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Man, her last work, who seem’d so fair,


Such splendid purpose in his eyes,


Who roll’d the psalm to wintry skies,


Who built him fanes of fruitless prayer,


Who trusted God was love indeed


And love Creation’s ?nal law—


Tho’ Nature, red in tooth and claw


With ravine, shrieked against his creed—


Who loved, who suffer’d countless ills,


Who battled for the True, the Just,


Be blown about the desert dust,


Or seal’d within the iron hills?


No more? A monster then, a dream,


A discord. Dragons of the prime,


That tare each other in their slime,


Were mellow music match’d with him.


– Alfred, Lord Tennyson,
from ‘In Memoriam A.H.H.’, 1850


She’d like me to bring a dragon home, I suppose. It would serve her right if I did, some creature that would make the house intolerable to her.


– Anthony Trollope, Framley Parsonage, 1859





1


The Death of Bon Agornin


1. A CONFESSION


Bon Agornin writhed on his deathbed, his wings beating as if he would fly to his new life in his old body. The doctors had shaken their heads and left, even his daughters had stopped telling him he was about to get well. He put his head down on the scant gold in his great draughty under-cave, struggling to keep still and draw breath. He had only this little time left, to affect everything that was to come after. Perhaps it would be an hour, perhaps less. He would be glad to leave the pains of the flesh, but he wished he had not so much to regret.


He groaned and shifted on the gold, and tried to feel as positive as possible about the events of his life. The Church taught that it was neither wings nor flame that gave one a fortunate rebirth, but rather innocence and calmness of spirit. He strove for that fortunate calm. It was hard to achieve.


‘What is wrong, Father?’ asked his son Penn, approaching now that Bon was still and putting out a gentle claw to touch Bon’s shoulder.


Penn Agornin, or rather the Blessed Penn Agornin, for young Penn was already a parson, imagined he understood what troubled his father. He had attended many deathbeds in his professional capacity, and was glad to be here to help ease his father into death and to spare him the presence of a stranger at such a time. The local parson, Blessed Frelt, was far from being his father’s friend. They had been at quiet feud for years, of a kind Penn thought quite unbecoming to a parson.


‘Calm yourself, Father,’ he said. ‘You have lived a good life. Indeed, it is hard to think of anyone who should have less to fret them on their deathbed.’ Penn admired his father greatly. ‘Beginning from very little more than a gentle name, you have grown to be seventy feet long, with wings and flame, a splendid establishment and the respect of all the district. Five of your children survive to this day. I am in the Church therefore safe.’ He raised a wing, bound with the red cord that, to the pious, symbolized the parson’s dedication to gods and dragonkind, and to others meant mere immunity. ‘Berend is well married and has children, her husband is powerful and an Illustrious Lord. Avan is making his way in Irieth. His is perhaps the most perilous course, but he has strong friends and has done well thus far, as you did before him. As for the other two, Haner and Selendra, though they are young and vulnerable do not fear. Berend will take in Haner and see her well married under her husband’s protection, while I will do the same for Selendra.’


Bon drew a careful breath, then exhaled with a little puff of flame and smoke. Penn skipped nimbly aside. ‘You must all stick to my agreement,’ Bon said. ‘The younger ones who are not settled must have my gold, what there is of it. You and Berend have begun your hoards already, let you each take only one symbolic piece of mine, and let the other three share what little is left. I have not amassed a great store, but it will be enough to help them.’


‘We had already agreed that, Father,’ Penn said. ‘And of course they will likewise take the greater shares when we eat you. Berend and I are established, while our brother and sisters are still in need.’


‘You have always been just what brothers and sisters should be to each other,’ Bon said, and sighed more smoke. ‘I want to confess, Penn, before I die. Will you hear my confession?’


Penn drew back, folding his wings hard around him. ‘Father, you know the teaching of the Church. Not for three thousand years, six lifetimes of dragons, has confession been a sacrament. It reeks of the Time of Subjugation and the heathen ways of the Yarge.’


Bon rolled his huge golden eyes. Sometimes his son, so careful of propriety, seemed a stranger to him. Penn could never have endured what he had endured, never have survived. ‘Six lifetimes you may have been taught, but when I was young there were priests who would still give absolution to those who wanted it. It is only in my lifetime and yours that it is forgiveness that has become a sin. What was wrong was paying for absolution, not forgiving the burdens of those who would lay them down. The rite of absolution is still in the book of prayers. Frelt would have refused me this, I know, out of spite, but I had thought you would have had spirit enough to do it.’


‘Yet it is a sin, Father, and one the Church preaches against as strongly as priest-flight.’ Penn flexed his bound wing again. ‘It is not an article of religion, true, but a difference in practice that has arisen over time. Confession is now abhorrent. I cannot possibly give you absolution. If anyone discovered it, I would lose my position. Besides, my own conscience would not allow it.’


Bon shifted again, and felt loose scales falling from him down to the gold below. He did not have long left, and he was afraid. ‘I am not asking you for absolution, if you cannot give it. I merely think I will die more easily if I do not take this secret on with me.’ His voice sounded weak even to himself.


‘You may tell me anything you wish, dear Father,’ Penn said, drawing closer again. ‘But you may not call it confession, or say that you are doing it because I am a parson. That could endanger my calling if it became known.’


