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  Pronunciation Guide






Generally speaking, Northerner names in Chained Flame operate along the principles of modern Icelandic orthography, the closest extant language to the Old Norse of the sagas. A brief overview of some of the important names are provided for my anglophone audience.




Lindír: LIN-deer




Hvalheim: KVAL-haim




Heimir: HAY-mur




Guthrún: GOOTH-rune (“oo” as in “hook” or “good” or “book”)




Ásgeir: OWS-gayr




Al-Khanjar: ahl CHAN-zhar (“ch” as in “chutzpah”)




Qatratha: ka-TRA-tha




Kojur: KO-zhur




Witland: VIT-land




Ámnistr: OWM-nis-tur




Hellira: het-LIR-uh




Yrgastrond: UR-guh-strond




Stokvöllur: STOCK-vell-ur




Yrsel: UR-sel or UR-zel




Jarrowmar: ZHAIR-oh-mar






I

Act One: The Onion Peel
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When Lindír was a young whelp, barely the size of a nursing sow, he would often ask his maid why he and Ásgeir, his twin, were of such different appearances. Every time, the maid would sigh, and set down the sponge with which she cleaned him, or the book from which she taught him, or the fork with which she fed him, and smooth the veil she wore across her head. Then she would ask Lindír if this was not a tale he had been told, though she knew that it was, and he would say that it was not, which was an evil lie. She always told the story in the same way. And Lindír always listened.

Lindír’s mother, so the tale began, was the fair and beloved queen of a bountiful and mighty kingdom named Hvalheim, a woman who should have been at the peak of happiness. But she was not, not truly, and neither was her husband the king, for one thing evaded them: children. King and Queen alike desperately desired children, not merely to produce an heir who could ensure the prosperity of Hvalheim far into the future, but also for the joy of having something which they could love and cherish as only a parent can cherish a child. It was for this reason that the Red Citadel was always full of cats.

The childlessness of the king and queen was not for lack of trying, of course. Here the maid would often snicker and say something about creaking wood which Lindír did not understand. They had, the maid would then continue, sought out the aid and advice of every doctor, every alchemist and all the midwives in the kingdom, and attempted countless remedies. All for naught. But when they heard tell of a certain salt-witch who was said to live in the heart of an inhospitable marsh somewhere in the southern part of Eskilia, they set off to speak to her posthaste.

In the deep part of the marsh, in a great house grown by the convergence of many trees, the queen regaled the salt-witch of her woes, and begged to know what might be done to fix them. The salt-witch thought for some time, and then spoke. Lindír always loved the voice which his nurse gave the salt-witch, the way it crackled like a dying fireplace. The salt-witch said to the queen that upon returning home, the first thing she would see would be a pair of onions. She should eat these onions raw, having prepared them no more than by peeling them of their outermost skins. If all that she had been told to do, she did, she would bear not one child but twins.

The Queen left the cave confused and saddened, believing the prediction to be the gibbering of a madwoman. But when she passed through the castle gate, the first thing she saw was a servant stumbling upon a loose bit of flagstone, upsetting the basket of produce slung in the crook of her elbow. Two onions spilled forth onto the floor. Remembering the salt-witch’s prophecy, the queen took the onions and prepared to eat them. But so eager was the queen that she forgot even to peel the first onion, having a bitter time of it heedless of the witch’s instruction. Only the second did she peel. Nonetheless, the witch’s words proved true: not long after, the queen was with child.

At this point in the story the maid would put on a grave expression, lock eyes with Lindír, and begin to speak in a low and sinister voice. For, as the story went, the queen’s simple mistake eventually proved to haunt her. On the evening upon which fate decreed she would give birth, a terrible thing happened. That which the queen birthed was not a human baby, but a terrible scaled thing with too many limbs, a thing that writhed and snapped and screeched as it ripped out of her womb. Its passage tore at her insides, ripped the tendons of her legs, and its appearance was so terrible and unexpected that one of the midwives dropped dead of fright.

Lindír would always ask if this was him. The maid would always say yes.

All fairy tales have happy endings, of course, and the maid would always end her tale in just such a way. The queen, though horribly wounded by Lindír’s birth, remained conscious long enough to birth another. This one was perfect, a baby boy of great beauty and excellent health, and he was named Ásgeir. And Lindír, the maid would conclude, would be forever cursed for his mother’s mistake. His scales were the onion peel, dirty and bitter, the part that should have been removed before he was born, but which was now bound to him forever.

Lindír, upon hearing the end of the story, would shrink, tucking all four limbs under his torso, folding his wings against his back, and curling his tail under his belly. The leather of the muzzle strapped to his jaws would creak as he rested his chin upon the stone floor. Then, at last, the maid would take up the sponge, or the book, or the fork, and resume her appointed task. This was not a frequent ritual, but Lindír would ask for it anyway, as often as once a month, in the hope that this newest repetition would cause it all to make sense, make Lindír feel wanted and happy. It never did.

But such was often the tone of Lindír’s upbringing.

Lindír did not see his parents as often as most children. When they did appear, it had the feel more of a visiting dignitary than of a parent doting upon their child. Queen Guthrún, at least, had an excuse. Only on her good days was the queen capable of making the walk from her bedchambers down into the depths of the dungeons where Lindír lived. An average day was one where she could only wander within a few dozen steps of the royal litter. On bad days, her screams would echo through the whole of the Red Citadel.

When she did visit Lindír’s cell, her arrival would usually be announced first by clacking of her cane against the flagstones. She would slowly open the iron-banded door, bidding her knights to remain outside. Once the door shut behind her, Guthrún would slowly, painfully fold her legs and sit, her white hair cascading over her shoulders. Lindír, still young enough to be desperate for a mother’s affection, would go to her side and lay flat against the floor with his head outstretched, letting his eyes shut as calm came over him. Guthrún would run her bony fingers down the jagged stony scutes covering his spine, brush against the wrinkled vellum of his furled wings, caress the crown of horn-nubs that grew from his skull.

While she did this, Guthrún would whisper to him, whisper of things that were but were no longer, of things that could and should have been but could not be, of things that could be but were not certain. Lindír, again, was too young to understand much of what was said. More important to him was the way she would say it, the sing-song in her voice, the sorrowful laugh akin to the sound of the calling of bells, the kindly hiss of her speech as it barely scraped its way out from between her teeth. Eventually, the queen would leave. Sometimes after only a few minutes, sometimes after well over an hour, and Lindír could ascertain no pattern in it. In moments of charity, he thought that perhaps it had to do with the vagaries of the mutilation that he had caused. Her title of Queen Guthrún the Maimed was given for good reason.

Lindír’s father had no such excuse, of course. King Heimir Soot-Eater was a warrior, broad of back and deep of chest, with the strength of an ox in his sinews. He would appear at Lindír’s cell unaccompanied, his sword clanking against his hip and his shirt of mail straining to contain his trunk, and throw open the wooden door with all of the grace of a military commander. Heimir would remain in the far corner of the cell, looking down on Lindír as the chained beast he was, never allowing Lindír to touch him, and responding to any attempt with a swift strike using the flat of his sword. Nor would he refer to his son by name, but merely call him by title; “my boy” or “little beast”. But he was better than Guthrún in one respect: that being that he cared, or pretended to care, about what Lindír had to say.

Lindír would sometimes speak to Guthrún while she sat beside him, telling her that he loved her or asking what she meant by some inscrutable phrase, but Guthrún either could not hear him or did not care to listen, and would continue her monologue uninterrupted. When Lindír’s father visited, he would always ask questions. The topic varied from visit to visit, but given Lindír’s lack of worldly experience, there was a limited field of potential topics. Still, Lindír did his best, speaking of runes or what he had learned of Hvalheim, or else complaining of aches brought on by his growth. Heimir would nod and stroke his beard and offer meaningless words of encouragement. And when Lindír’s small store of talk had been emptied, Heimir would speak in turn. He spoke mostly of Ásgeir, telling of the boy’s progress in matters both martial and mental, and of the pride which he felt in his secondborn for all that he had achieved even at his young age. At other times he would speak of Lindír himself. Not to Lindír, but of him, of the hope that he might one day transcend the curse that had been placed on him at birth, to slough that cursed dragon’s skin and become an equal of Ásgeir. Lindír often said that he hoped the same thing as well.

And it was not for lack of effort that Lindír remained what he was. He would use the stone blocks of his cell as an abrasive, rubbing against them hour after hour in the hopes that he might wear off his scales entirely and reveal the human skin beneath. All it ever did was polish the lowest parts of the wall to a smooth finish and leave his scales tender and stinging. Yet he did not give up. If the crimson scales could give away and reveal creamy skin in the patch over his heart, why not the rest of him? To the young Lindír, the words of his parents may as well have been messages sent from the gods: the gods would not tell him to do the impossible.

There was little else to do in the cell besides. Lindír knew all of it, in every extent and each dimension. He knew the different kinds of stone which made up the walls, of which there were two, a grainy grey stone and a smooth black stone. He knew the dimensions of the cell, that in each direction it was about half again as long as he was from snout to tail-tip, or about ten arms according to one of his teachers. He knew a little of the corridor outside, that so long as nobody was looking he could get up onto his hind legs, stick his snout through the bars in the door, and gaze at the candles that lit the hallway.

But beyond that, there was naught to do but wait for the next visitor. The most frequent was the maid to whom had been given the responsibility of cleaning him, feeding him, and teaching him how to speak like a proper, thinking creature. But there were other visitors. The castellan of the Red Citadel, a minor noble who Heimir would sometimes call Ernst, mostly pejoratively, was a man with the countenance of a vulture, bald-headed and wrinkly. He would often appear to yell at the knights outside of Lindír’s cell for being negligent in their duties, or to rattle the door and mumble to himself for reasons Lindír could not ascertain.

The other guests were infinitely more exciting, and Lindír would hope for them almost as much as, if not more than, he did for an appearance from his parents. Many of these were learned men in floppy caps and tunics of indigo and woad, their pouches full of strong-smelling herbs and strange powders, though neither the smell nor the unfamiliarity stopped Lindír from sampling a tongue-full there and then and inevitably sickening himself. Some of these sages were surgeons, as Lindír could tell from the symbol of the snake on their chests and the way that he would be held down and thoroughly prodded whenever they arrived. Yet others were doctors of literature or history, and would be separated from him by armed escorts as they supplemented the rudiments of his education with knowledge of the wider world. The rarest of all were the true wizards, those who bore staves topped with crystals of sulfur or solidified quicksilver, those who made the very air crackle with the arcane. These would often be brought in merely for the chance to look upon Lindír, and sometimes to speak to him. They would ask strange questions using complex words which he did not understand, but he would answer as best as he could in the hopes that he would be considered to have done well.

Lindír’s constraint to that single cell, the captivity that turned every day into an exact replica of the one before and the one after stretching off into eternity in both directions, was necessary. It had been emphasized by nurses, by knights, by his own parents, that Lindír’s curse made him a danger. Dragons were ravenous, uncontrollable beings, reavers and raiders who brought ruin wherever they went, leaving nothing but burned wreckage and tragedy in their wake. It was this that Lindír was cursed to become. Why they had not simply killed him, Lindír hadn’t the faintest idea, other than the possibility that they, in fact, loved him too much.

Though he knew the necessity of it, Lindír could not help but yearn to see the outside. He knew the words for many things he had never seen, words such as “sun” and “moon,” “tree” and “grass,” “sea” and “wind,” and wished to understand what they truly meant. To the mind of a child, the solution was obvious: he would have to prove that he could overcome the curse and be trusted with freedom. His maid had once told him the story of a knight who was cursed to wear a wolf’s form, and for seven years lived in that way; but he remained gentle and kind, finding a master to feed him scraps so that he was never forced to rely on hunting raw meat. In this way, after seven years, his curse was lifted. Though there was no promise that Lindír’s curse would be lifted, he did his utmost to live the same way.

It was no easy task. For one thing, all that he was given to eat was the same daily ration of salt pork, without utensil or plate. Lindír’s best effort was to use his claws, cutting the meat into pieces before swallowing one piece at a time. It was slow work, unsteady, awkward, but if that was what it took then so be it. He was also sure to greet all visitors in the human manner, sitting up on his haunches and bowing his head while saying “Good day.” Speech did not come easy for Lindír, for his mouth was too long and his sixty-four teeth overly sharp and jagged, such that every word he spoke had the rasping, lisping quality that humans could not help but let him know they found unnerving.

And of course, the ritual of abrading his scales continued; it continued until the bricks of the wall were nearly worn through. There were times when Lindír thought that it might be working, when he would find little leaf-shaped scales discarded on the floor. Once he even pointed it out to his father, nudging forward a pile of a score or so that he had collected, asking if this meant the curse was coming undone. Heimir merely shook his head in disgrace. The next day, a sage came to collect the fallen scales while Lindír was shepherded into the far corner of the room by his father’s knights.

When Lindír was first taught in the art of counting up to the hundreds, his child’s excitement at the prospect of numbers caused him to develop a sort of ritual. He would count days, taking as his timepiece the schedule of the salt-pork ration and of the various visitors to his cell. Egged on by his maid’s encouragement, Lindír would begin every day by announcing the day it was, starting from no important mark and with no end to the count, merely in order to express that he knew the passage of time. He made it to several hundreds before giving up; nothing changed to warrant keeping track of time.

But all things have an exception, and the same was true for the utter monotone of Lindír’s existence. He scarcely noticed it, but over the passage of many months, his maid seemed to grow smaller. There was a time in the far distant past when Lindír’s head barely rose to the height of her navel when they were both standing. Then her navel was only level with his shoulder, Lindír’s head rising to her chest. Eventually, the day came when Lindír stood up and realized that he could look his maid directly in the eye without even having to raise his front feet off of the floor. It was not long after that that Lindír discovered that, when he stretched out his neck and his tail to their fullest extent, he could touch both sides of the cell at the same time.

It was about then that the Red Citadel grew busy. Lindír’s perspective on it all was necessarily limited from his cell, but he did not need to be able to see to understand that something was changing. He could feel the vibrations rising up through his feet, the tactile sensation of picks and hammers striking earth, the sound of many scores of feet and hooves of many beasts of burden lumbering this way and that. Heimir’s appearances grew fewer, and when he did appear he was distant and laden with fatigue. The castellan ceased to appear at Lindír’s cell entirely. Something was happening.

After many days and nights, Lindír finally grew impatient, his child’s curiosity overcoming his desire to make no fuss. He asked Guthrún what was happening, and received in turn only the usual mutterings. He asked the knights outside his cell what the source of the noise was, and they mocked him with cruel words. Finally, when his father deigned to show at Lindír’s cell, he asked him what it was that had apparently consumed the attention of the entire castle.

Heimir Soot-Eater, to his credit, did answer. He lowered his head and muttered something about cleverness to himself, and then explained that it was construction. He did not know if Lindír knew what construction was. Lindír did know, for his nurse had told him. And so Heimir nodded and said that all of the noises outside were of construction, and that they were constructing something for Lindír. He went on to say that it would be ready soon, and that Lindír would have to cooperate when it was ready. For, Heimir intoned, he would have to be bound up with ropes and escorted carefully, that all the castle might be safe from him.

Lindír asked if that meant he was to be let out above, if he had proved that he was not so afflicted by the curse of dragonhood as to be a danger, if the construction was to give him a house like most people lived in, countless questions and assertions and wishes in one long rambling babble of excitement. Heimir looked at him with bewilderment. When Lindír slowed, looking up at his father with a final, wordless question mark, the king shook his head and chuckled. He said that Lindír had been a good dragon, and that he would be brought up above.

Those few days just before the completion of the second construction were the happiest Lindír would ever have. He would lay witness, at last, to the boundless joy of reality, to the sun and the moon and the trees and the grass and the sea and the wind, and learn what they all were, and eat salt pork under the rays of the sun. All that had to be done was for Lindír to wait. And he did wait. He said “good day” to his visitors with greater vigor than ever before, and ate the salt pork ration with gusto, and counted the days again. It lasted barely a fortnight.

Lindír knew when the day came, for a great many people gathered around the door to his cell, many more than he had ever seen in one place before. Most of them were knights of the realm, all clad up in mail and with swords at their belts. But there were others, also. The castellan was there, and King Heimir and Queen Guthrún, and a boy of twelve years wearing regal clothes and a mask of ivory to cover his face. This last was Ásgeir.

The knights, with aid from several squires and others, secured ropes around Lindír’s limbs, front and back, and his wings as well, and wrapped them around double and tied them well. Only then was he allowed to be brought forward into the hallway. It was quite a struggle passing through the door, for Lindír had grown greatly since he had entered the cell. The doorframe was bent and ruined by the time he had squeezed himself through. Then it was up, up and up and out, up stairs and through passageways, around spiral paths that sorely tested Lindír’s flexibility, through winding dungeons that he had never before navigated. His limbs, unused to movement over great distance, rapidly became sore, and his lungs heaved, but no amount of pain or force could have stopped him then.

And then, the surface. The contrast between the utter confinement of the dungeon below and the freedom of open air made even the confines of the Red Citadel’s keep appear as the very vault of the gods. Lindír’s slitted eyes blinked under the dazzling light, and his wings thrilled at the slightest touch of the breeze calling them skyward. His tail flicked back and forth with sheer nervous excitement as he tried to take it all in at once.

The knights led him slowly and carefully through the keep. No maids or merchants or courtiers flitted back and forth, as Lindír’s teachers had told him they were wont to do, though he did see many nervous eyes looking down from the uppermost windows. Still, he assumed that there would be time for him to come to know them all once he was allowed to, and he marched with his head held high, that the watchers might see the best of him.

But then he saw it. It was a hole in the earth, freshly dug, and it led down into yet another black pit of utter confinement. Lindír halted immediately. It was impossible. He had done all that was asked of him, he had learned the runes and said “Good day” and spoken kindly to his father, and now he was to be set free, given a home. He was not going to be placed into another cell, merely larger but otherwise just as dismal as the first.

The castellan, armed with a ceremonial great-axe, knocked the heel of his weapon against Lindír’s ankle. “Move, beast.”

“Not there,” Lindír muttered. “Not there! You’re going to let me out, not put me down there!”

“Calm, my boy,” Heimir said, placing a hand on Lindír’s haunches. “There is no need for this roaring.”

“You are not going to put me down there!”

The castellan scowled. “And where else were we going to put you, the damn chapel? Damned animal. Now get a move on.”

And Lindír suddenly understood. He had been lied to. All of his efforts to be good, to be human, were for naught, for although he had acted human, he still bore his scales. Nothing he did was ever going to change him, and nothing he did would ever win the approval of humankind.

Something broke. He wanted out.

The muzzle around Lindír’s jaw was an assemblage of leather, wood, and bronze, and he had worn it for nearly a year uninterrupted. As such, it was dry and warped. It broke the instant Lindír attempted to open his jaws to let out a roar that could render men deaf. He surged forward all at once, with all his might, intent on nothing more than venting all the wrath of hell upon the castellan.

Lindír was a child, twelve years of age. But he was also full ton in weight, larger than the greatest of the mighty bruins, with claws like daggers and teeth like crossbow-heads, set in jaws that could rend mail armor. And rend mail they did, directly through the mail cladding over the castellan’s right leg, severing sinew and shattering bone. The ropes could not hold, slipping through the hands of the knights, many of whom retreated in mortal terror.

The castellan screamed until he could no longer, at which point he gurgled and rasped. With a single twitch of his neck, Lindír tore the man’s leg from his body, and found the taste of blood and meat agreeable. He swallowed it in chunks. He turned, ready to batter his way through all of the knights and anyone else who would stop him, only for his blood to freeze. Guthrún, the whole of her body sagging, its weight borne through trembling hands to fall upon her cane, glared into the eyes of her son. Her mouth worked furiously, whispering words which were felt more than heard, words that reached into Lindír’s heart and sapped the strength from his muscles. For a moment, Lindír was paralyzed.

That moment was all it took for Heimir to charge and the knights, hardened men of battle, to regroup. The King of Hvalheim held aloft the great mace which was symbol of his authority and smote his son across the head, sending him reeling even as the knights went once more to work on the ropes. As Lindír thrashed and screeched and screamed, he was dragged to the earth, and a half a dozen spear-points were aimed at his eyes, his throat, the patch of scaleless skin over his heart. Guthrún collapsed to the ground, screaming in pain, as her husband called out for healers both for her and for the castellan, who lay unconscious and maimed on the ground.

Lindír, who only minutes before had felt the purest warmth of joy enter his heart, was dragged down below. As a score of men pulled him forcefully to his new cell, he swore an oath to himself. Silently, Lindír swore to never again bend the knee before the petty wants and little cruelties of the human species.
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Much work had gone into constructing Lindír a newer and greater cage. The ceiling was a high, ribbed vault, held aloft by a pair of crossed archways that spanned two dozen arms from one wall to the other. It was a miracle that it had not bankrupted all of Hvalheim just to build such a thing, a cathedral devoted entirely to Lindír’s containment. It was no mere cell; but then, neither was it a home. And Lindír was more than tired of counting stone bricks.

From the minute he awoke from his father’s mace-blow, Lindír engaged in a war against all. The door of the chamber, a huge slab of solid bronze, rattled and rang under a rain of terrible blows as Lindír attacked it with every ounce of his furious strength. But the door was thick and expertly smithed, so it did not give.

Though he collapsed at the end of that first day with blunted claws and exhausted muscles, Lindír’s rage did not end. When a maid arrived that next morning to give him food, Lindír feigned exhaustion until she had set foot inside the chamber. Then he lunged, jaws wide, tearing cloth and flesh and shattering bone as he ripped into her. It was only by some miracle that she escaped, dragged back through the door by her fellows. Lindír rushed forward, seeking freedom on the far side of the door, but it was ingeniously constructed. The bronze was so heavy that it could only be opened by means of a winch lifting it into a slot in the ceiling; but it could be closed in an instant merely by releasing the winch, causing it to slam down with enough force that Lindír’s head would have been crushed into a paste had it landed on him.

Frenzied and with the taste of blood on his tongue, Lindír roared and thrashed against the door. “Let me out!” he screamed. “Let me out!” The sound of his shouts echoed across the chamber until dust shook from the ceiling, and not even the bronze door could block his words.

Again and again someone would have to come to feed Lindír; each time he was more furious than the last, gnawing at the very dirt beneath the door if it meant coming closer to tearing his captors asunder. The visits to Lindír’s cell came further and further apart as the staff’s terror of him grew. Lindír soon realized that they intended to starve him.

He went without food for some days. Were it not for the small stream which had been redirected through his chamber from the castle well, death would have been certain. Starvation enervated Lindír, made him sluggish, but it equally sharpened his resolve and hardened his anger. His eyes grew luminous with red rage. And then, finally, came the familiar clanking of the winch being turned.

Lindír hid by the wall, hoping to catch whoever entered his chamber by surprise. But the door did not open, merely lifting to produce a small gap. After several moments, a deep and very familiar voice resonated through.

“Lindír? I know you’re in there now, beast,” said his father.

“Let me out,” Lindír growled. “Let me out!”

“You know I can’t do that. The castellan’s a cripple, now. And the maids you savaged…”

Lindír licked at his teeth. “They are dead?”

Another voice spoke, this one dry and rasping. “Two of them. One of bleeding, another of infection.”

A small spark of pity arose in Lindír’s heart. It burned him, and he rumbled softly. But no amount of pity could dissuade him. “If you had let me free, mother, they would have lived.”

“By the gods, my son, have you no sense?” Heimir said, his voice like the blasting of a pipe organ. “If you persist in biting the hand which feeds you, then you will starve!”

“Then let me starve, or else let me out!”

Lindír’s rage boiled over, and he hurled himself with full force against the bronze door. His wing bruised and the metal rang out like a church bell, but it did not give.

“If I am as cursed as you claim, then kill me! I refuse this cell, but perhaps it could make a decent mausoleum.”

Guthrún’s voice, a harsh whisper, swiftly cut through Lindír’s roars. “Foolish child. You will not die.”

It was, on its face, an absurd statement. Lindír would surely starve to death if left alone. And yet, the way she said it, the absolute certainty, it chilled him to the bone. He knew that Guthrún spoke the truth, although he had no idea how it could be.

“Then I will fight. I don’t care how many have to die. Someday I’ll be strong enough to rip through that door and escape.”

Heimir sighed. “There must be some other way. A bargain, perhaps?”

A ragged, horrible laugh forced its way up Lindír’s throat. “A bargain? What bargain? If I’m good for another twelve years you’ll let me out, you promise? You’re both such liars.”

“I’ve spoken to the castellan,” Heimir said. “And to your brother. And your mother, when she was able. We cannot let you beyond the walls of the Red Citadel, but perhaps the castle itself would be enough for you?”

Even the castle itself had appeared miraculous to Lindír during his brief foray into the light. Compared to the cell, it might as well have been the whole world. There were people out in the rest of the castle, grass and trees and wind, and if one simply looked up, one could see the sun and the moon. It had even been mentioned, once, that the Red Citadel did not lay far from the sea.

“You’ll let me out if I promise not to leave the castle?”

“No, we cannot trust your promises. You would be guarded, and there would be many times when you would have to stay down here. You would have to wear chains and a muzzle for safety.”

Even to a youth with so little experience as Lindír had, it seemed a poor substitute for freedom. He should have laughed at it, refused it, rained terror and insults upon his father for daring to believe that such a fool’s bargain would sate him.

But Lindír hurt. His claws were dull, his wing ached from slamming it against the door, and his stomach screamed out for any food at all. As with any tantruming child, he had grown weary of lashing out, and the siren song of parental affection called out to him once more. Perhaps it would not be so terrible. And, after all, he was dangerous, that much he had proven a dozen times over. Lindír crouched low, his belly almost on the ground, and he slowly pulled his limbs under himself.

“Fine. Bring the chains, bring the muzzle, bring knights and maids too. I want to die.”

The knights came for him two days later, just as he had begun to doubt that his parents would ever uphold their end of the bargain. A score of sturdy men descended into the pit. Lindír was wrapped all around in chains, with the men forming into pairs to hold the ends of each one. One knight, the bravest, secured a muzzle around his mouth. Once they were done, and all were sure that it had been done well, the bronze door was opened once again, and he was brought out onto the surface.

Lindír’s first proper walk around the Red Citadel was a tense and frightful affair. The knights all looked ready to leap for their weapons at any moment, and kept a tight hand on Lindír, yanking him to the side should he make so much as a false step. There was no question as to the route which he would take, and he was not allowed to slow or stop, except once, exactly halfway through the loop. All aside from those who had been tasked to accompany him rapidly vacated every room which he passed through, leaving the whole of the castle empty and loveless.

And so was the case for the second, the third, the fourth and the fifth journey beyond the bounds of the cell. The knights came every so often, at a seemingly random interval. Sometimes few enough days would pass between visits that Lindír could count them on one hand, but at other times nearly a fortnight passed. Over many an excursion, however, the mood lightened. Lindír did not attempt escape, too morose was he, and as the knights and all of the other staff of the castle came to realize this fact, they grew less frightened.

First, Lindír was allowed greater freedom. The knights allowed him to tarry or hurry as he so wished, and so long as his wanderings kept him within the same room or course as had been prearranged, allowed him to explore various corners of the rooms. Eventually, the chains went slack, and Lindír’s escort treated him with much the same bored inattention as one might a leashed lapdog.

The people, as well, came to view him with some curiosity. Those who had lived and worked within the Red Citadel for many years, but whose duties did not take them to Lindír’s cell, had come to view him as a sort of local myth. They appeared first in doorways, grinning manically at the fairy tale being led sedately through the halls. Then, once his presence became mundane, they would sometimes approach him, to engage in casual conversation with the knights, or to reach out and brush the heels of their palms against his scaly hide. Eventually, he became just another part of castle life, primarily ignored, navigated around, and joked about. When Lindír spoke, the usual response was shock and confusion.

There were even times—not always, but growing more common as the years passed—when Lindír was allowed to set his own schedule. If he had not been let out in too long, he would slap his tail against the bronze door and demand to be let out, and they would usually come for him within a day. Other times, he would discover some wing of the castle which he had never before entered, or remember a specific place which had brought him joy, and so ask that the course of the excursion be set in that direction.

The most common of such places was the Red Citadel’s chapel. It, like the rest of the castle, was enormous and magnificent in its construction, with a high arch that dwarfed even Lindír’s cell, supported by flying buttresses on either side. It stuck out of one of the walls, dominating the second of the Red Citadel’s three wards, and could not be missed.

The chapel was lined with altars and nooks devoted to all of the gods, and was almost never empty, for Hvalheim was a pious kingdom, and there were countless little comings and goings of life which the people who dwelt in the castle might consider an opportunity for prayer. The one exception was when Lindír was allowed to visit. Then the chapel would be cleared out, priests and laity alike, so that their prayer would not be disturbed by the presence of the dragon.

Lindír was not there for prayer. He, in fact, knew little of the gods. At quite a young age Lindír had been told that the gods of humanity were of and for humanity, as the dragons had existed before the gods, and had no connection to them nor need of them. But he went anyway and often, to gaze upon one enormous window of stained glass which lay at the very back of the chapel.

It was undivided, bearing only a single image, formed from great panes of glass. In it were two figures. One was a man, or perhaps a god, all in white, with long, flowing hair and a sword in his hand, his face an open-mouthed shout of challenge. But before him was a much greater figure, one so large and so detailed that it took up more than half of the window. It was a dragon, blue of scale and broad of wing, claws outspread for battle, red and orange flames bursting from its mouth. The dragon’s tail twisted around the whole of the image as though preparing to crush the man before it, and its yellow eyes captured the evening sun such that they were alight with fury.

When Lindír first saw this image, he was thirteen years of age. It transfixed him. He sat down before it, eyes wide and jaw slack, utterly hypnotized by the grandiose beauty of the beast. After some minutes, he turned to one of the knights and asked what this image was, what it represented, who were the characters which it contained. The knights did not know, but Lindír was insistent, saying he would starve and die if he did not learn more of this window. And so, not wanting to have to deal with the temper of a young dragon, the knights relented, and summoned the priest, who was one of the few who could read and know the true story.

His name was Father Vigi, and he was a man of great age, bald and stooped, clad in loose brown robes. Age had not hardened him, as it had the castellan; rather, he had the wrinkled appearance of a grandfather or an uncle, and although there was consternation in his countenance as he approached Lindír, he did not quaver, nor did his voice show anything but kind sympathy.

“This window,” Lindír said. “Who does it depict?”

Vigi nodded, but was silent, his jaw working back and forth as he thought. “That is Ólor. The god of war and strength. He smites Sivnis, the great dragoness, as part of the marriage-challenge of Ídona, goddess of—”

“Sivnis. Tell me more about her.”

Vigi blinked for a moment. “Sivnis, she was a… a blight upon the kingdom of Hundrland, set upon them by their greed and sinfulness. The king of that country, Ulvö, he had—”

Lindír slapped his tail harshly against the ground. “I don’t care about kings. Tell me about Sivnis.”

Vigi again halted, this time for many more seconds, blinking ferociously and tapping his hand against his robe in frustration. He was old, very old, and his memory had begun to fail him, and yet the answer did eventually come.

“There are only a couple of passages which speak of Sivnis herself. They say that she was…a terror to behold. She was a dragon of the third age, but it is said that many of the dragons of the first age, even, would have quailed before her, so vast and mighty was she. She burned many castles and cities of the giants to cinders, and no army could stop her.”

“And why did she do that?” Lindír said, now gazing once more upon the stained glass window.

Father Vigi blinked and frowned. “Because she desired to. She lusted for their gold, for the beauty of princes, for the bounty of their flocks. She was intelligent, as well, I think. She must have been, to nearly deceive the god of war as she did. Cunning, at the very least.”

“Cunning, greedy, powerful. What else?”

“I… I do not know. The book does not speak of her more than that. She fell before Ólor’s blade, and that was that.”

“I see,” Lindír said, and returned his attention fully to the stained-glass window.

Father Vigi was escorted from the chapel, and Lindír was as well, not too long after. He would often return, merely in order to gaze upon the image of Sivnis, the mighty dragoness, and wonder what she must have been like in life. A flame had been lit within him, the flame of an idea. When he was grown, he would be a true dragon, as Sivnis had been, cunning, powerful, greedy—and beautiful.
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The Red Citadel had not been built by human hands. To any who looked upon the monumental scale of its edifice, the colossal stone blocks of its foundation, the sheer imposing scale of it, the high archways of every interior hallway, it was eminently clear that this was something older and greater than humankind. And indeed, it was. It had been built by giants, before the destruction of the First Men, when the gods still walked the face of the Earth.

The castle stood upon the bank of the river Garthanagil, and stood watch on all the traffic coming to and from the city Garth, which stood half a day’s journey by barge, just on the near side of the horizon. From the air, it might be seen that it was shaped something like an egg, one end blunt and the other end extended, though the whole thing was lopsided where the castle abutted on the river. Most of the Red Citadel’s bulk was in its three courses of walls.

The first and outermost was merely an earthen rampart, high and steep enough that few men would dare to climb it, and so massive that not even the mightiest siege engine could hope to break it. The rampart sat directly against the river, such that there was not even a beach, and elsewhere was protected by the ditch which had been emptied to create it, which was itself also flooded by river-water to form a moat. In between the rampart and the second wall, near to the river on the side facing Garth, was the first ward. Once it had been another part of the Red Citadel’s defenses, but whatever the giants had built there had long since vanished, replaced by a sort of makeshift village. Piles of small wooden structures stood in the outer ward, storehouses and servants’ quarters and stables and so on. Lindír was almost never allowed to set foot there out of fear that he might be able to escape through only one layer of defenses. His most common impression of the first ward was from afar and at a great height, looking down on it from atop one of the inner walls.

The second and innermost walls were part of a single defensive unit, and so for most of their radius had nothing between them but the waters of the second moat. The concept, supposedly, was that any person standing atop the third wall would be able to fire over the second wall, as well as firing at any person standing upon the battlements of the second wall, and in so doing hold the Red Citadel even if two of the three courses had been taken. Why the twenty-arm height of the second wall was not sufficient, Lindír had no idea. There was one place where, due to a quirk of the terrain, the gap between the second and third walls was forced to widen into a small courtyard. This was the second ward. Here, the human inheritors of the Red Citadel had once again set about making additions, the black stone chapel, a secondary armory, and a few other minor structures.

The innermost wall was where the construction reached its greatest extent. It stood taller than fifteen men standing on each other’s shoulders, stones larger than Lindír himself fitted together purely by cleverness, without mortar. Huge towers jutted from the wall at regular intervals, each one seven huge floors and bristling with arrow slits and machicolations. So broad was the innermost wall that it needed not even be solid to provide a good defense; many of the structures of the greatest and innermost ward were built inside of the wall, and were connected by corridors within it.

The inner ward was dominated by the castle keep, a cyclopean structure that boggled the mind to look upon, a massive stone cube set into the wall. There too were the most important structures, the main armories, the treasury, the quarters of the King and Queen and their finest knights, the special storerooms held in reserve in case of siege. All this despite the fact that no human force had ever taken the Red Citadel by siege.

And there, in the innermost ward though hidden beneath a mound of earth, lay Lindír’s cell.

There was sense to it. The third ward would be the last to fall in the event of a truly monumental siege, and so held that which was to be the most securely protected. The persons of the royal family, for instance, and the things necessary for actually fighting. Lindír did not need to be protected, but the walls worked just as well to keep him in as to keep invaders out. So his home was placed in the absolute center of the Red Citadel, to keep the rest of the world safe.

And they would need to be kept safe, for Lindír continued to grow with each passing year. He far surpassed the size of the largest bear that had ever been seen, growing larger than an ox and tall enough to have to look down at humans when he was standing. His scales changed hue as he neared maturity, the scarlet color fading and darkening until they were very nearly black, at least on his back.

The scales thickened and developed as well, forming layers of bony scutes, rougher than tree bark and harder than steel. Even on the belly, where his scales were softer and smaller, the plates formed a texture like smooth stone, hard and invulnerable. Except for one place. The patch of scaleless skin over Lindír’s heart grew with the rest of him. It was larger than a man’s head, and formed an odd spiral pattern, the scales around its edge strangely truncated and malformed. Sometimes they would begin to bite into the soft skin, forcing Lindír to bend his sinuous neck to his chest and bite them off before they caused an infection.

Lindír would sometimes gaze into the still waters of the castle moat and marvel at his own face. It was a blunt face, squarish like that of a great serpent, and bristling with needle fangs. With each passing year, the crown of horns upon his head grew longer and larger, hardening from mere nubs into a proper array of spikes.

Often Lindír would compare the build of his body to that of the Red Citadel’s many cats. His hands were not like theirs, though his feet had a similar shape. Nor did the castle cats have a long, slender tail, longer than the entire rest of their bodies put together, or a neck like a swan’s. But he could creep as they did with the soft pads of their feet, and bring himself low to the ground for stalking, or raise his chest high and show off the underside of his jaw when he was feeling imperious. Once, he even saw one sleeping much the way that he did, curled up into a disk like a roll of pastry.

When Lindír saw the way that cats hunted, lunging across his path to bite down upon a single passing rat, the fancy came upon him to attempt the same. Later, alone in his cell, he stood at one corner, crouched down, and fixed his gaze upon the far corner of the cell. Then he leapt. And when the leap proved to be disastrous, sending him sprawling onto his face, he leapt again. Then again. And yet again. Eventually, some instinct caught hold of him, and he opened his wings as he leapt.

His wings had gone neglected all his life, though the huge keel muscles in his chest had kept pace with them regardless. But for a second or so in mid-leap, they were able to catch the air and hold him aloft, stabilizing him at the same time. He soared so far that he very nearly struck the far wall, and this time his feet moved to catch him at the far end. Lindír glowed with pride at this tremendous accomplishment, a display of his growing prowess with his own body.

It was not long after that he first made use of this ability to escape from his captors. The method was simple: one day while crossing the moat which separated the first ward from the second, Lindír unexpectedly hurled himself sideways off the bridge and into the water, catching his escort of knights totally off-guard and freeing himself from their grip. Several of the men went toppling into the moat, which Lindír found quite amusing until such time as he realized that he did not know how to swim, and was forced to turn all his efforts upon rapid learning.

After that, Lindír spent the better part of the afternoon exploring the Red Citadel to his whim before being caught and brought back under control. This was not the first time he’d wrestled his way out of his bonds while on his walks, nor would it be the last; but in truth, such escapes became less frequent over time. The punishment simply wasn’t worth the brief periods of partial freedom.

What the escapes did give Lindír the opportunity to do was hunt down and bother his twin brother, Ásgeir. So far as Lindír was concerned, Ásgeir was the only real family that he had; his mother and father had been the source of far too much pain to be classified as anything other than enemies, and they hated to be in his presence besides that; neither one of them visited his cell after the negotiation over his walks. Ásgeir was different. For one thing, of course, Lindír had no sore memories of Ásgeir. The boy had been present to watch when Lindír was transferred from one cell to the other, but even upon breaking out he had done nothing but watch. That, Lindír learned, was quite within the bounds of his brother’s character.

Lindír knew two things about his brother from the period before they had ever been allowed to meet: the first was that he was the better son, perfect in every way. The second was that when they were both infants, Lindír had mauled his face, leaving him so deformed that he could not be seen in public. This latter fact could be discerned by the mask he wore, an ivory thing bearing the image of a man substantially older than he, but not in his attitude. Indeed, Ásgeir might have been described as the only being in the Red Citadel who was not afraid of Lindír even one whit.

The very first time they met one another properly was before Lindír’s first escape, when by happenstance and adventure it came to be that Lindír’s procession crossed through the first ward at the same time that Ásgeir was training with a wooden sword. As soon as he broke from his warrior’s trance and saw the dragon, Ásgeir leapt to the call.

“Let me fight him, let me fight him! I want to test my mettle!”

Ásgeir broke past his sword trainer then, and might very well have engaged Lindír in battle whether he liked it or not, had not two members of Lindír’s knightly escort stepped forward to intercept. He stopped mid-charge, pouting furiously.

“You would lose, brother,” Lindír hissed.

“No I wouldn’t,” was the reply. Ásgeir said it as plainly as if he were making a statement about his own name.

That said and done, the knights pulled Lindír forward, and he was not allowed to speak to his brother again that day. Nevertheless, they would often cross paths. Typically this was by chance, the two brothers meeting one another while Lindír wandered, though he suspected that the difference between chance and Ásgeir merely pretending to have not put himself in Lindír’s way was one which could not be distinguished. Other times Ásgeir would not bother to conceal his intentions, rushing to catch up to Lindír wherever he was.

Once together, it was inevitably Ásgeir who would set the pace of the conversation. Sometimes Ásgeir would merely brag about his accomplishments, whether that meant his growing skill with the blade, his vast repertoire of knowledge, or whichever castle girl he had wooed most recently. Lindír did not understand how he was supposed to respond to the third one. Did Ásgeir think that the stories of dragons kidnapping princesses were so accurate that Lindír was bursting with a need to claim women for himself? Perhaps Ásgeir had nobody else he could talk to about such things.

On other occasions, however, Lindír’s brother appeared to show some genuine concern for his wellbeing, or if not concern, then at the very least some kind of curiosity for the inner workings of his mind. Ásgeir would ask inane questions like “how have the scales been feeling around the edge of your skin patch, I bet those hurt” or “have you had any good meat lately” or on one occasion which forever stuck in Lindír’s mind, “the sun feels so wonderful today, I’m glad you’re getting to enjoy it for once.”

“Are you trying to be my friend?” Lindír said to that.

“You’re my brother, aren’t you? Why shouldn’t we be friends?”

Lindír was in a sour mood that day thanks to some bothersome hunger pains, as well as all the other reasons that might be expected. “Go convince mother and father to let me out of that damned cell, seeing as they like you so much. Maybe then we can be friends.”

“Maybe I’ll tell them to throw rocks at you, you big scaly cow.”

Such exchanges were not uncommon, though they grew rarer as the brothers aged. So, too, did their comings-together become rarer in general. By conversation with the knights Lindír discerned that Ásgeir was coming more and more frequently to leave the Red Citadel for long stretches of time, visiting the far corners of Hvalheim or traveling to foreign countries in order to learn from masters who could not be convinced to come to the Red Citadel itself. When Lindír was fifteen, there was a period of time when his brother and father were both absent from the castle for three whole seasons while they traveled to the Heartwarden Isles on business which nobody was able to describe.

Lindír grew so used to Ásgeir’s absence that he didn’t even realize his brother had returned until he walked into the castle library and found Ásgeir there, seated at one of the many tables, warming himself before the fire. Even more shocking was what the young prince did once he realized who had walked into the room. He asked for the knights to be dismissed. When they objected, he ordered them to go. The knights had sworn an oath to obey the royal family, and so had no choice but to leave the two brothers alone.

“Do you know where our family comes from, Lindír?”

“No.”

“The story goes that we can trace our history all the way back to the time of Sigmund Cataclysm-Slayer; our bloodline originating from that of his companion, Rathúlfr the Quicksilver Blade. Wisdom and viciousness are our birthright. In the Nissegunnr, too, our family appears, Godfred Troll-Slayer rushing to the aid of the northern kingdoms to turn the tide of that great war. Our line has dwindled with time, until a few decades ago our mother was the last one remaining, forcing her into marriage with our father.”

“That sounds like an interesting story,” said Lindír. “Maybe you could tell me the whole thing if we go somewhere outside where there’s better air?”

“No, I’m sorry, I can’t. You know mother and father won’t allow it.”

Lindír growled, hunching his shoulders and dropping his head low. “Fine. I guess I’ll leave.”

Ásgeir rose from the chair in an instant, slapping down his book upon the table. “Don’t! I… I want to talk to you. I just thought the history things were interesting to hear about, is all. But I want to talk with you. Brother to brother.”

Lindír had already begun to reverse out of the room, walking backwards being a much easier prospect than turning around in that cramped library. But he stopped, tilting his head to one side in confusion.

“Then talk.”

Ásgeir looked suddenly afraid, nervous, his voice bereft of strength and his body unsteady. “Do you feel a fire inside of you? A great heat that yearns to be set loose?”

It was an odd question, and Lindír had to consider it for a few moments. “Sometimes. When my annoying family members as me obnoxious questions.”

“Take this seriously, please! Do you feel flame inside of you?”

Lindír nodded, an un-draconic gesture but one he had learned to make.

“Does it… do anything? Can you let it out, or does it simply fester? How do you control it? Do you suppress it or does it have to be let out in order for it to go away?”

Lindír retreated before the barrage of questions, backing himself up against the rear wall of the library. There was an uncanny desperation in Ásgeir’s voice, the desperation of a starving wolf, that chilled Lindír to his very bones.

“I don’t… I don’t know?”

“What do you mean you don’t know!” Ásgeir whined, sounding like he was about to cry despite being fifteen years old.

“I…I…I…I don’t know what you’re talking about. Sometimes I feel the flame, sometimes I don’t, it’s not so complicated as you seem to think.”

Ásgeir had been advancing just as Lindír retreated, passing around one of the grand recliners. The response was a blow, as real as any strike of Lindír’s claws, and it caused the prince to sag into himself.

“Liar. Tell me how it can be controlled, and tell me right now.”

“It can’t be! I don’t know what flame you’re speaking of!”

Ásgeir growled with frustration, the sound echoing and magnified by the confines of the ivory mask. Eventually he let loose a great shout, calling for the knights waiting in the next room. They took Lindír away, just as they were ordered to. And normally, that would have been the end of any interaction between the two brothers for quite some time. But not that time.

It was two days later, late at night, and Lindír had already lay himself down for to sleep. But before unconsciousness could take him and sweep him off to dream vivid dragon dreams, the cell was filled with a familiar sound: the turning of the wheel which raised the huge bronze door. Lindír immediately went to attention, the sound indelibly associated in his mind with food and freedom. But neither food nor freedom came. Instead, the door raised only a crack, and through that crack came echoing a young man’s voice.

“Do you want to tell me now? About the flame?”

“Piss off, Ásgeir,” Lindír replied.

“I’m going to make a siege engine of you someday. Telling me how you work now will only make it easier later on.”

“A siege engine?” Lindír said. “Don’t make me laugh.”

“Oh, but it’s true. I’ll make you into the greatest siege engine that the North has ever seen. Don’t try keeping secrets from me, Lindír; I know more about dragons than you do.”

Lindír made a rattling, horrible noise of disgust and disbelief in the back of his throat.

“Have you ever even met another dragon besides yourself?” Ásgeir said mockingly. “Because I have.”

Lindír’s tone changed in an instant. He rushed forward with all of his strength, ready to claw and tear and obliterate his brother as once he had before. “Where?” he screeched. “Who was it? When? Tell me, damn you, or I’ll be sure to pluck out your eyes this time around!”

But there was no response. Ásgeir had already gone. 
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Lindír did not see his brother again for some months after the library incident. And when at last the two of them crossed paths once more, things returned to how they had been previously, bouts of rivalry and peacocking mixed in with moments where the prince genuinely attempted connection. This may have been somewhat odd, but Lindír was in no mind to pay attention to such things, for there was a much more pressing concern on his mind. Starting not long at all after that first abortive attempt at flight, and growing worse with each month that passed, Lindír found hunger coming upon him. It came upon him slowly, creeping, sinking its claws into him before he even noticed the dark thing looming always over his shoulder, but come upon him it did. And it was no ordinary hunger.

In some ways it was not so acute as ordinary hunger; in other ways it was far worse. It did not draw on his attention as greatly as the stabbing pains of ordinary hunger, but unlike ordinary hunger it was never sated. Lindír would devour his salt-pork ration and find his mood unchanged, and stalk about the cell waiting for more. This new hunger sat bone-deep, infiltrating every organ and every limb, inflaming them with nervous energy. It was always on Lindír’s mind, an endless chant reverberating around his skull, calling for meat, meat, meat.

Lindír’s throat grew dry, though he continued to drink, and his chambers felt unaccountably cold even in the midst of summer. His sense of smell, meanwhile, grew very acute. He could sense the arrival of attendants as soon as they arrived at the top of the stair, merely by the stench of humanity drifting through the cracks in the bronze door. The exact contour of the scent would tell him how many were men and how many were women, the latter being subtly more appealing for reasons Lindír could not have expressed even if asked. As his nose sharpened, he soon learned to distinguish the smell of sweat from the smell of muscle, and fresh sweat from that which had been allowed to rot under a padded jacket, and the old blood of the lunar cycle from the fresh blood of slaughtered animals.

A human, though tiny compared to Lindír even at that young age, still bore a substantial quantity of edible flesh. Lindír’s sense of smell reminded him of this every moment a human was near.

There were times, though few and far between, when Lindír mentioned the hunger to his caretakers, and growled his demands for more food. Most such demands were met with general recoiling, the knights raising their blades and the maids preparing to flee, as though the request were a threat. Other times, especially when the castellan was about, the reaction would be disdain. There would be mutterings, from the castellan or else from others, about the limitless greed of dragons, that nothing would ever be enough to sate the furnace within. Had not Lindír shown well enough that he had no love for them?

There were times when the hunger got the better of him, and Lindír would lash out, snapping his jaws or swiping his claws in the direction of one of the servants, or even a member of his escort. But the inevitable punishment, weeks or even months locked inside the cell for each infraction, was too great to bear. He learned to suppress the urge, no matter how great, and suffer in silence. More successful were the other meals he was able to find. The castle cats were barely a morsel for a creature larger than an ox and still growing, but they were meat, and any meat was good meat. Lindír would snap them up in a single lunge before they even knew he was coming. Before long, Lindír found that he no longer saw the castle’s cats on his walks.

The punishment for stealing other kinds of food, primarily the domestic pheasants which were occasionally allowed to wander the wards, was less than that for attacking a human, and they were fatty and plump besides, so he would often devour them as he did the cats. Wild birds would sometimes descend and sit upon the battlements of the walls and towers, but these were too fleet to be caught. Once, and only once, a visitor to the castle brought a large mutt with them. Being unfamiliar with Lindír’s presence, the animal allowed him to come within the same room as it.

But the occasional meal of cat or dog or rat or pheasant did not force the hunger to abate, no more than did the regular salt-pork ration. And so for many months, Lindír’s will waged war against his flesh. He felt an ever-growing desire to go frenzy, tear apart every human who came near him, to glut on raw meat until he was rendered paralyzed, at which point he would presumably be locked in his cell for the rest of his life. With each month that passed, that idea grew more tempting, the day or two of freedom from hunger worth more than the eternity of imprisonment that would be the price.

Dragons, as a rule, dream vividly, befitting a hibernating creature. As a child, Lindír’s dreams had been strange and muddled. He would play with other dragons, or run and fly about in his own strange imagining of what the outside world looked like. As he grew, his dreams became darker, dreams of imprisonment, of drowning in molten metal. The hunger infiltrated his dreams. As the fifteenth anniversary of his birth passed him by, and then the sixteenth, Lindír’s dreams were filled with orgiastic violence. He slaughtered empires and feasted on their bones, piled gold and silver and skulls as high as the mountains, watched forests greater than the horizon be burned into ash. In his dreams, he was greater even than Sivnis. He was slaughter incarnate.

Winter turned to spring, then to summer. A day came when the restlessness took Lindír, and he demanded to be let out. It had been nearly half a year since the last time Lindír had committed any crime worse than the devouring of a few pilfered head of poultry, and he thought that perhaps he had gained some measure of influence over the knights in that way. The knights, in return, were unusually staunch in their refusal. There was something happening that day, something which necessitated that Lindír be kept well away from the public portions of the castle. But Lindír was angry, his fury hot and bright and stoked by the hunger. For hours they argued back and forth, Lindír bellowing and roaring, scraping against the bronze door and digging into the stones beneath it, until at last King Heimir himself came down and told the knights that his son was to be allowed out, so long as they were careful with planning the route.

And so Lindír paced the nearly-empty passageways of the Red Citadel. He was not allowed to deviate from the route by so much as a single chamber, and there were several times where he would be ordered to stop or forced to move with no apparent cause. But any opportunity to open his wings and breathe the cool air of spring was better than none.

The knights forced Lindír to halt in a long hallway, near where the innermost wall intersected with the grand keep. He did as he was told, even sitting down on his haunches. But there was something immediately different, this time: the sound of argument emanating from an adjacent room.

Most of the argument was inaudible, muffled into vague nonsense by the interposition of a huge wooden door. Still, Lindír was intrigued by the sound. The voices pattered back and forth, several often overlapping, but with one voice rising over all of the rest. A somewhat higher-pitched voice shouted down all of the others, even growing so loud that Lindír was able to understand her words.

“You are not my masters yet, and it is only for a bit of air. Have I not passed through there already? Do not tell me where to go!” A couple of seconds later, the heavy wooden door pushed open, and through it stepped a woman who Lindír had never before met. He was immediately entranced.

She stood about tall enough for the top of her head to be level with the highest point of Lindír’s shoulder, which made her somewhat tall even for a man and quite tall indeed for a woman. She was broad in the shoulder and narrow in the waist, a warrior’s build, though the details were concealed under her suit of armor. It was quite the strange armor; not made of the fine rings that armor was supposed to be made of, but out of small plates, Lindír’s own scales replicated in steel.

Her helmet was of an odd style as well, peaked instead of rounded, with long sheets of metal extending down on either side instead of ending in a brim, and with a tuft of red feathers extending from the top. No face-plate, not even any spectacles to protect the nose, nothing to stop Lindír from seeing every detail of that beautiful face. Her countenance was dark, in every meaning of the word. The skin tone, of course, being a coppery sort of color rare in Hvalheim, and the dark brown eyes with bushy brows, all of these things were dark, as were the few locks of hair that slipped out from under the helm. But her expression was also dark, lips tightly pressed, brow furrowed, a brooding look of deep examination and intense thought.

She smelled of sweat and muscle, and the unfamiliar odor of a human who had never before been within the Red Citadel. The hunger reared up within Lindír, demanding he lunge forward and devour the newcomer. But then she would be, not a human being, but a pile of fresh meat. And he could not have that.

“A dragon?” said the stranger. “And in chains. Odd. What is this?” Her Kojurlander was thickly accented, even more so than Lindír’s, which was saying something.

One of the knights stepped forward and took it upon himself to explain. “It’s a beast. A curse upon our castle. But worry not, for so long as we are here to keep it under guard, it will be of no threat to you, my lady.”

“My lady?” the stranger said with a chuckle. “You must not know who I am.”

Lindír, unsure of what to do, bowed, as a horse may be trained to bow, or a long-necked antelope bows to drink from a pool, with legs bent and neck lowered. His instinctive disdain for human affairs clashed with the growing urge to devour her and everyone else around her and somehow nullified one another, leaving behind only a faint politeness. “Lindír Heimirsson. Pleased to meet you. And, erm, good morning.”

“Good morning to you, master dragon. They call me al-Khanjar.”

Lindír’s tongue flickered out, moistening his teeth. He focused on his tongue, his mouth, how he would pronounce the unfamiliar sounds of the foreign alphabet, rather than what his gut was telling him to do.

The knight, meanwhile, did not think about how to pronounce anything. “Alkansar? That’s a Southlander name.” One hand went to the grip of his sword. “What are you doing in the Red Citadel?”

One of the castle’s servants, standing in the other room where he and his fellows had failed to prevent al-Khanjar from crossing paths with Lindír, butted in. “My lord, there is no need for suspicion. The king himself has allowed this woman to enter our castle, and under arms at that. She is the leader of a score of Namarlanders, mounted bowmen to be precise, who wish to pledge themselves to the service of King Heimir.”

“For coin, of course,” al-Khanjar added.

There was much muttering from the knights about mercenaries, Southlanders, and the unreliability of both, but they at least no longer considered her a threat worthy of an all-out brawl. They made preparations to turn Lindír around, carrying him away from the stranger. She, meanwhile, approached closer. Her smell grew stronger, more appealing, and a stab of hunger passed through his stomach.

“Lindír Heimirsson,” she said again to herself, though not terribly well-pronounced.

“Al-Khanjar,” Lindír said in turn, his own pronunciation equally terrible.

“So you are a curse? What manner of curse?”

Lindír blinked in confusion. “The curse is, well… That I was born. I am a dragon, after all, I ravage all that I see.”

Al-Khanjar nodded, folding her arms against her chest. “So they lock you in chains. And they try to prevent visitors from seeing you, with quite a bit of effort I might add,” she said, looking at the servants in the adjoining room. “If I do become a servant of your king, how long were you planning on keeping Lindír hidden from me?”

None could answer. Indeed, the knights pretended that they did not hear the question as they secured their grips on Lindír’s chains. Turning a dragon about within a narrow corridor was no easy task, and it grew more difficult with each passing year. He had to very nearly fold himself in half, slowly pivoting about, trying not to smash the walls or any people with his tail. As he was led out through the door through which he entered, though, Lindír turned his neck about and looked back. Even then, Al-Khanjar still stood, watching him with folded arms and a dark expression.

That was an odd encounter by all standards. Foreigners were, of course, a rare sight in the Red Citadel, and rarer still were the times when any of those foreigners would even lay eyes on Lindír. But this one was unique, and Lindír ached to be able to speak to her more than he had ached to speak to any human in many years. As soon as he returned to his cell, he curled up in the corner and fell asleep, his thoughts entangled.

When the sound of the bronze door being raised awoke him, Lindír expected that it would be the next day, and that he was being given the salt-pork ration. But he did not smell salt and dry meat, but sweat and human muscle. He raised his head and saw something that he could not understand. But this was no dream, no vision, but a woman.

Al-Khanjar was no longer wearing her armor, though she kept her bow at one side and her sword at the other. Instead, she wore a fur-lined cloak in the Hvalheimer style, over a shirt and breeches of loose, light cloth which were very much not. Her hair was pitch black and curly, tied back severely.

Lindír slowly unfolded himself, rising onto all four limbs. Again the hunger struck him, even stronger this time, for he was more accustomed to eating within his own cell than he was anywhere else. But there was no question as to whether he would give in. Al-Khanjar visited him in his own cell, apparently of her own volition. No force, not even the hunger, could bring him to consume her before he first learned why.

Al-Khanjar advanced into the cell, the bronze door softly shutting behind her. Lindír advanced as well, though only a step, ready to strike or retreat should she draw her weapons or reveal some cruel joke she had come to carry out. She placed her hand into a pocket or fold of her shirt and withdrew a small object. The room was suddenly full of sharp, hot scents, but pleasantly so. Lindír advanced a couple steps further, his eyes now locked on her hand.

Al-Khanjar nodded, and tossed the object forward. Lindír moved in a flash, faster than even he thought possible, catching it in his jaws and swallowing it whole. It was meat, but no meat like he had ever tasted, encrusted with unfamiliar flavors. He wanted more.

“What was that?”

Al-Khanjar shrugged. “Pork. I don’t know what kind. I don’t eat pork, but I believe dragons do?”

“You don’t eat pork? Why not?”

“Divine law,” she said. “I do not claim to understand it.”

Lindír took another step forward, as did she. They were close now, very close. Close enough that Lindír could see his own reflection in her eyes as they gazed upon him with an expression normally reserved for the sight of the sky.

“The knights of this castle are pious folk,” Lindír said. “And they eat pork.”

Al-Khanjar chuckled. “Different religion. Different laws.”

Lindír tilted his head to one side, as a young pup might. “There is more than one religion? But all humans follow the laws of the gods, that is what makes them human.”

“You clearly do not know much of the outside world if you believe that all humans follow the same gods,” she said with a grin.

Lindír took offense at the implication, but not enough to raise his ire. Instead, he sat down on his haunches and stretched out his body into a long crescent, his forelimbs tucked under his chest and his wings a blanket of protection. “What are you doing here, Al-Khanjar?”

She sat down as well, cross-legged. “I wish to learn about you, as I have just finished learning of the royal family. And, please, do not call me Al-Khanjar.”

“Is that not your name?”

She shook her head. “It is a…a title. A nickname. Good for soldiers, but not good enough for a dragon. My proper name is Al-Khanjar Razan bint Garas ibn Atrar ibn Yulmes al-Qatratha, but given that not even my mother would have time for that, you may call me Razan. Or Sir Razan, if you wish.”

Lindír paused a moment to consider it. “Razan is a nice name,” he said. “But what were all of those other names?”

“Oh, my father and his father and so on and so forth,” she said, waving her hand dismissively.

“Isn’t it a bit excessive, including a full genealogy in one’s name?”

Razan raised her eyebrows at Lindír. “Did you not introduce yourself as Lindír Heimirsson?”

“Yes,” Lindír said. “But he is my father. I know him, if not too well, and all who know me would know him as well.”

“But does he not also have a father? Is he not Heimir Someonesson?”

“No! That would be absurd. He is Heimir Soot-Eater.”

“Soot? That is your word for…” Razan made a gesture as though spilling powder through her hands. “The black stuff that forms in fireplaces?”

“Yes, that’s what soot is,” Lindír said.

“Why in the world would he be called Heimir Soot-Eater?”

Lindír licked his teeth and tried to remember. He had asked, once, but this was many years ago, and once given the information he had felt no need to ask again.

“The name was earned by great deeds, as they are meant to. When he was young, only slightly older than I am today, he and three of his fellows smeared themselves with soot, that they could blend with the night and steal within the castle of a rival of theirs. Doing so, they slit the throats of him and all his retainers, bringing to an end three years of civil war. But my father applied so much soot to his beard that he swallowed a great deal of it, and so became known as the Soot-Eater.”

“A strange tale,” Razan said. “But clever, I suppose. Then, why are you but Lindír Heimirsson? Is being the son of Heimir Soot-Eater so great a feat?”

Lindír exhaled deeply, his head sagging, his eyes swinging low to the floor. “I have done no great deed as of yet. No worthy title has been granted to me.”

Razan nodded, and for a while the both of them were quiet. After some time, Razan spoke again. But this time there was no laughter in her voice, no gentle mocking or jokes. She spoke solemnly, as though of an illness.

“Heimir Soot-Eater is the name of the King of Hvalheim, the lord of this castle. The man who I aim to serve. You are his child?”

Lindír nodded.

“How did that come to pass?”

Lindír told her everything. First the story that he had been relayed as a child, and then the story he actually remembered, of his captivity, his battles against the knights and the castellan, of the hunger, of his dreams of the outer world. When he was done, Razan did not question or respond, but merely thought. And then, decreeing that a story should be repaid with a story, she spoke of her homeland.

She hailed from Namar, a place of great cities built along a mighty river which flowed through a desert as old as time. It was with a tremendous nostalgia that Razan spoke of that country. For minutes on end, Razan digressed about the grand high walls, the aqueducts that were works of art and science in one, the winding narrows and vast temples of Namar’s incredible cities. She spoke also of long days spent riding through the desert, of drinking late at night by the only oasis within a hundred miles.

What Razan did not speak of was how she had come to leave Namar, why she sought now to fight for coin in the court of a foreign king. But she spoke with such reverence of her homeland that Lindír could not believe anything other than that she had been forced here by circumstance. Who would leave so beautiful a land by choice?

He asked many questions about Namar, about the Zaiqa Sultanate which ruled it, and of Razan herself. She was, apparently, twenty-three years of age, and had already been a warrior for some years. The bow she carried because it was her greatest weapon, and she expressed no little confusion about why the warriors of Hvalheim fought primarily with a weapon that could not kill at further than two arms distance. The only questions which Razan fastidiously avoided were any having to do with her childhood or upbringing.

They talked for an hour or more, Lindír did not know how long. But eventually there came a heavy knock at the bronze door, a knight demanding that Al-Khanjar vacate the cell. Razan stood and shouted back a quick response. But she did something unexpected. Instead of turning and leaving, she approached Lindír.

They had scarcely moved for all the time they had been conversing, and so kept a healthy distance between them. Razan now annihilated that distance, and came right up to Lindír’s head, which from snout to base measured nearly the distance from her navel to her collarbone. She leaned in very close and placed one hand upon the crown of his head, sending a quiver down the full length of his spine. Then she bent, and placed her lips very near to his ear.

“I will find a way to set you free.”

Razan kissed him, lightly, on the cheek. Before he could speak, or even understand what she had just said, Razan turned around with all the efficiency of a military woman and walked to the bronze door. It opened for her, and closed behind her, leaving Lindír alone once again. He settled down to sleep once more. But his heart raced.
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Razan did not appear at the door of Lindír’s cell for several days. Indeed, after the accident of their first meeting, Lindír was not allowed out of his cell at all. This failed to bother him at first. Lindír, despite his enormous size, scale-covered body, and the burning rage and hunger mingled within him, was nonetheless only sixteen years of age, and thus afflicted by the corresponding emotional highs and lows. Not even his natural skepticism could keep at bay the fluttering of his caged heart. The fact that Razan was a knight, and a human knight at that, mattered little when she was the only one who had promised Lindír care in many years.

But that initial enthusiasm naturally faded with the rising and setting of the sun, and the realization that no escape was forthcoming. Razan had no doubt left long ago, deciding that she would rather not owe service to a king with a dragon locked away in his dungeons. The hunger began to speak to him once again. He should have eaten her when he had the chance, when nobody was around to stop him, should have ripped the clothes off of her back and devoured her flesh and cracked open the bones for their marrow. At least then he would have gotten a decent meal.

And so Lindír stewed in his misery, and was all the more miserable by contrast with the fluttery anticipation of the days before. The great shattering of Lindír’s hope four years before had so far inured him to disappointment; but Razan’s betrayal left him unhappy nevertheless.

One night, though, as the hunger gnawed at Lindír’s guts, forcing him to remain awake and still in sleepless pain, he heard something strange. It was a clicking of metal against metal. At first, he shut his eyes against the sound, wondering if the hunger had finally driven him mad. It was only after several seconds that Lindír realized that he did recognize the sound after all; when he did, his eyes snapped open, and he flew to his feet, every muscle rigid. The sound, though slower and softer than usual, was that of the winch raising up the bronze door.

The raising of the door was usually a steady, mechanical process, aided by the smooth and practiced movements of the door-raisers. This time, however, it was jerky and halting, accompanied by quiet grunts of exertion. The door raised up about halfway, until it was level with the upper part of Lindír’s chest, before stopping.

“Go through. Now! This is as high as I will get it.”

Razan’s voice brought a fire to Lindír’s belly in ways that he did not think was possible. She had returned! Immediately, heedless of any danger, Lindír set about squeezing himself through the gap in the door. It was no easy process. He was unused to having to compress himself, his domain being the massive and open halls of the Red Citadel, and his limbs were stiff and inflexible from lack of use. But by crouching down, his chin barely avoiding the earth, and awkwardly slinking forward, he was able to fit himself under the door.

He found Razan on the other side, clad in the same casual attire as she had been wearing when he’d seen her last, pressing against the huge winch with all of her weight. Her limbs trembled with the exertion, and Lindír suddenly understood why she had been unable to raise it any further.

“The door was meant to be raised by four,” he said.

“A shame that I could not find three men willing to help, then,” she said. She slowly let out the chain, careful to not drop the door. The church-bell clang that would ensue if she did that would wake the whole of the castle. “I was too busy planning a way to distract every knight guarding the inner ward.”

Lindír took two steps up the pathway that would lead to his freedom, but stopped to allow Razan to catch up. “How did you do it?”

The door finally reached its destination with no more than a gentle thunk. “Various means,” Razan said, rolling the soreness out of her shoulders. “Two are in their bedchambers, thinking I will arrive at any moment. Three are asleep in their cups, thanks to a generous gift of mead. One I bribed with nearly all of my remaining silver. The last I promised I would take the place of, so that he could get a fair night’s sleep.”

“You’re very clever,” Lindír said, taking another couple of steps toward his freedom. He did not dare move faster than that, waiting for something to go wrong at any moment. “I thought that you must have left.”

“Even if I were not trying to free you, I would have stayed. Your father pays very well. But that is why they call me Al-Khanjar; it means ‘The Dagger’, and I am very sharp.”

Lindír suppressed a chuckle, ascending the steps with Razan at his side. Sure enough, the two knights who usually stood watch at the head of the stairs were nowhere to be found. For the first time in his life, Lindír stood beneath the moonlit sky, his feet planted on packed earth, the wind licking against the tips of his wings, with no chains or ropes or muzzle to bind him.

He took a deep breath of the cool, pure air. It was late summer, he thought, or early autumn. Several months before the coming of the frost. “What now?”

“Fly away,” Razan said. “Before anybody notices.”

Lindír blinked, looking down at his savior. “That’s it? Then… get on my back, I suppose.”

“Why would I do that?”

“So you can come with me,” Lindír said.

Razan shook her head. “I’m not coming with you. I told you, I agreed to take your father’s coin. This is where I belong now.”

“But you’ve freed me,” Lindír said. His voice became very soft, very weak. “You did all this to win me my freedom, and still you wish to stay?”

“Nobody knows what I have done,” Razan said resolutely. “And if you escape now, nobody will know. It will be an innocent coincidence that I arrived just before, by stroke of misfortune, the dragon escaped. And that will be that. Now fly, Lindír!”

Lindír’s neck bent low to the ground, and he swept his tail from side to side against the earth, a dismal groan echoing from somewhere in the back of his throat. But he did not allow himself his emotions for long. It was unaccountable that he should be experiencing such an un-draconic emotion as sadness, and on the very brink of his ultimate triumph no less. Instead, he turned his eyes skyward.

At which point a problem immediately presented itself, for Lindír had never flown in his entire life. Leaping or gliding was one thing, and he had some experience with that, but it would take more than a second’s glide to deliver him up and out of the Red Citadel’s inner keep. When he did spread his wings, the joints instantly began to ache, so unused were they to any position other than that of being folded against his sides.

But Lindír had seen birds in flight. He had wings, just as did they; so why would it not be the same means by which their flight was achieved? So he spread his wings out as widely as he could and flapped with all his might With every beat, the motions became more familiar, draconic instinct telling him how to capture the air with each flex of his powerful flight muscles. A huge wind arose, blowing at Razan’s clothes and sweeping dust into her eyes. But although he beat his wings with all his strength, and he felt a great deal of the weight of his body suddenly lifted from his limbs, Lindír remained steadfastly tied to the soil.

At length, he folded his wings once more, though far more loosely, and turned to Razan. “I cannot fly,” he said.

Razan muttered something in her native tongue, and from her tone it could be nothing other than profanity. “Can you climb?” she said. “The drawbridges are raised for the night, but they were not meant to keep you in, only keep folk out.”

“I… have never climbed,” Lindír said. He looked down at his hands, and at the long talons which extended from the tips of each finger. Raising one claw, he allowed himself to flex the fingers. “But I believe that I can.”

It was at that moment that a man walked past one of the windows on the inner wall. Lindír would never know the circumstances that led to that man being there. Perhaps he found himself struck by insomnia, and so paced the corridors until tiredness took him. He may have been roused by a sense of wrongness, or because he was one of the knights whom Razan had deceived, or for some duty which he was called upon to perform. Regardless,ss that man looked through the window and let out a cry of terror.

“The dragon! The dragon has escaped!”

All at once, the air became tense. There were some guards who were still awake, and many more who could be quickly roused either by the shout or what followed it; Lindír heard the sounds of troops arming themselves in the distance.

He turned to where Razan had stood a moment before, seeking advice, but she had already vanished, not wishing to be seen aiding the escape. Lindír was left only with what she had said to him last: climb. He ran to the drawbridge and reared up onto his hind legs, finding that his claws could indeed dig into the wood. So he climbed.

It was slow progress, rendered all the slower as the toll of the hunger and Lindír’s long captivity became clear. His muscles were small for his size, and weak, and he was not halfway up the drawbridge when his breath began to struggle in and out of his teeth. But with freedom so close at hand, closer than it had been in the entire sixteen years of his existence, Lindír once more found himself in possession of strength and will that far exceeded the limits of his physique.

But when, at last, he heaved himself over the edge of the drawbridge, then swam across the moat beyond, hauling himself onto land, the path ahead of Lindír was already blocked. The knights stationed at the outer guard posts had assembled into a rough platoon, forty or fifty strong, and planted themselves at the gate separating the inner ward from the second. With his exhaustion, Lindír knew that to throw himself against the wall of lance-points and axe heads which lay that way would mean only death.

Panic grew in his breast, and Lindír’s animal instincts soon took over. He fled from the knights ahead of him and the knights behind, running for the wall near the great chapel. There, he hoped, he could climb up and out, find some way to reach the first ward. When he reached the foot of the wall, he leapt, as high and as far as he could, and he dug his claws into the red stone. But stone was not wood, and his claws could not find any purchase.

