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      A pen moving over paper makes a particular sound, but a pen moving over flesh makes nearly no sound at all. Perhaps that was why Griffin did not immediately notice, among the proper and expected scratching of pens scribbling out sums, the one pen that was not behaving as it should.

      That pen was hovering in the air in the third row, partially blocked from view by the meaty shoulder of a student in the second, scrawling what was no doubt a very rude word across Nack’s rapidly reddening cheek. The pen danced with flair, a swishing blur of ebony and bronze, as if it quite enjoyed the task.

      His flushed skin was the only indication that Nack was aware of it. He didn’t swat at it, or lean aside to avoid it. He didn’t speak or sniff. Yet Griffin could tell the boy was dangerously close to crying. An unforgivable sin among eleven-year-olds.

      Griffin clenched a fist at his side and suppressed, with some difficulty, the urge to take a switch to the hide of the only student in the room who could have obtained that pen. Suppressed it, not only because it would be no kindness to Nack to call more attention to the situation than it was already getting—the snickers were spreading quickly—but because he didn’t think Corin was entirely irredeemable.

      And also, he supposed, because striking Corin would be treason.

      “That’s your time up.” Griffin strolled down the row between the weathered oaken tables and plucked the pen from the air without looking at it. “Leave your sums where they are, and you can go and have your lunch. Except you.” He stopped behind Corin’s chair and leaned over the tall boy’s shoulder to tap his paper. “I’ll need correct answers to these three, please.”

      Though he did nothing to acknowledge the order, Corin stiffened and stayed in his seat. Griffin gave Nack no more than an encouraging nod as the boy fled the room, so as not to embarrass him further. Better to speak with him later.

      When the other students were gone, Corin quietly asked for his pen back.

      “Your pen, is it?” Griffin made a rough noise in his throat. “The archmagister’s pen, I would think.”

      Archmagister Arun was a fine enchanter, and among the many objects he’d spelled was a pen that would float above the paper on its own, and write its wielder’s thoughts. But he hadn’t always been quite so fine as he was now. There had been a few failures on the way to making that pen.

      Griffin had seen this one before. Rather than writing Arun’s current thoughts, it wrote only what he’d been thinking at the time he enchanted it. An event that had apparently occurred at the end of a frustrating day that left the archmagister in a very bad—and profane—mood.

      Corin coughed softly. He still hadn’t turned to face Griffin, or even looked up from his paper. “He lent it to me.”

      “Did he, now.” It wasn’t a question. Griffin turned to lean back against the table, arms crossed, forcing Corin to meet his eye. “You do yourself a disservice, troubling Nack. I don’t think you’ll want to be the man that boys who behave this way tend to become.”

      “He’ll never be my subject. His parents are Dords, and he lives in Tarnarven now, when he isn’t at school.”

      “And you think the only people you need trouble yourself to be courteous and respectful to are your own future subjects?” Griffin asked with a laugh.

      Corin gave his magister a moderately saucy look, but it was tempered by the fear behind it. Griffin was sure the boy was terrified that this transgression would be reported to the archmagister, who had little patience with Corin abusing his position, either as a prince or as Arun’s own nephew.

      When he spoke, Corin’s tone was hearty with false courage. “Perhaps it’s my future subjects who ought to take care to show courtesy and respect to me. You’re an Eyrd.”

      “I am, which makes me your father’s subject, for the moment. And your magister. And I’m telling you I will not tolerate this sort of cruelty. For your sake as much as Nack’s.”

      “I don’t believe it is cruel to make him feel uncomfortable here. Wouldn’t it be kinder all around if Nack just left of his own accord? He can’t stay much longer. Everyone knows it.” Corin shrugged. “Except him, apparently.”

      Griffin’s jaw tightened. “That is hardly for you to say.”

      “But it’s obvious. If he can’t do magic by now, he never will. This is a magistery. What place could someone with no magic have here?” The prince raised a brow. “Unless you intend on retiring when Nack comes of age?”

      That was well past the boundary. Griffin opened his mouth, but the mighty, earsplitting roar that followed didn’t come from him. Perhaps the earth itself had lost its temper with the boy.

      An impression that was supported by the sudden trembling of the entire battlemage hall.

      Griffin hurried to the single window at the back of the classroom, but it showed him only people running toward whatever the source of the disturbance was. He grabbed Corin by the collar and guided (or perhaps propelled would have been a more accurate word) him out of the room, through the already crowded corridor, and out the front door. He intended to deliver the heir to the throne to the keep, where he would be safe if this was some sort of attack.

      Magisters and students alike rushed to and fro across the lawn, boots squelching, shouts lost to the wind and rain that had been sweeping through the valley all morning. Griffin took a quick moment to reassure himself that the keep, and the sprawling, many-turreted manor beyond, stood as solid and stately as ever. The commotion seemed to be coming from the other side of the magistery, past the affinity halls.

      Turning to look in that direction, Griffin unconsciously loosened his grip on Corin. The boy twisted away and ran off with the others. With a muttered curse, Griffin followed.

      He passed several people—mostly magisters dragging students—running away from whatever it was rather than toward it. “The dragon hall’s collapsed!” Magister Duncan shouted as he scurried by, pushing three students in front of him.

      Griffin frowned and quickened his pace, wondering what that could possibly mean. The dragon hall had, after all, already collapsed more than a decade ago. It wasn’t a hall at all, but the ruins of the ancient building that once sat above a cavern where a dragon slept.

      Nobody had known about the dragon, until he burst through the old hall and destroyed it. The pile of rubble that remained became known instead as the dragon hall.

      As he approached the northwest corner of the valley, Griffin saw that Duncan was right: the dragon hall had collapsed, well, more. Had in fact fallen entirely into a gaping hole that must have been the dragon’s cavern. Several smaller chasms flared outward from it, like rays from the sun. Water gushed over the grass, churning and pooling as if a great underground river had been let loose.

      Perhaps one had, in a way. Griffin knew there were tunnels, old and flooded, that ran beneath some parts of the grounds, though he never knew they came this far north. Some shift in the earth must have brought down the unstable ruins of the hall, and the resulting tremor had perhaps spread to the tunnels, collapsing them as well. It had been an extremely rainy autumn. Perhaps the flooding had been too much, softening the tunnel walls and leaving them vulnerable.