Bon looked at the red cords on his son’s wings, remembering what he had paid to have him accepted into the Church and all the good fortune he had encountered there since. ‘Isn’t it wonderful how so much came of your little friend Sher?’ he said. Then he felt the pain spreading from his lungs, and wanted to cough, but did not dare. Penn had drawn breath to answer, but he subsided, letting it trickle out of his snout, watching his father’s struggle in silence. Little Sher, once his schoolfellow, was the Exalted Sher Benandi now, lord of his own domain, and Penn was his parson, with his own house and wife and children.


‘It is the way of the dragon to eat each other,’ Bon said at last.


‘These days—’ Penn began.


‘You know I was the only survivor of my family, the only one of my brothers and sisters to grow wings,’ Bon went on, speaking over his son. ‘You thought that Eminent Telstie had eaten them, or perhaps his wife, Eminence Telstie? They did eat some of them, swooping down out of the sky to devour the weaklings, always leaving me alive, because I was the oldest and strongest. They held hard to the idea the Church teaches that they were improving dragonkind by eating the weaklings, they were even kind to me. I did not forgive them for eating my father and my siblings. Yet I pretended to be a friend to them, and to their children, for my mother had little power to protect me or prevent them eating us all if they chose. They had taken my father’s gold and we had nothing but our name. When there were but three of us left, I had grown wings, but was only seven feet long, ready to leave home to seek my fortune but in great peril if I did. I needed length and strength I could not gain from beef. I ate my remaining brother and sister myself.’


Penn lay frozen beside his dying father, shocked far beyond anything he could have imagined the old dragon could have said.


‘Will I die entire?’ Bon asked. ‘Will my spirit fall like ash from smoke as the Church teaches? Or will I be reborn as a muttonwool to catch in the teeth of someone’s hunger, or worse, a creeping worm or a loathsome wingless Yarge?’ His eyes caught his son’s, and still Penn stared dumbstruck at his father. ‘I have lived a good life since, as you said. I have regretted it bitterly many times, but I was young and hungry and had nobody to help me and a great need to fly away.’


Bon’s scales were falling with a steady pattering. His breath was more smoke than air. His eyes were beginning to dim. Penn was a parson and had attended many deaths. He knew there were only minutes left. He spread his wings and began the last prayer, ‘Fly now with Veld, go free to rebirth with Camran at your side—’ but the smoke caught in his throat and he could not go on. He had read the old rite of absolution once, in horrified fascination; his father was right that it was still printed in the prayerbook. It was absolution his father needed, and a clear spirit to go on. Penn was a conventional young dragon, and a parson, but he loved his father. ‘It is a custom, there is no theology behind it,’ he muttered. He held his claws up before his father’s eyes, where he could see them. ‘I have heard your—’ He hesitated an instant, it was the word that seemed so bad. Could he call it something else? No, not to give his father the comfort and absolution he needed. ‘Your confession, Dignified Bon Agornin, and I absolve and forgive you in the name of Camran, in the name of Jurale, in the name of Veld.’


He saw a smile deep in his father’s fading eyes, which was replaced by peace, and then, last, as always, a profound surprise. However many times Penn saw this he never became accustomed to it. He often wondered what there was beyond the gate of death that, however prepared the dying dragon was, it should always astonish them. He waited the prescribed moment, repeating the last prayer three times, in case the eyes should begin to whirl again. As always, nothing happened, death was death. He delicately reached out a claw and ate both eyes, as was always the parson’s part. Only then did he call his sibs, with the ritual cry, ‘The good dragon Bon Agornin has begun his journey towards the light, let the family be gathered to feast!’


He felt no grief, no shame at having gone against the teachings of the Church to give his father absolution, no horror at what his father had done. He felt nothing whatsoever, for he knew that he was in a state of shock and that once it wore off he would be quietly miserable for a long time.


2. THE SPEAKING ROOM


The whole family had gathered in the upper caves as soon as the doctors had shaken their heads and Bon Agornin had crawled down to the undercave to die, accompanied only by Penn. In addition to Bon’s four remaining children, the party consisted of the Illustrious Daverak, Berend’s husband, the three dragonets that were the fruits of her first clutch, now four years past, and the local parson, Blessed Frelt. They were attended by four of Berend’s servants, their wings tightly bound back. Also present in a serving capacity was the family’s old retainer Amer, whose wings were fastened down, to be sure, but through long trust and casual habit of the family, scarcely tighter than those of a parson. None of them approached the full length of old Bon. Illustrious Daverak came closest at forty feet from head to tail-tip, but even so, eleven grown dragons and three dragonets can make anywhere but a ballroom seem crowded.


In consequence, after the first greetings and lamentations and exclamations as to who had come farthest to be there, they had divided themselves into two groups. The first, consisting of Berend and her party, accompanied by Blessed Frelt, went into the elegant speaking room to the right of the entrance, and the rest withdrew to the big dining room.


There was nothing whatsoever for any of them to do but wait and quarrel and they might just as well have remained in their own homes and waited for the cry to go up and then come circling down to swoop on the corpse. But some say this is what dragons did long ago, and this is why nowadays they know better and make themselves caves and undercaves so they can retreat into the under-caves to die in peace. This means that only those they choose can share the body. Still, it seems very hard to some that civilization and modern ethical beliefs should lead to such interminable waits as the one imposed on Bon Agornin’s family.