As a rat who attempts to climb a sheer cliff in order to escape from a raging wildfire, Lindír threw himself against the wall again and again. He attempted every technique, every exertion he could use to gain some measure of advantage. Lindír beat his wings to gain lift, he pressed against the wall with his tail, he even attempted to bite into the stone with his teeth, all to no avail. All the while, the garrison of the Red Citadel was gathering in growing force, and slowly building the courage to approach.

At last, Lindír collapsed to the ground, exhausted beyond measure. It was a struggle merely to make his lungs pump the vital air into him, let alone to hold up his weight. He fell onto his stomach, closed his eyes, and only through an exertion of will was he able to keep himself from falling asleep on the soft grass of the second ward.

The next thing he remembered was a heavy clunk of metal latching shut, and a sudden pressure around his jaws. In his stupor, three of the knights, possessed of a great deal more bravery than their fellows, had approached him and placed a great muzzle around his mouth.

At once, vigor surged. Lindír stood up, his jaws straining pointlessly against the steel of the muzzle, eyes bulging as he took in what was before him. He had never seen so many knights in one place, three score of them, though many were clad not in mail but in padded coats, or even no armor at all. They were afraid, but the strength of their numbers bolstered their courage, and there was not a one who did not have some long polearm to aim at Lindír’s face or chest.

Behind them, a dozen arms away, was another line of a score of warriors. They were clad in strange armor, and carried bows instead of lances. At the head of them stood Al-Khanjar; her eyes were steely, her expression resolute, and no evidence showed anywhere in her countenance or in her stance that she bore any sympathy for Lindír whatsoever. But, at the very least, she gave no order to attack.

The cordon of knights set themselves upon Lindír as a pack of wolves bears down upon a cornered elk. Even through his exhaustion, Lindír’s sheer size made his claws deadly weapons, capable of crushing a man’s ribs through mail. The knights knew this all too well, and being possessed of some sliver of cunning, did not rush him head-on. Instead, they hung back in a great mass, just out of reach, and every once in a while a small squad of them would regain their bravery and venture forth. They took chains with them, and cast them over Lindír’s back so that another group on the other side could grab them.

Lindír thrashed and roared, batting at his attackers with his mighty claws. A few fell in this way, too slow to avoid having their organs pulped, but the dragon was weakened by fatigue, and the knights surrounded him on all sides. Inevitably, whenever he turned his attention one way, he would find himself under assault from the other, and unable to fend them off. One by one, chains wrapped around his limbs, around his trunk, binding down his wings and trapping his limbs.

Many of the knights no longer felt the need to attack, but instead merely held fast to the chains and ropes in groups of five or six, pitting all their strength against Lindír’s. The more he fought, the more entangled he became, and the more his muscles weakened under the strain. It seemed as though he were destined to be dragged back into the pit while Al-Khanjar watched.

A heat arose in Lindír’s belly, hotter than the hottest rage, a heat to make a blacksmith’s forge envious. It was hate, it was fury, it was will and determination, a flame so bright that it cast all of the courtyard into stark orange, the very flame which Ásgeir had demanded to learn of. The knights quailed before it, rippling back like reeds against a gale, but cries went up to hold their courage. The glow intensified, brightening and brightening until it was felt not merely as heat, but as pain. Lindír’s lips pulled back in a sadistic grin, baring teeth lit from behind, and allowing embers to drip from his mouth. The twin beams of his eyes blazed in the night, pupils stretched wide, and he glared at the dead men before him.

Then he reared back, chains falling from the fear-weakened grips of the knights, and bellowed forth a fire like no other flame in the world. The whole of the ward glowed, lit up brighter than the sun. Instantly, the knights broke and fled before the conflagration, but they were too late, for the flame spread out like a morning fog. Many stumbled and fell, trampled by their fellows, only for the indescribable heat to fuse their bones to the soil. Others were boiled within their armor, seared black by hot metal. The luckiest were those who became engulfed by flames, whose bodies ruptured open as blood and lymph flashed to steam, tearing forge-hot metal asunder with their terrible death throes. They, at least, felt no pain.

The grass around Lindír’s feet turned to ash, and the ground became carpeted with flame even many arms beyond the inferno’s touch, for the sheer radiant heat was so great as to cause plant matter to burst into flame. The earth dried in an instant, then broke down, the topsoil cracking and shattering down to bedrock. Even the stone of the castle wall against Lindír’s back, unused to such an impossible heat, grew over with webbed fractures.

Lindír was blind from the brightness, and nearly deaf from the screams and the rumbling of breaking stone, but he could not stop his flame. It was not enough to merely kill his foes; no, he wished to be free. The muzzle, held together by heavy iron bands, remained in place. The metal became hot, then it became brilliant, and not even a dragon’s scales could hold against so hot a material pressed directly to them. As Lindír thrashed, spewing his fire across the ward, the hot metal bound to his snout dug into the scales, charred them down to the root, down to the flesh, down to the bone. Lindír refused to relent. The metal had reached such extremity of heat that it was beginning to soften. With one agonizing pull, one strain that felt as though his jaw would shatter, the heat-weakened metal finally gave. The ward was showered with hot fragments, launched in every direction with such force that they buried themselves in the earth.

At last, Lindír settled onto all four limbs once more, the fire dwindling into mere tongues of flame from his mouth. For a moment, the Red Citadel sat in still and quiet. Lindír was in the center of a ring of flame that divided the undamaged portions of the ward from the field of charcoal where his flames had done their work. And on the far side of that slowly growing ring stood a score of Namarlander warriors, bows at the ready.

Razan stood at the head of her troops, lowering her eyes until they were level with the dragon’s. His breath heavy, Lindír looked back, waiting for the moment of betrayal and the hail of arrows sure to follow. Razan was human, was she not?

Only a dragon’s sight could have seen the half-nod, more of a twitch of the neck, that Razan made in Lindír’s direction. She said something in Namaric, and the archers began an organized retreat. They never turned their backs on Lindír, and did not break from their formation, but not an arrow was nocked or a sword drawn from its sheath as they pulled back to the innermost ward.

Lindír broke into a long, loping stride as he passed through the gate into the first ward. There was chaos all around, townsfolk only just preparing for action when they were suddenly sent into terror by the passage of a ton and a half of draconic muscle and bone. He ignored them all, weaving through the structures of the ward, his eyes set on the great berm that marked its edge.

A northern wind blew against Lindír’s side as he ran. He half-opened his wings, letting the wind catch under the membranes. To Lindír’s surprise, the wind pushed up against the underside of his wings, urging him into the sky, wooing his wings upward. The unfamiliar sensation of lift awoke some ancestral memory, another draconic instinct, and a vague understanding formed within his muscles as to their proper use.

As Lindír broke from the village of the first ward, his claws digging into the steep side of the outer berm, he put that tenuous plan into action. The wings which had hitherto remained always folded against his sides pivoted down, shoulder socket rotating in a way which was utterly unknown to Lindír and yet simultaneously as comfortable as breathing. The twin claws, one on each wing, planted themselves in the earth like the wings of a crawling bat, joining the steady beat of the four main limbs in an easy six-limbed gait.

Lindír forgot the burning in his lungs and the pounding of his heart, forgot the stinging of the scars across his snout and the hunger that gnawed in his gut. The wind was on his face, the grass racing by beneath his feet. Before him, past the top of the berm, was a sky overrun with stars. Behind him lay all that he had ever known, and all of his torment. He opened his mouth to gulp down the cold air and taste the pine forests of Hvalheim.

Then, at the very top of the berm, with his eyes drinking in the bottomless dark before him, Lindír leapt. His front and hind limbs moved with smoothness and surety, first crouching low and then leaping high, at the same time that the muscles of his wings pushed downward like springs, launching him into the air. Before he even reached the apex of that leap, the wings had turned upwards, and spreading to their full span, beat with all of their strength against the air. Lindír soared higher, and the rushing wind in his wings would not drop him.

He let out a roar like no other roar he had let out before, a trumpeting sound louder than a lion which awoke every person within the Red Citadel who still slept. Lindír had won. He was free, and flew along the river with such speed that no land- or sea-bound creature could catch him. With the northern wind at his flank, his limbs feeling the cold rush of air, Lindír turned about and set off for the woods.
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Lindír’s wing muscles, sapped by starvation and withered by lack of use, could carry him no more than five meadows’ distance from the Red Citadel. Within ten minutes of that moment of triumph, he was cast back to the earth, barely able to arrest his fall with his limbs. It was not far enough. Even with the impediment of the woods, a knight on horseback could cross that distance in half an hour. The rising flames from the Red Citadel were still visible over the trees.

So Lindír was forced to pick himself up, his many wounds stinging, his wings dragging across the leaf litter. Through copses of trees denser than he had thought possible, through tributary streams whose waters burned with cold, through rows of hills that reached higher than the highest rooftops, he fled. In Lindír’s imagination, the hooves and hounds of his captors were always at his heels and no distance could separate them from him. He fled until his lungs burned and his heart felt about to give out. And when he finally collapsed to the forest floor, it was not by choice; Lindír’s brain and body alike were so overwhelmed with fatigue that he fell asleep while still standing.

When Lindír awoke the next morning, he thought it had all been another vivid dragon’s dream. It would not have been the first time that he had dreamed of freedom, though most of them included much more bloody revenge than that one had. The first proof that this was no mere dream was the pain. There was no part of him that was free from it: even the webbing between his toes and the vitreous humor of his eyes seared with pain.

It was only after some hours that Lindír recovered well enough to do more than lie on his side. After several minutes for his eyes to acclimate to the sun, Lindír rose to his feet and saw the wilds for the first time. Lindír had never seen anything so green. Neither had he seen something so chaotic. In the Red Citadel, the dominant objects had always been walls and ceilings, furniture, containers, people clad in woven and sewn cloth. Everything was restrained and orderly, the product of human art.

But in the woods there was no restriction. Each tree was a unique thing, and its branches spread out in an infinitude of possible directions, splitting and splitting, decorated with more leaves than any person could hope to count. And the leaves moved as well, swaying softly in the breeze and singing their soft rustling song. For all of Lindír’s life, he had trod on flagstones or else on the dirt of the wards, which had been smoothed and made hard by the trampling of hundreds of feet over many human generations. The convolutions of wild ground, of hardy grass and strewn pebbles, of roots and underbrush and rising and falling soil, were all so unfamiliar to Lindír that he was at first forced to walk gingerly, as though upon wounded feet.

And the sounds! Gone was the murmur of human speech, replaced by the murmur of stream-water. No more did Lindír have to hear the call of church bells and prayer, but instead the call of songbirds and hunting birds alike as they echoed across the landscape. Even the silence was not the cold silence of the dungeons and Lindír’s subterranean cell, but the soft quiet of wind and wood and stone.

It was overwhelming, impossibly so. One who had lived their whole life with a translucent veil over their eyes, catching only the faintest taste of the world, only to have it removed in adulthood, could have perhaps understood how Lindír felt that day. But even they would have had some vague impression of what it was they were missing. Lindír had not even begun to guess at the true beauty of the world beyond the castle walls. He spent that first day of true freedom in a daze of overstimulation, wandering at random through the forests of Hvalheim as all five of his senses struggled to take in his new surroundings. Hunger, thirst, pain, uncertainty; all were lost to him. When the sun set and plunged all of existence into darkness, Lindír sank down into a patch of soft moss and slept more deeply than he ever had before.

The next morning he set out once more, this time with greater purpose. Though he would hold and cherish the memory of his awe at that first day during the darkest moments of his life forevermore, it was inevitable that the brilliance would fade. His thoughts turned to more practical matters. First and foremost among them was the matter of completing his escape. Even if he was a score of meadows away from the Red Citadel, two score, three, he would not be beyond the reach of his parents until he had left Hvalheim behind in its entirety. His lessons of geography were far in the past, but he remembered them somewhat: the Red Citadel lay on the island of Kojur, which was ruled entirely by Hvalheim, and had been for many decades. Escape was only possible across the sea; Lindír would have to fly.

Though the broad flight muscles of his chest were still sore from their first flight, Lindír’s second attempt came on the morning of that second day. He found a low knoll which rose above the others and climbed to its peak, seeking to hurl himself into the air without immediately crashing into the branches of the trees. It worked, after some effort, though his second flight was barely the same length as his first. His third flight, later that same day, was somewhat shorter. He moved in the manner of a dolphin, swimming long lengths below the forest canopy, briefly leaping into the open air for as long as his wings could carry him.

During one of those short flights, Lindír caught a scent on the wind that made his stomach convulse with gluttony, and which brought the hitherto-suppressed hunger rearing back to the surface. It smelled of beast, sweat and fur and blood, but of a sort of creature whose scent he had never detected before. Whatever it was, it had meat. Without thinking, Lindír turned in the air, twisting to the side in order to bring himself closer to his prey. The closer he came, and the hungrier he felt, the hotter the heat in his gut.

It was, as it turned out, a herd of deer, a dozen hinds grazing away on the shrubbery. Lindír licked his teeth. These deer, grazing as they did within the kingswood, were all the property of the King. He would feast, Lindír determined: he would poach his father’s herds into extinction, render the kingswood barren and lifeless, and glut himself on as much fresh meat as he desired. Once he had ruined his father’s lands, he would move west and do it all again.

Hunting came easily to Lindír, despite his utter lack of experience. He was not stealthy, and the deer heard his wings well before he arrived. He swooped down over them as they dashed for cover, disgorging a huge arc of flame onto them from above, then landed atop the charred section of grass where his flame had touched. Three hinds had been unable to flee fast enough; three lumps of char-coated meat lay on the ground.

It was the largest meal Lindír had ever seen, and he ate with gusto. His teeth crunched ribs and shattered spines with effortless ease, breaking into the torso and tearing out great chunks of heart, lung, liver and entrail. He gorged and gorged, his muzzle soaking with blood, his throat slick with it. It was a feast for smell, touch, taste, a feast that revealed the true inadequacy of the salt-pork ration, meat to make one revel in the true nature of dragonhood.

And then Lindír vomited most of it back onto the burnt grass. His stomach had contracted after years of tight rationing, and it had reacted poorly to the orgiastic consumption. Lindír growled at himself. He was a dragon, dragons were meant to be able to consume entire herds in a single sitting, not spew red slurry before finishing even a single deer! He waited a few minutes, watching the nearby trees slowly wither and dry as they burned, until his stomach felt settled enough that he could move on to the second hind.

This one he ate more slowly, tearing off small strips of flesh from its hindquarters, savoring the sophisticated, mingling flavors of carbon burn and fresh blood. But a strange thing happened as Lindír ate. With each strip of raw flesh sent down his throat, the hunger which had sunk its claws into the back of his mind since the onset of adolescence began to abate. After consuming half of the second hind, Lindír found himself chewing idly on a long, strong femur-bone, breaking off all of his loosened teeth in order to make room for their replacements. He didn’t want to eat any longer.

It seemed absurd at first. This was his curse, the curse of the dragon, to consume endlessly and reduce all before him to poverty and ruin. It could not have been banished by a few hundred measures of poached venison.

Unless, of course, it was not some primordial curse at all. No ancient instinct, no all-consuming fire was this that had tormented Lindír for so long. It was merely hunger. The hunger of a growing dragon whose daily ration did not grow with him, who was kept in a cold, dark cell, prevented from following the draconic instinct to hunt and feed. A single solid meal, not even equivalent to a single deer fully consumed, had been all it had taken to sate him. Lindír was starved, profoundly so. In the last year or two of his captivity, his ribs had begun to show through his sides. His growth was stunted, his body weakened, and it was only the fire burning bright inside of him that buoyed him at all.

Dragons cannot weep. But as the cold realization slammed over him like a great ocean wave, stinging at his eyes, making his heart flutter, Lindír knew that he would have wept if he could. He dropped the femur-bone and went into a state of shock, reclining with his front claws splayed out before him and his back legs tucked under his torso, and tried to wrap his mind around the sheer scale of his grief.

Although he might have wished to, Lindír did not grieve forever. He filled his stomach to capacity, then set offs. He moved always to the east, away from the Red Citadel, and with each passing day Lindír found himself growing stronger. Soon he came to find flying barely more exhausting than running, and could skip over many meadows of woodland and hill-country in a single flight.

Even as all the other myriad pains of his escape faded, one remained stubbornly constant. The web of scars, the brand left behind by the white-hot steel of Lindír’s shattered muzzle, refused to fade. Indeed, for days on end they did nothing but weep pus and complain at the slightest touch of wind or dust, making every movement of his jaws a painful process until they finally scabbed over with bulging bands of hard tissue. Lindír sometimes gazed at his own reflection, examining the way they shaped his countenance. He could not find them entirely ugly.

The kingswood did eventually come to an end, and was replaced with endless expanses of farmland. Lindír found them distasteful. They reminded him of the all-consuming nature of humanity, reshaping everything along its desires, turning the world to its whims. And there was the matter of these farms being part of Hvalheim, the taxes taken from them feeding into Hvalheim’s granaries. For sixteen years Lindír had accumulated resentment against Hvalheim. With his claws in need of exercise, those farmsteads provided excellent targets.

And it was good that livestock was highly available, for Lindír devoured them daily. Though he was not possessed of the same hunger which had scourged him for so many years, the urge to feed was nearly constant. Finding itself suddenly in a place of plenty, his stomach was attempting to make up for all of the years of deficit at once. He would grab sheep and pigs, or sometimes entire donkeys, and fly off, then pin them down and snap them to pieces with his jaws, killing and slaughtering in a manner akin to a thieving bear. Many times, Lindír was forced to find some place to sequester himself after becoming so stuffed with meat as to be effectively paralyzed.

When Lindír at last reached the strait which separated Kojur from the remainder of Northland, he found it no trouble at all. It was a journey of but fifteen meadows, less than an hour. When he set down, having continued well past the rocky shoreline and explored all the way into the cold, forested interior, Lindír had, for the first time in his life, ventured beyond the borders of Hvalheim.

As he wandered, Lindír continued to indulge in petty acts of destruction. A burned field or barn here, a few deer slain and then dropped intact upon some unsuspecting village there. But even a small village consisted of three, four score of buildings, and that level of destruction was exhausting. Lindír’s flames would give out, leaving him with a sore throat and an empty feeling in his chest, before he could burn even half of a village to the ground. And destroying the buildings with claw and tail was out of the question: he attempted to take apart a stone church that way and quickly sprained his wrist.

Perhaps, Lindír reasoned, infamy was not something which one obtained via action, but which was naturally accumulated. Any day now, a famous knight would arrive to challenge him to single combat, and Lindír would inevitably burn the man—Lindír’s thoughts about burning a knightess were inevitably more muddled than those about burning a knight—or tear him limb from limb, or crush his spine with a slap of the tail, or visit some other terrible fate upon him. And then the story of the horrible death of Sir Suchandsuch would spread like wildfire, carrying with it the name of the mighty dragon that had done the deed.

There were times in his wanderings when Lindír would come across something greater than a mere village. A town, a city, a grand castle or fortress owned by a king or wealthy lord. Those would be proper targets, symbols of human civilization which he could bring low with flame and claw, whose destructions would bring infamy untold. Whenever he passed near one of those shining symbols of civilization, Lindír would hide amidst the trees, or fly around them in a wide arc, and leave them be.

Instead of destruction, Lindír’s primary occupation turned out to be exploration. There were cliffs upon the southern shore of Fóthrheim where the wind threw the sea against the rock so fiercely that great walls of spray rose up all the way to the tops of the grand cliffs. In the inland sea off the northern shore of Garganland, there were islands still in the process of being birthed by the volcanic churning of the world, islands covered in glass and lava-rock, where only the hardiest of grasses could survive the constant pall of toxic gas. Lindír loved the smell of volcanic gas, and the rough stones polished his scales well. On the vast pastures of Eskilia sat untouched stones twice the size of the Red Citadel’s keep, large enough to make one remember the tales of the giants, and the First Men who had come before them. When the North wind met the South wind over the vast alluvial plain that made up the borders of Witland, the skies ruptured, and tendrils of storm reached down to rampage across the ground. Lindír would stare up at the writhing heavens and roar at them in challenge.

As his world grew, so too did Lindír. Within the first months of freedom, as he gorged himself on all that the fields of Northland had to offer, Lindír’s flesh filled in. His flight muscles swelled and his limbs grew sturdy, his stomach thickening and the girdle of his shoulders becoming broad and houndish. His bones often ached. The scabs over the web of scars on his face flaked away, leaving permanent furrows in the scales of his face, furrows that ached softly the day before a storm, or if he attempted to open his jaws too wide. Even at the time of his escape he was larger than an ox, but now he dwarfed even the great wisents of the deep forests. Glutted on livestock and game, Lindír soon found that he could place himself on eye level with the thatched roofs of peasant huts. His claws hardened, his teeth sharpened, his horns grew and matured into a series of tiny yet vicious thorn-spikes, and Lindír grew into a fierce and terrible being.

Growing up in his cell, especially after that first taste of freedom, Lindír had become deeply accustomed to being alone. This is not to say that he never felt the urge to seek companionship, or that there were not times when he curled tightly about himself and day-dreamed of talking to a woman with curly hair and shining armor. But on most days, he scarcely thought of his aloneness, his thoughts instead being occupied by draconic impulse and the never-ending stream of observations about the world around him. Besides, who would react to a dragon with anything other than blind, screaming terror?

Nearly a year had passed since Lindír’s escape. It was late spring, or perhaps early summer, and the forest was all a-riot with flora and fauna. Lindír had spent some weeks traveling further east than ever before, deep into the rocky, forested, wild high country of Witland, further from the sea than he had ever been.

There was a hillside where a gap in the trees allowed the sun to shine down on him, and where the ground was predominated by soft gravel upon which he could rest; perfect conditions for Lindír to laze about, half-awake and half-asleep, warming his wings and daydreaming of gold and maidens. For many hours he had been in that cattish state, his tail curled around in front of his snout, when a sound interrupted him. A human would not have heard it. But to a dragon, the heavy thudding vibrations in the earth were as easily identified as the drums of an oncoming army, and just as alarming. When he listened, Lindír could also hear the sound of something brushing against branches and crushing foliage underfoot. All of these together spoke of danger. No ordinary creature was large enough to produce such a deep noise.

Immediately, Lindír rose onto all fours and prepared to fight. He arched his back for intimidation, wings pressed tightly against his shoulders, tail swaying softly. His head went low to the ground, teeth partially bared, as his limbs splayed out. An attacker would be most likely to strike without warning, requiring him to be ready to leap or dodge in any direction.

As for what his attacker might be, Lindír had no idea. Another dragon perhaps? But a dragon would be more likely to attack from the air. He had heard legends of other beasts that dwelt in the far woods, blundering trolls and walking trees and mighty hydragores. What he had not expected to emerge, pushing through the evergreens with casual ease, was a living giant. He was thrice the height of a man, his hips level with Lindír’s shoulder. The giant’s wooly beard was peppered with streaks of white and patches of black, and that combined with the wrinkles around his squinting, deepest eyes conveyed the impression of a man past his prime but not yet having fallen to old age.

The giant wore only a single garment, a belted tunic which extended from shoulder to knee, made from a truly colossal quantity of un-dyed wool or linen. Slung over his shoulder were two objects: a large leather sack which must have been made from the whole skin of an ox, and stranger still, a hurdy-gurdy larger than a man’s height.

Lindír took all of this in in but a moment. His eyes and brain alike were focused solely on his belt, and on the weapon suspended from it. To a human it would have been a large sword, though with an unwieldily broad blade; to the giant, it was but an unusually long knife. At any moment, Lindír expected the knife to be drawn. But the giant was in no mood for a fight. He rested one arm gently against the trunk of a tree and furrowed his brow.

“Hm,” he said. “Ah.”

Lindír hissed at the giant, his faculty of speech almost forgotten after a year of total isolation.

“Suppose it’s not the strangest thing I’ve espied,” the giant said. His voice thundered; it must have been audible for miles. “Looks like a dragon, but acts like a starving wolf.”

“I am a dragon,” Lindír said with a sneer.

“Aha! So you do speak. It has been a great interval since last I met one of your kind, dragon. I had begun to wonder if I had misremembered your people’s capacity for speech!”

Lindír cautiously stalked down the hillside, growing more assured that the giant meant him no harm. Indeed, by the look of him, he was more amused to have run across Lindír than in any way frightened. Being as he was larger than Lindír, it could be understood.

“You are a giant?”

“Indeed,” said the giant.

“I thought the giants were all dead.”

He gave a half-shrug. “We are a scarce people, that much I will admit. But we’re far from extinguished. What is your name, I pray?”

“I am known as Lindír Heimirsson. You?”

“My name is Ámnistr.” He paused, scratching at his bush of a beard. “My people do not trifle with titles, as humans do. But if it pleases you, many have named me Ámnistr the Drum.”

Lindír crept a few steps closer. The giant smelled like a human, albeit magnified, with a faint air of wood and resin about him. Still, Lindír had to worry; musicians often followed bands of warriors. “Do you travel alone, Ámnistir the Drum? Or have you some band of giants whom you follow?”

Ámnistr shook his head. “It is only me, though my instrument provides me no shortage of friends wherever I travel. Do you wish to accompany me?”

Lindír reacted with reflexive disdain, his lips peeling back as he flinched away from the giant. He had not been thinking of becoming Ámnistr’s companion. And yet, when the idea was put forward, he immediately found it strangely agreeable. “Why do you suspect that that is my intention?”

“I am old, and the troubadour’s art gives me a great wisdom of matters of heart and soul. What I have said before, that you possess the cast of a starving wolf; I hold by that. The way you assumed I meant to strike at you, the way you hold yourself low to the ground, the way you bare your teeth. And I very distinctly remember the dragons which I met being somewhat larger than you.”

Lindír felt chastised, though he could identify no word or phrase within Ámnistr’s statement which chastised him directly. Still, an unaccountable sense of shame and bashfulness came over him. He finally lifted his body away from the gravelly hillside, though his neck and head sloped down.

“It has been some time since last I spoke to another,” Lindír admitted. “Though I have traveled far, I have seen only humans in that time. I hate humans… but though you look and smell like a human, you are not the same as them, are you?”

“No, I am not. Though I warn you, I meet humans often. They are my most common patrons, after all.” Ámnistr grinned, and his eyes gleamed.

Lindír’s animal instinct warned him away from the offer being extended, told him to take wing at once. But his higher mind craved the end to his solitude, and the kindness that he saw in the creases at the corners of Ámnistr’s mouth.

“You call me a starving wolf,” Lindír said. “But I think your size is about right for me to act as your mastiff. Though I promise not to beg too much of you; I know how to hunt.”

The giant chuckled, turning back to the wood. “Then follow me, nephew. I have always wondered what it would be like to have a bodyguard on my wanderings.”

Lindír’s legs refused to move at first. But as Ámnistr’s long strides quickly caused him to become obscured by the trees, Lindír suddenly found his fear of being left behind growing greater than his fear of strangers. He broke into a quick trot, and soon walked at the giant’s left side.
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The first difficulty that came with traveling alongside Ámnistr was the need to remain alongside him. Though his long strides made him faster than a human, he was still frustratingly slow compared to Lindír’s wings. The dragon often found himself in the air, keeping one eye on the giant as he circled like a carrion bird around a dying animal. Ámnistr approved; after all, there were always bandits, fallen trees, and other such impediments to keep an eye out for.

Ámnistr himself spoke little. He had been alone for even longer than Lindír had, and had developed an economy of speech which allowed him to go days on end without expressing a single thought. He would indicate proposals for places to make camp, point out objects of interest, and respond to Lindír’s words, all with the same grunt and shrug. But where he was bereft of words, he was not bereft of whistling, humming, and song.

Ámnistr had been a troubadour for half a century, he explained, and in that time had picked up more songs than he could name, sung in at least a score of languages. He knew songs of beauty and love, songs of solemnity and grief, songs of dance and merrymaking, songs of ribaldry and wordplay. A wandering troubadour would never know for what occasion he might need to sing a song, be it a wake or a wedding, a religious festival or a drunken feast, and he could not afford to find himself without an appropriate song to sing. After all, songs were how he paid for resin for his hurdy-gurdy, patches for his tunic, combs for his beard.

Lindír tried to sing, but soon found it nigh-impossible. A giant’s tongue and lips are, in the end, merely enlarged versions of those of a human. A dragon’s muzzle, being of a totally different shape, could not help but stumble when confronted with lyricism.

“You’re meant for dragon-songs,” Ámnistr once said.

“Dragon-songs?” Lindír had asked. “Do dragons sing?”

“Ah, they do, and beautifully well. Like great horns and mighty pipe-organs, songs to make a heart burst open. But I can no more sing dragon-songs than you can sing mine.”

“I’ll have to ask them to teach me, if we ever meet dragons.”

Though Lindír could not help with Ámnistr’s primary profession, he was able to help in many other ways. Scouting, of course, became easy. But Lindír’s hunting also proved of great benefit. Though his meals were large, a stag or wild boar was still more than enough meat to split evenly between the two companions and leave a few morsels for breakfast. Ámnistr also found himself no longer in need of a lighting-flint, or indeed any tinder at all, for Lindír’s flame could effortlessly ignite even the largest logs. And when their travels brought them into civilized country, where giants were often ill-appreciated, the intimidation which a pet dragon could bring to bear had its own value.

Ámnistr’s first visit to a settled place came a month or so after Lindír joined him. He begged and pleaded with Ámnistr not to be taken inside, pointing out that the giant was suffering from no shortage of food or drink. But Ámnistr shook his head and ran his fingers through his forest of a beard and said that he had a longing for good beer and a need for soap, and that Lindír was going to have to get used to it at some point besides. That was the end of that argument.

It was a small town, or perhaps a very large village, where Ámnistr stopped. It was clear that the folk there had heard of him, though they may not have seen him before. The sight of a giant troubadour was nearly mythological, and almost as many folk merely wanted to lay eyes upon a man thrice normal height as cared to listen to his music. There was some negotiation as to prices and payments, but eventually it was agreed that Ámnistr would stay for a few days, providing musical accompaniment to a few important events which were taking place during that time.

Lindír was terrified. The constant crowds of people swarmed him as though at any moment they might form a human chain and drag him back to the pit. A few people tried to touch him and behave as they did around Ámnistr, gawking at the giant’s pet. Lindír discouraged them. Any human who came too near would be met with bared teeth, a snarl so deep as to vibrate the earth, a quick puff of flame. There was a time or two when a particularly daring human would attempt to touch Lindír regardless; those folk survived with life and limb intact only by Ámnistr’s grace, as he gave Lindír a stern look and told the humans to lay off.

Lindír came to realize over the course of several days that these humans did not see him the same way as his family had, back in the Red Citadel. To them, he was a curiosity, a strange animal from a faraway land. They had heard of dragons, of course, and the devastation that dragons could bring about, but such stories were not commonplace, and besides: wolves could cause damage, and did not people keep dogs as pets?

As Lindír came to understand this, and the humans came to understand his own temperament, they settled into an accord. Humans would not attempt to badger him, approaching only with a gift of meat or pastry, and even then only attempting to run their hands along his scaly flank when he was at his most relaxed. In return, Lindír affected the air of a scarred old stallion, standing apart from the festivities, napping in the dark while Ámnistr sang songs and told stories around roaring firelight.

He always accepted the gifts, though, particularly the pastry. Lindír had never eaten anything but meat before, and though fresh game and livestock still made up the far greatest part of his diet, he found that he did in fact possess a taste for the finer things. Cakes, in particular, were the only foodstuff which he could be brought to savor, letting the saccharine dough dissolve away on his tongue.

Eventually, of course, it came time to leave that first village. Ámnistr’s bag was weighed down with bricks of soap and huge glass bottles of beer, and he whistled for Lindír to rise just before dawn. He hummed a merry tune as he took great strides down the road leading onward.

Lindír had little need for soap, or for beer. Ámnistr gave him a bottle of the latter to drink, but he found it much too bitter for his tastes, and it weighed down his stomach as though there were lead in it, although it should not have been any heavier than the slabs of meat he consumed on a regular basis. Soap would have perhaps been more useful were he not a dragon. Lindír always kept as clean as possible, rubbing his scales in clay-rich riverbank soil before sinking into the rivers themselves. The scales around the edge of his heart-gap, in particular, would become painfully sensitive if allowed to accumulate even the slightest amount of grit. Soap, though appealing as a concept, proved impossible to put into practice. The one time he tried, Lindír had nearly tied himself into knots before admitting that there was no way to apply an even lather to scaled skin.

The second village which Ámnistr stopped at was somewhat akin to the first, in the way that all humans are both akin and different. Similar as well were the third, the fourth, the fifth. By then, Lindír and Ámnistr had settled upon a routine, in which both of them had a part to play. Ámnistr was the showman, his booming voice audible for all to hear as he joked (always with the humans, never at) and negotiated his prices. Lindír, meanwhile, was the show.

He would stalk around the edge of the town square, or in places which had buildings sturdy enough to hold his four-ton body, perch with wings folded and eyes keenly glaring at the inevitable crowd. If he noticed that a good portion of the eyes had turned to him, then he would let them watch, coiling around himself and flaring his wings wide in a gaudy display of crimson scales and flashing teeth. Ámnistr would be sure to speak of his terrible power and strength, while also noting a dragon’s lust for silver and meat, implying that Lindír might be encouraged with gifts, which he would usually be given, and respond to with a great burst of flame or a mighty roar.

Lindír would rarely speak to any but Ámnistr, and then only in private. Partially, this was because he had little to say to humans, and speaking to them would open up the terrifying possibility of conversation. Primarily, though, this habit arose from the first time he did speak, silencing a heckler with a growl of “Be silent, peacock!” The expressions of awe and revelation that rippled across the crowd were worth Lindír’s weight in gold.
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There was one meeting that would remain with Lindír for all of the rest of his life, one that was not merely another stopping point on the journey. He had been traveling with Ámnistr for some time by then, perhaps a bit longer than a year. They had left behind the huge fields of Witland, swimming across the narrow Venden Straits, and found themselves in the wet marshes of Garganland.

There came a winter day when the morning fog refused to be parted by the rising sun, all of the world faded into dim grey. Light rain tapped upon Lindír’s scales and scattered against the forest canopy, dulling sound much as the fog dulled light. Lindír was reminded of when he had once tried to test his lungs by swimming as deep as he could, until the cold and dark of the ocean surrounded him in a crushing embrace.

For two days they walked through that fog, blind and deaf, hoping that they had not been turned about. On the evening of the third day, though, Lindír heard the sound of approaching troops. They could have only been armed men; for alongside the sound of feet trodding over the soft earth, Lindír also heard the clanking of metal. He immediately prepared for conflict, as he had done when they had encountered brigands in the past, half-spreading his wings and letting the flames rise up in his mouth.

Ámnistr followed his lead, Lindír’s acute senses having proven vital in the past. The two companions stood like waymarkers in the fog, every sense straining to discern the intent of the mystery travelers. The sounds of footsteps and clanking metal came ever closer.

Just when Lindír’s anxiety had reached its peak, when he was prepared to charge headlong and smite with flame whatever he saw, a voice broke through the cloud. It sounded like a human voice in volume and timbre, though Lindír could not discern whether it came from a man or a woman, and it spoke no tongue he knew. Ámnistr had been teaching him, and multilinguality was key to a prince’s education, so Lindír knew a very many tongues. The voice spoke only briefly before, to Lindír’s shock, Ámnistr responded in kind.

They conversed but briefly before silence fell and Ámnistr relaxed his guard. Then, while Lindír still stood with his back as tense as a bowstring, the footsteps resumed. A moment later, the strangers emerged from the fog and into Lindír’s view. He was instantly and profoundly awestruck.

There were between twenty and thirty travelers, and they were warriors, or at least most of them were. But in all of his wanderings, Lindír had never seen warriors like them. Their armor, for one thing, was not of mail, nor even the scale armor which he had seen on Namarlander mercenaries and other folk of the South, but appeared more as if some craftsman had been able to recreate the shell of a crab. How the huge silvery plates fitted together so smoothly while still allowing for near-total freedom of movement, he could not understand. They even had individual fingers on their gauntlets.

But the armor-clad ones were not alone. About a quarter of the total group, standing around the edges of the company, were what Lindír could only parse as witches. These ones wore no armor at all, but instead elaborate gowns of ash-grey cloth, finely embroidered with abstract patterns that astounded the mind with their nearly-infinite complexity. Each one also carried a long staff, nearly half as long again as they were tall, made entirely of silvery metal and topped with a burning censer.

Each of the witches, their faces being uncovered, had very plainly been blinded. Some merely wore a blindfold, the cloth of make just as elaborate as that of their dresses. Others had gone to more extreme ends, the places where their eye sockets would have been instead being covered in a layer of hardened wax.

Lindír sat down on his haunches, barely aware of the actions of his body. “It’s beautiful,” he said in a half-whisper. “Who are they?”

Ámnistr raised an eyebrow. “Have you never laid eyes upon a hellira before?”

“I would remember if I had.”

“I am surprised that you do not know of them,” Ámnistr said. “The hellira are a strange and mystical folk. They are an exclusively female people, said to dwell underground in great kingdoms carved from the stone.”

The witches were plainly female; though their dresses covered them from wrist to collar and dragged on the ground as they walked, no effort had been made to conceal the feminine features of face or body. The warriors were more difficult to gender. All of them wore helms, and many of those helms were of a single piece of metal, bearing no more than tiny holes for breathing, lacking even an eye-slit for vision. A few, though, ended just below the nose, allowing their wearers more easy access to speech and breath. Though he could not be certain, the pale skin he did see was without exception beardless.

“They’re very tall, for women,” Lindír said dumbly.

“Tall for human women, perhaps. I imagine two arms and a touch is quite normal for hellira.”

“But if they’re all female, how do they—”

“I don’t know,” Ámnistr interrupted. “They tell stories about what happens to those who dare ask such questions of the hellira. Funny ones, true enough, but they never end well for their protagonists.”

One of the hellira warriors stepped forward and removed her helmet. Her skin was incredibly pale, and her flame-red hair would have been gloriously long had it not been tied back. She spoke to Ámnistr with her eyes still shut; upon hearing her voice was when Lindír realized that this was the same hellira which had originally called out from the fog.

This conversation went on longer than the first, and Lindír recognized Ámnistr’s name being spoken, first by the one it belonged to, and then repeated by the hellira. After a minute, the leader turned to the others and barked a set of orders, at which point they immediately hurried into action.

“What were you talking about?” Lindír asked.

Ámnistr knelt down and began retrieving items from his bag. “Hellira do not often go above ground, as these ones have, so it is a rare opportunity indeed to be able to break bread and share a tale with such as they. I suggested that we make camp together, at least for one night.”




…




As the sun sank in the sky, the hellira made camp, an orderly half-dozen tents in a semicircle around a roaring main fire, which one of the knights ignited without aid from flint or spark. There were several such displays of minor magic as they went about their work. Some of the tents helped set themselves up, and one hellira carried the enormous iron cooking-pot with one arm and no sign of needing to exert herself. The cook-pot they filled with water and dried meat, carrots and turnips, salt and herbs. One pot would not have been enough to feed all of them, of course; but the soup merely acted as supplement to the hard bread which Lindír knew to be the actual staple of every soldier’s diet.

Lindír was able to watch all of this in relative peace, his claws crossed in front of him and his wings half-splayed on the ground, for he and Ámnistr did not have half as elaborate a camp to make. Normally all they ever did was start a fire (easy with Lindír around). Ámnistr kept a blanket the size of a ship’s sail for himself, and Lindír’s scales were more than warm enough to survive the night. Instead, Lindír watched the hellira work. They were like no creature he had ever seen, each movement possessing such graceful economy as to appear dance-like even in heavy armor. If only it weren’t for the matter of the language barrier, Lindír could have made conversation, but having to speak through Ámnistr meant that he could only watch.

As the hellira sat down around the fire, they removed their helmets and the most uncomfortable portions of armor and loosened their tight wrapping of stoicism. Every single one of them, without exception, had found some way of occluding her eyes. Only a few had done so with wax. More common were blindfolds of some variation, ranging from makeshift things to elaborate metallic eye-pieces. A few had had the bright idea to simply keep their helmets on, regardless of the state of their armor from the neck down.

At first, the hellira were languid, more content to sit about and occasionally mutter to themselves or sit in silent repose while they waited for the soup to warm. But as night fell, that changed. The talk grew livelier and more friendly, jokes and comments flying back and forth in the unfamiliar, melodic tongue of the underground. Some of the hellira removed their blindfolds and eyeless helmets, revealing eyes bereft of iris, merely a black orb in the middle of white.

As the soup warmed and the energy of the camp with it, one of the hellira—one of the witches who had been carrying the great staves—stood up and said something to Ámnistr. “You speak our tongue, giant,” Ámnistr helpfully translated. “And I see you have an instrument, there. Does that violin sing hellira songs?”

The hellira were apparently unfamiliar with a hurdy-gurdy. “It does,” Ámnistr responded. “Though only a few. What would you say the occasion is? Joyous, somber?”

“Sore, I would say,” came the reply from one of the hellira knights. “Our march has been long and so far fruitless, with little chance to rest.”

Ámnistr nodded and, after he had explained the exchange to Lindír, spent some time stroking his beard in thought. Then, without preamble, he took up his instrument and began to play. It sounded like a sad song, long notes and melancholy ones. Ámnistr’s booming voice soon accompanied it with verses in the hellira’s language, which was already halfway to being music even when merely spoken. Lindír could not understand the song; but he felt it. It wasn’t quite sad. There was sadness in it, yes, but other things as well, hope and longing and other feelings he couldn’t fully understand. A few of the hellira apparently knew the song and raised their voices, the thin, sharp sound twining around the overpowering bass of Ámnistr’s voice.

When the song ended, the whole camp took a few moments of silence. “What was that song?” Lindír asked after a moment.

“Ah, you don’t know the words. One might term it a paean to the halls which the hellira call their home. If the song bears any resemblance to the truth, then they must be a beautiful sight indeed. A perfect melody for a group of homesick soldiers.”

“Have you never been to those halls?” Lindír said.

Ámnistr shook his head. “As likely as anything, I’d have to crawl on my hands and knees just to fit. No, that tongue I was taught many a season ago, when I spent a year in the court of some king whose name escapes me. His queen was a hellira, and she taught me her tongue and a few songs besides.”

Before Lindír could ask any more about the human king with the hellira wife, a chant rose up from the hellira soldiers. It was one word, or perhaps a short phrase, and from the tone Lindír could tell without translation that it meant something along the lines of “Another!”

Ámnistr obliged with another song, this one rousing and gallant, which he later explained told the story of a great battle between the hellira and the Under-Queens, and of how only the great bravery of Calarel the Strong carried the day in the end. He went directly from that explanation into the third song, which was similar to the first, but if anything even more tender and delicate in its emotions.

Lindír noticed that the third song, in particular, elicited some strange reactions. Though most of the hellira were content merely to listen, a few pairs of them here and there seemed to feel a sudden need for attention. A witch laid her head down in a knightess’s lap, where she slowly stroked her silvery hair. Two knightesses threw their arms around each other and began whispering, occasionally pausing to nip at each other’s ears and throats. Another knightess blushed furiously as the woman next to her sat very close and fix her with an intense look.

When the third song was done (the blushing knightess and her challenger having vanished into one of the tents), Ámnistr admitted that he had no more, at least none that were appropriate for the occasion. The moment he was done, Lindír blurted out the question that had occupied his mind.

“What was that third song?”

“A love song,” Ámnistr replied. “The singer describes the beauty of her love, and the longing she feels when she cannot be around her. Very touching indeed, though I imagine most humans would find it objectionable.”

“A love song,” Lindír murmured to himself. “I suppose that explains some of their behavior. I hadn’t realized that love caused one to act so… foolishly.”

“Foolishly?” Ámnistr said with a chuckle. “You are not the one to criticize others for acting foolishly because of amorous feelings.”

He knew immediately and exactly where this conversation was leading them, and he didn’t like it. Lindír averted his eyes in the hopes that not having to look would somehow assuage the white-hot shame that seared his muzzle. “That’s not the same, and you very well know it.”

“How much more true than you know, nephew,” Ámnistr said. “Nevertheless. You have to admit that it is rather foolish to knock over a full-grown beech tree and—”

“I only did that once!” Lindír protested, his voice rising to a screech. That was a lie. He had only been caught once. “And besides. What business have you sticking your fat nose into mine and that beech tree’s private matters?”

The sheer audacity of the statement nearly knocked Ámnistr over entirely. As it was, he chortled loudly enough to draw comment from the hellira, and slapped his thigh with an open palm to signal that that was the end of the conversation. A few of the hellira asked what had caused the ruckus; to Lindír’s infinite relief, Ámnistr dismissed the question.

Dinner was soon served, the hellira dipping their war-biscuits into the watery soup to make both foodstuffs more edible. Though Ámnistr’s song had faded, the friendly mood hung in the air still, and the hellira talked amongst themselves with gusto. Lindír even asked to try some of their food; he found the war-biscuit to be similar to eating bones in both texture and taste, and the soup to be akin to spring-water emerging from an unusually flavorful source rock. Nonetheless, with nudging from Ámnistr, Lindír did allow a few of the hellira to take a few cuts of smoked meat from his dinner for the enrichment of their own plates.

The night continued to set in more deeply, and as dinner ended the conversation cooled. In ones and twos, the knights and witches alike retired to their tents. Of those who remained, many fell into silent contemplation, staring up at the uncounted stars or down at their own laps, murmuring fragments of the hellira language to themselves as some sort of trancelike state of thought. Lindír found himself naturally falling into such a state as well, perhaps inspired by the aura of ancient wisdom which surrounded the hellira and their witches. He imagined what it must look like in their lightless halls, and could only imagine that the stone was carved with the utmost of delicacy and artistry, as befitting such a race as the hellira.

One witch approached Lindír, outstretching her hand in a wordless request. For once, there was no sense of tension, no fear that the touch would prove hostile. If anything, he felt indebted for the honor of having seen even this small patrol of the underworld’s masters. When he nodded consent, she ran her fingers across his wing-skin, the softness of her touch making his tail shiver.

Then, one hellira, the captain who had spoken to Ámnistr earlier, raised her voice. This discussion, apparently, was important enough that Ámnistr translated. “Say, Giant, whither do you go?” the Captain said. “We chose the path across the moors for knowledge that it held few travelers. That is why we had our fog so thick; we thought there were none about for it to inconvenience.”

“Aye, few go this way aside from brigands and beasts,” said Ámnistr. “But with nephew at my side”—he gestured to Lindír—“I fear neither. But I sought to cross into Garganland, and found this the most direct route. Men might go further north, through the valleys, but I know of a lord there who despises giants, and so avoid them.”

Lindír spoke up. “The fog was their doing?”

Ámnistr repeated the question to the Captain, who nodded and said to Lindír, “It mitigates, if only somewhat, the discomfort of the sun. Even blindfolded or masked, the light troubles us greatly. There is a reason why our witches use wax.”

“Why not travel during the night?” Lindír asked.

“And sleep during the day?” the Captain asked unseriously. “Sleep with a bonfire’s light thrust before your eyes, then ask me again why we do not travel during the night.”

Ámnistr nodded at the wisdom. “So, Captain of the hellira. You have asked me for my bearing; might I not ask yours? What brings you to the surface?”

All at once, the camp fell silent. Every beautiful hellira face gained a dark cast as thoughts turned to fear and uncertainty. Even the Captain took several seconds to force her lips to form the hated words, spitting them out to taint the air. “Homunculi.”

Lindír had never known until that moment whether homunculi were but a story. It was too horrible to be real. Extensions of the wills of the Under-Queens, deformed bogeymen who appeared to steal children and wise men alike and drag them down to the courts of their depraved masters, homunculi had been more of a moral lesson than a real threat. Lindír silently admitted that there was a logic to it, that beings as impossibly beautiful as the hellira would hunt creatures as impossibly awful as homunculi.

Ámnistr’s face blanched. “Homunculi? Are you certain?”

“Completely. A large band, tenscore, overran one of our positions and broke out to the surface. Many companies such as ours have been sent forth to hunt them down. Tell me, giant, have you seen any sign of homunculi?”

“No, and how could I? They can appear however the Under-Queens wish. If they’re at all wise, they will be indistinguishable from a human.”

“Physically, yes,” said the Captain. “But remember that they have no minds of their own; only the mind of the creating Under-Queen inhabits those empty shells. Look into their eyes and you will see no common kindness, but only a bottomless, eternal hate.”

Ámnistr frowned grimly. “Haven’t seen such a thing of late. But I have made no attempt to look either. I’ll keep a wary eye.”

“I could ask of you nothing more. Your purpose is not to hunt homunculi any more than our purpose is to sing songs. I did not mean to upset you.” The Captain looked away from the campfire, toward one of the other tents in the camp. “I should retire. A quiet night to you, giant.”

“And a dimly-lit day to you.”

When Lindír awoke the next morning, some time after dawn, the hellira had already packed up their camp and left, leaving only the cold ashes as proof of their passing. He would often wish to meet hellira again, perhaps with greater knowledge of their tongue, for their ethereal beauty called to him. But he would not have that wish granted for many, many years.
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Lindír was eighteen years of age the first time he set foot within a proper city. It was winter, barely two months after the encounter with the hellira, and though Garganland was a temperate country, no part of the North could escape a blanket of snow when winter came. The fields were barren, the markets empty, the peasant farmers locked indoors as they waited out the starving months.

But, as Ámnistr explained, there was still frivolity to be had. The city of Nederborg was famous for its mid-winter celebration, Koldenfest, and though his journeys with Lindír had caused him to miss the previous two Koldenfests, Ámnistr was determined not to miss a third. Lindír, by this point, had grown used enough to people that the concept of a city did not terrify him. Fear and curiosity sat within him in equal measure as he passed through the gate.

The truth of Ámnistr’s statement became clear immediately. For one thing, everyone recognized him. Cries of “The Drum is here! The Drum is here!” followed the pair through the streets like swarming gnats. Many of the folk of Nederborg were unwilling to leave their homes, fearing the cold, but they threw open their windows to wave at him as he went, and held out their children, that they could see the wonder of the giant musician. Lindír got a good deal of attention as well, and dealt with it with his usual gruffness. A gruffness which lessened somewhat when Ámnistr told the gawkers that Lindír much appreciated treats.

Lindír soon became very familiar with one type of treat in particular, ice-sweet, made from honey and pale white berries and frozen solid in the snow. The ice- part he loathed; it clicked unpleasantly against his teeth and could have done nothing good to his flame. But the -sweet part made up for it, and as ice-sweet was a Koldenfest tradition there was supply enough even for a dragon.

A city was much like a town in many ways, and Ámnistr’s role was the same as always, to sing joyous songs and tell funny stories, though there were a few Koldenfest stand-outs that Lindír had never heard him sing before. Lindír did not get half as much a chance to participate as he usually did. Koldenfest was a time of celebration and bringing into the heart of winter the happiness of spring, not a time for dragons.

So Nederborg became Lindír’s stomping ground. He explored it from the air, his gaze following the folded convolutions of the streets as they appeared from high above. Padding along the avenues, Lindír saw things he had never seen in a small town, moneylenders and jewelers and enormous workshops of glass-blowers. The churches of Nederborg—and there were more than Lindír could count on his front claws—rivaled the chapel of the Red Citadel in sheer scale and elaborateness of decoration. They were monuments not only to those strange human gods, but to the wealth and accomplishment of the city itself.

Then there was the sheer mass of humanity to be found in a proper city. The crowds seemed impossible. Pedestrians filled the streets until the wagons—and how many wagons there were, just to transport goods from one part of the city to another—were forced to part them like a ship moving through ice floes. The city was the truest expression of humanity, Lindír realized, humankind’s arrogance and power in its purest form; for even the farm fields had to work with nature.

As the days went by, Lindír was reminded of his oath, and a seed of fury sprouted within. He hated humans, after all, and all that they built. He was not meant to be some giant’s pet, he was meant to be a ravager, a bringer of devastation, he was meant to be a dragon!

One of the churches, a smaller church in one of the poorer neighborhoods of Nederborg, happened to have a large statue in the courtyard in front of it. It was a stone statue, rough granite, and it was about half again as tall as a man. It depicted Ólor, the god of war, all in his panoply, sword raised as though about to strike, mouth wide in a roar of triumph and challenge. One day Lindír found himself sitting before that statue. He glared at it, his eyes orange and aflame, head lowered. Ólor, the god of war… Sivnis’s murderer. This statue, torn from the rock and cruelly hewn into a new form, was a symbol of the gods of humanity, of their triumph, of what humans thought of those creatures that were not like them. All that Lindír hated about humanity, he placed upon the shoulders of that statue. As he glared at it, stomach heavy with fire, he found that the graven face of the god of war began to resemble that of his father.

Lindír sprang upon the statue, biting and clawing at it. There was no strategy, no goal behind his attack other than the impetuous rage of a wolf set upon a scarecrow. His teeth could not cut stone as they did flesh, but they bit deep, and his claws scored the statue’s false armor. Petulant puffs of flame burst from his jaws at odd intervals, singeing black the statue’s undamaged skin.

At the sight of this apparently-sudden attack, the folk of the town stampeded away from the courtyard, screaming and wailing that the dragon had gone mad. Had it been merely between Lindír and the humans, catastrophe might have followed. The town guard would have been assembled and fallen upon Lindír with crossbows and long spears, whereupon a great battle would have taken place, ending with Lindír enraged and who knows how many men dead before him. But the town guard would take some time to assemble. Time enough, as it happened, for Ámnistr to overhear the commotion and rush to Lindír’s side.

His rage mostly spent, Lindír stalked a tight circle around the foot of the statue. He still hated it, growling and glaring and letting sparks drip from his jaws in a display whose only audience was carved from grey stoneThe first attack had uprooted several of his teeth, leaving his mouth bloody and sore while the freshly-grown points punctured his gums and leaving the dragon reluctant to attack again. It was this scene: an empty courtyard, a furious dragon, and a scarred statue, that Ámnistr arrived to.

“Nephew,” he said. “What’s this new anger I see? You look bitten.”

Lindír struggled to to force his tongue to form the words of the northern tongue rather than the guttural growls of rage rising up from within. “I hate them,” he finally said. “The humans, their gods, I hate them all.”

Ámnistr frowned. He approached Lindír carefully, gingerly, one hand outstretched in a gesture of comfort. “This about your ma and pa?”

Lindír scowled. It had been a mistake to relinquish the secret of his upbringing to Ámnistr. He had only done it out of weakness, on a dark night when he was wracked by nightmares, and the scars on his snout would not stop stinging. Now Ámnistr was bringing it up again.

“I am a dragon!” Lindír cried. “I should be a terror of humanity, a hunter, not something they gawk at in the streets! What is a dragon, if not a beast to be feared?”

“A dragon can be many things,” Ámnistr said. He spoke softly, barely above a whisper, and was now but a couple of steps from Lindír. “A terror’s one of ‘em, that much is true. Who put it in your head that that was the end of the list?”

“Nobody told me,” Lindír lied. His maids had told him as a child. His parents had told him as an adolescent. “I figured it out. I know the story of Sivnis, the great beast of Hundrland, the greatest of all dragons. Humans have their pathetic gods. I have her.”

Ámnistr placed a hand on Lindír’s shoulder, just before where the wing met the neck. The touch made Lindír ache. His rage melted away, leaving only pain and weakness. He sank low to the ground, expecting admonishments, fury, caustic spite.

But Ámnistr spoke softly, running his fingers across Lindír’s rough scales with the acuity of a musician. “Nephew, there was something I meant to show you when Koldenfest was done.”

“What was it?”

“A relic of the past,” the Drum said. “Something with… meaning, to me and my kin. But I see now that it might mean more to you than to me. We could leave this city today, if it calls to you.”

Lindír raised his head to look at Ámnistr’s squinting, ancient eyes. “Why? What would it matter to me if I’ve never seen it before?”

“Can’t rightly explain that now. It’s not the nature of the place, it’s…” Ámnistr sighed. “My words are failing me. But I think it’ll do you good, nephew. Ease your pain.”

“Then show it to me. I’ll be on the hill, north of town.”




…

To the east of Nederborg, forming the border between Garganland and the neighboring country of Teirheim, was a land of jagged hills and low mountains. It was into those mountains that Lindír and his mentor traveled, climbing steadily upward over the course of three long days.

The frigidity of winter already bit deep in the lowlands around Nederborg. But with altitude and distance from the warm waters of the inland sea came cold beyond anything Lindír had ever experienced in his life. All of existence was blanketed in layers of fine white, and the air bit at every fraction of exposed flesh, until Lindír was sure that not even his flame would be able to preserve him.

Lindír asked several times what it was that Ámnistr sought, and was given only vague answers that he would know when he saw it. If it were anyone else, Lindír would have long since turned back, believing it a waste of time. But in the relatively short time that he had come to know the giant, so great a trust had been cultivated between the two of them that Lindír was willing to go on with no promise of reward at all.

He began to see it on the third day. The hills and mountains swaddled many old things, huge boulders and great trees. But never before had Lindír seen squat structures of stone hidden betwixt the peaks, standing tall yet abandoned like old gravestones in a cemetery the size of a city. At first there were only one or two at a time, small outposts, but with each passing meadow they became more frequent. Sometimes they would sit in twos or threes, brothers lying at rest and watching the centuries pass, and sometimes there would be a single huge structure with many smaller ones clustered around it. And then, at last, Lindír and Ámnistr crested a hill which seemed the same as all the others, only to see laid out before them a sight which stole the breath from Lindír’s lungs.

Covering the hills and valleys like a great grey forest lay not scores of these ancient ruins, but hundreds of them, thousands, stretching out so far that not even Lindír could see an end to them through the snow and haze. Clusters of grey stone huts stood together, separated by paved roads now overgrown with moss. Huge domed structures and towers to shame the keep of the Red Citadel loomed over them in the distance. Lindír, accustomed to a world built for humans, suddenly felt the altogether new sensation of being utterly small.

“Once,” Ámnistr pronounced, “this place was called Yrgastrond. It was a city of my kin, and the place of my birth. Now it’s just ruins. Come, nephew. There’s a camp to make.”

Descending from the hilltop into the midst of the ruins of Yrgastrond felt like walking slowly and calmly into the open maw of a behemoth. Though Lindír knew he could open his wings and fly away at any moment, he felt pressed to the earth, as though only by avoiding the air would he avoid the city’s despite. Only as he followed Ámnistr down the remnants of the city’s enormous avenues did he realize the extent of its decrepitude. From a distance, all of the structures had appeared alike, and he had processed each one as a proud husk of its former self. Up close, however, he saw that there were a substantial number which had collapsed entirely and been overgrown with foliage. There were animals amongst the ruin as well, rats and weasels and hardy birds which found the stone hollows and outcroppings to suit them.

Indeed, there was enough foliage around for Ámnistr to form a small but resolute fire, warming his hands upon it and heating some preserved venison at least enough to be edible. They ate in silence. Finally, when there was nothing left to do but watch the city fall into darkness, Ámnistr spoke once more.

“So, nephew. What know you of the fate of the giants?”

“Little,” Lindír said. “They ruled the world, they built many spectacular things, and then they… died? Left? Faded away?”

“Aye, that is the gist of it.”

“You said you were born here. What happened?”

“War, I think. Or perhaps famine. Or war because of famine. I don’t remember, to speak the truth. I was but a lad, then, and kenned little; and what I did ken I have mostly forgotten. The humans love telling stories about it. Say my kind was the older sort, the more sinful sort. We failed to follow the ways of the gods, and so our sin sank into the bones like gangrene until we inevitably grew sick and died.”

“Is that what happened? Is that what caused the war?”

Ámnistr shrugged. “Maybe it is. Or maybe it was just a run of bad luck. Bad winters, bad harvests, the right men making the wrong choices at the wrong time. Once a war starts, its tough to stop. All that I know is…” Ámnistr looked down into the fire, his brow wrinkled and furrowed, and when his gaze rose to meet Lindír’s, it was a gaze that spoke to pain beyond reckoning. “…it’s been many years since the last time I crossed paths with another giant. Longer still since I met any that weren’t old strays like me.”

“I suppose that makes two of us,” said Lindír.

“Aye, it does.”

“They didn’t deserve it,” Lindír continued. “You should have been able to live with your people. There should still be a home for giants to return to.”

“Maybe so,” Ámnistr said. “But the thing you have to understand is that it means nothing.”

“There’s no need for pointless pessimism!” Lindír raised his head, bending it back like a swan’s to put himself on equal level with the Drum. “Of course it meant something. They were your people, uncle.”

“Pessimism? No, not pessimism. It’s just the truth. None of it meant a thing. You see that little rat-thing, nephew, burrowing away under the rubble?” Ámnistr raised one fur-clad hand in the direction of a nearby ruin. “That creature has a home because Yrgastrond fell. And he means just as much as any of the giants who lived here, as much as me, as much as you, as much as all the rest. My folk built Yrgastrond over five hundred years, and all their work amounted to a nest for rats.”

“Then all the work was a waste? And the demise of your people meant nothing to you?” Lindír slid closer to the fire, his limbs shifting uneasily and his wings shuffling about. “What am I supposed to learn from this, besides to despise the world?”

Ámnistr scowled, and for a moment Lindír feared that he had aroused the old giant’s ire. How long had it been when last Lindír had been afraid of that? When next Ámnistr spoke, his tone was low and gruff. “The demise of my people meant everything, nephew. Because I still live, and my heart remembers those who are gone. And when Yrgastrond was built, all those who built it, it mattered to them as well, because it was their home, and the home for their kind and kin. But in a thousand years, when I am laid to rest, who will care for the demise of the giants then?”

“Someone will,” Lindír said. “I’m sure of it.”

“As a story, perhaps. But not as a real thing. Nothing lasts forever.”

Lindír settled back down, gazing deeply into the campfire. There he stayed for some time. Ámnistr’s words rolled about in his mind, accumulating and shedding layers of meaning as he tried to grasp at them, to hold them tight in his claws and turn them about. But every attempt he made, they slipped away, rejecting him. At last, Lindír spoke again; but he did not speak to Ámnistr. The words drifted off into the wind.

“If there is no legacy, then what am I? I spent my whole life in the shadow of death. If that shadow is all there is, death stalking ever closer and with it the total destruction of all I am and ever will be… then why not simply go back to the Red Citadel?”

Ámnistr’s expression fell. He thrust out both hands, warming them on the fire, though surely by that point they were more than sufficiently warm. “Oh, poor thing. That’s not what I meant by it. For a troubadour, I can make a hash of words.” He cracked his knuckles and coughed, clearing a pernicious bit of effluvia from his throat. “There’s a story I haven’t told you yet. Mind?”

Lindír’s neck coiled, chin only barely lifted from the cold, hard soil. He turned away from the fire and looked out at the ruin; as the sun set, the nocturnal wildlife grew ever more active, bringing the ruins to life with each passing minute. The only light was the dim orange halo cast by their campfire. A good time for telling a story, he decided.

“Tell it,” Lindír said, “if you think it will help. Or if it won’t. I suppose you think that it doesn’t matter.”

Ámnistr made no comment, but merely prepared to story-tell. It was a ritual that Lindír had seen scores of times previous, at nearly every village and town at which they had stopped in the duration of their companionship. The giant became still as a statue, aside from his great belly, which expanded and released with heavy breath. He gazed straight ahead, as though reading from words carved into a far-off mountainside. When he spoke, his speech was as melodious as his songs.
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“Beyond seven mountain ranges, beyond seven rivers, there was a town whose name has been long forgotten. It was a good town, with fertile fields of grain and orchards of apples, a town square where merchant and cobbler could rub shoulders, and even a lord whose purse was always open for charitable causes. There was little to remark about this town, besides its goodness; indeed, there were other towns that were just as good. But none could claim that this town, in particular, was not the best a town could be.

“But alas, all good things must come to an end. And the end of this town came in the form of a mighty dragoness. Her name, too, has been forgotten, for though she was stronger than many dragons, there were other dragons who were just as strong. Her title and her deeds, though, they are remembered, and I shall tell you them now.

“The dragoness arrived all a-flame, and with her claws and teeth and fire she burned and tore and smashed the homes and shops of the town. At once, the few knights who lived in the town and the handfuls of townsfolk who knew the art of spear or crossbow gathered together and fought the dragoness. They were brave men, one and all, with sharp steel and stalwart shields. But they could not match a dragoness’s might, and so perished to a man.

“Their valorous deaths were not in vain, however, for a few strikes of spear and shots of bow, through luck or skill, had pierced the dragoness’s scales. She was forced to cease her rampaging and lick her wounds amidst all the ruin she had wrought. And it was there and then that a young woman, no older than twenty, walked up to the dragoness.

“Her name is forgotten, for though she was beautiful, there were other women even in that town who were as beautiful as she. They say her hair was the red of fresh clay, and her eyes like fine hazel-wood, and her lips were as soft and pink as fruit. But she was not named for her beauty, but for her mind; though she did sometimes cry, she never despaired, and even in the worst times was never without hope. And so they called her Ever-joy.

“Ever-joy approached the dragoness, her face free from fear, until she was close enough that the dragon could hear the soft sound of her slippers on the stone. The dragoness raised her head and made ready to snap her up when Ever-joy did something that the dragoness could not have expected: she offered to brush the soot and dirt from off of her scales.

“The dragoness, though by no means a vain creature, was so taken aback by this request that she allowed it. Ever-joy took out a stiff horse-hair brush and began to sweep the soot and dust from the dragoness’s scales. But she was not quiet while she worked. Instead, she talked with the dragoness. Ever-joy asked her about all the places she had been, and all of the battles she had fought. She asked about how often she cleaned herself, and what it felt like to fly. And as her brush revealed the many scars that webbed the dragoness’s hide, Ever-joy asked about those too.

“But eventually Ever-joy, always deft of hand and skilled at chores, finished cleaning the dragoness. Before the dragoness could rise and rush away to continue her path of destruction, Ever-joy spoke again. This time, having seen how many scars decorated the dragoness’s hide, she offered to rub a certain herb into them, an herb which her aunt had once told her was good for old injuries. The dragoness enjoyed the generosity of the girl who would soon be her victim, and she knew that tearing down the stones of the town’s churches would cause her scars to scream with pain if not treated. So when Ever-joy said that she would need only a scant few minutes to retrieve the herbs in question, the dragoness relented.”

Ámnistr paused then, for something had pierced the stillness and silence of the great barrow of Yrgastrond. In almost any other part of the world that sound would have been utterly unremarkable, if even it was audible over the never-ending chitter of wild creatures and wind. Lindír turned to the side, trying to peer through the night to locate the source of it, but he could see nothing. And yet it was as plain as day: they had both heard a noise in the dark, as though two stones had been stricken suddenly against each other. After a moment, the Drum composed himself, and resumed as he had gone.

“When Ever-joy returned, a jar of sweet-smelling herbs in hand, the dragoness lay lazily upon the loam, eyes half-shut and claws tucked underneath her. Ever-joy sat once more at the dragoness’s side, crushing the leaves in the palm of her hand and rubbing them along the long white lines of scar. This time, she did not ask questions of the dragoness, but instead gossiped like a hen. She told stories about the townsfolk, secrets she had learned from them that she could tell to no other, of hidden plots and torrid love affairs.

“But eventually that, too, was done, and the dragoness rose to her feet to resume her rampage. She gave her thanks to Ever-joy. But Ever-joy wrinkled her nose, and said that the dragoness’s teeth were full of rotten meat and char, and stank horribly. She made one last offer: before the dragoness flew off, would she not allow Ever-joy to climb into her mouth and clean her teeth, if only a little? The dragoness agreed.

“So she rested her chin on the ground, and hinged her jaw open wide, and allowed Ever-joy to step within. Once more, Ever-joy was not silent while she picked away at the detritus; for she never worked in silence. This time, she spoke from her heart’s heart. It was a tragedy, she said, that so powerful a creature as this dragoness should be reduced to a life of constant destruction. She was scarred from countless battles against countless foes, her scales and teeth stained and tainted with rot and ruin, and for what?

“That done, Ever-joy stepped out from between the dragoness’s jaws, and admitted that she had rendered her as clean and healthy as could be. There was no more reason to delay, and the dragoness could destroy as much as she wished. Ever-joy opened her arms wide and suggested that she be the first victim.

“But the dragoness did not move. Instead she spoke. She said that she had traveled far, and caused more suffering than she could ever make an accounting of. And now this little human girl had shown her kindness and eased her pain. Ever-joy had told her so much about the town and its people that she could no longer bear to see it incinerated, and she especially could not bear to see the light in those hazel-wood eyes extinguished.

“At this, Ever-joy threw up her arms and rejoiced, for this was what she had hoped to accomplish all along. Immediately she hugged the dragoness’s snout and began to ramble about plans for the future. The first thing would be to fix the buildings which had been destroyed, which would be no struggle with dragon’s strength. And then, perhaps, the dragoness could live in the town, to protect it against the dangers of war and foul magic, and tell stories of her travels to the people, and let the children ride upon her back.

“The dragoness agreed that, if it meant being able to live where Ever-joy lived, that she could do as she had suggested. Slowly, as the townsfolk realized that they were no longer in danger, they emerged to look upon the wondrous thing: a dragoness tamed by a young woman. And a person whose name has been forgotten, for there were many other people just like them, shouted forth a title for the dragon. They called her Small-home.

“And if they have not died yet, then they still live today.”

Ámnistr lowered his head, gazing once more into the fire. After a moment, Lindír wriggled spasmodically, the utter stillness he had taken on during the full duration of the story suddenly catching up to him all at once.

“That was a stupid story,” he said. “How many men did Small-home put in the ground, only to be forgiven as though it were nothing?”

Ámnistr shrugged. “She did not kill any more.”

“This is a story for children,” Lindír said with a sneer. “A dragon’s mind is not so easily changed, especially not from a proper dragon to a… a toy pony! Why did you tell me this?”

“A toy pony? That is not how I read the tale; I see not a toy pony, but a guardian, a pillar around which the town can build itself ever higher. Who ever said that a dragon could not be that, too?”

Lindír shifted closer to the flames. “What is your lesson, then? That I should abandon all I am, become whatever others need of me?”

“Nephew, please,” the giant said with a frown, a hint of righteous anger playing at the edges of his voice. “You cannot live your life by the principles of others. Find your own path, a path that will bring you peace. That’s what I’m trying to teach you.”

But he was finding his own path, Lindír thought. Had he not been doing so ever since he escaped from the Red Citadel, ever since he had sworn to live free of humanity? Or was he merely defining himself under another set of borrowed principles?

Before he could do much to ponder this lesson of Ámnistr’s, Lindír heard once more a strange sound. This one was a creaking, almost exactly the creak of a tree branch being bent by strong wind. But there was no time for Lindír to ponder the sound’s origin, nor even to turn his head to face its direction: for the creaking was quickly followed by the susurrus of something cutting through the air, revealing both noises for their true nature.

Ámnistr cried out in sudden pain: an arrow had struck him in the head, leaving an ugly line of blood upon the side of his skull. The first arrow was followed by others, a score of deadly shafts, venomous stinging insects flitting through the night. None were aimed so well as the first; one struck Ámnistr in the arm, a few shattered across Lindír’s scales, and the bulk of them scattered across the ground between the two of them. Lindír spun to face the direction of the onslaught, tail whipping up a whirlwind, and screeched his rage out into the cold winter night. Then he charged.

True combat had been all but nonexistent on the road. Even the largest and most vicious bands of brigands took one look at an adolescent dragon and vanished into the underbrush, thankful merely to have been overlooked. Trolls, so dimwitted as to think themselves invulnerable, were also cowardly, and as soon as they had been introduced to pain from a firm strike of Lindír’s claws, retreated as well.

As Lindír came upon the first of the attackers, he recognized immediately two things. First was that they were mere humans, clad in armor and carrying horn-bows and curved blades. The second was that they were not bandits or thieves, but true warriors. The body which Lindír seized in his jaws was protected—though insufficiently—by a shell of steel armor. Scale armor, not mail. In his rage, Lindír did not comprehend the obvious implication. Battle was upon him, and the memory of Ámnistr, his beloved uncle, falling to an arrow spurred him onwards into incredible violence.

The attackers showed their merit even as Lindír slaughtered them; though he could smell their fear, crisp and icy, they nonetheless reacted with reason and skill. Those closest to him dropped bows in favor of swords and attempted flanking attacks, while those further away fired their bows as best they could while doing their best to maintain that distance. They were coordinated, shouting orders to one another in a tongue which sounded like no language spoken in the North. One man even managed to wound Lindír in his final moments, his blade cutting deep into the soft flesh of Lindír’s gums an instant before his ribcage was crushed. It was as if this foe had fought Lindír before, and knew his movements.

