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To my mother,
You’re the one who taught me to read and write, so really, this whole author thing is all your fault.
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Chapter One
It is primarily from the study of dragons that I have discovered there will never be enough time in the world to learn everything I wish to know about it.
-from Miss Mildred Percy’s personal journal
Well, where shall we even begin after all of that?
Some unhelpful person might suggest: At the beginning, in the manner of a gentleman explaining a thing to another person who never requested such an explanation in the first place. As though life and everything to do with it could be made up of a series of neatly delineated stops and starts, all of humanity and its accoutrements hurtling their way through the universe in a clear-eyed trajectory that cuts a swathe through the stars, leaving a trail by which everyone can easily follow in their celestial wake.
Unfortunately, life, the world, and other such mundanities are not so pleasantly contained.
Take the story of Miss Mildred Percy, for example (convenient, as this is the third volume of her adventures): Some would claim that her story began with the first line of the first volume, some six or seven hundred pages ago. Others might say that the start of her tale should be counted as when she took her first breath, when she was introduced to the world and her character was slowly, steadily shaped by everything to come after. And then there are a few who believe that nothing but a prolonged history compiling innumerable facts and details pertaining to even the most ancillary characters with only a tenuous connection to Miss Percy’s life will suffice. But as those people are not writing this book, we will attempt something more compressed in scope. (Apologies to those who are now harboring some form of disappointment.)
And so.
We shall begin with where we last left Miss Percy: in Wales, in the mountains, in a small cottage in a narrow valley, filled with too many people and perhaps not quite enough dragons. The fire had burned low overnight, only a mound of ashes and a vestige of warmth left to mark its presence. But there was warmth enough inside the small house despite the chill of the wind outside, battering against the building’s various corners and interstices. Eleven people slept beneath its slightly sagging roof, while Miss Mildred Percy sat on the floor in front of the fireplace, a notebook in her lap and a dragon slumbering on her knee.
Mildred had not slept, or rather she had slept just enough to render any rest achieved as inconsequential. There had been an hour or so of lying with her eyes closed, believing that if she could simply clear her head of any intrusive thoughts and behave as though she was already sunk into a blissful sleep, her body would fall for the ruse and settle into unconsciousness. Unfortunately, her body was too clever by half, and so at about four hours past midnight, she gave in to her insomnia and picked up a notebook instead.
There was too much to write about, and it was much too early in the day to consider putting such deep things as thoughts and ideas onto paper. So she sat and stared at the blank half of the page before her, the tip of her pencil scratching out little doodles and shapes lacking any sort of artistic merit. Occasionally, she would reach out with her left hand and stroke her fingers over the small nubs (she would have to surrender and begin calling them horns at some point, but she could not quite bring herself to do it) on Fitz’s head.
One of his forelegs twitched against his wing, the only sign he acknowledged her touch. The movement drew her attention to the scar that cut through the dark membrane of his wing, a line of quicksilver glinting in and out of sight as he nestled closer to her. Mildred’s breath caught at the sight of it, accompanied by a prickle of something along the back of her neck; a chill, perhaps. But not quite.
Because Miss Mildred Percy, formerly of Ashby Lodge, of Upper Plimpton, of Wiltshire, of England, had yet to fully acclimate to the belief that all of those formerlys had been so swiftly thrust into extinction by the appearance of a trunk on her doorstep several months before. Foolishly, she had believed that tremendous change could only be achieved over a long span of time, like the carving of mountains or the growth of a particularly large tree with aspirations towards primeval.
But she had neglected to take into account all the alteration and upheaval that could be wrought from a sudden flood or earthquake, the strike of a lightning bolt catching that primeval tree on fire and reducing centuries of existence into a pile of ashes to be blown about by the wind. In her case, the flash of lightning had come in the form of a dragon’s egg, left to her by her Great Uncle Forthright, an inheritance that had wreaked greater havoc in her life than she believed the acquisition of a hundred thousand pounds could achieve.
Well, perhaps ‘havoc’ was too strong a word.
It was easy to fall into the trap of focusing on only the difficulties of her current situation. She was in a (very) small cottage in Wales, with the wind battering against the roof with such force she feared it might suddenly lift off as easily as the lid of a trinket box. Fitz, the dragon (she could not say “her” dragon, as attempting to refer to him in anything resembling a proprietary sense seemed equivalent to sticking a pin on a strip of shifting cloud and claiming it as her own) slept beside her, his head on her knee, the lines of his scars gleaming in the subdued light of the room, as though illumined from some internal source. He had not flown since suffering his injuries, no matter that there appeared to be no permanent damage from the wounds. But he skulked and slumbered and ate, rarely wishing to be far from Mildred’s side — or arm, or shoulder, or lap — while he lingered in a self-imposed convalescence. The weather did not help matters, having turned stormy and cold not long after the eggs—
The eggs, yes.
Mildred turned the page in her notebook. It was the only one she still had in her possession, the rest having been taken by Belinda (her niece) and Mr. Parry (itinerant villain), along with fifteen dragon eggs of various sizes. And also a newly hatched dragon.
The fact that there had been fifteen dragon eggs for someone — or two nefarious someones — to abscond with should have been enough to send Mildred into a state of delirious bewilderment, accented with tears and laughter and all while consuming something dusted in icing sugar. But Miss Mildred Percy, along with all of her formerlys, had recently witnessed the hatching of three dragons, been attacked or threatened on numerous occasions, been faced with weapons of various sizes and efficacy, witnessed the burning of two separate buildings by one of the previously mentioned dragons, was introduced to a secret hoard of dragon eggs, and watched as Fitz was drawn back from the edge of death (or at least permanent injury) by the words and will of nothing less than magic.
And there she sat, twiddling a pencil between her fingers and battling a bout of insomnia.
There was a creak on the stairs, the sound of footsteps as someone descended into the main room of the cottage. Mildred looked up and gave a little wave to Mrs. Merrick, that gesture of solidarity shared between people fueled by too little sleep and the reluctant acceptance that their insomnolent state was inevitable, which Mrs. Merrick returned with a nod and a sharp clearing of her throat.
It was morning already, Mildred had to accept. The sun would be up in another hour or two, or what they might be able to see of it behind the slate grey clouds scudding across the sky. Mrs. Babbinton would be down shortly to begin cooking breakfast for everyone (she had a knack for taking over the kitchen duties of wherever she was in residence) and then Owen would wake up, most likely stirred to liveliness by a famished Morgen (small, green dragon with a… let’s say erratic disposition) before everyone else would finally rise to greet the day, grumbling and protesting and stretching their way to consciousness.
She looked toward Mr. Wiggan, sleeping beside her without any part of his figure touching her, and yet his body curled around hers like an archipelago of flesh and bone. He had slept like that every night since they had arrived here, forming a sort of nest in which she could ensconce herself. It would leave her spoiled, she thought, if she ever again had to sleep on her own.
Mrs. Merrick built up the fire and swung the kettle around to warm. “How is he?” she asked without turning her head.
As Mildred doubted their hostess was inquiring as to Mr. Wiggan’s well-being — not that Mrs. Merrick did not care about erstwhile English vicars, but her interest and expertise seemed to run more in line with dragons than dogma — she let her attention drift back to Fitz, reaching out to run her fingers along the edge of his wing. “The same, I would say. He is eating well enough, and he sleeps as much as ever before, but…”
“Give him time,” Mrs. Merrick said, still studying the burgeoning flames, the sharp angles of her face cutting the light into segments of shadow across her cheeks and jaw. “He’s had a shock. One does not recover from such things in a day or two.”
Did one ever recover from such things? Mildred had to wonder. She looked at Mrs. Merrick, still limned in the grief from her husband’s death, as though it had reshaped her much as a flooded river could carve its way through a sodden bank. One couldn’t simply pile the soil back in place once the waters had receded.
There was something frightful buried in that thought, at least from Mildred’s point of view. Because if Mrs. Merrick could never return to her former self, then it held true for others that neither could they ever revert to some past version of themselves. Not that Mildred had any wish to slip back into the easy life she had been accustomed to before a dragon’s egg had been left in her care. That manner of comfort had been injurious and stifling, like an old chair that appeared inviting but in the end offered no support, leaving one with stiff joints and an aching back, a slow deterioration; and all because it was too easy to cling to old, worn habits.
But it meant there was no other choice but to constantly go forward, the path behind them erased out of existence. Beneath her hand, Fitz twitched, his tail flicking out in his sleep while his jaw cracked open with a yawn. “I do hope he will fly again.”
“Whether he does or not, I believe it’s beyond our control at this point.”
Mildred watched the movements of Mrs. Merrick’s hands as she stirred the fire, sparks swirling up around her fingers, lights dancing as if under her full control. “Have you always…?” she began to ask, and then pinched off the remainder of the question for fear it would be too forward of her to mention.
“What?” Mrs. Merrick glanced at her, one brow slanted upwards.
“How did you learn?” she pressed on. “To do what you…” A brief waggle of her fingers over Fitz, the silver scars of his rear left leg catching the light from the fire and turning them golden at the edges. “Have you always been able to heal?”
An absurd question, perhaps. But Mildred had spent the last few months learning to ask absurd questions and to believe in formerly (there is that word again) unbelievable things. So her discomfort in asking Mrs. Merrick about her skills had more to do with her own awkwardness in broaching delicate topics with others and less to do with the fact that Mrs. Merrick possessed an ability to mend dragon wings and nearly severed appendages with a few words from a book and a potion concocted in a kitchen the size of an envelope.
“Yes.” Mrs. Merrick tipped herself back until she was seated on the stones edging the fireplace. “My grandmother taught me a good deal of it. The book—” She tilted her head towards a shelf where the book — a large volume, battered cover and rough-cut edges, the sort of book expected to contain either a magical cure for pleurisy or two decades’ worth of crop reports — currently rested. “—came from her, though it wasn’t hers to begin with, either.”
Mildred had seen the inside of the book, the pages littered with recipes and spells and stories, all of them composed by different people at different times, a few of them so faded away it was only a shadow of their original idea left on the paper. “Is it hereditary, then?” she asked. “Your… um, abilities?” Magic was the word she was reluctant to say, because even though she sat there with a dragon on her knee, had watched it fly and breathe fire as though it had peeled itself out of a storybook and into the real world, her mind was only capable of accepting new and fantastical things by small degrees.
“I suppose,” came Mrs. Merrick’s reply. Her gaze drifted down towards Fitz. “I’ll admit I never gave that part of it as much thought as I probably should have.” She took a deep, slow breath, shoulders rising and falling again like a curtain closing after the uncharacteristic amount of words she had spoken. “I did not learn,” she continued, her speech shorter now, clipped off on brief spurts of breath. “It was always…” And she faltered into silence again, her head shaking as her brow crinkled beneath the weight of pondering her gifts.
“Innate?” Mildred provided.
She nodded, her lips drawn thin. Mildred thought she would not speak again, the silence stretching out as the fire gained strength, the heat of it pushing into the room with greater force than the sun on a clear day. But Mrs. Merrick drew another breath, a respiratory preface to something more. “There are days when I cannot find it within myself,” she said, slowly and carefully, her voice low enough she could have been speaking for herself alone. “As though it’s disappeared beyond my reach. Like a word I’ve forgotten, and I can only shuffle around, scratching at the inside of my skull to remember its meaning.”
Mildred knew all too well what that felt like, of too many things forgotten as the years progressed, her mind only able to hold on to a fixed number of memories before the overflow was skimmed from the top and discarded.
“He’ll be well enough,” Mrs. Merrick said, speaking again of Fitz. She seemed to quickly draw up within herself, shoulders rolling back, tucking away whichever part of her character had slipped out to be seen. “In time.”
The morning progressed as anticipated after that. Mrs. Babbinton was the next to make an appearance, trundling down the narrow stairs with Hopkins (handsome footman, vicarage housekeeper devotee) in her wake. Hopkins insisted on sleeping on the landing outside of Mrs. Babbinton’s door, an arrangement that Mrs. Babbinton accepted by failing to (publicly) acknowledge its occurrence. Already dressed, with her greying hair swept back and a shawl wrapped over her arms and tied behind her back to keep out the chill, she greeted both Mildred and Mrs. Merrick with a nod and a few words before immediately setting to work on breakfast. Hopkins went out to fetch water for her, an act that woke up Morgen. The small, green dragon screeched its announcement to the room that it was morning — or thereabouts — with all the enthusiasm of a tetchy rooster crowing at the sun.
“Erf, Morgen…” Owen’s head popped up from his pillow, hair standing out like straw from an eviscerated scarecrow. “Go back to sleep, will you?”
But the dragon was awake, already gnawing on the edge of Owen’s blanket, or what was left of the edge of it as it had been slowly demolished by Morgen’s fretting over the last several days. Owen, thus disturbed from his rest, dragged himself from the floor, an assemblage of limbs and joints packed into a borrowed shirt and too-short trousers. He picked up the dragon with a quick swoop of his right arm. Morgen did not care for this, and continued to gnaw on the blanket she’d dragged up from the floor between her foreclaws. “Is there anything to eat?”
The mention of food was enough to alert Matthew and Nettie (nephew and niece), drawing them from their slumber with the efficiency of a pail of cold water dumped over their heads. It did not take long then for Mr. Jones (carriage driver and good natured curmudgeon) to wake and mutter about the noise of the children, all while stuffing his pipe and smiling to himself and promising to show Nettie how to tie a figure-eight knot with one of the pieces of string she always carried in her pocket.
And then Mari Wynn (woman who behaved as though the mountains themselves had created her) appeared, ready to help Mrs. Babbinton with breakfast, and even Mr. Hawthorne (primary villain from Book One, reluctantly ancillary villain from Book Two) accepted a mug of tea handed to him with a quiet thanks to Hopkins for bringing it to his darkened corner.
It was all remarkably congenial, despite the lack of space. Everyone stood shoulder-to-shoulder and hip-to-hip with everyone else, and with the recent addition of three more people to the cottage (Matthew, Nettie, and Mr. Hawthorne) the sleeping arrangements had abandoned any attempt at order and instead became a conglomeration of limbs and snores and not enough cushions for too many heads. But the forced proximity meant they had to make a choice: maintain a heightened level of civility with one another, or sleep outdoors in the wind and the rain and whatever else Nature chose to throw at them.
Mildred took a mug of tea from Mari Wynn, who brushed aside her offer to help with either breakfast or the task of putting away the mounds of bedding clogging the cottage floor. “No need for you to bother Fitz if he’s still sleeping soundly beside you.”
Mildred sipped the tea (it was weak but warm, but at too-early-o’clock on the floor of a mountain cottage in northern Wales the warmth was more welcome than any strength of flavor) and tried to allow herself to sit, and to rest, and to offer no further assistance beyond sitting and resting before the fireplace. Behind her, Mr. Wiggan rolled over and cleared his throat, the first of many sounds of wakefulness to come from him as he levered himself into a sitting position and knuckled the sleep from one eye.
“Goodness, is it late?” He blinked at the fire, then looked at Mildred as he tugged at the collar of his shirt, half-twisted as it was around his neck.
“I think it is rather that everyone else is up early,” she assured him. She knew he had been up late the previous evening, drawing new maps to replace the ones taken by Belinda and Mr. Parry, scrawling down as many notes as he could siphon from his head before they were lost to the fog of faulty memories. “Nervous, perhaps. Or excited.”
They would be leaving that afternoon. First, they would make the trip from the cottage into Nantlle — a hike of several miles over arduous terrain while carrying their luggage and two dragons — where they would spend the night before continuing south, out of the mountains (though it was Wales, so it was more a matter of shifting about from these mountains to those other mountains, punctuated by a few fields and stone walls and sheep at their peripheries) and towards Penffynnon. (For those who may not recall, Penffynnon was the home of Lady “Please call me Rhiannon” Pritchard, a widow who had offered immeasurable help to them during the course of their journey, and who was also the original owner of the Jewel of Penffynnon, a finely — if ostentatiously — decorated egg that had turned out to be a real egg which hatched out the sprightly green dragon that was Morgen.) From there, they would…
Well, they had yet to think that far ahead. But they would no doubt need rest and sustenance and support, and Lady Rhiannon Pritchard would not hesitate to offer all three, and in considerable abundance.
But the morning ahead would be busy. Mrs. Babbinton had spent all of the previous day preparing food for their trip, miniature pies and tarts and scones that could be easily plucked from a basket and devoured along the way. Clothes were laundered and packed, though no one present boasted a large wardrobe, if even a single change of clothing beyond the outfit on their back. They possessed one carriage in which to travel — one Lady Pritchard had lent to them — and eleven people to convey the hundred miles south to Builth and Penffynnon.
Mr. Wiggan and Mari Wynn hoped to acquire a few horses of at least marginal quality from someone in Nantlle, yet this still left them with the difficulty of transporting nearly a dozen people and two dragons spread between a carriage — a fine one, admittedly — and several saddles.
“We shall be quite squashed, I think,” Mildred said, giving voice to her worries while neglecting to provide Mr. Wiggan with the context accompanying her statement. But he had a talent for guessing at the progression of her thoughts, and he nodded along with her as he kicked his feet out from under his blankets and tugged on a pair of woolen socks.
“The ladies, along with Matthew, will ride inside. Mr. Jones and Hopkins will take the driver’s seat, and Mr. Hawthorne, Owen, and myself will have the horses. If we can fetch that many. No, it will not be the most comfortable of journeys, but we’ve endured worse,” he added, smiling at her from a face still bearing lines from the seams of the coat he’d used as a pillow.
The “worse” could have been an allusion to many things, not confined to an incinerated chicken coop, a sabotaged wagon, and a man attempting to rob them and abandon them on the road in the middle of the night (the last one a circumstance that had occurred twice over the course of the previous two volumes of Miss Percy’s adventures, and one they hoped would not charm its way to a third appearance on these pages).
Fitz was the last to wake, eyes slitting open at the sound of potatoes sizzling in a pan Mrs. Babbinton held over the fire. He shivered to his feet, shaking out his wings before tucking them more firmly against his sides, and stretched out his neck to its full length while his nostrils seemed to scrape the assembled aromas from the air.
“There you are,” Mildred said, running her knuckle beneath his jaw as he yawned. He nipped at her finger gently, then turned and trotted a few steps nearer to the fire, propping himself against Mrs. Babbinton’s side in a thinly veiled attempt to win a few bites of food from the edge of her pan. “Ah, put in my place,” she muttered with a laugh, and took the opportunity — and the empty lap that came with it — to stand up and stretch her legs for the first time in hours.
Mr. Wiggan helped fold her blankets and put them away, while she found her shoes and aided Matthew and Nettie in the search for their own. Breakfast followed, an informal affair, with everyone cradling mugs of tea and day-old scones and a few scraps of cold bacon and dripping potatoes (at least the ones not confiscated by Fitz and Morgen). Mrs. Merrick looked over Matthew’s head while he ate, prodding the skin around the pink scar on his forehead.
The wound (acquired during the altercation in which Belinda and Mr. Parry had absconded with the eggs) had healed over with astonishing quickness, no doubt helped along by the myriad cups of tea Mrs. Merrick had foisted on him over the last two days. The tea had smelled like damp earth and rust, and Matthew had complained with unheeded ferocity that Mrs. Merrick should spend her time finding a spell to make all medicinal concoctions taste like orange marmalade. But he had drained every dose to its dregs — prompted by Nettie, who had taken on the role of nurse during his brief convalescence — and could currently be found breaking off bits of bacon and tossing them into the fire for Morgen to furrow out again.
They were ready to leave by midday. The fire was put out and the windows and doors shut up and locked. There had been some short discourse about whether or not Mrs. Merrick and Mari Wynn would leave with the rest of the group or remain behind (a short discourse that began with Mrs. Babbinton asking “Will you be coming along to Penffynnon?” and ended with Mrs. Merrick offering a curt “Yes” in reply) but Mari Wynn pointed out to Mildred that with the departure of the dragon eggs from Nyth y Ddraig, their presence there was no longer an essential thing.
“Something has changed in the world,” Mari Wynn said, wrapping her shawl tight around her shoulders so that her head popped out from the folds of knitting like a seedling springing up from freshly tilled soil. She stated it with such ease, as though she was commenting on a rise in the price of sugar rather than some indefinable alteration in the universe that had caused dragon eggs to begin bursting open like overcooked souffles. “Cat notices it, as well, though she won’t mention it. But I’ve seen her poring over her book, and there’s an eagerness in her eyes that hasn’t been there for some time.”
Mildred placed her bonnet on her head, tying the ribbons tight beneath her chin. Dragons, and now magic. And all of it sparking to life as quick as a strike of flint against steel. It was very strange, she thought, to be caught in the middle of a historic event. Before now, she had only ever read about the great doings and happenings and how they had occurred to others. (Most of it involving men with too much power going to war with other men with too much power, with an occasional bout of inventing or a worldwide plague threading through everything.) But there she stood, a dragon scraping his claws at the hem of her skirt, his silvered scars healed over by a magic worked with the words and intent of a single voice.
“Well, are we ready?” Mrs Babbinton looked around the room, her own figure wrapped up in enough woolen things to lend her a marked resemblance to a talking tea cozy.
And they were. They hoisted up bags and baskets, Morgen climbing inside Owen’s coat to cling to him like a reptilian muffler while Fitz attempted to drape himself around Mildred’s shoulders as though he weighed several pounds less than he did.
“You will need to begin flying again if you expect to continue climbing onto my back,” she warned him, her voice strained. She adjusted one of his rear legs until she could stand completely straight. “Or Mrs. Babbinton will have to feed you fewer potatoes.”
He curled his tail around her wrist in response, and she reached up to pat his rump, fully aware of the warring emotions within herself; the one side that looked ahead to how much he would grow and to see what a majestic creature he might become, and the other side that wanted him to remain as he was, to lock him into this moment forever.
Hats and gloves and coats were given their final dose of fidgeting, and Mari Wynn opened the door, allowing them all to spill out into the late morning light. Mildred kept herself towards the rear of the group, knowing that she might not be as quick as everyone else (mostly due to the ever-growing dragon on her shoulders), letting Matthew and Nettie fall into step before her as everyone ducked out through the narrow door. At the last moment (and with the same level of agitation one might reserve for making certain they’d not left a pot on to boil or a candle burning) she patted her hands over her pockets, then reached inside one to run her fingers over the rough crystals of a small dragon’s egg. Owen had given it to her, the egg having dropped unnoticed during Belinda and Mr. Parry’s hasty departure from the cottage.
She tried not to spend too much time thinking about her eldest niece and Mr. Parry, running off with the eggs from Nyth y Ddraig, her notes, and a newly hatched dragon.
Oh, she had tried not to think of the dragon, either. Every time she did, her throat tightened and her chest ached as if someone had placed their hands on either side of her ribs and squeezed. But she closed her eyes now and imagined it, the white of its wings and scales, the tinge of blue threading down its back and into its tail, like ink running down to gather at the nib of a pen. Her teeth clenched together at the thought of the poor creature in Belinda’s keeping; Belinda, who thought of nothing beyond her own wants and desires, who would see a knife placed to the throat of her own sister in order to achieve her goal.
“Mildred?”
She opened her eyes, though her hand did not release its hold on the egg. Mr. Wiggan stood beside her, near enough for his shoulder to touch her own. “Yes.” She did not speak it as a question. More of an assertion that she was present and accounted for, and for the moment, that would have to be enough.
He placed his hand on her arm, his fingers bare on the small expanse of skin between her sleeve and her glove. She pulled the egg from her pocket, the light that shone through the doorway catching on the rough crystals that gilded its surface.
“Has it shown any sign of hatching?” he asked, his voice low. Most everyone else was already outside, their shouts to one another briefly loud before the sound was whipped away by the diminishing wind.
“It is warmer than before, or perhaps that is only because it is always in my pocket.” She tucked it away again. Owen knew of it, of course, and she had shown it to Mr. Wiggan and Mrs. Babbinton, but with Mr. Hawthorne still a member of their party — for however long his tenure with them might last — there was a reluctance to bandy it about when it was small enough to be smuggled away in the palm of one’s hand.
On her shoulders, Fitz squirmed restlessly, though whether it was due to the brief retrieval of the egg from her pocket or the fact they were clearly about to step outside — away from such luxuries as a fire and freshly cooked food — was up for debate. But Mildred stroked her hand over his tail until he calmed, and she nodded towards the door before them. “We should go,” she said, and took his arm when he offered it to her. “It’s a long walk back to Nantlle.”



Chapter Two
Not every variety of dragon is born with wings to fly, and not every winged dragon is capable of flight. The wingless Red Tree Skimmer, however, exhibits a curious ability to launch itself as far as thirty feet with only a running start and a clever twist of its spine and tail.
-from Chapter Four of Miss Percy’s Pocket Guide to the Care and Feeding of British Dragons
If Mildred had been in possession of a kite, she could have hitched it to her shoulders and allowed the wind to propel her up and out of the valley. But as she was bereft of any sort of wind-harnessing equipment, she was left to duck her head beneath her bonnet, her breath repeatedly snatched away before she could draw even a portion of it into her lungs. Everyone else trudged upwards and onwards, shoulders hunched forward as though the air had already taken to wearing them down the same as the mountains around them. But once they left the valley, and the last glimpse of Mrs. Merrick’s cottage blinked out of sight, the wind diminished to a strong breeze and Mildred no longer had to keep a hand on Fitz for fear he would blow from her shoulders like a leaf ripped from a tree.
It was several more miles yet to Nantlle, and Mildred already felt an ache low in her back from carrying Fitz around her neck for the last twenty minutes. “You’ll have to come down,” she told him, and with a bit of awkward maneuvering shifted him into her arms so she could hold him against her chest, his tail twining around her hips while he draped his neck and head over her shoulder. She and Mr. Wiggan walked at the end of the group, the children just ahead of them and Mr. Hawthorne sandwiched between Hopkins and Mr. Jones.
Mildred had no fear of Mr. Hawthorne running away from them, if only because they were not holding him as any sort of prisoner. If he wished to escape into the mountains and make his way wherever he pleased, the burden would be on himself to see to his own survival. But as he had no money — Belinda having been in control of both the purse and its requisite strings — no food, no means of procuring shelter, and no way of knowing in which direction lay London or any other prominent place on a map, she doubted he would bolt away from them the moment their collective backs were turned.
She had attempted to speak to him that morning; that halting, awkward way of beginning a conversation with too many words that meant too little, not quite knowing what to say to a man who had once brandished a knife at her while attempting to steal a dragon from her care. But what did one say to a gentleman whose wife had just abandoned him in the mountains for another man and a dragon of her own? Mildred knew the effect her niece could have on other people. Like the moon, she thought, pulling the sea towards her at her will. And there paddled Mr. Hawthorne, barely keeping his head above water, until Belinda decided she no longer had a use for him and left him to drown beneath the waves.
Did Mildred feel sorry for him? She did, whether she really wished to or not. He was a villain, yes, but it had become increasingly difficult to parse which of his most dastardly deeds had been fueled by his own initiative or with a healthy measure of support from Belinda. Because her niece had always been a trial (which was akin to claiming that Dante’s adventures through the nine circles of Hell was a touch excessive), but to see her toss aside her husband, to watch as she failed to blink an eye at the sight of her sister held with a knife against her throat, to watch her slice a dragon out of the air with a sweep of her arm…
Well, it did not shine the most forgiving of lights on her character.
But despite Mildred’s inclination to believe Mr. Hawthorne was not fully to blame for the situation in which they now found themselves, she was also not inclined to forgive him for the part he had played. For it was solely Mr. Hawthorne who had arrived at Ashby Lodge with a forged letter in his pocket and a ready lie on his lips. It was Mr. Hawthorne who had stood in a folly in the middle of the night with a knife in his hand and treachery in his every feature. He could not be totally absolved of his sins simply because someone had come along and committed a greater catalog of transgressions alongside him.
These were the thoughts in Mildred’s head as she watched the line of people ahead of her plod slowly forward. The path was not an easy one, the rocks and random patches of sparse greenery causing nearly every member to stumble at least once. They stopped after the first hour, Mildred unwilling to push Matthew too hard only a few days after he’d suffered an injury to his head. Mrs. Babbinton took it upon herself to provide everyone with food during their rest, small pies stuffed with parsnips and gravy, along with sips of water from the waterskins Hopkins had volunteered to carry. Mr. Jones settled on a large boulder and lit his pipe, while Owen and the children followed Morgen as she stalked a small creature that had disappeared under a rock.
Mildred tipped her head back, her right hand absently trailing over the ridges on Fitz’s back as he crawled down from her arms. He stretched out his wings, flapping them once before he folded them against his sides again. But that single flap was enough to send her heart into her throat, to make her wish he would suddenly clamber onto one of the nearest rocks and sail away on the strongest current. But instead, he waddled towards Mrs. Babbinton, dogging her heels until she tossed a small pie towards him, his head darting forward as he snapped it out of the air.
It was only a few hours into the afternoon, but with the clouds piling up on the horizon, it felt as though the day was heading swiftly towards its end. Mildred turned down the offer of food from Mrs. Babbinton (an uncommon enough occurrence to make the older woman regard Mildred with the same expression one would reserve for a person harboring a second set of arms) and instead took a few steps away from the path, directing herself upwards for no other reason than a sharp incline seemed to provide a better distraction for her beleaguered mind than its opposite.
She looked back before she went too far, and her gaze sought out Mr. Wiggan, who had stooped down to help Matthew with the laces of his left boot. As though he felt the weight of her attention upon him, he looked up, his shoulders still rounded forward in their task.
“Would you…?” She began. And finished, as glances and incomplete sentences had often served as more than enough for them.
Mildred watched him as he stood and walked towards her. Mountains spread out all around her; the glory of Wales putting on its greatest show for them as sunlight slanted sharply across the distant cliffs; a pair of dragons gamboling over rocks and roots in pursuit of a small, furred creature that had already outwitted them minutes before; and she could not tear her eyes away from the broad-shouldered vicar striding off the edge of the path to join her, just as he had stepped off the road beside Ashby Lodge to help her with an empty trunk several months before.
“I thought you might have wished for a moment to yourself,” he said as he came up beside her, a dozen or so paces away from everyone else.
Oh, but she’d had too many moments to herself for the first four decades of her life. Which, to an outward observer, might not have seemed possible. There had always been people about; first her parents and Diana, and then Diana’s own family, the children and their daily routine shaping her own existence until she had lost herself in it. Constantly surrounded by others, and yet all too often alone.
She reached out and took Mr. Wiggan’s hand.
She said nothing at first. There were things she certainly wished to say, confessions and declarations that had simmered inside of her to a point she worried had gone beyond speaking. Even now seemed like the least auspicious of times to crack open her heart, but the last few months had taught her there really was no perfect time for anything, and she could age her way to dust waiting for an opportunity to step up and allow herself to have her turn.
“Mildred?”
“Claude,” she said, because she needed something to say, that first word to act as a jumping off point from which the rest of her speech could flow. She looked down as she ran her thumb over the rough surface of his knuckles. They had not been rough before all of this, when he had spent his days puttering around the vicarage in Upper Plimpton, worrying over nothing more than the Sunday sermon or if one of the local mothers was about to thrust one of their marriageable daughters in his direction. The both of them had endured numerous changes over the last several months, those alterations whittling away at them until she would one day look in the mirror and find an unrecognizable version of herself gazing back at her. “I am beginning to believe we will never be done with this.”
His eyebrows shifted. A slight rise and fall, a preliminary shiver of a full expression yet to be revealed. “Is this a show of newly gained prescience? And are you offering it as a warning or a promise?”
“Both,” she said, and without hesitation. “Every day, every moment of every day, it seems as though there is something else to…”
“Knock us off our feet?”
She nodded. “First, there was Fitz. And then Morgen. And now Matthew and Nettie to worry about, not to mention Belinda or the eggs or what we’re to do with Mr. Hawthorne, and—”
“Mildred,” he tried to interrupt, but she waved her free hand at him, batting away his intrusion like a piece of fluff floating before her.
“No, no. Let me finish.” She reached down and took his other hand, holding them both up between them, wanting to shelter that connection from the breeze that still buffeted about them. “I suspect our lives will not return to what they once were. I’m not even certain England will be able to return to what it once was, not with…” Her attention darted towards Fitz and Morgen (currently tussling with something that might have been a variety of mountain rodent or might have been Owen’s hat) before snapping back to Mr. Wiggan’s face. “What I mean to say is, there may never be a moment for us.” For courtship, for reading the banns, for doing everything as she had been taught to believe it should be done. But then, nothing in her life — at least for the most recent portions of it — had followed any sort of trajectory she could have expected for herself. “What there is now, even if it is all we ever have…” She squeezed his hands, then brought them up to glide across the edge of her jaw. A brief touch, there and gone before she could allow it to distract her. “I will be happy with it. I am determined.”
Slowly, without her noticing it, Mr. Wiggan had subtly shifted so that the bulk of his figure blocked Mildred from the worst of the breeze. In that new position as a temporary windbreak, he tipped his head towards hers, enough that his cheek butted against the brim of her bonnet. “I am happy with you, Mildred. Whether we are scaling mountains in search of dragons, or lazing about in the afternoons surrounded by books and tea and monotony. All we ever have will always be the only thing I ever want, as long as I am with you.”
Mildred told herself she should not cry — Diana had always hated tears (at least when others became drizzly) declaring them an overwrought surfeit of emotions best reserved for funerals and the occasional wedding — but there were many times when she told herself she would not do a thing (have that third slice of cake, read just one more chapter, sleep past ten in the morning) and yet did it anyway. “I do not think I can be an ideal wife,” she confessed. “I am nothing like my sister. I do not like to entertain or make banal conversation over lukewarm tea with all the other women in the village. I would probably keep a very untidy house, and I do not care whether it is long or short sleeves that are in fashion. And if y-you—”
She stuttered into silence when Mr. Wiggan kissed her lightly on the forehead (pushing her bonnet askew) before he kissed her again, with greater firmness of purpose and resolution, on the corner of her poorly puckered mouth.
“God help me if I should want a wife molded after one such as your sister,” he said. And barked out a laugh before he kissed her again.
Of course, reality was left to intrude after that. They were still halfway up — or halfway down, depending on one’s view of things — a mountain, and beyond that was yet more traveling than Mildred cared to think about. She had been given her respite, a brief siphoning away of her fears before whatever waited for them beyond Nantlle could prevent her from speaking to Mr. Wiggan again about matters that did not pertain to dragons or Belinda or how best to treat a blister on one’s foot from too much walking.
“We shouldn’t linger,” Mari Wynn announced, glancing at the sun as it began its descent towards the horizon.
Food was hastily finished and dragons were collected before their progress in the general direction of Nantlle continued. They arrived in the village just as afternoon became a watercolor version of itself, their feet sore and their cheeks burnished by the wind. After all they had endured over the last several days, Mildred no longer concerned herself with the reception they might receive from the villagers as they boldly strode towards the inn with the dragons in full view of everyone.
Mrs. Merrick led the way inside, plowing forward like an icebreaker through frozen waters. Her chin rose high and defiant as she approached the innkeeper — tall and lean and easily mistaken for a coat rack — and requested as many rooms as he could provide.
“Uh-h,” came his eloquent and acquiescent reply. His gaze switched back and forth between Fitz (in Mildred’s arms) and Morgen (perched on top of Owen’s head like a sentient hat), eyes twitching as steadily as a metronome. “I beg your pardon. Of course.” He swallowed and took a hasty step back as everyone shuffled past him and into the taproom.
Morgen leapt down from Owen’s head, running down the length of his arm and flitting from his wrist with a flap of her wings. She raced through the forest of tables and chair legs, skittering up to the edge of the fireplace and hesitating only long enough to shift the weight on her rear legs before she buried herself in the coals. Fitz took a less ambitious approach, waiting instead for Mildred to carry him over and set him down on the floor, behaving as though he had walked the entire way from Mrs. Merrick’s cottage along with everyone else and could not possibly traverse the last few paces across the room on his own power. Everyone else spilled into the various chairs and benches that were not already taken up by someone else, legs stretched out and all previous lessons of proper posture shoved away with that scrape of heels across the floor.
Fitz flopped onto his rump and stuck out his left leg, one wing half unfurled for balance as he gnawed at his claws. The other patrons of the inn — a half dozen seated at the tables, men and women frozen in the acts of eating and drinking and behaving like normal humans who had never seen a pair of dragons tumble into their midst with all the zeal of irritable housecats — displayed a subtle but varied panoply of reactions to this intrusion. One man choked on his drink. Another sat with his mouth open, peas dribbling from his spoon as his dinner had suddenly become a forgotten thing. A woman laughed, a short burst of hilarity carrying a frenzied edge before it was stifled into silence. But no one screamed. No one gathered up the nearest cutlery or blunt implement to hand and charged the creatures with a mingling of menace and panic in their eyes.
One man, however, old and stout in a way that made it seem as though every year of his life saw him concentrated into a more compact version of himself, approached with a hand extended towards Fitz. Blunt, calloused fingers scissored the air, while he clicked his tongue against the back of his teeth, trying to catch the dragon’s attention as though he was a trained dog or a small horse who would come when called. Mildred was too exhausted to offer a detailed warning, so she simply sat in her chair (rotating one ankle that let out a quiet click with every turn) and offered a brief, “Perhaps you shouldn’t…” and waited for Fitz’s reaction.
It came soon enough.
Mildred was the first to notice its overture, as Owen and the children were distracted by the fire and the mugs of small beer handed out to them, while the adults either nursed their own fatigue or continued negotiations with the innkeeper (a Mr. Carew, who seemed more baffled by the prospect of housing and feeding eleven additional people than the pair of dragons accompanying them) about their accommodations. But it began with a sudden stillness from Fitz. He sat facing away from the intruder, his foot suspended in the air as though he were a doll twisted into an awkward position and abandoned on the floor. A flare of his nostrils, and the tip of his tongue darted out to taste the air. A rumble in his chest was all the warning that came before his head snapped around and he shot a blast of flame towards the man’s arm. It wasn’t a large plume, only about the length of Mildred’s hand from fingertip to wrist. But the fire was an intense white tinged with blue, and the smell it left in the air could lend credence to future myths of a dragon’s ability to harness the powers of Hell (or at least some place round and about the latitude of Tunbridge Wells).
The man yelped and leapt back, which was probably the fastest he had moved in over a decade. Mildred shot forward and placed a placating hand on Fitz’s back, wincing at the heat that roiled through him, like the outside of a kettle still warm from the boil. “Fitz, no!” she chastised. “No fire indoors!”
Fitz snorted — at the man or at Mildred, she couldn’t be certain — and sent out a curl of smoke from the side of his mouth. Mildred took it as the equivalent of a slammed door from a stubborn child.
“And you!” Mildred turned her attention to the old man. If she had been less exhausted, less anxious, or more tolerant of the behavior of others beyond the close circle with whom she’d resided for the last few weeks, she might have made a greater effort to be patient and conciliatory. But the man had stuck out his hand with the audacity of someone waving a red flag at a bull, and if the lines on his crinkled, spotted skin had been singed away as a result, she couldn’t bring herself to feel as sorry for him as she thought she should. “Walking up to a strange animal with your fingers waggling in front of his nose like sausages for the taking! What did you think would happen?”
The old man appeared remorseful, shuffling backward and cradling his injured hand. But when he raised his eyes again, there was a shine of excitement in their depths, and a shiver of a smile worked at the corners of his mouth. “Never thought I’d live to see one, you know? The stories… Ah, there’ve been stories since I was a boy, of dragons up in the mountains, dragging the clouds along by their tails. You tell yourself not to believe it, and yet there’s always a part of you that never stops hoping it's real.”
He winced then, and glanced down at his hand. Mildred saw the angry red of burns, the shine of seared skin. And already, her irritation ebbed away. No matter his foolishness in approaching Fitz, she did not wish to see him continue to suffer, especially when she empathized with that same spark of curiosity that had driven him forward. “Mrs. Merrick?” she called out over the fits and starts of noise punctuating the taproom. “Are you free for a moment?”
Mrs. Merrick was briefly apprised of the situation and moved nearer to the fire to examine the man’s hand. “You’re a fool, Alud,” she said, amongst several other clucks and scolds offered to him. Mari Wynn brought her book to her, and a few herbs and things were gathered from the inn’s kitchen and her own stores, and then she set to work.
There was less fear in her movements than there had been with Fitz, or perhaps she was simply doing a better job of masking it. The inn’s patrons remained silent around them, almost reverent, as though they’d suddenly found themselves in a church and were afraid to speak or even cough for fear of bringing down the ire of something greater than themselves. But Mrs. Merrick held the man’s hand in her lap, the smell of garlic and dried seaberries filling the air. And there was her voice, low and insistent, the consonants tugging at the edges of the room around them while the low swoop of every vowel curled the very world and its making between her fingers.
Matthew and Nettie had gathered near Mildred to watch, the both of them clamoring for space on her lap and beside Fitz. “Look!” Nettie whispered, as though every open eye was not already fixed on the sight before them.
The damage to the old man’s hand faded like a pool of spilled wine soaking into the floorboards. The mark was there, and then… it was not. The skin returned to its former wrinkled, spotted glory, the slight aroma of char and singed hair still lingering in the taproom the only proof the wound had ever been there in the first place.
“Well?” Mrs. Merrick asked, while Alud turned his hand over first this way and then that, peering at it with all the suspicion of a child examining an unfamiliar vegetable at the end of his fork.
He said something in Welsh, a few words tinged with laughter and awe. Mrs. Merrick smiled at him in return, and she closed her book and let out a breath that shook through her with the force of a constrained earthquake.
Mildred watched it all in a state of faint bemusement. She possessed a fair grasp of history, and what history had told her about being a woman, about being a woman over the age of forty, and about being a woman over the age of forty with talents that fell under the realm of the supernatural, was that Mrs. Merrick could save everyone a great deal of bother and simply tip herself onto a bundle of sticks and wait for someone to amble along with a bit of flint and steel and intolerance at their disposal. It did not matter that a group of gentlemen in wigs and various types of hosiery had declared an end to burning—hanging, torturing, drowning, pricking — suspicious women in England and its surroundings nearly a century before. Little matters such as “laws” and “morals” rarely prevented people from exacting whatever justice they saw fit when it came time, in their view, to exact it.
But if Mildred had been expecting an outcry from the assembled patrons of the inn at Mrs. Merrick’s use of magic, for them to abandon their tankards and plates and rush to clap her in irons or treat her however people tended to treat witches on sight (Mildred could only think of sharp metal objects or large rocks between which someone could be pressed like a starched shirt), she was surprisingly — and gratefully — mistaken. For unlike their initial reception in Wales, when Fitz had escaped and set a chicken coop and a few of its inhabitants on fire, there was no show of fear or even a trace of umbrage. There was astonishment, yes, but the villagers seemed more willing to accept what was before them as part of the natural order of things. Dragons and magic were seen as a fine holiday roast: not something one often indulged in, but treated with veneration and excitement when it did finally appear on the table.
“Two rooms,” Mr. Wiggan announced as he approached them, seemingly unaware of the mild tumult that had occurred only moments before. “It will be a bit tight, I’m afraid, but we shall manage, I’m sure.”
Mildred looked up at him from her seat near the fire. Fitz had gone and draped himself across her feet, while Morgen was still burrowing through the fire, gobbling up the choicest coals and working her jaws around them before she spat them out again, the flames hissing as she did so. Matthew had curled himself onto her lap, his head on her shoulder, his eyes drifting closed while the fatigue of their hike down the mountain finally swept over him. “Can you finish sorting things? I have no inclination to move at the moment,” she said, tipping her head towards the dragons and the children entrenched around her.
He grinned, one of his full smiles displaying teeth and gums along with all of the shadows and exhaustion of the last few days (week, months…) on his features. He had taken off his hat, his hair rumpled and his clothes rumpled and everything about him so battered and windswept that Mildred wanted to take him and fold him into her pocket for safekeeping. “Are you hungry? Mari Wynn and Mrs. Babbinton seem to be taking over the task of fetching sustenance for everyone, and I can have something brought to you?”
“That would be wonderful, yes.”
He turned as if to go, but then he paused and held out his hand to her.
Mildred reached up and took it, his fingers cool against her skin. He held her tight, only for a moment, before he let go and returned to seeing all of them settled for the evening.
Perhaps they would have a pleasant journey, Mildred mused. Tonight, a hot meal and warm fires and beds of indiscriminate quality before they had to begin again in the morning, their final stop before Builth and Penffynnon. Which was all a very dangerous thought to have, she realized, considering how many miles still lay before them, and how many mild to severe disasters could transpire in such a short span of time.
As she sat there, her hand slipped into her pocket, her fingers curling around the small bundle of dragon egg, wrapped carefully in its handkerchief, a solid and reassuring presence against her upper thigh. The egg was still cool, still quiet, as though it did not contain all the power and potential of a bomb smoldering away behind the muslin shield of her skirt.
“If you are contemplating hatching,” she said, her voice low, the words only a trail of hisses and occasional consonants from her lips, “please wait at least another day or two? At the least, I should think.”