The speaking room was carved from the same dark natural rock as the rest of the establishment. It was not embellished with lighter pebbles as was the fashion in Irieth, for the owners of the establishment had never heard of such a custom and thought it best to let the rock speak for itself. It had been carved here and there with fashionable landscapes, portrayed as seen from the air. These Bon Agornin had sanctioned, as they cost nothing. They had been done by the young ladies of the house, most especially Haner, who regarded herself as talented in that direction. Illustrious Daverak, who had a splendidly decorated home of his own in the country and another in Irieth for use in the two months of the year that the capital is in fashion, must have disagreed, for he gave the carvings one glance and then settled down by the door. His wife, Berend, or Illust’ Daverak as her husband’s rank now entitled her to be addressed, was less discriminating, for she exclaimed to her servants and children on the beauty of the newest of them, lamenting that they never had anything half so fine when she was a maiden, as if it had been three hundred years ago instead of a mere seven.


When the last flakes of interest had been scraped from the carvings, she settled herself in an alcove under the huge mantel on which were arranged a few pieces of stone sculpture, of no value, as one would expect in an upper cave, but of a certain charm nonetheless.


Blessed Frelt came and stood beside Berend as soon as she had stopped her restless wandering, which would have risked knocking over any companion. He arranged himself comfortably at her side. Berend turned her head to survey him. It was some time since she had last visited her father’s home, and she had not seen Frelt since she left to marry Daverak.


The red priestly cords around his wings were long and trailing, his teeth were polished and filed almost flat. In contrast, his scales were burnished to a bright bronze glow, all of which reflected the rather conflicting views he held of his own position. On the one hand, a parson must be humble, on the other, he holds a high spiritual position, perhaps the highest in the community. Frelt explained it to himself as a strong belief in the sanctity of parsons, which encompassed both his humble teeth and his fine scales. He would never have flown, not even across a ravine, but he did not regard himself as beneath any dragon in the land, however well born. He held his head much higher than those immune were wont to do.


‘What beautiful dragonets,’ he said now, cooing over them. Long ago he had had aspirations to marry Berend, which was the heart of the trouble between him and her father. Because he had never spoken to her of the subject, she had no official knowledge of this, and they could thus be on civil terms in public. Unofficially, she had known it perfectly well, as well as any maiden who had heard her father fulminate against a suit and been sternly bidden to stay indoors to keep from being carried off. She had remained obediently within doors, but been much more flattered than offended. She had even hoped for a little while that the match would be made. Now that she was settled elsewhere and her scales shone the glorious red of a dragon both married and a mother, she thought him a safe and charming partner for conversation. On his side, he was inclined to see Berend’s lofty marriage as proof of his own good taste, and he liked her more rather than less for it. He had found no other bride in the years between, though as a well-found parson with his own establishment there was no shortage of hopeful partners.


‘Yes, all three at my first laying,’ she said, looking indulgently down at the dragonets playing under their nanny’s feet. One was black, one was gold, and the third a pale green that would have caused it to be snapped up at once were it not the child of a powerful lord.


‘How fortunate for you both,’ Frelt said, inclining his head towards Illustrious Daverak, whose posture spoke impatience and who was ignoring the conversation utterly.


‘My mother never bore more than two at a time,’ Berend said. ‘I am hoping my next will be three also. The more children the better, under Veld.’


‘It is good to see you so obedient to the teachings of the Church,’ Frelt said, inclining his head to her this time. ‘Many of the farmers here seem reluctant to lay at all.’


‘It is exactly the same at Daverak,’ Berend lamented.


‘What is?’ Illustrious Daverak asked, looking interested for the first time when he heard his domain mentioned. He was almost as dark as his black dragonet, and very broad-shouldered, his eyes were so pale as to seem almost pink, not at all a good-looking dragon. If it were not for the binding of the wings, anyone would have thought Frelt a finer specimen, and Frelt rejoiced a little more than he should have to know it.


‘The lack of dragonets among the farmers and lower classes, dear,’ replied Berend fondly.


‘I don’t know, there are plenty, plenty indeed,’ Illustrious Daverak replied. ‘Why, the Majes on the causeway farm had another clutch only six days ago. I meant to fly down and check them over today, if it hadn’t been for this confounded summons.’


Berend drew back a little. ‘My father is dying,’ she said, with dignity.


‘Oh yes, my dear, we had to come, I know that. I didn’t mean that harshly,’ Daverak said, dipping his wings to his wife, who acknowledged this contrition with a tiny inclination of her own wings. ‘But the Majes have had four born, you know, and they can’t possibly manage another four on that bad land, and I was thinking to bring something nourishing home for little Lamerak.’ He gestured with a wingtip at the green dragonet. ‘A bit off colour, you may have noticed,’ he said to Frelt. ‘Temporary, strictly temporary. He needs fresh liver. He shall have it soon in any case. Our coming here made no difference to that, now that I think of it.’


Frelt did not reply that his own little sister, who had been snapped up years ago by a lord for being too green, might have thrived on dragon liver, if she could have got it. ‘I am sure your own parson pays attention to such things, as you do,’ he said.


‘I do my duty,’ Daverak said, drawing up his wings. ‘I would no more allow a weakling son of mine to grow wings than that of the meanest farmer. But that is no reason to be hasty. Lamerak will be fully recovered in a week or two.’


‘Veld gives us children and Jurale watches the order of the world,’ Frelt said, holding out his arms as if conducting a service.


