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1
THIS WAS no kind of autumn at all.
Nature was doing her part, to be sure. The mornings had gotten crisper, the evenings colder. There was already a hint of brightening at the ends of the oak leaves, and green, infant pumpkins had appeared in the patch behind the kennels.
Which meant there ought to have been merry gatherings around a crackling fire in the keep. There ought to have been chilly nighttime astronomy lessons in the sage hall’s towers, and equations so complicated the older students would be working at them for months before someone emerged the winner and won a prize. There ought to have been hot cider, and spiced cakes, and apple fritters.
There was none of that.
What Griffin got instead was an iron-framed mirror with two bloody handprints on the glass. In place of the scents of cinnamon and cloves and honey, the pungent, oily odor of the wormwood candles that ringed the burned-out shell of a room. Not to mention the ceaseless clacking of the spoons, and Nott’s grating monotone.
The handprints were a particularly annoying touch, as the cuts inflicted to make them still smarted. Nott had run a blade across both of Griffin’s palms the moment they’d entered the remains of Mithrin’s laboratory, theorizing that, as Mithrin himself was so fond of blood magic, the use of blood in tonight’s ritual was bound to improve their odds of reaching the mad magician.
Like all of Nott’s theories to date, this one seemed to be coming to nothing.
“This isn’t working,” Griffin grumbled.
Nott sighed, something that, for him, qualified as a dramatic display of emotion. “Nor will it, if you don’t concentrate.”
“I am concentrating. Although I’ll admit it’s a bit hard to keep one’s mind from wandering, when staring at one’s own blood.”
“There’s one place you’re going wrong, then,” Nott said. “You should be staring at your face. And melding it with Mithrin’s, in your mind. Focus on the similarities between the two.”
Griffin stepped away from the mirror and crossed his arms. “There are no similarities between the two. Mithrin was a short, bald, soft-faced man, and I bear no relationship to him whatsoever. Blood or otherwise. Which is almost certainly the real reason this isn’t working, and never mind how I look at my face.”
This was not his first such outburst, and would not, he suspected, be his last. Neither Griffin nor anyone else could explain why Mithrin was able to contact Griffin in the latter’s dreams, when it was known that the dead could not haunt the living. Nott’s prevailing thesis was that Griffin was descended from the mad wizard, and that Mithrin had exploited their blood bond to cast a spell that would otherwise have been impossible.
Griffin firmly (and repeatedly, and often loudly) rejected this ridiculous notion—ridiculous mainly because he simply couldn’t bear the thought of being related, even distantly, to such a monster.
“Have you considered,” said Nott, “how much time you spend speaking about yourself in terms of what you’re not?”
“What are you talking about?” Griffin asked.
“You’re not a magician, you cannot do this or you’re not the right person for that. Now you’re very determined that you are not a descendant of Mithrin.” Nott shrugged. “Perhaps you ought to focus more on what you are, so you can get on with being that. Generally, I mean. I doubt it would help you much with this particular task.”
Griffin gave him a weary look. He was sure there was a not/Nott pun to be made, but he was far too tired to think of it. “It’s a bit late for wisdom, isn’t it?”
“Never too late for wisdom, I would say.”
Perhaps not, but it was late. There was no point in standing here arguing until it got even later. The why of Griffin’s tie to Mithrin was less important than the how, and neither was as important as the what: no matter the reason, that tie was, indeed, there. And since Mithrin was the only one who knew the recipe for one of the few weapons that could defeat a dragon, it seemed a good idea to make use of it.
Griffin grimaced at himself in the mirror. “You really expect that my face will just, what? Transform into Mithrin’s?”
“I don’t know that I’d say I expect anything,” Nott said. “But I do have high hopes for this one.”
This one referred to a ritual from some far-off land or other, ferreted out the summer before, when the magisters were researching customs for contacting the dead. With the proper spell pulling at the intended deceased, the mirror—an ordinary, mundane one—was supposed to help pierce the veil. And allow the dead to pierce it back.
It hadn’t worked for the magisters trying to contact Borald then, and there was little reason to believe it would work now. Still, the attempt must be made, if only to rule it out.
Over the past month, they had employed a dizzying—and occasionally sickening—variety of spells, potions, tonics, and locations, in the attempt to get Mithrin’s connection with Griffin to work both ways. They’d tried everything from the relatively straightforward magic practiced by the Cairds, to complex and arcane rituals from ancient times and distant kingdoms.
They’d tried to find a way for Griffin to speak with Mithrin directly, and they’d tried to find a way for Nott to use Griffin’s mind as a sort of conduit, through which the sage could speak with Mithrin instead.
They’d tried when Griffin was asleep and when he was awake. On one memorable occasion, they’d even tried with him submerged in the pool below the waterfall, until he was certain he would drown.
All in vain.
Mithrin hadn’t even appeared in one of Griffin’s dreams for weeks now. Whether whatever magic Nott was doing was actually making matters worse, or the mad magician was simply being difficult, Griffin could not say. Though were he forced to wager, he’d have put his silver on the latter. Working at night had the advantage of the veil being at its thinnest, but it also meant the dead could observe them.
In other words, Mithrin knew what they were up to. And why would he make things easier for the man who had, only a month before, turned him to stone, then smashed the stone to bits?
Because he hates the dragons even more.
Griffin nodded at his reflection. That was the argument he meant to try first, if he ever got to talk to the mad wizard again. Convincing him to give them the elixir recipe freely sounded easier than somehow tricking him into it. Not that either prospect seemed precisely easy. Griffin was hardly a master manipulator.
But he’d best get on with the trying, in any case. “All right,” he said to Nott. “One more time, then.”
Nott drank from the waterskin at his belt, while Griffin stretched his neck and got back into position, palms pressed to his bloody handprints, staring into his own sunken eyes.
“Focus on the tapping,” said Nott. “Concentrate.” With that, he began to drum together the iron spoons he held between the fingers of his right hand. The candles flared up. The wormwood smell (which Griffin detested) grew stronger.
Griffin focused on the rhythmic beating of the spoons, while Nott began to speak, his voice low, slow, soft. “Look into the mirror.” Tap, tap, tap. “Look into the candlelight. Look into the darkness.”
Tap, tap, tap.
“Look into the reflection of the realm of the living.”
Tap, tap, tap.
Nott went on and on, making poetic mirror analogies, talking about the realm of the living and its reflection in the realm of the dead. It was all meant to put Griffin into some sort of trance, but the constant reminders that the dead were, at that time of night, all around them only broke his concentration. It made him think of his parents.
They were surely watching. What did they make of all this? Of his attempts to talk to Mithrin, to get the mad magician to cooperate?
Stop thinking about them, he ordered himself. They might be who you want to see in this mirror, but they aren’t who you need to see.
“Look into your own eyes,” Nott said. “And see the dead reflected there. Focus on your eyes. Only your eyes. Look at nothing else.”
Tap tap tap.
Though he felt a bit silly, staring into his own eyes, Griffin did as he was told. They’re hazel. Like my mother’s.
“You don’t see the face around them. You don’t see any face at all. You see only those eyes.”
Tap tap tap.
As was often the way, when one started feeling silly, that feeling only grew. The solemn tone of Nott’s voice, the near ridiculousness of the words, started to seem funny.
Tap tap tap.
Don’t laugh.
Mithrin is a jolly sort of man.
That was true. If Mithrin was watching them, he was undoubtedly laughing. Griffin felt his lips twitch, though he dutifully kept his gaze fixed on his eyes.
“They’re not your eyes,” Nott said. “They’re the eyes of someone else. Someone we call upon now to come through the veil. They’re Mithrin’s eyes.”
Nope. Still my own eyes. Griffin suppressed another laugh. Nott had sacrificed a great many nights to this endeavor, and he was as exhausted as Griffin was. More so, with all the magic he was doing; he had to fit extra physical labor into his days to recover his balance. The least Griffin could do was show some respect.
He redoubled his efforts.
tap tap tap
He let his gaze soften and blur at the edges. He cleared his mind of everything but the thought of Mithrin’s eyes, in the glass behind his own.
tap tap tap
Whatever spell Nott was casting as he spoke was building now, so strongly that Griffin could actually feel the magic in the air.
Mithrin’s eyes. They’re Mithrin’s eyes.
Nott was still talking, but Griffin was no longer listening. All his world became the eyes in the mirror, the candlelight, the endless tapping. It didn’t even sound like the spoons anymore.
tap tap tap Mithrin’s eyes tap tap Mithrin
And then they were Mithrin’s eyes.
The face Griffin was staring at was no longer his own. The hands reaching up to press against his bloody palm prints were smaller, softer.
Griffin could feel them, touching his own hands, cold and dry.
And then the face came through the mirror.
    
“WHY DID YOU DO THAT? It was working!” Griffin wrenched his arm out of Nott’s grip and turned toward the sage, who was no longer tapping the spoons together. The spoons were, in fact, on the floor. Griffin guessed Nott must have seen Mithrin start to come through, and taken a fright, although as a rule he was anything but skittish.
“It was working,” Griffin said again.
He could scarcely believe it. After weeks of effort, he’d retained very little hope that any magic would allow them to contact the dead. He certainly hadn’t expected this (silly, truly) ritual to work.
But that hadn’t been his imagination.
“You saw it, didn’t you?” he asked Nott.
Nott didn’t answer. He’d taken Griffin’s elbow again, and was doing his best to pull him toward the doorway. The candles went out, leaving them in darkness apart from the wall sconces in the corridor beyond.
Perhaps whatever was bothering him had nothing to do with Mithrin, or the mirror.
“What’s—” Griffin began.
“Dragon!” Nott rasped, yanking at Griffin’s sleeve.
“Which one—”
“Red dragon!”
Well. That would explain it.
Griffin needed no further encouragement to hurry. He rushed down the corridor behind Nott, toward the open door to the cavern. “Where?” he asked.
“Here, it would seem!” Nott dropped to the floor as a column of flame burst through the very doorway they’d been hurling themselves at.
Crimson flame. A redwing’s fire.
They rolled into the nearest study room a mere instant before the fire rushed by. Griffin got to his feet again, hesitating. If they went back into the corridor, they would be vulnerable. If, on the other hand, they didn’t get out of the corridor, they would be trapped with their backs against the proverbial wall—which was, in this case, a mountain—and no way to escape.
“I never thought I’d wish to be a battlemage,” Nott said. “But I’d give a great deal for a shield spell right now. I’m quite certain I won’t be able to control dragon fire.”
Griffin shook his head, as much in bewilderment as to confirm Nott’s inability to affect a redwing’s fire on his own. “What are they doing? Why attack the cavern, of all places? Do you think they know we’re trying to contact Mithrin?”
“I haven’t the slightest idea.”
Griffin eased into the corridor, just far enough to catch a glimpse. He saw no sign of either fire or a dragon. “Let’s go. If they know we’re down here, there’s no point in trying to hide.”
“Perhaps not,” said Nott, “but I can’t say I’d object to trying, all the same. Now I find myself wishing for contriver magic. A cloaking spell would be nice.”
“Or a cloaking cloak. A pity the only one we had was burned back there with everything else.” Griffin swallowed and took a step forward. “Stay behind me, and stay close to the wall. I’m big enough to shield you, and if I get burned you can heal me.”
The latter was, of course, patently false. If a redwing wished for Griffin to burn, then burn Griffin would, and neither Nott nor anyone else could stop it. But false comfort was, on occasion, preferable to no comfort at all.
They darted to the next study room, then from there to the end of the corridor. There was still no dragon, but the flickering light beyond the door told Griffin there was most definitely fire.
He peered out from the shadows. The bookshelves and worktables in the cavern were in flames.
“He’s outside.” Nott walked out into the cavern, moving around the burning furniture. A particular stiffness in his face told Griffin he was communicating with somebody above. “Deryn says it’s Ismant. Someone saw him fly down into the pit, then back out again. The rest of the magisters are going … no, getting … they’re getting into formation to mount a defense.” He shook his head, as if to clear it. “I’ve got to go and help.”
Griffin pushed the smaller man behind him and led the way once more, balancing the need to move quickly, lest the smoke overwhelm them, with the need to move carefully, lest the fire did.
They crawled and jumped, weaved and ran. But all their dodging didn’t save Griffin from badly burning his arm, losing a shirtsleeve before he rolled out the flames.
Still, there was something wrong about it.
It’s not bad enough.
The notion was little more than a glimmer in his mind. There was no chance to think.
Naturally, when they got to the ladder that would have led them up to the grounds, they found it on fire, too.
Griffin looked up into the moonlit sky and saw Ismant circling above. The dragon dived, jaws open wide, and spewed more flames into the pit.
It made no difference; everything that could be set on fire was already on fire, apart from Griffin and Nott, who jumped back beneath the overhanging rock as soon as they saw him coming.
Ismant didn’t land in the cavern, or pursue them in any way. Instead he changed course, turned over in the air, and headed upward again.
Griffin and Nott craned their necks to watch him go, then hurried out from under their cover. Though they had no way out of the pit, Griffin wanted to at least see what the dragon was doing, to the extent he could.
How much of the magistery was on fire?
The keep was made of stone; it would not burn. But the manor, the affinity halls all had more vulnerable parts. And what of the kennels? Griffin’s legs felt like they’d turned to water, and he staggered at the thought of the blackhounds trapped in fire.
The sky above darkened with the dragon’s form, and Ismant once more wheeled over the pit, spitting flame …
… which stopped short of the cavern, as if pouring over an invisible bowl.
The battlemages had cast a shield. Such spells had been crucial to the defense, Griffin knew, during the war with Graddoc. Though their hides were unbreachable, their bodies nearly invincible, themselves all but unkillable, dragons were not immune to magic. Enough battlemages working together could shield the target of Ismant’s wrath.
For a time. No spell would hold against a redwing’s fire forever.
Or perhaps even for long.
The dragon roared and turned, shooting out of sight—presumably straight toward the magisters Griffin could not see. Breathless, throat closing, he grabbed Nott’s arm.
But he didn’t need sage communication to tell him what happened next. The cacophony of shouts and cries that followed made it clear enough.
Where the screams had words, it was always the archmagister’s name.
Ismant passed over the pit one final time—and this time, he held an unmistakably human shape in his claws.





2
THE DREAD WAS SO PALPABLE, Griffin feared it might become a physical force, and crush them all. All eyes were on Nott, sitting very still on the cavern floor.
The magisters had crowded down here for shelter as soon as a ladder could be lowered and the worst of the fires had been put out. Nobody considered it likely that Ismant would return that night, but under the circumstances, nobody considered making assumptions to be very wise, either. The dragon’s actions had been, thus far, inexplicable.
“He’s alive,” Nott said at last.
With that, air seemed to return to the cramped space. Several of the magisters clapped one another on the back, as if they had personally assured Arun’s continued survival. Griffin watched them dully, sharing very little of their jubilation and none of their optimism.
“A prisoner, then.” Calys raised her voice to be heard above the prayers and cries of relief. “If he’s alive, he can be recovered. And you may be certain that we will recover him.”
How she could speak so confidently of rescuing a man from dragons—red ones, no less—Griffin could not imagine. He clenched a fist against his trousers, his belly knotted with fear and frustration. He’d been able to do nothing while Ismant carried Arun away. And now he saw no means, no hope, of breaking that powerlessness.
They were, as ever, entirely at the dragons’ mercy.
But it seemed a bad time to bring that up. Thus assured that the worst had not happened, some of the sages left to monitor the waning fires, while the battlemages stepped away to pose mundane mathematical questions to one another, attending to their balance. The magic required to fend off Ismant had been intense, and they would be no good to the archmagister, or anyone else, if they went mad.
“He’s not dead, but he’s not conscious, either,” Nott told those who remained. His own sweetheart was not among that number; Deryn had gone into the hills with Arun’s blackhound Holly, on the slim chance that the dragon had set the archmagister down near enough to track.
As for the rest of the blackhounds, they were back in the kennels now, being ministered to by the kennel master and a sage or two. The dogs had come out to assist with Pendralyn’s defense, amplifying the magic of their masters, but it had cost them every shred of courage they had. To say nothing of blood and fur. A few of them were in urgent need of care.
“I cannot speak with him,” Nott went on. “I can find him, in the sense that I can tell you he’s somewhere, existing, out there to be connected to. But I can’t do the connecting.”
“That infernal dragon is carrying him in its claws.” Lawfric shook his head. “And who knows how far away it’s taking him? Arun may be alive now, but what’s to stop him from bleeding to death in the air?”
Indeed, perhaps he’s bleeding out his last drop right this moment, even as we stand here talking about it.
Once again, Griffin kept his dismal thoughts to himself. Despair was of little use. However he might feel (or whatever he might know) about their odds of success, there was no question that a rescue must be attempted.
How many times, after all, had Arun rescued Griffin? Perhaps too many to count. He’d taken in a nine-year-old war orphan with an apparent lack of magical potential. He’d kept that orphan at Pendralyn, even as that lack went from suspected to unquestionable to downright appalling. He could have turned Griffin out at any time over the years, had in fact been given dozens of reasons to do so.
But he had never abandoned that little boy, nor the man the boy became. As far as Griffin knew, he’d never seriously considered it.
And none of them would consider abandoning the archmagister now. That going after him was almost certainly suicide was unfortunate, to be sure. But it didn’t change matters.
“We’ll just have to trust that Ismant knows enough about human anatomy not to let that happen,” said Calys. “And that he’ll keep the archmagister relatively safe, for now. After all, he must want him alive for a reason. It’s obvious enough what happened here. He never intended to kill anyone, much less Arun.”
That, at least, was something. And Griffin had no doubt that it was true. Mairid (who had come out with the magicians, despite the fact that she was of no more use than Griffin in a fight against a dragon) had helped him piece together the parts of the attack he’d missed. Between her account and a few hasty exchanges with his fellow magisters, he had a clear picture of what had happened:
Ismant never struck the magistery proper at all. He flew over, and into, the cavern perhaps half a dozen times, shooting flames, burning objects. When the magisters cast their shield over the pit, he aimed his fiery breath at them instead, obliging them to cast another to protect themselves.
Then he came in low to the ground, beating his wings so fiercely that the force they created knocked several people (and hounds) down. Blanketing the lawn in fire, he broke up the knot of magicians, separating them, weakening their shield.
And then he snatched Arun up, and simply flew away.
“I agree with Calys,” Griffin said. “Believe me, a dragon is capable of far more destruction than we witnessed here tonight. Even as we were running from it I noticed, though I didn’t have much time to consider the matter.” He gestured at the charred debris around them. “Ismant burned a few books and diagrams and things we’d probably have preferred to keep, but none of that fire was what I’d call deadly. It was never in any danger of spreading in a more serious way, or destroying anything larger than a table.”
“It gave you a fair enough burn,” Lawfric pointed out.
“Nothing you couldn’t heal in a few minutes,” countered Griffin. “As was the case with every injury here tonight. Even the blackhounds will be fine by morning. And anyway, I doubt he knew there was anyone down here. Why would there be? He intentionally focused on a place that was likely to be empty at night. Almost as if the whole thing were a drama.”
“That’s exactly right, I think.” Calys ran a hand through her unbound hair. “I would assert that it was a drama. A feint, to draw the archmagister out into the open, so he could take him.”
“I can’t see the point in that,” said Wade. “If Arun was all he wanted, why did he bother attacking the cavern, of all places? Why wait for us to put up any sort of defense that might inconvenience him? Far better to simply set the manor on fire, and take whomever he wanted as everybody ran out.”
“Because he didn’t want to risk harming Arun,” Calys said. “Not if he wanted him alive, which we’ve already established he must have.”
Griffin rubbed his jaw. “Perhaps. But redwings have excellent control of their fire. So excellent that every one I’ve met has bragged about it. Ismant could easily have caused just enough of a spectacle to oblige everyone to evacuate the building, without putting them in any real danger.”
“Perhaps they can control their fire,” said Calys, “but they can’t control the human response to it. I’d say putting a man inside a burning building always poses some risk.”
Wade spread his hands. “A bigger risk than drawing him into a fight?”
“Perhaps he was also probing our defenses,” Lawfric suggested. “An exploratory attack, to test us.”
“He was here a month ago,” Griffin said. “He saw Mithrin’s laboratory burned. He knows our defenses. Or more properly, our lack of defenses.”
“Perhaps a discussion of his motives is a bit premature.” Mairid gripped Griffin’s elbow and pointed up at the mouth of the pit, and the moonlit sky above it. “As perhaps the attack is not over yet, after all.”
Two dragon-shaped shadows fell over the cavern floor.
    
THERE WAS no time to put up a shield, particularly with the battlemages’ balance already strained. Thankfully, the measure was unnecessary. As the dragons touched down, Griffin knew by the curled horns of one that these were not redwings.
Instead, it was Fendrath and Esmerild who stepped into the light of the braziers, scattering several magisters to make room. The already crowded cave became more stifling than ever, and the familiar scent of lightning and hot hound filled it.
“We saw from quite a distance away that you had a fire or two to contend with,” said Fendrath.
“Have you had a visit from a dragon?” Esmerild asked. “We thought you might.”
Griffin gave them a grim nod, both in greeting and in answer to Esmerild’s question. “Ismant. Did you see him? Do you know which direction he went?”
“We did not, and I do not,” said Esmerild.
“But you must have some idea where he would have gone,” Mairid pressed. “Some notion of where to look, at least?”
“Of course I don’t. Looking for him considerably diminishes one’s chances of avoiding him, wouldn’t you say?” Esmerild tilted her head and inspected them through narrowed eyes. “I can’t think why you’re asking. Surely you don’t mean to chase him. You’re growing your hair, I see.” This last was to Mairid. “It suited you shorter.”
“It’s only been a few weeks,” Mairid protested. “I haven’t had a chance to trim it, is all.”
“Whyever not?” asked Esmerild. “What could you possibly be so busy with at a magic school, when you have no magic and the school has no students?”
Mairid raised her chin. “I’ve been doing quite a lot, actually. For one thing, there was a bit of unpleasantness with my cousin, the Queen of Harth, that I was called upon to smooth over. It seems she was a bit offended that the harp of stone was found in Harth, yet nobody even bothered to tell her about it, much less ask her permission to take it out of the kingdom.”
“Permission?” Esmerild tossed her head. “That was hardly hers to give. It was my mate’s harp.”
“Since you ask,” Griffin said, somewhat loudly, “we likely do mean to chase him. He’s taken Arun captive.”
“Has he, now?” Esmerild glanced at Fendrath, who twitched his wings in his dragon’s shrug. “I will admit,” she said, “I did not foresee that. I suppose they think he knows something.”
Before Griffin could ask what sort of something the redwings thought Arun knew, Fendrath turned to him and said, “Tell me what happened.”
Griffin was nearly finished with the briefest possible summary of the night’s events, when he was interrupted by Deryn, nimbly descending the rope ladder and crying, “Oh, thank Eyr— thank goodness you’re here!”
She hopped down the last bit, then rushed at Esmerild, looking almost as if she intended to hug the greenwing. “I was going to send one of the pigeons for you, but that’s a bit slow, in an emergency. And neither Nott nor I can reach you at any great distance. But you’re not at a great distance, are you? You’re here.”
“So I am,” Esmerild agreed. She gave Deryn an affectionate tap on the shoulder with her nose, before raising her head to address everyone. “And that is precisely why Ismant was here. Taking your archmagister was secondary, a matter of chance and opportunity. He attacked the magistery because he wanted to see if I was here. And he attacked the cavern because he wanted to give the impression of endangering Story, knowing that I would come to my sister’s defense if I were. He wasn’t trying to draw Arun out. He was trying to draw me out.”
Though Griffin found much to question in this explanation, it seemed Deryn was not to be distracted from her purpose. She nodded all of it away. “But now that he has drawn you out, you will help us rescue the archmagister, won’t you?” she asked. “That was why I wanted to contact you, of course. I’m sure our odds are much better with you on our side.”
“Perhaps we will,” said Fendrath. “But if you’re asking whether we intend to fly off right this moment, in a random direction, in the far-fetched hope of happening to bump into Ismant, all so we can do battle with him in the middle of the night, you will be disappointed with the answer.”
Esmerild made a soft sound in her throat that might have been a chuckle. “There is little to be done until Nott can reach Arun, and Arun himself can give us some indication of what is happening to him, or any hint at all as to where it is happening. In the meanwhile, I believe we can assume that he was taken for a purpose, and as corpses are rarely much use to anyone, that he must be alive to fulfill it. He will not be unduly harmed.”
She said that last bit almost breezily, as if it settled the matter. But Griffin felt anything but settled. The word unduly offered little comfort.
“You mistook Ismant’s purpose in coming here,” Fendrath said, “but you were correct that he had no intention of harming anyone, and even less intention of destroying anything. Not anything he couldn’t see, anyway. He can control his fire very precisely, but that doesn’t give the flames eyes, does it?”
“And while it is unlikely that I am hidden inside one of your little houses,” Esmerild added, “it is less unlikely for me to have hidden something inside one of them.”
As was often the case with dragons’ words, their winding path took a moment for the humans to follow. Griffin got there first. “And what might you have hidden? Why is he looking for you?”
Esmerild looked at Fendrath. “You might as well show them. They’ll have to know, of course, and sooner rather than later.”
Fendrath’s answering grunt suggested he agreed, but wasn’t especially happy about it. He stepped closer to a brightly burning brazier, and Griffin noticed for the first time that he had something strapped around his middle, secured tightly against his belly and as black as his hide, allowing it to blend in easily. It looked like the sort of satchel a human might carry.
“If you’ll kindly untie it,” he said to Griffin. “The knot is such that pulling on the end with the loop will loosen it. I can do it myself, but it requires a great bit of contortion, my legs being the length they are, and not being designed to bend in precisely that direction. That’s one of the reasons Esmerild and I are traveling together at all times, now. This cargo is much more easily carried with help.”
Griffin wondered that he would carry it in such an awkward spot, if it was so difficult, but perhaps it was the part of a dragon’s body that was the least vulnerable to attack. He did as he was asked, and found the satchel surprisingly heavy.
“You may open it,” Esmerild said to him. “The rest of you will be so kind as to get back.”
The magisters did their best to comply, pressing closer to the cavern wall while Griffin unwound the flap that fastened the satchel shut. He spread the fabric (he couldn’t tell what kind it was, or perhaps it was some strange leather) apart as far as he could.
Inside were four gray stones, narrow, oblong, and none of them bigger than a loaf of bread. They were unremarkable apart from being unnaturally smooth, as if they’d been polished.
“Ismant wants to steal them, of course,” said Esmerild.
Calys leaned around Griffin to inspect the stones, then frowned at the dragons. “Are they enchanted?”
“Of course not,” said Fendrath. “And I believe you were asked to step back.”
“They’re eggs!” Mairid said, sounding positively delighted.
Griffin nodded, still staring at the eggs. He’d come to the same conclusion, but had been a bit too speechless at the sight of them to say so.
“Put out one of those braziers, Griffin, and set them on the hot coals,” Esmerild instructed. “And then I imagine you’ll all wish to congratulate us.”
    
THE UPROAR CAUSED by Fendrath and Esmerild’s announcement was almost enough to distract the magisters from Arun’s predicament. At least for a time.
Griffin leaned against the sooty cavern wall, half hidden in shadow, waiting for the exclamations of surprise and good will—and the occasional, much softer expression of dismay—to die down. Everyone had assumed that the dragons were trying to find a way to breed across color lines. With only eight left in all the world, and breeding between siblings a known impossibility, it was their only hope of survival.
But few had thought they would succeed. Such a thing could only be accomplished, if it could be accomplished at all, through extremely complex and powerful magic. Magic that Esmerild had, apparently, managed.
Or, no. Now that Griffin thought of it, it was much more likely Gafalt who could claim this feat. Esmerild had spent the summer at the magistery, whereas until he’d come to assist in the rescue of his sisters, Gafalt had been off on his own—no doubt working on this weighty task. And it was Gafalt who’d helped Arun with the concealing cloak. Perhaps he was a more accomplished enchanter than his sister.
For Griffin’s part, he had mixed feelings on the matter. The trouble wasn’t that they had eggs. He was happy for them in that regard, and did not fear dragons multiplying again, at least not these particular dragons. No, the trouble was that Adalant apparently knew they had eggs.
And now they’d brought those eggs here.
Griffin wouldn’t have thought it possible for Pendralyn to be in worse danger than it had been an hour ago. But it seemed this was a night for impossible things.
According to the dragons, the eggs would grow larger (something Griffin had not thought eggs did) before hatching in two months’ time, perhaps a bit less, perhaps a bit more. The baby dragons would reach full size within a year, although flight and fire and other such dragonish things would come well before that.
“The first year goes very fast,” said Esmerild. “It slows down after that. They’re not recognized as adults, as you know, until they’re fifty. One of the many superior things about our species. There is a lot to be said for a short infancy followed by a long childhood. It’s by far the best of all worlds.”
Eventually, as Griffin had known they would, the humans’ eyes sought him out. Expectantly. Calys officially stood in for the archmagister when Arun was absent, but owing more to particular exposure than particular expertise, Griffin had become the magistery’s—and perhaps the kingdom’s—universally recognized ambassador to dragons.
“You say they’ll be breathing fire by Midwinter,” he said, moving from his quiet position by the wall back into the light. “What sort of fire?”
“We don’t know for sure, of course,” said Esmerild. “There’s never been a hybrid dragon before. We’ve no idea what they will even look like. But we assume, logically, that their fire will be a mix of blue and green.”
“Meaning it could kill a green dragon, or a red,” Griffin supplied. No creature was invincible, and nature had seen the dragons neatly balanced by one another. Only a blackwing’s deep blue fire could kill a green dragon; only green fire could kill a red one.
And only red could kill black. He looked at Fendrath. “But your children couldn’t kill a black dragon.”
Most of the magisters looked confused. A few even gasped, apparently interpreting the remark as some sort of insult. But Fendrath immediately took Griffin’s meaning. The blackwing inclined his head. “Tavreth has gone into hiding. She wants no part of this war, on either side, having no enthusiasm for either triumphant redwings or triumphant men. But Margarth remains with the redwings.”
“Particularly with Ismant,” Griffin said.
Fendrath nodded again.
The battle lines had been clearly drawn, after Mithrin’s return from the dead and subsequent return to the dead. Adalant, Ismant, and Margarth—and to a lesser extent, Tavreth—wished to see men brought to heel. Fendrath, Esmerild, and Gafalt—and Story, they were sure, should they find a way to wake her—thought it far more important that the same be done to the redwings. As did nearly every human in the world.
In short, two redwings and a blackwing had been pitted against two greenwings and a blackwing. Already that was imbalanced, leaving Adalant with a glaring advantage. One that might only grow larger, now that interbreeding was possible.
“For those of you who didn’t play very much knife-paper-stone as children,” Griffin said, “what this means is that if Ismant and Margarth should breed, their children could kill any dragon on our side.”
“You unraveled all of that rather quickly, for you.” Esmerild gave him an approving nod. “Yes, that is the crux of the problem. Adalant has discovered that Fendrath and I have eggs. Her greatest desire now is to acquire the magic that made that possible.”
“What sort of magic is it?” Calys asked. “Is there … is it a spell that only you know?”
Griffin was not surprised when Esmerild ignored the question. Their alliance must always be an uneasy one. In ancient times, a long and bitter war against both deities and men had ended with all but nine dragons exterminated. And although the grudge was a thousand years old now, the remaining dragons had been locked in an enchanted sleep for nearly all of that time. For them, the pain was still more than fresh enough to make them wary of trusting men ever again.
“Interbreeding would allow her to ensure the future of our kind, of course,” Esmerild went on, as if Calys hadn’t spoken. “And to her very great convenience, it might also allow her to breed an army, all of whom could kill any one of her enemies. You see now why she’s so desperate to find me. I imagine she intends to keep me alive for precisely as long as it takes to force the secret out of me. And that after that, she would enjoy nothing more than to see me dead.”
“But not your children.” Mairid’s eyes fell on the brazier where the eggs were resting, nestled in the coals. “You said Ismant wants to steal them, not destroy them.”
“Of course,” said Esmerild. “I have no doubt that Adalant is tempted, at least a little, by the idea of eradicating green fire entirely from existence, so that nobody and nothing can ever challenge her again. But despite her frequent claims that she aspires to be the lone matriarch of a new dragon race—”
“Mainly when threatening to kill my sisters, in an attempt to bring me into line,” Fendrath said.
“Be that as it may.” Esmerild, never one to enjoy being interrupted, sniffed. “Although we cannot be certain, we believe the prospects for breeding between half-siblings will not be much better than they are for full siblings. Adalant knows, or at the very least Ismant does, that dragonkind’s future will depend on having multiple bloodlines to mingle with one another.”
“Then she wants to raise your children as her own,” said Mairid. “So she can breed them with Ismant’s children. They may have green fire, but at least if they’re under her control, they’re less likely to become a threat. Is that it?”
“Not quite,” Esmerild said. “I do think she believes children will be much easier to control, and that she wishes to keep them for breeding purposes. But she would most definitely not raise them as her own.”
“Not as her own children.” The flickering shadows played across Fendrath’s reptilian face, making his expression impossible to read—but the murder in his voice was clear enough. “As her own slaves, now that is a different matter. They are desirable in her eyes for more than just breeding. She believes they hold the key, you see. That if she cannot extract the secret of their making from us, perhaps she can discover it from them. And even if she can’t, studying the first known hybrid dragons would be useful in other ways. She means to experiment on them.”
“You can’t mean that.” Deryn put her hand to her lips. “It’s awful. Worse than awful. It’s unforgivable.”
Fendrath snorted. “And you find it shocking, do you, the notion of Adalant being awful?”
“No, of course we don’t, but …” Griffin stared at the blackwing, aghast. “Experiment? Like Mithrin?”
“Precisely like Mithrin,” Fendrath said. “If they do have combined fire, that would be a very useful thing. A thing she’d like to bottle. And who knows what other powers they might have?”
“I think it very likely that this is the reason she took Arun.” Esmerild’s voice held none of the emotion of her mate’s; she sounded as self-possessed and well-ordered as ever. “So he can conduct these experiments for her, should she manage to obtain the eggs.”
“I can’t believe that,” said Griffin, although of course what he really meant was that he couldn’t bear to believe it. He was nearly breathless at the thought. They wanted to turn Arun into Mithrin?
If so, the archmagister was as good as dead, because he would never consent to such a thing.
Esmerild shrugged his incredulity away with the flick of a wing. “The redwings know him to be a very great magician, and more importantly, the first human enchanter in quite some years. They may also believe that he helped us accomplish the breeding in the first place. He and Gafalt were able to work some very rare and complex magic together, to help dispose of Mithrin.” She clicked her tongue and muttered, “I suppose I ought to have guessed they would see him as an attractive prize.”
“Surely there’s a chance you’re wrong about all this,” Mairid said. “Surely not even Adalant would go so far as to commit Mithrin’s crimes against her own kind.”
“I have no doubt whatsoever that I’m right,” said Esmerild. “And neither should you, since you know me well enough by now to know that if I am certain of a thing, you may also be certain of it.”
“We’ve acknowledged we did not anticipate Adalant abducting the archmagister,” Fendrath said. “But apart from that, much of what we’re telling you, we know directly from my sister. The moment Adalant discovered we have eggs—I still don’t know how she did so—she sent Margarth to me. A diplomatic visit, my sister called it. I was willing to welcome her, because I still had hopes of bringing her back into our fold. But all she did was demand that I surrender both the breeding magic and the eggs.”
Esmerild pursed her lips over her fangs in clear disapproval of Margarth. “We were fortunate that he was able to send her off with nothing—”
“Drive her off, more like,” Fendrath cut in with a growl. “I still have a chip in one of my horns from the fight.”
“—that time,” Esmerild went on. “But we went into hiding immediately afterward. As did Gafalt, separately. Adalant will want to avoid killing either me or my brother, while some unknown greenwing magic remains her only hope of procreation. Just as she won’t destroy my eggs, if she can help it. But that doesn’t mean we aren’t vulnerable—all of us, and eggs far more so than hatched dragons. There’s a reason broken eggs appear in one axiom and adage after another. They must be protected. At all and any costs.”
“And so you’ve brought them … here.” Griffin finished with a cough. Of all the places. Why would they choose to make a stand somewhere they knew Adalant was already eager to raze? Why would they ever imagine their eggs were safe here?
“Indeed I have,” said Esmerild. “Being on the move was all well and good when they were fresh and new and tiny. But they’re entering their true growth phase now. They must be tended. We cannot be flying hither and thither at all odd hours, through any weather, particularly not with that last getting colder by the day. And so here they will stay—as will we, of course—until they hatch.”
When the magisters failed to look unanimously jubilant at this announcement, Esmerild spent several minutes enumerating the many reasons they ought to be grateful for her presence. By her very existence, she declared, she had delayed the war and protected the kingdoms of men, for as much as Adalant might desire conquest, she desired the continuation of dragonkind more. What was one, after all, without the other? For dragons to reign supreme, there must be dragons to reign.
The events of that very night, Esmerild further explained, proved that the enemy would not mount a full attack on Pendralyn or anyplace else, at least not until Adalant had the breeding magic for herself. Between the redwings’ need to keep the greenwings alive, and their own vulnerability to green fire, they were locked in a stalemate they could break only through stealth and stealing.
As to the breeding magic itself, Griffin had his own suspicions, vague though they might be. He’d seen the greenwings do magic only through objects: the cursed book, the harp that revealed hidden things, the harp of stone. The various oddities in Borald’s lair. Enchantment seemed to be their particular specialty, and whatever the breeding magic was, he was willing to wager a great deal that it involved a thing of some sort.
In other words, a thing that could be stolen.
And once Adalant had it, she would have no further use for the greenwings. It might even, in her mind, reduce their eggs’ usefulness as well. Which meant she might also have less use for Arun, and be perfectly content to roast the archmagister in his skin. With the rest of them to follow.
All in all, Griffin would have felt much better if he knew what this object was, or where it was hidden. But of course neither Esmerild nor Fendrath would give the slightest hint.
“But why here?” Calys asked, when Esmerild’s monologue seemed to be winding down at last. “You say it protects us to have you here, but if you’ll forgive my bluntness, I doubt our protection is your highest priority at the moment.”
“Of course it isn’t,” said Esmerild. “Protecting my children is not only my highest priority, it’s my only one. I would happily kill anyone it became necessary to kill, in the course of fulfilling that duty. I would certainly go and kill the redwings this very moment, without the slightest misgiving, even at the cost of ending their bloodline, had they not a blackwing to protect them. And I would, with no less hesitation, sacrifice anyone in this cavern, including Fendrath and myself. Nevertheless, I consider our alliance to be our best chance of survival. Your survival and ours.”
“You think we can help you fight Adalant?” Deryn asked.
Esmerild tossed her head. “If there is one thing the return of that insufferable madman taught us, it’s that we should never underestimate the potential of men as foes. It’s a mistake I will not make again. Which does complicate our relationship a bit, I’ll admit, but the point is, I do believe that human magic can have a place in fighting dragons. If it can be developed properly.”
Griffin shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot, but said nothing. Nor did he meet Nott’s eye. This was surely a good opportunity to mention that they were still pursuing the elixir of dragon breath, in their bizarre way. But not so long ago, Gafalt had promised to kill anyone he suspected of having, or trying to obtain, the elixir. And the fragility of the trust between dragons and men was on both sides.
“And if you want the complete truth,” Esmerild said in a tone that was, for her, positively subdued, “there’s another reason we’d like to hatch our eggs here. When we were here last, your sages were able to help heal Fendrath’s wing. We would not have thought that possible.”
“We were a bit surprised ourselves, to be honest,” said Lawfric. “Healing anim— er, nonhuman beings is something of a tricky matter. Particularly magical ones.”
“I’m quite sure it was the combination of our magic and Gafalt’s,” said Deryn. “Much like he and the archmagister were able to enchant the cloak. It was almost as if we enchanted Fendrath’s wing to grow.”
“A gross oversimplification, and not at all accurate,” Lawfric began, but Esmerild cut him off.
“Regardless of the particulars,” she said, “you were able to do it, and that is what matters, in our present circumstances. There hasn’t been a dragon born in over a thousand years. And perhaps you aren’t aware of this, not hatching from eggs yourselves, but even that sort of birth carries risks. I would prefer …” She trailed off and made a sound almost like a cough. Was she embarrassed? “I would be most comfortable with as many healers at my disposal as possible.”
Not embarrassed. Anxious. No wonder Griffin hadn’t recognized it right off—he doubted anyone had ever seen it, in Esmerild.
She wanted assurance that her children would be born in safety, attended by those who could manage any emergency that might arise. Just like any mother.
Griffin smiled faintly. The gulf between them sometimes seemed insurmountable, but at heart, there were always commonalities. “Very well,” he said, with a glance at Calys. “I propose that we make Esmerild and Fendrath welcome, and help them with the hatching. Adalant will no doubt do her best, through her usual underhanded means, to steal both the eggs and whatever secrets she can. But I agree that we are likely safe from a larger scale attack, for the moment.”
Calys nodded. Not that she had much choice. When dragons decided to become one’s guests, there was little one could do about it, apart from offer up some mutton and smile.
“And we would ask something in return,” Griffin said, turning back to the dragons. “I realize you must guard your eggs closely, but we would appreciate your assistance, even if indirect, with our rescue effort. The redwings may keep Arun alive, but that hardly means he’s safe. We don’t intend to leave him languishing in captivity for a moment longer than necessary.”
“Of course you don’t,” said Esmerild. “And nor do we. We can’t see another Mithrin made, can we? I can’t think what Adalant means by attempting it, truth be told. It’s appallingly shortsighted of her. She intends to kill him the moment he ceases to be of use, obviously, but that might not be as simple a prospect as she imagines, if she allows him to become too powerful.”
“It doesn’t matter what she’s thinking,” said Deryn. “Not only will we not let it come to that, Arun himself will not. He could never be like Mithrin.”
“Let us hope not,” Esmerild warned. “Though it would grieve us greatly to do it, when you particular humans have thus far given us no reason to view you as anything but allies, we would not hesitate to kill him ourselves, were it to become necessary.”
Fendrath, who shared something of a mutual dislike with the archmagister, flicked his wings. “I don’t know about grieving us greatly. Certainly not if things were to go so far as him harming, or attempting to harm, or even gently mulling over the possibility of harming, my children. I do agree that it would be a shameful waste of a good magician, if Adalant should make him our enemy.”
The blackwing tilted his head, and fixed Griffin with his golden stare. “But make no mistake. If she does so, then it is as an enemy that he will be treated.”
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GRIFFIN WENT to bed past dawn, only to be awakened what felt like minutes later by a breathless, disheveled Deryn, announcing that Nott had contacted Arun at last. Griffin wasted no time, rushing across the grounds with hair uncombed and face unwashed.
He winced as he walked into the keep, always a place of security and warmth—a place where the archmagister could often be found, and where he ought to be now. Eyrdri knew where Arun was instead, but Griffin was willing to wager there was no security there, and only the very wrongest kind of warmth.
The vast dining room was already occupied by several yawning sages; magical communication was a much faster method of summoning people than knocking on doors. The rest of the magisters trickled in while Griffin (with perhaps some mild use of his elbows) broke through the crowd competing for the cold sausage rolls someone had found in the kitchen. Most of them had missed breakfast.
Fendrath was the last to arrive. The dragons had decided to make a temporary home in the very place they’d once been held prisoner, owing to the cavern’s relative defensibility, and the sufficient room it offered not only for them, but for the large and exceptionally hot fire by which the eggs would, for some weeks, be warmed. Esmerild had stayed behind to tend to things there.
Griffin wondered that she would allow a meeting to happen without her running it. Perhaps settling down with a mate had softened her a bit, and she’d developed an uncharacteristic reliance on Fendrath. Or perhaps Arun’s rescue was not as great a concern as she’d let on.
“All right, Nott, I believe that’s all of us,” Calys said, after some of the fireside furniture had been moved to make a comfortable space for Fendrath to sit. “Don’t keep us fretting, is he hurt or not?”
“He was.” Nott, whose voice was somewhat less than rousing, hopped up onto a table so as to be heard by all. “As Magister Lawfric predicted, he suffered some wounds during the flight. But they’ve already been healed.”
“Healed by whom?” asked Lawfric.
“Darbin, it would seem,” said Nott. “Some of you will remember him as Ismant’s servant. A Harth, and a sage. Arun recognized his voice, though he can’t see anything. It’s dark where he is.”
“Dark,” Mairid said flatly, clearly unimpressed. Griffin hadn’t noticed her come in, but was not surprised to either see or hear her. She generally behaved as if she were one of the magisters. Or possibly their superior. “That hardly narrows it down, does it? Surely he told you something more.”
Nott shook his head. “It seems he was unconscious for a great deal of the journey, which was probably a blessing for him, but does make things a bit difficult for us. He has no idea how far they went, or for how long. He only knows that he woke up indoors, in the dark, and that it smells of onions.”
“And nobody other than Darbin has spoken to him?” Griffin asked.
“No,” said Nott. “Nor has Darbin told him anything of value. Arun has no idea why he’s been taken, and to be honest, he seems somewhat confused in general. But I don’t think he’s very far away. He’s certainly still in Cairdarin proper. I don’t know how far a dragon can fly in one night, but I do know the archmagister, and so do all of you. If there were any sea between us, even as close as the outer islands, he wouldn’t have been able to answer me.”
A murmur of wistful laughter rippled through the keep. Arun’s mediocre-at-best proficiency when it came to the communication spell, a glaring deficiency for an otherwise brilliant sage, was something of a running joke among the magisters.
But Griffin wasn’t smiling. Something about the name Darbin had caught at the edge of his thoughts, something other than his reflexive distaste for the man. But his mind was sluggish, still shaking off sleep and a lingering dream of Mithrin’s face coming through the mirror, and he couldn’t … quite …
“Eleri!” He looked around at the others, horrified that this hadn’t occurred to him—or apparently any of them—already. “Darbin! The Red Cult!”
Even thus prompted, it seemed the others still hadn’t thought of it; their faces were blank. Griffin did his best to slow down. “We’ve experience with how they operate. We know they’re fond of using the families, the children of those they want to control. And we know they want something from Arun.”
Deryn, at least, caught on. Her eyes grew wide. “They may try to abduct Eleri, too.”
“They may be trying it even as we speak,” said Griffin. “And succeeding, at that. Heathbire castle is well fortified, but then so is Pendralyn. If Ismant were to attack it as he attacked us …”
“The Baroness of Heathbire keeps a sage in her employ.” Lawfric was already moving toward the relative quiet of the kitchen. “I’ll be back when I can.”
“All right,” said Calys. “He’ll warn the baroness, which is all we can do for Eleri at the moment. Good work, thinking of that.” She nodded at Griffin, both an acknowledgement and a dismissal. “As for the archmagister, he is in some indeterminate part of Cairdarin, in a dark room, possibly a root cellar. Is that the sum of it?”
“It is,” Nott agreed.
“How utterly useless, if you don’t mind my saying,” said Magister Felton, who was nearly as ancient as a dragon, and rarely interested in whether anyone minded what he said. “It doesn’t seem like a very good reason to get us out of bed, does it? It’s as good as no information at all.”
“It most certainly is not.” Deryn, predictably, came to Nott’s defense, although Nott didn’t look the least bit stung by Felton’s admonishment. “Haven’t you been listening? Darbin healed Arun.”
“Is that significant?” asked Magister Dora.
“Only if you want to find him,” Deryn said with a sniff. “If you’ll recall, when Darbin last left us, it was without three of his famous red pigeons.”
“I’d hardly call them famous,” said Calys. “And I distinctly remember you calling them hopeless.”
Deryn pursed her lips. “Two of them are, I’ll admit. But Rufus isn’t so bad, if you remember that he likes cake. And he’s smarter than the others, as well.”
“Rufus?” Felton laughed. “You named the little beasts?”
“Of course she did.” Mairid tossed Felton a look that suggested he was an utter fool. She didn’t ordinarily get along with Deryn, but they did share a deep fondness for animals. “They have to have names.”
“Of course they do.” Calys’s tone held all the sarcasm Mairid’s had lacked. “And your point is, Rufus can find Darbin, you think?”
“I’d be very surprised if he couldn’t,” Deryn said. “The red pigeons have some unusual, perhaps even magical, talents, and Rufus obviously knows Darbin well. He can locate him, then come back to tell us what he’s found.”
Griffin felt some of the pressure in his chest ease. Perhaps relying on a pigeon wasn’t the very best plan he’d ever heard of, or the surest, or the most exciting. But it was something, after many hours of empty, helpless nothing. It was some hope of action in their future.
And that was the only sort of hope that brought him any comfort. If only he could feel he was doing something. Anything, really.
Still, it was a plan that could be improved upon. “Perhaps, Fendrath …” Griffin cleared his throat, knowing that what he was about to suggest was highly offensive, but feeling it ought to be said nonetheless. “I don’t suppose you could take Rufus?” He saw the blackwing’s nostrils flare, and rushed on. “It’s just, it might take him days on his own, depending on how far he must go. A dragon’s wings are much faster than a pigeon’s. Rufus could do the tracking, but perhaps he could do it from your, er … back?”
Fendrath snorted, then exhaled a small cloud of smoke, tinged with blue. “You’re suggesting I allow a pigeon to ride me?”
Griffin held up his hands. “Only to save time, you understand. And you can cloak yourself, so you’d be no more conspicuous than the pigeon alone.”
Fendrath laughed, which was at least better than some of the other ways the conversation might have ended. “I am not insensitive to our promise to help you recover your archmagister,” he said. “We will provide you with advice and information, known hiding spots of the redwings, that sort of thing. Perhaps a bit of magic here and there, if Esme has any that can be of use. But even were you not an idiotic man full of idiotic ideas, a journey is out of the question. We must tend to our eggs, one of us at all times, and both as often as possible. The only way we can fly away from Pendralyn now is all together, with the eggs, and I am certainly not about to take them toward redwings.”
“Well,” said Calys, “we’ve said repeatedly that they will keep Arun alive. Now that we know they’ve healed him, we can add that they will keep him in good health, as well. So we’ll just have to accept that it might take some time to find him.”
“Rufus will be as quick as he can,” Deryn promised. “I’ll send him on his way immediately.”
“And that, I’m afraid, will be our last official decision on this matter.” Lawfric emerged from the kitchen, walking stiffly and wearing an expression that could only be described as a pout.
“What’s wrong?” Griffin asked. “Were you not able to contact the baroness?”
“I was,” Lawfric said with a wave. “She’s had no trouble thus far, but she intends to send Eleri into hiding, as a precaution.”
Calys repeated Griffin’s question. “What’s wrong, then?”
“Her sage isn’t the only one I’ve been in contact with, that’s what. I’ve just had word from Dinadan.” Lawfric glanced at Fendrath and added, “That’s the king’s new personal sage. We are to expect the king and queen. Imminently.”
“That’s hardly surprising.” Griffin wondered what Lawfric was so put out about. Arun was the queen’s brother, and the king’s closest friend. Of course they would come.
“We’re to take no further action until they arrive,” Lawfric went on. “They will be taking charge of the rescue effort, and of the protection of the dragon eggs.” The disapproving line of his lips got thinner, his frown deeper. “It seems we are hereby relieved of our command.”
So much for doing something. Or anything, really.
    
