drew my attention. It came from my left. Two steps took me to the corner of the deck below the captain�s bridge.
A quick glance found Will there. He held up his thumb and motioned for me to continue on my way. As I turned, the light shifted, and an inert body lay on the deck at his feet. I entered the passageway and went directly to my cabin.
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T he morning brought an air of excitement as word spread that we expected to reach Trager again, near midday. Why that was exciting was odd, since it was the very port we�d sailed from a few days earlier. Still, after the time fighting the storm, and the dullness of the two days after trying to go around it, any port with solid ground that did not rock and twist underfoot sounded wonderful.
Flier�s progress with his leg had improved even more. He walked nearly as fast as me, and after a light breakfast, we sat on the now familiar hatch cover and enjoyed the warming of the early morning sun as it burned off a thin fog.
He started to speak a few times but couldn�t seem to get the right words out. Since we were alone, I decided it concerned me and waited for him to gather his thoughts.
�It�s none of my business,� he said as a preamble that usually meant it was none of his business, but he wanted to butt in anyhow. That�s the way it works with that phrase.
�Go on.�
He drew a deep breath, then with a rush said, �You gave me back my life. If you need to get to Vin, or go on to Dagger, tell me. I�ll get you there.�
�Do you know how to sail a ship through an endless storm?� Acid dripped from my every word.
He ignored that. �Remember, I was a foot-messenger between Vin and Trager. I used the Vin Pass over the mountains.�
Now he had my attention. �I�m sorry. Just grouchy.�
�We used a wide trail, almost a road. Runners like me crossed it almost every day after the snows were gone. Back then, the kings of Trager and Vin worked together against the hated Daggers. Vin wasn�t even part of the Kondor Empire, as they call it now.�
�Dagger became an �empire� just because it defeated Vin?�
Flier laughed, then controlled himself. �You don�t know much about Kondor politics or history, do you?�
It was more a statement than a question. He was right. More than right, because I knew nothing of either. �Start at the beginning.�
We sat in the warm sun and watched the remainder of the fog burn off, as seamen climbed the masts and performed their morning chores with lines, sails, pulleys, and whatever. Flier said, �Is the map in the salon the only one you�ve seen?�
�No, there are a few more.�
�What lies south of Kondor?�
That question stumped me.
He said, �I thought so. Kondor is not the bottom of the world. There are many kingdoms south of it. Hundreds of them.�
My face must have relayed my disbelief.
�It�s true,� he said. �Those in the north call Kondor the �Brownlands,� but there are more. South of the Brownlands, if you go far enough, they say you reach more Greenlands. There are people in all of them.�
His revelation stunned me.
He sighed. �I�ve heard there is also an east-west sea down there that goes to even more lands. They say one has a river so wide some believed it another sea in olden days. Now, I�m repeating tales I don�t know to be true, but why would the world just come to an end at the Brownlands? I�ll just ask you that.�
My thoughts were jumbled but seized on one item. �There must be other maps.�
He smiled. Ships have them. Chandlers in seaports sell them. All sorts of maps. Even old ones where kingdoms held other names. I�ve seen some like that.�
�If what you say is true, and I suspect it is, Dire is located on a sea far to the north, where one can sail no more, but here at Trager, the sea narrows and can be blockaded.�
�And widens again south of Vin, well before you get to Dagger. It would take hundreds of ships to block the sea down there.�
He allowed me the time to think and digest all he�d said. The sun was higher and the decks full of people when my mind felt organized enough to speak intelligently again. However, first I looked at the working crew, and then the passengers on their morning walks. His suggestions and information, if factual, brought a whole new aspect to my thinking. I�d been thinking there were those from Dire . . . and others, most of whom were from Kondor.
It didn�t answer the core questions about dragons and mages but suggested there may be far more that I wasn�t aware of while existing in my tiny kingdom at the north end of nowhere. At least, there seemed a hint of all I didn�t know. That told me something new.
�Are there dragons and Wyverns in Vin and Trager?� I heard myself ask.
�Dragons? Of course not. Plenty of Wyverns, especially lately. Dozens of them, whole flocks flying south as if fleeing from something. Maybe Kendra�s dragon?�
Talking with Flier produced results in the most unexpected times and places. His observation confirmed one of my suspicions. Wyverns were flocking to Kondor after Kendra released the dragon�Kondor, where the mages also fled to. It had to be related. While the dragon seemed to provide the source for magic to all, the indications were that wyvern did too, if on a smaller scale.
The dragon seemed to provide almost unlimited magic, but a wyvern provided a measure, and several of them together might provide as much or more as a dragon. The mages seemed to be �attracting� the wyvern to Dagger.
�How�s your leg?� I asked, again.
�You already asked me that,� he said.
�Well, then. How would you recommend we walk to Vin? And are you up to it?�
He grinned. �I�ve been thinking about that all morning. First, we do it in secret. Everyone left in Trager is trying to earn a meal. Spies are everywhere. Those working for the crown and the ruling committee buy information, and the pass is closed to all.�
�It�ll be hard to get off the ship without notice,� I told him. �Especially with the girls.�
�Maybe. I have a few ideas about that, too. How many of us are going?�
That was a good question. We needed to ask Elizabeth and get her ideas, which meant other eyes would see us meeting and more tongues on the ship would wag. Still, she needed to decide our future plans.
That said, it was not up to me. Kendra was far better at this sort of thing and could slip into Elizabeth�s cabin almost without notice. She was also better at devising plans. If we could get Damme and Hannah to watch the girls for a short while, Flier, Kendra and I could sit down and make our tentative plans. Kendra could then carry them to Elizabeth. From there, they would decide what was best.
And maps. I wanted maps, but they would have to wait. At least, for a while.
Damme and Hannah approached, and I asked for their help in watching the girls again. They were more than happy to do so. Soon afterward, Kendra came to sit with us, sans children. She said, directly to the point, �What�s so important?�
We explained. She remained stone-faced, usually a warning sign. We talked faster.
She asked questions and listened to our answers. Then she stood. �What you�re saying makes sense. I don�t like it, nor do I like your ideas, but I�ll go see Elizabeth, first. Stay here.�
She strode away, head up, back straight.
Flier said, �Your sister will only tell part of the story and influence Elizabeth to her side.�
�Do you know who Elizabeth is? Or us?�
He shrugged. �I thought so.�
�This stays between trusted friends. She is Princess Elizabeth of Dire. Her father, the king, sent her on a diplomatic mission to Kondor and we are not supposed to know her during the trip. Why, is not important. She has been our master since we were children and we live in her apartment in Castle Crestfallen.� I settled back, certain to have impressed him. He would understand our importance and how our tasks were royal appointments.
He waited a while before speaking. �I was not the beggar you met on the docks, or better said, I was not always that wretch of a man. My father was a powerful merchant, and my two older brothers worked for him. Another became a priest. There was not a position for me in his business, so he purchased an officer�s commission in the King�s Army, and I was made a messenger. An officer.�
�I suspected you were educated, and that usually means you come from a wealthy family. What happened?�
�To them? I hope to find out they are well, but my father supported our king.�
�After you were taken prisoner and tortured, there was no way to go home?�
He shrugged. �The pain lasted for years. Fever often had me in sweats for days. At times I crawled, dragging the leg with the arrowhead. You found me on one of my better days.�
I�d suspected a similar tale. A wretch born to beg who spoke and acted differently. That line of thinking brought me to my own origins for the thousandth time. It was a common thread in the tapestry of Kendra�s and my lives. Like Flier, we didn�t speak and act like lowborn, but we had no other solid reason for thinking otherwise.
No, that was not fully true. There was one other thing. Our dark skins, thin features, and thick hair all said we came from Kondor, or somewhere similar. Not Dire. That indicated we had traveled in a time where only the wealthy did so. Setting aside a few borne of royalty, merchants, and sailors, nobody in Dire traveled beyond the kingdom borders, and seldom beyond their towns or villages.
I suspected it was the same in other kingdoms, which begged the question of why were my sister and I alone in Dire? A common sailor would never be permitted to take his children along on a voyage.
That left wealthy merchants and royalty who could afford to travel. Again, there seemed to be another option. The word flee, brought up an unconsidered idea, one that might ring with a hint of truth. If our parents, or one of them, had fled another kingdom with us in tow, then died, it might better account for our circumstances.
�Do you remember the way across the pass?� I asked.
He nodded as he said, �I crossed it more than twenty times in one year, alone.�
That was enough of an answer. A commotion drew my attention. People were crowding to the rail, their attention on the horizon. They had spotted land.
After the intense storm and the listless days sailing along the stationary storm front, everyone was anxious to reach port�even if it was Trager. The water from the kegs tasted old and green, there were no fresh fruits or vegetables, and the baked goods were long gone. Salted fish satisfied a belly, but a mind demanded more. I�d heard the wine was also running low. That might turn the passengers against the ship.
Kendra came up from behind and startled me. In other circumstances, it may have been funny when I jumped and pulled my knife.
She glanced at Flier and decided to speak freely in front of him. �Elizabeth apologizes for her aloofness, but it is part of the task her father gave her and those with her. She is to meet with the Council of Nine in Kondor�not the king. She is to negotiate a treaty. She indicated there is more, but didn�t share it with me. There were others present in her cabin.�
�And us?�
�We were never supposed to be on the ship. She was holding us in reserve. Only a few of her entourage know of us as anything but servants.�
�So, we sail with her to Dagger and help if she requests it?�
Kendra shook her head. �She wants us to travel by land if possible, using Flier as a guide if he is willing, and we will meet her in Dagger. That is assuming the storm is intended to block you and me, and she is allowed to sail on. One way or another, she has a message to be delivered to Avery, of all people. The message is simple. We are to order him to �proceed� and no, I do not know what that means. He will.�
We sat in silence, the three of us. We would do as she instructed, but there was more unsaid. �At Crestfallen, when a royal audience is required, the least powerful of the pair travels. Assuming that is true of this meeting, Dire is the weaker.�
�Perhaps not the weaker of the two, but the one that wishes the meeting to take place,� she said. �Or the one more willing to make a deal.�
The silence lingered on. Flier said, �If your king had been in communication with the king of Kondor in years past, he might wish to understand what has transpired to change the leadership to the Council of Nine.�
I added, �And to make sure the same thing does not happen in Dire. But Elizabeth is to meet with the council, not the king.�
Kendra seemed to agree. Then she said, �I asked if Elizabeth can take the girls on the ship with her. She refused. Her reasons were sound, and I accepted them.�
�Meaning they will travel with us?�
She shrugged but remained quiet. The other choice was to leave them in Trager, which was unthinkable. It was not her first choice to take them with us, but she would accept it. The girls would either remain with us, or we would find another solution�which seemed unlikely.
Hours later, as the ship pulled up next to the same dock, a small crowd waited to greet us as the same two longboats towed us to the same pier. There were merchants with wrinkled apples in a basket, smoked strips of small meat that might have been made from any animal, and a few handcrafted wooden items. In short, nothing we would be interested in.
However, there were also a disproportionate number of military, milling with the crowd and trying their best to look unobtrusive, which only made them stand out more in their clean uniforms and healthy bodies. While there had been a few during our earlier docking, now there were dozens.
Kendra and I had agreed to take Flier ashore and purchase the supplies he felt we required to cross the Vin pass, clothing, food, and more. She leaned closer to me and whispered, �None of us goes there until we figure out what�s happening with all those troops.�
She wouldn�t get an argument from me. I turned to Flier.
He was watching the group closely. �The city has no police anymore. Trager doesn�t have an army. Those are royal guards from upper Trager. They serve the council and usually remain up there.�
I said while noticing Kendra hung on our every word, �Ever see them down here at the docks before?�
�No. I mean, one or two at a time, but never more.�
�You said upper Trager again. I get it that the palace is on the hillside, so it is higher or upper, but you made it sound like a place in a foreign land, a place where nobody goes.�
�Nobody does. If you look above the rooftops, up on the hill, you�ll see a ledge with a short wall built on top. Without a pass issued by the palace guards, anyone going there is killed. No second chances.�
�The king lives there?� Kendra asked.
�Some say so. He used to, but about the time they took me prisoner, he dropped from sight.� Flier didn�t elaborate but didn�t have to. He suspected the king was dead and the city ruled by a council, the same story we kept hearing variations of in one land after another. Councils probably reporting to mages, in some fashion.
Those few going ashore left the docks without a problem. The palace guards remained. Kendra mused, �Who are they here for?�
Flier held up his thumb and forefinger, making a small circle. �Do you have a silver coin this size?�
I nodded.
He glanced at the sky. �I will take it and a few small coins, all copper, and go ashore to get the things we need. You will ready yourselves and be on deck at midnight. Do not leave the ship for any reason.�
Kendra said, �You believe they are here for us? The military?�
�Or your princess. Or both. I�ve watched everyone carefully since arriving on board, and there is nobody else on the ship who is powerful. A few are wealthy, most sail for business, but only your princess is important. You should send word to her that she must also remain on the ship. Not even the palace guards will board a free ship. But the pier belongs to Trager.�
Kendra said, �I think she suspects the same thing. Here she comes, but she is wearing soft slippers, not shoes suitable for cobblestones.�
�Then what is she doing?� Flier asked.
�Watch.�
She strode, with five servants and attendants behind, directly to the gangplank, where she paused to speak with the purser as if departing the ship. Flier said, �Stop her.�
Kendra remained relaxed, and we watched Elizabeth. Her eyes remained on the purser and never strayed to the palace guards who began to edge forward on the pier until they were spread all the way across, and the only way into the city was to pierce their line.
�You�re sure she is not leaving? Because it looks like she is, and I�ll have to stop her,� I said to Kendra.
As if hearing my words, the Princess Elizabeth of Dire spun on her heel and stormed away from the gangplank and the ship�s purser as if he�d insulted her. She disappeared into the passageway where her cabin was located.
�A feint,� Flier said, obviously impressed as the men fell back and tried to blend in again.
I answered, �A successful one, too. We now know they are waiting for her to enter the city.�
Kendra said, �We could attempt the same trick, but that would give the palace guards the information that we�re on to them. I believe it is a fair assumption they are also after us. Now that Elizabeth is out of sight, all their eyes are on us, if you notice. They look away when I turn to them, a sure indication of deception.�
Flier said, �Even if they are not after you when you purchase travel items, word will spread that you have money. Gangs will fight each other to follow you, hide to intercept you, and ambushes will be everywhere.�
�What do you suggest?� Kendra asked.
�I have your money and will spend it well. At midnight, on the dark side of the ship away from the pier, a rowboat will approach. There is a coiled rope ladder stored near the bow. Untie it and let it roll down, then climb down quietly and quickly. Take only what you wear or carry.�
�You have a friend with a boat?� I asked.
�I do.�
�What if they arrest you when you leave the ship?� Kendra asked.
He shrugged as if there was no option. He said, �I�ll die.�
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I n our cabin, we watched Flier transform himself into a familiar, tired beggar again, one with a limp worse than before. He used the tar that sealed between the planks to make his hair thick and greasy. A few scrapes of the edge of my knife provided wood chips that stuck to it. He smeared tar on his cheeks and clothing and ripped one arm off his shirt, as well as a long tear from the neck to his waist. The last should be explained. It was my shirt he tore the arms off and ruined�my only spare. He rubbed black over his clothing.
