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      The fact of it not being real does not make burning alive any less unpleasant.

      Griffin propped himself up on one elbow and wiped sweat from the back of his neck. The dreams were coming more often now. And each time he slid screaming into the abyss, it was more difficult to return.

      But he’d made it this time, again. He was all right. He was fine.

      Tossing off his light summer blanket, he crossed the short distance to his window and rested his forehead against the (relatively) cool glass. Dawn was coming soon, the sky brightening just enough to suggest the dark line of the stream, and the shape of the manor beyond. Griffin watched them come into focus—it was certainly preferable to closing his eyes—while he concentrated on drawing breath, and letting it back out again, and the gradual slowing of his frantic heart.

      It was beginning to feel like he spent more time in that pit than out of it. Sometimes he was thrown in, sometimes batted in by a powerful wing. Sometimes he simply stumbled, fool that he was. But once he was inside, it was always the same: the opening above filling with a monstrous red head. And then with dragon fire.

      The first time, he’d had the sense to wake up before the flames even touched him. Now it seemed he burned for hours. Long after he became aware he was dreaming, and ordered himself awake.

      He ran his hand over his face, then blinked out at the manor once more. A tiny flicker of light caught his eye. A candle, most likely, burning in a third-story window. Was that the archmagister’s chambers? Perhaps a dream had driven Arun out of bed, too. More likely he’d risen early to work on his enchantments, before far less interesting administrative chores claimed his day.

      Perhaps Griffin ought to tell the archmagister about the dreams. He hadn’t told anyone, not even Deryn. It hadn’t seemed important. It was to be expected, after all, that his mind would respond with some anxiety to first killing one of just nine dragons left in existence, and then being informed that most of the surviving eight resented him bitterly for it. Particularly Orovont’s sister, the red queen. It would make anyone a bit nervous, surely, to find himself the object of a vow of vengeance made by the most powerful creature in the world.

      One against whom they had no defense, apart from spinning rumors and illusions. One they would, no doubt, not be able to avoid through such methods for much longer. Adalant would come for them, all of them, not only because of what Griffin had done (although that could hardly help matters), but because she believed it to be the natural order of things that dragons should rule over men. She would come because she could.

      Griffin swallowed, his tongue sticky, as he once again entertained a thought that had been plaguing him the past few nights: was he certain that fear was the only thing driving the nightmares?

      Perhaps there was a more sinister cause. What was it that Duncan had said to him, in the early days of the curse?

      I dream of fire. I always dream of fire.

      But that curse had been greenwing magic. And black dragons could cloak themselves. What, then, could red dragons do?

      Could they send a man dreams? Warnings?

      Promises?

      Something—a thread of mist, perhaps—passed across the manor, momentarily shuttering the window he’d been looking at. Still lost in thoughts of his dreams and what they might mean, Griffin only half paid attention as the speck of candlelight flickered out, then in again.

      Until the mist reversed its course, circled back, and blotted out the candle a second time. Something mist did not ordinarily do.

      He straightened, squinting into the hazy light. The shape passed again. Not mist, and not a cloud, either. It turned, gliding toward his window, though it never came truly close to the battlemage hall. It only crossed the stream, then veered aside. Griffin craned his neck to follow its progress.

      And watched it alight on the roof of the keep.

      Its silhouette, becoming more and more clear as the sun peeked over the horizon, was distinctly dragon-shaped.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The dragon had gone by the time Griffin burst out of the battlemage hall, but there was little need to wonder where. Judging by the speed with which the kitchen staff were scurrying out of the keep and toward the manor, it was inside.

      That must have been quite a shock for them, accustomed as they were to being the only ones awake and about at that hour, apart perhaps from the kennel master and kennel hands. One didn’t expect to see a dragon coming through the keep’s doors at any time, but especially not before breakfast.

      Griffin shook his head as he ran, as if he could shoo away such nonsensical thoughts. Sleep must be clinging to him still. And perhaps his visions of dragons along with it. He almost began to convince himself that this was all part of the dream, until he nearly collided with the archmagister, the latter still in his nightrobe and breathless from running himself. For once, no blackhounds trailed behind him.

      “You saw it too, then?” Arun asked. Without waiting for an answer, he turned away and grabbed the elbow of one of the fleeing cooks. Griffin couldn’t make out his words, but the cook shook her head.

      “I don’t know, Archmagister,” she said. “None of us took much trouble to notice what color it was, or to ask it any questions, busy as we were with getting away from it.”

      “It didn’t hurt anyone, though?” Arun glanced up at the keep, then back at her. “Or act aggressively at all?”

      “I don’t believe so.” The cook’s breath hitched a bit. “But it’s a dragon, isn’t it? Most of us aren’t magicians. We’re in no position to face a dragon, are we? Best to fetch you, we thought.”

      Arun dismissed her with orders to warn the rest of the magistery to stay inside until further notice, then hurried after Griffin to the keep. Their eyes met briefly, just before Griffin opened the doors and went inside.

      It took a moment to adjust to the light of the fire already crackling in the great fireplace—partially blocked by the dragon, who stood in front of it, facing them. It was a bit smaller and a great deal slimmer than either of the dragons Griffin had met previously. But by the time he’d taken a few steps toward it, he could see that its scales were a bright, almost poisonous green.

      This was the first greenwing he’d seen; perhaps they were all this size. With the fire behind it, its face remained in shadow, its head moving this way and that as it studied its surroundings.

      “Good morning.” Arun stepped ahead of Griffin, within arm’s (and fire’s) reach of the dragon, his tone calm and courteous. Only someone who knew him well would have detected the chill in it. “I’m Arun, the archmagister here. I hope you’ll forgive your strange reception. We weren’t expecting you.”

      “Weren’t you?” The dragon’s voice—female—wasn’t nearly as dour as Fendrath’s, nor as aristocratic as Orovont’s. It was smooth and untroubled. A bit dreamy, immediately bringing Deryn to mind. “I was afraid of that. I tried to get a messenger, but I wasn’t at all certain he would do as I asked. People behave very strangely when they see a dragon, don’t they? Although my sister insists that it’s not only because they’ve seen a dragon, that men are just a bit daft and simple, is all, and that we can’t expect much of them.”

      Arun cleared his throat. “Well. You’re here now. Would you like to sit? Can I offer you something to eat? Raw mutton, perhaps?”

      “Oh!” The dragon sounded pleasantly surprised. “That would be very nice. Though cooked would do nearly as well, if it’s what you’ve got.”

      Griffin went back to the kitchen to see to this request, his mind simultaneously spinning and blank. He could barely take hold of anything that could properly be called a thought.

      What was a green dragon doing here? And where was the mutton? The interruption to the breakfast preparations had left the kitchen in chaos. (Though it smelled so wonderful that even in his agitated state, Griffin couldn’t help but pluck a fresh, flaky roll from a platter on one of the long counters, and munch on it as he searched the room.)

