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            AUTHOR’S NOTE: ABOUT DRAGONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Dragons have six fingers on each hand, and the number twelve has semi-religious meaning to them. They measure the passage of time in twelvedays as well as seasons and years, and frequently count by dozens as well as more conventional base ten numbers (thanks to having ten toes on their feet).

      Dragons measure time of day by the position of the sun: dawn, morning, mid-morning, noon, mid-afternoon, late afternoon, dusk/sunset. Time of night is measured by relation to midnight: dusk/sunset, evening, late evening, midnight, the dreaming hours, pre-dawn, dawn.

      Dragons take approximately thirty years to reach adolescence and are considered adults at age fifty-five, though it can take another ten to fifteen years for a dragon to achieve her full adult size.

      Dragon time and distance measurements are inexact and based on the average dragon body. The basic unit of time is the heartbeat, or beat. A dragon’s resting heart rate is about twenty-five beats per minute, so a single beat is the equivalent of two and a half seconds, a hundred beats is a little over four minutes, and a thousand beats is almost forty-two minutes.

      An adult dragon is approximately the same length and height (not including wingspan) as a double-decker bus, but slimmer. Their basic unit of distance is the dragonlength, which is somewhere between twenty-five and thirty feet long (counting from tip of the nose to tip of the tail). For smaller distances, they use the handspan, which is approximately twelve inches long. For long distances, they are more likely to measure by the length of time it takes to fly somewhere rather than how far it is in dragonlengths. A dragon standing erect is sixteen to twenty feet tall.

      Adult dragons weigh between 4000-5000 pounds. An active dragon will eat, on average, 250-300 pounds of meat per day, plus a quantity of stone equaling another 8-10 pounds (sometimes less depending on the “richness” of the stone). Dragons generally eat twice a day, though in lean times a dragon will gorge herself on available food and then not eat again for several days.

      An adult dragon can fly up to 120 miles per hour.
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      The oncoming storm that blackened the western skies smelled of lightning and cut grass and fresh warm water, a lake’s worth of it. The rainy season in the lowlands had proved to be more uncomfortable than the hot, drier spring had been. Lamprophyre had thought rain would keep the temperature low, but all it had done was saturate the air the sun heated to an unbearable level so it clung to her scales and wings like a caul. On the worst days, the ones where clouds didn’t dim the sun and any movement felt like swimming in soup, she napped fitfully in her hall and dreamed of crisp, cold mountain air, of sleeping on chilled stone in a cave warmed by her body heat, and woke to the unpleasant reality of Gonjiri in summer.

      Rokshan never seemed disturbed by the weather, but humans were acclimated to the lowlands in a way no dragon could ever be. He wore long-sleeved linen shirts regardless of how hot it was, which made Lamprophyre’s heart ache for him because she knew his clothing choice had nothing to do with comfort and everything to do with the burn scars she still had never seen. It wasn’t something she could task him with, not even on days like today when there was no one else around and he was perched comfortably in the notch behind her shoulders. Once again, she promised herself she’d find a time to discuss the forbidden subject, and once again she knew she was lying to herself.

      Lamprophyre eyed the clouds and calculated how long it would take for the storm to arrive. More than a thousand beats, which was more than long enough for her purposes. The wind blowing those clouds in her direction buffeted her, prompting her to put her back to the wind so she didn’t have to close the nictitating membranes over her eyes. She wanted to see this through to the end, even though it had been Rokshan’s idea and she wasn’t totally sure it was a good one.

      “I’m not sure this was a good idea,” Rokshan shouted. “The soldiers are all distracted.” He shifted his weight so he was leaning over her left shoulder, putting more of her body between himself and the wind. Below them, the great granite wall of Tanajital loomed dully, its usual sparkle dimmed by the overcast. Soldiers thronged its wooden wall-walk, all of them intent not on potential enemies approaching from the north, but on the colorful specks speeding along the southern wall, on the far side of the city. Lamprophyre decided not to say she’d told him this might happen.

      “Too late now,” she said instead. The specks were moving fast enough around the curve of the wall that already they were visible as colored blotches, red and midnight blue and tarnished silver and, ugh, grass-green. In another beat or so, they were recognizable as dragons.

      Despite herself, Lamprophyre’s heart raced with excitement. Rokshan had been right about one thing for sure: there was nothing in the world to beat the sight of a magnificent, powerful creature in motion. She wasn’t racing because she feared her rider losing his seat, and also because the dragon ambassador losing might look bad, but watching was almost as good. Now, if only Porphyry would pull ahead…

      The dragons were headed directly for her. Lamprophyre resisted the urge to fly backward, out of their path. Dragons never collided with each other intentionally, and moving would just make her look stupid. Rokshan clutched her ruff more securely, but gave no other sign that he felt nervous in the face of four dragons barreling down upon them. Closer, closer…Porphyry was right on Coquina’s flank—

      —and the dragons swept past, four streaks of color that separated to fly in all directions as they shed momentum. Lamprophyre ground her back teeth together. She’d promised not to compare herself to Coquina anymore, not after the illuminating conversation she’d had with her mother Hyaloclast about Coquina’s true merits or lack thereof, but old reactions died hard, and seeing Coquina fly past head and neck in front of Porphyry irritated her. She put on a pleasant smile and flew to where her clutchmates had gathered in the lee of the city wall, their eyes dilated and their breathing heavy from their exertions.

      “Coquina wins again,” she said. “That’s three out of five.”

      “I’m just lucky,” Coquina said with a laugh and a flutter of her wings that pretended to humility. Lamprophyre resisted the urge to grind her teeth again. Coquina was pretty and fast, both of which qualities Coquina had Mother Stone to thank for rather than her own perseverance in developing them, though Coquina persisted in acting as if possessing them made her superior.

      “I don’t know why we bother,” Orthoclase said, flapping his wings in a leisurely fashion at odds with his breathless voice. “Only Chrysoprase can beat her every time, and she thinks it’s beneath her dignity to race younglings.”

      “As if Chrysoprase weren’t only twenty-seven years older than us,” Flint said. He stretched, showing off his shapely, muscular torso, a move that on anyone else would have indicated vanity. “She thinks being a mother means she has to protect her dignity.”

      “What does a dragon mother do to raise her child?” Rokshan asked. “I thought dragons didn’t care as much about parentage as they do about their clutch or their respect for Hyaloclast.”

      “That’s when we’re adults,” Porphyry said. His scales, red as ripening cherries, were darker in the light from the oncoming storm and became even darker as he did a slow loop in midair. “Dragons can’t fly until they’re fifteen, so they need to be watched before that so they don’t venture into places they can’t get out of, or might fall off of.”

      “And they need feeding,” Flint added, “particularly the males, who can’t cook their own food. So mothers and fathers take care of their physical needs, and they also tell stories so the dragonets learn their history.”

      “Chrysoprase is overprotective,” Coquina said. “Pyrope is eighteen, but her mother still keeps her close to the nest. It’s ridiculous.”

      “There’s nothing ridiculous about caring about your child’s safety,” Lamprophyre said. “And Pyrope is accident-prone. Remember when she climbed up to that ledge looking for garnet and got stuck? It was almost two thousand beats before anyone figured out where she’d gone.”

      “That was when she was ten, Lamprophyre,” Coquina said. “And Chrysoprase has been overprotective ever since. I know if I had a child, I wouldn’t want it to grow up frightened and stunted.” She cast a quick glance at Flint, who was looking back at the city wall and missed her coquettish look. Lamprophyre, who hadn’t missed it at all, wondered once more if Flint knew Coquina was pursuing him. He was too smart to be ignorant of her flirtation, but he’d never once acknowledged it, and Lamprophyre couldn’t tell if maybe he really was ignorant, after all.