Illustrious Daverak drew back, feeling rebuked, and Berend looked away, disappointed in Frelt and unwilling to speak. An uneasy silence fell in which the sounds of the dragonets playing seemed loud.



3. THE DINING ROOM


In the dining room, things were at first much happier. The room was much less elegant, being older. It had the most modern runnels in the floor for sanitary purposes, but otherwise it had remained unchanged since the cave had been hollowed, back in the Time of Subjugation. The inhabitants of the dining room knew it is not elegance that makes a pleasant gathering but the temperament of those gathered together. By selection of like to like, all the unpleasant members of the party had gathered in the speaking room, and all the pleasant in the dining room.


Haner and Selendra were hatched of the same clutch, had grown up together in their father’s house, had comforted each other after their mother’s death, and had endured their older sister and brothers leaving them with mingled fortitude and relief. They were old enough to marry, but because their father’s treasure had been much depleted by the good marriage of their elder sister and the settlement of their two brothers they had been content to wait and kept house for their father until it should have replenished itself. They were therefore perfectly at home in his big dining room. They were used to complaining that it had no convenient alcoves so they were obliged to spread themselves out almost as if they were in a field, but it was their own field, and they were accustomed to such spreading out and might have missed it if alcoves had been carved.


The two sisters were delighted to welcome their brother Avan back into their company. Since he went to Irieth they had seen him only for a day or two, for his work in the Office for the Planning and Beautification of Irieth kept him fully occupied. For a time, Avan regaled them with stories of his life in the capital, emphasizing his triumphs and playing down his narrow escapes to such an extent that they each secretly felt they might have done as well if they had had claws and were able to make their way in the world.


‘But you’ll be coming home now, of course?’ Haner asked at last, wiping the tears of laughter from her silver eyes.


‘Home? You mean home here? I dare not. I can’t think how you come to suggest it.’ All at once Avan became aware that the old servant Amer had stopped polishing Haner’s tail and both his sisters were staring at him. ‘Did you really think I meant to do so?’


‘Why, yes,’ Selendra said, after a quick glance at her sister and their attendant showed neither of them were about to speak. ‘We thought that after Father died you would come home and be Dignified as he was. Penn is a parson, and besides he has a house and a wife away at Benandi. You could have this establishment—’


‘I see you have thought it all out,’ Avan said, pulling himself to his feet. ‘My dear maidens, have you not considered that in addition to being seventy feet long and fire-breathing, Father is, or rather was, nearly five hundred years old? I am barely one hundred, barely twenty feet long, and have no fire as yet, nor much prospect of gaining any soon. I am doing well enough in my career for one who began it when I did, but that was hardly ten years ago and I don’t taste dragon meat twice in a year. Also I couldn’t bring my career here with me. If I set up as Dignified, all the neighbourhood Dignifieds and Illustriouses would eat away at our territory and eventually at us, sure as sunrise. There would be no way I could stop them, hardly more than you two could alone.’


The two maidens looked at each other in dismay, and Amer gave a little cry of fear. ‘Then what will become of – of the establishment?’ Selendra asked, not yet bold enough to ask yet about their persons.


‘I don’t know why you haven’t asked Penn this, or Father,’ Avan said, shifting uncomfortably. ‘I am not the eldest. Nobody consults me about this sort of thing. But I dare say Daverak will take it on until one of his children is old enough to manage it for himself. That was part of the agreement when he married Berend, I believe, if Father should die before I was strong enough. Did nobody tell you any of this?’


‘You may not be the eldest, but you are a dragon grown. We are just useless females,’ Selendra said, her violet eyes flashing. ‘Afterthoughts. Nobody tells us anything. We are doubtless to be the dinner for the rest of you, and I would have appreciated a little time to prepare myself for that.’


‘How?’ Avan asked, amused and intrigued despite himself.


‘By flying right away,’ Selendra answered, daringly.


‘No, I was teasing,’ her brother said. ‘Your future is assured, both of you. Neither of you shall be dinner. Penn wrote to me that according to our father’s wishes the gold was to be divided between me and you two, except for a symbolic piece each for the others. The establishment will go to Berend’s children. One of you will go to live with Berend, and the other with Penn.’


Amer and Haner gave little cries, and Sel flung her arms and wings around her sister.


‘Anyone would think I had suggested you would be eaten immediately,’ said Avan. ‘You’re the most ungrateful sisters a dragon ever had.’


‘Couldn’t you take us?’ Selendra asked. ‘We have never seen Irieth but we could keep house for you beautifully, just as we did here for Father.’


Avan couldn’t hide his shudder, it shook his wings. ‘I’ve no room for you,’ he said, truthfully enough, thinking of the comforts of his city establishment. ‘And Irieth is no place for maidens, unless they are chaperoned and have known names. I couldn’t protect you there any more than I could here. You would be someone’s dinner sooner or later, or worse. You’ll be safe with Penn and Berend.’


‘Safe, but separate,’ said Haner, in tones that told her brother that this was tragedy indeed. ‘You know Selendra is so impulsive and I am so thoughtful that separated there is no knowing what she might do, while I will never do anything at all.’


‘And Berend doesn’t like me,’ Selendra said.


‘Well then, Sel, you should go to Penn,’ Avan said, as evenly as he could manage.


‘Penn has a wife who is a stranger,’ Selendra said.