�You look worse than when we met, all but the limp,� I told him. �And you owe me a good shirt.�
He laughed as he hid the small coin purse that contained far more than he requested on a string that allowed it to hang from his waist to his inner thigh. His ragged boot came off, and he rolled a strip of material and stuffed it inside the toe, so the boot fit too tightly.
�To make sure you don�t forget to limp.� My comment drew a nod.
He smiled at my evaluation. If I didn�t know better, I�d think the man in my cabin was a social step below the one we�d brought aboard. He said as he placed his crutch under his armpit, �Will you give the purser a copper coin and ask him to publicly order me off the ship?�
�As if you snuck aboard. A show for those on the pier. Are you sure you want to do this?�
He stood. �I�m sure I don�t want to sail into that storm the mages have waiting for us.�
I went to the main deck and found the purser standing at his station. In a few words, I explained what I wanted, and he readily agreed�after the coin changed hands. It appeared pursers were aptly named. I left him and went back to my regular seat on the hatch cover and waited, eyes averted.
Flier emerged, looking forlorn, filthy, and dejected. He slowly limped, with the use of his crutch, to the gangplank where the purser shouted a few epitaphs at him and pointed the way off the ship. My eyes went to the small crowd still on the pier, smaller than it had been, and it now consisted mostly of palace guards.
They paid no attention to the familiar beggar. He didn�t hurry, not even when he reached the pier. He used the crutch for every-other step, his eyes lowered, his pace so slow I wanted to leap to my feet and shout at him to hurry up.
Instead, I sat and watched him navigate the pier as if he was invisible. Not a head turned in interest, not one person offered to help. He was invisible. He moved across the cobblestone street to the nearest alley, where he paused long enough to give a quick wave of encouragement to the ship.
Kendra said, �That is one brave man.�
I nudged her playfully in the ribs. �We�re really taking Anna and Emma?�
She didn�t laugh. �There is no choice. Hey, look up above. See who�s checking up on us?�
The dragon flew high above, so high she looked the size of a small bird. That reminded me that there were supposed to be Wyverns here, at least some that were migrating south. I hadn�t seen a single one.
As often happened when you make a statement like that, it happened. A single wyvern flew from the north, at a height low enough to endanger the main mast on the Gallant. It flew with long, lazy strokes of its wings, the serpentine neck and head turned left, then right as if searching for something.
A scream made the hairs on my neck stand. I�d believed that to be a myth, but it penetrated on a primeval mental level. The dragon had already folded its wings to her side when my eyes found her again. She was diving at the wyvern from above and behind.
The wyvern sensed the danger and twisted its head to look for the dragon and speeded its wings, but before it gained enough speed, the dragon extended its hind claws and raked the wyvern as it flew past. The dragon beat its wings frantically to prevent it from hitting the water, but the blow had sent the wyvern straight down.
The water where it splashed turned red with blood from the numerous gashes from the talons, then churned white as the wyvern attempted to take off. Meanwhile, the true dragon gained height and attacked again before the smaller, faster wyvern managed to reach the safety of the air.
The dragon dived again. It grabbed the wyvern by the neck and beat its wings until it managed to lift the wyvern out of the water, the claws wrapped so tight, the wyvern couldn�t defend itself�or breathe.
The dragon roared again after reaching high into the air, released the lifeless Wyvern, and flew higher and to the south until it disappeared. A hushed crowd of everyone on deck, the pier, and near the water in the city had watched the lifeless wyvern fall and splash into the bay. There was no cheering, no applause. There was only a stunned silence. In my entire life, I�d never seen such a vicious killing. It left me as stunned and speechless as the rest.
I�d begun thinking of the dragon as a her, almost a friend. Now it was like seeing that friend change into a dangerous, murderous animal.
�Serves it right,� Kendra murmured, sounding satisfied.
Without turning to look at her because of fear of giving away my thoughts, I watched the body of the wyvern sink and imagined thousands of fish feasting on it. Those thoughts didn�t erase the thoughts that swirled around inside my head concerning my sister.
She had displayed affection for the beast. More than affection. They were somehow connected in a manner I didn�t understand. There are times when it is best for all to remain quiet, and this was one of them.
She said, �We need to pack.�
We�d come aboard with a change of clothing, our weapons, and food that we�d already devoured. The sun was high in the sky and Flier�s boat was due at midnight. I thought I�d have all of mine packed and ready within minutes.
Still, it gave me an excuse to go to my cabin and think things out, as well as taking a short nap. The getting ready part wouldn�t take long. Against my expectations, I slept long and hard. Kendra tapped on my door to remind me to eat because the galley was going to close. The porthole told me it was dark outside.
�Have you spoken to Elizabeth?�
�I have. She will sail with the ship and not go ashore here. We are to meet her in Dagger or make our way back to Dire after delivering the message to Avery.�
�That is making a lot of assumptions.�
�Meaning?� the tone of her voice warned me to be careful.
My reply was cautious. �We may not make it to Dagger�or she may not. What is the alternative plan? We also have Anna and Emma to think about, plus Flier. There are mages and sorceresses trying to stop us or kill us. There is a Council of Nine we know nothing about, we have no authority from our king to agree to anything, even if we ever face the right people. We don�t even know why we are going to Dagger.�
She slumped. It was not like her to be defeated without even trying, but since her first encounter with the damned dragon, her entire personality had shifted. The only reason we were on the ship was because we�d seen Elizabeth go aboard and believed she wanted us there with her.
She said wearily, �I have to go back to our cabin and get the girls ready.�
I watched her leave without comment. A few moments later, a tap at the door made me call to her in irritation, �Come in.�
It wasn�t Kendra, but a young boy who ran messages for the crew of the ship. He snapped to attention. �Sir, you have a guest at the gangplank.�
�Who is it?� The question was fair because the only person I knew in Trager was Flier, and if it was him, he would have come on board because he had paid passage. If it was anyone else, especially one who wanted to speak to me ashore, I saw no reason to talk.
The boy said, �He sent a message. He said, �I told you I�d see you in Kondor.� You are supposed to know what that means.
I raced from the cabin, down the passageway, and paused when I caught a glimpse of a man wearing a robe that fell to his sandaled feet, a hood pulled over his head so low his eyes were obscured. He carried the crooked staff of office signifying a Wanderer priest.
Why would a priest want to speak with me? I didn�t know any. There had been a few passing through Dire over the years, but my memory couldn�t find a single instance where we�d spoken. As I approached, his stance was familiar.
The purser turned at my footsteps. �This priest says he knows you.�
It was Avery, my old nemesis from youth, and the personal servant of the next king of Dire. We were supposed to deliver a message from Kendra. He�s arrived in Trager but hadn�t had time to continue on to Kondor as intended. Now he was dressed as a priest, an occupation far from his tangled and unscrupulous background.
�Yes, we have met,� I told the purser carefully. Whatever Avery�s intentions, he was always loyal to his master and the crown. �Can he come aboard to talk to me for a while?�
�Certainly. Just make sure I remove him from my visitor list when he leaves. Keep him on the main deck, please.�
I said I would, thinking he might be the only visitor during the ship�s stay, so he would be easy to keep track of. With a nod, Avery was invited to stroll the main deck with me. He said nothing as we moved to an empty place near the anchor windlass where the deck was clear enough to ensure nobody was close enough to listen. Will lurked in a shadow. Avery probably didn�t notice him.
Avery said, �Your ship was turned back by a storm.�
I nodded.
�My ship sailed while the palace guards of Trager questioned me as a spy.�
�Did they recognize your robes?�
He smirked. �How could they not? I maintained my poise and admitted nothing of being a spy sent here by the evil Kingdom of Dire. More to the point, I have never seen a dragon and am not sure they exist, let alone a woman who commands one. Who would believe such nonsense?�
The last took me by surprise. The glint in Avery�s eye told me enough to guess at more. �They are searching for Kendra?�
�It appears the local king has appointed a small number of confidants to carry out the daily drudgery of ruling this decaying city. They are concerned about anyone traveling from the north to Kondor, and they are talking of a blockade to prevent interference from the north.�
�I think it is more than talk,� I muttered.
He settled himself on the deck in the cross-legged position common to penniless priests. His hand clutched the coiled staff cut from a thick vine that twisted and turned as it grew, then hardened into wood as solid as metal after cutting. Avery played the part well.
He continued, �A similar council rules Kondor.�
�The Council of Nine,� I filled in for him.
He seemed surprised by me knowing that. He said, �Certain information leads me to believe the King of Kondor is dead, as are all who would inherit the crown, and his power has been replaced by that council. The mages rule the council.�
�That coincides with what I�ve managed to find.�
He said wistfully, �I visited here once, and the yet-to-be king visited me at Crestfallen, this all happened when we were very young. With my master�s permission, we hunted and when not in the forests, chased after the most beautiful women in two kingdoms.�
I�d never heard rumors of that. Likewise, I�d never heard rumors of him lying. There was more to the story, and my eyes scanned the pier and shadows beyond while waiting. It was not long.
�I often posed as a priest while traveling. He was my acolyte, a private joke between only us. Nobody else knew of the ruse.�
Now, he grew agitated, as if waiting for something to happen. It was like tossing popper nuts into a campfire and waiting for them to explode from the heat. One might pop right away and send hot coals and sparks flying, another might last half the night�but sooner or later it would. The longer it took, the more the tension increased.
He said, �He was my friend. Is my friend. The man I know would never allow his city to fall into disrepair like this, yet all the information I glean tells me he is alive. I will remain here and attempt to make contact or rescue him.�
�And you want me to carry that information back to your master and king. Of course, I will.�
He smiled wistfully. �There is more. Left unchecked, the mages will win full control of Trager. Before the death of the king, they will seat the council and remove any claimants to the throne. That seems their pattern. I sense the time is near. You can help me.�
�Tell me.�
�There must be an event, a catastrophic happening that will break the cycle the mages have put in place. The people of the city must finally pull together and fight the council. A revolution must occur.�
�Avery, I am a servant of a princess far removed from the seat of power in a foreign land. It sounds like you want me to trigger the event.�
�No. Your sister. I have laid the groundwork, spread the rumors, and hinted of what the mages intend, which is to destroy the lower city of Trager, leaving only the upper city and palace intact. They will kill all who live here.�
�I don�t understand,� I confessed.
�People know mages work with dragons, and now with Wyverns. They saw the fight in the sky today. They have heard of Mercia being destroyed by you, the Dragon Tamer. If a dragon attacks the city, its great size will knock down wooden buildings. Any burning candles or lamps will catch fire to the wood and burn more of the city. It will convince the people left they are doomed if they remain in lower Trager.�
�So, they will flee to the upper part of the city, overwhelming the guards and barriers. You will go with them.�
�A priest is trusted. Once there, especially if there are enough people fighting and general confusion, I may locate the king and if possible, rescue him.�
�Or, you can die trying. That is, you can die with all the rest of the people who will die with your plan.�
He closed his eyes and drew a long breath before speaking. �May I point out two items? First, unless something changes in Trager, all here will be dead before winter passes. There is no food, people are already starving, and disease is taking a toll daily. They kill each other for a moldy wrapper. Second, with the rumors active, the people know they are living a lie. They are prepared to escape more fires by fleeing to the upper parts of the city. The casualties will be slight. They just need a push.�
�You want Kendra to use the dragon to attack the city? You could start a series of fires easier to achieve the same thing.�
�No, the dragon puts the fear of all the gods at hand. It raises the level of terror in each to a point where they must react and gain access to the safety of the upper city.�
If Kendra could control the dragon, could she force it to attack the city? Would she, even if she could? Besides, there was a timing issue. �We are planning to escape from the ship. Tonight.�
Avery turned slowly to face me. �Then it is perfect.�
�I can�t see Kendra doing it, even if she is able.�
He stood with a sly smile. �Ask her. You might be surprised at her answer.�
His response had that same old slyness that he used to anger me since I�d known him. A superior attitude as if he always knew something I didn�t. However, this time it was different. I returned the same sly smile he used and said, �I have a message for you.�
�A message?� He asked.
�Proceed.�
His face paled. Without responding, he stood and shuffled slowly in the direction of the gangplank, without saying goodbye or anything else. The single word in the message had stunned him as much as if I�d punched him between his eyes.
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A very used his crooked cane to thump his way across the wooden deck of the ship as if we�d agreed on a plan to destroy the city, and he was intent on proceeding, whatever that meant. What we had actually agreed upon was that I�d talk to Kendra. If she could control the dragon enough to convince it to attack the city was an unknown and would completely surprise me. That she would do so, would astound me.
Long after Avery departed, I sat in the same location, lost in thought, alone in the darkness.
Kendra, Anna, and Emma arrived at my side. Each carried a small bundle. My bow and sword were carried by my sister. She jutted her chin at the stern where there were deep shadows and where it was farthest from the piers and the prying eyes.
She said, �The crewman appointed by the purser to stand watch on the gangplank will have deaf ears, and his eyes will remain averted. I paid handsomely for that service. We must go stand near the coiled ladder and lower it in preparation. When there is nobody else on deck, we will climb down.�
�You�ve been busy.�
�So, have you. A visitor, I hear.�
It was a surprise she knew of Avery�s visit, then I remembered spotting Will as he spied on us. He reported to Elizabeth, Kendra�s best friend. It was natural he told Elizabeth of our meeting, and she told Kendra. �Avery. I passed on the message.�
�You say his name like a curse.�
�I didn�t mean to. Despite our differences, my respect for him has grown since we departed Crestfallen.�
�But . . .?�
Within my mind, I debated how to best tell her, finally just blurting it out. �He wants you to direct the dragon to attack lower Trager and knock down some buildings. Tonight. He wants the city to burn.�
She hesitated. �Did he say why? It must be important.�
Her answer nearly made me gasp. Not that she would question why he felt to ask if it was important, but where was her indignity and denial that she could do such a thing? That caught me off guard. She should have accused him of being silly or uninformed.
I�d been talking to her as we�d always talked, but my attention changed to focus on her face, the slightest twitch around her eyes, the set of her jaw. Anything to indicate what strangeness was inside her head.
My second round of thoughts concerned her as a person, and my sister. Without flinching, my sister was willing to discuss ordering the burning of a city to the ground, and her only question was to comment that it must be important to do so. Avery had been right. I was surprised at her answer�so far.
�Kendra, I just said that Avery wants you to control your dragon and use it to destroy the city. Do either of those things upset you?�
�Of course. I was just wondering why he needs it done, but do you think I�m a monster who does not care?�
She still didn�t understand my concern. �Let�s take this one step at a time. Are you able to order the dragon to come here and knock down houses and buildings?�
�I�ve never tried, but I think so. If she is willing. Gods above and below, did I just say that?� Her hands rose in shock to cover her mouth. Her eyes went wide as she turned to me in fear.
I went on, �Would you consider doing such a thing? If the dragon cooperates?�
Her face turned stern. She nodded, just the smallest of movements.
�Really?�
�Tell me the circumstances. I know you and Avery do not agree on many things, but he would not ask me unless it is vitally important.�
With as few words as possible, I repeated his story. She questioned me on a few points, especially about making comparisons about another king too ill to rule properly while an �appointed� council ruled in his stead. It sounded so much like what was happening at home, only there hadn�t been time for the heirs in Dire to perish in �accidents� or �mysterious illnesses.�
She said, �You and I met him, you know. The king of Trager. Think back seven or eight years. A young man who was with Avery ate dinner with the three of us. Actually, we ate pheasant that they brought to us after hunting.�
The memory flashed in my mind, more because eating with Avery was not something I�d normally do, but Elizabeth had insisted. It had been an unpleasant meal. �That was him?�
�He concealed his identity as the future king, of course, but Elizabeth told me. I�d forgotten until now that he came from Trager.�
Her voice had trailed off to a whisper and made me think she had feelings for him. �Back to the present, and Avery�s request,� I said.