      “We should go,” Rokshan said. He pointed up. “The soldiers are still staring. They’re supposed to be alert to threats, not watching dragons. Sorry. I didn’t realize, when I suggested racing, that it would draw their attention so thoroughly.”

      “But it proves you were right, Rokshan,” Orthoclase said, “about humans being interested in dragon races. I didn’t hear a single frightened thought the whole time we were up there. Though I wasn’t really listening. Too busy eating Coquina’s dust.”

      Coquina laughed again. This time, it was a more brittle sound, and to her surprise Lamprophyre felt sorry for her clutchmate. She was almost certain Coquina had only set her sights on Flint because he was gorgeous, but if she felt genuine affection for him, how terrible if he really didn’t care for her. Lamprophyre almost listened to Coquina’s thoughts, but eavesdropping was bad manners, and she didn’t want to fall into old habits of being obsessed with Coquina.

      They flew lazily back to the warehouse district, not needing to race the storm, though Lamprophyre suspected she and Rokshan would get a little wet returning to the embassy after seeing the others to guest quarters. Humans thronged the streets below, heading for shelter. None of them looked up or pointed in amazement; none of them gave the dragons more than a passing thought. That was another thing Rokshan had been right about. Nine twelvedays before, when they’d arranged to rent these warehouses as temporary homes for dragons visiting Tanajital, he’d said, “Humans don’t stay amazed at the extraordinary long. Soon enough, extraordinary becomes normal, and then normal becomes taken for granted. You’ll see.” Based on the thoughts she overheard from below, dragons—at least these dragons—were definitely taken for granted.

      The streets surrounding the warehouses were wide enough for dragons to land on, and once humans had become accustomed to their draconic neighbors, they’d stopped using those streets entirely. Lamprophyre never feared stepping on humans here. Even so, today she hovered rather than landing, saying, “Are any of you going home this evening?”

      “I have business with a stone supplier,” Orthoclase said. “He has some stone I’ve never tasted. You’ll all love it once I’ve worked out what else to pair it with.”

      His clutchmates laughed. “We eat better than anyone in the flight thanks to you,” Porphyry said. “I’m staying the night. Don’t feel like flying as late as that storm will require.” Flint nodded agreement. Coquina just shrugged and walked into her warehouse.

      “All right, then I’ll see you in the morning,” Lamprophyre said, flapping hard to propel herself skyward. She felt Rokshan wave at her clutchmates, and then the two of them were high over Tanajital and headed for the embassy.

      Fat drops of rain had begun to fall when she descended to the courtyard in front of the embassy and hurried inside before crouching to let Rokshan climb down. She turned so she could watch the rain fall and settled herself comfortably on her stomach. “It’s still pretty,” she said, “even though I’m ready for the rainy season to be over.”

      “We have another couple of months before that happens,” Rokshan said. He settled himself in the cross-legged position that always made Lamprophyre’s hips ache just looking at it. “That’s five twelvedays.”

      “I’m getting used to human time measurements, too,” Lamprophyre said. “Though I still have to count it out in my head. Maybe someday it will be more natural.”

      Rokshan nodded. “Odd,” he said. “I smell cooking. Isn’t it a little early for Depik to make supper?”

      “It’s not supper, it’s soup,” Lamprophyre said. “It’s for the beggars.”

      Rokshan’s eyebrows rose in an expression of disbelief. “Soup for beggars? Why is Depik making soup for beggars?”

      “He wanted to help our neighborhood,” Lamprophyre explained. “Because he needed help for so long, and now he’s in a position to help others. I don’t always use all the meat from a cow or a pig, and he asked if I minded him using the scraps and the bones to feed the hungry. Though it’s not always just the hungry. Anamika and Varnak sometimes get permission from their parents to eat here. But mostly it’s beggars.”

      “Lamprophyre,” Rokshan began, then fell silent. She recognized the expression he got when she came up with a question that had a complicated, human answer. “Lamprophyre,” he went on, “you’re an ambassador. I’m not sure you should be feeding beggars out of the embassy. No human ambassador would do such a thing.”

      “I’m not human,” she pointed out, “and I don’t see why not. Maybe Tanajital is welcoming of dragons now, but it can’t hurt to build goodwill, just in case. And Depik was so excited about his idea, I didn’t want to turn him down. He’s had fewer bad days in the last month, and while I don’t think his illness is cured, this certainly seems to have made a difference.”

      Rokshan shook his head slowly. “I can’t argue with your logic. It’s just an unusual idea most humans wouldn’t have—but you’re not human, yes, I’m aware.” He chuckled. “I don’t know why I’m objecting. This plan of Depik’s will probably end up having unexpected and positive side effects, just like everything you do.”

      “I’m glad you can see sense.” She settled herself more comfortably on the floor and closed her eyes. The rain rattled the roof tiles and occasionally blew through the window holes near the ceiling, spattering her hindquarters in a not-unpleasant way. Beside her, Rokshan leaned against her side, tucking himself into the crease of her shoulder. It was so restful, sitting and napping with a friend.

      She’d almost drifted off to sleep when she heard Rokshan say, “There’s someone I want you to meet. A friend of mine. A, um, female friend.”

      She blinked and shifted a little, not enough to dislodge Rokshan. “A female friend? Or do you mean more than a friend?”

      “I’m not sure yet.” Rokshan laughed, a little self-consciously. “Nevrita’s attractive, she’s intelligent and funny, so I’m not sure what she sees in me—”

      “Don’t be derogatory of yourself. That makes you look weak and stupid, and you’re neither of those things.”

      This time, his laugh was amused and unforced. “Sorry. I meant that as a joke, but—anyway. I met her at a concert hosted by Lady Tanura, where it turned out we both like the same composers, and then she was a guest at the reception for the new Rezmish ambassador, so we talked some more, and I’ve seen her several times since then. She’s interesting, and I like her, and I think it might be more than just liking.”

      “I was at that reception, and I don’t remember meeting anyone named Nevrita.”

      “You didn’t. Remember, you left early? She arrived after that.”

      An unexpected pang of jealousy stabbed through Lamprophyre. “And you’re just now telling me about her?”

      “Why are you upset? I wasn’t sure this was anything more than casual acquaintance, and I didn’t see the point of doing something so dramatic as introducing her to my best friend until I knew she was someone I wanted you to meet.”

      “Best friend” comforted Lamprophyre and made her feel stupid about her reaction. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’d like to meet her, if she’s as interesting as you make her sound.”

      “She is. She’s never met a dragon before, and she seemed excited when I suggested I introduce you. Maybe in a few days?”

      “I look forward to it.” She closed her eyes again and felt Rokshan relax into her side. So. Rokshan hadn’t had any romantic relationships since she’d met him last spring, and after he’d been burned badly by a Fanishkorite spy wielding a fire-blasting artifact, she’d wondered if he felt uncomfortable getting close to a female human. He’d said something along those lines that day, but they hadn’t discussed it since. If he liked this Nevrita, and Nevrita liked him, Lamprophyre was happy for him. And she wasn’t going to let a stupid irrational jealousy affect how she treated the female. It wasn’t as if Rokshan would stop being her friend just because he started a new and different relationship.

      She let the pounding of the rain lull her to sleep, and woke to find the noise had ceased and the air was cool and fresh. It was the only thing about lowland weather she enjoyed, the pause after the storm before the sun could once again heat the air hotter than dragon’s breath. They didn’t have anything like it in the mountains.

      Beside her, Rokshan stretched and got to his feet. “That soup smells amazing,” he said. “I’m almost tempted to become a beggar.”

      “You can have some without being a beggar,” Lamprophyre said. “Though aren’t you supposed to attend a banquet at the palace tonight?”