      Was that the sort of thing that happened? Would it explain this much water? Despite being the magistery’s Mundane Matters instructor and official expert in nonmagical subjects, Griffin’s grasp of geology was loose, at best.

      How this had happened was a question for another time. Of far greater concern than the fissures or the water was the angry abundance of small, rather ridiculous creatures, long-snouted, bug-eyed, and finned. Not to mention fanged.

      Vividrakes. Until now, Griffin had never seen one, nor had he been entirely certain they were more than just a colorful magistery legend. The story went that they’d been created when a rebellious magister broke the law against attempting to enchant animals. Though what animal they’d started out as was unclear. Some sort of lizard, perhaps.

      Most of the frightened drakes were scattering, running up into the hills or diving back underground. A small but determined minority were reacting to their rude ejection from their home by attacking anything and everything that moved. They were no bigger than large rabbits, but appeared to be excellent jumpers. And difficult to throw off if they attached themselves to a leg or an arm.

      “Fire!” The archmagister sprinted (and sometimes slid) across the grass, dark hair blowing around his face. Judging by the number of torches he was carrying awkwardly under his wooden arm, the shouted word was an instruction rather than an announcement. “They’ll run from fire! Get some cages out here and start rounding them up!”

      Griffin turned to help follow this order, and nearly collided with Magister Calys, who let out an abbreviated cry of surprise as a vividrake landed on her back at the same moment. Griffin lunged to yank it off, grasping it by a clammy and surprisingly sturdy tail. The foul thing smelled like rotten apples.

      The drake whipped around, fangs snapping, flaps on either side of its head spread wide. Griffin swung it hard and tossed it before it could bite him. If the vividrakes were real, likely the rumors about their venom, and its horrible effects, were as well. He certainly had no desire to find out.

      The headmagister of battlemagic—and Griffin’s direct superior—did not look especially grateful for the intervention. As usual, Calys’s pretty but cold face showed only disapproval. “Mind how you handle that thing! We want to recapture them, not hurt them. They’re the only creatures of their kind in existence.”

      “And what a pity it would be for the world to be deprived of them,” Griffin muttered, eyeing another of the scurrying beasts. Thankfully, it ran past his foot rather than trying to latch on. He glared around the chaotic lawn, searching for the wayward Prince of Eyrdon. “Have you seen Corin? He was with me when⁠—”

      Just then, he spotted the boy, only a few strides away—and under attack by no less than three drakes, while his young cousin Eleri, the archmagister’s own daughter, cowered half behind, half beneath him.

      Griffin rushed to their aid, throwing one of the vividrakes off easily before it could bite anyone. It thudded to the ground and remained there, dazed for the moment. He supposed Calys would not approve of such rough handling, but the children were more important.

      Corin kicked a second drake, sending it skidding along after the first. That left only the third, much smaller than the others. Before either magister or student could get to it, it leapt past them, straight into Eleri’s mass of wild, unbound curls.

      Trying to extract that one by brute force would be a risky business. Griffin instead opted for distracting the beast to keep its fangs lashing at him, while Corin untangled its short legs from Eleri’s hair.

      The whole thing was a mess, and would likely have been messier still, had Calys not been right behind Griffin. “Out of my way!” she snapped.

      Corin ducked, and Griffin moved aside, trying not to look ashamed while this petite magician stepped in to do what a hulking, strong, and utterly nonmagical man could not. Within seconds, she’d cast a spell to paralyze the drake, then plucked it out of Eleri’s hair as easily as a stray leaf.

      “I suggest you get yourself a torch or two, if you’re going to try to help!” Calys called to Griffin as she trotted off, still holding the vividrake.

      Ignoring the heat spreading across his face, Griffin bent to examine Corin’s arms. “Were you bitten?”

      Corin shook his head. “I only got here a second before you did. I was just trying to keep them off her.” He sounded shaken, and didn’t meet Griffin’s eye. “I should have cast a shield spell around her. I don’t know why I didn’t think to.”

      “You were brave to step between her and the little monsters at all,” Griffin assured him, and because it seemed a bad moment for teaching, did not add that a good deed done now didn’t negate a bad one done half an hour before.

      He turned his attention instead to Eleri, who must have been outside when the ground erupted; she was wearing a thick cloak. A fortunate thing for her. The hood had fallen down, tempting the vividrake with her hair, but protecting her neck and back from its fangs. Though she was nearly hysterical with tears, she hadn’t been bitten either.

      Griffin hadn’t been so lucky. One of his hands was in an agony of burning pain. He hid that one away and took Eleri’s arm with the other.

      “All right, let’s get you inside,” he said, before giving Corin a somewhat less gentle look. “You too, and no running off this time.”

      Pushing Corin in front of him, Griffin moved in the direction of the keep. Once the children were tucked away in the magistery’s most defensible building, he would collect some torches and come back.

      They didn’t get very far before their path was blocked by the archmagister lurching toward them, looking outraged and panicked. “What is she doing out here?”

      Handing off a lit torch to Griffin as he passed, Arun knelt before his daughter. She immediately stopped crying (though her sniffing was audible even above the confusion around them) and submitted to her father’s inspection.

      When Arun was satisfied that she’d suffered no harm beyond some scratches, he gave his nephew an equally thorough examination before rounding on Griffin, his mouth a thin slash across his narrow face. “Why are they out here?”

      “I was just taking them inside,” Griffin said. “I found them surrounded by a few drakes. Corin was defending Eleri, but one of them got caught in her hair.”

      Arun grunted. “Eyrdri knows the monsters can jump.” He glared down at his daughter. “But why were you outside? Either of you?” Without waiting for an answer, he grabbed a torch from a passing magister, and thrust it into Corin’s hand. “Get to your dormitories!”

      Corin put his arm around Eleri as she shrank against her cousin for support. The archmagister’s face hardened another degree. “Your dormitories,” he repeated. “Now.”

      Eleri sniffed again and said, “Yes, sir,” through hitching breaths.

      With a sigh, Arun pulled her into an awkward, one-armed hug. Eleri had arrived at the magistery just two months ago, after seeing her father only sporadically since she was two or three years old. Arun was no longer married to her mother. “On second thought, Corin, take her to the keep for some honey cakes and tea.”

      When the children had gone, the archmagister looked at Griffin. “What about you? Were you hurt? I assume you helped get the beasts off them.”

