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Dragon Slayer
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Ahead, the hills had been burnt black.  The fields behind them, even the road underfoot, showed the island's earth was naturally brown, and not a dark brown, either.

The dragon's fire must be hotter than any blaze he had ever seen, Baudouin thought.  He drew a deep breath.  The air from the hills smelled, faintly, of ash.

A wasteland, he thought, as stark as any in any tale—but then, he was in a tale:  a prince of the Sea Folk, delivering a beautiful lady and her lands from a dragon.  The Lady Solange had even granted him her favor.  The veil bound to his arm was a simple, green with a few leaves embroidered in white, and Lady Solange had looked sour when she bound it on, but the dragon's depredations, and the failures of other knights, must have borne hardly on her.

His guides had grown troubled since the first black scars on the greenery had become visible.  Now, though trees and brushes stood to both sides, in full growth, their horses rolled their eyes in contagious worry.  Finally, Baudouin said, "You have guided me to the dragon's lands.  The duchess did not expect you to bring me further."

One guide said, "She wants us to bury the folk at the farm."

"Along this way," said another.  His horse snorted, and he patted its neck.  Baudouin thought, briefly, of suggesting that they leave the horses behind, but he had no idea how much further they would have to go.

They came around a bend, and a chimney stood before them, blackened.  The house had no other traces.

"How many were there?" said one man, sourly.

"Six.  Let's see if we can find them all."

Baudouin's gaze went over the burnt fields.  Ashes lay around two skeletons, near the road.  Neither could be recognized—both had been so burnt that there was little even of the bone, and that bent by the heat—but one was tiny, no more than a baby.  His stomach lurched.  His horse pranced, and he collected himself to dismount.  He wondered that any legend ever spoke of a knight on horseback slaying a dragon.  He patted its flanks and said, "Before you bury, I will be off."

The leader nodded.  "Your supplies, then."

Baudouin grimaced as they heaped food and water and blankets on him.  The weight bore down on him—but Lady Solange had insisted, and who would refuse a lady's request?

"And there is the dragon's mountain." 

Baudouin followed the guide's finger to the hill, standing higher than the rest.  He glanced over the distance.  And, he conceded, he might need the supplies.

* * *
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The barren ridges were not safe, he knew.  The dragon could swoop down on him as if he were a cow.  He walked along the slopes, on the coarse black stone, where he could not be so easily spotted and picked off.  The dragon could give him a fair fight, at its lair.  But he kept an eye on his distance from the heights.  He could not go too far down into the valleys and lose all chance of checking his progress, when the hills had all been burnt to the same black, without trees or houses to mark them.

Baudouin climbed the slope quickly to check again.  The dragon's mountain loomed ahead of him.  He scrambled back down and walked on.  The pack shifted its weight, and he fiddled with the straps, to make it lie more evenly.  He had to shed this before he fought the dragon.  He wondered if knights had perished for not being swift enough to do so.

He plugged on.  The stone grew slicker, as if the dragon had breathed more hotly on it, or more often.  His foot slid a little as he came down a slope, and Baudouin walked more slowly.  The rise ahead of him glittered in the sunlight, like a glass mountain from a fairy tale.  The ridge hid the dragon's mountain from view.  Baudouin dragged in a deep breath.  The air was almost scentless, carrying only a hint of ash, as if everything burnt had been borne off by the wind.  Baudouin started to climb.  The ground was smooth, but not entirely even.  He made out bumps and dips and placed his feet carefully.  He had no choice;  he had to know where the dragon's lair was.

At the top, he spotted the mountain, directly before him.  He looked down the other side of the hill, much stepper than the one behind him.  He grimaced, but who would want to go around?  He braced himself with his hand to climb over.

His foot slid out from under him.  He snatched at anything within grip, but his fingers slid from the glassy hilltop as easily as his foot had.  He jolted from one bump to the next down the slope, futilely scrambling for a grip, and finally lay at the bottom, aching in every limb and certain that he had hit every lump in the hillside.  He sat up, rubbing his leg.  A chilling breeze came down the valley.

It was not as if he could reach the dragon's lair that day, Baudouin thought, resentfully.  He would walk around this hill, and then climb again.

He rose to his feet.  Just this hill, he reminded himself.

* * *
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The hills all looked like the first one, gleaming black glass in the sunlight that had taken on a golden hue as evening came.  Baudouin rubbed his hand.  He could not travel much further tonight, but he had light for a time yet.  He thought that the dragon's mountain lay directly ahead again, that he had reached the other side of the slope where he had fallen.

