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      This was no kind of autumn at all.

      Nature was doing her part, to be sure. The mornings had gotten crisper, the evenings colder. There was already a hint of brightening at the ends of the oak leaves, and green, infant pumpkins had appeared in the patch behind the kennels.

      Which meant there ought to have been merry gatherings around a crackling fire in the keep. There ought to have been chilly nighttime astronomy lessons in the sage hall’s towers, and equations so complicated the older students would be working at them for months before someone emerged the winner and won a prize. There ought to have been hot cider, and spiced cakes, and apple fritters.

      There was none of that.

      What Griffin got instead was an iron-framed mirror with two bloody handprints on the glass. In place of the scents of cinnamon and cloves and honey, the pungent, oily odor of the wormwood candles that ringed the burned-out shell of a room. Not to mention the ceaseless clacking of the spoons, and Nott’s grating monotone.

      The handprints were a particularly annoying touch, as the cuts inflicted to make them still smarted. Nott had run a blade across both of Griffin’s palms the moment they’d entered the remains of Mithrin’s laboratory, theorizing that, as Mithrin himself was so fond of blood magic, the use of blood in tonight’s ritual was bound to improve their odds of reaching the mad magician.

      Like all of Nott’s theories to date, this one seemed to be coming to nothing.

      “This isn’t working,” Griffin grumbled.

      Nott sighed, something that, for him, qualified as a dramatic display of emotion. “Nor will it, if you don’t concentrate.”

      “I am concentrating. Although I’ll admit it’s a bit hard to keep one’s mind from wandering, when staring at one’s own blood.”

      “There’s one place you’re going wrong, then,” Nott said. “You should be staring at your face. And melding it with Mithrin’s, in your mind. Focus on the similarities between the two.”

      Griffin stepped away from the mirror and crossed his arms. “There are no similarities between the two. Mithrin was a short, bald, soft-faced man, and I bear no relationship to him whatsoever. Blood or otherwise. Which is almost certainly the real reason this isn’t working, and never mind how I look at my face.”

      This was not his first such outburst, and would not, he suspected, be his last. Neither Griffin nor anyone else could explain why Mithrin was able to contact Griffin in the latter’s dreams, when it was known that the dead could not haunt the living. Nott’s prevailing thesis was that Griffin was descended from the mad wizard, and that Mithrin had exploited their blood bond to cast a spell that would otherwise have been impossible.

      Griffin firmly (and repeatedly, and often loudly) rejected this ridiculous notion—ridiculous mainly because he simply couldn’t bear the thought of being related, even distantly, to such a monster.

      “Have you considered,” said Nott, “how much time you spend speaking about yourself in terms of what you’re not?”

      “What are you talking about?” Griffin asked.

      “You’re not a magician, you cannot do this or you’re not the right person for that. Now you’re very determined that you are not a descendant of Mithrin.” Nott shrugged. “Perhaps you ought to focus more on what you are, so you can get on with being that. Generally, I mean. I doubt it would help you much with this particular task.”

      Griffin gave him a weary look. He was sure there was a not/Nott pun to be made, but he was far too tired to think of it. “It’s a bit late for wisdom, isn’t it?”

      “Never too late for wisdom, I would say.”

      Perhaps not, but it was late. There was no point in standing here arguing until it got even later. The why of Griffin’s tie to Mithrin was less important than the how, and neither was as important as the what: no matter the reason, that tie was, indeed, there. And since Mithrin was the only one who knew the recipe for one of the few weapons that could defeat a dragon, it seemed a good idea to make use of it.

      Griffin grimaced at himself in the mirror. “You really expect that my face will just, what? Transform into Mithrin’s?”

      “I don’t know that I’d say I expect anything,” Nott said. “But I do have high hopes for this one.”

      This one referred to a ritual from some far-off land or other, ferreted out the summer before, when the magisters were researching customs for contacting the dead. With the proper spell pulling at the intended deceased, the mirror—an ordinary, mundane one—was supposed to help pierce the veil. And allow the dead to pierce it back.

      It hadn’t worked for the magisters trying to contact Borald then, and there was little reason to believe it would work now. Still, the attempt must be made, if only to rule it out.

      Over the past month, they had employed a dizzying—and occasionally sickening—variety of spells, potions, tonics, and locations, in the attempt to get Mithrin’s connection with Griffin to work both ways. They’d tried everything from the relatively straightforward magic practiced by the Cairds, to complex and arcane rituals from ancient times and distant kingdoms.

      They’d tried to find a way for Griffin to speak with Mithrin directly, and they’d tried to find a way for Nott to use Griffin’s mind as a sort of conduit, through which the sage could speak with Mithrin instead.

      They’d tried when Griffin was asleep and when he was awake. On one memorable occasion, they’d even tried with him submerged in the pool below the waterfall, until he was certain he would drown.

      All in vain.

      Mithrin hadn’t even appeared in one of Griffin’s dreams for weeks now. Whether whatever magic Nott was doing was actually making matters worse, or the mad magician was simply being difficult, Griffin could not say. Though were he forced to wager, he’d have put his silver on the latter. Working at night had the advantage of the veil being at its thinnest, but it also meant the dead could observe them.

      In other words, Mithrin knew what they were up to. And why would he make things easier for the man who had, only a month before, turned him to stone, then smashed the stone to bits?

      Because he hates the dragons even more.

      Griffin nodded at his reflection. That was the argument he meant to try first, if he ever got to talk to the mad wizard again. Convincing him to give them the elixir recipe freely sounded easier than somehow tricking him into it. Not that either prospect seemed precisely easy. Griffin was hardly a master manipulator.

      But he’d best get on with the trying, in any case. “All right,” he said to Nott. “One more time, then.”

      Nott drank from the waterskin at his belt, while Griffin stretched his neck and got back into position, palms pressed to his bloody handprints, staring into his own sunken eyes.

      “Focus on the tapping,” said Nott. “Concentrate.” With that, he began to drum together the iron spoons he held between the fingers of his right hand. The candles flared up. The wormwood smell (which Griffin detested) grew stronger.

      Griffin focused on the rhythmic beating of the spoons, while Nott began to speak, his voice low, slow, soft. “Look into the mirror.” Tap, tap, tap. “Look into the candlelight. Look into the darkness.”

      Tap, tap, tap.

      “Look into the reflection of the realm of the living.”

      Tap, tap, tap.

      Nott went on and on, making poetic mirror analogies, talking about the realm of the living and its reflection in the realm of the dead. It was all meant to put Griffin into some sort of trance, but the constant reminders that the dead were, at that time of night, all around them only broke his concentration. It made him think of his parents.

      They were surely watching. What did they make of all this? Of his attempts to talk to Mithrin, to get the mad magician to cooperate?

      Stop thinking about them, he ordered himself. They might be who you want to see in this mirror, but they aren’t who you need to see.

      “Look into your own eyes,” Nott said. “And see the dead reflected there. Focus on your eyes. Only your eyes. Look at nothing else.”

      Tap tap tap.