Chapter Three
When one thinks of the abilities of a dragon, the mind often conjures up such images as blasts of fire or translucent wings stretched in flight or hoards of gold hidden in some secret cave. But most people are unaware that a large number of dragons also possess the ability to run at great speed, though often not for longer than a few seconds at a time.
-from Chapter Twelve of Miss Percy’s Definitive Guide to the Restoration of Dragons
“You’re on my foot!”
“I am not! You pushed your foot under my bottom, but I was there first!”
“It’s because you shift about so much. If you didn’t sprawl all over and simply sat still in one place—”
“I have been sitting! We’re in a carriage, Nettie! I can’t move!”
“Well, you can move well enough to breathe your stinky breath in my face all day. And what’s more—”
“Enough.” Mildred glared at the children, who scurried — as well as two children who were already sitting down, smooshed into the corner of a well-appointed carriage could reasonably scurry — back to their seats. They had been on the road for… Well, Mildred was not certain how many hours had passed since they’d departed from Nantlle. But it had been a late start as everyone had slept long past sunrise, and the wind had died down only to make way for a steely gray sky and a crispness to the air that chattered through their teeth like winter.
“You don’t think it will snow, do you?” Mrs. Babbinton had asked as they’d all shuffled out of the inn, her gaze pinned to the sky as though she could delay any foul weather from assaulting them with the power of that single glance.
“I don’t know.” Mildred tipped Fitz into the carriage and then took the basket of food Mrs. Babbinton handed to her. “It’s barely autumn, so I cannot imagine we should be in too much danger.
Mari Wynn came up behind them, carrying a few blankets she had managed to cajole from Mr. Carew’s possession. “This is Wales and you’re in the mountains,” she told them, her mouth quirking at the corners. “There’s little regard for seasons here.”
They had piled into the carriage after breakfast, the women and children inside while Mr. Jones, Owen, and Hopkins took the driver’s seat. Mr. Wiggan and Mr. Hawthorne rode on the recently purchased horses, the man from whom they’d been bought appearing more than willing to part with his animals if it meant placing himself in the tale of myth and magic he saw coming to life around them.
Everyone was tired, despite their sleeping in — or perhaps because of it — and the general mood at the beginning of the journey could only boast a faint yearning towards optimism. Mildred had a headache, had consumed too many sausages at breakfast before realizing the flavor had been a degree or so shy of appetizing, and had hardly been given an opportunity to speak to anyone beyond a litany of vague approbations and scoldings to the children, who had grown more quarrelsome now that the threat of Mr. Parry and Belinda had faded into memory and they were now safe again beneath Mildred’s banner of protection. Mr. Hawthorne, on the other hand, bore a complexion tinged with green at the edges, no doubt due to the lingering effects of having gone to bed the previous night with a bottle of what had appeared to be scotch tucked beneath one arm.
And so the first several hours southward passed in a mild haze of grumblings (of both sentiments and stomachs) while the clouds hooked themselves onto the mountaintops with anchors forged of mist and snow. Their progress was slow, as the mountains were steep, the road was narrow, and no one wished to push the horses harder than was necessary. The snow held off, only coating the tops of the neighboring peaks, making the landscape look to have been dusted in sugar. Which was all very lovely and like something that should have been captured in a painting, but no one was in any sort of mood to appreciate the dramatic artistry of the view.
By the end of the first day of travel, Fitz had set the hem of Nettie’s gown on fire, Morgen had made three attempts at flying (the “attempts” being that she repeatedly pitched herself off the top of the carriage with a quick snap of her wings and a swift drop to the ground below, forcing the carriage to halt and Owen to leap down and snatch her up before she could be crushed by either hoof or wheel), and the snow had caught up with them enough to turn the road before them into a white ribbon cutting across the darkening landscape.
Their next stop at an inn was remarkable in that it was thoroughly unremarkable. It had been discussed and agreed upon that they would not take considerable pains to disguise the presence of dragons among their party. And so they marched into the Crown Inn — not to be confused with any of the twenty-three other Crown Inns within a hundred-mile radius — with Mildred openly lugging Fitz and Morgen openly clawing her way up the back of Owen’s coat as though the dragons were simply another accessory to their travel-worn wardrobes. Rooms were requested and dinner was ordered, and aside from one woman choking on her drink and a young man spewing a choice collection of phrases that made Nettie clap her hands over Matthew’s ears, nothing else of an untoward nature occurred.
While Mildred wished to believe the improvement in their general reception was due to some fundamental change in the atmosphere, brought into being by the very existence of the dragons themselves and the recent applications of Mrs. Merrick’s rare healing skills, the truth of the matter was more prosaic: they were a large group traveling in a fine carriage and with ready money to pay for all of the food and beds they required. (Mildred would also admit that half of their company being Welsh was a decided advantage, as a few quick words from Mari Wynn better swayed a reluctant innkeeper to meeting their needs than any half an hour’s cajoling in the King’s English.)
The rooms were readied and the dinner was served, most of the day’s irritations fading away beneath that worthy combination of warmth and sustenance. And then there was the slow walk up to their rooms, hands and faces washed before everyone collapsed onto whatever bed — formal or makeshift — was available to them. Another morning came after that, ushered in by a brief blast of snow sweeping across the countryside, leaving everything white and cold and starkly beautiful. Their progress continued to be slow, in respect for the weather and the health of the horses, and it was not until another day, a night, and half a day had passed before they found themselves near enough to Builth to know that they would arrive at Penffynnon by the middle of the next afternoon.
It was with some relief that they made their way into the inn for what they assumed would be their final night before foisting themselves upon Rhiannon’s hospitality. The children were asleep before Mildred could even finish making up a bed on the floor for them, and Mari Wynn slipped into unconsciousness at the room’s only table, slumped beside Mrs. Merrick as she made notes in her book by the light of a flickering candle.
Mildred looked forward to the day to come, to finding some rest at Penffynnon and putting the final touches on a plan that had not coalesced far beyond following Belinda to London (possibly?), where they would do something of a vague and hand-waving nature to effect the return of fifteen dragon eggs along with the white dragon that had been taken from Nyth y Ddraig.
Mildred had never been to London. In her imaginings, London was a sprawling, crowded place filled with too much fog, too much smoke, and too many random outbreaks of highly infectious diseases. Her sister’s adoration of England’s capital city as a bustling hub of fashion and society also did little to recommend it, Mildred much preferring the more subdued pace of a quaint country village, where houses sprouted out of the ground like mushrooms and humble vicars shuffled about in their gardens every afternoon, tending to their bees and their broccoli.
But for the moment, Mildred tried not to think about London and what they would have to do once they arrived there. Of course, trying not to think about something worked as well as placing a lid on a pot that was about to boil over and stepping hastily out of the room, but there were at least several other things to occupy her attention as she prepared for bed, the foremost one being how quickly she could apply her head to the nearest pillow and sink into blessed unconsciousness.
Which she did, and with impressive alacrity. Unfortunately, she was not permitted as much sleep as she might have hoped for, as someone knocked on her door an hour before sunrise the next morning.
(Note: There were rules pertaining to how early in the morning one could knock upon another’s door and drag them from their rest. They were unwritten, and yet most people with some modicum of societal awareness knew them and attempted to adhere to them to the best of their abilities.
You did not call upon a neighbor or acquaintance before breakfast. You also did not call upon them late enough in the evening for your visit to be considered as an act of overfamiliarity. And you certainly did not greet said visitors in your dressing gown or with your hair still tied up in rags, as though you could not be bothered to present yourself as a fully functional adult with an offer of tea or some other pleasant refreshment.
Allowances were made in cases of emergency, of course. Death and sudden illnesses could sweep the rules away with one broken bone or an apoplectic fit. There were also disasters of a more natural and/or plague-upon-the-Egyptians variety to take into account. Burning buildings, floods, and other incidents — both meteorological and political (should a tyrant with particularly Corsican antecedents show up in the garden some peaceful morning) — had the power to render all of those little formalities of etiquette completely moot. But an event Mildred had not anticipated as falling under the umbrella of “emergency” was Mr. Wiggan knocking on their door at half-past six in the morning to inform them that Mr. Hawthorne had disappeared.)
“What did you say?” Mildred stood at the door to her room — the room she shared with Mrs. Babbinton, Mrs. Merrick, Mari Wynn, and the children — clad in her nightdress and a newly minted lack of concern over Mr. Wiggan bearing witness to her morning dishevelment.
“Mr. Hawthorne has disappeared,” he repeated, appearing as befuddled by interrupted sleep and astonishment as she did.
“That’s what I thought you said.” She gripped the edge of the door, her balance still teetering as though the foundation of the inn was rocking slowly beneath her feet. Behind her, the children were sound asleep, curled around Fitz like parentheses. Mrs. Babbinton had snuffled into some approximation of wakefulness, her cap askew and her hands grasping at the buttons of her collar while she seemed to deliberate if she should be offended at Mr. Wiggan catching sight of her in her night attire.
“Is something wrong?” Mrs. Merrick asked, her head popping up from the floor, one side of her face scrunched against the pale daylight setting the window aglow.
“It’s Mr. Hawthorne,” Mildred told her. “He seems to have gone and extricated himself from our party.”
This repetition of Mr. Wiggan’s news led to a flurry of questions while everyone struggled to free themselves from blankets and twisted nightgowns and socks that had slid halfway off their feet in the night. Had Mr. Hawthorne taken a horse? Had anyone been injured during his escape? Where was Morgen? Where was Fitz? (This, asked by Mrs. Babbinton, despite the fact that Fitz was snoring three feet from the end of her bed.) Had anyone seen him leave, and in which direction had he decided to take himself?
Mr. Wiggan stepped into the room, allowing Mildred to close the door behind him. He shuffled his feet for a moment, while his gaze darted from one corner to the other as four women in nightgowns and shifts abandoned their beds to close ranks around him. “Um, nothing is missing,” he said, his attention settling on Mildred as though she were an oasis in the middle of a desert. “Wherever he’s taken himself off to, he’s proceeded on foot. But no one spoke to him or even saw him leave. He was still downstairs in the taproom when the rest of us retired for the night, and when we woke up… he was gone.”
“I knew it.” Mrs. Babbinton bit off the words, her hands planted firmly on her hips so that she resembled nothing less than an indignant sugar bowl. “I knew it was foolish to trust him. And now what’s happened? He’s run off, because of course he did. I wouldn’t have expected anything less from the likes of him.” She turned and began sorting through the notes and bits of paper left on the table beside the bed, her hands working with the ire of someone frustrated they could not slap a newspaper emblazoned with the headline “Scurrilous Scoundrel Does a Scarper” onto the bed in front of them all.
Mildred pushed her hair back from her face. She had braided it before she had fallen asleep the night before, but it had slipped free of its plait and spilled over her shoulders in a collection of tangled ropes and whorls of frizz intent on defying a number of natural laws. And so she sought out the ribbon that had fallen out and tied it back at the nape of her neck. And she picked up her shawl from the back of a chair and wrapped it around her shoulders. Dull, routine activities, performed as though she had an entire morning of leisure rolling out before her. But the monotony of the tasks allowed her to think, which was quite an achievement for her before the sun had fully crested over the horizon for the day.
“Perhaps he has just…” But she stopped herself there, the statement slipping out of her grasp, pulled back by the tide of her own fatigue.
“We’ve sought permission to search the rooms that weren’t already occupied,” Mr. Wiggan said, once her voice had dwindled into silence. “And Owen and Hopkins have made a circuit of the yard when they checked on the horses, but there’s no sign of him. He’s simply vanished.”
“Well, what about…?” Mildred began again, hoping that at some point her suggestions would gain enough independent intelligence to finish themselves without any additional aid from her. But as it was morning, and as she had yet to clear the detritus of sleep from the corners of her eyes, all she could bring to mind at the moment was a dull fizzing sound similar to that of a firecracker failing to ignite.
“Food,” Mrs. Babbinton said. Which came as no surprise to anyone that her next entrance into the conversation would have to do with sustenance. “Has he taken any food with him?”
“He’s not even taken his hat,” Mr. Wiggan was quick to point out, in a tone that swiftly altered the course of the conversation. Because any anticipated disappearance on Mr. Hawthorne’s part — and no one present displayed even a skipped heartbeat of surprise at the news of his escape — had included no small amount of thievery, cunning, subterfuge, and possibly a missing knife or three. But Mr. Hawthorne having slipped out from beneath their collective thumb without even a hat on his head was not a scenario that had entered their imaginations.
Mildred spun around and returned to her makeshift bed on the floor. She searched beneath her pillow for that little bundle of egg inside its handkerchief, hidden away where she hoped no one would have been daring enough to search for it. Her knuckles brushed against it first, and then her fingers closed over it, the side of her thumb slipping past the fabric to slide across the rough bite of the crystals on its surface. She let out a little huff of relief and stood up again, both hands clasped around the egg, holding it tight to her abdomen with the will of someone wanting to tuck it inside themselves, if only there wasn’t all of the flesh and bones and various viscera blocking the way.
“He’s taken nothing, then.” Mr. Wiggan glanced back at the door behind him, eyes seeming to trace the imaginary path drawn out and away from them by Mr. Hawthorne’s departing footsteps.
“Good.” Mrs. Babbinton turned to the bed and pulled back the covers, airing out the mattress before she set to work preparing for the rest of the morning. “He can do with himself as he pleases and we shall be better off without him skulking about at the edges of everything.”
Which was easy enough for Mrs. Babbinton to say, bustling about in that way she had when she seemed ready to don a breastplate of domesticity and barrel through the troubles of the world while wielding a steaming pot of tea in one hand and a plate of macaroons in the other. But Mildred could not help but set her teeth at the thought of Mr. Hawthorne disappearing so suddenly, dropping himself out of their circle without leaving even a wrinkle of unease in his wake.
“I trust him more in our company than I would if he were separated from us again,” Mildred confessed. As though he was a spider, and she felt greater comfort in knowing his precise position than to risk fetching a shoe with which to smack him, only to find he had vanished upon her return.
“What do you mean?” Mr. Wiggan asked. “Do you wish to delay the rest of our journey towards Builth until we’ve found him?”
It was precisely what she wanted, though it had not come to her in such a concise manner as Mr. Wiggan managed to produce. Yet there was still a reluctance on her part to give him a reply, as the weight of all of the eyes in the room upon her — minus the children and Fitz, who were still slumbering in peaceful ignorance of the minor maelstrom stirring up around them — made it clear they depended on her opinion to direct their next course of action.
Which had not been nearly as daunting when it had been only the three of them (herself, Mr. Wiggan, and Mrs. Babbinton) seeing to the care of a small dragon no larger than a runty pheasant. But now their group had grown far beyond the boundaries of afternoon tea in the vicarage kitchen, worrying over whether or not the inhabitants of Upper Plimpton might glance into the garden and see a mythological creature gamboling amongst the petunias. Now there were children and mountains and knives and multiple dragons, and all of it mixed together into a conglomerate of fear that she might make the wrong decision and bring additional harm upon any or all of them.
Mildred looked at the floor, where Matthew still slept beside Fitz. Their scars were visible, the angry red mark at the center of Matthew’s forehead and the veins of silver running around Fitz’s leg and across his wing, indelible reminders that all of this — Mildred’s adventure, the one she had always dreamed of experiencing — was not as harmless as it had been when written across the pages of her imagination. Every decision, every delay had the potential to bring more danger into their path. And for a moment, for as long as it took the fear to twist in her abdomen and the nausea to burn at the sides of her mouth, she wished that things were different, that she could have somehow taken part in the adventure without serving as one of its main characters.
“We should look for Mr. Hawthorne,” she said, and waited for the cries of dissent to begin. But Mrs. Babbinton only pursed her lips, and Mrs. Merrick looked towards the window, narrowing her gaze at the colorless view of the fields stretching out behind the inn. “If he has run off and wants nothing more to do with us,” Mildred continued, “then that is his decision, but…”
Mari Wynn nodded. “... but what man in his right mind would leave without his hat?”
Mrs. Babbinton opened her mouth and drew in a sharp breath, her next words (something to do with Mr. Hawthorne not being in his right mind in the first place, so deciding what to do with him based on a piece of forgotten millinery seemed to be a greater show of courtesy than he deserved) jumbling together behind the causeway of her teeth. “On your heads…” she muttered, before she returned to fussing with the blankets and pillows of the bed.
Mr. Wiggan stepped out again to allow everyone time and privacy to dress before meeting him downstairs. The children woke up after he left, and Mildred had to chivvy them out from under the blankets, promising them a hot breakfast and as much butter as they wished to slather across their toast if they would hurry up and not fuss when she worked the tangles out of their hair with a wet comb.
They converged in the taproom, Owen, Hopkins, and Mr. Jones already there and availing themselves of the inn’s well-stocked kitchen. The children swung their legs over one of the benches and attacked the dishes of toast, coddled eggs, and other foodstuffs that were still warm, all of the table manners Mildred had spent years instilling in them falling away as fast as the crumbs from the edges of their crumpets. Mildred perched on the end of the bench with Fitz—which was a much nicer way of saying that she slumped onto it with all the aplomb of a sack of wet bed sheets tumbling from the arms of an exhausted laundress — and accepted a cup of coffee, wincing at the prospect of drinking it but knowing that if she was to have even a single wit about her, she would need to force down at least one cup of the foul brew.
The rest of the inn slowly came to life around them. Two older gentlemen sat at a nearby table, nursing the same mugs as the evening before, only this time filled with coffee instead of ale. The innkeeper’s wife swept around the tables, her broom knocking into the legs of chairs and customers, while her son scrubbed the surface of a table to a mediocre level of cleanliness. A few nods greeted them, along with a word or two of good morning, and that was all the attention they were given, as though they were anything but a motley collection of English and Welsh, of vicars and housekeepers and children and witches, of dragons sniffing at charred tomatoes and dragging burnt bits of toast beneath the table to be devoured in secrecy.
Mildred wondered at that, how different everything seemed now that the dragons were no longer such a secret as had been the case on their first foray into Wales. But between what had happened outside of Abergavenny (incinerated chicken coop, lightly toasted chickens) and their time spent at Penffynnon (the hatching of Morgen, the inevitable gossip of servants) and also any word that had spilled out from their brief venture towards Gwilym’s Farm (rescue of Fitz from the aforementioned root cellar, repeatedly misemployed log), their presence in Wales had been carved out behind them like the ruts and channels left after a flood.
And none of that took into account any notice Belinda and Mr. Parry might be drawing towards themselves, picking up attention as a planet would gather moons into its orbit on its way around the universe. They had already made inquiries along their way as to whether or not two people, matching the description of Belinda and Mr. Parry, had been seen along the same road they currently traveled, but there had been no word of them, as if they had leapt off the edge of Nyth y Ddraig and taken wing back towards England.
If, indeed, they were going to England. Mr. Hawthorne believed they were, and Mildred knew her niece had always wanted to go to London, so if ever the opportunity arose…
Mildred took another sip of coffee and winced. Either the coffee was not particularly good, or her tolerance for it had diminished considerably since they had begun traipsing hither and thither across the country. “Where should we begin with Mr. Hawthorne?” she asked Mr. Wiggin, who was on his third slice of toast in as many minutes.
“We’ve searched the rooms,” he reminded her. “Or the empty ones, at least, with our patient innkeeper’s permission. He hasn’t been seen outside—”
“Have you checked the stables?” Mrs. Babbinton interrupted, apparently more concerned that the search was done properly despite her misgivings on wasting the time and energy necessary to search for Mr. Hawthorne at all.
“We’ve checked the stables,” he went on. “And that’s… Well, that’s all so far. Unless he’s tucked himself into a cupboard or he’s lurking beneath a bed someone else is sleeping in, I really don’t know where he could be.”
“If he didn’t do a bolt, you mean,” Owen added, his cheeks stuffed with a bite of eggs he had pushed aside in order to speak without spraying all of them with his breakfast. “Though on foot, I can’t imagine he’d have gone far.”
Which then brought up the question of how far-reaching their search would be. If they failed to find Mr. Hawthorne at the inn, would they then be compelled to extend their hunt into the area south of Llanidloes and beyond? Mildred did not much care for the idea of leaving Mr. Hawthorne to his own devices. Not so much because she feared any potential threat he might be to them if left to regather his strength and attack them again from a different angle, but rather that she worried about his very presence of mind after Belinda had used him and then summarily abandoned him much like a pair of gloves that had gone out of style.
Mildred finished her coffee and a second crumpet doused with enough marmalade to marginally disguise its staleness. “We will search the cupboards, then,” she announced, as though there had not been several hundred words of tangential musings about Belinda and Mr. Hawthorne streaming out in her wake. “We will do it thoroughly, and as quickly as we are able. But if he has decided to leave us, and of his own volition…” She did not mention any additional fear that his absence was not at all due to his choice, that perhaps Belinda had come back to fetch him or he had managed to embroil himself in some other difficulty for which he was not entirely to blame. “... then I am afraid he is very much on his own.”
And so, once the eggs and bacon and most of the marmalade had been finished (and with the permission of the innkeeper’s wife) they spread out in search of Mr. Hawthorne. The cupboards were looked into, the beds were glanced under again, and even suspicious bits of cushioning and upholstery were prodded in case Mr. Hawthorne (who was not remarkably large of build, but favored a more slight variety of structure) had managed to tuck himself into an armchair or a remarkably lumpy mattress.
Their search took them outside soon enough, where the sky was perfectly middling (Would it snow? Would it rain? Would the clouds sweep away to douse them in cold, clear sunshine or simply linger over their heads like a judgemental mantle of stratus?) and the inn and its surroundings boasted that microcosm of civilization every yard of every inn around the world put on display for transitory visitors. This being Wales, there were chickens (Mildred stayed close to Fitz with a warning to him that he should not hassle the poultry) pecking in the dirt; and there was the bleat of sheep, that invariable national anthem humming throughout the countryside; and there were horses, carriages, and carts, stamping and rumbling across the yard.
In other words, it was all very ordinary. Which was what made the sight of Mildred striding towards the stables with a scarred dragon padding in her wake all the more extraordinary. A few people stopped to watch her progress, one man even doffing his cap and shuffling backwards as though the presence of the dragon conferred some rank of peerage upon her person. Mildred did not notice the attention (she did notice, but she pretended not to) and continued to behave in a manner that suggested she had never passed a day in her life without at least a mythological beast or two skipping along in her care.
Hopkins and Mrs. Babbinton joined her as they looked through the stables, searching under and inside every shadowed corner and behind every door. Even the hayloft was checked again (by Hopkins, neither of the women wishing to expend their energy or sanity on a trip up or — even worse — down the ladder) in case Mr. Hawthorne had pitched himself into a mound of fodder for the night.
“He’s not here,” Mrs. Babbinton said, her statement taking in the inn, the stables, and most likely several miles of surrounding countryside. “Now, we can continue to search and search again until we’ve begun prying up the floorboards, or we can fan ourselves out across Wales looking for a young gentleman subsisting on suspicious motivations, or…” And here, she looked at Mildred, her lips pinched and her face shaped into a picture of someone about to deliver a dose of medicine that would not taste well on its way down. “Perhaps we should pay more attention to rescuing the dragon and the eggs that Miss Muncy and Mr. Parry stole.”
Mildred did not want her to be right. But the difficulty of the matter was that she did not know if Mrs. Babbinton was right. She sounded as though she was, her voice sure and her stance stubborn and her chin jutted out in a way that made her look like she was posing for a statue of herself to be erected somewhere near Charing Cross. And Mildred wondered if her reluctance to give up on the search for Mr. Hawthorne had something to do with her wariness towards chasing down Belinda before she could wreak any and all havoc she was no doubt already plotting.
But what about his hat? she almost said, but shook her head and glanced down at Fitz, who was scraping his claws against the corner of the stables. “Very well,” she admitted, and winced at how much it felt like giving up. “We should pack up our things and prepare to go. It’s only a few more hours to Penffynnon, I believe.”
There was not much to pack. Mrs. Babbinton took care of the food, Owen and Mildred fed the dragons into satiety in the hope they would sleep for a good portion of the journey, and Mr. Jones and Hopkins hitched up the horses to the carriage and had it brought around.
“Now, don’t lose that,” Mildred told Nettie, who had taken possession of Mr. Hawthorne’s hat and was wearing it over her plaits.
Would they see Mr. Hawthorne again? Mildred glanced at the sky (still middling) and the horizon and the hills all around them, her attention darting as quick as a dragonfly. She hoped he would not come to harm, no matter the part he had willingly played in the story thus far. Perhaps he would fade away from the pages gracefully, like printed words left exposed to the sun. He would diminish, but not disappear entirely. Find a life that would suit him, a quiet one, with enough comfort to keep him satisfied and enough difficulty to prevent him from becoming bored.
“Here, allow me,” Mr. Wiggan said, and opened the door to the carriage as Mildred prepared to hoist Fitz inside.
And that was when, with a clink of empty bottles and the bow of an unforeseen character arc stretching overhead, Mr. Hawthorne tumbled out of the carriage and landed unconscious on the ground at their feet.



Chapter Four
The way a dragon chooses to bathe depends on the variety of dragon itself. Some, like the Striped Whiptail, prefer to take dust baths, much like a chicken maintaining its feathers. Others will perch themselves outside in the rain and allow the falling moisture to wash their scales clean. Though there are a few (the Common Bluethroat, in particular) that seek out pools of water, warmed by the sun, to be used for long hours of soaking.
-from Chapter Five of Miss Percy’s Definitive Guide to the Restoration of Dragons
Mildred did not have much experience with drunkenness. Her circle of acquaintances had always been of a confined variety, limited to the families with whom her parents had interacted and then swiftly followed by the equally unvaried group her sister, Diana, counted among her own friends. (Though how many of those people would wish to count Mrs. Diana Muncy as one of their acquaintances is a matter left up for debate by individuals with considerably more time and gleeful malevolence than this author has to spare.) But whenever wine or spirits had been imbibed in Mildred’s presence, it was almost always in moderation, a few sips between soup and asparagus and something suspended in aspic. Extreme bouts of intoxication were reserved for either the lower classes (where it was perceived as a failing) or the upper levels of society (where it was perceived as a feature), while those hovering in the realm around that dreaded middle range of the population sought to conduct their affairs — and vices — in as moderate a fashion as possible.
Mildred had tasted wine and sherry and a few types of ale, but the stronger varieties of spirits (whisky and gin and… well, she didn’t know enough about them beyond what she had read in novels and newspapers to name any alternatives beyond that) were left to those with a stronger tolerance to alcohol than anything she possessed. The one time she had taken too much wine — two and a half glasses, for those interested — she had been sick for two days afterwards and even the sight of too many grapes in one place had brought on a mild headache for months afterwards.
So she assumed it must have taken a great deal of drink to send Mr. Hawthorne sprawling onto the cold ground without him stirring into consciousness. The empty bottles (multiple bottles, hence the “s” nudging the word into its plural form) acted as another piece of evidence that he had drunk more than Mildred would have ever conceived possible. And then there was the aroma that wafted from his person, as though he had attempted to pickle himself inside the carriage by doubling or even trebling the amounts listed in the original recipe.
“Oh, he’s not dead, is he?”
Mildred looked down at Matthew, who had posed the awful question. “No! No, of course not. He’s only, um…”
“He’s soused himself up to his eyeballs,” Owen said, while he attempted to keep Morgen from skittering down the length of his arm and leaping onto the back of Mr. Hawthorne’s prone form. “Looks like he got his hands on the good stuff, too.” He nudged one of the empty bottles with the toe of his boot.
Mrs. Babbinton, rather than embark on a discussion of quality liquor and its ability to render someone insensate, bent down to roll Mr. Hawthorne off his stomach. “Help me,” she said to no one in particular, prompting Mari Wynn to rush in and grab the man’s legs. They had him over in an instant, his clothing streaked with dirt and other things Mildred had no wish to identify, and his complexion a remarkable mixture of fish-belly white and feverish red. Mrs. Babbinton placed the back of her hand to his forehead and cheeks, then dipped her fingers beneath his collar in a clear investigation as to the state of his circulatory system. “Alive and well, no sign of fever.” She fussed with the tangle of a neckcloth still wrapped around his throat, pulling at it with all the force of a fisherman tussling with a large trout at the end of the line. “We should take him inside. He’ll catch a chill if we leave him like this.” (Spoken as though anyone present might have been tempted to consider leaving Mr. Hawthorne in the dirt, in the cold, drunk and unconscious and without a hat.)
Mr. Wiggan and Mari Wynn carried Mr. Hawthorne inside. It was a minor encore to their previous arrival at the inn, though instead of creating a hubbub with a duo of dragons it was the little chaos sparked to life by the dragging of a formerly missing and presently senseless gentleman into the taproom.
“The bed in our room was the largest,” Mrs. Merrick pointed out, before grips were adjusted and limbs were hoisted upwards again in order to make the climb up the narrow staircase. They made it to the bedroom with only a few bumps and abrasions delivered to Mr. Hawthorne’s figure, before he was dropped onto the bed with as much care as they could manage for someone who had been their enemy for the previous two volumes.
Boots were removed and coffee was ordered, while the fire was rebuilt and someone deposited a basin on the floor beside the bed.
“He’ll need it,” Mrs. Merrick assured Mildred. “Soon enough.”
Their departure now delayed until Mr. Hawthorne was recovered, Mildred penned a quick note to Lady Pritchard and had it sent by messenger to Penffynnon. She had not known how to say “We will be on our way once the gentleman who once threatened me with a kitchen knife has sobered up again” without wincing at the absurdity of it, and so instead wrote “One of our party has fallen ill. Nothing serious. Will be along shortly.”
Mildred stayed in the room with Mr. Hawthorne and Mrs. Merrick. (Fitz, seeming to understand he was no longer about to endure another long spell stuffed inside a cramped carriage, settled on the floor in front of the fire with a rustle of wings and a low growl of relative contentment.) She expected Mrs. Merrick to conjure up some miraculous concoction that would spring their invalid from his stupor and have him up and back to his former self in a matter of minutes. Instead, Mrs. Merrick gave his shoulders a shake, then slapped his face when he didn’t immediately respond.
The sound that came out of him was nothing resembling human speech. A deflated Yorkshire pudding would have managed a finer selection of words. It was neither a snuffle nor a wheeze, and vaunting it to the level of a groan was paying it more due than it was worth. But there was a flicker of eyelids and a tightening at the corners of his mouth, and Mrs. Merrick took that as a good sign their patient could be retrieved from the abyss.
Mrs. Babbinton arrived then with the coffee, while Nettie (wishing to be helpful, and also quietly hoping no one would ask her to relinquish Mr. Hawthorne’s hat as long as she placed herself in a favorable light) followed with a pitcher of fresh water clutched between her hands. And with that, the revival of Mr. Hawthorne began in earnest, with Mrs. Merrick prodding him until his lips parted and she tipped a swallowful of scalding coffee down his throat.
He coughed and spluttered, smacked the back of his head against the headboard and finished the brief performance by attempting to roll off the side of the bed, elbows first. Mrs. Merrick hauled him back onto the mattress, squeezed his face between the thumb and fingers of her left hand before giving him another dose of coffee with her right.
Mildred could not tell how much of the coffee he drank and how much ended up dribbling down the front of his shirt. But by the fifth sip Mr. Hawthorne was awake enough to splutter a few disconnected syllables and give Mrs. Merrick an anemic shove.
“He smells like a rotted potato,” Mrs. Babbinton remarked. “Mari Wynn has them heating water to bring up for a bath. A good dunk and a proper scrub will see him set back to rights soon enough.”
“You’re not…” Mr. Hawthorne slurred, pointing a trembling, accusatory finger in a direction they assumed was supposed to incriminate Mrs. Babbinton in her plot to see him bathed. But anything else he might have said was left to their imaginations as he turned and vomited over the side of the bed.
“And so it begins.” Mrs. Merrick sat down beside him, her hand on his back. “Nettie, why don’t you go downstairs and ask for some sort of broth or thin gruel for him to eat, once he can stomach it. He’ll be worse off if we let him become dehydrated.”
Nettie, thrilled to be given something to do — and to be away from the room as Mr. Hawthorne gave way to his second bout of vomiting — scampered off to the kitchen. Once she was gone and Mr. Hawthorne seemed capable of drawing a breath that wasn’t merely an overture to another torrent of regurgitation, the women helped him undress.
Of course, one would see the use of the word “helped” and assume it to mean that Mr. Hawthorne acted as a willing party to the scene of his own disrobement. But he fought them — to the best of his feeble abilities — against the removal of his jacket, his shirt, and even his boots and socks. When it came to his trousers, he was adamant that he would be allowed some measure of privacy. Mrs. Merrick told him that if he could stand up under his own power she would allow him to stew in them for the rest of the year, if that was his wish. He made it onto one foot, the other just about to plant itself firmly on the floor before he blanched, a cold sweat broke out across his brow, and he fell back onto the bed, a tree struck down by the final axe blow.
He conceded to them without further argument. Or at least not any caliber of argument they took care to acknowledge.
The bath arrived, the water steaming as it was poured into the small tub. Mrs. Babbinton shooed the servants away once the bath was full — especially the innkeeper’s son, who seemed to want to linger at the sight of a naked Mr. Hawthorne (but for the sheet Mrs. Merrick had draped across his hips for modesty) — and Mildred gathered up an arsenal of soap and washcloth and comb. Mrs. Merrick and Mari Wynn helped Mr. Hawthorne into the tub, and the gazes that had been politely turned away until he was submerged slid back again.
He behaved for them after that, sitting with his knees drawn up, his expression set in mulish lines, as though he was only acquiescing to their care to avoid a long, drawn-out battle. While he was scrubbed and detangled, Mrs. Babbinton and Mildred changed the sheets on the bed and emptied the basin (which Mildred did not doubt would need to be emptied another time or two before Mr. Hawthorne no longer had need of it). Once washed to the pink of a newborn pig, he was dried off, stuffed into a borrowed shirt (Hopkins provided one of his, which was much too large but provided the benefit of being long enough to fit him like a nightshirt) and then helped back into bed, where Mrs. Merrick plied him with broth and Mrs. Babbinton fidgeted with the blankets until he was tucked in so tightly he could have been mistaken for a letter fitted into a small envelope.
Even after coffee, broth, another round of vomiting, and more broth, he still looked terrible. His complexion had settled on a pale shade with yearnings towards sallow, his eyes were sunken, his lips thinned to near nonexistence, and every nudge or jostling of the bed made him wince and grit his teeth as though he could keep the contents of his stomach contained inside of him through sheer force of will alone.
“Drink this,” Mrs. Merrick told him, holding a mug in front of his face at a precarious angle that implied he would either have to take it or allow her to spill it down his — borrowed — shirt front. “It will help with the nausea and your headache.”
It at once smelled a bit like ginger and a bit like a bog, but he took it and sipped at it, cradling the cup against his chest while refusing to make direct eye contact with any one of them. Mari Wynn was the first to leave, helping to empty the tub and clean up the mess from the bath. Mrs. Merrick took herself down to the kitchen to see what other herbs they had in their stores, and Mrs. Babbinton gathered up his clothes to be laundered.
Which left Mildred, poking at the fire and wishing she had told Nettie to bring up a sandwich or at least something leftover from breakfast. She glanced at Mr. Hawthorne and looked hastily away again, because it struck her that she had not been alone with him since several months before, when they stood together in an old folly, he brandishing a knife at her and she watching a dragon attack his face.
He still bore the scars from that attack, and would for the rest of his life. Her attention flitted down to Fitz, curled up in front of the fire, one leg twitching in his sleep. The other leg, the one bearing the broad line of a silver scar, he held tucked beneath his equally scarred wing, only his claws visible from beneath its shade.
“Does it hurt?” The question tripped out before she could stop it, before she could remind herself that Mr. Hawthorne was more than likely in no mood to make conversation, and especially conversation with the likes of her (the ‘likes of her’ being a middle-aged woman of unexceptional looks, wealth, intelligence, or ability to pretend fascination with him).
“What?” Mr. Hawthorne looked at her, brows shifting as though he wanted to furrow them but it hurt too much to force them into a descent towards his eyes.
“Your…” She flicked her fingers around her own face, towards her ear, indicating the absent part of it. “I beg your pardon. I shouldn’t have mentioned it. I was only curious because of…” And she swallowed, and she glanced at Fitz, sleeping peacefully but for a low whine from his nostrils every time he exhaled.
“You don’t have to do this, you know.” Mr. Hawthorne took another sip of tea, wincing as the boggish aftertaste clotted against the roof of his mouth.
“What do you mean?” Mildred took a small step back, nearly tripping over the end of Fitz’s tail. She wondered if he meant trying to raise a dragon, or to purport herself as some sort of adventuress, journeying over mountains in pursuit of myth and magic. Could he see through her? Past that trembling veneer of moderate confidence to the quiet, reserved Mildred who still lingered inside? The one who occasionally missed her small bedroom beneath the attic, back in her sister’s house in Upper Plimpton. Not because of any happiness that former life had afforded her, but because of the monotony that had come with it, the surety that she would always know what would happen from one day to the next without surprise or variation.
“You don’t need to act as my nursemaid,” he said, sounding as churlish as a young man still attempting to grow a full forestation of whiskers across his upper lip. “Or my jailer.”
“Oh.” She placed her hand to her abdomen, her worries deflating as quickly as the air let out of a bellows. “I am not keeping watch over you. You may come and go as you please. I thought that had been clear from the beginning.”
He laughed, a minor earthquake of false jollity that set his tea to sloshing over the rim and soaking his fingers. “Well, allow me to call my horse or my carriage and have my baggage loaded on board by one of my many well-paid servants.” And he laughed again, even though the effort it took turned him a bit green around the gills. His face sobered then, his lips drawn into a line so tight the Egyptians, those famed builders of well-cut stones would have been rendered jealous by the perfection of the seam. “I cannot leave, as well you know.” His gaze flicked to her, as stinging as a quick slap to her cheek and then away. “I have nothing. And what little I did have, she…”
She. There were realms of discussion contained within those three letters, that single rush of sound. Mildred cleared her throat and scraped the sole of her shoe across the bare wood of the floor, wondering how many scrapes and scuffs it would take to wear a hole through the boards and discreetly slip through and into the room below.
He sighed, and she heard the soft thunk of his mug on the nightstand, before the mattress creaked and Mr. Hawthorne groaned and Mildred worried if she would have to get the basin out once more.
“No, I’m fine.” He held up a hand as she tipped herself into motion. “Devil of a headache, that’s all. And I’m fairly certain I may never wish to willingly eat or drink ever again.” He slid further down beneath the blanket, until it was only his head sticking out from above the covers, a blot of sickly face framed by still-damp hair pressed against the pillow behind him.
“Mrs. Merrick said you should be well enough by tomorrow.”
“Mrs. Merrick.” He closed his eyes and blew out a blast of air from between his lips, making a ‘pbbbt’ sound that Mildred would have scolded him for if he had been either Matthew or Nettie. “I suspect she could fix me up in a trice if she wanted. You’re all simply enjoying this too much to put a hasty end to it.”
Mildred drew herself up, despite the fact his eyes were shut and he could not see her. But her arms straightened at her sides, her hands fisting in the folds of her skirt as she raised her chin and let a full inhalation and exhalation slide through her before she found the precise words she wished to say. “I don’t enjoy watching anyone suffer.”
His eyes opened. He didn’t look at her. Instead, his gaze remained stitched to the wall beyond her, as though the uninspired sketch of a rectangular pig1 on an equally geometric hill was the most fascinating thing on hand. “And yet you’re still here, an audience to my misfortune.”
There was an awful moment when Mildred could not decide what her reaction to Mr. Hawthorne’s burgeoning melodrama should be. A mere rolling of her eyes did not seem sufficient, and yet the urge to groan out loud and mutter several less than flattering things beneath her breath felt out of character. So instead she crossed her arms over her chest and she turned towards Fitz and the fire, the former comfortably slumbering before the latter, so much that he appeared to be an extension of the coal and the flames, stretched out across the floor beyond the edges of the hearth. “I am still here because Fitz is asleep and he would not be in the most pleasant of moods if he were to wake up and find me gone. He’s been particularly clingy since Belin—” She cleared her throat. “Since his injuries. You know that as well as anyone. He’s not been himself, and I don’t know what…”
… to do. She didn’t know what to do. Mrs. Merrick had said to give him time, but what was the passage of hours and days and years to a dragon?
“Or maybe he is being himself,” Mr. Hawthorne said, his tone infuriatingly conversational. “And this is perfectly normal behavior for a dragon who was nearly sliced to ribbons on a mountaintop.”
She winced at his description of the events, her gaze trailing over Fitz’s scars as though they were lines sketched across a map. “So I take it that locking oneself into a carriage with enough whisky to drown a dozen men is perfectly normal behavior for a gentleman who was abandoned by his wife on that same mountaintop?” She hadn’t meant to sound so very harsh, but once the words were spoken, she knew she couldn’t take them back. Better to claim ownership on what she had said and move forward from there, than to frantically backtrack and cast doubt on the confidence she had in her own opinions.
“I assure you, I don’t make a habit of drinking myself out of consciousness.” Mr. Hawthorne shifted position, his attention darting with a great show of reluctance towards the cup on the nightstand, Mrs. Merrick’s bog tea still swirling lazily as though an invisible spoon had just been spun through its depths. He reached out to pick it up, his expression taut and his pallor growing watery with just that simple attempt at movement.
“Let me.” Mildred picked up the cup and placed it between his hands.
The mug was still warm, tendrils of vapor wafting from the surface of the tea. Mr. Hawthorne wrinkled his nose at it but took a sip, grimacing the entire time. “Thank you,” he said, as if he didn’t want to say it, the gratitude dragged from his lips with hot tongs.
“You’re welcome.” Mildred was all set to turn away, to resume her awkward stance nearer to the fire or perhaps begin a round of pacing, as benefited all uncomfortable situations.
But Mr. Hawthorne made a noise that sounded like the preparation for further noise (of a non-vomiting variety, it must be noted, before any reader is rendered prematurely squeamish without cause) and then he said “I…” before he amended it to “My…” which finally became “My father.” Completed with a full stop at the end, those two words seeming to carry the intention and meaning of everything he wanted to say and nothing more.
His father, the one who had been in possession of Fitz’s egg in the first place, who had reportedly been well-fermented in his own fit of drunkenness when he had gone and lost the egg to her Great Uncle Forthright in a fateful game of cards.
“How did your father come by the egg?” she asked all of a sudden, rather surprised that she had never thought to ask that particular question already.
Mr. Hawthorne shrugged, then appeared to regret such a hasty gesture of ignorance. “He never said. I wish I had some greater insight to offer you, a strange and varied history of its arrival in our family’s care. For all I know, it came to him through some inebriated bout of gambling before I was born. But I remember it as a child, that he had it. An odd rock, tucked away in a box in the back of his wardrobe, something he said would make my fortune one day, that it would… that it would fix everything.”
This was all it took for her mind to spiral off in a different direction, to imagine a world in which Mr. Hawthorne’s father had never gambled away the egg, that it had passed down from father to son, that it had hatched under Mr. Hawthorne’s care and that Mildred would still be sitting in Upper Plimpton, sorting through the trunk of artifacts left to her from her Great Uncle Forthright, books and papers and stones and everything except the very thing that had brought Mildred to this precise point in her life.
“I’m sorry about your father,” she said.
He nodded, an infinitesimal movement that would not set his stomach roiling or his head throbbing with the insistence of a woodpecker at his temple. “Did I ever tell you how he died?”
“You said there was an unfortunate accident.”
“He fell in a hole. A grave, actually. Freshly dug. And there he went, strolling along — drunk, as usual — and tipped himself right into it. Hit his head on a rock at the bottom and… well, that was the end of that. They said it was a quick and painless death, as though his being snuffed out with all the ceremony of a guttering candle should have brought me a measure of comfort. As though I couldn’t see them laughing about the irony of it all once they’d turned away.”
“Wait.” Mildred sat down on the foot of the bed. She hadn’t asked for an invitation, but Mr. Hawthorne didn’t appear to be in any mood to shove her off the mattress with a well-aimed kick of his leg. “We have something in common, then. Well, probably the worst thing we could have in common with one another, but… Anyway, my Great Uncle Forthright, he died from a fall. Simply tripped on a tree root and broke his neck. He had been in perfect health before that, but one wrong step, and…”
Mr. Hawthorne’s mouth tightened. “Painless.”
Mildred nodded. “Indeed. To everyone but those around him.”
“What a truly abominable kinship.” And he laughed, an acidic roughness underlying the hilarity. It was an action he gave every appearance of regretting immediately, his cheeks puffing out on a breath and his fingers tightening around the cup of tea he still held, clinging to it with white-knuckled defiance as though the mere act of keeping a grip on it would draw the benefits of the liquid into him without needing to go so far as to continue drinking it.
They sat in silence for several minutes, Mr. Hawthorne considering his tea without sipping it, and Mildred wriggling her toes inside her boots, a restlessness overtaking her during the short amount of time she had been sitting. Her body still seemed to want to move forward, ready to leap into the carriage and push onwards towards Penffynnon and beyond. To find Belinda, most likely in London. Or hopefully in London. She didn’t want to begin to imagine what they would do if they couldn’t find her there, though she couldn’t believe that Belinda could reside in any place for even a marginal amount of time without making her presence known to all and sundry.
A sneeze from Fitz, and the dragon shook himself awake, glaring at the threads of smoke drifting upwards from his nostrils. When he saw Mildred sitting on the bed, he plodded over to her, pausing to stretch mid-stride, his wings unfurling with a sharp twitch like leaves stirred by a sudden breeze. He growled low as he placed his chin on her lap, nuzzling her hand until she scratched at the horns on his head and along the side of his jaw.
“There’s nothing to eat,” she told him, before he could begin nosing at the pockets in her skirt for a bit of ham or the corner of a pie.
He nipped at the side of her thumb in reply, showing off his teeth. A shift of his weight, and Mildred realized he meant to climb up onto the bed with her, but she slid down and onto the floor instead, kneeling beside him as he tried to clamber into her arms, claws raking at her sleeves and wings curling around her until she felt as though she was wrapped in a living tarpaulin. He seemed to be growing at an astonishing rate lately, and she had no idea how best to convey to Fitz that it would be only a few more weeks until she could no longer heft him around under her own power.
And now she was to contemplate taking him all the way to London, as though there was nothing out of the ordinary about transporting a dragon to one of the most populated places in the world with all the ease of loading him onto the carriage with the rest of the baggage.
“I wondered if…” Mildred paused, long enough to hear what she was about to say and express some internal shock at how events had taken such a turn in the last few weeks that she was about to make a request of Mr. Hawthorne. “I know this is most likely something you’ve no wish to discuss, especially in your current state,” she said, glancing at him as she scratched at Fitz’s neck, “but how do you think we will best go about finding… my niece? I’ve never been to London before. Neither have any of us, if I’m not mistaken. But for you. You’re the only one who would know your way around the place, so to speak. So… what should be our first step?”
“Well.” He turned his cup between his hands, venturing to take another sip, his shoulders shuddering as a result. However, something in his eyes underwent a subtle change, a brightness appearing within them as though someone had sparked a flame to life inside his mind. “It certainly shouldn’t be driving into the center of town with a carriage full of dragons while a Welsh witch flings the occasional spell hither and thither.” He sat up a little, wincing at this new position, and returned his cup to the nightstand. “But I know someone who could keep an eye out for her, discover what she’s doing once she arrives there, if she hasn’t already. This someone, he, uh…” He sniffed and glanced down at his hands, fiddling with the edge of the blanket across his waist. “It was how I found out about you. And the egg. He’s rather thorough.”
Mildred nodded, then regretted it as it caused Fitz to grip her shoulders with renewed strength. “Do you trust him?”
“Not at all,” Mr. Hawthorne replied easily. And with those words, a glint appeared in his eyes, one Mildred had not seen since before he had endured an attack from the dragon currently shredding her shawl with a rake of his rear claws. “Which is why he’s so very good at what he does.”
1 The pig — Mortimer, to those who knew him best — had been a pet and friend of the innkeeper, Mr. Beddoe, during his youth. Mortimer had lived for twenty-one years, grown to a tremendous sixty-two stone in weight, and had been depended on by the people in and around Llanidloes for his prognostications concerning the weather, crop rotation, and whether the Whigs or Tories would succeed in the next election. (His accuracy rate averaged around seventy percent, which made his predictions more reliable than anything provided by the so-called experts on the subject or anyone associated with the realm of what some referred to as “journalism”. In fact, sales of the local almanac “Cwestiynau Am y Flwyddyn” had dipped to such precarious levels during the two decades of Mortimer’s life that some suspicions went ‘round that his death had not been from natural causes, as believed, but that the publishers of the local almanac had sought to put an end to the competition.) He died, on the eve of his twenty-second birthday, surrounded by those who loved him, and was given a most proper and honorable burial on the edge of the Beddoe’s property. (In fact, if one looked for it, they would be able to find the flat stone set up as a monument, with his name and the pertinent dates simply carved onto its surface, along with a snippet of the Bible verse “Come, all ye beests[sic] of the field…” which was lovely out of context, regardless of the rest of the passage going on to exhort the beasts to devour the blind and oblivious leaders of the land.)



Chapter Five
How long before a dragon leaves its nest and learns to fly (for those with the ability to fly) depends primarily on its size upon reaching maturity. Smaller dragons will begin their first attempts at flight as early as two weeks from hatching, though larger dragons will not display any inclination towards aerial abilities until months, sometimes even years have passed since abandoning the safety of their egg.
-from Chapter Seven of Miss Percy’s Pocket Guide to the Care and Feeding of British Dragons
If there was a polite and proper way of arriving at someone’s home with a small crowd of battered and exhausted individuals, a crowd that included everything from small children to dragons to erstwhile villains, Mildred had yet to be instructed in it. Since they were lacking in such etiquette, they arrived at Penffynnon the next afternoon, trundling through the gates like an army returned from battle, complete with scars and aching heads and an overwhelming desire to sleep on a surface that was not the ground, the floor, or a mattress that had been slumbered on by a hundred or so individuals before them. It was a minor explosion of limbs and vocal complaints as they clambered out of the carriage, onto the hard, unmoving ground, while Mr. Wiggan and Mr. Hawthorne slid (dropped, plummeted) off their horses beside them.
Mildred walked up to the door on her own, Fitz having taken himself off to the nearest patch of sunlight in which to warm himself. She knocked, and she rang the bell, and she sent up a quick prayer that Rhiannon was at home, that their letters had anticipated them, and that nothing of an untoward or dramatic nature had occurred at Penffynnon during their absence.
It was not a servant who answered the door, but rather Rhiannon herself, and with enough alacrity that Mildred wondered if she had been prowling about in wait for them.
“Well, this is a surprise,” Rhiannon said as she greeted Mildred, sounding thoroughly unsurprised at the sight of her on her doorstep. “I had not expected you for another day or two, at least. Ah, and everyone else as well?” She raised her hand to her brow, shielding her eyes from the brittle sunlight above them. “I see you’ve accumulated quite the entourage while you’ve been away.” She took a step to the side, leaving room for everyone to shuffle through the door. “Shall I ring for tea? Or will we be requiring something stronger?”
Both tea and several things stronger were provided once everyone had settled in the drawing room. Rhiannon ordered bedrooms to be prepared and fires to be lit and within minutes there were also trays of food, stacks of blankets, pots and pots of tea, and bottles of wine and whisky clinking beside crystal tumblers for everyone — save the children, who were given a stern look from Mildred when Matthew sought to help himself to a glass of whisky — to partake of and enjoy.
“So, who is going to make the introductions?” Rhiannon asked, her gaze skimming across every new face in search of the pertinent details that would reveal their identity to her.
Mildred had taken a seat on the sofa, both dragons having curled themselves up in front of the fire after attacking a plate piled high with salted pork and scorched apples (courtesy of Morgen dragging them into the fire). The children had stuffed their faces full of crumpets and marmalade, Owen counting himself as a child in this instance as he bolted down as many crumpets as human physiology would allow. Everyone else took to draping themselves over whichever seats or chairs were available. Even Mrs. Babbinton resisted the urge to take herself off to the kitchen and manage things and instead ensconced herself in an armchair while Hopkins lowered himself onto a footstool plump with ostentation beside her.
“Well,” Mildred began, and looked at both Mari Wynn and Mrs. Merrick in turn. (They had both opted for the floor, Mari Wynn having already kicked off her boots and sat herself cross-legged before resting her head on Mrs. Merrick’s shoulder.) “I suppose we should catch you up as best we can,” she said to Rhiannon, and took a sip of the over-sugared tea Mr. Wiggan had poured for her.
The catching up took the greater portion of an hour. Mildred began in fits and starts, remembering all she could about their journey to Nantlle, finding Mrs. Merrick and Mari Wynn, and discovering Nyth y Ddraig. But the tale scattered into pieces after that, each person remembering another facet, another detail about Belinda and Mr. Parry, about the eggs, about the injuries to Matthew and Fitz, until everything had been gone over at least twice and with a clear disregard for chronology. By the time Mildred finished, the children were sound asleep, and Mrs. Babbinton was nodding towards slumber in her chair.
“And this… Mr. Hawthorne?” Rhiannon speared her attention towards the corner of the room, where the thoroughly sober Mr. Hawthorne in question had sequestered himself with a cushion, a crumpet, and an entire pot of tea. “You brought him with you?”
“We did, yes.” Mildred shifted in her seat, prepared to defend her decision to keep Mr. Hawthorne as a member of their party despite some of the grumblings from others (Mrs. Babbinton). He had written to his contact in London (a Mr. Purvis, solicitor, known from Book One for the general humidity about his person) with the request to keep a lookout for the arrival of Belinda and/or Mr. Parry in London at any point in the immediate future. The letter did not go into a tremendous amount of detail as to how Belinda and/or Mr. Parry should bring themselves to anyone’s attention, but the phrases “great historic find” and “natural discovery of unprecedented proportions” were used in order to demonstrate the importance of their being located as quickly as possible. (The additional promise of substantial remuneration also did much to underline this importance.)
“Hmm.” This was not precisely what Rhiannon said, though the sound was implied by a drawing in of her features, as though a plug had been pulled round and about the vicinity of her nose and everything else rushed to fill the breach.
Mildred shrugged. Or she thought she shrugged, though she could not be certain how well her muscles were responding to any of the messages conveyed from her brain. “He is familiar with London, and that is where we need to go. And I could not simply abandon him on the top of a mountain.”
Rhiannon tipped her head from side to side, as if the debate about whether or not to leave Mr. Hawthorne to the elements was not as clearly decided as Mildred seemed to believe. “He is here now, I suppose. But do you trust him?” The question was asked at full conversational volume, as though the subject of their discussion was not sitting ten feet away, working his way through his fourth crumpet and his fifth cup of tea.
Mildred looked at him as well. Mr. Hawthorne appeared remarkably small, tucked into his corner as he was, willing himself into becoming a part of the room’s decor by shrinking down to the size of a sewing basket. He did not appear to care that they spoke about him within his hearing, as he’d already endured his share of muttered remarks (Mrs. Babbinton) and sidelong glances (everyone, really) since he had joined — or been abandoned in — their company. But since the Inebriation Incident, he carried himself less like a superfluous piece of baggage and more like a tentatively-welcome addition to their party. She had even seen him speaking with Hopkins in a manner that could have been described as mildly jocular.
“He has agreed to help us. He has connections in London, and of a sort that should aid us in our search for Belinda and the eggs, at least before she can wreak too much havoc.” As though only a little bit of havoc had become an acceptable outcome. “Until he gives me further reason to distrust him, then he may stay with us for as long as he wishes.”
She had no qualms against adding another number to their group. They had already accumulated a small village of sorts, old and young, children and dragons. All they were in need of was to begin demanding some manner of tax from one another and to hold a bout of questionably ethical elections to fully shape themselves into a burgeoning municipality.
But there was a feeling of protection that came with their growing population. Not merely a safety in numbers, but a confidence that these people who had slowly assembled themselves around her weren’t there simply to prevent her from making an utter fool of herself. Even Mr. Hawthorne no longer regarded her as though she was a goggle-eyed ninny, though she had yet to determine how much of his change in behavior was due to a newfound respect for them, or rather because he was currently dependent on them for his survival.
“More tea?” Rhiannon asked once the pot had been emptied a fourth time. “Or shall I have the shades drawn seeing as how half of your party is sound asleep?”
Owen, Mr. Hawthorne, and Mari Wynn were the only ones still awake, even Hopkins having rested his head on the arm of Mrs. Babbinton’s chair and drifted into a nap. Mildred hesitated there on the sofa, wondering if she should remain seated or go to her room and begin unpacking. It would have been easy enough to stay where she was, dissolved onto the sofa with the children sleeping beside her, while Mr. Wiggan snored comfortably at the other end of the settee. But after too many days shut up inside a carriage, inside various inns, inside a small cottage in the mountains in which they’d been forced to arrange themselves like a stack of oatcakes, Mildred craved movement.
She shifted Nettie’s head from her shoulder and untangled herself from Matthew’s grip well enough to reach across and give Mr. Wiggan’s arm a shake. “Claude? Claude!”
But he did not stir. The children sank back into the reef of pillows behind her, and those who were still awake seemed content to continue lazing about, finishing off the last of their crumbs and their dribbles until a force of supernatural proportions could whirl into the room and shift them from their seats.
“Do you mind if I venture outside for a few minutes?” Mildred said, giving that lift of a question to the end of her words despite her hands already gathering up her shawl and her bonnet.
Rhiannon assured her the house would somehow manage to remain standing in her absence, and so Mildred re-donned all of her outdoor accessories and took one whole step towards the door before Fitz’s head popped up from the floor as though it had been fitted onto his neck with a spring.
“And you, as well?” She attempted a sigh, but she was quietly pleased Fitz was inclined to venture out of doors, even if only to keep himself close to her. Together, they ambled outside, across the front lawn and around the fountains, Mildred squinting at the brightness of the afternoon sun as the clarity of the air scraped itself in and out of her lungs.
Fitz trotted along beside her, the sunlight gleaming off his scales, transforming him from a smudge of shadow into a burnished creature highlighted in bronze and copper. He clambered up onto one of the fountains, appeared disappointed to find it empty, and leapt down again to keep pace with Mildred as she headed towards nowhere in particular. She considered going into the stables, but changed her mind at the last minute as she had no desire to exchange one roof over her head for another. There was a garden behind the house, all planned and plotted and very much like most gardens behind large houses in that it was probably lovelier on paper than on a cold afternoon when most of the plants had settled into dormancy for the year. So she skirted along the wall instead, the bricks and wrought iron covered in enough ivy and weeds to make Mildred believe the wall itself could be taken away while the greenery would remain standing, a surer barricade than anything mankind could construct.
Away from the house, she slipped her hand into her pocket and pulled out the small bundle of egg, still wrapped up inside its handkerchief. (This should demonstrate better than any words she could speak the amount of trust she placed in Mr. Hawthorne, that she had yet to bring out the dragon egg in front of him.) It was part of what had brought her outside, a desire to see the egg in the sunlight, to remind herself of its existence, of its beauty, beyond the bulge in her pocket. A flick of her fingers and the corners of the fabric fell back, and there was the sparkling surface of the shell, crusted over in quartz and gemstones as though she’d plucked it from amongst the pebbles at the edges of a stream.
It was lovely, in other words. And it was also still very much an egg. There had been no twitches from it, no wobbles or squeaks or anything else to show there was perhaps a small dragon slumbering inside. By this point, Fitz’s egg had already hatched, as had Morgen’s and the white dragon currently (hopefully, if only so she would know its location) in Belinda’s care. But this egg sat in the palm of her hand, cold and still and seemingly lifeless. A pretty bauble and nothing more.
“What do you think, Fitz? Hmm?” She knelt down and held out the egg to him, curious if he would clamp it between his teeth and run away with it, or revert into a moody, broody version of himself until the thing hatched. But he merely sniffed at it, nudging the shell with the side of his jaw before he looked at Mildred expectantly, as though waiting for her to perform some trick with the thing.
“I suppose it’s not about to hatch, then.” She held it up to the sky, in case it would prove transparent and she would be able to see the outline of a dragon inside. When that proved unsatisfactory, she tucked it against her ear, listening for any kind of scratch or chirrup of sound. But there was nothing, just the breeze in the branches above her head and Fitz’s own hum of discontent as he batted an acorn against a tree root, only to suffer the indignity of it rolling back towards him over and again.
The egg, she suspected, would most likely pick some incredibly inconvenient time to crack itself open and pitch another dragon into her life. Momentous events had a way of doing that, she’d learned, of waiting until someone was the least prepared and the most distracted by other matters to spring themselves upon a person. “You can hatch now,” she said to it, turning it this way and that so the crystals on its surface caught the sunlight and broke it apart like a prism. Now, while they had food and comfortable rooms at their disposal, when they could take a few days to learn what the creature liked to eat and perhaps gain some insight into its temperament before they were all to pack themselves into a carriage again and begin the next leg of their journey towards London.
Carefully, she wrapped up the egg and tucked it back into her pocket, giving the outside of her skirt a gentle pat as though better securing it into place. “Come along,” she called to Fitz, who had crouched beneath one of the trees, staring intently into the upper branches with his wings half-unfurled. “No squirrels,” she warned him, caught by a sudden worry that he would take to stalking all of the wildlife on and around the grounds of Penffynnon. Which would save them the expense of feeding him, but Mildred was not sure how she felt about allowing Fitz free rein to strike terror into the hearts of Penffynnon’s wildlife. “I’ll have Mrs. Babbinton roast some apples for you, if you would like.” Her tone had become more coaxing, as Fitz still neglected to heed her, one foot lifting off the ground as he prowled forward. “Fitz?”
It all happened very quickly after that. A flick of his wings and he leapt upwards, a screech of warning sounding from his mouth just as another cry tore through the tree. This was before a large thing (well, larger than a squirrel if one was to use common garden rodents as a basis for comparison) tumbled down through the branches and landed on the ground with a decidedly anticlimactic thud.
Mildred stood there, experiencing a minor tumult of emotion at the combined sights of Fitz attempting a leap that could have almost been mistaken for flight, and the person — even in her shock, she had been able to discern the shape of arms and legs and other requisite parts of human anatomy — plopped into a heap on the ground. She rushed forward towards the fallen person, her gaze skimming over boots and trousers and shirt until she arrived at the head, which bore all the usual amenities of hair (dark) and nose (freckled) and eyes (closed). And then Mildred realized the person was a child, a young boy by all appearances, and that their arm (left arm) was twisted at an angle not typically sported by most healthy appendages.
"No." She dropped onto her knees, shooing away Fitz as he tried to both exhibit his usual draconic curiosity along with an innate need to scrape and nose at the boy as though this crumpled, half-grown child posed some sort of threat to Mildred and everyone else currently staying at Penffynnon.
There was another sound, neither dragon nor her own babbling, that dragged her attention from the child on the ground, a small cry that was almost a squeak, sounding from the branches above. Mildred looked up and spotted a girl straddling a branch, her skirt rucked up to her knees and one hand reaching down as though she had tried to catch the boy as he fell but had yet to accept she had missed.
“Come down here at once!” Mildred cried, slipping into a tone of voice she hadn’t used since she had walked in on Nettie attempting to tie a length of string around Matthew’s waist and push him out the window (and all with Matthew’s rapt approval of the scheme).
The girl immediately burst into tears.
Mildred swore (it seemed to be a moment worthy of allowing herself a few choice words she would never have dared to utter in front of her mother or Mrs. Babbinton) and followed it up with several more words beseeching Heaven for patience and forgiveness and whatever else the Lord in his benevolence might have on offer. And then she pushed back her bonnet and said again — or in a slightly different arrangement of notes, “Come down immediately. Your friend is hurt and I need your help!”
The request did enough to shake the girl free of her panic so she could begin her descent. She was still hiccuping a little when she made it down to the ground, a few dead leaves tangled in her hair and a tear in her skirt making her look slightly feral. But she twisted her hands in her pinafore, and she gazed up at Mildred with bright, red-rimmed eyes, and she swallowed so loud that a rifle shot would have been embarrassed at being so outperformed.
“Go into the house,” Mildred told her, speaking each word slowly and clearly, not only for the girl’s understanding but to better keep her own panic subdued. “Ask for Lady Pritchard, she will take care of everything.”
The girl glanced towards Penffynnon, eyes widening.
“It’s all right. I will stay here with your friend and I will keep him safe.” Mildred nodded towards the house. “Just go in and tell them exactly what happened, and they will listen. Hmm?” A hand on the girl’s arm, and she gave her a little push forward. “Now, hurry!”
The girl streaked across the lawn, a bird of printed cotton and unraveling plaits. Mildred turned back to the boy on the ground, afraid to move him for fear of hurting him further, but not wishing to leave him alone, even in his unconscious state. So she crouched down beside him, taking in the size of him (he looked to be about ten or eleven years old) and the awkward angle of his arm. She reached out to his other wrist — the one not crooked into an unnatural shape — and checked for his pulse (Mildred pushed away a nascent seed of distress at how often she’d been forced to determine whether a body was dead or alive in the last few weeks), which thrummed quickly beneath her fingers. So he wasn’t dead, which was a relief. But he was still unconscious, and quite clearly broken in some manner, and what exactly did one do with an unconscious and broken child who had just dropped from a tree like some variety of hapless nut?
“It will be all right.” She smoothed the boy’s hair back from his forehead. Fitz, seeming to want to match her for conciliatory gestures, sniffed at the child’s shoulder before he rubbed the side of his jaw across the sleeve of his coat. “We’ll have you fixed up in a moment, I’m sure of it.” Could he hear her? That much didn’t seem to matter, as the words of comfort were intended as much for herself as they were for him. But she assured herself that things would, indeed, be all right. Over the last several months, she had gone from living in a world where impossible things seemed never to happen to taking up residence in a place where dragons breathed fire and Welsh widows wove magic with their hands. Certainly an injured boy recently tumbled from a tree should not be beyond their capabilities.
Out of the corner of her eye, Mildred saw Mr. Wiggan and Owen running towards her. Mr. Wiggan had come out without his jacket or a hat, still rumpled and bleary-looking from his nap on the sofa. Owen wore Morgen around his neck and right arm like some manner of demented scarf, the dragon’s wings flapping behind his head with such vehemence Mildred almost expected her to take off with Owen still tangled up in her grasp.
“What…oh!” Mr. Wiggan stumbled to a halt, his right hand reaching up to remove the hat that wasn’t there. “What happened?”
Mildred shook her head. It seemed a bit presumptuous of him to believe she would have a full grasp of the situation simply because she had been present for all of it. “He fell. Out of the tree. I don’t know if Fitz startled him or…” She made a flapping gesture over the boy, her hands desperately trying to fill in the gaps of the story. “But I was afraid to move him. I didn’t know if I would cause him greater injury or…” Finishing on that conjunction, she looked back and forth between Mr. Wiggan and Owen for assistance.
“I can fetch a blanket,” Owen said, dipping his head as Morgen bit at his earlobe. When both Mr. Wiggan and Mildred stared at him blankly, he gave a little shrug and began to elaborate. “You know, shift him onto the blanket, carry him inside. Shouldn’t jostle him as much as if we…” A flick and twist of his own hands to demonstrate them hoisting up the boy and carrying him inside like a sack of onions, and Mildred feared they would soon be communicating in nothing but waves and gestures like they were all caught in a demented parlor game.
“Go get the blanket,” Mildred told him. “Oh!” she cried just as he turned away. “Is Mrs. Merrick awake?”
Owen nodded, a movement that irritated Morgen into clawing her way up the back of his head. “She’s already flipping through that book of hers, and Hopkins is building up the drawing room fire under her orders.”
“Very well.” And she nodded. “Now, blanket,” Mildred reminded him, jutting her chin towards the house. “Blanket!”
“Right!” And he was off, gamboling across the lawn with a surfeit of energy that made Mildred feel winded at the mere sight of him.
“How is the girl?” Mildred asked as Mr. Wiggan dropped into a crouch beside her.
Mr. Wiggan cleared his throat (in a poor attempt to disguise a grimace at having lowered himself down to the ground with such optimistic alacrity) and leaned over the boy, carefully checking his other limbs for any signs that he might have damaged more than his left arm on his way down from the tree. “Mrs. Babbinton and Nettie are seeing to her,” he said, his attention focused on a scrape across the boy’s right knuckles. “Her name is Elin or… Erin. One of the two. She was understandably upset and so it was difficult to decipher everything she told us. Oh, and this unfortunate fellow is her cousin, Gareth.”
“Poor Gareth.” Mildred glanced back towards the house, wishing that Owen could be a bit faster about fetching the blanket. She felt as though they should be somehow doing more, prodding him awake or pouring foul tinctures down his throat or wrapping him in a poultice that smelled strongly of garlic and crushed dandelion. “I have no idea what on earth they were doing up in that tree.”
“Trying to catch a look at a dragon,” Mr. Wiggan said simply, peering over at Mildred from beneath a raised pair of eyebrows. “At least she confessed as much, before Mrs. Babbinton pushed a slab of cake in front of her to help calm her tears.”
“Oh.” Mildred glanced up at the tree again, noticing how its lowest branches dipped down towards the fence, allowing any nimble child to hoist themselves up and into it for a better look at Penffynnon and its surroundings. If she was to be honest with herself — which was a skill she had yet to master, but was attempting to become a greater proficient with every passing day — she would have been unable to resist doing the same if her courage and the general laws of physics had allowed it.
“Apparently, there is a tremendous amount of talk about us in and around Builth,” Mr. Wiggan continued. “Or about the dragons, I should say. Everyone wants to see them.”
Mildred drew her lips between her teeth. It was either that or continue to say “oh” over and over again until the finer points of human speech escaped her entirely. But it was a bit of a shock, she had to admit. Somehow, in a tiny corner of her mind where she still believed she would one day be able to fit into her favorite gown without letting out the seams or that she could become fluent in French if only she applied herself to a renewed spate of studies, she had allowed herself to shelter under the conviction that the dragons were still mostly a secret. As though no one beyond their own small circle — and Mr. Gorman and his household, and the villagers around Abergavenny where Fitz had set fire to a chicken coop, and Mr. Matthew Gwilym and his family, and a good portion of Builth, and everyone in and about Nantlle, and anyone Mr. Parry and Belinda might have crossed paths with over the last week, and—
“Here we are!” Owen returned from the house, barely out of breath and with a large woolen blanket draped over one arm. Mildred helped him to spread it out on the ground, and she and Mr. Wiggan moved Gareth — so carefully she dared not breathe or blink — onto the blanket. The boy shifted once, moaning as his eyes fluttered against the waning afternoon sunlight, but he drifted back into unconsciousness as he was lifted up — Mr. Wiggan taking two of the corners and Mildred and Owen sharing the others between them — and carried back to the house.
Mrs. Merrick was ready for them. “Set him down over here,” she said, indicating a spot on the floor of the drawing room, in front of the fire. She had her book opened on the rug, extra notes and little bits that folded out from the main pages fluttering like leaves as people passed back and forth around it. There was already a heaviness in the room, a stifling tension in the air. “Which arm is it… ah,” Mrs. Merrick knelt down beside the boy, who had begun to shift again towards wakefulness. “None of that now,” she said, and placed her hand over his brow, her voice dropping to a whisper as she sent Gareth back to sleep. She cleared her throat and dropped her hand to the collar of his shirt, her fingers tugging at the fabric. “We’ll need to cut this away.”
“Shouldn’t we wait for Dr. Jones? I’ve already sent for him.” Rhiannon pushed herself into the middle of the bustle, appearing slightly bewildered at everything being managed so efficiently without her.
Mildred took a pair of scissors Mrs. Babbinton had found in a sewing basket and passed them to Mrs. Merrick. “I believe Mrs. Merrick can manage. She’s, um… well. You’ll see.”
The boy’s jacket and shirt were swiftly cut away, revealing an arm clearly broken in two separate places, along with a protrusion of shattered bone pushing through his skin.
“Goodness gracious,” Mrs. Babbinton said, and touched her fingers to her brow while the color drained rapidly from her cheeks.
“He’s hit his head as well.” Mrs. Merrick’s hands glided over the boy’s scalp. “I wish it was only one or the other, but we’ll deal with the most difficult one first, I think.” She spoke as if they all had a say in the matter, as though Mildred or Mrs. Babbinton or any of them could flip open the nearest book and mend bone and muscle with the strength of their will and the written words. “Where is the girl? His cousin?”
“In the kitchen,” Mari Wynn said. “Matthew and Nettie are with her, having some chocolate.”
“Best thing for them right now.” Mrs. Merrick blew out a breath and sat back on her heels, her hands pressed flat against her thighs until the tips of her fingers turned white. “Let’s begin, then. I don’t know how long this is going to take.”