      Most likely the dragon had come to claim the enchanted harp the magisters had gotten from Orovont last winter, and used to reveal the door to Mithrin’s corridor. Fendrath had warned Griffin that it belonged to the greenwings, and that they would want it back.

      Surely that was it. Surely this visit had nothing to do with their outrage at what Griffin had done. However much they might disapprove of human interference in dragon affairs, they knew what Orovont had been. What his sister still was. They must have gotten past their initial umbrage by now, and realized that Griffin had had no choice.

      He finally found several joints of lamb brining in a vat in the cool cellar below. When he returned to the others with two of these on a platter, he found Arun seated near the fire, and the dragon sitting back on her haunches, dog-like, on the stone floor at the head of the same table. It was a pose Griffin had seen before, but always struggled not to laugh at.

      As he set the somewhat unappetizing lamb before their guest, he was able to study the dragon more closely. He decided the greenwing silhouette was the most handsome of the three. Her horns curved straight back, giving the impression of being intertwined with her delicate ears. (The shape of the horns, Griffin had come to learn, was the next best way to differentiate the types of dragons, after their color.) The two short fangs protruding downward from her upper lip were the same golden shade as her eyes.

      “Thank you.” The dragon lowered her head to sniff the meat, then looked at Griffin. “You’re very large.”

      Griffin resisted the preposterous urge to reply with the observation that the dragon was, in turn, rather small. “I am a bit, yes.”

      “And your hair is red, isn’t it? Well, reddish. What passes for red, among men. Would you be Griffin, then?”

      Griffin’s stomach rolled as he answered (or perhaps confessed) that he was. She’d heard of him.

      Of course she had. They all had. The question was whether that knowledge would lead to his immediate and agonizing burning. Or perhaps dismemberment.

      It appeared not. The dragon had already shifted her attention to a tapestry that hung near the fireplace. She tilted her head, eyes narrowing as she considered the figures of the sibling deities of Cairdarin. The three of them stood together, sheathed in light, surrounded by admiring men, hounds, and various small animals. “Are those meant to be Eyrdri, Hart, and Tairn?”

      “Yes,” said Arun.

      The dragon sniffed. “That isn’t how I remember them.”

      Griffin raised his brows as he sat down across from the archmagister. His conversations with dragons had always been too distracting, for one reason or another, for him to pause much over the fact that they’d actually met the deity he prayed to. “No?”

      “I’ve noticed you like to believe them beautiful.” The dragon’s tone had gone a bit sour. But then, some amount of hostility was to be expected. Her kind had been defeated in a war against those very beings. “But it’s my opinion that Eyrdri has a very big nose, if you want to know.”

      “Be that as it may.” Arun (who himself had an unusually long nose) straightened in his chair and folded his hands on the table, managing to look dignified despite his nightrobe. “Might we hear the reason for your visit? Or perhaps we could start with your name?”

      Griffin was surprised they hadn’t even gotten as far as introductions while he was in the kitchen, but perhaps that was because it seemed to be something of a touchy subject. The dragon looked put-upon, and her voice took on a sulky note. “My name is Storavild, in your speech. I’m sure we can all agree that it is a perfectly idiotic name. You may call me Story. Everyone does. Or did. When I knew humans before.”

      Before, presumably, referred to before she’d been bespelled into a thousand-year sleep by some of those humans she’d known. Griffin felt it best not to follow that particular line of conversation. “I think Story is a wonderful name. It makes you sound like a bard. Er …” He paused, wondering how he could already have made himself sound so stupid. “That would be a compliment, for us. Bards are held in very high regard.”

      “Storytellers are held in high regard by us, as well,” said Story. “Hence my choosing it for my short name. I’m glad you like it.” She turned back to Arun. “I see you have your hands folded.”

      “Erm …” Arun glanced at Griffin, who shrugged slightly. This conversation was making as much sense as any other he’d had with a dragon, which was to say, very little. “Yes, I do,” the archmagister said. “Is that … does that mean something, in your culture, that I should be aware of?”

      “What an odd question.” Story raised one foreleg above the table, flashing her talons. “Whyever would we bother to establish etiquette for hands? But it does mean that what I heard is true, about you making yourself an enchanted arm. You couldn’t very well fold the hand of a mundane wooden one, could you?”

      “No, I suppose I couldn’t.” Arun blinked, perhaps surprised that word of his new arm had reached the greenwings, though he had little reason to be, in Griffin’s opinion. The archmagister knew perfectly well how fond of spying and intrigue dragons were. He’d been depending on that very thing for Pendralyn’s survival.

      “That one is wood too, though, isn’t it?” Story lowered her neck to peer at Arun’s arm.

      He obligingly pulled up his sleeve to show off his handiwork. “Mostly wood. And a bit of copper. Sort of like hinges, for the fingers.”

      “You can move them like ordinary fingers?”

      “Yes, and the wrist, too.” Arun waggled the fingers in question, half smiling at the dragon’s wide eyes. “It works every bit as well as my old arm. Better, really. It’s a bit stronger.”

      “I’m fascinated by human enchantments,” Story said. “Perhaps you’ll allow me to have a closer look, before I leave? I’d like to get a sense of the magic. Perhaps you can explain a few things to me, as well.”

      “Certainly, if you’d like.” Arun’s tone was considerably warmer now than when they’d first entered the keep; Griffin knew from the experience of several somewhat interminable meals that there was nothing the archmagister enjoyed so much as an extensive and exhaustive discussion of enchanting. “I’m fascinated by dragon enchantments as well, as it happens. Perhaps we can discuss that harp of yours, while we’re on the subject. I suppose you’ll want to take it with you, in any case.”

      “I will.” Story paused to pull a leg of lamb off the platter with her wide jaws. She chewed for a shockingly short amount of time before swallowing. “But the harp isn’t why I’m here. You asked for the reason for my visit. It’s a sort of diplomatic mission, I suppose you could say. I bear a message from my sister. Esmerild, that is, who is our eldest. She would like you to arrange for a gathering, to be hosted here at your magistery.”

      The archmagister sat back in his chair, pulling his sleeve back down. “What sort of gathering?”

      “To discuss the matter of our common enemy.”

      “Is that so?” Though his voice betrayed nothing but polite inquiry, Griffin caught the eager gleam in Arun’s eye. The archmagister had little love of dragons, and no more for the previous winter’s adventures, but the fact remained that the greenwings might well be the magistery’s only hope—only green fire could kill a red dragon. That the dragons would initiate a meeting, without the humans having to beg for it, was a stroke of good fortune.

      “Yes,” said Story. “We know you haven’t got the elixir of dragon breath. Fendrath told us, after Orovont died.”

      “Did he?” Arun crossed his arms, drawing her eye to his enchanted fingers drumming against his sleeve. “How kind of him.”

      “Of course he did.” Story returned her gaze to the archmagister’s face. “I would hardly be here, if I didn’t know it was safe, would I? I don’t think you need to look so stern about it, though, he obviously won’t have told Adalant. And I haven’t heard that she’s found out by any other means.”

