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A BEDRAGGLED HAWK CIRCLED Fragmar's courtyard twenty-four times before she noticed it, casting a tiny, flickering shadow over the scroll she was painstakingly copying. The original was ready to disintegrate from repeated handling, and she found as she neared her three hundredth birthday that she preferred to read an important reference rather than search the archives of her brain and hope she recalled accurately. If she hadn't paused to consider the verb tense in the high scholarly language of Reshidor, she might have copied the wrong word, when the flicker of shadow changed one rune into another. Sighing, she considered living up to the cranky reputation of dragons everywhere and shooting a spout of flame at the winged interrupting messenger.

Any bird brave and strong enough to fly out here into the desert where she kept her scholarly retreat had to be there as a messenger. No bird was foolish enough to go to all that effort and interrupt her just to gossip. Except maybe crows. But they were arrogant troublemakers anyway.

"What do you want?" she rumbled. Two inner lids slid across her eyes as she tipped her head back to look up at the noonday sun and the tiny black fleck flying across it.

"Begging your pardon, Fragmar," the hawk rasped as it finally dropped from high enough to be just out of reach of her flame. "It's Elysto again."

"Of course." She sighed, a few smoke rings escaping her nostrils. 

Fragmar almost forgot the rules of hospitality, but she refused to take out her irritation at being interrupted on the hawk. Elysto could talk the stars down out of the sky. And had, on at least three occasions she could remember. All of them disastrous. Why blame the hawk? He was only living up to the vows made to the Unseen, for all raptors to act as messengers in times of danger and need and disaster. If Elysto hadn't been born a warrior unicorn, massive and muscle-bound, terrifying with the sharpness of his horn and the flames he could shoot from horn and nostrils, he would have been a philosopher or diplomat. He loved to talk and lecture and cajole. He seemed to think he had been designated by the Unseen to solve the world's problems. He also seemed to think because Fragmar was one of the rare pink-and-lavender dragons and a scholar, that meant she was born to help him.

She disagreed, but Elysto rarely shut up long enough for her to tell him he was wrong. The best tactic when dealing with the big black unicorn was to let him speak his piece, give the assistance he demanded, and thank the Unseen when he went away again.

"If you don't mind cooked meat, or spices, there's a lovely muskox I prepared the other day. Plenty left." She gestured with a flick of her head on her long, serpentine neck, toward a shadowy corner of her courtyard. She had entertained herself many years ago turning the small room into an oven large enough for an elephant, and regularly experimented with baking and roasting to relax in between moon-long scholarly research sessions. 

"I've heard that about you," the hawk responded with a raspy chuckle. "Why do you fiddle with this thing Humans call cooking?"
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