      “I did what I could. Calys captured one of them.” Griffin held up his injured hand, already swollen to nearly double its normal size from the wrist downward. The skin around the bite was an ugly shade of purple. “The one in Eleri’s hair got to me before I got to it. It was a very small one, though.”

      “A baby? That’s unfortunate for you.” Arun peered at Griffin’s bite, then, with a weary shake of his head, looked back over the scene they stood at the edge of.

      Water had pooled everywhere around the new cavity in the earth, leaving the ground a muddy swamp. Most of the children, and many of the magisters, had run inside. But more of the latter had remained behind, brandishing torches and casting spells to paralyze or toss the drakes, blow them into cages with conjured wind, or even lure them there with illusions. Thanks to these efforts, the creatures were mostly contained, or scattered. The worst of the danger seemed to have passed.

      “Do you have any idea what caused the collapse?” Griffin asked.

      Arun shook his head again. “I have no idea what happened, much less why. Presumably the water level will go down, and we’ll be able to have a look. Meanwhile I’ve got to send some people up into the hills to hunt the vividrakes. I’d like to catch as many as I can. All of them, if possible. We don’t want them breeding in the wild.”

      “Will the king want you to destroy them now?”

      “The king is not especially fond of them,” the archmagister said with a snort. “But no. As for you, you’d best get to the sage hall. They can heal those of you who’ve been bitten. Somewhat. It’ll help with the physical pain.”

      He nodded back down at Griffin’s hand. “But you’re in for a horrible night, I’m afraid. There’s no real antidote for the poison, and bites from the young ones are much, much worse. No control, you see. You’ll have the strangest dreams of your life, and probably the worst. Almost certainly before you even go to sleep.”

      “I’m a big man.” Griffin ducked his head and smiled. “As you might have spotted.”

      The archmagister chuckled. “Yes, I’m observant like that.”

      “Perhaps that will help.”

      “It will be easier on you than it would have been on my daughter, that’s for certain.” Arun clasped his shoulder. “Thank you.”

      “Of course. When the healers are finished with me, I’ll help hunt for the drakes.”

      Arun looked like he would argue, then shrugged. “We can use as many as we can get for that job, but I’ll be asking the healers whether you’re fit for it first. And even if they say you are, you need to be careful. I’ve … had some experience with these bites.”

      He pointed at Griffin. “If you start seeing things, or hearing things, or anything-at-all-ing things that aren’t normal things, you’re to come back. Immediately.”

      Griffin nodded, and tried not to look worried about the mysterious, magical effects the venom of these mysterious, magical beasts might have. “Yes, sir.”
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      It was getting dark. Well, truth be told, there wasn’t much getting about it. Night was all but upon Griffin as he clambered up yet another hill.

      This one would have to be his last. Hill, that was, not night. He hoped this wouldn’t be his last night. But definitely his last hill. Not only because of the dark and the dangers of the terrain, when one had only torches to see by, but because of the cliff that lay beyond it.

      At least, he thought there was a cliff there. Or was it the sea? He was certain he heard rushing water. Nearly certain. Perhaps it was just the wind. Or it might be waves.

      Was that a mermaid singing, or just a bird? A mermaid, surely, because what kind of bird would be singing on such a nasty night? The rain had stopped, but it was as likely to come again as not, and it was cold in any case. Birds were too smart for that.

      Were birds smart? Were mermaids?

      Had he ever seen the sea?

      Of course I have. I lived near enough to it, when I was little. The sea is purple, and stars swim there.

      He’d been out too long. Years, perhaps. Armed with torches, a bag of dead mice and beetles laced with sleeping powder, and a sack in which to bring home any vividrakes he caught with these tools.

      The bag was full, the sack empty. He hadn’t come across a single drake. And so he’d stayed out, hating the idea of going back empty-handed, despite the archmagister’s warning that Griffin should return immediately if his head began to feel fuzzy.

      Fuzzy? Of course it was fuzzy. He had plenty of hair. What an odd reason to insist upon his turning back. He had, after all, had the hair when he set out, and it hadn’t bothered the archmagister then.

      No doubt it had been easier for the rest of them. Calys had probably brought back dozens within the first hour, then gone back out again. Everything was easier when you had magic.

      Griffin had been instructed, in fact, to stay close to the magicians, and not wander too far on his own. Strange. It seemed he’d disregarded that order.

      The wind was rising, and yes, that was definitely a promise of more rain he smelled. He longed to return to his little room in the battlemage hall, with its warm stove in the corner, and a hot water bottle at the foot of his bed. Dinner would be long over by now, but the kitchen staff all liked him. They would make him a basket to bring back. Some soup to warm by that fire. Perhaps even a flagon of hot spiced mead.

      Griffin was finally accepting that he must admit defeat and head back to these pleasant consolations, when he heard a low, gruff moan from somewhere ahead. That was odd. Who else would have come out this far, and without them running into one another?

      “Hello?” he called.

      A few strides ahead, a flicker of fire reared up against the darkness. Griffin hurried toward it and found a pile of branches and autumn leaves, newly set aflame, burning in front of what might have been the mouth of a small cave. Or perhaps that was a trick of the shadows. Perhaps it was a large cave, or perhaps there was no cave at all. The sound of rushing water—or wind—was louder now.

      He couldn’t see anyone beyond the fire, though he heard heavy breathing above its crackling. A man’s breathing? The moan had sounded like a man’s. Or a monster? Perhaps he was both.

      The cave is its lair, and the monster wants to eat me. This thought was accompanied by no particular fear or concern. Griffin did, after all, have a dagger, not to mention all these mice. If he could get the monster to eat one of the mice, it would sleep, and he would be able to bring it back to the magistery in the sack. Calys and the archmagister would be far more impressed with a monster than with a dozen vividrakes.

      Or perhaps not. The vividrakes were monsters. But could they moan, or light fires? Surely this was a better monster.

      “Are you all right?” Griffin asked the dark.

      “Don’t come any closer!”

      The voice was low, gravelly, and decidedly ornery. Almost certainly an old (monster) man. Griffin remained still, holding up his torch, but its light couldn’t penetrate the blackness beyond the fire. “You started that fire awfully fast. I suppose you’re a sage?”

      “You might say that.”

      “I did say it.”

      “So you did. Think you’re clever, I suppose. Stay where you are.”