‘And they have two dragonets already, she’ll probably be very glad to have extra help with them. You’re really much better off than most maidens in your position would be.’


‘How?’ Selendra asked.


Avan knew so much more about this than he would have wanted his sisters ever to learn that he just shook his head slowly and let his gold eyes whirl warningly.


‘I think I could bear anything if we were together,’ Haner said, and her voice broke on a sob in the middle of the sentence.


‘You’ll be married soon enough,’ Avan said. ‘I thought Daverak said something about Haner and some friend of his?’


Haner brightened a little at the thought of Londaver, her brother-in-law’s friend. But she did not loosen her grip on her sister.


Just then, as both caves were silent, Penn called up from the undercave that Bon Agornin had gone down into the last darkness.


4. SOME UNSEEMLINESS IN THE UNDERCAVE


Bon Agornin and his son-in-law had not always understood each other perfectly. Illustrious Daverak had been informed, and even consulted, as to his father-in-law’s distribution of his wealth. Nothing had been said to him about the distribution of his body. This was not from any fault either on the part of Daverak or old Bon, for each had thought the matter obvious – Bon that the body would be distributed along the same lines as the wealth, and Daverak that it would be divided equally among the family. It was thus that he had assumed the availability of liver for poor little Lamerak. To Bon, perhaps because he began its serious growth in the manner he had confessed to Penn, his body was a part of his wealth, part of what he passed on to help his children. To the Illustrious, a dragon’s body was a matter altogether distinct from a dragon’s gold, and this was so ingrained a belief with him as to hardly need stating.


When the cry came and the family gathered to go down, because of the geography of the caves, the group from the Speaking Room were ahead of those from the Dining Room. Illustrious Daverak, having been at the door of the Speaking Room, was to the fore. Immediately behind him was Blessed Frelt, then the dragonets, herded by Illust’ Berend. Then came Avan and his sisters from the Dining Room. The servants, naturally, remained above, where Amer found plenty of work to do and Berend’s attendants sat fanning each other and gossiping about their betters.


Penn waited in the door of the undercave, his head bowed so low in sorrow that he did not recognize Illustrious Daverak until he was almost upon him. There was no room for more 70 Illustrious Daverak came in, and the others perforce waited, most of them in polite silence, but the dragonets emitted impatient little hisses.


‘Our father Bon is dead,’ Penn said. ‘We must now partake of his remains, that we might grow strong with his strength, remembering him always.’


Illustrious Daverak bowed his head a little at the words, then with no further ado, snatched off his dead father-in-law’s leg, shook off the few remaining scales and took a huge bite. Thus far, Penn did not remonstrate, but when he took another bite, of no less size than the last, he put out a restraining claw.


‘Surely, brother, you have taken what has been agreed,’ he said, quietly.


‘Agreed?’ Illustrious Daverak asked, for in his mind there had been no such agreement. He took another bite, blood dripping down his chin. ‘What are you talking about?’


‘You and Berend and I were to take one bite each, and leave the rest for our less advanced brothers and sisters,’ Penn said, with the fraying patience of a dragon who has just lost his father in trying circumstances.


‘No, Blessed Penn, that agreement was in reference to his gold.’ Illustrious Daverak actually laughed as he took another bite, for he genuinely believed what he said and thought Penn absurd.


‘Stop, stop now,’ Penn said, attempting to stand between his brother-in-law and his father’s body. ‘You have already had more than we agreed. Put down that leg.’


‘Nonsense,’ Illustrious Daverak said. ‘If you have chosen not to take a portion, very well, but I shall take a son’s and a lord’s, and so shall Berend and my children.’


Penn had very few options. If he could have considered fighting, Illustrious Daverak was a full ten feet longer than he was, even if neither of them had yet come to their flame. He was a lord, and fulfilled all of his duty when it came to consumption of excess dragonets and the weak and surplus population generally in his land. That would not have stopped Penn at that moment, had it not been for the fact that he was Blessed, an immune parson, his wings bound. He could neither fight nor call challenge unless he wished to leave his calling.


‘Stop in the name of the Church, or face penalty,’ he said therefore.


Illustrious Daverak did stop, his mouth open. Then he turned to the doorway where Blessed Frelt was waiting, taking everything in. Illustrious Daverak did not have very high hopes of Frelt, after their conversation in the Speaking Room, but he appealed to him now as to a neutral witness. ‘Can he do this?’ Illustrious Daverak demanded.


‘Yes, tell him,’ Penn said, his silver eyes whirling so fast they almost made Frelt dizzy.


Frelt looked from the angry parson to the angry Illustrious, and preened his wings a little. He was no Illustrious’s parson, but the parson for the parish of Undertor, a large area that took in six demesnes, of which Agornin was one. This was part of what had given him his independence, and his inflated sense of his own rights. He had eaten his parson’s share of eyes from all the dead and unfit for all of Undertor for fifty years, and he had done it without angering any of the Dignifieds under whom he served, save Bon Agornin alone, when he aspired to marry his daughter. Now his enemy lay dead, and he was appealed to by both parties.


‘Tradition would be with Illustrious Daverak,’ Frelt said.


Penn dipped his wings, acknowledging this. ‘But we are not talking about tradition but my father’s desires,’ he said.


‘Expressed how?’ Frelt asked.