GRIFFIN GLANCED sideways at Mairid and swallowed back a laugh. “You look nervous.”
“Perhaps you can’t see me very clearly, then.” She pushed back the curls the breeze had blown across her eyes. “Of course I’m not nervous. Why should I be nervous? I’m not the one who betrayed and abandoned an innocent child who trusted me. If anyone ought to be nervous, it’s him.”
“Is that the grudge, then?” Griffin tilted his head, studying her, but she’d turned her face away again. “You’ve never told me the full story, you know.” In point of fact, she’d never so much as given him a hint, despite his many subtle (or less than subtle) questions.
“Nor am I going to tell it now.” She tipped her chin toward the gate, which was opening at last. Dinadan—the king’s young and, judging by the way Mairid’s brows rose, attractive sage—came through first, followed by Eyrdon’s monarchs.
Calys stepped out of the row of magisters lined up across the lawn, and curtseyed. “Welcome, Majesties. We are honored and gratified to receive you.” She craned her neck to look beyond the tiny party. “There are no others?”
“None that could keep up,” said Erietta. Her face was uncharacteristically tight and pale. Though he had no siblings of his own, Griffin could well imagine that she was mad with worry for her brother. Her twin, no less.
“Large groups travel with less efficiency than we had the patience for,” Wardin elaborated. “But you can expect a little over two hundred battlemages before long. I’ll have more magicians at the ready, of course, should they be needed, but we can only stuff so many into Pendralyn. There will also be mundane soldiers setting up camps around the village and the mountains. Surely Dinadan communicated most of this to you?”
“Mundane soldiers, you say?” Felton’s face would have been much the same had the king announced that an army of slugs was coming to defend the magistery. “I … see.”
Wardin arched a brow at the old magister. “I’m well aware that nonmagical soldiers are of little use against dragons, just as you are well aware that the redwings regularly use human accomplices. Security of all kinds is needed. If it comes to a battle, I’ll see to it that they stay out of the fire.” He started to say something else, but froze as his eyes fell on Mairid.
To Griffin’s very great surprise, the king did indeed look a bit nervous. “Mairid.”
Mairid nodded stiffly. She did not curtsey. “Wardin.”
“I believe the word you’re looking for is Majesty.” Erietta crossed her arms. “We’re grateful for your diplomatic aid with your cousin, but I’m afraid I’m too exhausted to be diplomatic myself, at the moment.” She moved closer, fixing Mairid with a warning glare. “I am not interested in your childhood—and childish—grievances against my husband or his family. If I get the slightest hint that you are anything less than fully committed to my brother’s safe return—”
“How monumentally unfair of you.” Mairid, never one to be cowed, took a step forward in turn. “I’ll have you know I am not the slightest bit stupid. Let alone stupid enough to allow my personal feelings, whatever they may be, to interfere with the fight against the redwings. I’ve been nothing but loyal to our common cause from the moment I arrived. I went so far as to die for it, in fact, which I’m sure we can agree is a greater sacrifice than anyone else here has made.”
Erietta looked pointedly at Griffin.
Mairid rolled her eyes. “Very well, nearly anyone else here. The point stands, just the same. You’ve no reason—and no right, I don’t mind adding—to accuse me of anything.”
Just as Griffin was wondering whether he ought to find some tactful way to intervene, and Wardin was looking like he was contemplating the same (or perhaps contemplating flight), Esmerild distracted them all by alighting on the lawn a few strides from the king. “Ah, if it isn’t the man who freed us from Graddoc. Come to admire our eggs, have you?”
Wardin offered her a wan smile. “I’m certainly not opposed to admiring your eggs, while I’m here. I was just telling the others about my plans to fortify the magistery, which is, as of this moment, under my command.” He looked back over the crowd. “An attack on Pendralyn is an attack on Eyrdon. It would seem the kingdom is, at last, at war.”
“That is one strategy I suppose.” Felton, apparently not at all intimidated by the king who’d once been his student, shook his head. “But I’m not sure I’d call it the best one. Surely your coming here, and in such force, will be something of a confirmation to the redwings that Esmerild and Fendrath are here.”
“I don’t see why it should be,” said Wardin. “It’s hardly strange to call reinforcements to a location we know to be a target, is it? And the Baroness of Heathbire is fortifying her castle?”
“Heavily,” Griffin confirmed. “For the sake of appearances, if nothing else. Eleri ought to have left it by now.”
Wardin nodded. “Good. When the Red Cult sees us doing the same here, they’ll assume it’s all in reaction to Arun’s abduction.”
“In any case,” said Esmerild, “they will eventually discover we’re here, king or no king. That almost certainly cannot be helped, once we’ve stopped in one place, and most especially not when it’s a place full of men. You’re an overly talkative race, as a rule, and never more than when you ought to keep your silence. But eggs cannot be hatched in the air, so stop we must. It’s a risk we’ve accepted.”
“As for Arun …” Erietta’s eyes roamed until she found Deryn. “You’ve sent the pigeon off again? Rufus, is it?”
“It is, Majesty,” Deryn said. “And yes, I have.”
Rufus had returned the night before. Though he had tracked down Darbin, there was no doubt that the Red Cult sage was now miles away from where the pigeon had found him; he and the two other men who were transporting Arun were on the move, eastward across the moors of Heathbire. Rufus reported that they traveled off the roads, by night, with Arun hooded and bound, all of which matched the very little information Nott had been able to get from the archmagister.
And although it was difficult to say for certain, pigeons not being known for their night vision, Rufus also indicated that he’d seen a dark shape, high in the sky, that might have been a dragon quietly following the human party.
“He’ll keep tracking them,” said Deryn. “But I can only communicate with him at relatively close distances, so unless I leave the magistery, he’ll have to keep coming back to report to me.”
“Darbin knows he left some pigeons with us,” Griffin said. “He may suspect us of following his movements this way.”
“Perhaps he assumes his pigeons will be loyal to him, and refuse to work for me,” Deryn offered. “He might not know about the trick of feeding Rufus cake. Rufus didn’t even have a name, you know, when he was Darbin’s.” This last was said with a quick glance at Felton, and a slight toss of her head.
“We will discuss who will and will not leave the magistery, and how we will make use of Rufus, shortly,” Erietta said, before turning to Nott. “Have you any further word from Arun? Anything the pigeon couldn’t tell us?”
Nott shook his head. “He seems to be kept under the effects of either sleeping powder or a confusion spell much of the time, presumably to discourage escape attempts as well as communication. Whatever they want from him, they’ve made no attempt to get it yet. For my part, I avoid offering anything but vague encouragement not to lose hope. We don’t know whether Darbin might have some means of extracting information from him, and it’s best to be cautious, I think.”
Though they’d discussed it enough for Griffin to know he was thinking it, Nott did not add his concern that prolonged exposure to a confusion spell might cause permanent damage to the archmagister’s mind.
Erietta sighed. “Dinadan has been unable to reach him, but knowing him as you do, I’d hoped you would have better luck.” She turned her attention next to Esmerild. “And you’ve no other means of tracking the redwings? No dragon magic that might help?”
“None.” Esmerild did not sound particularly troubled by her lack of contribution. “You still have that scar on your face, I notice. A cream made of fox brain and honey, applied nightly, would do you much good. And if you can spare a moment before you go running off to fetch your brother, perhaps you might go down to the cavern and visit Fendrath. He’s a bit out of sorts at being left to tend to the eggs, while I discuss matters with all of you. I’m sure it would cheer him up to see an old friend.”
For the first time since her arrival, Erietta smiled, if only faintly. (Griffin had cringed at the reference to her scar, but she’d reacted not at all.) “I’d like to see him, too,” she said. “Although our reunion will be brief. I won’t be here long.”
The queen raised her chin to address the magisters once more. “As you’ve been kind enough to gift me with immediate updates on your progress, I’ll do the same for you. We’ve had soldiers and sheriffs, as well as a number of contrivers with tracking skills, watching the borders and roads—subtly. Our allies in Harth and Tarnarven are doing the same. As Darbin seems to be traveling with some amount of stealth, it’s perhaps unlikely they’ll turn anything up, but the attempt ought to be made, just the same.”
“Why subtly?” Calys asked, then bobbed her head. “If you don’t mind my asking, Majesty. Had I such resources, I would be sending soldiers door to door across the three kingdoms.”
Erietta’s smile was more open this time, and her face became a bit more recognizably hers. “Spoken like a true battlemage. The king’s instinct was much the same.”
“But as my contriver queen pointed out,” said Wardin, “we don’t know whether—or when—Ismant is with them. And her instinct is to avoid a direct confrontation with a dragon. Which I have, reluctantly, allowed is probably wise of her.”
“For Arun’s sake,” Erietta said, “we must exercise all possible caution. If any of our people should come across Darbin and his human accomplices, and find themselves in a position to apprehend them, they will of course do so. But I believe our best hope for a safe rescue is a secret one. By which I mean, track them in secret, intercept them in secret, and snatch Arun away in secret. All before Ismant knows we were ever there. Where is Wade?”
Wade stepped forward. “Here, Majesty.”
Erietta nodded at him, as if confirming he’d given the correct answer to a question. “I’m assured you are a masterful contriver. I’d like you to join the rescue party.”
“Of course. It would be my great honor.”
“And choose three others, if you will, those you consider best at both tracking and cloaking. Some skill with tricks would also be appreciated. Nott”—Erietta turned her gaze to the sage—“I know you won’t object to joining us, as the one with the best connection to Arun. And we’ll need Deryn, of course, to manage Rufus. He’ll have to act as our guide, scouting ahead and then returning to us. That sets us at a good number, I think—”
“Not quite,” Mairid interrupted. “You’ll need me as well.” She inclined her head the barest bit. “Majesty.”
Erietta blinked at her, looking as if she suspected a trap. For Griffin’s part, he could not imagine what need Mairid thought was best served by a person with no magic, no remarkable combat skills, and no experience with rescuing the captives of dragons. But he was most curious to find out, in case the same argument could be applied to him.
“Think about it,” Mairid said with a shrug. “They can’t keep Arun asleep or confused forever, not if they actually mean for him to perform whatever service they’ve taken him for. They’ll have done some reconnaissance, and know his strengths and weaknesses. And they’re traveling east. It all points to them heading for the coast, and leaving Cairdarin entirely. With a salt sea between him and his friends, Arun would have no communication, no help of any kind, and they would be free to lift the magical chains, so to speak.”
Griffin narrowed his eyes at her, considering. “But Dordrin is across the sea, and he has friends there, as well.” He pointed at her. “Which is why you suspect they’re going to Aldarine.”
“Of course I do,” said Mairid. “He has no friends whatsoever there, does he? Quite the opposite. And despite Darbin’s many reprehensible qualities, I’ll credit him with being clever and resourceful. The same can be said of Ismant. Keeping Arun in Aldarine would simplify several matters for them.”
“Aldarine is very forested,” Esmerild said. “Old forests, you understand. Ancient.”
“Ancient, and deadly.” Mairid looked glum now—and almost afraid. The latter was a bit concerning. Mairid never looked afraid. Not even when she was afraid.
“Er …?” Griffin blinked from her to Esmerild, but didn’t bother to finish his question. He merely raised his brows at the greenwing, confident she would be happy to expound on the subject given any (or no) encouragement.
Esmerild twitched her wings. “That is the sort of place redwings take to. Greenwings enjoy water, blackwings mountains. And redwings prefer forests, the deeper and darker, the better. Adalant was imprisoned in Aldarine, you know, that’s where Graddoc raised her from. Or so it’s said. I was not there, so I cannot say for sure.”
“There you have it.” Mairid flung an arm at Esmerild, as if she’d just decided the whole matter.
“I didn’t realize Adalant had ties to Aldarine.” Wardin gave his wife a contemplative look. “She could have some sort of den there. And it would be a good place to keep Arun.”
“Perhaps,” Erietta said. “But the same could also be said of a dozen other places.”
“My point,” said Mairid, “is that there’s enough tension between the two kingdoms for Aldarine to view a clandestine visit from Eyrdon’s queen as an act of espionage. Perhaps even an act of war. You may well need me to talk you out of some trouble, should you be discovered there.”
Erietta sniffed. “We would not be discovered. Perhaps you missed the bit about our doing all of this in secret. Why do you suppose I’ve got five contrivers in the party?”
“Still.” Wardin rubbed his jaw. “There’s no harm in having her along, as a sort of failsafe, is there? Just in case you end up there, and find yourself in need of diplomacy. She did just help us smooth things over with Janet.”
“If I may.” Wade cleared his throat and bowed to Erietta. “Forgive me, Majesty, but to be entirely honest, I’m not certain it’s wise to bring either Mairid or you.” His face went red as he spoke. He’d fairly recently been made headmagister of contrivance, upon Timult’s retirement, and clearly disliked challenging the best contriver Pendralyn had ever known. But he gamely went on. “It gives me no joy to say so, of course. Your skills are legendary. But we already know the Red Cult to be quite capable, where spying is concerned. If we want to keep this rescue party a secret, and I agree that we do, I’m not sure traveling with any number of queens is wise.”
“I am not a queen,” Mairid snapped.
“Hmph.” Erietta crossed her arms, and for several moments regarded Wade, then Wardin, then Mairid, her face inscrutable all the while.
Finally she sighed and said, “Very well. Wade, your point is taken, but I’m quite obviously not going to send you to rescue my twin brother without me, so I don’t expect you’ll bring it up again. Mairid, you may join the party. Only because I don’t believe Wardin would forgive me if I added a diplomatic incident, or a war with Aldarine, to the many other challenges we’re facing.”
“Indeed not,” agreed the king. “In fact, if it should come to you entering Aldarine, I would charge you with avoiding those very things at all costs. Or nearly all. Radley is an impetuous man, not to mention an idiot”—he paused for Mairid’s laugh, which struck Griffin as involuntary, to subside—“and his temper does him no favors. A diplomatic incident and a war are like to be the same thing, and I simply cannot afford the latter, not if you expect me to save the whole world from dragons.”
With that, the matter seemed to be settled. And as they were in the presence of Esmerild, Griffin allowed it to appear so.
But the moment he was free of any watchful eyes that evening, he set out for the archmagister’s chambers, where the king and queen were staying.
The practice yard, the keep, the manor—all of Pendralyn was Arun’s domain. Griffin had never known a time when the archmagister wasn’t a fixture there, and there was nowhere he could go that didn’t hold memories of the man who had come to personify the magistery.
But nowhere was that absence felt so keenly as in Arun’s own chambers. Griffin’s eyes bounced uneasily over the enchanted wonders, the casks of spiced mead, the four blackhounds by the fire. It felt like trespassing, without the archmagister there.
“Come in. Sit.” Erietta found a smile for him, though she looked even more haggard than she had when she arrived. “We haven’t had much chance to talk, have we?”
“We have not.” Griffin took the offered chair at the table, while the king and queen sat across from him. Holly padded over to put her head on his leg, then whined up at him, as if asking a question. Griffin stroked the hound’s ears, while avoiding her doleful eyes. “I hope the children are well?”
“Quite well, thank you.” Erietta grimaced. “I greatly dislike us being away from them, both of us at once, like this. But we can hardly bring them to war, can we?”
“No we cannot,” said Wardin. “And you could not be prevailed upon to stay home.”
Erietta glared at her husband. “Just try to keep me from fetching my brother home.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Wardin said, with what was clearly affected solemnity.
Griffin smiled, but his chest ached. His parents had told him of a similar argument, about both of them going to war, rather than one staying behind with Griffin.
Told him from the afterlife, as they’d both died in that war.
With a shudder, he said a silent prayer to what he now knew to be a largely indifferent deity, that Corin and the other royal children would not be likewise orphaned.
“Now then, Griffin,” Wardin said. “What brings you here? I assume you haven’t come out of boredom, for lack of worries to occupy you.”
Griffin decided it was best to get straight to the point. “I’d like to join the rescue party. I know I have no magic, but—”
“That isn’t the concern,” Erietta cut in. “I considered inviting you myself, given your ability to resist dragon magic. That seems a useful skill for this particular journey, doesn’t it? But with Mairid joining us instead, I believe you’ll serve us better here. You’re the best we’ve got at dealing with the dragons, and—”
“But I’m also the best we’ve got at dealing with Mithrin.” Griffin cleared his throat. “Pardon my interruption.”
“I will, since you so kindly pardoned mine.” Erietta cocked her head. “And since I’m curious to hear what you think Mithrin has to do with all of this.”
Griffin summarized his and Nott’s efforts to contact Mithrin and obtain the recipe for the elixir of dragon breath. This seemed to be the first either of them had heard of it. He finished with an account of the mirror ritual, the very night Arun was taken.
Erietta gave him a sharp look. “And this ritual came from where, specifically?”
Griffin shook his head. “In truth, I’ve lost track of all the far-flung things Nott’s tried. I think perhaps Nestrir?”
“Hmm.” Erietta sat back in her chair, fingers twisting in the end of her braid, apparently lost in thought.
“So you see, we were making some progress,” Griffin said, hoping to bring her back around to the subject of, well, him. “But we’ve done nothing since. Not only because we’ve had more pressing matters to deal with, but because this is not a project the dragons would approve of, to put it mildly. And Esmerild’s eye, as you might have noticed, is a watchful one. We’re not comfortable continuing our work under it.”
“But you think you’ll be able to continue it on this journey,” Erietta said.
“I do,” said Griffin. “Nott will already be with you. And even with our other obvious priorities, or because of them, really, I am of the opinion that this particular priority must be maintained. We may have more need of the elixir than ever—and very shortly.”
“I’m inclined to agree.” Wardin drummed his fingers against the table. “I think you should take him, Etta. I can deal with the dragons without him.”
Erietta snorted. “That I’m not so sure of.” She looked back at Griffin. “But if it’s the only way, then I suppose I must consider it.”
“I hope you will.” Griffin took a deep breath, stirred by a memory that he hoped would make his point one final time. “Mithrin said something to me once, when he was a pigeon.”
Wardin blinked at him. “When he was a … what?”
“It was one of the dreams.” Griffin waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter. The point is, he told me a storm of fire is coming. I have no doubt he was right.” He leaned forward, meeting the king’s eye, and then the queen’s, squarely. “And we’d best get that elixir before it gets here.”
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IT WAS another nearly perfect autumn day—another day of oughts.
But this time, Griffin was not entirely lamenting the absence of laughing students or crackling fires or spiced cakes. (Hot cider, as it happened, he had in plenty, in a skin attached to his pack.) He was grateful to be embarking on the rescue mission with the others.
And to be getting some breakfast first, as the whole thing had been rather rushed. Holly had come scratching on his door at midnight, not three hours after Griffin left the archmagister’s chambers, with a note attached to her collar instructing him to be packed and at the keep at dawn.
They were to be a party of nine; eleven, if one counted the blackhounds. Erietta, Nott, and Deryn sat at a table near the door, heads bent over a large map Erietta had unrolled and weighted down with mugs. Wade was at the opposite end of that same table, discussing, Griffin supposed, contriverish things with the three magisters he’d chosen to join them. Hester and Helewise were sisters and bickered constantly, both between themselves and with anyone else who happened to be available. But in addition to being extremely skilled with cloaking spells, they were fluent in several languages, Dordrine and Aldar among them. And Ansel, dark-skinned, bald-headed, and so painfully shy that Griffin had exchanged perhaps half a dozen words with the man in the three years they’d worked together, was said to have a truly dazzling ability with tricks.
And then there were Griffin and Mairid, eating in silence at the next table over, possessed of comparatively few abilities, dazzling or otherwise. In the absence of the dragons, Griffin’s inclusion in the party had been easy enough to explain; most of the other magisters were aware of his work with Nott.
As Pendralyn’s other residents began arriving for breakfast, a few stopped to petition the queen to bring them, as well. Griffin had the sense this was not the first time most of them had brought it up, and all were courteously but firmly denied. Calys was the most persistent, citing the likely need for a battlemage’s shield.
But Erietta was not to be swayed. “The party is getting ungainly in size as it is,” she said. “And you know better than most how many battlemages it takes to fend off a redwing in full power. If I were going to bring enough of you to protect us, I might as well march an army across Cairdarin.”
“And don’t think I didn’t suggest just that.” The king came striding over, kissed his wife on the cheek, and sat down beside her. He set a small pack on the floor between their chairs, which Griffin found odd, as Wardin was not joining them, either. “Multiple times, in fact. I had no better luck than you will, Calys.”
The exclusiveness of the party extended to the four-legged, as well; Erietta had ultimately decided against horses, despite several of the others arguing in favor of the fastest mounts possible. “Far too difficult to cover in a cloaking spell,” she’d told them. “And besides, blackhounds can’t ride, and if a choice must be made, I will choose hounds. With us relying on Rufus flying back and forth, and the head start the cultists already have, the simple fact is we’re unlikely to catch up to them until they stop, horses or no. Particularly when our goal is not to come thundering up the road to intercept them. We must be more subtle than that, and horses are not subtle creatures. Holly, on the other hand, can do a far better job of tracking Arun than any pigeon, once she gets in range of him.”
Thus Holly had joined the party, and Ash along with her. Watching the latter chomping on a roll beneath the table, Griffin moved to a seat beside Deryn. “I’m surprised Ash was willing to come, considering his aversion to dragons.”
Deryn passed her dog a chunk of apple. “I told him we’re as likely to die as not, but he wanted to help, just the same. Everybody loves the archmagister, don’t they? And much as I’d like to protect him, it would be madness not to bring blackhounds, if you want to find somebody, and you have blackhounds to bring.”
The unbroken line of rejections over breakfast ought to have ended the debate as to who was, and who was not, going to rescue Arun. But when Griffin and the others exited the keep, they found Fendrath waiting for them on the lawn.
“Come to see us off?” Erietta asked with a smile. She was quite fond of Fendrath, and as far as the blackwing could be said to be fond of anyone, he seemed fond of her.
But it wasn’t Erietta he’d come to see. “More to wonder that you would take that great oaf along with you, as I’ve just heard you’re doing.” Fendrath lowered his head and narrowed one eye at Griffin, as he often did when trying to intimidate. “Have you some exceptional tracking skills that are only now manifesting themselves?”
Griffin cursed inwardly, but before he could answer, Erietta came to his defense, smoothly offering the same reason she’d given Griffin the night before: that he was immune to dragon magic.
“He’s immune to greenwing magic,” Fendrath corrected. “Redwings haven’t got magic of that sort. You don’t imagine you’ll have to fight Gafalt somewhere along this journey?”
“No, of course not,” Griffin said, glad of the opening Fendrath had just given him. “But there is a chance we’ll have to fight Borald—in the form of something he left behind. Ismant raided Borald’s lair, remember? We don’t know everything that was in it, or what he might have taken. The redwings could have any number of weapons we’re not prepared for, and Mairid and I may be the only ones who can resist them.”
“I suppose,” Fendrath said—distinctly grudgingly. “Although perhaps bringing the both of you is excessive, when one might do just as well. I suppose I thought you might want to be here to see my children born.”
Griffin’s mouth fell open. He snapped it closed, unsure what to say. That Fendrath (and Esmerild along with him, no doubt) would be suspicious came as no surprise. That he would be offended—perhaps even hurt—did. The blackwing did so often insist that he and Griffin were most definitely not friends.
“I would like nothing more than to see your children born,” Griffin said quietly. “Except to see Arun returned home safely. The last time I saw my parents alive, I was nine years old. I’ve seen the archmagister nearly every day since then. In other words, the man raised me. Taught me, guided me, defended me. Not to mention, on occasion, saved me.” He spread his hands. “What kind of man would I be, if I didn’t defend and save him now?”
It wasn’t a manipulative speech. He’d meant every word. So much so that, to his slight embarrassment, his voice had grown thick with that sincerity.
But he’d also known it would be a convincing speech, more so than anything else he could have said. Dragons—and perhaps blackwings most of all—understood honor. And loyalty.
Not that Fendrath said as much. He merely grunted, and suggested that Griffin would nonetheless do best to get back before the eggs hatched, if such a thing were possible, given the ridiculousness of human feet.
With that somewhat grouchy farewell, the dragon flew off, while most of the humans said their goodbyes on the lawn. A few, including the king, accompanied the party to Pendralyn’s gate to see them off. Amid the flurry of hugs, well wishes, and advice, Wardin pulled Griffin aside.
“I have something for you. A man your size shouldn’t have much trouble bearing the extra weight, I wouldn’t think.” He handed Griffin the pack he’d brought into the keep. “If you strap it right, it should fit either above or below yours. You might even be able to tuck it inside, if you squish it enough.”
Griffin frowned down at the small bag, but did not open it, in case its contents were meant to be a secret. The king had been a bit furtive, pulling him into the shadows. “What is it?”
“Arun’s enchanted cloaks. Seven, in total. You know he’s been working on a fireproof one, although I can’t imagine why he’s found that such a challenge. Did you know he once made one accidentally?”
“Acci—” Griffin blinked at the older man. Arun had been struggling with an enchantment that would repel dragon fire for months. Surely he would have mentioned it if he’d succeeded. “Where is it?”
“Right there.” Wardin gestured at the bag. “Reverted back to the waterproof one it started as, sadly. Years ago, when he was first studying enchanting, Arun had some accidents that altered the properties of a few enchanted objects. Including my inkwell, I’ll add. But the changes were only temporary. It’s been driving him mad, that he can’t repeat something he already did once without trying. Anyway, my point is, he’s been getting closer. One of those resists heat.”
“I see,” said Griffin, although he didn’t, quite. Why give him a cloak that resisted heat for an autumn journey?
As if in answer to the unspoken question, the king shrugged. “Who can say which ones might prove helpful? I don’t know what some of them do, and I may not know all of what any of them do.”
“I can tell you what all of them don’t do,” Griffin grumbled, “and that’s make the wearer invisible. That one burned in Mithrin’s laboratory, along with every other thing that might have helped us against the dragons.”
“Yes, a pity that was lost,” said Wardin. “But if none of these will hide you, at least one will disguise you. There’s one that will make you look like Arun while you have it on. Etta helped him with it. It was only a lark at the time, and I don’t know how good the likeness is, but you might find a use for a decoy. In any case, you ought to have some magic, don’t you think? Everybody else does.”
Griffin grimaced at the reminder he never needed. “Thank you.”
“Or nearly everyone. Speaking of which …” Wardin cleared his throat. “I also wanted to ask you to do something for me. A personal favor.” And there was that furtive look again. So it was the conversation, then, and not the gift that was meant to be private.
What private favor could the King of Eyrdon possibly want from Griffin? He was simultaneously eager, and not at all eager, to find out. “Of course, Majesty.”
“You and Mairid seem close?”
“Er …” Mairid? This is about Mairid?
Not eager, in that case. Although Griffin was curious. “I suppose you could say I’m the closest thing she has to a friend. We did die together, which seems to have a way of creating a bond. But I don’t know that I would call us close, for all that.”
“Yes, well. Think gently of her, if you can. She’s not had an easy life. She thinks that’s partly my fault. I’m not sure I agree with her on that point, but I’m not sure I disagree with her, either.”
Think gently of her? Griffin managed not to laugh, though he couldn’t keep his mouth from twitching. He had many thoughts on the subject of Mairid, and considered none of them gentle.
If Wardin noticed, he didn’t say so. “I was her adept, you know, at Witmare.”
“I’d heard as much.”
“She was a bit out of place, and out of sorts, as a little girl. Too sweet and full of dreams for her own good, in a castle full of Lancets.”
“Too … sweet?” Once again, Griffin struggled not to laugh.
This time Wardin caught his expression, and pursed his lips. “As I said, she’s had a difficult time of it. After I left, life—and her hideous family—well, they seem to have broken her. Which is why she hates me.”
“Because you left?”
“More because I didn’t bring her with me.”
“How could you possibly have brought her with you?” As Griffin understood it, Wardin had been fleeing for his life at the time. With no idea of who he was, and likely no idea where he was going.
“I couldn’t have, of course. But she was only a girl. And I wasn’t so old at the time that you could’ve called me fatherly, but at the very least, I was her ally. Possibly the only one she had. When she found out I’d gone to a magistery, of all places …”
“She felt betrayed,” Griffin said with a nod. “I suppose she despised magic even then.”
“Quite the opposite. She was obsessed with it.”
Griffin gaped at the king. “Mairid? Lancet. Was obsessed with magic.” None of this at all described the haughty priestess of Derine he knew. She’d mellowed over the course of their adventures, to be fair, but it was not so long ago that she’d been openly declaring magicians to be heretics.
“Very much so,” Wardin said. “And you’re right, she did feel betrayed. Utterly.” He sighed. “The truth is, fair or not, whether I had any choice or not, I do feel guilty for abandoning her, with nobody in that infernal palace to protect her. And as you are nearly her friend, I’d like you to look out for her now.”
“Of course I will,” Griffin said. “We’ll all look out for one another.”
“That’s just it. I’m not entirely sure you all will.” Wardin glanced over Griffin’s shoulder at the still-chattering others, then despite the fact that none of them showed any sign of eavesdropping, lowered his voice. “I have complete faith in my wife, never doubt that. She is the most clever and capable contriver ever to have lived, and I am fully confident that she will come home alive, with Arun at her side. But I can’t say my faith is quite as complete that she’ll strive to protect Mairid as much as she will the rest of you. She can be a bit of a grudge holder, and her … let’s call it intense dislike … of the Lancets runs appallingly deep, considering she married one.”
Griffin frowned, momentarily confused until he remembered that Wardin’s mother—no, his grandmother, it was—had been a Lancet. “I’d nearly forgotten. I suppose that makes you a sort of uncle to Mairid, as well.”
“Some variety of cousin, I believe, but your point is taken. As I said, I feel some responsibility for her. And Etta has no patience for the girl, and even less trust.”
Mairid was hardly a girl. Nor, as a general rule, did she require looking out for. But Griffin didn’t say so. Although his imagination could not stretch to include a Mairid who was sweet, he could well imagine some of the other things Wardin had told him: how hard she’d had it, and how she’d been broken. He knew just enough about her marriage to the Aldar king—a man her family had inexplicably, infuriatingly given her to—to believe that. And so he nodded, and assured the king that he would protect her, if he could.
He rejoined his party shortly afterward, and when all the goodbyes had at last been said, walked through the gate and out of Pendralyn. Not, he hoped, for the last time.
“What was that all about?” Mairid demanded, when they were halfway through the tunnel, and thus well out of earshot of anyone lingering back at the gate. “You and Wardin, being so secretive?”
“He gave me some of Arun’s cloaks,” Griffin said. “Enchanted ones, or ones he was working on enchanting, in case any of them should prove useful.”
Mairid and the others accepted that explanation, but it seemed Erietta knew her husband better. Too well, even. “I don’t doubt he gave you Arun’s things,” she said, “though it’s a bit odd that he chose to give them to you rather than to me.”
“He said I was the least likely to be bothered by a bit of extra weight,” Griffin offered.
The queen snorted. “Or perhaps it was merely an excuse to get you alone, so he could charge you with protecting Mairid from me.”
Mairid shot her a glare. “Or perhaps you, from me.”
Erietta stopped at the stairs that led to The Dark Dragon. “Surely you didn’t just threaten the Queen of Eyrdon in her own kingdom?” She raised the lantern she held, illuminating her face, presumably so that Mairid could not miss her arched brow. “That would be treason.”
“There’s an excellent knowledge of law, for you,” Mairid said with a scoff. “I suppose it’s to be expected when those who haven’t been brought up to it are made queen. It would only be treason if I were your subject. I owe allegiance to more than one kingdom, as it happens, but happily Eyrdon is not one of them. I suppose you could call it a crime to threaten you, if you must.” She sank into a mocking curtsey. “But you misunderstood me, Majesty, I’m sure. I meant no threat at all.”
With a roll of her eyes and a muttered curse, Erietta climbed up to the inn, Wade and Mairid close behind her. While Deryn and Nott shepherded the hounds, Hester and Helewise, not to be outshone by Mairid and Erietta, argued over which one of them had brought a bar of soap, and upon discovering that neither had, which would smell worse without it.
Griffin caught Ansel’s eye. He didn’t know the contriver well, but the other man’s expression told him that in that moment they were kindred spirits, sharing the very same thought.
As if dragons weren’t enough.
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DERYN SAT beside Rufus on the great trunk of a fallen oak, and held out a handful of stale crumbs from the stash she’d brought for his particular use. “You’ll have to go right back out,” she told the pigeon, as he pecked away at her palm. “Just a short distance more for tonight, to find your own place to sleep. We have to be sure you aren’t seen with us. But the rest of your journey can wait for morning. And you don’t mind, do you, so long as we stuff you full of cake first? Get back, both of you, this isn’t for hounds.” This last was to Holly and Ash, both of whom were doing their best to push their heads under her elbow to get at the cake.
Mairid tempted them away with some scraps, though Griffin wasn’t sure which kind of meat it was. Wade had been hunting rabbits and squirrels throughout the day as they walked, until he had enough to feed everyone (apart from Deryn, who never ate the animals she held so dear). It was while they were cooking it all—rapidly, over an extra hot sage fire courtesy of Nott—that Rufus had found them.
The pigeon reported that Darbin’s party was still in Harth, traveling northeast. It still seemed likely that they were heading for the sea.
“And he’s certain Darbin didn’t see him?” Erietta asked Deryn.
“Well, he’s a pigeon,” said Deryn. “He’s not certain of anything, really. Or at least, I can’t be certain of what he’s certain of. We can’t have a conversation the way you and I can. He doesn’t understand nuance very well, for one thing. But from what I’m gathering of his experience, I don’t believe Darbin saw him. And in any case, Darbin has three pigeons of his own with him. Perhaps he wouldn’t even realize it was Rufus, if he did see him.”
“All right,” said the queen, glancing up at the rising moon. “I suggest you all make the most of the next few hours. We’ll head for the Tar border at dawn.”
For most of them, the best use of that time meant sleep. For Nott and Griffin, it meant getting to work. They must take every opportunity they could to commune with Mithrin, before such opportunities passed. Or before their party passed the opportunities. Griffin didn’t know where this rescue mission would take him, but he was certain it would be out of Eyrdon—which meant out of the range of Eyrdon’s dead, as well. They weren’t supposed to leave their own realms without permission, and though Mithrin wasn’t the sort to be timid about lawbreaking, he might be stopped by the marshals, if he tried.
And if the living rescuers went across the sea, it might not be possible for Mithrin to follow, illegally or not. Did they have ships, in the realm of the dead? Did they need them? Could he simply walk underwater, all the way to Aldarine or Dordrin?
Griffin couldn’t be certain whether their connection would require such proximity. The distance between their worlds was not, after all, a physical one. But it mirrored physical space, or in any case, the dead perceived it that way. It was at least possible, even likely, that Nott’s magic—or Mithrin’s—would only work when Griffin’s position in the realm of the living was near to Mithrin’s position in the realm of the dead.
“Do you suppose he’s here?” Nott looked around the dark woods, as if he expected to find Mithrin lurking behind a tree. “It’s fully night, now. Perhaps he’s heard tell of where we’ve gone, and found us.”
“I can tell you who I wish weren’t here,” Hester grumbled. “Perhaps you two can trot off away a bit, and get to your ritual, rather than keeping the rest of us awake with your jabbering.”
Ansel called out as they turned away, abandoning the bedroll he’d been laying out and scurrying over to them. “May … would it ruin anything if I were to come with you this time? I’m interested in the magic. I’ve been thinking about it, and perhaps I might even be able to help. I know it’s mostly sage magic, but this bit with the mirror, it sounds something like a trick.”
Griffin looked at Nott, who shrugged and said, “I hadn’t thought of it that way, but regardless, the magic would almost certainly be stronger with two magicians working it.”
“Well,” said Griffin, “you’re a bit mad if you prefer communing with a dead old man to sleep, but I’m sure we’d appreciate any help you can give us. I haven’t seen Mithrin again, not since the first time, and I don’t mind admitting we’ve been getting a bit frustrated.”
They found a spot far enough away to satisfy Hester, with just enough space to set up the dreaded wormwood candles in a not-quite-perfect circle on the carpet of fallen needles and leaves. The scents of pine and campfire smoke were quickly replaced by the candles’ less agreeable odor.
The heavy iron-framed mirror they’d used at home was of an awkward size for lugging across the kingdom, but Griffin much preferred the handheld one they’d switched to instead. First, because it was too small for palm prints. They had to settle for bloody thumbprints, positioned so that Griffin’s thumbs would be pressed against them when he held the mirror. Smaller prints meant smaller cuts.
Secondly, because he was confident he could contain—or shove back—anything that came out of so limited a space. The more he’d thought about it in the days since, the more disconcerting he found the memory of Mithrin’s head coming through the full-length mirror. The object was to speak with the dead wizard, after all. Not to provide him with a portal.
“Your scouting skills might serve us just as well as your tricks,” Nott said to Ansel. “You ought to focus on the mirror along with Griffin, but instead of thinking of Mithrin, think of it the way you would a trap, or a sealed door. You want to disarm it, and get into the place it’s keeping you out of.”
When they were ready, Griffin cut a gash along each thumb, then held the mirror up, gazing into his own eyes. He felt more than a little self-conscious, going through the whole spoon-trance routine with Ansel there.
But before long the rhythmic clacking began to do its work, and he focused on the reflection of his eyes, and let his mind go blank. (This last wasn’t terribly difficult, after a long day of walking.)
It was faster with Ansel. The magic built around Griffin, stronger than it had ever been, until everything else—even the sound of Nott’s voice—fell away, and there was only the tapping, and the eyes, and the hum of something else in his mind. Some energy, some …
Face.
And then the eyes in the mirror were no longer Griffin’s own. Mithrin’s face was where Griffin’s ought to be. Growing larger and larger.
The old magician didn’t emerge from the glass this time, but it looked as if he were trying.
“Stop it!” Griffin said. “I’ll break it, if you don’t back up.”
Mithrin retreated, giving Griffin a sullen look. “Well, what do you want, then?”
Griffin blinked at him. He’d hoped for success, of course, but even so, hearing the man’s voice was something of a shock. It was a bit distant, perhaps, but otherwise perfectly clear. “Er. Is it really you? Or more like pigeon you?”
“What’s this now, what?” Mithrin’s whole face puckered, in confusion or irritation. Perhaps both. “I haven’t the slightest idea what you mean. Are you asking if I can take the shape of a pigeon? Even if that sort of transformative magic existed, a pigeon would be an odd choice, wouldn’t you say? I would say.”
“In my dreams. You’re a pigeon, sometimes.”
“Am I? How odd, how odd. But I don’t send you the whole dream, realized. Only a bit of the stuff of dreams, for you to make one from. I’ve never thought of pigeons. You must have supplied that part.”
“But you’re sending more than just thoughts, this time,” Griffin said. “This is a real conversation, with the real you.”
“Of course it is. How could I be the one sending a thought, when it’s your face in my mirror?” Mithrin’s mouth tightened. “If anyone is to be a pigeon, it ought to be you, I would think. Indeed, indeed.”
“Your mirror?” Griffin frowned. “Where are you?”
“In the archmagister’s chambers, at Pendralyn. So I suppose you can call it his mirror, if you like, though of course I was here first. He has a very large mirror. Very vain sort of man. Bartley doesn’t like him at all, not at all.”
“But the first time we used the mirror, you were in your old laboratory with us, weren’t you?”
“So I was,” Mithrin agreed. “How else would I have gotten the idea? I’ve been standing in front of this mirror every night since, trying one spell after another. I can’t haunt you, but it seems I can allow you to haunt me.”
“So it requires us both to work magic at the same time, each trying to forge the connection from his own side.” Griffin scratched the back of his head, and contrary to all sense, was surprised when the reflection in the mirror didn’t move with him. “Can we do it from any distance, then? Or must I be in Eyrdon, while you’re in Eyrdon’s realm of the dead?”
“How should I know?” Mithrin laughed his merry, grandfatherly laugh. “There’s no use trying to explain magic that doesn’t exist, as far as anyone knows.”
“All right.” Griffin decided to leave it at that. Much as he wanted to understand how this magic worked—and how to ensure they could work it again—he didn’t know how taxing the spell was for Nott and Ansel, or how long he had tonight. Best to make a start on his true business. “I want you to help us.”
“Help you what?” Mithrin’s sullen expression returned. “I wouldn’t mind helping you die, after what you did to me. I’d like to help you suffer, and laugh while you do it. But what good would that do me? None, that’s what. You’re my only connection to the land of the living, aren’t you? So you are, so you are. And so I’d best keep you there.”
Griffin narrowed his eyes, thinking again of Mithrin’s face coming through the mirror at home. So that was the old man’s hope, that he might leverage this connection between them to come back to life—yet again. Well, of course it was. What else?
He was welcome to his hope. He was welcome to think the mirror served whatever purpose he liked, so long as it made him more inclined to cooperate.
“If you want to keep me alive,” Griffin said, “you ought to help us fight the dragons. Specifically, the red ones. They want me dead, as you may know.”
“Fight the dragons?” Mithrin clicked his tongue and shook his head. “Whyever would anyone want to do that?”
“What do you mean? You spent your whole life fighting dragons.”
“I spent my whole life studying dragons. That is not the same thing, it is not.”
Griffin snorted. “It is, the way you do it.”
“Why fight them”—Mithrin’s stubby forefinger came into view as he held it up—“when you can use them? That’s the point, so it is. Use the dragons. That’s the only way to get along with them. Mark my words, mark them! If you want to—”
Abruptly, the mirror went black, as if a cloud of dark smoke had rolled in over it. Sound came rushing back into Griffin’s head, too much of it at once, along with a stabbing pain. He winced and closed his eyes.
When he opened them again, he found Nott bent over Ansel, who sat on the ground gasping for breath and … laughing?
“Is it his balance?” Griffin crouched beside them.
“Seems so,” said Nott. “Ansel.” He slapped the other man’s face.
Ansel stopped laughing, but his eyes went a bit unfocused. “What …?”
Nott looked around the little space where they’d been working. “Clean up these candles, and wash the blood off the mirror,” he ordered.
Griffin rose and stood back as Ansel moved, sluggishly, to obey. Contrivance was based in imagination, and required mundane tasks to balance. While Griffin supervised—and frequently steadied—Ansel, Nott used the thick branch of a nearby tree to pull himself up to his chin, over and over, exercising his own balance back to equilibrium.
Ansel washed both the mirror and his boots in a nearby stream, and then Nott’s boots, and then Griffin’s as well, just to be safe. When his chores and his recovery were complete, he sat between Griffin and Nott on the streambank, the three of them leaning back on their elbows to look up at the night sky.
“I hate embarrassing myself,” Ansel mumbled.
“You didn’t,” Griffin assured him.
“Certainly not,” said Nott. “On the contrary, I don’t believe it would have worked without you, and it most definitely wouldn’t have worked as well. The one other time Griffin got a glimpse of Mithrin, it was only brief, and they didn’t speak.”
“This was brief, too,” said Ansel. “Which I suppose is a good thing. Balance quickly lost may be quickly regained, as they say.” He looked at Griffin. “There’s a story about how you pried open the door to Mithrin’s corridor with your legs, and it broke your bones. This was something like that, I think. As if I were holding open a door, and the resistance was …” He drifted off and shrugged. “I’ve never experienced anything like it.”
“It will get easier,” Nott said. “Like any other spell, the more experience with it you get. I don’t think anybody expected us to get all we wanted from Mithrin in a single conversation.”
“No,” Griffin agreed. “We expected him to be reluctant to help us, and we were right. You heard everything, I assume? It felt like I was speaking out loud, anyway.”
“We only heard your side of it,” said Nott. “And I don’t mean this as a criticism, but it didn’t sound as if you quite got to the point.”
“Not to the point of asking for the elixir recipe, no,” Griffin said. “We couldn’t have been talking for more than a couple of minutes.”
“That’s true.” Nott clapped Ansel on the shoulder. “But I suspect a contriver was the missing ingredient we needed all along. We’ll improve at it now, and be able to keep that door open longer.”
Ansel smiled, looking game enough. But Griffin gave him an uneasy look. “Always assuming it doesn’t break you first, like the other door broke me.”
    
GRIFFIN SCRAMBLED OUT OF BED. It was too bright. He’d slept too long. He would be late for his students. Running his fingers through his hair, he hurried to the basin to wash his face.
But it wasn’t his face.
Blast it. I’m dreaming. There is no class. There are no students.
Heart sinking, he sighed at Mithrin’s reflection in the mirror. But I suppose it’s good that you’re here. It’s been some time since I saw you in a dream.
Has it? Who can say?
I can, and just did. And I know you say we can’t, really, but it would be far easier if we could talk here, like this. The ritual was very hard on Ansel. Nott too, I think.
Things will be hard on all of you, before this is over. So they will, so they will. Behind Mithrin, the mirror grew gray, tinged with orange, like a sky before a storm.
Very hard, the mad wizard said.
Griffin watched the orange glow grow. A streak of fire, blinking like lightning, flashed through it. Are you even sending me this dream? Or is this just some silly fear of my own?
Who can say whether your fear is silly?
He looked back at the old man. I don’t suppose you’ll help us.
Will I, will I? Perhaps I will. Perhaps I won’t. Mithrin cocked his head as flames rose up around him, filling the little mirror.
Or perhaps it’s too late.
The fire came through, erupting from the mirror, engulfing Griffin’s head.
UNPLEASANT AS IT was to have one’s head on fire, Griffin wasn’t entirely relieved to wake. At least fire was warm. And dry. Which was a great deal more than he could say for reality.
Rain was clattering through the leaves, pelting his face. Not to mention choking him. That hacking sound he heard was himself, coughing. From the other side of the oak he’d been sleeping under, Hester (or Helewise?) shrieked and swore.
Spitting out water, Griffin sat up and peered through the sheet of rain. The sun hadn’t quite risen yet. Perhaps it had no intention of turning up today. In the semi-darkness he could make out hurried movements, the rest of his grumbling companions waking a bit less dramatically, but no less unhappily.
He grabbed what he could of his things and huddled closer against the tree. As if that would do any good. It was far too late to worry about getting wet. Not only was he drenched, his bedroll was drenched, his pack was drenched, the pack of Arun’s cloaks was drenched …
Arun’s cloaks.
Griffin distinctly remembered Wardin saying one of them was waterproof. He reached for the sodden bag, left unopened since the king had given it to him. He found the cloaks inside tightly rolled, and still dry; all of their traveling packs were waxed inside. But that wouldn’t matter, if he didn’t hurry and close the bag again. He yanked out the first cloak his hand landed on—orange, he thought, much like the oak leaves above him—and shook it out.
The moment it unfurled, it began to twitch.
Why in Eyrdri’s name had Wardin packed the dancing cloak? What did he expect them to do, dance Darbin to death? Although come to think of it, that wasn’t an entirely unpleasant prospect.
Sadly, this was no time for daydreams. Griffin stuffed the cloak back into the bag and swiftly scanned the others. Blue, now there was a color that suggested water.
When he unrolled that one, it gave no indication of being anything but an ordinary cloak. He pulled it around his shoulders.
It ought to have been soaked through quickly, but the inside remained dry. In fact, Griffin could have sworn he felt his clothes beneath it getting a bit drier.
“Majesty.” He scuttled over to the queen, who was crouched beneath a tree of her own, hastily rolling up her blankets and fastening them to her pack.
“When will you learn to stop calling me that?” Erietta shot him a quick, humorless smile.
A stride away from her, Mairid snorted. She, of course, had been making a rather annoying point of calling Erietta Majesty from the moment the queen insisted she address Wardin as such.
“What is it?” Erietta asked.
Griffin held the cloak out to her. “Your brother’s. It’s waterproof. Not only that, but it appears to have a drying effect on anything it’s wrapped around.”
Erietta looked longingly at the cloak, pursed her lips, then jerked her head at Mairid. “Give it to her. She needs it more than any of us.”
Mairid snorted again. “I am perfectly fine!” This claim was somewhat undermined by an immediate sneezing fit. Possibly brought on by the second snort, but more likely by the cold she’d caught their first night out from Pendralyn, and denied having every day since.
As well she might, since catching it had been foolish, and entirely unnecessary. Though that night had been especially chilly, Nott and Deryn were more than capable of making warming fires, and as they could also make them smokeless, the party made liberal use of them, without fear of detection. But Mairid and Erietta had been having another spat, for reasons Griffin could no longer recall (truth be told, he thought they were both being childish, and paid little mind to their animosity), and Mairid had made a stubborn show of sitting apart from the rest of the group.
Perhaps this was a peace offering from the queen. Griffin obeyed, and shoved the cloak into Mairid’s hands. “Just put it on,” he said, when she started to refuse. Then added, in a lower voice, “Please.”
Mairid accepted the cloak, though she didn’t thank either Griffin or the queen.
Her unappreciative outlook changed half an hour later, when the party was trudging through the ever-worsening storm, soaked to the bone and shivering. Griffin almost could have thrown a stone and hit the spot where he’d slept, so little progress had they made. The high hill—or perhaps low mountain—they’d camped on had gone to mud almost immediately, and finding a safe way down was proving nearly impossible.
“Here.” Mairid pulled off the cloak and wrapped it around Deryn’s shoulders before the latter could protest. “The queen was very kind, letting me wear it.” She gave Erietta a nod that, to her credit, barely looked grudging. “But I think we ought to take turns. This is hardly healthy for any of us, is it?”
No sooner had she said it than, much to his shame, Griffin was startled by an especially loud crack of thunder. That was all it took for him to slip in the mud, and roll several strides down the rocky slope they’d been picking their careful way down.
As he lay in a puddle, trying to decide whether his pride or his shoulder hurt worse, the rain intensified yet again. Almost as if it were laughing at him. It roared in his ears, while rivers of sludge ran down the hillside. He could vaguely hear the others calling to him, but it was impossible to see more than an arm’s length in any direction.
Griffin gingerly stretched his shoulder and wrist, then got—very slowly and very carefully—to his feet. A whine from somewhere off to his right told him that one of the hounds, or perhaps both, had made it down to him. He stepped toward the sound until he could make out Ash’s hefty back.
“Stay there!” Deryn called from above.
The others made it down several minutes later, and they all huddled together in the small dip where Griffin had landed. There was nothing else to be done, nowhere else to go. Rain crashed down in an almost solid wall of water, while fog rolled thick around them.
“Are you all right?” Deryn laid her hands against Griffin’s chest, squinting up at him. “Where are you hurt?”
“I don’t need healing,” he said, pulling away from her.
Nott said something that was lost to another crack of thunder.
“What?” Erietta asked.
This isn’t natural.
They all turned their heads toward the sage, who’d sent the message silently, in his singular way. “It’s autumn in Eyrdon,” Hester called over the rising wind. “What could be more natural than a storm? You were a fool if you thought we wouldn’t get caught in any.”
But Mairid grabbed Griffin’s bruised arm, making him wince, though he tried to hide it. “Do you remember? Darbin made that storm in Harth. It wasn’t as bad as this, but it was very bad, all the same.”
“This is no time to discuss it.” Helewise’s already shrill voice took on a whiny note. “What we need is to get out of it.”
With a laugh, Wade gestured at the ground, which was distinctly flowing, something that solid ground ought not to do. “I don’t see how we can walk another step, until this passes.”
Not without breaking bones, Nott added. Which will be difficult to heal.
They were right, of course. It was becoming a challenge to keep their footing just standing there. Trying to descend farther down the hill would be madness.
“If we must wait, can’t you sages do something?” Hester asked. “A fire?”
But it was no use. Even a sage’s fire wouldn’t hold in the torrent. In the end they simply crouched down in a circle, heads bent, sharing the waterproof cloak between them. Griffin cut his turn with it short to hand it off to Mairid, who was coughing frequently now. He occasionally caught the sound of her labored breathing even above the storm.
It was another two hours, by Griffin’s estimate, before the rain at last eased to a glum sprinkle beneath the leaden sky. Even then, getting down the wet hill was no easy matter. Deryn and Nott made torches of magical fire to help dry the earth in front of them, using the hike itself to help restore their balance as they went. But it was painfully slow going.
It was midday by the time they got to the bottom, and they were all beyond exhausted. The blackhounds plodded along with drooping ears and tucked tails, while Mairid looked as if she might faint, and did not even pretend to object to Griffin’s steadying arm wound through hers.
“Don’t worry,” Erietta said, though she looked more troubled than any of them. “Once we cross into Tarnarven, we must wait for Rufus to tell us where to go from there, and waiting beneath a roof is better than waiting beneath this sky, I would say. I’ve a friend across the border who will see us warmed and fed.”
“We don’t need a pigeon to choose a direction for us,” said Helewise. “The cultists are too far north now to be making for Rivenmist. It’s Tridmere they’re on their way to.”
“Unless they only went so far north because they wanted us to think exactly that,” Hester countered. “They might have doubled back, to throw off any pursuit. It’s what I would do.”
Helewise rolled her eyes at her sister. “A good thing we’re not talking about you, then, isn’t it? Not that you aren’t always talking about you.”
“Nevertheless,” Erietta said, speaking over both of them as they began to bicker. “Waiting to start on the right path will waste less time than choosing the wrong one. I’d hoped to stop at Tomlin’s house anyway.” She tipped her chin at Nott. “I thought he might be able to help with the ritual you’ve been working. He knows a great deal about the magic of other lands.”
“I thought I knew all the great Tar magicians.” Nott, who was himself a Tar, gave the queen a curious look. “But I don’t believe I’ve heard that name before.”
“He enlisted with the magisters, during the war, and trained in contrivance. Or tried to. He didn’t make much of a magician, I’m afraid, which explains why you don’t know of him. But he did develop a deep interest in the subject. So much so that I was surprised he didn’t attend Esmerild’s gathering. And he’s quite a collector.”
“Are you certain he’ll be happy to see us?” Deryn looked doubtfully around at their bedraggled party. “Nine wet, dirty, hungry people, and two even wetter, dirtier, hungrier dogs?”
Erietta smiled. “I’m quite sure. He will be especially happy to feed us, as food is his very favorite thing in all the world, and he appreciates any excuse to make great quantities of it.” She glanced up at the sky, her expression sobering. “If the weather holds from here, we can be there for dinner. But that would mean only a very short rest now.”
As none of them had any desire to hunker down in the mud for a moment longer, they agreed that keeping on was a worthy tradeoff for the possibility of a dry house and a hot meal. Even the hounds, once Deryn explained what prize awaited them, picked up their pace.
They’d been walking for no more than a few minutes when Griffin noticed that the ground beneath their feet was completely dry. No beads of water dripped from the trees. No smell of rain lingered in the air.
There was nothing gradual about the change; it was immediate and distinct, the border between wet and not-at-all-wet sharply drawn. As if an invisible wall stood between where the storm had raged, and where it hadn’t.
As if it had hung over their hill alone.
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PERFECTLY NORMAL, natural rain pattered gently against the window, but watching even that, Griffin had never been so glad to be beneath a roof, (almost) warm and (mostly) dry. There was a large bed in the garret room he’d been shown to, and he looked immensely forward to curling up beneath the fluffy blankets piled on it, and reminding himself as he drifted off to sleep that neither water nor wind could accost him there.
But he wanted the promised hot meal even more than he wanted sleep. He finished dressing and went to find the others in the dining room—which meant first finding the dining room. Erietta’s friend Tomlin had turned out to be a wealthy shipbuilder and merchant, and his country home more akin to a palace than to a house.
Griffin had lingered the longest over his bath; even Mairid (with her color returned, and smiling, no less) was already seated at the sprawling table when he arrived. As a consequence, the only chairs left were the farthest from the fire, but the hot spiced wine Griffin was immediately offered by one of Tomlin’s servants warmed him well enough. As did the sight of the vast quantities of food: roasted beef (something they rarely got in Eyrdon) buried in herbs and onion jam, mushrooms, apples baked in butter, chunks of pumpkin in some sort of gravy, several loaves of bread, half a dozen different cheeses, and an abundance of potatoes swimming in fresh, fragrant cream.
It was a feast fit for Pendralyn, and it made Griffin simultaneously homesick and grateful to be where he was. They’d been traveling less than a week, but his aching feet and battered shoulder suggested it had been years.
“Ah, here’s the last of you!” Their host, a man of pealing voice and prodigious girth, sat at the head of the table, wreathed in firelight so that his face was difficult to make out. But his smile was easily heard in his voice. “I’ve started on the bread without you, my boy! And if I snuck a bite or two of apple, as well, I can hardly be blamed for it.”
“I told you, he’s a very enthusiastic bather,” said Deryn.
Griffin ducked his head, embarrassed. “Apologies. In my defense, I was very muddy.”
Tomlin’s hearty laugh rang through the room. “Have we all got wine, then? Good.” He raised his glass. “To all of your health, and to Arun’s health and good fortune and safe return.”
When they’d all drunk the toast and filled their plates, Tomlin addressed Griffin once more. “I’ve been discussing your business with my fellow Tar.” He clapped Nott on the shoulder, nearly dunking the sage’s chin into his goblet. “He’d just begun explaining that you’re trying to contact the dead through a mirror. Nestric, is it?”
“The ritual is Nestric,” said Nott. “The mirror is not.”
Mairid, who sat beside Griffin, leaned over and said, “You missed this bit, but in addition to his more traditional imports, Tomlin collects rare and exotic magic—particularly magical goods—from all over the world.”
“Ah.” Griffin swallowed a bite of succulent beef, regretting that he was obliged to speak before taking another. “As Nott says, it’s only an ordinary mirror. The magic is in the ritual.”
Tomlin pointed his stubby finger at Griffin. “And that is precisely your problem. I don’t believe you’ve grasped what this ritual is about. Perhaps you can have a conversation with a ghost, using an ordinary mirror, but what’s the point in that? That’s not what it’s for.”
Nott cocked his head at the larger man. “You’re familiar with the ritual?”
“I am,” said Tomlin. “I went to Nestrir myself, years ago. This particular spell is a contriver’s trick, of sorts, if you want to view it through the Caird way of defining things. Which I assume you do. Magicians here are always quite convinced that Cairdarin is the center of all magic.”
“I told you! Didn’t I tell you?” Ansel grinned at Nott, then, apparently realizing that his outburst had drawn everyone else’s eyes to him, cleared his throat and became very interested in the blackhounds at his feet. “I thought it seemed like a trick,” he mumbled, seemingly to Holly.
“More specifically,” said Tomlin, “it’s a trap. You can speak to the dead man all you like, once you’ve got him, but as I said, that misses the point. The point is to imprison his soul.”
“Imprison his …” Ansel’s eyes flitted in quick succession from Holly to Tomlin to Nott. “In the mirror. It traps him in the mirror.”
“If you’ve got the proper mirror,” Tomlin said. “Which brings me to my point. Etta here thought I might be able to help you, and she was righter than she knew. As it happens, I own a Nestric mirror.”
Few things could have distracted Griffin so completely from his beef. He dropped his fork, sending it clattering against his plate.
A soul, trapped inside the mirror. Perhaps that was why Mithrin had started to come through the mundane glass; perhaps the spell loosened his ties to the realm of the dead. Except he was meant to merely go in, rather than through.
Let him believe he was coming through, then. So that they could get him in.
And once he was their prisoner? Tomlin said they could speak to him—which meant he would be conscious. Conscious and aware of the passing of time while he sat (Stood? Lay? Existed?) alone and powerless inside a piece of glass. Neither living nor even really dead. Unable to move, go anywhere, see anything, spy on anyone.
Unable to cast spells. Unable to scheme.
Unable to escape.
That would be far worse for Mithrin than where he was now. He might do anything—give anything—to get out again, even if it was only to be returned to the realm of the dead.
Griffin’s eyes darted to the nearest window. He looked out at the dusky sky, confirming that it was, indeed, dusky—not dark. Not full night. He saw no way that Mithrin could have tracked them to this house, even if he had been able to enter the Tar realm of the dead. But he also saw no reason to take even the smallest chance on the mad magician hearing this conversation, or getting word of it from any of the dead who might linger here when the veil grew thin.
Satisfied, he turned back to Tomlin. “This mirror. You’ll lend it to us?”
“Aren’t you an eager one?” Tomlin chuckled. “I’m a man of business, my boy, and lending is a fool’s business. But I might very well sell it to you. For the proper price.”
    
GRIFFIN REACHED up to touch Arun’s head, and found only air there. Which made sense, as Deryn was much shorter than the archmagister.
“It’s only an illusion, then.” Tomlin tilted his head, studying Arun’s reflection in the large (mundane) mirror he’d had wheeled into the dining room halfway through breakfast. “Purely visual.”
“Of course it is,” said Erietta. “You didn’t suppose it would actually transform her into my brother?”
“Still, it’s a good likeness.” Deryn twirled this way and that in front of the mirror, while the Arun in the glass moved in concert. “I think it would fool most anyone, from a few strides away.”
“So long as you didn’t talk,” Griffin said. Deryn’s misty voice was definitively her own.
“And so long as there were no blackhounds to say otherwise.” Erietta nodded at Holly, who lay beneath the table, head between her paws, looking thoroughly dejected. “And so long as the person you aimed to fool hadn’t seen Arun recently. We made this nearly a decade ago, at my guess, and he’s acquired a great many more gray hairs since then.”
“That’s quite a few caveats, all summed up.” Tomlin sounded nearly as unimpressed as Holly looked. “But I suppose it doesn’t matter. Surely you won’t part with this one?”
“We will not,” Griffin agreed.
Tomlin’s “proper price” for the Nestric mirror turned out to be one of Arun’s enchanted cloaks. Erietta had looked displeased by this demand when her friend made it the night before, but she didn’t refuse him, saying only—in a tone that reminded Griffin uncomfortably of Wardin calling her a grudge holder—that the king had entrusted the cloaks to Griffin, not to her, and so it was up to Griffin to decide.
Whereupon Griffin promptly stalled, saying he would sleep on the matter.
But now the dawn had come, and a decision must be made. Most of the party—all but Mairid, who was still sleeping through the remains of her cold—had gathered to try on the various cloaks, by way of demonstration, discussing each one in turn.
Griffin had known from the moment the merry merchant named his price that the choice was not whether to pay it, but which cloak to pay it with. They had nothing else Tomlin wanted. And they needed that mirror.
Neither this certainty, nor even the delectable pear-and-sausage pastry whose remains he was still eyeing, brought him much comfort. He grimaced at the colorful pile of fine Eyrdish wool at the end of the table. Giving one of those cloaks away felt a bit morbid, somehow. Like distributing the archmagister’s possessions after his death.
“The dancing one, then,” Tomlin suggested.
Griffin shook his head—quite firmly, considering how foolish he felt for refusing to part with the cloak in question. A feeling that intensified when Tomlin, Hester, and Helewise all laughed at him.
“Whyever not?” Tomlin asked. “You can’t have much use for it on a journey such as yours. And it is good fun. I’d enjoy having it in my collection.”
“It isn’t only this journey I’m concerned with,” said Griffin. “That cloak is a bit silly, perhaps, but that only makes it all the more his, if you take my meaning.”
Tomlin laughed again. “You’re calling your archmagister silly, is that it?”
“No, not—”
“It wouldn’t be entirely inaccurate, if he were,” Erietta cut in.
“It’s … er …” Griffin gestured helplessly. “A part of the archmagister’s history, let’s say.” A part of my history. “And I doubt he would want to part with it.” And I don’t want to part with it.
Deryn swept off the Arun cloak and laid it on the table with the others. “You ought to choose one, though, Griffin. We really do need that mirror.”
As if he didn’t know it. Griffin sighed, surveying the cloaks once more. In addition to the Arun cloak, the dancing cloak, and the waterproof cloak, there was the one Wardin had told him about, that was heat resistant, one that glowed when the room was darkened, and two of indeterminate powers, if they had any powers at all.
Tomlin was unlikely to accept either of the latter two, and of the others, the dancing cloak was the only one with no practical use. Griffin supposed everyone would think him an idiot, if he continued in his stubbornness.
Still, he could not convince himself to give away what was, to him, a piece of the archmagister himself. He glanced at the queen, who offered him a slight smile. Perhaps she agreed.
“Take the heatproof one,” he said at last. “It can’t protect us from dragon fire, and barring that, we won’t have much need of it. I certainly hope we’ll be back by summer.”
Tomlin nodded and plucked the deep red cloak from the table, quickly rolling it up, as if afraid Griffin might change his mind. Perhaps because Griffin looked a bit sick. He definitely felt a bit sick, now that he’d chosen.
While their host tucked away his prize, Griffin busied himself with packing up the other cloaks, and passed their newly acquired mirror to Nott for safekeeping. It was small but heavy, framed in a square of plain bronze, and gave no outward hint of being a magical soul trap.
“Now then,” said Tomlin, “if that’s settled, I still see a bit of food on the table, and there’s plenty to refill your mugs with.” He stopped on the way to his chair to clap Griffin’s back. “I’m a man of business, my boy, but seeing as you look so forlorn, perhaps this once I’ll allow a bit of sentiment. Let’s say this: should Arun disapprove of your choice, I will agree to trade it back, in exchange for something else, or the return of my mirror.”
Griffin smiled. “I would greatly appreciate that.”
“We’ll have to bring him home, before he can approve or disapprove of anything,” Erietta said. “Someone had best wake Mairid. We need to be ready, in case we hear from Rufus.” She raised a brow at Wade, who was stuffing his mouth with cold honeyed partridge. “Not to mention that this food Tomlin speaks of won’t last long.”
Deryn rose to go and fetch Mairid, but Nott stopped his sweetheart. “Finish your breakfast, I’ll go. I need to go off somewhere quiet, anyway. I have the feeling a sage is trying to contact me, but perhaps it’s someone a bit inexperienced, because it’s oddly faint.”
When Nott had gone, Tomlin turned to Erietta. “Now then, Majesty, my dear, suppose a storm should chase you, once you leave the safety of this house for the wilds beyond?”
Erietta shook her head. “Yesterday’s storm didn’t seem natural, it’s true, but I can’t imagine a sage controlling the elements with so much power, either. I’ve heard wondrous things can be accomplished, with the use of dragon’s blood, but …” She trailed off with a shrug and helped herself to more cider.
“Darbin could do it,” Griffin said. “He’s done it before.”
“I agree.” Mairid breezed into the dining room, looking much improved for her long rest and whatever concoction of herbs Tomlin’s housekeeper had given her.
“That was fast,” said Griffin. “Nott just went to fetch you.”
“Yes, I passed him in the corridor. I was already on my way.” She stopped to greet the blackhounds before taking the chair next to Griffin. “As for the storm, I would be very surprised to learn that it wasn’t Darbin.”
“But why?” Wade asked. “Why send a storm? If the Red Cult knew where we were, why not simply attack us?”
Griffin scratched the back of his neck. “Because we were pursuing him, I suppose, and he’d rather we didn’t. A direct attack requires him to come to us. Sending a storm to slow us down, evidently, does not.”
Hester’s lips tightened. “Meaning no offense, but I don’t think you understand magic very well. Something that powerful? It likely cannot be done at all, but it most definitely cannot be done from a distance.”
“It’s not like Nott’s communication spell,” Helewise added, in rare agreement with her sister. “You can’t send a storm. Most sages can’t even cast a storm.” She looked to Deryn, the only sage present in a room full of contrivers, for confirmation. “Isn’t that right?”
“It is.” Deryn bit her lip. “Usually.”
“Dragon blood does confer a great deal of power,” said Griffin. “And I would remind you that Mairid and I are the only ones who’ve seen Darbin’s handiwork before.”
“But if the redwings have magicians that powerful in their service, whatever would they need Arun for?” asked Wade.
“Enchantment, of course,” Deryn said. “We don’t know that any other human alive can do what Arun can, even with dragon’s blood.”
“Perhaps not yet …” Erietta rubbed her brows. “I’m not discounting your opinion, Griffin.” She nodded at Mairid. “Nor yours. But to be perfectly honest, I’d much rather not believe that Darbin is capable of magic like that. And not only because it makes our task all the more difficult. It worries me greatly for my brother.”
“That isn’t the only cause you have to worry, I’m very sorry to say.” Nott came into the room at last, shoulders sagging, his mouth a grim line. “I’ve just been in contact with the King of Tarnarven’s sage. There’s been a scuffle, of sorts, at the port in Rivenmist.”
“Rivenmist?” Helewise sniffed. “I was certain they were making for Tridmere.”
“Go on,” Erietta said, with an impatient look at Helewise.
“Darbin, Arun, and three others were spotted by some soldiers,” Nott said. “The latter tried to apprehend the former, which as it played out, was every bit as foolish as you warned them it would be.”
Deryn clapped her hand to her mouth. “Ismant didn’t attack Rivenmist?”
“No,” said Nott, “there was no sign of Ismant, or any other dragon. But the fight went badly for the soldiers, nonetheless. Two of them are dead, and three others are in a bad way.”
Griffin’s heart sank. Beside him, Mairid whispered a prayer, though to which deity he could not guess.
“And the cultists?” Erietta asked softly. “Arun?”
Nott’s smile, rarely jolly at the best of times, was entirely humorless. “Perhaps the one bright spot is that Darbin, or someone who answers strongly to Darbin’s description, anyway, was wounded as well. I’m told he was noticeably ill even before the fight broke out, so perhaps he did cause that storm, after all, and was suffering the aftereffects to his balance.”
“But that isn’t the only bright spot.” Hester smiled at her sister. “I’ve won our wager, haven’t I? They did double back, after all.”
“Shrew!” Helewise snapped. “At least two men are dead. I hardly think you can consider winning a pointless wager a bright spot.”
“That isn’t the point,” Hester said.
“No.” Erietta rose, and gestured for the others to do the same. “The point is that Rivenmist is only a day’s walk from this table.”
“Less, if you’re sharp about it,” Tomlin said. “You could be there before dinner. I can recommend an excellent cheese merchant, incidentally.”
“That is fortunate,” said Nott. “About how close we are, that is, not the cheese. But perhaps not as fortunate is it could have been—Darbin’s being hurt doesn’t seem to have delayed his plans. The cultists disappeared, but the Tars have pieced together enough witness accounts to be fairly certain of where they went. Which is to say, what ship they boarded.”
He looked at Mairid. “I don’t suppose you had a wager with Helewise, but if you did, you’ve won. You were right from the start. The ship set sail an hour ago, and is on its way to Aldarine as we speak.”
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ERIETTA’S FRIENDSHIP with Tomlin proved fortunate, as he seemed to know, and be owed a favor from, every Tar in Tarnarven. He arranged for them to travel on a trade ship, and assured them that neither captain nor crew would ask questions.
They were to have a full day in Rivenmist before they sailed, enough time to prepare. Griffin saw almost nothing of the city, beyond the dingy dockside inn where Erietta took a trio of adjoining rooms. The queen wanted to be sure none of them would be either recognized or remembered, and permitted only contrivers, under disguise, to leave.
The morning after their arrival, they gathered in the center room, marginally the largest, to make their plans. With a journey to Aldarine moving from possibility to reality, Erietta revisited the issue of whether or not to inform the Aldar king of her imminent arrival in his domain. On the one hand, Red Cult spies might be anywhere—and everywhere—including Radley’s court. And now that the rescue party suspected Darbin knew they were pursuing him (and could hurl storms at them at will, no less), they were more interested than ever in keeping their exact whereabouts and plans a secret.
On the other hand, Erietta was a queen. Protocol would have preferred that she wait for an invitation to visit a kingdom on unfriendly terms with her own. Barring that, it certainly dictated that she ask permission first.
“And Radley might even be able to help us, you know.” Deryn moved to the end of one of the narrow beds, to make room for Nott to sit beside her. “He may not love Eyrdon, but he hates the redwings as much as any of us. He sent Mairid to help us fight them, after all.”
Griffin leaned back against the gray wooden wall and crossed his arms, trying to think of a diplomatic way to suggest that sending Mairid wasn’t quite the proof of the king’s commitment that Deryn seemed to take it for. It seemed improper to say so outright, at least while Mairid had a dagger at her belt, and stood within stabbing distance. Instead he shrugged and said, “We must weigh whatever help he could give against the harm Adalant’s spies could do, were they to find us.”
“Or were Radley to sell us to them,” said Erietta. “Which I would not at all rule out, no matter what he says about our common cause. He’s certainly struck bargains with enemies before, at the cost of his allies, to save his own skin. And we aren’t even his allies, really.” She held up a hand when Mairid started to speak. “I am not casting aspersions on your loyalty. Only his.”
Mairid sniffed. “I wasn’t going to argue with you, I was going to agree with you. It runs contrary to my diplomatic duties to do so, of course, but if I’m forced to choose between our cause and my king, I’ll choose the former. I can’t recommend trusting Radley.”
“You speak of the harm Adalant’s spies might do,” Hester said to Griffin. “But Radley might do us plenty of harm himself, if he were to find us there without his leave. At best he’d be insulted, at worst, suspicious. Suppose he decided to hang us for spies?”
Erietta snorted. “He’s welcome to try. Not that he would dare.”
“In any case, the point of filling the party with contrivers was that he won’t find us,” said Wade.
“But if he does?” Hester pressed.
Erietta gestured at Mairid. “That’s the very reason we brought her, isn’t it? To avoid a diplomatic incident, as I promised my husband I would do, and save us all from the terrible threat of Radley’s noose.”
“We don’t even know how long we’ll be there.” Ansel looked out the round window as everyone’s heads turned toward him. Not that he could have seen much, as it was covered in grime. “In Aldarine, I mean. Suppose the cultists only mean to pass through there, on their way somewhere else? Then we could do the same, in a matter of days, with the king never any the wiser.”
In the end, they decided against an open arrival in Aldarine. They would declare their presence only if they found a good reason, or expected their stay to become a lengthy one. Erietta’s past experiences with Radley had been without exception acrimonious, and her mistrust of him ran deep.
The same seemed true of Mairid, on both counts. “Of course we’ll deal with him—I will deal with him—if it serves us,” she said with a shrug. “As the queen says, it’s what I came for. But I don’t think it ought to be our first plan. I’d be far happier to not see Radley than to see him, and so would all of you, if you knew him.”
With that decided, some excuse was required to explain the presence of nine foreigners who were definitely not queens or magicians. There was no law against entering Aldarine, nor against traveling freely through the kingdom. But the Aldars were generally suspicious of strangers, and the innkeepers and shopkeepers were likely to be inquisitive.
And then of course, there was a law against practicing magic. The violation of which meant an unpleasant death.
“Hester and Helewise are fluent enough in Aldar to pass for natives in a brief conversation.” Mairid narrowed her eyes, examining the sisters’ gray heads. “And you can hardly see that dark Eyrd hair now. I would suggest that you come from a wealthy, though not noble, Aldar family, and that one of you was married off to a Tar merchant many years ago. Before the war with Graddoc, which means before magic was openly practiced in Tarnarven again. Your husband just died, and you couldn’t bear to remain another moment in a place so damned and full of heretics, so as soon as his funeral rites were finished, you boarded the first ship you could. The rest of us are members of your household, returning with you and your beloved, loyal sister.”
Thankfully, this story would not be needed until they actually reached Aldarine’s shores, giving Hester and Helewise plenty of time to argue over which was the widow, and which the spinster who’d spent her life at her sister’s side.
Ansel and Wade were dispatched to purchase the proper clothes for each role, along with a few other supplies they’d not acquired the night before. All that remained was to make some arrangements for their non-human companions. Rufus had found Deryn at the inn not long after they arrived, and could simply be caged for the voyage; a pigeon was not so remarkable an animal as to attract undue notice, even if he was red. The blackhounds were another matter.
“We must do something for them.” Mairid sat on the floor to rub Holly’s belly, earning several thumps of the latter’s tail. “If anyone realizes what they are, they’ll be killed on sight.”
“It’s a wonder you seem to love them as you do, being a priestess of Derine, and all,” Hester said.
Mairid scoffed, but did not answer. It had been quite some time now, Griffin reflected, since she’d bothered to keep up the pretense of despising both magic and anyone who practiced it.
Erietta was concerned for the contrivers’ balance, were they required to constantly disguise the blackhounds in addition to whatever other tricks they might be called upon to cast. After making some discreet inquiries of the innkeeper, she and Ansel left after dark that night, to take the hounds to an old woman in Rivenmist who specialized in more mundane disguises. With a trim of their shaggiest parts, and an herbal dye that changed their coats to a nondescript brown, Holly and Ash might have been leaner, slimmer mastiffs, perhaps, or blockier, stockier alaunts. The party agreed, should any questions be asked, to declare them to be a mix of the two. So long as the hounds didn’t let loose their unmistakable bay, there should be no reason they couldn’t pass for exceptionally large but otherwise wholly mundane dogs.
With that, they were ready to depart—for the first time in his life, Griffin was going to leave Cairdarin’s shores.
He expected danger, and intrigue, and adventure. And, yes, some amount of pain and fear.
What he did not expect was to spend days he almost immediately lost count of in a cabin that felt like a tomb, and a too small one at that, vomiting until he was certain he had no innards left, and occasionally, in the rare moment when he had the energy to do so, praying for death.
    