      Rokshan groaned. “It’s Khadar’s birthday. I wish I could gracefully break my leg or something to get out of it. He’s always so insufferable, as if birthdays were invented solely to benefit him.”

      “I’m too big to fit into the banquet hall,” Lamprophyre said, not concealing her relief.

      “I wish I could ask Nevrita to accompany me, but singling her out like that would have my parents all over me, wanting to know when we’re getting married. So I’ll have to suffer alone.” Rokshan stretched, making his joints pop in a way Lamprophyre hated. Humans were so fragile, she always expected him to snap his bones or pop his arms from their sockets. “Have a nice meal, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Lamprophyre followed him out into the courtyard and watched until he disappeared up the street. The earth of the courtyard, hard-packed from generations of human feet, always had its top layer stirred up by heavy rains, and the mud clung unpleasantly to Lamprophyre’s feet and tail when she incautiously let it sweep the ground. She tried wiping off the dirt, but it just clung to her hand instead. Irritated, she scooped water from the brim-full rain barrel and washed her hand, then entered the dining pavilion and settled herself in her accustomed place near the kitchen.

      Depik came around the corner and bowed. “If you’re ready, supper’s near done,” he said. “And the soup is ready.”

      “It really is a lot of work, making the soup and then washing all those bowls,” Lamprophyre said, remembering Rokshan’s dubiousness. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      “My lady,” Depik said with a frown, “you’ve never been hungry, truly hungry. I have. I remember how it feels. I’d wash a thousand bowls if it meant sending these people away full.”

      “I understand, a little,” Lamprophyre said, feeling abashed. “And I agree that it’s satisfying to help.” She stood until she towered over the kitchen wall, which was taller than Depik but still only half as tall as she was at full height. “Let me handle the soup cauldron, and you can carry the bowls and spoons.”

      The cauldron wasn’t very big, not nearly the size of the one Depik used to cook soup for her, and she lifted it easily and set it down near the entrance to the pavilion, opposite the rain barrel. Depik set down a stack of wooden bowls as the first of the evening’s beggars approached. She and Depik had been providing soup for almost a twelveday, but those who came for a meal were still timid, even the ones Lamprophyre recognized as repeat visitors. She watched as they filled their bowls and retreated into the courtyard to eat. Some of them brought their own bowls, but even they stayed to eat, watching Lamprophyre as if they expected her to do something interesting.

      Depik rolled out the trolley containing the evening’s half a cow, expertly butchered and cooked to perfection, and Lamprophyre tore happily into the meat and idly listened to the thoughts of her “guests.” The ones she saw regularly interested her, like the woman with two children in tow—all right, that was less interesting and more heartbreaking. The woman’s thoughts were always focused on her children, but Lamprophyre wished she knew her story, why she had no mate—or maybe she did, and he wasn’t capable of helping to provide for his family. It wasn’t something Lamprophyre felt comfortable asking.

      There was the young man with only one leg; Lamprophyre tried not to stare, but that wasn’t something that ever happened to dragons and she almost couldn’t help herself. There was the old man whose wispy white hair flew in all directions like one of those flowers that broke apart into a thousand fluffy seeds. His thoughts were chaotic, unintelligible except for the occasional snatch of coherent language, can’t find my way or it speaks like thunder, and his constant smile and vacant eyes reminded her of the dragon Gabbro, who’d needed help to find his way to Mother Stone when his madness took him completely.

      And there was the odd woman who didn’t look like a beggar at all. Her clothes were finely stitched and dyed a rich purple and blue, and she wore a faceted garnet the width of Lamprophyre’s thumb in a setting of gold wire wrapped around her upper left arm. That alone told Lamprophyre she was wealthy, or had wealthy friends. Her thoughts were always amused, as if she were laughing at the people around her, and Lamprophyre couldn’t decide if she disliked the woman or not.

      Depik came to supervise serving the soup, and Lamprophyre ate and watched the humans. Dragons took care of each other, and this was a way in which humans did the same, but she knew it wasn’t a universal trait. For every human they fed that night, a dozen or more elsewhere in Tanajital or in the other cities of Gonjiri would go hungry. She understood why Rokshan was so skeptical of Depik’s efforts; when she thought about how many humans were in need, she knew it was impossible to help them all. And yet not helping when she was capable felt wrong. She could only do her best, and hope it made a difference to some.

      She finished her meal before the last of the soup was served, so she sat and watched the beggars in silence until they’d all departed, the wealthy woman with a nod and a smile for Lamprophyre as if she knew what Lamprophyre thought of her. Then Lamprophyre lifted the cauldron into the kitchen to be washed, waved good night to Depik, and entered the embassy. Rokshan was probably still at supper, listening to Khadar talk about how wonderful he was. Much as she enjoyed being with Rokshan, she didn’t envy him his supper companion tonight. Khadar, the Fifth Ecclesiast and a powerful religious figure, didn’t like her any more than she liked him, and since he always found a way to steer conversations around to how she was a heretic for not believing in his religion, she was just as happy to have been excluded from the birthday celebration.

      She settled in to sleep, watching the lazy evening sunlight slant across the courtyard and illuminate the end of the street that terminated there. Maybe she should make an effort to get to know the people they fed, now that they had regulars. She fell asleep imagining a conversation with the old man, whose thoughts floated as madly as his hair, and who told her a secret she couldn’t remember come the morning.
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      “I’m sure this is all a terrible misunderstanding,” Lamprophyre said, as patiently as she could manage. The day was hot and promised to become hotter, so she was already irritable even before this little man had intruded upon her day. That dealing with humans like him was part of her duties as ambassador didn’t make her less cranky.

      She shifted her weight, wishing she could sit up and stretch, but aware that such a move might seem like intimidation. “If your cart was trampled, it was surely by accident,” she continued. “And if Bromargyrite were here, he would be very embarrassed and apologetic.” No need to reveal that Bromargyrite’s clumsiness was nearly legendary among the flight.

      “That doesn’t give me back my cart,” the little man said. He was shorter even than most human females and had thin black strands of hair arranged across his bald scalp. The hairs fascinated Lamprophyre. They never moved no matter how agitatedly he twitched. “Nor my goods. The contents of that cart represented hours of labor. Keg stands don’t build themselves.”

      “Keg stands?”

      The man flapped his hands distractedly. “Keg stands. For holding kegs of beer or ale. Very important to tavern owners and innkeepers. Now I’m out hundreds of rupyas and my business will suffer.”

      Lamprophyre began to feel she was drowning in words. This little man was one of those whose thoughts echoed his speech so closely it gave Lamprophyre a headache listening in, but even without the deluge of thought, his words were like tiny missiles plinking off her hide. “Of course we’ll reimburse you for your losses,” she said. Reimburse was a word she’d learned from her teacher Dharan and, thanks to Bromargyrite’s frequent visits to Tanajital, had used far too often in the last several twelvedays. Months. “But surely keg stands don’t represent your entire business? Because I can’t imagine them being disposable. One sale would be good for years, yes?”

      The little man gazed at her, his mouth open. “Well, I…naturally I make other wooden objects, but my competitors will move in on this part of my business! I demand recompense for that loss, too.”

      Purposeful movement in the street drew Lamprophyre’s attention. To her relief, it was Rokshan, trotting toward the embassy heedless of the heat. “Rokshan can help us work those details out,” she said. “I’m afraid I’m still not familiar with the relative value of human coin. Rokshan, this man has made a claim on the embassy. Will you determine a fair compensation—” another word from Dharan— “for his losses?”

      “What? Oh. Yes.” Rokshan came to a halt beside the man. He wasn’t much taller than the average human male, but he still towered over the little man. “Where are your damaged goods?”

      The little man stilled. “Well, I disposed of them already, naturally.”