      Griffin said a silent prayer of thanks that the redwings, at least, were still in the dark. He’d killed Orovont before the latter could report the truth back to his sister: that there had been only one dose of the elixir of dragon breath, and that Mithrin had left no recipe behind. Knowing she might (and likely did) have spies everywhere, Arun, Nott, and a handful of other trusted magisters had been doing all they could to keep that truth from Adalant, conspicuously importing great quantities of herbs and other potion ingredients, retreating behind locked doors to work on projects they would not name, moving empty barrels into storage rooms. Quietly spreading rumors that they were ready to defend themselves.

      “Although she will find out eventually, of course,” Story went on. “Which is why I bring it up, to make the point that you’re in no position to fight her on your own. Esmerild believes a collaboration would be beneficial to us all. Sooner would be better than later, but it need not be immediately, if you need time to prepare. She understands that the human guests will require time to travel.” She nodded, then ate the second joint of lamb as expeditiously as she had the first.

      “And what guests would those be?” Arun asked.

      “Oh!” Story smacked her lips as she swallowed her meat. “I’m very glad you asked. I’d likely have been thrashed, if I’d forgotten. It’s to be a scholarly gathering. Magisters, adepts, even priests. The most learned among you. But absolutely no nobles or princes or queens. No leaders. No politics. That’s very important.”

      Something in the way she spoke, her tone when she mentioned a thrashing, combined with her slender build brought Griffin to a sudden realization. “Story, if I may ask, how old are you?”

      She hung her head slightly. “Forty-six. Well, I’m much older than that now, if you actually calculate the years since I was born. But we didn’t age, you know, while we were asleep. I was thirty-three when I was put under the spell. Nearly physically grown, but still a child, among my kind, which is why they didn’t want me. It was my other sister they wanted. But she died in the struggle the day they came for us, and then Esmerild told them she would submit, and order Gafalt—that’s our brother—to do the same, if they would take me as the third. I’m not sure there were so terribly many greenwings left to choose from anyway, by then, so they agreed.”

      Griffin’s throat had been tightening all through her lengthy reply, which had been delivered in as easy and matter-of-fact a tone as if she’d been talking about taking a nap. He swallowed. “I see. You aren’t of age yet, then?”

      Story narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m quite old enough to set you on fire, if you mean to patronize me.”

      Apparently, extreme sensitivity to being treated like children was universal to the nearly-adult of all races. Griffin hid a smile that would surely offend her further. “I don’t think you’ll find that necessary. Apologies, I meant no disrespect. I was merely curious. I’m not familiar with the lifespan of a dragon.”

      “Oh, two hundred years, or thereabouts.” The belligerence left her voice as quickly as it had come. “We have our Testing at fifty. So soon enough I’ll be able to contradict Esmerild, if I’d like, although of course she’ll always be eldest. Well, it’s called a Testing, but you can’t really fail, can you? They can’t very well tell you you haven’t earned the privilege of continuing to age. One ages whether one wants to or not. It’s just a ceremony, to prove yourself, and impress potential mates.” Story tilted her head to one side. “I don’t know if I’ll have a Testing, now that I think of it. Why would we bother? It’s not as though I have a slew of potential mates to impress, is it? ”

      Griffin briefly squeezed his eyes closed, before giving her a solemn nod. He didn’t know why it should sadden him so, that his forebears (or someone’s forebears, in any case) had done this to a child. Surely putting her under the spell was better than killing her, as they’d done to nearly every other dragon, young ones included. But his heart was heavy, nonetheless, and all the heavier for the reminder that the remaining dragons could not mate. There was no hope for the future of any of their kind.

      Arun broke the awkward silence with a cough. “This gathering, then. If your sister would like to discuss strategies for fighting the redwings, why insist on scholars alone? Surely at least a military commander or two⁠—”

      Story’s low laugh—that was reminiscent of Fendrath, and the first time she’d truly sounded like a dragon—interrupted the archmagister. “Your crude mundane weapons are of no use in that fight, I assure you. Esmerild was very clear. Scholars only. Not only your magisters, but those from Harth, Tarnarven, and Dordrin across the sea. Whoever is best versed in magical lore, and in history. Oh, and the blackwings, of course. I don’t believe you’re on especially friendly terms with them?”

      Griffin shifted in his chair. “I wouldn’t say we’re not friendly.” Though he might, if pressed, be obliged to say they weren’t friends. He was a bit hurt, truth be told, by how thoroughly Fendrath had been ignoring him. “But it has been two months, at least, since I last spoke with Fendrath.”

      If Story noticed his discomfort, she didn’t show it. “Very well. We’ll extend the invitation on your behalf. Esmerild believes that each of us has some knowledge that, when combined, can be of mutual benefit to us all. I can’t say more, I’m afraid. She doesn’t want to give anyone a head start, you know, and encourage them to try going forward on their own. Best to wait until everyone is together.”

      “But why?” Griffin asked. “Why is she interested in protecting any of us, I mean? The greenwings have nothing to fear from the redwings, when you’re the only living danger to them. You don’t need us to fight them.” It might be impolite to question the motives of someone offering them much-needed aid, but he couldn’t help it. Like all dragons, the greenwings had a profound distrust of men, and he saw no advantage for them in this proposed collaboration.

      “True,” Story said. “But I’m afraid I can’t say more about that, either. Esmerild’s reasons are her own. She’ll share them with you if and when she deems it appropriate. Suffice it to say that she can help you, and that this is the way to get her to do it.” Her wings fluttered, a gesture Griffin had come to know well as a dragon’s shrug. “In any case, it’s not as though you can refuse, can you? We’re dragons. We can come and meet with you any time we’d like, as I’ve just demonstrated. My requesting an invitation is a courtesy.”

      “Well, you certainly needn’t talk us into it,” said Arun, with an irritated glance at Griffin. “Tell your mistress⁠—”

      “My sister.” Story made a low noise of disapproval. “Adalant is the only eldest who insists on being called a queen.”

      “Your elder sister,” Arun said, sounding amused now, “that we would be most honored. We’ll hold the gathering in one month’s time, at Midsummer, if that’s agreeable. Not only will that give the Dords time to send people, but our students leave before the solstice, to spend the summer with their families. Meaning no offense, but I believe I know a few parents who wouldn’t approve of our hosting a wing of dragons while their children are present.”

      “A wing of dragons is a clan of the same color,” said Story. “This will be more of a smattering of dragons. But your point is taken. Midsummer will be fine.”

      Griffin rose. “I’ll leave you to discuss the details, then. Perhaps, Archmagister, there are some other matters you’d like me to attend to? I could fetch the headmagisters for you, at least.”

      “Certainly not,” Story said, before Arun could answer. “You’re one of the two I’m supposed to see, and discuss the gathering with. You and the archmagister. So it’s a great and happy coincidence, isn’t it, that you’re the very two who happened to notice my arrival first?” She looked at Arun. “Although I suppose your people would have gone to fetch you, in any case.”