      Griffin frowned, more curious than alarmed by this strange request. “Why? Are you very ugly?” He cleared his throat. “Not that your looks speak to your character, of course. But I wondered a moment ago whether you might be a monster, as well as a man. So perhaps you want to keep me at a distance because you think I’ll find you scary to look at?”

      The old man huffed like a horse. Perhaps he was a centaur, rather than a merman. “I’m indisposed. Let’s leave it there, shall we?”

      He was trying to sound haughty, but Griffin didn’t miss the strain in his voice. “You sound like you’re in pain.”

      “A vividrake, I believe you call them. Extraordinary, venomous little dragons, aren’t they? I had no idea the blasted little bastard would be so potent. It’s given me a terrible … ache.”

      “I don’t think they’re much like dragons, but yes, they are highly poisonous.” Griffin’s own bite was tightly bandaged over now, and a strong healing tonic had eased the raging pain somewhat. But he felt clammy and feverish, nonetheless. And, truth be told, a bit odd. Like he might not be quite himself.

      In any case, he still couldn’t hold a torch in that hand. Nor could he easily grip his dagger, if this encounter should go badly.

      But there were still the mice. And the beetles. All monsters ate bugs. Though sages, as far as Griffin knew, did not. He wasn’t sure about centaurs. They probably preferred oats.

      Why was this strange magician out here suffering alone, in a cave, no less? That was no candle he’d lit. He had to be a sage to have conjured such a fire so quickly, so he ought to have some skill with healing. Most sages studied the art at least a little. But perhaps this one was different. He wasn’t from the magistery; Griffin would have recognized his voice if he were a fellow magister.

      How, then, had he been bitten?

      “Were you on your way to visit Pendralyn? Did you get lost up here?” Griffin perked up a bit. “Is the vividrake that bit you still around here someplace?”

      “It’s … gone. And yes, I was coming to … visit.”

      “Well then, you ought to have come through Avadare. That’s where the entrance is, you know. Guests are usually received at The Dark Dragon Inn.” Griffin squinted into the darkness. It seemed to grow thicker the harder he looked. Perhaps the old man wasn’t a sage after all, but a contriver, spinning an illusion to cloak himself from Griffin’s sight. But he could hear the man well enough, the panting, the long pauses between his words. He needed help. Griffin should really⁠—

      Idiot. He’d forgotten: the healers had given him some more of that tonic, in case he needed another dose. “I can help you,” he said, reaching for the pouch at his belt. “I’ve got something that will ease your pain. You’ll have to stop being so vain, though, and let me near enough to give it to you. Did it bite you in the face, or something? Or perhaps you’re a merman, and you don’t want me to know that cave leads to the sea.”

      The old man didn’t answer. Glancing around, Griffin found a nearby puddle in which to douse his torch. He didn’t need it, with the fire so close, and it would be easier to find the tonic with his good hand free.

      While he looked for it, the silence stretched out, broken only by the occasional snap of the fire. The smell of damp leaves burning mingled with the scent of rain. And something else, like a blackhound who’d been napping in the sun. Perhaps this monster wasn’t a merman or a centaur, but some sort of dogman.

      Finally, Griffin retrieved the tonic and held it up. When the latter gesture was met with yet more silence, he bent slowly, like there was a weapon pointed at him—for all he knew, there was—and rolled the bottle past the fire. “Here. You can keep it. I can get more back at the magistery.”

      “Turn around. I don’t want you to see me take it.”

      “Oh, for Eyrdri’s sake.” Griffin wasn’t about to present this stranger with his back, but he turned his face away. The man must be someone who wasn’t supposed to be here, someone who wouldn’t want his presence reported to the archmagister or the others.

      An enemy, or an outlaw of some kind. Or at least, an unsavory (dogman) (centaur) (monster) person. Perhaps he’d even had something to do with the tremor. Sages could cause such things, if they were powerful enough, couldn’t they?

      Griffin ought to take the man back. With or without a dagger, wounded hand and all, there weren’t many people he couldn’t overpower.

      Still, it would be easier if he took him by surprise. Better to gain his trust. And Griffin had no desire to leave him in pain, in any case. Let him take the tonic, and they could proceed from there.

      There was a sharp sound of breaking glass. Had the man stepped on it? Griffin sighed. “I hope you got some, before you broke it.”

      “Of course I did. I’m not an idiot. My thanks, and whatnot. Can I expect it to help quickly?”

      “It did for me.”

      “Then wait with me and help me pass the time, why don’t you? You live at Pendralyn?”

      “Yes, I’m a magister. Well, a teacher, anyway. Not a magician.” This man was a stranger, and probably some kind of criminal besides, yet still Griffin felt a guilty need to qualify his status. “I teach Mundane Matters.”

      “Mundane Matters? What matters would those be? And why would one want to learn them, if they’re so boring?”

      “Not boring so much as nonmagical. Mathematics, astronomy, that sort of thing. Even reading and writing, for the younger ones who need it.”

      “I didn’t realize they taught such things, at the magistery.”

      “Even magicians need to know the basics. But mostly I focus on the sorts of things the battlemages need to keep their balance. Magic has to be balanced, you know, each kind by its mundane opposite. Physical magic with mental work, and so on. If you don’t keep your balance, you can get a bit off. Even go mad, if you let it go too far.”

      “Yes, I’m aware of how magic works.” The old man sounded almost amused now—in a crusty sort of way—which must mean his condition was improving.

      “Of course you are. My apologies. I was bitten by a vividrake myself today, and I suppose I’m babbling.” In truth, it had been a test. A sage or contriver would know all about the types of magic and keeping balance, but a merman or centaur might not.

      “How fortunate for these battlemages, then, to have a mundane man to shepherd them along.”

      “Indeed. A rare skill. I’m much appreciated.” Griffin cleared the laugh from his throat. Though it had always been necessary to teach mundane subjects, Pendralyn had never had a magister dedicated solely to them. Arun had created the position especially for him, under the pretext that it freed up time for the magicians.

      The archmagister had been extraordinarily kind through the years, finding excuse after excuse for Griffin to stay at Pendralyn long after it became clear, by the time he was Nack and Corin’s age, that he hadn’t the smallest scrap of magical potential. He was put to work first in the kitchen, then the kennels, then as a tutor, and finally as a full teacher.

      They called him a magister. But they laughed at him, too.

