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Chapter 1
* * * *
When Astrid was eight years old, she was given to a child seller. Astrid was anxious but terrified at the same time, having no idea what the future would bring.
Astrid knew she was a monster, and she didn't know what the world outside her isolated home would do to monsters. But she knew for certain that her home was a bad place, and she would risk anything to find someplace better.
After the child seller took her away from the bad place, they traveled alone for several days, the child seller riding his fine, white horse, and Astrid huddled in the cart drawn by the dark horse on its leading rein.
The dirt roads they traveled were wide but rough from the ruts left by heavy carts and rain storms. When the roads ended, they continued for days through open fields, until they discovered a road into the forest, where the tall trees wove into a canopy overhead. The air was cool and sweet. All of it, from the open fields to the canopy forest, was unlike anything Astrid had ever seen before.
She'd never imagined the world could be so vast.
She knew plenty about the world. Most people worked on farms. There were native people who inherited their farms. There were landed men, clever foreigners who worked hard to buy up their own farm land. Some farms needed many people to work them, and those people built their own houses, clustered into a town of people who tended crops or animals. Some earned their keep as thatchers or butchers or blacksmiths.
And there were merchants, like the child seller. He claimed he traveled to many lands, where he'd seen men bloodied from battle, fighting to take land by force instead of working to earn enough riches to buy it. Merchants and landed men exchanged news of foreign places across the sea, and it was no coincidence that most farms and towns ringed themselves inside a barricade of trenches these days.
One night the child seller gave her an old, tattered blanket to keep warm. Astrid kept it wrapped around her, day and night.
Not for warmth. For protection.
Although she knew a lot about the world, she'd never been out in it, not like this. Not among strangers.
People would stare if they saw what she looked like. They'd cast her out to the wolves. Or display her in public to scare the other children into good behavior. Astrid didn't like being a monster, and she didn't want to scare anyone.
But if she kept the blanket wrapped around her tightly, she could hide from all the people. If they couldn't see her, they couldn't hate her or use her or be afraid of her.
By keeping herself inside the blanket, Astrid found she could also keep everyone out.
Everyone, that is, until the child seller bought Mauri.
Now, as the three of them traveled through the forest toward the town of Guell, Astrid peeked through the tiny space she left open in the blanket to see and breathe, and saw Mauri smiling at her across the cart.
Mauri was a few years older than Astrid. Her hair was long and blonde and was likely to be quite pretty if she ever owned a comb. Mauri had fair skin and freckles splattered across her nose and cheeks as if she'd been in a mud fight. When she smiled, her face scrunched up and looked like a ball of dough being punched before it was baked into bread. “I see you,” Mauri said teasingly.
Astrid froze in terror.
Mauri's smile softened. When her face relaxed, she looked kind. “You have pretty eyes,” Mauri said.
Astrid squinted with suspicion.
"I'm scared,” Mauri said, still smiling.
Mauri didn't look scared. She didn't sound scared.
"When I get scared,” Mauri said, “I feel better when somebody holds my hand.” She held out her hand to Astrid. “Would you hold my hand?"
Astrid stared. It was a beautiful hand. Graceful and tapered. Long fingers. Strong and sure.
But if Astrid held Mauri's hand, then Mauri would see what Astrid looked like. Mauri would see the secret Astrid was desperate to keep hidden under her blanket. If Mauri saw, she would be repulsed. She wouldn't want to be in the same cart with Astrid.
Astrid couldn't let Mauri see the truth. The child seller already knew, and no one else ever could.
The gods only knew what the child seller was going to do with Astrid, but anything was better than the bad place.
It had to be.
Astrid was terrified of everyone and everything, but at the same time she felt strangely fearless. It was as if her head knew it was impossible to survive in the world, but her heart begged to differ.
Astrid recognized she'd somehow stumbled onto a chance to make a new life for herself, and she was determined to learn a trade. If you knew how to work and be useful, your life would belong to no one but you. And once Astrid could lay claim to her own life, she would regain what she'd lost and learned to prize most—her freedom.
"Please,” Mauri said. “If we stick together, we'll be fine. Everything will be fine."
Keeping the blanket between them, Astrid wrapped her hand around Mauri's. The blanket was scratchy against Astrid's fingers, but she felt the strength of Mauri's grip beneath it.
"Thank you,” Mauri said. She grinned, and her face looked like a punched ball of dough again. “I feel better now."
"Whoa!” The child seller pulled his horse's reins back.
Astrid and Mauri turned to look at him, still holding hands through the blanket.
As the black horse pulled their cart forward, the child seller leaned over to grab its leading rein. Both horses whinnied and snorted in protest. Astrid and Mauri braced themselves as the cart came to a stop.
Just ahead, a boy sat on a large branch hanging low in the canopy, only 15 feet above the road. His legs dangled comfortably, as if he hadn't a care in the world. He looked to be as old as Mauri, maybe older. His dark curly hair was cropped close to his head, and his face was long and lean, like his body, which seemed to be mostly arms and legs from the way he was sitting. His shirt and trousers were stitched-together patches of browns and greens, making him blend in with the woods. His boots were brown calfskin, and a sheathed sword hung at his waist.
Astrid gazed at him. He was the most beautiful boy she'd ever seen.
"Who are you?” The boy's legs swung freely in the breeze.
"Who asks?” The child seller held each set of reins steady.
The child seller had warned Astrid that the journey could be dangerous. He'd told her about the bandits and thieves, who'd be just as happy to kill for pleasure as for profit. Astrid knew about the small throwing knives the child seller kept in the pouch inside his shirt. Sometimes he practiced throwing them at trees.
In the quickest moment, the boy somersaulted forward off the branch and landed neatly on the balls of his feet. Mustering his strength, the boy withdrew his sword. But the sword was so heavy, it flipped over in his hands and plunged, point first, into the dirt road.
The child seller relaxed with an amused smile.
The boy rested his elbow on top of his sword's pommel, acting as if he'd intended to stand his sword upright in the dirt all along. “DiStephan the dragonslayer at your service."
Astrid gasped. She'd heard of dragonslayers but had never seen one.
As the child seller laughed, Mauri called out boldly, “You? A dragonslayer?"
DiStephan took a casual grip on the hilt and tried to pull his sword from the ground. It didn't budge.
The child seller wiped tears of laughter from his eyes. “Just how many dragons have you slain?"
DiStephan gripped the hilt with both hands and tugged with all his might. The sword stood steadfast. “I've assisted many times.” He bent his knees and put his back into it, straining to uproot his weapon. “There's much more to dragon slaying than, well, actually slaying the dragon. No one ever appreciates how much work's involved. There's the tracking and the hunting and the cornering and the posturing—and watching Father's back while he's killing the thing, that's important—and draining the blood and..."
The sword flew free from the dirt. Its momentum flung DiStephan onto the ground, and the sword's pommel thwacked him solidly in the head, hard enough to knock any grown man unconscious.
"Whoa,” DiStephan said, sitting up woozily. He took a few deep breaths, looking nauseated. He shook it off. He bounced back to his feet, using his sword to steady himself.
"Are you quite all right?” Mauri called out.
DiStephan nodded. He crouched like a threatened animal readying itself for the fight. “It's the dragon's blood. Makes me strong."
The child seller dismounted, keeping the boy in his sights. “Dragon's blood?"
"I drink it,” DiStephan said. “Every dragonslayer does."
The child seller dropped the reins to each horse and approached DiStephan. “I see,” the child seller said, clearly discounting the boy's words. “Do you know the town of Guell?"
DiStephan stood straight and grinned. “Should hope so! That's my home."
Astrid's heart beat faster. Guell was where the child seller hoped to unload both girls.
"How much further, then?"
DiStephan leaned on his sword as if it were a walking stick. “Half a day away, but you'll never make it by nightfall. You don't want to be on your own at night. Too many dragons. But you're welcome to make camp with us."
The child seller frowned. “Us?"
"You'd be well advised to heed my son's offer,” said a man's deep voice, resonant as a drum.
The child seller's right hand drifted toward his shirt, where he could access his throwing knives in a heartbeat.
Astrid clung to Mauri's hand. She followed Mauri's gaze in all directions but saw no one.
A man stepped away from the trunk of DiStephan's tree. He looked average, with salt-and-pepper hair and a thick waist. His clothes were made from stitched patches of brown cloth, and his face and hands were painted to match his clothes.
Astrid realized DiStephan's father had been standing in front of the tree trunk all this time, standing perfectly still and blending into it.
None of them had suspected he was there.
"Be our guests,” DiStephan's father said. “There's no safer place than a dragonslayer's camp."
DiStephan and his father led them to a camp on the nearby seacoast, a strip of beach sheltered by sheer cliffs. That night the girls slept huddled together in the cart. When a twig snapped, Astrid sat up; afraid they'd been found by a dragon.
But it was just DiStephan. He was on the beach, arms stretched out as if embracing the night sky, head thrown back, and spinning slowly in circles.
Astrid followed his gaze up to the sky, filled with millions of bright, sparkling stars and a crescent moon.
Mauri sat up next to her, half asleep. “What's he doing?"
Astrid shook her head, baffled by the sight.
They started at the sound of the dragonslayer's voice, as he walked past. “This is part of who DiStephan is,” he said. “This makes him feel at one with the stars, at one with everything that exists. This is how he knows who he is and how he belongs in the world."
Astrid felt wistful as she watched DiStephan spin slowly under the stars.
She couldn't imagine feeling that way.
Watching DiStephan embrace the stars, Astrid overheard the child seller talking to DiStephan's father.
"I'm not in business to lose money,” the child seller said. “I got her for nothing because of that hideous face—I nearly gag every time I see her. I'm lucky I had a blanket to give her and she has the good sense to keep herself covered with it."
DiStephan's father said something in return, but his voice was too soft to hear. Astrid sat still, too ashamed to let them know she could hear them.
"I had no luck selling her in the last three towns,” the child seller said. “She costs me the food I give her every day. If no one in the next town takes her, I'll cut her throat and cut my losses."
As she watched DiStephan spin slowly under the stars, Astrid put her trembling hand to her neck.
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Chapter 2
* * * *
Just like every morning since the child seller had given it to her, Astrid woke up clutching the blanket around her body, stiff from sleeping on the wooden slats of the cart.
Today the child seller would take Astrid and Mauri to Guell, where he hoped to make a profit from selling them.
Otherwise, he'd slit Astrid's throat by the end of the day.
Astrid didn't like her chances.
She sat up and scanned the camp.
DiStephan tended a small fire, while his father appeared to be explaining directions to the child seller.
Mauri was still asleep next to Astrid in the cart. No one was looking.
It was a perfect opportunity to run away. Astrid was afraid of dragons and bandits and thieves, but right now she was more afraid of the child seller.
Astrid slipped over the back of the cart, watching the camp closely as she took slow, determined steps toward the stretch of beach. As soon as she felt the softness of sand beneath her feet, Astrid turned and ran until the tall, rocky cliffs blocked her view of the camp.
She kept the blanket wrapped around her like a cloak, even though no one could see her.
She took a deep breath, and cool salty air washed into her lungs. Looking up at the cry of seabirds, Astrid saw a nest high in the rocks above. The sky was bright and clear, and the sun warmed her skin through the blanket.
Astrid stepped through giant green noodles of seaweed, clumps of spiky black sea grass, and broken shells. Up ahead, the beach narrowed, and waves boomed as they crashed against the cliffs. Astrid squatted behind a boulder and relieved herself.
Moments later, she adjusted her clothes and waded knee-deep into the ocean. She caught her breath at the cold water, her feet already numb.
With barely a splash, a sword pierced the ocean and sand, inches from her feet. The sword quivered, the metal shimmering in the sharp sunlight.
"What do you think you are? A pigeon that can fly wherever it wants?"
Astrid clamped her mouth shut as she turned to see the boy, DiStephan, standing behind her on the beach. He shook his head in disgust, removing his boots and rolling up his trousers.
He stomped into the water toward her.
Astrid tried to run, but the blanket held her back. Astrid turned and tugged, but DiStephan's sword had pierced a floating corner of her blanket, nailing it to the sand.
Astrid's heart pounded. She felt trapped. As DiStephan splashed toward her, his angry eyes scared her. She wanted to run away, but she couldn't pull the blanket free. She couldn't go anywhere without the blanket to protect her.
"Don't you understand, Pigeon? Don't you know where you are?"
DiStephan shook her by the shoulders. He pointed across the sea to the largest cliff. An enormous outcrop reached diagonally toward the sun.
"Do you see it, Pigeon? Can you see the dragon?"
Astrid looked. All she saw was ocean and sky and cliffs.
DiStephan spun her to face the outcrop, standing behind her, holding her steady. “They say it was a dragon. Came here to hibernate, and then laid its eggs come spring. But a dragonslayer slipped inside its nest at night. Chained its leg while it was sleeping. Chained it right into the ground. When the dragon woke up and saw what happened, it tried to jump into the ocean to escape, but the chain was deep enough in the ground to hold it. Scared the dragon so much, it turned right into stone."
He traced the shape of the outcrop in the air with his finger. “Here's its snout...the bridge of its nose...the crest of its eyes...its ears, its neck."
Astrid followed his finger. She could see it! The outcrop looked like a huge snake with bowed legs and a fat belly scraping the ground, stuck in mid-step.
DiStephan continued. “And there's where its haunches are trapped in the rock. That's where it's chained."
"I don't believe you,” Astrid said quietly. “Dragons fly. Dragons are brave. Nothing could make them scared enough to turn into stone."
DiStephan turned to face her. “Pigeon speaks at last."
Astrid felt the blanket twist, still nailed to the sand by his sword. She clung to the edges, keeping it tightly wrapped around her.
"Dragons don't fly because they've got no wings,” DiStephan said. “The littlest ones climb up into trees so they don't get eaten by their own kind. I've seen fledglings jump from trees. Jumping isn't the same as flying. People exaggerate what they see, that's all."
DiStephan looked into her eyes, the only part of Astrid not covered in blanket. “Maybe the story about Dragon's Head is true. Maybe it isn't. But this is what I know for sure: dragons leave their scent, everywhere they go. They leave a trail that other dragons follow. Dragon's Head—” DiStephan pointed at the outcrop. “That's where they come. Dragons like it there."
A sudden cry overhead made Astrid shudder. She looked up.
It was only a seabird zooming toward its rock nest.
"So don't go running off by yourself.” DiStephan let go of her. “Don't be stupid."
DiStephan reached for his sword, gripping the hilt firmly.
As he twisted the blade loose from the sand below, Astrid felt the blanket tug. “No!"
She protested too late.
And it all happened so fast.
As DiStephan pulled the sword free of the sand and the ocean, he accidentally pulled the blanket from Astrid's grasp.
She cried out, trying to hold on, but its edges slipped from her fingertips.
Startled, not expecting her blanket to come with his sword, DiStephan managed to catch it in his arms.
When he turned to face Astrid, he nearly dropped the blanket and his sword in the water. Astrid watched his face pale as DiStephan stared at her in shock.
The silence between them seemed to last forever.
It was always the same, anytime anyone saw her.
The disbelief in his eyes, because it would take awhile for him to understand what it was that he was seeing. The horror in his eyes that came from understanding. And fear, there was always fear.
Astrid knew she was a monster.
She'd learned not to mind the disbelief or the horror. Nobody could ever really understand, not unless they'd been through what had made her this way. She didn't mind being the only one. She didn't mind being alone.
But every time it made anyone feel afraid, Astrid wanted to cry. Just because she was a monster, it didn't mean she wanted to hurt anyone.
She didn't want anyone to be hurt by anything, ever. She wanted everybody and every living thing to feel safe. To be safe.
"Pigeon...” DiStephan said, his voice soft with horror.
Astrid saw he wasn't afraid. He stared at her openly, and she didn't mind so much because he wasn't afraid.
Maybe he wasn't afraid because he was a dragonslayer. She'd heard dragonslayers were fearless, but she'd never imagined anyone could have this kind of courage.
He took a small step toward her, examining her face, and every square inch of skin that wasn't covered by her clothes. He looked curious now, trying to puzzle it out.
"You're covered in scars,” DiStephan said. “Are there scars everywhere? Under your clothes?"
Astrid nodded.
DiStephan leaned forward for a closer look. “Those look like dragon bites. It looks like a dragon chewed you up and spit you out."
He knows, Astrid thought. Because he's a dragonslayer, he knows.
DiStephan gazed steadily into her eyes. “How can you still be alive?"
Astrid reached for her blanket and took it from him. “I don't know,” she said. Astrid covered herself again with the blanket, half-soaked and heavy with saltwater.
DiStephan peered at her, trying to glimpse her skin beneath the blanket.
Astrid spoke sharply, feeling strangely free because he'd seen her and hadn't run away screaming like she'd expected. “Don't be rude."
DiStephan recoiled as if she'd slapped him. At first his eyes narrowed as if he might cry, but then his face hardened into hurt. “Don't forget who you're speaking to! I came out here to save your skin. This is the thanks I get?” He turned his back on her and splashed his way back to dry sand.
Astrid followed him until DiStephan turned expectantly, facing her. He took a cocky stance, folding his arms across his chest as he watched her.
She hated his arrogance. Astrid stopped cold, now ankle-deep in the tide. Instead of following DiStephan onto dry sand, she stood her ground.
DiStephan shouted over the roar of the tide crashing on the beach to make himself heard. “Your father will be glad I protected you. When I tell him, I'll bet he gives me a reward."
The half-soaked blanket felt heavier as Astrid held it high above the incoming waves. It was beginning to smell like a dead goat. “I have no father."
DiStephan looked at her with raised eyebrows. “Then who's the man you're with?"
"A merchant."
Astrid looked down. The undertow was getting stronger. If she didn't watch herself, it could pull her out to sea.
Besides, it gave her an excuse not to look at DiStephan. She didn't want to see his thoughts reflected on his face.
"And you're the merchandise?” DiStephan's tone was inquisitive, not critical. “You and that other girl? And he wants to sell you in Guell?"
Keeping her gaze on the water, Astrid nodded.
"He's going to kill me if no one buys me today,” Astrid said.
DiStephan started at her bluntness. “Why, when he can sell you?"
"He thinks no one will have me, and he'd rather cut my throat than buy food for me. I heard him tell your father."
"Courage, Pigeon,” DiStephan said. “I know someone who will have you. Come along and I'll make sure no one has reason to cut your throat."
Astrid looked up when the air sang.
It was DiStephan's sword, singing as he pulled it from the scabbard. It sliced through the air as he expertly tossed it high, watched it flip and spin, catching the sunlight on its polished blade. DiStephan caught it one-handed, only to toss it higher, all the time walking down the beach.
Astrid sloshed through the tide to keep up with him. She watched in surprise as DiStephan handled his sword with precision, the blade spinning and twisting so fast that it blurred when Astrid tried to follow its path.
It was the same sword DiStephan had handled clumsily yesterday afternoon, when they first met.
As if reading her mind, DiStephan laughed. He tossed the sword higher in the air and turned to face Astrid. “A dragonslayer never trusts strangers.” DiStephan tucked his left hand behind his back, neatly catching the sword as it slipped down his spine from high above.
Ah. So he'd been pretending to be clumsy because that would lull the child seller into a false sense of security.
Astrid watched DiStephan smile with confidence as she realized what she'd just seen. If his calculations had been off by so much as a hair, he'd be unconscious. Or dead. “How did you know we were coming?"
DiStephan whisked the sword out to his side, extending his arms, gesturing to the entire ocean. “You were as loud as cattle. We heard you thrashing about on the road long before you arrived. You could've been brigands, for all we knew."
"Brigands?"
"Bandits. Thieves. Whatever you want to call them. Thanks to Dragon's Head Point, they're too scared to come to Guell, but there's plenty of them on the roads these days. Good thing you weren't brigands. Good thing your man's smart enough not to cross a dragonslayer."
As they walked back into camp, they found Mauri, the child seller, and DiStephan's father eating by the fire.
The child seller frowned when he saw Astrid. “Girl! What have you gone and done to yourself!"
Astrid froze, steps away from him.
The child seller's voice softened as he walked toward her. “How'd you get so drenched? Fall into the ocean?” He examined the blanket but made no attempt to take it from her. “How can I find you work if you catch cold like a drowned rat?"
DiStephan picked up a blanket from where he'd slept the night before. “She can have this one. It's dry.” He draped it over Astrid, over her sea-soaked blanket. DiStephan whispered to her, “Let go."
His words scared her at first. She clung to the child seller's blanket. It was the only thing anyone had ever given to her that meant something. Even if it did smell like a dead goat.
But then she felt it slip from her fingers. They found DiStephan's blanket instead. It was gray and soft and smelled like new-mown hay.
DiStephan became as serious as the child seller, removing an intricate silver brooch from where it held his shirt together.
The silver brooch was as big as the palm of Astrid's hand and made up of several strands of silver woven together, forming two snakes encircling a dragon, long and serpentine.
It was the most beautiful piece of jewelry she'd ever seen.
DiStephan used it to pin the edges of his blanket together at her throat. “There,” he said. “Now the wind can't blow your blanket into the ocean anymore."
He was protecting her! He wasn't going to tell the child seller she'd run away.
The child seller sighed in exasperation. “What were you doing by the ocean, Girl?"
Before Astrid could answer, DiStephan turned to the child seller. “Everyone in Guell knows us. If anyone gives you trouble, show them her brooch and tell them I gave it to her. And remember this: the richest men in Guell are the thatcher and the blacksmith."
"Of course,” the child seller said. “Just like every other town."
DiStephan spoke off-handedly as he joined the others by the fire. “The blacksmith made that for me. My brooch. Hers, now."
"A blacksmith?” the child seller said. “Have you no jeweler?"
DiStephan's voice quieted. “It's a special brooch. Special circumstances.” His manner shifted back to cheerful. “Of course, we've got a jeweler! He makes the finest amber beads you're ever likely to see!"
DiStephan's father added, “If no one else will have her, go to Blacksmith Temple. His wife died in childbirth, and his daughter was killed by a dragon last year. She was this girl's size. She was the fire in Temple's heart. He gave the brooch to my son for killing the dragon that killed her."
Within the hour, the child seller, Mauri, and Astrid had packed and were ready to continue to Guell.
The child seller rode ahead, holding the leading rein to the cart. Astrid turned to look back.
The dragonslayers—DiStephan and his father—stood in the middle of the road, watching them leave.
Astrid saw DiStephan shake his head in response to something his father said, but the cart was too noisy and already too far away for Astrid to hear the conversation.
His father stepped away from the road and vanished into the woods.
DiStephan stood still, watching the cart.
Now that Astrid had come out into the world, she could see it was a big, dangerous place.
Dragons were bad enough, but the one thing Astrid believed was people were far more dangerous than dragons, and now she had to worry about brigands and bandits and thieves in addition to all the other people in the world.
But that didn't seem quite right, somehow. Astrid had been cautious of Mauri because she was a big girl, but then Mauri held Astrid's hand. Even though Mauri was the one who said she was scared, Astrid realized she'd felt a lot better holding onto Mauri's hand through the blanket.
She watched DiStephan, standing in the middle of the road, growing farther away with every moment. He was a boy who dangled from trees and tossed his sword in the air and had the courage to face dragons. He was someone who didn't run away in terror when he saw what Astrid really was.
When DiStephan looked at her, she didn't feel like a monster.
She felt like a girl.
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap5]
Chapter 3
* * * *
Astrid stared intently at her feet as she followed the child seller through the dirt streets of Guell. She held DiStephan's blanket close around her body and especially around her face. She'd already glanced up once to see the townspeople staring at her.
She didn't want to see that again.
Even though Astrid had seen little of Guell (other than her close inspection of its dirt streets), she could tell it was a small but bustling town.
She'd seen no trenches or other barricades protecting Guell. Instead, the farmland began where the forest ended.
The late morning air was rich with the smell of freshly baked bread. As they walked through town, Astrid heard the chirps of caged birds and the thump of a weaver's loom. The sound of ringing metal echoed in the distance. As people came in from the fields to eat lunch, they laughed and gossiped and bickered.
It was overwhelming and unlike anything Astrid had ever experienced before. One moment she felt exhilarated. The next moment she felt terrified.
"You there!” A man with a deep voice shouted.
Astrid froze, hoping he didn't mean her.
The child seller stopped, too, turning to look at the crowd.
Astrid stepped closer to the child seller, holding onto his tunic, grateful when he didn't push her away.
"You,” said a large, round man, wielding a knife. It dripped with blood.
Astrid felt the child seller tense at the sight of the knife. She clung tighter to him.
The rotund man stopped short, his eyes widening in surprise. As he relaxed, a knot of small children caught up with him, running around him in circles as they giggled. He held his knife up for inspection. “I'm butchering,” he said.
Astrid and the child seller breathed easier.
The butcher's smallest daughter approached Astrid with caution.
Astrid stood her ground, keeping the blanket so close that only her eyes showed.
The butcher's smallest daughter looked at her with wide eyes. “What are you?"
"Natalia!” The butcher sounded like a harsh disciplinarian. “Come back here!"
The little girl obeyed, running back to the butcher's side. She kept her curious gaze on Astrid.
The butcher gestured toward Astrid. “Boy or girl?"
"Girl,” the child seller answered.
The butcher shook his head in disappointment. “Girls are too squeamish to be of any use. I need boys, and look what I've got."
For the first time, Astrid realized that all the butcher's children were girls. Squealing, giggling girls.
Natalia pointed at Astrid and chanted:
Mind yourself
Mind your thoughts
Or Scaldings
Tie you into knots
They take you
Into their tower
Walk inside
Where dragons glower
Rip your head
Leave you for dead...
"Natalia!” The butcher said sternly. “Quiet!"
Astrid closed the blanket shut in front of her eyes.
"I'm headed down south for the next month or so,” the child seller said. “If I find any boys, I'll bring them back for you."
The butcher nodded. “The bigger, the better. I need strong bodies and stout hearts."
The butcher's daughters shrieked in delight as they chased a stray kitten down the street.
The child seller smiled. “Understood."
As they walked on, Astrid kept pace at the child seller's heels, focusing once again on her feet. No one wanted her. No one would buy her.
She wondered what the child seller would do with her body once he'd killed her. Maybe he'd sell her to a butcher, who'd chop her up to feed to the hogs. Or to a fisherman, who'd chop her up and use her for fish bait. Or maybe he'd sell her alive to brigands, who'd kill her for the fun of it.
He'd had no problem selling Mauri. She was pretty and older than Astrid. Mauri's smile was as warm as a fire, and her voice bubbled like a tiny stream in early spring when she talked to strangers. And now, lucky Mauri would live in Guell.
Astrid didn't know why Mauri was an orphan, but everyone who met Mauri loved her. The first farmer they spotted bought Mauri within moments of meeting her.
Astrid was sure she'd never see Mauri again.
By late afternoon, the child seller had offered Astrid to nearly everyone in the town, and no one wanted her. They hadn't found the blacksmith yet, but what if the dragonslayers were wrong? What if the blacksmith didn't want her either?
Astrid collapsed on the dirt street, folding her arms across her knees and resting her head on them.
"Girl,” the child seller said.
Astrid couldn't fathom how he did it, but he seemed to always know where she was at any given moment, especially when they were in a crowd. She was too tired to look up.
She felt his hand on her shoulder as he knelt beside her.
"We've got business to tend,” he said. “Let's go."
"It's no use,” Astrid said, her voice muffled by the blanket.
The hand hesitated on her shoulder. The child seller was funny that way. He rarely touched her—only when he seemed to think there was no other way to communicate with her. Astrid believed she could tell what he was thinking by the way he touched her. Right now, she was convinced he was trying to figure out how to make her get back on her feet and keep walking.
His fingers drummed lightly on her shoulder. “Not if my merchandise doesn't cooperate with me,” he said. “Come on, Girl."
Astrid didn't budge.
"If you cooperate,” he continued, “I dare say you will have a great chance to see your new friend many times over."
Astrid looked up. “If no one here will have me, I'll never see Mauri again."
The child seller squeezed her shoulder. “I mean the dragonslayer's boy. DiStephan. He likes you."
Astrid felt her heart beat faster. “No..."
"I can tell by the way he looked at you.” The child seller let go of her shoulder and stood up, taking in the surroundings at the edge of the town. “But if you don't care about ever seeing him again, then we might as well give up."
Astrid jumped to her feet, willing to do anything the child seller asked.
"Girls are useless.” Temple the blacksmith was a short but beefy man, his arms bulging with muscles developed from years of hard work. His head was bald, and the only hair on his face was his black eyebrows, thick as caterpillars.
The three of them stood outside, behind the blacksmith's house.
Astrid was surprised she didn't mind his words. Temple scared her more than the butcher had, but she loved the smithery more than she feared Temple.
Astrid loved the heat from the fire and the sting of smoke making her eyes water. She loved being outside, surrounded by tall, ancient birch trees. She felt free here. The trees made her feel safe, keeping out the rest of the people who'd stared at her. The heat of the fire made her feel protected.
"She's a special girl,” the child seller said.
Temple gave her a quick once-over. “Why's she hiding under a blanket, then?” Temple stepped closer to Astrid, squinting at her. He scowled and pointed at the silver dragon brooch holding the edges of her blanket together. “That belongs to our dragonslayer's son! I made it for him!"
"DiStephan gave it to her,” the child seller said. “He told her to show it to anyone who gave her trouble."
Temple's scowl softened. “You met our dragonslayers?"
"They very likely saved our lives,” the child seller said. “Girl, take off the blanket."
"No!” The word popped out of Astrid's mouth before she could think.
"If you work for a man,” the child seller said, “he needs to know the truth about you."
Astrid touched the dragon brooch. Working for a blacksmith, Astrid would see the dragonslayers often.
If she kept the blanket wrapped around her, the blacksmith wouldn't even consider buying her. She knew it by the dismissive look in his eyes. Worse, they'd already met everyone else in Guell. The blacksmith was Astrid's last chance.
If the blacksmith didn't take her, she'd be dead soon.
Astrid released the clasp of the dragon brooch, and removed it from the blanket. She held the dragon brooch tightly in one fist, while she let the blanket fall away.
She gazed down in shame when she saw the shock register on Temple's face.
"I don't understand,” Temple said.
"I acquired her on Tower Island."
Temple's voice softened. “I thought that place was nothing but legend. Children's rhymes. I didn't think any of it was real."
"It's real,” the child seller said. “All of it is real."
Several long moments passed. Astrid looked up out of sheer curiosity. Temple was staring at her, and the child seller was watching Temple like a hawk circling its next meal.
"You understand she's strong,” the child seller said. “You understand why she's special."
Astrid met Temple's gaze. Finally, someone was interested in her. She could see it in his eyes.
"Yes,” Temple said. “I understand."
After the child seller left, Temple sat Astrid down and explained the rules.
"Children should be heard, and never seen,” Temple said. “That means stay inside the smithery—only blacksmiths allowed here."
Astrid had wrapped herself back inside DiStephan's blanket, pocketing the silver dragon pin. Temple still scared her, but she was happy when he told her to stay in the smithery. She didn't want to leave it. She didn't want people to see her.
But she was confused about what he said about children being heard and not seen. She knew for a fact that not all children were locked out of sight in Guell. “I saw girls,” Astrid said quietly. “With the butcher."
Temple frowned in disapproval. “Some people let the little ones run about. But when they change, they're kept away, nice and proper."
"Change?"
Temple cleared his throat. He paced around the smithery, performing little tasks at the end of his work day—quelling the fire, cleaning his tools, putting them away. “Someday soon you will change from a girl into a woman. When that happens, when your body changes, you will change. You have to learn how to control yourself. But the most important thing you'll ever learn is how not to control others."
Astrid watched the way he handled his tools with slow and methodical care. His attention to detail made her suspect he wouldn't mind her asking questions. Mustering her courage, Astrid said, “I don't understand."
The blacksmith put his last hammer in its place. He walked toward Astrid. “I control how everyone sees me,” he said. The blacksmith closed his eyes, concentrating for several seconds. His body lengthened, growing steadily taller until his head nearly touched the roof of the wooden canopy tented over the smithery. “Have you seen people change before?"
Astrid nodded.
"Did you know that you'll be able to change, too, when you're older?"
Astrid shook her head. She was so surprised by the news that she wasn't sure whether to believe him.
"I see.” The blacksmith looked at her thoughtfully as he returned his body to its normal, beefier form.
Astrid pulled the blanket tighter around her as the blacksmith sank to one knee before her.
"Give me your hand,” Temple said firmly.
Too afraid to disobey, Astrid extended her right hand from underneath the blanket. She was left handed. If Temple hurt her right hand, she'd still be able to work just fine.
But Temple simply took her hand in his. He looked at her fingernails, chewed down to the quick. He traced the jagged scar across the back of her soft, small hand. He closed his eyes again, stroking her skin.
Astrid stared in wide-eyed wonder as the jagged scar dissolved, disappearing from the back of her hand, leaving her skin smooth and perfect.
"Have you ever seen anyone do this?” Temple held her hand.
"No!” Astrid kept staring at her hand, suddenly beautiful. “Can you do this again? To all of me?"
"Yes.” But Temple let go, and the jagged scar rose on the back of her hand once again.
Ashamed, Astrid jerked her hand back under the blanket where she could keep it safe and hidden.
"You must obey the rules of Guell,” Temple said. “When you become a woman, your body will change. That change will give you the power to change your appearance in any way you like—you are allowed this. You will also have the power to change anyone you see in any way you like—you are not allowed this. You must control your thoughts to prevent changing other people.
"Understand: what you think and believe is what you will see. What you think and believe is what everyone will see."
"It isn't fair! I want to change now!” Astrid cried. She knew her outburst was wrong and dangerous, but she couldn't keep her feelings at bay. “Why won't you change me?"
"You can change yourself, but it's wrong for me or anyone else to change you. Just as it's wrong for you to change anyone else."
Astrid cried harder. “I don't care what's right! I want you to change me!"
"And what if I changed you in some way you didn't like?” Temple rose, standing firm. “What if I changed you into something I wanted you to look like—instead of changing you into what you want? Then would you care what's right?"
Astrid closed the blanket around her, shaking harder every moment as she wept. “I don't care about anything."
He pulled the blanket away.
Astrid lunged and caught an edge, before the blanket slipped entirely from her grasp.
But the blacksmith yanked the blanket from her in one swift move. He threw it atop the still-bright coals of his fire pan.
Astrid screamed.
Temple stirred the coals and the blanket caught fire.
Astrid flung herself toward the burning blanket, not caring if she caught on fire, too. The blanket had become her world, her safe place. She couldn't bear to exist without it.
Temple knelt between the fire pan and Astrid, catching her by the shoulders. “Let it burn."
Astrid wailed, struggling to get free, struggling to get past him.
But the blacksmith was too strong. He wouldn't let go of her, no matter how wretched her sobs, no matter how blood-curdling her screams.
As Astrid watched DiStephan's blanket dissolve into cinders, she lost hope and stopped struggling.
Temple kept a firm grip on her shoulders. “Look at me."
She felt broken. She had no reason to resist or disobey. Astrid raised her gaze to meet his.
"Tell me your name."
"Astrid."
He tightened his grip. “Listen to me, Astrid. You belong to me. See how easily your blanket burned? I will not have you endanger yourself or me or my work. Understand?"
Even though she didn't, Astrid nodded anyway.
Temple looked into her eyes. “Your duty is to do as I say. You will keep this smithery in top shape. You will stay here, and no one other than me will see you until you come of age and decide who you are."
His words startled Astrid, but she didn't want to admit it.
"Once you decide who you are,” Temple said, “you will be able to stand up inside your own skin."
Astrid frowned, sniffing back her tears. “What does that mean?"
Temple mulled her question over for a moment. “If you work hard, you can be a blacksmith someday. That means you will take a bloom of iron—a raw piece of iron mined out of the Northern bogs—and make it into something useful and good. I will teach you how to heat the iron and hammer it. Life is like smiting iron. Right now you are a blossom of iron. But you can make yourself into something good and useful. Understand?"
Astrid shook her head. “No."
Temple sighed. “Maybe one day you will."
She screwed up the courage to ask one more question. “Does this mean you aren't going to kill me?"
Temple's face hardened and Astrid regretted her words.
Letting go of her shoulders, Temple stood and turned to the glowing coals on the forge table. He kept his back to her as he shoveled the coals into a bucket where they could die safely. “You're my property now. Would I destroy my anvil? My tools? No man in his right mind destroys his own property."
Astrid looked around the smithery, dim in the fading light of dusk. The smithery reeked of smoke. Astrid noticed smoky black smears on her clothes from where the blacksmith had gripped her shoulders. His face, arms, and hands were covered in smoky grime.
But the anvil and dozens of hammers and other tools were clean and well kept.
When Temple spoke again, his voice was even more gruff and coarse, as if he were choking. “Sleep here tonight.” As he abruptly walked out of the smithery, Astrid thought she saw tears in his eyes.
The smoke, she thought. It stings your eyes and makes them water.
She explored every corner of the smithery, wondering where she should sleep.
She heard him enter his cottage, adjacent to the smithery. Although it was made of stone walls, Astrid thought she heard him crying.
But it had to be a trick of sounds: it could have been a pot scraping against a stone hearth, or doves nesting in the roof, or the cottage settling itself to sleep.
Temple the blacksmith was a stern and serious man. A man like that would never cry.
Astrid ran her hands across the top of the anvil. Its hard iron surface felt smooth and polished. It felt good against her skin. It felt so good that Astrid couldn't help but put her arms around the anvil and press her face against its lovely, stone cold texture.
The gods had finally been kind to her. Astrid decided that from this moment on, she'd work as hard as she could. She'd become the best blacksmith.
If she were a blacksmith, she could make her own way in the world. She'd never need anyone or anything other than herself and her hands and the tools she'd make. Everyone needed a good blacksmith—she'd never be trapped or shackled again.
She'd be free.
That night, and the following nights until Temple made a place for Astrid inside his cottage, she slept beside the anvil. Sometimes she slept well, and sometimes she woke up screaming from nightmares about the man from the bad place.
The man with the lavender eyes.
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Part 2: The Character of Iron
* * * *
The most important day in Astrid's life was the day Temple taught her how to make a dragonslayer's sword.
That day came ten years after he bought her from the child seller.
"Fire,” Temple said as he cleaned old coals from the remains of yesterday's fire, “is everything."
Now an 18-year-old apprentice, Astrid knew metal would heat up fast: as soon as iron changed its glow from warm orange to hot yellow, the hammer could mold it as surely as Mauri's fingers on damp clay.
It was here in the smithery that Astrid had decided how to change her shape. Inspired by smoke, she'd chosen to make her skin brown. She'd made her eyes and hair as dark as coal.
Most important, she'd changed her skin so it was perfect and smooth. As soon as she'd become old enough to control her body, Astrid made the scars criss-crossing her skin disappear. No one in Guell, other than Temple and DiStephen, had ever seen them.
She kept her long, straight hair tied back, safe from the fire. Likewise, her leather vest protected her from fire sparks, and leather gloves protected her hands from hot iron.
Astrid breathed in the comforting, smoky odor of the smithery. Black dust clouds rose around Temple's hands as he prepared today's fire at the forge table, the surface of a large hearth. He'd use its entire length to make a trench fire, a long and narrow bed of coals and flame.
Yesterday DiStephan had lost his last sword when a dragon ran off with it embedded in its tail. It was the third sword he'd lost to a dragon in the past week. All he had left were a few axes and daggers, which would do him little good against a dragon.
Astrid was excited and ready to learn. The technique for making a dragonslayer's sword was a secret well guarded by the few blacksmiths who knew it.
Her heart pounded with pride, touched by Temple's trust and faith in her.
Temple lit the kindling he'd arranged. He pumped the bellows to force air through the fire. At his command, Astrid shoveled coal onto the flames, smothering them. As Temple pumped the bellows, a stream of brown smoke rose through the coals.
For years, Astrid had done little more than carry water to keep the quenching barrels full. In the beginning, it had been no easy task, because each barrel stood nearly as tall as Astrid when she was little. At the end of every day, she'd sweep the anvil clean of slag, the gray flakes that magically emerged from the iron when hammered.
The brown smoke became white, rolling across the coals like morning fog. Yellow flames, tinged with blue, shot up angrily between some of the coals, as if the fire had been awakened against its will. One small spot caught fire while the rest of the coals smoldered. Tiny sparks floated past Astrid, some stinging her skin like biting flies.
"That's good,” Temple said, his brow beaded with sweat. “Put more coals on it."
She gave her full attention to the coals as Temple walked away. She was startled when she heard metal clattering and Temple's sudden cry.
Astrid turned to see him hunched over his anvil, his back turned to her.
"Sir?"
"Shouldn't have left my hammer on the anvil face,” Temple said, cradling his right hand. “Shouldn't have knocked it off, shouldn't have tried to catch it."
Astrid saw his largest hammer on the floor. It must have slammed his hand against the tree stump on which the anvil was attached. For a moment, she was too stunned by Temple's red and swelling hand to register the reality of it.
Temple plunged his injured hand into the cool water in the quenching barrel. “I think I broke something."
"What are we to do?” Astrid said nervously. “DiStephan found fresh dragon tracks yesterday. He needs a new sword."
It would be impossible for Temple to make a sword now. His injured hand wasn't strong enough to use a hammer.
"My hand's good enough to work the bellows.” Temple pulled his hand from the quenching barrel, and then wrapped it in his handkerchief. “Get your hammer."
"My hammer?” Astrid had been making her own tools for a year now. Her hammers were lighter than Temple's and the handles were shorter. When she'd first learned to hammer, Astrid discovered she could control her actions better and get more power to her blows by holding the handle close to the hammer head. Even though she was stronger now, it was a habit she'd never outgrown.
Temple's mouth twitched, the way it always did when he was amused and didn't want anyone see him give in to the luxury of a smile. “Astrid. Until you get your hammer, how else can you make a sword? With your bare hands?"
"Yes, Sir,” Astrid said but then realized she'd given the wrong answer as Temple raised a questioning eyebrow. “I mean, no, Sir—I'll get my hammer."
Her heart raced, but she'd learned to think about iron at times like this, to pretend she was like the iron. Cold and hard and strong.
Blacksmiths didn't cry, even when they found themselves filled with unexpected joy.
Temple caught Astrid wiping her eyes with the back of her coal-smudged hand as she walked past the fire. “Astrid!"
"It's nothing, sir,” she said, reaching for her hammer. “Just smoke."
She turned in time to see him smile.
What if I can't do it? Astrid thought. What if I'm not good enough or strong enough?
Again, she thought of the iron. Temple had taught her about the inherit strengths and weaknesses of metal. He'd taught her it was impossible to know the character of any given piece of iron until you began to hammer it and work it into shape, because the nature of metal was as unreliable as the nature of people.
Often, it wasn't until the hammering was done and the piece was used that its true nature was revealed. A newly smithed knife might bend at first use or it might cut straight and true.
It was a test of character.
"Get one of the billets,” Temple said. Days ago, when DiStephan had lost his first sword, Temple had hammered blooms of iron, round lumps of the raw metal, into long narrow rods, no thicker than Astrid's littlest finger. Those were the billets that would form the heart and soul of the dragonslayer's sword.
"Yes, Sir.” Astrid approached the forging table with a billet in one hand and her hammer in the other.
The weight of the village's survival was on her shoulders, and she wanted to be strong enough to bear that weight.
She shoved the billet into the fire and waited for it to glow orange.
What Astrid couldn't imagine was how the skills she learned today would shape the rest of her life.
She shifted the weight of the hammer in her hand, ready to smite iron.
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Chapter 4
* * * *
Astrid hammered a new dagger blade into shape on her anvil.
Nothing felt right today. She didn't like the way the iron responded when she struck it; instead of molding into the shape she desired, the metal was obstinate and pushed itself into unwanted directions. Her favorite hammer felt too heavy one moment and too light the next. Even the fire was all wrong. No matter what Astrid tried, the heat was uneven and contrary in its bed of coals.
She wore baggy trousers gathered at her knees, goatskin shoes tied at the ankle, and a leather vest with large armholes to let her move freely. An abrupt wind rustled through the birch trees then blew past Astrid, blasting the forge's heat over her bare skin, singeing the fine hairs on her forearms.
Startled, she lost her grip on the tongs, and the dagger blade clattered off the anvil. Letting her anger get the better of her, Astrid swiped the half-formed dagger from the smithery floor with her tongs. She buried it deep into the glowing coals.
She'd show that stupid piece of iron! If it was going to cool off so fast, she'd heat it longer to make it hotter.
She pumped the bellows hard, too hard.
It was eight months now since DiStephan had disappeared. Everyone in Guell assumed he'd been devoured by the same dragon that had killed Natalia, the butcher's daughter.
Astrid was the only one who knew the truth, and she'd kept it to herself all this time, hoping DiStephan would come back today or tomorrow or the day after.
She was happy as a blacksmith, and she loved her work. But what she had come to realize during the past eight months was how much she loved DiStephan. Her life was empty and lonely without him.
She put the bellows down and picked up a fire rake with her leather-gloved hand. She poked the coals around the buried blade. She'd been under-heating everything this morning and was determined to do something right.
Finally, she pulled the blade from the coals with her tongs.
The iron glowed pale yellow, and tiny white sparks danced upon its surface.
Damn!
Astrid dipped the blade quickly into the cool water in the quenching barrel by the anvil.
The iron sizzled, still glowing bright yellow.
Astrid hammered, trying to salvage the blade, but it was too late. The iron bubbled where she'd burned it, having left it in the fire too long. The half-made dagger was ruined.
She missed Temple, who'd died five years ago. He'd known dragonslayers all his life and understood them. There had been too many times when Astrid had felt baffled by DiStephan.
And Natalia had died, thanks to Astrid's stupidity.
Angry with herself, Astrid flung the ruined dagger across the smithery floor. She struggled, fighting back tears.
Blacksmiths don't cry, she reminded herself.
It had been many years since she'd cried in the smithery: that was the day Temple had bought her from the child seller. She'd vowed to never cry again.
For the first time since she'd come to Guell, Astrid felt scared. She missed Temple, but he was gone forever. She missed DiStephan, who'd vanished without a word. Although she had friends, Astrid felt adrift without DiStephan. He'd been her most trusted ally since childhood.
"Are you well?"
Shocked, Astrid looked up to see the new dragonslayer, Taddeo, standing in the smithery yard, staring at her.
No one ever came into the smithery yard, especially when Astrid was working. It was an unspoken agreement in Guell.
Taddeo's eyes narrowed as he took a step closer. He was a foreigner from the Far East who'd come to Guell soon after DiStephan's disappearance. Taddeo's accent was strange, although he spoke their language perfectly. He was taller and stronger than any man Astrid had ever known. Like most women, she'd felt a tug of attraction to his muscular body and cool green eyes. Although his skin was several shades lighter than Astrid's, it was rough and weathered.
Astrid reminded herself that Taddeo had no chance to learn Astrid's smithery was off-limits because he lived in his dragonslayer's camp on the outskirts of town.
Astrid wanted to be fair to him, but the way he stared was unnerving.
The corners of Taddeo's mouth curved into a slight smile as he stared even closer at her body. “Are you quite well?” His voice lilted with amusement.
Astrid wanted to hide behind her anvil in embarrassment.
Because her work required strength, she always shifted her chest and arms to a larger, more muscular shape. She wished she could hide her huge, muscular arms. Not knowing what else to do, she crossed them to keep from trembling. Unlike a man's corded musculature, her arms were smoothly defined. She tripled the size of her arm and chest muscles every time she entered the smithery so she could do the work she loved.
Everyone in Guell changed their shape. It was normal. Nobody raised an eyebrow, except when it came to Lenore, and that was only because she was crude. Lenore would sprout larger breasts or longer legs as she walked through town, laughing when men noticed.
And yet everyone respected Lenore because no man had ever been able to change her body by staring at it.
Lenore's confidence gave her strength. Lenore kept whatever shape she wanted, no matter how anyone else wanted her to look.
Astrid wasn't like Lenore.
"I'm fine.” Astrid's voice shook.
Other than Temple, no one had ever seen Astrid in her blacksmithing body. She felt as vulnerable as if she were naked.
She was sensitive about it, because changing to this shape meant finding the male qualities within herself.
Astrid swallowed hard, trying to focus and regain her composure. She'd never seen Taddeo change in the seven months she'd known him.
It was impossible for Taddeo's physical appearance to change. He'd never been affected by what anyone else thought of him. Not even by what he thought of himself.
It made her wonder if he knew how to keep changes at bay, as if they were dragons.