Chapter Six
Magic is not merely an innate thing that one is either gifted with or is not. It is a skill, and as with all skills, there is tremendous room for doubt in one’s own abilities.
-from Chapter One of The Incomplete and Practical Handbook to Spellworking
Once, for an extraordinarily brief span of time when she was a child of nine or ten, Mildred had thought she might like to be a physician. She was not certain if it was solely the idea of helping others that appealed to her sensibilities, or if it perhaps had something to do with wishing to be depended upon by others, trusted with the care of their own health and well-being and that of their loved ones. Or maybe — and this was the facet of it that Mildred quietly believed most fascinated her — it was the magic behind it all.
Yes, yes, she understood the human body was not some supernatural beast composed of imbalanced humors requiring a regular application of leeches or a cloud of smoke blown in the general direction of one’s nether regions. But there was something of the occult in the way the body worked, heart beating and lungs filling with air, babies born and nursed, wounds suffered and healed over again as though there had never been any injury in the first place. And to have some hand in all of that, to mix a cure, to set a bone, to bring a person back from the brink of death… Well, it made her think of all of her favorite stories, of wizards and spells, of potions brewed and bargains made with witches or fairies nestled deep in the woods. Of a subtle, secret power over life and death. An ability to work miracles with the grind of mortar and pestle and the tiny knots of sutures.
But while bodies were miraculous pieces of complex machinery, they were also equal parts disgusting and horrifying. Mildred did not do well at the sight of blood or other bodily fluids (a fact that might be difficult to believe as she had spent over half her life tending to an ailing father and three growing children, all of them capable of producing enough bodily fluids over the years to render even an iron-stomached individual thoroughly squeamish and regretful of having taken that second ladleful of gravy at dinner) but she had managed her experiences thus far by approaching them as one would an unpleasant chore to be got through, with jaw clenched and attention fixed slightly to the left of center.
Yet all the while Mrs. Merrick worked, Mildred could not bring herself to look away. Not when the broken bone slipped back into place and knit itself together, or when the skin sealed over with a slight pucker marking where the worst of the injury had been. She did not even wince as the boy’s dried blood was scrubbed away, the water and the cloth used to clean him changing from a pleasant absence of color to an alarming shade of trauma.
When the arm was finished, Mrs. Merrick muttered a few words in Welsh and wiped the back of her hand across her brow. Her face shone with perspiration, but when Mr. Wiggan offered to open the window, she waved him away with a comment about keeping the boy warm to aid in his recovery.
“Here.” Mari Wynn thrust a delicate teacup into Mrs. Merrick’s trembling hands. “Drink this.”
Mrs. Merrick eyed it suspiciously. “It’s not tea, is it?”
Mari Wynn raised an eyebrow.
Mrs. Merrick drank heartily.
So far, everything had proceeded quite well. Mrs. Merrick’s work was steady and efficient, the boy’s color began to slowly return to a less cadaverous shade as each injury was successively treated, and even Rhiannon fell into an awestruck silence as the affects of the spells sounded through the room with the hypnotic power of a summer storm rumbling far off in the distance. The dragons kept themselves to the outskirts of things, Fitz alternately attempting to nap near the fire in between bouts of stalking around the room like an irascible shadow, while Morgen nosed at the drapes (a rather new installation, as the previous ones had been shredded to ribbons by an anxious Fitz at the time of the latter dragon’s hatching) and began to claw her way up them before Owen swept in to extricate her from the heavy fabric. The children were still in the kitchen with Mrs. Babbinton, and Mildred allowed herself to breathe more deeply with the assurance that Gareth would survive his fall from the tree with only a few bruises and a scar an inch below his elbow.
This, then, was when the doctor chose to arrive.
He was shown into the house by one of the maids, a black leather bag under his arm and a light breeze of self-importance propelling him forward.
“Uh… Dr. Jones,” the maid announced on a warble, before she shifted her weight in either a poor attempt at a curtsey or an expertly performed physical segue before she removed herself from the room.
Dr. Jones (not to be confused with the driver, Mr. Jones, who had already made his way up to Nantlle and back with them in the second portion of Book Two and the beginning of the current tome) surveyed the scene before him, played out by a predominantly female cast and including such supporting actors as a young boy stretched out on a blanket on the floor, a vicar, a lad tussling with a small, green dragon made of little more than tail and wings, and another dragon pausing to survey him in a manner less welcoming and more incendiary than the good doctor would have preferred.
“What is going on here?”
Several heads turned at once. Mrs. Merrick flicked her gaze towards Mr. Jones and reeled it back again before anything could fully hook her attention, and no one else seemed inclined to announce that his arrival there was already rendered superfluous by the magic still lingering in the air. Rhiannon, however, fulfilling a need to assert herself as lady of the house, smoothed her hands down the front of her skirt and walked up to the doctor with her lilting stride.
“We have the matter very well in hand, Dr. Jones. I beg your pardon for bringing you all the way out here to stand about for… well, nothing, but — if you wish — I can have a tray prepared for you? Some tea and other light refreshments before you’re on your way again? Unless you would rather…?” She finished off that triumvirate of questions with a gesture towards Mrs. Merrick and Gareth. The latter was still laid out on the blanket, the former’s hands cradling the boy’s head as she muttered a low chant in Welsh, as the sharp aromas of fallen leaves and damp earth speared through the room as though someone had flung open a window on a rainy morning.
Mr. Jones, in his breeches and coat, with his graying hair cut in what his barber assured him was the “English” style, who had never whispered a word of Welsh between his teeth since he was eleven years old and a schoolmate had tattled on him to their teacher that Rhydderch (Mr. Jones’s given name, which he shucked off at the age of sixteen to take on the less native “Roderick”) had been speaking Welsh at home with his family, planted his feet on the carpet like a pair of tree roots and posed a single question to the room at large: “Is this some manner of witchcraft?”
If the room at large had been in England, or Scotland, or — Heaven forfend — even France, this might have succeeded in eliciting a gasp or sent a frisson of unease rippling through the spines of the assembled company. But as it was Wales, where older women with a gift for healing were not regularly strangled, hanged, or burnt to ashes (or at least not as often as in the aforementioned countries) and as there were currently two dragons prowling and skittering along the edges of the room with all the energy of enlivened gargoyles, no one could really be bothered to exhibit any alarm at his question.
“May I remind you that Mrs. Merrick is my guest here at Penffynnon,” Rhiannon said, with a carelessness that carried a greater threat in its nonchalance than any flared nostrils or exclamatory phrases could have managed. “She has saved young Gareth’s life. So she could be a witch or a warlock or a troll plucked out from under a bridge and she would still be welcome here.”
“And besides,” Mari Wynn spoke up, a smile in her voice as she added another scoop of coal to the fire. “There’s no reason to worry until she’s burying jars of piss everywhere.”
Mrs. Merrick was too busy with Gareth’s head to offer any sort of remonstrance against Mari Wynn’s remark, and Mildred and Mr. Wiggan were still mesmerized by her work to give Mr. Jones enough of the notice he appeared to crave. In response, the doctor shifted his bag from one hand to the other and puffed out his chest — a remarkable achievement, as his chest and shoulders possessed all the intimidating breadth of a closed umbrella — and wobbled his lips around his next question. “I assume the boy’s family is unaware you’ve been practicing such… dark arts upon him?”
Rhiannon laughed. Not a snort or a scoff, but a full bout of laughter, head thrown back and teeth shining, gilding all of the regality she had acquired long before she had ever become Lady Pritchard and was still only Miss Rhiannon Bevan, solicitor’s daughter from Wrexham. “Dark arts? For goodness’ sake, she’s spoken a few words and will probably put a poultice on the boy. She’s not about to summon up the Devil and all his minions for a few bumps and scrapes.” She folded her arms over her chest, a pair of halberds crossed in front of the doctor to block his further progress into the room. “I’ve already sent for the boy’s parents. Mr. and Mrs. Pugh should be here soon enough, and should they take offense at Mrs. Merrick’s healing, then I’ll gladly give the boy into your care. Perhaps a healthy application of leeches will finish setting him to rights, hmm?”
For a moment, Mr. Jones looked as though he might storm past the barricade of people and dragons and swoop up Gareth himself. Instead, his gaze snapped towards Mr. Wiggan — the only other fully grown gentleman in the room, and the only Englishman — and he took a step towards him. “You’re a Man of God, are you not?” he asked, capitalizing all of the pertinent words with the air of bestowing a long-forgotten baronetcy on him. “Surely you cannot approve of this?”
Mr. Wiggan still sat on the floor beside Mildred, still dressed in the same dusty, rumpled clothes in which he’d arrived at Penffynnon hours before. (Had it really only been a few hours since they’d dragged themselves up to Rhiannon’s front door? Mildred marveled at the sudden stops and starts in her life ever since Fitz’s egg had come into it, how it seemed a year’s worth of events could occur over the course of a single afternoon. Was this how the days of all of history’s important individuals went along? Rushing off to a battle in the morning, followed by a touch of prophecy at luncheon and then a coup d’etat in time for afternoon tea?) He looked at Mr. Jones, gracing him with neither anger nor approbation in the set of his features. Just simple contemplation before his attention shifted back to Mrs. Merrick and the boy stretched out before her.
“I see a miracle,” Mr. Wiggan said. His voice was quiet, as though his thoughts were still spinning around inside his head and this was their first, tentative step into audible life. “I see the power of the Divine, working its will through that woman’s voice and hands as she heals a child from a most serious injury. But if all you see there is darkness and evil,” he swung his head around to stare at Mr. Jones, brow lightly furrowed. “Then perhaps it is the state of your own heart that needs to be examined, rather than anyone else hoping and praying for this boy’s swift recovery.”
In reply, Mr. Jones uttered a phrase that will not be repeated here, clutched his bag beneath his arm as though afraid its contents would be tainted by mere proximity with anyone else in the room, and stormed — or, more accurately — drizzled out of the house.
Mildred blew out a breath, her heart stuttering in anticipation of an incident that never fully materialized. Mari Wynn continued chuckling to herself about old men with too much starch in their collars (and other places, also not to be mentioned here) and Rhiannon clapped her hands together before rubbing her palms against each other with enough force to light a small fire between her fingers.
“Let him puff himself back to his own house,” she said, fingers swiftly moving on from combustion to twisting at her rings. “A few months in Crewe when he was an apprentice imbued him with far too much superiority over us Welsh clods. For the most part, he’s a fine doctor, but… Well, it will come to nothing, I’m sure.”
Which was likely the worst thing one could say if they wished to avoid tempting fate or authors into working mischief. But at the moment, the most important matter before them was young Gareth, who began to stir again towards wakefulness as Mrs. Merrick laid his head down on the blanket.
“There you are,” she whispered, followed by something else in a few words of Welsh, which made the boy smile as he blinked up at her. “How are you feeling?”
Gareth’s face puckered, his gaze seeming to turn inward as he squirmed a little, arms and legs stretching out and pulling in again as though he could make a fist with his entire figure. “My arm feels strange,” he admitted, letting the offending appendage flop across his abdomen. “It’s all… prickly inside.”
Mrs. Merrick nodded. “Yes, it might feel that way for a bit. But you can move it well enough? It doesn’t hurt?”
He obliged by reaching out to the side and bending his arm at the elbow. “No, only aches a little.”
“Da iawn.” The tension in her features faded into a tired smile, and she leaned back, her eyes closing as she breathed deep. “He’ll be fine. A few bruises, but he should be fine.”
“Splendid!” Rhiannon called for refreshments, despite the fact the remnants of their earlier repast were still currently scattered about the room or digesting in their stomachs. But Mrs. Babbinton returned from the kitchen with the three other children shuffling along like ducklings behind her, bearing a tray with tea and biscuits and a few saucers of mutton for the dragons.
It was then young Gareth became fully aware of his surroundings. Mildred watched him as his eyes widened, as he struggled to sit up in a panic as Morgen tottered over, a chunk of mutton dangling from her narrow jaws. He started to scramble away, but the other children settled around him, Matthew tugging at the dragon’s tail (“Not so hard!” Mildred scolded him, suspecting that the only reason Morgen didn’t turn around and snap at him was for fear of dropping the food in her mouth) while Nettie called Fitz to her side, enticing him with a corner of her biscuit.
“He shouldn’t hurt you,” Mildred assured him (the assurance meant for both dragon and child). “At least as long as you show him kindness and patience.”
Fitz, seemingly aware that he was being put on display for their unexpected guests, and no doubt wishing to show himself as a superior specimen of dragonhood — while Morgen stuffed her mutton into the fire and attempted to swallow a lump of coal larger than the circumference of her head — stretched out his neck to its full extent and huffed a breath that shimmered the air with its heat. Erin squealed and Gareth cried out, while Matthew and Nettie laughed at his antics and tossed their biscuits to him as a reward for his preening.
“You’ll spoil him,” Mrs. Babbinton warned as she poured out cups of tea for the children. She handed one to Gareth, not bothering to inquire how he took it but adding ample measures of milk and sugar with the assumption he was in need of it.
Mildred doubted that a dragon accustomed to being fed all sorts of delicious morsels, of being carried around like a newborn babe, of being treated like a satin-clad princeling could become more spoiled than he already was, but she refused to add her voice to Mrs. Babbinton’s admonishments. Because the children were enthralled, gazing around them with all the wonderment of people dropped into the middle of their favorite bedtime story. And why should they not? They were in a large house built on the ruins of a castle (not incredibly rare for Wales, as most of the country was built on the ruins of some castle or another), with a pair of dragons vying for attention around them. And there was still something in the air around them, magic clinging to everything like a dusting of snow that had yet to melt away.
Mildred kept her seat on the floor during all of this; Mrs. Merrick closing up her book, Mari Wynn and Mrs. Babbinton clearing away the blanket and going off to fetch a clean shirt for Gareth to borrow, Rhiannon pretending to manage everything despite the fact it was all managed for her with startling competence. And there were the children, four heads sitting in a circle, Gareth showing off his newly healed arm to the rest of them. That is, when they weren’t pausing to marvel at Fitz’s wings or laugh as Morgen scraped at a chunk of coal and spat sparks from it back into the fire.
And then Mr. and Mrs. Pugh arrived, rushing in with Hopkins and Mr. Hawthorne, a flurry of hats and gloves and astonishment at entering into the scene described only a paragraph before. Mr. Pugh, a large man constructed of mostly breeches and disobedient whiskers, staggered back at the sight of the dragons. A vivid assortment of swears tumbled out of him, followed by a bout of flailing as he turned this way and that, clearly worried that no one else was as affected as him by the sight of a group of children and dragons having a picnic in the middle of the drawing room floor. His wife, on the other hand, forged ahead towards her son, no doubt prepared to fight any man or beast that might choose to stand between them.
“How many times have I told you to stay out of Lady Pritchard’s trees?” the scolding began, accompanied by a thorough examination of his every appendage to make certain they were all still attached and in working order. Her hands made their way up to his head, fingers clasping his jaw as she turned it from left to right, then clucked at him to open his mouth so she could check his teeth. “Is he not hurt?” She glanced back over her shoulder at Rhiannon. “They said he was hurt, that he was grievously injured!” Her eyes snapped around to where Hopkins and Mr. Hawthorne hovered, picking at biscuits and helping themselves to cups of tea. “You said grievously!”
Before Mrs. Pugh could storm across the room and further berate the two young gentlemen for burdening her with undue worry (it is a universal truth that a mother, fueled by fear of harm coming to one or more of her children, is generally considered to be more fierce than any supernatural beast the various mythologies and religions of the world can provide), Mildred cleared her throat and shifted awkwardly forward.
“I was there,” she began, and cleared her throat again, her next words sticking in her throat like a day-old scone. “I saw him fall from the tree… Mrs. Pugh, is it? He was quite high up, and when he landed… um. His arm was badly injured, the bone…” She performed a little flutter with her fingers below her own elbow, tracing the line of a shattered radius (or had it been the ulna?) through the air. “But as you can see, the arm is healed. There is only a small mark left behind where the main injury occurred. Mrs. Merrick was very careful with him, and your son is sitting there now, awake and smiling because of the pains she took to see him healed.”
“Which one is…?” Mrs. Pugh looked around her. The room was full of children and adults and the dragons she had yet to acknowledge. Up until now, her focus had been fixed so immutably on her son that a parade of naked noblewomen from Coventry could have ridden through the room on horseback and she would not have paid them a clock’s tick of attention.
But Mildred pointed out Mrs. Merrick, a jut of her chin indicating the woman with the book in the corner of the room, the one attempting to not draw any notice to herself. Mrs. Pugh was on her feet in an instant, rushing towards Mrs. Merrick with an energy that could have been a preamble to an attack or an embrace. But Mrs. Pugh deflated as soon as she stood in front of the other woman, shoulders curling forward as she buried her face in her hands and began to cry.
It was all very affecting after that, with Mrs. Merrick dropping her book to pull the distraught mother into her arms, Mrs. Pugh sobbing on Mrs. Merrick’s shoulder, and everyone else attempting to avert their eyes from this obvious surfeit of emotion.
Mrs. Babbinton went off to prepare more tea for the newcomers (if there was a sudden glut of feelings, then there was nothing better with which to dilute it than tea and something dolloped with cream) and Rhiannon made certain everyone was duly seated and treated with all the ceremony as though they’d only popped around for biscuits and gossip.
And still Mildred kept her place on the floor, with Mr. Wiggan beside her. Her thoughts were rather full at the sight of so many people and dragons fitted together into one space. It was a jarring contrast to what her life had been like at the beginning of the year. She had still been in Upper Plimpton then, tucked away in the small room her sister had given her at Ashby Lodge. Lessons with the children and taking care of errands for Diana, moving through the house and her very life like an automaton with a stuck spring. Year after year of never daring to look at the world around her, because only then would she have noticed how little she had to do with it.
It would have been a fine time to sink into a melancholy state about all of the years she had lost, all of the missed chances to assert herself and gain some measure of independence against her sister’s stifling presence. As though it would have been a simple thing to raise her chin and her voice at the breakfast table and tell Diana she was a jingle-brained ninnyhammer with more hair than wit. (A litany of redundant phrases, yes, but Mildred had harbored such insults to herself for so long that no doubt they would fly out of her like derogatory grapeshot at the first opportunity.)
Unfortunately, standing up for oneself was never as easy as opening one’s mouth and letting the words tumble out of it. It was like working one of Mrs. Merrick’s spells, she realized, her own will and some other inimitable power needed to create the magic of her own self-assurance. A year ago, she could not have accomplished that. But little by little — with a trunk, with a dragon egg, with a vicar and a housekeeper and so many others who had become as close to her as family — she had found her will, the strength needed to give her words and actions their power.
“To me,” she said to Fitz, when the biscuits and the mutton were gone and he had begun nosing at empty plates in search of crumbs and smears of cream. He made his way over to her, wings rustling at his sides like struck sails, a lift to his jaw indicating he came to her only because he wished to, and not due to any control she had over his actions.
He rubbed the side of his head against her outstretched hand, nipping at her wrist with his teeth. Never hard enough to break the skin, but with enough strength behind the bite that she had begun to realize he could hurt her if he wished.
“Mildred?”
She glanced at Mr. Wiggan, seated on the floor beside her, looking far too much like an assemblage of laundered things that had been crumpled into a ball while still damp. “I beg your pardon?”
His eyebrows rose. “Did I catch you woolgathering?”
“Hmm, dragon gathering, more like.” Fitz climbed onto her lap, which meant that only a portion of him managed to maintain contact with her thighs while the rest of him — legs and flicking tail and wings that ruffled into a more comfortable (for him) but awkward (for her) position — spilled out around her like a teacup overflowed. “I suspect I’m more exhausted than I realize. A few more minutes and no doubt I’ll be nodding to sleep right where I sit.”
“And there’s possibly London ahead of us yet.” His head dipped towards her, dotting out its own ellipse through the space between them. “But are you up to it?”
If Mr. Wiggan had been a different sort of person, the type to believe her weak or susceptible because of her age or her sex, she might have taken offense at his question. But as it was spoken out of concern for her — not due to the previously mentioned age and sex, but a worry sparked by regard — she smiled and nodded and made every physical show of assuring him she would be fine. “You forget I’ve already endured nearly two decades of Belinda. A jaunt to London should be a mere walk in the park in comparison.” She touched her hand to the horns on Fitz’s head, growing darker and more defined as he matured. “But, no. No need to worry about me. A few days of rest and recuperation, a dozen or so of Mrs. Babbinton’s spice cakes, and I shall be as fresh as a daisy.”
There was a crash near the fireplace, Morgen having tried to climb up onto the mantel and leap downwards to catch the sparks from the fire in mid-air. Owen dove forward to drag the dragon back from the flames and the broken porcelain, while Mrs. Babbinton went off in search of a broom. Everyone else displayed either shock or amusement, all but for Fitz, who snuffed and flicked his tail with draconic disdain.
“Hmph,” Mildred said, and scratched at the side of Fitz’s neck. “I still remember when you were lolloping about the countryside setting chickens on fire, so don’t begin putting on airs around me.”



Chapter Seven
What a delightful book! Miss Percy’s knowledge on the subject of dragons is so imaginatively described one might believe it belongs in the realm of the fantastical. Yet her pocket guide is an indispensable addition to every scientific library in England and beyond. Informative and frighteningly addictive.
-from a review of Miss Percy’s Pocket Guide to the Care and Feeding of British Dragons, posted in the Manchester Guardian
In the grand scheme of things — the age of the universe and the number of years mankind had already spent shuffling along on Earth’s eroding shores — ten days was not a length of time worth remarking upon. But to a group of people having recently journeyed south from Nantlle, who had all found themselves caught up in a relentless adventure involving knives and thievery and backstabbing (of both the slightly literal and figurative sort), ten days of peace and quiet seemed to suddenly exist in the realm of the fantastic.
And yet for ten entire days, nothing of import occurred. Of course they slept and ate and ambled about Penffynnon with all the energy of a house party settled in the country during the heat of the summer, but there were no further injuries, no poorly timed hatchings, nothing incinerated or stolen or discovered. It was all incredibly, beautifully mundane.
After the Pughs had returned home with the thoroughly healed and thoroughly coddled Gareth, everyone settled into a brief period of hibernation, crawling into their beds and only coming out again when a full night and part of another day had passed. Mildred was not certain who was the first to emerge from their cave, but there was the thunder of children’s footsteps reverberating through the house when she first awoke the next morning (afternoon), and there was the distinct scrape of Owen’s warbling voice telling Morgen to come down from something upon which she was not supposed to be.
It was Fitz who finally prodded her from her bed, scratching and snuffling at the door with enough frustration that Mildred worried he would either shred it into matchsticks or set the wood alight from the friction of his claws alone. After that, they fell into what swiftly became a routine during their stay at Penffynnon. After Mildred had dressed and made herself at least marginally presentable for the day, she and Fitz went to the kitchen, where Mrs. Babbinton had taken charge. With her sleeves rolled up and her cheeks flushed from the heat of the stove, the housekeeper directed the staff in all of the necessary preparations for feeding a dozen people and two hungry dragons. Sometimes Hopkins would be there, hands and forearms dusted in flour as he helped prepare loaves of bread for baking under Mrs. Babbinton’s culinary tutelage. There was always something ready for Fitz to eat, mutton and gravy having become a favorite repast of late. Mildred drank tea until she dared to attempt exchanging cognizant speech with another person, while picking at whatever scraps the children had not decimated during the breaking of their own fast an hour (or three) before.
The children had lessons in the morning, Mr. Wiggan eagerly taking on the task of molding Matthew and Nettie’s young minds. Owen joined them when he could, though Morgen had shown a nascent proclivity for climbing the trees on Penffynnon’s grounds, skittering upwards through the branches that hardly bowed beneath her weight, wings snapping open and closed like an erratic umbrella as she leapt from treetop to treetop, sending a scattering of acorns and terrified wildlife in all directions.
Mrs. Merrick could be found (though no one ever seemed to find Mrs. Merrick, instead stumbling upon her in empty rooms or unkempt corners of the garden, scrawling new notes into her book as she held one-sided arguments with the words already long-dried on the page) working with all the fervor of an irritable artist, disregarding such social constructs as time and meals and conversation while she resurrected faded blooms between her fingers and gave off a constant aroma of smoky peat and hard cheese (the latter being her preferred snack when yet another call to dinner went ignored).
“She’s insufferable when she’s like this,” Mari Wynn complained, though the castigation was delivered with a gleam in her eyes and a smile lurking in the corners of her mouth. “I tried to convince her to come to bed at two in the morning, and I think she might have cursed me. Either that or my phlebitis is flaring again.”
Once Fitz was fed and watered (and sometimes fed again) Mildred would tuck herself into the drawing room and write letters until either her back complained from sitting too long or her stomach complained that her breakfast had not been enough to carry her through until the next meal. Her first letter was to Mr. Gorman (her Great Uncle Forthright’s assistant, partner, and heir) to let him know of everything that had happened during their time at Nyth y Ddraig. Unfortunately — both for her wrist and the price of postage — the letter became a missive, and the missive became a short novel, and it was finally a thick sheaf of pages folded up and sealed for its journey to Warwickshire. The next note went to Mr. Michael Gwilym, a more truncated assurance that they were all well (she gave a brief recitation of the injuries sustained by by Fitz and Matthew, along with an underlined statement proclaiming their return to hale health) and that they would attempt to follow Belinda and Mr. Parry to their next destination, which they assumed to be London.
The last letter written was the one which she had no desire to compose at all. Unfortunately, as Matthew and Nettie had taken the most circuitous of routes back into her care, Mildred had little choice but to write to her sister in Wiltshire and let Diana know that her children — well, at least the younger two — were relatively safe and sound. She was as vague with the details as she could manage, though she did make certain to mention they were currently the guests of LADY (underlined, italicized, capitalized, and every other variety of -izes sure to impress her younger sister) Rhiannon Pritchard, whose husband had been an earl. Mildred had no idea if Rhiannon ’s husband had been an earl, but an earl sounded more impressive than a mere knight or baron, and to claim him as a marquess seemed a bit much. She also took care to leave out any mention of Matthew’s injury, especially as it was already healed and with only the faint line of a pale scar left behind. Neither did she mention Belinda’s treachery (as it pertained to either the eggs or Mr. Hawthorne) or that they planned to travel to London in search of Belinda and the passel of dragon eggs, along with the white dragon she hopefully still had in her possession.
In fact, she made no mention of the dragons at all, as she was not sure Diana yet knew of their existence.
But everything was sealed and sent off, and Mildred breathed a sigh of relief as a tremendous weight lifted itself from her shoulders. Of course, that did not mean there were not other weights lined up like sentinels, waiting to drop themselves in her lap with all the mercy of an early morning lacking either tea or coffee. Yet she was able to pretend, at least for the remainder of those ten days of general indolence, that she had all the rest of her life ahead of her for an assortment of leisure. Morning walks around the garden with Fitz and Mr. Wiggan while the frost still clung to the shadowed portions of the lawn. Hours spent in the library, writing down as many notes as she could recall from her previous journals, the ones filled with not only her Great Uncle Forthright’s discoveries but all of her own minutiae about Fitz and Morgen and the eggs that the margins of the pages had allowed. Evenings lolling about the drawing room, watching Owen teach the children how to cheat at cards—
“It’s not cheating,” he said, his fingers flipping through the cards in an all too practiced manner. “I’m just showing them how to work around certain rules.”
—before another day dawned and Mildred would wonder when they were supposed to do something.
It was all a great deal of waiting, enough to make her restless and irritable. A part of her wanted to dash off to London without delay, but as they yet lacked confirmation of Belinda’s current whereabouts, any rash action would likely be nothing more than a waste of time and resources (and a fair measure of sanity). So on the morning of their eleventh day at Penffynnon, Mildred sat in the dining room and filled her plate with food, her teeth grinding at nothing while she contemplated another day of walks and lessons with the children, of so many things that would have acted as the framework of a perfect day at any other time in her life.
But there was the thought of Belinda casting its shadow upon everything, a constant dark cloud that could not decide if it wished to rain on them or be blown away on the next breeze. Mildred scooped up her eggs with greater vehemence than was necessary, the tines of her fork scraping her plate and setting her teeth on edge.
“Sorry,” she mumbled to the assembled company, and quickly took a bite.
After breakfast, she and Mr. Wiggan led the children to the library for their lessons, Owen only acquiescing to join them because Morgen had eaten too much and was currently sprawled on her back in a corner of the dining room, belly swollen and eyes narrowed to slits of post-gorging fatigue. Fitz, however, trotted along at her side, his tail flicking behind him and occasionally leaving scratches on the dark-panelled walls as he passed.
The children grumbled at the injustice of having to continue on with their lessons when there were more pressing matters such as dragons and magic swirling about them, but Mildred reminded them that their education could not be set aside in the face of a few (and then some) historic events, and so they dutifully shuffled into the room, picking up their slates and books as though they were still tucked into the nursery room at Ashby Lodge.
Mr. Hawthorne was there as well, rounded into an armchair with stacks of books surrounding him, battlements of history and literature creating a small space for himself away from everyone else. He looked up as Mildred entered, though his attention quickly leapt towards Fitz (he still had yet to be entirely relaxed in Fitz’s presence, his fingers twitching around the scars on his face and his damaged ear every time the dragon rustled within ten paces of him) before a muscle in his jaw shifted and he burrowed back down into his studies.
What he had taken to studying, no one knew. But as none of them had gone out of their way to include him in any daily activities, and as he had made no move towards ingratiating himself into the general life of the household — beyond a polite camaraderie with Hopkins, the two of them being the only two gentlemen at Penffynnon of an age — he was left to shelter behind his books and papers, a cup of coffee in his hand as he picked up a pencil to jot down another note.
Mildred sat down and helped Matthew and Nettie with their multiplication, while Mr. Wiggan worked with Owen on his penmanship. History followed, along with a bit of Latin (Mr. Wiggan untangled Matthew’s confusion with his conjugations) and geography. By then, nearly two hours had slipped away, and the children were too restless to continue on with educational improvements. Set free with a sigh and a nod from Mildred, she instructed Owen to take them outside for some exercise, and off the trio went before she could even remind them to put on their hats and scarves.
“Owen is coming along very well,” Mr. Wiggan said, gathering up the bits of chalk left on the table and sweeping away the dust with the side of his hand. “I suspect I’ll have him reading Cowper before another three months have passed.”
Mildred made a face. Regardless of her opinions of Cowper (and her fear that exposing Owen to the poet’s lines might turn him off all forms of the written word for the remainder of his natural life) she tensed at Mr. Wiggan’s mention of the future. Would Owen still be with them in three months? What of Matthew and Nettie? Surely she needed to return them to their mother and father in Upper Plimpton before too much time passed. And what about Belinda and Mr. Parry in another quarter of a year? What of the eggs? Would there be another dozen or so dragons cavorting around Britain and possibly even beyond its borders by then?
She drummed her fingers on the cover of a book before slipping it back into its place on the shelf. It was impossible to know where they would be in another three months’ time. It would be like attempting to predict the weather for a day that was still an entire season away. All she could consider was the small gathering of hours ahead of them, parcels of time to be gotten through until the next one was ready to be endured. The future, at least as it could be described in terms of weeks and months and beyond, seemed such a nebulous thing. To imagine where the children would be in their studies, how much larger Fitz and Morgen might grow, to see herself settled with Mr. Wiggan at her side (instead of trapped in the roles of ‘traveling companions and something more’ for an indefinite amount of time) were none of them concepts she could grasp without the images dissipating into mist and fading into obscurity.
She finished sorting the books and putting away the slates. Perhaps she would ask Mr. Wiggan to go on a walk with her. Not with the children or the dragons (though the latter might be beyond her control) but simply the two of them, walking in companionable silence, simply finding peace in one another’s company.
“Claude,” she said, only a half a second before Mr. Hawthorne piped up from his corner of the library with a tremulous,
“Um, Miss Percy? If I might have a word?”
It was the first Mr. Hawthorne had initiated a conversation with her since they had arrived at Penffynnon. Mildred glanced at Mr. Wiggan, who gave a little shrug and a twist of his mouth, assuring her with that quirk of expression that he had no idea what subject Mr. Hawthorne was about to broach and nor was he about to offer a definitive opinion about whether or not she should speak with him.
“Yes?” She approached him, wariness lending steel to her posture. She had once faced him as he waved a knife in her general direction, but in turn, she had helped to clean up his sick and scrubbed him to the freshness of a newborn babe when he had been so ill he could barely stand, so the scales seemed determined to achieve some level of balance.
“Um,” he began again, while sorting a few of the stacks around him that had started to topple as he shifted forward in his chair. “I’ve been thinking, that… well, perhaps you should begin putting your notes together.”
“My notes?”
Mr. Hawthorne stood up, reaching down to steady an empty coffee cup resting on a small tea table in front of him. “Have you considered publishing your work? For the general public, I mean.”
She squinted at him as she would a block of indecipherable fine print smudged with her own fingerprints and a blot of tea. “What are you talking about?”
He cleared his throat. The fingers of his right hand tapped against his thigh, while his left hand cut a few vague gestures through the air. “A book, Miss Percy. A book about dragons.”
No, she was quite certain she had not considered that. There were her notes, of course, pages she had filled with all of the information she could recall from the journals Belinda had taken, along with copious amounts of new facts and intelligence about Fitz and Morgen’s appearance and behavior. She had reminded herself several times already that her desire was to create an account not only for herself, but for anyone else who might happen to find themselves in the same predicament — i.e. in possession of a dragon’s egg and with no innate knowledge of what to do with it.
“I had thought about…” she said, but stopped herself when she realized she had not thought about anything beyond the indistinct notion of carrying all of her acquired notes with her as the months and years went along, dragging them behind her like links of a chain forged from ink-stained fingers and too many bouts of insomnia.
“I think it would do very well, if you were to publish your work.”
“Do you mean a book that I would write?” She raised her hand to her chest, her fingers fidgeting with a button at the front of her bodice.
“Or something in the papers,” Mr. Hawthorne continued, growing more excited as he spoke. “A weekly column perhaps, where you write about your experience with dragons and offer some sort of advice or a bit of information that might be entertaining or informative to readers.”
“Oh, but I’m not a writer!” Mildred took a step back, bumping into Mr. Wiggan’s chest as she reared away from the unknown. “I’ve made a few scribbles here and there, and I’ve added to my Great Uncle’s journals, but I’m not any kind of author.”
Mr. Hawthorne scoffed, and there was a spark of something in him at that moment, in the gleam of his eyes and teeth that made Mildred think of the handsome and ingratiating young man who had come to Upper Plimpton all those months before. “The only thing that makes a writer is the ability to put pen to paper. The only thing that makes a published author is someone else believing their work will sell well enough to make a large amount of money for a few rich men who have questionable taste in waistcoats. But aside from all of that, you have a dragon. People will wish to know about it, to know about you. And there will be all manner of misinformation flying about when the existence of the dragons becomes public. You’ll have people thinking they’re monsters, or that they should be kept in a zoo, or traded among foreign dignitaries like silks and spices. You’re one of the few who can give an honest account of what it is like to live in the company of a dragon from hatching.”
She looked at Mr. Wiggan, but he offered no opinion as to what she should do, his expression carefully devoid of any hint that might sway her decision in one direction or another. “I suppose it would not hurt to put all of my notes into order, perhaps see where there are gaps to fill in and make everything more cohesive.”
Mr. Hawthorne nodded and opened his mouth to speak, but she held up a hand to stop him before the first syllable could venture forth.
“But if you think I will do this for any sort of fame or fortune, then you are very much mistaken. I do not want to be a celebrity, someone paraded about for a short while merely because I’ve been deemed fashionable for a fortnight or two.”
“Of course not!” Mr. Hawthorne rocked on his heels, buoyed by an internal excitement. “But it might help, you know, in case you must present your side of things against… um…” His gaze darted away from her, his features shaping themselves into a grimace. “... certain people.”
“Against Belinda, you mean?”
He covered the wince well, Mildred had to admit. “Yes, that,” he murmured. “And I can lend assistance, if you wish. Sort things out chronologically, help with which bits should come first, at least in how best to capture a reader’s attention.”
And that was when Mildred hesitated. Not because she did not wish to see her work made available to the world at large, but after she had already lost her Great Uncle’s journals and so many of her own writings to Belinda’s thievery, she had to admit to herself she was wary of entrusting the rest of it to Mr. Hawthorne’s care.
Mr. Hawthorne, to his credit, appeared to understand the reason for Mildred’s caution. “Of course, I will not do anything without your permission. And I certainly won’t…” He paused, while his gaze tripped from one corner of the room to the other in search of the words he next wished to say. “I won’t run off, if that is what you’re afraid of. I have nothing to run to, if I’m going to be honest about it. Believe me, I’ve already attempted to steal a dragon from you once… er, twice?” He shook his head. “Either way, it’s not something I wish to try again. Not unless I’m willing to risk my other ear, and fortunately or unfortunately, I’ve no other wives left to lose in the attempt.” He laughed weakly, then hastily cleared his throat behind his fist.
Mildred took a moment to study him. He was, indeed, still that same young man who had sought her out several months before, a vivacity in his features undimmed by both his time with Belinda and the evidence of his past injuries. He had lied to her then, putting himself forward as someone he was not, and all to retrieve a thing he believed had been taken from him. She might not have approved of his methods (forgery, perfidy, kitchen knives, marrying Belinda) but she at least understood — to a small degree — the feeling that had driven him to such lengths.
Of course, that did not mean she trusted him. She wanted to trust him, though she knew there might always be a part of herself that fought a twinge of doubt in her every future dealing with him.
And that was when she realized her decision had already been made, that she could imagine working with him in the months and even years that lay ahead. It was not a clear picture, by any means, but if he was so determined to prove his rehabilitation by further entrenching himself in her daily life, then she would allow him this opportunity. If only because she would never be able to live with the guilt of sending him off and risking him falling back into his old habits.
“Are you serious about this?”
He nodded. “I am. In fact, I’ve even begun to sketch out a sort of framework, you might call it.” He turned around and shuffled through a few stacks of papers, his face scrunched in concentration as he sought out what he wanted. “There are dozens, possibly hundreds of books covering everything from birds to fish to insects and more, but most of them are presented in a way that is painfully dry. I would have hated to read them when I was a child.” He pulled out a book from Rhiannon’s library, a volume (part one of two) focusing on the varieties of trees to be found in Glamorgan, and opened it to a random page, lined with columns of poorly formatted print and boasting a tiny sketch of a leaf in the upper left-hand corner. “Look at this! Dreadful, isn’t it? The painful irony of cutting down however many trees it took to bring us this cure for insomnia. Just lists of endless facts without any kind of narrative flair.” He snapped the book closed and tossed it onto a larger pile of books that teetered precariously at this new weight added to its heights. “Now, considering that your knowledge of dragons is a more shallow pool from which to fish, seeing as how there are currently only three dragons in existence, that leaves us with far less material at our disposal. Which is why I think you should pursue a more personal, storytelling angle in your writing. Shape your tale into something that families will wish to read together in the evenings, something with the feel of a dramatic serial. Make people want to hear the story of Miss Mildred Percy, the adventurous old maid who—”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Oh, no offense!” Mr. Hawthorne said quickly, hands held up in surrender.
“None taken,” Mildred grumbled under her breath.
“But you see, no one wants dry facts and numbers. They want a story, an adventure, a hero — or heroine, in your case — and a villain. Even if the villain isn’t a person, but instead the weather, or a bad road, or a head cold. Something our hero must overcome to reach their goal.”
Mildred folded her arms over her chest. “And what is my goal, Mr. Hawthorne?”
Mr. Hawthorne grinned, a smile that made him appear handsome and charming and slightly over-caffeinated (by a cup or two). “Why, to become the world’s first and foremost expert on dragons,” he said, as though there was no other answer to give.
“Very well,” she said. Quickly and before she could change her mind. She looked at Mr. Wiggan, who had positioned himself as a quiet observer to the entirety of their exchange, never interrupting, but unknowingly fueling Mildred’s courage as she entered into this agreement. “But I don’t believe we need to style everything quite as dramatically as you’ve described. And I will be making copies of everything,” she told him, “in case you decide to—”
“Flee, yes. I understand.” He nodded sagely. “And I would do the same, if I were in your shoes.”
Mildred held out her hand. Mr. Hawthorne stared at it in bafflement, then seemed to realize her intention. With a grin, he took it, shook it, and there… The deal was done.
“I look forward to working with you,” she said, sincerity in every syllable.
“I will not disappoint you, Miss Percy.”
And Mildred very much hoped he would not.