      Indeed they would have. But they wouldn’t have fetched Griffin. Was it a coincidence, then, that Griffin had happened to be awakened by his dream just in time to see this greenwing land? Once again, his mind dwelled on the unpleasant possibility that his enemies might be able to send him dreams, to get inside his head.

      Whether those enemies included this Esmerild remained to be seen.

      He rubbed the back of his neck, as much to warm the sudden chill there as to fidget. “I’m afraid there’s been some mistake, then. Presumably I was mentioned due to the … er … events of last winter. But going forward, if it’s scholars your sister wants, I’ll be of no use to her. I’m afraid there is nobody at any magistery in the world less versed in magical lore than I am. Although I am a bit better with history.”

      Story shook her head. “There’s been no mistake. My sister asked for you specifically.”

      Griffin’s heart twisted, though he tried not to show it. There was only one reason for Esmerild to have any interest in him. Did she wish him to be put to some sort of public trial? Or would she perhaps prefer to skip directly to the judgment?

      “May I ask why?” Arun asked softly, and the edge in his voice was both gratifying and worrying. Whatever the elder greenwing’s purpose, Griffin must submit to it willingly, and quietly. It wouldn’t do to have the archmagister or any of the others feel obliged to come to his defense. There was no defense against a dragon, at least not one that wouldn’t see hundreds of people dead before it was over.

      “Once again, I’m afraid I must decline to speak to her reasons,” said Story. “But it is a condition she insists upon. If the gathering is to happen—and if you are to survive against Adalant—Griffin must present himself, and put himself at her service.”
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      Even in the softening light of dusk, the two purple-and-gold tents that occupied Pendralyn’s upper lawns looked a bit lurid, to Griffin’s eyes. But the bright shades had the benefit of neutrality, being unattributable to any dragon, or to any kingdom’s banners. The gathering wasn’t meant to be political, but when it came to potential alliances between not-always-friendly parties against lethal enemies, politics seemed to be somewhat unavoidable.

      He walked slowly around the tents, inspecting each in turn, while the foreman of the crew who’d constructed them watched and waited—with much fidgeting—for his final approval. Griffin couldn’t fault poor Balfin for his impatience. It was a holiday, after all, and judging by the song and laughter carrying across the grounds, the feast was already well underway. Balfin had lived in Avadare all his life, and had spent most of those years trying to find excuses to take meals at the magistery.

      Griffin seemed to be considered Pendralyn’s foremost authority on dragons, being the only magister in the past decade to have had multiple conversations with one. As such, it had been his job to determine what dimensions the tents ought to be, and how they ought to be appointed. (With very large cots, he’d decided. Putting in beds of straw, as if they were stalls for common beasts, would likely be a mortal offense.)

      As if he now, or at any point in the past, had the slightest idea what he was doing.

      He gave Balfin a confident nod, nonetheless. Griffin’s uncertainty notwithstanding, the man couldn’t be expected to stand there all night. “Excellent work, thank you. Enjoy the feast.”

      Balfin scurried off with a grateful wave and barely a backward glance. Griffin turned to make one final circuit around the tents before he followed, though it wasn’t out of any devotion to the virtue of thoroughness. He merely wanted to give Balfin a head start, so he wouldn’t have to engage in conversation on the walk to the keep. These would almost certainly be his last moments of peace and solitude for quite some time.

      Midsummer lacked the extravagant and lengthy celebrations of Midwinter, particularly given that the students were not in residence at this time of year. Still, the holiday had its own charms, in part because that lack of students offered an opportunity for somewhat relaxed decorum among the magisters. Fireworks would follow the nighttime feast, and then of course there was the bonfire. The Wishing Fire. It would be lit tonight—Midsummer’s Eve—and burn through the whole next day and night.

      Which meant it would be burning tomorrow, when the dragons came. That was how imminent their arrival was. Griffin did his best not to grimace, and turned away from the tents at last, to walk alone toward the sounds of gaiety.

      For centuries, there had been a tradition of fashioning wishing dolls out of straw, twigs, and wool, to represent a lost friend, an encroaching enemy, or an unrequited love. The dolls would be tossed into the fire at midnight on Midsummer’s Eve, and their makers’ desires would be granted. Or so the story went. As he’d never had a particular friend, enemy, or love to make a wish on, Griffin couldn’t attest to the success rate.

      On this particular Midsummer he had several wishes, but he was fairly certain none of them could be supplied by a burnt doll. Were the greenwings encroaching enemies? Was Fendrath, with whom Griffin had not spoken for more than three months now, a lost friend? How was he to prepare to meet any of them, when he didn’t even know the answers to such simple questions?

      As for love, requited or otherwise, he hardly had time to consider such matters. There’d been a flirtation with Calys in the spring, but it hadn’t lasted long. She said she was too old for him. He suspected her true concern was that despite his victory over both a curse and a dragon, a part of her, perhaps a large one, still thought him stupid. For his part, he found her flintiness somewhat less charming up close than it had been when he was admiring her from afar. The dalliance had sputtered out quietly, to be neither mourned nor regretted.

      Griffin paused as he neared the lawn outside the keep, where his fellow magisters and most of the villagers feasted by torchlight, gathered around tables that had been brought outside for the occasion. A short but safe distance away, the great tower of branches that would become the Wishing Fire stood cold and ready, awaiting the moment when the archmagister would light it with a ceremonious (though unnecessary, in practical terms) incantation and wave of his hand.

      The revelers were certainly having no difficulty amusing themselves in the meanwhile. Not ten strides from where Griffin stood watching, a cluster of ordinarily dignified magisters—including Headmagister Lawfric—were shrieking more than singing a ditty so ribald it nearly made him blush.

      Griffin might be dreading the arrival of the dragons, but he was the only one. Once Arun had been assured that Esmerild meant no “immediate or direct” harm to Griffin (a choice of words that offered little comfort, in Griffin’s opinion), he’d welcomed the gathering with all the enthusiasm of a man with few options. The students had passionately protested their exclusion, many of them offering wildly implausible reasons to stay, all of which had been denied. Everyone else had spent the past month drawing up plans for the dragons’ accommodation and feeding, composing songs and poems for their entertainment, sewing banners and decorations for the tents.

      One would think they were expecting the deities themselves, rather than four of the deadliest creatures ever known. Creatures who also happened to despise mankind. Even Fendrath, who Griffin supposed was as close to friendly as one could call a dragon, harbored deep resentments against men in general, and magicians in particular. The dragons had no reason to trust the heirs of the ancient men who had betrayed them. Who had slaughtered their brothers and sisters, mates and children.

      Yet trusting each other was to be the purpose of this gathering—and was the cause for the notably boisterous celebration. Griffin feared the dragons. The archmagister was wary of them. But it was far easier and more pleasant for the others to trust, to turn a blind eye to the dangers of having dragons in their midst, and instead believe that the greenwings were coming as saviors.