But a dragon’s rage is a powerful force, and though here and there Lindír would be pricked in the wing-membrane by an arrow, or be cut in the palate of his mouth by a sword, or in one case kicked in the eye by an armored boot, these were trifling injuries. Eight men fell before his wrath, or maybe nine, their corpses crushed and bleeding, and the stream of arrows abated as quivers ran dry. Lindír grinned a wolf’s grin as the soldiers cried out in desperation for aid or further orders. Those cries were replied to by a clear call in another and altogether distinct voice. This one Lindír knew.

Violence fled him, replaced with cold, heavy dread. Lindír rushed through the ruins, weaving his way around worn pillars and crumbling archways until he found himself standing in front of the sight he had hoped would never come to be. Crouched atop one of the ruins, a bow in hand, was a woman clad in armor scale, with a high-peaked helm and a cloak about her shoulders.

Time stopped there and then, for Lindír’s heart had ceased to beat. The one who had freed him, the one at whose feet he could lay all the freedom and joy of the last two years, had returned to slay him. Al-Khanjar’s bow was aimed squarely at Lindír’s face, a mere moment from loosing its payload with murderous intent. It had never been meant that they should meet again like this; he had thought of it so often over the past two years, of how fate might one day bring them together once more; but always in those dreams it had been on an open field and under a brilliant blue sky, perhaps with Lindír’s conquests behind him. Not like this.

Razan pulled back on the bowstring. Lindír acted on swift instinct, for even as he had stood frozen his throat had begun to tense and his chest to light up with the flames of spite. The arrow was let fly at the very same moment as a puff of flame vomited forth from Lindír’s mouth. Al-Khanjar was engulfed, and for an instant Lindír feared that he had slain her there and then.

But the flames only licked against Sir Razan. There was a sizzling sound, and the air was suddenly heavy with the sulfurous odor of burnt hair. She stumbled backwards, dropping her bow off the edge of the ruin and nearly following it to the ground. Even wounded she maintained flawless balance, and leapt down to a lower level of the ruins, where the great stones would shield her from further attack. Lindír tried to advance, unsure of what he would do, only for his hand to run up against a wooden shaft. The arrow which Al-Khanjar had loosed had come to land precisely between two of his fingers; she had intentionally spoilt the shot.

“Why, Razan?” Lindír said, his accent black with tragedy. “Why do this, and for that matter, how? I don’t understand.”

Al-Khanjar did not reply, but instead screamed out a few clipped sentences of Namaric. A brief while later, the survivors of her company all rushed to surround her, warily eyeing Lindír but loosing no more arrows. One of them climbed quickly up the ruin and set to work with a satchel of salves and potions, treating the painful burns which Lindír had inflicted.

“The giant. Who is he?”

“Ámnistr the Drum. A troubadour. He and I have been traveling together a little over a year now. I’ll never forgive you if you’ve hurt him too badly.”

“I’ve fought giants before,” Al-Khanjar said. “He’ll heal.”

Lindír sat down on his haunches and raised his snout to the twilit sky. “Ámnistr!” he cried. “Are you alright? Speak to me!”

There was a brief hesitation, during which the loudest noise in all of Yrgastrond was the hammering of Lindír’s heart. After a moment, though, Ámnistr replied, speaking an obscure dialect of the north, presumably one which he believed would not be understood by Razan or any of her archers.

“I’m alright, nephew. Bleeds like a stuck pig, but I’m all in my senses. What’s happening over there?”

“We are… known to one another.”

“You’ve been learning,” Razan said. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard that language. What’s it like, traveling with a troubadour? Are you his… apprentice?”

“Assistant, more like,” said Lindír. “I can’t sing, you see. Don’t have the mouth for it. But he tells stories just as well as sings, and nothing excites the imagination of a crowd quite like a dragon.”

“So you’ve found an occupation, then. I suppose that’s as good a thing as any to do with one’s freedom. I had always thought you were more the adventurous type…”

At this, Lindír took offense. “You speak as though I’ve settled down and become a shepherd or a pottery-maker.” He raised one claw officiously to his chest, shutting his eyes and tilting his head with pride. “I’m a traveller. I’ve met hellira.”

Al-Khanjar hesitated at that. Lindír could not see her face, not through the facade of the ruin behind which she had taken cover. But from the wistful sigh which she gave, he could envision her expression of longing. “God shows his favor in the strangest of ways… I’ve wanted to meet a hellira my entire life, and you met one within two years of leaving home.”

“Oh, yes, it was an awe-inspiring sight. I hope to meet them again; though, given that the incursion of homunculi has no doubt been extinguished by now, I’m afraid it will be even less likely.” Lindír squinted, smugness replaced with sudden curiosity. “But why do you wish to see them?”

Again, hesitation. Al-Khanjar burbled and blustered, childish in the way she tried to make some kind of excuse. This time, Lindír’s curiosity got the better of him. Moving carefully, his back arched so as to even the distribution of weight, Lindír circled around the side of the ruin, craning his serpentine neck so as to finally get a good view of his rescuer and enemy.

Razan had her helmet off, and her hair had done as it was wont to do and turn into a complete mess of curls that fired off in every direction. There was a pale cream spread all across her face and down the side of her neck, and one of her followers—another warrior woman, Lindír realized—was fussing with something around her collarbone. Razan looked terribly embarrassed.

But upon realizing that Lindír could see her, she immediately threw that embarrassment away, replacing it with a smirk of ribaldry. “Well, who would not want to see a troop of two-arm-tall warrior women who have never felt the touch of a man, eh?” She clapped the healer on the shoulder and said a few sentences of Namaric, presumably repeating the joke, judging based on the round of chuckles that passed through the survivors of the battle.

“Would you like to hear about what happened?”

“Please,” Razan replied. “It will take my mind off of…” She gestured broadly at the burns on her face and the woman doing her best to heal them.

So Lindír did tell the story of the encounter with the hellira, if only in brief, making sure to describe them in as much detail as he could recall. Razan, despite her attempts at appearing neutral, clearly hung upon his every word. Slowly, Lindír continue to circle around the side of the ruin, growing closer to Razan all the while, until eventually his shoulder came to be within arm’s reach of her as he talked. She reached out, even as the medic still fussed over her, and idly picked dirt and debris out of the gaps between Lindír’s scales.

When the story of the hellira was done Lindír began the recitation of another, an encounter with a nosy child in one of the larger towns. But he was not even at the middle point of that story when he stopped, suddenly overcome by the recognition of context.

“What are we doing, Razan? I cannot tell you stories like this as though you are still a stranger visiting my cell in the Red Citadel. You have not even explained why you are here!”

“No, no I have not,” Razan said grimly. “Your mother wants you back, Lindír.”

“And? What do my mother’s whims have anything to do with you?”

“I am her sworn knight. Or, rather, your father’s, and the kingdom he represents. I swore myself to Hvalheim. And the first mission with which they charged me was to set out to retrieve you.”

Lindír felt as though he had been struck across the middle of the chest. He crumpled, not quite falling to his knees and elbows, but bending his neck forward until he could hide his own face under his body with grief.

“You saw what they had done to me, you saw their cruelty, and still you chose to serve them?”

“I didn’t know they were going to send me after you,” Al-Khanjar said, now more insistently. “But yes, I swore myself to them. Why do you think I visited the Red Citadel at all? I was in need of an employer. A warrior who fights only for herself is merely a bandit.”

How many stories did Lindír know which ended with the hero, a knight-errant of great gallantry, finding a just and righteous king to whom he could swear his service?

“Was there really no other choice? Could you not have found a better cause to join, one which would not have led to you putting an arrow in my uncle’s skull?”

Razan looked up at Lindír, her brown eyes transmogrified by dark into two pits of emotion. Rage, frustration, hate, pity, all these things spilled forth onto Lindír, harsh as the acid-water of a volcanic pool, except that his scales would offer no defense there.

“How little you know of the ways of kings.” Razan sighed again. “Enough moral philosophy. We have a practical matter to work out.”

“Which is?”

“I cannot return to tell your father that I found you, only to have a sudden attack of moral compunction and give up the fight. That would be a violation of my oath, and I dare not imagine how he would react to such a violation.”

“What, then?” asked Lindír. “I can tell by your tone that you do not intend on attacking me further. What shall you do?”

Razan had no answer, not at once. She muttered something to herself, something in a language which Lindír did not speak.

“Perhaps you could break your oath,” Lindír said. “Come with me, or find your own—”

“No,” said Razan. “Not feasible. But I have an idea of my own. Lean forward and come down here.”

Lindír did as he was asked, and Al-Khanjar examined him: not the way one looks at a peer, but in the same manner as an auctioneer inspects cattle.

“Those pebbles you have where your neck meets your jaw,” Razan asked, “are they… sensitive?”

“Not compared to any of my other scales,” said Lindír. “Why?”

“If I cut loose one of those scales and bring it back to the Red Citadel, that should prove that you and I did come into conflict. That, and the burns on my face.”

Lindír tensed. He had known pain, of course; indeed, the arrows with which Razan’s own soldiers had pierced him were still embedded in his flesh. But it rankled his pride to allow himself to be cut; and in the absence of the rush of battle, the pain was far more real. He shut his eyes. This was the best, only way to ensure that Sir Razan’s security.

“Very well,” Lindír said.

He slipped a short distance closer, bowing his neck and turning his head to place the large, pebbly scales of his jaw within reach of her blade. There he remained for a good while; it took longer than he had expected for Al-Khanjar to shoo off the medic, retrieve her sword, and rise to her feet. She crossed the gap between them without a word, and in similar silence aimed her stroke. It took a single blow with all of her might, aimed with absolute care, to sever a scale. Lindír felt only the briefest sting of pain; when he opened his eyes once more, Razan was crouched down, holding a scale longer than her hand.

“Thank you, Lindír.”

“I am sorry for your slain men,” he replied. “This is the least I could do.”

“No need for an apology,” replied Razan. “Or did you forget we attacked you unprovoked? Now I must bid you farewell; we have corpses to take care of.”

Lindír protested greatly, even offering to aid her in disposing of the dead. Razan refused absolutely, insisting that he go and speak to Ámnistr instead. Confused, even wounded, Lindír eventually had no choice but to relent.

Ámnistr was still sitting by the same fire. He had, with needle and thread, sewn up the wound in his skull, and plastered against it a wet strip of cloth to keep out dirt and foul elements. Lindír proceeded to fret over him, insisting that he be careful and testing him for any lingering effects of the injury. By all accounts, the wound had not been overly severe; the arrowhead had bit into the bone, but not pierced it, and the only real effect of the injury was profuse bleeding which Ámnistr knew well how to stanch.

“I heard you running your jaws, nephew,” Ámnistr said, redirecting the course of the talk. “Did you know these folk?”

“Yes,” Lindír admitted.

“Who were they?”

Lindír hesitated for a while. He had never spoken precisely about his past to Ámnistr. Certainly, the Drum knew that he had been raised in captivity and only recently granted freedom. But Razan had gone unremarked, as had the exact nature of what it was that he had been freed from. Lindír rattled with dissatisfaction at his own understanding of language.

“An acquaintance at the lead of a party of dragon-hunters,” he said. “Once, fate had us on the same side, but now we are in opposition. I convinced them to hold to that old friendship, at least this time.”
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Winter faded into spring. Spring bloomed into summer. Lindír’s nineteenth summer died, and from its corpse emerged autumn. Things were never quite the same after Razan’s surprise appearance; the threat of her return, or some other mercenary sent by the throne of Hvalheim, was ever-present. Some nights, Lindír could do nothing but worry and worry and worry, seeing in every shadow another blade aimed at Ámnistr’s skull. But, for once, Lindír’s worries did not get the better of him.

There were other stories that Ámnistr told, other towns and cities that they visited. The Drum sang songs, and his mastiff awed the people with flashes of scale and claw and flame. From the forests of Garganland to the hills of Fóthrheim they traveled. Lindír tasted a score of fine meats and a score of sweet pastries from a score of kingdoms, and enjoyed them all. As long as Lindír was at Ámnistr’s side, he was content.

True happiness, though, eluded him. It could not be said that there was anything missing from Lindír’s life traveling with the giant. He had plentiful food, both given in trade and obtained through theft; he had companionship, both from Ámnistr’s lively storytelling and from all of the various humans that he met along the way; he even found some measure of comfort, sleeping sometimes under the giant’s huge fur cloak, or within the hollowed-out drinking halls of their host cities. But when life slowed, Lindír could not help but feel unfinished.

There was a river of molten rock in the bottom of Lindír’s heart. He didn’t remember when last it had flowed freely, belching ash and toxic gas. Perhaps it had been before his birth, or when he had dreamed of bloodshed and conquest in the dark beneath the Red Citadel, but there was a time when it had erupted so fiercely and with such heat that it had carved for itself a long channel in the very bedrock of his being. Now that channel was all but empty, the lava having hardened to black crust. There would be no true happiness so long as Lindír did not know how to make the river of liquid rock flow once more.

The town of Brautarnir lay in the coastal highlands of Gulliheim, a country of mountain ranges and plateaus, where volcanoes showered the sky with red embers and men scratched at the rock to claim ores of every description. Indeed, the town itself would not exist were it not for a deep vein of silver and lead ore found within the colossal heart-rock emerging from the side of the nearby mountain. It lent the whole place a refreshingly toxic air. The small stream which kept the town watered was only barely drinkable, and many of the people who watched Lindír and Ámnistr enter the town were possessed of discolored hands and wheezing lungs.

Though stricken by sickness, the people of Brautarnir were nonetheless friendly folk who welcomed Ámnistr’s arrival with the same shouts and greetings as did most who met the arrival of the giant troubadour. Lindír was treated with some caution, for good reason, but no unfriendliness. Indeed, he was feeling a bit less cantankerous that day than on any day in the previous month, for the saturation of mining debris in the air and soil made him feel somewhat at home.

At the town center, Ámnistr made an introductory song, a jaunty tune about love or some such thing, then went off to speak with the town’s leaders about payment and services. Lindír, meanwhile, lay down upon the earth and spread his wings so as to absorb as much heat as possible from the thin autumn sun while the bravest that Brautarnir had to offer petted his tail.

A few minutes later, when he happened to open his eyes for a few moments, he saw a figure standing at the edge of the town square staring at him. Little could be seen of the shape of them, for most of their body was covered over by a brownish cloak: what was visible was that they were quite tall, quite pale, and completely bereft of hair. Lindír made eye contact with the strange person, inviting them to approach. He could not manage it for long, though, for immediately upon looking at that face he felt a profound discomfort. So he lowered his head back onto the flagstones and resumed napping.

When, some time later, Ámnistr returned, Lindír asked him about the strange being and what they might have been doing.

“Must have been one of the druids,” he said, nodding.

“Druids?” said Lindír.

“Have you no knowledge of druids, nephew? I suppose with an upbringing as isolated as yours…”

“I know what druids are!” Lindír moaned. “But I was under the impression that they tended to be found in isolated forest glens suffused with holy power, or atop mountains or the like.”

“Aye, usually,” Ámnistr said. “But sometimes not. These ones, I hear it, are wandering, begging, seeking truth and wisdom and the like. You should keep away from them.”

Lindír reared back, quirking his head and ruffling his wings with disconcertion. “Why? I thought they were holy folk.”

“They are holy folk, yes. But druids can be capricious. They don’t like to be disturbed, I ken it, and a druid’s annoyance is sharper than a wasp’s sting.” Ámnistr crouched down low, and spoke quietly. “And the town master told me that these ones have something odd about them. Sinister business. Make strange offers, don’t act quite right.”

They talked for a little while longer about how long they would stay, when Lindír would be needed and when he could rest, where allowances would be made for the pair of them to make camp, and other such logistical matters. Lindír had the whole of that first day to himself. He went to the river first and foremost. The water tasted of metal, and so he guzzled it beyond what was necessary merely to slake his thirst. But he found that it was not suitable for washing. The moment his snout dipped below the water’s surface, the old bands of scar tissue burned with irritation.

He then spent a good deal of time sleeping, finding the warmest hill outside of the town upon which to stretch out and absorb heat. When he grew sick of that, he flew, sating idle curiosity by mapping the hills and mountains and bogs surrounding Brautarnir. Then he descended into the town itself in a vague attempt to seek the attentions of the townsfolk. Or perhaps rob the bakery, if he could get away with it.

But it was not long after he landed in the town that Lindír’s thoughts once again turned to the druids that Ámnistr had described. He had seen their encampment from the air, a cluster of small cloth tents around a firepit just beyond the edge of Brautarnir, and he wished to know why one of them had given him such odd attention. Ámnistr’s warning did nothing to dissuade him. After all, Lindír had proven in the ruins of the giant city that Ámnistr was not his master; the giant would never have been able to fend off such an ambush on his own.

Lindír trotted through the streets to the edge of the town, then crept over the rocky terrain to reach the small camp he had seen. It was not until he stood atop a gravel-strewn hill and looked down on the camp that he became sure that this was the home of the druids. Firstly, of course, there was the fact that all of them wore similar accoutrements, brown robes and wreaths of woven branches, staffs of unshaped wood and belts of grass. Their camp, too, bore signs of druidic activity, as the smoke which hung about it was tinged with sour-smelling herbs.

There were perhaps ten druids present, or maybe less, for they moved in odd ways which made it difficult to keep count. The tall, pale, bald one was nowhere to be seen. But as Lindír approached, they turned about at once, forming into a semicircle. One stepped forward.

She was about as tall and as slender as the bald one had been, but was otherwise totally unlike them. Her skin was a rich, cool coppery tone, and though her hair was kept neatly out of her eyes with a few ribbons, its tight curls were long and rich and silky, utterly beautiful in nearly every way. She bore the evidence of hardship on her face as well; a few small scars marked the round of her lips, and another lay just above one of her treacle-black eyes.

“Hello, dragon. May I ask your name?”

“Lindír. Lindír Heimirsson.” Even in years of traveling at Ámnistr’s hip, Lindír had gained no worthy title. Nevertheless, he bowed before her. And when she gave him no name, he gave her one in his mind: Storm-hair.

Storm-hair did not bow, but she did lower her head slightly in a show of respect. “Lindír Heimirsson. A beautiful name, for a dragon of such majesty. Tell me, Lindír Heimirsson, why have you come to our camp?”

Lindír was so shocked as to be nearly taken aback. Ámnistr had called him a good nephew, a good lad, called him a charmer on some occasions. But never majestic. “Curiosity, I suppose. I have never met a druid before.”

“And I have rarely met a dragon,” said Storm-hair. “But now that I have, would you be willing to listen? We have a great need, you see, and a dragon’s might stands decent odds of being the very thing that will bring that need to a close.”

“Your need?” Lindír said. “Has some tragedy befallen you?”

A ripple passed through the crowd of the ascetics, more perfect in reaction to Lindír’s words than even a choreographed response. Many averted their eyes, or frowned severely, or clutched at their hearts. “Yes,” Storm-hair confirmed. “And compared to the others of our sect, we are the lucky ones.”

Storm-hair focused herself on Lindír with a look of passionate grief. “Once, our sect contained scores of druids. We dwelt in a holy place, secluded and beautiful, where we could commune with the gods. But some months ago, an unbound draugr came upon our refuge, and turned it into its lair. It slaughtered or captured all of our brothers and sisters, and though we few managed to escape, it still dwells there now.”

Lindír knew little of draugr. They had never been mentioned in the stories or teachings of his youth, where the most common villains were cruel dragons, foolish trolls, or the sinister homunculi of the Under-Queens. Ámnistr’s songs mentioned them, but not often, and never in detail. More often than not they were only invoked as metaphor, the idea of a draugr used as a symbolic representation of terror, grief, fear, hate, and suffering. Whatever they were, they were so terrible as to be essentially taboo. For a draugr to be “unbound”, whatever that meant, was clearly even worse than that.

Lindír instinctually pulled back, crouching low with his tail and wings tucked close to his sides. “Are you certain that I am up to the task of driving off this draugr? I assume that is what you wish of me.”

“We have wandered for nearly a season without home or succor, begging to survive and seeking shelter where we can,” said Storm-hair. “In all that time, you are the only potential champion we have found. I do not wish to place too great a burden on you, but you may well be our sole hope of salvation.”

“But could I fight a creature so, so… horrible as an unbound draugr?” Lindír said. “Or would it simply do to me as unbound draugr are wont to do?”

“Perhaps,” Storm-hair said without fear. “But are dragons, true dragons, not brave? Are you not the greatest of warriors and reavers, one who can take all foes presented to you with contempt and unbeatable might?”

“Your scales will turn aside its blade!” said one of the crowd.

“Your eyes will see through its illusions!” said another.

“Your flames will purify the draugr’s rot!”

With perfect unity, the crowd moved closer, leaning together to listen for Lindír’s response. Storm-hair remained out in front, taking a step forward, looking up at him with pleading eyes and a smile of true hope. All attention was on Lindír.

He had to admit that all that they had said about the draconic species was true. Aside from the weak spot over his heart and the scar-lines around his muzzle, Lindír could not imagine any creature which could penetrate his scales, nor any creature which could survive his flames intact. And of course he was wise and canny enough to see through any illusion or falsehood. It was a good feeling, having his power acknowledged so, and he allowed himself to show it, puffing out his chest and fluttering his wings.

At length, Lindír said, “I shall do what I can. But you must understand that I have not come here alone; my traveling companion, Ámnistr the Drum, will have to hear of this.”

“Of course,” Storm-hair said. “Perhaps he might even be convinced to accompany us, to record the story of your heroism in song. That would be a proper reward.”

“Yes, it would be!” Lindír said, nodding his head agreeably.

“But be quick!” Storm-hair said. “I know not what sort of torments are faced by our brothers and sisters whom the draugr has kept captive. Every day we tarry may, in hindsight, prove to be the day when it became too late to save anyone.”

With that threat hanging over his head, Lindír set off. He launched himself into the air, looking about until he saw where Ámnistr was waiting. Whatever performance he had been tasked to make that day, it was over by then, and the giant sat on a small boulder, carefully tuning the strings of his hurdy-gurdy with a block of rosin in one hand.

Lindír landed with a heavy thump on the hard, intoxicated earth, and without preamble explained all that had transpired. Ámnistr had to calm him, force Lindír to shove down the glowing pride in his chest, long enough for him to explain the whole story in a coherent order and legible speed. After Lindír was done, Ámnistr sat for a while in thought, stroking his beard as his expression grew increasingly grim.

“You’re not going to go with them, nephew,” he said. “I can’t fault you for not being able to see it, as a man of your age; but you’re being tricked.”
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Lindír hardly knew how to react. His head sank low as a cold feeling of shame and hurt wrapped around his chest. “I am not a fool,” he said quietly.

“You’re not,” Ámnistr confirmed. “But you don’t need to be a fool to act foolishly. Goodness knows I’ve been the fool in my life. But those druids–if they are druids at all, and I’m not so sure they are–are setting you up. They’re flattering you. Which means they’re trying to get you to do something for them.”

“Of course they’re trying to get me to do something for them,” Lindír said. “They need my help, and I am the only one who can help them!”

Ámnistr sighed, and slumped low, his eyes squinting with sadness. “Nephew. You’re nineteen years old. Hardly even a man, and far from a warrior.”

“I am a dragon,” Lindír said, spreading his wings wide. “I was born a warrior.”

“Listen to yourself, nephew! That kind of arrogance, there are more ways that kind of thinking will bring you to ruin than there are stars in the sky. And these false sages ken that all too well!”

“Or they know what a dragon is capable of,” Lindír said. “They know that no other creature in the North could be half as good a champion as a dragon. And they are desperate folk, Ámnistr! I may be young, I may not be half so great as Sivnis and the other dragons of old, but you yourself have seen the feats of combat of which I am capable!”

“You said they’d been wandering for how long?” Ámnistr asked. “Nearly a season?”

“That is what they claimed.”

“An’ do you truly believe that nobody and nothing they could’ve lit upon would be good enough to fight on their behalf? If all they needed was strength of arms, you could pay a troll a keg of mead to do it. Not even to mention sorcerers, knights, would-be heroes of every banner.”

Lindír took a step back, rearing his neck away from the giant. “I am far better than any knight-errant. Haven’t I proven that?”

Ámnistr scowled, unconsciously scratching at the arrow-scar which still decorated the crown of his head. “These sages claim to want a monster, an unbound draugr at that, slain. And these are druids, human druids. Why would they pick you over a sorcerer or nisken beast-hunters or any number of other folk just as strong as you if they don’t mean to take advantage?”

“But I am a dragon,” Lindír said slowly. “A dragon is more than merely strength.”

“Not to them you’re not,” Ámnistr said. “Think, nephew, really think. This whole situation smells worse than a troll’s lair. They lavish a boy with praise, ask for his aid, tell him only of the glory which will come once the killing is done. They’re playing to your vanity, making you agree to go with them before your sense returns to you.”

“Have you considered that I am worthy of that…” Lindír bit back his tongue. That line of argument would get nowhere. “And suppose this is a trick? What could they possibly be aiming to do? I have no money to be swindled out of, and unless they are truly stupid, they would know not to arouse the ire of a dragon. Even a boy.” Lindír spat the word “boy” with as much disdain as he could manage.

“I don’t claim to know their minds, nephew. Every trickster’s of a different sort. They could mean to lead you into some trap, capture you and carry you off. Or there is no draugr, and they plan to use you as a weapon against some rival of theirs, then leave you to rot. I never claimed to know. But this is clearly a trick or I’ll eat my own beard.”

Lindír could find no flaw in Ámnistr’s argument, no piece of vital evidence that would point toward the veracity of anything which the druids had said. But none of that mattered; nothing at all mattered besides his shot at glory. Would they call him Lindír Draugr-Devourer after this?

“I offered to let you come along, you know,” Lindír said. “And add a new song to your repertoire. But I think if you’re going to complain of conspiracies everywhere along the way, then I’ll rescind that offer.”

Ámnistr’s jaw fell open as he looked upon Lindír with narrowed eyes and furrowed brow. “What’re you on about, nephew?”

“The druids,” Lindír said, half-turning away from Ámnistr, “offered to split the glory between us. You could have even helped me in the battle, as I’m sure your strength is more than up to the task. But if all that you are going to do is naysay, then I am shutting down the offer.”

“I…” he leaned forward upon his stony seat, quivering with sudden fear. “I never cared about that. Even if there is glory to be earned—and you know how I feel about glory—I’m trying to help you, nephew.”

“You’re not! From the moment I told you about this, you have done nothing but try to dissuade me from the course! What makes you so desperate to prevent me from earning a name for myself? Are you afraid? Afraid I will outshine you? Afraid that I will leave you, that you will die defenseless without my eternal servitude?”

Ámnistr was again struck dumb. He looked into Lindír’s eyes, seeking some connection, but the dragon avoided his gaze. “Do you really think so poorly of me? I’ve told you afore, I know you have something great in you. But this won’t lead you that way.”

“I will have slain an unbound draugr! What superior greatness is there?”

“You’re being lied to, nephew!” Ámnistr roared. Then he took a breath, and when he spoke again his voice was as soft as it had been in the mountain ruins. “I know it feels good, seein’ yourself as the hero savior. But this stinks of trickery, and following those folk is going to do nothing but get you hurt. There will be another chance to earn your name.”

“Of course there will be,” Lindír said sadly. “But only on the day you decide to allow it, and not a day before. What was it you told me? I should not live my life by the principles of others? Well, Ámnistr, you’ll be glad to hear that I am putting your lesson into practice. Firstly, I shall stop living my life according to you.”

“Lindír, wait!”

Lindír turned around at once, the tip of his tail whipping the chest of the man he’d spent nearly two years traveling alongside, before he sprang into the air and took aloft. Ámnistr knew as well as Lindír did that the conversation was over. And so even as the final shout of protest echoed off the mountainsides, the Drum collapsed onto his stone and said no more.

Lindír tried to focus his thoughts on the glory which awaited him, rather than the pain which lay behind. But so fresh a wound could not be ignored. He wished that he could have convinced Ámnistr. But there was no way, other than to bow to his demands, and that would have meant giving up what was rightfully his for the whims of an old man. So Lindír growled and whined under his breath as he flew to the far side of Brautarnir where the sages awaited him.

They, in their grey robes and dirty faces, responded with a great burst of praise and adoration, which washed off of Lindír’s scales without effect. Storm-hair wept with joy that at last a savior had come for them; others conversed about how safe they now felt with a dragon at their side. A few of them even sent up a few verses of song, quoting some old hymn of divine praise for their good luck. Lindír paced impatiently back and forth until they had packed up all of their things and set off into the hills.

Once they were away from Brautarnir, the sages travelled in near-total silence. It befit their status as ascetics, Lindír thought, though it proved an eerie contrast to the effusive friendliness they had shown during their interactions at the camp. He found himself thinking once again of the bald, pale-skinned druid who had watched him from afar earlier that day. By carefully accounting for each and every member of the group, Lindír was quite certain that the bald one was not among them. Who else could it have been?

Eventually Lindír’s curiosity grew too great to bear, and he thought to ask Storm-hair about it. She was somewhat apart from the others, far enough ahead on the trail that only she could hear when Lindír asked her about the strange watcher. She looked up at him once he was done speaking, her expression strange and thoughtful. Lindír could not help but be drawn to her eyes, black as treacle and infinitely deep, with a strange quality about them that he could not place.

“There is no such person as you describe amidst our group,” Storm-hair said at last. “You said they were at a great distance? Perhaps you mistook their features.”

“Perhaps…” said Lindír, though there were no druids who resembled the watcher closely enough for that to be at all likely.

“Consider, also, that it may have been an encounter of an altogether more spiritual nature. You are a unique thing, Lindír Heimirsson; perhaps gods are watching.”

Storm-hair made the suggestion with nothing but optimism and faith behind it; and yet Lindír could not help but be unsettled. The gods were watching? What were they watching for? And what could have caused the human gods to take notice of a dragon? Lindír froze where he stood, not moving again until the main body of the druid’s party had passed him.

They made camp in a narrow ravine, far from the town and from any other sign of life. The druids ate only bread and water, and so little of the former that Lindír marveled that they had even the energy to sustain their long marches. They all retreated into their sleeping furs at the same time, no doubt a time religiously ordained. And yet, despite all of their regimentation, sleep did not come easily to the sages. Lindír heard them constantly stirring during the night, sometimes mumbling to themselves or even sitting up for several minutes at a time, arms in their laps. His sleep, too, was poor. He could not help but think of Ámnistr, wonder if they could reunite when all was said and done.

When morning came, the ascetics ate another thin breakfast, packed up the few material goods they needed to survive, and walked out of the camp, all with near-perfect simultaneity. Lindír’s limbs were still sore, and his eyes encrusted with sleep, when he was forced to rise and follow. Even dulled by exhaustion, though, Lindír’s senses were still acute enough to be aware that he was being watched.

He circled the others, eyes scanning the thin mountain scrubland for any sign of unfamiliar movement. A few times he took to the air, hoping that whatever was watching him would be unable to hide itself from above. Other times he pretended to be distracted, looking down at the ground or scratching at a tree, then suddenly looked back when he thought it would not be expected. Once he turned away from the ascetics without warning and ran a mad race around the area, hoping to run into something by chance, or else drive it from hiding when it was forced to dodge out of his way. Whatever eyes were upon him, they were not to be so easily outwitted.

Clearly, then, whatever was watching Lindír and the others was no creature that could be hunted or caught. It must have been something unnatural, something invisible or intangible like mist, something that always knew where not to be. He thought back to Storm-hair’s words. Were the gods watching him? Or was it the distant gaze of the draugr he had set out to slay, already preparing a trap?

He decided not to confide in his traveling companions. If they knew any way to occlude the draugr’s sorcerous gaze, they would have done so. And if it were a god watching, then they would not be able to do anything at all, for any power they had would have been derived from the gods. Lindír himself was worrying more than enough for all of them, the constant paranoia slowly abrading his already-frayed nerves.

It was mid-afternoon, the sky gone ashen with heavy rainclouds, when the group arrived at an open wound in the mountainside. But no sword-cleft was this; three huge outcroppings of stone came together, forming a steep depression, the base of which looked to have rotted away. What might have been a comfortable sleeping nook instead formed the mouth of a passageway that swiftly faded into darkness.

“This is how we shall reach our hidden home,” Storm-hair explained. “This cave cuts across the mountains, and by traveling through it we shall cut nearly a fortnight off of the journey home. Who knows what torments we will have spared our brothers and sisters by this expediency.”

The cave reminded Lindír all too much of the cell in which he had come of age. He gazed into the blackness of the cave mouth and felt that it was infinite, that he would never escape from it once brought within. “Are you certain that this is the only path?”

“Quite certain,” said Storm-hair. “Are you afraid?”

Lindír puffed out his chest and spoke in a low voice. “Of course not. I am merely steeling myself for the foe ahead.”

Storm-hair laughed, a melodious sound that ill fit her short frame. “As you say, Lindír Heimirsson. We will go ahead. You may protect our rear.”

Many of the druids moved on ahead, including Storm-hair, filing swiftly into the cave. A few remained behind, watching Lindír with expectant gazes, until he finally remembered that he was the only hope of these poor folk. With his torso low to the ground and his shoulders bunched, he stepped into the darkness.

A few of the druids held aloft candles, the wax dripping down onto their uncovered hands. The flickering light left deep shadows across even Lindír’s vision; it was a wonder that the ascetics could see anything at all in the scarce light. What could be seen of the cavern walls was pale stone, cold stone, shiny and slick with condensation. As Lindír walked into the cave, he spent as long as possible looking back at the open air, or to the illuminated portions of the wall on either side. But eventually he was forced to look ahead.

Total blackness lay before him, the abyss where the sun had not shone since the dawn of time. He had not seen darkness like it since the day that he left the Red Citadel. Every flicker of the golden candle-flame formed tendrils of shadow reaching out to him, calling to him, attempting to pull him back and lock him beneath the earth forever. He attempted to step forward, but his limbs refused his order, every muscle locked in place.

Lindír remembered some of Ámnistr’s songs, and how the hero would always have to face his greatest fear in order to reach the conclusion of his quest. The darkness was his fear. But greatness lay on the other side of it, and he would have to find a way to bridge that gap if he wanted to find his greatness.

There was a figure, cloaked and silent, standing at Lindír’s side, all but invisible in the shadowy dark. By the gleam of candle-flame in her dark eyes he knew her to be Storm-hair. “You said a god might be watching me. Do you think they watch me in support or in hatred?”

“I think they watch you in interest, Lindír Heimirsson.”

It wasn’t Storm-hair. Lindír started, turning suddenly to look more closely at the stranger. They bore the garb of one of the druids, and indeed he recognized their androgynous countenance, but never had they and Lindír spoken to one another directly in the whole of the duration of the journey. Lindír very nearly made the mistake of assuming this was a simple error, until a question arose in the back of his mind.

“How did you know that your leader and I had spoken of such things? We were away from the others at the time.”

Immediately, before the stranger at Lindír’s side could react, Storm-hair spoke up from behind them. “I mentioned it briefly to the others,” she said. “You must have been away when I did.”

Lindír turned about to face Storm-hair. As he did, for the briefest moment, he made contact with her umbral eyes. The reason he had mistaken the other one for being Storm-hair was that he had seen those eyes, reflecting light in the dark. He quickly looked back to confirm. Indeed, the other druid possessed the very same eyes as she did.

Lindír strangled his words in his throat and focused with greater intensity upon the druids than he had since the moment he’d met them. He peered into the darkness, mind straining to understand the evidence of his senses as he turned his gaze slowly from one grey-cloaked figure to the next. They stood as still as statues as he watched them, seemingly confused by his sudden change in demeanor. Those stares made it all the easier to confirm the horrifying suspicion that had arisen.

Sometimes when Ámnistir had reflected on his past, Lindír would see a strange cast come over his eyes, though only a glimmer of it. It was age, the unique quality of one who had been alive for two centuries or more. All of the druids had exactly the same eyes, eyes that drowned in ancientness. The longer he looked into them, the more Lindír became convinced that he was looking into something nearly as old as the cave behind him, something utterly primordial. But they were humans; how could they be so utterly old and so utterly alike?

Remembrance. A word spoken in hushed tones around a campfire so many months ago. Soulless husks that imitated men, but driven by a far older and far greater intellect. Lindír’s throat felt very dry, and he struggled even to pronounce the dread word.

“Homunculi,” he said. “You’re all homunculi.”

The expression on Storm-hair’s face soured, though it was neutral enough to be mistaken for pity. “Lindír Heimirsson? What’s the matter? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Lindír’s back arched, his head went low to the ground, his legs splayed out in all four directions and his wings flared half-open. “Don’t lie to me,” Lindír said. “I know what you are!”

He remembered the way that they all moved in unison, every emotion echoed with equal strength by every member of the group. It could not have been rehearsed, for even trained actors could not have been so perfect in their performance; but a group of marionettes all suspended from the same bar? And they had eaten so much less than would have been necessary for a group of human travelers, and spoken so little to one another that they must have had nothing to say at all. Had they truly been roused by night terrors, or were their nocturnal movements the fluttering of the mind behind them?

“Please don’t fret,” Storm-hair said again. “I’m sure whatever it is causing this outburst is something we can resolve with words. We need your help.” Her confusion, her desperation, both were written plainly upon her face. Too plainly, as though drawn on with a compass and straightedge.

All at once the voices of the other druids rose up in chorus.

“What’s gotten hold of you?”

“Is something wrong?”

“Don’t turn on us like this!”

The cave behind him was not a shortcut to some distant temple, that much was clear. The homunculi were going to lead him down into the dark, into the realm of the Under-Queen, and once there… No being who could say what took place there had ever returned to tell of it. At any moment he feared that they would swarm him, chain him, drag him off. And then he felt a hand on his leg.

One druid, the one whom Lindír had mistaken for Storm-hair, had slowly approached him from the side. They had extended a hand, murmuring something that was meant to be reassuring, and gently ran their fingers down the scales on Lindír’s upper thigh.

Lindír kicked immediately and with immense violence. The reflexive movement struck the druid full on the body and sent them flying into the stone wall of the cave. There they shattered, body ruptured, oozing red and grey fluids into their cloak. Were Lindír a physician he might have noticed that the organs which now lay bare within that ruined corpse were not those of a human. But Lindír was no physician; instead, what he noted immediately was the reaction of the rest of the group to the death of their fallen comrade.

Which was to say, no reaction at all. The moment that the body struck the wall, all trace of emotion fell from the faces of those who still lived, rendering their faces blank masks. Lindír took a step forward, preparing to fight, or else to charge through them if the need arose.

“You can still come with me,” Storm-hair said. Although still produced with the same vocal cords, possessing the same timbre as the kind druid, it was not the same voice. This one was sharp and cruel, slow and measured, every syllable produced with the precision of vast experience.

As she spoke, others spoke as well, voices fading in and out as they mumbled along with her.

“Why would I do that?”

“Because I can offer you everything you would ever want,” said the Under-Queen. “You will be loved, and cared for, and fed. You will be my cherished one, my right hand, the leader of my armies and the sole object of my eye.”

“I don’t want to be your pet,” Lindír said. “You will not chain me in the underworld merely by offering to give me a soft bed.”

“Pet!” said the Under-Queen, and now she spoke with many mouths at once. “You would not be my pet!” Then back to only one, a deeper voice. “Lindír, is it glory you seek? I will give you glory. You will lead vast armies of homunculi, hosts of draugr and trolls, legions of giants and hellira.”

The homunculi slowly advanced, fanning out as they did. They made no move to attack, and indeed none of them bore weapons; instead they merely reached out at Lindír with placating gestures. He responded with violence. The one who had spoken he struck first, lunging forward and sinking his teeth into the flesh. It tasted bitter and soapy, so he only bit down hard enough to crush the ribcage before spitting it back out. Without even an instant’s break, the Under-Queen’s diatribe continued from another mouth.

“Is that not what you seek? I will love you as you were meant to be loved, glorify you as you were meant to be glorified. I will show you the world through my eyes and—”

Lindír crushed that one underfoot. He was in the fullness of his fury now, every limb thrashing and tearing and breaking whatever he could reach, dashing the homunculi against the walls and tearing them asunder without resistance. They had tricked him, deceived him, plied him with tales of glory and very nearly dragged him underground once more.

“—give you all that I have to give. Let me show you! Let me see you with my own eyes. The surface world will not treat you any better than my domain.”

Lindír roared, and the roar reverberated off of the cave walls until it seemed that they would collapse. “But it would be your domain! Up here, at least, I live in no domain but my own.”

By then, all of the homunculi had fallen. A few still lived, though maimed, and stared at Lindír with their black-pit eyes. It was one of those, leaned against the cavern wall, who the Under-Queen next spoke through. The expression on the homunculus that Lindír had called Storm-hair turned to fury as her appearance melted away, the copper skin and mass of black hair replaced by the pale, bald creature that he had seen watching him in Brautarnir so long ago. Then it spoke.

“YOU HAVE MADE A GRAVE MISTAKE, LINDÍR GUTHRÚNDOTTIR, YOU WHO WILL BE KINSLAYER, YOU WHO WILL BE ADULTERER, YOU WHO WILL BE SIBLING AND CONSPIRATOR WITH DRAUGR! THUS I PROPHESIZE: ONE DAY YOU WILL LAY PROSTRATE BEFORE ME IN THE HEART OF DOMAIN. NO MATTER HOW FAR YOU FLY, HOW LONG YOU LOOK, YOU WILL NEVER FIND THE FREEDOM THAT YOU SEEK.”

It was no ordinary speech. Though quiet, the words possessed leaden weight, carved into the very air with a chisel as they were being spoken. Lindír knew without knowing that these words were important. Words of magic. Lindír was frozen in place, unable to move, unable even to turn his senses away from the words until the Under-Queen fell silent. The moment she did, Lindír charged, smashing the homunculus’s skull into a pulp against the stone wall.

But it mattered not, for as he did, the standing homunculi collapsed as well. The will of their maker, the animating impetus that had filled them, fled from their bodies. Lindír was alone in the cave.

He did not remain for long. Realizing the magnitude of his error, he dashed from the cave mouth and sprang into the air, flying with all of his might for Brautarnir. In the day and a half since leaving that place, the homunculi had crossed nearly three score of meadows, normally a short jaunt by air. But there was a strong wind blowing from the south, and so he did not reach the town until sunset.

He landed in the town square, bellowing Ámnistr’s name, bellowing that he was sorry and that he had been a fool. There were few townsfolk still about, and they informed him of the truth. Lindír and the homunculi had scarcely left the town when the Drum, in a sullen mood, gathered his things and set off at a brisk pace in the opposite direction.

So Lindír took to the skies once more. He beat his wings against the windy air, frantic to the point of frenzy, working himself into exhaustion that he might find Ámnistr before it was too late. He followed the hill-country trails, wishing that he remembered the lay of the nearest towns where the Drum might have gone. Once he found Ámnistr, he would be able to make it all right, that he knew. The old giant was nothing if not forgiving, and though their last words to one another had been cruel, Lindír would do whatever it took to obtain forgiveness.

Lindír did not find another town until dawn. He did not so much land as he did narrowly avoid crashing, his wing-muscles sore and stiff with exhaustion. A cluster of farmers working in their gardens quickly arrived, gawking at the dragon and wondering whether to summon the militia.

He asked them if they had seen a giant troubadour passing through. To a man, they answered that they had seen no such giant, not since his last visit some years before.

Lindír’s eyes had been firm on the ground for the entirety of his flight; he could not have passed Ámnistr without knowing it. But if the giant were still ahead of him, then the people of this town would have seen him come through. There was only one explanation, then: he had gone the wrong way, and Ámnistr was already far afield. Lindír’s wings were exhausted from hours of continuous flight, and the fight against the constant autumnal winds made his lungs burn with exhaustion. There would be no more running.

Which meant that Ámnistr was lost to him forever. Lindír’s own foolishness had cost him the one man to ever truly take Lindír under his wing. No. He had been tricked. The homunculi, the minions of the Under-Queen had stolen Ámnistr from him. And he had been selfish enough to let them do it. He would be alone once more. He remembered aloneness and despised it, hated the future of listless wandering that stretched out before him, but could think of no remedy for it.

A great heat arose in Lindír’s stomach. He had to tell himself that the world had robbed him of his mentor, or else the guilt would become too great to bear; and so he grew furious at the thieving world. How dare the Under-Queen have tricked a dragon out of his closest friend? How dare Ámnistr have forsaken him so easily? How dare? How dare it all?

Lindír opened his jaw and let the embers trickle forth. With eyes that glowed from within with flames of hate, he looked upon the peasants who dared to gather before him, and the fields beyond them with their herds of cattle and sheep, and the buildings of the town beyond them. For the first time in his life, Lindír felt the thing he had been told was his birthright; the clarion call of ruin. It sounded so very sweet.






III

Act Three: That Which Burns A Dragon’s Heart
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Lindír understood. He had never been able to wrap his head around the idea of rampaging carnage, mindless destruction, burning and roaring and killing to no actual end, and other such things that were the perennial pastime of his species. But now, with the endless rage burning within him, he understood that the purpose of ruin was to feel the moment when something gives beneath one’s hands. The moment when resistance fails, when collapse goes from impossible to inevitable: that is the essence of destruction.

His previous attempts had been abortive at best. He had been young, barely sixteen and a starved fragment of his true potential. Since then he had spent three years glutting himself on meat. Even standing on all fours he rose well above the thatched roofs of the peasant huts, and by rearing onto his hind legs he could reach most of the way up a church steeple.

Earth and stone and wood alike bore no resistance to him. Most small houses he could simply charge through, four and a half tons of draconic muscle plowing aside packed earth and woven branches and wood frames in a satisfying explosion of cracking timbers and flying dirt. Stone structures proved more difficult. Those he had to tear down by hand, ripping at them with claw and horn, or crashing against them again and again with his brute mass until at last the mortar shattered. Most stone buildings were churches, he found. How beautifully they had been carved into shape, and how wonderfully they shattered.

But Lindír did not need to use his strength to destroy, for he had flame. Flying at full tilt, a single burst of Lindír’s flame would rain down onto an area larger than a rich man’s field parcel, causing all underneath to ignite at once. There were villages that he could not even bring himself to land within, so desperate was his fury. And so he would let them burn.

The fire felt truly inexhaustible. More than that, it needed to be let out. Flame filled Lindír’s belly to the bursting, growing hotter and hotter with each passing day. There were times when he would burn even to his own detriment, turning entire fields of rich livestock or stands of soft-barked trees into char and cinder just to deny himself the pleasure. Villages, towns, castles, forests, farms, fields, pastures, all burned alike, and Lindír would cross his claws in front of his chest and relish in the embers that fell from the smoke-choked sky once he was done.

He hated it all, hated the world that had hurt him, hated the dragon that he had become, hated that he had been robbed once again. Grief shot through heart and mind no matter how far he ran, as unavoidable as the wrath of a furious divinity and as painful as the point of a lance. So long as Lindír was in pain, he needed no other excuse. It was only the nature of those in pain to inflict pain. Only the nature of dragons to cause carnage. Neither lack of sleep nor lack of rest made him sluggish or weak, for Lindír was fueled by rage and spite alone. The flames within burned his heart and soul for fuel, and each sleepless night and restless day only left him in greater agonies and fueled him to more extreme acts of destruction.

Most humans treated the arrival of the dragon as the coming of the apocalypse and fled before him. Lindír’s favorites were the ones who decided to fight. And though they were few compared to those who fled for their lives or collapsed to their knees in desperate prayer, there were more than enough fights for Lindír to begin to understand them not merely as individual moments of lethal strife, but as types.

A few of the larger towns had their own militias. These were common folk, clad in quilted cloth and bearing rusted spears and hunting bows. They were nearly effortless kills; Lindír would walk through their pinprick arrows and reedy spears with all the difficulty of ankle-deep water, then kill them one at a time with a swipe of claw or a crush of teeth. Sometimes their resistance would be so paltry that he wouldn’t bother to fight, and instead simply burn them from above like all the rest.

The lone heroes and dragonslayers were similarly boring. They would ride up on their steeds, lance in hand, all clad in mail, and announce themselves by name and title and country while Lindír indulged them with snarls and puffs of smoke. Then they would lower lance, or draw sword, or on one memorable occasion ready a large club, and charge. Lindír would crush man and horse alike with a single blow of his tail, or simply leap into the air and burn them from comfortably out of reach.

Mages, too, easily caught the dragonslaying bug. Once a wily wizard, a master of quicksilver sorcery, attempted to beguile Lindír into a pit trap with illusory gold; but though he used his magics to turn himself invisible, he failed to conceal his scent. Once he had been devoured, the illusion faded quickly. Another of a similar ilk squatted upon a cloud, hurling down insults and conjured quicksilver arrows in equal measure. He had expected that the small size and great agility of his mount would prevent Lindír from catching him in the air or upon the ground; but he failed to account for dragon fire, and so perished. Far more dangerous than any of them was the sole salt-witch with whom Lindír ever found himself engaged in combat. She was a fair foe. With snaring vines and walls of earth she attacked him, and when he rushed her down and batted her with his paw, she survived, for her flesh became as hard as iron. Only by burning the trees, flying above the earth, and crushing her in his jaws did he secure victory. But so exhausted was he, so bruised his flesh, that he collapsed to the ground and slept for days. The next three villages he came across had already been evacuated of both inhabitants and valuables.

It was the larger efforts that proved most interesting. As Lindír made serpentine motions up the western coast of Gulliheim, he inevitably drew the attention of the rulers of the countless petty princedoms, duchies, and so-called kingdoms which made up the region. Few of them could muster an army of more than a score of mounted knights, but even such a small army proved a worthy challenge. A lance at full charge was the only mortal weapon Lindír had encountered that could pierce his scales, if only shallowly. He would drop low, wings half-spread, tail writhing through the air, and watch as the horsemen fell upon him in waves. He would leap and glide, turn and lunge, create cover with blasts of flame and strike from the least expected angle. Worse yet were those who brought archers with them, forcing Lindír to always be conscious of the patch of scaleless skin over his heart.

Still, though he would be left panting for breath, his blood dripping onto the soft earth, not even the largest and most skilled of those great hunting parties could conquer him, and Lindír continued ever northward. Even in the depths of his madness, Lindír knew that Hvalheim lay to the south. Two whole seasons passed in that way, days all aflame and nights wracked with torment as Lindír raged against the world that had betrayed him. He could not have the things he wanted most; but he was a dragon in his element.

There was a time when, having burned a fertile river valley down to the root, Lindír was forced to fly across a high mountain range where none but poor shepherds and wandering trolls dwelt. The thinness of the air over those mountains sapped his strength and made the net of scars on his muzzle ache in chorus with a score of other, lesser injuries obtained in the heat of battle. For a day and a night he fought across that mountain range, unsure of when it would end, eager to find another place upon which to let loose his wrath. And indeed, upon the far side, there was. A great plain lay there, unusually flat for Gulliheim, run through by a half-dozen rivers flowing down from the glaciers high.

It was spring, and the land was brilliant with new life. Lindír came across a few small villages, and there did as he was used to. But the fires he lit were only fires, not conflagrations. And he allowed some sheep and cattle to live when it suited him, and only damaged the spires of the churches instead of tearing them down to the foundation. And for a while he scarcely set down at all, but instead flew, flew with the fullness of his speed until his lungs burned and his heart hammered and his wings stung with the cold air and his eyes could see nothing but the bloody red sun upon the western horizon. Lindír landed in a patch of well-mannered woods, and to the sounds of squirrels and ravens he fell asleep.

The next morning, he was awoken well after sunrise by the thudding of hoofbeats and the rattling of mail. He arose slowly, pained by an empty stomach, sore wing-muscles, and a shattered heart. The source of the sound was obvious as soon as Lindír opened his eyes, for standing a short distance away was a score of horses, and upon those horses sat men, clad in mail, with lances and swords at their sides. Quite evidently they had come to do him challenge, but could not bring themselves to close, and so stood caught between duty and cowardice until he had awoken.

“Who would you be, then?” Lindír said. “Knights, obviously, come to kill me, of course, but your sort usually has some titles to give or the like.”

The leader of the knights spurred his horse a step forward, then shouted out, “We come in the name of our Lady, the Countess of Stokvöllur. You, dragon, have burned her crops, slain her peasants, and otherwise done harm against her domain. Answer to that crime!”

The man spoke one of the northern dialects which Lindír had learned from the giant, though with an odd accent. He had never heard of Stokvöllur, nor of the Countess thereof, but the use of the feminine term intrigued him deeply. A score of knights would be a good challenge, but nothing he had not faced and beaten before.

And yet, as he considered the prospect, Lindír found that there was no appeal to it. He did not want to face greater exhaustion and more bruises just for the sake of fighting. He huffed loudly, a porcine chuffing noise at the back of his throat. “I assume that you would intend to have me answer for that crime by killing me, then?”

By their silence, Lindír knew that he was correct. He advanced toward the knights, head held high, his stride as casual as a panther of the woods. “You would die in the attempt. But I don’t feel like fighting right now. Take me to the Countess and we might perhaps come to an accord. Who knows, maybe something interesting will happen. No bonds, though. The first man who tries to bind me will find his bottom half separated from his top half.”

The knights conversed amongst themselves. There was a good deal more argument this time, until at last the leader, the one who had first spoken to Lindír, settled them all with a brief round of shouting. Two of the knights, apparently under orders, set off at a gallop. The leader then addressed Lindír again.

“Follow us. But know that your threats do not cow us, worm. If you cause any more damage, we shall kill you where you stand.”

Stokvöllur was about ten meadows away; the knights must have ridden some time to reach the wood where Lindír had landed. It was far and away the largest city Lindír had ever seen, dwarfing even great Nederborg. It sprawled across both sides of the river Glerken, spilling out beyond walls that had not seen use in some time. But it was not to the city itself that the knights led Lindír. Instead they took him downriver, crossing to the northern bank by means of a barge while Lindír swam, thankful to get the dust out from between his scales.

On the northern bank lay Stokvöllur Castle, the Countess’s dwelling. It was no Red Citadel, a typically grey and squarish human construction, built into the ring of walls around the city itself, its mighty keep looming over the barge traffic coming in from the sea. There was a small field between the castle and the river, allowing for easy access between the castle’s main gate and the river-side customs office. In that field, a small court had been set up, with an assortment of huge high wooden chairs brought forth along with a carpet to lend some dignity to the grass. On the largest of those chairs sat a woman in fine clothes.

The Countess of Stokvöllur, Lindír presumed.

And so Lindír burst from the river, and with four huge flaps of his wings he carried himself past the customs office to crash down on the grass immediately before the Countess and her makeshift throne. One man, a portly noble, was knocked entirely onto his backside by the wind of Lindír’s descent. Even as her hair blew in the wind coming off the dragon’s wings, the Countess was entirely unfazed. She raised a hand to her jaw in a contemplative gesture and looked Lindír up and down appraisingly.

“You would be the dragon I’ve heard so much about, then?”
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The Countess of Stokvöllur was a stout woman, past the prime of youth but not yet old, of Northlander stock, with beady eyes that never stayed in one place for long, short, ring-burdened fingers which always swirled against one another, and pale lips pressed together in concentration. Her dress, as befit her status, was made of silk dyed indigo, over which she wore a wimple of plain white linen and a sable mantle. Lindír stalked towards her, causing her assembled knightly guard to melt away like so much ice.

She could not have helped but know that she was utterly defenseless against an almost-fully-grown dragon. And yet she did not so much as flinch.

“I am the dragon,” Lindír said.

“Then it is true that you are the one who has burned the villages of my people, and of my allies’ people, and burned their fields too, and stole livestock, and slaughtered all who stood before you? Tell me, dragon: what is the root of this rampage?”

Lindír had not expected a question. An ultimatum, yes, or an outburst of rage, but not an earnest question. “The livestock I stole because I needed food. As for the rest…” He had hardly been able to think about Ámnistr for some time, and being forced to unearth that memory made his chest feel about to burst. “I was wounded,” Lindír said, finding his lips peeling back from his dagger-teeth as he spoke. “And being so wounded, was driven mad with fury. A dragon’s fury has but one outlet.”

The Countess considered his words for a moment, her brow furrowing in ever-deeper concentration. “If that is the case, then why are you here? I ordered my knights to return with you in chains, with your corpse, or not at all… Do my knights yet live?”

As if on a cue from a spectral director, Lindír’s entourage arrived. While he had been able to swim across the river in mere seconds, they had been forced to take a barge, and so arrived in a chaotic sprint. Their swords were drawn, but they slowed with confusion as they realized that no combat had taken place.

“Sheathe your blades,” the Countess shouted to them. “The dragon and I have found common ground to treat with one another.” She returned her gaze to Lindír and nodded for him to continue.

Lindír paused momentarily. The proper relationship between a monarch and a dragon was similar to that of the relationship between a hawk and a rabbit. And yet, before he could speak, he found a new urge growing within him. The urge to be unburdened. So he spoke part of the truth. “The madness has passed, I think,” Lindír said thoughtfully. “Fighting your armies would be a waste of blood, both mine and theirs, even though we both know who would be the victor. The only clear alternative to fighting was to come quietly, and perhaps to an accord.”

“What sort of accord?” said the Countess.

“Peace, I suppose. I think I have no more reason to burn any more villages or fields, but I doubt that will be enough for you humans. I don’t want to have any more men in armor coming along to try to kill me, because that would be an annoyance. So what do I have to do to make things right?”

The Countess frowned for a moment. Then, with the gesture of one finger, she invited one of the men seated at the other chairs beside her to rise. The two conversed in whispers for a time, before he returned to his position. The Countess then cleared her throat and said,

“We shall consider it a crime of property. It isn’t, of course, in actuality it is much closer to an act of war, but for the sake of avoiding any further conflict, we shall consider it a crime of property. Given that you are a dragon, I believe the easiest way to remedy the whole affair would be a fine in gold, taken from your no-doubt considerable hoard…”

“I have no hoard,” Lindír said immediately. “I am a nomad. I have nowhere to keep one.”

Lindír had never thought about having a hoard. It had always been his assumption that the time would inevitably come when he would lay siege to some hellira kingdom, or destroy the castle of some greed-stricken king, or unearth an ancient burial mound, and find a hoard to claim as his own. At no point had he ever thought about hoarding for hoarding’s sake, until that very moment. Lindír felt a pang of absence in his stomach, and his mind was briefly distracted by yearning.

“Then that complicates matters,” the Countess said smoothly. “There are other punishments, of course, for those who steal from the crown. I do not imagine any of them would be suitable, or, indeed, even applicable.”

Lindír had a suspicion about which punishments she was referring to. In his journeys across the North, he had seen a wide variety of punishments for thieves and arsonists. Thralldom, branding, stockading, the lash. “I am not becoming your servant,” Lindír said, and the words emerged from his throat flanked by a guttural hiss which made the knights reach for their blades and the Countess’s face go momentarily pale.

But her composure returned quickly enough, and the Countess once more stopped to consider. She consulted none of her advisers, and nobody said a word, every person present from the lowliest page to Lindír himself afraid to interrupt her thoughts. Various emotions flitted across her attractive features, deep focus primary among them, but also frustration and occasional bursts of inspiration. At long last, she came to an accord with herself, and nodded to nothing with a slight smile upon her lips.

“Swear to me an oath of alliance,” the Countess said. “You are free to leave my domain whenever you wish, but should ever my call for aid reach you, no matter where you may be, you will be honor-bound to heed it. And, of course, you will be honor-bound not to harm my people or lands for the remainder of your days.”

As Lindír came to understand what exactly she was offering, pride welled within him. This was a suitable oath for a dragon. A binding oath, yes, but one which bound only his fate, not his person, and an oath whose fulfillment would bring only glory, not drudgery and pain. It reminded him of the oaths which men swore to one another in some of Ámnistr’s songs, the songs of epic feuds and eternal loves, of wars and blood-soaked revenge.

“I shall swear it,” he said, bowing his head. “I’ll have to figure out how to eat without stealing, but that can’t be half as hard as killing your armies and burning your castle would be, so I’ll bear it.”

“Very good!” the Countess said. She rose from her chair, clapping her hands together as she addressed the general court that had assembled out on her yard. “The matter is settled. Someone take all these things back inside before they get rained on. Dragon, come with me; we’ll have to have the oath officiated by a priest.”

“My name is Lindír. Lindír Heimirsson. It would be inappropriate for you to simply call me ‘dragon’ if we’re going to be making oaths with one another.”

If the Countess recognized the origin of Lindír’s patronymic, she showed no sign of it. Instead she gathered four knights about her, a paltry guard, and crossed the field for the castle gate. “Halldis Fast-Tower,” she said. “But do not make that name too familiar to you.”

Lindír followed after her, but did not think to ask where they were going. Instead, he found himself consumed by the riddle of her name. As the Countess moved to the gate of Stokvöllur Castle and spoke with a footman, he pondered it. While horses were provided for her and her knights and they all set off for the city, he instead tried to remember his early childhood lessons for some information which might explain it. While townsfolk looked on in awe at the sight of a dragon cantering along behind their own Countess’s steed, he rubbed his teeth together in frustration at the impossibility of it.

Finally, the Countess and her guard all dismounted before a tremendous high-roofed church, much to the shock of the terrified and awe-struck acolytes who kept the door. She did her best to calm them, asking if the high priest was present and how quickly they could prepare for an oath-forging. They replied that he was not particularly busy, but that it might take some time to prepare. And then they left. The knights took up positions at some distance from their Countess, and the people of Stokvöllur were as inclined to approach Lindír as they might have been to approach a ton of burning hair; he and the Countess were effectively alone.

Lindír could hold back the question no longer. “Countess, how can a tower be fast?”

She looked up at him first with a slack-jawed expression, before she burst out laughing. “Oh, goodness, I suppose my name might be odd to a dragon. A tower can be quite fast indeed when it is a little figure carved from walrus ivory and placed upon a checkered board.”

Lindír felt tremendously stupid. He sat down on his haunches and flexed his shoulders, tossing his head as he did so. “They don’t make chess sets sized for dragons, you know. The pawns would have to be half an arm tall.”

“A shame that giants don’t play chess,” the Countess said. “Perhaps you could go to the nisken out in the Tinker’s Hills, convince them to make you a chessboard.”

“Perhaps,” Lindír said with a nod. “What point is there in going to a church in order to swear an oath?”

The Countess briefly shot Lindír an irritated glance, then turned to look up at the high stone wall of the church. “An oath sworn on some grassy field in front of my castle would be merely words. An oath sworn before the gods… now that is binding.”

“But they’re the gods of humanity. Why would they care for any oath I swore?”

Halldis seemed actually perturbed by the notion, and bit her lip about it for a moment. “Well, you’re swearing an oath with a human. I imagine our gods will take note of that. And certainly their ability to strike you with ruin and death is by no means diminished merely because you are a dragon. Ólor, our god of war, he is infamous for…”

“I know the story of Ólor,” said Lindír. “I have heard it too many times.”

“Indeed. Do dragons have their own gods, then? I know the nisken do, and the hellira, but I never paused to think on the spirituality of dragons. They always seemed too haughty for worship.”

Lindír had, in the past, heard of dragons having their own gods. Certainly his parents had made it clear that he had a pantheon to which he could pray for relief, though neither he nor they knew even the slightest detail about draconic divinity.

“We do, of sorts,” he lied. “We have our gods.”

“What sorts?”

“Well, I for one favor the worship of Sivnis,” Lindír said. The lie flowed much too easily from between his teeth.

“Sivnis, really? If gods cannot truly die, then perhaps…”

Lindír did not wish to speak any more of gods. He slunk away from the Countess, leaving her to her own thoughts and himself to his. He silently contemplated the stained glass window in the Red Citadel’s chapel, casting his memory back to those early days of captivity. No experience since then had come even close to the awe which he had felt, a small child gazing up at the slightest sliver of potential.

And then the priest returned, his acolytes flanking him, and said that the oath could be sworn. Lindír had to squeeze very tightly through the front doors of the church. Oaths were exchanged: the Countess spoke of peace and safety for the dragon, and the dragon spoke of loyalty and aid to the Countess, both of them with their hands placed upon a bronzed oak-tree branch taken from a distant glade. And then the priest brought out a box of wooden rods, each carved with old symbols. He cast them upon the ground of the church and stood over them, and with his eyes shut he picked up the first three rods his hands encountered. Reading from the rods, he announced that the gods favored this oath, and would keep it. The oath was made.

As Lindír and the Countess returned to Stokvöllur castle, Lindír realized that he wished to stay. He had always wandered, whether on his own or at Ámnistr’s side; but having seen nearly the whole of the breadth of the North, all wanderlust had fled from Lindír’s heart.

So Lindír turned to the Countess and said, “May I be your guest, here, at your castle?”

“You may,” she said. “Though you’ll have to earn your keep, and I cannot offer you any room large enough for a creature of your size. I suppose I could give you the right to hunt game on my lands, so long as you don’t deplete the herds.”

“I don’t think I’ll deplete the herds? I’ll need only five to eight animals a month, or far fewer than that if there’s wisent to be had, and the forest near to the castle looks large enough for…”

“Do not hunt there!”

The Countess’s harshness startled Lindír, for in an instant she had gone from being perfectly congenial to a fearful snappishness. “Did you not just tell me that I could hunt in your lands?”

“The wood near to the castle is not my land,” the Countess said. “There are other woods across the river, such as the one where my knights found you, and yet more about a score of meadows upstream. Hunt there. But do not interfere with That Wood.”

Lindír waited for there to be more explanation, but none was forthcoming. The other woods would be enough, especially if he could find a way to supplement his diet with livestock without resorting to theft. For the rest of the return journey, he turned his attention to the matter of sleeping, and forgot about the woods entirely.

The news of the oath sworn between Lindír and the Countess, and the further news that he would be staying as a guest at the castle, was met with quite a bit of unease. Everyone had heard about Lindír’s rampage across the land. A few openly called him a liar and a beast, and called for a champion to rise up and save them from the dragon’s depredations. Others kept their objections more veiled, merely voicing their concerns with handkerchief-covered mouths and half-averted eyes. The greatest portion were those who didn’t know what to think, more awestruck by the presence of a five-ton reptile in their presence than by any political implications in either direction. The Countess treated them all with the same stoic certitude. Lindír had sworn an oath to her, after all, and so was to be treated as a guest.

Most of the objections took place well outside of Lindír’s earshot, of course. The Countess did her politicking in the halls of her castle, or meeting in the homes of the various aldermen of the city, and Lindír held firm to his promise to treat human affairs with vague disdain. But on the fifth day after his arrival, a feast was held to commemorate the occasion.

As Stokvöllur castle was built by humans, its corridors could not have fit Lindír even as an adolescent. But the great hall of the castle, with its huge double doors and high ceiling, was more than large enough to fit him. So, as the trestle tables were unfolded and arranged for the welcoming feast, a large space was set aside near the door, just large enough that Lindír could coil up against the wall and eat a whole roast pig from a silver platter.

The feast itself was something of a disappointment. The meat was succulent and well-spiced, and more than enough to make a meal, but Lindír found himself feeling less like a participant and more like a particularly lively form of decoration. None of the assembled nobles and notables ever talked to him, only about him, debating the pros and cons of his presence in whispers that they believed he could not hear. Lindír ended up falling asleep well before the feast was over, lulled by the gentle strings of the mandolin players and the babble of conversation. When he awoke, it was well into the night and the hall was empty, leaving him only to slip into the night and be on his way.

Lindír avoided the great hall whenever he could. He much preferred to make as his domain the skies and forests of the land which had made him its guest: the Flaxenvale. The Flaxenvale was a large, flat country, a pan of river-washed farmland swaddled between the Fortjalds and the inland Tinker’s Hills. Despite the name, the Flaxenvale grew little flax. The name came instead from the color of the vast fields of barley and wheat which grew there in the spring and summer months, which floated down the Flaxenvale’s many rivers on great barges and fed the cities and livestock of neighboring countries. Lindír would fly over the fields and think for a moment that the villages were small fleets of ships upon a sea of liquid amber.

The forests, too, were rich and fine hunting grounds. The Flaxenvale was further north than Hvalheim, and although its summers were warm and verdant, its winters were utterly cold, meaning its forests more closely resembled the widely-spaced conifer stands of the distant taiga than they did the wet woodlands of Lindír’s youth. But forests were forests, and though the deer and boar and wisents had slightly different colors to their coats, they were still deer and boar and wisents, and upon the herds Lindír ate very well.

Sometimes he would visit the outlying villages around Stokvöllur just for the novelty of it, though the guilt of what he had spent the last few months doing to villages much like those ones stung at him whenever he saw one. He would land in their squares or at their outskirts, and yell at the houses with the shut doors that he meant them no harm. Sometimes when he was hungry he would ask for food, which typically took the form of the scrawniest goat one could imagine, or any beasts of burden which had been recently lamed. Once, an old man came out to yell at him, that if having a dragon about was to be anything more than a gilded prize for the nobility to parade about, then Lindír could do something about the boulder that had broken Loftur’s plow. The boulder proved to be a difficult challenge. It was embedded quite deeply in the earth, and it was still large compared to Lindír; but after a touch more than an hour of scratching at the dirt and heaving away with his shoulder, Lindír did shove it out of the way, filling in the hole with river-mud. The old man grumbled, and Loftur made honey cakes a fortnight later.

On many nights, Lindír would sleep out on the fields and hills of the country. But as he was the Countess’s guest, he made at least some effort to return to the castle every night. At first he would lay himself out on the field, but that soon proved to be unpleasant, as he obstructed the passage of people in and out of the Countess’s dwelling, and the dried mud irritated the edge of his patch of skin. It was not until nearly a full month after his arrival that he found the perfect sleeping spot.

One of the larger towers of the castle keep had a conical roof decorated with grey slate tiles. In a fit of boredom, Lindír found himself climbing that tower. Though the stones of the tower itself complained if he moved too quickly, the tower held, and the roof supported his weight well enough. The tiles themselves were comfortable, and the circumference of the roof was such that he could coil most of the way around it. When the sun set on that day, Lindír refused to leave. Although several people, the Countess included, complained when they found him sleeping on the castle roof in the morning, the warmth of the dawn-time sun on Lindír’s wings was too soft and soothing to resist.
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Lindír had known that the field outside of Stokvöllur castle was for tournaments. Too many of the stories he’d been told featured tournaments popping up unexpectedly for him to believe that there weren’t accommodations for such things in every castle. It had even been mentioned to him by the Countess at one point or another. Unexpected or not, it was another thing entirely to see a tournament spring up before his very eyes.

Not wanting to get his five-going-on-six-ton body stuck in the way of things, Lindír watched it all happen from atop his tower. Servants, merchants, laborers and farmers all streamed in, starting the morning before the commencement of festivities. Huge timbers were hauled in by means of oxen, secured up with ropes and covered over with massive linen sheets to create shelter against the occasional burst of rain or snow that persisted even late into the spring months that far north. Certain areas were kept entirely clear, but roped or fenced off, for grand displays. Other areas became quite densely packed as the purveyors of specialty goods set up their stalls, ready to make an entire season’s income or more from all the noblemen who would come to participate in the festivities.

The fair was to last three days, the Countess explained, and during those three days, Lindír was to cause absolutely no mischief whatsoever. The Parzonaut fair, so named for a holy day that took place about a week later, was one of the crown jewels of Stokvöllur, she continued to say, and there would be dignitaries and aristocrats coming in from all over the Flaxenvale.

Those folk, of course, only arrived once everything had been put into its place, all the shelters risen into the air, all the grounds cleared, the merchant stalls readily filled with spices and jewelry and other fine imports from every corner of the map. Even Lindír, as unused to distinguishing humans from one another as he was, could tell. They arrived with great panoplies, even their steeds coated from head to toe in draperies of fine wool. Some of the men styled themselves as knights, arriving not in fineries but in surcoats over mail, lances held high so that their personal pennant might catch the wind. The sight brought back bad memories, but Lindír was determined to make a show of good faith, even if he was fairly certain that he had personally devastated the holdings of several of those men.

Lindír watched from a distance for the first few hours, content to view the ebb and flow of humanity in between lengthy naps. The cold of winter had not yet been banished fully from his body, and he sought as much sun as he could; the tower rooftop was the best place for that. As time continued to pass, Lindír found himself nostalgic for town visits with Ámnistr, cavorting and troublemaking amidst the humans. But that time was gone, never to return.

So it was that Lindír decided to take matters into his own claws and toss respectability to the wind. Let the shreds of distance be his own pennant. The workers who constructed the fair grounds had gone to all the trouble of clearing out huge stretches of field, areas that now went un-used, so that was where Lindír went. With a leap and a flap and a rush, Lindír soared across the entire breadth of the castle and of the field below it, landing precisely at the center of one of the tournament fields. There he folded his limbs under himself and curled his tail about him so as to provide as little of an obstruction as possible.