      Though he felt a bit silly, staring into his own eyes, Griffin did as he was told. They’re hazel. Like my mother’s.

      “You don’t see the face around them. You don’t see any face at all. You see only those eyes.”

      Tap tap tap.

      As was often the way, when one started feeling silly, that feeling only grew. The solemn tone of Nott’s voice, the near ridiculousness of the words, started to seem funny.

      Tap tap tap.

      Don’t laugh.

      Mithrin is a jolly sort of man.

      That was true. If Mithrin was watching them, he was undoubtedly laughing. Griffin felt his lips twitch, though he dutifully kept his gaze fixed on his eyes.

      “They’re not your eyes,” Nott said. “They’re the eyes of someone else. Someone we call upon now to come through the veil. They’re Mithrin’s eyes.”

      Nope. Still my own eyes. Griffin suppressed another laugh. Nott had sacrificed a great many nights to this endeavor, and he was as exhausted as Griffin was. More so, with all the magic he was doing; he had to fit extra physical labor into his days to recover his balance. The least Griffin could do was show some respect.

      He redoubled his efforts.

      tap tap tap

      He let his gaze soften and blur at the edges. He cleared his mind of everything but the thought of Mithrin’s eyes, in the glass behind his own.

      tap tap tap

      Whatever spell Nott was casting as he spoke was building now, so strongly that Griffin could actually feel the magic in the air.

      Mithrin’s eyes. They’re Mithrin’s eyes.

      Nott was still talking, but Griffin was no longer listening. All his world became the eyes in the mirror, the candlelight, the endless tapping. It didn’t even sound like the spoons anymore.

      tap tap tap Mithrin’s eyes tap tap Mithrin

      And then they were Mithrin’s eyes.

      The face Griffin was staring at was no longer his own. The hands reaching up to press against his bloody palm prints were smaller, softer.

      Griffin could feel them, touching his own hands, cold and dry.

      And then the face came through the mirror.
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      “Why did you do that? It was working!” Griffin wrenched his arm out of Nott’s grip and turned toward the sage, who was no longer tapping the spoons together. The spoons were, in fact, on the floor. Griffin guessed Nott must have seen Mithrin start to come through, and taken a fright, although as a rule he was anything but skittish.

      “It was working,” Griffin said again.

      He could scarcely believe it. After weeks of effort, he’d retained very little hope that any magic would allow them to contact the dead. He certainly hadn’t expected this (silly, truly) ritual to work.

      But that hadn’t been his imagination.

      “You saw it, didn’t you?” he asked Nott.

      Nott didn’t answer. He’d taken Griffin’s elbow again, and was doing his best to pull him toward the doorway. The candles went out, leaving them in darkness apart from the wall sconces in the corridor beyond.

      Perhaps whatever was bothering him had nothing to do with Mithrin, or the mirror.

      “What’s—” Griffin began.

      “Dragon!” Nott rasped, yanking at Griffin’s sleeve.

      “Which one⁠—”

      “Red dragon!”

      Well. That would explain it.

      Griffin needed no further encouragement to hurry. He rushed down the corridor behind Nott, toward the open door to the cavern. “Where?” he asked.

      “Here, it would seem!” Nott dropped to the floor as a column of flame burst through the very doorway they’d been hurling themselves at.

      Crimson flame. A redwing’s fire.

      They rolled into the nearest study room a mere instant before the fire rushed by. Griffin got to his feet again, hesitating. If they went back into the corridor, they would be vulnerable. If, on the other hand, they didn’t get out of the corridor, they would be trapped with their backs against the proverbial wall—which was, in this case, a mountain—and no way to escape.

      “I never thought I’d wish to be a battlemage,” Nott said. “But I’d give a great deal for a shield spell right now. I’m quite certain I won’t be able to control dragon fire.”

      Griffin shook his head, as much in bewilderment as to confirm Nott’s inability to affect a redwing’s fire on his own. “What are they doing? Why attack the cavern, of all places? Do you think they know we’re trying to contact Mithrin?”

      “I haven’t the slightest idea.”

      Griffin eased into the corridor, just far enough to catch a glimpse. He saw no sign of either fire or a dragon. “Let’s go. If they know we’re down here, there’s no point in trying to hide.”

      “Perhaps not,” said Nott, “but I can’t say I’d object to trying, all the same. Now I find myself wishing for contriver magic. A cloaking spell would be nice.”

      “Or a cloaking cloak. A pity the only one we had was burned back there with everything else.” Griffin swallowed and took a step forward. “Stay behind me, and stay close to the wall. I’m big enough to shield you, and if I get burned you can heal me.”

      The latter was, of course, patently false. If a redwing wished for Griffin to burn, then burn Griffin would, and neither Nott nor anyone else could stop it. But false comfort was, on occasion, preferable to no comfort at all.

      They darted to the next study room, then from there to the end of the corridor. There was still no dragon, but the flickering light beyond the door told Griffin there was most definitely fire.

      He peered out from the shadows. The bookshelves and worktables in the cavern were in flames.

      “He’s outside.” Nott walked out into the cavern, moving around the burning furniture. A particular stiffness in his face told Griffin he was communicating with somebody above. “Deryn says it’s Ismant. Someone saw him fly down into the pit, then back out again. The rest of the magisters are going … no, getting … they’re getting into formation to mount a defense.” He shook his head, as if to clear it. “I’ve got to go and help.”

      Griffin pushed the smaller man behind him and led the way once more, balancing the need to move quickly, lest the smoke overwhelm them, with the need to move carefully, lest the fire did.

      They crawled and jumped, weaved and ran. But all their dodging didn’t save Griffin from badly burning his arm, losing a shirtsleeve before he rolled out the flames.

      Still, there was something wrong about it.

      It’s not bad enough.

      The notion was little more than a glimmer in his mind. There was no chance to think.

      Naturally, when they got to the ladder that would have led them up to the grounds, they found it on fire, too.

      Griffin looked up into the moonlit sky and saw Ismant circling above. The dragon dived, jaws open wide, and spewed more flames into the pit.

      It made no difference; everything that could be set on fire was already on fire, apart from Griffin and Nott, who jumped back beneath the overhanging rock as soon as they saw him coming.

      Ismant didn’t land in the cavern, or pursue them in any way. Instead he changed course, turned over in the air, and headed upward again.

      Griffin and Nott craned their necks to watch him go, then hurried out from under their cover. Though they had no way out of the pit, Griffin wanted to at least see what the dragon was doing, to the extent he could.

      How much of the magistery was on fire?

      The keep was made of stone; it would not burn. But the manor, the affinity halls all had more vulnerable parts. And what of the kennels? Griffin’s legs felt like they’d turned to water, and he staggered at the thought of the blackhounds trapped in fire.

      The sky above darkened with the dragon’s form, and Ismant once more wheeled over the pit, spitting flame …

      … which stopped short of the cavern, as if pouring over an invisible bowl.