Chapter Eight
Ido not know if I shall ever retire from this work, this adventure. But if I am ever compelled to make such a decision, it will not be without a vast library of books and an endless supply of tea and cakes to see me fortified throughout my declining years.
-from a letter written by Miss Mildred Percy to Lady Rhiannon Pritchard
The letter arrived, as most letters are wont to do, without a ridiculous amount of fanfare. During breakfast, a servant came in with the post, carrying it on a shallow silver tray. Most of it, a small stack of cards and thin missives, were delivered directly into Rhiannon’s care. But one letter, a thick packet of sheets bearing the battered corners and smudged ink of hasty travel was placed in Mr. Hawthorne’s hands. He looked at the direction, flipped it over, then glanced across the table at Mildred before he slipped his thumb beneath the edge and broke the seal.
Mildred paused with her fork in one hand and her knife in the other, elbows hovering above the tabletop. It had been a week since her conversation with Mr. Hawthorne in the library, since he had dedicated himself to sorting all the notes from her own journals and her Great Uncle Forthright’s (the incomplete volume she still had of them) into a sort of compendium (Mr. Hawthorne’s choice of phrasing, which Mildred latched onto if only for the pleasing way it sounded as she shaped her lips around it) and proof of her research.
It had kept Mr. Hawthorne closed up in the library for hours at a time, poring over books of Welsh and English history, geography, and any portions of Celtic mythology that might pertain to a sudden hatching of dragon eggs hundreds and hundreds of years after they had settled into dormancy. He came out for meals and occasional glimpses of daylight, books tucked beneath his arm and ink staining his fingertips. Several times she had found him sitting and watching Mrs. Merrick work — having always asked for permission to do so beforehand — though he rarely went so far as to carry on a dialogue with the formidable lady.
Mildred was not entirely certain how to take this apparent change in him. When she had first met him, months before when he had arrived at Ashby Lodge with a scattering of charm and falsehoods paving his way forward, she would never have taken him for the studious type. And now she wondered how much of this transformation, this determination he displayed to wholly throw himself into a new project was due to Belinda’s abandonment of him, or if it had resided within him the entire time, hidden away like a chrysalis of academia, waiting for the right moment to burst forth. As for the former, it seemed to work very well as a distraction, a way to keep his thoughts occupied on something that wasn’t his wife’s betrayal as she threw him over for another man (and a clutch of dragon eggs).
But it was also a distraction that kept him out of trouble. Rather than wave a knife, he waved a quill. Instead of telling lies, he asked questions. Instead of drinking himself into a stupor, he imbibed an alarming amount of coffee (which gave him the tendency to vibrate in place like a just-struck bell). In place of the easy affability he showed before, along with a tendency to show himself in his best light, there was caution and — dare Mildred even think the word, lest it work as some sort of curse that would reverse Mr. Hawthorne’s reformation thus far — humility in his behavior with everyone.
“It’s from Mr. Purvis,” he said, drawing the corner of his bottom lip into his mouth and chewing at it in a way he often did after his second cup of coffee. “I wondered when he would have anything for us.” He shuffled through the pages — there were several — his eyebrows crinkling, highlighting the scars that cut through his features. “Hmm,” he said. And then, “Uh-huh,” as though he was holding a conversation with the letter itself. “Ah. Well, then.” He separated one sheet of paper from the others and held it out towards Mildred. As Mildred was sitting five places away and on the other side of the table, one of the footmen stepped forward and aided the paper’s journey from Mr. Hawthorne’s hand to her own..
“What is it?” Mari Wynn asked, peering over her forkful of sausage for a better look.
Mildred turned the paper over in her hands. Creased and of a slightly heavier make than the other pages from Mr. Hawthorne’s letter, it bore an illustration at the top, a drawing of a young woman standing beside a dragon. There were words printed beneath in a fine script, forcing Mildred to blink and lean back and hold the paper at arm’s length before they finally came into focus.
“‘Esteemed naturalists Mr. and Mrs. Parry,’” she read out loud, before she could stop herself, “‘will be holding an exhibition of their recent discovery, a Welsh dragon, for members of the British Scientific and Historical Societies,’... dah dah dah… ‘at the British Museum?’”
There were rules of etiquette concerning whether or not a lady (or anyone, really) should sit in full view of the household with their mouth hanging open like an unsprung trap. The general consensus was that it was not acceptable under any circumstances (foreign invasion and sudden death were potential allowances), and yet Mildred sat there, her mouth a gaping hole as she gazed at a poorly rendered woodblock illustration of Belinda and a sheep-sized dragon (the latter of which appeared to have been drawn by someone who had once glanced at a medieval painting of a creature that might have been either a dragon or an elephant and chose to work forward from there).
“Mr. and Mrs. Parry?” Mr. Wiggan asked, after wiping a smear of egg yolk from his chin with a napkin. “Does that mean…?”
“Bigamy?” Mrs. Babbinton seemed to inflate beyond the realm of her lungs and create an entirely new hemisphere for herself and her astonishment. “Oh! But not in front of the children!”
The children (Matthew, Nettie, and possibly Owen, depending on who was given the task of sorting the old from the young) did not bother to look up from their plates at the implication of Belinda taking on yet another last name or how she may have acquired it. Mildred, however, looked back at Mr. Hawthorne, to whom the mention of his wife would no doubt have the greatest impact.
“It certainly cannot be legal,” Mildred said, her gaze still pinned on Mr. Hawthorne. (Mr. Hawthorne, for his part, appeared to be taking the news well. Though his fingers had begun tapping on the tabletop, and there was a small vein in his forehead she did not believe she had noticed before.) “I assume she’s merely taken on his name for… well, appearances’ sake, I suppose.” She cleared her throat and returned her attention to the paper. “It says the exhibition is in less than two weeks. How could she have managed…?”
It was a sentence that did not need to be finished, as anyone who had ever been in contact with Belinda knew very well how she could have managed everything and in a startlingly brief amount of time.
“But I cannot imagine the dragon has already reached the size of a sheep,” she went on, wishing to leave the discussion of her eldest niece’s marital status far behind them. “It’s only a few weeks old, and by that point Fitz was still about the size of a chicken.” She glanced at the current iteration of Fitz, huddled in the corner of the dining room with Morgen, the both of them emitting various snarling and snuffling sounds as they fought for dominance over a single bowl of breakfast scraps Mrs. Babbinton had prepared for them. Fitz had grown again during his convalescence, and since regaining his confidence so had another leap in his appetite occurred. His legs and his wings had lengthened, lending him an awkward gangling quality that made Mildred wonder if he’d reached some sort of adolescence. (Admittedly, this was wishful thinking on her part, that Fitz had achieved at least a middle point in his growth and would see the beginnings of maturity by his first birthday. It was a wish she held onto even as Mr. Wiggan occasionally (frequently) pointed out that elephants and alligators did not reach maturity until they were at least a decade old, and even larger birds, such as several varieties of vulture, did not arrive at maturity until three to even five years of age. And the thought of Fitz continuing to grow at even half his current pace for another decade was enough to make her prop up her pillows at night to prevent the vestiges of her dinner from making a return visit somewhere around two in the morning.)
“I notice it says ‘dragon’, singular,” Rhiannon mentioned, as her own breakfast disappeared with healthy alacrity. She pointed her knife towards Mildred, while she speared a kipper with her fork and took a bite. “Are we to assume that means none of the other eggs have yet hatched?”
Mr. Hawthorne cleared his throat and held up the rest of the letter. “There is something else.” He announced this addition to the conversation with the gravity of one advertising the return of the bubonic plague. “It seems Mr. Purvis has been keeping his eyes and ears open for any information that might prove salient to us. Apparently, there is a rumor — only a rumor!” he added quickly, though the gulping sound of his swallow at the end of it did little to alleviate their fears, “that there are soon to be objects reputed as genuine Welsh dragon eggs… for sale. To the highest bidders.”
“Do you mean an auction?” Mildred knew that he meant an auction, and yet she asked the question anyway, in the spare hope that Mr. Hawthorne might chuckle, tap the letter with his fingers, and assure her that was not what he meant at all.
But Mr. Hawthorne stamped her fledgling hope beneath his boot and ground it into the muck. “That is what Mr. Purvis assumes, yes. Though he cannot provide us with any solid details, only whispers and murmurs thus far.”
“So she might be planning to sell the eggs?” Mildred asked, while the portion of her breakfast she had already consumed turned to concrete in her stomach. “Or not. It is all still so much rumor and conjecture at this point.” Which made it worse, that she had no definite clue as to Belinda’s full plans, apart from every frustrating scenario her imagination could create. She folded the paper and set it aside, then snatched it up again and read through the words a second time. “But now we know they’ve reached London. And we know where they will be in…” she looked at the date again, “... twelve days’ time. So we simply have to go to town and…”
And there, she floundered. This was the difficult part, the bit she had never been able to plan. Because what was she to do? Walk up to Belinda in the middle of a bustling London street and ask for the return of the eggs and the dragon? Their last meeting had ended with Matthew bleeding and Fitz nearly losing a leg and wing, so she did not hold out any sincere hope that another audience would go well.
“You can stay at Pritchard House while you’re there.”
Several heads turned in Rhiannon’s direction at once. “Pritchard House?” Mr. Wiggan was the only one to punctuate the change in attention with a question.
Rhiannon nodded while finishing off a bite of scrambled eggs. “I haven’t been there in twenty years. Had a bit of a contretemps with a certain gentleman the last time I went, soured my opinion of the place. But my husband’s father was always fond of London, mostly because he liked to disregard his Welsh heritage and pretend to be thoroughly and completely English. He would have been great friends with our Dr. Jones,” she muttered under her breath before spearing another smoked kipper. “Anyway, I shall send word ahead to have the house opened up and prepared for your arrival. How many of you will be making the trip?”
It was a question Mildred had avoided considering over the last few weeks. It was much easier to push it into the realm of far-off potentialities, such as a promised excursion to the seaside or a jaunt to the nearest abandoned castle, a thing that would most likely never happen and yet persisted as a strong enough eventuality that one always took a moment to worry over which pair of shoes would be best suited for the journey. But now it was there, staring upwards at her from an advert that had been tucked in a letter, a place and a date and all of the other particulars that made this next leg of their adventure a thing that was about to begin.
“Um,” she said, and she looked over at Mr. Wiggan.
Because Mr. Wiggan would accompany her, of course. Mrs. Babbinton also declared she would not, under any circumstances, be left behind. “You’ll all come back half-starved,” she said, standing up to begin clearing the plates despite Penffynon’s bevy of servants present to do the job. “Someone has to make sure you don’t waste away in that fetid place.”
Then there were the children to worry about. Rhiannon had offered to allow them to remain in Wales or even send them back to Upper Plimpton, but neither Matthew nor Nettie would hear of it, clinging to Mildred’s side like barnacles on the hull of a muslin-clad ship. “Then I suppose they’ll be well enough at Pritchard House,” Rhiannon said, clearly taking the children’s side. “I can even hire a nurse for them if you’d prefer.”
Mrs. Merrick and Mari Wynn would be going, as Mari Wynn wished to see London and Mrs. Merrick would not allow them to face Belinda again with only the current medical practices of the day (“You’d receive better care from the Spanish Inquisition!”) to aid them should matters turn more injurious than desired.
“And… Owen?”
Owen had deserted the table and was in the corner of the room with the dragons, occupied with the task of preventing Morgen from gnawing on Fitz’s tail, thereby preventing Fitz from picking Morgen up by the scruff of her neck and giving her an admonitory shake.
“Oh, are we still talking about London?” he said, as though they had not been talking about it for the previous quarter of an hour. “Right, then. I’ll go.”
And of course the dragons would be going as well. First, because no one would dare contemplate leaving them behind, and also because having two dragons of their own was certain to lend them weight in any argument against Belinda and the creative-yet-spurious claims she was likely to make. This latter fact — or assumption — was enough to spur Mr. Hawthorne (also going to London, as he was their designated guide) into sorting a more chronological record of Mildred’s time caring for the dragons, bolstered by the few scraps they still possessed of her Great Uncle Forthright’s notes and sketches.
“It should act as proof that you were the first to have possession of the dragons, the first to find the eggs,” he told her. “A precedent, of sorts.” But there was still the difficulty of Belinda having taken most of Mildred’s notes and journals with her when she had run off with the white dragon and the eggs, months of work lost in the heedless theft enacted by a young woman barely out of the schoolroom. “Your Great Uncle’s last will and testament will help to further your claim, but only as it pertains to Fitz, I fear. Morgen, by rights, belongs to Lady Pritchard, and the eggs — along with any dragons to hatch from them — belong to… well.”
“Wales?” Mildred prompted, as she and Mr. Wiggan joined him in the library, the three of them standing around a table cluttered with the detritus of a morning’s work. There were towers of books and papers, broken quills and knives with which to sharpen them, ink and thumbprints and rings of coffee on everything, and Mr. Hawthorne presiding over it all with the pride of a dragon showing off his hoard. “Or would it be… No, wait.”
“Precisely,” he said, and took a sip of coffee. “There’s no proof of ownership. Legalities could become very complicated. If, indeed, it comes to that. But if an Englishman travels to Wales, picks up a stone and puts it in his pocket, to whom does the stone now belong?”
Mildred opened her mouth to speak, but Mr. Hawthorne interrupted her with a jittering flick of his hand. “According to English law, I should add.”
“Oh.” She winced. “The Englishman, then.”
He parried her wince with a grimace of his own. “Too right.” He set down his cup and shuffled through a few papers, the hum of an agitated bee in the back of his throat when he could not seem to find what he was searching for. “I would also be wary of your niece (“Your niece” was how he had come to refer to Belinda, in a tone that suggested she was a distant family member to Mildred, of the sort who lived in Yorkshire and was not spoken about much except in the low tones one reserved for speaking of relatives who hailed from Yorkshire) circumventing the law entirely and simply convincing everyone she is in the right and no one bothering to speak up against her.”
Mr. Hawthorne continued to sift through the papers, even though it was clear he had ceased searching for anything and was merely shifting things about as a sop to his agitated fingers. Mildred’s gaze flicked up to his face, particularly to the muscle repeatedly jumping in his jaw. There had been nothing mentioned about the state of his marriage to Belinda, nor any allusion made to Mr. Parry in Mr. Hawthorne’s presence. It existed as a patch of thin ice to be tested, even though Mildred could clearly see the water still flowing fiercely underneath.
“You don’t have to come to London with us,” she said quickly, so that it all rushed out as one nearly incomprehensible word. “If you would rather remain here, instead of seeing—”
“No.” It was a sharp sound from his mouth, as irrevocable as a door shutting tight, the key turning in its lock. “You need my help, and there’s all the work with the book to be done, and…” His knuckles pattered against the tabletop, beating out a rapid tattoo of sound he repeated over and over again. When he looked up, it was to glance at both Mr. Wiggan and Mildred, to make certain they took in his next words. “You know, I didn’t care to look at my own reflection after…” He gestured towards his face, indicating the scars cutting across his features. “But I learned to do it. Every day, to stand in front of the glass and study my own reflection without hating it. And I still hate it,” he added, with a wry twist of his mouth. “At least a little bit. But I must face this as well. I must face her.”
Mr. Wiggan nodded, an expression on his own face of kind wisdom about to be imparted. “Of course. And you must do it without fear.”
Mr. Hawthorne snorted. “Oh! No chance of that, I’m afraid. I shall consider myself lucky if I can survive any future encounter with your niece without pissing my trousers. Beg your pardon,” he said, dipping his chin towards Mildred.
Which, after this, left little else to be sorted but the general logistics of transporting nine people and two dragons all the way to London. After all of the traveling they had thus far endured, it should not have seemed such a daunting prospect. But the dragons had done nothing but increase in size with every meal (along with the children as well, who had taken to growing like weeds on a constant diet of Welsh delicacies and fresh air and exercise) and there would be no shoving them into crates or baskets, nor hiding them beneath carefully-draped cloaks. They would have to travel in the open, with the dragons practically on display as they trundled over hill and dale. There would be no disguising their approach toward London, and if post could travel faster than a caravan of dragons and people (quite likely, considering how many times Matthew complained about needing to relieve himself after only a few minutes of being jostled in a carriage) then there was also the possibility that Belinda would be able to prepare for their arrival. Mildred’s only hope was that her eldest niece would be so well cocooned in her own concerns that she would not have the attention to spare for anything beyond her own sphere.
Rhiannon offered her carriage to them again, and also a cart (a considerably more durable contraption than the one used during a prior leg of their adventures, one that had been sabotaged by the villainous Mr. Parry with a few quick strokes of a saw) for greater ease of transporting the dragons. Supplies were arranged — Mrs. Babbinton spent an entire day and night in the kitchen cooking, despite the assurances there would be multiple stops at various inns along the way — and maps were studied in order to ascertain which would be the best route to take them out of Wales, across the lower part of England, and finally to London.
“I suspect adhering to the main roads will prove the wisest choice,” Mr. Wiggan said, the tip of his index finger tracing a penciled line that cut through the heart of England on a map. “The dragons are no longer a secret, so there’s little reason to keep ourselves to narrow paths and rutted lanes where various mishaps and misadventures are more likely to find us.”
Mildred was prepared to argue that various mishaps and misadventures would find them regardless of whether they were tunneling their way towards London underground like moles or parading through the shires with bards and minstrels singing their approach like heroes returned from a war. But she agreed that speed was what they were in need of more than anything else, and so the most direct and public route to town was the accepted one.
They left in the morning, because all important journeys began with the sun just peeking over the horizon, the pink of the burgeoning day acting as either a promise or a threat. The dragons were loaded into the cart, Morgen only insisting on staying put if Owen was with her, while Fitz attempted to demonstrate his independence by clinging to the front of the cart like a sulking gargoyle, his wings folded tight against his sides while his jaws snapped at nothing every time the tails of the horses twitched in front of him.
As the weather was fine (i.e. neither blizzard nor tempest was knocking the carriage onto its side) Mildred allowed the children to ride in the cart as well, but not until Mrs. Babbinton tucked them in with blankets on their laps and warm buns, stuffed with bacon and leeks, in their hands. Mildred climbed into the carriage with Mrs. Babbinton, Mrs. Merrick, and Mari Wynn, while Mr. Jones and Hopkins resumed their places on the driver’s seat. Mildred poked her bonneted head out the window of the carriage to look back at the cart, her gaze marking all of the important things (dragons, children, Mr. Wiggan and Mr. Hawthorne sitting together like mismatched bookends on the seat) before she tucked herself back inside and the carriage began to roll forward.
“There we are.” Mrs. Babbinton patted Mildred’s knee. “Now, have something to eat. I saw you didn’t take much at breakfast, and you’ll need a full belly for the road ahead.”
There was the smell of the leeks and bacon as Mrs. Babbinton began passing buns to everyone, and Mildred settled back against the seat, closing her eyes for a moment as she thought of all the miles still ahead of them, days and days of opportunities for misfortune to befall them before they even arrived in London itself. And then there would be Belinda and Mr. Parry to confront, the eggs to save before she could sell them off like treasures stolen from an Egyptian tomb, and the very small, nearly infinitesimal matter of revealing to the world that dragons — those mythological beasts that carved their way through nearly every culture since humanity first attempted to depict their history on the smooth, stone wall of a cave — really and truly did exist.
It was all a bit much, when Mildred paused to think about it. That she sat there in the middle of everything, a key player in a tale of dragons and magic and unprecedented events. If she had been the author of her own story, she might have gone as far as to write herself into the beginning, including the parts with the inheritance and the arrival of the trunk, before the egg — and its successive dragon — was passed on to someone else. She imagined a main character of great fortitude, described with the choicest adjectives that brought to mind a brave and decisive personality. What she could not picture was a woman in her forties, one who had to grasp the nearest solid thing — furniture or body — when she stood up too quickly, who craved biscuits and too much tea, whose joints ached and who woke up several times during the night with her heart palpitating and her face flushed. Even after all these months, she had difficulty believing that Miss Mildred Percy, formerly of Wiltshire, was on her way to London with a cartful (there were only two dragons, yes, but between Morgen’s antics and the breadth of Fitz’s brooding, the vehicle gave the impression of being overflowing with draconic entities) of dragons, in order to do something either very historic or very foolish. Or quite possibly both.
She took a bite of bun and chewed on it slowly. It tasted delicious, and she tried to focus on nothing beyond the bread in her mouth and the slow pitch and sway of the carriage as it turned towards the gate that would lead them away from Penffynnon. It would have been a nice, sedate way to begin the journey. That was, until a shout rang out and the carriage rattled to a halt. Mr. Wiggan slowed the cart as well, and Fitz made a show of his displeasure at this fitful beginning to their travels by flying from the cart to the top of the carriage, where he beat his tail against the window and released a short cascade of flame for seemingly no other reason than because he could.
“Oh, what now?” Mrs. Babbinton muttered.
It was Mari Wynn who opened the window and looked out, her mouth splitting into a wide grin before she opened the carriage door and put down the step herself.
The reason for the commotion appeared in the form of Rhiannon, clad in a pelisse and bonnet, a small traveling case gripped in her right hand and an unflagging sense of authority in the other. “I have changed my mind,” she said, her tones clipped and her manner remarkably calm for someone who had dashed across the gravel drive outside her home only moments before.
“Changed your mind?” Mildred took in the aforementioned bonnet and pelisse and the very fine case, and her own expression lit up with a smile to match Mari Wynn’s. “Do you mean…”
“I am going with you,” she announced, and stepped up into the carriage and sat herself down on the seat beside Mrs. Merrick. “They are already loading my luggage into the carriage, so there’s no staying now. And what kind of fool would I be if I remained behind while the rest of you ran off and had all the fun?” She set her case on her lap and knocked against the roof of the carriage to indicate they were ready to begin. Again.



Chapter Nine
Journalism, this thing the London newspapers claim to practice, brings to mind the old saying that if one tells a lie for long enough and loud enough, it will eventually become the truth.
-from a letter written by Mr. Claude Wiggan, to Mr. Richard Gorman
No matter how dull one’s schoolroom lessons tended to be when they were a child, there were always at least one or two tales from history or the principles of science that stayed with a person well into adulthood. For instance, when Mildred had been young, still in the aforementioned schoolroom and with her hair in plaits, she had learned about Edward I and his traveling bed. Of course, she had learned all sorts of other facts about King Edward, that he was tall, that he had a temper, that he fought with the Scottish and the Welsh and everyone else who was not English (along with a fair amount of those who were), either stamping their lands with castles or attempting to stamp them out entirely. But the small piece of relatively inconsequential information that her mind had latched onto with the fervor of a cat spotting a mouse was that Edward I, with his temper and his long legs and his affinity for subjugation, traveled with his own bed.
Being a king, he was in a position to see entire cities razed to the ground and rebuilt fifty paces to the left if that was his particular wont. But in this instance, Edward I satisfied his royal desires with a made-to-order bed that was packed along with him as though it was a spare pair of boots or an extra kirtle. The child version of Mildred had listened to this tale of the English king with his portable bed and thought it absurd, a pure example of privilege and extravagance. Why waste the money and effort on building a bed and ordering people to carry it about when there were perfectly good beds available at various inns along the way? (And as he was a king who had endured crusades and battles and negotiations with the French, surely even a bedroll on a flat patch of ground would suffice in a pinch.)
But the adult version of Mildred, the one who had already slept in over a dozen inns, in a cart, on the ground, in a chair, on various floors and assorted pieces of (not constructed for slumber) furniture, remembered those stories of Edward I and felt an acute affinity with the man. Or at least as far as his sleeping habits went. If she had owned either the funds or the audacity — or both — to journey along with her own bed in tow, she would have found a way to manage it. But as they were in a hurry to reach London without any sort of serious calamity befalling them, and as they were already traveling in a convoy with their two carriages (one for luggage, one for people) and cart (for dragons) adding a full-sized bed to their concerns was not something to be contemplated.
Yet Mildred did contemplate it, as she extricated herself from a bed that had supported her back about as well as a poorly hung hammock. They were in yet another inn, one of a seemingly endless parade of inns and taverns and any other building offering space for twelve people and two dragons without prior notice. The dragons had to be kept outside, as not only had they grown too large to be easily or wisely contained inside of a room constructed — often shoddily — of wood and other combustibles, but the possibility of frightening away all of the inn’s other patrons and staff forced their decision as well.
(It had happened in Cheltenham, when Fitz had decided to be peevish and refused to allow Mildred to set foot indoors without him. As their reception in Wales had steadily improved as word of both dragons and a healer had spread across the countryside with all the briskness of wind-borne pollen, they had assumed a similar welcome would be afforded to them once they crossed the border into England. Unfortunately, England, or at least The Winchester — an inn situated on the western side of Cheltenham and owned by a Mr. and Mrs. Skinner — was not as initially pleased to have a dragon, complete with wings and a tail and far too many teeth, plodding across its premises with the enigmatic energy of a sphinx.
There had been screams, to begin with. And then there was the overturning of chairs as people leapt from their seats, while someone had attempted to pull a sword down from the wall (a sword positioned there for purely decorative purposes, leaving the half-inebriated man who had made a lunge for it disappointed with its puncturing deficiencies) before there was word of The Authorities being fetched. Mildred and company, having dealt with enough authorities (both capitalized and lower-case) during the course of their adventures thus far, decided that it would be better to swiftly remove themselves from the situation and either find another inn more welcoming to dragons or simply camp out under the stars.)
Five days later — or was it six? Mildred feared she’d begun to lose count somewhere past Swindon — she woke with the previously mentioned aching back and an itinerant belief they would be reaching London before the end of the day. They had passed through Reading the previous morning and were now somewhere within the vicinity of Slough. It was still early, the daylight pale and watery in the way it was when one couldn’t tell if the day would ultimately become pleasant or if there was a deluge waiting for them on the horizon. Mildred thought she might have preferred the deluge, if only for the delay it would have provided in finally arriving in London. Because London was where Belinda was, along with the rest of the dragon eggs (hopefully, if they had not already been sold away like outdated furniture) and after five (or six) days of traveling across the lower portion of England in order to catch up with them, they still did not have a plan in place for when the first moment of meeting would arrive.
“We will go to Pritchard House and take stock of the situation once we are settled,” Rhiannon said, over a breakfast of gelatinous porridge and weak tea. “Things change quickly in London, and anything in the letter from your—” she nodded towards Mr. Hawthorne, who was occupied with imbibing a second cup of coffee that smelled faintly of old socks, “—Mr. Purvis might already be considered obsolete.”
And here Mildred had believed the unknown provided by raising a dragon without precedence was enough to pluck her various anxieties like the string of a violin. But an unfettered Belinda, set loose in one of the largest cities in the world, and with over a dozen dragon eggs in her keeping was enough to vibrate Mildred into the opening strains of a concerto.
“U-uh,” Mr. Hawthorne announced as his elbow slipped off the table, sloshing his coffee over the rim of his cup. “There’s something here you might find of interest, Miss Percy.” His head appeared from behind The Times, and he passed the periodical over to Mr. Wiggan’s care, who then smoothed out the page indicated by Mr. Hawthorne’s coffee-soaked fingers and placed it on the table between himself and Mildred.
The columns of small print wavered before Mildred’s eyes. There were crop reports, and a fire in Southwark, and then a tidy headline in smudged block letters that read, MISS MILDRED PERCY: SPINSTER OR SORCERER?
“Spinster or… what?” She picked up the newspaper, her hands vibrating with an emotion she could not identify. (Anger, certainly, though it was primarily shock at the moment, the sort she might experience at rushing through a doorway and walking headlong into a spider’s web.) The article was not long, a few hundred words at the most. The gist of it was focused on a report that had come out of Wales about an Englishwoman — Miss Mildred Percy, in this case — who had taken to touring around the countryside setting curses on unsuspecting victims. The source — one Dr. Jones, of Builth (“I knew it!” remarked Rhiannon in a victorious undertone) — gave his account of seeing the woman closed up in a dark, smoke-filled room, surrounded by demons as she chanted words in an unidentifiable but suspicious language (Mari Wynn scoffed. “I’m sure to every pompous windbag, anything but English must sound like the devil’s own flatulence.”) that no doubt left a curse on an ailing child.
“Look! This one has a picture!” Owen brandished another newspaper, the pages flapping as he waved it above his plate.
The picture was a caricature, showing a figure labeled as Miss Percy bursting into a London drawing room, her gown stained and tattered, her expression — drawn in broad strokes of what could best be described as “crone” — tending towards madness.
Mildred peered closely at the remarkably unflattering portrait. “Are those mushrooms tangled in my hair?”
“I believe the implication is that they’re growing out from your scalp,” Mr. Wiggan said, utilizing a magnifying glass Rhiannon had provided.
Mr. Hawthorne set aside a third paper that contained an article providing a vague recounting of Mildred’s attempts to steal a dragon from the esteemed naturalist, Mrs. Parry (soon to be seen at the British Museum, tickets available to a select audience, etc. and so forth). “At least the portrayal is so outrageous that no one should be able to connect you with it if they see you out and about in town.”
“Small mercies and all of that.” Mildred flumped down in her seat, her breakfast cold and forgotten on her plate. “It seems we’ve been beaten to the post. Mr. Hawthorne had mentioned the possibility of taking our story to the papers, to make an attempt at winning over the public, but it appears I was already painted as the villain before I set foot in town.”
Mr. Hawthorne (who was well acquainted with being cast as the villain upon his immediate entrance into a story) returned to his seat as well, though only to pour himself yet another cup of coffee. “If she traveled here immediately from Nyth y Ddraig,” he began, continuing to refer to Belinda without ever speaking her name out loud, “then she’s had the benefit of time, several weeks to lay down a foundation before we could even begin to make a start of it.” He took a fortifying sip and repeatedly tapped his thumb on the rim of the cup. “I’m going to see if I can get in touch with Mr. Purvis today, find out if he’s discovered anything new.”
“And I may have a friend or two who can help us,” Rhiannon added. “I’ve not spent a great deal of time in London of late, but I did have more than a few close acquaintances while I was there.”
Mildred couldn’t help but worry if there was any potential danger in all of those stories in the papers. And what of Mrs. Merrick, the one among their party who could actually perform magic? It was an easy thing to believe themselves far beyond the years of chucking someone accused of witchcraft into the nearest pond to see if they sink (innocent) or float (guilty). This was the nineteenth century! It was a new world of steam engines and turnpikes and tin cans! Surely they wouldn’t be smashing someone between two slabs of rock as punishment for healing a few broken bones. But society did like a panic, and if there wasn’t a recent novel to decry as contaminating less sensible minds, then witchcraft could easily slip into the place as a likely candidate.
After finishing their disappointing breakfast (due to both the food and the news), they shuffled out of their rooms and into the indecisive weather. Mildred glanced up at the gray, drifting sky, blinking at a brief slash of sunlight before it disappeared behind an onslaught of gloom. Fitz and Morgen were already in the cart, as they had been allowed a small patch of field — devoid of other people or chickens — to slumber in behind the inn. Hopkins and Owen had volunteered to spend the night with them, keeping watch for any mischief that might be instigated by either human or dragon. But the night passed smoothly, with Hopkins reporting that nothing of significance had occurred, apart from Morgen repeatedly stranding herself in the nearest tree because she was too afraid to leap down after clawing her way up the side of the trunk.
“I will take the cart today,” Mildred said, needing to be out in the open air rather than inside a closed carriage as they covered their last leg towards London.
“Are you sure?” Mr. Wiggan looked up at the sky, eyes narrowing as he seemed to read the layers of clouds for potential precipitation.
“I am not made of tissue paper,” she assured him, and held out her hand to Fitz as he climbed onto the side of the cart, tail lashing excitedly as he butted her bonnet with the top of his head. “Have they eaten?”
Mr. Wiggan laughed. “Better than the rest of us, Owen says. While we were toiling with our bowls of overcooked gruel, they were enjoying the spoils of a night spent hunting.”
“Hunting?” Mildred snapped her head around with such haste something clicked uncomfortably in her neck. “Has he been hunting again?” Fitz had not made a great show of attempting to hunt since before his injury. He had bothered a few squirrels at Penffynnon, but it had not gone beyond nipping at their tails and harrying them with a few sharp flaps of his wings.
Mr. Wiggan counted on his fingers. “At least seven mice, and one very large hare.”
“A hare?” Mildred took a small step backwards, the better to look at Fitz in all of his carnivorous glory. At the moment, however, his glory appeared to be best displayed by settling onto his backside in the cart and rapidly scratching at the underside of his jaw with his rear left claws. “An entire hare?” As though wild hares came in both fully intact and installment varieties. “What did he do with it?”
In lieu of a vocal reply, Mr. Wiggan merely shrugged. But it was not the sort of shrug that indicated he did not have an answer to give, but rather that he knew the answer, and he knew that Mildred should know the answer without him having to grace it with something as superfluous as speech.
“Oh,” she said. And then, “Oh, well,” for good measure. For a moment, she felt a bit sorry for the poor hare, the creature just going about its business before it was snapped up and turned into a dragon’s supper. But if she could not fault the owls and hawks for scouring the fields for their sustenance, then she could not hold anything against Fitz — with his teeth and his wings and his seemingly unending appetite — if he wished to carve out a space for himself in the natural order of things. “As long as he doesn’t go after any more sheep, I suppose.”
She climbed onto the seat of the cart, wincing at the ache in her back and digging her knuckles into a place a few inches below her left shoulder blade. Mr. Wiggan positioned himself on the seat beside her, close enough for their thighs to touch and their elbows to batter against one another, prompting all of the usual awkward apologies and clearing of throats one would expect. But Mildred did not move, nor did Mr. Wiggan, despite the absence of anyone else with them on the seat. And then, while the children were climbing into the back of the cart and Owen and Mr. Hawthorne were making space for themselves inside and on top of the carriage, Mildred placed her hand on Mr. Wiggan’s knee.
It was a purposeful touch, which is what made it so remarkable. Yes, there still existed the barriers of her gloves and his trousers between them, but she let her hand linger there, her thumb stroking across his knee, her upper body drifting towards him like an unmoored boat until their shoulders bumped together.
She had not forgotten their small promises to one another, that there would be a better time for them beyond some point they could not yet see. Even though circumstances had prevented them from often finding themselves alone in one another’s company, there had been a few stolen moments — a kiss here, a brush of fingertips there — to remind them of the future they had vowed for themselves. A home together, at some point. Maybe even a few days of quiet domesticity lapping one upon the other like waves cresting towards the shore.
They shifted apart again as Mr. Wiggan took up the reins, as they rumbled forward onto the road and fell in behind Rhiannon’s carriage, already set off in the direction of London. They would arrive there by the afternoon, was Mr. Hawthorne’s prognostication. The roads were not busy at first, though they encountered more traffic as the morning wore on. Mildred worried they might draw too much attention to themselves, with their cart loaded with drowsing dragons and bored children, but as it had been for most of their journey from Wales, no one bothered to pay them much attention while they were in motion. Perhaps because neither cart nor carriage were strikingly grand or frighteningly shabby. Perhaps because the dragons tended to nap during the day, lulled to sleep by the steady jostling of the cart and the exhaustion of having enjoyed hours of nocturnal hunting before daylight gilded the landscape.
Or perhaps — and this was Mildred’s theory — there was a kind of protective disbelief that came with the sight of a dragon or two rolling along on their way towards London. A person might glance at the cart, might see the edge of a long, dark wing or the erratic flick of a green tail and before their minds could assimilate the clues into a fully formed idea, a wall would drop into place. “No, that cannot be a dragon,” the sane portions of their mind would tell them. “Surely that was not a puff of smoke curling upwards into the air after that creature sneezed. Only a trick of the light. Carry on, then.”
Whatever the reason, it meant they had been able to travel nearly two hundred miles without serious incident. (There had been one adventure with Morgen and a cow, and another in which Fitz had stolen a cooling meat pie (beef and potatoes) from a windowsill, but nothing more exceptional than that.) But it made Mildred wary of their inexorable arrival in London, that fate was somehow saving up all of its tricks for when they rolled past St. George’s to find their next plot twist waiting for them.
Even the weather seemed to be holding its breath, the clouds growing darker and heavier as they approached the outskirts of London. By the time they noticed the fug of smoke on the horizon, a light rain began to fall, the sort that twitched their noses and made them look up at the sky repeatedly to see if indeed that had been a raindrop on their sleeve and not a small stone from the road or the tick of a nervous muscle.
Mildred turned around and glanced back at the cart. Morgen was perched on the side, clinging to the edge like an exuberant falcon, claws scraping at the wood with a rapidity that would have the boards turned to sawdust before they’d made it to Piccadilly. Fitz, in contrast, was still asleep after they had stopped near Hammersmith for food and an opportunity for everyone to stretch both legs and/or wings. He had curled up at Matthew’s feet, so tightly coiled she could have mistaken him for an ammonite fossil she had discovered during her one trip to the beach when Belinda had been an infant. Keeping her back to London as it steadily grew nearer, as though she could put off the very turning of the world beneath the wheels of the cart, she rifled through her bag for one of her newly acquired notebooks, scraped her thumbnail over the tip of her pencil to lend it a greater sharpness, and began to sketch.
She still had no gift for it. Most of her drawings resembled something out of a medieval manuscript, her characters graced with the depth of paper dolls against a flat backdrop. But she worked as well as she could, experimenting with a touch of shading here, the gleam of a rain-dampened scale there, adding a few pieces from around him — Matthew’s foot, Nettie’s discarded bonnet — for scale. Beneath the drawing, she described what Mr. Wiggan had told her about Fitz’s hunting the previous night, and went on to note his general behavior throughout the days of their trip, how he had taken to sleeping more and more during the day and keeping awake at night.
“Do you think this nocturnal phase of his…” Mildred chewed on the end of her pencil and glanced at Mr. Wiggan. “Do you believe it will eventually become permanent?”
Mr. Wiggan shifted the reins in his hands. There was really no use for him to hold them at all, as the horse was trained well enough to simply follow along behind Rhiannon’s carriage all the way across the rest of England and towards Abyssinia without turning her nose from the road ahead of her. But he held them, sliding the leather between thumb and fingers while he wrinkled his nose at another splash of rain on the brim of his hat. “Another stage of maturation, you suspect?”
“What I suspect has nothing to do with it.” Mildred shrugged and made a few marks of nonsense on the margins of her page. “Fitz may not reach maturity for another decade or more. He may learn to speak or hand out magical swords or send us all on a quest to find a mythological city round and about the Strait of Gibraltar.” She pushed her bonnet back as far as its ties would allow, not caring that it no doubt made her forehead appear monstrously large. “It is nothing more than guesswork, really. I feel as though I’ve been given the task of putting together a very large and complicated puzzle, but I have no idea what the finished picture is to be and I’m only allowed to work with one piece at a time.”
This was when Mr. Wiggan was supposed to furrow his brow, perhaps remove his hat and comb his fingers over his thinning hair before doling out a morsel of sage and vicar-ish musings about life and existence, along with something paraphrased from the book of Proverbs. But there were no words of wisdom or comfort, nothing worthy of being used as an epigraph or stitched onto a sample of needlework and made into a cushion. “I am driving a cart carrying dragons into the middle of London.” He said this with his attention fixed on the road, on the relentless approach of the city before them. “In the carriage ahead, there is a woman who can siphon magic out of the air, healing wounds and wiping injuries out of existence.” His gaze shifted towards Mildred, settling on her with the delicacy of a dandelion seed. “We are off the edge of the map, our motley band. And that is if there even was a map to begin with.”
No, Mildred did not believe there was a map or guide of any sort by which to set one’s life. Fool that she had been, she had spent too many years cloistered away in her family home, and then in her sister’s home, shaping her days around a dull rigidity of repetition that would have made a pocket watch grow bored. So she bent her head and returned to her mediocre drawing, adding more notes around the edges of it, a corona of dragon minutiae. Because someone else would find themselves with a dragon, a hapless individual without any idea of how to care for the creature. And if she could help them, if some note about Fitz’s tendency to sneeze in his sleep and accidentally ignite the nearest combustible object, or Morgen’s penchant for trapping herself on the top of a door, scrabbling and shrieking from her narrow perch until someone came along to help her down, then she believed the work would be well worth it.
There was nothing of significance to mark their official arrival in London, that moment when the wheels of carriage and cart rolled out of “rural countryside” and into “bustling town”. The sky continued to be changeable, spitting a few raindrops on them before gracing them with a glimmer of sunshine that lasted only as long as it took someone to draw in a breath and say, “Look! The sun is out again!” Mildred closed her notebook and turned around again in her seat, while Matthew and Nettie leaned out over the edge of the cart, pointing at anything and everything before Mildred had to finally haul them back by their collars before they tumbled out into the street. The streets themselves were a mixture of dirt and wood and stone, with straw scattered here and there while people carefully sidestepped the most effluvious impediments before them.
“It smells bad,” Matthew announced, displaying a burgeoning flair for future diplomacy.
“Well, um…” Mildred struggled for the best way to correct her nephew and remind him that it was rude to point out the unpleasant aroma attached to an entire city. “Yes, I’m afraid it does.”
But it wasn’t only one aroma in particular. It was as though someone had found a way to bottle all of the smells of the human race — food and smoke and sweat and manure — mix it with a dash of large water feature, and allow it all to burble steadily outwards from the foundations of St. Martin-in-the-Fields. And there was so much to see to go along with all of the smells, vehicles and carts and horses moving through the streets, vendors selling jacket potatoes and flowers and cabbages — the latter appearing to have peaked some days before. There were also people everywhere. Walking on the pavement, darting between carriages in the streets, peering through the windows of various shops and generally succeeding at always being in the way of someone else.
It was constant motion everywhere they looked, a flooded river of population overflowing its banks and frothing its way across the rocks, lapping at the wheels of their cart. Morgen climbed up to Matthew’s shoulders, anchoring herself with the entire length of her tail wrapped sash-like around the boy’s torso. She screeched at everything from her perch—pedestrians, horses, a cloud of dirt sent up from a woman beating a rug — and even snapped at a passing umbrella as though it was another, larger dragon with its wings unfurled. Surprisingly — at least to Mildred’s mind — no one paid the brilliant green dragon any attention. Between the general cacophony of the city and the middling rain that had begun to fall with greater insistence, most people probably (surely, for the sake of their sanity) dismissed the creature as an unusual variety of parrot and continued along their way.
Fitz kept himself low, awake and aware, but still coiled into a baggage-sized version of himself. His own tail flicked against the side of the cart, a metronome of agitation as a low hum emanated from his throat, accompanied by twin threads of smoke spiraling upwards from his nostrils. Beneath him, Mildred watched as his claws flexed against the boards, slowly scraping up thin ribbons of wood and sawdust.
“How much further?” Mildred asked Mr. Wiggan. She feared if it was too much longer, Fitz would claw a hole through the bottom of the cart and drop onto the road underneath.
But Mr. Wiggan only shook his head, nodding towards Rhiannon’s carriage — now separated from them by four other vehicles. “I’m not sure I can say. I heard something about St. James’ Street, but beyond that…” He grimaced, or winced. Or perhaps he had attempted one only for it to collapse into the other.
Mildred sent a worried glance towards the carriage, now five vehicles ahead of them rather than the previous four. “Do you know where St. James’s Street is?”
“Er,” he said, which was the boldest affirmative Mildred could expect from him.
As they went along, the buildings steadily became larger and cleaner, the pavement wider and the streets less clogged with people, carriages, and all of the typical debris left in their wake. Mildred caught sight of an occasional tree — trimmed into an aesthetically pleasing shape, as branches left to grow as nature intended were something only for the lower classes to endure — or a well-tended shrubbery edging a house sporting columns and porticoes and other architectural appendages shamelessly grifted from the Greeks. The smells were not as pungent, either, though a grayness to the sky remained, the clouds shivering in wait to descend and shroud them all in a fog that would not allow them to see even their toes poking out beyond the hems of their skirts and trousers.
They caught up to Rhiannon’s carriage as they turned onto another street (Mildred had no idea which street it was, apart from it being undoubtedly fashionable as evidenced by the lack of both orphans and refuse in the gutters) and slowed before a house fitted out with an iron gate and ringed with pear trees.
“Pritchard House,” Rhiannon announced as she disembarked from the carriage. She looked up at the house before her, the sort of building for which words like “edifice” and “staunch” were brought into common use. “Hideous thing, isn’t it? Too English by half.” She looked around at everyone, dark eyes narrowing for a moment as she counted heads and hooves and dragon tails. “It seems we are all still living and accounted for. Shall we go in? I’m desperate for a cup of something that doesn’t taste like tepid bathwater.”
Mildred helped Fitz down from the cart, an exercise that involved him attempting to stretch himself from the edge of the cart and into her arms, only for her to nearly topple backwards at the weight of him. His foreclaws scraped her shoulder as he tried to settle himself in her care, while his tail twitched and twisted around her hips, inhibiting her ability to take a proper step in any direction. “No,” she said, giving him a shove downward, his claws having another go at her sleeve until she winced at the amount of mending she would be forced to do later. “You must walk. You’ve become too large to be hoisted around everywhere.” She gestured towards the cart behind him. “Or you can sleep out here and allow every passerby to gawk at you while you groom your wings.”
There was still a constant refrain of deliberation in Mildred’s thoughts about how well Fitz understood what she said to him. But if he did not recognize the words, he at least appeared to concede to the tone of her speech. Shuffling down onto the pavement, wings bristling and head flicking with the same motion he would use to shake off a fly, he waited for Rhiannon to lead the way forward.
It was chaos as they all went inside at once, dragons scuffling across hardwood floors and bonnets and gloves and coats removed and given over to servants who appeared out of nowhere — which was always considered the sign of a good servant, that they could attract no notice to themselves until there was a dropped hairpin or a lagging fire. Behind them, baggage was unloaded and carried inside, while Rhiannon attempted to point out various features of the house (“... there is a ballroom somewhere, and a music room? Or perhaps it is a library now…”) before everyone retired to their rooms and collapsed in exhaustion.
Well, that was the intention. But the dragons were both hungry and restless after miles of jostling in the cart, and the children displayed little inclination to cloister themselves in their room when there was the entirety of London ready to be devoured like a soot-dusted cake.
“Sustenance, first of all.” Mrs. Babbinton assumed the posture of someone already donned in an apron and with their sleeves rolled up to their elbows. A lift of her chin, gray curls bobbing about her ears like corks, and every pair of eyes in the room drifted towards her in anticipation of her next pronouncement. “Now, where is the kitchen?”



Chapter Ten
The fact that one can depart from London is one of the very few points I can currently count in its favour.
-from Miss Percy’s personal journal
As Mildred had never been to London before, it was not easy to manage her expectations for their visit. The first hours were spent in a flurry of seeing everyone fed and rested and accommodated, luggage carried into the house and distributed, while fires were lit and beds were made ready for the oncoming collapse. There was no routine to which anyone could adhere, trays of food and drink springing up at unscheduled moments, the children and dragons pinging off the walls at all hours until Mildred corralled them towards their rooms at the closest thing to a conservative bedtime as could be managed.
And so their second day in London — which carried the distinction of behaving more like their first — dawned with a preponderance of yawns and muttered complaints about the quality of English roads. Even Mildred tipped herself out of bed, still feeling as though she had to find her legs again after so many days spent rolling across every pothole from Wallingford onward. She was still twisting a few kinks out of her right ankle as she sat at the breakfast table, a large quantity of toast and kippers piled onto her plate, when a servant arrived with a mingling of post and newspapers for everyone’s perusal. Fitz sat at her feet, halfway beneath the table but with his rump and his tail sticking out far enough to catch the toes of anyone who did not bother to watch where they were walking. Mildred tossed her crusts to him along with half of her kippers, while Mr. Wiggan continually refilled her plate as fast as the food disappeared.
At the other end of the table, Rhiannon grimaced at the paltry amount of post delivered into her keeping. “I sent out more than a dozen cards and letters before we even arrived in town,” she muttered, and flicked the seal off one of the missives before her with the end of her butterknife. “And another dozen yesterday before I’d had enough time to take off my hat. And what is there to show for it? One person claiming to be off to the countryside by this afternoon, two more bemoaning suspiciously matching head colds, and one card from an old friend of my husband’s with a recent article from The Sun detailing the Top Five Ways to Protect Oneself From Bewitchment and Other Sorceries When in the Company of Spinsters.”
Mildred tossed another kipper to Fitz, who swept it up in one bite before he nudged his head into her lap, the better to sniff at the remains on her plate. “Down,” she chided, but gave him two more as she prodded him to return to his place beneath the table. “So, what happens now? Will I be able to go anywhere, to speak to anyone about the dragons or the journals without having holy water thrown in my face?”
Rhiannon scanned the contents of her latest letter, wrinkled her nose at it, and balled it up before tossing it towards the fireplace. “Your niece has done a very good job of turning you into a pariah, along with anyone accused of helping you. Which means that no one will want to speak to you — or any of us, for that matter — for fear of it damaging their own social standing. And that tends to be of more importance to a fair portion of my former acquaintances than any prospect of heaven or hell.”
It was all considerably vexing. Here they were, in the middle of London with something as remarkable as two whole dragons in their care; flapping, fire-breathing, coal-eating beasts of mythology ready to stun the common man with the realization that every fairy tale they had ever heard as a child, every story of daring heroics and arcane magics might all contain more than a mere kernel of truth in the heart of them. And instead, they were sequestered inside Pritchard House, eating too many kippers and hoping none of the neighbors would hear or complain about Morgen’s nocturnal shrieking at three o’clock in the morning.
“I, for one, am in the mood for a walk,” Rhiannon said, wadding up her napkin and tossing it onto the table, where it unfurled like a rose in bloom. “Miss Percy? I suspect you’re in need of some fresh air, as well? I heard you first thing this morning, up before everyone else.”
“Fitz had knocked over a vase,” Mildred said, just as Fitz poked his head above the edge of the table and nudged the side of her plate, hard enough to send it skittering onto the floor with a splat and a crash as both food and broken china mixed together. “Oh, Fitz! No!” The chastisement came too late, and she pushed her chair back and bent down to clean up the mess.
“Leave it, leave it!” Rhiannon stood up and waved her hand at a maid who had just stuck her head into the breakfast room at the ruckus. “I pay my servants very well for their trouble. Now fetch your bonnet. The two of us will embark on a stroll, and everyone else can keep the house from crumbling down around them for an hour or two.” She raised her eyebrows as her gaze alighted on everyone else — both dragon and human — around the table. “Or so one can hope.”
Mildred did indeed fetch her bonnet and gloves and everything else she thought she might need for a stroll in town. Did she need a reticule? Had she even brought one with her all the way from Upper Plimpton? (She had not.) Her wardrobe was woefully insufficient for things like strolls and pleasant walks and whatever else people did when they weren’t hauling dragons halfway across Wales or climbing out of windows in the middle of the night. In the end, she did the best she could with what she had, which succeeded as well as a plate of overcooked peas would if it attempted to pass itself off as a pineapple.
“Which way should we go?” Rhiannon stood on the pavement, plucking at the buttons on her gloves and making sure the feather on her hat did not swoop down to poke her in the eye.
Mildred looked back at the house. It amazed her that such an unassuming edifice of walls and windows could contain nearly a dozen unorthodox adventurers and multiple dragons. It amazed her so much that she almost returned inside for fear of leaving them all to their own devices for longer than a quarter of an hour, but Rhiannon touched her elbow, drawing her attention away.
“If I remember correctly, there used to be a small circulating library several streets up from here. Let us see if it’s still there, hmm?”
And so they set off together, arm in arm, Mildred occasionally glancing behind her while Rhiannon plowed forward, her feather twitching in the breeze like the needle of a compass settling on its direction.
It felt strange to Mildred to be in a place where there were so many people on display, along with paved streets and buildings stacked in rows like children’s blocks. Her life had been confined to small rooms and small villages, the periphery of her worldview rarely extending beyond the next farmer’s field over. To be honest with herself, she had felt more comfortable traipsing over mountains in Wales than she did in this moment, dropped into the center of London and all of its surroundings.
Rhiannon directed their steps, leading them briskly past several streets until the edge of a park came into view. A turn to the left (Mildred had no idea as to the names of the streets or byways, as she had never perused a map of London in detail and she was also inflicted with a tendency to know the location of something by the nearest odd-looking tree or particularly large shrubbery) and there was a row of shops before them, window displays offering everything from hats to intricately designed candies to delicate painted fans.
There were people as well. The weather was fine (or as fine as one could expect from a late-autumn morning in London) and so pedestrians ambled along the pavement; gentlemen in dark coats and hats, ladies in a higher class of fashion than Mildred was accustomed to seeing in large numbers, along with children being tugged along by mothers and nurses before they could shriek at the sight of a new toy or a delectable cake gleaming in a shop window. Mildred peered out from beneath the brim of her bonnet, expecting everyone to be looking at her, their features slanted in disgust and horror at the sight of Miss Mildred Percy, spinster extraordinaire, walking about in public. But despite all of the caricatures that had already appeared in the papers, no one took any notice of Rhiannon or herself, most likely dismissing the pair of them as an eccentric lady out for an excursion with her maid or rustic companion.
“Ah, here we are!” Rhiannon led her through a narrow doorway into something that resembled a bookshop, the walls lined with shelves of books, the light suddenly warm and muted, as though the presence of all those bound and printed words lent a hush to even the daylight streaming through the front windows.
There had been a small circulating library in Upper Plimpton, or rather a few shelves tucked away in the back of Mr. Jenkin’s haberdashery, where most of the literary offerings had been printed decades before and Mildred had read all of them at least three times because there was little else to be had. But this was like wandering into a cave filled with treasures untold, a regular dragon’s hoard of stories. Mildred paused just inside the door, allowing the scent of the place to wrap around her.
“Off with you now,” Rhiannon urged, poking a finger into the small of her back to nudge her forward. “Let your mind wander for a few minutes. You deserve that much of a reprieve, at the very least.”
There were chairs set up in the far corner of the room, where one could relax with a book and rest in between bouts of shopping, or just to escape from the noise of the surrounding streets for a few minutes. Lady Pritchard went off in the direction of the main desk to inquire about a subscription, while Mildred strolled slowly along one row of shelves, her vision drifting in and out of focus as she read some of the titles placed immediately before her.
Her thoughts were still too tethered to Fitz and Morgen and whatever ruckus they might be concocting in her absence for her to pay much attention to the books surrounding her. She recognized a few titles she had read before, and tried to commit a few new ones to memory (though she didn’t doubt both the titles and the authors would be wiped from her overstuffed mind the moment she left the library). It was mostly novels stacked on every shelf, though there were some books on history and agriculture tucked into their own sections. Mildred’s eyes skimmed over the tiny lettering on each spine, until one name snagged her interest with the tug of a fish hook, a Mr. Charles Forthright spelled out in faded gold letters on an equally tattered spine.
She pulled the book from the shelf, her hands trembling. On the Existence of Cave Systems in the Lake District, and their Origins by Charles Forthright (with additional notes by Richard Gorman). After spending weeks — months, even — going through her Great Uncle Forthright’s notes, she hadn’t realized some of his work had been published.
The spine creaked as she opened the book, and she wondered how long it had been since someone else had looked inside, had read over these thousands (and thousands) of words written by her great uncle. It was a strange thing, to see this evidence of his work outside of his letters and journals, his research edited and condensed into something any member of the public could pluck off the shelf and peruse at their leisure.
Unbidden, an image came to mind of another such tome, but this one bearing her own name etched onto the spine. A Pocket Guide to the Care and Feeding of Dragons by Mildred Percy, or some other such nonsense. The thought of it made her stomach tighten, even as a smile nipped at the corners of her mouth. To one day see her work published, all of her scattered notes collected into something a person could choose from the shelf of a library just such as this…
When Mr. Hawthorne had first suggested it, she hadn’t quite been able to wrap her head around what it might become. But to hold a book in her hand, to feel its weight and to know the amount of work that went into it was a powerful and tempting thing. She, too, could do this, she realized. She had something to contribute, something no other man or woman could present to the world. With the book clutched against her chest, she thought of all the effort that now lay ahead of her, and how excited she was to truly begin with it.
They left the library a half an hour later, Rhiannon with a stack of novels under her arm and Mildred with the single book of her great uncle’s for herself, along with a collection of French fairy tales (translated to English, thankfully) for the children. They made good time on their way back to Pritchard House, Mildred pushed along by the anxiety that something dire had occurred during her absence. However, instead of fire or escaped dragons clinging to the gutters in order to harry the surrounding wildlife, what they found when they returned was Mr. Purvis waiting for them in the drawing room.
Still as moist as when he was last introduced to our readers — despite the clarity of the weather outside — he settled himself in the drawing room, helped himself to tea and a fine sampling of biscuits and cakes offered to him, and dabbed at the corners of his mouth with a napkin before saying—
“The first of the eggs is rumored to be sold after tomorrow’s event.”
A deafening silence followed. (Mildred had often heard the term “deafening silence”, or rather read it in multiple novels of romantic and adventurous exploits, and yet could never quite wrap her head around the oxymoronic nature of the phrase. But there were two instances she now cited as perfect examples of the phrase’s definition: the first being the unnerving silence created by Matthew and Nettie when they were pocketed away somewhere, being perfectly quiet and therefore about to either start a fire or attempt to glue one another to the wall (which had only happened once, but it had ruined Nettie’s dress and also lost Matthew most of an eyebrow), and the second example being right at that moment, with everyone gathered around Mr. Purvis as they chewed on what he had said.)
“So soon,” Rhiannon said, her voice low, as though she was thinking aloud rather than for anyone else in the room.
“Do you have any idea where she is now?” Mildred managed to ask past the biliousness rising in the back of her throat.
Mr. Purvis shook his head. “Neither Mrs. Parry nor her husband have been seen since their arrival in London.” (Everyone cast a surreptitious glance at Mr. Hawthorne at the solicitor’s ease in referring to Belinda as Mr. Parry’s bride, but no one dared comment on it. Mr. Hawthorne, during this, sat in an armchair near the fire, turning a paperweight over again and again in his hands while a muscle in his jaw ticked along with the clock on the mantel.) “It’s a rather clever approach,” Mr. Purvis continued, pushing through the tension in the room with the tenacity of a damp sponge. “Building up mystery in such a way as this. Of course, there are rumors that it is all some great hoax, a joke to be played on everyone. And there are those who believe it is nothing more than marketing, an outlandish sales pitch to bring people in before something much more mundane is revealed.”
“Mundane…” Mrs. Babbinton snorted as she refilled Mr. Purvis’s plate with another lemon tart.
“So there is no way of contacting my niece before tomorrow.” Mildred did not pose it as a question, as she knew that if Belinda did not want to be found, she would remain undetectable for as long as she wished. “But will we even be able to gain entry to the museum tomorrow? I cannot imagine they would permit anyone and everyone to clomp in from the street in order to catch a possible glimpse of a dragon.”
But Mr. Purvis reached into his briefcase, the rifling of his hands producing the shuffling sound of papers sliding against each other, the clatter of quills and pencils tumbled about, and the clink of buckles striking one another as he adjusted the flap and pulled out a small stack of papers, neatly held together with a wooden clothespin. “I have everything here,” he said, rearranging things again and flicking the clothespin into his bag, standing open at his feet. “Invitations were difficult to acquire, as members of the peerage and others carrying some… uh, affluence and influence were particularly sought out as guests. I had hoped that with Lady Pritchard in your party, I would be able to make some progress. Unfortunately, your rumored affiliation with Miss Percy has already turned many people against you. One is real, the rest are facsimiles,” he announced, brandishing a small stack of tickets, “ but they should pass muster. Though if you require more, I’m not certain I can satisfy you in such a short amount of time.”
There were five in all, the forgeries of such an impressive quality that Mildred could not tell the difference between them. This left them to finish deliberating who would attend the exhibition and who would be staying behind. Initial discussions had toyed with the idea of bringing along one of the dragons with them, when the idea of storming into the museum with a pair of squawking dragons seemed like a sure way to overshadow Belinda’s claims. Who would dare to doubt the lady with the (larger) dragon flapping about and belching out blasts of fire at every brushed beaver hat and feathered bonnet? But that also produced the dilemma of attempting to quietly and unobtrusively insinuate themselves into a crowd with a dragon (larger, flapping, belching) in tow. Gone were the days when Mildred could dose Fitz with brandy and bundle him into a poultry basket she could tuck beneath her cloak. Now he could trot along beside her at a pace faster than she could maintain for more than a few seconds, with wings that easily stretched from one side of most corridors to the other. And there was the small matter of the aforementioned incendiary breath, and the claws — now nearly two inches long on his rear feet — and multiple teeth, sharp enough to tear a freshly caught rodent to pieces before it was sent on to the next stage of digestion.
“What about some manner of leash, or harness?” was Mr. Wiggan’s suggestion.
Mildred looked at him. She loved him, enough to admit it to herself without any accompanying rise of color in her cheeks or flutter in her breast. A comfortable love that made her feel as though she had wrapped herself in a blanket that had dried outdoors on a warm, sunny day. But there were times when he said things — this being one of those times — that left her feeling a bit faint at his pure, unadulterated naivete. (It was also one of the reasons she loved him as much as she did, but she would never give voice to it beyond the confines of her mind for fear of offending him.) “If you are feeling bold enough to venture forward with such an experiment…” she said, and slurped away the rest of her statement with a hasty sip of tea.
“But Mrs. Hawthorne… er, Miss Muncy,” Rhiannon corrected, and then grit her teeth when she realized she may have only gone and made it worse. “Your niece, I mean, will surely have a dragon there to display.”
Mildred’s cup clattered in its saucer as she set it down. Lady Pritchard’s use of the word “display” unfortunately brought to mind the image of a dragon locked up as it would be in a zoo. Or worse, stuffed and mounted like a trophy.
“The white dragon,” Mildred said, fidgeting with the last bite of a biscuit before she nibbled at its edge. A white so vibrant it had almost appeared blue, all of its features sharp and elegant, and its cry…
She remembered that, the last sound she had heard it make before Belinda had taken the creature away from Nyth y Ddraig, that mournful shriek as it echoed off the rocks.
There was also the worry of how skilled Belinda was at turning a situation around to work in her favor, and to what depths she would sink in order to secure even a momentary victory. Yes, Mildred could storm in beneath the shadow of Fitz’s outspread wings, but every morning and evening brought a new onslaught of caricatures and outlandish tales in the newspapers about Miss Percy, at once a witch and a crone and an uneducated rustic sketched before the public in increasingly unflattering portraits. Her character had been ruined before she had even been given a chance to defend it, and with Belinda’s ability to sway people towards her line of thinking…
“I worry it would be a sure way to see Fitz captured before we could even set a single foot or claw inside,” Mildred said on a sigh. She had already seen Fitz trussed up and locked away once, and she had no desire to see it happen again. “I fear any action we take might be deemed as a threat, at least by Belinda.”
Owen — much to his disappointment — was told he would not be joining the party, and Mari Wynn opted to remain at Pritchard House as well, saying that it was not worth sticking pins in her hair or fitting herself into stays for a few hours of frustration.
“And what about you, Mr. Hawthorne?” Mildred held out one of the tickets towards him. “Will you be coming with us tomorrow?”
His knee bounced beneath his hand, either from nerves or due to the amount of coffee he had consumed that morning (four cups, give or take). He looked at the invitation as if she held a knife in her hand, and he reached up and scratched at his scarred ear. “I suppose I cannot hide from her forever, can I?”
“There is the small, nearly negligible detail of the two of you still being bound in holy matrimony.” Mildred tipped her head from side to side. “Despite whatever claims she might make to the contrary.”
Mr. Hawthorne took the invitation, his fingers pinching the corner of it with care. “Very well.” He looked up at her from his seat with all the confidence of a man about to be led to the guillotine. “Might as well take my poison with my eyes wide open.”
Once Mr. Purvis had departed, Mildred deflated. She flumped into the nearest seat (which was thankfully a large sofa and of solid construction, made to endure decades of flumping from individuals entangled in crises of a dramatic nature) and listened for the thump of the children’s footsteps, followed in quick succession by Fitz and Morgen careening through the upper floors of the house now that their guest had left the premises. “What will we do now?” She did not look at anyone in particular as she asked it, her hand sliding over her face before she blew out a breath that felt like the gas leaking from a balloon, sinking her back towards earth.
“We do not have to go to the exhibition,” Mr. Wiggan said, taking a seat beside her on the sofa.
But Mildred shook her head. “We have come this far already. Mr. Purvis has not been able to locate Belinda before now, and this may be our only opportunity to confront her, to discover if the white dragon is well or if any of the eggs in her keeping have yet hatched. No, we will do this, no matter how much I may want to run from it.”
What else could any of them do? They were none of them skilled experts in any specific field. There were no soldiers among them, no wielders of political power. What strengths they had were hampered by a conglomeration of doubts and apprehensions, by an inability to believe they could accomplish anything beyond the small roles others had sketched out for them.
Another pot of tea was brought in after that, the last of the biscuits and tarts quickly claimed by the children as soon as they tumbled into the room, with Fitz and Morgen rolling into a tussle that knocked over a table and sent a porcelain figurine shattering on the floor. Mrs. Babbinton hurried off for a broom, and Mr. Wiggan and Owen fought to separate the two dragons before their pent-up energy and lack of proper exercise brought the entire house down on their heads.
Mildred picked up the remains of a broken biscuit and bit at the edge, all while battling the tension that made the idea of doing nothing but nibbling at biscuits until she sank into a stupor more attractive than it should have been. Yet in the midst of all the chaos, of dragons snipping at each other and children spilling their tea and Mrs. Babbinton shaking a broom at Owen when he got underfoot, Mildred found a few pockets of peace. There was Mr. Hawthorne, helping himself to another cup of coffee while he settled into an armchair with a book, and in another corner stood Mrs. Merrick, a look of quietude replacing her former unease as Mari Wynn whispered something in her ear and gave her hand a squeeze of encouragement. And there stood Mr. Wiggan, sweaty and disheveled from the task of distracting Fitz with a saucer of tea and a few leftover chicken bones for his gnawing pleasure.
He smiled at her as he ran his hand through his thinning hair, setting it askew. He raised his eyebrows at her in a way that perfectly conveyed multiple enquiries into the state of her immediate health and happiness, and all without him saying a word. She nodded in reply to those unspoken questions, assuring him that she was well, that she wanted for nothing, at least nothing that could be provided to her beyond the scope of what Pritchard House’s kitchens or a long nap in a large bed could offer.
“We will do this,” she whispered to herself, once Mr. Wiggan’s attention had shifted from her and towards the fireplace where Morgen had just toppled over the screen and clattered the poker onto Owen’s foot. “And hope it will be enough.”