His arrival was met with a great deal of screaming and panic from foreigners, along with a couple of stalwart folks going for their swords and spears. That, in turn, was met by laughter from the locals, and though Lindír could not overhear them, he generally imagined that there were a great many individual conversations as men turned to their neighbors and demanded to be told the meaning of all of this.

A short while later, Lindír found himself having a confrontation of his own. The Countess disapproved of his choice of vantage, and chose to show her disapproval in the form of a vanguard of knights and a score or so of workmen. Lindír pointed out that the field was going totally unused, and that as a guest of Stokvöllur he should be allowed to get a closer look at the proceedings. The Countess replied that, as it so happened, the fields would not be unoccupied beginning tomorrow, and also his claws were cutting holes in the grass which could lead to severe difficulties later. To which Lindír replied that, wasn’t one of the competitions going to be a joust, which would tear up the grass anyways?

The two of them squabbled suchwise for, perhaps, longer than was dignified. In the end, an agreement was reached: there was a spot by the Countess’s shaded pavilion where space could be made, if the fence were move. Lindír could have that spot, but only if he did the work of moving the fence himself. Of course, by the time this arrangement had been agreed upon, it was well into the evening, and Lindír had grown quite bored. He retreated to his tower-top den and slept well into the next morning.

By tradition, there were seven contests which took place on the second day of the Parzonaut fair, three of low status and four of high status, four of martial skill and three of other means. The high-status contests consisted of a joust to demonstrate skill with horse and lance, and a melee to demonstrate skill with sword and axe and shield, as well as two contests of poesy: one for romances and another for a category called “heraldic poetry.” As for low-status contests, they were the wrestling matches, the ale-drinking contest, and archery.

The first competition in the morning was the test of romantic poetry. Lindír couldn’t stand to listen to it; the long verses about love gained and love lost, tragic death and soul-deep fulfillment reminded him far too much of that which he did not have, and Ámnistr more relevantly. The urge arose to tear the poets apart limb from limb, and so Lindír decided that his time and effort would be better spent exploring the texture of the clouds floating above Stokvöllur.

Far more to Lindír’s tastes was the second competition: the wrestling matches. Almost a hundred men from across Stokvöllur came to display their might and masculinity through the medium of shirtless, sweaty grappling, winners prospering and losers being cast out until only one man remained to earn the prize of a pig and three hens. It was something that Lindír could understand, even if the small size of the human competitors made following the exact course of the bouts difficult. Lowering his opinions of the whole affair even further was the fact that the rules disallowed biting: if there was no biting, then what was the point?

Most of the wrestlers were common folk, yeomen or craftsmen from the city of Stokvöllur and its outlying towns. Such displays of brute strength as were necessitated in a bout of wrestling were unbecoming of a proper nobleman, an atavistic throwback to the barbarian time before the coming of kings. Still, some aristocrats did find themselves involved, men who considered the slight embarrassment to be worth less than the display of their might and masculinity. All of them lost. The winner, the last man standing, was a brute of a man known as Halsteinn of the Bricks, who by the look of him as he stood over his final opponent was the sort of person for whom a pig and three hens was a substantial reward.

Thirdly came the jousts. These were the obvious main event, possessed of the greatest pageantry, the most attention, the greatest portion of the displayed wealth. The jousting field was covered with pennants from end to end, surrounded by a vast crowd that spilled out of the assigned stands and into the fair around it. Never in one place had Lindír seen so much shining mail and so many huge greathelms, never mind the rainbow cavalcade of all the various suits of arms. Threescore of armored men on horse would compete with (blunt, wooden) lance, the grand prize being honor for themselves and their households.

Lindír had been on the receiving end of far too many lances in his life, but he watched still, occasionally leaning over to ask the Countess about who such-and-such man was and why his being matched against so-and-so produced such a clamor from the onlooking crowd. There was less of interest than in the wrestling, though, the subtleties of horsemanship totally lost on one for whom horses were a substantial meal and nothing more.

The jousts had not yet finished when an altogether quite different sort of competition began on the far end of the fairground: the archery tournament. Normally it would not be done to have two matches taking place at the same time, but archery had a unique requirement: it could only take place when the sun was at its apex so as not to interfere with the aim of the archers. This was a far simpler game than the jousting, and the competitors were for the most part ordinary yeomen or hunters from the far forests, and so Lindír naturally ended up taking much more interest.

The archery field was long, a fifty arms from end to end, and at the far side sat a target of wood, about the size of wagon’s wheel, painted with concentric rings such that the innermost target, the dragon’s eye, was scarcely as wide as a clenched fist. From the full distance of fifty arms, each competitor would draw forth a single arrow, take aim, and loose it. With that single arrow, and the careful measurement of the distance between that arrow and the center of the dragon’s eye, would victory be won or lost.

One by one, the archers came forth. There was a great distinction between the competitors in the archery match and those in the wrestling bouts or the still-ongoing joust. The latter were men of tremendous vigor and verve, outsized figures all. For wrestlers, that tended to mean a sort of pomposity, a personality which tended towards the outsized and the boastful. Jousting knights were not so rude, but nonetheless they too were loud and outsized, throwing up great oaths to Ólor, god of war, or Garis, goddess of valor, or to whichever lady happened to have their favor. The archers, on the other hand, were dour and silent, men of absolute focus and total surety in their own skill. Lindír supposed that a skill which was most often used to stalk prey in a forest, or else to kill at a great distance, was suited to such a personality.

It was a quiet, contemplative game, the crowds which assembled to watch falling silent as a mouse every time a new archer readied to fire his arrow. The arrows which thudded home in the wood of the target formed a scatter like the spraying of a drop of blood fallen onto soil, and moved too quickly to be seen. Lindír relocated, slipping into a gap in the far grounds which could barely fit his body in order to be able to see clearly where the arrows fell.

Lindír knew, more or less, the art of wrestling. A joust was not too dissimilar from attacking on the wing, in the way that speed and reach had to be judged so precisely in order to bring to bear the attack at the exact moment. But archery? That was a mystery. No matter how intensely he watched the competitors, he could not see how they knew where to place the arrow, where in the process of draw and release they divined the direction of aim. The cliche would be to say that it was magical, but even magic was more explicable, what with all the gesticulations, arcane objects, and loud chanting.

Round after round went the competition, each archer in turn. Most of them were competent but no legends, placing their arrows in the second or third circle and stepping aside. Every so often one would land in the central ring, and then there would be a great holding of breath while the judges measured out whether the current lead had been unseated. Other competitors were there for reasons known only to them, and landed arrows at the very edge of the target or else beyond it entirely, aiming their bows with the accuracy of a drunkard.

Lindír was shaken from his reverie by the sudden arrival of a competitor utterly distinct from all the others. Whereas the other archers were dressed in normal fashion, tunic and hose and cloak, this man was dressed very oddly indeed, swaddled in sand-colored fabric that wrapped about him like a single enormous shawl. Even his face was protected by layers of carefully-folded cloth, leaving only his eyes visible. As he approached the competitor’s spot, there came a grumbling from the crowd: he was a Southlander, a foreigner. What right did he have to compete in Stokvöllur? Even his bow was strange, for the thing which he produced from case at his hip was an odd double-bow, two arcs connected by a central span.

But, despite the grumbling, there was no good reason for him not to compete; he had put his name in the list after all. The foreigner took from his quiver a single arrow and nocked it; he had a gold ring on the thumb of his right hand, which Lindír could see by the way it glittered in the light of the noonday sun. He raised the bow, then paused, caught in a moment of extreme concentration, statue-like, not even breathing. As extreme as his stillness, so too was his motion, and he drew and loosed the bow in a single circular motion of the arm, never slowing or quavering in his momentum.

At which point the onlooking crowd proceeded to explode into screams so fierce and so passionate that it was as though the foreigner and turned around and shot one of them. His arrow had landed not merely within the central ring of the target, not merely closer to the middle than any other competitor, but had struck perfectly the grain-sized dot of charcoal black marking the exact center.

A few of the other competitors, and one headstrong man from the crowd, immediately rushed the foreigner, incensed over his victory. The man uttered no sound and made no indication of panic; he merely spun in place and nocked another arrow. It was no doubt that at least one of the attackers would have fallen dead, had not the judges immediately rushed forth onto the field, swords drawn, calling out that there was no need for violence, and that he had obviously won through proper skill. This decree was not taken at face value, and a great deal of squabbling ensued. The foreigner was even forced to give up his bow to let the judges search for any kind of trickery, not that Lindír could imagine how that might have worked.

By this point, the clamor coming from the archery tournament was so great and so obvious that the joust had come to a halt while competitors and watchers alike paused to learn of the nature of the commotion. Finally, two of the Countess’s finest knights came down from her personal pavilion, their brightly-colored surcoats allowing them to pierce through the ruckus and take the foreigner with them. Lindír relocated himself to his assigned seat adjacent to the pavilion: he was not going to miss whatever followed.

The foreigner knelt before the Countess’s seat. She gestured for her knights to return to her side, then said, “What is your name, stranger?”

“Nasir,” he replied. His voice was strangely congested, not to mention muffled by the cloth over his mouth.

The Countess raised an eyebrow in curiosity, before doing something which Lindír did not expect. She replied to Nasir in Namaric, one of the languages of the distant South; he replied in turn, and as the two briefly conversed Lindír realized that the Countess was only very slightly less conversant than the foreigner was.

“For the sake of my people, however, I shall ask that we continue this talk in the local language, assuming you speak it.”

Nasir assented.

“I judge by your facility in the language,” said the Countess, “that you are a Namarlander? How did you come to be so proficient with the bow, man of Namar?”

“I can give you answer,” Nasir replied, half-bowing. “But I must ask why you wish to know.”

The Countess momentarily turned her eyes away from the archer and towards those others whom he had just squarely beaten. Their grumbling had reduced under the Countess’s harsh gaze, but it was clear to all that they were not entirely rid of their anger.

“My late husband, Umar Stone-Eyes, was a Namarlander; a second or third son of one of the noblemen serving under the Zaiqa sultanate. Through him I came to learn much of Namar, including the language. Thus, I believe I can judge whatever story you give as to the origin of your skill as true or false; if it is true, you have won justly.”

“I see,” said Nasir. “I shall tell you, then.”

But before he did, he paused. By the way his hands flitted about his midsection it was clear that he was nervous, and that it was only under duress that he was going to speak. He glanced at Lindír for a moment, and his eyes read a bizarre mixture of emotions: pity, uncertainty, fear, curiosity.

“You say I am a Namarlander, and I cannot tell you whether that is accurate or not; for though I speak the tongue of that country and wear its clothing, I was not born by the shores of the river Sidisna. Know you of the Sea of Sands, Countess?”

“I do,” she replied. “It is an endless desert, extending southward from the Olive Princedoms to the edge of the world. Namar is the only country there, for the Sidisna river sustains it against the dust.”

Nasir nodded. “Well, though no other kingdom makes its home in the Sea of Sands, there are folk who dwell there. My people are, or were, the Qatratha, a band of nomads who lived as herdsmen of camels and goats, traveling from oasis to oasis. And amongst the Qatratha, all children, male and female alike, are taught the ways of the bow and the horse from as early as their pudgy fingers can wrap around a bow-staff or set of reins. Archery is in my very blood.”

At this, the Countess fell silent, her brow furrowing in a state of great concentration. All was silent. Nasir’s hand shifted down the length of the sash across his chest, towards the long knife suspended at his belt, but not so quickly as to make a true threat. He glanced once more at Lindír.

“If I have been made to answer a question for you, cannot you be made to answer a question for me? Who is that dragon sitting next to you? I thought you Northlanders had slain all of your dragons centuries ago.”

The Countess raised an eyebrow. Before she could answer, however, Lindír took the opportunity to introduce himself.

“Lindír Heimirsson. I am a sworn ally of the Countess’s, currently staying in her castle as honored guest.”

Nasir looked somehow unimpressed. “A valuable tool for any noble to have, a dragon. Could prove useful, should a war break out.”

“Indeed. And you may speak to him more at the feast this evening, for by your skill with the bow and arrow have you earned a place there as champion. And a small gift of silver.”

“I’ll take the silver,” said Nasir. “But, to tell the truth, I did not mean to stay long; I am only traveling through, and I heard there was a competition of archery taking place. But thank you, Countess. And thank you, Lindír, for the introduction.”

And that was that. The Namarlander archer took his silver and walked out the gates of the fairground, vanishing just as soon as he had come. The rest of the fair was distinctly disappointing compared to the burst of excitement around archery. As Lindír drifted off to sleep that night, his thoughts were entirely focused on the Namarlander. Where had he heard that man’s voice before? And why had the stranger kept looking directly at him?
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The Northwest Wood had always confused Lindír. It was the wood which he had been forbidden from hunting in by the Countess, and it was clear even upon the simplest observation that there was something different about it compared to other forests. Most of the woods around Stokvöllur, and in the Flaxenvale as a whole, were tamed things. Their trees were coppiced, the tracks cleared of most undergrowth, the wolves dissuaded from hunting livestock and the herds of deer small and healthy. That was not the case with the Northwest wood.

The Northwest wood was dark, ancient, and alive. All along its border stretched a dashed line of piled stones, upon one side of which lay well-trod farmlands. But beyond that wall was no sign of habitation whatsoever. The trees were unmanaged, the wildlife disturbed. Occasionally a wild dog or great boar would burst from the trees and steal food from those who lived nearby, a house-pheasant or a few turnips. The farmers would chase it to retrieve what was theirs, but they would never cross into the Northwest Wood.

Moreover, the Northwest Wood lay so close to Stokvöllur castle that one could count individual trees from atop the castle’s battlements, and yet no effort had been made to clear it out. One could, conceivably, sneak a whole army right up to the edge of the castle, and so thick was that wood that they would be all but invisible. Something was off about it.

Three months into Lindír’s habitation of Stokvöllur castle, several weeks after the fairs of Parzonaut, when the Flaxenvale was alight in the fullness of summer, his curiosity finally got the better of him. Lindír needed to know what it was about the Northwest wood that was so unique. The humans gave the place a wide berth, and the way Halldis had spoken suggested danger strongly enough that Lindír was wary. But they were humans, and he a dragon. So long as he kept to the word of Halldis’s instructions by doing no hunting within the Northwest wood, he would surely be safe.

And so, late one morning, Lindír took to the sky. By that time, Lindír’s flight muscles were quite well developed, fed on practice and fresh meat, and he could stay aloft for as long as he could remain awake. So for the first few hours of the expedition into the unknown, Lindír only observed the Northwest wood from above.

It looked much the same. The canopy was thick and verdant, the ground only rarely visible. He heard the calls of wild beasts, including several which he could not identify, but nothing so unusual as to demand further investigation. Eventually his curiosity got the better of him. Lindír knew that any further knowledge about the woods would only be found from within, and so he descended through the canopy to land in the forest below.

The Northwest wood was dark and dry and cold. Animals were omnipresent, from the rodents skittering through the leaf litter to the herds of forest bison. That they had no fear of Lindír despite his species showed either impossible bravery or total foolishness. If he wished to hunt there, he could have glutted himself on the defenseless wildlife. It was only by luck that he had already fed, consuming a goat and a wild wettling-bird the day before; that luck was what saved Lindír from a terrible fate.

As Lindír paced through the trees he began to perceive a strangeness. The first signs came in the form of an imperceptible energy in the air, an ephemeral otherness that picked at his scales, itched in his eyes and pricked at the membrane of his wings. He felt both sluggish and energized, torn between the desire to lie down and embrace sleep and the equally strong desire to run as fast and as far as he could. Then he noticed the oddness of his surroundings. At first, the similarity of this forest to every other forest which Lindír had seen had blinded him, made him assume that it was the same in all respects as opposed to merely most of them. But when he truly looked, he saw things that should have been impossible. Some of the great bucks of the forest were larger than any elk he had ever seen, larger even than the bison and wild aurochs. Passerines watched him from above with eyes that glowed like coals and talons that shone in the dark like shards of glass. Trees shifted and twitched in the total absence of wind, and a few of them had bark which bore more resemblance to flesh than it had any right to. None of these creatures bore any hostility, and indeed, that lack of hostility itself was unnatural, even many of the herding-beasts acting nonchalant in the presence of a predator.

And then a voice from behind him broke through the quiet. “And what manner of creature might you be?”

Lindír whirled about at once. He had heard no person approach, no sign that he had been followed. His wings flared and his teeth bared, ready for a battle with some ambushing foe; but Lindír instead found himself looking down at a strange, small man.

The man was barely half the height of any human Lindír had known, but that he was an adult was clear by his wrinkled skin and the curly grey beard clinging to his face. His clothes were garish and fanciful, with not a single article of clothing being satisfied to have any less than three colors, sky-blues and serpent-greens and flame-reds and wine-purples all at once. He produced a chestnut leather pouch from one pocket of his baggy trousers and pinched a few dried leaves from within it, slipping the leaves into his cheek before speaking again. His voice was rough, yet piercingly shrill.

“I’ve seen no beastie like you in these woods before, and I know you are a stranger. Again I ask: what manner of creature might you be?”

“I am a dragon,” said Lindír. He continued to stalk forward. The little man showed no fear whatsoever. Lindír was fairly certain, the more he looked at him, that he was much too short to be a human of his apparent age; for other than his height, he looked for all the world like an elderly man.

“Ahhh, a dragon,” he said. “It’s been quite some time since I saw a dragon. I’d almost forgotten! What are you doing in these woods?”

“I could ask you the same question.”

At this, the little man chuckled. “You might as well ask the Countess why she is in her pile of stones and mortar, or ask the sun why he is in the sky. Oh, and don’t take another step.”

He said the last sentence simply, without command, his voice as calm and casual as if he were advising Lindír of the best place to find a good drink. Lindír obeyed, struck by the oddness of the situation. There was definitely more to it than his draconic senses could detect, but what the full context might have been, he had no idea.

“I will ask you a second time, for kindness’s sake. I know you are a stranger to these woods. What purpose have you in coming here? What action do you mean to take?”

“I came merely to sate curiosity,” Lindír said. He spoke slowly, giving himself the time to slowly turn in place, scanning the trees about him for some ambushing enemy. He found none. “The folk who live beyond these woods treat it strangely, and I wished to find out why.”

The little man narrowed his eyes, spitting the chewed leaves onto the ground and replacing them from the pouch. “I smell no blood on you, nor any ash. You have trampled a good deal of grass since you arrived here, and broken many a branch, but neither will prove fatal to the grass or to the trees. How very odd.”

Lindír completed his turn and found himself looking once more at the little man. He hadn’t moved in the slightest since Lindír had first seen him, except to raise or lower the hand holding the pouch. Even his other arm, which sat upon his hip with elbow turned out, was motionless.

“What is so odd about it?”

“You’re a dragon, and yet you’re telling the truth. You haven’t stolen or despoiled a thing, aside from that which you cannot help but destroy by virtue of your size. You may be off.”

Lindír recoiled, his lips curling from his teeth with instinctive revulsion. “I may? You do not decide my movements.”

“You came here to learn of the reason why our neighbors treat these woods with respect. Well, you have found them!” The little man laughed heartily; at his size it sounded squeaky. “I don’t like visitors, and I will not be offering you honey cakes and sheep’s blood. It was pleasant to meet you, dragon.”

“It was pleasant to meet you as well,” Lindír lied. Why he was so polite to someone so rude, he hadn’t a clue.

He turned about and walked once more in the same direction as he had been walking, though he thrice looked over his shoulder to see the little man. Each time, he was still stood in the same place, watching Lindír right back. Eventually the trees were too dense for him to be seen any longer.

Lindír remained in the Northwest wood for only a short while longer. Though the little man had been in no way threatening, something about the encounter set him deeply at unease. With each passing minute, paranoia came more deeply upon Lindír. He felt as though not only was he being watched by the animals, but by the trees and bushes themselves, by the very grass, and by other things which he could not see or smell but only feel the presence of. No matter how quickly he weaved amidst the trees, he could not escape those eyes, and no matter how still and silent he stood, he could catch no glimpse of them. Lindír was reminded very suddenly of his time amidst the homunculi of the Under-Queen, and of the feeling of what he now knew to be the Under-Queen’s eyes upon him.

He very nearly lost his composure entirely and sprayed his surroundings with flame. But before he resorted to that, he remembered the little man’s words. Instead, Lindír mentally declared his quest for answers a success—if the forest could so disquiet a dragon, then the humans stood no chance—and took to the skies. It was but a short flight before he reached the edge of the Northwest woods, and Stokvöllur castle, once again.

Immensely disturbed, Lindír went to the only person which he felt he could rely upon for discussion, that being Halldis Fast-Tower herself. She was in the first place he looked, to his relief. That place being, of course, the great hall.

Lindír interrupted the Countess in the middle of a game of chess with one of her knights. The man, a square-jawed and heavy-limbed brute, was evidently in a losing position, judging by the intense frustration written all across his face. He was greatly relieved to hear the doors being thrown open by a dragon, and gave the Countess a nod as he retreated to his position standing guard over her.

Halldis sighed as she rose from the table, folding her hands behind her back and giving Lindír a practiced look of concern. “You did not seek the enclosure of this hall as fervently when there was a feast being held here in your honor,” she said. “Why have you come?”

“The woods which lay to the north-west of here. I entered them.”

Halldis’s eyes widened with sudden terror. “Tell me you did not disobey my orders. You did not hunt any of the beasts of that wood, did you? You have not burned any of its trees?”

“No,” Lindír said. “But I met someone within. A strange man, half your height but wrinkled and bearded like an old farmer, and wearing these ugly clothes that couldn’t decide what color to be. Do you know anything about that?”

“Truthfully, I do not,” said Halldis. Her expression was no longer quite so terrified; but it was frightened, and tinged with awe. “But he must have been one of the Good Neighbors, if you met him in the wood. Did he pronounce any spells upon you?”

“No, he did not. And I have seen spells before, I assure you.”

Halldis chuckled, but it was more a nervous chuckle than anything else, the chuckle of one who had only just avoided an accidental death moments before. “So you met one of the Good Neighbors, whilst intruding upon their woods, and emerged uninjured and untouched by their magic. Incredible. I suppose the tales never do talk of dragons coming into contact with the Good Neighbors.”

Lindír paced closer, until he felt that the Countess would not have to strain herself to speak to him, before dropping his belly to the floor and laying himself out in a great draconic crescent. “But what was he?”

“You’ve never heard of the Good Neighbors?”

“I have not.”

“I suppose they may not dwell anywhere near where dragons tend to,” the Countess said. “Or you may have known them by another name; though I suppose if you did you’d be more likely to recognize them regardless. The Good Neighbors are what remains of the First Men, the beings that ruled the world before the coming of the gods. Now, they are much reduced, but still possessed of terrible power. They live in forests, mountains, natural places, and guard them so very jealously.”

“Dare I ask what sort of power?” Lindír asked.

Halldis shook her head, sitting back down in the chair by the chessboard. “Magic beyond any sorcerer, ancient and masterful. The very trees and creatures of the wood are theirs to shape. And their capacity for cruelty is vast. Humans who set foot within that wood which they have claimed… they do not return, at least not with mind and body intact.”

Lindír fluttered his wings lightly, secure in the knowledge that he was indeed superior to humankind. “So none have ever seen the strange little man before me? He certainly did not seem to match the story you tell me. Though if he was such a master at magic, I imagine he would find it easier to disguise himself than I would find it to light a campfire.”

Halldis nodded. “My husband said that the Good Neighbor he entreated with took the form of an old crone. They do seem to prefer less frightening forms.”

Lindír leaned back, swanning his neck against his shoulders in an attempt to get a better angle at the Countess. “Your husband… the Namarlander? You are so loathe to talk about him. What happened that he ended up entreating with a Good Neighbor?”

Halldis looked at Lindír with, for an instant, very great suspicion. Then she realized. “I suppose that it is easy to forget that that story is not knowledge granted to the brains of every living creature upon birth. I’ll tell you about my husband, but first, I want your assurance that you won’t provoke the Good Neighbors merely because they did not hurt you the first time.”

In truth, Lindír had no more reason to venture into the Northwest wood now that he knew the reason for his being not allowed there. However, he resented being told what to do by a human. If it had involved his oath, perhaps, but a mere suggestion made him wish to venture into the woods merely to spite her. He instead made a dismissive gesture with one claw and mumbled a half-hearted promise.

The Countess nodded in acknowledgement, then set herself for a moment. Lindír was in mind of an old man, preparing to perform his old trade one last time, even though it pained him.

“You know, already,” Halldis began, “that my husband was a Namarlander prince by the name of Umar Stone-Eyes; but I have not told you how he and I came to be married. The truth is that he arrived in Stokvöllur during a time of great danger. You see, the Good Neighbors had been offended by an extended matter involving a lovestruck shepherd, and were about to claim the whole of the city as their domain in revenge. I was barely twenty at the time, and even my father, the Count, was terrified.”

“What right had they to claim the whole city?” Lindír said.

Halldis shrugged. “What right does a bear have to take the life of a squirrel? But when Umar arrived—he was not yet Umar Stone-Eyes, just Umar—he was struck by my beauty and wit. The day he arrived, we talked late into the night, playing chess and exchanging jokes. I do not imagine that a dragon might know what it means to fall in love with someone in the course of a single night, but I assure you it did happen.”

Lindír remembered Razan, and the evening where she came to his cell and told him about Namar. It was not the same, of course, Lindír being a dragon and not a princess, but he could extrapolate. “I can see it,” he said.

“The next day,” Halldis said, “Umar appeared before my father. He said that he would go into the woods and treat with the Good Neighbors. And he asked that, should he return with the safety of Stokvöllur ensured, he would ask only for the boon of my hand in marriage, should I agree to give it.”

“And your father allowed it? I thought Kings and Counts and their ilk were obsessed with maintaining the continuity of their lines.”

“I don’t exactly have any brothers. That he was already an aristocrat, possessed of a good deal of wealth and many connections in the South if not his own fiefdom, sweetened the deal. So he did vanish into the woods. The day when the Good Neighbors had said they would come to claim our lands came and went with no sign of him. But on the third day he returned, stumbling out of the woods in ruined rags, with a pair of smooth river-stones filling the sockets of his eyes. Hence Umar Stone-Eyes.”

Lindír flicked his tail and clenched his jaw, attempting to hide the horrible revulsion which that mental image sent shooting down the length of his spine. The Good Neighbors were cruel indeed. “Could he still see?”

The Countess stared at Lindír, long and tensely, her face set in disbelief. “His eyes had been replaced with river-stones. How would he be able to see?”

“Magic?” Lindír said, tossing his head back imperiously.

“Well, regardless. When my father died—fell off a horse—my husband became the Count of Stokvöllur; and when he died—tumor of the intestine—I became Countess. When my eldest son comes of age in four years, he is to succeed me. But between you and me…” Halldis cupped her hand by her mouth, stage-whispering at Lindír, “…I intend to remain on this throne until I am dead.”

Lindír had the faint idea that she had just admitted to him something utterly treasonous. Stranger still, he was sure that the others in the room, the knights and servants, must have heard the admission, and yet none of them showed any sign of an emotional reaction. Human politics. Always so duplicitous.

“I wish you luck in your endeavors, I suppose,” Lindír said. He folded his neck across his back and scooted around on the floor of the hall until he could find a comfortable position to nap.

He heard, as he fell asleep, Halldis’s voice. “And luck to you, my friend,” she said. And then, “Hey, Vatnar! The game’s not done yet, you oaf. Come here and show your best.”

Within a couple of days, the incident of the little man in the many-colored clothes faded from Lindír’s memory, just another brief run-in with wonder as he had already known before. The cycle of days and nights, of hunting and begging, of lying in the sun and talking to the Countess, continued as it was. It was a boring life, but a comfortable one.

At least it was for another month. Then the war began.
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War came to Stokvöllur with a fell northern wind, a stamping of hooves, and a great deal of shouting. The riders must have ridden through the night, for they arrived early in the morning, when Lindír had already awoken but was too groggy to do much more than laze about atop his tower. After the riders dismounted and were brought inside, he thought nothing more of it. It was only when he heard the sounds of loud talk coming from below that he paid even the slightest attention.

“There. Now we can talk without being overheard. How many did you say there were?” This voice was the Countess’s.

“Enough to fill Stavik’s harbor. Some said fivescore of longships. Others more.” The other voice was a man’s, entirely unfamiliar to Lindír.

“Easily seven thousand, then. I did not think they could muster such an army, even if all of them were footmen.”

“And not all of them were. The reports were clear that many of the longships were horse transports.”

“And these are firsthand reports? You have seen the invasion?”

There were several seconds of hesitation before the unfamiliar voice stammered out, “No, my lady. B-but I have here several written reports taken from refugees of Stavik, copied down exactly as they spoke them. The garrison at Stavik itself was caught off-guard and either captured or else slaughtered to a man.”

“Where, then?” said the Countess. “Where did you come across the invasion force?”

“Do you have a map? I can show you.”

There was then a minute or two of jostling and confusion, along with the faint sound of rustling paper. When the conversation resumed, it was once again the stranger who spoke. “I am from the garrison here, at the Hrafsker crossing. We fled early in the morning some six days ago, and have been riding our horses to the bone ever since.”

“And you said they were moving up the river?” the Countess asked.

“Indeed, and capturing every defensive post along the way. I believe they intend to use it for resupply.”

“Damn their cleverness,” said the Countess. She paused, and fell silent for some while. “Assuming the river allows them to move with unusual speed, an army on foot could reach here from the Hrafsker crossing in… fifteen days, would you say?”

“It would be a hard march, but with the river aiding them…”

“We will assume the worst. That means we have nine days before they deliver us a siege. Less until the vanguard is able to harass every armed man in the region. Damn them and their oath-breaking, we will not be able to call on our allies in time. If we want them to be able to reach us before the siege begins, we will only be able to call upon those knights who live within… this region. That’s a span of less than a hundred meadows in every direction.”

“How many fighting men is that?”

“I am a commander,” said the Countess, “not a seer. But it is a great deal less than seven thousand.” After several more seconds of silent consideration, the Countess barked out an order. “Sir Vatnar!”

“Yes, my liege?” said Sir Vatnar, who had apparently been standing in utter silence up until that point.

“Take this map, as I have marked it. Assemble the messengers and order them to go to every castle, every town, every man who can pick up sword or spear and who has sworn to come to our aid. If he lives within this region, he is to come to our defense with the greatest haste. If he does not… send him to the Jarl of Arenbak. He will be the pillar around which our relief force will be built. For all his faults, he’s a shrewd commander, and will know how to use his forces in our defense. Now go.”

There was a great deal of rattling mail as Vatnar hustled off. Lindír comprehended none of this, unsure if he was merely dreaming or imagining the voices beneath him. But at that moment, he rolled over onto his back in order to scratch a pernicious itch. This caused an unsettling rattle within the tower, no doubt sending dust cascading down from the ceiling of the room below.

Several seconds later, the Countess’s voice sounded again, this time with much greater clarity. “Lindír Heimirsson!”

Lindír, suddenly realizing that he was in fact not dreaming, woke up. Finding himself on his back, he was forced to roll and squirm about, scrabbling with wing and claw, until he was up on all six limbs. He crawled carefully to the edge of the tower roof and peeked over it, seeing Halldis Fast-Tower leaning out of the window to look up at him.

“What is it?”

“Firstly, it would please me if you did not destroy this tower when there is an impending siege. Secondly, I am calling upon your oath. Come down somewhere we can talk.”

Lindír crawled down the side of the tower, moving in a spiral with weight divided amongst limb-claws and wing-claws such that no one piece of stone had to bear too much of a burden. The inner courtyard of Stokvöllur castle was too cramped for a dragon of his size, and was full of servants and soldiers bustling back and forth besides. Instead he wrapped himself around half of the tower in a serpentine arc, raising his head high so that humans could still come and go through the door.

When Halldis stepped out, Lindír spoke at once, softly. “I overheard. There will be a siege, you said? In nine days?”

“Nine days or thereabouts,” said Halldis. “Greater than one week, but less than two. You will not leave before then, for Stokvöllur will have need of you when that time comes.”

“You aim for me to fight in your defense,” Lindír said.

“Indeed.”

“I cannot fight a whole army,” Lindír said. “How many did you say they were? Seven thousand?”

“Or half that or twice that. Would only that I had a wizard to show me the exact count of the enemy in his crystal ball.”

“A score of trained knights have given me great difficulty in the past,” said Lindír. He shifted his posture, bringing his flank momentarily into the Countess’s view. There was a wound there where one of the scales had not yet fully regrown, the product of a lance-blow delivered at full charge. “Seven thousand armed men would destroy me.”

“But you are a dragon nonetheless,” the Countess said, her voice growing deep and hard-edged. “Your flames are akin to no weapon of man, and your scales are stronger than any mail. My armies will fight with you, but you will be the un-blunting tip of the spear.”

Two forces warred within Lindír. One was his old draconic pride, the memories of the battles which he had fought during his era of rampage, his lust for glory and war. The other was the cold wind on the patch of bare skin over his heart, and the aching of the scars over his muzzle.

“I grow weary of carnage and suffering.”

“Then you should wish to bring the siege to as quick and decisive an end as can possibly be attained! Do you know the sorts of suffering that a siege brings about? Every day that we are encircled, the people of the city will be riven with plague and starvation, and the folk of the countryside will face the wrath of the enemy unabated!”

Lindír nodded. Ámnistr spoke rarely of war, but when he did it was always in the tones of distant tragedy. A faint awareness arose within Lindír that he had been responsible for much the same.

“Who is it who lays siege to Stokvöllur?”

“Is it not obvious? There is only one force in this part of Northland so foolishly aggressive.”

Lindír made a noise in the back of his throat, lips peeling back from his teeth in a sneer of disdain. “Halldis, you know that I abhor human politics. Tell me, or keep it a secret, but do not pretend that I already know.”

Halldis nodded. “To the south of here, there is a kingdom which has been stricken by land-greed. Over the last two years it has been swallowing every city, every county, every petty manor over which it can exert its strength. It was only a matter of time before they turned a greedy eye upon the Flaxenvale, and Stokvöllur as its crown jewel. Its name is Hvalheim.”

The flames in Lindír’s chest roared to life. Instantly his claws dug into the earth, embers spilled from his jaws, his tail lashed back and forth. The scars on his snout stung in earnest. “I know Hvalheim too well.”

All doubt about his role in the coming war was banished from his mind. He would charge out to meet his father at the front of the oncoming army, seize the old man in his jaws, and swallow him whole in front of all of his knights. Then, perhaps, it would be clear to all who was the greater between the two of them.

The Countess set her jaw glared up at Lindír, though a nervous sweat broke out upon her brow. “I see. I shall not ask how you came by the name Heimirsson. I assume, then, that you will do as I have ordered?”

Lindír bared his teeth. “I will do more than you have ordered. I do not intend to surrender until King Heimir Soot-Eater lies dead before me and his army is in ruins, his people screaming for mercy before me, a mercy which I shall not—”

“Heimir Soot-Eater is dead,” said Halldis.

In an instant, Lindír’s momentum was halted, cold water poured upon the flames in his heart. His father was eternal in his eyes, an unbreaking monument to cruelty and mistreatment. He could not be dead. “What?”

“His ship was lost at sea this winter. It should have been no oddity, but because his final port of call was near the Flaxenvale, his widow used it as pretense for war.”

“His widow? Queen Guthrún?” Lindír’s image of his mother was not quite so hate-tinged as that of his father or brother. He mostly remembered her as an object of pity, a victim of his own monstrous birth.

“Yes. Guthrún the Pyromancer rules Hvalheim now. I do not believe anyone in the kingdom would be so foolish as to contest her rule.”

Not once in his entire life had Lindír heard his mother called a pyromancer. Nor, for that matter, did he quite know what a pyromancer was. Most shocking of all was the way in which Halldis spoke Lindír’s mother’s name. It was in the same way that one would speak of a monster, a fiend, a creature which dwelt in the depths but could very well appear to prey upon kith and kin at any moment.

“But how? Guthrún could not possibly lead an army in her state.”

Halldis nodded. “I have no doubt that another will lead the invasion force in her stead. But I scarcely know who the candidates are, let alone enough of the details of Hvalheim’s internal politics to say which one may have earned her favor.”

Lindír had a suspicion, though he did not voice it.

“Are there any preparations I should make before the siege? Or shall I set to sharpening my claws?”

“You’ll need to gather enough meat for the siege; I don’t want you hunting once it’s begun. Raw meat won’t last that long, of course, but I can have it salted for you. And if you have the spare time, there will be a good deal of lifting of stones and timbers as we do what we can to repair the walls…”

The next nine days were all frantic activity. Great streams of people poured into and out of the city as some fled for the hinterlands and others sought the solace of the city walls. Everyone who could work, did, be it gathering food and water, or shoring up the defenses along the river, or repairing the ill-maintained walls of the city and adjoining castle. After the first few days, another element arrived: the knightly retinues of the outlying barons and landholders with their suits of mail and warhorses, flanked by archers and footmen. The feeling in the air was one of overwhelming fear subsumed only barely by intense discipline.

On the ninth day, it all sank to a simmer. What repair work could be done had been done, and the flow of freshly-arriving soldiers slowed. Lindír was instructed to remain within the walls immediately around the castle and to stay out of the air, such that his presence would be a surprise to the attackers until the crucial moment.

The army of Hvalheim arrived on the morning of the tenth day. It arrived amidst fog and smoke, with a hail of arrows from many hundreds of archers and a low, droning song of slaughter and conquest. The clattering of thousands of scabbards against thousands of shields combined with the heavy thudding of many hundreds of well-shod hooves to produce a clamor so deafening that the very heavens must have heard. There were no battles that first evening, only tension being drawn like a bowstring as the invaders set up camp after camp after camp, dozens of individual companies encircling Stokvöllur from every angle. That night, Lindír slept uneasily, his mind constantly buffeted by the sound of flames and jeering voices.

All were prepared for the first clash to come that morning. It was assumed that the attackers would attempt an escalade, charging forward with ladder and wooden bridge in order to test the defenses of the outer walls. But none came. Were the Hvalheimers cowardly, or were they shrewd enough to know that no charge would bear fruit against the bowmen standing atop the outer walls of Stokvöllur castle?

Lindír’s blood froze into ice. His muscles wound so tight that they pained him. Hour by hour, minute by minute, the Hvalheimers continued to sit utterly still in their encampments, refusing to make any sign of attack. Lindír strained his senses for anything which might indicate that his time had come: the rushing of arrows, the creaking of a siege engine, even the trampling of feet beyond the wall, anything at all.

Instead, he heard a few voices raised in alarm. For a moment, it seemed that the attack had begun; but if that were the case, why were only a few of the sentries shouting, and why was there no great roar of impending battle?

“A rider! A rider’s coming up the field!”

“You there, state your purpose! Who are you?”

“The Hvalheimers only sent forward a single man!”

Lindír was confused only for a moment, for he realized quickly that there were many people who could, entirely on their own, pose a threat to a castle wall. Some magicians of great might could blast down a wall with a spell, command the very stones to open up a doorway, enthrall the minds of the watchmen and have them open the gate at his command. The time had finally come for Lindír to reveal himself. In a single fluid exertion he leapt from his crouched posture, and with two quick flaps of his mighty wings he soared over the castle wall. There was, indeed, a horseman below him, but Lindír saw the horseman only out of the corner of his eye as he maneuvered around. He landed in a crouch before the man, and only then took in his appearance.

A huge, broad man sat astride a mighty courser, clad not as a warrior, but as a prince, with fine linen trousers and a velvet cape, the only sign of his martial occupation being that his shirt was crafted of steel rings. He wore no helmet, but upon his face was a mask of ivory graven into the image of a bearded warrior.

“Ásgeir!” Lindír roared, and his rage rose to such terrible heights that his eyes and the gap in his scales both glowed with internal flame, and sparks fell from his maw to scorch the earth as he spoke.

Ásgeir the Masked, prince of Hvalheim, did not panic, nor did he quail, though he possessed no weapon anywhere on him greater than a short seax at his belt. His horse bucked and reared in terror, but with skill and grace he calmed his steed.

“Lindír, my brother! So the reports were true, you are here after all!”

The flames were already rushing up Lindír’s throat, his jaws locked open in preparation for the outpouring of destruction, such that he could not even growl for Ásgeir to die.

“Wait!” said Ásgeir, throwing up his hands in sudden realization. “Before any politics, I must first say that I am sorry. I have mistreated you.”
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The flames poured forth, an explosive, propulsive jet of fire bright enough to boil blood and soften steel. But in his shock, Lindír redirected it, bending his neck to his chest and sending the yellow-white gout downwards into the dirt, even rearing onto his hind legs to minimize the spill. Ásgeir’s horse quickly retreated in order to avoid being too badly singed.

Lindír fell once more onto all fours, his rage at once magnified and muddled. His wings flared wide, ready to rush forward into violence at a moment’s notice. “You dare to apologize?”

“I do, Lindír,” Ásgeir said. Even though he held up his arm before his mask to ward away the heat from the burning grass, Ásgeir’s voice showed not a hint of alarm. “Please, would you be willing to come with me to my army’s camp? There is much to discuss if we are to make amends.”

Lindír pawed at the charred earth, his back arched with fury. One movement, one headlong rush, and Lindír would have his teeth around his brother. The mail would serve no protection at all. And yet…

Lindír felt a twinge of curiosity. Ásgeir, being only a child at the time, was the least responsible for the state of Lindír’s imprisonment. Though he had been cruel, the cruelty was only verbal. Could it be that he had had a change of heart? Could it be that Lindír was ready to accept such a change? Could it be that Lindír was ready to listen, and have a family once again?

“Fine,” Lindír said. “But I warn you, brother: I come to you under no expectation of truce. I have an alliance with the Countess of Stokvöllur, so we are at war; and if I decide not to grant you mercy for all that Hvalheim has done to me…”

Ásgeir sighed. “Wrathful as always. But I suppose, after all the ill-treatment that you went through in the Red Citadel, it shall have to fall to me to stick my neck out in the name of peace. Follow me, if you would.”

Ásgeir set his horse towards the Hvalheimer camp at a gentle trot, which was itself about the same as Lindír’s walking speed. The two brothers kept silence between them, which gave Lindír time to examine more closely the force which had assembled to besiege Stokvöllur. It was quite the substantial host, and though Lindír could not make exact count, he fully believed that the army there could have numbered seven thousand men.

Many of the assemblage were the sorts of troops that one might expect from a kingdom such as Hvalheim: knights in mail, their lances cut down to size for fighting on foot, as well as conscripted men with spears or crossbows. There was another part of the camp, though, and it stood out quite a bit from the others. Its tents were made of a different cloth, and the men which stood on patrol were a different kind of men. They were almost universally bowmen, but many wore armor which was much heavier than that of the bowmen of Kojur: suits of scale and heavy leather-plate decorated these men.

“Southlanders?” Lindír said, more to himself than as a question.

Nonetheless, Ásgeir answered. “Indeed, Southlanders! Many kings of the North will proclaim ours people to be the greatest fighters in the world, but this is foolish self-centeredness. Namar, the realm of the Zaiqa sultans, controls a far vaster territory than any northern king. I convinced father to begin hiring Southlander mercenaries and incorporating them as much as possible into our own forces, and I have continued doing much the same as General.”

“Not king?”

“No, not king. Our mother rules. I am prince of Hvalheim still, and content to remain that way.”

Lindír was forced to stop near the edge of the campsite, for the pathways beyond were simply too small to risk his passage. Ásgeir indicated a place where there was a sort of half-circle notch in the camp’s outline, then rushed away for a moment. When he returned, it was with four soldiers in tow, hauling a freshly-slaughtered goat over their shoulders. Lindír burnt it and began to eat, though he wasn’t all that hungry.

“Two brothers, torn apart, now brought together once more by fate. Truly, like something out of a saga. I would eat with you, but…” Ásgeir lightly touched the edge of his ivory mask. There was not enough of a gap in the mouth for him to eat, unless he were to sip broth through a reed.

Lindír paused, licking his chops with the half-devoured goat’s carcass clutched in his claws. “Does it still hurt?”

“Does what?”

“The scars where I maimed you. Does it still hurt?”

“Oh, yes, that. No, it hasn’t hurt in years.” Ásgeir spoke as if trying to hold back a laugh.

Lindír took another bite, crunching on bones and gristle and savoring the taste of char mixed with blood. The metallic flavor reminded him far too much of the sensation of mail armor on his tongue.

“Go on then, brother. Apologize. Prostrate yourself before me and I may very well be convinced to grand you undeservèd mercy.”

Ásgeir sighed. “Indeed, I must apologize. For four years now I have with utmost sincerity regretted not being able to stand up to our father. That my weakness led to your suffering—”

“What are you talking about?” Lindír said, eyes narrowed.

“Yes, you are right, I suppose you would not know that. The way you were treated… it was more father’s idea than it was mother’s; particularly the starvation plot.”

“Then you knew!” Lindír growled, his back arching as he dropped the meat.

Ásgeir raised a hand in calm admonition. “Of course I knew. How could I not have known, when you complained so? But it was father’s idea; he thought you a nuisance and wanted you dead. And with mother sick and I not quite yet a man, we were too afraid to countermand or undermine him. It is for that cowardice that I have come to apologize.”

Lindír’s back remained arched, and his claws twitched and drummed across the ground. But his anger was muddied, the red flames of rage reduced to warm ash by the addition of uncertainty. If what Ásgeir said were true—if what he implied were true—then the source of Lindír’s torment was gone, dead at sea, buried, and there was a family of innocent victims living in the Red Citadel for him to return to. That image flashed into Lindír’s mind with remarkable clarity. Lindír flying back to Hvalheim for Ásgeir and Guthrún to welcome him with open arms as the country’s beloved prince.

He tossed the half-eaten goat aside, forcing several of Ásgeir’s men to scatter. Then Lindír crept forward, back still arched, wings half-spread, face low enough to the ground that it was clear his decision to loom over Ásgeir was by choice. The eyes of the Masked Prince were almost invisible, the holes in the ivory casting deep shadows, but Lindír thought that he could see the faintest glimmer of defiance. His brother was daring him to attack.

“So you are innocent, then? Entirely innocent? Though I maimed you, though you spat hateful words at me whenever we encountered one another, it was only by father’s will that I was sealed away in that hateful dungeon to starve?”

“Yes,” said Ásgeir. “I would have treated you as a dragon deserves.”

“Liar!” Lindír roared. “You may have forgotten our encounter in that tower chamber, but I did not! You hated me more than father ever did, for damaging your face, for daring to not live up to your example, for being a beast!”

“I was a boy!” Ásgeir shouted. “What man does not despise his brothers as a boy, only to find they are his closest allies once he is of age? Can not you put such petty arguments behind you and see that you are of my blood?”

“Petty arguments,” Lindír growled disdainfully. “I was dying and you heaped abuse upon me.”

“Then I repudiate that abuse. I want you home, and I want you at my side, as we were always meant to be. Have you any mercy, or shall you merely prove that your kind, dragon kind, is as cruel and base as the legends say?”

The accusation was a needle, aimed directly into the patch of scaleless skin on Lindír’s chest. His rage grew and grew beyond the proportions of his scales until Lindír’s muscles twitched with the need for violence. Lindír reared back, letting forth a reptilian screech of abject spite, and whipped his tail to the side, sweeping two of Ásgeir’s men off their feet with rib-shattering force. All at once, the soldiers around him retreated, reaching for swords or running off to find spears and bows. Ásgeir moved swiftly: though he did not have a blade of his own, in a flash he had taken one of the flanking bodyguards by the shoulder and requisitioned the man’s blade into his hand.

“I will not forgive you over lies!” roared Lindír. Then he lunged forward, aiming to snap Ásgeir up in his jaws and dispose of him there and then.

In a minor miracle of athleticism, though, Ásgeir was not snapped up, and Lindír’s skull rattled as his jaws closed over empty air. Ásgeir had dodged to the side, faster than Lindír had thought humans capable of moving. While Lindír tried to keep track of where he had gone, the Masked Prince countered with a mighty swing of the sword. No sword could pierce Lindír’s hide, let alone the thickness of his skull where Ásgeir was aiming: but Ásgeir swung with all of his strength, trying to pierce regardless. With a mighty crashing like the banging together of pots and pans, the blade burst into shards against Lindír’s skull.

Lindír retreated, lightly bruised, while Ásgeir disdainfully tossed aside the broken hilt and muttered a promise of recompense to the sword’s owner. For a few moments, the two glared at one another, ready at any second to lunge back into the fray. As Lindír panted for breath, he slowly regained himself, his anger no longer able to overpower the sickness for violence in his gut.

“Suppose I do forgive you,” Lindír said. “Suppose I do accept you are a changed man, and that which was unforgivable was father’s will. What then?”

“Then I shall welcome you, not merely my brother of blood, but my brother in arms. You shall return to the Red Citadel, or perhaps a lair of special construction in Kojur, and fight in a place of honor at the head of the armies of Hvalheim. Someday, when I am King, I might perhaps name you marshal or champion.”

Lindír shook his head. “Do not speak to me of the future, you are not an oracle and I did not ask an oracle’s question. I mean now. Right now. On Stokvöllur field.”

Ásgeir had not accounted for such a thing. He leaned over, looking past Lindír’s shoulder to gaze for but a moment at the distant outline of Stokvöllur castle itself. “You could negotiate the terms of the treaty between ourselves and your… Countess, you said? I may be willing to treat generously with her as a favor to you, even though you have little with which to fight.”

A great exhaustion suddenly came over Lindír, and with it a great desire to be cast against his brother no longer. The Countess had spoken at length about the horrors of warfare. Surely she would be amenable to a treaty, even if the terms were not perfect. Certainly Lindír yearned for peace, for an end to wandering, for the glory which Ásgeir promised.

“If we are to act together once more,” Lindír said, his voice slow and cautious, “then I pray you tell me this: you said, when last we spoke, that I was not the only dragon you had ever met. Who was the other one?”

Ásgeir twitched, the same way that an rabbit might twitch upon hearing an unfamiliar sound. “I have no memory of saying such a thing,” he said casually, carelessly. “And besides, it’s not true; you are the only dragon that I have ever seen.”

And the illusion fell away. Lindír’s memory was not in doubt; he remembered the exact look on Ásgeir’s face when he’d said that he’d met more dragons than Lindír had, the exact tone of mockery in his voice. Was it a lie, or was it truly a lapse in memory? It mattered not either way; in a single utterance, Ásgeir had proven his untrustworthiness, demonstrated plainly that his overtures at reconciliation were no more than fraud.

Lindír spread his wings wide and let loose such a deafening roar that the very air split, sending the soldiers of Hvalheim covering their ears in agony or scampering away in terror. All except for Ásgeir, who reacted with stalwart command. Knowing that oral communication would be worthless, he raised one arm, and made a two-fingered stabbing gesture in Lindír’s direction. While the almighty roar still echoed off the surrounding countryside, Lindír unleashed apocalypse. His flames emerged in a great fountain, spraying forth and spreading across the ground before him, consuming flesh and wood and canvas alike. The flames rendered him blind, and he did not know whether they consumed Ásgeir too or whether the canny warrior had managed to escape.

Before Lindír could learn with certainly, though, the product of Ásgeir’s hand-signal came into sharp clarity. From somewhere within the camp there was first one, and then many mechanical sounds, like the springy firing of a crossbow but immensely magnified in volume. An instant later, before Lindír could even begin to conceive of what had made the noise, he was suddenly struck all across the chest and throat by half a dozen stinging barbs. They appeared like arrows as they flew, but they were not arrows. No arrow could pierce Lindír’s hide, but by the sudden pain and the warm sensation of flowing blood, these ones did; and indeed, when Lindír looked down at his chest, he saw that each shaft easily approached an arm and a half in length.

“Southlander ingenuity,” Ásgeir said from somewhere nearby, hidden by the billowing smoke. “A weapon of wood and steel that matches dragon-scales. Do not believe that you will be so easily able to overcome me, brother.”

Pain mixed with rage to produce a sort of infantile hopelessness. Lindír had been transported in spirit back to the underground cell which had been his prison. In a panic, unsure of where to go and suddenly realizing he was bereft of both allies and a plan, Lindír spun about, his tail smashing through several more Hvalheimer soldiers, and raced back to the castle wall. The Southlander weapons fired one more volley as he ran, but only a single great bolt struck home. Arrow-peppered, bleeding, and unsatisfied, Lindír returned to Stokvöllur castle to lick his wounds.
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A siege, as Lindír learned, is a slow and stressful thing. The Hvalheimer camp and Stokvöllur castle sat, each neighbor to the other, and none watching could have said that they gave off the appearance of fighting at all. There were signs, of course. Archers stood posted atop the castle wall, and every so often a company of archers from the camp would advance for a skirmish. Sometimes a company of riders would sally forth from a secondary gate to strike at the invaders, briefly raiding for supplies or to inflict casualties until the Hvalheimers grew frustrated enough to build a ditch around their main camp.

Things were far more busy within the castle itself, busy enough that Lindír could not help but be aware of them despite his purposeful ignorance of human busywork. There was a constant effort to add to the defenses in whatever ways were possible, knights and squires alike teaming up to deconstruct buildings within the city for material. Arguments over the distribution of food were nearly continuous. The fighting men of the city were of course to be prioritized, but exactly how much was always up for question, how many shares of food a fit fighter should receive compared to the share given to a child or elder or invalid. A miasma of sickness and death slowly rose above the city of Stokvöllur itself. Lindír could smell the fragrant rot of the dying, and although he would never indulge, it made his stomach rumble. A diet of salt-preserved venison kept his stomach filled, but it hardly satisfied his palate.

When Lindír described the operation of the Southlander devices which had so terribly wounded him, a fear arose that these might be deployed against the wall of the castle to terrible effect. Fortunately this was not possible. The machines were fast-firing compared to a mangonel, but terribly slow compared to an archer or even a crossbowman; unlike a mangonel, they could do little against a solid stone wall. They were a defensive weapon for use against Lindír, and little else.

So it was decided that a great counter-offensive would have to take place. Once Lindír had healed of his wounds, he could fly forth, this time with all the knights and spearmen and archers of Stokvöllur at his back. The men on foot would disable the Southlander weapons, and Lindír would bring to bear flame and claw against the enemy knights, rendering them useless. Even if such a turning of the tide did not cause the Hvalheimers to flee in fear, the damage would render them vulnerable for the arrival of the Jarl of Arenbak with his reinforcements.

That plan was thrown entirely into chaos on the fourth night of the siege. Lindír was sleeping peacefully upon his tower-top roost, and would have dreamed his dragon-dreams all throughout the night, were not he awakened by a sudden tapping, popping sound. Crack. He stirred in place, but did not open his eyes. Crack. Lindír grimaced, wishing he could fall back asleep at once. Crack. Finally opening his eyes, Lindír found himself surrounded by broken roof-tiles, each one matched with a broken arrow-shaft.

Lindír rose, and after a few moments noticed the lone archer. A dark silhouette sat astride a black horse just outside of the castle walls. He leapt off the tower, gliding lazily to land before this mysterious assassin.

“Fool,” Lindír growled. “Did you truly believe that your arrows could pierce—”

“Took you long enough to wake up,” said the archer. “Follow me.”

Lindír squinted, trying to remember where he had seen the shrouded being before him previously. “Nasir?”

Already, Nasir had steered his horse away from Lindír, and was urging it towards the hills outside of Stokvöllur. When he heard Lindír guess at his name, he stopped.

“Really? Has it been that long?”

“Three months,” Lindír said, still confused. “Why… why are you here? Were you so impressed by me that…”

Nasir sighed. Then, with a few swift motions, the archer removed the head-covering shroud of cloth, stuffing the remainder into a pocket. The face which turned around to look at Lindír with an expression of disbelief and humor, one pretty eyebrow raised, was a face which had been engraved into the patterns of his dreams.

“Razan!” Lindír instantly lowered into a crouch, neck bent so far forward that he looked up at Al-Khanjar, not down. All at once he understood his foolishness. Al-Khanjar had gone to great lengths to disguise her voice, but it was still the same voice. Her smell, too, was the same, and no doubt Al-Khanjar had not even considered that such a trait might be identifiable. And still Lindír had been fooled!

“Do not be so loud,” Razan snapped. “I hesitate to learn what will happen if I am discovered. Now come along.”

Razan spurred her horse away from the castle wall, and Lindír followed. He hadn’t made it more than two steps before a question occurred to him. He asked it quietly.

“When the Countess asked where you were from, were all those things you said the truth? About being a thrall taken from the desert?”

Razan hesitated to answer, and when she did it was only with a curt “Yes.”

“How strange,” Lindír mused. “That they would arm their own thralls. They might as well have given you the keys to your chains while they were at it.”

Razan turned, glaring at Lindír with profound annoyance. “Why do you think they only took children? We barely knew well enough to understand that we weren’t Namarlanders. Let alone to yearn for freedom in a homeland we barely remembered.”

With that, Al-Khanjar returned to looking straight ahead. Lindír, for once, understood the implication, and remained silent for the rest of the journey. At first it seemed that she was leading him into an entirely empty spot of pasture-land; but as they approached, Lindír suddenly saw at the top of one of the rolling hills a small encampment. Mysteriously, aside from the usual trappings of long-dead fire and a sleeping tent, there was also a small folding table of a kind which Lindír had seen within Ásgeir’s camp.

“Are you still working for them?” Lindír asked irritably.

“Yes,” said Al-Khanjar as she dismounted at the bottom of the hill. “But this meeting was not sanctioned by your brother, if that is what you are afraid of. He doesn’t know of this place, only that my own camp is somewhere in the area. The things which I want to tell you now are things which I do not want overheard by either side of this war. In fact…” Razan paused midway up the hill to scan her surroundings. “You have a keen sense of smell, don’t you Lindír? You could tell if there were any present besides us two?”

Lindír drank deep of the air, and although the welcoming odor of smoke was the strongest, he could indeed identify that there were no other humans besides Razan within earshot. He told her so.

“Good, good.”

Al-Khanjar finished climbing to the top of the hill, then set about stripping herself fully of the Nasir disguise. Ere long, she had returned to the Razan who Lindír knew, clad in her armor of steel scales, coils of hair tied back tightly.

“I find myself caught,” she said softly. “The more I learn, the more I fear Ásgeir and his plans. And yet I am beholden to him and to my word. He sent me here to search for you, and I knew that if I lied about what I found, then the risk of being found would be far too great. That is why I come to you in secret, my friend.”

That Razan considered him friend even still made Lindír’s heart flutter, forgetting the soreness of his scars and the wound in his chest. The sound of his wings rattling excitedly spread out into the night air, sounding like swarms of butterflies.

“Can you keep a secret, Lindír Heimirsson?”

“I can,” he said. “Though I’ve never had to before.”

“A position that I envy. But I will tell you the secret. You’re the only person with whom I can share this: even my own followers might reveal my suspicion to Ásgeir if it benefits them.”

A swell of pride rose in Lindír’s chest, and a curious feeling of intimacy. Perhaps the reason why Razan marked him as friend had less to do with him, and more to do with the fact that there were no others who could take up the role? He circled around the table in order to bring his bulk closer to her. Razan, in turn, spoke softly enough that he could hear the click of her tongue against her teeth and the hiss of her breath through her lips.

“I believe that Ásgeir and Guthrún have some secret objective beyond mere conquest. It is the only believable explanation for their actions.”

“What do you mean? Explain it to me.”

Razan gestured to the table, but was thwarted when she realized that she could not see whatever was on it. She muttered an oath under her breath, and something about a torch.

Seeing her frustration, Lindír tried something. He puffed out his chest and, with an act of concentration, deliberately stoked the half-dormant flames within him. Sure enough, they glowed, and in particular the patch of scaleless skin shone brilliantly, forming a beam of light like a hooded lantern.

Razan ceased to be frustrated, and instead looked up at Lindír with an expression of childlike awe. For a brief moment Lindír found himself thrown back to their first conversation in the depths of the dungeon under the Red Citadel, sending his heart throbbing in his chest. The sight of her huge, dark eyes, the curve of her eyebrows, the firelight reflecting off of her locks, all combined to send a shiver down his spine.

“I did not know that dragons could do such a thing,” she said.

“Neither did I,” said Lindír, and he shifted around to place the spotlight squarely upon the table. He saw that upon it was a single large parchment, bearing indecipherable markings, curving lines and small drawings marked out with blue, green, and yellow ink.

Al-Khanjar shook her head, as though to awaken from a daze. “Right then, now we have light, I can explain what I mean. Take note of where we are.”

Here Razan placed her finger upon the paper, and swept out a curving path from bottom to top. It was only then that Lindír realized the truth of what he was looking at; it was a map. With that new light, he cast his eyes all across the world. To the east, he saw the huge expanse of Witland, with its high plateaus and vast steppes; to the south, the thumb-claw island of Kojur. The intricate fjords and lakes, the vast inland sea around Garganland, formed a pattern like scattered leaves. The Flaxenvale, surrounded by mountains on every side, was the beating heart of Gulliheim on the western shore. Lindír tried not to be distracted by the pale scars across Razan’s copper knuckles, and to focus on her voice as she elaborated.

“Hvalheim has been expanding rapidly, enriching itself with the wealth of every land it can consume. It now controls, not only Kojur, but most of the coastline here. But this rapid expansion cannot continue forever, if only because Hvalheim is beginning to draw attention. I’ve studied the history of the kingdom, and it seems to me that one of the primary defenses against external invasion has been the perception that Hvalheim was not a threat. Not something that would work in the South, but the South is a different land.”

“But Hvalheim is clearly a threat,” said Lindír. “Seven thousand footmen isn’t something you can easily ignore.”

“I agree. Hvalheim has been quite dangerous, especially since they made the excellent choice of hiring me.” Razan paused momentarily to grin at her own joke. “But stereotypes and common wisdom can take years to be dislodged. At least one kingdom knows all too well the power of Hvalheim: Eskilia, to the northwest.”

Here again she indicated a spot on the map. It was in the center of the southern part of the map, but Lindír supposed that it was northwest of Kojur at least.

“Now, for some years, Eskilia and Fóthrheim have been at war;” Razan gestured back and forth between the two countries, “but that war is now in its terminal phase, and Eskilia’s victory is inevitable. Even a child could see that, once that war does at last come to an end, the treasure-glutted and battle-bloodied armies of Eskilia will turn their attention to the next greatest rival: Hvalheim.”

“Is that why Ásgeir and Guthrún are so thirsty for conquest?” said Lindír. “They swallow petty counties in order to strengthen the kingdom in preparation for a war against Eskilia?”

Razan shook her head. “If that were the case, then there are countless petty fiefdoms on the Eskilian frontier itself, easy prey for the armies of either nation! I told them both that reinforcing the frontier with Eskilia is the obvious solution. But they refused, and instead have our attentions thrown across the world in this place.”

The way Razan gritted her teeth, causing the muscles of her jaw to bulge out, spoke volumes about the history of that particular discussion. Lindír sought to comfort her, as the one who had greater experience with the royal family. “He’s an egoist,” he said. “My brother is an arrogant man, convinced of his own superiority, and our mother dotes on him like an overstuffed cat. It pains me to hear that you have been forced to confront them as I did.

Razan leaned forward, resting her palms on the table and allowing them to take some of her weight. Then she shook her head. “Ásgeir’s pride cannot be overstated. But he does care for me… in some ways. And when I speak on matters of strategy, he normally listens. Were it any other prince, I would agree that this is stubbornness. But with him? I truly believe that he knows something I do not.”

Lindír was doubtful. But that skepticism was difficult to maintain in the face of Al-Khanjar’s deathly certainty. “I assume I am not so lucky that you know what this plan might be?”

Razan again shook her head. “I have a suspicion, though. It must be somehow connected to the Tinker’s Hills, on the eastern border of the Flaxenvale.”

Lindír bent his head to the map. “Why do you say that?”

“My orders. As soon as Stokvöllur has been seized, I and my personal followers are to take to horses and go east, to seize control of the key pathways through that territory. The foothills are far from the main routes through the region, and there is little in the way of wealth there, aside from some nisken miners.”

“So you believe that whatever lies there is the true reason for this entire invasion? Stokvöllur is, what, a stepping stone?”

“Something like that,” Razan said. “But I can’t know for sure without a more direct investigation.

“Are you asking for my help, then?” said Lindír. There was a boiling excitement in his stomach, ready at any moment to burst forth.

Razan smiled, one of her teeth briefly glinting in the reflected light. “Yes, I am asking for your help.”

“Anything,” Lindír said at once. “I have waited three years to repay this debt, Sir Razan. I will do anything you need of me.

Al-Khanjar’s expression fell, and it took her a moment to speak. “You must make your Countess surrender. Come to her as ally, as friend, as advisor, however you need to justify it, and convince her to agree to terms. The army remains, for now, in good spirits, and if peace is achieved soon there will be no looting or ravage. She will swear allegiance to Queen Guthrún, and even keep her crown as the Countess under Hvalheim’s banner. If she cares so much for her people, then she will sacrifice her sovereignty to spare them.”

Lindír sat stunned throughout Razan’s speech. Surrender was unthinkable. To be confronted with so great a threat as the Hvalheimer invaders, a foe who wished to conquer all before them, and simply give up? Not only did it offend Lindír’s draconic pride, not only was such a threat horrid coming from Razan’s lips in Razan’s resounding voice, but he knew in his heart of hearts that the Countess would never give in.

“You cannot ask that of me,” Lindír said, taking a step back before collapsing onto his haunches. “Halldis—the Countess—would sooner die than surrender her crown. And I could no more influence her than influence the forest!”

“Then she will die for her crown, and take half her people screaming and weeping with her.” Al-Khanjar spoke quickly, bitingly, lips pulled back in a sneer. Then she calmed. “But you know as well as I the stubbornness of royalty. So perhaps I will tell you the facts of the situation and you may convince her with those. There is no victory for her.”

“Nonsense,” said Lindír. “Within those walls wait hundreds of the most stalwart warriors, brave and cunning. And the walls themselves may be nothing to me or to the giants who built the Red Citadel, but they have held you off well enough.”

“The walls will crumble, and Ásgeir will walk through the gap as easy as crossing a brook.” Al-Khanjar gestured to the camp, and more specifically to the huge wooden frame under construction there. “You’ve already had a run-in with the scorpion, the dragon-slaying arrow weapon? It is not the only thing which your brother has learned from me when it comes to Southlander siege-craft. And if the Countess thinks that she can wait until whatever reinforcements she has arranged—led by the Jarl of Arenbak, I assume—to save the day, she severely underestimates the position of strength in which Ásgeir stands.”

Lindír did not believe for a second that this was merely an errant guess. Al-Khanjar knew, whether via the work of spies or simply the ability to read all aspects of the operational field, the exact nature of the Countess’s plan.

“You’ve forgotten one thing in your calculations,” Lindír said, ruffling his wings in pride. “And that is me. Ásgeir has caught me once with his devilish traps; but I do wonder how effective such machines will be when I rain down fire upon them from above.”

Razan shook her head sadly. “You have never fought your brother, have you.”

“No. But he is a human, and I am a dragon. I will destroy him.”

“You will not.” Razan sighed, her shoulders sagging before she gave Lindír a long, painful look. “You cannot fight Ásgeir. Please believe me when I tell you this. You cannot fight him.”

Lindír didn’t understand his own feelings. Normally this was where he would start displaying bravado, telling Razan about how many knights he had slain, how much devastation he had wreaked in his days. But there was a firmness which undergirded her words, a desperation in her need to impress upon the dragon the futility of what he proposed. In his confusion, draconic pride pitted against fallible emotion, Lindír had no choice but to relent.

“Very well,” he said. “I shall… yes, I shall go to the Countess and try to convince her.”

“Perfect,” Razan said. “If you can do that, then we can fly eastward at once, and arrive at the Tinker’s Hills long before Ásgeir even realizes what has taken place. That should give us enough time to reason out what he’s searching for.”

Lindír knew what Razan described. The word was “quest.” A race against time, venturing far into unknown territory with a companion at his side, trying to learn the secret machinations of the foulest of villains. Perhaps, for the greatest possible swiftness, Razan would have to ride upon Lindír’s back, an image which brought him great joy. He would at once be striking against his family and securing his alliance with her. Perhaps he would earn a name from it.

“I suppose that I must attempt to convince the Countess, then,” Lindír said. He drew himself back up to his full height, planting his wing-claws in the earth with a heavy thud. “I will return with word, whether it be good or bad.”

“God willing, it will be quick.”

Lindír turned about and charged off, launching himself into the sky once more. When morning came, he was sure that he would be able to talk some sense into the Countess, convince her to give up her crown for the sake of her people. Then, at last, his legend could begin.
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“You are mad,” Halldis said. “You are mad to think that I, who has fought so dearly and for so long to maintain the standing of my people and my land, would so much as consider selling my dignity to some wretched dog of Hvalheim!”

Lindír curled his tail around himself, keeping his limbs close to his underbelly. The Countess’s diatribe stung more deeply than the arrow which had struck him before, wriggling past his scales to prick at his heart and rake across his gizzard.

“You will keep your crown,” he said, “and your people will be freed from the burden of war. Is that not—”

“What use is a crown if it has no meaning? Would I be a countess if I surrendered myself to foreign dominion, or would I be merely a thrall in fancy dress? Really, Lindír, give me the answer to this quandary, as you quite apparently consider me a fool. And you appeal to my people as well! My people, who at least now have the hope that the Hvalheimers might someday leave their lands, instead of becoming their new landlords.”

“Enough! You’ve said enough!” Lindír hissed. The shrill sound echoed off the walls of Stokvöllur castle’s grand hall, sounding for all the world like rainfall. “You don’t need to perform an entire monologue on the topic of my mistakes.”

“I thought that would be a nice way to get it across,” Halldis said, voice laden with irony. “Considering the entire season of our friendship was not enough for you to come to understand who I am and how I have gotten here.”

“I am sorry!” Lindír at last cried. “I am sorry that I was enthralled by the idea of a resolution that kept murder to a minimum!’

“And all it would require was my complete abdication, and Hvalheim getting everything it wishes for.” The Countess paused, her chest heaving with breath. As usual, her knightly entourage did an excellent job of pretending to be deaf and blind to all about them which was not an explicit order.

“I suppose it was my fault,” she said, now more softly, “to expect loyalty from a dragon. Whoever this Alkansar is, this person who you suddenly trust above all others, she must have misled you, bribed you with silver or fed your ego with her honeyed words. Damn it all, what was I thinking?”

Was it possible? Had Lindír been lied to? Every single one of his elements revolted against the idea that Razan meant anything but the best for him and for Stokvöllur; but then, she and him were pledged to opposite sides of a battle, even as they conspired together. It would be only logical, for one so cunning that they called her the dagger, to make use of any possible thread to foment disunity and weakness in the opposition. Reason suggested that the Countess spoke the truth. But Lindír would not, could not, accept reason.

“I do not know,” Lindír said, his neck bent down toward the marble floor. “Al-Khanjar has done more for me than you can know, and I owe her more than I could ever repay. I cannot bring myself to believe that she would speak false to me.”

“Really?” said the Countess, speaking slowly. “Not but a few minutes ago you had said that the two of you had met only twice before. Now you claim that you are in her debt?”

“It is a private matter, one which is very sensitive to my—”

“And you claim that this debt which you owe to her means that you trust her word? I would not trust the word of one who knows she has power over me. Certainly I do not trust the word of those to whom I owe debts!”

“Why do you question me so? Why this sudden frenzy to doubt my account?”

“Because your account fits as well as my dresses would fit upon your scaly frame! But now I see, or at least I think I do. This Alkansar owns you, and owns you entirely. She has you in her thrall, and you will do whatever she asks of you.”

All at once, Lindír drew himself up to his full height. He spread his wings as wide as the hall could fit and gave them a mighty flap, sending so fierce a wind whirling around the hall that the Countess’s knights staggered and the doors creaked under the strain. His claws raked across the stone floor, leaving deep scores wherever they passed.

“Do not accuse me of being anyone’s instrument!” he growled, and the fires within his chest were stoked to such an intensity that embers trickled from his mouth and the whole chamber was lit up red. “Yes, I care for Al-Khanjar, but I care for my own reasons. If I decide the rest of these blighted vassals of Hvalheim can burn, then so be it.”

Halldis clenched her jaw, but remained stoic. “If you are going to kill me, then kill me and let the gods judge you. But do not make idle threats to me in my own throne room.”

Lindír settled, grinding his teeth as he attempted to quell his flames. He was only partially successful, and his voice remained laden with venom. “My point still stands.”