GRIFFIN HAD LIVED near the sea as a boy, and been on boats back then. But that was years ago, and in any case, as he quickly learned, a boat was not at all the same thing as a ship.
His stomach pitched and churned along with the wood beneath him, and the sea beneath that. The whole world felt as if it had been tossed like a ball, spinning and hurling, quite possibly straight into the sun. And that was while the weather was fine.
More often than not, the only thought that could penetrate the fog of his mind was the fear of what would happen if Darbin found out they were at sea, and sent another storm to sink them.
He wanted nothing more than to be alone, preferably unconscious, until it passed. The unconscious part could be achieved, occasionally, by the small amount of sleeping powder Deryn had brought with her, the quick snatching of which was the only human interaction Griffin wished to have. The thought of exposing the sight—the smell—of himself to anyone at all, let alone the Queen of Eyrdon, was as horrifying a fate as he could imagine.
And so he was given a tiny cabin to himself, where he remained in isolation apart from Holly. (Though she did not get seasick, she did not enjoy sailing, and spent most of her time draped over Griffin’s legs on the cot, panting.) The others soon discovered that asking after his health, or whether there was anything they might do to help, would be met with a most uncharacteristically rude response. They avoided eye contact whenever he emerged, mostly crawling, to empty his basin into the sea.
Or at least, most of the others. Mairid was never one to concern herself overmuch with the wishes of anyone else, much less Griffin. She insisted on checking on him at least twice daily, barging into his cabin to offer broth, or clean water, or a fresh towel. No amount of grumbling, growling, or cursing appeared able to discourage this behavior.
He forgave her the morning she chirped that he really ought to cheer up, as they were, at last, to land that day. Within the hour, in fact.
“You can see the shore, if you come up on deck.” Mairid sat down on the edge of his cot, gently pushing his basin away with the tip of her boot. “Although perhaps now is not the time.”
“No, it isn’t,” Griffin agreed, squinting at her from his prone position. “Come back when you aren’t swaying anymore, will you?”
“Are you sure you won’t even try to eat something? You won’t have any strength to walk off the ship, if you don’t.”
Griffin groaned. “If you’ve the slightest bit of kindness in your heart, which I very much doubt, you will not mention food again. I fail to see how retching for the next hour is going to give me strength.”
With a whine, Holly jumped off the cot and put her head on Mairid’s knee. “Hello there,” Mairid said, stroking the hound’s now brown head. “I’ve brought him some broth, but he’s being very grouchy and ungrateful, as usual. Would you like to have it instead?” She uncovered the bowl she held and set it down.
Holly was still lapping at it when there was another knock on the cabin door, and much to Griffin’s horror, the queen poked her head in. “Ah, there you are,” she said to Mairid. “Deryn thought she saw you come in here.”
“And so here I am,” said Mairid.
Erietta came in and closed the door behind her. Both women ignored Griffin’s feeble murmur of protest.
“I wanted to ask whether we will need to start taking turns disguising you immediately when we disembark?” the queen said. “Are you likely to be recognized?”
Mairid considered this before shaking her head. “I doubt it.”
“Your hair is distinctive.”
“It is, and I will say that I was well loved here, for a time. Mainly because the dowager queen—Radley’s mother—was very fond of me, and gave us the most spectacular wedding. But having a popular queen is awfully inconvenient, when you want to set that queen aside. Radley worked quite hard to be sure the people would forget me. But not before spreading enough lies to be sure they wouldn’t miss me.”
She caught the pitying looks of the queen and even (despite his own suffering) Griffin, and laughed. “There’s no need to feel bad over that. I’ve never had a happier day than the day I learned Radley was dissolving our marriage. I was only too glad to sign whatever proclamation they wished. I would’ve sworn I’d been called to fly to the stars and serve the moon deity, if it meant I could leave the palace. His new bride-to-be’s scheming father orchestrated the whole thing, and he was the one who came to tell me. I think he was anticipating some terrible scene, but I could have hugged the man.”
This did not, somehow, make Griffin feel any less bad. But Erietta laughed. “I can’t say I blame you. Being a queen is difficult enough. I can only imagine how much worse it is, doing it at the side of a man like that.”
Mairid tossed her head. “Being a queen was no trouble at all. I was born to it.” She picked up the empty broth bowl, and kissed the top of Holly’s head. “But as you say, I might have preferred a different king. You and the others can save your balance, I think. A cloak and hood will be sufficient.”
Erietta nodded and, with a murmur of encouragement to Griffin, took her leave. But she bumped into somebody in the narrow corridor. “Nott!”
“Majesty. I’ve been looking for you.” Despite having found her, Nott inexplicably walked into the cabin, causing the queen to turn back around. He closed the door behind them, bringing the total number squeezed into a space barely large enough for Griffin and his cot to four humans and one blackhound. The queen was pushed right up against Holly, who was pushed right up against Mairid, who was pushed right up against Griffin’s shoulder. The air was already getting hotter.
Griffin’s stomach rolled. “Why are you here, Nott?” he moaned, not feeling particularly sorry for his lack of hospitality.
“I thought you and Mairid would like to hear this, too,” said Nott. “It seems the stretch of salt water between us has grown narrow enough at last, and I’ve just reached Arun.”
“What?” Erietta turned, nearly toppling Nott in the process.
“Only briefly,” Nott said. “A handful of seconds, if that. Just long enough for him to beg me not to contact him again.”
“What?” the queen repeated.
“There was something about magic, and choking.” Nott shook his head. “My best guess, trying to put it together, is that they’ve got some means of harming him—choking him—if he does magic without their permission. Including communicating with me. Or even, perhaps, accepting communication from me. It’s difficult to say, and I don’t see how the latter could be considered him doing magic. But he really did seem to be in pain, so to be safe, I think it would be best if we use only Rufus from here on.”
Erietta put her hand to her mouth. “But how … a contriver’s spell of some kind, that detects magic, do you think?”
“I don’t know,” said Nott. “But the good news is, he didn’t seem confused. If they’re using this new method of keeping him contained instead, they must want him sharp and lucid. Presumably so he can do magic on their terms, which means they’ve likely reached their destination, or nearly so.”
“And you consider that to be good news?” The effort of talking brought a pool of saliva rising into Griffin’s mouth. He swallowed it back, then took a few deep breaths to steady himself. He was not about to vomit in front of all these people. Or, considering the close quarters, on all these people. “Suppose he refuses to do whatever they ask?”
“Or suppose he doesn’t, and it’s something terrible,” Mairid added.
“Nott, I assume you know where Deryn is.” Erietta edged her way to the door. “She must send Rufus out as soon as she thinks we’re close enough to shore.” She and Nott left, the former still giving the latter instructions as her voice faded away.
For several moments, Mairid remained where she was, while Griffin struggled mightily to settle his stomach. The weight of this latest news, added to his already heavy anxiety for the archmagister, wasn’t helping matters, and he was dangerously close to losing control. Not that witnessing the worst would be more than Mairid deserved, when she insisted on being here.
When he could trust himself to speak again, he said, “I’m fine, you know. There’s no need to look after me.”
“I know.” She fidgeted with the hem of her shirt, looking quite forlorn.
Griffin frowned, although even that slight movement brought a fresh wave of nausea. “You’re upset about the archmagister? The situation is worrisome, I’ll agree, but Rufus will find Arun. We’ll get to him.”
“No, it’s not that.” Mairid swallowed. “That is, I am worried for Arun. More so than any of you would believe, no doubt, thinking of me as you do. But at the moment, I … simply don’t want to be up on deck. Watching Aldarine come closer and closer.” This last was said in barely more than a whisper.
“Oh?” Griffin made a game, but entirely unsuccessful, attempt at a breezy tone. “With how often you complain about the miseries of being in Eyrdon, I’m surprised you’re not happier to be home.”
Mairid snorted. “Home. That’s a nice enough word, I suppose. At least, it seems to mean a great deal to people. But it has never, in all my life, applied to me.”
    
THE RESCUE PARTY decided to stay in the port city of Kaleth until Rufus returned to tell them in which direction they were to set off from there. In keeping with Helewise’s supposedly wealthy stature (she’d won the argument and the role of widow), she rented the entirety of a boarding house on the high side of the city, where the view of the sea was lovely, and the smell of the docks kept somewhat at bay.
The mistress of the house, a sharp-eyed busybody by the name of Arabel, asked quite a few questions, but seemed to accept their story well enough. She was somewhat less accepting of their “mixed-breed hunting hounds,” but they had plenty of silver to smooth over her objections in that regard.
Griffin, in the role of a servant, was obliged to share a small room with Wade, Ansel, and both dogs, an arrangement he did not mind in the slightest. The house was finer than any inn he’d stayed in, and cleaner as well, but he would’ve been equally agreeable if it weren’t. He would’ve been content in a rat-infested hole in the street, so long as it didn’t pitch and sway.
Perhaps it was because he was so grateful to be on solid land that he found Aldarine so delightful. The sun seemed to shine constantly. Kaleth was beautiful, with its white cobbled streets and tall, narrow buildings. And unlike Rivenmist, it was his to roam at will, provided he wore a hood to keep word of a redheaded giant from reaching the Red Cult; Erietta feared Arabel would get suspicious if the servants never left their rooms.
He was unused to being in any city, much less one where people and goods from a dozen different lands converged. Everywhere he looked there were new sights, new sounds and tastes, new vendors offering him this or that. Every language, every color, every shape and size of humanity seemed represented on the streets. He almost began to see why Mairid, after living in Aldarine so many years, had come to think of Cairdarin as gray, dismal, and uncouth.
Mairid herself was somewhat less delighted. When not called upon to play her part as Helewise’s lady’s maid, she kept mostly to herself, and was even more ill-tempered than usual when she joined the rest of the party—all but Helewise and Hester, who ate with Arabel—for a meal at the servants’ table.
Next to her foul mood, the most disagreeable part of their stay in Kaleth was their first attempt at the Nestric ritual, the night they arrived. They hadn’t had a chance to use Tomlin’s mirror back in Rivenmist, as Ansel’s balance was already taxed by the many tricks and disguises he cast there. And Griffin had been indisposed ever since. They were most eager to put the mirror to the test.
Unjustifiably so, as it turned out. Griffin never caught the slightest glimpse of Mithrin’s face in the glass. Whether this was because Nott and Ansel’s magic was dampened by the distance and the sea, or Mithrin’s was, or because the mirror was faulty, or because it was simply a bad night, was anyone’s guess.
Although they were able to rule out the last reason, after another failure the night after that.
Rufus returned just after breakfast on their third day ashore. Deryn closed herself up alone with the bird for nearly an hour before emerging, looking worried and a bit pale. “I think we’d best meet right away,” she murmured to Erietta.
Helewise and Hester were sent to keep the mistress of the house occupied, while the rest of the rescuers—blackhounds included—squeezed together in the musty attic, sitting around a map of Aldarine that Erietta unrolled on the floor.
“Remember when Esmerild talked about the ancient forests here in Aldarine, and how the redwings would likely be attracted to them? Or might already be tied to them?” Deryn pointed at a dark area along the northern side of the kingdom. “It seems she was correct.”
Mairid sighed. “No wonder you look so glum. I feared it might come to this, but I hoped it wouldn’t. I suppose Rufus has told you awful tales of monsters?”
“Not in so many words,” said Deryn. “More of … noises … I think. It’s difficult, as I’ve mentioned before, to get absolutely clear information from a pigeon’s thoughts. But there’s no question he views where Darbin is now as a very dangerous place. One he will not visit again, in fact, for any amount of cake. He seems convinced he barely escaped with his life. Some sort of predator, but I can’t say more than that.”
“I’ve no doubt there were several predators.” Mairid looked around at the others. “That’s Forstmald, which translates more or less to cursed wood. It is ancient, and there are all manner of legends about it, though I’ve never heard any about dragons, myself. Ghosts, demons, fairies. Thick walls of thorns that fence one in, or stretches of earth that swallow one whole. Most of these tales end with those who went in never coming back out again. Rufus is right. It is a dangerous place.”
“Was there anything else?” Erietta asked Deryn. “Anything about where they’re staying?”
“Something about them living in trees, unless I mistook him—”
“Harrows,” Mairid interjected. “The trees, I mean, that’s what they’re called. I’ve seen them. I’ve spent time in the north, although I’ve never been inside Forstmald. I’m not sure I can convey what the harrows are like in words, but suffice to say that they’re large enough for even a dragon to live in, and quite comfortably.”
“Speaking of dragons,” said Griffin, “did Rufus see any?”
Deryn shook her head. “Nor did he see Arun, or any of his fellow red pigeons. But he seemed certain the cultists were settled there, rather than passing through. And apparently with that, he considered his duty fulfilled, and left as fast as he could.” She bit her lip. “He won’t go back. Not to scout, and not even with us. If that’s our destination, I think I’ll have to set him free, to find his way back to Pendralyn, or not, as he likes.”
“What if what he likes is to go to Darbin?” Wade asked.
“Darbin is in that forest,” Deryn pointed out. “And if Rufus wanted to go back to him, he’s already had a dozen better chances to do it. In any case, I’m not sure we’ve got much choice. I think it’s very likely he would fly off and never return anyway, if I tried to force the issue. If cake isn’t sufficient motivation, loyalty to me won’t be.”
“We can make do without him.” Erietta twisted her braid around her fingers as she studied the map. “Though it would help to narrow things down a bit more. Was he able to give you a general direction, inside the forest?”
“Across the river.” Deryn shrugged. “And deep inside.”
Griffin traced a blue line that cut through the forest, from almost due north to its southeastern edge. “That must mean the northeast corner, then, I would think?”
“It seems likely.” Erietta peered at the map once more, then nodded. “It will be enough. Once we get that far, Holly can track Arun. Ash, too.” Holly and Ash both thumped their tails.
“As can we contrivers, perhaps,” Wade added. “That is what we came for, after all.”
“I’m afraid you’re also going to need me for what I came for.” Mairid rubbed her brow, as if fending off a headache, and muttered a string of decidedly undignified curses.
“What is it?” asked Griffin.
“Merlet spurs,” she said, almost groaning the words. “So I suppose that settles that argument.”
Griffin blinked at her. “What? Which argument? We’ve had quite a few, but none about spurs, that I can recall.”
“Do you know what merlets are?” Mairid asked.
“No,” said both Griffin and Wade, at the same time Erietta said, “They’re some sort of mythical horse, aren’t they?”
“More like apparitions that take the shape of horses,” said Mairid. “It’s said they bewitch weary travelers into mounting them, or sometimes merely abduct them outright. Either way, they gallop faster than the wind, straight to the River Dolbaris, where they throw their riders to their deaths. That would be the river we mean to cross, by the way, and it’s quite dangerous in parts. Falls, rocks, impossible currents.”
“But you can’t really believe all of that,” said Wade, half laughing. “About the creatures, that is, not the river.”
Mairid shrugged. “I don’t imagine you ever thought you’d see a dragon, until you did. Not everywhere is like Cairdarin, and dragons aren’t the only monsters who ever roamed the world, back in the ancient days. Perhaps not all of them went extinct like dragons.”
“There have always been stories of monsters in Dordrin and Aldarine,” Erietta said. “But I never saw any in Dordrin, apart from Graddoc himself. So I hoped that meant they were only rumors.”
“I’ve no proof that they’re more than that,” said Mairid. “But as I was just suggesting to Wade, there was a time when I didn’t believe in dragons, either. Or magicians, for that matter.” She spread her hands. “Yet here we are. Plenty of Aldars, and particularly the northerners, do believe in the creatures of Forstmald. And the only creatures common to every tale I’ve heard are the merlets. So I think we’d best prepare for them, at least. And it gives me no joy to say so, but your spells may not help us in this, at least not enough.”
Griffin cocked his head at her. “Hence merlet spurs. Which I suppose are something like what their name suggests?”
Mairid nodded. “Enchanted iron spikes, that you attach to your shoes. Like smaller versions of regular spurs—”
“Which are very cruel, by the way,” Deryn cut in. “And which one should never use on a real horse.”
“Agreed,” said Mairid, “but these horses are not real, and these spurs have the opposite effect. If you find yourself atop a merlet, you can use the spurs to make it stop. As the tale is told, it’s the only way to survive the encounter.”
“But these are enchanted objects.” Griffin narrowed his eyes at Mairid as he pieced it together. “Making them illegal in Aldarine. That’s what you mean, about needing you.”
Mairid hung her head. Griffin wasn’t sure he’d ever seen her look quite so miserable, not even when they’d discovered they were dead.
“Mairid?” he prompted.
“Every magical object in Aldarine was confiscated by the crown centuries ago. And purportedly destroyed. But of course they weren’t, really.” She looked back up, from Griffin to Erietta. “I’ve no doubt that Radley has several sets of merlet spurs in his treasury.”
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DERYN (A BIT tearfully) sent Rufus on his final assignment that same day, with a message for Radley, informing the king that they were coming. They asked that their audience be private, and their visit kept as secret as possible. Whether Radley would honor these wishes was difficult to say, though Mairid thought there was a fair chance of it, if only due to his general enthusiasm for conspiracies.
They didn’t wait for his reply to find out. Helewise told their hostess that they required immediate transport to the palace at Arganatt, as Radley’s master scout had personally requested an audience with her, to discuss the current state of things in Tarnarven. Accordingly, Arabel arranged for two carriages, which Deryn only narrowly managed to coax the blackhounds into.
It was Griffin’s first time in this particular type of conveyance, and he felt much the same about it as the hounds did. The rocking motion was too reminiscent of the ship for comfort. But they made quick time, northeast across rolling fields and wooded countryside, staying only one night in an inn along the way.
Radley’s palace stood several miles outside the capital city, and one look at its size told Griffin why that must be. Rather than the castle he’d expected, it was a cluster of three enormous mansions, set around an elaborate garden the likes of which he’d never seen, and surrounded by manicured orchards and groves providing a spectacular display of foliage. He stood still for several moments after he exited the carriage, staring through the simple iron fence—the place had obviously been built for luxury, not defense—and taking it all in.
“Are you all right?” Mairid came to stand beside him, her eyes on the center building. “You look a bit sick. I suppose it’s a rough ride, if you aren’t used to it.”
“You look a bit green yourself,” Griffin said, “though I doubt the ride has anything to do with it.”
In truth, it was difficult to tell how she looked, when her face was not her own. Both she and Erietta had been bespelled by the contrivers into plain (and hopefully forgettable) Aldar women, with lank light hair and brown eyes. If Radley had indeed kept their coming a secret, they would prefer that neither of them be recognized by any of his courtiers or servants.
When Mairid didn’t answer, Griffin gestured at the garden, a miniature city of plants and shrubs neatly arranged along winding flagstone streets. “It’s impressive.”
“Not so much now, but in the spring, when it’s flowering, it’s breathtaking.” She looked away, glancing back at the carriages. The others were occupied with sorting their packs, paying the drivers, or simply gaping, as Griffin had done, at the spectacle of Radley’s home. “I thought I’d arrived in paradise, the first time I saw it. Where is the queen?”
“Here.” Erietta stepped forward, then turned to address everyone as the carriages rolled away. “I would caution you all, especially those who have not met Radley before, to remember that we promised not to cause any sort of incident. To say nothing of the fact that we need something from him that Arun’s life may depend upon us getting. We’ve come uninvited to his home, and we must be unfailingly diplomatic, respectful, and deferential. I mention it because I can assure you that you will, at some point, very much wish you could do otherwise.” She smiled slightly. “I also mention it to remind myself.”
Then, to Griffin’s astonishment, she reached out and squeezed Mairid’s hand. “Are you ready?” she asked gently.
Mairid raised her chin. “I’m perfectly fine, thank you.”
Helewise informed the guards at the gate that the party was expected, and as the guards seemed not at all surprised, Griffin supposed it was true. They were all—even the hounds—ushered into the center building, then through a maze of corridors to what seemed to be a sitting room, appointed with oddly large furniture and a great many gilded mirrors. And there, slouched in an oversized, overstuffed chair, was the man who’d once been Mairid’s husband.
Griffin was not impressed. For one thing, he was too old for her. For another, he had a weak chin. And for a third, his red-rimmed eyes looked both stupid and cruel, a combination that was never anything but disastrous.
In a languid, smug voice that was every bit as obnoxious as Griffin had expected it to be, Radley said a few words in Aldar to the guards. With a salute, the two men bowed their way out of the room, closing the door behind them. Apparently relations between Aldarine and Eyrdon were at least cordial enough that his assassination at the Eyrd queen’s hands was not among Radley’s concerns.
As soon as they were alone, Mairid stepped forward, just as Wade lifted the spell that disguised her. She dropped into a deep curtsey and spoke briefly in Aldar before switching to Caird. “Majesty, I announce and present Erietta, Queen of Eyrdon, and her attendants.”
She turned to Erietta, who had likewise come forward, looking like herself again. “Majesty, I welcome you into the presence of my beloved king, Radley of Aldarine.”
Radley did not rise. “Attendants? Magicians, you mean. I saw that spell you had on your face. Both of you. What do you mean by using magic in my palace?” He scowled at Mairid. “It’s one thing for these barbarian heretics to do it. I can’t expect much better of them, I suppose. But I ought to have you lashed for allowing it.”
Griffin clenched a fist against his trousers, but Mairid only rolled her eyes. “Oh come now, Radley,” she said, dropping the formality of a moment before. “There’s nobody here but us. For which we thank you, of course, but there’s no use pretending you don’t have magicians of your own, and that you don’t command them to cast whatever spells suit you.”
Now Radley did rise, with shocking agility for a man with such a substantial paunch hanging over his trousers. He leaped at Mairid, hand raised, as if he meant to slap her.
Instinctively, Griffin moved between them. Not to be outdone, Holly and Ash raised their hackles and snarled at the king.
But Mairid didn’t flinch. Radley dropped his hand and laughed. “Control those dogs. And whatever sort of giant that is.”
Deryn ushered the hounds behind her, whispering at them until they both sat at polite attention, while Mairid murmured, “Griffin.” She gave his shoulder a gentle pull as she stepped in front of him again. Which in Griffin’s opinion placed her far too close to Radley, still standing there smirking.
She had scars. At least one that he’d seen, on her back, and probably others. Scars from him.
With an effort, Griffin replaced the string of curses in his head with the words Erietta had impressed upon them. Diplomatic, respectful, deferential.
“So, then.” Radley transferred his sneer to Erietta. “I can guess what brings you here, and with such secrecy and all. Looking for someone, are you?”
Erietta crossed her arms. “You are aware, then, that my brother is being held captive in your kingdom?”
“Of course.”
Griffin’s mouth went slack. Several of his companions looked likewise shocked. But neither Erietta nor Mairid gave any indication of surprise.
“Are you also aware,” Erietta asked, her voice icy, “that he was abducted on behalf of the red dragons, whom you might well be hosting in your northern forest as we speak?”
“Again, of course.” Radley offered her an indolent shrug. “It’s my business to know what goes on in my kingdom, especially when it’s something that big, isn’t it? They come and go, so they might not be there as we speak. But they more or less live there, the redwings, both of them. Have been living there for months. Well before you started plotting with the green ones.”
Now Erietta and Mairid looked just as appalled as the rest of them. Radley’s gaze flicked from one to the other and back again, his smirk deepening. “There’s no need to look so offended. What was I to do, tell them no? Demand that they leave? It doesn’t mean I want them there. I’d hardly have agreed to receive you, if I did. Nor would I have sent Mairid to help you last summer. I’ll grant you she’s not especially capable, but it’s the gesture that matters, isn’t it?”
Griffin clenched his jaw. This (so-called) man had sent Mairid to the gathering under the pretense that Aldarine wanted nothing more than to join the cause against the red dragons. Without ever bothering to mention that he was harboring those very dragons.
That chin really was irritating to look at. Griffin thought he would very much like to punch it. Or perhaps the nose. That would hurt worse.
We must be unfailingly diplomatic, respectful, and deferential.
“I cooperate with them when I have to, of course,” Radley went on. “What choice do I have? I’m certainly not about to wage a war against them. But since, as Mairid pointed out, it’s just us here, I don’t mind saying I’d much rather you waged that war. And that you won it. You can’t imagine I’ve forgotten what things were like here in Aldarine, the last time we let them run amok around the place, and that demon with them.”
Mairid turned to Erietta, her face pale and stiff. “I didn’t know.” Her eyes flitted to Griffin, then to the floor. “I came to the gathering in good faith. Not to spy or to serve two masters. If he used anything I reported to him against us, it was without my knowledge, and certainly without my support. I’ll swear it to whichever deity you’d like. I didn’t know.”
“Of course you didn’t.” Griffin’s pulse thrummed in his ears. We must be diplomatic. We’re not to cause an incident. “Not one person here doubts you, not for a moment.” He looked pointedly at the queen.
“No,” Erietta agreed, and to her credit, there wasn’t the slightest trace of doubt in her voice. “You needn’t assure us, Mairid. We know that.”
With a jerky nod, Mairid rounded on Radley, fists clenched. “You lied to me. You made me look like a liar in turn.” She scoffed and shook her head. “Not that I’m surprised, mind you. Drinking from both sides of the cup, as usual. You’ve always been the worst sort of coward.”
Before Griffin realized what was happening, before Mairid had any chance to defend herself, Radley’s arm darted out.
He struck her in the head with the back of his hand. Hard. Hard enough to send her staggering into Erietta beside her. She stumbled as Radley advanced, and wound up crouched on the floor, head bent, face hidden behind her hair.
“And you,” Radley hissed, “have always been a useless, unwanted, barren little shrew who didn’t know when to keep her mouth shut. Which, for future reference, is always.”
Ash barked. Holly growled. Erietta made a strangled noise of outrage. Wade cursed, while the rest of the party gasped and muttered.
But for all that, there was still every chance to avoid the diplomatic incident they’d promised Wardin they would not, under any circumstances, cause.
Until Griffin strode forward and, without thought or hesitation, punched the King of Aldarine squarely in the face.
    
GRIFFIN PACED BACK and forth along the damp cell wall, and waited to hear what his fate would be. Though he wasn’t entirely sure why it interested him so; was there really much difference, practically speaking, between hanging and beheading? The end result would be the same.
Hopefully it would be over quickly, whichever it was. Either could be quick, couldn’t it?
It must be one of those two. He’d assaulted a king. Death was the only penalty he’d ever heard of for such things.
There was no way out. Or none that his life was worth.
The queen might try to intervene, but if Radley refused her, what could she do? It wasn’t as if Griffin had been put in here unfairly, on some fabricated charge. He’d done precisely the thing he was being punished for doing.
He hadn’t had much chance to examine the tower he was in; perhaps it had vulnerabilities, and his friends could rescue him. But even if that were possible, the cost of saving him was likely too great. Wars had begun over lesser insults.
Not to mention, both the queen and the others were probably almost as eager to watch him die as Radley was. He’d let his temper get the better of him, and in so doing had jeopardized their entire mission. Thereby putting the archmagister, whom he’d come here to save—whose life was worth a thousand of Griffin’s—in even more danger.
But if Radley got his justice, perhaps he would let the rest of them go on.
Despite the cold air, Griffin’s hands were sweating. He wiped them against his trousers, and warned himself not to lose his dignity. After all, he’d seen the afterlife that awaited him. It wasn’t terrible.
A distant door clanged open, and a feminine voice said something to the tower guard. Erietta, perhaps, or Mairid? She continued speaking as footfalls approached. Definitely Mairid.
A ruddy, mustached face appeared in the door’s barred window, ordering Griffin to put his back and hands against the wall. When this instruction had been complied with, the guard opened the door just wide enough to admit the visitor.
She was cloaked and hooded, presumably to conceal her identity from those who would not recognize her voice as easily as Griffin did. They were still following the plan then, more or less. Would they tarry in Arganatt long enough to watch him die?
The guard said something to her in Aldar, then locked her in. Neither of them spoke as the man’s footsteps retreated. Mairid lowered her hood, and it occurred to Griffin that hers might be the last friendly face he ever saw.
A shame, then, that it wasn’t all that friendly. She was looking rather stern.
Finally, when the corridor was quiet again and Griffin could take the suspense no longer, he croaked, “Well?”
“You’ll have to stay here tonight.” Mairid shot a disgusted glance at the pile of moldy straw in the corner. Griffin still wasn’t certain whether it was meant to serve as his bed or as his lavatory. “And with no food, although they’ve let me bring in this.” She tossed him a small waterskin. “But we leave in the morning, so at least you’ll only have to fight the rats and lice for a few hours.”
Griffin blinked at her. “What do you mean, we leave?”
“I mean we leave. Honestly, they’re fairly simple, small words, even for you. There were four pairs of merlet spurs in the treasury, leaving one spur for eight of us, and we’ll have to rotate who goes without. Or at least, Radley claimed there were four pairs. Obviously we weren’t allowed down there. I’d wager there were more, and he shorted us out of spite. He wants us to succeed, but that doesn’t necessarily mean we must all survive Forstmald, does it?”
Mairid paused long enough to cock her head at his gaping face. “If you’re surprised he gave us any at all, you shouldn’t be. Radley is an idiot, obviously, and about as trustworthy as I am meek. But Graddoc pulled old Usher’s head off right in front of him. And then treated Radley like a slave.” Her brow creased. “Do you know, I’m not sure which he considered the greater trauma. But one way or another, it did put his priorities in proper order, when it comes down to it.”
“I …” Griffin shook his head, not quite following her words. His mind was still stuck on the news that he was apparently not to be executed. Mairid’s math with the spurs definitely suggested he was to leave here with them. But it seemed impossible that Radley would be merciful.
“Even he isn’t stupid enough to wish for a repeat of all that,” she went on. “It’s just as he told us himself. He’ll cooperate with the redwings to save his skin, and he’ll appear to cooperate with them no matter what, for the same reason. But he would very much like to see them defeated, by hands not his own. So he’ll keep serving both sides, but he’ll favor ours, when he can do so without their knowing.”
“But he’s going to let me go with you?”
She made an impatient noise. “Haven’t you been listening? The last thing Radley wants is a public trial and execution. Or even a private execution, for that matter. He needs the world to believe we were never here, lest it get back to the redwings, and to do that he must avoid anything that would draw attention to our visit. A scaffold is not a subtle thing.”
Griffin wished there were a chair. Or even a bit of floor that wasn’t entirely filthy. His knees felt weak.
Mairid didn’t seem to notice. She went right on speaking in that ordinary, practical tone, as if he hadn’t just narrowly missed having his head cut off. “He could just have you quietly stabbed, of course, without all the pomp, but however much he might bluster, he wants to avoid an incident every bit as much as we do. A war is even less subtle than a scaffold, and he’s in no better position to fight one than your king is. And Erietta assured him that nothing less than war would be the consequence, if he harmed you.”
“She …” Griffin swallowed. “She did?”
“You’re speaking very slowly, I notice. Did they beat you about the head? Yes, she did. I’d have left you to rot, myself.”
That snapped him out of his daze. He scowled at her. “I beg your pardon?”
“Well, it is your own fault. What were you thinking?”
“I wasn’t thinking,” Griffin snapped. “And it seems a tad ungrateful of you to chide me for it, I don’t mind saying. The only person I saw get beat about the head today was you. And you’re most welcome for coming to your defense.”
Mairid laughed. “Did you expect me to thank you for it? For risking everything, breaking your promise to your king, and making me look weak, besides?”
“I didn’t make you look weak.” The implication was not a kind one, especially to someone who despised weakness as much as she did. But Griffin didn’t care. He’d nearly gotten executed for her, and she was laughing at him?
No, he didn’t expect her to thank him for it. Of course he didn’t. Only minutes ago, he’d been thinking the very same things she’d just said, and reflecting on how furious with him they all must be.
But to be entirely honest with himself, he’d meant everyone except her.
Perhaps he had expected the tiniest of thanks, after all.
Instead, Mairid balled her hands into fists. “I didn’t need your help! I’ve taken many a slap from Radley. It does no harm that counts.”
Griffin ground his teeth. “I would argue that it’s done a great deal of harm. Of the sort that counts a great deal to those of us who are unfortunate enough to have to tolerate you.”
“What do you …?” Mairid waved the unfinished question away. “It doesn’t matter. You’ve no idea what you’re talking about, as usual. I had the situation well in hand.”
Now it was Griffin’s turn to laugh. “Yes, I could see that.”
“Did it not occur to you that I might be deliberately provoking him?”
“It’s occurring to me that you’re deliberately provoking me. But perhaps that’s giving you too much credit. Perhaps you simply can’t help being a shrew.”
He’d intentionally used the same word Radley had, and it hit its mark. Mairid took a step back, as if she’d been struck again.
But when she spoke, her voice was even. Uncaring. “Like most men who have more power than the character to manage it, Radley needs to believe everything is his idea and his choice. He needs to feel he’s keeping me in my place. Not to mention that the moment I called him a coward, he was determined to prove me wrong, and show that he wasn’t afraid to resist the redwings. All of which made him more likely to give us what we wanted—as he has.”
Griffin snorted. “Well done, then. I suppose you think it’s me who ought to be thanking you.”
Mairid came at him, at the same time making an outraged noise that gave the whole thing the effect of an angry goose. “You are impossible!”
“I’m impossible?”
“Yes! You really don’t realize how close you came to ruining everything, do you?” She planted her small hands on his chest and pushed. As hard as she could, Griffin supposed, but given the disparity in their sizes, it was entirely ineffectual. Which only seemed to make her angrier. “He could have killed you!”
The air seemed to leave Griffin’s chest, taking his heartbeat along with it. He stepped back, not so much to get away from her, as to get a better look at her in the dim light. He studied her face for several moments.
Then he raised a brow, trying to look amused. “You do realize you just equated my death with ruining everything?”
Mairid scoffed and turned away. “I only came to give you the water, and to let you know that we’ll be back for you at dawn, at which point we’re all to remove ourselves—disguised again—quietly from Arganatt and never return.” She banged twice on the door. “Now that I’ve done so, I’ve more pleasant places to be.”
“Mairid?” Griffin asked.
She didn’t look back at him. “What?”
“Did you just say never return? Any of us?”
“Yes, apart from whichever of us returns the spurs.” Now she did look over her shoulder, a slight smile playing at her lips. “I’ve been permanently banished from Aldarine, once our business here is done.” The guard’s face appeared in the window, and he opened the door for her. As she walked out, Mairid said, “So I suppose I can thank you for that.”
A few moments later, Griffin heard the outer door bang as she left the tower, off to her more pleasant place. But in her wake, this unpleasant one no longer seemed as bad.
He was not to die.
And as for Mairid, she wasn’t quite the shrew she seemed.
She says mean things, but she rarely does mean things.
Mam had said that, and she was right. Griffin had realized some time ago that with Mairid, you couldn’t look for the truth in her words. You had to look for it beneath them.
And he’d found it in her face, a minute ago. There was plenty of anger there, of course, but there was something else, too—the thing that had caused the anger.
She’d been scared. Terrified, possibly.
She’d been scared for him.
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“THE SUN IS SETTING ALREADY. And they look angry.” Helewise cast a bleak look at the foreboding line of trees—if they could be called mere trees—standing guard at the edge of Forstmald. “I won’t go in there in the dark, I’ll tell you that. Not with all we’ve heard about the place.”
“First wise thing you’ve said since we left the magistery,” said Hester. “We’ll obviously have to camp here for the night. Although I don’t much like the idea of those beastly things watching me, either.”
Erietta rolled her eyes at the sisters. “You’re going to have to get accustomed to the idea of being in there in the dark, you know. It’s a big forest. We’ll have to spend at least one night inside. Likely more.”
“Doesn’t mean we have to begin that way,” said Helewise. “It would be bad luck.”
Erietta continued to argue in favor of going on for another hour or two, perhaps to see if the hounds could get any sense of Arun, but Griffin stopped listening. He was too busy staring at the tangle of dark branches, the torrent of bloodred autumn leaves.
No, definitely not mere trees. These were behemoths. Ancient giants, perhaps, frozen in some spell that had turned them to wood, just as the harp had turned Mithrin to stone. He cocked his head at a hollowed-out trunk, certain that one of Pendralyn’s classrooms could have fit comfortably inside it. “What did you say they were called?” he asked Mairid.
“Harrows.” She looked almost as awestruck as Griffin felt. “I’ve never been quite this close to them before. I’ve only passed by Forstmald in a carriage.” Without taking her eyes from the trees, she raised her voice to take Helewise and Hester’s side, and announce to the group in general that she thought it wise to minimize the number of nights spent inside the forest—since legend told that the harrows would swallow you, if you slept beneath them in the dark.
With an exasperated noise, Helewise pressed her fists to her hips. “That might have been helpful information to give us before we set out, don’t you think?”
“I thought I’d mentioned it,” said Mairid.
Hester crossed her arms. “You certainly did not.”
“Well,” Mairid said with a wave, “what good would it have done? It’s not as if Radley has spurs that control the trees.”
While the bickering continued, Deryn took Griffin’s elbow and whispered, “It’s a poor place to conduct a seance, too, don’t you think? It seems to have enough of a dark and deathly feel about it already. What if you conjured something you didn’t intend to? Something even worse than Mithrin?”
Griffin smiled down at her. She was concerned for Nott, he knew, but she would never think it right to issue commands to her sweetheart. Far easier to issue them to Griffin. Couched as questions, of course. “You needn’t worry about that,” he assured her. “I’m fairly certain we’ve given up for now, anyway.”
He and his fellow ritualists had not produced even the faintest glimmer of Mithrin’s reflection on this side of the sea, and with all the cloaking the contrivers were doing, Ansel had enough to tax his balance. After another failure the night before—their third since their arrival in Aldarine—the trio had agreed that it might be best to hold their efforts until they reached Cairdarin again.
Which meant Griffin might have a chance at some real sleep tonight. After seeing to the fire (he’d turned out to have a knack for setting mundane ones), he set up his bedroll at the edge of their camp, several strides away from the harrows everyone seemed to fear so much.
For his part, he was more fascinated than afraid. His idea of fitting a classroom inside one of them struck his fancy, and he was imagining what sort of lessons he would teach in a tree, when Erietta sat down beside him.
“You know, I was the same way,” the queen said.
“Pardon?”
“About Wardin. For the longest time, I refused to admit I was in love with him. And who could blame us? Nobody wants to marry into a royal family, do they?”
Griffin blinked at her. “Are you suggesting I’m in love with the king?”
With a laugh, Erietta tipped her chin in the direction Griffin had been looking a moment ago. But when he followed her gaze now, it wasn’t to his classroom tree. It was to Mairid, in between them and the harrow, sitting on a rock with Wade. Judging by her bright face and wide smile, he’d just said something deeply amusing.
“Worse for you than for me,” the queen went on, “considering which royal family we’re talking about, in your case. But do you know, I believe she may be the best of them. Not that I would go so far as to suggest her for you, mind. But I will admit I’ve come to think better of her. She’s a good person, I think, in spite of herself.”
“Marry into a royal f— marry?” Griffin sputtered. “What in Eyrdri’s name are you talking about?”
She laughed again, this time loud enough to draw a look or two. At least Mairid remained deep in her own conversation, and apparently (blessedly) unaware of this one.
“The fact that you needn’t be quite so horrified by the notion, that’s what,” Erietta said. “Her last tie with Aldarine has just been cut. She has no position in Harth anymore. There are far too many in front of her for her place in the line of succession to matter, and I think we can assume she would refuse to be bartered off as a bride for political purposes again, even if Janet were inclined to try. So practically speaking, she hasn’t got anywhere else to go, has she? And it’s not as if marrying her would come with any sort of duties. It wouldn’t even be as bad as Arun with Rora, the more I think about it.”
Griffin shook his head at her, at a loss for a coherent reply. Or even an incoherent one. “Whatever gave you the notion that I would wish to marry Mairid Lancet?” he asked at last.
“The way you were staring at her just now, for one thing,” Erietta said with a shrug. “Looking wistful, and not a little bit troubled.”
“I was staring at that tree.” He pointed. “Looking pensive. I was imagining a botany lesson, if you want to know.” He scoffed. “I assure you, I am not in love with Mairid.”
Erietta patted him on the knee. “Griffin, three days ago you nearly started a war for her. I assure you, you are.”
    
GRIFFIN GAVE as little thought as possible to his conversation with the queen. For one thing, the whole notion was preposterous. For another, there was the possibility that, in some very small sense, it was not preposterous. But mainly, he had far more important things to concern himself with. Like the archmagister.
And the hissing.
In the morning light, the harrows were far less harrowing. Their crimson leaves shone so brightly, one might have thought they were giving off the light themselves, that they were somehow lit from within. It made the forest feel almost welcoming.
There was very little undergrowth to trouble the party. The weather was perfect, the walking easy. It all would have been lovely, despite the forest’s reputation. Were it not for the hissing.
In Griffin’s opinion, hissing of any sort was unsettling. It became especially so when not only its source, but even the direction from which it came was unidentifiable. It was everywhere and nowhere at once, echoing, circling, closing in. Perhaps the trees themselves were doing it.
The hounds were even more uneasy about it than the humans were, and could not be coaxed into continuing until Deryn offered them promises of finding Arun’s trail, if only they could make it across the river. And until Mairid offered them her portion of sausage.
Apart from the sausage sacrifice, Mairid was no help at all. “I have no idea what it is,” she said. “I’ve never heard of malevolent snakes in Forstmald, but then I’m sure I’ve never heard of a lot of things that live here.”
“Lovely.” Hester peered up at the harrows. “Perhaps it’s not several snakes, but one giant one, big enough to wind its way round the whole forest, and that’s why we can hear it everywhere.”
Deryn stopped to follow her gaze, shading her eyes with one hand. “I’ll grant you that some of those branches look like they could be part of a giant snake. But I’m sensing no snakes nearby, giant or otherwise. And even if they were evil snakes, who didn’t want to speak with me, I’d almost certainly at least know they were there. When we first started out there were a few squirrels, but since then not many animals at all.” She smiled at Hester, as if this had been somehow encouraging, and resumed walking. “Oh, a flock of crossbills did pass overhead, but they didn’t want to slow down for a discussion of dragons or archmagisters.”
“Best ignore it,” Helewise said. “It might be trying to tempt us, or scare us, or distract us. And I imagine we’ll find enough trouble in this place, without meeting it partway.”
Griffin was not at all certain that was the wisest strategy. Danger, in his experience, was rarely driven off by pretending it didn’t exist. But he did his best to comply—at least, for as long as he could.
By midday, he could no longer ignore the heaviness in his limbs. Nor the fact that he was beginning to stumble.
The others were faring no better. Wade and Nott were breathing so heavily, it nearly drowned out the hissing. The rest were silent, apart from the occasional sound of one of them tripping over a root or fallen limb. Though he’d been avoiding looking at Mairid for most of the day, Griffin glanced at her now to find her sagging and wan, head bent, eyes drooping. Only the hounds seemed immune to the fatigue. Though their hackles were raised, they trotted along with as much fortitude (and as little enthusiasm) as ever.
“We need to rest,” Griffin mumbled.
“No,” said Mairid.
“What do you mean, no?” Erietta’s voice sounded far away. “I could command you—”
“It’s the merlets,” Mairid interrupted.
Hester huffed, though it sounded more like a wheeze. “You said you didn’t know what it was.”
“Not the hissing,” said Mairid. “The exhaustion. We’ll come upon them soon. Saddled and ready to ride. We must ignore them.” She stopped and looked blearily around. “Who’s without a spur? Wade? Unless you want to switch with someone else, we’ll have to bind your—”
She went on talking, but Griffin shut her voice out. Why should he waste what little energy he had listening to her? The woman was speaking nonsense. Of course he wouldn’t ignore a horse. Of course he would ride. He could imagine no greater boon, in fact.
And he would have told Mairid as much, if he’d had it in him to speak. His feet felt heavy, so heavy. When they came to a clearing, an eternity of steps later, he had to brace his hand against the last of the great trees to propel himself forward.
There, glossy in the dappled light, stood nine dazzling white horses. One for each member of their party. As promised, they were already saddled.
Hester and Helewise were at the sides of the two nearest before Griffin had even properly taken in the sight. The others were more cautious, perhaps, but no less eager. Griffin watched as first Nott, then Erietta, then Ansel drifted toward the horses.
And who could blame them? This was exactly what they all needed—what Griffin himself needed. A gift from the deities, perhaps.
Or … something else? There was something about horses. Something he was supposed to remember. Something he was supposed to do.
Spur?
He glanced down at the spur attached to his boot. Yes, that was it. He must be meant to use it to ride.
Or to not ride?
No, not riding would be silly. The party clearly couldn’t walk any longer. Mounts were the only thing that would allow them to keep going. To get to Arun sooner, to get home to Pendralyn sooner.
Griffin approached one of the horses at the back of the clearing, the tallest of them. “Hello.”
Somewhere behind him, Ash and Holly were growling. One of them barked, the sound clipped and urgent. Could Deryn not control them? This was supposed to be a covert journey. There was no telling what they would draw to them, if they worked themselves up to the full blackhound cry.
Besides, they might scare the horses.
But this horse seemed untroubled. It lowered its head, and Griffin reached up and stroked its velvety nose. Its lips skittered over his palm, perhaps searching for something. With a laugh, he reached into his pack for an apple. “I suppose it’s the least I can do, if you’re going to bring me home.”
One moment, Griffin was offering the apple. The next, he was in the saddle, with no recollection of having mounted. No matter. This was exactly where he wanted to be.
Until the horse began to run.
Or fly, more like.
Instantly, the world was reduced to a blur of colors, a whistling in Griffin’s ears. Wind in his face, all around him, engulfing him. Yet he couldn’t seem to catch any of it in his lungs. The daze lifted, and his thoughts snapped back into focus. Just in time to realize he was going to die.
Spur.
Griffin kicked at the merlet’s side with his spurred boot.
He never felt the creature slow or stop. It was simply gone.
Leaving Griffin to slam into the ground, wrist twisting, leg smashing against a harrow root. His face was more fortunate, and found a pile of leaves, which immediately set to choking him.
Sputtering and spitting, he clambered to his feet and tested his leg. It took his weight, though not without complaint.
Good enough. The sound of Mairid screaming told him which direction to go. It seemed a long—and painful—run back to the clearing.
The first thing he saw was Deryn, bent over a prone and paralyzed Nott, while the latter’s eyes shot around a bit madly. But the real spectacle was behind them, where despite the ropes that pinned his arms to his sides, Wade was attempting to mount the single remaining merlet. He’d somehow made it most of the way up, and the creature was already trying to move away.
Its progress was hindered by Mairid, clinging to its side like a barnacle, one arm threaded through the saddle’s girth. While the merlet bucked, her other hand flailed around, trying to get a grip on Wade. Holly and Ash raced to and fro, snarling and snapping at the horse’s hooves.
Griffin bolted over to them—dodging the inert form of Helewise on the way—and broke the stalemate between Mairid and the merlet by simply grabbing Wade by the ropes (and a bit by the seat of his trousers) and tugging him off. They rolled across the ground while Mairid disengaged, falling herself.
Like a bright horse-shaped mist, the merlet broke and faded, until it dissolved into nothingness. As if it had never been there at all.
    
DERYN HAD SNAPPED out of the spell almost immediately, when in trying to communicate with one of the merlets, she met only what she would later describe as a thick darkness, like tar, where a horse ought to be. While she couldn’t deter the monsters themselves with magic, she did manage to paralyze Nott and Helewise before they mounted. The rest of the party made use of their spurs, apart from Wade, who they’d thought was bound securely enough to be safe.
Nearly everyone had bruises, sprains, and cuts to complain of, but nobody was seriously hurt. All agreed that it could have been far worse—and would have been, were it not for Radley.
They further agreed that a bit of rest was in order. Or at least a bit of food. They hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and by the time everybody was roused, untied, healed, and balanced, they were all famished. The clearing seemed a fine place to refresh themselves, now that it wasn’t full of merlets.
When he’d finished his chunks of hard bread and even harder cheese (his last apple had gone to the merlet), Griffin leaned back against a harrow and closed his eyes. The oppressive fatigue of the merlets’ spell was gone, but it had left a more honest, more aching weariness in its wake. It was lovely to simply sit here, with the sun on his face, enjoying the first moments of quiet since …
“Quiet.” He straightened, looking around at the others. “It’s quiet.”
“I think we’re all a bit too tired for conversation,” said Hester.
Deryn, who’d been lying on her back with her head on Nott’s legs, sat up. “He means the hissing.”
“You’re right.” Ansel lifted his face and sniffed, as if he could somehow sense the hissing monsters that way. “It’s gone.”
“Perhaps Mairid was wrong, then.” Wade winked at Mairid. “Perhaps it was the merlets making the sound, after all, and the silence means they’ve truly gone.”
Mairid shot him an irritated look in return. “I was not wrong. Of course it wasn’t the merlets. They’re meant to be convincing as horses, and horses do not hiss.”
While they argued the point, Erietta stood and walked a slow lap around the clearing, arms crossed, eyes searching the trees around them. When she returned to the group she said, “We’re going to camp here.”
“What, tonight?” asked Helewise. “There are hours of daylight left. We can go for miles yet.”
“No, now,” said the queen. “I, for one, am exhausted, and none of you look any better than I feel. We contrivers will set up a rotating watch, so we can cloak everyone a bit. We’ll rise after sunset and continue on then.”
“Continue on then?” Hester repeated, sounding scandalized. “In the dark?”
“Doesn’t it seem a bit unwise to sleep in the same spot where we were just attacked?” Nott asked, then smiled when Erietta arched a brow at him. “If I may ask. Majesty.”
She shrugged. “Why not? The merlets haven’t come back, and the hissing has stopped.”
“And the hounds don’t sense any danger nearby.” Deryn gestured at Ash and Holly, who were sprawled together in a spot of sun, snoring away. “They seem quite comfortable, and they certainly weren’t before.”
“As to the dark,” said Erietta, “if there are going to be monsters lurking in it, I’d rather face them on my feet, with my eyes open. It may be dangerous to sleep in this forest at night. Everything Mairid told us about the merlets, and the spurs, turned out to be true. Who’s to say the legend about the trees swallowing us isn’t true, as well?”
“I find myself agreeing with the queen,” said Mairid. “We’re going to have to sleep at some point. Surely it’s better that it not be at night.”
Wade settled the matter by volunteering to take the first watch. Nott still looked a bit uneasy, but Griffin had little difficulty following the queen’s command, or the blackhounds’ lead.
He dreamed of a suffocating darkness.
And woke unable to breathe.
If hissing could be deafening, this hissing most certainly was. Holly yelped twice. Her third was abruptly cut off.
Gasping, Griffin tried to move toward the sound, but found he could not bend at the waist. His arms were pinned to his sides. Something was sliding along his body, curling around him. Squeezing.
Black dots swarmed across his eyes. He blinked them away until he had a relatively clear view of his chest—and the serpent. It looked as if it were made of shadow.
Thrashing, scrambling with his feet, Griffin tried knocking himself against the trunk of the nearest tree, in hopes of dislodging the creature. When that did nothing, he closed his eyes and summoned all of his (mundane, but considerable) strength, and thrust his arms outward.
For one blessed moment, he felt relief—the snake loosened its grip, coming apart like smoke.
Only to reform again, and squeeze harder than ever.
Helewise must have been on watch. She and Mairid were a short distance away, standing but wrapped almost entirely in darkness from neck to knee. While Griffin watched, mouth flapping like a fish’s as he struggled for air, another of the creatures dropped from a branch and slithered to Mairid’s feet. It began to wind itself around her ankles.
The others, even the blackhounds, were likewise encased in shadows. Nott and Deryn, and Ash between them, appeared to still be sleeping. Or perhaps they had passed out. Glancing to his left, Griffin saw that Hester was unconscious, as well. Erietta, Wade, and Ansel were awake, eyes wide and bulging.
None of them could move, or make a single sound. They were simply going to suffocate, in silence, staring at one another until their eyes could see no more.
Or perhaps not—magic did not require either movement or voice.
The clearing filled with dozens of Eriettas, Wades, and Ansels, flitting about, trying to distract the shadow serpents, to draw them away from their living counterparts.
The snakes simply ignored them.
Tricks would do them no good, it seemed. And it was far too late for a cloaking spell to hide them.
But the monsters were made of shadow, and there was one thing that could always banish darkness.
Head swimming, Griffin strained against the snake, and threw it off him once more. He had only a second or two before it reformed, but that was long enough to call—or croak—Deryn’s name.
She didn’t move.
Though his strength was failing fast, Griffin managed to repeat this maneuver three more times, until his final hoarse shout of, “Deryn! Nott! Fire!” made Ash, at least, stir.
With a fierce growl, the blackhound thrashed, moving just enough to bump his heavy head against Deryn’s. He licked her face.
Griffin couldn’t see what happened after that, not with all those stars in his eyes, and the black, blobby insects they were colliding with. He felt himself begin to fade …
… until a dazzling light exploded over everything else, snapping him back to his senses.
Deryn had lit a pile of leaves on fire. She rolled close to it, close enough to burn herself.
Close enough for the shade wrapped around her to disappear with a harsh popping sound, like a wet log in a fire.
Griffin rolled for the fire himself, bucking his legs, inching toward it. Too slowly.
Thankfully, Deryn obliged by setting a nearby fallen limb (a mere twig, to a harrow) ablaze. Much of Griffin’s beard was singed, but that was a small price to pay for breath.
A sage’s fire was perhaps not as closely controlled as a red dragon’s, but it was controlled enough for this task. Before long Deryn was joined by Nott in igniting leaves, roots, and blankets. Between them, they managed to free all of their companions, without burning anyone quite to death.
Griffin scrambled over to Helewise and Mairid, who had clearly been attacked first, and were in the direst condition. While Mairid gulped in air, her face a deathly shade of blue-white, Griffin bent over the unconscious Helewise, slapping at her face, then finally blowing air into her nose and mouth himself, until at last she took a breath.
For a moment, it seemed they’d all survived.
But there were too many of the shadow serpents. More and more were dropping from the harrows, or slithering out from between them. Griffin was sure there would be no way to fend them all off without setting all of Forstmald on fire. Which might not have been so very terrible a thing, had the archmagister not been in there, somewhere.
Just as Griffin was losing all hope, something else came from above, not plopping from the branches but soaring through them. At first he thought they were giant, man-sized birds. Then he saw that they were something altogether different.
Though their legs were covered in the feathers of birds—hawks, ravens, doves—from the waist up, they were men and women, with arms as well as wings. Their bare feet were entirely avian, while their otherwise ordinary human hands ended in raptor-like talons.
The fanciful (yet thoroughly frightening) tales of his youth called them snatchers. Even in a world where dragons had returned and spectral horses lurked in ancient forests, Griffin would never have believed they were real.
There were seven or eight, perhaps ten of them. Though each had skin the same color as his or her feathers, their hair was without exception orange, as were their eyes. The effect was, to put it mildly, striking. They would have been even more terrifying than the snakes—had they not been banishing the creatures.
They dived and screeched, batting with wings, cutting with talons, rending smoky flesh as the humans could not. Griffin’s party clustered together, back to back, still unsure whether this was a new threat to fight. But they relaxed considerably when both blackhounds wagged their tails and sat, quite happily, to wait while the snatchers did their work.
Only when the last of the shadow serpents had been dispersed like vapor did one of the snatchers land to address the humans, while her companions alighted on branches above.
She wore a tight-fitting shirt of gray-white fur, a sharp contrast to her feathers, black and glossy as a crow’s. Her orange hair was a riot of small braids so unruly they almost looked like snakes themselves, though to Griffin they more brought to mind Annis, a marshal he’d met in the realm of the dead.
The snatcher spoke in Aldar at first, her voice low and throaty. Mairid curtseyed and said a few words in return, then turned to the others. “This is Aellith. She, er, lives here.”
Aellith nodded and switched to heavily accented (and somewhat imperfect) Caird. “You will have to come with us, in the course. But I would appreciate if you will attend to these fires before that. May I assume it is considered an ill manner in your culture as well as mine, to trespass on a person’s home and burn it down, in all the same day?”