‘In writing to me and in person, to me, to Avan, and to Illustrious Daverak when he first began to fail, and to me here today in the undercave. Berend and I, and Illustrious Daverak as Berend’s husband, all being well established, should each take one bite only, and leave the rest for our brother and sisters, who need it more.’


‘He wrote and talked about his wealth only,’ Illustrious Daverak said, looking scornfully about the undercave where Bon Agornin’s scant wealth lay under his body among the slime and the fallen scales. ‘His gold, such as it is, not his body.’


‘He may not have been clear in his writing,’ Penn said. ‘I understand now how you came to be mistaken. But he was very clear today.’


‘What did he say, exactly?’ Frelt asked, enjoying himself hugely.


Penn turned his mind back and recalled his father’s exact words. ‘It was I who mentioned it,’ he admitted. ‘My father was a little troubled and I thought he was worried about our sisters and brother who are not yet well established, and I sought to put his mind at rest by reminding him of the good provision he had made.’


Frelt had resented his exclusion from the deathbed, and now that he learned Bon Agornin had been troubled he resented it more. He would have rejoiced in the occasion to torment Bon at the last, as Bon had insulted him badly over the affair of Berend. He did not especially like Illustrious Daverak, but all at once he felt he detested Penn, who had robbed him of his true place and of the eyes that he had looked forward to consuming. ‘If he did not say it himself in specific words, then I am afraid tradition must rule,’ he said.


‘What he said amounted to an assent to what had been agreed before,’ Penn insisted.


‘Exactly what did he say?’ Frelt asked, smiling in a most unpleasant way that exposed his teeth. ‘If you can give me every word he said on his deathbed, then maybe I can judge. As it is . . .’ He let the words trail off with a twitch of his wings.


Penn struggled with himself a moment, then let his wings fall. He could not repeat every word of his father’s, not only because of Bon’s disgrace, but because he had heard his confession, which by the old laws must never be revealed to anyone, and by the new understanding must never be done by any parson.


‘Then tradition must rule,’ Frelt said.


Illustrious Daverak tossed the half-eaten leg in the direction of Frelt. He stepped around Penn, ignoring him completely. With both front claws he tore open Bon’s side, exposing the liver. ‘Come here, children,’ he called, and the three dragonets ran through Frelt’s legs in their eagerness to gain the treat their father was offering.


‘No, stop, I insist,’ Penn said.


But they did not stop, and before Illustrious Daverak and the dragonets left, the liver had been entirely consumed. Frelt took the dropped leg and gnawed on it, smiling at Penn all the time. Penn’s eyes were still whirling wildly, but he did not say a word.


Then Berend came in, walking delicately as always. She sighed at Penn, and he knew she must have heard the whole quarrel and wondered how she would act. She bent and took one bite, but one very large bite, from the breast. It was a bite that satisfied both what Penn had said and her husband’s insistence. She could say to Penn that it was one bite, but she could also say to her husband that she had consumed the greater part of the breast. It was a most diplomatic bite, and Penn, despite himself, was awed at her grasp of such nuance.


Berend bent and took up a gold cup she had always admired, for she had now changed her mind about staying the night and wished to return to Daverak as rapidly as possible, to avoid as much further unpleasantness as she could.


She smiled and followed after her dragonets, making way for the others.


Penn almost wept as the three less established of Bon’s children came into the undercave, for there was now less than half of their father’s body left for them to share.
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Some Far-Reaching Decisions


5. AVAN’S LAWSUIT


We have been robbed,’ Avan stormed, ‘robbed of our inheritance, robbed of what our father fully intended us to have, and I will not stand for it.’


‘There is no way in the world of ripping it back out of Illustrious Daverak’s belly,’ Selendra remarked.


‘I would if I could, and that big bite from Berend’s, too,’ Haner said. Her sister’s bite, so diplomatically intended, angered Haner far more than her brother-in-law’s indulgence. Illustrious Daverak was an Illustrious, after all, while Berend was by birth no better than she was. Such power there is, even in these days, in the title of Illustrious, at least to young maidens and the more impressionable farmers.


As can be seen, all three of the younger sibs had fed, if not gorged, upon their father’s body, and were feeling the strength and courage such feeding brings. They were gathered on the High Ledge, as if they meant to plunge off and fly out into the void, though they had no such intention. They had come there to bid their sister farewell. Berend and her entourage had already departed for Daverak, the Illustrious and Illust’ flying, and the others following below in a carriage. Haner, who had been intended to go with them that very night, had begged to delay her departure. To this, Berend, in her urgent desire to be gone, had encouraged her husband to agree. Illustrious Daverak had made a show of reluctance, but all knew it was a show, as he would have to return to take formal possession of the establishment in any case and could easily escort Haner to Daverak at that time.


The thin skin of politeness over the deep wound of anger had held for the departure. As soon as the Illustrious Daveraks had left, Penn accompanied Frelt down to the Parson’s Door, to bid him farewell and hasten him away. The other three remained where they were, anger breaking through calm, looking out at the view they knew so well and were so soon to leave behind them forever.