Astrid noticed he'd brought the sword she'd made for him, the Magenta. As always, he wore leather gloves while handling it.
Relieved to focus on something other than her own embarrassment, Astrid smiled. “How is the Magenta? Can I sharpen her for you?"
Instead of answering, Taddeo kept staring at her body.
Right now, Astrid was his equal in height and strength, but his stare made her feel weak. She licked her lips, tasting the salt in her sweat. She wasn't used to anyone examining her blacksmithing body, especially not this intensely. She wanted to change back to the shape she wore in public, but changing shape was a private thing.
She'd rather change her clothes in front of an audience than change her body.
She'd never undress for Taddeo. Their friendship was a professional one.
Calm yourself, Astrid thought. It's only Taddeo. He's a dragonslayer. He's here to protect you, not to hurt you. “Is there a problem with the Magenta? Is that why you're here?"
Taddeo smiled strangely, then flourished the sword and held it up, tilting it until the sunlight struck its polished blade.
The sun glinted against the patterned sword design, illuminating the tiny dragon scales running down the center of the blade and shining faintly blue in contrast to the blade's edges, polished mirror bright.
Astrid was proud of the Magenta. She'd forged it for him when he first came to Guell.
Because of the amount of iron and the work involved, a dragonslayer's sword was worth a small fortune. Everyone in Guell and the surrounding territories pitched in to help pay for the swords needed by the dragonslayers who protected them. Up north, the iron-bloom gatherers gave a portion of iron as their fair share.
Creating the sword was Astrid's payment.
Taddeo cocked his head sharply at Astrid and laughed. “Have you had no lizard meat upon your table lately?"
Astrid's smile faded.
A few days ago Taddeo had dragged a freshly killed dragon into Guell. The butcher had attacked it with the same kind of frenzy he'd used on every dragon corpse since the death of his daughter, Natalia.
Everyone in Guell understood, because they'd all seen Natalia's body after someone found it in the woods. There hadn't been much of it left, barely enough to recognize.
"It was very tender,” Astrid said softly.
Taddeo cocked his head higher and nodded as if he'd performed a great and personal service for her. “It pleases me you are satisfied.” He gazed unashamedly and with approval at her arms and chest. “I wish I were as pleased with the quality of other women."
Astrid frowned, startled by his words.
"Women here are too small,” he stated. “There is nothing to them, no meat on their bones. They've arms and legs like twigs."
Astrid struggled, trying to figure out how to respond. She didn't like his behavior, and she wanted it to stop.
But she had to be careful, because everyone's life depended on Taddeo's presence. If she offended him and he decided to leave, the entire town of Guell would be vulnerable to dragon attacks.
Maybe she misunderstood his intent. After all, he'd been kind and courteous until now. Then there was the Magenta, the dragonslayer's sword. When Astrid had forged the Magenta, it had felt like forging a bond between herself and Taddeo. A bond of mutual respect. Surely, that bond still held true and strong.
Taddeo's eyes narrowed as they searched hers. His face relaxed into a friendly expression. “The stone fell from its setting.” He opened his other hand, and the crimson-colored gem rested in his palm. “Would you replace it?” He held out the sword to her.
Astrid took it, examining the sword's hilt. Like any dragonslayer's sword, the Magenta weighed half as much as a new-born baby. Although nearly as tall as Astrid, its blade was only as wide as the length of her littlest finger, as thin as linen, and flexible. The hilt—pommel, grip, and crossguard—was practical and plain.
Taddeo had brought the Magenta stone with him and asked Astrid to set it in the hilt as the sword's only decoration.
She'd declined, passing that task along to the jeweler. Now, examining the broken setting, she shook her head. “Beamon's the one who set the gem. He's the one to replace it, not me."
Taddeo stood straight and proud. “I travel many places and see many things,” he said. “Your work is fine as any jeweler's."
Astrid felt a stab of envy. Taddeo bragged of his travels often, and it touched a deep yearning in Astrid to see other places and different kinds of people. It fanned the flames of her childhood memories when she'd first longed to be free and unshackled of anyone or anything.
Taddeo's tone was condescending. Maybe he was trying to goad her.
She handed the Magenta back to him.
Taddeo crossed his arms, refusing to take it. “My people believe continuity yields consistency. You wrought a beautiful weapon from a lump of iron."
Astrid bit her lip, determined not to comment on Taddeo's ignorance. A dragonslayer's sword was made from far more than a single lump of iron, but that fact was part of Temple's secret she was bound by honor to keep.
"No hands, other than her master's and her creator's, will ever touch the Magenta,” Taddeo continued. He paused and bowed slightly. “You were kind to give her to me. But this time you must accept payment for your labor."
Payment.
She'd been stupid to argue with DiStephan, and it was her fault he'd left Guell vulnerable, without a dragonslayer. As a result, Natalia had been killed by a dragon. Astrid had vowed she'd do anything to keep a dragonslayer at hand.
She said, “Protecting the town is payment enough."
Taddeo fingered the crimson-colored gem. “I found this when I cut open a lizard's gullet. I have many like it, all in different colors."
He was lying. Astrid was sure of it.
Some people still believed in stories about dragons and treasure, but Astrid didn't believe in magic. The dragons were exactly what Taddeo said they were: lizards. There were fewer these days than she remembered from childhood. Like most people, Astrid believed dragons would be scarce 10 years from now, if they survived at all.
If Taddeo had more gems, he must have picked them up in his travels.
His eyes glinted darkly. “I insist. Let me give you a gem like this one. Two, if you like."
Baubles. Pretty baubles.
"No, thank you. I'll reset the stone. My share of payment for your services."
She held his gaze until he shrugged and broke it. “As you wish.” He handed the gem to her. “You should travel with me sometime."
"What?” Astrid bit her tongue, wishing she'd ignored him.
He shrugged again. “I have no plans to stay here. You should travel. See different sights. Meet different people, experience different ways of living. Take my people, for instance. They are not farmers, like yours. Mine are hunters. We have different opinions, different customs.” He held a steady gaze with Astrid. “Look at your men. They are passive. It is why they never hunt dragons. They lack aggression and confidence."
It was true. DiStephan had been an exception. Then again, DiStephan and his father had moved to Guell from a far-away country in the South. Other than his father, DiStephan was the only man she'd ever known who could keep his body strong under the gaze of a dragon.
She'd heard stories of how a man's body would shrivel and collapse under a dragon's stare, because the dragon perceived the man as weak and insignificant.
She'd heard stories explaining how dragons were once tiny lizards that grew into giants, because their bodies inflated to match how they viewed themselves.
But those were probably tales made up by storytellers.
What Astrid believed was what she saw with her own eyes. She'd seen Natalia's body and others like it over the years. There hadn't been much of Natalia left, because the dragon had eaten her body—not because Natalia had been scared into something smaller and meeker than what she really was.
"When a passive man—such as the men in Guell—is interested in a woman,” Taddeo said coolly, “he sits back and waits for her to come to him."
Astrid held the sword in one hand and the gem in the other. A gust of wind fanned the fire, and it whooshed behind her.
"Among my people, a man pursues a woman until she relents."
Astrid stifled a gasp. She felt her chest growing even larger, and it wasn't her doing. The lacing between her breasts grew taut against the eyelets.
Taddeo smirked, still holding her gaze. “I suppose I am a mix of both cultures.” He assumed an innocent expression. “Is a week enough time to reset the Magenta?"
Astrid struggled to keep her composure.
Furious with Taddeo, she wanted to tell him to change her back to the way he'd found her. She wanted to tell him to keep his thoughts to himself and never let them intrude upon her body again.
Her hand tightened around the Magenta's hilt, and for a moment Astrid was tempted to strike Taddeo with the flat of his own blade. It wouldn't harm him, although it might make her feel better.
But losing her temper at the wrong time was why she'd lost DiStephan and why Guell had lost its dragonslayer. Astrid knew she had to be smart and use better judgment. She couldn't put Guell at risk again.
"I'll have the Magenta ready in a few days."
Taddeo's gaze dropped and lingered at her chest. He met her eyes again and smiled. “Good."
Astrid watched him walk away. As the lacing pulled free of the vest, she held it closed with one hand. She dropped the sword and gem. She ran through the smithery and into her cottage. She stood before her mirror.
She was different.
The dragonslayer had imagined her the way he wanted her to look, and that act had changed her.
Astrid held her vest open. Her breasts had moved. They were higher on her chest and set farther apart. They'd doubled in size but were firm and fully rounded. The nipples had lightened in color and were erect.
They were fine breasts, but they weren't hers.
The shape she'd chosen over the years made her happy. Now she felt awkward and ungainly.
Astrid's view of herself was normally strong enough to keep her body the way she liked it.
She swallowed the nervous lump at the back of her throat. This was the first time anyone had a perception strong enough to change her this drastically. Sometimes, she discovered slight changes in her appearance after spending time with others: a more even skin tone, her nose a bit longer or a bit shorter. It was important to avoid intruding on anyone else's appearance.
She closed her eyes. She stroked her breasts, remembering the way they used to be before Taddeo had changed them.
Nothing moved, nothing shifted.
Nothing changed.
Astrid opened her eyes. All she'd been able to think about was Natalia. And DiStephan.
A wave of panic washed through Astrid. For the first time in her life, she realized she'd lost control of her own body.
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Chapter 5
* * * *
Astrid stood, too tall and too muscular, in Mauri's doorway. Astrid wore large, loose clothing, trying to disguise the ungainly body she could no longer control. She kept her arms crossed in front of her breasts, which were still much too large. She waited until the spinning sound grated and slowed before knocking on the door jamb.
"Astrid!” Mauri looked up from her seat at the potter's wheel. Her long blonde hair was plaited into several braids and pinned up, leaving soft wisps at the nape of her neck. Her hands were gray and slick with clay, the edges of it pale and dry on her wrists.
Astrid flinched at her own sudden shyness. Having no control over one's own body was what happened to children, not adults. Feeling like a child embarrassed her. “I don't want to interrupt."
Mauri smiled, pretending she didn't notice Astrid's new appearance. If Mauri had shown the slightest surprise, it would have been insensitive and rude. “Nonsense,” she said. “Come in and sit down. Talk with me awhile."
Astrid knew Mauri was being kind, but Astrid didn't want kindness. She wanted someone who could help change her back. “Something horrible has happened."
Mauri's voice was even and calm. “Let me show you what I made. Here...sit at the wheel."
Astrid hesitated. She sat on the floor. It bothered her that Mauri ignored her words.
Mauri took an unfired vase from a shelf. “Kamella asked me to make this. Did you know Beamon Waterson is courting her? Kamella said he brought a handful of field lilies to her. Bright yellow ones."
More and more, Mauri's behavior unnerved Astrid. She felt as if she'd drunk too much beer, and the world was spinning out of control.
Astrid picked up a stone from the dirt floor. It was the size of her thumbnail, coated with gray pottery dust. She focused on the cool touch of the stone to make the world stop spinning.
"I think Beamon is sweet.” Mauri shook her head, her voice quiet and compassionate. “I don't know how I'd survive if I were him. I can't imagine how hard it was for him to be the one who found her body. I know he still misses Natalia. I think he's courageous to pick flowers for another."
Everyone thought DiStephan had been killed by the dragon that killed Natalia. His body had never been found, so they assumed the dragon had taken him to its lair.
Only Astrid knew the truth—DiStephan was still alive.
"Beamon and Kamella would make a good match,” Mauri said. “He needs someone who can return his kindness."
No one had known they were lovers: DiStephan the dragonslayer and Astrid the blacksmith. No one had suspected.
Days before Natalia died, Astrid saw him kill a dragon, and he'd done something horrible, something Astrid had never imagined possible. Something that changed her opinion of him. She'd been far more frightened of DiStephan than of the dragon.
So she'd told him to leave. As confused and disturbed as Astrid, DiStephan had vanished without a word to anyone.
Mauri sat down beside her and held out the vase. “I hope this pleases Kamella. Do you think she'll like it?"
If Astrid hadn't demanded it, DiStephan never would have left town.
And Natalia wouldn't have lost her life to a dragon.
"Help me,” Astrid said. “I need help."
"What can I do?” Mauri's voice was quiet and soft.
"We have to keep Taddeo in Guell. He's all we have to protect us from the dragons."
Mauri set the vase down. Gray smudges from the clay had dried completely on her hands, making them look cracked and dried. She glanced at Astrid's over-sized breasts. “Don't allow others to change you. Who and what you want to be is your choice."
Astrid looked at her own hands, larger than they should be. “I have no choice. I have a responsibility."
"You always have choices,” Mauri said, her voice cracking.
Astrid looked up. For a moment, Mauri seemed to be fighting back tears. It startled Astrid. She couldn't imagine what Mauri would have to cry about.
Mauri spoke more softly and evenly. “You may not like the choices you have, but you always have choices."
Astrid shook her head. “I can feel the dragons approaching. Sometimes I think I can smell them in the air."
"Your responsibility is to yourself."
Astrid hesitated, turning the stone over in her hand. She began to answer but stopped as she turned toward Mauri. Startled, Astrid forgot what she was going to say.
Mauri had changed. Her hands were tapered and graceful. Her eyes were larger and deeper set. Her cheekbones, higher.
Mauri was the same. It was just that a little more of the beauty within had surfaced.
When Taddeo came for the repaired Magenta, Astrid was prepared. He'd never catch her off guard again.
She glanced at the sword leaning against a nearby tree stump, smiling. She'd worked long and hard hours on that sword.
Taddeo leered at her, the expression in his eyes assuming more than it should. “You may deliver the Magenta to my camp at noon."
Astrid concentrated on her work. “No."
"Tonight, then?"
"No.” Astrid looked evenly at Taddeo. “You can have her now or come back some other time."
Insult edged his voice as he looked at the sword leaning against the tree stump. “Where is the Magenta's stone?"
Instead of the crimson stone, a small rock was imbedded in the hilt.
"Once in my hands, the gem turned to stone.” Astrid gauged his reaction: surprise followed by hesitation. Followed by a tolerant but determined smile.
As she'd suspected, he knew such a thing was impossible. Unless one believed in magic and enchantment.
Another sword rested on top of the anvil behind Astrid. She handed the Magenta—with the gemstone replaced—to Taddeo.
He smiled, examining her work. “There are other weapons I would have you forge for me."
Taddeo had failed to lure her into his lair. Now he sought other reasons for contact with her.
"No."
The tone of Taddeo's voice didn't alter. “I would pay, of course.” He glanced at her. “Whenever price you desire."
"I'm committed to other work."
"At a later time, then."
"No,” Astrid said softly. “I think not."
Taddeo's face changed. A leer etched itself darkly in his eyes as they became narrower and smaller. His nose grew misshapen. The lines that had so beautifully defined his jaw and cheekbones weakened. His posture slackened and his youth faded.
Astrid watched in shocked silence. It was the first time Taddeo's shape had ever changed—she'd thought it was impossible. She'd thought he was too strong to let anyone's opinion of him take hold.
"I know other blacksmiths in other towns,” he said. “The quality of their work lacks much. But it may be time to seek a change. Perhaps I have killed enough lizards for Guell.” He paused, waiting for Astrid to protest. “Other towns seek my services."
Astrid calmly stood her ground. “It's a decision you alone can make."
His eyes squinted in an unbecoming manner as he searched her face.
Astrid wanted to remember Taddeo as she'd known him, not as he'd become. As hard as she tried, she couldn't remember exactly what he had looked like, only moments ago.
Astrid started at the rumble of thunder. She looked up, but the sky was clear and blue. No storm in sight.
Taddeo raised his head, his nostrils flaring. He sniffed the air like a dog. Then he knelt, laying one ear to the ground.
Astrid cried out as a dragon came crashing through the birch trees. In the distance, someone screamed.
The dragon looked like an enormous, fattened snake with bowed, crab-like legs. Its scales were dark and mottled, like tiny unlit coals spread evenly across the forge table. Long ridges shadowed its eyes on its flat serpent head, and the veined jowls at its throat heaved like a bellows. It lowered its belly to the ground, sizing up its prey.
Its long, forked, yellow tongue flicked as rapidly as new flames.
"Aiy yah!” Taddeo shouted, grasping the hilt of the Magenta. But when he leapt forward, the Magenta held him back. The sword was too heavy for him to wield.
The dragonslayer looked at the Magenta in disbelief, as if his best friend had betrayed him. He looked at his arms and his body, no longer large and muscular, but now withered with age. Until this moment, Taddeo hadn't noticed how severely Astrid's perception had changed him.
The dragon inhaled their fear, its tail cracking the birch trunks as it lashed back and forth.
Taddeo's gaze lifted toward Astrid. Enraged, he shouted, “Change me back!"
She didn't hear his words. Astrid stared at the dragon, mesmerized by its yellow eyes, as big as saucers.
Primal eyes.
Unwittingly, her breath began to match the rhythm of the dragon's panting.
Its curved and serrated teeth glistened, ivory sharp in its slackened jaw, dripping with spittle.
"Aiy yah!” Taddeo mustered his strength, pulling with all his might on the hilt. Still unable to raise the sword, he dragged it in the dust until the tip lay between him and the dragon.
With the agility of a cat pinning a mouse by the tail, the dragon slapped the sword flat on the ground with one foot.
Taddeo shouted, refusing to release the hilt, falling to the ground with the sword. The dragon's sharp, curved claws sliced Taddeo's cheek. The wound raised a welt, and then bled steadily. Oblivious, Taddeo grimaced, kicking at the dragon's foot to make it let go of the Magenta.
The dragon's jaw dropped slightly, and for a moment it looked like it was smiling.
Taddeo held onto the hilt of the Magenta with both hands, pivoting on his side, pushing with both feet against the dragon's foot, the tendons stretching taut in his face and neck and arms.
With its free front foot, the dragon pinned Taddeo's head to the ground.
"No!” Astrid snapped out of her fog. She reached for the sword leaning against the tree stump.
Astrid faced the dragon. Now knowing what else to do, she gripped the hilt with both hands, holding the sword spear-like above her head. She aimed the point directly at the dragon's yellow eye. “Let him go!"
Deftly, the dragon batted Astrid in the chest, knocking the sword from her hands and the wind from her lungs.
Backing away, she picked up the sword.
The same sword that had felt so much a part of her when she'd forged it felt alien to her now. She knew what to do with a hammer and tongs. But this sword—it felt like a stranger.
Taddeo was willing to give his all. Why shouldn't she?
Hands trembling, Astrid tried pointing the sword at the dragon and running straight toward it. Fear pulled her up short, and she found herself running away instead. It was as if her feet had betrayed her head.
She tightened her grip, focusing on the cool, hard touch of iron. She had to find a way to be just as cool and hard.
Gathering her courage with a quick breath, she ran forward, pointing the sword at the dragon.
The dragon evaded her blow, only getting nicked.
But her attack forced the dragon to let go of the Magenta and Taddeo.
Astrid fell, pulled by the force of her missed blow, landing face first in the dust. She scrambled up to her feet.
The dragon panted loudly behind her.
Spinning to face it, she was struck numb with horror.
She saw herself reflected in the dragon's amber eyes. What she saw on her own face was what she had seen on DiStephan's face the day she saw him kill a dragon, the day he'd frightened her.
Astrid and DiStephan had gone out in the woods on a picnic when DiStephan had smelled dragon in the air. It wasn't an adult dragon that DiStephan had killed. It wasn't even a fledgling.
It was a hatchling, weak and vulnerable.
DiStephan's fighting instinct had kicked in. All he'd known was that it was a dragon, and he fought with full force. He didn't simply kill the hatchling. He'd beaten it into bloody pulp, acting more like an animal than a man.
For the first time, he'd scared her. Instead of feeling safe with him by her side, she'd felt endangered.
That was eight months ago.
Now she saw the desire to kill for the sake of killing on her own face. It was something she never imagined she'd see.
Taddeo's face was covered with blood and dust, and he cried out again as he pulled the Magenta weakly toward the dragon, barely nudging its belly.
The dragon batted Taddeo across the smithery yard. It raised its foot to Astrid.
"No!” Astrid raised her sword steadily. “I don't want to hurt you!"
The dragon snorted, its eyes narrowing.
"I know about you,” she said shakily, staring back. “You make people smaller and weaker, and sometimes they're so scared they turn into deer, and the only way you can tell they were ever people is to look in their eyes, because that's all that's left of who they used to be.” Astrid shook her head slightly, looking straight into the dragon's eyes. “Don't do that."
The dragon stepped closer, its sideways-angled legs moving in opposition. It stepped on the thick pads of its feet, dragging the back of its paws against the ground. The tips of its claws barely grazed the grass as they lifted with each new step. As the dragon lumbered, it seemed to throw its limbs forward through sheer will.
Astrid stood her ground, but she wanted to run away. In a moment of panic, she drew the sword in close to her body. She held it vertically, unwittingly using it more like a shield than a sword. As the dragon stepped close enough to touch her, she kept the blade between them. One sharp edge touched the dragon's nose, the other, her own skin.
Terrified, Astrid babbled.
"I know you're hungry,” she said. “But don't eat people. There are animals in the forest. There are grain fields and wild berries in the south. There's food all around—you don't need anyone in Guell!"
As the dragon leaned forward, Astrid pressed back the pressure with the blade, still not cutting the dragon's skin. “I know you don't understand what I'm saying, but I think you understand what I mean."
The dragon sniffed her hair. It licked the sweat from her arms with the tips of its forked yellow tongue, sending chills down Astrid's back. Before she could blink, the dragon sprang back through the birch trees.
Trembling, Astrid sank to the dirt, both hands still clinging to the hilt of her sword.
With a thud, Taddeo sat next to her. He stared at the birch trees in disbelief. “That,” he said, panting, “I have never seen. The beast took you up on your offer."
"Dragons aren't that much different from you or me,” Astrid said, shaken. “They just live the best way they know how."
Taddeo looked younger, as if he'd regained most of his strength. “If you were not so compassionate, you could be a dragonslayer.” Taddeo shook his head, looking at Astrid with admiration and only a hint of desire.
Astrid stared at the trees, gasping, feeling her heart shake. “I don't want to be a dragonslayer."
She thought about DiStephan. Now she understood the primitive rage he'd felt when he slaughtered the hatchling on a gentle spring day. It was something she never wanted to feel again.
"You realize, of course,” Taddeo said, standing and offering her a hand up, “you have now dismissed a week's meal for the town."
Astrid accepted his hand, leaning on her sword as she stood. “There will be others.” She looked out toward the birches, and then squinted at Taddeo. “I trust you won't let the next one get away."
Taddeo caught his breath. He relaxed into a smile. “No,” he said with confidence. “That is the last one to get away."
Realizing her clothes felt loose, Astrid looked down to see that her body had returned to its normal shape and size.
"That happened when you fought the lizard,” Taddeo said. “You returned to yourself."
Awkward and hesitant, Astrid gave him a slight smile. “You've returned to yourself, too."
"Yes,” Taddeo said, clearing his throat. “As has the Magenta.” He bowed slightly. “Thank you for your work."
"You're welcome,” she said, watching the dragonslayer walk away with the sword she had forged for him.
By the time Taddeo brought the Magenta back to his camp outside of Guell, it was nearly dark. In a short time, he'd built his fire, cooked dinner over it, and settled in for the night.
He thought about Astrid before he fell asleep.
She'd surprised him today, bargaining with the dragon, convincing it to leave them and Guell alone.
He knew she was well experienced in making weapons but not in using them. She didn't have the slightest idea how to use a sword, but her courage was more than he'd predicted, even considering who and what she was.
Astrid posed more of a danger than Taddeo had anticipated.
But he still had one advantage.
Astrid and everyone else in Guell believed he was a dragonslayer.
Only Taddeo knew that nothing could be further from the truth.
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Chapter 6
* * * *
"I don't know why you need me,” Astrid said as she walked the dirt streets of Guell, linking arms with Mauri.
"I need you desperately,” Mauri said, her voice bright with hope. “You and your knack for choosing the sweetest berries. If I do the choosing, fate gives me all the sour ones."
Astrid sighed with feigned exasperation. “Once again, this is about food. Not about me. Not about our friendship. Not about enjoying a beautiful, sunny day.” Astrid unlinked her arm from Mauri's to cross her arms in mock disappointment. “It's always about the food."
As she teased Mauri, Astrid realized this was the happiest she'd felt since DiStephan's disappearance. For the past eight months, she'd focused on nothing but the ground, the way she'd done when she first came to Guell. She'd gone out into the town rarely, and noticed little but the dirt beneath her feet even though she had a good friend and good neighbors in Guell.
But today Astrid looked up as she walked through the town, taking in everything with fresh appreciation.
Guell was situated on a peninsula at the edge of the forest. The peninsula was divided into a half-moon of 60 cottages, separated from the crops by a stretch of trees. The half moon extended into a narrow spit of land, occupied solely by Astrid's cottage and smithery.
Sixty-foot-high oak and pine trees formed a canopy over Guell, letting the sun dapple through but keeping the air cool and fresh, even on the hottest summer days. The trees grew close together, and most trunks were little more than a foot in diameter. Their roots gnarled up through the ground, covered with old, brown pine needles and cones, sometimes punctuated by a stray strip of green weeds. The roots splayed out like the toes of giant birds. To walk among the trees felt like walking between the long, skinny legs of an enormous flock of monstrous cranes or storks.
The cottages of Guell looked like thatched roofs sitting on the ground, because the houses were hidden underneath. The wealthy, like Astrid, lived under large thatch roofs covering thick stone walls, dividing each cottage into one main room and two alcoves between the walls and the place where the roof sloped down to meet the ground. The less fortunate had no walls: a smaller thatched roof covered a single room dug into the ground. Day and night, smoke rose from the hole in the peak of each roof.
DiStephan had told her the truth, all those years ago. The most valued members of any town were its thatcher and its blacksmith. Guell was small enough to get by with one of each, and they were the only townspeople who did no farm work. Everyone needed a strong roof overhead, just as everyone needed a blacksmith to make tools and keep them in good repair.
On Astrid's spit of land, her home and smithery were separated from Dragon's Teeth Field by a row of tall birch trees.
Dragon's Teeth Field ended at the beach, flanked by sheer cliffs at the ocean's edge. The field was littered with hand-size jagged rocks, rising through the ground like sharp and deadly teeth. No creature entered Dragon's Teeth Field: not man, not animal, not even dragons themselves. The field was like a dragonslayer guarding her back door.
From late fall to early spring, when the birch trees were bare, Astrid had a clear view of the field, the cliffs, the beach, and the sea—and Dragon's Head, the outcrop shaped like a dragon about to escape: the nesting ground DiStephan had pointed out to her when they'd first met.
A soft, warm breeze carried the scent of fresh bread and roasted meat.
"Mmm,” Mauri said as she breathed deeply. “Let's find out if we get some of that."
Astrid smiled, drunk with hunger. “I'll do the trading."
Mauri laughed with surprise. “Why?"
"To thank you for the other day."
Mauri looked at her blankly. “What other day?"
Astrid took a deep breath to steady her nerves. She hadn't told anyone about the dragon and Taddeo yet, not even Mauri. Astrid cast a long gaze all around. Down the street, Beamon Waterson sat at his jeweler's table in front of his cottage. He'd reshaped his fingers so they were longer and thinner, making it easier to work. A shock of his dark red hair poked out from his leather cap like wildfire. He was too far away and too engrossed to hear Astrid speak.
Still, Astrid spoke quietly. “When Taddeo picked up the Magenta, I changed him."
"What?” Startled, Mauri's voice was too loud for Astrid's comfort.
Astrid whispered. “I didn't mean to! It was an accident. It just happened."
"How did you change him? For better? Or for worse?"
Astrid steeled herself for Mauri's reaction. “Worse."
Mauri's eyes squinted with accusation. “Worse! How did you make him worse?"
Astrid kept glancing, making sure no one could overhear. “He was ugly and old and weak."
"Weak!” Mauri struggled to keep her voice down. “He's a dragonslayer! How could you do that? What if a dragon —"
"A dragon did. I handled it."
"What?"
Astrid led Mauri to a quiet clump of trees, far enough from the dirt street that they could speak freely. “Taddeo came to the smithery. He upset me, and the next thing I knew—"
Mauri crossed her arms in anger. “The next thing you knew, you'd changed the dragonslayer, who we all pay to protect us, into a weak, old man. How could you do such a thing?"
"It was an accident.” Astrid struggled to keep her temper in check. “A dragon came through the trees. Taddeo tried to kill it, but he wasn't strong enough to pick up his sword."
Mauri gazed at Astrid, shaking her head in disgust, her face contorting more with every moment.
Astrid kept her voice calm and even. “I told it to leave, to find other things to eat. And it listened!"
Mauri rolled her eyes up at the treetops. “You're talking to dragons now? Stop lying, Astrid. What really happened?"
Mauri's words felt like a slap in the face. Astrid always confided in Mauri, her closest friend other than DiStephan. Astrid trusted her, revealing all but her deepest secrets over the years.
Mauri had never seen Astrid's true appearance. Mauri had never seen Astrid's face until Astrid was old enough to control how she wanted the world to see her.
She'd never told Mauri she was a monster. She'd never let Mauri see that side of her. Only the child seller and Temple the blacksmith—and DiStephan—had ever seen her that way. No one else knew.
Astrid crossed her arms to keep from trembling.
"I could have been killed by that dragon!” Mauri's face flushed as tears welled in her eyes. “It could have torn Guell apart. How could you change the dragonslayer? How could you have put us all in so much danger? And to lie about it!"
Astrid recoiled. “I'm not lying. Taddeo will confirm it."
Mauri paled. “Tell me again. What happened?"
"A dragon came into the smithery. Taddeo was too weak to pick up his sword. I could, and I tried to kill the dragon with it, but I couldn't make myself do it."
Mauri's voice became soft and weak. “You fought a dragon?"
"I tried."
"You just make weapons. You don't use them. How did you know what to do?"
"I didn't."
Mauri looked scared. “And the dragon didn't hurt you?"
"No. I reasoned with it. I don't think it understood what I said. I don't know what happened. I don't understand it, but the dragon's gone."
Mauri said nothing.
Astrid was scared by her silence. “Please don't tell anyone what happened. I made a mistake, but I mended it. I don't want everyone to hate me —"
"They won't. I won't mention it to anyone. I promise."
Something deeper must be troubling Mauri. Surely she'd confide her troubles in time. Sometimes it took a few days or a few weeks, but Mauri always had confided what was in her heart.
Astrid took a few steps toward the dirt street. “Let's look for berries."
"I'm not hungry.” Mauri's voice was quiet and calm. “I've no need of berries."
Astrid watched in astonishment as Mauri walked away.
Mauri had never acted this way before. All their lives, whenever they'd disagreed, Astrid had argued passionately, while Mauri sat quietly, focusing the same way she focused while shaping damp clay on the wheel. Mauri would listen, staring at her thumbs, hands clasped loosely in her lap, pressing her lips together. Sometimes she'd asked Astrid questions. Once Astrid's heat had died down to embers, Mauri would speak quietly for a long time until they'd come to an understanding.
Everything Mauri had just done was unlike her, as if she'd become a different person in mere moments. Astrid felt abandoned by a friend who had always stood by her side.
Everything was falling apart.
Don't worry, Astrid thought, trying to calm her own nerves, sensing her own overreaction. It's a disagreement, that's all. Give her time to cool down. Everything will be all right.
As Astrid walked back to her smithery, she couldn't help but feel there was something wrong.
She could smell it in the air.
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Chapter 7
* * * *
Instead of returning to the smithery after her argument with Mauri, Astrid walked to the outskirts of Guell, and for the first time since DiStephan had disappeared, she went to the secret place where they used to meet.
It was an unusual place in the forest, a secluded patch of land separated from a narrow path in the woods by a deep ravine. Because it was the part of the forest closest to Dragon's Head, no one had ever wanted to bridge the ravine—better to keep as many barriers as possible between the town and the dragons’ nesting ground.
But the ravine was narrow enough to jump with a running start. Astrid ran hard and leaped across the ravine, plunging through the thicket of trees at its edge. She entered the tiny, rocky clearing and climbed down the boulders to the waterfall where she and DiStephan used to meet.
Astrid sat down on her rock, next to DiStephan's place. She watched the water tumble down the pile of boulders, flowing into the tiny pond at her feet.
She looked at the place where DiStephan had always sat, remembering him. Remembering his smile and the way he looked at her. Remembering his touch, his kiss, the softness of his breath against her hair.
She focused on the place where he used to be, every time they'd meet in secret here. She tried to see him. Maybe DiStephan had vanished, but that didn't mean she couldn't remember him.
"I've made a mess of everything,” Astrid said. “I changed the dragonslayer, and he couldn't protect us when we needed him. It's my fault. It was an accident, but it's still my fault."
Astrid closed her eyes, trying to remember the sound of DiStephan's voice. Trying to imagine what he might have said in response to her.
But the only thing she heard was the soft gurgling of water over rocks.
"Mauri's right. I put everyone in danger. Mauri could have been killed. Everyone in Guell could have been killed."
Even though she was alone, Astrid struggled to keep her composure. She didn't want even her memory of DiStephan to see her cry. She was a blacksmith, strong and true—she was no girly crybaby.
Astrid hugged her knees to her chest. She felt like the dagger she'd ruined the other day by leaving it too long in the fire. The metal had bubbled, useless forever.
A soft touch brushed her shoulder, like a hand offering comfort.
She thought she heard him whisper, “Courage, Pigeon."
Astrid opened her eyes with sudden hope and turned to see if it was him.
A tiny branch of a nearby bush caressed Astrid's shoulder, its leaves spread like caring fingers.
She pushed the branch away, standing up.
Astrid reached into her pocket, pulling out the silver brooch DiStephan had given to her when they first met. The serpentine dragon twisted in knots as two snakes attacked it. She'd always thought of the snakes as dragonslayers, DiStephan and his father, keeping constant vigilance, keeping all of Guell safe. But DiStephan's father had died many years ago, and Astrid didn't know when she'd see DiStephan again.
Ever since DiStephan left Guell, she'd seen herself in the silver brooch. Not as the snakes, but as the dragon. A monster hiding among lambs, pretending to be one of the lambs. Trying to fit in, all the while knowing she could never begin to understand how to live among lambs, much less how to become one of them.
A dragon could never be anything other than a dragon.
A monster could never be anything other than a monster.
And, sooner or later, the lambs might begin to catch on. They might figure out who and what she really was.
Astrid worried her thumb against the polished surface of the brooch. “I don't know what to do, and now I have no one to ask for advice."
A sudden wind roared from nowhere, swirling around her like a funnel.
Astrid wrapped her arms around herself, tightening her hand into a fist around the silver brooch. Her hair stung her face as the wind whipped it wildly.
The wind worked itself into a frenzy, pushing Astrid toward the thicket of trees, where she'd entered the clearing after jumping the ravine.
Astrid ran through the trees, slower than needed to make the leap across, but fast enough to make a commitment.
She felt a certain sense of freedom as she jumped into the ravine, determined to regret nothing.
But the wind picked her up and carried her across the narrow gap. Astrid's landing was hard enough to knock the air from her lungs.
"Astrid! Are you all right?"
Gasping as she tried to suck air back into her lungs, Astrid looked up from where she'd sprawled on the ground.
It was Lenore, the last person Astrid wanted to see.
Lenore was annoyingly well prepared to help Astrid. Lenore first checked for injuries. She cleaned the blood from Astrid's hands and elbows, skinned from her hard landing.
Lenore had come to Guell about five years ago. No one knew how old she was, but Astrid suspected they were about the same age. Once in Guell, Lenore shaped herself to become the most beautiful woman in the town. Her long dark hair was pulled back into a tight braid that fell down her back. Her narrow eyebrows arched elegantly above large almond eyes. Her lips were full and her smile was quick and wide.
"What's wrong?” Lenore's voice was teasing and light-hearted. “I know we've never been friends—probably because all women hate me—but I'm trying to help."
Astrid didn't want Lenore to touch her. Astrid jerked her skinned and bleeding hand out of Lenore's. “I don't need help.” But when Astrid tried to stand up, the blood rushed from her head, and she sank to her knees.
Lenore smiled. “So I see."
Astrid sat back on the ground, hugging her legs to her chest, resting her head on her bent knees. She was too dizzy to protest when she felt Lenore's hand on the back of her head.
"Eat this."
Astrid's head cleared when she inhaled a sharp scent of citrus, somewhere between sour and sweet. She looked at the pale green root in Lenore's hand, about the size of a large nail. “What's that?"
"Sing root."
Astrid frowned. “I'm not sick."
Lenore's amused tone made her sound as if her words might ripple into laughter at any moment. “Sing's good for nearly anything that ails you. Cuts and bruises and foggy head, as well as a winter cold or fevered brow."
Astrid took the root. When she held it close to her nose and breathed deeply, her head cleared even more. She took a small bite, and its spicy tang burned her mouth and lips.
Lenore's tone softened. “Even a broken heart, for that matter."
Astrid tensed. “My heart is fine."
"Oh, come now, Astrid. You and DiStephan were lovers —"
"That's not true,” Astrid said. “I was his blacksmith. There's always a special bond between blacksmith and dragonslayer."
Lenore sighed, raising one eyebrow in a lethal, accusing stare. “Don't lie, it's unbecoming. I don't know why you wanted to keep it secret, but everybody in Guell knew about you and DiStephan."
The sing root dissolved in Astrid's mouth, leaving her numb.
Women hated Lenore because she'd change her body on a whim, seemingly to get a rise from any man who might be watching. Every woman knew there was only one explanation for Lenore's public flaunting.
She most likely traded her body to any man who could pay the price.
Like most women in Guell, Astrid had always hoped her lover was strong enough to resist Lenore.
"I don't know why you think DiStephan and I—” Astrid stopped, struggling to speak with her numb tongue.
"Because he told me,” Lenore said. “Have another bite of sing."
Astrid's mind raced as she took another bite. It was impossible. DiStephan had promised he'd never tell. Then Astrid noticed Lenore watching her.
"When I first came here, I liked him,” Lenore said. “He helped me. He made me think I could be happy here. Happy enough. When I wanted more from him, he told me about you."
Astrid chewed on the sing root.
"I'm the only one he told. I assumed it was obvious to everyone else."
Astrid still felt uneasy. “How did he help you?"
Lenore gestured to the bag by her side and herself. “He showed me how to dress to blend in with the woods, and what I'd need in case I ever ran into trouble."
Astrid noticed Lenore's clothes: trousers and a belted tunic, all colored to blend in with the forest. Clothes similar to those worn by dragonslayers.
"I'd never pulled up sing root in dragon territory before. If DiStephan hadn't helped me, a dragon would have supped on me years ago."
Astrid looked at the rest of the sing root in her hand, then at Lenore's cloth bag on the ground. Inside it, Astrid spotted the delicate wooden tools used to coax fragile roots from the ground without breaking them.
All evidence indicated Lenore was telling the truth.
"But the sing hunters in Guell —"
"Sell the sing I sell to them,” Lenore said. “Usually it's women who buy sing, and what woman would buy anything from me?"
Astrid popped the last bite of root into her mouth. “If you didn't change your body for men, maybe the women wouldn't hate you."
Lenore took Astrid's bleeding hand and wiped it clean. She cut open another sing root and pressed it against the wound. “I thought women hated me because they think I'm a harlot."
The sing didn't burn Astrid's mouth as much, now that she was eating the last part of the root. Or maybe she'd just become accustomed to its bite. “Same thing."
Lenore took a small roll of narrow strips of cloth from her bag. She peeled off one strip, wrapped it around Astrid's hand, binding the cut root against her skin. “It's a dangerous game to think that way,” Lenore said softly. “People are not always what they seem."
Astrid noticed the care that Lenore took in wrapping her hand. The bandage was tight enough to bind the root in place and staunch the bleeding, but loose enough to let Astrid move her hand. “So you're a sing hunter, nothing more, nothing less?"
"No,” Lenore said, taking Astrid's other hand to clean and bind. “I'm not. Are you a blacksmith, nothing more, nothing less?"
No, Astrid thought. I'm a monster.
When Lenore finished, she picked up her hunting bag and stuffed the rolled up cloth strips back inside. She extended her arm to give Astrid a hand up.
Astrid took Lenore's hand, standing as Lenore pulled her up. But Astrid cried out as she took a step.
"What happened?” Lenore said.
"I don't know.” Astrid kept the weight off her right foot, stinging with pain. She lowered herself back down to the ground.
Lenore knelt by Astrid's feet. “Maybe you twisted your ankle. Take off your shoe."
Astrid obeyed, and Lenore examined Astrid's ankle. “It looks fine."
"It feels fine. I think I stepped on something sharp."
"Maybe a rock?"
Astrid nodded.
Lenore ran her hands across the smooth dirt where Astrid had stepped.
"Maybe you picked up a rock in your boot.” Lenore slipped her hand inside the boot Astrid had removed. “Nothing. Let me see the bottom of your foot."
Astrid obeyed, wincing at a sharp, sudden pain in the ball of her foot. “Something's in my foot—I can feel it."
Lenore prodded Astrid's foot with her thumb. When Lenore pushed the center of the ball of Astrid's foot, she cried out in pain.
"There's no cut,” Lenore said, keeping her grip on Astrid's foot as she reached into her bag with her free hand.
"That's impossible.” Astrid winced. It felt like a large stone, getting bigger and sharper by the moment, was working its way through her foot. “I must have stepped on something, and it's cut into my foot."
Lenore retrieved one of her wooden digging sticks.
Astrid's eyes widened in alarm. “What's that for?"
Lenore focused on Astrid's foot, yielding her digging stick as if she were sizing up a new find of sing root, still buried underground, invisible, but detectable to experienced eyes. “Take some deep breaths."
Astrid tried to yank her foot out of Lenore's hand, but her grip was too tight.
Lenore poked Astrid's foot harder.
Astrid yelped, struggling to get free.
Lenore kept a steady grip. “That's right, keep breathing. But it will hurt more if you don't keep still."
Astrid froze. Without thinking, she held her breath.
"Breathe,” Lenore said, resting the flat, thin edge of the digging tool against Astrid's skin.
As Astrid closed her eyes and breathed, she felt the digging tool go into her foot like a knife. Lenore poked and prodded for several long moments.
Lenore pulled the stick from Astrid's foot.
Relief washed over Astrid. Her foot felt sore, but fine, otherwise. “I thought you said it wouldn't hurt if I didn't struggle."
Lenore placed her digging stick on the ground, its tip stained with Astrid's blood. Lenore examined something in the palm of her hand. “I said no such thing,” Lenore said, barely seeming to notice Astrid's presence. “I said it would hurt less. Trust me, it did."
Astrid drew her foot into her lap. Blood flowed freely from a small gash in the ball of her foot. “I thought you said there wasn't a cut."
"There wasn't. Not until I made one."
Astrid wiped the blood away with her fingers. Strangely, her skin already looked like it was healing. “I don't understand. What just happened?"
Lenore looked up at her. “This was in your body. I opened up your skin and dug it out."
Lenore handed the object to Astrid. At first glance, it looked like a stone no larger than Astrid's smallest fingernail. But as she took a closer look, she realized she was holding a crimson-colored gem.
The thing that had caused her pain—the foreign object Lenore claimed to have cut out of her foot—was a smaller version of the stone in Taddeo's sword.
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Chapter 8
* * * *
By the time Astrid limped home, she found a loaf of freshly baked bread on her threshold.
She sat on the threshold, ripped off a fistful of bread, and devoured it.
Mauri rounded the corner of the cottage, stopping when she spotted Astrid. Mauri held a vase in one hand, a bunch of bright orange wildflowers in the other.
Instead of trying to speak, Astrid stuffed more bread in her mouth. She didn't know what to say, so she waited for Mauri to speak first.
"Good bread, isn't it?” Usually cheerful and bright, Mauri's voice was subdued, like the pale light of day recovering after a rain storm.
For the first time since their argument today—the most serious argument they'd ever had—Astrid felt hopeful. Maybe their friendship wasn't over, after all.
"It's very good bread,” Astrid said.
Mauri ventured a smile. “A peace offering. These, too."
Astrid pointed at the fired vase in Mauri's hand. “Isn't that the vase you made for Kamella?"
"It's yours now,” Mauri said. “I can make another vase for Kamella."
Astrid frowned; pointing at the orange wildflowers in Mauri's other hand. “Aren't those from my garden?"
Mauri hastily arranged the flowers in the vase. “Look how much prettier they are like this.” She held the arrangement at arm's length. “Besides, my flower bed is empty. I can't get autumn flowers to grow."
Astrid smiled, amused by Mauri's justification.
Mauri grinned as she followed Astrid into her cottage. Mauri placed the vase of flowers on a wooden table.
"Do you know any alchemists?” Astrid said.
Mauri frowned. “What do you want with an alchemist?"
As nervous as she felt, Astrid handed the crimson gem to Mauri before she could change her mind. If anybody could help her now, it was Mauri. She was the only one Astrid could trust.
"Where did you get this?"
"From me,” Astrid said. “It came out of me."
The color drained from Mauri's face. Holding the gem with one hand, she reached with her other hand for the nearest chair, trembling. Gripping its back, Mauri sank into it. “I don't understand."
"I don't either. That's why I need an alchemist.” What puzzled Astrid was Mauri's reaction.
"But this morning...you didn't say anything."
"It hadn't happened yet. It happened this afternoon, when I was in the woods."
Mauri turned the gem over in her hand. Picking it up between her forefinger and her thumb, she held it up to the light. “There's an alchemist in Ramsland. I'm sending Donel there tomorrow—he's trading for me. I'll tell Donel to give this to the alchemist.” Mauri glanced up at Astrid. “Do you think an alchemist will know what this is?"
Astrid sat across the table from Mauri and tore off another piece of bread. “I don't know what else to do."
"Do others know about this?"
"Just Lenore. She's the one who pulled it out of my foot."
Mauri scrunched her face up in distaste. “Lenore? What were you doing with her?"
"She was—” Astrid remembered what Lenore told her. It was mostly women who bought sing root, and if they realized Lenore was the sing root hunter, they'd stop buying just for spite. As much as Astrid disliked Lenore, she didn't have the heart to hurt her. “I was walking and came up lame. Lenore happened to be close by."
"My condolences.” Mauri pocketed the handkerchief-wrapped gem. “Do you think she'll tell anyone?"
Astrid shook her head. “I don't think so. Why? Do you think we should keep this a secret?"
"Yes.” Mauri stood to leave, the color back in her face. She smiled. “Don't worry. You'll find out what this is. Maybe even sooner than you think."
For the next several days Astrid kept herself cloistered inside her smithery and cottage. In the smithery, it was easy to focus on the work at hand—there was always plenty of it. But when she wasn't working, Astrid worried more and more about the crimson gem Lenore had pried out of Astrid's foot and what it could mean.
One morning, before Astrid went to the smithery to begin her day's work, someone rapped sharply on her cottage door.
It's Mauri, Astrid thought. Donel's come back with news from the alchemist.
When she opened the door, she was startled to see Donel smiling on her threshold. He was the youngest of the butcher's children, only 16 years old. His long, berry-brown hair was tied back in a ponytail, revealing his narrow face and close-set cornflower blue eyes.
His presence had become a cruel reminder of his sister Natalia's death and of DiStephan's disappearance. Sometimes Astrid found it difficult to look at Donel, no matter how fond she was of him.
Donel grinned. “Morning!"
"Good morning, Donel."
He stood there, grinning.
Astrid felt a flutter of hope. Maybe Donel had good news from the alchemist. Maybe Mauri had sent him running to tell Astrid the good news himself. “What are you doing here?"
Donel kept grinning. “The usual."
Oh. That.
"No,” Astrid said firmly. “You can't be my apprentice."
Donel stood his ground. “How else can I become rich and successful and prominent and...rich?"
"You already have plenty of work."
Donel shook his head. “Tending crops? Feeding livestock? Butchering when need be? Not for me. I've got to learn a trade."
"I'm sure your father—"
Donel snorted in exasperation. “How would you like being elbow-deep in guts and blood all day?"
The boy had a point. There was no glamour in cutting meat.
"I don't need an apprentice,” Astrid said. “I don't want one. Never have, never will."
Donel's smile was charming and convincing. “You can't resist me. If anyone can change your heart, it's me. I'm not giving up on you, Mistress Blacksmith."
Astrid smiled. “See you next week, then?"
Donel winked. “Of course. But if you change your mind between now and then, which you're very likely to do—"
"Donel!"
Both Astrid and Donel jumped at the sound of the butcher's harsh and guttural voice.
He reached for the scruff of the boy's neck, but Donel scooted past him before the butcher could lay a hand on him.