10
THE SUN WAS SINKING behind the great trees of Forstmald when the snatchers—Griffin had as yet been given no other name for them—brought the rescue party to a level stretch of land, with no ground cover apart from fallen leaves. Nests were tucked into the harrows’ lower branches, while the trunks of the largest had been hollowed out and furnished with familiar, human objects: straw cots, clay pots, wooden boxes.
Only the blackhounds seemed completely comfortable, trotting along with their tongues lolling and their tails high. The others looked nervously around as the occasional orange-topped head poked down or out, watching them. Whispers and murmurs followed their progress.
Were the voices hostile? Friendly? Merely curious? It was impossible to say.
Landing a few strides ahead, Aellith escorted them on foot with jerky, bobbing strides (her joints were hidden beneath her feathers, and Griffin couldn’t quite work out whether they were more human or avian in function), into a clearing where room had been made for a large fire. Another of her kind, this one male, stood waiting for them, dark like her and dressed the same.
“I am Basilon,” he said, addressing himself to Erietta. Though his speech was slow and deliberate, his accent could have passed for a native Caird’s. “You might call me king, in your words, though it is a small kingdom I rule. And I am told you are a queen, and the person in command of your company.”
“I am.” Erietta curtseyed. “And my company came willingly, as Aellith will tell you, offering neither argument nor resistance. We meant no harm in trespassing on your lands, and wish for no enmity between us.”
Basilon shot Aellith an amused look. “Is that what you told them? I suppose they think they have been brought before me for some sort of trial.” He looked back at Erietta, a smile still softening his otherwise sharp features. “My mate is mischievous, as we ravens tend to be. She was meant to invite you, not take you into custody.”
“Oh?” Erietta looked from one raven to the other, her face visibly relaxing. Griffin’s chest—already sorely abused by the shadow-snake, and none the better for being anxious—likewise eased a bit.
“We wish for no enmity either,” Basilon said. “On the contrary, I believe we may have a common cause. As you are Cairds, I am assuming you have come all this way to fetch the other Caird, the one those infernal dragons have taken. We very much wish you would, before he makes things worse for us.” He twitched his wings, much like the very dragons he’d just denounced, before adding, “And if, while you are about that task, you would like to drive the dragons off entirely, we would hardly complain.”
    
BASILON INVITED Erietta to dine with him and Aellith, and upon hearing that two of their number were nonmagical, insisted that those persons join them as well. Two other snatchers—one white as a dove, the other speckled red like a hawk—led the rest of the party away to the warm shelter of the tree-homes, while Griffin and Mairid followed behind the monarchs, human and avian alike, toward the most massive harrow Griffin had yet seen.
“What do you suppose he wants us for?” Mairid whispered.
Griffin shrugged. “Perhaps they’re like the other Aldars, mistrustful of magic. Although that wouldn’t make much sense for creatures who are obviously magical themselves.”
“I don’t think you ought to be calling them creatures. That seems very rude, even for you.”
“I may be unsophisticated, by your standards, but I’m rarely rude. I’m not sure snatchers is any more flattering.”
“Harpies.” Aellith turned her head and fixed them with an intense orange eye. “We preference harpies. And we have better ears than you seem to know. As for what we want you for, there will be a due course of discussion. Basilon will explain.”
Inside the great harrow was a hollowed-out hall, furnished with tables and chairs as well as hanging perches. The walls were carved with intricate images, scenes of the forest and the River Dolbaris, all prominently featuring harpies. Although there were no torches or other open flames (understandably, as they were in a tree), the space was well lit by hooded lamps, fueled by what, Griffin could not say.
Aellith opted for a perch, where she folded herself into a birdlike crouch, but Basilon sat with his guests at a large, circular table, wings draped over the back of his chair. That settled the question of how the harpies’ legs worked; it seemed they had the usual sorts of hips and knees, allowing them to sit in the usual way, followed by a third joint, higher up than a human ankle, that bent in the opposite direction.
The hawkish harpy who’d assisted the others came into the hall a short while later, carrying a basket overflowing with fruit, leafy vegetables, nuts, and honey. Another followed with a flagon of something—Griffin supposed it would be too much to hope for mead—and several wooden cups.
“We do not burn our fare, as men are so fond of doing,” said Basilon. “But I imagine you will find something you can eat.”
As the flagon did turn out to be mead, Griffin found no cause for complaint. He spread honey lavishly over half a golden apple and sat back with his cup, waiting to hear what the harpies wanted from them—and from him in particular.
“You have word of my brother,” Erietta said. “The Caird captive you referred to. Can you tell us where he’s being kept? And by how many?”
“I can do better, and provide a guide to take you there,” said Basilon.
“Not the entire of the distance, you will understand,” Aellith interjected. “But as close as we will allow any of our flock to go. We can protect you from some of the other things in Forstmald, while we show you the ways. Few creatures here believe it is wise to challenge us.”
“Few but the dragons,” Basilon said, his throaty voice rippling in what sounded almost like a growl. “There is a ford north of here, easy for even your legs, I would guess, and the current is gentle there. I assume your dogs can swim?”
“They can,” said Erietta. “Though they won’t much care for it, if it’s cold.”
“Then they won’t much care for it, but it cannot be helped.” Basilon skewered a grape with his talon and popped it into his mouth. “The dragons are just beyond the bend in the river. If you leave here as the sun rises, you can reach them before it sets again. We will be your hosts until then, of course. There is no place else that would be safe for you to sleep.”
Erietta inclined her head. “We are most grateful. I hope we can one day repay your kindness.”
“And I hope that day will be tomorrow,” said Basilon. “As to your other question, I do not know how many men. Not so very many, I think. But there are three dragons.”
“Two red, one black?” Griffin leaned forward. Margarth and Ismant, he’d expected, but a third dragon would mean the elusive Adalant was there. Perhaps he would get his first look at her, before long.
“Just so,” said Basilon.
“We were told that Adalant was imprisoned in Aldarine,” Mairid said, “back when the dragons slept. We thought it might have been here in Forstmald.”
“It was,” Aellith confirmed. “And when they came for her, Graddoc and his servants, none in this forest could do any of the things to stop them.” She shuddered, ruffling her feathers and shaking her perch. “I watched them raise her. It was a terror day.”
“And so you must understand, that part of the forest is their lair.” Basilon said the word lair as if it held great significance, then paused, his orange gaze landing on each of them in turn. He must not have seen the reaction he wanted, because he added, “With a dragon’s lair comes a dragon’s hoard.”
“Ah.” Griffin was beginning to see how he and Mairid might be useful. “And Adalant likely has some things she took—or Ismant took—from Borald’s lair.”
The shake of Basilon's head was sharp, more birdlike than human. “I was not speaking of Adalant’s hoard. I suppose she makes herself out to be powerful, and she has certainly been a dire enemy to us. But Dracanvent was far worse, by all accounts. He nearly made my kind extinct. They like to eat us, you see. Dragons.”
“They preference our young,” Aellith added, her voice an eerie murmur from above. The hair on the back of Griffin’s neck prickled.
“Just so,” whispered Basilon.
A heavy silence followed these words, broken by a croaking noise from Basilon that might have been an attempt to clear his throat. “You will see why we have little desire to keep them as neighbors. Or to keep them at all. In any case, it is old Dracanvent’s hoard that you will find their new queen perched atop.”
“Dracanvent,” Erietta repeated. “We haven’t heard of him.”
“You know that the old ones imprisoned brothers and sisters,” said Aellith. “And you with no doubt know why. But do you know how the particular brothers and sisters were chosed? Have you wondered?”
“I suppose they just happened to be the ones who walked into whatever trap was laid for them,” Mairid said.
“In part,” said Basilon. “But it’s important to ask why that was. Those nine dragons—or eight, I suppose—”
“Seven, actually,” Erietta interrupted. “One was turned to stone this past summer.”
Basilon’s bright brows shot up. “Oh? I had not heard that. On those matters of which I am informed, I am well informed. The crows tell us much, and they have heard a great deal these past months, from the magistery in Dordrin. But there are gaps in my knowledge. Particularly when it comes to matters that happen across the sea.”
“It was a greenwing,” said Erietta. “She was our ally.”
“And our friend,” Mairid added.
Griffin bowed his head, grieving, as always, his own part in Story’s fate. “It was a great loss, though we hope to reverse it one day.”
“The seven dragons, then.” Basilon fluttered his wings, showing none of his guests’ regret at this news. “They were chosen deliberately, because they were thought to be the least threatening to their captors. They were the least, the weakest of their kind.”
Griffin’s mouth fell open. Adalant … Fendrath … Esmerild were considered weak? Unimportant? He nearly laughed at the notion that the eldest greenwing hadn’t been running things a thousand years ago as surely as she was today.
“Dracanvent was an otherwise matter,” Aellith said.
“The fiercest and most formidable dragon of his time,” her mate agreed. “Of all time, as our histories tell it. And not only because he nearly ate us into oblivion, although that does not make the tales more favorable to him. His lair was here—is here. And with it, as I said, his hoard. I have it on good authority that it remains here still.”
“And what treasures did he keep in this hoard?” Erietta asked. “I gather you think them a danger to us?”
“To some of us,” Griffin guessed.
Basilon bobbed his head at him. “Some dragons, like the greenwings, create their own treasures. Redwings prefer to plunder theirs. Among Dracanvent’s were some of the greatest objects ever made magical by his green-hided rivals.”
“Like the harp,” said Griffin, then glanced at Erietta. “Not the harp of stone, the one that revealed hidden objects. One of the redwings stole it from Esmerild. I suppose it’s a habit they’ve never broken.”
“A harp.” Basilon let out a squawking laugh. “Such things are the least of your worries. I said the greatest objects. Not the most entertaining ones. Not the trifles.”
Erietta looked down into her cup, narrowing her eyes. “Might that include something that could both detect when a human is using magic, and choke him for it?”
“It for certain might,” said Aellith. “And worse. These dragons, the ones who were waked, have spent a great much of time in the past years seeking … digging?” She tilted her head at Basilon.
“Excavating,” he supplied. “They likely have all of Dracanvent’s things by now, or nearly all.”
“Enchanted things, that he stole.” Griffin leaned back in his chair, rubbing his chin. Wondering what fresh horrors he might shortly be called upon to resist.
“But even so,” said Erietta, “there’s something they haven’t been able to find. Perhaps because it requires human magic, rather than dragon magic. Something they’ve taken Arun for, to force him to make.”
Basilon gave her a jerky nod. “Which is why I say, again, that we would prefer you fetch your friend—your brother—home, before he makes things worse for us. We have more dragons than we would like in Forstmald as it is. We do not wish for any more.”
“Then it is something to do with the breeding,” Mairid said. “Whatever it is that they want him for.”
“The crows believe this so,” said Aellith. “From talkings that they have heard. But they tell us little more. They cannot enter the secret places, where the work is done.”
“What sort of places are they?” Erietta leaned forward, crossing her arms on the table. “Are there buildings?”
“Underground places,” said Basilon. “Or partly underground. Beneath the trees, and inside them, built into root and rock. Dracanvent had children, and his lair was like to a village. But I can give you little detail about how these places are fortified or secured now, or what you are likely to find inside. As Aellith says, the crows cannot—or will not—go in.”
Griffin set down his cup. “And when you say you’d like us to go in there and fetch Arun, you mean Mairid and me.”
Basilon offered him a thin smile. “Just so. As I told you, on those matters I am informed about, I tend to be thoroughly informed. I heard a tale of a giant—that is not my word, and I hope it gives no offense—across the sea, an Eyrd at an Eyrd magistery, who had no magic. He resisted a dragon curse. They were telling this tale at the Dordrine magistery, so famous it was. I later heard that it quite interested the greenwings, as well. May I assume that man was you?”
“You may. As you seem to have guessed, the fact that we two”—Griffin gestured at Mairid—“have no magic at all in our blood means we can resist dragon enchantments. It seems that’s an extreme rarity among humans, even those who aren’t magicians. Esmerild was quite shocked to have found two of us living at once.”
“Perhaps you are a family together,” Aellith suggested.
Mairid huffed and scoffed, while Erietta nearly choked on her mead, trying not to laugh.
Griffin cleared his throat and said levelly, “Assuming you mean we might be related by blood, we are not.”
Aellith flicked a wing, as if to say it was nothing to her. “Both must go in to get your Caird. The things the dragons have, that they could do to magicians, are of the most danger for your companions.”
“And for harpies, for that matter,” added Basilon. “Though we would like nothing more than to vanquish these beasts, we have not nearly the power to do so. Perhaps you will fare better than we can.”
“Well then, Griffin.” Erietta leaned over to pat his hand. “It seems we’ll need you to save us. Again.”
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GRIFFIN HAD BEEN TOLD that the harrows grew even larger on the other side of the River Dolbaris, but expecting it was not the same as being prepared for it. He stared, awestruck and silent, as he walked at the rear of the group. The land was higher here, and far more uneven. Where it rose and fell, great cave-like shelters of roots and rock erupted from the earth.
Aellith herself led them to the very edge of the dragons’ territory. There, while the rescue party (including the still-soaked-in-river-water and not-very-fresh-smelling hounds) huddled together in a den made by overhanging roots, the harpy flew back and forth several times, at different angles, until she was certain they would be invisible from above.
“You will be safe here until the fall of night,” she said, when she was satisfied at last. “And this is where I leave you. I have no interest to be a dragon’s dinner. I hope you will remember every of the things we told you.”
“We will,” Erietta promised. “And once again, you have our thanks for your aid.”
Aellith gave her a jerky nod. “Might you put it to good use.”
With that, the harpy was gone, leaving them to contemplate their plans. And to try not to panic.
Not that much contemplation was required, at this point; they’d already spent hours arguing and deliberating, revising and refining. There could hardly be any confusion now. But then, the more time they gave to the plans, the less that remained for the panic.
Despite Aellith’s somewhat garbled words, they would stay here under cover until well beyond nightfall. According to the harpies—and the crows who spied for them—the three dragons were rarely active in the dead of night. Adalant was almost never seen at all, at any time of day. Margarth occasionally went out hunting at dusk, although they hadn’t seen her for some days, and weren’t even certain she was in Forstmald at the moment.
The cultists took the night watch in shifts. There was always at least one of them patrolling, but the lair was large, and they spent little time in the hollow where the archmagister was kept.
If the rescuers timed it properly, and moved quickly, they might be able to get to Arun without encountering a single soul. Griffin could only pray it would work out that way. Or as near to it as possible.
At least there was no sound of hissing. Nor any sound at all, save the occasional wind rattling the harrow leaves, sending showers of them down past the gap in the roots where Griffin sat. Neither Margarth nor anything else disturbed them, while the hours crawled by, and the darkness deepened.
Finally, at midnight, they crawled out of their hiding spot and stretched their stiff limbs. Griffin took out two of Arun’s cloaks, then handed the bag with the rest to Ansel for safekeeping. Ansel was to pair with Deryn (and Ash), while Wade, Hester, and Helewise would make up a second group, each with a part to play after the archmagister was safely out of the lair.
That left Griffin, Mairid, Nott, and Erietta (and Holly) to do the actual rescuing. It was a larger group than Griffin might have liked, considering the great need for stealth. But they’d already established that the nonmagical pair ought to go in, and their plans required both a sage and a contriver beyond that.
Holly, of course, could save them a great deal of time that might otherwise be spent trying to map what they saw to a description delivered by a crow, through a harpy. She would be able to lead them straight to Arun with little effort. Already she was panting, and although she was trembling, too, with dragons so near, Erietta had had to restrain her several times from dashing out of their little den and running to her master.
The queen leaned over now, and whispered into the blackhound’s ear. Holly, to her credit, did not dash; she crouched low and moved silently off.
“Good luck!” Deryn whispered. And that was the last any of them said to one another.
Not forever, one hoped, although it certainly seemed possible.
While the others sank back into their hiding place to wait, Griffin and his companions followed Holly through the trees. Erietta cast a simple cloaking spell to keep them quiet and unseen. Clouds kept shuttering the moon, which was a help to her, but something of a burden to anyone trying to walk. Griffin tripped more than once, and he had no idea how close to the lair they were getting until they were actually there.
A small, crude roundhouse was nestled between two harrows, marking the border like a guardhouse. Apart from a thin ribbon of smoke curling from the hole in the roof, there was no movement there.
Erietta stopped to strengthen her spell, until she was sure they would be, if not invisible, at least very difficult to notice. When she was ready, they crept toward the main part of the lair, Holly in front. The roundhouse they’d passed was the only building they saw. Just as Basilon had described it, they found themselves in a village of hollows dug into the rolling ground, or made by the harrows.
Holly’s tail shot up, and she made straight for an arched tangle of roots that served as an entrance to some dark place beyond.
Until Erietta stopped her. Grabbing the hound’s collar, the queen signaled for everyone to halt. Griffin squatted down, pulling Mairid beside him, shrinking against a harrow root the size of an ordinary tree trunk.
A few moments later, a man passed several strides away, carrying a lamp and singing—softly, but not so softly that Griffin couldn’t make out the bawdy song.
Outside the ring of his lamplight, the rescuers stayed low and still, holding their collective breath.
The queen’s spell seemed to do its job; the patrolling cultist didn’t look to his left, nor give any sign of suspecting he wasn’t alone. Breaking neither his stride nor his song, he walked to the same mound in the earth that Holly had been making for, and went inside.
The group waited in silence until he came out again, and singing louder now, headed back toward the lair’s perimeter.
Erietta’s skill as a contriver had saved them thus far, but it was about to be put to its greatest test. In order to get to the den Arun was in, they had to pass a smaller one, cut into a tree—one that, by their best intelligence and their best guess, possibly housed a sleeping dragon.
If so, he or she was clearly not a light sleeper, given how comfortable the cultist felt singing along his route. Still, there could be no such thing as too much care. The sound of a strange footstep, even their scent, might be the alert that brought them all to ruin.
Erietta put her hand on top of Holly’s head and closed her eyes, drawing power from the blackhound. Finally, Griffin saw her pale face bob as she gave them the slightest of nods. They slunk on.
There was a definite sound of steady, sleeping breaths. Louder and heavier than a man’s.
It was all Griffin could do not to turn his head and peer into the dark entry as they passed, to try to catch a glimpse of the dragon (Which one?) within. But any extra movement had the potential to cost them. He stared steadfastly ahead, and in no other direction.
Not even when a heaving snort broke the silence, and through the corner of his eye, he thought he saw a tiny flash of flame.
They stopped on the other side of the dragon’s harrow, breathless, waiting. But no dragon’s head emerged from the hole. A snore, perhaps, and nothing more.
Still they waited, until the singing cultist came and went once more, so they could get a sense of how much time they had between visits. It seemed to Griffin that it wasn’t much.
As soon as the patrolman was a safe distance away, they closed the remaining distance to Arun’s hollow as fast as they dared. Griffin was obliged to duck through the arching roots, and to bend his head in the gently sloping tunnel beyond. A dragon would be able to squeeze through here, but he or she would have to crouch to do it. Within a few strides, the tunnel opened into a larger space, and Nott risked lighting a candle (there was little choice, if they wished to keep their bones unbroken).
At first Griffin saw only roots upon roots upon roots. They thrust down from overhead into the earth below, like pillars in an ancient hall. The walls and floor were masses of them, mingled with splintered stone and densely packed earth. Eventually he began to make out movement among them, spiders and crawling insects disturbed by the light.
Nott cupped his hand behind his candle to shelter its light from the entrance, and walked slowly around the edges of the vast space—until he illuminated Arun’s huddled form.
The archmagister was tucked between two columns of root, to which he was tied with an abundance of frayed rope, yellowed with age—far more than was needed to restrain him, so that his entire body was covered. He appeared to be asleep.
Holly was at the archmagister’s side in an instant, licking his face. Erietta wasn’t far behind. She clawed at the rope …
… and the rope promptly constricted around Arun. Most particularly his neck. The archmagister woke with a start, gagging and twitching.
“Arun!” Erietta jumped back, hands raised, as if she had been attacked rather than her twin.
The rope visibly eased. When he’d caught his breath again, Arun laughed, an odd tittering sound Griffin had never heard the archmagister make before. “You can’t untie it. You’re a magician. It doesn’t like magicians. No it doesn’t, no it doesn’t.”
That last repeated phrase sent a chill down Griffin’s spine, crackling outward like ice until every nerve in his body felt frozen. The dragons had warned them that Adalant was trying to make Arun into Mithrin. Griffin had dismissed the idea as absurd. He simply couldn’t imagine it.
Not until just now.
“But I wasn’t doing magic,” Erietta said.
“It will choke me for doing magic.” Arun nodded vigorously, despite the fact that his sister had not mentioned him doing magic. “It will choke me if Darbin or one of the others does magic in here. It will choke me if I try to untie it. It will choke me if Darbin tries to untie it. It will choke me if I plot the death of a dragon, or if I refuse food or water. I don’t know what the point of that last one is, it makes no sense at all, none at all! But only the dragons can loosen it.”
With a soft whine, Holly pressed her head against Arun’s chest, just below his chin. He didn’t acknowledge his hound, which was perhaps the most alarming thing of all.
“What’s wrong with him?” Mairid whispered.
Griffin leaned toward her and murmured, “Off his balance. And it’s no wonder, with how tightly he’s tied. He can’t do a bit of physical labor like that. If they’re setting him free long enough to make him do whatever magic they’re after, they’re clearly not giving him enough time to get his balance back afterward.”
Their conspiratorial voices must have drawn Arun’s attention, because he looked up at Griffin and grinned. “It’s good to see you! How have your studies been coming along?”
“I …” Griffin blinked at him. “Quite well, Archmagister, thank you.”
“Good, good. And to answer your question, they do give me time to exercise. Just not too much. Don’t like to see me tired, you see. Very attentive hosts.”
Erietta crossed her arms. “They give him just enough to keep him from going completely mad, I’ll wager. Functioning well enough to suit them, without functioning so well he might try to escape. And even Darbin can’t untie him.” She looked back at Griffin. “The rope obviously works by sensing human magic.”
“In which case,” said Griffin, “perhaps it won’t identify me as human at all.”
He knelt beside Arun, but Mairid got there first. She ran her fingertips over the rope, then curled one finger beneath it.
Griffin flinched, half expecting some trap to spring, a pit in the floor to open and swallow them all. But nothing happened. He plucked at the rope himself, less gently. Still nothing.
Strange. Ismant knew that Griffin and Mairid could resist dragon magic; he would have known Arun’s bonds weren’t truly unbreakable. But perhaps the redwings thought the odds of a rescue too low to concern themselves with. And in any case, how many ancient, magically preserved enchanted objects could they have had to choose from?
Sadly, the presence of two nonmagical humans—and one blackhound with sharp teeth and strong jaws—didn’t speed up the rescue nearly as much as one might have expected. Though they were free to untie the rope (or gnaw through it), doing so was no easy task. It was so tangled and knotted that even with the three of them working, more than once Griffin despaired of freeing Arun in time.
In fact, when they finished at last, he was quite certain they hadn’t done it in time.
“The patrolman will be back any moment,” he said to Erietta. “We’re apt to meet him on our way out.”
Erietta had clearly been thinking the same thing. “Arun, can you stand?” she asked sharply.
“Oh yes, certainly.” Despite his confidence, Arun wobbled on his feet like a man who’d had too much mead. “If you’re worried about meeting Favren, we could always take the back way.”
His sister huffed. “There’s a back way?”
“Yes, yes, a tunnel.” Arun pointed vaguely to his left, where the den seemed to narrow. “Well, I suppose we would have to go past a dragon. That’s the way Ismant comes from, when he comes to see me.”
“I think we’re better off taking our chances with Favren than with a dragon,” said Nott.
But even as he spoke, Holly’s ears perked up, and her head jerked toward the entrance.
A distant sound sent a fresh chill through Griffin: a song, carrying through the quiet night. Faint, but definite.
He jammed his hand into his pack and yanked out the cloak that would make him look like Arun. “It’s too late. Go.”
They’d planned for a situation like this, as they’d tried to plan for most situations. Though her mouth was a thin line, her face grim, Erietta was already leading Arun away. No doubt casting a cloaking spell as she went, now that the rope was a harmless heap on the ground.
Griffin hastily pulled on the cloak, at the same time kicking his pack (mostly) under a thick net of roots near the ground, and hoping that would be sufficient to hide it.
The singing was coming closer. Nott extinguished his candle.
Mairid’s whisper floated through the sudden darkness. “Griffin! I don’t—”
“Go!” Griffin hissed, as he got down on the floor and wrapped the rope around himself.
There would be no time to tie it, or to arrange it perfectly. And it wouldn’t entirely cover the cloak that the real Arun was not wearing. And the real Arun had a grayer head and a fuller face than Griffin would have now.
But the light would be poor. And Favren had no reason to think anything was amiss. As long as he didn’t do much more than a perfunctory check, surely his eyes would show him what he expected to see.
Griffin could only pray that would be the case—and that Mairid had joined the others in time. A bare moment later, the patrolling cultist’s arrival was announced by the light of his lantern spilling over the floor.
That pool of light would also darken the spaces beyond it, which would work heavily in the others’ favor. And Erietta’s skill, Griffin reminded himself, was second to none.
He shrank between the roots, forcing his breath into a steady rhythm even as his heart threatened to exit his body by way of his throat. Listening for any sign that Favren suspected something.
Light swept across Griffin’s eyelids, and something hit him hard in the hip—a boot, he thought. He opened one eye and grunted, as if he’d just been awakened by the kick. Then, thinking of the state the archmagister had been in, he pitched his voice high and giggled.
He didn’t dare speak; the cloak would not disguise his voice the way it did the rest of him.
“Hmph.” Favren squinted down at him, though he’d already swung the light away from Griffin’s face. “Perhaps I’ll recommend a bit of extra exercise for you, in the morning. You don’t look yourself. And you sound positively mad.”
Griffin giggled again, then let his head loll to one side, eyes closing once more. He thought about adding a snore, but decided that would be too much.
A moment later, Favren’s song floated away.
When the sound was safely distant, Griffin sat up and shook off the rope, but left the Arun cloak on. All was silent. All seemed still. The others must have gotten out.
In which case, the absence of roaring and red fire was a good sign. How far had they gone?
Far enough?
Perhaps not, yet.
They had made the plan in Basilon’s odd hall just before sunrise, over a breakfast of fruit and honey: should they find themselves disturbed, in danger of discovery, or otherwise unable to make a clean escape, Griffin would wear the cloak and serve as a decoy version of Arun, safely resisting whatever had been choking the archmagister, while the others got the real Arun away. Of course Mairid had insisted she was far more qualified to serve as a decoy, but as she could produce no evidence of such qualifications, she was voted down.
The obvious drawback for Griffin was that it would be much more difficult to make his own escape, without a contriver to smooth the way. He ought to go as quickly as he could, now that Favren was gone, and catch up with the others.
A wise course of action for him, perhaps. But not for his friends. There was at least one sleeping dragon about, and possibly three. Far better for the others if they had more time before Arun’s absence was noticed, and the alarm raised. As much time as they could reasonably be given.
And was there really any additional danger in giving it to them? By Griffin’s reckoning, there were still hours before sunrise, when others in the lair would begin to stir. Between now and then, there was only one patrol to avoid—the same one, all night. Escaping the lair would be hazardous, to be sure, but no more so in an hour than it was now.
In the meanwhile, Favren had a convenient tendency to announce himself ahead of time with his awful singing. And if the man had accepted the illusion of a sleeping Arun once, he would accept it again. Let him come and go once or twice more, at least, and find his captive in his proper place.
Erietta and the others needn’t be the only ones to put that time to good use. Griffin rummaged first for his pack, then for the candle inside it. He had to light the latter the mundane way, which wasn’t easy in such darkness, but he managed it eventually. Cupping his hand around it to protect the fragile flame (and to be sure no flicker could be seen from outside), he looked around the den, hoping to find some clue as to what the redwings had been using Arun for.
Somewhat to his dismay, that hope came to pass—in the form of a pile of chains against the curved wall. That was not, in itself, surprising. Esmerild had suspected that if Adalant was successful in abducting the baby dragons, she would raise them as prisoners.
Except these chains were not meant for baby dragons. Griffin leaned over one of them and examined the manacle at one end. It was far too big. Something one might fasten around an adult dragon’s neck. At least one of Arun’s tasks must be to enchant these chains, not to hold the young dragons, but to hold the grown ones.
Griffin thought back to the night he’d stood in another dark cavern, while Esmerild told the magisters that once the redwings had the breeding magic—and possibly the eggs—for themselves, they would want her dead, and the threat of green fire neutralized.
But she’d also told them that several bloodlines would be required, if a healthy dragon race was ever to come to be.
“Adalant doesn’t want to kill anybody,” he whispered. “She wants to imprison them. All of them. She wants to force them to breed.”
He stepped closer to the wall and tipped his candle to examine it. Hot wax dribbled over his finger, but he barely noticed as he stared at what he’d dreaded finding there: carvings, and drawings.
Runes.
Just the sort of runes that had been on the walls in the chain room. With a sick feeling skittering through his belly, Griffin ran his finger over one of the drawn ones. He couldn’t tell whether or not it was written in blood.
No wonder Adalant wanted Arun. Men had proved capable of the sort of magic that could trap a dragon before. Quite recently, in fact.
They really did want another Mithrin.
Well, they aren’t going to get one. Jaw set, chest tight, Griffin crept back to the ropes and wound them around himself (a bit more believably, this time). Then he blew out his candle and slumped down on top of it, hiding it from sight.
Just as he was settling into his best approximation of Arun’s sleeping position, a voice seemed to speak in his head: Nott’s.
I believe this will reach you, but I don’t expect any more will. We’re almost too far away already, and we’re moving quickly. We’re safe, and mostly clear. Come away and meet us at the ford. We’ll wait there as long as we can.
Before the message was even over, the light of Favren’s lantern burst through the roots, almost making Griffin jump. It was immediately followed by the lantern itself, then Favren holding it.
Blasted cultist. No song, this time. No warning at all.
A lucky thing Griffin had been nearly ready. He closed his eyes and breathed steadily. Favren didn’t disturb him, nor did he stay long. A minute or two later, the light was gone.
But Griffin made no move to follow. He didn’t stir at all, as he turned Nott’s message over in his mind. The sage’s range when communicating with a nonmagical person was much shorter than when communicating with another magician. Still, if they were already so far away that it was challenging, that was a very good thing.
Might it be safe for them now, if Griffin went to the ford, as instructed?
Could he even go to the ford? Perhaps, with luck, he could escape the lair, but could he make it all the way to the river?
Favren’s patrol route wasn’t long, and once Arun’s absence was discovered, cultists—magicians—would start scurrying about, searching. Dragons would be flying overhead. Possibly lighting things on fire.
Perhaps he’d bought his friends sufficient time, but who would do the same for him? He would never get so far.
Unless he bought that time for himself.
Griffin rose and shook off the ropes for what he hoped would be the final time. By the light of his little candle, he inspected the clumps and columns of roots until he found one he thought would suit his purpose. He took the other cloak from his pack, the second of Arun’s that he’d brought with him, and arranged it over a jagged bit of wood at shoulder height. Then he went back to the pile of iron, and picked up a heavy manacle—a smaller one—that had not yet been attached to a chain. He looped his hand through it.
Blowing out his candle once more, he crept through the darkness and crouched where he judged he would, if all went as it should, be just outside of Favren’s light.
The moments stretched out, until he wondered how he could possibly have been thinking of the patrolman’s route as not long.
Finally, the time came. Praying he’d assessed the space correctly, Griffin shrank back as the ring of lantern light preceded Favren.
Who was still not singing. The den was silent—but for the sound of the dancing cloak, flapping softly against the root it hung over.
A root that, just as Griffin had hoped, was well positioned for Favren to catch the movement out of the corner of his eye.
“What—?” The cultist pivoted, lantern raised, to see who was waiting in the shadows.
The wrong shadows. While Favren faced the cloak, Griffin emerged from the darkness behind him, and slammed the manacle into his head.
Without another sound, Favren dropped like a stone into a well.
There. A man could hardly sound an alarm if he wasn’t conscious, could he? And an unconscious Favren might not be discovered for quite some time. According to their avian friends, the watch wasn’t due to change until nearly sunrise. Favren would likely wake before that, but still. It would be a great deal more time than Griffin would have had otherwise.
Time he must spend wisely, and gloating was rarely considered wise. But Griffin nonetheless took a moment to snatch the dancing cloak back up, grinning at the memory of Tomlin teasing him for wanting to keep it. A pity nobody was here to admire his foresight now.
Perhaps it’s not as good a decoy as a cloak that makes me look like Arun, but I’d call it a fair distraction, anyway. And you never know when you might need one of those, when you’re sneaking around.
Still smiling, Griffin stole off into the night.
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“GRIFFIN!” Mairid’s hissing voice drifted through the night air.
Thoroughly startling him, of course. It was a wonder he was able to stop himself from crying out.
Creeping toward the sound, Griffin found her crouched inside a worm-eaten tunnel made by a fallen tree. Helewise was with her. Or was it Hester? It was difficult to tell with only intermittent, harrow-filtered moonlight to see by.
Not that it mattered; it wasn’t right either way. Both sisters were meant to be with Wade, and as for Mairid, she certainly should not have been within shouting distance of the dragons’ lair. “What are you doing?” he whispered, as he crawled in to join them.
“Waiting for you, what else?” said (definitely) Helewise. “We’re certainly not here to take in the healthy air.”
Griffin shook his head, first at her, then at Mairid. “You ought to be at the ford by now, if not farther. Nott told me—”
“Yes, well.” The silhouette of Mairid’s hand rose and fell in the dark. “We revisited that plan. I told them it was entirely unacceptable to leave you to get all the way to the river on your own. So we rearranged the groups a bit, so that Helewise and I could find you sooner, and get you under a cloaking spell.” She glanced over her shoulder at Helewise. “You are cloaking us, aren’t you? I don’t feel anything.”
“A bit,” said Helewise. “I don’t see much point in wasting my balance on anything stronger. Nobody’s chasing us yet, are they?”
“As to that, I hope I’ve bought us a little time,” Griffin said. “Well, me and the arrogance of the Red Cult, having so few guards. I suppose they simply never thought we would be bold enough to stroll into a dragon’s lair, even if we did find it.”
“You disabled Favren, I take it?” Mairid asked.
“For now. But when I say a little time, I do mean a little. They may be arrogant, but they aren’t fools. They’ll miss Arun soon enough, and we’d best put some distance between us and them in the meanwhile.” Griffin turned back to the opening in the fallen trunk and looked up at the sky, half expecting to see a dragon-shaped shadow floating across the moon along with the clouds. “Though I’m not sure that will save us. We can’t possibly outrun wings.”
“There will be fewer wings than you think,” said Mairid. “That den Ismant was meant to be sleeping in? He wasn’t there. And from what Erietta was able to extract from Arun, he hasn’t seen Ismant or Margarth for perhaps more than a day. It’s difficult to tell exactly. He doesn’t seem to have a good grasp on the passage of time. But I expect he will improve quickly. Fleeing dragons must be good exercise, don’t you think?”
“Ismant and Margarth might both be gone?” Griffin frowned. “Then it was Adalant we heard sleeping. We were so close to her.” For some reason, this disappointed rather than scared him. He wished he’d at least seen her. Or that he still had the harp of stone. He pushed his hair—grown inconveniently long in their weeks of travel—out of his face. “But where have they gone?”
Not, one hoped, across the sea to Pendralyn. It was an obvious answer, but Griffin was hoping Mairid or Helewise might have others to offer.
But Mairid only shook her head and, as if she didn’t want to think about it any more than he did, changed the subject to more immediate matters. “As I said, we rearranged the groups, but apart from that, the plan remains the same. Hester and Deryn are together now, with Ash. Nott is with Ansel and Wade. And then Erietta, Arun, and Holly. That leaves us three, and you have the Arun cloak, which is almost as good as a second contriver.”
They’d planned to travel in small groups, each with at least one contriver. Each would take a different route, some across the Dordrine border to the nearest port there, others back to Kaleth.
And each, at several points along the way, would drop their cloaking spell long enough to be seen by any spying eyes—and cast a trick to make it appear as if theirs was the group Arun was in. With brief sightings of their prey all over Aldarine and Dordrin, the confused cultists wouldn’t chase any of them for very long before they veered off in another direction again. Or so the rescuers surmised.
Of course, all that trickery and evasion would be for nothing if they were caught the moment they tried to board a ship, and watching two ports was a more reasonable task for the cultists than watching all of Aldarine and Dordrin. There’d been talk of staying on this side of the sea for some time instead, taking the archmagister to friends of the queen’s in Dordrin, where he might hide for weeks or even months.
But in the end they’d decided to trust in Esmerild’s firm belief that the safest place was wherever she was, and that their enemies would not risk any real harm to either the breeding magic, or the only dragon eggs in existence. For as long as the standoff between green and red held, Pendralyn was a sanctuary.
Or so it had seemed. Now that Griffin knew Adalant meant to abduct at least some of the adult dragons as well, he was nowhere near as convinced of Esmerild’s safety as the greenwing herself was. Especially not if Ismant and Margarth were on the move.
Not that he had any means of telling anyone that. Or of knowing how either his fellow rescuers or the magistery were faring. Theirs was the only group without a sage (though for communication purposes, perhaps the archmagister barely counted as one), and the others were out of reach by now. Griffin was entirely cut off, and would have no news until, perhaps, he arrived home.
“We’re on our own,” he said, and swallowed. “Well then, I suppose we’d best get to it. And where are we meant to go, now that you’ve rearranged the groups?”
“Kaleth,” said Mairid. “It will be close, I think, but I ought to have just enough silver to buy us passage to Tarnarven, once we get there.”
If we get there.
    
THE HARPIES HAD TOLD them in the strictest terms not to come to them for further help, once Arun was freed. They couldn’t risk the dragons coming to burn their settlement in their search for their escaped prisoner. (Griffin imagined there was some chance that would happen anyway, but had thought it perhaps impolite to point that out.) This left Griffin and his two companions alone, in a forest that was populated by, among other things, shadow serpents—at a time when they could not afford to draw attention to themselves by using fire or light.
If the shelter of the harrows offered the best hope for hiding, it also offered the highest likelihood of dying at the hands (or fangs, or Eyrdri knew what other part) of some insidious creature or other. And they were at least a day away from leaving Forstmald, perhaps more. The closest exit would be across the border in Dordrin, but that was not the route their group was meant to take.
Not only that, but they were down to one contriver, and Helewise could not be expected to keep up a cloaking spell constantly, with no rest or attention to her balance. That would prolong their journey even further.
All in all, their chances of making it out of the forest alive seemed somewhat lower than Griffin would have liked.
“Perhaps we can’t avoid stopping on occasion, but we certainly can’t sleep.” Mairid cast a wistful look eastward, where the stars were fading from the sky above the trees. They’d just come across the river, and the night was waning fast, having brought neither rest nor respite. “Not even two of us. Setting a watch didn’t do us very much good the last time we napped in a clearing, did it? We’ll just have to stay awake until we can get out of Forstmald.”
“That might work for avoiding the shadow serpents,” said Helewise. “But even if I could stay upright for days with no sleep, it would take a sad toll on my magic, and I don’t mind saying so. And it wouldn’t protect us from merlets, would it? On the contrary, I’d say being muzzyheaded would only make us more susceptible to them.”
“Deryn was able to resist them,” Mairid pointed out. “Perhaps it will work the same for us, now that we’ve got some experience with them. We know they’re not real horses.”
Helewise snorted. “We knew that the first time.”
“We should have known it,” said Mairid. “But perhaps we didn’t. Perhaps we didn’t truly believe in them until we saw them for ourselves.”
“No!” Griffin, who’d been lost in thoughts of his own since the word merlet was first mentioned, spun around to face the two women.
Both blinked at him. “What?” Mairid asked.
“The merlets,” he said. “We don’t want to avoid them at all.”
“What do we want to do?” Helewise asked with a laugh. “Ride them?”
“I believe that’s exactly what we want to do.” Griffin looked down at his own boots, then Mairid’s, then Helewise’s. “We’ve all got spurs. Think about it.” He pointed at Mairid. “You said the legend holds that they throw riders to their deaths in the river, right?”
“Yes.” Mairid narrowed her eyes, perhaps catching his point, but Helewise was looking at him as if he were more than a bit mad.
“And you wish to be thrown into the river, is that it?” the contriver asked.
Griffin gestured back toward the ford. “It wouldn’t be all that much of an imposition if I were, would it? Not here, apart from the fact that it doesn’t smell very good.”
“Which would be more of an imposition to us than to you, I would think,” Mairid agreed.
“But you said the river is dangerous in parts,” Griffin went on. “That the merlets would dash us against rocks. Which rocks? Where is the most dangerous part, would you say?”
“Downriver,” said Mairid, “where the elevation drops. To the east.” She smiled at Helewise, who still didn’t seem to understand. “At the edge of the forest. The merlets could carry us directly out of here, quick as the wind, if only we could find some.”
Helewise tossed her hands. “At which point they will immediately throw us to our deaths. I fail to see how that helps us.”
“We use the spurs,” said Griffin. “We wait until we’re nearly clear of the forest, and then find a safe spot to banish the merlets.”
“And what spot would that be, amid harrows and waterfalls and jagged rocks and river rapids?” Helewise crossed her arms. “You’ve some experience with those spurs. I do not, as you might recall. Deryn paralyzed me before I could even mount. You know you can do it, but suppose I can’t? Or can’t do it in time? Seems to me you’re talking about awfully dangerous conditions to be learning in.”
Griffin shrugged. “If I can do it, there’s no reason you can’t. Especially now, like Mairid says, that we’ve been bewitched by the merlets before. We’ll be able to keep clearer heads. I won’t lie, the fall wasn’t exactly fun, even onto a plain forest floor. But it seems a bit more fun than being roasted by a dragon, whilst pinned down and squeezed by a shadow serpent, don’t you think?”
Helewise saw room for debate, where the precise hierarchy of fun was concerned. But as Griffin’s plan did offer the only quick way out of Forstmald, and all the slow ways seemed equally likely to end in their deaths, she finally acquiesced. They made their way eastward, under natural cover and that of her cloaking spell, staying close to the river. And waited, this time in hopeful anticipation, for the fatigue of the merlets’ spell to set in.
Twice, as the sun rose higher and daylight began to filter through the trees, Griffin saw red birds in the sky.
The second time, he threw the Arun cloak around himself and ran out from beneath Helewise’s protective spell, streaking roughly northwest from tree to tree, as if he were trying to hide but doing a poor job of it. The pigeon circled back, then shot away—no doubt to report to its master.
“There,” Griffin said, as he rejoined his companions. “There’s one Arun for them to look for.”
“I don’t think you were supposed to go the opposite direction from the way we’re actually going,” said Mairid. “One of the other groups could be that way. The idea is to let them chase us a little, before we disappear again.”
“I’m not sure that means disclosing both our exact location and intended path,” Griffin said. “Chasing us a little becomes something of a problem if it means Darbin sets a storm on top of us, wouldn’t you say? And anyway, I ran back in the direction of the dragons’ lair. None of our people are going that way.”
“Quiet!” Helewise snapped. “What am I draining myself with this cloaking spell for, if you’re just going to announce to the whole forest where we are?”
She made a fair point. Apart from their hastily whispered apologies, Griffin and Mairid continued in careful silence, sticking close to their contriver companion. Darbin’s red pigeons weren’t the only birds they saw. Crows cawed in the distance, or flapped overhead. Occasionally, one would alight on a branch and tilt its head, as if trying to see—or perhaps actually seeing—what Helewise was working so hard to hide. Perhaps the harpies didn’t wish to risk offering more aid, but they were watching.
It wasn’t long before the hissing began. Doing their best to ignore it, they kept on, stopping only when they found another hollowed trunk or burrow of roots that they could hide in long enough for Helewise to take out her knitting needles. Contrivance being balanced by mundane tasks was something of an inconvenience; a pity the job couldn’t be done by the walk itself, as it would have been for a sage. But there was nothing to be done about it, except to watch the rows of Helewise’s project—a lump of indeterminate shape—increase, and reflect on how very ugly the puce wool she’d chosen was.
It was difficult to tell, as the morning wore on, whether the weariness that settled into their limbs was the influence of merlets, or merely the natural consequence of being awake, moving, and under some amount of strain for more than a day now.
At least the sky seemed to be fogging over a bit, which would somewhat lighten Helewise’s burden. Although it was a strange time of day for fog. Griffin squinted up at the patches of sky he could see through the branches and whispered, “Do you see that haze? Is it another trick of the forest, do you think?”
Mairid sniffed the air, then gave him a grim look. “Can’t you smell it? It’s smoke.”
Now that she’d said the word, he could smell it. Faintly, just as the haze was faint. Wherever the fire was, it wasn’t near. But it must have been large, for them to be able to detect it from a distance. They continued on, not speaking of it again. They needed to be quiet, after all.
And there didn’t seem to be much point in discussing whether it might be a dragon’s fire, burning up some of their friends.
Perhaps that fear added to their exhaustion, perhaps not. All Griffin knew was that he was bound to collapse soon. Helewise nearly did collapse, stumbling into a gap in the trees near the riverbank …
… and there were the merlets. Three of them, shining white and saddled, as before.
Mairid got to hers first. Helewise likewise seemed to find new energy, and actually trotted toward one of the spectral horses.
After seeing them safely forward, Griffin didn’t pause to consider whether he was succumbing to a spell, or resisting one. He simply mounted.
The moment he was in the saddle, the horse shot away.
Once again, the world was nothing but whirling colors and rushing wind. It was difficult to say if the creature’s hooves were even properly touching the ground, or if it was gliding over the river and between the trees like a ghost.
Griffin’s mind went blank, a blur, a haze like the faint and fading smoke in the air.
It would be so easy to sink into this bewitchment. To shoot through the sky like a breeze, like a star. To let this magnificent horse, this savior really, choose his destination for him.
But there was something about that, wasn’t there? Something about that destination. He had to do something.
Spur.
Dismount? Jump? But that was unthinkable, at this speed. Surely that wasn’t what he’d meant to do.
Get a hold of yourself. It’s tricking you.
Right. That was it. The horse would (carry him home) kill him, if he let it. It wasn’t even really a (friend) horse at all, but a (savior) monster.
The colors, the land streaking by, were changing now. The trees were thinning. That was significant, somehow.
It means you’ve come to the time. It means you’re running out of time.
Griffin strained, eyes and mind, trying to make sense of the world he was flying through. There was something to his left—a blankness. Air. Too much air. The river was farther down than it had been before, cut into the ground so that the gently sloping bank had become a gully. How had that happened so quickly?
Ahead, a blur of bright color slid away from a streak of white.
Mairid’s hair.
Mairid. She had spurred her horse. Griffin must do the same.
Now, you idiot!
He dug his heel into the horse’s side. And then there was no horse.
It was perhaps the most peaceful moment Griffin could remember experiencing. He felt as if he were floating toward the forest floor, a butterfly, a feather. The gentle puff of a breeze.
Sadly, when he landed, it became clear that he was not in fact a puff of air, and there had been no floating of any kind. Pain bloomed through his shoulder, his hip, his ribs. He rolled and rolled, insensible to where he was, unable to make out any of the shapes gliding by. Until he hit something—a large rock, as it turned out—hard enough to rattle his skull.
But not hard enough to break it. It might have been much worse. It might have been fatal. There was a sharp drop into a rushing river only a few strides away. Plus a great many more rocks among the harrows than there’d been on the other side of Forstmald.
And there must have been some truth in the sensation of slowing down the moment the merlet disintegrated; had Griffin hit the ground at the speed he’d been traveling, he surely would have disintegrated along with it. So perhaps he wasn’t hurt very badly. He hoped not. They had no sage to heal him.
The daze of the fall subsided, and his disjointed thoughts along with it. They were replaced by the single, urgent image of the red of Mairid’s hair—falling.
That fall could have killed him. It could have killed her.
Griffin looked (perhaps the tiniest bit wildly) around, calling (perhaps the tiniest bit desperately) her name.
“All right, there’s no need to bring the forest down around us, I’m right here.” She crawled over to him, looking dirty and disheveled but not the least bit dead.
He scrambled toward her and, without thinking, put his arms around her and drew her against his chest, burying his face in her hair. She squeezed him back, then turned her face to his, so that their noses were nearly touching.
Mairid wet her lips, looked deeply into his eyes, and said …
“Where is Helewise?”
Griffin dropped his arms. Where was Helewise?
“I don’t know. She was right behind you, I thought.” He stood, rubbing the back of his head, then bent to offer Mairid his hand. For once, she accepted the help without protest. Her fingers lingered for a moment, sliding slowly along his before she let go. “Are you hurt?” he asked.
“Twisted my leg. My knee will be complaining for a day or two, but it’s nothing that won’t mend. You?”
“Knocked my head against that rock, but otherwise just bumps and bruises, I think. We were both shockingly lucky, all things considered.”
Mairid grimaced. “Let’s hope Helewise was, too. Come on. We can’t call out for her.”
She started limping, moving from the edge of the gully into the trees. Griffin took her arm to steady her, once again drawing no resistance, or even a haughty remark for his trouble. That knee must have been paining her worse than she said.
They wound their way back and forth, westward from where they’d both jumped, then eastward, out of Forstmald, looking for any sign of Helewise. Finally Mairid stopped just where the harrows gave way to occasional, ordinary pines, and peered down at the river, as she’d been doing every so often all along.
Except this time, despite her admonitions to be quiet, she cried out.
Helewise’s broken body lay on the rocks, stuck, perhaps, in a crevice from which the rapids had not yet dislodged her. River water frothed over her face, occasionally offering a glimpse of her wide, dead eyes.
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GRIFFIN TRUDGED ALONG BEHIND MAIRID, only vaguely aware that they were passing through an orchard. And going in the wrong direction. He asked no questions. He’d spoken only a handful of words since yesterday. There didn’t seem to be much point, when he was quite sure he would die soon.
He was equally sure he deserved it.
Deserved it because his idiotic plan—a plan she’d objected to from the start—had gotten Helewise killed. He’d murdered her, every bit as much as the merlet had.
Deserved it because her death had left them without a contriver, to walk across Aldarine with several Red Cultists and at least one dragon chasing them, and no spells, no tricks, no protection at all.
Which meant he’d also murdered Mairid, or would soon enough. They would never make it back to Kaleth now.
Although it seemed Mairid didn’t even intend to try. They were definitely traveling east, when the port city Griffin had found so charming was to the southwest. He supposed he really ought to ask what her plan was. But he couldn’t summon the energy.
They’d left Helewise’s body where it was. In the river, against the rocks. Bizarrely, considering all he’d done wrong, the image of her abandoned there felt like his harshest rebuke.
They couldn’t have burned her properly. Even if they could have dragged her body out of the rapids without being seen, building a fire large enough, at the edge of Forstmald, while hiding from enemies who might catch them at any moment, would have been tantamount to suicide.
But Mairid had assured Griffin—and perhaps herself—that a water burial was every bit as respectful as a burning. She performed the rites and prayers herself, from the riverbank while he looked on. Afterward, they found an abandoned den just beyond the edge of the forest, where they covered themselves with branches and leaves, as Griffin had done once before when hiding from a dragon, in a friendlier forest across the sea. Then they slept—both of them, at once—for the entire remainder of that day.
An utterly foolish thing to do, under the circumstances. They were exhausted, of course, but that was hardly an excuse. It was a wonder that they lived to wake at all.
But wake they had, and they’d been walking ever since. All through the night and past the sunrise, without any sign of pursuit, anything watching from the sky.
Not that it mattered. They were bound to die, regardless. It was only a matter of time.
“If you’re wondering how I know this part of Aldarine,” said Mairid, glancing back at him, “it’s because I live—lived—near here. My convent is only another half day’s walk, if we keep our pace.”
He hadn’t been wondering, but now that she said it, he supposed that explained why she was going the wrong way.
“All of my belongings are still there,” she went on. Her voice was overbright. As if she were speaking to a very small child, or a madman. “And some of my silver, as well. We’ll need silver, you see, if we’re to make it back without magic. And a bit of help, as well.”
Griffin didn’t answer, though his stomach growled, perhaps expressing its hope that the bit of help she referred to would come in the form of a meal.
“Here.” Mairid stopped to pluck a pair of apples from the nearest tree. “I’m sure the farmer wouldn’t object to something to tide us over.”
“Perhaps we ought to stop and ask, and pay him for them,” said Griffin. “I can wear the Arun cloak. That way if the cultists come around, he can say he saw someone matching the archmagister’s description.” He might be doomed and despondent, but that was no reason to shirk his duty.
“No!” said Mairid. “We’ll use the cloak when we can, but not until we’re farther south, far away from here. Which is certainly where they’re looking, anyway. Arun would have no reason to stay in this part of the kingdom. You can’t even cross the border into Helderan on foot. Another day’s journey east of here, and you would see mountains so high they make Eyrdon look a bit hilly.”
“But isn’t that the whole point?” Griffin asked. “To confuse them with sightings?”
Mairid shook her head. “I don’t know how much Darbin and the others know about me. Or even whether they know I was in the rescue party. But to be safe, we can’t do anything that draws attention to this region, or that might bring them to the convent. I won’t let the priestesses suffer for my actions.”
What actions? You’re not the one who killed Helewise.
But Griffin only shrugged. Let her do what she wanted. None of it mattered, after all.
His malaise did not ease, not even when, hours later, they came upon a palace of some splendor, with shining white walls, surrounded by pear trees and a gently rolling vineyard. Or at least, he thought it was a palace, until Mairid told him it was the convent.
Griffin stopped to blink at it. “This is what the Aldars build for temples? I was expecting a tower.”
“I doubt you’ll find much here that matches the expectations of a Caird.” Mairid led him around to the front, where there was a gatehouse, but no gate. A lone guard leaned against the door, face turned up to the autumn sun, munching on something that looked like a beige stick.
He straightened to attention at the sight of Mairid, and spoke to her in rapid, excited Aldar. She replied, her voice much less haughty than usual, and squeezed the older man’s arm. Smiling. Fondly. Odd, Griffin couldn’t remember seeing her show affection toward anyone but animals.
After a brief conversation, the guard scurried into the gatehouse, leaving them waiting outside. “He’s going to write a note to the high priestess,” Mairid explained, “to let her know we’re coming.”
The guard emerged again with a crow on his shoulder, a rolled bit of paper tied to its leg. It flew off immediately.
“I didn’t know you used crows for messengers,” said Griffin.
“Only here in the north. Everyone else uses pigeons, as you would expect. But it makes sense, crows. They’re very smart, you know.”
“I do know. If the Aldars only use them up here, perhaps they learned it from the harpies.”
The guard, who clearly did not speak Caird, jerked his head toward Griffin at the word harpies. He said a questioning word to Mairid. She laughed it off, then grabbed Griffin’s elbow and led him away, saying her goodbyes over her shoulder.
“You needn’t worry about Dacks, but I’d advise you not to speak of magical beings to the high priestess,” she said, as soon as they were out of earshot. “Particularly not any who might live in Aldarine. The very idea offends her.”
The flagstone path to the palace—convent—was smooth and straight, wide enough for a carriage. Carved mahogany doors swung open as they approached, and two young men dressed in what looked like servants’ uniforms emerged, each standing with his back against one of the doors to hold it open.
They were followed by a small, straight-backed old woman wearing a plain dress of silvery gray, and no adornment apart from a simple chain around her neck, from which hung a large ring of keys. She swept down the front steps to meet them, not looking particularly happy about it. Griffin thought she had the sort of face that rarely looked happy about anything.
“Mairid.” The woman said a few more words in Aldar, but after curtseying, Mairid replied in Caird.
“May I present Griffin, a magister of Pendralyn,” she said, gesturing. “He’s an Eyrd, and I’m afraid he doesn’t speak Aldar. Griffin, I welcome you into the presence of High Priestess Verabel.”
Verabel inspected Griffin through narrowed eyes before answering in heavily accented Caird. “You’ve brought an Eyrd with you?” She breathed deeply through her nose. “If you’ve brought heretics and warlocks to my door—”
“No, no, of course not.” Mairid curtseyed again. “He’s no more a magician than I am.”
“In fact, neither of us has even a single drop of magic in our blood,” Griffin offered.
“Hmph.” Verabel returned her gaze to Mairid. “I suppose you’ve come to gather your possessions? We had a message from the king that you would no longer be residing here. That is for the best, I think. I have my doubts that you would have ever made a priestess.”
Would have? Griffin frowned, first at the high priestess, then at Mairid. It was his understanding that she was already a priestess, but then he knew very little about the inner workings of religious orders. Perhaps she was—had been—an apprentice or novice of some sort, and was too embarrassed to admit it.
She offered no explanation, nor any reply to the high priestess. She only started toward the doors, while Verabel fell in stride beside her, leaving Griffin to follow on his own. It was cool inside, and smelled of spices and tea. Mairid led the way around a corner, then down a dim corridor, presumably toward her quarters.
“I’ll only need a few things,” she said to Verabel. “You can keep the rest, and distribute it as you see fit. Oh, and if you could arrange for a courier? We’ve some valuable, er, artifacts, that we must return to the king.”
Griffin had nearly forgotten the merlet spurs, tucked away in his bag. He wondered whether any of the others had managed to return theirs to Radley.
Helewise’s would be lost forever, he supposed.
“You may both be our guests tonight, then,” said Verabel, “and leave in the morning. Of course, we do not ordinarily allow men to stay, particularly not with unmarried former queens.” She looked back at Griffin, her lips barely visible in the thin line her mouth had become. “You may expect to be locked in your bedchamber.”
Mairid cleared her throat. “That’s very kind of you, Highness, but I think it’s best if we leave before nightfall. We’re … we came north on some business for the king, as he might have mentioned in his letter?”
“He did not.”
“Well, it’s a dangerous business, I’m afraid,” Mairid said. “We were only a few miles from the Dord border just yesterday.”
While this was true, it was hardly the source of the danger. Griffin supposed that if mentioning harpies was forbidden, mentioning dragons would be downright unforgivable.
“And you fear bringing that danger here?” Verabel scoffed. “We don’t fear Dords.”
“But there might be … that is … they have”—Mairid lowered her voice, in the way of someone saying a word too horrible to be uttered aloud—“magicians.”
“We don’t fear magicians, either,” said Verabel, with a toss of her gray head. “We have the might of Derine on our side. And what have they, against that?”
Plenty, Griffin thought. Storms. Dragon fire. Storms of dragon fire.
But he said nothing while the women continued the discussion in Aldar, leaving the result a mystery to him. He hoped it had gone in Verabel’s favor. He and Mairid had no reason to think they’d been followed, and the fact of it was, they were in desperate need of a safe place to rest, away from the eyes of the world.
And in desperate need of a bath. If he was likely (certain, surely) to die, he would very much like to have one more bath first.
They stopped outside a closed door set deep into the stone wall. Verabel unlocked it with one of her many keys, then swept it open. “Your chambers remain as they were. Including your guest accommodations. I’ll leave you, with the assumption that you recall when dinner is served, and how much we prize punctuality.”
Mairid murmured her thanks and tilted her head for Griffin to go inside. The room—an antechamber, furnished with expensive chairs and plush rugs—smelled stale, but there was no dust on anything, that he could see.
“My chambers are through there.” Mairid gestured at an archway ahead, before moving to a door on the righthand wall, which she opened with a flourish and a small smile. “And this is the room you can expect to be locked in tonight.”
Griffin chuckled, relieved that she’d agreed to stay, and peeked into the room. Despite its small size, it boasted a large bed set in a swooping, ornately carved frame. “Just when I was about to remark that nobody here seemed to treat you like a queen, or a Lancet,” he said as he turned back to her. “Your chambers are very grand.”
She shrugged. “I was a queen, and I am a Lancet. And I did have guests. Family from Harth. Occasionally.” The way her eyes slid downward at the word occasionally made Griffin raise a brow, and she coughed lightly. “Well, once. A somewhat distant cousin who was passing through, on her way to be married off to a noble in one of the northern kingdoms.”
Griffin had no chance to respond, being obliged instead to make way for the small cyclone entering the room. A woman even tinier and more wrinkled than Verabel burst through the doorway and threw her arms around Mairid, unleashing a flurry of words so rapidly that Griffin doubted he’d have understood them even if he’d spoken the language.
“Miselda!” Mairid hugged the woman back, her face brightening considerably. She spoke several words in Aldar before switching to Caird to present Griffin, less formally than she had to the high priestess.
“I was Mairid’s mistress,” Miselda said proudly, apparently by way of rounding out the introduction. Her accent was so thick that Griffin assumed he must have misunderstood.
“Her … mistress?” he asked.
“Miselda, that doesn’t translate quite the way you think it does.” Mairid glanced at Griffin. “She means something like an adept.”
“Mairid was my acolyte,” Miselda offered.
“Ah.” So she had been a novice. Griffin shot an amused look at Mairid, who raised her chin and sniffed.
“Dearest.” Miselda took both of Mairid’s hands in her own. “They say the king has banished you. We received a message saying you wouldn’t return, and that if you didn’t send for your things we could either sell them or burn them, as we liked.”
“The king has accepted that I am most useful to him elsewhere.” Mairid’s tone was matter-of-fact, and betrayed none of her jubilation over said banishment.
“But with Eyrds?” Miselda looked at Griffin, wide-eyed. “Is he …?”
“Not a magician,” Griffin reassured her.
“It’s all to do with the reason I’m here.” Mairid stepped around Miselda to close the door. “And I’m afraid it’s a bit dangerous. To tell you the truth, I wanted to see you even more than I wanted my things. I was hoping you might help us.”
“But what sort of dangerous Eyrd business could I possibly help with? Is it about the”—Miselda swallowed and lowered her voice to a whisper—“dragons?” She clapped her hand over her mouth, as if to be sure the word would not escape again.
“A bit,” said Mairid. “Which is why I won’t sully you with details. The main thing is, we need to get to Kaleth, and we may be followed. We’ll certainly be watched for. And you can see that Griffin here is what you might call distinctive.”
Miselda gave him an openly admiring look. “Yes, he certainly is.”
“What with the red hair, and all,” Mairid added—pointedly—before tugging at one of her own curls. “And I have the same problem. Perhaps you could assist us in standing out a bit less?”
Miselda squealed, threw open the door, and ran from the room.
Griffin blinked after her. “Was that delight, or horror?”
Mairid laughed at the empty doorway. “More the first. She’s gone to get what she needs to help us.” She looked back at him, still smiling. “She’s got a bit more of an adventurous spirit than the high priestess would like. Verabel won’t approve. But Miselda has certain skills. Specifically with hair.”
“With …” Griffin wasn’t sure what he’d expected her to say, but it wasn’t that. “Hair.”
“She has excellent recipes for dyes, and she can even braid a person’s own hair with the strands of a wig, to make it look longer. That will do for mine, at least, though I think it better that we shave your head entirely, and dress you as a Helderlander. You’re of a more believable size there. Miselda and I can both sew. I’m sure we can cut up some of my clothes for cloth, and patch something together.”
Griffin crossed his arms and muttered an objection to having his head shaved, forgetting, for the moment, that none of this really mattered. Without his noticing it, Miselda’s energy—and Mairid’s—seemed to have given him a bit of his own.
Mairid, in typical fashion, ignored him and went on talking. “If we can’t use magic, we’ll have to use what we do have: mundane disguises, and coin. I have plenty of the latter here. I’m shockingly rich, as it happens. Radley paid me handsomely for leaving his court quietly.” She smirked. “The first time, at least. I didn’t punch him on the way out.”
“And what are the coins for, specifically?”
“Hiring a carriage. And for the finest inns and meals that can be found between here and Kaleth. I have fine clothing for myself, and as I said, we’ll patch something together for you. If you’re a barbarian, it won’t matter as much.”
Griffin nodded. “You want to hide plainly, as they say.”
“Exactly. They’ll be looking for Cairds, running and skulking around, cloaking themselves. Foreigners, without the means to buy the things we will conspicuously have. They won’t be looking for an Aldar noble and her new barbarian husband.”
“Husband?” Griffin laughed, though he wasn’t sure whether he was amused, or merely uncomfortable.
“Yes.” Mairid waved impatiently. “If I can manage the pretense, surely you can. We’ll provide a glimpse of Arun here and there, of course, but the rest of the time we’re a wealthy couple returning from Helderan, where we’ve just been wed, and on our way to Kaleth, where we mean to reside. That will also nicely explain why you don’t speak Aldar. You can just grunt at people. That will be entirely believable.”
“And why are we going to reside in Kaleth?” Griffin asked. “Is it not more typical for a new wife to go to her husband’s home?”
We would live at Pendralyn, if we were wed for real.
Where had that ridiculous thought come from? Surely Erietta was to blame. Or perhaps he was simply a bit unhinged, after the events of the past several days. Best to ignore any flashes of madness, under the circumstances.
“You’re right.” Mairid frowned at him. “Although I see no reason for you to look so grumpy about it. All right, then. I’m not a noble. You are.”
“Still barbaric, though?”
“Of course. Have you ever seen a Helderlander?”
“Not that I’m aware of.”
Miselda bustled back into the room, her arms full of bottles, vials, and two clanking bags of what Griffin supposed might be more bottles and vials. Or perhaps tools. Was he to be sheared like a sheep? He relieved her of the bags, while Mairid took the rest.
“Come this way, I’ve a big mirror.” Mairid led them through to her bedchamber. “As I was saying, my father is a rich merchant who fancies the idea of his daughter marrying a nobleman.” She pointed at Griffin. “You have a proud and ancient name, but no fortune at all. Not even a great house. We’re going to live in Kaleth because that is where we can live the finer.”
“Oh!” Miselda clapped her hands. “And a lovely couple you make, too.”
Mairid’s cheeks pinked. “It’s only a story, to go with the disguise.”
“Yes, I realize that.” Miselda pushed Mairid’s desk chair in front of the full-length mirror that stood in the corner, and gestured for Griffin to sit. “But it’s a pity, isn’t it? What lovely babies you would have, if it were real!”
Griffin had no idea how Mairid’s cheeks responded to that, as he looked at nothing but the floor for several minutes.
    