      “I don’t know how I can assess their value if I can’t see them. Or did you think you’d be allowed to set a price? What goods were they?”

      “Keg stands,” Lamprophyre said. “For holding kegs of beer or ale.”

      “Keg stands?” Rokshan glanced quickly from Lamprophyre to the little man. “Those aren’t worth much.”

      “But there was the cart, too,” the man said, rallying.

      “Which I notice you also didn’t bring,” Rokshan said. “What evidence do you have that there ever was a cart containing keg stands?”

      The little man froze again. Now Lamprophyre stood, towering over both humans. “You weren’t trying to cheat me, were you?” she said in her deepest voice, and listened closely. The little man’s thoughts, previously a chattering torrent of words, had become incoherent and guilty, though guilty about what, she couldn’t tell.

      “I’ll give you one chance to tell the truth,” she intoned, lowering her head to be level with the little man’s. “After that, Rokshan is going to boot you in your posterior and send you on your way.” She caught the sound of drifting amusement from Rokshan before she focused once more on the little man.

      The man swallowed. “The dragon did step on my cart,” he said in a weak voice, “but it was because it had crashed into a house and the axles were broken. But it did have a few keg stands in the back. I didn’t lie.”

      “Interesting,” Lamprophyre said. “A dragon would definitely consider your original tale a lie. Rokshan?”

      “Humans, too,” Rokshan said. “What made you think you could cheat the ambassador?”

      The little man said nothing. His guilty thoughts had become fearful. Lamprophyre’s irritation mingled with sadness. Some people still feared she might hurt them, even though she had never hurt any human who wasn’t trying to kill her.

      “If your cart was damaged before Bromargyrite stepped on it, I shouldn’t pay you anything,” she said, “and you should be ashamed of yourself for trying to cheat me and make Bromargyrite feel bad. However, I’m sure your cart would have been repairable before it was smashed by a dragon, so we’ll pay for that damage. But if you thought you could get more out of me by lying, you are very much mistaken. I think you have lied to more people than me in pursuit of coin, and I think you deserve for your business to suffer. Now, take your money, buy a new cart, and try honesty for a change.”

      The little man stared at her. Rokshan fished a small handful of silver out of his pouch, the one containing Lamprophyre’s money, and pressed it into the man’s hands. “I suggest you leave,” he said, “before I remember that Lamprophyre wanted me to kick you in the ass to get you going.”

      The little man twitched, startled, then ran for the street. Rokshan watched him go. “You should have caught his deception yourself,” he said.

      “His thoughts made my head echo. I wasn’t listening to them,” Lamprophyre protested.

      “It worked out in the end, so I suppose it doesn’t matter.” Rokshan entered the embassy and flapped the hem of his shirt to cool himself. Lamprophyre thought about suggesting he remove the long-sleeved garment, but that would have prompted one of those direct, challenging looks Lamprophyre found so uncomfortable.

      She followed him inside and settled on the floor. “Did they let you into the Hall of Visions this time?” she asked.

      Rokshan grimaced. “No, and I think someone may have interfered to prevent it,” he said. “The first time, it was closed to the public. The second time, I didn’t have the proper paperwork. This time, the excuse was flimsy—something about how I needed to prove I had good reason to be there. But the ecclesiast who told me that looked shifty, like she was lying. I wish you’d been there to confirm that.”

      “I wouldn’t fit.”

      “I know. It still would have been nice to be able to task her with her falsehoods.” He sighed. “Three guesses as to who’s interfering, and the first two don’t count.”

      “Khadar. But why would he care?”

      Rokshan leaned against her side. “He’s not stupid, for all he’s venal and obnoxious. He knows if I’m interested in a prophecy or prophecies registered in the Hall of Visions, you’re likely interested too. And you’re a heretic as far as he’s concerned. That’s enough for him to want to keep us from learning whatever it is there is to learn. He doesn’t even have to know what we’re interested in.”

      Lamprophyre blew out an impatient cloud of smoke that drifted away through the window holes near the ceiling. “We barely know what we’re interested in. ‘The skies will burn’ is such an oblique phrase, and if it’s embedded in other prophecies, we might not be able to find more than just the two we know about. Assuming there’s more to find.”

      “If not for what Hyaloclast said about those words being passed down from dragon queen to dragon queen, I would have put its appearance down to coincidence,” Rokshan said. “At any rate, we’re at an impasse for now. We may need to pay someone to do the digging for us. Someone not known to have a connection with us.”

      Lamprophyre made a face. “I can’t think of anyone like that. Dharan would be perfect if he weren’t our friend.”

      “He might still be perfect. He’s good at charming women, and that ecclesiast struck me as the type who’s readily charmed.”

      “I don’t know what makes humans attractive to each other, so I’ll take your word for it. Is Dharan handsome?”

      Rokshan laughed. “He’s handsome, yes, but he’s also charming—not two things that have to go together. All his male friends wish he’d get married already and take himself off the market.”

      “What about you? Are you handsome?”

      “Modesty prevents me answering that question, Lamprophyre.”

      All his amusement had vanished, and there was a dark undertone to his words Lamprophyre didn’t like. She persisted anyway. “Your face isn’t scarred much, and—”

      “The scars aren’t the issue.” Now he sounded angry.

      “It certainly sounds like they are. You won’t take off your shirt even to go swimming.”

      “Because I don’t like being stared at.”

      “I wouldn’t stare at you. And we never swim where humans are.”

      “Could we not talk about this, please? It’s not something you’ll understand. Let’s think about how to get into the Hall of Visions.”

      “I—” She couldn’t help feeling he was never going to overcome his self-consciousness about his appearance if he wouldn’t talk about what had happened to him. At the same time, she was uncomfortably sure that pushing him was the wrong way to go about it. It just made her so unhappy to see him afraid of his own body—but her happiness wasn’t the issue here, was it? “All right,” she said. “Who can we find to do the work? Someone who’s intelligent enough to dig through the records and spot what we need?”

      “If little Anamika were older—”

      “Oh, yes, she would be perfect! But she’s only eleven. Maybe her father? No, he’s too devout. He’d be uncomfortable searching through prophecies for anything but divine insight.”

      “There’s always Manishi.” Rokshan scowled. “No one would believe she was doing it for anyone but herself. And she’d intimidate those ecclesiasts so much they wouldn’t dare deny her access.”

      Lamprophyre scowled even more deeply. “She’d want to know why we wanted the information, and she’d want to be paid. Probably a lot. And while no one would make the connection to us, she’d certainly stand out in the Hall of Visions, given that she’s as close to being a heathen as Dharan.” Rokshan’s sister Manishi, an adept skilled at working magic into stone, had helped them in the past—always for a price.

      “We’ll figure something out,” Rokshan said. “Now, how about a story? It’s too hot to do anything but sit in a shady spot and read or nap, and it’s too early for a nap.”

      “I disagree. I can nap at any time.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t. Civilized people nap after a midday meal, not before. And wasn’t Porphyry coming this afternoon for reading lessons?”

      “All the more reason to nap when I can. But I’d rather you read to me.”

      Rokshan got to his feet with a grunt and walked to where books lay piled on a cloth next to the slates Lamprophyre, and now Porphyry, practiced writing on. Dharan had insisted on the cloth to protect the books from the hard-packed earth floor, and since most of the books were his, Lamprophyre agreed. “What do you want to hear?” Rokshan asked. He knelt beside the stacks of books and ran his finger down the spines. “More of the history of Tanajital?”

      “It’s too hot for anything serious. What about more of the constellation stories?”

      “That one’s big enough for you to read it to yourself.”

      “I know, but you have a nice voice and I like listening, too.”