"I know,” Donel said as he walked backwards toward the heart of Guell. “I've got a pig to slaughter."
As Donel sprinted away, the butcher wedged his foot between the door and doorjamb, even as Astrid tried to shut the door.
"Stay away from the boy,” the butcher said. His voice was low, and his gaze was fiery. “It's bad enough to lose a daughter, but I'll skin you alive if my only boy gets killed by a dragon."
Astrid struggled to maintain her composure—and a firm grip on her front door. “What—"
"You know what I mean.” The butcher was like smoldering coals ready to burst into powerful flame. “I know what you did to Taddeo. And what you didn't do to that dragon."
His words shocked Astrid into silence.
He knew. The butcher knew.
"Do it again,” he said steadily, “and I'll have your hide."
He yanked his foot from her threshold, and then walked away in anger.
Astrid shut her cottage door and leaned against it.
If the butcher knew she'd weakened Taddeo and talked a dragon into leaving instead of killing it, then it wouldn't be long before the entire town knew.
Maybe everyone already knew.
"What was the child seller thinking when he brought me here?” Astrid said, thinking out loud. “I don't belong. I never have, and I never will."
Years ago, the people of Guell had treated her with caution and disdain, as if she were a landed man, even though Astrid was no foreigner. It was because she'd landed a coveted spot as Temple's apprentice, a position most families wanted for their young sons. Like landed men, Astrid had worked hard for her wealth and some people envied her for it because she hadn't been born in Guell.
She pulled the silver dragon brooch from her pocket. Since DiStephan had vanished, she'd taken to holding it whenever she missed him. Wrapping her fingers around the cool silver reminded her of the most frightening moment of her life in Guell: when the child seller had told her to drop her blanket and show Temple what she really was, before he bought her.
Holding the brooch felt like holding DiStephan in her arms.
To herself, Astrid said, “Courage, Pigeon."
She turned the brooch over in her hands.
Why was I afraid of DiStephan that day? Astrid wondered, thinking about the last day she'd seen him. It's his duty to kill dragons, whether they're hatchlings, fledglings, or full grown. A dragon is a dragon.
Astrid slipped the brooch back into her pocket. Suddenly, everything seemed clear and obvious.
She couldn't stay in Guell. Once the townspeople knew she'd weakened Taddeo and let a dragon go free, they'd hate her as much as the butcher did. She'd sealed her own fate: she wasn't welcome here anymore.
"I need DiStephan,” Astrid said.
That was the answer!
She'd leave Guell and find DiStephan. Maybe it wasn't too late to make things right with him. He regularly patrolled the hinterlands up North, where folk gathered iron blooms in the bogs. She'd go there first.
She surveyed the room. Astrid stacked a few wooden bowls on her tabletop, gathered her favorite utensils, and put them inside the top bowl.
A sudden knock at her door startled Astrid.
Staring at the door in horror, she realized she'd forgotten to latch it.
"Astrid?” Lenore opened the door and stepped inside. She gazed at the tabletop. Looking at Astrid in surprise, she said, “Are you leaving Guell?"
"No,” Astrid lied, shaken by Lenore's perceptiveness. “Of course not."
Lenore looked back at the stacked bowls, stepping closer until she saw the utensils inside. “It looks like you're leaving. Astrid, there's no other blacksmith in town. There's no one to replace you, and nobody can get by without a blacksmith.” Lenore looked at Astrid sharply. “I saw you talking to the butcher. What did he say to you?"
"Nothing,” Astrid lied again. “Everything is fine. I'm just.....” Astrid thought, trying to invent a convincing argument. Then it came to her. She brightened. “I decided to do some rearranging. I want to change this room around a bit."
"No one is going to let you leave,” Lenore said.
Fine, Astrid thought. Then I'll leave at night, when everyone's asleep.
"I'm not going anywhere,” Astrid said, laughing. “I promise."
"I'm glad I came,” Lenore sighed. “I haven't seen you in town all week, and I've been wondering how you're feeling."
"Fine. But it's time for me to work —"
"All right,” Lenore said, playing along. “I need some work done. I can pay you in sing root—if you'll take it from me."
Astrid smiled. “I'm sorry. I'm not taking on any new work right now."
"Because you're leaving?” Lenore crossed her arms, staring at Astrid. “You never turn work away. You can't. You're the only blacksmith. If you won't do it, who am I supposed to turn to?” Lenore's face softened with disappointment. “Unless I'm the only one you're refusing..."
"No!” Astrid didn't want Lenore to think Astrid was like the other women in Guell—at least, she didn't want to be like them when it came to Lenore.
As anxious as Astrid was to leave Guell to look for DiStephan, she couldn't bear to turn Lenore away, especially after Lenore had helped her.
"What do you need?"
Lenore stopped and turned back toward Astrid. “A pair of silver shoes."
The answer befuddled Astrid. “Shoes? Made of silver? Why ask me? Why not ask Beamon Waterson? He's the best jeweler—"
"They need to be strong,” Lenore said. “Silver is soft. You know how to make things strong."
"To a certain degree,” Astrid smiled, relaxing at the pleasure of shop talk. “But every piece of metal has its own character, its own strength. When I work with metal, I can figure out what kind of strength it has. It's a matter of recognizing what's already there and deciding the best way to work with it. Silver is soft in its purest state—why does it have to be silver?"
"I need shoes stronger than leather or cloth."
"Why?"
"Because I have no feet."
Astrid stared dumbly at Lenore's calm face for several long moments. Finally, Astrid looked at the ground.
Lenore's feet were beautiful. Astrid hadn't noticed that Lenore was barefoot until now. Astrid took in every detail from the high arches to the straight and narrow toes.
Astrid laughed. “I beg to differ."
"You don't believe me."
Astrid didn't understand what kind of game Lenore was playing. Astrid was tempted to ask Lenore to leave, no matter how she might hurt her feelings.
But the calm expression on Lenore's face made Astrid curious. Lenore had to be lying, but she didn't look it.
Lenore pointed toward Astrid's table and benches. “Sit there."
Astrid obeyed. Lenore sat next to her on the bench and plopped her feet into Astrid's lap.
"I can see your invisible feet."
"I didn't claim they're invisible. I said I don't have any feet. Hold them, and I'll prove it."
Not expecting much, Astrid wrapped her fingers around Lenore's feet, realizing they were longer and sturdier than Astrid first realized. Bones and muscles moved fluidly under her touch as Lenore flexed her feet.
Eerily, Lenore's skin felt like tanned leather.
And then her feet dissolved, like frost melting on a warm morning. What had been muscular and bony was now just empty air.
Lenore's legs ended at her ankles in stumps crisscrossed with thick scars.
It was impossible.
No one could create something out of air.
It was only possible to shift the shape of what already existed.
When Astrid looked up, she was even more shocked by how Lenore had changed. Her hair was streaked with gray, and wrinkles creased around her smiling mouth and eyes.
"As I said the other day,” Lenore said. “People aren't always what they seem."
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Chapter 9
* * * *
Something solid filled Astrid's hands again, and she looked down to see Lenore's feet. Astrid ran her fingertips along Lenore's ankles, where stumps had been just moments ago. The skin was seamless and unflawed.
"I'm sorry,” Lenore said. She'd returned to herself, her hair solidly dark, and her face smooth. “I don't mean to be vulgar. I mean to be honest about who I am."
Astrid felt the warmth from the feet she still held. It was impossible. “What just happened?"
Lenore lifted her feet from Astrid's hands and swiveled to rest them on the cottage floor. “I believe I deserve to have feet, so they exist."
Astrid was confused, trying to make sense of what she'd just seen. “It looked like someone cut off your feet."
Lenore nodded. “A blacksmith."
Astrid's eyes widened in new horror. She suddenly wished she hadn't asked.
"It wasn't his fault,” Lenore said. “I asked him to."
Astrid remembered how Lenore's feet had felt: the bones, the muscles, the warmth.
The skin that felt more like leather than skin.
Astrid was afraid to ask the question, but she heard the words come out of her mouth before she could think the situation through. “Why would you ask anyone to cut off your feet?"
"I gave up too much. I had to pay a high price to get everything back, and the price I paid was my feet."
Astrid was torn between not wanting to hear another word and wanting to know everything. Curiosity won. “I don't understand."
Lenore's gaze wandered to the remaining bread on the table top. Her stomach gurgled.
Astrid handed the bread to Lenore. “Please,” Astrid said. “Have some."
Lenore nodded her thanks, helping herself. “When I was very young, I was orphaned. Like you.” Lenore chewed and swallowed a mouthful of bread. “DiStephan told me."
Astrid wondered what else DiStephan had told Lenore about her.
"I lived in the North Lands. One year, my mother and father became very sick with something no one had ever seen before. It scared the neighbors. They thought my parents were dying, and everyone was afraid the illness would spread. So they burned the house down with my mother and father inside."
Astrid looked at Lenore with new understanding.
"My father was a cobbler when he wasn't tending crops.” Lenore stared at her own bare feet. “I escaped with the clothes on my back, the shoes on my feet, a handful of cobbler's needles, and a small knife. I found a cave to live in, and I learned how to find food and water. But I was too young to control my body, and I knew my feet would outgrow my shoes by winter.
"I found another village and knocked on every door. I repaired shoes in exchange for scraps of leather or cloth. For years, I made my own patchwork leather shoes and covered them with red cloth. I loved those shoes as much as I'd ever loved anything. I'd made them with my own hands, and they were beautiful. They made me happy.
"When I grew up, the master of the grandest farm asked me to marry him. I'd known him for years, fixing his shoes and making new ones for him. He'd fallen in love with me, and I'd never even noticed."
Lenore paused, eating more bread.
"Did you love him?” Astrid said.
"He was as handsome and fine as his home. He was as kind to me as anyone ever had been. I'd given up hope long ago that any man would ever want to marry me, and this lovely man offered me companionship, a real home, and a carefree life. So I married him.
"But, as I found out too late, there was a price to pay. As much as I liked the servants, I wasn't allowed to make friends with them—it was improper. My husband's friends weren't people I could understand. They seemed cold and distant. The worst part was I was forbidden to wear anything other than black shoes. I had to dress as my husband wished."
Astrid struggled to keep disbelief out of her voice. “So you were unhappy?"
Lenore stared with firm amusement at Astrid. “How would you feel if you had to give up blacksmithing? How long would you last without the heat of the flame or the singing of metal against metal or whatever it is you love so much?"
Astrid mulled it over. Sometimes she thought she loved her work because she'd loved Temple like a father. Sometimes she thought she loved her work because it made her feel strong and useful and competent.
And then, other times, Astrid swore blacksmithing was in her blood. Blacksmithing felt like her destiny, her fate.
She couldn't imagine what her life would be like without it.
"Oh,” Astrid said. “I see."
"I didn't,” Lenore said. “Not for a long time. I began to lie to get what I needed. I'd kept my last pair of red shoes, only to discover my husband had had them burned because he assumed I'd never need or want to wear them again. Without his knowledge, I bought a new pair of red shoes from a cobbler. It wasn't the same. They didn't fit as well as the ones I'd made for myself, and the red was darker, like spilt blood. But they were the only red shoes I could have, and I had to keep them secret in order to keep them at all.
"I loved to dance in them. At first, it was only with the servants when my husband wasn't home. I could out-dance them all, full of energy after they'd dropped from exhaustion. At last, I was bold enough to wear them to our proper dances, because my dresses were long enough to cover them up. But when we danced, my dress spun, revealing my red shoes. Afterwards, my husband took my shoes and locked them away, explaining it was my responsibility to wear black. He asked me what was wrong, saying I was no longer the happy woman he'd married.
"When I looked in the mirror that night, I understood what he meant. I didn't look like myself anymore—I looked like him."
"What?” Astrid said, startled. “Someone changed your face?"
"I did,” Lenore said quietly. “It wasn't other people who saw me differently—it was me. I willingly had given up the life I'd created for myself in exchange for a bit of comfort. Comfort and love. I gave up what I loved because I wanted to be loved."
"Oh,” Astrid whispered. Lenore's words made Astrid want to run to her smithery, to wrap her arms around her anvil and press her face against its cool surface. She thought of every sword she'd ever made for a dragonslayer, feeling humbled by each opportunity given to her and proud of every weapon she'd placed in the world.
"When I realized what I'd done,” Lenore said, “I felt trapped. I loved my husband. I saw him as my salvation from a hard life. I'd thought if I embraced what he embraced, I'd be happy again. Instead, I became my husband.
"I couldn't sleep that night. All I wanted was to dance so I wouldn't have to face the reflection I'd seen of myself in the mirror. When my husband went riding the next day, I freed the red shoes from their prison, and I danced. I danced out of our home and into town.
"I couldn't stop."
Astrid had heard of people in other lands who believed in magic. Maybe Lenore was one of those people. “Were the shoes enchanted?"
Lenore's eyes sparkled as she smiled. “Of course not. There's no such thing as magic. I lost control of myself. I thought I'd lost the will to stop, and my thoughts kept spiraling around me until they trapped me in the dance.
"When I saw the blacksmith, I asked him to cut the shoes off, but I'd been dancing so long that my feet had bled and the shoes were stuck to my feet. They wouldn't come off."
Astrid wondered what she would have done if she'd been the blacksmith. “So you asked him to cut off your feet."
The air stirred as Lenore took a deep breath. “No one understood, especially not my husband. Not until I told him how I felt and that I'd give anything to have my old life back."
Astrid was startled as Lenore struggled with her emotions. Of all the women Astrid had ever known, Lenore was the most confident, the most independent. It seemed impossible that anything could make Lenore cry.
But her eyes were welling with tears.
"He understood.” Lenore's voice quivered, but she kept her composure, smiling through tears that didn't spill. “He gave me his favorite horse, plenty of food, and told me to go find my old life. He said, with luck, I might become as strong as I was when I was a little girl. He said, perhaps I'd become strong enough to believe my feet are with me in a spirit so great that I could walk on them again.
"It was the greatest gift he ever gave me.
"So I traveled. I imagined my feet as they used to be, and gradually I began to have feelings beyond the stumps. One night I looked down and saw my feet had reappeared."
Astrid sat back, puzzled. “Aren't they just an illusion?"
"My feet,” Lenore said, “are as real as my belief in them."
"And the silver shoes?"
Lenore smiled, her eyes sparkling and bright. “Even if my feet could bleed, the blood wouldn't stick to silver. It's impossible to get stuck inside a pair of silver shoes."
Astrid nodded, taking it all in. She had always made assumptions about what was and wasn't possible, based on how she'd seen the people in Guell shift their shapes. Astrid wondered if she'd been narrow in her thinking all these years. Maybe it took an outsider like Lenore to show Astrid what was truly possible.
Astrid stood up, signaling their business was finished. “Let me see what I can do."
Lenore pursed her full lips, watching Astrid. Lenore didn't look convinced. Finally, she stood and took a few steps toward the door. Looking back at Astrid, Lenore said, “I'm sorry about DiStephan. I miss him, too."
A knot tangled the back of Astrid's throat—she couldn't speak.
Lenore smiled briefly. She opened the cottage door and left.
When Astrid went to close the door, she watched Lenore walk away.
She left no footprints on the dirt path.
Astrid remembered what Temple had told her long ago: once you decide who you are, you can stand up inside your own skin. Lenore was a woman who had decided who she was.
Astrid hadn't lied to Lenore. Not really. Astrid had said she'd see what she could do about making the silver shoes—she hadn't said when.
Maybe someday she'd return to Guell. If so, she'd make silver shoes for Lenore.
Lenore's suspicions had confirmed Astrid's fear: it was going to be difficult to leave of Guell, maybe even at night.
Astrid realized she had another choice.
She could leave now.
As soon as Lenore disappeared from sight, Astrid dashed to the smithery behind her cottage.
"Don't dawdle,” Astrid told herself, focusing on the task at hand. She knew she had to decide very quickly which tools she could take with her and which tools she'd have to leave behind.
First, the tools had to be small enough to hide underneath her clothes.
"I guess that means I'm leaving the anvil behind,” Astrid muttered, resting one hand on top of it as she scanned the contents of the smithery.
Next, the tools had to be essential. Tools she used often and loved too much to leave behind.
"The hammers,” Astrid said, walking up to her array of hammers, and picking her favorites. It wasn't that hammer heads were difficult to make—it was a matter of balance. Making a balanced wooden handle that fit the hammer head like a married couple destined to be together. It had taken years to create her favorite hammers, mostly due to dozens of failed attempts.
Astrid chose a few other tools. She hid them all underneath her clothes, her muscles tensing at the sudden extra weight. She practiced walking back and forth across the smithery until she was able to walk without making clanging sounds.
She took one long, last look. Astrid thought about Lenore and the red shoes she'd made for herself, how she'd been happy even though she'd been poor. “It's going to be fine,” Astrid reassured herself. “Everything's going to be fine."
With that, she turned and left the smithery, knowing she'd never see it again.
Food, Astrid thought, walking out of the smithery. Maybe I can hide a little food in my pockets.
She went back inside her cottage, took the last bits of bread that Mauri had given to her, wrapped them in a handkerchief, and slipped it inside her last free pocket. Astrid took a quick glance around the room before stepping toward the door.
Mauri stepped inside, closing the door. Her face was pale and drawn in fear. Her lower lip trembled when she spoke. “You can't leave. Not now."
Astrid laughed it off. “What?"
Mauri held each side of the doorway, blocking Astrid's path. Mauri stood rock solid, as if no force in nature could make her move. “Lenore warned me."
Lenore. Astrid had brushed off Lenore's suspicions, so Lenore had run to the one person with the power to convince Astrid to stay.
But Astrid stood her ground. There was nothing Mauri could say to change her mind.
"I saw DiStephan,” Mauri said. “I talked to him a few days ago."
Astrid's heart beat so fast that she feared it would rattle the hammers she'd slipped inside her vest.
"When?” Astrid felt her entire body flush, like being overtaken by fever. “Where?"
Outside, someone screamed.
They both froze for a moment, staring at each other.
Another scream, closer this time.
"Dragon,” Astrid said.
"Where's Taddeo?” Mauri backed away from the cottage door, looking around the room for a place to hide.
Astrid stood. “I don't know. He's been keeping guard. I suspect he's at his camp."
What if the dragon had killed Taddeo?
Astrid tried to think. She had a handful of hammers and other tools on her body right now, but they'd be useless against a dragon. And if the dragon was already attacking people, trying to reason with it would probably get her killed.
But the smithery. Astrid had a sword in the smithery.
Astrid and Mauri should stay together. Safety in numbers.
"Come with me,” Astrid said, extending her hand to Mauri as she stepped toward the cottage door.
They both jumped, crying out in surprise as the door crashed into the cottage.
Three strangers burst into the room.
Instinctively, Astrid wrapped her arms around Mauri to protect her.
"Which one of you is the blacksmith?"
Astrid realized they were men, but they were like no men she'd ever seen before. Fur boots covered their legs to just above their knees. They wore leather armor and black capes.
The one who spoke wore a mask shaped like a dragon. “Which one is the blacksmith?"
Astrid felt a nauseating wave of recognition. There was something vaguely familiar about the man in the dragon mask. His voice, maybe. Or the way he stood. Whatever it was, it terrified her.
"Who are you?” Astrid said, feeling Mauri tremble in her grasp.
"Brigands,” Mauri whispered. “We're being attacked."
Screams grew louder outside. Through the doorway, past the intruders, Astrid caught a glimpse of more men on horseback, chaos in the streets, and a house on fire. A sudden breeze carried the smell of smoke and burning flesh.
"What do you want with the blacksmith?” Astrid said, trying to make sense out of chaos.
One of the brigands pointed at Astrid's arms. “Look at her muscles. She's the one."
"Right,” said the man with the dragon mask. “Take her.” He pointed at Mauri. “And kill the other one."
* * * *
Part 3: Twisting the Iron
* * * *
"Iron is like anyone you'll ever meet,” Temple said as he continued the lesson of making a dragonslayer's sword. “Everybody is strong in certain ways and weak in other ways. When you hammer iron, you shape and mold its strength. The slag you hammer out of it—that's nothing magic. Slag is just the weakness in the iron coming out."
Temple had already tested the billets days ago and put aside the two strongest to make the sword's edges.
Now came the step Astrid liked best: twisting the iron. Using a flat piece of stone as long as her forefinger to measure the iron, she would keep one finger-length of a billet straight. She'd twist the next finger length tightly, like a ringlet of hair.
Astrid pulled a billet from the fire, and Temple poured water over every section other than the one to be twisted. He clamped a cool section of the billet into a vise. Tongs in hand, Astrid worked fast, gripping the dark iron just above the bright yellow section, twisting the iron hard and fast to make four complete revolutions. When they'd finished with each billet, it had nine straight sections alternating with nine twisted sections, like ripples across a lake.
Four billets twisted to the right, while four other billets twisted to the left.
"A sword must be hard enough to hold its edge,” Temple said, “and tough enough so it doesn't bend or break, which means it needs to be kept soft. That's the blacksmith's problem: how do you make a sword that's both hard enough and soft enough?
"The answer's in the billets. Some billets are hard enough, some billets are soft enough. It's putting the billets together that solves the problem."
They paired off billets twisted in different directions into the fire. When the full length of both billets glowed bright yellow, Astrid pulled them out, hammering the fluxed surfaces together hard and fast. Fist-sized white sparks flew like shooting stars with every hammer blow.
Astrid examined the first pair of billets she'd welded. When she checked the twisted sections, she was happy with the way the twists slanted down, forming a “V” shape.
"A dragonslayer's sword has great character,” Temple said. “It balances its strengths with its weaknesses by balancing strong spots in the iron with weak spots. Anyone who can do that is as valuable to the world as the sword is to the dragonslayer."
The initial welding gave them four paired billets. Next, it was time to join two of those paired billets, side by side, welding once more. Again, the twisted sections lined up across the four billets as two “V” shapes, side by side, and all the straight sections aligned.
The two sections of four billets welded together formed the core of what would become each side of the sword's blade.
Astrid brought the two sections of welded billets to a bright yellow. She welded them together, the twisted rows on one section back-to-back with the straight rows on the other.
"A sword made from a single piece of metal is likely to bend and break,” Temple explained. “And once your sword's broken or bent, you're as good as dead."
Astrid heated the core of welded billets, and then hammered it flat. She finished shaping the core. The next step was to hammer the two billets she'd set aside to form the sword's edges.
"What we do is create a balance of hard and soft,” Temple said. “It's that balance, that's what makes our swords great.
"That's why you must promise to keep what we do a secret."
"I promise,” Astrid said.
"Do not promise lightly,” Temple said. His face darkened and he became more serious than Astrid had ever seen. “If our secret falls into the wrong hands, everything we know can be destroyed by our enemies."
Astrid frowned. “What enemies do we have?"
Temple gazed into her eyes. “We will know them when we meet them."
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Chapter 10
* * * *
"No,” Astrid said, stepping in front of Mauri to protect her.
The brigands pushed past her, and Mauri moaned as they gripped her arms.
The man in the dragon mask stared long and hard at Astrid. “It is you, isn't it?"
His eyes were lavender. The same lavender eyes from her childhood nightmares.
Despite the dragon mask, she recognized Drageen.
Astrid felt like a little girl again, back in the bad place.
Her eyes rolled back in her head as her knees buckled. Her body felt like an enormous lump of iron as she collapsed, a breath away from fainting.
The tools hidden inside her clothes were like anchors, dragging her down into a sea of unconsciousness. The tools clanged, singing against the flagstones when Astrid hit the floor.
She heard Drageen's footsteps walking away.
"No!” Mauri sounded hurt and confused, her voice twisting until it sounded as pinched as her face probably looked right now. “You can't hurt me."
The words lapped over Astrid softly, like soft ocean waves. You can't hurt me. You can't hurt me.
Mauri was standing up to them.
How can I let her do it alone?
Astrid opened her eyes.
Keeping still, Astrid gazed up. As Mauri trembled, one brigand approached her with an ax. He aimed the ax at Mauri's sternum.
Mauri paled, watching the ax come closer. Mauri looked up at Drageen, who paced near the doorway. “Please,” Mauri whispered.
Drageen spoke softly, as if talking to himself. “And so they came to claim what was theirs; bashing, thrashing, and crashing like gods..."
Astrid scanned the floor, spotting the tools that had fallen from where she'd hidden them under her clothes.
Mauri gasped as the ax blade pressed against her clothes.
Astrid scooped up a hammer in each hand, swinging her right hand in a round-house curve as she lunged between Mauri and her attacker, striking his ax with her hammer. Astrid knocked the ax away, its blade ripping a gash in Mauri's dress.
The brigand stared at his empty hand that had gripped the ax moments ago. He looked up in time to see the hammer in Astrid's left hand swing toward his forehead.
The hammer struck him squarely.
He dropped to the ground, unconscious.
Astrid stepped between Mauri and the other brigand. “She's my apprentice,” Astrid said. “Nobody kills her."
The brigand unsheathed a dagger.
His grip was sure, and his stance steady.
It would be difficult to disarm him.
So she threw a hammer at his face, as hard as she could.
He cried out when the hammer hit him squarely in the eye. He kept his grip on the dagger until Astrid's second hammer broke his nose.
The dagger clattered onto the flagstones. The brigand moaned as blood poured from his nose.
Astrid picked up more hammers from the floor.
As the brigand with the broken nose sank to the floor in pain, Drageen took a step forward.
Astrid stood her ground. “There's plenty more where that came from."
Drageen hesitated.
The first brigand moaned as he regained consciousness. The second swore while he tried to stop his nose from bleeding.
Drageen licked his lips nervously. “If we let your apprentice live, will you stop acting like a barbarian?"
Astrid frowned, insulted by his words. It made her angry enough to forget her fear. “I'm the barbarian?"
Drageen pointed at his recovering men. “You hit them in the face with hammers!"
Astrid's anger quickened. “You break down my door, you attack unarmed women..."
The moaning brigand rose and grabbed Astrid, pulling her hands behind her back.
Astrid squirmed as he bound her wrists together.
A thin line of blood soaked through the cut in Mauri's dress.
Astrid looked at the flagstones where the rest of her tools had scattered. It would be easy enough for Mauri to pick up—
Drageen scooped up Astrid's tools from the floor and flung them into the ashes of the cooking hearth in the center of the room.
He then pulled a pair of iron shackles from a leather pouch hanging from his belt. He pulled Mauri's hands behind her back, locking them in the irons.
The brigands led Astrid and Mauri out of the cottage.
The air was thick with the smell of smoke and burning flesh. Cottages smoldered ahead in Guell. Screams and shouts pierced the air.
Mauri doubled over, gagging.
Drageen hauled Mauri up onto the saddle of his horse. He swung himself up to sit behind her.
As Drageen and Mauri rode into Guell, Astrid followed on foot, the brigands trailing behind with ax and dagger in hand.
With every step, she realized what had happened.
Dozens of armored brigands raided the burning cottages of Guell, loading anything worth stealing onto carts that belonged to townspeople. One brigand led a few farm horses toward the carts, their hooves caked with freshly turned dirt from the fields.
Bodies of slain townspeople sprawled across doorsteps.
The brigands were killing everyone. Destroying every home.
Astrid choked, the air thick with smoke from burning cottages.
Astrid wished it had been a dragon attacking Guell. At least, when a dragon attacked, it killed what it wanted to eat. She'd never heard of a dragon killing more than two or three people at a time.
But then, all dragons cared about was surviving.
Brigands shouted to each other while townspeople screamed.
Astrid walked through the town center.
There lay Skye, the stench of her blood mixing with the smell of freshly baked bread. There was Hammit sprawled in the road, his mouth and eyes open, both empty and vacant.
And there was Beamon, the jeweler, fallen with a handful of flowers strewn near his body.
The flowers. He must have picked them for Kamella.
Astrid stared at his shock of red hair poking from beneath his leather cap.
His chest rose in a soft breath.
His eyes fluttered open long enough for his gaze to meet hers. He shut his eyes and kept still again.
He's alive, Astrid realized. Maybe he can stay alive as long as he pretends to be dead.
A screaming woman ran through the town, chased by a single brigand. She was gaining ground, outrunning him. She was—
"Lenore!” Hope filled Astrid as she called out without thinking.
Lenore slowed, looking for Astrid.
Astrid watched in horror, wishing she could take it back as she realized she'd just given the brigand enough time to catch up. He struck Lenore.
She fell.
"Don't touch her!” Astrid ran toward Lenore, hands still bound behind her back.
Brigands jerked Astrid back, shoving her to keep pace with Drageen's horse.
My fault, Astrid thought. If she'd kept quiet as she'd had the sense to do with Beamon, Lenore would have escaped, running on her spirit feet. Lenore was fast. She would have escaped.
But now, thanks to Astrid's carelessness, Lenore was going to be murdered, just like everyone else in Guell.
I have to get free from the brigands, Astrid thought. I'll take Mauri to a safe place.
We have to find DiStephan.
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Chapter 11
* * * *
The brigands took Astrid and Mauri out of Guell and through the forest for the rest of the day. They settled into camp in the woods that night.
The carts were loaded with stolen goods: butchers’ knives, Beamon's jewelry, farming tools, and almost everything from Astrid's smithery. Now, the brigands looked like ordinary men: butchers or jewelers or farmers.
The brigands set up camp, built a large fire, and retrieved baskets of stolen food. They positioned the carts around the outside of their camp like a protective wall.
Astrid counted heads. There looked to be about 30 brigands in camp.
Funny. Back in Guell there seemed to be twice as many.
It was damp and cool in the woods. A night bird cried out mournfully from the tree canopy.
Astrid found herself thinking about Lenore and her spirit feet. Astrid thought about what Lenore had told her earlier that day, before the world turned inside out.
Astrid wondered if what she'd seen was real or just her imagination. Did Lenore's legs end in stumps at her ankles, crisscrossed with scars, or had Astrid imagined the whole thing, wishing Lenore's story was true?
It was real, Astrid decided.
After all, she'd watched Lenore walk away, barefoot, but leaving no footprints in the dirt road.
It had to be real.
Astrid thought about what it must have taken for Lenore to create such real feet out of nothing. It was one thing to shift shape, but what Lenore had done was something wholly different.
Lenore said her feet were real because she believed in them. She walked on them. They held her up. And yet, as Lenore had shown her, there was nothing below her ankles.
Nothing except the strength of Lenore's belief in herself.
If Lenore can do it, Astrid thought, then I can, too.
Drageen led Mauri to one of the carts. He released the shackles binding her wrists just long enough to position her hands between the spokes of a cart wheel. He shackled her to the iron spoke.
Astrid watched in horror. The horse was still attached to that cart. If anything spooked the horse, the cart would roll forward or backwards—either way, it would twist Mauri's arms right out of their sockets.
Drageen flagged down one of his men. “Tie up the horses."
Astrid didn't realize she was holding her breath until she sighed in relief as the brigand released the horse from Mauri's cart.
She'd been walking or standing all day. She sank to the ground in exhaustion.
Drageen removed the leather belt from his waist. “Get up."
Hands still bound behind her back, Astrid struggled to her feet.
He slipped his belt around one of her arms and pulled, walking toward Mauri.
Huddled by the wheel, Mauri's face was pale and drawn, her eyes nearly swollen shut from crying. She didn't look up when Drageen pushed Astrid to the ground, belting her arm to another spoke on Mauri's wheel.
He walked away without a word.
Astrid shifted her weight, leaning back against the wheel, trying to find a more comfortable position. She whispered, “Are you all right?"
Mauri's shackled wrists forced her to face the same wheel that Astrid leaned back against. Mauri didn't answer. She looked at the wheel spokes, not at Astrid.
"I'm going to get us out of here,” Astrid whispered.
"That's impossible.” Mauri's voice sounded stronger than Astrid expected.
Here, on the outskirts of camp, darkness was on their side. The camp fire burned brightly, and all the brigands were focused on drinking ale and eating.
Astrid knew the woods of Guell. She knew the caves, the ravines, every fallen log and every tree worth climbing.
These brigands didn't.
If Astrid and Mauri could slip away while the brigands were busy getting warm and fed and drunk, it would be easy to hide in the woods. Maybe even walk to the next town and seek refuge.
Astrid closed her eyes, thinking about her wrists and her hands. She wriggled them, focusing on the way her skin felt, her muscles, and her bones.
Small, Astrid thought. Narrow.
Nothing happened. The cloth still bit into her skin.
I have to change, Astrid thought. I need to change.
She remembered what had happened with Taddeo, the way he'd changed her body, and how she'd felt stuck, unable to change herself back, no matter how hard she tried.
I'm trying too hard, Astrid realized. She took a deep breath, trying to relax.
She'd changed when she'd been fighting the dragon that had crashed into the smithery while she was talking to Taddeo. No—she hadn't changed while she was fighting. She'd changed when she was talking to the dragon. That's what Taddeo had told her afterwards.
Talking to the dragon, not fighting it.
So what do I do? Astrid thought, frustrated. Talk to the cloth around my wrists? Reason with it? Tell it I understand why it's biting into my skin?
The dragon, the dragon, the dragon. What was it about the dragon that changed her back?
It wasn't the dragon, Astrid realized. It was me. I forgot to be afraid.
Astrid let fear wash through her like water through loosely woven cloth. She tapped into the same focus she used in the smithery every day to hammer iron.
Small, she told her wrists and hands, tucking her thumbs into her palms, squeezing her fingers tight together. Narrow, she told her wrist bones, willing them to become tiny, to shift out of alignment.
Astrid ground her teeth together against the sudden pain in her wrists.
It was working! She felt bone and muscle twisting inside, changing her hands and wrists.
The cloth felt loose, and she pulled her hands free.
"Change back,” she whispered to her hands, sighing with relief as she felt bone and muscle slide back into place. She pulled her hands into her lap, keeping a close eye on the camp to make sure no one was watching.
She checked to make sure her hands were all right. One quick glance made her happy. Her hands looked fine.
Mauri gazed at Astrid's hands in amazement. “How did you do that?” Mauri spoke too loudly, seeming to forget the danger they were in.
"Quiet,” Astrid said, watching the camp, where all the men acted boisterous and self-absorbed. No one had heard Mauri. “You're next."
"What?"
"Concentrate,” Astrid whispered. “Make your hands small. Change them, make them narrow."
Mauri stared at Astrid as if she'd gone mad. “I've never been good at this. I can't do it."
Astrid watched the camp as she tried to convince Mauri. “If we escape now, you can take us to DiStephan."
Mauri knitted her eyebrows in puzzlement. “DiStephan?"
"You told me you saw him. You must know where he is."
"Of course,” Mauri said, blinking hard, as if making herself remember. “DiStephan."
"We'll find Taddeo, too. We'll be safe with the dragonslayers."
Mauri tried to pull her hands out of the shackles around her wrists. She gave up. “I can't change. Not enough to make any difference."
"Try harder,” Astrid said, still keeping lookout. “This could be the best chance we get. We have to take it."
Mauri sniffled, on the verge of tears. “Go without me."
"No. We escape together or we don't escape at all."
Astrid saw pain flicker in Mauri's eyes, her eyebrows contorting.
"Then we don't escape,” Mauri said. “Because I can't change."
Astrid looked back at the camp. The men were still eating and drinking, several of them singing loudly, oblivious to the world outside their circle.
There wouldn't be a more perfect time to leave.
Astrid remembered Temple the blacksmith and the lessons he'd taught her.
You can change yourself; Temple had told her when she was a child. But it's wrong for me or anyone else to change you. What if I changed you in some way you didn't like? What if I changed you into something I wanted you to look like—instead of changing you into what you want? Then would you care what's right?
Remembering his words gave her pause, but Astrid couldn't see any other way out.
Even Temple would understand what she had to do now.
She turned, scooting closer to Mauri, wrapping her hands around Mauri's shackled wrists. “Please forgive me."
It was something Astrid had never done before. As a child, she would have been punished for it. As an adult, it would have been grounds for being outcast from the town. She'd always been too afraid to try anything like this, because the consequences seemed unbearable.
But desperate times called for desperate actions.
Not knowing if it would work, Astrid squeezed Mauri's hands, willing them to become like a child's hands.
"What are you doing?” Mauri said, her voice high and strained and scared.
"Quiet,” Astrid whispered.
She remembered what her own hands had looked like when she was little. Small and thin. Easily small enough to slip out of those shackles. She imagined pouring those memories into Mauri's hands, like pouring a handful of water for her to drink.
As Mauri cried out, Astrid clamped one hand over Mauri's mouth.
Astrid pulled Mauri's newly child-like hands out of the shackles.
Still, no men in the camp noticed them.
Keeping one hand over Mauri's mouth, Astrid pulled her into the darkness of the forest.
There would be plenty of time later to change Mauri back to who she really was.
They'd trudged through the pitch black forest for hours.
"Change me back,” Mauri moaned, keeping pace behind Astrid. “Please."
"What if stopping to change you back means they catch up with us and we get captured again?” Astrid kept putting one foot in front of the other, groping in the dark to touch trees before she walked into them head-first.
"I don't care if changing me back brings eternal darkness and a thousand years of plague,” Mauri said. “You have no idea how much my hands hurt!"
Astrid knew exactly how much Mauri's hands hurt. Astrid remembered the unnatural pain of bone and muscle twisting inside her own skin when she had changed her own hands.
"Of course,” Astrid said, stopping. “I'm sorry."
"Ow!” Mauri walked head-first into Astrid, not realizing she'd come to a sudden stop.
"Sorry,” Astrid said. “Give me your hands. I'll take care of them."
Unable to see anything in the dark, Astrid searched until she found Mauri's tiny child hands. She took them in hers. They felt as strange as they'd looked. Small little hands stuck on the ends of thick adult wrists. Astrid tried to remember what Mauri's adult hands looked like. She tried for several long minutes, but couldn't get a clear image in her head.
Mauri's child hands stayed the same.
"Astrid?” Mauri said, her voice trembling.
"It's harder changing them back.” Astrid held Mauri's child hands firmer, still struggling to remember.
"Oh, Astrid.” Mauri sounded terrified. “Oh, no."
"I didn't know this would happen,” Astrid said, scared and guilty. “I've never done this before, and it wasn't difficult to change my own hands back."
Mauri was silent, but her breathing became uneven and labored, a sure sign she was on the verge of panic.
"What do your hands look like?” Astrid said.
Mauri's voice was laced with disbelief. “You've known me nearly your entire life, and you don't know what my hands look like?"
"I never noticed."
"Astrid, I'm a potter. You've seen me at the wheel a thousand times, and you never noticed my hands?” Mauri said angrily.
Good. That was an improvement. Being angry would make her stronger, and Astrid needed Mauri to be strong right now.
"I never notice anybody's hands but my own."
"Then make my hands look like yours! It doesn't matter. Just make everything stop hurting. Please."
Astrid took a deep breath, focusing again for several long minutes.
"Why isn't it working?” Mauri said.
"I can't remember what my hands look like."
Suddenly, a soft silvery light poured down. They saw themselves in a small clearing.
Astrid let go of Mauri, looking for the source of light.
"It's the moon.” Mauri pointed up.
Dark clouds separated, letting light from the full moon escape.
Relaxing, Astrid took Mauri's child hands in hers again, this time concentrating on her own adult hands, focusing on transforming Mauri's to their right size.
Mauri's hands shifted. She sighed in relief. “That's better. Much better."
Mauri's hands stopped moving. They'd shifted and changed, but they weren't right. They looked twisted and misshapen, slightly larger than her previous child hands.
Mauri looked up at Astrid, frowning in confusion. “What happened?"
Astrid stared at Mauri's hands in horror, sickened by what she'd done to her friend. “I don't know. I don't understand."
Mauri was a potter. She needed her hands just as much as Astrid needed her own to work.
But Mauri shrugged it off. “They feel fine now. That's all I care about. Maybe you can try again tomorrow."
A rustling in the undergrowth startled them.
They both saw it at once: large round eyes, reflecting the moonlight, peering through tall grass, ankle high. The women stood still as a curious wedge-shaped head with long wispy whiskers and tiny ears emerged through the grass, followed by a sleek brown-and-cream spotted body with a long tail. Its tiny clawed paws scratched at the ground.
Mauri clung to Astrid's arm with her twisted hands.
"Don't worry,” Astrid said. “It's just a shore cat."
"Then what's it doing in the forest?"
"Maybe looking for food. They're inquisitive little things, but they're harmless."
"You know what else they're called? Dragon's Sight. They're lookouts for dragons. It's looking for food, all right, and we're it. We're the food."
"That's nothing but legend. There's no such thing as Dragon's Sight. It's just a shore cat, nothing more."
The cat looked up at them, sniffing, its eyes hauntingly silver in the moonlight.
As quickly as it had appeared, it vanished back into the tall grass.
"I wish they'd find us,” Mauri said.
"We'll find them soon,” Astrid said. “Either DiStephan or Taddeo or both. They have to be here somewhere."
"Not them."
Astrid took a long look at Mauri in the moonlight. Her hair was tangled and matted. Her face was streaked with dirt, and her eyes were still swollen from crying. “Then who?"
Mauri's face scrunched into a doughy ball for a moment, and then hardened into something tired. “I can't live without a roof over my head, without food on the table. I can't be poor again."
None of it made any sense. Maybe it was the shock of witnessing a massacre. Maybe it was because they hadn't had anything to eat or drink since they'd been captured. Astrid spoke calmly, wanting to help Mauri. “You've never been poor. You've always had a roof and food and a safe place to sleep. You've always been—"
Suddenly, Astrid understood, gazing at Mauri's hands.
If Mauri's hands stayed like this, Mauri would have no means of earning her keep. Mauri was afraid of being reduced to the life of a beggar. And all because Astrid had made Mauri's hands useless.
But unlike DiStephan and Natalia and the entire town of Guell, Mauri wasn't dead. It was just her hands, and Astrid believed she could change Mauri's hands back to normal, once they were safe and fed and rested. When Astrid had renewed the energy and focus she'd need.
"I promise you'll be all right again,” Astrid said. “However long it takes, whatever I have to do, I'll make sure you can be a potter again. And if I can't, I'll build you a home, I'll get food for you. You'll never go without anything you need as long as I'm alive."
Astrid saw pain rise in Mauri's eyes again. For just a moment, her eyes glistened in the silver light.
"I can't take another step,” Mauri said.
"Rest here,” Astrid said, pointing toward the tall grass. “I'll look for the dragonslayer camps. I haven't heard anyone following us. I won't be gone long—you'll be safe here."
Mauri sighed as she sank into the soft grass.
Astrid left Mauri, keeping thoughts of brigands and hungry dragons at bay.
Astrid found a familiar path in the forest and used landmarks to find her way through the forest. But trees and boulders and trodden paths looked far different by moonlight than by day.
Astrid's heart beat faster when she spotted the glowing embers in the middle of a small, abandoned clearing. She knelt by the remains of the camp fire, holding her hands close to check its heat.
The aroma of roasting roots nearly made her faint with hunger.
Astrid recognized the cluster of trees where he slept at night and the hollow log near the embers where he kept his weapons. Astrid looked into the log and found it empty.
He was cooking food in the embers. He had to be close by.
Astrid stood, looking around the dragonslayer's camp. “Taddeo?"
Someone moved, over by the cluster of trees.
Astrid squinted, seeing no one.
She remembered the day she'd met DiStephan. Astrid, Mauri, and the child seller had talked to DiStephan for several minutes before his father, the dragonslayer of Guell, had stepped forward from a tree trunk. DiStephan's father had camouflaged himself so that no one had seen him, despite his being in plain sight, several feet away.
That had been in clear daylight.
Astrid was in a dragonslayer's camp at night. Unexpected and unannounced. If she'd woken him, he might be too groggy to recognize her.
Astrid stood in front of the glowing embers, holding her arms open to show herself unarmed. “Taddeo,” she said. “It's me, Astrid."
No one answered.
Astrid was sure she saw someone standing in front of a tree trunk, trying to blend in, keeping still.
Maybe Taddeo had been looking for dragons—maybe even killing one—when the brigands attacked Guell. Maybe Taddeo had brought a dead dragon to the town, looking forward to the grateful expression that would light up the butcher's face, only to find the butcher himself slaughtered.
Maybe Taddeo was stunned, like Mauri. Maybe he was overcome with grief and guilt.
Maybe he blamed himself because he wasn't there to stop the brigands.
"Mauri is with me,” Astrid said. “I'll bring her here. We need your help."
But when Astrid returned to where she'd left Mauri, she found herself alone in the woods.
Mauri was gone.
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Chapter 12
* * * *
"Mauri!” Astrid called out, racing to the tall grass where Mauri had sat down to rest.
The soft grass stood straight and tall in the moonlight. There was no impression left in the grass. No indentation.
It was as if Mauri had never been there at all.
Or hadn't been there long enough to leave any mark behind.
"Mauri!” Astrid searched the area. Maybe Mauri had fallen asleep. Maybe she'd found a more comfortable spot.
Astrid looked everywhere.
The clouds had cleared from the sky, and the moonlight was strong and clear. Astrid was sure this was the right spot. She was sure this was where she'd left Mauri. She recognized the tall grass because that's where the shore cat had emerged, its eyes glowing in the moonlight.
Astrid shivered.
The shore cat. Mauri called it Dragon's Sight, a messenger scouting for a dragon's next meal. What if Mauri was right? What if the shore cat had brought a dragon to Mauri? What if the dragon had eaten her?
Astrid searched the tall grass again, poring over every blade, looking for signs of slaughter.
When a dragon attacked, it clamped its teeth around a leg, dragging until the victim stopped struggling. Even if a dragon had swallowed her whole, there should be a trail of blood.
There was nothing. No blood. Not even so much as a broken blade of grass.
Maybe Mauri had gone looking for food. Maybe she'd recognized where they were, and she'd gone looking for DiStephan.
A sudden chill raised goosebumps on Astrid's arms. Instinctively, her nostrils flared as she took a deep breath.
Something didn't smell right.
Astrid reached out to the nearest tree, inching toward it. Maybe she could press herself against the trunk and blend in.
A sudden rustling in the woods startled Astrid. As she tried to turn toward the rustling without giving her position away, her foot caught on a gnarled root poking through the forest floor.
The last thing Astrid remembered was falling hard against the ground.
The next morning, Astrid woke up alone in Taddeo's camp to a crackling fire, freshly roasted roots, a plateful of berries, and a pot of thick herbal broth.
Astrid sat up, wincing at the fiery ache in her ankle. She stretched her arms, relieving the stiffness in her back from sleeping on the ground.
Taddeo or DiStephan must have found and brought her here to the dragonslayer's camp. Whichever dragonslayer it was, he'd made sure she wouldn't go hungry.
But where was he now? Why had he left camp?
She held the steaming pot of broth to her face, inhaling its warmth and heady aroma.
Healing broth.
She'd seen DiStephan make and drink it after a hard fight. He'd told her the herbs promoted quick recovery and sound sleep.
Astrid drank, savoring its thick consistency and spicy flavor.
In the empty camp, she thought about Guell. Many of the townspeople had resented Astrid for stealing the most lucrative apprenticeship from the eligible boys in Guell. They blamed Temple's choice as sentimental, because his daughter had been killed by a dragon a year before he bought Astrid. They blamed the dragonslayers for advising the child seller to take Astrid to Temple. Most of all, they blamed Astrid.
At the same time, some people had accepted Astrid. For one, there was Donel, who had been cheerful every week when he knocked on her door and asked to be her apprentice. His eyes were warm and bright. Then there was Beamon, whose face lit up every time he'd seen Astrid, and they'd often talked about their work. And once, when Astrid had been ill, Kamella had brought broth to her every morning and sat with her to make sure Astrid drank it all.
Suddenly, the world felt like a very quiet and lonely place.
It didn't matter. Becoming a blacksmith had saved Astrid's life. She was sorry that Guell had been destroyed, but she still had her freedom. She could be a blacksmith anywhere.
She took a slow walk through the camp. “Taddeo?"
No answer.
Astrid stopped, shifting her weight to her good leg. She'd have to bind her ankle with cloth to give it some support.
Astrid sat on a nearby boulder. “What do I do now?"
Again, no answer.
There's Mauri, Astrid thought. I have to find Mauri.
It was likely the brigands would track the women down. Mauri and Astrid alone would be no match for any of the brigands, much less 30 of them.
The more of us, the better, Astrid decided. Especially if we have swords. I'll find Taddeo or DiStephan first, we'll pack up all his weapons, and we'll look for Mauri. She has to be close by. Maybe she's even gone back to—
Guell.
Astrid's eyes widened with sudden realization.