      “Well, Magister,” the man said. “I begin to recover already, I think. I suppose we ought to settle up.”

      “Settle what?”

      “It seems I owe you a favor.”

      “Your thanks will do fine.” Griffin shuffled his feet, and said in as breezy a tone as he could muster, “Since you were going there anyway, why don’t you walk with me, back down to the magistery? The sages can tend to you better there.”

      The old man’s laugh was raspy and thick, like his voice. “I think not. But I do have my honor to think of. I can’t let your assistance go unreturned. In exchange for it, I will offer you a warning.”

      Griffin blinked. “That doesn’t sound like a very good reward.”

      Another laugh, and there was something in it this time, some tone running beneath it, that sent a chill all through Griffin. A vision flitted across his mind, a monstrous mouth opening to show rows and rows of sharp, bright teeth.

      “Of course it is,” the man said. “Depending on how you use it, I suppose.”

      “A warning against what?”

      “What happened at your magistery today was not a natural occurrence. It was deliberate.”

      “I suspected as much.” Griffin crossed his arms. “Why did you do it?”

      “Did I say it was me?”

      “Why did whoever did it do it, then?” A loud pop from the fire made Griffin jump, though he did his best to hide it. “Do you suppose?”

      “Why else do you take the top off something, except to get to what lies beneath?”

      Griffin frowned. The rain had started again, and he felt queasy. It was difficult to concentrate on what the man was saying. Perhaps he’d caught a cold, wandering around in this weather. “The cavern? The tunnels? There are entrances to those tunnels. If they led to the old hall, wouldn’t it have been simpler to use the door than to rip the top off them?”

      “Tunnels are usually made to lead to things. Were you not aware?”

      “Er. Yes. Isn’t that what I just said?”

      “You’re a bit slow, for a magister, if you don’t mind my saying so.” The old man went on without pausing to find out whether Griffin minded or not. “These tunnels once led to several things. Some long closed off, never to be rediscovered. Some long forgotten, even by those who knew the secret in the first place.”

      “What secret?”

      “An Eyrdish secret, I would imagine. That is a thing in itself, you know, apart from the rest.”

      “What do you mean?” When the man didn’t answer, Griffin heaved a sigh. “I don’t want to sound unappreciative of this favor, but your warning isn’t terribly useful, if it’s to be this cryptic.”

      “Don’t be greedy. It’s kind of me to tell you this much. There is danger at Pendralyn. You really ought to leave the place. It won’t be a place much longer.”

      “Won’t be a place?” Griffin shook his head. How could any place become not a place? “I don’t understand. What sort of danger?”

      “The sort that will leave little behind it, save ashes and a bit of rubble.”

      No. The single word shot through Griffin’s thoughts like an arrow. Immediate, intense. Drawing blood.

      Ashes and rubble. An exaggeration, surely. Pendralyn was indestructible.

      Still, there’d been power in the old man’s voice. And darkness. Too much of both. “You can’t be more specific?” Griffin asked.

      The man made a noise in his throat. Not the disapproving cluck of an old curmudgeon. Nor the song of sea folk, for that matter. It sounded more like a growl.

      So he is a monster, after all. I don’t suppose he intends to eat me, though, if he went to the trouble of warning me about whatever it is he’s warning me about. Griffin stepped forward.

      The man—monster—hissed. “Greedy,” he said again. “Like your whole lot, really. Not one of you has ever been born who’s learned when to stop asking for more.”

      There was a strange noise, like the snapping of a length of canvas being shaken out. And then a shape rose up behind the fire, silhouetted against the night sky.

      A winged shape.

      At first Griffin thought it was a flying horse, but as it stretched out, then lifted into the air, he saw that he was wrong.

      His new acquaintance was a dragon.
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      Beneath his icy skin, liquid fire was running through his veins.

      Skittering fire.

      Griffin yanked off the glove he’d pulled tightly over his wounded hand when the cold had begun to outweigh the discomfort. He scratched at the bite hard enough to fray the bandage, then reached beneath his sodden cloak and clawed at his arms, his neck. A tawny owl called somewhere close by, laughing at him, perhaps.

      Why was he so itchy? Couldn’t the healers have done something about that? They’d cured most of the other superficial effects of the vividrake bite.

      Perhaps they would have cured this too, if it had anything to do with the bite. Perhaps it didn’t. There might be fire beetles beneath his skin, running along the roads his veins made, on their way to lay eggs in his heart, his eyes, his brain.

      The dragon might have put them there. Somehow. Who could say what dragons were capable of?

      Griffin cried out as he felt something crawling over his forearm. Had one of the beetles escaped? Dug its way out of his skin?

      Slapping wildly at himself, he slipped in the mud and slid down the hillside, until he was stopped by a boulder that had, apparently, been waiting for its chance to leap out of the night and break a wayward traveler. Pain blazed through his shoulder, and something in his ankle made a popping sound that could not be the herald of anything good.

      None of that mattered. What mattered was catching that firebug. Perhaps if he brought it back to the magistery, the others could study it. They might learn how to kill the eggs before they hatched. He needed it as evidence, anyway. They would never believe that a dragon had magically implanted fire beetles in his veins without some evidence.

      Where was his torch? Lost in the fall, and gone out. That would prove unlucky, should a vividrake finally wander by. But as Griffin had not seen a single one in all the hours (How many hours? Was it still the same day?) he’d been out here, he wasn’t terribly concerned on that account. There was nobody but him, and the owl, and the dragon. And the beetles.

      He held his forearm, still crawling, upright and pushed back the sleeve with a flourish, the way he might have pulled back a curtain to reveal some surprise to a child. While the owl kept laughing, Griffin peered through the rain and waited, his face taut with triumph and disgust, for the beetle to reveal itself in what little light there was to see it by.

      There was no beetle. It was blood he’d felt trickling along his arm, not tiny legs. Though it was too dark to see the damage, judging by the way the skin felt beneath his questing fingers, Griffin had scratched himself raw.

      Or perhaps that was only what the bugs, what the dragon, wanted him to think. Perhaps the beetle had dug its way out after all, and the blood was the result of that. Eaten its way out, having fulfilled its egg-laying duties. It might be in the folds of Griffin’s cloak at that very moment.

      Determined to shake the little beast loose, Griffin wiggled his arms and shoulders, shook his head. He got to his feet and started jumping up and down.

      Until his ankle gave way and he landed, once more, nearly face down in the mud.