      The battlemages had cast a shield. Such spells had been crucial to the defense, Griffin knew, during the war with Graddoc. Though their hides were unbreachable, their bodies nearly invincible, themselves all but unkillable, dragons were not immune to magic. Enough battlemages working together could shield the target of Ismant’s wrath.

      For a time. No spell would hold against a redwing’s fire forever.

      Or perhaps even for long.

      The dragon roared and turned, shooting out of sight—presumably straight toward the magisters Griffin could not see. Breathless, throat closing, he grabbed Nott’s arm.

      But he didn’t need sage communication to tell him what happened next. The cacophony of shouts and cries that followed made it clear enough.

      Where the screams had words, it was always the archmagister’s name.

      Ismant passed over the pit one final time—and this time, he held an unmistakably human shape in his claws.
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      The dread was so palpable, Griffin feared it might become a physical force, and crush them all. All eyes were on Nott, sitting very still on the cavern floor.

      The magisters had crowded down here for shelter as soon as a ladder could be lowered and the worst of the fires had been put out. Nobody considered it likely that Ismant would return that night, but under the circumstances, nobody considered making assumptions to be very wise, either. The dragon’s actions had been, thus far, inexplicable.

      “He’s alive,” Nott said at last.

      With that, air seemed to return to the cramped space. Several of the magisters clapped one another on the back, as if they had personally assured Arun’s continued survival. Griffin watched them dully, sharing very little of their jubilation and none of their optimism.

      “A prisoner, then.” Calys raised her voice to be heard above the prayers and cries of relief. “If he’s alive, he can be recovered. And you may be certain that we will recover him.”

      How she could speak so confidently of rescuing a man from dragons—red ones, no less—Griffin could not imagine. He clenched a fist against his trousers, his belly knotted with fear and frustration. He’d been able to do nothing while Ismant carried Arun away. And now he saw no means, no hope, of breaking that powerlessness.

      They were, as ever, entirely at the dragons’ mercy.

      But it seemed a bad time to bring that up. Thus assured that the worst had not happened, some of the sages left to monitor the waning fires, while the battlemages stepped away to pose mundane mathematical questions to one another, attending to their balance. The magic required to fend off Ismant had been intense, and they would be no good to the archmagister, or anyone else, if they went mad.

      “He’s not dead, but he’s not conscious, either,” Nott told those who remained. His own sweetheart was not among that number; Deryn had gone into the hills with Arun’s blackhound Holly, on the slim chance that the dragon had set the archmagister down near enough to track.

      As for the rest of the blackhounds, they were back in the kennels now, being ministered to by the kennel master and a sage or two. The dogs had come out to assist with Pendralyn’s defense, amplifying the magic of their masters, but it had cost them every shred of courage they had. To say nothing of blood and fur. A few of them were in urgent need of care.

      “I cannot speak with him,” Nott went on. “I can find him, in the sense that I can tell you he’s somewhere, existing, out there to be connected to. But I can’t do the connecting.”

      “That infernal dragon is carrying him in its claws.” Lawfric shook his head. “And who knows how far away it’s taking him? Arun may be alive now, but what’s to stop him from bleeding to death in the air?”

      Indeed, perhaps he’s bleeding out his last drop right this moment, even as we stand here talking about it.

      Once again, Griffin kept his dismal thoughts to himself. Despair was of little use. However he might feel (or whatever he might know) about their odds of success, there was no question that a rescue must be attempted.

      How many times, after all, had Arun rescued Griffin? Perhaps too many to count. He’d taken in a nine-year-old war orphan with an apparent lack of magical potential. He’d kept that orphan at Pendralyn, even as that lack went from suspected to unquestionable to downright appalling. He could have turned Griffin out at any time over the years, had in fact been given dozens of reasons to do so.

      But he had never abandoned that little boy, nor the man the boy became. As far as Griffin knew, he’d never seriously considered it.

      And none of them would consider abandoning the archmagister now. That going after him was almost certainly suicide was unfortunate, to be sure. But it didn’t change matters.

      “We’ll just have to trust that Ismant knows enough about human anatomy not to let that happen,” said Calys. “And that he’ll keep the archmagister relatively safe, for now. After all, he must want him alive for a reason. It’s obvious enough what happened here. He never intended to kill anyone, much less Arun.”

      That, at least, was something. And Griffin had no doubt that it was true. Mairid (who had come out with the magicians, despite the fact that she was of no more use than Griffin in a fight against a dragon) had helped him piece together the parts of the attack he’d missed. Between her account and a few hasty exchanges with his fellow magisters, he had a clear picture of what had happened:

      Ismant never struck the magistery proper at all. He flew over, and into, the cavern perhaps half a dozen times, shooting flames, burning objects. When the magisters cast their shield over the pit, he aimed his fiery breath at them instead, obliging them to cast another to protect themselves.

      Then he came in low to the ground, beating his wings so fiercely that the force they created knocked several people (and hounds) down. Blanketing the lawn in fire, he broke up the knot of magicians, separating them, weakening their shield.

      And then he snatched Arun up, and simply flew away.

      “I agree with Calys,” Griffin said. “Believe me, a dragon is capable of far more destruction than we witnessed here tonight. Even as we were running from it I noticed, though I didn’t have much time to consider the matter.” He gestured at the charred debris around them. “Ismant burned a few books and diagrams and things we’d probably have preferred to keep, but none of that fire was what I’d call deadly. It was never in any danger of spreading in a more serious way, or destroying anything larger than a table.”

      “It gave you a fair enough burn,” Lawfric pointed out.

      “Nothing you couldn’t heal in a few minutes,” countered Griffin. “As was the case with every injury here tonight. Even the blackhounds will be fine by morning. And anyway, I doubt he knew there was anyone down here. Why would there be? He intentionally focused on a place that was likely to be empty at night. Almost as if the whole thing were a drama.”

      “That’s exactly right, I think.” Calys ran a hand through her unbound hair. “I would assert that it was a drama. A feint, to draw the archmagister out into the open, so he could take him.”

      “I can’t see the point in that,” said Wade. “If Arun was all he wanted, why did he bother attacking the cavern, of all places? Why wait for us to put up any sort of defense that might inconvenience him? Far better to simply set the manor on fire, and take whomever he wanted as everybody ran out.”

      “Because he didn’t want to risk harming Arun,” Calys said. “Not if he wanted him alive, which we’ve already established he must have.”

      Griffin rubbed his jaw. “Perhaps. But redwings have excellent control of their fire. So excellent that every one I’ve met has bragged about it. Ismant could easily have caused just enough of a spectacle to oblige everyone to evacuate the building, without putting them in any real danger.”

      “Perhaps they can control their fire,” said Calys, “but they can’t control the human response to it. I’d say putting a man inside a burning building always poses some risk.”

      Wade spread his hands. “A bigger risk than drawing him into a fight?”

      “Perhaps he was also probing our defenses,” Lawfric suggested. “An exploratory attack, to test us.”

      “He was here a month ago,” Griffin said. “He saw Mithrin’s laboratory burned. He knows our defenses. Or more properly, our lack of defenses.”