She sighed. �Put yourself in my place. When Avery speaks in an official capacity, he is speaking for the Heir Apparent, who may be the King of Dire at this very moment, for all we know, but certainly, he will be one day in the future. He has the right to make such a demand. The question is, do I have the right to refuse? Besides, the people are warned, and most will be dead by spring if they do nothing. This might save a few lives.�
We sat in silence while thinking. Finally, I said, �If we take this to Elizabeth, what will she say?�
�I must obey.�
�Okay, then there is only one more thing to determine. Call your dragon and have her stand nearby and ready. When we board the small boat, she can be our diversion.�
Kendra closed her eyes. She was not sleeping, but I had a hand ready to grasp her if she fell from her sitting position. Her posture remained fixed. Her eyes opened as if a firebrand had touched her skin. �She�s coming.�
Those two words scared me more than if I�d been locked in a room with a thousand spiders. I don�t like spiders, I hate them, but the implications of her response were so far beyond what I comprehended that I simply nodded. Spiders would have been preferred.
No, they wouldn�t.
Kendra as much as said that she had reached out with her mind and told the dragon to come to Trager. How can that happen? How can her answer get any stranger? Well, it did. According to her, the dragon �heard� the request. And if that was not enough, it had somehow responded. My sister, the Dragon Tamer, had a dragon ready to obey her and destroy a city.
A small shiver ran down from the back of my head to my neck, and down my back. Worse than facing a slashing sword in combat, fear took hold.
In my mind, I recounted the possible conversations the two of them may have had. �Hey, dragon. I�m going to need you to come over here to Trager if you�re not too busy.� Kendra is always polite. The dragon said in her mind, �Oh, sure. I�m not too busy slaying sheep and deer to eat for dinner so I�ll fly on over as soon as I�m finished.�
The words may have been different, but the result the same. I found myself in a decaying city with a king that required �our� help, so my sister talked to �her� dragon with her mind and ordered it to fly here. Later, she would tell it to destroy part of the city, not the first time it had done that. Maybe afterward we could all have a tea party.
�What�s wrong?� Kendra asked.
While formulating an answer, Will strode to us with heavy feet down the deck, no doubt letting us know of his approach with the pounding of his heels. He leaned on the railing nearby and said, �A small boat approaches.�
As the last word was uttered, he turned and walked to the young man on duty at the gangplank and stood talking with him. No doubt, Will was making sure no warning was sounded. If the young sailor attempted to go back on his agreement, he would die this night. Kendra moved quickly, and after a little fussing by Emma, they stood and carried extra blankets in their arms.
We went to the far side of the ship, the side of the hull facing away from any prying eyes of the city and pier. The coiled ladder was secured to the rail, and I lowered it as a large rowboat approached, using the shadows and the ship to remain unseen to any on shore. The moon was a crescent, but between it, the bright stars in the cloudless sky, and the brilliance of the warm desert air, it seemed to me the rowboat was as obvious as a pink cow in a herd of white ones.
Anna went first. Her expression said it was another adventure. Emma was more hesitant, and then Kendra, who was visibly scared. When my foot touched the top rung, it twisted and almost caused me to lose my balance. The ladder rungs moved with each step, not always predictable in where they would be.
Hands grabbed my ankles and directed them down the last few rungs. A space had been cleared for us to sit. Flier sat across from me in the bow, beside him sat Kendra and the girls. Four rowers, two on each side were behind, and a huddled man at the stern with a tiller tucked under his armpit whispered orders.
The boat moved easily and almost silently away from the Gallant. The direction was away from the opening to the sea. Nobody spoke. On the shore near the pier, movement drew my attention. At least five or six people were standing together. As we slowly moved away, a glint of gold braid on a shoulder or military button reflected in torchlight, but no alarm was raised.
There was no current, but the incoming tide moved us along faster than the oars by themselves would have. Within a short time, we were rowing past a part of the city I�d never seen. We remained quiet because voices carry over water, especially at night.
The piers in this part of the city were crumbling, and much of the dock area had fallen into the bay. The buildings were dark, made of wood, and most lacking paint. There were only a few lamps or candles in windows. Nobody walked the dark streets. Dogs, if there were any that hadn�t been eaten, remained silent. A dank smell of rot permeated the air.
We rowed on. A misty cloud temporarily obscured the moon, and the city drew indistinct. I felt safer. We eventually reached the end of the buildings and rowed on, but moved closer to shore where I assumed it would be harder to spot us from the shore, even though we were closer. The overhanging trees drooped willowy branches we brushed aside, the speed of the rowing increased, but not a single word was whispered.
Getting caught would cost all of us our lives, I had no doubt. Everyone on the rowboat understood, even the girls who huddled against Kendra for protection seemed to sense the danger and urgency. Emma watching my hand hover near the hilt of my sword as if she knew that would be her first warning of immediate danger.
Without notice, the rowboat turned to shore, where a stream fed into the waters of the bay. The bottom of the hull ground on rocks and gravel. Flier leaped out as nimbly as a boy, his bad leg history. I went next, my feet in cold water up to my ankles. Kendra passed the girls to me one at a time, and I stood them ashore, then she came last.
Oars braced on the bottom of the stream and shoved the boat away before I could thank the men in the boat. Without our dead weight, the boat floated higher and eased into the darkness before it quickly disappeared.
Flier pushed his way through weeds taller than our heads and located a narrow trail that followed the edge of the stream, one with solid footing, even if seldom used. He took the lead, me the rear. We moved quickly until arriving at a small lean-to hut made of sticks. Inside were crude backpacks sewn with large stitches. They had originally been canvas sacks, probably used by ships to carry cargo.
Straps had been poorly made of the same folded material and fastened to the sacks with strong stitches. A drawstring at the top closed them, a poor solution if it should rain because everything inside would get wet, but we were in a desert, and I realized I shouldn�t judge by the needs here and not at home, nor as a fugitive in a foreign land. We should be happy to have whatever was inside them.
�Don�t bother with an inventory until we�re away from here,� Flier said. �We�re not safe, yet.�
�Are they searching for us?� Kendra asked, not bothering to hide the fear in her voice.
Flier said, �No. It�s worse than that. I�m told they have patrols outside the city searching for anyone sneaking in or out of Trager. There are patrols outside to prevent people from fleeing over the Vin Pass.�
�Do they capture them?� she asked. �Put them in prison?�
He shook his head after a glance at the two girls. �They never return with captives. The ones the patrols capture, I mean.�
That was clearly a warning. No unnecessary talking, no fire to cook or warm ourselves, and the route would be on the trails and paths rarely watched if we continued traveling with Flier. He slipped an arm into a backpack and slipped it to his shoulder. �This way.�
�If they do find us?� I asked softly while lifting another of the four packs.
�Fight for your life. All of you.�
Flier walked slower than expected, pausing to listen here and there. We climbed a long slope, the ground had turned dry and rocky, and the vegetation thinned to nothing, so we were exposed. Looking behind, the river in the distance was easy to make out, so was the bay, and the yellow lights of candles told us where the city was. My eyes lifted above the rooftops to the lights on the hillside, where there were many more all crowded together.
Kendra slumped and sat on a boulder. She gave me a piercing look before speaking to Flier. �I must rest for a few moments.�
Understanding at least part of what she tried to tell me, I added, �Why don�t we all sit here quietly and let her rest for a moment?�
What she really needed time to concentrate, to call her dragon�if that was possible, and draw it near. Then she would instruct it to attack the buildings in the distance, conveniently located where we could see them.
She sat with her elbows on her knees, her palms cradling her face, covering her eyes. The rest of us also sat, and I marveled at the quiet behaviors of the girls. Other children would whine and complain about being sleepy. I wanted to do it, myself. However, they sat and watched the three of us with big eyes that searched for understanding, but also with the trust that only comes from children.
Flier grudgingly sat, too. After a short while, he started to fidget. He wanted to get away from Trager before dawn, and as we moved away from the city, the number of patrols would probably diminish. Remaining in close proximity increased our chances of being spotted during the day.
A soft sound of rustling air in the distance warned me. It grew louder, and I watched both Kendra and Flier for their reactions. Kendra remained fixed. Flier turned his face up to the sky, as did both girls. I looked, too.
The sounds of leathery wings pumping regularly told us where to look. Across the background of white pinpricks of starlight, a massive object blotted them out as the dragon flew. It was too dark to make out the shape of the dragon, but not that a large area went dark, and behind that blot of darkness, the stars reappeared, and the beat of wings increased.
Flier said, �Wyverns frequently fly over Trager now. For most of the last month, anyway, there are a few every day.�
It was no Wyvern, but there was no need to tell him what I knew or how I knew. Flier adjusted his backpack and stood. �Ready?�
As if hearing him, the dragon let out a scream that had the girls hugging my legs for protection, and I wanted to hug something to protect me. The scream was close, loud, but the volume was not what made it so fearful. It was the timbre, the anger it portrayed, and the menace. It was the sound of terror.
The dragon couldn�t be seen by us because of darkness and distance, and it flew lower, so the hillside behind the city prevented the stars from outlining it any more. However, a thunderous crash told of the smashing of wood and timber. Another scream came from the dragon, and the sounds of more wood splintering drifted on the still night air, along with the grunting of the dragon, screams of people, the shouts of orders.
Kendra finally raised her head, her eyes vacant and unseeing�or she couldn�t see what we did. To distract Flier, I said, �What�s happening?�
He still stood, still wearing his backpack, but he made no attempt to move. �I think a wyvern is attacking Trager.�
His guess was accurate as far as it went. It was possible nobody in Trager had seen a dragon until today for two or three hundred years, maybe longer. They had seen only a few Wyverns, and those only recently, so asking him what was happening was unfair. I said, �Why?�
�It�s an animal. Who knows why they do things?�
�Has this ever happened before?� The words were barely out of my mouth when a spot of orange fire took hold in the city and devoured the dry wood of the structure that had held a lantern or candle.
The fire quickly spread to nearby buildings, but the dragon was in little danger because it had relocated. It had moved to another part of the city, knocking down more buildings that caught fire, then another fire erupted nearer the docks as the dragon moved there. In the flickering light, the dragon�s profile became clear.
Flier said, �That�s no Wyvern. It�s the true-dragon that was in the fight.�
Kendra was still pale and looked too weak to walk
�In Dire, we believed they were myths.� The statement was satisfying to tell him, and it was the truth. �Until recently.�
Something in my tone must have given me away. He spun and peered at me, then at Kendra. The shouts and screams from the city floated on the still air to us. Ahead, along the path we were following, at least six palace guards broke through the tangle of weeds and forest, racing to Trager to respond to the emergency. Without the distraction of the fire and dragon, we would have walked right into their ambush.
Flier watched the last of them disappear down the hillside, and he sat again, motioning for us to do the same. �There may be more passing us. Best to stay here and let them go fight the fires, then we�ll move quickly away.�
Avery was to spread the word of a fire breaking out tonight, and hopefully, the few residents of the lower city had been prepared and escaped as they had other fires in the past. As extraordinary as the raging inferno was, that wasn�t what my mind focused on. It was my sister, sitting calmly beside me as if an innocent girl of five or six.
However, Kendra had reached out with her mind and communicated with a dragon a fair distance away, ordered it to land in the city, and knock over buildings. Turning to look at her as if she was a stranger, that�s what I found. Not the sweet innocent sister I�d help raise, but a steely-eyed, slack-jawed, woman who commanded a dragon. My sister.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
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K endra had lost all her softness and innocence in a single night. Perhaps it had taken a few days longer, and I hadn�t noticed, but certainly, since she had released the dragon. She still looked like my sister on the outside�but sitting beside me in the dark of the night while she concentrated her mind on the female dragon crushing the buildings of Trager, I realized she had transformed. Not that she was taller, heavier, or anything like that. It was her eyes, her bold confidence, and the jut of her chin. There was no remorse in ordering the dragon to destroy buildings. No regret.
There was no joy or pride, either. Thankfully. The act of knocking down buildings and thus setting fires was required because Avery, a member of the Court of Dire had ordered it, and we were loyal to the crown.
Flier said, �Four individual fires are burning down there, now. At the four corners of the city. If they merge, the entire city will be destroyed.�
The dragon lifted into the air and flew into the night. In the reflections from the flames, it quickly disappeared from our sight.
Another patrol of palace guards hurried past us down the hillside. We saw them in the reflected firelight of the city. They had not been close to us, however, in other ways, they had been too close.
Flier said, �I think we should move on, now. Keep your ears open and drop to your knees if you hear anyone.�
Kendra stood and gave me the merest of nods. Anna and Emma were watching the fires as if they had never seen them before, but both were old enough to know it was buildings burning as the fire spread.
Avery�s warnings to the city had also told the people that safety lay up the side of the hill, in upper Trager where he hoped they would mass and he would manage to reach his old friend. I wished him well but questioned his methods. However, we had problems of our own. We shouldered our packs and followed Flier away from the city. The farther we got away from the bay, the less vegetation we encountered, the harder the ground. We followed small paths and trails, always paralleling the bayside to some extent, but also heading west.
According to the map in the salon on the Gallant, a great river lay ahead of us, and once we reached it, we would turn left, or south again, following the river and climbing the mountain pass. Eventually, it would take us to Kondor, near the small city of Vin. That was the plan.
On the map, it had looked easy. The river couldn�t have been a thumb�s width from Trager on the map. We moved carefully in the dark, loose rocks the size of fists threatened to trip us, and we encountered another group of guards higher up on the slope as they rushed for the city under the red glow in the sky.
I leaned close and asked Kendra, �Where did it go?�
She knew that I wanted to know where the dragon had gone without asking for clarification. �Up ahead, on the lower reaches of the pass.�
�Waiting for us?�
�Watching over us is more correct.� Her voice was soft, distracted.
She didn�t want to speak to me�beyond the obvious reasons of being overheard by more guards, Flier, and our desperate situation. I expected to arrive at the river with our next step, and the next, but it eluded me. We walked and walked until a hint of gray foretold of dawn.
Flier said, �Just a little more. There is a place to rest up ahead. Hurry.�
The sky had turned rose-colored before Flier paused and pointed to a crack where a huge slab of rock had split, leaving a space wide enough to slip through if we turned sideways as he did. Our backpacks were removed, like his, and dragged behind.
The split in the rock appeared to come to an abrupt halt just ahead of Flier, but as he reached the end, he disappeared to his right. Moving closer, I saw the split made an abrupt turn. After a few more steps, it opened to a small, almost circular flat area filled with sand so deep it was hard to walk in. I turned a complete circle. Walls of rock stood three times my height all around, some higher than that in a hollow larger in diameter than most houses.
A small fire pit blackened the overhanging rock in one place. The purpose for the location was clear. The overhang created a shallow cave where the walls would absorb and throw back heat, while the slanted roof would disperse any smoke. A pile of wood large enough to last a week lay in a pile to one side.
Green slime on one of the walls indicated water from higher up on the hillside trickling down. The fact it was green indicated it was good water. The lack of plant life was a clear warning that water contained poison or was otherwise unfit to drink. On the walls were carved names, dates, and most anything else young men left for others in the future to find. Not all were suitable for young girls, but there was no way to conceal them�the messages, not the girls.