      Not that Griffin blamed them. Eyrdri knew saviors were what they needed. Adalant and her surviving brother were the only redwings left, but two might well be enough to bring the world of men to its knees. The methods those ancient men had employed were lost to their descendants. They had no way to kill, or even especially harm, a dragon.

      Nor was it a theoretical problem, one they could perhaps leave to the king, hoping it would never reach them. When the red queen decided to start her war, she would bring it to Pendralyn first, to take revenge for her brother. Without the green dragons—and, more to the point, their green fire—the magistery would be largely defenseless.

      Griffin couldn’t say he was sorry when his musing, dreary as it was, was interrupted by Deryn, crossing the lawn with her blackhound Ash at her side. There was still enough light to see the stern look on her face, though if he’d missed that, her rebuke could be read just as easily in the fists she planted firmly against her hips. “Where have you been? You’ve missed two courses already.”

      “Does it matter? It’s hardly a formal feast.” Griffin looked past her (quite easily, as he was a great deal taller). “Where’s Nott?”

      “He’s finishing up a doll, if you can believe it. I’ve never known him to make one before, but he says he has a bad feeling about encroaching enemies. Thinks himself a prognosticator, you know, though anyone with sense knows that reading crow’s bones is more superstition than magic. I can’t think why he does it, when he has so many genuine talents to develop. And no, I’m not saying it’s bad manners for you to be late, only that it’s a pity. The cheese-and-onion tarts were the best I’ve ever tasted.” She took hold of his elbow before turning back toward the feast. “Come on, let’s see if there are any left inside. You didn’t answer my question, by the way.”

      Griffin grinned at her. “I’m not sure I can be entirely blamed for that, when you so rarely give me a chance to get a word in. I was doing the final inspection of the tents.”

      “Are they ready?”

      “I suppose.” His smile faded as quickly as it had come. “More than I am, anyway.”

      They made their way past the chaos, into the (somewhat) cooler air and (relative) quiet of the keep. It was far too hot for the big fire, so the staff worked by lantern light, rushing to and fro as they brought in the remains of some sort of cold soup—cucumber, perhaps—and brought out what smelled like a very excellent roast partridge in butter sauce. Deryn weaved her way through bodies and tables, squinting to examine the mess, until she found two trays of leftover tarts.

      “Here we are.” She handed one to Griffin, but shook her head at Ash. “No onions for hounds, and besides, you’ve had quite enough already.” Ash glared at her as she bit into a tart of her own. “And don’t look at me like that, or I won’t throw your doll into the fire for you later.”

      Griffin laughed. “Ash has a wish?”

      “Mm.” Deryn pushed a stray bit of crust into her mouth with her thumb. “He’s smitten with Hazel, but she doesn’t want much to do with him.”

      “In that case, I hope the doll does its job,” Griffin said, through a mouthful of onion and creamy goat cheese. “You’re right about these. It’s the herbs, I think. Different than usual. More dill.”

      Deryn pursed her lips. “You don’t look very happy eating it, for all that. And that was the first time I’ve heard you laugh in ages, even if it was at Ash’s expense.”

      “It wasn’t at his expense, I just found it curious. And would you be laughing much on the eve of your possible execution? I’m not sure even the most delicious onions have that much power.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic.” Deryn helped herself to another tart. “You don’t even know for certain what Esmerild wants with you. You’re making assumptions, and those can get you into trouble, you know. Perhaps it’s nothing to do with punishment. Perhaps it’s something good.”

      Griffin patted his belly. “I suppose being burned down to the bones would be a quick way to slim me down.”

      “Nobody is going to burn,” Deryn insisted. “You know, you really ought –”

      But what he ought (or perhaps ought not) to do, Griffin was never to learn. Deryn stopped abruptly, mouth going slack and eyes glazing over in the now familiar way that meant she was communicating with some animal or other, a magical talent that was, as far as anyone knew, unique to her.

      A moment later, her eyes shot wide, and she pushed past Griffin. “Fire!”

      “They’re lighting it already? Isn’t it a bit early?”

      “It’s not the bonfire!” Deryn ran from the keep.

      Griffin followed, Ash scrambling ahead of him. A serving boy jumped out of the way as they flew through the doors.

      There was no smoke outside, no burning smell apart from cooking fires and roasting meat. The absence of any sign of a different sort of fire only made Griffin’s trepidation worse. Deryn—or whoever had warned her—wouldn’t be wrong. Which meant it was somewhere else on the grounds, somewhere he couldn’t see from where he stood.

      Somewhere like the north side, where the tents were.

      A pessimistic conclusion to jump to, perhaps, or perhaps he, like Nott, was becoming a prognosticator. Either way, it was indeed northward that Deryn sprinted. Griffin did not speak to her as he ran at her side. He knew she would be casting a spell, communicating with other sages to spread the word and call for help.

      It wasn’t long before they came far enough to see just what Griffin feared: a blur of fire straight ahead, and a great deal of smoke. A cloud of ashes floated toward him on the breeze.
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      It took the sages nearly an hour to put out the fire. By then the tents were, of course, thoroughly destroyed.

      No ordinary fire would have been strong enough to resist their efforts for that long; this was a deliberate act of magical arson. By whom, not even Nott could yet guess. Wiping ash and sweat from his brow, Deryn’s equally odd sweetheart told the archmagister that his premonition of an encroaching enemy had been only a vague feeling, with no face or particular crime attached. He couldn’t be sure whether this was the occurrence his wishing doll had been meant to protect them against.

      At least they’d been able to stop the blaze before it spread to any of the buildings, but at the moment, that wasn’t as much of a comfort as it ought to have been. Griffin stood helplessly at the edge of the mayhem, listening to Nott and Arun puzzle over possible motives and culprits, remembering another night when he’d done nothing but watch while magicians extinguished fires. The night he’d killed Orovont.

      A silly comparison, of course. Obviously not having tents prepared would not be an insult of nearly the same magnitude. They weren’t even certain the dragons would want tents. But Griffin considered this turn of events to be a very bad—and personal—sign just the same. As if whoever had done it had wanted to hurt him particularly.

      Another silly thought. Who cared enough about him to do such a thing? He wasn’t important enough to inspire that sort of hatred. It was far more likely that the arsonist was protesting the gathering at large, for some reason.

      But everyone was looking forward to the gathering, and the hope it promised. Nobody could want them to remain any more vulnerable to the red dragons than they had to be. Nobody, that was, except the red dragons themselves.

      Even as Nott and Arun said much the same thing, at the same time Griffin was thinking it, Calys rushed over to them.

      “Archmagister!” She paused to catch her breath. “You have to see … it’s … someone …” She stopped again, this time to glance at Griffin. “You might as well come, too. Perhaps you can make something of it the rest of us can’t.”

      With that, Calys ran off again. Arun and Nott followed. Griffin hesitated only long enough to grab an extra lantern before he did the same.