      “Perhaps a discussion of his motives is a bit premature.” Mairid gripped Griffin’s elbow and pointed up at the mouth of the pit, and the moonlit sky above it. “As perhaps the attack is not over yet, after all.”

      Two dragon-shaped shadows fell over the cavern floor.
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      There was no time to put up a shield, particularly with the battlemages’ balance already strained. Thankfully, the measure was unnecessary. As the dragons touched down, Griffin knew by the curled horns of one that these were not redwings.

      Instead, it was Fendrath and Esmerild who stepped into the light of the braziers, scattering several magisters to make room. The already crowded cave became more stifling than ever, and the familiar scent of lightning and hot hound filled it.

      “We saw from quite a distance away that you had a fire or two to contend with,” said Fendrath.

      “Have you had a visit from a dragon?” Esmerild asked. “We thought you might.”

      Griffin gave them a grim nod, both in greeting and in answer to Esmerild’s question. “Ismant. Did you see him? Do you know which direction he went?”

      “We did not, and I do not,” said Esmerild.

      “But you must have some idea where he would have gone,” Mairid pressed. “Some notion of where to look, at least?”

      “Of course I don’t. Looking for him considerably diminishes one’s chances of avoiding him, wouldn’t you say?” Esmerild tilted her head and inspected them through narrowed eyes. “I can’t think why you’re asking. Surely you don’t mean to chase him. You’re growing your hair, I see.” This last was to Mairid. “It suited you shorter.”

      “It’s only been a few weeks,” Mairid protested. “I haven’t had a chance to trim it, is all.”

      “Whyever not?” asked Esmerild. “What could you possibly be so busy with at a magic school, when you have no magic and the school has no students?”

      Mairid raised her chin. “I’ve been doing quite a lot, actually. For one thing, there was a bit of unpleasantness with my cousin, the Queen of Harth, that I was called upon to smooth over. It seems she was a bit offended that the harp of stone was found in Harth, yet nobody even bothered to tell her about it, much less ask her permission to take it out of the kingdom.”

      “Permission?” Esmerild tossed her head. “That was hardly hers to give. It was my mate’s harp.”

      “Since you ask,” Griffin said, somewhat loudly, “we likely do mean to chase him. He’s taken Arun captive.”

      “Has he, now?” Esmerild glanced at Fendrath, who twitched his wings in his dragon’s shrug. “I will admit,” she said, “I did not foresee that. I suppose they think he knows something.”

      Before Griffin could ask what sort of something the redwings thought Arun knew, Fendrath turned to him and said, “Tell me what happened.”

      Griffin was nearly finished with the briefest possible summary of the night’s events, when he was interrupted by Deryn, nimbly descending the rope ladder and crying, “Oh, thank Eyr— thank goodness you’re here!”

      She hopped down the last bit, then rushed at Esmerild, looking almost as if she intended to hug the greenwing. “I was going to send one of the pigeons for you, but that’s a bit slow, in an emergency. And neither Nott nor I can reach you at any great distance. But you’re not at a great distance, are you? You’re here.”

      “So I am,” Esmerild agreed. She gave Deryn an affectionate tap on the shoulder with her nose, before raising her head to address everyone. “And that is precisely why Ismant was here. Taking your archmagister was secondary, a matter of chance and opportunity. He attacked the magistery because he wanted to see if I was here. And he attacked the cavern because he wanted to give the impression of endangering Story, knowing that I would come to my sister’s defense if I were. He wasn’t trying to draw Arun out. He was trying to draw me out.”

      Though Griffin found much to question in this explanation, it seemed Deryn was not to be distracted from her purpose. She nodded all of it away. “But now that he has drawn you out, you will help us rescue the archmagister, won’t you?” she asked. “That was why I wanted to contact you, of course. I’m sure our odds are much better with you on our side.”

      “Perhaps we will,” said Fendrath. “But if you’re asking whether we intend to fly off right this moment, in a random direction, in the far-fetched hope of happening to bump into Ismant, all so we can do battle with him in the middle of the night, you will be disappointed with the answer.”

      Esmerild made a soft sound in her throat that might have been a chuckle. “There is little to be done until Nott can reach Arun, and Arun himself can give us some indication of what is happening to him, or any hint at all as to where it is happening. In the meanwhile, I believe we can assume that he was taken for a purpose, and as corpses are rarely much use to anyone, that he must be alive to fulfill it. He will not be unduly harmed.”

      She said that last bit almost breezily, as if it settled the matter. But Griffin felt anything but settled. The word unduly offered little comfort.

      “You mistook Ismant’s purpose in coming here,” Fendrath said, “but you were correct that he had no intention of harming anyone, and even less intention of destroying anything. Not anything he couldn’t see, anyway. He can control his fire very precisely, but that doesn’t give the flames eyes, does it?”

      “And while it is unlikely that I am hidden inside one of your little houses,” Esmerild added, “it is less unlikely for me to have hidden something inside one of them.”

      As was often the case with dragons’ words, their winding path took a moment for the humans to follow. Griffin got there first. “And what might you have hidden? Why is he looking for you?”

      Esmerild looked at Fendrath. “You might as well show them. They’ll have to know, of course, and sooner rather than later.”

      Fendrath’s answering grunt suggested he agreed, but wasn’t especially happy about it. He stepped closer to a brightly burning brazier, and Griffin noticed for the first time that he had something strapped around his middle, secured tightly against his belly and as black as his hide, allowing it to blend in easily. It looked like the sort of satchel a human might carry.

      “If you’ll kindly untie it,” he said to Griffin. “The knot is such that pulling on the end with the loop will loosen it. I can do it myself, but it requires a great bit of contortion, my legs being the length they are, and not being designed to bend in precisely that direction. That’s one of the reasons Esmerild and I are traveling together at all times, now. This cargo is much more easily carried with help.”

      Griffin wondered that he would carry it in such an awkward spot, if it was so difficult, but perhaps it was the part of a dragon’s body that was the least vulnerable to attack. He did as he was asked, and found the satchel surprisingly heavy.

      “You may open it,” Esmerild said to him. “The rest of you will be so kind as to get back.”

      The magisters did their best to comply, pressing closer to the cavern wall while Griffin unwound the flap that fastened the satchel shut. He spread the fabric (he couldn’t tell what kind it was, or perhaps it was some strange leather) apart as far as he could.

      Inside were four gray stones, narrow, oblong, and none of them bigger than a loaf of bread. They were unremarkable apart from being unnaturally smooth, as if they’d been polished.

      “Ismant wants to steal them, of course,” said Esmerild.

      Calys leaned around Griffin to inspect the stones, then frowned at the dragons. “Are they enchanted?”

      “Of course not,” said Fendrath. “And I believe you were asked to step back.”

      “They’re eggs!” Mairid said, sounding positively delighted.

      Griffin nodded, still staring at the eggs. He’d come to the same conclusion, but had been a bit too speechless at the sight of them to say so.