Halldis leaned forward in her seat. “I do not care with whom you have split your loyalties, Lindír Heimirsson. The end result is the same: you have wavered in your purpose, refused to fight against your sworn enemy. You come to me and ask me to surrender my very crown, on the suggestion of a complete enigma!”

“I have asked you for nothing,” Lindír said. “Merely suggested, rightly or wrongly, that surrender may be the most mutually beneficial path.”

“I suppose I should have expected pedantry from a dragon,” Halldis muttered to herself. “Very well, then. You may go and tell your Alkansar that I unequivocally refuse surrender. And once you have done that, you may prepare for war with Ásgeir and the Hvalheimers, or else forsake your oath and leave.”

Lindír stood frozen for some time as his muscles were seized by the freezing grip of disappointment and failure. “I will. Shall I be off, then?”

“No. I spoke rashly; we have spoken on the matter of Alkansar’s offer, and we have spoken on the matter of the exact source of your hesitance. Now I shall speak to you directly.”

There was a cold, feline sharpness to her voice. It raised Lindír’s hackles, not that he had such a thing, and he found his tail curling about himself in preparation. “What is it?”

“When I first met you, I thought you the same as any other dragon from the stories. A creature of raw destruction, arrived from parts unknown to cause chaos. A challenge to my realm. But now I see that you are young and foolish. How old are you, really?”

“Nineteen,” Lindír muttered.

The Countess nodded. “Then you must learn, Lindír, that this is not a story. This is not some adolescent squabble. This is war. When you first arrived, it was war as well, though a small war, and you were a foe quite unlike a band of marauding knights. And now, though that war came to an end, we find ourselves in a war once again.

“And in war, dragon, there can be no half-measures. That is why wars are not started lightly, for once a war begins, all terror and ruin will be unleashed upon those who fight it. In war, he who restrains himself, he who does not give his utmost, fails and dies.”

“What of honor?” said Lindír.

“Honor is for duels and romances,” Halldis said spitefully. “And for dispensing with an enemy who has been already defeated. There is no honor in war.”

“No,” Lindír said. He could feel the iron chains of his home wrapping around his neck, dragging him down. “I suppose not.”

“There can be no settlement between myself and Hvalheim until one of us or the other has been overpowered and undone. None. If I show weakness now, that will only mean my defeat by other means. Destroy the Hvalheimers, bring them to ruin, and only once that is done consider such matters as honor or loyalty.”

The Countess sat back within her chair, hands folded calmly in her lap, the straight-backed image of royalty. Silence fell across the grand hall. Lindír felt weak, even drained, as though he were being held up only by a thin rope which had begun, slowly, to fray. One day and one night, and he would be forced either to betray Razan, or else be an oathbreaker.

“Halldis?”

“Yes?”

“Is there anything else you require of me?”

“No, Lindír. You may leave. In fact, if you have nothing else to say, I recommend it. It will be difficult to get to the world of running a siege if there is a five-ton dragon blocking the way.”

Lindír slipped back through the door and into an unusually chill summer day. He scarcely even touched the ground outside. Instead he climbed, using his limbs as hooks in the stone, going over parapet and around tower, to reach his customary sleeping spot. The climb left heavy gouges and torn stones where his weight proved too much; but that was more a benefit than anything else.

Lindír was very used to sulking. He had refined it to an art form during his youth in the dungeon beneath the Red Citadel. Ever since earning his freedom, he had had few opportunities to sulk. With the chains of oath and bond tight about him, with expectation and insult piled high, his brooding held all the dark melancholy of an autumn storm.

Coiled around the tower roof, Lindír disinterestedly watched the knights and servants go by. Far off in the distance was the looming presence of the Hvalheimer camp, with the North-West Wood as backdrop and the patrolling riders as foreground. Lindír wondered what Razan was doing, wherever she was. Was she alone, as he was, pondering their connection in the same manner? Or was she flitting hither and thither to follow Ásgeir’s orders? Did she think of Lindír as an old friend cast into unfortunate opposition to her, or as a foolish dupe to be leveraged against the Countess? Did Razan think of him as a friend at all?

Not even the rays of the sun upon his wings were able to warm him, or to have any pleasing effect whatsoever. Over and over again he thought out his options, over and over again he found each one lacking. Greater and greater did grow the storm in Lindír’s heart, the tight, cold, stabbing knowledge of impending disaster.

He could always become an oathbreaker. Flee Stokvöllur for good, or use his strength to browbeat the Countess into accepting the surrender which he had offered. But Lindír remembered the initial swearing of their oath, the great arch of the church ceiling and all of the appeals to the gods of humanity. Lindír knew little of human gods, but the one thing he did know was that there was no good end for those who invited their ire. He remembered Sivnis, struck down by Ólor. He remembered some of Ámnistr’s stories of the horrific curses visited upon those who broke oaths sworn before the gods, of men turned into living torments, of men who begged for death but would not die.

Which meant only that he could fight, as he had promised he would. It was, in the end, quite the easy prospect. He bore no love towards Ásgeir, so to slaughter him would no more wound his heart than any of the knights and hunters he had slain in his time. But Razan had implored him so very forcefully to hold back his fury, looked upon him with such bottomless sorrow when he had insisted upon violence. Though he did not know why it was that she was so insistent, the thought of betraying her will left him in agony.

He could not withstand it any longer. He would not continue to lie about on that tower roof and sink deeper into his own mind. So Lindír rose up into a low crouch and planted his wing-claws upon the tile of the roof. With a single springing leap that caused the very foundations of the tower to tremble, Lindír took off. Wheeling around the castle, he saw off in the distance a dull grey raincloud. That sight inspired him somehow, and so he pumped his wings against the air and set off in that direction.

As he traveled, Lindír soared higher and higher until the ground stretched out before him like a map on a table. The air grew frigid and thin at that height, and with each beat of his wings and each heaving breath it grew harder and harder to stay aloft. But although his chest burned and his lungs ached, Lindír continued, for the pain proved to be a cleansing fire, a distraction from all that had come before. When he at last reached the cloud, he did not avoid it, but instead dove in with all of his speed.

In the grey of the cloud, Lindír was blind and all but deaf. He felt only the beating of his wings, the constant cascading of raindrops across his hide, and the numbing sting of the bitter cold. Through that densest fog, he soared dolphin-like, sometimes throwing himself once more into the open air but always, inevitably, returning.

He felt free. Even through the uncomfortable wet and the biting cold, he felt free. Without the ground to remind him of his failings or the sky to draw him ever upward, Lindír found his mind clarifying. Even his body’s motion became automatic, meaningless against the unending sameness of grey cloud. Only occasionally was he even aware of such basic things as up or down.

When Lindír was buffeted by winds throwing him aloft, he thought of his pain. He remembered Ámnistr and Ásgeir, and Heimir and Guthrún and the Under-Queen’s prophecy and all that had come before. His had been a harsh life, harsh beyond what could be carried by its shortness. Then he would leave the cloud, see the sky once more, and it would be gone. He found himself proud of his nature, proud to be a dragon in body and mind. All that he had known had brought him strength, brought him clarity of purpose. A dragon he was, and a dragon he would forever be, to do as he pleased, when he pleased!

There were moments when Lindír would allow his wings to go slack, and let gravity take him. He would fall and fall and feel, for a moment, weightless, kin to the raindrops and cloud-stuff all about him, and the rush in his guts would fill him with such a light as he had only rarely seen before. There was but one light in his life. Ámnstr had lit his way only briefly, but Ámnistr’s guidance had been confused, and it had guttered and died when the time came.

Razan. Razan, Razan, Razan, all was Razan, all returned to her. It was she who had granted Lindír his freedom, she who lit a fire in his belly, she who turned aside the hate he bore for the kingdom of his birth, she who tormented him so sweetly that he was nearly driven to break his oath. The softness of her voice. The painted curves of her brow, the outline of her lips, the edge to her muscles, the shine of her armor. The cutting force of her will, unbowing, unbreakable against any force great or small. Her black coils of hair, so often covered yet beautiful beyond measure.

And never had she been more beautiful than when she had asked Lindír not to make war upon his brother. In that moment, Lindír had witnessed human emotion in its most tender and sublime, watching the cold darkness moving behind her eyes. Suddenly, as he remembered that moment, Lindír understood. Razan had been afraid! But what had she been afraid of? Afraid for herself, that any fight between the brothers might lead her to harm? Afraid that Ásgeir would attack her if she failed to convince Lindír onto his side? Or afraid for Lindír, that the act of slaying his own kin might leave him forever marked, as always happened to kinslayers in the stories. Either way, Lindír cursed himself for having been so blinded by the perfect image in his mind that he had failed to see the truth.

Lindír’s heart burned to think of her so vulnerable, though he did not think to question why it burned so. If Razan was afraid for herself, then was a simple solution to this: with his great speed and the toughness of his scales, he could simply carry her away, deposit her in Stokvöllur, then return to do battle against his brother. Thus, he could uphold his oath and protect his good friend in one single maneuver. And if she was afraid for him, well, she simply didn’t understand.

Swiftly, Lindír wheeled about on the air and sped with all his might for Stokvöllur and the camp of Hvalheim. He arrived at the onset of twilight and once there circled for some time, keeping always high enough that the deadly dragon-slaying arrows of the Hvalheimers could not reach him. He circled and circled and searched and searched, until at last he recognized Razan herself by her high-crested helm and the retinue of warriors who served her. As soon as he had, Lindír sped into a dive and crashed down before her.

Wordlessly, Razan recognized the deep sincerity in Lindír’s eyes, and with a phrase of Namaric her troop was dismissed.

“I have been a fool,” he said.

“What do you mean, Lindír?” Razan replied, growing concern writ across her features.

“I did not see it, though it was writ plain across your face. I can take you away from Ásgeir, keep you safe during the battle. Now be quick and jump on my back.”

To make such a feat easier, Lindír let his front legs splay out until the patch of scaleless skin on his chest kissed the cool grass. He expected any second to feel Razan’s feet stepping hard upon his crown of horns: but no such thing took place.

“Get up,” Razan said coldly.

“What?”

“I said get up. Do not splay yourself before me, damnable idiot.”

Lindír did as asked, though his shoulders shrank back with uncertainty and embarrassment. “I mean only the best for you,” he said. “I know it must wound your pride to have me offer such, but to be afraid of my brother is no offense. Even if he is an inferior warrior to you, the legions under his command would be worth any mortal man’s fear. Please, just—”

Razan took two quick steps closer, and when she spoke again it was in a harsh hiss of a whisper. “I am not afraid of Ásgeir. I am afraid that you are going to try to fight him, and that you will die.”
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“Get myself killed? The scorpions were only so effective before because of the element of surprise, I know where they are and I can—”

“No. Ásgeir. Ásgeir will kill you. Now fly, fly before he gets here, you big stupid lizard child.”

Lindír didn’t understand. He couldn’t understand. Ásgeir was a mortal man, a mighty ruler and king but no match for a dragon. At only nineteen years of age, it was impossible that he had accumulated the incredible skill of the legendary dragon-slayers of old, whereas Lindír himself had grown into a monster of nearly five and a half tons. If it were anyone else speaking, Lindír would believe that it was merely the typical hubris of man, failing to understand the capabilities of one’s superiors. But Razan? Lindír struggled to believe that Al-Khanjar could be so easily taken in by such inflated stories, especially by one so boorish as his brother.

Sensing something was wrong, Lindír furled his wings, puffed out his chest, and took a few retreating steps as he raised his head high to scan his surroundings. At his feet, Razan was momentarily relieved at the desistance.

“What makes you believe that he stands the slightest chance of wounding me, let alone defeating me?”

“Because I have seen him in battle,” Razan said immediately, the anger and fear returning instantly to her face. “He is a terror to behold, a monster, ravager. You do not know what it means to witness death until you have seen Ásgeir carve through a field.”

“But he is still a human,” said Lindír. “With one blow of my claws I could crush his bones and render him forever a cripple. One exhalation of flame and the fat would drip from his flesh and he would die.”

“I don’t know that it would. He’s not… he’s no normal human being. If even he might be called human.”

Again, Lindír found himself confused. His emotions flickered rapidly, unable to settle between curiosity about the meaning of Razan’s words, and total disbelief at their truthfulness.

“Ásgeir was unaffected by the curse. He is human, as I would have been were it not for my mother’s mistake. What exactly is it that makes him so supreme?”

“He is… he… I have…” Razan grimaced, as though caught in a net of her own making, then muttered something in Namaric.

“You have what?” Lindír asked, growing impatient.

Razan continued to mumble to herself in Namaric, stomping and pacing with frustration. Before she could descend into a pit of her own mind, the pressures of time cut her short: she looked around to make sure Ásgeir was still nowhere to be seen.

“Lindír: I beg you, upon whatever bond that stands between us, as repayment for the freedom which I have granted you, hold what I say to be trustworthy. I would not lie to you. Run away, do not dare to fight him, and you may survive long enough to uncover the truth about his intentions. Fight him and you will die.”

“I believe you,” said Lindír.

That was a lie, or half of one at least. Lindír certainly believed that Razan was not lying; but he did not believe that she was correct. The infallibility which he had ascribed to her in his mind was clearly not real. Lindír’s neck bent, his head turned low to the ground.

“But I swore an oath to the Countess of Stokvöllur. An oath to defend her and destroy all her enemies. Ásgeir has made himself her enemy; please do not place yourself into that category as well.”

Razan froze, chest rising and falling rapidly, skin turned waxen from stress. When she finally came unstuck, she moved rapidly, drawing her sword from its scabbard faster than the eye could follow and pressing its point directly against the patch of scaleless skin at Lindír’s chest.

“No!” she cried. “No, I refuse. Turn back, Lindír!”

“Razan!”

“Haha! Ever the desert lioness, you are. Thank you for holding him.”

Ásgeir had arrived.

He was in his full war panoply, bedecked in heavy iron mail, the ivory mask replaced with an iron copy which was itself bolted onto a steel pot-helm. Mysteriously, however, he carried no sword; and yet as he clapped his hands in approval of Razan’s action, he carried himself with the absolute confidence of an armed man.

Lindír acted on instinct, driven by the heart and heedless of all context or consequence. He made a forwards half-leap that left a red line across the patch of scaleless skin, and upon landing arched his back and spread out his wings like twin shields, limbs low and splayed in a combat stance.

“Razan! Behind me!”

Ásgeir froze. “What?”

“I don’t care how strong you are,” Lindír growled, “come and fight me, hound. I will destroy you!”

Ásgeir continued to be still and silent. His eyes could not be seen through the shadowed pits of his mask’s eye-holes, but as he twitched from side to side, Lindír could somehow tell he was deep in thought. Then he chuckled, a quiet noise much magnified by the echoing quality of the mask.

“What marvel,” said Ásgeir. “I see now that the stories of a dragon’s greed were not so exaggerated as I had assumed. Razan, come over here.”

Lindír bared his teeth, and sparks drizzled down from his jaws to char the grass of the field, his eyes luminous in the half-light. Then, to his horror, he heard footsteps from his flank: slowly, calmly, Razan circled around him and walked to Ásgeir’s side. Lindír tore his eyes away from the sight, no matter how he might have wanted to watch her or stop her, and glared at Ásgeir.

“What greed? This has nothing to do with greed, and everything to do with me and you.” Lindír took one step closer to striking range.

But he could not think about striking, for Razan stood by Ásgeir’s side, angling herself halfway between the two of them.

“Really? No greed? You do not hate me because you want to take what is mine?”

Lindír scoffed, or the closest a dragon’s throat could make to such a sound. “What could you, pathetic prince of a pathetic kingdom that you are, have that I could want?”

“Allow me to demonstrate.”

And with that, Ásgeir seized Razan around the midsection and pulled her tightly to him. She resisted at first, letting out a gasp, but to Lindír’s growing horror that resistance quickly melted, frost under a noonday sun. Razan’s head lolled back as Ásgeir’s hands explored her body. Even his masked face pressed tightly against her throat, and it was clear that were it not for the steel obstruction, his lips would be as adventurous as his hands. It was a disgusting display, utterly uncouth and unchivalrous; but that was quite clearly the point.

“Get your hands off of her!” Lindír roared, and the sound echoed off of the very forests and the walls of Stokvöllur itself.

Ásgeir did, indeed, let Razan go. “And lo, the beast reveals its true intentions. Envy is written across your very muzzle, brother.”

“Envy? For what, that you paw at any lady within reach like an ape pawing at fresh fruit?”

“Even apes know not to lust after that which another man has already taken as his own,” said Ásgeir.

Lindír was reeling, a maelstrom of feelings rendering his chest about to burst. His rage was muddled, by guilt and pain and other emotions whose names he knew and yet could not bring himself to imagine. Seeking guidance, he turned to Razan, silently praying that she would, in her own wounding, provide direction.

Instead he saw Razan, her arms folded, her eyes downcast, and a mixture of embarrassment and regret written across her features. Not, in other words, the expression of a woman who had just been insulted.

Lindír’s heart burst, and the shards cut apart his innards. There were fragile sensations which he had been holding inside of him, ones which he had not been aware of, which now caused only bleeding. At the same time as his legs nearly gave out from under him and he forgot, momentarily, how to breathe, Lindír also reached understanding. No wonder Razan had been so insistent that he not slay Ásgeir. Humans were so often blind when it came to the objects of their affections, that much he knew.

“So that is how it is,” Lindír said.

“He’s my commander,” Razan said by way of excuse. “My lord and ruler.”

Lindír… couldn’t find it in himself to care. His flame glowed through his scales as the grief and upset was slowly subsumed by rage. Before him, Razan and Ásgeir both hardened themselves for battle: the brother braced himself for glorious combat, while Razan put her hand on the hilt of her sword and became ready for a slaughter.

“Razan,” Lindír said after a long time.

“Yes, Lindír?”

“For the sake of—” Lindír prevented himself from speaking on the matter of his freedom in front of Ásgeir “—the mercy you have shown me in the past. I am going to give you one chance to run while I take care of things elsewhere.”

With that, Lindír leapt into the air. His target were the vicious dragon-slaying weapons which lay at the heart of the Hvalheimer camp. He moved rapidly and in a vast arc, hoping beyond hope that he could evade those great engines and their terrible piercing arrow-spears. As he closed, though, a horrid glee danced through his frame. Not only were the machines not aimed and ready, most of them weren’t even loaded! Only a handful of great bolts were sent Lindír’s way as he swooped around, and only one made impact, burying itself up to the head in Lindír’s shoulder. The pain enraged, but the wound could neither weaken nor immobilize: it only served to stoke yet higher the flames in Lindír’s heart. He let loose a tremendous burst of flame to fall upon the scorpions like a dreadful rain, incinerating all. The screams of the operators and the tremendous bursting of the tight-sprung mechanical components was so loud and echoed so fiercely that Lindír held little doubt that it had not been heard as far as Stokvöllur castle itself.

At once, the gentle sounds of supper and the background rattle of an army camp rose to a great clatter. Men threw aside bowls and spoons and reached for swords and bows, and orders were passed back and forth between the sergeants and knights in Namaric and Kojurlander alike. It was an easy feat for them to find the source of the alarm. Lindír was a great dark mass, red-black scales and ember-orange fire against the fast-falling twilight. And so they came for him, squads of ten or twenty with their spears and bows, and tried to slay him. They stood no chance.

No spear could stop five tons of furious muscle and bone, and many of the soldiers were crushed, flung aside with a sweep of claw, knocked to the ground by a beat of his wings and broken under his feet, shattered by swipes of his long tail. The hard-packed earth beneath the camp became sodden with blood, and Lindír was only beginning to fight. Packs of archers stood tall, aiming their bows at the weak point in his armor. But Lindír was canny, and he made an arrow-curtain of his wing, though the pain of arrows in the soft wing-skin pained him greatly. With a single burst of flame, barely a tongue compared to the roiling mass within him, he set their flesh and hair alight, and they fled.

Arrows like pins bristled from his hide, and blood coated him, spilling from his jaws and dripping from his talons. At last the dragon had lost himself once more to blood-fury; Ásgeir and Al-Khanjar were totally forgotten, all strategy or specific grudge lost beneath a red haze. He battled in every direction, battled without aim, battled with savagery and strength alone.

Lindír let loose his flame. It was a flame he had not had the strength to produce for quite some time, a flame much like the one he had unleashed during his escape from the Red Citadel. It billowed and spread as it burned, yellow-hot fog that set alight all it touched. Grass, rope, leather, skin, wood, all burst into flame before the onslaught of heat that lit up the night like the unexpected arrival of the midday sun. It burned and burned until Lindír’s throat grew raw and his teeth glowed red, an endless stream of fire vomiting out from forced-open jaws. He turned and spun, charged and leapt, and wherever his gaze fell the flame followed and incinerated all before him.

Then, still carried by a terrible momentum of rage, Lindír sprang up into the air. “Dogs of Hvalheim!” he roared. “Flee! Flee while you can! A dragon is upon you now, and all who stand before me shall burn!”

And he wheeled about in the air, turning once more upon the already-burning camp, and spewed forth a great jet of flame. Those archers who still held loyalty in their hearts loosed arrows upon him, but these he found and, in the manner of a hunting hawk, swept down upon them in a terrible fury, slashing and crushing as he went.

Then he took off again, and swept to the next camp in the line, one which was still dark and awaiting the gift of fire. There the soldiers had had more time to prepare, forcing Lindír to arrive amidst a storm of arrows stinging at his heart and eyes. But so furious was he that he endured the barbs, and with more flame met them. Their tents burned just as easily, and their mail offered no more resistance to claw and tooth than any other.

Some minutes later, with two camps alight, plumes of smoke and tongues of flame reaching up toward the stars, Lindír returned to Stokvöllur castle. He was tired, though fury still burned within, and the wounds of arrows and spear-points bled slowly from a half-dozen spots where his armor was thin, and the great sting of the scorpion’s barb ailed him in the shoulder. Lindír expected to see knights and archers all arrayed for a counterattack. But instead, when he arrived at the wall of the castle, he saw only one.

The Countess stood atop the castle wall, gazing out into the distance, her face wan with terror. As Lindír landed, rearing up onto his hind legs so that he could see over the wall without placing his full weight upon it, he saw that the castle was not entirely empty. Behind the Countess there was a pell-mell rush to flight, servants and knights barricading windows and barring doors as they hid from view.

“I have upheld my oath,” Lindír announced. “Where are your soldiers? Do they flee in fear of me?”

“You damned fool,” the Countess said. “Have you any idea what you have done?”

The Countess raised her arm, a single finger pointing out in the direction of the Hvalheimer camp. Without changing position, Lindír followed that finger, and at first he did not understand. He saw only flames, collapsed tents, soldiers screaming in confusion and fear. But then, as he traced the outline of the flames, as he saw more pillars of smoke rising up to the dome of the sky, he realized his error, and all flame of fury went out in his belly.

“Look!” Halldis cried furiously. “The forest burns!”
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“Then why are you still here?” Lindír hissed at the Countess. “Hide with your people!”

“No,” said the Countess. “Don’t you see it? Someone has to stand against them. Someone has to pay the price, else they will enact their vengeance upon us with the fullest of their wrath.”

“And you complain that I am foolish. Do you really believe that you can stop them alone?”

Halldis stared out at the North-west Wood, her expression solid as marble and dimly lit by the flickerings of distant fire. “My husband managed it. If he could do it, then so can I. And if I cannot do it, then none in my kingdom could, and you have doomed us all regardless of my actions.”

Lindír relinquished his grip on the castle wall, and circled about to face the woods. “Go. I’ll face them here.”

The Countess had to raise her voice to be heard from a dragon’s body-length away, especially with the wind rising with each passing moment. “Do not let your hubris be the death of you, Lindír!”

“My hubris is what brought this terrible thing upon you and your people, Halldis, you said that yourself. I have fought shape-changers and mages before. And I would like very much to see these Good Neighbors go blow for blow against dragon’s scales, dragon’s teeth, and dragon’s fire!”

The Countess tossed her head back and laughed, the shrill sort of laugh that raised her quite high in Lindír’s estimations. “Very well then! We shall face them together! Between the two of us, I am sure that they will find some reason to stop!”

So Lindír crouched in his stable battle-stance, legs bent and spread, wings planted on the earth in preparation for rapid movement, tail whipping rapidly over his back. And there he waited. At first, there was only a profound anticlimax. The fires burned, men shouted, the wind whistled, and for all that the Good Neighbors made any kind of appearance they may as well have forgotten that that corner of their domain existed at all.

Then, one by one, the fires went out. It was a subtle thing, not easily noticed. The distant lights were not blown out like a candle or snuffed out like a campfire; there was no sound, no sign. To Lindír, it appeared more like the twinkling of stars, except that the forest fires would twinkle into invisibility and then not brighten again. One by one, the plumes of smoke guttered out, and bit by bit the fires which he had lit were put out. Before long the forest ceased to appear as separate trees, but instead took on the aspect of a black mass on the horizon. One might have thought it was a sinister mirror of the walls of Stokvöllur stretching out in either direction, were it not for the rough shape of foliage against the starlight.

The first scream came just as the last of the forest fires was extinguished. This was not a scream of battle, no scream of rage or even pain. It was a scream of terror, a keening thing impossible for a human throat to produce unless pushed beyond ordinary physical limits by a fear too great to put into words. That first scream was a solitary note which broke through the murmurs of chaos in the night, so sharp and so loud that none could avoid it. But soon there came a second scream. And a third. An endless chorus of screams emanated from the Hvalheimer camps, not just the main camp where Ásgeir held his court, but all up and down the Hvalheimer line the horrible noises came.

From near to the wall, Lindír could not see what was happening. The Hvalheimers were being killed—for no man could produce such a scream without dying or bearing witness to death—but no matter how intently he stared at the nearest camp, he could see no agent of death. The tents and pathways of the camp were but silhouettes poorly lit by torches and bonfires, and against them he could see the feeble shapes of men running to and fro, but all those he saw were running away from an invisible killer.

But as Lindír glanced from the camps of the Hvalheimers—merely sketched in the poor light, not illustrated—to the forest looming behind them, then back and forth, he realized that the stillness was an illusion. He knew, by long period of observation, the outline of the camp, and how it sat in relation to the forest behind it. He knew its depth, how many rows of tents could be seen, the distance from the foreground barrier of the camp trench to the background of trees. That distance had already been cut in half, and was fast shrinking.

It was impossible, but the more Lindír looked the more sure he became. The forest was not moving, but it swallowed the tents of the camp one by one, in the same way as a herd of catoblepas might vanish one by one over the crest of a hill. Lindír could not tear his eyes away from it, and yet could do nothing to stop the Hvalheimer camp vanishing row by row.

Lindír was overtaken by mute terror. Every muscle in his body was wound painfully tight, frozen in place while trembling with tension. Even Lindír’s lungs struggled to pump the cold night air through his jagged teeth. There was a feeling of disconnection, his body and brain chiseled apart. Lindír’s brain was on fire with alarm, but his body was a cold, numb, brute thing, as potent as a lump of clay.

In the dark, with only the pale sliver of a moon and a smattering of stars to see by, it was impossible to tell what was moving and what was still. As the camps of the Hvalheimers vanished, Lindír felt the illusion of movement. Despite the firmness with which his claws were planted in the earth, something in the wind and the implacable stillness of the wood—mixed with the endless chorus of disorienting screams—made him feel as though the ground were being swallowed up and dragged into the forest, and Lindír pulled with it.

And then there were no more Hvalheimer camps, only scattered soldiers who had dropped their weapons and doffed their armor in order to bring greater speed to their flight. Dim shapes in the dark sprinted across the bare plain which was the only thing separating Lindír and the wall of forest. But even that plain was being devoured.

Even as his claws gripped the earth so firmly that they cut through it like flesh, Lindír’s stomach turned and rushed with movement. Closer, closer came the forest, and the screams at last began to die down as the throats of those caught within were muffled, stifled, and silenced. It was inevitable that the collision would come, and although his foe was the entire breadth of the North-west Wood Lindír could do naught but spread his wings and prepare to loose his flames. The wind threatened to douse him with its fury, and the starlit plain vanished beneath the trees at an impossible rate, faster and faster and faster still, a charge, a stampede of trees that would swallow Lindír whole just like they had all the others, like they had Razan.

Lindír heard a roar, but he was not sure if it came from his own throat or from without. He could, at last, see the tall trunks of the forest before him, but they shuffled about and would not stand still. Until they did. The unstoppable advance of the wood stopped, close enough to Lindír that even in the dark he could see the ridges on the bark of the stiff-backed pines. His heart strained against his ribcage so fearsomely that it stung. The night was still and silent aside from a few muffled moans coming from somewhere far ahead. Lindír took shallow, rapid breaths, and the Countess sobbed behind him, both of them taking relish in the stillness.

Something moved in the corner of Lindír’s vision. Every pound of tension in his sinews, every wisp of terror in his consciousness, all found release at once. He leapt back, breathing forth a surge of flame to char the grass before him, and gasped with pain as his tail struck harshly against the castle wall.

And there, having emerged from behind a tree, stood a little old man with a curling grey beard and garish many-colored clothes. He did not speak a word, but his eyes glittered and shone like jewels in the half-light. One of those jewels winked at Lindír. Then he stepped behind the tree-trunk, and though Lindír waited a score of breaths, he did not appear again.

Lindír had exerted himself to the limit. He had been pierced, and struck, and bled a dozen human’s worth of blood onto the grass. He had emptied his belly of flame. He had been subjected to such terror as to nearly drive him mad, and his heart was sore. The moment he realized that the danger had passed, Lindír collapsed.

At midday the next day, Lindír awoke exactly where he had fallen. He was almost as sore as he had been the morning after his escape from the Red Citadel, and his scales were crusted with dried blood, not that the bare scales and the dried blood could be easily distinguished. He did not wish to rise. Perhaps he would do as dragons were said to do and sleep for a hundred years. But then he remembered that he did not know if Razan had lived or died, and he battled a thousand stabbing pains to regain his footing.

Before him was a scene of utter carnage and desolation. At once, his thoughts turned to the scattered driftwood and strange sea creatures left behind when the waves retreated from the rocky coastline of Gulliheim. The trees which had come up to the edge of the castle had been no illusion, for their rotted and leafless trunks now lay scattered by the hundreds across the terrain. The earth had been churned and upset, the grass uprooted, stones cast about. As Lindír advanced into that desolate land, he found that he was not alone. People from Stokvöllur had come out to scavenge fuel, steal weapons and armor from the Hvalheimers, and bury the dead.

And there were a great many dead, hundreds upon hundreds of dead, so many dead that their spilt blood filled the depressions in the torn earth and the effluvia of their decay made the air thick with the unwholesome miasma of rot. The lucky dead were those who had died by conventional violence: eyes pecked out by birds, limbs torn by rampaging stags, or else impaled from anus to mouth upon fast-growing saplings. The unlucky dead found their ends in ways too varied to list.

There were men whose bellies had ruptured, revealing piles of dead serpents. Others had been overgrown by the foliage, flowers spilling from their mouths and eye sockets, their green-tinted corpses twisted into poses of uttermost pain. In some places only the suggestion of bodies remained, the stones or the trees taking on the shape of twisted human forms. Some few corpses did not appear to have any cause of death at all; they had simply fallen where they stood.

Lindír walked amongst these dead for hours without cease. Ignoring the pangs of soreness in his limbs and the dull ache of his wounds, he patrolled the curse-riven grounds between the castle and the woods with all the solemn quietude of an ancient ghost. All of this was his fault, after all. He had killed humans before and he likely would again, so he felt little for these ones. But if Razan’s corpse lay amongst them, then he needed to find her. He needed to know.

For hours Lindír continued his search. He focused on the far edges of the field, where she would have gone had she been in full flight when the Good Neighbors fell upon her, but out of a desire to not miss the place where the one who saved him had fallen, he searched everywhere. His search was made easier by Razan’s form. There were few Southlander corpses, and few women; so very few indeed of the corpses lying upon that killing field were Southlander women. Whenever Lindír did find one, a stab of terror would pass through his heart until he could look upon her face. For hours and hours he searched, until his bones felt as though they were about to break and his muscles to snap. Only when night fell did he return to the castle.

Too weak to take to the skies in order to reach his tower perch, Lindír instead spent a painful few hours sleeping in the middle of the courtyard, before being awoken by a swift kick to the side of his head. He opened his eyes and turned, not wanting to raise his head, and found the Countess standing over him.

“I’m not going to move,” he said. “Unless you have brought a crane to carry me.”

“Your deciding to sleep in the way of things is about the least of our troubles,” the Countess said. “Where were you all day?”

“Looking at corpses.”

Halldis frowned. “Why?”

Lindír was too exhausted to concoct a lie. “Looking for someone. Al-Khanjar. I wished to know if she was one of the dead.”

“Want to make sure you finish what you started?”

Lindír said nothing, his chest inflating as he took a long, languid breath.

“You have no need to worry about a second attack,” said Halldis, smiling slightly. “Half of the Hvalheimers are dead, and the remainder scattered and fleeing. Reports say that Ásgeir their prince yet lives for them to rally about, but I do not know if he could convince them to attack again even if he wished to. I am not going to humor you by pretending that you angered the Good Neighbors intentionally, but now that you have chosen to apply yourself, you’ve done quite good work.”

Lindír growled, a quiet rumble in the back of his throat. “I am glad to have been of service. Truly, killing in your name is the height of my dragonhood.”

“Indeed,” said Halldis. She folded her arms behind her back and gazed up at the stars, looking pleased with herself. “A dragon with honor, a dragon who knows loyalty? I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

“Loyalty…” Lindír muttered to himself, his eyes fluttering closed. “Loyalty…”
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Two months later, Lindír left Stokvöllur castle, never to return. In the dying months of summer, as the warm and wet faded to be replaced by a long, dry darkness, he launched himself from his tower perch and did not look back. It was not until he was half a day away, the castle far over the horizon, that he became sure that he would not turn back.

In truth, though his leaving was an act of impulse, it had been an act long in the making. What little friendship he had had with Halldis Fast-Tower had guttered and died after the end of the siege, leaving him dreadfully alone. As her ally, though, and the city of Stokvöllur’s local dragon, he nonetheless felt obligated to help. The closest thing to entertainment that he had in those two months was work. Sometimes they needed his strength, other times his flame, but with Lindír’s aid, the city made as much of a recovery as could be expected.

But they never thanked him for it. He earned no acclaim, nor friendship, not even the simple gestures that one might earn as the local carpenter or smith. And fighting in battle had earned him nothing either, nothing but a few new scars and nightmares about dark forests. He was supposed to have earned fame, legend, perhaps even a proper name for his deeds! But he had gained nothing. And the longer he worked, the more he realized that he would gain nothing.

There was one place above all others to which he had to travel. The seed of curiosity which had been planted in Lindír’s chest regarding his family’s plans remained exactly where it had been. Razan may have been gone, and the quest may have been a pretense anyway, but the question remained unanswered. Lindír needed to understand what it was in the Tinker’s Hills that was so valuable that Guthrún would declare a war to seize it.

The journey was not long, at least not for a dragon. After departing Stokvöllur, Lindír flew into the night, then settled down for sleep. When he awoke, the terrain was already changing drastically, the earthy plain of the Flaxenvale fading into hard rock and unstable ground. The fields grew smaller and smaller, and more and more the fields faded first into small stands of barley and millet, then into vast and empty pasture, then into barren rock. On the horizon were huge outcroppings of stone, great blocks rising from the earth which far outmatched their naming as mere “hills.”

The next change which took place as Lindír continued east was stranger. Settlements were few and far between, and many of them were quite small, isolated hamlets of a mere tens of buildings. But, bit by bit, even those settlements came to be smaller. Not because they had fewer structures in each of them, but because the structures themselves were built for creatures far more diminutive than an adult human.

Lindír had entered nisken country. The nisken were beings about which Lindír knew a decent amount, certainly more than he had about hellira, but it was all abstract. Nisken were the most human-like of all the peoples of the North, to the point that some of them even lived in ghettoes in human cities. They did not farm, it was said, but instead had mystical powers over metal and other natural materials, and a great affinity for artifice. The best weapons, the best armor and tools, the best items of any craft were all nisken-made. There were also many stories about the greed of nisken, their will to dominate, their cruel malice and other such things.

From that perspective, what Lindír actually came across was disappointing. The nisken, as it turned out, were more than capable of farming, many of them living upon the produce of large herds of sheep and goats, supplemented by small fields of barley and millet in the more favorable parts of the hilly, boulder-strewn countryside. The ingenuity of the species was in open display, not so much in the form of incredible weapons or mighty fortifications, but rather in sophisticated systems of machinery by which water could be pumped around, great arrays of millwork for minimizing the labor required to grind flour, works of industry. In his disappointment, Lindír did not so much as stop at most of the minor villages and hamlets. He needed to see something at least mildly out of the ordinary before stopping.

That out-of-the-ordinary thing turned out to be a substantial town of nisken, something far greater than a mere cluster of buildings and dirt roads built around a central mill. It sat at the foot of a hill, near the mouth of a tremendous mining complex, and even from the sky Lindír could see that many of its buildings were bloomeries and forges and other structures concerned with the working of metal. How the nisken could work such metal without any wood for fuel, he hadn’t the faintest idea. The town was also made almost entirely out of stone instead of wattle and daub, from the ashlar masonry of the taverns and bakeries to the hexagonal regularity of the stones which cobbled over every pathway and courtyard. Said pathways, being sized for nisken, were far too small for Lindír to land. He instead landed in the town square.

The nisken, to their credit, did not respond with hostility, but with urgent questions, presumably about Lindír’s purpose. None of them spoke any language which he knew, which led to a brief bit of panic, many nisken running back and forth and gibbering in fear as they tried to find a translator. Lindír had plenty of time to observe up close these strange little fellows.

They had tails, as he did but quite unlike the bodies of humans, hellira, giants, or trolls. They were also quite short, of such a height that their faces—which were muzzled instead of being flat—would just about come up to the lower part of a man’s chest. Lindír grasped at an animal comparison for the creatures: but although possessing traits of foxes, of rodents, of weasels and dogs and wolves, they were not entirely akin to any of them. None of those other animals walked habitually upright and wore clothes of fine wool, besides.

Eventually, a nisken came forward who spoke the same language as they spoke in Stokvöllur, and asked for Lindír’s demands. The correct reaction to a dragon’s sudden arrival, he supposed.

“I could use a meal,” he said. “Something light. A sheep should do. But first and foremost I desire information; a foe of mine has set his sights on this place, and I wish to know what is here that might be of value.”

The nisken reacted with the exact sort of fear that one would expect in response to a dragon asking what there is of value in one’s home town. Lindír repeated his promise that he desired only information and had no violent designs of his own, but that did little to help. Regardless, the nisken interpreter repeated his words to the others, and everyone scattered off to begin doing as he had asked. This was another thing Lindír had been told about nisken: they were servants of dragons, and had been since the distant past. That there was a kernel of truth to that part of the story was a pleasant surprise.

Lindír had been flying all day, and while he had built up a considerable endurance since leaving the Red Citadel it remained the case that remaining on the wing for that long did little good for his muscles. So he splayed out as best he could, wings absorbing the scant mountain sun and letting his tail curl across the ground to serve as an obstruction for passers-by.

There was a smithy in the town square, and the hot, fume-laden air around it was paradise for a dragon. Nextdoor to that was a tavern of some description, a comical building given its shrunken proportions. Next to the tavern came a jeweler’s store, and next to that was a small temple of some description. Opposite from the smithy was the largest structure in town, the council-chamber of the town’s ruling body. After he awoke from his nap, Lindír found himself examining that grand structure, and more specifically, a small slate right in front of its door.

It was a single block of black stone, four vertical sides but a steeply-angled top, just tall enough that a nisken could read the runes marked into the artifact’s top without having to place his neck at an uncomfortable angle. All along the sides of the monument were elaborate geometric carvings of incredible precision and fineness, demonstrations of the stoneworker’s skill. The runes along the top were familiar, comprised almost entirely of the same characters which he had learned as a child, but the phraseology was different, strange. Nonetheless, Lindír tried to read it as best as he could. There were a few sections where the language was comprehensible, and recognizable words appeared throughout.

One of them was a word that meant something like “peace treaty.” Others were words for objects, words such as “ingot” or “blade” or “tool,” words which no doubt found much use in nisken society. Most intriguing of all were the proper names, though. Arngrímr of the Vast Wrath, Godfred Troll-slayer, King Morag the Nisken-Lord; all of these were names carved deep into the old sagas, and names which appeared here too on this memorial stone.

Then the nisken translator returned, bringing along with him several nisken in much fancier attire, and several other nisken in much shabbier attire, the latter group hauling a freshly slaughtered sheep. While Lindír ate, the higher-ranking nisken—presumably captains of industry in this little town—explained everything they knew about the strategic value of their territory. Lindír soon realized that it was quite minimal. The agrarian economy consisted of much the same herding and barley-growing as were the rest of the Tinker’s Hills. The main industry around was, of course, the artisanal production of metals and those goods which could be shaped out of metals, being mostly tools and items of decorative jewelry. Certainly the latter was of a good deal of value, but the officials—perhaps trying to save their hides—emphasized repeatedly that their output was still small compared to any human kingdom.

Lindír crunched down the bones of the sheep, the sound cutting off those he was speaking to. “Cannot you nisken make objects of great magic? Arrows of lightning and unbreakable helmets and other such things appear often in stories, and always attributed to your kind.”

One nisken, an old and withered thing, grew angry, and let loose quite the tirade. The translator hesitated for quite some time before saying simply, “Not in a very long time, no. We have little use of such things, after all; great magic does little to get barley-meal into our bellies unless there’s warriors to trade with, and that trade died centuries ago.”

Another nisken spoke up, this one far more diplomatic. “If it is items of magic you seek, we can point you in the right direction. There are some old masters who live in isolation further into the hills, ancient things who work hard to keep the art alive. If you’ll just give us a moment…”

Lindír dismissed the translator with a wave of his claw. “You’ve given me more than enough. Let me finish my meal in peace.”

The Tinker’s Hills were a profoundly boring place. No doubt Ásgeir had some designs for them. Perhaps he intended to convert the whole region into one great workshop, the smithies churning out mail coats and spear-heads for his vast conquests. With the Good Neighbors having brought his army to ruin, Lindír doubted that his brother’s imperial conquests would find new expression any time soon.

And so Lindír left. He became itinerant, wandering the length and breadth of the North, a wild dragon barely a step above the animals. It was a familiar existence, though he had not lived that way in nearly three years, since before meeting Ámnistr.

Things were somewhat different this time, of course. For one thing he was quite a good deal larger, and being at the tail end of his growth he was not nearly so hungry. Alongside that hunger had also faded away much of Lindír’s lust for battle. The screams of the dying Hvalheimers being slain by the Good Neighbors still echoed in Lindír’s mind. And although he would never have admitted it, every time he considered violence, the fact that his violence may have killed Razan made Lindír’s guts go cold.

Though he was sometimes forced to steal livestock, he avoided it when he could, poaching wild animals or attempting to obtain meat via trade. As a dragon, he did not have much to trade with. His great strength meant that he was capable of common labor, lifting roof-tiles onto churches and moving boulders out of fields, but he refused to be tied to one place for more than a day, so most common work would not avail him. Other times he did the job of a mercenary. There was always someone in need of assaulting someone else. The big magnates would ask him to rid their lands of bandits, or intimidate their renters into paying their dues. Some villages were threatened by gangs of trolls stealing all of their food and drink, or troublesome knights who thought that murder and rape were their just desserts. These ones were the best, for knights and trolls were little threat to Lindír, and the celebratory feasts made for good meals.

Some villages—not many, but more than he had expected—offered him food out of the goodness of their hearts, or at least a healthy sense of respect. This was most common in the far North, in the place where no kings or counts ruled, where each village answered only to its own head-man or -woman. This was the case in one village, a small collection of wood huts clustered around a stream high in the hills, which Lindír arrived at nearly half a year after departing from Stokvöllur.

Lindír slowly spiraled down towards that village, wishing to make clear that he had no hostile intent. To his surprise, there was a welcoming party: half a dozen hunters with spears in hand, led by a head-man with an iron medallion on his chest. Lindír landed swiftly, displacing a herd of reindeer which had been using the field to graze.

“Hail, mighty dragon!” said the head-man, in a thickly-accented version of a common Northern trade-tongue. “What brings you to our village?”

“Hunger,” he said. “I see you have plenty of reindeer, but I thought you might prefer it if I came to an arrangement with you about how to acquire some, as opposed to obtaining them via theft.”

Immediately, the head-man burst into laughter, and after a brief explanation in what must have been their native tongue, the other hunters did so as well. “Unusually forthright for one of your kind, you are,” said the leader. “But we are always willing to offer hospitality to the flame-bringers. One of our bulls has grown quite old. Would that suffice for two?”

Lindír nodded. “Indeed it would.” He looked over the field, at the herd, at the village itself. He had never tasted reindeer before.

Then he realized what the head-man had just said. Lindír snapped to attention, rising from his haunches into a crouched posture of curiosity. “Two? Why did you say two?”

The head-man furrowed his brow in confusion. “The other one, who passed this way a short time ago. Was he not a friend of yours?”

“When? When did you see it? Which way were they going?”

The head-man evidently had seen nothing, for he was forced to confer with one of the other hunters. Lindír, who had spent the last few weeks living in a haze of indifference, suddenly found himself anxiously shifting his weight from one foot to the other while he waited. Eventually, the head-man turned back to him. “A third of a day ago, we saw a yellow one of your kind. He was traveling the same direction as the path of the sun, but to the north,” he said, indicating that direction with his outstretched arm.

In an instant, Lindír whirled about. Pressing his wing-claws to the earth he sprang aloft, and with all of his strength, flew to the west. At long last, he had crossed paths with another of his kind.
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Lindír had no guide, no path to follow. He knew nothing about this other dragon, nor where they were going, nor any way to signal for them. All he knew was that a yellow dragon had been seen traveling west, and that they had but a few hours head start. But a few hours for a dragon on the wing is still more distance than a horseman could travel in two days, a vast area for any search. Really, Lindír was hoping for a minor miracle.

But he hoped regardless. It was an indescribable feeling which burned in Lindír’s chest as he took aloft, and which sustained him as he serpentined across the frigid skies of the further North. The only comparison he could make was to the way that the deathly hunger had sunk into his bones as a youth, starving in the Red Citadel. But it was a joyous hunger; a hunger for his own kind. A hunger to, after two long decades, finally see and meet and speak to one who looked like him, moved like him. The only situation which could have produced a similar emotion within Lindír would be if he had crossed paths with Ámnistr again.

It was good then that, driven by powerful wings to a great speed and with the fullness of his mental efforts turned to visual perception, Lindír did eventually catch sight of the other dragon. They were but a speck in the far distance, many meadows away, and Lindír might have mistaken them for a bird were it not for the telltale glint of sunlight against clean scales. With a goal before him, Lindír sped his progress even more. He made use of every trick of flight which he knew, every technique for increasing speed, and redoubled his efforts until he felt as though his sinews would snap. When he could catch his breath, which was not often, Lindír would cry out with a shrill trumpeting call. It was the loudest sound he knew to make which did not signal anger.

The speck continued to grow more defined. The other dragon was flying at a leisurely pace, not exerting themself to the utmost, and so Lindír was closing. They were indeed a pale yellow color, not quite golden, more like flax, and Lindír could see from their posture that they flew in much the same way as him.

And then, finally, the other dragon turned downward and swiftly dived to the ground. Lindír watched them carefully, memorizing every visible detail of the hilltop onto which they had descended, and set his course that way. A joy overtook him which was so furious and so primal as to be nearly overwhelming.

Lindír descended slowly onto the grass-speckled hilltop, carefully watching the sole living creature there. A dragon. They were a dragon, like him. They had the same fine scales, the same rows of scutes along the back, the same long and serpentine tail, the same catlike body which paced back and forth, impatient for his landing. But they were not exactly the same.

Besides the matter of their scale color, the other dragon did not have the patch of scaleless skin in the center of their chest, of course. Nor did they have any other scars or marks at all, aside from a single long scar across the side of their belly. They were shaped differently from Lindír as well. Their scales did not sit quite so directly on their muscles, and even discounting that, they were still taller and larger than Lindír. And their horns were different, having four horns which curled inwards instead of the crown of many spikes that decorated Lindír’s head.

Lindír continued to note every detail of the other dragon’s face as he set down, memorizing its contours and quirks with a wide-eyed awe. They were quite a beautiful dragon, he decided. Much more beautiful than he.

And then the other dragon said something in a language which Lindír did not understand. When he replied in Kojurlander, the other dragon tilted their head at him, confused, and tried again with a different language. Fortunately, Ásmnistr had made a habit of teaching Lindír multiple tongues, so they were able to go back and forth about this for a short while. It was, of all languages, that of the Flaxenvale and the western coast which got a response.

“Oh, thank the stars, I was worried that we would be stuck having to communicate by gesture. As I was trying to say, my name is Yrsel, of the Eastern Solseyja colony. You are most surely not from any colony with which I am familiar; so what was it you wished to speak about?”

Lindír suddenly felt about a decade younger than he was. He could not tear his eyes away from Yrsel, and for several moments he could not force himself to speak. “I do not know.”

That only elicited a longer and more painful silence. Yrsel at first huffed with annoyance, but as the moments passed, and as they took in Lindír’s appearance for the first time, their visage softened. “Who are you? From where do you hail?”

“My name is Lindír. I… suppose that I was born in Hvalheim, on Kojur, to the south. But I haven’t been there in years, now.”

“No colony…” Yrsel sighed, their voice ethereal with horror. “You’re a stray, then.” Yrsel had a magnificent command over her voice, Lindír noted. They were still speaking human tongues, with all of the oddness of accent that that implied, but even still Yrsel was able to do it much more naturally, more smoothly.

“I…” Lindír hesitated, his pride wounded. But even he could not help but admit the truth. “Yes, you could call me a stray. What is a colony?”

“It is…” Yrsel hesitated for a moment. “A group of dragons who live in proximity, make decisions about things together, support one another when the need arises. The way the little people live in villages and towns, some dragons live in colonies.”

Lindír could not help but let his wings go a little limp, splaying out on the ground. A group of dragons, the way humans had groups, was something beyond his comprehension. “There are more? How many?”

“A bit less than three score, I think.”

“I want to go there!” Lindír said. He felt as though he were about to burst entirely from his own scales.

Yrsel laughed, a chittering birdlike noise. “You can do more than go there, if you like the idea so much. You can join the colony. I’m sure we could find a spare lair for a stray dragoness.”

Lindír’s excitement was suddenly cut through with confusion. He wondered if he should have been offended; certainly if a human man were to be mistaken for a woman, the human would be offended. But would a dragon?

“Dragoness?” Lindír said.

Yrsel startled, then bowed their head in a way Lindír recognized as apologetic. “My sincerest apologies. I should not have assumed.”

Lindír paused. That did not answer his question. It took him several seconds to work out what his question was in the first place. “But why did you assume that?”

Yrsel’s expression said that they had not expected the question either, which was odd. “Is this some kind of trick question? I assure you I meant no offense; and I will not allow my first impression to mislead me in the future.”

Lindír shook his head. “Why did you assume that I was a dragoness? I don’t understand.”

“Because you… look like a dragoness?” Yrsel said, rearing their neck back as though prepared to take flight at a moment’s notice. “And you smell like a dragoness. And although I am well aware that names differ from country to country, yours is distinctly female, at least where I come from.”

Lindír awkwardly curled his neck down to look at his own chest and front limbs. They looked the same as they always had, down to the spiraling contours of the outline of the patch of bare skin. “I look like a dragoness?” he said. “What does a dragoness look like?”

“You are looking at one,” said Yrsel, as though unsure of what she was saying. “Have you never seen another dragoness before?”

A shiver passed down Lindír’s spine as he realized that Yrsel expected him to answer yes. Humans knew other humans, giants knew other giants, even hellira and trolls knew other hellira and trolls. But not him. “I was raised by humans,” he admitted. “You’re the first other dragon I’ve ever met.”

Yrsel made a high sound in the back of her throat, a sort of soft trill of disbelief. “I see. Well then, in that case, I suppose a brief lesson is in order. Drakkars are generally smaller than dragonesses… though now that I say it, you’re about the right size to be a drakkar. But drakkars are also shaped a little differently. Should you accompany me to the colony, you will see what I mean by that. And drakkars generally have much longer horns than do dragonesses.” She paused a while in thought. “They have multiple colors on their scales, as well, usually in bands or spots, not just different shades of one color. And as I said before, they have a different odor to them.”

That, at least, Lindír understood. Male humans smelled differently to female humans, he’d picked up on that when he was a child. Lindír realized, as he cast his memory back, that he had initially had quite a deal of trouble telling the difference between male and female humans. Could it have been the case, then, that humans could not tell between male and female dragons?

It was impossible, but more and more it seemed to be true that Lindír was indeed a dragoness. As soon as he tried to ascertain what he felt about that, though, he hit a solid barrier. Either he felt nothing at all about it, or else he felt so many things that they all blurred together, in the way that mixing countless colors of paint will produce only muddy brown.

“I suppose I am a dragoness, then,” said Lindír at last. “You said that I could join your… colony, was it? You said that I could join your colony if I so wished?”

“Indeed I did say so. I’ll go back with you, to help carry your hoard?”

Lindír scratched guiltily at the ground. “There will be no need to turn back. I have no hoard.”

Yrsel’s tail sank low to the ground, and her voice became very soft. “Have you lost it somehow?”

“No, I never had a hoard. My parents never gave me one and I’ve never had the chance to accumulate one since I left them. Not that I’ve ever stayed in one place for long enough to keep a hoard anyway.”

Yrsel became still for some time. At first Lindír did not recognize the expression other than that it was sad, but in a moment of empathy he understood the emotion, for it was one he had felt himself. It was the feeling he had felt when he realized that he had been starving to death in the dungeons, not cursed by some draconic affliction of hunger.

“In that case,” Yrsel said, “there’s no decision about it. You will be following me to Solseyja. The journey from here is around four days, assuming we’re flying; will you be able to do that?”

“I’ve flown the length and breadth of the North in my day,” said Lindír. “It will be effortless. And besides, I hear that it is much easier to travel when one has a proper destination.”

For three days they journeyed together, moving ever westward. For most of that journey they stayed high up amidst the clouds, where the wind was fierce and cold and speech was impossible. But every evening they would stop, and Lindír would hunt deer or bison for them, Yrsel having admitted that she was a terribly inexperienced hunter. While they settled down to feast upon the charred flesh, they would talk.

Lindír had not travelled with a companion since Ámnistr, but Yrsel could not have been more a contrast to him. While Ámnistr loved silence, Yrsel babbled. Lindír normally disliked talk, but it was worth any discomfort just for the opportunity to hear another dragon’s voice, and to sit in the knowledge that it was another dragon he was speaking to.

And besides, none of what Yrsel spoke of was truly unpleasant. She jumped rapidly from topic to topic, occasionally entering into long tangents about the inner politics of the Eastern Solseyja colony, of dragons who had displeased her or whom she thought possessed various attractive qualities, but more often remembering that Lindír knew nothing of the colony and speaking to him as such. She taught him a few words and phrases in their language, the first words Lindír had ever spoken which felt natural in his mouth, words for greetings and blessings and other such important things, and told him a few tidbits about how to avoid “acting quite so much like a stray,” as she put it.

She also, on a couple of occasions, tried to recount the origins of the Solseyja dragon colonies. There were three, that much she was certain of, and they’d been there for about two and a half centuries, but beyond that the details became fuzzy, and she admitted to remembering multiple stories. It definitely had something to do with the island’s nisken population, and with how they refused to hunt dragons in the way that the humans of the mainland did. But where the nisken had come from, and how the Solseyja dragons came to be arranged into three colonies, she didn’t know.

“I’m no chronicler,” Yrsel said, baring her teeth in a sort of primal cringe.

“Is there a chronicler?” Lindír said. The idea of a dragon chronicler was at once humorously absurd and deeply beautiful, and he leaned forward over his half of the boar in anticipation of the answer. “Do you have… occupations? Roles?”

Yrsel crossed her claws, pondering the question for a moment. “In a way, perhaps? It’s all very unofficial. Different dragons specialize in different ways, but we don’t give each other titles in the way that humans do. You will encounter no Duke of Such-and-Such whither we are bound.”

That disappointed Lindír greatly. What was the point of being a dragon if one did not accumulate titles for all of one’s great deeds? “What do you do, then?”

Again Yrsel pondered the question, though not for quite as long. “One might call me a diplomat. Or a courtier. I’m good at talking, and I’m good at being nice, and I do my best to prevent the other members of the colony from arguing too intensely, lest things have to get official.”

After another pause, Yrsel said, more to herself than to Lindír, “I suppose it’s quite a good thing that I found you, as opposed to someone else. If my brother Ulkred had found you, he would never have bothered to teach you the language, because he’d be too busy asking you how many humans you’ve slain and where you got every single one of those scars.”

“I’ve killed many humans,” Lindír said darkly. But Yrsel did not respond on account of having a mouthful of delicious, fresh boar meat.

That exchange took place on the evening of the second full day of travel, the third evening they had together. On the fourth evening, they did not talk as much. They stopped early, and Yrsel made sure to impress upon Lindír the importance of resting as much as he could. Both of these were for the same reason: they had reached the cliffs of the coast, and the next day they would cross the sea.

The longest Lindír had ever been to sea was when he had left Kojur, and a few other times he had been forced to cross narrow straits and broad lakes upon his journeys. That night, he fell asleep seized with terror. The ocean extended hundreds of meadows without end, and Solseyja was only one small part of that unending expanse. Though Yrsel had repeatedly explained the way one could align oneself by the rising sun and the uninterrupted ocean breezes and fly to Solseyja along a direct path, the thought still plagued him that they might fail. How easy would it be to set off in the wrong direction and fly into the waters of the world until they were exhausted, then drown and die in the deep.

But fly they did. Yrsel set off first, catapulting herself off the cliff’s edge with impossible grace, Lindír following close behind. He did not dare wander from her path, as he might have done over land. For hours they flew, Lindír hugging so close to Yrsel’s tail that at times the gusty ocean winds forced them into a near-collision. By mid-morning, even the slightest sliver of the mainland was out of sight, and Lindír was further afield than he had ever been.

The boundless sea mixed in strange ways with his nervousness, and that alchemy of the mind had a hypnotic effect upon Lindír. He imagined his cousins, terrible sea serpents and great leviathans, following him just below the sea’s surface, even when he could only see schools of dolphins and flying fish skimming the waves. Occasionally, flocks of albatross and other gliding birds would accompany Lindír and Yrsel, riding the same winds, and Lindír would find himself imagining their squawks to be voices, hurling exhortation and praise in the same breath as they cursed and despised him.

And then, at last, land. Solseyja appeared at first only as a few spots on the horizon, and then slowly grew into a ragged strip. Even from a great distance, Lindír could tell that it was a rough and mountainous terrain, with high cliffs and many rocky hills. Perfect terrain for dragons. He also understood, instinctually, the source of its name. By that point, it was late in the afternoon, and the setting sun appeared to be settling in to land directly upon the plate of Solseyja, as though the island had been placed by the gods to cushion its landing each and every evening.

As they came closer still, Yrsel steered slightly off the straight-line path for the first time that day, drifting steadily to the right. Lindír followed. There was no clear reason, at first, for the change in course; a direct path would lead them to the island regardless. But as he could not ask the reason, he did not dare to do anything but follow close behind, out of fear that Yrsel followed some hidden path.

The truth was far more mundane and yet, to Lindír, infinitely more terrifying. After some time of slow approach, the terrain of Solseyja resolved itself into ever-finer detail, until Lindír could see the individual convolutions of sharp mountains and grass-stubbled valleys spreading out before him. It became clear that Yrsel had aimed herself towards a particular point, a rocky headland jutting out into the waves. This was, evidently, a known point; for upon it stood seven other dragons.

Lindír’s courage shattered. He was not prepared for this. One other dragon, he could manage, perhaps even two, but seven? No, seven would be too much. An unaccountable fear arose in his breast, and he veered to the side. Let Yrsel greet them, he decided.

As Yrsel landed directly in front of the awaiting crowd, Lindír swept past them, settling into a large crevasse where the soil had settled due to erosion. There he crouched, caught between curiosity and fear, wishing to flee into the wilderness and become a hermit among his own people, and yet finding himself listening intently to the speech going on between Yrsel and the other dragons. He recognized only one or two scattered words.

One dragon, a small drakkar of silver scales run through with bands of forest green, approached Yrsel first, though all were crowding around her. They exchanged pleasantries in the form of a sort of half-kiss, each touching the side of the other’s throat with their cheek. Then she and him conversed for quite some time, with occasional interjections from the other dragons about, and much chittering and other such animal sounds. Nonverbal communication was a crucial part of dragon-tongue.

Lindír found, now that he was seeing dragons in number, that it was indeed easy to distinguish between dragonesses and drakkars. There were, counting Yrsel, four drakkars and four dragonesses on that headland; and Lindír fit very clearly into the latter group.

But while all of the other dragons talked and joked, one dragon in particular was far more interested in the new arrival than the familiar one. He was an enormous drakkar, larger even than Yrsel, and his scales were midnight blue with bursts of gold and grey upon them. He merely watched Lindír with narrowed eyes while Yrsel relayed the story of their meeting.

To Lindír, this was the first moment of proper contact, this steady gaze. He wondered at first if it was a look of anger, resenting his intrusion upon this foreign land. But the drakkar’s posture was totally relaxed, at least as Lindír could see it, with his head raised high and his wings splayed lazily upon the ground. As he and Lindír made eye contact, Lindír found himself slowly relaxing, his wings settling against his sides, his tail no longer flicking back and forth as though prepared for a fight.

Then the drakkar turned away, and Lindír retreated, stung by perceived rejection, or merely by the absence of soothing attention. More words were spoken. The drakkar sounded faintly inquisitive, and in response Yrsel’s tone became much more serious.

Then the huge drakkar made a grunt of acknowledgement, then set off at a quick pace to the crevasse where Lindír had stuffed himself. Lindír knew that he was coming by the sound of his footfalls, and shrank back from the edge; yet again Lindír’s body betrayed him, for he could not help but be curious about what it was the stranger meant to do.

He stood at the edge of the crevasse but did not enter it, looking down at Lindír with a massive advantage of height. For a moment, they resumed their prior staring contest. But then, with a soft and resonant voice, he said, “Do you have a name? You may call me Camreth.”

Lindír was taken aback that this foreign dragon spoke a familiar tongue, and stuttered over his words for far too long. “Lindír,” he said. “Lindír Heimirsson, though it seems that you do not use such names here.”

Camreth made a rattle in the back of his throat. “There are not enough dragons in the world for us to need such distinguishing names. Though I suppose if I were to meet another Camreth from some far away place, I might distinguish myself by saying that I am Camreth of the Sea-cliff family, and he the Camreth of some other family. I shall just call you Lindír for the time being, if you do not mind?”

Camreth was oddly polite for a dragon, Lindír decided. For some reason he had expected other dragons, ones raised far from human influence, to be as bestial and as aggressive as Sivnis was said to have been.

“I do not mind.”

“Is it true, what Yrsel tells me about you? That you were raised by humans?”

Lindír nodded, though he was unsure if that gesture was familiar to dragons. “It is. I had never met another dragon until I met Yrsel, four days ago now. Are you… a relation of Yrsel’s?”

“Not by blood, no,” said Camreth. “Though my family knows her well enough to await her arrival. Would you like to meet my family? You are somewhat of the topic of the hour.”

Instantly, a hundred horrible futures appeared in Lindír’s mind. What if he spoke to them, and in so doing, proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that he was no proper dragon at all? Or they might overwhelm him, drive him to flee and make a fool of himself. What if this chance, to finally speak to others of his own kind, turned back on him in the same way as had every other glimmer of light in his life so far?

“I want to,” Lindír said. “But I’m not certain that I can. For one thing, will any of them be able to speak a language I understand?”

“True enough,” Camreth said slowly. “Perhaps we will let them talk. But I insist that you at least get to know a little bit about them, if you plan to live here. Come here, and I might tell you a bit about the Sea-cliff family.”

Though his muscles were stiff and his heart beat frantically, Lindír forced himself out of the crevasse, step by step. Once he was out, he sat down on his haunches next to Camreth. Camreth, in turn, made a trill of pleasure before doing something unexpected. He lowered his wings to the ground in what, for Lindír, would have been an aggressive gesture. But instead of moving to action, he simply rested his body upon his wing claws; then, he raised up his forelimbs, now freed from the burden of his weight, and used them to gesture as humans do.

“Now then. That silver drakkar, you see him? That is my husband, Ziorrin. He can be a bit of a gull, if you know my meaning, but I assure you that he will do you no harm. Now, the dragoness with the pale green-blue scales—no, with only two horns—that is our eldest, her name is Irvo…”

And so on and so forth through the group. Though Camreth had called them his family, many of them were only related by marriage. He matched names to colors, fondly remarking on their personalities, and Lindír was sure that he would remember none of it. Then, at last, came the final member of the group.

“Now, do you see the blue dragoness, the one speaking to Yrsel? She and Yrsel have been good friends nearly since they were hatched. Her name is Biorra, and she is my youngest.”

For a moment, Lindír could not find the one he was indicating, amongst the throng of dragons. But as soon as he did, there was no mistaking it.

Biorra was a huge dragoness, larger even than either of her fathers, with scales the same perfect blue as the sky on a cloudless summer day, scales so pure and clean that they shone. And yet, despite her great size and musculature, she moved with an impossible grace, as though even when she was firmly planted upon the ground she still flew. Only a single pair of horns adorned her head, sweeping back along her skull in a beautiful curve that made Lindír faintly envious. She was decorated, too, with golden rings along her horns and a jeweled bangle decorating her wrist that rattled as she moved.

Looking back on it, Lindír realized that her life could be divided into two portions. These portions were not equal, neither in length nor in quality, but still the division was as stark and as clear as any such division in her life could be. The dividing line, Lindír decided, was the exact moment when he first looked upon Biorra, that fine spring afternoon.
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Lindír did not at first know what to think about Biorra, besides that she was exceedingly beautiful. But that was enough to ameliorate his anxiety, and so he consented for Camreth to bring him forward to the rest of the family. There was a great deal of speech and introduction, mostly in the language that Yrsel had told him was the primary tongue of the dragons of Solseyja, but some in the language that he understood.

The primary topic was, of course, Lindír. He affirmed, again and again, that he had indeed been raised by humans, and had never seen another dragon before his meeting Yrsel. More difficult was explaining the source of the patch of skin on his chest; even hearing the question relayed to him by Camreth felt like a barb. He could bring himself only to say that it was an inborn deformity. Lindír was infinitely grateful that Camreth, from that moment onward, was sure to always steer the conversation away from that particular topic.

There were many other questions asked. How had she survived alone, how far had she been, how had she survived without hoard nor lair, and so on and so forth. Lindír answered as best as she could, though some of the questions confused her greatly. To her great disappointment, Biorra was distinctly uninterested in questions. She merely listened and watched with a vision as keen and intent as that of her father.

Eventually, it was declared that the time for questioning was over. As the sun was going down, Camreth said, and there were still matters to be settled before nightfall, they would have to return home. Lindír was exhausted after so many days of travel and so many hours without landing. But curiosity drove him onward. Where could so many dragons find a home?

The answer was only a short distance away. As Lindír learned, Solseyja is but a hundred and twenty meadows across, meaning that to travel from one end to the other is a mere two hours on the wing, and even on foot may take as little as three or four days. From the headland where he met Camreth and the others to the dragonhome of the Eastern Solseyja colony was only half of that.

The dragonhome was the most beautiful thing that Lindír had ever seen. A row of five small mountain peaks formed an arc from south-west to north-east, ten meadows long, and it swarmed with dragons. Seven had seemed many to her; but as she flew in, Lindír saw at least a score if not more, dragons in a bewildering variety of colors, dragons spreading out their wings and taking in sunlight—just as she did!—dragons conversing animatedly upon hillsides, dragons wheeling lazily through the air and dragons play-fighting amidst rocky rubble.

The first order of business was for Lindír to be accepted into the political order of the colony. That meant a grand gathering of all the dragons, and specific review by the matriarchs of the various clan lineages, to ensure that he would not cause any trouble. Thus, with a mighty roar, Camreth called the assembly together. Dozens of dragons gathered into a great crowd over the course of the afternoon, until by sunset Lindír found herself at the center of a vast assemblage, a senate of the dragons that made it feel like his flesh was to escape from his skin.

Once Camreth had explained everything he knew to the matriarchs—though patriarch, politically speaking he was on their level due to circumstances he was reticent to explain—the order of the hour was for Lindír to be extensively questioned. They asked him everything: where he had come from, what reason he had for wishing to live on Solseyja, whether he was in possession of any diseases, and on and on and on. Most of these questions Lindír could answer truthfully and in full, though he was rather afraid of rejection at all points. The only question that brought him difficulty was whether he had any enemies who might follow him to the island.

Did Razan count? Did Ásgeir? Would one of them find him here, follow him to the edges of the known world in an attempt to bring him back into the fold? Assuming of course that either of them were still alive after what he had done, which was a major assumption to say the very least. But neither of them knew where he were, and that was the deciding factor in his answer: he said nothing and mentioned neither of them.

There was a vote about whether to allow Lindír into the fold. Despite a brief kerfuffle caused by a mistake of translation, in the end the vote was overwhelmingly that Lindír be allowed into Solseyja. He had a home once more.

“What happens now?” Lindír asked to Yrsel and Camreth, once it was all over. Anxious anticipation flickered through his form, mixed with the joy of acceptance but muted by uncertainty.

“One of the families will have to volunteer to house you.” Camreth’s eyes narrowed in concentration. “Politically speaking, you have to belong to one of the families, even if not by blood. Only bonded adults can have family of their own.”

“I’m sure that the Mountain-fires can take you,” Yrsel said immediately. Then she turned and raised her voice in the direction of her relatives in the assemblage. “Mother! I propose we take Lindír in! I’m quite fond of her, and I think you’ll like her too.”

The dragoness who responded was very nearly Yrsel’s twin, from scale color to size; were it not for her age showing in her scales, Lindír would have thought them sisters instead of mother and daughter. She rose from a reclining posture, looking Lindír up and down with her keen gaze.

“Why are you speaking that bastard human tongue to me, Yrsel?”

“So that Lindír can understand what I’m saying, mother.” Yrsel paused, huffing to herself. “If you don’t want her lairing with us, say so, and I shall take your word as law. But really, I do think that it would do her and us both good if she joined the family.”

At that point, another dragon rose from the ground, a drakkar, also visibly a relative of Yrsel’s. He was long and thin, and his claws were polished to a razor point, his flax-yellow scales banded with stripes of black, red, and orange, and his four horns, though similar to Yrsel’s, were so much longer that they curled around and forward like those of the snow-sheep who walked Solseyja’s rocky hillsides. Without prompting, he slithered forward, interposing himself between Yrsel and her mother without ever actually blocking anybody’s view.

“I think you shall find, Yrsel, that we do not have any free lairs remaining on our mountain,” he said. “As much as taking in a stray might appeal to your charitable sensibilities, it is simply beyond our capabilities at the moment.”

Yrsel glared at the drakkar as though he were an interloper and not a relative, her tail twitching in a way that made Lindír fear the onset of violence. “Ulkred,” she said sweetly, “your concern for the resources of the Mountain-fire family is touching. But I distinctly remember there being two suitable lairs on our part of the mountain. Given that you refused to dirty your hands clearing out the bat infestation from the cave under Aviteon’s lair, you may have forgotten its existence. But I assure you that I have not.”

Ulkred bared his teeth for a moment, but remained silent.

“If Ulkred has no more objections, then I address mother again: will you allow Lindír to live in our territory?”

The elder dragoness went still, a thin membrane sliding lazily across her eyes. “You feel very fondly for this dragoness, my daughter?”

“If you had even a few days to get to know her as well as I do, you would feel fondly toward her as well,” Yrsel said. “For all that she is a stray through and through, she is still a good dragoness. And I do think that being given a lair would be… of benefit to her.”

Yrsel’s mother sat a while in contemplation. With needle-sharp anticipation, Lindír waited for her response. To him, it felt as though this were the deciding moment, and that if she declined then all would be lost, despite the presence of somewhere near to seven other potential foster families being available. He glanced briefly at the others present, attempting to read their intentions.

Yrsel looked about to burst. Camreth was silent and quiet, his eyes narrowed contemplatively. Ulkred was in a half-crouch, upset about something, though Lindír could not imagine what.

“If that is what you think, then I shall trust your judgement,” said Yrsel’s mother. “But she gets the crack below Aviteon’s lair, not the good cave. I’m saving that one for if I decide to lay again.”