The sun was setting in a blaze of cloud away west down the valley, turning the curves and meanders of the river to flame, still bright enough for them to need to shield their eyes with their outer lids. It was the last day of the month of Highsummer. The crops were well grown in the square fields, spread out like a green and gold patchwork beneath them, outlined by the ragged hedgerows. Here and there they could see low buildings, tiled in mellow red, byres for the beeves and sties for the swine. They could see no abode of dragon, for the farmers of Agornin lived, by long custom, in their own section of the Dignified’s establishment. Hidden birds were singing their sunset song, answered by the cry of the occasional muttonwool on the lower slopes of the hill. Berend and Daverak, flying south with the high winds, were almost out of sight already. Their carriage followed the road south towards the distant arch of the bridge.


‘At least we shall have the gold,’ Haner went on after a moment.


‘What there is of it,’ Avan said. The gold had been counted and divided and valued at about eight thousand crowns worth for each of them. ‘And gold is a great deal easier to come by than dragonflesh for someone in my position, or yours either. I dare say Father let you have a little occasionally, but that’s not likely to continue.’


‘Penn won’t have it to give,’ Selendra said, sadly, but fully intending to defend her priestly brother.


‘And as for you, Haner, we’ve all just seen an example of Daverak’s generosity,’ Avan said. ‘Why, I wish I could take the two of you to Irieth with me, but it’s just impossible. If I ever become established I shall send for you at once.’


The sisters gazed out at the countryside, eyes whirling slowly. ‘That’s kind,’ Sel said at last. ‘But you won’t change your mind about staying here?’


‘It would be madness,’ Avan said. ‘If I were twice as long I might risk it, circumstances being what they are. That was what our father hoped for in the long term, bless his bones, but he did not live long enough. As it is, I have told you, it wouldn’t work at all.’


‘But you would have the weaklings,’ Haner ventured. ‘You could grow.’


‘There aren’t so many weaklings in a demesne this size. Would you have me be a Dignified like Monagol, plunging down after every birth to take a dragonet whether there is a weakling or not, saying the family can’t manage so many? That’s no way for an honorable dragon to behave. There’s no need for that. Though when I think about what Daverak did I could flame him to a crisp.’


Both his sisters recognized this as an idle threat, for they knew their brother would have no flame for many years. Haner’s silver eyes filled up with tears, for it was an expression of which their father had been very fond. Even with Bon Agornin it had been words far more often than deeds, but, as she whirled away the tears, Haner could just make out the scar in the cornfield where her father had flared up at a recalcitrant farmer five or six years before.


‘I’ll tell you what, though,’ said Avan, with a great clap of his wings. ‘I could take him to law.’


‘To law?’ Haner asked, astonished. ‘Wouldn’t that be terribly expensive?’


‘You said yourself that we have the gold,’ Avan said. ‘We have the right on our side. I have a letter from my father clearly stating that we three were to share what he left. Illustrious Daverak could be made to—’


‘To what?’ interrupted Sel. ‘He cannot give us back what he has taken, and how could he make restitution? Where is he to get the body of a full-grown dragon to give us? It’s hardly such a crime as they’d execute him for it, even if we wanted to leave our sister a widow and her children fatherless.’


‘The courts do give the bodies of those who are executed and not owed to the victim, to restitution in such cases as ours,’ Avan explained, lifting off the ground a little in his excitement. ‘They wouldn’t execute Daverak, of course not, but they’d make him pay gold through his snout and assign one of the spare criminals to us. If they found for us, that is. Daverak would pay. We could not fail.’


‘How much would it cost?’ Selendra asked, bringing her brother back down to earth with a bump. ‘You said yourself that the gold is not much. Our shares may be barely enough to provide dowries for me and for Haner, though not if we wish to marry rich dragons. You have the means to make a living, and to prosper, we maidens do not. That gold and our own persons as we are are all we have. I would rather have the gold than the flesh if it came to it.’


‘Lawsuits are expensive, true, but it will not be above my share,’ Avan said, settling back to the ledge a little shamefacedly. He had amassed some gold already, which he could add to his inheritance. ‘I was not thinking of asking you to contribute.’ What he had said about gold being easier to come by in Irieth than dragonflesh was true, but this last statement was a polite fiction. He had calculated that the lawsuit would cost what the three of them had inherited. But sitting on the familiar ledge with his two beautiful sisters he knew he did not in the least wish to rob them of their prospects.


‘Wouldn’t it be better to ask him politely for some compensation first?’ Haner asked.


‘Penn tried politeness and it got him nowhere. No, a firm legal letter is what it will take, and if that isn’t enough, then bring him before the courts to extract our due.’ Avan felt seventy feet long as he said this, the bold protector of his sisters, a dragon to watch out for.


6. FRELT’S INTENTIONS


Blessed Frelt’s parsonage lay perhaps ten minutes’ flight east of Agornin, over the mountain. Because of the geography of the underlying terrain this meant two or three hours’ walk for a sturdy dragon. If Frelt had been offered a night’s rest he would have refused it, but he felt it a little high-handed of the clan to throw him out with no more refreshment than the well-gnawed leg Daverak had tossed him in the undercave. In any well conducted funeral the parson was given fruit and beer in addition to his rightful consumption of the eyes of the deceased. As he bade a dry but polite farewell and eyed the upward road that was his way, without so much as a drink of water, he felt he was paying a high price for his earlier victory.