Chapter Eleven
AChronology of Remarkable Events for the Year 1816
… August - Rare earthquake in Aberdeen, Scotland
September - 8th Earl of Dunchester flees England for Continent due to gambling debts
October - Viscount Wellesley (deceased)
November - First appearance of dragons at British Museum in London
December - Publication of The Prisoner of Chillion and Other Poems by Lord Byron
-from The Lady’s Monthly Gallery
In the few months before Fitz’s hatching, the most noteworthy thing to happen in all of Upper Plimpton and its surroundings was when Mr. Shortly, a gentleman best described as moderately respected by less than half of the village’s population, arrived home very late and very inebriated one evening to find that his wife, Mrs. Shortly, had not only locked him out of the house, but also tossed every piece of clothing he owned out of an upstairs window, a reaction that allowed the inhabitants of the village a full view of his unwashed nightshirts and stockings draped across the azaleas like festive bunting.
Since Fitz’s hatching, however, Mildred’s life had transformed into a series of unanticipated and bustling events. Fending off a brigand in Warwickshire in the middle of the night (a description that could apply to either Mr. Cinoman or Mr. Hawthorne), rescuing a dragon from a cellar, and trekking across Wales and back again in search of dragons and their eggs. Now she was currently on her way to the British Museum, where she intended to view an exhibition featuring her niece, Belinda, and — she assumed, at least according to how it had been heavily advertised in the papers — the white dragon. Which made her worry about what tomorrow might bring. Pirates in Piccadilly, perhaps? Or maybe an encounter with a harried spirit in Blackheath? Very little seemed beyond the realm of possibilities, considering the path already laid out behind them.
So it was that at one o’clock in the afternoon on a Thursday, they — being Mildred, Mr. Wiggan, Rhiannon, Mrs. Merrick, and Mr. Hawthorne — bundled themselves against the wind and the intermittent sleet and into the carriage that would take them to the museum.
“You are quiet,” Mr. Wiggan said, dipping his head towards Mildred as they were caught in traffic somewhere around Covent Garden.
Mildred was tempted to correct him, as she assumed the ringing in her ears and the anxiety rolling off her with the reverberation of a dinner gong was surely loud to be heard all the way to Bermondsey. But no one else had ventured to do more than cough politely since they’d left Pritchard House twenty minutes before, things like human speech and normal breathing patterns beyond their current capabilities.
“I am nervous,” she replied, deciding that if he was going to state the obvious, she could do little more than follow suit.
Rather than attempt to calm her with platitudes or soft words intended to bring comfort, Mr. Wiggan seemed to understand that what she needed most of all was his presence beside her, the firm grip of his large hand as his fingers twined themselves with her own. Her other hand settled over the pocket hidden in her skirt, where the small bulge of the dragon egg rested against her thigh. She did not dare carry it in a bag or reticule for fear it would be misplaced, and she did not want to leave it behind at Pritchard House, as the thought of it hatching while tucked beneath her pillow brought to mind images of scorched bed linens and shredded draperies.
But the egg had yet to show any proclivities towards hatching. No twitches or changes in temperature, and though she kept it constantly near her both day and night, neither Fitz nor Morgen had displayed any change in behavior when they were in close proximity to the egg. Fitz’s egg had sat in the possession of both Mr. Hawthorne’s father and her Great Uncle Forthright for years, but not until its arrival in Upper Plimpton had it bothered to break itself apart. Morgen’s egg had sheltered inside its jeweled crust for decades (and no one knew how long it had existed before entering its embellished state) and had not revealed an inkling of its true nature until Fitz had breathed fire upon it and taken to brooding like a mother hen in its presence. And none of the eggs at Nyth y Ddraig had shown any signs of life for centuries, easily mistaken for curious rocks hidden among the crags of the mountainside until they had arrived to catalogue them.
If Mildred wished to flatter herself, she could assume it was her presence that had something to do with this sudden and unprecedented emergence of dragons. But as tempting as it was to imagine she could lay claim to a special power that awoke mythical beasts from their slumber (which, on second thought, brought a cold sweat at the implication that all manner of manticores and sphinxes and pegasuses (pegasi?) could come leaping out of a random hillside as she walked past), she hoped it was nothing more than mere coincidence at play. If this waking of the dragons was a moment of equal or even greater importance than an event along the lines of the Battle of Agincourt, then she could not bring herself to believe she was more than a hapless tree at the edge of a field in northern France.
They arrived at the museum far too soon, before Mildred had an opportunity to fully regret her decision to go there at all. Mr. Hawthorne and Mr. Wiggan had both already volunteered to take on the task of following Belinda from the museum, while Mrs. Merrick had voiced a few hums of distraction while fiddling with a small notebook she carried in her pocket. But the carriage came to a halt, and everyone disembarked, and there… there was the museum, looking very French with its gardens and bays, lacking only a few aristocrats with Gallic antecedents strolling around on the lawns to complete the scene.
In lieu of speech, Mildred let out a small whine from the back of her throat that quickly elevated itself to a pitch only certain varieties of audibly gifted canines would be able to hear. She took Mr. Wiggan’s arm when he offered it, her free hand patting against the outside of her pocket again, assuring herself the small lump of dragon’s egg — with its crystals and its infuriating, blessed dormancy — was still there, and had not managed to leap out of her gown and roll its way towards Belgravia.
Rhiannon led the way, with Mr. Hawthorne acting as a reluctant escort. Mrs. Merrick bent down to pick up a small stone she slipped into her pocket, then placed herself in the middle of their small group. She alone appeared fully composed and undisturbed by the disquiet currently rustling through the rest of them. Then again, she rarely staged a production with her emotions, preferring to keep her sensibilities as securely buttoned as the piped collar of her gown. Which meant that she might have suffered as much trepidation as the rest of them, but no one sparing her a glance would ever know.
If it had been a different sort of visit to the museum, a lazy tour of art and artifacts from centuries and even millenia gone by, Mildred would have had difficulty containing her happiness. It was just the type of place she would have wanted to see when she was a child, a world of curiosities laid out before her, all of the contents of her Great Uncle Forthright’s trunk reproduced on a monumental scale. But instead of a trunk, it was a palatial house of grand staircases and windows and artwork, the walls and ceilings gilded with columns and golden frames and a hundred thousand marks of a painter’s brush.
Mildred breathed carefully, in through her nose and out through her mouth, while they joined the small stream of people — mostly gentlemen, but with a few ladies scattered among them — heading inside and upstairs, towards a large doorway flanked by a pair of stuffed, glassy-eyed gazelles. There was no problem with the tickets given to them by Mr. Purvis — either genuine or forged — the man at the door letting his gaze rove over them (both persons and tickets) once before he seemed unable to remember they were there. They entered a spacious but crowded room, brightly lit by the daylight streaming through tall windows. Rows of chairs were arranged before a small… stage, was the best word Mildred could think of to describe it, which was currently surrounded by stuffed, glassy-eyed gentlemen bearing overly-starched neck cloths and whiskers of importance.
“Over here.” Rhiannon directed them towards a row of seats in the back of the room, a half dozen chairs set near the exit and backed by Grecian pedestals bearing busts of various men (“Too many men,” Mrs. Merrick was heard to mutter under her breath) who had probably been designated as significant at some point in history, but were now only remembered to gather dust and have their ponderous writings occasionally taken out of context.
“At least no one seems to recognize us,” Miss Percy said.
“You are also not currently harboring any mushrooms in your hair,” Mr. Wiggan pointed out.
At the end of their row, Mr. Hawthorne fidgeted. His heels tapped the floor, while his fingers alternated between practicing musical scales on his knee and tugging at a loose thread on his trousers. Mildred watched him, wishing she could do something to calm him, think of something more than a trite phrase to take his mind off his nerves, but it was Mrs. Merrick who reached out and placed her hand overtop of his, stilling the movement in his limbs with the weight of her touch and a few whispered words from her lips. It was a soft spell, hardly enough to shift a few motes of dust from their erratic flight. But Mildred felt it, that change in the air as though a storm had just swept through.
“What did you do?” She could not stop the question from tumbling out, her own curiosity usurping her anxiety.
Mrs. Merrick smiled a little. “My mother taught it to me. A simple thing, really. She would use it when I was scared of the dark, when I scraped the skin on my knees and nothing else would work to quiet me.” She gave Mr. Hawthorne’s hand a final pat and returned her fingers to her own lap. (Mr. Hawthorne had ceased quivering, and he stared down at his sedentary knees with wide-eyed astonishment.) “I never bothered to write it down anywhere. It’s much like a song or a nursery rhyme, caught in my head.” She glanced at Mildred, a look of surprise on her face that she had volunteered so much without any prompting to do so. “There are things we always remember, parts of us that never go dormant, no matter what happens in the interim.”
The shuffles and whispers and scrapes of chair legs on the floor rose and fell again as a man stepped onto the stage. He was tall and long-limbed, bearing a grey tonsure of hair and a slight stoop to his shoulders, as though he had yet to finish unfolding himself from the seat he had vacated only a moment ago. He cleared his throat — not in a way solely meant to sweep his throat clear of any congestion, but instead to catch the attention of the assembled guests with that vibration of phlegm — and held out his hands before him, palms turned down as he attempted to subdue the last murmurs from his audience.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, as so many grand and declamatory speeches have a tendency to begin. “Today, you will be presented with… the impossible.”
The whispers began again, crashing like waves on the rocks of Mildred’s anxiety. She gripped the sides of her chair, possibly to siphon away some of her tension and also possibly to prevent herself from rising out of her seat on a bubble of unease. The gentleman on the stage continued speaking, using words like “unprecedented” and “monumental”, words that Mildred had a difficult time connecting to the images of Fitz twisting himself around to gnaw at a burr caught under the scales of his hindquarters or Morgen vomiting out a chunk of coal like an igneous hairball. But the gentleman droned on (and on), his pedantic tones nearly quelling the enthusiasm of the crowd before he stepped back and introduced the guests of the hour.
“You will not have heard of them before today,” he announced. “They were but humble naturalists—”
“What?” Mr. Hawthorne hissed, before Rhiannon nudged him with her elbow.
“—venturing through Wales when they stumbled upon a miraculous find that will change the course of history as we know it. And now, without further ado—” (... a preposterous statement, considering the amount of ado already allotted to them…) “—allow me to introduce our guests of honor, Mr. and Mrs. Parry.”
There was applause. Of a very polite and gloved nature, but applause all the same. Mildred’s attention jolted to the side of the room where Belinda and Mr. Parry entered through another doorway. Belinda managed to appear both subdued and resplendent in a plain gown of cool blue, her dark hair brushed back and pinned up in a style that almost succeeded in making her look studious. Mr. Parry (fine suit, innate Welshness stifled by a close shave and a fashionable London haircut) stepped onto the stage behind her, bearing a large, square object draped in a dark cloth. But the attention of the room seemed to sway towards Belinda, as though she was the sun and they were drifting towards her, a field of flowers seeking out her light.
Mildred sank down into her seat, while Mr. Hawthorne let out a soft moan before he cast his gaze down to the tips of his boots. A dozen rows of chairs stood between themselves and the stage, a dozen rows of hats and facial hair and hands shielding mouths as people leaned over and whispered to their companions. Mildred did not think they could be seen where they sat, stuffed into the back row with the marble busts staring out sightlessly from behind them. Or at least she hoped they could not.
“Good afternoon,” Belinda said, her hands clasped in front of her abdomen, her voice soft and yet loud enough to carry across the room.
What follows is not something with which the author will dare to antagonize the reader. For there was a fair amount of falsehoods spread, Belinda creating a web of half-truths and lies out of everything that had transpired since Mildred found herself in possession of a large trunk and all of its unorganized contents. Belinda became the one to receive the bequest from her Great (Great) Uncle Forthright. Belinda had been the one to pore over the man’s notes and make numerous additions of her own. Belinda had found her way to Wales, to Nyth y Ddraig, where she came upon a single egg, an egg that had the courtesy to hatch once it came into her care. An egg that contained a creature no one present would have ever seen before.
A flick of her hand, and a raise of her eyebrows towards Mr. Parry. He returned the signal with a brief wink before he grasped the corners of the black cloth and whipped it off with a practiced flourish.
There was a gasp, to begin with. A wave of murmurs rippled outward from the front of the room as the sight of a small, white dragon, locked inside a silver cage, took hold of everyone’s attention.
Mildred shifted in her seat, desperate for a better view while also worrying about bringing too much attention to herself. She saw the flash of white wings unfurling, heard the screech of the dragon as it beat those translucent wings against the inside of the cage, as the entire contraption rattled in its place on the tabletop. The dragon continued to shriek, a sound so sharp and high several people placed their hands over their ears for protection.
“The first dragon,” Belinda announced, her voice carrying over the racket of the dragon inside its cage. “Discovered in Wales, by my husband, Mr. Parry, and myself.”
Several people had abandoned their seats, necks craning and weight balanced on the balls of feet as people surged subtly forward. Mildred kept her seat, mostly because she did not trust her legs to hold steady beneath her if she dared shift her weight to them.
“What do we do?” she heard Rhiannon say.
“Surely, she cannot claim to have found the first dragon,” Mr. Wiggan supplied. “What of your Great Uncle’s will? It mentions the inheritance there, does it not?”
“But it makes no mention of a dragon egg,” put in Mr. Hawthorne, who — from his previous interactions with Mr. Purvis in Book One — had a detailed knowledge of the contents of Mr. Charles Forthright’s last will and testament. “Which means that any claim Miss Percy could make on that score will come to nothing.”
“But Fitz is so much larger than any of the other dragons, clearly hatched before—”
“Morgen has not grown at near the same rate as Fitz did, so Miss Percy’s niece may simply say it is a difference in variety.”
“Or she may claim that Fitz, or even Fitz’s egg, was stolen from her.”
“—if anyone attempts to remove Fitz from Miss Percy’s care, they’ll learn rather quickly who has raised that dragon from the beginning.”
Mildred closed her eyes. The room had begun to swim a bit, growing slightly gray and fuzzy at the edges. So she sat, and she rounded herself forward, her heart beating in her throat and every breath fighting to make it all the way into her lungs.
She was not made for this. For adventures and confrontations, for lies and attempted rebuttals. All this time, had she merely been playing pretend? Her journals filled with notes, the odd twitch she still had in her left knee from their repeated climbs to Nyth y Ddraig, the marks on her hands and forearms from where Fitz had climbed into her arms and settled himself on her shoulders like an indignant stole. They all seemed like pieces of a costume, accessories pinned in place to cover up who she truly was underneath. Someone who never should have been doing what she had attempted.
A glance at Belinda between the heads and hats of those in front of her and the feeling intensified, an unease settling in her stomach that made her legs wobble beneath her, regardless of the fact she was already sitting down. Looking at her niece was like looking at something slightly off kilter, a horizon out of alignment with the rest of the world around it.
Her palms flooded with perspiration, though her fingers were cold. She slid her hands down her lap, from her thighs to her knees, down and back again. The movement soothed her, and she felt her anxiety lessen, a small kernel of confidence return to her. Her knee twitched because she had climbed to Nyth y Ddraig. Her arms bore scratches from the dragon she had raised from its hatching. Ink still clung to the skin beneath her fingernails from all of the notes she had made from her own research and observations. And there stood Belinda, pretending to have done all of those things for no other reason than the attention it would bring to her.
“Absolutely not,” she said to herself, and stood up from her chair.
No one noticed her at first. Well, Mr. Wiggan and everyone else in their small party did, but the other assembled guests were still far too occupied with bearing witness to the sight of a caged dragon put on display for them. Indeed, there was even a small rush of guests pushing forward, abandoning their own seats as various museum employees left their places at the sides of the room to keep the crowd from growing too eager.
Mildred, however, did not move. She stood with her fingers grasping the back of the chair in front of her, her ire growing as the white dragon screeched and squawked from within its cage. Everyone else soon returned to their seats as the call for quiet was made, but Mildred held her place, waiting for the rest of her confidence to catch up with the initial burst of courage that had propelled her to her feet like a toy on a spring.
It was then that Belinda saw her.
Mildred did not mistake the glance that bounced off her and then swung back like a pendulum of attention. Belinda's eyes widened, something in her throat constricting before she looked from side to side in case Mildred had manifested from the walls themselves.
“It has been the work of many months, documenting my journey across both England and Wales while caring for this astounding creature.” Was Belinda’s voice higher than before? She cleared her throat delicately, then shot a look towards Mr. Parry, who thus far had remained at the edge of the stage, beside the cage and the white dragon imprisoned within it. “All of the work has been painstakingly documented, a continuation of the field of study begun by Mr. Charles Forthright, my esteemed and beloved relative.”
Mr. Parry shifted towards the cage, while his own gaze scanned the audience before them. His features tightened when he spotted Mildred standing up at the rear of the room, and his right hand twitched above a pocket in his coat. (Mildred did not want to think too hard about what might be contained in that pocket, though she had an inkling it was cold and sharp and unfriendly.) At his change in position, the white dragon turned and snarled at him, lashing its tail against the bars and stretching out its wings as far as the confines of the cage would allow.
The audience, unused to seeing a dragon in any form, gasped at this. Mildred, however, was more than accustomed to the temper tantrums of both children and dragons, and so did not allow the white dragon’s foul mood to dissuade her from her purpose.
“I have a question for Mrs. Parry,” she said, barely loud enough to be heard over the screeching of the white dragon and the babbling of an astonished audience. At her side, Mr. Wiggan grasped at her hand, holding her cold, trembling fingers within the safety of his large palm. “Is it true that you stole the dragon from Nyth y Ddraig, in northern Wales, after injuring another dragon during a physical altercation?”
There was a great creaking of chairs and joints as the audience turned around in their seats to look at Mildred. (She did not look at them, instead keeping her eyes pinned on Belinda at the front of the room.) One person told her to sit down, while the rest either whispered at her outburst or laughed outright.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Belinda said, again looking towards Mr. Parry and the white dragon to her right. “Allow me to introduce to you Miss Mildred Percy, whom I’m sure more than a few of you have already read about in the morning papers.” She smiled, but there was a quivering at the corners, as though she could not be certain whether or not all of this would continue to flow in her favor.
“Yes, I am Miss Percy,” Mildred said, now squeezing Mr. Wiggan’s hand until her own knuckles turned white. Along the rest of the row, Rhiannon and Mrs. Merrick shifted their weight forward in order to stand up, but with a quick wave of her free hand and a shake of her head, Mildred kept them in their seats. “I was the one who inherited a dragon’s egg from Mr. Charles Forthright, along with all of his journals detailing the decades of his life he dedicated towards the history and potential existence of dragons here in England and abroad.”
“And do you have those journals with you now?” Belinda spread her hands apart. “And do you have proof of this inheritance?”
A few people in the audience tittered, along with another cry for Mildred to return to her seat.
“I have the dragon that hatched from that egg,” Mildred said, “months before you stole the dragon in that cage and arrived here to pretend to be something you are not!”
The audience was rapt at this point, the tension that vibrated between Mildred and Belinda rivaling anything to come from the pens of either Shakespeare or Marlowe.
Belinda placed her hand to her chest. “Do you mean to say that you’ve had a dragon in your care for several months, and never told anyone? Why, I would never dream of keeping such a discovery secret from the public! My dear aunt, how could you harbor this… this revelation all to yourself? What profit could you have hoped to achieve from such a scheme?”
“Now, listen here!” Mr. Wiggan shot up from his seat, his chair teetering on its back legs before it regained its balance with a small crash. “I will not have you stand there and impugn—”
Rhiannon was on her feet as well, the lace on her bonnet fluttering in time with her eyebrows, while Mr. Hawthorne bounced in his seat with the indecision of someone who didn’t know if they wanted to add to the cacophony or leap out of the nearest window. Mrs. Merrick remained still, however, her attention fixed on both Mr. Parry and especially the white dragon as it growled and turned in tight circles inside the cage.
“And that is why I’m here, ladies and gentlemen,” Belinda said, taking a step back. “To present to you and to all of England the astonishing beauty of this singular creature. I am ready to share my work with the world, while others choose to selfishly hide it away.”
There was a smattering of applause, along with a “hear, hear!” shouted out from another corner of the room. Mildred wanted to climb over everyone and snatch the cage and the dragon from the stage (and perhaps plant a solid kick in the direction of Belinda’s shins) but knew that she wouldn’t be able to make it halfway down the stairs again, even with Mr. Wiggan and the others serving as her rear guard.
Mildred’s hands fell to her sides, her fingers colder than before now that she’d retrieved them from Mr. Wiggan’s grip. The little finger of her right hand twitched against the bulge in her pocket; the egg, tucked away and out of sight for safety. She could present it now, but what good would it do? She would be accused of keeping it secret, of holding it for herself, and perhaps even run the risk of losing it if Belinda decided to swoop in and claim it for the interest of the English public.
In return, she imagined the egg moved inside her pocket at her touch. But surely it was only the shift of her skirts, the tension in her legs, the movement of Mr. Wiggan and everyone else all around her as—
No, wait.
Her hand dove into her pocket, flicking away the folds of handkerchief in which she had wrapped the thing, her fingers brushing over the rough crystals on the shell of the egg. Not now, she thought. But of course it would be now, at the worst possible moment, that the egg would choose to show its first signs of life.
“Mr. Wiggan,” she whispered, her elbows flailing like fishhooks to catch the first person in the ribs who would pay attention to her.
“What is it?” Mr. Wiggan turned towards her, his attention diverted from the minor maelstrom at the front of the room by that sharp mention of his name. He placed his hand on her shoulder, every facet of his behavior immediately shaped to either bow to her comfort or leap to her aid. “Are you unwell? What’s wrong?”
She was extraordinarily unwell. This was, she supposed, when she was expected to faint or cry out in a grand demonstration of feminine weakness. (She had fainted once already, but that had been in a field filled with sheep — in Wales, so the mention of sheep will be noted as bordering on redundant — and after receiving a minor injury to her hand. Overall, it had been an experience she would not recommend.) But this was not a field, and she was not currently leaking vital bodily fluids, so the most she could allow herself was a mild bout of nausea and an unseemly urge to kick the chair in front of her like an obstreperous child.
“The egg,” she said, managing to be unwittingly cryptic, as Mr. Wiggan had no idea she had taken to carrying the egg around in her pocket like a talisman. Before them, the crowd continued to display a level of upper-class restlessness that made Mildred uncomfortable, while the white dragon curled itself into a ball at the bottom of its cage, a mound of translucent white marbled with blue that angrily flicked its tail at both Mr. Parry and Belinda when they moved too close.
“What are you talking about?” Mr. Wiggan asked, in an equally faint whisper.
Turning her body to the side, she pulled the egg out from her pocket, letting the handkerchief in which it was wrapped fall open like embroidered petals. “This,” she hissed, while the egg brandished its gift for impeccable timing by attempting to roll off the edge of her palm.
“Jesus,” Mr. Wiggan swore. Or prayed. Mildred had trouble telling the difference between his beseechments and his blasphemies of late.
“What—” Mrs. Merrick leaned over, ready to add her interrogations to the scene when she looked at the egg, and she looked at Mildred, and she spared the last of her gaze for a sweep of the audience before them (the majority of the crowd still blessedly with their attention fixed on Belinda’s performance along with the white dragon in the cage). “Is it hatching?”
Mildred was afraid to nod, afraid to do anything more than stare at the egg and will the dragon to remain tucked safely inside away from perilous nieces and whiskered gentlemen. “We cannot stay.” The audience — Belinda’s audience, as she had won them over to her side with the first caricature of Mildred to appear in the morning papers — would see the egg removed from Mildred’s keeping before she could draw another breath. And there, Belinda would have another triumph as easily as pilfering diamonds from an unlocked jewelry box.
They sidled out of the back row, jeers following them as they went. Out in the hall, away from the crowd and the noise of the dragon, Mildred stood next to one of the posed gazelles, everyone else closing ranks around her as she held up the egg for them to see.
“I didn’t think…” She paused to clear her throat, as things like breath and emotion were clogging her throat and preventing her from clear speech. “I had begun to think it might not hatch at all, that it was… I don’t know, a false egg or only a pretty stone we’d mistaken for something more.”
Mr. Hawthorne scratched at his collar. “I thought they’d taken all of them.” His tone held a touch of wonder to it, impressed at the sight of Mildred popping dragon eggs out of her pockets as though they were spare gloves or sugared almonds.
“I am sorry I did not tell you about it,” Mildred said. “But… well. I had reason to be a little wary of trusting you.”
“Oh, I am not offended,” he replied, palms raised in full surrender to her opinion of him. “I’m not sure I would have told me about it either.”
Mildred swallowed and swallowed again. The urge to be sick or giddy or to dissolve into a puddle of jelly had begun to pass, though she still felt strangely winded, her time in the room with Belinda and the dragon as exhausting as running up and down a hill a half dozen times in a row.
“She’ll be in there telling them she’s the Queen of England next, and they’ll trip over themselves trying to pay her homage.” Rhiannon shifted on her feet, seemingly torn between returning inside and pulling Belinda’s hair, or stalking out of the building and giving a swift kick to its foundation before she left. “But at least we now know what we’re facing. She’s styling herself as some manner of intrepid discoverer, while hoping the public will forget all the little things like character and veracity.”
Mr. Wiggan grimaced. “To be fair, it doesn’t take much for the public to toss either of those out the window.”
Mildred cradled the egg in her hands, watching it wobble its way from one thumb to the other. As the nausea in her stomach subsided, she realized how dangerous it was to have it here, where Belinda was close enough to take it, and while surrounded by a crowd of onlookers who would likely cling to her every word. “And we still know nothing more about the eggs, but at least the white dragon is… it is alive. And not horribly injured or stunted, as far as I could tell.”
“She’s not likely to give up anything easily,” Rhiannon remarked, who — while being the only one of their group to have never interacted with Belinda directly, had gleaned enough information to compose a fairly accurate portrait of the young woman.
“No, she won’t give them up, not willingly.” Mildred licked her lips. She wanted a cup of tea at that moment with a fervor she suspected fueled itself from the panoply of emotions vying for dominance inside her. Fear, frustration, and even anger could all be tempered with a cup of something warm and sweet held between her hands. And it would provide her with a moment to think, to come up with a better solution to their problems then loitering in a corridor of the British Museum with the vestiges of anxiety and disappointment trailing from their heels.
“Go on without me,” Mrs. Merrick said, jutting her chin towards the staircase that would lead them out again to the street and all of London below. I’ve a notion to try something, and I can find my way back to Pritchard House easily enough.”
Mildred thought of the hours Mrs. Merrick had already spent in the corners of Pritchard House since they’d arrived in London, her quiet work she had yet to explain or reveal to anyone else. “What do you mean? Mr. Wiggan and Mr. Hawthorne had already planned on following Belinda—”
But Mrs. Merrick shook her head. “I would like to try something, with your permission. And these two…” She gestured towards the two gentlemen in their party. “They’ll be more help at your side, especially now that you’ll soon have another dragon to tend to, Miss Percy.” A nod of her head before anyone could protest (or realize that she had not waited for permission from anyone) and she turned and left their group. She did not slip back into the room they had just escaped, but instead turned around another corner, her steps muffled by the rich carpet and her own inherent ability to move from one place to another without disrupting the space around her.
The egg performed another totter in Mildred’s hand, distracting them from Mrs. Merrick’s absence. Rhiannon muttered something about hatching out a dragon halfway through Mayfair if they did not make haste. Mildred wrapped the egg again inside its handkerchief, clutching it to her bosom rather than stuffing it back into her pocket like a bit of refuse or an interesting rock picked up on a walk.
“Yes, as quick as we can,” she agreed, her current urge to leave the premises fueled less by a fear of hatching out a dragon while caught in traffic and more to do with unmitigated horror at the thought of the newborn dragon joining its white companion in one of Belinda’s silver cages.



Chapter Twelve
There are some cave-dwelling varieties of dragon that never venture beyond their home to experience the light of day. Very often, these are smaller than the ones found habitating above ground, as though the layers of earth above their heads have compressed them into a shape more suited to crawling through the caverns and tunnels beneath our feet.
-from Miss Percy’s Definitive Guide to the Restoration of Dragons
The egg did not hatch in the carriage. It did not even immediately hatch upon their return to Pritchard House, after they had removed hats and bonnets and deleterious effects of being in Belinda’s presence.
“Do you think it wants heat?” Mr. Wiggan asked as they rushed into the drawing room, where a fire had already been built and Mari Wynn sat teaching the children a game that involved dice, betting, and a look of avariciousness in Matthew’s eyes that almost caused Mildred to stumble over her feet.
“I suppose we will find out.” She settled on the floor in front of the hearth, shaping a hurried nest out of her spencer and Mr. Wiggan’s coat. The egg had not ceased its movements the entire way home, only growing more agitated as the minutes ticked away. “Where are—” the dragons, she was about to ask, but Fitz had already shaken himself awake in the corner of the room, on a makeshift bed of cushions and pillows leaking half of their stuffing. And Morgen was…
“Oh, she’s up there,” Owen said, glancing away from his throw of the dice and gesturing towards a glass-fronted cabinet filled with a large variety of porcelain miscellany.
Morgen was, indeed, up there, carefully (this word used more for alliterative purposes than because of any deliberation of movement exhibited by her) clawing her way along the outer edge, wings furled in a manner that made her look as though she had stolen an oversized coat, while her tail was twisted around one corner of the cabinet, an anchor of sorts should she lose her footing.
“Where is Cat?” Mari Wynn asked as she stood up, leaving the children to their game.
Mildred shrugged. “She left us. At the museum. She said there was something she wanted to do? She seemed rather determined.”
Mari Wynn made a small noise in the back of her throat and nodded slowly. “Yes, she’s like that. Hopefully it means she’ll stop being so grumpy with me in another day or two, if we’re fortunate.”
Fitz, suddenly aware that Mildred had narrowed her focus on something that was not him, abandoned his eviscerated bed and prowled (this word used precisely because of its definition, as no other descriptor would suit as well) towards her, taking a circuitous route that put an end to the dice game (a good thing, as Nettie had lost enough imaginary money to leave her in debt for the next decade) and dragged everyone else’s attention to the scene in front of the fire, as well.
The usual preparations for the imminent arrival of a dragon commenced. Mrs. Babbinton sent up several trays laden with coffee and sandwiches, while Mildred made notes of the timing of each wobble and how well the egg responded to assorted levels of proximity to the fire. (Unlike the previous eggs, this one tended to show more activity the further away it was placed, causing Mildred to pull the nest back and even open the windows, though they did not go so far as to put out the fire, seeing as Morgen had ventured down from the cabinet in order to steal a few smoldering coals and gum them as the first of her teeth threatened to break through.)
During one of the egg’s lulls, Mildred settled into an armchair with her tea (superfluously sugared, as the day’s events had been taxing) and a bun stuffed with enough candied ginger to make her tongue burn. Everyone was there, even the servants occasionally slipping into the room to clear away cups or dust something that did not need to be dusted. The children sat on their stomachs, feet kicked up behind them as they watched the egg for any and every twitch or peep it might produce. A few people read, or sewed, or dozed by the fire. But Mildred returned her cup to its saucer, looked at Mr. Wiggan and Mrs. Babbinton (both of whom had taken seats near her and the egg), and asked, “How do we go about retrieving the eggs and the white dragon from Belinda?”
There were a few moments when no one ventured a reply. Then there were a few additional moments where there were replies, but nothing of a helpful nature. (Taking their claims to the courts was proffered as an option, which was met with a roll of the eyes from Rhiannon and a snort of laughter from Mr. Hawthorne when it was explained that by the time a decision was reached, every involved party (apart from the judge and various lawyers) would be bankrupt and at least a decade older.) Then, Mrs. Babbinton spread out her hands on her thighs — much as tree roots might surge through the ground in search of better nourishment — and said, “Well, we cannot go and steal them back.”
It was the equivalent of striking a spark near a fuse. Mildred finished her current cup of tea, returned it to its saucer, and said, “Whyever not?”
Mr. Wiggan sat forward in his chair, his elbows struggling to decide if they wished to settle on the armrests or make the courageous leap towards the vicinity of his thighs. “You’re not seriously contemplating going and… and breaking into a building, are you?”
Was she contemplating it? She did not consider herself as a person who regularly engaged in criminal activities, but she had already broken into a root cellar in the middle of the night in order to free Fitz, so needs must and all of that. “If the other eggs hatch while in Belinda’s care…” Mildred said, leaving her words to hang there unfinished for all the imagined implications they could provide. “Well, let us see what happens with this one first, shall we?”
Mildred finished off her bun, brushing the crumbs from her lap as the egg in question — bearing only a small crack between the crystals on its surface after several hours of work — gave another twitch away from the fire. “Time to move it again,” she said, and knelt down to push the nest (now made up of old bed linens, rather than Mildred’s finest spencer) a few inches further into the cooler corner of the room.
Afternoon, as it has a tendency to do, turned to evening, and the evening drifted subtly into night. Mrs. Merrick returned, spared a single glance for the antics underway in the drawing room, and then disappeared again with only a few traded words with Mari Wynn before the two of them commandeered some neglected portion of the house for their own purposes.
No one expressed a wish to retire to their rooms, only Rhiannon going so far as to change into a dressing gown as elaborate and even more modest than anything she wore during the day. The children made up beds for themselves on the floor, Matthew boasting loudly that he would stay awake all night to watch the egg (seven minutes before his eyes drifted shut and he was drooling onto a cushion), while everyone else claimed the available armchairs and sofas for themselves, shifting them into a loose ring around the tottering egg. Fitz abandoned his corner with its ravaged pillows and draped himself across her thighs, the heat of him causing her to be thankful they had moved their party away from the warmest reaches of the fire.
He had sunk into a darker mood since she had returned with the — now hatching — egg, refusing to eat or exercise or do more than prowl around from one corner of the room to the other with a belligerent flick of his tail for anyone who dared to approach him. (This would now be the place for an additional mention of Morgen, though as she had taken to skittering up and down the empty corridors throughout the night as though there was a horde of ghosts nipping at her tail, her part in this current scene is paltry, at best.)
The egg continued to twitch and totter until very early in the morning, when, at precisely seventeen minutes past four (as noted down by Mildred after the fact, as she was disturbed from a brief resting of her eyelids by the sudden change in movement), a segment of shell the size of Mildred’s fingernail popped open like a little window.
“Oh, OH!” Mildred shook Mr. Wiggan’s arm, dragging him out of a doze. “Look!”
He did look, or least once he had made an incomprehensible snuffling noise and raised his hand to his head as though he was adjusting a hat that was not there. “What?”
His question was answered quickly enough, as another fleck of shell cracked and dropped away, leaving only the thin membrane between the new dragon and their curiosity.
Mildred glanced at the clock, etching the time again in her mind before she returned her attention to the egg. It was the smallest of the eggs she had watched hatch so far, and so she was excited to see what sort of diminutive dragon would present itself to the world. Mr. Wiggan reached out and picked up one of the small pieces of shell that had dropped off, scratching his thumb over the crystals as though attempting to scrape them away.
“They’re part of the shell,” he said, showing her how the crystals had their roots in the layer underneath.
She took the piece from him, holding it up to a candle she had left burning while half the occupants of the room slept. The crystals drew the light into themselves, so that they seemed to glow coolly from within. And yet it felt like nothing between her fingers, its weight a negligible thing.
“The sheer variety from one to the next is astonishing.” She turned it over in her hands, then tucked it between the pages of her notebook, like a flower to be pressed and kept for years. “It makes one wonder…” She kept her voice low, not wishing to wake up the children until they were certain the egg was about to hatch. “We’ve yet to see two that are alike,” she said, shifting her legs beneath her skirt so that she sat nearer to the egg, and also closer to Mr. Wiggan. “Do you think all of the eggs were native to Wales, or if they were somehow… gathered there?”
Mr. Wiggan shook his head, the side of his face towards Mildred still showing creases from where he had been sleeping on the sofa. “Which then would beg the question of where they came from originally. And if not all of them are from Wales, then where? How many other countries might be harboring small caches of dragon eggs stuffed into cracks in the mountainside, or buried in some underground cave?”
Mildred gave herself a little fright when she envisioned a dozen… no, a hundred other women like her, scattered across the globe and dealing with a sudden and unexplained emergence of baby dragons in their back gardens.
But before she could commiserate further with these fictional ladies, the egg before her (still with its crystals and its continual movement away from any and all sources of extreme heat) gave another lurch, acquired another crack, and emitted a low… hurk of sound before something — a portion of head, or tail, or upper shoulder—broke through the membrane and presented itself for their perusal.
The “hurk” had been enough to stir everyone else from their slumber. The children popped up from their makeshift beds like startled woodchucks, while Mrs. Babbinton roused from her armchair (nearer to the fire, as she claimed her old joints did not care for the barometric pressure of drafty corners) with one eye open, the other hidden behind a few gray curls that had slipped down from beneath her cap.
“Oh, is it time?” She slid her feet off their footstool and fussed with a pin that dangled loosely behind her ear. “I’ll build up the fire in the kitchen, bring everyone some tea to clear the night out of their mouths.”
As though the dragon had been waiting for the return of its audience, it gave another cry, shed another fleck of shell, and then stuck its nose through the gap.
“Light!” Rhiannon called out, tugging at her dressing gown as she strode across the room and yanked hard on the bell pull. “Why is it so dastardly dark in here? One cannot see a single thing!”
The fire was built up, and candles were relit, and even the curtains were thrown open, despite a blatant and aggravating lack of daylight. The dragon, instead of bursting from its shell and regaling them all with a dramatic performance, wiggled its gray nose out through the gap, revealed the tip of an equally gray tongue, and began gnawing on the cracked edge of its shell.
“Ew, it’s ugly!” Matthew said, before Nettie elbowed him in the ribs.
Mildred could not see well enough to form an opinion on the dragon’s appearance, but what she could see fascinated her. As the dragon moved, more of the shell slowly cracked and broke away, shards of crystals littering the linens beneath it until the dragon took a tentative step forward, one chunk of shell and membrane still clinging to its rear claw.
It was not a lean, angular creature like both Fitz and Morgen had been at the beginning. This dragon was rather… Well, it was a bit… To put it kindly, the creature was…
Squat.
It was small, as well. About the size of a large plum, it could have fit easily in the palm of Mildred’s hand. Or it could have fit easily in Mildred’s hand if she had been brave enough to pick it up, but as the dragon’s back was covered in ridges, and its teeth—
“It has teeth!” Mr. Wiggan declared, leaning in close enough to spot the jagged, nearly transparent points protruding from the dragon’s gums.
“Are you sure?” Mildred had already been seated on the floor, but now she shifted into a near prostrated position, all of the weight of her upper body balanced on her elbows as she narrowed her gaze on the hatchling’s wide, equally squat mouth.
More candles were fetched, though the dragon shied away from the light, its head — already fixed to the end of a nearly nonexistent neck — drawing back into itself, until only the slits of eyes and those clear, crystalline teeth remained visible. It reminded Mildred of a turtle, its shell made out of the pronounced ridges and a pair of stumpy nubs (that might have been nascent wings) along its back.
“Here,” she said, her voice low and soothing, as she reached out and carefully scooped up the small hatchling. It felt heavy in her palm, strangely heavier than it had been while still inside the egg. It resembled a rock as it sat on her hand, its claws slowly flexing against her skin and its short stub of a tail scraping across the base of her thumb.
It was a wonder how something could seem so delicate and yet so stolid (for lack of a better word, or perhaps because that is the best word) at the same time. A brief moment of affinity passed between them, Mildred and this cobby little creature. Neither of them could claim the title as the most attractive specimens of their kind, but there was a stubbornness in the hatchling’s manner that made her smile, as though the creature knew it would be underestimated and unappreciated, but cared not a whit about it.
On the floor, Mr. Hawthorne gathered up the leftover pieces of broken shell, wrapping them in a handkerchief and setting them aside to avoid them being stepped on or swept away. Several of the servants had abandoned their beds at an earlier hour than usual to peer into the drawing room and witness the birth of the new dragon, which still carried a tremendous measure of awe about it, despite the two other dragons already scampering (Morgen) and skulking (Fitz, showing obvious distress with everyone awake and no one making any move to feed him) along the periphery.
Mildred remained on her knees while everyone orbited around her, the children flanking her shoulders and Fitz craning his neck upward to sniff at the new dragon and Owen wrangling Morgen as she scrambled up the side of another bookcase to watch the happenings below. (This is without mentioning all of the adults setting themselves to the task of conducting adult things, such as fetching clean linens for the dragon’s bed, clearing the drawing room of all the detritus of blankets and pillows scattered about, along with the regular running of a large house in one of the more affluent areas of London.) Mrs. Babbinton rushed in with a sampling of breakfast for the dragons, including a few small bits and pieces ready to entice the hatchling still sheltered in Mildred’s hand.
“What do you think?” She held out a dish to Mildred, filled with fruit, cheese, meat (some raw, some smoked, and some scorched) after making certain Fitz and Morgen were both fed their usual tureen of leftovers in front of the fire.
“We shall have to begin somewhere, I suppose.” And Mildred scooped up a morsel of smoked ham and held it up to the hatchling’s nose.
Smoked ham was snubbed. As was the blackened portion of beef, the fruit, the potatoes, the cheese, the bread, and even a saucer of cream wafted beneath the dragon’s jaw. But the raw meat, a few minced chunks of mutton, was snapped up with relish, the hatchling bolting them down as fast as Mildred could scrape them up with her finger.
“Mutton, then.” Mrs. Babbinton pursed her lips and nodded. “I’ll fetch some more and also see if we can find the little thing something to drink.”
By the time the hatchling had consumed its fill, the first glow of daylight illuminated the drawing room windows. Instead of moving everyone over to the dining room for breakfast, tea and coffee along with trays of food were brought in for everyone to eat where they would. (This preponderance of food allowed the larger dragons to go begging for additional sustenance from others, as though they had not cleared out the tureen and knocked it onto its side when it was empty.) The newspapers arrived as well, since it was London and there was no long wait for news to be delivered directly to one’s breakfast table. Freshly ironed and carefully folded, Rhiannon picked up the first paper, scanned the front page, and let out a small explosion of profanity that will not be repeated here.
“What is it?” Mildred was the first to ask, even as the paper was passed across the tea table and dropped into her lap.
As has been noted before, Mildred did not often exhibit a propensity for using profane or vulgar language. But the combined sight of the words “DRAGON” and “HISTORIC” in large letters along with an illustration of the scene from the British Museum the previous day — complete with Belinda, Mr. Parry, the white dragon (exaggerated to a size that placed it in the category of small pony), and an audience of learned gentlemen sketched in a few hasty lines of pen and ink — brought out several oaths like bursts of indigestion. “Are they all like this?” She picked up the paper with her right hand, her left still holding the hatchling in the cradle of her palm.
“Oh, this one’s great!” Owen hooted, holding up a copy of The Times that boasted the headline “FIGHT AT THE MUSEUM” accompanied by an illustration of a large, bombastic woman (Mildred assumed this was meant to be herself) charging through the crowd towards a waif-ish Belinda, the latter portrayed as fainting dead away from fright.
And they were all like that. Not only The Times, but the Morning Herald, the Morning Chronicle, and a half dozen other papers with their small columns of fine print broken only by calligraphed headlines and faintly smudged illustrations.
“As though we needed more proof that she has the press curled around her finger,” Rhiannon mumbled, and shoved a piece of bacon into her mouth.
“And still no mention anywhere of the eggs,” Mr. Wiggan pointed out, skimming through one paper and then another. “For all of her accusations towards you about keeping Fitz secret, she’s yet to say anything about the fifteen eggs she has stashed away someplace.”
“The eggs,” Mildred said after a moment, using her words like stepping stones to pick her way across the mire of her own cogitations. “If we could just get the eggs and the white dragon and remove them from Belinda, from London,” she added at the thought of that many potential dragons let loose in a city. “Back to Wales, or at least some place where they have room to mature properly, without hassling too many people.”
As she finished speaking, she shifted the hatchling from one hand to the other while Fitz — finished with scavenging a second breakfast from the children — climbed onto the sofa beside her and curled his tail around his hind legs as he attempted to sniff at the newest addition to their menagerie. “Very well,” she said, and cupped both of her hands around the grey dragon before holding it near enough to Fitz for him to sniff.
His nostrils flared as he pushed his nose against the dragon’s back. His tongue slipped out to touch the hatchling’s hide before he recoiled sharply, snorting and shaking his head. He sneezed once, sending out a small firework of sparks and smoke from behind his teeth, and then he growled, low in his throat as his wings rustled behind him.
“Now, stop!” Mildred chided him. “He’s only a small thing. He cannot hurt you.” In fact, she was more worried about Fitz snapping up the hatchling in his jaws and running off with it as though it was a toy. But the hatchling, behaving as though it sensed Fitz’s wariness, drew its head further into its shoulders and raised the scales on its back, somehow pushing them up and outwards like rocks hoisting themselves out of the ground in defense. “Oh!” came Mildred’s soft cry, her fingers splaying out as best she could manage in order to avoid being poked by the dragon’s edges.
“Ooh, what is it doing?” Nettie ran over, her lips and chin still shining with butter from her toast, her eyes widening as the hatchling swelled in size in Mildred’s hands.
“Uhh,” Mildred managed, just as the hatchling produced another hurk from deep in its belly and spit out a stream of a greyish substance that arced over Mildred’s fingers and landed with an inelegant plop on one of the sofa’s cushions.
“At least it’s not fire,” Owen piped up, still munching on the end of a sausage.
Which was as good as saying “at least it’s not raining” as a blizzard began, or telling someone “at least it’s not rutabagas” as a dish of steaming mashed parsnips was placed in front of them. In this case, the “not fire” that had come from the hatchling’s mouth began to release a noxious smell, similar to burning hair (which Mildred recognized from a few disastrous attempts when she had first begun to use curling tongs), as it ate through the fabric of the cushion and into the stuffing beneath.
There were gasps and groans as the odor permeated the room, hands quickly slapped over mouths and noses while Owen and Mr. Hawthorne struggled to open the windows again and let in fresh air.
“I believe I might have preferred fire!” Mildred cried as she bolted away from the sofa, careful not to drop the hatchling while also making certain none of its… effluvium had landed on any part of her person.
The dragon, satisfied that it had defended itself from Fitz’s curiosity, burrowed down into the center of Mildred’s palm. The ridges along its back and short tail went down again, while it diminished in size as it tucked in its head and legs until it resembled nothing more than a rock sitting on her hand.
“Remarkable,” Mr. Wiggan said, standing beside her in the hall. “Its appearance is so different from the others. Even its feet are more broad, less like a bird’s, and the forelegs are longer, rather than the rear.”
“For digging, perhaps?” Mildred could well imagine the creature tunneling itself into the ground, camouflaged as a common rock as it waited to spit venom at the ankles of unfortunate passersby.
“Think of the crystals on its shell, like something you would find underground, in a cave, perhaps.”
“Well.” Mildred, with a fair measure of wariness, touched her thumb to the side of the hatchling’s body. It did not retaliate, but simply blinked its eyes and shuttered its nostrils for a moment as she stroked the rough, almost bark-like ridges on its hide. “We shall have to discover the best way of caring for it without anyone injuring themselves in the process.”
“It doesn’t seem to care for warmth,” he pointed out. “Perhaps set up something in the garden, away from anything it could, um… spit at?”
But Mildred shook her head. “It’s so small yet. I would worry about it escaping. And I think the last thing London needs is a dragon the size of a potato burning holes through all and sundry.”
While Mildred continued to fret about how to protect the household — and its furnishings — from the newest dragon, Mrs. Babbinton set herself to the task of airing out the drawing room.
“Only the one cushion damaged,” Mrs. Babbinton said, carrying the cushion past them in order to remove it (and its smell) from the house. “Easily replaced, I should say.”
The door to the drawing room opened then, admitting the butler. (Mildred had not even been aware there was a butler in residence at Pritchard house until the previous evening, as the man had done little more than glower from the shadows following their arrival and leave a miasma of mildew and grumbling in his wake.) He shuffled across the floor with a creaking sound that brought to mind the deteriorating spine of an ancient tome cracked open for the first time in a century.
“For you,” he croaked, his voice a melody of dust and consternation. He held out a letter to Rhiannon, a slip of creamy paper that bore an ostentatious seal, a blot of red wax as elegant as a gaping wound.
Rhiannon’s mouth narrowed at the sight of that seal. Indeed, every part of her seemed to close ranks at once — eyes, breath, patience — before she broke the seal and unfolded the fine sheet of paper. It must not have been a long note, as her eyes darted back and forth only a few times before she looked across the room at Mildred.
“Well?” Mr. Wiggan prompted as Rhiannon’s complexion turned an odd shade of grey before twin spots of color bloomed in her cheeks.
“Don’t worry about the sofa,” she told them, her voice suddenly taut. “It seems we have far more pressing matters to worry over.” She cleared her throat, folded up the letter, and blew out a sharp breath between parted lips. “Miss Percy,” she said, her eyebrows rising with those two words. “How do you feel about a visit to Carlton House? An old acquaintance of mine would very much like to meet you. And your dragons.”