Yrsel made quite a shrill noise in response, and before Lindír had even finished flinching away from her, she blundered directly into him, tucking her head against the side of his neck in a way entirely too familiar for his comfort. Lindír seized up, caught between the urge to bite and claw and burn and the recognition that this was, in fact, a joyous movement. Yrsel, thankfully, recognized this discomfort, and retreated after but a brief couple of seconds.

“Apologies, Lindír, I know you are not one for physical contact. Now, come, I still remember the place well, and can lead you there. I imagine you are quite tired from everything which has happened today?”

“Yes,” said Lindír. “Very tired. I’ll be glad to have a place to sleep.”

“Then simply follow me.”

It was a short flight, scarcely more than a single long glide, to the mountain Yrsel’s family called home. Lindír’s lair was a crack in the rock, small and secluded, with only a tiny expanse of flat ground between its exit and a steep drop down the mountainside. Yrsel landed there, Lindír following close behind.

“As this is your lair, I won’t enter it unless you ask,” Yrsel explained. “None may, unless you consent to it. A lair is… well, it’s what makes a dragon a dragon, in some ways. None who live here would ever violate the sanctity of such a place.”

Lindír weathered the implied insult that he had not been a dragon without a lair. Instead he merely gave Yrsel a curt bow and said, “Thank you,” in the native tongue of the dragons of Solseyja.

Yrsel bowed back, before promptly flying off. Lindír was left alone to slink into the darkest, furthest corner of his new lair, curl up around himself, and drift off to sleep.




…




Awoken just after dawn by vibrant nightmares of walking trees and flaming human corpses, Lindír set about measuring the full extent of what was now his inviolable domain. It was not large, as lairs went. Along the shorter axis it was not quite long enough that he could stand perpendicular to the walls without having to tuck in his tail, and something like thrice that in terms of depth. Its floor had a slight upward slope as it went into the mountain, but grew more cramped as it went, until he could not stand at the very back of the cavern without bowing his head.

The last time Lindír had had a proper home, one with fixed bounds and an entrance, had been under the Red Citadel. This cave was half again the size of that cell along the narrower axis, which meant it had several times as much depth as had Lindír’s old prison. There was a moment where the old hatred arose in Lindír’s chest and he prepared to rail against the dragons who had put him there. But he calmed himself, for there were two key differences between his old cell and this cave.

The first was that it was truly his. He owned it, and he controlled its access. The second was that the cave mouth was and forever would be open; he could leave whenever he wished.

So the first thing Lindír did that morning was to memorize every corner of that cave. She traced out its walls, rubbed her flank against the ceiling, pawed at the rocky floor until she found the best place for sleeping. Lindír wanted to know everything about it, to understand the stones as well as she understood herself. She measured its length in paces again and again, and found the places where the mouth of the cave was still lit by the rising sun. She even found the best place for scratching, a patch of rough stone low on one wall, and rubbed her cheek against it until the whole cave smelled like dust.

It came as a small shock when Camreth appeared before the entrance of the cave and asked for permission to enter. Lindír granted it. Camreth looked just as he had when last they’d met, with one exception: a leather bag, about the size of his palm with fingers outstretched, suspended from ropes about Camreth’s neck.

“Hello,” Lindír said. “What are you doing here?”

“Giving you a gift,” he said. “You have no hoard, so it is traditional that each dragon in the colony share a small portion of their own hoard with you, to get you started. Usually we do this with whelps who’ve just left their parents’ lair, but the principle is the same. Now where have you been sleeping?”

“Near the back, in the flat portion where the ceiling gets low,” Lindír said. He was still in shock. But, as the patriarch moved past him, Lindír stood aside and watched.

Camreth proceeded to Lindír’s sleeping spot and swiftly inverted the bag, spilling its contents forth onto the stone. Most of it was an eclectic mix, coins in gold and silver alloy, small aquamarines and amethysts worn smooth by abrasion against Camreth’s scales. There was, also, a strange pot helm with rings for the eyes, made from a solid plate of unidentifiable golden metal.

“Is that a helmet? Why give me a helmet?”

“That would be a very, very long story, Lindír, and I don’t want to waste your time,” Camreth said softly. His eyes were suddenly thick with nostalgia. “Suffice it to say that there was a time before I came to Solseyja, a time when I lived far to the east of here. I took this helmet from the corpse of a great Wittish warlord because I thought it would make my hoard look good, and because it’s made of a Nisken-wrought alloy which does not rust. Now, mine and Ziorrin’s hoard is so magnificent that it will look good even without the helmet, so I thought you could use it.”

Lindír was struck dumb. This was a tremendously, impossibly generous act, an act of utter selflessness coming from a near-total stranger. The best he could do was to stammer out the same thanks he had given to Yrsel the night before.

“It is one of the duties of us colony members. If a new hatchling is born, you will be expected to do the same,” Camreth said, putting the pouch right-side-out again and tying it shut with his claws, resting on his wings in order to free both hands. “I do hope you weren’t expecting too much privacy on your first day. There’ll be threescore more dragons coming with gifts of their own.”

Even as Camreth flew away, another dragon was arriving, with more treasure carried in a similar leather pouch to Camreth’s. Lindír spent the rest of that day receiving guests. Some of them she recognized as members of Camreth’s family, or from the council, while others were strangers. Most of them did not speak any of the languages she knew, and so could only give their names and nod while they went to deposit their gifts on Lindír’s bed.

Most of them gave Lindír the same sort of loose wealth as Camreth. Gold and silver coinage was apparently in abundance on Solseyja, most of it of the same minting, with a drakkar’s head on one side and an anvil on the other. There were also gems to be given, nearly all of them the same finely-polished aquamarines and amethysts as Camreth had given. Semi-precious stones only, but an appreciated gift nonetheless.

Some, especially the elders, arrived with odder gifts. One gave Lindír a large white stone which had been intended to be carved into the shape of an ox’s skull, had the artist not given up halfway. The black dragoness who had been in charge of the council assembly dumped onto the pile a score of gold rings with diamonds in them. Another gave him a bronze statue of a human woman, one-third scale. He wasn’t sure, but Lindír had the oddest feeling that, with her unclothed form captured in the middle of a dance, that the figure was meant to be provocative.

Yrsel arrived about midday, chattering and gossiping at full speed. She had two gifts: a small pile of the same coins and gems, and a huge silver ring set with an emerald as large as Lindír’s eyelid.

“It used to be a giant’s ring, or at least that’s what the dragoness who gave it to me said,” Yrsel explained in her rapid fashion. “I used to wear it, but I haven’t done that in a long time because it doesn’t match my scales. I thought you might want it, and I think it matches you well.”

Lindír had taken the jewel and was eyeing it as though it might lunge for him at any moment. “You… wear it? How?”

“Surely you’ve seen dragonesses with jewelry on? You put it on your claw, or on a horn, depending on the size.” Yrsel’s gaze drifted up to just above Lindír’s eyes. “It’s very… feminine. I don’t know if that’s something that you would want, but it would be an option.”

“No, no,” said Lindír. “I think I will try it.”

After Yrsel was gone, Lindír attempted to put the ring on one of her horns. This proved a difficult endeavor, one which led to her writhing about on the floor nearly tied into a knot as she struggled to get the ring and her horns into the same place at the same time. It was only just in time for the next round of gifts that she was able to secure it in place and return to her feet.

By evening, Lindír had a small pile of treasures scattered across her bed. It was a paltry thing compared to her size, and especially compared to the mounds of treasure said to have belonged to the great dragons of old. But it was a good scattering, and it was hers. She was nearly ready to lay herself down upon it and attempt sleep in the traditionally draconic way when one final visitor asked for permission to enter.

Lindír could not have denied Biorra if he’d wished to. The great blue dragoness slipped into Lindír’s lair, wings tucked daintily against her sides, powerful limbs walking forward with weightless ease. Lindír could suddenly feel his heart throb—his whole body throbbed—and he became painfully, agonizingly aware of the slight scent of dust and meat and electricity which rose as a morning mist from Biorra’s scales. He rose, not even aware of the way in which he puffed out his chest and swayed his tail, and approached her a step.

“Biorra,” he said. “I didn’t expect you this late.”

She stared back at him, her yellow eyes looking him up and down with an expression of faint shock. “By the stars,” she muttered. “You really are a stray.”

“What?”

“Never mind it. I must apologize, Lindír, for my lateness. I’ve spent all day fretting about what gift to give you. Indecisiveness is my curse.”

“No,” said Lindír, before forgetting how to speak entirely. Where thoughts about words were supposed to be was instead an uncomfortable awareness, awareness of the flaw in his scales and the ring on his horn, awareness of the tension in his wings and just how damned obvious it should have been that he was female, awareness of the warmth of Biorra’s breath and the exact positioning of her four ground limbs.

“No?”

“No need to apologize,” said Lindír. “I do not know if it would be somehow impolite, but I would have noticed no difference if you had delivered your gift tomorrow morning.”

Biorra nodded, a simple movement which sent a thrill through Lindír’s chest. “Regardless, I spent all day trying to think of what gift I could give that none else could. I settled on this.”

It was only then that Lindír realized that Biorra had been holding something under her wing, a grey stone slab easily an arm long. She moved to the hoard, in the process coming so close to Lindír that his heart nearly stopped there and then. When Biorra had set down the slab, it was with the other face up, revealing it to have been carved with a sentence’s worth of runes.

“I had a bit of a fad for calligraphy,” Biorra explained. “I know you can’t read the runes yet, but someday I am sure you will. It says, roughly: ‘A dragon turns wing over wing, and the sun shines on their scales not half so bright as their flame.’”

“I see,” said Lindír. “You are much too kind.”

“It isn’t much,” Biorra said with a titter. “I have a score more in my lair. But nobody else could gift you such a thing, so it feels appropriate.”

“Indeed,” said Lindír. “I’ll be sure to cherish it.”

Lindír watched as Biorra left after saying her goodbyes. He was struck utterly speechless, and did not dare to avert his eyes until she flew out of the arc of view of his lair entrance.

Lindír still dreamed, that night. He even still had nightmares. But sleeping atop a loose scattering of coins and jewels, surrounded by statues and slabs and helms, that night of sleep was still the best one that he’d had in years. Any doubt that he’d had about living with his own kind was gone. He also dreamed about Biorra.
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Two months passed in relative peace. The last of the winter snows melted, swelling Solseyja’s high mountain lakes with freshwater. Lindír was unaccustomed to peace, but he spent it as best as he could. He swam in those frigid lakes, letting the water cleanse his scars and purify his scales, or else spread out his wings and sunbathed wherever the sun was brightest, or counted every coin and gem in his hoard, dividing them up by material, size, and quality. Though Solseyja had no native creature larger than a small bird, he soon learned of the plentiful supplies of dolphins and small whales living in its seas, and on some days he took to hunting.

The dragons of Solseyja had many social activities, but the only one which Lindír partook in was meals. They would eat every second day or so, a great evening meal in which all the dragons would come together and feast upon freshly-slaughtered snow-sheep and fish. Normally he would be loath to engage in such noisy, communal affairs, especially given that his mastery of the local language was still crude in the extreme, but there were several things beyond food which lured Lindír forth from his lair.

The first was the novelty of it. So many dragons in one place, and although Lindír’s status as a newcomer still marked her, there was none of the awkwardness which the presence of a dragon always engendered in humans. She was with her own people. Even when she was asked a question that Yrsel or Camreth would have to translate, the questions were always friendly, and more often than not had little to do with Lindír’s status as a stray at all. She slowly came to understand what it was about communal meals that appealed to humans so deeply.

The second reason, paradoxically, was the attention. A disadvantage of living in isolation on an island of plenty was a severe lack of the sorts of endeavors that Lindír had always thought defined dragonhood. None of the others had been in battle, none of the others had traveled the length and breadth of the North. Although Lindír was not one-tenth of the storyteller that Ámnistr had been, she was nonetheless happy to share her experiences. She would recline in the center of the assemblage, or circle around the outskirts so that her voice emerged from the dark, and elucidate the battle which had given her each and every scar, or tell of the alien festivals of the small folk, or relate the story of her meeting with the hellira. And the other dragons would listen! They would laugh, or trill with elation, or hiss with tension, all at the command of Lindír’s voice. Biorra, in particular, enjoyed stories quite a bit.

She was the third reason that Lindír enjoyed sitting down for communal meals. He couldn’t keep himself away from her. The sight of firelight playing delicately across her scales, the breadth of her shoulders, the smooth curve of the back of her neck, it beckoned to him. Whenever Biorra spoke, he listened, even if he did not understand the words. It was a paradoxical desire, for as much as Lindír wanted Biorra’s presence, he also despised that want. He would position himself near her at dinner, but never allowed himself to be within reach, and although he would pay close attention when she spoke, he only rarely conversed, afraid that his awkward command of the language would lead to his undoing.

Then came the equinox. Lindír had plans for that day: that is to say, sleeping from dawn to dusk. Those plans were interrupted early in the morning, when Yrsel appeared at the mouth of Lindír’s cave and started yelling.

“It’s trade day, Lindír, you won’t want to miss this, I promise, you really won’t.”

Lindír ignored her as long as she could, but was eventually forced to concede that some interest was due. She rolled off of her back and into the reclining posture of a satisfied animal, legs all outstretched and tail curling.

“Trade day? What is trade day?” Lindír said.

“It’s how we grow our hoards,” Yrsel said. She was stretched with anxiety, wings folded tight and neck directly forward. “But it only comes around four times a year, and if you miss it, you’ve missed it. I, personally, don’t intend to miss it; and given how far behind you are in terms of building a hoard, I would very strongly suggest that you do not do so either.”

Lindír glanced at the scattered coins of her hoard, considering. She did very much want more. But she also very much wished for sleep.

“How far will I have to travel for this?”

“To the edge of the island. An hour, perhaps.”

Lindír stood, though drowsiness turned it into an awkward affair of scrabbling claws and stumbling limbs. Then, after shaking off the gold which had adhered to her scales overnight, she followed Yrsel to the doorstep.

Yrsel spoke in a childish sing-song. “You’ll be glad you we~ent.”

“I’m sure.”

It was a short journey out of Solseyja’s mountainous spine and into the lowlands which hugged the coast. Lindír had crossed them a few times, either whilst exploring or else on his way to the best fishing spots, and had seen herds of snow-sheep and bands of nisken travelers from a great height. Now, though, Yrsel guided him to a place he had not been before, near a small bay, where Solseyja’s smaller inhabitants swarmed by the hundreds. To his surprise, the dragons swarmed there also.

It reminded him of nothing so much as a farmer’s market, dragons perusing the wares of a score of scores of little sellers, debating which goods would be the best to buy while they conversed among themselves or with the owners of the stalls. There were many differences of course, and not just the presence of the dragons. For one thing, instead of proper stalls, most of the little people had brought their wares in large wagons and set them out in piles, clearly not intending to have any unsold materials at the end of the day.

For another thing, it was not cabbages and parsnips and bread and bacon being sold here, but gold and jewels and objects of finery. Here was the source of the omnipresent hoard-fillers, the aquamarines, amethysts, the gold and silver coins with the drakkar’s head on one side and the anvil on the other. Many of the piles were nothing but that. Other sellers offered stranger things: statuettes of dragons in copper or silver or even gold, abstract pieces seeming to represent flame or sea or something stranger, or pieces of jewelry sized for a dragon’s form.

“What is this?” Lindír said.

“I told you already, its trade day,” Yrsel said. “The nisken give us the produce of their mines for our hoards, and in exchange we give them… various things. Usually favors.”

“The soft-skinned ones who live on this island, are all of them nisken?” Lindír asked as he and Yrsel set down on a field just outside the trade grounds.

“Indeed they are,” Yrsel said, pacing toward the ad-hoc market. “So well-travelled and you’ve never met a nisken?”

“No, I have,” Lindír said defensively. “I just hadn’t considered that there might be places in the world without humans. Though I suppose an isolated island like this is exactly the kind of place nisken would gain prominence over humans.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Yrsel said. “They’re the only ones who live on this island besides us and the sheep, discounting temporary visitors. They’re a funny little people. Sorcerers at craftwork: anything that can be forged, shaped, or carved, they can make it, and quite a few things that can’t be if you understand my meaning. But they…”

Yrsel stopped in her tracks, eyes widening with sudden fear and panic. “Someone should inform them about that. I’ll return in just a moment, Lindír.”

Yrsel immediately burst into action, leaping into the air and flying off in the direction of the market. For a moment Lindír lowered his hind legs and prepared to wait with his tail on the ground like a dog awaiting the return of its master; but then he remembered that he was in fact twenty years old, and quite curious about trade day. So he set off at a walk, looking to see what could be seen.

Ever since he’d come into a hoard, Lindír had been somewhat enamored by the idea of expanding it, though traditionally the fantasy had taken the form of seizing gold by the chestful from a just-wrecked ship or from the coffers of a slain king. Though unglamorous, it remained true that gold was gold, and so Lindír stalked through the rows with distinct interest. In his two months on Solseyja, Lindír had also learned a thing or two about hoard aesthetics. He needed more gold, for instance, and proportionally much more aquamarine and much less amethyst, and so he searched through the piles for the brightest gold and clearest aquamarines.

Until he stumbled across an artwork which captivated his attention. It was a sculpture in stone, a bird, but no kind of bird which Lindír had ever seen before, a bird with a curved knife of a beak, wings like flame, a coat of aquamarines on its breast, a huge crest of feathers sprouting from its head, and eyes of solid gold. The crest, in particular, set it apart from any other bird which he had known before, and drew his eye dearly, such that he had no choice but to ask the owner of the statue for the price it would take to purchase it.

That was not an effortless matter, for the current owner of the statue did not share any common language with Lindír; but eventually another nisken was brought over who did speak the trade tongue which Lindír had been using, and they were able to converse.

“Now, as I was trying to ask you,” Lindír said. “I wish to purchase this bird you have here. What price might be necessary for it?”

The nisken, an aged and bent sculptor with grey, balding fur, nodded enthusiastically. “This one goes for a month on the mill. If you could read the sign, you would know that… but I catch the feeling that you are foreign to this island.”

“I am,” said Lindír. “What is the mill?”

The nisken chuckled. “Ah, yes, definitely foreign then. The mill’s a wonderful thing, you see, dragons enjoy it quite a bit. They—”

At that moment, another nisken arrived at a full sprint, panting for breath, her hair all a mess, shoving her way past the translator that she might speak with the old nisken on what was clearly a matter of some great importance. He listened with a keen expression, and when she was done speaking he nodded in an avuncular way. After listening to his short response, the younger nisken woman retreated.

“What was that all about?” Lindír said.

“Nothing of importance,” said the old nisken. “What was I talking about? Ah, yes, the mill. The mill is a cunning machine we nisken designed to allow the strength of dragons to be of use to us. You hitch up to it and turn it around, and we can use it to power all sorts of machines for any purpose you can think of.”

Lindír knew immediately the sort of machine the old man was describing, and his jaw fell open in shock. “Like mules?” he said.

The translator did not even need to relay his words to the old nisken, who laughed before he said, “It’s hard work, yes, and I know too well how it bruises your draconic pride. But we were not going to give up our gold for nothing. And a dragon has the strength of a score of mules, anyway, so we earn much. If you want the bird, you’ll have to spend time on the mill.”

If Lindír had been born free she would have hated the idea of being lashed to a mill, and the captivity of her youth only strengthened that revulsion; but she also very much liked the sculpture of the bird, which made the prospect more agreeable to her. Her mind wandered, caught in the conundrum. “What sort of bird is it? I’ve seen nothing like it before.”

“Then you hail from the North, not the West. To tell the truth, this bird does not come from life; a skraeling visitor showed me an illustration of this bird once, saying that he had seen its ilk in the possession of a merchant from somewhere to the south of his own country, the great forest-empires of the Western continent. You can see, perhaps, why I was struck with the desire to replicate it in stone?”

Lindír looked down at the statue, half the size of its maker, and wondered how long it had taken to make. Either this was the product of an incredible effort, she thought, or else the skill of nisken craft truly was supernatural. But before Lindír could make any coherent response, a voice from behind obliterated her thoughts.

“Oh, Lindír! I was afraid you were going to miss trade day.”

Biorra’s voice was a needle of shock in Lindír’s tail, and the moment he heard her he whirled around to face her, nearly smiting a nisken with his tail in the process. “Biorra! Hello!”

Biorra recoiled in turn, lifting one claw to her chest in a delicate gesture of deference. “I did not realize you startled so easily. My apologies.”

“You did not startle me,” Lindír said softly. “And you may thank Yrsel for my presence; she is the one who awoke me and informed me of… this. I was just about to acquire this bird, do you see?”

“Yes, I do,” said Biorra, looking down. Her voice was tinged with a quiet melancholy. “I think it would look excellent in your lair.”

Lindír gritted his teeth, carefully observing her expression. “Did… you want the bird?”

After a pause, Biorra said, “I looked at it. Briefly.”

“If you set your sights on it first, then you have the claim on it. You may have it.”

More words rose up in Lindír’s throat, an offer to pay the price for it in Biorra’s stead. The idea of so beautiful a creature being hitched to a mill offended his sensibilities, even if her powerful frame would certainly take to it well. But that would be a stretch too far, and he strangled the words before they emerged.

“No, no, really, you may have it. I have forty such beautiful things in my hoard, while you have… two? The bird would have little value as the forty-first item in a hoard; but as the third, it would be invaluable. And a shame to let such a well-crafted piece have so little value.”

The charity stunned Lindír, as it always did, as it likely always would. And from Biorra at that. She was not merely beautiful, not merely powerful, but kind and eloquent as well, so many positive qualities combined into a single flesh that it caused something within Lindír to finally burst.

“You’re very kind,” he said. “Of all the dragons I’ve met, you’re rather exceptional. I think you get it from your father, but it suits you well.”

Biorra rumbled pleasantly in the back of her throat, her back arching as her tail flicked to the side. “Well, would you look at that? The stray thinks I’m exceptional!” she said. “I’ll have to tell all my friends about this. Ancestors grant you luck with the bird, Lindír.”

At that, she turned around. Yrsel returned not long after, helping Lindír via translation and her experience of which deals were the most favorable. By the end of trade day, Lindír was the owner of one pile of gold, one pile of aquamarines, the stone bird, an eclectic collection of jewelry and ceremonial weapons, and several debts. Lindír hardly cared, for her thoughts were elsewhere. That evening, as she ferried the materials to her hoard with the aid of a giant clay pot suspended from her chest, her mind was entirely focused on Biorra.

The moment in the nisken marketplace had ruptured a dam within Lindír; or rather two dams. The first dam was the dam of speech. Having not merely spoken to, but complimented Biorra without making a complete fool of herself, Lindír now felt some small measure of confidence in the power of her own tongue, and used that confidence to talk to Biorra whenever she could, though only ever of small things, trifles and inoffensive gossip. Biorra often seemed distinctly uninterested in that sort of conversation, though; she would instead attempt to ask Lindír about herself, about her past, forcing Lindír to bare her heart or else redirect.

And baring his heart was an increasingly dangerous thing, especially when Biorra was involved, for Lindír’s heart only grew more full of longing for her. The beauty of her blue scales and stocky form, the gold which decorated her horns and claws, these things alone were enough to send Lindír into a sort of trance. With time, he became more familiar with the rituals of draconic intimacy: Ziorrin and Camreth would often mark their meeting with an exchange of play-bites, quick nips at one another’s snouts; while some dragons would lie folded within each other, belly to back, making of their wings a blanket for their partner. Lindír did not yearn for touch in general, but he yearned for those things with Biorra.

Lindír learned about Biorra as well. Biorra had no role within the colony, at least none that Lindír could discern. Instead she wandered. She could be found in every mountain, supping with every family. Once Lindír overheard some other dragons, in passing, refer to her as a dilettante, and references to her “fads” for calligraphy or hunting or living with the nisken or living out in the wilderness were speckled throughout her speech.

Where others might have taken that as a mark against her, Lindír only took it as another in the growing list of Biorra’s admirable traits, evidence of a love for life which he had not had since he was about twelve years of age. The most blissful moments were the ones where he could pretend that he did not exist, could sublimate himself into Biorra’s every word and gesture while she tried to tell him about runes or how to form clay without one’s claws puncturing the material.

It was a shame, then, that Lindír’s feelings could not exist without her, separated from her in some etheric sense. If it were just about emotion, raw and unbound to material reality, then all would have been well. The problem was that this affection was not feeling itself, but rather that Lindír was feeling it. Being as she was a scar-coated stray, small and feeble of body, ineloquent and explosive of character, and utterly ignorant of the social conventions of dragonkind, there was no comparing Lindír to Biorra. If Biorra learned of the thoughts which assailed Lindír late at night in her lair, or while she wandered far afield through the pine forests of Solseyja, then mocking laughter would be the best possible result. Lindír did not want to imagine the worst.

Yet the desire in Lindír’s heart refused to abate. There was no avoiding her in a community of less than seventy lives. Her desire grew so strong, so potent that it turned caustic and made Lindír feel sick to her stomach. Something had to be done, something had to break or give, and in the end Lindír decided that it was better to confide in another—to risk the secret getting out—than to suffer any longer.

One evening, he appeared at the entrance of Yrsel’s lair and requested entry. She gave it, eagerly and willingly, and then gave him a grand tour of her lair. It was indeed spectacular, a high dome of a room with space for four dragons to sleep, but Lindír’s mind was not on that. Once Yrsel’s voice no longer filled the chamber, Lindír had no choice but to say it out loud.

“Yrsel, I need your guidance.”

She tipped her head to one side, trilling quizzically. “What about?”

“I…I…” Lindír swallowed. His heart felt as though it were going to give out, or his ribs to burst, and his wings sagged low to the floor. “Biorra. It’s about Biorra.”

“Oh,” Yrsel said pityingly. “You have feelings for her, don’t you?”
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Even Lindír was not so stupid as to be unable to understand Yrsel’s implication. She did not speak of any ordinary feeling. But was she correct? Lindír’s reflex was to say that she was not, that this was only a matter of basal desire, or a sort of gluttonous longing brought about by his long isolation from others of his kind.

But that was nonsense, and Lindír knew it. He loved Biorra, dearly and painfully, just as the protagonist of a saga might love a maiden. At the same time that he came to this revelation, Lindír realized exactly why he had avoided it for so long, for to think about love and that he was in love meant to deepen the already-present ache in his chest. Yes; he had come to Yrsel, without realizing, to ask for advice in matters romantic. Which only left one question.

“How did you know that?”

Yrsel blinked bashfully, retreating a step. “An educated guess. You’re trembling like a neglected hatchling, Lindír.”

“It was difficult to tell you. I’ve been keeping it a secret for so long that it had become a habit.”

“A secret, yes,” Yrsel said. “But you said you needed guidance? Tell me precisely what you need.”

Yrsel retreated to one end of her lair, and there reclined languidly against a pile of boulders, her tail draped around a stalagmite. Lindír could not have sat down if he’d been ordered to at spearpoint, and so instead paced back and forth, struggling to shape his desires into words.

“I simply do not know what to do about it. I love her—I’ve realized that much—and I know that it pains me deeply—I’ve realized that too—but I do not know what to do. I cannot live as I have been living, with my heart suspended in glass.”

“So you wish to know how to…approach her?”

Lindír whipped around, striking his tail against the ground and kicking up sparks from his hind claws. “Are you mad? I should sooner rend her with my teeth than inflict myself upon her! I want to stifle it, I want it to die and go away and not trouble me any longer.”

Yrsel tensed, as though she thought that Lindír might actually attack her where she lay. “You aren’t serious, are you? You don’t actually believe that this love you have would, if revealed, be worse than physically attempting to murder her?”

Hearing it said aloud in another’s voice made it sound ridiculous, but Lindír refused to be mocked. “Maybe not, but it would be a terrible insult. I am a stray. It’s likely I’ll never stop being a stray. And Biorra is…”

Lindír flared his wings as wide as he could, briefly rising up onto his hind legs in an attempt to articulate what exactly Biorra was. When he fell back down to earth and folded his wings once more, he felt profoundly foolish. But Yrsel understood.

“You underestimate yourself,” Yrsel said. “I have known Biorra for decades now, and she is not so judgmental as to consider you an infliction, no matter how much of a stray you may be.”

“It is unbecoming of a man to direct his attentions at a lady who does not feel the same towards him,” Lindír recited. “Oh, but I’m not even a man, I’m a dragoness! Whatever is causing this, whatever perverse madness has taken hold of me, it has to be stamped out.”

“If that is truly what you wish, Lindír, then I am afraid to say that I cannot help you with that,” Yrsel said. “I’ve had my share of embarrassing bouts of affection towards some drakkar or another, and I have no more power to control my own feelings than I do the weather, let alone any control I might have over you.”

“Yes, but a dragoness holding affections for a drakkar, that’s… natural, isn’t it? Biorra is a dragoness, and…”

Yrsel narrowed her eyes at Lindír, even extending her neck forward in order to get a closer look at him. “I don’t know how humans do it, but that sort of thing is perfectly natural for dragons. If you being a dragoness bothers you so much, you can become a drakkar, though you’ll have to ask Camreth about the particulars there.”

In the silence that followed, Lindír seriously considered the proposal. It was odd, considering how long he’d spent believing himself to be a man, but he had relatively few thoughts about the concept of becoming a drakkar, aside from the sort of vague distaste he felt towards any serious disruption in his life. It was a strange thought to consider, complex and bittersweet. Eventually Yrsel broke him out of his own mind with a long, heavy sigh.

“I’m very sorry, Lindír. You frustrate me. I do not like to have to argue, but you were saying things about my good friend that I could not stand to see go unchallenged. You wanted my guidance, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” said Lindír.

Yrsel paused, running her tongue along her teeth. “It truly pains you, this love? Too much to hold it in any longer, and without any sign of fading?”

Lindír paused a moment, considering, looking back on his past with clearer eyes. “It only grows stronger the more I come to know Biorra.”

“Then there is something you could do. Something which would… make your feelings known, and give you a greater opportunity to express them without as much risk. You could initiate a courtship with her.”

This was a term with which Lindír considered himself at least somewhat familiar. Courtship was the subject of many of the stories and poems he had been taught as a child, and the greatest fraction of Ámnistr’s songs at least mentioned it. Still, he thought it best not to assume, especially with his love for Biorra on the line.

“What would being in courtship mean?”

“Well, as the initiator, which is traditionally the drakkar’s role by the by, it would be your duty to prove yourself suitable to Biorra. That would mean gifts, as extravagant as you could acquire, and never letting her struggle without at least offering assistance, even if she rejects it. And you would be expected to spend a good deal of time in each other’s company, be that going on adventure together, or merely sharing meals and sunbathing in one another’s proximity.”

The thought of sunbathing in Biorra’s proximity sent an unwholesome but deeply satisfying shiver down Lindír’s spine. It was all that he had ever wanted, really: to be able to sunbathe in her presence, to speak without fear of rejection, to be unburdened by the barriers of communication.

“I could do that,” he said softly.

“I will warn you, this isn’t something to be entered into casually. You can back out if the need arises, but not at least putting some effort in might actually offend Biorra; I don’t claim to know her exact actions. The end goal, theoretically, is marriage. Two hoards becoming one, two dragons sharing the same lair.”

That did give Lindír brief pause; he quite valued the solitude of his lair, and the hoard he had accumulated within it. The thought of having another dragon to share those things with rankled. But then he thought about Biorra being that dragon and he reconsidered.

“I think—” Lindír trailed off, a rattle rising up from the back of his throat, “I think that I do want to court her. If you think that that is the best outlet for what I feel. If her presence will grant me succor from this yearning, then I think I would do almost anything. And you are sure that she will not hate me for it?”

“That I am sure. Though, you should know: you cannot enter into a courtship without her consent. There is a chance that she will reject you outright, and if she does then that will be the end of it.”

“Of course,” said Lindír. “How do I offer to court her?”

Yrsel explained.




…




It was a little ways after noon, three days later, when Lindír finally gathered together the courage necessary for the terrifying endeavor. She flew over to the mountain where the Sea-cliffs made their home, circling around until she could see the place where Yrsel had indicated that Biorra made her lair.

It was distinctly unlike Lindír’s own lair, in that the cave opening was situated much lower on the mountain, nearby to other caves, and at the foot of it was a large flat expanse. A large, flat expanse in which there were several other dragons lounging about. They were not particularly interested in Biorra, being occupied with sunbathing and playing and eating, but the extra pairs of eyes made Lindír’s throat seize. She did not give up. Instead, she slowly drifted to the ground, ignoring the odd looks, and placed herself in front of the opening of Biorra’s lair.

Normally, Lindír would not intentionally draw Biorra’s attention for any reason. But if she had desired to call upon the object of her affections, the typical method would be to use her voice. At that moment, doing so was not possible, for her mouth was entirely occupied with the task of holding a large stone statue of a bird with golden eyes and a brilliant crest.

Yrsel had been very clear about that. Lindír had to carry the first gift with her mouth for the message to be clear. If she used her hands even once, it would muddy the intention, make it possible for Biorra to assume that there was a mistake. Clarity was important.

After several long, frustrated seconds, her heart beating frantically and her jaw growing tired, Lindír struck her tail against the stone of the mountainside. The violence stung, but the impact was heavy enough to produce a bright, clear crack as would a whip. Biorra failed to appear, so Lindír did it again. And then again. It was only after the fourth sound that Biorra emerged, beautiful even in her bleary and confused state. She lumbered out of her lair, looking for the source of the sound.

Then her gaze fell upon Lindír. Biorra stopped, utterly still, her body low to the ground, and stared for long enough that Lindír felt the urge to drop the bird and beg for a response. Before that embarrassment could take place, however, Biorra broke from her trance and padded forward as though she were trying to avoid waking someone. Lindír lowered her neck to the ground and carefully placed the bird down.

“Do you know what that means?” Biorra said.

“I do,” Lindír said, forcing herself to stand high. “Yrsel told me.”

By this point the eyes of every dragon in the area were on Lindír and Biorra, the sight of the stray aiming to court Camreth’s dilettante youngest daughter too melodramatic to resist. Lindír was only unconsciously aware of how much attention she had drawn. For once, her perfect focus on Biorra proved to be a boon rather than a curse.

Biorra had been rendered speechless. She continued to approach Lindír until they were standing face-to-face, until Lindír could feel her breath on her scales. Then Biorra lowered her wings to the ground, resting on her wing-claws with her wing-fingers folded back like the sides of a great cape, and picked up the bird with her hands.

That was promising, as was the way that she reared her neck back like a swan’s and carefully examined the bird, turning it over and over in her claws. But nothing was certain. Until she took the offering back to her hoard, she had not assented to the courtship.

It became apparent that Biorra was quite concerned with the quality of that stone bird, for she examined it so long that Lindír lost track of time. There were no thoughts, there were no fears, only the momentary movements of eye and claw and chest, the rising and falling tides of trepidation and glee at every sign one way or the other about Biorra’s intentions. For all that Lindír was concerned the world could end in a minute, and she would not have cared.

In this hypnotic daze, Lindír nearly missed Biorra slowly extending her arms. Giving the statue back. She’d been prepared for this, and in her mind, rejection had been the most likely option of all of them. Even still, the pain came on hard and heavy and dense as a belly full of lead, heavy enough to make her claw refuse to follow her commands. Lindír had to rip her claw from the ground in order to raise it up and take the rejected gift.

Biorra promptly retracted the bird to her breast, holding it jealously while her eyes flickered across Lindír’s form. Lindír was confused, trilling a wordless question, but now it was Biorra who had lost touch with her surroundings.

She stared at a patch of ground between her feet and Lindír’s, the muscles of her brow twitching in quiet contemplation. She was thinking hard, and quite evidently conflicted from the way she would occasionally offer the bird back to Lindír before instantly retracting it. Lindír wondered if she’d done something wrong after all. Perhaps she should have just taken the bird, rescinded the courtship entirely, apologized for the mistake. And yet she could not bring herself to interrupt whatever drama was playing out behind Biorra’s eyes.

After what could have been a minute of silence or an hour, Lindír realized that Biorra’s eyes had fallen upon hers. Reluctantly, she returned that gaze. The slits of Biorra’s pupils narrowed, demurely hiding the black behind, and the translucent membrane swept across the golden expanse of her irises, wiping them clean of delusion. Lindír felt as though she were on a precipice, and became aware that Biorra was on that very same precipice next to her, companions preparing to fall.

Biorra was not so perfect as Lindír had assumed.

Biorra broke the lock on their gazes just as quickly as she had made it. With her whole body she turned, curving around herself in a fluid motion as she marched away from Lindír. The bird was still in her arms, but her wings served well to let her glide serpentine over the stone and earth back to her lair. She moved in a hurry, not once looking back. The courtship was not sealed until the gift took its place within Biorra’s hoard; but although Lindír felt that at any moment her eyes might open and the dream end, the rapidity of Biorra’s movement made it very clear that she had made her choice.

When Biorra vanished into the depths of her lair, she left behind a tableau of perfect awe. Every dragon in the field now stared at Lindír, who herself could not break her gaze upon the entrance to Biorra’s cave, nor move any other muscle. Something had been gouged out of her stomach and replaced with fire, something in her brain had been wound around itself until it snapped, and all of her limbs were embedded in iron.

When, eventually, Lindír returned to her own lair, the first thing she did was scream. It was a horrible sound, not one she had had reason to produce since her rampaging days after losing Ámnistr: an awful screech that ripped at her throat and, in the confines of her cave, produced a deafening thunderous echo. Then her jaws were forced open from within and she bellowed forth flame. She spun about, racing in circles on four limbs and six and two, chasing her tail as she spat streams of yellow fire until the stones cracked and her hoard-metal went soft.

When her flames were out, Lindír vomited on the floor.

Yrsel arrived a short while later, asking incredulously if the rumors which were already spreading across the colony were true. Lindír instead asked if she could help clean. Yrsel agreed, and before long the two of them were flying off to fetch a pair of large pots from Shuvun, the one drakkar who had taken the time to learn how to make them. Neither of them spoke; Lindír because her throat was sore and she had hardly the energy to speak, and Yrsel because she could tell that something had happened.

This mutual silence persisted as they asked Shuvun for the pots, as he helped them to slip the heavy woven ropes over their shoulders, as they flew from his den down to the lake. It was not until Lindír was laden with water, and Yrsel kneeling down to let hers fill, that Lindír could speak.

“It’s true,” she said. “Biorra accepted.”

Yrsel stood up too quickly, splashing lake-water across herself as she spun about to look at Lindír. Her eyes bulged and her jaw fell open. “By the stars, I… I do not even know what to say.”

“You did not expect that this would happen?”

Yrsel cringed away from Lindír. “I thought it best not to set my expectations too high. But this is good! This is very good. I have precious little experience with courtship, but my understanding is that now is the time to show off every charm which you possess. If she accepted, that means that she must wish to see you in your entirety before making a decision.”

Lindír knew that she possessed few charms, and the entirety of her being was a far cry from anything that Biorra had seen so far. But the expression written across Yrsel’s face was simply too kind to strike it down with a pessimistic word.

“Best to head back quickly, then,” she said. “My charms are few enough with a lair which does not stink of rotting carrion.”




…




Choosing the second gift for Biorra was not quite as difficult as choosing the first. Lindír fretted about it for a short wile, but in the end merely filled a pouch with gold and a few choice aquamarines, enough to inform Biorra of her continued commitment to the courtship. She set off much earlier in the morning, hoping to catch Biorra before she left her lair.

That was, perhaps, a mistake. When Lindír arrived at Biorra’s lair, there were no other dragons playing or lounging on the field, only two dragons standing face to face much where she and Biorra had stood the day prior. One of them was Biorra; the other was a drakkar, banded in yellow, orange, red, and black. At first Lindír thought them to be merely talking. It was not until she skidded to a halt on the hard soil downhill from the pair that Lindír recognized what had happened.

Before Lindír could speak a word, Biorra turned about and slowly paced back to her lair, again walking on her wings. This time, clutched in her hands was an opal the size of a ripe apple, suspended from a golden chain, its face carved into the image of a dragon. Lindír knew immediately that this opal was worth far more than the petty stone and gold of the bird statue; and the way Biorra moved, slow and delicate, implied how much value she placed in that crystal. Lindír’s heart raced, her breath came quick and shallow. Something had happened, something she could not understand at first. Then the other one, the drakkar, turned away from Biorra and strutted down the hillside to pass Lindír; and when he recognized the drakkar’s face, Lindír realized exactly what had happened.

“Ulkred, why?”

“Because, stray, you think that you are playing a game, that what you do is unimportant,” he said, speaking in the native tongue of Solseyja and enunciating every word with a mix of fury and childish straightforwardness. “But the game ends now. Retract your courtship: if you do so soon there will be no shame in admitting your mistake.”

“And why would I do that?” Lindír said, his wings involuntarily spreading wide.

“Because I am about to remind Biorra of what an actual drakkar can do for her. And when she is reminded of that, she will forget you, just as she has forgotten every one of her little fads.”
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Lindír expected that, the next time he and Biorra met, she would act coldly towards him, shunning his affections in favor of Ulkred’s. That evening, at dinner, that expectation was destroyed. Biorra arrived when the communal meal was already well underway—Lindír gnawing at a snow-ram’s bones in order to get to the choicest organs—and immediately went to him. As it happened, there was an open space to his right, a space which she promptly took, tucking her limbs beneath her torso and wrapping her wings about herself as a shawl.

“Biorra,” said Lindír. He was suddenly acutely aware of the difference in size between them: even lying down she had easily half an arm’s height on him.

“You sound surprised,” she said. “I would hope you haven’t forgotten about our courtship between your gift from this morning and now.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” Lindír said. “Of course I haven’t forgotten, I could never forget. I simply hadn’t expected that… after everything that had happened… you would be quite so forward.”

Biorra blinked twice, bending her neck down to place her on a level with Lindír. “Everything that has happened? Lindír, we’ve been courting for a day and a half and have hardly said a word to one another. The heat of the moment may have struck me dumb, but I do not plan on this being an entirely wordless courtship.”

“But what of…” Lindír had no impetus to speak of Ulkred, and given that Biorra was determined to pretend that that event had not taken place, she dropped the matter. “The meat is very good today. Must be a good season, or something to that effect.”

“Well, it must be good if you say it is,” said Biorra. “I imagine living as a stray must have made you into quite the connoisseur.”

Lindír felt subtly as though he were being mocked, though he failed to discern the nature of the mockery, if it existed. “What do you mean?”

“Here on the island we have mutton, we have porpoise, we have fish…” Biorra looked up at the sky, translucent membrane flicking thoughtfully across her eyes. “…and that’s about it, I think. With all of the North your domain, I assume you were not limiting yourself to snow-sheep and porpoise?”

Lindír grimaced. He had switched over to habitually speaking the native tongue of the dragons of Solseyja, but his command over it was still somewhat limited. Snow-sheep and porpoise were the only food animals whose names he knew. But if Biorra was asking, then he would have to improvise.

“I can hardly describe them,” he said. “The woods of the mainland extend scores of meadows in every direction, and in them live these… tremendous beasts, standing as high as your elbows, with huge horns spanning on either sides of their heads and enough meat on them to feed me for a week.”

This had much stronger than the expected effect, Biorra’s eyes all a-glimmer and shining in the evening light. “So you hunted these beasts?”

Lindír found herself momentarily speechless. Those lambent eyes made her scales uncomfortably hot, and in turn that burning shamed her, that so innocent a look produced such a reaction. And besides, for what had she earned Biorra’s attention? Feeding herself?

“It isn’t as though it was difficult,” she said, pressing herself to the earth and taking another strip of meat. “I have fire and wings, and they did not.”

“Still! You hunted on your own, in the wilds. You must have been swooping down on them like an eagle on fire.” Biorra’s voice drifted oddly, as though her brain and her mouth were moving at subtly different angles. “No wonder you have such a figure, if that’s what you were doing.”

Lindír nearly forgot to swallow. “A figure? What figure?”

“Yours, of course.” Biorra bared her teeth.

“I think you may have run up against the limits of my knowledge of the language.”

Biorra trilled softly under her breath, then leaned in close so that she could speak softly. “You’re so small for a dragoness, and yet you still have quite the musculature. Very handsome, though not every dragon would admit it.”

Lindír fell completely silent. Not for lack of response, but the opposite: too many reactions at once, none of them able to be verbalized. She turned back to her meal with the affect of one who had forgotten Biorra was present at all, though the flames in her stomach flared until her chest lit up like a lighthouse and sparks dribbled from her jaws.

Biorra retreated, rumbling under her breath as her expression became more and more a frown of confusion. There were a few times where Lindír heard her inhaling in a way that suggested she was about to speak; but it never came to anything. Eventually she stood, trotting to the pile in the center of the circle to fetch herself something to eat.

Without the distracting pull of Biorra’s presence at her flank, Lindír could sink into the half-dark and meditate on the soft babbling and animal clicks of other dragons in conversation. Never in her entire life had anyone spoken to Lindír the way Biorra just had. To be told that her body, these scales and sinews, were not merely proper but handsome, admirable, that she was not merely a dragon but a dragoness worthy of attention and praise, bordered on the unsettling. Dragons in general were creatures of awe-inspiring might and magnificent form, but Lindír herself? She was no Sivnis. Ámnistr had treated her as a combination of child and pet. The Countess had treated her as a weapon. Razan was not to be considered. Therefore the only memory she had relating to her body was her parents, telling her about her scales being a curse.

Biorra returned not long after, two lambs hanging from her mouth the way dogs carry ducks. She settled down to eat quietly and efficiently, swallowing the meat in large chunks. This, too, Lindír found attractive.

“I thought I was supposed to be the one praising your beauty,” she said. “To… prove the strength of my loyalty to you.”

Biorra stopped eating, and again gazed into Lindír’s eyes. Lindír wished that she could say the right thing to assuage whatever Biorra was feeling, for the slack-jawed glare and soft trill implied some kind of upset or uncertainty.

“If I see the one courting me is of handsome make, I won’t remain silent merely because she courted me and not I her. Besides, we are both dragonesses.” She paused, running her tongue along her teeth. “But if you would like it, then praise away. I can be vain.”

Lindír did not understand all of this, and would have to ask Yrsel about the particulars later in order to understand every word. But she understood more than enough. “When you move, it is less like you’re walking and more like you’re swimming, even on land. Your scales are so smooth and brilliant, like new glass. Have you ever seen new glass? Never mind that then. But your tail, yes, your tail is possessed of such…”

“My tail?” said Biorra, recoiling.

“It is, um, serpentine. Well-formed.”

“You cannot take a compliment to your own figure, and yet you speak openly of my tail,” Biorra said, tittering nervously. “What manner of creature are you?”

“I don’t know,” said Lindír.

The conversation soon turned to mundane things, stories of Lindír’s past and pointless island gossiping, though Biorra made sure to pepper every discussion with those incomprehensible jokes that she found so humorous and which Lindír was still not entirely convinced weren’t at her expense. Still, by the end of the evening, when all the mutton had been consumed and every story told, Lindír found a new confidence arising, and a new satisfaction. She had not once managed to touch Biorra scale to scale, and yet she felt that her longing had been fulfilled.

The next day, while sunbathing upon a rock by the side of a lake, Lindír caught sight of Biorra and Ulkred reclining together on the far shore. Biorra held Ulkred entranced with her speech, though Lindír could not hear what was being said from that distance. All at once, she remembered that she was not merely in a courtship. She was in a duel of courtships, and Ulkred was her foe.

Those first few days set the pattern. Lindír would make some demonstration of her desire, some connection with Biorra, and Ulkred would upstage it. It was the worst with gifts; Ulkred was about the same age as Biorra and had been accumulating treasure since the instant he’d left his mother’s lair, meaning he could make casual gifts to rival the size of Lindír’s entire hoard. Lindír could not give Biorra a smattering of coins, not a well-polished river stone, not an extra portion of meat at dinner without Ulkred arriving at Biorra’s lair the next morning with some delicately constructed bauble, or a sack of polished aquamarines, or a sculpture freshly bartered from the nisken.

This, of course, did not stop Lindír from trying. When the next trade day came around, Lindír ran herself ragged finding every lot of hoard-goods which she could afford to pay, stockpiling the collateral she would use to acquire Biorra’s heart. It mattered little that she spent the next few months so beset with tasks in service to the nisken that she could hardly even speak to Biorra.

And besides, Biorra was going to speak to Lindír whether she took the time for it or not. When Lindír left his lair for a week to spend shifts turning the mill, Biorra flew down to talk whenever the mood struck her. There she would lounge in the dust and ask incessant questions, Lindír’s exhaustion meaning that scarcely more than one in three would get an answer. Once, when Lindír grew ill from attempting to eat the wrong type of fish, Biorra still appeared at his lair’s entrance, asking if he’d ever visited the sea pillars of the northern coast. He could not answer, and yet at the same time could not bring himself to tell her to leave.

Ulkred had, of course, been to the sea pillars of the northern coast. And to everywhere else in Solseyja. He knew the island like the scales on his own snout, and made absolutely sure that everyone was fully aware of that fact. He was the master of Solseyja, and when he was old enough for it he would become the finest patriarch the colonies had ever seen.

Lindír, of course, was not aware of what sorts of private meetings Ulkred and Biorra had, of where they walked wingtip to wingtip, and what they spoke about when they did. But there were signs. Biorra would arrive late at dinner, her claws stained with soil. She would drift off into her own thoughts, expression intense, and not return to awareness for some time. Her moods would shift oddly, and sometimes she would be preoccupied with some matter of politics or island economy with which Lindír was entirely unfamiliar; or else her whole demeanor would become jocular and airy. Lindír could only assume, therefore, that Ulkred was a conversationalist of the highest caliber, knowledgeable in all things which she was not, able to charm Biorra with his shrewdness and intellect. All Lindír had in comparison were retold stories and the brute wisdom of the wilds.

And then there were the times when Lindír and Ulkred were able to compete directly for Biorra’s attention. Once, in the heat of summer, sheer coincidence brought all three of them to the same beach on the western shore of the island. Ulkred and Lindír both came upon the idea to go hunting, and flew out to sea in search of fish. Ulkred returned first, carrying a huge marlin between his claws. Lindír, meanwhile, did not return until most of the others had left, for he had tried to carry off a small whale, been dragged into the ocean by the creature’s weight, and was forced to swim to shore.

At the festival of the new year, marked at the end of autumn, the dragons of Solseyja all gathered together to feast in the name of their ancestors. There was food, of course, meat eaten not raw and freshly-slaughtered but cooked in liquid fat and fresh herbs. Dragons sang the resounding dragon-songs and played music on huge brass drums and intricate constructions of carved bone and clay piping, the droning notes echoing off of the mountaintops for miles. In the skies above, meanwhile, dragons danced.

Lindír did not want to dance. He didn’t want to be involved in any of it, but Yrsel had convinced him to join in the celebrations. The dancing, the food, the music, all of it was to venerate the ancestors; but Lindír’s ancestors were, each and every one of them, human. Even if a dead human had the power to protect him—which he doubted—would they not look upon him with the same scorn and disgust as his parents had?

But he watched the sky as it darkened into first twilight and then night, and watched the dragons dance within it. Camreth and Ziorrin danced with each other, slow and gentle as the stars. Yrsel danced, so quick she must have been trying to prove a point, and Lindír caught her with half a dozen drakkars over the course of the evening. And Ulkred and Biorra danced together. Two ribbons, tying and untying great knots, passing like knights in a joust, soaring and diving and falling toward each other but never actually touching.

When Biorra landed, she was panting for breath, wings dragging across the ground. The exhaustion made her look beautiful, as did the rising moon casting its argent light upon her scales.

“I know you never had time for dancing as a stray,” she said to him. “But I want to see what you can do. I wonder how well chasing wizards and catching elk trains you to dance.”

Lindír had no idea if she could dance well, but she did dance that evening. Biorra danced with her, and by the time they both landed she was so exhausted that she fell asleep on the open field. Lindír stood watch throughout the night and fled to her lair as soon as her love awoke.

As winter seized Solseyja in its grip once again, the timing of the daily meals moved from evening to midday, when the dragons could still move and eat instead of being placed in a forced lethargy of sunbathing. A far-ranging drakkar named Scirvant began to tell stories. He told of a band of vikings who had thought themselves clever when they had tried to make their raids in the dead of winter, when the militias would all be holed up indoors. It was to their misfortune that they had then been caught in pack ice and stranded: but the misfortune of the vikings was the fortune of the dragons. Who knew what sorts of treasure they had gathered?

Scirvant told this to Lindír directly, and had done the same to Ulkred; it soon became clear that he expected them to go on the attack. Indeed, the whole of the colony did. After the fact, during conversations with Yrsel, Lindír would come to understand that courting drakkars—or dragonesses who courted like drakkars—were expected to be the most daring.

But at the time she required no such justification. If there was treasure to be found, treasure which might give her some small advantage in the long war of gifts, then she would go. She wolfed down the rest of her meal and spent the rest of that day in a mad pell-mell, searching for someone who could lend her a bag or basket that would allow her to carry her gains home. Camreth obliged with just such a bag, though he asked to have it back when they were done.

She flew from Solseyja with all her speed, following Scirvant’s directions; it was not long before she saw in the distance the orange blotch that was Ulkred. They flew through the frigid air for hours, and as her heart rushed and the thrill of an impending fight came upon her, Lindír’s claws twitched with some of the feral energy of her time in the wilds of the North.

There was, indeed, a great longship trapped in ice exactly where Scirvant had indicated. The men of that ship were vikings one and all, with long braided beards and steel caps, suits of mail and vicious fighting-axes, tattooed men who loved gold more than they feared death. They loitered and brooded about their becalmed vessel, feeding on seal-blubber and pilfered millet, waiting for the day when the ice would thaw and they could return to their own villages.

Threescore of fighting men, armed and armored, vicious savages and murderers all, fighting for their lives, their ship, and their stolen loot. Before two fully-grown dragons, they may as well have been a flock of snow-sheep. The vikings assembled themselves out on the pack-ice in a loose skirmish formation, hoping to wound the dragons with arrow and javelin. Lindír charged in, grabbing a viking in each claw and hurling them to their deaths, while Ulkred swept overhead, breathing out a blast of flame. At first Lindír thought that foolish, for burning the boat would render the treasure lost; but even without a single tongue of flame touching wood or sailcloth, the ice half-melted, forcing the vikings to flee to their vessel.

With their prey tightly packed together the dragons could kill at their leisure. They bit and slashed and crushed, every weapon the raiders could bring to bear bouncing off of their scales without a scratch. Lindír had not tasted human blood in some time; the taste intoxicated her, sickening and invigorating at once. The taste, the shouts and screams in a half-familiar human tongue, the tactile sensation of metal giving way under her claws, all of these things served to swell the old battle-lust, sending her toppling back into the rage and joy of combat which she thought had long forsaken her. Her heart beat with ferocious intensity as Lindír lost herself to blood.

When the vikings scattered, dropping their weapons in terror as they sought anywhere that was not within reach of the dragons, Lindír suddenly found herself almost alone. Her whole body trembled, six limbs outspread and torso slung slow as she waited for more to come.

“Quite the fighter you are, stray,” Ulkred said, pawing away at the longship’s rowing benches in search of treasure. “Truly, the skill and grace of a wild dog you have, learned in the wild. Do you fuck the same way? I’d hate to see Biorra getting her tail torn clean—”

Lindír wheeled around, the flame glowing brightly in his belly, eyes twin spotlights and sparks spilling from his jaws as he let loose a growl of hate. He had restrained himself from every one of Ulkred’s previous taunts, no matter how crude or how sophisticated. But now his blood was up and there were no witnesses; for a moment, a fantasy played out in Lindír’s mind of Ulkred being torn apart there and then so that Lindír could feast upon his innards.

Ulkred did not give an inch of ground, even as Lindír was poised to lunge. He instead clicked his tongue and narrowed his eyes contemplatively. “And so easily baited, too… But I cannot deny your strength. Come, stray, let us see if there is any loot worth having here.”

The vikings had stolen a great deal of food, and with her experience in human cuisine Lindír was able to sniff out the sweetest cakes and freshest meats and devour them all. As for hoard-stuffs, there was less than she had hoped. The majority of it was contained within a single small box, stuffed with a panoply of jewelry: pearl necklaces, carved narwhal ivory pins, amber pendants, rings of red gold and black onyx. Some of the vikings had carried swords and axes of such construction as to be worthy treasures all their own. With Lindír and Ulkred both having gorged themselves, they argued over the splitting of the treasure well into the evening, and once they had awoken, they argued past dawn as well.

Lindír’s cut of the treasure she parceled out upon returning to her lair, and gave it all to Biorra as gifts, one or two objects at a time over the course of over a month. It was a paltry thing compared to what Ulkred could offer, as always, but it meant that Lindír could show her devotion while still keeping enough of a hoard to herself to be worth naming as such.

As spring approached, Lindír found a strange contentment. Yes, it was true that Biorra’s heart could have only belonged to Ulkred, that this courtship would inevitably be cut short by her acceptance of Ulkred’s love, but perhaps there was something to be said for taking pride in that which was temporary. Ámnistr would have had quite a bit to say about that.

The man’s name was coming up in Lindír’s thoughts less and less frequently. How sad Lindír would have been, if she had been able to realize that fact.

Regardless, it was the case that Biorra gave some of her attentions to Lindír, and that he enjoyed those attentions. He enjoyed being listened to. He enjoyed the way she looked at him as though he were a perpetual source of wonder, amusement, confusion. Biorra’s presence and breath was a spark of heat in a blizzard, and he relished it. Even in the worst moments of the courtship, when Lindír had no choice but to present Biorra with some gift that Ulkred had already made appear worthless, or offer his assistance in some task that Ulkred could do a thousand times more skillfully, Biorra acted as though Lindír was all she wanted. The trill Biorra made in the back of her throat, the flutter of her wings: what more could a dragoness wish for?

These were the sorts of thoughts that poured, treacly and half-formed, through Lindír’s head one spring afternoon. It was the warmest part of the day, which meant that Lindír had had no choice but to find a large expanse of bare rock in one of the outlying hills and soak in all the heat his wing-skin could gather. He had done it before, having discovered this spot some fortnight earlier; and he would go on to do it more after. But on that particular day, Lindír was roused from his half-sleep by the sound of a dozen pairs of dragon wings flapping overhead.

Biorra was among them, as was Ulkred, and Yrsel, and several other dragons who he knew from the colony but not personally. It struck him as odd that nearly a fifth of the colony would be going in the same direction at once. It became even more odd when, instead of continuing to some further destination, every single dragon present descended into a large rocky crevasse a meadow or less from Lindír’s rock. That was what finally pushed his curiosity beyond the point that it could no longer be ignored. Cursing the loss of sunlight this would bring him, Lindír rose up onto all six limbs, ran forward, and leapt into the air in search of what was drawing so much attention.

The crevasse was longer and deeper than it had appeared from outside, a deep crack in the earth, baring huge expanses of stone. As he approached, Lindír realized to his shock that there were signs of draconic presence. At the edge of the crevasse were many large shards of glass, cloudy and oddly-shaped, with the apparent purpose of catching sunlight and sending it into the crack below. Moreover, the walls of the ravine were covered in runes. Hundreds of them, thousands, scores of thousands, single words and brief notes and scrawling documents, and each mark bearing the signature not of a hammer and chisel, but of a dragon’s sharp claw. Dragon-runes. Lindír had been trying to learn them ever since his arrival on Solseyja, and still hadn’t managed full comprehension.

He landed a ways away from the center of attention, only just close enough to hear what was going on. Ulkred and Biorra were in front of the crowd, Ulkred reared up onto his hind limbs, one wing on the wall for stability as he read the runes. All the others listened, though Biorra had a place of pride. Lindír caught only the very end of Ulkred’s speech, but it was clear enough what he was doing.

“For diamond’s luster pales and gold does rust; I cannot compare these to you, but must.”

A moment of silence fell across the crowd. Every pair of eyes, including Lindír’s, was concentrated on Biorra, and the space between herself and Ulkred. Biorra was well aware, and before she even spoke made sure to tuck her wings properly against her sides.

“Well,” said Biorra, “Of course that was a wonderful poem, my dear Ulkred. I had not thought you so well-versed in…verse!”

“I am but an amateur,” Ulkred said, with a simpering indirectness that made Lindír scowl. “But I found myself inspired. By you.”

“By my beauty or by my poetry?”

Ulkred tittered quietly. “Both, I suppose. I do not think I would have chosen poetry if not for what you showed me some few days ago, after all.”

Biorra shrank away from Ulkred as he dropped down onto all fours and turned to look at her. “I—I did not think you had taken any notice,” she said earnestly. “But, no, really, I am quite flattered. This must have taken such work to do, and all by your own claw.”

“Indeed,” said Ulkred. He turned to the onlookers. “That is all of it. Unless you should like to eavesdrop on the conversation of two courting dragons, I suggest you disperse.”

They did disperse, though Ulkred and Biorra did not stay for very long before flying off together. The only thing that preserved Lindír’s heart and sanity was luck: luck that the two of them set off in the opposite direction from where he had stood to watch the whole thing. Not all of the dragons set off in that direction. Many passed him as he stood, rooted to the spot, and a few even shot him glances of pity as they passed.

Lindír felt that same pity for himself, but it passed ere long. When he was left alone in the crevasse, surrounded by the writings of centuries of dragons past, he crept forward until he found himself before the place where Ulkred had stood. It was a long inscription, some fourteen lines. The verbiage was only barely familiar, and the meter completely foreign, using rhyme instead of the alliterative forms of human poetry. Lindír had no way to judge its true quality, though he very dearly wanted it to be awful.

Lindír knew songs from his time with Ámnistr. He knew the human poetical forms from his childhood in the Red Citadel. It couldn’t be that hard to write a poem. Could it?
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That evening, Biorra returned to the crevasse, this time for a much different reason. Lindír had failed to appear at dinner, and while others dismissed it as being just another of the stray’s foibles, Biorra was more concerned. Inside, she found quite the unusual sight: Lindír seated on her haunches, scratching runes into the stone walls. The stray’s expression was tight with stress, her chest glowing like a lantern. Biorra approached only slowly, creeping along with as much stealth as she could muster. Were it not for a wrong step sending a shower of stones clattering across the ground, she could have gotten close enough to bite Lindír on the tail.

Lindír rose up, whirling around, head low and limbs spread. “Who goes—Biorra?”

“What are you doing here?” Biorra said.

Lindír froze, glancing over her shoulder at the wall of the crevasse. “Finding solitude,” she said. “It’s quiet here.”

Biorra paused, looking over Lindír, over the stone around them, up at the night sky, down at herself. “Mind if I join you, then? Just you, me, and the night?”

“Not at all,” said Lindír, pasting herself against the stone wall in order to block Biorra’s view.

Biorra stalked closer, and this time there was something different about her movement. It was still possessed of that incredible grace which was Biorra’s signature, but now there was a sinuousness to it, a sideways sway to her. She kept her neck low to the ground and her legs planted wide, her tail undulating through the air.

“The whole night to ourselves,” she said; her voice was oddly strained, with a panting edge to it. “Out of courtesy, I’ll ignore the fresh marks on the wall and instead ask you this: how do I look?”

The spotlight of Lindír’s chest did Biorra great credit. She was still wearing all of her jewelry, the firelight making the gold bands shimmer and glow on her horns, around her wrists, down her tail. Lindír felt odd. Her scales were tighter than usual, her heart fluttered, and her eyes did not want to remove themselves from Biorra. Never before had she desired more desperately to touch the object of her courtship. But that desire shamed her. She stepped aside.

“It’s a gift,” she said, her feelings too fraught to control herself. “But it is not ready for you, and I am afraid that to see it in this incomplete state might be more of an insult than anything else.”

“A gift?” Biorra ran her tongue along her teeth, but with her jaws open wide enough that Lindír could see every twitch of muscle and drip of saliva. “Have you been attempting poetry?”

Lindír bowed low, though keeping her eyes on Biorra. Why did she find it so difficult to breathe? “I saw Ulkred’s gift to you. And I thought perhaps I should copy after him for once. Do you wish to see it?”

“I do,” said Biorra, turning her attention away from Lindír and toward the mark of her claws upon the wall.

Lindír watched carefully for any sign of pleasure or displeasure as she stepped aside, allowing Biorra to approach the wall. So focused was she on Biorra’s emotions that she did not notice the position of Biorra’s tail, not until the very tip of it struck her across the snout. It was a light impact, more of a flick than anything else, but it still elicited a soft, shrill sound from the back of Lindír’s throat.

Biorra rose up onto her hind legs, planting her arms on either side of the inscription so that she could read it in the dim light.

Kno me, the strei

with fyer brite,

hu sleeps inn the dei

annd flys at nnite.

But whenn yew’r here

with sceiles so blu,

I wannt to cheer

fore I love yew.

Lindír wondered how much force it would take for her to dash her skull upon the rock, and if she could generate that force if she made a running start from where she was standing. It would be an ignoble end, and certainly the spray of blood and brains would be an unpleasant experience for Biorra, but at that moment Lindír felt it to be the preferable course of action.

“How long did you spend working on this?” Biorra asked, looking over her shoulder.

Lindír was mute and nearly paralyzed. But she could look, tracing her eyes up and to the left from the final poem. Biorra followed her gaze, traced out the long arc of runes upon the wall, a scattered trail of fragments ranging from a single letter left uncompleted, to half-made verses all clustered together. Pieces of “I am” and “Know that” and “You are” stretched nearly Biorra’s entire body-length off into the distance.

“So this is where you’ve been,” Biorra said. “I’ll have to show you how to make practice sheets out of tree bark. We only have so much space here in the echoing pass, and I know how you feel about trees…”

She dropped back down, turning back to Lindír in a slow, demonstrative spiral, her spine curling into place, wings held daintily off the ground. Lindír took a step forward before he even knew what he was doing, the allure so strong that for a moment he could not control it. What was it about this evening that was causing him to feel so? Every movement of Biorra’s was more tempting than the last, until the need in the pit of his belly was an ache.

“Do you…?”

“Like it? It’s very sweet.” Biorra paused, translucent membrane fluttering across her eyes. “Now, why are you looking at me like that?”

Lindír couldn’t bring himself to turn away, so he shut his eyes instead. “My apologies. I don’t know what’s come over me.”

“You don’t know?”

“I do not.”

Biorra made a rumble in her chest, then said, “Open your eyes, Lindír, I’m not offended.”

Lindír did. Biorra had drawn even closer without his realizing, her movements utterly silent.

“You don’t have to write me a poem if you don’t wish to. That was Ulkred’s kind of gift, and yours can be different. I suppose it might qualify as cheating if I told you what kind of gift I would like, but…” she looked around theatrically, “Nobody will know.”

“And you wish for me to cheat? Or, to cheat for me, I suppose?” said Lindír, struggling to piece together the words.

“Oh, there are many things I wish to do right now,” Biorra said, her voice a quiet purr. “But yes, there is a gift I want to ask you for, in specific.”

This, at least, was something that Lindír knew well. She puffed out, raising her head high and forcing her chest forward. “Name it, then. If I have it, I will give it. And if I do not have it, then I will find it.”

Biorra’s pupils dilated. “When you were asked about your past, by my father and by others, there were always questions you avoided answering. How it was you came to be raised by humans, and the origin of that mark upon your chest. I want to know them. And I promise you that if you do tell me the answers to these things, I will tell none other without your consent.”

Lindír’s heart stopped, just long enough to send the shock of its absence throughout her body. “Those questions have the same answer,” she said. “And I suppose… I suppose that…”

Her limbs felt cold, dreadfully cold, and suddenly very sore.

“You do not have to tell me if you do not wish. It is a gift which I desire, a gift only you can give, Lindír, but it is nonetheless only a gift.”

And, she thought to herself, what would be the price to giving it? Did she believe Biorra to be dishonest, that she would break her word and spread the story around? Surely not; if the story got out, Lindír would know that it was Biorra who had done it, and Biorra could not possibly hate her that much. Then the only price was in telling it, in having one dragoness in the whole world who knew the truth about what Lindír really was. But if that dragoness was Biorra…

“My parents, the ones who birthed me and sired me, are human,” she began. “I have a twin brother, even, who is human. And I, too, would have been born human, had it not been for a curse laid upon my mother by a salt-witch as price for my brother’s conception.”

This took Biorra aback. She did not look away from Lindír’s eyes, but her voice was closer to its natural tone when she said, “You speak the truth?”

“I am not much of a liar,” Lindír said. She swallowed a thickness of phlegm which had formed in the back of her mouth before continuing. “They loathed me, you see. When I was an infant I mauled my brother, and merely birthing me irrevocably maimed my mother. So they held me below the castle, hardly feeding me and allowing me to walk about only when I became too aggressive to manage.”

“Humans,” Biorra said with a sneer. “No wonder you’re so small, if they mistreated you that badly. And…you said both my questions had the same answer. How does the scar factor into it?”

Lindír shook her head, at the same time folding her neck down so that she could just barely look at the pale skin on her chest out of the corners of her eyes. “It’s not a scar. That is the one piece of evidence as to my true origin, I think; the one part of me which was spared the curse. It’s my one human feature, a patch of scaleless skin.”

Now Biorra was looking at Lindír’s chest. Her wings twitched with a desire to cover herself, but at the same time a warm glow came over her, and she allowed Biorra’s eyes to wander. The great blue dragoness must have seen the flaw before, but had never examined it the way she did then, close up and with the keen interest of a vain creature examining its own reflection in a pool.

“Human skin. I’ve met precious few humans… may I touch it?”

Lindír’s tongue was a numb weight of limp flesh, her teeth were barbed and locked together, her jaw was a massive ungainly thing of wood or perhaps carved antler. “Yes,” she squeaked.

With permission given, Biorra lifted one arm, and extended one claw, turning it upwards in order to be able to feel with the most sensitive pad of her finger. She made contact gently, a gentleness that only she could have managed, and with her eyes locked on Lindír’s came to trace out soft arcs upon the softness of Lindír’s skin.

Lindír’s heart beat a thousand times a second, his whole body attuned to the center of his chest. His hind legs shuddered so greatly that they nearly gave out entirely, slipping apart under his weight as the soft tingle of Biorra’s touch made him forget how to carry himself. A shrill whimper escaped from between Lindír’s jaws. For a second, Biorra ignored his distress, her eyes growing wide and hungry and her mouth falling open in an image of delight.

But then she bashfully retracted. A pang of longing shot through Lindír’s heart. He wanted, he wanted desperately, he was frenzied and besotted with want, though it damned him to do so. His eyes focused on the nearest thing: it was Biorra’s face, her mouth still half-open as she breathed heavily and slow, her eyes huge and dark in the night.

Lindír reached up, extending his neck until the tip of his snout lay just below Biorra’s jaw. As he had seen other dragons do in moments of utter closeness, he opened his mouth, and placed himself around her, and bit down so very gently, just barely enough to feel the hardness of her scales against the needle-points of his teeth. Biorra breathed his breath, and made a soft, lowing noise. His thoughts were screaming, but he could not hear them above the hammer-blows of his own heart. He found another angle, capturing her snout and play-biting again.

Then Lindír regained his senses. He relinquished his grip on Biorra and shrank back, coursing, rapacious desire replaced by a cold terror. In the shadows upon Biorra’s face, she saw hatred most profound.

“Lindír? We do have the whole night to ourselves, you know.”

She might as well have been deaf for all that Biorra’s words had any impact on her. “I know, I know, I am sorry, I am sorry, please forgive me.”

“What?” Biorra tilted her head to one side, taking an unsure step forward.

“I, I, I lost myself, I was overcome, I know it is no excuse but I didn’t mean to hurt you, please believe that if nothing else…” She retreated, ever faster, until her tail ran up against the edge of the ravine. Lindír did not even fully believe her own words: she wanted forgiveness for Biorra’s sake, not for hers; she knew that she had stolen that bite from Biorra entirely out of her own lust.

Biorra let out a shrill bark of confusion. “Lindír, what are you talking about?”

“Please forgive me!” she whimpered.

“I forgive you, I forgive you, but I do not know what for!”

That was the final straw. She did what she had done, and still Biorra forgave her? Lindír sprinted down the length of the crevasse in a blind panic of absolute terror, refusing to stop no matter how much Biorra shouted for her. As soon as there was room for it, she took to flight. Where she flew she paid no mind, only crashing to earth when tiredness overtook her near the southern coast of the island.

The tone of their courtship changed after that night. Biorra, to Lindír’s ever-growing shock, continued to acknowledge him as suitor, and respond to his compliments and offers of assistance. But there was a new distance between them. Where once Biorra would joke and grin, now she would mutter and grimace; gone was the cordiality which Lindír had built up over so many months.