      “Put out one of those braziers, Griffin, and set them on the hot coals,” Esmerild instructed. “And then I imagine you’ll all wish to congratulate us.”
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        * * *

      

      The uproar caused by Fendrath and Esmerild’s announcement was almost enough to distract the magisters from Arun’s predicament. At least for a time.

      Griffin leaned against the sooty cavern wall, half hidden in shadow, waiting for the exclamations of surprise and good will—and the occasional, much softer expression of dismay—to die down. Everyone had assumed that the dragons were trying to find a way to breed across color lines. With only eight left in all the world, and breeding between siblings a known impossibility, it was their only hope of survival.

      But few had thought they would succeed. Such a thing could only be accomplished, if it could be accomplished at all, through extremely complex and powerful magic. Magic that Esmerild had, apparently, managed.

      Or, no. Now that Griffin thought of it, it was much more likely Gafalt who could claim this feat. Esmerild had spent the summer at the magistery, whereas until he’d come to assist in the rescue of his sisters, Gafalt had been off on his own—no doubt working on this weighty task. And it was Gafalt who’d helped Arun with the concealing cloak. Perhaps he was a more accomplished enchanter than his sister.

      For Griffin’s part, he had mixed feelings on the matter. The trouble wasn’t that they had eggs. He was happy for them in that regard, and did not fear dragons multiplying again, at least not these particular dragons. No, the trouble was that Adalant apparently knew they had eggs.

      And now they’d brought those eggs here.

      Griffin wouldn’t have thought it possible for Pendralyn to be in worse danger than it had been an hour ago. But it seemed this was a night for impossible things.

      According to the dragons, the eggs would grow larger (something Griffin had not thought eggs did) before hatching in two months’ time, perhaps a bit less, perhaps a bit more. The baby dragons would reach full size within a year, although flight and fire and other such dragonish things would come well before that.

      “The first year goes very fast,” said Esmerild. “It slows down after that. They’re not recognized as adults, as you know, until they’re fifty. One of the many superior things about our species. There is a lot to be said for a short infancy followed by a long childhood. It’s by far the best of all worlds.”

      Eventually, as Griffin had known they would, the humans’ eyes sought him out. Expectantly. Calys officially stood in for the archmagister when Arun was absent, but owing more to particular exposure than particular expertise, Griffin had become the magistery’s—and perhaps the kingdom’s—universally recognized ambassador to dragons.

      “You say they’ll be breathing fire by Midwinter,” he said, moving from his quiet position by the wall back into the light. “What sort of fire?”

      “We don’t know for sure, of course,” said Esmerild. “There’s never been a hybrid dragon before. We’ve no idea what they will even look like. But we assume, logically, that their fire will be a mix of blue and green.”

      “Meaning it could kill a green dragon, or a red,” Griffin supplied. No creature was invincible, and nature had seen the dragons neatly balanced by one another. Only a blackwing’s deep blue fire could kill a green dragon; only green fire could kill a red one.

      And only red could kill black. He looked at Fendrath. “But your children couldn’t kill a black dragon.”

      Most of the magisters looked confused. A few even gasped, apparently interpreting the remark as some sort of insult. But Fendrath immediately took Griffin’s meaning. The blackwing inclined his head. “Tavreth has gone into hiding. She wants no part of this war, on either side, having no enthusiasm for either triumphant redwings or triumphant men. But Margarth remains with the redwings.”

      “Particularly with Ismant,” Griffin said.

      Fendrath nodded again.

      The battle lines had been clearly drawn, after Mithrin’s return from the dead and subsequent return to the dead. Adalant, Ismant, and Margarth—and to a lesser extent, Tavreth—wished to see men brought to heel. Fendrath, Esmerild, and Gafalt—and Story, they were sure, should they find a way to wake her—thought it far more important that the same be done to the redwings. As did nearly every human in the world.

      In short, two redwings and a blackwing had been pitted against two greenwings and a blackwing. Already that was imbalanced, leaving Adalant with a glaring advantage. One that might only grow larger, now that interbreeding was possible.

      “For those of you who didn’t play very much knife-paper-stone as children,” Griffin said, “what this means is that if Ismant and Margarth should breed, their children could kill any dragon on our side.”

      “You unraveled all of that rather quickly, for you.” Esmerild gave him an approving nod. “Yes, that is the crux of the problem. Adalant has discovered that Fendrath and I have eggs. Her greatest desire now is to acquire the magic that made that possible.”

      “What sort of magic is it?” Calys asked. “Is there … is it a spell that only you know?”

      Griffin was not surprised when Esmerild ignored the question. Their alliance must always be an uneasy one. In ancient times, a long and bitter war against both deities and men had ended with all but nine dragons exterminated. And although the grudge was a thousand years old now, the remaining dragons had been locked in an enchanted sleep for nearly all of that time. For them, the pain was still more than fresh enough to make them wary of trusting men ever again.

      “Interbreeding would allow her to ensure the future of our kind, of course,” Esmerild went on, as if Calys hadn’t spoken. “And to her very great convenience, it might also allow her to breed an army, all of whom could kill any one of her enemies. You see now why she’s so desperate to find me. I imagine she intends to keep me alive for precisely as long as it takes to force the secret out of me. And that after that, she would enjoy nothing more than to see me dead.”

      “But not your children.” Mairid’s eyes fell on the brazier where the eggs were resting, nestled in the coals. “You said Ismant wants to steal them, not destroy them.”

      “Of course,” said Esmerild. “I have no doubt that Adalant is tempted, at least a little, by the idea of eradicating green fire entirely from existence, so that nobody and nothing can ever challenge her again. But despite her frequent claims that she aspires to be the lone matriarch of a new dragon race⁠—”

      “Mainly when threatening to kill my sisters, in an attempt to bring me into line,” Fendrath said.

      “Be that as it may.” Esmerild, never one to enjoy being interrupted, sniffed. “Although we cannot be certain, we believe the prospects for breeding between half-siblings will not be much better than they are for full siblings. Adalant knows, or at the very least Ismant does, that dragonkind’s future will depend on having multiple bloodlines to mingle with one another.”

      “Then she wants to raise your children as her own,” said Mairid. “So she can breed them with Ismant’s children. They may have green fire, but at least if they’re under her control, they’re less likely to become a threat. Is that it?”

      “Not quite,” Esmerild said. “I do think she believes children will be much easier to control, and that she wishes to keep them for breeding purposes. But she would most definitely not raise them as her own.”

      “Not as her own children.” The flickering shadows played across Fendrath’s reptilian face, making his expression impossible to read—but the murder in his voice was clear enough. “As her own slaves, now that is a different matter. They are desirable in her eyes for more than just breeding. She believes they hold the key, you see. That if she cannot extract the secret of their making from us, perhaps she can discover it from them. And even if she can’t, studying the first known hybrid dragons would be useful in other ways. She means to experiment on them.”

      “You can’t mean that.” Deryn put her hand to her lips. “It’s awful. Worse than awful. It’s unforgivable.”

      Fendrath snorted. “And you find it shocking, do you, the notion of Adalant being awful?”

