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1
THE FACT of it not being real does not make burning alive any less unpleasant.
Griffin propped himself up on one elbow and wiped sweat from the back of his neck. The dreams were coming more often now. And each time he slid screaming into the abyss, it was more difficult to return.
But he’d made it this time, again. He was all right. He was fine.
Tossing off his light summer blanket, he crossed the short distance to his window and rested his forehead against the (relatively) cool glass. Dawn was coming soon, the sky brightening just enough to suggest the dark line of the stream, and the shape of the manor beyond. Griffin watched them come into focus—it was certainly preferable to closing his eyes—while he concentrated on drawing breath, and letting it back out again, and the gradual slowing of his frantic heart.
It was beginning to feel like he spent more time in that pit than out of it. Sometimes he was thrown in, sometimes batted in by a powerful wing. Sometimes he simply stumbled, fool that he was. But once he was inside, it was always the same: the opening above filling with a monstrous red head. And then with dragon fire.
The first time, he’d had the sense to wake up before the flames even touched him. Now it seemed he burned for hours. Long after he became aware he was dreaming, and ordered himself awake.
He ran his hand over his face, then blinked out at the manor once more. A tiny flicker of light caught his eye. A candle, most likely, burning in a third-story window. Was that the archmagister’s chambers? Perhaps a dream had driven Arun out of bed, too. More likely he’d risen early to work on his enchantments, before far less interesting administrative chores claimed his day.
Perhaps Griffin ought to tell the archmagister about the dreams. He hadn’t told anyone, not even Deryn. It hadn’t seemed important. It was to be expected, after all, that his mind would respond with some anxiety to first killing one of just nine dragons left in existence, and then being informed that most of the surviving eight resented him bitterly for it. Particularly Orovont’s sister, the red queen. It would make anyone a bit nervous, surely, to find himself the object of a vow of vengeance made by the most powerful creature in the world.
One against whom they had no defense, apart from spinning rumors and illusions. One they would, no doubt, not be able to avoid through such methods for much longer. Adalant would come for them, all of them, not only because of what Griffin had done (although that could hardly help matters), but because she believed it to be the natural order of things that dragons should rule over men. She would come because she could.
Griffin swallowed, his tongue sticky, as he once again entertained a thought that had been plaguing him the past few nights: was he certain that fear was the only thing driving the nightmares?
Perhaps there was a more sinister cause. What was it that Duncan had said to him, in the early days of the curse?
I dream of fire. I always dream of fire.
But that curse had been greenwing magic. And black dragons could cloak themselves. What, then, could red dragons do?
Could they send a man dreams? Warnings?
Promises?
Something—a thread of mist, perhaps—passed across the manor, momentarily shuttering the window he’d been looking at. Still lost in thoughts of his dreams and what they might mean, Griffin only half paid attention as the speck of candlelight flickered out, then in again.
Until the mist reversed its course, circled back, and blotted out the candle a second time. Something mist did not ordinarily do.
He straightened, squinting into the hazy light. The shape passed again. Not mist, and not a cloud, either. It turned, gliding toward his window, though it never came truly close to the battlemage hall. It only crossed the stream, then veered aside. Griffin craned his neck to follow its progress.
And watched it alight on the roof of the keep.
Its silhouette, becoming more and more clear as the sun peeked over the horizon, was distinctly dragon-shaped.
    
THE DRAGON HAD GONE by the time Griffin burst out of the battlemage hall, but there was little need to wonder where. Judging by the speed with which the kitchen staff were scurrying out of the keep and toward the manor, it was inside.
That must have been quite a shock for them, accustomed as they were to being the only ones awake and about at that hour, apart perhaps from the kennel master and kennel hands. One didn’t expect to see a dragon coming through the keep’s doors at any time, but especially not before breakfast.
Griffin shook his head as he ran, as if he could shoo away such nonsensical thoughts. Sleep must be clinging to him still. And perhaps his visions of dragons along with it. He almost began to convince himself that this was all part of the dream, until he nearly collided with the archmagister, the latter still in his nightrobe and breathless from running himself. For once, no blackhounds trailed behind him.
“You saw it too, then?” Arun asked. Without waiting for an answer, he turned away and grabbed the elbow of one of the fleeing cooks. Griffin couldn’t make out his words, but the cook shook her head.
“I don’t know, Archmagister,” she said. “None of us took much trouble to notice what color it was, or to ask it any questions, busy as we were with getting away from it.”
“It didn’t hurt anyone, though?” Arun glanced up at the keep, then back at her. “Or act aggressively at all?”
“I don’t believe so.” The cook’s breath hitched a bit. “But it’s a dragon, isn’t it? Most of us aren’t magicians. We’re in no position to face a dragon, are we? Best to fetch you, we thought.”
Arun dismissed her with orders to warn the rest of the magistery to stay inside until further notice, then hurried after Griffin to the keep. Their eyes met briefly, just before Griffin opened the doors and went inside.
It took a moment to adjust to the light of the fire already crackling in the great fireplace—partially blocked by the dragon, who stood in front of it, facing them. It was a bit smaller and a great deal slimmer than either of the dragons Griffin had met previously. But by the time he’d taken a few steps toward it, he could see that its scales were a bright, almost poisonous green.
This was the first greenwing he’d seen; perhaps they were all this size. With the fire behind it, its face remained in shadow, its head moving this way and that as it studied its surroundings.
“Good morning.” Arun stepped ahead of Griffin, within arm’s (and fire’s) reach of the dragon, his tone calm and courteous. Only someone who knew him well would have detected the chill in it. “I’m Arun, the archmagister here. I hope you’ll forgive your strange reception. We weren’t expecting you.”
“Weren’t you?” The dragon’s voice—female—wasn’t nearly as dour as Fendrath’s, nor as aristocratic as Orovont’s. It was smooth and untroubled. A bit dreamy, immediately bringing Deryn to mind. “I was afraid of that. I tried to get a messenger, but I wasn’t at all certain he would do as I asked. People behave very strangely when they see a dragon, don’t they? Although my sister insists that it’s not only because they’ve seen a dragon, that men are just a bit daft and simple, is all, and that we can’t expect much of them.”
Arun cleared his throat. “Well. You’re here now. Would you like to sit? Can I offer you something to eat? Raw mutton, perhaps?”
“Oh!” The dragon sounded pleasantly surprised. “That would be very nice. Though cooked would do nearly as well, if it’s what you’ve got.”
Griffin went back to the kitchen to see to this request, his mind simultaneously spinning and blank. He could barely take hold of anything that could properly be called a thought.
What was a green dragon doing here? And where was the mutton? The interruption to the breakfast preparations had left the kitchen in chaos. (Though it smelled so wonderful that even in his agitated state, Griffin couldn’t help but pluck a fresh, flaky roll from a platter on one of the long counters, and munch on it as he searched the room.)
Most likely the dragon had come to claim the enchanted harp the magisters had gotten from Orovont last winter, and used to reveal the door to Mithrin’s corridor. Fendrath had warned Griffin that it belonged to the greenwings, and that they would want it back.
Surely that was it. Surely this visit had nothing to do with their outrage at what Griffin had done. However much they might disapprove of human interference in dragon affairs, they knew what Orovont had been. What his sister still was. They must have gotten past their initial umbrage by now, and realized that Griffin had had no choice.
He finally found several joints of lamb brining in a vat in the cool cellar below. When he returned to the others with two of these on a platter, he found Arun seated near the fire, and the dragon sitting back on her haunches, dog-like, on the stone floor at the head of the same table. It was a pose Griffin had seen before, but always struggled not to laugh at.
As he set the somewhat unappetizing lamb before their guest, he was able to study the dragon more closely. He decided the greenwing silhouette was the most handsome of the three. Her horns curved straight back, giving the impression of being intertwined with her delicate ears. (The shape of the horns, Griffin had come to learn, was the next best way to differentiate the types of dragons, after their color.) The two short fangs protruding downward from her upper lip were the same golden shade as her eyes.
“Thank you.” The dragon lowered her head to sniff the meat, then looked at Griffin. “You’re very large.”
Griffin resisted the preposterous urge to reply with the observation that the dragon was, in turn, rather small. “I am a bit, yes.”
“And your hair is red, isn’t it? Well, reddish. What passes for red, among men. Would you be Griffin, then?”
Griffin’s stomach rolled as he answered (or perhaps confessed) that he was. She’d heard of him.
Of course she had. They all had. The question was whether that knowledge would lead to his immediate and agonizing burning. Or perhaps dismemberment.
It appeared not. The dragon had already shifted her attention to a tapestry that hung near the fireplace. She tilted her head, eyes narrowing as she considered the figures of the sibling deities of Cairdarin. The three of them stood together, sheathed in light, surrounded by admiring men, hounds, and various small animals. “Are those meant to be Eyrdri, Hart, and Tairn?”
“Yes,” said Arun.
The dragon sniffed. “That isn’t how I remember them.”
Griffin raised his brows as he sat down across from the archmagister. His conversations with dragons had always been too distracting, for one reason or another, for him to pause much over the fact that they’d actually met the deity he prayed to. “No?”
“I’ve noticed you like to believe them beautiful.” The dragon’s tone had gone a bit sour. But then, some amount of hostility was to be expected. Her kind had been defeated in a war against those very beings. “But it’s my opinion that Eyrdri has a very big nose, if you want to know.”
“Be that as it may.” Arun (who himself had an unusually long nose) straightened in his chair and folded his hands on the table, managing to look dignified despite his nightrobe. “Might we hear the reason for your visit? Or perhaps we could start with your name?”
Griffin was surprised they hadn’t even gotten as far as introductions while he was in the kitchen, but perhaps that was because it seemed to be something of a touchy subject. The dragon looked put-upon, and her voice took on a sulky note. “My name is Storavild, in your speech. I’m sure we can all agree that it is a perfectly idiotic name. You may call me Story. Everyone does. Or did. When I knew humans before.”
Before, presumably, referred to before she’d been bespelled into a thousand-year sleep by some of those humans she’d known. Griffin felt it best not to follow that particular line of conversation. “I think Story is a wonderful name. It makes you sound like a bard. Er …” He paused, wondering how he could already have made himself sound so stupid. “That would be a compliment, for us. Bards are held in very high regard.”
“Storytellers are held in high regard by us, as well,” said Story. “Hence my choosing it for my short name. I’m glad you like it.” She turned back to Arun. “I see you have your hands folded.”
“Erm …” Arun glanced at Griffin, who shrugged slightly. This conversation was making as much sense as any other he’d had with a dragon, which was to say, very little. “Yes, I do,” the archmagister said. “Is that … does that mean something, in your culture, that I should be aware of?”
“What an odd question.” Story raised one foreleg above the table, flashing her talons. “Whyever would we bother to establish etiquette for hands? But it does mean that what I heard is true, about you making yourself an enchanted arm. You couldn’t very well fold the hand of a mundane wooden one, could you?”
“No, I suppose I couldn’t.” Arun blinked, perhaps surprised that word of his new arm had reached the greenwings, though he had little reason to be, in Griffin’s opinion. The archmagister knew perfectly well how fond of spying and intrigue dragons were. He’d been depending on that very thing for Pendralyn’s survival.
“That one is wood too, though, isn’t it?” Story lowered her neck to peer at Arun’s arm.
He obligingly pulled up his sleeve to show off his handiwork. “Mostly wood. And a bit of copper. Sort of like hinges, for the fingers.”
“You can move them like ordinary fingers?”
“Yes, and the wrist, too.” Arun waggled the fingers in question, half smiling at the dragon’s wide eyes. “It works every bit as well as my old arm. Better, really. It’s a bit stronger.”
“I’m fascinated by human enchantments,” Story said. “Perhaps you’ll allow me to have a closer look, before I leave? I’d like to get a sense of the magic. Perhaps you can explain a few things to me, as well.”
“Certainly, if you’d like.” Arun’s tone was considerably warmer now than when they’d first entered the keep; Griffin knew from the experience of several somewhat interminable meals that there was nothing the archmagister enjoyed so much as an extensive and exhaustive discussion of enchanting. “I’m fascinated by dragon enchantments as well, as it happens. Perhaps we can discuss that harp of yours, while we’re on the subject. I suppose you’ll want to take it with you, in any case.”
“I will.” Story paused to pull a leg of lamb off the platter with her wide jaws. She chewed for a shockingly short amount of time before swallowing. “But the harp isn’t why I’m here. You asked for the reason for my visit. It’s a sort of diplomatic mission, I suppose you could say. I bear a message from my sister. Esmerild, that is, who is our eldest. She would like you to arrange for a gathering, to be hosted here at your magistery.”
The archmagister sat back in his chair, pulling his sleeve back down. “What sort of gathering?”
“To discuss the matter of our common enemy.”
“Is that so?” Though his voice betrayed nothing but polite inquiry, Griffin caught the eager gleam in Arun’s eye. The archmagister had little love of dragons, and no more for the previous winter’s adventures, but the fact remained that the greenwings might well be the magistery’s only hope—only green fire could kill a red dragon. That the dragons would initiate a meeting, without the humans having to beg for it, was a stroke of good fortune.
“Yes,” said Story. “We know you haven’t got the elixir of dragon breath. Fendrath told us, after Orovont died.”
“Did he?” Arun crossed his arms, drawing her eye to his enchanted fingers drumming against his sleeve. “How kind of him.”
“Of course he did.” Story returned her gaze to the archmagister’s face. “I would hardly be here, if I didn’t know it was safe, would I? I don’t think you need to look so stern about it, though, he obviously won’t have told Adalant. And I haven’t heard that she’s found out by any other means.”
Griffin said a silent prayer of thanks that the redwings, at least, were still in the dark. He’d killed Orovont before the latter could report the truth back to his sister: that there had been only one dose of the elixir of dragon breath, and that Mithrin had left no recipe behind. Knowing she might (and likely did) have spies everywhere, Arun, Nott, and a handful of other trusted magisters had been doing all they could to keep that truth from Adalant, conspicuously importing great quantities of herbs and other potion ingredients, retreating behind locked doors to work on projects they would not name, moving empty barrels into storage rooms. Quietly spreading rumors that they were ready to defend themselves.
“Although she will find out eventually, of course,” Story went on. “Which is why I bring it up, to make the point that you’re in no position to fight her on your own. Esmerild believes a collaboration would be beneficial to us all. Sooner would be better than later, but it need not be immediately, if you need time to prepare. She understands that the human guests will require time to travel.” She nodded, then ate the second joint of lamb as expeditiously as she had the first.
“And what guests would those be?” Arun asked.
“Oh!” Story smacked her lips as she swallowed her meat. “I’m very glad you asked. I’d likely have been thrashed, if I’d forgotten. It’s to be a scholarly gathering. Magisters, adepts, even priests. The most learned among you. But absolutely no nobles or princes or queens. No leaders. No politics. That’s very important.”
Something in the way she spoke, her tone when she mentioned a thrashing, combined with her slender build brought Griffin to a sudden realization. “Story, if I may ask, how old are you?”
She hung her head slightly. “Forty-six. Well, I’m much older than that now, if you actually calculate the years since I was born. But we didn’t age, you know, while we were asleep. I was thirty-three when I was put under the spell. Nearly physically grown, but still a child, among my kind, which is why they didn’t want me. It was my other sister they wanted. But she died in the struggle the day they came for us, and then Esmerild told them she would submit, and order Gafalt—that’s our brother—to do the same, if they would take me as the third. I’m not sure there were so terribly many greenwings left to choose from anyway, by then, so they agreed.”
Griffin’s throat had been tightening all through her lengthy reply, which had been delivered in as easy and matter-of-fact a tone as if she’d been talking about taking a nap. He swallowed. “I see. You aren’t of age yet, then?”
Story narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m quite old enough to set you on fire, if you mean to patronize me.”
Apparently, extreme sensitivity to being treated like children was universal to the nearly-adult of all races. Griffin hid a smile that would surely offend her further. “I don’t think you’ll find that necessary. Apologies, I meant no disrespect. I was merely curious. I’m not familiar with the lifespan of a dragon.”
“Oh, two hundred years, or thereabouts.” The belligerence left her voice as quickly as it had come. “We have our Testing at fifty. So soon enough I’ll be able to contradict Esmerild, if I’d like, although of course she’ll always be eldest. Well, it’s called a Testing, but you can’t really fail, can you? They can’t very well tell you you haven’t earned the privilege of continuing to age. One ages whether one wants to or not. It’s just a ceremony, to prove yourself, and impress potential mates.” Story tilted her head to one side. “I don’t know if I’ll have a Testing, now that I think of it. Why would we bother? It’s not as though I have a slew of potential mates to impress, is it? ”
Griffin briefly squeezed his eyes closed, before giving her a solemn nod. He didn’t know why it should sadden him so, that his forebears (or someone’s forebears, in any case) had done this to a child. Surely putting her under the spell was better than killing her, as they’d done to nearly every other dragon, young ones included. But his heart was heavy, nonetheless, and all the heavier for the reminder that the remaining dragons could not mate. There was no hope for the future of any of their kind.
Arun broke the awkward silence with a cough. “This gathering, then. If your sister would like to discuss strategies for fighting the redwings, why insist on scholars alone? Surely at least a military commander or two—”
Story’s low laugh—that was reminiscent of Fendrath, and the first time she’d truly sounded like a dragon—interrupted the archmagister. “Your crude mundane weapons are of no use in that fight, I assure you. Esmerild was very clear. Scholars only. Not only your magisters, but those from Harth, Tarnarven, and Dordrin across the sea. Whoever is best versed in magical lore, and in history. Oh, and the blackwings, of course. I don’t believe you’re on especially friendly terms with them?”
Griffin shifted in his chair. “I wouldn’t say we’re not friendly.” Though he might, if pressed, be obliged to say they weren’t friends. He was a bit hurt, truth be told, by how thoroughly Fendrath had been ignoring him. “But it has been two months, at least, since I last spoke with Fendrath.”
If Story noticed his discomfort, she didn’t show it. “Very well. We’ll extend the invitation on your behalf. Esmerild believes that each of us has some knowledge that, when combined, can be of mutual benefit to us all. I can’t say more, I’m afraid. She doesn’t want to give anyone a head start, you know, and encourage them to try going forward on their own. Best to wait until everyone is together.”
“But why?” Griffin asked. “Why is she interested in protecting any of us, I mean? The greenwings have nothing to fear from the redwings, when you’re the only living danger to them. You don’t need us to fight them.” It might be impolite to question the motives of someone offering them much-needed aid, but he couldn’t help it. Like all dragons, the greenwings had a profound distrust of men, and he saw no advantage for them in this proposed collaboration.
“True,” Story said. “But I’m afraid I can’t say more about that, either. Esmerild’s reasons are her own. She’ll share them with you if and when she deems it appropriate. Suffice it to say that she can help you, and that this is the way to get her to do it.” Her wings fluttered, a gesture Griffin had come to know well as a dragon’s shrug. “In any case, it’s not as though you can refuse, can you? We’re dragons. We can come and meet with you any time we’d like, as I’ve just demonstrated. My requesting an invitation is a courtesy.”
“Well, you certainly needn’t talk us into it,” said Arun, with an irritated glance at Griffin. “Tell your mistress—”
“My sister.” Story made a low noise of disapproval. “Adalant is the only eldest who insists on being called a queen.”
“Your elder sister,” Arun said, sounding amused now, “that we would be most honored. We’ll hold the gathering in one month’s time, at Midsummer, if that’s agreeable. Not only will that give the Dords time to send people, but our students leave before the solstice, to spend the summer with their families. Meaning no offense, but I believe I know a few parents who wouldn’t approve of our hosting a wing of dragons while their children are present.”
“A wing of dragons is a clan of the same color,” said Story. “This will be more of a smattering of dragons. But your point is taken. Midsummer will be fine.”
Griffin rose. “I’ll leave you to discuss the details, then. Perhaps, Archmagister, there are some other matters you’d like me to attend to? I could fetch the headmagisters for you, at least.”
“Certainly not,” Story said, before Arun could answer. “You’re one of the two I’m supposed to see, and discuss the gathering with. You and the archmagister. So it’s a great and happy coincidence, isn’t it, that you’re the very two who happened to notice my arrival first?” She looked at Arun. “Although I suppose your people would have gone to fetch you, in any case.”
Indeed they would have. But they wouldn’t have fetched Griffin. Was it a coincidence, then, that Griffin had happened to be awakened by his dream just in time to see this greenwing land? Once again, his mind dwelled on the unpleasant possibility that his enemies might be able to send him dreams, to get inside his head.
Whether those enemies included this Esmerild remained to be seen.
He rubbed the back of his neck, as much to warm the sudden chill there as to fidget. “I’m afraid there’s been some mistake, then. Presumably I was mentioned due to the … er … events of last winter. But going forward, if it’s scholars your sister wants, I’ll be of no use to her. I’m afraid there is nobody at any magistery in the world less versed in magical lore than I am. Although I am a bit better with history.”
Story shook her head. “There’s been no mistake. My sister asked for you specifically.”
Griffin’s heart twisted, though he tried not to show it. There was only one reason for Esmerild to have any interest in him. Did she wish him to be put to some sort of public trial? Or would she perhaps prefer to skip directly to the judgment?
“May I ask why?” Arun asked softly, and the edge in his voice was both gratifying and worrying. Whatever the elder greenwing’s purpose, Griffin must submit to it willingly, and quietly. It wouldn’t do to have the archmagister or any of the others feel obliged to come to his defense. There was no defense against a dragon, at least not one that wouldn’t see hundreds of people dead before it was over.
“Once again, I’m afraid I must decline to speak to her reasons,” said Story. “But it is a condition she insists upon. If the gathering is to happen—and if you are to survive against Adalant—Griffin must present himself, and put himself at her service.”
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EVEN IN THE softening light of dusk, the two purple-and-gold tents that occupied Pendralyn’s upper lawns looked a bit lurid, to Griffin’s eyes. But the bright shades had the benefit of neutrality, being unattributable to any dragon, or to any kingdom’s banners. The gathering wasn’t meant to be political, but when it came to potential alliances between not-always-friendly parties against lethal enemies, politics seemed to be somewhat unavoidable.
He walked slowly around the tents, inspecting each in turn, while the foreman of the crew who’d constructed them watched and waited—with much fidgeting—for his final approval. Griffin couldn’t fault poor Balfin for his impatience. It was a holiday, after all, and judging by the song and laughter carrying across the grounds, the feast was already well underway. Balfin had lived in Avadare all his life, and had spent most of those years trying to find excuses to take meals at the magistery.
Griffin seemed to be considered Pendralyn’s foremost authority on dragons, being the only magister in the past decade to have had multiple conversations with one. As such, it had been his job to determine what dimensions the tents ought to be, and how they ought to be appointed. (With very large cots, he’d decided. Putting in beds of straw, as if they were stalls for common beasts, would likely be a mortal offense.)
As if he now, or at any point in the past, had the slightest idea what he was doing.
He gave Balfin a confident nod, nonetheless. Griffin’s uncertainty notwithstanding, the man couldn’t be expected to stand there all night. “Excellent work, thank you. Enjoy the feast.”
Balfin scurried off with a grateful wave and barely a backward glance. Griffin turned to make one final circuit around the tents before he followed, though it wasn’t out of any devotion to the virtue of thoroughness. He merely wanted to give Balfin a head start, so he wouldn’t have to engage in conversation on the walk to the keep. These would almost certainly be his last moments of peace and solitude for quite some time.
Midsummer lacked the extravagant and lengthy celebrations of Midwinter, particularly given that the students were not in residence at this time of year. Still, the holiday had its own charms, in part because that lack of students offered an opportunity for somewhat relaxed decorum among the magisters. Fireworks would follow the nighttime feast, and then of course there was the bonfire. The Wishing Fire. It would be lit tonight—Midsummer’s Eve—and burn through the whole next day and night.
Which meant it would be burning tomorrow, when the dragons came. That was how imminent their arrival was. Griffin did his best not to grimace, and turned away from the tents at last, to walk alone toward the sounds of gaiety.
For centuries, there had been a tradition of fashioning wishing dolls out of straw, twigs, and wool, to represent a lost friend, an encroaching enemy, or an unrequited love. The dolls would be tossed into the fire at midnight on Midsummer’s Eve, and their makers’ desires would be granted. Or so the story went. As he’d never had a particular friend, enemy, or love to make a wish on, Griffin couldn’t attest to the success rate.
On this particular Midsummer he had several wishes, but he was fairly certain none of them could be supplied by a burnt doll. Were the greenwings encroaching enemies? Was Fendrath, with whom Griffin had not spoken for more than three months now, a lost friend? How was he to prepare to meet any of them, when he didn’t even know the answers to such simple questions?
As for love, requited or otherwise, he hardly had time to consider such matters. There’d been a flirtation with Calys in the spring, but it hadn’t lasted long. She said she was too old for him. He suspected her true concern was that despite his victory over both a curse and a dragon, a part of her, perhaps a large one, still thought him stupid. For his part, he found her flintiness somewhat less charming up close than it had been when he was admiring her from afar. The dalliance had sputtered out quietly, to be neither mourned nor regretted.
Griffin paused as he neared the lawn outside the keep, where his fellow magisters and most of the villagers feasted by torchlight, gathered around tables that had been brought outside for the occasion. A short but safe distance away, the great tower of branches that would become the Wishing Fire stood cold and ready, awaiting the moment when the archmagister would light it with a ceremonious (though unnecessary, in practical terms) incantation and wave of his hand.
The revelers were certainly having no difficulty amusing themselves in the meanwhile. Not ten strides from where Griffin stood watching, a cluster of ordinarily dignified magisters—including Headmagister Lawfric—were shrieking more than singing a ditty so ribald it nearly made him blush.
Griffin might be dreading the arrival of the dragons, but he was the only one. Once Arun had been assured that Esmerild meant no “immediate or direct” harm to Griffin (a choice of words that offered little comfort, in Griffin’s opinion), he’d welcomed the gathering with all the enthusiasm of a man with few options. The students had passionately protested their exclusion, many of them offering wildly implausible reasons to stay, all of which had been denied. Everyone else had spent the past month drawing up plans for the dragons’ accommodation and feeding, composing songs and poems for their entertainment, sewing banners and decorations for the tents.
One would think they were expecting the deities themselves, rather than four of the deadliest creatures ever known. Creatures who also happened to despise mankind. Even Fendrath, who Griffin supposed was as close to friendly as one could call a dragon, harbored deep resentments against men in general, and magicians in particular. The dragons had no reason to trust the heirs of the ancient men who had betrayed them. Who had slaughtered their brothers and sisters, mates and children.
Yet trusting each other was to be the purpose of this gathering—and was the cause for the notably boisterous celebration. Griffin feared the dragons. The archmagister was wary of them. But it was far easier and more pleasant for the others to trust, to turn a blind eye to the dangers of having dragons in their midst, and instead believe that the greenwings were coming as saviors.
Not that Griffin blamed them. Eyrdri knew saviors were what they needed. Adalant and her surviving brother were the only redwings left, but two might well be enough to bring the world of men to its knees. The methods those ancient men had employed were lost to their descendants. They had no way to kill, or even especially harm, a dragon.
Nor was it a theoretical problem, one they could perhaps leave to the king, hoping it would never reach them. When the red queen decided to start her war, she would bring it to Pendralyn first, to take revenge for her brother. Without the green dragons—and, more to the point, their green fire—the magistery would be largely defenseless.
Griffin couldn’t say he was sorry when his musing, dreary as it was, was interrupted by Deryn, crossing the lawn with her blackhound Ash at her side. There was still enough light to see the stern look on her face, though if he’d missed that, her rebuke could be read just as easily in the fists she planted firmly against her hips. “Where have you been? You’ve missed two courses already.”
“Does it matter? It’s hardly a formal feast.” Griffin looked past her (quite easily, as he was a great deal taller). “Where’s Nott?”
“He’s finishing up a doll, if you can believe it. I’ve never known him to make one before, but he says he has a bad feeling about encroaching enemies. Thinks himself a prognosticator, you know, though anyone with sense knows that reading crow’s bones is more superstition than magic. I can’t think why he does it, when he has so many genuine talents to develop. And no, I’m not saying it’s bad manners for you to be late, only that it’s a pity. The cheese-and-onion tarts were the best I’ve ever tasted.” She took hold of his elbow before turning back toward the feast. “Come on, let’s see if there are any left inside. You didn’t answer my question, by the way.”
Griffin grinned at her. “I’m not sure I can be entirely blamed for that, when you so rarely give me a chance to get a word in. I was doing the final inspection of the tents.”
“Are they ready?”
“I suppose.” His smile faded as quickly as it had come. “More than I am, anyway.”
They made their way past the chaos, into the (somewhat) cooler air and (relative) quiet of the keep. It was far too hot for the big fire, so the staff worked by lantern light, rushing to and fro as they brought in the remains of some sort of cold soup—cucumber, perhaps—and brought out what smelled like a very excellent roast partridge in butter sauce. Deryn weaved her way through bodies and tables, squinting to examine the mess, until she found two trays of leftover tarts.
“Here we are.” She handed one to Griffin, but shook her head at Ash. “No onions for hounds, and besides, you’ve had quite enough already.” Ash glared at her as she bit into a tart of her own. “And don’t look at me like that, or I won’t throw your doll into the fire for you later.”
Griffin laughed. “Ash has a wish?”
“Mm.” Deryn pushed a stray bit of crust into her mouth with her thumb. “He’s smitten with Hazel, but she doesn’t want much to do with him.”
“In that case, I hope the doll does its job,” Griffin said, through a mouthful of onion and creamy goat cheese. “You’re right about these. It’s the herbs, I think. Different than usual. More dill.”
Deryn pursed her lips. “You don’t look very happy eating it, for all that. And that was the first time I’ve heard you laugh in ages, even if it was at Ash’s expense.”
“It wasn’t at his expense, I just found it curious. And would you be laughing much on the eve of your possible execution? I’m not sure even the most delicious onions have that much power.”
“Don’t be so dramatic.” Deryn helped herself to another tart. “You don’t even know for certain what Esmerild wants with you. You’re making assumptions, and those can get you into trouble, you know. Perhaps it’s nothing to do with punishment. Perhaps it’s something good.”
Griffin patted his belly. “I suppose being burned down to the bones would be a quick way to slim me down.”
“Nobody is going to burn,” Deryn insisted. “You know, you really ought –”
But what he ought (or perhaps ought not) to do, Griffin was never to learn. Deryn stopped abruptly, mouth going slack and eyes glazing over in the now familiar way that meant she was communicating with some animal or other, a magical talent that was, as far as anyone knew, unique to her.
A moment later, her eyes shot wide, and she pushed past Griffin. “Fire!”
“They’re lighting it already? Isn’t it a bit early?”
“It’s not the bonfire!” Deryn ran from the keep.
Griffin followed, Ash scrambling ahead of him. A serving boy jumped out of the way as they flew through the doors.
There was no smoke outside, no burning smell apart from cooking fires and roasting meat. The absence of any sign of a different sort of fire only made Griffin’s trepidation worse. Deryn—or whoever had warned her—wouldn’t be wrong. Which meant it was somewhere else on the grounds, somewhere he couldn’t see from where he stood.
Somewhere like the north side, where the tents were.
A pessimistic conclusion to jump to, perhaps, or perhaps he, like Nott, was becoming a prognosticator. Either way, it was indeed northward that Deryn sprinted. Griffin did not speak to her as he ran at her side. He knew she would be casting a spell, communicating with other sages to spread the word and call for help.
It wasn’t long before they came far enough to see just what Griffin feared: a blur of fire straight ahead, and a great deal of smoke. A cloud of ashes floated toward him on the breeze.
    
IT TOOK the sages nearly an hour to put out the fire. By then the tents were, of course, thoroughly destroyed.
No ordinary fire would have been strong enough to resist their efforts for that long; this was a deliberate act of magical arson. By whom, not even Nott could yet guess. Wiping ash and sweat from his brow, Deryn’s equally odd sweetheart told the archmagister that his premonition of an encroaching enemy had been only a vague feeling, with no face or particular crime attached. He couldn’t be sure whether this was the occurrence his wishing doll had been meant to protect them against.
At least they’d been able to stop the blaze before it spread to any of the buildings, but at the moment, that wasn’t as much of a comfort as it ought to have been. Griffin stood helplessly at the edge of the mayhem, listening to Nott and Arun puzzle over possible motives and culprits, remembering another night when he’d done nothing but watch while magicians extinguished fires. The night he’d killed Orovont.
A silly comparison, of course. Obviously not having tents prepared would not be an insult of nearly the same magnitude. They weren’t even certain the dragons would want tents. But Griffin considered this turn of events to be a very bad—and personal—sign just the same. As if whoever had done it had wanted to hurt him particularly.
Another silly thought. Who cared enough about him to do such a thing? He wasn’t important enough to inspire that sort of hatred. It was far more likely that the arsonist was protesting the gathering at large, for some reason.
But everyone was looking forward to the gathering, and the hope it promised. Nobody could want them to remain any more vulnerable to the red dragons than they had to be. Nobody, that was, except the red dragons themselves.
Even as Nott and Arun said much the same thing, at the same time Griffin was thinking it, Calys rushed over to them.
“Archmagister!” She paused to catch her breath. “You have to see … it’s … someone …” She stopped again, this time to glance at Griffin. “You might as well come, too. Perhaps you can make something of it the rest of us can’t.”
With that, Calys ran off again. Arun and Nott followed. Griffin hesitated only long enough to grab an extra lantern before he did the same.
A few minutes later, they found themselves at the top of one of the manor’s towers. Calys grabbed Griffin’s and Arun’s elbows and, jerking her chin at Nott, pulled them with her to the railing at the north side, where the many lights below illuminated the charred remains of the tents, the damage to the practice yard … and something else.
It hadn’t been obvious from the ground, but from this vantage point, there was no mistaking it: a symbol had been burned into the lawn in front of the tents, like a brand. A circle, with two jagged gashes crossing each other inside, intersecting a bit above and to the left of the center. They looked like bolts of lightning, or perhaps wounds. Its execution was remarkably neat, its edges clear and sharp. There was no question it was deliberate.
“Do any of you recognize it?” Calys asked.
“I don’t,” said Nott. “But I don’t mind saying I dislike it, just the same.”
Arun shook his head. “It’s not one of the runes you’ve been studying?”
“Not one that I’ve seen.” Calys tapped Griffin’s shoulder with the back of her hand. “You’ve never come across it, in your dealings with Fendrath?”
“It’s not as if we’ve been writing letters to one another.” Griffin squinted, studying the shape intently, as if it might speak up and explain itself to him. “I’ve never seen it before. But I’m inclined to agree with Nott on the matter of its unpleasantness.”
“Well, then,” said Arun. “It’s a poor job of it, isn’t it, if whoever did this intended to send us a message. Why send one we can’t read?”
“Perhaps we can read it as well as we need to.” Griffin stepped back from the railing, tipping his face toward the stars. Had anyone looked upward, in all the confusion of the feast? What might they have seen if they had? “The gist of it seems clear enough. Whatever that symbol is, it obviously has something to do with Adalant. Nobody else would want to strike against us, on the eve of this gathering.”
“No dragon did this,” Nott said.
“Are we sure of that?” Griffin looked from him to the others, brows raised. “It’s dark. It happened well across the grounds, where nobody was watching, while everyone was occupied with the celebration. Perhaps one of the two redwings flew by and gave a little puff, and …” He gestured at the destruction below. “It would be the work of a moment, for them. Orovont did brag to me about how very controlled their fire is.”
“One of the birds would have told Deryn,” said Nott.
Arun nodded. “Perhaps the humans could have missed a dragon, drunk as so many of them were, but something would have seen it.”
“The birds have been reluctant to share what they know of dragons with us before,” Griffin pointed out.
“If you ask me, this dragon theory is at least as likely as a human setting that fire.” Calys crossed her arms. “I refuse to believe, after everything that happened with Duncan, that another magister is serving our enemy.”
“Not necessarily a magister.” Arun rubbed his beard, staring down at the symbol in the grass. “A magician, yes. But Pendralyn is nowhere near as shut up as it once was. Particularly not during a holiday. We leave the entry to the tunnel wide open as often as not.”
“The blackhounds on patrol would warn us, if anyone walked through the gate who shouldn’t,” said Griffin.
“Ordinarily, yes,” Arun agreed. “But tonight? It’s not only Midsummer, it’s the night before the gathering. We’ve had villagers, servants, guests, work crews …” He waved his newly enchanted arm expansively. “Dozens and dozens of people, many of them strangers, coming and going at all hours for days now. It might have been nearly as easy for our arsonist to fool a blackhound as it was to fool us, under the circumstances. Especially since we can clearly assume his or her magical skills are advanced.”
Griffin nodded. He was almost comforted by the possibility of an imposter in their midst. Better that than a traitor. And better a traitor than a red dragon lurking nearby. Not that any of these options was making him feel precisely relaxed.
“I assume the hounds and contrivers haven’t been able to track anyone?” Calys asked.
“No evidence at all so far, apart from the fire itself,” said Arun. “By the time the owl who warned Deryn saw it, the fire was already burning quite high. Whoever set it was likely long gone. Melted back into the group of revelers, perhaps, or walked right back through the gate again, in all the confusion.”
“Or stayed on to spy,” Nott said, sounding unperturbed by the possibility, as he did about most things. “They could very well be among us now.”
“They certainly could, considering how unobservant you lot are.”
The gruff words, coming from somewhere to their right, made both Arun and Calys jump. Calys added a strangled cry, for good measure. Nott didn’t flinch, though he swung his head around.
For Griffin’s part, he managed to keep his reaction under tight control, despite the hammering of his heart. He had some experience, after all, with being startled by that particular voice.
He turned to find Fendrath perched on the rooftop just below the tower, so that his head was barely visible above the railing. Not that better visibility would have mattered; he would have kept himself cloaked until the moment he wanted them to see him, which was generally the moment when he could provoke the strongest reaction. It was a bit surprising that they hadn’t heard him land, but then he had a talent for being quiet as well.
Now that he was sniffing for it, Griffin could just detect a whiff of lightning, mixed with the smell of a blackhound who’d been lying in the sun. But it was mild. The dragon had positioned himself downwind of them.
“You’re early.” Griffin crossed his arms, trying to control his twitching lips. He hadn’t been sure whether he would be happy to see Fendrath or not, when the time came. But now that that time was (apparently) here, he found he was. “We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow.”
“I wanted to get here before Esmerild, and have a look around,” Fendrath said. “Be sure all was ready for her. See how much of a mess you’d made of things, and how mortally you were bound to offend her.”
“And a good thing we did, isn’t it?” Another voice, this one feminine, drew another start from the humans—even Griffin this time. A second dragon’s head appeared beside the first, smaller than Fendrath’s but, as far as Griffin could tell, otherwise identical. She nodded at the ashes below. “If you’ll pardon the criticism, as I’m sure you will, knowing that it’s well intended, I can’t say it’s a very good idea to greet her with the sign of the Red Cult.”
“May I present my sister, Tavreth,” Fendrath said.
“She enjoys sneaking up on people as much as you do, I see.” Griffin smiled and bowed to the newcomer. She inclined her head in return.
A soft sound suggested Fendrath had fluttered his wings. “I told her it would be amusing.”
“You were quite right,” said Tavreth. “They startle very easily, these magisters.”
Arun coughed. “I hope you’ll forgive the abruptness of my greeting. I have gifts for you, of course, and a whole speech of welcome, which I will be happy to give tomorrow. But for the moment, I must ask: the sign of what?”
Fendrath looked at the archmagister for the first time. “Ah, yes, the queen’s brother. I hear you’ve got a new arm.”
Arun’s jaw tightened. It was Fendrath who had taken his arm, in battle years ago. “I do.”
“It functions well?”
“Better than the natural one, if I’m honest.”
“In that case, it seems you ought to be thanking me, rather than glaring at me.”
Perhaps fortunately, Tavreth spoke before the archmagister could reply to her brother. “I was referring to the Red Cult, as they’re calling themselves. Adalant has found herself some worshippers among men. I can’t say I’m surprised.”
“I can.” Calys huffed. “What person would want to worship a creature—your pardon, perhaps I ought to say a being—who wants to see humans extinct?”
Fendrath tilted his head as he studied her. “You’re the linguist, aren’t you? The translator.”
“Oh!” Calys looked a bit frightened that he’d heard of her. “Yes, I suppose I am.”
Griffin quickly introduced both Calys and Nott, before returning to the subject at hand. “But Adalant doesn’t want to see all of mankind destroyed. Orovont told me as much, although he was clear that the magisters of Pendralyn would certainly have to go. It’s more that they want dominion over all living things. They’ll be perfectly happy with humans as their slaves.”
“Just so,” agreed Tavreth. “She does seem to enjoy having them around, for someone who claims to despise them so. Men, that is, not slaves. She’s never been reticent about enjoying the latter.”
“And it seems these men are most eager for the chance to serve rather than burn,” Fendrath added.
“They say she’s promised splendid rewards to all who help her achieve her purpose,” said Tavreth. “Not only that she’ll let them live. Perhaps she means to grant them power, or riches. Those are the sorts of things men always enjoy.”
“And you’re saying that symbol is their symbol.” Griffin looked from the dragons to his companions. “Which means at least one of these cultists is here.”
“Is it a magister?” Calys asked, her voice hard.
“I haven’t the slightest idea who it is,” said Fendrath. “We’ve only just arrived. But I doubt you’ll find it easy to discover the identity—or identities—of those responsible.”
“Whoever they are, I think you can assume they want you to know that they’re here, and that Adalant knows about the gathering,” Tavreth said. “And most importantly, that it displeases her. Call it a warning.”
“No need to look quite so glum about it,” said Fendrath. “It won’t come to much more than a bit of bluster, at least not yet. Even if she’s learned by now that you don’t have the elixir, Adalant has a very healthy suspicion—one might even call it fear—of Esmerild. She won’t risk showing herself.”
Tavreth laughed softly, a more musical sound than her brother’s scraping rumble. “She won’t even risk a real attack by her servants. Not with Esmerild near. I hardly think a bit of vandalism is the stuff of nightmares.”
“But she wants you to know she’s watching you, just the same,” said Fendrath.
“She wants you to know,” Tavreth said, “that any attempt at an alliance against her will be punished.”
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IT WAS a mark of the peaceful times they lived in—or had been living in—that the door to Pendralyn at the back of The Dark Dragon was rarely closed. Nevertheless, by long tradition visitors were greeted at the inn, and escorted into the magistery from there. A tradition that could not possibly be upheld today, as some of the expected guests would not fit through the establishment’s front door.
Thankfully they had the old stable, which was no longer a stable at all. (And, Griffin fervently hoped, no longer resembled one, lest the dragons take offense at being received there.) The long building at the southern end of the village had been constructed during the last war against the Harths, in which King Wardin won Eyrdon’s independence and his own crown. Pendralyn was the center of that rebellion, the only Eyrd stronghold in a kingdom that had been otherwise reduced to a barony of Harth.
But that was years ago, when Griffin was still a small child with living parents, before Graddoc woke, and woke the dragons in turn. Now, in the absence of royalty and soldiers and preparations for battle, perhaps three ponies resided in Avadare, all of them housed with their masters. The stable had since become a sort of pavilion used for celebrations, with long stretches of its walls knocked out to admit fresh air and mountain views.
It was there that a dozen or so magisters, and twice that number of curious villagers, set up tables of refreshments and gifts for their guests, and prepared to greet them—at any moment now. In addition to parties from Dordrin, Harth, and Tarnarven, Fendrath and Tavreth were expected, along with Story and her sister Esmerild.
Despite his personal feelings about the meeting to come, Griffin hoped none of them would be late. It was almost unbearably hot, though it was not yet quite midday, and the cakes were looking much the worse for it. The jam had gone runny, and the pitchers of cider and ale (the latter being preferred by many Harths and most Tars at all hours of the day) were beaded with moisture. To say nothing of all the raw meat they had on hand. There wasn’t much to be done about that, except shield it from the sun, and hope freshness wasn’t a priority for dragons.
They’d done their best to make it a festive occasion. Magister Dora played her flute, accompanied by several villagers with small harps, fiddles, or pipes. Several others had prepared poems or dramatic readings. A few of the more adventurous residents of Avadare had even allowed their children to come out for a glimpse at a dragon. Most of the youngsters played or danced on the grassy hillside, although a small but dedicated minority were gathered at the opposite end of the table from Griffin, availing themselves of Pendralyn’s excellent pastries. He watched Balfin’s boy stuff his mouth with one of the small pies favored by the Tars—like father, like son, it seemed—and was glad that someone was having fun.
It was more than could be said for the magisters. Deryn, standing beside Nott without a single cake in her hand, looked slightly lost without Ash or any other animal at her side. (Blackhounds were as a rule terrified of dragons, and not overly fond of anything that required either great effort or a high tolerance of summer sun. All had elected to stay behind at the magistery.) Arun barked at anyone who asked him a question he didn’t have an easy and ready answer for. Even Magister Wade, who could nearly always be counted on to be cheerful, looked tense and uncomfortable, and constantly fidgeted with his mustache.
The gaiety and optimism of the day before had evaporated, destroyed by the knowledge that there were apparently people in the world willing to bow in worship to the red queen—and that at least one of those people had been among them last night. Was possibly among them still.
Those who were absent from the village were instead on the north side of the magistery, repairing, clearing, or obscuring the damage caused by the fire. Fendrath had suggested that the sign of the Red Cult be obliterated before Esmerild saw it, and the archmagister heartily agreed. They couldn’t force grass to grow instantly over the scorched earth, but they could at least, through the creative arrangement of plants, rocks, and anything else they could find, cover it.
Deryn crossed over to him. “You look frightened.”
“I look sick,” Griffin corrected.
“With fright. You really ought to try to be a bit optimistic. This could be a wonderful opportunity for you.”
“An opportunity?” Griffin tossed his hands. “To do what?”
Deryn mimicked the gesture. “To save us all. Esmerild didn’t ask for anyone else, did she? Which means an alliance we desperately need depends upon you being here today. If that doesn’t qualify as an opportunity in your eyes, I can’t imagine what does.”
“An opportunity to run back to my chamber and hide there forever, perhaps?” Griffin laughed at his little joke, but he didn’t mean it. In truth, he was almost eager to get this meeting over with. Surely anything was better than the bellyache of unrelenting dread.
“Too late for that.” Deryn squinted into the sky. “Here come the blackwings. I suppose that means we’re underway.”
Fendrath and Tavreth had flown off into the hills the night before to find a cave to sleep in, after assuring Arun and Griffin that the greenwings would likewise prefer to find their own accommodation, and that the tents would not be considered a loss. Now the black dragons swooped in over the hill, their shadows passing over the wonderstruck children, the flapping of their powerful wings clearly audible over the music. Arun and Griffin stepped out of the pavilion’s shade and onto the grass to meet them.
Fendrath landed a stride or two ahead of his sister, folded his wings, and offered only a haughty inclination of his head. He seemed oblivious to the awed whispers behind him. Griffin was not, nor did he wonder at their cause. He himself had seen Fendrath just yesterday, but the sight of a dragon was never without a certain impact. And it had been too dark last night to properly take in the bunching muscles beneath the blackwing’s scales, his curling horns, catching the sunlight now. His always startling blue fangs.
Griffin felt a brief stab of pity as he watched Arun bow in answer to Fendrath’s non-greeting. Although Griffin himself was fond of the cantankerous dragon, he knew it stung Arun to give obeisance to the creature who’d maimed him.
Tavreth stepped forward, a more compact and graceful version of her brother. “Archmagister, we meet again. Under happier circumstances, I hope, this morning.” She bent one foreleg, lowering her long neck.
Arun’s return bow was less wooden than it had been for Fendrath. “Welcome. We’re delighted to have you here.” He gestured back at the pavilion, including those within in his proclaimed delight, though there was little evidence of it. Only Deryn smiled. Nott’s expression became slightly more animated than usual. The others said nothing, and did little apart from stare. A few with a touch of hostility. Of those who’d seen the blackwings before, most had done so only from the opposite side of a battlefield.
“I speak for all of us,” Arun went on, “when I say we are wholly at your service.”
“Are you?” Tavreth craned her neck, looking over the crowd. “That’s very kind, but not terribly practical, is it? What could I possibly need that requires so many of you to provide?”
“I don’t know, now that you mention it,” Arun said with a faint laugh. “I suppose that’s just what one is expected to say, on such occasions.”
“Oh? Have you attended many such occasions, then?” asked Tavreth. “I was under the impression that this is rather singular.”
“Er, yes. So it is.” The archmagister blinked at her, clearly not sure what to say next.
The awkward silence stretched out, until Griffin decided that as the closest thing Fendrath had to a friend in this company, he ought to make some attempt at pleasant conversation. “So. Your journey to Eyrdon. It was pleasant, I hope, from wherever you came from?”
“It was cooler there,” Fendrath said with a sniff. “But that’s all I’m going to say about it, if that was a not-terribly-clever attempt to get me to tell you where we’ve been living.”
“No, not at all.” Griffin frowned at him. “I was only being polite.”
“Were you? You’ll have to pardon me, then. I’m not especially used to manners from you.”
“It is difficult to meet your standard, what with you always being the very image of courtesy.”
Their bickering had its benefits; the others seemed to take it as a sign that the formalities were over, and relax. Though only Arun and Deryn spoke with Tavreth, Nott and a few others emerged from the pavilion. Within a few minutes, most of the rest had gone back to sipping cider and talking amongst themselves.
“We didn’t get much chance to talk last night, what with all the excitement,” Griffin said to Fendrath, feeling that they could speak more freely now, with less attention on them.
The thick hide above Fendrath’s eyes shifted upward. “Do we have things that need talking about?”
“I would think so. It’s been three months, at least, since the last time I saw you.” Griffin crossed his arms. “Despite the fact that on that occasion you said we would speak again.”
“And so we are speaking.” Fendrath chuckled low. “Do I detect a note of rebuke in your voice? Am I meant to be reporting in to you on occasion, as if I were your personal scout?”
“No, of course not. I thought we had business to discuss, is all. You told me to pay attention to Calys’s translations, and to what we found when we catalogued Mithrin’s laboratory.”
“And have you learned anything of immediate and urgent value?”
“No.”
“Well, then?” Fendrath said. “I can’t imagine what you’re complaining about, unless you simply like the sound of yourself complaining. Always a possibility. Men do enjoy their own voices. In any case, I do have business of my own, you know, that doesn’t involve your kind. It’s kept me occupied.”
“What sort of business?” asked Griffin.
“My own, as I’ve just said. Surely you heard me.” Fendrath’s golden gaze shifted to something over Griffin’s shoulder. “Ah, I believe you have more guests arriving.”
Griffin tensed, a familiar knot once again forming in his stomach. But there was no need; the group coming up the path was comprised entirely of humans. Judging by their loose trousers and colorful tunics, this was the party from Dordrin. The foremost one was tall and lanky, and walked with an almost childish stride.
“That looks like Wulfric.” Griffin grinned. “He used to be a magister here, when I was a boy. I didn’t know if he would come, being the archmagister there now.”
“You thought a lofty archmagister might have more pressing matters than this, did you?” Fendrath snorted. “I sometimes think you haven’t the slightest idea of just how much danger you’re in.”
Griffin’s brief flare of excitement was thoroughly doused. “You needn’t worry on that account,” he grumbled. “I’m painfully aware of it, nearly every moment of the day. But life has to go on, doesn’t it?”
“Does it?” Fendrath’s voice was unreadable, but the words were discouraging enough. Griffin decided to ignore them.
As the Dords approached, Nott sprang forward with more energy than Griffin had ever seen in him, and embraced Wulfric like a brother. Arun wasn’t far behind. While Wulfric admired the archmagister’s new arm and hand, his companions—three men and two women—stared apprehensively at the two blackwings.
Tavreth took several steps toward them. “You’re Jor, are you not?” she said to one of them.
A short, stocky Dord with a silver beard that nearly reached his chest came forward and offered a jerky bow. “I am.” His voice was flat. Griffin guessed he was not happy at being singled out in this way.
And it was soon apparent why. “I believe we’ve … met.” Tavreth coughed delicately. “In Dordrin, during the time of Graddoc.”
“We did,” Jor agreed, in that same stiff voice. “I’m surprised you remember.”
“I remember it well, as a matter of fact, but then I have an excellent memory. You. And your brother.”
A chill went through Griffin. The dragons had been enslaved to the demon back then, and used as weapons. Tavreth had very likely killed this man’s brother. Possibly in a horrible way.
They’d killed a great many brothers. And parents.
Tavreth lowered her head, putting her face in front of Jor’s. “I no more had a choice than you did, you know. Can you make your peace with it, do you think?”
Jor met her eye with a stoic nod. “I wouldn’t have come, if I couldn’t.”
“Good, then. I would hate for the day to be ruined, when the Eyrds have gone to the trouble of making so many pastries. I believe your people enjoy pastries?
Jor’s face relaxed. “I believe all people enjoy pastries.”
The Dordrine magisters, most of whom had been trained by Eyrds, were met with less formality and more enthusiasm than the dragons had been, and the general atmosphere was merrier by the time eight scholars and magisters from Harth arrived. Within the hour, they were joined by seven Tars, all magicians.
Griffin had never met any of them before, which wasn’t surprising, as he’d barely left Pendralyn since the age of nine. He instantly forgot most of their names. No amount of distraction seemed able to take his mind off the two winged, fanged, possibly vengeful guests who were not yet among them.
The new arrivals greeted the dragons with caution, but there was no repeat of Tavreth and Jor’s exchange. “Now then,” Fendrath said, when all the introductions had at last been made, “is this all we’re expecting? Apart from the greenwings, of course.”
“I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if Esmerild were watching from somewhere in the hills,” said Tavreth. “Waiting for everyone to arrive, so she can make her grand entrance observed by all.”
“These are all the humans, yes,” Arun said. “Though I can tell you it sat poorly with my sister. I must admit, I half expected her to come in spite of my warnings against it.”
“I wouldn’t have minded so much if she had. I would have enjoyed seeing Erietta again.” Tavreth huffed. “But I suppose Esmerild must be obeyed in all things.”
Indeed she must, Griffin silently agreed. As long as she remained their only weapon against the redwings, they would be powerless to resist any demand the eldest greenwing made. Arun had adhered to her restriction against royalty, diplomats, or political leaders of any kind, even to the extent of barring his own sister, much to Erietta’s dismay. But the queen and king had sent letters and gifts for both Fendrath and Tavreth. Not knowing whether their participation, even from afar, would be considered an offense, they’d sent nothing for Esmerild and Story.
“So, you’re the dragon slayer.” One of the Harths, a bulky, rat-faced man, approached Griffin with what could only be described as a swagger. “That must have felt good.” Perhaps he thought it a safe moment to make such a comment; the dragons had continued their conversation with Arun, and nobody was paying attention to Griffin.
But Tavreth had heard. Her sharp yellow eyes jerked toward them, narrowing at the same time.
Griffin’s cheeks reddened on behalf of both himself and his race. “Quite the opposite, actually. And I wouldn’t have done it, if I could have helped it. But it wasn’t only my life at stake. It was Pendralyn, and all the magisters in it, and who knows what or who else after that.” He was speaking more to Tavreth than to the Harth. He still felt her stare, though he didn’t look at her again. “I sorely regret that I had no choice.”
The Harth shrugged, looking a bit perplexed. “One of those delicate souls, are you? The sort who finds a spider in his basin and puts it outside instead of squashing it under his thumb.”
Griffin was certain his distaste for this man was plain on his face. He was less certain that he cared. “Actually, yes, I do put it outside. Setting aside that squashing it is unnecessary, who wants bits of spider all over his thumb?”
The man laughed, apparently not the least bit put off. “I’m Alan, by the way. From Heathbire. Contriver.”
Griffin introduced himself and said the proper words of welcome, though his claim of being pleased by the meeting was, at the least, a gross exaggeration.
“Half of us are from Heathbire.” Alan gestured at the cluster of his fellow Harths standing by the cakes, conversing with Lawfric, Calys, and a handful of the Tars. “And the other half from Witmare, though I think that was just to be diplomatic.”
“Oh?” For the day’s sake, Griffin did his best to look interested. “Diplomatic to those of you from Heathbire, or from Witmare?”
Alan laughed again. More of a nasal titter, really, than a proper laugh. “To those from Witmare, of course. The queen doesn’t want to offend her own city, does she? But everyone knows we’ve got the superior magicians.”
“I see.” Griffin glanced around the lawn and pavilion, hoping to catch the eye of Deryn, or Nott, or anyone who might rescue him from this conversation. The sun was beating down on his neck and shoulders, he’d barely slept the night before, and he might well be executed by green fire before much longer. He thought it terribly unfair that he should have to suffer Alan on top of all that.
“So what do you suppose this gathering is all about, then?” Alan asked. “We were told this green queen wants the expertise of each kingdom. Must be something important she needs help with.”
Griffin was spared the necessity of a reply. At that moment, his fervently hoped-for interruption came …
“Look! The green dragons are here!”
… in his least hoped-for form.
It was time to find out exactly what no direct harm meant to a dragon.
    