Beamon!
The last time she'd seen Beamon, he was wounded. Pretending to be dead, so the brigands wouldn't finish him off.
What if Beamon was still alive?
Astrid considered the situation. She'd sworn to do whatever it took to help Mauri.
But how could Astrid turn her back on Beamon after he'd been so kind to her? Brigands were known for slaughtering villages, leaving no one alive. Beamon would be injured too severely to help himself. He'd die without her help.
Astrid knew that if she didn't go to Guell now, it would be a decision that would haunt her every night. She'd never sleep for wondering if Beamon had died when she could have helped him.
Mauri would have to wait a little longer.
Astrid had to go back to Guell.
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Chapter 13
* * * *
Astrid smelled the aftermath before she reached the town. A soft breeze carried the stench of blood and death.
Astrid steeled herself the way she prepared to approach any difficult piece of blacksmithing.
"Focus on the task at hand,” Astrid told herself. “Look for Beamon. If he's alive, help him. If he's not, move on."
Astrid trudged through the woods on a familiar path. She wasn't far from the town.
The breeze carried a stronger scent, laced with smoke. No matter how Astrid braced herself, nothing could prepare her for the return to Guell.
Instead of catching sight of the first cottage, she saw a smoldering heap of blackened ash. Wisps of curling smoke rose from it. And the smell of roasting meat.
Astrid approached the heap until she saw the scorched bodies. She took a deep breath to steady herself, only to gag on the stench.
They'd burned the cottage with the family inside.
"Focus,” Astrid told herself. “Look for Beamon."
As Astrid made her way through the town, she discovered many of the townspeople had been burned alive inside their homes. Bodies lay scattered on the roads, throughout the town, and among the stone walls still standing.
Farmer Garnet lay dead in the road. His throat had been cut, and his blood had soaked into the dirt. His skin had gone pale and blue and cold.
Farmer Garnet didn't look real anymore. He looked like something out of a nightmare.
As Astrid knelt beside his body, she remembered the way he'd smiled, many years ago, when she'd delivered a repaired hoe blade. “You'll be a fine blacksmith as long as you listen to Temple,” Farmer Garnet had said to her. He'd never made fun of her or belittled her for wanting to be a blacksmith.
As she searched for Beamon, Astrid discovered insects feeding on the bodies.
It's just the beginning, Astrid realized. First insects, then carrion birds.
The wind was blowing in from the sea, which meant they were downwind of any dragons. Once the wind shifted, it wouldn't be long before the dragons would come.
She'd looked everywhere for Beamon and hadn't found him. Maybe he'd crawled into the crops and died among them.
There were no survivors. Everyone in Guell was dead.
Astrid looked down the road toward her own cottage and smithery, both still standing, unharmed.
If Mauri had come back, maybe she'd taken refuge in Astrid's home. Astrid had checked Mauri's home—it was nothing but a pile of cinders.
Astrid remembered the sword with the stone she'd set in the hilt, the one she'd used against the dragon. Of course, she'd been unsuccessful using it, but it was still a good sword.
She searched her cottage first, walking in through the remains of the front door the brigands had kicked in.
The tools.
Drageen had thrown Astrid's tools into the ashes of her cooking hearth.
She dropped to her knees in front of the hearth, digging through the ashes with her hands.
There!
Joy and relief rushed through Astrid as she pulled out a hammer from the ashes, cleaning it off.
It was her long-time friend, one of the first tools she'd ever made. It wasn't pale and blue and dead, like Farmer Garnet. It was just the way she remembered it, and it fit inside the palm of her hand just as perfectly as it always had.
"Dear friend,” Astrid whispered to her hammer.
She'd go back to Taddeo's camp. Maybe he'd be there by the time she returned. Maybe he'd help her find Mauri.
Now all she needed was the sword.
When Astrid entered the smithery, she was greeted by the scrape of weapons pulled free from their scabbards.
Two brigands approached Astrid with extreme caution. One held a sword, the other a dagger. They were the same men she'd injured just yesterday: one man had a broken nose and black eye, while the other's forehead bore a bruised lump the size of a fist.
"I told you she'd come back for her things,” Broken Nose said, eyeing her. “So pay up."
The lumpy brigand shook his head, reaching down with his free hand to pick up an iron collar attached to a long chain from the ground. “Don't be daft! I do nothing but watch her—you get your money later. We catch nothing but an ax between the eyes if she gets away again."
"Hands behind you,” Broken Nose said to Astrid. “I been thinking on that,” he said to the other brigand. “I'm not so sure we ain't got another choice."
She pulled the hammer from her pocket, but this time Broken Nose knocked her to the ground, sitting on her legs while pinning her arms down with his sword. He grinned at Astrid. “That's a pretty little nose you've got there. How'd you like it if someone broke it?"
"Now, now,” Lumpy said, untangling the chain. “That's no way to speak to a lady."
"Lady!” Broken Nose laughed long and hard. “She's nothing but a dirty, low-life barbarian."
"Stop calling me that!” Astrid wriggled, trying to get free without cutting herself on the sword pinning her down.
"We stop calling you a barbarian when you stop acting like one,” Lumpy said.
He knelt by Broken Nose, opening up the iron collar on its hinge. “What you been considering?"
Oh, no, Astrid thought. I think I know what he's been considering...the same thing that any man like him would consider when he captures a woman.
Astrid stiffened, wondering how she could protect herself if they tried to rape her.
"Seems to me we got ourselves a pretty situation,” Broken Nose said. “Did you get a look at this sword here? It's quite the beauty."
Astrid forgot about being afraid when she realized he was holding her sword. “That's mine!"
The brigands laughed.
Lumpy winked at her. “Excuse the mistake, Mistress. We be giving it right back to you any minute now. As soon as you let us slip this pretty necklace on you."
Astrid twisted her limbs as she shifted shape, making her arms slender enough to slip from where they were pinned by the sword and her legs small enough to pry from Broken Nose's body as he sat on her.
She scrambled to her feet and sprinted.
"Hey!” Broken Nose shouted at Astrid's quick escape.
Astrid fell as a strong hand gripped her ankle. Rolling onto her back, Astrid kicked hard with her other foot, landing a solid blow on Lumpy's chest.
He gripped her free foot with his other hand.
Broken Nose sat down hard on her chest and clamped the iron collar in place around her neck. “You're a slippery little fish,” he said.
"I heard about these people,” Lumpy said. “They all think they as slippery as she is. Thinking they shape changers."
Astrid struggled, but Lumpy held on tight to her feet as Broken Nose squashed the air from her lungs with his weight.
"Forget being slippery, little fish,” Broken Nose said. He tugged on the iron collar around her neck, and its rough edge bit into her skin. “There's special magic been put on this collar to keep you from slipping out.” Satisfied, Broken Nose stood up and collected the sword.
Nonsense, Astrid thought. She concentrated, willing her head to be narrow enough to slip out of the iron collar. When she thought she'd succeeded, she tried to push the collar over her head.
The iron jammed up against her ears. Astrid winced. Her head hadn't changed size at all.
Lumpy let go of her feet. He picked up the chain around her neck. “It be no joke, Mistress. You the task we been give, and we don't get paid until we deliver the goods, which is you."
"I understand,” Astrid said. This time, she closed her eyes, focusing on changing the shape of her head. She tried pushing off the iron collar again, but it barely budged. If anything, she'd made her head and neck larger, not smaller.
She considered what Broken Nose had said about magic being used on the iron collar to keep its captive from shape shifting. Broken Nose seemed to believe in magic—maybe it was his belief keeping her captive, the same way Lenore used her belief to walk on feet that weren't really there.
A new thought crossed her mind: what if they'd already recaptured Mauri? “Do you know where my friend is?"
Lumpy held onto the chain as Astrid stood. “The blonde girl? Haven't seen her. You the one we care about—the one we get paid for."
"But there's that other option I was mentioning,” Broken Nose said, spinning the hilt of Astrid's sword in his hand, cutting circles in the air. “I been thinking on that smiting camp where we bought them axes. Don't you think they'd like someone who makes such pretty swords? I didn't see nothing like this one anywhere in their camp."
"The smiting camp? But it be right on the way to—"
"Which doesn't have to be a problem since we'll turn and run the other way, all the richer for what we've done."
Lumpy tugged on the chain, using it to lead Astrid like a horse as he walked toward Broken Nose. “So you saying we never report back to him. We don't tell him we couldn't find her, in which case he lops off our heads. Instead, we never go back.” Lumpy shook his head. “I don't know. If we do that, he never hires us again. Ain't good trading practice, from where I stand."
Broken Nose laughed. “You and your trading practice! Think, man. With what we make from her, it won't matter."
Once again, Astrid wondered where Taddeo and DiStephan were. Maybe they were watching right now, biding their time. Maybe they were waiting for the right moment to catch the brigands off guard.
If so, Astrid could help by stalling for time.
"Wait,” Astrid said as Lumpy pulled her chain, leading her out from the smithery, around her cottage. “We can't leave the dead out in the open. We should burn them."
That would keep the brigands occupied. It would give Taddeo and DiStephan the chance to attack.
Broken Nose laughed. “Why should we—"
A piercing scream, overhead, interrupted.
They all looked up.
An enormous bird flew in from the sea.
Had it been standing between them, the bird would have stood as tall as Astrid's shoulders. Its chest was rust orange, and the rest dark brown. When it screamed, its beak looked like a pair of smithing tongs whose open mouth had been hammered until it was hooked and sharp. It looked like a ball of lightning.
It flew past them, and then swooped under the tree canopy past Astrid's home and into town.
Astrid's chain rattled as Lumpy jumped, startled by the screaming bird. The brigands stared as it disappeared among the trees.
"What was that?” Lumpy said softly.
"Carrion birds,” Astrid said. “Marrow eaters."
"Birds?” Lumpy said. “I saw but the one."
"More birds are coming,” Astrid said. “They'll be here soon."
Broken Nose looked into the trees through which the bird had flown, his eyes glazed over. “Strange wildlife in these parts."
"They're not from around here,” Astrid said, suppressing a cold shiver. “They can smell a slaughter days away."
She turned toward the birch trees lining the far boundary of the smithery yard. It was hard to see Dragon's Teeth Field behind the trees, harder yet to see the ocean and Dragon's Head beyond the field.
Nevertheless, she could hear them coming.
Moments later, the brigands ducked as a dozen more of the enormous birds buzzed them, flying between the birch tree trunks, six feet above ground.
Closing in on the blood trail, Astrid thought.
"Get me out of this collar,” she said.
"Look!” Broken Nose shouted, pointing up.
A bird returned from Guell with a long bone clenched in its beak.
The brigands watched as the bird flew high above Dragon's Teeth Field. Suddenly, the bone plummeted to the ground. Even from a distance, Astrid heard the bone shatter on the jagged, rocky field. The bird took a nose dive.
"They drop the bones to break them,” Astrid said. “Then they dig the marrow out with their beaks."
Broken Nose's voice shook. “Let's get out of here."
"You can't,” Astrid said. “Not with me in chains."
Lumpy's laughter was equally nervous. “Why not?"
"If there's no other way, carrion birds dig the bones out of bodies,” Astrid said. “More often, they come when flesh is being eaten."
Lumpy and Broken Nose looked at her blankly.
Astrid pointed toward Dragon's Teeth Field. “Didn't you notice? That bird had a bone in its beak. Bone, no flesh."
The brigands’ expressions remained the same.
Astrid explained as plainly as she knew how. “Dragons."
"Here?” Lumpy's face paled. “Now?"
Astrid nodded. “The only way out is through the town. It's too dangerous for me to wear this.” She tugged at the iron collar and its attached chain. “I can't protect me, much less you."
Broken Nose looked out toward the sea. “There's got to be some boats."
Astrid's chain rattled again as she pointed toward Dragon Head's Point. “Every boat that's ever tried to come in has crashed. That's why dragons like to nest there—it makes for good eating."
Lumpy swallowed hard, sweat beading his forehead. “But we be going out, not coming in."
"Doesn't matter. There's a powerful undertow. And jagged rocks just below the water's surface. If you want to go by sea, that's your misfortune, assuming you can build your own boat. But leave me to the dragons. They're much easier to handle."
Astrid's heart raced. Could she convince the brigands to let her loose?
Broken Nose paced, scanning the landscape.
The town lay ahead, Dragon's Teeth Field and the ocean behind. Because Astrid's cottage and smithery were on the outskirts of Guell, the rocky ocean coast wound around the sides of her property.
Broken Nose pointed at the coast. “We follow the shore line."
Astrid clanged as she walked to his side. She pointed to the right. “That way leads us to Dragon's Head. If we go anywhere near it, they'll have us for supper.” She pointed to the left. “That's a dead end. You end up facing sheer cliffs, rising straight up, impossible to climb. Any dragon that finds you there has got you trapped. Once again, you're supper."
Lumpy joined them, talking as much to Astrid as to his fellow brigand. “We could hole up right here in the cottage."
"Too many bodies,” Astrid said. “Now that dragons have found them, they'll be swarming the place for the next few days. If they're still hungry, they'll sniff us out and swallow us whole."
Everything Astrid had told him was true. Right now, her only possible allies were two terrified brigands. Instinctively, Astrid knew if she let them lead, they'd panic, not knowing what to do. The first wrong move would get them all killed.
Astrid had learned many things about dragons from DiStephan. If she didn't do what she knew was right, she'd be dead within the hour. The sight of the carrion birds unnerved her, but she knew what she needed to save her skin.
Lumpy gazed around, chewing his fingernails. “Never seen any dragons before, much less fought one."
"I have,” Astrid said. “And I won."
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Chapter 14
* * * *
Free of the iron collar, Astrid led the brigands through the town, sword in hand.
Less than a day ago, Astrid had followed Drageen through the town while the brigands killed her friends and colleagues. She never dreamed any walk could be more painful and grueling until just this morning, when she'd come looking for Beamon.
But this final walk through Guell was the worst.
Already, several young dragons fed off the bodies of people Astrid had known most of her life. Just as Astrid had anticipated, the dragons were so intent on feeding that they paid little attention to the living walking among the dead.
Astrid focused on the path, veering to avoid bodies in her way. She breathed through her mouth, avoiding the stench of decay and stale blood. Birds screamed with every new opportunity to grab a freshly-stripped bone. The constant beating of their enormous wings whipped the air.
As they made their way through the marketplace, Astrid stopped when a young dragon raised its head and gazed at her and the brigands, its mouth stained with blood, a strip of flesh caught between its teeth. Like the other dragons surrounding it, threads of saliva hung from its jaw like icicles.
Astrid flared her nostrils, taking a whiff of the dragon.
Even through the heady, heavy stench of mass death, Astrid smelled something that gave her pause. Something she wasn't expecting.
Astrid tightened her hand on the grip of her sword.
The dragon gazing at her seemed to lose interest. It turned back to feeding.
As Astrid led the brigands through the marketplace, she considered turning against them. If she swung around now, aiming her sword carefully, she could probably nick each man enough to draw blood, which could start a feeding frenzy. It might be easy for her to slip away as the dragons attacked each newly-injured man.
Astrid thought about it, but she didn't have the heart. Just as she hadn't had the heart to kill the dragon that had attacked the smithery when she'd been talking to Taddeo.
It gave her the same feeling that had turned her stomach when DiStephan had killed the hatchling dragon.
Astrid swallowed the sudden lump in her throat. That was the last time she'd seen DiStephan. With any luck, she'd see him again soon, once she was free of these brigands.
Astrid and the men jumped as two dragons fought over a dead body. The dragons rose on their hind legs, chest to chest, twisting and biting until the stronger dragon shoved the other down to the ground, where it backed away.
As they made their way out of Guell, Astrid stopped, looking back.
For the first time, she realized it wasn't just Beamon's body she'd never found.
There'd been no trace of Lenore either.
That meant the only survivors of the raid on Guell were Astrid, Mauri, and the dragonslayers.
Long after the brigands had put Astrid back in the iron collar, long after they'd traveled far enough away from Guell to set up camp safely for the night, Taddeo tended his own fire in the dragonslayer's camp.
Its glow illuminated DiStephan's weary face as he sat in front of it. “Why won't you help her?"
"Aiy yah!” Taddeo picked up another roasted root, blowing away the steam from its surface, waiting for it to cool enough to eat. “Why do you ask questions when you already know the answers?"
DiStephan fidgeted, digging up pebbles from the ground. He flung them one by one into the heart of the fire. “I know this is your last resort. I understand Astrid is your only hope. But there has to be some other way than using her. And Guell!"
"What happened to Guell was not my doing."
"You could have done something."
Taddeo laughed. He bit into the root. “Why should I sacrifice my kind for hers?"
DiStephan buried his face in his hands for several moments. When he finally looked up, DiStephan met Taddeo's steady gaze. “I have no good answer for that,” DiStephan said.
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Chapter 15
* * * *
After walking for five days while wearing the iron collar, Astrid felt sorry for every horse and donkey ever hitched to any piece of iron shaped by her hands. The collar constantly rubbed against her neck, leaving raw, red rings on her skin. She was ready to collapse under its weight.
Broken Nose walked far ahead of her, leading the way. Lumpy kept a good distance behind her.
It was early morning, the air still cool from the night, and soft light dappled through the tree branches of the forest, high above. They'd been on the road for less than an hour.
"Are we there yet?” Lumpy shouted.
Ahead, Broken Nose turned, pointing Astrid's sword at her.
Astrid knew the routine. She stopped. Broken Nose had made the rules clear: she was to keep at least two arms length away from each man at all times.
Astrid thought about how terrified the brigands must have been as they'd walked among the feeding dragons in Guell. The moment they were safely out of town, Broken Nose had snatched her sword out of her hands, while Lumpy had knocked her to the ground when she'd tried to run away.
Ever since, Broken Nose had acted the same around Astrid as she'd seen him act toward the dragons: keeping his distance and wits about him.
Lumpy wasn't quite as vigilant.
He caught up with her, sinking to sit on a boulder just an arm's length from Astrid. “Nothing looks right. I say we be lost,” he said.
They'd followed the main road from Guell for a day. It led them to a narrow trail, winding along ridges and across small streams but going nowhere that Astrid recognized.
"We're not lost,” Broken Nose said, sounding insulted. “We're late. Which we wouldn't be if someone hadn't insisted on his bright idea of leaving the horses tied up outside the town."
"How was I to know they to get eaten by dragons?” Lumpy bristled. Moments later, he slumped, face sagging. “Poor Blossom. I loved her so."
Broken Nose kept Astrid's sword pointed at her, exhibiting no sympathy. To Lumpy, he said, “That's impossible. You got her only last week in that raid we made on Bally Harbor."
Lumpy took a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed his forehead, even though it was too early and too cool to have worked up a sweat. “I know.” Lumpy's voice quivered with sentiment. “But Blossom was the prettiest, sweetest horse I ever stole. And she was learning to love me, too. I know she was."
The dragons scared him, too, Astrid realized. He's never seen the kind of damage a dragon can leave in its wake.
Astrid had seen that kind of damage ever since she'd moved to Guell. She'd seen ravaged crops, savaged remains of animals, sometimes even people. It had been shocking when she was a child. As an adult, she'd grown used to it.
Astrid forgot Lumpy had been part of the destruction of her town, her home, and everyone except Mauri. For a moment, Astrid felt sorry for him.
She patted his shoulder, offering comfort.
Broken Nose pushed her away with his sword.
Regaining her senses, Astrid withdrew her hand, wishing she'd never offered it.
Lumpy frowned at his fellow brigand. “She weren't doing nothing wrong."
"That's right.” Broken Nose kept Astrid's sword and his gaze trained on her. “Because I won't allow it."
Lumpy sniffed, wadding up his handkerchief and stuffing it back in his pocket. He gave a grateful glance to Astrid before glowering at Broken Nose. “Not every living thing's got a heart of stone like you,” Lumpy said to Broken Nose in a low voice.
Astrid looked up at a faint ringing sound. She brightened. “That's iron. Someone's hammering iron."
Broken Nose straightened his stance. “Just like I was saying, we're almost there.” He pointed Astrid's sword at Lumpy for a moment. “And there's to be no more talk of Blossom between here and there. This one will fetch us enough to get ourselves new rides and still have plenty to get far enough away."
"What about me?” Astrid said, not knowing whether to feel hopeful or afraid of the new twist her future was about to take.
"Don't you worry none,” Lumpy said happily. “We be taking you to your own kind."
The blacksmithing camp was unlike anything Astrid had ever seen. Situated by a lake, it was a gigantic smithery ringed by dozens of white-washed stone cottages. Women and children worked on the outskirts, tending cooking fires, chopping wood, and carrying baskets of fish.
As Astrid and the brigands emerged from the forest, she gazed in wonder at the smithery, a large work space protected by a single wall and a flat stone roof, supported by stone columns.
The air, thick with heat and smoke, rang loudly with hammers striking anvils.
And the blacksmiths. So many of them, all working under the same flat stone roof among their many fires, many anvils, and bench after bench lined with tools. The blacksmiths were all sizes of men, wearing leather aprons, their muscles bulging and shiny with sweat, their skin streaked with soot.
It was the most beautiful place Astrid had ever seen.
As they walked close to the smithery, one of the blacksmiths looked up from his work as if he'd heard them coming.
Lumpy waved enthusiastically. “Randim! Open for trading today?"
The blacksmith spoke a few words to the boy at his side, most likely his apprentice, Astrid thought. The blacksmith put down his hammer, took off his leather gloves, and walked through the maze of the giant smithery toward them.
Randim looked like an average man at first. Average size, average stride, average strength. But with each approaching step, Astrid sensed he was anything but average. His long, dark hair was combed back, revealing a square and serious face. His thick eyebrows arched above large and deep-set blue eyes, looking smoky and easily angered thanks to the soot smudged around them. Even now, as he walked, Randim closed his eyes and rubbed them with his sooty fingertips, darkening the skin around his eyes even more.
"We've found something special for you, Randim,” Broken Nose said confidently, raising his voice to carry above the clanging hammers.
Astrid stood straight and tall.
Randim joined them, stopping in front of Astrid. He looked her up and down.
When he looked into her eyes, his intense gaze caught Astrid off guard, sending a small chill down her spine. But she wasn't afraid of him—she was intrigued. His eyes seemed rich with sorrow and loss and fire and determination. Astrid felt as if his eyes were a mirror. Everything she saw in the depths of his eyes was what she felt inside.
Nonsense, Astrid thought, clearing her head. It's good to meet another blacksmith, that's all.
Randim turned his attention to Broken Nose. “She's not for me. I'll know my wife when I see her. This isn't the one."
Lumpy and Broken Nose laughed.
"Trust me,” Broken Nose said, still laughing. “I'll be the first to vouch this isn't wife material we're offering.” He pointed to his battered nose and blackened eye. “She did this to me when we took her the first time."
Randim's serious expression didn't change. “The first time?"
Lumpy nodded. “She slipped away from us, this one did.” He cheerfully rattled Astrid's chain. “You got to keep her locked up, but I wager she be well worth the effort."
"How so?” Randim looked at Astrid again, squinting his smoky eyes in puzzlement.
Lumpy grinned. “She be a blacksmith!"
Randim shot a dark look at Lumpy and Broken Nose. “If you ever waste my time with such weak attempts at humor again, I'll put a ban on trading with you. No one in this camp will have anything to do with either of you again. Understood?” Randim turned back toward the smithery without waiting for an answer.
Broken Nose stopped him with Astrid's sword, its metal ringing as he drew it from the scabbard, pointing its tip at Randim's chest.
Randim stood his ground, his gaze even darker as he looked at Broken Nose.
But the brigand smiled in response. He offered the hilt. “Tell me you've never seen a sword more beautiful than this."
Randim took the sword from Broken Nose, grasping the hilt lightly with his right hand, running the fingertips of his left hand down the blade, examining it.
Because of the value of metal and labor, a well-made sword was worth a small fortune. Other than dragonslayers, only the wealthiest chieftains and warriors owned swords. To boot, a typical sword was half the length of a dragonslayer's sword.
From the sparkle in Randim's eye, Astrid realized he recognized its unusual value.
"You do yourself good, working for Randim Forster,” Lumpy advised Astrid in a confidential tone. “He don't work with none but the best."
From what Astrid had observed from the camp, it would be much easier to escape from here than from her brigands. All she had to do was convince Randim she was worth whatever the brigands wanted.
She remembered a trick DiStephan had shown her, long before she'd learned it from working with Temple.
It was still early enough in the morning that the air was cool. That meant the sword would be cool to the touch.
"Blow on it,” Astrid said.
Randim looked up at her in surprise. “What?"
Astrid nodded toward the sword in his hands, wincing as the collar around her neck rubbed against her already-raw skin. “Breathe close to the metal, down the center of the blade."
Broken Nose frowned at Astrid, shaking his finger at her. “Don't you go trying any of your tricks..."
"No troubles,” Randim said softly, still looking at Astrid. “I understand."
Randim turned his full attention to the sword in his hands, as Broken Nose and Lumpy gathered around him. Randim held the blade up close to his face. He breathed hard and close down its center.
Astrid smiled as the men sighed in wonder.
"It's like a snake,” Broken Nose murmured. “Crawling right down the middle of the sword, isn't it?"
Lumpy looked at Astrid with admiration. “Like a pretty blue snake hidden inside! Like magic!"
Randim examined the sword even closer. “It's a special type of welding. Few blacksmiths know how to do it, because blacksmithing families keep it secret. It makes the sword stronger, less likely to bend or break.” He gave Astrid a quick glance. “And you made this?"
"I did,” Astrid said.
Randim turned toward Broken Nose. “Does the sword come with the blacksmith?"
"Depends on what you're willing to pay."
It took every bit of willpower Astrid could muster to keep from shouting for joy. She kept still and quiet as Randim haggled over the price with the brigands.
Randim tucked Astrid's sword under one arm as he reached inside a small leather pouch tied to his belt, pulling out a large pinch of green, leafy herbs. Randim stuffed the herbs into his mouth, in between his teeth and bulging cheek. From time to time, Randim chewed on the herbs, shifting them from one cheek to the other when he talked.
They agreed on a price. Randim glanced at Astrid again. He jumped as if startled.
But his eyes seemed unfocused. He didn't gaze into her eyes as he had before—he appeared to be looking past her. He looked like a child sick with fever. Randim's voice shook when he spoke, “Why is she in chains?"
"There was some trouble before,” Lumpy said.
Broken Nose clamped his hand over Lumpy's mouth, behind Randim's back. “She's a bit feisty, is all.” Broken Nose spoke as if to comfort a small child. “And she doesn't like us. But she likes you just fine. She'll cause you no problems. Guaranteed."
While the brigands were speaking, Randim kept looking past Astrid with the same unfocused expression. Even after the brigands were quiet, Randim kept looking, nodding thoughtfully. “I see,” he said. “Right. I agree to that."
Randim snapped out of his reverie. “Take her out of her bonds, and then you'll get paid."
Astrid couldn't help but grin as the brigands freed her. She wanted to thank this blacksmith.
But as the chain fell away, Randim turned his back to her, examining the blade once more.
Astrid bided her time, following Randim into the maze of the gigantic smithery, while Broken Nose and Lumpy collected their payment.
Randim explained the layout of the smithery, the working hours, the rules, and what he expected of her. As Randim talked, any blacksmith within glancing distance cast an occasional look her way, sometimes curious, sometimes disapproving, sometimes hostile.
Astrid understood. Blacksmithing was a craft that required years of dedication, practice, and hard work. It wasn't for anyone with an idle or passing interest. Instead, blacksmithing was meant for the few with fire in their hearts and strength in their souls. It took a love of heat and sweat and physicality.
She didn't blame the dozens of men surrounding her for their doubt.
Right now she was in her everyday body. But soon enough she'd change shape and look more like the powerful blacksmith she was.
They'd understand when they saw her blacksmithing body. They'd understand when they saw her working at an anvil.
Astrid cried out when she noticed one of the blacksmith's pant legs had caught fire. She pointed at the tall, fair man, his fine blond hair braided and twisted into a long ponytail. “Fire!” Astrid shouted.
None of the blacksmiths looked up from their work.
Randim laughed to see Astrid squirm as the blacksmith's pant leg kept flaming. “Trep!” Randim shouted over the din of striking hammers. “You've caught fire again."
Trep ignored Randim's words, hammering hard and fast, bright white-hot sparks the size of fists flying all around him.
"Sometimes he catches a flying ember in his cuff,” Randim said, watching his flaming blacksmith with amusement. “I tell him not to roll up his pants, but he won't listen. And he hates to lose a good welding heat."
Astrid understood.
Welding meant the iron had to be brought to a strong and even heat. It was a heat that took a long time to reach and was quickly lost.
Moments later, as the flames climbed up to Trep's knee, he put the iron back in the fire and plunged his flaming leg into the nearest quenching barrel. Steam rose from the water in the waist-high barrel, and Trep pulled his leg out as if it were iron he held in a pair of tongs.
Across the blacksmithing camp, Astrid saw the brigands ride out of camp on their two newly-acquired horses.
She'd been thinking about her next step. Chances were, Astrid was located far closer to Mauri than to the dragonslayers, and Mauri was more likely to need help.
She interrupted Randim as he was describing the routine for taking care of the smithery's tools.
"Please help me,” Astrid said. “I'm looking for a woman with blonde hair. Her name is Mauri."
"No one here called Mauri,” Randim said. “Now, once the tools are cleaned, they're stored according to owner. Until you have time to make your own tools, you can borrow anything I'm not using."
"You don't understand,” Astrid said. “She's my friend. She's disappeared. I have to find her."
For the first time, Randim's serious expression relaxed as the corners of his mouth turned up. It was as if he had to think about smiling before committing to it. “I just paid a pretty sum for you. And you want to go traipsing off with your friends?"
"I was kidnapped,” Astrid explained.
"And here I thought those pretty chains and shackles you wore were the latest fashion,” Randim said sarcastically. His forehead creased in furrows as he frowned, his smoky eyes looking even more dark and serious than usual. “Of course you were kidnapped. I bought you, fair trade."
"But—"
"People get kidnapped and sold all the time."
The blacksmiths stopped working and gathered around Astrid and Randim as they argued.
"This is my camp. My camp, my blacksmiths, my smithery, my rules.” Randim crossed his arms and stood his ground. “Have you no honor?"
Astrid looked at the dozens of blacksmiths surrounding them, men of different sizes and shapes, different looks and temperaments, but with one thing in common. Being a blacksmith meant putting your best effort into any piece of work until it was done right. Everyone needed a dependable blacksmith. A blacksmith without honor could cost a town its crops if a plough blade broke when it was supposed to be solid and sharp. Lost crops could starve an entire town.
Every time Astrid picked up a tool, she put her heart and soul into her work, knowing the value of good work.
"How dare you question my honor?” Astrid's anger stirred up inside like a newly lit fire.
"What am I supposed to do while you run off looking for your friend? Absorb the loss of the price I just paid for you? Ask my men to work longer hours because you don't want to work at all? Ask my men to give more because you give nothing?"
His words were like a bucketful of sand, poured over a fire to smother the flame.
And the men—they glared at her.
"We have too much work to complete in too little time,” Randim continued. “I bought you because I need another reliable blacksmith. I need to relieve the pressure my men are under. I trusted you could help us."
A lump rose in the back of Astrid's throat. She longed to be one of them, to work in this smithery, the most beautiful place she'd ever seen. She'd never known any blacksmith other than Temple, and now each of these men reminded her of him. Especially Randim.
When Astrid spoke, her voice was calm and reasonable. “So you're saying my being kidnapped was my own dumb luck?"
"If you don't want to be sold,” Randim said, “then don't get kidnapped."
A tall, lanky blacksmith piped up from the surrounding crowd. “Next time, try using your hammers to fight back. Works like a charm."
"I'm afraid for my friend, Mauri,” Astrid said. “Can I buy my freedom? Can we strike a deal?"
Randim's expression softened. “She's been kidnapped, too?"
"We escaped, and she disappeared. I don't know—"
Randim shrugged the information off. “Sounds like she's in no immediate danger. I'm assuming you've no money or goods to buy yourself back."
Astrid pointed toward her sword, leaning against a tool bench.
"I paid for that,” Randim said. “It's not yours anymore."
Astrid thought of one thing she could offer. A sure thing.
Temple had cautioned her to keep the secret. She'd balked at taking Donel on as an apprentice because she knew the welding technique was a secret she had to guard with her life—only dragonslayers could be trusted with swords that wouldn't bend or break. But now Mauri's life depended on it. “I can make a sword like this one."
The blacksmiths broke into conversation, debating the possibilities among themselves.
"I'll show you and your men how it's done,” Astrid said.
Randim was unmoved. “All I have is the word of brigands that you're the one that made the sword. For all I know, you may be the worst blacksmith I ever met."
"Let me work. Judge for yourself.” Astrid debated.
Randim looked long and hard into Astrid's eyes. “You're quite serious?"
Astrid smiled. “My word of honor."
Randim mulled it over. “Spend this week at the anvil. If your work is as good as ours, teach us this technique, and work in the smithery for 40 days. That'll earn your freedom."
Astrid extended her hand, and they shook on the deal.
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Chapter 16
* * * *
The following week, Astrid gathered the blacksmiths for the sword-making lesson. Within the hour, Astrid had taught them how to choose the raw materials. She set teams of blacksmiths to work, shaping narrow long billets from blooms of raw iron. While they worked, she toured the smithery, searching for tools to fit her hands, beginning at Randim's work bench.
She picked up a hammer, balancing it in the palm of her hand.
"Randim's tools are the best in the smithery,” the lanky blacksmith said. “But all his handles are too short."
"Too short for your overgrown paws,” Randim said in response. “Perfect for their maker's."
As Astrid gripped the hammer's handle, the blacksmiths not working—the ones following her around the smithery—began arguing passionately.
"If you want a perfect handle, it's got to measure half the distance between the tip of your littlest finger and your elbow,” Trep said.
"Listen to you, giving advice!” said a grinning and bold boy, no older than Donel. “Just last week the head came flying off your hammer and nearly put my eye out!"
"You're one to talk.” A little man, no taller than Astrid, crossed his massive arms. The little hair left on his head circled it like a champion's wreath of victory. “The last hammer head you made split right down the middle not two weeks after you made it."
"The metal was too hard.” The boy stood tall, ready to defend his words. “That's the only way you ever find out, is afterwards. It's better than the soft metal you use. Your hammer heads spread out and wear thinner than your balding head."
Astrid looked up, expecting a fistfight to break out at any moment. She was surprised to see all the blacksmiths smiling good naturedly.
As the teams continued to hammer their iron billets to Astrid's specifications, she stood at Randim's anvil, ready to shape the heated lump of iron into a hammer head.
As Randim and the other blacksmiths circled her, watching, Astrid realized she didn't mind changing her body in front of them. She'd become used to it in the week since Randim had bought her.
Just as Lumpy had suggested, Astrid felt as if she were with her own kind. She felt as safe and secure with them as she had with Temple.
Astrid relaxed as she shifted her shape into her blacksmithing body.
She scanned the faces of the men surrounding her. As always, they acted as if nothing had happened. She assumed they were being kind.
Astrid couldn't remember the last time she'd felt this happy.
The teams of blacksmiths completed their work. Astrid gathered the ten long, narrow billets from them. She tested each billet for strength and kept the two strongest for herself. “I'll make the edges while you make the center."
Half of the blacksmiths worked on the billets. Randim and the other blacksmiths followed close on her heels, watching her every move.
"Why make edges?” Randim said as she submerged the two strongest billets into the fire by his anvil.
"My technique, my sword.” Astrid smiled sweetly. “My rules."
Trep laughed until Randim's sullen look cut him short.
Randim turned his stern gaze toward Astrid. “Have mercy, woman,” he said. “There's no need to be as insufferable as every man who works for me."
Trep laughed again, harder this time. “Face it, Randim. Girly's a true blacksmith, after all."
As the other blacksmiths encircling Astrid and Randim laughed, Randim shook it off.
Astrid's smile widened. “We can make one sword that's nothing but patterns.” When Randim looked at her hopefully, she winked in response. “But today we forge edges."
When the first billet glowed bright yellow, Astrid removed it from the fire with tongs, and picked up her hammer.
"Wait,” Randim said, picking up a much larger, heavier hammer with both hands. “I'll be your striker."
His offer surprised and flustered her. “I've never used a striker."
Randim's jaw slackened in shock, but the blacksmiths clustered around Astrid laughed hard and long.
At the other end of the smithery, the loud ringing of hammer on metal stopped. Someone shouted, “Stop that laughing! Get to work like the rest of us."
Still chuckling, Trep called back in response, “Girly's never used a striker before!"
In the distance, everyone laughed uproariously.
Astrid stood up straight and proud. “I've always done all my own smithing. Never even had an apprentice."
Randim rested his heavy hammer on one shoulder. “Say good-bye to those days. No man works alone in my smithery, including you. Tap your hammer lightly where you want me to strike. Tap harder, I strike harder. Tap in a different place, I strike there. I strike where you tap, how you tap. Let your hammer head bounce on the anvil until it stops, I stop."
Randim waited, watching her. All the blacksmiths surrounding her were waiting, watching.
Astrid glanced at the billet, already cooling, its glow changed to bright orange. If she didn't decide soon, she'd lose this chance to strike, and it would have to go back into the fire.
She tapped on the billet, and Randim hit the exact spot cleanly and powerful with his hammer, swinging it back with rhythm and grace, keeping his eye on the spot where Astrid had tapped. When the iron cooled to cherry red, Astrid let her hammer bounce on the anvil, and Randim stopped. She put the iron back into the heart of the fire and removed its brother billet, glowing as yellow as the bright coals. She put the second billet on the anvil and tapped her directions to Randim.
After a few minutes, Astrid found her rhythm with Randim. It was like dancing, Astrid's tap and Randim's strike. As soon as one billet cooled too much to shape easily, Astrid put it back in the fire, pulling out the other and shaping it in the same fashion, keeping the two pieces on an identical path.
The world melted away until there was nothing left but Astrid and Randim and the rhythm between them, the soft ring of Astrid's tap on the iron and the intense clang of Randim's forceful blow. She felt the heat from his body, like the comforting heat of a smithery fire. Sweat flew from his drenched face with every strike, drops of it landing on Astrid's hands and arms and face, mixing with her own sweat. The more they worked, the more Randim grunted as he struck.
Astrid steadied herself, trying to keep her concentration on the iron. She resisted the temptation to look up, no matter how much she wanted to look at his face.
All of it—Randim's heat and sweat and voice—all of it was intoxicating, unlike anything Astrid had ever known before.
By the end of the day, Astrid had welded the edges to the patterned center to form a single blade. She shaped a narrow trench down the center on each side of the blade.
"Ah,” a blacksmith said knowingly, as all the blacksmiths in the smithery watched her. “She's making the blood channel."
Astrid shook her head. “Don't believe the stories you hear. It's called a fuller. It makes the blade strong and light. It's got nothing to do with blood."
Once the blade had cooled, she ground and filed it until it was smooth and its edges sharp.
"What will you name it?” The young blacksmith who reminded her of Donel grinned. “There's lots of good names: Serpent of the Wound, Widow Maker, Sea-King's Fire..."
"Those are names that brigands use,” said Trep. “This Girly's no brigand."
"I just make swords,” Astrid said. “I don't name them.” She gazed at Randim. “Besides, it's your sword. You did the work. You should name it."
Randim gazed back into her eyes. “A good name needs thought. And she's not even finished yet."
"We'll make the grip for your hand,” Astrid said. “Then we'll finish the blade and etch it to bring out the pattern—the best way to etch it is to pee on it."
"For pity's sake, Randim,” said the blacksmith with the victory-wreath hair. “It's bad luck enough to have a woman in the smithery. If you let her piss on the sword, it'll never be any good to any man."
Astrid didn't mind the blacksmith's words. She could already tell a few of these blacksmiths would never have any use for her. She didn't mind their resentment, because the others showed none.
That was enough. That, and Randim, was more than enough.
"Ease up,” Trep said, beaming good naturedly at Astrid. “The Girly's proved herself, right and true. Makes no sense for such tiny arms to be so strong, but damn us all if she ain't."
His words struck Astrid as odd. She'd changed her body, tripling the size of her arms and chest. How could he ignore that?
Who knows, Astrid thought. Maybe they think shapeshifting is cheating.
At night, Astrid shared a bed with Randim's sister. Every night Astrid pondered how easy it would be to slip away from camp while everyone was sleeping.
Astrid considered it now, as Randim's sister snored softly next to her. Astrid was anxious to find Mauri, worried that other brigands had found and captured her. She wondered how safe Mauri could be. Some brigands protected women strictly as goods to be traded, keeping them as safe as their own sisters. Others helped themselves to the goods before trading them. And once they learned the truth—once they figured out that Mauri wasn't Astrid's apprentice and knew nothing about blacksmithing—they might kill her.
Or maybe Taddeo and DiStephan had found Mauri by now. What if she was safe with them?
The truth was, Randim and his blacksmithing camp felt like a home that Astrid could never have imagined. She wanted to live here. She wanted to work for Randim.
She still felt numb about what happened in Guell. But as kind as many people in that town had been to her throughout her life, it couldn't compare to what she felt now.
Lumpy was right. Astrid had found her own kind at last, never having imagined she could feel this way.
Astrid had made a promise to Randim to work here for 40 days. Her honor as a blacksmith was on the line, and she had to live up to it.
She ignored the sinking shame in her gut. She was using honor as an excuse to abandon Mauri. It seemed impossible to find Mauri—she could be anywhere. Just days ago, Astrid never would have considered this. But Mauri's strange behavior had changed Astrid's loyalty to her.
Astrid closed her eyes, trying to quench the truth burning inside the same way she'd plunge bright yellow iron into a barrel of water until cool to the touch.
The truth was, it was easier to stay with Randim. Working with the blacksmiths made her happy, and she couldn't bear to give up that happiness for the impossible task of finding Mauri, who might do nothing but slap her in the face, once found.
It wasn't enough to make her change anything. Astrid had made up her mind: she would take the easiest path and stay in Randim's camp.
When Astrid was finally able to fall sleep that night, she dreamed of Mauri, weeping.
Astrid tossed and turned as the truth burned bright inside her, refusing to be quenched.
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* * * *
Once Astrid had taught everything she knew to the blacksmiths, she settled into a daily routine of working as a member of Trep's team.
But she woke up every morning on edge.
Thoughts of Mauri and the dragonslayers haunted her. Every day, the shame sank deeper into the pit of her stomach. How could she have abandoned Mauri for the pleasure of working with the blacksmiths?
And yet, every day, Astrid spent her day in the forge, no matter how often she considered leaving to search for Mauri.
She'd never been so happy and sad, all at the same time, in her life.
Astrid refused to cry about it. A blacksmith had to be as strong and sure as iron, especially when working with other blacksmiths. One poorly placed hammer strike could cost a man his thumb or finger. An injury like that would rob a man of work while his body healed. It might even cost him his living if the injury crippled his hand.
Trep cast a long glance her way. “You feeling puny today, Girly?"
Astrid shook her head, smiling brightly. When she spoke, her voice was just as bright. “I'm fine. What do we work on next?"
Trep held up a strange contraption: a narrow iron bar, shoulder width with an iron ring welded on top. “We've got a dozen of these to finish by week's end. Once that's done, we'll pitch in and help the rest of the shop with the pikes."
Astrid couldn't take her eyes off the contraption in Trep's hands. It was coldly familiar. “What is that?” She said.
"It's work,” said Maise, the blacksmith with victory-wreath hair, in a crisp, get-to-it tone. “That's all you need to know."
Astrid kept pace with her team as they chose iron, heated it in the fire, and prepared to work. She sidled up to Trep, unable to ignore the bad feeling burning a hole through her stomach. “I've heard of things like this being used for torture."
"We're here to make tools,” Trep said. “Not to question how they might be used."
Astrid ignored his advice. “Who's going to use them? Who are we making these for?"
Trep focused his attention on preparing his tools and wiping flakes of slag from his anvil's surface. “No place you'd ever wish to know about, Girly."
Maise glowered at Astrid as he turned the iron in the fire, checking its color. “How'd you like it if we ask questions that's none of our business? How'd you like it if I asked you why you're covered in scars?"
Astrid froze, too stunned to move. “What?"
Maise's face flushed as his anger heated up. “Your skin's covered and crisscrossed in scars. Dozens of them. Randim could've jumped to all kinds of conclusions about how you got them. He could have turned his back on you without speaking a word, without giving you any kind of chance.” He pulled the iron from the fire and slammed it on the anvil. “You've no right to question us until we question you first. Randim never questioned you. He took you in on faith. More than you deserve."
"Enough,” Trep said.
Nothing made sense. No one had ever seen her scars since she'd become an adult and changed her appearance.
Temple had told no one about Astrid's scars. He'd kept her safe, hidden inside his smithery until she'd grown old enough to change her shape and control her appearance. Old enough to decide what she wanted the world to see of her.
Astrid stared down at her bare arms and hands. Her skin was perfect and smooth, just like always.
She couldn't see her own scars.
How could anyone else?
Trep extended the handle of a striking hammer to Astrid.
When she saw the handle, she looked up at him.
"Everything we make is for Tower Island,” Trep said. “If you have a problem with that, take it up with Randim, although I expect his response won't be anything to your liking."
His words sent a chill through her heart.
Astrid fought a primal urge to run away as fast as she could.
She wanted nothing to do with Tower Island. And she still wanted everything to do with Randim and his blacksmiths.
"There's no problem,” Astrid said, taking the striking hammer and her place at Trep's anvil.
That night, Astrid took a walk at the edge of Randim's camp, wanting to be alone with the night and the stars. She stood, staring above at the waning moon and brilliant stars, like a field full of dew drops sparkling in the morning sun.
She always thought of DiStephan when the night was bright with stars. She always thought of that night, a lifetime ago, when she and Mauri and the child seller made camp with the dragonslayers. It was the first time she'd seen DiStephan embrace the night sky, extending his arms by his sides and spinning slowly, gazing up at the stars all the while. His father explained it was what made DiStephan feel at one with the world. When DiStephan embraced the stars, he knew who he was and how he belonged in the world.
Astrid slipped her hand inside a pocket, relaxing when she felt DiStephan's dragon brooch. It was easy to imagine DiStephan embracing the stars right now, as she'd seen him do time and time again, all his life.
For a moment, Astrid wondered what it would feel like. She wanted to spread her arms like wings and spin in place, all the time looking up at the stars, embracing them.
Instead, she stood still. The stars were bright and beautiful. How could they ever let someone like Astrid touch them?
"Astrid."
She turned to see Trep walking toward her. He'd been kind to her from the beginning, and today she'd caused nothing but trouble. “I made a deal to work for Randim,” she said. “I never thought to ask about what I'd be making or who I'd be making it for. I'll do whatever work you want me to do."
"That's not why I'm here,” Trep said. “You're looking for your friend, Mauri. The blonde woman."
Astrid's heart beat faster with hope. “Have you seen her?"
"Yes,” Trep said. “On Tower Island."
Days later, Astrid followed Randim while he and his team loaded a few wagons with everything the smithery had produced during the past month: some devices like the one Astrid had been loath to make, but mostly long pikes.
"Please,” Astrid said. “Let me go with you."
Randim supervised his men, packing each wagon as full as possible. To Astrid, he said, “I got the impression you want nothing to do with Tower Island."
Of course. Blacksmiths were wicked gossips. Anyone could have told Randim about the argument Astrid had had with Maise and Trep.
Astrid kept her voice low and confidential, wanting only Randim to hear her. “When you bought me, I told you I was looking for my friend. She's on Tower Island."
Randim gave her a quick glance. He looked unconvinced. “By whose account?"
"Trep. He's seen her there."
Randim turned, scanning the camp. He stopped and shouted. “Trep!"
Astrid followed his gaze and saw Trep walking behind the smithery wall, disappearing from view. “Randim, please. She's my friend. If she's in trouble—"
Randim faced her. “If she's in trouble, there's nothing you can do to help her. I'm delivering goods. If you traipse along, looking for trouble, you'll find it, which means I'll lose you."
"I've taught you everything I know. And you got six new swords to show for it."
"You still owe me 12 days."
Secretly, Astrid wanted Randim to win this argument. She didn't want to go to Tower Island. She wanted to stay here, where she felt safe and needed. The thought of going to Tower Island nauseated her. She'd rather walk through Guell a thousand times, watching dragons eat corpses.
But if Mauri was on Tower Island, all that mattered was trying to help her. It was probably impossible. Randim understood that.