The hill is not as high, he pointed out to himself.  He began to climb.  The ground held strange scars, rows of curves like a shell's.  He wondered how the dragon caused them and, to get over a rise, put his hand down on the slope—and yanked it away again, bloody.

He slapped his other hand to the wound, swearing at the pain, and sat on the ground.  Glass, all right, and as sharp when broken as any other.  He swallowed.  The blood did not ooze through his fingers, as he had feared it would.  But, if he climbed on, he could fall on the broken glass ahead of him.

He wondered if the others had died on the glass and not in the dragon's flames.  No bones lay here, at least that he could see, but they might have fallen into some hollow and perished there.

He wondered if he could manage to pick out his way by glimpsing the dragon's mountain through the hills, which he had seen only twice since he had fallen.  He had to reach it.

He eased his hand away from the cut.  Blood still seeped from it.

At least, it's not your sword hand, said an irreverent thought.

* * *
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The stream babbled, as if it still flowed through a forest, and the air smelled of water.  No plants grew on the banks, or in the water, and no fish swam through it, but the water looked clear.

There's not much ash about, though Baudouin, and the dragon's fire might not dry up a spring.  Water rippled over the rocks in the stream bottom.  The fire could seal a spring off, but water would break through.

His hand ached.  Baudouin climbed down to lie on the bank and stick his hand in the waters.  The icy touch nearly made him yank it out again, but he forced it back under, and the pain in his hand sank.

The sunlight had turned orange, the eastern sky was darkening, and the west held clouds of red and pink, with the moon a fragile white curve over them.  He would not travel much further today.  His fingers brushed against a stone.  He wondered even how far he had gone.  The ridges and valleys crisscrossed in a fantastic pattern, and when he managed a glimpse of the dragon's mountain, it never seemed any closer.

He clenched his sound hand.  At least he had not found the stream before.  He was not wandering in circles, entirely.

Though the hills had sometimes looked familiar.

As if all dragon-burnt hills did not look very alike.  Baudouin sat up.  His left hand ached from the chill, but less than it had from the slice.  He could not light a fire, not without attracting the dragon, but no animals lived in this waste, to be frightened off.  Lady Solange had given him blankets enough to keep warm in any hollow among the stones.

* * *
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The sliver of a moon had set shortly after the sun, leaving Baudouin in starlight.  He wrapped the blankets more closely about himself.  The wind had not picked up much, and he had found a sheltered niche, but the air had grown chilly.

His hand hurt.

Light flared on the horizon.  Baudouin's gaze went to it:  orange flames, leaping up.  Then, silhouetted against them, the dragon sprang up, its wings beating the air as it flew off.

Baudouin wondered what the dragon had burned.  He looked away, remembering the dead baby, and wondered whom it had killed.  He huddled into the blankets and tried to rest, if not sleep.

* * *
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Every limb protested as he slowly woke in the morning chill.  The eastern sky was barely gray, and the sky overhead black, but Baudouin shivered, unable to sleep, and try to rise.  Each movement brought new protests; he set his mouth and stood, and then he picked his way down to the stream to drink.  The water was colder than the day before, but the stiffness eased.  Some.

He ate by its banks as the sun rose and shone on his way, though the shadows it cast were as sharp as knives.  Nothing stirred in the wasteland.  Not a bird, not a breeze, not a falling rock.

He rose and plodded on, and his legs slowly came back to life.  Sunlight glittered off the rock about him, but he could make out the dragon's mountain ahead from the valley as he walked along.

The valley split about a sharp, high mount of rock and veered off in two directions.  Baudouin paused.  Neither one led straight to the mountain, but the sunlight made the edges of the mountain before him look sharp, and he had no desire to find out the truth the hard way.  The ground was uneven to the point of lumpiness, but he made his way along it well enough.

He choose one way.

The sun rose, and the air about him warmed.  Baudouin shifted his pack and wondered how far he would have to fare.  The mountain had not looked that far ahead, but he did not know how large it was, and distances could deceive.  And he still had to get through the hills about it.  His head bent as he looked at the ground before him, for footing, instead of eying the mountain, and trudged onward.

The advantage of sacrificing a maiden to the dragon, he thought, was that the dragon would come to get her.

Sweat trickled down his neck.  Then, if the dragon were easy to get to, one of his predecessors might have slain it already, and he did want the fame of having slain it.  The slope ahead of him rose, and Baudouin climbed.  Then, an earlier death would have spared the isle the depredations of the dragon.  

The sun beat down on the back of his neck.  

I came as soon as I could, he thought.  It has ravaged through no fault of mine.