�Like it?� Flier finally asked as he smiled in a knowing way. �Messengers crossing the pass have used this place for hundreds of years. We�re safe here. You�re the first non-messengers to come here in years. We all swear to keep it secret.�
We fell to the soft sand, sitting in a rough circle. Kendra opened her backpack and removed two thin blankets folded into neat squares. Neither was new, but both were clean. She also pulled a small bag with a few old wrinkled apples, a dull knife wrapped in a dirty rag, a rolled hat with a wide brim to protect from the sun, and three small jars of salves. Each bottle had an easy to understand symbol. The sun, a drop of red (blood), and the last ripples (water). The first to treat sunburn, the second to heal cuts, and the last to purify water.
� She spread the first blanket and pulled the second over her. Emma and Anna copied her with two more blankets in the backpack. Waves of tiredness washed over me, but my emotions were so keyed up sleep came far down my list. I sat on a blanket and closed my eyes while thinking.
Flier sat beside me. He said, �A lot on your mind?�
�Yes.�
He was quiet for a long while, then said, �I would have thought you�d be aware of what happened�or the possibility of it.�
He didn�t explain which �it� he referred to. In my mind there were five or six major concerns, none of which I cared to share or talk about. To deflect, I said, �There are other things to worry about, including the city burning.�
�You didn�t know that was going to happen?� He sounded skeptical.
�How could I?�
�Well, I guess I see what you mean,� he said, somewhat mollified. �Let�s get some sleep and then we can talk.�
I spread my blanket while avoiding eye contact with him. Later, the sounds of the three girls sleeping made a calming chorus of deep breathing and soft snores. A glance at Flier revealed him sitting in the same position�watching me from the corner of his eye.
It seemed I�d barely closed my eyes again when Flier shook my shoulder. �Time to move on.�
We all stirred. From the position of the sun, we�d slept most of the day, and could have remained asleep for more since we�d gone all night without sleep. What we would have done after dark was a different story. The girls were cranky as we placed our few things in our backpacks.
Flier said, �Sorry, I couldn�t even buy food in Trager with the money you gave me. There isn�t any to buy. You can have your money back.�
�Maybe we can find some along the way?�
Flier held up a ball of thin string with a grin, �That�s our next task.�
We eased carefully out of the crack in the rock, pausing to check for soldiers before bursting into the open. I had my bow in hand instead of on my back, an arrow resting on the string. If a food animal showed itself, I wanted to be ready. If an enemy attacked, the same. We walked until the setting sun touched the far-off peaks.
Instead of following the overgrown trail up the side of the mountain as we had been, Flier veered off and followed another, even less used and more overgrown. It slanted downward. Before long the sound of rushing water came to us. Not long after, we crossed a small hill, and the river was in sight below. It was smaller than expected, but still a river. It flowed slower at that place where a pool formed.
Flier guided us to a small stand of willows, but old and tall. Beneath them we found another prepared campsite, complete with dry firewood stacked neatly beside a fire pit. Flier pulled the roll of twisted line from his pack, along with three barbed hooks and a folded package of yarn, feathers, and beads.
�Look for bait. Worms, bugs, anything alive,� he ordered as he sat and began unrolling lengths of string. �If we can�t find any, we�ll use artificial. Cut three small branches for poles. Green wood, so they flex.�
None of the three girls seemed to be searching too hard for live bait, so I assumed we would use the artificial bait he carried. However, a nearby branch had a white nest of caterpillars. I pointed to it, and he grinned.
After he tied on the hook and a length of string to the first branch I cut, and a caterpillar on the hook, I tossed it into the slow current. The caterpillar floated with the current, then disappeared in a splash of white water. I lifted a fat trout into the air and slung it to dry ground, where it flipped and flopped until Kendra struck it with a stick.
She said, �I�d better get a fire going.�
Anna came to my side. �Can I try?�
It took her three tries before she landed a fish, and Emma wanted a turn. Flier tossed aside his string and hooks. With a laugh, he said, �I guess we just need one pole.�
We hadn�t eaten in a full day. Nobody tried the shriveled apples. When we had a fish for each of us, we started on the second ones. Two fish would fill us up. Emma squealed softy with each one she caught, while Anna cut green willow branches to use as skewers to cook the fish. She used a knife almost expertly to gut each but left the heads on to support the fish while on the skewers. More than once, as the meat softened, the body of the fish fell away from the stick, but the head and mouth held it from falling into the coals.
We ate with our fingers, blowing on the hot fish flesh to cool it enough to place in our mouths. We drank our fill from the river, trusting it wouldn�t make us sick. Fast water is usually safe, but not always. Standing water will make you sick every time. We should have dug a hole in the bank next to the river and allowed the water to filter through to it. We could have also used the medicine from the backpack if we had a pot to put it in.
When the sun finally set, I kicked dirt over the fire until the coals were covered. It would have been nice to sit around, but a fire at night can be seen from as far away as the next mountain. Since we had slept so late, we sat around what had been our fire and looked from one to another.
Emma made funny faces. Anna scolded her, so when Anna wasn�t looking in my direction, I made a face at Emma. When Anna turned away from Emma, she returned the funny face. Flier laughed and drew a nasty look from Anna, then Kendra made a face. Yes, it all sounds silly but when thinking back on those early days, that night beside the dead campfire always returns as a favorite memory.
We woke early, which was no surprise. Just after dawn, we began walking up the mountain pass, or as I recall the trek, the side of a mountain. Before midmorning, my calves cramped and my thighs burned. We paused for many breaks, but always continued after short rests.
�How long to get over the pass?� I asked Flier.
�Two days. Tonight will be cold. The air will be hard to breathe.�
I panted my retort, �Thanks for the warning.�
Without pause, he shot back at me, �I didn�t want you thinking you were getting sick. Crossing here is no joke.�
The river was again somewhere off far to our right, and it flowed down the center of a canyon with walls too steep to climb even if we wished to spend another day returning to our path after catching more fish. All five of us panted for enough breath but kept on. The ground underfoot grew harder, packed dirt and rock covered with sand and gravel that started making our feet slip.
Flier said we would stop early for the night, long before dark. We needed the rest, and there would be no Trager patrols that high up.
Another thing I remember about that part of the trip was that every time I looked at Flier, he wore a grin. He was going home. I watched for a limp or signs of him slowing, but it seemed that removing the arrowhead had healed him in more ways than just taking away the pain.
When expecting a halt to come soon in the late afternoon, I raised my eyes to above his back. Up the trail ahead of him, a faint blue shimmer appeared in the clear mountain air. It grew more intense, the brightness of the image stopping all of us as much as if it was the flash of a falling star striking the ground. It was the Blue Woman. She floated a few measures above the ground as she had before, but this time the intensity of the blue light was darker, stronger.
She looked down at us, stared at each of us in turn, not speaking. Then she threw her head back as if laughing uproariously, mockingly, but no sound came forth.
Little Emma had been walking in single file right behind Flier. At the appearance of her, Emma had darted behind Flier�s leg and peered out from behind. None of us said a word.
In a move too quick to prevent, Emma stepped out and around Flier, moving several steps closer to the laughing woman, where she pulled to a stop on the path, placed her hands on her hips, and shouted, �No.�
The Blue Woman�s laughing antics ceased as she lowered her head as if noticing Emma for the first time.
Emma raised her fists to her chest, held them clutched there for a moment, and threw them wide, palms open, as she did. She said again, softer but with more force, �No.�
The Blue Woman disappeared as if she had never existed.
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W e stood in shock. All of us. The Blue Woman had disappeared on cue as if in reaction to do so when ordered by little Emma. She had waved her arms, and the apparition vanished. However, first, there had been an instant of disbelief in the Blue Woman�s expression as if she couldn�t believe a child was banishing her. She was no more surprised than us.
�What did Emma do?� Flier asked me without turning his head away from the front where the Blue Lady had been, as if expecting her to return.
Kendra ran to kneel in front of Emma, who now looked as scared as me. She hugged the girl, speaking softly to her as we watched in awe where the Blue Woman had stood. Not a trace of blue light remained.
Flier was concerned with what Emma had done�no, scared would be a better description, like me. He hadn�t yet thought of what the blue light wrapped around the woman meant, or wondered who she was or why she appeared. That would come later.
I placed an arm around Anna and patted her shoulder because I didn�t know what else to do. For someone who didn�t like children, my affectionate action surprised even me. When Kendra turned her attention my way, she nodded in understanding and silent approval.
Flier�s expression remained one of confusion and fear. We couldn�t continue without providing at least some information to him, a few brief explanations. That posed two distinct problems for me. The first was how much to share, and the second was that I knew so few answers�so much of what he wished to know was impossible to share. Then there were Kendra�s feelings to consider. She might not wish to share everything. Or anything.
He was looking at me, waiting for an answer. I said, �The blue image?�
�Her too,� Flier shouted, his arm waving in the direction where the thing we called the Blue Woman had been. �And that little girl. What did she do?�
We knew the Blue Woman was a manifestation created by an unknown mage, that it somehow always knew where we were, and it sometimes spoke in riddles and lies. Flier didn�t appear to be of a mindset to allow me to deflect his questions. Under my hand, I felt Anna tremble at the growing tension between Flier and me.
I said, �Flier, we�ve encountered that blue thing before. I don�t know if what Emma did was coincidence, or if she managed to banish it, but either way, we�re better off. The Blue Woman has never hurt us directly, but we believe she has tried. At the very least, she has lied to us.�
�How? How can an image of a woman hurt you?�
I said with a shrug, �We think of her as a rogue mage who appears to us in that female form now and then to scare us or drive us into danger. She might also listen to our conversations and perhaps passes that information on to others. Anna must have disrupted the mage�s spell if that�s the right word.�
His confusion had turned to cold anger. �How could she do that? She�s a child.�
Kendra whirled around and snarled, �Hey, Flier, pay attention to what he�s telling you. We don�t know the answers any more than you, but you�re scaring this little girl. If you have a problem with us, why don�t you go on ahead and we�ll catch up in Vin? I�m sure we can follow the trail from here.�
He shook his head vigorously. �No, it�s just that I�ve never seen anything like that. And the dragon that crushed the buildings in Trager was acting like it did that because you wanted it to. Like you ordered it. There are things happening around you that scare me.�
She didn�t back down. �Flier, you are free to leave us and go where you want. Do as you like. It�s not you that owes us, it�s us that owes you. You saved us and fought for us, risking your life. For that, we thank you.�
His shoulder slumped. He said quietly, �To me, it looked like that child faced down a mage. And won.�
�Maybe she did,� Kendra said, drawing herself up in a silent challenge.
Flier backed down. �I owe you my life, the way I see things. I�ll fight or help you in any way possible, but that does not mean I can�t be scared of strangeness, or shimmering blue images of women that float in the air like smoke.�
Kendra simply nodded her understanding.
He turned away and faced me.
I gave him a nod of encouragement and said, �We really don�t have many answers. However, we will tell you what we do know. All of it. Ask me, and I�ll do my best.�
He scowled, an expression of confusion on his face. The expression was growing more confused as he took the time to think. His eyes flicked from me to Kendra, then to each of the girls.
A slight breeze brought a touch of chill to the air. I felt like sitting and resting my legs but remained fixed, looking at him as hard as he looked back at us.
He held up his left hand, fingers splayed wide. With the index finger of his right hand, he pointed to his thumb. �You knew about the arrowhead in my knee. Not a guess, you knew. It was as if you could see inside my knee. How could that happen?�
His finger moved to the index finger next to his thumb. �The unending storm at sea was unnatural. Like something from an old story, the sort of thing my grandchildren will hear and never believe.� He pointed at the next fingers in order. �The dragon stays near you. The little girl has the powers to face down a first-rate mage.� His pointing finger moved on, �The Blue Woman, whatever that is, appears in front of the two of you repeatedly.� He�d run out of fingers, so he moved to the other hand, �You are the personal servants of a princess. Shall I go on?�
His words tumbled over one another. Kendra and I exchanged looks.
She said, �Damon, I have a hard time keeping secrets from a man who saved my life while risking his. We have already told him most of our story, or what we know. More won�t hurt.�
That said it all. I asked her pointedly, �Where is your dragon right now?�
�Near the path at the top of the pass where the snow recently melted.�
Flier winced. He said, �How?�
I continued without answering him, �Any mages near here?�
�At the extreme limits of my senses, there are both mages and sorceresses there and there.� She pointed to her left, which would be the sea, and ahead, but also slightly to her left, where Vin would be located.
Flier asked, �How can you know those things?�
She said, �I don�t know. A few days ago, I couldn�t tell where they were. After setting that dragon free, in my mind, I now see little flecks of light that are those people with magic. The brighter they are, the closer. Beyond that, I can�t tell you anything about what�s happening.�
�It scares me,� he said.
�And what do you think it does to me?� Kendra said softly. �I can�t tell you how much it scares me. My brother and I have been loyal servants to Princess Elizabeth since we were five and six, just normal people who didn�t even believe in Wyverns, let alone true-dragons. Within a dozen days we were involved in intrigue in three kingdoms, and we have no idea of what we�re doing or what�s required of us.�
The tears spilling down her cheeks made it impossible to believe she spoke anything but the truth. I said, �Your knee was the first time that has ever happened to me. I�ve always been able to make drinks spill, puffs of air to blow out candles, and control arrows in flight, so they hit the middle of the target. We call it small-magic. Think of what a mage can do and divide by a hundred.�
He looked at me disbelievingly. I flicked my eyes to Anna and puffed her hair from the side. Her hand smoothed it down, and I sent another puff her way.
Flier�s complexion paled as he understood what I was doing. He said, �That princess was with us on the ship. I never saw her talk to either of you.�
�She�s on a secret mission for her father, the King of Dire,� Kendra said. �We don�t know what it is, but at the last minute, we decided to jump on the ship with her. Elizabeth will tell us when she can�and how we can help her if that�s possible. In the meantime, we will protect her with our lives. She is sailing on to Dagger.�
�You don�t know what sort of mission?� he asked.
I said, �We think it might be involved with the mages or current rulers. Ours is the third kingdom to have a king fall ill or die and a �council� rule in his stead.�
His expression turned cold. He said, �Trager, Dagger, and Dire? All of them?�
�Yes,� I told him shortly, wishing the conversation would end.
�Four, if you include my home, Vin. The story is much the same, there.� His voice trailed off near the end. Then he raised his head to look directly at us. �What other dangers can we expect to encounter?�
�I wish we knew,� Kendra said. �But if we wish to find our way over this mountain, we should continue walking and talk tonight.�
Flier didn�t move. His gaze shifted to me. �The little girls? How do you explain two girls who look like you but cannot speak your language?�
�As we have already told you, we found them after a storm and are trying to return them to their home,� I said deliberately using a friendly tone to ease the situation.
�We think they come from Kondor,� Kendra said. �They speak the language. So, we brought them with us. Now, either we spend the night here, or we walk. Your choice.�
�Okay, okay. You don�t have to snap at me. You still haven�t explained the dragon.�
I�d noticed Kendra�s impatience lately, too. The difference was that I lacked the nerve to say so. Her face reddened, but she kept quiet. I said, �We will talk about it later.�
�One more thing,� Flier said. �Just to be sure we�re all thinking along the same lines, that little girl, the one you call Emma, just defeated a mage�s projection�if I saw what I think. Were either of you aware she had magic powers?�
We shook our heads in unison. Flier seemed to accept that and turned away as he trudged up the trail again. After a brief, confusing exchange of looks between Kendra and myself, we followed each other again, me again at the rear. For me, I wasn�t certain Emma had any magic, but her actions had certainly been coincidental, if not.