As much as Astrid dreaded the thought, leaving Mauri there was far worse. Astrid would rather die trying to help Mauri than live knowing she'd turned her back on a friend in need.
Randim looked toward the smithery again. “Trep! Where'd you go?"
Moments later, Trep emerged from behind the smithery wall. He crossed the camp, joining Randim and Astrid as the blacksmiths finished loading the last wagon.
"Did you tell Astrid you've seen her friend on Tower Island?"
Trep nodded.
Randim pursed his lips, searching Trep's face. “I've never seen any such woman there."
Instead of his usual big grin, Trep's smile was small and strange. “I see many things that you do not."
A young blacksmith nearby piped up, joining in the conversation uninvited. “Small wonder you're not married, Randim. You're too busy with work to notice women, even when they're right in front of you!"
Every blacksmith within hearing distance laughed.
Astrid couldn't help but feel uncomfortable as she realized she was standing in front of Randim, especially when their eyes met briefly while the blacksmiths kept laughing.
"I paid good money for her,” Randim said to anyone who would listen. “If she gets in trouble, how am I supposed to recoup my losses?"
"Charge them,” Trep said. “Make them pay for your loss."
Randim considered the suggestion. “I suppose that would work.” He took a long look at Astrid. “Are you sure? Once we're on the way, there's no turning back."
"I'm sure."
Randim climbed onto the driver's bench of the first wagon, offering Astrid a hand up.
She accepted, scrambling up to sit next to him. Astrid looked back at Trep, standing next to the wagon.
Trep's eyes narrowed as they searched hers. His expression relaxed into a friendly one. He held his head high, nodding as if he'd performed a great personal service for her.
Astrid watched Trep as he walked to another wagon and boarded it.
Strange. Just now, he'd reminded her of Taddeo.
Long after the wagons had left Randim's blacksmithing camp, Maise walked behind the smithery wall and saw the naked, crumpled man. Maise shouted for help, running toward the man.
Maise stared in confusion, joined by blacksmiths crowding around them. “Trep, how can you be here? I saw you leave with Randim, not three hours ago!"
Trep tried to stand, but collapsed. “Girly?” He stared long and hard at Maise, puzzled when he recognized him. “You're not Girly. Where's Randim?"
Maise examined Trep's head, pulling back a bloody hand. “You're hurt,” Maise said.
When he saw his blood on Maise's hand, Trep fainted.
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap21]
Chapter 18
* * * *
By mid-day, Randim's caravan of wagons reached their first destination: the sea shore.
Astrid spotted the brigands’ camp, bordered on one side by the shore, on another by a half-circle of tall dune grass.
Astrid looked for Lumpy and Broken Nose. She knew they weren't here. They'd opted to sell her to Randim for their own personal gain instead of returning her to these brigands. That was weeks ago. A few weeks’ journey could take one far in the world. Far enough to escape trouble.
Astrid envied them.
She followed the lead of the other blacksmiths, who walked and stretched while Randim conducted business with the brigands’ leader, a stocky man with narrow eyes and a relaxed manner. He didn't look familiar, although several other men did.
After Randim finished talking to the brigand leader, he called out to his blacksmiths, “Load ship!"
Astrid kept in the midst of the blacksmiths, hiding among them as they unloaded and carried the strange things they'd forged to a ship by a wooden dock stretching into the ocean.
Trep walked beside her on the dock. Oddly enough, he wore the leather gloves he used for blacksmithing.
He groaned, his armful of tools clattering on the dock when they slipped from his arms. He knelt, covering his pale face with both gloved hands.
"Trep!” Astrid put down her own load, kneeling by his side as the blacksmiths walking behind them gathered round. “Are you all right?"
"Dizzy,” Trep said, his voice faint and fragile. “Sick, maybe."
Without hesitation, Astrid divided his load and hers among the surrounding blacksmiths. “What do you want to do?” She asked Trep.
He pointed toward the ship ahead.
Astrid's eyebrows arched in surprise. “Wouldn't you rather stay here? Get some rest?"
Trep gazed ahead at the ship. “I like the sea. Fresh air. It revives me."
Sure enough, as soon as Astrid helped Trep board the ship, his eyes brightened and his face glowed as he took a deep breath.
Astrid smiled. “You've returned to yourself."
Trep looked surprised for a moment, but he relaxed into a smile. Still sitting, he bent his head toward her, bowing slightly, holding his hands together as if in prayer. “Thank you, Astrid."
Astrid took a small step back, alarmed by Trep's odd words and actions. If she didn't know better, she'd swear he wasn't Trep at all.
"Are you ready to go to Tower Island?"
Astrid turned at the sound of Randim's voice. He walked toward her, his shoes thumping across the ship's wooden deck. Because they'd spent no time in the smithery today, Randim's face looked freshly scrubbed. In the absence of the soot smudged around his eyes, they looked less smoky and mysterious. Astrid thought she saw a depth of concern in them.
"Yes,” she said.
Randim called out to the captain, and they set sail.
For the next few hours, Astrid sequestered herself as well as she could on the narrow and crowded deck, tucking herself in the least busy corner she could find. She tried not to think about where she was going or what she was about to do. But the thoughts crept in anyway. Thoughts that made her light-headed. Thoughts that made her want to hurl herself overboard and swim for shore. Even if the brigands recognized her and brought her back here, swimming would buy her some time.
It would delay the inevitable.
Astrid took a deep breath of crisp sea air, fighting the illness washing over her with every roll of the ocean. She should have known her past would come back to haunt her one day.
And today was that day.
She looked up when she heard the distinctive thump of Randim's shoes on deck.
He sat beside her. “My first concern is my men and the work we do,” Randim said. “You understand I can't help you?"
Astrid nodded. It was something she'd figured out already.
Randim was quiet for several long moments. He said, “But I won't hinder you either."
Astrid smiled. That was more than she'd hoped for.
They sat together in silence until Astrid looked up, catching the first glimpse of golden light in the distance. “There it is,” she said.
It was a small island, surrounded by a high rock wall shaped by nature, like a bowl. Ten towns the size of Guell would fit on the island, but most of it was farm and grazing land.
Its most distinctive feature was a towering pinnacle carved from rock and covered in molten gold.
Large carrion birds, like the ones that had swooped into Guell, circled high above the tower.
Tall iron pikes, identical to the ones loaded in the wagons, lined a section of the island's rock wall, forming a fence between land and sea.
"Who's in charge?” Astrid said.
"You don't know?” Randim turned to her in surprise. “Drageen."
Astrid nodded. Just as she'd expected.
The ship docked at the island's small pier, which extended under a round entryway carved into the enormous rock wall. Astrid joined the blacksmiths as they unloaded and carried their forged goods onto the island.
Once inside the exterior wall, they entered the gate complex, a wide alley flanked by tall stone walls. Guards stood at ease by the tower gate, now raised for visitors to enter.
The gate was a wall of twisted strands of iron, like a gigantic version of Astrid's brooch. Dragon bones, enormous and bleached from the sun, were tied to the gate. Dragon skulls, sharp-toothed and narrow in the jaw, were impaled on the tips of tall iron spears near the guards.
The iron tools in Astrid's arms clattered when she trembled. She held them tighter, not wanting to give herself away.
"Hullo, hullo,” a guard said cheerfully as the blacksmiths walked through the gate.
"Tell Drageen I wish to see him,” Randim told the guards.
Astrid kept a low profile among the blacksmiths as they walked through the low-arched gate then into the large open courtyard surrounding the tower. Several women gossiped around the well in the courtyard center while their children chased geese around small fires where cooks roasted meat and turnips. Men ground barley on stone slabs, while others shaped flat bread on slabs they slid into mound-like ovens.
Cattle lowed in the distance, beyond the wall separating the tower grounds from the grazing land.
High above, the carrion birds screamed.
Astrid saw her walk away from the other women at the well, wearing a long, fine linen dress as pale as a peach. “Mauri,” Astrid whispered, grateful and relieved to see her alive and unharmed.
Mauri walked toward the tower. If she entered, Astrid might never have another opportunity to help her. The chance of getting past the guards was slim, but Astrid saw no alternative.
Astrid dropped the tools she carried. She bolted from the midst of the blacksmiths, catching up with Mauri in seconds. She caught both of Mauri's hands in her own. “Mauri!"
Startled, Mauri pulled free. Her hands were still twisted, the cost of Astrid freeing Mauri from the brigands’ shackles.
Something was wrong. Mauri acted cool and distant. She stepped away from Astrid.
Their chance to escape was narrow. Every second mattered.
True to his word, Randim looked away, directing his blacksmiths to set down their work on the courtyard, creating a noisy commotion. Everyone was watching the blacksmiths, oblivious to Astrid and Mauri.
Astrid lunged toward Mauri, grabbing her elbow.
But Mauri wrenched free, frowning. “Don't touch me."
This couldn't be happening. It didn't make any sense.
Astrid strove to be clear and plain. “I'm here to take you from this place. But if we don't hurry—"
Mauri's eyes widened in fear, and she backed away again. “I don't want to leave. And you don't have the power to make me."
Incredulous, Astrid felt her jaw slacken. “What?"
"Astrid,” said a familiar voice.
Drageen approached Astrid. His soft brown hair fell in loose wisps to his shoulders, and fine stubble dotted his upper lip and the sides of his chin. His pale lavender eyes gazed into hers.
"Welcome home, sister,” Drageen said to Astrid.
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* * * *
Astrid wrapped her fingers around Mauri's misshapen wrist. “Run!” Astrid shouted.
But Mauri stood her ground.
Astrid stared at Mauri in disbelief. Why wouldn't she run? “He's the one who kidnapped us,” Astrid said. “He and his men destroyed Guell!"
"And so she returns,” Drageen said softly. “Stealthily, slippery, sliding back to the womb where she belongs. Born a Scalding, die a Scalding."
Astrid took another look at Mauri. Her face was blank.
"Randim!” Astrid cried out to the blacksmith.
Randim's steps clattered across the courtyard's stone floor.
Astrid's heart sank when she saw the disappointment on his face.
"You never told me you were Drageen's sister,” Randim said. “You never said you belong to the Scalding clan."
The other blacksmiths gathered behind Randim, their faces knotted with surprise and anger.
"I'm not one of them,” Astrid said.
But Randim's and the blacksmiths’ expressions didn't change. Astrid's words made no difference.
In a moment of desperation and weakness, Astrid lied. “Look at me!” Astrid said. “How can I be a Scalding? I look nothing like them."
Her skin was brown, while Drageen's was pale white. Her eyes were black, while his were lavender. She had straight dark hair and a heart-shaped face, while his hair was brown and wavy, his face square.
Randim frowned, his disappointment deepening. “You look like brother and sister to me. I should have noticed the resemblance sooner. Maybe it was your scars that deceived me."
Memory stung Astrid. She'd already forgotten—Randim and the blacksmiths couldn't see the way Astrid shaped herself.
"These men,” Drageen murmured. “They're not like you and me. They see what's really there, not what you want them to see."
"You lied to me,” Randim said to Astrid.
"Please,” Astrid said. “Take me back, and Mauri, too."
Randim ignored her and spoke to Drageen. “There is a problem. I bought Astrid from two of your brigands."
"Ah,” Drageen said. “So that's what happened to her."
"I paid a high price,” Randim said. “I need her to get work done."
"Is the work for anyone other than me?” Drageen said.
"Not at the moment, but we can't finish in a timely fashion without Astrid's help."
Drageen nodded. “Her safe return is all I care about. I'll give you double what you gave for her and all the time you need to get the work done. Fair?"
"Fair.” Randim's face relaxed. “Done."
Astrid took a step toward Randim. “Please help me. He killed everyone in my town. If you leave me here, he'll kill Mauri. He'll kill me, too."
Randim looked questioningly at Drageen.
Drageen leaned forward to kiss the back of Astrid's head. “Don't exaggerate, sister. It's unattractive."
Astrid turned to the blacksmiths. “I'll work hard,” she said. “I'll stay longer than the 40 days I promised. I'll stay as long as you like. I'll do any work you want. Any work you don't like doing yourselves. I'll build fires, haul water, clean your tools, and keep the smithery neat..."
"I'm sorry, Astrid.” For the first time, Randim looked at her in pity. “Truly sorry."
As Randim and his men walked away, Astrid's hope died. For the first time since she'd left Tower Island as a child, she felt lost and alone in the world.
Standing in the crisp ocean air on Tower Island's dock, Randim shook his head after counting his men boarding ship. “Who's missing?"
He paced up and down the dock, registering the face of every blacksmith he saw. They'd delivered their goods to Tower Island and were ready to go home.
A low rumble of thunder caught Randim's attention. He looked up, spotting the storm line on the horizon. They'd have to leave soon to reach shore before the storm hit.
Randim counted heads. He realized who was missing. He raced down the dock, past the guards at the gate, and into the courtyard. “Trep!” Randim shouted, searching the yard for his missing blacksmith.
Randim ground his teeth, still angry Astrid had lied. Hers was a lie of omission, but a lie nonetheless. She'd failed to tell him she was a Scalding. A Scalding! The very people who employed Randim and his entire camp of blacksmiths.
On one hand, Randim couldn't understand Astrid's silence. He would have expected her to be proud of being a Scalding, maybe even to flaunt it. There were plenty who would.
On the other hand, Randim had been feeling more and more ill at ease taking the Scalding's payment. He'd heard plenty of rumors about Tower Island and the Scaldings.
Legend had it that the clan earned their name centuries ago by pouring boiling oil from the high tower walls down on attacking enemies, scalding their skin. And then there were stories of torture and murder and how they fed their victims to the carrion birds, which would explain why the birds constantly circled above, sometimes perching atop the high gold tower.
It was getting more difficult to look the other way.
Astrid herself had spoken up, questioning the kind of work the blacksmiths had taken on.
Why would she—a Scalding—question Randim's decisions? Drageen had said it himself: born a Scalding, die a Scalding. Anyone with the slightest bit of survival instinct stood by their kindred. Safety in numbers. Safety among your own kind.
Why was it that Astrid didn't act like the other Scaldings?
Randim pursed his lips in frustration, walking the perimeter of the courtyard, searching for Trep.
The problem was, who else could give Randim's camp the amount of work they needed? They lived in Scalding territory, surrounded by small farming towns, each indebted to the Scaldings for the past 100 years—if Drageen told the towns to shun Randim, they would.
There were other territories, but traveling to any one of them meant spending weeks on dangerous roads.
And then there were rumors he'd heard from brigands. Rumors from the far South of a powerful king with powerful soldiers who slaughtered villages in the name of a new god.
Randim understood raids for the purpose of acquiring wealth, although he believed it was more honorable to work for wealth than to steal it. But the idea of killing in the name of a god left a bad taste in his mouth. It made him admire brigands, who hid nothing about their intentions.
Brigands had told Randim about the southern attacks, speculating those attacks would someday find their way north. Probably not for years to come, but likely nonetheless.
No matter how Randim looked at the situation, he saw no good reason to stay in Scalding territory.
"Sir?"
Randim recognized the blonde woman as Astrid's friend.
Mauri looked the same, and yet somehow different. Before, she'd stood meekly, eyes downcast, shoulders hunched as if trying to shrink out of sight. Now, she stood tall, shoulders straight, meeting Randim's eyes.
It was almost as if she'd become a different person.
Mauri cocked her head at Randim as she smiled. “I come to deliver a message from Trep."
Randim's eyes narrowed, sensing something wrong but not knowing what it was. “What message?"
"He took ill. Another ship came, and he left on it."
Now Randim was certain something was wrong. Trep had the constitution of a bull. He'd stood up to more pain than anyone Randim knew, working through any amount of discomfort or illness to get the job done. It didn't make sense he'd leave on his own, without Randim and the other blacksmiths.
"He said he'll meet you ashore,” Mauri said. She took a step toward Randim. “Was this man not ill when you arrived?"
That's right. Randim had seen Trep collapse on the brigands’ dock, but Trep had perked up once they were at sea. Maybe Trep's illness was more serious than anyone had thought.
Thunder rumbled again, louder this time, closer.
Randim looked up. The storm was moving in quickly. He wasn't willing to risk losing his men at sea to a bad storm. He'd leave Tower Island without Trep, trusting to find him ashore at the brigands’ camp.
Randim nodded his thanks to Mauri, and then ran across the courtyard toward the gates.
He'd had enough of Tower Island.
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* * * *
"That's my girl,” the alchemist said to Astrid, collecting the tears from her face into a small metal bowl.
The alchemist was a plump woman who wore her long white hair in a neat bun on top of her head. The bun was pierced through with some of the alchemist's tools: large wooden needles and delicate metal rods with flat, sharp tips. She smelled faintly of sulfur. “Just a few more, and we'll be done."
Astrid had been given her own room, complete with a great featherbed and fine silk bed sheets. Maids bathed her with warm water each morning and dressed her in long linen dresses. Each day she was led to the alchemist.
The alchemist's sphere was a space carved inside a large round globe hanging high inside the tower wall like a goiter on an old man's neck. Shallow, semi-circular steps led to the bottom of the sphere's interior.
Every day the alchemist gave slices of onion to Astrid to make her cry.
Astrid had already tried changing her body, wanting to make it bigger and stronger.
But she couldn't, no more than she could after the dragon had crashed through the birch trees in Astrid's smithery back in Guell, when Taddeo had changed her body and Astrid couldn't change it back.
Astrid felt like something had broken inside her. She'd lost something important.
No matter how hard she tried, Astrid couldn't change her shape. Even worse, her smooth brown skin had faded to pale white, covered with scars from head to toe. She'd unwillingly reverted to her Scalding body, not understanding why it was happening.
"Take heart, Astrid,” the alchemist said, shifting the metal bowl across the edge of Astrid's jaw to catch every tear that flowed down her face. “Your brother loves you. You're very important to him."
"Important enough to kill everyone in Guell,” Astrid said bitterly.
"You don't believe what I portend?” the alchemist said.
"It's impossible to look into the future."
"I foresaw your mother would die on the day she gave birth to you,” the alchemist said, cutting another onion slice. “I foresaw your father's death. Your brother believes my portents. Had you stayed, against my advice, you would have died 20 years ago.” The alchemist glanced up, offering the extra onion slice on top of her knife blade. “When I advised Drageen to send you away, I saved your life."
Astrid refused the slice. “I don't believe in magic."
The alchemist dropped it into the bowl of cut onions in Astrid's lap. “That's a pity."
Astrid was convinced the alchemist's intent was to manipulate.
The alchemist stroked the fur of a shore cat napping at her feet. When the animal stirred, the alchemist spoke high-pitched squeaking sounds to it.
Was the alchemist speaking a language it could understand?
Had the shore cat acted not as Dragon's Sight, but as the alchemist's eyes?
The shore cat stretched and yawned, then padded up the semi-circular steps to exit the sphere.
The alchemist took the bowl of tears. She opened a jar and poured a few black ashes into the bowl.
"What is that?"
The alchemist focused on the bowl, stirring its contents. “Ashes from Guell."
Her answer sent a new chill through Astrid's bones. “Is that why Drageen destroyed Guell?"
"My recipe required it,” the alchemist said. “It came to me in the portent. Ashes of houses, ashes of those who lived in them. Ashes of all but you, and the one who watched."
Astrid wrapped her arms around herself. “The one who watched?"
Instead of answering, the alchemist withdrew a little leather pouch from her pocket. She dumped its contents onto the palm of her hand.
It was a crimson-colored gem, no larger than Astrid's smallest fingernail.
It looked like the same kind of red stone Lenore had dug out of Astrid's foot that day in the woods. The same gem Astrid had later given to Mauri, who'd promised to send it with Donel to another town where an alchemist would examine it.
But Mauri had promised to send it to an alchemist in a town—not here on Tower Island.
"Where did you get that?” Astrid said.
"From your brother."
But a larger question haunted Astrid. “What is it?"
The alchemist studied the surface of the gem, rubbing it with her thumb. “Dragon spittle is full of many poisons. A single bite is enough to kill anyone within days. But legends say some people are born with a special essence that protects them from any dragon's bite. That essence, combined with dragon's spittle, produces something very precious and rare, in time."
The alchemist extended her hand toward Astrid, showing her the gem. “Bloodstones. You survived the dragon's bites. Your essence protected you and produced this over your lifetime."
The alchemist turned her attention back toward the bowl of Astrid's tears. “There are many ways to activate the special properties of a bloodstone, but I think there's a certain poetry in using the tears from the same body that produced it."
She dropped the bloodstone into the bowl of tears.
"Properties?"
"There! See?” The alchemist beamed, pointing to the bowl of tears, turning red. “It's begun."
"What's begun?"
"The process. Releasing its properties. Takes awhile, but it's worth it."
Astrid and the alchemist looked up as a sneeze echoed inside the sphere.
Mauri stood alone at its entrance, sniffing.
"You've caught cold,” the alchemist said. She pulled a small vial of golden fluid from the hair piled on top of her head. “Drink this."
Mauri accepted the vial and pulled a small cork from its top. She downed its contents. “How long does it take to work?” Mauri said.
The alchemist smiled. “Soon. Sometime today."
Mauri ignored Astrid, speaking to the alchemist. “Do you have what you need?"
"I do,” the alchemist said. “You can take her."
Astrid took heart in the good fortune of time alone with Mauri, following her from the alchemist's sphere into the high-walled narrow hallways of the tower.
Astrid took a few quick steps to catch up with Mauri. Astrid spoke softly, knowing these walls and how sound carried inside the tower. “It's not too late."
Mauri said nothing, staring at the stone floor as they walked.
"I know this tower's secrets,” Astrid whispered. “If you free me, we can hide together. We can still escape."
"I don't want to leave,” Mauri said.
Surprised, Astrid stopped walking. Mauri paused, looking back at her.
"What have they done to you?” Astrid said.
Again, Mauri said nothing.
Astrid looked at Mauri's hands and wrists, still twisted. “Are you angry with me because of your hands?” Astrid said.
"Yes,” Mauri said. She pauses and shook her head. “No."
"What is it? What's wrong?"
Mauri stared at the floor.
Drageen must have threatened Mauri or somehow convinced her to do this.
Then Astrid remembered something Mauri had told her on the day Taddeo had changed Astrid's body against her will, and Astrid couldn't change herself back. “Don't let them change you,” Astrid said. “Who and what you are is your choice."
Tears spilled down Mauri's face, but she wiped them away.
"You're my closest friend,” Astrid said. “You'd never do this on your own. Somebody had to convince you—"
"Somebody did,” Mauri said, her voice quivering. “A long time ago. Before I knew you."
"What?"
"The town where the child seller bought me, when we were children—that wasn't my town. Mine was destroyed, like Guell. They said they'd kill me, too, unless—"
Astrid steadied herself. “Unless what?"
"Unless I watched you. They said I could live if I told them when the bloodstones started coming out of you."
The bloodstone.
Mauri had acted strangely when Astrid first showed it to her.
How could this be possible? Unless...
"Did you send the bloodstone to Drageen after I gave it to you?” Astrid said. “Is that why he came to Guell? Looking for me?"
Looking down in shame, Mauri nodded.
Mauri's shape shifted.
Her hair became as dry and stiff as hay, her eyes dulled to the color of mud, and her skin took on the sheen of cold, liquid stone, but Mauri didn't notice any change in herself.
Astrid still couldn't change her own shape. But her opinion of others still carried the power to change them, whether Astrid desired it or not.
A lie, Astrid realized. All these years, our friendship's been nothing but a lie.
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Chapter 21
* * * *
Before Mauri could take another step down the narrow hallway, Astrid said, “Let me go."
"I can't."
Astrid whispered, “We can find Taddeo and DiStephan. We'll all go far away, some place where no one can ever find us."
Mauri shook her head, her hay-like hair rustling. It cracked, and bits of it broke off and fell to the floor.
"I love DiStephan,” Astrid said. “Let me be with him. He's all I have left."
"DiStephan is dead,” Mauri said. “And Taddeo is no man—he's a dragon."
Astrid was tired of Mauri's lies, so she ignored them.
"You can come with us,” Astrid said. “Drageen will never find you. He'll never be able to hurt you."
"And live how? On what?"
"On whatever's possible. We'll find a way."
"You don't know what it's like to have nothing,” Mauri said. She hugged herself, trembling. Her voice cracked with fear. “You don't understand what it's like to lose everything. I saw my mother and father murdered. Men set our house on fire while we were in it. Wattle-and-daub houses burn fast, like kindling wood. My mother, my father—they tried to stop it, but their clothes caught fire. They burned so fast.” Mauri's eyes glazed, and her voice turned cool and distant. “They screamed so loud."
Astrid suddenly felt sorry for her.
Mauri's eyes became unfocused, as if she'd gone back in time. “When a wall collapsed, I saw a way out. I ran. I left them behind, I didn't get far. The Scaldings caught me as soon as I ran outside.” Mauri regained her focus. “I saw them destroy my village."
Astrid bristled. “I saw them destroy Guell."
Mauri's eyes narrowed. “The Scaldings are your people. You're a Scalding."
I'm a monster, Astrid thought. Just like the rest of the Scaldings.
It was a thought from childhood, from the days when she hid beneath a blanket, too terrified to let anyone see who she really was.
Astrid shook off those old feelings.
"I'm no Scalding,” Astrid said. “I'm a blacksmith."
Mauri's laughter ricocheted off the high stone walls. “Which makes you wealthy. When you lived on Tower Island, you knew nothing but wealth. And when you left, you stayed wealthy, because Temple chose you as his apprentice. He made you the wealthiest woman in Guell."
Confused even more, Astrid searched Mauri's face, trying to understand her. “What does wealth have to do with anything?"
Tears welled in Mauri's eyes. “You don't know what it's like to wonder if you'll get to eat one moment, then wonder if you'll get to live the next."
Astrid extended her arms, covered with scars, toward Mauri. “Haven't you wondered how I got these? Who gave them to me?"
Mauri looked away. “They're your scars, not mine."
A sudden chill ran through Astrid. “What?"
"I do whatever it takes to stay alive.” Mauri shrugged it off. “That's how life is."
Astrid's arms drifted down to her side. “So you don't care about me?"
"Nobody cares about anybody. You don't care about me, not really. If you had to choose between your own skin and mine, you'd choose your own. Anybody would. Everybody would. That's how life is. That's how the world is."
Astrid was stunned and saddened as Mauri brushed a tear away.
"Mauri,” Astrid said softly. “How can you believe that?"
Mauri looked her dead in the eyes. “Because it's true."
Astrid didn't understand.
She thought about everything that had happened since Drageen burned Guell, reconsidering the assumptions she'd made.
She remembered Mauri's peculiar behavior before the invasion.
She remembered Mauri's resistance to escape.
And she remembered how she'd left Mauri alone to go search for the dragonslayers, only to find Mauri had vanished when Astrid came back for her.
"You were the lure,” Astrid said, putting the pieces together. “Drageen pretended to capture you. He pretended he'd hurt you, because he knew wherever you'd go, I'd follow."
"Yes,” Mauri said. But she shook her head, as if stuck inside an impossible puzzle. “No...I don't know."
Astrid regretted ever having been loyal to Mauri.
Most of all, Astrid regretted sacrificing being happy in Randim's camp for a friend who was nothing but an enemy.
I never should have trusted her, Astrid thought. I should have walked away from the mercenaries’ camp. I should have left Mauri shackled to the cart wheel. I should have worked my 40 days for Randim, and then looked for DiStephan.
DiStephan was the one who cared about her. He was the one who loved her.
Mauri had pretended to be Astrid's friend. All this time, all their lives, Mauri had done nothing but lie.
"Drageen told you to play along,” Astrid said, convinced she was right. “You had to know his plans. You had to know I'd be looking for you."
"You don't understand.” Mauri ran her hands through her hay-like hair, unaware she was snapping the strands in half. Her eyes lit happily as she looked past Astrid. “They promised he'd marry me. That we'd be wealthy. Then everything would be all right. The rest of my life would be—"
Mauri's eyes dulled as she wheezed, trying desperately to breathe. She stared at Astrid, gasping.
As angry as she was, Astrid felt a stab of concern. “What's wrong?"
Mauri shook her head in confusion.
Stunned, Astrid watched Mauri collapse and die.
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* * * *
Astrid dropped to her knees by Mauri's side. Maybe if she held Mauri's head she could breathe again.
But it was too late. Mauri wasn't breathing, and the life had gone out of her eyes. Her skin was already cool to the touch and fading to a bluish tinge.
Astrid was too numb to notice Drageen slip up behind her.
Drageen led Astrid higher and higher through the narrow hallways carved into the tower.
He took her outside to the tower roof, a large circular stone surface ringed by a wall of jagged stone teeth.
Drageen spoke softly to himself. “And so the sacred daughter returns, transformed, transfixed, transmogrified. Her blood blessed. Her love bejeweled. Beloved of the beast."
Astrid's clan, a few dozen Scaldings sitting at a long banquet table, stood and applauded when they saw her.
Behind them, in the center of the tower top, stood the enormous iron cage that Astrid remembered as the bad place. She'd spent much of her childhood inside it. At a glance, it looked empty.
But the carrion birds flew overhead.
Drageen squeezed Astrid's hand, holding on tight. “We're the ones who love you."
To the Scaldings, Drageen said, “I give you our savior."
As Drageen and Astrid approached the banquet table, the faces of the men and women of the Scalding clan began to change.
First, their faces shifted until they all looked like Drageen.
Astrid remembered Lenore and the story she'd told. Lenore had looked into a mirror and seen her husband's face staring back instead of her own.
Lenore had lost herself and become her husband.
The Scaldings had lost themselves and become Drageen. None of the Scaldings had the courage to think for themselves, so they let Drageen do the thinking for them.
Astrid missed Lenore. She'd promised to make a pair of silver shoes for Lenore to keep her spirit feet strong, and now Astrid could never keep that promise. Drageen's mercenaries had killed Lenore and everyone else in Guell.
Astrid wished she'd chosen Lenore as her friend instead of Mauri.
As Astrid followed Drageen to the banquet table, the faces of the Scaldings shifted from looking like Drageen to looking like Astrid.
Astrid stopped, horrified.
The Scaldings gazed upon her, each wearing Astrid's face, waiting in anticipation, as if for an answer only Astrid could provide.
Lenore had imagined she would know happiness married to a wealthy man. Lenore thought she could love her husband, but it was the shoes she'd made with her own hands that made her happy. Giving up her shoes had killed her heart.
The Scaldings clamored around Astrid, everyone chattering enthusiastically, reaching for her. Groping for her.
Astrid raised her hands to protect herself, pushing them away.
As each Scalding spoke, his or her face shifted to its true appearance, soon reflected by the face of every other Scalding.
"You're happy to return to us, Astrid!"
Astrid softened as she recognized the shifting face of a Scalding who had taken Astrid, when she was very young, to the island's grasslands to play with other children. She remembered chasing a lamb and burying her face in its woolly back. She remembered being happy.
"You want to be with no one else except us,” said a Scalding who had picked up a weeping Astrid with a scraped knee, holding her, comforting her.
"You need us, like we need you."
They were a sea of constantly changing faces.
Except for Drageen, who remained himself.
"No one else can love you the way we do."
Astrid jerked, as if she'd banged her elbow against something hard, a numbing shock running down her arm.
Astrid looked down at the scars on her arms. “Love?"
Her response silenced them, but they all looked down at their own arms as they held them out to her, one moment smooth, the next covered with scars. Like Astrid's.
"No!” Astrid grimaced. Their false scars angered her, and that anger gave her strength.
Drageen spoke up like a peacemaker. “Let's all enjoy the meal. Astrid is confused. She needs time to remember who she is."
"I know who I am,” Astrid snapped.
But inside, she wasn't so sure.
Temple had told her she'd have to decide who she was before could stand up inside her own skin. Astrid struggled to decide, only to feel confused.
Drageen led her to sit at the banquet table next to him. He spoke to her as if she were a young child. “Of course, you know who you are."
"I'm a blacksmith."
All of the Scaldings laughed long and hard.
Drageen smiled. “Of course, you are."
Astrid stared at the plates heaping with steaming, roasted meats, fragrant breads, and crisp fruits. Although it was late in the day and she hadn't eaten since morning, she wasn't hungry. While all of the Scaldings devoured the food, Astrid sat back and watched.
"What do you want from me?” She watched Drageen pick at his food.
"The savior sister, the chosen one,” Drageen said. “So sacred yet so innocent, so pure, so sacred and divine."
"What does that mean?"
"You wouldn't understand."
"I deserve to know."
"You know our kindred history. How we came to own Tower Island?"
"Of course, I do."
Tower Island had been the kindred home from the day their grandfather had freed it from an infestation of dragons. One hundred years ago, he'd been a young man hired when dozens had been killed by dragons that slipped onto and away from the island in ways no one could detect. In the end, the survivors had given the island to him in payment, no longer wanting to walk on the bloodstained stairways inside the tower.
He'd fought the final battle in the ocean's depths, darkening the sea with dragon's blood, and bringing back its limb in victory. He'd lived on Tower Island, siring children late in life. Those children, including Astrid's father, had grown to dominate the island and towns on the mainland with the promise of protection from dragons.
"We've always been threatened,” Drageen said. “But that threat grows more serious every day."
Dragons wanted Tower Island. Dragons had wanted it for the past one hundred years.
"Don't you understand I made swords for dragonslayers?” Astrid said.
"If you think that means anything, then your dragonslayers lied to you. You know nothing about dragons and dragonslayers."
Astrid refused to believe him. She knew DiStephan. She trusted him. And Taddeo—after what had happened when the dragon came into her smithery yard that day, she'd forged an even stronger bond with him.
As a blacksmith, as the woman who forged their weapons, she felt a special bond with dragonslayers.
And yet, DiStephan's and Taddeo's absence when Drageen and his mercenaries had destroyed Guell still haunted her.
Where were they? Why hadn't they protected Guell?
"What do you know about dragonslayers?” Astrid said. “And dragons?"
When their father died, Drageen was barely a man. Drageen was left in charge of their kindred at a dangerous time. Dragons had left Tower Island alone for decades.
But when their father died, the dragons attacked again.
"Dragons want to steal this island from us,” Drageen said. “I've put the blacksmiths’ iron in every tower crevice to stop them from coming underneath the island, up through the tower walls. I'm now lining the island perimeter with iron."
"Iron?"
"It repels dragons. It burns their skin. It's preventing them from attacking—there hasn't been one in weeks."
"But dragons are dying,” Astrid said. “Dragonslayers are killing them off. You'll get all the iron you need from Randim, and Tower Island will be safe. What am I doing here?"
Astrid felt chilled when she saw her brother frown in worry. Drageen was never one to worry.
"Any blacksmith can bring me iron. I need much more than that from you."
Astrid looked up to see the alchemist walking toward them, carrying a small covered bowl. The alchemist put the bowl on the banquet table next to Drageen.
"It's ready?” He raised his eyebrows at the alchemist.
She smiled in response. “It's a fine mix, Sir. Good quality."
Drageen sniffed at the red liquid. He rolled up one sleeve and submerged his left hand.
Astrid suspected this liquid contained her bloodstone. The last time she'd seen it, the alchemist was dissolving it in Astrid's own tears and the ashes of Guell. “What are you doing?” Astrid asked, watching her brother.
He removed his hand, now covered with bloody liquid, rubbing the liquid into his skin. He took his dagger and pressed its blade against his blood-soaked skin.
The blade slid off, as if his skin had turned to slippery ice.
"You're very rare, sister,” Drageen said with a twinge of envy. “Dragon bites are deadly. Almost everyone dies, even those descended from a dragonslayer. Only those with the purest dragonslayer blood can survive. Like you."
She'd heard Scaldings whisper that Astrid and Drageen both resembled their mother. She'd heard rumors that Drageen and Astrid had different fathers. That Astrid's mother had been unfaithful, and Drageen was the result.
Astrid looked at her brother's hand, drenched in her blood and tears and ashes, and the dagger that had slid off his skin. Incredulous, she said, “Please don't tell me you believe those stuffy legends."
Drageen held up his bloody hand and the dagger. “How much proof do you need?"
Astrid wanted to grab his shoulders and shake some sense into him. “It isn't my blood protecting you! It's your belief! You're protected because you believe my blood protects you. All you need is your belief—not my blood."
Drageen shook his head. “When the dragon bit you, chewed you up...its spit mixed with your blood. It made you stronger. That's why you have the power to produce bloodstones. Only those who truly become like the dragon can produce bloodstones. That's you, Astrid."
She blanched. “There's no such thing as magic!"
"Dragon's blood—or, in your case, dragon-tainted blood—makes a man safe from blows after he bathes in it. It doesn't last forever. A good bath will protect a man for a good month or so before it wears off. That's a fact."
"It's nothing but fairy tales!"
"It's your duty to protect the clan.” Drageen used his dagger to spear a hunk of roasted meat, raising it to his mouth. “It's your duty to produce all the bloodstones possible."
"Duty?” Astrid frowned, remembering Temple the blacksmith. He'd refused to make the scars vanish from her skin when she was little, even though he had the power to do so. He'd taught her that she must avoid changing the appearance of others with her opinion of them. He'd taught her that no one had the right to change her except herself. It was what she'd learned living in Guell. It was how she'd lived in Guell, and she'd been happy there.
But here...no one in her clan took the slightest effort to keep their own appearance, much less respect the appearance of others.
"How can you demand my duty?” Astrid said.
"I'm not the one who ate you up. Blame the dragon, not me."
"You're the one who gave me to the dragon,” Astrid said. She pointed to the cage. “You're the one who put me in there with it. The one who left me to die."
If Astrid didn't know better, she'd swear her brother looked at her with envy.
"You still don't understand,” Drageen said. “It couldn't be me to be given to the dragon. My destiny is to lead this clan. There's no guarantee any Scalding can survive the dragon's bite. Luckily, you did. That makes you our savior."
"If you had asked, I would have done what I could,” Astrid said. “You didn't have to destroy Guell."
The expression drained from Drageen's face. He flushed, as if ashamed. “The alchemist must use the ashes of your former life. The power in the ashes is born from destruction. It was necessary."
"Why?"
Drageen hesitated before he spoke. “Do you know of a place called Limru?"
Astrid nodded. Anyone who'd talked to traveling merchants had heard the rumors. “It's a sacred place. A temple of trees, somewhere in the south."
"It was,” Drageen said. “It's been destroyed by a king who claims a new god. His armies sweep the south and slaughter everyone in his path."
Astrid paled. The south lands were home to nomadic tribes with ties to tree spirits. Everyone knew tree spirits were messengers to the gods of the land and sea and air and fire. Like Temple, Astrid never thought much about the gods, and she often questioned their existence. On a difficult day in the smithery, she'd sometimes utter a few brief words to ask help from the fire god, but always as a last resort.
At the same time, she knew enough to speak of Limru with reverence. She'd heard stories of tribes hanging ritual offerings of silver and gold on the trees of Limru. Once offered, no offering had ever been stolen.
Not until now.
"Limru destroyed?” Astrid said. “And plundered?"
Drageen nodded. “I always believed I'd need your bloodstones to fight dragons, but now we face a greater danger. I need your bloodstones to protect the clan, and it will take time to harvest them. Now is the time to prepare."
Dismayed, Astrid said, “If I have bloodstones, I'll give them to you. All you ever had to do was ask."
"You don't understand what causes bloodstones to be released from your body,” Drageen said. “If it were as easy as your giving them to me, I would have asked."
Astrid noticed the alchemist flinch. “What releases them?” Astrid said.
"Chaos.” He took Astrid's hand, walking her toward the cage.
Astrid bolted, but the Scaldings caught her before she could reach the stairway. They gave her back to Drageen.
He unlocked the cage doorand pushed Astrid inside.
Astrid skidded onto her hands and knees, scraping them bloody against the rough stone floor.
Drageen followed her into the cage. “Legend says, bloodstones will creep out through your body one by one. Chaos is the catalyst that loosens them."
Astrid noticed she wasn't alone in the cage.
In a far corner, several yards away, was a dark crumpled heap. By instinct, Astrid's nostrils flared, and she took a sharp breath in.
Like so many times in the past, Astrid thought she smelled dragon in the air.
The heap moved. It breathed.
It was alive.
Astrid stood, backing away, backing toward the cage door.
The crumpled heap looked up.
It was a woman, Astrid's age. Naked and dirty, covered only by her long, black hair. Her eyes were wild and untamed.
Astrid was confused. Why did she smell dragon when there were none here?
Drageen called out to the Scaldings outside the cage. “There's a body in the hallway. Bring it here."
A cousin obeyed, hopping up from the table and disappearing into the tower.
Drageen hesitated, his face relaxing in genuine surprise. Turning back to Astrid, he said, “You don't remember her?"
The words spilled out of Astrid before she could think. “I remember everything."
"Then you remember the dragon that chewed you up and spit you out."
Astrid remembered. It had been a young dragon.
Astrid had never seen this woman before in her life.
Minutes later, the cousin emerged from the tower, Mauri's lifeless body slung over his shoulder.
Drageen pointed to one side of the iron cage.
The cousin nodded, understanding. Shackles and chains hung from the cage bars. Keeping his gaze on the huddled, naked woman, the cousin shackled Mauri's body so it hung outside the cage. As soon as the body was secured in place, the cousin ran away, back to the safety of the banquet table, where all the Scaldings watched.
The naked woman crawled across the stone floor, oblivious to the way it scraped her skin. She sniffed Mauri's body hungrily.
Wind rushed through the cage.
Astrid looked up through the iron bars above. The carrion birds circled overhead, growing steadily in number.
The woman chewed delicately at Mauri's ankle for a few moments, only to spit the taste out of her mouth, pawing at it with curled hands.
Hanging from one of the cage's overhead bars was a simple iron frame. It looked like the outline of an adult body. She recognized every piece of iron making up the frame. Astrid recognized the handiwork of Randim's blacksmiths.
Drageen released a chain, and the device dropped from high above, dangling from that chain.
Astrid ran toward the cage door, but Drageen dug his fingers into her wrists, wrenching her toward the iron contraption. One by one, he raised her wrists high against the iron bar, clamping a shackle shut to lock each wrist against the bar. She wrenched and struggled but couldn't free herself from his grasp.
Already, Astrid felt the pain of her body's weight pulling away from her arms. She tried to pull free, but the iron bar above her head kept her wrists locked in place.
Drageen pushed Astrid into the iron frame, first stuffing her head inside the frame, then her shoulders. He locked a hinged iron bar around her waist, locking her inside the frame. He crammed her legs inside, shoving her feet on top of a bar at the bottom. While relieved to have something to support her weight and prevent her arms from popping out of their sockets, Astrid struggled to keep her balance, as the bottom of the iron frame hung a few inches above the stone floor.
It was a new trap, far worse than any contraption they'd used when she was a girl. The frame bit into her skin, and the iron bar around her waist was too tight, pressing hard into her body, just below her ribs.
But what shocked her the most was seeing the tears in her brother's eyes as he walked out of the iron cage, locking the door behind him.
The woman sniffed the air. She turned to face Astrid.
A carrion bird swooped down; slashing its talons through Mauri's body. It flew up to perch on top of the cage.
Some of the Scaldings gasped and turned away. Others applauded, eager for more.
The woman sat up on her haunches, her dark hair cascading over her shoulders. She stared at Astrid.
Another carrion bird swooped down, plunging its talons into Mauri's torso, beating its wings until it ripped her from the shackles, letting her body fall to the floor.
One Scalding screamed with delight as carrion birds wrenched bones from Mauri's body, flying high above, dropping them to break on the stone floor, but the bones were too fresh and wet to shatter. The birds dove, picking up the same bones, flying high, and dropping them again and again.
The naked woman sniffed the air. She glared at Astrid, her eyes full of hate. “Scalding!” the woman hissed.
The woman crawled toward Astrid, as Mauri's bones rained outside the cage.
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* * * *
"Let her go!” a familiar voice shouted.
The naked woman paused, her nostrils flaring.
Another woman emerged from the entrance to the tower. She stood tall, cocking her head high. But instead of a dress, she wore a man's shirt and trousers.
They looked like Trep's clothes.
And she looked like Mauri.
That can't be Mauri, Astrid thought. Mauri's dead.
Panic stricken, the Scaldings scattered.
Astrid stared at the body on the cold stone floor on the other side of the cage's iron bars. Torn and bloody, it was still Mauri.
Astrid looked back at the woman confronting them all.
Was this Mauri's ghost?
The air was thick with carrion birds, still retrieving bones, flying high, and dropping them again, determined to shatter them.
The naked woman paused, sniffing the air hard and fast. She ran to the side of the cage where Mauri's shackles still hung. She keened like an ocean bird.
Still looking drawn and strained, Drageen stood his ground. “Fall away, Death Shadow,” he said to Mauri's ghost, his voice trembling. “Your evil spirit isn't welcome here."
Mauri's smile was small and strange. “I see many things you do not,” she said.
The naked woman kept keening, fluttering near the iron bars.
Drageen's voice trembled. “Accept the fate the gods dealt to you, Death Shadow."
Mauri took a few determined steps toward Drageen. “My fate? You had your alchemist murder me."
Murder! Astrid thought. The vial for Mauri's sneeze—it must have been poison!
"Why?” Mauri said. “Because I had served my purpose?"
Drageen swallowed hard. “You were unprotected. Fate protects the unprotected, but only when their courage is strong. You had no courage. You had no strength."
Mauri's smile widened. “But isn't strength a gift of Fate?"
Mauri's ghost reminded Astrid of Taddeo. It was the way the ghost held herself, the way she smiled.
"Fate does as it pleases,” Drageen said.
Mauri stepped up to the banquet table and picked up a dagger. She pointed it at Drageen. “You do as you please, with no thought for anyone or anything else. Do you have the arrogance to imagine you are one of the gods?"
This wasn't the first time someone had reminded Astrid of Taddeo. It had happened before, at Randim's blacksmithing camp, just as they were leaving for Tower Island. But then, it had been Trep who'd made Astrid think of Taddeo.
Mauri threw the dagger with a yell of “Aiy yah!"
Drageen dodged, and the blade buried itself in his upper arm, not his chest. He pointed toward the doorway to the tower, calling out to the Scaldings. “Call the alchemist!"
The cousin who'd retrieved Mauri's dead body and chained it outside the iron cage dashed into the tower.
Mauri searched among the platters on the banquet table until she found another dagger.
With a determined, guttural cry, Drageen pulled the dagger from his arm, wielding it. “Evil spirit, Death Shadow, ethereal being,” he shouted. “Leave our home. You're welcome here no more."
Mauri pointed toward the iron cage. “Open it."
Drageen ignored her.
Mauri threw the second dagger and vaulted over the banquet table as Drageen ducked out of the line of fire.
Mauri raised her arms, beating them like the wings of the carrion birds. She bared her teeth, hissing at every Scalding in sight.
The Scaldings trampled each other as they ran into the tower.
Drageen stayed his position, reaching down to pick the second dagger off the stone floor, now wielding a dagger in each hand.
Mauri walked among the carrion birds, turning her back on Drageen.
Drageen raised one hand, aiming at Mauri's back.
Suddenly, she disappeared among the carrion birds.
Inside the cage, the naked woman's keens grew louder and shriller.
Mauri's dead body was little more than a crumpled heap of gore and blood. A throng of carrion birds picked the last bones out.
Drageen turned, looking across the tower floor.
Mauri's ghost had disappeared.
A carrion bird slipped its wings between two iron bars of the cage. The bird pushed against the bars, widening them. The bird shouted, “Aiy yah!"
The bird changed. Its feathers became skin. Its beak became a nose. The bird changed into—
"Taddeo,” Astrid said in wonder.
"Slaughter Demon!” Drageen cried out, flinging each dagger in succession at Taddeo.
But too many carrion birds flew between them, their wings deflecting the knives.
Taddeo pushed the bars far enough apart to escape. His hands blazed bright red and steam rose from them.
Iron, Astrid thought, remembering what Drageen had told her. Iron repels dragons. It burns them.
And Taddeo had always worn leather gloves to handle the Magenta.
Tears welled in Taddeo's eyes, squinting with pain. He reached through the opening and called out, “Norah!"
The naked woman keeled one last cry. She took his hand, letting him pull her out of the cage.
Astrid stared at the iron bars that Taddeo had bent open. Finally, there was a way out of the bad place. All she had to do was walk through it.
But she was locked inside the iron frame.
"Taddeo!” Astrid cried. “Help me!"
Taddeo froze for a moment, his arms holding Norah close. Taddeo called out, “Help yourself!"
All the Scaldings had escaped into the tower. Only Drageen remained, and he was now crawling on top of the banquet table, searching for more weapons.