      “No, of course we don’t, but …” Griffin stared at the blackwing, aghast. “Experiment? Like Mithrin?”

      “Precisely like Mithrin,” Fendrath said. “If they do have combined fire, that would be a very useful thing. A thing she’d like to bottle. And who knows what other powers they might have?”

      “I think it very likely that this is the reason she took Arun.” Esmerild’s voice held none of the emotion of her mate’s; she sounded as self-possessed and well-ordered as ever. “So he can conduct these experiments for her, should she manage to obtain the eggs.”

      “I can’t believe that,” said Griffin, although of course what he really meant was that he couldn’t bear to believe it. He was nearly breathless at the thought. They wanted to turn Arun into Mithrin?

      If so, the archmagister was as good as dead, because he would never consent to such a thing.

      Esmerild shrugged his incredulity away with the flick of a wing. “The redwings know him to be a very great magician, and more importantly, the first human enchanter in quite some years. They may also believe that he helped us accomplish the breeding in the first place. He and Gafalt were able to work some very rare and complex magic together, to help dispose of Mithrin.” She clicked her tongue and muttered, “I suppose I ought to have guessed they would see him as an attractive prize.”

      “Surely there’s a chance you’re wrong about all this,” Mairid said. “Surely not even Adalant would go so far as to commit Mithrin’s crimes against her own kind.”

      “I have no doubt whatsoever that I’m right,” said Esmerild. “And neither should you, since you know me well enough by now to know that if I am certain of a thing, you may also be certain of it.”

      “We’ve acknowledged we did not anticipate Adalant abducting the archmagister,” Fendrath said. “But apart from that, much of what we’re telling you, we know directly from my sister. The moment Adalant discovered we have eggs—I still don’t know how she did so—she sent Margarth to me. A diplomatic visit, my sister called it. I was willing to welcome her, because I still had hopes of bringing her back into our fold. But all she did was demand that I surrender both the breeding magic and the eggs.”

      Esmerild pursed her lips over her fangs in clear disapproval of Margarth. “We were fortunate that he was able to send her off with nothing⁠—”

      “Drive her off, more like,” Fendrath cut in with a growl. “I still have a chip in one of my horns from the fight.”

      “—that time,” Esmerild went on. “But we went into hiding immediately afterward. As did Gafalt, separately. Adalant will want to avoid killing either me or my brother, while some unknown greenwing magic remains her only hope of procreation. Just as she won’t destroy my eggs, if she can help it. But that doesn’t mean we aren’t vulnerable—all of us, and eggs far more so than hatched dragons. There’s a reason broken eggs appear in one axiom and adage after another. They must be protected. At all and any costs.”

      “And so you’ve brought them … here.” Griffin finished with a cough. Of all the places. Why would they choose to make a stand somewhere they knew Adalant was already eager to raze? Why would they ever imagine their eggs were safe here?

      “Indeed I have,” said Esmerild. “Being on the move was all well and good when they were fresh and new and tiny. But they’re entering their true growth phase now. They must be tended. We cannot be flying hither and thither at all odd hours, through any weather, particularly not with that last getting colder by the day. And so here they will stay—as will we, of course—until they hatch.”

      When the magisters failed to look unanimously jubilant at this announcement, Esmerild spent several minutes enumerating the many reasons they ought to be grateful for her presence. By her very existence, she declared, she had delayed the war and protected the kingdoms of men, for as much as Adalant might desire conquest, she desired the continuation of dragonkind more. What was one, after all, without the other? For dragons to reign supreme, there must be dragons to reign.

      The events of that very night, Esmerild further explained, proved that the enemy would not mount a full attack on Pendralyn or anyplace else, at least not until Adalant had the breeding magic for herself. Between the redwings’ need to keep the greenwings alive, and their own vulnerability to green fire, they were locked in a stalemate they could break only through stealth and stealing.

      As to the breeding magic itself, Griffin had his own suspicions, vague though they might be. He’d seen the greenwings do magic only through objects: the cursed book, the harp that revealed hidden things, the harp of stone. The various oddities in Borald’s lair. Enchantment seemed to be their particular specialty, and whatever the breeding magic was, he was willing to wager a great deal that it involved a thing of some sort.

      In other words, a thing that could be stolen.

      And once Adalant had it, she would have no further use for the greenwings. It might even, in her mind, reduce their eggs’ usefulness as well. Which meant she might also have less use for Arun, and be perfectly content to roast the archmagister in his skin. With the rest of them to follow.

      All in all, Griffin would have felt much better if he knew what this object was, or where it was hidden. But of course neither Esmerild nor Fendrath would give the slightest hint.

      “But why here?” Calys asked, when Esmerild’s monologue seemed to be winding down at last. “You say it protects us to have you here, but if you’ll forgive my bluntness, I doubt our protection is your highest priority at the moment.”

      “Of course it isn’t,” said Esmerild. “Protecting my children is not only my highest priority, it’s my only one. I would happily kill anyone it became necessary to kill, in the course of fulfilling that duty. I would certainly go and kill the redwings this very moment, without the slightest misgiving, even at the cost of ending their bloodline, had they not a blackwing to protect them. And I would, with no less hesitation, sacrifice anyone in this cavern, including Fendrath and myself. Nevertheless, I consider our alliance to be our best chance of survival. Your survival and ours.”

      “You think we can help you fight Adalant?” Deryn asked.

      Esmerild tossed her head. “If there is one thing the return of that insufferable madman taught us, it’s that we should never underestimate the potential of men as foes. It’s a mistake I will not make again. Which does complicate our relationship a bit, I’ll admit, but the point is, I do believe that human magic can have a place in fighting dragons. If it can be developed properly.”

      Griffin shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot, but said nothing. Nor did he meet Nott’s eye. This was surely a good opportunity to mention that they were still pursuing the elixir of dragon breath, in their bizarre way. But not so long ago, Gafalt had promised to kill anyone he suspected of having, or trying to obtain, the elixir. And the fragility of the trust between dragons and men was on both sides.

      “And if you want the complete truth,” Esmerild said in a tone that was, for her, positively subdued, “there’s another reason we’d like to hatch our eggs here. When we were here last, your sages were able to help heal Fendrath’s wing. We would not have thought that possible.”

      “We were a bit surprised ourselves, to be honest,” said Lawfric. “Healing anim— er, nonhuman beings is something of a tricky matter. Particularly magical ones.”

      “I’m quite sure it was the combination of our magic and Gafalt’s,” said Deryn. “Much like he and the archmagister were able to enchant the cloak. It was almost as if we enchanted Fendrath’s wing to grow.”

      “A gross oversimplification, and not at all accurate,” Lawfric began, but Esmerild cut him off.

      “Regardless of the particulars,” she said, “you were able to do it, and that is what matters, in our present circumstances. There hasn’t been a dragon born in over a thousand years. And perhaps you aren’t aware of this, not hatching from eggs yourselves, but even that sort of birth carries risks. I would prefer …” She trailed off and made a sound almost like a cough. Was she embarrassed? “I would be most comfortable with as many healers at my disposal as possible.”