My mind was so lost in deep thought my feet did what was needed without me thinking or looking at those in front of me. Flier was right. The idea that Emma might have magic powers had never entered my thinking, but something else along those lines nudged the back recesses of my head.
Anna walked directly ahead, through the spot where the Blue Lady had been, her thick brown hair tied back. It swayed from side to side with her steps, so I tested my magic and used a burst of air to push it to one side again, just to reassure myself that my magic was in place. Kendra�s dragon was close enough for it to share its essence, so my magic worked.
At the inn at the Port of Mercia the first morning, we had brought a sailor from Kondor to translate for us. That conversation held the item that now worried at my mind. A careful review revealed what had been obvious but forgotten in all else that had happened. He said the reason his language skills were so good, was because a mage had used magic to teach him our Common language.
The girls were learning remarkably fast, but a few hundred words only allowed the most basic of concepts to be exchanged. My magic had seen the arrowhead inside Flier�s knee, like the work a sorceress might do. I�d delved into the physical part of a person instead of dealing with external forces like rain and wind. What else could I do?
The problem was that the three of us, Elizabeth, Kendra, and myself, had kept my abilities secret, which protected me, but it failed to allow me to learn from others who knew magic so I might have progressed. Mages and sorceresses may have been willing to teach me, at least enough so they could test me and determine if I was one of them. The problem with that was if I failed to live up to their demands, what would they have done? Worse, if I was one of them, would they have removed me and sent me to some far-off place for training and indoctrination?
If my abilities matched those of other mages, or if they did not, the answer was simple. If they were a new subset or inferior, we didn�t know what would happen. My scant powers may have scared them, or perhaps they have a policy of extermination for those like me. None of us had ever heard of such a thing. However, walking uphill for hours on end gave me time to consider and wonder. I flipped Anna�s hair again and watched her hand smooth it down.
Carefully, as if my magic was fog slipping in on a winter�s night, my mind reached out. Like extending tendrils of a fog, it explored and probed Anna in much the same way I�d done with Flier�s knee. My search revealed nothing. With each advance, my powers �bumped� into resilient obstructions, much like sleepwalking into a mattress hung from a wall.
I�d expected to either find my powers couldn�t reach her, or they could. Instead, I found myself stumbling in the dark and encountering soft resistance at every turn. I couldn�t move ahead, only stall or return and probe again.
After pulling back from Anna�s mind for the tenth time, I reconsidered my approach. I felt I�d �touched� her in some manner that last time. There might be a way to test her a little more. An often-used trick of mine convinced someone an insect like a mosquito had landed on her bare arm and drew a slap from her other hand.
So, in the same way, I started thinking of words she wouldn�t know in our language, a concrete word I could point to and yet be sure she hadn�t heard it. Every word that came to mind, she might have heard. I needed an object, one so obscure that she couldn�t possibly know it.
Bouncing at my side was my sword and the four arrows in the new addition to the scabbard. Only the ends of the arrows showed, the fletching made from feathers. Fletching was a word she wouldn�t know but could point to when requested so I�d know she understood my mental teachings.
Fletching. The word was repeated in my mind. Directed at her. Images formed in my head, detailing an arrow, most centered on the fletching at the end of the shaft. The word was used over and over as I tried to instill the knowledge in her mind. I pronounced it mentally and provided a description. Then, the idea occurred that if it took this sort of effort to teach Anna something so simple, I was better off simply speaking to her.
Without drawing the attention of the others, I moved to her side and touched her arm. When she looked at me, I pointed to the arrows and said, �What is this?�
�Arrow,� she said immediately, although I didn�t know how she knew that word.
�No.� I fingered the feathers glued to the arrow. �This.�
�Fletching,� she said as if I was a dolt who knew nothing.
I fell back to my position behind her to consider what had happened. In my opinion, she had learned both arrow and fletching from me in the last few minutes. How she did that was unknown, but also how I�d done it with her was equally unknown. Which of my attempts had succeeded? And which had failed?
It didn�t matter. One of them had been successful on the first try. A few more experiments and the proper method would be determined.
When faced with complicated problems, my usual routine was to pull away and allow my mind to work on it while I did other things. Like a pot of stew simmering. At first, the broth is tasteless, however, after a good simmer, the flavors are spread and absorbed by the broth, meat, and vegetables. A few spices also help.
That was my plan. Allow my thoughts to simmer, perform a few additional small tests, and hopefully teach Anna to speak even faster than she was learning in the traditional ways. Emma? Well, we�d see. While Anna was receptive, my attention would focus on her. After learning the proper methods that worked, Emma might be easier to teach.
A while later, just before we stopped to eat, I wanted to be sure the dragon was nearby, so I landed another imaginary mosquito on Anna�s arm. She slapped it, examined where the insect should have been, and noticed me intently watching her. She turned away, and immediately I felt a mosquito land on my arm. I slapped at it.
There was no sign of a mosquito on my arm when I looked.
Anna giggled.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
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T he incident with the imaginary mosquito confused me so massively I tripped, and that drew another series of giggles from Anna. She didn�t turn to look or gloat, but in that single instant, I knew for a fact that she had used magic as retaliation on me. Small-magic. Not a lot. However, there was no doubt she had used it when not one in a thousand people could duplicate her feat. No, not one in ten thousand, I corrected myself. Those few who use magic are scarce, more so than two-headed snakes.
In the entire kingdom of Dire, only six magicians were known, four mages and two sorceresses. And of course, there was also me who was an unknown and didn�t count. Only three of us knew of my skills, and none of us had ever heard rumors of others like me. It would be unfair to mages to consider my meager skills on par with theirs, and my talents had recently bled to those of a sorceress. Yet, in our group of five on the mountain pass, there seemed to be four. Myself, Kendra since freeing the dragon, Anna with her mental mosquito, and of course little Emma who had banished the Blue Lady. The mathematical odds of calculating that were far beyond my abilities�but I knew the answer must be near infinity.
The oddest thing was that while magic �abilities� or �powers� varied between mages and sorceresses, all were essentially the same along the lines of sex. Those walking ahead of me were unknowns. I doubted if any of us had the power of true magicians, but until the last few days, I�d been the only example of a lesser one we�d ever heard of. Now, I walked with three others and couldn�t get that out of my mind.
We watched for food along the way since we had little. A fat, lazy grouse, a type of gamebird of a couple pounds stood at the edge of the path and watched. I slipped my little-used bow over my shoulder from my back as my right hand found an arrow.
The kill-shot was quick and anticlimactic. The arrow flew fast and sure�without my magical help, and the arrow skewered the bird. We made a fire and roasted it within a few steps of where it died. Two identical birds would have better satisfied our appetites, but no other showed itself. That wasn�t too odd that there were no others because the only places I�d seen them was in the lowlands, usually in meadows. Finding one high in the mountains was strange but not unheard of.
We�d hardly continued our trek when Kendra pulled to an abrupt stop and dropped to one knee. Her action alerted us to do the same, although I sensed no danger. Her arm raised, and her finger pointed off to the side of the trail to a heavy stand of small evergreen trees. Since there were no larger trees, I assumed the area had either burned in the recent past or been totally clear-cut by people. The trunks on the new growth were uniformly thick and tall. The young evergreens seemed to put up a solid, impenetrable wall.
Kendra hadn�t ever knelt like that before. She acted as a military leader in every respect. Her action scared me, so without thinking my hands reached for the bow and an arrow. While pulling them free, I also loosened my sword and then bent the bow to string it.
As I fitted the arrow, my eyes remained where Kendra pointed, not on my weapon. The evergreens began to grow as a thick wall about twenty steps from us, only thin brush between. The trees were small, their trunks the size of my arm, and barely twice as tall as a person. There seemed to be few if any other varieties but evergreens in the stand.
Roars from human throats broke the silence of the high mountains as two men broke free of the evergreens and charged us, long curved swords waving wildly above their heads. They were heavy-set men who ran like bulls through a pasture, ignoring whatever lay at their feet as they concentrated on scaring us with their ferocious shouting and blades flashing in the sunlight.
My arrow took the closest man high in the center of his chest, which would be brag-worthy if I hadn�t been aiming just above his navel and shot too high in my excitement. The long shaft all but disappeared into him, with only the bright colors of the fletching protruding. He stumbled a few more steps and fell face first.
The second man almost reached Flier, who had grabbed a short stick as big around as his thumb, and almost as useless against the curved sword. The attacker ignored the loss of his partner, never slowing and not even casting a glance at his fallen comrade. I fitted another arrow as fast as possible, but the man was almost on Flier, and their positions prevented me from taking another shot.
My attention shifted to Kendra. She was standing, her arm was cocked, her posture that of someone about to throw, and as her arm shot forward, she pushed off her rear foot to provide power. The spinning iron blade from the sheath on her forearm flew true. It hit the man dead center, a little lower than my arrow, but to defend myself and my pride, he was a lot closer to her.
I still had my second arrow ready to fly, but there was no need.
Flier�s expression was of wonder, not fear. He faced us ready to ask more questions. I said in the way of explanation, �We were trained by the King�s Weapons-Master.�
While true, it didn�t account for the new double-ended knife of Kendra�s, nor the new bow I carry, although he had taught me to shoot properly and would critique the height my arrow struck. He never settled for less than a perfect shot.
Flier said, �I thought he would kill me.�
Kendra said in a distracted tone, �Flier, take the best of their swords for yourself, and any other weapons they have. Give Anna one and Emma a knife if they carry them. Stay with the girls.� She again sounded military as she ordered him as if she was a commander in an army ready for another battle. She briefly turned to me, and her eyes flicked to the stand of evergreens where the men had emerged. �Come on.�
We took five or six steps before she pulled to another stop. She glanced my way long enough to mutter just loud enough to hear, �Gone.�
�Who?�
�A Mage. He winked into existence before I went to my knee, and now he is gone.� She pushed aside evergreen branches and moved ahead, into the small trees, letting the branches slap me when they swung back. I had two choices, hang back and let her blunder into danger, or stay up with her and ignore the cuts and scrapes.
We penetrated perhaps fifty steps and found ourselves in a small clearing. In the center, as if the evergreens didn�t like growing near it, stood an oval rock as large as a house. The surface was gray, smooth, the corners and top rounded. The carvings were clear, even at our distance.
I�d seen two others like it. Waystones. My feet carried me closer, where my hand touched the warm surface and traced the faint cartouches, icons, pictographs, or whatever was carved into the smooth surface. They were more worn than others I�d seen, probably as a result of the snow and freezing temperatures on the Vin Pass. The stone was still warmer than the air. Not hot, but warmer than the chilly air.
From right behind us, Flier said with a hushed voice, �As many times as I�ve traveled this pass, I�ve never seen that.�
�A Waystone,� I said. The girls were right behind Flier. For a moment I�d thought he left them unprotected on the road. I held a finger to my lips. They understood to remain quiet.
He approached and ran his fingers over the images. �There is another like this. Near Vin.�
Kendra pointed at the bare ground around it. �No trees, bushes, or grass.�
I answered, �None around the one at Crestfallen, either. A little grass, but not even a bush. I hadn�t thought much about it because the ground there is almost solid rock.�
Flier said, �Same with the one at home. But the pictures on the outside are clearer than this one. Things last longer in the desert. How did you know it was here?�
Before I could think of a suitable lie, Kendra said, �Those men had to come from somewhere. I expected to find their campsite and maybe more men.�
Flier not only believed her, but he also made a full turn searching for more, clutching the curved sword.
For his benefit, and because the mage may have traveled alone and there might be a campsite nearby, we made a search of the area and found nothing. I took us back to the path and the two dead men. �There might be something to explain their presence in their purse.�
Emma and Anna were sent ahead where we could still see them, but our actions were shielded from them. I intended to retrieve my gory arrow from the body. Good ones are as difficult to come by as good bows. Besides, there are short arrows, long ones, and those that were the size I needed. My bow couldn�t effectively use the others.
When I rolled the man over, I found that my arrow had broken off near the fletching when he fell on it. So, I examined the attacker with Flier and my sister. I said, �His skin is light, his features wide.�
�Not from the Brownlands,� Flier said with a certainty we all felt. �What were they doing at Kondor�s back door?�
There were scars on his face from old cuts. They were clear enough to see through his thick and tangled beard. His hands were callused. The clothing was heavy, coarse, utilitarian and faded. He wore a wide blue cloth belt tied tight around his middle, and a lump under the belt drew my attention. My fingers pulled a leather purse free. Inside were coins, including many silver and even two gold.
Two gold coins made a man wealthy. One would purchase a small farm including the house, barn, and animals. Two, a large farm and field hands. He also had a knife. I pulled it free from the belt and admired the workmanship. It was no knife used for casual farm work. It was a weapon, sharp, well cared for, and deadly.
He had no parchment, nothing on a thong around his neck to tell his country of origin, or anything else. We moved on to the other and found much the same, including the same two gold coins right down to the impressions of the same unknown man stamped on them. He also had several silver ones. Both men had been wealthy, but their clothing, scars, and callouses said otherwise. Therefore, the coins were new to them. The exact same amounts. It was recently paid to them, probably today, with their promise to attack and kill us.
Kendra said, �A mage brought them here and paid them the gold and silver.�
�Mage?� Flier asked, catching her slip instantly. �What mage?�
She faced him and said flatly. �Waystones and mages go together. You don�t find one without the other.�
He nodded and seemed to consider. �Twice I saw mages near the Waystone at Vin.�
That settled the matter. I shot my sister a warning look telling her to be more careful. She gave me a slight nod as she knelt and pulled her knife free. She used the sleeve of the dead man�s shirt to wipe it clean before replacing it into the holster under her sleeve.
�I have never seen a knife like that,� Flier said.
�A friend in Andover City made them for me,� she said.
�Them?� he asked.
She held up her other arm, allowed the sleeve to fall away and revealed the second knife. He was impressed but said nothing while giving her a slight nod of approval. She said to me, �We still need to tell Elizabeth he needs a commission from the crown.�
�Do you think she will sail past the storm?� I asked.
Kendra gave me one of those eyerolls that told me I�d asked a stupid question. Yes, Elizabeth would get past the storm, sail around it, or eventually follow us over the Vin Pass, or find another route. One way or another, the princess would arrive in Dagger, Will at her heels, and Avery would probably be there to greet her, dressed in his finest, leaning on the city gates to welcome her, perhaps with the King of Trager at his side.
However, the last Kendra had checked, the mages on the ships were still in place, so we assumed the storm still raged. Without saying so, my sister and I assumed the Blue Lady had all to do with the attack, and it may have been the very mage who had projected the blue image who knew of our location. And the one who brought the two attackers to kill us. When they failed, he fled via the Waystone. Neither of us believed in trusting coincidence too much.
Flier removed the sash from one attacker and tied it around his waist, then inserted the sword under it. His actions were clumsy and awkward, the knot at his waist fell open, and the sword hit the ground at his feet. Fortunately, he leaped aside before losing any toes.
I laughed with the rest, then picked up the weapon and examined it. While heavier than I preferred, it was a formidable sword, well-made in the manner of weapons forged for armies. That is to say, the workmanship was solid, lacking any decoration. It was a tool, no more than a shovel in the hands of a farmer.