      A few minutes later, they found themselves at the top of one of the manor’s towers. Calys grabbed Griffin’s and Arun’s elbows and, jerking her chin at Nott, pulled them with her to the railing at the north side, where the many lights below illuminated the charred remains of the tents, the damage to the practice yard … and something else.

      It hadn’t been obvious from the ground, but from this vantage point, there was no mistaking it: a symbol had been burned into the lawn in front of the tents, like a brand. A circle, with two jagged gashes crossing each other inside, intersecting a bit above and to the left of the center. They looked like bolts of lightning, or perhaps wounds. Its execution was remarkably neat, its edges clear and sharp. There was no question it was deliberate.

      “Do any of you recognize it?” Calys asked.

      “I don’t,” said Nott. “But I don’t mind saying I dislike it, just the same.”

      Arun shook his head. “It’s not one of the runes you’ve been studying?”

      “Not one that I’ve seen.” Calys tapped Griffin’s shoulder with the back of her hand. “You’ve never come across it, in your dealings with Fendrath?”

      “It’s not as if we’ve been writing letters to one another.” Griffin squinted, studying the shape intently, as if it might speak up and explain itself to him. “I’ve never seen it before. But I’m inclined to agree with Nott on the matter of its unpleasantness.”

      “Well, then,” said Arun. “It’s a poor job of it, isn’t it, if whoever did this intended to send us a message. Why send one we can’t read?”

      “Perhaps we can read it as well as we need to.” Griffin stepped back from the railing, tipping his face toward the stars. Had anyone looked upward, in all the confusion of the feast? What might they have seen if they had? “The gist of it seems clear enough. Whatever that symbol is, it obviously has something to do with Adalant. Nobody else would want to strike against us, on the eve of this gathering.”

      “No dragon did this,” Nott said.

      “Are we sure of that?” Griffin looked from him to the others, brows raised. “It’s dark. It happened well across the grounds, where nobody was watching, while everyone was occupied with the celebration. Perhaps one of the two redwings flew by and gave a little puff, and …” He gestured at the destruction below. “It would be the work of a moment, for them. Orovont did brag to me about how very controlled their fire is.”

      “One of the birds would have told Deryn,” said Nott.

      Arun nodded. “Perhaps the humans could have missed a dragon, drunk as so many of them were, but something would have seen it.”

      “The birds have been reluctant to share what they know of dragons with us before,” Griffin pointed out.

      “If you ask me, this dragon theory is at least as likely as a human setting that fire.” Calys crossed her arms. “I refuse to believe, after everything that happened with Duncan, that another magister is serving our enemy.”

      “Not necessarily a magister.” Arun rubbed his beard, staring down at the symbol in the grass. “A magician, yes. But Pendralyn is nowhere near as shut up as it once was. Particularly not during a holiday. We leave the entry to the tunnel wide open as often as not.”

      “The blackhounds on patrol would warn us, if anyone walked through the gate who shouldn’t,” said Griffin.

      “Ordinarily, yes,” Arun agreed. “But tonight? It’s not only Midsummer, it’s the night before the gathering. We’ve had villagers, servants, guests, work crews …” He waved his newly enchanted arm expansively. “Dozens and dozens of people, many of them strangers, coming and going at all hours for days now. It might have been nearly as easy for our arsonist to fool a blackhound as it was to fool us, under the circumstances. Especially since we can clearly assume his or her magical skills are advanced.”

      Griffin nodded. He was almost comforted by the possibility of an imposter in their midst. Better that than a traitor. And better a traitor than a red dragon lurking nearby. Not that any of these options was making him feel precisely relaxed.

      “I assume the hounds and contrivers haven’t been able to track anyone?” Calys asked.

      “No evidence at all so far, apart from the fire itself,” said Arun. “By the time the owl who warned Deryn saw it, the fire was already burning quite high. Whoever set it was likely long gone. Melted back into the group of revelers, perhaps, or walked right back through the gate again, in all the confusion.”

      “Or stayed on to spy,” Nott said, sounding unperturbed by the possibility, as he did about most things. “They could very well be among us now.”

      “They certainly could, considering how unobservant you lot are.”

      The gruff words, coming from somewhere to their right, made both Arun and Calys jump. Calys added a strangled cry, for good measure. Nott didn’t flinch, though he swung his head around.

      For Griffin’s part, he managed to keep his reaction under tight control, despite the hammering of his heart. He had some experience, after all, with being startled by that particular voice.

      He turned to find Fendrath perched on the rooftop just below the tower, so that his head was barely visible above the railing. Not that better visibility would have mattered; he would have kept himself cloaked until the moment he wanted them to see him, which was generally the moment when he could provoke the strongest reaction. It was a bit surprising that they hadn’t heard him land, but then he had a talent for being quiet as well.

      Now that he was sniffing for it, Griffin could just detect a whiff of lightning, mixed with the smell of a blackhound who’d been lying in the sun. But it was mild. The dragon had positioned himself downwind of them.

      “You’re early.” Griffin crossed his arms, trying to control his twitching lips. He hadn’t been sure whether he would be happy to see Fendrath or not, when the time came. But now that that time was (apparently) here, he found he was. “We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow.”

      “I wanted to get here before Esmerild, and have a look around,” Fendrath said. “Be sure all was ready for her. See how much of a mess you’d made of things, and how mortally you were bound to offend her.”

      “And a good thing we did, isn’t it?” Another voice, this one feminine, drew another start from the humans—even Griffin this time. A second dragon’s head appeared beside the first, smaller than Fendrath’s but, as far as Griffin could tell, otherwise identical. She nodded at the ashes below. “If you’ll pardon the criticism, as I’m sure you will, knowing that it’s well intended, I can’t say it’s a very good idea to greet her with the sign of the Red Cult.”

      “May I present my sister, Tavreth,” Fendrath said.

      “She enjoys sneaking up on people as much as you do, I see.” Griffin smiled and bowed to the newcomer. She inclined her head in return.

      A soft sound suggested Fendrath had fluttered his wings. “I told her it would be amusing.”

      “You were quite right,” said Tavreth. “They startle very easily, these magisters.”

      Arun coughed. “I hope you’ll forgive the abruptness of my greeting. I have gifts for you, of course, and a whole speech of welcome, which I will be happy to give tomorrow. But for the moment, I must ask: the sign of what?”

      Fendrath looked at the archmagister for the first time. “Ah, yes, the queen’s brother. I hear you’ve got a new arm.”

      Arun’s jaw tightened. It was Fendrath who had taken his arm, in battle years ago. “I do.”

      “It functions well?”

      “Better than the natural one, if I’m honest.”

      “In that case, it seems you ought to be thanking me, rather than glaring at me.”

      Perhaps fortunately, Tavreth spoke before the archmagister could reply to her brother. “I was referring to the Red Cult, as they’re calling themselves. Adalant has found herself some worshippers among men. I can’t say I’m surprised.”

      “I can.” Calys huffed. “What person would want to worship a creature—your pardon, perhaps I ought to say a being—who wants to see humans extinct?”