THOUGH SLIM AND lithe like her younger sister, the eldest greenwing was at least as tall as Fendrath. Perhaps taller, though it was difficult to tell, as Fendrath seemed to avoid standing directly beside her. Griffin had the strangest impression this was intentional for that very reason, so that their heights could not be compared.
Apart from her size, Esmerild shared a great many traits with Story—including, much to Griffin’s surprise, the enthusiasm, even friendliness, in her voice. He’d been expecting an arrogant, fussy, possibly perpetually offended dragon. The blackwings had only reinforced this image, with their eagerness that the sign of the Red Cult not be the first thing she saw. Not to mention their insistence that she must be obeyed.
But this dragon’s eyes darted around with a lively gaze, as she greeted the archmagister with far more energy than Fendrath or even Tavreth had. The introductions, first to Arun, then to the delegates of the other kingdoms, were a bit rushed; she seemed to be looking for something.
Or someone. After several minutes of conversation with the blackwings (spent mainly, it seemed, advising Fendrath on a diet that would give more luster to his scales), her eyes found Griffin.
“Ah! Is this the nonmagical one, then?”
“Yes, that’s him.” Story ceased her own conversation, with Deryn and Nott, to step beside her sister.
Face heating, Griffin came forward and bowed before what might well be his judge. “I am. Griffin, ma’am. At your service.”
“I should hope you are at my service,” said Esmerild. “It seems a man your size might come in useful. You are very large, aren’t you? I’d heard as much. And your hair is red.”
“Er.” Griffin ran a hand through the hair in question, remembering that Story had said the same thing, when she met him. “It is, yes. Is that significant?”
“One doesn’t see a lot of redheads, in this part of the world,” Esmerild said. “The Lancets, now they all have red hair, don’t they? Not that that’s any wonder. I knew their forebears. Great tall things, not unlike you, if a bit more wiry, and such flaming hair. The Queen of Harth is a Lancet, isn’t she?”
“She is,” said Arun, not mentioning that she would have at least seen Queen Janet, if not met her, during the war. “And her hair is indeed a vibrant shade of red.”
“Vibrant?” Esmerild glanced at Arun before looking back at Griffin, tilting her fine-boned head to consider him. “I wouldn’t call this one’s vibrant.”
“No.” Arun was starting to sound more amused than baffled now. “Griffin’s hair is more auburn, I would say. Janet’s is much lighter.”
For Griffin’s part, he remained thoroughly baffled. “I bear no relation to the Lancets.”
“No, I don’t suppose you do.” Esmerild’s gaze remained on Griffin’s hair. “You ought to consider washing it with orange peel and squirrel’s blood. You have squirrels here, surely.”
“We do,” Griffin agreed, somewhat weakly. In all the nights he’d lain awake, darkly anticipating this conversation, not once had squirrels entered into it.
“Squirrel’s blood, then,” Esmerild said with a sharp nod. “Although then of course you ought to cut it. It’s bound to startle people if it gets much flashier, all those curls, and what with your size. Your ancestors would have been mountain people, not Lancets.”
“I … don’t really know. I never got the chance to ask my parents many questions about such things.”
Esmerild clicked her tongue. “You don’t need them to have told you, do you? I’m telling you, and that ought to be enough. Your parents died at Candere?”
Griffin flinched. This was not a topic that needed bringing up again. But Esmerild did not sound at all discomfited by the awkward reference to a battle in which she herself would have killed dozens of friends and relatives of those present. “They did,” he said.
“I suppose you would have been young then, and young boys never think to ask about the past. I’ll look forward to speaking with you more. Now, then.” Esmerild turned back to Arun, her business with Griffin apparently—bizarrely—concluded. “I’ll confess we brought no gifts for you. Flying with packs can be so cumbersome, and I believe you will find enough use in this gathering, without us dispensing trifles.”
“Indeed,” said Arun. “An alliance with you is all the boon we could ask. We do, however, have a few trifles for you, if you’re agreeable.” He looked around, first at the blackwings, then at the other visiting delegates. “For all of you, of course.”
“May we see ours first, though?” Story asked. “We do so love gifts.”
“Story! Where are your manners? What a thing to say.” Esmerild nonetheless gave the archmagister an expectant look.
No longer even attempting to hide his smile behind a dignified demeanor, Arun bowed to them. “Of course.”
The archmagister and headmagisters, as well as Wulfric and the leaders of the Harthian and Tar parties, spent several minutes presenting the green dragons with various tokens, all of which were graciously—and energetically—accepted.
“We weren’t certain of your living arrangements.” Arun gestured at the accumulated pile of tapestries, sketches, and silver figurines. “Or whether you’d have any place for these. But we were told you appreciate art of all kinds, so we thought you could find some use for them. And for this, as well.”
The archmagister’s eyes lit as he took the final bundle from Calys and pulled the cloth from it with something of a flourish. Griffin knew he was extremely proud of this gift. And with good reason; it was an extraordinary thing, the likes of which none of them had ever seen before.
“Is it a … box?” Story stretched out her neck, examining the silver box Arun held out to her.
“Of sorts.” He lifted the hinged lid. The moment it was open, music swelled out, a joyful tune that sounded as if it came from a harp. Story’s head reared back. Both she and her elder sister looked most obligingly shocked, then intrigued.
Arun fairly glowed. “It’s a combination of mechanics—gears and such—and enchantment. It took me quite a while to perfect it. Nearly a year, in fact. I can think of no one I’d rather present it to.”
“No one?” Fendrath’s chuckle rumbled like distant thunder. “I believe I was the one who saved Deryn and Griffin from Orovont last winter, thereby saving you all.”
Arun blinked, clearly discomfited, but Tavreth took pity on him. “Yes, brother, but surely the archmagister has educated himself, and knows how much the greenwings value music. And he’s met Story, as well. He knew she would be positively delighted by this gift. It’s particularly well matched to them, wouldn’t you say?”
Indeed, Story was staring at the box with rapt eyes and mouth agape, displaying her yellow fangs. “Oh yes, that is delightful. I’m most interested to discuss the enchantment.”
With a nod to Story and another grateful one for Tavreth, Arun closed the lid and stepped back to set the now silent box on the table with the other gifts.
Esmerild followed him, ducking beneath the pavilion’s roof, and gently flicked the lid open again with one talon. Music filled the air once more. For several moments she stood still, staring and listening.
“This is quite an accomplishment,” she said at last. “I hardly know how to tell you to improve upon it. And Tavreth is correct, we do adore music. We are very grateful.”
“Yes, I suppose it is clever.” Fendrath inclined his head in respect, which for the surly dragon was tantamount to extravagant praise. “I had no idea you magisters had such musical talent. It’s not as though music is a magical art, as such.”
Arun grinned. “Well, I am descended from a great bard, you know.”
Though none of the dragons immediately spoke, the mood instantly changed at these words. Arun went white.
Griffin cringed, wishing he were anywhere else, as a thick silence fell. Everyone seemed to feel it, shuffling their feet and looking away. And here he’d thought bringing up the battle at Candere was bad. For the first and likely only time in his life, his own foolishness paled in comparison to the archmagister’s.
Finally Tavreth said in a clipped, flat voice, “Yes, we are aware.”
“Indeed,” said her brother, “we were a bit more acquainted with him than we might have liked, in the end. Myself, especially.” He lowered his head and turned it slightly, seeming to pin Arun to the ground with one flashing eye. “You seem to give quite a lot of thought to your grudge against me. Perhaps you might on occasion consider the much greater one I have against your family.”
Griffin bit his lip, wondering whether he ought to intercede, and say something to try to ease Fendrath’s ire. He had only recently learned—on another occasion when the archmagister was bragging about this same invention, as a matter of fact—that Arun and Erietta were the descendants of the great bard Taslin. Ordinarily, this would be an understandable source of pride.
But not today. The descendants of their jailers had been required to wake the dragons; Erietta had been the one used to wake Fendrath. That meant Taslin was the one Fendrath had told Griffin about, the friend who’d betrayed the blackwing all those centuries ago, seeing his family killed and locking him away in sleep.
The other magisters wouldn’t know all of that, but most of them at least knew about Erietta’s involvement in the waking ritual, and judging by their faces, they were putting much of the rest together.
Arun stammered an apology. Neither of the blackwings replied.
“Well,” Esmerild said brightly, “this little welcoming ceremony of yours hasn’t been what you could call flawlessly executed, has it? Perhaps you ought to finish with the gifts, and move on to the meal. You do have a meal planned, I assume? I’ve always found that a bit of meat can smooth most things over.”
Not flawlessly executed, indeed. Fendrath, as Griffin understood it, had had children.
Of course, many of the humans here had lost family to the dragons, as well. But they hadn’t been hunted nearly to extinction, until only nine of them remained, imprisoned and unable to bear children ever again. All at the hands of someone they’d considered a friend.
Griffin looked up as a flash of bright color caught his eye. A red godern, he thought, flying northward to some more harmonious place. He almost laughed at the irony: seeing a godern in high summer was supposed to be good luck. But there could be no joy now at the sight of red in the sky.
How on earth were they to stop Adalant together, with a thousand years of bad blood between them?
He didn’t know the answer. But he suspected it would require more than a bit of meat.
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ESMERILD WAS MOST DISPLEASED to learn that the sign of the Red Cult had been burned into the magistery’s lawn a mere hours before her arrival. She spoke to Arun at length about the magistery’s security in general (“… appallingly lax …”), the pitfalls of trusting blackhounds in particular (“… overlook anything for a bit of sausage, as everyone well knows, or should …”), and the lengths to which fearful men would go (“… nothing to them to betray their own, if they think Adalant will spare them …”).
The requested bit of meat, as well as anything else a human or dragon could possibly want to eat or drink, had long since been served, a tour of the magistery given, and general attempts at celebration of the visitors made. Now the four dragons and the human delegates from Harth, Tarnarven, and Dordrin were gathered in the keep, along with Arun, the headmagisters, Nott, Deryn, and Griffin. They’d arranged several tables in a large square to accommodate everyone, with the dragons together on one side, seated on the floor. As she had the last time she’d been there, Story looked around with interest and enthusiasm, but none of the other dragons seemed especially comfortable indoors.
Once again it was too hot for the great fireplace; standing candles had been lit instead, sending eerie shadows flickering across faces, making expressions difficult to read. The lightning-and-hot-hound smell of dragons clashed with the usual scents of spices and fresh bread and woodsmoke. No blackhounds were present to defend themselves against Esmerild’s aspersions, and the absence of thumping tails and hopeful, hungry eyes added to the almost foreign feel of what had always been, for Griffin, a place of comfort.
He still hadn’t the slightest idea why he was there. The archmagister and headmagisters were obvious choices for a Pendralyn delegation to match those from the other kingdoms. Nott’s inclusion was owed to his longstanding friendship with Wulfric, Deryn’s to her almost instant bond with Story. And then of course, both were uniquely accomplished magicians. Not so for Griffin, whose own presence, as expected, was at Esmerild’s insistence. He supposed he ought to be grateful that whatever her business with him was, she wasn’t determined to conduct it in front of the entire magistery.
“They could just as easily blame you as you blame them, you know,” Fendrath finally interjected, after nearly half an hour of Esmerild’s lecturing, with no signs of slowing. “The Red Cult was drawn here by news of a gathering you demanded. Why you had to make a spectacle of it, I will never understand.”
“Of course you won’t.” Esmerild gave him a slightly contemptuous look. “You never were one for formality. Or protocol. Or dignity. Happily, your understanding is not required. Only your cooperation.”
Fendrath snickered—a thoroughly ridiculous sound, when made by a dragon—and rolled his eyes at her, which in Griffin’s view did more to confirm his lack of dignity than deny it.
“Begging your pardon,” Wulfric said, “but I’m not certain arguing over how the mark came to be burned into the lawn, or whose fault it is, serves us now. I’m a bit more interested in what it means. Surely Adalant can’t intend to spy on the gathering, or at least that can’t be her main intent, if her servants are announcing themselves so boldly.”
“Perhaps,” said Esmerild. “Or perhaps her servants and her spies have little to do with one another. I’ve no doubt she’ll try several methods of interference. Particularly those she can employ from a safe distance, with no risk to her own person. She’s excessively paranoid, for someone so convinced of her own superiority, and it’s only gotten worse since this Pendralyn lot killed her brother. As to the mark, I agree with Fendrath and Tavreth: it’s a warning. She wishes you humans to know that she’s watching you, that she knows you’re allying yourselves with me, and that she most definitely does not approve.”
“And that she can, if she so chooses, get to you,” Tavreth added. “At any time and in any place. Even where you think yourselves the safest.”
Alan, still looking as smug as he had at the welcoming, spoke for the first time since they’d gathered in the keep. “Then oughtn’t we to discuss whether to heed such a warning? Meaning no offense, but it seems to me that we have only Griffin’s word, and that of you dragons, that Adalant has plans for us all. As you say, it was the Eyrds who killed her brother. She’s given no indication, that I’m aware of, that her grudges extend to the rest of us. She’s made no contact with any of our kingdoms. She may not be our enemy at all. But staying here would surely make one of her.”
“Meaning no offense?” Griffin laughed, although he’d far rather have slapped the man. “Which part are we not to be offended by? The one where you called some of us liars? Or the one where you apparently don’t mind who gets burned, as long as it isn’t you?”
Alan huffed. “There’s no need for dramatics. I didn’t call anyone a liar. I’m merely saying, it seems to me that this attack by the Red Cult is new information, that my queen did not have when she agreed to send us here. And if it’s a warning, it ought to be discussed with her before we proceed.”
To Griffin’s irritation, some of the Harths, and even one or two of the Tars, were nodding. At least the Dords, who’d suffered more than anyone when the dragons were first awakened, looked certain of the threat before them. They would understand that this gathering was necessary, whatever the price.
Esmerild dismissed the others’ hesitation with barely a glance at its instigator. “As you are here already, and we are proceeding at this very moment, it’s quite obviously too late for that.” With that, she clearly considered the subject closed, and turned to Arun. “You must see that the fire was more likely set by a magister here, than by a passing magician sneaking in for last evening’s celebrations.”
“I don’t agree, actually,” Arun said. “But your point is taken.” He coughed into his fist. “As are all your many points. I assure you we’re investigating the fire thoroughly, and will be conducting interrogations.”
“Have you thought about sending for the inkwell?” Lawfric asked.
None of the Harths, Tars, or Dords—or even the dragons—looked confused by this question. Evidently it was common knowledge that the King of Eyrdon possessed an inkwell that would force a person to write the truth, if he wrote anything at all.
Arun waved the suggestion away, smiling a bit as Story’s bright eyes followed his enchanted hand. “Adalant’s servants have shown us they can resist the inkwell’s enchantment, if she grants them some of her blood to do it. Besides, my sister would almost certainly use such a request as an excuse to bring it herself.”
“That would be entirely unacceptable,” Esmerild said. “If your sister wishes to reminisce with her dear friends the blackwings over their time as a demon’s thralls, she can do so at her own convenience, not at mine. I’ve already been clear that this is to be a scholarly gathering.”
Arun bowed his head. “And so it shall be. But I wonder if you might tell us scholars what we are to be studying.”
Fendrath snorted. “Isn’t it obvious? She didn’t invite herself here for the refreshing mountain air. Nor did she bring Story instead of Gafalt because she enjoys her sister’s company so much more than her brother’s. She wants a look inside Mithrin’s laboratory.”
“Of course I do,” said Esmerild. “Deducing that hardly makes you clever, does it? It won’t be difficult or even uncomfortable for someone Story’s size to enter that fiend’s chamber.”
“Although I believe she does enjoy my company better than Gafalt’s,” Story said with a sniff. “I have a far better singing voice. And I’m afraid my brother can lack humor, at times. I almost never do.”
Ignoring her sister, Esmerild swept her wing in an all-encompassing gesture (smacking Tavreth’s shoulder in the process, eliciting an indignant noise from the blackwing that went seemingly unnoticed). “But I imagine these people would like to hear what I seek a bit more specifically. And why I require their presence to do it.”
Griffin leaned forward. That she wanted access to Mithrin’s laboratory was no surprise—they’d assumed as much—but as for her exact purpose, he was mainly interested in how it involved him.
“You returned my harp,” Esmerild said to Arun. “Which I do appreciate, by the way, as I realize you are not the one who stole it in the first place. We have Orovont to thank for that. Diplomatic visit, my teeth.” She snarled at whatever memory was offending her. “In any case, it may interest you to know that we greenwings have always had strong ties to the bardic arts. Storytelling, literature, poetry, music. In ancient times we enchanted—as you call that sort of magic—many items that were useful to such pursuits.”
“The curse,” said Griffin. “The book.”
“Ah, yes.” Esmerild fluttered her wings. “That wasn’t meant for your generation, but I can’t say I mourned to hear that it had found its way into the hands of men again. I was quite proud of that little creation. It was nice to know it hadn’t gone to waste.” She fixed Griffin with a rigid stare. “I’m told you destroyed it.”
Griffin neither flinched nor looked away. She could rebuke him for Orovont, and he would accept it, but he wasn’t about to apologize for destroying a thing that had been maiming and maddening children. Even threatening to kill them, at its worst. “I did, yes.”
Esmerild sighed. “It was bound to happen, I suppose. Now, on to the harp. I mention it only to bring to your attention that it wasn’t the only harp a green dragon ever made magical.”
Suppressing a gasp, Griffin exchanged a glance with Deryn, who sat beside him. Her eyes had gone wide, her jaw slack. They’d read in Mithrin’s journal about a harp that could turn any living thing to stone—one of only three ways to kill a dragon. They’d assumed, as Mithrin himself had, that its existence was a myth.
If it wasn’t, and if they could gain access to it, they might not need the greenwings’ fire.
“The harp of stone—” Griffin raised his voice as his fellow magisters began to whisper amongst themselves. “The harp of stone is real, after all. And you made it.”
“Not I,” said Esmerild. “My mate. Sadly, your people killed him. Nothing to be done about that now, but it is unfortunate, seeing as I don’t have the slightest idea where he left it. We need that harp to stop Adalant, and put an end to her ridiculous schemes to rule over us all.”
“Do we?” Arun leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers under his chin. “Setting aside for a moment the rather fantastic news that the harp is real, green fire seems a more efficient means of disposing of the redwings. Unless you consider fighting them to be too risky? Their fire cannot kill you, as I understand it, but perhaps it can still do grave harm?”
“Disposing of the redwings?” Esmerild’s voice was quiet, silky, but there was no mistaking the murderous edge in it. “Did I hear you correctly? Disposing of them?”
Arun was not prone to blunders, generally, and was usually quite well liked. Odd that his primary occupation today seemed to be insulting one dragon after another. “Your pardon.” He held his hands up in front of him. “A poor choice of words.”
The apology did not satisfy Esmerild. She rose and stretched toward the archmagister, showing her fangs. The hairs on Griffin’s arms stood on end. All around the square of tables, humans cringed. Even Tavreth cringed. Story ducked her head almost entirely beneath one wing.
“One disposes of debris.” Esmerild poked a dirty platter with her nose, sending it clattering to the floor. “One disposes of the scraps of a finished meal. One does not dispose of a dragon.”
“Of course not.” Arun stood and bowed. “Once again, my apologies. I only meant—”
“You meant that you wish to kill Adalant.” Esmerild sat back on her haunches again, glaring around at the others, human and dragon alike. “Or more correctly, you wish me to kill her for you. You can set that notion aside this instant.” She narrowed her eyes at Fendrath. “All of you. You may share Adalant’s opinion that I’m low enough to kill one of my own kind—and I’ll confess it’s useful to let her think so—but you’re quite wrong.”
“What do you propose, then?” Fendrath asked calmly. He alone showed no sign of discomfort. But then, he had nothing to fear from her wrath. Though the blackwings rarely mentioned it, their fire could kill a green dragon, the same as green could kill red.
“That we turn her to stone, obviously,” said Esmerild. “Haven’t you been listening?”
“Surely that would bring about her death,” Tavreth said with a light chuckle.
Esmerild curled her lip at her. “Are you suggesting I don’t know how Borald’s harp worked? My own mate? It doesn’t kill. It does exactly what I’ve said it does.”
“If it turns a person to stone,” said the leader of the Tar party, an elderly woman named Keira with a bent back and a keen eye, “then perhaps they can be turned back again.” She rapped her knuckles against the table. “That’s what proper magic ought to be, if you ask me. As children, we all read tales of people being turned into frogs and fish and teapots and the like. I don’t mind telling you I was disappointed, when I finally became a magician myself, to discover that’s not what we do.” Several of the other magicians laughed, a welcome break in the tension.
“Stasis, but not death.” Lawfric ran a thumb across his grizzled cheek, his academic interest in such an enchantment clearly piqued. “An interesting piece of magic, that would be.” He nodded at the dragons. “Similar to the spell that put you to sleep, if you’ll forgive my bringing that up.”
“I will, if that will help you understand it better,” Esmerild said. “You choose a good example, in fact, because imprisoning Adalant is precisely my intent. I myself will serve as her warden. I’ll bring her back around every so often, and if she still proves intractable, back to stone she will go.”
“Imprisoning her for a thousand years does not appear to have had any improving effects on her character,” said Fendrath. “What makes you believe imprisoning her for a handful more will do any better?”
“I wasn’t managing the whole business the last time, was I?” Esmerild tossed her head. “You can hardly be comparing my skills to those of men, surely. Eventually Adalant will accept that she has no choice but to abide by the restrictions we set out for her. And once she submits, you know as well as I do that we can trust her not to break a promise.”
“If I may.” Arun cleared his throat. “I hope you’ll pardon my bluntness. I’m not sure there’s any delicate way to say this. But supposing she doesn’t submit during … er … your lifetime? When the other dragons are gone, mankind will be left alone to deal with her.”
“Not necessarily,” said Tavreth. “Perhaps—”
“Then you can take on the responsibility of her care yourselves,” Esmerild interrupted. “Keep her as a statue, if you like. Let her be a memorial to the dragons you once knew.”
Arun rubbed his chin, his eyes not on Esmerild, but on Tavreth. Griffin, too, studied Fendrath’s sister, though he had the luxury of being a bit more subtle about it; nobody was looking at him. Being the least magical—and therefore the least interesting—being in the room had its advantages.
Not necessarily? Story had told him what the lifespan of a dragon was. They weren’t immortal. What, then, could Tavreth have meant by that?
That they’re trying to breed, of course.
Griffin knew it to be impossible for dragon siblings to breed with one another. That was the entire reason the deities, and the men who served them, had chosen to preserve sibling trios: to be sure the dragons could never again grow their numbers.
Which would suggest that they also couldn’t breed across species, red with black, or black with green. Or at least, that the deities had thought they couldn’t.
But what if they could? Or what if they were trying, at least, to find a way?
It was the obvious thing to do, upon waking and discovering that there were only nine of them left in the world. And Griffin remembered quite well the conversation he’d witnessed between Orovont and Fendrath the winter before. Adalant wanted Fendrath alive. She seemed far less averse to killing his sisters.
Because she wanted the males preserved as potential mates? But was, perhaps, less fond of having other females as competition. Perhaps she intended to start her own race of dragons—the only race of dragons.
What, after all, would be the point of conquering the world, only to rule over it for one generation? She must have some hope of heirs.
An interesting line of thought, and one that ought to be considered more thoroughly. But at the moment, the conversation had moved on without him, and Griffin had best catch up to it.
“… wondering,” Arun was saying, “what use you hope to make of Mithrin’s chamber? Mithrin, after all, believed the harp of stone to be a myth. If you don’t know where it is, it’s very unlikely he did.”
“Indeed,” said Esmerild. “Mithrin was, to put it plainly, an idiot. Like most men, I’m afraid. He could never have made such a harp. Not even after they found a way to bring about a magical stasis, as you called it, of their own. And to his mind, anything that was beyond his skill must be beyond any skill.”
“But he may have had a spell that will help us, just the same,” Story said. “One that might allow us to ask Borald directly where he left the harp.”
The men and women present blinked at the greenwing, but Fendrath and Tavreth both made soft noises of understanding. Fendrath glanced at Griffin, then clarified for the humans. “There was a rumor that he’d developed a way to communicate with the dead.”
Griffin froze, his mind immediately conjuring images of his parents. A summer beetle scurried across the table, no bigger than the tip of his thumb. Yet the room had gone so quiet, he could have sworn he heard its tiny footsteps.
Communicate with the dead? Was that possible, even with magic?
What would one say to the dead, if it were?
And what would they say to him in return?
“Just to be sure I understand correctly,” said Alan, “you need Mithrin’s spell to contact your dead mate—condolences for your loss, of course—and ask him where he left this harp. Because turning Adalant to stone is the only way you can think of to imprison her, and you’re not willing to kill her.”
“An excellent review, for the humans who no doubt need it,” Esmerild said. “Killing a dragon is out of the question. There are precious few enough of us as it is.” At these last words, Griffin shrank back in his seat as far as his hefty frame would allow, but she did not look in his direction.
“But that doesn’t make any sense.” Alan was apparently blind to the tightening of Esmerild’s face, and had the poor judgment to follow this comment with a laugh. “What’s wrong with the spell we already have to imprison her? Surely you dragons know it, and could teach us. It held for a thousand years the last time.”
Fendrath made a strange sound, half laugh, half growl. “Which is precisely why we would never teach you.”
“Even if we could, or would,” said Tavreth, “you could not use it. It was, shall we say, complicated. And it required both human and divine magic. Hence both Graddoc and the bloodline of an original magician being required to undo it.”
“I think it much less likely that we can find a cooperative deity, in this age, than that we can find the harp,” Esmerild said. “Even if I were inclined to see any of the deities again. Which I am decidedly not.”
“All right—” Alan began.
“You have a very weak voice,” said Esmerild. “Surely you are aware of that. It encourages others to dismiss you, I’m sure. You ought to make a tea of yarrow—not too much, mind, only a pinch—and cedar bark, and drink it nightly.”
Alan cleared his throat, looking slightly self-conscious for the first time. “All right,” he said again. “Let’s set all that aside, and say you need this spell for speaking with the dead. Why can’t the Eyrds just find whatever book it’s in, and lend it to you?” He waved an arm. “I hardly think you need this many people to search for it.”
“If I may,” Calys called, then paused, apparently until she was satisfied that sufficient heads and eyes had turned in her direction. “We’ve had access to the chamber for months now. We even played the greenwings’ harp in there—the other one—to reveal anything hidden by magic. I’ve been translating a great many of Mithrin’s notes and books myself. We’ve found no such spell. Nor any reference to it.”
“But even if we had, we don’t allow books to be removed from the chamber,” said Deryn. “Or anything else, for that matter. We’ve had more than one harsh lesson in the dangers of doing so. If you want to study something of Mithrin’s, you must do it from inside his lair.”
“Lair?” Alan rolled his eyes. “Copy the spell down, then, and send it to Esmerild in a letter.” He smirked at one of his fellow Harths, as if to say, These are the brightest minds to be found in Eyrdon? The woman did not return his smile.
“Perhaps Esmerild needs a human magician to cast the spell,” Nott suggested.
“Perhaps,” Esmerild said smoothly, “Esmerild can speak for herself. As she is, after all, right here, and considerably more knowledgeable and eloquent than any of you.” She gave Alan a cold look. “I’m not surprised that you would prefer for me to attend to this matter without troubling you. But Adalant is a problem for us all. We will be seeking the solution together.”
“A wise plan,” said Fendrath, with a hard stare of his own for the Harths. “As it would certainly not do to allow men to seek it alone.”
“No, indeed.” Esmerild’s hide seemed to shift and ripple, an affected shudder, perhaps. “No man will take anything from this undertaking for himself, to be used to his advantage alone. We will share in this equally. All of it. I want dragons and men, the most learned of the latter as may be, searching that laboratory. Each looking through the eye of his or her own particular expertise. Mithrin’s mind was … diverse.”
“And exceedingly clever,” Tavreth added, ignoring Esmerild’s soft snort. “He was also at least as paranoid as Adalant, particularly as he aged. You will find in his chamber writings in many languages, some encoded, some no doubt even invisible. Though I’m not sure whether the harp would have revealed invisible ink?”
She looked at Esmerild, who merely flicked her wings. Tavreth returned the gesture and went on, “Either way, it’s safe to assume he’ll have hidden a great many things, one way or another, even by mundane means. And perhaps used a great many other things to mislead or entrap.”
“And that is one reason, to answer this Harth’s rather impudent question, that I require all of you,” said Esmerild. “One of you will see something the others do not. One will know a language another does not. And so on.”
“I know a great many languages most of these others almost certainly do not,” said Story with a nod. “I adore learning languages. And I’m very good at it.”
“Do you know Ancient Eyrdish?” Deryn asked. “I’d very much like to learn more of that, if you’re willing to teach—” At a quelling look from Esmerild, she stopped and murmured, “But perhaps this isn’t the time to discuss it.”
“This person”—Esmerild tipped her nose at Calys—“mentioned that the magisters here have not yet found the spell. I’m hardly surprised. They might search a lifetime and still not find it. The chances are greatly increased by all of us studying the chamber together. Under my guidance, of course.”
“We would expect nothing less,” said Fendrath, and to his credit, Griffin could barely detect the quiver of laughter in his voice.
“But that is not the only reason I’ve asked for representatives from your particular kingdoms.” Esmerild turned her head slowly, looking around the room, pausing to consider each face. “Sons and daughters of Eyrdri, Tairn, Hart, and Dordan. Each of your deities was most active in the war against us. Them—and the men who followed them.”
“Oh!” While others squirmed or looked away, Wulfric leaned forward, long hands clasped, his fascination with the magic Esmerild proposed apparently overruling his more sensitive instincts. “So you think contacting Borald will be a bit like the spell used to raise you? You’ll need a descendant of someone who … er …” He trailed off and, perhaps belatedly, went red in the face.
“Killed him?” The harp might already have been used on Esmerild, for how stony her face became. The keep was silent, the shadows deeper now as twilight began to fall, and though it was still hot, Griffin almost wished for the comforting warmth of the big fire.
“No, it isn’t that,” she said at last, her voice returned to its usual liveliness. Several exhales of relief could be heard as the moment passed. “It may be that Borald won’t be able to tell us what became of the harp. It may be that he didn’t hide it in time from those who would plunder his treasures after he was gone. In which case, one of your people will have taken it. And, therefore, one of your people will have to be asked where he took it to.”
“And you’re thinking perhaps this spirit will be more willing to part with the information, if it’s to one of his own?” asked Keira. “Tars to speak to Tars, and so on. Interesting.” She glanced at her companions, her face a bit pale. “We may be needed to communicate with our own dead.”
“Not quite,” Esmerild said with a chuckle. “Or, yes, you may be needed to communicate with your dead. But what you fail to understand is what that task could entail.”
“You see,” said Story, sounding positively delighted, “not all the rumors about Mithrin’s spell, such as they were at the time, were in agreement. Some said he could summon the dead to him.” She paused, eyes alight. “But others said he went to them.”
Once again, Griffin cast a longing look at the great fireplace. He felt like he’d swallowed a very large block of ice.
“The deities gave up governance of their realms long ago,” Esmerild said. “At least, the realms of the living. It’s not quite so straightforward, in the realms of the dead. There, their laws remain in place, even in their absence.”
“Apologies,” said Keira, “but I’m afraid you were right, when you said I’m failing to understand.”
“As am I.” Calys, true to her nature, sounded more curious than afraid.
“It’s quite simple, really,” said Fendrath. “If the person in possession of the knowledge we seek is in Tairn’s realm of the dead, we will require a Tar to enter it. If in Dordan’s, a Dord. I’m sure you can spot the pattern.”
In the silence that followed, it seemed to Griffin that everyone was trying, with varying degrees of success, to digest that same ice in their bellies. Finally, Keira spoke again. “You’ve invited us here because you might need one—or perhaps more, I suppose—of us to enter … to visit …”
“The realm of the dead, yes.” Esmerild’s voice was tinged with impatience now. Apparently they were slower to catch on than expected, even for humans.
“Visit is the proper word for it,” Story said. “We don’t expect you to die, if that wasn’t obvious. I only mention it because you all look so pale. If Mithrin went back and forth, it follows that he went as a living man, and returned living still.”
“And now that you’ve answered that invitation,” said Esmerild, “not one of you is to leave here before we’ve completed our quest for the harp. The sages may communicate with your people back home, if you must. I know I won’t be able to stop you, in any case. But no person—and more importantly, no object—will leave this magistery until we all do, and with my leave.”
“What?” Arun gaped at her. Several of the others muttered in protest, Griffin among them. He exchanged confused looks with Deryn and Calys.
What was this? A ridiculous notion, surely. What if they never found the harp?
Esmerild went on speaking, indifferent, or perhaps oblivious, to their dismay. “Naturally, I will also require a promise from each of you, that you will not seek the harp on your own, outside this alliance.”
“Much good the word of a man is,” Fendrath grumbled.
“I’m afraid I must agree with my brother, on that point,” said Tavreth. “These particular humans seem pleasant, as humans go. But we’ve known pleasant ones before, haven’t we?”
“Be that as it may,” Esmerild said, acknowledging them both with a nod, “I would like their word just the same. A poor assurance it may be, but it will be better than none at all.”
She looked back at Arun. “I’ll be blunt. We simply cannot trust your kind. Perhaps you feel you cannot trust us, either. For my part, if I thought any one of you might find this thing on your own, I would not hesitate to burn you, along with all that you have and all that you love, before you could harm me with it.”
Though there was no anger—or much emotion at all, for that matter—in her voice, Griffin had no doubt she meant exactly what she said. He swallowed hard, eyes roving over the stone walls around him, half expecting them to begin inching closer of their own accord.
It seemed they were all to be prisoners to a dragon who was adamant that they find something she would kill them for having. Perhaps she was mad.
Arun held up his hands, as if to ward off her promised fire. “Before we could harm you with it, you say. But you must know we mean you no harm.”
“I hope, as your new ally, that is the case,” Esmerild said. “But we have had alliances with men before. Each person searching for the harp must remain gathered here, together. We must share anything we discover with one another. That is how it is to be.”
“But I cannot promise to be your host indefinitely,” Arun protested. “The students—”
“We’d best find the harp quickly then, hadn’t we? I’m sure that would be best for us all.” Esmerild’s wings twitched. “I can’t imagine what you hope to gain by arguing with me. This is my plan, and I’ve asked no advice toward modifying it. You ought to try to make the best of it, really. It’s all for the common cause of stopping Adalant, and as I understand it, most humans enjoy large parties. Think of this as one of those.”
As Arun did not look prepared to think any such thing, Griffin decided this would be a good moment to stall the proceedings with his own question. “If you’ll pardon me,” he said to Esmerild, “I’d like to ask for one point of clarification on this plan. You asked for me specifically. This appears to be a mostly magical endeavor, and I am no magician. May I ask how I might serve you in all this?”
“You may.” Esmerild studied him, her reptilian face unreadable. “You have perhaps the most important part of all. Once we find the harp, you must be the one to play it.”
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SO HE WASN’T there to be punished for his crime against dragons, after all.
At least, it didn’t seem so at first. But the longer Esmerild spoke, the more unsure Griffin became that this wasn’t some subtle form of torture.
“You truly do have no magic,” she said.
“Er, no,” Griffin agreed. “None at all.”
Esmerild stretched her long neck upward, presumably the better to look down on him. “That wasn’t a question. You resisted my book. You are therefore a being completely and entirely devoid of magic. That is so rare as to be, for practical purposes, little better than impossible. I’ve seen it perhaps three or four times over the entire course of my life. It would take years to find another like you, if another could ever be found at all.”
“But that isn’t true,” Lawfric said. “There are many humans who don’t have the potential to become magicians.”
“Of course there are,” said Esmerild. “But even the worst cases among them have a spark. A shred. Something magical about them.” She looked back at Griffin. “You have nothing at all.”
Griffin nodded at her, avoiding everyone else’s eyes, though he was certain their eyes were on him. How many times had he been thus humiliated, here in this very room? He saw himself suddenly as a boy, sitting alone after his winter trials. Coming to terms with the fact that he was not to become a magician at all, while all around him students who belonged ate and laughed and eagerly discussed their future affinities.
He could almost hear the echoes of Duncan’s mocking whispers that night, running through the whispers around him now. And was that a snicker? From the Harthian side of the table, he thought. Most likely Alan. “I can use enchanted objects,” he offered. “And potions.”
A storm that had been rumbling for the past half hour chose that exact moment to unleash itself. A crack of thunder reverberated through the keep, making several people jump, while lightning flashed through the darkening sky outside. Rain pelted the windows and roof, clattering like a thousand angry insects trying to get inside.
Griffin required no such sign from the heavens to inform him that mentioning potions was a mistake. Esmerild’s flaring nostrils accomplished that nicely on their own. “Yes,” she said, a touch of ice in her voice. “I believe we’re all well aware of your aptitude for using elixirs.”
“Apologies.” Griffin glanced at Arun, who gave him a helpless look and the slightest of shrugs. He was hardly the one to look to, when one’s diplomacy with dragons was failing. “I only meant—”
“And of course you can use such things,” Esmerild interrupted. “They have magic of their own. They don’t require any from you. Not to be used, anyway. To be affected, now that’s another matter, isn’t it? Which is precisely why I need you to use the harp.”
Griffin shook his head. She was as bad as Fendrath. Worse. Apparently there were no dragons—or at least no dragons left—who could say what they meant, without talking in circles. “I don’t understand. I am affected by those things. The king’s inkwell, for example. Its effects are the same for me as for anyone else. And your book did work on me, at first. It forced me to read it.”
“Your human baubles and their little tricks are not my concern, but the book was greenwing magic.” Esmerild tilted her head, considering first Griffin, then the magisters on either side of him. “How did you surmise it worked?”
Griffin deferred to the archmagister and the headmagisters to answer that. They explained their longstanding theory that the cursed book had forced anyone who read it to cast a spell on themselves, repeatedly, thereby keeping themselves under the curse long after the book itself left their possession.
“You’ve seen the mark, in your way, but you’ve missed hitting it entirely,” Esmerild said with a sigh. “Still, I suppose it’s as well as you can be expected to do.”
“But it’s not a terrible way for them to think of it.” Story gave Arun an encouraging nod. “To help yourself understand it, if you’re not familiar with our magic.”
Esmerild pointed her nose in Arun’s direction. “That arm of yours. You infused it with magic.”
“Yes,” Arun said slowly, as if fearing a trap. “I enchanted it.”
She snorted. “How very like a man, to assume that your definition of enchantment is the only one. I’m trying to explain. That’s how you enchant things. By giving magic to the object.”
“But you do it differently?” asked one of the Dords.
Story answered before her sister got the chance. “No and yes. We might also take it a bit further, you see. Dragons can give the object magic of its own, but also the ability to claim magic for itself.”
“Like conduction, you mean?” Arun scowled. “Siphoning power. Similar to the way Wardin’s sword was enchanted to take life from his enemies.”
“I’ve heard of that sword!” Story bobbed her head, although whether in answer to the archmagister’s question or merely as an outlet for her enthusiasm, Griffin could not tell. “A shame it’s gone. I would have enjoyed examining it. He didn’t have it anymore, you know, by the time we met you all in battle.”
“Yes, I do know,” Arun said dryly. “I was there.”
“Oh! Yes, so you were,” said Story. “That battle is a bit of a blur, if I’m honest.”
“I believe you were also the one who destroyed that sword, weren’t you, Archmagister?” Keira asked. All eyes turned to Arun. Curiosity always ran high about the king’s fabled sword, which had been enchanted with forbidden, life-stealing magic. Dark magic, by most accounts.
“Not destroyed,” said Arun. “I merely removed the enchantment. At the king’s request, mind you. Conduction, as you are no doubt aware, is Graddoc’s magic. There was some concern that trying to wield it against him would have been a mistake. That he might have been able to turn it to his own advantage.”
“And so he would have,” Tavreth said. “It was a wise choice.”
“In any case,” said Story, “I suppose you could say the magic we’re speaking of is a bit like conduction. In terms of, as you put it, siphoning power.”
Esmerild laughed. “You could, perhaps, if you wished to grossly oversimplify things.”
“And a bit like what you said before,” Story went on, ignoring the admonishment, “about the book forcing the magician to cast the spell. But really, it’s like neither of those things.”
“Story, you’re only confusing these poor humans all the more. Allow me to do the explaining, please.” Esmerild inclined her head at the Eyrds. “Imagine the magic like an illness. The book’s purpose is to transmit the illness to you. Once you’ve caught it, you don’t need to catch it again, do you? The illness no longer needs the book, because now it’s feeding on you.”
“But isn’t that exactly what we just said?” Lawfric asked. “It used the magician’s power, to keep the spell going when the book wasn’t there.”
“Thereabouts, I suppose,” Esmerild said. “But it wasn’t the magician’s spell, you see. That’s what you’re missing. It was only his power. It was the book’s spell.”
“Nettie!” said Griffin, remembering something that had always confused them about the curse. He looked at Deryn, then Calys. “We couldn’t fathom how a first year student, like Nettie, could possibly cast such a complicated spell. It’s because she wasn’t casting it. The spell was simply using her raw power.”
Fendrath leaned over to Esmerild, nudging her shoulder with his nose. “They’re funny, aren’t they? When they’re trying to work something out, and their eyes go vacant like that?”
“Indeed.” Esmerild looked around the room, her lips drawn back in what might have been a smile as she took in their contemplative—and in some cases, confused—faces. “There are several advantages to this sort of magic. Because it draws power from each host, simultaneously perhaps, but separately, it can do a great deal more, to a great many more, than if it were drawing power from an object alone. Not one spell, but a thousand spells.”
She returned her gaze to Griffin. “Except you have no power to draw from. When you see the harp of stone, it will strike your fancy. You will almost certainly have the urge to possess it.”
“And to play it?” Griffin asked. “The way I couldn’t resist reading the book?”
“No, not like that. The book’s purpose was for you to read it, but it would never do for the harp to make every person want to play it, all of the time, everywhere, now would it?” Esmerild squinted at him. “You still look a bit perplexed, if you don’t mind my saying. I’ll put it plainly for you. The harp of stone won’t work on you. Its magic will compel your interest, as it would anyone’s, but you are the only person who can be present when it’s played without being turned to stone. And therefore the only person who can safely play it.”
“I wondered about that!” Deryn bestowed one of her rare, wide smiles on Esmerild. She was a solemn sort of person, as a rule, but she dearly loved having a mystery solved. “When I first read about the harp in Mithrin’s journal, it didn’t make any sense. If it turned anyone within hearing to stone, then surely that would include the one who played it.”
“So it would,” said Esmerild. “Borald even had some deaf humans brought in, when he was testing it. He couldn’t play it himself, of course, without suffering its effects, so he always used men. Forced them to play it once he’d removed himself to a safe distance.” She ignored the horrified looks of the humans, and even Jor’s muttered curse, just audible over the slowing rain. “Even those incapable of hearing the music weren’t immune. He had quite a collection of statues, by the end.”
“But why should it have mattered if Borald heard it?” Arun narrowed his eyes at Esmerild. “Why should it matter now that Griffin be the one to play it? You said that the harp’s effects aren’t permanent. That the people who’ve been turned to stone can be turned back again.”
“Yes, they can,” Esmerild agreed. “But I don’t know how. I very much doubt even Borald knew how. He was never satisfied with that particular creation, you know. I don’t believe he considered it finished.”
“What do you mean, you don’t know?” Alan asked, sounding thoroughly insulted. “How can you be sure it’s possible, then?”
“Oh, I’m sure it is,” Story assured him. “Esmerild is never wrong about such things. In fact, perhaps we’ll work on the specifics of reversing the transformation at this gathering, while we have so many bright minds here.”
“Perhaps.” One of Esmerild’s wings twitched lazily, as though this topic did not particularly interest her. “But it might well take years to find the answer. I’m certainly not willing to spend years as a statue, and I doubt many of you are, either. Not to mention that it defeats our purpose. It’s a poor warden, who is also a prisoner, wouldn’t you say?”
“That does seem very obvious,” Story said with a nod. “Even to men, I’m sure. Clearly, the rest of us must be far away when Griffin plays the harp.”
Esmerild’s yellow eyes, a bit paler than the other dragons’, rested on Griffin once more. “You are the only creature that I know of, human or dragon, without the slightest trace of power about you.”
Griffin thought that might be taking it a bit far, and might have said so. But her next words were even worse.
“If Adalant is to be imprisoned in stone, it must be by you. And you must do it alone.”
    