A good shovel didn�t have to look pretty to dig a deep hole, and the sword in my hands would kill. My thumb explored the edge, finding it dull near the hilt and sharp for the remainder. The dullness was probably deliberate, so it didn�t cut through the sash worn to carry it. A few nicks and burrs were discovered by my thumbnail, the kind a few strokes of a sharpening stone would quickly remove. I said to him, �Do you know how to use a sword?�
�Not really. I was a messenger, not a regular soldier.�
�The blade is dull at the top near the pommel, so it doesn�t cut the sash when you walk. Don�t let that deceive you, this is a warrior�s weapon, sharp and heavy at the tip for speed and power.�
He listened intently. Kendra walked closer, the other sword in her hand. She raised it high above her head to demonstrate, bringing it down slowly at me in a chopping motion. Without thought, the one in my hand adjusted a quarter turn to effectively block her pretended blow. Meeting the other blade at a ninety-degree angle provided the best chance of stopping it.
Kendra recovered and attempted a side-slash, again moving slowly. My blade turned to meet it. �Defense. Block the attack. If you block them all, you live. It�s as simple as that.�
�But he will keep on attacking,� Flier said.
�Leave it for one of us to help you kill him. Your job is to stay alive. Nothing else,� Kendra said.
He clearly didn�t like her advice and turned to me, hoping for a contradiction that didn�t come. �She�s right. Remember this, you are probably fighting a professional, or at least someone with training. The moment you choose to attack, you lose your defensive position. In attacking, you leave yourself defenseless.�
Kendra said, �These blades are heavy and slow. An attacker has to swing and use much more energy, while all you have to do is meet his attempts with a turn of your wrist. He�ll quickly tire. But, my main point is that if you parry each blow, you can do it all day without injury.�
He didn�t appear to believe her. �Why doesn�t everyone do that?�
She turned to me and nodded at my sword at my side. I handed him back his, then drew mine with a flourish. The fine steel sparked in the sunlight, the long thin blade with the slight rearward curve felt at home in my hand, as it should after all the time it had spent there. It had occupied my almost daily practice for years, ever since the Weapons-Master proclaimed me proficient enough to put aside the oak practice-swords that had been my training for three years.
The sharp tip of my sword danced figure-eights in the mountain air, darting from side to side as it did, and melding into circles that grew larger with each revolution, the glinting metal moving so fast the eye could barely keep up with it. With a lunge of my right foot, the blade extended as if it had doubled in length, jabbing three times before swiping from left to right fast enough for the blade to sing as it passed through the air.
�Enough showing off,� she said. �He understands.�
Flier said, �I could never stop that.�
Kendra chuckled and nodded. �Told you he understood. If you ever face a blade-smith with half the skill of Damon, your options are to run or die. Don�t allow false pride to hold you back when your feet can save you.�
�Cowards run away,� he said stiffly.
Kendra half-closed her eyes in frustration. She spoke softly. �And brave men die. Listen well. If you encounter a poisonous snake that wants to bite you, will your choice be to remain and attempt to bite it first? No, that would be as likely to cause your death as attempting to cross swords with my brother. Run from the snake. Run from a swordsman.�
�I am not a coward.�
She rolled her eyes. �Nor are you going to be a live hero.� She spun in disgust and stalked away to rejoin the girls who were watching everything with wide eyes. She tied the other sash around her waist and placed the sword inside. She handed each girl a knife.
I still held my sword, so moved a few steps closer to Flier and raised it as if chopping wood. As it moved slowly down, he lifted his. However, it was held at an angle. �Stop,� I ordered. He did, and I allowed my blade to lightly touch his and slide off, where sharp edge came to rest on his shoulder.
I raised my blade and made as if to attack him again. This time, he met it squarely. I pulled back and attacked from the side, and again, he met it firmly, holding his with both hands. We varied attacks and defenses until he adjusted to each, and although we moved slowly, he understood what was required to block chops, swings, and slashes. Due to limited time, jabs and thrusts were ignored.
An arrow from the quiver on my back replaced the broken one in my scabbard, so I still carried four. We turned to continue up the path. Grass and plants grew where feet had once walked to clear a path wide enough for two to walk abreast, and I�d wager that small wagons or carts had used it in the past. From what was under our feet, nobody may have traveled the path for a year or more.
Anna walked directly in front of me this time, and I pushed aside her hair with a puff of breeze. The dragon was close, and I briefly wondered why it hadn�t come to protect Kendra, then realized the entire conflict had only lasted the time it took to draw two or three breaths. The dragon didn�t have time to even unfurl her wings.
However, Anna was another puzzle that needed to be put together. The sun wouldn�t go down for a while, and that gave me plenty of time to experiment. My mind reached out to hers, to the warm, safe place I�d briefly touched before. While concentrating on things around us, the right words were repeated. Evergreen trees. Blue sky. Cloud. Mountain. And a dozen others. Then I repeated each of them.
�Look at that cloud,� I said so softly only Anna could hear.
Her head instantly tilted upward.
That was all I needed to know for now. Perhaps Kendra could help me formulate a list of helpful words, or a method to better teach Anna our language. It would be a topic of conversation at the campfire tonight I hoped to enjoy because of the chill in the air. By morning, it would be cold, near freezing if my guess was right.
Little Emma trudged along in front of Kendra. She also needed to learn our language, and while we were walking without danger present, I decided to catch her up with Anna. She could learn the same words, and perhaps provide a hint of how to improve my teaching methods.
I reached out with my mind as before. A tendril of inquiry, like fingers of fog, advanced and sought out her mind. Not wishing to scare her, I slowed my mental advance and gently moved the tendril slowly, probing and inquiring. Finally, I used the first word I taught Anna.
Fletching. In my mind, I sounded it slowly, concentrating on each part of the word, and as I pictured an arrow, especially the end. Fletching.
A blast of red heat struck my mind, filling it with rage and turning darker and darker until it turned black and my eyes couldn�t see, my mind didn�t think, and my legs went as limp as if they were transformed into mush. It was as if a giant had used the trunk of a tree to swing at my head�and it struck solidly.
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I woke cold and confused. Blankets covered me. A fire burned at my side. The others were sitting beside it. At first glance, they appeared worried and scared. Flier tossed another piece of wood on the fire, his eyes averted from the brightness. He stood and backed away, turning to peer into the darkness outside the circle of light, as if a guard on watch and knowing to look directly at a fire caused his night-sight to suffer. Tracks of dried tears streaked Kendra�s dirty cheeks. Anna�s eyes danced in fear, watching all around with tiny birdlike jerks of her head.
Emma sat cross-legged in the dirt, her eyes centered on a spot where her ankles crossed. Her head slumped, and she seemed listless. Perhaps scared would explain her actions better. A scared child. One that had used her mind to blast mine into darkness during the late afternoon. It now was full dark, so I�d been unconscious for a long time.
�He�s awake,� Kendra said, leaping to my side. �Are you, all right?�
Struggling to sit and clear my thinking, I found a bloody scrape on my left forearm, and my knee hurt. It must have struck a rock as I fell. �I think so.�
Anna had joined her at my side, and Flier rushed back. While sitting and examining myself for more wounds or hurts, from the corner of my eye, Emma still sat in the same position. She didn�t even look up at me.
�Where are we?� I asked, more to deflect the conversation away from me to a safer subject.
Flier said, �Almost to the summit, where you fell. A poor place to spend the night, but with you hurt, we had no choice.�
Kendra said, �Was it a mage?�
Avoiding even a glance at Emma, I spoke, �I don�t know what it was. Nothing like that has ever happened.�
Anna used a damp rag to wipe the sand and grit off my face, then moved on to gently clean the bloody arm. Kendra fussed, and Flier was concerned but had taken over the role of protector, his new sword worn at his side as if he expected trouble. Only Emma sat alone.
Because the campfire was burning brightly, and all were awake, it wasn�t late. Around a campfire, people tend to go to sleep early. I said, �Flier, have you been over the summit today?�
�Not yet.�
�If it isn�t too far, and if you can navigate in the dark, it would be good to know we�re alone up here. From up there, you can see the campfires of anyone on the other slope, right?�
He said, �Good idea. I�ll be back before long.�
�Wait,� I called. �Take Anna with you. An extra pair of eyes might help.�
He seemed to like the idea as he called over his shoulder, �Come on Anna, keep me company.�
Neither grasped my intention of remaining alone with Kendra and Emma. When they were lost to us in the darkness, Kendra asked, �What is that all about?�
�Can you bring Emma over here?�
She frowned, but called, �Emma? Come here.�
The girl remained motionless as if she hadn�t heard. She looked at her feet.
Kendra called again, �Emma?�
I managed to get my feet under me and stood on weak legs. �Let me talk to her. Alone.�
Kendra drew back, clearly puzzled and confused.
At Emma�s side, I knelt and lifted her chin with my index finger. Her eyes were wet. I pulled her close and wrapped my arms around her thin shoulders without talking. She sobbed and clung to me.
When she quit, I sat beside her and talked softly, letting her know what happened was not her fault, or if it was, she hadn�t intended it. She didn�t understand the words, but she did recognize the tone of my voice and the fact I was not upset with her.
Kendra remained at a distance until Emma sat up and looked in her direction. Kendra came to us, placed more wood on the fire, and said, �What�s happening?�
I told her in a few words.
�Both of them control magic?� she asked with a voice that sounded as bewildered and astonished as I felt. �You�re sure?�
�I don�t know their limits or abilities, but both use essence. I can�t even tell if they are sorceresses or mages, a combination of both, or something new. Like you and me, they draw on essence, and don�t know what they can and cannot do.�
She reacted as if the remark was a personal assault, then her anger evaporated as she grasped the implications �This little girl did that to you? With her mind? Like she banished the Blue Woman?�
�Don�t blame her for what happened to me. I started it.� My intention was to add a little humor to the situation�but failed.
�Have you ever heard of such a thing?� Kendra asked.
�No.� My answer was simple and direct. Not even a hint of a rumor told of magic used the way Emma had. It had been a flight or fight response, a reaction like kicking at a charging dog. You run if possible, or kick if not. Emma had kicked, but in no way was I angry and believed she had done it on purpose. She probably didn�t know how she did it and couldn�t do it again. However, I didn�t want to find out by attempting it again.
That thought slowed me down a little as I considered the event rationally. It wouldn�t be me that put the idea to the test until figuring out how to protect myself. Flier and Anna returned, all smiles and wanting to rush to the fire and warm their hands. We three exchanged wary glances and kept quiet.
Emma clung to me as if she might watch me disappear if she let go. Not only didn�t I have the words to console her, but she also wouldn�t understand them. For now, she would have to understand from my actions because I was not going to contact her mind again.
Anna reacted oddly, talking to her sister in a sharp tone and shaking her finger in her face while scolding. I motioned for Anna to stop and let me take care of the situation. She did, but she still cast angry looks at Emma, sensing her sister had done something I disapproved of. I sat and held Emma, and as she calmed, a faint touch in my mind drew my attention, a foreign feeling previously unknown. I adjusted my position enough to see Emma�s face and the slight smile she wore as she snuggled with me.
Flier had listened to Anna chastise Emma. The difference was that he understood what she said, so now knew more than us. He would probably share it with us later, but for now, he understood enough of the situation to remain quiet. It occurred to me that he knew almost all of our secrets, the only person outside of our group of three to ever do so.
The warm feeling in my mind grew stronger. I pointed my finger at Emma and asked, �You?�
She nodded, just the slightest of moves.
�No,� I snapped and pulled away. Now what? I had no ideas. The concept of me touching her mind had seemed natural and my skill to use and help her and Anna, but it had never occurred to me that she would do the same to me�and I didn�t like it at all. My skin crawled in revulsion.
Worse, was the reason for my reaction. It felt like an invasion of my being, a violation of my privacy. I wanted to wrap my arms around myself and protect my mind from her�I was repelled by the idea. She looked ready to cry again. After reaching out to me as a friend, all I had done was order her to stop and pulled away.
I recovered my senses, somewhat. She was doing no more to me than I�d done to her when she attacked this afternoon. Her initial reaction had been fear�and she had instinctively fought back. There was no fault in that.
Kendra said, �What�s happening?�
�We�re learning,� I said briskly, not intending to offend, but not wishing to lose the mental touch still in the back of my mind. �Together.� I relaxed and reciprocated, with a mental probe of my own, gentle and cautious, half expecting to awake after another half day when Emma repeated what she�s done before.
Instead, she melded with my probe, combining the energy with hers and directing it gently. It was as if she was the teacher and I the student. I resisted, at first. She paused, allowed me to gather my thoughts and calm myself down, then she nudged me again.
My vision blurred, then my eyes were unseeing, although open. What entered my mind was not through my eyes, or hers. It was in her mind, a vast white openness of warmth, familiarity, companionship, and the limitless love of a child. We remained together on the rim of the whiteness. With her urging, I moved cautiously ahead.
Forms took shape. Trees, rivers, valleys, the ocean, and a ship came to mind. It was the Gallant, as seen from the little place we�d eaten before boarding at the Port of Mercia. The table we�d sat at took shape, the chairs, door, and even the woman who served our food. All came into crystal sharp clearness, and as each appeared, its name came to mind.
Emma relayed hundreds of mental images, everything from Alexis, my horse, to the empty bowls of food at the inn. One thing after another. Then, quick as the darting of a fruit fly, she pulled back, and I was left alone. She had shared nothing of her life before meeting us.
My eyes worked again. She still sat entwined with me, both arms wrapped around my upper arm, and her tiny face was upturned, her mouth smiling as if we knew things nobody else did. The fear and confusion were gone from my mind, and from her expression, Emma�s too.
She turned to the campfire and said in an unaccented voice, �Fire. Warm. Good.�
Kendra tensed as if ready to leap to her feet at the three consecutive Common words. She looked at me in alarm.
I said, �Remember that sailor telling us how a mage helped him learn our language? We�re doing sort of the same thing.�
Kendra�s quizzical expression told me she wanted more explanation, but that could wait. Flier sat beside her, but probably sensed the tension and remained quiet�but he was quick to learn and paid attention to every detail.
I continued, �Anna was easier to teach.�
�But Emma is harder? Why?� she asked.
That was not a question with a clear answer. I decided to be as truthful as possible and as direct. �Because she has far more mental powers than my poor attempts at magic.�
The words were intended to shock Kendra because any brother likes to poke and jab a sister when an opportunity arises. It�s just the natural order of families. However, she didn�t react or seem surprised, she acted as if she almost expected that answer.
Flier couldn�t contain himself. �She is a young sorceress?�
�I really don�t know, Flier. You are one of us now and deserve a full explanation, but neither Kendra or myself understand what�s happening. What I can say, is that both girls have some measure of magic abilities. Are they sorceresses? I don�t believe so, but maybe they will grow into that.�
�And you?� His question was direct, pointed right at me. We�d sort of skirted around the answer before, but he obviously wanted more.
�I am no mage. I can do parlor tricks, and you don�t want to play blocks with me for money if I want to win.�
�But you played on the ship.�
I threw a shrug and snorted. �And I played without using my advantages, all but a few times. Not all players played fair, so I cheated them. I won a few pots, lost others. It wasn�t coins I was seeking but facts and rumors.�
�I don�t like mages. None. In any form.� His tone was flat and seemed to include us in it. The judgment not only concerned me, it felt like a personal attack. If the situation was not settled, he might also endanger us when we reached Vin by spreading word of us.