The valley sank again, and a body lay, face-down, in it.  Not a skeleton.  Intact, even.  Baudouin looked at it for a long moment without approaching.  Unlike the ones at the farm, this one had not been burnt.  Even its clothing was intact, and the sword the man had carried.

With crawling reluctance, Baudouin came over to the body.  The land had not even enough free rocks that he could cover the body, but he stood over it and did not move.  His gaze flickered over the corpse.  The sword marked him out as another would-be dragon slayer, but the body had no visible wounds, not even any cuts such as Baudouin received, and no blood spread from the body.  Nor was it charred; the dragon had not breathed on him.

Hunger? wondered Baudouin.  Or thirst?  The pack seemed to weigh more heavily, and he shifted the straps.  With streams in this land, the man could have found water—except that when he thought on it, Baudouin realized that he had not seen or heard another stream, nor so much as smelled water on the air.  He did not even know if he could return to the stream he had come from.

He tried to gauge how much longer his food would last.  His mind felt numb.  He walked on.

* * *
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Baudouin looked at the stone ahead of him.  That rock, the one with the scars like shells—like so many other rocks.  But he still thought that the pattern on that one was distinctive enough for him to say that he had seen it before.

His mouth narrowed.  If so, he had traveled in a circle for half the morning.

Wind came down the valley behind him, tugging at his hair, carrying a faint scent of ash—and as dry as ash, as well.  He had not seen the dragon's mountain in an hour, he had found no other water, and if he could not find his way, he might join that other dragon-slayer and never face the dragon.

He wondered if any dragon-slayer had found the dragon.  He ran a hand through his hair, and brought Solange's favor in front of his face.  He looked at the veil a minute.  A fine knight he was proving, worthy of the honor she had done him.

He had only spent a day in the waste, Baudouin reminded himself.  He stood in no imminent danger of death.  He could still show Lady Solange that he was worthy of the honor, and could do what all the men before him had failed at.

He let out a long breath.  The shadows shifted as the sun rose, and the scene could look altered under the new light.  If he wanted to tell if he had been here before, he would have to mark the place.  Briefly, he considered the favor, or the blankets, to leave a stripe of cloth behind—but he had been cold enough with the blankets last night, and the favor would not last long, and was a lady's gift to boot.

Somehow, he thought that Solange would not be too offended at such a fate, but, then, the favor would not last long enough to mark out the circle he thought he had traced.

Scratching out a sign on the stone would blunt the sword, and that he had no desire for, but the pommel. . . .  He considered the stone before him for a minute.  It looked glassy.  He drew his sword and considered the steepest part, where it would be easiest to bring the sword to bear.  Drawing a deep breath, he stepped up.  The stone was unmarred.  He would be able to see a pattern clearly.  He smashed the pommel against the stone.  A little dust flew, and a spider web ran out from the blow, but not, he thought, enough to be visible if he only glanced.

Why am I doing this? he wondered.  His mouth was dry, and he stopped to drink before he tried again.  For the fame and glory?  But I doubt the legend would describe the perils of getting to the lair.

Because you're too stubborn to admit that you had to back down, said one sour thought.

He swallowed, and lowered the bottle.  No, that was not it, the dragon still roamed the land, and he had come to slay it.  The difficulty of it only increased the heroism of it.

Baudouin considered the stone.  He wished that the legends told more of the petty difficulties of slaying the dragon.  He put away the water and took up the sword again, to see what repeated blows would do.  He had to ensure that he could pick a new path, if need be.

And at this moment, he felt coldly certain that he would need it.  But that would mean he would need to make the marks different, so that he could tell them apart.  He sighed.

* * *
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Baudouin looked at the three circular scars like spider webs, on the stone opposite.  He closed his eyes, as if not seeing them would deny the difference.  This was not the first place where he had marked the stone, but it was close to it.  He wondered if he had been mistaken when he first thought he had gone in a circle, but completed the loop not long after.

No time to moan, he told himself.  It did not rouse his spirits, but he went back.  The path branched a while back, and he could turn there.

* * *
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The dragon's mountain appeared in a gap between two hills.  In the sunset, it glittered scarlet.  Baudouin watched the gleam.  He had easily walked the distance to it three times over that day, with doubling back and picking of new ways.  He might reach there the next day, if the paths were no worse.

But someone would die tonight, under the dragon's fire, because he had not reached the dragon's lair.  His stomach churned, and he turned away to camp.  He could do nothing now, he reminded himself, however bitter it felt.  Others had perished in the dragon's fire when he had not heard of how it plagued these lands, and while he fared here.