      Fendrath tilted his head as he studied her. “You’re the linguist, aren’t you? The translator.”

      “Oh!” Calys looked a bit frightened that he’d heard of her. “Yes, I suppose I am.”

      Griffin quickly introduced both Calys and Nott, before returning to the subject at hand. “But Adalant doesn’t want to see all of mankind destroyed. Orovont told me as much, although he was clear that the magisters of Pendralyn would certainly have to go. It’s more that they want dominion over all living things. They’ll be perfectly happy with humans as their slaves.”

      “Just so,” agreed Tavreth. “She does seem to enjoy having them around, for someone who claims to despise them so. Men, that is, not slaves. She’s never been reticent about enjoying the latter.”

      “And it seems these men are most eager for the chance to serve rather than burn,” Fendrath added.

      “They say she’s promised splendid rewards to all who help her achieve her purpose,” said Tavreth. “Not only that she’ll let them live. Perhaps she means to grant them power, or riches. Those are the sorts of things men always enjoy.”

      “And you’re saying that symbol is their symbol.” Griffin looked from the dragons to his companions. “Which means at least one of these cultists is here.”

      “Is it a magister?” Calys asked, her voice hard.

      “I haven’t the slightest idea who it is,” said Fendrath. “We’ve only just arrived. But I doubt you’ll find it easy to discover the identity—or identities—of those responsible.”

      “Whoever they are, I think you can assume they want you to know that they’re here, and that Adalant knows about the gathering,” Tavreth said. “And most importantly, that it displeases her. Call it a warning.”

      “No need to look quite so glum about it,” said Fendrath. “It won’t come to much more than a bit of bluster, at least not yet. Even if she’s learned by now that you don’t have the elixir, Adalant has a very healthy suspicion—one might even call it fear—of Esmerild. She won’t risk showing herself.”

      Tavreth laughed softly, a more musical sound than her brother’s scraping rumble. “She won’t even risk a real attack by her servants. Not with Esmerild near. I hardly think a bit of vandalism is the stuff of nightmares.”

      “But she wants you to know she’s watching you, just the same,” said Fendrath.

      “She wants you to know,” Tavreth said, “that any attempt at an alliance against her will be punished.”
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      It was a mark of the peaceful times they lived in—or had been living in—that the door to Pendralyn at the back of The Dark Dragon was rarely closed. Nevertheless, by long tradition visitors were greeted at the inn, and escorted into the magistery from there. A tradition that could not possibly be upheld today, as some of the expected guests would not fit through the establishment’s front door.

      Thankfully they had the old stable, which was no longer a stable at all. (And, Griffin fervently hoped, no longer resembled one, lest the dragons take offense at being received there.) The long building at the southern end of the village had been constructed during the last war against the Harths, in which King Wardin won Eyrdon’s independence and his own crown. Pendralyn was the center of that rebellion, the only Eyrd stronghold in a kingdom that had been otherwise reduced to a barony of Harth.

      But that was years ago, when Griffin was still a small child with living parents, before Graddoc woke, and woke the dragons in turn. Now, in the absence of royalty and soldiers and preparations for battle, perhaps three ponies resided in Avadare, all of them housed with their masters. The stable had since become a sort of pavilion used for celebrations, with long stretches of its walls knocked out to admit fresh air and mountain views.

      It was there that a dozen or so magisters, and twice that number of curious villagers, set up tables of refreshments and gifts for their guests, and prepared to greet them—at any moment now. In addition to parties from Dordrin, Harth, and Tarnarven, Fendrath and Tavreth were expected, along with Story and her sister Esmerild.

      Despite his personal feelings about the meeting to come, Griffin hoped none of them would be late. It was almost unbearably hot, though it was not yet quite midday, and the cakes were looking much the worse for it. The jam had gone runny, and the pitchers of cider and ale (the latter being preferred by many Harths and most Tars at all hours of the day) were beaded with moisture. To say nothing of all the raw meat they had on hand. There wasn’t much to be done about that, except shield it from the sun, and hope freshness wasn’t a priority for dragons.

      They’d done their best to make it a festive occasion. Magister Dora played her flute, accompanied by several villagers with small harps, fiddles, or pipes. Several others had prepared poems or dramatic readings. A few of the more adventurous residents of Avadare had even allowed their children to come out for a glimpse at a dragon. Most of the youngsters played or danced on the grassy hillside, although a small but dedicated minority were gathered at the opposite end of the table from Griffin, availing themselves of Pendralyn’s excellent pastries. He watched Balfin’s boy stuff his mouth with one of the small pies favored by the Tars—like father, like son, it seemed—and was glad that someone was having fun.

      It was more than could be said for the magisters. Deryn, standing beside Nott without a single cake in her hand, looked slightly lost without Ash or any other animal at her side. (Blackhounds were as a rule terrified of dragons, and not overly fond of anything that required either great effort or a high tolerance of summer sun. All had elected to stay behind at the magistery.) Arun barked at anyone who asked him a question he didn’t have an easy and ready answer for. Even Magister Wade, who could nearly always be counted on to be cheerful, looked tense and uncomfortable, and constantly fidgeted with his mustache.

      The gaiety and optimism of the day before had evaporated, destroyed by the knowledge that there were apparently people in the world willing to bow in worship to the red queen—and that at least one of those people had been among them last night. Was possibly among them still.

      Those who were absent from the village were instead on the north side of the magistery, repairing, clearing, or obscuring the damage caused by the fire. Fendrath had suggested that the sign of the Red Cult be obliterated before Esmerild saw it, and the archmagister heartily agreed. They couldn’t force grass to grow instantly over the scorched earth, but they could at least, through the creative arrangement of plants, rocks, and anything else they could find, cover it.

      Deryn crossed over to him. “You look frightened.”

      “I look sick,” Griffin corrected.

      “With fright. You really ought to try to be a bit optimistic. This could be a wonderful opportunity for you.”

      “An opportunity?” Griffin tossed his hands. “To do what?”

      Deryn mimicked the gesture. “To save us all. Esmerild didn’t ask for anyone else, did she? Which means an alliance we desperately need depends upon you being here today. If that doesn’t qualify as an opportunity in your eyes, I can’t imagine what does.”

      “An opportunity to run back to my chamber and hide there forever, perhaps?” Griffin laughed at his little joke, but he didn’t mean it. In truth, he was almost eager to get this meeting over with. Surely anything was better than the bellyache of unrelenting dread.

      “Too late for that.” Deryn squinted into the sky. “Here come the blackwings. I suppose that means we’re underway.”

      Fendrath and Tavreth had flown off into the hills the night before to find a cave to sleep in, after assuring Arun and Griffin that the greenwings would likewise prefer to find their own accommodation, and that the tents would not be considered a loss. Now the black dragons swooped in over the hill, their shadows passing over the wonderstruck children, the flapping of their powerful wings clearly audible over the music. Arun and Griffin stepped out of the pavilion’s shade and onto the grass to meet them.