I said, �It�s like a knife, Flier. One person uses it to kill and another to cut his carrots at dinner.�
�No matter how you spin the tale, magic is evil.�
Kendra and I passed a look. She was far more diplomatic and genial. The explanation was better in her hands where she could console him as she clarified my clumsy words. She said, �Evil? I�ll tell you what evil is. It�s being forced to be a cripple and live as a beggar when the slightest touch of Damon�s magic has you walking better than him. Is that evil? That you have healed and can walk again? That you have a life to look forward to, and two new friends?�
He clamped his jaw and didn�t answer.
She raised her index finger and placed it right under his nose like she�d done to me a thousand times when we were small. If he didn�t give the right response, she was going to flick the bottom of his nose. It didn�t physically hurt too much, but inside it did. She wouldn�t hesitate to do it again or flick his ear, either. Kendra had a streak in her that demanded attention.
She said, �You don�t like magic, you say. Well, what if I say I�m going to tell Damon to use his magic and replace that damned arrowhead right where he found it? Because we don�t wish to offend you with our magic.�
Yes, she was angry. He might not realize it, but I did and wanted to scoot away.
I was not alone, either. Both girls watched her warily. And on top of that, a sound rustled on the night air. It was the leathery sound of huge wings keeping a dragon aloft. Kendra�s dragon. She was now linked with the animal and when in danger, the beast raced to her rescue. I could hear the pumping of the wings that was so much faster than at other times. The dragon was coming fast. Did it sense her anger at Flier and mistake him for danger?
It grew louder and attracted the attention of all. The dragon emerged from the darkness of the night and flew directly at us. It spread the great wings wide to catch the thin mountain air and turned her wings, so they caught the air like the sails on a ship, and it slowed.
The dragon landed on the path a dozen steps from us, where there were no trees. The force of her landing kicked up swirls of wind that drove stinging sand and gravel our way. We protected our faces with our bare arms, and the coals from the campfire spread down the hillside. Anna had the presence of mind to leap to her feet and stomp them out�or she did that while getting a head start on running from the beast. Whatever, she prevented the fires from spreading�while positioning herself where she could escape if needed.
The dragon smelled of rotted meat, rank urine, and death. It extended its head on the long neck and peered closely at us as if it couldn�t find Kendra in the dark. She stood and extended her hand. The dragon sniffed, then a long red tongue flicked out several times, never touching my sister, like an act performed by gypsies with a whip and a brave young girl. She never flinched.
Emma had hold of my bicep, cutting off my circulation. Who would think such a slip of a girl had that much strength?
Flier had disappeared at some time while the dragon landed, off in the forest watching, I assumed.
Anna remained down the slope where she had prevented the fire from spreading and turning into an inferno. That left the three of us standing uneasily near the dragon. I suspected the dragon was not going to attack Kendra. That left two of us. Emma looked at me as if she�d read my mind, and I returned the look. She grinned. I knew I was in trouble.
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T he dragon, unlike the other times we�d been close, not only smelled terrible, but she acted as nervous, as I felt. She spun and peered into the darkness near the summit, and I wondered how well adapted her eyesight was for night vision. Could she see things I couldn�t? Dragons do not normally fly at night, I�d heard from Kendra. It repositioned itself, her body half-turned away from us, where her head and eyes were never far from the path we were going to follow in the morning. She looked and acted like an old yellow dog protecting her master.
Flier and Anna had already gone over the summit and searched for campfires or signs of danger and found none. Emma slipped free of me, and I expected her to race to join her sister down the slope near the edge of the trees for protection, but instead, she moved a few steps closer to the dragon. She didn�t do anything aggressive, and neither did the dragon. A sense of mutual understanding emanated from both of them. At a distance of perhaps five steps, they eyed each other in the same way opponents in the King�s Army do before engaging in a wrestling match. Not a lethal engagement, but one deciding superiority.
�Easy,� Kendra cooed, although it wasn�t clear which one she spoke to. �Just take it easy and make sure nobody gets hurt.�
As if to confirm her words, the dragon gave a small snort and pulled away from Emma slightly as if it too smelled something it disliked. From my perspective, the dragon appeared more ill at ease than the little girl.
What that exchange seemed to tell me was that the dragon sensed a power in Emma and if it didn�t fear it, the dragon did respect it. The concept was almost silly, even to me. A dragon the size of a small barn acted wary of a tiny girl about six or seven years old. She held no weapons, made no aggressive moves, and displayed nothing of danger, which told me she �communicated� in another fashion.
Emma then backed off a step, as if defusing the situation only after the dragon had relented. When considered like that, she had established her superiority�or perhaps I had misinterpreted the entire encounter, a possibility when considering my lack of knowledge.
Kendra placed a consoling arm over Emma�s shoulder and urged the girl to sit near the remains of the fire. The dragon remained seated in the same place, still watching the summit of the pass, but she did not act scared or upset. Perhaps it was her age. An alarming thought was that it was because of false confidence.
�Your dragon stinks,� I said loud enough for Kendra to hear and hopefully not the dragon. My silliness drew smiles from the two at the fire, but there was a deeper concern. Emma had knocked me out with her mind-tricks. Her older sister often deferred to her, unusual for siblings. Kendra was touching minds with the dragon, and my small-magic seemed to have increased to mid-magic, or more. It was definitely stronger than at any time in my past.
I�d touched Anna�s mind and implanted a few words of our language, and as hoped, she�d used them as if they were her own. My half-baked plan had been to teach her more, while also teaching Emma. The point standing out in the open and doing all of that introspection with a dragon close enough to throw a rock at, was that the four of us were using some sort of mental communication. Five, if you counted the dragon. Worse, none of us understood what was happening.
Rumors of mages communicating over long distances had been confirmed by Avery just before we sailed. He said the mage known as Twin at Crestfallen was proficient at it.
The ideas and the impacts of them bounced around in my mind so fast I couldn�t track any or remain on one subject longer than a few moments. Before one thought could be completed, another tore away my logical mind and went in a different direction. If the five of us could use our minds to communicate, could we all learn to �speak� with each other? As it was, Kendra could speak with the dragon but none of us. I could speak with the girls but not Kendra. Emma seemed to also speak to the Dragon, so she completed our circle.
Circle? What the hell does that mean?
�Are you all right?� Emma asked.
My attention flicked in her direction, then to Anna. In my mind, I said to her, *Anna, come join us at the fire.*
She immediately walked closer, her fearful eyes on the dragon, but that only made her smart. Do what I say but watch out for yourself seemed to be her motto. But I hadn�t �said� anything. I�d made a suggestion in my head. I turned my attention to Flier, wherever he might be hiding. I projected the same exact thought to him. If he heard me, he didn�t respond.
�Is that thing going to stay here all night?� Anna asked with a voice tinged with fear.
Kendra said, �I don�t know why the dragon is acting like that. Is she scared? I just don�t know.�
Anna said, �What would she be scared about? If that dragon is scared, shouldn�t we be the same?� She arrived at my side looking for confirmation in her summation.
*Call for Flier to join us.* I told Anna, fighting to keep my lips from moving as I concentrated on the intent, not the words.
She immediately placed her hands to her mouth and called, �Flier, come join us.�
That satisfied me that my abilities allowed my skills to put my ideas into her head, even if she couldn�t respond�or perhaps she could. There were instantly more questions. How far away could I do it? What if she refused to call Flier or do what I said? Could I force her?
Kendra could also tell where mages were located, even at great distances. Did all this mean that while mages demonstrated their powers at celebrations with flashes of lightning, did they have other powers or skills they kept hidden? It seemed logical and probably true. It also seemed to answer a few odd questions that had arisen in the past.
That was the problem, the core of it. We didn�t know much about anything when it came to magic and dragons. There were no mages or sorceresses to ask. No books to read. No teachers. Anyone displaying their magical abilities was removed from their families at young ages and raised in secret locations where they were taught by unknowns�and nothing was known of what they learned there. Fully grown adults �appeared� after training and were welcomed by others with their powers.
I gave that some consideration because my first thoughts of actually questioning those with magic was to realize that all the rest of the people should have been jealous. We should have wanted to know how the mages and sorceresses are so superior and we should have questioned everything about them. I would want my child to have the best, to be the best. Yet, there were those who were so far advanced my family could never become part of them.
Instead, we sat back and accepted their benevolence, their rain for our crops, their �help� in battle (while the other side often also had a mage helping them). The sorceresses foretold possible futures, usually favorable in matters of love or wealth. They seldom revealed how they could manipulate feelings or choices a person made.
However, all those thoughts could be put aside for now. I�d allowed my mind to slip away from the single important item it needed to dwell upon during the night. We had a dragon, the last one in the known world, sitting at the edge of our campsite, its eyes focused on some unknown thing on the top of the mountain pass, and it acted as if danger would come from there.
No matter what it looked at, I saw no way it was going to be a good morning. I considered turning tail and running back to Trager. Things just don�t work out that way. While it was the first dragon I�d ever been around, interpreting its actions should be avoided because of lack of information, I couldn�t help myself. When it had landed on the road and first sniffed us after Kendra had freed it, and on the mountaintop above Mercia, it had moved with grace and power. Now it reminded me of a small bird in a nest as it watches hidden dangers as cats prowl the ground.
The dragon�s actions were quick, its eyes darting to the smallest movement, the muscles in its legs tight and rippling. I turned to Kendra. �What do you think?�
�Her claws are extended. She�s angry, or fearful, I can�t tell which.�
�About what?� I asked. �Can you tell anything?�
She considered the question before speaking. �There are no mages nearby, in fact, none I can sense. No sorceresses either. Just the ones far away. She is not scared of wyverns but does not like them. I think she hates them.�
Flier said, �Anybody mind if I sharpen my blade?�
That was the smartest thing I�d heard said all night. The other blade we�d taken from the ambushers also needed attention. A common stone near my foot would do, so I reached for it. The stone was fine-grained but would never touch my sword, not that it needed sharpening. Kendra sat beside me, while the girls huddled near the red coals of the fire.
Glowing coals? With an unknown danger possibly coming? None of us would have any night vision, and anybody or anything attacking would know precisely where we were. In my anger and excitement, I shot out a mental command so powerful that Anna winced, then shot to her feet and kicked dirt over the remaining coals.
*Sorry* I said in her mind and earned a small smile.
�What just happened?� Kendra asked.
Flier�s tilt of his head indicated he wanted to know, too. �With even coals remaining, we lose night vision, and the light from it will still lead whatever is coming right to us. I sent a mental �panic� to Anna, and she put it out.�
Kendra didn�t seem especially surprised. �Can she answer you?�
�No. At least, not that I know of.�
�With your mind, you did that?� Flier said. �You spoke to her? I have heard of mages speaking across great distances, but I�ve also heard of swans that turn into bears that eat disruptive children.� He gave an attempt at laughing that failed.
�Had you ever heard of flying dragons?� Kendra asked. �Not Wyverns, but true-dragons?�
His laugh came to an abrupt halt. �There were stories of Wyverns told by responsible people, but I�d never seen one until this last few years. Nobody told serious tales of seeing a dragon.�
I said, �Then our story is almost the same. A month ago they were myths.�
He gave me a quizzical look that almost brought a smile to my lips. He finally said, �The little one, Emma, faced down this dragon. Is she a sorceress?�
Kendra and I exchanged glances. She shrugged. �We are trying to tell you the truth, but we don�t know what�s happening any more than you. Emma may be a sorceress�or something else. She has magic in her.�
�Twice Damon has asked you if there are any mages nearby,� he said, then waited for her answer.
�As I said before, I can sense them in my mind. Not talk to them or anything, but if they are within a certain distance, I know it. Same with the dragon.� She hadn�t even hesitated in explaining. �He asked because the appearance of a mage might indicate an attack on us.�
He wiped his stone along the edge of the sword a few more times, the sound of stone on steel ringing in the still night air. His thumb tested the sharpness. �We all have secrets, I guess.�
Anna pounced on his statement as she and Emma moved to sit at my side and peer at him in the starlight. �What are yours?�
He seemed confused, then sighed. �Yes, we all have them. Mine is that I am more than a simple messenger. My father was an advisor to the King of Vin, who was part of the royal family of Kondor. Not that we were royal, but my family was so wealthy we sometimes loaned the crown gold. That�s how my father could afford to buy me a commission in the army.�
Kendra said, �Vin is another small kingdom not ruled by a king today, right?�
�That�s what I hear, but it was when I carried his messages to the king of Trager. Nobody knows who is on the Council of Nine for Kondor, and I assume the same in Vin, but my father would never betray the king.� He sat quietly for a moment then continued, �I fear for my family.�
�What about all the gold your father has?� Anna asked brightly, her smile mischievous.
�I don�t know. They may have taken it. But not all. Only fools keep all their wealth in a single place. I know where there are several emergency caches of gold and silver. In the history of our family, this isn�t the first adversity we�ve faced.�
Considering our purses were emptier than I liked, and that we had a long way to go, the idea of a loan crossed my mind, but my lips remained closed. I tested the edge of the sword Kendra would use and found it acceptable�meaning it was as sharp as the metal would allow, but nothing like mine. The soft metal would dull quickly. It was tip-heavy and too wide to wield effectively, especially for someone smaller like my sister.
I handed her mine. The light, thin blade in her hands would become a fierce weapon, while the heavier one would be more productive with me. Flier stood off to one side, waving his sword in the air as if in a victory celebration. Obviously, he had no swordsmanship skills at all.
�Flier, let me show you a few more things,� I called with a laugh, intending to position his feet properly.
He looked in my direction, then past me, to the top of the mountain pass, his eyes flaring wide with fear. He shouted, �There!�
He needed to say no more as all eyes turned to look, and the roar of the Dragon would have drowned out any sound. Men seemed to appear from within the ground as they rose from hidden places, their backs covered with branches and leaves they�d attached to themselves to hide their dirty brown robes as they had crawled closer and closer. Each brandished a sword much like the one in my hand.
There were too many to count in the dim light. I charged forward to meet the first, Flier at my side. While his skill was in question, his bravery and dedication were not. Together we faced ten or more men, all screaming and shouting as they raced our way.
However, before they reached us, the dragon moved and blocked their path. It spread its wings and hissed as it extended its neck and snapped a mouth full of wicked teeth in their direction. Only fools would continue their charge, and I slowed, holding out my arm to bar Flier from running past.
At a shouted order, the attackers spread out. Flier and I stood in the protection of the dragon�s tail and warily watched. If they spread out enough, I could probably take them on one at a time. Without bragging, my skills were considerable, as well they should be after so many years of daily instruction.
However, with the protection of the dragon in front of me, I pulled my bow free, strung it, and reached for an arrow. As quickly as I could fit it to the string, my eyes were on the closest enemy, whoever they were. The arrow flew as I pulled another before the first struck a man dead center�which was an accurate description. Dead.
The second arrow flew a little high but my small-magic corrected that while in flight, and a second warrior fell, an arrow centered in his chest, also. While only a sliver of a yellow moon and the bright white stars helped us see, at least our night vision helped us, and the attackers had no advantage in that regard.
My third arrow struck as true as the first two, again with the help of magic. Flier said, �You are the best archer I�ve ever seen.�
I wanted to make a joke to relieve the tension but saw another enemy stand from concealment and strike a familiar stance. He was also an archer. �Down,� I shouted.