Penn kept his farewell to Frelt as brief and as formal as possible. He had observed Berend’s haste to remove her household, and had a certain amount of sympathy for it. He was generally a peace-loving dragon himself, he hated rows and explosions. Even before he became a parson he had rarely initiated any combat. The last thing necessary now was a long lingering that would feed the flame of animosity. Penn knew himself well. After six months or a year in his own parish, with his own wife bringing him meals he liked to eat in his own snug dining room, he would be able to endure the sight of Blessed Frelt and even Illustrious Daverak with equanimity. At the moment, it was all he could do to bid Frelt go in the name of the gods without ripping him limb from limb.


‘And you have a good journey back to Benandi,’ Frelt said, with heartiness Penn distrusted.


‘I will be staying here for a day or two, then escorting my sister Selendra back with me,’ Penn said, curtly but unavoidably.


‘Only Selendra?’ Frelt asked. ‘What is to become of Haner?’


Penn’s vision closed in on Frelt and he felt his claws flex involuntarily. The implication of Frelt’s question, that the family might abandon Haner to her own devices, filled him with anger. Then he remembered his father’s confession. A dragon whose father had eaten his siblings has little right to object to a suggestion that he might abandon his own. ‘Haner will be living under the protection of the Illustrious Daverak in future,’ Penn said, calmly and evenly as befit a parson.


‘Then wish them both a pleasant journey from me too. May Jurale see that none of you become weary and thirsty on the way.’


‘Thank you,’ Penn said, though he understood perfectly well that Frelt hoped to be provided with more refreshment for his own little journey. Let him drink from rainpuddles, Penn thought, as he smiled and raised an arm in polite parting ritual.


Fuming, Frelt set off along the rocky way. It would be quite dark before he reached home, and he had dismissed his servants for the day before he set off. How he wished he had a wife to wait up for him and prepare meat and refreshing fruit for his return. He could afford one. He had inherited only a very small store of gold from his parents, but his parish was a prosperous one and he had no expensive habits. He had gone into it all carefully seven years before when he had made suit for Berend. There was no doubt he could afford a wife, and dragonets, if they were not too many. A wife would be a great benefit to him. Yet when he had been disappointed he had not tried again. He had been too busy feuding with old Bon, and besides, there hadn’t been anyone in the district pretty enough to catch his eye. He was too discriminating, he thought, walking on, his tastes were too refined. His first choice had become an Illust’. He could not be expected to settle after that for some farmer’s daughter, or, worse, some Dignified’s daughter twice his age and beginning to toughen under the chin. Yet since Berend’s marriage those had been all the district had to offer. Maybe he should go to Irieth one spring and see the maiden dragons displayed by their mothers on the marriage market, pick out one for himself. They might all say they wanted an Exalted or an August or an Eminent and would settle for an Illustrious, but there were more maidens than Augusts to please them. He knew plenty of them would be glad of a wealthy parson, with a good living, thirty feet long, and already starting to accumulate something to pass on to his children.


He trudged onwards, uphill, the setting sun warm on his back. He did not resent the red cords that bound his wings. He was proud of them, proud of his own endurance of them. Some parsons, he knew, would have considered this circumstance enough to remove them to fly home. Frelt prided himself that he did not, that his inner piety was reflected in his outer obedience to every letter of the law. There were still a few parsons in Tiamath who flew every day, who wore cords only when they preached, and he condemned them as did every right-thinking dragon. They were few, but there were many who wore cords until circumstances were difficult, until the cords started to chafe, until they had a long uphill walk across mountains. Frelt condemned them equally. Parsons were immune and therefore they had their wings bound in red in sign of it, and therefore they walked. He did not hold with the extremists who said everyone should walk on Firstday, though he did think walking to church was good manners, unless the journey was too difficult. But parsons should walk, all the time, even when inconvenient, and this Frelt diligently did. He wished he had someone with him to be impressed, or someone waiting for him at home to bring him a drink and admire his fortitude and exclaim over the distance he had walked. A wife. Berend was lost to him, but he needed a wife.


For the first time he thought of Berend’s sisters. He had never paid them much attention. When he had courted Berend they had been mere dragonets, and there had been little interaction between the parsonage and Agornin since they had grown up. He had hardly seen them except in church. Yet today he had noticed them, and they were both pretty and of marriageable age. He held his memory of them before his eyes as he walked on. Selendra had perhaps a touch brighter maidenly gold than her sister, and he thought her eyes were a little sharper, violet, like Berend’s. Haner was definitely paler and dreamier, with silvery eyes. He hesitated for a moment, foot outstretched. Might not a quieter dragon suit him better as a wife? He would want home comfort and admiration, not drama and excitement. But liveliness often went with endurance. He wanted a wife who would give him dragonets and live on as his companion, not fade away and leave him widowed after her first clutch.


Selendra, then. He stepped on, carefully, for the sun was down and the road was darkening. Yet Selendra was the one who would go with Penn, while Haner was to join Berend’s establishment. Haner’s connections would favor him, while Penn might oppose a match out of anger over today’s decision. It was, in retrospect, a foolish decision, he realized. If he had thought of marrying one of the maidens ahead of time it would have been in his interest to decide with Penn and make sure they were given their fair share of flesh. As a parson he would have enough for his wife, but no abundance. He thought of little green Lamerak and shuddered. That dragonet should be culled, not indulged. His sister had been a pale gold, with only the faintest green blush. He should have decided against Daverak and let the younger ones eat, then Haner and Selendra would have been better nourished and grateful to him. Too late now. He would have to rely on the gratitude they would feel at being married and given their own establishment instead of living as poor relations.
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