      Oh. Right. I hit that rock a little while ago, didn’t I?

      With a few muttered words that would have shocked even the archmagister’s rude pen, Griffin struggled to a sitting position, leaning against the boulder that had bashed him, and pulled up the leg of his trousers. He couldn’t see his ankle any better than he’d been able to see his arm, but he could feel it well enough to know it was swollen already. He turned it gently, side to side, then up and down. Injured, but not broken, he thought. That much was good.

      He really ought to be getting back. He had to tell them all about the dragon. And the beetles.

      The beetles?

      What had he been thinking of? Fire beetles? In his veins?

      He’d never much liked bugs. He supposed this was one of the waking nightmares he’d been warned about. A trick of the vividrake venom, no more.

      Perhaps. Or perhaps they really were there. How would he know?

      The sages would have to find out for him. He had to get back. Which way was it?

      Looking stupidly around, Griffin realized he could see no light anywhere. And the clouds had blotted out most of the stars he would have used for guidance. He had no idea in which direction the magistery lay. Or which direction he was facing.

      “Well, it’s surrounded by mountains, you big idiot,” he muttered. “The only direction that matters is down.”

      He moved around the boulder, gingerly, and refused to consider that it might be impossible to walk down a rocky hillside with his ankle in its current condition. Staring intently into the darkness until he gave himself a headache, he spotted it at last: a speck of light, off to his left. There was the magistery.

      But no. Not unless the magistery was moving. This light was coming toward him. Was the dragon back for more, then? Come to finish him off?

      “You needn’t bother!” Griffin called. “Your beetles are doing their job. Their hatchlings will be feasting on my heart in a moment!”

      The light stopped moving. Perhaps the dragon would leave him to crawl down the mountainside in peace. How close to the magistery could Griffin get, before the firebugs ate his insides? It would be a shame to nearly, but not quite, make it. The children might see his entrails, and that would hardly be a nice way for them to remember their teacher.

      Or would the fire beetles ignite, once they’d finished their meal, and burn his carcass where it lay? An interesting question. Which would benefit the dragon more, the discovery of Griffin’s entrails, or the discovery of his burned corpse?

      Neither seemed all that useful, to be honest, but who was Griffin to question the motives of dragons? The creature must have planted those beetles for some reason. If he merely wanted to kill Griffin, he no doubt could have done that easily enough on his own.

      The owl showed itself, flapping over Griffin’s head and toward the light.

      The light. Blast it. It had started moving again while Griffin was contemplating his sad demise, and he hadn’t even noticed. It had gotten awfully close, awfully quickly. Or perhaps Griffin had dozed off for a bit, without realizing it. No, no need for that. Dragons could fly, of course he would be quick.

      “Griffin, stay where you are,” a feminine voice called. “I’m coming.”

      That was definitely not the dragon’s voice. Still, it might be a trick of his, to slow Griffin down. Or perhaps it was the beetles. Could fire beetles talk?

      The new arrival lowered her torch, and a slight, pale, and most definitely human woman came into view, a blackhound nearly half her height padding silently beside her. “Griffin? Are you all right?”

      “Deryn?”

      Of course. Griffin should have known that owl wasn’t up to ordinary owl business. It flew by once more, veering low as it passed Deryn, who waved to it and murmured her thanks before turning back to Griffin. “Yes. The archmagister sent us out to look for you.”

      “I thought you might be a dragon.”

      If Deryn was surprised by this declaration, she didn’t show it. “I’m afraid not. That would be interesting though, wouldn’t it?”

      Griffin tilted his hand back and forth. “It’s not as fun as you might think, meeting a dragon.”

      “I’ve met one before, as it happens.” Deryn’s voice, always a bit dreamy, became even more so than usual. “And I’m sorry to say I agree. It wasn’t fun. Are you hurt, by the way?”

      “My ankle, mainly. I fell and twisted it. But there also might be fire beetles crawling through my veins, trying to lay eggs in my eyeballs.”

      “I see.” Deryn gave him a solemn nod, as if she really did see. Perhaps the dragon she’d met also used fire beetles. “Let’s deal with the ankle first, then, so I can take you back to the magistery. Ash and I can’t very well carry you.”

      The blackhound whined and pawed at Griffin, as if confirming his inability to bear such a weight.

      “You’ll take me back even if there are fire beetles?” A disturbing thought had just occurred to Griffin. “What if they’re contagious? That wouldn’t be very responsible.”

      “No, it wouldn’t. It’s a lucky thing I’m the one who found you, isn’t it? I can check for them before we go.”

      “Will they talk to you? Magical animals?”

      “The vividrakes wouldn’t, but I could still tell they were there. I imagine fire beetles would be much the same.”

      “Oh. That is lucky, then,” Griffin agreed. Deryn was unique in her ability to communicate with animals, the way some other sages could communicate with one another, through thought alone. At least, it was unique as far as Griffin knew. He wasn’t aware of any other humans who could do it, but he wasn’t sure about mermen or centaurs.

      Thus assured, he sat with his back against the boulder and tugged up his trousers once more, to reveal his ankle and shin. Deryn handed him her torch, then knelt to examine the injury, her hair making a dark veil over her face.

      “Not broken, thank Eyrdri.” She sat back, but kept her hands on Griffin. “Ash.” The blackhound sat beside her and rested his head on her shoulder, licking her ear once. Then they both went still, eyes closed. Deryn’s fingers warmed on Griffin’s skin, and the pain eased.

      Moments later, Griffin clambered to his feet, and found that the ankle could take his weight with ease. He thanked Deryn with a mixture of wonder and a familiar, prickling envy. “The bugs might not be so easy to deal with, though,” he said. “What if they take so much magic, you lose your balance?”

      “I’ve got enough physical work to do, climbing back down. You’ve strayed pretty far from home.” Deryn stood and wiped her muddy hands on her cloak. “We’ll have to walk fast, though, where we can. You’ll have noticed I needed Ash to give me a bit of a boost there, with your leg. I’m not used to healing. It seems to hit my balance harder than other things. Have you got any vividrakes in that sack?”

      “No. Just the beetles.”

      “In the sack?”

      Griffin huffed. “No. I’ve already told you, they’re in my veins. I wonder if I could have fed them to the vividrakes. Would have served them right.”

      “Served the beetles right, or the drakes?”