Picking Norah up in his arms, Taddeo ran to the opposite side of the tower floor, away from Drageen.
Astrid wanted to feel the same way she'd felt the day a dragon had burst into her smithery. The day she'd returned to herself from the way Taddeo had changed her.
Astrid's true appearance—her Scalding body—had emerged when she'd felt helpless in the alchemist's sphere.
Feeling the cold iron squeeze against her skin, Astrid realized there was no reason to be afraid of the metal.
She was a blacksmith.
I love iron, Astrid thought. I work with iron.
She imagined herself fluid. She closed her eyes, feeling liquid against the cold, hard metal. She let her love of it melt her heart and bones and muscles. Keeping her eyes squeezed shut; Astrid imagined herself—felt herself—slipping through the iron contraption.
With a thump, Astrid fell to the stone floor.
Free!
She glanced up at the iron frame, still hanging above her. It was intact. Nothing had broken or changed or shifted.
She looked at her own body. Although she still looked like her Scalding self, skin covered with scars, she was intact.
She ran across the cage floor to the place where Taddeo had pressed the bars apart.
Astrid squeezed through the iron bars, covering her head as she ran through the rain of Mauri's bones from above.
Taddeo stood atop the jagged enclosing wall, Norah still in his arms.
"Taddeo!” Astrid shouted.
The wind ripped through his hair and clothes as Taddeo jumped with Norah, disappearing over the wall.
Astrid ran to the spot from which they'd jumped, looking over the edge to see them fall into the sea below.
"No!” Drageen cried, racing toward Astrid.
Astrid jumped off the high tower, plummeting toward the ocean below.
The fall took Astrid's breath away, as she stared at the ocean waves below, cool and clear and smoky blue.
Sea birds shrieked, startled, swooping away as Astrid fell past them.
Panic seized her, and Astrid tried reaching out to the golden tower wall, racing past her, as if she could somehow stop the fall or at least slow it down. But the tower was too far away, just out of arm's reach.
She tried breathing, but the ocean air pressed hard and fast against her mouth and nose, like someone holding a hand over her face, smothering her.
Staring down at the oncoming ocean surface, Astrid squinted at the strong sunlight reflecting hard off the water.
The icy water enveloped her, stinging hard against her skin, knocking what little air was left from her lungs when she plunged into the ocean. Momentum forced her down, deeper, deeper, making Astrid's ears nearly burst from the sudden pressure.
Sunlight streamed through the water, as if following her, lighting her path. It shimmered in soft darting shafts around her.
Looking up, Astrid saw a long, pale creature, twice her size, glide above, swimming up toward the ocean surface. It looked like a waving tail made of strips of seaweed.
Even higher, Astrid saw a fish as big as a ship skimming just below the ocean surface, fins splayed out to its sides.
Just when it seemed she should be slowing down, she dropped faster, plunging into a school of hundreds of hand-size fish, circling around Astrid and swimming down with her. It was as if each fish wore a skin of polished metal, a tiny suit of tiny metal scales. Even this deep, the streaming sunlight shone golden off the fish, like flashing metal, freshly polished.
All Astrid could see were the shining golden fish. Seeing nothing beyond or above or below them, Astrid felt dizzy, lost in the motion of the hundreds of fish encircling her.
The gold faded to black as Astrid lost consciousness.
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* * * *
Drageen raced to the tower's edge, reaching out, hoping to catch Astrid's clothes, something—anything—to hold her back.
It was too late. All he could do was watch as Astrid splashed into the ocean below.
"Alchemist!” He sank to the stone floor, and stared at the iron cage, now bent and empty. Even the carrion birds had finished with Mauri's bones, finally broken. A few birds fluttered about, pecking among the shards, looking for a final bit of marrow.
He saw the alchemist crouched under the banquet table.
Everything was falling apart. It was the alchemist's good advice and good portents that had guided him after his father's death. The alchemist had predicted Astrid's blood would produce what Drageen needed to lead and protect his kindred and the kindred home, Tower Island.
The alchemist had foreseen an early death for Astrid if she stayed on Tower Island. To prevent it from happening, the alchemist had cast their father's bones, seeking a solution. It had been the alchemist's advice to send Astrid out into the world and to use Mauri as her watchdog. The alchemist had used Dragon's Sight to keep watchful eyes on Mauri to make sure she was doing as she'd been told.
Drageen was disappointed in Astrid. Her life in Guell had been easy. Why couldn't she understand the necessity of pain and sacrifice? It made one stronger. It made one better.
Astrid could never understand the pain he'd felt when the alchemist had determined Astrid's blood was rich with dragonslayer strength, while Drageen's had no trace of it.
He'd heard the rumors he was the product of his mother's infidelity, but he felt the truth every time he'd looked into the dragonslayer's eyes—he was Astrid's father, not Drageen's.
Drageen would have given anything to have the strength of body and soul and spirit that every dragonslayer possessed. He would have given anything to be the man that the Scaldings needed him to be.
Astrid understood nothing about Drageen, so he decided it was time to act like the leader he desperately wanted to be.
The problem was, he didn't know how.
He faced the alchemist. “Tell me what to do."
"First, we must retrieve her body,” the alchemist said. “We might be able to harvest the bloodstones out of it now that she's dead."
Dead.
Drageen had never wanted Astrid to die.
He'd just wanted to scare the bloodstones out of her so he could use them. It's why he'd been so careful.
If his mercenaries had known who Astrid was and what the bloodstones meant, they would have killed Drageen on the spot and kept Astrid for themselves and their own purposes. Drageen was determined to let no one destroy his people or their homeland.
Drageen studied Mauri's shattered bones, strewn across the tower floor. “Can we do anything with those?"
The alchemist walked over to the nearest fragment. She picked it up, turning it over in her hands. “It's fresh. There might be something we can harness. Something that could help us find Astrid's body."
Drageen stared into the empty cage.
Seeing Astrid had been difficult. He remembered that one defining moment, all those years ago, when she was tiny. He's been sitting alone at the end of a long and tiring day, wanting to speak to no one. A two-year-old Astrid had toddled up to him. First placing her hands on his lap, she had hauled herself up into it, uninvited. She'd sat there, nestled against his chest, listening to his heart beat.
In that moment, he'd fallen in love with her. Drageen knew he'd forever be in love with her, not in a romantic way, but in the same way and with the same passion that he loved all his clan's people.
Astrid had never understood how painful it was for him to choose between her and the rest of the clan. He could have protected either Astrid or the clan—not both. He had needed Astrid in order to protect the clan.
As much as he loved her, Drageen had always believed it was better to sacrifice the life of one than to sacrifice the lives of many.
"She's dead,” Drageen whispered. “My sister is dead."
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* * * *
Astrid dreamed she was standing with Mauri in the night forest, when the clouds parted above and the moonlight flooded them. Mauri's hands were still twisted.
Astrid squinted, confused. “Why did they shackle you, too?"
Mauri looked down at her hands, quiet as the moon.
It all began to make sense to Astrid. “Drageen knew if he kept you tied up, he could control me,” Astrid said. “He knew I'd never leave you behind."
Mauri whimpered like a small child.
Astrid pieced everything together. “When I left you here in the woods, it wasn't the brigands who caught up with you. It was you who went running back to Drageen. It must have been easy to slip back into the brigands’ camp."
Mauri covered her face with her twisted hands as a pink flush crept across her cheeks.
Astrid's breath was shallow, and she felt light-headed from the shock of Mauri's betrayal, of watching Mauri die, poisoned by the alchemist. Of watching the carrion birds destroy what was left of the woman who Astrid thought was her friend.
"Please don't,” Mauri whispered. “Please don't hate me."
She cried long and hard, until her cries sounded like Norah's bird-like keens. Then Mauri changed.
She twisted into herself until she looked like little more than a large clump of clay thrown on a potter's wheel. She sank into herself, becoming small and dense, sinking into the tall grass.
Astrid backed away.
Large round eyes reflected the moonlight. A wedge-shaped head with long wispy whiskers and tiny ears emerged from the tall grass, followed by a sleek body with a long tail. It scratched at the forest floor.
It was a shore cat. What Mauri had called Dragon's Sight.
But instead of brown-and-cream spotted fur, its body was covered in long blonde hair.
"Mauri,” Astrid murmured, horrified by what she'd become.
The shore cat mewled, and its large round eyes watered.
Astrid had heard stories all her life about people turning into animals. But every story she'd heard was about dragons scaring people out of their humanity and into their animal nature.
I was a fool to trust Mauri, Astrid thought. If Mauri can betray me, then everyone else can, too. There's no point in trusting anyone, ever, for any reason. Mauri was right. Everyone does nothing but look out for himself.
Except for DiStephan.
Astrid looked up at the stars in the sky.
DiStephan had risked his life every day for the sake of Guell. All his life, he'd been cheerfully courageous and honorable and strong—
But where had he been when Guell was attacked? Why had he disappeared?
Worry nagged in the back of Astrid's mind. What if DiStephan was no better than Mauri?
It was an unbearable thought. Even through all her doubts, DiStephan felt like the one true thing in Astrid's life. He felt like truth itself.
At the sound of rustling grass, she looked down. Mauri—the shore cat—was gone.
Astrid wanted to get out. Before something terrible happened. She took a step back—
And the shore cat screamed.
Astrid twisted in place, afraid to move. In the moonlight, she saw the shore cat behind her.
She had accidentally stepped on its tail.
Astrid backed away, freeing her feet from the shore cat.
Its large round eyes glared at Astrid with intense hatred. It bared long, sharp teeth, its jaw dropping down and hinging wide open like a snake's.
"Taddeo's the dragon,” the shore cat hissed. “He's the Slaughter Demon!"
The shore cat sprang toward Astrid. It stood on its hind legs, stretching as high as Astrid's shoulders. Sharp talons emerged from its paws, dancing in the moonlit air as it balanced on its hind legs. Screaming as if it had been stabbed, it lunged toward Astrid, its talons nearing her shoulders...
Astrid woke up with a start.
She wasn't in the moonlit forest.
She found herself curled up in a smooth bowl carved into a rock as big as her cottage, water lapping near her toes. Instead of moonlight, diffused light dappled all around her, dancing across her rock, around narrow stone columns rising from the water like trees, and between the clear crystal walls and twisting walkways, intertwined like a catacomb, into a multi-tiered canopy above.
Instead of a stone floor, there was a pool of seawater, dotted with a several large rocks. The air was thick and humid, and a bitter, salty tang hung like fog. Light filtered down through the twisting passageways, high above, dappled, shimmering, and ever-changing.
A cave. This must be a cavern at the edge of the ocean.
Thin sheets of sand cascaded down a narrow groove eroded into a nearby stone wall and plunked into the seawater next to serpent-like tree trunks growing out of it, shedding bark like dead skin, fresh green and dry brown leaves intertwined.
All the while, light and shadows wove together like a tapestry surrounding Astrid.
"You were dreaming."
Astrid looked for Taddeo's voice, searching between the light and the shadows until she saw him on another rock, cradling Norah in his arms.
"Where are we?” Astrid rubbed her eyes, still adjusting to the dimness. “How did we get here?"
"My home,” Taddeo said. “I brought you."
He'd always been strange. A foreigner. But Astrid had never imagined he could come from a place as bizarre as this. Surely, he'd answered in jest.
That annoyed Astrid. But she could jest with him until he was ready to be honest with her.
"Mauri told me you're a dragon.” Astrid smiled, waiting for his response.
Taddeo smiled, as well. “That much is true. Mauri may have told many lies to you, but she also slipped a few truths between them. Makes it difficult to figure out what is true and what is a lie, does it not?"
After the initial shock, Astrid crossed her arms, angry with Taddeo's nonsense. “I'm tired of lies."
Taddeo cocked his head and laughed quietly, mindful of Norah, sleeping in his arms. “Did I not tell you my people are hunters? Did I not explain we have a different way of living, different customs?"
Astrid pressed her lips together, her anger growing with every moment. “You also said you found the Magenta's gem when you cut open a lizard's gullet. It's not a gemstone. It's a bloodstone. A bloodstone that came out of someone like me."
"Well,” Taddeo said reluctantly, “you have me there."
"I want to know the truth."
Taddeo slipped Norah into a comfortable niche on their rock. Climbing down, he submerged into the water.
Astrid stood, careful to keep her balance on the slippery rock surface. She peered into the water below, searching for Taddeo.
He'd disappeared.
Two large, clawed, scaled feet emerged from the pool, planting themselves on the edge of the rock on which she stood.
A sleek black dragon hauled itself onto the rock. It curled around her, settling down comfortably. Its nostrils flared, leaving wet nose prints on her skin as it sniffed her.
Astrid's own nostrils flared.
Despite the humid, tangy atmosphere, she could smell the scent that always made her think she was smelling dragons.
The dragon snorted long and hard, as if laughing.
It couldn't be Taddeo. He must still be underwater or hiding or maybe the dragon bit him and—
The dragon shifted, growing smaller. Black scales faded to pale skin. In moments, Taddeo smiled, curled up on the rocky surface, oblivious to his nakedness.
Astrid noticed Taddeo's clothes, floating in the pool, ripped apart. He must have torn through them when he was underwater, when he changed into his dragon shape.
Astrid looked at the other rock, where Norah was curled up, still naked from when she'd first shown herself inside the iron cage on Tower Island.
"Norah,” Astrid whispered, understanding. Turning back to Taddeo, she said, “Norah's a dragon, too."
Taddeo stood, facing Astrid. “Norah is my dead brother's child. She is my blood. My duty. Everything I have done, I did for her."
Astrid remembered what Drageen had told her about Norah. “Is she the one?” Without realizing what she was doing, Astrid traced the scars covering her skin.
Astrid could barely hear Taddeo as he spoke. “All we know is what we hear from the carrion birds and the shore cats."
The Dragon's Sight. So those legends were true, after all.
Taddeo's eyes watered. “They say your blood was so strong it nearly killed Norah when she bit you. When you were a child and she was a fledgling. But the Scaldings had starved her, and you were all she had to eat."
Astrid felt cold and hard, like a rock island. It sounded like the truth. It felt familiar and right. Like something she thought she could remember even though it felt like a dream. “Why?"
Taddeo gazed at the scars crisscrossing Astrid's face. “They knew if you survived Norah's bite, you would become a producer of bloodstones. Most dragonslayers produce bloodstones."
Astrid backed away. “I'm a blacksmith, not a dragonslayer."
"You know little about dragons and dragonslayers."
His words rubbed her raw. Drageen had said as much to her, and she had no use for anyone who spoke the same words as her brother.
Norah's waking keen cracked through the air.
Astrid and Taddeo turned in her direction.
Taddeo paled. “No..."
Norah's legs had changed to pale pink coral, clinging to the rock surface. She looked like she was half-woman and half-rock.
"She is becoming one with the rock,” Taddeo said faintly. “She is dying."
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* * * *
Taddeo wrapped his fingers around Astrid's wrist, pulling her into the cold water, dragging her behind him as he swam toward Norah.
"Here!” Taddeo cried out as he hauled Astrid on top of the rock surface, next to Norah.
Norah flinched when she inhaled Astrid's scent. Gazing mournfully at Taddeo, Norah uttered, “Scalding."
"You need her,” Taddeo said to Norah. His tone was firm. “She will help you now. You are weak. She can revive you."
Astrid tried to scramble away, but Taddeo still held a firm grip on her wrist.
"No!” Taddeo turned toward her fiercely. “Your people killed my brother. They killed his mate. The Scaldings tortured you, their own child!"
Astrid struggled, trying to wrestle free.
Taddeo's eyes narrowed. “Norah had nothing. She was born in captivity on Tower Island. Why do you think she is so wild and damaged? What do you think you would be right now if they had never let you go? If you had spent your entire life in that cage?"
Astrid paused, struck by Taddeo's words.
He was right.
Astrid had been protected by Temple, and loved by DiStephan. She'd found her passion in fire and iron. She'd had a good life.
All Norah had ever known was a cage made by the Scaldings. Now, at last, Norah had a place to go. And people—dragons, rather—that would protect her like Temple and love her like DiStephan.
Astrid remembered her last moments with DiStephan. She remembered how she'd felt when DiStephan had slaughtered the dragon hatchling. She remembered the revulsion she'd felt toward DiStephan as he'd acted like something less than a man.
DiStephan had been as wild as Norah.
Astrid remembered being terrified of Norah all those years ago, but she remembered something else, too.
When Norah was a dragon, she was little more than a fledgling, locked inside that cage with Astrid. Even when Norah had sunk her teeth through Astrid's skin, even when the pain had shocked Astrid close to the point of fainting, there had always been a haunted look in Norah's dragon eyes.
It had been a look of fear and regret and sorrow.
When Astrid had looked into Norah's dragon eyes, she'd seen herself.
On that day with DiStephan, Astrid realized, there had been no fear in his eyes. No regret. No sorrow.
DiStephan had killed the hatchling dragon with the same look Astrid had seen in Drageen's eyes.
It wasn't DiStephan Astrid had feared that day.
She was afraid because DiStephan's actions had reminded her of what Drageen had done to Astrid when she was tiny and helpless.
It hadn't been Norah's fault. She'd been manipulated, too.
I was a fool, Astrid thought. I never should have been afraid of DiStephan or doubted him.
Norah whispered, “Scalding..."
Astrid and Norah had suffered in the Scaldings’ cage together. Astrid felt a primal, inexplicable bond with Norah, as if they somehow belonged to each other.
As Norah weakened, Astrid felt something inside herself dying.
Astrid felt like she was about to lose the best part of herself.
Instinctively, she knew she could keep herself intact and whole by keeping Norah alive.
Astrid remembered the price Lenore had paid to regain a life she loved. Now, Astrid understood why Lenore had given up her feet.
Astrid reached out with her free hand toward Norah, and Taddeo let Astrid slip through his fingers.
Norah frowned, her nose twitching as Astrid's hand approached. Norah bared her teeth, which grew longer and sharper, as her face darkened with raw anger.
Before Astrid could change her mind, she watched in horror as sharp teeth impaled her hand, passing out before she could scream.
Taddeo came to Astrid in a dream.
He emerged from the darkened forest into the moonlit clearing, grabbing the shore cat that was Mauri by the scruff of its neck, and then breaking it before the cat could sink its claws into Astrid.
She watched, numb, as the shore cat fell into a dead heap.
For a moment, Astrid wanted to cry, remembering Mauri the way she used to be. Instead, she looked up at Taddeo.
"What are you?” Astrid asked Taddeo.
"Remember,” he whispered.
In the blink of an eye, they stood on top of Tower Island. But instead of Taddeo, the man standing next to her was a stranger.
A stranger with Astrid's eyes and smile.
She frowned. “Who are you?"
Instead of answering, he ran and jumped up onto the tower's edge. Extending one hand to Astrid, he said, “Help yourself."
As Astrid ran toward him, the man dove headfirst off the tower's edge toward the ocean below.
Astrid followed and found herself underwater, but she breathed and saw everything clearly.
Suspended in the ocean's depths, Taddeo cut off his own arm with the Magenta. He handed his arm to the man who looked like her. Taddeo's blood rose like red clouds in the water.
She tried swimming toward them, but fish blocked the way, devouring each other.
"It's the natural order,” Taddeo's voice said inside her mind. “It's how we draw strength from each other."
The man took Taddeo's arm, pressing his hand against the wound. “It's how we survive,” the man's voice said. “We need each other."
Astrid needed to breathe. Looking up to the ocean's surface, she knew she couldn't get there in time. It was too far away, and she needed air now.
But the depths below her churned and rumbled, as if a sea monster had just been disturbed from its sleep. An overwhelming force gushed up, sweeping Astrid up, breaking through the water's surface, and suspending her on top of a wave.
Astrid's jaw slackened in wonder as a dragon's head emerged, a river of molten fire exploding from its mouth.
The chilly ocean hissed and steamed as the fire river poured into it, slowly building into a tall structure, forming—
Tower Island.
Astrid was no longer in the ocean but back in her own smithery yard in Guell.
Taddeo stood before her, holding the sword she'd made with a pebble set into its hilt. “Where is the Magenta's stone?"
The young dragon that had burst through the birch trees in Astrid's yard nuzzled Taddeo from behind like a familiar horse. Its scales were mottled and its growing muscles fairly burst through its skin.
Taddeo scratched the dragon behind its ear.
Astrid felt naked and vulnerable without a sword. Casting a quick gaze around the smithery, she hoped to find the Magenta. Taddeo was holding the sword she'd made to make her point with him—the real Magenta had to be here somewhere.
The dragon snorted, regaining Astrid's full attention.
Astrid's nostrils flared. The air was thick with the scent of dragons.
The dragon changed, shifting shape into a tall woman with long red hair.
She was no one Astrid had ever seen before.
"I am Gundrid.” Her eyes were large and yellow. “I was a test,” she said. “To learn what you're made of."
Before Astrid could question them, they were all walking through Guell, after the brigands had left. Dead bodies littered the village, as dozens of dragons and carrion birds fed.
Astrid looked back. Taddeo and Gundrid walked close behind. Taddeo kept his sword drawn and ready.
Astrid took a deep breath, realizing they were downwind of the feeding beasts.
This time, she smelled nothing but death.
Taddeo's voice was laced with disgust. “Barbarians!"
Confused, Astrid said, “The people or the dragons?"
Taddeo slipped his arm protectively around Gundrid. “They're not dragons. They're lizards, just as I've always told you."
One of them hissed, charging.
Taddeo met its charge, pointing his blade toward the beast's open mouth. As it tried to evade the sword, Taddeo sprang onto its squat leg, onto its back, and thrust the sword through the back of its neck.
"They're animals,” Taddeo said. “True dragons have soul and spirit. These animals do not. We look like them, but we are not like them."
The creature shuddered violently. It sank to the ground.
Pulling his sword free, Taddeo used it to cut a hunk of raw, bloody meat from its shoulder. Jumping off its back, he strode toward Astrid, extending the meat to her. “We do not eat our poor cousins,” Taddeo said, “but you do."
Reluctantly, Astrid accepted the meat and nibbled at it.
It was as fragrant and delicious as if freshly roasted.
The scars crisscrossing her entire body faded away. Astrid's skin was smooth and dark, just the way she liked it.
When she looked up to question Taddeo, he and Gundrid had vanished.
Norah stood before her, wearing a long black gown, barefoot, brushing her shining, long black hair away from her scrubbed face.
For the first time, Norah looked peaceful.
She was beautiful.
The Magenta materialized in Norah's hand. She used it to slice off the tip of her smallest finger. Norah held out the dismembered fingertip to Astrid, walking toward her. “We need each other,” Norah said. “To become what we're destined to be."
Before Astrid could protest, Norah slipped the fingertip into Astrid's mouth.
Astrid wanted to spit it out, but it tasted even better than the raw meat that Taddeo had given to her. It was sweet and rich with smoky flavor.
Astrid ate it whole.
It warmed her skin, radiating a fiery flush throughout her entire body. The warmth felt good, like building a fire in the smithery on a chilly day.
Astrid gazed at Norah, and it was like looking at herself. Norah had been in the cage with Astrid. Norah understood. They'd been there together, even though the Scaldings had pitted them against each other from the beginning.
Now that she was warm, Astrid realized how cold she'd felt, all her life.
And how cold her world had become.
She'd watched the brigands destroy Guell.
She'd pleaded to stay with Randim and the blacksmiths, but they left her on Tower Island.
She'd watched Mauri die, only to later be ripped apart the carrion birds.
Cold. All of it leaving her feeling cold and lost and alone in the world.
Until now.
In her dream, standing among the lizards and carrion birds and bodies littering Guell, Astrid saw a figure walking toward her from the distance.
It was Trep, the blacksmith. He held his head high and proud, brushing past the feeding lizards as if they were nothing more than sea birds fighting over a dead fish.
But Trep changed, shifting until he looked like Mauri, still walking toward Astrid.
Astrid reached for Norah's hand, seeking reassurance.
Norah took Astrid's hand in hers, raising it to her mouth, eyeing it hungrily.
"What's happening?” Astrid said. Blood from Norah's dismembered fingertip trickled across Astrid's skin. “Who is it?"
Still approaching, Mauri shifted into a carrion bird, hopping among its brothers and sisters. “Astrid,” the bird said, spreading its wings and flapping them for emphasis. “Wake up!"
Astrid jolted awake, holding her breath as her eyes adjusted to the dim light of the cave. The light was stronger but still diffused. The lapping sound of water echoed far away, as if far below her.
Taddeo knelt beside Astrid as she found herself lying in a nest of dry seaweed. He held a stone bowl, steaming with fragrant broth, to her lips.
Astrid recognized its heady aroma. It was dragonslayer's broth, thick with herbs to promote fast healing.
She became aware of a deep ache in her shoulder. Astrid shifted position, reaching out to push herself up to sit...
But she couldn't do it. Her body wasn't working right.
Taddeo put the bowl down for a moment. He wrapped his arms around Astrid, helping her sit up. But he didn't let go. Instead, he held her close. “She needed more from you than any of us imagined,” he said.
Astrid tried to push him away, but she wasn't strong enough. She'd lost her balance, her ability to maneuver. She felt like a fish flopping on the beach.
Taddeo let go, resting his hand on her shoulders.
It was then that Astrid understood what had happened.
Her left arm—her blacksmithing arm—was gone.
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* * * *
Weeks after Norah devoured Astrid's arm, the morning began like every other morning. Once awake, Astrid crept down the narrow winding passageway, as it spiraled down through the dragons’ cavern like the inside of a seashell, intertwined with other passageways and bridges spanning the large, empty space.
She stripped, piling her clothes on dry ground. She always brought a cloak to leave, folded, on top.
She smoothed the cloak with her hand. Taddeo had given it to her. The fabric was smoother and softer than anything she'd ever known.
Whenever she looked at the cloak, she remembered how Taddeo had held Norah in his arms atop Tower Island.
Whenever Astrid wrapped the cloak around her, it felt like being held in Taddeo's arms. It was as if he'd come for her on Tower Island, as well as for Norah.
As if he'd protect her the same way he'd protect Norah.
Astrid slipped into the chilly water, holding her breath as she dove underwater.
The dappled cavern light twisted and turned in the clear water. With long, slow kicks, Astrid closed in on her target: a fish trap. She snagged the small trap with her hand. She shifted direction, aiming straight up for the surface.
Astrid had come to think of Taddeo and the others as sea dragons. They'd swim underwater in their dragon bodies, playful as otters. Astrid could never be as fast or graceful as any dragon, but she liked swimming with them. She'd been timid at first, standing at the cavern pool edge or hopping onto one of the small rock islands to watch the dragons from above. Taddeo had suggested she help take care of Norah to earn her place until she recovered enough to return to her own world.
When Astrid had come awake weeks ago, after Norah had sunk her teeth through Astrid's palm, Taddeo explained Norah had torn apart and eaten Astrid's arm. It had revived Norah, saving her life.
While Astrid was unconscious, Taddeo had used the Magenta, first to cut off the remains of her mangled, useless arm at the shoulder. He heated the Magenta's blade in a fire and pressed it against the wound to seal it.
Astrid had been stunned for days, feeling adrift and sick at heart. Without her arm—without her smithery and fire and hammers and anvil—she didn't know what to do with herself or her days.
She didn't know who or what she was anymore.
Slowly, things changed. While the dragons didn't embrace her, they watched over her.
Astrid shoved the fish trap, a woven net bag, onto the rocky surface at the water's edge. She hauled herself onto shore. She wrapped herself in Taddeo's cloak, letting it absorb the water from her skin, letting the fabric warm her before getting dressed. With practice, she'd learned to fling the bag of small, flopping fish over her shoulder before standing. It was easier to manage that way.
Walking up a different passageway, Astrid carried the fish trap to a room carved deep into the cavern wall. As always, Gundrid met her, accepting the fish.
"Have you eaten yet?” Gundrid paused, waiting for Astrid's answer.
Astrid shook her head.
Gundrid took two struggling fish from the trap and handed them to Astrid.
Astrid pulled the cloak, now draped over her other shoulder, and cradled it in her arm, making a nest for the fish. She watched as Gundrid walked away and into the room, toward the small gray dragon curled up on the floor, sleeping.
Norah liked fish. She preferred them raw, especially if they still had a little kick.
Astrid walked back to her niche inside the cavern. Someone had left fresh kindling for her. Astrid gathered it up, striking the flint against the floor. Moments later a spark caught, and Astrid poked the kindling until she raised a decent flame, the smoke spiraling on an updraft toward the twisting passageways.
Making a fire with wood was simpler than making it with coal, requiring less skill and finesse. It smelled different, more like the woods and less like the earth. The smoke was wild and untamed. The flames lacked the color and character of a good smithery fire.
It wasn't beautiful, but it was good enough to cook fish.
"I believe you have healed enough."
Astrid looked up as Taddeo knelt next to her. “Enough?"
Taddeo looked into the fire. “Enough to return to your world."
Astrid had forgotten she couldn't stay forever. Part of her had hoped the dragons had forgotten, too. “I can't go back to Tower Island."
"I agree. You must never contact the Scaldings again. You must never tell the Scaldings what you've learned about us."
"Of course,” Astrid said.
Still, it was as if he'd reached inside and twisted her guts. Something felt out of kilter, but Astrid didn't want to find out any more. Without realizing it, she'd slipped into assuming she'd always be here with the dragons. She'd imagined they might come to love her the same way they loved Norah.
"It is time for you to return."
"I have no place to go."
Taddeo untied a small leather pouch from his belt. “There is a gorge a day's journey north of Guell."
Astrid gave her full attention to the cooking fish, which she'd placed on flat stones in the fire. “I know the place. No one lives there. It's wilderness."
Taddeo's tone softened. “A river runs through the gorge. Look for an island on which two enormous trees stand. Their branches weave together, and from a distance they look like a single tree with two legs."
He placed the small leather pouch on the ground next to Astrid. “Growing between these trees is an herb called night's bane. Stuff this pouch full with it—you can ingest that much and no more. Be careful to chew it and take no more than a pinch on any given day, for it is poisonous and will kill anyone who has not eaten it steadily all his life."
Forgetting the fish, Astrid turned to Taddeo in surprise. “Then why would you have me eat any at all?"
"Because it will lead you to DiStephan."
"I don't want to go,” Astrid said. She removed the crackling fish from the fire, even though she'd lost her appetite.
Being with DiStephan made the rest of the world melt away. It made her forget about pain and sorrow, about the dangers of the world, the brigands and the Scaldings who had sacrificed her to a dragon. Being with him made everything she'd ever suffered in life bearable.
But they'd parted on bad terms. She'd accused him of being a cold-hearted killer, and she'd made no attempt to hide her fear of him. As much as she wanted to be with him again, Astrid wondered if he hated her now.
"It is time for you to leave,” Taddeo said. “You have given to Norah, and I am grateful. We have let you stay to heal, but that time has ended. We can harbor you no more.” Taddeo turned away. “You are not a dragon. You do not belong here."
His words stung Astrid like the sound of hot metal against sizzling skin, hearing a burn so serious it was beyond feeling.
It was enough to make Astrid ask the question that had haunted her for months. She'd been afraid to ask. Now that she had nothing to lose, the words spilled out of her mouth before she had time to think. “Where were you when Drageen raided Guell?"
Taddeo looked at Astrid, his gaze as cool and steady as his voice. “Watching,” he said. “And waiting."
Astrid went light-headed with surprise. “You knew?"
"It was necessary."
His words sparked a flame of anger deep inside Astrid.
At the same time, she was aware of her position: she sat deep within a cavern of dragons, and she was the blacksmith who had spent her life forging the swords used to kill them.
Astrid struggled to match Taddeo's cool demeanor. “Why?"
The look in Taddeo's eyes lost its edge. “Norah."
Astrid remembered what Taddeo had told her long ago: everything he did, he did for Norah. “What exactly did you do for her?"
"Decades ago, the Scaldings captured many of us. First, they caught my brother's mate—the eggs she carried made her slow and vulnerable and easier to capture. Once imprisoned, she laid those eggs and hatched them. Out of 17 hatchlings, one survived."
"Norah,” Astrid said, understanding.
"We tried to rescue them, but the Scaldings set traps, capturing more of us every time."
An old memory flashed through Astrid's mind. A memory of wandering inside the tower as strange, deep-throated moans echoed from its walls. “I remember,” she said. “They locked dragons inside the tower."
"It was ours once,” Taddeo said.
Astrid frowned. “What?"
"Tower Island. It was our home. We carved out the tower from molten rock.” Taddeo raised a questioning eyebrow. “Did you not know?"
Astrid's frown deepened. It was impossible.
Taddeo smiled as he studied her face. In response, he gestured toward the open cavern behind him.
For the first time, Astrid saw the similarities between the dragons’ cavern and the Scaldings’ tower. The spaces looked as if they'd been carved out with the same sensibilities, the same aesthetics. As if they'd been created by the same hands.
Or the same claws.
"That's impossible,” Astrid said. “My grandfather killed the dragons that attacked Tower Island. He was hired to help the clan living there. He was their dragonslayer, and he protected them."
Taddeo spoke with slow and considered compassion. “Then what happened to them? Why is it your clan—not theirs—lives on Tower Island now?"
"Tower Island was payment for my grandfather's services."
"Your grandfather was a true dragonslayer, and he died a good death in battle. Your father was also a true dragonslayer, but without your grandfather's guidance, your father lost his way. He claimed Tower Island as payment for his father's death. Your father led a battle, slaughtering the clan who lived there. He killed the people who hired your grandfather to be their protector."
"No,” Astrid said. “How could that be?"
"It was your father who captured my brother, trying to rescue his mate and their hatchlings from the Scaldings’ hands. Once inside the tower, my brother broke free. He killed your father. That was the day when leading the clan fell on Drageen's shoulders."
Astrid remembered how, when she was little, Drageen, 10 years her senior, had towered above her like the birch trees behind her smithery yard in Guell. She remembered the hatred etched on his face, and how often blood had stained his face and hands.
"Tower Island is a strong fortress,” Taddeo said. “My kind made it that way. Anyone who recognizes the value of Tower Island will do anything to control it. But once we lost it to your clan, all we wanted was to reclaim our rightful home."
Taddeo's claims were overwhelming, yet believable.
All the while, Astrid had been tending her anger the same way she'd tend any good fire in her smithery. She was aware he hadn't answered her question yet. “Why did you do nothing when Drageen killed everyone in Guell?"
"Every dragon who stormed Tower Island failed,” Taddeo said. “They were captured and killed, except for Norah. I had to find a different way to get into Tower Island and take her back before Drageen killed her, too."
His words chilled Astrid. “What did you do?"
"I came to Guell to find out if the legend was true. If the girl given to the child seller had blood strong enough to produce bloodstones. If so, I knew she'd be called back to Tower Island. I knew Drageen would keep Norah alive only long enough to scare the bloodstones out of you. And if I could follow—if I could blend in—I could get close enough to Norah to free her."
Astrid slackened in disbelief. “You stood by—you hid—while Drageen murdered everyone in Guell?"
Taddeo kept his resolve. “Everything I did, I did for Norah."
"You could have fought Drageen,” Astrid said numbly. “You could have saved lives."
Taddeo shook his head. “I knew Drageen came to capture you. I needed him to take you to Tower Island so I could follow without being noticed."
Astrid's anger let loose. “You used me! You used everyone in Guell!"
"Yes,” Taddeo said. “And I would do it again. I would do anything for Norah. I would do anything to help my kind."
"What about my kind?"
"Murderers."
"I'm no murderer. And neither was anyone else in Guell."
Taddeo rose, drawing himself up with pride. His eyes steeled. “When the Scaldings murdered my clan, they made a choice. Every choice has consequences."
Astrid stood to face him.
Taddeo said, “I am the consequences of the Scaldings’ choice."
He picked up the small leather pouch from the ground, and tied it to her belt.
"You lied,” Astrid said.
"I would do it again,” Taddeo said. “I have no regrets."
Astrid glanced at the Magenta, sheathed at his side. “I have enough for us both,” she said.
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Part 4: The Dragon Emerges
* * * *
Temple was nearly done teaching Astrid how to make a dragonslayer's sword.
Astrid forged the fuller, a long channel down the center of each side of the blade. She ground the sword down to shape its length and thickness. She quenched and tempered the blade to its final state of hardness. She polished the blade, working smooth any scratches from grinding and other imperfections.
Still, the sword looked like any other sword, its surface looking like solid metal. Anxious, she said, “I don't see the pattern."
"Have faith, Astrid,” Temple said. “The dragon never emerges from the sword until it's done. Even when you can't see it, know the dragon is there, sleeping inside the sword, waiting for the day it will awaken and show its true self."
Astrid picked up a large jar that she'd been peeing in for days. She poured her urine into a long trough, and then submerged the blade into it. She tried not to think about it as she forged the last pieces of the sword: the crossguard, the grip, and the pommel. Finally, when enough time had elapsed, Astrid removed the sword from its etching bath.
Temple was right. The pattern—the dragon scales—now showed clearly on both sides of the blade.
As she finished the sword, sliding the crossguard, grip, and pommel onto the tang, DiStephan walked into the smithery. He brightened when he saw the sword. “Can I hold it?"
"Soon enough,” Temple said, watching Astrid as she secured the final parts in place.
She was keenly aware of every imperfection, every little mistake she'd made, although Temple insisted the blade was sound. The last man she wanted to disappoint was the one whose life now depended on the quality of her work.
Once she handed it to DiStephan, he seemed to get lost in the sword, gazing into the blade the way most people would stare into a lover's eyes.
"What will you call her?” Astrid said, studying DiStephan closely, relieved to see he liked the first sword she'd ever made.
"Starlight,” DiStephan answered softly, running a fingertip down the sword's pattern of dragon scales, made by the billets forged and twisted and welded together by Astrid's hammer.
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Chapter 28
* * * *
That night the alchemist pumped the bellows into the lowest chamber of the five-foot-high clay oven. The air reeked of sulfur and horse dung. Happy with the steadiness of the flames, the alchemist scattered the measured salts and minerals into the middle chamber, just below the final chamber holding Mauri's remains.
A sharp sigh pierced the silence.
The alchemist moved an evaporating bowl in front of the clay furnace. Its properties would allow her to keep the spirit inside the furnace. She opened the door to the top chamber.
White smoke swirled, taking the shape of Mauri's face above her bones, dried skin, and viscera. The spirit's voice said, “I see Astrid emerge from below. Her feet walk on land once more."
"Below?” The alchemist was puzzled. “She's been below land all this time? Is that why you haven't been able to find her?"
"Yes. She vanished."
"Is she producing bloodstones?"
The white smoke swirled as Mauri's spirit shook her head. “I have no power to see inside her. All I can see is what's outside, what's surrounded by air."
Of course, the alchemist realized. Spirits were made of air. They understood air. They didn't understand land or water or fire. Only air. “Can you see her? Can you follow her? Can you lead Drageen to her?"
The white smoke tried to dissipate, but the alchemist pumped the bellows.
"I bind you to your bones by your own betrayal of the friend who loved you,” the alchemist said. She tossed a handful of the ashes of Guell to make the spell stick. “As the betrayal of love binds you, only the forgiveness of the betrayed can set you free."
The strength of the fire and the alchemist's words forced the spirit to stay materialized.
"Simply because you are spirit,” the alchemist said, “do not make the mistake of assuming I won't make your existence painful. I know many ways to induce pain. Already being dead won't help you."
The white smoke sighed. “I can lead anyone to Astrid."
The alchemist smiled. Drageen would be pleased.
Astrid was tired.
She'd traveled for days along the same river leading to Guell, bypassing its charred remains to journey north for one more day. Once she'd understood she had no place among dragons, they led her out of the cavern, onto a small ledge on a sheer cliff, high above the ocean. Astrid had followed a narrow path up to the top of that cliff. She'd walked down until she found the river.
Having only one arm, Astrid would never be a blacksmith again. She had no other skill to make her way in the world. Until she could learn a new craft, she believed the only way she could survive was by finding DiStephan.
Astrid found the gorge Taddeo had described, and she walked along its edge, keeping a steady eye on the river far below.
There!
She spotted a small island in the middle of the river and two trunks beneath what appeared to be a single tree. Astrid glanced up at the sun. It was still mid-morning.
By early afternoon, she'd hiked down into the gorge to the river's edge. Although the water was swift, Astrid was confident from the hours she'd spent swimming with dragons.
She jumped into the water and soon found herself close enough to grab onto vine roots protruding from the island's edge. She wound her arm around the vine roots, ignoring their sharpness, digging into her skin as she pulled herself toward land, freeing herself from the current. Finding toe holds, she climbed, flinging herself onto soft grass.
She shivered as a sudden breeze chilled her soaked body. But the sun beat hot from a clear sky, so Astrid stripped, spreading her wet clothes and shoes on top of a large boulder, letting the sunlight dry her skin, her scars still visible since her body had shifted to its Scalding shape on Tower Island.
Setting her sights on the trees, no more than a long stone's throw away, Astrid breathed. She didn't want to wait for her clothes to dry. She'd already waited too long.
Astrid shivered as she walked under the island's only two trees, missing the warmth of the sun as she entered the shade. The thick mass of leaves rustled high above as if she'd disturbed a small army of nesting squirrels.
She stepped in between the two trunks and saw a dark green, leafy herb growing at her feet.
Night's bane.
Astrid slapped her hand against her naked waist, looking for the small leather pouch Taddeo had tied to her belt.
The pouch was still attached to her belt, drying on the boulder.
Taddeo said she'd need night's bane to find DiStephan, whatever that meant. In the end, Astrid had felt so hurt and angry she'd forgotten to ask.
Astrid shook it off. How could any herb help her find DiStephan? There had to be some kind of clue here. It was impossible for DiStephan to be on this island. No one was here but Astrid. But maybe there was some kind of message about where she could find him.
A strong breeze kicked up, this time coming from the opposite direction.
Astrid's nostrils flared, detecting a faint scent in the wind.
DiStephan.
His scent was in the air, barely detectable but there nonetheless.
Astrid spun, facing the wind. She saw a small hill the size of her cottage.
Astrid ran to it, circling the unusual mound, sniffing.
She could still smell him. He'd been here. He'd left something behind, something that might point to where Astrid could find him.
Astrid continued circling the hill until she found a stone slab, shoulder height, wedged into the side of the hill.
It looked like a door.
Astrid tried prying it loose with her hand to no avail. She studied the slab, examining the edges where it cut into the hill. She climbed onto the slope above and dug grass and dirt from the slab's top edge. Astrid sat on the slope, placed the soles of her feet against the back of the slab's top, and then pushed with all her might.
The slab door shifted. Not much, but enough to give Astrid hope.
Wearing shoes would help.
Astrid ran back to the edge of the island. Between the beating sun and the hot boulder, her clothes were almost dry. Astrid dressed, squeezing on her leather shoes which were still wet.
Heading back between the tree trunks, Astrid paused long enough to fill her small leather pouch with night's bane. Maybe whatever she was about to find could make use of it.
She sprinted back up on the hill and pushed against the slab door until it fell free.
Astrid scrambled down, examining the results of her labor. The slab lay on the grass, revealing a stone-lined entrance inside the hill. Astrid had to double over to peer inside. She saw a shaft of dim light.
A light breeze drifted from inside the hill, damp and earthy. DiStephan's scent was even stronger now.
Astrid squeezed inside the passageway, still doubled over, concentrating on the light ahead. The air was cool and damp. After taking several steps, she stood up in a large chamber carved inside the hill. Glancing up, she saw the narrow shaft of light coming from an opening high above, blocked by a cross-hatch iron grid, most likely designed to keep animals out but let light and air inside.
It wasn't until her eyes adjusted that she saw what was inside the chamber.
Bones.
As clean and dry as if they'd been bleached by the sun. Arranged to make it clear they formed a man's skeleton.
Astrid frowned, confused. She'd heard of burial chambers, but she'd never seen one, much less been inside. Who was buried here, and why would DiStephan leave anything here as a clue to his whereabouts?
A quick breeze shot down from the small opening above, kicking up DiStephan's scent again.
Astrid stepped closer to the skeleton, this time noticing the clothing underneath.
His clothes.
"No,” Astrid said numbly. “He didn't die. Mauri said she'd spoken with him."
She saw the familiar sheath by the skeleton's side.
She knelt beside it, and grasped the hilt of the sword inside. Planting one foot on top of the sheath, she withdrew the sword.
Even in the dim light of the burial chamber, the polished sword shone brightly, the familiar pattern of dragon scales running down the center of the blade. The crystal she'd set in the hilt with her own hands sparkled.
Astrid stared at the sword in disbelief. “Starlight,” she murmured, recognizing the first sword she'd ever made for DiStephan. His favorite. The sword that had never left his side except when it was in Astrid's hands for sharpening, polishing, or repair.
Astrid entwined her arm around the blade, not caring when it cut into her skin, not caring when she bled.
What did it matter? Her skin was covered in scars. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't control the shape of her body. She couldn't shapeshift. Because she couldn't change the way she looked, she'd be feared and stoned by others. The only reason the blacksmiths had let her in their camp was because she held the secret to making a dragonslayer's sword. With only one arm, she couldn't show anybody how to make a sword.
She was worthless.
She had no hope of making friends who might help or protect her. She couldn't work. It was inevitable that she would starve soon.
It made more sense to die now.
Astrid opened the leather pouch, taking a pinch of night's bane and stuffing it into her mouth. She grimaced at its bitter taste, but chewed it.
Her hands trembled as she felt its effects. Energy shot through her arm and legs, making them tingle. Her skin warmed, and sweat beaded her forehead.
Good. Maybe it wouldn't take too long to eat the entire amount, the fatal dose. Maybe this would be over soon.
For a moment, her chest seemed to collapse upon itself, and she struggled to breathe.
But she heard his voice echo inside the chamber.
"Hello, Pigeon."
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Chapter 29
* * * *
Sitting on the floor inside the burial chamber, Astrid looked up at the sound of DiStephan's voice. He stood on the other side of the bones in the center of the chamber, behind the rays of light streaming from the opening above. He was as lean and lanky as when Astrid first met him, now standing head and shoulders taller than her, his face fleshed out into a man's resolve with a boy's impish smile.
Astrid squinted, barely able to see him in the shadows.
All this time, she'd wanted to be with him again. But she'd thought about what she'd say if it happened. No words seemed good enough.
He frowned, taking a step forward. “What happened to your arm?"
Astrid hesitated. She didn't want to talk about Norah or Taddeo yet. She wasn't ready to admit they'd rejected her.
Astrid shrugged with as much nonchalance as she could muster. “Dragon."
His eyes widened in shock, reminding Astrid of the way he'd looked when they were children and his sword had impaled her blanket, forcing it to fall from her body.
But he nodded, accepting her simple answer.
DiStephan knelt across the bones from her. “Who sent you?"
"Taddeo."
Taddeo had asked Astrid to say nothing about her experience with the dragons to the Scaldings, but he'd never said she couldn't tell DiStephan. But now that she was here with DiStephan, she had her own questions to ask. “Where have you been?"
DiStephan looked down. “Here, sometimes. Lately, elsewhere. But mostly with you."
At first, his words touched her. All this time, in her heart, she'd been with him. Relief washed through her. Even if everything wasn't all right with them now, maybe it could be. He didn't hate her, as she'd feared.
But he hadn't answered her question, and Astrid needed an answer.
"I don't mean in spirit,” she said. “I mean in body."
DiStephan met her gaze. “I was here."
His words didn't make any sense. Why would he come here? DiStephan had always called himself Guell's first line of defense, and he had always taken that responsibility to heart.
"Guell was destroyed,” Astrid said.
"Yes,” DiStephan said, his voice softening with sorrow. “I know. I saw."
"What?” Astrid pressed her palm against the cool ground, steadying herself. “If you know—if you saw—how could you just stand by and watch? How could you do nothing? Why didn't you help us?"
"I was in Guell in spirit,” DiStephan said. “But I was here in body."
He laid his hands upon the bones.
"No. That's impossible,” Astrid said.
"It happened the last day I saw you. I was coming back to Guell, and I was attacked.” DiStephan shook his head. “It was my own fault. I wasn't paying attention..."
"You're not dead. You're right in front of me. I can see you."
DiStephan leaned forward, extending one hand to Astrid, across the skeleton laid out on his own clothes.
Astrid reached out, but her hand slipped through his as if he were fog.
For several long moments, she stared at his hand and hers. They looked so much alike. Solid and strong and real.
But DiStephan's hand didn't feel solid or strong or real. It felt like nothing.
Astrid eased back, away from him.