      “Flattery, flattery,” Rokshan said. He extracted a very large book from the pile and returned to sit against Lamprophyre’s flank. “Let’s see. Ah, this is a good story, the Healer.” He turned the book around so Lamprophyre could see the brilliantly colored illustration facing the first page of text. It depicted a human male lying on a pallet, reaching his hand toward another human male whose body was surrounded by a golden glow. Lamprophyre sniffed the page; real gilding.

      “It’s a good picture,” she said. “Is that supposed to be Jiwanyil? The one surrounded by gold?”

      “Right. Now, listen.” He turned the book back toward himself and read:

      “‘Mandar was born to poor weavers who lived in Umrit, and had he been ordinary, he would have lived out his life in obscurity. But as a child, Mandar was blessed by Jiwanyil with the gift of healing others. His touch could heal a wound or cure illness, even of those close to death. Mandar’s abilities made him famous, and as his fame spread, he was thronged by men and women wanting his healing touch.’”

      “That seems like a terrible way to live,” Lamprophyre said. “All those people clamoring for attention. It’s not as if he owed them anything. Or did he?”

      “The story doesn’t say,” Rokshan said. “But—just listen. ‘Mandar gave his gift freely, without charge and without regard to the status of the supplicant.’ That makes sense, if he felt it was something Jiwanyil expected of him.”

      “I think he should have charged them money. That would have cut down on the number of people bothering him.”

      “Dharan gave you that idea, didn’t he?” Rokshan shook his head in mock sorrow. “That’s true, but I’m not sure I could do that if I were Mandar.”

      “You’re generous of spirit. Just like a dragon.”

      Rokshan laughed. “I’d like to think humans are capable of generosity, too. Let me continue. This is the important part, what comes next.”

      “‘Over time, Mandar found himself growing weaker with every healing, as if vital force ebbed out of him to flow into the person he healed. Concerned, he sought the guidance of a reverend. ‘I fear using my gift,’ he said, ‘and I fear the consequences of denying it. What should I do?’

      “‘The reverend went away for three days and prayed for Jiwanyil’s guidance. When she returned, she told Mandar that Jiwanyil had given him the healing power to bring Jiwanyil’s light into dark places. ‘You must have faith,’ she told him, ‘and follow Jiwanyil’s path.’

      “‘But it may kill me,’ Mandar said.

      “‘The reverend repeated, ‘You must have faith.’

      “‘So Mandar went back among the people and continued to heal them. With every healing, he grew weaker. He gradually lost his strength until he was incapable of walking, then of standing, and finally all he could do was lie on his bed. And yet he continued to heal those who asked for his gift.’”

      Lamprophyre sat up. “That’s so unfair,” she said. “Why would Jiwanyil want him to die for the sake of healing others? He shouldn’t have to sacrifice himself.”

      “Are you saying there aren’t things you’d be willing to sacrifice yourself for?” Rokshan asked.

      “Well, yes, but this is different! Mandar doesn’t even know these people, and yet he’s going to die for their sakes! I don’t understand your religion at all.”

      Rokshan smiled. “The story’s not over yet. ‘There came a day when Mandar knew he only had one healing touch left in him, and it would mean his death.”

      “I don’t like this story, Rokshan.”

      “This is important if you want to understand humanity. ‘As he lay on his bed, a blind man groped his way toward Mandar and stopped a short distance from him. ‘Come closer, and let me heal you,’ Mandar said.

      “‘The blind man did not move. He said, ‘Why would you give your life to heal me?’

      “‘Mandar said, ‘Because Jiwanyil told me to have faith, and I trust God’s word.’

      “The blind man put his hand on Mandar’s wrist. Mandar felt power rush through him, strengthening him. Suddenly it was Jiwanyil standing before him. ‘Rise,’ the God said, and Mandar rose from his bed as if he had never been ill. ‘You had faith in me when the path seemed unclear, and you will be blessed above all men for my sake.’

      “Then Jiwanyil disappeared, and Mandar felt the God’s love surge through him. From that day on, Mandar traveled the world, healing those he met and telling the story of Jiwanyil’s grace. When Mandar died, Jiwanyil set him in the sky as the constellation The Healer, reminding all that faith in God is always repaid, no matter how confusing God’s commandment seems.”

      Lamprophyre thought about the story for a few beats. “I’m not sure I agree with that,” she said. “I don’t think I could do something that hurt me and didn’t make sense. Mandar didn’t know he wasn’t going to die.”

      “You don’t have people you trust with your life?” Rokshan countered. “Suppose Hyaloclast told you to…to fly up the slopes of Mother Stone. Would you do it?”

      “Well—but that’s different. Hyaloclast wouldn’t tell me to do something that foolish.”

      “Unless Hyaloclast understood something you didn’t. Truthfully, Lamprophyre—you trust Hyaloclast never to lead you astray, right? Jiwanyil is the same. His instructions to us through his ecclesiasts are meant to bring us happiness. That’s why Mandar obeyed even though he didn’t understand the reason.”

      Lamprophyre shifted uncomfortably. “Our religion isn’t like that. Mother Stone doesn’t tell us how to behave. We simply try to follow her example. She is eternal and unchanging, so we are honest and consistent in our dealings with each other. She accepts us into her heart, so we are generous and forgiving of others’ faults. She knows us, which lets her be perfectly just and perfectly merciful, so we are as just and merciful as our limited understanding allows.”

      “I see,” said Rokshan. “That makes you not so different from humans, at least so far as our obedience to Jiwanyil’s laws goes.”

      Lamprophyre shook her head. “From what I’ve seen of humans, though, that obedience isn’t essential to being human. You’ve said humans can choose to obey Jiwanyil’s laws, or not.”

      “That’s right. And the fact that we can disobey makes our obedience more meaningful.”

      That didn’t make sense to Lamprophyre, so she said, “Well, we consider all those behaviors as essential to being dragons. They’re part of our identity. So, for example, when we’re at odds with each other, we meet with the flight and talk about what’s bothering us. And the flight helps the two who are fighting come to terms so they can be one with the flight again.”

      Rokshan tilted his head back. “What about you and Coquina? You never did that with her.”

      Lamprophyre flushed a delicate purple. “I was afraid of looking stupid in front of the flight, or maybe just in front of Hyaloclast. Jealousy is considered foolishness, among dragons, because we’re supposed to celebrate our differences, and I was sure challenging Coquina would make me seem like a child. So I pretended it wasn’t real and that Coquina and I were still getting along.”

      “But she still bothers you.”

      “Not as much as before. I’ve learned the truth of what our parents teach us—that we should honor and respect each other for the strengths we bring the flight. I have strengths I didn’t realize back when I was jealous of Coquina. So any lingering bad feeling is just that—lingering from the way I used to be.”

      “That’s very mature thinking,” Rokshan said with a smile. “I’m afraid I’m not that well-adjusted, or I’d get along with Khadar.”

      Lamprophyre made a face. “I’m glad Khadar isn’t a dragon, because I don’t know if I could ever not be at odds with him. Though if he were a dragon, he wouldn’t be an ecclesiast and wouldn’t be so obnoxious.”

      “This is true.” Rokshan sat up. “There’s Dharan. He’s early.”

      Lamprophyre extended her neck so she could see down the street. Dharan strode along confidently, with a couple of books in one arm and a crumpled piece of paper in his other hand. She stared at him, wishing she knew which of his features made him so handsome to humans. Or maybe it was how all of them were arranged. Dragons saw beauty in a symmetrical form, in well-shaped eye ridges and a smoothly muscled torso that curved to a narrow midsection, and in colors that complemented each other. Coquina’s beauty, for example—Lamprophyre made herself think about Coquina rationally—was as much in how her rose-colored wing membranes suited her grass-green scales, like a flower, as in her symmetry. Humans all had more or less the same coloring, and if they were symmetrical, it was in a way Lamprophyre didn’t yet understand. Maybe Dharan could tell her if Rokshan was handsome.