“IT MAY NOT NEED to be you.” Arun set a small glass vial on the table between them, beside a candle that cast a strange glow over the cloudy substance within. Griffin could not immediately tell whether it was liquid, or powder.
He lowered his head for a closer look. “What is that?”
“Antimagic.”
“Antiwhat?” Griffin blinked at Arun, then glanced around the archmagister’s chamber, as if clarification might come from one of the several blackhounds sleeping on various surfaces. They were alone apart from the dogs, a welcome relief from the sea of eyes that had been on him ever since Esmerild named him the only one who could subdue their enemy. So much for the least magical person in the room being the least fascinating.
“Antimagic,” Arun repeated. “As the word suggests, it takes a person’s magic away. Typically for an hour or so, more with a larger dose, less with a smaller one.”
“I had no idea such a thing existed.”
“It doesn’t, usually. At least not anymore.” Arun rose and moved to the ever-present cask of mead on the table by the window. He held up an empty mug. “Will you have some?”
Griffin started to nod, then changed his mind and declined. It would likely put him to sleep, in his already exhausted state.
Or perhaps stunned state might have been a better description. He’d had no time, and even less desire, to fully digest that the fate of all Adalant’s enemies—which meant the whole world, really, minus her surviving brother—was apparently to rest on his shoulders. Alone.
He looked around again, focusing this time on all the extraordinary things in this room. The dancing cloak. The enchanted pens, fluttering around like strange birds. The spell books and magical journals. Things he’d loved, even coveted, for years. In some cases, for most of his life.
Only to discover now that he was more extraordinary than any of them. Was so rare, in fact, that he might be unique among living men. All thanks to the very flaw he’d always lamented and despised in himself.
Being extraordinary wasn’t nearly as pleasant as he’d imagined it would be.
No more than an hour before, Esmerild had called the meeting to a close, instructing everyone to get a good night’s rest. (“Preferably with a window open. Men spend far too much time indoors, as a rule. You would all be much healthier if you got more fresh air. Fragile things. Don’t live nearly as long as you could, if you would just learn a thing or two.”) As they left the keep, Arun quietly instructed Griffin to come to the archmagister’s chambers as soon as he could do so without attracting attention.
Apparently to show him this.
“Why have I never heard of this antimagic before?” Griffin asked.
Arun resumed his seat, his blackhound Holly following to rest her big head on his knee. “We stopped making it, back when you were a boy. Not that we ever made much of it. We did have some during the war against Graddoc, but we learned quickly enough that it had no effect on dragons.” He scratched Holly’s ear. “Nor hounds, by the way. Nor enchanted objects. Humans only, it would seem.”
“Still, why stop making it? Human enemies aren’t so rare. Surely such a thing might find a use, one day.”
“It would have found a use last year, if we’d had any.” Arun leaned back with a long sigh, and an even longer drink from his mug. “One of the ingredients is the powdered wing of the corsand beetle.”
“I’m not sure I’m familiar with the corsand beetle.”
“Possibly not. When I was younger they were plentiful enough to be a downright nuisance, especially in the summer. But you rarely see one now. They’ve been overhunted for various uses, if you can call catching bugs hunting.” Arun nodded down at the vial. “Including that use. King Bramwell made barrels and barrels of the stuff, to use against us during the rebellion. Sadly, it turns out the corsand beetle is very finicky about its habitat, and very difficult to raise under artificial conditions. And the replication spell won’t work on a living creature, of course. Most of its other applications are for healing, so until—or unless—the things repopulate naturally, those that remain are too precious to be used for antimagic. Or at least, that was the king’s policy, until his son set himself on fire.”
Griffin’s mind had begun to wander with all the beetle talk, but that last bit got his attention. He couldn’t help his mouth falling open at the reference to Corin. The archmagister was a glib man, but even so, it was a bit surprising to hear him be glib about the disfigurement of his own nephew. “So the king ordered some of the antimagic to be made, to keep the cursed from casting spells to burn themselves.”
Arun pointed at him. “Correct in one guess. But by the time we actually managed to make any, you’d already broken the curse. It’s interesting to think, though, that the book might have been resisted entirely, if whoever handled it had been under the effects of this.”
He held the vial up briefly before slipping it back into his pocket. “We had no way of knowing that at the time, of course, until you resisted the book yourself. But now that we know not having magic is the key to resisting dragon enchantments, any one of us could be the one to use the harp.”
For a moment, Griffin’s heart surged with hope. He was, as ever, the least qualified person he could imagine for a quest of great import. He was bound to botch it. How many times last winter had all of their fates nearly been decided, much for the worse, by some dunderheaded mistake of his?
“Think how much easier this task would be for a magician,” Arun went on. “Meaning no offense to you, you understand. A contriver, for instance, could use tricks and cloaking spells to get close to Adalant, then take the antimagic at the last moment, just before playing the harp.”
Griffin nodded. Perhaps a bit too emphatically, because he immediately felt a little dizzy. The archmagister was right. Of course he was. Magic was always the better choice. It would be easier—and far better for everyone—to have a magician do this thing.
Would it? asked the nagging voice in his head, the one that was generally fond of calling him a coward. Or do you only wish that were so? So desperately, perhaps, that you’re avoiding thinking it through properly?
Griffin ran a hand over his face. His thoughts were far too jumbled. They had too much weight to bear. And magical theory was hardly his strongest subject on the best of days.
But it seemed to him that on this occasion, that little voice was most likely right.
“Esmerild said the spell, once it takes hold, feeds itself off the power of the victim,” he said.
“Yes,” said Arun. “And therefore would, presumably, be broken if that power supply were interrupted.”
“But is the supply interrupted?” Griffin drummed his fingers against the table, considering. “You said the effects of the antimagic are temporary. That would suggest it’s not taking away the magic itself, only your ability to access it. If it were actually destroying your power, that power could never come back.”
Arun nodded. “I’ve thought of that. I agree it’s a possibility, though I think it very likely that if the magician can’t access his power, the enchantment can’t either.”
“You’re probably right,” said Griffin, though the hope he’d felt a moment ago was fading fast. “But you can’t be certain. At least, not until the moment a magician takes the antimagic, plays the harp, and either does or does not turn to stone. And if it should be the former, we’ve got nothing but a vague promise that a spell must exist somewhere to reverse the effect. That’s a very great risk.”
And are you willing to let someone take so great a risk? the nag asked. A colleague, perhaps a friend? Just to spare you, of all people?
Arun rubbed his brows, looking not at Griffin, but into his mug. “It would certainly be less of a risk if we could test the antimagic first, with something less dangerous than the harp. Or I suppose we could just ask Esmerild if—”
“No!” Griffin interrupted.
Arun’s eyes snapped to his, clearly startled by his vehemence. “No?”
“Your pardon, Archmagister.” Griffin swallowed, accepting his next words even as he spoke them. “But it must be me. Assuming we find the harp, I will be the one to play it.”
“Because you don’t want to put a magician in danger.”
“That, yes, but also because Esmerild thinks it must be me. Even if we were to set aside the unacceptable risk to one of my fellow magisters, I think it best for her to go on thinking that.”
Arun let out a strange sort of laugh, not quite a chuckle, not quite amused. “You don’t want her to know we have the antimagic.”
“Does she know already? You said you tried it against the dragons during the war.”
“I’m not sure they ever knew what was in those barrels they smashed, or what we intended it to do.” Arun scratched his chin. “And if they did know, they have no reason to believe we’re making more of it now. They probably have no reason to think of it at all.”
Griffin nodded. That removed the last scrap of doubt, as far as he was concerned, as to whose task this must be.
So be it.
Even if he did feel the tiniest bit like vomiting.
“Think about it,” he said. “The book, the harp. Both objects that were designed to force men to harm themselves. Fendrath made it clear, back when we discussed the book, that these sorts of enchantments were a favorite. There may well be other dragon curses, and we may well encounter one of them, one day. I can’t promise that we will always be on friendly terms with the greenwings. Can you?”
“Not so confidently as to want to tip them off to a possible defense against such weapons, no,” said Arun.
“Exactly. We’re Esmerild’s allies now—”
“Servants, more like.”
“—but she’s made it clear she doesn’t trust us. None of them do.” Griffin spread his hands. “I can think of no circumstance under which I would follow in my ancestors’ footsteps, and willingly betray them. But for as long as they insist we might do just that, I don’t think it would be wise to trust them, either. No, I don’t think you should let Esmerild know this antimagic exists.” He straightened in his chair, forcing what self-assurance he could into his tone. “Particularly not when there’s no guarantee that a magician would have any better chance of imprisoning Adalant than I do.”
“Dragons are not immune to magic,” Arun pointed out. “As I said, a contriver could—”
“Adalant will obviously be expecting that contriver!” Griffin cleared his throat, at bit abashed. Apparently interrupting the archmagister was to be his habit tonight. Even Holly looked a bit disapproving. But Arun said nothing, only gave him a considering look.
“You heard what they said, about her being paranoid,” Griffin went on. “She’ll be looking for threats. She’ll be protected. Have traps set, most likely.” He shrugged. “Tricks or no tricks, magic or no magic, anyone who tries to sneak into a dragon’s lair is as likely to get roasted for it as not.”
“I suppose it’s difficult to argue that point.”
“And we might as well be honest. I’m more expendable than any other magister here. It makes sense to place the risk on me.”
Arun scowled at him. “I wouldn’t call you expendable, and neither should you.”
“With the possibility of a battle against dragons always looming over our heads?” Griffin laughed. “You just said yourself, they aren’t immune to magic, which is more than can be said for any weapon I might wield. You’ll need all the magicians you can get. Meanwhile, what am I to do, confuse them with sums? Dazzle them with astronomy?”
“Now, there’s a thought.” Arun raised his mug in a salute. “I don’t suppose anyone’s ever tried wielding sums against them.”
“Perhaps I can weave it into my plan to distract Adalant long enough to play the harp.”
Arun’s face sobered. “You are determined to do this, then.”
Griffin forced another smile that he did not quite feel. “Esmerild is determined that I do it, and I think we’ve just learned how thoroughly that can decide a thing.”
“You could die,” Arun said softly. “One might even call it likely.”
“I think the concern is more that if I do die, it will mean I’ve failed, and what will the rest of you do then?”
Arun’s lips twitched. “I don’t know. But I’m sure Esmerild will have some fine suggestions.”
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IT CAME AS NO SURPRISE, even to those who’d known her for only a few hours, that by the next morning Esmerild had specific plans for everyone.
When the humans left the keep after breakfast, they found the green and black dragons talking amongst themselves on the lawn, having had their own morning meal elsewhere. Esmerild immediately announced that she had a rotating schedule of assignments for all, including the magisters who had not been invited to the meeting, some of whom were not yet clear on the gathering’s larger goals. An intimate knowledge of her intentions was not, she assured them, necessary to follow her instructions.
To begin with, the Eyrds would take turns leading two or three visitors at a time through the cavern and laboratory. Arun insisted that nobody was to venture there without such a guide, and had in fact set blackhounds to patrolling the pit the night before, to warn him of anyone coming or going without his permission. Despite assurances by all parties that they understood the dangers of removing anything from the chamber, he explained to Esmerild that it was his responsibility to preserve both the place and its contents, and that he would brook no interference in discharging that duty.
Given her own low opinion of the honor of humans, Esmerild readily agreed. Then did him one better by suggesting he dismiss the blackhounds, who she rightly pointed out were somewhat useless in the unlikely event of a dragon trespassing. She would instead ensure that one of the dragons was on guard at the pit at all times, along with a human companion or two.
Other groups were formed to study additional aspects of the task before them. One was to research any magic they were aware of, or had heard of within their native legends and traditions, that could possibly involve the dead. Another, comprised mainly of contrivers, would discuss various methods and strategies for finding and approaching Adalant after the harp was found. Still another was tasked with investigating the Red Cult’s infiltration of the magistery on Midsummer’s Eve, and developing further security to protect their mission.
Though she was determined to catch, or at least hinder, Adalant’s minions, Esmerild was clear that these security measures must also focus on controlling their own. Everyone assumed the purpose of the fire was to spread fear and intimidate, doubtless with the aim of coercing some of the delegates to Adalant’s side—and with them whatever weapons they might be making. Consequently, Esmerild was as interested in keeping her researchers in as she was in keeping spies and interlopers out.
A fine jailor she would make for Adalant, if she succeeded in her aims. She seemed well suited to the job.
All of this disquieted Griffin. In truth, the whole plan—from the gathering, to asking the dead where the harp was, to expecting Griffin to capture Adalant for them—struck him as a bit mad. Perhaps Esmerild herself was a bit mad. But nobody asked him what he thought.
Griffin and Deryn were to take the first shift in the cavern, as guides to Story, who would be the first guest to visit Mithrin’s laboratory. Griffin was glad of the chance to spend some time with Deryn, away from the prying eyes of others, but privately he was a bit disappointed that it wasn’t Fendrath joining them instead of Story. He’d had little conversation with the blackwing since the latter’s arrival, and he would’ve liked to discuss a few things with him. Though he couldn’t have said why. It wasn’t as if Fendrath was known for being forthcoming and helpful.
Story, who could of course descend into the pit far more easily by wing than by ladder, arranged to meet them inside the cavern. Griffin and Deryn set off alone, northward across the grounds.
“How are you?” she asked, as soon as they were out of earshot of anyone else.
Griffin gave her a sidelong glance. “Do you mean, how do I like being singled out for an impossible task?”
“Obviously. I wasn’t asking whether you were disappointed in the rolls this morning.”
“The rolls were very good. The task, I find myself somewhat less enthusiastic about. But there isn’t much to be said about it, is there? Nor to be done.” Griffin and Arun had mutually agreed not to mention the antimagic, even to the other magisters.
“Still,” said Deryn. “I would be terrified, if I were you. I can’t even imagine being asked to sneak up on a dragon. Alone, no less, and without magic to help me. And then to play an instrument before she noticed me! Of all the things to be told to do in such a situation, make noise would be my very last choice. Wouldn’t you perhaps like to talk about it?”
Talk about what? How likely to fail he was? How likely to die?
Everything was all wrong. No students, no classes. Intruders everywhere. Dragons managing it all. And Griffin as a key to everything. None of it made sense. It didn’t even feel entirely real.
He wasn’t sure he knew how he felt (although her word terrified wasn’t a bad one, all things considered). But he was quite sure he couldn’t express it. “That is the opposite of what I would like, since you ask.”
Deryn seemed dissatisfied with this answer, and determined to press him into discussing his feelings, until finally Griffin changed the subject to one he knew she could never resist. “Where’s Ash? Preferring a nap on your bed to an outing with a dragon, I assume?”
She sighed. “He and Story could get along so well, if he would only get over his fear. I’m sure they’ll be friends eventually. I just have to coax him into spending a bit of time with her.”
“I wish you luck with that. You might as well wish for Arun and Fendrath to have tea and honey cakes on the manor lawn.” Griffin pointed ahead, where the blackhounds “guarding” the pit were huddled together in what appeared to be a large, trembling blob of black jelly. Evidently the new, non-canine patrol had not yet been organized. “It would seem to go against every instinct they have. Story must be down there already.”
She was indeed. The young greenwing called out a greeting as they came down the ladder, but was apparently too excited to wait for them to light their lanterns. She immediately scampered ahead to the part of the cavern that wasn’t open to the sky above.
As they followed, Griffin noted several new shelves and worktables, and even a few benches and plush chairs. Although he’d been the first into Mithrin’s chamber, his suitability as a guide was perhaps questionable; he hadn’t been down there in some time. A man with no magic and a barely passable (if growing) understanding of ancient languages was of little value.
The magisters had catalogued the laboratory, he knew, making a list of each book and object. But nobody had read or examined everything, or even most things, thoroughly yet. It was impossible, when nothing could be removed, and with how little time they’d had to study thus far. The archmagister’s priority had been constructing their own entrances and exits, to ensure permanent access, before they did anything else.
There was still a great deal to be cautious of. Mithrin had had a habit of putting secret enchantments on things—so secret that other magicians couldn’t detect any enchantment at all, much less the nature of the spell. It had led to more than one mishap and, in Griffin’s opinion, was likely to lead to a few more yet.
Story stopped ahead of them, where the cavern widened considerably. The newly expanded door on the far wall was open, but she wasn’t looking toward Mithrin’s corridor. She was looking into the darker corner, where the rough walls were covered in runes.
“This is where they kept Fendrath?” she asked softly.
“It is,” said Griffin.
Deryn drew up beside the greenwing, cocking her head to study the walls, in as similar a pose to her companion as human and dragon could be. “Was the place you were in like this?”
“Somewhat,” Story said. “All caves are dark. At least, all the ones I’ve ever seen. And rocky. So they have a lot in common, don’t they? But we were under the sea. Off the coast of Dordrin.”
“Under the sea!” Griffin had never heard that. “Did you not need to breathe?”
“Oh, I suppose we did. I’m told it was very like sleep, the spell we were under, although of course I don’t remember that time at all. But we were in caves far below, where there was no water. That doesn’t seem possible, does it? To be under the sea, yet in a dry place? So perhaps it was magic.” Story fluttered her wings. “There were runes there, too.”
“We thought the runes might have been part of the spell that kept you imprisoned,” said Deryn. “There had to be something to seal the magic for a thousand years, long after the caster was gone. Although of course, as you said yesterday, this wasn’t entirely human magic. The deities were involved. That must have made a difference.”
“So they were,” Story agreed. “And so it did.”
Griffin nodded at the runes. “Can you read them?”
“Some. Not all. It’s a language of men. An ancient one; it was ancient even when the brethren used it. But it had great power, and I believe some of their spells required it.”
“That’s odd,” said Deryn. “We don’t ordinarily have to write our spells down, or speak them aloud. I can’t imagine one requiring a specific language.”
“Can’t you?” Story glanced at her. “You might not speak your spells, but you think them.”
Deryn nodded. “Each in our own way.”
“Then perhaps some required you to think in this language. Perhaps some things can’t be translated.”
“When you say the brethren, I assume you mean the Hallowed Brethren?” Griffin asked. Of course she did, but he hoped she would take the opening to tell them more. They’d been able to learn very little about the ancient order of magicians who’d worked closely with the deities, before the latter had left this world, and its fate, in the hands of men alone.
But Story’s answer was uncharacteristically brief. “Yes.”
“Did you know any of them well?” Griffin prompted.
“Not as well as Fendrath and Tavreth did. The blackwings were very close with Taslin and Eyrdri.
“So we’ve surmised.” Griffin waited a few moments, hoping she would keep talking, but she offered them no more.
“Can you translate what you can read for us?” Deryn gestured at the walls, but Story had turned away before she even finished the question.
“No, I cannot. On matters of the harp of stone, we will of course keep our word, and share any and all that we know or discover. But on all other matters, I’m not supposed to teach you anything without Esmerild’s specific permission.”
Griffin crossed his arms. “She’s worried we’ll find out something about the elixir.”
Story offered no answer, but he didn’t require one. He knew all the dragons feared that the magisters might discover something in Mithrin’s chamber that would help them recreate the elixir of dragon breath, thereby gaining the power to kill any dragon. It was how the dragons had lost their last war against men. How they’d lost everything.
“Well, we can’t very well blame you, then, can we?” asked Deryn. “I would be a bit hesitant too, to put such a weapon back into the hands of the race who used it so cruelly once before.”
No, they couldn’t blame them. But however much the humans might sympathize, they also couldn’t afford to eschew that weapon. Certainly not when some of the dragons had already turned against them. The archmagister desperately wanted that elixir. And Griffin couldn’t blame him, either.
He settled for a noncommittal grunt, and a nod at the door. “Shall we move on to what you came all this way for, then?”
The corridor was wide enough to admit Story, but too narrow for anyone to walk at her side. While Deryn went ahead, lighting the sconces on the walls, Griffin walked behind the greenwing, watching her head pop up over her ridged back every so often, her long neck twisting in various directions as she took it all in.
“You’ll find rooms on the right and left, before too long,” Griffin said. “We think they were originally storage closets, or something of that sort. But the archmagister has since had them expanded. We’ve had engineers and builders and miners at work down here for months.”
“I wouldn’t call that a wise plan,” said Story. “I hope you haven’t accidentally trampled or buried something of use.”
“We’ve been very careful,” Griffin assured her. “There’s an entrance there.”
They didn’t linger long. Arun had fitted the former closets out as study rooms, with desks and cozy chairs that made them inviting to humans, but of little interest to a dragon. Story barely glanced into the other five identical rooms as they made their way to the back of the corridor.
Deryn stopped at the entrance to what had become known as the chain room. Though empty but for the pile of old chains that gave it its name, the room had an oppressive feeling that weighed Griffin down the moment he walked in. The runes on the walls differed from those in the cavern outside the corridor in one respect: at least some of them appeared to have been written in blood.
A theory Story confirmed for them now, with a shudder and a disgusted noise deep in her throat. “It’s dragon blood,” she said, but after that would say no more.
Griffin ran his hand over one of the scrawls, wondering whether any of the magisters might somehow draw power from this dragon blood, if the need should arise. But it seemed to be a part of the stone now. He couldn’t feel anything but wall.
“What about the chains?” asked Deryn. “They’re enchanted, but we haven’t been able to tell much about the enchantment. It seems a good assumption that it’s to help them hold … prisoners … better.”
“It seems a good assumption,” Story agreed. “May we go to the laboratory now, please? I’m certain we won’t be finding anything about the spell to speak to the dead in here.” Her lip curled as she looked around one last time. “Anyone who died in here was not someone Mithrin wanted to speak with again.”
Griffin and Deryn quickly ushered her out of the room. In truth, Griffin hadn’t wanted to take her in there in the first place. There was very little written about Mithrin, but one of the few things they had been able to discover was that he’d been cast out of the Hallowed Brethren for conducting “forbidden and often cruel” magical experiments. Considering his fascination with—and apparent hatred of—dragons, Griffin had no doubt that the majority of those experiments had been conducted on them. It was hardly a thing to remind Story or her sister of, at the dawn of a new alliance.
The laboratory began where the corridor ended. A great deal of the archmagister’s building efforts had been focused here, mainly on the entrance. It had taken quite a while to remove the original door, an enormous slab of stone that dropped from the ceiling (with or without adequate warning). But they’d managed it eventually, and replaced it with a set of perfectly ordinary, not-at-all-magical double doors.
Thankfully, these still opened wide enough to admit a dragon, especially one as small as Story. The spacious laboratory beyond was a welcome change; the chain room had been a bit cramped, for the three of them.
Even so, they had to be careful when moving around each other, so as not to knock anything over. The shelves that lined the walls were stuffed with books, and cluttered with all manner of other objects, as well: figurines, jewelry, vessels of various shapes and sizes. They’d disturbed little in their examination of the chamber’s contents, always putting things back where they’d found them. All of it seemed to be magically protected against aging. Even Mithrin’s cup, sitting on a desk in the corner, remained where he’d left it a thousand years past, and presumably in the same condition.
“Aren’t these captivating!” Story bent her long neck to examine a shelf full of figurines. Her delight in them wasn’t surprising, as nearly all of them were dragons.
“Captivating is an excellent word for it.” Griffin shot Deryn a quick smile. “One of them tried to trap us in here, once.”
“Oh?” Story glanced at him, then back at the little statues.
Griffin pointed to the black dragon that had begun his adventures last year, stopping his finger well short of it. It was harmless now, with no trap to spring, but he still disliked the prospect of touching it. “That one. It used to drop a stone door from the ceiling, and a bit too quickly for my taste.”
“Oh, how clever!” Story moved her head from side to side, examining the figurines more closely. “What do the others do?”
“Perhaps you could tell us,” Griffin said. “Although I don’t suppose you’d be willing to.”
“By which he means, we haven’t the slightest idea,” said Deryn. “At least, in a lot of their cases. We can’t detect most of Mithrin’s enchantments. The only one who could was the traitor who came in here under the influence of dragon's blood, which made us think a dragon might be able to, as well. Something that would benefit us all, by the way, so there’s no point in being secretive about it. We’d be able to study these books a great deal faster if we could take them out of this room.”
“Do you read faster in your own room?” Story asked.
“What?” Deryn blinked at her. “No, I meant that it would be useful to take them out to be circulated, rather than bringing people in here in such small numbers. If you could tell us which ones are enchanted only to preserve them, and not to, as an example, burst into flames the moment they cross the threshold, we would know it’s safe to move them.”
“Yes, I understood that much,” said Story. “I only asked because I think I study faster when I’m comfortable. We don’t use books like yours, but we have our own sort of writings. I much prefer to read them with a joint of mutton or a nice bowl of venison blood nearby.”
“I see what you mean.” Deryn gave her a solemn nod. “I don’t eat flesh, myself, but I do so like to curl up in a cozy chair with a book and a plate of honey cakes. Or any cakes, really, but honey cakes are the ones we have most often here.”
“You don’t eat flesh?” Story tilted her head. “Whyever not?”
“I have no wish to hurt animals.”
“But the sheep doesn’t know it’s being eaten.”
“Only because you’ve already killed it.”
“I suppose that’s true.”
Griffin coughed—loudly. He was beginning to realize that the combination of Deryn and Story was a dangerous one. Left to their own whims, they might be in here all day, discussing the feelings of sheep and the virtues of cakes and who knew what else, and not learn a thing. “We have worked out some of the enchantments on our own. Usually in unpleasant ways.” He pointed at the row of dragon figurines. “Those three, like the black one, sealed the original doors. The blue one screams, why is anyone’s guess. The other blue one—the shiny one there—makes you violently ill.”
“Makes me violently ill?” Story asked.
“Well, makes humans violently ill,” said Griffin. “I don’t know about dragons.”
“Oh. That’s a relief, then. It would be a shame for me to get violently ill every time someone touched it.”
“That wouldn’t be very fair,” Deryn agreed.
“I suppose you can test it, if you like, but I’ll warn you, you won’t enjoy it.” Griffin gestured at the faint stains on the floor, where a handful of people who’d ignored the restriction against touching certain dragons had vomited. “Apart from that, it doesn’t seem to do anything. There’s also a ring that makes a person sneeze, one pendant that smooths your hair and makes your face look more attractive, and another that does the opposite.”
“Don’t forget the Glove of Slapping.” Deryn rolled her eyes. The object in question particularly annoyed her, as she was the one who’d discovered it.
“Oh, yes. I almost did forget.” Griffin pointed out what they’d originally taken for a spare set of work gloves, tucked away on a bottom shelf beside an assortment of pens and inkwells. “The left one will make you slap your own face, over and over again. Not the right one, though. Perhaps he hadn’t gotten to that one yet.”
Story moved along the shelves, pausing here and there to sniff at a jeweled chest, a crystal bowl, a mermaid figurine. “I can detect magic on some of these things. But others …” She returned to what they’d come to refer to as the Vomiting Blue, narrowed her eyes at it, and shook her head. “I would have no notion of this being enchanted, if you hadn’t told me. But perhaps that’s not surprising, since it can’t have anything to do with my kind, or any magic we would recognize. What a thing to enchant it to do. Dragons wouldn’t dabble in magic like that.”
“No,” Deryn mused as she turned away. “You would just make books that curse children and harps that turn people to stone. That’s much kinder.”
“Well,” said Story, with perfect equanimity, “it is a bit kinder than some of the things men did to us. Most especially Mithrin.”
“Fair enough,” Griffin said, hoping that would put an end to that line of conversation. He leaned back against the worktable. “Do you want to look around on your own, or would you like us to show you anything in particular? Deryn is familiar with more of the books than I am. I haven’t studied down here very much.”
“Because you haven’t got any magic?” Story asked, then went on without waiting for an answer. “No point in your reading spell books, I suppose.” She waved her wings, nearly knocking down several of the figurines. “But now look, we can’t do anything without you, can we?”
“I wouldn’t say you can’t do anything,” said Griffin. “But it does seem you can’t play the harp.”
“Here.” Deryn had been looking intently at one of the shelves, apparently trying to remember a specific book. She pulled one down now and brought it over to the table. “I thought you might want to look at this one. It’s not a spell book, but that’s one of the things that’s interesting about it. Because why would he keep a book down here that wasn’t?”
“He kept his diary down here,” Griffin pointed out. “That wasn’t a spell book either, or a magical journal. It mostly seemed to be a lot of complaints about how nobody properly recognized his brilliance.”
Story snorted as she moved behind Deryn, bending her head so they stood cheek to cheek. “Yes, that was a constant source of irritation for him, I assure you. He never knew a single moment when he felt he got his due.”
“Perhaps some of these people are responsible for that, then.” Deryn tapped the page she’d opened the book to. There was no room on her side of the table, with Story there, so Griffin settled for trying to read it upside down.
He quickly saw that it was no use at any angle; as with most things Mithrin had wanted to keep private, it was written in Ancient Eyrdish, a language that was never widely used. Griffin had learned what he could of it, over the past months, but he was far from fluent. “What is it?” he asked.
“It’s a book of ancestors.” Story lifted her foreleg and touched the page with the side of one claw, careful to keep the tip from leaving a mark. It was impressive, how gentle she could be with such deadly limbs.
“Mithrin’s ancestors, that is,” Deryn added. “Going back several generations, with a handful of pages dedicated to each of them. Their lives, their accomplishments, whatever he knew of their personalities. None of them seemed to be much better people than he was, by the way. Seeing as most of them would have been dead when he wrote this book, I wondered if there might be more to its presence here than a keepsake.”
“You think perhaps his interest in speaking with the dead started with this?” Story asked.
Deryn shrugged. “I think it’s possible that he kept it down here for a reason.”
Griffin grinned at her. “And you’re hoping Story will spit on it,” he guessed. They had previous experience with Mithrin’s books and magical ink, writing that was visible only when wet with dragon spit. It was possible there was more such writing in the chamber; even if Esmerild’s harp would have revealed it, it likely would not have done so permanently.
Story appeared to be familiar with the technique. She flipped to the end of the book, where the final page was blank, bent her head, and ran her tongue along the whole page, like a hound licking a bone.
Nothing happened.
“It was a good idea, though,” Story said. “And you may be on to something, even if this particular method of finding out what didn’t work. It can’t be a coincidence that we’re looking for a spell to speak to the dead, and Mithrin filled a whole book with stories about dead people, can it?”
“I thought it unlikely,” Deryn agreed.
Story started to say more, then stopped with a sigh. “We’re only meant to be here a short while today, to get a general idea of the place. But leave that book on the table, so everyone who comes in can have a look. The whole idea behind getting so many eyes down here was that it takes only one set of them to see something, to progress the quest.”
Deryn nodded. “Let’s hope that one set is among us somewhere.”
“Perhaps it’s here right now.” Alan sauntered into the chamber, followed closely by one of his fellow Harths—her name was Violet, Griffin thought—and Calys.
Griffin scowled, not only because despite the fact that he’d known him for less than a day, that was now Alan’s standard effect on him, but because Calys wasn’t supposed to be giving these tours alone. None of them were. Always two Pendralyn magisters at a time; the archmagister had been very clear on that point.
Not that this rule made much sense to Griffin. He wasn’t sure what Arun was afraid of. Did he really believe that the delegates would attack and overpower their guides? Steal something from the chamber, and try to run off with it? To what end, when Esmerild or one of the other dragons would so obviously roast them for it?
But judging by the looks being cast around the keep at breakfast, and the way the visitors, even the Dords, sat together and kept to themselves, a culture of suspicion had already taken root. No doubt born of a fear of someone hiding a discovery, perhaps even taking the harp for himself. Or worse, for the Red Cult. Few people seemed inclined to trust anyone. Esmerild might have wanted a common quest, but Griffin suspected she’d gotten a competition instead.
“You’re early,” he said to Calys. “Only one group is supposed to come through at a time.” His feelings about the Harths aside, there were practical matters to consider. The chamber would be too crowded with all of them.
“Actually, you’re late,” Calys said. “You were supposed to come out a quarter of an hour ago. We wouldn’t want to contradict Esmerild’s schedule, would we?”
Apparently bored with their argument, Alan moved around to the other side of the worktable. “Why don’t you let me have a look at that, then?” He didn’t exactly push Deryn out of the way, but he certainly crowded her until she moved.
“Oh?” Deryn crossed her arms. “Do you read Ancient Eyrdish?”
“Eyrdish?” Alan recoiled as if he’d found a snake on the page. “Why would he be writing in that?”
“Because he didn’t want any Harths to read it, I suppose,” Griffin said mildly.
“Hmph.” Alan moved away from the table and began to look around the rest of the chamber. “What about the room with the chains? There were a lot of runes on those walls.”
“None that were relevant to our present search,” said Story.
Alan wheeled around, narrowing his eyes at her. “But shouldn’t we all be the judges of that? Isn’t that the whole point? Perhaps you aren’t interpreting them as relevant, but my interpretation might be different.”
“It’s not a matter of interpretation,” Story said, in the coldest voice Griffin had yet heard from her. “The runes are words of power. Like a spell, written down, but with magic in the ink. They helped Mithrin with what he was doing in that room, which I can assure you was not contacting the dead.”
“What was he doing in there, then?” asked Alan.
“Torturing dragons,” she snapped. “Taking our blood. Our scales. Our teeth, sometimes. Not mine, fortunately. I was never one of his subjects. But I know enough about it. Those runes are dark, as Mithrin was dark, and there can be nothing but dark purpose in focusing on them now.”
“Alan,” Violet said. “Perhaps it would be best to leave it at that.”
Alan didn’t even glance at his companion. Possibly she was one of the ones from Witmare he so looked down upon. “All right, all right, there’s no need to get excited,” he said to Story. “I was only concerned about the spirit of the thing. Sharing information, and all that. We shouldn’t have secrets from one another.”
“And as far as our joint venture is concerned, we will not,” Story agreed. “You needn’t worry about the dragons’ honor.” She lowered her head, getting her snout within inches of Alan’s face. He didn’t step back. “Which is more than can be said for you.”
“My honor is unimpeachable,” said Alan. Esmerild was right, Griffin reflected: he did have a weak voice. “And I won’t be made to feel guilty about what someone else did a thousand years before my time, if that’s what you’re trying to do.”
Violet gave Griffin a pleading look. Why she’d decided it was his job to put a stop to this, he couldn’t say. But he certainly agreed that it had gone on long enough. “Alan,” he said loudly, moving to the corner as he spoke, “speaking of the spirit of the thing, you really ought to have a look at these gloves. They have the most extraordinary enchantment, but it’s quite complex, and we’re having trouble understanding it fully. You might be able to help.” He held them out to the Harth. “Put them on, and see for yourself.”
If it was bonding as a team he was after, he couldn’t have made a better choice. Even Violet laughed at the sight of Alan, slapping his left cheek red.
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GRIFFIN FLOPPED ONTO HIS BED, hands behind his head, and released a sigh that had been building for quite some time. For several minutes he did nothing but watch a spider spin a web in the corner of the ceiling. (Out of spite for Alan, he did not disturb it at all, much less squash it.) It was lovely, here in his cool and dimly lit chamber, with only the spider for company. No one was looking at him. No one was asking him uncomfortable questions, the answers to which he’d rather not think about.
Nott, Lawfric, and Wade had all pulled him aside at various points during the day, for conversations similar to the one he’d had with Deryn that morning. Everybody wanted to know how he felt about the task ahead of him. Their concern was kind, but not terribly conducive to his strategy of pretending none of it was happening.
And then there were the blackwings. Griffin had walked up into the hills after dinner, in hopes of finding some solitude. He found Fendrath and Tavreth instead.
“Bit of a nasty situation you’ve gotten yourself into, isn’t it?” Fendrath stretched, extending his forelegs like a hound, then lay down in the shade of a pine. Tavreth was already curled up against a neighboring tree, nibbling at a bone too big to be a sheep’s. Griffin thought better of asking what sort of animal it had belonged to.
“What are you doing up here?” he asked instead. “And I’m not sure you can say I got myself into it. We all seem to go where Esmerild puts us.”
“I’m to take watch at the cavern tonight,” Fendrath said. “We were just having a bit of dinner first. And yes, she has that effect.” He sounded almost affectionate, though his sister snorted. “It’s much easier to do as she says, than to listen to her scolding and nagging when you don’t.”
Griffin gave him a glum look. “I doubt I’ll find doing what she says very easy at all.”
“We’ll help you, of course,” said Tavreth.
“We certainly wouldn’t abandon you to nothing but your own talent,” Fendrath agreed. “You’d be bound to botch it, wouldn’t you?”
Griffin tried to smile. “Seems likely, doesn’t it?”
“It does,” said Fendrath. “But we can cloak ourselves, remember. From Adalant’s servants, if not from Adalant herself. Perhaps we can help you get close to her.”
“You can’t cloak me, from either dragons or men,” Griffin pointed out. “If you cloak yourself while carrying me, I’ll just appear to be flying through the air.”
Tavreth tossed her head, flinging the bone onto a pile a short distance away. “Perhaps your archmagister can help with that. You might be able to make do with a physical cloak, the sort you wear, enchanted with a cloaking spell.”
“He is a skilled enchanter.” Griffin rubbed his chin, then shook his head. “But it seems cloaks are tricky. He’s been trying to make one that’s impervious to fire, for obvious reasons. He hasn’t managed it yet. He does have one that dances, though.”
“There you have it, then,” Fendrath said. “You can entertain Adalant into submission. Laughing at you has nearly crippled me, a time or two.”
Griffin had left the encounter wondering how, only hours before, he could possibly have wished for a chance to discuss things with Fendrath. Much good it had done him. Though it was something of a comfort to know they’d been thinking about ways to help him. Nobody could be near when he played the harp, but that didn’t mean he was entirely alone.
Then again, neither was Adalant. She had her cult. And nobody seemed to be talking about the remaining brother, whose name Griffin didn’t even know. There would be not just one redwing to deal with, but two.
A small, secret part of him hoped they would never find the harp. Much as he hated the thought of another dragon, even Adalant, being killed, surely the greenwings were a more appropriate opponent for her than a magicless magister.
As the spider disappeared into the shadowed corner to wait for its new web to do its work, Griffin decided that perhaps being alone wasn’t so pleasant, after all. His own thoughts were no better than the well-intended words of his friends. He was almost grateful when, half an hour later, someone knocked on his door.
The notion lasted only until he opened it, to find Alan at his threshold.
“It’s late,” Griffin said, by way of greeting. “I was just about to go to sleep.” He crossed his arms, unable to resist flexing them in the process. “And I know you’re a magician, but if you’ve come here for a fight, I—”
“I haven’t,” Alan assured him. “The trick you played on me earlier was certainly unpleasant. And mean. But I suppose I had it coming.”
What was this? An admission of wrongdoing seemed entirely out of character, as did the Harth’s smile. It looked uncomfortable. Like his mouth wasn’t used to it, and found it a strain to maintain.
Alan cleared his throat, apparently in an effort to remind Griffin of his manners. “May I come in?”
It was the only way to find out what the man wanted, Griffin supposed, and he was most definitely curious. He gestured at his desk as he stepped aside to let Alan pass. “There’s only the one chair. But I do have a flagon of cider, if you’d like some.”
“No, thank you.” Alan looked around the sparse little chamber, a shadow of his sneer momentarily returning to his face. “I see they save the nicest rooms for their guests.”
“As it should be.”
“I suppose so.” He took the chair and smiled again. “So. This harp.”
Griffin narrowed his eyes. Surely this blasted Harth didn’t want him to talk about his feelings, too. “What about it?”
“The way I see it, there are only two things we need,” Alan said. “It, and you.”
“Meaning what?”
“Only that we’ve been dancing to Esmerild’s tune from the moment we got here. Since before we got here, really. Our orders from the queen were to appease this green dragon at any cost, because Janet is convinced that Adalant is a grave threat—”
“That’s because she is,” Griffin interrupted.
Alan inclined his head. “Let’s stipulate that she is. Only green fire can kill a red dragon. That’s what we’ve all been told. That’s why we’ve had to do everything Esmerild’s way. But now we learn that we don’t actually need green fire, after all. A very interesting fact, that. Changes things, if you ask me. I’m left wondering why we would follow Esmerild’s mad plan at all.”
“Because it’s most likely her mate who will know where the harp is,” said Griffin. “Not to mention that we gave her our word that we would.”
“I’m not sure a promise counts, if it’s been extorted. We were closed in a room with four dragons. Of course we were going to agree to whatever they demanded.”
“No need to strain yourself wondering. A promise always counts.”
“I think you need to think in bigger terms here.” Alan gestured broadly, as if at these bigger terms. “It was humans against dragons before. It’s likely to be humans against dragons again. Once she has what she wants from us, there’s nothing to keep Esmerild from becoming just as much of a threat as Adalant.”
“There’s her word. Whatever your qualms about your own promises, you can be sure that a dragon’s always counts.”
“But she hasn’t promised never to stand against us, has she? They’re all likely to become a threat, at some point. We humans must look after ourselves.”
Griffin scowled. “What are you suggesting, exactly? That you’d like me to turn every dragon to stone for you?”
“No, no.” Alan held up his hands. “Merely that it might be best if we were the ones to control the harp. That if we should come across something that would help us find it first, we might want to keep that information to ourselves. And that if we do find it first, we might want to keep it for ourselves, as well.”
Just how stupid was this man? Or was something more than stupidity at work here?
“Perhaps you didn’t hear Esmerild last night.” Griffin said. “She was very clear on the point of roasting anyone who seeks the harp for himself. I will now add that if she should find herself too busy to do so, I’ll be happy to step in and thrash you myself.” He stalked to the door and opened it. “We will not be betraying the dragons. I hope that’s simple enough for you. Goodnight.”
Alan snarled at Griffin as he walked past, then glanced up and down the corridor to be sure they were alone, before turning back to him. “I don’t think it’s very wise to side with them over your own kind. And I know it’s not wise to make an enemy of me.”
Griffin laughed in the man’s face. “I’ll take my chances, thank you.”
    
SOON. Any moment now.
He braced himself to burn.
No dragon’s head came to peek over the edge of the pit. No fire rained down. At least, not yet.
But it would. The dread was unbearable. His whole body vibrated with it.
A flock of crows blotted out the light above, and then a flock of red goderns. Nightfall and blood.
But you’re lucky, he told the goderns as they passed. Surely if one of you is a sign of good luck, a whole flock must be a sign of something truly wonderful. Perhaps that I’m to leave this pit unburned?
Make wishes with care, someone said. One of the goderns, perhaps. Or perhaps it was many of them. There are worse things than burning, you know.
The last of the birds wheeled back and fluttered down, and as it alighted on a jutting rock just above his head, Griffin saw that it wasn’t a godern after all, but a red pigeon.
Oh. I don’t suppose a pigeon means I can expect any luck.
It doesn’t matter, the pigeon said, though its beak did not move. Goderns are only lucky in the summer. It is never summer here, never, never.
The bird was right. It was cold. Why hadn’t he noticed before?
Where am I?
You’re shivering. I can warm you.
The pigeon erupted into flames, shooting sparks everywhere, igniting the walls of the pit. Fire crawled over rock, curling vines and burning lichen, stinging his eyes with smoke.
It would reach the floor soon. And then Griffin, at last, would burn.
Take my hand, why don’t you?
The pigeon was no more than ashes floating down into his hair. This was someone else. A friendly voice. Relaxed, unconcerned. Yet crackling with suppressed … something. Energy? Magic?
Fire?
A pale arm extended downward. Griffin reached for it. They grasped each other’s wrists, and the arm began to pull him up. He saw no face above, or even a shoulder. There was only the arm, like a length of rope.
I’m very heavy, he warned his savior. Fire crackled on all sides. Embers stuck to his shirt.
So you are, so you are. But it’s wonderfully cozy up here. Can’t you hear it?
He could hear it. Like a host of bells. A song from long ago, when he was small and safe.
And of course there’s no fire here, said the voice. You’ll be glad to join us, glad.
Griffin hesitated, his grip loosening ever so slightly. Did you steal the archmagister’s music box?
Of course not! The voice was harsh suddenly. Throaty and cold. Don’t be a fool!
The hand holding him yanked, and Griffin cried out as his shoulder came out of joint. He was dangling like a doll now, speeding toward the light above.
He did not want to come out of the pit. He did not want to meet the source of this voice.
There were worse things than burning.
The music sped up. There was a smell of rancid meat, and when he looked up he saw that the pale hand was rotted now, skin sliding off, falling into Griffin’s sleeve.
He jerked and tried to pull away, tried to jump back down to his proper fate.
And when he realized that he could not escape, that he was coming out of the pit no matter what he did, he clamped his eyes shut. He wouldn’t mind dying, so much, so long as he didn’t have to look at the thing’s face. A man’s face. But he knew its mouth would be full of dragon’s teeth.
Join us, the voice whispered. Join us.
GRIFFIN BOLTED UPRIGHT, soaked in sweat yet shivering, a sound like bells dancing at the edge of his hearing.
Join us. But who?
    
THE RIGORS of Esmerild’s schedule left Griffin little time for chatting with friends, about matters large or small. The best he could do was murmur a few words about his dream to Deryn over a hastily eaten lunch. But that was enough for her to insist he tell Arun, before running off to immerse herself in a dozen crusty volumes on necromancy. She was right, of course.
It was well after dinner before Griffin had a chance to ask for a private word with the archmagister, and another hour after that before his request was granted. When he ducked through the doorway into the archmagister’s chambers he found Arun, as usual, surrounded by blackhounds and drinking mead.
“I know it’s late,” said Griffin. “I’m sorry to disturb you.”
“Nonsense.” Arun gestured at the table, where a plate of honey cakes sat alongside the mead. “Join me.”
Join us.
A wave of nausea came and went, leaving no desire for refreshments in its wake. Griffin declined with a shake of his head. “I had a dream. Some dreams.”
Arun’s brows shot up. “I don’t think you’ve come to me about a nightmare since you were ten years old.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever come to you about a nightmare, actually.” Griffin sank into the armchair opposite the archmagister. Sprawled on a rug in front of the low-burning fire, Holly briefly raised her head and, finding Griffin had no cake in his hand, sighed and plopped it down once more.
“What makes this one the exception, then?” Arun asked.
“Possibly nothing. I’ve been hopeful that it’s no more than the stress of having a dragon seeking revenge against me. But I can’t be certain.” Griffin summarized his dreams, ending with the most recent one. He felt sillier and sillier with each word. Spoken aloud, with bright lanterns and the snores of blackhounds and Arun’s magical things all around, it all sounded ridiculous.
They were only dreams. He trailed off and waited for the archmagister to laugh him from the room.
Instead, Arun sat forward in his chair and fixed Griffin with an oddly sharp gaze. It was almost mistrustful. “And these dreams started when? Precisely, I mean.”
“Some time after my fight with Orovont.” Griffin shrugged. “I don’t remember exactly.”
“And remind me of the extent of your wounds after that fight?”
“Er …” Griffin thought back to that awful night at Sarn Graddoc. “Nothing that couldn’t be healed. I might have a burn scar or two, but of course if I’d been seriously burned by dragon fire, I wouldn’t be sitting here to tell you about it. Why do you ask?”
“My sister.” Arun looked away, stroking his beard with his enchanted hand. “She had dreams. After Graddoc marked her.”
“I don’t have any marks like that. But I had a … I have reason to suspect a different cause.” Griffin coughed. He’d made up his mind before he came that he would tell the entire tale, but the words stuck in his throat nonetheless. He was no schoolboy, to be carrying tales of misbehavior to the archmagister.
But this was no minor thing. Not anymore, not with this latest dream, longer and different from the others, coming immediately on the heels of Alan’s proposal.
Join us.
He shuddered as the smell of rancid meat seemed to float by. He hardly owed it to Alan to keep his secrets. And he certainly had no desire to be complicit in them. With a sigh, Griffin met Arun’s expectant eyes, and recounted his conversation with the delegate from Harth.
The archmagister’s face became more and more puzzled, until finally he asked, “But you don’t think Alan sent you this dream?”
Griffin blinked at him, surprised he didn’t suspect the same. Although now that he thought about it, it was hardly unlike the archmagister to be skeptical, when Griffin brought him accusations. “Why not? Is it so impossible?”
“Not impossible.” Arun stood and went to refill his mug of mead. “If a confusion or fear spell can affect a waking person, I don’t see why it couldn’t affect a sleeping one. You almost certainly supplied the specific words and images yourself, but the general tone and effect could have been induced by magic. But it is unlikely for Alan to have cast such a spell. For one thing, that would almost certainly be sage magic, and he’s a contriver. For another, he would have to be in the same room with you when he cast it.”
He smiled faintly at Griffin as he reclaimed his chair. “I think you would have noticed if he were under your bed, don’t you?”
“He wouldn’t have to be near me if he were like Nott,” Griffin pointed out. “He can send messages to almost anyone, from almost anywhere.”
“But he isn’t like Nott,” said Arun. “He’s a contriver.”
“He could be any number of things, if he had a bit of help from dragon’s blood.”
“Now he’s drinking dragon’s blood?”
Griffin spread his hands. “He aims to take the thing Esmerild wants, before she can. That sounds like the sort of thing the Red Cult would do, doesn’t it?”
“I don’t know. It seems a bit obvious. For him, I mean, if he were serving the cult. You don’t think he would want to be more inconspicuous about it?”
“Inconspicuous? Like setting a great magical fire in the middle of the grounds, you mean?”
Arun snorted. “I see your point.”
“I know it’s unlikely that Alan had anything to do with that,” said Griffin, “given the timeline of his journey, and the witnesses who traveled with him. But that doesn’t mean he’s not serving Adalant in other ways.”
“But the timeline doesn’t fit him sending your dreams any better. He was leagues away from Pendralyn when they started. He’d likely never even heard of Adalant back then, much less heard of you.” Arun steepled his fingers beneath his chin. “No, I suspect that in the end, we will find that Alan is no more than a schemer and a very great idiot. But I have learned my lesson, where trusting your opinion on such matters is concerned. We must certainly keep a close watch on him, if nothing else.”
“Agreed.”
“With your permission, I’d like to bring a few of those we trust into our confidence, to assist us with that. Nott, Deryn, Wulfric.”
“And Esmerild?” asked Griffin.
“No,” the archmagister said, without hesitation. “I don’t get the impression she would be very subtle in pursuing it, do you?”
Griffin laughed. “I think Esmerild possesses roughly the same amount of subtlety as the Red Cult.”
“Exactly. Suppose she set Alan on fire, as she promised to do to anyone pursuing the harp on his own. Anything he knows, if he knows anything at all, would burn with him.”
“True. Not to mention the greater harm to this fragile alliance that might come from having an execution not three days into the gathering.”
“Also true,” Arun agreed. “On the other hand, I see no disadvantage in not telling her. I’d call it extremely unlikely that Alan could find the harp on his own, in secret. But even supposing he could, he couldn’t leave the magistery with it. Or use it, without you. In other words, he’s harmless, for the moment.”
“And what about the dreams?” Griffin’s eyes drifted to the smoldering remains of the archmagister’s fire. It’s wonderfully cozy up here. “Are they harmless, too?”
A shadow passed over Arun’s face. “I’m far less certain of that. But I don’t know how to stop them. Sleeping powders are one thing, inducing dreamless sleep quite another. Such potions and spells exist, but they’re dangerous. They can even be deadly.”
Griffin shook his head. “I wouldn’t use such a potion, anyway. If someone is behind this, then the dreams themselves are clues. We can find a way to use them.”
“Perhaps we can. But you …” Arun broke off with a laugh that sounded more anxious than amused. “Do you know, I haven’t the slightest idea what advice to offer. Be on your guard, I suppose. Write them down when you wake up, before you forget any of the details, so we can study them. And perhaps it would be wise for you to share a chamber with someone, for the time being.”
“The dragons?”
“I doubt you’d enjoy sharing a chamber with a dragon. But a blackhound, at the least.”
“I meant, are we to tell the dragons about the dreams? We could do that much, while keeping Alan’s foolishness out of it.”
Arun sighed. “I suppose we should, since we don’t know precisely what we’re dealing with, and it might well be some sort of dragon magic. Perhaps they could help. But you should be prepared, it’s only going to make Esmerild mistrust you.”
“Mistrust me?” Griffin frowned. “Whatever for?”
“Join us?” Arun gave him a pointed look. “Someone is trying to recruit you. And given how crucial you’ve become of late, their efforts will likely only get stronger. I doubt she’d have any trouble stretching her imagination to the point of you succumbing to that pressure.”
Griffin shifted in his chair. He didn’t want this. Not any of it. Not to be nonmagical, not to be expected to play the harp. And most definitely not to be invaded in his sleep. “It’s still entirely possible that nobody is trying to recruit me. These might be no more than nightmares, after all.”
“Perhaps. Perhaps we’re overcomplicating things, looking for conspiracies and dark magic behind every door. Let’s hope so.”
“But you don’t think so.”
The archmagister shook his head, looking almost as sad as Griffin felt. “I can’t help but think of those dreams my sister had. And the very real possibility that there are conspiracies and dark magic behind every door.”
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AT LEAST GRIFFIN’S waking hours were straightforward. Having little to contribute to magical research, he had less to do than many of his colleagues. He spent most of his days guiding magicians through Mithrin’s chamber, a task that mainly involved sitting on the floor in the corner, out of the way, while they examined the mad sage’s books. He felt more like a guard than anything else.
A feeling exacerbated by the fact that he spent nearly all of his free time watching Alan. The Harth did not approach Griffin again, or even speak to him if he could help it. He was generally sullen and short-tempered, which they took as a good sign that he’d achieved no success in his schemes.
Griffin’s sleeping hours were another matter.
The dreams weren’t a nightly occurrence, and their effects were somewhat eased by Rosie, the blackhound who’d been given the arduous assignment of appropriating his bed and drooling on his blankets. But these were sometimes poor comforts. When the dreams did come, they came hard.
Always there was the voice, and some force pulling him out of the pit, though he’d have preferred to stay and burn. The best ones were when he did stay and burn. It wasn’t pleasant, of course, but he’d grown used to it, and generally woke quickly.
(There are worse things than burning, you know.)
The others, when he met the rotted face of a man with an impossibly large set of not-at-all-rotted dragon’s teeth, were unspeakable.
Speaking about them was required, nonetheless. Whenever he had one of the dreams, he spent the following morning recounting it to Esmerild in painstaking detail. Right up to, on two occasions, the moment where the dragon-man bit into a paralyzed Griffin’s throat, and drained him of his blood.
Esmerild agreed that terrorizing Griffin was just the sort of thing Adalant would enjoy, particularly if she could do it from afar, through her minions. The greenwing further agreed that it was better to use the dreams than to try to stop them. Perhaps there would be some detail seen, some word spoken, that would lead them to the source of the spell.
She was fairly certain the culprit would be a human magician empowered by dragon’s blood, and did not think he necessarily needed to be close by, though he’d probably met or at least seen Griffin at some point in the past. He might even, she suggested, possess something of Griffin’s, which he was using as a sort of charm to connect to him. That idea struck Arun as outlandish, but as Esmerild reminded him, there was witchery in the world that Caird magic had never conceived of.
All of which was well and good, but as the days and nights dragged on, they found nothing useful in the tangle of Griffin’s sleeping mind. Only a madness that seemed, to him, to be seeping more and more into his waking one.
Not that he’d told Esmerild that, of course, or even Fendrath. He remembered Arun’s warning, and didn’t want the dragons to worry that Adalant’s attempts were working.
Griffin was quite worried enough for all of them.
Unless one wanted to count the dreams, there were no further attacks from the Red Cult, a silence that relieved some and made others uneasy. Two weeks went by, then three, with the magicians no closer to being able to speak with the dead than they’d been at the start. Arun was forced to postpone the students’ return, causing an outcry among the parents, who resented having to find temporary places for their children at other, less prestigious magisteries.
But that was a mere whimper, compared to the growing indignation of the foreign delegates. Many of them felt (not without justification) that they’d been tricked and manipulated into coming, only to be held prisoner. What trust there had been between humans and dragons, and even between humans and humans, eroded, until Griffin began to fear that Alan wasn’t the only one who harbored a secret desire to cut the others out of the plan, and control the harp himself.
Despite all this, not everyone was entirely discontented. Most of the Eyrds and Dords, many of the Tars, and at least one of the Harths (Violet, whom Griffin liked) seemed to enjoy the work, if not the circumstances under which they labored. It was easier for the Eyrds, of course; they were at home. But all of them were scholars, and studying Mithrin’s laboratory, working with other magicians to find a way to do magic previously thought impossible, was a rare opportunity.
As for the dragons, they were the picture of consistency: Esmerild was bossy, Story curious, Tavreth courteous, and Fendrath as cranky as ever.
It was into this precarious peace that a new guest arrived, one sweltering midday, threatening to topple it all.
Word rippled across the grounds that Balfin’s son, who did odd jobs around The Dark Dragon, had come banging on the gate to announce that a strange woman demanded an immediate audience with either the archmagister or a dragon. Since all such parties were occupied, and Griffin was not, he offered to go and receive her.
Esmerild allowed this only on the conditions that he promise to go no farther than the inn, and that he carry with him a coin, enchanted by Story, that would allow the greenwings to track him. Perhaps she would have required the same of anyone. Or perhaps the archmagister had been right about the dreams arousing suspicion. Griffin tried not to look offended as he tucked the coin into his pocket.
He found Balfin’s boy (who, judging by the faint whiskers peppering his upper lip and chin, was outgrowing the word) still waiting at the gate. “Willard, isn’t it?” Griffin asked. “I worked with your father, not long ago.”
“Don’t I know it.” Willard laughed as they started up the tunnel. “He talks about the magistery all the time. He pretended not to be disappointed when I wasn’t accepted to study here, but I know he was.”
This was delivered with an odd amount of good cheer. Griffin glanced at the rangy youth. “But you weren’t disappointed?”
“Magic brings more problems than it solves.” Willard shrugged. “Or so I’ve been told.”
“But not by your father.”
“No. Just people. You hear a lot of talk at the inn.”
“I suppose you do. Today’s visitor didn’t give you her name?”
“No, but I suspect she’s important. At least, she certainly thinks she is. She’s a haughty one.” Willard flashed a grin. “Pretty, though.”
Griffin snorted. “Haughty and pretty is an unhealthy combination.”
“For her?”
“For the rest of us. Men especially.”
Willard led him through The Dark Dragon to a private dining room at the back, then lingered in the corridor until Griffin assured him he was quite dismissed. Curious about the mysterious guest, no doubt. As was Griffin. He knocked, but did not wait for permission to enter.
Standing at the window inside was a slender woman in a dusty cloak and trousers, with a curly mop of brilliant red-gold hair that she wore short, just past her chin, rather than in the braids or knots customary to most of the women Griffin knew. He judged her to be no more than a year or two beyond his own twenty-one.
And took an almost instant dislike to her. One look at her face showed that haughty had been an apt descriptor. (As was pretty, for that matter, though it was perhaps an understatement.) But there was something more than arrogance in her eyes. Something worse. She was hard, Griffin thought. Hard in the way of a person who expected everything to be awful, all of the time, and was quite prepared to be outraged by it.
For her part, she was none too pleased to discover that he was neither the archmagister, nor a dragon.
“A magister?” Her face suggested she’d just been offered some particularly disgusting insect. “No, thank you. I’ll wait until they can send someone more appropriate to greet me.”
Griffin’s jaw tightened. Once, he might have been amused by such behavior. Or, more likely, embarrassed. But Calys seemed to have cured him of his fascination with beautiful women who thought him inferior and inadequate. “Am I significant enough to learn your name, at least, so that I may pass it on to these more appropriate parties?”
She drew back her shoulders and tipped up her pointed chin. “Mairid Lancet. Priestess of the Order of Derine. I’ve come to represent Aldarine.”
For several moments, Griffin could only gape at her, unsure which part of that bizarre statement was the most concerning.
Represent Aldarine. Was she mad? Aldarine had not been included in the invitations, presumably because they had strict laws against practicing magic there. It was considered heresy, and the Aldars, it was said, burned heretics. Griffin could not imagine what contribution she could possibly make to a group comprised mainly of magicians, seeking a spell that would lead them to an enchanted harp.
Lancet. A Lancet, no less. The royal family of Harth. Perhaps he should have known, by that hair Esmerild had spoken of. He supposed she must have been married off to some Aldar noble. Although how she would then have become a priestess of the Aldar deity was a mystery.
It didn’t matter. Regardless of her marital status, her birth made her nobility, something that was so strictly forbidden here, the archmagister’s own sister wasn’t welcome. And Harthian nobility, at that.
All in all, Griffin could not think of a single person less suited to come barging in.
She was staring at him now like he was an utter fool. Possibly because he looked like one. He closed his mouth with a light pop. “Er … did Esmerild invite you?”
“Esmerild is the green dragon?”
“The eldest one, yes.”
“No.” Mairid waved her hand and, with an irritated sigh, dropped into a chair and crossed her arms. “An oversight, I’m sure. Is she the one leading this so-called gathering?”
“She is.”
“Not your archmagister?”
“Well, he leads the magistery, of course, but Esmerild is …” Griffin trailed off and gestured at the delicious-looking lunch that sat untouched on the table. “Won’t you eat something? Or perhaps you’d like some mead?”
“Mead is disgusting,” she said with a sniff. But she did reach for a honey cake, picking at the edge of it as if she couldn’t quite trust it.
It was a poor attempt at stalling, and a pointless one. He might as well break it to her. “I’m afraid you’ve wasted a lengthy trip. If you weren’t invited, she won’t admit you.”
“We’ll see about that, I suppose. Summon her to me.” Mairid finally took a bite of her cake, then offered Griffin the plate.
He laughed as he helped himself. “Esmerild is not the sort to be summoned.”
“Well then, take me to her.”
“I don’t believe she would permit it.”
Mairid set the plate back down with a scowl. “You’ve just said your archmagister leads the magistery, which I would hope to be the case. Is he so weak that he can no longer make decisions pertaining to it?”
“No, of course not, but—”
“Then let me see him. Honestly, I haven’t the slightest idea what you hope to gain by wasting both of our time. More than you already have, that is. Why did you even come, when you don’t appear to have the authority to do anything?”
“I was the only one available.” Griffin realized, too late, that this was hardly a strong rebuttal.
“Then I suppose someone else must be made available. You did hear my name? And understand it, I hope?”
Griffin didn’t bother to protest that he was a magister, and therefore not an idiot, and could certainly be depended upon to understand the word Lancet. She clearly wouldn’t have believed the not-an-idiot part, anyway. “I should warn you, you may want to be careful what you wish for. If you are invited into the magistery, it’s very unlikely you will be permitted to leave again.”
“Until when?” Mairid asked. “I assume you don’t mean for me to take up residence here permanently?”
Eyrdri forbid. “No. But I can’t give you any details about the tasks we’re to accomplish before the gathering can adjourn.”
She seemed to consider this, then gave him a sharp nod. “That is acceptable.”
Griffin shook his head. “You only say so because you don’t understand how long it might be. I’m not at liberty to discuss details—”
“So you said.”
“—but it may be quite a while. Nobody knows how long.”
“That’s not so very shocking. I assume we’re all here to deal with the red dragon threat.” Mairid rolled her eyes at Griffin’s surprised face.“Yes, the kingdom of Aldarine is aware there is a red dragon threat. We’re not entirely without allies, you know, just because we aren’t on particularly friendly terms with Eyrdon’s fool of a king.”
“I can’t say—”
“And since you can’t say, I’ll keep to my assumption, as I am a person with sense. I hardly expected subduing dragons to be the work of a moment. And I am here, after all, so that my kingdom might participate. I would expect to do so to no less of a degree than any other representatives.”
“I’m sure that’s a very generous offer, but in this particular case, your participation wouldn’t …” Griffin cleared his throat, trying to think of a polite way to say that a person who’d never studied magic was of little (or more likely, no) value here. “There isn’t anything you can do.”
Ignoring him, Mairid drummed her fingers against the table. “I’ll have to send for some things, of course, or perhaps I can buy additional clothing and supplies here. In any case, we can discuss that once I’ve been made comfortable.” She gave her honey cake a skeptical glance. “I suppose I can eat here, but I’m in need of better accommodations, and a bath.” Finally, she looked back at Griffin. “I’m afraid you are an inadequate host. I really must insist you summon someone more qualified to receive me at once.”
Griffin huffed, annoyed beyond measure that he was the one dealing with this extremely disagreeable, and not a little bit rude, Lancet. And even more annoyed at having to admit to himself that she was right, at least about one thing: he didn’t have the authority to decide what to do with her.
He certainly couldn’t allow her into the magistery. Uninvited, and royalty no less. Esmerild was as likely to demand they build a dungeon for her as anything else. But neither could he turn her away. Her rank, if nothing else, forbade it.
Not to mention that he quite literally couldn’t turn her away. Not short of physically tossing her over his shoulder and depositing her on the eastward road. Which was, now that he thought of it, not an entirely unpleasant prospect.
But he supposed they had enough to manage, without him starting a war with Aldarine today. He called for Willard, and sent the boy back to the gate with a message for the archmagister.
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GRIFFIN WASN’T surprised when Willard delivered the news that both the archmagister and Esmerild were coming. Summoning the eldest greenwing as if she were a common servant might be out of the question, but knowing Arun was summoned, she would hardly allow him to handle a problem without her.
Upon hearing that she was finally to meet a dragon, Mairid insisted on being shown to a room where she could wash up and put on a clean shirt. Griffin assured her that keeping Esmerild waiting would be a greater insult than a bit of dirt, but of course she wouldn’t listen. In the end he decided it was quicker to give in, and spent a quarter of an hour pacing up and down a second-floor corridor, until she was ready at last. (Her face, he admitted to himself, was a bit prettier clean, and the smell of lavender-and-oat soap was never a bad thing.)
“You may want to consider your … demeanor,” he said, as he escorted her to the pavilion. The cloudy sky provided a welcome change from the last time he’d been there, baking in the sun while he waited to meet the green dragons. It ought to be Mairid sweating now, but she knew no better. “Esmerild requires a certain amount of … deference.”
Mairid scoffed. “Are those words a bit too challenging for you, perhaps? Or am I to take those overlong pauses as an indication that you think my manners aren’t up to the task?”
“Just for an example,” Griffin said, clenching and unclenching a fist, “you might want to refrain from suggesting she’s too stupid for challenging words.”
“Is she an idiot?”
“No, of course not.”
“Then I won’t treat her like one.”
Griffin very much doubted that, but it was out of his hands now. He’d done the gentlemanly thing and warned her. If—or more likely, when—she called down the dragon’s ire, her roasted hide wouldn’t be on his conscience.
As he’d feared, Esmerild and Arun were already waiting on the lawn. Willard was also there, loitering in the shadows against the corner of the building. Griffin quietly waved him away. The boy’s curiosity was bound get him into trouble one day, but today held enough trouble as it was.
Griffin would say this much for Mairid: she was no coward. She didn’t flinch in the slightest when she caught what must have been her first sight of a dragon. When the introductions were made, she greeted Esmerild in the same calm (if chilly) tone with which she greeted Arun.
Nor did she seem uncomfortable with Esmerild’s somewhat lengthy inspection of her. The greenwing looked her up and down, clucked over her freckles (suggesting a paste of honey and finely chopped goat’s tongue, applied to the skin twice daily, to fade them) and then, bizarrely, stretched out her neck and sniffed at Mairid, much as Story had done with the enchanted objects in Mithrin’s chamber. Perhaps she, too, was fond of the scent of soap.
Her examination apparently complete, Esmerild turned to Griffin. “Your presence here constitutes a breach of your promise not to go any farther than the inn, doesn’t it? But I’ll allow it, under the circumstances.” Without waiting for an answer, she looked back at Mairid. “As for you, you certainly are a Lancet. There could be no denying it, with that hair.”
“I have no wish to deny it. I’m the niece of the late King Bramwell, and cousin to the current queen.” Mairid had the audacity to hold up her hand when Esmerild opened her mouth again. “But. I am not royalty, nor am I in any position of leadership whatsoever. I’m a priestess. And you can hardly blame me for my connections.” She tossed her head at Arun. “I believe this man is the twin brother of the Queen of Eyrdon, and a close confidant of her husband. Yet I don’t see you banning him.”
“It’s his magistery,” Esmerild said. And was that amusement Griffin heard in her voice? No, it couldn’t be, surely. It was shock enough that this woman wasn’t on fire already. “I can hardly eject him and take over the place.”
Arun muttered something under his breath that Griffin dearly wished he’d heard. He carefully avoided eye contact with the archmagister, lest either of them burst out laughing. Both kept their silence while Mairid and Esmerild went on.
“In any case,” Mairid said, “as both a priestess of Derine and a Harth by birth, my king considered me the most objective possible participant, with regards to politics. How could I, after all, be overly biased in Aldarine’s favor, when I am not in fact an Aldar?”
Esmerild snorted. “A ridiculous question.”
“Is it?”
“You’re very well aware that it is. Do you think me an idiot?”
Still, Mairid did not quail. “No. But you would appear to think me one.”
“I do, a bit. But to be fair, I think all men idiots.”
“I’m not a man.”
“It’s often how we refer to humans.”
“Yes, it must be a great relief not to waste your time speaking that one extra syllable.”
That, at last, was too far. Esmerild’s lip curled. “Perhaps when you’ve been robbed of a thousand years, time will seem more precious to you.” She lowered her head and turned it at the same time, a common gesture when a dragon wanted to look a human hard in the eye. “You speak of your king. You refer to Radley?”
“Who else?” Mairid asked, apparently unperturbed. “He is the King of Aldarine.”
“He was also your husband.”
Now Mairid stiffened. Griffin stared at her. Though he taught history, he wasn’t much familiar with the current politics of Aldarine. Perhaps he should have known, or remembered, that their king had made a match with a Harthian noble.
But she was no queen. A woman as proud as her would have immediately announced herself as such, restriction against royalty be damned. And Esmerild had distinctly used the past tense.
Something Mairid herself promptly pointed out. “Was, yes. Our union was dissolved nearly two years past, now, and he has a new queen. I assure you, I have no authority whatsoever at Radley’s court.”
“Why?” Esmerild asked.
“Because I’m a priestess. We don’t—”
“No, I mean why was your union dissolved?”
“Because I was called to serve Derine instead. Her priests and priestesses forswear such earthly attachments.”
Esmerild laughed. “Painting the matter over with piety and sacrifice may make a pretty story for your people, but it’s of no use to you here. I’ll hear the real reason, if you please.”
Angry red patches began to form on Mairid’s pale cheeks. “The marriage was untenable.”
“Many marriages are,” said Esmerild. “That is not, in itself, a reason to dissolve them, particularly when both parties are of such noble blood. Surely the royal family of Aldarine had no wish to offend the royal family of Harth, and likewise the other way around. Are you barren?”
“Is this line of questioning relevant to our present situation?” Mairid asked through her teeth.
“I’m only trying to confirm that your relationship with Radley isn’t a close one. That he holds no influence over you, nor you over him.”
“None,” Mairid said. “If it were possible to hold less than none, I would hold that.” She flung an arm at Arun. “But even if it were otherwise, I believe I’ve already provided an example to illustrate why it would be unfair to exclude me merely on that basis.”
Arun spoke at last, addressing Esmerild without looking at Mairid. “As it happens, we have a far more practical basis on which to exclude her. Several, actually. First, a priestess of Derine can’t have more than a passing familiarity with either magic or magical lore. Second, as I understood it, you had reasons for choosing the kingdoms you did. There was a possibility you would require a Dord, an Eyrd, a Tar, or a Harth. The Aldars were never mentioned.”
Esmerild began to speak, getting out just enough sound for Griffin to make out the patronizing tone before Mairid cut in. “I don’t know what you’re speaking of specifically, obviously,” the latter said. “But the red dragons are a threat to all of us. This is our business as much as yours, and we’ve a right to be part of it. An Aldar alliance is nothing to turn your nose up at, you know. And anyway, if it’s a Harth you need, I am one by birth. Will that do?”
“Perhaps, but I hardly think it necessary,” Arun grumbled. “We’ve plenty of Harths to be getting on with.”
Griffin blinked at him, surprised to find him so hostile. It was not Arun’s custom to be less than charming and affable, especially to an outwardly beautiful woman. Even one as inwardly unpleasant as Mairid.
“Are those all of your objections?” Esmerild asked Arun.
“No, actually.” Arun crossed his arms and looked at Mairid. “You came alone?”
“Do you see anything but empty space around me?” Mairid gestured widely, nearly hitting Griffin, who apparently counted as empty space. “Yes, I came alone. What has that got to do with anything?”
“A woman of noble birth, traveling such a great distance on her own, without so much as a single guard?” Arun shook his head. “I find that hard to believe.”
Oh. Now that Griffin saw the archmagister’s point, he wondered how he’d failed to think of it himself. All the other kingdoms had sent delegations, yet here was this solitary woman, unexpected, unasked for, and alone—with nobody to corroborate a single thing she said. She might be anyone. Was red hair enough to prove she was Mairid Lancet?
Even assuming she was, she might also be something more. A Red Cult spy, for instance.
“Why?” Mairid arched a brow at Arun. “Do you doubt the safety of your king’s roads, or the inns alongside them? Can he not be trusted to keep order in his own kingdom?”
“It is a bit strange, for you to be alone,” Esmerild said. “Why didn’t Radley send a woman of your station with an escort? I would have advised him to. It’s the mannerly thing to do, if nothing else.”
Mairid squared her shoulders. “It isn’t his habit to spare soldiers or servants for me. And I am not here, after all, as a noblewoman.”
“Hmph,” said Esmerild, though Griffin couldn’t tell whether the noise was one of skepticism, or merely disapproval. “But you didn’t walk, surely, all the way from the port in Tarnarven.”
“No. Fortunately, the king was more generous with his silver. I bought a pony. You’ll find him in one of the villagers’ barns. I believe he’s called Wendin. Or perhaps Weldin.”
“You rode a pony across two kingdoms without bothering to learn his name?” Arun asked.
Mairid huffed. “The villager was Wendin or Weldin. My pony’s name is Kendry. He was called Stormy when I got him, but that didn’t fit him properly at all.”
Griffin gave her a curious look. He would have more readily believed that she neither knew nor cared whether ponies had names at all, than that she would fret over a particular pony having just the right one.
“In any case,” Mairid went on, “it’s a bit ridiculous that your inn here hasn’t got a stable of its own. But then I suppose not many Eyrds ride. You’re not a very sophisticated people, as a rule.”
“If I might make a suggestion,” Griffin broke in, before either she or Arun could start down that conversational path, “perhaps we ought to have Deryn speak with Kendry. He may be able to shed some light on his mistress’s journey.”
“Assuming you’re referring to some sort of magic,” said Mairid, “what light could you wish Kendry to shed? Our journey was dismal and rainy, as journeys through Cairdarin tend to be, and rife with bad food and even worse rooms. I found no memories to cherish in it, and I doubt Kendry did, either.”
“I believe Magister Griffin is implying that you might not represent Aldarine at all.” Esmerild tilted her head, first at Griffin, then at Arun, before returning her gaze to Mairid. “That you might be here on behalf of someone else entirely.”
In fairness, it was Arun who’d implied it first, but Griffin merely shrugged. “There’s no Aldar delegation to support what she says. And it suits us to be suspicious of strangers, in our present circumstances, don’t you think?”
“What is this about?” Mairid demanded. “Who else could I possibly represent?”
“An enemy.” Esmerild fluttered her wings. “For myself, I think it far more likely that Radley sent you because he thought a Caird would be more acceptable to us, and that he sent you alone because dragons frighten him, and he thinks the whole matter dangerous, and you are quite expendable to him.”
She ignored Mairid’s affronted gasp. “Not that it matters. You may stay.” Arun’s sputtering was likewise disregarded. “Under the same conditions as the other delegates, which are that you will not learn the full details of what we mean to do until you are inside the magistery, and that once you are inside, you will not leave until we have done it.”
“Agreed,” said Mairid.
“Now wait one moment! You cannot decide—” Arun closed his eyes and ran his (real) hand over his face, presumably trying to check his temper, which Griffin thought wise. He wouldn’t get very far speaking to Esmerild like that. Of course she could decide. She decided everything. “I mean to say, I wasn’t finished voicing my concerns. You don’t have all the facts.”
“And what are those?” Esmerild asked. “By all means, do enlighten me.”
“Aldarine’s relations with Eyrdon are not especially cordial,” said Arun. “And you are aware that followers of Derine consider the use of magic to be a grievous sin? It’s not just that she isn’t a magician. This magistery represents much that she despises.”
“Then she will set those feelings aside, for the greater good.” Esmerild glanced at Mairid. “You ought to know, by the way, that Derine did not object to the practice of magic in itself. Provided it was done in her service, and within the limits she set.”
Mairid looked horrified. “What?”
“Oh, yes. It wasn’t magic she hated, but free will. A most disagreeable deity, if ever there was one. She desired nothing so much as dominion. Control. Always thought she knew what was best, and I can’t begin to tell you how often she was wrong. But I suppose as her priestess, you don’t want to hear about any of that.”
“Furthermore,” Arun said, a note of desperation rising in his voice now, “Mairid in particular has a longstanding and personal grudge against our king.”
She has what? Griffin looked at Mairid, but her face betrayed nothing, and she offered no answer. How did she know Wardin? What could this grudge be?
Nobody seemed inclined to elaborate for his benefit, and Esmerild did not seem nearly as interested as he was. “That all sounds like politics,” the greenwing said. “The very thing I’ve vowed to keep out of this gathering. Your diplomatic relations do not interest me.”
“But they do—and must—interest me.” Arun crossed his arms and shook his head. “This young woman could rightly be considered the enemy of both my kingdom and my magistery. I am duty-bound to deny her admission.”
“Your objections are noted,” said Esmerild. “I’ll have to overrule them, mind you, but they are noted. We will certainly have her watched. Your blackhounds might be useful in that endeavor. Or perhaps Griffin here.”
Griffin shared the outrage he saw rising in Arun’s face. If the archmagister said this woman was a threat, then a threat was what she was. Putting Pendralyn in danger to hold the gathering was one thing, but putting it in further danger just so this (quite useless, to be brutally honest) Harth-turned-Aldar could join them crossed the bounds of both sense and decency. Esmerild’s disregard for the magistery, not to mention everyone in it, was infuriating.
If only they really could make the elixir. Or find the harp themselves, much as he hated thinking like Alan. They wouldn’t need the greenwings then. They wouldn’t have to live under Esmerild’s tyrannical rule.
Sadly, that was precisely what they’d vowed not to do.
“May I ask your reason?” Arun snapped. “Or is that too impudent for the man who is, in fact, the head of this magistery?”
“You may.” Esmerild’s thoughtful gaze rested not on Arun but on Mairid, who stood silent and, now that she had what she wanted, a bit smug. “For one thing, I rather like her.”
Griffin nearly laughed. How could that possibly be? Mairid was every bit as arrogant and unpleasant as Alan, and none of the dragons could stand him.
“That’s hardly a reason—” Arun began.
“No,” Esmerild agreed. “It isn’t. But I’ll tell you what is more than reason enough, though you might find it so extraordinary as to defy belief. I’ve been a bit shocked myself, all through this conversation, which I suppose is why I’ve allowed this girl to prattle on as much as she has.”
“I would hardly call it prattle,” said Mairid. She went on talking, but the rest of her protest was lost to Griffin; he was distracted by a flash of color in the sky, as he had been once before, in this same place. A red godern.
Or was it? He turned his head to follow the bird’s northward progress. Might it be a red pigeon, as it had been in his dream?
Perhaps the dream had been his mind’s way of correcting him about that first sighting. Or of warning him. Pigeons were, after all, very different from goderns. Particularly in their usefulness to men.
“Griffin!”
Griffin’s eyes jerked back to Esmerild at the sound of her voice, very like a growl. He started to say something, then trailed off, discouraged by both the greenwing’s expression and the presence of Mairid. If there was some significance to the bird, he hardly wanted to discuss it in front of someone he didn’t trust. “Apologies,” he said instead.
Esmerild narrowed her eyes at him. “Yes, I should hope so. I am not accustomed to being ignored. I was just explaining to Mairid how extremely rare it is for a human to be entirely devoid of magic. And that you are the first such one I’ve come across in a thousand years.”
Griffin suppressed a sigh, but thankfully no response seemed to be required of him.
“But unless I’m much mistaken,” Esmerild went on, “which I obviously am not, I’ve just come across another.”
“What?” Arun stared at Esmerild.
“What?” Griffin stared at Mairid.
For the barest moment, he saw something in her eyes that surprised him even more than Esmerild’s declaration: raw, unabated grief.
Then he blinked, and when he looked again, her face might have been sculpted out of ice.
“You see?” Esmerild said, quite cheerfully. “It’s far better to have two of you, as I’m sure you’ll agree. Now if Adalant should crisp one of you up, our cause won’t be entirely lost.”
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THERE WAS NO SLIVER, no patch, no spark of light anywhere, in any direction. How was he to know which way to walk?
The way he was facing, he supposed. But terror gripped him, and he found he could not. Damp, tepid air slid over his face. His heart pummeled his ribs.
When the stillness at last became worse than the thought of whatever awaited him in the dark, he took a step. His foot came up reluctantly, with a squelch, as if the floor clung to it.
He stretched his arms out in front of him, slowly, remembering the well he’d gone down to find the elixir, the underground tunnels that had ended abruptly, sometimes painfully, in cold, hard stone. Perhaps this place was like that one.
It wasn’t. When his fingers found a wall, it gave beneath them. Soft, warm, a bit fuzzy, like velvet. Or mold. Moldy, rotten—
He snatched his hands back, suddenly very sure that he didn’t want to know what he was touching. Grateful for the dark.
If his heart raced any faster, it would reach the end of the racecourse. And then it would stop. Perhaps that wouldn’t be so bad.
There was a soft hiss, followed by a slithering sound. Something was coming. But from where? Which direction? He couldn’t tell.
He would have to brave the walls again, and the strange, sticky floor. He had to find his way out. Before it reached him. Before its fangs sank into his neck. It would want blood. It always wanted blood.
But even as he raised his arms once more, he knew it was in vain.
He would never get out. This was home now.
THE DREAM DIDN’T LINGER for more than a few moments after Griffin woke. He dressed quickly, careful not to disturb the snoring Rosie, thinking not of fangs and a strange, soft prison, but of a red bird. And of Balfin’s son.
Willard, who had lingered in the corridor when Griffin met Mairid. Who had lingered again at the pavilion, when Mairid in turn met Esmerild and Arun.
Curiosity? Possibly. Probably. A mysterious (and attractive) stranger, a commotion among the magisters. A green dragon, come to preside over the whole affair. That was a fair amount of excitement for a young villager. And a boy Willard’s age was especially susceptible to the desire to be an insider, to have information that others did not. He would have wanted to tell his friends, and the patrons at The Dark Dragon, about the day’s events.
But were they the only ones he’d wanted to tell?
Willard had also been at the pavilion the day of the welcoming, when the dragons arrived. Griffin had a clear memory of the boy stuffing sweets into his mouth. It would be very easy to dismiss that, too, as curiosity.
Except that it made Willard the only person, apart from Arun and Griffin himself, who had been present both times the red bird crossed the sky.
A godern, or a pigeon? The difference was crucial. If it was indeed a pigeon—a messenger—Willard might have a great deal to answer for.
And his father, too. Balfin had been there on Midsummer’s Eve, at the tents, at the feast. He could easily have helped a magician get into, and around, the magistery. He could even have helped sabotage the tents, somehow.
A theory based on insubstantial evidence, held together almost entirely by conjecture. Griffin dearly hoped it would come to nothing; he liked Balfin, and Willard seemed a nice enough young man. But it ought to be investigated, nonetheless.
On his own, though, that much was certain. The possibility that Willard and Balfin had done nothing wrong was much too great to subject them to the terrors of Esmerild quite yet. Before he left his room, Griffin took a poker from beside the stove, and put a hole in his shoe.
His scheme was interrupted before he’d taken three steps outside the battlemage hall, by possibly the very last person he wanted to see. Mairid stood just outside the front door, huddled beneath the little overhang to keep out of the rain.
“There you are.” She straightened up. “Finally. I had my breakfast almost an hour ago, you know. Do you always rise so late?”
Griffin offered a polite greeting, and hoped (perhaps not very hard) that she wouldn’t hear the disappointment in it. He’d been blessedly free of her the evening before, though she had made the afternoon a lively one. Once she realized that Esmerild needed her, at least to some degree, and that she might be in a position to make demands, she made a single one: that her pony be admitted into Pendralyn as well. If she was to be gone indefinitely she could not, she insisted, simply leave Kendry in Wendin-or-Weldin’s care. (It was, in fact, Seldin, which was why nobody had realized who she meant at first.)
It was not a simple request to grant. They had no accommodations for horses or ponies, and even with its new staircase and other renovations in recent years, the entrance to the magistery was not large enough to admit an animal that size. The first obstacle was fairly easily overcome, with a few adjustments to an outdoor portion of the kennels. The second was more complex. If they couldn’t get Kendry through the mountains, he would have to be taken over them.
But the poor pony was terrified of dragons, as most animals with sense seemed to be. Not even Deryn could convince him to step into the oversized sling they fashioned for him, so that Story could pick him up without gouging him with her talons. In the end a great deal of sleeping powder had to be found.
When Kendry was at last peacefully settled into his makeshift stall, Mairid took her evening meal with him, and after a private meeting with Esmerild, spoke to no one else.
But it seemed Griffin’s respite was over now. “I wasn’t aware we had an appointment,” he said. “May I be of service in some way?”
“Of course you can,” she said with a huff. “They didn’t tell you?”
“They?”
“Esmerild, I suppose. She told me that you would give me a tour of Mithrin’s chamber, first thing today.”
Griffin swore under his breath.
Mairid narrowed her eyes at him. “What did you say?”
“Nothing. It’s just that I was …” He hesitated, having no desire to abort his fledgling plan. For one thing, water was seeping into his shoe. “Apologies. There must have been some miscommunication, and I’m afraid I’m otherwise occupied. Perhaps we could go down this afternoon, instead.”
“I’m told two of the Tars are to be there all afternoon.”
“Tomorrow, then.”
“You can’t mean to keep me waiting a whole day.” She put her hands on her hips. “You oughtn’t keep me waiting at all. What do you expect me to do in the meanwhile?”
“Apologies,” Griffin said again. He had a feeling it was a word he’d be obliged to speak to Mairid often. “Why don’t you come with me to talk to Esmerild? She’ll have plenty for you to do, I’m sure.”
“Yes, I think I would like to speak with Esmerild. Though perhaps you won’t like what I have to say to her.” Mairid gestured toward the soggy lawn. “Take me to her, then.”
This proved easier said than done. Owing to the rain, it was difficult to find any of the dragons, apart from a disgruntled Fendrath guarding the pit. He suggested they look up in the hills, where there were some sheltered places.
Nearly half an hour later, they found Esmerild in a shallow cave, just deep enough to be mostly dry, with three of the Dordrine delegates. The magicians were crouched around a fire—magical, judging by the blue-tinged flames—staring intently at a number of tiny bones scattered across the dirt.
“What are they doing?” Mairid stared aghast at the bones as she pushed her way into the already crowded space.
“It’s a sort of divination spell.” Griffin bowed his head to Esmerild, then nodded a greeting at the Dords. He did not add to his answer that if they hoped to find the harp this way, they were likely to be disappointed. He knew that both Nott and the archmagister still dabbled on occasion in the use of crow’s bones to read the present and possible future. Both of them had tried it several times, back when they were desperate to find Esmerild’s cursed book. But it was a notoriously imprecise, often uncooperative art, and most Caird magicians didn’t bother with it. It was certainly not taught at Pendralyn.
It seemed the Dords—or Esmerild—viewed it differently. And now that he thought about it, Griffin supposed it was no more ridiculous than trying to find a way to ask a dead dragon where the harp was.
Esmerild tossed her head at him, looking irritated. “Are you back from the laboratory already? I most certainly hope so, because the alternative is that you haven’t gone yet, which would be unfortunate. More so for you than I. Or have you found something?”
“Your pardon.” Griffin bowed his head again. “I wasn’t made aware until a short while ago that I was meant to give Mairid a tour this morning.” He ignored Mairid’s puff of indignation. “I’m afraid I must request a change.”
“What sort of change?” Esmerild asked.
“I need to attend to some business in the village. I hoped I might borrow your coin again, and go. It shouldn’t take past lunchtime.”
“Past lunchtime?” Esmerild looked positively scandalized by this disruption to her carefully planned schedule. “What business could you possibly have outside the magistery, when I’ve been very clear these past weeks that you aren’t to leave it?”
“That’s just it—I haven’t left in weeks.” Griffin raised his foot to show her his damaged shoe. Surely Esmerild wouldn’t countenance something so untidy. “And I’ve been getting my feet wet that whole time, to say nothing of the rocks that have found their way in. I’d like to see the cobbler.”
Esmerild lowered her head to examine the hole in the leather. “Clumsy, aren’t you? That looks as though you fell on a spear. But it hardly seems urgent, if it’s been weeks already. If nobody here can repair it, we can have it sent to the cobbler. There’s no reason for you to go in person.”
“True, but that’s not the only reason I’m asking to go. It’s only the most practical.”
“And what is the other?”
“It’s my mother’s birthday,” Griffin lied, and hoped his mother’s spirit would forgive him. “She died during the war against Graddoc. Both my parents did. There’s a memorial just outside the village, and on their birthdays I like to go and pay my respects. And leave some apple cakes, if I can, which happen to be a specialty of the shoemaker’s wife. They were a family favorite.”
He wasn’t sure how Esmerild’s tracking coin worked, or how precise it was, but in case she intended to follow his progress minute to minute, he wanted to account for his roaming around. Multiple purposes would mean multiple destinations, and a long morning away. Besides, honoring his parents seemed like the sort of thing that would appeal to a dragon.
It was. After a brief hesitation, Esmerild sighed—sounding much like a horse—and said, “Very well. Story has the keeping of the coin, you can see her about getting it. You may meet Fendrath by the gate in a half hour’s time.”
Griffin blinked at her. “Is that necessary?”
“Of course it is. He’s guarding the pit, and Tavreth won’t replace him until then. Surely you can endure your wet foot for a half hour more.”
“I meant, is it necessary for him to come at all? I believe I can manage on my own.”
Esmerild’s wings twitched. “You’ve just said this memorial is outside the village. If you wish to go that far, I’m afraid it must be with an escort I trust. And you can be grateful I’m allowing it at all, you know. I wouldn’t make such an accommodation for everyone.”
She looked over his shoulder at Mairid, who was still watching the magicians with an expression of mingled suspicion and disgust. Why was she paying so much attention to them, if she was so repulsed by the practice of magic? Just to have something to be offended by, Griffin supposed.
“I assume,” Esmerild said to her, “that you’re here because you’ve got nothing to do, without Griffin. You may go with him, as well. Of course, you and Fendrath ought to have the manners to stand back and give him some privacy when it comes time for him to commune with his dead.”
Mairid’s face suggested she’d just been offered a trip into a sulfur mine. “I’m a member of the royal houses of two kingdoms. You don’t think it’s a bit beneath my station to attend to an adept’s errands?”
“I’m a magister,” Griffin corrected, although they both ignored him.
“As you might have noticed, I didn’t have time to impart a great deal of detail to you last night,” Esmerild said. “What with you arriving unannounced, and giving us no chance to prepare. Griffin’s task today is to familiarize you fully with the magistery, the members of the gathering, our mission, and your part in it. I see no reason why most of that can’t be accomplished outside Mithrin’s laboratory. And besides, the two of you will almost certainly have to work together, by the end. Closely, perhaps, and under a great deal of strain. I’d like you to bond.”
“Bond?” Mairid took a hasty step away from Griffin, as if afraid the suggested bonding might take her unawares.
Griffin was no less horrified, though he’d have liked to think he was less obvious about it. Why in Eyrdri’s name must it be his duty to look after her? Today, of all days?
But perhaps Esmerild meant for them to look after one another, like children pushed together to get them out of the adults’ way. Why not let the nonmagicals keep each other occupied until they were needed, while the magicians did the real work?
“Er …” He glanced at the Dords, wondering whether it was widespread knowledge already that Mairid was like him. He decided not to mention it directly. “But surely it would be safer if Mairid and I weren’t both outside the magistery at the same time? Perhaps you’d prefer to keep us apart.”
“Of course I wouldn’t, why should I? Are you suggesting that this cobbler is so very dangerous a man that even Fendrath cannot protect you from him?” Esmerild stretched her neck toward Griffin, nostrils flaring. “Or are you perhaps planning something untoward, that might endanger either one of you?”
“No.” He swallowed, then cursed himself for it. It could only have made him look more guilty. “Of course not.”
“Well, then. I don’t see the difficulty.” Esmerild was already turning away. “Off with you, then.”
He’d almost certainly botched it; she probably already suspected he was up to something. Arguing with her was bound to make things worse. Mutely, Griffin nodded his goodbyes, and did as he was told.
He kept his silence on the way back, largely ignoring Mairid’s rambling (and complaining, judging by her tone) as he considered his options. Given his companion’s reluctance to come with him, he might be able to convince her to stay behind, and out of his way. But he didn’t like the idea of her wandering freely around the magistery, unwatched. And what if someone saw her doing just that?
Fendrath would be even harder to deal with than Mairid. Particularly since the blackwing knew exactly where the memorial was, and which direction Griffin ought to be walking in to get there.
No doubt it would be wiser to simply abandon the whole plan. Get his shoe fixed, make a show of remembering his parents, and worry about Balfin and Willard another time.
Except, what other time might that be? He might not get another chance. And if there was some connection between them and the Red Cult, time must be considered precious.
No, he must keep to the path he’d set for himself. And hope it didn’t end in flames.
    