MAIRID’S PLAN had worked so well that Griffin was forced to wonder, as they rode up the final rise toward home, whether their good fortune was really due to her plan at all. Perhaps it had a more sinister cause—such as someone else’s bad fortune.
They hadn’t seen a single red pigeon along the way. No cultists. Certainly no dragons.
At each inn in Aldarine, Griffin had made a point of putting on the Arun cloak and walking out a back door, or through the village, before doubling back to ride off in his fine carriage, a newly wedded Helderlander on his way to his wealthy bride’s home. But if he drew the attention of those looking for Arun, he never saw any evidence of it.
There’d been no need for their story, or any story, in Kaleth. There were plenty of ship’s captains squeezing in as much trade as possible before winter came, who were happy to take on a couple of passengers at the price Mairid was offering. Nobody asked any questions, and nobody stopped them.
Nor had anyone stopped them as they rode across Tarnarven, and then Eyrdon, on their newly purchased horses. (Mairid had immediately dubbed these Horfax and Lindel, whilst gushing over how glad Kendry would be to have friends.) It was possible the disguises she’d fashioned were simply that good. That nobody suspected them. That nobody was watching the roads they took. Or that they missed any spies flying overhead by sheer coincidence.
But it was equally possible that the reason the Red Cult and their dragon overlords had left Griffin and Mairid alone was that they were occupied elsewhere.
Which was why, when the roofs of Avadare at last came into view, Griffin’s chest tightened, and his throat nearly closed with fear.
Had any of their companions returned? Were they safe? Had the enemy attacked the magistery? Would he find the burned-out husks of cottages beneath those roofs?
He still had no idea. Twice along the way they’d found pigeons to carry vaguely worded and unsigned messages ahead to Pendralyn. They’d received no responses. But that didn’t mean anything. They were disguised, and constantly moving. They were meant to be hard to find. Rufus could have done it, perhaps, but no ordinary pigeon.
“Stop looking so glum.” Mairid flipped her blonde braid—part natural hair, part wig—over her shoulder. “You’re home.”
“So are you, it would seem,” Griffin said, mainly for the distraction of something to say. But perhaps it wasn’t the time to remind Mairid that she had no place else to go. Her face sank, until she looked as glum as he (apparently) did.
“We both know that isn’t true.” She leaned forward to stroke Lindel’s neck, as she’d taken to doing when troubled. Griffin wondered if she was aware of the new habit. “They won’t let me stay much longer. Why would they?”
If the queen were here, she would point out that you could stay if you were my wife.
As ridiculous a thought now as it had been back in Aldarine. The queen was not here, and Griffin had no need of a wife. Certainly not a Lancet wife. “You were instrumental in the archmagister’s rescue,” he said instead. “You’ve proved your loyalty.”
“What good is loyalty at a magistery? Magic is the thing you need.”
“Not always.” Griffin gestured at himself. “Proof in the flesh.”
“Yes, but your position would appear to be occupied.”
“There are others. The kennels, for instance. You’re very good with the blackhounds.”
Mairid scoffed. “I am a member of the nobility of two kingdoms. The blood of the greatest kings and queens in all of history runs through my veins.” She tossed her head, just in case, Griffin supposed, the scoff hadn’t been sufficient. “Neither my birth nor my education suggest the life of a kennel hand.”
Well, there was a relief. If Griffin needed proof—which he certainly did not, in any case—that the two of them could not possibly suit, surely she’d just offered it. He offered her a bland shrug in return. “Then I suppose you ought to find a place where having impressive blood is enough to earn your keep.”
But even as he spoke, they came to the village, and his distraction fell away.
There were no ashes. Everything looked entirely normal.
Home.
Griffin tilted his head to Eyrdon’s gray-blue sky, and laughed. He was home. And his home was still standing. He clicked his tongue to urge Horfax ahead.
Shortly after he passed the first of the cottages, he was greeted—or challenged, really—by a pair of armed guards. He’d nearly forgotten; the king had mentioned bringing soldiers. And, if Griffin recalled correctly, a great many battlemages.
“I’m Magister Griffin,” he said. “And I have Mairid Lancet with me. We should be expected.” He ran a self-conscious hand over the coating of red fuzz on his head, thinking that it resembled some sort of mold more than anything else. “Although you were likely told to look for someone with hair. Have the queen and the archmagister returned?”
The two beats of Griffin’s heart between when he asked this question, and when he received an answer, were among the heaviest of his life.
“They have,” one of the guards said. “You’re the last of the queen’s party, as it happens.”
“The last who will be returning, anyway,” said the other.
Now Griffin’s heart was in his throat. “What do you mean?”
“Two of the groups came back short,” the second man said. “One of the magisters died, we’re told, and another isn’t coming back.”
“Died?” Mairid came up beside Griffin, Lindel stamping in the dirt at her shrill tone. “Who died?”
But the guard only shrugged, making Griffin very eager to punch the man. “Don’t know the name,” he said. “You can stable your horses at the pavilion, but you’ll have to pass another security check at The Dark Dragon before you go into the magistery. Security’s been tightened even more since Gafalt got here.”
“Gafalt is here?” Griffin shook his head, feeling like he’d been spun around several times, far too quickly.
home … someone’s died … Gafalt is here … security tightened … someone’s died
“Shouldn’t be, if you ask me.” The first guard scowled. “Not safe for any of us, having him here. This dragon business will be the death of us all, by the end, see if it—”
Griffin rode around the soldiers, squeezing his knees until Horfax sped to a gallop. They clearly couldn’t tell him what was going on at Pendralyn.
He needed to find someone who could.
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IF GRIFFIN HAD hopes that his friends would be lined up at the gate, eager to greet them and tell them everything, those hopes were soon dashed. They passed a smattering of people on the grounds, bustling around, chattering away, looking busy and excited—every one of them a stranger. Wardin’s battlemages, Griffin supposed. None of them paid him and Mairid much mind, and he didn’t stop any of them. He didn’t think his heart could take any more half-told news from an outsider.
There was no answer at the archmagister’s door, but as they came out of the manor, Griffin spotted Dora, hurrying across the lawn with a bottle in her hand. He called her name as he ran to catch up to her.
Her greeting was short, and accompanied by little more than a glance. She didn’t stop walking; she didn’t even break her stride. Griffin fell into step beside her, a bit hurt that she wasn’t happier to see him—and far more anxious about what might be distracting her.
“What’s happening?” he asked.
“Do you know where we can find the rest of our party?” Mairid added, trotting up beside him.
“Has nobody told you?” Dora glanced at them again, this time with a brief smile. “The eggs are hatching.”
Mairid gasped. “Right now? This moment?” She picked up her pace.
But Griffin only shook his head. “Dora, who …” He took his fellow magister’s elbow and drew her to a stop. “The soldiers said someone died.”
“Oh!” Dora put her fingers to her lips. “I suppose you would have no way of knowing that, either, would you? Wade …” She trailed off, eyes drifting downward.
Mairid gave a strangled cry.
“No.” Griffin’s throat went tight, so that he could barely get the word out. But he repeated it anyway. As if it had any power. “No.”
Wade, who’d faced dragons and mad wizards with equal courage. Who’d nearly always had a smile to offer, most especially when the situation least warranted it.
Who’d been kind to Griffin, sometimes when few others were.
“A terrible loss,” Dora said somberly. “The others can give you the details. If you want them. But I’m told he didn’t suffer.”
Mairid made another noise, and Griffin turned to find her arms wrapped around her middle, as if she’d taken a blow. A feeling with which he could greatly sympathize.
Tears were already spilling from her eyes. He put an arm around her shoulders, then pulled her into a hug. She stood rigid in his embrace, shoulders shaking.
She hadn’t wept like this over Helewise, despite having seen her body. In fact, Griffin couldn’t recall her crying at all.
A memory flashed through his mind, the image of Mairid and Wade, sitting together on a rock at the edge of Forstmald. Laughing. Mairid so rarely laughed, at least not with any real joy.
Had they grown close over the course of the journey? Closer than Griffin had realized?
His heart sank. “Mairid,” he murmured. “I’m sorry. I—”
“I’m sorry.” Dora gave Griffin a guilty look. “But I can’t linger. I need to get this down there.” She held up the bottle of amber liquid in her hand. “It has a sedating effect. We’re hoping it works on dragons.”
“You’re going to sedate the babies?” Griffin frowned. “Is that necessary?”
“It’s for Fendrath,” Dora said, already turning away.
“Come on.” Mairid pulled away, furiously wiping at her face, and hurried after Dora. “We obviously can’t miss the first dragon birth in a thousand years, can we?”
“Mairid,” Griffin called, but she didn’t stop or look at him. Moments later, she was swallowed by a crowd lingering at the edge of the pit.
Griffin greeted Calys and a few other magisters as quickly as he could without being rude. Or at least, without being too rude. With a wave and a promise to tell them all about his journey later, he descended the ladder behind Mairid.
Smoke immediately stung his eyes. The cavern was almost unbearably hot, more and more so as they made their way to the back, where far more braziers than usual burned. Three dragons stood in the center of the space where two of them had recently been chained, heads bent over the four eggs. These sat on a rock raised above a fire, and had, by Griffin’s reckoning, tripled in size since he’d last seen them. More humans were gathered around, though the smoke made it difficult to tell how many.
Pulling off his coat, Griffin scanned the faces, and to his relief, spotted both Deryn and Nott. But there was no time to take a closer look. Another friend was in clear need of his immediate attention.
While Esmerild and Gafalt seemed perfectly calm, Fendrath was stamping at the cavern floor. And visibly twitching. His wings were fluttering so much they were in some danger of putting out the fire.
Griffin grabbed the bottle from Dora’s hand and brought it over to the blackwing. “All right, you’d best drink some of this,” he said softly, so that Esmerild wouldn’t catch the words. “You’re not looking very dignified. And you don’t want your children meeting an undignified father, do you?”
Fendrath shot him a golden-eyed glare before snatching the bottle in his jaws. While Griffin gaped, the dragon chewed, glass and all, and swallowed the whole thing down.
“Er … I said some …” Griffin glanced back at Dora, who shrugged, then nodded.
“It’ll be fine,” she said. “Someone his size. I assume.”
“So, you’re back, then,” Fendrath said.
Griffin smiled at him. “In time to see your babies born, as hoped.”
Esmerild looked up from the eggs long enough to incline her head at Griffin, then Mairid. “Arun mentioned you would be arriving soon. We’re very glad to see you returned safely. We’ve much to discuss, of course, but I hope it’s obvious that now is not the time.”
“Congratulations,” Griffin said. “How soon do you expect them?”
“Hard to say.” Fendrath leaned forward and gently touched one of the eggs with his nose. “So far there are only a few cracks, so thin you can barely see them. Could be hours. Could be another day. Could be more.”
Another day? Spent simply staring at the things, and in this heat? As far as Griffin could tell, that was all anyone was doing. He cleared his throat. “Speaking of Arun, do you know where I might find him?”
“I’m here.” Arun came around a brazier and embraced Griffin like a son. To Griffin’s great surprise, the archmagister immediately turned and did the same to Mairid. “And so very glad to see you both safe. You can’t imagine how worried we were, with no sage in your party. We got a pigeon yesterday, and Nott’s been checking for you every so often, but …” He waved all of this away. “But here you are, in any case.”
“We heard about Wade,” Griffin said. “What happened?”
Arun winced, as if Griffin had pinched him. Perhaps in a way he had. “Come outside. It seems we’ve some time, yet.” He looked at Esmerild, whose eyes were still fixed on her eggs. “We’ll be back.”
A slight flick of Gafalt’s wing was the only indication that any of the dragons had heard. Even Fendrath had turned away, moving sideways to murmur something to his mate.
As soon as they were out in the fresh air again, Arun tilted his head back and breathed deeply through his long nose. “There’s a relief. I don’t blame everyone for being obsessive. It is the greatest wonder we’re likely to witness in our lifetimes, isn’t it? New dragons, and the first hybrids ever known. But I must say, standing in the stuffiest of all caves watching eggs crack by imperceptible degrees is a bit boring, as wonders go.”
Ansel, who’d apparently joined the crowd aboveground while Griffin was below, hurried over to them. Deryn and Nott came up the ladder a moment later. When everyone had given one another a proper greeting, Arun said, “Come back to my chambers, so we can speak privately. Wardin and Etta are in the sage hall with Lawfric, attempting to carry on a conversation with their children through both him and a castle sage. I’m sure they’ll find us when they’re done.” He squeezed Griffin’s shoulder as they walked. “Yours will be the last missing piece of the tale.”
“Let’s hope it’s a happy one,” said Deryn. “Although I suppose it can’t be, at least not entirely. Your message said Helewise wasn’t with you?”
“Not since Forstmald,” Griffin said. “She …” He trailed off and took a deep breath, as if that might carry back the words before they got out.
“She fell,” Mairid supplied. “An accident. She’s gone.”
“An accident is a kind way to put it,” Griffin muttered. But he said no more until they got to the archmagister’s chambers.
The king and queen had beat them there, Lawfric having been informed by Deryn of Griffin and Mairid’s return. Ash and Holly were both there as well, their coats returned to their proper lustrous black. And so the full rescue party was reunited.
The last who will be returning, anyway, Griffin thought, remembering the guard’s words.
After bowing to the king and queen (who, as usual, thoroughly rejected the formality), Griffin set down the pack he still carried, and took out the dancing cloak. “I believe this belongs here,” he said, as he hung it on its usual peg. “Although I suppose it needs a wash. It proved quite useful, as it happens.”
While honey cakes were fetched and mead poured, he and Mairid recounted their journey. When all had been said, Griffin looked around Arun’s table, his eyes resting finally on Ansel, then Nott. “What happened to Wade?”
Nott’s sigh was forlorn enough to wake Holly, who padded over to rest her heavy head on his leg. “A storm,” he said. “Darbin, I assume, or whoever it was the first time.”
“Wade had cast a trick, to look like Arun.” Ansel’s soft voice was nearly lost, directed as it was into his mug of mead. “Along a western road.”
“I suppose the Red Cult got wind of it,” said Nott, “which was of course the whole intention of the trick. But we thought we’d be well south of there and out of their reach before they could catch us.” He stroked Holly’s ear. “We were wrong.”
“And the storm killed him?” Mairid shook her head, as if unable to see how this was possible. Perhaps she’d forgotten the violence of the last storm Darbin sent.
“Not directly,” said Nott. “A tree fell. Not a harrow, we were miles from Forstmald by then. But even an ordinary oak limb is heavy enough to kill a man, if that man is unlucky enough to be struck in just the right way.”
Griffin stared. “Then it was … luck? Just blind, bad luck?” He pushed away from the table violently enough to tip his chair, and ignoring the resulting clatter, stalked to the window. But he found no comfort there; the sun was insisting on shining cheerfully over the picturesque lawn. A picture Wade would never see again. Nor Helewise.
“What else but bad luck?” asked Arun, his voice every bit as bitter as Griffin felt. “It couldn’t have been intentional. They thought it was me, after all. They only meant to slow me down. They were trying to catch me, not kill me.”
Griffin turned away from the window, leaning back against the pane, and nodded at the archmagister. “Your work wasn’t finished yet.”
“No, it wasn’t.” Arun gave him a humorless smile. “Not as far as they knew.”
Mairid’s brows shot up. “Meaning?”
“I may have been abused, maltreated, and forced off my balance,” Arun said, “but I was never corrupted. I was lucid enough to understand the stakes—if only barely, at times. I wasn’t about to betray the blackwings and greenwings, in order to appease the red. No matter the torture.”
“You’re a man to be admired.” Wardin clapped Arun’s shoulder. “Worshipped, even. But perhaps you could get to the point?”
Griffin stared at the king, who was clearly holding back a laugh. While his friend spoke of torture? Perhaps Arun had been bragging a bit, but under the circumstances, surely he was entitled to it. How could Wardin be laughing at him?
Childhood friends, he supposed, were permitted to tease each other under nearly any circumstances. He wouldn’t know; he’d never had any.
Arun elbowed his monarch in the ribs. “The point is, I only gave them a bit, just enough to be believable. Chains and ropes that might temporarily weaken a dragon, but nothing really potent. They wanted me because I seem to have achieved some fame as an enchanter, but I made it clear that mere enchanting isn’t enough. That whatever dark arts Mithrin employed have long since been lost, and that there is not now any magic known to man that can harm and hold a dragon in any but the most fleeting of ways.”
“But that was a lie?” Erietta prompted.
“I hope it was,” said Arun.
“The redwings know the chains from the chain room are gone, I gather?” Griffin asked, the question conjuring memories of thick green smoke, tinged with gray and black, and a stench the likes of which he hoped never to meet again. Gafalt had melted the ancient chains the first time he came to check on his sister. He no doubt would have done it the same day he destroyed the laboratory, if he’d thought of it. The greenwings’ fragile trust in the magisters could not bear the weight of Mithrin’s weapons.
“They assumed as much,” said Arun. “But chains weren’t Adalant’s main task for me, in any case. What she really wanted was a spell to put the dragons to sleep again. In stasis, like they were before.”
Griffin clenched a fist. “I take it she’s confident that they don’t need to be conscious to breed?” Several of the others made disgusted noises. Griffin was close to retching himself, at the thought of the dragons returned to the very state they’d been imprisoned in for a thousand years—just so Adalant could force them to be her studs and broodmares. “I got a general idea of her plans when I saw the adult-sized chains in the room they were keeping you in. But I didn’t think she would go that far.”
“She wouldn’t.” Mairid crossed her arms. “She couldn’t. To her own kind?” She shook her head. “Not even her.”
“You all speak as if you know her,” said Arun. “You don’t. She would, if she could, I assure you. But I can’t devise such a spell. Even Mithrin couldn’t, or he likely would have last summer.”
“It’s impossible,” said Erietta quietly. She curled her hands together on the tabletop, scratching and worrying at her nails. “It required divine magic. Both to do and to undo.”
Wardin gently untangled his wife’s hands and took one in his own, no sign of teasing in his face now. “So much for putting Adalant herself back to sleep, then. A pity. It would have been fitting.”
“Yes,” Arun agreed. “But I do think that despite what I told the redwings, I may in fact be able to construct chains like Mithrin’s. Especially if Gafalt were to help me. Assuming he and the others would allow it.”
“A big assumption,” said Mairid. “I doubt you’ll have much success there.”
But Griffin was not yet ready to look so far ahead. Not until he knew the full extent of what had been left behind. “What about Hester?” he asked. “What happened to her?”
He was still leaning against the window, the sun warming the back of his head, and his view of the table did not include Deryn’s face. But when she answered him, her voice was as cold and hard as he’d ever heard it. “Hester was a coward.”
Arun scoffed. “What you mean to say is, Hester wasn’t willing to be captured by men who thought she was me, and then killed when they discovered she was not. We cannot fault her for that. Why should she have died for me? Why should Wade have?” With a whispered curse, he refilled his mug of mead and took a long swallow.
Erietta spread her hands. “Because that was the mission. Any of us would have died, if it proved necessary to get you away and out of their reach. There was more at stake than just your life, as you well know.”
Deryn turned in her chair to face Griffin. “Hester refused to cast any tricks to make it appear as if Arun were with us. Just flat refused.” She tightened her lips, which Griffin at first took for disapproval. Until she said what she said next, and he realized it was reluctance. “She knew. She knew Helewise was dead.”
“What?” Griffin and Mairid both asked at once.
“Said she felt it,” said Deryn. “This would’ve been at just around the right time, too, from your account of things. I don’t know how that’s possible, whether it was magic or just something sisterly, but she knew. After that, she seemed a bit more aware of the risks of the journey. And unwilling to take them. The only thing she would use magic for was hiding, and I couldn’t do a thing about it.”
Griffin turned back to the window, unable to meet her eye. Or Mairid’s. Or any of theirs.
So, Helewise’s death had broken Hester. Which meant he was responsible for neither sister returning. Hester less directly, and at least she wasn’t dead. But he was responsible, nonetheless.
“I finally got so frustrated,” Deryn went on, “that I told her she couldn’t possibly expect to show her face back here, after abandoning her sworn duty like that. Of course I didn’t have the authority to dismiss her, but I didn’t need it. She agreed without a bit of argument. Not one bit. I don’t know that her heart was ever truly with Pendralyn, if I’m honest.” Her sniff clearly suggested that the latter was the most scandalous revelation of all. “As soon as we reached Tarnarven, we went our separate ways. I suppose she’ll try to get work at a magistery there, but I can’t say for sure.”
Though Griffin was still facing away from the others, the queen must have read his thoughts. Perhaps they were written in his hanging head, his drooping shoulders. “This was my mission, Griffin,” she said. “I led it. If anybody is responsible for those we’ve lost, it’s me.”
“Or perhaps me.” Arun’s voice was bleak. “For necessitating the mission to begin with.”
“This is quite a lot of blaming,” Mairid said briskly. “And every bit of it misplaced. We knew there was mortal danger in this journey. There always is, when it comes to war. And we took that risk willingly, to help win the war. That’s what one does. Every one of us did it, same as Wade and Helewise. We were simply luckier.”
“Thank you, Mairid, for the truly sagacious observation that war is dangerous.” With a huff, Griffin moved to join Ash and the other hounds by the fire. At least they wouldn’t offer him platitudes, and expect that to set everything right again.
Mairid hissed like a boiling kettle, no doubt a prelude to a lengthy reply, but Wardin cut her off. “All right,” he said, his voice clearly that of a king issuing a command. “We’ve no time for temper. Nor for wallowing in our grief, which I suppose comes to the same thing, on occasion. We do have a fair few challenges that must be addressed.”
He looked at Mairid, who met his eye with a raised chin, still resentful, it seemed. (One might even say petulant, Griffin mused, if one were so inclined.) Wardin showed no emotion in return, only shifted his gaze to Griffin, who now sat on the floor, rubbing a grateful Ash’s belly. “You didn’t have the benefit of a sage with you,” the king said, “so you can’t have heard what’s been happening here. But you’ll have noticed Gafalt in the cavern, I assume.”
“A dragon is a bit hard to miss,” Mairid said with a nod.
“Dare we hope he only came to witness the birth of his nieces and nephews?” Even as Griffin asked the question, he knew that hope to be false. The guard had said something about Gafalt’s presence being dangerous.
So it was no surprise when Wardin shook his head. “I’m afraid not. He came here for safety. And to report to his sister what had happened to him. His great failure, as he calls it, though I can’t find fault in his actions, myself. I’m told he fought well.”
“Oh yes,” Deryn said. “As I understand it, he was gravely wounded when he arrived. Thankfully he’s mended now, mostly.”
“Fought the redwings, you mean?” Mairid asked.
Griffin frowned. That couldn’t be right; Gafalt could kill a redwing. “Or Margarth?”
“Both,” said Arun. “They came after him with some of those chains I mentioned, the ones I intentionally made somewhat poorly.”
“We thought it odd,” said Nott, “that neither Margarth nor Ismant had been seen recently, when we were at their lair. And that the lair in general seemed to have so little … staff. We feared it meant they had gone to attack something. But it turns out they’d gone to attack someone.”
“I wonder how they found Gafalt,” Mairid said. “They must have just gotten word of where he was, even as we were coming for Arun.”
“How they found him isn’t what concerns me,” said Griffin. Gooseflesh had broken out along his arms. He’d been trying to put it together ever since Fendrath and Esmerild’s arrival: the breeding magic. What it might involve—and where it was. “The greater question is, what did they take from him?”
Arun nodded at him. “Do you remember the music box I made them?”
That … was not what he’d expected. “Er. Yes. Gafalt took it. The same day he destroyed the chains, I think it was. He said Esmerild had asked for it, because it reminded her of Story.”
“I thought that was sweet,” Mairid added.
“It was a lie,” Arun said with a shrug. “Gafalt took it so he could alter the enchantment.”
“It’s very clever, when you think about it,” said Erietta. “A trinket, and the redwings would sense human magic on it. They might never imagine a thing like that could be the thing.”
“But it is the thing,” Mairid said, fingers at her lips. “That was what they got word of, so they—” She broke off, frowning. “But both of them attacked Gafalt. Margarth and Ismant?” She waited for Wardin’s nod before shaking her head. “Why? They wanted the breeding magic badly, to be sure, but they wanted Arun, too. Why leave him with so little security, so susceptible to rescue?”
Griffin waved this away. “We’ve talked about that. I doubt they considered his rescue much of a risk.”
Mairid tossed her head. “A shallow explanation that’s never made much sense to me. The cultists knew we were coming after them, when they left here with Arun. Darbin certainly went to great lengths to stop us at the time. Which means he saw us as a threat.”
“A threat in the open, in Cairdarin, is not the same as a threat in the middle of their lair, which is in turn in the middle of a cursed forest,” said Griffin. “And in any case, surely the presence of the eldest and most powerful redwing was considered security enough.”
“It didn’t make much sense to me, either, Mairid,” Erietta said. “Which was why I asked the dragons the same question you just did. Why would Ismant have gone along? Particularly when Gafalt is one of the only living threats to him? It would have been far safer to send Margarth alone.”
“And what did they say?” Mairid asked.
“Gafalt dismissed it as obvious,” said Erietta. “He deduced that they were trying to take him as well as the breeding magic, and supposed they simply liked their odds better if there were two of them.”
Arun nodded. “The chains I gave them weakened him somewhat, but he was able to overcome that and fight back—hard enough that they couldn’t take him. They already had the music box by then. There was no reason for Margarth not to simply kill him, especially with the battle getting dangerous for Ismant. But she didn’t. That alone told Gafalt much about Adalant’s true plans, and what he didn’t put together on his own, I was able to fill in.”
“Still, there may be more to it than that,” said Erietta. “Fendrath thinks Ismant’s accompanying Margarth may be a sign that the redwings don’t entirely trust her. In which case, perhaps Margarth is not entirely on the wrong side of things. Perhaps she can be persuaded yet. That would change the dynamics of this matchup considerably, if the enemy couldn’t kill a greenwing.”
“I’ll tell you what I still don’t understand,” Deryn said. “How the music box could possibly have been enchanted for such a purpose. How would that work, exactly? Do they play the music, er, during? Or …?”
“I’ve been wondering the same,” said Nott.
“Well I, for one, would rather not know.” Griffin stood, wiping Ash’s hair off his hands. “So if this was happening just as we were rescuing Arun, that would put it at nearly a month ago. Meaning …” He looked from the archmagister, to the queen, to the king. And saw confirmation in all of their faces.
“If Margarth and Ismant don’t have eggs already,” Wardin said, “they soon will.”





15
THE ARCHMAGISTER WAS RIGHT: as wonders went, being crowded into a hot cave watching nothing happen fell somewhat short. Nonetheless, many of Pendralyn’s residents continued to linger in or near the cavern, leaving the area only to eat, bathe, or, in Griffin and Mairid’s case, take the shortest nap they could manage without collapsing. They were determined that, whatever their other difficulties, they could not miss such a historic and monumental event as the baby dragons’ birth.
The adult dragons mostly ignored the humans. They murmured to one another, sometimes in a language Griffin didn’t understand, their eyes always on the eggs. Every so often, Fendrath or Esmerild would breathe a gentle wave of blue or green fire beneath the stone platform where the eggs rested. Or they would sing, Fendrath’s voice invariably grating and off key, Esmerild’s lilting and a bit haunting as it echoed through the cavern.
Griffin would have liked to talk to them about Adalant. About her attempt to capture Gafalt, her intentions for all the dragons, the other eggs that might at that same moment be incubating across the sea. And most of all, what they were to do about all—or any—of it. But the dragons, perhaps understandably, seemed uninterested in anything outside the cavern.
By the evening of his return to Pendralyn, the cracks in the eggs had widened considerably. By moonrise, a small toe, tipped with an even smaller talon, was peeking out of one such crack. A vat of sheep’s blood (which did little to improve the general smell) was delivered to the cavern, in readiness for the babies’ first feeding.
Much as Griffin longed for his own bed, he stayed well into the night, along with Mairid, Erietta, Deryn, and perhaps a dozen others. (Arun, on the other hand, went to bed, after expressing his hope that the young dragons would have the manners to refrain from hatching at an indecent hour.)
Those keeping vigil were rewarded sometime after midnight, when a great snapping noise preceded the splintering of one of the eggs, and the protruding toe became an entire body, the size of a rabbit hound and sticky with what could only be described as goo. It happened so suddenly, after so many hours of gradual cracking, that Griffin wondered whether he might have dozed off and missed something.
“Griffin.” Erietta, who was nearest to him, grasped his hand. “Isn’t it amazing?”
He nodded, but he wasn’t sure he was quite sharp enough to feel amazement. In fact, he felt a bit like he was dozing still.
A baby dragon, the first in a thousand years. A hybrid baby dragon, the first ever. The reclamation of dragonkind. It would change the whole world. Had changed it, even as he watched.
He’d thought himself prepared for this for some time, but now found he wasn’t prepared at all. It wouldn’t quite sink in.
It was several minutes before his mind had the chance to catch up to that first glimpse, as the dragons surrounded the young one, blocking him or her from view. But eventually their coos and exclamations of joy subsided, and Esmerild stepped aside and said, “A girl. She seems healthy and normal enough. I don’t believe she will require any attention from your healers. But I suppose you would all like to meet her.”
She nudged the baby with her nose. “Go on and greet the humans, then,” she said, far more tenderly than Griffin had thought her capable of. “You’ll recognize some of them by their voices.”
The little dragon, whose color Griffin could not immediately determine apart from its being dark, wobbled nearer, more crawling than walking. She stopped in front of Mairid, and stretched her neck upwards to blink at her through eyes that looked a touch too big for her head.
Laughing, Mairid knelt down. “Hello there.”
“Hello,” the baby replied, quite clearly, in a rasping voice that was otherwise very like a human child’s.
Mairid’s mouth fell open (as did Griffin’s, and nearly everyone else’s). “It’s … it’s very nice to meet you. My name is Mairid.”
The baby dragon turned her head swiftly, then flapped her wings toward Deryn.
“She finds it easier to speak with me, I think,” said Deryn. “Easier to do it without words.” She stopped to laugh and nod at the little dragon. “She finds us odd. Perhaps we don’t look how we sounded, and she was expecting something else.”
“I’m …” Griffin looked at Fendrath, shaking his head in wonder. “I didn’t realize she would be able to speak at all.”
Fendrath snorted. “Of course she can.” None of his earlier anxiety showed now; his voice was every bit the proud father’s. “They learn a great deal in the shell. We’ve been speaking to them in several languages for weeks now, and inviting the magisters to do the same. There’s much of it she doesn’t understand yet, so there’s quite a bit less meaning in the words than if you or I said them. But I think she can reasonably be relied upon to grasp the concept of hello.”
“A short infancy, followed by a long childhood,” said Esmerild. “As I’ve mentioned to some of you before. A superior system in every way.”
“But this is barely an infancy at all.” Erietta’s fingers drifted to her lips as she watched the baby toddle around Mairid. “Look how well she walks already. Not ten minutes out of her shell.”
“You all sound as if you expected her to develop at the ridiculously plodding pace of a human,” Gafalt said. “Dragons are obviously a great deal smarter. Including the young ones.”
Mairid reached out and brushed a tentative hand along the baby’s head. The baby, in turn, leaned her face into Mairid’s palm.
“She likes you,” Deryn said.
“Well,” said Gafalt, “the young ones can’t be expected to be quite as smart as adult dragons.”
Mairid tossed her head at the older dragon before turning back to the younger. “And what will your name be?”
“Chosen by her parents, naturally.” Fendrath approached his new daughter and bent low, flattening his neck to the floor. Apparently understanding what was expected, the baby clambered onto him, digging her little claws into his scales to secure herself. Fendrath shifted, then lowered her in front of a bowl of blood. She climbed off him and began to lap at it like a dog.
Esmerild watched her with an assessing look Griffin had come to know quite well. “A good appetite,” she said with a nod. “She’ll be a strong one. As to her name, I think it likely we’ll call her Pendraleth. For the place she was born.”
Frowning, Griffin shot a look at Fendrath. “And that would be … acceptable to you?” Surely he didn’t want to name his daughter after the place where he’d been betrayed, tortured, and imprisoned. A human place.
But Fendrath barely twitched a wing. “Of course it would. It was my idea.”
Esmerild sniffed. “Hence the blackwing naming convention. Although in truth I don’t mind so very much. There’s no precedent for a hybrid dragon, of course, but I can’t say I’m overfond of the ld and lt sounds the greenwings use. They come out a bit like one has something stuck in one’s throat. Most of us end up shortening our names, like Story did.”
She sighed and gave Gafalt a sad look. “I so regret that our sister isn’t here to witness this, and to meet her new niece.”
“As do I.” Gafalt dipped his head. “But we haven’t given up. Now that I’m here, I can work directly with the magisters. We’ll find a way to restore her.”
Griffin gestured at the three remaining eggs, ignored for the moment on the platform above the fire. “And what about the others? Surely they must be hatching soon, now.”
“I suppose that depends on what you would call soon,” said Esmerild. “They don’t always follow quickly, one after the other.” She straightened her neck, looking imperious. “Someone has to be the eldest.”
“But he’s right, we must tend to them,” Fendrath said. “You see to this little one, Esme, and Gafalt and I will watch the others.”
It was a long night, made somewhat shorter by the joy of watching little Pendraleth discover her surroundings. She particularly took to sheep’s blood, her mother’s singing, and Mairid. (Griffin had the sense that the latter attachment was beginning to irk Deryn, who had perhaps assumed her special talent for communication would make her the babies’ favorite human.)
Just before dawn, two of the other eggs hatched, nearly simultaneously. Boys, with scales as deep an emerald color—almost black, except when the firelight caught it properly—as their elder sister’s.
They were introduced to the humans as Storavath and Tavriloth. Admirable as Fendrath and Esmerild’s desire to honor their siblings might be, Griffin feared such names would start to get confusing, especially if they had many more clutches of eggs. Surely some variety might have been preferable, when one was rekindling an entire species. But as his opinion on the matter was sought by no one, he did not offer it.
By then both Arun and Wardin had joined the gathering in the cavern, while many of the other magicians, having satisfied their need to witness the return of dragonkind with Pendraleth’s hatching, had drifted away to bed. While Esmerild and Fendrath resumed their vigil over the final egg, the remaining humans sat on the cavern floor, playing with or simply admiring the three babies. Gafalt watched this interaction closely, ready to disapprove of any misstep.
“I won’t deny it’s a good idea to socialize them with men,” he murmured to Fendrath. “But I’m not certain there needs to be so much of it so soon. We ought to be wary of any undue influence.”
Apparently untroubled by the potential corruption of her hatched children, Esmerild kept her eyes on the unhatched one. “We’d best hope this one is a girl. Even numbers would be best.”
Fendrath flicked one of his wings. “I suppose that depends on what we get from Margarth and Ismant, assuming they’ve managed any eggs at all. We’ll likely have to match these ones with their brood. Unless we can get the music box back quickly, and Gafalt here can sufficiently charm Tavreth. If we could even find her.”
Gafalt shook his head, though not, it seemed, because he was self-aware enough to realize his charms were somewhat limited. “No, it would be better to add redwing blood to the mix right away. Cousins twice over might be less than ideal.”
“You’re saying you want to take their eggs.” Griffin stood and looked at each dragon in turn. It was obvious, he supposed, but this was the first time he’d heard them express it. “Margarth and Ismant’s. Much as they wanted to take yours.”
“Tavriloth, you mustn’t bite.” Esmerild used a wing to gently separate her son from Erietta and Wardin; the latter was cradling one hand in the other, while blood ran down his forefinger and over his knuckles.
“Teeth,” said Tavriloth, as if in explanation.
“Yes, but it’s considered poor manners to use them on monarchs.” Esmerild looked back at Griffin. “I don’t necessarily want to steal their eggs. But there is much more at stake than our current disputes, now that we’ve confirmed the possibility of live, healthy hybrids. Our future depends on betrothing our children, and preferably organizing those matches straight from birth. One way or another.”
“What do you mean, one way or another?” Gafalt asked. “What other way is there, besides by force? Are you suggesting you wish to pursue a diplomatic solution first? Peace?” He snorted. “I highly doubt you’ll get it. I can’t see why you would even want to, after what Ismant knowingly did to Story.”
“Did you not hear me say that our future depends on it?” Esmerild tossed her head at her brother. “What might happen, if we let it come to an all-out war? Which of us might fall? Death was a bleak enough possibility, when we thought we were the last dragons that would ever roam this world. It’s an even bleaker one now. Our numbers must grow, not shrink.”
“Adalant will never have peace,” Gafalt said, “unless it’s with her ruling over us all. And that, I simply will not tolerate. Not for myself, and not”—he gave Storavath, who was closest to him, a soft tap with his nose—“for him, either.”
“Peace!” Storavath said in return. “Blood?”
While his uncle, with Mairid’s assistance, served the baby another bowl of blood, Wardin took Griffin’s elbow.
“How’s your hand?” Griffin asked.
“Mended already, with three healers down here. Thank goodness they haven’t been needed for anything more pressing.” The king used his sleeve to wipe a stray bit of blood off his palm, and nodded at Mairid. “I haven’t gotten a chance yet,” he said, his voice conspiratorially low, “but while she’s distracted, I want to thank you for doing as I asked, and bringing her home safely.”
Griffin smiled at the sight of her, crouched down in a dirty cave, splashed with sheep’s blood, laughing with the baby dragons. It was not a scene he would have expected to find a Lancet in the middle of. “You’ve got that the wrong way round. It was her who brought me home safely. Her plan, her silver. Her friend who disguised us. Not to mention her bringing me water and broth on the voyage, and tending to me. Even when I told her to go away. I don’t take well to the sea, as it turns out.”
“It sounds like she’s grown into a resourceful woman.” Wardin followed Griffin’s gaze, head cocked. “I’m not surprised. Her circumstances no doubt made it necessary. And she was always bright.”
Griffin ran a hand over his barely-there hair. “If you really want to know, I was all but useless, after Helewise. I doubt I’d have been able to make the journey at all without Mairid.”
Wardin looked back at Griffin, brows raised. “You’ve formed an attachment to her. Etta said as much, but I wasn’t certain.”
“An attachment?” Griffin very nearly rolled his eyes. “Yes, the queen makes much of it. But I don’t think it’s possible not to form some sort of attachment, is it, when you’ve been through so much together?”
“Ah, yes,” said Wardin. “Coming back from the dead together, and all. And then coming back from Aldarine together, which is arguably worse.”
“Exactly,” Griffin said with a laugh. “You needn’t worry. It’s no more than that.”
“Who said anything about being worried?” Wardin clapped Griffin’s shoulder. “I happen to think you would make an excellent match. I have, after all, set a precedent for successful Lancet-magister pairings.”
“Funny, I never think of you as a Lancet.”
“Fortunately for me, neither does my wife.”
Griffin was saved from further exploration of the topic in the best possible way: by the hatching, at last, of the final egg. Despite her earlier comments, Esmerild did not look the least bit disappointed to find that the youngest—and largest—of her brood was a boy. She called him (somewhat to Griffin’s irritation) Fenrolth, after his father.
More magisters began returning to the cavern, bearing well wishes and the occasional gift of a drawing or a song, or the particular mutton cakes Esmerild had become fond of. But it wasn’t long before Gafalt shooed them all away, insisting that the new family, now that it was complete, be given some peace and privacy.
“Sleep!” Storavath—who seemed as vocal as his namesake—declared.
Griffin thought this an excellent idea, and turned to follow the others out. But Esmerild called him back, along with Mairid, Deryn, Arun, and the king and queen. She directed Deryn to send word to Nott, who had gone to bed, that he and Ansel were wanted as well.
For some time the greenwing said nothing, as she settled the babies down on a pile of furs. When they were asleep, she ushered everyone through to the outer cave, leaving only Gafalt behind to watch over the little ones.
“Much as I’d like to be in there with them,” Esmerild said, “Fendrath and I simply cannot allow ourselves to be distracted any longer. With the children born healthy and safe, it is now our responsibility to keep them so. Adalant will want them, of course, and more than she wants the rest of us.”
She fixed Wardin with a hard look, her golden eyes flickering in the firelight as if they themselves were on fire. “What do you propose to do about it?”
Wardin blinked at her. “Me?”
Griffin was equally confused, not by her addressing the question to Wardin, but by her asking it at all. He’d never known her to ask the advice of anyone, much less a human.
“Of course,” said Esmerild. “They were born in your kingdom, were they not?”
Wardin crossed his arms, looking a bit amused. “Surely you’re not suggesting they’re my subjects.”
Fendrath tossed his head and snorted, a curl of smoke rising from his nose. “Certainly not. My children are subject to no man.”
“As I thought,” Wardin said.
“Nevertheless,” said Esmerild, “this is your fight as much as ours, and always has been. You heard my brother. He doesn’t believe a peaceful solution will be possible. He—” She paused as Ansel came down the ladder, followed by Nott. Ansel bowed, though it was unclear whether it was to the monarchs or the dragons.
Esmerild nodded at the new arrivals, then back at Wardin. “You are the king. And the rest of you saw Adalant’s lair, her resources, her plans.”
“Some of us saw more than others,” said Erietta. “Arun and Griffin are in a better position to speak to her resources than the rest of us.”
“Then we’ll begin with Arun and Griffin,” said Esmerild. “I’m curious to hear what alternatives you see to diplomacy. Is the lair vulnerable? Do you see any way for us to get, if not Margarth’s eggs, the music box, at least?”
“I don’t,” said Griffin. “Even if they keep the eggs there, in a location that’s already been compromised once, they won’t make the same mistakes, with regard to security. And Forstmald is … well, I doubt we could get back to the lair at all, let alone inside it. Not unless the harpies helped us.”
Erietta shook her head. “They won’t. I had the sense they were wary of helping us the first time, and perhaps wouldn’t have, were they not so desperate. They’re too close to the redwings, and too vulnerable to them. Much as they desire Adalant’s defeat, they fear her retribution more.”
“The same can be said of Radley,” Mairid said. “Not that you’d find much use for him, anyway.”
“That all presupposes it’s us, trying to get back to the lair.” Nott gestured widely, encompassing both Esmerild and Fendrath. “Of course, the dangers of Forstmald would be nothing to you.”
“Until they got to Margarth,” said Deryn. She pursed her lips at her sweetheart before looking to Esmerild. “In any case, I doubt you’ll want to leave your babies to take the risk.”
“No, I will not,” Esmerild agreed. “I’d rather not even spare Gafalt. Protecting the children is our utmost priority, and you’ll forgive me for saying I don’t wish to leave it to magicians alone.”
“Forgive you?” Arun chuckled. “I’ll do one better, and thank you. I assure you, that is not a task we were hoping to be burdened with. You’re welcome here, of course, but we cannot defend your brood from dragons without you.”
Esmerild shook her wings. “And so here we are. They want our babies. They want us. We’d like our magic box back, and we’d like access to their young, as well. And whether we make a priority of our defensive needs or our offensive ones, the fact remains that there is a great disparity in power, in favor of our enemy. They have fire that can kill each of us, while we do not have fire that can kill each of them.”
Griffin heaved a sigh and straightened from the cool stone wall he’d been leaning against. “Then we must make that fire. It couldn’t be more clear.”
“If you mean the babies, it will be weeks yet before they have fire,” said Fendrath. “And even then, the hybrid fire—”
“Will almost certainly be no more capable of killing a blackwing than you are,” Griffin finished for him. “Not that you want to kill your own sister, anyway.”
“Which is why we must do everything in our power to make peace with her instead,” said Esmerild. “Even if we can’t reach an understanding with the redwings, we must try to reach one with Margarth.”
“I agree,” said Griffin. “But reaching an understanding with any of them will be much easier if you can negotiate without that power disparity you just mentioned.”
“What are you suggesting?” Fendrath asked.
Griffin closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose, a vain attempt to fend off a coming headache. He knew he shouldn’t press the matter without discussing it with the others first. But he was so very exhausted, and the answer was so very obvious, that he found himself short of patience. “The elixir of dragon breath, of course. We must make it. And you must not stand in our way.”
“No!” Gafalt barked from the inner cavern.
“Gafalt!” Esmerild hissed. “If you wake them, I will roast you! See if I don’t!” She turned back to Griffin. “No.”
Fendrath growled. “I’ll not leave my children vulnerable to men a second time.”
Griffin gave him a sympathetic look. The blackwing had allied with humans before, against the redwings. And what had he gotten in return? A family murdered, and a thousand year prison. To ask him to risk all of that again was madness. It was even cruel.
Nevertheless.
Griffin crossed his arms and said, with all the firmness he could muster, “Yes. You will.”
“I certainly will not!” Fendrath lunged, darting out his neck so his hot nose—and the bared fangs beneath it—were a hand’s width from Griffin’s face. “You are an even greater fool than I took you for, if you think we will ever allow men the means to kill us.”
Not flinching was among the hardest things Griffin had ever done. “Why? Why would it matter?” He tossed his arms. “So we could kill you. You could kill us. You can kill each other, we can kill each other. Everybody can kill everybody. But we all love our children, don’t we? And so we won’t.”
“Which is exactly what I’m counting on, where Adalant and the others are concerned,” said Esmerild.
“Ah.” Wardin came to stand beside Griffin, and spread his hands at the dragons. “But there’s that pesky disparity to botch it all up. Adalant has more power than you do. Just as you have more power than we do. And where power is imbalanced, threats are perceived, dominance asserted. It makes war all but inevitable. Trust me, I’m a king on a small island divided into even smaller kingdoms that have been squabbling since time beyond memory; I would know. If we’re to have true peace, it must be as equals.”
Esmerild snorted. “We are not equals.”
“Nor can we trust you,” Fendrath added.
Griffin pointed at him. “And there it is. We can’t trust you. We’re not equals. We’re not friends. You say that sort of thing to me quite a lot. Perhaps it’s time you asked yourself whether any of it is true.”
“I assure you, it is,” said Fendrath.
“And I assure you, it’s not,” Griffin shot back. His heart was hammering now, though he couldn’t have said whether it was from anger, or the fear of being set on fire.
Or perhaps, a bit, the simple fear of rejection. “What are we,” he asked, “if not friends?”
“Allies,” Esmerild said.
Arun scoffed. “To hear you speak, we’re not even that.”
“Uneasy ones,” Esmerild amended.
“And yet this is where you came, to have your babies,” said Mairid.
“You named one of them after this place,” Erietta added.
“And here we stood,” Griffin said, “beside you, watching you become parents, ready to help, or heal, or whatever was needed of us. Celebrating with you.” He gave Mairid a light smirk. “Crying with you, in some cases, and don’t think I didn’t notice.”
Mairid returned his smile before lifting her chin at Esmerild. “Who does that, if not a friend?”
Griffin looked back at Fendrath, waiting until the blackwing’s amber gaze was on him. “Perhaps you made a vow that you would never befriend men again,” he said quietly. “Perhaps you had every reason to. But that was a thousand years ago. Another world. Other men.”
“If I’ve proven anything these past weeks,” Arun offered, “surely it’s that I’m not Mithrin.”
“You’re here now,” said Mairid. “In this time, in this world. With us. Vulnerable, with babies to protect. You’re going to have to put your faith in someone. It’s either us, or Adalant.”
“It’s come to that,” Griffin agreed. “To put it plainly, you need friends. All that remains is for you to choose them.”
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“WHAT DO YOU SUPPOSE SHE WANTS?” Ansel stopped at the bottom of the ladder and stepped aside, presumably so Griffin, who was only a step behind him, would go through to the dragons’ den first.
“That is, by my count, the fourth time you’ve asked that since we left the keep,” said Nott. “I haven’t got a better answer now than I did a minute ago. The fact that I can receive Esmerild’s thoughts doesn’t mean I can read them, you know.”
As a rule, Ansel was only slightly more comfortable around dragons than the blackhounds were, but in this case the contriver’s trepidation was understandable. The eldest greenwing had asked to see the three of them specifically, which suggested she either intended to give them her blessing to pursue the elixir—or intended to roast them for resuming their efforts in secret.
With a wordless shrug, Griffin walked on to find out which it was.
He was nearly tripped by a scampering Fenrolth, chasing a ball Mairid had tossed for him. Griffin caught it instead, then bent to offer it to the little dragon. Fenrolth opened his jaws wide—and spit up a shocking quantity of blood (sheep’s, presumably) over Griffin’s sleeve.
The dragon’s eyes, still a filmy gray rather than the deep gold Pendraleth’s had already become, shot wide. “Apol’gies. That is called rude?”
“No,” Griffin assured him, accepting a towel from Mairid and ignoring her smirk. “It would only be rude if you did it on purpose, which of course you didn’t.”
Thus absolved, Fenrolth promptly lost interest, snatched up the ball, and looked hopefully at Mairid.
But Mairid shook her head. “Let’s wash it first, and get you a drink of water.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Tavriloth? We’re going to have a break, for a drink.” With a departing wave to Griffin, she led the brothers away.
The babies were a mere three days old, but already the cavern—and the young dragons themselves—had changed considerably. The brightly lit space was littered with bowls, furs, musical instruments, and an assortment of toys obtained from Avadare: balls, hoops, tugging ropes. Mairid had instantly become a nearly permanent fixture here. The babies’ clear attachment to her was a source of both irritation and concern for Gafalt, but Esmerild and Fendrath seemed far too overwhelmed by their energetic brood to reject the help of anyone who cared to offer it.
While Fenrolth and Tavriloth played with Mairid, Pendraleth sat with her parents at the far side of the room, running her claws over the strings of a small harp.
“You’ll need to learn to do that with your knuckle.” Fendrath lay down beside his daughter and curled one of his toes, talon inward, to graze it across the harp. “Otherwise you’ll be slicing through the strings, before long.”
None of them paid the men any mind, until Griffin looked around and, not seeing Storavath anywhere, asked where he was.
“In the chain room with Gafalt.” Esmerild rose and jerked her head toward the corridor door. “Hearing tales of his namesake and, I believe, composing a song for her, in anticipation of the day he meets her.” She stepped over Pendraleth spryly enough, but Griffin thought she looked tired. Perhaps that was universal among new parents of every species.
“You called for us?” Nott asked.
“Yes,” said Esmerild. “You may continue your attempts to contact Mithrin, without fear of our interference.”
Ansel’s sigh of relief was audible. Griffin shared the sentiment—until Fendrath added, “Not that fear of interference has stopped you, it would seem.”
“Yes, well.” Griffin cleared his throat. He didn’t bother to ask how they’d been found out; the dragons’ spy was most likely not even human. A stray mouse, perhaps, come to winter in the manor. He and his two cohorts had attempted the ritual the night before, but as it had been an abject failure, he saw no reason to suffer a rebuke for it. Better to skip over that part of the conversation entirely. “We appreciate your faith in us.”
“Faith?” Esmerild snorted. “Desire, more like. As in the desire for our children to know the sun.” She swept one wing in an all-encompassing gesture. “We are imprisoned once again. We cannot leave this cave, much less Pendralyn. Not for any real length of time.”
Griffin opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again as he glanced down at Pendraleth, who was watching the grownups closely now.
Fendrath followed his gaze before coming to his feet. “You can speak freely in front of the children. They must know the dangers they face, if they’re to be properly cautious of them.”
“All right,” Griffin said, though he still felt uncomfortable at the prospect of scaring the little one. “Do you think Adalant knows they’ve hatched? And that you’re all here at Pendralyn?”
“If she doesn’t, she will soon enough,” said Esmerild. “She won’t risk the children’s lives with any prolonged violence, but I’m sure I needn’t tell you she would adore a chance to abduct them. We must not bring them out into the open any more than we can help, given Margarth’s ability to take us by surprise.”
Frowning, Griffin looked at Fendrath. “But she can’t cloak herself from you. I thought you said you could always be seen by other dragons?”
“That’s true,” said Fendrath, “but we have only three pairs of eyes between us, and that isn’t enough to be everywhere at once. Why do you suppose we’re here? In the absence of an army of dragons to help protect us, an army of magicians will have to do.”
Griffin blinked at him, momentarily struck by his words. An army of magicians … to protect dragons.
Everything the humans had done, from the moment the redwing threat became clear, was predicated on the idea that a fight against even one dragon could not be won. And rightly so; no man could stop a dragon.
But the dragons wouldn’t see it the same way. How could they? They’d been stopped by men once before.
Of course, the men in question had been fighting alongside deities at the time. But they’d also had magic, long since lost—magic Griffin and his companions might yet find. Perhaps this very night, or the next. Gafalt and the others had argued so strenuously against seeking the elixir for one simple reason: for all their bluster and arrogance, they were afraid of men.
And so was Adalant. Something Griffin might do well to remember, in the coming days and weeks.
“We cannot run,” said Esmerild. “Particularly not with children who are too young for flight or flame. And you see how effective hiding on his own was for Gafalt. I said too young for flame, Pendraleth.” She nudged her daughter, who, evidently bored with both the harp and the conversation, had taken to puffing hard at Griffin’s shoe in an apparent attempt to set it on fire.
“Pendraleth,” Mairid called. She’d settled down on a pile of furs with Fenrolth and Tavriloth, the latter sprawled over her lap. “I’m about to tell a story, would you like to hear it?”
“More interesting than Adalant story?” Pendraleth asked.
“Oh, yes,” said Mairid. “There are pirates, and princes, and a magical forest.”
Pendraleth remained skeptical. “Dragons?”
“Only one dragon, but she is clever enough to save the whole world.”
Satisfied, Pendraleth ran (with a great deal more dexterity than when Griffin had last seen her, only the day before) to join her siblings.
Watching her children curl up with Mairid, Esmerild sighed, and the sound left no doubt as to the exhaustion Griffin had surmised a few minutes before. “We can’t go up there, under an open sky. We simply can’t.”
Griffin felt a deep pang of compassion, seeing her so vulnerable. A mother, desperate to protect her babies.
But perhaps he also felt, the very tiniest bit, vindicated. “And so you’ve chosen your friends, after all,” he said. “Or perhaps acknowledged your friends would be a better way to put it.”
“One choice does not preclude another,” said Fendrath.
Griffin wasn’t certain he liked the sound of that. “Meaning?”
“Meaning,” said Esmerild, “that when I said Adalant will know about the hatching soon enough, it wasn’t a guess. I intend to send her a message—today, in fact—and tell her myself. She’ll find out anyway, one way or another, and this will allow me to present the information in a way that is advantageous to us.”
“Advantageous how?” Nott asked.
Esmerild flicked a wing. “I’ll hint at complications peculiar to a hybrid hatching, that could prove tragic if Margarth and Ismant should be unprepared for them.”
Griffin stared at her. “You mean to lie?”
“I most certainly do not.” Esmerild tossed her head. “Honestly, your language skills barely rival those of my three-day-old daughter. Perhaps you ought to work to improve them, if you mean to continue as a teacher. I mean to hint, as I said very clearly. I mean to imply that if Margarth and Ismant do happen to have eggs, it would be in everyone’s best interest to declare a temporary cessation of hostilities, so we might convene for a parley.”
“An implication that is wholly and entirely true,” Fendrath said. “After all, the future of dragonkind must take precedence over everything, and anything, else.”
“Indeed it must,” Esmerild agreed. “Yet we cannot afford to put very much faith in Adalant. With winter settling in, our message is like to take a longish while to reach Forstmald. Likewise for her response. And then there is always a chance, perhaps a strong one, that her response will come in the form of an attack.”
“And so you want the elixir,” Griffin said. “In case it’s needed.”
“Precisely,” said Fendrath. “That, and we’ve tasked Arun with working on a set of chains in earnest, in hopes that they might be used to imprison any enemy we fail to convince.”
It was not lost on Griffin that they were now engaged in a (perhaps impossible) struggle to create the very things Gafalt had so rashly destroyed the summer before. But on that point, he thought it wise to keep his amusement to himself.
Or nearly so; he caught the glint in Mairid’s eye as she came to join them (her three charges were now snoring on the furs), and certain she was thinking the same thing, exchanged a quick smile with her.
“Now then,” Esmerild said. “Perhaps you’d like to tell me about your ritual last night. I gather it wasn’t successful. One advantage of being open with us is that it allows you the benefit of my advice on the matter.”
Griffin and Nott, with only the occasional interjection from Ansel, made quick work of a tale that amounted to essentially this: the Nestric mirror appeared to do nothing at all.
They’d tried it several times the night before with no effect, before switching to a full-length mundane mirror amid loud declarations that the size of the other mirror was perhaps the problem, to avoid arousing Mithrin’s suspicions. They were back at Pendralyn, after all; in all likelihood, the mad magician was watching them. Laughing, perhaps, while refusing to be swayed by their attempts to lure him into conversation. While the night lasted and the veil was thin, they dared not say a word about the nature of the Nestric mirror, the true purpose of the ritual, or anything else of import.
It made no difference. There was no sign of Mithrin at all. Griffin didn’t even dream about him that night—nor had he any night, for many weeks now.
“You don’t suppose he knows?” Mairid asked, as their account came to an end. “About the soul mirror? I can’t remember whether it was after moonrise when Tomlin told us about it.”
Griffin shook his head. “It wasn’t. I remember making certain of it, at the time.”
“In any case,” said Fendrath, “if it were only a trap he feared, I see no reason why he would refuse to speak with you once you switched to the ordinary mirror. He must have had some other reason. Or perhaps he wasn’t even there. Perhaps he’s moved on to whatever comes after the realm of the dead.”
“I suppose it’s possible,” said Nott. “I suppose any number of things could have happened, but without his cooperation, we have no way of finding out what. Barring one of our deaths, that is.”
Griffin chewed at his thumbnail, afraid to bring up the idea that had been spinning around his mind since the night before. “Look,” he said finally. “There’s no denying that this is selfish, and against the order of things, and possibly an abuse of a dark and dangerous ritual we shouldn’t be taking lightly, and all sorts of other things. But it might also help us.”
“You want to do the ritual with the mundane mirror to contact your parents,” Mairid said. “To see if they can tell you anything about Mithrin.”
Griffin’s brows shot up. “How did you know what I was going to say?”
“By knowing you better than anyone, that’s how.” She rolled her eyes. “You’re not what I’d call an impenetrable mystery.”
Griffin started to protest, but the words died in his throat. Who did know him better than Mairid? Deryn? Perhaps at one time, but he’d seen less and less of her since she became inseparable from Nott. Arun?
Perhaps nobody did. It was a somewhat sobering thought. How could he have lived at Pendralyn so long, yet still have such shallow roots here? After all this time, and quite a collection of proof to the contrary, perhaps a part of him still held himself apart, for fear he didn’t belong.
“I see no harm in trying to contact them,” Esmerild said. “As you’ll recall, it was my intent to do something similar to ask Borald about the harp. If the dead can help us, and are willing to, why shouldn’t they?”
Ansel nodded at Griffin. “I say we try it tonight.”
“I’ve no objection,” said Nott. “Though if I’m honest, I wouldn’t recommend setting your hopes very high. Mithrin told you the connection requires magic from both ends, remember? Not to disparage your parents as magicians, but I’m not sure their skills can hold up to Mithrin’s, can they? The most powerful sage who ever lived? One who is especially practiced at dark magic?”
“Perhaps you’re right,” Griffin said. “When we were in the realm of the dead, more than one person mentioned that Mithrin’s been trying to find a way to haunt the living world for centuries. My parents, as far as I know, have no experience at all with that sort of thing.” He shrugged at Nott. “But you’re the one who’s always suggesting that the reason Mithrin connects to me specifically is that we’ve got shared blood somewhere along the line. If this is blood magic, then who better to connect with than my own parents?”
All agreed that there was no good reason not to try it, and the men resolved to do so that night. Shortly afterward, Gafalt emerged from the corridor with an overtired and decidedly cranky Storavath in tow, and the four humans took their leave.
“Well,” Mairid said to Griffin as they crossed the grounds, “if you should speak with your mother and father, be sure to give them my best.”
“I will.” Griffin glanced sideways at her. “You were unusually quiet, while we met with Esmerild.”
“It wasn’t my meeting.”
“Since when has that stopped you from having opinions?”
She tossed him a glare, though it seemed half-hearted. “I was also preoccupied.”
“Hmph.” Griffin studied her more closely. “More like exhausted, I would say. You’ve got rings around your eyes that would put a raccoon to shame.”
He’d expected to get a rise out of her with that, but Mairid only chuckled. “Exhausting is an excellent description of a baby dragon, I’ll allow you that.”
“You’ve bonded with them quite a lot, in a short time,” Griffin said. “I don’t think Gafalt likes it much.”
Mairid looked over her shoulder at Nott, who walked with Ansel behind them. “I don’t think Deryn likes it much, either. She sounded a bit grouchy at breakfast, when I told her I’d been invited back down there.”
“Perhaps she’s a bit envious,” Nott said with a shrug. “I imagine a lot of people are. The babies are amazing creatures, after all. Almost a miracle. And you’ve got quite a way with them.”
This time Mairid’s laugh went well beyond a chuckle, ringing through the crisp air as she gave Nott a playful wink. “So it’s not so much envious that people are, as it is shocked. Who could have expected that the most caustic among us would prove to be the children’s favorite?”
Nott gave no reply, while Ansel’s eyes shifted away. Perhaps they were unsure whether they were meant to argue with that last descriptor. Nobody was used to Mairid being self-deprecating.
But Griffin grinned at her. “I, for one, fully expected it.”
Her eyebrows rose at what she apparently took for a compliment. He elbowed her lightly before adding, “I happen to know their father. Caustic is one of his most deeply held values.”
    