It would have been one thing if Biorra had hated him; that Lindír could understand, and he would have held that bitter pain next to all the others in his heart until the day of his death. But she did not hate him! More than anything else she seemed unsure whether to give him warmth or coldness, love or disdain. The source of this ambivalence, when Lindír had stolen a play-bite, was something he could not understand. Unless, of course, Biorra were in the same position: wishing to hate him, but possessing too much forgiveness in her gentle heart to do so.

Another trade day, Lindír’s seventh since his arrival on Solseyja, rapidly approached. That, he decided, would serve as the resolution of the matter. He would find a beautiful gift, something to exceed any gift previously given. In giving it to Biorra, he would wipe clean the slate of his wrongdoing, or else prove to both himself and to Biorra that there would be no redemption.

On the day of, Lindír wandered, anxiously patrolling the trade grounds in search of the perfect gift. She passed by shining gold and fresh-carved gems, fine ceramics and artworks which had been the products of years of labor, and dismissed them one by one as insufficient. It would have to be something exceptional, something unusual, something to show that this was more than the usual sort of gift. For a while, Lindír thought that she was doomed. She had set her sights too high, set herself to a task too great; no gift could fix this rift.

But then, out near the edge of the field, she saw something that renewed her spirits. A young nisken woman stood alone with an enormous urn, as tall and as broad as a horse’s shoulders, forged in bronze and beautifully decorated. Even the simple metal plating of the urn’s body was covered in runic script, apparently gibberish but beautifully written. But there was more than that: a cast serpent spiraled around the urn as a replacement for handles, and the lid was so constructed as to appear to have been woven out of individual strands of bronze, like the weave of a basket.

“What do I need to give you to have this?” Lindír said.

“Oh, not much at all,” said the nisken woman, her expression and voice the very picture of innocence. “It’s my first work, you see, and I wanted to prove to my teacher that my work was worthy of a dragon. All I could ask for you is to do me a favor and…”

She suddenly went still, all aside from her whiskers, which twitched frantically, and her tail, which instantly moved under her skirt and out of view. “Is something the matter?” said Lindír.

“You’re the stray, aren’t you? The one who…” The nisken took small but quick steps forward, wrapping both arms around the urn as though it were a dear niece or nephew. “You don’t want this, I assure you. It… The quality of the bronze doesn’t match with your scales.”

Lindír saw nothing discordant between the urn and her scales, but then, she did not have the wisdom and skill of a nisken. “I’ll have it anyway. I intend on giving it away as a gift.”

“I see,” squeaked the nisken girl. She looked up at Lindír as though she were fully intending to eat her, which was odd.

As Lindír completed the trade and arranged when she would go to complete the favor for the craftswoman (tomorrow, the favor being a simple errand of moving a large quantity of sheep’s manure from one place to another), she did her best to move gingerly and give the girl some space. But that did nothing to assuage her fear, and Lindír was forced to conclude that it was out of her control. She gave the urn to Biorra that very evening. Or, rather, she waited until Biorra was not likely to be in her lair before leaving the urn just beyond the entrance, scratching her own name into the dirt to ensure that Ulkred could not take credit.

Despite Lindír’s hopes, the urn resolved nothing. Biorra neither warmed to Lindír’s presence, nor finally severed ties, and indeed hardly even mentioned it at all. This strange half-courtship, at once familiar and uncomfortable, continued to drag itself along by its hands for two more days without showing any sign of changing course. Lindír had expected failure, expected rejection, but the absence of any change proved intolerable.

Finally, she realized that there was only one remaining recourse. Even if it ended the courtship, even if it meant Biorra never speaking to her again except in anger, even if it meant the whole of Solseyja coming to know of her crimes, Lindír resolved to speak to Biorra directly. It took her hours of agonizing to gather the necessary force of will, but that afternoon she set out to do it. She would go to Biorra, explain what had caused her error, and beg for forgiveness—or at least an explanation.

Lindír landed a ways away from the entrance to Biorra’s lair, and with mousy strides she approached the cave’s broad mouth. Just as she prepared to ask for permission to enter, though, she heard voices from within.

“Of course I was surprised, everybody was. From the way you were acting the day after, I you were as surprised as any of us. But merely being surprising is not enough for me to start controlling your romantic affairs.”

It took Lindír a moment to recognize that voice, soft and deep, as Biorra’s father, Camreth. She closed her mouth, dropped into a crouch, and took long and shallow breaths in hopes that he, and presumably his daughter, would not hear her. Eavesdropping did not become Lindír, but at that moment she wanted nothing more than to hear what they had to say.

“Sometimes I wish you were a tyrant,” Biorra responded. “It would make it much easier for me.”
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Lindír suddenly became afraid that she would be discovered. In the moments after Biorra’s outburst, her lair fell totally silent, silent enough that Lindír’s breath was the loudest thing to be heard. But even if her breathing really was as loud as it sounded to her own ears, it scarcely mattered; the objects of her eavesdropping had their attentions turned inward.

“Don’t say that,” said Camreth, wounded.

“Oh, but it is true. Not to say that I would be happier, or that it would be the correct thing to do. But if you were a tyrant of a patriarch, you could simply tell me to marry Ulkred, and that would be the end of all discussion.”

Camreth sighed. “Even if it were entirely up to me whom you married, I would still listen to what you thought of it.”

“But why would you? It is obvious that Ulkred is the superior choice; he is wealthy, intelligent, skilled, and he is a proper scion of his family, and he would give me many pretty and healthy hatchlings.” Biorra rumbled, a sad sound, and said quietly, “It is so difficult having to think of things every day. Decisions are a curse.”

“Well, if you favor him so strongly, then why not marry Ulkred? If you are afraid of Lindír’s reprisal, treasure, I assure you that she will not lay a claw on you so long as I live.”

A shiver passed down the length of Lindír’s spine at the thought of doing Biorra harm. He would never, not to someone he loved.

As though listening to Lindír’s thoughts, Biorra said, “She could never harm me. The very idea would send her into a frenzy of guilt, I think. For a stray, her sense of remorse is… greatly overdeveloped.”

There was another gap of silence, though in this one Lindír could just about hear the soft sound of one of the dragons moving about. “You love her?” Camreth said.

“Or something like love,” Biorra said. “And I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that she feels love for me, or something like love.”

Camreth tittered uproariously. “Beyond a shadow of a doubt, yes. If any other dragoness looked at you the way she does, I would have given her a new scar.”

How had she been looking at Biorra? So far as Lindír knew, she had only been looking at Biorra normally, with appreciation. She tried to grasp it in her memory, pin down some definition of her wrongdoing, but there was none. All that she could do was add it to the count of her sins and request forgiveness later.

“And yet you claim to make no interference in my romantic affairs, how very mysterious.”

“There is interfering in your romantic affairs, and there is tolerating disrespect against my youngest daughter,” Camreth said. “And a vast gulf lies between those two things. But I cannot expect Lindír to know any different, with how she was raised; and if you find it endearing, ah well, what am I to do?”

“It is… It… It is not merely endearing,” Biorra said, choking on each word. “It is invigorating. That look in her eyes, the way she outthrusts her chest whenever I come near, it is as though I have been thrown into frigid and wintery waters.”

Biorra paused expectantly. Camreth said nothing, so she continued, “There are times when I wish that she were not so well-mannered, that she would simply lunge for me, tear into me with tooth and claw and tail. And I, I, I would never actually do so, but I feel as though if I could only tempt her severely enough, I might find that I would actually enjoy it!”

There was a yearning in Biorra’s voice that at once inflamed Lindír’s passions and shamed her for daring to listen in on so private a moment. The urge arose to break the silence and rush forward, but she suppressed it with difficulty. After a while, Camreth spoke again.

“You do not need to say anything more to me; but if it assuages your feelings, I should tell you that I too was once your age, and I know that feeling well. Why not marry Lindír, then, if you feel that way?”

“Well, because Ulkred is…” she began, and ended, for that was all that needed to be said. “And because Lindír is an endlessly frustrating dragoness who I do not understand. Half the time she doesn’t know what it is that she’s doing, and the other half of the time she will do something, only to contradict herself not a moment later.”

“And you don’t know why that is?” said Camreth.

“No, not at all. She obviously isn’t doing it to spite me, she cares too much for that, and it cannot be ignorance, so I haven’t the faintest idea what could be driving her to play with my emotions so.”

Camreth paused for a moment, thrumming tunelessly in thought. “Do you remember much of me from your hatchlinghood? That is to say… Before.”

“Before? Oh, yes, Before. I was much too young then to remember you as anything more than a dark shape. We’ve spoken about this, don’t you remember? How Ziorrin had to tell me everything? I thought you liked having a child who had only ever known you as father.”

“I do love that about you, treasure, it’s just inconvenient for the point I attempt to make,” Camreth said. He paused, considering, and there was the sound of claws on stone. “Ask Ziorrin, sometime, about what I was like just after your hatching. I was not a little bit mad. What I was learning about myself frightened me, it upset me, I could hardly bring myself to think it true, and I became so tied up in knots that I lashed out at everyone around me.”

“You don’t need to tell me this,” said Biorra. “And besides, what does it have to do with Lindír? She and Yrsel have spoken about the matter of sex, and she is perfectly content with hers.”

That would be something of an exaggeration; Lindír still did not know what to make of her sex, and had mostly chosen not to make anything of it. Her sex was her sex, Lindír was Lindír, and if Solseyja was going to consider her a dragoness, then that was that.

“No, I never meant to suggest that,” said Camreth. “Merely that… Ziorrin knew that I had to change before I did. He had come to know me so well over the centuries that when I finally painted the starbursts upon my scales he treated it more as a homecoming than a departure. But I could only see myself in reflection; and reflections are flipped, such that I did not know what I had to do. And that confusion can do odd things to a dragon’s emotions.”

Biorra whined softly, more of an uncertain noise than a complaining one. “So you mean to imply that Lindír is…uncertain? But about what?”

“You know her better than I do.”

Lindír took a step forward, so slow and so careful that neither Camreth nor Biorra could hear her. With the way that the entrance to Biorra’s lair curved, it would take only another step before she could be seen. There was a sound of movement; perhaps Biorra’s tail was rubbing against the stones as she waved it from side to side, as she was wont to do while in thought.

“I suppose in some sense, changing from a lonely stray to a colony dragon in the midst of a courtship is a little bit like going from a dragoness to a drakkar,” said Biorra.

“It isn’t, but I am glad that you see my metaphor.”

There was a grunt of exertion from Biorra, or perhaps a grunt of soreness as a body which had been still for too long moved once more. “Keep looking for it while I’m gone. I need to go speak to her. I think I’ve been a fool.”

In the moment of panic before Biorra rounded the corner and saw what she had done, Lindír lost control over her speech. “Keep looking for what?” she said.

Biorra instantly surged around the corner. She and Lindír met eyes, Lindír cringing back with her tail low and her wings folded, Biorra gawky with shock. “How much of that did you hear?”

“None,” Lindír said. “I was… I just wished to see you. It has been so long. Are you busy?”

“You may come in,” Biorra said reflexively. Then, realizing what Lindír had said, she replied, “I just had my father over helping me look for something I’ve lost.”

Biorra’s posture made it clear that the casualness of her tone was an affectation. Lindír hoped that she would talk about what she had overheard, the advice Camreth had given her, for she could not without revealing that she had been listening. But Biorra did not, so Lindír merely said, “What did you lose?”

“Oh, that urn you gave me, the beautiful one with the serpent handle. I promise you that I did not treat it carelessly, it was in a prized position in my hoard, and yet it still vanished.”

Lindír knew where it had gone. He knew instantly, with every sinew and organ. The urn had been the greatest gift Lindír had ever managed to give, and it had gone missing. Well, who would have had a better motivation to do such a thing than the same drakkar who had made worthless every other gift Lindír had given?

“Ulkred,” Lindír said, his chest suddenly alight with flames.

Biorra leaned back, timidly raising one claw. “Lindír? What’s come over you?”

“I’ll be back in a moment,” he said, already turning away from her. This was how he would prove himself superior. By showing Ulkred to be the thieving bastard that Lindír already knew him to be, and perhaps giving him a few new scars in the process.

“Lindír, where are you going?”

“Ulkred’s lair, of course, to find your lost urn. I’ll be back soon, and once this is all over, then we can talk.”

It was almost instantaneous that Lindír found himself running down the hillside outside of Biorra’s lair on all six limbs, such that he could not hear Biorra’s objections, nor her cries for Lindír to wait, that she wished to speak to her first. All that Lindír could hear was the rush of blood in his ears and the rush of wind over his wings.

Ulkred’s lair was on the same mountain as Lindír’s was—he briefly found humor in the fact that they were considered siblings—and so was only a short flight to the south. He slammed down outside of the cave entrance, six limbs spread, and roared Ulkred’s name until the thief had no choice but to make himself known.

“What do you want?” Ulkred growled.

“Give back what you have stolen at once, or I will make this difficult.”

Ulkred made a good show of being confused, head tilted to the side and tail raised. “What have I stolen?” he said, his thoughts clearly elsewhere.

“The urn! Do not claim ignorance, thief, what else could have caused it to vanish from Biorra’s lair?”

Ulkred narrowed his eyes at Lindír. “What urn?”

Lindír had had enough of word games and falsehoods. He moved toward Ulkred’s lair, shoulders low. “The urn that I am certain I will find in your lair, if I investigate.”

Ulkred moved quickly, more quickly than Lindír thought him capable of, to place himself between Lindír and his lair entrance. “Don’t you dare! You may not enter my lair.”

Lindír hissed softly under his breath. “Oh, suddenly so worried? I’m sure I won’t find anything in there that you wouldn’t want me to see, if you know nothing of this urn.”

“No, you—” Ulkred froze, an evil glimmer appearing behind his slit pupils. He bared his teeth, running his tongue along the outsides of his fangs. “Calm yourself, you animal. You will not enter my lair because it is my lair, and my lair is inviolate! I am sure that in the wilds, where you are from, you have grown used to sharing your lair with worms and rats, but here, my lair is my domain!”

Lindír ignored the speechifying, and took a step forward. Again Ulkred interposed himself. “Out of my way, knave.”

Ulkred’s eyes nearly glowed. “Make me, mutt.”

Lindír did as he was asked. With a simple swing of his head, which was nearly touching Ulkred’s anyway, he dug his horns into the side of Ulkred’s chest and left the smaller drakkar sprawling, bleeding from a cluster of small cuts. But Lindír could not take a step past Ulkred before he let loose the loudest keening cry that Lindír had ever heard, writhing and shuddering as he did.

The urge suddenly arose in Lindír to crush the weakling while he was down, to sink teeth into Ulkred’s throat and end it all there and then. This urge, at least, Lindír was able to suppress for a few seconds, though at the cost of paralyzing him at a crucial moment. Barely a few seconds after Ulkred’s fall, other members of the Mountain-fire family arrived, Ulkred’s mother and siblings all squawking to hear what had happened.

“He’s a thief!” Lindír said immediately. “He stole my gift from Biorra’s very lair, and now he tries to make himself the victim.”

Ulkred rolled over and regained his feet. “I am no thief,” he said. “And even if I were, this brute has attempted to enter my lair without my consent; and when I tried to stop her, she battered me aside, as you can see from my injuries.”

Lindír struck her tail against the ground in frustration. Provoked or not, Ulkred was correct; and when Yrsel arrived soon after, the expression on her face made it clear that Lindír had deeply erred. For a short while, everything went on around her. The other members of the family, and soon other dragons from other families, asked what had happened. Ulkred assured them all that his injuries were only superficial. Lindír, meanwhile, stewed in the heat of her own failure. Perhaps her parents had been right.

Then Ulkred raised his voice. “It is obvious that this rivalry has been going on for too long,” he said, “that Lindír has been driven to such degrees. And there is of course the matter of false accusations, and of my injuries. Therefore, to redress all wrongs, I would like to challenge Lindír to a more… civilized form of violence. Trial by combat. Herself against me, as soon as is convenient.”

“Trial by combat?” said Lindír, her interest suddenly roused.

“I imagined that you would much prefer it to a trial by adjudication,” said Ulkred. “Such things can take years.”

Lindír narrowed her eyes and suppressed a growl. He was correct, but the lilting tone to his voice suggested mockery. There was something afoot here. “And the stakes?”

“If you win, I shall consider your accusation valid, and submit to any search, and consider this injury a just punishment. If I win, you will be subject to the typical penalties for assault and false accusation. Simplicity itself.”

More dragons were trickling in, swooping down on flapping wings to find the source of the ruckus. Biorra was among them, and Camreth, both too far or too afraid to intervene directly. Lindír turned, making the briefest eye contact with the object of her affections, before looking back at Ulkred with head held high.

“I accept your challenge, then. We shall settle this with claws.”

A ripple passed through the crowd, whispers and rumbles of mixed excitement and disparagement. Trials by combat must not have been a common occurrence on Solseyja, if the acceptance of one produced such a reaction. Ulkred moved on to other concerns.

“Mother, as we are both members of your household, would you like to be the arbiter?”

“Nonsense,” came a voice from the crowd. It was Camreth. “Ulkred is the issue of your own egg, and even if she is part of your family by law, Lindír is an adoptee. You cannot pretend to be unbiased here. Neither can I be; another matriarch will have to volunteer.”

Ulkred scowled at him, but allowed the comment to go uncontested. The assemblage fell briefly into arguing, before the black-scaled dragoness who had presided over Lindír’s trial of entry arrived. Her name was Ildrodor, matriarch of the Night-sky clan, and as soon as she realized what was underway, she volunteered to arbitrate. The trial was set for that evening, at the same circle of stones where Lindír had entered the Solseyja colony.

As the crowd scattered, Ulkred made a point of passing Lindír, shoulder to shoulder. As he did, he whispered, “Biorra can love many things. A failure is not one of them.”

Lindír spent the remainder of that day preparing as best she could. She was afraid, at first, that her muscles might have gone soft after long disuse; but a few hours of running, leaping, dodging, swiping at trees and stones with claws and teeth, soon proved that they were only a little stiff. Over the course of that day, she concocted contingencies, plans for what she would do if Ulkred attacked in such a way, or how she would overcome such a defense on his part, and on and on.

It was late in the afternoon when Yrsel found her, prowling back and forth at the edge of a copse of trees. “By the stars, you are hard to find,” she said as she landed.

“I’ve had much experience in wandering. Is it time, then?”

“No,” said Yrsel. “Soon, but not yet. But I thought you might wish to make an offering to the ancestors. They might sway things in your favor.”

Lindír growled bitterly. In her many months upon Solseyja, she had made a strong effort to avoid religion as much as possible. She had no dragon ancestors, after all. But that was a close-kept secret, one which she felt willing to disclose to Biorra but not to the whole of the island, so her lack of piety had gone unexplained. Now, though, with Yrsel asking her directly, there was no avoiding it.

So Lindír scowled and hissed, then went with Yrsel as she wished. The shrine lay in the territory of the Southern Solseyja colony, at the peak of the highest point on the island, nearest to the beloved stars. Each family from each of the three colonies had their own collection of carved idols, representing notable ancestors, or just the ancestors as a whole. They would anoint these statues in paint made from rare colored minerals, burn fragrant woods and rare cuts of meat.

Lindír refused to ply the ancestors of the Mountain-fire family, though they were technically hers. If they cared at all about this fight, they would throw their lot in with Ulkred. Instead, at Yrsel’s suggestion, she found a rock in a shape that pleased her and made offerings to it. What that rock represented in her mind wavered back and forth; sometimes it was a hypothetical human ancestor, one who smiled upon Lindír in spite of her curse. Other times it was Sivnis, an ancestor not in blood but in spirit, an elder dragoness who might take pity upon a young stray.

“She thinks you’re mad, you know,” Yrsel said while Lindír daubed the stone with brightly-colored pastes.

“I know,” Lindír said, not pausing in her work. “I’ve heard what she thinks of me.”

“No,” said Yrsel, “I mean that she thinks you are mad for this, specifically. She wishes you hadn’t done it.”

“What’s done is done,” said Lindír. “But after I have beaten your brother bloody and raw… then we can talk. I swear we shall talk.”

Before she knew it, Lindír stood once more in the circle of stones, with Ulkred across from her and half the dragons of the island gathered to watch. Standing, the circle felt much too small for a battle, barely five body-lengths from one side to the other. This would be a brutal melee, that much was certain.

Biorra stood between her parents, to Lindír’s right, and watched the proceedings with visible anxiety. Lindír wished to say something, to assuage her clicking claws and rapid breath by telling her that Ulkred stood no chance. But this close to the beginning of the fight, Lindír felt strangely distant. Those who were not about to dive into the frantic action of combat were separated from those who were by a curtain, transparent but utterly impermeable, one which would not rise until the battle was over.

Ildrodor stood high, reared up onto one of the stones at the position opposite Biorra. “Silence, all,” she announced. “This trial by combat, between Ulkred and Lindír, both of the Mountain-fire family, is about to commence. The crimes in question are as follows: Lindír accuses Ulkred of theft from the lair of Biorra of the Sea-cliff family; Ulkred accuses Lindír of making accusations falsely, of unlawfully attempting to enter Ulkred’s lair, and of striking Ulkred for attempting to prevent her from said course of action. This trial will be fought to the ground, and—”

“To the ground?” said Ulkred. “No, I did not agree to that. I say we fight to submission, and to submission only.” He turned, glaring evilly at Lindír. “I for one do not wish for this fight to end before it has to, and I do not imagine the stray would like that either.”

Lindír imagined, suddenly, in perfect detail, Ulkred crying out his submission. Beaten, wet with his own blood, perhaps even crushed to the earth beneath Lindír’s foot. Yes, she would like that very much.

“To submission, yes,” Lindír said.

Ildrodor spoke hesitantly, but said, “Both parties assent, then. To submission, and to submission alone.”

As Ildrodor rattled off various other rules (no taking flight, no attacks to the eyes or vent, and so on), Ulkred and Lindír both dropped low, limbs splayed, wings to the ground. Ulkred said something that was clearly intended for Lindír alone.

“You’d never met another dragon before you came here, isn’t that your story?” he muttered. “And I know that you’ve been a good dragoness, not getting into any fights since you arrived. You’ve never fought another dragon before, have you?”

Lindír said nothing. But there was something horrible in Ulkred’s voice, a predatory rumble to it. She may have made a mistake.

“I can see it on your face that you haven’t,” said Ulkred. “I have. And I’ve never lost.”

“Begin!” roared Ildrodor.
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Lindír dropped low, as aware as Ulkred was of the patch of scaleless skin over her heart. As Ulkred moved, a subtle glow lit the gaps in his scales, rising up his throat. An instant before contact, Lindír knew that he planned to use his flame; but there she froze, never before having faced an enemy with access to such a weapon.

Ulkred’s flame came in a quick burst, hardly even warming Lindír’s scales. But his purpose was not to burn; for an instant, Lindír’s face was immersed in the hot glow, blinding her. Then the pain came. While she was blind, Ulkred had shot past her teeth and claws. He struck with his arms, a rising grapple with all of his might. She howled, snapping at Ulkred’s side as she twisted over herself, but he could not be dislodged. With his wings he pushed, wrenching Lindír’s shoulder socket as he lifted her half off the ground before sending her crashing to the earth.

Ulkred fell upon her with impossible ferocity and speed, tearing at Lindír’s underbelly with tooth and claw. His front limbs left long raking marks in her scales, thin wounds that bled and bled, while his narrow jaws found Lindír’s throat and squeezed. All thought of strategy had fled her mind, and Lindír thrashed and swung with wild abandon. But at so close a range, and with Lindír so disoriented, most of her strikes glanced off his armor. At last, as she began to suffocate, her hand slammed against his face with enough might to force Ulkred to disengage.

For far too long they circled, leaving a trail of Lindír’s blood across the soil while she fought to stand and catch her breath. “Come now, worm,” he said, fire slavering from his lips as his eyes glimmered terribly. “Surrender. Show Biorra how weak, how cowardly you are. Remind her that you are a wolf of the wilds.”

“A wolf?” said Lindír, between panting breaths. “I will show her a wolf.”

Lindír moved with all speed, every muscle placed behind the missile of her teeth, knowing that if she could get a grip on Ulkred’s chest that she could tear out chunks. He was moving before she even struck, flashing his wings in her face to disguise his movement as he writhed serpentine to the side. They passed flank-to-flank, as two knights at tournament, but Ulkred’s tail was as deadly a weapon as his claws. It curled up and around, and while Lindír tried to follow him it slammed into her jaw with force enough to break teeth.

How Ulkred could move as he did, Lindír had no idea. It was impossible the way he doubled over on himself, body bending to bring his fangs to bear even as Lindír halted her charge. His teeth found her calf, biting deep into muscle and tendon. She staggered, moaning in agony, but refused to fall.

Ulkred retreated once again. His teeth were fully bared now, his whole body quivering with excitement, and the ink of Lindír’s blood wrote malevolence across his face. “I will eat you alive,” he said. “Stop me, prove yourself worthy of the title of dragon, or roll over and die!”

Lindír met his taunt with more roaring and another charge, then another, then another. But every exchange was the same. No matter which angle she took, no matter what stratagem she attempted, Ulkred knew its counter. She would score only a light cut or a bruising blow with wing or tail, while he would exact a steep toll in torn scales and shredded muscle. In the sagas, in the battle-poems and romances, this was where a knight showed his true mettle. When he bled from a score of wounds, when his opponent mocked his love and all he stood for, this was when divine providence, or a hidden well of strength, or some scheme set long into motion, would reveal itself. But none did. With every drop of hot red liquid spilling down her hide, with every muscle which could no longer properly move, with every ache that revealed itself whenever she inhaled, Lindír grew weaker and weaker.

Biorra watched it all. Lindír was overwhelmed with the fury of battle, hate and adrenaline soaking brain and body alike, but still she found the time to steal a glance at the one that all of this was for. Had Lindír the time to contemplate Biorra’s expression, she might have been surprised to see, not pity towards Lindír or pride towards Ulkred, but instead a growing sense of disgust and disquiet.

“Lindír!” Biorra finally cried. “Surrender, please. He has already won.”

“Yes,” growled Ulkred, “she’s grown sick of this pathetic game. She can hardly bear to look at you.”

Lindír lunged, hoping to catch Ulkred by surprise. Her injured back leg gave out midway through and she could not get within striking distance. Biorra lifted her torso high off the ground upon her wings, facing Ildrodor.

“Call off this farce, please!” she said, voice gone shrill with tension. “There is a clear victor!”

Ildrodor tore her eyes away from the combat for only a moment, long enough to say, “The trial will continue until one submits.”

In the moment of distraction, Ulkred lunged. He saw Lindír’s weakest limb, her left arm, and bashed his wing against the elbow. Lindír fell, forcing Ulkred to dodge aside in order to avoid being crushed. While the bloody froth pooled at her lips, Lindír wondered how it had come to this. How could she, who had slain armies, have been defeated by one such as Ulkred? It was a fitting end to the story, at least.

And then Ulkred’s claw came down on top of Lindír’s throat. All introspection was driven away by a wave of panic. Every muscle strained to resist his weight, to claw and punch and slam and slip and tear his flesh until he let go; but Lindír was so weak that she could only twitch in pathetic defeat.

Biorra moved to rush the circle. Camreth stopped her, his head against her chest, his claw over hers. “Do not interfere!” he said. “You know the penalty!”

Biorra’s eyes fell upon Ulkred, pupils narrowed down to vicious slits. He preened at her, puffing out his chest and licking his teeth in utmost vanity. One eye still bled from a vicious blow.

“Stop this,” Biorra said. “You’re killing her!”

“Perhaps,” said Ulkred. “But after so long, it has become clear to me that this choice is too difficult for you. I am merely clarifying your options, my love.”

Biorra kept her head low to the ground, jaws clenched in frustration. Lindír looked up at that expression and wished that she would make a better expression for the final thing she would see.

“Indeed,” Biorra said to Ulkred. “You have.”

She swerved, dodging out of her father’s grasp as she rushed into the arena. She was not so fast as Ulkred had been, but she did not need to be. All that he could do as she approached was flinch back—Lindír sucked in her first unrestricted breath in too long—and let out a squawking noise of surprise. Biorra did not so much strike him as she did slam into him, her enormous bulk forcing him off-balance as she nearly trampled her suitor.

Ulkred fell, too exhausted or surprised to dodge. Before he could resist, Biorra got her weight on him, hind leg pressing into his stomach. Then she extended her neck as though she planned to rip out his throat. Instead she whispered into his ear, so quietly that only she, he, and Lindír could hear.

“Pray, Ulkred. Pray to the stars, pray to your ancestors, pray upon your family idol that Lindír lives. Because that is the only thing in this or any other world which stays my teeth.”

Then she got off of Ulkred, leaving him to stagger onto all sixes and retreat from the arena in silent humiliation. There was more conversation, stern warnings from Ildrodor’s direction, hushed conversation from all around, panic-stricken orders flying from Biorra’s lips, but Lindír paid it little attention. Neither she nor Ulkred had surrendered. Did Biorra’s interference mean the end of the trial by combat, or would they resume it at a later date? Why had Biorra decided to attack Ulkred? Was this what dying felt like?

Lindír was very tired. As four dragons worked in concert to roll her onto a great wooden sled, she decided that she would answer those questions in the morning. She decided to pretend that there would be a morning. Then she lost consciousness.




…




There were days that passed in moments, and moments that lasted for days. Lindír languished in blood and pus and other unwholesome things, a foreign stone roof over her head, assailed by thirst and pain. There were heavy iron beams lashed tightly around her limbs, strips of foul-smelling pastes smeared across both flanks, a pile of cloth rags under her head. Occasionally someone big and blue and beautiful would come to tip cold water out of her very own jaws and into Lindír’s mouth, whispering in equal measure apologies and exhortations to survive.

Lindír grew feverish, her muscles trembled. She dreamed while she was still awake, dreamed with her eyes open. She dreamed of Al-Khanjar, shining and brilliant in her panoply of battle. She dreamed she was in a cell, and Guthrún the Maimed had come to visit, but she carried a baby in her arms and she and the baby were silhouetted against fire. She dreamed so vividly of the Under-Queen’s dark-eyed homunculus that she could feel its inhuman hands pressed into the patch of scaleless skin on her chest.

And then the fever broke, and Lindír fell into a deep and dreamless sleep. When she awoke, her throat ached with thirst, her stomach seized with hunger, and she was so weak that she could barely stand. But her limbs would move, her wounds were grown over with fresh scales, and she could breathe without pain. Camreth was there with a jug of water and some mutton, pre-burned and finely diced for ease of digestion. It was an effort of will to eat and drink as slowly as her stomach required, but the effort proved worthwhile. As she ate, swallowing two meals’ worth of meat and water in small mouthfuls over the course of hours, strength returned to her, and she could soon walk about the cavern for minutes on end.

Then Biorra returned. Camreth rapidly excused himself to fetch something. Even after he had gone, even after the sound of his wings on the wind proved that he was out of earshot, the cave remained deathly silent for quite a long time.

“How did it turn out?” said Lindír. “The trial by combat was never settled properly, with your intervention.”

“It was a draw,” Biorra said, eyes cast low to the floor, staying as far from Lindír as she could. “There were fines to be paid. Many, many fines. Our hoards are much reduced. But do not worry about that.” She met Lindír’s gaze for but a moment saying, “I am merely glad that you still live.”

Lindír turned aside, looking for something she could not quite find on a horizon which she could not see. “And the urn? Was it ever found?”

“The urn was enchanted,” said Biorra, “such that its contents were rendered invisible and weightless from without. Three nisken boys confessed to having been hidden in it at the time of purchase, and secreting away with the urn while I slept.”

Lindír was unsure whether to laugh or to scream. “Why?”

“Nisken are tremendously clever creatures, with all of their magic and machinery. Their greatest pastime is coming up with new and more innovative pranks, and they consider nothing more conducive to friendship than outwitting someone. There had been an understanding that you would be left out of it on account of your flaws, but something apparently went wrong.”

Lindír looked down at herself. All of the new scars were still ugly and red, her chest still sore, her limbs weak. “All that over a juvenile prank. I really am mad.”

Biorra’s tail was low to the ground and her wings limp with heartache. “I am sorry.”

“What?” Lindír’s heart suddenly pounded, her eyes bulging from their sockets. She retreated to her sickbed, though she had the strength now to keep her head upright and her limbs delicately folded under her body. “After all that I have done to you, what could you possibly have to apologize to me for?”

“For refusing to choose, no matter how much it hurt you?” Biorra said. “For accepting Ulkred’s courtship, even though I knew doing so would bring about nothing but strife and suffering. For being so afraid to love you that I made you think I hated you.”

A colorful bloom burst behind Lindír’s eyes, matching with another one behind her heart. She felt momentarily lightheaded, and her limbs felt about to give. If it had been a score of minutes earlier, she may have fainted.

“You love me?”

The words echoed through the chamber. Biorra tittered softly to herself, then took a step closer and said, “Lindír, do you know where you are?”

Lindír had not paid her surroundings any mind, being much more focused on her own state. But as she glanced up, she realized that she did know that domed cavern ceiling, that curving entryway, the stepped floor. “You let me into your lair?”

“Our lair, now,” she said, trying and failing to look at Lindír’s face. “We have been married for nine days, unless you have changed your mind. Besides, it was closer than yours.”

Lindír was beyond the point where she could be any further shocked, so instead she said the first quibble that came to her mind. “I hope I have not missed my own wedding in my convalescence.”

“No, the wedding will be later. Really, we were married as soon as Ulkred refused to spare your life. The moment that happened, I knew what my heart wanted.”

Lindír took an instant to ponder an oddity of the draconic language of Solseyja: there was no word for “engagement.” There was courtship, and there was marriage, and there was something beyond marriage called “bonding”, but the dividing line between courtship and marriage was a matter of moments. She rose, first the front legs, then the back, shaking and unsteady the whole time.

“Don’t overtax yourself,” said Biorra. “You took quite the mauling, and I would like my wife as intact as possible.”

Lindír grunted in annoyance. “I’ll have you know, I was standing perfectly well before. This is your doing, not mine.”

“My doing?” Biorra’s eyes narrowed momentarily, and Lindír was afraid of reprisal. But slowly her face relaxed, tongue flickering out from between her teeth. “I suppose it has been proven on more than one occasion that I have quite the effect upon your legs.”

“Yes. And on that topic…” Lindír bowed low, head and tail bent to the ground, “Ulkred’s actions should not force your forgiveness. So I beg you for it now, for my trespass. I am sorry.”

“Firstly, Ulkred’s actions have not forced me to do anything,” said Biorra. “They merely brought into sharp relief that which I had already known for a long while, but was too afraid to put into practice. Secondly, what trespass?”

“In the valley! I stole a bite from you!”

Biorra, rendered momentarily speechless, rocked backwards. “Stole? You thought you stole those bites? Lindír, I thought you had gone suddenly mad, or that I had done something to offend you. Is that what that was all about? All the moping because you thought those bites were stolen?”

Lindír took a step closer to Biorra—her wife, she was struggling to force that fact into the span of her comprehension—but at the same time cringed back, neck to chest. “How could they not have been? My passions were inflamed, yes, but that was no excuse.”

“I wanted you to bite me,” Biorra said, quietly. “I wanted you to do more than bite me. Much more.”

“You made no indication!”

“Other than that I approached you in the dark of night, entirely alone, with my tail swaying back and forth so very smoothly while I touched your chest with my claw. I couldn’t very well have strode up to you and said ‘Lindír, quickly, while we have the chance, outside of wedlock and without the knowledge of my other suitor, please pin me down and ravish me in this canyon’, could I?”

“Well,” said Lindír. “You could have.”

Biorra suddenly flexed, her broad shoulders bunching and her limbs clenching in a display of power. The terror of that outburst was barely muffled by the fact that it lasted mere moments. “You are a very lucky dragoness, Lindír. You are lucky that you have such an attractive body and endearing personality; it more than makes up for the fact that I have married a complete fool.”

Lindír ruffled her wings as another burst of hazy lightheadedness came upon her. “Whatever happened to me being mad? Or, what was it, ‘endlessly frustrating’?”

Biorra swallowed audibly. “You… you said you didn’t overhear any of that!”

“I lied,” Lindír said softly. “For that, too, I am sorry.”

“No, please, no more apologies. Not today. I am sick to death of apologies. I will give you all the forgiveness that I have to give, and you will give me the same!”

Lindír could smell the sweet odor of Biorra’s breath as she raised her voice. She crept another step closer, nearly close enough to bite or be bitten again. “But why? You do not deny that I am mad, that I am frustrating. Why give me anything at all?”

“Because you are exactly what I have always needed!”

Lindír’s words caught in her throat, and for a moment she was sure she would choke. “I do not understand.”

Biorra stood tall, neck arched, looking down on Lindír with irritation. “Then I shall tell you in ways which you will understand. You love stories, don’t you?”

“I would not say I love them,” said Lindír, “but I am, perhaps, fond of them? I lived with a troubadour for some time.”

“And in a story, there cannot be a romance without a long, melodramatic confession,” said Biorra. She waited as though expecting a response, and when given none, continued, “I am not accustomed to melodrama, not nearly as much as you have proven to be. But I shall do my best to approximate, if you’ll allow me?”

It was likely that Lindír could not have refused even if she’d had a strong objection, what with the maelstrom of contradictory emotions that had overtaken her brain. She was glad to still be talking to Biorra. She was glad to have Biorra as her wife, even if it still felt impossible. So she sat down on her haunches and said, “You are better at poetry than I. Spin your verse.”

Biorra did not look the part of a poet. She looked like a player who had forgotten her lines and stood, witless, upon the stage before the needling stares of the audience.

“I have… I have held a fascination for you since not long after you arrived on this island. Maybe it was love. Before you, I did not know that dragons such as you existed; and in a way, I think, you changed what I understood that it meant to be a dragon. I crave you, because you are everything that I am not. I am a useless dilettante of a dragoness, and you, you are this wild maelstrom, this storm that comes and goes as she pleases, takes and gives and—”

Biorra gazed pleadingly up at the ceiling of her lair, making a wordless growl of frustration. “Words, why must it always be words? No one else on this island, dragoness or drakkar, could love me as you do, for none of them are strays, as you are. I am in love with the beast in you. I feel myself a beast for saying so… But when you loved me, it was with a vigor to your flames not seen since the dawn of the world, and I could not help but warm myself on that flame as though my own flames had been torn out and replaced with ice.” She turned her attention back to Lindír, bashfully tucking her neck close to her chest in a gesture that made Lindír’s heart flutter.

“Ulkred would give me sonnets where he compared my scales to glittering jewels. This would take him a fortnight to compose. You, on the other hand, made it plain that you truly believed in that comparison every single time you looked at me. That sort of passion cannot be manufactured. I had never seen it on Solseyja, not from anyone.” Biorra made a lowing noise of suppressed frustration. “What frightens me most is that I could say more. I could, if I wished to be truly long-winded, tell you what I think about your stories, or how I feel when I gaze upon your scarred form, or how even the thought of you dying at Ulkred’s claws threatened to unmake me; but just from your posture I can see I’ve already made my point.”

Lindír hadn’t the faintest idea what aspect of posture she was referring to. Perhaps it was the way she stood lightly, as though wishing to escape the ground. Or maybe it was the way her wings opened wide. She had never known this feeling before, except very fleetingly. But now that foreign joy saturated every limb and organ until it felt liable to ignite.

Biorra finally closed the distance and placed her very frontmost teeth around Lindír’s snout in the gentlest possible play-bite. No sooner had she released it than Lindír offered her riposte to the back of Biorra’s jaw, just tight enough to feel scales against teeth. When Lindír let go, Biorra took hold, and back and forth for half a dozen rounds, until…

“I need to lie down,” said Lindír.

She retreated to her sickbed with all haste, throwing herself onto her side. In truth, she felt only somewhat exhausted; the greater problem was that her scales felt warm and taut, her legs twitchy and oversaturated with energy, and her brain afire with vague possibilities. She wanted Biorra very deeply.

Her wife responded by falling into a fit of giggles. “By my ancestors, you really do have no idea what you are doing, do you?” She attempted to stifle the chittering, chirping laughter and only partially succeeded. “I cannot blame you for this. Poor thing.”

Lindír was distantly offended, but said nothing.

“I am starting to see the issue, though. Back in the echoing pass, I went about it all wrong.”

“What do you mean?” Lindír asked.

“Clearly, if I wanted your attention, what I really should have done was rub pine needles all over my scales until the smell stuck to me. Then, I should have taken a tree branch between my teeth…”

“Don’t you dare!”

“And stood up on my hind legs, like so,” Biorra said, rearing up to demonstrate, wings and tail outspread for balance, “and stood myself very very still…”

“Biorra!”

“And let you push me over!”

Both moved at once. Biorra “fell” exaggeratedly, dropping to her side before rolling onto her feet once again. Lindír staggered upright, wing-claws to the ground and said, with a fair bit of irritation behind it, “I will tear your head from your shoulders!”

“Really?” moaned Biorra. “Well, you’ll have to catch me first.”

Lindír loved Biorra too deeply to ever harm her, at least physically, but the anger was real. She liked the idea of a chase. So she lunged, and Biorra rapidly ducked out of the way. For a minute they played cat-and-mouse in the tight quarters of the lair, circling around each other, Biorra always just out of Lindír’s reach, playful taunts flying back and forth with wild abandon.

And then Biorra stopped mid-run, her front limbs slipping as they splayed out across the ground, leaving her hips high in the air. She curled her tail to the side just in time for Lindír, her momentum getting the better of her, to crash into her backside. Except, of course, with Biorra low to the ground, Lindír’s speed did not bring her immediately to a stop, but instead caused her to ride up and over Biorra until her chest was pressed to her wife’s spine halfway between the hips and the wings.

Lindír became suddenly very aware of every single movement. Her heart beat so very quickly, and Biorra’s heart was beating too—she could feel it on the patch of scaleless skin, with how close they were—and there was a purr escaping from Biorra’s lips which Lindír could feel reverberating across the entire front of her torso. Her hind legs quivered with anticipation.

“A little bit to the left, I think? We’ll have to figure it out as we go along.”

Some time later, Camreth returned bearing a fresh jug of water for Lindír, who would assuredly be very thirsty by that point. He made two steps past the entrance of Biorra’s lair before suddenly changing his mind. He decided it would be much better to leave the water jug on the floor, unobtrusively, and for him to turn around and leave as quickly and quietly as possible.




…




They were married the next week. Ziorrin and Camreth stood opposite Yrsel and her mother, who had volunteered for the place normally be reserved for Lindír’s parents. For once in her life, she was not thinking about the fact that her proper mother despised her. She was too busy trying to remember the archaic syllables of her wedding prayers, too busy stealing glances at Biorra, so bedecked in borrowed jewelry that she jingled as she walked.

They spent their days lazily sunbathing, claw entangled in claw. They turned the stories of Lindír’s youth into long poems of rousing combat-verse. They chased one another across the sky, then dashed down into their lair—or any old cave, sometimes—for physically taxing celebration. Lindír wailed and shrieked into the comfort of Biorra’s chest when her nightmares grew too deep, or when the sight of a hatchling being doted on by its mother reminded her of what she had lost. Biorra was able to convince Lindír to try her hand—or rather her throat—at learning to sing dragon-songs. It was something she wasn’t good at, but Lindír enjoyed it regardless.

Lindír was happy. And they lived happily…

For eighteen months. All good things must come to an end. And in the case of Lindír’s happiness, that end came after eighteen months, in the form of ships’ sails cresting over the eastern horizon.
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Ships’ sails were an uncommon sight on Solseyja, especially in any substantial number. The report came from the southern colony that five sets of them had been spotted off the coast. Neither were these the square-rigged masts of viking longships, but rather triangle sails, the mark of a southern merchant’s galley.

Still, caution was necessary. The dragons gathered at the nearest harbor to where the sails had been seen and waited for a more definite sign. If they were warships, they stood no chance. Five warships would be no match for even a quarter of Solseyja’s dragons, even if those ships were so stuffed with troops as to risk capsizing. And yet, as the sails grew larger and larger, as the low hulls came into view, Lindír could not help but feel a prickle of foreboding in her stomach.

As soon as the ships were within shouting distance, close enough that the black paint spelling out the names of the ships could be clearly read, the signal came. A man climbed to the top of one of the main-masts and, cupping his hands to his mouth, shouted as loudly as he could. To Lindír’s shock, she realized that it was a language which she remembered.

“Trade! Trade!” he said. “We are merchants!”

Once that was made clear, the rest of the matter unfolded automatically. The shallow-hulled ships ran themselves aground on the wet sand, and the human crew scampered about underfoot, carrying boxes hither and thither with the busyness of an anthill. The nisken, always ready to make a bargain, arrived so quickly that one might have thought they’d gained the power of prophecy. By noon the harbor had turned into an impromptu marketplace.

If foreign ships were a rare sight on Solseyja, merchant ships were even rarer. Fishermen would make stops on the island, or skraeling whalers from the enigmatic West, and they would often have trinkets that they would be willing to give away in exchange for sailcloth and rations; but tales of entire expeditions wiped out by packs of roving dragons tended to scare away most commercial enterprise. These men had overcome that stigma, and came prepared to show off the goods a proper merchant could supply.

They had fine fabrics in impossible many-colored patterns, spices which did not possess a name in the nisken tongue, rare manuscripts, barrels of salt and casks of wine and mead. And for these things the merchants soon found themselves being paid quite handsomely. Gold and silver flowed, and tools that elicited gasps of awe. Even shed dragon’s scales, the dirty byproduct that accumulated in the corner of one’s lair, they considered to be a commodity. As the frenzy of buying and selling went on, it became very clear that somebody was being fleeced, though it was far more difficult to answer who was fleecing whom.

Lindír sat back and watched. There was little there to interest her; indeed, she had only been convinced to leave hers and Biorra’s shared lair by the promise of mental stimulation. It had been so long since she had seen humans or heard human tongues, to the point that most of them felt rusty and ragged against her teeth. Regardless of that and the fact that many of the nisken took the time to learn some trade-tongue or another, Lindír still found herself being recruited again and again to act as translator.

Then, while she helped a merchant captain and a nisken inventor haggle over two leather-bound tomes, a pile of crossbow bolts, and a single enormous amethyst, Lindír was startled by a shout from behind her.

“You, it’s you! So this is where you’ve crawled off to!”

Lindír would have ignored the voice, or assumed it was not intended for her, except for one detail. The voice spoke in a Flaxenvalish dialect, indigenous to the city and surrounds of Stokvöllur.

Lindír wheeled around, keeping her tail curled to her side in order to avoid braining any of the nisken, then unfolded, wings open and neck arched, as she searched for the source of the accusation. He was Southlander stock, black-haired and brown-skinned, of wiry build and with a curly beard clinging to his sharp jaw. The man glared at Lindír with anger fit for a god, and flecks of spittle flew as he screamed as loudly as his lungs could sustain.

“Yes, you! The Countess’s dragon! You swore an oath, didn’t you? You burned our farms, poached our livestock, all as payment for your protection! Then you fend them off once and run away, what, thinking your duty done?”

“But fend them off I did, yes?” said Lindír. The harbor was beginning to fall silent, as all eyes turned to her and the stranger. An old, sharp feeling formed in her heart.

“Once!” the man roared, sounding as though he were about to burst into tears. “And then they came back, madder than ever!”

A dark, cold hand settled around Lindír’s throat and started to squeeze. The owner of that hand whispered to him without words that this was the price he was always going to have to pay. “What happened to Stokvöllur?” Lindír said.

The sailor spat on the sand, then said, “Without you, the siege only lasted a day. Hvalheimers barely even needed an army to do it. The Masked Prince tore down the walls and set loose his bitch, the dagger, on the people inside. I escaped, floated across the river on a piece of half-burned cart and never looked back. Not many people were as lucky as me.”

“His bitch, the dagger,” echoed Lindír. He needed to say something, to say anything, but what was there to say? What could one possibly say?

“Yes, the dagger. You know her, don’t you? I heard stories about how you talked to that bandit during the first siege. As soon as you were gone, she loosed her armies upon the city and watched it burn.”

There was a fragment of Lindír, a tiny part, that was happy to hear that Al-Khanjar yet lived. Lindír wanted to rip out that part of himself and burn it. He knew well enough already that Al-Khanjar was his brother’s creature, and this more than confirmed it.

“Tell me, dragon, what did drive you to leave, anyway?”

“I—I—All of that killing, the Good Neighbors’ slaughter, and I felt there was no glory in it,” said Lindír. A pathetically inadequate excuse, and he knew it. Would only that his words were vile enough to choke the life from him. “There was no sweetness in my oath, so I left for greener pastures.”

The sailor barked out a laugh, tears glittering at the corners of his eyes. He laughed again, less convulsive, a chuckle that might have been mistaken for a sob. “Why am I even surprised? A dragon will do as a dragon does. Protecting my city wasn’t enough glory for him, so he just…” He made a gesture with his hand, a dry leaf being tossed about in a gust of wind.

“I am sorry,” Lindír said, bowing his head low.

The sailor scoffed, turned away, and wiped at his cheek. “Awful. At least if you were a monster there’d be satisfaction in it. Spend the rest of your centuries moping about it, why don’t you.”

That was the last he ever heard from the man. He melted away into the throng, leaving Lindír more alone than he had ever been. The harbor, which had just minutes before been so very vibrant, was muffled, muted, and lifeless. It was noise, all noise, angry noise at Lindír’s ears driving him away. In a blind panic he staggered through the throng, narrowly avoiding the nisken and humans that rushed under his feet as he dashed past with no sense of direction other than a desperate urge to go anywhere else.

He had forsaken his oath to the Countess, and uncounted innocents had lost their lives for it. He wondered when it had happened. Had he been laughing, shoveling down food and drink, pining over Biorra, while rape and slaughter ran rampant in the streets of Stokvöllur? Everything he had earned on Solseyja, his marriage, his happiness, all had been paid for with innocent blood.

Lindír took to the skies, struggling to calm herself well enough to breathe, until she nearly crashed into the peak of the sacred mountain. She was alone, the only way she could have done what came next. In a forgotten corner of that mountaintop, far away from the family shrines, lay a small idol.

It had been shaped over eighteen months, a claw mark here, a daub of paint there, until the stone roughly resembled the shape that Lindír remembered seeing in the chapel windows when she was a child. It was a poor imitation, even after so much work, all painted in yellow and red and white, bedecked in armor of gold and silver. Lindír crouched before the icon of Sivnis and bent her neck in prayer, searching for revelation. None came. When she opened her eyes to look upon the idol, all that she saw was spite in Sivnis’s eyes. She had forsaken her oath; what right did she have to ask the ancestors for anything? Fear mingled with anger, and although there was no object of that rage but herself, it nonetheless demanded expression. Lindír lashed out, one claw smiting the idol, sending the stone rolling and clattering down the mountainside and scattering the gold to the four winds.

While Lindír sat, stinging claw held tight to her chest, an idea fixed in her mind. She would cross the strait to the mainland. She would return to Hvalheim, to Kojur, to the Red Citadel itself, and when she got there, she would burn it to the ground with her mother and twin inside. Once Hvalheim was destroyed, the nobles all at each other’s throats to claim the scraps, she could go to the Countess and beg forgiveness. Once that was given, once the oath was settled, she would be able to live in peace.

When she set off from the sacred mountain, Lindír intended to tell her wife of her plans immediately and set off that afternoon. But her resolve drained over the course of the flight, and the sound of Biorra’s voice welcoming her back robbed her of all will. Although they spent that night entangled in one another’s coils, Lindír felt no comfort.

Something had changed in him, that much became clear. Whatever person Solseyja had made Lindír into, he was no longer, replaced instead with the taut wire that had wandered the North alone. Every movement was a potential threat, every meal nothing but a source of sustenance, and a shadowy veil of meaninglessness had fallen between him and the other dragons of the colonies. He could not listen, nor relax, nor savor the taste of flesh on his tongue, for all that he could hear or think about was the distant, ringing call of revenge.

He was a stray once more, a stray trapped within a polite society of dragons. To toss aside all that he had and fly off on a quest to murder his last surviving blood relatives was the work of a mad villain, and Lindír did all he could to remind himself of that fact. Over and over again did he argue with himself, taking up every line of argument in favor of giving up on his revenge which his mind could muster. But the fact of the matter was ironclad and resolute: he had forsaken his oath, and thousands had died in fire and pain and hunger because of it. His honor as a dragon would not be sated until the matter was done.

And all the while, old words echoed in Lindír’s mind. A prophecy from the Under-Queen who rules at the bottom of the world. Lindír Guthrúndottir, you who will be kinslayer, you who will be adulterer, you who will be sibling and conspirator with draugr! One day you will lay prostrate before me in the heart of my domain. No matter how far you fly, how long you look, you will never find the freedom that you seek.

The morning at last came when Lindír was too tired to hold out any longer. She lay for a while on a cliff face, staring in the direction that she knew held the mainland, and wished that she could gaze long and hard enough to see it. There was no more argument, no more resistance, no more desire. Only a resignation.

She flew back to her lair, hoping that Biorra would be absent, giving her an excuse to linger. But there she was. Lindír stood by the entrance of the cave awhile, absorbing the sight of those gorgeous blue scales, the contour of her muscle, listening to the song her wife hummed to herself as she worked.

“I have to leave for a while,” she finally said.

Biorra stopped, twisting to meet Lindír’s eyes over her shoulder. “You don’t need to ask my permission,” she said flippantly. “Going fishing? Or, have you some reason to visit my relatives in the other colonies?”

Lindír’s head sagged under the weight, and her throat felt so tight that she could barely manage to suck down a breath. “No. I mean a while. Days, likely. Weeks.”

“What for?”

“My mother. My brother. There’s something that I swore to defend, and while I was here, abandoning my duty, they destroyed it. I must…” The word “avenge” died in Lindír’s throat.

Biorra turned slowly around, stepping forward only very gingerly. “You left them behind years ago.”

“Because I was young, starved half to death, and had never known battle. I have to destroy them, Biorra, it’s the only way I’ll ever be free!”

Biorra stopped, head rearing back. “But you are free! Here, with me!”

“No.”

“Then I’ll come with you,” Biorra said softly.

“No!” Lindír leapt back, rearing up onto her hind limbs. The thought of Biorra, precious Biorra, in the midst of the flames and fury… “I won’t put you at risk.”

“So you admit that it is a risk? That you are putting yourself in danger, and for what? Some familial drama? Some long-dormant grudge against two humans?” Biorra stretched out one claw to touch her wife, her eyes narrow with pity and compassion.

“They aren’t just two humans,” Lindír said, too ashamed now to meet Biorra’s gaze. “They are my family.”

Biorra stopped. Her body trembled and her jaw fell open, eyes bulging as the breath escaped from her slackened lungs. “Oh. No. No, no, no. You aren’t saying all this to give yourself an opportunity to change your mind, are you. You’ve already made your decision, and this is all just postscript.”

“I am sorry,” Lindír said. “I will return.”

“If you’re so sure you’ll return, then why won’t you let me join you?”

Lindír had no response. Biorra slowly withdrew her outstretched claw, ruffled her wings, and retreated to the back of the cave. All the while, Lindír remained fixed in place, too terrified to go yet too chastised to come any closer.

“Do not leave me like this. I cannot stop you if you do not allow me to, and I cannot follow without your aid. I have never left this island, Lindír. Never once.”

“I know,” said Lindír. “And that is why you will not be thrown headlong into the fray for my sake.”

“But you will do it to yourself! For your sake!” Biorra reached the very back corner of the lair before collapsing, her limbs all splayed out like a stumbling calf.

“Please, if you have any love for me, believe me when I say that I have no choice,” said Lindír.

“Of course you don’t,” Biorra said, her voice flickering and faltering under the strain. “You’re a stray. Always have been a stray. I really thought…”

Biorra trailed off, but the word “stray” was an icy shard embedded in the flesh of Lindír’s chest, one that burned and burned and burned. She turned to retreat, but was caught once again by some last thread of thought binding her there.

So Lindír started for Biorra once again. “What did you think?”

“I thought that perhaps you were capable of really loving me after all. That you were more than just a savage stray, that you had a heart. Now go; complete this mission quickly and I may just be here for you when you return.”

Lindír dashed down the hillside in a six-limbed gait, hurled himself into the air, spread his wings wide and flew. There was no joy in flight, not even the slightest spark he normally felt. There was only the grim knowledge of what lay before him, the distant promise of dark satisfaction once the last of his family lay burned and dead at his feet.

A short few minutes later, as Lindír passed the edge of the mountains, a great cry split the air. It was a horrible, shrill sound, keening and wavering as though the throat which produced it was about to fail from the sheer magnitude of the noise. The scraping, bloodshot, awful sound was as no noise Lindír had ever heard, the way it rent the mountainside like a knife, the way it made his heart seize with the magnitude of the grief contained within, the echoes of the scream reflecting off of rock and earth until it made a chorus of pain and rage.

Lindír nearly plummeted from the air at that. But after it ended, there was no more sound to be heard. He dove into a bank of fog and, in no time at all, was over the water once more. The Red Citadel lay before him.
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It was a long journey to Kojur. Lindír had not taken this path before, but he had seen enough maps of the North to know that it was a simple matter of keeping the ocean on his right, skipping over the straits of Asrum, and flying onward until the island of Kojur loomed to the south. For seven days, Lindír drew ever closer to the land of his birth, stopping only to eat, to drink, and to sleep. For seven days, Lindír wondered if there had been another option.

When he was awake, Lindír swung madly between foresight and regret, one moment formulating a plan for how he would defeat his mother’s minions, the next wishing that he could have treated Biorra better than he had. To turn back would be to damn himself to an eternal restless anxiety, to never again feel peace or certainty no matter the circumstance. Not to mention that turning back would be to damn himself as an oathbreaker. Nightmares of entrapment and slaughter that made him wish to scream and beg for respite assaulted him every night, the pain and torment so sharply defined that they continued to ail him long into the waking hours. If he did not know better, Lindír might have been prepared to lay the blame upon a quicksilver-sorcerer’s curse.

Such was the consistency and the unrelenting nature of the nightmares that when Lindír fell asleep and found himself suddenly amidst unfamiliar and apparently-pleasant surroundings, he was caught off-balance. Any moment he was sure that all would collapse into flame and blood and ill memories; but second after second passed, Lindír’s breath ebbed and flowed, and no such suffering came. Had he found himself within a pleasant dream at long last? Lindír had to take advantage; and so he explored.

Quickly Lindír came to realize that the setting of this dream resembled no place he had ever been. At first he might have assumed it to be a common village during a festival, perhaps one of the nisken villages of Solseyja. That delusion was quickly dispelled, though. Although it lacked the density of a Northern city, this unfamiliar locale held wonders to steal even a dragon’s breath away.

Lindír was no stranger to large structures, stone castles and the like. But the great mound before him far exceeded the like of any structure he had seen since the Red Citadel. And the whole thing was made out of earth and plant matter! As he gazed upon it, his vision doubled, as though through one eye he saw it as it stood and through the other he saw the strangely-dressed laborers with wicker baskets full of soil, trudging this way and that under the hot sun to bring about this monument to the spirit plane.

That brought Lindír’s attention to the humans. They didn’t really exist, of course, this being a dream; their vague ghosts danced and flowed around Lindír’s ankles. But even those vague impressions showed a people unlike those of the North, straight-haired and with ruddy complexions, clad in shawls and skirts of beautiful geometric patterns without regard to sex. They worshipped here, worshipped through dance and song and smoke, openly and without regard for church or dogma.

“What are you doing here?”

Lindír was torn from her reverie by the arrival of, for the first time in this dream, a legible voice. She spun about to face the new arrival. This was no mere dream-figment, no vague impression, but a full-grown drakkar about Lindír’s size, black of scale and weathered of wing. This was more akin to what Lindír expected from her dreams; she spread her wings out and dropped low to the ground, ready for violence.

“Do not question me, vision,” said Lindír. “If you’re going to attack me, just do it.”

The drakkar snorted, sparks and ash blowing from his nostrils. “Impudent girl. You burst into a man’s dream and demand he grant you right of way? Truly the young know nothing of respect.”

“Burst into— I am the one dreaming!”

The stranger bent back his neck, narrowing his eyes into a vicious needle of a glare. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-three,” said Lindír.

“Hmph. No wonder, then. In that case then, look around at this place in which we set our scene and tell me, girl, if this is a vision which arose from your mind.”

Lindír had to admit that the logic was sound. “So, then, if this is not my dream…it’s yours? How is that possible?”

“Know you nothing of dreaming?” the stranger said, baring his teeth in disgust. “Is this power of our kind, too, one which has been abandoned to the dusts and rot of time? Or are dragons being set loose to raise themselves as beasts in this fallen age.”

“No! I’ve lived amongst dragons for years and never has it been mentioned that we could, what, walk into each other’s dreams?”

“A whelp, raised by older whelps who think themselves grown.”

The black drakkar growled annoyedly, and turned as though to leave. Lindír had to act quickly; a week without contact with another living soul had left him yearning. So he splayed out his front limbs and dropped his head low by means of a bow.

“I apologize sincerely for my intrusion, sir. I was not aware that this was a territory onto which I could intrude, let alone that I was doing so.”

The black drakkar took a few more steps away from Lindír; with each step he took, the surroundings grew yet more indistinct, the waking world pressed more firmly upon Lindír’s psyche. But then he relented, letting loose a great and weary sigh before turning to face her.

“Very well, girl. At least you have the wisdom to know when you’ve cocked it up. I accept your apology.”

“May I…” Lindír froze momentarily, struggling to remember the language, “may I seek hospitality in this dream, at least for this night?”

“You may.”

“So, what is this place, then? And who are you?”

The black drakkar went silent, turning his head from side to side. His expression slackened, and his eyes glimmered with nostalgia. “This place is a memory from the days before the last Uprising brought the West and all of its great cities to ruin. I spent more summers than I am proud to admit, watching the dragon mound be built, allowing the little people to garland me with flowers and feathers.”

“Dragon mound?”

“Yes.” The black drakkar jerked his head rightwards. “It’s over there, if you can see it. To represent the spirits of sulfur. Three mounds, three elements, three sacred forces. Western philosophy is quite… unique.”

The black drakkar’s words kept drifting in and out, as though Lindír were hearing only part of a conversation he was having with himself.

“It’s quite beautiful,” Lindír concurred. “Nice and warm, and the air’s even got a touch of ash in it.”

The black drakkar chuckled softly. “They did love their bonfires.”

“And you said this place exists no longer?”

“Indeed. Not that I was there to see it fall to ruin; I have not dwelt in the West for… five hundred years now, or thereabouts? But even as I retreat deeper and deeper into sleep, these old memories maintain their shine.”

For a little while, Lindír did his best to enjoy silence and memory. But without the context which the black drakkar evidently possessed, impatience took over. This all reminded Lindír too much of what he had forsaken.

“What did you say your name was?”

“Jarrowmar, the Black Wing. Yours?”

“Lindír H—Guthrúndottir. Lindír Guthrúndottir.”

At the announcement of Lindír’s name, Jarrowmar was taken momentarily aback. “You? Hmph. I have been asleep for some time if you’ve grown to full size.”

Immediately, Lindír leaned forward, sticking out his neck. “You know of me? You know of my mother?”

“Of course I do,” Jarrowmar said disdainfully. “That petty kingdom of hers borders upon my territory. It would be remiss of me if I did not know what takes place there, even if that damnable pyromancer hadn’t decided to make itmy concern through sheer force of will.”

The flame of curiosity burned bright in Lindír’s breast, and for a moment he forgot his place. “I insist that you tell me… I pray of you, please tell me how you came to know my mother.”

Jarrowmar sighed deeply, the sigh of an old man being forced to perform a task meant for the young. Instead of a reply, he set off into the air, but not the way he had threatened to leave previously. Lindír was able to follow, and the dream did not grow indistinct even as Jarrowmar flew over it. The two of them soon settled down upon the peak of one of the great mounds, adjacent to a huge mud-brick structure that Lindír intuited to be a temple of some variety. There Jarrowmar curled up and spread his wings out to drink the midday sun.

“Do you know what a pyromancer is, girl?”

“No,” Lindír said truthfully. “Though I’ve heard the word used once or twice.”

“There are three elemental forces which underly the world: the essence of stability, the essence of change, and the essence pyrolytic; pyromancers are to the essence pyrolytic what witches are to the essence of stability and sorcerers are to the essence of change. Now do you follow?”

“I…think I do?” Lindír said. The old man was annoyed already, and Lindír intuited that expressing lack of understanding would worsen the situation.

“If you live even so far as your first century, you’ll come to loathe pyromancers. They look upon us dragons as demigods, wise and renowned masters of their art. The ones that won’t try to slay you to bathe in their blood will pester you and pester you, pestering you to the edge of the world and beyond!”

Lindír grimaced. He had never met a pyromancer other than his mother, at least so far as he knew. “I shall have to incinerate every one I see.”

“Bah. Pyromancers are immune to flame regardless. But that is how Queen Guthrún of Hvalheim came to me: ready to drown me to death with her insipid questions. And even once I got her to leave, she came back!”

“How long ago was this?”

Jarrowmar clicked his tongue and rolled his eyes in deep contemplation. “How old did you say you were?”

“Twenty-three.”

“The first time she invited herself into my lair unannounced would have been a decade before that. She’d make a habit of it at least once a year, sometimes twice. Obnoxious.”

That did not sound like the Guthrún that Lindír had known as a child. To be able to do anything at all active was antithetical to her constant state of rest and recuperation, let alone something so daring as to pester a dragon. Had this been what Lindír had robbed her of by being born? The faintest echo of the old guilt re-emerged for a few drawn-out moments.

“What was she asking you about?”

Jarrowmar shook himself, banishing biting flies which did not exist in this idyllic dream-realm. “Same as every pyromancer: she wanted to learn of the nature of flame, of dreams, of the soul. She had some particular interest in…birth, I think it was? The mystery of the process by which a new soul is placed into a fetus fascinated her for whatever reason.”

“I have been told that she… struggled with conception,” Lindír said. “It lines up.”

The old man nodded, then shut his eyes. For a moment, Lindír was afraid that he was falling back asleep, dreaming within a dream, and lurched forward as though to paw at his face. But he was not sleeping: merely thinking.

“About the time you were born, she stopped making appearances. I’d hoped that she’d learned enough, or else burned herself up like all the damn fool pyromancers before her. The last time we spoke was, if your accounting of time is correct, fifteen years ago in the waking world. I’d fallen asleep by then, but she screeched so loudly and invoked such flame against me that I was forced to awaken to hear her complain. On and on and on she went, cursing me as though I was the one who had ruined her. Even brought the boy along, Ásgeir his name was, gesturing at the little pup like a show hound in hopes that his deformity might inspire me to pity her.”

Lindír asked a silly question. “Did she mention me?”

“Of course she did,” Jarrowmar said. “Complained about you more than anything, she did. Wanted to know if I knew how to ‘fix’ you.”

“So you knew,” Lindír said. “You knew everything. And you were close enough to Hvalheim, to Kojur, that if you had wished to do something…” A dagger of ice had gone right through the patch of scaleless skin and into Lindír’s heart.

Jarrowmar rumbled at the back of his throat, raising himself partially up off the top of the mound. “It weren’t any of my business. Figured you’d be dead soon enough, anyways.”

“Not your business?” Lindír screamed. “I was scarcely a hatchling, you knew, and you did nothing!”

“I didn’t do anything about anything!” the Black Wing roared right back. “I haven’t done anything in nigh-on a quarter of a century! The world is growing colder, and I can feel my flesh fade with every year of wakening. I needed to sleep until the next age had come, and hope it was to be a decent one.”

“But you knew,” Lindír said again.

“I’m sorry,” Jarrowmar growled. “Is that what you want? An apology? I’m sorry. I don’t know what I could have done, but I should have done something.”

Lindír still hurt. “Don’t worry about it any longer. I’ve been gone from Hvalheim for seven years now, and I’ve only returned to finish matters. Within a few days I’ll have burned the Red Citadel to the ground, and all its inhabitants with it, and I’ll be on my way back home to my wife.”

“Well, all other things besides, you’ve at least grown up to be a proper dragon,” said the Black Wing.

“Indeed, I have. But…” Lindír clutched at his chest with one claw. “Might I at least stop by your lair? I find myself in much need of wisdom in these dark times, and if you are as old as you claim…”

Jarrowmar growled, a growl that culminated in a horrid rumbling screech. But despite the depth of his apparent anger, no flame dripped from his maw, and there was no fury in his eyes.

“Fine. Consider it a payment towards the sum of my debt of inaction. My lair is in the heart of the Toxic Mire, on the border between Eskilia and the Duchy of Kirkeby. Bring some respect with you next time and I may even teach you to dream.”

“I will try to do that,” said Lindír.

“Hmph. Now leave.”

Lindír bowed in acknowledgement, then turned around and left. He had made it a dozen steps or so when, as though by magic, he was startled awake. It had begun to rain out in the real world, and the constant rattling of the raindrops against Lindír’s scales had purged him of all sleepiness. He rolled over for a moment, considering the contents of his dream. Then, although it was not quite yet dawn, he set aloft once more in the direction of the Red Citadel.
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In his week-long odyssey across the North, Lindír met only with the briefest skirmishes, the most paltry displays of martial force. It made sense. He was, after all, not presenting an active threat. This was not the rampage he had made across Gulliheim a few years earlier. Only one target drew his true ire: the Red Citadel. So Lindír saved the white-hot simmering violence in his guts for that castle and that castle alone.

Matters changed once Lindír crossed over to Kojur itself. The awareness that this was the closest he had come to the Red Citadel since his escape grew ever stronger, like a needle being driven slowly into the center of his chest. The temperate forests of Kojur were like no others in the North, and so as Lindír flew over their dark canopies he could remember only the desperation of his first flight, the blood-pounding fear of recapture that had saturated his escape. Lindír’s dread and hatred of his family rose to a fever pitch until he could hardly think or feel anything else.

He knew that either fear would take him, driving him to turn aside, or else rage would; in the end, it was loyalty to his oath that swayed him. As evening fell and the dim outline of the Red Citadel came into view, Lindír gave himself over to rage. He roared and howled, sprayed flame across the twilight, filled his mind with cloudy visions of the fear he was sure that Guthrún and Ásgeir would be feeling at his approach. And when at last he came close enough that he was sure that the castle’s defenders would be able to hear, Lindír Heimirsson roared his challenge.

“To your spears, knights! To your bows and your mail! Take all your trinkets of steel and believe that they will safeguard you, for tonight, your prince returns home!”

The shout of violence echoed across the hills and forests of Kojur; not a man or woman in the Red Citadel could have ignored it. Atop the battlements, the hundreds of archers called up to serve their Queen took aim at the dull reddish blot rapidly growing to obscure more and more of the cloudy, sunset-limned clouds. Their arrows, fired carefully and with an eye towards conservation of stamina, had no effect. In the courtyard below, meanwhile, engineers set to work readying the great machine, built for exactly this purpose. With a single gesture, a stone the size of a full-grown goose was sent hurtling through the air. To little effect; Lindír wove to the side.

That terrible engine of war was the first sign that the Red Citadel was ready for his arrival, for so massive a show of Southlander engineering could only have been put into place soon beforehand. Emboldened by the stone-thrower, the storm of arrows grew thicker, until by sheer luck some of them embedded themselves in the soft skin of the flaw in his chest. Lindír cried out less in pain than in rage and spite. He weaved through the last few moments of the approach, swaying serpentine from side to side until he was at last close enough for his flames to vomit forth upon the walls of the Red Citadel in a deadly wave.

It was a hard battle, but not a long one. The walls of the Red Citadel were ringed with archers who turned the air above the castle into a hailstorm of death. Lindír flew faster than he thought he could, swerving and diving, and still he bled in hot streams onto the grass below. Although they were skilled with the bow, those guards were but men, and with only padded jackets to defend them, they died in scores. The stone-thrower was caught in Lindír’s claws, its splinters scattered across the innermost courtyard.

“The Queen! My brother! Where are they?” roared Lindír. “Come out already, come out or I will tear the bricks of this castle down to the foundation!”

Lindír circled, eyes narrowed to peer through the growing dark. The wooden portions of the castle burned high and hot, and none dared brave the uncovered areas to extinguish them. Lindír’s anger built steadily until he was almost ready to make good on his promise, wondering how the stones of the castle would fare against him at his full strength. But then, from out of the huge gate of the innermost keep, two figures emerged.