Chapter Thirteen
Like peacocks and other birds of ostentatious plumage, the dragons sporting the brightest colors are often the most irritating as pertains to their general behavior.
-from Chapter Nineteen of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons
They decided to keep the hatchling in a large pot, the sort the cook used for boiling chickens and other large items. Mildred and the children lined the bottom of it with dirt and a scattering of straw, they tucked a water dish against one side of it, and then they set the hatchling inside its new, temporary home. The dragon gave everything a cursory sniff, even nibbling on the end of a piece of straw, before turning its head away in distaste. But after the inspection, it immediately began digging deeper into the dirt, clawing through it with its long forelegs, building a burrow for itself into which it nestled, only the rough scales of its back visible above the freshly churned dirt.
Once this was accomplished, Mildred went to bed.
It was only nine o’clock in the morning when she retired to her room, Fitz padding along beside her, displaying a considerably better mood now that the hatchling had been stowed away in its pot in a shadowed corner of the drawing room. He nuzzled her hand as she sat on the edge of the bed, weariness creeping through her bones like an infestation.
“Just a little nap,” she said, running her knuckle beneath Fitz’s jaw, causing his throat to hum with pleasure.
The little nap lasted five and a half hours, Mildred waking up with a decided lack of knowing where she was, how she had arrived there, and why she felt as though she was sinking into the mattress beneath a weight of gargantuan proportions. The weight, she quickly discovered upon opening her eyes and recognizing the dark blot of dragon draped over her waist and hips, was none other than Fitz, snoring softly and twitching his tail against her calves in his sleep.
“Erf,” she said, as she tried to both sit up and push Fitz off of her at the same time. He slept with one wing open and hanging over the edge of the bed, the silver of the scars so very visible in the afternoon light from the windows that panic rose in Mildred’s throat before she could tamp it down again. She hesitated before she touched that damaged portion of him, the threads of Mrs. Merrick’s magic twining through his wing and leg like ivy spiraling around the trunk of an old tree.
And then, as the panic dissipated, anger flooded in to replace it. Anger at Belinda for the damage she had done, anger at herself failing to protect him, despite the fact she sat in a lovely room in a lovely house in the middle of a lovely part of London, taking naps and dithering about what to do next. But she had spent the last several decades of her life dithering about what to do next, allowing herself to be buffeted along by other people’s choices, by the world’s steady turning on its axis. Even now, with the dragons, so many of her decisions were dictated by their impact on her, as though she could not think of something to do until a chicken went squawking past her with its wings on fire.
Mildred stood up, spent a few bleary minutes fixing her hair and deciding whether or not she needed to change her gown (she did, as a day and a night spent fretting over the new dragon’s hatching had left her looking like a rumpled napkin at the end of a seven-course meal). By the time she was finished, Fitz had woken and had shifted his weight onto his rump as he twisted himself around to gnaw on the tip of his right wing.
“Come along,” she said, patting her thigh as she walked towards the door. Fitz followed, thumping down from the bed and rustling his wings tight against his back as they headed down the corridor in search of everyone else.
She found a few of them in the library, Mr. Wiggan sitting with Owen, Matthew, and Nettie, parceling out a few basic mathematics problems to the latter while Owen practiced his spelling with a pencil and paper.
“School? Today?” she said, slipping into the room with Fitz beside her.
Mr. Wiggan looked up and grinned. He appeared irritatingly refreshed, as though limited amounts of rest and poisonous dragons should be marketed as healthful restoratives. “The children were restless,” he said, enunciating that final word in a way that told Mildred it was best not to inquire how restless they had become while she was asleep. “So they were given the option of either helping to clean up Morgen’s latest mess—” (another word of which Mildred had no wish to hear the backstory) “—or apply themselves to something more academic in nature.”
Mildred peered down at Nettie’s multiplication (correct) and Matthew’s sums (he had forgotten to carry the one) as she made her way towards Mr. Wiggan’s chair. She placed her hand on his shoulder, a careless touch fueled by little forethought, but he reached up and took her hand within his own, dropping a light kiss on the back of it before weaving his fingers between hers. “What is everyone else up to this morn—um, afternoon?” she amended.
A low sound escaped Mr. Wiggan’s throat, neither a laugh nor a cough, but a rumble and a catch of something that spoke more than any words could convey. “Lady Pritchard is preparing for today’s visit to Carlton House.”
Ah, so Mildred had not dreamt that portion of the morning’s events. “So we’ve accepted the invitation, then?”
Mr. Wiggan cocked an eyebrow. “Does one turn down an invitation from the Prince Regent?”
Mildred heaved a breath so large it seemed to hoist the entirety of her weight off the carpet before dropping her back down again. She would go, yes. For how could she not? The Prince Regent wished to meet them, if the note with its ostentatious seal was to be believed. The only other option was to ignore him entirely, but with the papers and general public opinion already taking their part against her, that did not seem like the wisest of choices.
And Mildred could not deny there was a fair measure of curiosity on her part, to step inside Carlton House and be permitted entrance as a guest of the acting monarch. (If she wished to be truly insufferable, she could pen a hasty letter to Diana, informing her sister that she would be sharing tea and crumpets — Mildred had no idea what the Prince Regent might be inclined to serve as refreshments to his guests, but crumpets would do in a pinch — with Prinny himself! No doubt Diana would either believe Mildred to have begun hallucinating, or her sister would have the carriage brought around before riding through Upper Plimpton, boasting to everyone about their family’s newly forged connections with the Hanoverians.)
(Mildred decided she might still write the letter, if only to send her sister into a complete pother about it, despite the fact she would not be there to enjoy the sight of it.)
“Of course we cannot turn it down,” she said, at which point the children fully abandoned any pretense of paying attention to their work and drubbed her with requests to go along, to ask the Prince if he really did eat two beefsteaks for breakfast, and to discover if he truly laced himself into a corset every time he dressed.
“You will be staying here,” Mildred reminded both Matthew and Nettie, a statement that immediately sunk them into the doldrums and caused Matthew’s bottom lip to quiver with potential wailing. “And Owen, perhaps you should remain behind as well. I don’t think we should completely inundate Carlton House with dragons, and Fitz should be more than enough to handle on his own.” That, and the thought of attempting to maintain control over Morgen’s — and Owen’s — antics during such an important visit was something even Mildred’s imagination shied away from contemplating.
The only way she could soothe their hurt feelings over this perceived slight was with a promise to take them to Gunter’s for ices (a delicacy they had never before experienced) and to witness the glass lamps at Vauxhall when all of this was over, both of which went further towards boosting their depleted spirits than a visit to a place with a ruler who wasn’t even a real king.
“And you, Mr. Wiggan?” Mildred asked, once the children and Owen were occupied with the discussion of which flavor of ice they would try first. “You will come as well?” I mean, you’ve been a part of this since the beginning. At least since you helped me shift an empty trunk across my sister’s garden.”
“A trunk that was thoroughly devoid of bodies, if I remember correctly.”
Mr. Wiggan grinned as a final dash of punctuation to his sentence, and Mildred stifled the threat of a snort in the back of her throat. She would never forget that evening, when he had come whistling down the road while she had been attempting to hide all evidence of her inheritance before her family returned home from dinner with the neighbors. How differently things might have turned out, she wondered, if not for their chance meeting on a spring evening? A country vicar and a quiet spinster, with no knowledge of how their lives were about to be altered by a single dragon egg buried amongst decades of accumulated papers, rocks, and curious bones.
“If you wish for me to come along, then of course—”
“Yes,” she said. At speed and without a moment of doubt. “Whatever happens, I would always want you to be with me.”
“Well, then.” Mr. Wiggan stood up, told the children they could be finished for the day (a pronouncement that elicited no small amount of celebration from them) and gestured towards the door. “Let’s find Lady Pritchard and see what she’s up to now.”
Fitz pattered along behind them, his claws striking the floor with a steady rhythm. Mildred spread out the fingers of her left hand without looking down, and a few seconds later she felt the bump of his head against her palm, one of his horns scraping along the side of her wrist. Would she really be walking into Carlton House in only a few hours as a guest of the Prince Regent? And with a dragon at her side, no less?
It seemed as though her life had taken such a turn since her time at Ashby Lodge, tucked into her small room, looking after the children as her years steadily streamed away from her. And yet she did not feel so very different. It was still difficult to speak her mind precisely when she wanted to, or to stop believing she had to make herself smaller in order to fit into everyone else's lives. For too long, she had assumed that her worth as a person solely depended on what she could provide for others, what help and solace and care she could give. For most of her life, she had smothered her own voice to better avoid creating a conflict, had winnowed herself down to a slip of something that would cause the least ripple in the world around her. But now—
“What are you going to wear?”
Mildred stopped abruptly outside the dining room, Fitz curtailing his progress forward by circling around her legs, his tail catching on her skirts and twisting them around her calves. Rhiannon stood there, looking impeccable (as usual), but with a halo of tension around her, similar to a corona of light around the moon when the weather threatened a change.
“I’m sorry?” Mildred felt as though she had walked into the middle of a conversation without knowing the topic of discussion.
“This afternoon,” Rhiannon said, dark eyebrows slanted over her eyes and creating small rills of disquiet above her nose. “I take it you don’t have anything suitable to wear for an audience with the Prince Regent?”
“No.” She did not even have to give her wardrobe a consideration before speaking. All of her gowns were old, plain, and most of them bearing stains and evidence of repeated repairs after years of taking care of the children and living in the company of dragons. “And I suppose there’s no time for anything to be done?”
Rhiannon drew her mouth into a tight rosebud, all of her consternation funneled into that purse of her lips. “I’d lend you something of mine, but we are unfortunately not of a size.”
Which was not spoken as a criticism against Mildred’s figure, but only as an acknowledgement that while Rhiannon was built like a machine, as though someone had taken a general description of what feats the human body was capable of performing and constructed a figure to match, Mildred very much resembled a picture of someone who enjoyed a fair amount of sugar in her tea and had spent the last few months carrying around a dragon too large to be held.
“I suspect the sight of Fitz will be enough to distract anyone from the state of my gown,” Mildred said, though she swept her hands down the sleeves of her faded muslin all the same. But what was she to have done? Shuffled her way towards Nyth y Ddraig in iridescent silk with a few peacock feathers curling out of her turban? “Perhaps the shabbiness of my dress will work in my favor, lending me the air of someone who’s just returned from an adventure.”
“Hmm,” Rhiannon said. And then, “Perhaps I’ll lend you a pair of gloves and a bonnet all the same.”
The invitation to Carlton House had been issued in vaguely stated terms, including any current guest of Rhiannon’s who wished to make themselves part of the company. But the decision was made to keep their group as small as possible, partly due to haste, and also so as not to impose upon the Prince’s hospitality or distract from Fitz’s presence. After some deliberation, it was determined that Rhiannon (of course, as she was the one to receive the initial invitation and who also claimed a past acquaintance with the Prince), Mildred (also equally expected, as she was the one to inherit Fitz’s egg in the first place and begin the fracas that had brought them all this way), Mr. Wiggan (the only other person present in the drawing room at Fitz’s hatching), and Mr. Hawthorne (witness to all of Belinda’s actions (as well as being a purveyor of his own poor choices) who would claim a role as Mildred’s assistant, lending her the credence of someone in need of an assistant).
They took both the carriage and the cart, Mildred and Mr. Wiggan riding with Fitz in the cart as there was not enough room for everyone — comfortably — in the single carriage.
Mildred did not utter a single word during the drive from Pritchard House towards Pall Mall. Speaking would have necessitated both opening her mouth and breathing regularly, neither actions being tasks she believed herself in a fit state to manage. She gripped the edge of the hard seat with both hands, her gloves (borrowed from Rhiannon, along with her bonnet, the ribbon in her hair, and an emerald brooch secured to the front of her gown) catching on the splinters in the wood. Her gaze remained fixed on whatever was directly ahead of them, things like buildings and trees and well-appointed lanes passing like shadows on the outskirts of her vision. And then they were there, surrounded by Corinthian columns and porticoes, their little cart resembling little more than a speck of refuse against the backdrop of a newly refurbished royal palace.
“I shall fetch Fitz,” Mildred said, and tipped herself off the seat so stiffly she worried her joints might audibly creak in protest.
Fitz did not appear to be at all cowed by the overwrought austerity of the place. He already stood poised at the edge of the cart, his foreclaws scraping at the side as his tail lashed with whip-like insistence. Mildred coaxed him down on his own, reluctant to gain a new snag in her skirt or a pulled muscle in her shoulder five minutes before meeting the Prince. He grumbled at the slight, working the wood with his claws and sending a few shavings fluttering to the ground before he finally tightened his wings against his side and dove forward, thumping inelegantly to the pavement.
“Aren’t you in fine form today?” Mildred scratched at the side of his jaw, which earned her the nip of a few teeth on her wrist. She knelt down before him, a change in position the dragon took as an invitation to climb halfway into her lap. “No fire,” she told him, gazing deep into the dark slits of his eyes. “No accidents on the carpet. No sharpening your claws on the furniture. You must be on your best behavior today, hmm?”
His reply was to open his left wing and twist his neck around until he could gnaw at the joint there, a low growl emanating from his throat as he did so.
“Are we ready, then?” Lady Pritchard came up to them, accompanied by Mr. Hawthorne. There were servants as well, royal footmen decked out in impeccable and ostentatious livery, everything from their wigs to their fingernails to their hosiery so polished, so pristine that Mildred felt like she had tumbled off the back of a farmer’s cart with a sack of cabbages in her keeping. (The cart did have the look of agriculture about it, and her clothing was decidedly plain, despite the borrowed adornments from Rhiannon. But instead of cabbages, she had a dragon, and the footmen — even with their sparkling livery and their powdered wigs — displayed a careful wariness at the sight of a dragon and a woman who claimed such familiarity with one on their doorstep.)
Mr. Wiggan offered his hand and Mildred took it, her breath held as she stood up. Beside her, Fitz continued to fidget and contort himself into a variety of graceless positions that made him look like a portrait of some formerly regal creature that had been crumpled into a ball and tossed aside. Yet he was still a dragon, still with wings and the gleam of teeth growing long enough to show themselves even when his mouth was closed. He shook himself after he finished his preening, spreading out his wings to their full length before he again snapped them closed against his side. One of the footmen let out a small whimper at that, though he covered it well as he stepped back and opened the door to Carlton House, the home of the Prince Regent, and allowed them to walk inside.
Rhiannon led the way into the foyer, where more servants waited for them to shed their hats and their shawls, and where Fitz wove between them all, placing himself in everyone’s way while he sniffed and scraped the side of his head against gilded statues and gold-leafed clocks.
“Fitz!” Mildred hissed between her teeth. She accepted a piece of ham Mr. Hawthorne had smuggled inside his pockets (care of Mrs. Babbinton, who had not been able to catch Mildred before she went out the door) and used it to lure Fitz back to her side.
“Do you think he will behave?” Mr. Wiggan fussed with his collar, making certain it sat straight beneath his neckcloth (which it had, prior to the adjustment).
Mildred spread out her palm as Fitz’s long tongue lashed across her skin. “If you happen to have an entire pig stashed in your waistcoat, then we may stand a chance.”
They moved forward as a group, clinging close to one another in case someone should become lost in an endless anteroom or lacquered cupboard. Mildred tipped her head back to look at the glass dome of the ceiling above them, the weak light streaming in from a dreary London sky. The majority of Ashby Lodge could have fit in the main hall, she realized, with only a few adjustments to the placement of the attics and the water closet. She glanced over her shoulder, wondering if there might be a servant following in their wake, scrubbing away their footprints and all other evidence of their presence from the gleaming floor. At any moment she expected someone to rush forward and tell them there had been a terrible mistake, that there had been no invitation from the Prince and they would be summarily bundled out of the palace along with the leftover scraps from His Highness’s breakfast. But through the hall they went, past a grand staircase and into another room where they were told to wait, as the Prince would be ready to receive them shortly.
Mr. Wiggan stood with his hands fumbling for something to do as he slowly turned around himself and looked at everything (more chandeliers, velvet curtains, enough gold and gilding to make King Midas worry the overall aesthetic verged on ostentation…) with wide eyes. “Imagine what could be done with what it cost to furnish this single room.”
Mildred did her best to keep Fitz positioned in the center of the room, where there were fewer trinkets and things of priceless appearance balanced on shelves and pedestals that did not have the look of being able to survive the attention of a restless dragon. Fitz walked up to a chair, a piece so ornate Mildred could not decide if its embellishments were beautiful or repellant, and shifted his weight onto his haunches, his foreclaws flexing ominously as though he considered shredding the entire thing down to a pile of gilded matchsticks.
“No,” she told him, and nudged his nose with a tap of her finger. “No sharpening our claws in here. They’ll be herding us onto the next ship bound for New South Wales before you can unfurl a wing in protest.”
“Should we sit?” Mr. Hawthorne eyed one of the sofas — there were several, all luxuriously upholstered and adorned with extra cushions and pillows, along with carved cherubs serving as armrests — placed along the walls. “Have we been given permission to sit?”
“Do we need permission to sit?” Mildred looked towards Rhiannon, who she assumed was the member of their party most likely to know the particulars about sitting in a royal palace.
“No doubt you may lie on the floor if you like,” Rhiannon replied, gesturing towards the carpet. “I’m fairly certain the presence of a dragon will allow us a few minor breaches in etiquette.”
Mildred was less worried about whether or not they could sit on the pristine furniture (Mr. Hawthorne did sit, and then did not, his bottom popping up from the cushion with all the energy of a spring-loaded mechanism as the fear of reclining in the presence of royalty overwhelmed him) and more concerned with both keeping Fitz from destroying something he should not and what the Prince’s reaction would be to seeing a dragon in his home.
Around her, Rhiannon and Mr. Wiggan took to pacing out a small orbit along the edges of the room, occasionally pausing to study a painting or a statue before they moved further along. Mr. Hawthorne made a similar circuit, but in the opposite direction, constantly pausing to check his nails and his collar and the buttons of his coat in case their condition had undergone a drastic change in the thirty seconds since he had looked before.
All of this had the unfortunate effect of making Mildred feel as though she was in the center of a clock, the seconds and minutes ticking their way from the fireplace to the windows and back again. If the Prince did not acknowledge their arrival soon, she worried Fitz would either make a mess on the rug or Owen would come storming in with Morgen on his shoulders because they had not returned to Pritchard House in time for supper.
Fortunately (both for the carpet and Owen’s lack of forethought) the doors opened again at that moment, admitting none other than the Prince Regent himself, striding boldly forward without any further announcement that he had arrived to play host to them.
“Oh!” Mildred hurried to her feet only to immediately dip into a low curtsy (or one as low as she could manage), her gaze pinned to the lustrous quality of the Prince’s shoes. Everyone else also fell into their own show of obeisance, though Rhiannon’s bow was more brittle than the others.
“Ah, so you’ve finally decided to acknowledge my existence, Rhiannon?” The Prince clasped his hands in front of him, his palms slowly rubbing together in a show of poorly contained excitement. “And here I thought you would make your grand return to London and ignore me entirely!”



Chapter Fourteen
Attempts have been made to force assorted varieties of dragons into close proximity with one another, species that would never seek out cohabitation when left to their own devices. It has, unsurprisingly, never gone well.
-from Chapter Twelve of Miss Percy’s Definitive Guide to the Restoration of Dragons
Rhiannon was the first to take a step forward. “Your Highness, you must allow me to thank you for inviting us here today to—”
“Oh, pish.” He turned his head to the side, his nose in the air, the high points of his collar giving him the look of a turtle struggling to see past the edges of its shell. “It will be ‘Prinnie’ or ‘George’ or I’ll have the lot of you tossed out on your rumps before the tea has arrived.” The Prince moved towards Rhiannon. “And may I say, Rhi, it’s been very naughty of you to hide yourself away in Wales all these years. You know how much I came to depend on your commentary on all things. And then you went and left me quite bereft. Quite!”
“My apologies… George,” she said, his name shaped in a way that could have been taken as either an endearment or a castigation. “But I had my husband—”
“Hmmph, husbands,” the Prince muttered darkly.
“---and after he died, I found that I preferred a more solitary existence.”
The Prince narrowed his eyes — not a tremendous feat, as they were not very large to begin with — and pursed his lips in a pout, highlighting the cleft in his chin. “Too cruel, you know. I’ve yet to decide if I will ever find it within my heart to forgive you for your abandonment.”
Rhiannon took a deep breath. Mildred recognized the maneuver — and a maneuver it was, the kind carried out by every woman scrabbling for every remaining ounce of their patience — from a lifetime of dealings with Diana. A deep breath, followed by an alchemical miracle of bone and flesh transforming into an impermeable metal. “George,” she said, and paused as a muscle below her left eye twitched.
The Prince switched his gaze back and forth between Rhiannon and the edge of his own reflection visible in the mirror on the wall nearest to him, though the latter drew a greater portion of his attention. “Yes, Rhi?” A lift of his eyebrows as he surveyed his mien, along with a slight concavity to his cheeks.
“Please accept my heartfelt apology for… abandoning you in such a careless manner.”
“Hmm.” The Prince touched the tip of his little finger to the edge of his right eyebrow, smoothing down a few errant hairs there. “I suppose that will suffice.” He looked at Rhiannon again, behaving as though there was no one else in the room with them, let alone a dragon snuffling behind Mildred’s skirts. “And now I take it you will tell me about all this nonsense I keep hearing concerning dragons and witchcraft, of all things? You have no idea how startled I was to hear the rumors about you being tied up in it all. I daresay it will likely be revealed as a dastardly hoax,” he went on, touching the back of his hand first to one cheek and then the other, as though to cool his own ire, “that someone affixed a pair of wings to a mangy dog or a cat and set it loose in Clapham.”
“George, if you would—”
“But if I have to read one more word about that damnable exhibition at the British Museum, which no one bothered to tell me about until it was already the talk of every ballroom and drawing room from here to Hammersmith, I will…”
These were the last of his discernible words, though a few more incomprehensible sounds fell out of his mouth with the grace of waterlogged porridge. Fitz, it seemed, had chosen that moment to give his wings a brief stretch. This was enough to make him fully visible beyond the line of Mildred’s rumpled skirt, and to finally draw the Prince’s attention from the lure of his own reflection.
There is no other way to describe the Prince’s reaction except to say that his eyes boggled as he staggered back a step, a quick brush of his hand over his head shifting his carefully coiffed hair from a style that might incite the jealousy of a Beau Brummel devotee, to something that better resembled a hedgehog after a particularly devastating windstorm. “Oh, that’s… that’s very large, I must say.”
Mildred looked down again at Fitz. He sat beside her, one wing buried in the folds of her skirt, the other half-unfurled as he stretched out a rear leg and performed an awkward contortion to nip at a spot near his ankle.
“This is Miss Percy,” Lady Pritchard said, rushing ahead with the introductions, though in an order that made Mildred wonder briefly if she was the “that” in question.
Was Mildred expected to curtsy again? She did not know. Unfortunately, her education had shown a distinct lack of acceptable protocol when in close quarters with members of the royal family. But seeing as how no one had ever assumed she would come to find herself in the same room as the Prince Regent, the knowledge had never been deemed necessary. So instead she stood there, Fitz humming beside her as he shook out his wings and flicked his tail around to batter at her calves. On her other side, Mr. Wiggan made a subtle shift towards her, his fingers brushing against her skirt as he sought out her trembling fingers.
“Um, Your Highness,” she said on a shaky breath. Her tongue felt like a clump of wet sand inside of her mouth. Her mind whirred with every wrong thing she could possibly say to the surrogate ruler before her, but she pushed those frightening possibilities from her mind and said instead, “Allow me to introduce you to Fitz, the dragon you see before you.”
There was something momentous about the scene. There stood the Prince Regent, at a complete loss for words (that alone should have counted as the momentous bit of the situation) and looking slightly ill as he endured his first — the implication being that it would not be his last — encounter with a dragon.
“I…” the Prince managed at last, before faltering into silence once more.
“George?” Rhiannon took a step forward.
The Prince’s color was not well. Or rather, it was a different shade of not well than usual, shifting rapidly from its normal florid hue to a color reminiscent of half-cooked egg whites. He drew in a sharp breath, the deep breath of someone who had been underwater for more than a minute. His attention danced between Mildred and Fitz for several seconds, finally settling on the dragon with the tautness of a pulled thread. “Well, it’s not… it’s not real, is it? I assumed it would be more along the lines of a winged lizard, something one would find rustling about their ankles.”
Mr. Wiggan cleared his throat. “You may reach out and touch it if you like, Your Highness. Though I cannot guarantee all of your fingers will come back to you intact.”
The Prince threw a glance at Mr. Wiggan that spoke of an uncertainty as to whether or not he should take offense at such a statement. He took a step forward, then seemed to think better of it and resumed his former posture. “Is it… dangerous?”
“As long as he does not feel threatened,” Mildred told him, her voice only quavering a little at the realization she was currently addressing the Prince Regent, and with a dragon at her side, “we hope there should be no difficulties.”
The Prince graced her with a rather appraising study that left her wondering if it was approval crinkling the skin above his brow or a haughty kind of disdain. “Who are you?”
Mildred glanced at Rhiannon, though the only assistance she garnered from that quarter was a small shake of her head and a shrug. “I am Miss Pe—”
“No, no.” He waved her words out of the air. “I know that, of course. I’ve seen what they’ve said about you in the papers, and I will admit that you are pleasantly underwhelming in comparison to your portrait. But who are you? How did someone like yourself become entrusted with the care of such a creature?”
Like yourself… Mildred’s first instinct was to take those two words and fashion them into the insult she assumed they were intended to be. But there was no note of disparagement in his tone. Rather, he sounded impressed that she, of all people, should be the one to present herself at Carlton House with a dragon in her keeping. Because she was not a man, to begin with. She did not have whiskers — well, apart from the ones that occasionally sprouted up on the underside of her chin, plucked away before she went to bed each night — and an air of someone who had spent numerous years solidifying their superiority at Eton or Cambridge. Neither was she a soldier, a commander of men with some form of artillery at their disposal and a penchant for looking insufferable in portraits. She was not beautiful, she was not titled, she was not young, she was not rich. But suddenly, she had managed to become significant, and with a nudge from Fitz’s horned head she plucked up the courage to open her mouth and speak.
“I obtained him while he was still an egg, which was part of an inheritance from my Great Uncle, Mr. Charles Forthright.”
After that, they were invited to sit, and Mildred was prompted to continue. She went through most of the particulars of what had brought them there, omitting as few details as possible. Mr. Wiggan, Lady Pritchard, and Mr. Hawthorne added their portions (at which point both Mr. Wiggan and Mr. Hawthorne were properly introduced, rather than continuing to hover in the background like sentient statuary), helping to carry the story along until food was brought in.
Fitz perked up at the arrival of the trays (plural), leaving his place at Mildred’s feet and striding over to examine the wide variety of comestibles on offer.
“Is it hungry?” the Prince asked, watching Fitz’s behavior with avid interest. “I was not sure what it would like, and so I had them send up a small sampling of… delicacies with which to tempt the creature’s palette.”
The small sampling proved to be dishes of sweetbreads, pigeon pie, lobster-au-gratin, and more. Mildred abandoned her seat when Fitz attempted to knock one of the trays down to the floor for better access, setting a few of the dishes nearer to the fireplace for him, where she hoped the mess would be less ruinous to the carpet.
“He’s not as particular as Morgen,” Mr. Wiggan remarked, which sent them back into their tale, towards Wales and Lady Pritchard’s entrance into their adventures. Morgen’s hatching was discussed, and then—
“Wait!” The Prince held up a hand, stopping Rhiannon in the middle of a description of her ruined drapes. “How many are there?”
Mildred looked at Mr. Wiggan first, then flitted her gaze towards Mr. Hawthorne in a silent warning that Belinda would now have to enter the tale. “There are three, Your Highness,” she admitted, attempting not to wince at the lie. Because she feared that prevaricating in the presence of royalty might end badly for them somewhere further along. “We have two, and my niece…” They had all tread carefully around mentions of Belinda and Mr. Parry, and especially Mr. Hawthorne as he was now a member of their party. But as Belinda was the one mentioned in upcoming reports of the exhibition, as Belinda was the one likely fueling the negative stories printed about Mildred in the papers, there could be nothing gained in minimizing her existence.
“There were more than a dozen eggs at Nyth y Ddraig,” Mr. Wiggan said. His voice was low, measured, and devoid of any quavering or deference towards their present company. “One of them has hatched. Miss Percy’s niece currently has possession of that dragon, and the rest of the eggs are still in Mrs. Hawthorne’s—”
Mr. Hawthorne twitched in his seat and let out a quiet cough behind sealed lips.
“---care. She took them, from where we believe they had laid dormant for centuries, at least. But now that she has deemed them valuable due to their potential,” he added, and with a nod towards Fitz (who had already demolished half of the lobster-au-gratin with noisy appreciation), “there will be no knowing what shall become of them.”
The Prince allowed his gaze to skim over the four of them (not including the dragon). “Who is Mrs. Hawthorne?”
“That would be my niece.” Mildred smiled awkwardly, like one would if a child had just spilled a cup of tea in a stranger’s home. “You’ve read about her as Mrs. Parry, but she is actually married to, um…” She glanced at Mr. Hawthorne. “This is Mr. Hawthorne, Your Highness, if you’ll recall. But he is also Mrs. Parry’s husband.”
The Prince raised immaculately shaped eyebrows. “Oh, divorced? And at such a young age?”
“Not… exactly.” Mildred looked again at Mr. Hawthorne, who gave her a small nod that she should continue. “My niece married Mr. Hawthorne earlier this year, while they were in Scotland. Unfortunately, she recently abandoned him for Mr. Parry and has taken on his name despite still being, ah… legally secured to her first husband. That is, our Mr. Hawthorne.”
“Hmm, quite the scandal brewing in the wings, is there?” The Prince crossed and uncrossed his ankles, excited by this turn in the conversation.
Rhiannon cleared her throat and sent a brief look of caution in Mildred’s direction. Mildred replied to the glance with a slight furrowing of her brow. “As to the eggs, they are all different,” Mildred said, skirting around the gossip and returning to their previous thread. She noticed that Mr. Wiggan had been careful not to mention the most recently hatched dragon in his accounting, and she was immeasurably grateful for it. “Unfortunately, that means we are ignorant of what will emerge from them if—”
“When,” Mr. Wiggan said quietly.
Mildred nodded, acknowledging his correction. “... when they hatch.”
The Prince had spent most of his time up until now observing Fitz, his eyes shining and his expression bordering on gleeful, an audience member to a glorious pantomime being performed for his especial pleasure. “Well, I don’t see how there is anything remarkably dangerous about them. And this one is the largest, you say? Why, I’ve seen any number of gentlemen cavorting about their estates with a half dozen dogs this size or larger, and nothing untoward ever occurs in those situations. Perhaps a vase or a small table knocked over when they become unruly, the occasional child bitten. Trifles, really.”
Oh, but how could she argue with that? Had she not treated Fitz like a curious pet since his hatching, feeding him at the table and allowing him to sleep at the foot of her bed? And now she was going to try to tell the Prince Regent that they had the potential to grow into potentially dangerous creatures that needed to be kept in the wild, all while Fitz was noisily finishing off a bowl of boiled potatoes under a gilded table.
“Your Highness.” Mildred placed her hands on her thighs, her fingers splayed as she funneled a tremendous amount of pressure downward through her arms. “We do not know how big Fitz will be. He is less than a year old and already this large, and when he hatched he was only about the size of a…”
“A plucked partridge,” Mr. Wiggan provided, nodding slowly. “Or a very large bat.”
“Dragons in fairy tales are not small animals,” she continued. “They are not pets or accessories. Or they should not be, despite the example you see before you. They hoard treasure in mountain caves. They lay waste to entire villages. They steal children and young ladies. They are depicted as monsters, more often than not. Though even if they remain at the size you see before you, they do not belong in cages, displayed at the museum like shiny jewels recently acquired.”
“Well, I think…”
“Fitz?” Mildred did not dwell on the fact that she had just interrupted the Prince Regent and his overuse of italicized language. Instead, she allowed herself to dwell on the other fact that she was about to interrupt a dragon from his repast (the lobster-au-gratin had long been demolished and he had moved on from the potatoes to a platter of sweetbreads) in order to prove a point to the over-starched, over-corseted man before her.
At first, Fitz did not readily abandon his meal, but a swish of his tail and one last snatch at a sweetbread and he lolled his way over to Mildred’s side. He kept his wings closed as he attempted to climb into her lap, but she gave him a gentle push and stood up before him, one hand held out before her, the palm turned down.
She had never made a concerted effort to train him, apart from doing her best to make certain he did not use every available surface for purposes of defecation. Any control she had over his behavior, she attributed to their familiarity with one another. She had been there since his hatching, and so he trusted her. Or she hoped he did. But now, she was about to test that trust, or at least give it a bit of a flick.
She tapped the dragon’s nose. Not hard, but enough to make him draw back with a snort, a snort that became several quick twitches of his head before there was a brief rumble in the back of his throat followed by a hearty sneeze.
The sneeze, as all of Fitz’s sneezes tended to do (and on which Mildred had been counting) produced a sharp streak of flame from his nostrils, twin points of white fire that dissipated with a puff of smoke and few flecks of ash and snot that landed on the carpet.
“On two separate occasions, he has set buildings on fire. Accidentally,” she was certain to add. “He is also capable of flight, though I will not compel him to demonstrate that skill here. The second dragon in our care can consume burning coals, and has a tendency to spit them out wherever she likes. And my niece has another fifteen eggs in her keeping, eggs she may attempt to keep for herself or sell or a dozen other things we may not know about, when they should be rightly returned to where we found them in Wales.” She looked at Fitz, and felt a twist in her heart. “For the safety of the dragons and everyone else.”
She looked at the Prince, wondering how best to sway him to their line of thinking. By all accounts, and combined with her own view of the gentleman before her, he was incredibly vain and incredibly… superfluous. What could she say that would make him believe that allowing Belinda to remain in control of a (possibly) fire-breathing accessory was a bad idea?
“The eggs, nor the dragons that hatch from them should be kept as peculiarities, Your Highness. They are living, breathing animals, and of a sort that should not be regularly locked into cages or even paraded through London’s drawing rooms. We know very little about them, apart from what fairy tales and mythology tell us, and only a small fraction of that is complimentary.”
Mr. Hawthorne cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention. He quailed slightly beneath it, but pressed on regardless. “There is also the matter of all these eggs choosing to hatch now. And if there are so many here within our own shores, how many more might awaken or be awakening all over the world? We are not the only country with dragons populating our ancient myths. There could be a hundred… possibly a thousand dragons cracking themselves into existence as we speak.”
At this point, the Prince appeared overwhelmed. Whichever way he originally thought this meeting was going to go, this was clearly not it. For here they were, discussing dragons running rampant around England and perhaps all over the world, and what did they expect him to do about it?
“Well, what do you expect me to do about it?” he asked, as though he was not the Prince Regent, ruling all of England and its surroundings in his father’s stead. “Here you are, carrying on in such dreadful tones, speaking of mythology and cities burned to the ground and other absurd nonsense. Shall I expect King Arthur to make an appearance next? The Knights of the Round Table to shimmer into existence somewhere around Liverpool?”
“Need I remind you, George,” Rhiannon spoke up as the Prince bristled at the brink of a tantrum, “that you are the one who requested our presence here today. So what is it that you want?”
The Prince tittered suddenly and held up his hands in protest. “Oh, good heavens, Rhi! Aren’t we spirited today? No, no, no. Allow me to assure you I’ve no nefarious designs on your dragon or any of these eggs. I have enough trouble with parliament breathing fire down my neck without the addition of some mythical beastie lending his flames to the inferno. No, I simply wanted to know if you would like to come to an arrangement, of sorts?”
Mildred did not immediately reply. She did not immediately reply because her mind rebelled against hearing what he had said the first time, and only after she mumbled an incoherent, “What?” did his words realign themselves into something she could comprehend. “An arrangement?” she asked, borrowing a few of the Prince’s extraneous italics for her own use.
“I do read the papers, you know. Or at least the more entertaining bits. I’ve seen their depictions of you, with your hair…” he waggled his fingers beside his head, “... and your everything else. If you were one of my enemies, I’d be quite enjoying their ruination of your character! Of course, now that I’ve made your acquaintance, I must admit that I’m surprised to find you rather charming! But as to my original point,” he continued, waving his compliment away with a brush of his fingers through the air. “I believe it is in my power to help you, Miss Percy. You see, a few words from me, perhaps a dinner party or two, and I could have the whole of London society vying for your attention. An ordinary English woman with a handful of dragons clawing at her hem? Why, you’d be a celebrity!”
Mildred could not think of a worse fate. She also wondered what the Prince could want from her in return, as so far the terms of his agreement had consisted of nothing more than an offer of assistance from him. And so she waited for what more he had to say, because she knew there would be more, and the best way to maneuver him towards his main point would be to sit quietly and wait for him to long for the sound of his own voice again.
“In exchange,” he said (ah, only four seconds, then), “I think it would be good to discuss what might happen should we leave these animals to scamper around the countryside unchecked. You said yourself that we cannot know how large they will be, or how dangerous. The last thing we need is a passel of dragons with arsonistic tendencies flitting from village to village, stealing sheep and harassing the local farmers.”
There was very little in the Prince Regent’s history that made Mildred think he cared at all for the fate of either sheep or farmers, and it was clear that Mr. Wiggan thought the same, as he shifted in his chair in that way people did when they steeled themselves to speak in public. Before he could say anything, however, the Prince pressed on.
“They cannot remain in London, though.” He closed his eyes as he said this, his expression taking on a bored quality that made Mildred think he had come to this decision some time before meeting with them. “You are right in that they need room to move and to grow, though I worry that the idea of returning these eggs your niece has removed from their little nest in Wales might be a premature one. What would happen if other people — less skilled than yourself in the art of dragonkeeping — should dare to seek them out? Oh!” The Prince pressed the back of his hand first to his right cheek and then to his left, as though checking for a sudden spell of feverish anxiety. “No, no, no. A terrible idea, truly. Which is why I would prefer to offer you protection. Or, more to the point, your dragons.”
“Protection?” The word clung to the roof of her mouth like the foul aftertaste of a meal gone rancid. “So, I will… what? Give the dragons to you?”
“Not at all!” he protested, all flushed cheeks and shining eyes. “They’ll belong to England, of course. The best way to see them unharmed and permitted to flourish will be to tuck them under the sovereignty of Britain. No one shall be allowed to touch a single horn on their heads unless they wish to face the direst of consequences. We could even take them somewhere! Out into the country! Give them a bit of land to roam about on where they cannot cause a disturbance. Oh, it will be like the old deer parks in Norman times!”
Mr. Wiggan cleared his throat. “But weren’t those parks maintained for the hunting and eating of deer by the gentry in those days?”
The Prince’s lips thinned. “Well, I meant it would be something like that, not a precise recreation in every detail.”
“But how would you keep them contained in this… this park you describe?” Mildred could not imagine any sort of fence or ditch that would prevent Fitz or especially Morgen from escaping. “And how would you feed them? Would you allow them to hunt the surrounding wildlife, or would you—”
“Miss Percy,” the Prince intoned, “that is where you come in. You are the one with the greatest knowledge of these clever animals and their habits, if I am to believe Rhi’s faith in you. Who better to take full charge of their care than the one who has been responsible for raising them from hatching?”
It was an attempt to flatter her, she knew. To tell her she was bright and capable and surely nothing of merit could be accomplished without her expertise. It was a refrain she knew all too well, from the first years she had lived with her sister at Ashby Lodge. Diana had often claimed a reliance on her assistance, that no one could serve as a better nurse and companion than Mildred herself. And all while offering the protection of their home in exchange for Mildred turning over her future to them.
“What of my niece and the eggs she removed from Nyth y Ddraig?” A tremor shook her voice, a vibration she could not fully eradicate. What was she doing, interrogating the Prince Regent, demanding answers from him while they sat in the gilded comfort of his own palace? “Will you claim sovereignty over them as well, with or without her acquiescence?”
The Prince raised one eyebrow. “There’s no need to be prickly, Miss Percy. This is an unprecedented situation, as you said. I am only doing my best to ensure the safety of both the dragons and the people of England until we are sure about any and all threats these new creatures might impose on the general public.”
Mildred was considerably more worried about whatever threats the Prince himself could impose on the dragons, but she refrained from saying it out loud. (But only just.) “I have followed my niece here with the hope of finding the eggs and the white dragon and removing them from her care. She is not good with small beings,” she said, choosing her words carefully. “She has even shown a tendency towards violence when she does not get her own way. I worry about the white dragon while it is in her keeping, and about any dragons that might hatch, especially as we have no idea where she has hidden them.”
“Well, all of that sounds very much like a vote for the two of us working together!” The Prince leaned back in his seat and spread his hands in front of him. “I give you the support you need to care for these rapidly growing creatures, and I will also clean up this mess your Miss Muncy-Hawthorne-Parry has made. Honestly, it sounds as though I’m hardly gaining anything from our partnership at all!”
Mildred looked at Mr. Wiggan, who seemed to be attempting to convey an entire conversation with her through various twitches of his mouth and a vehement widening of his eyes. Rhiannon, in turn, held her expression frozen in a polite mask of alarm, while Mr. Hawthorne looked as though someone had just threatened him with a renewal of his vows to Belinda (in other words, mildly nauseated).
“I’m not certain—” Mildred began, but was interrupted by a light cough from Rhiannon. There was a warning in that cough, and Mildred felt it snatch at her and pull her back from the brink of a bad decision. “I’m not certain,” she said again, enunciating each word as though she had only learned to read them in a book for the first time, “if I should so hastily agree to such a generous offer without first allowing a few days for consideration. It would give me time to go through my notes,” she added, pulling excuses out of the air like she was performing sleight of hand before a bewildered audience, “and ascertain the best arrangement for the health and safety of the dragons and all of the eggs that may become… er, England’s responsibility.” And she attempted a gracious smile, as though she wasn’t ready to bound away from Carlton House and smuggle Fitz and Morgen out of London as fast as any cart and horse would carry them.
“Excellent!” The Prince clapped his hands together as though a contract had already been signed, the ink from Mildred’s pen still drying on the page. “Of course, I knew I had to make you happy, Miss Percy. I could not take a chance at being cursed by a witch should I dare to antagonize you!”
“A witch?” Mildred said, even as Mr. Wiggan, Rhiannon, and Mr. Hawthorne all muttered their assurances that she was most definitely not what the papers had made her out to be.
“You are the one with the dragon sitting at your feet,” the Prince pointed out, a renewed sparkle in his eyes revealing his enjoyment at Mildred’s discomfiture. “Would the papers have captured your likeness in an era more… shall we say, antiquated than our own, no doubt we’d find a depiction of you tied to a stake, the orange and yellow flames of terrestrial judgement licking at your heels.”
Mildred wanted to laugh. Instead, her throat caught between inhaling and swallowing. Mr. Wiggan lightly thwacked her back with his hand until she could draw a breath that didn’t feel as though it was sieved through a tea strainer. “Oh. Oh! I am not… I mean, no. I have no skill in that direction, Your Highness.”
“I suppose that’s a relief,” the Prince admitted. “Though I find myself disappointed as well. All those stories in the paper, I knew they were too good to be true. A witch and a dragon-keeper. How endlessly diverting it might have been!” He sighed, a great gust of wind that saw him collapse with enough dramatic gravity for its reverberations to be felt all the way to Covent Garden.
Their audience with the Prince tripped lightly towards its finale after that. Mildred nudged Fitz into a standing position, the latter action met with a concert of grumbling from both Mildred and Fitz, as the dragon had fallen into a doze and Mildred’s ankles bore an impression of scales through her stockings.
The Prince extracted a promise from them that they would update him daily with their progress on discovering Belinda’s whereabouts and also the location of the missing eggs. “She might have done well in the theater, this niece of yours,” he said as they all unfolded themselves from their chairs. “Such an aura of mystery she’s cultivated about herself. One cannot help but be drawn in! Anyway, once all of this is cleared away I shall invite you back for dinner, hmm? A fine meal, a few bottles of wine, and I’m sure we can have everything settled in a manner that will suit everyone. Both man and beast!” he added with a giggle.
And then they were summarily (yet politely and effusively) dismissed. They were led out of the Prince’s rooms, out of Carlton House, back to the carriage and the cart that had brought them here. Mildred blinked at the daylight, having lost track of things like the rotation of the Earth while they had been inside. Fitz reacted to the sharp chill in the air by trotting in a circle, his wings spread in an arc at his sides until he snapped them in again when it was time to climb into the cart.
“I don’t think he will help us,” Mr. Wiggan said to Mildred as she settled Fitz into the cart with the last portion of pigeon pie that had been wrapped up for him. “His Highness, I mean.”
She climbed into her own seat and held onto the edge as he picked up the reins and started the cart forward. “I believe he will help himself above everything else.” She looked back at the main entrance to the palace, the inside of her cheek held firmly between her back teeth. “He wants the dragons, and I worry about what his reaction will be when he realizes they do not belong to him or to England.”



Chapter Fifteen
COVENT GARDEN - Such a crowd last night in the house, as many came out to witness Mr. and Mrs. Parry, the latter sporting her famed white dragon on one arm and her husband on the other. Mrs. Siddons performed an admirable Lady MacBeth, to much applause.
-from The Morning Advertiser
It was always the lulls that Mildred distrusted more than anything else. Three days passed after their visit to Carlton House. Three days of the same stories repeated over and over in the morning and evening papers, until there was little else to glean from them and the beginnings of another scandal (Had the Duke of Clarence fathered yet another illegitimate child previously unaccounted for?) began to seep into the foundations of the latest headlines, displacing what had come before. Three days of continued invitations and gifts from the Prince Regent, who sent special delicacies from the palace kitchens for Fitz and Morgen. Mildred ignored the invitations, and when they ceased to come on the fourth day (along with the treats for the dragons) she worried that they had offended him.
“A change in the wind would offend him,” Rhiannon commented sourly as she poured a healthy dose of milk into her tea.
They took their breakfast in the drawing room, where they had begun to take all of their meals of late. Ever since their arrival in London, the servants had slowly abandoned their posts, one by one as the rumors of Mildred and the dragons spread through the papers, leaving all of them to fend for themselves when it came to the cooking and cleaning and general running of the household. Mrs. Babbinton ruled the kitchen (of course) while Owen took on the task of building up the fires while Mr. Wiggan and the children helped with the task of keeping up with the worst of the cleaning. Mildred tackled the laundry, thankful for something to occupy her hands and her mind while they continued on in a cloistered kind of existence, hiding away in one of the largest cities in the world. Only the butler remained, presiding over an empty servants’ quarters, shuffling in and out of the shadows like a cobweb that needed to be swept away.
“Where is Mrs. Merrick?” Mildred asked between bites of porridge. “Is she still downstairs?”
Mrs. Babbinton brought in a platter of sausages that was immediately set upon by humans and dragons alike. Mildred tried to prevent Fitz from helping himself, but his appetite had increased (again) and she could only warn the children to watch their fingers as the sausages hastily disappeared. “I haven’t seen her for two days now. Mari Wynn crops up every now and again, putting together a few things for them to eat, but the both of them have been hard at work down in that cellar both night and day.”
Mildred wanted to know what they were doing down there, but was almost too afraid to seek them out and ask. She thought she had seen Mrs. Merrick slip out the night before, a heavily shawled figure striding down the street as though London was a perfectly safe place for single women to stroll through at all hours.
“I’m sure Mrs. Merrick will let us know when she is ready,” Mildred said, hoping to assuage even a little of her own curiosity with that statement.
After breakfast, Mr. Wiggan took the children into the study for their lessons, while Mildred and Owen dedicated themselves to exercising the dragons. They dared not take them outside (the dragons, not the children, though one would not blame the reader for being confused) for fear of fire, escape, or a general frightening of the populace, and so they cleared the furniture and the rugs from every hall and corridor and let them scrape their claws and wings across the floor and the plaster as they bounded from one storey to the next. (Mildred had to admit, she could not blame any of Rhiannon’s former servants for leaving their posts when faced with navigating their chores while Morgen skittered from wall to wall like a carnivorous shuttlecock with wings.)
Fitz was in the middle of a game where he clambered up the bannister and attempted a brief spate of flying in chase of an old shoe Mildred tossed down from the top of the stairs, one hand maneuvering the shoe while the other cradled the hatchling in her palm. Being the youngest of the dragons, it had scoffed down a cupful of raw beef liver and promptly fallen asleep with its teeth latched (mostly) gently around the calloused part of her thumb. It had only spit one other time since its hatching, sending out a stream of acid in Morgen’s direction when she had tried to steal some of its dinner the previous evening, an action that left a streak of charred wood on the drawing room floor. But as long as it was well fed and comfortable, it remained innocuous, a globe of crystals and inert wings and wide, flat feet.
It was during this game that Mari Wynn returned from the cellar for the first time since the morning, carrying a slight smell of damp and the look of someone who had slept in increments of no more than an hour at a time.
“Oh, is it afternoon already?” She studied the nearest window and the angle of the daylight shining through it. “And is this the newest dragon?” A moment spent peering at the draconic orb in Mildred’s hand, and she grinned from ear to ear. “Gorgeous wee thing. Does it have a name yet?”
Mildred touched the dragon’s back, her nails scratching over the hard crystals mounded above its spine. “Mr. Wiggan has been unable to discern yet if it's male or female, though Netty wishes to call it Mab.” She looked at Mari Wynn. “Apparently she stumbled across a collection of Shelley’s poems and has decided the hatchling needs a dramatic name.”
“Well, if you have a moment, Cat’s been working on a little something downstairs, and it might be useful in the midst of our current predicament.”
“What has she—” Mildred began, but Mari Wynn held up a hand to delay her speech.
“I can’t explain it. Well, I could, but we’d be up here for another hour and you’d be twice as muddled as when I started. But she’s made a kind of… map. And… See?” She heaved a sigh in a show of surrender. “You will just have to come down and see for yourself before she doubts herself again and sweeps the lot of it away with a broom.”