"Sorry, Pigeon. I didn't know how else to tell you."
He wasn't real or solid, but he looked like DiStephan. He sounded like DiStephan. He was DiStephan, even if he was nothing more than smoke lingering in the air long after a fire in the forge has been put out.
She watched as he stood and paced around the burial chamber.
"So many times I've been at your side, shouting, screaming, and trying to make myself heard.” He stopped, pointing an accusing finger at her. “Including the time you jumped the ravine with that half-hearted effort, right before Lenore took that bloodstone out of your foot."
Astrid looked away until she found herself focusing on the skeleton. It was the only thing that seemed real at the moment. “I thought I'd stepped on something, and Lenore—"
"You meant to jump into the ravine, not across it. And you would have succeeded if I hadn't been there to give you that extra push."
Astrid remembered. It was the day she'd argued with Mauri. Astrid had admitted how she'd accidentally changed Taddeo into a weak old man before the dragon had burst into her smithery yard.
"I'd never seen Mauri so angry,” Astrid said. “She was all I had left, and I thought I was losing her. I thought I'd put everyone's life in danger because of what I did to Taddeo.” Astrid shook her head at the irony of her words. “It felt like everything had gone wrong, that it was my fault."
"Why didn't you listen to Lenore?"
Astrid looked up. “What?"
"She told you, people aren't always what you think they are. You thought you were to blame, but what was truly happening? Mauri was never afraid for anything more than her own skin, and Taddeo was testing you. He made himself old and weak. You had nothing to do with it."
"What do you know about Taddeo?"
DiStephan stopped pacing, arms crossed. “More than you, but we're not talking about Taddeo. We're talking about you jumping into that ravine."
"You should have let me."
DiStephan's anger deepened. “No—"
"If I'd died in the ravine, everything would be fine. Everyone in Guell would be alive, and I'd be with you."
Pausing, thinking, Astrid realized it wasn't too late. She reached for the bag tied to her belt.
"That's Taddeo's bag!” DiStephan said. “He told you about the night's bane."
Astrid opened the bag.
"Stop that! Take any more before the day's end, and it'll kill you!"
Astrid ignored him, slipping her fingers inside the bag to get another pinch of the herb.
DiStephan leapt across the room until he stood toe to toe with her. He postured like an attacking dragon, curling his fingers like deadly, sharp claws. “Listen to me, the Death Shadow!"
Astrid laughed. “I'm not afraid of you."
DiStephan screwed his face up into a terrifying sight. “You should be!"
Astrid laughed harder.
DiStephan frowned, his voice pained. “Are you making fun of me?"
Still laughing, Astrid fumbled as she tried to dig a pinch of night's bane, and the bag dropped free from her belt.
DiStephan scooped up the bag.
Astrid sobered. “Give that back."
"It's not your time to die,” DiStephan said. “You're needed."
Astrid lunged for the bag, but DiStephan held it high, far beyond her reach. She jumped, but it was an impossible task.
Her best bet was to reason with him.
"If being needed means getting my feet cut open so the Scaldings can get the bloodstones out of my body, then I'd rather die now."
"I'm not talking about the Scaldings,” DiStephan said.
"Everyone else is gone. The Scaldings believe Tower Island belongs to them, and Drageen killed hundreds of people because he thought it would help him keep what he wants.” Astrid grew more heated and convicted with every word. “Maybe Mauri was right. People only look out for their own best interest. That's how the world is."
"Not Guell."
"Guell is gone. I have no place to go. I can't work as a blacksmith anymore."
"What you've always needed is to love and be loved,” DiStephan said. “But you're already loved—not the way you want, but you are loved nonetheless."
Astrid understood.
She'd had the love of a dragonslayer, the friendship of a potter, and the guidance of a blacksmith. But the potter's friendship had been a lie, and the blacksmith and the dragonslayer were dead. What she was left with was the love of a ghost.
Astrid opened the palm of her hand. “Give me my night's bane. There's nothing you can say to keep me from taking it."
DiStephan lowered the bag, placing it in Astrid's hand. “Before you take any more,” he said, “hear my words."
Astrid wrapped her fingers around the bag, holding it tight, waiting for him to have his say.
"Lenore,” DiStephan said, “is alive."
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Chapter 30
* * * *
"That's impossible,” Astrid said. “I saw her during the attack. I saw—"
She realized she'd seen a brigand strike Lenore with the flat of his blade—not its sharpened edge. She'd seen him drag Lenore away, but Lenore could have still been alive.
Guilt tugged at Astrid as she remembered calling out to Lenore without thinking. If Astrid hadn't distracted her, Lenore could have escaped.
"She's alive?” Astrid murmured, beginning to hope.
DiStephan nodded. “I've seen her. A brigand took her out of Guell during the raid. He sold her."
Of course. It all made sense.
"Just like Lumpy and Broken Nose sold me,” Astrid said.
"Lumpy?” DiStephan cocked his head in confusion. “Broken Toes?"
Everything inside Astrid felt twisted and tangled. Being with DiStephan's ghost was too hard. Everything was too hard.
She wished she'd never come.
Astrid dropped the bag of night's bane onto the burial chamber floor. She saw no more need of it.
DiStephan frowned. “What are you doing?"
"Starting over,” Astrid said. “You're right. There's no need to give up. I still have one arm. If I can't be a blacksmith anymore, maybe I can gather blooms of iron. I'll go north to the iron bogs. I can work alone. Live alone."
DiStephan's jaw slackened in astonishment. “But what about Lenore?"
Astrid felt as raw and cold as a bloom of iron. “What about her?"
With that, Astrid turned and left DiStephan alone in his burial chamber.
Astrid left the island and walked north.
As the day wore on, she tried to focus on making her way through the woods.
"I don't need anyone or anything,” Astrid told herself. “All I need is to be free. No shackles. No cages. No one controlling me except me."
Lenore was probably fine. She was a sing hunter. She was probably hunting sing right now. She'd probably been sold to a farmer to tend crops and hunt sing whenever needed.
Astrid wanted to go far north where she could live her life out as a hermit. She didn't want to be stoned or feared because of her scars. Or harvested for her bloodstones.
It was easier to run away.
Astrid paused in mid-step.
She'd had similar thoughts in Randim's camp. She'd tried to take the easy way out by trying to forget about Mauri, back when Astrid believed Mauri was in danger.
And when Astrid had sacrificed her desire to work in Randim's camp to go in search of Mauri on Tower Island, her reward was learning of Mauri's betrayal and being caged by Drageen.
Astrid forced herself to keep walking. “Never again,” she said. “I won't risk myself for anyone else again."
All of it had been a mistake, from trusting Mauri to caring about her.
Tears stung Astrid's eyes as she remembered Drageen giving Mauri's corpse to Norah and the carrion birds.
There was no point in caring about anyone. People weren't worth it.
People aren't always what they seem.
Astrid stopped. That's what Lenore had said on the day she dug the bloodstone out of Astrid's foot.
"I want to be free to live my life as I choose,” Astrid said firmly, arguing with that memory.
But Astrid sank to the ground and covering her face with her hands. The truth was, she didn't regret going to Tower Island, despite Mauri's betrayal.
Astrid had done for Mauri what she wished someone had done for her when she'd been imprisoned on Tower Island decades ago.
"What if Lenore needs help?” Astrid whispered.
"Then we offer whatever help we can give."
Astrid looked up to see DiStephan handing the bag of night's bane to her.
She stuffed it under her belt. This could take time, and she'd need more of the herb in days to come in order to talk to DiStephan. “Do you know where she is?"
"Yes, but it won't be easy."
His sword, Starlight, was slung across his back. With a sigh of relief, DiStephan let the sword and its sheath fall through his spirit form to the ground. “You'll need this."
Astrid's mind raced. She'd bargained with Randim after he'd bought her. What if the brigands had sold Lenore to someone just as reasonable as Randim, someone willing to sell her back?
Astrid tucked Starlight under her arm. “If we need help, I know where to find it."
They traveled south, following the river's edge, making camp by it that night. The next day, they continued away from the river and through dense forest on well-traveled paths.
Astrid walked with Starlight strapped to her side, resting in its sheath.
DiStephan had answered her questions. He'd been in the thick of the attack on Guell, witnessing it all unfold around him, helpless to make a difference because no one could see him.
Although he could do simple things, like pick up a small bag of herbs or give Astrid an extra push as she leapt across a ravine, it took all the energy he could muster to lift anything as heavy as a weapon, and he couldn't do it for long.
When Astrid and Mauri were stolen away by Drageen and his brigands, DiStephan had stayed with Taddeo in his dragonslayer's camp.
DiStephan said he was bound to Taddeo's side by duty, although he'd changed the subject when Astrid asked him to explain himself.
The shore cat in the moonlit forest clearing had indeed been Dragon's Sight, one of Taddeo's lookouts. It had reported the women's presence to Taddeo moments before Astrid had discovered his abandoned camp. Astrid had been right, sensing Taddeo's presence. Like DiStephan's father many years ago, Taddeo had blended in with the trees. He'd followed her back into the forest. Astrid had caught her foot on a gnarled tree root, fallen, and passed out when her head hit the ground. Taddeo had carried her back to camp and cooked for her.
Taddeo and DiStephan had followed Astrid at a distance since then, as far as Randim's blacksmithing camp. There, DiStephan convinced Taddeo to let him go track the brigands who'd stolen Lenore, while Taddeo kept his eye on Astrid.
When Astrid described everything that had happened on the day she went to Tower Island with Randim and his blacksmiths, DiStephan agreed with what she had suspected: Taddeo had first taken the shape of the blacksmith Trep to gain access to Tower Island. He'd shaped himself like Mauri to stay on the island. After the alchemist had poisoned Mauri and Drageen had given her body to the carrion birds, Taddeo had taken Mauri's shape again when he confronted the Scaldings, shifted into the shape of a carrion bird to elude Drageen. He'd regained his own shape as he'd freed Norah from her prison.
"But I still don't understand,” Astrid said, walking next to DiStephan on the forest path. “The blacksmiths saw my Scalding body, not the blacksmithing shape I was wearing. If they could see me, why did they think Taddeo was Trep?"
"Dragons are the only true shapeshifters. When Taddeo shifted shape to look like Trep, everyone saw him as Trep. When you change your shape, the only ones who can see the change are those who eat a steady diet of lizard meat or who drink lizard's blood."
"Lizards?"
"Dragons and lizards are different creatures. Similar, but different."
Taddeo had told her something along the same lines. “I don't think I've ever seen a lizard, unless the legend is true,” Astrid said, “that dragons are nothing but lizards with enormous opinions of themselves."
DiStephan shook his head. “You can tell them apart by how they smell."
She remembered that scent in her smithery yard, moments before the dragon—who she later met as Gundrid—sprang from behind the birches. Astrid remembered smelling it when she was in the iron cage with Norah. She remembered smelling it when Taddeo had changed into his dragon form and back again in the dragons’ cavern.
But something didn't fit.
"If Taddeo's a dragon, why haven't I smelled him before?"
"A dragon's scent can be disguised by wearing a man's clothes."
"Clothes that have already been worn by a man? With his smell on them?"
DiStephan nodded. He said, “You've been eating lizard meat all your life."
Astrid looked at him questioningly.
Lizard meat. Not dragon meat.
Astrid remembered Taddeo had always referred to the dragons he'd killed as lizards.
Taddeo would never kill his own kind. He'd risked everything for Norah. If lizards and dragons were different creatures, she could understand Taddeo killing a lizard.
Astrid said, “Does that mean dragonslayers kill lizards, not dragons?"
DiStephan grinned. “Clever girl. And it's eating the lizard meat that makes people think they can change shape."
"Think?” Astrid said. “How could anyone just think they had changed shape when we do change?"
DiStephan raised his eyebrows in cool disbelief.
"We do change shape!” Astrid insisted. “Everyone sees me the way I want to be seen—"
She paused, realizing it wasn't entirely true.
"Not everyone,” Astrid said, remembering what she'd just said about how the blacksmiths had seen her.
"Some people have never eaten lizards."
Astrid's eyes widened in surprise. It was something she'd never considered. She'd seen no traces of lizard meat at Randim's camp. What if Randim and his blacksmiths had never consumed lizards? “If people don't eat lizards, they can't see the changes? Is there something in the lizard meat?"
DiStephan nodded. “There's something in the blood and therefore in the meat. Consider this: You eat night's bane, it changes how you see the world, like fog burning away. It lets you see more. Night's bane draws back the curtain and lets you see spirits. When people eat lizard meat, it doesn't draw anything back—it adds to how they see the world. How they see each other."
Astrid pursed her lips, unconvinced. “But everyone sees things differently. How can it be that when I change shape, everyone sees me the way I see myself?"
DiStephan laughed. “What makes you think people see you the way you see yourself?"
What DiStephan said made no sense. She refused to believe him.
"People only think they can shift shape,” DiStephan said. “Dragons actually can."
Astrid stood her ground. “I can change. I can change as much as I like."
"How long have you looked like this?"
The shape Astrid liked had drifted away on Tower Island, the day Randim and his blacksmiths had walked away, and she'd unintentionally reverted to her Scalding body.
In the days since, in the dragons’ cavern, Astrid had never been able to find her way back to herself, to the body she chose to wear.
She shrugged it off. “I've lost my confidence, that's all."
DiStephan stopped abruptly, holding up one hand, signaling Astrid to be quiet.
Instinctively, Astrid's nostrils flared.
There was an odd scent in the air, nothing distinct or describable.
But it made Astrid think of the day she'd led Lumpy and Broken Nose through Guell, among the feeding dragons.
But maybe they'd never been dragons, at all.
Maybe they'd been lizards.
Suddenly, one sprang toward her from the side of the path, reaching for her leg with its open mouth.
"Lizard!” DiStephan shouted, kicking up dirt from the path, blinding it.
The lizard's snout rammed Astrid's thigh, knocking her to the ground.
"Get up, Pigeon!” DiStephan circled the lizard's head, throwing dirt into its eyes. “Get Starlight!"
Astrid scrambled to her feet. She pulled the sword from its sheath. The metal sang as she freed the blade, but the motion pulled her forward. The sword smacked forward onto the ground, and Astrid tripped toward it, unbalanced.
"Keep the tip pointed at its tongue! Edges pointing toward the sky and toward the earth—let the lizard bite into the sword's edges!"
Astrid shifted her grip on the hilt, one she'd made long enough for both of DiStephan's large hands. The sword felt too heavy for the one small hand she had left. She pointed the tip skyward, shifting the hilt until the crossguard nestled against her hand. It was still difficult to hold the sword when she pointed it at the lizard, but the choked grip gave her more control, like choking her grip on a hammer.
Her heart raced, and her nerves blazed with fear.
The lizard crossing her path, flicking its long, yellow, forked tongue at her.
Even with its eyes closed, blinded by the dirt cloud raised by DiStephan; the lizard could still sense where she was.
The lizard charged, its legs bowed out like a crab, its jaw hanging open.
"Keep the sword between you and its mouth!"
Astrid almost lost her grip on the hilt when the lizard snapped at her, catching a mouthful of sword.
The lizard grunted in pain, and DiStephan pointed at one of its bowed legs, close to Astrid.
"Here!” DiStephan shouted. “Step here!"
In that moment, Astrid remembered a dream. Except it didn't feel as much like a dream as something she already knew.
Keeping Starlight firmly in hand, Astrid sprang on top of the lizard's leg.
DiStephan hopped onto its back, leading the way toward its head.
Astrid followed.
DiStephan pointed at the back of the lizard's neck. “Here!"
But the lizard thrashed, and Astrid stumbled, falling to her knees on its rough back.
Starlight flew from her hand.
Astrid cried out, sliding across the lizard's back as it twisted and turned.
The creature paused for a moment, and Astrid found a foothold in its scales.
Starlight's crossguard had caught on a fold in the lizard's scaled skin.
Astrid stretched, grabbing Starlight's hilt, positioning the sword point at the back of the lizard's neck. She thrust the blade straight down, the force of her entire body behind it.
The lizard screamed, rising on its hind legs, throwing Astrid off.
But Starlight remained imbedded in its neck.
Following DiStephan's lead, Astrid backed away into the brush by the side of the forest path. They watched as the lizard wriggled, failing to free itself from Starlight, blood gushing from its neck until it finally lay still.
Astrid climbed the creature's back once more, wriggling the sword back and forth to work it loose.
Although her heart raced, Astrid was surprised by how she felt.
Starlight had felt right and sure and true in her hand, like something that was meant to be. The sword had felt like part of her body, part of who she was.
It was a feeling she couldn't shake. It was a feeling she didn't want to shake.
Astrid knew she'd acted the same way DiStephan had acted, more than a year ago, when he'd killed the hatchling and scared Astrid. She'd seen him as cruel and barbaric. She'd interpreted the expression on his face as the desire to kill for the sake of killing. Blood lust.
Starlight came loose from the dead lizard's neck. Astrid held onto the hilt, watching blood run down the blade.
Astrid had finally felt that same lust, and now she'd learned it wasn't blood lust. It was something entirely different.
She understood what DiStephan had felt that day—and every day he'd killed a lizard. It wasn't the desire to kill for the sake of killing.
It was the desire to live.
I'm not the monster, Astrid realized. The lizard is the monster, not me.
By the time she climbed back down with Starlight in hand, DiStephan held out his cupped hand, filled with the lizard's blood.
DiStephan smiled. “Trust me."
Although the handful of blood seemed more challenging than killing the lizard, Astrid worked up the courage to drink it. Astrid cringed at the first awful taste, but she drank it all.
Wiping her mouth against her arm, Astrid shuddered, wishing she had something to wash away the taste from her mouth. “Why would you have me drink something so vile?"
When DiStephan didn't answer, Astrid looked up at him.
DiStephan simply grinned. He pointed at her.
By habit, she'd wiped her mouth with her left hand. Astrid stared at the hand. It couldn't be—it was her left arm that Norah had devoured.
Looking down, Astrid saw her arms.
Both of her arms.
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Chapter 31
* * * *
"I don't understand,” Astrid said as she walked through the forest with DiStephan. “If I can do this—"
She held Starlight in both hands, pointing the sword in front of her. She let go of the hilt with her right hand. Astrid's new left hand—her spirit hand—held Starlight.
"It's a mix of belief and lizard's blood,” DiStephan said. “Like shape shifting."
"And if Lenore can walk on her spirit feet,” Astrid continued, “then why can't you lift anything heavier than a sword?"
"I've got the belief but no lizard's blood."
DiStephan didn't look as solid and sure as he had a few days ago, when Astrid had first met him inside his burial chamber. He was beginning to fade a bit around the edges.
Of course, it wasn't DiStephan who was fading. It was Astrid's ability to see him.
The effect of that first pinch of night's bane she'd eaten was wearing off. She had a small bag still full of the herb, but she wanted to eat it as seldom as possible. She wanted to stretch her time with DiStephan.
"Lenore walks on her belief, and you use yours to hold Starlight,” DiStephan said. “I use my belief to show myself to anyone who uses night's bane.” He shrugged. “Because you can drink lizard blood, belief is a more powerful force for the living than the dead."
"Maybe you aren't trying hard enough,” Astrid said, trying to be helpful.
"Maybe you should drink some more lizard blood,” DiStephan said dryly.
"I was very brave to drink it,” Astrid said, feeling a new kind of energy surging through her. She felt as playful as a child, as hopeful as the day she'd met DiStephan. The world felt warmer and brighter. “And I was quite courageous to slaughter that lizard. If anyone is going to be calling themselves ‘Death Shadow,’ I think it should be me. I'm the Death Shadow, not you."
DiStephan couldn't help but smile. “You're not a Death Shadow, Pigeon."
"Yes, I am!” Astrid put Starlight back in its sheath. “I brought death to that lizard—one handed, at that—and now it's nothing but a shadow.” Astrid frowned, unhappy with her logic, wanting to fix it. “And I cast my shadow on its dead body,” she added dramatically. “I brought death and I have a shadow. Therefore, I'm the Death Shadow."
"Pigeon,” DiStephan said. “A Death Shadow is a ghost."
"Oh,” Astrid said, reconsidering. “I'm not a Death Shadow.” She looked at DiStephan, beaming. “But you are!” She returned her gaze to the path ahead, considering her options. “I'm the Death Shadow's lover. I'm in league with a Death Shadow. I wield the Death Shadow's sword. If we meet brigands, I'll say, ‘Beware! I'll run you through with my sword while the Death Shadow throws dust in your eyes!’”
"On second thought,” DiStephan said, “maybe you've already had too much to drink."
"Why do you say that?” Astrid felt more energetic with every step she took, skipping by DiStephan's side, relishing her childlike happiness.
When she'd fought the lizard, Astrid had felt strong and focused and vital. She'd felt powerful and aware.
For the first time ever, she'd felt the thrill of simply being alive. Every breath she took was its own sweet reward.
As much as she still hated for any living thing to be hurt, she'd considered one important thing as she'd taken a final look at the dead lizard's body before they left it behind: if only one of them had to live, the world was a better place with Astrid in it than with the lizard that tried to kill her.
DiStephan studied her as they walked, the corners of his mouth turned up. “It's good to see you again."
Astrid's gait sobered. “I cried last year. When I thought you had left and everyone else decided you were dead."
"I know."
Astrid looked at him. He'd faded even more. “You were with me? When I cried?"
DiStephan nodded. “I saw your pain. Felt it. You've done no wrong, and it was difficult to watch you blame yourself for everything."
Astrid opened her mouth to protest, finding herself at a loss for words.
Surprised by her own silence, she wondered if killing one lizard had already changed her so much.
"You blamed yourself for Natalia's death,” DiStephan continued. “But Natalia went mushroom hunting during the height of dragon season when Guell had no dragonslayer. Stupid girl! Natalia died because she took a stupid risk, not because of you!"
A wave of concern for DiStephan washed through Astrid. “You saw Natalia?"
DiStephan's voice was dark and soft. “I knew she couldn't see me, but I tried to warn her anyway. Pushed branches so they scratched her face. Kicked grass and bushes, trying to scare her back to Guell. Yelled at her, hoping she'd hear something, anything. Nothing worked."
Astrid's heart ached for him. She knew what being a dragonslayer meant to DiStephan. Years ago, a boy from Guell had been killed running goods between villages. Even though a lizard had attacked the boy just outside another village, two days’ distance from Guell, DiStephan had agonized over his death, despite the fact he'd been busy killing another lizard when the boy died. “I'm sorry,” Astrid said.
"It's not your fault. Neither is what happened to Natalia or Mauri or Guell or me.” DiStephan paused. “On the other hand, you once made a knife for me that broke the first time I used it. Nearly impaled myself by mistake. That was your fault."
"Sorry,” Astrid said, remembering. “About the knife, I mean. Not about everything else."
"You're not sorry I died?” DiStephan said, his voice laced with hurt.
Astrid scrambled to repair the damage. “I didn't mean—"
DiStephan grinned.
"I see,” Astrid said evenly. “You're making fun of me now."
It seemed as if they'd never been separated. All the worry and regret and longing she'd felt since first realizing the likelihood of DiStephan's death melted away. Everything felt right in the world.
Astrid smiled. “I missed you, too."
The forest path opened up into a field, and Astrid squinted at the brightness of the sun as she stepped out of the forest. Then she heard a familiar sound.
The music of metal striking metal.
They stood where Astrid had stood many weeks ago with Lumpy and Broken Nose.
Astrid recognized one of the men.
From far in the distance, the man shouted, “Girly!"
As they approached Randim's camp, Trep raced toward Astrid, his twisted blonde braids streaming behind. He skidded to a stop, just in front of her, and his face darkened. “What happened to your arm? Who did this to you?"
That's right. None of the blacksmiths could see Astrid change shape. They wouldn't be able to see her spirit arm.
Astrid shrugged. “Dragon."
Trep's forehead crinkled as his eyebrows rose in surprise. “And you live to tell the tale?"
Astrid nodded.
Trep smiled again. “That's the Girly I know!” He clapped her back heartily.
As the other blacksmiths drew closer, Astrid was surprised at how happy she was to see them again.
Trep turned toward his colleagues. “Look!"
Several blacksmiths groaned.
"That's right, it's the Girly come back, at just the exact day I said she would. I win the pot, so everybody who's in it, pay up!"
Most of the men handed silver rings and armbands to Trep, who giggled with delight, cupping his hands as they filled with his new-found bounty.
Astonished, Astrid watched until she saw Randim drop a ring into Trep's hands. “You wagered on my return?"
As Randim began to speak, Trep interrupted. “Was my idea and all. They thought it nothing but a fool's errand, even Randim himself, but I knew you'd find your way off that island.” Trep winked. “No girly who can twist iron into a dragonish sword can be kept against her will."
Randim frowned, looking at Astrid. “What happened to your arm?"
In unison, Astrid and Trep said, “Dragon."
Trep added, “And she lives to tell the tale!"
Astrid took a step toward Randim. “I've come to ask for help."
"I'm the one who said you'd show up,” Trep continued, oblivious to Astrid's request. “Randim bet you wouldn't."
Randim studied the grass at his feet. “He asked me to watch over you, and I failed. I shouldn't have left you with Drageen, but when I learned you were his sister, it surprised the promise out of me."
Baffled, Astrid said, “Who asked you to watch over me?"
Still examining the grass, Randim said, “Him."
More confused by the moment, Astrid said, “Who?"
Randim glanced up for a second in Astrid's direction. “He did."
Astrid followed his gaze, noticing DiStephan by her side, arms crossed, glowing with satisfaction.
"Randim,” Astrid said. “Who are you talking about?"
"The ghostie,” Randim said, kicking at grass blades.
Astrid turned toward DiStephan. “Is there anyone in the world you don't know?"
"Randim, is the ghostie here now?” Trep said brightly. “Can you see him?"
Astrid frowned. It was a good question. How could Randim see DiStephan?
"Take the men and get back to work,” Randim said to Trep.
Cradling his winnings, Trep led the other blacksmiths back to the smithery.
Astrid noticed a slight bulge in Randim's cheek. She'd forgotten that he chewed herbs as he worked. Suddenly, everything made sense. “Why are you chewing night's bane?"
"Always have,” Randim said.
Astrid was puzzled. “But it will kill you."
"Not if you start young and get used to it,” Randim said. “Picked up the habit from my father."
"You've seen DiStephan whenever he's been with me.” Astrid remembered what they'd said moments ago, which surprised and touched her. “You made a promise to my Death Shadow?"
"The Death Shadow,” DiStephan said pointedly, “is still here."
"Of course you are,” Astrid said. She turned her attention back to Randim. “You made a promise to my Death Shadow?"
To DiStephan, Randim said, “Are we square, then?"
In turn, DiStephan turned to Astrid. “On the day he bought you from the brigands, I told him if he didn't keep you safe, I'd herd every lizard I could find to feed off him and his men—don't think lizards aren't deathly afraid of spirits and easily spooked.” To Randim, DiStephan said, “You failed. I offer one more chance."
Watching Randim, Astrid remembered working at the anvil with him as her striker. She remembered the heat and his muscular arms, slick and shiny with sweat. She remembered feeling desire.
No, Astrid thought with resolve. I'm not in love with Randim. I love DiStephan.
And yet, she was aware that Randim was real and solid, while DiStephan was fading like a memory.
She had to focus on the task at hand. There wasn't time to think about foolish things. Not as long as Lenore was enslaved. She told herself to ignore her attraction to Randim.
For now, at least.
Astrid said, “I need six blacksmiths to go trading at sea."
Randim cast a nervous glance at DiStephan. “No one can afford to give their time away for nothing."
"Everyone wants land,” Astrid said. “I can give them farmland and town land and ties to the hinterlands that produce the best bog iron I've ever used."
"You own land?"
"It's the place Drageen destroyed,” Astrid said. “There are burnt houses and bones to clear, but the land is good."
"And you'll be safer from brigands,” DiStephan added.
"Don't have problems with brigands, thanks to Drageen,” Randim said. “But some have been uneasy doing work for him lately, myself included. More than six will want to go. Maybe twice that number."
"We need a ship,” Astrid said. “We'll need to pay for seamen."
But it would be best to send Lenore back to a place that had no cinders or ashes or skeletons.
Once they'd freed Lenore, Astrid could continue her journey north to pursue a hermit's life.
"I'll take six blacksmiths on board, and the others can go to Guell now and make it into a place where you can live."
DiStephan leaned forward and hovered menacingly.
"Call off your Death Shadow,” Randim said to Astrid. “And I'll get your men."
At Tower Island, Drageen inspected the ship he'd obtained from the brigands. It was a solid vessel, longer and sleeker than the trading ships they commonly used. Outfitted with oars, it could navigate shallow ports easily. The captain swore its graceful curves made it glide over ocean waves like a seabird.
Satisfied, Drageen sought the alchemist in her sphere inside the tower. He found her sewing the last bone fragments into the red sail, bright as freshly spilt blood.
The sail nearly covered the floor inside the sphere. Drageen picked up a border of the sail, inspecting it. “Will it still function as a sail? Don't the bones weigh it down? Don't they make it impossible to furl and unfurl?"
The alchemist focused her attention on her sewing, stitching cross hatches over the last bone fragment. “Spirits are made of air. The spirit is trapped in the sail. She lifts it. She'll work with the wind to give the ship speed."
"That isn't my main concern,” Drageen said, worrying the edge of the sail between his thumb and forefinger. “Can the spirit see into the future as well as the present? Does she know where my sister goes tomorrow?"
The alchemist looked up at Drageen and smiled. “The spirit advises you to travel with gold and silver. Where we go, men will help, but their help will be expensive."
"But Astrid—"
The alchemist bit the thread, finishing the last stitch. “The spirit is bound to her own bones. She has no choice but to deliver Astrid to you."
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Chapter 32
* * * *
Several days later, Astrid, DiStephan, Randim, and five other blacksmiths arrived in the nearest seaport town. They walked the streets while the captain Astrid had hired readied the ship to set sail.
Randim pulled a narrow leather scroll from a pocket and unrolled it, revealing a map. Astrid drew closer as he pointed to a cluster of islands.
"Here's where the ghostie says we need to go,” Randim said. He pointed to a symbol of tiny crossed swords and a dragon near the islands.
"What does that mean?” Astrid said.
"'Beware! Here be dragons!'” Randim said nervously.
Astrid laughed.
Startled by her response, Randim shuddered. “How can you laugh after losing an arm a dragon?"
"Randim,” Astrid said warmly. “I drink dragon's blood for breakfast. Besides...” She reached back, patting Starlight, safe in its sheath. “We won't be going unarmed."
The first few days at sea took toll on Astrid and the other blacksmiths. But once she grew used to the ocean swells and the rolling motion of the ship, Astrid came to appreciate the solitude and peacefulness of the journey.
Their ship approached the harbor of the island where DiStephan claimed they would find Lenore.
The harbor was little more than a long stretch of beach, dotted with dozens of narrow ships slid upon the sand like sunbathing seals.
Astrid slipped a small pinch of night's bane between her cheek and gum, the same way she'd seen Randim do.
DiStephan materialized solidly by her side.
"Look,” DiStephan said, pointing at the ships already docked as theirs slid between them.
The front of each ship rose high, carved in the shape of an open-mouthed dragon.
"Beware,” Astrid quoted solemnly, remembering Randim's map. “Here be dragons."
"Right,” DiStephan said, staring at the long ships.
"Randim, come ashore with me,” Astrid said. “Everyone else stay onboard.” As she touched Randim's shoulder, she realized how much she'd missed him.
"I believe,” DiStephan said coolly, behind Astrid, “I can lead you to Lenore."
Guilt washed through Astrid.
At the same time, she relished the moment. She'd never felt this way about two different men at once. Part of her simply wanted to enjoy the feeling and sort things out later.
After Randim and Astrid climbed down from their ship, they followed DiStephan past the beach to a sunken pasture dotted with rolling waves of earthy mounds. Standing on the crest of a hill, Astrid looked down into the sunken pasture.
It wasn't a pasture.
It was a hidden village.
The rolling earthy waves were turf-roofed houses dug into the land. The houses were round like wheels, with stone walls like spokes, dividing each house into a few rooms. A fire burned in a center hearth, at the hub of the wheel.
Open stone walkways connected the houses, winding through the pasture in a maze.
As they eased from their grassy perch down onto a walkway, villagers noticed, drawing daggers.
"Let's be calm,” Astrid said. To the closest villager, Astrid said, “We're looking for a woman named Lenore."
The villager squinted. He spoke rapidly, slashing the air with his dagger in crisscross motions.
"Does anyone recognize the language he's speaking?” Astrid said.
"No,” Randim said. “We should have brought the Captain. The Captain's fluent in many tongues."
"Except for ours,” DiStephan said. “We've never understood a word he's said. We're lucky he's fluent in gestures."
"Gestures—of course,” Astrid said. She made chopping motions at her ankles.
Surprised, the villager relaxed. He motioned for them to follow.
They entered a tiny wheel-spoke house, and Astrid saw Lenore sitting on the dirt floor, fitting a new pair of leather shoes to a villager's feet.
She looked well fed, and she was dressed in a plain gray underdress covered with a dark green apron. Just as she'd revealed herself to Astrid when she'd asked her to make a pair of silver shoes, Lenore's hair was streaked with white, and wrinkles creased around her eyes and the corners of her mouth.
As Astrid had guessed, there seemed to be no lizard meat to eat on this island. The villagers they'd seen were too ill in appearance for people with the ability to change it.
And Lenore's feet were gone.
The villager looked down at the shoes Lenore had fit to his feet, admiring them. He brushed past Astrid on his way out.
Lenore's eyes widened in surprise when she recognized Astrid.
Randim approached Lenore, staring at her legs. “What have they done to you?"
Lenore sat up tall under Randim's stare as he kneeled before her. “Tell me who did this to you, and I'll break his hands.” He looked her up and down, and then gazed into her eyes.
Astrid remembered the first time she met Randim. How he'd done the same with her, but had looked away to tell Broken Nose that Astrid wasn't for him, that he'd know his wife when he met her, thinking the brigands were offering him a wife only to discover they were offering a blacksmith.
Now Randim was acting the same way with Lenore—except he wasn't looking away. Instead, he seemed drawn to her.
Astrid's heart dropped. Her head told her it was impossible to hold onto a man as if he were a possession, but part of her ached for Randim's touch, for his attention...
She looked up to see DiStephan raise a questioning eyebrow.
Lenore crossed her arms. “A blacksmith cut off my feet."
Randim jerked as if she'd slapped him. “Impossible! Blacksmiths are men of honor. No blacksmith would ever—"
"I asked him to,” Lenore said, watching Randim as carefully as he watched her.
Astrid saw sorrow rise in Randim's eyes.
Lenore's expression softened. “My feet would have killed me if he hadn't. The blacksmith who helped me was a fine and honorable man."
A new villager spoke as he entered the wheel-spoke house. His hair was long, dirty, and tangled. His skin was rough and weathered.
Lenore spoke a few words of the strange language. She looked at Astrid. “This is Komdra. My master."
As he stepped toward her, Astrid realized Komdra wasn't much taller than she was, but something about him unnerved her.
He spoke questioningly. As Komdra drew closer, his eyes seemed to register surprise as he looked at Astrid's skin.
"No lizard meat served on this island, I wager,” DiStephan said.
Astrid nodded. Although she saw herself with two arms and smooth skin, Komdra was seeing her with one arm and skin covered with scars. “Tell him we've come to buy you,” Astrid said to Lenore. “Tell him you belong to us."
Lenore brightened. “You've found the others? Have you bought back everyone else?"
"Others?"
"Kamella, Beamon,” Lenore said. “About 30 of us altogether. Are they all back in Guell?"
Astrid steadied herself. It wasn't just Lenore who had lived, after all.
"Just as I told you, Pigeon,” DiStephan said, showing no surprise at Lenore's words. “It may not be the way you want it, but it's there."
Love, Astrid realized. DiStephan had told her, you are loved—not the way you want, but you are loved.
They were her people, the ones who'd known her since childhood. They'd suffered at the hands of Astrid's family, and now they'd been sold as slaves.
I'll buy them all back, Astrid decided. I'll send them back to Guell.
DiStephan was right. It wasn't exactly what Astrid wanted.
It was what she needed.
She'd been left to die in a cage as a child. She wasn't simply freeing the survivors of Guell from slavery.
She was freeing herself.
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Chapter 33
* * * *
Astrid offered to make whatever Lenore's master needed: iron parts for his ship, hinges and locks and keys for his wheel-spoke house, and tools and equipment he could sell to the island farmers.
But Komdra stood fast, preferring to keep Lenore for himself over anything Astrid had to offer. It was only when she remembered the tactic Lumpy and Broken Nose had used to sell her to Randim that she caught Komdra's attention.
It had been one thing to teach Randim and his blacksmiths how to make a dragonslayer's sword.
It was another to teach foreign men.
Deep in her gut, Astrid believed showing anyone other than Randim and his blacksmiths how to make a sword that wouldn't bend or break in battle would be a decision that would come back to haunt her.
So instead, she offered to make brigand swords, half the length of a dragonslayer's sword.
Komdra studied her as they'd bargained, paying careful attention to every expression on her face, every nuance in her voice. Astrid was just as careful to keep her reserve. Finally, he pointed at the sword she carried.
"No!” Astrid cried, panicked at the thought of losing DiStephan's sword.
One corner of Komdra's mouth turned up the tiniest bit, and his tone was cool when he spoke.
"Your sword is what he wants,” Lenore said, translating for Komdra.
Astrid saw Komdra's request as an act of manipulation.
She slipped her hand into her pocket, pulling out the brooch DiStephan had given to her when they'd first met: a dragon surrounded by snakes. It felt like giving away her best friend, but it was only a brooch. Only a piece of metal.
Lenore was flesh and blood.
When Komdra took the brooch from Astrid's extended hand, he examined the tears welling in her eyes, not the brooch.
"Take this instead,” Astrid said.
Komdra pinned the brooch near his throat. He pointed at the sword, held up one finger, and pointed to himself. Astrid nodded her agreement. The brooch and a newly-made short sword—something only the wealthiest man could afford—would buy Lenore's freedom.
Days later, Randim and his blacksmiths cleared their anvils and tools from the makeshift smithery they'd built.
Komdra examined the sword they'd made for him. Because the sword was shorter and lighter, he held it with one hand.
In the past few days Astrid had learned a few words of Komdra's language. She rubbed the palm of her own hand. She pointed at Komdra's hand. “Yours,” Astrid said.
Lenore laughed good naturedly. “He knows it's his."
Astrid smiled at Komdra. “I made it for his hand. That's what I want him to know."
Focusing his attention on the blade, Komdra's face glowed like a man in love. He ran his fingertips lightly along the flat of the blade. He spoke rapidly and flushed with excitement. The only word Astrid recognized was “beautiful".
"He said...” Lenore began.
"I know,” Astrid said. “I think Komdra and I understand each other when it comes to swords."
Weeks later, Astrid joined Randim at the ship's bow. It was a quiet day at sea, and the deck creaked gently beneath their feet.
"The men want to go home,” Randim told her.
Astrid understood. Because Lenore had been the last one sold by the brigands, she knew where to find all the other survivors from Guell. Thanks to Lenore, they'd found 16 survivors. Astrid, Randim, and the other blacksmiths had forged goods to buy a second ship and hire another crew of seamen. They sent those 16 survivors home to Guell. Now they'd found 11 more, with only two remaining survivors to find.
The 11 survivors huddled in blankets, hungry, and sick with a fever that Kamella had brought on board with her from the last island.
Astrid noticed how gaunt Randim's face had become during the past weeks. The people they'd bought back from the islands weren't the only ones who were cold and hungry and sick.
Randim was right. It was time to go home, where they could all rest by a hot fire and drink healing broth.
"Leave me on this last island and take the ship to Guell,” Astrid said. “I'll work to buy the last two people and another ship to bring them home."
Each island had been more dangerous than the last. She'd found each group of survivors from Guell in worse shape than she'd imagined possible. Some were starved, others beaten.
The blacksmiths had worked hard, forging whatever each island needed most. They forged not just to buy back slaves but to stock the ship with food for its growing population. Everyone was exhausted and worn threadbare.
Kamella's illness grew more serious by the day. Where she led, others would soon follow.
Randim was silent for a few long moments, looking out to sea. “I go where you go."
By habit, she checked the small bag of night's bane on her belt. Because Randim had eaten the stuff all his life and had become accustomed to it, he could eat as much as he wanted.
But Astrid was down to her last pinch. She hadn't seen DiStephan in days, and she wanted his opinion.
She noticed Randim watching her touch the bag of night's bane. “Is DiStephan here?” She said.
"We never have a conversation without him,” Randim said.
"What does he say?"
Randim looked worried. “He says to keep our swords handy."
As the day wore on, sea birds flew high overhead, a sure sign of land nearby.
But instead of exhilaration at finding the last island, of knowing she'd soon buy back the last survivors from Guell, Astrid felt uneasy. She first sensed that unease while aboard the ship, and it worried her.
She wanted Randim's counsel, and she knew where to find him. At any given moment, he was likely to be at Lenore's side. At times, it seemed as if he could look at no one else but her.
"Randim?” Astrid stood behind him, uncomfortable as the 11 survivors stared at her.
He gave her a cursory glance. “No troubles. We'll be there soon.” He returned his full attention to Lenore, ignoring Astrid.
But Lenore cast a questioning gaze at Astrid, even though she spoke to Randim. “That's not why she worries."
Randim turned, staring at the empty space next to Astrid. Moments later, he pressed his lips together, annoyed but obedient. To Astrid, he said, “The ghostie says talk to them."
"Them?” Astrid twisted her hands together. “Who?"
Randim gestured first to the survivors from Guell, then to his blacksmiths. “Them."
The thought frightened her. She didn't know what she had to say to any of them. “Talk to them about what?"
This time, Randim didn't miss a beat. “The truth."
Astrid looked out across the ocean. There it was: the last island. With the strong wind they'd had at their back all afternoon, they'd be landing soon.
"I don't understand,” she said.
Lenore sat up taller, as if gaining strength. “What happened to you? How did you lose your arm? And why are you covered in scars?"
Of course. No one had said anything to her until now. Back in Guell, it would have been considered crude and impolite.
Temple had taught her that “magic” was a word people used when they thought there was no rational explanation for what they saw. He'd pointed out that shapeshifting was no more magical than the natural growth from newborn baby to adult. Temple believed it was dangerous to believe in magic. “When you look at the world,” Temple had once said, “you should see it as it is, not as others wish it to be."
Astrid decided to tackle the easiest topic first. “Eating dragon meat lets us change. The way you see me now isn't the way I see me. You see one arm, but I have two."
"You're saying you don't look like yourself because we've eaten no dragons for months?” It was Beamon who spoke, his red hair grown long and unkempt. His eyes were empty and hollow from hunger and sickness, but he kept his arm around Kamella's shoulders. She leaned against him, her eyes half open. “Is that why we look the way we do?"
Astrid nodded. “I believe so."
In truth, she thought it was nothing more than illness that made them look bedraggled.
"And your arm?” Lenore wrapped her arms around her knees, hugging them close to her chest.
"Dragon,” Astrid said. “It's something new."
"Those scars don't look new,” Beamon said.
Astrid looked down at the wooden deck, examining its floorboards. She didn't want to speak, but she couldn't bear to lie. It had been bad enough keeping everything secret all her life. It had been difficult enough, knowing she was lying to everyone by saying nothing. But now that someone had asked her directly, the truth came spilling out like a cup with too much water poured into it. “When I came to Guell, I came from Tower Island. I'm of the Scaldings."
She heard the floorboards creak all around her. As the seamen went about their work, the blacksmiths surrounded her, as if waiting for an explanation long overdue.
"But the Scaldings burn people,” Beamon said. “They pour boiling water on them. Those scars aren't from burns. And if you're a Scalding, then why would they—"
"They gave me to a dragon,” Astrid said. “Every scar is what's left of a dragon's bite."
Astrid drew on all the strength she had. This moment was what she had always feared. She kept focusing on the floorboards, wanting to dive into the ocean and swim far away to a place where no one knew her or had ever heard of the Scaldings.
Beamon's voice quivered in horror. “The Scaldings sacrificed one of their own people? To a dragon?"
Astrid couldn't look up. She didn't want to see their faces. She didn't want to see the inevitable: that every one of them would want to run away from her. That they'd hate her for being a Scalding. That they'd be afraid of her, afraid she was capable of doing everything the Scaldings did.
Only DiStephan, because he was a dragonslayer, had the strength and courage to stand by her side.
If there was ever a time she needed him, it was now.
Her hands trembled so hard, she could barely untie the small bag from her belt. She stuffed every last bit of night's bane into her mouth.
Moments later, she saw DiStephan's hand entwined in her flesh-and-blood hand.
"Courage, Pigeon,” he whispered. “The day's not done, and there's plenty left to do."
DiStephan was right. No matter what any of them thought of her, there were two people enslaved on the island looming ahead.
Seeing his hand in hers was enough to give her hope and help her focus on the task at hand. She could settle her standing with the others later.
But when Astrid looked up from the floorboards, it took even more determination than she thought she possessed to keep her tears at bay.
All of them—Randim and Lenore and Beamon and Kamella, all the others from Guell and the rest of the blacksmiths—looked at her with the same concern DiStephan had shown all those years ago when her blanket had first fallen away, impaled by his sword into the sand beneath the ocean waves.
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* * * *
As the ship docked on the island's beach, Astrid's uneasiness grew.
The blacksmiths carried dragonslayer swords made by their own hands when Astrid had first taught them the technique. So far, they'd only had to unsheathe them to stop an attack or explain their search or display what they could make for trade.
Astrid knelt by Lenore's side. “Help the Captain guide this ship back to Guell."
"What if you can't find them here?” Lenore said. “What if you need me—"
"I need you to be safe and well,” Astrid said. “Go home. We'll meet you again, soon enough."
Lenore nodded grimly. “Be careful."
When Astrid and Randim jumped from ship to land, the blacksmiths unloaded all of the dragonslayer swords and their forging tools—enough for Astrid to trade for a new ship. Once the blacksmiths were done, they pushed their own ship back into the water. Randim watched it drift away.
Astrid scanned the island's town ahead, DiStephan by her side. “Why does this feel so wrong?” she said.
"Take a deep breath,” DiStephan said, “and tell me what you smell."
Astrid inhaled, her nose wrinkling, trying to sort out the scent of salt air, briny fish, and wood fire smoke waffling up from houses. She caught a hint of the strange scent she'd smelled that day in Guell, when she'd led Lumpy and Broken Nose through the feeding carrion birds and lizards.
"Beware,” Astrid said softly. “Here be dragons."
"I believe so,” DiStephan said.
Astrid glanced at the departing ship of blacksmiths and Guell survivors, feeling a need for every type of weapon she could find. “Is it true what you told Randim? Are lizards spooked easily?"
"Quite easily."
"Will you scare some up for me?"
DiStephan searched Astrid's face. “Are you sure that's what you want?"
"I'm not sure at all, but it's what I'm asking.” Astrid shifted her attention to the weight of DiStephan's sword strapped across her back. As long as she had Starlight, she had hope. “Considering there's only Randim and me, a lizard could come in handy if we have any problems trading."
"Done,” DiStephan said, turning to leave.
"Be careful,” Astrid said automatically.
DiStephan laughed. “I'm the ghostie,” he said, mimicking Randim's serious tone. “Remember?"
Astrid smiled briefly, watching him walk along the shoreline.
Dozens of small wooden houses, clustered together, stood at the beach's edge. Thin columns of smoke rose from chimneys.
Randim kept pace at her side as they walked through a maze of narrow streets into town.
Astrid couldn't help but gawk. Every street was made of planks of timber—walkways made of boards. Clean and tidy, neat and well kept.
And the houses...high wooden walls with thatched roofs, not like the squat cottages she'd known all her life. The houses lined the boardwalk streets, many of them divided by fences. It was the prettiest town Astrid had ever seen.
The entire town bustled, the boardwalks crowded with foot traffic and vendors selling their wares in front of their doorways. Men and women alike towered above Astrid, seemingly as tall as trees.
A freshly beheaded chicken ran across their path. It dropped to the ground in front of Astrid. A scrawny young man caught up, scooping its legs between his already bloody fingers.
"Sorry,” he said with a quick glance at her first, then turned his full attention to them. His face paled with surprise. “Mistress Blacksmith."
Astrid worked hard to smile without showing her worry. “Donel. We've come to buy you back. You and your father."