Flier and I dropped to the ground at the same time. An arrow passed harmlessly over me, but the danger was still there. I leaped to my feet, fitting an arrow and drawing on my small-magic at the same time. The arrow left my bow, and I dived to the ground again. Our arrows must have passed each other along the way, because before I hit the ground and rolled, the whistle of the arrow sounded.
His missed. Mine didn�t. Kendra and the girls were well behind us, her with my sword in her hand as she retreated. She herded the girls back down the trail, probably looking for a place to defend if any attackers got past Flier and me. She would protect the girls as would any mother.
The shouting had ceased after the first sounding. It was probably done to upset and confuse the victims, as was the waving of the swords in the dim night light. At other times, the scene would have scared me, too. Now, I stood behind a dragon that suddenly tensed and darted forward a dozen steps as quick as any snake strikes.
It paused, then moved ahead again, twenty more steps. It was crouched and ready for another charge when one of the men who had been hidden as he laid in the thick brush leaped to his feet and fled in panic. He only took a step or two before the dragon snapped him up in her mouth and shook him like a dog with a rat.
Both Flier and I were on the left side of the dragon, moving ahead after it moved, still using her great body as a shield. Flier moved slightly behind me, his sword in hand, his eyes searching for someone to fight. I had another arrow nocked and ready to fly but saw nobody. After their display of fierceness to scare us, they now hid in the darkness and waited.
A scream penetrated the air. A woman�s scream. Kendra.
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A t the sound of Kendra�s scream, I realized my mistake. In defending against those attacking on the left side of the dragon, I�d left the way open for those on the right to work their way past me to reach the girls. Kendra�s scream was more of a warning than fearful. With my sword in her hand, any attackers were about to face a sword wielded by one of the best.
All that flashed through my mind in the smallest part of an instant. While turning to ensure my deductions were accurate, I made a second mistake. Not only had I heard my sister�s scream, but the dragon always appeared next to her when she was in danger. The dragon had been threatening any enemies who ventured too close to us, but it must have realized with that scream that Kendra was in trouble.
The dragon spun at the sound, her long tail whipping to provide balance. While I also looked behind, I didn�t see the massive tail coming at me. It struck me shoulder-high. The impact knocked the breath out of me and sent me tumbling off the path and into a tangle of thorns and vines.
Flier leaped after me. The tail had missed him, and he managed to dart out of the way as the dragon charged towards Kendra. Flier used his sword to slash away some of the clinging vines and helped me get untangled and to my feet.
When I drew a deep breath and found nothing broken inside, my eyes turned to the four men surrounding us. The bow had been had been knocked out of my hand, and I didn�t know where it was. The sword Flier held in his inexperienced hand would only get him killed.
I raised my empty hands in surrender. �Flier, don�t be a fool. Drop it.�
He hesitated.
�Now,� I ordered.
The four didn�t attack. Flier said, �I won�t be taken prisoner again.�
He defiantly stood in a crouch, his sword held ineptly low, his face intent on the single man in front of him, as he ignored the other three. He was surely going to die.
Without giving it any thought, my fist balled, and I swung, striking him high on the side of his head. Flier stumbled, and the sword fell to the ground. Two of the attackers rushed forward, and in a few heartbeats, his hands were bound by a scarf one attacker had worn around his neck.
I turned to the dragon in time to see it snatch a man in its mouth and bite down so hard the man popped like a pomegranate seed between a thumb and forefinger. The dragon tossed the lifeless body to one side and scanned the area for another. When it didn�t find one, it reared back in anger and roared a warning so loud that people across the sea in Dire must have wondered.
That might be a slight exaggeration, but it was how I perceived it. My hands went to cover my ears, and my eyes shifted back to my situation. Two sword-tips were pressed against my middle, and an imposing man, a third, gazed calmly at me with intense eyes. He stood taller than most and wore a long, tan robe with a red scarf around his neck. He said, �Bind him.�
My first thought was that if I got a hand on that scarf, I could choke him with it. My second was that choking him while two swords penetrated me didn�t seem the best way to do things. A third thought quickly followed, and a glance at the dragon confirmed that Kendra and the girls were safe. The dragon again blocked the entire path, and behind it, I caught a glimpse of a woman with a raised sword who looked back at me before turning and fleeing.
I raised one arm to indicate�well, to indicate something positive to her, but I�m not sure what.
The man with the red scarf had turned and walked back in the direction they had come from, to the top of the summit. Another man removed a brown scarf and used it to tie my wrists in front of me. A little use of magic would slip the knot free, and the same with Flier�s bindings, but then what? We had no weapons, and two more guards joined us, so there were six of them and two of us. Our weapons had been removed. They would kill us if we fought back.
Flier scowled. �You hit me.�
�I saved your life.�
That didn�t seem to calm him at all as he pulled away from his guard and charged me, intending to butt me with his head since his hands were bound. The man with the red scarf paused long enough to watch Flier knocked to the ground by a guard. Then his lips twitched into what could have been the beginnings of a smile before he turned away and continued walking into the night.
�Kendra and the girls are fine,� I told Flier without attempting to whisper. The guards had seen the same things we had, and they looked relieved to be ordered to move away from the dragon, as had those who were attacking the dragon.
We walked most of the night, finally stopping when we reached a small lake surrounded by dense underbrush and small trees. A trail broke off the main one and took us deep into the vegetation, single-file. Near the far end of the lake, a clearing had been carved out of the green growth, a place concealed from the trail.
Flier and I were fed a stew of fish, turnips, and carrots. The broth was thick and surprisingly tasteful. Only our feet remained bound while we ate, but there were two guards for each of us. We sat beside each other and emptied our bowls without talking. Flier avoided my eyes, and he remained angry with me for punching him. After a while, our wrists were bound again, and only one guard remained near us. When he briefly turned his head, I loosened the knots on the scarf with magic and slipped one hand free to scratch my head in plain sight of Flier.
Flier glanced my way, then his head almost twisted free of his neck as he spun to look again. By then my hand was slipping back into the scarf, and the knots were magically pulling tighter. My intent was to let him know the situation was not as ominous as he believed. I said, �Getting away is no problem. But what do we do after that?�
He slowly shook his head.
�Getting caught a second time will be much worse,� I told him. �We need a plan.�
He asked, �Are the girls nearby?�
�I think so.�
�The dragon?�
�With them.� He pursed his lips and glanced around. I sat quietly and studied the situation. We were being fed, and our captors were not treating us badly, so escape wasn�t at the top of my list of concerns. The guard was now watching me, sensing something had happened, and he hadn�t seen it. I said to him, �You all speak my language?�
�Yes.�
�I�d think you would speak the same as Kondor.�
He spat. �Kondor. It is the language of dogs.�
�Hey, I�m not from Kondor, friend. My home is Dire.� I flashed a winning smile that he ignored.
His eyes checked out my complexion, features, and skin before he snorted in laughter and disbelief. �Dog.�
I understood his humor. What I didn�t understand was that all our captors spoke my language so far from home. Dire is not a large kingdom, so there shouldn�t be diversity in language. There were variations in physical appearances. However, Dire also lay across a sea, a journey of several days on the fastest sailing ship. We called our language Common, but as far as I could see, we had little in common with our captors.
As if to respond to Flier�s earlier questions, and to settle my mind, the dragon flew high above, making continuous circles above us. That calmed me more than words can express. The beast flew one circle after, like a single huge buzzard flying over a dead sheep. Her height was too high for arrows, but anyone looking up understood how quickly she could fall from the sky and attack. The instant my mind made the comparison with buzzards circling dead animals, I tried to shut it from my mind. There were hundreds of other things to consider, but I knew that one would remain.
Flier watched it, too. He said, �How long are we going to stay here?�
The guard had walked off several steps and sat on a log, his sword held across his knees in a silent threat as he watched us. The gentle noises of insects, the rustling of leaves in the breeze, and the distance gave us a measure of privacy. We were out of sight of the others, which meant they couldn�t see us, either. We were sitting beside each other and speaking softly hoping it would keep the words from the guard�s ears.
I shifted to both turn and move a little closer to Flier without being obvious. �There is no hurry. The girls are fine, and Kendra will care for them. If necessary, she will go to Vin or even Dagger because we have a friend named Avery who will be in one or the other, and the princess we serve, along with her delegation will make their way to Dagger. Then they will rescue us.�
�The story about the princess is real? I hate to repeat the questions, but this is all so unbelievable. And I�m scared. A little girl faced down a dragon today, one your sister commands. You talk with your minds. It�s so hard to believe it all.�
�All of it is true. Her father, the king, gave me my sword. We have told no lies.�
�She was sent to Kondor to do the king�s bidding?�
After looking at the guard and seeing his eyes almost closed in weariness, I continued, �In some manner. We don�t know the details but listen to this tale for a moment. Our king became ill and the mages, along with a few appointees, �helped� him rule Dire until he returned to health. A new mage arrived, and I think two sorceresses.�
�The same pattern as other kingdoms,� Flier said.
�Dire, Trager, Vin, and Dagger. The mages must be involved, and until we arrived here, we believed the dragon was, too. It�s the last true dragon to exist, and we believe the mages and sorceress derive their power from it�or maybe from Wyverns.�
Flier chewed on his lower lip before speaking. �You are too trusting to tell me all you have. What if I�m not your friend?�
�I have not asked for your pledge of silence. If we die, I�d like to believe you will carry on in some manner, even if it is just to tell our tale so others might succeed where we didn�t.�
�I was just questioning your judgment, not our friendship. But since we and your magic have the means for escaping, why are we staying? Won�t the girls be worried?�
�That crossed my mind several times until the obvious answer dawned on my witless mind. I have sent several messages via Anna. If she heard them, understood, and passed them on to Kendra, I asked her to have Kendra order the dragon to fly over us and fly in circles as a signal.�
�Good. Now, why are we staying? Have the dragon attack.�
�Two reasons. The first is because they will chase us down and kill us if we escape, and maybe catch the girls at the same time. The second is because we need to find out about them. Where they are from and where it is. Why are they here?�
�Why?�
�We may have the same enemies.�
Flier gave me one of his frowns that said he had no idea of what I was talking about. I added, �They speak the Dire Common language, have a king, and don�t like mages or dragons. They sound a lot like us.�
He considered what I�d said and finally responded, �Some of that I either knew or from their conversations could have arrived at the same conclusions. While all the other kingdoms near here are being taken over by mages or a group the mages support, they are the exception. The only one I�ve heard about, and I haven�t even heard of them before. We don�t even know which kingdom they come from.�
I smiled. �You just gave me another worry. The four kingdoms we know of are all being usurped at the same time�the same way. How many others we don�t know of are going through the same thing?�
Flier�s eyes danced around, coming to a rest on the guard in the long robe who didn�t look like either of us or those from Dire. �I thought the same thing happening in the two major cities of Kondor were a coincidence. Now you bring up a possible conspiracy that crosses the ocean.�
�Yes. I think we should remain with these people until we learn more of them. Kendra and her dragon will follow.�
Flier said, �Do you really believe that you can �speak� with Anna at any time and either her or your sister can send the dragon to attack? I�m just asking because things can go wrong if we remain.�
I gave him my most positive nod and a hint of a sly grin of confidence as I heard the clanking of chains. Two guards arrived along with a line of nine or ten men and boys in leg irons connected to each other. Their hands were chained in pairs. They were dressed in rags, and most were filthy and emaciated.
They came to a halt in front of us. A man wearing a heavy tool belt wore more chains carried over his shoulder. He tossed them to the ground in front of us with a loud clatter. The nearest guard drew his sword and placed the tip against my chest as the other placed a pair of cuffs around my left ankle and drove home a copper pin to lock them.
He said, �Nice and loose, but give us any trouble, and I�ll clamp them down tighter.�
The other leg and my wrists came next, then Flier�s. We were the last two in the line of captured slaves, connected by chains, one short one from foot to foot that prevented running, and another connected to the next man in line, one ahead and one behind.
The situation had suddenly worsened. I glanced up and considered asking the dragon to attack, but even if it did, I couldn�t run with ten or eleven men chained to me.
�What now?� Flier asked me as we stood when ordered and shuffled along with the others.
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W e had no choice but follow the others. The chains clanked, and the metal cut into my ankles. A single guard carried a whip and didn�t hesitate to use it when I tripped from the unfamiliar chains restricting my stride. My small magic diverted the power of the whip an instant before it struck me, but nobody noticed anything unusual. I wailed because they expected it.
Flier was behind me. He asked, �Are you hurt?�
I shook my head.
The pins locking our restraints could be forced out with my magic, I believed�but didn�t know for sure and wouldn�t try until needed because I didn�t know if I could replace them. It would be at the extreme end of what I could do in either case. However, I did manage to clear my mind and formulate a message to Anna describing the chains and that we needed a plan for after we got free.
Since I couldn�t seem to understand her, I asked that she place the feeling of an attacking mosquito on my body somewhere. The sensation came right away. I swatted the back of my left hand and sent that image to her, so she would know and share with Kendra that we had some form of two-way communication.
Then we slaves were halted and ordered to the ground to sleep. After the day of climbing the other side of the Vin Pass, that was an easy order to comply with. We were provided no blankets and the night turned cold. I heard the rattle of chains as others shivered.
However, the dragon was close, my magic stronger than ever, and I drew warm air from the pair of guards that huddled nearby under blankets and spread it as a light film over Flier and myself. When the guards complained of how cold it was, my mind eased.
Instead of sleeping, I allowed my thinking to roam free as I watched the brilliant points of light in the sky. For the moment, Flier and I were in no immediate danger, Kendra and the girls were nearby protected by the dragon, and Princess Elizabeth was making her way to Dagger, one way or another. Avery had attempted, and hopefully succeeded, to rescue his friend, the king of Trager. Our king was now healthy and again ruled Dire for the benefit of the people.
While we didn�t know the goals of those disrupting the royal rule with their magic, we were learning to fight against them and had some early successes. The future of Dire was brighter than two weeks ago.
Emma and Anna had brought new questions and magical powers, and we knew nothing of their abilities or futures, let alone their potential, but it seemed clear the world was in a state of transition. They were bringing a new dish to the table.
Our captors were another new dish brought to the table. They were inside Kondor capturing slaves, and they hated even the language of Kondor. There was an old tale about two enemies hating the same person. It placed the two in a position of working together to defeat a common enemy. While I didn�t even know the kingdom or origin of our captors, there seemed an opportunity might exist with them. Dire was a small kingdom but joined with another it might defeat the common enemy.
As much as those problems needed solving, there was another one that drew me. A dragon provided the source of my magic, but there were ancient Waystones I wanted to know about. Where and how did mages use them? Did Wyverns exist everywhere and provide a limited amount of essence? How did they do it, and why?
With all that to consider, every question, every guess, and every conjecture revolved around one thing. The last dragon. If we solved the mysteries of her, we�d know the answers to all the rest. She still circled high above. I could hear her wings beating, and she must be growing tired.
*Anna, tell Kendra to recall her dragon and let it get some rest. Also, tell her that Flier and I are going to remain captives for a while and try to gather some information about these enemies of Kondor. Stay close, but not too close.*
Having sent the message, I watched the dragon veer off a short while later and disappear. Then I opened my mind again and said, *Anna, I�m going to sleep now. There is a lot to do tomorrow and the day after. Tell that to my sister. This adventure is far from finished.*
The End
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