“ALWAYS LOOK FOR THE BRIGHT BIT,” said Griffin, with a cheer he was quite sure neither of his companions believed. “At least we can deliver ourselves from the stench of wormwood.”
“That’s only a bright spot for you,” said Nott. “You’re the only one with this peculiar aversion to wormwood. It is not a stench, it’s herbal and spicy and entirely inoffensive.”
“Perhaps you simply use too much of it.” Griffin squatted to snuff out the candles on the floor, one by one, while Ansel cleaned the bloody handprints off the mirror—the same mundane one Griffin used every day when he washed and dressed. They’d decided on his bedchamber for this evening’s ritual, thinking it as good a place to find his parents as any.
But find them they had not. Not after an hour. Not after two. Not after all the chanting, the spellcasting, the staring into the mirror. The infernal clacking of the spoons. Those nauseating candles.
Not after any of it. Nothing had happened at all.
Ansel leaned back against the wall, then slid down it until he was sitting on the floor, arms around his knees, bloody rag hanging forgotten from his fingers. “We could try Mithrin again?”
The question might have been game enough, but his tone was that of a man suggesting they use the spoons to gouge out their own eyes. Though he’d grown stronger with practice, the ritual still took a bigger toll on him than on Nott.
Shaking his head, Griffin sank into his desk chair. “I think we’d best be done for the night. You’ve got your balance to think of.”
“And sleep to think of.” Nott flopped back on Griffin’s bed, hands behind his head, and stared at the ceiling through heavily lidded eyes. “Although you know, Griffin, there is another bright bit.”
“Oh?”
“We can likely rule out common blood as the reason the ritual works—worked—if it can’t connect you to your own parents. You’ve never liked the idea that you could be related to Mithrin.”
“That’s true.” Ansel gave Griffin an encouraging nod. “The night wasn’t wasted, if it taught us that. Not only because you’d prefer it that way, but because it’s knowledge we might be able to use.”
“How so?” Griffin asked.
“It gives us a chance to focus on what the true cause might be,” Ansel said. “So we can control it better.”
“Do you hear that, Mithrin?” said Nott. “We’re going to make you speak with us, eventually. You ought to save us all some time and just give in, don’t you think?”
Mithrin, of course, showed no sign that he’d heard.
Perhaps he wasn’t even watching them. Griffin wondered whether his parents were. Were they as frustrated as he was by their inability to reach each other?
Still, the others had a point. Most especially Ansel. Whatever connected Mithrin to Griffin, it was unlikely to be blood. So they’d best find out what it was—and find a way to force it, if they must.
Esmerild had sent her message that afternoon. Either her attempt at diplomacy would succeed, or (more likely, in Griffin’s opinion) it would fail. They would know soon enough which it was to be.
They were running out of time.
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“AS QUEEN OF EYRDON and former Archmagister of Pendralyn, I’ve come to award the prize for the glummest looking table in the keep.” Erietta sat down beside Deryn and plucked a roll from the latter’s plate.
“What do we win?” asked Deryn.
“Extra honey cakes. And a bit of bacon for Ash.”
“Well that’s hardly fair,” Deryn said, as the queen passed the meat to Ash. “He’s contributed nothing to the glumness of the group. In fact, he’s quite cheerful these days, with the dragons hardly leaving the cavern anymore.”
“Not so for the rest of you, it would seem.” Erietta cocked her head as she looked from Deryn to Nott, then Ansel, then Griffin and Mairid on the opposite side of the table. “Perhaps all these forlorn faces are because you know I’ve really come to say goodbye. I know how much you all treasure my company, after our adventures together.”
Mairid was the only one to laugh at the joke, though her soft chuckle sounded a bit hollow. Nott looked downright dismayed. “You’re leaving?” he asked. “In the midst of all of this?”
“It can’t be helped. There is a whole kingdom outside these walls, you know.” Erietta swept her arm wide, bringing the roll in her hand dangerously close to Ash’s reach. “Somebody must attend to it. Taxes. Justice. The maintenance of roads. It may surprise you to hear that it’s not an entirely glamorous job, being a monarch. In any case, Wardin is staying here to oversee the defense of the magistery. He’s a battlemage, after all, and far better at military matters than I am.”
“And I suppose you miss your children,” said Deryn.
“Indeed I do. It’s been far too long since I’ve seen them. I considered sending for them”—though her bright voice didn’t change, Erietta seemed to shrink suddenly, her eyes drifting down to the table—“but I was reminded of what happened the last time I kept them here despite a dragonish danger, and overruled.”
Griffin was tempted to reach across the table and squeeze her hand, but it seemed too forward a gesture. He knew she still felt guilty about Corin being cursed by the greenwing book, and could only imagine how deep that guilt ran. It was she who’d insisted that if the dragons were up to no good, the safest place in Eyrdon was the one defended by dozens of the kingdom’s most skilled magicians.
It hadn’t proved true then. It seemed unlikely to prove true now—even with three hundred extra battlemages occupying the students’ rooms. Much as he missed his classes, Griffin thought it wise to keep children away from the magistery a bit longer.
And it would likely only be a bit. Things couldn’t go on as they were. One way or another, the situation would come to a head soon. He could feel it.
A storm is coming. A storm of fire. And it’s coming for you.
He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “You’ll be missed, Majesty.”
“That’s kind of you,” said Erietta. “Now suppose you tell me the real reason for the moping. Is it anything I can help with?”
“Likely not.” Griffin gestured across the table at Nott and Ansel. “We three were just lamenting our failures, and forcing a bit of pity out of Mairid and Deryn. I suppose you could give us some pity of your own.”
“Or,” said Nott, “since you’re generally accepted to be one of the best magicians in all the world, perhaps you might give us your opinion instead.” He told her about their inability to reach Griffin’s parents the night before, and more to the point, their complete inability to reach Mithrin since their return to Pendralyn. Nestric mirror or not.
“You don’t suppose the mirror is a fake?” Mairid asked. “That Tomlin was cheated?”
“Knowing Tomlin, I doubt that.” Erietta slipped the last bite of her roll to Ash. “This is a sort of magic I’ve never delved into, so I can’t say precisely how it works, but I would guess you must try it during the day.”
“During the day?” Griffin frowned and shook his head. “But the veil is thin at night. That’s when the dead are closest to us.”
Erietta pointed at him. “Exactly. I would suggest that close is not where you want him.”
“I can’t see how having him farther away would make it easier to get to him,” Nott said.
“I suppose that depends on the means,” said Erietta. “You’ve said that there is a sort of push and pull, when you do the ritual with a mundane mirror. Magic from both sides.”
“So Mithrin said,” Griffin agreed. “I assume he makes use of the same link to me that allows him to haunt my dreams from time to time. Not that he’s been doing any of that, either, of late.”
“Because he’s chosen not to, for whatever reason,” said Erietta. “And therein lies the problem. Done properly, this ritual isn’t meant to give the soul a choice. Nor an opportunity to exercise any power of his own. It’s meant to force him into the mirror.”
Ansel lifted his hand from the table, as if requesting the queen’s permission to speak. But his fascination with the magic in question must have overwhelmed his natural reticence; he was talking before she even looked his way. “So you’re saying the reason it’s worked at night before, with the mundane mirror, is that we were doing it wrong. Or at least, in a way it wasn’t meant to be done. We were letting Mithrin have a say in the matter, and it worked because he wanted it to work.”
“And because he had the power to make it work,” Griffin added. “Power my parents don’t have.”
“Essentially, yes,” said Erietta. “A thicker veil might keep him from inserting his own magic into the process. And it seems logical that if the ritual’s purpose is to reach into the realm of the dead and pluck someone out, having the intended target be firmly in the realm of the dead might be a start.”
“Majesty?” A soldier burst through the doors, calling out as he came. “Majesty!” He started toward Erietta, then, seeing Wardin on the opposite side of the room with Arun and a few others, veered off in that direction instead.
It didn’t matter that the man didn’t deliver his message directly to the table where Griffin sat. The urgency in his voice, the speed of his gait, were sufficient to bring the vast room to total silence, so that his words to the king were heard by all.
“The western beacon. It’s been lit.”
The beacons, complete with potions that would tint their smoke, had been set up in the mountains surrounding Pendralyn to warn of one particular thing, and that thing only: a dragon sighting.
“What color?” Wardin asked, rising as he spoke.
“Black, Majesty.”
“How long ago was it lit?”
“I came as soon as we saw it, so it can’t have been more than a few minutes.”
The sound of scraping chairs drowned out his next words. Most of the magicians—magisters and battlemages alike—started to gather at the center of the room, or back near the kitchen, preparing to defend the keep. The king, the archmagister, and everyone at Griffin’s table started for the door instead.
A few minutes was long enough for a dragon to get from the western beacon to Pendralyn. She would already be overhead by now.
“But Margarth can’t mean us any harm,” Griffin said, hurrying outdoors alongside the queen. “If she meant to attack, she would have cloaked herself, surely. Perhaps she’s come in answer to Esmerild’s message.”
“It would be impossible for a message to have reached her so quickly.” Erietta shaded her eyes with her hand as she searched the sky. “Unless she were already in Cairdarin, that is. Which could mean nothing good for us. Deryn? Nott?”
“We’re trying,” Deryn said, and fell silent again, her face contorting as she focused on contacting the dragon no one could yet see.
That changed a moment later, when a black shape came soaring over the mountains to the west.
The west.
Griffin stared at the approaching dragon. The western beacon. Why would Margarth have come from the west? Unless …
“It’s not Margarth!” Deryn said, her face lighting up.
“It’s Tavreth,” Nott added, by then only stating the obvious.
Erietta laughed. “Deryn, see if you can reach Fendrath, will you? Tell him his sister has come to call.”
    
GRIFFIN QUESTIONED the wisdom of freely admitting Tavreth into the presence of her new niece and nephews, with no precautions taken. After all, she’d been missing for some time, claiming to be a neutral party. At best this was true, which meant she wasn’t on their side, at least not entirely.
At worst, she’d been swayed to her sister’s side, and sent to abduct the babies.
Arun was inclined to agree with Griffin, but everyone else, most particularly Erietta, seemed to consider their wariness absurd. The blackwing was immediately led to the cavern, where the other three dragons eagerly awaited her. Even Esmerild, who’d always seemed to have a somewhat tense relationship with Tavreth, looked delighted to see her.
The humans were banished shortly thereafter, with a polite (but firm) request that the dragons be allowed to enjoy their family reunion in private.
While Wardin, Erietta, and Arun went back to the manor to arrange the final details of the queen’s departure, Griffin and his friends walked to the waterfall, making no attempt to disguise the fact that they wanted a quiet place to gossip. The others found places in the grass, a safe distance from the spray, but Griffin sat on the great, flat rock that had hosted so many such conversations over the years.
A breeze rose up, strong enough to carry some of that spray into his face. It threatened to freeze his cheek. Winter was at their gate now.
Just last Midwinter, there had been students at Pendralyn—and a terrible curse. Lost greenwing magic, unleashed upon them by the redwings. It seemed an age ago. And distant in other ways, as well, like a tale that had happened to somebody else. So much had changed that winter, not least Griffin himself.
What would the dragons bring this Midwinter? Who would he be—or become—then?
He kept such fanciful questions to himself, but asked the practical ones aloud. “What do you suppose it means, Tavreth being here? Will she stay? Will she help us?”
“I can’t tell,” said Deryn. “I haven’t talked extensively with her, of course, but from the bit of communication we did have, I sensed a little … well, hostility, if I’m honest. Toward us, that is, the magisters. Not toward the other dragons. They all seemed perfectly friendly, didn’t they? I suppose babies do that to families, bring them together.”
“I wouldn’t go so far as to call what I sensed from her hostility,” Nott said. “But it was certainly disapproval. She doesn’t trust us.”
“Which is preposterous, seeing as we saved her last summer.” Mairid tossed her head, the sun catching her curls—red curls, of their usual length.
Griffin frowned. “When did your hair get back to normal?”
“Last night,” she said. “The contrivers gave me a tonic to restore the color. Then it was only a matter of cutting it.”
Griffin mumbled something about it looking nice. Odd, he hadn’t even noticed at breakfast. He’d spent so little time with her, since the hatching. She looked (beautiful) well, he thought. Better rested than the day before. And happy, for once. Relaxed—there was a word he did not often associate with Mairid.
A pity there was no forcing his own hair to grow back any more quickly; he was quite convinced that his ears looked enormous without it. He tugged at one of them, and looked away.
“I agree, it is preposterous,” Deryn said. “But perhaps it’s not surprising. That last encounter with Mithrin reopened a few ancient wounds. Deep ones. Tavreth essentially said so outright, before she left. She doesn’t blame us, and I don’t think she wants to hurt us. But she won’t trust men again, at least not easily.”
“In any case,” said Nott, “I think we can assume she’ll disagree with their encouraging us to make the elixir. We might want to prepare ourselves for some open discouragement.”
Griffin snorted. “That’ll be a fresh change, won’t it?”
“Then we’d best hurry ourselves along,” Ansel said, “before she has a chance to influence the others. We ought to try the queen’s suggestion. Today. Now.” He bobbed his head, as if embarrassed to have said so many words in a row, and with such conviction.
Mairid smiled at him. “I’m no magician, of course, but that sounds like an excellent idea to me.”
“Do you think it will work?” Griffin asked, then immediately waved away his own question. “There’s only one way to find out, I suppose.”
Thus decided, the men took their leave of Mairid and Deryn, and set up for the ritual in a quiet classroom at the back of the manor. The wormwood smell Griffin (but apparently nobody else) so loathed soon filled the room.
The rhythmic clanking of the spoons, the hypnotic quality of Nott’s voice, it all seemed even more ridiculous in broad daylight. Griffin spoiled everything several times by breaking into laughter. He had no idea what had come over him, that he would find humor in trying to trap an evil ghost, in an attempt to force said ghost to give them a weapon to use in the inevitable and imminent dragon attack. Although, when he thought of it in those exact terms, laughing seemed the sane reaction.
Finally they shuttered the windows, in hopes that a bit of darkness would temper Griffin’s mood. And at last, he felt the magic take hold, as he held the mirror in front of his face, thumbs pressed against bloody thumbprints. Gazing intently at his own eyes, imagining Mithrin’s eyes in their place …
… until, for the first time in weeks, they were Mithrin’s eyes.
And they looked none too pleased.
“How … how did you … and how dare you?” Mithrin sputtered. “How, how?”
“Magic,” Griffin said with a shrug. “I believe you’re familiar with the concept.”
“But without my participation, without … without my consent—”
“I don’t think you’ve much cause to complain about holding people against their will,” Griffin cut in. “You’ve been the jailer more often than you’ve been the prisoner.” He paused, feeling Nott and Ansel’s magic, still building around him.
None of them were quite sure how the mirror worked. Would it trap Mithrin’s soul immediately? Was it already trapped?
Or did it take time? And if so, how much?
Best to stall, Griffin decided, in case stalling was required. “In any case,” he went on, “we wouldn’t have had to pull you here today if you’d been more cooperative last night. You should have answered us then.”
Mithrin scowled. “I felt you calling me, and I’ll tell you what, it was a nuisance. Like a buzzing insect that wouldn’t leave me be. I’ve been occupied. Studying, as it happens. When I’m ready to speak with you again, you’ll know, you’ll know.”
“Then you haven’t been watching us?” Griffin cocked his head. “Studying what?”
“Watching you? Whyever would I, why, when there are baby dragons to watch instead?” A glimpse of Mithrin’s hands appeared beneath his chin. He was rubbing them together. “Hybrid babies. The first in all of history. Fascinating, fascinating.”
“And you’re already trying to figure out how you can use them, is that it?” Griffin made a soft noise of disgust. “I know you have hopes of using this mirror ritual to return to the realm of the living.”
“Perhaps I do.” Mithrin gave him a sly smile. “And what of it? That only means you have something I want. And I have something you want. And so a bargain, perhaps, a bargain.”
“You’re saying you’ll give us the recipe for the elixir?” Griffin asked.
“Perhaps I would. I certainly could.” Mithrin waggled his brows, looking (as usual) both silly and utterly mad. “But why bother with that, when you could have me instead? Perhaps your magicians aren’t skilled enough to make the elixir properly, have you thought of that? But I am, aren’t I? Yes I am. Why worry about the dragons yourselves, when you could simply have me see to the problem for you?”
“Perhaps we don’t like your way of solving dragon problems,” said Griffin.
Mithrin’s lip shot out in a pout. “Perhaps I don’t like your way of solving Mithrin problems, but I’m still open to a bargain with you, aren’t I? One must be sensible!”
Griffin bit back a laugh at the old man describing himself as sensible. He could still feel magic thick around him; Nott and Ansel were keeping up the spell. Could Mithrin feel it, too?
Perhaps not yet. But he might notice, if it got much stronger.
“I understand you hold a grudge,” he said, “because we wouldn’t let you stay here the last time, but you—”
“I hold a grudge because you stomped on my head!” Mithrin wailed. “Or hammered it, I should say, but nevertheless. I felt it, you know, I did, I did! Do you think it’s pleasant, being smashed to dust? Because I will tell you it is not! It is, in fact, the very worst way to be murdered! Would you thank the person who did that to you? Or would you perhaps hold the tiniest grudge?”
Griffin blinked at him. “Smashed to dust … but you … and you knew it was a hammer …” He trailed off, shaking his head. “You aren’t saying you could see? And feel? While you were a statue?”
He knew that being turned to stone hadn’t killed Mithrin entirely, of course—they’d placed all their hopes for Story on that understanding. But he hadn’t imagined that the wizard could have been fully aware, in that state. Or even partly aware. Deryn couldn’t reach Story at all.
“I won’t call it seeing, precisely,” said Mithrin. “But feeling it was quite enough, I can assure you.”
“You were conscious, then,” said Griffin. “Fully conscious.” He swallowed hard, but a bitter taste remained in his mouth. How long these months must have been for poor Story, if that was so. They had to find a way to free her.
“Oh, if I could have found the right spell, if your green friend hadn’t burnt all my things, you might have had reason to know just how full my consciousness was.” Mithrin curled his lip. “You might have felt your head being smashed.”
The beginnings of an interesting thought flitted through Griffin’s mind, but there was no chance to follow it; the mad magician ranted on.
“I won’t help you, I won’t, I won’t. Not yet, not even for a bargain, so you needn’t bother. I need to finish conducting my research first, and some of that is more easily done from this side.”
Noted, Griffin thought. He would warn Fendrath and the other dragons that Mithrin had been spying on them at night—and if the mirror didn’t do its work, would no doubt continue to do so.
“… finalize my list of demands,” Mithrin was saying. “As I said, when I’m ready to speak with you, you will know, you will know.” With that, he turned away.
Then actually bounced backward. As if he’d hit a wall.
“What is this?” Mithrin turned back to Griffin, face already reddening. “What, what?”
At the same time, Griffin felt the magic wobble—Nott and Ansel tentatively dropping their spell, testing the glass prison.
He said nothing while Mithrin tried several more times to turn away, back away, fade away. The old magician became increasingly agitated with each attempt, until Griffin stopped bothering to hide his amusement at the almost purple face, the flying spittle (which could not, of course, have been real, but which flecked the glass nonetheless), the absolute, unmitigated tantrum the man threw in the end.
Still Griffin remained silent, until Mithrin seemed to exhaust himself, and stood still, panting, glaring at Griffin with murder in his mad eyes.
“As you’ll have spotted,” said Griffin, with the greatest of cheer, “you’re to play the part of prisoner for a bit longer. Perhaps you might like to rethink your position on helping us?”
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“IS HE STILL DEAD, really, if he isn’t in the realm of the dead anymore?” Deryn frowned, first in thought, then in pain as Fenrolth latched onto the leg of her trousers, nipping her ankle in the process.
“One of many questions we haven’t got the answer to.” Griffin thrust his hands into his pockets and shrugged, feeling a bit inadequate, with so many golden eyes upon him. He’d left Nott and Ansel behind in the archmagister’s chambers, discussing their success with Arun and Wardin, so he could personally deliver the news to the dragons. With Tavreth making a fourth adult in addition to the four babies, the space had become quite crowded with dragon eyes, dragon wings, and dragon teeth.
He’d found both Mairid and Deryn down here as well, the restriction against human visitors evidently lifted. Griffin couldn’t help but wonder whether Deryn was regretting her wish for an invitation now; it appeared that the two women had been tasked with teaching the young dragons to read. And judging by how rambunctiously Tavriloth and Storavath were batting the books across the floor with their wings, the job would be something of a challenge.
“As you’ll recall,” Griffin said, “there wasn’t all that much Tomlin could tell us about how the mirror worked. And there didn’t seem to be much way of finding out, other than simply trying it.”
“I do think that’s the best way.” Tavreth gave him an approving nod that, despite Deryn’s earlier words, Griffin detected no hostility in. “I can think of no more fitting test subject than Mithrin. He is quite fond of experiments, as I recall. The important thing is that you’ve trapped him. An imprisoned Mithrin is the best sort of Mithrin, if you ask me.”
“Still, I might like to know a bit more about the nature of the trap,” Esmerild said. “Deryn’s question is only a part of the larger question. Namely, where exactly is he? In the glass? In some unknown realm behind the glass?”
Griffin could only repeat his shrug. “All I can tell you is that he’s definitely there, whatever that means, and not just for me. Nott and Ansel can see and hear him, which they couldn’t do when we did the ritual with the mundane mirror. And he can’t leave. He actually seems to bump up against something when he tries, despite his having no body to bump, as it were. It’s as if he’s in a glass box.”
“There’s your answer then, Esme,” said Tavreth, with a twitch of her wing. “They wouldn’t see him in the mirror if he weren’t in the mirror, would they? And so that’s where he is.”
Gafalt snorted softly and muttered under his breath, “Let us hope the children inherited their logic from the greenwing side.”
“That’s where he is for now,” Griffin said. “And perhaps for a great deal longer. The truth is, we don’t actually know how to meet our end of the bargain, once Mithrin’s met his. Nott thinks he can reverse the ritual and free him, but there’s no way to be sure until we’ve tried it.”
“And that’s where Deryn’s question becomes even more important,” said Mairid. “Tavriloth, Storavath, really! The books are for reading.” She fixed the young dragons with a reproachful look that would have made any magister proud, before turning back to Griffin. “If you release him, which side will you be releasing him to? It obviously won’t do to allow him back into the realm of the living.”
“Obviously,” Esmerild and Fendrath agreed, both at once.
“Couldn’t you simply destroy the mirror?” Fendrath asked. “Surely that would both free him and kill him again, if he’s not still dead as it is.”
“Oh, no, they don’t want to do that.” Esmerild clucked at her mate. “Perhaps as a last resort, but let us hope they aren’t obliged to destroy such a fascinating enchanted object. And one that might prove useful again, one day.”
“None of this is urgent,” Gafalt said, his dismissive tone suggesting that, furthermore, it never would be. “As long as he thinks you know how to free him, surely he will do as he’s bid. Whether you actually free him is a different matter, and a less important one.”
“Gafalt!” Tavreth’s chiding expression was very like Mairid’s from a moment before, facial differences notwithstanding. “I hate the man as much as any of us, and I’d certainly not mind seeing him tortured for centuries. But they cannot break their word to him. If they say they will free him, they must do so.”
Gafalt lifted his wings. “But they needn’t say precisely when they will free him.”
Feeling they’d gotten a bit off course, Griffin cleared his throat. “You’re right that we don’t need to work all of that out right away. He claims to have forgotten the elixir recipe, if you can believe the gall, so we’re giving him some time alone to work on his memory. We’ve put a cloth over the mirror for now, and left him in the dark. The archmagister thinks it best if we let him stew for a day or so before approaching him again. In the meanwhile …”
He shifted uneasily from one foot to another, glancing at the open door that led down the corridor—and to Story. He disliked broaching a subject he knew would bring the dragons pain, particularly when they could do nothing about it. But on the slim chance that they could do something about it, he knew he must. “I need to speak with you about Story. I think it’s more urgent that we free her than we realized. Mithrin told me that when he was stone, he was conscious the whole time.”
“He was lying,” Tavreth said. “As Mithrin tends to do.”
Griffin shook his head. “He mentioned details, like me hitting him with a hammer, that he only could have known if he was aware of his surroundings.”
“Then Story does hear it, when I sing to her.” Mairid tipped her chin at Deryn. “And she’s aware of all the lovely art you’ve put in there for her. That must cheer her up.”
Gafalt snarled. “Cheer her? Even you can’t possibly be that simple. We spent a thousand years in stasis, or have you forgotten? At least then it was very like sleep. If my sister is aware of her current state, conscious of every minute, this is nothing short of torture for her!”
Mairid ducked her head, cheeks reddening. “Apologies,” she mumbled. “I was only trying to find a bright bit.”
“There is no bright bit!” Gafalt thundered, smoke flowing from his nostrils. Pendraleth and Storavath dashed to hide beneath Mairid’s skirt, which did little to make Griffin feel less like a villain for bringing all of this up.
But he had brought it up, and he’d best finish now. “That may not be entirely true. Mithrin said something else—that if only he’d had the right spell, if you hadn’t burnt all his things, he would have hit me with that hammer instead of the other way round.” When the dragons failed to look sufficiently impressed by this, Griffin spread his hands and added, “He could have used magic to free himself. He might even have had the right spell to do it, in his books somewhere. Or at least he thinks so.”
“But we already know that,” said Esmerild. “That there must be some spell, somewhere, that will free Story. And if Mithrin ever had it, it’s gone now, as you’ve just pointed out yourself. Which certainly brings us no closer to it.”
“I don’t believe that is the point Griffin is trying to make.” Fendrath cocked his reptilian head. “It isn’t what spell Mithrin thinks he could have cast, but that he thinks he could have cast one at all.”
Griffin nodded. “He seemed to think he could have done magic from that state, under the proper conditions.”
“That would be wonderful!” Deryn, apparently undaunted by Gafalt’s earlier displeasure with bright bits, smiled at the dragons. “We’ve spoken before about push and pull from both sides, with regards to the Nestric ritual. Perhaps this works the same way. And perhaps Story could add some push to the pull you’ve been trying.”
Tavreth clicked her tongue. “That is a great deal of supposition, and based on a faulty assumption, at that. I suggested a moment ago that Mithrin was lying, or playing some trick on Griffin. Perhaps I was right, perhaps not. Perhaps he was conscious while he was stone, and perhaps he wasn’t—but Story most definitely isn’t. Deryn told me just today that neither she nor Nott can reach her. Or even find anyone there to reach.”
Deryn bit her lip. “That is true.”
“I thought of that too,” Griffin admitted, “and I can’t explain it.”
But Esmerild waved this away with a flick of her wing. “I can. She found herself stuck again, in stasis, much as before. As Gafalt said, that would have been torture for her.” She made a sound somewhere between a cough and a growl, perhaps clearing her throat. “And so she found a way to put herself into some sort of deep sleep, or trance—much as before. Perhaps using that magical power you’re suggesting she had access to.”
“In which case, perhaps you could find a way to wake her,” said Deryn.
Gafalt grunted. “I see no way she could do such a thing, under normal circumstances. That isn’t how our magic works. But then these circumstances are hardly normal.”
“No, they are not,” said Esmerild. “Perhaps the stasis itself gave her the opportunity. Perhaps, as stone, she was already halfway to sleep. It’s possible, in any case. I would not have said it if it weren’t.”
“Perhaps. I suppose it is worth exploring.” Gafalt inclined his head at Griffin and added, “You’ve done well.” It was as effusive a compliment as the greenwing was ever likely to pay a human.
“Perhaps we could try—” Deryn began, but she was interrupted by a yelp from Mairid, who was shaking her skirt and doing what appeared to be some sort of jig.
“Storavath!” Mairid spun around, nearly toppling poor Pendraleth in the process. “Where did he go? He was just here.” She turned again. “He was right here. Nibbling at my ankle. And then he wasn’t.”
“What do you mean?” Gafalt stretched his neck to look around Mairid. “Storavath?”
“Children!” Fendrath called. “To me, please.” Pendraleth, Fenrolth, and Tavriloth dutifully lined up in front of their father. “Where is your brother?”
“Here!”
Beside Fenrolth, where there’d been only empty air a moment before, Storavath now stood. Mairid yelped again. Everyone else, dragons and humans alike, stared mutely at the little dragon.
“Cloaked!” Storavath beamed around at them all. “First to learn how, even if Pendraleth is eldest.” He laughed at his sister, who tossed her head in an excellent imitation of their mother.
“Storavath,” Esmerild said slowly, “I need you to tell me what happened. Precisely.”
Storavath’s face fell. “I didn’t like to hear bad things about Aunt Story. Wished I wasn’t here.” He fluttered his small wings. “Wasn’t here.”
“How is that possible?” Tavreth lowered her head and sniffed at Storavath, as if that would give her answers. “I didn’t see him at all. It’s not possible. Other dragons can always see us. At the very least, we other blackwings should have been able to.”
“If I had to guess,” said Fendrath, “I would say the blackwing cloaking ability has been enhanced by whatever innate greenwing magic he inherited.” He cocked his head at his son. “Can you do it again?”
Storavath closed his eyes, stiffened, puffed out several breaths. Nothing happened. “Perhaps if you say more bad things?” he suggested.
“The boy makes a good point,” said Gafalt. “It was the stress that allowed him to do it.”
“You’re quite right,” Tavreth said. “Like a reflex. That’s how we learned, Fendrath, remember? We could only do it under pressure at first, when we had to and didn’t have much chance to think about it. He can’t be expected to control it yet.”
“Then he will have to practice.” Esmerild nodded at Storavath, then at the other children. “You all will. Though I don’t like the idea of inflicting stress and pain on you.”
The children didn’t seem overly fond of that idea, either. They all looked frightened. Storavath whimpered.
Fendrath scowled at his mate. “That will hardly be necessary. Tavreth said pressure, not pain, and there is more than one way to apply that.”
“Oh yes,” Tavreth agreed. “We had human friends back then, when I was young—”
“You have human friends now,” Griffin interjected, mainly out of habit.
Tavreth ignored him. “I recall playing a great many hiding games with them. The abject shame of losing any contest to men was pressure enough.”
“Game!” Pendraleth declared. The children began chattering to each other, already devising rules for this new game.
Esmerild left them to it, raising her head to talk over them. “If they could all cloak themselves, even from the sight of other dragons—and of course, the other dragons would think that impossible, just as we did—well, that could change quite a bit for us.”
“More than a bit, quite or otherwise.” Fendrath’s amber eyes remained on his children. “It could change everything.”
    
MITHRIN CONTINUED TO TRY, by any and every means, to free himself from the mirror. He ran and he pushed. He kicked. He bellowed. He tried to cast one spell, then another, then another, despite how quickly it became clear that his magic would not work in his new prison. At one point he even tried—as close as Griffin could guess by the sight of him—to bite his way out.
The only thing he wouldn’t do was speak to his captors. Not the day after they trapped him, nor for several days after that. A week went by, while the babies continued to grow in their own sort of prison, and Story continued to languish in hers.
The adult dragons, with the help of several of the magisters, were hard at work on the latter two situations. Thanks to their new game, played most often with Mairid, Calys, and sometimes even Wardin, Storavath and Pendraleth could both cloak themselves for short periods, though not yet on demand. Meanwhile Deryn, Nott, and the greenwings devised a spell based on similar principles to the Nestric ritual, to try to call on Story. On the seventh day, Deryn even swore she felt a glimmer of a response, though Griffin privately thought that might be wishful thinking on her part.
There was no word from Adalant. They had no way of knowing whether Esmerild’s message had even reached her.
All the while, Griffin grew more and more uneasy about Mithrin. Having one’s soul trapped in a confined space, isolated in darkness, with nothing even to look at except, occasionally, the face of one’s enemy, could hardly be beneficial to one’s mental state. There was a very real concern that, if it went on too long, the mad magician would grow even madder.
Might he grow so mad that he became useless to them?
Thankfully, despite his dramatics, Mad Mithrin was ultimately sane enough to realize that moping eternally would mean being imprisoned eternally. By the week’s end, he agreed to talk—but only to Griffin.
Griffin set up in a deserted classroom in the battlemage hall; for reasons he couldn’t quite name, he disliked bringing the mirror into his own chamber, as if anything the old magician might see in the reflection could be used against Griffin, somehow. He disliked it nearly as much as the thought of the nights Mithrin must have haunted him there, whispering in his ear, sending him dreams.
Sitting at a desk with pen and paper close at hand, Griffin propped up the mirror with a stack of books, and pulled off the cloth. Mithrin’s round, petulant face immediately came into view.
“Well? What is it that you want? What, what?”
Griffin laughed. “I’m impinging on your already full schedule, is that it?”
“Hmph.” The shift in Mithrin’s shoulders suggested he’d crossed his arms, though he was too close to the glass to tell for sure. “Being alone in the dark is a good bit more stimulating than a conversation with you, if you’d like to know.”
“And yet you’ve insisted on speaking only with me. As always.”
“To use you. As always.”
“For your freedom?” Griffin raised a brow. “Perhaps I can be useful, in that regard. Has your memory improved, over the past few days?”
“There is nothing wrong with my memory, nothing, nothing! I remember, for example, the precise books in my laboratory that had the information you need, and where they were shelved. A pity your dragon friend burned them.”
Griffin shook his head. “The recipe for the elixir wasn’t written in your journal, and I’ll wager it wasn’t written in any other book in that room, either.”
“Wager all you like, and you’d win, wouldn’t you? I never said recipe, did I?” Mithrin’s plump index finger emerged by his chin, pointing upward. “I only said information. I wouldn’t simply write the recipe down for any fool to find. Only a clever man, a knowledgeable man, would be able to put together the clues I left, in various places.” Now the finger pointed at Griffin instead. “Places you’ve since burned, not that it matters, since you haven’t a clever man among you.”
Griffin sighed. “I hope for your sake you’re lying, because if you’re not, you’ve got nothing to bargain for your freedom with. You’re the one insisting on drawing out your captivity, you know.”
“Are you sure I have nothing to bargain with, are you very sure?” Mithrin gave him a sly smile that was slightly frightening when combined with his wide, mad eyes. “Suppose I could help you in other ways? Ways that are more valuable to you? To you personally, I mean.”
“And what ways would those be?” Griffin asked. “I can imagine nothing more valuable than protecting my home and everyone I love from dragons who want to kill us all.”
Mithrin cocked his head. “Can’t you, can’t you? Perhaps not. But there’s more than one way to fight, isn’t there? Perhaps you wouldn’t need to use magic I invented. Not if you had magic of your own.”
“Something we both know is impossible.” Griffin picked up the scrap of dark wool they’d been using to cover the mirror, dangling it in Mithrin’s view. “I suppose you enjoy wasting time, seeing as you’ve got nothing else, and nothing to do with it but waste it. But I’m a busier man.”
“Perhaps you only think it’s impossible.” Mithrin’s eyes darted to the cloth, then back to Griffin. “Perhaps it’s only been impossible up until now, because you never had before what you have now.”
“Which is what?”
“A magician! The magician, if I say so myself, and I don’t mind if I do. In a form you can keep in your pocket, or nearly. If you wore a coat with large enough pockets, anyway.” Mithrin grinned. “Suppose I told you there was a way you could do magic, using me? My power, my knowledge, my voice in your ear, telling you what to do?”
“It’s not a matter of telling me what to do.” Griffin tried to sound bored—and found it required no stretch of his imagination. Perhaps there was a time when he would have been tempted by this offer. Even sorely so, if only for a moment, before plunging into the depths of shame. But that time was past.
“Several of the best magisters in the world have tried to teach me magic,” he went on. “That they couldn’t wasn’t due to any failing of theirs, or even of mine. Esmerild confirmed it, if any confirmation was needed. No amount of studying or cleverness or application, on anyone’s part, would have made any difference. I am entirely devoid of magic.”
It didn’t even hurt to say it out loud. When had that happened?
Mithrin’s shoulders bobbed into view. “But I am not devoid of magic, not at all, not at all. And we have a blood connection, don’t we?”
That, on the other hand, was distracting.
“No,” Griffin said slowly, “we do not. If that were the reason I could summon you, I would have been able to do the same with my parents.”
“Oh, you tried that, did you?” Mithrin chuckled. “Perhaps blood magic isn’t what you think it is. Which I suppose isn’t all that surprising, considering what a dolt you are.”
Rolling his eyes, Griffin forced himself back to the subject at hand. “The only magic of yours I’m interested in—the only magic that’s going to free you from this mirror—is a recipe. You can either give it to me, or be put away again. But perhaps you really do prefer the company of emptiness and darkness.”
“No!” Mithrin’s eyes flew wide as the cloth came nearer again. “You’re quite certain? Nothing else will do, nothing, nothing at all?”
“Quite certain. And I won’t be freeing you until I’m sure the recipe works, so there’s no need to bother lying, or giving me the wrong one.”
Mithrin pouted. “Very well, very well. I’ve grown sufficiently tired of this game to allow you to win it, merely to bring it to an end. But the list I’m about to give you is long, and as we’ve established, you are a dolt. Are you sure you’ll be able to remember it? I don’t want to be blamed when you botch it.”
Griffin raised his pen so Mithrin could see it. “I’ll write it all down.”
“Fine, Fine, that will be fine. Start with thornberry, preferably dried in the sun. And ranger’s root, and holly …”
Mithrin went on and on listing ingredients—at least two dozen in all—until he got to the final one. “And the blood of a green dragon. It must be a greenwing, mind, no other color will work. But you have those in plenty, greenwings, haven’t you? Yes you do.”
“Only a green dragon?” Griffin narrowed his eyes at the old man. “But the elixir produces fire of all three colors. Why doesn’t it require the blood of all three?”
“Because the green ones are the magical ones, aren’t they?” Mithrin huffed. “I made the thing when I returned, as you’ll recall, and I didn’t have a red dragon then, did I? But I had a green one, that I got right away, even before the others. She was all I needed, so she was, so she was.”
Griffin glowered at the mention of what Mithrin had done to Story, but he said nothing, only nodded and added greenwing blood to his list.
“It isn’t easy, you’ll realize, drawing blood from a dragon,” said Mithrin. “Not when you can’t pierce their hides with any weapon made by man. They can pierce their own, or one another’s, if they’re feeling cooperative, which I gather they are. But even so, I recommend taking it from the tongue instead. The mouth bleeds much more than you might think. And if you want to take a bit of the tongue itself while you’re at it—you can pretend the knife slipped, it’s easy enough to fake—you can dry and powder it, and use it for any number of—”
“Thank you,” Griffin interrupted. “That won’t be necessary. Is that all?”
“Of course not! Those are the ingredients, a true list, and a whole one. But there’s more to making the elixir than tossing it all in a cauldron. There’s an order, a simmering, a spell. I’ll tell you that only on the day you make it. Bring the best sage you have, and even he may not be good enough! But he will have to do, so he will. Then bring this mirror before the fire, as well, and I will guide him through it.”
“What?” Griffin frowned. “Why can’t you just give me the instructions?”
“For one thing,” said Mithrin, “I don’t trust you, not any more than you trust me. Not after all you’ve done to me, with hammers and such. You’re as likely to betray me as not. You might say it didn’t work when it did, get your elixir and still leave me here to rot!”
“I could leave you to rot in any case,” Griffin pointed out.
“And for another,” Mithrin went on, his voice loud and shrill now, “your capacity for deception isn’t the only reason you can’t be trusted. We must also consider your capacity for idiocy! I won’t be held responsible, when you botch it. I suppose you think yourself amusing, when you say I enjoy wasting time, but I don’t want to see you left starting over again, and with some of these ingredients hard to get. Do you?” He shook his head hard, like a stout, ill-tempered hound trying to dislodge water from his ears. “No, no, I must be there to supervise it all, if it’s to go as it should, I must.”
“I don’t think …” Griffin hesitated, unsure what his precise objection was. It wasn’t as if the man could do magic, or anything else for that matter, from the mirror. If he could, they’d have lost him already.
Mithrin’s stated reasons for wanting to be present were plausible, if flimsy. And really, given his obsessive love of dragon fire, he probably simply wanted to see it. Particularly given that his alternatives were darkness and boredom. Try as Griffin might (and did), he could think of no practical harm it would do.
Yet a nagging voice whispered through his mind, with only one word to say: No.
“It’s the only way,” said Mithrin. “It is, it is. That is the bargain, the only one I’ll make.”
And make it they must—soon. It was coming on two weeks since the hatching. How much time did they have? How long could they afford to wait, to try to wear Mithrin down to accepting their terms without compromise? Was it worth risking everything, over this one small thing? Surely not.
But why, then, was it worth it to Mithrin? If it was indeed a small thing, why be so insistent?
Because he’s mad, obviously, and getting madder each day. You can’t expect reason from a madman.
Even so, foreboding gnawed at Griffin’s belly, and he couldn’t bring himself to agree. They all knew Mithrin to be nearly as skilled a schemer as he was a magician. Suppose there was some grave danger Griffin wasn’t thinking of?
Well then, ask someone who will think of it.
Yes, there was that. Someone else was going to have to actually cast this spell—which was, for once, almost convenient. It wasn’t Griffin’s place to make decisions for that person. Or for the magistery as a whole.
“It’s a bargain you’ll have to make with the archmagister, then,” he said at last. “I’ll bring your proposal to him.”
And in spite of everything, Griffin couldn’t help but hope Arun would say no.
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ARUN HAD SAID YES.
And he would be coming outside before much longer, to cast the spell himself. It was bitterly cold, but it seemed wise to work this particular bit of magic in as open a space as possible, lest they accidentally incinerate something, or someone. Nobody knew quite what to expect from a spell given to them by the cruelest—and maddest—magician ever to have lived.
While Griffin stoked the fire, Mairid poked through the supplies on the table they’d brought out from the keep. “Are you sure you have everything?”
“More or less,” said Griffin. “Thornberry is almost impossible to find this time of year. I had to settle for jam. But we’ve plenty of holly wood to burn, and most everything else was fairly easy.”
She pursed her lips as she picked up a shriveled piece of ranger’s root that had long since seen its best day.
“I did say most everything,” Griffin said with a shrug. “Ranger’s root is also scarce in the winter. We had to send all the way to Tarnarven for that bit, and as you can see, it, er, weathered a bit on the way.”
“Well, I suppose we couldn’t wait for things to come into season.” Mairid tugged the sleeves of her coat down over her hands. “Or for a warmer day.”
“No, we couldn’t.” The archmagister strode across the frosted grass, the king at his side. “We’ve waited quite long enough already.”
“So we have.” Tavreth landed lightly near the table, followed closely by Gafalt. Esmerild and Fendrath were to stay in the cavern with the children, who could as yet neither fly nor safely hide themselves aboveground. But the dragons weren’t willing to allow such a dangerous—most especially to them—spell to be performed without any supervision.
“You’re ready, I hope?” Gafalt asked.
No. Griffin swallowed back the word, along with the prickling unease that hadn’t left him since the day Mithrin gave him the recipe. Though sympathetic to his misgivings, the archmagister had ultimately overruled them, and Griffin would simply have to trust him.
“We’re coming!” Deryn bustled out of the keep. Nott and Lawfric followed, but Ash, upon taking one look at the dragons, whimpered and trotted off toward the kennels. The three sages were to be in attendance in case Arun needed assistance or backup of some kind; Mithrin had warned that even the most skilled sage they had might not be enough, considering how inferior to himself that person was bound to be.
At the mad magician’s request, Griffin was to continue to be the one to use the mirror. Wardin and Mairid would offer additional help as needed, but were mainly there to watch. The king had an obvious interest in the creation of the only weapon that might save his kingdom. And Mairid, much like the dragons, didn’t seem to think the others were up to the task without her.
“Seems we’re all here, then.” Arun pulled on a pair of protective gloves as he approached the fire. “We’d best begin.”
Griffin uncovered the mirror and held it up at an angle, so the others could see Mithrin too, at least partially. Tavreth sucked her breath through her fangs at the sight, and Gafalt snarled. Mithrin himself looked as sulky as ever, which Griffin took to be a good sign. He would not have liked to see excitement in the old man’s eyes today.
“All right, we’ve got the holly burning, and a cauldron over it,” Griffin said. He glanced at the archmagister. “Arun is adding the thornberry and ranger’s root now. ”
“To the cauldron?” Mithrin’s eyes flew wide. “No, no, tell him to stop!”
Arun heard and paused, looking quizzically (and a bit impatiently) at Griffin rather than at the mirror.
“Those go into the fire, not the cauldron,” Mithrin said. “You must have thornberry smoke, for the spell.”
He went on for several more minutes, giving instructions as to which ingredients went into the fire, and which into the cauldron. To Griffin’s surprise, they seemed nearly evenly split between the two.
At last, Mithrin came to the only ingredient remaining: the greenwing blood. As Griffin understood it from Mairid, this had been donated—with great reluctance—by Gafalt. There’d been no mention of whether it came from his tongue or not, or of how the dragon managed to get it into a tiny vial without any hands or thumbs.
“The blood goes into the cauldron, I assume,” said Griffin.
Mithrin clicked his tongue. “Of course it doesn’t, of course not, what good would it do there? Your sage must drink it.”
“What?” Gafalt and Arun both said the word at the same time, and it was difficult to say which of them sounded more horrified.
“Like all good potions, the elixir isn’t so much a potion at all,” Mithrin said. “More of an enchanted liquid. The magic comes from the man who casts the spell, more than from the ingredients themselves.”
Magic that would be greatly amplified, as all human magic was, if the magician first ingested dragon’s blood. But Arun was clearly disgusted by the idea—so much so that he looked in danger of emptying the contents of his stomach into the cauldron. “Why didn’t he tell us this before?” he snapped.
Griffin looked back at the mirror. “Why didn’t you tell us?”
“What difference does it make?” Mithrin asked. “This is how it’s made. Complaining won’t change it. You’re either going to make it, or you’re not. It’s all the same to me, so long as you free me afterward. I’m keeping up my part, so I am, so I am.”
After a moment spent conferring with the dragons, and another several spent grumbling, Arun finally tossed back the contents of the vial, shuddering as he did. Griffin wondered whether Gafalt found the ensuing gag insulting.
“Now you’ll incant the spell over the cauldron,” said Mithrin. “The words are Ancient Eyrdish, so I hope you’re up to pronouncing them properly, though I have my doubts.”
“Why must I incant anything?” Arun asked. “I’ve never required an incantation to cast a spell before.”
“Perhaps you’ve never cast a big enough spell before.” Mithrin sniffed. “It’s child’s play, what passes for magic these days, so it is. Now get as close to the fire as you can. I’ll speak the words, bit by bit, right along, and you can repeat them after me.”
There was a gleam in his eye, as he said this last, that Griffin very much disliked. Thankfully, the archmagister caught it too, and didn’t seem to like it any better.
“No,” Arun said. “I won’t have you saying the words with me. How do I know you’re not casting a spell at the same time?”
“If I were capable of doing magic in this mirror, do you suppose I would still be in this mirror?” When he got no answer, Mithrin rolled his eyes, looking very put upon. “Very well, very well. I’ll tell you the words, and you can write them down, if you’d rather.”
Arun agreed, and a pen and paper were found. As Mithrin began dictating the words, Griffin’s arms broke out into gooseflesh. Though he knew it to be impossible, he couldn’t help but wonder whether the mad magician was, indeed, casting a spell.
But Mairid sidled up beside him and whispered, “It doesn’t sound like anything sinister. It’s mostly about change. Something about filling a vessel, I think. And making something bend to one’s will, and then a bit about fire.”
“Dryd dyne,” Griffin said with a nod. “Dragon fire. I caught that bit.”
“As the words suggest,” Mithrin said to Arun, “you must focus on transformation as you cast the spell. It’s an enchantment, after all, like I said, and transformation is what enchanting is! Channel your will into changing the contents of the vessel—the cauldron, that is, of course—on trading what’s in there now for what you want it to become. And you must stand right over it, that’s very important. You must be breathing in the smoke.”
He twisted his neck to look at Griffin, who was holding the mirror sideways to give Arun the best view. “And you will need to bring me beside him, right beside him, there by the fire. If he insists on doing it this way, I’ll need to be able to listen carefully, carefully, for the parts he gets wrong. There are bound to be many.”
Griffin narrowed his eyes at the old wizard. “If I hear you so much as whisper—”
“I can’t do magic from here!” Mithrin squealed. “It wasn’t my idea, was it, to send him off on his own with the spell, without me guiding him word by word. But he’s insisted, and so this is how it must be, it can’t be helped. I assure you, I will be perfectly silent.”
“Somehow I doubt that,” Griffin muttered. He didn’t like this, but then he hadn’t liked any of it from the start. At the archmagister’s nod, he stepped closer to the fire, while everyone else moved back.
Arun got into position beside Griffin, squinted at the page he’d scrawled the spell on, and began to incant the words.
Dread slithered through Griffin’s belly, stronger than ever. Every muscle tense, he stared at Mithrin’s face in the glass, watching and waiting for any sign of trickery. Ready to toss the mirror into the fire, if need be, to stop it.
But Mithrin kept his promise, and didn’t make a sound. Everyone remained silent as the archmagister reached the end of the spell, then started over from the beginning, spinning the words and his will into magic.
It was all taking a bit longer than Griffin would have liked. His head was starting to ache from the tension in his eyes and neck. The smoke was starting to make him queasy. The thornberry suddenly seemed sickly sweet.
He swiped at his watering eyes with one hand, still holding up the mirror with the other, while Arun neared the end of his second recitation.
Was it just the smoke?
Black dots swarmed in front of Griffin’s eyes, like the beetles that always seemed to haunt him. Beetles and fire … and a pigeon. A mad one.
He tried to do something with the mirror—he wasn’t even sure what—but it was too heavy. His fingers wouldn’t work properly.
transformation … focus on the vessel … on trading what’s in there now for what you want it to become …
“Griffin?” Mairid’s voice sounded far away. Griffin’s gorge rose.
“Stop,” he tried to say. “Wait.” But his mouth only opened and closed, weakly—and soundlessly.
He’d thought himself vigilant, but it wasn’t enough. It was too late.
He was falling.
    