The first figure had not changed in many years. Queen Guthrún the Maimed stood bony and weak, a brass-plated cane held in one hand while she derived the strength to walk from leaning upon her companion’s arm. Her hair, though braided well and lined with gold bands and pins, was still a sickly off-grey, and hung in a shroud about her shoulders. Her vestments were not those of a queen, but those of a butcher, an undecorated woolen smock hanging over her chest, her ankle-length dress without even a hint of embroidery or color.

And then there was Ásgeir. Four years it had been since the two brothers had met, and relatively little had changed. Ásgeir was still as narrow-waisted as he had been, and his arms were still corded with impressive muscle for a human. The design of the mask was much the same, a bearded warrior covering up a beardless face, though the ivory had been replaced with a metal that looked like gold or brass. He was also dressed for war, with a sword at his side and a coat of mail on his chest, a display so pathetically useless against a dragon that it almost brought Lindír to laughter.

For a moment, Lindír considered loosing his flames from on high, burning them both and letting it be done with. But that would hardly satisfy; and besides, his wings were tired, and they could no more harm him on the ground than they could in the air. Lindír slowed, circled around, and finally let his claws touch the soil of his homeland once more.

“Mother. Brother. Have you any last words? Will you defend yourselves in the final hour, or will you submit yourselves to death?”

“Defend ourselves?” said Guthrún. “From what charge?”

“You locked me in a dungeon for half my life!” Lindír roared. “You forced me to obey by promising scraps of freedom, and half the time you withheld even those! I can hardly sleep without remembering what you did to me! I swore to serve the Countess of Stokvöllur, and the moment I turned my back to search for peace, still you plunged a spear into it!”

Guthrún grinned awfully, baring a dozen missing teeth. “And look at all the good you have done with the freedom that we so cruelly withheld from you.”

Lindír whipped his tail against the earth, rearing up haughtily. “You brought this upon yourself. If you had been able to restrain your greed, if you had not laid waste to Stokvöllur, I would be far away from here.”

“I did only what any prince would have done,” Ásgeir said, standing even taller than before. “There was no malice to it. We needed control of the Tinker Hills, and Stokvöllur stood in our way.”

Lindír’s jaw fell open with a hiss of disbelief and a shower of sparks. “You really are defending yourself. Here, now, in the hour of your death, you give me no apologies but only… justifications.”

Ásgeir folded his arms across his chest. “This will not be the hour of our deaths.”

Lindír laughed. He lowered himself down, bending his neck to the earth until his eyes were barely higher than those of his human brother, and slunk forward with his chest close to the ground. “Your guards are all dead, Prince of Hvalheim, and you stand with a dragon before you. As soon as I have finished toying with you, I shall kill you.”

“You will not. You will join me, fight at my side, for the glory of Hvalheim. Before I said this as an offer; now I say this as unvarnished truth.”

It did not occur to Lindír, not even for an instant, to correct Ásgeir on the matter of his sex. She may have been a wife to Biorra, but Lindír and Ásgeir were brothers. What gave him pause, instead, was the cold certitude in Ásgeir’s voice. He whirled around, looking for the jaws of the trap, listening and sniffing for the army that Ásgeir seemed to think he had waiting in the wings. There was none; indeed, though it could not have been the case, it seemed as if the three of them were the only thinking creatures in the castle.

“Do not speak to me of my birthright,” Lindír said, quiet and deep. “My birthright was a curse of monstrosity, a convulsion of fate sealing me in a dragon’s skin. You have no ground to stand on.”

“No,” said Ásgeir. “Your birthright is so much more than you understand. When last we spoke, I withheld the truth from you. But mother and I have talked long, and decided that you deserved to know.”

“Your arrival was quite unexpected,” Guthrún said. She collected herself, drawing the strength from her favorite son to stand just a little higher. “We had less than an hour to decide the course. You know nothing, my child; but we shall educate you. Ásgeir, remove your mask.”

He nodded solemnly, removing his arm from her grip. While Guthrún the Maimed fell upon the support of her cane, he reached up behind his ears and undid the lacings, letting the golden mask fall to the floor with a soft thud.

Ásgeir’s face shone in the firelight. It appeared at first as though he wore a second mask under the first, but at so close a range Lindír could tell that this second mask was a part of his skin. Across his brow, around the sockets of his eyes, extending in uneven stripes across his cheek and jaw, Ásgeir bore a layer of fine scales. Even his mouth had no lips, only scales; and within that mouth was an eclectic mix of human teeth and needle-sharp dragon’s fangs. The scales were the exact same color as Lindír’s.

“We are, both of us, dragons,” Ásgeir said. “The same fire flows through us.”

“What?” Lindír said. “The onion…”

“Is a story for children, given to you when you were a child,” said Guthrún. “I sought the immortality of dragons, the purity of sulfur, for my children. And such was the result.”

Jarrowmar, Lindír realized. She had sought Jarrowmar’s instruction, and with it the power of dragons, as all pyromancers apparently did. But there was a far more pressing question on Lindír’s mind.

“If this was your intention, why lock me away for my whole life?”

“This,” the Queen gestured at Lindír, “was not my intention. I sought the strength of dragons in human flesh. You were an unexpected consequence, an error. Even in my most lucid moments I was unsure if you would prove to be an asset or a threat. And when you maimed our Castellan…”

“Don’t you dare blame this on me! This is not my fault! None of this was my fault!” The hot, tight cramp of flame burgeoned in Lindír’s chest, ready to set his rage upon them.

Ásgeir stepped forward. “That is the past. Rejoin your family, and all can be forgiven.”

“No!” Lindír screamed, a scream of pain that rent the forest. “Die, you bastard, die!”

Fire billowed up Lindír’s throat. A moment before they were obscured by the golden cloud, Guthrún held up her hand; then all was flame. Lindír cooked the earth of the inner courtyard into ceramic, sent jets of flame shooting up the walls of the inner keep. He did not move, nor even for a moment turn away the billowing jet of flame from where his mother and brother had last stood. They would burn, burn to ash, burn to smoke, burn to nothing before his endless rage. Dragons cannot cry, but if they could…

Lindír’s flame at last relented, fading into nothing. And before him, at the center of a perfect circle of un-wilted grass, stood Guthrún and Ásgeir, both unharmed. Ásgeir’s shoulders bunched in fury, and he thrust out his right arm to the side.

“Har—!”

“No,” Guthrún interrupted. “Go back and complete the work as best you can. I shall buy you time.”

“Mother?”

“You know what I am capable of, my son. I will hold him back.”

Lindír stood, frozen in shock. Nothing short of another dragon had ever resisted his flame so, and Guthrún’s papery skin was not even flushed from heat. While Ásgeir dashed back through the gates of the castle, Lindír faced the one who had birthed him. There was about a body-length between the two of them, and Lindír’s attention narrowed to her as he tensed his muscles for the oncoming duel.

Guthrún tottered forward, cane barely able to support her weight. “Your birth ruined me, you know. Sickness took hold where your passage split my flesh, ravaging organs and sinews alike. Before you I was Guthrún the Pyromancer; now I am but Guthrún the Maimed.”

“Fire magic will have no effect on me,” Lindír said. “You should know that.”

“Fire! Pyromancy is much more than fire. Salt, quicksilver, and sulfur, those are the elements which make up the universe; and of them, sulfur is the greatest. Sulfur is the stuff of the soul, the motive force which drives all other processes.”

Guthrún grew in strength with each step. Her back became less bent, her stride became less reliant on her cane for support. In the veins and arteries of her body, visible through her skin, there came a faint red-gold glow, coursing throughout her flesh with each beat of her labored heart.

“Sulfur is the immortal element, that which is beyond the base faculties of body or mind. Before you ruined me, I was the greatest master of sulfur in all the North, if not the world. Though I have faint little of my mastery remaining, child, I set my soul aflame for the future of my country.”

She threw aside the cane and walked under her own power. Steam rose faintly from her skin, and more golden flame lit the inside of her mouth, the backs of her eyes. Guthrún the Pyromancer threw her arms wide and tossed her head back to the sky.

“Burn!”

Guthrún burst into flames. A moment later, the entire courtyard was doused in flames brighter than the noonday sun.
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The inner courtyard burned high and hot, a huge teardrop of white flame like a candle, magnified. Men threw their hands before their eyes, unsuspecting villagers quailed and shrieked in fear at this new apocalypse, trees bent and flocks of birds took to the air in shock. The very ebb and flow of the world became disturbed as sulfrous energy rent the air.

And within the fire, Lindír screamed and burned. Even when she dared open her eyes against the onslaught, the glare rendered her half-blind. She was immersed in red and yellow brilliance, the ground fading away into nothing, and even the figure of the pyromancer appeared only as a vague shape in the distance, arms outstretched as she rose slowly off of the ground. Lindír’s scales steamed and cracked at the onslaught of pure, impossible heat; but they held, if only barely. Her wings were a different story: the thin membrane of skin burned away in a flash of torturous agony. The pale skin over her heart, unprotected by scales, turned immediately black, and stung for only a moment before all nerves were charred into nothing.

Lindír had to escape the impossible heat, or she would die. That sense of impending death was everywhere, in every fiber and every sinew, every organ and every nerve. Bravado failed, hatred failed, even fear was blasted away by the pyroclastic onslaught of burning soul-stuff. Her wings, though stripped of flight, still bore enough strength that she could plant them in the earth as she scrambled backward. Her hands flew to her chest, attempting to shield her weakness. Through the rush of flames came a sound like the wind across the tundra: the old pyromancer was screaming.

“Do you have any idea what you did to me!” she howled through the flames. “I made my womb into the alembic of your ascension, used my body as a vessel, and it destroyed me! And you still refused your purpose!”

Lindír retreated and retreated, but the heat only barely abated. The claws clasped to her chest sank into the skin as fat melted and boiled, her eyes stung with steam, heat exhaustion strangled her muscles. Instinct drove her backward, seeking any end to the flames; but there was none. With each passing second the furnace of her mother’s soul poured forth greater and greater heat. The very soil of the castle courtyard had gone black and turned to dust, reduced to its finest components. Were it not for Guthrún’s control, her flames could have reduced the walls of the castle to liquid slag, charred every human around into cinders from sheer radiance. But her attention was entirely focused on Lindír.

Indeed, the all-encompassing streaming of flame, the outward radial burst of elemental sulfrous fire from the very depths of the pyromancer’s soul, began to concentrate itself. The space behind her began to cool, the stream to divert. In great arcs, the flame turned upon Lindír with the cunning agility of a sea serpent.

It was then that Lindír found her back to be against the castle walls. This was a benefit as much as it was a curse; there would be no more running unless she could find the gate, but by pressing her flank against the stone she could earn some respite from the heat. This she did. Lindír turned, tucking one pain-wracked wing under her stomach, and lurched forward, seeking to remain out of the hottest part of the flames. It was a pathetic chase, Lindír circling the edge of the courtyard while her mother lazily turned the hooded lantern of most intense flame to match her. For moments at a time, the dragon would escape the nucleus of the flame, and feel relief to be merely burned as opposed to incinerated, only for the stream to catch up once again. And all the while, the pyromancer screamed.

“Nine months, Lindír! Nine months of caustic elixirs, of ritual burning, of yellow ichorous injections and purest alchemicals, and still you failed to come out right! I birthed you, you ruined my body and tormented my mind, and this is all you are? You were meant to be pure, to be sulfrous soul, not this base flesh!”

Exhaustion sank in, pain growing more distant with each passing moment. Lindír’s desperate flight slowed. Death closed around him, and once more he became eerily aware of the Under-Queen’s prophecy of damnation. The screams and the roar of the flames faded into the background, the feeling of hot ash beneath Lindír’s feet and the searing pain across his skin unimportant details. He slowed, lacking now the strength to avoid even the hottest and most directed part of Guthrún’s infernal attack.

Lindír fell to the floor, his legs finally rendered useless by exhaustion physical, mental, and spiritual. He buried his chest in the ash and dust, shielding it from the worst of the fire, and tucked all six limbs close to his torso. Laying his chin down upon the earth, Lindír prepared to either outlast his mother, or else to be killed by her.

“I wanted my children to live forever, and this is how you repay me! You return here to gloat over the woman whose life you destroyed and you expect us to grovel at your feet! You should be the one groveling; grovel, grovel Lindír, grovel you wretch, and maybe I won’t take back the life that you stole!”

Guthrún screamed and screamed, her howling voice melding with the never-ending onslaught of flame to produce a single scream of a soul on fire. Die, die, die she told Lindír, die for his failures, die for his crimes against home and kindred. But Lindír could not die. He was not trying to avoid death, indeed had surrendered himself to it, but yet his flesh refused to give up and perish.

And if Lindír’s body would not die, then why not resist? He lacked the strength to move, and even if he had that strength there would be nowhere productive to use it; pressed to the earth, Lindír lay crouched in the safest place around. But he had one tool left, one foolish symbol of resistance. Lindír was as much a creature of fire as any pyromancer. Countless times had he loosed that flame, be it trapped within his cell, or against an unsuspecting village, or on Solseyja, and never once had it burned him. Why not, then, seek refuge from Guthrún’s flames in his own? It was a mad hope, a foolish one, one that any scholar worth his salt would have rejected at once. But Lindír was no scholar.

The fire in Lindír’s belly obeyed his command, and grew with the steady certainty of a forge under the care of the bellows. His throat seized, tongue spasmed, breath left him, and the fire spilled forth. At the first moment, the foolishness of his plan was revealed: the heat redoubled, and Lindír coiled and thrashed around himself in a new agony.

But then, imperceptibly, something changed. The pain of the fire was still pain, but it was no longer Lindír’s enemy. No longer did she feel her flesh sear and shrivel. Instead, as her own orange flame slowly drowned out the yellow-white of her mother’s, Lindír found herself invigorated by the pain, strengthened by it. The steady exhalation of the fire in Lindír’s belly pushed back, meeting the pressure of Guthrún’s magic and then exceeding it. She could not breathe, nor barely see, but as the pain of the heat became a surprise ally, Lindír found it in herself to rise.

This scheme would not last forever. With a stream of fire issuing from her throat, Lindír could not breathe, and soon she would drown once more. It did not matter. She took a step toward her mother, then another. The two flames met in a vast wall, mingled and were driven aside, providing Lindír with enough of a shield to advance one painful step at a time. To no purpose, Lindír resisted; towards no goal, she walked. Her heart beat frantically and her throat screamed with a need for air, but neither would receive the respite they so desperately required, not so long as Guthrún stood. A fantasy played across Lindír’s mind that perhaps she could take her mother down with her, engulf them both in flames so intense that neither dragon nor pyromancer could live. Absurd, but the fantasy allowed Lindír a few more seconds of endurance before the flames, at last, died.

All was quiet and dark. Guthrún still floated in the air at the center of the courtyard. She no longer glowed with the light of a roaring fire, but instead with the fading glimmer of embers. Then the truth was revealed: Guthrún the Maimed was not suspended at all. The Queen of Hvalheim fell to the burnt ground just as surely as anything else.

Lindír stood a while in silence, testing to see whether she would retain the strength to stand. Her eyes slowly reacclimatized to the dark of night, having become used to the blinding flame. The pain receded, but did not vanish; there was not a scale on Lindír’s body which had not been burned, her wings had been reduced to useless, broken, twisted twigs, and the patch of scaleless skin was a pit of black, weeping char. Eventually, she staggered forward to investigate her mother, who was lying on her back with eyes to the stars.

Guthrún the Maimed was in far worse a state than Lindír. Her skin was burnt black and grey, oozing pale liquid through long cracks in the dried-out tissue. But there was no pain in her expression, nor any recognition aimed at Lindír as he approached, even though her chest still rose and fell with labored breath. She had lit her soul on fire in order to burn Lindír out; and in so doing, she had burned her soul to inert ash.

Lindír tried to laugh, though with his burnt throat and exhausted lungs it came out closer to a hacking, choked cackle. He had outlasted her. And now he would be the death of her. Standing over his mother’s body, Lindír snapped down, aiming to sever the neck with one swift bite. He missed, and instead his jaws clamped down upon her chest, tearing huge chunks of burnt meat and shattering ribs as he retracted. He lunged again, tearing at her lungs and ripping out organs, devouring parts of her and spitting out others, until the whole of her chest cavity had been flayed open before him. She was dead, utterly dead. A small flare of triumph lit in Lindír’s chest; but he was far too exhausted to celebrate his victory.

There was something metallic embedded in her flesh. A small thing, smaller than her hand, with the shape of a broad arrowhead but made from a single flat plate of an unnameable golden alloy. Lindír picked it out of her with his lips, tossing it aside to be added to his hoard at a later date.

“Mother!”

Lindír raised his head, baring his teeth at the too-familiar voice. Ásgeir stood by the gate to the inner keep, his tall frame silhouetted against the candlelight from within. His sword was at his hip. Instead of a weapon, he held slung over his shoulder an unfamiliar device; it was made of the same strange golden alloy as his mask, but of an alien form, a long length of heavy chain, with a strange sundial-like object at one end and an arm-long stake at the other.

Lindír paid it no mind. “You’re next, brother,” he growled.

“You godless bastard!” Ásgeir roared.

And then Ásgeir, the Masked Prince, showed his true strength. For when in rage he struck his sibling, he did not strike with the strength of a man. No, he attacked with the speed of an arrow, the fury of a lightning bolt, and the power of an enraged god.

There was between them most of the breadth of the innermost courtyard. Ásgeir crossed it in three steps. Wherever his foot struck the earth, it kicked up a cloud of ash, cutting a deep divot in the burnt soil and sending him skipping forward with impossible speed. At the final step, while Lindír was still reeling at this sudden unveiling of impossibly superhuman might, Ásgeir leapt, screaming madly as he swung his fist in a wild arc, hammering into the side of Lindír’s skull with enough force to send the dragon rolling across the ground.

Lindír heard a dull thud reverberating noiselessly through his skull and chest. For a moment, all his senses were befuddled, his brain knocked off-kilter. When consciousness returned, there was a new agony throbbing in the side of his skull. He could only barely hear from one side, and a thin trickle of warm fluid flowed from his ear.
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Ásgeir, the Masked Prince, stood over his sibling’s fallen body, the long chain and the strange golden device still slung over one shoulder. The muscles in his arms were flexed to iron hardness, the braid of his hair half-loose from the speed and power of his fury. Twin embers glowed behind the eye-slits of his mask. And from his face, from his neck, from the bared skin of his forearms, thin tongues of flame emerged and trickled to the ground.

He looked back at Guthrún’s corpse. ”Enough of this,” he said. “I have had enough of this!”

Lindír scored the earth as he attempted to right himself. His stomach spasmed as it tried to call forth flames to defend him; but his flames had been exhausted against Guthrún. Ásgeir, meanwhile, felt no hurry, striding forward with his head bowed bullishly, that terrible golden thing slung over his shoulder like a logger’s burden. Lindír finally rolled over, screeching and hissing, and with his claws beneath him he charged. Asgeir was still a man, surely, and his shirt of mail would be no match against a dragon’s jaws. Lindír rushed forward with all the speed he could manage, thrust his fangs toward his brother’s torso… and caught nothing.

Ásgeir merely slipped past him. Pivoting at the waist and with a grunt of exertion, he slammed the heel of his palm precisely into Lindír’s shoulder girdle. The bone bent under the force of the blow but did not break; and yet Lindír’s momentum had turned against him, and from the force of the impact he was knocked once more onto his side.

Again Ásgeir rushed forward, more gliding across the ash-coated ground than walking, but this time he did not rear back to strike with his fist. Instead, he hefted the huge dial at one end of the golden device, pivoting around such that one flat side of the construct faced Lindír’s chest. The dragon saw, from the corner of his eye, the awful truth: mounted along the bottom of the dial was a narrow, pyramidal spike with serrated edges, raked backward like the teeth of a serpent. He heaved to avoid the incoming attack, but although his neck and limbs thrashed, his chest could not be lifted.

The dial struck at the exact center of the patch of scaleless skin. Anywhere else and it would have been deflected; but with Ásgeir’s strength behind it, the spike was buried up to the hilt, and the golden dial pressed flush against Lindír’s skin. It felt unaccountably warm.

Screaming in pain as the barbs sunk into his flesh, Lindír kicked out against his brother. Ásgeir could not dodge, focused as he was on burying the artifact into Lindír’s chest as deeply as he could manage. The mail links of his shirt opened willingly before Lindír’s claws, but the flesh underneath was not so pliable. Striking against Ásgeir’s flank was akin to striking against stone, and although his skin was opened and made to bleed, the cuts were shallow, hardly even penetrating through the scant fat to the muscle underneath.

With the dial now secured, Ásgeir wrapped both arms around the thick of the dragon’s neck and heaved, forcing him upright. Lindír had not expected this, and he found his limbs suddenly trapped underneath his own bulk. He made for another lunge with his teeth, snapping forward, but Ásgeir was moving again, faster and fleeter than the swiftest bird. With the chain in hand he leapt over Lindír’s right shoulder, then swung around to find purchase on his back, before leaping across to land on Lindír’s left.

The other end of the chain, secured as it was in the left side of the dial, pulled uncomfortably, trying to twist the dial but prevented from doing so by the very strength of Lindír’s flesh. Again Lindír attempted to close his jaws around Ásgeir, snapping and snarling with the useless ferocity of a whipped hound, and was rebuked every time. With a single pull of the chain now looped three-quarters around Lindír’s throat, Ásgeir sent him to the ground, granting himself the time to complete the act.

The stake at the opposite end of the stake was not a stake, but a pin. It entered a hole on the right side of the dial, the chain tracing out a figure-eight. With a slap of Ásgeir’s palm, it buried itself within the mechanism to the base. Instantly upon the completion of the loop, a horrible change came over the metal. None standing outside of it would have perceived a thing, but to Lindír it was as awful as if the metal had begun to grow like a plant. It ceased to feel like an external intrusion, but a bizarre extension of himself; the wound in the center of his chest ceased to sting, and his heart no longer beat against the metal, but with it.

His work done, Ásgeir retreated to the burned and devoured body of his mother. He dropped to his knees before her, silently downturned. His shoulders shook with dry, silent grief.

Lindír, meanwhile, was turned onto his back, clawing and gnawing at the thing which had unnaturally made its home in his chest. No matter how fitfully he exerted himself, no matter how desperately he pulled, he could not get his claws and teeth to make purchase on the main dial, let alone cause it any harm or move it even the slightest distance. The chain was equally intractable; not only could he not bend so much as a single link, but any attempt to pull it off would only cause it to tighten where it was wrapped around his throat.

No matter how far you fly, how long you look, you will never find the freedom that you seek.

Suddenly, Lindír remembered the object he had found embedded in Guthrún’s chest. It was of the same material as the thing which now bound him. He got his limbs under him, an ever more difficult task, and ran off in search of it. It lay not far away, gleaming in the light of the still-burning fires. He picked it up with his claws and, after a moment, determined that it was indeed related in purpose to the device, for around the edges of the main dial were three depressions or slots, each of the same size and shape as the key he had torn from his mother’s body.

When he placed the key in its ordained place, it fit perfectly, settling in with a click. Lindír tried again to free himself. The stake which held the chain in place expressed a fraction more give, but would not release. Lindír whirled about to face Ásgeir, who still knelt before the corpse of the Maimed Queen.

“What is this? What have you done?”

Ásgeir stood, then turned. His voice was quiet, the rage having drained from it. “It is named Dromi,” he said. “When the nisken wars came to an end, many treaties were written up. One of them was to our ancestor, Godfred Troll-Slayer. Seven artifacts, seven works of nisken craft. I had hoped to use this one in particular on a troll-king, or an Under-Queen, or even one of the ancient dragons of the uttermost North. What a waste to use such a relic to bind my own brother to his home.”

Lindír remembered his talks with Razan, her conviction that the invasion of Stokvöllur had something to do with the Tinker’s Hills. “You sacked Stokvöllur for this trinket?”

“The power to keep a dragon my servant is more than just a trinket. But no, there were others.” He advanced, one step at a time. Lindír should have run, but he was paralyzed with terror, dying with a need to be rid of the accursed Dromi. “Allow me to demonstrate!”

Ásgeir thrust his hand outward and skyward, as though in a salute, and cried out, “Harthbrot!”

For a brief instant, this seemed the meaningless pronouncement of a madman. Then from the far distance there came a shrill whistle. A golden light became visible in the night sky, rising up from somewhere within the castle and gaining speed. It turned through the air in a perfect arc, flying faster than a diving peregrine on a path directly toward Ásgeir’s outstretched hand. There was a burst of wind and a loud hiss as the Masked Prince caught it out of the air.

It was a spear, two arms long, with a blade the length of a sword’s and twice as broad, blade and shaft alike constructed from the same golden metal as Dromi and, as Lindír realized to his horror, Ásgeir’s new mask. Ásgeir promptly turned it over in his hand to face point down, stepped forward, and plunged the spear through the webbing between two of Lindír’s fingers.

“Quite the thing, is it not?” Ásgeir said, bending down to examine Dromi even as his voice quivered as though he were about to cry. “Nisken-made, completely invulnerable, and it comes when called. The only weapon which I have ever swung at my full strength and not shattered.”

Lindír bared his teeth and suppressed another roar of pain, his breath wheezing and unsteady. Animal terror urged him to thrash, to struggle, but he knew that it would be pointless so long as his brother’s eyes were on him. So Lindír bit his tongue and sank low to the ground.

“And you found the first key as well.”

“Inside our mother? Why there?”

Ásgeir rose, turned about, and returned to Guthrún’s side. “I thought that would be the one place where you would not be willing to reach for it. I overestimated you.”

“She tried to kill me!” Lindír growled. Again the urge rose to strike, to tear himself from where Harthbrot had pinned him and lunge for his brother while the newly-crowned king’s back was turned. But the speed and acuity which that half-dragon had demonstrated proved that such a thing would be fruitless.

“You arrived here with the aim of killing her, no?” said Ásgeir. He crouched down, taking up the burnt, dismembered, desecrated corpse in his arms, holding her tight to his chest like a sleeping child. His voice, so confident before, suddenly weakened. “Maybe you’ll have your chance to escape still. You’ve killed our mother. So keep killing, see where that gets you. I don’t care any more.”

“Hypocrite,” muttered Lindír. Ásgeir did not hear, or pretended not to, as he carried his mother’s body back into the keep.

Even after the doors thundered close, Lindír remained in place. Was there any point in continuing to fight? He suddenly felt like he was a decade younger again, locked in the cell below the castle, realizing that the only way he would obtain even a sliver of freedom would be to give up resistance. Lindír was tired, wounded, in pain. Even standing would require tearing himself off of Harthbrot.

But he was not the same dragon he had been ten years earlier. He had slain his mother, defeated the army of Hvalheim, rained down terror upon the western coast. He had won the love of Biorra, and then thrown it away. His brother believed that he was not capable of escaping, and Lindír refused to prove his brother right. Exhaustion suddenly vanished, taking injury and pain with it. Either his wounds had begun impossibly to heal, or else his weary determination had blotted out any sense of injury; even when he pulled his claw up the length of Harthbrot’s blade and shaft, Lindír barely flinched.

Somewhere in the middle of Lindír’s battle against exhaustion, the drawbridge separating the second ward from the innermost ward fell, and those knights who had survived his first attack had gathered. Two score of them stood, mail-clad, their spears held out in a porcupine formation, ready to prevent his escape with the grim determination of a criminal before the executioner’s block. At the back of them was the Castellan: one-legged, gnarled, furious. Who better to hold one of the keys to his release than the family’s oldest and most loyal servant?

“The beast has been robbed of flight,” the Castellan shouted. “So long as we hold this passageway, it has nowhere to flee. Stand your ground, for Hvalheim!”

Lindír slowly turned, head low and shoulders tensed, eyeing up the knights before him. His wings were burned into uselessness and his fire was exhausted, but neither of those things would be necessary. Claw and scale and size and fang and might had not abandoned him.

It was a furious rush of carnage, yet oddly quiet. Lindír spared his breath for battle, as did they; the only sounds were the jingling of mail, the heavy impacts of six-ton-and-a-half dragon footsteps, the grunts and cries of the wounded and dying. The knights fought well, years of training and discipline overpowering their obvious terror, but Lindír knew how to fight their ilk. He ducked past the tips of their spears, letting the shafts fall to splinters against his invulnerable hide, then ruined their fragile human bodies with bulk and force. The porcupine fell apart, its belly exposed. As the knights fell back, Lindír spotted something impossible out of the very corner of his eye.

A girl—a young woman?—stood by and watched. She was a pale, waifish thing, bony to the point of apparent starvation, her red hair long yet lank and wan, skin translucent. A single article of clothing, a white rag of a dress, floated about her like a shroud. Yet, as she watched blood spill and bodies fly, standing at the top step of the long-abandoned staircase leading down to Lindír’s old cell, her face was split by a grin of unadulterated glee.

When he whipped around to roar at her for that mocking expression, the girl was gone. Not a trace of her presence remained. For a moment, Lindír was frozen, caught in the strangeness of the moment. Then he heard the Castellan screaming at his men to move on, move forward, slay the dragon. Lindír’s fury returned with a vengeance.

He charged across the drawbridge, crushing the knights with dragon’s fury. Any who met him were slaughtered, mail rupturing and bodies falling at a single sweep of claw or tail. By the time the Castellan stood before him, Lindír was soaked in human blood. The man stood as tall as he could on a wooden leg, sword drawn, and readied himself for battle.

“Listen, little cur; you may have taken my leg, and you may take my life! But I will not give up without a—”

Lindír seized the man in his jaws. The sword dropped, uselessly, to the ground, as teeth severed muscle and bone and nerve. When he bit down, the old man shattered into gristle. The ultimate revenge would have been to finish what Lindír had begun so long ago, to sate himself on the Castellan’s corpse, but there were more important drives at play. He spat the remnant out onto the floor. Sure enough, within the pile of gore, a small glimmer of golden metal could be seen. Lindír crouched down on his haunches and retrieved the second key. Again it clicked perfectly into a preordained slot, and again the stake began to give just a little bit more.

So very close to freedom, Lindír did not allow himself to slow. The defense of the Red Citadel had all but collapsed; there were but a few handfuls of archers standing upon the denuded battlements, handfuls of soldiers here and there who had avoided death by burning or by evisceration. Those who still fought were the most tenacious that humanity had to offer, and yet still they could not fight him head-on, attacking when there was an opening and then retreating in an instant.

And always the question: Ásgeir had said that he had one-third freed himself with the death of his mother. Where, then, was the final key? Lindír searched and searched, jamming his head into the chambers which were too small to fit him, racking his brains for any other person who the kingdom would trust enough to secure the means of his release. Surely such an important figure would be guarded, but there was no concentration of arms to suggest such a thing. Eventually, Lindír had no choice but to pass into the first courtyard, the pseudo-village that formed around the foot of the old giant stoneworks. There, he received his answer.

The first courtyard had been evacuated; its huts and warehouses were silent and empty. But in the field before the gate, denying all entry, was a single figure. They appeared like a statue of an ancient hero, head held high, seated atop a mighty courser. No fear was to be found in that stern face, nor did it seem as if any fear had ever touched it.

Clad in her coat of scale, with a bow in her hand and a spear at her hip, great red-crested helm upon her head, Al-Khanjar Razan bint Garas ibn Atrar ibn Yulmes al-Qatratha, right hand and lover to the fresh-crowned King Ásgeir the masked, she who had spent seven years entrusted with the task of hunting Lindír down, stood alone against the dragon.

“The third key is on me,” she said. “Let us fight for your freedom, eh, old friend?”
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“What are you doing here?” Lindír said. Not that he didn’t already know the answer.

“Ásgeir asked that he be allowed to serve as the first line of defense, even though the mission was mine. My followers have cleared this courtyard of innocents, that we might settle this once and for all.”

Razan paused. From a distance, Lindír could not read her emotions, or see much of her face at all. He knew that she was within bowshot, though, and crouched low in anticipation of an attack.

“I tried to warn you that your brother was a force which you could not overcome. All I ever wanted was to warn you.”

Lindír’s head sank low, and her wounds weighed on her. Despite her best efforts, despite all that had taken place, she could not help but slip back into the old familiarity. “Words could not contain it. And besides: this was a matter of the heart. You could not have warned me.”

“I suppose you are like him in that way. Both forces to be reckoned with, and not easily dissuaded from—”

Lindír growled. “Yes, indeed, a force to be reckoned with. A pillar of masculinity, my brother is, a strength which pounds in and out as waves against the shore.”

Another silence fell, interrupted only by the distant sound of cracking wood. Something within the castle was on the brink of collapse, creaking as the accumulated damage from all the fires edged closer and closer to the point of no return.

“Would you believe me if I were to tell you that I have not seen his bare face since that day on Stokvöllur field? He was my commander, Lindír.”

“Commander, yes,” Lindír hissed. “And soon your king. I imagine he will want heirs, assuming he hasn’t issued any already.”

That was the first thing which broke the shell of Razan’s stoicism. “Do not mock my intelligence! I am no more a slave to my passions than you. Do you think I have never regretted what I have done?”

“Yes, write a poem to your regrets, General of Hvalheim. Sing long and sweet of your misery, while your dulcet tones echo across the dungeon of my childhood and the ashes of Stokvöllur.”

Lindír advanced a step, his anger inflamed. Razan instantaneously drew an arrow from her quiver, placing it against the bowstring, but did not raise her weapon.

“It was a war! One could sooner hold back a sandstorm than restrain an army that has just won a siege, and yet still I had men executed for breaking the sanctity of the temples.”

Another step forward. “You were still at Ásgeir’s side, as you have been for the last seven years.”

“I could not abandon this kingdom,” Razan said. Her bow raised a degree. “I am bound to this kingdom.”

“And will you die for it? We have fought before, Razan, and I have only grown stronger since then.”

“As have I.” Razan gesticulated with her bow, which Lindír realized belatedly was not the same as the one she had carried when last they met. This one was pale and strangely constructed, its materials like nothing Lindír had ever seen. “A gift from Ásgeir.”

“A gift,” Lindír growled. “And yet you claim that you are no longer his.”

Lindír’s anger finally overflowed. With a trumpeting roar of anger, he rushed down the hillside on all six limbs, ready to tear the archer apart. But Razan’s reflexes were without equal, and before Lindír had taken two steps she had raised her bow to her shoulder, drawn, aimed, and let fly. The arrow went wide, deflecting off the top of Lindír’s skull, but it was not the last that Razan had to offer. Before the arrow even hit home, a whistle and a tap of her heel had sent her courser off at a gallop. Razan turned at the hips, the heave of its back having no effect on the steadiness of her aim, and with the perfected motion of a skilled soldier she drew another arrow. No archery Lindír had ever seen was as quick: it was as though the bow held no resistance at all, but merely followed the will of the archer.

It was the second arrow which reminded Lindír to be afraid. It struck painfully, knocking off one of the malformed scales at the very edge of the flaw at his chest. Razan knew his weak points, and at so close a range it was almost certain that she would eventually strike true. As her steed sprinted away, Lindír swerved to follow.

But the chase was a trap. At full strength, uninjured, racing over open ground, Lindír may have been able to catch up. But in his broken state, and being forced to weave around the various structures of the first ward, it was a fool’s errand. Razan stayed at a cautious distance, steering with her legs while she fired an arrow, then another, then another, then another. Arrows deflected off Lindír’s jaw and skull, one of them coming so close to striking his mouth that he tasted splinters.

Brain soon caught up to anger, and Lindír ducked to the side, seeking cover behind a low stone smithy. Another arrow shattered against the cobbles. He knew that he needed to catch Razan unawares, trip her up, outwit her. But Lindír’s brain was a fog of hatred and regret, and worse still, he remained half-deaf in the aftermath of the single mighty blow Ásgeir had struck. The thunder of hoofbeats appeared to come from every direction at once.

So swift was Razan upon her black courser, and so befuddled was her prey, that one warrior had transformed into an entire company, striking as might a pack of wolves. Lindír would hear her approach, spin about, feel the bite of an arrow across his face, and see only a black blur before she had vanished once more into cover. It was almost mocking the way Razan fought him, never charging home, only ever stinging at him with her fletched barbs before retreating once again. Lindír dashed from building to building and shelter to shelter in search of her, or else some spot where he could make ambush against her; but always his size proved the ultimate disadvantage. The sound of hoofbeats, distorted by exhaustion, became a mocking ovation.

Until the hoofbeats stopped. While Lindír rested himself against the side of a long warehouse, the first ward fell eerily silent. The silence roused Lindír’s attention. He raised his head cautiously, looked about, saw nothing. Razan would not have given up so easily, and Lindír had given her not a scratch, let alone an injury severe enough to end the fight.

Sight and sound were both rendered useless. But, suddenly, a familiar scent came to Lindír’s nostrils. He remembered, quite unwillingly, that evening in his dungeon, the first time he had ever been able to sit and talk to another speaking creature as an equal. He remembered the moment of truth, his desires rent asunder by the revelation of the true alliegances at play. All of these things were brought to the fore by the faintest of scents. The thin odor of Razan’s sweat was on the air. She was nearby; and if she was nearby yet could not be seen…

Lindír burst through the wall of the warehouse as though it were dry thatch, dashing through and over its sparse contents with the agility and fury of a charging bull. When he reached the far wall, his bulk alone exploding it into so many splinters, Razan’s courser was already running from where she had let it rest on the far side. But Lindír, for once, held the advantage of momentum, and the horse could not build speed quickly enough. His draconic instincts took over, and with all six limbs Lindír leapt forward, extending his neck in the manner of a striking asp. The courser’s legs were torn out from under it, bones shattered and tendons severed as it was sent toppling end over end. Razan was cast from its back.

But she did not fall. Her momentum hurled her forward as the animal, bellowing and screaming, fell out from under her, but her feet did not leave its back for a crucial moment. Using the dying beast as a stepping stone, Al-Khanjar leapt, propelling herself skyward and, with the same motion, imparting onto herself just enough of a rotation to turn about and face the dragon. Lindír’s eye flickered up to follow that impossible arc, and saw an arrow already nocked and aimed squarely back at it. Even in defeat, dismounted, Razan found victory. She let the arrow fly.

Everything crashed down at once, the horse spilling onto its side and shattering its own neck, Lindír falling onto his belly as a sharp pain radiated from his face, Razan landing in an awkward spinning tumble some several arms ahead of them. Lindír was too far gone even to scream. He could not shut his left eye, and each time he turned it he could feel the rough wood of the arrow’s shaft scraping against its inner surface.

It was Razan who rose first. Groaning with soreness she pulled herself together, standing up more like a marionette controlled by an unskilled puppeteer than a warrior. Her bow had never left her hand. She went to nock another arrow, but found her quiver empty; it was her final shot that had embedded itself in Lindír’s lacrimal gland. Instead she scrabbled over to the corpse of her steed, finding her last resort strapped to its side. It was a long spear.

“Get up, Lindír,” she said. “I know that you are not dead yet.”

Pain. Pain. Pain everywhere. How Lindír was not dead with a shaft sticking out from his eye socket, even he did not know.

“Come on!” Razan shouted with a sergeant’s harshness. “Will you not fight for your freedom?”

No matter how far you fly, how long you look, you will never find the freedom that you seek.

Lindír rocked, planting his wing-claws, pressing his back legs against the grass, and pushing until there was once again cold night air below his belly. The lance which Razan now held level in a middle guard was not Harthbrot, but neither was it like any lance which Lindír had ever known. It was a third again as long as its wielder was tall, with a haft of wood and a blade of steel, but the steel glowed blue with corona discharge.

Head low and limbs spread, Lindír circled, and before long Razan circled as well. This close, he could see her expression properly. Brow furrowed, eyes narrow, it was the focused expression of a warrior; and yet she could not help but keep a deep sadness from spilling into the cast of her lips.

Lindír tested her guard with a languid swipe of his wing. She easily met that swipe with her own, and despite the enormous mismatch between their strengths and sizes she knocked the blow off-balance. He tested her speed, too, dashing forward and to the right in an attempt to outpace her spear’s ability to track his position. In this, too, he failed; Razan drew the spear in, tossing its length down in her grip until she could whirl it about in the manner of a staff-fighter. She moved in wide arcs like a dance, commanding space out of proportion to her diminutive size.

It was a slow duel, fought between a dragon with barely the strength to stand and a human woman who could not afford a single error. They tested one another, the knightess leaping forward to rain down rapid stabs which Lindír would slither past, the dragon sweeping his tail in vast arcs which Razan would, inevitably, dance away from.

She fought so beautifully. Strength, speed, agility and skill in perfect concert. Lindír had fought humans before, hundreds of them, and never once had he seen a human whose mastery of the combat art was so complete. It would be a tragedy to rip out her heart; but he did not have any other choice. Three years ago she had done the same thing to him. And she would not grant him any mercy.

“I never told you how I ended up here, did I?” said Razan.

They circled each other, far enough apart that neither could close the distance quickly.

“When they took us from the desert, when they trained us, we were separated into groups, companies of two score each. The girls separate from the boys. Those companies were our families, from our first sparring matches to the chaos of the battlefield. No loyalties, no clans, we had nothing aside from each other, and our sultan.”

Razan was favoring one leg. It was subtle, hard to catch, but there was some injury or flaw in the mobility of her right one. That leg stayed as a pivot, while the left one did the moving. For a moment, Lindír wondered if this had always been the case, but he would have noticed it before. This was new.

“At least,” she went on, “that was the theory. Sometimes, we find other things to inspire us. A few of the girls threw themselves into religion, others mad political aspirations.”

Lindír tested his theory. He advanced on the right, circling all the while, and watched as Razan refused to shift her balance. The spear guarded her adequately, but it was a flawed guard as her right leg failed to keep up. Lindír snapped at her a few times, then fell back.

“She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. Lips like the ripest fruit, eyes like sparkling jewels, hips like the rolling hills of the northern shore. A princess, I think, some nobleman’s daughter. But ah, how she could speak her fantasies of a new world into being, how she could paint a picture of what she wanted to create. I was doomed to be obsessed from the moment I first laid eyes on her, I think.”

Much like when Lindír had first laid eyes upon Razan. The thought was a shard of glass digging into the roof of Lindír’s mouth; it infuriated him.

“Why are you telling me all of this?” Lindír growled. She needed to shut up and die, not remind him of why he had fallen for her in the first place.

Razan’s shoulders rolled without dropping her guard, an approximation of a shrug. “To give you better motivation to kill me? Because I am a lonely woman and you are the only being in the world who I know will listen? I do not know.”

She could not have been aware of the way her words stung Lindír’s heart. Was he truly the only one? His strength faltered, legs nearly buckling.

“I gave her my heart, and all she asked for in turn was a favor, here and there. That and my touch.”

Sensing weakness, Razan dropped the wistful, grief-stricken expression for a grimace, then charged. Lindír stumbled away, weaving around thrust after angry thrust of the long spear. His tail brushed up against a building. With nowhere to run, Lindír was forced to make use of what he knew. He ducked a spear-thrust aimed at his face, swiftly rushing low and to the left until he was within range to swipe one of his claws at Razan’s weak side.

Which meant it was Razan’s turn to fumble. She yanked the haft of the spear back, attempting to interpose it between herself and Lindír’s claws, but the weapon was too unwieldy. Moments before what would have been a bone-crushing impact, she found herself with no choice but to dive backwards, falling into an awkward roll. The spear left her hands. Had Lindír any will to push the advantage, he would have won there and then; a disarmed Razan still on one knee would have had no defense. But Lindír’s will to fight was fraying. The old sentimentalism, the hot wet pungent feeling of passion in his heart, was growing more quickly than he could hope to control it.

Razan grimaced down at her right leg, then looked up at Lindír with new understanding. She did not have to speak to acknowledge that she had been had.

“I thought nothing of it when she asked for the key to our camp. The sultan would be angry at my betrayal, but surely he would never know.” She rose to her feet, taking up her weapon once more. “I did not realize what I had done until her soldiers were slitting the throats of my company in their sleep.”

“So you are a traitor, then,” Lindír growled.

Razan nodded. “They call me Al-Khanjar. The dagger. I am best used by being buried in someone else’s back.”

The point of the spear dipped as Razan’s eyes suddenly grew shiny in the moonlight. She squeezed them shut for a moment, a moment during which Lindír could have killed her without a second thought.

“She still loved me, you know. She had her troops spare me, she offered to make me her right hand, while her hands were still soaked in the blood of my sisters. So I ran into the desert and never looked back.”

With a grim cry, a weak attempt to muster up her will in spite of the inevitability of her defeat, Razan charged. This time, Lindír acted on instinct. Without mercy or any regard for Razan as anything other than the instrument of fatality, he batted the spear aside, cutting his palm for his struggles, then went for the right leg. She tried to evade, but the wound betrayed her. Her leg refused to move, and she took the sweeping butt of his horns directly to her side. She flew, unable to catch herself, and fell to the ground in a crumpled mass of wheezing breath and free-flowing tears.

“They aren’t even soldiers, you know!” she sobbed. “I arrived in the North with an army of deserters, escaped slaves, and bandits! A band of cutthroats and traitors, just like me!”

Lindír stalked forward, snapping the haft of the spear as he stepped over it. She was wounded, possibly even dying. The smell of blood saturated the air, and freedom was so very close at hand. All he would have to do would be to tear through her armor, open up her chest, retrieve the final key, and this sad story would be over. He loomed over Razan’s fallen body, breath misting the air, and opened his jaws around her torso.

No matter how far you fly, how long you look, you will never find the freedom that you seek.

But Lindír did not bite down.

“Do it,” Razan hissed from within the dragon’s jaws. “Kill me.”

It would have been the logical thing to do. The obvious thing. Lindír already hated her for siding with Ásgeir, and buried inside of her chest was the last key that he needed to free himself from Dromi and make his escape. He could go back to Biorra, make amends, return to the happy life he had made with her, let go of revenge once and for all. All it would mean was that Razan would be dead. But as soon as Lindír’s thoughts turned to Biorra, revelation started spinning its warp and weft.

“End this!” Razan sobbed. “Kill me, come on, just do it!”

Why had it been such a betrayal when Lindír first learned of the dalliance between Razan and her brother? Why, when it all was said and done, had Lindír spent so many hours combing through the ruins of the Hvalheimer camp, desperately afraid that the next corpse she turned over would be Razan’s? Why was it that she had wanted Razan to come with her even when first she had escaped from the Red Citadel? Lindír had loved Biorra since the first time they met, but it had taken her many months to recognize that fact. The contours of Lindír’s heart became clear. Understanding bloomed.

“What are you waiting for, Lindír?”

Slowly, with growing certainty, Lindír fell back on her haunches. Dragons cannot cry; they lack the anatomy for tears. But with the arrow-wound slowly trickling blood from the inner corner of her eye socket, warm fluid flowing down her cheek in a steady trickle, Lindír felt that she was crying for the first time.

“There was a man I once knew,” Lindír said. “The only man who had ever loved me enough to call me ‘nephew’. Once, he told me that… that I cannot live my life along another’s principles.”

“Yes! Yes!” Razan grinned tightly. “Do not let yourself become your brother’s slave. Live for yourself!”

“That includes you, Razan,” Lindír said. “I will not satisfy your death wish.”

Razan’s expression fell. “What are you doing?”

“That man,” Lindír continued, falling onto her belly, “was the closest I have ever come to having a father. And then, through my own foolishness, my bravado, my headstrong desire for independence and glory, I drove him away. I brought upon the army of Hvalheim a death more brutal than any mind could conceive, and then I abandoned the city of Stokvöllur to its doom. For the sake of this revenge I have cast away the love of a beautiful dragoness; now for the sake of freedom, I will not cast away my love for a beautiful human.”

She felt as though she would shatter. Every muscle trembled, her vocal cords were primed to snap, her brain to burst from her skull. Lindír’s heart pounded against the warm golden metal of the chain embedded in her chest.

Razan shook her head in mute panic. “You cannot do this. Do not doom yourself for my sake. I am a warrior, a killer, a monster, I cannot love, it will never be worth it!”

Lindír rested her head upon her front claws, shutting one eye and half-shutting the other. “You do not decide that. I don’t want to keep killing any longer. It is done.”

Razan rose, stumbling and unsteady, breath heaving in her chest as her legs struggled to support her weight. She drew a knife from her belt, placed its tip against her chest; but it was no use. She would not live long enough to give Lindír the third key, and Lindír would not take it. Instead she threw the dagger aside and staggered, step by step, until she could fall once more to her knees against the side of Lindír’s head.

“You fool,” she mumbled. “What have you done?”

“Saved both of us,” the dragon rumbled. “Forgiven you. My love.”

Razan could speak no longer. She closed her eyes and let her body go slack, the dragon’s skull keeping her upright. In that half-woken state, by some instinct, she found herself stroking Lindír’s scalp. Her fingers, blunt and calloused, slowly brushed down the scales around his crown of horns, around his eyes, down to the back of his neck. Her slow, deep breaths whispered against the dragon’s ears.

Lindír said nothing. It felt good. Soft. Like what Biorra had given her, but made all the more tender by her countless bruises, and by the weakness and delicacy of a human frame compared to hers.

“Have you earned any names, since last we met?”

Lindír let the words turn and tumble in her brain. Eventually, she gained the strength to open one eye and glance up at the knightess’s face. “No, none at all.”

Razan fell silent for a long while. The castle was coming to life in the distance; feet tramped upon the ground, muffled shouts indicated an attempt being made to repair the fire damage. But out in the first court, silence and stillness yet ruled.

“Lindír Teeth’s-Mercy. How does that sound to you?”

“An interesting name,” said the dragon. Her wounds did not hurt quite so much, now. She had forgotten, for the shortest window, about everything but the slow movement of Razan’s hand on her head. Even as the distant gates opened with a rumbling of wood, she stayed still and breathed slow.

And then Dromi’s chain began to choke the life from her. One moment it was dead metal; the next it writhed and throbbed, shrinking around her throat with unbeatable force. In a panic, Lindír rolled away from Razan, thrashing and struggling. Her claws could do nothing against the unbreakable nisken alloy, even as she heaved, trying and failing to get even a single nail between the chain and her flesh.

“Rise, my brother!” said Ásgeir, his voice ringing out in triumph. “Rise, Lindír Heimirsson!”

He gave her a moment’s respite, the chain relaxing long enough for Lindír to catch her breath. There was still a great weight on Lindír’s shoulders, both the weight of Dromi and the weight of Ásgeir’s victory; and yet she bore it quietly. She had lost, yes, and before her lay an unknown future of tribulation and terror as her brother’s minion, but bravery suffused her. She had a new enemy, yes, but also a new ally. More than an ally.

Lindír stared squarely down at her brother, refusing to allow her pain and exhaustion to show. Ásgeir stood at the head of a phalanx of knights and courtiers, the survivors of Lindír’s rampage arrayed about him. His shining coat of mail had been replaced, and he held Harthbrot at his side as though it were a walking stick. Atop his head, decorating the massive red braid of his hair, was a golden crown. The grief of his mother’s death had been expunged, and he looked for all the world like the very image of a triumphant conqueror.

Razan, ever ready to improvise, rose onto one knee. “My lord.”

He looked to her. “I am glad to see that I made the right choice in trusting you. A fine match indeed, it must have been, for you to best my brother.”

Razan shook her head. “Hardly my greatest triumph. Indeed, I could not best him; we fought each other to our limits.”

Ásgeir nodded, motioning for one of his knights to help her to her feet. Then he turned back to Lindír, approached a few steps and, with a sage’s squint, said to her: “Do you remember when we were young and I told you I would make a good siege engine of you?”

“Yes,” was all Lindír said. She swallowed the acid anger which threatened to overwhelm her. What point would there be for her to spare Razan, only to then bash her head against the invulnerable brick of her brother? Though her eyes were angled at him, all of her attention was aimed out of the corner of her eye, at Razan. While the knightess was dusting herself off and thanking the man who helped her, her eyes turned upward. For just a moment, the briefest flicker of acknowledgement passed between the two of them.

Ásgeir turned, and his loyal court followed him. It was some seconds before he realized that Lindír was not following him. He looked back and with weariness in his voice began to say, “Come, Lindír.”

But he had not finished speaking her name before he had a moment of revelation, and his posture changed. Whirling around to face her, he thrust out his chest and spread his arms wide, as though in greeting.

“Come, Lindír the Chained! No… Come, Lindír Chained-Flame! Come, and we may discuss the fate of our kingdom. And oh how much there is to discuss!”
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There was little to be done about the burns, aside from smearing cooling salves across the charred skin and hoping for the best. Lindír’s wings were already beginning to heal, a crust of fresh skin appearing across the inner edge of the limb. Sore muscles and tired lungs could be assuaged only through rest. But there was little rest to be had; removing the arrow from the corner of her eye took all night.

A salt-witch, a true and skilled practitioner of the way of earth, could have had it done in an hour; but there were no such people in the Red Citadel that night. There was Ásgeir’s personal barber, who was trained as a surgeon, and there was one of the castle maids, who when plied with silver professed to having learned a smattering of salt magic from her mother. With knife and tongs they set to work, with feather and rod opening the wound in order to draw forth the arrow. The maid’s terrified chants, slurred-together words from half-remembered spells, had barely any effect. And yet, without magic, there would have been no chance at all of preserving the eye.

As it was, Lindír wept blood and vitreous humor, stilled her flesh against the onslaught of a pain like no other. If asked, she would not have been able to answer which was worse: the moments when her eye went dark and the threat of half-blindness reared its head, or the moments when she could see the sweat-slicked face of the barber pulling at the arrow’s shaft. But she had survived worse. It was not until the surgery’s end, when she was alone in the chamber with the scent of her own blood, that Lindír realized just how unmade she felt.

A knight called—not Razan, thank the ancestors—and told Lindír that she was expected in the Red Citadel’s library. The walk was long, slow, and achingly familiar.

Ásgeir awaited her there, alone. The library was a beautifully appointed chamber, though not as ostentatious as the throne room. A huge fireplace, almost large enough for Lindír to fit inside and self-immolate, made the room warm and bright, as did the pin-prick windows near to the roof and the abundance of carpets and tapestries. The central table showed signs of great use, with cups and plates and scraps of paper and pots of ink set off to the side of a collection of great maps. Ásgeir sat at that table, unmasked, in a chair carved from some reddish foreign wood, and contemplated something laid out flat upon a table.

He looked up as the doors shut. The dragon did not have an easy time of maneuvering through the room: the carpets were all too easy to tear, and the books lining every wall threatened to be knocked to the floor of she made the slightest misstep.

“You’ve fattened as you’ve grown older,” Ásgeir observed.

“As tends to happen when one is allowed to eat as one pleases, instead of being starved into a slow death.”

Ásgeir frowned. “A mistake, I remind you. It was father’s idea, not mine, though I am deeply sorry to have not resisted him.”

Lindír ponderously sat down. Her head bowed, weighed down by the chains around her throat, but she refused to lie prostrate. “What do you want from me, brother? You have already won.”

Ásgeir did not answer. He instead continued to gaze at his maps, flickers of emotion showing at the scales around his lips. Then he rose, crossing the room to one of the side tables, where lay a huge copper jug, a silver cup, and a tremendous bowl. He poured some of the jug’s contents, a rich violet fluid, into the cup, before upending the remainder into the bowl.

“Have you ever had wine, brother?”

“No.”

Ásgeir nodded. “It is made from fruit which does not grow here; this wine in particular is imported from the Heartwarden Isles. Try it.”

The bowl of wine was placed upon a table, and the table slid in front of Lindír. Ásgeir kept the cup for himself. Lindír lapped at the wine carefully. It reminded her of the bitterness of beer, but with a sweeter flavor and a stranger aftertaste. She drank more to slake thirst than for the pleasant qualities of it.

“All this violence has started us off on the wrong foot, I think.”

“Our mother tried to kill me,” said Lindír, voice bereft of feeling. “I killed her, and then you embedded the lock of an enchanted chain in my very breast. Now I am your bound thrall.”

“No, no you are not. True as it may be that I have taken… measures to ensure your loyalty, you are no thrall of mine. You are my brother, and moreover, my companion!”

“Companion?”

Ásgeir took a long sip from his cup. “Have you never read the Saga of Sigmund the Preserver?”

“I have not.”

“That explains it. You do not know what I am.” Ásgeir sighed “Sometimes, in the book of the world, there are men who distinguish themselves from other men. Men who, from the moment of their first appearance within the text, are marked out as being more than just another part of the endless flow of generations. For however many chapters fate decrees they are to appear, they define the book, not the other way around.”

Lindír made a doubtful rumble at the back of her throat. “And you are one of those men?”

“How could I not be?” said Ásgeir. “I was born to a barren mother, twin to a dragon, marked to forever hide my face.” He made a broad gesture across the maps laid out before him. “Then, Hvalheim was but a petty kingdom, ruling Kojur and a few paltry settlements clinging to the coast. Now our kingdom spans all of Gulliheim, a quarter of the ocean ports in the North ours to hold. And I have not been king yet for a full day!”

“Then what need have you of me?” said Lindír, suppressing a snarl. “Go off and change the world, and leave me out of it!”

Ásgeir smirked, taking another sip of wine. He even stopped to savor the flavor, showing his appreciation with a masculine grunt. “I cannot yet fly, for one thing,” he said. “And I am but one man. A great man, yes, but the greatest men are marked not only by their greatness, but by the greatness of the company they keep. Though it is true that Sigmund Cataclysm-Slayer did battle with the risen Under-Queen alone, he would never have made it so far without the aid of his oath-bound companions. Imagine: Ásgeir the Masked King, with his General Razan the Namarlander, his brother Lindír Chained-Flame, and gods only know who else.”

“And so you enslave me.”

Ásgeir gestured dismissively with his cup of wine. “You will come to thank me. Once I die, your name will be a part of my legend for all eternity.”

It was an odd feeling elicited in the dragon’s chest at that moment. Lindír had been used to being ignored, treated as scum, a monster, unworthy even of being alive. She stuck her snout into the bowl of wine and drank long and deep. It was tempting, this legendary fate of which Ásgeir spoke; except of course that it would involve him as protagonist, and feature Lindír as thrall, forever kept away from hoard and home.

“You said you would make a siege engine of me,” she said, leaning forward and dropping her voice.

Ásgeir had finished his cup and set it aside. “Indeed. There will be a great many sieges to come. As great as Hvalheim may be, we have a long way to go before it can be called an equal to the empires of the South.”

He leaned forward onto the table, Ásgeir’s gaze becoming distant, as though he were looking down onto the maps from an inconceivable height. “Hvalheim and Eskilia enter now the middlegame; all pieces are assembled, with the buffer Counties between our borders scrambling to ensure their own safety. Eskilia’s greatest piece lies here,” he gestured at a chain of islands extending into the southeast, “at Skallafell fortress. Long I have pondered how Skallafell might be taken, and our mother and father before me; for nearly all shipping into the Eskilian lowlands passes Skallafell, and without it, maintaining a supply train would be difficult, verging on impossible…”

Ásgeir went on, detailing his plots and plans, as though he were the lecturer and she the student. Lindír allowed his words to wash over her, already forgotten even as she sat there before him. Though bound to his fate and his plans, she would remain ignorant of them by force of will. A cold despondency settled heavy and tight around her chest as, in this small and useless way, she was forced to contemplate her fate. She had ended where she had begun, doomed to the fate which she thought she had escaped.

Except that she was not the hatchling she had been. She had fought, and won, and loved, and lost, and held freedom so close to her chest that she would never forget it. And she had Razan at her side, always and forever. That would have to be the source of her strength until she found a way out.

“All of your plans are well and good,” Lindír interrupted, “But I will require a few concessions if you are to earn my loyalty.”

Ásgeir froze, honestly shocked that Lindír dared interrupt. Slowly, that shock melted into curiosity. “And what exactly will you do if I do not? I was not under the impression that you have much of a choice, here.”

Lindír reared back her head and puffed out her chest, drawing upon all her courage. “I could throw myself into the river and drown. Wait until we are in the air with you on my back and refuse to pound my wings. Or simply eat all of the castle’s servants whenever you aren’t looking.”

“Suicide and inconvenience,” Ásgeir said. “Very well, brother. Make your demands.”

“Firstly, I will be fed properly. As much meat as I can swallow, or else I will begin supplementing my diet with servants.”

“Expensive, but worth the price,” Ásgeir said, leaning against the arm of his chair. “You have a deal.”

“Secondly, I will not allow myself to be restricted to my dungeon. If you don’t need me, then I’ll go where I wish.”

Ásgeir’s eyes narrowed, and his jaw swayed as he ground his teeth. “When the sun is in the sky, you may go wherever you wish. But if you are beyond the walls when the sun sets, I will hunt you down.”

Offensive to her sensibilities as a dragoness, certainly; but leagues better than the old arrangement. And as much as the thought of being given a curfew made Lindír wish to scream, she could just as well see the iron set in Ásgeir’s face. His patience was being tested.

“Agreed. Lastly… I am the prince of Hvalheim. Your brother. Which means, unless I have misconceived the structure of this kingdom, that I am second only to you in rank.”

Ásgeir raised an eyebrow. “I suppose you are.”

This was a lie, strictly speaking. Most of Lindír’s various cousins would outrank her by virtue of her sex; but Ásgeir did not know of her sex, and if she had any say in the matter, he never would.

“Then I demand to be treated as such. You may command me, brother, but none other. If you really do believe that I am your companion, your compatriot in the heroic legend of Ásgeir the Masked… Well, you’ll have to convince me.”

Ásgeir frowned very deeply, and Lindír became convinced that she had overplayed her hand. But slowly that frown changed, and his cheeks were split open by a wide and wolfish grin. “Very well!” he said, clapping together his broad hands. “We have an arrangement. I predict a long and interesting alliance.”

Lindír found an excuse to slip away soon after. Her strength was exhausted and she needed to find a place to sleep. The dungeon was thrice-over intolerable: firstly because of its history, secondly because she had doubled in size since her escape and would barely fit through the entrance, and thirdly because she still remembered the eerie girl who had stood before it the night before. Instead, she sought comfort. Which meant gold.

The castle treasury was a paltry thing compared to the wealth she had known on Solseyja. Only a handful of chests of gold and silver lay in wait for her when she crawled through the doorway, having nearly slithered her way through the passages above and into the castle basements. But gold was gold; the ache of hoardlessness needed to be banished. As soon as the tip of her tail was through the door, she nudged it shut with her snout, then curled around the treasure and fell asleep near-instantly. For how long she slept Lindír did not know; but when she was woken again by the sound of footsteps, it could not have been less than many hours.

Razan had changed into a simple yellow tunic and breeches. Her face and bared arms were a constellation of deep violets and pale greens, and she walked with an even more noticeable limp than she had during their duel. She shuffled across the room before lowering herself to the floor with a scattering of grimaces and an oath.

“I’m sorry,” was the first thing she said.

Lindír’s attention was immediately roused. “You are not the one who has to apologize to me.”

Razan shook her head. “Were it not for me, that thing would be off your chest, and you would be long gone from here. It is I who keeps you your brother’s thrall.”

Her hand, consciously or otherwise, went to her chest. There, revealed by the low collar of her tunic, was a huge and ugly scar. It looked fresh, still furiously red and swollen. Lindír did not wish to imagine what horror had been inflicted upon her to place the key within her body while preserving her life.

“You do not need to apologize for my refusal to take your life,” Lindír said. “I am here because of the love I hold for you.”

“An undeserved love,” Razan said. “You did not hesitate against the Castellan, or your mother.”

“Perhaps I should have,” said Lindír.

“They were bastards!” Razan said, chuckling. “And so am I.”

Lindír snorted. “Of all the bastards under this roof, I am the greatest. And at least for the time being, I am trying to avoid suicide.”

“Good,” said Razan. “Live.”

They fell silent for a while, enjoying each other’s company. Lindír had thought, when she’d retreated to the treasury, that she’d wanted to be alone; strangely, for that purpose, Razan did not count.

“In truth, I should be the one giving you apology,” Lindír said.

“For what?”

“Stokvöllur. I allowed my emotions to get the better of me. All that death, all that destruction, all because of my spurned heart.”

Razan shook her head. “We were on opposite sides of a battle. There was always going to be bloodshed.”

Lindír’s uninjured eye flicked up to Razan’s face. The grim smile she found there made her heart beat hard and fast, and heat rise in her belly. “You know as well as I do that that was not the reason I fought.”

“Then I suppose that that makes us even. How is your eye?”

Lindír shut her unwounded eye and, shifting her neck around, tried to look at Razan. She could see a blur in the shape and color of the knightess, but no more. “Not blind, at least. Not able to see, either.”

“Consider that my revenge, then. For all that you did at Stokvöllur, and for not killing me last night. Revenge taken, and the ledger balanced.”

“Hardly balanced,” said Lindír. “I betrayed the city and left it to its doom at your hands and my brother’s.”

“Then we must find your freedom once again,” said Razan. “You must make reparations to those you’ve wounded, and you can’t do it as Ásgeir’s thrall.”

“But how? Before I was merely sealed by bonds of steel, and even then it was a great endeavor to allow me to escape. Now I am held here by nisken spell-work. I am not a mage, and I doubt you are either; how can I hope to escape an imprisonment whose nature I do not even understand?”

“I do not know,” Razan said quietly.

“It is hopeless,” Lindír said. “Completely hopeless.”

“Nothing is hopeless, God willing. But I swear that I will help you however I can, in whatever time I have left. I am the one who trapped you again, no matter how unwillingly, and I shall be the one to set you free.”

A phrase sent a shudder down Lindír’s spine. She lurched upright, planting her front claws. “Razan. How old are you?”

“Thirty,” she said.

“Then why did you speak as though you did not have long to live?”

Razan realized her error. Her expression fell, eyes showing a great sadness while her mouth hardened and became resolute. “Let me show you a secret,” she said.

With that, she took off her right boot and rolled up the right leg of her breeches. At first the dragon thought that she was walking on a prosthetic of pale wood, albeit one whose working was so fine as to include even the veins of her instep. But the knee could bend organically in a way no crafted limb could. And when Razan’s leg was bared to the mid-thigh, the interface between flesh and wood was exposed. Veins of grainy timber flowed through the skin like lines of spilled ink, surrounded by swathes of bruise the same color as the foreign drink with which Ásgeir had tried to ply Lindír earlier that day.

Razan gazed into Lindír’s eyes, and when she could bear look at the injury no longer, their gazes met. Shiny tears sparkled in the knightess’s eyes. “You didn’t really believe I got away from the Good Neighbors unscathed, did you?”

A shrill whine of utter torment slipped from Lindír’s throat. “What have I done? Oh Razan, I am sorry, I am sorry, I’ve killed you, you should despise—”

“Hush,” Razan said, extending a placating hand. “It has been three years, and has only spread this far. I have time left. Besides, soldiers don’t grow old. Consider your eye recompense.”

Lindír shut her mouth, but the heaving panic took more than a moment to leave. Razan was dying, a slow and awful curse-death at that, and it was Lindír’s fault. The human who had saved Lindír’s life twice over, and this was how she had been repaid? A life cut short by foul magic. As she struggled for breath, as she fought against the rising tide of grief, Razan spoke once again.

“After I betrayed my company, after I found myself commanding bandits and murderers, I thought that I would never do anything good ever again. But then I found you. Locked up, alone, without a friend in the world. I saw this young man and I—”

“Woman,” Lindír blurted out, unsure even as she spoke what had driven her to do so.

“What?”

“I am a woman,” Lindír said. “My parents never bothered to learn the difference between the male and female of my species.”

Razan paused, open-mouthed. For a brief instant, her eyes flicked to the side, glancing down to where Lindír’s hind legs met her tail. “Hm. I suppose I did not know the difference either.”

“I have short horns,” Lindír said. “And no stripes or spots on my scales. Those are the easiest tells.”

Razan nodded. For a moment, she hesitated to continue, and a faint veil of embarrassment fell over her face. “Regardless, from the moment I saw you, I knew that I had to save you. I could not have lived with myself if I did not. You reminded me that I am still capable of helping, of doing good. And now here we are again.”

“Even back then, you thought I was worth it?”

“Even back then,” Razan said. “So know that I will help you, no matter how much you have hurt me. If being a bastard disqualified us from life, then I might as well cast myself into the river.”

Lindír noted that Razan had said nothing of love, or of the love which Lindír had repeatedly confessed towards her. She was avoiding the topic. And so Lindír avoided the topic too. The grief which Lindír felt slowly abated Razan left not long after; they tried to talk, but the air was thick with the miasma of shed emotions and no words could be exchanged. Even with Razan gone, Lindír did not fall back asleep. Instead, as she rested, the gouge which her grief and pain had left behind began to fill once more.

The deepest parts filled with love. Love for the human who had nearly beaten her, love for the one who had shown pity to a trapped girl, love for the one who stayed at her side even now. It was a damaged love, covered over with rust and rot, shot through with veins of pain and sharp to the touch, but nonetheless it was love. It lay next to her love, dormant now, for Biorra; the two loves made an odd couple, one fresh on her mind and the other barely within her power to acknowledge. More shallow in that great psychic wound, nearer to the surface and to Lindír’s awareness, was a stalwart resolve. She would find her freedom, yes, and Razan would help her. But that selflessness would not go unrewarded. Lindír was a dragon: her kind had ruled the world when the world was young, and commanded forces that humans could only grasp at in envy. She would find a way to save Razan’s life, to break the curse of the Good Neighbors. What purpose was there in being a dragon if she wasn’t?

And so, the dragon prince of Hvalheim curled up in the treasure chamber below the Red Citadel, a magic chain embedded in her flesh, with but one ally in the world and her brother’s visions of grand myth dragging her forward. Here ends the story of Lindír Guthrúndottir, how he earned his freedom and gambled it away. A tragic tale indeed.

Of course, there is another story here. It is not the story of the wandering Lindír Guthrúndottir, but of the Chained Flame: a warrior, a weapon, a thrall, a sneak. That story is a story of draugr-daughters and hellira-queens, of men and dragons alike whose aspirations place them on the razor’s edge of the divine. It is a story of oaths broken and oaths kept, of a girl who is the ghost of all that was not meant to be, of the young going to war while the wise watch on, the story of a whip that strips away at the skin. But it is not this story.



















The End







  That Night



Lindír stirred to wakefulness. The treasury chamber was utterly dark, not even the moon daring to shine through the window into that subterranean space, and the castle above was as silent as death. The treasury chamber should have been placid, still, and undisturbed, and yet the very air was disturbed, cold and musty with the scent of unpleasant danger.

Someone had gotten in. Over Lindír’s shoulder the grand double-doors to the treasury-chamber still stood locked and barred, and there were no footprints in the dust to indicate her arrival. The girl, age impossible to read due to her diminutive frame, grinned and grinned, playing with a coil of bright-red hair in her hand, the frayed edge of her phantom-light white dress swaying back and forth as she turned her hips playfully from side to side.

“You,” Lindír hissed. “You were watching me attempt my escape. Mocking me.”

“Well, it was quite a stupid sight to behold. All thrashing about, flame spewing from every hole, fighting shadows, you big brute.”

Lindír lunged forward, closing his jaws around the girl. They closed on air.

“Oooooh, are you angry?” Came the same voice, now from behind Lindír’s wing. “Are you passing wroth, mighty dragoness, are you going to devour me and wreak havoc upon all the land?”

Lindír bent backward, twisting around himself in a frenzy to catch the girl and tear her apart. Again, his jaws closed on nothing, his claws catching dust and flies; in his frenzy, he slipped and stumbled.

The girl was standing in front of him again, and stuck out her tongue rudely. “Express your anger quickly now, before your horrible bastard brother starts tugging on your lead.”

Lindír bit back anger, aware now that he was being played. “Who are you?”

He gave the girl a better look-over. She looked for all the world like a dying prisoner or a war refugee: the white dress which she wore was of visibly fine material but had gone to seed, the lace dirty and torn, the golden threads frayed and missing. Every exposed element of skin hugged tight to the bone underneath.

“Come visit me in the dungeon,” said the girl.

“Which dungeon?” asked Lindír

“You know which dungeon, beastie. Maybe if you show up there I’ll tell you everything. In fact, I promise I’ll tell you everything.”

“Is that an oath?”

“No,” said the girl at once. “No god would watch over an oath I swore, and that’s a fact. But I’ve been waiting so very, very long to meet you, Lindír Chained-Flame… How could I not be at least a little bit honest?”

Lindír got his limbs underneath him again, rolling his neck and shoulders. Dromi’s weight and binding presence made sleep oddly uncomfortable.

“Might I at least know your name? Or some other title by which I may call you, if not your proper name.”

“I have no name. But you may think of me as the Red Citadel’s draugr, if you so wish.” She looked at Lindír coquettishly, lashes fluttering as she placed one thumb betwixt her teeth. “Farewell… for now.”
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