GRIFFIN DID INDEED GET his shoe repaired, though now that he was stuck with Mairid, he regretted mentioning apple cakes in his excuses to Esmerild. He couldn’t ask Tessa for any; she would know today wasn’t one of his remembrance days. Thankfully, it was unlikely that Mairid had bothered to listen to a word he said. If she remembered the apple cakes, she didn’t say so. (Or perhaps that was because she couldn’t fit it in, among her frequent comments about the day’s plans being spoiled, and not getting to see the laboratory, and not having come all the way from Aldarine to see how the Eyrds cobbled.) He left the shoemaker’s shop with no holes in either his shoe or, as far as he knew, his story.
Keeping it that way for just a few minutes more was going to be the tricky part.
At least Fendrath was out of the way, watching them from the roof of a nearby barn. He’d been no happier than Mairid about the change in his morning’s plans, and was certainly not, he grumbled, inclined to compound his irritation by subjecting himself to Avadare’s narrow streets and gaping citizens.
The gaping of said citizens provided an additional advantage for Griffin. The few people hurrying about their business in such miserable weather looked up at the barn, if they looked up at all. Nobody was likely to notice Griffin’s snooping.
Nobody, that was, except Mairid. He stopped outside Balfin’s cottage, which was conveniently only three doors down from Tam and Tessa’s. “I’ll just be a moment here.”
“What do you mean?” Mairid regarded the peeling paint on the door with distaste. “Whatever for?”
“Balfin keeps a very nice herb garden. The archmagister asked me to get a few potion ingredients.” Griffin knocked on the door. Once. Twice. Then a third time, for good measure.
Mairid made an impatient noise, and clutched her hood beneath her chin as a fresh wave of rain pelted them. “It would seem there’s nobody home.”
Griffin had expected as much. Balfin was often occupied with repairs and other odd jobs around the village, and they’d already seen Willard at The Dark Dragon. As burglary was rare in Avadare, plenty of its residents didn’t bother with locking their doors. It would be interesting to see whether Balfin was among them. Griffin tried the door.
Locked. He glanced around, reaching into his pocket for the lock picks he’d borrowed from the contriver hall. The street was empty. Nobody was watching—except Fendrath, whose wing looked to be tapping against his side. This stop was not on the itinerary. The dragon would come asking questions before much longer. Disregarding Mairid’s shocked stare, Griffin hastily picked the simple lock.
“What are you doing?” Mairid demanded.
Griffin grabbed her elbow and yanked her inside, then closed the door quietly behind them. Between the single window and the dreary day it looked out on, the cottage was dim. It smelled a bit rank. “I haven’t been entirely straightforward about the reason I’m here,” he confessed. “Tell me if you see any—”
He’d been about to say evidence that they’re keeping birds, but such a search was unnecessary, as the evidence in question confronted them directly. And, as it turned out, surprisingly bloodily.
There was a flapping sound, and something darted at Griffin’s face. Instinctively, he flung up his hands to protect his eyes. Which was why he didn’t see whatever happened to make Mairid scream.
Still shielding his face with one arm, Griffin swung the other, swatting something small and light. He swung again, harder. And connected with something more solid.
“Ow!”
Exposing his eyes long enough to squint sideways, he saw Mairid hunched beside him, one hand pulling her hood as far down as she could, the other clutching at her nose. Blood gushed through her fingers.
When she spoke again her voice was muffled, but no less fierce. “You broke my nose, you idiot! You—” Whatever tirade was meant to follow was cut short by a second attack from above. Mairid made a choked sound of outrage. “Get them off me!”
They were pigeons. No less than four of them, and although Griffin couldn’t make out their color clearly, he was willing to wager a great deal that they were red.
Not that he had much chance to ponder the matter. Eerily silent, they dived and pecked until blood flowed over much of Griffin’s exposed skin. He grabbed hold of one of Mairid’s attackers, vaguely disgusted by its soft, wriggling body, and flung it away.
At the same time, Mairid twisted and hopped; at first Griffin thought she meant to hit him. But it was another pigeon, aiming itself at Griffin’s neck. Her blow sent it spinning through the air before it landed on the floor with a plop, dead or stunned.
Through the corner of his eye, Griffin spotted a large cage on an inverted crate near the window, its door already open. He made a run for it, hoping the pigeons would be stupid enough to chase him.
They were. He tossed the nearest one—which happened to be doing its best to gouge his eyes out—inside, then blocked the opening with his body while the bird threw itself against his belly, pecking at his shirt, breaking the skin beneath. With his range of movement thus impaired, it took a bit longer to shove in the one attacking his head.
Mairid was at his side by then, with a third pigeon trapped in the folds of her cloak. She started to fumble with the window.
“No!” Griffin said. “We can’t let them go! In here.” He leaned aside, giving her just enough space to unroll the fabric and send the squirming bird to join its two fellows.
Glancing back and finding that the last one was still on the floor, Griffin slammed the cage door shut.
Mairid’s eyes widened as she followed his gaze. With a muttered curse, she hurried to check on the recipient of her punch. “I didn’t kill it, did I?”
The pigeon was breathing, though weakly. Getting it into the cage without letting the others escape was a whole new ordeal.
“We need to bring them back,” Griffin panted when it was finally over. “Deryn will be able to question them.”
With a furious noise, Mairid swiped blood from her face. How much of it was a result of the many small cuts the birds had given her, and how much a result of Griffin’s blow to her nose, was unclear. “What are you talking about? What in Derine’s name is going on here?”
“I’d like to know the same.” Willard had apparently come upon them while they were otherwise occupied. He stood in the open doorway, seething with rage. The cheerful boy of the day before was nowhere to be found in his face. “How dare you come in here? What have you done to my birds?”
Before Griffin had quite decided on an answer, Mairid crossed her arms and gave Willard an imperious glare. “How dare you seems as good a question for you as for us. Do you see my face? This is Lancet blood you’ve spilled, and don’t think you won’t be punished for it. What do you mean by keeping such aggressive creatures?”
Griffin put his hand on her shoulder in hopes of silencing her, and spoke to the boy in a much gentler tone. “Willard, I know how the red dragons operate. I’ve seen them use threats to force someone to cooperate before. A boy, younger even than you, who meant no harm. If you were forced to do their bidding, you’ve only to say so, and we can help—”
Willard interrupted him with a laugh. His eyes were wild now. “You think you can help me?” He came forward, fists clenched. “You’ll be bowing to me one day! See if you don’t!”
Griffin stepped in front of Mairid and held up his hands, half in a placating gesture, half in preparation. Willard looked as if he might mean to attack them, foolish though that would be. But Griffin was fairly certain he could subdue the boy without hurting him. “Willard—”
Apparently thinking better of picking a fight with a man three times his size, Willard spat on the floor, then turned on his heel and ran out the door.
Griffin went after him. Mairid followed, though Griffin barely registered her soft footfalls above the splattering of mud and his own swearing. Twice the slick street nearly brought him down as he ran. Wiping rain from his eyes, he saw Willard round a corner. The boy was fast.
That speed would not be to his advantage. Far better for him if Griffin had caught him. But by the time Griffin got to him, at the end of the next street, Fendrath was already there.
The dragon reared back his head, and roared.
    
WILLARD’S COURAGE fled quickly in the face of an angry dragon. Once he submitted, it was a simple matter to find Balfin, who cooperated much more readily. Father and son were brought before the four dragons and the archmagister in the keep, while the rain continued its relentless assault outside.
Both Griffin and Mairid were asked to stay, presumably as witnesses, though Griffin wasn’t entirely certain he wasn’t on trial himself. Esmerild was none too pleased when she learned of his deception, and had quite a lot to say about it.
At least she didn’t threaten to melt his skin from his bones, which was more than could be said for Balfin and Willard. Had it been up to her alone, they might have skipped directly to the judgment, with very little in the way of questioning first. Arun and Fendrath both intervened, the former because he, like Griffin, pitied the prisoners. The latter because he thought they might prove useful.
Though Willard was sullen and defiant as only a boy of his years could be, Balfin immediately confessed his association with the Red Cult. He could put no names to the strangers who had abducted Willard just before Midsummer, threatening to kill the boy unless Balfin did their bidding. He knew only that there were two of them, that at least one of them, by his accent, was a Harth, and that both were magicians.
Balfin had brought these men into the magistery on Midsummer’s Eve, and led them back to the tents. He didn’t stay with them after that; they might have lingered for hours, poking around, while the magisters were distracted with putting out the fire. Griffin could only wonder what they learned in that time, about the gathering, the harp, (the absence of) the elixir of dragon breath.
Whatever their results, they kept their word, and returned Willard that very night. And that ought to have been the end of it, for poor Balfin—had his son not fallen under the cultists’ influence.
“He’s at a very impressionable age,” Balfin pleaded to the archmagister, when Willard seemed disinclined to defend himself. (Griffin had yet to see either of them make eye contact with any of the dragons.) “And he was with them for two long days. Magicians are cunning, begging your pardon, and as I’m sure you know.”
“Some are,” Arun agreed. “But none of our powers, as far as I’m aware, extend to mind control. What choices Willard made, he made of his own free will.”
“Because they confused him!” said Balfin. “He’s always been a good boy. Never an unkind word for anyone, always game for anything. But they brought him back to me changed. If it wasn’t mind control, it was something very like it. They bespelled him somehow. They must have.”
“Opened my eyes, more like,” Willard grumbled.
And grumbled was indeed the word for it. To watch him, one might take him for a student who’d been caught cheating on a test, or sneaking a frog into a classmate’s pillowcase. As if he considered his offense minor, and its consequences a nuisance. As if he wasn’t standing in front of the Archmagister of Pendralyn and no less than four dragons, with nothing but a table between them, and his fate very much in question.
But Griffin, sitting with Mairid off to one side, was in a position to see the boy’s hands clasped behind his back. Tightly. Like perhaps he was trying to keep them from shaking.
So which was real? The insolent traitor? The frightened child? The furious boy Griffin had seen in the cottage, or the lighthearted one he’d seen at the inn? Perhaps even Willard himself didn’t know for sure.
“I can see how you’d take some joy from that,” said Tavreth, her voice almost soothing. “I do so enjoy having my eyes opened to some new wonder, some secret.” She tilted her head at Willard. “Tell us, then, what wondrous secret did these cultists reveal to you? What did you see, when your eyes were opened?”
“What it really means to live here, when you’re not a magician.” Willard’s freshly opened eyes remained on Arun, though he was answering Tavreth. “The way you use us, subjugate us. You treat us like servants. You hold all the power for yourselves, when you’re no more worthy of it than anyone else. You’re no more worthy of anything than anyone else, but you think being able to do a few tricks makes you better.”
Mairid made a soft noise of disapproval. Griffin wondered whether it was Willard she disapproved of, or the magicians he was denouncing. Both, no doubt.
Arun sighed and shot Balfin a look Griffin couldn’t read. “This might be an appropriate time to disclose that Willard was put forth by his father as a potential student, when the boy was nine. He was not accepted.” He held up a hand, as if someone had argued with him, though none of the dragons looked especially interested in this information. “I have no reason to believe Balfin holds us a grudge, nor have I ever had that impression.”
“It does seem to be fueling Willard’s resentment, though, doesn’t it?” said Story.
Esmerild snorted. “I have little interest in what’s fueling the boy’s actions. Only in the outcomes of those actions.”
“Ah,” said Arun, “but they are a boy’s actions. A misguided boy, certainly, but a boy nevertheless. The young are known for being too easily led astray. Particularly by promises of deposing the authorities in their lives.”
“You are not an authority in my life!” Willard was nearly shouting now. “That you imagine you are is exactly what’s wrong with this kingdom!”
“Yes, yes, and so you’re fighting for justice, it’s all very fascinating.” Esmerild sounded anything but fascinated. “I’ve no doubt the Red Cult promised you dominance over these magicians you so despise, in exchange for your service to Adalant.”
She stood and leaned over the table, stretching her neck until her face was so close to Willard’s that he must surely feel her hot breath. Then she snarled. Her lips twitched with satisfaction when the blood drained from his face. “What I’d like to know is, what service, precisely, did you provide?”
“And before you give your answer,” said Story, “perhaps you would benefit from a reminder that there’s no point in lying, now that you’re caught. Your life hangs in the balance, I would think, and it’s important that you tell my sister something of value, if you’d like to keep it.”
Willard swallowed. “I was to look after the pigeons, and use them to send messages. That’s all. There was no real harm in it. I wasn’t hurting anyone.”
“How many pigeons?” Mairid asked. “We found four. Were there others?”
“One other,” said Balfin.
“Willard sent that one off yesterday,” Griffin added. “I saw it, after he left the pavilion. That’s what set off my suspicions in the first place.”
“Then we’ll be sure to catch it, when it returns,” said Esmerild. “Although I have very low hopes of Deryn learning much from any of them. Stupid, stubborn little things, pigeons.”
“I don’t think these were quite as stupid as ordinary pigeons.” Balfin’s eyes flitted to Arun, to Griffin, then finally to the floor. “They seemed to have … intentions. Perhaps that’s not the right word. I’d wake sometimes and find one sitting on my chest, staring at me. It was awful, if you want to know, living with those foul things.”
Arun raised a brow at him. “And yet you tolerated them.”
“Rather than do what? Defy their masters? Turn my own son over to you, perhaps?” Balfin shook his head and looked away again.
“Well, stupid or not, willing or not, I’m sure I’ll find a use for them,” said Esmerild.
“Will you send one back to its master, and follow it?” Griffin asked.
Arun started to say something, but Esmerild cut in. “And reveal that we have them? So soon? I think I can be relied upon to be more clever than that. We may wish to send their master a message of our own, by and by. As ourselves, or not.” She returned her golden gaze to Willard. “And what messages did you send? Tell me each one.”
“On the day of the welcoming, I heard Magister Deryn say that you needed Magister Griffin,” said Willard. “That your alliance depended on it. He was very interested when I told him that. Sent word back that I was to watch for Griffin specially, and listen for anything to do with him.”
Join us.
Griffin’s stomach lurched. So that was it. It wasn’t just revenge for her brother that had made Adalant single him out for the dreams. She knew Esmerild needed him, though she couldn’t know why; Griffin himself hadn’t known, when he’d had that conversation with Deryn. But it didn’t matter. If Esmerild wanted him, so did Adalant.
Arun caught his eye, and gave him a nod that suggested they would discuss it later.
“But Griffin never came out of the magistery at all, until yesterday,” Willard was saying. “Nobody did. People went in, to make deliveries, but I didn’t hear much from them. He’s been getting impatient.”
“You keep saying he,” Tavreth said. “You refer to one of the magicians who took you in the first place?”
Willard nodded. “The Harth. He’s the one in charge.”
“But he never gave you a name to use?” asked Esmerild.
“No. I only call him Sir.”
“And I never heard either of their names, as I mentioned,” Balfin added.
Willard went on without being prompted. He seemed much more forthcoming, since he’d seen Esmerild’s teeth. “I sent Sir another pigeon yesterday, to tell him Miss—Lady—Mairid had arrived, and that she was demanding a place at the gathering.” He glanced at Griffin. “I got that much from listening at the door, but you shooed me away before I could find out what you said outside.”
“Does Adalant, or your Sir, know what we’re doing here?” Esmerild asked. “What our specific task is, I mean.”
Willard shrugged. “If they do, they didn’t find out from me. All I know is that you’ve got a lot of magicians here who never come to the inn.”
When Esmerild was satisfied that both Balfin and Willard had been questioned thoroughly, she declared that they were to be kept at the magistery. “Not out of any sense of mercy, mind you. But Fendrath is right: they may serve a purpose. Particularly since Sir has no reason to know they’ve been caught, at least not yet.”
Rather than make a cell in the kennels, as they’d occasionally done in the past, the archmagister decided to put these prisoners in the manor; locks both physical and magical would be more than enough to hold two people with no magic of their own. Griffin volunteered to escort them and see to their rooms, mainly because it meant a chance to get away from Mairid. She did not hesitate to remind him, as he left the keep, that she fully expected him to meet his obligations to her tomorrow, since he’d failed so completely to do so today.
If it was likely to be a cheerless walk through the mud, at least it would be a short one. Willard resumed his sulky silence, but Balfin began to speak as soon as the doors closed behind them, as though he’d been waiting to get Griffin alone. “I didn’t like seeing those tents destroyed. Not after we worked so hard. But they promised nobody would get hurt. I did get their word on that much.”
“And nobody did.” Griffin gave him a pitying look. Balfin wasn’t blameless, but Willard falling in with the cultists had put him in a difficult position. Having no son of his own, Griffin couldn’t say whether he’d have acted any differently. And there was no doubt that dragons, and probably by extension their servants, could be intimidating. “You never saw either of the redwings?”
Balfin shook his head. “Only those blasted birds, and the two magicians. Willard’s Sir most often, if you want to call three times often.” He looked askance at his son and lowered his voice. “He worships that man, no matter how contemptuously he might speak of magicians these days. Sir’s a charismatic sort. The kind who can charm a young person into following him, whether he does it with magic or not. Of course, I tried to talk some sense into Willard …”
He went on talking, but Griffin lost the thread of the conversation as Alan walked out of the manor, two of the other Harths in tow. “Balfin,” he interrupted, “do you recognize the man coming toward us? The one in the blue cloak?”
Balfin squinted through the drizzling rain. “No. Should I?”
“I suppose not.” There was no sign of recognition on Alan’s part, either. He gave Griffin his usual sneer as he passed, but didn’t so much as glance at either Balfin or Willard.
And anyway, no red pigeons had been seen flying in or out of the magistery, delivering news to Alan or anyone else. Nor would there be any reason for them to; there was far more information to be found inside Pendralyn than out. The Red Cult would hardly need Willard to spy for them, if they had Alan.
So much for Griffin’s theory that Alan was in league with them. It had never been likely, in any case. It was far more probable that Alan was no more than the arrogant, insufferable fool he appeared to be.
A conclusion that brought no comfort to Griffin. The real cultists were still out there somewhere, nameless, faceless. They could be anyone, anywhere.
And thanks to Willard, they had a particular interest in Griffin.
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GRIFFIN DREW a pattern in the dirt with the tip of his shoe, one of the runes repeated often on the walls. Calys had told him it meant dragon. He guessed he’d been standing outside the door to Mithrin’s corridor for a quarter of an hour, at least. Perhaps Mairid was trying to get back at him for making her wait outside the battlemage hall the day before. Or, more likely, for the entire misadventure that followed.
She arrived at last, with a lantern and a sour expression. The latter was the only thing that marred her face; the sages had deftly repaired both the abuse inflicted by the pigeons, and Griffin’s inadvertent blow to her nose. It seemed she didn’t object to magic enough to refuse healing, particularly if her vanity was at stake.
“Good morning,” Griffin said. “I’d have come to fetch you, but I was told you preferred to meet me here.”
“You were told correctly. I’ve just sailed across the sea and ridden across Cairdarin. I hope I can manage to walk across a lawn and down a ladder on my own.”
“I meant no offense.”
“No, I don’t suppose you did. It’s very dirty down here, isn’t it?”
Griffin laughed. He’d decided, while trying to rally himself over breakfast, that there was nothing else to be done with the woman but laugh, lest she drive him to violence. “It’s a cave. What did you expect?”
“I don’t know. That you’d civilized it, I suppose.”
“We have, in many ways, but we’ve only had so much time.” He nodded at the lantern. “You won’t need that, for example. There are sconces and braziers, all lit and ready for us. We’re to be out in an hour, mind. The magicians have enough to do, without losing time to the likes of us.”
“The likes of us?” Mairid scoffed. “You say that as if we’re inferior.”
“I meant no offense,” Griffin said again. “Only that we aren’t much good at studying spell books, so we must yield the chamber to those who can.”
“I may not be as useless as you all insist I will be.”
“You won’t be useless at all, any more than I will. We’re the only ones of our kind to be found.”
“I meant during this phase of the project.” Mairid tossed her head. “I’m very well educated, you know.”
“I don’t doubt it.”
“I know several languages, including Ancient Caird, and a great deal about history.”
“Many of Mithrin’s writings are in Ancient Caird,” Griffin said with a nod. “Although the things he really meant to keep secret seem to be in Ancient Eyrdish.”
“I’m not familiar with that.”
“Not many are. But we have several magisters who’ve been studying it.”
“I’ll look forward to learning, then. Lead the way.”
Griffin preceded her through the door, then gave her a moment to look around before starting down the corridor. “The laboratory is this way.”
“I suppose you’ve heard the gossip,” Mairid said, after a moment of walking in silence.
Griffin glanced at her. “What gossip would that be?”
“About how I got that fine education I just mentioned. I assumed all the Eyrds knew.”
She assumed all the Eyrds knew not only who she was, but how she’d been educated? History told that the Lancets were insufferably arrogant, but even taking that into account, this one seemed excessive. “Er, no,” Griffin said. “I’ve been at the magistery since I was a young boy, and although my parents had enough heritage to be admitted here themselves, they weren’t nobility.”
Mairid made an impatient sound. “Why are you telling me your life story?”
Why are you insisting I ought to know yours? Griffin cleared his throat. “By way of saying that I don’t generally find myself in a position to hear royal court sort of gossip. Particularly when it’s about foreign kingdoms. I’d never heard of you before you arrived here. So no, I haven’t the slightest idea about your education.”
“I didn’t mean to imply that the Eyrds would know me. I merely assumed you all knew your king. He was my adept at the palace in Witmare, when I was a girl.”
“Oh!” Griffin was, indeed, familiar with the tale that King Wardin had been taken as a boy, and raised at King Bramwell’s court as a humble adept, with no notion of who he truly was. “Forgive me. I didn’t realize you were there. But I suppose our ages line up properly for that.”
Mairid stopped outside a study room, but made no move to go inside. Her eyes looked as if they were elsewhere. “And have you met him? I assume he visits here, with all his ties to the place.”
“Yes, he does, and yes, I have.”
“Do you like him?”
“I do. And the queen, as well.”
She snorted and turned away. “Surely you have something more interesting to show me than a study room. I’ve enough of those back home.”
“Do you live in a temple?”
“Of sorts. It’s called a convent. Where is the laboratory?”
“At the end, but you might want to have a look in here first.” Griffin went ahead to the chain room, then stood aside for her to enter.
Mairid was silent for several minutes, while she knelt beside the chains to run a hand over them, then walked along the walls, studying the runes.
“Is that blood?” she asked finally, tracing a line of writing with two fingers.
“Dragon’s blood,” said Griffin. “Story confirmed it for us.”
She cast a dark look back at the chains. “Whatever made you think I would want to see this room?”
“Because it’s a mystery, I suppose, and solving Mithrin’s mysteries is what we’re here for.”
Mairid shook her head. Emphatically, as she seemed to do most things. “Not this one. I’ve no interest in knowing what he was doing with those chains.”
“Come on, then, and I’ll show you what you came for.”
“About time, if we only have an hour. And why are we down here alone, by the way? I thought your magisters were taking visitors through in pairs. In case we try to attack you, I suppose, or steal something.”
Griffin’s next words came out on the heels of a chuckle, before he could think better of them. “You’re not exactly a threat, apart perhaps from your tongue.”
Mairid bristled, then crossed her arms and stalked down the corridor toward the laboratory. “What do you mean?”
“Er …” He hurried after her. That had been poorly done. However unpleasant (and unwanted) she might be, she was a guest. “I suppose Esmerild and the archmagister considered me up to the task of keeping you contained on my own. You might have spotted that I’m a fairly big man. Without magic, which we know you don’t have, I don’t think you would have much chance of overpowering me.”
“I meant, what did you mean about my tongue?”
“Yes,” Griffin said with a sigh, “I was afraid that was what you meant.” He stopped outside the open laboratory doors and offered her a small bow. “Apologies. It was a poor joke.”
She met his eye, her own eyes … was that humor there? Just a touch of it, perhaps? “I don’t believe it was a joke at all.”
“Perhaps it wasn’t.” He ducked his head to hide a smile. “But you have my apologies, nonetheless.”
“Keep them,” Mairid said, her voice as hard as ever. If it had been humor, it was short-lived. “They’re of no use to me. Much like your opinions. And there’s no reason to fear me, you know—”
“I wouldn’t say anyone fears you.”
“—whatever I might think of magic, it would be foolish of me to sabotage our common cause. And I am no fool.”
“Assuming our cause is common.” Griffin spread his hands. There was no use tiptoeing around it, now that she’d brought it up. “You might appear willing to set aside your war against magic, if magic will solve your dragon problem, but things aren’t always as they appear, are they? Meaning no offense to you, but it’s a bit of a difficult time for us to trust strangers.”
“We aren’t at war against magic,” said Mairid. “Aldarine has not shown the slightest bit of aggression toward anyone, magicians or otherwise, since before Graddoc’s time. He killed the king, you know.”
“Your former husband’s father?” Griffin guessed.
“Yes. The kingdom was in tatters by the time Graddoc was defeated. We’ve had enough to do these past years with rebuilding, without worrying about the sins of others.”
“So you truly believe using magic to be a sin?” Such a belief was so far beyond his comprehension, Griffin couldn’t help but be curious about it. To him, magic had always been the source of all things wondrous, useful, powerful. Everything he’d always wished he was, but wasn’t. Magic was goodness itself.
“Magic is the province of the deities and the One God above them. It is not for us to tamper with.” Mairid moved past him into the chamber, where she stood for several moments, hands on her hips, looking around. Not, Griffin noted, in wonder. When he came to stand beside her, he saw curiosity in her face, but no awe.
And of course, as ever, she looked fully prepared to disapprove of what she saw. Perhaps that was why Esmerild liked her. Perhaps she reminded the greenwing of herself.
Mairid was the first person he’d brought down here who seemed unimpressed by the place. Was she unable to feel the magic? Or did she simply not care?
“Yet here you are,” he said. “Looking for a spell to help you find a magical harp that you—personally—may be required to use to defeat a magical creature.”
She looked at him from the side of her eye before moving away to study the nearest shelf. “Yes, as to that. See to it that you stay in good health. I’d very much prefer for you to play this harp.”
“So you don’t mind if I sin on your behalf, as long as you don’t have to do it yourself.”
“As I just said, it’s no longer Aldarine’s policy to concern ourselves with the sins of others, and my king …” Mairid trailed off, muttering something under her breath that sounded suspiciously like something a noble lady ought not to say.
“Pardon?” Griffin asked. “Can you repeat that?”
She scowled over her shoulder. “Let’s just dispense with this, shall we? I fail to see the point in it. You’re right. Radley would be more than happy to set aside his so-called piety to solve the dragon problem. And a good many less pressing problems, I might add. So you needn’t worry that I’m here to subvert your precious magic, or whatever it is that concerns you.”
“What do you mean, less pressing problems?”
“The sort of problems any king faces. Do you truly think he doesn’t have magicians in his employ?” Mairid turned around and crossed her arms, looking downright mutinous now. Though whether it was against him or the Aldar king, Griffin was no longer sure. “Two Dords and a Tar, if you want to know. Not that he wants you to know, of course, and to his own people he’d deny it. But we live in a world where magicians are common now, and sometimes magic can only be met with magic.”
Griffin’s lips twitched. “So he hopes to defend himself from another kingdom’s attack with three magicians?”
“They can advise him, at least.”
“I suppose.” In truth, Griffin didn’t much care about the politics of Aldarine. But he did want to take advantage of this moment of what he was fairly certain was honesty, to ask her something that had been sticking in his mind ever since Esmerild’s extraordinary revelation about their new guest. “It doesn’t bother you, then?”
“What? Radley having magicians?”
“No. Having no magic yourself. You weren’t upset when Esmerild said so?”
“Why would I be?” Mairid stepped over to the worktable and bent over the open book there. “I’ve no intention of ever using magic in any case, so it makes no difference whether I have the potential to do so or not. I’ll play the harp if I absolutely must, to help my people. But I’ll likely have to do acts of contrition for a month afterward.”
Griffin nearly let it go. Then decided, for reasons he could not explain, not to. “I don’t believe you.”
She stiffened, but did not look up. “What?”
“I saw your face. I think you were upset. Very much so.”
“Do you.” It wasn’t a question. She sounded bored.
“I’m not sure you genuinely believe that using magic is a sin,” he went on. “Perhaps you simply adopted the Aldars’ views on the subject when you learned you were to become one of them. Or earlier still, I suppose, when you learned you were already a Lancet.”
Now she looked at him, and none too kindly. If he’d been any closer, Griffin thought she might have struck him. But she only pushed away from the table and began walking along the walls, examining books, jars, figurines. Anything her eyes could rest on to keep them, he suspected, from meeting his.
She stopped in front of the shelf of dragon figurines. “I’m permitted to touch these things, I assume?”
“Most of them, yes, but not all, which is one reason you have a guide. That one, for example, will scream if you pick it up. And—No!” Griffin quickly moved between Mairid and the figurines. “Not that one.”
She’d started to reach for the Vomiting Blue. Mairid arched a brow and looked pointedly at his hand, which had somehow found its way to her wrist.
“Apologies.” Griffin dropped his arm and stepped sideways to put more space between them. “But I assure you, if you touch that blue dragon, we’ll both regret it.”
“Why? What will happen to us?”
“You’ll vomit. And I’ll have to watch you vomit.”
She blinked at him, then laughed. A strange sound, coming from her. “I expected more destructive magic than that, from the madman who used those chains. Why would he make a thing like that?”
“I suppose because he was a madman. And because enchanters start with small, frivolous things when they’re learning. Arun did. You should see some of his pens. Perhaps this was some of Mithrin’s earlier work.”
Mairid rolled her eyes. “Put scholars in a room full of books, and what will they do, every one? Put their noses in the books. Which I suppose is the point.”
“What are you talking about?” Griffin asked. “Of course it’s the point. They’re reading the books because they’re looking for a spell. What are you doing?” She’d reached for the dragon again.
“Calm yourself, will you? You’re acting like a little girl. I never vomit. I have an iron constitution.” And with that, Mairid plucked the figurine from the shelf.
Fine. If she wanted to be willful and stupid, she could just take the consequences. Griffin stood back, arms crossed, and waited for the magic to take its course.
She went pale, then a bit green. But true to her word, she did not vomit. Instead she turned the figurine over and bent closer to it, squinting at the bottom.
“It’s made everyone who’s touched it ill?” she asked, in a decidedly strained voice.
“Yes. Put it down.”
She didn’t. “That’s not just unpleasant. It’s loud.”
“Loud?”
“Figuratively speaking. As in, it announces itself strongly.”
“Yes, I suppose so.” Griffin flinched as she gagged. “Will you put it down now?”
But Mairid went right on ignoring him. “And of course it didn’t cross any of your minds that something loud might be intended to eclipse a more subtle sound beneath it.”
“What?”
Instead of answering, Mairid drew back her hand and flung the dragon against the far wall.
Griffin ducked as it shattered, sending the unknown substance it was made of flying everywhere. “What in Eyrdri’s name are you doing? Are you mad?”
“I don’t do anything in Eyrdri’s name.” Mairid walked over to the mess on the floor and delicately pushed at the shards with her shoe. “There.”
With an impatient huff, Griffin crossed the room to see what she was staring at. It was a small stone, almost perfectly round and black as Fendrath’s scales, half covered in blue dust.
“You see?” Mairid said. “Esmerild was right, about getting all sorts of people down here. You need the eyes of someone who isn’t a magician. Except that person must have sense as well, which would appear to rule you out.”
She bent to pick up the stone.
“Stop!” Griffin grabbed her arm and jerked her back. This woman thought she had sense? He’d had far too much experience with Mithrin’s tricks to touch something the mad wizard had wanted to hide. “It won’t be safe!”
He was right. But he was also too late.
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IF HE’D LET GO of her in time, Griffin might have been spared the ordeal that followed. As it was, the instant Mairid’s hand closed around the stone, it was as if something grabbed him by the gut and yanked him backward. (Or was it forward? Downward?) His head snapped back; his teeth slammed together, which was unfortunate for the tongue that was between them at the time. Blood filled his mouth.
So instead of letting go, he gripped Mairid’s elbow all the harder, in much the same way a drowning man will grasp at anything he comes across. And it was like drowning, or at least what he imagined drowning to be. Cold. Dark. Disorienting. Nauseating. He was sure he would be sick. Had he been sick already? Not to mention the small fact of his being unable to breathe.
It was probably over much more quickly than it seemed. When he could at last draw breath, Griffin opened his eyes (without remembering having closed them) and found … the laboratory. He lay on the floor, amid neither the remains of the Vomiting Blue nor, thankfully, any actual vomit.
“What happened to the figurine?” he muttered. Perhaps it had disintegrated. Griffin certainly felt like he had.
Beside him, Mairid moaned, then hissed. “I appreciate the tourniquet, but as I am not wounded, I don’t believe it’s required. Loosen your grip, will you?”
Griffin let go of her. “Put that blasted stone down.”
Fool that she was, she put it in her pocket instead. “What do you suppose just happened? Was it meant to make us sick, like the dragon? Or perhaps I was wrong about the dragon’s purpose. Perhaps it was the stone making people sick all along, and the dragon muted the effect, like—”
“I think there was a bit more to it than that.” Griffin swallowed back what felt like his whole heart, and rose to his knees, gaping at the chamber’s entrance.
“Well, yes, obviously. That’s what I’ve been saying all along. Do you—”
“Look at the doors!”
“What …?” Mairid blinked at the wide, empty space that only moments ago had been occupied by a fine set of oaken double doors. “Well, properly speaking, there are no doors. But I take your meaning.”
“This is what it looked like before. When we first found the corridor, and presumably for hundreds of years before that.” Using the table for support, Griffin clambered to his feet and looked around. The chamber was almost, but not quite, the same.
The book on the worktable, for instance, was different.
He swallowed again. “And that’s Mithrin’s journal. The one we destroyed.”
“So what are you saying?” Mairid rose as well, her voice maddeningly calm. She seemed to be recovering much more quickly than he was, which only added irritation to his confusion. “Do you suppose we’ve just traveled back in time?” she asked.
“That’s not possible. There is no magic that can affect time. Death and time, they’re the two things man can’t reverse, even with magic.” Griffin shook his head. “But it does look that way, doesn’t it? I don’t have any other explanation.”
He glared at Mairid, then took her arm again. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t need to explain it, only to undo it. Take that stone out of your pocket.”
Mairid’s brows shot up. “You want to go back? Before we even have a look around? You said this chamber’s been here, enchanted like this, for a thousand years. Who knows what age we’re standing in right now? Aren’t you the least bit curious?”
“No, I am not.” A small lie; he was, a little. But only a little. Surely nothing less than very dark magic—blood magic, knowing Mithrin—could do a thing like this. And every instinct Griffin had told him it was unwise to tamper with it. “Take it out, or I will take it myself.”
For a moment, he thought she would refuse, but she must have seen the determination in his face. And his size, compared to hers, was hard to miss. “Coward,” she muttered, but she reached into her pocket and took out the stone.
Nothing happened.
“What do you want me to do with it?” Mairid asked.
“I don’t know, what did you do before?”
“Nothing.” She closed it in her fist. “This, I suppose.”
“You didn’t say anything?”
“Not that I remember. Do you?”
He didn’t. Griffin swore. “Perfect. So you used that stone to pull us into Eyrdri knows what, or when, without knowing how it works, or how to work it again.” He dropped her arm and smacked the table hard enough to sting his hand. “I warned you not to touch it!”
Mairid did not look the least bit intimidated by his temper. Nor the least bit sorry. “A bit late for that now. I suppose I’m going to get my way, after all. Unless you mean to rot in here, we’ll have to go out and have a look around. Perhaps someone can help us.”
Griffin ground his teeth, but he knew she was right. They could wait for help to come to them instead, but he was afraid that if they met anyone in this chamber, it might well be Mithrin himself. It seemed unlikely that a sadistic madman would improve their situation.
“Put the stone down first,” he said.
“What?” Mairid returned his scowl. “What a ridiculous thing to say. If this stone was our way here, it stands to reason that it will also be our way back. We might not know the right incantation, or whatever it requires, but I’m sure we’ll need it somehow.”
“I agree.”
“Then you ought to see why we need to keep it safe, and close.”
“Safe and close are not the same thing. And one may preclude the other.” Griffin pounded the table again when she started to speak. “Eyrdri’s teeth, will you just once listen instead of talking?” He ignored her outraged look, but not before taking a small bit of satisfaction from it. “I don’t care if you think me a fool. Look where dismissing me has gotten you so far. And gotten me, I might add, right along with you. I’ve a bit more experience with this place than you do, so perhaps some trust and respect wouldn’t be entirely out of order.”
Mairid’s face went to ice. “Are you approaching a point, or do you not actually have one?”
“The point is, that stone is as likely to crumble to dust as anything else, if we take it out of this chamber. If we want to protect it, and I’m sure you’ll agree that we do, we need to leave it here.”
She flung an arm at the table. “Well, I’m not just leaving it out for anyone to take.”
“No.” Griffin rubbed the back of his neck. It was sore, he realized, as though he’d taken a fall. Perhaps he had. “We’ll hide it.”
“And if we can’t get back in here?”
“I suppose we’ll just have to find a way.”
In the end, he convinced her to tuck it behind a book on a bottom shelf in a dark corner. They found a lantern, but no oil, so they each took a torch from one of the wall sconces before leaving the chamber. Griffin also took a long, thin dagger, which he tucked into his belt.
He half expected the torch to explode in his hand, or the stone slab to come crashing down behind them, locking them out as it had on his first visit here. But all remained still and quiet.
At Mairid’s suggestion, they stopped to investigate the chain room. It looked the same as ever, apart from one somewhat troubling difference: the chains weren’t rusty. They were well oiled, and seemed new.
“Let’s go.” Griffin drew Mairid back into the corridor as quickly as he could, with the minimum amount of noise. His main fear—that they would meet Mithrin down here—was feeling more likely by the second.
The door at the end of the corridor was closed, and had no visible handle or notch. Griffin grimaced, remembering all too well his last encounter with it in this condition. He’d come out much the worse for it, with several broken bones and various other injuries. But there was, he hoped, no need for that this time.
“Lovely.” Mairid gave the door a light kick before turning her back on it to cross her arms at Griffin. As if any of this were the slightest bit his fault. “What are we to do now?”
“Dryd dyne,” Griffin said.
“Do what? Did you say dine?”
He pointed at the door, which had swung silently open. “I remembered the password.”
“Hmph.” Mairid looked mildly impressed. “What does that mean?”
“Dragon fire, in Ancient Eyrdish.” Griffin moved to the side and bowed. “You’re the one who was so eager to explore. After you.”
The cavern was not the same one Griffin knew. It was hardly a cavern at all, but more of a vast underground hall, with bright braziers, polished floors, and opulent tapestries. He found no runes on the walls. In fact, the only mark he recognized was a small stain, low down near the corridor door—but that couldn’t be the same one. The stain he was thinking of had been made by his own bleeding knee, after the aforementioned battle with the door. Perhaps the blasted thing had been shredding the legs of various dunderheaded fools for centuries.
“Look.” Mairid pointed toward the space where Fendrath had once slept. Or would one day sleep, perhaps? There was no dragon there now, but a narrow spiral staircase that disappeared into the rough stone ceiling above.
“If I’m placing everything right, that should lead to the old hall,” said Griffin.
“Perhaps it’s not old here.” With that, Mairid crossed to the staircase, and began to climb. With some grumbling, Griffin followed.
He was right: the stairs brought them to a hall that was made partly by man, and partly of mountain. Perhaps it had started as a natural cave, somewhat like the one below it, before being hollowed out into something more civilized. Shelves and benches were cut into the rock, separated by tapestries and the occasional hanging shield. Chairs were arranged in groups around stoves or large tables.
“This looks like another study room,” Mairid said.
“Apart from those.” Griffin nodded at the arrow slits lining the walls on either side of the iron-enforced door. He’d never seen the old hall before, so he couldn’t compare its current state to what it looked like the day Fendrath burst through it. But it was clear that whatever else this room was now, it was built for defense, should defense be required.
Apparently no such need was anticipated today. The door stood open, spilling a shaft of murky light over the floor. It was either an overcast day, or twilight, Griffin could not tell which. Nor was there any need to guess, when he would find out soon enough—Mairid was, of course, already halfway outside.
“She might at least show a bit of caution,” he muttered.
But what caution was there to show? He had neither spells nor weapons to prepare, save the dagger he’d taken from the chamber. He checked to be sure it was intact, then left the hall.
At least he got an answer with regards to the weather. It was cloudy. Daytime. That was good. Clouds and day were things he understood.
Nothing else made the least bit of sense.
The battlemage hall lay ahead, familiar as ever, just as he’d left it. Behind it, the tallest tower of the sage hall climbed up into the clouds. He heard the waterfall, off to his left, and saw its mist rising above the trees. (More trees than he was used to, it seemed to him.) The stream stretched across the grounds toward the manor and the keep, both of which were where they ought to be.
But these sights of home were set among a bewildering jumble of towers and roundhouses, dirt paths and iron fences. It was as if they stood within a magistery and a fortress and perhaps a village, all at once.
“What …” Griffin began, then stopped, with no notion of what question he meant to ask. Or whether what was even the appropriate opening for it. Where and when seemed equally relevant.
“It’s very cluttered, isn’t it?” said Mairid, startling Griffin, who had nearly forgotten she was there. “These buildings are practically on top of one another. Hardly a design I’d have expected great minds to come up with. When would Pendralyn have looked like this?”
“Never.” Griffin went on blinking at his surroundings, feeling a bit weak. “We believe it was a fortress before it was a magistery, but that would have been long before. Much too long for bits of fortress to have coexisted with bits of magistery.” He gestured at the manor and, without thinking, began walking toward it. “The manor was built when the magistery was established. We have records. We know what was here then, what it looked like. And it wasn’t this.”
“It’s hard to say what this is even meant to be.” Mairid squinted ahead. “Is that a stable? There, across the stream from the manor, in front of the keep. It certainly looks like one. I thought you couldn’t get horses in here? Other than in the claws of a dragon, that is.”
“We can’t,” Griffin said. “It must be something else, unless there’s a different entrance here, or—what are you doing?” Mairid had clutched his arm and stopped moving. He frowned, surprised by this sudden hesitation from the woman who’d charged so brashly into everything else since he’d met her. “What’s wrong?”
“Someone’s coming. I heard a door close. I can’t tell from which direction, though. Sound travels oddly in this valley.”
Griffin raised a brow at her. “Why do you look so nervous? You wanted to find someone. Here’s your chance.”
Before she could answer, a short man emerged from between two buildings and stalked toward them. “What are you doing?” he called.
His tone was distinctly irritated. His accent proclaimed him an Eyrd, as did the length of his dark hair. But much of the latter was plaited in a multitude of thin braids, a style Griffin had never seen before. It was impossible to deduce anything from his leather jerkin and plain woolen trousers.
He stopped in front of them and crossed his arms. “Who gave you permission to come here? They’re supposed to send notice. I haven’t got you on the list.” He looked from Griffin to Mairid, then scowled. “And what are you doing here at all?”
Griffin saw the officious spark in Mairid’s eye, and decided he’d better say something before she could. He stepped forward, half in front of her. Should he bow? Their challenger certainly spoke with the voice of authority. He decided against it; best not to bow until he knew to whom he was offering his service. “She’s my guest.” Or at least, she had been, in the home that he both was and was not now standing in.
“Yes, I can see that much,” the man said. “I’ll guess, then, shall I? You’re lovers who were forced to separate, so you made a pact to be together forever.”
Mairid found her voice—of course that accusation would rouse her—and scoffed. “Certainly not!”
“Well there must be some bond, for him to have gotten you onto our side.”
With an impatient noise, Mairid squared her shoulders and said, “I am Mairid Lancet, of Harth and Aldarine, and this is Magister Griffin of Pendralyn. Now if you will be so kind as to give us your name, and while you’re at it, I would be grateful to know where we are.”
To Griffin’s surprise, the man’s face softened a bit. “You are new, aren’t you? You don’t even know what’s happened. You’ll pardon my insensitive manner, then. I don’t usually get them until they’ve been acclimated. There’s clearly been a mistake of some kind. As to your questions, I’m Alamund, Marshal of the Fourth Ward. And with apologies for my bluntness, you’ve died.”
    