Donel was gaunt and sinewy, little more than a shadow of how Astrid remembered him. He'd lost several teeth, and his skin had a yellowish tinge. He limped, and Astrid wondered if it was a temporary injury or a permanent one.
But when he looked into her eyes, his burned with passionate hope. “Take great care, Mistress Blacksmith,” he whispered. “Odds are, you'll be needing it."
"This will not make me happy,” Randim said, eyeing the men as they dragged their heels through the dirt, carving lines that formed a square the size of a small shop.
"No one's happy,” Astrid whispered in response. “Except for them."
They'd found the man who'd purchased Donel and his father the butcher from the brigands. Zavi was their master, a slight man wearing fine linen trousers and a silk tunic. His bare arms were covered with dozens of silver and gold armbands. He was one of the few townsmen wealthy enough to own a sword, although it was a short brigand's sword, not nearly as valuable as a dragonslayer's sword. Despite his quiet demeanor, all men deferred to him as their leader. He'd refused every offer Astrid had made to buy Donel and his father.
A nagging suspicion told Astrid that Zavi was toying with her. Like Komdra, Zavi spoke a language foreign to Astrid. During his enslavement, Donel had proved to be a quick study and was now a good interpreter.
When he suggested a challenge of swords, Donel's translation made it sound like a game: Zavi's men would draw a large square in the dirt, Zavi and Astrid would step inside the square and draw their swords, and first to step outside would lose.
Zavi walked inside the dirt square and beckoned for Astrid to join him. Hundreds of people already climbing nearby trees and rooftops for a better view, as crowds gathered.
"What kind of man are you to fight a one-armed girl?” Randim shouted angrily, his face flushed with the best color he'd had in weeks.
Astrid was the least qualified to win a sword match, but Zavi had insisted on her as his opponent.
On the other hand, she'd already killed a lizard big enough to swallow Zavi in one gulp. Astrid turned to Randim. “Don't worry,” she said. She said. “There's more to me than any of them can see.” She turned and walked into the dirt square, Starlight strapped to her side.
Zavi grew quiet and serious as he withdrew his sword, wielding it in one hand. He held a round wooden shield large enough to protect all but his legs and iron-helmeted head.
Astrid unsheathed Starlight, gripping it with both hands, pointing its tip at Zavi's mouth, as if he were a lizard.
As the crowd shouted with anticipation, Astrid realized that although she already knew how to fight a lizard, she had no idea how to fight a man, much less one with a sword.
"Did I mention,” she said nervously, regretting her decision to fight, “that we can make better swords for you?"
Her opponent answered by lunging forward.
Astrid jumped back, but his blade sliced through her clothes and nicked her belly. Zavi shoved his shield toward her as he delivered another quick blow from above, aiming at Astrid's head.
Astrid darted to the side. This time Zavi's sword left a shallow cut on her arm.
Zavi yelled fiercely, fire burning passionately in his eyes.
The crowd echoed his passion, screaming just as fiercely.
Zavi's blows were quick and decisive, narrowly missing Astrid as she struggled to evade them. She kept a tight grip on Starlight, too scared to use it against an experienced swordsman.
The crowd screamed louder, but they didn't sound passionate.
They sounded terrified.
People stampeded past the dirt square, some climbing to join those already sitting in trees or on rooftops, others scattering throughout the town's maze of narrow alleys.
A lizard darted down the dirt street at the townspeople's heels. Its jaws snapped around a man's knee.
The man screamed as he fell, and the lizard began dragging him away.
Astrid bolted toward them, holding Starlight above her head as she ran, pointing its tip at the lizard's head.
She heard DiStephan call out nearby. “Do you like the lizard I scared up for you?"
The lizard's jaw released the man, who screamed louder.
Randim raced toward the injured man and dragged him to safety, while the lizard turned its full attention to Astrid.
It paused, flicking its forked yellow tongue toward her.
"You're bleeding!” DiStephan sounded worried.
Astrid didn't dare look away from the lizard, but she felt something warm run down her arm. “Right,” she said.
"Blood drives lizards into a frenzy,” DiStephan said. “I never would have agreed to this if I'd known you were going to go and get yourself cut up!"
Astrid kept Starlight's blade horizontal and steady as the lizard charged. Standing her ground, she thrust the blade into the lizard's mouth as it snapped at her.
The lizard shrieked, pulling back, teeth broken, mouth bleeding.
"Good thing being frenzied doesn't make them any smarter,” DiStephan said.
The lizard shuffled its bowed legs, whipping its tail from side to side. It charged Astrid again.
As Astrid stepped past it, forcing the lizard to spin, DiStephan's voice rose in excitement. “There, Pigeon! Step up!"
Astrid saw her opportunity: a moment where the lizard unwittingly presented one bowed leg like a stair step. Astrid kept Starlight pointed at the lizard's mouth as she bounded first on top of its leg, then onto its back. This time, she lunged toward its neck, driving Starlight down. She held on tightly to the sword's hilt as the lizard thrashed, knowing it could kill her quickly if she let it throw her off its back.
The lizard collapsed and died, the dirt road soaked in its blood. Astrid stood on its back, still clutching the sword's hilt. Turning to face Zavi, who hadn't budged from the dirt square, Astrid said, “I'll take the butcher and his son now."
Stepping from the crowd, Donel translated her words to Zavi.
Zavi shook his head, gesturing toward the dirt as he spoke.
Donel translated. “He says, First man steps outside the square loses. Even if the first man is a little girl."
Anger rose inside Astrid.
They'd offered to buy Donel and his father. They'd offered to work, even to make swords for them. And although it hadn't smelled right, Astrid had agreed to fight Zavi.
"I may have stepped outside the lines,” Astrid said. “But I saved your man from becoming this dragon's supper."
Zavi shrugged it off with a few casual words.
"He says, with that bite, he'll be dead in a few days."
"I killed this dragon,” Astrid said, explaining the obvious. “I protected you and your town."
"Maybe, he says. Maybe not. Maybe that dragon would have taken him away and left us alone."
Suddenly, Astrid had a new appreciation for Taddeo and what he had done for Norah.
"Be careful what decisions you make, because every decision has consequences,” Astrid said, repeating the words Taddeo had said to her before they parted. She dropped her flesh-and-blood hand from the hilt, knowing it was the only hand everyone except DiStephan could see. With her spirit hand, she pulled Starlight from the lizard's neck, holding the sword high above her head, knowing it would seem as if the sword were floating above her with a life of its own.
"Beware,” Astrid said. “For I am the consequences of the next decision you make."
In that moment, Astrid was willing to kill anyone who would stop her from leaving this island with Donel and his father. They were her people and they belonged to her, just as Norah belonged to Taddeo.
Just as she'd hoped, everyone looked at her in stunned silence.
A stocky man bearing a heavy bag slung across his shoulder walked out of a narrow alley. He walked to the drawn dirt square, letting the bag fall into it with a heavy thump. The bag fell, gold and silver spilling from its mouth.
Zavi opened the bag, examining its contents. Satisfied, he smiled at Astrid.
Donel translated Zavi's words for the last time. “You've struck terror in my heart, little girl. Take your men and be done with us."
As they approached the beach, Astrid said, “Zavi let us go too easily. That bag looked like payment."
DiStephan raised his eyebrows. “Payment for what?"
Astrid stopped short. DiStephan stayed by her side as Randim led Donel and the butcher toward their new ship. She pointed at a crowd on the boardwalk street. “That looks like Drageen."
DiStephan frowned. “Why would Drageen come here?"
"I have something Drageen wants.” Once again, Astrid felt the ominous chill that had begun when they arrived at this island. “Can you find Taddeo? Ask him to help us?"
"I can, Pigeon. I will."
But DiStephan cried out in surprise, and his shocked face was the last thing Astrid saw before she lost consciousness.
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* * * *
Astrid woke up to the rolling motion of the sea beneath her and darkness all around. Her head throbbed and the back of her neck itched. But as she raised her hand to scratch, she felt the cold, heavy weight of iron around her wrist.
As her eyes adjusted, she noticed a few thin, vertical slats of light piercing the darkness. Wood creaked and groaned as footsteps crossed above.
Astrid realized she was below the deck of a ship. She made out shapes surrounding her in the dimness.
"Where are we?” Astrid said, squinting, trying to recognize faces.
"On Drageen's ship,” Randim said glumly.
His voice was nearby, just a few feet away from where Astrid determined she was shackled to the floorboards.
The banging of a door thrown open and a blinding shaft of light interrupted Astrid. Heavy boots lumbered down the below-deck ladder.
Astrid blinked, trying to quell her nerves as she strove to get a clear view of the man descending the ladder.
"Count yourselves lucky,” a familiar voice said. “I'd reconsider the man's offer if I were you."
Astonished, Astrid stared at the butcher as he walked among them, handing a raw potato to Donel and Randim.
The sudden burst of light from above gave Astrid the chance to assess the situation. Randim and Donel were shackled, as well.
The butcher stopped short as he began to hand a potato to Astrid. “Didn't I tell you to stay away from my son?"
"She came to help us, Papa,” Donel said quietly.
"There's not a Scalding you can trust.” The butcher backed away from Astrid, keeping her potato for himself. “They're slippery. She tricked us all, right from the start.” The butcher shook his head. “The child seller would've taken her on to someplace else if only Temple hadn't bought her. We'd all have been better off without her."
"Where is Drageen?” Astrid said. “What does he want with us?"
The butcher turned away from her in disgust, speaking to everyone except Astrid. “Pretending she doesn't know."
"Leave Mistress Blacksmith alone,” Donel said, his voice soft and measured.
"She's an evil, wicked thing. You need to come to your senses and come up top with me."
"Where Mistress Blacksmith goes,” Donel said, “I go."
"She's not your father.” The butcher walked heavily across the lower deck floor, climbed back up the ladder. He let the door slam shut, casting the lower deck into darkness again.
Astrid winced with a sting of regret. Donel had begged for years to be her apprentice, and she'd always refused him. She hadn't dared let him into the smithery when she knew how important he was to his father. She still remembered the day the child seller had brought her to Guell, when the butcher asked the child seller to keep his eyes open for a boy child to help him. The butcher and his wife had never had any children other than Natalia and her sisters. It was a few years later that the child seller brought Donel to Guell.
But there was a deeper truth. Astrid had been afraid to let anyone into her smithery, her safe place. It was the place where she didn't have to care how anyone else saw her. It was where she could take whatever shape she needed and wanted to do the work she loved, without being seen or criticized or judged.
It was only at this moment that Astrid realized Donel was probably the last one who would criticize or judge her. It might have taken time to get used to his being by her side, but it would have been worth it.
Astrid wished she'd invited him to be her apprentice. She wished she'd had more faith in Donel.
She wished she'd had more faith in herself.
He handed his potato to her.
"I can't.” Astrid ignored her gnawing stomach.
Donel looked as if he'd eaten little for months. His face was thin and gaunt, his body more scrawny than she'd ever seen before.
Astrid had rarely gone hungry. She doubted Donel could say the same.
He put the potato in her hands. “We'll share."
In the dimness, Astrid could barely see his eyes, but she saw the same resolve he'd shown just moments ago when he'd stood his ground with his father, something she'd never seen him do before.
For a moment, she wondered what had happened to Donel on the island they'd left behind.
Astrid took a small bite of the potato, firm and raw, but juicy in her mouth.
Donel nodded, satisfied. “The Scalding offers protection. He's taking us to Tower Island."
Astrid choked on the potato. She frowned, remembering the butcher's words. “If your father says no Scalding can be trusted, then why's he trusting Drageen?"
"He isn't,” Donel said. “He's tired. And scared. He says Tower Island could be the safest place of all."
Astrid pulled her spirit hand free of its shackle. If it was shackled, that meant Drageen could see her spirit arm. Apparently, he had eaten enough lizard meat lately to think her spirit arm was real. After all, he hadn't seen her since she'd given her arm to Norah.
Astrid felt the shackle around her flesh-and-blood wrist. She focused her efforts, reshaping her hand until she wriggled it free of the restraint. She let her hand drift back to its normal shape.
"We must take control of the ship,” Astrid said.
"That's impossible,” Randim said. “We've made these shackles ourselves—I'd recognize my own work anyway. They're much too strong—"
Astrid stood up.
Randim's jaw dropped. “How did you do that?"
"Where's DiStephan?” she said.
Randim hesitated before answering. “Last I saw of him was when Drageen jumped us. The ghostie's gone."
Good. That meant he was looking for Taddeo.
At the same time, Astrid realized she'd taken the last bit of night's bane she could safely eat at the last island. She'd known whenever it wore off would be the last time she'd see DiStephan. She'd thought about all the things she wanted to say to him. Things she'd wished she'd said to him before he'd died, more than a year ago. She thought she'd have a second chance to make amends.
And now that chance was gone forever, thanks to Drageen. Without night's bane, Astrid would never see DiStephan or hear his voice again.
She wanted to sink to the boards beneath her and cry. But the tears would have to wait. There was more important work to do.
Astrid assessed the situation.
Randim had never eaten lizard meat. That meant he couldn't shapeshift.
Donel hadn't eaten lizard meat for months, long enough for the effects to wear off. He couldn't shapeshift either.
Astrid remembered what had happened when she'd freed Mauri from her shackles. Mauri's hands had twisted into useless things, and Astrid had never been able to make them right. She didn't know if she'd changed Mauri's hands with her belief or if she and Mauri had only imagined those changes. Either way, Astrid wasn't willing to do that again to anyone, especially not to Randim and Donel.
Astrid examined the ironwork. She sighed with frustration. “This is good work, Randim."
"Thank you,” he said, his voice thick with misery.
Astrid realized her sword was missing. “Where's Starlight?"
"Upstairs,” Randim said. “Drageen took it."
She was surprised at how naked she felt without Starlight. Losing Starlight made her feel the same way she'd felt when she'd lost her arm to Norah.
Astrid checked the rest of their surroundings, feeling every nook and cranny in the dim light.
"There's nothing down here except for us,” Astrid said. “There's nothing I can use to get you free."
"There has to be something,” Randim said.
"There's me,” Astrid said. She walked over to the ladder leading to the upper deck. The trap door was shut, but that didn't mean it was locked. “Maybe I can rush Drageen and—"
The ship pitched violently, knocking Astrid off her feet.
Thin sprays of seawater shot through the gaps in the floorboards above, stinging Astrid's eyes.
The ship dropped sharply, slamming against the water below.
Wind howled.
And then, abrupt stillness.
A voice whispered, the sound of it penetrating through the floorboards. “Scalding."
Just as Astrid pulled herself up, raced toward the ladder, and began to climb, the ship pitched again, side to side. Clinging to a rung, Astrid's body swung, crashing into a support beam.
Astrid struggled, regaining her footing on the ladder. She winced at a sudden twinge in her feet. Rung by rung, planting each foot and handhold with care, she climbed up. Shoving with her shoulders and arms, she pushed the trap door above her head open.
Cold rain stung her face, and the wind whipped her hair. The sound of crashing, booming waves filled the air.
The ship was awash in chaos.
Astrid fell, losing her footing on the deck, slippery with seawater. She scrambled to the ship's side, clinging to the railing.
Drageen's brigands, the ship's crew, and the butcher slid across the deck as the ship pitched, reaching out, and grappling for anything to hold onto.
Clouds darkened the sky, and a pillar of seawater rose next to the ship.
The water shifted into the shape of an enormous dragon, and its jaws opened as it uttered, “Scalding!"
"Norah,” Astrid murmured, recognizing her voice.
They'd come. DiStephan had found Taddeo and Norah, and they'd come.
And somehow they were shaping the sea.
Or maybe they had become it.
The butcher screamed as the dragon made of seawater hovered above the ship.
Astonished, Astrid watched as the brigands, the crew, and the butcher all shifted, changing into flopping, frightened fish.
It was impossible. The butcher hadn't eaten lizard meat in months, and it was unlikely any of the brigands had ever seen a lizard, much less eaten one. They shouldn't be able to shapeshift, not without lizard meat in their blood.
Astrid remembered the rumors she'd heard for years of people so frightened when they encountered a dragon that their fear turned them into animals.
Maybe the rumors were true.
Maybe dragons had far more power than Astrid had ever realized.
A wave crashed across the deck.
Astrid closed her eyes, clinging to a railing. Cold water slapped across her body, hard and fast.
She opened her eyes to find the deck cleared. All the fish were gone.
She heard Drageen cry, “Beware!"
A scream above him drew Astrid's attention to the sail.
It was a new sail, a blood red sail. Its border was dotted in white, and the figure of a woman pressed into its center, as if she stood behind it, the cloth draping her body, outlining every detail of it.
Her hair streamed long, and even from a distance, Astrid could see her face scrunched up like a punched ball of dough.
Mauri.
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Chapter 36
* * * *
Astrid's blood ran cold as she took a closer look at the dotted white border of the blood-red sail.
Bone fragments. They'd been sewn onto the sail.
Mauri's bone fragments.
"Spirits and sprites,” Drageen shouted, sword extended. “Goblin delights! Challenge me, and I challenge thee. Fear me, dragon, for I stand protected under my own Death Shadow!"
A second pillar of water rose even higher from the ocean, shaping itself into another, larger dragon.
"Evil spirit, Death Shadow,” Drageen shouted, pointing his sword at the towering pillar behind Astrid. “Dragonslayer, you have no power over me. You are not the only Death Shadow here!"
Death Shadow, Astrid thought. There were ghosts here?
Drageen pointed his sword straight up, above his own head, toward the red sail.
Astrid could see Mauri's shape in the center of the sail now, like a butterfly stuck in cobwebs.
Astrid shouted, “The dragons stand with me. Let my men go, and the dragons will leave you be.” It was a statement Astrid hoped, rather than believed, to be true.
The ship pitched again, and Drageen fell, losing his grip on the sword.
The sudden tilt of the ship sent the sword sliding down the drenched deck toward Astrid. She reached down with one hand, grasping its hilt.
Its touch felt like the familiar embrace of an old friend.
Starlight!
Drageen steadied himself. He withdrew a dagger from its sheath at his side.
To the alchemist, Drageen said, “Call upon your magic."
The alchemist cut the sail free from its mast.
"Behold my Death Shadow!” Drageen shouted.
The red sail billowed, floating above the ship. It wound tightly in place until it looked like Mauri, made of red cloth instead of flesh and blood. She spread her cloth arms apart, and lightning struck her fingertips. The red cloth glowed like embers.
The sea dragons transformed into water funnels, surrounding the ship and raising it high in the air.
The force of the funnel threw the trap door to the lower deck open. Sheets of water drenched the deck, pouring into the deck below.
Randim and Donel were chained to the lower deck. If it flooded, they'd drown.
"Taddeo! Norah!” Astrid shouted at the water funnel, lifting the ship higher by the moment.
They didn't seem to hear her.
Astrid let go of the railing but held onto Starlight, letting the pitch of the ship slide her across the deck. She grabbed onto the trap door as she approached it. Struggling to keep her grip on the door, Astrid forced it shut, despite the sheets of water pummeling down all around her.
Once shut, she noticed the door's latch. She closed the latch over the metal loop nailed to the floorboard.
She slid Starlight's blade through the metal loop, on top of the latch, locking the trap door shut.
Drageen pushed Astrid onto her back, holding the dagger against her throat. “Tell the Slaughter Demons to free this ship!"
Soaked and shivering, Astrid held still under his knife point. “Not until you free my men."
The alchemist staggered across the deck with rope in hand. She fell as the ship rolled sideways.
Astrid kicked Drageen's knife away. She held onto Starlight, still securing the trap door shut, as Drageen slid away down the sloping deck.
"Protect me, Death Shadow!” Drageen shouted at the sail.
Astrid looked up to see the blood-red sail hovering in the air above, the impression of Mauri's face staring at her.
The sail turned, looking at Drageen, considering him for just a moment.
"I command you!” Drageen shouted.
The red sail obeyed and dove toward Astrid. It wrapped itself tightly around Astrid, squeezing her as if it were a giant snake.
"Mauri,” Astrid whispered. “I'm not the one who killed you. Let me go!"
The red sail squeezed tighter, but Mauri's voice drifted softly through the cloth. “The alchemist controls me, and only one thing can break her control."
"What?” Astrid gasped. Her lungs burned for fresh air.
"Forgiveness."
Astrid struggled to force the words out. “I forgive you.” The words were automatic, something Astrid said as a solution to a problem.
Nothing changed. The red sail wrapped Astrid so tightly she thought her skin would burst.
As the cloth rubbed against her skin, she could feel Mauri's hand beneath it, holding Astrid's hand through the material. “I'm scared,” Mauri's voice whispered, trembling.
In that moment, something shifted inside Astrid. She remembered the comfort Mauri had offered when she'd first held Astrid's hand, traveling in the child seller's cart.
For the first time, Astrid felt sorry for her, for everything Mauri could have been and never was.
With her last breath, Astrid spoke the truth. “May the gods forgive you, too."
The red sail unfurled from Astrid, then flew to envelope Drageen and his alchemist in its grasp.
Astrid felt a sudden, unexpected heat, like the white-hot center of a good welding fire.
The ship landed with a jarring thud on an unforgiving surface. It took a moment for Astrid to recognize where the ship had landed.
Dragon's Head.
The water funnel slipped away from the ship, falling back into the ocean below.
The ship was wedged on the razor-sharp crags that shaped the edge of the rocky outcrop.
Astrid had never been this close to Dragon's Head before, even though she'd seen it from a distance every day from her smithery yard.
She made out the shape of the dragon on the opposite end of the outcrop.
Liquid fire poured slowly from its open jaw, flowing straight down into the hissing sea. Even from here, the heat was more intense than ten forge fires, spitting fire high into the air as white steam and gray smoke billowed. The ground, dark as a lizard's skin, rumbled noisily beneath the ship.
Astrid pulled Starlight from where it locked the trap door shut. She opened the trap door and climbed down.
There was only enough seawater below to cover her feet—not even a rat would drown in this little water.
"Randim?” Astrid said, sloshing through the water.
Donel was the first to speak. “What happened? Where are we?"
Astrid saw no reason to give details now. A basic truth would do. “We were caught up in a storm. We've landed on Dragon's Head, and we've got to get off as soon as we can."
"We can't,” Randim said. “When Drageen locked us down, he destroyed the key. We need the right tools—"
"Trep,” Astrid said hopefully. “He's in Guell, with the rest of the blacksmiths."
"Bring them here,” Donel said. “We'll be safe. No dragon can fit through that door."
Astrid looked at the trap door above. Donel was right, but it wasn't lizards that worried Astrid. It was the fire pouring out of Dragon's Head's mouth. What if the fire poured toward the ship? It would catch fire, and they'd burn alive.
There had to be another way.
The ship trembled with an explosive crack.
Drageen screamed.
She climbed back up the ladder, Starlight in hand. She bit her lip at the pain in her feet. Every rung she climbed felt like stepping on pebbles.
On deck again, she saw a stream of molten fire crawling across the outcrop, toward the ship.
In the distance, something rumbled.
"Sister!"
She saw Drageen, beaten and bloody, still wrapped in Mauri's grasp. “Help me!” he cried.
Astrid needed help to protect Randim and Donel, and there was no one else.
"Mauri!” Astrid shouted. “Let them loose!"
The red sail obeyed, and the cloth reluctantly unfolded. The alchemist crept out of the tangled cloth on her hands and knees, while Drageen rose to his feet, choking.
"Alchemist!” Astrid called out, pointing to the stream of molten fire. “What type of magic is that?"
"Where are we?” the alchemist said. “What place is this?"
"Dragon's Head,” Drageen said, approaching them with dagger in hand.
The alchemist paled. “It was a Scalding who trapped the dragon here, and it's the Scalding touch that will set it free."
"Never mind that,” Drageen said, tightening his grip on the dagger. He charged toward Astrid.
Astrid was close enough to a corner of the red sail to grasp and furl it in his direction.
Mauri's ghostly hand pressed through the cloth and slapped Drageen, knocking him down.
"How do we stop the fire?” Astrid said.
The alchemist backed away. “Sacrifice a Scalding to it!"
Astrid paused. “One of us has to be sacrificed?"
"It's the only antidote,” the alchemist said.
Astrid considered calling upon Taddeo and Norah—despite the salty tang in the air, she could still smell their dragon scent. They were still here, hiding in the ocean. They wouldn't hesitate to do Astrid's bidding and sacrifice Drageen to the molten fire.
For a moment, Astrid longed for revenge. Drageen had sacrificed her to Norah all those years ago. Astrid could still remember the pain that had made her wish she'd died. She wanted to do what Drageen had done to her, to hurt him, to make him scream with pain.
The desire twisted into a dark knot in the pit of her gut. It nauseated her, making her feel like a pitiful rod of iron, bubbled and burned from being left in the fire too long.
Astrid remembered Lenore and her story of how she'd looked into a mirror only to see she'd given in so much to her husband's wishes that she'd become him.
I'd become Drageen, Astrid realized. If I sacrifice him the way he sacrificed me, I become Drageen.
Drageen rose and approached Astrid slowly this time.
Randim and Donel were trapped below. What would happen to them if she didn't call upon the dragons for help?
I fight, Astrid decided, adjusted her grip on Starlight.
Calling upon dragons to sacrifice Drageen to the liquid fire wasn't fair play.
But a sword fight was.
Astrid pointed Starlight at Drageen's mouth as if he were a lizard.
Drageen squatted in a low stance, feet angled wide apart, just beyond Starlight's point.
Astrid and Drageen locked gazes for several long moments, each gauging the other. Astrid held Starlight with both hands—her flesh hand and her spirit hand.
Yelling, Drageen wrapped his free hand around Starlight's blade, pushed it aside, and thrust his dagger at Astrid's heart.
Startled, she fell to one knee, dodging the thrust. She yanked Starlight loose from his grasp, bloodying his hand.
The red sail rose behind Drageen, stuffing a corner of cloth into the alchemist's mouth before she could utter a warning.
Remembering her fight with Zavi, Astrid copied what she'd seen him do with his short sword. She raised Starlight high above her head and brought it down toward Drageen with the intent to bisect his body.
Drageen stepped back, and the red sail wrapped around him again, including the alchemist in its embrace. Rising off the deck, the sail carried them into the air. Loosening its grip, it dropped Drageen and the alchemist into the stream of fire. They screamed, glowing like coals, flailing helplessly.
Ocean waves crashed up all around Dragon's Head. “Just as they captured you, the Scaldings now set you free,” Norah's voice whispered in the wind to the dragon shape in the rock.
It was as if the dragon had merely been sleeping, caked in dried mud. The rocky shape rose, shaking itself free of the outcrop that had imprisoned it.
It was the largest dragon Astrid had ever seen, and it sidestepped the narrow stream of molten fire sinking into the crevices torn open by the dragon's emergence. It shook itself, as if stretching out the kinks from a long night's slumber. The dragon climbed headfirst down the outcrop and disappeared into the sea.
The molten river shifted away from the ship, carrying the shrieking Drageen, and his alchemist up to where the dragon had lain.
Black smoke and ash exploded.
The red sail screamed as the explosion blew it skyward. The impression of Mauri's body still pressed through the cloth, her arms reaching toward Astrid. A strong wind whisked the sail away and it swirled higher and higher until it vanished from sight.
Astrid ducked, covering her face and head with her arms as ashes rained down around her.
When it stopped, Astrid looked up to see the flames extinguished and the last of the molten river drop into the steaming sea below.
Drageen and the alchemist now stood as rocks. They'd turned to stone.
A wave crashed high, spraying tiny droplets of salt water across Astrid's face.
"Go now,” Taddeo's voice murmured in her ear.
Astrid hesitated. “My men are trapped below,” she said.
"Your dragonslayer says he will be their first line of defense."
DiStephan. He was here. She couldn't see him or hear him, but he was here with her now.
Astrid slid Starlight in place to lock the trap door shut. No lizards would get inside while she was gone.
She climbed down from the ship, over to the jagged cliff edge. Peering over, she gauged the drop down to the water's surface. It was far, but not as far as the jump she'd made with Taddeo and Norah from the top of Tower Island.
And if there was one skill she'd learned from the dragons, it was how to swim.
Astrid kicked off her shoes and dived headfirst from Dragon's Head into the ocean below.
It was a long, hard swim, and when Astrid reached the shore, she realized she'd forgotten about one thing.
Dragon's Teeth Field.
It was the barren field full of sharp rocks standing upright like dragon's teeth. It had protected her smithery, but now it was the greatest barrier possible between Astrid and Guell.
Astrid shivered in the freezing wind, her skin and clothes soaked. The sun had set, and she was getting colder with every moment.
Astrid cried out as she took her first step onto Dragon's Teeth Field. The rocks sliced the naked soles of her feet open.
Step slowly, she told herself.
She thought of her people as she walked gingerly across the jagged rocks.
She thought about Lenore and her spirit feet, remembering the day Lenore had dug the bloodstone out of Astrid's foot. She'd promised to make silver shoes for Lenore, and there might still be time to make them.
She thought about Randim and his blacksmiths, remembering the first day she'd met them. Remembering how she'd felt as if she'd found her home at last inside Randim's smithery camp. Remembering how they'd walked away from her on Tower Island, only to stand by her side when she needed them.
She thought about Donel. She dreaded having to tell him how his father had turned into a fish and was swept into the sea, but she owed Donel that. More than ever, she wished she'd taken him in as her apprentice. She remembered every week, timely and steadfast, how Donel had knocked on her door, asking to be her apprentice. He'd done it for years, never giving up, always hopeful.
As Astrid took every step, she strove to be like him. Never giving up. Always hopeful.
There was no moon to light her way, no stars. Clouds blocked the sky, and Astrid held her hands in front of her, ready to catch herself if she stumbled.
Finally, after what seemed like an endless night, Astrid's next step landed on dirt. She heard the birch trees lining her smithery yard rustle in the wind.
Exhausted, frozen, still wet from the sea, Astrid pitched forward onto the dirt. Cut to shreds, her feet were sticky with blood.
Astrid realized she had no energy left to crawl, much less walk.
"Trep!” Astrid's voice rang between the trees and across her smithery yard.
She yelled until they came, torches in hand, finding her exhausted and bloody.
In the torchlight, Dragon's Teeth Field sparkled, littered with dozens of bloodstones that it had torn from Astrid's feet.
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* * * *
Days later, Astrid stood next to Trep at the edge of the town.
"Ain't she a beauty?” Trep beamed.
Astrid examined the long row of iron pikes, forming a high fence stretching around the perimeter of the town.
They looked just like the iron pikes Randim and his blacksmiths had made for Drageen. He'd commissioned the iron pikes to surround Tower Island with a fence to prevent dragons from invading.
But this fence was different.
The pikes were set close and shackled together.
What chilled Astrid's blood were the hundreds of bone fragments wired to the iron pikes. The blacksmiths had fashioned thin ribbons of iron, wrapped them around pieces of broken human bone. They'd twisted each bone and iron ribbon to a pike or shackle.
Every piece of bone came from the ruins of Guell, where Trep and the others had found what the lizards and carrion birds had left behind.
"Don't look so glum, Girly.” Trep jerked his thumb toward the bone-decorated pikes. “They give their bones willingly for us. Told me so themselves.” Trep patted a small leather pouch tied to his belt.
It looked like the bag in which Randim kept his night's bane.
"You and Randim ain't the only ones looking at ghosties,” Trep said happily. “Not anymore."
"Where did you get that?” Astrid licked her lips nervously. She'd had all the night's bane Taddeo said she could take safely. She knew she could never ingest as much as a pinch and stay alive, based on Taddeo's advice.
"Randim give it to me, just before you took to sea.” Trep patted the bag again, as if checking to make sure it was still there. “He figured with all that happened here, could be some ghosties willing to help. They helped, all right. Was their idea to build us our own little boat. Suppose they knew we'd be needing one. That's what they say about ghosties—being able to look into the future."
It was nothing more than a large row boat, tied to a pike driven deep into the sand at the edge of Dragon's Teeth Field. If Randim's ship hadn't been wrecked onto Dragon's Head at night, if Astrid had swum to land during the day, she would have seen the narrow wooden walkway the blacksmiths had built across the opposite end of the field that she'd walked across.
As soon as Trep and the others had found Astrid that night, they'd taken their best tools and rowed to Dragon's Head, torches in hand. They'd pried Randim and Donel loose from the shackles binding them to the ship, and then rowed them ashore.
Oddly enough, the water had been calm. After they'd come back safely, the ocean returned to the usual choppiness that shipwrecked anyone who ventured into it.
Had Taddeo and Norah controlled the ocean? Had the dragons protected them?
Astrid had seen the butcher, brigands, and seamen scared from their human bodies into fish, terrified at the sight of seawater dragons towering above the ship. They'd been swept into the ocean, too, and Astrid wondered if they remembered who they had once been. Were they truly fish now, assuming they hadn't already been eaten by something bigger underwater, or did they know they were people who had changed into fish?
Astrid had no desire to ever eat fish again, just in case it was someone she knew.
She nodded toward the iron-and-bone fence. “Will it protect us?"
"It keeps dragons out, that's a fact. Everyone knows dragons can't tolerate iron. It's like poison to them."
Taddeo had shaped himself to look like Trep, only to suddenly grow ill when surrounded by iron carried aboard the ship bound for Tower Island. Likewise, Taddeo's hands had steamed, as if burned by the iron bars he'd pushed apart to free Norah from her cage.
She'd always wondered why Taddeo wore leather gloves when handling the Magenta. Apparently, the gloves were enough to protect him from the iron.
Astrid wondered if it was just dragons who were sensitive to iron, or if would protect them from lizards.
"Randim told me what he heard on those islands,” Trep said. “Same as what we been hearing from those brigands working for Drageen. About that tree temple getting ruined down south. What if they come here, Girly? Don't you think this fence gives us a good first line of defense, whether we face dragons or kings?"
Astrid smiled at the fence, her voice warm with appreciation. “It's a beautiful fence. A wonderful fence.” She turned, smiling at Trep. “But it's our second line of defense, not the first."
"Don't use the bellows,” Astrid said. “You'll get all the heat you need from the coals."
It was a beautiful day in the smithery. Everywhere she looked, Astrid saw the fresh, yellow-green color of spring, from the baby sprouts of new grass in her smithery yard to the budding leaves on the birches at its edge.
It was under the birches that Astrid had buried the bloodstones in an iron box she'd forged.
If everyone was right about the invaders from the South, she'd need to use the bloodstones someday. They'd be safe under the birches, because only Astrid knew they were buried.
Drageen had said chaos was what forced bloodstones to surface from within.
Magic, Astrid thought. It's magic that's inside me, and that's what Drageen wanted. He envied me because I'm full of magic, and he isn't.
Once back in her own smithery, she'd been nervous shifting shape, but she was determined to be comfortable wearing her smithing body in front of these two men. After all, she'd known them for years.
Then she remembered: none of them had eaten lizard meat in months. Astrid was the only one who could see her blacksmithing body.
Donel hovered at the opposite side of the forging table, his attention glued to every move she made. Although he was still gaunt and weak from slavery and starvation, he already looked better, his skin flushed from the heat of the fire.
Astrid plucked the iron shoe from the coals with the tongs. She hammered the last of the silver pieces in place. Satisfied, she handed the shoe and tongs to Beamon, who used a smaller rounded hammer to smooth its silver surface.
Astrid turned her attention to Donel. “When your skin is warm, it soaks up any ointment or balm you rub on it. Iron is the same. It soaks the silver into its skin."
As she picked up the other shoe, admiring Beamon's work, Donel walked to her side.
"Isn't there more pressing work to do?” he said.
"This is work I promised long ago,” Astrid said. “Keeping promises comes first. If you'd rather work with Randim—"
"No,” Donel said. “I'll be there soon enough. I just was thinking maybe we could make something easier. Something I could help with."
Astrid smiled at Donel, touched that he chose to be with her now, while he could.
"Besides,” Donel said. “Why make shoes for Lenore? She doesn't have feet anymore."
Astrid bit her tongue. They'd know soon enough. They were all bound to figure it out, once they all had lizard meat on their tables again. Just as Astrid had regained her ability to shapeshift after drinking lizard's blood, they'd all be able to shapeshift once they had lizard meat as a steady diet again.
Lenore would have her spirit feet back soon enough, with any luck.
Lizard season was just beginning.
"When a blacksmith promises work,” Astrid said, “he keeps his word. If you have no honor, Randim won't let you near an anvil."
Donel mulled it over for a moment. He said, “Yes, Ma'am."
Beamon sighed wistfully. “Kamella's probably awake by now."
Astrid took the second shoe from him. “Why don't you go find out how she's feeling?"
Beamon frowned, reaching to take the shoe back. “It's not finished—"
Astrid stepped away from him, holding the shoes close. “There's plenty of time to finish them later."
Beamon relaxed into a smile. He hurriedly collected his tools and bolted from the smithery.
Astrid laughed, charmed by Beamon's eagerness, as she changed back to her public shape. Now that she was home, she didn't bother smoothing her skin. She was the only one who could shapeshift, and she was the only one who could see the changes she made.
There was no point in hiding her scars, because everyone could see them.
Donel followed Astrid out of the smithery, walking around her cottage, the only building left intact after Drageen's attack on Guell.
Where there used to be sparse trees surrounding Astrid's cottage, there was now an enormous smithery, manned by Randim and the dozen blacksmiths who'd come here with their wives and children.
Astrid smiled as she and Donel walked past the smithery, the air thick with the ringing music of hammer and anvil.
Randim looked up from his fire, pausing when he met Astrid's gaze.
Astrid waved to Randim.
Randim pointed to the shoes in Astrid's hands and shouted, “Lenore?"
Astrid nodded.
Randim grinned. He kissed his fingers, unwittingly leaving his mouth smudged with soot.
Astrid felt the sudden pang of missing DiStephan. Randim had said the last time he saw DiStephan was when Drageen ambushed them on the island.
She supposed DiStephan was now in whatever place ghosts eventually go, where everyone else who had been murdered in Guell had now gone, leaving only the fragments of their bones behind to guard the living.
As she walked with Donel into the heart of town, Astrid took in the changes. Trep and the other blacksmiths had cleared the debris, while the women of Randim's camp were building new cottages of wattle and daub. It was a small cluster of cottages, but there weren't nearly as many people as had once lived in Guell.
Astrid and Donel knocked on the door of one of the pretty, new cottages. They entered when invited in.
Lenore sat on her sleeping pallet, worn and weary, but looking stronger.
Donel plopped on the floor at the foot of her pallet, while Astrid knelt beside her, handing the silver shoes to Lenore.
Speechless with surprise, Lenore stared at the shoes in her hands.
Astrid leaned toward her. She kissed Lenore's cheek.
Even more surprised, Lenore turned toward Astrid.
"From Randim,” Astrid said.
Lenore brightened, holding the shoes close.
For just a moment, Astrid was envious. She would have loved Randim if he could have loved her back. But he'd said himself, when Lumpy and Broken Nose had first sold her to him, that he'd recognize his wife when he met her. Astrid couldn't forget the way he'd looked at Lenore when they'd found her in Komdra's town.
Randim had known. He'd known the moment he saw Lenore that he'd love her.
Looking at Lenore now, knowing all she'd been through, Astrid didn't want to envy her.
As much as Astrid missed DiStephan, she realized she'd been lucky to know his love both in life and death. How could she not wish the same for Lenore and Randim?
Astrid realized Lenore was watching her. Astrid smiled brightly, probably too brightly. “How are you?"
Lenore's expression softened, and Astrid realized Lenore knew. It was in her eyes, full of compassion.
"Well enough to go sing hunting,” Lenore said, her voice as bright as Astrid's smile.
"No!” Astrid said. “You're not going out among the lizards."
"Lizards,” Lenore said. “That's what Taddeo used to call them."
"I learned a lot from Taddeo.” Astrid strove to keep her expression and voice as neutral as possible. “Lizards or dragons, you're not going outside this town."
"Have you seen Kamella?” Lenore's tone was just as firm as Astrid's. “Sing root would do her and everybody else a world of good—"
"I'll protect you!” Donel chimed in.
Astrid and Lenore looked at him and said in unison, “No!"
Donel pouted. “You won't let me hammer; you won't let me protect Mistress Lenore..."
"Watch over her today,” Astrid said. “Make sure she eats well and gets plenty of sleep. Then I'll take her sing hunting tomorrow. Everyone understand?"
Lenore relaxed, and Donel popped to his feet, hovering over Lenore and tucking her blanket so tightly around her that it nearly cut off her circulation. Donel wagged a warning finger at her. “I'll be checking back on you soon, so don't get any thoughts about doing anything you oughtn't be doing."
Lenore hugged her silver shoes. She winked at him.
Donel bristled. “Stop that winking! I'm serious!"
"So am I,” Lenore said.
As they left Lenore's cottage, Donel glanced back. “She's a handful!"
They chatted as they walked to the other end of town, talking of hammer and tongs and the character of iron. They reached the gate of the iron-and-bone fence surrounding Guell.
"I'll be seeing you tomorrow?” Donel said hopefully.
"Of course,” Astrid said. “I'll see you often."
Donel turned his attention to the fence, studying the iron pikes and the shackles binding them together. “You'll teach me?"
"Everything you want to know,” Astrid said.
She paused for a moment, remembering how Temple had taught her.
She remembered watching Temple work at his anvil, the first time thinking it was magic, the way the iron turned into different colors and seemed to become as soft as clay.
But Temple had shown her otherwise. He'd shown her there was an explanation for everything she saw. He'd taught her to think logically, cleanly, and clearly, like any good blacksmith.
He'd taught her that the real magic is how you let yourself be shaped by others, the same way a solid hammer blow shapes iron into something more beautiful than it could ever hope to be on its own.
Astrid looked at Donel, grateful to have him as her apprentice, just as she was grateful to come home to Trep and her other blacksmiths, Randim and Lenore, Beamon and Kamella, and all the others, feeling how they'd shaped her.
Astrid had learned to think of herself as iron, cold and hard and strong. Temple and DiStephan had warmed her with their love, like iron in a fire, brought to a bright yellow forging heat. Lenore, Randim, Trep, and Donel—and even Mauri—had twisted Astrid, helping her understand her own character, like discovering the inherent character in any bloom of iron when it's hammered and shaped.
Temple said she'd have to decide who she was before she could stand up inside her own skin.
She'd submerged herself into the world of dragons, where Taddeo had told her the truth and Norah had devoured Astrid's arm. That experience had burned like an etching bath, but it had made Astrid understand there was something unique within her.
She wasn't merely a woman, and she wasn't a dragon either.
When they were children, Norah had nearly devoured Astrid. The dragon saliva that would kill all except those with the strongest dragonslayer blood had merged with Astrid's blood, making her stronger, a producer of bloodstones.
She felt like a woman who had become part dragon.
And like a sword ready to be drawn from its etching bath, Astrid felt the dragon inside her ready to emerge.
Suddenly, Donel's eyes widened, and he stared at Astrid's chest.
She froze, remembering that day, long ago, when Taddeo had stared at her chest, changing her into someone she didn't want to be.
But Donel didn't have Taddeo's smirk. If anything, Donel looked scared.
He pointed at her skin. “The scars,” Donel said. “All over your body. They're moving."
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Chapter 38
* * * *
Astrid looked down.
All the scars crawled like worms across her skin, leaving smooth skin in their wake.
They gathered in the center of her chest.
Stunned, Astrid said, “How can this be happening? How can you see this—you can't see anybody change anymore."
"I don't know,” Donel said, pressing his fingertips against his own skin, pointing between his own collarbones to mirror her. “But it's real."
Of course, Astrid realized. Dragons are true shape changers.
Donel gasped. “Dragon scales! Your scars, they're twisting together! They're making dragon scales down your chest!"
Donel rubbed his own sternum, acting like her mirror again. “Look,” he whispered.
Astrid gazed down at her skin.
All her scars welded together, forming a herringbone stripe as wide as her fist, running down the center of her body, between her breasts and down her belly.
"You look like a sword,” Donel said in quiet wonder. “A dragonslayer's sword."
Astrid raised a hand to her face, but it felt smooth.
Donel pointed to her jaw.
Astrid lowered her hand to her neck. She felt the raised pattern of scars on her skin.
"It begins there,” he said.
She saw her own excitement reflected in Donel's eyes. “Both sides,” she said. “When you twist the pattern, it shows through on both sides of the sword."
Astrid unstrapped the sheath, dropping it to the ground.
Turning her back to Donel, Astrid let her vest fall from her shoulders, catching it at her elbows, exposing her naked back to him.
She shivered as he murmured, “Both sides."
Astrid felt different, changed.
She felt hard but flexible. She felt the sharp edges of her mind, aware of everything around her.
She felt strong and ready.
She raised her vest to her shoulders and laced it up before facing Donel.
Donel looked at her with quiet awe. “Whenever you can, you'll teach me. I'll work with Randim, and someday I'll be the best blacksmith in Guell. Better than you, even."
Astrid laughed.
Donel's smile widened. “I'll make the finest sword you've ever seen. I think you should name it Donel, after me."
Astrid unlocked the gate. She opened it, handing the lock to Donel.
He handed Starlight, tucked in its sheath, back to Astrid.
"I'll see you tomorrow, Donel."
He locked the gate as she walked through it. “Be careful, Mistress Dragonslayer."
Astrid left town traveling the same path that had first brought her there. Now, she walked the dirt road with a sword she'd made with her own hands strapped to her side, the property of a child seller no more.
As the light of day waned, Astrid stopped short. She walked forward until her fingertips, reaching high above her head, grazed the bark of an old, low-hanging branch. She remembered how she'd first seen DiStephan sitting here as she'd traveled through the forest with the child seller and Mauri.
Astrid pressed forward, anxious to get to her destination before sunset.
She couldn't help but think about what had happened at sea.
There was some kind of connection between DiStephan and Taddeo—it was Taddeo who'd known where DiStephan was buried.
Astrid's throat tightened as she remembered Mauri's image pressing through the red sail.
Mauri must have felt very alone in the world to believe the best way to live was to look out for herself and herself alone. It must have been terrifying for Mauri to pretend all her life, never trusting anything except Drageen's lies.
All Astrid could think of was the last time she saw Mauri, her sailcloth hands reaching down toward Astrid as the red sail flew high into the wind, disappearing forever.
Astrid ran to the beach. The horizon glowed magenta. Even from here, Astrid could make out the figures of Drageen and the alchemist where the shape of the dragon's body used to be on Dragon Head's Point.
They'd have to rename it.
As she made a wood fire and cooked roots she'd gathered nearby, Astrid realized she didn't feel lonely. She knew she'd be in and out of Guell during lizard season. The rest of the year, she'd work with Randim and the other blacksmiths.
And if and when the Southern invaders came to Guell, Astrid would dig up her own bloodstones and make herself invincible.
As she finished eating, she let herself be warmed by the memories of DiStephan and his father. This had been their camp, and now it was hers. This was a place where it was impossible to feel alone.
A sudden breeze kicked dirt into her face. Astrid coughed, rubbing the dirt from her eyes.
She remembered what she'd said on the journey from DiStephan's burial mound: “If we meet brigands, I'll say, ‘Beware! I'll run you through with my sword while the Death Shadow throws dust in your eyes.’”
Astrid stood abruptly, looking around the camp.
Maybe it had been the wind.
Maybe she was thinking wishfully.
Maybe it was her imagination.
Another swift breeze threw a handful of dust at her eyes.
Laughing, Astrid spit dust from her mouth. “Hello, DiStephan."
The wind brushed her loose hair away from her face, caressing her cheek.
The breeze tugged at the lacing of her vest, pulling her forward, toward the beach.
Out of habit, Astrid reached for Starlight. As safe as she felt with DiStephan, she didn't go anywhere these days without his sword.
It had become part of her just as it had once been part of him.
The wind stopped her on the sand. It lifted her arms up by her side. It pulled back gently on her hair, tilting her face up toward the night sky, dark now and full of bright stars.
Stars like the white-hot sparks, big as her fist, that flew all around the smithery every time she welded.
The breeze spun her slowly in place, and Astrid remembered.
It was what she'd seen DiStephan do all his life, beginning the first night she'd met him, here at the dragonslayer's camp. He'd tried to convince her to do it, too, but Astrid had always held back, never feeling she had the right. She'd always stepped back into the shadows, watching DiStephan from a distance, secretly envying his boldness.
But now it was different. Everything was different.
Now Astrid was Guell's first line of defense.
Now she had a pattern of dragon scales running down her spine and between her breasts, down her belly.
She sighed with wonder, spinning slowly in place on the beach, embracing all those stars with her open arms.
Understanding, at last, who she was and how she belonged in the world.
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