      “Did you see this?” Dharan demanded when he was close enough for speech. He brandished the crumpled paper at them. Rokshan looked up at him, but didn’t rise, so Lamprophyre had to stay lying down or knock her friend over.

      She held out a hand for the paper. “Is it something bad?”

      “Stupid and annoying, yes,” Dharan said, handing the paper over. “It’s certainly offensive to me.”

      Lamprophyre peered at the tiny writing. She had a lens for magnifying letters too small for her to easily perceive, but it was across the room and Rokshan was still reclining against her side. “It says something about the gods? That they demand devotion? That doesn’t seem unusual.”

      “Greater devotion,” Dharan said. “As in, the ecclesiasts have written this proclamation to call Gonjiri to repentance. But that’s just the beginning.” He accepted the paper back from Lamprophyre and read: “Katayan, the Lonely God, is disappointed in his followers, who refuse to acknowledge him as their Lord. He calls on dragons everywhere to forsake their heretic religion and give their devotion to the True and Living God of the Dragons.”

      “Heretic religion?” Lamprophyre exclaimed.

      “They’ve said as much before,” Rokshan said.

      “Not like this,” Dharan said. “Not so publicly.” He handed the paper absently to Rokshan, his attention all on Lamprophyre. “I think we’ve just seen the first moves in a religious war.”
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      “Religious war?” Lamprophyre said. “But why would they do that? Gonjiri doesn’t want any kind of war with dragons.”

      “Gonjiri doesn’t,” Dharan said. “But the ecclesiasts have different priorities. And topmost on that list is maintaining power. Dragons openly challenging the official doctrine are a threat to that power.”

      “That’s an overly cynical way of looking at it,” Rokshan said. He’d been reading the paper, and now he stood, dusting off his posterior. “Ecclesiasts have the ability to hear the mind of Jiwanyil. If God speaks to them, isn’t it reasonable that they’d believe in the tenets of their faith as revealed by God? And that they’d want others to believe as well?”

      “I’m willing to give most ecclesiasts the benefit of the doubt because of that,” Dharan said. “But that language—” He flicked the paper with his finger— “is inflammatory and irresponsible. If they really were concerned about the state of dragons’ souls, they wouldn’t start by demanding they change their beliefs. Or claim to know the mind of Katayan.”

      “I agree,” Rokshan said. “Whatever their motivations, this is a problem.”

      “How is it a problem?” Lamprophyre said. “I mean, yes, I see that there will be conflict, because the flight isn’t going to bow to the ecclesiasts’ demands, but I don’t know what the ecclesiasts can do about it except make more demands we will also ignore.”

      “They can turn the people against you,” Rokshan said. “Most humans in Tanajital believe in Jiwanyil and respect the reverends and ecclesiasts. And Katayan is sort of a romantic figure. So the people might be upset that you’re not following the will of Jiwanyil the way they do.”

      “Why is Katayan a romantic figure?”

      “He’s called the Lonely God,” Dharan said, “because it was believed all the dragons were dead and he didn’t have any worshippers. Legends say he wanders the world, appearing to humans who have experienced a loss. The death of a loved one, for example, or a change in fortune. We’re taught to respect Katayan and honor his grief.”

      “Oh.” That did sound sad, and Lamprophyre could see how humans might find the concept appealing. Any dragon would feel the same. “That’s a nice story, but dragons worship Mother Stone, and we have plenty of evidence that our faith is real.”

      “That’s not something most humans will understand,” Rokshan said. “They hold to their faith as strongly as you do to yours. And that faith has sustained humans for over a thousand years. Up until now, very few of them knew anything about dragon religion, but this proclamation will change that.”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t know what dragons can do about this,” Dharan said. “Challenging the ecclesiasts will only give them more opportunities to spread their nonsense.”

      “I agree,” Rokshan said. “Ignore it, and maybe it will go away.”

      “Do you think so?” Lamprophyre asked. “Because I’m not sure Khadar, for example, will let this go at one piece of paper.”

      Rokshan and Dharan looked at each other. Rokshan shrugged. “Then we see what comes next, and maybe that will give us some idea of how to proceed.”

      Lamprophyre didn’t like that answer. Challenging the High Ecclesiasts, starting with Khadar and working her way up to the Archprelate, felt like a better move. But as satisfying as that would be, it would also be aggressive, and that would only raise public sentiment against her. “All right,” she said, “but at some point, if they don’t back down, there will be a fight.”

      “I’m looking forward to that day,” Dharan said with a grin.

      “You would,” Rokshan said, but without malice. “Let’s move the slates outside before Porphyry gets here. And then I’m going to see if I can hunt down someone who can do that research for us, Lamprophyre.”

      “What research?” Dharan asked. “I like researching things. What do you need researched?”

      “See?” Lamprophyre said. “He’s even eager about it. I think we should use him.”

      “And now I’m not so eager,” Dharan said. “You make it sound like you want a Dharan-shaped weapon.”

      “We almost do,” Rokshan said. “Lamprophyre and I need some information about certain prophecies from the Hall of Visions, but Khadar keeps interfering. So we have to get someone else to go instead.”

      Dharan made a face. “The Hall of Visions. I thought you were after something interesting.”

      “It is interesting,” Lamprophyre said. “Khadar was possessed of a prophecy a few months ago, back when Hyaloclast came to meet with the king, that said ‘the skies will burn.’ And Hyaloclast told us that phrase has been passed on from dragon queen to dragon queen since the Great Cataclysm. And it’s appeared in other prophecies. We want to know which prophecies.”

      “Not only that, but we’d like to find out the details,” Rokshan added. “Who was possessed of them, what questions were they in response to—anything that might indicate what that phrase might mean.”

      “I take it back,” Dharan said. “That’s very interesting. So why don’t you want me to do it? Because I’m an unbeliever?”

      “We were actually thinking you might be known to be our associate,” Rokshan said, “and you’d just get the same runaround we did.”

      “But Rokshan says you’re good at charming women, so I think you should try,” Lamprophyre said.

      Dharan burst out laughing. “He does, does he?”

      “You know you are,” Rokshan said. “Remember Karana and the peaches?”

      “I do, mainly because no one who knows that story will ever let me forget.” Dharan made a face Lamprophyre had never seen before, his eyes half-lidded and his lips pursed. “‘Mmm, just one bite…’”

      It was Rokshan’s turn to laugh. “And she still liked you after everything fell apart. You’re definitely charming.”

      “So will you do it?” Lamprophyre asked, hoping to bring the conversation back to the important part and stop the two friends from reminiscing. “Because putting one over on Khadar would help me forget about the stupid proclamation.”

      “I can at least try,” Dharan said. “But it will be a few days before I have time. I have lectures tomorrow and the day after.”

      “It’s already waited a few months. It can wait a couple of days,” Rokshan said.

      Lamprophyre picked up the large rectangular slates, so unnaturally smooth, and set them in the courtyard, propped against the embassy walls. “I’ll try not to be impatient,” she said. “If you brought me new books, that will help.”

      “An illustrated codex of animals,” Dharan said, “and a beginner’s text on magic theory. It was hard to come by, too. Most adepts learn from other adepts rather than from books. This one was written by a non-adept who compiled knowledge from scholar-adepts. It’s intended for people who don’t intend to practice magic, so they can understand the principles of the artifacts they use.”

      “That sounds interesting.” The human use of stone to channel magical energy fascinated Lamprophyre. To her, stone was mostly important as food, and the possibilities human adepts had seen in even such ordinary stones as feldspar and quartz intrigued her. “Though if there’s a book that lists the different stones and what kind of magic they produce, that would be even better.”