DIED. Dead.
It wasn’t something Griffin wanted to think about, but of course, when one is told one is dead, it’s very difficult to think of anything else. And so he repeated the words over and over in his mind, and hoped they would sink in.
Died. Dead.
But try as he might, he couldn’t make them. He didn’t feel sad, or disappointed. Or even angry at Mairid for (apparently) killing him with that blasted stone. He didn’t feel anything. Except perhaps a bit cold.
They had barely begun to explain how they got there, before Alamund turned them around and marched them back the way they came. It seemed the word Mithrin alone was a sufficient indicator that things had gone horribly awry. The Marshal of the Fourth Ward (whatever that meant) listened to the rest of their story as they made their way to, and then through, the old hall.
“So you see, we didn’t really die.” Mairid stopped at the bottom of the spiral staircase and crossed her arms. “It’s clear what’s happened here. We were looking for Mithrin’s means of reaching the dead, and we found it. The stone is a transportation device. It didn’t kill us, it opened a door into the realm of the dead. And, er, pushed us through it. That isn’t the same thing. The door is obviously meant to be used both ways.”
Alamund laughed. “I assure you, it’s exactly the same thing. If your friends should come looking for you in that chamber, they’ll find your bodies on the floor. Cold. Lifeless. And so forth.” He shrugged. “Dead.”
Dead. Died.
“Perhaps they look dead,” said Mairid. “I can see how they would be mistaken for dead. But it’s only temporary.”
“It was temporary for Mithrin,” Griffin added. “Back when he was alive, I mean. He must have used the stone himself more than once, and come back.”
Mairid nodded, first at him, then more firmly at Alamund. “It’s like those miraculous recoveries you hear about, soldiers with head wounds, or a child everyone thought was drowned. But then they shock everyone by taking a sudden breath, and just like that, they’re back. We can do the same.”
“Not by standing still and gabbing at me, you can’t.” Alamund planted one hand on her back, one on Griffin’s, and propelled them forward through the cavern. “Once they burn you and do their funeral rites, it’ll be too late. Your temporary will become permanent. Which will leave me with a lot of mess, and a lot of work, and it’s no great confession to say I am not much fond of either.”
“But I already told you,” said Mairid, “the stone wouldn’t send us back. We need something more. There must be some sort of spell or potion or ritual to go with it. Or perhaps another stone, on this side?”
Alamund only grunted at that, suggesting to Griffin that perhaps he had no more idea of how to use the stone than they did. Which was bad, of course. But also possibly good, because if Alamund didn’t know that, then he didn’t know everything. And if he didn’t know everything, he might be wrong about them being dead.
Dead.
Too late. Your temporary will become permanent.
Griffin had a great many questions, none of which he was allowed to ask. “No time!” Alamund barked, whenever Griffin started a sentence with What or How or But.
The corridor door was closed again, melded into the wall, but there was no need for a password. In answer to Alamund’s light touch, it instantly appeared, then opened. He waved off Griffin’s surprised look. “I’m a marshal. You can’t close doors to me. Go along now, keep moving, and be sharp about it, if you don’t mind. As to that stone, I have a few ideas. Words of power and such. If none of that works, we’ll drag Mithrin himself down here.”
“If that’s an option, I would think it would be the quickest,” Mairid said. “Why don’t we just ask him right away?”
Much as he disliked the idea of meeting Mithrin, Griffin agreed. It seemed foolish, when the matter was so urgent, not to simply ask the man who’d made the stone.
But Alamund shook his head. “He can be … difficult to reach, at times. It might be nightfall before I could catch him, and meaning no offense, I would prefer not to be your host for any longer than I must.” He hurried them to the end of the corridor, then gestured for Mairid to precede him into the laboratory. “Unless of course you wish to remain dead?”
Mairid sniffed and swept past Alamund, but Griffin was faster. He got to the shelf where they’d hidden the stone first.
And found nothing. The stone was gone.
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OF COURSE MAIRID immediately declared that Griffin was looking in the wrong place, and went to check herself. When she didn’t find the stone either, she began pulling books from the shelf, more and more frantically, insisting it must have gotten stuck between some pages, perhaps, or fallen into a crevice in the wall.
Alamund put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s no use. The stone is gone.”
The words were like a cold hand closing around Griffin’s throat. For a moment he couldn’t speak.
Mairid had no such difficulty. “What do you mean, gone?” she snapped. “It did not, as far as I recall, possess either legs or wings. Where could it possibly have gone?”
“Back home without us,” said Griffin, and saw confirmation in Alamund’s tight face. “Mithrin took it.”
“And a lovely mess that will make for me.” Alamund shook his head in disgust. “I believe I’ve mentioned I’m not fond of those.”
“It’s not exactly tidy for us, either,” Griffin said. “What with us being dead and all.” He put his hands on his head, then dropped them, then turned aimlessly around and back again. He had no idea what to do with himself. He couldn’t believe this was happening to him. He couldn’t believe he was inside his own body.
Perhaps that’s because I’m not.
A laugh burst out of him before he could stop it. It sounded quite mad.
Mairid, on the other hand, was most uncharacteristically quiet. She sat on the floor with her arms around her knees, her blank eyes staring at nothing.
“How did he find it?” Griffin leaned forward against the worktable, palms down, to still himself. Though one foot insisted on tapping against the floor. “How did he even know we were here? He wasn’t here when we arrived.”
“Not that you saw.” Heaving a sigh, Alamund sat on the edge of the table. “It won’t make any sense to you, unless I explain a few things. This is Eyrdon’s realm of the dead.”
“Yes, I believe we’ve covered that,” Griffin said—sharply, though why he should take his temper out on Alamund, he didn’t know. It was Mairid he ought to be scowling at. Or perhaps strangling.
“But you haven’t thought it through,” said Alamund. “It’s a … reflection, let’s say, of Eyrdon. All of Eyrdon. Stride for stride, stone for stone. Some of the dead choose to move around, some to stay where they lived, some where they died. The Fourth Ward is a popular place, as you can imagine, what with Pendralyn being here. Both as a magistery and before that, it’s a place many hold in their memories.”
Griffin shrugged, completely lost as to how any of this was relevant to his present crisis. “Are you trying to say it’s crowded here? We haven’t seen anyone but you.”
Alamund pointed at him. “Precisely. Why do you suppose that is?”
“I haven’t the slightest idea.”
“Are they invisible?” Mairid stood to stare at Alamund.
“No. Or yes, perhaps. But not in the way you’re thinking.” Alamund scratched his chin. “I’m trying to think of a way to put it, but it’s not easy for the newly dead to grasp, thinking only in terms of the physical as you do, and I’m not usually the one who has to explain these things to them.”
“We are not dead!” Mairid said, stomping her foot at the word dead. As if she could simply demand that it not be so.
Alamund ignored the outburst, his brow knit in apparent concentration. Then his face brightened, and he smiled from Griffin to Mairid. “You’ll both have seen cakes. From what I’ve seen of the living, they all love cake.”
“Yes,” said Griffin, at the same time Mairid said, “Of course.”
“All right then, imagine a cake. You know how they build them, the big ones.” Alamund put one hand on top of the other, then pulled the bottom one out and put it on top. “They call it one cake, but it’s really several cakes put together.”
“In layers, you mean,” Griffin said.
“Yes!” Alamund snapped his fingers. “Apologies, it isn’t always easy, keeping up with the language, but of course I’m required to know every iteration through the years. Layers, that’s the word. Or sheets, if you like, like a stack of paper. Or pages of a book, although that carries an implication of a certain order being important, that may confuse you.”
“So there’s a great stack of Pendralyns?” Mairid asked. “One for each dead person who wants to be here?”
“Not for each person,” said Alamund. “That would be a lonely way to spend this part of the deadlife, wouldn’t it? People share. Families, brotherhoods, lovers. Even enemies, on occasion. People with bonds, you know. The bond of blood is the most obvious, so we start there, but it soon—sometimes nearly instantly—becomes obvious which bonds are strongest.”
“That’s why you asked what Mairid was doing here,” Griffin said, putting several things together at once. “Because she’s a Harth by birth. She couldn’t enter the Eyrd realm of the dead, unless it was with an Eyrd she’s bonded with.” He waited for Alamund’s nod before turning to Mairid. “Which is why Esmerild wanted people from each kingdom. If what she was looking for was in Eyrdon, say, then an Eyrd could get all of the others in. I wonder how she knew that.”
Mairid gave him a wry look. “Do you suppose she also knew we would have to die to get in?”
“I don’t know.” Griffin’s heart sank at the thought of Esmerild betraying them that way. Then he frowned. “No. I distinctly remember Story saying we wouldn’t have to die. Besides, she can’t have known. How would she have expected us to tell her what we found out about the harp, if we were dead ourselves? We’d have been in the same predicament we’re in now, not knowing how to get back.”
“Would we?” Mairid asked with a snort. “We’re only in this predicament because you lost the stone.”
Griffin gaped at her. “Your pardon? We’re in this predicament why, now?”
“I told you we should have kept it with us, didn’t I? Then Alamund here could have tried his words of power, or whatever he had in mind. But you insisted on leaving it unattended—”
Griffin’s laugh drowned out the rest of her words. “Apologies, but I cannot possibly take you seriously. Not even you could have the audacity to stand there and blame me for any—”
“Returning to the matter at hand,” Alamund called, with a loud clap for good measure. When the other two quieted, he waved vaguely upward. “You saw bits of it all up there, on the grounds, in the land. Remnants of how the place looked at this time or that. Like getting a glimpse of the whole cake. But you’re only in one layer. The marshals, like me, we can travel between them at will. And whoever welcomes you and acclimates you is responsible for helping you find the proper one.”
“But nobody welcomed us,” Griffin said slowly, “because we came using Mithrin’s stone. Which means we landed on Mithrin’s sheet in the stack of Pendralyn paper, as it were. And that’s where we are now.”
Alamund nodded. “It’s not as though there are signs and maps, you know. I move around as a matter of habit, in the execution of my duties. I don’t always pay attention to where I am. When I saw you, I must have come to what you just called Mithrin’s sheet without even registering it.”
“And that’s why he was able to get to the stone,” Griffin went on. “Because he was here, too.”
“But he wasn’t.” Mairid stamped her foot again. Was there no end to the woman’s childishness? “We would have seen him.”
“You may recall me mentioning he can be difficult to get a hold of,” said Alamund. “He’s, ah, learned how to manipulate things here. Much like he could above. Call it magic, although it’s not exactly the same magic. But he can—”
“—turn invisible,” Griffin finished.
“Remain unseen,” Alamund said. “When he chooses.”
Mairid made an outraged sound and stalked to the shelf of dragon figurines. “Are these real?”
“Real is a concept best left to the living world,” said Alamund. “But I suppose you can say they are. They’re manifestations of memories, and memories are real enough.”
“But do they work?” Mairid asked.
“They’re different.” Griffin moved to her side, peering at the row of dragons. They were nearly identical to one another, as though a single one—or some sort of amalgam of them all—had been copied out in different colors. The Vomiting Blue wasn’t there. Neither was the black one that had closed the chamber door.
“As I’ve been saying,” said Alamund, “man’s magic can work here, if a bit differently. I wouldn’t be much of a marshal if I allowed him anything that he could use to break laws or do harm, now would I?”
“So when Mithrin died for real, the actual stone was left behind in the living world,” Mairid said. “With no equivalent of it here. But it was formulated to come here, specifically. To his sheet, or layer, or whatever you want to call it.”
“Or his bloodline’s sheet, anyway,” said Griffin. “Hence the book of ancestors in the chamber. He used the stone to come and speak to his family.”
“More importantly, someone else could use it to come and speak to him, once he was dead, and living—or not living—here himself.” Mairid was clenching her fist so hard, Griffin had no doubt she would draw blood shortly. If she had any blood to draw. Could ghosts bleed? “All he needed was a fool big enough to use the stone, and they would deliver it right to him. The means to come back from the dead.”
So that was what was upsetting her: not that they were dead, with no way back, but that she had been played for a fool. “I suppose so,” Griffin said. “Although if he wanted someone to use the stone, I can’t imagine why he would have put it inside something that makes a person vomit.” He narrowed his eyes at Mairid. “Except it didn’t make you vomit.”
“Why are you giving me that suspicious look?” she asked. “I told you, I never vomit.”
“Perhaps it was just your iron constitution,” Griffin conceded. “Or perhaps the dragon was meant for you, or someone like you. I wonder if you’ve got a drop or two of Mithrin’s blood in your veins, somewhere.”
Mairid scoffed. “Do I seem like someone who comes from a powerful magician’s bloodline? An Eyrd magician, no less?”
“I wouldn’t call it sensible to go looking for overcomplicated explanations,” said Alamund. “He’d want to put it inside something, if only to prevent someone stealing it while he was alive, or to avoid touching it accidentally himself. As for making you ill, perhaps it was the stone itself that did that. An unavoidable side effect of trying to pull you someplace a physical body cannot go.”
“And the figurine was actually muting that effect!” Mairid smiled. “I did suggest that. Or perhaps he hid it simply because the best way to attract people to something is to convince them it’s a forbidden treasure. Honestly, who knows why a madman does anything?”
Griffin shook his head, not so much at her as at the conversation in general. “You’re right, Alamund, there’s no sense in looking for explanations, complicated or otherwise, when we’ve got far bigger things to worry about. The more immediate question is, what’s happened to Mithrin? Is he really alive now?”
“That’s a tricky one,” said Alamund. “I don’t know if you can say he’s alive. But he is back from the dead.”
“With what sort of body?”
Alamund tossed his hands. “Who knows? I’ve never heard of this happening before. Just pray he didn’t take one of yours.”
“But then they wouldn’t even know …” Griffin murmured, mostly to himself. “Well, it doesn’t matter, does it? They won’t know either way. It’s not as if they could recognize …” He trailed off again, this time in horror. He’d been so preoccupied (perhaps understandably) with finding himself dead, he hadn’t truly thought ahead to the rest.
It hit him now, like a blow to the chest, crushing his ribs. “Our last act in the world was to unleash the most evil magician who ever lived, on a wholly unsuspecting Pendralyn.”
    
WELL. That certainly wasn’t how he’d been planning to die. Not that he’d spent a lot of time planning his death. But however he’d meant to go, whatever legacy he’d meant to leave behind, it most definitely was not this.
Perhaps it wasn’t as bad as it seemed. Mithrin was a great magician, but then so was Arun. And there were currently four dragons in residence at Pendralyn. They weren’t even sure how to defeat one, much less four. How much of a threat could one man possibly pose, against such a force as that?
If that man has defeated dragons before, and has access to his laboratory, his secrets, his magic? Who knows?
While Griffin fretted and paced, Mairid insisted on searching the chamber one last time, for the stone, or Mithrin, or any clue as to how to pursue either. When that turned out to be as fruitless as they all expected it to be, Alamund led them back up to the old hall.
“I have to look into some things, and report some things, and make some arrangements,” he grumbled. “A great deal of all three, I’d say. Do not move from this hall.” He jabbed a finger first at Griffin, then at Mairid. “I’m warning you. Not a toe outside.” With that, he left them.
The instant the door closed behind him, all the stoves and candles in the hall flared to life, adding to the light already cast by the braziers. Just looking around the room gave Griffin a twinge of pain. It was so much like home. Down to the shade of blue in the striped chairs.
He dropped into the nearest of those chairs, and watched the flames dance in the stove in front of him. Mairid slouched at a table several strides away, resting her arms on top of it and her chin on top of those. For a long while, they didn’t speak.
The quiet was a good thing, in the sense that it freed Griffin from her endless opinions. But bad in the sense that it left him alone with his own thoughts. Which were, at the moment, poor company.
Mithrin must have planned it just this way, back when he was alive. It was a clever way to cheat death. He already had his means of moving back and forth between the realm of the dead and that of the living. As Mairid had said, all he had to do was wait for some unsuspecting fool to bring it to him.
In fact, he’d probably enchanted that stone to bring anyone to the dead side, but only himself to the living side. That was probably why it hadn’t worked for Griffin and Mairid.
Impossibly advanced, complex magic. Diabolical. Resourceful. A bit mad. It all certainly sounded like Mithrin.
And now the mad wizard was back at Pendralyn. Roaming around Griffin’s home, with Arun and Deryn and everyone else Griffin cared about. And worse, with Fendrath and Story and the rest of the dragons. What might he do to them, before they even saw him coming?
Griffin’s gut twisted as he considered Alamund’s comment, tossed out so casually, that Mithrin might have taken Griffin’s body. Not only might harm come to Fendrath, but the blackwing might think it was at his friend’s hands. It was unbearable.
And of course, he would burn that body for it, which would leave Griffin most inconveniently without one to return to.
On the other hand, perhaps Mithrin taking Griffin’s form, or Mairid’s, was actually the outcome they ought to hope for. Where did magic reside? When body and soul were separated, which did it belong to?
“We have to try to do magic.” Griffin got to his feet.
He expected Mairid to scowl, or say something snide. But she didn’t even look at him.
“Did you hear me?” he asked. “We have to try to cast a spell.” Still nothing. “Alamund said magic works here, at least in some way. If we can do it, that will prove it’s our bodies that lack it. Which means that if Mithrin is in one of them, he won’t be able to do any magic. He won’t be able to do any real harm at all.”
Finally she said, “Who will take care of Kendry, if I’m dead and can’t get back?”
“Mairid.”
She glanced at him, then away, staring at a flickering candle on the table. “None of you seemed very enthusiastic about having him there.”
“Nobody is going to hurt Kendry.” Griffin crossed over to her and pinched the candle out. Then he did his best to light it again, the way they’d taught him—or tried to teach him—when he was nine. Now as then, as ever, nothing happened.
“You should try,” he said to Mairid.
She shook her head. “I don’t know how.”
“Just imagine it burning. Imagine it hard, I suppose.”
Mairid straightened her spine and gave the candle an imperious look that almost made Griffin laugh. Of course her way of going about it would be to command the thing to do her bidding. But it did her no good.
Griffin swore. “If we can’t do magic here, Mithrin can almost certainly do it there, whatever sort of body he has.” He clenched a fist and swore some more, for good measure. “He could be doing anything.”
“You might as well say it,” Mairid said. “That you think it’s my fault, I mean.”
He tossed his hands. “Of course it’s your fault! Why should I bother to say it?”
“Because you enjoy saying it. I can see it in your face.” She raised her chin. “But at least I had the courage to do something. You’d have been standing there all day, wringing your hands over that stone, afraid to touch it.”
“I’d have done the sensible thing, which was wait for magicians to study it.”
Mairid snickered. “Of course you would have. That’s all you know how to do.”
“What?” Griffin was oddly relieved at the anger building in his chest, the way his pulse was starting to pound in his ears. It was an emotion he understood, at least, one he could give a name to. It gave him a purpose, a direction. An outlet.
“Always bowing and scraping to the magicians,” Mairid said. “As if they’re better than you.”
“They are better than me.” He said it without thinking. Then immediately wondered if he believed it. “They’re better than both of us. You want to talk about courage? At least I have the courage to accept that.”
Mairid tipped her head against the back of her chair and laughed. “You call that courage? ‘Accepting’ that you can never do anything of consequence, or be anyone of consequence, simply because you aren’t a magician? Because I call it making excuses.”
“Excuses for what?” Griffin bellowed. He flung out his arms, encompassing the hall they were in. “For not having the so-called courage to get us both killed and trapped in the realm of the dead, while Mithrin does Eyrdri knows what to everyone back home? What a stunning virtue this courage of yours is! It truly is a wonder that you keep getting tossed around between kingdoms, unwanted by anyone anywhere, what with you being so courageous.”
That was probably going too far. She looked a little stricken. The Griffin of this morning would never have been so cruel.
But then, that Griffin was, apparently quite literally, dead. “Don’t bother looking at me like that. I have no pity for you. I once knew another cold woman, you know, and made the mistake of thinking there was a heart beneath the ice. Then I realized she was just a nasty person.”
Mairid rose to her feet. Griffin waited almost eagerly for her inevitable display of temper. Let her try to defend herself. It would give him the only sort of excuse he really wanted: one to yell at her some more.
But she remained calm, her voice brimming with frost and dignity. “What happened to the man who kept apologizing for offending me? You don’t seem to mind so much now.”
“Funny, I was just thinking of that man myself. You were his guest. He cared if he offended you. Neither is the case now.” Griffin leaned toward her and whispered, “Also, you killed him.”
She sniffed. “And are you quite finished, then? Do you feel better?”
Things had gotten bad indeed, when Mairid Lancet was making him feel like a child who’d just thrown a tantrum.
He huffed and turned away. “I do, actually. Not a lot better, mind you, but a bit.”
“Good. Now perhaps we can focus forward, if that’s not too much trouble? In case you haven’t noticed, we have a challenge or two to manage, and manage them we must. I have no intention of giving up, and abandoning poor Kendry to your magisters and a mad magician.”
“You certainly are concerned for that pony, for someone who shows no concern at all for anyone else.”
“The pony is my friend, which is a great deal more than I can say for anyone else.” Mairid waved him away when he looked back at her. “Don’t give me that look. There’s no use feeling guilty now.”
“I don’t.” He did. But only a little.
“No? Good. You say you have no pity for me? Also good. You can hardly think I want it.” She started to pace. “Now. It sounds as if Alamund is reporting to his superiors, so we ought to wait and see what he has to say before we address the issue of getting back. In the meanwhile, there’s nothing we can do about Mithrin, unless you want to count worrying as doing something. A common mistake that gets you nowhere, I assure you.”
Griffin sat on the edge of a table and crossed his arms. “So what do you suggest?”
“Not sitting, for a start. If we’re stuck here for the moment anyway, we ought to see what we can find out about the harp of stone. That is why we wanted to communicate with the dead in the first place. And since we’ve caused so much trouble”—she rolled her eyes at his expression—“all right, since I’ve caused so much trouble, it would be nice to have something to contribute when we return, wouldn’t it?”
She was right. There was no use being angry, when they could be practical instead. Except anger was much more satisfying, and Griffin wasn’t quite ready to let go of it yet. “And just how do you propose to do that? I don’t have the slightest idea where to start, but I’m fairly certain it’s not in this room that we’ve been forbidden to set a toe outside of.”
Mairid snorted. “What, on pain of death? What can he do to us, if we disobey him? As for where to start, we’re on Mithrin’s sheet of paper, right? And Mithrin was alive at the time the harp was lost or stolen.”
“Yes, but Mithrin, as we’ve established to our sorrow, is not here.”
“No, but there’s no reason to assume he was the only member of his entire family alive at that time. Perhaps he had brothers, sisters, nieces, nephews. One of them might be here at Pendralyn, and they’d be as good a place to start as any. If nothing else, they might be able to suggest where to go next, or who to ask.”
Griffin hesitated. He very much disliked the idea of disobeying Alamund, and for what? Mithrin’s relatives might not be any more pleasant or cooperative than Mithrin himself would have been.
But if they got back—and he’d rather put his faith in that than in the alternative—it would indeed be best to do so with something useful. Especially considering that he now knew speaking with ghosts necessitated becoming one. Even if they recovered the stone, he wouldn’t want anyone else to use it. This might be their only chance to hear what the dead could tell them.
“All right,” he said at last. “We can at least see if any of Mithrin’s contemporaries are here, both on his sheet and at Pendralyn. That won’t require us to wander far, and I’m sure it will be easy enough for Alamund to find us.”
“Excellent.” Mairid moved toward the door. “You know the place better than I do. Where should we look?”
Griffin considered this. “It wasn’t a magistery in Mithrin’s time, which rules out the manor and the affinity halls. They won’t be spending their time there. The keep, though, is certainly ancient. Perhaps we should try there first.”
They encountered no one as they weaved their way through the odd additions to—or really, Griffin supposed, subtractions from—the grounds. When they reached the keep, he paused with his hand on the door handle, and was struck by the question of how his hand was on it. Or how he’d just been sitting in a chair. Or why he needed a password to get through a sealed door, rather than being able to walk through the wall. He had, after all, no body anymore.
Add it to the long list of questions he was unlikely to get answers to. Perhaps they weren’t even for him to ask; he wasn’t meant to be in the realm of the dead yet. He glanced at Mairid, who was looking at him with a mixture of expectation, confusion, and impatience.
“What are you doing?” she asked. “Are you going in, or not? Don’t tell me you’re afraid again.”
“I merely wanted to stop and tell you to let me do the talking, if we find anyone inside.”
“Why? Do you suppose they’re as simple as you are, and therefore more likely to understand you than me? I’ll wager I know Ancient Caird better than you do, by the way.”
Griffin hadn’t thought about a language barrier. What if they spoke not Ancient Caird, but Ancient Eyrdish, as Mithrin had so often seemed to?
He supposed he would deal with that as it came. Disregarding the rest of Mairid’s insults, he walked inside.
“There’s nobody here,” Mairid said almost immediately, before Griffin’s eyes (or non-eyes) even had a chance to adjust to the low light. The great fireplace was lit, but nothing else, and the world outside seemed even grayer than before. Perhaps the windows were very dirty.
“You don’t know that,” he said. “You haven’t given it much of a chance, have you?”
The keep was much the same as it was in Griffin’s own time and place, apart from there being a great many more tapestries, most of them overlapping. He made a circuit around the tables, then went back to the kitchens, and finally the cellar. When he returned to Mairid he found her sitting by the fire, drumming her fingers against the table.
“There’s nobody here,” he said.
“If only someone had told you that right away, it might have saved you some time.” Mairid kept speaking, suggesting other places they might try to look, but Griffin slowly became aware that her voice had some competition. There was a faint murmur rising behind it, below it, almost as if there were an invisible crowd in the keep.
“Shh!” he said.
Mairid stopped abruptly and stood, staring out the nearest window. “What is that?”
Griffin followed her gaze. “Er. It’s rain.”
“Yes, but how?”
“I don’t—what!” Griffin jumped as, in an instant, his view of the window was blocked by bodies. Many of them.
The keep was full of people. Men, women, even a few children, of all ages and times and manner of dress. Some spoke Ancient Caird, some Old Caird, and many the current Caird tongue Griffin knew. Nobody seemed concerned with him and Mairid.
He stepped closer to Mairid and grasped her elbow, more to be sure he didn’t lose her in the crowd than to protect her.
“What just happened?” she whispered.
“I haven’t the slightest id—”
“Griffin!”
Griffin’s vision blurred, and his knees went weak as he turned to face the voice—both familiar and forgotten—that called his name.
“Mother,” he whispered.
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GRIFFIN’S MOTHER threw her arms around him, and he no longer wondered how he could feel something like a hug, or her tears wetting his shoulder. He was merely grateful.
“Mother,” he said again. And then, remembering, “Mam.” Yes, that was it.
His father pulled him away from his mother. “Dade,” Griffin said as he embraced him, and that was right, too. Father had been Dade, a nonsensical mixture of Dad and his given name, conjured in the mind of a one-year-old Griffin. He’d forgotten, as he’d forgotten so many things. It had been so long.
“But you’re so young!” Mam pulled him back toward her and put her hands on either side of his face.
Hazel. Her eyes are hazel.
If someone had asked him yesterday, he would not have been able to say so. It had bothered him for years, that he couldn’t remember his own mother’s eyes.
“And you look fine!” Dade said. “You were perfectly well last night!”
“I … how can I see you?” asked Griffin. His parents would never have been on Mithrin’s layer of the afterlife. Or so he fervently hoped. And they’d just appeared, out of nowhere. Tearing his eyes away from them, he glanced at the nearest table, where a group of men (ghosts) were deep in conversation. One of them was laughing, like a donkey’s bray. “Who are all these people?”
“It’s twilight,” said Mam, as if that explained it all. “Griffin, how did you die?”
“Oh! Right! Apologies. I didn’t,” Griffin assured her. “Or, actually, I’m told I did, but it was a mistake. We hope not to be here long.” He pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “That’s Mairid.”
“Oh?” Mam raised her brows, first at Mairid, then back at Griffin.
Deciding it wouldn’t do to show bad manners in front of his mother, Griffin gently pulled Mairid forward and said more formally, “Mother, Father, may I present Mairid Lancet, of Harth and more recently Aldarine. Mairid, my parents, Sera and Danen.”
Mairid dropped into a curtsey, looking embarrassed. Perhaps the display of family affection (or any affection) was uncomfortable for her.
“Come on, both of you.” Dade took Mairid’s elbow. “It’s far too loud in here. It’ll be easier to talk outside.”
Nobody spoke to them, or even looked at them as they made their way through the press of bodies to the relative quiet of the lawn outside. Relative because it was crowded here as well, just not as badly. A large group in traveling clothes sat on the grass just outside the doors, chatting and looking up at the sky. A young man and woman ran by, holding hands. The woman bumped into Griffin’s shoulder as she passed, then looked back to offer a giggling apology.
It was indeed twilight, but something else was different too, something Griffin couldn’t immediately identify.
“All the extra buildings are gone!” Mairid said, as if he’d spoken the question aloud. “It looks just like it did this morning. And it’s warmer, too.”
It was true. Pendralyn as it ought to be was so familiar to Griffin, so expected, that he hadn’t even noticed. “What’s happening?” he asked his parents. “How can we even see you? Alamund gave us a talk about cake and stacks of paper, and told us we would only be able to see the people Mithrin is here with. Please tell me you aren’t on Mithrin’s sheet of paper. We can’t be related to the likes of him, surely.”
“Mithrin!” Mam made a disgusted sound. “Is that how you got here? I was afraid you were about to get mixed up in something dark, and now it seems I was right to be.”
“We make a fine party, don’t we,” Dade said, “asking questions across each other, and none of us answering.” The sound of his laugh made Griffin ache. He’d always been such a mild man. And his face was so much rounder than Griffin remembered. They looked nothing alike. Perhaps because Griffin had grown up to resemble his mother so closely, apart from his size. He hadn’t realized.
“I suppose that’s to be expected of a reunion,” Dade went on. “I’ll give you some of the shorter answers first. At twilight, the pages—that’s what we call them—flatten into one, and then at nightfall … well, you’ll see that for yourself, before long. The veils that separate everything, including the dead from the living, grow thin at night.”
“Flatten into one, meaning we can see everyone who’s here,” Mairid said. “All of the dead.”
Dade nodded at her, smiling broadly, the way Griffin might at a student who’d solved a particularly difficult equation. “Exactly.”
But Mairid shook her head as she looked around at the group of sky gazers, the elderly woman a few strides beyond them, lecturing several younger people on a subject that, judging by her gesticulating, she was quite passionate about. All the others milling around the lawn, talking to each other, or simply standing quietly, as if waiting for something. “This isn’t enough.”
Griffin frowned. He hadn’t thought about it—his heart was still beating wildly at the shock of seeing his parents, and it was difficult to think about anything else—but now that she mentioned it, he saw that she was right. It was crowded, but not crowded enough to account for everyone. “No, it’s not. If every Eyrd who’s ever died since Eyrdon was created is somewhere in this realm, surely there should be more here. Alamund mentioned Pendralyn being a popular destination.”
“Well, we don’t stay in Dead Eyrdon forever,” Mam said, as if that should have been obvious all along.
“Alamund didn’t tell us about anyplace else,” said Mairid.
“I suppose he didn’t want to overwhelm you,” said Dade. “Or perhaps he didn’t want to explain it to you because he can’t, very well. It’s something of a mystery. But people do move on.”
“Move on to where?” Griffin asked.
Dade shook his head. “Nobody knows. At least, nobody who’s willing to tell us. This land is more of a … well, everyone calls it the deadlife, and in many ways it’s as if we are living. We have bodies, or perceive that we do. We can talk and walk and touch things.”
“And you can do magic,” said Griffin. “Or Mithrin can, anyway.”
“Yes, but that’s against the law,” Mam said.
“Ha!” Mairid gave Griffin a triumphant look. “You see? I told you practicing magic is a sin. If the deities don’t want you to do it here, they can’t mean for you to do it anywhere.”
“I wouldn’t say it has much to do with sin or moral virtue,” said Mam. “More about control, I would think. There are too many ways to get around the rules, if you do magic. And the people who break the law against it are almost always doing it to try to haunt the living, which is even more against the law.”
“What about food?” asked Griffin. “Can you eat?”
His mother sighed. “Sadly, no. There are no animals, either, as you’ve probably noticed, and Pendralyn without food or blackhounds doesn’t much feel like Pendralyn.”
“Then why—” Griffin began, but Mairid spoke over him.
“No pets! That’s barbaric. I certainly hope Harth isn’t like that. If it is, I’ll have to ask for some changes, when I get there myself.”
Griffin snorted at her. Honestly, the tales of Lancet pride quite failed to do it justice.
“In any case,” said Dade, “I don’t think the point of being here is for us to enjoy a few last meals. Even this deadlife is a sort of life, and everything that lives, grows, in one way or another. You’ve probably already been told that people who were close in life are put together here. Friends and enemies alike, sometimes. My theory is that you remain until your life is truly finished. Until you’ve learned what you must, or set right what you must, or made peace with what you must.”
Mam winked at Griffin. “You’d probably forgotten his interminable philosophizing. For myself, I don’t know that it’s quite so complicated. I think many of us are simply waiting.”
“For what?” asked Mairid.
“For someone still among the living, of course.”
The words twisted Griffin’s heart. Were they waiting for him? But Mam had looked away, across the grounds at the gathered dead.
“Now then, we’ve answered your most pressing questions, I hope,” Dade said. “Perhaps you could answer ours. We’ll want to petition Alamund to add you to our page before dawn, but you mentioned something about not being here long?”
Griffin’s breath—or whatever it was that felt like breath in this place—caught in this throat. Add you to our page. If the worst happened, if his body was burned and his time ran out, it would mean staying here with his parents. And would that be so very bad?
Yes, it would, if it means Mithrin roaming free in the living world. So try to focus.
He gave them the shortest possible version of what had happened to them, which still didn’t feel especially short. His father’s eyes grew wider and wider as the tale went on, while the line of his mother’s lips got thinner and thinner.
As soon as he finished, Mam said briskly, “We’d better get back to the old hall before we do anything else.” She looked up at the darkening sky. “Or what remains of it. Alamund will be looking for you, and you don’t want to find yourselves punished.”
“Punished how?” Mairid asked. “You sound a bit like your son, but I can’t imagine a worse punishment than being dead. Meaning no offense to you, of course.”
Mam arched a brow at her. “Just because you’re beyond your body doesn’t mean you’re beyond pain. On the contrary. They can make pain last here, if they want to. Best not to make them want to.” With those somewhat less than comforting words, she started across the lawn.
The rest of them followed. All around them, the other dead were moving, too, going into the manor or the affinity halls, walking toward the kennels or the front gate. They’d just passed the battlemage hall when Mam stopped to point at the shimmering crescent of the moon. “There we are. Full night at last.”
When Griffin looked back from the moon to his mother, she’d gone translucent and gray. Like ghosts looked in tales. Dade looked the same. As did Griffin himself. Mairid let out a little squeal, staring down at her arm, through which the blurred grass below could be seen.
“We’re ghosts!” she said.
“So we are.” Mam gestured for them to resume walking.
“This is what you meant, about the veils going thin,” said Griffin. “We’re in the living world now, in real living time? Can people see us as ghosts?”
“No.” Dade stopped and, without taking his eyes from what had caught his attention ahead, put his hand on his son’s shoulder. “But we can see them.”
Several people—living ones—were lumbering awkwardly toward them. As they came nearer, Griffin saw the cause of their odd gait: they were carrying large objects.
Deryn and Nott, Arun and Lawfric, each pair carrying a litter between them. Arun and Lawfric must have been at least partly levitating theirs with magic. There was no other way the two of them would have been able to lift Griffin’s body so easily.
Griffin and Mairid stared as the group approached in silence, carrying their dead. Carrying them.
It was strange. And awful. And one thing too many. A thick and quiet darkness seemed to settle over Griffin. As if he were sleeping.
Until Mairid gripped his arm. “Alamund said that if they burn us, it’ll be too late.” She raised her voice. “Archmagister! Arun!”
At the same time, Griffin rushed in front of Deryn, her almost silent crying sending a stab of remorse to cut through the fog of his mind. “Deryn!”
She walked right through him. None of the living spoke.
He turned back to his parents. “There must be some way to make them hear us.”
“I’m afraid there isn’t,” Dade said.
“But you said that people break the law against magic so they can haunt the living,” said Mairid. “Surely this is a good reason to risk—”
“I said to try to haunt the living,” Mam corrected. “I don’t know of many who’ve succeeded. There’s nobody here who can do it.”
“But …” Mairid looked at Griffin, her face frantic. “Should we follow them?”
After a moment’s hesitation, Griffin shook his head and stepped back to watch the procession go on. Toward the keep? To the kitchen basement, perhaps, where their bodies would stay as cool as possible until they were burned—probably tomorrow morning—in the Caird funeral tradition. Unless they found their way back into those bodies first.
“No,” he said to Mairid. “What good would it do? We can’t stop them. We can’t speak to them, or warn them that Mithrin might be lurking in the shadows. We can’t do anything.”
“As to Mithrin, I suppose this at least confirms that he has not possessed our bodies.” Mairid drew a long breath, and made a game attempt at lifting her chin. “That’s a bright side, isn’t it?”
“I’m not sure bright is the word I would choose. But I suppose it’s something.” Griffin looked at his parents. “You must have met him, at night when you’re all together? Is he as bad as the legend says?”
Mam grimaced. “Worse. The old rhyme I used to do with you when you were small, do you remember?” She returned his smile when he nodded. “That was at least funny, in its way. Dark, and probably wholly inappropriate for children, as such rhymes tend to be. But it was all for play. Whereas there is nothing funny about the real Mithrin.”
“I don’t know that I’d say that,” said Dade. “He is fairly jolly.”
Griffin’s brows shot up. “Mithrin is … jolly?”
“Mithrin is mad,” Mam said. “And if what you’re asking is whether he’ll be up to no good, alive and returned to Pendralyn, with dragons within his reach?” She clicked her tongue. “I’m afraid there’s no doubt as to that.”
“Then we need to find him.” Griffin started walking northward again. “I know we can’t do anything but watch, for the moment, but I still want to know what he’s doing. We should start with the cavern.”
“We’ll start with the old hall,” his mother said firmly. “You can’t do anything until you’ve seen Alamund. He’ll be looking for you by now, I’ll wager, and he won’t be pleased about it.”
“Happily, those destinations overlap,” said Griffin. “The cavern is where the old hall used to be. But I suppose you know that, if you’ve …” His heart slammed into his ribs, and he stopped once more to face his parents. “… if you’ve been here all along.”
There’d been too much to consider, for him to consider any of it fully. “You’ve been watching me at night. All these years.”
“Of course we have,” Mam said. “Why else would we stay at Pendralyn, even with it being so crowded? We might go to the shore otherwise, and rest there for a bit. I always did love the sea. And your grandparents are out that way.” She gave Dade a sad glance. “They’ll be so disappointed they missed Griffin.”
“Then you’ve seen me, all along.” Griffin swallowed. (How could there be a lump in his throat, when he had no throat?) “You know I have no magic.”
“We have puzzled that out, yes,” said Dade. “Although we don’t learn as much as you might think. People don’t do all that much of interest at night. And if they do, well …” He drifted off with a delicate cough. “Rest assured, we do give you your privacy when appropriate.”
“Mostly we watch you sleep,” Mam said. “And if you leave Pendralyn, we only find out about it when night falls and you aren’t here. We don’t know where you’ve gone, unless it comes up in someone else’s conversation. So if you wouldn’t mind, if you should ever leave permanently, put a note out on your desk to tell us where you’re going.”
Griffin stared at her. Then at his father. Why were they talking about him sleeping? “But aren’t you disappointed?”
“Why should we be?” Dade asked. “I think you’ve acquitted yourself very well.”
Mam offered him a soft smile, a look Griffin had somehow completely forgotten. He was struck now by the memory of how hard he’d tried as a boy, how difficult it sometimes was, earning that smile. “No, we’re not disappointed,” she said. “But we gather you are.”
Griffin shook his head, though it was in wonder rather than denial. “I always assumed you would be ashamed, if you knew.”
Mam pursed her lips. That look, he remembered all too well. It meant that whatever she was about to say was going to take quite a few words, and he’d best pay full attention and not interrupt, or sigh, or even shift from foot to foot. “That’s you, putting your own shame and disappointment onto us. Which is neither fair nor sensible. And furthermore, son of mine, I think you’ll find that you are not the center of the land of the living. Nobody there is giving nearly as much thought and weight to your lack of magic as you are. Life goes on, and you’ve got to go along with it—”
She cut herself off and laughed. “Well, I suppose you can’t, at the moment.”
“But you’re wrong,” Mairid said. “About nobody giving thought and weight to him being nonmagical, I mean. He’s very important, as a result of it.” While they resumed their walk, she relayed the details about the harp of stone that Griffin had left out of their tale. It turned out his parents already knew most of it; Esmerild’s council on the day of her arrival had lasted past dark, and there’d been the conversation with Arun afterward.
They’d just arrived at the pit when they were interrupted by a wiry man whose smirk was etched clearly even into his ethereal, ghostly face.
“Hello, there!” he said cheerfully, looking Griffin up and down. “You look like that body Arun was just carrying across the lawn. I suppose I have you to thank for his foul mood, then.”
Griffin gave the man a dark look. “Let’s hope so, and that there isn’t a mad wizard adding to his troubles tonight.”
“But there is,” Mairid pointed out, most unhelpfully. “The only question is whether he knows it or not. Mithrin is there.”
The newcomer’s brows shot up. “Mithrin is where?”
“Back in the land of the living,” Mam said with a sigh. “It’s a long tale, Bartley.”
The man (evidently) called Bartley crossed his arms. “It’s a lovely evening for a long tale. And there’s not much to watch at the magistery. Everybody’s moping around and drinking mead, presumably because of the death of these two.”
Griffin took an eager step toward him. “Is that all they’re doing? We haven’t had a chance to look around much yet. No danger or violence, nothing urgent?”
Bartley seemed a bit put off by his concern, and wholly unconcerned himself. “Not that I’ve seen. Now have out with it, don’t keep me in suspense. How did Mithrin get back?”
It was Griffin’s father who made the introductions and told an abbreviated version of the events leading to Griffin and Mairid’s arrival, and Mithrin’s subsequent departure. Bartley looked both impressed and delighted with the trouble they’d caused.
“So, that will keep Arun busy for a while, won’t it?” His face sobered a bit. “Although we will have to put a stop to it all before the old whoreson actually does Pendralyn any harm.”
Griffin clenched a fist and swore, though his frustration was with himself, and his situation, rather than this somewhat unpleasant man. “Let’s hope he hasn’t already.”
“Bartley, do you know whether any of his kin or brotherhood are here with him?” Mam asked. “My son and his friend would like to speak to them. People who were alive when he was, and perhaps in his confidence. I’ve always thought he was alone.”
“Quite alone,” Bartley agreed. “At least, here at Pendralyn. But you might try down near Corghest. Of course, it wasn’t Corghest back then, but there was a tower there of some repute. Not a magistery, but a place of learning nonetheless. I would guess that’s where the Hallowed Brethren spent most of their time while they were alive.”
“You seem to know a fair bit about the Brethren,” Griffin said. “When did you die?”
“When you were a small boy, by the look of you. During the attack on Pendralyn, when King Bramwell learned we were running a magistery here. I was headmagister of contrivance at the time. But I’ve learned a great deal of history, since I died.” Bartley shrugged. “There isn’t much to do here, apart from speak to the other ghosts at night. Today’s magisters aren’t what you’d call scintillating to watch, if you want to know.”
“You could always go somewhere else, you know,” Mam said with a sniff. She looked slightly offended that Bartley would call a group that included her son boring, despite the fact that she and Dade had said much the same thing. “Haven’t you got any family you’d rather be watching over?”
“Not a one.” Bartley spread his hands with a smile. “So you see, my only amusements are laughing at Arun and all the things he botches on a daily basis, and learning what I can about the others here.”
“Corghest is a long way away,” Mairid said. “Do you think we—Oh!”
Her eyes widened at something behind Griffin. He looked over his shoulder to find a very angry Alamund—as pale and hazy as everyone else—storming directly through three other ghosts to get to them.
“Didn’t I tell you not to move?” He shot them a disgusted look before nodding a greeting at Bartley, then at Griffin’s parents. “Sera. Danen. You might have reported them to me, you know.”
“We were just coming to the hall, as you can see,” Mam said.
“The hall that is, I might add, not here.” Griffin gestured at the pit. “Now that it’s nighttime, there’s nothing but a gaping hole. You can’t really be angry with us for not waiting for the building to disappear from beneath our feet, surely?”
Alamund narrowed his eyes at him. “Don’t try to get clever. A fall wouldn’t have hurt you, but I might.”
“We’re very sorry,” Mairid said, sounding not the least bit sorry. “But do you have news for us, or not? Your business seems to have taken quite a long time.”
“Oh, I have news, all right.” Alamund scowled at her. “Not that you’ll find much to like in it. I’ve had to put you forward for special judgment. I’ve asked that your case be expedited, but the deities are very busy, as you can imagine, and this is doubly complicated, having to get them both together at once. Especially when you consider it’s these particular two. They don’t get on, you know. No telling how long this will take, and me having to be responsible for you in the meanwhile.”
“Did you just say the deities?” Mairid asked. For a priestess, she looked thoroughly shocked—and terrified—by the prospect of meeting a deity face to face. Griffin blinked at the marshal, feeling somewhat the same.
If Alamund noticed their trepidation, he was unmoved by it. “Yes, and that means the one you were born to, by the way, regardless of whose temple you live in. It’s Eyrdri and Hart the two of you will have to see, and I don’t envy you the pleasure.”
“But …” Mairid began. Then stopped. What was there to say, really?
“No other way to get you back now, if you’re to get back at all, except by intervention.” Alamund looked from Mairid to Griffin. “In short, you will stay here in the Fourth Ward, and await your judgment.”
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THE DIFFICULTY with staying in the Fourth Ward while they awaited their judgment was that Corghest was, reportedly, in the Second Ward. And Corghest was, also reportedly, the most likely residence of the Hallowed Brethren.
According to Alamund, there were no dragons in the realms of the human dead. There was no way to ask Esmerild’s mate who had killed him, or what might have become of the harp. Surely the next best place to start was with the magicians who’d directly served the deities during the war in which Borald had died.
Griffin hated the thought of leaving Pendralyn, abandoning it to Mithrin’s undoubtedly less-than-tender mercies. He, his parents, and Mairid had spent the night searching for any sign of the mad wizard in the realm of the living, and found none. But as Mairid pointed out—quite rightly, if a bit too often—that didn’t matter. Merely watching, while it had the advantage of preparing them for when (if) they got back, was of no immediate or practical use.
They had no idea what Mithrin was doing, or what he meant to do. But whatever it was, there wasn’t a single thing Griffin could do in return.
He might, however, be able to do something about the harp. And perhaps that was more important than ever. They’d come here in the first place because they had an extraordinary enemy, against whom they needed an extraordinary weapon.
Now, thanks to Mairid and Griffin, they had two such enemies.
Besides, Griffin had no desire to stay and watch his own funeral. As far as he was concerned, he’d had quite enough upheaval, without adding watching his body burn and his friends grieve.
They had to go to Corghest.
He decided as much while they stood on the lawn outside the keep with dozens of other ghosts, waiting for the dawn. The dead milled around or sat in the grass, talking in clusters, much as they had at twilight. But the conversation was less animated than it had been, and they all looked a bit melancholy as they watched the eastern sky.
All but his parents, that was; they seemed perfectly content. Alamund had moved Griffin and Mairid to their page (or so he said, though Griffin hadn’t felt a thing). There would be no need to say goodbye. Not yet.
At the first glimmer of light on the horizon, the jumble of strange buildings from across time returned to the grounds, and the ghosts became solid once more. Then, bit by bit, they faded away.
Griffin turned to his mother and father. “I think we need to go—”
“To Corghest,” Mam said with a sharp nod. “I agree.”
“Well, thank goodness you’ve enough sense to see that,” said Mairid. “I was sure I’d have to waste hours convincing you.”
Griffin ignored her. “Do you think it will be difficult to get permission to travel to the Second Ward?” he asked Mam. “I assume you know how to get in touch with Alamund.”
“He’s going to be glum about us asking,” Mairid said. “We’ll likely need to get insistent with him. Fortunately, I have some experience with taking a firm hand to these types of bureaucrats.”
While Griffin rolled his eyes at her, Dade waved the concern away. “He’s glum about most everything. We can get past it.”
Mam was already walking toward the keep. The rest of them followed her inside, where she took down a horn that hung on the wall by the fireplace. Sounding it called Alamund to them, although it took him quite a while to arrive.
“Blasted Bartley, trying to haunt again,” he said as he burst through the doors. “I keep telling him it’s useless, and not a bit worth breaking the law for. But he insists he can find a way to make himself known to them.”
“If only that were true,” Griffin muttered.
“So that’s been my morning so far, but you’ve called, so here I am.” Alamund crossed his arms as he surveyed the group. “What is it that you want?”
“The four of us would like permission to travel to the Second Ward, if you please,” Mam said.
“The four of us?” Mairid shook her head at Griffin’s parents. “At least one of you should stay behind. That way, if Mithrin does something we need to know about, you can get us word.” She glanced at Alamund. “Can’t they? You must have messengers, or something like them?”
Mam scoffed. “Until a few hours ago, I hadn’t spoken with my son since he was nine years old. At any time now, we might hope for a judgment that will ensure I can’t speak with him again for many years to come. You’re welcome to try separating me from him, and see how far you get.”
“The same goes for me, of course,” said Dade.
For his part, Griffin only glared at Mairid, and that ended that part of the discussion.
Not that Alamund had any interest in having the rest of it. “I thought you might ask that. I suppose you want to go to Corghest, and I can even see why. But I can’t allow it.”
“Oh?” Mam pursed her lips at him. “And why, exactly, can’t you notify the Marshal of the Second Ward of our intent to visit, same as you would for anyone?”
“They’re a special case.” Alamund flung his arm at Griffin and Mairid. “Awaiting a special judgment.”
“Which they can do just as easily under that marshal’s watchful eye. So I can’t see what the harm would be in asking.” Dade leaned forward and said in a conspiratorial whisper, “Think about it. This is your chance to pass them off on someone else.”
That was the way to Alamund’s heart. By afternoon, he’d made the requisite arrangements, and almost cheerfully agreed to escort them to the border of the Second Ward, where the marshal of that jurisdiction would meet them. They set out immediately, before night fell on Pendralyn again.
It was a disconcertingly uneventful journey across, and then through, the empty mountains. With no need to eat or rest, no weather to slow them down, and no bones to break should they fall, they moved quickly and easily, covering far more ground than living people could. But it was an uneasy speed. The silence felt ominous without the familiar calls of hawks and ravens, the chatter of squirrels and buzzing of flies. When the veil thinned at nighttime, they saw only one shepherd and, from a distance, a party of merchants traveling south along the road. They saw no other ghosts at all.
As Griffin watched the merchants disappear over the horizon, his thoughts returned once more to the living people he’d left behind at Pendralyn. He knew it did no good to dwell on questions he couldn’t answer, or answers he couldn’t influence. But it was impossible not to, especially when he was partially responsible for creating the circumstances his friends were now facing. How were they faring? Did they know about Mithrin yet? What was the madman doing now?
Would they be able to stop him?
Neither the weight of those concerns, nor the eerie circumstances, could diminish Griffin’s joy at simply walking alongside his parents. His favorite moments were when they talked about nothing of consequence: songs they loved, the small joys and sorrows of teaching, apple cakes. As if they were an ordinary family, and could chat about such trivial matters every day. He supposed Mairid was being her usual unpleasant self, but he couldn’t have said for sure; he paid her almost no mind at all.
As dawn returned them to their solid forms, they descended onto a narrow road bounded on one side by the ridge they’d just come somewhat ungracefully down, and on the other by a sheer cliff.
“Is this Bering Pass?” Mairid asked. When Alamund and Dade both confirmed that it was, she sniffed, as if offended to have been brought here. “Wardin defeated my Uncle Bramwell here.”
“So he did,” Mam agreed mildly. She caught Griffin’s eye, and the pair of them had to struggle mightily not to laugh loud enough for Mairid to notice.
Alamund stopped at the end of the pass. “This marks the boundary. We’ll wait here for your new minder.”
“Minder is a bit of an exaggeration, surely,” Mairid said.
Alamund shrugged. “Call her what you like, as long as it’s not by my name.”
The Marshal of the Second Ward was an aged woman named Annis, who despite looking like a strong (or perhaps not even all that strong) gust of wind might shatter her, carried herself like a soldier. She was dressed much like Alamund, and wore her long white hair in a similar abundance of braids.
“These are the two awaiting judgment.” Alamund gestured at Griffin and Mairid. “The other two are companions, and free to return to the Fourth Ward when this is done.”
Annis examined her new charges from pale eyes, the original color of which was difficult to determine from the milky beige they were now. “Well and so. You don’t seem to have broken apart the fabric of reality, do you?”
“Er.” Griffin shot a confused glance at Mairid, who looked equally baffled. “Did you think we had?”
“Anyone would think it,” said Annis, “to hear Alamund speak of you. You’ll be under my care from here on, and when the time of your judgment arrives, I’ll be the one notified. So you’d best not try to slip away from me.”
“No, ma’am,” Griffin agreed.
“I’m told you’re looking for the Hallowed Brethren.”
“We are.”
“You’ve found one of them.”
Griffin stared at her. “You …”
“No need to look so surprised. We marshals are human, you know, or half so. We lived once, same as you. Most of us a very long while ago. What is it that you want with my order?”
“Information about a dragon called Borald,” said Griffin.
“A greenwing,” Mairid added. “We’re looking for something that belonged to him.”
Annis raised her white brows. “I died before the dragon war. But my brothers—and sisters, while we’re speaking of it, I do so object to the term brethren—will speak with you, I’m sure. You’re novel, if nothing else, and they get so bored. Let’s go along, then.” She snapped her fingers. “And be sharp about it. You aren’t my only duty.”
Their goodbye with Alamund was brief and unsentimental. He waved away Griffin’s thanks with a simple “Best of luck to you,” and that was the end of it.
Annis led them out of the mountains, but as they neared the coast they were delayed by Griffin, stopping dead at the first whiff of the sea.
“What’s wrong with you?” Mairid asked.
“Perhaps he thinks he’s tired,” said Annis. “The newly dead will insist on believing they feel things, physically. But I assure you, you don’t need to rest.”
Griffin didn’t look at either of them. He stared instead from his mother to his father. “The sea. I haven’t been near it since we all … since I was a boy. I think I’d forgotten it.”
A preposterous thing to say. Of course he hadn’t forgotten it. It wasn’t as if he was unaware there was a sea. He knew he sounded silly. He knew he was being silly.
But it was nearly too much, the smell of his boyhood, lost to him since, in the presence of his parents.
Dade squeezed his shoulder. “Best keep on, though.”
The walk would have taken three or four days more, Griffin guessed, on living feet. As it was, only one night went by, with a few ghosts wandering among the fishermen in the villages, and half a day beyond that, before they reached their destination.
Which appeared to be nowhere. They passed the fortress and magistery at Corghest, and continued south—straight into the ocean. Or so Griffin thought, until he saw that it was, somehow, rocky beach and ocean both.
“The coastline has changed over the course of a thousand years or so,” said Annis, by way of explanation. Griffin found he could walk on the land, with the water swirling harmlessly around him.
“But it’s over my head,” Mairid whispered to him, staring wide-eyed at the waves rolling above her.
“Yes,” Griffin said, having no other answer to the obvious. “Are you afraid of deep water?”
“Certainly not! And if I were, it would be excessively foolish to be afraid of this water, wouldn’t you say? What do you suppose, that I might drown?” With a huff, she caught up to Annis and left Griffin, as usual, to walk behind with his parents.
“She’s not a very pleasant sort, is she?” said Dade.
Griffin laughed. “You’re just spotting that now?” He winked at his father. “And here I’ve spent my whole life under the illusion that you were clever.”
“I am clever,” Dade said with a nod.
“If you were so clever—either of you—you might be a bit more observant,” said Mam. “Haven’t you noticed?”
“Noticed what?” Griffin asked.
“The difference. Between how she speaks and how she behaves, I mean. She says the unkindest things, but her actions rarely match her words.”
“Give it time,” said Griffin. “Perhaps you just haven’t been exposed to enough of her actions yet.”
Mam shrugged. “She is unpleasant, of course, but it’s only because she’s afraid.”
“Mairid, afraid?” Griffin snorted. “I assure you, she isn’t afraid of anything.”
Mam gave him that thin-lipped look again. “I’d say it’s more like she’s afraid of everything.”
They clambered onto a tiny island (or up a large hill, depending on how one looked at it) where a ring of stones stood. “You’ll have to wait here for night to fall again,” Annis said. “I haven’t the time to wait with you, I’ve spent far too much with you as it is. It’s a pity, though. I haven’t seen the Brethren in perhaps a century. Although I don’t suppose they’ve changed much.”
“Can’t you move us to their page?” Dade suggested. “Then you could say your hellos, and we could meet with them all the sooner.”
Annis looked aghast. “I’ll not thank you for that suggestion. I believe these two are set contrary to quite enough regulations as it is.”
Her slightly odd phrasing brought to mind another potential problem. “Will they understand us?” Griffin asked. “The language has changed a lot over the past thousand years. I know you’ve kept up with it, as a marshal, but will they have?”
“Oh, yes,” said Annis. “They keep up with all the latest developments, or such as they can see them, with their limited view of the world. They haven’t much else to do, after all. Used to be they were devoted to their legend, going anywhere they thought their names might be mentioned. But that legend passed out of memory long ago.”
“So they’ve spent centuries watching a world that’s forgotten them,” Mairid said softly. “How terribly sad.”
Griffin was surprised to see that she did, indeed, look sad. But then the Lancets cared a great deal about their legacy, he supposed.
“Oh!” Annis had already turned away, but she stopped and faced them again. “I nearly forgot. You want to be careful not to talk about Mithrin. Don’t even allude to him, if you can help it, and by no means should you speak his name.”
“Why is that?” Griffin asked. That would make things more complicated, but perhaps not by much. It was Borald they needed to talk about.
Annis made a soft noise of disapproval. “A dismembered ghost is always such a trial to put back together again.”
“Dis … membered?” Mairid crossed her arms. “What do you mean?”
“I should think that was clear enough, but for a Harth, perhaps not.” Annis gave Mairid a kind look. “They’ll tear you to pieces at the first mention of him, dear. You won’t get a chance at a second.”
And so they sat, backs against the stones, to wait.
    