It was an unusual group that picked their way down the stairs to the cellar, Mari Wynn holding a light and everyone else trailing behind her like a parade of the faithful marching towards evening vespers. Mildred continued to hold on to the hatchling, as her attempt to return it to its pot had irritated it enough that it only chomped onto her thumb with greater strength. At least she did not have to worry about the thing suddenly leaping away from her and burrowing into the wainscotting where it could lurk in the shadows and spit venom at people’s ankles. Once it was returned to the wild — a future Mildred held onto with the same tenacity of Mab’s jaws — it could expectorate to its heart’s content at any variety of rocks and sheep to be found.
Like all good cellars (in houses both humble and grand), the stairs creaked beneath their feet, and the atmosphere had a cloying chill to it that made one shiver while a prickle of perspiration formed on brows and upper lips and other, less savory portions of anatomy. There was the sound of dripping things from somewhere, and Mildred had the sensation of venturing down beneath the level of the very Thames itself, even though she knew they were higher than Jermyn Street only a few blocks away.
There was some jostling as everyone made it to the bottom and Mari Wynn led them past racks of wine bottles coated in dust and crates of old silver left to tarnish into shadows. The hatchling grumbled in Mildred’s hands, adding to its ever-increasing collection of growls and rumblings, as though it was a stocking filled with small stones, shifting about in her keeping. She studied it as they moved through the cellar, the way the light played across the dragon’s surface, gaining an almost iridescent quality before it shimmered back to an ordinary grey. And she smiled then, at the notion of this creature — rather ugly at first glance — carrying so much beauty when one took the time to look at it carefully.
They filed along towards a darker area of the cellar, where there were no windows to let in the scant morning light and faint noises (the house settling more firmly into its foundations? an errant rat? Mildred was not certain she wished to know the answer) sounded dully around them. Before them was a soft glow from scattered lamps and smoking candles, lending everything the quality of a gothic novel or something wearily Byron-esque. And there was an unusual smell in the air, of wet leaves and the slow decay of the darkening months. Mildred shivered again, only this time because of the unmistakable residue of something… otherworldly in the air, clinging to the low-slung rafters like spectral cobwebs.
Mrs. Merrick sat on the floor, on her heels, her back turned towards them. It was all the scene needed to fully set itself on a befogged Welsh moor, the presence of a witch with the scent of earth and magic thick in the air. But they were in a townhouse in London, not in Wales, and the floor was stone rather than mossy dirt, and if one of them cocked their ear to listen, they might hear the rumble of a carriage making its way towards Knightsbridge on the streets above.
“I’ve not perfected it yet,” Mrs. Merrick announced as they approached, to no one in particular. What she had not perfected appeared to be a scattered collection of rocks, broken bits of brick, nails, hinges, and other pieces of architectural debris spread across the swept stone floor. In her hand, she held a small vial, like something borrowed from an apothecary’s chest. She rolled it slowly between her fingers, her mouth pinched as her gaze skipped from one item on the floor to another before she finally tilted her head to acknowledge the people standing behind her. “Shall I show you how it works?”
They crowded in behind her — Mildred, Mr. Wiggan, Mrs. Babbinton, Lady Pritchard, and Mr. Hawthorne — while Mari Wynn set her light on a table against the wall. “Is it…?” Mildred ventured, then shook her head and made another attempt. “What is it?”
“It’s London,” Mrs. Merrick said, as simply as if she had gestured towards an open window and indicated the entire world with a sweep of hand and wrist. “Or as close an approximation to it as I could manage. Vauxhall,” she said, pointing to a handful of stones set in a pile immediately to her left. “Westminster, St. Paul’s, Threadneedle, Spitalfields, the Tower…” she continued, pointing to each object or piece of debris in turn.
“And the Thames,” Mr. Wiggan said, indicating a line of whitewash streaked across the floor.
Mrs. Merrick nodded. “And this is your niece,” she said to Mildred, holding up the vial. “Miss Muncy.”
After everything they had already experienced (the bulk of it clearly outlined in the previous volumes of Miss Percy’s adventures), Mildred would not have been entirely shocked to discover that Mrs. Merrick had somehow shrunk Belinda into a miniature form and stuffed her into a bottle with a stopper. She waited for Mrs. Merrick to elaborate, but when she did not — as Mrs. Merrick was not inclined to elaborate about anything when she did not feel the immediate need to do so — she bent forward (still holding the hatchling, still worried that every gristle of sound might presage a spurt of venom from the dragonet’s mouth) and looked at the bottle with a more deliberate show of attention. “When you say, Miss Muncy, I assume you mean…”
“Her hair. Or a small lock of it.” She set the bottle on the floor, her thumb giving the stopper an extra push before she let it go. “I managed to acquire several strands when I was at the museum.”
“When you remained behind,” Mr. Hawthorne said, filling in the gaps in her explanation.
“And then I took a short tour around town before returning here. I was in need of a few… compass points, as it were.”
Mildred had expected something more to occur before the demonstration began, perhaps the soft-spoken words of a spell or that span of hallowed silence that accompanies the final breath of a prayer. There was none of that here, only a slight wobble of the vial (the one containing a lock of Belinda’s hair) before it tipped onto its side and twitched on the floor.
“Oh, well. That’s…” Rhiannon said before she stuttered into silence as the vial began to roll across the stones.
After several consecutive months of bearing witness to extraordinary things, Mildred thought that perhaps she might have been inured to the sight of yet another extraordinary thing, such as a small bottle containing her niece’s hair rolling of its own volition across a damp cellar floor. But she supposed that after a life saturated in stifling banality, it would take some time before a new, fantastical happening would cease to elicit a reaction from her.
She held her breath as the bottle clinked its way over the dusty stone, pausing to twitch first to one side and then the other before it picked up momentum again. Unevenly, it veered north and slightly east, away from St. James and Mayfair and the river itself as it forged a path in fits and starts towards the general area of Marylebone, or where Mildred supposed Marylebone was supposed to be between a piece of broken glass (Portman Square) and a curl of wood shaved from the edge of a sign (St. George’s Church).
The bottle wavered for a moment, rolling back and forth an inch before it finally settled in place. Mildred swallowed, and Mr. Hawthorne exhaled a low curse. Mr. Wiggan, however, propelled by the same variety of curiosity that had him dissecting clocks and pocket watches when he was young (and forever frustrating his mother and father to always find random gears and infinitesimally tiny screws scattered across every available surface), looked at the vial, and looked at Mrs. Merrick, and worked his fingers as though they longed for a tool with which he could pry the backing off Mrs. Merrick’s spell to better see how it worked.
“How did you do this?” he asked, which was a question containing four more words than Mildred was currently capable of assembling.
“It’s an old spell,” Mrs. Merrick confessed. “My grandmother used it on her second husband when he had a tendency to roam beyond the vows of his marriage. But it existed before then, in one form or another. I suppose I could say that it’s like a compass, but that’s not quite right. I wasn’t sure if I would be able to make it work. My gift has always shaped itself towards healing, but I figured that even a rough version of this might be better than nothing.” She pointed at the bottle, still twitching as though someone was flicking it with their finger, yet holding to its place somewhere west of Fitzrovia. “That is where Miss Muncy is.”
Rhiannon made a kind of “tch!” sound behind her teeth. “What do you mean? Right now?”
“Yes.” She looked up at Rhiannon, as though willing the woman to contradict her. “As Miss Muncy moves throughout London, so we will be able to keep track of her whereabouts.”
“Astounding,” Mr. Hawthorne muttered, pressing his hand to his brow in that way people did when they seemed to be attempting to keep the majority of their astonishment from bursting through the confines of their skull.
“I have never seen anything like it,” came Rhiannon’s breathless comment. “Imagine what could be done with such a device.”
What, indeed? Mildred looked at the map sketched out on the floor, a plan beginning to take shape in her head as her gaze traced that whitewashed ribbon of the Thames. “We could find the eggs with this.”
“The eggs?” Mr. Wiggan took a step closer to her, despite the fact they had already been standing rather near to one another already.
“If we can find out where she is staying, where she returns to every night, I would wager that to be the same place where she is currently keeping the eggs.”
Mrs. Merrick cleared her throat. “We can narrow it down to the exact street she is on, the very house in which she is staying. But it will take more work. Another day or so, at least.”
“What if you’re wrong?” Rhiannon asked Mildred. “How do you know she has the eggs with her?”
“I don’t.” Mildred shrugged. “But there’s not a vast array of options available to us right now. The public and the papers either despise me or paint me as a joke, and I fear the only thing the Prince will offer us in the way of help is to lock the dragons into a grander cage than what Belinda has already done. So we will try this first, and if it doesn’t work, then we will move on from there.”
She watched as the bottle continued its steady twitching, never moving from its place but shifting from side to side, as though Belinda was awake at that very moment, pacing back and forth across the upper room of some unknown house.
“But what will you do when you find her?” Mr. Wiggan asked. “It’s not as though she’ll invite you in for tea.” Unless the tea was to be used as a weapon before Belinda escaped with the best of the scones and the gooseberry jam.
“There’ll be no bargaining with her,” someone else said. Was it Mari Wynn? Mildred looked up from the map on the floor to assure herself that it had indeed been Mari Wynn who had spoken, and that the strange acoustics of the cellar and the ring of anxiety in Mildred’s own ears hadn’t defeated her ability to tell one person’s voice from another. “At least not without a blade pointed between your ribs. She’s not the sort to be bargained with.”
“What of the police?” Rhiannon tossed her inquisitive hat into the ring.
Of course, the thought of the police involving themselves in a situation rife with dragons, eggs, magic, and squabbles of a superficially familial nature did not only border on absurd, but rather galloped through it with swords drawn and banners snapping in the wind. And would that not just lead them — by a more indirect route — back to the Prince and the government itself? Mildred could just imagine it, especially if money began to change hands and reams of paperwork could be dedicated to the proceedings. No doubt there would be an entirely new department created, something like The Office for Dangerous and Mythological Creatures, filled with men in waistcoats and cravats and pointed collars, men who had never laid eyes on a dragon in their life, constructing a new branch of bureaucracy that would guarantee them several decades of minimal effort and a disproportionately distended pension.
But Mildred shook her head before her thoughts could carry her all the way into the next century, a hazy vision of a future England with dragons circling St. Paul’s and burrowing into the beaches at Falmouth threatening to usurp all of her attention. “No,” she said, relishing that simple word, as though she had only just learned to speak and had begun to realize its power. “I have no wish to parlay with Belinda, not if I can help it.”
“Then what—”
Mildred blew out a breath — not a sigh, nothing as complacent as that — but a rush of air as forceful as a slash of ink on the page, cutting off everyone else’s attempts at conversation.
“She took the eggs from Nyth y Ddraig,” she continued, her voice only faltering over the first two words. “And she will not give them back again. There is no amount of bargaining, there is no amount of… finagling,” she added (simply because she had always wanted an opportunity to use that word, and not because she was teaching one of the children how to spell it), “that will convince her to return them to Wales.”
“Then what will you do?” Rhiannon asked. “You’ll not return to Wiltshire already, will you?”
“What?” Mildred startled as if someone had dangled a spider or some other form of many-legged creature in front of her face. (Which, considering they were speaking of Wiltshire — or more specifically, her quality of life there, which is a specification that must be made before the entire population of that fine county rises in revolt against any of the words written here — its equivalence might very well have been measured in spiders and other entities often found lurking under rocks or embedded in rotting logs.) “Go back to Wiltshire? Of course not.”
It took a moment — perhaps three seconds in full — for her to realize it was the first time she had voiced a refusal to return to her home (or to her sister’s home, if one was again adamant about adhering to specifics) since she had left Upper Plimpton months before. Up until now, the possibility had always trailed doggedly behind her, like a bit of refuse clinging to her heel and threatening to create some later unpleasantness at the most inopportune of times. But at some point that she had not noticed, the thread holding her to Wiltshire, to Upper Plimpton, to that small bedroom in her sister’s home, with its slanted ceiling, with its cold floor, with the door that occasionally stuck in its frame when the air was more humid than usual, had snapped. Or more accurately, it had slowly unravelled without her knowledge.
“We will use this to help us take the eggs,” she said. She said it quietly and with a tremendous show of calm, as though she was speaking of reaching across the table and plucking up the sugar bowl rather than carrying off a scheme that might possibly include no less than three criminal acts. “Instead of going to where she is, we will use it to find our way to where she is not.”
“Do you mean to steal them?” Mr. Wiggan looked at her. Was that awe in his expression? The shadows of the cellar made it difficult to tell if the furrow in his brow was due to a show of disapprobation towards her plan, or simple amazement that she would even consider it.
“I mean to retrieve them,” she clarified, mentally thumbing through the list of words in her head that sounded less incriminatory than “steal.” “And I hope… Well, I hope you will help me. That is, if you’re not averse to participating in a potentially perilous scheme.”
In a surprising and blatant show of affection in front of everyone present (and an equally surprising failure to notice Mildred’s unwitting stumble into alliteration), Mr. Wiggan placed his hands on either side of Mildred’s face and planted a kiss on her forehead. When he looked down at her, Mildred felt the difference in height between them as though it could be measured in weight and volume as well as feet and inches, and yet she did not think of herself as small or diminished in his presence. “I think I might have been hurt if you had expressed a wish to carry on with all of this without any accompaniment from me. Not that I don’t believe you to be fully capable of—”
Mildred patted his chest before he could fully entrench himself in a faltering recitation of his confidence in her abilities. “Thank you,” she said. Because what she wanted to say could have taken up another hour’s worth of rambling, and those two words did well enough in the paucity of time allotted to them.
How much time, unfortunately, was nothing they could gauge in specifics. Deep down, Mildred had always preferred things to have a set beginning and end. If she knew they had eight hours, or eight days, or even only eight minutes, she could at least fit her expectations for themselves and what could they accomplish in that predetermined span of time. For all they knew, half of the eggs had already hatched and a flock of dragons was currently harrying a neighborhood near Farringdon.
“How long do you believe it will take for you to discover where she is staying?” Mildred asked Mrs. Merrick. “In the most detailed form you can manage, I should say.”
“By tomorrow night,” she replied easily. “I shall have to take myself to Marylebone and fetch a few more items from each street, each block. Tedious work, as most magic tends to be.”
And so it was arranged. Mrs. Merrick would go to Marylebone later that day, Hopkins attending her should she need any help of either the procuring, carrying, or brute force variety.
“I would go myself,” Mildred said as they made their way upstairs again, the new hatchling waking up long enough to dig his rear claws into her palm and gnaw at the frayed edge of her cuff, “but if Belinda or Mr. Parry happened to see me…” As ordinary and incapable of attracting notice as Mildred believed herself to be, she was inordinately familiar to both Belinda and Mr. Parry (the former more so than the latter, for obvious reasons), and they were likely on their guard since their confrontation with her at the British Museum.
But Mrs. Merrick was skilled at appearing unremarkable, especially in a crowd. Whether this was a natural talent or something aided by her own gifts, Mildred did not know for certain and Mrs. Merrick would not say. But it made her the best choice to make the journey, and with Hopkins fully clad in a London uniform (whose unmistakable Welshness was thoroughly disguised by a powdered wig and an array of gold buttons polished to a highly reflective shine) the hope was that even accidentally stumbling into their quarry on the pavement would not garner a second glance.
With the next stage of their plans set into motion, a tremendous lethargy overtook Mildred’s limbs. It was only mid-afternoon, yet the older she became, the more she seemed to hearken back to a childlike version of herself that wished for a small treat and maybe a short nap before the taxing demands of finishing up her day.
There was a thump from somewhere in the house above them, most likely a small article of furniture knocked over by an errant dragon and/or child. The treat and the nap would have to wait, and whatever mess had occurred upstairs would need to be dealt with. The dragons were quickly outgrowing the confines of the house, and Mildred missed even their days of travel when they had been able to let the creatures roam along the edges of the nearest field or copse of trees for some exercise.
“I’ll go,” Mildred said, “and make certain nothing is broken.” Up the stairs and out of the cellar, with the latest hatchling still latched onto her thumb like a babe at its mother’s breast. She was tired, yes, and her joints protested at having to go up several flights of stairs in a row, but there was an excitement that buoyed her from one storey to the next, that perhaps there would be some progress forward in all of this mess with Belinda, and she could finally think about what there might be for her (and the dragons) from there forward.



Chapter Sixteen
While many dragons show a penchant towards hoarding, only some of them take to hiding their treasures from even the most astute seekers.
-from Miss Percy’s Pocket Guide to the Care and Feeding of British Dragons
There was little for them to do for the majority of the next day. Mrs. Merrick and Hopkins set out early towards Marylebone, not long after the sun had risen and the morning traffic began to clog the streets. Mildred tended to the hatchling as soon as she woke, inordinately pleased to find that another night had passed when it had neither found a way to escape from its pot nor burnt a hole through the side of it. Fresh mutton was provided, raw and finely chopped into easily digestible bits. The hatchling immediately began to gorge itself on breakfast, bolting its food down in such haste Mildred wondered if she would have to begin getting up through the night to feed it, much like a newborn babe.
Once she was certain the hatchling had eaten itself into an incapacitated state, she finished dressing and went downstairs in search of her own breakfast. Fitz walked with her, his tail flicking and his wings rustling in an increasingly agitated manner as they went downstairs. Upon their arrival in the dining room, he immediately began snipping at Morgen, who attempted to fling herself across Fitz’s back in retaliation, and an entire pot of coffee was spilled and a tablecloth ruined before Mildred took both dragons back upstairs for a round of exercising in the attic.
After an hour of bouncing a ball off the walls for them to chase, and cleaning up the mess of Fitz accidentally setting fire to the cushion of an old settee, Mildred finally was able to return to the dining room for food, which had unfortunately already gone cold. She settled at the table with unfortunate eggs and a serving of potatoes that could have sent a lesser mortal into a fit of ennui. Her toast was dry, the butter too firm and the bread too cool for the former to melt into the latter, and so half of her meal went into Fitz’s dish, and she watched the dragons eat until they were assaulted by the lassitude that only an hour of vigorous exercise washed down with too much marmalade could produce.
“Have you seen the papers?” Mr. Hawthorne asked after he returned for another cup of coffee (the dregs from the second pot of the morning, after the tumult of the dragons had ruined the first).
Mildred met his query with a desultory stare. “Are they at all improved from yesterday’s offerings?”
Mr. Hawthorne shook his head after he took a sip of coffee. “Mmm, no. Not at all. They’re not any worse, though, so perhaps that is something? Ah, but there was a new caricature of you. Seems The Times fitted you with a pair of horns this time around, so…”
After breakfast, Mildred found Mr. Wiggan in the library with the children, deeply engrossed in their lessons. “How are they?” Mr. Wiggan asked, referring to the dragons.
“Nearly asleep by now.” Mildred sighed and glanced at a nearby armchair, but resolved against collapsing into it as she knew only the threat of another fire would see her shifted out of it again. “They’re too restless, locked up in here as they are. Fitz, especially. He had only begun to fly again, and now we have him shut up inside at all hours, like a prisoner under house arrest. I worry he’s going to burst through a window and frighten half of London if we do not find a way to burn off his excess energy.”
“We could take them to the park,” Mr. Wiggan suggested. “Early in the morning,” he added at Mildred’s expression of horror. “Before anyone else is about. Maybe a particularly foggy morning, where someone might mistake him for a goose if they were to see him flying around.”
“Maybe,” she conceded. “But only as a last resort. To be honest, I’m half-tempted to send them back to Wales before they’ve a chance to wreak any further havoc. If this map of Mrs. Merrick’s works, we might be able to leave again in a few days.”
“What about Mr. Gorman?”
“Mr. Gorman?” Mildred blinked at him as though he had spoken gibberish.
“Yes, have you heard back from him at all? Exley Hall isn’t as far as Wales, and if we could move the dragons there for a short period of time, at least to give them the space they need to move…” He shrugged. “At least as another last resort to add to our list,” he added with a small smile.
No, she hadn’t heard back from Mr. Gorman. More than likely because she had last written to him while they were still at Penffynnon, and any reply he might have sent was likely moldering in a stack of unopened correspondence all the way back in Wales.
“I will do that,” she said, nodding in agreement with Mr. Wiggan’s suggestion. “Write to him again, I mean. Everything has been so hectic I forgot that he might be able to help us. He was always so obliging before, and I cannot think he would reject a request for assistance now.”
It wasn’t until after luncheon and the writing of another letter to Mr. Gorman that Mrs. Merrick and Hopkins returned, the former slinking immediately down to the cellar and the latter slipping into the kitchen where Mrs. Babbinton tended to be. After a quarter of an hour of no word from either of them (though Hopkins had never been a loquacious sort, so she had not expected any lengthy speech from him) Mildred and Owen exercised the dragons again, cajoling them into skittering up and down the stairs with the promise of toys and treats. Another meal, then, for the dragons (though the hatchling had taken to being fed every two hours to prevent him from climbing out of his pot (which he had yet to accomplish, as every attempt thus far had succeeded in nothing more than a few scrapes at the inside of the pot before the hatchling tumbled back with a squelch of defeat)) along with a restorative cup of tea for Mildred while the entire household was caught in a state of impatience waiting to discover what they would have to do next.
After Mildred finished her third cup of tea, the details of what they would do next began to trickle upwards from downstairs. The neighborhood in which Belinda seemed to have cloistered herself had been narrowed down to a block, which was further narrowed down to a street and then finally to a single building. The building — described by Mrs. Merrick on her first return aboveground for a helping of steak and kidney pie and also a glass of brandy — was nondescript, but of fairly good character. Respectable without being ostentatious, boasting alleys one would not fear being accosted in on a particularly moonless night.
Hopkins, who had journeyed in and out of the house all afternoon on Mrs. Merrick’s orders, reported that it was owned by a Mrs. Medloch, an upstanding woman of high necklines and long sleeves, accessorized by an inability to divulge any information pertaining to persons residing beneath her roof. At first glance, he confessed that it did not seem the sort of place where one would be able to disguise the existence of a dragon, but the glazing was thick, the walls thicker, and the suspicion that Mrs. Medloch’s silence could be purchased with the flash of a few coins as solid as the building’s Elizabethan foundations.
The greatest difficulty, Mildred pointed out, would be ascertaining the time to set their plan into motion. They were dependent on Belinda’s comings and goings, and as they had no way of knowing when she would be gallivanting off for a long enough period of time to allow them an opportunity to find their way inside the building, discover which room belonged to her and Mr. Parry, search said room, and leave again without alerting anyone to what they had done, they could only continue to wait. Mrs. Merrick spent the rest of the evening in the cellar, fiddling with her map, watching the small bottle containing Belinda’s hair twitch and roll in time with all of her movements. Upstairs, numerous discussions continued to wax and wane like a conversational tide, with everyone in the household deciding who should be a party to the eggs’ — hopeful — retrieval and who should remain behind.
Mildred would go, first of all. Because she had lived in the same household as her niece for seventeen years, and it was believed this would imbue her with an innate knowledge of where Belinda might have taken to hiding her most precious belongings. Mr. Wiggan declared he would go as well (a nearly moot point, as it had become the general assumption that he would go wherever Mildred led). Owen attempted to volunteer himself as a member of the party, claiming an aptitude towards the picking of locks and other closed spaces, but Mildred recalled how he had broken into Mr. Matthew Gwilym’s cellar, and as she doubted there would be a preponderance of random logs on hand behind a lodging house in Marylebone, she gently requested that he remain at Pritchard House and in charge of the dragons.
“And Mr. Hawthorne?” It was Mildred who asked the question, garnering the attention of the restless young man in the corner of the drawing room, his fingers tapping out something that might have been Mozart or might have been a bawdy limerick on the arm of his chair. “Will you go? I am sure your knowledge of London and its inhabitants will be much appreciated.”
It was a kinder way of implying that Mr. Hawthorne had a gift for knowing what to say when the situation called for words rather than magic or the random log. Mildred remembered how charming he had been when he had first arrived at Ashby Lodge, the honey and sweetness lacing his every comment as he attempted to ingratiate himself into their family. But if they were to come into trouble while they were out among the London populace, the sort of trouble that could be alleviated with a wink and a grin and easy compliment, then Mr. Hawthorne’s services might prove invaluable.
And so three people, which all at once managed to feel like too many and yet not enough. But the three of them held themselves in a constant state of readiness, waiting for the moment when Mrs. Merrick would let them know it was time to go.
It only took until the very next evening.
The little bottle on the cellar floor, the one that had acted as a stand-in for Belinda since Mrs. Merrick had placed a lock of hair inside and pushed the stopper into place, rolled and tottered its way out of Marylebone, down through Mayfair, steadily tumbling its way towards Vauxhall and beyond.
It was the first time Belinda — or the Belinda-as-a-bottle — had ventured so far from Mrs. Medloch’s lodging house since Mrs. Merrick had put the map together. A brief flurry of activity followed, Lady Pritchard calling for the carriage while bonnets and gloves and coats were donned to better stave off the chill of an evening already breathing frost upon the windows. Outside, there was a nimbus of fog lending an otherworldly glow to everything, so that Mildred thought they all looked like characters from a watercolor, with the world falling into blurs and shadows behind them.
Into the carriage they went, Mr. Jones volunteering to drive them. Beneath his hat and coat, along with a voluminous muffler born from the tips of Mrs. Babbinton’s needles (Mrs. Babbinton had created winter accessories for all of them, though only Mr. Jones and Hopkins wore them with any regularity), small puffs of smoke ascended into the air, creating his own fog to carry on his way with him. There were three of them in the carriage, Hopkins offering to sit on top to ensure the others had enough room for comfort. (Hopkins chose to come along at the last minute, quietly saying that while Mr. Hawthorne had charm and Mr. Wiggan had quiet intelligence, he was the only one of them to measure over six foot, four inches tall and with a left hook that could fell a horse. (Unfortunately, no further specifics were given in the wake of this statement.)) No one spoke for the entirety of the drive, glances skipping like stones from the window to the shadowed faces opposite them and back again. Mildred sat beside Mr. Wiggan, her fingers fiddling with her skirt before she reached over and took up Mr. Wiggan’s left hand within her own.
Strangely enough, or perhaps not strangely at all, she wished Fitz could be with them as well. There was infinite comfort to be had in the weight of him sprawled across her lap, in the curl of his tail around her legs as the tip of it flicked against her ankles. She believed she could face so many more obstacles with him at her side, despite the fact that most of the obstacles she had already experienced had not come into existence until the dragon had gone and cracked his way out of an egg. But ever since they had arrived in London, there had been so little opportunity for him to leave Pritchard House. She could not take him for walks in the park or allow him to swim in the Serpentine. He had been shut up indoors for days now, doing nothing more than sleeping and eating and sharpening his claws on assorted bits of woodwork at his disposal.
“Is something wrong?”
Mildred looked at Mr. Wiggan, tipping her head just so in order to see his expression beyond the edge of her bonnet. The carriage had rolled to a halt, and there was the jostling and creak of the suspension as Hopkins climbed down from his seat on top. “I would like for all of this to be over with,” she said, and gave his hand a fleeting bit of pressure. “I would like for there to be some resolution after tonight. Fitz is too restless, and we cannot keep him here indefinitely. If we do not hear back from Mr. Gorman soon, we may have to simply—” She was interrupted by Hopkins opening the door, and all of her unspoken words were swept away by the chill that blasted into the carriage. With a shuffle of feet and a half dozen muttered apologies, one by one they filed out of the carriage and onto the street beyond.
It was a quiet street. Which was not to say that the place was wholly without sound. One of the things Mildred found notable about London (along with its smell, and the way the smoke and the fog clung to everything without ever being cleared away completely by any onslaught of weather) was how even when one looked out a window to a notable absence of traffic below, there was still the clamor or all the rest of the place roaring around them. Thousands of voices and wheels and hooves creating a waterfall of noise that never fully ceased. Like a ringing in her ears, one she could not easily shake her head and clear away.
“Where are we?” Mr. Wiggan asked, his voice low.
“Crawford Street,” Hopkins said. “Bit of a walk from here. Not too far, though. Thought it might be better not to drop ourselves directly outside their front door.”
“Are we ready, then?” Mildred did not wait for a response. Striding forward, she ventured forth and let the rest of them fall in behind her like the laces of a corset pulled taut.
It was not as long a walk as Mildred had anticipated. To her nerves, however, she could have been marching all the way to Dunnet’s Head for as long as it seemed for them to travel to the end of the block. She was used to the country, to rural areas where she could measure how far she had gone by the size of a tree against the horizon, by the subtle changes of the ground beneath her feet. But here it was all cobbles and pavement and bricks, the mingling of fog and rooftops standing in for the line where land met sky. If someone were to plunk her down in the middle of Mayfair, the best she could hope to manage in terms of navigation was to avoid wandering down the same street three times or stumbling blindly into the first open body of water she came upon.
Fortunately, Hopkins already knew the way. He indicated with brief words here and there where precisely they were to go as they cut a direct line between other pedestrians, a surprising number of them considering the lateness of the hour. Mildred had to remind herself that this was London, where people disregarded the natural cycle of days and nights, where instead of rebelling against the universally accepted time for turning in by eating cheese and reading novels by the light of a single, guttering candle (Mildred regretted nothing) they attended operas and plays and traipsed around town until the crossing sweepers were out cleaning up the mess from the night before.
They halted before the previously mentioned nondescript building, which also boasted a nondescript door and a front step that clearly endured regular scrubbings. Mr. Wiggan touched Mildred’s arm before he sauntered (the sauntering was a deliberate choice, an attempt to blend in with the rest of the pedestrians strolling along without any intention to break into a lodging house in an attempt to steal a dozen or so dragon eggs) to the corner of the street, where he would keep watch for any sign of Belinda and/or Mr. Parry (the latter of whom they were not even certain had departed with Belinda in the first place, and might even be inside the lodging house at that moment, twiddling his thumbs in wait for a renewed opportunity to exist as an impediment to their success) should they decide to return from the unknown excursion early. Hopkins took the opposite corner, which left Mildred and Mr. Hawthorne to make their way around to the secondary entrance.
All buildings in London had their back door, that small hatch tucked out of sight from the main thoroughfare, often little more than a mousehole sized for humans and hidden away behind refuse and crumbling walls and perhaps an attempt at a stamp-sized kitchen garden left to drown beneath the floodplain of the previous century’s faulty drainage. Mildred heard the skittering of what she hoped was not a rat (though an imagination left to roam beyond the realm of “skittering household vermin less than three yards from the hem of her skirt” was not an imagination with which Mildred wished to consort) as she picked her way forward behind Mr. Hawthorne.
Mr. Hawthorne glanced up at the three floors of windows above them, looking right and then left as though to count and make certain they had placed themselves behind the correct building. Another step forward, and he tried the dun, stunted door.
“Locked,” he muttered, without a trace of disdain. “Smart woman, this Mrs. Medloch.” He proceeded to pull a few hairpins from his pocket — pins he had borrowed from Mildred for this precise purpose — and began working at the lock. The door, while small, was of sturdy construction, and the lock did not yield without a fight. Three ruined hairpins, a new swear word added to Mildred’s ever-growing lexicon, a small kick from Mr. Hawthorne’s left boot, and the door finally opened to them.
They shuffled inside, squinting at the change from one variety of darkness to another, while their sinuses acclimated to the humid warmth of a fire that had yet to burn down and the damp laundry hanging on racks and dangling from lines of twine suspended from the ceiling.
“Two flights up,” Mr. Hawthorne whispered after they had found the back stairs leading upwards, reciting Hopkins’ directions. “I’m afraid I’m not certain which room is theirs, but it shouldn’t be too difficult to find. I’m going to check the other rooms, make sure no one else comes or goes from the premises while we’re here. The last thing we need is any… problems.”
Mildred could have done without the ellipse, but she nodded and trudged upwards, Mr. Hawthorne and his bent hairpins leading the way. The stairs were quiet, partly thanks to a worn carpet runner muffling their steps. They had yet to encounter anyone, which seemed to be either an act of Divine providence or perhaps Fate tapping its foot in the wings as it waited to make its dramatic entrance. Mildred did not trust the ease with which they had already ventured thus far, her body tensed in preparation for the Worst Possible Outcome waiting for them just around the next corner. Because she did not believe she would be able to draw in a full breath again until the eggs and the dragons were back in Wales and Belinda (along with Mr. Parry) had been pushed off the margins.
They peered into one room, its door fortuitously left ajar, but dismissed it as a small parlor, complete with a superfluous number of doilies and an equally gratuitous amount of embroidered footstools. The next door revealed a cupboard. And once they had jiggered the lock on the door after that—
“Wait.” Mildred placed her hand on Mr. Hawthorne’s wrist before he could close the door on a spare little room furnished with only a smattering of mismatched furniture and an air of depression. “The bonnet.”
There, sitting upside down on a writing desk that appeared to have been salvaged from a seventeenth-century woodpile, was one of Belinda’s bonnets. Mildred recognized it because she had been the one to stitch on the trimming when it had originally been intended for Nettie, before Belinda had confiscated it for herself (with a claim that the ribbon would never suit Nettie’s coloring and wasn’t it a favor for Belinda to spare her sister the humiliation of appearing in public garbed in a shade of green that would make her eyes resemble the underside of a north-facing log?)
“Quickly, then.” Mildred stepped past Mr. Hawthorne and gestured for him to follow. She stood in the middle of the room — which was simple enough to do, as the middle of the room was hardly more than three paces from the door — and wondered where, exactly, might someone choose to hide a collection of dragon eggs in a space the size of a glorified cupboard.
Or, to draw a bolder line beneath the question, where would someone hide a collection of dragon eggs if that someone happened to be Belinda?
The obvious places needed to be ticked off the list first. While Mr. Hawthorne searched under and around the bed, Mildred burrowed into the wardrobe, running her hands over Belinda’s old gowns and sticking her hands (gloved, thankfully) into a pair of dusty boots she assumed belonged to Mr. Parry. Mr. Hawthorne had no luck with the bed, checking the pillows and the mattress for any unusual lumps (as it was a bed in a room periodically let out for rent, it was not the easiest thing to discern between the usual lumps and the unusual ones) or places beneath it where a handful of eggs could be stashed away.
They worked as fast as they could, Mildred’s heart stumbling over itself as she worried about Belinda returning while they were elbow-deep in a drawer of her stockings. The wardrobe was filled with a mix of old and new clothing, the older gowns ones she herself had mended while Belinda had still been her charge, and the bed sported nothing but blankets and freshly laundered sheets. Mildred crossed to the desk and searched through the papers scattered across the top, knocking a few quills to the floor in the process, but there was little more than scraps of notes and a handful of receipts from a shopping excursion undertaken the previous week. She even picked up Belinda’s bonnet and peered inside it, running her hand along the brim as though a small dragon egg might be tucked beneath the ribbon, but there was nothing.
“We are missing something.” Mildred glared at the shadowed room, at the faint glow from behind the screen of the fireplace, the coals burned down to embers some hours before. A moment was what she needed. A moment to think, to clear her head of the lingering anxiety from having broken into someone else’s home, to push out the sounds of other people’s footsteps in the surrounding buildings, of the entire city bustling its way around her on all sides.
“Perhaps we need to search another room?” Mr. Hawthorne suggested, but Mildred shook her head.
This was Belinda. Of course she would not hide her spoils out in the open where they could be discovered in a minute or less. Of course the room would appear neat and deceptively empty at first glance, the better to redirect the eye towards some other thing. Mildred remembered when her niece had been a child, and how to others she had always put on a show of behaving well. She had kept her room tidy. She had always brushed her hair and cleaned her teeth without complaint. To look at her was to see a lovely, accomplished young lady wearing an air of charm and compliance.
But Belinda was made of layers, a carefully constructed facade of beauty disguising the rubbish tucked away beneath. The bed covers pulled taut over rumpled sheets. The dust and grime swept under the nearest rug. It was an image that dragged Mildred’s attention down to the floor, to the rug before her (a literal one, and not merely metaphorical). Just a threadbare scrap of woven rags she nudged with the side of her foot. “We have not searched everywhere. Not yet.”
She dropped onto her hands and knees (though “dropped” might be a touch of an exaggeration, as it was more of a slow decanting of herself forward until the floor came up to halt her progress) and pushed the tattered rug out of the way. In the dark, her eyes working with only the weak glow from the fireplace, she felt along the edges of the floorboards with her fingers, scratching at each of them to see which one would move.
“What are you—?” Mr. Hawthorne began, but Mildred shushed him into silence.
“When Belinda was little,” Mildred breathed, her exhalations more strained than usual as she shuffled forward on her knees and pried at another board, “she would hide her sweets. She kept them in the bottom of a box she used for her hair ribbons, tucked beneath the cover of a book she had ripped apart in order to use it as a kind of false bottom.”
A sound of horror erupted from Mr. Hawthorne, a low keening that descended into a shudder that shook his shoulders. “She ruined a book? For that?”
Mildred paused and looked up, her eyebrows torn between climbing towards her scalp and entrenching themselves over her nose, until she appeared thoroughly nonplussed. “All the time you have spent with my niece, and that is what most offends you about her behavior?”
Mr. Hawthorne shrugged, though considering how many cups of coffee he had consumed throughout the day, the movement resembled something more of a twitch. “Books are… Well, they’re a luxury, are they not? They’re not always easy to obtain, and they’re often one of the first things a fellow is forced to sell when in need of funds.”
It was an oddly specific explanation, and one Mildred was curious about parsing further, but not while she was on her hands and knees scrounging a worrying variety of dirt beneath her fingernails while she searched for a loose floorboard. “Anyway,” she continued, “she then hid the disemboweled book behind a loose board in the wall of her bedroom, behind a corner of the wallpaper that had curled back. So start over there and work your way across.” She indicated the other side of the room with a decisive jut of her chin. “If one of those is loose, we might be able to find it just by how it sounds in relation to the others.”
And so they slowly, painstakingly tapped and pried their way across the room, attempting to make as little noise as possible in a building that clanked and scratched with the sounds of indeterminate plumbing and petulant vermin. Mr. Hawthorne was sprawled across the floor, the upper half of him hidden beneath the bed when he released a celebratory grunt of sound, struck the back of his head on the edge of the bed frame, and let out another grunt of a less-than-jubilant nature.
“Did you find something?” Mildred crawled over to the bed, her knees already smarting and her palms covered in a thick layer of perspiration and grit.
Mr. Hawthorne shimmied out from beneath the bed and stood up, then offered a hand to Mildred. “Help me move the bed. I think one of the floorboards is loose, but it’s tucked all the way in the corner.”
Shifting a large piece of furniture without alerting anyone else to their furtive maneuvering was not the easiest of ventures. They could not simply drag the bed out from the wall for fear of the scraping sound it might produce, so instead they were forced to hoist it up and set it down again in small, silence increments until there was a large enough gap for one of them (it would be Mr. Hawthorne, as Mildred was not built for compact spaces, nor did she wish to test her ability to extricate herself from them) to slide behind the bed and examine the suspicious floorboard.
“Is there a light?” Mr. Hawthorne asked as he ducked behind the bed.
Mildred fetched a candle from the desk, lit it, and held it over Mr. Hawthorne as he fiddled with the floorboards.
“There’s something down here,” she heard him say. “It looks like… wait.”
Mildred waited. Her hand shook, the single flame of the candle casting grotesque shadows on the walls that quaked with her own infectious apprehension.
“I… can’t… see… any… eggs…” He reached further beneath the floor (an act of extraordinary bravery, Mildred noted, as not even the promise of endless cakes and an afternoon alone in Mr. Wiggan’s company would compel her to stick her hand into a dark hole and grope around in search of a missing cache of dragon eggs). “Ah, there we are!”
It was not an egg he retrieved from the hole in the floor. It was a book. Thin, slightly battered, with the cloth cover worn away at the corners and the pattern of the fabric faded from constant use. Mildred gasped a little when she saw it. The recognition was as strong as a physical force, enough to constrict her chest and turn her next breath into a stutter. “That’s mine,” she said, in the simplistic tones of a child identifying a precious toy that had been lost and now recovered.
“Hang on.” Mr. Hawthorne disappeared again, rummaging around beneath the floorboards. “There’s more down here. Stacks, it seems.” One by one, he pulled them out, a dozen notebooks and journals forming a small pile on the bed, months of Fitz and Morgen’s existence documented on their pages. Mildred wanted to hug all of them to her chest, which seemed an absurd reaction, and yet she glanced down at her bodice to see if there was any room for a half dozen journals to be stuffed like freshly planted potatoes in the vicinity of her bosom.
She set down the candle and snatched the last book from Mr. Hawthorne’s grasp. The pages flipped open easily beneath her hands, stiffer than she remembered, but who knew how long it had been since they had last been read. There were the sketches of the eggs done by Mrs. Merrick while they had still been hidden away at Nyth y Ddraig, and there were the descriptions and the measurements recorded in her own—
“That’s not my writing.” She flipped to another page. The words written there were her own, but none of it shaped by her hand. “This is…” She turned another page, and another. All of her notes, all of her discoveries and documentations, scrawled across the paper in another person’s handwriting. “It’s Belinda’s. I would know it anywhere.”
Mr. Hawthorne picked up a book from the stack and cracked it open. His gaze scanned the first page, and then he fanned through a dozen others and read the next. “Oh.”
That single sound, thudding into the air between them. Mildred grabbed another book and searched through the pages, finding her Uncle’s notes, his sketches, his ramblings, and all of it woven in with Belinda’s writings, thousands of words of observations neatly picked out in loops and whorls that Mildred had taught her so many years before.
“No, no, no.” Mildred covered her mouth with her hand, her stomach churning in a threatening manner. All of her work, erased and written over by someone else. She wanted to tell herself it was unbelievable, and yet there was all the evidence, hundreds of pages of it piled up on the bed in front of her.
Mr. Hawthorne paged through the last book of the batch and tossed it onto the mattress with the others. “It’s all been rewritten in her hand.” His eyes met hers, the bed and the forged journals between them. “I’m so sorry, Miss Percy.”



Chapter Seventeen
ROOM TO LET
A CAPITAL ROOM, available at Michaelmas next, complete with bed, wardrobe, writing table, one window. NO CLOSET. Situated in Marylebone, off George St., London.
Further particulars may be known by application to Mrs. Medloch, at the same address.
-an advertisement from The Morning Herald
“Is there anything else?”
To anyone listening in, Mildred’s question might have sounded like nothing more than a query about whether or not there was anything else aside from a stack of fraudulent notebooks tucked beneath the floorboards in a lodging house in Marylebone. However, a keen observer of both Mildred’s physical behavior coupled with the plaintive desperation in her tone would have been able to identify the myriad definitions carried by that single question. “Is there anything else?” applied to the books, yes, but it also acted as a cry towards any unseen being that might have found itself on the premises that evening, a plea of philosophical proportions wondering at how much more Mildred could bear to endure.
Mr. Hawthorne shook his head. “Only the notebooks, nothing else that I can make out apart from a lot of dust and cobwebs.”
Mildred shut her eyes. There had been a brief moment of triumph when she had seen that first book pulled from under the floor, a moment rapidly squashed with all the ceremony of an invasive insect after discovering Belinda’s handwriting in the journals, rapidly followed by a lack of eggs anywhere to be found.
The eggs were not here, her mind repeated with the insistence of a finger poking at a scab. They were gone. Perhaps they were even already cracking open at this very minute, snapping, spitting, expectorating dragonets tumbling out of their shells all across London, all across England, a Pandora’s Box of mythological chaos rendered in startling miniature.
“Help me with the bed,” she told Mr. Hawthorne, trying — and most likely failing — to not sound utterly defeated at the turn the evening had taken.
“Should we search the rest of the floor?” Mr. Hawthorne gave the corner of the bed a final shove into what they assumed was at least a near proximity to where it had been before.
Mildred nodded. It was what they should do, yes. They had only covered about half of the room when Mr. Hawthorne had discovered the loose board beneath the bed, and for all she knew (but doubted) the eggs could still be sequestered somewhere under the soles of their feet.
Onto her knees again, working methodically to pluck and pry at each span of wood, she moved nearer to the fire, its residual warmth drawing her towards it much like a cat seeking out a patch of sunlight on the carpet. Mr. Hawthorne crawled his way around the edges of the room, checking under the desk and around the base of the wardrobe, even going so far as to determine whether or not it was fitted out with a false bottom (his suspicions piqued by Mildred’s recounting of Belinda’s penchant for hoarding sweets).
A gentle collision to her head, and Mildred looked up to see that she had bumped into the corner of the fire screen. Beyond that was the fireplace itself, nothing but bricks blackened with years of soot, dusted over with a coating of poorly swept ash. She shifted the screen to the side and peered at the coals, mostly dark on top with that lingering glow of red and orange beneath, the light creeping along the bottom of the remaining fuel and imbuing it with a quality of sentience.
Or perhaps it was the outline of an egg-shaped thing tucked among the coals that gave the impression of the fire being something more than it had appeared to be at first glance.
“Mr. Hawthorne.” She whispered his name, afraid that if she raised her voice too loud, if she expressed too great a measure of astonishment, the egg would flicker out of sight as though it had been nothing more than a figment of her overworked imagination. “I believe I may have found the eggs.”
Mildred took a moment to remind herself to breathe and to blink and to swallow, all things that normally occur on their own and without any additional assistance from her. Mr. Hawthorne crawled to her side, his shoulder butting against hers as he reached out to push aside one panel of the screen.
“How many are there?”
She offered a vague wave of her hands towards the fire — an unusually large mound of coals now that she took the time to look at it, and she had to resist the urge to aim a sharp kick at her own posterior for failing to notice it when they had first entered the room (though in her defense — a defense she would no doubt review multiple times while lying in bed, wishing for sleep to arrive and release her from the torment of prior bad decisions, she had not thought Belinda would go so far as to bury the eggs directly in the fire and dump a mass of smouldering coals on top), seeing as how she was not about to reach in with her bare hands and count them. “A few, at least.”
“But why are they in the fire?”
Mildred picked up the tongs and poked at the coals, knocking a few of them aside in order to achieve a better grip on the egg nearest to the edge. “We kept Morgen’s egg in the fire when we first suspected it was about to hatch. It craved the heat. But I am not certain how Belinda would have known to…” Her voice trailed away, battered by her own stupidity. “Ah, she had all of my notes. Of course.”
“That, and Mr. Parry’s cousin worked as a maid at Penffynnon,” he told her, and in tones that conveyed a lack of confidence in Belinda’s inclinations towards voluntary bouts of independent study.
“What?” Had Mr. Parry ever mentioned that to them while he had been in their company? She could not recall. She thought had said something about knowing someone in Builth, but the specific words “cousin” and “maid” and “Penffynnon” did not spark any memories of having come from his mouth. The fact that Mr. Parry had not been entirely forthcoming with them was not at all surprising, seeing as how he had damaged their wagon, abandoned them along a rural cart path in the middle of Wales, and appeared again only to wave a knife about in accompaniment to Belinda’s misconduct.
“It’s how we knew where to find you, Nyth y Ddraig and all of that.” Mr. Hawthorne grabbed the wash basin from the window sill and set it on the floor. “For the eggs,” he said in reply to her questioning glance. “You can place them in there to cool after they’re removed from the fire.”
The first egg went into the basin with a solid clunk, its shell still bearing crumbs of ash that shimmered from orange to red before shifting over to black in a thread of smoke. Mildred dug into the coals for the next egg, a larger one that had been thoroughly hidden at the back of the fire. “I hope she’s not harmed any of them by keeping them so warm.” Morgen’s egg had responded favorably to the heat (a severe understatement, as Morgen’s egg had taken to the warmth with the greediness of a child left alone with a pan of freshly baked chocolate biscuits), but the white dragon had hatched without any inducement from either heat or weather, and the newest hatchling behaved as though it wanted nothing more than to be set loose on a chilled cave. And so the fear remained: Could Belinda have inadvertently harmed one of the dragons by stuffing the lot of them into the fire?
Mildred shook her head, hoping most of her worrisome thoughts would rattle to the back of her mind with that sharp movement. The most important thing was to work as quickly as possible , and then she could fret about the condition of the eggs (and the dragons still curled up inside of them) later. For now, they needed to pull the eggs from the fire, gather up the books, carry it all—
“How are we going to carry them?” Mildred looked up at Mr. Hawthorne after she set the fourth egg into the basin, a basin that was already nearly full with only those few eggs.
They would need some sort of sack or bag, but Mildred — nor had any other member of their party, in defense of her own prescient shortcomings — had not thought to bring something capable of transporting more than a dozen eggs, most likely because she had not fully believed they would find anything to begin with. But in lieu of a bag, Mr. Hawthorne fetched one of the blankets from the bed, and after spreading it out on the floor, began piling the books and the eggs that had already cooled onto its wrinkled center.
“I’m not sure all of the eggs are here.” Mildred placed the ninth one in the basin and swung the tongs around for the next. Belinda had taken fifteen eggs in all, and as far as Mildred could tell, there was only one more buried in the coals. That left five eggs unaccounted for — that is, if Mildred was not a complete failure with basic sums, which was a consideration as she was unsure if she could recite the entirety of her name and date of birth if someone took to interrogating her at that moment.
They would have to take what they had found and call it a victory. Ten eggs to return to Wales was better than no eggs, so while Mildred could stamp her foot and throw a tantrum about the lack of the remaining five, instead she plunked the last egg — fully cooled — into the middle of the pile and helped Mr. Hawthorne with tying up the corners of the blanket.
All in all, it was going rather well. Yes, the journals had been counterfeit, the originals nowhere to be seen. Yes, five eggs were still missing. But! There had been no sign of trouble from either within the house or without, and they now had a bundle of ten eggs in their possession, those two things nearly enough to tempt Mildred into dipping her toe into a pool of hopefulness that the rest of the evening would skirt the edge of further disappointment.
Nearly enough, it should be noted. Which meant it was not at all surprising when the door to the room swung open and revealed a woman (the previously mentioned Mrs. Medloch, for those wishing to apply a name to the bewildered face) clad in a nightdress and slippers, her hair tied up in rags and the round window of her face illuminated by the candle she held in her hand. Her eyes (they were lovely eyes, the sort of which sonnets were written and wars were fought, if the sonnet was scribbled on the torn page of an ale-soaked newspaper and the war was two men (also ale-soaked) scrabbling in a local tavern over the attention of Mrs. Medloch when she was still a Miss Tumley) were occupied with staring down her intruders with a level of irritation typically reserved for a three-headed watchdog of the underworld disturbed from its nap. The candle she held guttered dramatically when she huffed out a startled breath and asked, “Is that my floor?”
It was, indeed, her floor. An unusual statement, as though Mildred and Mr. Hawthorne might have borrowed another floor from an adjacent building and smuggled it in through the window for this particular endeavor.
“Um,” Mildred said, gripping a corner of the sheet while Mr. Hawthorne had stilled in the act of sweeping away the ash they had spilled across the floor and the already beleaguered rug. She looked at him for assistance, her gaze at once terrified and pleading.
“Ah!” Mr. Hawthorne said, springing into action on this silent signal from Mildred. Straightening up, he brushed his hands down the front of his coat. “My apologies… Mrs. Medloch, I presume?”
Mildred gaped at him. The transformation had been immediate, his voice, his manner, even his posture altered from one moment to the next. Gone was the gentleman who consumed too much coffee and glanced at every shadow as though it might be his erstwhile wife come back to inconvenience him. Instead, there was the young man who had presented himself on the doorstep of Ashby Lodge several months before — or at least a decent facsimile of that young man — all affability and charm, and sporting just enough guile to perhaps navigate them towards an optimistic conclusion of their current predicament.
“We had a report, you know.” He spoke as though Mildred wasn’t even there, as though it was only he and Mrs. Medloch and he was imparting a secret, crucial truth to her. “Of some strange sounds coming from the vicinity of the fireplace. Quite a nuisance, of late. Turns out to be a variety of brick-dwelling nymph. They come down through the chimney and settle near the fire, laying their eggs as close to the heat as possible without any risk of harm. The difficulty being that they can remain dormant for quite some time, years even, which means there is no way to predict when they will hatch.” He gestured towards the blanket, tied into its neat bundle, Mildred still stooped over it in a greater effort to blend into the furnishings behind them. “We’ve taken care of the worst of it, I hope. The tricky part is that they must be dealt with at night, you know, due to their diurnal proclivities.”
Mrs. Medloch stared at him. “... nymphs?”
Mr. Hawthorne inhaled sharply. Either this entire attempt at charm-laced subterfuge was going to work, or the indomitable Mrs. Medloch, with her pleasantly round face and her stunning eyes would have them both up over her shoulder (not an outcome to be discounted, as Mrs. Medloch was not what one would describe as dainty) and chuck them headfirst out the window.
“Found in Cornwall, mostly. But it seems a few of them have begun to make the journey towards more populated areas, what with more and more people leaving the countryside and seeking work in industrialized areas.” He picked up the bundle of eggs and books, holding it in a way that made it appear to be a distasteful thing, something he wished to have as little physical contact with as possible. “Of course, if you do have any further trouble with them, do let us know at once. It usually takes a few tries to see them fully eradicated once they’ve burrowed in.”
Mrs. Medloch nodded dumbly, and stepped awkwardly aside as they walked past her and headed towards the stairs.
“Don’t look back,” Mr. Hawthorne whispered to Mildred once they were beyond earshot, at least as far as whispering went. “It gives them an opportunity to think again and stop you.”
And so they walked, down the stairs, through the corridor, past the kitchen and the damp laundry waving softly like flags, out into the drab garden and the chill of the air immediately turning their breath into a cloud of white vapor before them. They ran into Hopkins on the back step, keeping watch, and gave him no other explanation as to their failure or success than “Go!” as soon as the door was firmly closed behind them.
Mildred went. She picked up her skirts, careful not to trip on any of the debris littering the garden or the alley beyond. Mr. Hawthorne fell in beside her, now clutching the bundle of eggs and books to his chest with all the care of a young father cradling his newborn child.
They caught Mr. Wiggan’s attention next, waving to him at his place on the corner. He joined them at a leisurely pace, though his steps hastened as he neared them and they all rushed — as slowly as they could without garnering any unwanted attention from passersby — around the corner and down the street towards where Mr. Jones waited for them with the carriage.
“You found them?” was Mr. Wiggan’s breathless query the moment they were seated inside the carriage and a snap of the reins sent them rolling forward.
“Most of them.” Mildred opened her arms wide as Mr. Hawthorne passed the bundle of eggs to her from the other side of the carriage. “There are five still unaccounted for, though I’ll have to check through the journals we found to make certain.”
“The journals?”
Mildred reached into the bundle and pulled out one of the slim notebooks through the narrowed gap between knotted corners. The sight of it produced a minor eruption of excitement from Mr. Wiggan, though his happiness only made it all the worse when Mildred had to tell him the rest of it.
“All of the books were there,” Mildred began, choosing her words with care. “But they are not the books Belinda took from me in Wales.”
Mr. Wiggan’s eyebrows drew together in confusion. “I don’t… what?”
“They are copies.” Mildred opened up the journal to a random page and gave it to Mr. Wiggan to peruse. “Everything I wrote, but copied down in Belinda’s handwriting. My great uncle’s notes are there, too, still seemingly in his hand, but I can only assume they must have been falsified as well.
Mr. Wiggan thumbed through several pages, his lips moving silently as he read a few lines to himself. He then turned the book over in his hands, tilting it towards the window and the meager amount of light provided to them by a London night. “I have to say, it is nearly indistinguishable from the original.”
Mildred nodded. “It is expertly done. Which is why I suspect Belinda did not do this herself. To copy all of these journals word for word? It is days… possibly weeks of work, and this from a young woman who had to be cajoled into practicing her penmanship for more than half a page?” She took the book back from Mr. Wiggan and placed it in Mr. Hawthorne’s hands. “What do you think?”
Mr. Hawthorne slid his fingers down the spine of the book in a way that made Mildred think he could maybe discern the book's secrets with that touch. “I’ve some experience with forgeries.” He glanced at her and back down at the journal again.
Ah, yes. Mildred remembered the letter he had brought when he had first introduced himself to them at Ashby Lodge, evidence of correspondence supposedly sent between her Great Uncle Forthright and himself.
“I’ll send a note to Mr. Purvis,” he said. “See if this work is at all familiar to him.”
Mr. Wiggan turned over another journal between his hands. “You don’t believe she did this herself?”
Mr. Hawthorne shook his head. “It would’ve taken too much time, and it’s very well done, as Miss Percy already mentioned.” He tapped the book against his hand and then held it up between them. “May I have this? And maybe one or two others?”
“Of course.” Mildred reached into the makeshift sack and retrieved several more volumes for him. “I only hope she has not already destroyed the originals. I would hate to see…” But she shook her head before that consideration could send its roots any deeper.
“Where on earth did you find everything?” Mr. Wiggan asked, directing the conversation back towards less dispiriting territory.
“Hidden beneath the floor,” Mr. Hawthorne said. “The books, that is.”
Mildred noticed that an edge of his former self had returned now that they were once again shut up inside the carriage, no Mrs. Medlochs or the like in the immediate vicinity to hoodwink with tales of brick nymphs and dormancy cycles. Not the version of him that was charming and went about with an easy smile on his lips, but the Mr. Hawthorne who appeared in need of a cup of coffee and a pastry and a quiet corner in which to ensconce himself.
But which version of Mr. Hawthorne was the genuine one, Mildred wondered? Or was he a conglomeration of all the parts of himself she had witnessed thus far: sometimes agreeable and occasionally nervous, along with a touch of desperation and a soupcon of villainy all molded together to create the young gentleman seated before her?
If that was the case, she surmised he was similar to most other people in her acquaintance, with the proportions of ingredients only bearing a slight alteration from one person to the next.
Together, in an awkward concert of useless details and pertinent asides, they recounted their search of Belinda and Mr. Parry’s room.
“What now?” Mr. Wiggan nodded towards the bundle of eggs still held in Mildred’s lap.
Ah, but there it was, that acknowledgement of a future Mildred had carefully avoided thinking about. It was all too comfortable to remain focused only on what was happening in the immediacy of the moment, that they would discover Belinda’s whereabouts and with that the location of the eggs. But now that she once again had the majority of them in her possession, there was no choice but to contemplate another step. Because that was the difficulty about life, it seemed. There was always something more to be done, another thing to be accomplished, more worries and stresses waiting to unfurl like flowers in her own garden of perturbation.
She could have done what she often did, what was most familiar to her, and given voice to her own doubts while waiting for someone else to guide the narrative forward. But she was the one holding the tied bundle of dragon eggs, and so she supposed it imbued her with a large share of authority in the matter, like having sailed across an ocean to fetch a golden fleece or tugged a sword from a random stone somewhere behind the walls of old Londinium.
“If we take the eggs back to Pritchard House and keep them there,” she began, picking her way through her thoughts loud enough for everyone to hear, “there is the risk of all of them hatching. And then we will have a house brimming with over a dozen dragons, which might be…” unpleasant, was the first word to come to mind, as though she was remarking on the arrival of an unwanted guest for tea or a persistent leak in the corner of the drawing room ceiling. “Overwhelming,” she settled on instead. (However, it should be noted that for a span of time as long as it took Mildred to draw in a breath, she let herself imagine that houseful of dragons — curled up before every hearth and scraping at the walls with the full spread of their wings — and briefly reveled in the thrill that coursed through her at the picture.)
“They can be taken back to Wales,” Mildred said, not looking at anyone in particular, her gaze fixed on a strand of thread unraveling from the edge of the blanket. “Back to Nyth y Ddraig. Or if that is too dangerous for fear they can be found again by Belinda, some other similar crevice in another mountainside. They’ll be safer there, and with significantly more room for them should they eventually decide to hatch. “Mrs. Merrick and Mari Wynn can make the journey themselves, I trust them to do it. And we can remain here in London for a little while longer, sort out Belinda and see if we can locate the rest of the eggs before they are either sold or hatch on their own.” The usage of the phrase “sort out” seemed an extreme abbreviation of the complications that would ensue once Belinda and Mr. Parry returned to find their room mildly ransacked, but in order to prevent Mildred’s trepidation from swallowing her whole, it would have to suffice.
“Do you believe your niece will suspect us?” Mr. Wiggan asked.
“How could she not?” She cleared her throat and forced herself to exhale slowly after realizing that her voice had risen to a level only certain varieties of bat could emulate. “She already knows we’re in London. Unless there is someone else eager to search under her floorboards for hidden notebooks and dragon eggs.” Which was why she wanted to see the eggs taken as far away from town with as much speed as they were capable of conveying them, short of constructing a brigade of trebuchets to fling them swiftly from one shire to the next.
Mr. Wiggan leaned forward in her seat. “Will she retaliate, do you think?”
Mr. Hawthorne stifled a snort, and quickly covered his mouth with the back of his hand. Mildred shot him a glance before she cleared her throat again and tightened her arms around the eggs. “I would be more worried if she did not, in all honesty. If we are fortunate, it will be quick, before she has enough time to form a plan and think things through.”
“And if she does think things through?” Mr. Wiggan asked.
Some years before — many years before, when Mildred had only just begun to pin up her hair and Diana had still spent her mornings in the nursery with her lessons — the Percy family had endured a visit from the cousin of a neighbor of a… Well, the connection had become increasingly hazy with every decade that had since passed. But Captain Fullerton (cousin’s neighbor or neighbor’s cousin, etc.) had spent an evening regaling everyone with tales of his time at sea, which included no less than several lengthy accounts concerning battles, doldrums, and the occasional incontinent seagull. But there was one adventure he retold that came back to Mildred at this moment, about a storm that had blackened the horizon, that had sent the ocean churning with waves that tilted their ship (a third rate boasting 64 guns) like a drunken pendulum, that had made even the most steady-legged and iron-stomached of them lurching for the railings to cast up their accounts.
“All you could do at times like those,” the good Captain had said, “was batten down the hatches and hope you’d not sinned as much as you feared.” He had laughed then, giving his prosthetic leg a hearty slap. “Or maybe wish you’d gone and sinned a little more!”
Mildred was not sure about the measure of her sins, but as for the dark clouds and the fear of imminent death (or at least some manner of bodily harm appearing on the scale between “scraped knee” and “is having a working pair of these organs truly necessary for survival?”) all she could do was lash herself to the proverbial ship and hope they would not be lost beneath the waves.
“Batten down the hatches,” Mildred muttered, half to herself and half in response to Mrs. Merrick. “And pray.”