      “Both.”

      Deryn put her hands on his shoulders and closed her eyes. “And how did these beetles come to be in your veins?”

      “The dragon put them there.”

      “Right, of course it did.”

      “He.”

      “The dragon was a he?”

      “Yes.”

      “Interesting.” She opened her eyes again and stepped back. “The dragon that was imprisoned here at Pendralyn was male. Was the one you saw black?”

      “I couldn’t say what color he was,” Griffin said. “It was dark, and there was a fire in front of him. It was more the shape of him that I saw. But it’s difficult to mistake the shape of a dragon for the shape of anything else.”

      “Yes, I imagine so. You can keep that torch, I’ve got another.” After a moment’s rummaging through her pack, Deryn produced the torch, and without a sound or so much as a flick of her fingers, lit it nearly instantly. “Well, I’ve examined you thoroughly, and I can tell you for certain there are no fire beetles nearby, either inside of you or out. Perhaps you killed them.”

      Griffin narrowed his eyes at her. “Or imagined them. That’s what you’re really thinking.”

      “Vividrake venom can cause hallucinations. I understand it was a baby that bit you. Were you very itchy?”

      “I scratched myself bloody,” he admitted, feeling suddenly foolish and ashamed. Had he really asked this magician to check for beetles in his veins? And Deryn had humored him, like she would a young child.

      “Like as not your mind supplied a reason for the itch,” she said with a shrug.

      “I suppose so. But I didn’t imagine the dragon.”

      “We ought to get moving.” Deryn turned away, as if she hadn’t just heard Griffin say there was a dragon lurking in the hills above the magistery. “Like I said, I need to exert myself. Just be careful where you step, so you don’t go hurting any more ankles. Or any more rocks. The torches won’t go out no matter how hard it rains.”

      With the pain in his ankle gone, Griffin easily matched the small woman’s rapid strides. Ash trotted along beside them, surefooted as a goat. “Listen, I realize how this sounds, after that thing with the beetles. But I mean it. The dragon was real.”

      “I’m sure it seemed real.”

      “He,” Griffin corrected again. “Not it. He warned me.”

      “About what?”

      “That what happened today wasn’t some natural quake. That someone—him, I suppose—collapsed the dragon hall on purpose. Probably to get to the cavern beneath. That’s where the dragon was trapped all those years, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but you could already get to the cavern,” Deryn said. “Or some of it, at least, through the tunnels. We found a branch that led to the old hall years ago. The north side of the area where the dragon slept was caved in, or blocked off by a cave-in, but we explored what we could. There was nothing there.”

      “Perhaps he couldn’t use the tunnels. Perhaps they weren’t big enough for a dragon to pass through.”

      Deryn slowed down, breathing heavily, to scramble down a muddy slope. “Why would he want to go back into the cavern where he was imprisoned for centuries? Do you suppose he left his favorite hat behind?” The latter question was posed with no outward hint of mockery.

      “He wouldn’t tell me, but there must be something he wants down there. Perhaps it was buried on that north side you mentioned, and that was why he had to move the earth around to get to it.”

      Deryn glanced at him, then shook her head. Griffin guessed he was lucky she wasn’t laughing at him outright. Any of the other magisters certainly would have been. But Deryn didn’t laugh often. “I think we would have noticed a dragon on the grounds, don’t you?”

      Griffin could only offer a lame shrug. “They have magic, don’t they? Perhaps he cloaked himself. Or perhaps he had help.”

      Deryn didn’t answer. It was plain she didn’t believe any of it, and why should she? Mere moments ago, Griffin had been swearing there were beetles crawling around inside him. He did sound a bit ridiculous.

      He persisted anyway. “Can’t you just check? Dragons are animals, right? Won’t you be able to reach him, if he’s out here?”

      With a sigh, Deryn stopped and gestured at Ash, who moved closer to her. She rested her palm on the hound’s big, blocky head and closed her eyes.

      After several seconds of silence, she opened them again and said gently, “There’s no dragon, Griffin. I don’t sense anyone or anything out of the ordinary, not within my range.”

      Perhaps she was right. Griffin had to admit, the most reasonable and likely explanation for his encounter with the dragon was that it had been a hallucination. Vividrakes were a bit dragonish, and it had been the dragon hall that collapsed. Perhaps he’d simply had dragons on his mind, without realizing it.

      Or perhaps not.

      He was real. I know it.
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      The following morning dawned clear, but much colder, with a hard frost dimming the greens of the lawns and transforming the buildings into elaborate iced cakes. Exactly the sort of morning best spent reading in a cozy common room chair, with a jug of cider keeping warm in the hearth. Griffin had hours before his first class, and just yesterday he’d received a thick treatise on astronomy from a Harthian adept of his acquaintance.

      Wouldn’t it have been lovely to look forward to that, rather than the apparently imminent reduction of all he held dear to ashes and rubble?

      Griffin’s stomach twisted. He remembered only bits of the night before—nearly all of the time he’d spent wandering was lost to him—but his encounter with the dragon was mostly clear. He was certain it had been real. And he was prepared to defend that fact without backing down, no matter how much like an idiot Deryn, or Arun, or anyone else might make him feel.

      It seemed he would not have to wait long. He was still fresh out of bed, standing at the window contemplating both the scene below and the day ahead, when he was interrupted by thumping and scratching at his door. He opened it to an enormous blackhound, her silver collar announcing her as the archmagister’s own. Not that Griffin required the collar to recognize her; he’d known her from the day she was born.

      “Morning, Holly. I take it he wants to see me, then?”

      Holly sat, staring at him with implacable amber eyes.

      “All right, let me get dressed. I’ll only be a moment.

      The dog waited while Griffin went to the basin in the alcove at the far side of the room for a hasty wash, then changed into a fresh tunic and trousers. There was nothing to be done about his shaggy face or wild auburn hair, but he supposed the archmagister hadn’t called him to admire his looks.

      Griffin was glad, glancing into the mirror above the basin, to find his eyes looking bright and alert. His head didn’t hurt. Neither, for that matter, did his veins. He would need a fresh bandage, and perhaps some more tonic for the pain. But apart from that, he hoped there would be no lingering effects from the bite.

      Had he really thought there were beetles—fire beetles no less, a creature that did not, as far as he knew, exist—running through his veins? Planted there by a dragon?