THE WOMAN WAS SABELINA. Griffin knew that much. He could tell her apart only because she had longer hair than the others, who seemed to be identical copies of the same wispy ghost in ancient robes. They all sounded the same, with their reedy voices and lazy bickering. He soon gave up the effort of trying to keep the men straight, and began referring to them in his mind—when it was necessary to differentiate them at all—simply as One, Two, Three, and Four.
“But Borald was a greenwing,” said Three. “I was long dead by the time they were dealt with. One of the reds killed me.”
“I was also dead,” said Sabelina. “At least, I think I was.”
Two raised his translucent hand. “Dead.”
“You certainly were not!” said One. “You were there the day they put Margarth down, and the battle against the greenwings came well before the black. The blackwings were the last of all.”
“Margarth? Was that before or after Fendrath?”
“Before, I think.”
“Wasn’t Taslin there when they attended to Fendrath?” Sabelina frowned. “Were the dragon wars before or after Taslin rescued Eyrdri?”
“Before,” said One, at the same time Two said, “After.”
It went on like this for quite a while. Griffin supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised. He’d been known to have trouble remembering where he left a book three days after he set it down. Being expected to remember events that had taken place a thousand years ago was a lot to ask, even of some of the greatest magicians who’d ever lived.
Although, as to that, Griffin admitted to himself that they were something of a disappointment. They didn’t seem especially wise or distinguished.
“But it doesn’t matter whether you were dead,” Mairid finally interrupted. “If you were, you could have seen what happened from here, couldn’t you? Or at least get a sense of it, from whatever was happening at night. Annis said you enjoyed watching your fellow brethren. Perhaps you saw or heard something that might help us?”
“From here?” Two shook his head. “Certainly not. Borald died across the sea.”
“He didn’t,” said Three, emphatically. “Borald was in Harth, remember?”
“Harth!” Mairid leaned forward.
“Doesn’t much matter whether it was Harth or across the sea, when we’re Eyrds,” said Sabelina. “Perhaps Alfred saw something. He’s a Harth.”
“Odd he didn’t join us here in Eyrdon, though, for his deadlife,” said One.
“Why should he?” asked Two. “He had a family in Harth. And besides, no Harth wants to spend eternity in Eyrdon.”
“It’s not eternity,” said One. “We’ll resolve our lives and move on.”
Three snorted. “It certainly feels like eternity. It felt like an eternity an eternity ago.”
“Harth,” Griffin interrupted. “Why was Borald in Harth, if Esmerild and the rest of the greenwings were across the sea?”
“Because he abandoned Esmerild, didn’t he?” said Two. “Ran away, when things got dangerous. Thought he could hide where nobody would look for him.”
What was this? Griffin ran his gossamer hand through his gossamer hair. Funny, how they felt just like an ordinary hand, and ordinary hair. He would never get used to seeing himself—or anyone else—this way. He hoped he wouldn’t have to, at least not for years yet.
So Esmerild’s mate had run away. She probably had no idea where he’d gone, or where he’d died. No wonder she needed help looking for him. Help from enough different kingdoms to scour every realm of the dead, if need be. And of course she’d never bothered to mention it.
“That was foolish of him,” Four said. “Being in Cairdarin didn’t save the blackwings. Why should it save a green?”
“Yes, but the greenwings died before the blackwings,” said Two.
“Are you certain?” One asked.
“He’s certain,” Sabelina snapped.
“Either way, Harth wasn’t a safe place for dragons, is all I’m saying,” said Four. “Too close to him.”
Griffin wanted to ask whether him meant Mithrin, but he remembered Annis’s warning, and instead asked, “So Borald would have been in Harth when he died? You’re sure of that?”
“I very much doubt they have the power to be sure of anything,” Mairid said under her breath, so that only Griffin could hear. He bit back a laugh. Everything about this night was so very absurd.
“Perhaps he was the dragon Alfred killed,” said Sabelina. “I don’t remember.”
“Alfred killed a dragon?” Four asked. “Are you certain of that? I don’t recall him being given any doses of the elixir.”
“Of course I’m sure.” Sabelina pursed her lips at the doubting Four. “Didn’t I just say he was a Harth?”
“What has that got to do with it?” asked Two. “You’ll have to admit, there’ve been a lot of Harths who haven’t killed dragons.”
“Well, Alfred killed one. At least one.” Sabelina gestured vaguely. “Up in his own kingdom, somewhere.”
“Wait a moment!” Mairid looked from Sabelina to Griffin, her ghostly face brighter in her excitement. “There’s a town in southwestern Harth called Drake’s Fall! I remember asking War—my adept whether it was named after a dragon. He said no, that it was just a poetic name for the waterfall there.” She sniffed, as if this was proof of Wardin’s incompetence. “In any case, we learned about it because it’s the highest waterfall in Harth.”
“No doubt because it originates in Eyrdon’s mountains,” said Griffin.
“Perhaps it is just a poetic name for the waterfall,” Mam said. “And even if it isn’t, you can’t be sure the dragon this Alfred killed was Borald.”
Griffin pointed at Mairid. “You could gain us entry into Harth. Perhaps there’s time to find Alfred, and ask him ourselves.”
“If time is precious to you,” said One, “you’d be better off going directly to Drake’s Fall and searching thereabouts. Ghosts may not be able to touch anything at night, but we have the advantage of being able to look into all sorts of crannies without fear of getting hurt. Excellent for seeking lost treasure. Not that we can do much with it when we find it.”
“But it can be satisfying to know where it is, all the same,” said Three.
“It can,” Two agreed.
Griffin shook his head. “If Alfred did kill Borald there, surely he wouldn’t have just walked off afterward, and left the dragon’s possessions lying on the ground. If he found the harp, he would have taken it someplace else.”
“If he found the harp,” repeated Two. “For a word with only two letters, if is very big. Especially in this case.”
At the same time, One laughed. “The dragon’s possessions would not have been lying on the ground. Greenwings know how to hide their treasure, when they have treasure to hide.”
“If Alfred had found anything enchanted with dragon magic, the brethren would have heard about it,” said Two.
“And fought over it,” Four added.
“If you would have fought over it, that seems a good reason not to tell you about it,” Mairid pointed out.
One shrugged. “You can certainly go looking for Alfred, if you’d like to waste your time. But mark my words: if the harp was hidden when Borald died, it’s hidden still.”
“There are probably caves near that waterfall,” said Four. “They do love caves, the greenwings. All dragons, really.”
Two nodded. “And water. The greenwings, that is, not all dragons. Borald’s treasure may be buried beneath the waterfall itself.”
“If all of that’s true, how could we hope to find it?” Griffin asked. “If Alfred didn’t, if nobody else has, for a thousand years? Who knows whether caves that were there then even exist now?”
Three made an impatient noise. “How should we know? We can’t do everything for you, son.”
“But you might want to consider that nobody else has known to look for it,” said Sabelina.
Griffin turned to Mairid. “Perhaps we can do both. Alfred first, then if he can’t help us, we search Drake’s Fall.”
“A wiser man than you would do that the other way round,” said One. “But what do I know? I’m only one of the wisest that ever lived.”
“You may be right,” said Mairid, earning a wide smile from One, despite the fact that she was clearly speaking to Griffin. “Drake’s Fall is far west of here, but not so far north. As quickly as we’re traveling, we could have the time for both.”
Mam chuckled. “Alamund and Annis will rupture something, I’m afraid, if you ask for permission to go to Harth.”
“No such permission will be granted.” Annis strode into the center of the circle, apparently from nowhere.
“But this is a good reason, surely,” said Mairid. “Perhaps if—”
Annis cut her off. “Your reason is inconsequential. I didn’t even hear what it was. I only heard that last bit, about me rupturing something. Which is not, by the by, possible. Nor is it the reason you won’t be going anywhere else. Other than up top, that is.”
“Up top?” Griffin asked. “What does that mean?” But of course he knew the answer. His insides had been squirming from the moment she appeared.
“It means you’d best stop your jabbering and come along,” said Annis. “Sharply. Your judgment, as the saying goes, is nigh.”
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IT WAS FAR TOO SHORT. But then, it could never have been enough.
“We’re sorry!” Mam said, clinging almost desperately to Griffin’s arm. “I ought to have said that the moment you got here. And probably every minute since. We’re so sorry.”
“Yes, yes, you all love one another, and it’s all very sad,” said Annis. “But we must go. Now. Mairid, take my hand, please. This will come easier for you if you think you’re holding something.”
“Our thanks for your … er … help,” Mairid said to the Hallowed Brethren, who still sat against the stones, looking on as if they were watching performers acting out some drama for their entertainment.
But Griffin couldn’t keep his eyes from his mother for long. “Sorry for what?”
“Dying, of course.”
He shook his head. “You couldn’t help that.”
“We could, and we should have,” Dade said. “We knew that if we both went to war, there was a chance neither of us would come home to you.” He gave his wife a wry look. “But there was some disagreement as to who should stay behind.”
“And whose skills would be more useful.” Mam’s face crumpled. “It was pride, and nothing more. Although we didn’t see it that way then.”
“We did arrange to be on opposite sides of the field,” said Dade. “At least at the start. But battles tend to end in chaos. And of course, even though you know people die when they go to war, you never really believe you’re going to die, do you? Not until you do, and then it’s too late.”
“It doesn’t matter what our excuses were,” Mam said, waving them all away. “We should have made sure you weren’t left an orphan. Our duty was to you.”
Griffin squeezed her hand. “I’d say it was more important to make sure I wasn’t left in a world with Graddoc in it. And you executed that duty perfectly.”
“Griffin!” Annis warned. “It’s time to go.”
His mother shook her head, but she couldn’t answer. She was openly weeping now, something Griffin had never seen her do when she was alive. He was struck by the cruelty of a life in which a person couldn’t eat or sleep, but they could cry.
He embraced both his parents at once. “I’m sorry if I’ve disappointed you,” he whispered. “I know you say I haven’t, but—”
“Never,” Mam said fiercely. “We are nothing but proud of you.”
“If only you could—” Dade began.
Griffin would never know what wisdom his father had been about to impart. An icy hand clamped down on his shoulder, and he was yanked away.
The unpleasantness that followed was enough to wring any tears out of him. It was very like what he’d felt when he was pulled into the realm of the dead. Right down to not being quite sure whether he’d vomited or not.
When he opened his eyes, he and Mairid were on the floor of a long, narrow stone hall. He thought there were two thrones in front of them, but his eyes were dazzled by the sunlight streaming through the windows, and he couldn’t see the chairs’ occupants clearly.
Had the dawn come while they were traveling? Perhaps not; there would have been no sunshine in the realm of the dead. They were somewhere else now.
“Griffin of Eyrdon, and Mairid of Harth,” Annis said from behind him. “Petitioners for special judgment.”
“Thank you, Annis,” said a clear, musical, feminine voice. “You may be excused. And you two may stand.”
Griffin got to his feet and, eyes adjusted now, looked directly at the deity to whom he’d been praying all his life.
Eyrdri, and Hart beside her, would almost have passed for humans. (Beautiful ones, though Eyrdri’s nose was, as Story had once told Griffin, a bit on the large side.) Both were dressed simply, and each wore their hair—his gold, hers black—in a single long braid.
But their wide-set eyes glowed yellow and orange. They immediately brought dragons to mind.
Griffin bowed, but did not speak. Mairid followed his lead and curtseyed, deeply and with much more grace.
“Very well, Griffin of Eyrdon and Mairid of Harth.” Hart’s voice was lyrical, like his sister’s, and the deepest Griffin had ever heard. “You ought to know straight off that it irritates us beyond measure to be in the same room with one another, so you can’t expect to find us in a very pleasant or generous frame of mind.”
Lovely. Off to a promising start, then. Still addled from the journey and his parting with his parents, not to mention the abject terror of facing the judgment of deities, Griffin tried to make his mind do something, anything, akin to thinking. What do we say to them?
Eyrdri scowled at her brother. “There’s no point in scaring them. What good can that possibly do? Why must you always take such satisfaction in being menacing?”
“More impressive than menacing, I think.” Hart raised his brows at Mairid. “Are you not impressed with me?”
“Certainly,” Mairid agreed, a bit weakly.
“I should think so. The Lancets have always been my people.” He leaned forward, fixing her with his glowing stare. “Although you, I believe, have sworn yourself to another of my kind.”
“I …” Mairid drew a serrated breath. “I was sent to make another kingdom my home. Through no choice of my own, as is so often the case for women of my stature. I only thought it appropriate that I should try—”
Hart cut her off with an impatient noise. “I understand you wish to return to life.”
“We do,” Mairid said.
“No,” he answered flatly. “Death is final and forever. That is the law.”
“There are laws that can be broken. Others that can be bent,” said Eyrdri, giving Griffin a spark of hope, until she completed that thought. “That particular law can be neither.”
“But that’s just it!” Mairid straightened her shoulders, but Griffin saw her chin trembling, ever so slightly. “You see, we didn’t really die. Not properly. It was a stone, enchanted by a magician, to act as a portal. All we did was travel here, and I think—”
“We’re aware of the circumstances,” Eyrdri interrupted. “Alamund was very thorough in his report.” She looked at Griffin, just as Hart had focused on Mairid. “This sounds very like an accident, and accidents are the cause of many a death. If we were to make an exception to the law for you, what’s to stop everyone who falls off a horse or chokes on a cake from petitioning us for the same?”
Griffin blinked at her, mouth open. He supposed he looked stupid, but perhaps that was because he was stupid. He hadn’t thought of it that way. “But this isn’t the same as those sorts of accidents,” he offered. “It was due to an enchantment.”
Hart snorted. “Magicians are also the cause of many a death, I can assure you of that. I hope you haven’t come here to suggest we return everyone who’s ever found themselves on the wrong side of an enchanted object to life. They’re called laws for a reason, you know.” He glanced at Eyrdri. “Do your people not even have the sense to know what the word law means? Perhaps you should have spent more of your time educating them, and less of it marrying them.”
“I married one of them,” Eyrdri snapped. “Let’s not talk of it as if it were a habit. And of course Griffin here knows what law means.”
Hart shrugged. “He doesn’t seem like he does. But perhaps he thinks he’s above it. Arrogance is almost as rampant among your Eyrds as the lack of sense.”
“Arrogance, is it?” Eyrdri scoffed and gestured at Mairid. “Yet here is your Lancet, petitioning us for the same thing. Perhaps you shouldn’t have allowed her bloodline to make so many laws themselves. Perhaps then she wouldn’t think she can simply bend them to her will.”
“It’s not that I believe myself beyond the law,” Mairid assured her. “Only that I don’t believe this particular case falls under this particular law. The stone works both ways. Perhaps a person who uses it is temporarily dead, but that is merely an incidental effect of visiting the realm of the dead. We would have gotten back on our own, if we’d known how to use it properly.”
Or if we’d had it to use. Griffin’s breath came up short.
That was it. That was the answer.
He’d known these deities for mere minutes (if time even moved, in their presence), and already he’d lost count of the number of times they’d used the word law. Clearly, order was a very high priority for them.
Their order. And that order had been violated.
It was always better to offer something than to ask for something.
“But Mithrin took the stone before we could learn how to use it,” he said. “And that is why we’re here. I believe it’s also why you should send us back. It’s not just that we got here by mistake. It’s that someone else got out.” Griffin stepped forward, hoping his face looked calm and sensible. Although he considered the chances very low. “You say that the law of death can’t be broken, but it already has been. And by someone who was, er, much more dead than we are. If death can be said to have degrees.”
“It can’t,” said Hart.
Griffin inclined his head. “Even so. Mithrin has returned to life. If the law is really as inviolable as all that, then we must put this to rights. Otherwise, who knows what sort of chaos it will create?”
“He’s right about that much.” Hart glared at Eyrdri, as if this were her fault. “Mithrin coming back from the dead, after a thousand years. It’s entirely unacceptable.”
“It is,” Eyrdri agreed. “But we don’t enter the realm of living men anymore.”
“Which is why you need us,” Griffin said quickly. “To fetch him back for you.”
He felt as though Eyrdri’s fiery eyes might melt him on the spot. But then she laughed, a sweet and melodious sound. “Are you suggesting that we send the two of you to kill the most powerful magician ever to have walked the world?”
Griffin swallowed. “That’s precisely what I’m suggesting. We brought him that stone. And it ought to have been us who used it to get back. So really, he took our place in the living world. I think justice would be best served—and order best restored—by us reclaiming that place.”
He expected an argument. Or at least more discussion. But perhaps the sibling deities’ distaste for one another’s company was a bigger motivator than he’d realized. They merely exchanged one glance before Eyrdri said, “See that you succeed, then. Mithrin must be returned to the realm of the dead by the harvest equinox.”
Then she waved her hand, and she and Hart were gone.
Or rather, Griffin and Mairid were gone.
    
HE WAS GASPING AND CHOKING, as he’d been the other times he’d traveled through … whatever he was traveling through. But it wasn’t the same sort of choking. This time, it felt like drowning. It felt like water filling his lungs.
That was, he eventually realized, because it was water filling his lungs.
Was he in water? He was. Why was he in water?
Griffin flailed around, confused and sputtering, until a small pair of arms wrapped around his waist and tugged. He opened his eyes and saw Mairid through the murky green-blue water, trying (with little success, given the difference in their sizes) to turn him around and pull him toward the bright surface above.
It was getting worse. A moment ago, Griffin could have sworn he was taking in air, though with great difficulty. As if perhaps the deities had given them some sort of grace period upon entering the water.
One that was rapidly running out.
Collecting himself, he clamped his mouth closed and pushed upward, carrying Mairid more than she carried him. At last, his head rose out of the water, and his fumbling hand met cold rock.
The rock fell in, but there was solid ground in the spot where it had been. Closer than he would have expected. They weren’t in a lake or even a pond, but only some sort of deep hole in the ground. A well, he supposed.
They clambered out and onto the grass, where they lay for several minutes coughing and shivering, until the early morning sun warmed them through. It was daytime, then. Wherever they were.
Finally Mairid said, “I’m sorry.”
Griffin stared at her. Of all the strange things that had happened since she’d touched Mithrin’s stone, above visiting the realm of the dead, and seeing his parents, and having a personal audience with two of Cairdarin’s three deities, Mairid Lancet apologizing was surely the strangest.
He wondered which of her many shortcomings she was apologizing for. “For what?”
“Saying goodbye to your parents. That must have been hard.” Mairid shrugged at his gaping face. “We’ve got some impossible things to do now, thanks to you, and I think it’s safe to assume we’re going to argue about them a great deal. I thought I would offer my condolences, before I get distracted by all of that and forget.”
“I …” Griffin coughed one final time. “Thank you.”
She started to say something, stopped, looked down at herself and back at him. Then she stretched out, almost flat on her belly, to touch his arm. “We aren’t wet.”
“What?” He looked at her hair, as lush and glossy as ever. She was right: they weren’t the least bit wet. “Perhaps we swallowed so much of that well, there wasn’t any water left over for our outsides.”
Mairid pursed her lips. “Do people find you funny?”
“I doubt it came up at my funeral.”
“I can see why. And speaking of our funerals, these are the same clothes I was wearing before. The same as the day we left, and all through the realm of the dead.”
Griffin glanced down at his shirt. “Mine too. So?”
“So, shouldn’t they have been burned with our bodies? I assumed Hart gave me a new body just now, just sort of recreated it, I suppose. But these are the exact same clothes.” Mairid tugged her collar down past one freckled shoulder and twisted her neck, apparently trying to see her back. “I’ve still got that scar where Radley—I’ve still got my scars.”
“What’s your point?” Griffin asked, perhaps more harshly than he’d meant to. The image of Radley abusing her had piqued his anger. No matter how infuriating she might be, she was a woman, and a small one at that. And she’d been the man’s wife.
“Do you think these are the same bodies?” she asked. “What happened to our ashes?”
“I don’t know why you’re asking me.” Griffin got to his feet and, after the tiniest hesitation, offered Mairid his hand to help her do the same. “How should I know how it works? We’ve just broken a supposedly unbreakable law. I don’t think there’s much precedent for it.”
“I don’t know why I would ask you how anything works,” she grumbled. Ignoring his outstretched hand, she rose on her own and looked around.
Griffin followed her gaze. They were in a small clearing, with the well at the center, and woods all around. But where? What well, what woods?
“You do realize what you just did to us?” Mairid asked, in that condescending tone that set Griffin’s teeth on edge.
If she expected him to be deferential now that they were back in the living world, she would have a disappointment to endure. “Yes,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I do. I convinced the deities, against every rule and inclination they have, to bring us back to life and send us home. You’re welcome.”
“By promising to kill Mithrin! By the equinox, no less!”
Griffin gestured at the profuse greenery around them. “It’s the height of summer, if you haven’t noticed!”
Mairid snorted. “Oh, so plenty of time, then!”
“It is plenty of time,” he said, though he almost laughed at his own words. As if the amount of time they’d been given was the concern. “And anyway, it’s not as if we won’t have help. Perhaps we can’t kill Mithrin, but all the magicians at Pendralyn, along with four dragons who’d very much like their revenge, surely can. If he’s not dead already, it’s probably because they don’t know he’s there yet.”
“Then I suppose the first step is correcting that. We’d best get back to Pendralyn.” Mairid looked around again, hands on her hips. “Where are we?”
Griffin rubbed the back of his neck, which was beginning to sweat. It was going to be a hot day, and he was thirsty already. But he didn’t dare drink from the well. “I’ve been thinking about that. The Well of Songs would be my guess. If the accounts I’ve read are accurate, this is what it looks like, more or less. And there aren’t a great many wells in the middle of nothing to choose from. It’s sacred to Eyrdri, so it makes sense she would use it to send us back.”
“All right. How far to Pendralyn, then?”
“Less than a day, assuming I can get us to the right road. We’ll have to find water and something to eat, though, if not rest a bit. I haven’t got anything to hunt with, but I’m handy enough at knowing which berries and mushrooms are edible.”
“Lovely,” Mairid muttered, then swore under her breath.
“Apologies.” Griffin offered a mocking bow to match his mocking tone. “I deeply regret that it’s not up to your usual standard of fare.”
She glowered at him. “I really ought to have let you drown just now. I suppose that would have been funny, you going straight back to the realm of the dead, immediately after they made this rare and impossible exception for you.”
“Let me drown?” he asked with a laugh. “What, as if you saved me?”
“I did save you!”
“Unless I’m much mistaken, I pulled you out of that water.”
“Of course you’re much mistaken. Much mistaken is your usual state. And speaking of you being an idiot, I wasn’t complaining about the mushrooms. Has it crossed your mind that we have no idea what we’re walking toward, and what sort of mess that walk might end in? And here we are with no weapons, no supplies of any kind. We are woefully unprepared for this.”
“One worry at a time,” said Griffin. “We’ve got to start the walk first.”
“Let’s go, then.” Mairid gave him a pointed look. “And you might notice that we’re back in Eyrdon now, the real one. The one where I’m both your guest and your superior by birth.”
So she did expect deference. The woman’s gall truly had no bounds. He crossed his arms. “I’m hardly your host out here in the wilderness, and the second is meaningless to me.”
“I only point it out so you can consider having some manners again.”
“Yes, because it’s my manners that need worrying about.”
They continued to bicker in much the same fashion until they found a path, and finally a road leading south, toward Pendralyn. At least his companion’s shrewishness passed the time, and (somewhat) kept Griffin from imagining (increasingly nightmarish) possibilities for what they would find when they got there.
Even with foraging for their breakfast, and Griffin not being exactly certain of the way, they were approaching Avadare by early afternoon. They had another hour’s walk, by his reckoning, when a half dozen ravens passed low over their heads, flying silently and rapidly south.
“Whatever are they doing?” Mairid asked. “One of them practically kicked my hair.”
Griffin stared after them, then turned to say something to Mairid. But his words were forgotten as his gaze flitted past the trees, and he caught sight of something that froze his heart.
He stopped and peered between the pines. It hadn’t been his imagination. There were eyes there.
Ice-blue ones. Set in a shaggy gray face that was much higher off the ground than one ordinarily preferred to see shaggy faces.
“Is that a … wolf?” Mairid whispered. “It’s too big for a wolf.”
“He’s actually on the small side, for a crag wolf.” Griffin grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the woods. “Get off the road!”
Mairid planted her heels and reared back. “You cannot be asking me to move toward that wolf.”
“You’re right.” Griffin pulled harder, nearly lifting her off the ground. “I’m not asking.”
He supposed it was mean, but his sense of urgency eclipsed any desire to be kind. He all but dragged her, refusing to stop or speak until they were deep in the forest and completely out of sight from the road. By then the wolf had disappeared, which wasn’t especially surprising.
The moment he loosened his grip, Mairid wrenched her arm away and rounded on him. “How dare you … how …” She petered out with a final strangled sound. Apparently her outrage was so intense, it had managed the impossible: rendered her speechless.
But was it outrage? Or rage of any sort? Griffin stepped back and took in her trembling body, her heaving chest. That wasn’t anger. It was terror.
“I’m sorry,” he said, and meant it. He hadn’t intended to be that mean. “I didn’t feel I had time to explain. He meant us no harm. Quite the opposite. The crag wolves are—”
“You cannot expect me to believe that the crag wolves are your friends!” Mairid ran her hands over her face. “Hart’s sake, I didn’t even know they were real.”
Griffin’s lips twitched. “Shouldn’t that be Derine’s sake?”
She glanced at him, but her face didn’t soften. “I don’t see why, knowing as I now do that I’ll be spending my deadlife in Hart’s realm, and that he will be my judge, should judgment be necessary. I suppose I’ll have a bit of a crisis of faith, if I should ever return to my convent. Are the crag wolves your friends?”
“No, but they are Fendrath’s friends.”
Yes, they are, but Fendrath isn’t the only dragon with friends.
Griffin’s mouth went dry, while his eyes searched the sky.
“What are you looking for now?” Mairid asked.
“Pigeons. Or worse, nightjars.”
“What have nightjars got to do with anything?”
Griffin shook his head. The sky was clear; even the ravens were gone. “They had to do with Orovont. It’s a long story. Anyway, the wolves have helped me before.”
“You think that’s what he was doing?” Mairid’s puff of laughter still sounded a bit breathless. “Helping?”
“I think he was giving us a warning. If you see a crag wolf, in broad daylight no less, it’s at his choosing. He meant for us to follow him. My guess is something’s happened, and we don’t want to approach Pendralyn openly.”
Mairid recovered enough to give him her most imperious sniff. “What we want doesn’t enter into it. We’ve promised to kill Mithrin, or you’ve promised for both of us. We’ve got to go and do it.”
Griffin tossed his hands. “Must you always run headlong into everything? Point taken: you’re courageous. I’ve got it. There’s no need to keep proving it. We might at least figure out what we’re facing—”
“We know what we’re facing.”
“—and come up with some sort of strategy.” He turned away, rubbing his chin. “Speaking of animal friends, the ravens are Deryn’s. They’ll tell her we’re coming.”
“You sound awfully certain.”
“I’m not, but it’s a very good guess. Ravens love her, and I’d say they’re too decent, in general, to serve Mithrin or Adalant. I suggest we follow the road, but keep off it, and under as much cover as possible. Deryn will find us if she can.”
“So that’s it.” Mairid crossed her arms. “Just stand here and wait for a magician. That seems to be your answer a great deal of the time.”
“Enough!” Griffin squinted into the sunlight once more. A dark bird wheeled in a broad circle—the right bird, thank Eyrdri. “I didn’t say we ought to stand here, but now that you mention it, that is a better idea. That’s exactly what we should do.” He tipped his chin up at the raven. “They can see us. They’ll lead her to us. Less chance of missing her, that way.”
And so they waited, much to Mairid’s chagrin and, therefore, Griffin’s irritation. She griped and protested until Griffin marveled that she had any breath left in her, but he refused to budge. And he noted she wasn’t so determined to march straight into the magistery that she was willing to go alone, with no magic, no weapons, and not even a partner with very large fists. Perhaps she wasn’t as reckless as he’d thought.
“I’m not waiting for a magician, you know,” he said at last. “I’m waiting for a friend. There’s a difference. I’ve seen how her birds act before, and I’m putting my faith in her.”
“Let’s hope she’s worthy of it, then.” Mairid sat at the base of a tree, arms around her knees, and leaned her head back against the trunk. “I’ve no desire to spend the night out here, starving, with no water on a hot day, and with wolves about.”
“I can assure you with complete sincerity that your complaints have been noted.”
Thankfully, Deryn did prove worthy of his faith. Well before sunset, the ravens returned, alighting on branches near the feuding Griffin and Mairid. Deryn followed, moving almost as silently as a contriver could have. Arun was close behind her.
All stealth was abandoned the moment Deryn saw Griffin. In an uncharacteristic display of emotion, she let out a strangled sob, and threw herself into his arms. “You were dead!” She gulped back tears. “I watched you burn! We scattered your ashes!”
Griffin hugged her tightly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to … I’m so sorry.” He tried to imagine what it would have been like if their circumstances were reversed, and Deryn had been found dead on the floor of Mithrin’s chamber. There were quite a few people he was friendly with, but when it came down to it, he had very few friends. He wasn’t sure he could bear to lose this one. “But we’re fine,” he said. “Sort of.”
“What do you mean, sort of?” Deryn wiped her face with her sleeve. “And fine is more than I can say for us, you know.”
“I do know.” Griffin stepped back from her to accept Arun’s somewhat awkward hug. “Mithrin came back from the dead.”
“No,” said Deryn. “Well, yes, but I assumed you knew that, what with you coming back from the dead yourself. Was there some sort of tear in the veil, or something, and a lot of dead people just walked through?” She shook her head. “Never mind that, it can wait. It’s not just that Mithrin is back. It’s much worse than him merely being here.”
Mairid had begun tapping her foot, but Griffin almost hugged Deryn again, so happy was he to hear her familiar rambling. “What’s he done?” he asked.
“He’s taken the dragons hostage,” Arun said gravely. “All four of them.”
Griffin stared at the archmagister. “All four?”
“Story first,” said Deryn. “She was on guard duty. Apparently he lured her down there with some illusion or other, and then trapped her with his chains. So it’s just like we guessed, with those. They can hold them, at least for a time. Then he got the others to come to him by threatening the ones he’d already taken. First Esmerild. Then the blackwings.”
“So none of them can get out now?” Griffin asked.
Deryn shook her head. “The runes, the chains. Rituals that use dragon’s blood. This is how they defeated them the first time, creatures no human should be able to overpower. By using dark magic to subdue them.”
“Magic we thought was long dead and lost,” said Griffin. “Because it was dead and lost, until Mairid and I let it out again.” He clenched a fist, all his relief at seeing Deryn and Arun gone. He imagined Fendrath, once again chained in the very spot where he’d slept for a thousand years. Suffering there. Bleeding there. It was bound to turn the dragon’s heart as black as his hide.
As if reading his thoughts, Arun said, “He’s not just holding them. He’s torturing them already—”
“Taking their blood, taking parts of them,” Deryn interjected. “And nobody can get to them. That’s a bit longer a story, but—”
Mairid interrupted her in turn. “Do you have any idea what he’s taking these parts for?” She sounded much calmer than the rest of them, which made Griffin inexplicably angry. “Specifically, I mean. Is he making something?”
“Oh yes, we have a very specific idea,” said Arun. He returned his gaze to Griffin. “He’s making the elixir of dragon breath. He’s made some already. And used it.”
All the air seemed to leave Griffin’s body. To leave the world. “Used it how?”
At the same time, Mairid said, “But that’s good for us, in a way. Him making the elixir, I mean. Not to mention teaching us how to stop a dragon. It doesn’t seem so very difficult after all, does it, if you’re willing to use a bit of this dark magic. Imagine all this fuss over the harp, when there was a much easier answer all along.”
“You can’t be serious.” Griffin gaped at her, then slowly shook his head. “Not even you could be this cruel. What if it were someone you love, trapped down in that cave?” He waved a hand, thinking of the only living thing she’d ever expressed a single tender feeling for. “What if it were Kendry?”
Mairid glared at him. “I don’t like the idea of the dragons being tortured any more than you do. I truly don’t. I like Esmerild very much. But we must force ourselves to be practical. If we can get more of the elixir, that may be a bright side. We will still have Adalant to contend with, once we’re through with Mithrin.”
Deryn blinked at Mairid for several moments, as if the latter were some alien creature, before dismissing her entirely. “Griffin, it’s bad. He says that if the rest of the dragons don’t present themselves to him—even the red ones—he’ll kill the four he’s got.”
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ARUN HAD, apparently, had the same thought as the crag wolf: that it might be a wise idea for Griffin and Mairid to remain hidden. Accordingly, he’d packed them some supplies, though only what he and Deryn could carry inconspicuously out of the magistery. He provided a simple supper that consisted mainly of bread and cheese, which they shared in the same spot where they’d met, sitting among the trees while night crept in to shield them from any prying eyes.
With an ache in his chest, Griffin briefly wondered whether that same darkness might reveal them to other eyes; then he remembered that even traveling across the realm of the dead, his parents could not have returned from Corghest so quickly.
He and Mairid told their tale first, since Mithrin’s tale started with theirs. Owing to the angles between them, Griffin didn’t have a full view of the looks the others cast in Mairid’s direction, but he knew by the stiff way Arun sat, and the height of Deryn’s chin, that they were not kindly ones. He almost felt sorry for her. After all, she hadn’t meant to drag them into the underworld.
But she had, and now Fendrath and the other dragons were paying the price.
“Your ghosts are wrong, I think, about this Alfred never finding the treasure,” Arun said. While he spoke, he busied himself with lighting three candles, pressing each one into the dirt to hold it up. It wasn’t much light, but a dim view was better than the unwanted attention a proper fire might draw. “Jor, the Dord, got something from the bones on the very day you died—er, left. He says the harp is hidden ‘where only a sinless man may hope to find it.’ He had the strong impression of a temple.”
“You trust his reading?” Griffin asked. “It seems a bit, I don’t know, dramatically cryptic, doesn’t it?”
Arun snickered. “That’s why I trust it, at least as far as the bones can ever be trusted. They seem to have minds of their own. Perverse ones. They enjoy nothing more than being infuriating. But if they’re right about this, don’t you think it unlikely that a dragon would choose a place sacred to a deity?”
“Whereas the brethren seemed to have a particular fondness for hiding their valuables in such places,” Griffin said with a snort. He remembered too well his experience at Sarn Graddoc, finding the elixir. “And for some dramatics of their own.”
“Of course, at the time, we thought it might mean any temple, anywhere in the world,” said Deryn. “Which made it a bit less helpful than we would have liked. But if Alfred was a Harth, then I suppose Sarn Hart would be the likeliest place. Not that w—”
“No!” Mairid, who’d been reclining against a tree, bolted upright. “Not Sarn Hart. Sarn Cairn!”
While the others ignored her completely, Griffin shook his head. “I’ve never heard of it.”
“It’s ruined, has been for centuries.” Mairid tossed her head. “But I’m particularly good at geography as well as history. Which is why I can tell you not only that Sarn Cairn was dedicated to all three of the sibling deities, but that its remains are in the southwestern corner of Harth, near Lake Miras—and not so very far from Drake’s Fall.”
“Interesting,” Deryn said, though her voice didn’t match the word. She sounded even flatter and mistier than usual. “But as I was saying, it’s not as if the harp is our highest priority anymore. I’d actually almost forgotten Jor told us that. We got quite distracted by your deaths, as you can imagine. Which probably explains why Mithrin got away with all he did. That and the fact that you let him out in the first place, meaning no offense. We had no reason to expect him, or to think anything but that you’d touched something you shouldn’t have, some trap he’d left behind.”
“And so they did, it would seem.” Arun’s chuckle sounded more exhausted than amused. “Well, the timing makes sense. We found out Mithrin was back the day before yesterday, when he took Story. That means he had two days before that to sneak around, enough time to make plans and pilfer supplies. Including ingredients for the elixir. Then once he had Story in the chains, the rest was easy.”
“Was it?” Griffin shook his head, but he couldn’t dislodge the refrain echoing through it, a line from the old rhyme about Mad Mithrin the Mutilator. Blood and bones, tongues and toes, food for his dark art. “Knowing what they know about Mithrin, and how he uses dragons, I’m surprised the others agreed to become his hostages. Even to save Story. He was bound to harvest their blood. And that would only give him more power.”
“But he was already harvesting Story’s blood,” Deryn pointed out. “Anyway, Esmerild wasn’t about to let her own sister come to any more harm, was she? She went first, on her own. And she wasn’t terribly worried for herself at the time. She assumed she would be able to kill Mithrin.”
Arun turned toward Griffin, his expression pinched. “I gave her the antimagic.”
Griffin nodded his approval, though why the archmagister should value it, he couldn’t say. “It seems the best way to neutralize him. It didn’t work?”
“It did.” Arun’s face grew even cloudier. “But he already had the elixir. He must have finished making it the moment he had whatever he needed from Story. And as you’re aware, he didn’t need any magic of his own to use it.”
Griffin stared at him. “Esmerild …”
“She lives,” Arun said.
“You’re sure?” Griffin looked at Deryn. “You’ve been communicating with them?”
Deryn nodded. “Story, mostly. A bit with Esmerild. Fendrath and Tavreth aren’t in very good spirits, I’m afraid. Not that that isn’t understandable. They don’t respond to us often.”
“What do you mean, us?” Mairid’s voice was a bit muffled by the fact that her head was half buried in the bag of food. “I thought you were the only one who could talk to animals?” She tossed the last apple to Griffin before biting into a hunk of bread.
“I am,” said Deryn. “But dragons aren’t ordinary animals, are they? Nott can talk to them.” Her teeth flashed in the deepening dusk as a rare smile crossed her face. Rare in general, though not especially so when the subject of Nott arose.
“Nott has been the one receiving Mithrin’s demands, as well,” Arun added. “Through the sage spell.”
“That’s how we found out Mithrin had Story in the first place,” said Deryn. “We don’t think he knows we can speak with the dragons ourselves.”
“No?” Griffin’s spirits rose a bit. Or at least he told himself they did. This was good. This was an advantage. Mithrin didn’t know his prisoners could communicate—coordinate—with their allies outside. Surely they could use that. Trick him, perhaps, or … what?
He clenched and unclenched a fist against his thigh. There had to be something. If the mad wizard was harming the dragons, taking pieces of them (and it’s all our fault), then he must be stopped immediately.
And to think, just that morning Griffin had considered the equinox an uncomfortable deadline.
“What demands?” Mairid asked.
Arun glanced at her. “What?”
“You said he communicates his demands to Nott. What demands are those?”
“We told you,” Arun said, a slight chill of impatience in his voice. “He’s not satisfied with having four dragons. He wants all eight.”
“Obviously. But to what purpose? What’s he going to do once he gets them?” Mairid looked from Arun to Griffin. “What does he actually want, now that he’s back among the living?”
“I hope you’re not looking for rational goals from a madman,” Griffin said. “I’d say he simply wants power. And unfortunately for the dragons, he’s especially fond of deriving his power from them.”
“Not to mention the mutual grudge they’ve held one another since ancient times,” said Deryn.
“And yet they gave him what he asked for.” Mairid tugged at one of her curls, pulling it straight and letting it spring back again. “I can understand why Esmerild went to save her sister, of course. But I still find it curious, based on what you’ve told me about the blackwings, that they followed her. Fendrath in particular, given his history with Mithrin, and that cave, and all.”
“Fendrath needs her.” Griffin swallowed back a lump in his throat, imagining what it had cost his friend to go down into that cavern, knowing that it was about to become his prison for a second time. “I think they’re trying to work out how to breed, and he intends Esmerild to be his mate.”
Neither Arun nor Deryn seemed surprised by this theory. “None of them have confirmed as much to me,” Deryn said. “But they certainly give the impression that their future depends on all four of them coming out alive.”
“And so they’re doing what hostages must always do,” said Arun. “Stalling the enemy, while putting their faith in us to stop him.”
“Well then, we’d best get to stopping him,” said Mairid, in a tone not unlike Esmerild’s. “I hope you don’t need me to tell you so. Presumably Esmerild and Fendrath can tell you how to get a message to their remaining siblings. Have you sent those red pigeons to try to contact Adalant’s cult?”
“This just happened yesterday,” Arun said with a huff.
“A bit the day before,” said Deryn, then shrugged when the archmagister glared at her. “To be fair.”
“Nonetheless, as you can imagine, it’s all been a bit of a shock to overcome,” Arun said. “We’re still trying to take the measure of the situation, and weigh our options.”
Mairid made an impatient noise. “But surely the other dragons can help you do all that. I’m not suggesting they should yield to Mithrin, but they ought to at least have a voice in whatever the plan is to be, wouldn’t you say?”
“I would say it’s not that simple,” said Arun. “Mithrin is quite a bit to contend with, without adding Adalant to the situation. Asking the red queen to help us defeat a magician feels a bit like asking a wolf to help us manage an errant dog, doesn’t it?”
“No,” Mairid said bluntly. “Not to me. We must deal with one enemy at a time.”
“It was a rhetorical question,” Arun snapped. “Your feelings on the matter carry little weight, as it happens, because you are not responsible for the welfare of the magistery and its magisters. I am. And I’m not sure inviting more enemies to visit is the best of ideas. Or even more dragons, red or otherwise. Particularly when there is no cause to believe it would help.”
He stood and took a step toward Mairid, nearly trampling one of the candles in the process. The flame sputtered, then rallied. “Suppose we gave the mad bastard what he wants? Do you really think anyone, including the dragons, would be better off? You can’t unring a bell, as they say, so if you don’t mind, I need to think on it a minute or two before I decide what to do.”
Griffin gave him a sympathetic look. He did not envy the archmagister his decisions, or his burdens. “What does Esmerild say?”
“She wants us to call on the others,” Deryn said. “All of them, even Adalant. She doesn’t think we can win on our own. Especially after what happened with Alan.”
Griffin frowned, looking from her to Arun. “What happened with Alan?”
Arun grimaced and looked away.
“He’s dead,” Deryn said.
Griffin blinked at her. “What?”
She nodded slowly. “Yesterday. We were permitted to send down some meat for the dragons. The person who delivered it was to stack the crates in the cavern, then leave immediately. The larger dragons are there, chained and bound by magic. Not that they need to be, I suppose, since they went willingly. Story is still back in the chain room, so Mithrin had her to threaten us with, if we tried to do anything other than what he instructed.”
“Which we had no intention of doing,” said Arun. “We weren’t about to risk the dragons’ lives before we’d had time to form a proper plan.” He sighed. “But Alan thought he knew better.”
Griffin pursed his lips. “That part doesn’t surprise me, I’m sorry to say.”
“Wade took the meat down,” Deryn went on. “We found out later from Esmerild that Alan followed him, under a cloaking spell, and hid in the cavern. I suppose he thought he would catch Mithrin unawares and use, I don’t know, some sort of a trapping spell, perhaps. Or perhaps just throw a rock at his head.” She gave Griffin a wan smile. “That tactic has been used to subdue magicians before.”
“Mithrin left Alan’s charred body at the bottom of the ladder for us,” said Arun, his voice little more than a whisper. “Along with Story’s tongue.”
“Entirely drained of blood, of course,” Deryn added. “You may not be able to cut through a dragon’s hide, but there are still a few vulnerable points that can be used to bring pain, if not death.”
Mairid covered her mouth with one hand and swore through her fingers, though she did not elaborate on which part of that tale had shocked her. For his part, Griffin said nothing. He felt too ill to speak.
Blood and bones, tongues and toes.
Ill over Story, and oddly blank about Alan. He’d thought of the Harth in much the same way he’d once thought of Duncan: as a rival with whom he had unfinished business. He’d taken it for granted that there was more to their mutual story, that they would have a reckoning one day. But it seemed Alan’s fate wasn’t bound up with Griffin’s at all.
“So,” said Deryn, “that all but eliminates the option of trying to defeat Mithrin in a fight. He’s used that elixir twice now. There’s no telling how much of it he has, or how much he could make. For all we know, he could lay waste to all of Pendralyn. Excellent as our magicians are, we haven’t got a match for Mad Mithrin, empowered by dragon’s blood and equipped with dragon fire. Even if we could sneak somebody down there again, we can’t risk it.”
“A moot point,” Arun said. “It would seem we can’t sneak anyone down there. It wasn’t that Alan made a mistake, or that his cloaking spell was poorly done. Esmerild saw the whole thing, and she had no idea he was there. She didn’t even smell him. Mithrin breathed his fire at what appeared to be nothing but shadows, until it ignited the poor fool. In other words, Mithrin didn’t see Alan; he simply knew Alan was there.”
“Meaning what?” asked Mairid. “That he can sense magicians? Without the use of his actual senses?”
Arun didn’t look in her direction. “Meaning exactly that. That’s what he’s told Nott, anyway, and under the circumstances, I don’t think it’s safe to doubt him.”
“Well, magic isn’t always the answer to everything, you know,” Mairid said with a sniff. “My uncle was the greatest warrior Cairdarin has ever known—”
“Highly debatable,” Arun interjected.
“—and he was no magician. I see no reason to overcomplicate things, when we could just as easily run the man through.”
“Easily?” Griffin laughed. “Just how do you suppose anyone is going to get close enough to Mithrin to stab him, without getting burned down to his bones, when even a contriver couldn’t hide from him?”
Mairid rolled her eyes. “Stay at range and shoot him with a crossbow, then. The point remains the same. Mithrin may be able to breathe dragon fire, but he’s not made of dragon hide. He’s still as soft as any man. If you can’t send a magician to kill him, why not do the obvious thing and send an assassin?”
“Because an assassin may fail as well,” said Arun. “And then where would we be? This has already been botched once, and that will have put Mithrin on his guard. It’ll be difficult enough to get one more chance, without trying for two. So we’d best be very sure we can get it right the next time.”
“You say he’s as soft as any man,” said Deryn, “but we can’t approach it that way. As if we were trying to defeat a man.” She reached out to one side, hand hovering in the air for a moment before it dropped to the ground, where it found a twig. Griffin guessed she’d been reaching for Ash.
“Are you suggesting Mithrin isn’t a man?” asked Mairid.
“I’m suggesting he isn’t only a man.” Deryn absently picked the bark off her twig. “The elixir of dragon breath, in effect, makes him every bit as dangerous as a dragon. Moreso, in some ways, considering the properties of that fire. Which makes defeating him just as delicate a proposition as defeating Adalant.”
Then why not use the same weapon? Griffin’s heart quickened.
“With the added challenge that we can’t use magic against him,” Arun added.
Can’t we?
“We can’t use magic, or we can’t use a magician?” Griffin asked. “Which of the two can he sense?”
Arun shrugged. “Is there a difference?”
But Deryn seemed to take his meaning. She gave him a keen look. “I believe his exact words to Nott were that he could sense the magic in a man’s blood.”
“Excellent,” said Griffin. “As we all know, better than we’d like by now, there is no magic in my blood. Nor is there any blood in an object. So suppose I went to him, carrying something magical?” He almost smiled. “Say, a harp?”
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EYRDRI’S TEETH, what was that blasted woman doing?
Griffin glowered at Mairid from the dim corner where he sat, working through a plate of bland partridge and buttery carrots. Arun had given them what silver he’d had on him the night they parted, not enough for ponies (and in any case, Mairid could not countenance the thought of buying another one, after leaving Kendry behind again), but enough for supplies and even a night or two at an inn. The storm raging outside had inspired them to avail themselves of the latter option.
They’d agreed to take rooms and meals separately, as unrelated strangers, on the admittedly remote chance that any watchful eyes were looking for a pair of recently dead delegates from the Pendralyn gathering. Accordingly, Griffin had arrived a full hour after Mairid, and hadn’t expected to see her in the common room at all.
Much less sitting with a dapper, square-jawed man, at the best table by the fire, sipping wine as if she hadn’t a care in the world.
Giggling.
He wouldn’t have thought her capable of a giggle, but there it was again, her face breaking into a girlish smile he’d never seen before. Apparently her companion was quite funny. Griffin envied her that much; after three days of travel with her, he’d have appreciated a bit of amusing company himself.
“I don’t think you’re going to get very far with the likes of that one, I’m afraid.”
Griffin’s eyes snapped to the plump, gray-haired man at the table beside him, sitting with an equally plump and gray-haired woman who was presumably his wife. “Pardon? Were you speaking to me?”
The man jerked his chin in Mairid’s direction. “Noticed you staring. And looking more than a bit jealous.”
“Not that there’s any need to mind Darbin,” the woman said. “He always flirts. It seldom seems to come to anything.”
“The point is, my dear, that it doesn’t matter for him, either way.” The man looked from his wife back to Griffin. “If you don’t mind my saying, she’s well above your station.”
Griffin forced down a bite of partridge that seemed to have turned to dust. “Oh? Do you know her?” Surely not. Surely Mairid couldn’t have been recognized, after so many years away from Cairdarin, at the first inn they’d stepped into. Then again, they were in Harth now, and she did have Lancet hair.
But the woman’s answer dispelled his fears. “Don’t need to, do we? We have eyes in our heads, and ears along with them.” She flapped a hand toward Mairid’s table. “She’s drinking wine, in a place where most are drinking ale, and I heard her speak to the serving girl earlier. A sophisticated voice, that. And though her clothes are stained, her boots are very fine. Expensive make.”
“We ought to know, being shoemakers,” the man agreed.
“Well, Hearst here makes the shoes.” The woman patted her husband’s shoulder. “I cobble them, mostly. But either of us could tell you that a regular sort of person couldn’t afford those boots.”
Griffin exhaled in relief. “Perhaps you’re right. I wonder why she’s traveling alone, though, if she’s of high birth?”
“Perhaps she’s not going very far,” said Hearst. “Although we’ve never seen her here before, have we, Petra?”
Petra shook her head. “No, I’d remember that face. She’s very pretty.” She winked at Griffin. “I can see why you’re staring.”
Griffin bit the inside of his cheek to keep himself from protesting that she could not, in fact, see his reasons at all. “You say you haven’t seen her before. You live here in the village, then?”
“We do.” Hearst gestured around the common room, which was perhaps half full with chattering customers. “Most of the folks in here on a given night do. There’s always more dining than staying. Of course, Darbin will be doing both.”
“Darbin.” Griffin glanced once again at Mairid’s companion. He seemed to have moved his chair closer to hers, since the last time Griffin looked, and she was smiling again. He hoped she wasn’t fool enough to let the man pick her pockets. “You know him?”
“Wine merchant,” Hearst said with a nod. “That’s probably his own stock they’re drinking, assuming the lady called for the best they’ve got. Travels through here every so often, on his way to or from Heathbire. He’s agreeable enough.”
“And agreeable enough to look at,” added Petra. “Always flirting, like I said. But I’d like to think most women know better than to fall in with a gadabout like that.” She squeezed Hearst’s hand. “I much prefer a nice, solid tradesman who sets his boots by the same fire every night, myself.”
Hearst chuckled. “I can’t say this one looks as if she shares that preference, my dear.” He raised his mug to Griffin. “No use sulking over what you can’t have, though, is there? Join us instead. We could use some fresh company, and fresh conversation.”
Griffin hesitated, then decided that an unfriendly man drew more attention than a friendly one. Taking up his mug and plate, he moved to the closest empty chair at the couple’s table. Unfortunately, it was at an inconvenient angle for keeping his eye on Mairid—and her companion. He would just have to trust (or at least hope) that she hadn’t had all the sense charmed out of her quite yet.
In the meanwhile, Hearst and Petra wanted to know everything about him, starting with what he was doing at a small, rather unkempt inn in a nondescript border village in the middle of a summer storm. He was prepared for such questions, so much so that he forced himself to add the occasional er and ah to his answers, to be sure he wouldn’t sound too rehearsed.
He and Mairid had left Arun and Deryn the very night they’d met in the woods, without going back to Pendralyn, and without stopping anywhere near enough to it that Griffin might be recognized. They decided it would be best all around to stay hidden and travel in secret, particularly since Mithrin had never believed in the harp of stone. Who better to elude their various enemies, than two dead people on a quest for an object that didn’t exist?
Not that they were pinning all of their hopes on this one mission’s success. Arun had agreed to send word to the captive dragons’ siblings, though he was not yet ready to dispatch a pigeon to the elusive Sir who’d employed Balfin and Willard. But while the archmagister did his best to negotiate some sort of diplomatic solution, there was no reason Griffin and Mairid shouldn’t try to find the most effective weapon they knew of. If the harp was their best chance at defeating Adalant, it was also their best chance at defeating Mithrin.
Arun had suggested they make first for Heathbire, where his former wife was baroness. It was more or less on the way to Drake’s Fall, and although relations between Arun and Rora weren’t always cordial, he did not doubt her trustworthiness in matters of life and death. At the very least, he assured them, she would provide them with mounts and supplies to speed the rest of their journey along.
Accordingly, Griffin and Mairid had each prepared a cover story around traveling to Heathbire, in the event that they should encounter any busybodies like the two Griffin now shared a table with. He explained to Hearst and Petra that he was an adept, on his way to Heathbire Castle to inquire about a position teaching the baroness’s daughter. (His enthusiasm for such a prospect was not feigned; he would have loved to see Eleri again.)
They seemed to accept the tale easily enough. His interrogation thus successfully concluded, they conversed agreeably about small matters while they finished their dinner, until Hearst nodded over Griffin’s shoulder. “If it makes you feel any better, it seems she was above Darbin’s station, too.”
Griffin glanced around in time to see Mairid disappearing up the staircase, while Darbin meandered over to a larger group near the bar. He soon had his new companions laughing raucously, and did not appear to mourn the loss of Mairid so much that he couldn’t be distracted by the ample bosom of the woman beside him.
All signs pointed to the man being just what he appeared: a somewhat obnoxious traveling merchant. He’d probably already forgotten anything (and everything) Mairid had told him. He didn’t seem the type to be overly interested in conversation.
Or so Griffin judged, until he was awakened in the middle of the night by Mairid’s scream.
    
MAIRID’S ROOM WAS, thankfully, only a short run from Griffin’s. As he burst through the door, he fully expected to see Darbin assaulting her.
The sight that greeted him instead might have been comical, had it not been so dire.
She was indeed being assaulted, but not by Darbin. She’d been cornered by two stout, hooded figures, wearing crude masks that looked like they’d been made by cutting holes in pieces of blanket. Though the faces that swung toward him were hidden, Griffin was nonetheless nearly certain it was Hearst and Petra.
One of them had an axe, the other a dagger. Mairid had only her knife. The old (and appallingly poorly tuned) crossbow they’d purchased for hunting was in Griffin’s room.
Where he’d left it, idiot that he was. At least he’d had the presence of mind to grab his own axe on his way out the door. Although it was a somewhat empty threat; he had little experience with weapons. Thankfully, he had the clear advantage when it came to brute force.
The whole scene was frozen, suspended in an unmoving moment. Then time advanced again, and Griffin advanced with it.
The moments went by at twice their normal speed after that, and for Griffin, what followed wasn’t so much a battle as a scattered set of seemingly disconnected images.
Mairid, taking advantage of the distraction Griffin provided to jump at (probably) Hearst.
Petra, coming at Griffin. The passing thought that he’d hate to use an axe on a woman, even if she was a thief.
Mairid’s leg sweeping. Hearst on the floor, his axe clattering out of reach. Mairid’s knife at his throat.
How did she do that?
Petra slashing. Griffin ducking under the blow. Slamming into her soft belly. The whoosh of her breath leaving her body.
Her blade glancing off the back of his neck, sinking into his shoulder.
Griffin cried out, in frustration rather than pain, as he and his opponent fell to the floor in a heap. He didn’t think the cut had gone too deep. It certainly wasn’t so grievous a wound that he couldn’t have finished the fight on his own.
But he was spared the trouble by Darbin, heroically swooping in to put his boot to Petra’s chest, and the tip of a sword along with it.
    
AFTER PETRA and Hearst had been removed—Griffin did not know to where—the bent-backed innkeeper remained in Mairid’s room for quite a while, wringing his hands and apologizing.
“I don’t understand,” he said. “I don’t understand at all. They’ve lived here for years. Respectable tradespeople! Reliable and honest. They’ve never so much as overcharged a person, as far as I know. Why would they decide to rob one of my patrons? Now?”
“Perhaps they’ve taken on a debt,” Mairid suggested.
“Or perhaps it wasn’t the first time,” said Darbin, who was, inexplicably, also still there. “Mairid here woke up, screamed loud enough to wake the whole inn, and fought back. Doesn’t mean there weren’t dozens of others who did none of those things. In any case, they would seem to be experienced schemers.” He smirked at Griffin. “They certainly duped you. They obviously realized you knew her, and thought to get some information out of you. Such as whether she was likely to have a worthwhile amount of silver.”
“I didn’t say a single word about her having silver. Apparently her boots told them that, all on their own.” Griffin transferred his scowl from Darbin to Mairid, who had her hands on her hips now, and seemed quite prepared to begin scolding him in front of everyone. “I take it you’ve recovered.”
“There wasn’t much to recover from.” Mairid gestured at his shoulder, which had been bandaged by the innkeeper’s wife. “A bit more than can be said for you.”
“I’m fine,” said Griffin. “But I do thank you for your concern.”
“Well, then, everything seems set to rights now.” The innkeeper looked from one to the other of them, clearly confused. “I’ll be refunding the cost of your room, of course, miss. I hate to think of my inn gaining a reputation for being unsafe, or harboring unsavory types. I’ve always run a respectable establishment.”
“I don’t doubt it.” Mairid gave the man a magnanimous smile. “It would appear to be Griffin’s fault.”
“It most certainly is not!” Griffin snapped.
Darbin laughed and nodded the innkeeper out, before turning back to Mairid. “If you truly are well, perhaps we”—he gave Griffin a pointed look—“ought to let you get some sleep.”
An excellent idea, in Griffin’s opinion, but Mairid seemed in no hurry to be rid of the man. “You didn’t seem surprised to find out we knew each other,” she said. “How did you know?”
“I saw him shooting me murderous looks all night,” Darbin said. “I don’t know why you’re pretending to travel apart, but if I may say so, you aren’t very good tricksters.”
“Whereas you’re an expert, no doubt,” Griffin muttered.
“We’re running away.” Mairid made a show of being bashful, tracing a circle on the floor with her bare foot. “Eloping. But we don’t want anyone to see us together until the deed is done, and can’t be taken back. If word should reach my father…”
“I see.” Despite having just been told he was in the presence of her intended, Darbin leered at her. “I can’t help but find that curious, if I’m honest. I wouldn’t have taken him for your sort.”
Griffin bit back a dozen protests against every aspect of this conversation. “While we’re grateful for your help, Darbin, I don’t believe this is any of your business.”
“You’re right, it isn’t,” Darbin said with a shrug. “I’d best be off to bed, so I can be up with the sun. I want to be in Heathbire when it sets again.”
“Wait.” Mairid glanced at Griffin, bit her lip, then squared her shoulders. That last bit was concerning.
“We are grateful for your help,” she said to Darbin. “And I wonder if we might prevail upon you to give us a bit more, now that you know our secret. There would be silver in it for you.”
Darbin looked mildly curious. “What sort of help? And how much silver?”
“Take us to Heathbire,” said Mairid. “A ride in the back of your cart would save us a great deal of time. And as to your second question, how much do you think is fair?”
“Mairid!” Griffin said, between his teeth.
But of course the insufferable woman ignored him. She spent several minutes haggling with Darbin, until at last the latter agreed to her price and, stifling a yawn, left the room.
The moment he was gone, Griffin rounded on Mairid. “Are you mad? I don’t like him! I certainly don’t want to trust him!”
“Who said anything about trusting him? I had to ask him. Any reasonable couple in the situation I described would.” She arched a brow. “Or would you prefer to walk, and give Mithrin more time to torture the dragons?”
“I—” He snapped his mouth closed. She was right. Every day was precious—as precious as dragon’s blood.
Blood and bones, tongues and toes …
“Fine. We’ll accept the ride.” He jabbed a finger at her. “But see that you don’t let yourself be led astray from your story. I think you actually like the man.”
Mairid scoffed. “He’s certainly a great deal better company than you.”
“Is that why you spent the whole evening flirting with him?”
He expected her to object to the word, but she dismissed it with a wave. “I know his sort. They’re persistent. It was easier to flirt than to make a scene. And anyway, it’s you who needs to worry about being led astray. Just what did you tell that old couple, that made them believe it was a good idea to sneak into my room in the dead of night?”
Griffin tossed his hands. “For the last time, I didn’t tell them anything!” He turned away, though there was very little room to pace. “Not that I knew you, and certainly not that you had silver. If you—”
He stopped abruptly, staring at the corner where Mairid’s disheveled pack sat. According to her, one of the thieves had been rummaging through it when she woke, while the other stood guard. “But that’s not where they would find silver.”
Mairid frowned. “What are you on about now?”
He turned back toward the bed, and the night table beside it. As most savvy travelers would, Mairid had put her belt on that table. That was how she’d been able to get to her knife so quickly.
In addition to the knife’s sheath, the belt had two pouches attached to it.
“Most people don’t keep their coin purses in their pack. They keep them closer.” Griffin pointed at the belt. “I would think they’d have searched that first, yet there it sits, undisturbed and intact. Petra was even standing there doing nothing when you woke, other than keeping watch. At the least, wouldn’t they both search through your things, one take the pack and one the belt, to get in and out as quickly as possible?”
“Perhaps they feared waking me if they picked up the belt.”
“Or perhaps it wasn’t silver they were after.”
“What else would they be after?” Mairid pursed her lips. “You don’t think they were spies of some kind? Mithrin? The Red Cult?”
“The latter seems more likely. We already know they’ve been watching for me. And how would Mithrin have spies in Harth? He can’t have any friends in this age, and he hasn’t left the magistery to hire anyone.”
“But how would the Red Cult have found us? How would they know we’re alive again?”
“How would they know we were dead in the first place?” Griffin countered. “Last we spoke to Arun, he had no plans to send the redwings word of everything that’s happened. And the cult wouldn’t have needed those pigeons at all, or Willard, if they had reliable spies inside Pendralyn.”
“Perhaps you’re right.” Mairid blew a curl away from her eye, then tucked it behind her ear. “We do know they like to use otherwise respectable villagers. If one of their spies caught wind of us, they might have found us here. Though I can’t imagine what they wanted, or why they’d be trying to get it from me instead of you, when the shoemakers had already gone to the trouble of gaining your trust.”
“Perhaps befriending me wasn’t only to gain my trust, or to get information.” Griffin thought back to the meal they’d shared, the pitcher of ale. Had any of it tasted off? “Perhaps it was to poison me, to put me to sleep so I couldn’t put up a fight. It’s likely they thought you the easier target—”
“I think I demonstrated the error of that assumption,” Mairid said with a snort.
“—but if they didn’t get what they wanted from you, they’d have come to me next.”
“And what was that?” asked Mairid. “That they wanted, I mean. If it was to kill me, they’d have done it while I was sleeping. But they went straight to searching my pack.”
Griffin shook his head. “Killing us would have defeated their purpose. If they don’t know we’re after the harp, they know we’re after something, and anything we want will be something Adalant would rather have. I’m sorry to say I’ve made the mistake of leading a redwing to what he wanted once bef—”
Once again, he cut himself off as the obvious answer struck him. How had he not thought of it immediately? “Or perhaps they didn’t come here to take something, but to leave something.”
He marched over to Mairid’s pack, and began tossing her belongings out onto the floor.
“What are you doing?” she asked. “What could they possibly want to—oh! Like the coin Esmerild made you carry into the village?”
Griffin didn’t look up. “Exactly like the coin. If they had access to something similar, it would be much simpler than following us directly.” While he spoke, he continued making a mess, until he reached the bottom of her pack.
And came upon it, tucked inside a scrap of used cheesecloth, where she might not have found it for days, if she found it at all. He held up a gold brooch no bigger than his thumb. “I assume this isn’t yours?”
Mairid blinked at it. Of course it would confuse her; she’d probably never seen the symbol before.
But Griffin had: a circle, crossed by two jagged lines, like bolts of lightning.
The symbol of the Red Cult.
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GRIFFIN no longer had any reservations about Mairid’s transportation arrangements; the farther and faster they got away from the Red Cult’s spies, the better.
He’d have liked to put even more distance between them, by sneaking the brooch into someone else’s pack or saddlebag. But he feared what harm might come to the victim of such a trick. Instead, while they waited for Darbin to finish his breakfast, Griffin and Mairid roamed the outskirts of the village (they’d revised their notion of the safety of being separated) until they found a pig pen, where Mairid dropped the offending item into a pail of slop. Let the cultists search through dung, if they wanted it back.
By the time they returned to the inn, Darbin had readied the cart, and was eager to be underway. Space among the wine barrels in the back was tight for a man Griffin’s size, but being squeezed against the cart’s creaky side proved an unexpected advantage, saving him from the worst of the jostling, and the ride was more comfortable than he expected.
Their host was cheerful, and Mairid almost agreeable, glad as she was to be saving time (and not walking). Even the weather was fine, after the storm of the night before. All in all, it was a pleasant trip—until they came to a sudden stop on a track through the moor. Griffin jumped out of the cart to offer his assistance, assuming the trouble to be mud-related.
Rather than a stuck wheel, he found himself facing a pale, watery-eyed man dressed in rags, asking Darbin to spare some food. He’d fallen on hard times, he said, since his cottage had burned down in the spring. Taking what shelter he could in the inhospitable landscape, foraging for roots and mushrooms. Reduced to begging for scraps from travelers. It was quite a sad tale.
Griffin frowned as he listened to it. Something was wrong, but he could not quite place what it was.
“All right, brother,” said Darbin. “I’ve got some bread in my pack. Tell you what, I’ll even give you a little flagon of wine, how would you like that?”
“Thank you, sir, thank you.” The beggar bowed, exposing a bald patch on top of his head.
Pale, like the rest of him. That was it. Surely a man who’d been living outdoors all summer wouldn’t be so pale.
Darbin was leaning over the front seat, rummaging through his bag. By then Mairid had gotten out and come around to join them. Griffin half expected her to shoo the beggar away, but instead she plucked the crossbow from Griffin’s back and offered it to the man. “Here, we can get another. If you’re hungry, you’re better off with a weapon to hunt with. That will keep you longer than a few crusts of bread.”
The beggar bowed again. Sunlight glinted off something as the ragged leg of his trousers shifted, exposing the (too pale) skin beneath a tear in the fabric.
And a dagger, strapped to his ankle.
Something was definitely wrong. Griffin lunged at the beggar, intending to take back the bow.
As it had the night before, time both sped up and became oddly disjointed. The man’s breath smelled of tea and cinnamon (clearly not a beggar), and his wrist gave a satisfying crack as Griffin wrenched it and grabbed the crossbow. Mairid was yelling about something. The man in rags reached for his ankle. And then he was on the ground, put there by Griffin, who pinned him easily despite his struggling.
A crossbow was no use at this range; it would come down to who got the dagger first. Griffin flung the bow aside and fumbled for the ankle strap on his opponent’s thrashing leg. His fingers found the hilt …
And then lost it. Before he could grip it fully, the blade flew out of his hand, sailing lightly through the air to land several strides away, tip down, in an old stump.
“Oh, come now, what’s the use in giving poor Trig any more of a beating than you already have?”
It was Darbin’s voice, and quite lighthearted. Griffin looked wildly over his shoulder. The wine merchant had one arm around Mairid’s waist, crushing her back to his chest, while his other hand held her own knife to her throat.
And that wasn’t wine trickling down her neck. He’d already drawn a bit of blood.
“I could have her throat slit faster than you can say the queen’s name,” Darbin said. “Best to yield, don’t you think?”
The worst part was Mairid’s face. Griffin would have expected her to look outraged. And calculating, probably, weighing her options, planning a counterattack. He would have expected an immediate inquiry as to whether Darbin realized he was abusing the cousin of the very queen he’d just mentioned.
But she stood tight-lipped and silent, with nothing but blank fear in her eyes. She had no doubt that Darbin would do it.
And she was equally certain that Griffin would let him.
    