      Not embarrassed. Anxious. No wonder Griffin hadn’t recognized it right off—he doubted anyone had ever seen it, in Esmerild.

      She wanted assurance that her children would be born in safety, attended by those who could manage any emergency that might arise. Just like any mother.

      Griffin smiled faintly. The gulf between them sometimes seemed insurmountable, but at heart, there were always commonalities. “Very well,” he said, with a glance at Calys. “I propose that we make Esmerild and Fendrath welcome, and help them with the hatching. Adalant will no doubt do her best, through her usual underhanded means, to steal both the eggs and whatever secrets she can. But I agree that we are likely safe from a larger scale attack, for the moment.”

      Calys nodded. Not that she had much choice. When dragons decided to become one’s guests, there was little one could do about it, apart from offer up some mutton and smile.

      “And we would ask something in return,” Griffin said, turning back to the dragons. “I realize you must guard your eggs closely, but we would appreciate your assistance, even if indirect, with our rescue effort. The redwings may keep Arun alive, but that hardly means he’s safe. We don’t intend to leave him languishing in captivity for a moment longer than necessary.”

      “Of course you don’t,” said Esmerild. “And nor do we. We can’t see another Mithrin made, can we? I can’t think what Adalant means by attempting it, truth be told. It’s appallingly shortsighted of her. She intends to kill him the moment he ceases to be of use, obviously, but that might not be as simple a prospect as she imagines, if she allows him to become too powerful.”

      “It doesn’t matter what she’s thinking,” said Deryn. “Not only will we not let it come to that, Arun himself will not. He could never be like Mithrin.”

      “Let us hope not,” Esmerild warned. “Though it would grieve us greatly to do it, when you particular humans have thus far given us no reason to view you as anything but allies, we would not hesitate to kill him ourselves, were it to become necessary.”

      Fendrath, who shared something of a mutual dislike with the archmagister, flicked his wings. “I don’t know about grieving us greatly. Certainly not if things were to go so far as him harming, or attempting to harm, or even gently mulling over the possibility of harming, my children. I do agree that it would be a shameful waste of a good magician, if Adalant should make him our enemy.”

      The blackwing tilted his head, and fixed Griffin with his golden stare. “But make no mistake. If she does so, then it is as an enemy that he will be treated.”
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      Griffin went to bed past dawn, only to be awakened what felt like minutes later by a breathless, disheveled Deryn, announcing that Nott had contacted Arun at last. Griffin wasted no time, rushing across the grounds with hair uncombed and face unwashed.

      He winced as he walked into the keep, always a place of security and warmth—a place where the archmagister could often be found, and where he ought to be now. Eyrdri knew where Arun was instead, but Griffin was willing to wager there was no security there, and only the very wrongest kind of warmth.

      The vast dining room was already occupied by several yawning sages; magical communication was a much faster method of summoning people than knocking on doors. The rest of the magisters trickled in while Griffin (with perhaps some mild use of his elbows) broke through the crowd competing for the cold sausage rolls someone had found in the kitchen. Most of them had missed breakfast.

      Fendrath was the last to arrive. The dragons had decided to make a temporary home in the very place they’d once been held prisoner, owing to the cavern’s relative defensibility, and the sufficient room it offered not only for them, but for the large and exceptionally hot fire by which the eggs would, for some weeks, be warmed. Esmerild had stayed behind to tend to things there.

      Griffin wondered that she would allow a meeting to happen without her running it. Perhaps settling down with a mate had softened her a bit, and she’d developed an uncharacteristic reliance on Fendrath. Or perhaps Arun’s rescue was not as great a concern as she’d let on.

      “All right, Nott, I believe that’s all of us,” Calys said, after some of the fireside furniture had been moved to make a comfortable space for Fendrath to sit. “Don’t keep us fretting, is he hurt or not?”

      “He was.” Nott, whose voice was somewhat less than rousing, hopped up onto a table so as to be heard by all. “As Magister Lawfric predicted, he suffered some wounds during the flight. But they’ve already been healed.”

      “Healed by whom?” asked Lawfric.

      “Darbin, it would seem,” said Nott. “Some of you will remember him as Ismant’s servant. A Harth, and a sage. Arun recognized his voice, though he can’t see anything. It’s dark where he is.”

      “Dark,” Mairid said flatly, clearly unimpressed. Griffin hadn’t noticed her come in, but was not surprised to either see or hear her. She generally behaved as if she were one of the magisters. Or possibly their superior. “That hardly narrows it down, does it? Surely he told you something more.”

      Nott shook his head. “It seems he was unconscious for a great deal of the journey, which was probably a blessing for him, but does make things a bit difficult for us. He has no idea how far they went, or for how long. He only knows that he woke up indoors, in the dark, and that it smells of onions.”

      “And nobody other than Darbin has spoken to him?” Griffin asked.

      “No,” said Nott. “Nor has Darbin told him anything of value. Arun has no idea why he’s been taken, and to be honest, he seems somewhat confused in general. But I don’t think he’s very far away. He’s certainly still in Cairdarin proper. I don’t know how far a dragon can fly in one night, but I do know the archmagister, and so do all of you. If there were any sea between us, even as close as the outer islands, he wouldn’t have been able to answer me.”

      A murmur of wistful laughter rippled through the keep. Arun’s mediocre-at-best proficiency when it came to the communication spell, a glaring deficiency for an otherwise brilliant sage, was something of a running joke among the magisters.

      But Griffin wasn’t smiling. Something about the name Darbin had caught at the edge of his thoughts, something other than his reflexive distaste for the man. But his mind was sluggish, still shaking off sleep and a lingering dream of Mithrin’s face coming through the mirror, and he couldn’t … quite …

      “Eleri!” He looked around at the others, horrified that this hadn’t occurred to him—or apparently any of them—already. “Darbin! The Red Cult!”

      Even thus prompted, it seemed the others still hadn’t thought of it; their faces were blank. Griffin did his best to slow down. “We’ve experience with how they operate. We know they’re fond of using the families, the children of those they want to control. And we know they want something from Arun.”

      Deryn, at least, caught on. Her eyes grew wide. “They may try to abduct Eleri, too.”

      “They may be trying it even as we speak,” said Griffin. “And succeeding, at that. Heathbire castle is well fortified, but then so is Pendralyn. If Ismant were to attack it as he attacked us …”

      “The Baroness of Heathbire keeps a sage in her employ.” Lawfric was already moving toward the relative quiet of the kitchen. “I’ll be back when I can.”

      “All right,” said Calys. “He’ll warn the baroness, which is all we can do for Eleri at the moment. Good work, thinking of that.” She nodded at Griffin, both an acknowledgement and a dismissal. “As for the archmagister, he is in some indeterminate part of Cairdarin, in a dark room, possibly a root cellar. Is that the sum of it?”

      “It is,” Nott agreed.

      “How utterly useless, if you don’t mind my saying,” said Magister Felton, who was nearly as ancient as a dragon, and rarely interested in whether anyone minded what he said. “It doesn’t seem like a very good reason to get us out of bed, does it? It’s as good as no information at all.”