“HURRY! You’ve got to do it now, before he wakes up! You can’t wait until he can do magic!”
Mithrin’s voice, but it didn’t sound like Mithrin. Griffin groaned and tried to reach for his head, but his hand seemed too heavy to lift.
“He’s waking up!” Mithrin hissed. “Do it now!”
Griffin opened his eyes. He lay in the grass, looking up at the archmagister, Mairid … and two sets of large, hot, fanged jaws, one black, one green. Perhaps it was his imagination, but both of the latter seemed ready to breathe fire over him.
“What’s happening?” he asked.
“Mithrin says he’s Griffin, and you’re Mithrin.” Deryn’s head popped into view behind Mairid’s. “He’s been trying to convince us to do the spell again, before you wake up and kill us all with magic.” She cocked her head. “Can you do magic?”
Griffin blinked at her. “I don’t think so.”
A strong arm grabbed him by the elbow and pulled him to a sitting position, and he found himself face to face with the king, crouched to examine him with a calculating gaze. Nott and Lawfric were there too, behind the archmagister.
And his initial impression, Griffin decided, was correct: both Gafalt and Tavreth most definitely looked ready to burn him at the slightest provocation.
“Well,” said Lawfric, “if he can’t do magic, then perhaps he is still Griffin, after all.”
“Or he’s lying.” Mithrin’s voice drifted up from the grass. Griffin glanced down to find the mirror lying where he must have dropped it when he fell. “Or,” Mithrin went on, “he didn’t know he wouldn’t be able to do magic in my body. We debated that, didn’t we Mairid, in the land of the dead? Whether magic was attached to the body or to the soul?”
Mairid looked uncertainly at the mirror. “We did.”
“And would Mithrin know that?” Mithrin grinned triumphantly at her. “I don’t believe he would.”
“He might …” Mairid bit her lip. “We probably talked about it more than once. Or even when we got back here, at night, when Mithrin could have been watching.” She shook her head. “I don’t remember well enough to say for sure.”
Griffin supposed he couldn’t blame her (although he did, a little bit) for doubting him. Mithrin was doing an excellent impression. The old man must have been practicing Griffin’s cadence, his manner of speech. He hadn’t repeated himself once.
Practicing … in case something went wrong.
“He was never giving us the recipe for the elixir,” Griffin said slowly, as much to himself as to anyone else. His head still ached, and his thoughts felt sluggish. “This whole thing was a ruse to get us to do a different spell. A spell to swap places—”
His voice was somewhat lost as Mithrin said “a spell to swap places” at the exact same time, in perfect unison.
“You both agree on that point,” said Wardin.
“—so my soul would end up in the mirror, and his soul could possess my body.” Griffin scowled down at the glass. “But clearly something went wrong.”
“And on that point as well, I believe,” said Arun.
Mithrin’s reflection scowled right back. There wasn’t a trace of madness in his face. Just how mad was he, exactly? Or not mad. How sane had he been, all along, manipulating them?
Manipulating you, you mean.
Griffin silenced his ever-nagging inner voice. He was hearing quite enough of himself without it.
“He didn’t know he would collapse,” Mithrin said. “Or that he wouldn’t be able to do magic. I suppose nobody’s actually done this spell before. It seems to have taken him quite a while to think it up, or at least to remember it. But even so, I imagine he thought it would be seamless, that you would never know we’d switched. Right up until he killed you all.”
The possibly-not-so-mad magician ran a hand over his head, as if expecting to find hair there, and set his jaw. Was this what Griffin looked like, when he was anxious? “You’ve got to do the spell again, and switch us back.”
“You see?” Griffin gestured at the mirror. “As I was saying, something went wrong, and now he’s trying to get you to try again. Not to reverse the spell, but to do it properly the second time. So he can switch us for real.”
“I still say we roast the both of them, and be done with it,” Gafalt said.
“No!” said Mairid and Deryn at once.
“One of them is Griffin,” Nott added.
“Wait,” said Deryn.
“Yes, obviously,” Tavreth said to Nott. “But as we don’t know which, it may be safest to burn them both.”
Wardin sat back on his heels and shot the blackwing a look somewhere between amusement and outrage. “When we last met, I’d have taken that for the quip I hope it was. But these days …” He tossed his hands.
Griffin swallowed. It hadn’t sounded like a quip.
“If he—either he—were going to hurt us,” said Lawfric, “he would have by now. Either he can’t, or he’s not planning to at the moment. Either way, surely we can take that moment to try to determine who is who.”
“Wait,” Deryn said again.
“Of course we can,” said Mairid. “That one’s awake now. We’ve only got to ask them both someth—”
“Wait!” Deryn snapped.
To Griffin’s surprise, even Gafalt and Tavreth obeyed her, each going perfectly still. Then he realized they weren’t looking at him anymore, but over his shoulder. All eyes followed their gaze upward …
To the black dragon descending from the sky.
Lovely. As if you weren’t likely enough to be torched with two.
Griffin couldn’t be bothered to quiet the voice this time. His head, already swimming with confusion, felt ready to spin right off his shoulders.
“She’s coming in peace!” Deryn said quickly, as Gafalt pawed at the grass. Though Margarth’s fire was lethal to him, he looked more defiant than anything.
There was no time to debate whether they ought to take Margarth at her word; she landed a moment later.
“Well,” she said, narrowing her yellow eyes at Griffin and Wardin, both still sitting in the grass. Her gaze slid from them to the fire, and the cauldron over it. “What have we here? Practicing some magic, are we?”
“Of course we are.” Arun strode forward, all confidence, as if the past hour hadn’t happened. “We’re magicians, after all. I’d welcome you to Pendralyn, if I could be sure Deryn is correct. You do come in peace? To negotiate, perhaps?”
While he spoke, the others recovered themselves nearly as quickly. Griffin and Wardin stood—the former a bit unsteadily—while the rest stepped forward, until all the humans flanked the archmagister. Tavreth and Gafalt moved in front of them.
This left Tavreth within a dragon’s breath of her sister. “I would echo the archmagister’s questions, Margarth. What brings you?”
“Perhaps I want to meet my nieces and nephews,” said Margarth.
Tavreth herself had said the same, when she arrived. Griffin had wondered then if he should trust the words. He knew far better than to trust them now. A blackwing wouldn’t lie, but that hardly meant that meeting them was all Margarth wanted with the babies.
“I’m afraid we’ll have to decline, under the circumstances,” Tavreth said smoothly. “But I might be able to fetch Fendrath or Esme, if it’s terms you wish to discuss.”
“No need. If I can’t see the younger, I’ve no use for the elder.” Margarth’s chest rumbled in a soft chuckle. “Nobody was fooled, you know, by Esmerild’s darkly mysterious hints about the hatching. They were a bit too mysterious. Very obviously phrased to avoid a lie.”
Perhaps wisely, Tavreth chose not to address that. “If you’ve no use for Fendrath, am I to assume you have some use for me?”
“Of course. Why would I have come all this way, otherwise? You may relay our terms to them. And consider them yourself.” Her eyes flicked to Gafalt. “Both of you.”
“Then you have come to negotiate,” said Wardin. “Peacefully.”
Margarth inclined her head. “I won’t harm a single soul, the slightest bit. On this visit.” She looked back at the two dragons. “I trust I may be assured of the same?”
Gafalt grunted. “I suppose you may. Bloodless parley, then.”
“Bloodless parley,” Tavreth agreed, and Margarth repeated the words. It must have been some sort of dragon protocol.
“Here are my queen’s terms, then,” Margarth began, but Tavreth cut in almost immediately.
“Your queen?” She made a disgusted noise. “Margarth, how could you?”
Margarth tossed her head. “Quite easily, and you will do the same, one way or another. In the interest of rearing our new generation in peace, and preserving the future of dragonkind, our queen is willing to make several concessions. You may borrow the music box for a time. She will even allow you and Gafalt to raise your own children.”
“How deeply generous of her,” said Gafalt.
“It is,” Margarth said, with no hint that she thought him anything but sincere. “Considering she could see you all dead instead.”
“That wouldn’t serve her much better than it would us,” Tavreth pointed out. “Not if she wants that future you speak of. She will need several bloodlines.”
“Which, as I’ve already said, is why she’s willing to offer terms at all,” said Margarth. “She’s even willing to allow nearly all the humans to live. I’m not sure that makes matters more palatable for you, Tavvie, but Fendrath at least seems fond of them. Again.” She rolled her eyes, one sister to another, sharing a familiar joke. “He does seem incapable of learning, doesn’t he?”
“Nearly all the humans, is it?” Wardin stepped forward and crossed his arms.
Margarth barely glanced at him. “Not the ones here, obviously. All of the magisters are to be executed forthwith. There’s no question that they must be brought to justice, complicit as they were in Orovont’s death. And I’m told you have that Lancet among you? The former queen of Aldarine?” She craned her neck to see over the dragons, eyes scanning the humans until they landed on Mairid.
Mairid’s return gaze did not falter, but Griffin saw the little twitch in her cheek, just where her jaw met her temple. The one that meant she wasn’t quite as dauntless as she appeared. He tensed, wishing he had a weapon. It would have been of no more use than his bare hands—which was to say, of no use at all—but at least it would have given him something to grip.
Happily, it seemed Margarth’s interest wasn’t personal—or murderous. Her lips shifted ever so slightly, in what might have been a smile. “Ah, there she is. I mention you because your husband and your … uncle, I think it was, are both fine examples for men to follow. They had the proper idea, outlawing magic. No humans will be allowed to practice it again, anywhere in the world, once they’ve recognized Adalant as their queen.”
“And once we dragons recognize her as our queen?” Gafalt asked. “What will she allow for us?”
Once again, Margarth ignored his obvious sarcasm. “She will allow you to live, is the main thing. And as I said, she will allow you to raise your children. But you will recognize her as your ruler—the ruler. Of all.”
“Is that all?” Tavreth asked.
“Is that all?” Gafalt repeated. Griffin shared his consternation; Tavreth had sounded sincere.
Tavreth fluttered her wings. “I was merely asking for clarity. Recognizing takes little effort. If all Adalant wants is for us to call her by a title, and swear fealty to her on occasion, perhaps we should consider it. If we’re to live where we like, how we like, then things wouldn’t be much different for us than they are now, would they? Apart from not having to be concerned about imminent war all the time, and that would certainly be a more pleasant way for the children to grow up.”
Margarth laughed. “Who said anything about living where and how you like? I certainly didn’t.”
“Of course you did,” said Tavreth.
“When?”
“Just now, of course. When else? It’s not as if we’ve been having regular chats. You said we could raise our own children.”
“And so you can,” Margarth said. “Under Adalant’s supervision, to be sure they’re raised properly. What you call her is hardly the point. You will live at her court, under her command, and serve her in any way she requires. As your queen, she will also arrange mates, and oversee all breeding. Naturally that includes betrothing all the children.”
She shifted her haughty gaze to Gafalt. “As for you and my brother, the two of you will be mates to Adalant thenceforth. Your primary allegiance will of course be to her, other entanglements notwithstanding.”
It was difficult to tell whether the noise Gafalt made in his throat was one of amusement or disgust. Perhaps it was both. “I’d sooner burn, I think.” He glanced at Wardin, still standing resolutely beside him, looking mutinous. “Alongside the humans, it seems, if you get your way.”
Margarth huffed, as if the greenwing were being difficult for trivial reasons, just to spite her. “I’ve already told you, most of them will be allowed to live. It’s only the magisters here that will burn. And any others who oppose us, of course.”
“Of course,” said Gafalt, as snide as ever. One might never have guessed that he himself had been talking about roasting them not ten minutes before.
Margarth turned back to her sister. “There’s no need for dramatics, you know. It’s not as if she’s a terrible mistress. She’s quite generous with those who serve her, if they do it properly and with respect. She—Oh! Speaking of her generosity, I nearly forgot. Apparently her man Darbin has done something to earn a reward, though I can’t imagine what. He’s asked for that little Lancet girl as a mate. I’m to bring her back with me today, if you’re agreeable.”
“He what?” Griffin bellowed.
“How dare he?” Mairid fumed.
“Never! I’d never allow it!”
Silence fell over the group as they realized who that last voice belonged to.
In their haste to greet their new guest, nobody had covered the mirror.
“What was that?” Margarth asked softly.
Arun coughed. Wardin started to say something. But Margarth was already pushing past them both. “I do believe I know that voice. But I know I must be mistaken. Surely you wouldn’t dare, even if it were possible.”
Her gaze locked on the mirror in the grass. Slowly, she lowered her head, until her face was within inches of the frame.
Then she reared back her head, and sucked in a breath.
“No!” Arun moved in front of her, perhaps still uncertain whether it was Mithrin he was protecting from dragon fire, or Griffin. “You gave your word. No soul to be harmed here today. Your exact words.”
Curling her lip, Margarth stepped back. “Get that thing out of my sight.”
Scurrying behind the archmagister, Griffin snatched up the mirror. He considered simply tossing it in the stream, but decided the supply table was far enough away to keep Mithrin from doing further harm. He set it there, and hastily tossed a cloth over it.
It was the biggest blunder he could have made in that moment. Margarth’s eye followed him—and roamed over the vials and jars, the roots and wood. Then back to the fire. The cauldron.
“Practicing some magic,” she said softly. “Because you’re magicians.”
She rounded on Tavreth, fangs bared. “There can be only one reason you would conjure that beast. So tell me, sister, is it the elixir of dragon breath you’re trying to make, or some other weapon, while you pretend to negotiate with me in good faith?”
“Good faith?” Tavreth laughed. “Do not speak to me of faith. Our brother’s children—Children, Margarth!—your own kin, your own blood, are not far from here, while you speak so casually of imprisoning them. Forcing their father and uncle to mate against their will.” She flung her snout at Gafalt. “At least, I assume it would be against your will.”
“Quite,” Gafalt said shortly.
“Tell me, Marg,” Tavreth went on, “did you even hear yourself, while you were speaking just now? Did you even listen to your own terms? Adalant may call herself a queen, but it’s slaves she wants, not subjects. Slaves, simple and plain.”
“At least my queen is a dragon!” Margarth spat. “I’m not serving men as if I were a dog!”
Smoke flew from Tavreth’s nostrils. “I serve no man.”
“Call it something else if you like,” said Margarth, “but you’re conspiring with humans to harm dragons. Just as Fendrath did, once. Have you forgotten how that ended?”
“I’ve forgotten nothing!” Tavreth said. “Though it seems you have. I remember what the humans were. But I remember what the redwings were, too. Quite clearly. I remember why Fendrath felt he had to ally himself with men, why the deities felt dragonkind needed to be checked in the first place.” She snarled. “I remember Dracanvent. And now you want to put Adalant in his place, a tyrant who will be every bit as cruel.”
“She is not Dracanvent,” said Margarth.
“Isn’t she? You don’t sound entirely convinced.” Tavreth paused, studying her sister. “You haven’t got eggs yet, have you? We assumed you did. But now I think not.”
“What has that got to do with anything?” Margarth tossed her head. “Not yet. I’ve had you lot to think of first. But I will have them soon enough, and more than Esmerild did, I’ll wager.”
“It will change you,” Tavreth said gently. “And your mind with it. Perhaps you’re willing to accept a life of slavery for us, and even for yourself. Perhaps you’re willing to accept it for Fendrath’s children. But you will never accept it for your own.”
“A truth I suspect you already know,” Gafalt added. “That’s the real reason you’ve waited.”
Griffin had been keeping his silence, sensing that it would be a mistake to speak, that this turn in the conversation was best left between the sisters. Gafalt’s interjection proved him right. Margarth’s head jerked toward the greenwing, as if she’d forgotten he was there—and was most unpleasantly surprised.
She stood perfectly still, glaring at him. Then she opened her jaws.
But true to her word, she didn’t harm Gafalt, or anybody else. Instead she shot a burst of deep blue flame over the cauldron, melting it and its contents entirely into the fire. The sweet smell of thornberry lingered in the air for just a moment, before the metallic fumes overwhelmed it.
When Margarth raised her head, her face might have been made of granite, her eyes burnished citrines, hard and cold. She did not look at her sister again. “This parley is over. Had I not a blackwing’s honor, I would kill you all where you stand. As it is, I suppose that will have to wait for another day.”
She snapped open her wings. “But make no mistake. That day is coming. Presently.”
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A STORM of fire is coming.
Griffin’s belly hardened as he watched Margarth’s rapidly shrinking form, blurred now by the plump snowflakes that had begun to fall just as she flew away.
It’s coming for you.
Presently.
Tavreth and Gafalt departed the grounds immediately, rushing to the cavern to confer with Esmerild and Fendrath in private. Griffin didn’t envy them the task of delivering their news. Apart from the more obvious cause for dismay, Esmerild was bound to be furious at not having conducted the negotiations herself. Particularly given the failures of those who had done so in her stead.
The humans, meanwhile, moved into the keep to take shelter from the wind and snow—and to prepare for battle in their own way.
“Deryn, Nott, Lawfric,” the king said crisply, as he set about arranging some tables into a square. “I’ll need you to get word to the other magisters, that they’re to meet us here as soon as may be. Call on Holly and Ash to help. Harden and Estrel have command of our battlemage guests, we’ll want them too.”
But Arun held up a hand to stay the sages. “Not quite yet. We’ve a bit of unfinished business with Mithrin and Griffin, that I’m not sure ought to wait.” While he spoke, he uncovered the mirror and propped it up against a cask on one of the tables.
“I suppose you’re right.” Wardin looked from Mithrin’s grim reflection to Griffin’s equally grim face, and back again. “If we’ve got an imposter among us, up to all manner of sabotage, it would be useful to know about it. A pity I haven’t got the inkwell.”
Sweat prickled along the back of Griffin’s neck, and his face grew hot. He moved farther away from the great fire, making an effort to step like a rational adult, rather than stomp like the angry child he felt like.
They’d just been informed that Adalant was coming at last, determined to kill them all. And rather than make ready, he was to stand here: in the keep, among his peers and his betters, to be judged. Questioned, prodded, and weighed. Called upon to prove himself.
Again.
Add a red pigeon and a bit of flame, and he would have thought it a nightmare.
Lawfric, on the other hand, seemed quite amenable to the distraction. He sat in the nearest chair, drumming his fingers against the table. “Well, it’s certainly believable that Griffin would botch the negotiations. Blundering the way he—the man in the mirror, that is—did, calling Margarth’s attention to himself. Meaning no offense, Griffin, I’m merely being honest.”
“No offense taken,” said Mithrin.
Lawfric gestured at the mirror. “So that could be him.”
“I can’t say I was surprised to hear him come to Mairid’s defense.” Deryn sank down beside Lawfric. “But then, the other Griffin—”
“The real Griffin,” Griffin interjected, crossing his arms.
“—did that first, didn’t he? So if mirror-Mithrin is indeed Mithrin, he’d have felt he had to do the same, to pass himself off as Griffin.”
“Or,” said Lawfric, warming up to the puzzle, “it might even have been intentional. Perhaps he wanted negotiations to break down. Not only to protect Mairid, but to protect us all. If Tavreth was considering those terms, as she seemed to be—”
“No she wasn’t,” said Deryn. “At least, not once she understood Adalant’s intentions for everyone. Especially for Gafalt. I think she was truly offended that Adalant wanted to take him for a mate. Do you know, I believe Tavreth feels genuine affection for him, although I can’t think why. He has no sense of humor at all, as far as I can tell. But then, she has less of one than she once did, doesn’t she?”
“Deryn,” Arun cut in. “I believe we have more pressing matters to consider.” He slanted his chin at Lawfric. “If it comes to intentionally botching the negotiations, Mithrin might well have done so for his own reasons. Presumably he’s less invested than we are in the fate of living men, whereas a war against dragons strikes me as something that would always please him. So it might have been him exposing himself to Margarth on purpose.”
“If I may!” Mairid called. She put her hands on her hips, looking flummoxed that nobody had yet consulted her. “There’s no need for all this conjecture. As I was saying earlier, we only need to ask them both something only Griffin is likely to know.”
“Do you take us for fools?” asked Lawfric. “You can’t imagine you’re the only one to have thought of that. But we know Mithrin’s been watching at night, and he might have heard about something that happened during the day. We can’t be completely sure he doesn’t know something unless Griffin never spoke of it to anyone, in which case, we wouldn’t know to ask, would we?”
“I take you for scholars,” said Mairid. “And thus certain to overcomplicate things, if you possibly can.” She ignored Wardin’s snicker and went on, “Mithrin couldn’t—almost certainly couldn’t, anyway—have been watching at all while we were in Aldarine. He wouldn’t know the details of what happened there. Griffin, what was the name of the woman who shaved your head?”
Griffin opened his mouth to answer, but Mithrin beat him to it. “Miselda,” the reflection said promptly. “She disguised me as your Helderlander husband, for the journey across Aldarine.”
While Griffin gaped at the mirror, Mairid nodded to the others. “That is the correct answer.”
“But he overheard it,” said Griffin. “While he was watching at night, like Lawfric just said. It doesn’t matter that it happened in Aldarine.” His face heated anew, but this was no time to let embarrassment make him shy. “I talk to my parents. I told them about our journey. Especially the lighter bits.”
Mairid turned from the mirror to him, stepping close enough to scrutinize his face. The uncertainty in her eyes made Griffin want to grab her by the shoulders and give her a little shake.
It’s me. Why can’t you tell?
“All right,” she said. “Here’s a boring bit, then, one you’re not likely to have talked about afterward. What was the name of the ship we sailed home on, or its captain?”
Griffin tossed his hands. “I haven’t the slightest idea. I was far too sick to take notice of either. As you well know, because you wouldn’t get out of my cabin, no matter how many times I yelled at you.”
One side of Mairid’s mouth quirked up, and she tilted her head back to say to the others, “That is also the correct answer.”
“This is pointless,” said Mithrin, in an excellent approximation of an impatient Griffin’s tone. “He’s in my body. I don’t remember whether I told my parents about the voyage or not, to be honest. But even if I didn’t, he might well have access to my memories.”
Arun shot the reflection a skeptical look. “I wouldn’t think that likely.”
“But how familiar are you with this magic, really?” Wardin asked with a shrug. “If you’d asked any of us yesterday, I’m sure we’d have said possession is impossible. A scary story, and nothing more.”
“This is pointless.” Griffin clenched and unclenched his fists. His whole body felt tight, like his skin was too small for him.
These were the people closest to him. How could he prove that he was himself to the ones who should recognize him—the him inside himself, not just his face—without any proof necessary?
He turned to Arun. “Archmagister? You’ve been like a f— you’ve known me since I was a boy.”
Arun looked pained. “You both sound like Griffin. You more than him, obviously, but that’s because you have the advantage of Griffin’s voice. I’m inclined to think you’re the you who’s you, as it were, but …” He shook his head. “If we’re really going to question whether he might have access to your memories while in your body, then I don’t know how we can tell for sure. Barring waiting until the inkwell can be sent for, I suppose, but even that’s proved vulnerable to dark magic before.”
Making no attempt to hide his disappointment, Griffin turned instead to Deryn. He looked his closest friend dead in the eye. “You know me.”
“I think I do,” she said. But neither her eyes nor her voice could boast much conviction.
With a wordless sound of frustration, Griffin rounded on Mairid. He took hold of her upper arms, pulling her close, and stared into her eyes, much as he’d just done to Deryn. “Didn’t you just recently claim to know me better than anyone?”
“I suppose I did,” Mairid breathed.
Griffin stared all the harder. Perhaps he couldn’t put his faith in Arun, or Deryn, but he would put his faith in her. If she just looked back, really looked, surely she would recognize him.
Her brow crinkled.
“For Eyrdri’s sake,” Griffin snapped. And before he could think better of it, he pulled her even closer, and kissed her.
She stiffened, but only for a moment. Then her arms slid around his neck, and she kissed him back.
Somewhat thoroughly.
Had they been arguing about something? Griffin could no longer remember.
Wardin’s sharp crack of laughter broke the spell, and Griffin pulled away. But Mairid leaned into his chest. “Griffin,” she whispered.
He stroked her hair. “I told you it was me.”
She turned her head to look at the others, pressing her ear to his hammering heart. “It’s him.”
“Nonsense!” said Mithrin. “How could you let him fool you? You know me better than that!”
“Perhaps we do.” Deryn bit her lip and gestured at Griffin, who’d closed his arms around Mairid again. “I think this more suggests that he’s not Griffin. Griffin wouldn’t do that.”
“Are you quite sure of that?” Wardin asked. “Erietta has suspected something between them for some time.”
“Oh, I don’t mean that.” Deryn waved a hand. “I can’t imagine anyone would be surprised by his kissing her, except perhaps by how long it’s taken him to do it. We’ve all been waiting for that for ages, haven’t we? But Griffin wouldn’t do it in front of everyone. And only to make a point? When he’s exasperated? I can’t imagine anything less romantic.”
“That is entirely consistent with the real him.” Mairid pulled away from Griffin just enough to look up at him, eyes crackling with laughter. “I suspect Griffin is always exasperated when he wants to kiss me.”
    
THIS WAS no time to be thinking about Mithrin’s treachery.
Or about Mairid.
Or about kissing.
Much as one might like to.
They needed to look forward, and they needed to do it fast. They’d stalled as long as they could, thrown as many stays and obstacles in Adalant’s way as could be thrown. Now they were out of stays, out of obstacles—and out of time.
The redwings were coming, once and for all. And they had a blackwing with them, leaving no real defense against them. Green could kill red. Red could kill black. Black could kill green.
Nobody at Pendralyn had the power to kill Margarth.
Not that anybody wanted to kill her (though some were perhaps less dismayed by the idea than others). But all agreed that it would be convenient if they could at least present the threat.
Which was what the dragons, a handful of magisters, and the King of Eyrdon came together to discuss that evening, shortly after the youngest dragons had been put safely to bed in one of the study rooms down the corridor. It seemed Fendrath’s decree that they must not be sheltered didn’t extend to conversations about murdering their aunt.
Wind howled over the grounds above, where the first snowfall of the season was already shin deep, but in the cavern it was once again uncomfortably hot. Griffin leaned back against the runed wall, his coat already forgotten on the floor. Mairid stood close beside him, her shoulder pressed against his arm, her hair smelling of something citrusy and sweet. Although he knew perfectly well that everyone was preoccupied by far weightier matters, he couldn’t help but think that people kept looking at them.
Probably wondering that a man of his station hadn’t already been tossed in a cell, for having the effrontery to kiss a Lancet.
But this was no time to be thinking about that.
“I suppose there’s no chance of having the elixir in time now?” asked Fendrath, and his voice more than anything brought Griffin back to task—he’d never heard the blackwing sound so weary.
“We’ll do our best, of course,” Griffin said. “But we certainly can’t rely on it. Mithrin is sulking, there’s really no other word for it. Once he realized nobody was going to believe him, he dropped his Griffin act and refused to say another thing, apart from inviting us to destroy the mirror so he could return to the realm of the dead. I hope we’ll be able to bring him around eventually, but quickly?” He shook his head.
“How quickly do we mean, is what I’ve been wondering,” said Calys, ever the strategizing battlemage. “How long have we got, before we’re under attack? Hours? Days? Weeks?”
“That depends on who is to be doing the attacking,” Esmerild said. “A dragon can cross the sea quickly, and perhaps even bring a man or two along. But assuming Margarth got some sense of our numbers, there’s a good chance Adalant will want to counter our magicians with a larger portion of her cult, and that will take longer. Depending on where those cultists are, of course. There’s no telling how many are in Eyrdon already.”
“In other words,” Tavreth said to Calys, “we haven’t the slightest idea. You may expect to see the magistery in flames somewhere between weeks from now and right this moment.”
Several of the humans looked uneasily around. Arun cleared his throat. “Speaking of ‘your’ magicians, we did defend the keep from you once before. You were, er, not yourselves then, of course, and we couldn’t have done it indefinitely in any case. But still, we magisters aren’t entirely useless.”
“Speak for yourself,” Griffin muttered. He appreciated that the archmagister had to be optimistic for the sake of morale, now that the conflict was coming to a head. But without the elixir, when it came to fighting dragons, Griffin himself was indeed particularly and entirely useless.
Mairid’s fingers curled around his, and he wondered whether it was because she’d heard him, or because she’d had the same thought about herself. He squeezed her hand.
“As to that,” said Wardin, “I’ve already put the word out, asking for further reinforcements. Though that won’t be very many, I’m afraid. Cairdarin’s magicians will have to be spread thin, for the protection of any settlements that might be in the dragons’ path.”
Gafalt waved one of his wings, dismissing the settlements in question. “They won’t bother to stop and burn anything along the way. It’s us they’re interested in, for the moment, not men.”
“I’m inclined to agree,” Wardin said with a nod. “But I can’t risk my people’s lives on that assumption. I think you’ll find that the Queen of Harth and the King of Tarnarven feel the same way.”
“I can help, if you like,” said Mairid. “Speaking with Janet, I mean, and mustering the magicians of Harth.” One side of her mouth quirked up, and her eyes sparkled in the firelight as she rolled them. It was the first time Griffin could recall her looking at Wardin with any humor. “Harths, as you may have noticed, are sometimes a bit more cooperative with one of their own.”
“Yes, I had spotted that.” Wardin’s face softened as he returned her smile. “Thank you, Mairid. I would appreciate that.”
There it was, the detente at last. Griffin gave Mairid’s hand another squeeze—and hoped this family reconciliation hadn’t come too late, just as the world was ending.
“Well then.” Calys clapped her hands together. “It seems our assets are a few hundred magicians, a handful of adult dragons, and some newly hatched hybrids who, while getting rather good at cloaking themselves, are too young to breathe fire or defend themselves if they should be found. Is that about the sum of it?”
“About,” Arun agreed. “I do believe we’ll have some useful chains. But if we can’t count the elixir among our assets, we’ll have me to blame for it.” He offered Griffin a wry smile. “Though I appreciate that you’ve gone hours without saying so out loud. You warned me that Mithrin was up to no good, and you’re the one who suffered most from my not listening.”
Wardin cocked his head at Griffin’s hand, still entwined with Mairid’s. “I’m not certain it was all suffering.”
Griffin thrust his hands into his pockets, and shook his head at Arun. “You did listen. You agreed he was likely plotting something, but you thought it worth the risk, and you were probably right. In any case, we wouldn’t have gotten the elixir no matter what we did. He never had any intention of giving us the recipe.”
But what a different conversation this would be, if we could have gotten it. Griffin looked away, reminding himself yet again that stewing over the day’s events did no good. He must focus on what they did have, what they could do.
“Perhaps we aren’t as lost without it as we think,” Deryn offered. “Does it really matter so much that Margarth has the ability to kill Esmerild and Gafalt, if we know she won’t use it? No dragon wants fewer dragons right now, especially not the one who’s trying to build an empire. Margarth will have orders to take you, not kill you. And if she doesn’t use deadly force, that makes the fight much more even.”
“Better than even, by my count,” said Nott. “There are four dragons here, and likely only two coming for us.”
“Three,” Esmerild corrected. “Adalant will come herself, for once. She may be reclusive and paranoid, but she’s also not an idiot—she can do a simple sum. You’re right that she’ll want to take us alive if she can, and she’ll like her odds better with three than with two.”
“But we’ve still got our four, against that three.” Mairid raised her chin, as if Adalant were there to defy. “Deryn is right, they won’t use deadly force, not if they can help it. Then it becomes a simple matter of who has more might, and we’re the clear winners on that score.”
“And not only when it comes to dragons,” Griffin added. “I’d put our magicians up against Adalant’s any day. In fact, I’d say a great many of us magisters would welcome the chance to greet Wade’s murderers.” Indeed, he found himself fervently hoping that Darbin would join his queen in battle. Several of the others murmured their agreement.
See? Focus on what we have. Four dragons, and a host of highly skilled magicians. That’s not so bad, is it?
Gafalt made an impatient noise. “You’d best get this notion of no deadly force out of your heads. We’ve relied on Adalant not wanting to kill us for too long. We can do so no longer. Our deaths would not be ideal for her, certainly, but there’s a new generation now, and she has the music box. If she were able to get the babies, and with Margarth and Ismant, and whatever eggs they might manage—”
“She would reconcile herself to the loss of whichever of us she felt it necessary to kill,” Esmerild finished for him. She gave Tavreth a dark look. “She would bear up especially well if it were you or I, I think.”
Griffin frowned, not at Esmerild’s words, bleak as they might be, but at his own muddied thoughts. Four dragons, and a host of highly skilled magicians.
“That’s true …” Tavreth tilted her head at Esmerild. “Still, if it’s might we wish to speak of, and whose is the greater, consider this: you may not be able to kill Margarth, but you and Gafalt could kill Adalant and Ismant, if it came to that.”
She shifted her gaze to her brother. “And if Adalant were gone, would Margarth ever dream of waging war on us alone? Of course she wouldn’t. She’s only thrown in with Adalant because she believes it to be the safest choice. She’s never been as brave as we are.”
But Fendrath shook his head. “She’s thrown in with Adalant because she doesn’t trust men. Nor her brother. Nor her sister now, it would seem. Even if she were the only one left on her side, she might not easily turn to ours.”
The only one left … against our four …
Four dragons.
Griffin gasped, grabbing Mairid’s hand again as he did. “But we don’t have four dragons!”
“Griffin.” Esmerild clucked her disapproval. “Highly as I think of my children’s natural talents, we’ve repeatedly discussed this. They’re still far too young to fight adult dragons effectively—”
“That’s not what I mean,” said Griffin.
“Then do you mean we have fewer than four dragons?” asked Tavreth.
“I’d be interested to know which of us he doesn’t count as a dragon.” Fendrath tipped his snout at his sister. “I’ll wager it’s you, Tav. He did seem a bit nervous when you arrived.”
Griffin raised his hands in protest. “That’s not what I mean, either. We have five dragons. We have Story.”
Gafalt made a low noise, half growl, half moan. “No, we do not. Story is a long way from free. We haven’t even managed to reach her yet.”
“Right,” Griffin said, “but Mithrin told me that if he could have done magic, that day that we smashed him, it would have been him smashing my head instead.”
“Yes, so you’ve said,” said Gafalt. “But I’m telling you, if she can do magic from inside that stone prison, I’ve seen no sign of it yet.”
“That’s not what he means, either.” Mairid, who’d been watching Griffin with a furrowed brow, finally returned his smile with a radiant one of her own. “Mithrin meant it literally. He meant that he’d actually have been hitting you with the hammer.”
Griffin gave her an eager nod. “This soul swap scheme was not a recent idea.”
“So when he said he needed time to come up with the spell,” she said, her words tumbling over each other, “that he needed to remember it, now that his books are gone—”
“He was telling the truth,” Griffin cut in. “He just wasn’t talking about the elixir.”
A bubble of laughter escaped Mairid’s lips. “It will work with a soul bound in stone. Or so Mithrin thinks.”
The others were staring at them, most of them looking lost. But Griffin’s mind was racing too fast to slow down. “It would even the match, and give us much more bargaining power, if we had a red dragon on our side.”
He grinned. “And I know just where we can get one.”
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HOLLY DID NOT OBJECT when Griffin barged into the otherwise empty archmagister’s chambers, but the urgency in his stride did seem to convince her that something very exciting was afoot. She bounded to her feet and accompanied him, tongue lolling and backside wiggling, to the bookcase where the mirror was being kept.
Griffin started to speak before he even finished pulling the cloth from the glass. “Did it have to be me?”
His plan to swap Story’s soul with Adalant’s had been met with varying degrees of enthusiasm, skepticism, and even disgust. Of the objections, Esmerild’s was the most practical: namely, that the swapping spell had not actually worked. It was to find out why, along with a few other particulars, that Griffin had taken his leave of the war council and come here.
Unfortunately, Mithrin chose to greet him not with an answer, but with a view of the back of his bald, pasty head.
“Mithrin!” Griffin slammed his fist against the shelf.
Holly whimpered at the outburst, but Mithrin remained silent.
Griffin gave the blackhound a surreptitious scratch behind her ear to let her know that his vehemence was partly for show, then leaned forward, one palm pressed against the upper edge of the bookcase. “One of two things is about to happen,” he said, his voice as menacing as he could possibly make it. “Either you’re going to answer my questions, now, tonight, or I’m going to wrap this mirror in several layers of the thickest and blackest of wool. Whereupon I will put it in a drawer, and leave it there for the next fifty years.”
He blew out a long, slow breath, as if considering his own words. “Although, now that the redwings are coming for us, it’s entirely possible we magisters will all die, and then there will be nobody left to remember where—or even what—the mirror is in fifty years. Even if I live, there’s always that chance I get so addled in my old age that I forget to tell my children about it. I suppose that would be bad.”
“Children?” Mairid came in, shaking snow off her coat, and closed the door behind her. “What children would those be?” Pain flashed across her face as she asked the question, and Griffin had a sudden—and infuriating—memory of Radley hissing at her, calling her barren. She couldn’t have been thinking of that, could she, in relation to a reference to Griffin’s children?
Mithrin, he reminded himself. This is about Mithrin. Focus.
Deciding the best approach was to willfully misunderstand her, he snapped his fingers at her. “You’re right! Why make it my children’s burden to deal with? Perhaps I should leave it to their children. Or their children’s children.”
Mithrin’s head had turned now, the tiniest fraction sideways.
“If he insists on being worthless,” Griffin went on, “we might as well toss him away, and why send him back to the realm of the dead, where he can bother my parents? It’s all the same to us, isn’t it? What difference does it make how many generations he spends alone, trapped in a tiny space, in the dark?”
“None to us, but it might make a difference to some.” Mairid sat at the table and bent her head to accept Holly’s enthusiastic kisses. “I imagine our friends the blackwings and greenwings would think a thousand years a fitting amount of time.”
Griffin turned fully toward her, giving Mithrin a view of his shoulder and, considering the size of that shoulder, almost certainly very little else. “What are you doing here, by the way?” he asked—conversationally, as if he’d forgotten all about Mithrin already.
Mairid shrugged and answered in an equally breezy tone. “They’re mainly discussing magical defenses now, which is not exactly my area of expertise, so I thought I’d come and see if I could be of any use to you.”
“Then it seems we’ve both wasted our time, but perhaps we can hunt up a honey cake or two. The archmagister always seems to have some.”
“All right, yes, yes, you’ve made your point!” Mithrin called. “I’ll give you the real elixir recipe. But it won’t matter, not a bit. Not a bit! It won’t help you, and so it won’t help me. You cannot make it.”
Griffin turned back to the mirror and was met with the old man’s face, red-cheeked and sulky. “Why is that?”
“You were almost right,” Mithrin said, “when you asked why making all three types of fire didn’t require blood from all three types of dragon. You do need something from each, so you do, although it isn’t blood, but powdered fang. I had some, hidden away in my laboratory, but alas, it’s gone now.”
He shook a finger at the glass, looking as silly as ever. It seemed his apparent normality when pretending to be Griffin had been a skilled act and nothing more. Sly, certainly—but still mad. “Gone!” he repeated. “Along with countless other irreplaceable things! I gather you haven’t got a willing redwing eager to file away a bit of his teeth for you?”
Griffin exchanged a glance with Mairid. This was disappointing, if it was the truth. But it was also not why he was here. He leaned into the bookcase again. “It’s a lucky thing, then, that my question wasn’t about the elixir. Did it have to be me? That you tried the soul swap with, I mean. Was I the only one you could use, because of our”—he waved a hand vaguely—“connection, whatever that may be?”
Mithrin pursed his lips, looking a bit like a disappointed magister. “I told you before that you didn’t understand blood magic. You still don’t. I used it to connect to you when I was in the realm of the dead. I can do no magic at all from this mirror. That much was the truth, sadly, sadly.”
If the madman had any logic at all, Griffin wasn’t following it. “And that’s why it didn’t work? Because you thought you could do magic, and it turned out that you couldn’t? Or because our connection was severed when you left the realm of the dead?”
No longer disapproving, now Mithrin actually giggled. “You really are very idiotic, aren’t you?” His hands rose into view, and he clapped them lightly, as if the idea of Griffin being an idiot delighted him. “I suspect the reason it didn’t work was that you failed to follow my instructions. I said thornberry, preferably dried. Didn’t I, didn’t I? Yes, I did.”
Griffin blinked at him. “I assumed preferably meant preferably.”
“Well, it didn’t. It meant definitely. Instead you put mushy jam into the fire, didn’t you? Yes, you did! I couldn’t see it, but I heard you say so, don’t bother denying it.”
“I’ve no wish to deny it. It was all I could find.”
“Well, that is quite the opposite of dried.”
Mairid rose and approached the mirror. “Then it was just the ingredients we got wrong? The incantation you gave Arun, that was correct?”
“All but the bit about dragon fire,” Mithrin said. “I only added that to make it sound more like the incantation you wanted. But it was at the end, it can’t have made a difference. Whyever would I give you the wrong incantation? I wanted it to work, you know, if you hadn’t spotted that.”
Mairid sniffed. “Well, it didn’t. And you could never have fooled me, even if it had.”
“Couldn’t I?” Mithrin twinkled at her for a moment before shrugging. “Well, well, you got the smoke wrong. You must have the proper smoke. If you have that, and the proper incantation, and the two vessels you mean to switch in close proximity, any skilled sage ought to be able to do it.”
“Very close proximity, I take it.” Griffin narrowed his eyes at the mad magician.“Getting Arun to balk at you saying the spell with him, that was all manipulation, wasn’t it, to get both you and I right beside the fire?” He shook his head before Mithrin had a chance to answer. It didn’t matter now, and he was growing weary of the old man. “The, er, vessels, then. Can they be any two vessels? Of any sort?”
“How do you mean?” Mithrin frowned. “Can one be a teapot, is that what you’re asking? They must both have souls inside them, obviously, before the souls can change places.”
“Yes, but any souls?” Mairid asked. “You don’t think it made a difference, that Griffin has no magic?”
“No, no.” Mithrin’s fingers flicked in front of his face, as if shooing away a gnat. “His magic isn’t the point at all, not at all, he was only there to have magic worked upon him. As was I, in this instance, although I could have served as both vessel and caster, had I been able to work any magic. Perhaps then I could have overcome the rest of your incompetence, but I suppose we’ll never know now.”
“Then why me?” Griffin asked. “You demanded that I be the one to hold the mirror—that I be the other vessel. Why, if you had a choice, would you have chosen to occupy a body that hasn’t got a shred of magic in it?”
Mithrin tossed him a haughty look. “Because I don’t like you, if you really want to know. Not a bit, not a bit. I enjoyed the thought of you trapped in here, insisting you weren’t me, perhaps for all eternity. While I ran about your life, at your magistery, with your dragon friends.” He waggled his brows at Mairid. “With your sweetheart.”
He paid no mind to either Mairid’s disgusted noise or Griffin’s glare. “As to the rest, my magic is mine, my own, my own. I doubt it minds where I am. My body was a statue for a short while, as you very well know, and I felt my magic with me then. I assume being inside your body would be very similar to being inside a great pile of rock.”
“But you’re in this mirror now,” Griffin pointed out, “and you haven’t got your magic.”
“I still have it.” Mithrin looked thoroughly offended. “I’m not like you. Only I’m unable to use it. It would be a poor trap otherwise, wouldn’t it? That’s the whole point of a trap!”
“Yes, I suppose it is,” said Griffin. “One final question. If the vessels can be any two souls … does that include the souls of dragons?”
His heart sped up a bit as he waited for Mithrin’s answer. Much of what the coming days would bring depended on it.
But no answer came, at least not in words. Instead, Mithrin threw back his head and cackled, long and shrill, very much earning his reputation as a lunatic.
    
“AND DO you want to know why he was laughing?” Griffin refilled his mug, despite having already indulged in a bit more than he was accustomed to. “It wasn’t because he’s mad. Or at least, it wasn’t only that.”
Perhaps it was the mead that had loosened his tongue so much, and so unnecessarily. It wasn’t as if his parents needed this rehash of his conversation with Mithrin. They’d very likely seen it for themselves.
Or perhaps he simply felt a need to confess.
“He was laughing because he thought it sounded like something he would do himself. He said he was wrong about us not being alike, and that in fact, I’m just like him. Those three words, exactly.” Griffin gestured down at his lumbering body, his heavy boots resting on the table in front of him. “As if we have anything at all in common. But I haven’t even told you the worst part.”
He closed his eyes and tilted his head back, letting the great fire warm his face. He could have talked to his parents anywhere. Yet he’d come to the deserted keep in the dead of night, like a child dashing beneath his bed after a nightmare. Ever his place of comfort, of safety.
Plus, there was mead here.
“The worst part,” he said softly, “is that Mithrin isn’t the only one who thinks so.”
There had been a heated debate over which moral boundaries stealing Adalant’s body would cross, and by how far. Esmerild supported the idea, pointing out that it wasn’t so unlike what she herself had planned to do with the harp of stone, or what Ismant had done, quite willingly, to Story.
But the opposition held that there was in fact a very large difference between turning Adalant herself to stone, and putting her soul into a stone body, while they commandeered her own body indefinitely to use as they pleased. Tavreth called it an unforgivable violation, something anyone on the right side of things simply would not do. Arun went so far as to say that they’d rescued him from the redwings’ lair, and lost two lives in the process, to prevent him from doing the very thing Griffin was proposing now.
“But it’s not at all the same thing,” Griffin told his parents. “Mithrin wanted, and Adalant wants, to use the dragons for something. Her for breeding, him for”—he waved a hand toward his mouth—“teeth, and whatnot. I’m not suggesting we use Adalant’s body for anything. I’m merely suggesting we borrow it.”
The others had come around eventually, once it was clearly established that the soul swap would be reversed as soon as other means of both freeing Story and imprisoning Adalant could be found. And all did agree that in the meanwhile, Griffin’s plan would end the conflict with minimum bloodshed, and maximum preservation of the dragons. Tavreth in particular was sure that once Adalant was defeated, Margarth would not have the heart for war. Perhaps not even Ismant would.
“So we’re going to try it,” said Griffin. “Though to be honest, I’ve no idea how we’ll manage it. We didn’t quite get to strategizing before one of the little dragons woke up demanding a drink, and everyone realized how late it had gotten. Perhaps tomorrow—”
He stopped as a cold breeze hit the back of his neck, and he realized the doors had opened while he was speaking. Mairid came bustling in, blowing on her hands and making straight for the fire. “There you are,” she said. “I’ve been looking for you. Who were you talking to?”
Griffin rose, then simply stood there, no doubt looking as awkward as he felt. They hadn’t had much chance to be alone, or to discuss … things. How should he greet her? Now that he’d kissed her, was he always allowed to kiss her?
He settled for pulling out a chair for her. “My parents.”
“Oh!” Mairid stopped and looked around, as if expecting to see them materialize. Then she did the oddest thing: she curtseyed.
Griffin frowned and smiled at the same time, which probably made him look even more like an idiot. “What was that?”
“A show of respect.” Her eyes slid away from his as she took the offered chair. “I want them to like me.”
He resumed his seat beside her. “They do like you. In fact, at the time my mother met you, she liked you better than I did.”
Mairid snorted. “A low standard if ever there was one. You could barely tolerate me back then. What have you been talking to them about, or is it private?”
“Nothing you don’t already know. How everyone’s taken to comparing me to a monster. Including the monster himself.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. Nobody thinks you’re a monster.” She leaned her head against his shoulder, but straightened quickly, wrinkling her nose. “Are you drunk?”
“Not yet, though I’ve been working toward it fairly steadily. That’s my coat you smell, I spilled some earlier.” As he spoke, Griffin took off the offending coat and tossed it at the other end of the table.
Mairid turned toward him, scrutinizing his face. “You’re truly upset. Why? I mean, apart from the obvious impending doom.”
He looked away, quiet for a moment before deciding, somewhat against his better judgment, to answer her honestly. “I’ve had far less difficulty living for years with the knowledge that people think me stupid and useless, than I have for the past few hours with the knowledge that they think me cruel.”
“But nobody thinks any of those things.”
Griffin’s eyes flicked to hers, and he smirked. “You yourself have called me stupid and useless times beyond counting.”
“True, but I do that to everyone,” Mairid said with a wave. “I’m prickly.”
“I had spotted that.”
“Yes, well, I am making an effort to improve.” She took his hand, lacing her fingers through his. “Nobody thinks ill of you, you must know they don’t. They might have been hesitant at first, before they really understood, but by the end they all realized how clever your idea is.”
He arched a brow. “Now I’m clever?”
“Well, you’ve been especially clever today. I’d say you’ve earned the compliment. But are you sure that’s all there is to it? Because we’ve argued dozens of times, with the dragons and amongst ourselves, over plans and possible strategies. I’ve never seen it drive you to drink before.”
Once again, Griffin hesitated, not wanting to say the rest. Not wanting her to think the same things about him that he was thinking himself.
But he’d started out honest; he might as well finish the same way. There was no point in baring one’s soul halfway. “It’s just, Mithrin and I, and this connection between us. I’m stuck with this bond that I don’t understand, that I don’t especially want, even if it is useful, and that nobody can explain. Except him, and he won’t. So I suppose …” Griffin trailed off with a shrug. “I suppose I don’t like him seeing himself in me.”
“Griffin,” Mairid breathed, shaking her head. “There is nothing of Mithrin in you. You …” She let go of his hand and crossed her arms. “I suppose this is where I ought to mention that I love you.”
Griffin couldn’t help himself. He burst out laughing.
Mairid’s face fell, and she shrank away from him. But he pulled her back, all the way onto his lap, and gave her the kiss he’d been longing to give her from the moment she walked in.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to laugh, it’s just that you looked so very put out about it.” He chuckled again, just thinking of the look on her face when she’d said it.
She scowled, though she kept her arms wrapped around his neck. “Put out that I was obliged to say it first, perhaps. To a man who then laughed at me and gave no indication of loving me back.”
“No indication? Perhaps I should try again.” Griffin kissed her. “I love you back. But are you quite sure you’re not really put out because I’m so far beneath your station?”
“You aren’t.” Mairid beamed at him. “We are of precisely the same station. Or will be soon enough, assuming we live that long. I’m to be a magister.”
He blinked at her. “What?”
“Arun pulled me aside this afternoon and offered me a position here, if here is still standing when all this is over. I thought you had put him up to it, but since you clearly had no idea, I suppose it must have been Wardin.”
“It is possible, you know, that nobody put him up to it, and he genuinely thinks you’d be an asset to the magistery.” Griffin tugged gently at one of her curls, still trying to let her words sink in. Mairid, a magister. Like him. With him. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I was going to, it’s one of the reasons I was looking for you.” Mairid bit her lip. “But I needed some time with it first, on my own. I told him yes right away, but I suppose I needed to understand why. That is to say, I knew my reasons, or I thought I did, but I had to be sure they were the sum of it. That my accepting wasn’t the slightest bit because I have nowhere else to go, or for”—she cleared her throat—“for you. To be with you.”
Griffin’s heart slammed against his ribs, but Mairid immediately went on, speaking rapidly, as if to be sure he couldn’t respond. “In any case, I’m to teach something called Dragon Studies. All about them, from biology to culture, their history, their capabilities, the theory around their magic. Arun said the students must learn all of that, because the world has changed, and if we survive that change we’ll have to do a better job of adapting to it. And he thought, since I’ve bonded so much with the young dragons, I might be a good match for the job.”
“He’s right, as far as all of that goes.” Griffin loosened his hold on her, pulling back far enough to study her face. “But are you sure it’s a fitting thing for a Lancet to be doing?”
“More fitting than being shut away in a convent sacred to a deity I don’t pray to.”
“I suppose that’s true.”
Mairid’s eyes dropped, and she blurted, with the air of someone confessing something very scandalous, “I loved magic when I was a little girl.”
Griffin nodded. “Wardin told me.”
“Did he? Well, of course I’d never seen any magic, but I loved the idea of it. Pined for it, if I’m honest. I wanted so badly for it to be real, Griffin, I can’t even explain it. But I think perhaps I don’t need to, that you’re the only one who can really understand. I think you’ve felt the same way about it.”
“I have.” He squeezed her. “And I do understand.”
She rested her head in the curve of his shoulder. “And then it was real, and my adept was suddenly a magician-prince who’d gone to a magistery, a real magistery—and I was to have nothing to do with any of it. I had to be a Lancet. My uncle vowed to raze that magistery, and Wardin along with it. And I was sold as a bride to a kingdom that burns magicians.”
“Not to mention as a bride to Radley.” Griffin closed his eyes against a stab of hot rage. He wasn’t sure how Bramwell Lancet had died, but he had no doubt that his death was too kind for him.
For a moment Mairid was silent, her breath warm against his skin. “Perhaps it’s no wonder I became prickly.”
Griffin ran his fingers through her hair. “Perhaps it isn’t.”
He felt her throat bob as she swallowed. “And then today, there I stood, with the Archmagister of Pendralyn offering me a position. And I realized something. Not that I was getting my childhood wish, but that I’d already gotten it, long ago. Magic is real. It always has been. I can’t practice it, as it turns out, and that is a bit of a shame. But that’s not what’s kept me from it all this time. What’s truly kept me from everything I wanted as a girl is this insistence that I am a Lancet, and must continue to be a Lancet.”
She raised her head to look him in the eye. “Well, when I was younger that insistence wasn’t my own, but for several years now the only person who’s cared about me being a Lancet is me. That station you speak of? Perhaps there was a time when I would have rejected it, but it’s not as if I were given a choice. So I clung to it. Very, very hard, until even I believed that I loved it.”
“And when you finally did have a choice,” said Griffin, “you convinced yourself you neither needed nor wanted one.”
Mairid smiled. “Yes, that’s exactly it. But what’s really shocking is how easy it was to let all of that go, once I realized that I could.” She bounced a bit, like a little girl trying to contain her excitement. It all but melted Griffin’s heart. “And so I did. As of today, I have no station.”
“Perhaps not.” He lowered his face to hers. “But you do have a place.”
“Indeed I do.”
She kissed him then, and whatever else he wanted to say was lost, along with nearly every other lucid thought.
Vaguely, he remembered his parents mentioning that they gave him privacy when he needed it. He hoped they’d long since vacated the keep.
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“I SUGGEST HERE FOR THE CHAINS.” Griffin pointed at a dip in the earth where the snow came nearly to the top of his boots, then moved three strides to the left and swung his foot back and forth, clearing a space. “Which would make this about perfect for Story, and then the fire can go behind her.”
He looked over his shoulder at the standing stone casting its shadow over him, and nodded. “She’ll be close enough to the stone to look intentionally arranged that way. As if we simply expanded the memorial to include her.”
Arun tugged at his short beard as he considered Griffin’s proposed layout. “Suppose this is an anomalous year for weather, and there’s no snow on the ground when the time comes?”
Griffin raised a brow at him. “Sounds like wishful thinking, considering there’s snow there now.”
Arun grimaced at the reminder that “the time” might in fact be any minute. Not two hours ago Lawfric had received a sage communication from Wulfric in Dordrin, who himself had received a message from the harpies, via crow, the day before: the dragon lair in Forstmald had been entirely vacated.
Their enemies were on their way. It wouldn’t be long now.
But crucial, and still unknown, was the precise definition of not long. If those enemies included Darbin and the rest of the Red Cult, there was still time to lay Griffin’s trap. Even as Griffin crunched through the snow, assessing the terrain and making his plans, Tomlin was scouring Cairdarin and beyond for thornberries. Ideally, the merchant would come through with enough of the fruit—and with enough time—for Arun to practice the swapping spell, and confirm that it would work on dragons.
If, on the other hand, the redwings were flying across the sea alone, there was barely time for anything at all, and Griffin and Arun were wasting what little of it they had out here. Or at least Arun was, when he ought to have been with the other magicians, preparing what shields, tricks, and elemental defenses they could.
What a shame it would be, if the magistery was burned to the ground, and the world as they knew it came to an end, simply because thornberries were out of season.
“Speaking of elemental defenses—” Griffin began.
“Were we?” Arun asked.
“I suppose it was just me, speaking to myself in my head.” Griffin gestured at the ground. “If by some quirk of fate there should be no natural snow, then surely our sages are powerful and talented enough to make some?”
Arun snorted. “Perhaps we could conjure a whole blizzard for you, considering the dragons want us to drink their blood before we go into battle.”
Griffin gave him a sympathetic look; he knew how empowering himself with dragon blood disgusted the archmagister. “But it makes sense,” he said. “You know the redwings will have given blood to their magicians. You’ll need it, to match their power.”
“Perhaps. In any case, assuming there is snow one way or another, I think you’ve got the design of it right. Mark the spot where you want Story.” Arun shaded his eyes with his hand and scanned the sky. “No sign of her yet.”
“I’m not surprised.” While he spoke, Griffin pulled a red kerchief from his pocket, and jabbed it onto the end of a stick he’d picked up on the walk from the magistery. “I imagine it’s taking a great deal of time just to get her out of the cavern. She’s quite heavy in her present condition.” He thrust the stick into the ground he’d cleared for Story.
“Well then, while we have a moment alone …” Arun cleared his throat. “You do know that I’ve offered Mairid a position here, and she’s accepted?”
“I do.” Griffin bobbed his head, feeling self-conscious. “Apologies, I meant to thank you.”
Arun shooed this away. “No need to apologize, we have been the tiniest bit distracted. I don’t mention it because I want your thanks. I only want to be sure you know she has a place here. Regardless.”
“Regardless of what?” asked Griffin.
Arun gave him a pointed—if somewhat pained—look. “You needn’t marry her, just to keep her with you. She’ll be here either way.”
Griffin gaped at him. “Tell me you didn’t give Mairid a position just to keep me from marrying her? I know you’ve never liked her, but that seems a tad extreme.”
“Of course not.” Arun shrugged. “Not entirely. And it’s nothing to do with whether I like her. She has grown on me, and she’s won my sister over completely, something I would never have predicted. It’s only that”—he raised a hand and spoke slowly, as if trying to calm an overexcited child—“circumstances such as the ones we find ourselves in, life and death and imminent cataclysm and all, it can make people overwrought. And perhaps impulsive. Before you do anything irreversible, I would ask you to think beyond what you want in the moment. To consider your future, and what you want in the years ahead.”
“My future,” Griffin repeated flatly. His pulse pounded in his ears, and he was only vaguely aware of clenching a fist. “Archmagister, I have all but worshipped you for most of my life, and I would sooner cut off my nose than treat you with disrespect. I hope you know that. But if you’re about to warn me off Mairid because she can’t bear children, with deepest apologies, I will almost certainly punch your face.”
He didn’t mention that Deryn had, with utmost gentleness, broached the same subject with him only yesterday. He hadn’t punched her, but had she been a man, and closer to his own size, he might well have.
For a moment Arun’s face seemed unable to decide between horror and amusement. It settled on the latter, and he laughed, though awkwardly. “That is not at all what I meant. I have, as you just pointed out yourself, known you since you were nine years old. You and Mairid, er … having children … is not something I care to envision.”
“Oh.” Griffin coughed into his fist before relaxing it at last. “Then what is it?”
“Griffin,” Arun said with a sigh, “has it not occurred to you that I, among everyone you know, am the only one to have been in the same unusual position you now find yourself in? And that said position caused me a great deal of heartache?”
Griffin blinked at him. “No,” he said honestly. “It hadn’t occurred to me at all.” He shook his head. “Perhaps because it’s not the same. As I understand it, your wife, well, liked being a noble. And missed it. This life was never going to be enough for her.”
Arun gave him an incredulous look. “And you don’t think Mairid Lancet likes being a noble?”
“Not anymore,” Griffin said with a soft smile.
“Really.”
“Her accepting the position here, even though it was in no way tied to me, ought to be proof enough that this is the life she wants—for itself. It’s not a passing fancy.” Griffin could see that the archmagister was prepared to continue arguing, so he waved a hand and said, quite truthfully, “We haven’t spoken of marriage, and likely won’t until all of this is over. You’re not the only one wise enough to realize that the days before you might die are not the best for making longterm decisions.”
“Very well.” Arun put his palm to his chest and bowed slightly. “I yield. You have repeatedly proved yourself the wiser of the two of us, haven’t you? I just seem to keep forgetting it.”
He started to say more, but was interrupted by a call from the other side of the standing stone. Griffin turned to see Deryn and Nott coming toward them—arm in arm, though they rarely acknowledged their affection in front of others. It seemed even these two were not immune to the heightened wartime emotions the archmagister had spoken of.
“They’ll be here soon,” Deryn said. “We came ahead to let you know.”
“Everything went smoothly in the cavern, then?” Arun asked.
Deryn tilted one hand back and forth. “As smoothly as four sages floating a very large and very heavy statue down a narrow corridor and up out of a pit could be expected to go. Which is to say, not entirely smoothly. But none of us were hurt, Story included, and now that the dragons have her I doubt there will be any trouble.”
She glanced at Griffin, her face hesitant. They hadn’t spoken since yesterday’s spat. “Mairid is back there with the children, of course, although she’s hardly alone in that. Esmerild has nearly the whole magistery guarding them while she sees to this.”
Griffin offered her a smile, hoping that would be enough to show that his anger had passed. He certainly didn’t want to revisit the conversation. “Thank you.”
A moment later four dragons flew into view, carrying a leather tarp between them. Griffin knew the tarp had been magically enforced to help bear its burden, but he still couldn’t help flinching at the sight of them carrying Story so high off the ground. She would surely smash to bits, if she fell. His stomach did a flip or two as he waved his arms, guiding them to the spot he’d marked.
Once Fendrath and the others had set the stone dragon down, Deryn and Nott levitated her just enough for Griffin to snatch the makeshift sling out from beneath her, leaving her lying in the snow beside the memorial stone as if she belonged there.
“Perfect,” Griffin said, as he stood back to survey their work.
Esmerild cast a final glance back at her sister, but she was already stretching her wings again. “I trust you’ll keep her safe,” was all she said, and then she was gone. Fendrath followed a scant moment later, both of them clearly anxious about leaving the children so far out of their sight, with nobody but humans to defend them.
“Perfect?” Gafalt repeated, tossing his head at Griffin. “Is that what you call it? I still don’t like it, leaving her out here in the open like this, and away from the magistery.”
“I didn’t much like bringing her out here,” said Tavreth, “much less leaving her. The bringing was risky enough on its own, if you ask me, which I notice you did not.”
“I don’t like it either,” Griffin admitted. “But the chain room simply wouldn’t suit our purpose. We need space enough for everyone, with room to maneuver, for one thing. And the snow, and the fire. And we need to be some distance from the battle.” He swept his arm around. “This fit all of our criteria.”
“But the king has promised to have soldiers on patrol, day and night,” Arun assured them. “And I’ll have a magician or two posted here, as well. Story will be well guarded.”
“Look.” Deryn pointed. “Here’s the king now. I suppose he’s bringing that first shift of guards out himself.”
Wardin was indeed striding across the field, flanked by two soldiers on each side. But Arun shook his head as he watched his old friend approach. “Something’s wrong.”
The archmagister stepped forward to meet the king, momentarily blocking Griffin’s view of Wardin’s grim face. But the latter’s terse words were clear enough. “Mindoral’s been attacked by the Red Cult. Much of the town’s been burned.”
Mindoral?
While the king went on talking, Griffin could do little but stare, trying to work out what he was hearing. Situated at the junction of three kingdoms and two rivers, Mindoral was an excellent strategic target—for a mundane military bent upon conquest.
If, on the other hand, one’s aim was to capture a wing of dragons at Pendralyn, stopping to attack Mindoral made no sense at all.
“Forgive me, Majesty,” Griffin said, hoping his question hadn’t already been answered while he stood there dazed. “But you mentioned burning …”
Wardin shook his head. “No dragons have been seen. Nor any mundane troops. It’s only magicians, but as I understand it, it’s several hundred of them. Including many we thought were on our side.” He spat into the snow, his face contorted with disgust and fury. “Men and women I stationed in the area myself, to defend it. I suppose Adalant’s had a great many cultists in Cairdarin all along, troops who wouldn’t have to be moved when the time came, only called.”
“I’ll admit I did not anticipate this,” said Gafalt. “But now that she’s done it, I can see that it’s a sound strategy. Pendralyn has always been considered disadvantageous ground for an attacker, even an age ago, when it was known by a different name. Of course Adalant would prefer to do the minimum amount of fighting here, with the greatest numbers advantage she can get. But she knows she can never draw out us dragons, so she’s trying to draw out the magicians, instead.”
“And she’ll succeed,” the king said. “Knowing she’s baiting us makes no difference whatsoever, with regards to the outcome. We can hardly abandon our people to fight a war for us out there, while we take shelter in here.” He turned to Arun, eyes grave. “Etta’s already riding north from Narinore, but I have to—”
“Of course you do,” Arun cut in. “Obviously.”
“Then I must once again entrust the defense of Pendralyn to you.”
“And I will once again defend it.” Arun bowed—almost cheerfully. Griffin had observed before how often one of these two friends shored up the other; the darker one’s mood became, the lighter the other’s. He wondered if they were even aware of it.
“You’ll do it undermanned, I’m afraid,” Wardin said. “I’ll leave you a company of regular soldiers, and a few of the battlemages. And your own magisters, of course. But I can spare no other magicians for you. Most of the ones I’ve already brought will have to ride out with me, and those who were on their way will have to be redirected.” He swallowed, looking forlorn.
But Arun only nodded. “If Adalant’s got her men attacking elsewhere, she may not bring many here,” he pointed out. “That will leave us with only dragons to fight.”
Tavreth snorted. “Only dragons, is it?”
Arun shrugged. “I fail to see how pessimism would benefit us now. As I’ve said before, we magisters aren’t entirely useless.” He gestured at Gafalt. “Our chains are coming along nicely.”
“They are,” Gafalt agreed. “And we’ve more waiting to be enchanted. They won’t all be needed for Adalant.”
“We have ropes, too,” said Arun. “Not as effective, but lighter and easier for us humans to maneuver. And apart from that, meaning no offense, but you dragons do have a few vulnerable points. Eyes, for example. We may not be able to kill one of you on our own, but a blinded dragon likely isn’t much use in a fight, either.”
“You’re going to get close enough to a dragon to blind him, are you, and live long enough to do the deed?” Tavreth’s chest rumbled with laughter, though it sounded a bit forced. Griffin suspected she disliked any reminder that men could be a threat to her. “I think you’d best concentrate on defending your magistery, and leave the offense to your betters.”
“As to the blinding bit,” said Wardin, looking at Arun rather than the dragons, “I do intend to leave the longbowmen with you. There are twelve here, in all. I meant to command them myself, but now perhaps Mairid might be a good choice. Bramwell saw to it that every highborn child in his palace had some education in military tactics, and soldiers will follow a Lancet.”
Griffin wholly supported this idea. Longbowmen, a rare and treasured breed, did their work from a distance. Attaching Mairid to them would keep her away from the thick of the battle, and the worst of the fire. He wondered whether that wasn’t the king’s true intent. Surely one of the archers themselves, or some other soldier, could have taken command.
But nobody argued the point, and after a few more parting instructions, Wardin said his goodbyes to his brother-in-law, then the dragons, then Nott and Deryn. He left Griffin for last, gesturing to him as his soldiers started back down the field.
Griffin assumed this meant he was being pulled aside for another private talk, perhaps to be charged with protecting Mairid. But the king only embraced him—much as he had Arun a moment before, as if he were taking his leave of a brother, or a son.
Perhaps sensing his confusion, Wardin gave Griffin’s cheek a pat. “You and I are family now.” He smiled as he turned away. “Be sure you don’t let Arun dictate otherwise.”
    