      “I’ve looked, but there doesn’t seem to be anything like that,” Dharan said. “My instinct is that adepts don’t want other adepts knowing about their discoveries, so they can monopolize their production, at least for a while. Why they don’t like writing down the discoveries everyone knows about, I don’t know, but secrecy seems paramount.”

      “Maybe that’s something a non-adept could compile, like this book.”

      “Could be. It wouldn’t be hard to make a start.” Dharan handed the third book to Rokshan. “A history of the rulers of Gonjiri. Dry, I’m afraid, but it’s organized in chapters by ruler, and some of them were interesting characters. I leave it to you to decide which ones.”

      Rokshan grimaced. “I feel as if I’m one of your students. Am I to write an essay?”

      “Think of it as penance for all the reading you didn’t do at the academy. Or as a privilege to instruct the first dragon student of Gonjirian history.” Dharan clapped Rokshan on the shoulder. “So, tell me who the lady I saw you with at the paraveti two nights ago was. A new friend?”

      Rokshan shrugged. “Her name is Nevrita, and we have a shared interest in the paraveti tangal. And she wasn’t with me. We just happened to meet there.” He wasn’t meeting Dharan’s eyes.

      “I see,” Dharan said. He sounded a little too casual. “I’m sorry I couldn’t join you, but I had a rather importunate young lady with me and I didn’t want her imposing on my friends. Besides, when I saw you, the two of you were having a very animated discussion, and I didn’t like to intrude. She’s an aficionado, you say?”

      “We were arguing—not really arguing, discussing—the lead performer’s interpretation of the role,” Rokshan said. He seemed a little less stiff now, Lamprophyre thought, and she watched him in fascination. She was better at interpreting human body language now, or maybe it was just knowing Rokshan so well, and his demeanor struck her as either embarrassed or self-conscious. He must like this Nevrita more than he’d suggested to her the other day. “Nevrita’s very knowledgeable about tangal recitation.”

      “So are you,” Dharan said. “It’s good to know you’ve made a friend who can match you in that.” He turned to Lamprophyre. “It’s too bad you’re too big to fit in the paraveti, because the paraveti tangal and the paraveti huspeth are two of humanity’s greatest artistic achievements. And Rokshan is an expert on the tangal, and could give you a thorough grounding in the art.”

      “Dharan exaggerates,” Rokshan assured her. “There are many interpreters more experienced than I.”

      “All of them professionals,” Dharan said. “Don’t be so modest.”

      “Yes, don’t be so modest, Rokshan, you should be proud of your accomplishments.” Lamprophyre leaned down to prop her head on her hands, putting her just below his eye level. “What’s paraveti tangal? I don’t know those words.”

      “Paraveti was a poet who lived about four hundred years ago, and Tangal was one of her students. The artistic form is named for both of them. It’s a form of poetry recitation, but done on the spot,” Rokshan said, “so it’s composition as well. Though composing poetry in advance is also acceptable. Listeners know spontaneous composition is harder, so we tend to respect it more.”

      “I can’t imagine it. New dragon poetry takes years to compose,” Lamprophyre said.

      Rokshan nodded. “It’s a certain type of poetry, too. Performers take on roles, famous figures from history or living people or even mythological people, and create poems reflecting those people’s personalities or passions, or their understanding of historical events or religion. It’s a way of shaping our understanding of humanity, of seeing history and faith through a specific perspective and thus improving our own perceptions of events or beliefs.”

      “That’s fascinating. Are you sure there’s no way I can see it? You know I love poetry.”

      “I—actually, maybe,” Rokshan said. “I know several of the paraveti tangal performers, and I might be able to arrange something. It would have to be in the coliseum, and I’m not sure how well sound travels there, but they could tell me if it’s possible.”

      “I’d love that!”

      Rokshan laughed. “I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me before. Give me a day or so, and I’ll know if it’s possible. It might still be impractical, so don’t get too excited.”

      “Too late.” Lamprophyre smiled. “And maybe Nevrita could come. If she’s so knowledgeable, she could help explain the performance.”

      “Good idea,” Rokshan said. He didn’t look at all self-conscious now. “I’ll talk to Pranesh tomorrow.”

      “I hope that invitation includes me,” Dharan said. “I’m curious about what kind of performance a tangal reciter will put on for a dragon.”

      “Anything will do,” Lamprophyre said. She was thinking, though, not of the human artistic performance, but of Nevrita. Once again she suppressed a twinge of jealousy. Rokshan could still be her friend if he had a romantic relationship. And she wanted him to be happy. Maybe Nevrita was the answer to that.
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      “No, P and H together make the F sound,” Lamprophyre said. She tapped the slate where she’d written PORPHYRY in big letters. “And for some reason the two Y letters have different sounds in your name, ‘ih’ and ‘ee’. Human spelling is so odd. I don’t know why it can’t be spelled P-O-R-F-I-R-E-E.”

      “That would make more sense,” Porphyry said. “I know I have trouble remembering all the sounds made by putting two letters together. So much easier to memorize the words.”

      “Yes, but you still have to be able to sound out unfamiliar words so you know what you’re memorizing.” Lamprophyre turned to her own slate and wrote her name. Her handwriting had improved dramatically with practice. Below that, she wrote some of the other names she knew: ROKSHAN and ANCHALA, Rokshan’s sister, and DHARAN and ANAMIKA.

      “Psst! Lamprophyre!”

      Lamprophyre turned and peered into the dimness of the embassy. As if writing her name had conjured her up, Anamika stood near the back door, jigging from one foot to the other in nervousness. “Anamika? Why did you come through the back door? I’m afraid I can’t play right now. Lessons.”

      “I didn’t come to play,” Anamika said. She walked forward a few paces to where Lamprophyre could see her clearly, but Porphyry couldn’t. Nor, Lamprophyre realized, could anyone else outside the embassy. “I’m not supposed to be here.”

      “You know I don’t like you disobeying your parents—”

      “This is important,” Anamika whispered. “I’m not supposed to be here ever again.”

      “What?” Lamprophyre entered the embassy and crouched down to put herself on Anamika’s eye level. “Why not?”

      “Mam and papa say you don’t believe in God and you’ve turned your back on Katayan.” Anamika’s restless jigging was starting to unsettle Lamprophyre. “They say we’re not to play with you because you’re wicked.”

      “I am not!” Lamprophyre controlled her next outburst. “I believe in a different religion, Anamika. It’s not wrong for me not to believe in yours.”

      “But why don’t you believe in Jiwanyil and Katayan?” Anamika cried out. “You have to believe in them or devils take your soul.”

      “They—Anamika, dragons worship Mother Stone. We have stone in our blood and bones, and when we die, we return to her. We’ve never heard of Katayan. That’s something—” Lamprophyre closed her lips over the words something humans made up. Anamika was eleven, far too young by either human or dragon standards to be analytical about her religious faith and far too young for Lamprophyre to feel comfortable teaching her things at odds with her parents’ teachings. “So your parents are afraid I’ll corrupt you and Varnak?”

      Anamika nodded.

      “I promise I wouldn’t do that, but I don’t want your parents upset with you. They’re just trying to protect you. So you and Varnak should stay away until your parents change their minds. I’ll talk to them—maybe that will help.”

      That seemed unlikely, but it cleared the frown from Anamika’s face. “Do you think you could talk to my parents soon? Varnak and I want to go swimming with you.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. Now, get on back home before they guess where you’ve gone.”

      She stared at the back door, hanging slightly ajar from Anamika’s exit, after the girl had gone, and wished she knew human curse words. The situation was too stupid for ordinary swearing. She’d almost forgotten that proclamation because nothing had seemed to come of it. It looked like she was wrong.