      “It most certainly is not.” Deryn, predictably, came to Nott’s defense, although Nott didn’t look the least bit stung by Felton’s admonishment. “Haven’t you been listening? Darbin healed Arun.”

      “Is that significant?” asked Magister Dora.

      “Only if you want to find him,” Deryn said with a sniff. “If you’ll recall, when Darbin last left us, it was without three of his famous red pigeons.”

      “I’d hardly call them famous,” said Calys. “And I distinctly remember you calling them hopeless.”

      Deryn pursed her lips. “Two of them are, I’ll admit. But Rufus isn’t so bad, if you remember that he likes cake. And he’s smarter than the others, as well.”

      “Rufus?” Felton laughed. “You named the little beasts?”

      “Of course she did.” Mairid tossed Felton a look that suggested he was an utter fool. She didn’t ordinarily get along with Deryn, but they did share a deep fondness for animals. “They have to have names.”

      “Of course they do.” Calys’s tone held all the sarcasm Mairid’s had lacked. “And your point is, Rufus can find Darbin, you think?”

      “I’d be very surprised if he couldn’t,” Deryn said. “The red pigeons have some unusual, perhaps even magical, talents, and Rufus obviously knows Darbin well. He can locate him, then come back to tell us what he’s found.”

      Griffin felt some of the pressure in his chest ease. Perhaps relying on a pigeon wasn’t the very best plan he’d ever heard of, or the surest, or the most exciting. But it was something, after many hours of empty, helpless nothing. It was some hope of action in their future.

      And that was the only sort of hope that brought him any comfort. If only he could feel he was doing something. Anything, really.

      Still, it was a plan that could be improved upon. “Perhaps, Fendrath …” Griffin cleared his throat, knowing that what he was about to suggest was highly offensive, but feeling it ought to be said nonetheless. “I don’t suppose you could take Rufus?” He saw the blackwing’s nostrils flare, and rushed on. “It’s just, it might take him days on his own, depending on how far he must go. A dragon’s wings are much faster than a pigeon’s. Rufus could do the tracking, but perhaps he could do it from your, er … back?”

      Fendrath snorted, then exhaled a small cloud of smoke, tinged with blue. “You’re suggesting I allow a pigeon to ride me?”

      Griffin held up his hands. “Only to save time, you understand. And you can cloak yourself, so you’d be no more conspicuous than the pigeon alone.”

      Fendrath laughed, which was at least better than some of the other ways the conversation might have ended. “I am not insensitive to our promise to help you recover your archmagister,” he said. “We will provide you with advice and information, known hiding spots of the redwings, that sort of thing. Perhaps a bit of magic here and there, if Esme has any that can be of use. But even were you not an idiotic man full of idiotic ideas, a journey is out of the question. We must tend to our eggs, one of us at all times, and both as often as possible. The only way we can fly away from Pendralyn now is all together, with the eggs, and I am certainly not about to take them toward redwings.”

      “Well,” said Calys, “we’ve said repeatedly that they will keep Arun alive. Now that we know they’ve healed him, we can add that they will keep him in good health, as well. So we’ll just have to accept that it might take some time to find him.”

      “Rufus will be as quick as he can,” Deryn promised. “I’ll send him on his way immediately.”

      “And that, I’m afraid, will be our last official decision on this matter.” Lawfric emerged from the kitchen, walking stiffly and wearing an expression that could only be described as a pout.

      “What’s wrong?” Griffin asked. “Were you not able to contact the baroness?”

      “I was,” Lawfric said with a wave. “She’s had no trouble thus far, but she intends to send Eleri into hiding, as a precaution.”

      Calys repeated Griffin’s question. “What’s wrong, then?”

      “Her sage isn’t the only one I’ve been in contact with, that’s what. I’ve just had word from Dinadan.” Lawfric glanced at Fendrath and added, “That’s the king’s new personal sage. We are to expect the king and queen. Imminently.”

      “That’s hardly surprising.” Griffin wondered what Lawfric was so put out about. Arun was the queen’s brother, and the king’s closest friend. Of course they would come.

      “We’re to take no further action until they arrive,” Lawfric went on. “They will be taking charge of the rescue effort, and of the protection of the dragon eggs.” The disapproving line of his lips got thinner, his frown deeper. “It seems we are hereby relieved of our command.”

      So much for doing something. Or anything, really.
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      Griffin glanced sideways at Mairid and swallowed back a laugh. “You look nervous.”

      “Perhaps you can’t see me very clearly, then.” She pushed back the curls the breeze had blown across her eyes. “Of course I’m not nervous. Why should I be nervous? I’m not the one who betrayed and abandoned an innocent child who trusted me. If anyone ought to be nervous, it’s him.”

      “Is that the grudge, then?” Griffin tilted his head, studying her, but she’d turned her face away again. “You’ve never told me the full story, you know.” In point of fact, she’d never so much as given him a hint, despite his many subtle (or less than subtle) questions.

      “Nor am I going to tell it now.” She tipped her chin toward the gate, which was opening at last. Dinadan—the king’s young and, judging by the way Mairid’s brows rose, attractive sage—came through first, followed by Eyrdon’s monarchs.

      Calys stepped out of the row of magisters lined up across the lawn, and curtseyed. “Welcome, Majesties. We are honored and gratified to receive you.” She craned her neck to look beyond the tiny party. “There are no others?”

      “None that could keep up,” said Erietta. Her face was uncharacteristically tight and pale. Though he had no siblings of his own, Griffin could well imagine that she was mad with worry for her brother. Her twin, no less.

      “Large groups travel with less efficiency than we had the patience for,” Wardin elaborated. “But you can expect a little over two hundred battlemages before long. I’ll have more magicians at the ready, of course, should they be needed, but we can only stuff so many into Pendralyn. There will also be mundane soldiers setting up camps around the village and the mountains. Surely Dinadan communicated most of this to you?”

      “Mundane soldiers, you say?” Felton’s face would have been much the same had the king announced that an army of slugs was coming to defend the magistery. “I … see.”

      Wardin arched a brow at the old magister. “I’m well aware that nonmagical soldiers are of little use against dragons, just as you are well aware that the redwings regularly use human accomplices. Security of all kinds is needed. If it comes to a battle, I’ll see to it that they stay out of the fire.” He started to say something else, but froze as his eyes fell on Mairid.

      To Griffin’s very great surprise, the king did indeed look a bit nervous. “Mairid.”

      Mairid nodded stiffly. She did not curtsey. “Wardin.”

      “I believe the word you’re looking for is Majesty.” Erietta crossed her arms. “We’re grateful for your diplomatic aid with your cousin, but I’m afraid I’m too exhausted to be diplomatic myself, at the moment.” She moved closer, fixing Mairid with a warning glare. “I am not interested in your childhood—and childish—grievances against my husband or his family. If I get the slightest hint that you are anything less than fully committed to my brother’s safe return⁠—”
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