      Fendrath landed a stride or two ahead of his sister, folded his wings, and offered only a haughty inclination of his head. He seemed oblivious to the awed whispers behind him. Griffin was not, nor did he wonder at their cause. He himself had seen Fendrath just yesterday, but the sight of a dragon was never without a certain impact. And it had been too dark last night to properly take in the bunching muscles beneath the blackwing’s scales, his curling horns, catching the sunlight now. His always startling blue fangs.

      Griffin felt a brief stab of pity as he watched Arun bow in answer to Fendrath’s non-greeting. Although Griffin himself was fond of the cantankerous dragon, he knew it stung Arun to give obeisance to the creature who’d maimed him.

      Tavreth stepped forward, a more compact and graceful version of her brother. “Archmagister, we meet again. Under happier circumstances, I hope, this morning.” She bent one foreleg, lowering her long neck.

      Arun’s return bow was less wooden than it had been for Fendrath. “Welcome. We’re delighted to have you here.” He gestured back at the pavilion, including those within in his proclaimed delight, though there was little evidence of it. Only Deryn smiled. Nott’s expression became slightly more animated than usual. The others said nothing, and did little apart from stare. A few with a touch of hostility. Of those who’d seen the blackwings before, most had done so only from the opposite side of a battlefield.

      “I speak for all of us,” Arun went on, “when I say we are wholly at your service.”

      “Are you?” Tavreth craned her neck, looking over the crowd. “That’s very kind, but not terribly practical, is it? What could I possibly need that requires so many of you to provide?”

      “I don’t know, now that you mention it,” Arun said with a faint laugh. “I suppose that’s just what one is expected to say, on such occasions.”

      “Oh? Have you attended many such occasions, then?” asked Tavreth. “I was under the impression that this is rather singular.”

      “Er, yes. So it is.” The archmagister blinked at her, clearly not sure what to say next.

      The awkward silence stretched out, until Griffin decided that as the closest thing Fendrath had to a friend in this company, he ought to make some attempt at pleasant conversation. “So. Your journey to Eyrdon. It was pleasant, I hope, from wherever you came from?”

      “It was cooler there,” Fendrath said with a sniff. “But that’s all I’m going to say about it, if that was a not-terribly-clever attempt to get me to tell you where we’ve been living.”

      “No, not at all.” Griffin frowned at him. “I was only being polite.”

      “Were you? You’ll have to pardon me, then. I’m not especially used to manners from you.”

      “It is difficult to meet your standard, what with you always being the very image of courtesy.”

      Their bickering had its benefits; the others seemed to take it as a sign that the formalities were over, and relax. Though only Arun and Deryn spoke with Tavreth, Nott and a few others emerged from the pavilion. Within a few minutes, most of the rest had gone back to sipping cider and talking amongst themselves.

      “We didn’t get much chance to talk last night, what with all the excitement,” Griffin said to Fendrath, feeling that they could speak more freely now, with less attention on them.

      The thick hide above Fendrath’s eyes shifted upward. “Do we have things that need talking about?”

      “I would think so. It’s been three months, at least, since the last time I saw you.” Griffin crossed his arms. “Despite the fact that on that occasion you said we would speak again.”

      “And so we are speaking.” Fendrath chuckled low. “Do I detect a note of rebuke in your voice? Am I meant to be reporting in to you on occasion, as if I were your personal scout?”

      “No, of course not. I thought we had business to discuss, is all. You told me to pay attention to Calys’s translations, and to what we found when we catalogued Mithrin’s laboratory.”

      “And have you learned anything of immediate and urgent value?”

      “No.”

      “Well, then?” Fendrath said. “I can’t imagine what you’re complaining about, unless you simply like the sound of yourself complaining. Always a possibility. Men do enjoy their own voices. In any case, I do have business of my own, you know, that doesn’t involve your kind. It’s kept me occupied.”

      “What sort of business?” asked Griffin.

      “My own, as I’ve just said. Surely you heard me.” Fendrath’s golden gaze shifted to something over Griffin’s shoulder. “Ah, I believe you have more guests arriving.”

      Griffin tensed, a familiar knot once again forming in his stomach. But there was no need; the group coming up the path was comprised entirely of humans. Judging by their loose trousers and colorful tunics, this was the party from Dordrin. The foremost one was tall and lanky, and walked with an almost childish stride.

      “That looks like Wulfric.” Griffin grinned. “He used to be a magister here, when I was a boy. I didn’t know if he would come, being the archmagister there now.”

      “You thought a lofty archmagister might have more pressing matters than this, did you?” Fendrath snorted. “I sometimes think you haven’t the slightest idea of just how much danger you’re in.”

      Griffin’s brief flare of excitement was thoroughly doused. “You needn’t worry on that account,” he grumbled. “I’m painfully aware of it, nearly every moment of the day. But life has to go on, doesn’t it?”

      “Does it?” Fendrath’s voice was unreadable, but the words were discouraging enough. Griffin decided to ignore them.

      As the Dords approached, Nott sprang forward with more energy than Griffin had ever seen in him, and embraced Wulfric like a brother. Arun wasn’t far behind. While Wulfric admired the archmagister’s new arm and hand, his companions—three men and two women—stared apprehensively at the two blackwings.

      Tavreth took several steps toward them. “You’re Jor, are you not?” she said to one of them.

      A short, stocky Dord with a silver beard that nearly reached his chest came forward and offered a jerky bow. “I am.” His voice was flat. Griffin guessed he was not happy at being singled out in this way.

      And it was soon apparent why. “I believe we’ve … met.” Tavreth coughed delicately. “In Dordrin, during the time of Graddoc.”

      “We did,” Jor agreed, in that same stiff voice. “I’m surprised you remember.”

      “I remember it well, as a matter of fact, but then I have an excellent memory. You. And your brother.”

      A chill went through Griffin. The dragons had been enslaved to the demon back then, and used as weapons. Tavreth had very likely killed this man’s brother. Possibly in a horrible way.

      They’d killed a great many brothers. And parents.

      Tavreth lowered her head, putting her face in front of Jor’s. “I no more had a choice than you did, you know. Can you make your peace with it, do you think?”

      Jor met her eye with a stoic nod. “I wouldn’t have come, if I couldn’t.”

      “Good, then. I would hate for the day to be ruined, when the Eyrds have gone to the trouble of making so many pastries. I believe your people enjoy pastries?

      Jor’s face relaxed. “I believe all people enjoy pastries.”

      The Dordrine magisters, most of whom had been trained by Eyrds, were met with less formality and more enthusiasm than the dragons had been, and the general atmosphere was merrier by the time eight scholars and magisters from Harth arrived. Within the hour, they were joined by seven Tars, all magicians.

      Griffin had never met any of them before, which wasn’t surprising, as he’d barely left Pendralyn since the age of nine. He instantly forgot most of their names. No amount of distraction seemed able to take his mind off the two winged, fanged, possibly vengeful guests who were not yet among them.
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