THE RIDE in the back of the cart after Darbin’s betrayal was much the same as the ride before, apart from the presence of Trig in the front seat, and the fact that Griffin and Mairid, still amongst the barrels in the back, were tied at wrist and ankle. The ropes were enchanted to contract at the slightest movement. One of Griffin’s wrists was already bleeding.
He wondered where they’d gotten such ropes, as he’d wondered where they’d gotten the gold brooch. Enchanters were rare, so rare that Arun was the first anyone had heard of for many years. It was possible, of course, that the ropes were old, perhaps taken from the nearby magistery at Heathbire. But from what Griffin had seen of spells heightened by the effects of dragon’s blood, it seemed equally possible that the Red Cult was spawning a whole new sort of magician. One with far fewer boundaries.
Their restraints did not extend to gags, leaving Griffin and Mairid free to discuss how they’d been discovered (“I don’t know”), whether their captors knew about the harp (“I don’t know”), where they were being taken (“I don’t know”), and what was likely to happen when they got there (“I don’t know”), until both agreed that while the details of their forecast were vague, it was a near certainty that whatever was coming would not be good. And that it would have been far better not to have gotten into this predicament in the first place.
“I tried to fight him off.” Mairid stared into the distance as she spoke, her voice dull. Perhaps she, like Griffin, was watching the land change as it rolled by, rising toward the hills in the distance. At least they were still heading in their intended direction of west. For all the good that was likely to do them. “I should have been able to get out of the hold he put me in. But he was so strong. And I was taken quite by surprise.”
Griffin shrugged, then winced as both his bandaged shoulder and the ropes punished him for it. “It was never going to be a fair fight. He’s a magician.”
“Both of them are, I think. I tried to struggle when Trig was binding me, and I’m fairly certain he put a slowing spell on me. That would make him a battlemage, I suppose.”
“And Darbin a sage, judging by the way he levitated that dagger.” Griffin frowned. “Though in that case, I can’t think why he didn’t just cast a paralysis spell the moment we got into the cart. I’ve been on the receiving end of such a spell before, I’m sorry to say, and I can verify that it’s both quick and effective. Much more efficient than orchestrating a chance meeting with a beggar as a way of catching us unawares.”
“Perhaps he enjoys dramatics,” Mairid suggested. “He does seem the type.”
Griffin shook his head (carefully this time). Perhaps the cultists did have fewer boundaries than ordinary magicians, but some boundaries were immovable. Magic was still magic, and magic must always be balanced. “Or perhaps there was a more practical reason. He may have overtaxed his balance already, doing something else, and had to wait until he’d driven the cart long enough to get it back.”
The thought brought little comfort. What spells might Darbin have been casting that morning, to prepare for whatever he had in store for them? Communication, perhaps? With his fellow cultists—or with the red dragons themselves?
“I don’t think driving a cart is terribly exerting, is it?” asked Mairid.
“It’s a physical task, regardless,” Griffin said. “And we can’t see much of what’s happening in front. Perhaps he was lifting something heavy as he drove, or jogging his feet in place.”
A smile drifted across Mairid’s face, perhaps at the image of Darbin’s jogging feet. “So Hearst and Petra weren’t scheming to earn your trust at all. They were only there to help Darbin earn mine.” Her eyes met his briefly before they flitted away. It was as close to an apology as he was likely to get from her. “I wonder if they really cared whether they got that brooch into my bag or not. I wonder whether it was even enchanted.”
“I imagine it was. Tracking us was probably their first choice. But if they got caught, it would at least serve to establish a connection with Darbin.”
“I suppose he wanted to get us away from the village so he could take us quietly, without drawing attention. Through all of this, Adalant seems to have remained determined not to operate openly.”
“Quietly,” Griffin agreed, “but also peacefully. They’d want to avoid killing or hurting us. They’re counting on us leading them to something.”
Which we obviously cannot do.
His mind began to race as he attempted to catalogue their options for avoiding doing the cultists’ bidding. These seemed to consist mainly of enduring torture and dying.
“Not both of us,” said Mairid.
Though he didn’t know what she meant, the interruption wasn’t entirely unwelcome. “What?”
“They needn’t count on both of us—and they needn’t avoid hurting both of us. Darbin would have killed me, I think, if you’d refused to yield. To show you you had no choice. Better to kill one, if it ensures the cooperation of the other.”
“I suppose.”
“So why didn’t you let him?” The question was asked in the same haughty tone in which Mairid said most things, but she didn’t meet his eye at all this time. “Why did you yield?”
Griffin scowled. “I saw your face, you know. You were afraid I would let you die.”
“Yes, I was.” Gingerly, Mairid leaned her head back against a barrel. “But I suppose that was foolish of me. By then you knew they were magicians. You couldn’t have gotten away, whether they killed me or not. You would have had to yield eventually.”
“Or perhaps I didn’t let you die simply because I’m a decent person?”
“I suppose you are,” she said with a sniff. “But you don’t think I am, and that’s a bit more relevant to this particular quandary. You don’t need me. You had no reason to save me.”
“I don’t think you’re an agreeable person,” Griffin corrected. “That doesn’t mean you aren’t a decent one.” He watched her for a moment, while she sat silently, eyes on the passing landscape once more. “You know, my mother said something to me about you. That you say awful things, but rarely do awful things. I think perhaps that’s true. You certainly say very little but awful things. Yet I can recall occasions when you’ve tried to come to my defense. With the pigeons—”
Mairid interrupted with a snort. “The pigeons were hardly a mortal threat, though I’ll allow they were highly irritating.”
“—and in the Well of Songs. And you obviously love Kendry.” He pursed his lips. “Mind you, saying awful things is a horrible trait in a person, and it makes you very much a chore to be around. And I think you ought to stop expecting people to put up with it, just because you’re a Lancet. But I would never wish you dead.”
“I don’t expect people to put up with it,” she snapped. “Not because I’m a Lancet, not for any reason. I simply don’t care whether they put up with it or not. Making people like me is not a high priority for me.”
Griffin snickered. “Yes, I’ve spotted that.”
“Whereas it’s the only priority for you.” Mairid shrugged one shoulder, then took in a sharp breath and muttered something about whoreson enchanters and blasted ropes. “Well, not all people. Only magicians.”
“What? That isn’t …” Griffin was prepared to argue, but just then the cart slowed, and turned down a dirt track that barely merited the title. Instead he lowered his voice and said, “Not these magicians. If we’re going to stop soon, we need to talk about our plan.”
“What plan would that be?” Mairid asked. “We can’t hope to escape while we’re bound by these.”
He raised a brow at her. “Now who’s giving magic more reverence than it deserves? There must be something we can do. We can’t just give up, and we clearly can’t give in.”
“What do you suggest, then? Engaging in a physical fight with magicians, with our hands tied? Running the moment our legs are free, when there might well be dragons to chase us?”
“There won’t be dragons,” Griffin said firmly. Please don’t let there be dragons. “As you pointed out, Adalant greatly prefers to hide herself away, and let humans do her work for her.”
The cart came to a stop near the bottom of a nondescript hill. “I suppose we’re about to find out,” said Mairid.
Above the barrels piled between him and the front of the cart, Griffin saw what looked like a very dilapidated roof. Darbin and Trig said a few words he couldn’t make out.
“I hear water.” Mairid’s face tightened in concentration. “Bubbling, over rocks and such. A brook or a stream. Nothing so big as a river.”
“Very good.” Darbin came around and offered her a welcoming smile, as if he might be there to take her on a tour or a picnic. “You have excellent hearing.”
“Not excellent enough to hear what you and your friend Trig were whispering about up there.” Mairid tossed her head. “I demand to know what you mean by taking us prisoner, in my cousin’s own kingdom, no less?”
Ah, there it was, that reminder that she was a Lancet. Griffin almost laughed, and Darbin did.
“You’re not in much of a position to make demands, are you?” Darbin nodded at the rope around her ankles, and it slowly began to unwind itself. He turned to Griffin and did the same.
For an instant, Griffin felt a spark of hope, his eyes darting around for possible escape routes. But then the ropes rearranged themselves, retying both captives’ legs with just enough slack between their ankles to walk—awkwardly. Their wrists remained bound, though those ropes relaxed somewhat.
Running would be out of the question. At least, unless the ropes could be cut. And he could somehow obtain a blade with which to cut them. And use that blade despite the strangulation of his wrists. And render Darbin unconscious for long enough to do all of that.
Impossible, then. Griffin glanced at Mairid, and saw his own disappointment reflected in her face.
“We’ll be waiting here for a bit, so feel free to stretch your legs,” said Darbin. “I assume you’re just clever enough, if barely, to realize there’s no point in trying to overpower me. Trig is here, of course, and there are others. You wouldn’t get far.” His mouth twisted. “Though come to think of it, it might be entertaining to watch you try, so you’re welcome to ignore that advice if you like. Take your time getting up, you’ll be stiff.”
Griffin said nothing. He didn’t doubt there were others; the question was, who these others were, and where. He slowly unbent his knees—stiff seemed far too mild a word—and stepped out of the cart, then bent to offer his back for Mairid to lean on as she followed. They were in front of what looked like an abandoned shack, with vines creeping up the walls, and birds’ nests cluttering the two windows on either side of the not-quite-straight door. Trig grabbed a pack from the front seat and, without looking back at the prisoners, went inside.
Darbin eyed Griffin’s shoulder and clucked in disapproval, like an old matron. “You were struggling against your ropes, I see. You’ve opened that wound again. Here.” He touched his palm to the bloody bandage. “It’ll make things easier. I can’t have you too crippled to focus.”
Warmth spread over his shoulder and back, up his neck, and Griffin felt the wound close. Of course the blackguard could heal it; he could have healed it the night before, had he been willing to admit he was a sage.
“If we’re to wait, perhaps you might fill the time by telling us how you found us,” Mairid said. “How did you know we would be at the inn last night?”
Darbin leaned against the back of the cart and jabbed a thumb in Griffin’s direction. “This great red-headed oaf you’re traveling with isn’t exactly inconspicuous, is he? And we’ve had both Avadare and the Eyrd borders watched for some time. Even so, I don’t mind saying you’ve been a bothersome chore. Thought we’d lost you, at one point. But once you were spotted on the northern road, it was easy enough to funnel you into the inn with that storm. It would have been much more pleasant for all of us—including you, most likely—if you’d left again with that tracker in your bag.”
Mairid gaped at him. “You caused the storm? That storm?”
Darbin winked at her. “Me, and one other sage. Impressive, wasn’t it?”
Griffin was neither impressed nor surprised. He had felt the tremor Duncan caused to expose Mithrin’s cavern, and seen Deryn create a hawk-shaped wave as tall as Pendralyn’s manor. Both had been empowered by dragon’s blood. Two sages together could easily cause a violent storm, if they were gifted with a few drops.
Or a violent fire.
A sage. Griffin’s eyes drifted to Darbin’s golden hair. And a Harth. “You wouldn’t happen to go by the name Sir, would you?”
Darbin laughed, then offered them a jaunty bow. “In the flesh. How is my friend Willard? I assume they’ve got him in custody at the magistery, seeing as I haven’t heard from him, and five of my finest pigeons have gone missing.”
Griffin neither confirmed nor denied, but watched his captor with renewed interest. He thought it likely that Willard’s Sir was the same man who’d sent the dreams.
He would dearly have loved to question Darbin about those, too, but he didn’t get the chance. Trig came back outside, wearing slightly cleaner clothes, and said, “He’s ready for them.”
Griffin assumed he referred to somebody in the shack, but rather than leading them inside, Darbin brought them around the back, through a stand of scrubby, wan trees, and at last to the bottom of the hill, and the bank of Mairid’s stream.
“I thought you said there wouldn’t be dragons,” Mairid hissed.
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THERE WERE DRAGONS.
Or at least, a dragon, the largest Griffin had yet seen, with thick crimson scales and three horns above each eye, like jagged brows. He (assuming this was the he who was ready for them) lay in the shallow water like a dog, perhaps cooling himself.
“So you’ve brought them to me at last, Darbin,” he said. Griffin had once been told that a redwing’s voice sounded like blood. The description was as apt for this one as it had been for Orovont. Aristocratic, elegant, and bloody.
Darbin bowed and said, “Yes, Lord,” before turning to Griffin and Mairid. “You stand in the presence of Ismant. If you hope to survive it, I’d recommend obedience and respect.”
“I’ve been particularly eager to meet you, Griffin.” Ismant rose and stepped out of the water as he spoke. “My sister has as well, of course. She regrets missing this opportunity to do so, but I’m afraid she’s become a bit of a recluse. An unfortunate necessity, with so many set against her.”
“But she needn’t fear anyone.” Mairid’s voice was pitched high, presumably with the same trepidation that kept Griffin silent, yet still she insisted on arguing the point. Griffin shot her a quelling look, which she did not appear to see. “No one can kill her.”
Though he answered her, Ismant kept his fiery stare fixed on Griffin. “You are incorrect. Three can kill her. That we know of. And here before me is living evidence that we do not always know everything.” He stopped within arm’s reach and stretched his neck until his flaring nostrils were uncomfortably close to Griffin’s face. “The famous dragonslayer.”
Here it was, then. Griffin’s reckoning. Despite months of dread, it suddenly felt like it was coming at him very quickly. Would Ismant kill him right away, he wondered? Or torture him a while?
“On those occasions when we’ve contemplated the unsavory fact of your existence,” Ismant said, “we’ve wondered why Esmerild would choose to align herself not only with the man who killed our brother, but with a man who is, as I understand it, almost entirely useless to his own kind.” He sniffed Griffin’s head, thoroughly and at length. It took everything Griffin had not to flinch, feeling that breath in his hair.
“Those rumors are true, I sense. You are entirely without magic.” Ismant turned to Mairid and repeated his olfactory inspection. Mairid didn’t move, nor did her mutinous expression change. No doubt she objected to hearing magicless equated with useless.
“As are you.” The redwing stepped back at last. “Fascinating. Two of you, at one time, in one place. Destiny, I suppose. The deities pretend not to interfere in this world anymore, but it’s appallingly clear that they still play games, when they’re bored.”
Griffin elbowed Mairid when she seemed about to speak again, a blatant gesture that drew a snicker from Darbin and a cutting pinch from the enchanted ropes, but there was no room for subtlety. He was not at all confident that he could improve their situation. But he was entirely confident that Mairid could make it worse.
To his surprise, she complied and remained silent, although not without a toss of her head.
Ismant looked from Griffin to Darbin. “You’ve confirmed that one will capitulate, to save the other?”
“I have,” Darbin said.
“A worthy experiment.” Ismant nodded. “You may go, for now. I’ll send word when I need you.”
Darbin bowed again and took his leave, without a word to the prisoners whose fate he’d sealed.
When he’d gone, Ismant sat back down in the water. “I can use that, then, the fact that you wish to protect one another. To force you to be of use, when your own pain might not be sufficient. I’ve observed that men will go to great lengths to feel noble.”
Griffin’s throat tightened. So, that conversation they’d had in the cart was to be put to the test. Exactly how decent a person was he? How far would he go to spare Mairid? What would he sacrifice on behalf of a woman he didn’t even like? (But who was, unarguably, his ally. Perhaps even, by some definition of the word, his friend.)
He felt more than saw Mairid stiffen beside him, and wondered whether she was asking the same questions of herself.
Ismant’s bloodred chest swelled as he sighed. “In which case, I don’t suppose I’ll have the satisfaction of bringing my sister your heads just yet. You may serve us first.”
“And how may we do that, exactly?” asked Mairid.
“You may start by telling me what service Esmerild required of you. As I said, I’ve been most curious.”
Mairid snapped her mouth closed, and gave the dragon an obstinate glare. Funny, she’d been the one urging honesty with the redwings, when they last spoke to Arun. Whereas Griffin tended to agree with the archmagister: few hardships were likely to be eased by the involvement of one’s nearly invincible enemies.
It’s too late for that.
Indeed it was. The redwings were actively, irrevocably involved even as he stood here, heart pounding, pulse thrumming in his ears, with no hope of escape.
As he saw it, this meeting could end in one of two ways: Either they would refuse to tell Ismant anything, and he would kill them, in which case they would not get the harp, and Mithrin’s captives and the magistery would suffer. Or, Ismant would extract the answers he sought by torture, which would be a great deal less fun for Griffin and Mairid, but if played properly, might actually save the harp, the other dragons, and Pendralyn.
The latter sounded better.
And better still, if that torture bit could be skipped.
“She wanted us to find the harp of stone, and play it on her behalf.” By all the force of will he could muster, Griffin kept his face hard, his tone assertive. “And I believe you’re going to help us do just that.”
    
ISMANT’S SCREAM the moment he heard the word Mithrin was enough to sear a man’s lungs, and turn his blood to fire in his veins. At one point, Griffin was certain the stream was actually boiling. Birds fled the trees, squawking in terror. Fish flopped out of the frothing water, while insects squirmed out of the soft earth of the stream bank, scuttling over one another to get away. Even Mairid quaked.
Griffin, who had heard the cry of a redwing once before, weathered it better—but only a little. While it lasted, he was certain that his plan was going to fail before it could rightly begin, and that in no more than a moment he was going to die, in this forsaken place far from home. Surrounded by red fire and Harths.
But then it ended, and Ismant ordered him to continue. Griffin found his voice, and did his best.
He summarized everything that had happened since the gathering began, up to the point where the four dragons were taken. Or nearly everything. He left out the specifics of the harp’s possible whereabouts, and the fact that the deities themselves had demanded Mithrin’s death. He doubted the redwings would help with anything Hart and Eyrdri wanted, however much it might match their own interests.
At first, Mairid was almost as angry as Ismant, though she was powerless to stop Griffin from speaking. (At least, Griffin mused, she knew what that felt like now.) Eventually she sank into a silence that seemed to progress from sullen to thoughtful. Perhaps she was coming around to his way of thinking.
It was risky, to be sure. Arun’s comparison to asking a wolf to help manage an unruly dog seemed fitting. But Griffin reminded himself, several times, that there was no keeping the wolf out of things now. They belonged to the wolf. He saw no other path but to try to turn that to their advantage.
Ismant’s rage sparked anew when he heard that the mad wizard’s return from the dead was not nearly the worst of it, that Mithrin had taken no less than four dragons hostage—and that he had the elixir of dragon breath. Griffin and Mairid were fortunate to survive the fit of temper that followed.
But survive it they did. As Orovont had once told Griffin, a redwing’s fire was precise. It burned what the dragon wished, for as long as he wished, and no more. Though the trees and bushes along the bank were soon in flames, the fire did not spread, and the humans were able to avoid it.
Toward the end of Ismant’s outburst, he threw back his head and roared, not the chilling cry with which he’d begun, but a briefer, more guttural sound, almost like a yell. At first Griffin thought it was the last of his anger being spent, but it seemed it was a call; Darbin came trotting down the hill a few moments later.
Ismant ordered the Harth to send one of his pigeons (apparently those he’d left with Willard were only a portion of his flock) to the Archmagister of Pendralyn, to confirm Griffin’s tale. When Darbin had gone again, the dragon settled back down in the stream and curled his tail around his body. As if he hadn’t spent the past half hour thrashing his limbs and wings, and burning everything around them.
“As a rule, men are very stupid,” he said. “But I don’t suppose you’ve been stupid enough to lie to me. Still, if you have, I’ll make you beg for the mercy of death. If I may say so, I have exceptional control of my fire, even for a redwing. More than my late brother, perhaps even more than my sister. All by way of saying, I can burn your skin off layer by layer, if I choose.”
“I …” Griffin swallowed and began again. “I don’t doubt it.”
“In any case, your story rings true. Darbin knew you were working on a weapon, of course, but he hadn’t uncovered the details as yet. And I’d heard rumors about that harp, long ago, before our sleep. So then. You intended to use it on my sister.” Ismant made a prim noise of displeasure, sounding a bit like Mairid. “And on me, for that matter, I imagine. I suppose Esme seeks to discipline us, without quite killing us, is that it? She always did fancy herself a much bigger authority than she is. As I’m sure you’ve noticed, if you’ve spent any time with her.”
Griffin decided that no good could come of discussing Esmerild’s flaws. Or her plans. “Perhaps your personal squabbles with her can wait. I believe we have larger matters to consider. Matters that are urgent for all dragons. I’m sure I needn’t tell someone as obviously wise as you that there is no future for the redwings without the others. Time and nature are more powerful than any enemy. If you expect to survive beyond this generation, you cannot spare half your number.”
“Meaning you pair hope to negotiate a cessation of hostilities, so we might deal with this common enemy together.” Ismant narrowed his eyes. “But just how common is this enemy, I wonder? Mithrin is one of your own kind, and he has the power to kill dragons. Why not ally with him, instead of us? How can I be sure you haven’t already, and that this isn’t all an elaborate ploy?”
Griffin shook his head. “Because we have no desire to kill dragons. The dragons he’s holding are our friends. And they already have the power to kill you, as I’m sure you recall, without the trouble of an elaborate ploy.”
Ismant’s lip curled, but he said nothing.
“Not to mention,” Griffin went on, “that a mad, bloodthirsty outlaw of a magician is hardly someone we’d ally ourselves with. And most definitely not someone we want to see empowered by …” He cleared his throat and tipped his chin vaguely toward Ismant’s body. “… the way he uses dragons. An invincible Mithrin is likely every bit as dangerous to us as an invincible dragon.”
“Hmph.” Ismant stretched his front legs, spreading his claws wide. “For the moment, let’s go on as if all you say is true. Then you would like to use the harp on Mithrin instead. Or at least first. That much is obvious.”
Griffin glanced at Mairid, whose silence continued. He wondered whether this was the longest she’d ever gone without speaking. Then again, it wasn’t her idea to ally themselves with the redwings. Perhaps she simply didn’t wish to be blamed for it. He nodded for both of them. “That’s the essence of it, yes.”
“I’ll concede it isn’t so very terrible an idea,” said Ismant. “That’s what Borald would have been making the harp for, after all, to use against those who were wielding the elixir against us. A group of men that now includes the man before me, and don’t imagine I’ll easily forget that.” He flashed his crimson fangs at Griffin. “But he never did use it. If he had, we would have known about it, instead of hearing only rumors.”
“It wasn’t finished,” Griffin said, his voice slightly wobbly in the face of Ismant’s casual threat. “Or at least, it wasn’t perfected. Apparently it has an unfortunate habit of turning the one who plays it to stone alongside his victims.”
“Ahhh.” Ismant chuckled low. “And Esme considered that a flaw, I suppose.” He stood again and shook like a wet hound, sending droplets of water everywhere. Griffin saw Mairid’s shoulders quiver, and knew she was struggling to contain a laugh. A struggle he shared, though he prayed it didn’t show in his face.
The redwing stepped toward them again, and once again sniffed them, solidifying the impression of an enormous, well-spoken, murderous dog. “But she believes it will not have that effect on you, because you have no magic for it to draw on?” There was a brightness to his voice now, an inquisitiveness that reminded Griffin of Story. Perhaps Ismant, too, had an interest in enchanting. Although as far as Griffin knew, that was a talent unique to greenwings.
He wondered, not for the first time, what the redwings’ unique talent might be. There was a power in their fire, certainly, that the other dragons didn’t seem to possess. But was there more to it than that? Even the greenwings seemed to fear them, at least a bit.
And he wondered, too, with his reminder of the need for crossbreeding fresh in his mind: what talents might a hybrid dragon have?
And what fire might kill such a dragon? He would be more powerful—and therefore more invincible—than even his parents.
With Griffin too distracted by his thoughts to answer promptly, Mairid spoke at last, to affirm that Ismant was correct. Whereupon Ismant laughed again.
“And that is why you imagine yourself to be useful,” he said. “Esme was being courteous and diplomatic, trying to be sure nobody else was turned to stone, because she wanted your help finding the harp. But you would do best not to mistake me for her. I do not share her concern for the sensibilities of men. Or for their flesh. I can send anyone at all to play the harp for me. Motivated properly, most any man will do it, regardless of the consequences to himself.”
“Yes, I’ve seen how you motivate people,” Griffin said. “By threatening their children.”
Ismant flicked one of his wings. “Or their parents.”
“But you can’t send anyone to play it if you can’t find it.” Having entered the conversation, Mairid apparently had no intention of exiting it. “We’re the only ones who know where it is, and neither of us has any children or parents for you to threaten.”
Griffin gave her a curious look. He hadn’t realized her parents were dead, too. Did she regret not having the opportunity to be reunited with them in the realm of the dead, as he had been reunited with his?
“Hence,” said Ismant, “my confirming with Darbin that you would not like to see one another tortured.”
Griffin returned his attention to the redwing. “It doesn’t matter. You do need us to play it. Unless you’re willing to take unnecessary risks with your fellow dragons’ lives, that is. Mithrin can sense magicians.” He gave a brief account of Alan’s death.
“Ahhh,” said Ismant, that inquisitive tone creeping back into his voice. “Interesting. He can sense the magic in a man’s blood.”
Griffin nodded. “That’s what he claims.”
“I don’t doubt it a bit. Blood magic was always his greatest interest. He no doubt taught himself to assess the virtues of any creature’s blood.”
“Yet our blood, as you’ve pointed out, has no virtues at all.” Griffin ignored Mairid’s irritated huff. What did he care if he disparaged himself (or, by extension, her)? Dragons hated magicians. The less of a threat Ismant believed them to be, the better.
Ismant began to pace, back and forth along the shallow edge of the stream, apparently warming to the subject. “I do wonder, though, how you would get down there. A sense of blood isn’t his only sense, after all. He’s a man with eyes and ears, like any other. And if you could get down there, and get Mithrin alone, out of range of his hostages, how would you even take out the harp, much less play it, without suffering the same fate as the one who went down before you?” He tossed his head in Griffin’s direction. “And what are you gasping about?”
A fly had landed on the back of Griffin’s neck, and without thinking, he’d started to raise a hand to shoo it off. “Oh,” said Ismant. “I suppose that hurts. You’re all so delicate.” He reached out his foreleg, claws extended, and cut through the ropes at Griffin’s wrists as if they were cobwebs. He did the same for Mairid.
“Thank you.” Griffin rubbed each of his raw wrists in turn, trying to encourage some blood back into his hands. “As to your questions, we’ve asked all of them ourselves. I’ll confess we haven’t got every detail worked out yet, but we—”
“You say your archmagister is an enchanter?” Ismant interrupted.
“Yes.”
“And he has sent word to Esme’s brother Gafalt?”
“As far as I know,” Griffin said. “Deryn would have communicated with Esmerild and Story, and found out how to contact him.”
“Gafalt will come, then, to defend his siblings,” said Ismant. “I may know of an enchantment he and the archmagister can work together, using the blood of a blackwing. Margarth’s will do, she will answer the call as surely as Gafalt will.”
“A blackwing,” Griffin repeated. “You mean something that would make me invisible.” Hadn’t Tavreth herself suggested something similar, once? But she hadn’t known whether it could be done. How a red dragon had learned of such an enchantment was a mystery.
Ismant inclined his head. “If you can carry an enchanted harp without him discovering you, you can wear an enchanted cloak. A cold object has no warm blood for him to sense.”
“Well, then, there you are.” Griffin offered a tentative smile.
The dragon’s lips twitched in return. “You may make your offer, if you like.”
Griffin straightened his shoulders and cleared his throat, like a student who’d just been called upon. And who wasn’t altogether certain he knew the correct answer. “I suggest we go together to get the harp. Once we have it, you can hold it, as a sign of good faith. We’ll go back to Pendralyn together, you’ll tell Gafalt and the archmagister the details of this enchantment you mention, and when all is ready, I’ll use the harp to kill Mithrin.”
“Or I will,” added Mairid.
Ismant both lowered his head and tilted it, pinning Griffin with one yellow eye. “And then we would destroy the harp. Along with, needless to say, every drop of elixir that monster of a man has made. No dragon, of any color, will allow you to keep that.”
“Griffin!” Mairid hissed. “Don’t!”
But Griffin had been prepared for this. “I haven’t got the authority to promise that. The harp belongs by rights to Esmerild.”
“But you could at least make a recommendation,” Ismant persisted. “If she believed this bargain was struck on her behalf, to save both her life and Storavild’s, she would feel bound to honor it. Even if the word that sealed it did not come from her own lips.”
“I …” Griffin hesitated. He had no doubt that once Mithrin was gone, the redwings would go right back to wishing all of humankind dead or enslaved. Giving up the harp would be a severe blow.
But perhaps not so severe as it might have been. Terrible as Mithrin was, Mairid had been right, the night they returned from the dead: the mad wizard was setting an example, showing them that it was possible for men to defeat dragons. More importantly, as Ismant had just reminded them, Mithrin was making the elixir. Perhaps they could get some, in the confusion that followed his death, without the dragons realizing it. Or better yet, get the recipe for it.
And besides, what was a recommendation, really? Ismant might think Esmerild would feel bound by it, but Griffin was far less sure of that. When had Esmerild ever taken advice rather than dispense it?
In any case, he still saw no other way to come out of this with both their lives and the harp, and the latter was little good to anyone without the former. If he hoped to use this weapon at all, he must choose between enemies to use it against.
“I can make a recommendation,” Griffin agreed. “Though that’s far from a promise. And you should know she doesn’t value my opinion very highly.”
“Of course, there must be one other condition,” Mairid broke in, before Ismant could answer. “You must promise not to kill us afterward.” She shot Griffin a look that suggested he was an idiot for not adding this himself. “And you must absolve Griffin of your brother’s death. You know as well as we do that he was only defending himself.”
Perhaps it was a bad time to remind Ismant of Orovont’s fate. The redwing looked like he might start roaring and burning again. The water around him steamed.
Griffin decided the best approach was to pretend Mairid hadn’t spoken at all. He hastened to bring the conversation back to more cooperative ground. “Mithrin is a formidable enemy, so naturally all possible plans have risks. But this is the least risky one. Surely you can see that. And it’s not as if we have the luxury of experimenting. Trying something else and failing might well cost a dragon’s life.”
“A dragon’s life has already been lost,” Ismant said with a snarl. “This final condition asks me to forget that.”
“Not to forget,” said Mairid. “Or even to forgive, really. Only to set aside your desire for vengeance, for the greater good.”
She wasn’t going to let it go. And in truth, Griffin couldn’t say he was entirely opposed to such a condition. He raised his hands toward Ismant in a placating gesture. “For the duration of the alliance, let’s say. We’ll agree that once we’ve seen Mithrin dead together, we will part ways peacefully.”
“To save four other dragons,” Mairid pointed out.
“But none of those red,” said Ismant.
Mairid raised her chin. “But precious, nevertheless. I believe we’ve already discussed that.”
“It comes to this,” Griffin said. “Most regrettably, yes, a dragon’s life has already been lost. Leaving just eight dragons in all the world. And Mithrin has four.”
He arched a brow in what he considered, for the circumstances, to be an excellent approximation of confidence. “So tell me, how many of those would be an acceptable number to lose?”
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“IT ISN’T HERE.” Mairid stared blankly at the sparse ruin around them. It was little more than a circle of knee-high stones, an ancient foundation of marble upon which (according to her), a mighty tower had once been built. There was nothing else but scrubby grass and hot sun.
And a fresh hole in the middle, massive and still growing. Griffin pushed his shovel into the baked earth at the western edge of the circle, the last spot that had yet to be disturbed.
“It isn’t here because nothing is here,” said Darbin. “Not one remnant of the temple or any of its inhabitants, not one scrap of evidence that digging deeper or wider will uncover anything but a few more unfortunate moles. Not that that’s stopped you from poking around in the dirt all day. Perhaps if you were quicker to admit you were mistaken …”
“The mistake is not mine,” Mairid snapped. “It belongs to the foolish magician who told us the harp was at a temple. How typical of you, though, to criticize me instead. You magicians are all the same. Always relying on magic to solve every problem, when simple sense would serve just as well, then blaming everyone else when you botch it.”
Darbin snickered and tossed his shovel aside. “For someone who claims to hate magicians, you certainly seem to give them a lot of thought. Most especially me.”
Griffin heaved a weary sigh, and kept on digging. It wasn’t the labor that was exhausting him. He’d been listening to Mairid and Darbin bicker (and flirt, at least on Darbin’s part) for two days spent traveling in Darbin’s cart to this forsaken place near Lake Miras. And then one further day—this one—spent finding absolutely nothing. At this point, he was nearly as frustrated by their voices as by that failure.
Nearly. But not quite. The failure was fast becoming a source of fear as well as frustration.
Mairid dropped her own shovel and pushed her hands into the small of her back, squinting up at the afternoon sky. “Where is Ismant?”
“He went to fetch himself something to eat.” Darbin picked up his pack and sat down on a block of marble, then patted the space next to him. “Perhaps we should follow suit. I believe a break is in order.” He tossed Mairid a plum.
Though she accepted the fruit, Mairid cast a suspicious look at the offered seat before choosing a different stone, several strides away. “Yes, I’m aware that’s what he said he was doing. Do we believe he’s coming back?”
“Of course he’s coming back. Griffin?” Darbin held up another plum. “Join us.”
Join us.
Griffin narrowed his eyes at the sage. They’d not yet talked about the dreams. “It’s not the first time you’ve said that to me.”
“No?” Darbin blinked at him. “Er … apologies, then, if I’ve offended you by inviting you to eat.” Though they knew him to be a fine actor, his confusion in this seemed sincere. Griffin remembered what Arun had said, that the one casting the spell could likely transfer a tone or feeling, but not the specific details of the dream.
“Perhaps you wouldn’t remember,” Griffin said. “You were a pigeon at the time.”
Darbin bit into his own plum. “Is that meant to make things more clear, or less?”
“In the dreams you sent me. For whatever reason, you often spoke to me as one of your red pigeons.” Griffin jammed his shovel into the dirt to stand it upright, then leaned one arm on the handle. “At least, the pigeon often seemed to be different from the rot-faced man. But perhaps you were both.”
“I haven’t the foggiest notion of what you’re talking about.” Darbin wiped juice from his chin with his sleeve. “Not surprising, since for one thing, I could never resemble a rot-faced man, and for another, you are clearly mad.”
“You deny having sent me dreams?”
“Sent you …” Darbin laughed. “I can see why you would imagine I’d have the skill for such magic. But no, I’ve done no such thing.”
“What dreams?” Mairid asked. “You’ve never told me about any dreams.”
Griffin shrugged. “Why would I? We’re not exactly deep in one another’s confidence.”
“But I’ve been camping with you for days. And nights. I’ve never noticed you having nightmares.”
“That’s because I haven’t had one since …” Griffin frowned down at the dirt (the empty, disappointing, fruitless dirt) and tried to remember. When had he last had one of the dreams? With so many other worries crowding his mind, they’d mostly slipped out of his thoughts. “Since we came back from the realm of the dead, actually. Or since we went, I suppose, seeing as we never slept while we were there.”
“Is that so?” Mairid’s voice cracked with amusement. “So you had some dreams in which a rot-faced man asked you to join him, and they stopped when you did, in fact, join the dead? Yet you consider their origin to be a mystery?”
Griffin huffed. “The pigeons were in the dreams.” He gestured at Darbin, who was smirking right along with Mairid. It seemed the pair of them had finally found something to agree on. “His pigeons. After Willard told him that Esmerild needed me. Naturally I assumed the Red Cult was behind it all. The archmagister agreed. Even Esmerild agreed.”
“Quite a few people need you, by the sound of it,” said Darbin. “Even the dead. You ought to be grateful for such popularity. It’s quite a wonder, seeing as you have no outward attractions.”
Glowering at the Harth, Griffin took up his shovel again. Someone had to keep working, if those two were going to waste the rest of the daylight lazing about and laughing at him.
Was Mairid right? Had the dreams been an invitation to join the dead?
Could it have been Mithrin sending them, asking Griffin to open the door to that realm?
Griffin shook his head and flipped aside another shovelful of (still empty) dirt. He didn’t see how. The dead couldn’t cast spells on the living. It was impossible. And anyway, it had been Mairid who opened that door.
His shovel clanged against something hard, and all thought of the dreams fled his mind. “I’ve found something! Help me dig it out!”
A half hour later the three of them were crouched in the pit they’d excavated, picking worms from their clothes and contemplating Griffin’s great discovery:
Yet another block of marble. Ancient. But otherwise entirely undistinguished.
Griffin felt ill with disappointment and gnawing worry. Thanks to the brethren ghosts and Jor the Dord, they’d placed all their hopes on the ruin of Sarn Cairn. Now that hope seemed lost, and where else were they to look?
They had to find the harp. Not only because they needed it, but because it was the only reason Ismant was letting them live.
Ismant. He’d been gone for well over an hour, likely two. A clear indication that the dragon had lost faith in his new allies. “He never would have left us alone at all,” Griffin muttered, “much less for this long, if he thought we were actually going to find the harp here.”
Mairid shook her head and sat back, blowing her hair from her forehead. “We aren’t going to find it.”
“About time you admitted it,” said Darbin.
Mairid shot him a glare. “I admitted it the moment I asked whether he was coming back, although I don’t suppose you caught on. You’re very simple, you know, for someone posing as a respectable merchant and skilled magician. Has it not occurred to you that perhaps he’s worked out where it really is, and he’s gone to get it without us?”
“Why would he do that?” Griffin asked. “When he’s already agreed that one of us must play it?”
Mairid’s face didn’t change; she merely transferred her scowl to Griffin. “Take his part, why don’t you?”
“The part of reasonable people who can face being wrong, you mean?” Darbin stood, wiping his dirty hands on his trousers, and found a stone to sit on instead. “Because you are. Wrong, that is, not reasonable. You’ve guessed the wrong place. The sooner you stop pouting about it and accept it, perhaps the sooner we can guess the right place.”
Ordinarily, Darbin was the one person in the world whose part he was less likely to take than Mairid’s, but on this point Griffin was inclined to agree. He shielded his eyes with one hand and looked up at the sky, where a red shape soared toward them. “Ismant is coming, so there’s that question solved. It’s time to decide what to do next. Since digging for treasure has done us no good, perhaps we ought to think things over instead.”
Mairid tossed her head. “Perhaps you can’t do both at once, but I’ve been thinking all along. Though there isn’t all that much to think about, honestly.” She ticked off on her fingers. “One, Jor had a strong impression of a temple. Two, he said the harp was where only a sinless man could find it.”
“But there are no sinless men.” Ismant touched down behind Mairid and sat in the grass, where he immediately began cleaning blood (animal, one hoped) from his face with his forefoot. “There isn’t a moment in a man’s life when he is without sin. So perhaps this riddle means that no man can find the harp at all.”
“That isn’t true.” Mairid looked over her shoulder at the dragon, brow furrowed. “A man is cleansed of sin twice in his life. Once by water, once by fire. Believe me, I’m a priestess, I’ve presided over enough naming ceremonies and funerals to know. And those things often take place in holy places. Like temples. If Alfred really did kill Borald near Drake’s Fall, and even you’ve said you think it likely, then Sarn Cairn is the most logical—”
She broke off and clapped a hand over her mouth, her head swiveling toward Griffin. “Blast it,” she said through her fingers.
“What?” Griffin asked.
“Darbin is right,” Mairid said miserably. “I am an idiot.”
Griffin offered her a solemn nod. “I don’t doubt it.”
“Neither do I,” said Ismant. “About any of you. But perhaps you could elaborate on how you’ve applied your idiocy to this particular situation?”
“Once by water, once by fire,” Mairid said again. “The first is at birth, when the child is named. The second is at death, when the body is burned.” She swallowed. “But that wasn’t always the case. In ancient times, both elements were used, in both ceremonies.”
“You’re suggesting people used to burn babies?” Darbin asked.
“Yes, as a matter of fact,” said Mairid. “Not to death, of course, but they would burn them with a brand, and then move to the water part of the ceremony from there. First fire, then water.”
Darbin crinkled his nose. “That’s barbaric.”
“Really?” Griffin gave the sage an accusing look that did not appear to make him the least bit uncomfortable. “More barbaric than threatening to kill a man’s child, to get him to do your bidding?”
“Yes, of course,” Darbin said. “I didn’t actually hurt Willard, you see.”
“Eh.” Griffin tilted his hand back and forth. “A debatable assertion. I’d say you left him in a worse state than you found him.”
“Might we return to the burning babies?” Ismant asked. “They sound far more interesting. I didn’t pay a great deal of attention to the rituals of men, in my original time, but I do recall that they generally mark such paltry lives with much grander occasions than they deserve.”
“Well, they’ve since made the naming ceremony more efficient”—Mairid tipped her chin at Darbin—“and less barbaric, by doing away with the burning. They’ve done the reverse with the funeral rites, skipping the water and going straight to the burning. But originally, they would put the corpse in a boat, set it afloat in a nearby body of water, and then burn it.”
“That’s right.” Griffin frowned, trying to recall where he’d read about such rituals. Or perhaps it had been a drawing. “I think I knew that.”
“I wouldn’t have expected you to remember it if you did,” said Mairid. “But I am a scholar of history. I ought to have—”
“I am a bit of a scholar myself,” Griffin interrupted.
Mairid made an impatient noise. “My point is, we’ve been assuming that the ghosts were wrong, and Arun was right. That Alfred took the treasure. But if the reverse is true, if the ghosts were right and he never found the treasure at all—”
“Then it will still lie where Borald took up residence,” said Ismant. “Which would have been at the waterfall. A cave, very close to, or possibly partially in, the water.”
“Waterfalls were regarded as particularly holy places to hold a funeral,” Mairid said. “Anywhere you could send the boat over a horizon, where the eyes could not follow.”
Griffin whistled. “Making it a place where only the dead body—the man washed of sin—could go.”
“Ah, he’s gotten there at last,” said Darbin. As if he’d put it all together so much sooner.
Ismant stood and shook out his wings. “It’s a lucky thing you struck your bargain, Griffin. If what we seek was hidden by a dragon rather than a man, you’ll need me to find it.” He stepped over to Mairid and bent his front legs. “Strap on your pack, then, and up you go.”
Mairid jumped back as if he’d set himself on fire before extending this invitation. “What do you mean?”
Ismant sighed. “What do I appear to mean?”
“You appear to mean that you’d like me to … to ride on your back.” She shook her head. “But I must be misunderstanding you. We’ve been told it’s an unforgivable insult for a human to treat a dragon like a beast.”
“So it is,” Ismant agreed. “But you aren’t treating me that way, are you? You aren’t doing the choosing, I am. And as to that, I hardly have such difficulty maintaining confidence in my superiority that doing what’s needed to expedite this journey will be a blow I cannot bear. I’d like to be done with this—and with Mithrin—as quickly as possible. I could use my talons to carry you, of course, but I don’t think you’d enjoy it.”
“No, I wouldn’t,” said Mairid. But she made no move toward the dragon’s back.
“Up you go, then,” Ismant repeated, his smooth voice tinged with impatience. “You too, Griffin.”
“You’d like me to follow with the horse and cart, then?” Darbin asked. Both were sheltered at an abandoned cottage a mile away, where they’d spent the night.
“I would not,” said Ismant.
“Well, he can hardly leave them where they are!” Mairid put her hands on her hips. “That poor horse has had a hard enough time of it, having to be around you. I won’t allow him to be abandoned.”
“Nor did I suggest it,” Ismant said. “Darbin is not wanted at the waterfall. Two of you is quite enough to carry, particularly when one is this large.”
Darbin scoffed. “You’re saying I can’t come because Griffin is fat?”
“I believe he said large,” Griffin corrected.
Ismant looked at Darbin. “You cannot come because you’re a magician. We don’t know what else Borald will have in his cache, you see. There may be items that you should not be exposed to.”
“That’s true,” said Griffin. “Esmerild’s book compelled every magician who saw it to read it, then cursed them the moment they did. What if there’s something else like that?”
“And what if that something compels you to harm yourself, or these two?” Ismant added. “Much safer to leave you behind. You’re hardly needed, when they have me.”
“Yes, Darbin.” Mairid climbed onto Ismant’s back at last, before winking at her adversary. “No magicians wanted. Terribly sorry.”
    