      She stomped back out into the courtyard, prompting Porphyry to say, “Something wrong?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing important.” She hoped that was true. If she was wrong about that, as well, life for dragons in Tanajital was about to become extremely unpleasant.
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      Lamprophyre coasted low over the river south of Tanajital, well beyond where the boats crossed from one bank to the other. The air coming off the river was marginally cooler, but still damp, and Lamprophyre dipped even lower and trailed her hands and feet in the water. Even at that slow speed, she sent up waves that sprayed her torso and belly and made her wish she could dive in—but that would soak her wing membranes and make flying extremely difficult. Dragons were creatures of air and fire, not water and earth. Even so, soaking in the river would be so comfortable on a day like this one, with the sun a white disc in the sky that broiled everything it touched.

      “You’re sure you don’t want to go swimming?” she asked Rokshan. He’d been unusually quiet since they’d left Tanajital, but maybe it wasn’t so unusual, given how the heat sapped her will to talk.

      “I’m sure,” Rokshan said. “Maybe tomorrow. I wish we didn’t have to fly through the heat of the day.”

      “The alternative was staying in Umrit until evening, and they don’t have accommodations for dragons. I wish we hadn’t had to go there at all. They were all so afraid. Rokshan, is there ever going to be a time when humans don’t fear me?”

      “It’s coming, Lamprophyre, I promise.” Rokshan patted the side of her neck. “Most of the big cities are used to dragons now. It’s just little towns like Umrit, and it’s sort of Bromargyrite and Orthoclase’s fault for racing so close to it.”

      “That’s all it was. Racing. They didn’t even enter Umrit.”

      “I’m sorry. That was more critical than I meant. I’m just saying we have to decide how dragons will approach these little towns, and it’s clear now that sending out handbills in advance makes a difference because the townsfolk are prepared.”

      Lamprophyre sighed and banked to follow the curve of Tanajital’s wall. “I wish you weren’t right, but I know you are. I didn’t realize how proud I am until I had to abase myself in front of that tiny little magistrate and apologize for my friends scaring his stupid fellow citizens.”

      “I was impressed at how civil you were. He was obnoxious about the whole thing. You’re a far better diplomat than I am.”

      “Well, I feel more confident when you’re with me, so thank you for coming along.”

      “My pleasure. Now, I’m going to eat something, and then I think a nap is in order.”

      Lamprophyre, descending toward the embassy courtyard, saw a familiar figure just inside the entrance, leaning against the wall so his face and body were half in shadow. “Dharan’s here. Do you think he made it into the Hall of Visions?”

      “I hope not,” Rokshan said, “because I really want a meal and a nap.”

      Lamprophyre alit in the center of the courtyard and crouched for Rokshan to climb down. “You can wait inside where it’s cooler, you know,” she said.

      “I know, but I like watching the people in your neighborhood.” Dharan stood upright and stretched. “You’re not going to believe what I learned at the Hall of Visions.”

      “Does it involve cold roast chicken and a large plate of saffron rice?” Rokshan asked.

      “You’re a slave to your stomach, you know that?” Dharan gestured for Lamprophyre to precede him into the embassy. “We’ll eat after I tell you my story. I promise it’s worth waiting dinner for.”

      Rokshan sighed and settled himself on the floor next to Lamprophyre. “If it isn’t, you’re buying.”

      “Fair enough.” Dharan sat cross-legged facing Lamprophyre, who settled onto the cool earth floor with a grunt of satisfaction. If she stayed in the lowlands long enough, she might end up so acclimated to the hot weather she’d find her mountain home too cold. Stones, but that would be awful!

      “So I did some research before I went,” Dharan said, “research as to who would be on duty at the Hall of Visions at which times. I may not actually be able to charm the birds from the trees, but I’ll admit I’ve had success swaying ladies to my point of view. This morning, the ecclesiast supervising visitors was a young woman who was already inclined to be helpful, at least as far as assisting other visitors went. It’s fortunate for the ecclesiasts I had no sinister motives, because she went out of her way to steer me in the right direction. I believe if I’d asked she might have shown me to the Archprelate’s own chambers.”

      “I knew you were the right choice!” Lamprophyre exclaimed.

      “We should have sent him to Umrit instead of us,” muttered Rokshan.

      “Are you finished, or do you want to natter on some more?” Dharan asked. Lamprophyre sat up and assumed her best attentive pose. Rokshan shrugged. “That was just the beginning. In fact, her helpfulness almost worked against me, because she kept coming back to ask if I needed anything. It was distracting. But I managed to learn a few things regardless.” He removed a folded sheet of paper from within his sleeveless shirt and passed it to Rokshan.

      Lamprophyre peered at it over his shoulder. “I can’t read it,” she said. “Your handwriting is usually better than that.”

      “It’s intentionally bad because I didn’t want my so-helpful ecclesiast friend doing what you’re trying to do now.” Dharan flapped the hem of his shirt to cool himself. “The first thing I learned is that the Hall of Visions has the worst cataloguing system I’ve ever seen. I don’t know how ordinary people manage to find anything. No index, no cross-referencing. It’s as if they don’t want people reading the prophecies, and I’d believe that if not for the ecclesiasts helping other visitors.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, Lamprophyre, that I shamelessly eavesdropped on other people’s conversations. The ecclesiasts do want people to be able to look up prophecies. They just want to control what people find. They have a system that’s not obvious to laypersons, and using that system, the ecclesiasts can find just about any prophecy.”

      “But since you’re a genius, you deduced the system from what you overheard,” Rokshan said, rolling his eyes.

      “Why, thank you, Rokshan, I was about to use those exact words,” Dharan said with a grin. “It’s a non-obvious system, but fairly simple once you know the rules. I’ve created far more complex organizational methods myself. So in between dodging the assistance of my besotted young ecclesiast, I located a number of prophecies containing the phrase you gave me.”

      Lamprophyre settled herself more comfortably, since Dharan had the look of someone about to tell a good story. “And?”

      “And nothing,” Dharan said. “That is, I couldn’t see any commonalities between the prophecies except that the phrase ‘the skies will burn’ seems tossed in at random in almost all of them. The two non-random exceptions being the most recent prophecy, the one Khadar was possessed of, and a prophecy delivered seven years ago that refers to preparing for a great disaster. But I wrote summaries of each prophecy on that paper.” He dropped the hem of his shirt and rested his hands loosely on his knees.

      Rokshan was scanning the page with his eyes narrowed in thought. “What about the commentaries?”

      “Also not helpful. Most of the relevant prophecies are unfulfilled, or partially fulfilled. Oh, and that was the other thing: I didn’t see any ecclesiast’s name represented more than once. That is, it seems any ecclesiast possessed of a prophecy containing those words only received one of them.”

      “That’s unfortunate,” Rokshan said. “If there were an ecclesiast who kept receiving those words, we might be able to confront him or her.”

      “What are commentaries?” Lamprophyre asked. “Commentaries on the prophecies?”

      “Sort of,” Rokshan said. “Ecclesiasts keep track of the prophecies they’re possessed of and make notes on the written records of how and when they’re fulfilled. And other ecclesiasts study the prophecies looking for correlations between them, and they write those down on the records, too. If the prophecies we’re interested in were fulfilled, even in part, how they were fulfilled might give us hints to what ‘the skies will burn’ might mean.” He folded the paper and handed it to Lamprophyre. “I’ll make a fair copy later, so we can both read it instead of trying to decipher Dharan’s chicken scratches.”

      “I love your expression of gratitude,” Dharan said.

      “He’s kidding. We’re both grateful to you,” Lamprophyre said.

      “Seriously, we are,” Rokshan said. “Do you think you found all the relevant records?”
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