“GRIFFIN!” Mairid shook his shoulder. “What are you staring at, in such a daze?”
Griffin nodded down at the edge of an old stain, one that had nearly, but not entirely, been cut out of the wall when the corridor door was expanded.
“I may have just realized something,” he said. “That was there. Here. In the same spot, I mean. In the realm of the dead.”
Mairid bent down and squinted at the wall. “I don’t even see what you’re talking about.”
Griffin crouched beside her and touched the stain. “Here. You probably don’t remember, but I distinctly recall seeing it when we came out into the realm of the dead, and thinking it couldn’t be the same stain, because the rest of the cavern was so pristine.”
With a snort, she straightened and cast a pointed glance around the cavern. In addition to the usual mess, two of the young dragons were practicing their freshly developed and somewhat limited flying skills, while the other two were practicing cloaking themselves. All under the tutelage of the four adult dragons and half a dozen magisters, many of whom were giving conflicting advice on both matters. It was utter chaos.
“I can see how pristine would have thrown you,” Mairid said. “Is it important?”
“It’s my blood. From when the old door mangled my legs.”
“All right.”
Griffin went on staring at the stain, head cocked. Finally, he laughed. “He kept saying I didn’t understand how blood magic works. What if blood magic is literal?”
“I’m very much failing to follow you, Griff.”
“Picture this.” He looked back at Mairid. “It’s nighttime, so Mithrin can see. His corridor has just been discovered and reopened. You could almost say reactivated, considering what the doors did. And then what do I do but bleed all over it?”
“So you’re thinking the whole reason he can connect with you is that he found a way to connect with that blood, somehow, and use it?” Mairid shook her head. “But you’re hardly the first person ever to have bled at Pendralyn.”
“No, but I was the first one to bleed here. Not ever, of course, but for centuries upon centuries. This corridor was so full of his pent-up magic that night, even I could feel it, like a cloud around me. And the veil was thin, and we know Mithrin was constantly working at ways to break through to the mortal world …” Griffin trailed off with a shrug. “Perhaps there’s more to it than that, but perhaps there isn’t. The proper circumstances at the proper place and time. Luck, and nothing more, that he was able to tap into my blood.”
He chucked the clearly skeptical Mairid under her chin as he stood. “To answer your question, no, it’s not especially important. But I would enjoy thinking there’s no deeper connection between Mithrin and me than a puddle of blood I left behind.”
“Well then, that is what we’ll think. In the meanwhile, I called you because Ansel is here. He wants to speak with you about the ranger’s root.”
Just as he had with the Nestric ritual, Ansel had studied the swapping spell and theorized that there was something of contrivance in it. With the archmagister’s blessing, he’d been assisting with the preparations ever since, with the intention of being present when the spell was cast, and lending what power he could to Arun’s own.
However and whenever that time came. In the four days since the attack on Mindoral, the cultists had attacked three other towns. Two of those attacks had been expected, and one of them repelled handily, as the enemy marched south toward Narinore.
The third was more concerning. A remote village in central Harth, unrelated to the other two targets, had been razed by a second host of magicians, even larger than the first. The Harth and Tar troops who had been coming to Eyrdon’s aid had to be diverted northward instead, further fragmenting the defense.
Griffin had no doubt that Cairdarin’s magicians (the ones fighting for their monarchs, that was, and not for Adalant) would triumph in the end. But he was increasingly uneasy about what the cost might be, for the three kingdoms, their settlements, their citizens—and for Pendralyn.
In those same four days, no hostile dragons, of any color, had been seen anywhere in Cairdarin.
Nobody had the slightest idea what that meant.
They treated the time as a gift, and used it as well as they could—including pressing Mithrin into service as and when he was needed. They had given him their word that they would return him to the realm of the dead immediately following the battle, but pointed out, quite sensibly, that they could not be held accountable for any promise they were too dead to keep. Mithrin, in turn, had developed an ardent interest in helping them in any way they required.
A duty that had, this morning, included the assessment of ranger’s root. But Mithrin, as ever, would only speak with Griffin. There was no longer any question that he did this purely out of spite.
And so Griffin, in addition to his other responsibilities, must serve as the old man’s messenger. Avoiding the dragons, objects, and occasional angry outburst flying around the cavern, he made his way to where Ansel knelt beside Fenrolth, quietly imparting a few bits of wisdom with regards to cloaking.
Griffin passed along Mithrin’s opinion that the ranger’s root they’d obtained was suitable, as well as the mad magician’s instructions for preserving it. “Though as to that, I hope you won’t have to preserve it for long. He says the thornberries are nearly ready. You might even be able to practice the spell tomorrow.”
By way of couriers galloping through day and night in a relay, Tomlin had delivered a scant supply of thornberries the day before. But Mithrin had pronounced them not quite dry enough, and under the circumstances, nobody was willing to wager the precious berries on his being wrong.
Bolstered by the news that the wait was nearly over, Ansel took his leave …
… and returned mere seconds later, rushing back into the cavern amid a chilling roar from above.
“FIRE!” thundered the man whose voice Griffin had never once heard raised. “Fire!”
By then, there was little need for Deryn and Nott to impart the communication they’d just received from Lawfric: the enemy was upon them.
The wait, it seemed, wasn’t nearly over at all.
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DESPITE REPEATED promises that a storm of fire was coming, Griffin had somehow failed to expect an actual storm of fire.
The enemy had brought a select few magicians with them, after all, condescending to carry them on their backs. It was on Ismant’s back that Darbin remained—spreading the redwing’s fire with a fierce gale. Cyclones of flame gyrated over the grounds, igniting everything in their path.
Had Griffin honestly wished for Darbin to come here? What could possibly have been floating through his addled mind?
Smoke burned his eyes and throat, while an array of revolting smells turned his stomach: scorched stone, liquefying metal, burning wood. Burning flesh. Blood and fear. It was something the tales of war never talked about, the smells. A pity. Some warning might have helped.
The sage hall was well on its way to being consumed by fire already.
The wind carried canine screams from the direction of the kennels.
Griffin’s heart twisted at it all, yet he couldn’t—mustn’t—do anything about any of it. He had a different role to play, and he could not afford to falter. For any of their sakes.
The temptation to run was almost irresistible. He picked up his pace as much as he dared, dodging a gust of fiery wind.
Not so much as whispering to those who walked with him.
At least the keep was holding fast, the shields cast by the battlemages inside repelling the dragonfire that bombarded it. From there, magicians could be moved around the magistery via the underground tunnels that connected to the kitchen, allowing them to assist their own side’s dragons in troubling the enemy in any way they could. It was imperative that both Margarth and Ismant be kept entirely and continuously occupied, to ensure that Adalant could be lured away alone.
And far above, where the dragons soared, another hopeful sign: an arrow streaking through the air.
Which meant Mairid and her longbowmen had gotten into position in the hills. Which in turn meant she was not in any of these burning buildings.
Another arrow flew past, but this time a gap in the smoke gave Griffin a better view of it—and of something long and thin dangling from the shaft. His lips twitched as he realized what it was: one of the archmagister’s enchanted ropes. It would briefly weaken any dragon with the misfortune of being tied with it.
Or tangled in it. As another arrow went by, going the opposite way, Griffin understood. At first he’d thought the wind was blowing the arrows astray, but now he realized they weren’t aimed at the dragons, but at the buildings and the trees. The archers were intentionally snagging the strands of rope on and over as many things as possible. Spinning little webs.
Perhaps all Lancets really are natural tacticians.
But there was no time to admire Mairid’s handiwork. They were at the gate. Griffin held it open for a half dozen fleeing blackhounds, and despite the urgency of his mission, allowed them to precede him and his companions into the tunnel.
The cloaking spell Ansel was wrapping around himself, Griffin, and Arun wouldn’t fool a blackhound, but a hybrid dragon’s cloaking ability was another matter. None of the dogs so much as glanced toward the four young dragons who now nearly matched them in size.
Griffin’s throat tightened as he watched the blackhounds scramble up the tunnel, thinking of Holly, in the keep with Calys, and Ash, at Deryn’s side somewhere in the fray. Like all of their brethren, they remained terrified of dragons. He wondered how they were faring.
How any of his friends were.
He sped up again. The sooner he got into position, the sooner the battle could end.
“Children,” Arun murmured, when they got to the middle of the tunnel and could not possibly be overheard. He didn’t need to say more; the young dragons had already been told they must indicate their presence every so often along the way. They moved so quietly that otherwise their human companions couldn’t be certain they were still with them. Each of the four said his or her name in reply.
Griffin swallowed, a horrible thought occurring to him—much too late to do anything of substance about it. “Suppose they’ve set The Dark Dragon on fire, to cut off any attempts to escape?”
“Then I suppose we’ll be obliged to go back and fight,” Arun answered, sounding fierce—and almost enthusiastic at the prospect. As vital as it was that they play their part, Griffin knew it was breaking the archmagister’s heart to turn his back on his magisters while Pendralyn burned. “But I can’t think why they would do such a thing. They’ve gone to a great deal of trouble to lure the magicians away from Pendralyn. I imagine they’d be happy to see as many of us leave now as would like to.”
“In any case, the blackhounds would have warned us by now,” Ansel added.
Griffin nodded and finished the walk in silence. As hoped, they found the inn free of flames.
The same could not be said for the rest of Avadare. Whether to further bait the magicians, or simply to vent a bit of spite on the way by, the enemy had lit several cottages at the edge of the village on fire. The streets were in chaos as the citizens rushed to help, several carrying buckets or struggling with heavy bags of sand.
Would such mundane methods be of any use, against dragon fire? Redwing fire, no less? Griffin’s chest tightened as he watched, and his fists curled in impotent frustration.
“We cannot stop,” Arun warned, though he sounded dismal about it.
Unhelpful and unnoticed, Griffin and his companions stopped at a long-vacant cottage to gather the sacks of supplies they’d left there, then crept past the fires, past the shouts and the sounds of weeping, past the destruction. Once they were clear of the village, Arun shifted the snow behind them as they walked, covering all footprints but Griffin’s.
The memorial was quiet, almost eerily so, after the cacophony of battle. The winter birds and animals must have fled this part of the mountains hours ago; Griffin had seen firsthand the effect redwings had on lesser creatures. Several inches of snow rested atop Story’s stone snout, and partially obscured the newly made fire pit. That same snow hid the chains, laid out so meticulously beneath it. Everything they couldn’t easily carry out here themselves had been put in place days before, awaiting a moment that had now come.
Despite the wood being wet, Arun made quick work of lighting the fire. Then Ansel wrapped himself and the archmagister in his cloaking spell once more, and the two of them left for their prearranged hiding place, a stand of trees some distance away.
Griffin set about unpacking his supplies and arranging the scene, speaking as he did to the dragon children he could not see. “Remember, we need her right beside Story, right beside the fire, for the spell to work. She must not know you’re there until I have her in position. So no matter what happens, no matter what she says or I say, or even if you see her hurt me, you cannot show yourselves until the right moment.”
“If she kills you?” Storavath asked, with all his usual good cheer. Perhaps he was too young yet to really understand what death meant. “She might, if she’s such a strong dragon.”
“She might,” Griffin agreed, ignoring the fluttering of his stomach.
“If you burn, we must show ourselves then,” said Pendraleth.
“No!” Griffin waved his hands, though he had no idea whether he was waving them in the right direction. “If I die, you must stay cloaked, and absolutely quiet. You can’t make a sound, even if you’re upset by what you see. Then as soon as it’s safe—preferably after Adalant has flown off again—you must go and find your parents. The most important thing is that you not be caught. That matters more than anything. Does everyone understand?”
Each answered in the affirmative, none of them sounding the least bit frightened. They seemed to view all of this as something of a game, and for his part, Griffin was glad to see them away from the battle. Their task here couldn’t possibly be more dangerous than being in the midst of all that destruction. Even if Adalant were to discover them, they were the only four creatures in the world whom she would never physically harm.
And there was no denying they were uniquely suited to their role: small, light, surprisingly silent when they wanted to be. All four able to fly at least a little, three able to use their wings to hover over the snow without making any prints in it. And all of them invisible. Even to dragons.
Even to dragons who thought—knew, in fact—that dragons could not cloak themselves from other dragons. Who would never, ever dream that they were there.
“Here.” Griffin dropped the now empty sacks in the snow. Even the three who could hover could not do so indefinitely. “Pendraleth and Tavriloth, get on these, so she won’t see your footprints where you’re standing. I’ll walk over the prints you’ve already left.” When they’d done as instructed, he arranged the leftover firewood in a flat stack a few strides away. “And Storavath and Fenrolth, on here. You’ll know Adalant is in the right place when she’s between you.”
He wished they’d had more chance to practice with the children. He wished they’d had any chance to practice the swapping spell. He wished Gafalt and Arun had had more time, perhaps to make more cloaks like the one Griffin had used to sneak up on Mithrin. But they’d barely finished their other work, delivering the last of the ropes just that morning.
There was no more time. Not for anything.
“What now?” asked Fenrolth.
Except, of course, for this. Griffin swallowed hard as he looked to the sky, and the smoke rising from the direction of Pendralyn. “Now we wait.”
    
“THERE SHE IS!” Griffin pointed at the figure streaking across the sky—not red, but brown. An oddly shaped blob, bobbing along as if on its own.
He had no way of knowing whether the children followed the gesture or not. They’d remained cloaked for the past twenty minutes, apart from two brief bits where Storavath got bored and let it drop. A problem that had not previously crossed Griffin’s mind, and which he now could only hope was in no danger of becoming a regular occurrence.
“Stay extra quiet, now,” he went on. “Adalant won’t be far behind your aunt.”
As planned, Tavreth was cloaked, carrying a bundle in her talons: the same leather sling they’d used to carry Story, this time weighted down with rocks to approximate a struggle to carry four young dragons.
All of the dragons (and Esmerild in particular) were certain that if Adalant saw one of them fleeing the battle with the babies, she would be sure to follow. Alone, if Ismant and Margarth were made too busy to assist her. Despite her all-consuming fondness for caution, they said, she would rather risk coming to some harm herself than risk losing the children. Particularly if the bolting adult were a blackwing, whom she had little reason to fear, and a female, whom she would have less compunction about killing.
Griffin was about to find out whether this theory would hold true, or not.
It did. Adalant shot past perhaps a minute later, giving no appearance of noticing either the fire or the man below.
If all went as planned, she would notice both soon enough. Tavreth was to evade her and circle back to the battle—but not before dropping the tarp at the edge of the field where Griffin now stood.
He said nothing further to the children. He couldn’t risk appearing anything but alone. Doing his best to ignore the wild drumming of his heart, he busied himself over the fire, ladling out a portion of the gently bubbling liquid in the cauldron. He tried not to let his knuckles whiten as he gripped the cup.
He tossed back its contents just as Adalant touched down on the snow, and he got his first glimpse, at long last, of the dragon queen.
She was shorter than her brothers, squatter, with a bulbous belly that brought to mind a fat spider. Like all redwings, she had three horns above each eye, but hers were both thicker and longer than Griffin had seen before. Like the bushy brows of an old and angry man.
Perhaps it was this last bit that made him think of Mithrin.
“Where are they?” she asked, before she’d even finished folding back her wings. Griffin had expected her voice to strike terror into his heart, but it was higher than he’d have thought, sophisticated like Ismant’s, but without quite the weight or dignity of Esmerild’s.
Instead of answering the question, he held up the cup, just in case she’d missed him drinking from it. Despite the cold, his hand was so sweaty he was in some danger of dropping it. He commanded his own voice not to tremble. “You know what this is, I assume.”
Cider, mainly, with some pungent moss mixed in to give it a more exotic smell, and a bit of cinnamon to cover the taste of the moss. But Margarth had seen the cauldron that day, had asked if they were practicing magic—and then she’d seen Mithrin. Adalant would be fearing, even expecting, the elixir of dragon breath.
And so that was what Griffin had proposed they give her. Imbibed by the very man who’d killed her brother with it, no less. She would realize she’d been led into a trap the moment she saw it. A trap whose purpose she would assume, given the absence of any indications to the contrary, was to kill her.
At best, it would unnerve her, perhaps even cow her a bit. At worst, it would camouflage their true purpose. Either way, it would at least force a standoff, preventing her from immediately engulfing Griffin in flames, and buying him enough time to maneuver her into position.
Or so he thought. Right up until the moment—almost immediately following his words—that she engulfed him in flames.
    
HE MUST HAVE BLACKED OUT.
He fervently wished he could do so again.
Griffin had never known such agony, had never imagined a person could survive so much pain. He pressed his prone body into the cold ground, desperate to soothe his raging legs and torso.
It didn’t help.
Gasping, choking on melting snow, he opened his eyes.
Only to discover that he was not, in fact, on fire.
His clothes were singed and burned away in places, the skin below red and blistered. But there were no visible flames.
Why, then, did his left leg in particular still feel as if it were burning? So much so that his eyes were streaming, his body trembling, his mind screaming where his throat could not?
As if she heard his questions, Adalant’s voice floated into his fragile consciousness. “It’s burning from the inside, little man.”
Little man? There was a thing nobody had ever called him.
A weak laugh escaped his lips as he looked up at the dragon’s blurry crimson form. She was still standing more or less where she’d landed. Perhaps a bit farther back; perhaps she still thought he’d taken the elixir, and wanted to stay out of his range.
“The fire on the outside has been extinguished,” she went on, “but your bones are burning. Smoldering beneath your skin. Can’t you smell them?”
He could. Griffin’s stomach rolled, and he gagged.
“Or perhaps burning and smoldering aren’t the proper words,” Adalant said. “What they’re really doing, if we want to be precise, and I am always precise, is melting. I’m afraid your leg will be gone entirely before much longer. Nothing but a bit of muck in a bag of charred skin.”
Griffin laughed again. Harder this time, hard enough to torture his seared chest, but he couldn’t stop. Clearly the pain had addled his mind.
Still. It was funny.
For months now, since he first discovered the cloaking powers of the blackwings, and then the enchanting powers of the greenwings, he’d been asking what redwings could do. What their special ability might be. As if it were some great mystery.
I can burn your skin off layer by layer, if I choose.
Ismant had said that to him, once. And that was one time among many. How many in total? How many boasts, direct or indirect, had Griffin heard about the redwings’ extraordinary fire? The intensity of it, the precision of it? Their very great control of it.
Had that not been special enough for him?
He laughed again, taking in a great gulping breath that once more made him grotesquely aware of the smell of his own burning flesh and bones. The laugh became a retch, and Griffin turned and vomited into a puddle of watery snow.
“Really.” Adalant clicked her tongue.
But Orovont hadn’t been able to do this—melt bones from the inside. He’d refrained from incinerating Griffin expressly because his fire wasn’t quite precise enough to do so without harming the vial of elixir Griffin was holding at the time.
Perhaps he’d been the dunce of the lot. A bit like Griffin himself.
But then, they were all dunces, weren’t they? Basilon had said so. Even this, even what Adalant was doing now, was nothing compared to what Dracanvent had been able to do.
How fortunate for Griffin that he hadn’t been alive for that.
Then again, perhaps he wouldn’t be alive for this, much longer.
It was clear to him that his mind was snapping, but he wasn’t bothered by it. It was almost pleasant, going mad. Floating above himself, above the pain.
But Adalant would not allow it to last. She coughed, and Griffin jerked, fearing the sound preceded a fresh blast of fire.
She took a step—one small one only—closer. “You’re losing your leg, little man. I suggest that before matters escalate further, you tell me where the children are.”
The children.
Griffin had nearly forgotten them. They’d been full of pluck thus far, but surely seeing him taken down so easily, and suffering so, would have frightened them. Yet Adalant was still asking where they were, which meant they couldn’t have made a sound, or done anything else to alert her to their presence. Wrong as things had gone, they’d obeyed Griffin’s instructions, and stuck to their duty.
He must stick to his. If their youth was no excuse, neither was his pain, surely. Nor his momentary (he hoped) madness. Nor even a melting leg.
The melting leg might even be useful. With a groan of agony he had no need to exaggerate, Griffin used his arms and his single functioning knee to push through the snow, as if he were trying to crawl away from Adalant.
She took two steps, closing the distance he’d gained. She was still far enough away that he wouldn’t have been able to hit her with dragon fire, had he really taken the elixir.
But she’d followed him.
“Pardon?” she asked. “I don’t believe I understood your answer.”
“You’ll never find them,” he rasped. Shifting his angle, he pulled himself past the cauldron and the still-crackling fire beneath it, shuddering as the heat brushed over his burned skin.
“But there will be no need for me to find them.” Adalant came closer once again. “I thought I made it plain that you are going to tell me where they are. But men are simple. Perhaps you need the concept reinforced.”
Now he crawled in earnest, with an impossible strength born of fear, as she formed a tight circle with her reptilian lips, and breathed gently in his direction.
No flames came from the dragon’s mouth, but Griffin’s leg responded, like a fire to bellows. He howled as his bones seethed with invisible heat.
For several moments, he was insensible to anything but the determination not to pass out again. He knew he mustn’t, though he could no longer remember why.
“The children,” Adalant said again.
Yes, the children. That’s why.
Griffin could barely recognize the sounds coming from his own throat. Was he wheezing? Weeping? Might he vomit again?
Finally, he managed to form words. “What will you do to them, if I tell you?”
He crawled a bit farther as he spoke, veering left this time, closer to Story. Her stone back was to him; he had to bring himself around to her side.
But carefully, carefully. His skin still burned hot enough to melt the snow beneath him, and he must be mindful of what he might expose.
When he looked over his shoulder at Adalant, she was staring at the statue, head cocked, eyes narrowed. Was she noticing it for the first time? Surprised to find that this was where they’d brought Story to rest?
Or did she suspect something?
No, Griffin assured himself. Or perhaps tried to convince himself. That’s impossible.
How could she? She could know nothing of the soul swap, not even that such a thing was possible at all.
The redwing didn’t shift her gaze to Griffin as she answered him. “I won’t hurt them, if that’s what your reluctance stems from. I suppose you think you’re being heroic?”
“No.” He crawled some more. “Not heroic.”
She looked back at him. “What, then?”
“It’s not heroic to protect children. It’s merely decent.”
“Protect them? You think they’re safe in the company of men?” With a snort, Adalant stepped closer, not to Griffin but to Story. Her wing shot out to bat the statue, rocking it, nearly toppling it. “You see how well Storavild’s friendships with your kind have served her. What is this, some sort of shrine to her? Do you suppose that makes up for what you’ve done to her? That your memorializing her helps her? Do you suppose it means anything at all?”
It had taken four dragons to carry that statue out here. How had she moved it so easily? How was she so strong?
It didn’t matter. In making her point so dramatically, Adalant had just done a great deal of Griffin’s work for him. She was almost where he wanted her now. Just a bit farther, just a slightly different angle …
He crawled again, forcing himself to go farther than he’d managed yet. Around Story’s statue, as if he wanted to put it between them. “It was Ismant who did this to Story. Not men.”
“It was Mithrin!” Adalant spat. “Always the cursed Brethren, with their filthy presumption. Them, and their deities with them. Thinking themselves fit to rule over dragons. As if anyone is fit to rule over dragons.”
“You think you’re fit to rule over dragons,” Griffin pointed out. “That is what you want with the children, isn’t it?”
“Enough of your insolence.” Adalant moved around the statue, so she was facing him again. Which put her almost, but not quite, in place. “Look at you.” She lowered her neck to sneer at him. “Crawling away from me like a half-squashed insect. You haven’t got the elixir. If you did, you’d have used it by now.”
It must be perfect. She must be fully inside the trap they’d laid.
Always assuming the children were still there to spring it.
Griffin scrambled backwards (and slightly sideways), much like the bug she’d just compared him to, as if desperate to put more distance between them. As if terrified that she’d found him out, that she’d realized it was safe to come close to him, after all.
The terror bit came easily.
Adalant exhaled again, stoking the fire in Griffin’s bones, sending a fresh wave of agony through him like a lightning strike. His whole body convulsed. His head flew back, tendons rising against the skin of his neck, teeth clamping down. He couldn’t even scream. All the world was heat and pain and nothing more.
She inhaled deeply, and the heat lessened the tiniest of fractions, just enough for Griffin to draw breath again. Just enough for the thundering pulse in his ears to subside, so he could hear her.
“That,” Adalant purred, “is only a taste of what I have in store for you.”
She stalked closer. “I can do it to all of your limbs. I can do it to your ribs.”
And closer again. It might have been Griffin’s imagination, but he thought he heard the softest of flapping sounds. The sound of Pendraleth leaving the pile of sacks, gliding over the snow to take her place? Perhaps it was.
Or perhaps he was out of his senses and hallucinating.
“Your skull,” Adalant went on.
She took one more step.
“Where are the children?” she asked, almost gently.
Griffin tried to smile, though his mouth didn’t seem to be working properly, and his lips wobbled. “They’re all around you, as it happens.”
Or so he frantically hoped.
They were. His words were the cue they needed. An instant later, silver chains flew up from beneath the snow, yanked by invisible talons.
Before Adalant could have realized what they were, or what was happening, one of the chains had been looped around her neck. The other, her middle.
The children materialized from nowhere, buzzing around her like hound-sized bees. Storavath was actually giggling. For just a moment Adalant froze, owing more to shock, Griffin suspected, than to the chains.
And that moment was all they needed. Pendraleth and Fenrolth, who were best at flying, whipped around their captive’s legs, then crossed paths over her back and knotted the chains around the base of her wings, tugging them together.
Griffin hoped it hurt.
Adalant reeled to snap at the children, but it was too late. They had already darted away—and the chains had already weakened the red queen.
The fire in Griffin’s leg bones was promptly extinguished, though the lingering pain was nearly as intense as before. The damage, he supposed, had been long since done.
But there would be time for self-pity later. “Pendraleth,” he croaked. “Go!”
The young dragon shot away like an arrow—if a teetering, unsteady one—streaking toward the woods to fetch Arun and Ansel. The other three children fled to a safe distance, where Adalant’s fury could not reach them.
Griffin had been assured that the redwing would not be able to breathe fire while the chains held her, but that didn’t stop her from trying. She heaved and huffed, and when that had no effect, thrashed and roared, her feet and tail spraying snow everywhere while she tried, thankfully unsuccessfully, to open her wings.
Her movements quickly slowed, but Griffin knew he couldn’t count on her fatigue lasting. Gafalt had successfully fought off chains similar to these within, by the greenwing’s estimate, less than half an hour. Arun was certain these would hold longer, but could not say precisely how long that meant.
Besides, weak was a relative term. Adalant’s talons were still sharp, as were her fangs. Her tail continued to whip back and forth, threatening anyone who approached her with death by bludgeoning.
Worse, threatening Story.
Adalant was close to the stone greenwing, as she was meant to be, as she must be. But Griffin had not considered, when making his plans, that she might have the strength to knock Story to the ground. Perhaps even break her. If that blasted tail were to swing, accidentally or otherwise, at the wrong angle …
The only question, where Griffin walking or even standing was concerned, was whether he’d ever be able to do so again. There was certainly no possibility of it now. Yet there was no time to wait for the others to execute the next small—but evidently crucial—piece of the plan.
Adalant needed to be sedated, and quickly.
Lurching and crawling, Griffin made his way to a heavy jug he’d set on the ground near the fire. Too heavy for a young dragon to handle. He’d have to manage it himself.
“What are you doing?” Adalant demanded. “Unbind me at once, little man, or you will regret it.”
“Will I?” Griffin grasped the jug to his chest and, finding his burned hands too tender for the job, pulled out the cork with his teeth.
“What is that?” she snapped.
Griffin pushed himself to the edge of the fire pit and tipped the jug, trickling the amber liquid inside over the whitening edges of the wood. The trick would be to release the liquid slowly, so it would turn to steam before it doused the fire. “I suppose it’ll become clear soon enough.”
It was, in fact, the same sedating potion they’d given to Fendrath as his children were hatching. A bottle of it had calmed him. They hoped an enormous jug of it would exhaust Adalant.
Unfortunately, finesse was outside Griffin’s capabilities at the moment. Some of the liquid spilled uselessly into the slush, while the rest splashed too hard, extinguishing one of the logs.
Adalant was talking again—or yelling, more like—making demands, threats, even offers. Griffin ignored her.
He would have to hope the mess he’d made would do. “Farther back, children!” he called, and moved away from the fire himself, as quickly as his broken body would allow. “Mind you stay clear of the smoke!”
By then Ansel and Arun were approaching at a run, Pendraleth still flying, though much lower than before, behind them. Griffin called out a warning, and they stopped beside him as he struggled into a sitting position. The other three young dragons gathered around their sister.
All watched as a cloud of heavily scented smoke rose around the shouting Adalant. She coughed and sputtered.
And finally quieted.
“Well done.” Arun bent to clap Griffin’s shoulder, wringing a cry of protest from the latter’s throat. Griffin’s eyes swarmed with darkness, and his breaths went shallow.
The archmagister snatched back his hand, staring. “Eyrdri’s sake! You’re as crimson as the dragon. How much of you is burned?”
“All of him!” said Tavriloth.
“Perhaps not all,” Griffin muttered. “The problem is mainly with my leg. She—”
“She melted his bones!” Fenrolth announced.
Grimacing, Arun knelt beside Griffin. “I’m not an especially gifted healer, but while we wait for the smoke to dissipate—”
“No,” Griffin said wearily. “You need your balance for what’s to come. And I have a feeling no sage will be able to heal the worst of this, anyway. If broken bones are tricky to mend, imagine the challenge melted ones pose.”
Arun raised his brows, first at Griffin, then at Fenrolth. “You weren’t exaggerating?”
The little dragon shook his head. His sister started to say something, but her voice seemed to fade as the full depth of Griffin’s pain seeped into his consciousness. He’d thought himself more than sufficiently aware of it before, but apparently he’d been holding it at bay, somewhat, while he was trying to maneuver Adalant into her chains.
He almost wished he were still facing her, if only for the distraction. If only to float above the pain again.
But perhaps he still could. Perhaps he could close his eyes, for just a moment …
When he blinked them back open, time seemed to have skipped forward. The others, even the children, were gathered around the fire, which was giving off new scents now—thornberry, and ranger’s root.
Arun was chanting.
Griffin crawled closer, his whole body throbbing, though it might have been duller than before. Perhaps Arun had done something to soothe his burns, after all. As he approached the fire, he at first thought Adalant was asleep. But then he saw that her eyes were open, if a bit glazed. Apart from a sluggish swish of her tail, she didn’t move.
Though Ansel wasn’t speaking, he had his hand on the archmagister’s shoulder. Griffin could feel magic swelling around them, just as he had when Ansel and Nott did the mirror ritual.
Arun came to the end of the now familiar incantation, and started from the beginning again.
“Maj’ster Griffin.” Storavath crept closer, until his snout was close enough to tickle Griffin’s ear. “Do you think she’ll like me?” he whispered.
Griffin frowned, trying to follow, but his thoughts moved like honey from a spoon. “Who?”
“Aunt Story. I’m named for her.”
Griffin wanted to reach out and pat him, but his arm felt too heavy. He settled for a smile. “Of course she’ll like you. And you’ll like her. Everybody loves Story.”
“Everybody?” someone asked.
All of them, men and young dragons alike, jumped. It had been Adalant’s voice.
But that wasn’t Adalant’s glint in her own eye. It was a kinder light. And a happier one.
Arun took a tentative step toward her. “Story?”
“Yes.” She yawned and nodded at the same time. “Apart from how sleepy you’ve made this body, I must say, this entire scheme was positively genius.”
Griffin’s heart leapt. They’d done it. It had worked. The whole plan had worked. But for a bump or two.
His mind buzzed now with a new energy, almost as strong as the pain. He thought he might sing. He thought he might dance.
Well. Perhaps not the latter.
“Was it Esmerild’s idea?” Story went on. “I never heard the start of it.”
“It was Griffin’s,” the archmagister said. He reached for the chains, then hesitated. “Are we quite certain it’s her?”
Griffin nearly groaned. “This again? Yes, it’s her. How would Adalant even have known what you were doing well enough to fake it?” He considered the redwing who was no longer a redwing. “Besides, I can just tell.”
Arun shrugged. “I suppose I owe it to you to trust your judgment. But mind you, if she kills us all the instant I take these off, you’ll have nobody but yourself to blame.”
While Arun and Ansel freed her from her bonds, Story-Adalant peered down at Griffin. “You don’t look as if you’re at all well. But then I suppose you wouldn’t be, would you? I heard much of what she did to you, although you were behind me for quite a bit of it, so I didn’t see the worst parts.”
“You saw and heard …” Griffin shook his head clear. “Then you were conscious. Just like Mithrin said.”
“Only for the past little while. Since Deryn woke me. I don’t know how many days ago that was.”
“Neither do I,” said Griffin, “but I remember her saying she thought she reached you.” He ducked his head. “I didn’t believe her.”
“I can’t reasonably blame you for that.” Story fluttered Adalant’s wings. “It wasn’t as if I was able to talk back. It was strange, being stone. I forgot how to be anything else. I couldn’t get my bearings and work out how to be a dragon again. But I was awake long enough to know what you were planning to do. And now you’ve done it, so well done.”
Griffin smiled at her. “I’m glad you approve. There was some question as to whether you would.”
Story snorted. “On the part of those who never had to live as a statue, perhaps. And now not only am I flesh and fire again, but I have a tongue.” She tipped her head back and sang a line or two of a joyful song Griffin had never heard before. “Mithrin cut mine out, you know.”
“I do know,” Griffin said. “I’m sorry.”
“Well, now I can speak with my new nephews and niece. I’ve been so looking forward to it.”
The children had been lurking wide-eyed behind Ansel, quiet, Griffin thought, for the longest stretch of their young lives. But as their aunt beamed at them, their sudden shyness dissolved, and they all began talking at once.
“As you can tell,” Arun cut in, “they’ve been looking forward to it as well. One of many reunions and conversations to be had, no doubt. And we’ve a great many questions for you, as I’m sure you have for us. But I’m afraid it will all have to wait. At the moment, we’ve a raging battle we need you to put an end to.”
“Yes, indeed.” Story sounded quite cheerful at the prospect. “And perhaps, some healers for Griffin?”
“I’ll see what I can do.” Though he was already pale from the day’s magical exertions, Arun stepped away to cast one final spell. He’d prearranged a brief message for the sages back at Pendralyn, should the swapping spell succeed, so that when they saw Adalant soaring over the mountains they would know it was not their enemy coming for them, but Story.
Sage communication being a notorious gap in the archmagister’s otherwise excellent skills, the message was only two words long, a small pun of Arun’s own devising, and of which he seemed rather proud.
Story over.
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THIS WAS NOTHING LIKE SUMMER.
Nature was doing her part, to be sure. Thistle and wildflowers were blooming everywhere. The dolberry bushes at the southern end of the grounds, miraculously untouched by the battle, were bursting with fruit. The birds had returned at the end of the long winter, and their songs floated on gentle, warm breezes in exactly the way they always had.
Which meant there ought to have been students, freshly relieved of the burden of their spring trials, out and about and enjoying the sunshine before they returned to their families. There ought to have been raucous games of fluttertag and shieldwall on the practice yard. There ought to have been fresh fruit tarts, and cold cucumber soup, and iced jam.
There was none of that.
But there was, at least, a magistery again. And that was something. One might even, if one were in an especially dramatic mood, say it was everything.
It had taken months (and a great deal of magic) to rebuild what was lost in what had somehow become known, inexplicably, as the Battle of Dragon Hill. Cottages and barns, windows and walls. Entire wings of the affinity halls. Griffin’s favorite tower for conducting astronomy lessons. The once mighty keep’s enchanted doors, and a not insignificant portion of its roof.
The manor—all of it.
Thousands of books that could never be rebuilt, never recovered, never replaced.
A grief surpassed only by that for the lives lost with them. Calys was gone now, and old Felton. Lawfric, as well.
Deryn had only narrowly escaped being counted among that number. For weeks after the battle, she’d drifted in and out of consciousness, struggling against massive internal burns inflicted by Ismant. She and Nott had been married within an hour of her first full and painless breath.
Gone, too, was the Nestric mirror, destroyed in the manor fire. Griffin supposed that was as good a way as any to keep their promise to Mithrin. He hadn’t seen the mad magician in his dreams since, a circumstance that brought him no sorrow whatsoever.
In spite of it all, on this fine summer day that was not at all like summer, the keep looked as strong as ever. Griffin admired its new roof as he shambled past, in search of the one dragon who had wreaked no destruction whatsoever. At least, not in her own body.
“Story!” he called, seeing her just on the other side of the bridge, red scales shimmering in the sunlight. He’d had half a year to get used to it, but he still found the sight of her—the sight of Adalant—a bit jarring. She carried herself entirely differently from a real redwing, more relaxed, brighter somehow. Even today, despite what lay ahead.
Among those surrounding her were Deryn, Mairid, and a handful of (human) children: the archmagister’s daughter and her royal cousins. They were the only students who’d been allowed to return, and that only yesterday, when Wardin and Erietta had arrived. Griffin couldn’t help but smile at the sound of young voices, so long missed.
But his face sobered as he approached Story. “It’s time,” he said.
Story, as expected, pouted.
As did everyone else. The children all protested in unison. Even Ash, whose determination to never again leave Deryn’s side had overcome even his fear of dragons, gave Griffin a short but thoroughly disapproving bark.
“She was just telling us about Taslin, and the first dragon war,” said Corin. “Can’t she at least be allowed to finish?” He grinned at Griffin. “Perhaps if I commanded you, as your prince?”
Griffin snorted. “For once, I wish you could. But I’m afraid the command of a king bears more weight. Everyone is waiting, including your father.” He looked back at Story. “I’m afraid you were expected some time ago.”
“And they sent you back to fetch her?” Mairid crossed her arms, clearly prepared to work herself into a dudgeon on his behalf.
“I volunteered for the job,” Griffin assured her. He raised his left leg and turned his ankle to and fro, as if showing off a new boot.
Instead, he was showing off a new leg, presented to him with much fanfare less than a week before. “I wanted the practice. I’m walking a bit awkwardly, yet. But I greatly enjoy it. Arun really did do amazing work.”
His own leg had been irrecoverable. The hours and days immediately following the amputation ranked among his very worst memories.
“Perhaps Arun can make me a new tongue,” said Story. “Then I wouldn’t need to be sad. I am eager to be back in my own body again, you know. Adalant, if you want the complete truth, is ungainly to walk in. But I do dislike the prospect of never speaking again.”
Griffin dipped his head, chagrined by his bragging about his own good fortune. “I know. I’m sorry. For your sake, I almost wish this had all taken a bit longer.”
Deryn laid her hand on Story’s neck. “I’ll be your voice, for as long as I’m needed. But you know, it’s not impossible that Arun could make you a new tongue. Or do something else, to help you speak again. After all, nobody thought he could make himself a new arm, or Griffin a new leg.” She gestured at the leg in question. “But here we are. You can never say what the future holds.”
Story heaved a sigh, a thin tendril of smoke escaping her crimson snout. “Perhaps not, but I can say what the next hour holds. And I suppose we’d best get to it.”
With that, she took to the skies for the final time as a redwing. Amid another round of protests, the children were sent back to the new manor, while Mairid, Deryn, and Ash accompanied Griffin into the rising hills on the western side of the grounds.
It was slow going with Griffin’s new leg, and by the time they made it to their destination, just where hills gave way to mountains, things appeared to be well underway. The king and queen, the archmagister, Ansel, Nott, and one dragon of each color were gathered around what had until recently been a natural cave. By way of both magic and mundane tools, the magisters and the men of Avadare had widened it over the past months, until it was spacious enough to house a dragon comfortably.
Then they’d fully lined it with iron.
Arun had been the first to posit that if they could imbue chains with magic, they could imbue iron walls just as well. These were meant to work in much the same way as the original chains: they would weaken Adalant just enough to keep her from melting her way out of her cell, while causing her as little suffering as possible.
It was the kindest prison they’d been able to devise, for a creature who was intrinsically too powerful to be imprisoned. The newly formed council of dragons, which consisted of every adult not currently in stone form, had agreed to hold the red queen until such time as she could convince them, through her manner and behavior as much as her word of honor, that she would never again harm either dragon or man.
All hoped that would not be long, but hope was not the same as expectation. Not even Ismant, who stood looking grim with Fendrath and Gafalt at the mouth of the cave, seemed terribly optimistic about his sister’s chances of seeing the next generation of dragons grow up.
Story already lay inside the cell, beside the statue of her true body, chained with the same chains they’d used the day of the battle. A large brazier burned in front of her. Fragrant smoke rose from it, and from the glazed look in Story’s eyes, it seemed she’d already taken the sedative, as well.
They were ready, then.
As Griffin and his companions approached, Arun glanced over his shoulder and gave them a tight nod. “Wish us luck.”
“That’s hardly necessary.” Deryn gave the archmagister a bracing smile as she looped her arm through Nott’s. “Why would such excellent magicians need luck, when you have so much skill to spare?”
Ansel shrugged. “I wouldn’t turn down a bit of it, just the same.”
“Nor would my sister, I’m sure,” said Gafalt. “Perhaps we might get on with it, and find out whether she’ll be granted any?”
While Arun and Ansel conducted the ritual that would swap each dragon’s soul back into her proper body, Mairid leaned over to Griffin and whispered, “Why did we come?”
“What do you mean?” he whispered back. “Don’t you want to see if it works?”
“Of course I do, but that’s for our own sakes. I meant for theirs. The magicless are useless here.”
“I wouldn’t call us useless,” Griffin protested. “Magic or no magic, we’ve managed to do our parts.”
“You mean sacrificing your leg to swap them the first time?” She squeezed his hand. “Yes, I suppose that does earn you a bit of credit.”
Griffin tipped his chin at Ismant. “You earned a bit of credit yourself that day.”
“None that I can claim for myself. I wasn’t the one who shot the arrow.”
Ismant had lost an eye to one of her archers, though the man swore afterward that the shot was as much luck as skill. Apart from being bloody and painful in a way the redwing had not expected to be bloodied at the hands of men, the injury had greatly diminished his capabilities in flight, at least at first.
Griffin was convinced that this, as much as Adalant’s capture, had sealed their victory. As predicted, Margarth’s heart had not been entirely in the battle in the first place, and seeing her mate wounded and vulnerable was enough to convince her to surrender. She did, after all, have the future to think of.
They all did. Neither blackwing sister was present today—both were busy tending to eggs. Even Esmerild had stayed away to mind her brood, leaving Fendrath to supervise the red queen’s imprisonment without her. That she was willing to entrust such an important task to her mate was perhaps more indicative of her feelings for Ismant than for Fendrath. She was simply unwilling to leave her children while the redwing was in Cairdarin, and equally unwilling to bring them with her, if that meant introducing them into his presence.
Despite being dependent on one another for the survival of their kind, the dragons were a long way from establishing any real trust between them. For Griffin’s part, he didn’t blame them a bit.
“There,” Arun said. “It’s done.”
“Did it work?” Fendrath and Wardin both asked at once.
The archmagister gestured at the dragons in the cell, one of whom was snoring, the other stone. “It’s a bit difficult to tell, at the moment.”
“We’ll be able to tell well enough, soon enough.” Gafalt’s wings twitched, and Griffin knew that for once, there was more to his surly tone than an ill temper. The greenwing was nearly certain that he and Arun, with a great deal of help from Ansel, Nott, and Story herself, had devised a ritual that would turn stone to flesh again. But they hadn’t been able to test it with Adalant in Story’s body. As they’d originally theorized, the spell would require magic from both sides, and just as Mithrin had predicted, Story’s magic seemed to be attached to her soul rather than to her body. The statue, while Adalant was inside it, could not do its part.
In the meanwhile, nearly certain was not wholly certain. Story had been anxious this morning over more than just the loss of her voice.
Nott extinguished the fire in the brazier, then looked over his shoulder at Griffin. “Heavy lifting would seem to be more your domain than mine.”
“See?” Griffin murmured to Mairid with a wink. “Never useless.” He donned a pair of heavy gloves and emptied the brazier, pouring the still-hot coals onto the rocks a short distance away, where there was no danger of them igniting anything.
As he walked past the dragons, he felt Ismant’s single-eyed stare. He did not meet it. The dragons weren’t the only ones with mistrust—and hostility—lingering in their hearts. Far too much had been lost.
Griffin had no idea whether Ismant felt the same, or why the redwing might be trying to catch his eye. But he wasn’t especially interested in finding out.
While he busied himself with the brazier, the others prepared a new set of ingredients for a fresh fire. They worked quickly, hoping to complete their task before Adalant woke, and within a handful of minutes the stench of wormwood was permeating the air.
When all was ready, Arun, Nott, and Ansel handled the spellcasting, while Gafalt fulfilled a role that appeared to consist mainly of scolding everybody. Deryn stood frozen beside Griffin, her face taut with concentration.
Finally Deryn whispered, “She’s there. It’s Story.”
“And?” Mairid asked. “Is it working?”
“Perhaps it would, if we could manage to get a bit of quiet,” Gafalt snapped.
“I’m trying to guide her to the surface,” Deryn said. “But it’s …” She drifted off, lost in her work once more.
After several minutes, Griffin saw Story’s stone tail twitch. It was turning green at the tip.
A few more after that, and she stood, fully flesh, before them.
Everyone swarmed her at once. As promised, Deryn served as the young greenwing’s voice, but there was little time for conversation. Already Adalant was stirring.
“Come out of there,” Gafalt said to Story. While his sister stepped out of the cell, he himself stepped in, looming over the still mostly insensible Adalant while the others hurriedly removed the remains of their ritual.
Then Gafalt struck the chains off the red queen, and backed out of the iron cave. Arun closed and barred the newly enchanted door. Erietta and Ansel spent several more minutes sealing it.
Griffin wondered whether that was the last he would ever see of Adalant.
The magicians looked limp and depleted—all except Wardin, who as a battlemage had had little more to do than Griffin and Mairid. The king took on the duty of giving Ismant a brief tour of Adalant’s prison, demonstrating the use of the secure drawer that would be used to pass her food and other necessities, and pointing out three stone steps that led to a barred vent through which one could converse with her. From the inside, the vent was set just high enough to prevent her from blasting any fire through it, should she overcome the weakening effect of the enchanted iron long enough to do so.
When the redwing at last indicated his satisfaction with his sister’s accommodations, it was also the king who invited him, if a bit cooly, to join them at the magistery for a meal.
To Griffin’s (and likely everyone’s) relief, Ismant declined. “If it’s all the same to all of you,” he said, “I’m going to wait for her to wake up, so I can speak with her before I depart this sodden gray wasteland of yours.”
Despite having on more than one occasion referred to Eyrdon in very similar terms herself, Mairid huffed. Griffin and Arun conspicuously tilted their heads back to survey the currently quite sunny sky. But Wardin and Erietta, as monarchs of the sodden gray wasteland, merely offered Ismant mild nods and murmurs of assent.
Gafalt narrowed his eyes at the redwing, but said nothing.
Ismant cocked his head to squint back through his now lone eye. “It’s never too soon to begin helping her get used to things as they are now. I’ll not try to free her, if that’s what you’re looking so cantankerous about. I gave you my word, didn’t I?”
Gafalt launched into what would no doubt have been a lengthy tirade about the treacherous wordplay employed by redwings to avoid admitting the horrible things they meant to do, but Arun interrupted with a loud cough.
“I have complete confidence in our work, Gafalt,” the archmagister said. “Even if he wanted to free her, he could not. Isn’t that the whole point of keeping her here?”
It was, indeed. No company of guards was considered qualified to watch over Adalant; should something go wrong, there was virtually nobody she couldn’t kill before they were able to send a warning. A patrol was to come by several times a day, and a greenwing could venture inside the cell when circumstances required. But beyond that, they’d known all along that any prison they made would have to be self-sufficient and self-sustaining.
Not that she was to be without wardens. Esmerild, Fendrath, and their brood had settled in the mountains not far from Pendralyn, though they declined to specify the precise location. They said only that it was close enough for them to serve alongside the magisters as Adalant’s jailers.
And for them to visit often. Griffin had no doubt that all the magisters, and most especially Mairid, would be receiving a great deal of advice from Esmerild when classes resumed.
After taking their leave of Ismant, the other dragons took flight, while the humans started down the hill, leaving the redwings alone above the magistery they’d so recently taken part in destroying.
That Arun wasn’t anxious about Ismant lingering so close wasn’t surprising; it had been a firm condition of the peace that all the dragons donate some filings from their fangs, so that the magisters might make a small supply of the elixir of dragon breath. Never again would men be as vulnerable as they’d been last winter.
At least, not unless the hybrids proved even more indestructible than their parents.
Before they’d gotten halfway down the first of several slopes, Griffin and Mairid were lagging far behind. Fendrath called out from above, gliding down to land in front of them.
“Perhaps a word, Griffin?” He tossed his head at Mairid. “Alone?”
“I’ll just move along then, shall I?” Looking miffed, Mairid kissed Griffin, then trotted away to catch up with the others.
Fendrath turned his head to watch her go. “She’s a bit ornery, isn’t she?”
Griffin snorted. “You calling someone else ornery is like me calling someone else big.”
“Or stupid.” The blackwing returned his gaze to Griffin. “Although I suppose you’re not especially more stupid than other men. Are you going to marry her?”
Griffin scratched the back of his neck, which felt suddenly warm. Perhaps he was unused to so much sun, living as he did in a gray wasteland. “We’ve been waiting for all this business to be over with, and for things to return to normal. A magistery ought to have students, for one thing, and function as an actual magistery rather than a dragon hatchery or a war zone. And Arun’s been encouraging us to wait a bit even after that, to be sure that life at Pendralyn truly suits Mairid. She has no doubt that it does, and neither do I, but the archmagister tends toward worry, when it comes to this particular set of circumstances.”
“Was any of that an answer?”
So much for stalling. Griffin hated giving the dragon any more reason than usual to mock him; he knew the smile this question inevitably brought to his face made him look a bit daft. But he never seemed able to help it. “Yes. I’m going to marry her.”
But Fendrath didn’t mock, only offered a matter-of-fact nod. “Good. I quite like her.”
“Was that what you stopped me for? To give me your blessing to marry?”
“No.” Fendrath inclined his head at Griffin’s enchanted leg. “It seems that once again, a dragon has taken a magister’s limb.”
Griffin’s lips twitched. “At least it wasn’t you, this time.”
“Still. Men’s legs are ridiculous, inefficient things, even under the best of circumstances. Take one away, and I imagine trying to walk down a hill is awkward, if not downright vexing.”
“Only because I’m not used to having a leg there anymore, and I’m still remembering how to use it.” Griffin rapped his knuckles against his trousers, knocking on the wooden part of his thigh. “You wouldn’t know it from the outside, but from the inside, it feels more like a real leg than you might think.” He cocked his head at Fendrath. “Is that what you stopped me for? To ask about my leg?”
“No. I was merely making a point, to elucidate what I did stop you for.”
“Which is?”
Fendrath pawed at the ground, his talons tearing up bits of grass. “I thought perhaps you might prefer to ride back to the magistery.” His golden eye flitted away from Griffin’s. “On my back.”
Griffin’s jaw dropped, and for a moment he was speechless, overwhelmed by how touched he was—and by the effort not to return the kindness with the grave insult of a laugh.
“Dragons are not common beasts,” he chided, his tone and cadence very like the blackwing’s own. “They do not carry humans.”
“No,” Fendrath agreed. “But friends do carry friends.”
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