RIDING a dragon was not nearly as fun as Griffin had imagined it would be. In fact, it was a bit sickening.
Perhaps it would have been better had he been in Mairid’s position, leaning comfortably over Ismant’s long neck. Whereas Griffin was constantly shifting to keep his legs out of the way of the dragon’s wings, always anxious that he was gripping too hard with his knees, when he had nothing to hold onto with his hands. The (perfectly valid) concern that he might tumble to his death did nothing to improve the experience.
Its one saving grace was that it was over quickly. The journey to Drake’s Fall took, by his reckoning, less than an hour. By sunset they’d found a system of caves in the rock face, just west of where the water roared and tumbled into the river below. Ismant judged it to be a perfect lair for a greenwing, even, in his words, “one as fat and big-headed as Borald.”
Standing at the gap in the rock, covered in spray and stifling a yawn, Mairid asked, “Ought we to wait until morning to go any farther?”
“I don’t see why,” Ismant said. “It will be dark in there at any time of day, and you hardly need to worry about fuel for your lamps. I can burn anything you like.”
And so they readied their lanterns, and set out to find Borald’s treasure.
It proved a far less simple task than finding the caves had been. They wandered (and sometimes stumbled, exhausted as they were after their day of digging) until Griffin lost all sense of time, not to mention all sense of direction. Ismant assured them he knew the way out, but trusting a redwing in a dark place, miles from anyone who would have the slightest interest in helping them, did not come easily.
“How can we even be sure these caves were here when Borald was alive?” Mairid asked finally. Griffin fully sympathized with the fatigue and frustration in her voice.
Ismant flicked his wings. “They’re very old.”
“How can you tell?” asked Griffin. “Rock never looks what you’d call young, does it?”
“They’re old,” Ismant repeated. “I have senses you do not.”
“So you say.” Mairid stopped and looked around. “But I seem to be the only one who realizes we’ve just gone in a circle. See?” She pointed upward. “I recognize that little outcropping above our heads—even your head, Ismant. It’s shaped a bit like a pig, if you look at it sideways.”
“Ah,” said Ismant. “I believe you’re right. We have been here before. But we haven’t come in a circle, so much as we’ve come to the end.”
“What?” she and Griffin asked at once.
Griffin’s stomach churned. He reminded himself—a bit sternly—that Ismant needed them as much as they needed him. Still, it was decidedly unpleasant to be backed against a wall of rock, with a red dragon between him and any hope of escape, and be told that he’d reached the end.
“Or the beginning,” Ismant said, “depending on how you look at it.”
Mairid snorted. “If the end and the beginning are one and the same, that’s a circle.”
“Step away, please. Behind me would be best.” When they’d done as he instructed, Ismant stretched forward and breathed fire over the wall in front of them, lifting and lowering his head to cover it all (including Mairid’s stone pig). Griffin grabbed Mairid’s elbow and pulled her farther back as flames and sparks showered over the redwing, who didn’t seem to notice them.
“There,” he said at last.
Griffin waited another moment, to be sure the floor wouldn’t turn molten and light his shoes on fire, before moving to the dragon’s side. (His shoes did indeed grow considerably hotter.) Raising his lantern to chin level, he squinted at the rock. Though it gave off enough heat to serve as an oven, it looked the same. Or nearly so. “Is that a keyhole?”
“Yes and no,” said Ismant. “Dragons have little use for keys, you know, when we have neither pockets nor thumbs. But we do have these.” He raised his left foreleg and carefully inserted one of his claws—the second, to be exact—into the hole.
At once, a wide door appeared, then swung inward without a sound. Refraining from making the obvious comparison to Mithrin’s corridor (the door to which had also been revealed, in its way, by dragon fire), Griffin followed Ismant, then Mairid, inside.
The stale air beyond was so dry, he almost had to choke it down. It certainly smelled as if it had been shut up for centuries. There was a lingering scent, faint but unmistakable, of lightning and hot hound. “Did Borald live in here?” Griffin asked.
“Oh, most certainly.” Ismant lifted his head and sniffed, then peered into the darkness around them. “It’s quite large, I would say. And it would take us far too long to explore, with those little lamps of yours.”
He puffed out a small cloud of flame, briefly illuminating a pile of bones near the door. A moment later, the heap was burning brightly, lighting the vast space almost to the far end. Objects of all sizes, too dusty to identify at a distance, were stacked and strewn around, mainly against the walls.
“There,” said Ismant. “I was right. A perfect hiding place for a dragon, as well as his treasure.”
“But why would Borald have come to Harth, of all places, to hide?” Mairid looked at Griffin. “The brethren asked the same question, remember? They couldn’t work out why he would come closer to his enemies. Neither can I.”
“Wars tend to foster more than one sort of enmity,” said Ismant. “Perhaps it wasn’t the humans he was hiding from.”
“You can’t think he was hiding from his own mate?” Mairid asked.
Ismant tilted his head at her. “Can you think of no reason someone might wish to do so? Darbin found out a bit about you, after we learned your name.”
Looking quickly away, Mairid stepped farther into the chamber, toward a waist-high stack of broken crates. “That’s entirely different. Radley is … well, he’s nothing like Esmerild.”
“Perhaps Borald was the Radley, in this instance, and Esmerild sent him away,” Ismant suggested. “Whatever his reasons, I would say that yes, he hid here, until he was no longer hidden.”
“And kept himself busy, it would seem.” Mairid tipped her lantern toward what looked like an oaken branch, about the length of her forearm, sitting on top of the crates. “Although what he’d want a stick for, I can’t imagine. Perhaps he was going to make something out of it. But it’s too short for a staff, and what use would a dragon have for a staff, anyway?”
She picked it up. “Oh! I didn’t see that. Perhaps it was some sort of decoration, then. Something he made to pass the time.”
That referred to a carved head at one end of the branch—a dragon’s head. Griffin moved closer, studying it over Mairid’s shoulder. The head was bright green, the color of a green dragon’s fire. It might have been freshly painted, for how glossy it was.
Like Mairid, he wondered what it could be for. The rest of the branch was too thin to be of much use as a tool or a weapon.
Unless it was a different sort of weapon. He cocked his head, staring into the chunks of amber that served as the dragon’s eyes.
If there was one thing he’d learned about greenwing magic, it was that it often came in deceptively harmless-looking forms …
“Do you have any idea—” Mairid swung around toward Ismant, swinging the branch right along with her.
“Don’t!” Griffin yelled, and tackled her to the cavern floor.
Which might have been an overreaction, had a stream of green fire not shot from the stick at that same moment. Thanks to Griffin’s somewhat dramatic change to its trajectory, it missed Ismant. Narrowly.
It wasn’t a large stream of fire. Probably not large enough to kill, unless it could somehow ignite a whole body on contact.
But it was green fire, nonetheless. Which made that stick (wand?) extremely dangerous to redwings.
And, therefore, extremely valuable to Griffin. While Mairid groaned and cursed and pushed him off her, his eyes darted to the wand. She’d dropped it when she fell, but it was within reach.
Then his eyes met Ismant’s.
Both froze.
“I suggest you move,” Ismant said softly.
Griffin hesitated. He could do as the dragon asked. Or he could pick up the wand instead.
“Now,” said Ismant.
And then a wave of flame was coming at them—red this time.
Griffin barely rolled Mairid out of the way, before Ismant made a small bonfire of Borald’s weapon.
“So then,” Ismant said, when the fire was out, and nothing but a pile of ash and two glittering bits of amber remained. His voice was perfectly serene, as if he’d just lit a torch and nothing more. “I suppose humans weren’t the only ones Borald sought to defend himself against.”
“I wasn’t aware he needed defending from redwings,” said Griffin. “I thought it was only the blackwings you were fighting with.”
Ismant fluttered his wings. “Do you not fight with other kingdoms, on occasion? Perhaps even some you did not plan or expect to fight? Making—and possessing—weapons of all kinds has always been a study of every race and creature.”
“I suppose,” said Mairid. “But why would Borald need a weapon that did the same thing he himself could do? If he wanted to breathe green fire at you, surely his jaws would have been the better option. Wouldn’t a wand be a bit awkward for a dragon?”
“You’re not suggesting he meant to arm humans with it?” Ismant laughed, or possibly growled. “The greenwings may be making use of you now, but they would never have allied with your kind during the war. I can assure you of that.”
“Perhaps he didn’t mean to arm anyone with it,” Griffin said. “Perhaps it was an experiment, to see if he could recreate dragon fire. If he could, perhaps he could work out how to make the elixir.”
“That’s a great many perhapses.” Ismant stomped on the remains of the wand until his feet were black, then blew the rest of the ashes away, until they’d been scattered across the whole chamber. “But it’s a moot point now. It likely didn’t have more than one or two charges, incidentally, but even so. I thank you, Griffin, for your part in making sure it didn’t strike me.”
“Yes, Griffin,” Mairid said dryly. “That was kind of you.”
He knew what she was thinking, of course. The same thing he’d been thinking, in that moment of pause: if the redwing had been injured or even killed, they could have gotten away on their own, likely with both the wand and the harp.
But redwing or not, thus far Ismant had done them no harm. And they had an agreement. Both sides had given their word. Dragons thought little enough of men’s honor, without Griffin proving faithless the first chance he got.
No, even if he’d known ahead of time what the wand was going to do, he would have stopped Mairid from hurting Ismant.
But of course he hadn’t known. “It wasn’t a kindness so much as a reflex.” He gave Mairid a wry look. “I’ve an unfortunate amount of experience with your habit of playing with enchanted objects you don’t understand. I’d have thought you’d have learned your lesson.”
“I’ve certainly learned mine.” Ismant spread his wings and stalked toward them, bringing to mind an angry goose. It was a sight so comical, from a creature so dangerous, that Griffin was too bewildered to do anything but allow himself to be herded, until both he and Mairid stood with their backs to the cold wall.
“Sit,” Ismant demanded. “Mairid, you’ll find Darbin’s ropes at the bottom of your pack. Take them out, please. And you needn’t fret, I’ll be gentler than he was.”
The ropes were indeed there, though Mairid said she hadn’t noticed them earlier. At a toss of Ismant’s head, they wound themselves—fairly loosely, though Griffin knew that would change if he struggled—around each of their wrists. There was none left over for their legs, but that could hardly be a concern for the dragon, considering they hadn’t the slightest idea how to get out of the caves on their own.
“There,” said Ismant. “You are not to make any sudden movements until we’re ready to leave. Should you choose to ignore this instruction, your burned carcasses will remain in this chamber until the end of time. Am I understood?”
He waited for their nods before offering one of his own. “I’ve no intention of harming you otherwise, but if I haven’t made it obvious, I will be the only one touching anything from this point on. I can’t have you picking up the harp and immediately deciding it would be prudent to have a bit of practice with it, can I?”
Griffin almost laughed. So much for the faithlessness of men. The fact that he and Mairid hadn’t even discussed turning Ismant to stone left him both proud of his integrity and disappointed in his lack of cunning, in equal measure.
The dragon turned away from them. “Let me also take this opportunity to remind you that we’re here for the harp. We will not remove anything else from this den. I will have the rest picked up separately, and my sister will be the one to decide what to do with it, or whether anything ought to be returned to Esmerild.”
Griffin and Mairid spent the rest of the night trying to stay awake while they watched Ismant paw and poke his way through Borald’s treasure, much of which, he claimed, was not even enchanted. Esmerild’s mate seemed to have had a particular (and odd, in Griffin’s opinion) fascination with masks. There were dozens of them, some grotesque, some beautiful, some both, piled among various chalices, flutes, lyres, and jewels. There were also numerous books and scrolls, a few small chests, and hundreds of ancient coins.
And at last, beneath an unsettling pile of assorted skulls, one other musical instrument: a golden harp.
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THEY WERE NOT INVITED to ride on Ismant’s back again. Darbin purchased three horses whose endurance rivaled that of the sturdiest mountain ponies, and they made quick time, riding southeast along the open roads while Ismant, carrying the harp in a pack strapped to his side, came and went as he pleased. Since he frightened the horses, his fellow travelers saw little of him, though he always returned at night to keep watch while they slept. He never seemed to sleep himself. Perhaps he found places to rest during the day, while he waited for the humans to catch up with him.
Mairid never failed to look surprised when he came back to them. She greatly resented that Ismant had the harp, and was free to fly off with it whenever he liked. But as neither she nor Griffin had any choice in the matter, her complaints accomplished little. They put their faith in the general consensus that a dragon, even a red one, always kept his word.
Three days into their journey, a red pigeon found Darbin on the road, though how it knew where to look was a mystery. Darbin would say only that his pigeons were “specially bred” with “enhanced tracking capabilities, among other talents.” Griffin took this to mean that someone had violated the law against enchanting animals.
The bird had come from Pendralyn, with a message from Arun. It seemed that the blackwing Margarth and the greenwing Gafalt had arrived the day before, been outraged that the archmagister had thus far failed to contact the redwings, and demanded that he immediately correct this lapse in judgment. Accordingly, Arun humbly requested that all hostilities be set aside, so they might ally against Mithrin.
Darbin delivered this news with a smirk. “Well then, Griffin, he’ll be happy to learn you’ve already arranged for that very thing, won’t he?”
Griffin wasn’t certain happy would be the proper word for it. Though Darbin returned the pigeon with a brief message to expect them, he offered no details as to their arrangement. Griffin expected his return with a redwing—one whom they’d (mostly) willingly given the harp of stone—to be met with a certain amount of shock and, at least on the archmagister’s part, dismay.
He wouldn’t have to wait long to find out. They hadn’t yet crossed into Avadare the following day, when they found Arun himself in a grassy valley not far from the southern road, standing in what little shade there was to be found with Nott, Deryn, the heads of the Dord, Tar, and Harth delegations—and the only two dragons Griffin had yet to meet.
Gafalt was shorter and more portly than Esmerild, and had Story’s inquisitive face and darting eyes. Margarth was more or less identical to her sister Tavreth, apart from a notably protruding lower lip. Both greeted Griffin, Mairid, and Darbin with little more than a glance; like the rest of the company, their eyes were mainly on Ismant. Although the blackwings and the red seemed to have the deepest rivalry among all the dragons, Margarth was the only one who was openly happy to see him. Neither she nor Gafalt expressed any surprise that Adalant had not accompanied him.
Despite being mute beasts, the three horses made it immediately and amply clear that they’d considered one mistreatment enough, and three was an entirely unacceptable number of dragons. While Darbin was sent ahead to Avadare to find some accommodation for them, Griffin and Mairid elaborated on the details of their bargain with Ismant.
Wulfric looked curious, Keira scared, and Violet suspicious. As to his friends, Griffin did not allow his eyes to rest long on any of them as he spoke. Were they disappointed? Was there some obviously superior path he should have taken, something he’d missed, but that they would have seen?
There was no chance to ask, or to speak privately at all. As soon as their tale was told, Ismant demanded news of the hostages.
“The dragons are, well, I don’t suppose you could say they’re well,” said Deryn. “But they’ve suffered no major injuries since”—she swallowed—“since Story’s tongue. Mithrin often keeps them asleep, or at least sedated enough that they can’t breathe fire at the door the moment he walks through it. I’ve assured them that help is coming, and that we’re working on a plan so ingenious it will no doubt become the stuff of legend.”
“And Mithrin?” Ismant asked. “What of him?”
Arun sighed. “We’ve been stalling him, mainly. While we argue amongst ourselves over the specifics of this ingenious plan. Or even the general of it. Although I suppose now that the harp is here, that much at least is clear.”
“We send down supplies, both for him and the dragons,” Nott said. “Mithrin asks for a great many things, but he hasn’t got all that much to say otherwise, apart from repeating his demand that every dragon submit to him. There’s a bit of rambling that goes with that, mainly nonsense about how great he is, and how very much we’ll all tremble before him. He seems particularly focused on the trembling, for some reason.” He shrugged. “Funny, I always thought it was a bit of a joke, you know, for the alliteration, but he really is mad.”
“Yes. Funny.” Ismant growled, baring his fangs, so red they looked perpetually bloody. “Does he know Margarth and Gafalt are here?”
Arun shook his head. “I hope not. We haven’t made it widely known even among the magisters, although I think some of them suspect, with me having been gone so much. Much as I hate to say it, we have no way of knowing whether Mithrin has been in contact with any other sages, and we can’t entirely eliminate the possibility of betrayal. So we’ve decided it’s best to keep things to this small group, as much as we can, and we’ve told Mithrin only that we need more time to gather all of the dragons.”
“We may have mentioned that getting in touch with the red ones has been particularly difficult.” Wulfric offered Ismant a sheepish smile, a game effort that proved fruitless; Ismant only snorted and looked away.
“Which was true, for one reason or another,” said Arun. “I only sent the pigeon yesterday, as you know. After a rather spirited debate.”
“I didn’t find it so spirited.” Margarth tossed her head. “I associate spirit with courage. You appear to be frightened half to death of the redwings.”
“I wouldn’t say frightened.” Arun shot her a chilly look, before turning to Ismant. “But there’s no sense talking around the fact that relations between us have been strained. I needed some assurance that you would come to work with us, rather than as yet another enemy at my gates.”
“Then you have it,” said Ismant. “We are in agreement that eliminating Mithrin is the best use of the harp. And Griffin spoke rather quickly through this bit, I noticed, but naturally I’ll expect to see it destroyed the moment that task is complete.”
“And what of the elixir of dragon breath?” Gafalt narrowed his eyes at Ismant. “You do understand we’ll need to destroy that, also?”
Ismant laughed. “Do you suppose I intend to allow the humans to keep it? What do you take me for?”
“Someone who didn’t answer my question,” Gafalt said. “It’s no secret that you’d like to have some of that elixir. As would Margarth.” He turned his sharp gaze on Arun. “As would you. I don’t see much value in any of you having it, to be honest.”
“Of course you don’t,” said Margarth. “You’d much rather keep the balance as it stands now. The redwings can’t kill you, and neither can the men. And Fendrath would never stand for a blackwing harming any of you, sweet as he is on Esmerild.”
Ismant coughed, Griffin suspected, to cover another laugh. But Gafalt did not seem amused. “Be that as it may,” the greenwing said. “As I see it, the only way to keep the elixir out of anyone’s hands is to keep it out of everyone’s hands.”
“And how do you propose to see that done?” Margarth asked. “Or any of this? It’s utter nonsense, trusting these men. Who’s to say they aren’t in league with Mithrin, leading us into a trap? He can kill you, or any of us. Why wouldn’t they ally themselves with him?”
Griffin exchanged a quick glance with Arun, giving the archmagister a subtle shake of his head. Once again, he elected not to mention that the deities themselves had given him and Mairid the task of killing Mithrin. Instead he looked Margarth in the eye and said, “Ismant asked the same question. I’ll give you the same answer. Fendrath and Tavreth are our friends.” He made sure not to blink or look down as he moved his gaze to Gafalt. “As are your sisters. What’s more, they’re our allies. Mithrin, on the other hand, is apparently interested in us only for our fabled skill at trembling.”
“An alliance with Mithrin is out of the question,” Arun agreed. “I’m quite sure the representatives from the other kingdoms will tell you the same.” He waited for Wulfric, Keira, and Violet to murmur their assent before continuing. “Even had such an offer been made, which I might add it has not, we would never consider it. We want only to free our friends, and rid ourselves of a resurrected madman. If that weren’t so, why would I have called on you for aid? Far easier, I would think, to deal with fewer dragons at one time.”
“Nevertheless.” Margarth jerked a wing in Griffin’s direction. “If we let this one go into Mithrin’s den with the harp, even to kill Mithrin, who’s to say he won’t come back out again and turn us all to stone? After stealing the elixir of dragon breath for himself?”
“We’ll prevent him from turning either the harp or the elixir against us,” said Ismant, “in the same way Mithrin has thus far prevented us from taking action against him: with hostages.”
“Now wait a moment,” Arun began, but to Griffin’s surprise, Deryn interrupted the archmagister.
“He’s right,” she said. “Few of us here trust one another, and we hardly have time to do friendly things and bond together until we do. Not while Story is languishing in that monster’s prison. It makes sense to use more expedient, if less pleasant, reassurances.” She looked from Arun to Ismant. “You may keep me as a hostage, if you like. I certainly have nothing to fear. Griffin would never break his word to you.”
Griffin offered her a grateful smile. He was moved by her trust. But it overwhelmed him. Suppose he botched the entire thing? That wasn’t exactly an unlikely scenario. Suppose Mithrin lived, and dragons died? What would happen to these proposed hostages then? He very much doubted his good intentions would be enough to stay Ismant’s rage. Or even Margarth’s; he’d known her for less than an hour, but he had a distinct impression that spitefulness was one of her defining traits.
Deryn’s declaration turned the conversation to further logistics: Where would such hostages be held? Who would watch over them? How would they all organize themselves, while Griffin was in the cavern, to ensure everyone’s interests were protected when he came back out?
And from there to other practical matters, including the cloak enchantment Ismant proposed, and how such a feat might be accomplished. Most of the magical details were beyond Griffin’s understanding, and for a subject several lives—his among them—depended on, he found himself growing surprisingly impatient with it. He hadn’t seen Pendralyn since the day Mairid smashed the Vomiting Blue. He longed for nothing more than to see it again now. The thought of his familiar chamber, his cozy bed, almost made him misty. He would dearly have loved to spend the remainder of the day bathing, eating, and reading.
Sadly, it was instead spent making plans for what might well be his own demise.
Or possibly, as Mairid pointed out, hers. “Why does everyone keep assuming it will be Griffin?” she asked, after Arun joked (rather lamely) about how large the enchanted cloak would need to be. “I would do just as well.”
“You were always meant to be my second,” said Griffin. “An alternate, should I be unavailable or unable to use the harp. Esmerild would say the same, if she were here.”
“Perhaps, but that was when she meant for the harp to be used”—Mairid’s eyes flicked to Ismant—“for other things. We’re not going to get a second chance at this. Correction: a third. Alan already botched things once. If Mithrin discovers yet another attempt on his life, he won’t only kill you for it. He’ll kill the dragons. Or at the very least, start burning off limbs.”
“Thank you.” Griffin tossed his hands. “What an enormously helpful and not-at-all paralyzing reminder.”
Mairid shrugged. “I’m only saying the truth. Perhaps it would be better if we both went.”
“It sounds as if one cloak will be challenging enough to make,” said Griffin. “And I don’t think our odds of success will be improved by having two people under it, tripping over one another.”
Still Mairid persisted. “Then if only one is to go, I see no reason why it shouldn’t be me.” She looked around at the others. “Surely we ought to pause to consider which of us is the more qualified? I’d say I’m a better choice for stealth. I’m considerably lighter on my feet. Or at least, considerably lighter.”
“I have considered it,” Arun said, ignoring Griffin’s scoff. “And if I’m honest, Mairid, I would prefer to send you, if only because this endeavor is so risky, and I would mourn Griffin’s loss so much more.” He inclined his head. “Apologies.”
Mairid waved this away. “No offense taken, you’ve known Griffin since he was a boy. Your loyalty is admirable. And a great deal more than many of your kind show.”
“His kind? Which kind?” Apparently tired of standing, Deryn sat with her back against a tree, and plucked a blade of grass to shred. “Do you mean Eyrds, or magicians?”
“Have your pick,” Mairid said. “I’ve known both to be highly unfaithful.”
Arun rolled his eyes. “If you’re talking about Wardin again—”
“Archmagister,” Griffin interrupted, rather loudly. “Apologies, but I really must insist—”
“Yes, yes,” said Arun. “I was about to say, it has to be you.” He returned his gaze to Mairid. “I would mourn his loss more, but if you’ll pardon my bluntness once again, I also trust him a great deal more. This is my magistery, and it is, in effect, under attack. If I’m to send only one to defend it, I am duty-bound to choose the person I think most capable. However much I might personally fear for him.”
“And you’ve judged Griffin to be more capable than me?” Mairid’s laugh might have been insulting, if Griffin hadn’t known her better. Or if he hadn’t been well beyond caring for her opinion.
“Griffin has proved himself worthy before,” Arun said. “And much as I hate to keep repeating it, it seems I’m forced to say again that you, regrettably, have not.”
Once again Griffin found himself touched by a friend’s trust—and terrified by it.
“That’s settled, then,” said Ismant, before Mairid could start arguing again. “It will be Griffin beneath the cloak. We’ll be certain it’s roomy enough for you to strap the harp to your back. Or perhaps to your front, so as to play it more easily. But you’ll have to be very careful not to pluck a single string until it’s safe to do it. And not to jostle it or bang it around. You don’t want him hearing you.”
“Yes.” Griffin’s jaw tightened. Had the archmagister not just said that Griffin had his trust? Surely Ismant didn’t think him so stupid that his most necessary advice for sneaking up on a cunning and nearly invincible magician was Don’t be noisy.
“And you’ll have to go in bare feet,” Margarth added. “Or at the least, very soft shoes. Blackwings can cloak ourselves from the sight of men, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be heard.”
“The enchantment will help with that,” said Arun. “Your blood will enhance the magic considerably, of course, but at its heart, it’s still a cloaking spell.”
“Even so,” Margarth said, “he will have to be extremely quiet.”
“Understood,” said Griffin, through his teeth now.
“Once the cloak is finished, you’ll follow whoever next takes supplies down,” said Ismant. He seemed to have quite taken over. And Gafalt and Margarth had both let him, with a natural deference that suggested they might share his belief that the redwings were their superiors. Esmerild would certainly not like that. “After that, you’ll follow Mithrin back to his laboratory. Quietly, as we’ve said. Hide in there—”
“Well away from my brother and sister,” Margarth said with a nod.
Griffin shook his head. “But not all of the hostages. The chain room is near the laboratory, and as I understand it, Story is still in there?” He looked at Deryn.
“Still chained,” she agreed. “It’s awful to think of, isn’t it? I can hardly stand it. But she keeps in good spirits, or pretends to. Do you know she told me a joke this morning? She said I seemed sad.” Deryn brushed bits of grass off her shirt. “She blames herself, you know. Says if she hadn’t been fooled into going down there in the first place, alone, none of this would have happened.”
“And she’s quite right,” Margarth said.
“That isn’t fair.” Deryn’s voice was uncharacteristically sharp, particularly considering she was addressing a dragon. “She heard Esmerild calling her down there.”
Margarth snorted. “An obvious trick.”
“Obvious in hindsight, perhaps,” Deryn said with a huff. “But we certainly had no reason to believe a magician who died a thousand years ago was trying to fool her!”
“If we might return to the matter at hand,” Ismant said. “The next room is sufficient distance. Story will be unaffected.”
“How can you be sure?” Arun gave the redwing a suspicious look, before turning to Gafalt. “Do you agree?”
Gafalt fluttered his wings. “I don’t know. It’s greenwing magic, but I never saw this harp. I can’t say for certain how it works. I think a wall in between might be sufficient. But I’m not inclined to bet Story’s life on a guess.”
“What choice do you have?” asked Margarth. “There isn’t anyplace else he can get Mithrin alone, without being found out.”
“Perhaps we can draw him out of the cavern entirely—” Gafalt began.
“It’s not a guess,” Ismant interrupted. “I do not guess. If I tell you a thing, it’s because I’m certain of it. I had the good sense to test the harp’s range.”
“What do you mean?” asked Arun. “How?”
“I mean what I said, of course. I tested it. Surely you know what an experiment is.” Ismant tossed his head when the humans only stared at him. “I abducted some farm children to get their parents to do my bidding. Then I gave the father the harp, and instructed him to stand in the garden and play it, while the mother waited inside the cottage.”
“You did what?” Mairid asked.
If Ismant heard her, he showed no sign of it. “I went a good distance away, and when I returned, I found that the farmer was turned to stone, but his wife was not. Either the distance was sufficient, or the combination of distance and wall was. Either way, you can recreate the same scenario in the laboratory, with Story down the hall. You merely have to hide, as I was saying, until the door is closed.”
“Where was this?” Griffin blinked at the redwing. “When was this?”
“Somewhere in Harth. The first day out from Drake’s Fall.” Ismant clicked his tongue. “Why are you looking at me like that? It’s not as if I killed the man. You’ve said yourself the effects are reversible.”
“Assuming we ever work out how to reverse them!” said Arun.
“Well, when you do, you needn’t worry,” Ismant said. “I’ll be able to find the place again, and you can restore him, well as ever. Or nearly so. Two of his fingers did break off when I was prying the harp loose, but that couldn’t be helped.”
“How could you?” Mairid breathed. “That poor woman!”
“She has her children,” said Ismant. “Honestly, I’ve no idea why you’re going on about it. You ought to be thanking me, for being sure we have this necessary bit of information. Men have done much worse to dragons, I assure you, than I did to that man.”
“I’m not sure continuing this line of discussion will be fruitful,” Margarth said, though she sounded more bored than placating. “Ismant has been kind enough to confirm that Story will be safe, and I do thank you for it. And so Mithrin will be turned to stone, and nobody else will.”
“And then we’ll smash the statue.” Mairid pushed her curls from her face as a welcome breeze rose up. “The more pieces the better. And preferably stomp on them afterward. Perhaps turning into stone won’t kill him, but turning into rubble surely will.”
She glanced at Griffin, who nodded. If they were to fulfill their obligation to Eyrdri and Hart, they must be sure Mithrin was truly dead, and returned to the realm where he belonged.
“Sounds a bit vindictive of you, if I’m honest,” Ismant said. “But I can’t say I disagree.”
“Nor I,” said Gafalt. “I’ll stomp on the pieces myself, in fact. Perhaps we can turn them to ash, if we mix our fires together.”
But Margarth was not quite so inclined to be done with Mithrin, it seemed. “Perhaps we shouldn’t be so hasty. He might be of use, if restored to flesh under properly restrained circumstances. He has valuable knowledge, including the recipe for the elixir—”
“Which we have already agreed that none of us will possess, or use,” Gafalt said with a snarl. “No good can come of keeping him or his dark magic alive. I will not be a party to it.”
“Nor will I.” Griffin crossed his arms. “I’m afraid this isn’t negotiable. We will not participate in this attack unless we are all agreed that Mithrin will not survive it.”
Though Margarth hissed at him, she said nothing more.
Ismant stretched, front legs first, then back. “Very well. Are we all agreed?”
They were, more or less. As soon as the cloak was ready, Griffin would go down into the cavern.
And he’d best come out again, with four dragons in tow. Or they would all be paid in fire.
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THE CLOAK WAS READY. Griffin’s time had come.
He couldn’t say he was looking forward to it.
He sat on the grass in the nameless valley where they’d taken to meeting with the dragons, eyes vaguely focused on a plum somebody (probably Deryn) had handed him. Surrounded by chattering voices, hearing none of them.
Only those who’d been present in that same valley the day they made this (mad, ill-advised, quite possibly disastrous) plan were present now. They’d all agreed to keep the fact that they had the harp a secret—even, against Deryn’s fervent pleas to the contrary, from the hostages themselves.
“Story is losing heart,” she said, once again arguing in favor of telling the dragons that Griffin was coming. “And I can hardly blame her. It’s been more than two weeks since Mithrin took her. I’ve told her to hang on, that we’ll save them all, and that it won’t be much longer. But I don’t know that she believes me anymore. I’m quite sure that if I could just be more specific—”
Ismant heaved a sigh in her direction, along with a puff of smoke that was barely visible in the morning haze. “You’re going to have to resign yourself to disappointment on this matter. It’s out of the question.”
“I find myself in the peculiar position of agreeing with Ismant.” Arun, apparently not suffering the same nervous stomach as Griffin, swallowed a bite of sausage. “This mission is far too delicate, the stakes far too high, and there are simply too many people at the magistery. We must be—”
“But obviously the hostages aren’t going to betray themselves,” Deryn interrupted.
“We don’t know the extent of Mithrin’s powers,” said Arun. “And our success depends entirely on surprising him. If he should notice any change at all, if he should even suspect what’s about to happen, Griffin is doomed, the hostages are doomed, and we might well all be doomed.”
In the end, Deryn accepted their decision, only to turn her nurturing instinct on Griffin instead. “You ought to eat something, at least.”
Griffin shook his head, but said nothing. He’d found himself unable to speak for most of this bizarre picnic, a bit afraid that if he opened his mouth, all of his questions and doubts would come tumbling out at once.
Suppose Mithrin hears me?
Suppose they’re all wrong, and it isn’t the magic in a man’s blood he can sense, but magic anywhere? Suppose he senses the cloak, or the harp?
Suppose he breathes fire all over me, and I die a horrible death?
Suppose I cause the horrible deaths of Fendrath and Story and the others?
Suppose I can’t do this?
“Are you certain you can do this?” Mairid asked. Griffin started, wondering if he’d asked that last question aloud. She returned his stare with a shrug. “You’re deathly pale.”
“He has every right to be pale,” Deryn said.
“I’m only saying,” said Mairid, “I could just as easily—”
“Surely it’s time.” Griffin tossed the plum aside for some lucky animal to find, and clambered to his feet. “Going down there can’t be half as bad as the anticipation of it.”
Arun rose beside him. “Come along, then, and let’s get it over with.” He gave Ismant an expectant look.
Ismant, in turn, looked around at the others. While Margarth and Gafalt flew to opposite ends of the valley, most of the humans—Deryn, Nott, Mairid, Wulfric, Keira, and Violet—gathered closely around the redwing, though Violet looked decidedly glum about it. Griffin didn’t particularly blame her. They were there as a human shield, to ensure Griffin wouldn’t use the harp the moment he laid hands on it, and as the representative of Harth, Violet had little reason to trust an Eyrd magister with her life. But since Ismant’s plans took no more account of other people’s opinions than Esmerild’s did, she had little choice.
When everyone was in place, Ismant inclined his head to Griffin. “You may proceed. Carefully, now.”
Griffin hardly needed that last instruction. With more delicacy than he’d done anything in all his twenty-one years, he pulled the small but heavy harp from the bag strapped to Ismant’s side. The collective gasp as all human eyes fixed on it was not unexpected. There was no doubt it attracted people, but thus far at least, it had inspired no undue urge to take it, as the book had. Griffin attached the instrument to the harness he’d already put on, so that it sat flat against his broad chest. He had only to raise one hand and strum.
He could almost feel the shining strings vibrating. As if in invitation.
Or as if his thudding heart alone would be enough to set them off.
Such full accessibility was a good thing, if one needed to strike quickly and quietly, but less good if one was nervous in the hours leading up to that moment. Griffin draped the harp in a light cloth, one that could be secured beneath the harness so it wouldn’t slip or shift. It would be easy enough to reach beneath it, when the time came, but ought to protect them all from accidental contact in the meanwhile. As soon as the makeshift curtain fell, the breath everyone seemed to have been holding was released in unison.
“Put this on, too.” Arun held up the enormous cloak, as black as Fendrath’s scales. “I don’t want you setting foot off this grass until I know you won’t be seen.”
Griffin took off his shoes—in the end they’d agreed that Margarth was right, on that point—and did as he was told. It felt more like a shroud than a cloak, with both hood and veil, so that he was covered entirely from head to feet. It also felt nearly as heavy as the harp, and a bit like being draped in a hot oven.
There was an abundance of extra cloth at the bottom, to be sure his steps never accidentally revealed so much as a toe. While this kept him properly invisible, it made for awkward movement. The last thing he needed was to trip, and in truth, he’d never felt more big and clumsy.
It was disorienting, dizzying, to take those first few steps, unable to see himself move. (Or see himself at all.) Griffin’s stomach turned, and he imagined this was what sea sickness must feel like.
But like a sailor, he found his legs. By the time he’d made a circuit around Ismant and the others, he was walking with, if not confidence, at least competence.
“You may want to say something, Griffin.” Arun’s voice was sharp. He was watching Ismant, whose whole body had tensed.
“Er, sorry,” Griffin said, then couldn’t help but smile at the resulting darting eyes and swiveling necks—he was behind most everybody now.
“Your voice is awfully muffled,” said Mairid. “Is that the cloaking spell, or the cloak itself?”
“Bit of both, I would think.” Arun looked in the direction Griffin’s voice had come from, though Griffin was no longer there. “Your footprints shouldn’t show up either, in mud or dust or anywhere else. But I’d caution you to remember that cloaking spells are not foolproof. Margarth’s blood has no doubt made this one the most powerful ever cast, but it can’t make you invincible.”
“Caution me to remember,” Griffin muttered. “As if I’m likely to forget it.” When nobody gave any indication that they’d heard him, he repeated his comment more loudly, and perhaps a bit more politely.
After that, there was little more to say. Everyone wished him luck, and he and Arun set out toward the magistery.
And not at all, Griffin assured himself, toward almost certain and definitely fiery doom.
    
THE DRAGONS WERE in a deplorable state.
Esmerild, Fendrath, and Tavreth were crowded into the cave that had once housed Fendrath alone, each wrapped in a multitude of heavy chains. Given that no amount of simple iron could hold a dragon, Griffin guessed that Mithrin had enchanted these, as well, then forced his captives to bind themselves before he came out to subdue them further. But it was equally possible that they were just for show. A show of power. And a show of pain.
The usual scent of lightning and hot hound had been replaced by a far worse odor, sulfurous and rank. None of the dragons stirred while Wade stacked crates, barrels, and sacks outside the door to Mithrin’s corridor. Nor did Griffin expect them to. He’d been told that Mithrin always put them to sleep when deliveries were made, so they’d be unable to speak with Wade. The mad magician was still unaware, as far as anyone knew, that they could communicate with Deryn and Nott far more easily.
They didn’t need to be awake to tell their tale now; the sight of them spoke clearly enough. Clear and loud, as Mairid had called the Vomiting Blue loud. No weapon made by man could pierce a dragon’s hide—it was a large part of what made them so indestructible—but as Deryn had once pointed out, that didn’t mean they couldn’t be made to suffer.
Stacked as they were together, Griffin only had a complete view of Fendrath, but the blackwing was thin enough for his skin to sag and bunch around his joints. He was as patchy as a mangy hound, missing scales in several places, and one of his wings looked like it had been burned to half size, like a candle. Both his horns were gone. Griffin wondered whether Mithrin had ground them, to use in some dark spell. Probably.
Griffin longed to walk over to his friend, perhaps whisper some encouragement. But he didn’t dare move from his position flat against the wall, near the door he hoped to slip through. Wade knew nothing of the plan to turn Mithrin to stone, and was entirely unaware of Griffin’s presence.
Not to mention that Mithrin was watching.
Moving only his eyes, Griffin cast a dark look at the statue of Spindel the Wise, stolen from the sage hall before anyone had even realized Mithrin was alive, so the wizard could place it here and see through its eyes. A clever bit of magic he’d learned, he later told Nott, from his fellow hallowed brother Alfred. Mithrin seemed to have thought of everything, to offset the disadvantage of being one man against four dragons and a magistery full of enemies.
And that, Griffin admitted, was why the ancient men had defeated the dragons. They’d been more ruthless, certainly, and willing to do monstrous things to achieve their ends. But they’d also simply been better at it than their present-day counterparts. Perhaps because they hadn’t held the dragons in such awe, and had refused to cower before them, as the redwings wished all men to do.
Then again, in modern man’s defense, it was probably a bit easier not to fear dragons, when one had the deities on one’s side.
Griffin didn’t let his gaze linger long on the statue. Nor did he meet Spindel’s marble eyes directly. He was terrified, despite all assurances to the contrary, that Mithrin would feel it somehow, and know he was there.
It was agonizing, having to stay still; the cloak was far itchier than expected. And hotter than ever. Griffin had thought he was hot when he was aboveground. He’d thought, quite reasonably, that a walk in the late summer sun would be the worst of it.
Reasonably, perhaps, but also wrong. He was drenched with sweat by the time another half hour passed, his chest beneath the heavy harp slick with it, while the harness straps dug into his shoulders. And still no sign of Mithrin.
This, too, was expected. According to Arun, the mad wizard delighted in all sorts of petty displays of power. He insisted on accepting his deliveries in person, and always made Wade wait.
It couldn’t have been an easy assignment for Wade, considering Alan’s fate, but if he was frightened, he didn’t show it. He looked a great deal more comfortable than Griffin felt, though he seemed to avoid looking at the dragons.
Eventually there came a groaning, scraping sound from behind the door. Then it swung inward, and Griffin got his first look at Mad Mithrin the Mutilator.
He was small, bald, and altogether ordinary looking.
Though the cavern was well lit, he carried a lantern, which he held up to inspect Wade. His dark eyes darted back and forth, up and down until finally he said, “Well, you are Wade. Yes, you are.”
If his face was unremarkable, his voice was not. It seemed to crackle with suppressed energy, as if sound itself were capable of bursting into flame. It was also vaguely familiar.
Could that be because Griffin had heard that same energy before, in his own voice? He wondered whether Mithrin had taken a dose of elixir before coming out.
But of course he had. He’d been ready for Alan. He would be no less prepared as the days went on.
How long would a dose last? A few minutes, a few hours? Until it was used? Chances were, he would be ready for Griffin, too.
While Griffin was occupied by these unpleasant thoughts, Mithrin walked in a circle around Wade. The latter, evidently accustomed to this scrutiny, stood still and silent.
“Yes, yes, you are Wade.” Mithrin nodded twice. “Very well, very well, and you have my cakes? I must have my cakes!”
Was this the face of evil? A flighty old man who asked, first and foremost, for cake?
“I have them.” Wade handed Mithrin a basket of honey cakes.
“Good, good.”
“In exchange, the archmagister—” Wade began.
“In exchange?” Mithrin’s voice grew shrill in his agitation. “In exchange? Your archmagister is in no position to negotiate with me. I have all the power here, every bit.”
“The archmagister respectfully requests,” Wade said smoothly, “that you offer the dragons the mutton I’ve brought.” He looked askance at Fendrath. “They don’t look altogether healthy.”
“That isn’t my fault!” Mithrin wagged his forefinger at Wade. “I don’t take anything from them that they can’t live without. They mope, you see. It’s very unhealthy, moping. Good cheer, that’s what you want, for a long and hardy life!”
“I’ll bear that in mind.” Wade’s composure was remarkable, for a man facing an enemy he knew could—and would, with perhaps very little provocation—burn him where he stood. He spoke to Mithrin in the same tone he might use with a young student who was prone to tantrums. But perhaps that was why he’d been chosen. “Would you like to inspect the rest?”
“Of course, of course. But not in your presence, as you well know. Always trying to get me to take my eyes off you, aren’t you? But I have senses apart from my eyes, as another of your kind learned to his sorrow. If you try to cast a spell, I’ll know, I’ll know.”
“Indeed you will,” Wade agreed. “I wouldn’t think of it. I’ll just go, then, shall I? You can tell Nott if anything doesn’t meet your approval.”
“Go, go.” Mithrin waved Wade away, and the latter retreated.
The mad magician, and therefore Griffin, remained motionless for several moments after Wade was out of sight. Griffin was still flat against the wall, two or perhaps three strides from the wizard, who stood near his new pile of supplies—between Griffin and the corridor door. The dragons, too, were quiet, and showed no signs of waking.
“Now then, now then,” Mithrin muttered. “They’d best have packed my dried beetles, and my ashthorn root. There will be a price if they haven’t, and nobody to blame but themselves.” He bent to peek inside the nearest sack.
Griffin made a mental note that these two items were particular priorities. Though they’d never discussed it in front of the dragons, he knew the archmagister kept a careful record of what Mithrin asked for, to help narrow the list of possible elixir ingredients.
“Ah, there they are, there they are.” Mithrin straightened and clapped his hands. “My lovely beetles. And what else have I got, what else?” With a giggle, he moved on to a wide crate.
Not a laugh, not a chuckle, but a definite giggle. Griffin couldn’t hold back a wistful smile at the memory of Dade, remarking that Mithrin was jolly. Griffin hadn’t quite believed it. Good humor was not a characteristic of any of the old wizard’s writings, which seemed to focus mainly on how marvelous-yet-unappreciated he was. Nor had Nott mentioned anything of the sort.
But now Griffin knew better than to doubt his father. Mad Mithrin the Mutilator was, indeed, jolly. It somehow made him all the more terrible.
He’d mentioned inspecting everything. Perhaps some of it would have to be sorted and organized. And once all that was done, it would take the little man more than one trip to move it all, or whatever portion of it he wished, into the corridor.
The door was still open. It would be better to try to slip past Mithrin now, than to try to follow him soundlessly later. Holding his breath, his belly a hard knot of dread, Griffin raised one foot.
Mithrin didn’t so much as twitch.
Griffin took a step.
Mithrin sniffed, but did not look up.
Griffin walked past him.
This time he did look up, and drew a long breath through his nose.
Eyrdri’s teeth, I’ve been sweating half the day. Does he smell me?
Fendrath snorted in his sleep. Mithrin glanced over his shoulder at the dragon, rolled his eyes, and resumed his examination of the crate’s contents. “Malodorous creatures, dragons, especially when their breath is stale and their skin’s gone a bit rotten. But necessary, necessary. Anyone with sense would agree.”
Get on with it, Griffin ordered himself. Standing still stinking is hardly a winning strategy. Get away from him.
He took another step, and then another.
And then he was in the corridor.
He crossed it as quickly as he dared, though he hesitated partway through. The plan had always been to go to the laboratory, where he could be sure of getting Mithrin alone. But was that necessary? Surely it would be both faster and easier to simply wait here—far enough from both the dragons in the cavern, and Story in the chain room—and play the harp the moment Mithrin approached.
Would that be safe? What exactly had Ismant said, about the horrid test he’d done on the harp’s range? Either the distance was sufficient, or the combination of distance and wall was.
Which was it?
The corridor was straight, the entry to the chain room in sight—and the chain room had no door. Thanks to the archmagister’s renovations, the laboratory did. Griffin didn’t know whether distance alone would be enough to save Story, but he had no desire to risk it. Better to do as he’d been told. And now that he’d wasted time deliberating, better, too, to hurry.
Even so, he paused once again outside the chain room. Not to look at Story—it was dark inside, and she was little more than a vaguely dragon-shaped lump—but to listen to her.
She was humming.
Humming because she can’t sing. Mithrin took her tongue.
Griffin waited, his eyes beginning to sting, until he heard enough of the tune to recognize it: it was the song from the music box the archmagister had given the greenwings.
She did so love an enchantment. He remembered what Deryn had said, about Story losing faith. About her blaming herself. It wrenched his heart that the longstanding, bitter war between dragons and men had come to her being chained in that awful room, yet she still sought to cheer herself up with the memory of something given to her by a man.
If only he could offer her some hope. The briefest of whispers. Surely it couldn’t harm anything, when Mithrin wasn’t even in the corridor yet.
But he was. Huffing as he carried a small but apparently heavy box—and walking straight at Griffin.
Quickly as he could without risking undue noise, Griffin rushed for the laboratory. Only one of the double doors was open. He fervently hoped there wasn’t some sort of enchanted object behind the other that would shriek as he entered.
There wasn’t. There was no warning of an intruder that Griffin could detect, and nothing behind the closed door but a sack of herbs. He breathed slowly while Mithrin came in, dropped his crate on the worktable, then left again.
Griffin would dearly have loved to use the harp then and there, but he must wait until both doors were closed.
Would Mithrin close them, though? Why would he bother? He was alone, as far as he knew, and apparently confident in his safety; so much so that he was turning his back on the corridor door while he brought his supplies inside. He had no reason to shut himself inside the laboratory.
Griffin would have to do it. Slam the open door, play the harp, and pray he did it all fast enough to avoid having fire breathed all over him.
He seemed to be doing an awful lot of praying, of late. But surely it was an advantage, that the deity he prayed to was the same one who’d charged him with this task in the first place. Eyrdri wanted Mithrin dead.
But does she want the dragons saved?
It didn’t matter. Supposedly, the deities didn’t interfere in worldly matters anymore. Eyrdri would neither help nor hinder him. He would have to manage this on his own.
Griffin crept behind the open door and waited, one hand against it, one at the bottom of the harp. He would be ready the moment Mithrin entered the chamber.
Except Mithrin didn’t enter. When he returned, he stopped exactly at the threshold, neither in nor out of the room.
Blast it.
Through the crack in the door, Griffin could see half his face, and most of the top of his bald head. The mad wizard sniffed the air again.
Blast it all.
Griffin clenched his teeth. He was, under ordinary circumstances, very particular about his hygiene. If this entire thing, their one chance at Mithrin, failed because he stank, he would be most put out.
While he watched over the ruins of Pendralyn from the realm of the dead, that was.
At least he would be with his parents again. Although perhaps even that would have its unpleasant side; surely he would be in for a lecture from his mother about the proper application of soap and sweetwater.
The silence stretched out, until Mithrin’s crackling voice broke it at last. “Of all the people to send. How odd, how odd. Where are you, I wonder, and how have you managed to hide? I do wonder. It will be most interesting to examine.”
He sniffed again. Then stepped forward.
Griffin was not about to give the whoreson a chance to find him.
Wait until the door is closed, though. Be sure it’s closed.
The moment Mithrin cleared the threshold, Griffin slammed the door.
By the time it clicked shut, fire was coming at him.
Griffin dropped, and a crate behind him ignited. He rolled. So much for silence. One of the harness straps shifted and slipped down his clammy shoulder. The harp clanged against the floor.
The cloak bunched up underneath him as he landed on his back. His lower legs appeared, for all the world, and every madman in it, to see.
He fumbled for the harp strings just as Mithrin, grinning triumphantly over him, opened his mouth to strike again.
Griffin strummed.
And Mad Mithrin the Mutilator became a statue before his eyes, complete with a little burst of stone fire peeking out of his gaping mouth.
Griffin allowed himself only a moment or two to catch his breath, staring up in wonder at this new Mithrin above him.
The note of the harp had been sweet, melodic—and brief. Barely there, really. Yet its effects were instant. A rapid spread of cold gray over Mithrin’s flesh, and the living man was gone, replaced by hard stone.
There was no time to bask in his sudden victory. He pulled off the cloak and harp, leaving both on the worktable, as he’d previously agreed to do. The crate that had borne the fire in Griffin’s stead was surrounded by stone floor and wall, but he nonetheless found a barrel of water and some sacks, and extinguished the flames. Better to be safe than to burn the place down.
He was to exit the cavern with nothing in his hands, then submit to a thorough search. Ever suspicious of the men trying to save dragonkind, Ismant and Margarth intended to see all of this done with their human hostages tethered to them, in case Griffin had any ideas about using the elixir of dragon breath.
The elixir. That was it, surely, in the six vials on the table. Although the one time he’d seen it had been in poor light, and the vial cloudy, he thought he recognized the smoky liquid.
There was no paper alongside them, no book or journal. No recipe. Only those six vials.
Was he really going to allow the dragons to destroy them? He’d agreed to. It would be dishonorable to do otherwise.
Griffin thought again of those ancient men who’d survived the dragons. They’d done more than that, of course. Atrociously, heinously more.
But they’d survived. Largely because of that elixir.
Without giving himself a chance to debate the matter further, Griffin picked up two of the vials and tucked them behind a book on a lower shelf, the same spot where, in another realm, Mairid had once tried to hide the stone. They—the humans—could decide later what to do with them.
Then he left the chamber, calling for Story even as he ran down the corridor.
She wasn’t humming anymore.
She might have been asleep. Or simply tired of the tune. Or any of a dozen other perfectly reasonable explanations for the suddenly oppressive silence.
But a grave premonition choked Griffin’s heart, and he knew, well before he grabbed a torch from a sconce on the wall and held it into the cold, dark room, what horror he would find within.
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“YOU KNEW!” Though her body was still weak, Esmerild’s voice seemed unaffected by her trials in the cavern. Her words rang across the grounds, drawing a few distant howls from the direction of the kennels. “You knew. I’m quite sure you did.”
“Of course I knew.” Ismant sounded very calm, for a red dragon who was facing down two very angry green ones. “I told you, I tested the range. I might have misled the others a bit—”
“I thought dragons didn’t lie,” Arun broke in. “Dragons and their honor, and all that.”
Esmerild gnashed her teeth. “Redwings have no honor.”
“We don’t break our promises,” said Ismant. “That is not the same thing. Besides, I didn’t precisely lie. Well, I suppose I did about those farmers being turned to stone. Both of them were, of course.” He glanced at Mairid and rolled his eyes. “And before you ask, their children are in perfect health and being cared for. The salient point is, I said that Story would live, and so she has. She is merely … temporarily unavailable, until you find the magic you need to change her back.”
Griffin stared dully at the feuding dragons, keeping his silence. Perhaps then nobody would pay him any mind. In truth, he hadn’t expected to live this long. He’d assumed he would be burned alive the moment Gafalt found out he’d turned Story to stone.
Instead, Gafalt had done something many of the magisters likely considered worse: vented his fury and grief on the statue that had once been Mithrin—and on his chamber.
Despite the challenge of squeezing his stout body through the corridor, the greenwing had insisted on seeing for himself what had become of his sister. His scream of outrage when he did filled the cavern and echoed through the magistery above. Minutes later, fragments of the mad magician littered the laboratory floor, and the room was awash in green flame.
The fire never spread beyond the doors. It burned hot and spent itself quickly, leaving little behind save ash and stone, and a pool of molten gold that had once been the harp.
By then, the other dragons had been revived. And it was Esmerild’s turn to rage.
Now here they all stood, the dragons, the magisters, the delegates, everyone but the blackhounds, really, on the lawn outside the keep. Screaming at one another.
“You must be practical,” Ismant went on. “There was no expedient way to get Mithrin into a position that would protect all four of you, not without undue risk to everyone. Story was the most acceptable loss. She’s young. She’s the least suitable as both a warrior and a mate.”
An acceptable loss. A lump rose in Griffin’s throat. He’d once used a similar phrase himself, when he’d asked Ismant how many dragons would be acceptable to lose. It seemed he had his answer now.
“Did you just say as a mate?” Esmerild made a noise somewhere between a laugh and preparation to spit. “Getting a bit ahead of yourself, aren’t you? Might I remind you that this mating experiment requires not only our cooperation, but greenwing magic? Neither of which you can expect. I’m little inclined to give you anything but a dose of fire to your oversized head.”
Ismant sighed. “You always were too sentimental about your sister. You’re allowing it to cloud your judgment. We can fight our battles without her. Temporarily, as I said. It’s no less than you intended to do to Adalant, I might add, so I can’t imagine why you should object.”
“Can’t you?” Gafalt pawed at the ground like a restless horse.
“What do you mean, fight your battles without her?” Arun crossed his arms. “Which battles would those be, exactly?”
“Come now.” Ismant’s sharp gaze fell not on the archmagister, but on Griffin. “You know perfectly well that our agreement lasted only until our common cause was settled. And so it has been. You can’t have thought that I would change my mind, and we would all part as friends?”
Griffin shrugged. “As a matter of fact, the thought had occurred to me, what with my having just killed your greatest enemy. The magisters of Pendralyn have, in effect, saved dragonkind.”
“Not all of us,” Fendrath said. Thankfully, the growl that followed seemed directed at Ismant rather than Griffin.
“Nevertheless,” said Griffin. “We stood against one of our kind to save yours. We’ve proved nothing but faithful.”
Ismant chuckled. “And I’m sure that counts for much, with Esmerild. She is your ally, after all, and what you did, you did to protect that alliance. So there’s no need to pretend you weren’t serving your own interests.” He looked at Esmerild. “As to our interests, mine and my sister’s, they’ve been served as well, for the moment. Thanks to your brother’s temper, Mithrin has been fully destroyed, and so has the harp.”
Gafalt snarled. “And the whole thing came off with the added benefit of one less greenwing to threaten you. A fine coincidence, that.”
Ismant only fluttered his wings.
“The harp served its purpose.” Esmerild’s face twisted as she glared at Ismant. “It’s no longer necessary to my plans, you see. I’m no longer as concerned with preserving redwing life as I once was.”
With that, she stepped toward him, rearing back her head, and it very much looked as if she intended to kill him on the spot.
Until Margarth got between them, baring her blue teeth. “I think not. Your fire may harm him, but mine will harm you just as well.”
“Margarth!” Fendrath barked.
She barely glanced at her brother. “Yes?”
Fendrath huffed. “Surely you don’t intend to take his side, after what he just did to Story?”
“I’m far more concerned with what Mithrin did to Story.” Margarth tossed her head. “Ismant is right. If there’s anything we’ve learned—again—from this, it’s that men running unchecked bring nothing but misery to our kind.”
“Redwings unchecked do much the same,” said Gafalt. “And they have a great deal more power. The best thing you can do for our kind is get out of my sister’s way.”
“No.” Tavreth moved to stand at her sister’s side. It was the first word Griffin had heard from her that day, though her hollow, haunted eyes had spoken volumes. There was a cold light in them now that made him take a step back.
“Tavreth.” Fendrath’s voice was no longer angry or impatient. It sounded faint.
“I don’t agree with killing men indiscriminately.” Tavreth inclined her head, first at Arun, then at Griffin. “Most especially not those who’ve helped us. And I won’t do it, you have my word on that. But I’m afraid Margarth speaks the truth: men have been teaching us this lesson for far, far too long. It’s high time we learned it. They must be brought to heel, before our forbearance destroys us.”
She snapped open her wings, displaying several burns and holes. Then she looked pointedly at Fendrath’s left side, where his own wing lay stunted and impotent. “I’ve suffered at the hands of a magician for the last time. Haven’t you?”
“I hope I have,” said Fendrath. “But—”
“There is no need to hope!” A puff of blue smoke shot from Margarth’s reptilian lips. “Why must you insist on thinking you aren’t in complete control of the matter? Your misplaced faith in these creatures has caused us enough pain.”
“And what do you recommend I do instead?” Fendrath looked from her to Tavreth. “What do you intend to do, since you’ve so kindly said you’ll forgo killing the very men who unchained you not two hours ago?”
“We intend to rule,” Ismant said. “As is our right, and as the natural order would always have been, had the deities not interfered on behalf of their pets. We might quibble over what portion of men ought to die, but surely we can agree on our own superiority.”
“You use a great deal of we and our in your speech,” said Esmerild. “As if all dragons are one. We are not. The only lesson I’ve learned today is that you are a greater threat to me than any man here.”
“I agree.” Fendrath stepped closer to Esmerild, though he didn’t look at her. His burning gaze was fixed on Ismant. “I do not wish to stand against my sisters. But I won’t stand with you, nor will I abandon my honor. You’re the ones who must be brought into check, before we worry about men.”
“I believe I’ve heard such folly from you before,” Ismant said softly. “So then. Three stand here, and three there. But we have a fourth, don’t forget, and she is the most powerful of us all.”
“That is highly debatable,” said Esmerild. “She is no threat to me.”
“I suppose we shall see about that.” Ismant looked away from her, his golden eyes searching until they found Griffin. The redwing stepped forward, past the blackwings who’d been shielding him, and executed a brief bow. “Our bargain is fulfilled. As promised, we will part in peace. Until we meet again.”
And with that, the red dragon rose into the air, and flew northward.
“Come with us,” Tavreth said to her brother.
With a strangled sound, Fendrath shook his dark head. “Stay.”
“I won’t fight you,” said Tavreth.
“Nor I you.”
“I’ll fight him,” Margarth said with a snort. “If I must. I certainly won’t follow him to my own ruin a second time.”
In silence, Tavreth turned away. A moment later, she and her sister were flying in Ismant’s wake, and Fendrath stood alone, the sole blackwing among the green.
    
NOBODY LIKED the idea of leaving Story in the chain room. But moving her might have been risky—the stone was extremely heavy—and she could at least be kept safe there. In the end they decided to install a reinforced door to keep away the curious, and let her rest where she was. They cut away the chains, save a few links that had transformed with her, and Deryn spent hours decorating the walls with drawings and tapestries, while Nott set up a multitude of torches and braziers to keep the room bright. Arun left the music box tucked close to the youngest greenwing’s side.
Like his horns, Fendrath’s wing would have regenerated on its own, in time. But the dragons were impatient. The greenwings and Pendralyn’s sages worked together to help it along, and three days after he’d watched his sisters fly away, he was ready to do the same.
By then all the foreign visitors had left the magistery, save Mairid. Though she refused to admit to any change in her position on the sinfulness of magic, she seemed in no hurry to trade Pendralyn for her convent in Aldarine. Nobody paid her much mind, and she spent most of her time with Kendry, or chattering away to Story, though all agreed the latter was pointless. If Deryn couldn’t reach the greenwing, Mairid certainly could not.
She left these pursuits long enough to gather with Griffin, Arun, and the others on the northern side of the grounds, just outside the pit, to say farewell to the dragons.
“I’ll be sending Gafalt back frequently to check on Story, of course,” Esmerild said to Arun. “I may even look in myself, on occasion. We’d best find her tended and protected. It’s a great honor, you know, that we’re trusting her to you. But we recognize that present circumstances require us to be less suspicious of our human allies. We can’t win against the redwings if we’re also set against one another. So be sure you don’t disappoint us.”
Arun bowed. “You have my word that we will not.” There was no rancor in his voice; looking after Story was not an order any of them objected to.
“Where will you go?” Griffin asked, though he expected only a vague answer, if he got any at all. The dragons were always secretive about where they could be found.
“To try to talk some sense into my sisters, for a start,” said Fendrath.
The blackwing’s voice showed no emotion, but Griffin knew how much it had cost him to let them go. He swallowed. “I’m sorry. We’re grateful that you took our part.”
“Is that what you think I did?” Fendrath snorted. “I didn’t take your part. I took my own part. There will be no peace or freedom while the redwings seek to rule over us all. And I find you much easier to deal with, if you want to know. You’re far less of a threat to me than Adalant.”
“Yes,” Griffin agreed, “I am. Because I am no threat to you at all, nor will I ever be.”
Except, of course, that he’d just nearly gotten them all killed. He coughed. “I’m sorry,” he said again, including all three of the dragons this time. “For my part in all this.”
Gafalt cocked his head. “The part where you defeated Mithrin, you mean?”
“No,” said Griffin. “The part where I”—he glanced at Mairid—“we brought him back from the dead in the first place.”
To Griffin’s great surprise, Mairid murmured an apology of her own.
“No need for all that,” said Fendrath. “I’m quite beyond being surprised at you botching things.”
“That horrible Darbin left some of his pigeons behind, did he not?” Esmerild asked.
“He did,” said Deryn. “Well, not willingly, but we took three, and there wasn’t much he could do about it. I’ve been trying to retrain them. They seem to be a bit magical.”
“Once you’ve worked all of that out, you may use them to get a message to us, if you have a need.” Esmerild delivered a few more instructions for the proper care and polishing of Story, while Griffin stammered a final goodbye to Fendrath.
And then the dragons were gone.
At least for the time being. Adalant was nothing if not calculating and cautious, and her next move must be a careful one, with vengeful greenwings set against her. Was she busy scheming, spying, trying to find another weapon to guarantee her victory? Or was she so confident that the two blackwings’ loyalties had been transferred to her, and that Fendrath would not be able to sway them, that she thought blue fire would be enough to protect her from green?
They had no way of knowing her plans. But they did know that whether in minutes or months, the red queen would come for them.
And they must be ready when she did. “Shall we?” Arun asked, when the dragons’ retreating forms had faded into the mountains.
Griffin nodded.
“I’m coming with you,” said Mairid, in a tone that had no hint of a question in it. “I need to see this thoroughly done as much as you do.”
The three of them went down into the cavern, where Griffin stopped to pick up a sledgehammer that had been surreptitiously left there the day before, and from there to the charred remains of Mithrin’s laboratory. It had been too hot to enter for some time after Gafalt burned it, and even after it was safe, they hadn’t wanted to search it under the dragons’ watchful eyes.
The fragments of rock that had once been Mithrin were blackened, but not melted. Griffin was glad Gafalt had smashed the statue in his fit of temper, before he had a chance to think better of it. Now that there were blackwings on the opposing side, the greenwings might not be so serene about eradicating the elixir of dragon breath. Perhaps they would have been tempted to keep Mithrin until they found a way to restore him.
But much as he would have liked the recipe for the elixir, Griffin could not afford to have the mad wizard in any condition other than completely, irrevocably dead. He stepped up to a chunk of head and partially intact shoulder, raised the sledgehammer high, and brought it down on Mithrin’s ear.
Griffin kept at his task until only unrecognizable dust remained. They’d already agreed that they must be sure the statue was well beyond any magic that might put it back together.
He supposed he ought to feel guilty for pulverizing an already dismembered man. But he felt nothing. It didn’t feel like killing. It didn’t even feel real. It was only smashing some rock. Besides, the man had died long ago. Griffin was only returning him to that state, as he’d sworn to do.
But not alone. He turned to Mairid and offered her a small smile. “If I’d known you were coming, I would have brought a smaller hammer.”
With a snort, she snatched the sledgehammer away from him, though she needed both hands to do it. “I’m quite strong enough, thank you.” She shattered a chunk of torso.
Griffin left her to finish reducing Mithrin to rubble, and went to join Arun in poking through what was left of Mithrin’s treasures—which wasn’t much. Most of the shelves were also made of stone, but there was little on them save heaps of ash. Griffin moved to the corner where he’d hidden the vials of elixir. As he’d feared, he found nothing but melted glass and a bit of gelatinous goo, turning the ashes to mud.
“Still,” said Arun, “perhaps we can learn something from the goo.” He carefully scraped it into a jar.
“What about the stone?” Mairid paused to wipe her forehead and scan the floor for more chunks of Mithrin. “The portal stone, I mean. He brought it back to the realm of the living. If we can find it, perhaps we could use it again, to ask him how to make the elixir.”
Griffin gaped at her, then huffed. “That is an absolutely terrible idea, in so many ways.”
Nonetheless, they sifted through the ashes for hours, until they were all covered in soot and grime. But they found no stone, nor anything else of use.
“I doubt the stone would have melted,” said Mairid. “Perhaps he hid it someplace else.”
Griffin cleared his throat and raised a brow, first at her, then at a pile of Mithrin dust on the floor. “Or perhaps he had it in his pocket.”
“Either way, it would appear to be gone.” Arun heaved a sigh and absently wiped at the ashes on his shirt, which only served to make it dirtier. “As is the elixir. As is the harp.” He shook his head. “We’ve won the battle against Mithrin, but our victory has brought us nothing.”
“That isn’t true,” said Griffin. “It’s brought us a great deal.”
Arun laughed and gestured widely, encompassing the room. “Funny, I see only losses.”
“We did find the harp,” Griffin pointed out, “and we used it to free some dragons who are now firmly on our side. More importantly, we have knowledge that we didn’t have before. Mithrin taught us how to hurt them.”
“Griffin!” Mairid put her hands on her hips, though she looked slightly impressed. “Surely you aren’t suggesting we employ Mithrin’s methods. That sounds more like something I would say. And that you would thoroughly judge me for saying.”
Griffin shrugged. “I’d rather not hurt any dragon, but I’d rather not go to war, either. If we don’t get a choice about the latter, then we don’t have a choice about the former.” He looked back at Arun. “We know a great deal more about their vulnerabilities than we did a few weeks ago. We know things can be taken from them. Wings. Tongues. Horns. I’ve seen them wound one another, so their teeth or claws could be of use. And those chains, perhaps you can learn to enchant more like that.”
Arun blinked at him, perhaps as surprised as Mairid to hear him speaking like this. In truth, Griffin was a bit surprised at himself. But then he thought of Story, and hardened his resolve. This wasn’t only about men fighting dragons. It was men and dragons alike, fighting those who would oppress them, sacrifice them. Kill them.
“I’ll allow that getting close enough to a fire-breathing enemy to use any of this knowledge is a bit of a problem,” he went on. “But perhaps not an insurmountable one. We may not have a mad wizard, but we do have a great many talented magicians.”
“But we’ve always known we can hurt dragons,” Arun said. “Or at least, we’ve always known they’re susceptible to magic. What good is that, if we can’t kill them? They can just keep coming.”
“Perhaps we can hurt them enough that it’s no longer in their best interests to keep coming,” said Griffin.
“A stalemate.” Arun rubbed his chin, spreading yet more soot around. “Perhaps. But that’s a temporary solution. At best, it buys us time. Time we’d best use wisely to find something more permanent.”
Griffin shrugged again. It was all he could do. “Then we will.”
    
GRIFFIN SAT on the barren ground outside the pit, panting, watching flames streak across the sky like clouds, like lightning.
Why was he so out of breath? Had he just climbed out? He glanced down into the gaping hole. All was darkness. He could see no bottom. Had he had help?
Don’t you always? A pigeon landed at the edge of the pit. Can’t do much on your own, can you? It pointed its beak skyward. Certainly can’t stop that on your own.
You’re back, Griffin said.
So I am, so I am.
I didn’t expect to see you again.
Neither did I, if I’m honest. Why must you always insist on making me a pigeon?
Me? I don’t make you anything.
Of course you do. Your dreams are your fears, and your fears are your own.
Are you suggesting I’m afraid of pigeons?
You were certainly thinking of the pigeon, back when you still thought it was a godern. Didn’t you listen to what your archmagister told you? I can send you a feeling. Sometimes I can even send you one or two of my thoughts. But I can’t send you your own thoughts. How could I, how could I?
But you can’t read my thoughts, either. Magic can’t be used to read a person’s mind. The archmagister told me that, too.
No, no it can’t.
Then how do you know I’m making you a pigeon, if it’s me that’s making it?
I don’t, I suppose. Not the real me, although obviously the pigeon me knows I’m a pigeon. And the real me would certainly question that choice, if I did know. Yes I would, yes I would.
You make even less sense than a dragon, do you know that? It’s as if you’re mad. Griffin stopped and stared at the bird. Mad … and you say things twice.
Sometimes, sometimes.
I met a man recently who did that.
Did you, now?
Mithrin.
So I am, so I am.
Mairid was right. The us in join us wasn’t the Red Cult. It was the dead. You wanted me to come to you. To set you free.
So it was, and so I did. Much good it did me, in the end. Sent me right back again, didn’t you? Suppose you think that was clever. The harp of stone, real all along. What a thing, what a thing.
But why me? It was Mairid who used the stone.
What difference does it make? You’ve got bigger things to worry about. Like that sky.
Griffin looked up. The flames were shooting like arrows now. Faster. Closer.
You’ll join us yet, the pigeon said.
A storm is coming, said Griffin.
A storm of fire, the pigeon agreed. And it’s coming for you.
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