He looked at the food as he picked some out to eat.  Enough for a handful more days.  He considered trying to escape and then return.  It would make him look a fool, but he could not bring himself to dismiss it out of hand.

Still, he had a few days' food, and could consider what to do when the food became scarce.  He could pick his way out more quickly than he had found it in.  He looked at the bread and cheese.  If the legends told how fame and glory were gained, few young men would aspire to be heroes.  He had guessed right that morning:  he did not wish to retreat because he was stubborn.

"'Fickle as water, you shall not excel,'" Baudouin reminded himself, and ate.  The wind was already growing cold.

* * *
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The noon sun shone overhead, and Baudouin plodded wearily on.  He had tried to ignore the dragon's attack last night, but the flames, even higher than the night before, kept returning to his thoughts.  He still ached from the night on the stone in the cold.  No fame and glory was worth this.  He glared at the stones underfoot.  The dragon's mountain was drawing closer—he had seen it past the last turn—but the footing was growing worse.  "I wonder. . . ."

His grumble stopped in mid-word as he stared at the indentation that made the ground so lumpy.  They were not random, but had a common shape:  three enormous toes off a central foot, and a claw at the end of each toe, digging deeper.  He stood over one, and poked the claw hole with his boot.  His foot nearly fit within it.

He let out a long breath.  He had known the dragon was a fearsome monster.  This but confirmed it.  He ought to go on.  He stood there, his hand hooked on the straps to his pack, and nearly reeled.  No, he had lied.  He had been told that the dragon was terrible.  Now, he knew.

His head bent, he walked on.

A stream's babble surprised him.  Once again, the air smelled of water, and Baudouin hurried forward.  The stream was shallow and wide, as if forced out of a narrow streambed by the land's tumults, but when he dropped to his knees and took the cold water in his hands, it was clear.  He drank.  The taste of it gave no sign that its stream flowed through a dragon's land.

The dragon's mountain loomed ahead.  Even at noon, the shadow reached toward him.  Not much further, Baudouin thought.  He crossed the stream, as it barely rose to his ankles, but stopped on the other side to fill his water bottles.  He could hardly tell when, or if, he would return to the stream, or find another.  The water nearly had numbed his hands by the time he rose to look for the dragon's mountain again.

It stood ahead of him—along the stream, Baudouin realized, and followed its track without, for once, having to mark the path.  The stone about was dark, but the sunlight flashed off the waters, and cast rippling lights over the blackness.  He wondered if the stream sprang from the mountain.  That would make the journey entirely too easy.

The mountain vanished behind another hill.  Baudouin considered the two routes about it:  one with the stream running through it, the other as dry as a bone.  He did not know that the stream did not spring from the dragon's mountain.  Hiking his pack up, he walked alongside it.  Here and there he had to wade through the water, and the cold penetrated his boots, but the bank let him walk on it most of the time, and the dragon's mountain emerged from the hills again and again, each time larger, and its shadow reached out to him.

At the dragon's mountain, the stream babbled along its base.  Baudouin walked on, looking for any sign of the dragon.  Then a sound came through the hills, a sound like a hiss, and another like coins clattering over each other.  He could not make them out perfectly, and guessed he had heard echoes and not the original sound.  He looked up the mountain.  The stone looked as glassy, and uneven, as any he had seen, and he had not seen that the stone he had cut himself on was broken before it sliced open his hand.

He let out a long breath.  The dragon, he thought, would endanger him far more than even falling on shards of glass.  The sun stood half way to the horizon, again, and Baudouin squared his shoulders.  He could not let the dragon raid tonight, if he might stop it.  But he stood a minute longer, listening to the wind among the stones.  He wondered if any of the others had made it this far, or if they had all died among the stones.  He did not think it likely; he had managed his way here himself.  The breeze tugged at his hair.  That showed, he conceded, that it was not a remarkable achievement.

The pack had become so familiar that he nearly started up the mountain with it, but a strap shifted on his shoulder as he clambered up, beyond the stream.  He had been right about it, Baudouin thought, and shed the pack.  It would not be wise to face the dragon with that burden.

He picked his way with care through the gullies and ridges and kept as low as he might, to avoid the dragon's glance.  The stone was slick underfoot.  If he wanted to get down again, he could go as quickly as he had from that ridge, the first day.  He walked more slowly as he climbed, but did not stop.

Lights glittered against a stone ahead.  Like the light from the stream, thought Baudouin, but golden.  He slowed but approached, and the sound of the dragon's hissing breath echoed from the stones.  Then the dragon moved, coins clattered too loudly to be mistaken, and a breath of air came toward him, smelling of heat.  Baudouin
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