      He half groaned, half chuckled as he followed Holly out of the battlemage hall and toward the manor. This part of the grounds hadn’t been damaged, and everything looked as it should. Early risers, more magisters than students, hurried across the cold-stiffened grass toward the keep for breakfast. Smoke rose from the multitude of chimneys in the affinity halls and the main manor. The excited barks of blackhounds, anticipating their own morning meal, drifted on the breeze from the direction of the kennels.

      To look around, one would never know that the dragon hall and the earth around it had been torn up by mysterious means, for mysterious reasons.

      The smell of freshly baked rolls wafted toward him as he passed the keep, and Griffin very much wished he were going there instead. Mouth watering, he kept walking, over the bridge and on to the manor. He followed Holly inside.

      Though he lived in the battlemage hall, most of his students being of that affinity, this had always been Griffin’s favorite part of the magistery. Apprehensive as he was about the meeting to come, he still appreciated the scents of leather, cedar, and honey that always clung to the place, and the bookshelves lining every corridor, dampening sound, offering warmth and (somehow) safety. Holly padded in front of him, up the polished stone staircase to the third floor, then on to the archmagister’s chambers. Griffin had to duck slightly to pass through the open door.

      A wall ran three-quarters of the length of the vast space, separating the archmagister’s private quarters from the larger front area that served as study, sitting room, and dining room. The archmagister himself stood in front of his desk, staring out the window while a hovering pen scribbled furiously over a piece of paper.

      As he returned Arun’s greeting, Griffin was momentarily distracted by a light flapping sound and a movement in the corner; a pumpkin-colored cloak hung on the wall, apparently dancing. He supposed it would cause him to dance as well, if he put it on.

      Other objects, whole and broken, no doubt in various states of enchantment, littered the desk and floor: three more cloaks and at least a half dozen more pens, a large mug, an assortment of jars and boxes, a tunic that looked half burned, and several dog collars. Some of these things had been lying in the same places for months. One or two for as long as Griffin could remember.

      There was also a pile of long, narrow chunks of wood, along with some smaller bits that might have been finger shaped. These were new. Griffin wondered whether the archmagister might be trying to enchant himself a new arm, one that would be more functional than the one that hung so stiffly and uselessly at his side now.

      The table in the center of the room was crowded with boiled eggs, sausages, bread puddings both savory and sweet, rolls, cheese, butter, honey, one steaming pot of cider, and another of tea. All, apparently, for Arun and Griffin alone. There was no one else there, save three blackhounds sleeping by the fire. (Officially, Holly was the archmagister’s only personal hound, but there were almost always a few more in attendance wherever he went.) Holly flopped down to join them, though she kept her eyes open and focused on the plate of sausages.

      After distributing a few morsels to the hounds, Arun murmured something to the pen, and it stilled. (The cloak, however, kept dancing.) “That’s not the same pen Corin took, if you were wondering. It was actually transcribing something useful.”

      Griffin had nearly forgotten the prince teasing poor Nack. It seemed like days ago. “You heard about that, then?”

      “Corin came to see me last night and confessed to the whole thing. Seemed to think I’d treat him more gently if he got to me before you did.”

      “And did you treat him gently? If I may ask?”

      “Certainly not.” Arun slid the pen into a velvet pouch on the desk, before turning to the table. “I’m happy to tolerate mischief, but never meanness. I didn’t tell him he couldn’t come with me to Narinore to visit his parents, though, which was what he was really afraid of. My sister is expecting yet another baby, if you can believe it, any moment now.”

      “I’d heard. Please offer the king and queen my congratulations.”

      “I will. In the meanwhile, sit, will you?” Arun took his own chair. “A hearty meal will do you good. I imagine you missed more than one yesterday.”

      Griffin did as he was told. “Thank you, sir.”

      “When do you suppose you’ll stop insisting on calling me sir? The students call me that. The other magisters don’t. Honestly, most of us don’t even call the king Majesty.”

      “Apologies.”

      “If you’re apologizing, I believe you’re missing the point. In any case, I asked you here in part because I wanted to apologize. It was stupid of me to let you go out on your own last night.”

      “I wanted to go. I had no idea it would get that bad.”

      “Nor did I. You are, as you pointed out, a big man. That must have been a great deal of venom. Or perhaps some people are more sensitive to it than others.” Arun studied Griffin as he spread soft cheese over a roll. “I wanted to have a look at you this morning, see if the worst of it had passed.”

      “I believe so, s— yes. I feel much better.”

      “Good.”

      “And much more clear,” Griffin added, for emphasis. “I realize some of the things I said to Deryn last night were, er, odd.”

      “She informs me you had an encounter with some fire beetles,” Arun said with a laugh. “I forget, was that before or after you had a conversation with a dragon?”

      Griffin coughed, and refrained from speaking aloud any of the several jokes at his own expense that came to mind. He needed the archmagister to take him seriously now. “The fire beetles were ridiculous, of course. But as I said, I’m clear this morning. I know they were hallucinations.” He leaned forward, resting one hand flat on the table. “And I know the dragon was not.”

      Had Arun’s eyes widened a bit, before he so carefully shuttered them? He had no love of dragons, Griffin knew. It was a dragon who’d taken his arm, in the war twelve years ago.

      The same war that had left Griffin orphaned and destitute. He didn’t know what would have become of him, had the archmagister not taken him in at Pendralyn.

      “Griffin, you must realize that a dragon could not have flown all the way across Eyrdon from …” Arun waved his hand vaguely, spattering a bit of cheese on his deep blue tunic. “Wherever it is they’ve gone. Someone would have seen it in the sky. Many someones, I would think.”

      Griffin took a deep breath, and braced himself to contradict a man far wiser and more learned than he would ever be. Not to mention his superior. “But he was here, nonetheless,” he said, adopting his sanest and most reasonable tone. “He was⁠—”

      “He?”

      “Yes. Perhaps he’s the same one who was imprisoned here. He must be one of the nine, anyway. But I couldn’t tell what color he was.”

      Dragons had gone all but extinct at least a thousand years before, apart from a few who’d been trapped in a magical slumber instead. Twelve years ago, nine of those had been awakened, then corrupted and enthralled by the demon Graddoc, who used them as weapons.

      Eyrdon’s king—the archmagister’s brother-in-law, and Corin’s father—defeated that demon and freed the nine, but nobody knew
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THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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