Chapter Eighteen
Even dragons of a more diminutive size do not care to be indoors for extended periods of time. It is not so much a matter of space, but rather of fresh air and open sky these beings crave, the only roofs they will tolerate constructed of rocks and mountains shaped over their heads.
-from Miss Percy’s Definitive Guide to the Restoration of Dragons
The rest of the journey back to Pritchard House was remarkably uneventful. Mildred had anticipated their thievery (its usage debatable here, as she did not believe taking back something that had been stolen with the intention of returning it to its original place could be classed as stealing) to be quickly noticed by either a return of Belinda and Mr. Parry to their room or a return of Mrs. Medloch’s wits once removed from Mr. Hawthorne’s charming presence.
But there were no carriages rumbling hurriedly after them, no shouts or hoofbeats trailing in their wake. They pulled up in front of the house, rushed up the steps and through the front door, fully expecting to remove their coats and hats, shuck off gloves and scarves and allow themselves a minute to catch their collective breaths. Unfortunately, after the bit where they rushed up the steps and through the front door, they walked into an unanticipated maelstrom of chaos.
There was smoke, to begin with. The air in the foyer was a swirling haze of grey, thick enough to bring a sting of tears to Mildred’s eyes and set both Mr. Wiggan and Mr. Hawthorne to coughing. There was no time for anyone to bother inquiring as to what had occurred. First, Mrs. Babbinton ran from the drawing room with a bundle of half-burnt, half-sodden draperies, and then a loud thump sounded above their heads, as of something either furnishing or body related tumbling in a heap to the floor. Mari Wynn appeared then, from somewhere in the vicinity of the kitchen, her bare forearms streaked with soot and her features — usually set into a jaunty arrangement — shaped into a contrary frown.
“Morgen set the drawing room on fire.” Mari Wynn pushed a frizz of hair back from her cheek. “It was Fitz’s fault to begin with. As soon as he spotted a mouse on the stairs, well…” She shook her head and blew out a breath that pushed another strand free of its carelessly pinned twist. “We managed to put out the fire, and Owen tried to keep Fitz distracted upstairs even after we caught the mouse and set it loose outside, but then he started clawing at the baseboards where he still smelled the thing, and Morgen found her way into the drawing room, where she knocked down the screen and began spitting out coals everywhere, and then you can imagine how the rest of the evening kicked along.”
Between the lingering smoke and the sight of wet carpets and cushions that had been dragged into the hall, Mildred’s imagination did not need much cajoling. She adjusted her hold on the parcel of eggs and moved far enough into the house for the front door to be shut behind them. “Where are they now? Fitz and Morgen, I mean.”
“Fitz is asleep in the library,” Mari Wynn informed her as they headed towards that very room, the drawing room still too charred and wet to serve as a suitable place for relaxation and a full recitation of the evening’s events, both at home and beyond. “Mrs. Babbinton had to feed him every morsel of pork and chicken in the house to see him settled. And Morgen is—”
Another crash reverberated through the beams of the ceiling, followed by the sound of something rolling across the floor above them.
“Owen is dealing with Morgen,” Mari Wynn finished, and opened the door to the library for them. Matthew and Nettie were already inside, playing a game of marbles with all of the crackling energy of children permitted to stay awake for hours beyond their bedtime.
“Did you do it? Did you find them?” Nettie was the first to abandon the game and run forward, tugging at the hem of her nightgown as she danced on the balls of her feet around Mildred. Rhiannon arrived then, separating herself from the mess of the drawing room to send additional orders to the servants for fresh tea and larger fires, all as she hovered at the periphery, making certain there was some order to the confusion.
“We found some of them, yes.” Mildred pushed towards the chair nearest to the fireplace, setting down the makeshift sack with a shudder of relief through her arms and shoulders. As she fussed with the knot, she retold the tale of their finding the counterfeit journals and the eggs. Mr. Wiggan and Hopkins slipped away to fetch a crate along with some sort of padding in which to keep the eggs, while Mildred went over the bit about how there were still five eggs unaccounted for, and that she hoped Mrs. Merrick and Mari Wynn would be amenable to the idea of returning the eggs to the safety and distance that Wales would hopefully provide.
Fitz, who had been napping in a bed of his own making (Mildred told herself she would eventually repay Rhiannon for all of the various linens and upholstered items that had been destroyed by the dragons, despite such a promise threatening to hold her indebted to the other woman for the rest of her natural life and several decades beyond), rustled awake and prowled a tight circle around Mildred’s chair. His tail flicked in agitation, and he adjusted one wing — his scarred one — until he had it settled in a more comfortable position against his side. With only a sniff in Mildred’s direction, he clawed at the edge of the blanket and attempted to grasp the fabric between his teeth, clattering the eggs against each other with the sound of slate breaking apart.
“Give me a minute,” Mildred breathed, trying to sort out the eggs and take a cup of tea offered to her and prevent Fitz from doing something he should not all at the same moment.
Mr. Wiggan returned with a wooden box, its inside lined with empty sacks. Nettie and Matthew both begged to help place the eggs into the crate, and Mildred gave a nod of exhausted acquiescence. Fitz continued to hover around the blanket, though he did not appear to be interested in the eggs, instead constantly nosing at the blanket while trying to nip it from Mildred’s possession.
“It probably smells like Belinda and Mr. Parry,” Mildred said out loud, then winced and glanced up at Mr. Hawthorne in case he should be bothered by any mention of his wife, the man she for whom she had abandoned him, and the blankets from their bed. But Mr. Hawthorne was busy studying the stack of journals, comparing pages from different books and even holding one of them up to the light of a nearby candle.
“No, I want that one!” Matthew cried out suddenly, and lunged for one of the larger eggs, currently held in Nettie’s hands.
“We’re taking turns!” Nettie shouted back, pulling the egg away from her brother as she tried to place it in the crate with the others.
Matthew, however, fueled by the giddy truculence created by a late evening of games and too many sweets secretly stolen from the kitchen, grabbed Nettie’s arm and pulled. Nettie tried to save the egg by tipping it towards the crate, but her aim was far too wide, and the egg instead struck the corner of the crate, hit the floor, rolled towards the fireplace, and halted with an ominous clunk against the bricks.
“It’s not my fault!” Matthew said immediately, but was pushed aside as Nettie rushed forward and dropped onto her knees beside the fallen egg.
“Oh, no!” Nettie covered her mouth with her hands as tears filled her eyes. “You broke it! YOU BROKE IT!”
Mildred was out of the chair in an instant, biting back every wince and groan that threatened to burst out of her as she slid forward on her knees beside her niece. The sight before her was an unpleasant one. The egg had cracked completely in two when it struck the bricks, the pieces lying in jagged remains on the library floor. Mildred was fully prepared to suffer a heart attack right then and there, the stress of too much adventure and too much cream on her morning scones finally working together to put an end to her suffering. But while Nettie continued to wail beside her, while Matthew proclaimed his innocence in the matter and too many other people crowded forward, Fitz finally whipped around and snapped at no one in particular, belting out a small warning of sparks and smoke.
“It’s empty,” Mildred said, and poked at one half of the shell.
Indeed, the egg was completely hollow and completely devoid of any kind of baby dragon or even the remnants of some ancient yolk and petrified egg whites.
“Nettie, stop.” She placed her other hand on the girl’s arm, quieting her cries. “You have not hurt anything. It’s not even… Well, I’m not sure there was ever anything in it at all.”
Holding her breath, she picked up one of the broken pieces of shell. Only it didn’t look like any of the other pieces of egg shell she had seen with the other dragons and their hatchings. “It is almost like… stone.” She passed a piece up to Mr. Wiggan, who peered at it closely and then held it at arm’s length.
“The material, it’s strangely light for as thick as it is.” He sniffed it, then rubbed it between his fingers. “It’s leaving a residue on my skin. The other shells didn’t do that.”
Mrs. Merrick, having stepped into the circle, plucked up another piece of shell from the floor. The outside of it was still grey and streaked with ash from the fire in which they’d found it, but she spit on its surface and began to rub the dirt away on her skirt. “This doesn’t look like any of the eggs at Nyth y Ddraig.” She held it up for them to see, the dullness of the shell arousing Mildred’s suspicions more than anything else.
Mildred remembered what the eggs had looked like, the beauty of their various markings, the way the changes in the light throughout the day had played across their varied surfaces like water streaming over a bed of curious rocks. But this resembled nothing more than a chunk of broken rock or old brickwork found at the edge of the street, debris to be swept away and carried off into the gutter by the next heavy rain.
“May I?” Mrs. Merrick pinched the piece of shell between her fingers, her sharp eyebrows raised in question.
“Of course,” Mildred said, unsure of what, exactly, she had just given Mrs. Merrick permission to do.
Clearing her throat, Mrs. Merrick drew her hand back and slammed the piece of shell against the bricks that made up the edge of the fireplace. The shell — or what they had initially believed to be a shell, broke into another dozen pieces, half of it crumbling to dust at the impact.
“It’s not real,” Mildred said, then said it again to make certain both Nettie and Matthew knew they had not been responsible for the loss of a dragon egg. “It’s fake. It must be. But what about the others?”
The crate was dragged towards the fire, along with the blanket and the last of the eggs still piled within its folds. Mildred picked up all of the eggs from the blanket, no longer taking as much care as she had only a few minutes before. She studied each of them in the light of the fire, noting a sameness to all of them in their color and markings beneath their coating of ash, as though someone had attempted to make a copy of a vibrant portrait in muted tones of grey and rainwater.
“Mr. Hawthorne,” she called out as she rolled one of the smaller eggs between her hands. “Find the book that has the sketches and the measurements of all the eggs. And Nettie? Fetch a measuring tape, please. I would like to check something.”
The desired book, after some searching, was provided. Mildred bit the inside of her cheek at the renewed sight of her own words in Belinda’s handwriting, but forced herself to focus on the more pressing matter of the eggs before her. Nettie skipped in with the measuring tape, and Mildred set to work comparing the eggs they had with the numbers and descriptions in the book laid open on the floor beside her.
“They are very close in size,” she said, after checking the third egg against the notes in the journal. “But they are not exact. And their shapes are slightly different as well.” She sat back on her heels, wiping a layer of perspiration from her forehead with the back of her wrist. “These aren’t the real eggs. They’re nothing more than copies.”
In the corner of the room, Fitz had dragged away the blanket and begun to chew it to shreds, tearing at it with tooth and claw until it was nothing but threads and scraps of fabric clinging to his scales and tangled around the horns on his head. And that, Mildred realized, should have been her first clue as to the authenticity of the eggs. Fitz had shown absolutely no interest in them when she had brought them into the library. His attention had been solely focused on the blanket, that bit of fabric that likely reeked of two people he would wish to rend to shreds upon encountering them again.
“Are you certain?” Mr. Wiggan asked, picking up another one of the eggs and turning it beneath the light of a candle. “Perhaps when the ash is cleaned from them, or maybe the result of her keeping them in the fire for so long changed their appearance?” His words were carried on a string of doubt, as though he could not even believe in what he was saying as he said it.
Mildred picked up the egg she had just measured, a medium-sized stone that covered the entirety of her palm from edge to edge. Without saying a word, she smashed it onto the edge of the bricks, the pieces cracking and crumbling apart in her hand, revealing a hollow sphere of nothing inside. “She has copied the eggs, and she has copied my notes.” She brushed the remaining stone from her fingers, crumbs skittering across the floor as she swept her skirt clean. “I can understand her going to all the trouble of copying the journals, to better pretend that she had been the one to discover the eggs and to place herself at their hatchings. But, this…” She looked at the pile of eggs — or what they had believed to be eggs for such a brief span of time — and wondered at the amount of work and time that must have gone into their creation.
Mr. Hawthorne took up the journal containing the sketches and flipped through several pages. “There were fifteen eggs at Nyth y Ddraig, correct?”
“Sixteen,” Mildred reminded him. “Counting our most recent hatchling upstairs.”
“Ah, yes.” Mr. Hawthorne nodded. “But who else knows how many eggs there were? Apart from her? Apart from us?”
If Mildred had been the sort of person to depend on drinks of an alcoholic nature when faced with surprising or stressful moments, this would have been a time when she would have gladly accepted a full glass. “But then where are the real ones?”
It was a vision of a dismal future that assailed Mildred’s mind, weeks or even months laid out ahead of them, chasing after dozens and dozens of false eggs with the hope that at some point they might stumble across one that was genuine. It was also a vision cut abruptly short by yet another thump, this one much louder than any of the previous bumps and crashes, from upstairs.
“What on earth is going on up there?” Mildred clambered to her feet, her right leg having gone slightly prickly after sitting on her knees for so long.
Rhiannon followed Mildred as she left the library. “Morgen has been in a state all evening. She will not settle, she will not cease to pick at Fitz until the two of them are embroiled in a massive quarrel, and before Owen managed to herd her upstairs, I caught her halfway through eating a burning candle!”
Mildred trudged upstairs, Fitz circling around her legs and doing everything within his power to place himself in her way. She thought Mr. Wiggan might be following along with Rhiannon, but she did not look back to be certain, afraid that if she took her eyes off the steps in front of her, she would trip over Fitz’s tail and manage to defy the laws of gravity and fall not only forward but upwards as well.
“In here,” Rhiannon said, opening the door to the bedroom Owen shared with Mr. Hawthorne.
Mildred did not know what to expect to find, considering how many loud noises they had heard from this portion of the house since their return. A few small pieces of furniture overturned, she supposed, might be the worst of it. A pair of beds with all of their blankets and pillows dragged onto the floor. A hole chewed directly into the wall.
And they did find that (or at least everything minus the hole in the wall), but they also found all of the draperies ripped down from one window, the rod from which they had been suspended dangling at a precarious angle. Owen stood in front of the window, his back turned towards them as he peered this way and that while delivering a litany of Welsh swears under his breath. (Mildred, not knowing more than a few words of Welsh, could not translate them precisely, but she could tell from the tone of Owen’s voice and the vehemence with which he spoke them that they no doubt belonged to a dictionary of phrases one would not utter in polite company.)
“Owen, what has happened?”
Owen spun around, the last of his profanity fading from his lips at the sight of several people working their way into the bedroom at once. “Um, she broke the window,” he said, and jerked a thumb over his shoulder towards the window, or what was left of it after the end of the curtain rod had plunged through the glass. “She was trying to climb up the drapes — you know how she does! — and I guess she’s gotten too big for it, and… um. Well, it all came down at once, just a lot of drapes and dragon all mixed up together.” He cleared his throat. “And then she went out the window.”
Mildred thought she might have heard him wrong. “Owen, where is Morgen?”
He winced, despite the softness of Mildred’s tone. “She, um. She climbed out. I tried to stop her, but she’s quick when she wants to be.”
Mildred started forward, then stopped when she noticed the shimmer of broken glass on the floor. “Goodness, she didn’t hurt herself, did she?”
“Ah, no! She’s fine, Miss Percy. Shimmied right through like an eel! Flicked out her wings in a blink and off she went.”
“She flew away?” Mildred crunched towards the window, grabbing at the curtain rod and unfortunately breaking more of the glass as she pulled it free. “Here, help me open this.”
While Rhiannon and Mr. Wiggan (who had followed them up, as Mildred suspected) cleared away the ruined curtains and shifted some of the furniture aside, Mildred and Owen fought with the equally ruined window and forced it open. Leaning carefully over the sill, Mildred looked out at a dark London night, the glow of light from a few other windows the only illumination to meet her roving gaze.
“This is just what we need,” Mildred muttered, and stumbled to the side as Fitz came up beside her and nosed towards the window, his claws scraping at the sill and sending several shards of glass onto the floor beneath him. “No, not for you. We have more than enough trouble on our hands with Morgen flitting over the chimney tops. I do not need you out there as well. Come along,” she said, stepping away from the window and hoping he would follow.
Fitz, however, decided that he would not come along. He reared away from her with a snort, this one accompanied by a small blast of smoke from his mouth.
“Fitz?” Mildred implored.
Fitz turned in circled in front of the window, dancing out of her reach as he opened his wings and snapped at the end of his own tail. Every time Mildred attempted to close the distance between them, he turned again, his claws scraping across the broken glass, while another plume of smoke wafted upwards from the middle of the miniature cyclone he had made of himself.
“I have some roast duck still in the larder,” Mrs. Babbinton said from the doorway, and with all the assurance that a bite or two of succulent poultry would be enough to tame a dragon caught in the middle of a mild temper tantrum.
Mildred was not sure that duck, roasted or not, would be enough in this instance. After being cooped up in carts and palaces and houses for too long, Fitz’s tolerance for confinement seemed to have reached its breaking point. His nostrils had not stopped working from the moment she and Owen had opened the window, the smell of outdoors — even the outdoors on offer from a place as infested with civilization as London — must have seemed like the sweetest of perfumes.
“Do you need a blanket?” Mr. Wiggan offered from behind her. “Something to throw over him?”
Mildred did not know what to say to that. Gone were the days when they might have been able to throw a bit of fabric over him and hoist him up like a tetchy chicken. In his current mood, Fitz would probably set fire to the blanket and see the flaming remnants torn to scraps before a stitch of fabric could touch the floor.
It was a startling feeling, the sensation of taking another step beyond the realm of her own capabilities. It had happened rather frequently, Mildred realized, every gout of fire and every uphill climb delineating her limitations in brilliant and humbling clarity. At the moment, she was expected to successfully coerce a young dragon into doing a thing it showed no inclination towards doing (in this case, abandoning the lure of an open window and the entirety of the world beyond it) and they were past the days when she could dose him with brandy and place him in a poultry basket for safe keeping.
“To me, Fitz.” She moved away from the window, towards the door, hoping he would follow her. “Please.”
It was the “please” that bartered her victory. Perhaps not the word in and of itself, but at least the desperate strains of placation in her voice, the slight warble in the trough of her vowels that gave off the nuance of unshed tears and other emotions. Fitz quieted, his head dipping low as he tucked his wings to his side and stretched forward, towards her.
But her victory was of short duration. In an instant, he turned away from her with a sharp snuff, the dragon concentrating himself into a dark blot of determination, his haunches wiggling before he vaulted himself onto the window sill, a brief duck of his head and a flick of his tail sending him out of the house and beyond her sight.
“Damn,” Mildred said. Which was less of a swear meant to convey vexation, and more a statement of astonishment, along with a stir of pride that Fitz could so smoothly spear his way into the night with nary a flap of his wings to be heard.
Which left all of them to crowd around the window at once, a mixture of narrowed and widened eyes, of mouths gaping in startlement or lips sealed tight in panic at the realization that two dragons had just taken it upon themselves to thrust themselves into the wilds of London.
Mrs. Babbinton was the first to react beyond vague mutterings and brief exclamations, her eyes blinking back to life beneath the limp frill of her cap. “I doubt I have enough roast duck on hand to deal with that.”



Chapter Nineteen
The pelican (pelicanus) is a sociable bird, one that works together with its flock in matters of breeding, hunting, and defense.
-from The Concise Companion to Old World Birds
The weather was fine, the (very) early morning being of a clearish sort, where one could almost convince themselves there were a few stars visible through the haze of smoke and fog that clung to the rooftops like an amorphous crown. The last Mildred had seen of the time (which had been little more than an errant glance at the nearest carriage clock as they redonned their hats and gloves before running towards the door) it had been a little past three in the morning. Sunrise was still several hours away, which left them a short window of time to find the dragons and return them to Pritchard House before there was enough daylight with which they could be seen.
Mildred had not ceased to look up at the sky since they had stepped outside. She had pushed her bonnet back until it sat at an uncomfortable angle on her head, her right hand held to her brow, blocking out the light from the lantern carried by Mr. Wiggan.
“I cannot see them,” she said. She also could not see large words printed on a poster located more than a dozen feet away, nor the fine print of most footnotes in her favorite books so this statement was not cause for immediate concern. But Mildred’s ears still worked well enough, and she could hear the occasional screech from Fitz as he continued flying towards wherever Morgen had disappeared. “They’re moving…” West? North? She had never done well with directions on a compass, her mind stubbornly clinging to more tangible objects such as “the large oak tree that was struck by lightning two summers ago” and “the brick house with the white shutters… no, no, the second one along the way, past the apothecary’s shop.” “That way!” she pointed, not at all knowing the specific buildings or streets towards which her trembling finger drew a wavering line. “I think they might be heading towards—”
“St. James’s Park,” Mr. Hawthorne finished for her.
It was not at all what she had been about to say, but as her guess was nearer to Lambeth, located fully on the other side of the Thames, she did not begrudge him the interruption. “Are you sure?” She looked back at him, blinking at the onslaught of light from the lantern. Mildred hoped he was sure, as she was not keen on gallivanting from one side of London to the other in search of two young dragons exercising their powers of rebellion.
He shrugged. “There is only one way to be certain.”
Whether or not Mr. Hawthorne’s words were spoken with the intent of galvanization, Mildred experienced that stiffening of one’s resolve she typically experienced when there was the sudden appearance of an unanticipated and unwanted task. There was nothing else left for them but to see it done. The dragons had taken themselves off on a jaunt, and Mildred would have to follow them.
“We have only a few hours left until daylight,” Mr. Wiggan, walking on her other side, reminded her as they passed the mews behind Pritchard House, Owen, Mrs. Merrick, and Mari Wynn keeping a sharp pace behind them.
Mildred nodded, though she doubted Mr. Wiggan could see any movements of her head, so she offered a brief word of acknowledgement as well. She walked with her arms straight at her sides, her entire posture set as an impediment against the chill of the early morning hours. In the distance, there were the faint sounds of a large city fighting against slumber, the occasional rumble of a horse and carriage, the dull echo of a door closing and footsteps on the pavement the next street over. London, she had discovered, was a long-simmering stew of sights and sounds and smells; a stark contrast to Upper Plimpton, where even the irregular lowing of a cow would be enough to place half the village on high alert.
Although it was the darkest and coldest hour of the morning, a time when she imagined most people would nourish no other wish than to be wrapped up warm and comfortable in the quiet of their own beds, she felt incredibly visible as they made their way towards St. James’s Park. Every dimly lit window was a watching eye, every alley a doorway from which either a pickpocket or a policeman (depending on the level of corruption present, one could not always tell the difference at first glance) might emerge. Beside her, Mr. Wiggan held up the lantern, its light catching them in a glow and making it seem as though they were moths bobbing around within its orbit.
They crossed into the park, all of them fanning out by several paces as they continued on towards where they had last heard a dragon cry. It was now Morgen who made the majority of the noise, shrieking like an exuberant form of hawk and intermittently swooping low enough for them to catch sight of a streak of shadow passing in front of one of the few clouds.
Of Fitz, they saw no further sign. Mildred hoped Morgen’s presence meant that Fitz would not be too far away, but she had not heard him since before they had crossed the street (Mildred was still not familiar enough with London geography to know which street), and for all she knew he had already flown halfway to Bermondsey and they would be none the wiser.
There was no point in telling herself not to worry, as Mildred had already decided it would be about as efficacious for her nerves as telling the sky not to rain after she had just hung a load of fresh linens out to dry. It would do what she wished — both her worries and the weather — so why pretend that she possessed any power of persuasion over it? In fact, it was the worry that drove her forward, stripping away any extraneous fear she might have harbored about wandering through a London park in the very early hours of the morning. In her meager experience, most midnight excursions either with a dragon or in pursuit of one had ended with at least one participant suffering bodily injury. There had been Mr. Simonon with his nether regions assaulted by Fitz’s ire, followed by Mr. Hawthorne’s face and its accompanying features used as a scratching post by — again — Fitz, and also the unfortunate Welshman who had taken a log to the head (with only ancillary involvement from Fitz, in that case). The odds favored someone receiving a moderate to serious injury before the night was through, and Mildred had no wish to lay wagers on who the unhappy recipient might be.
She stole a glance at the other figures tramping through the darkness, the seven of them drifting closer together and further apart as the trees and other cultivated vegetation permitted. Mr. Wiggan was immediately to her left, near enough that she could hear the evidence of his exertion in his every breath. Beyond him were Mrs. Babbinton and Hopkins, along with Owen darting ahead and suddenly reeling back with the energy of a trout caught on the end of a fisherman’s line when he realized he had gone too far. On her right marched Mrs. Merrick and Mr. Hawthorne, an incongruous pair who had developed a polite respect for one another over the last few weeks, or at least since Mrs. Merrick had tipped his head back and poured a pot of hot coffee down his throat.
But what was not incongruous about their current situation? Their motley group cutting through the fashionable part of London at a decidedly unfashionable hour, in search of a pair of dragons that had suddenly taken flight. All of it sounded as though it had been put together as part of a parlor game where one had to take random words from a hat and make a coherent sentence from their choices. A Spinster, a Vicar, and a Witch (among others) Stalk a Dragon through St. James’s Park. Mildred laughed at the absurdity of it, imagining it as a headline in a newspaper that would eventually make its way towards her sister’s breakfast table.
“Is something wrong?” Mr. Wiggan drifted nearer, the lantern’s light casting ghastly shadows across the ground.
She meant to assure him that, no, nothing was wrong. Only her mind had gone off on a tangent, no doubt to better distract her from their current predicament. Her mouth opened and a short deliberation occurred about whether she should keep her voice to a whisper or if she should dare to speak at full volume, before all of her vocal preliminaries were brought up short by the loud honk of something that sounded very much like an angry goose.
Mildred stumbled to a halt. The rest of the search party stopped as well, heads turning every which way in order to ascertain from where the unexpected honk had come.
“Are there geese in St. James’s Park?” Mildred sent the question towards Mr. Hawthorne, their unofficial expert in all things to do with London, including the varieties of fowl one would expect to find skulking in a park a few hours before dawn.
“I-I don’t know?” His attention was fixed firmly skyward, as though he might have anticipated a goose to drop onto his head at any moment (but considering his history with winged creatures attacking his face, Mildred could not blame him for his wariness). “There could be, I suppose.”
“What if it’s peacocks?” Owen’s voice came from further away, having already bounded ahead with a surfeit of youthful energy and a lack of concern about tripping over unseen impediments. “They’re mean, aren’t they? Break a man’s arm for invading their territory?”
“I thought that was swans,” Mrs. Babbinton said. “I remember Mr. Chilcott insisted on keeping a pair of swans on his farm, and the beastly things harried every visitor to set foot on the property. It wasn’t until Mrs. Chilcott had them plucked and stuffed for dinner that they were finally able to entertain the neighbors again.”
Mildred could only hope there would be neither plucking nor stuffing in their immediate future. It was a hope that dwindled rapidly as another sonorous honk reverberated some ways ahead and slightly to the left. She did not linger in order to add her opinion to the discussion about which sort of bird might be capable of besting a dragon, instead striding forward into the dark and beyond the ring of light provided by Mr. Wiggan’s lantern.
“Fitz!” She veered from the path and passed under a canopy of trees. She did not know the layout of the park beyond the small sketch of a map she had seen, though there was supposed to be a canal at some point, and possibly a bridge? But she blundered forward, the hem of her skirt swishing in the frosted grass, her gaze narrowed for the glint of light on water or anything, really, beyond the seemingly endless avenues of trees.
Another screech drew her to the right, and there, even in the dark, was the unmistakable sheen of white flashing in and out of her vision. The flap of wings, she realized, as Mr. Wiggan and the others caught up with her. The wings, fortunately (or unfortunately, as many varieties of fowl tend to be underestimated due to the presence of feathers and also their ungainly appearance on land) belonged to a bird, and not — as Mildred momentarily feared — an unidentified dragon.
It was large, whatever type of bird it was, and not at all congenial. It flapped again, letting out a terrific cry that nearly rivaled Morgen when she was at her most voluble. The bird’s harasser made itself known soon enough, a swoop of shadow that peeled itself away from the trees and released a puff of sparks and smoke, a miniature cannon of petulance.
“Fitz.” There was no need for even the barest exclamation to alert the other members of their search party. They had found Fitz, circling above a flock of—
“Pelicans!” Mr. Wiggan raised the lantern in front of him, though the alteration in the light’s angle only served to blind them momentarily, the edge of the canal disappearing behind undefined blots of white and grey. But Mildred saw the birds, their wings spread open to make themselves appear larger, their astonishingly long beaks snapping at Fitz as he dipped down towards them and flew away again.
It was not an entirely unanticipated development. If there were large birds to be found in London, Mildred should have known that Fitz would seek them out. And do everything in his power to bother them.
“But why are there pelicans here, of all places?” Mrs. Merrick wondered aloud.
The parameters of Mrs. Merrick’s query were unclear. Was it the pelicans’ presence in London that confounded her, or this particular park, or even all of England at large?
Mr. Wiggan (bless him) gamely leapt into the breach and began to speak of Charles II and a gift from a Russian ambassador, but Mildred interrupted him with a hand on his forearm and a whispered, “You may tell us all about it later, please.” He nodded in understanding, and once the initial shock of finding a flock of large pelicans enduring the harassment of two dragons in the middle of St. James’s Park evaporated, they all set their attention on what to do next.
Perhaps if any member of their party had acquired a full night of sleep at any point during the previous two days, they might have been capable of coming up with something better than Owen’s suggestion to let Fitz “have at it” with one of the birds and then smuggle him back to Pritchard House once he was subdued from his meal. “It doesn’t even have to be one of the good ones,” he said, gesturing towards a pelican of rather ragged appearance at the edge of the flock, clearly the eldest of the group.
Mildred considered taking offense at the implication that a creature bearing obvious signs of age and decrepitude was more expendable than the others on offer (not that any of them were on offer, as the idea of permitting Fitz to feast on a pelican — aged or not — was immediately dismissed before Owen could finish presenting it) but she was soon distracted by the sight of Morgen flitting down from the upper branches of a nearby tree, a screech of green wings and a tail whipping through the air like an enthusiastic rudder.
“Morgen, no!” Owen cried out, just as the green dragon dove into the midst of the flock, her hind claws splayed and reaching for the neck of the largest pelican. Several of the birds took flight, circling a few yards above the canal before settling themselves at a safe distance away from the fray. But a few of the pelicans took on the task of defending their companion from Morgen’s inexpert clutches, swarming in with wings unfurled and beaks jutting forward with the insistence of drawn sabers.
It was Mildred who moved first, her heels slipping on the grass as her boots struggled to find purchase on the frosted ground. If she had paused to think about what she was about to do, she would no doubt have attempted to talk herself out of it. Mostly because she had not an inkling of what to do in such a circumstance, beyond the despondent swoop in her abdomen at the sound of Morgen’s strangled cry beneath the vehement squawks of a half dozen pelicans on the defensive.
She charged into the conflict, arms flailing at her sides in an awkward combination of keeping her balance and struggling to present herself as larger and more fearsome than she was. Footsteps pounded behind her, but she was already up to her thighs in pelicans, her hips and stomach beaten by wings and strange, leathery beaks. It was nothing but white wings all around her, and she searched the ground in a panic for the vividness of green and yellow, hoping to find that jeweled brightness all in one uninjured piece (and not torn to fragments and scattered across the bank like leaves as she feared).
A head — a pelican’s head and not one belonging to a human member of their party — butted into her from behind, while several wings slapped into her chest and arms as she fought her way through their ranks. “Morgen!” The shout burst out of her at the first sight of green on the ground, a thread of it visible between trampled grass and mud and pelican leavings. The thread twitched, and the twitch became a sharp lash, drawing her attention upwards from the length of her tail to the full shape of Morgen sprawled across the bank, her wings spread wide open and her slender body writhing as she reared back and snapped her jaws at the ankles of the nearest pelican.
A furious, biting Morgen was a measurably more comforting find than a Morgen in any other condition (considering the circumstances), and so she called out to Owen — who was only two and a half pelicans away, nursing a split lip from an altercation with the deceptively aged and decrepit pelican he had previously dismissed — for help.
“Here!” She scooped up Morgen, the dragon shrieking in protest at either being so unceremoniously handled or at being removed from a fight from which she had no wish to be rescued.
Owen elbowed his way through the pelicans and did his best to clutch Morgen against him, the dragon flapping and squawking the entire time as she attempted to latch her claws onto the nearest feathered object.
“Take her to Mrs. Merrick before she injures herself!” If Morgen was not already injured, Mildred did not add. She could only hope that the smaller dragon was wily enough to have avoided sustaining any serious harm from the pelicans’ assault.
Now there was only Fitz to be managed. Mildred pried herself up from the ground, her elbows held out like halberds to protect her from any further pelican attacks. “Mr. Wiggan? Mr. Hawthorne?” She turned around herself, searching for the glow of Mr. Wiggan’s lantern, but rather than the bobbing light of contained illumination framed by glass and metal, she saw the unrestrained conflagration of a shrubbery on fire.
“Oh, no.”
This was just what they needed, for Fitz to set half of the trees and bushes in the park ablaze in an effort to bring the attention of all of London down on their heads before they could spirit the dragons back to Pritchard House without being seen.
At least it was only a shrubbery, Mildred thought as she struggled to extricate herself from the ring of pelicans. At least it was cool and the ground was damp, a fact that would hopefully work in their favor to keep the fire contained and for their situation to become worse than it already was.
And that, of course, was when an entire pelican burst into flames.



Chapter Twenty
There is a species of dragon in eastern Spain, the Ladrón de Piedra, that frequents inland lakes and waterways. It is known for digging along the bank for shining stones, and the dragon to find the largest and prettiest stone will take on the role of leader of the group until a larger, shinier stone is discovered by a different dragon.
-from Miss Percy’s Definitive Guide to the Restoration of Dragons
It was not until some weeks later, safely beyond the majority of happenings in this book, that Mr. Wiggan — in that jovial way he had of brandishing a fact long-held inside his memory, his face lit with the eagerness of a child telling everyone they know some nugget of trivial information recently gleaned from an esteemed uncle (or the cook or an ancient set of encyclopedias) — told Mildred that pelicans were water birds. This meant they tended to live on the shore or make their homes near interior lakes or rivers. Or canals, such as the one in St. James’ Park.
It was, in Mr. Wiggan’s estimation, what saved the pelican’s life. Because once the bird realized it was on fire (a fact Mildred did not believe took a very long time, even for a creature with a brain the size of a chestnut) it toddled its way towards the edge of the canal and plunged itself into the water. With an unnerving hiss and the overwhelming aroma of burnt feathers and a Sunday roast, the injured bird squawked and splashed and lamented its brief tenure as a cheap, ersatz phoenix.
With that secondary crisis averted, Mildred returned the bulk of her attention towards Fitz. Unfortunately, the shrubbery he had inadvertently set on fire had spread its flames to a large tree, the fire licking its way up the trunk and incinerating the dead leaves still clinging to its lower branches. The entire thing was rapidly transforming into a standing torch, while the surrounding underbrush smouldered like the coals at the base of a well-laid fire.
All of it — the flames, the smoke, the dramatic presentation of Dante’s more incandescent cantos — stood as a backdrop to the play enacted in the foreground, featuring a rather irate dragon blasting gouts of fire at anyone or anything to dare approaching it.
She knew that she could not control him when he was like this. Which led to the successive thought that she really was not capable of controlling him at all, but rather that he only permitted her an illusion of control, of occasionally aligning his interests with her own. But at the moment, his interests seemed to be aligned with setting half of St. James’ Park on fire in retaliation for the existence of pelicans and the injury dealt to Morgen during the worst of the fracas.
And Morgen was injured, albeit only minorly. A tear to her left wing, small and easily mended by Mrs. Merrick, though whatever she had done to keep Morgen unconscious during the repair, she did not seem eager to undo with any amount of haste.
“Take her back to Pritchard House,” Mildred directed Owen, who held the slumbering Morgen in his arms as though the dragon was a newborn babe. “Perhaps Fitz will be inclined to follow.”
Her guess at Fitz’s inclinations was an incorrect one, however. Having set two additional trees on fire and singed another three pelicans into the refuge of the canal, he stalked through the burning underbrush with his wings tucked against his side, the falling cinders from the trees glancing off his scales like drops of water. Mildred stood at the periphery, watching this creature she had raised since the moment it exploded from its shell (which, in hindsight, was a very clear demonstration of his nascent personality) set fire to a London park with little in the way of impunity.
The immensity of it all struck her at that moment. These were not pets that could be sold off to the highest bidder. They could not be owned or managed in the name of fashion and prestige. They could not be kept in silver cages, endlessly shown off to rooms full of whiskered gentlemen, peering at a facet of the universe locked up where it would always be within arm’s reach.
These were wild animals. Beasts from mythology, yes, but fully capable of burning down a house, eating the neighbor’s cat, and defecating profusely and without restraint. And Fitz would grow larger than this, Mildred reasoned. Large enough and dangerous enough to burn down an entire village, to hurt more than only a handful of hapless pelicans. Even she was in danger, she knew. Up until now she had experienced nothing more than a few (more than a few) bruises and scratches from carrying him around, but what would happen to her if she became too complacent, if she fell into the foolish assumption that she could never come to any harm while in Fitz’s presence?
“I do not know what to do.”
Mr. Wiggan stood beside her. The lantern had gone out, either because it had burned out on its own or the light had been jostled out of existence by all of the preceding chaos. There was illumination enough before them, however, the trees burning up rapidly, the crackling of the flames a rush of sound that served as an accompaniment to Fitz’s blazing snarls.
“I don’t believe he’ll be going back to Pritchard House of his own volition,” Mr. Wiggan said, his tense expression drawn in oranges and deep-cut shadows.
Mildred looked at Mrs. Merrick, who had remained behind even after Owen had run off with Morgen. The woman stood in the glow of the firelight, her figure bringing to mind a scene from a Shakespearean play, though Mildred could not recollect any of the Bard’s works that featured an overwhelming aroma of roasted feathers. “Is there anything we can do?”
They were beyond the realm of tempting Fitz into complacency with a few bits of chicken or a chunk of leftover bacon. Even Mrs. Babbinton with all of her hidden stores of butter would not be able to turn the tide of their predicament. In front of them, a small branch creaked and broke off the tree, dropping to the ground with a rush and rustle of sparks that swirled upwards.
“You were able to put Morgen to sleep,” Mildred said. “Perhaps you could…?” She faltered into silence. She knew it would not be as easy as it had been with Morgen. Morgen was significantly smaller than Fitz, to begin with. And Morgen had been weakened by an injury, while Fitz — whether injured or not — showed no sign of diminishing strength. In fact, quite the opposite.
“I don’t…” Mrs. Merrick inhaled, her breath stuttering over the washing board of her lungs. “He’s too large, I’m afraid.”
From somewhere behind them, there came a shout, and a noise like a bell ringing.
“I think we may soon have company!” Mr. Wiggan cried while herding the last of the pelicans towards the water and safety.
The noise and the fire had no doubt caught someone’s attention, and their being in a finer area of London (i.e. where the houses were not stacked like cards and the streets bore proper names as it was assumed the people living on or near them had been educated to some level of literacy) meant that a threat of destruction towards even a cultivated shrubbery was a calamity in need of immediate prevention.
We have to go. Mildred did not know whether she said it out loud or not. To be discovered in the middle of St. James’ Park, surrounded by burning trees and smoking pelicans did not seem like a situation that would present them to the world in a favorable light. “Go!” She shouted, gesturing to Mr. Hawthorne, Mrs. Babbinton, and Hopkins that they should make their return to Pritchard House without delay. “As soon as we have Fitz under control, we’ll return! And don’t get caught!” She continued waving them away until they ceased attempting to argue and disappeared into the darkness, following the path Owen had taken after Mrs. Merrick had healed Morgen and sent them on their way.
“Fitz!” She turned around again, her shout cutting through the shrieks of incensed birds and the crackling roar of the fire. “Fitz, that is enough!”
She glanced back to see a furrow in Mrs. Merrick’s brow, her mouth drawn into a line so thin it could have been a slip of the pencil on an unfinished sketch. It was an expression that Mildred recognized, one she had seen when they had still been in Wales, all of them sheltering together in a cottage while Fitz lay wounded and bleeding on the bare floor.
Fear, Mildred realized. She knew because no doubt it was drawn across her own face as well. But it was a choice of either letting the fear propel her forward, as though she was in a constant state of outpacing her own shadow, or dig in her heels and cower to it, which had not suited her very well for the first four decades of her existence.
“Fitz!” she said again, walking up near enough to the burning trees and underbrush that she could feel the heat of it pulsing against her. She saw his wings first, snapping open and closed again, the action fanning the flames and sending sparks towards the next trees in their elegant rows. “Fitz, you cannot set the entire park on fire!” As soon as she said it, she wondered if she should have amended it to “should not” rather than “cannot”, as the current evidence of his incendiary capabilities seemed to demonstrate that he could perform a reenactment of the terrible fire of 1666 if left to his own devices.
“Please.” She did not know if that word had any power left in it, or if the accumulation of Fitz’s ire and frustration at being contained for too long meant that he would regard no one but himself. (And she could not find it within herself to blame him if he did, considering that she was uncomfortably familiar with a life lived under the weight of too many constraints. Perhaps if she had one day found herself with the ability to breathe fire at her enemies or snap open her wings and fly away, her life might have followed a significantly different course.) Fitz saw her, his head snapping towards her at the sound of her voice, as though she had cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted to be heard over the noise of the fire and the growing shouts and hoofbeats of people entering the park behind them. The flames shone in his eyes, glinting off his scales and setting the thin membrane of his wings alight.
It was then Mildred saw the origin of all the ancient myths and tales that had shaped the very history of the land on which she stood. Tales of monstrous creatures built of fire and shadows, every roar from their lungs shaking both earth and sky with an unnatural thunder.
“Fitz.” It was barely more than a whisper. The smell of the smoke invaded her sinuses, making her eyes water and her throat tickle with the urge to cough. But she held out her hand, her palm turned upwards, her fingers curled in a plea. “We have to go. They cannot find you here.”
In response, he reared back onto his hind legs, wings stretched to their fullest extent before he dropped onto all fours again, a puff of smoke blasting from his nostrils as though it was a curse.
Could she risk walking up and attempting to sweep him into her arms like an errant child? He still sheltered beneath the burning branches of the trees, their flaming detritus drifting down to the ground in gobs of fire and ash. There was nothing else for it. She would have to rush in and drag him out, no matter that he might decide to snap at her, belch a blast of fire at her, or simply heave himself into the sky and soar away. Which, on first thought, might have seemed the wisest choice, to allow him to escape while she remained behind to bear the responsibility of five (nearly six) trees on fire and an indeterminate number of scorched pelicans. But where would he go from here? Would he circle over the rooftops of London until he found another neighborhood to set ablaze? Perhaps one boasting a population considerably more human than the birds and various rodents currently on offer?
“Fitz?” Another step forward. A branch cracked but did not fall, though a few twigs dropped to the ground, Fitz flicking away their sparks with a sideways whip of his tail. Mildred thought about dropping onto her knees, hoping to cajole him to her side with the offer of her lap to crawl onto, but before she could lift her hem and crawl through the dirt, a touch to her other hand drew her up sharp.
Mr. Wiggan stood behind her, his bare fingers touching Mildred’s with a grip that was assured, though the twitch in his jaw was anything but. “Go on,” he said. “He’ll hear you, I’m sure of it.”
“Fitzwilliam.” She used the dragon’s full name, as though he was a child and only the full pronouncement of all the syllables attributed to him would succeed in convincing him of the seriousness of their situation. “To me,” she said, fueling her voice with every ounce of desperation she possessed. “Now.”
She would never know for certain if it was the strength of her own will or simply the coincidence of Fitz’s fickle moods changing at the necessary moment to suit their own interests, but the dragon folded his wings closed, stalking towards them with his head bowed, his nostrils flared in a lingering show of defiance. His steps became more languorous as he closed the distance between them, and Mildred bent down, holding out her free hand for him to butt his head against before he described a circle around her legs.
“Miss Percy?”
That was Mrs. Merrick, her voice clipped, those few syllables shivering from behind her teeth like frost. It was enough to pull her attention away from Fitz as he pushed against her with enough weight to nearly knock her off her feet. All through this, she did not release Mr. Wiggan’s hand, afraid that a severing of that connection would shake her confidence enough to have Fitz cavorting back towards the flames, setting another dozen trees on fire and hassling any pelicans still swimming near enough to the bank to be within firing range.
What she saw when she looked up and over her left shoulder was a crowd of figures, a few of them carrying lanterns that bobbed in their midst like agitated glow worms. There were horses as well (because if they were in need of anything at that moment, it was an addition of large animals to the pandemonium) pulling a sort of wagon that Mildred could not make out the details of beyond it being large and creaking and more than likely brought along to aid in putting out the fires still burning merrily along behind them.
“Oh. People.” Mrs. Merrick knelt down beside Mildred and held out her own free hand towards Fitz, allowing him to acknowledge it with a bump of his horns rather than risk his snapping around and lopping off several of her fingers as though she had dangled sausages within his reach. Once her skin touched his scales, words simmered between her lips. Fitz blinked once, then again, and lacking even a particle of draconic grace, toppled into Mildred’s thighs with a whine that descended into a snore.
“What did you do?” Mildred tore her hand free of Mrs. Merrick’s and fought to keep Fitz from completely crashing to the ground, as she was not sure she had the strength to pick him up again. “Is he hurt? What happened?” She cradled him as best she could, his head lolling backwards while his claws scraped at her hem as his legs went limp.
“He’s fine,” Mrs. Merrick said, her voice stern. “He’s only asleep, though it shouldn’t last for long. Not with his size,” she added under her breath.
“It helps that he’s likely exhausted,” Mildred said. “But here, we have to go. We have to move him now.”
It should have been an easy thing, three grown adults managing an insensible dragon the size of a very large dog. But after years of helping to raise her sister’s children, Mildred knew that there was nothing heavier on the earth below or the heavens above than a smallish to medium-sized creature that did not want to be moved. Limbs flopped where they did not need to be, wings hanging halfway open like sheets of abandoned tarpaulin. And there was his tail as well, catching underfoot and dragging along the ground for seemingly no other reason than to distract them from where one part of him began and the other ended.
“This way! This way!” Mrs. Merrick hissed, attempting to take them further into the park. But Mildred knew where the canal lay, and there were the still-burning trees and other flaming shrubberies behind them, which left little in the way of escape considering the tumult of people nearly upon them.
At least Morgen is safe and away, Mildred thought. She would have to take what comforting thoughts she could while she stood in the middle of St. James’s Park, holding the head of a dragon (a head that was still thankfully attached to the rest of its body, for anyone wondering at the imagery of that particular phrasing) that had just set fire to half the landscape behind her. And she repeated it to herself as the first people arrived to put out the fire, gentlemen bearing various states of dishevelment after being roused from their beds in the last hours before dawn. Mildred could not immediately tell how many people there were. A dozen, perhaps, though the crowd seemed larger with the addition of the horses and the wagon they pulled behind them, fitted out with its pumps and hoses and other fire-fighting accessories.
There were shouts, men directing other men to drag the hoses towards the canal, something being done with the pumps (Mildred did not know what and would not attempt to guess at precisely what they were doing beyond ‘something she would likely make a mess of if given the opportunity’) and others already filling buckets and dousing the underbrush with water to help smother the flames.
“You should go,” Mildred said to Mrs. Merrick, her words all squashed together in their haste to remove themselves from her mouth. “The fewer people found here, the better. And you need to tend to Morgen.”
Mrs. Merrick opened her mouth to speak, most likely to voice a dismissal of her concerns over the smaller dragon, but Mildred rushed ahead anyway. “As soon as you return to Pritchard House, I would like you to prepare to leave. Take the dragons and the children to Warwickshire first, to Exley Hall. I’ve not yet received a response from Mr. Gorman, but I’m sure he will welcome you without hesitation. But the dragons need room to move, and we’ll never see an end to incidents such as these if we don’t remove them from London as quickly as possible.”
“But—”
“And take Mrs. Babbinton with you! She has traveled there before. From Warwickshire, you can continue on towards Wales, whether or not we’re able to immediately accompany you.” Mildred spared a glance for the oncoming crowd and gave Mrs. Merrick a nudge with her elbow. “Go! I can see to Fitz,” she promised. And take the majority of the blame, was what she did not say.
Mrs. Merrick slipped away, in that way she had of disappearing from the edge of someone’s sight and merging with the shadows as though the initial vision of her had been nothing more than a smut in someone’s eye.
Perhaps, Mildred realized, if she had not been so worried about Mrs. Merrick and every other member of their party being caught in the middle of it all, she and Mr. Wiggan (with Fitz still held between them) might have been able to make their escape while everyone else fussed about the burning trees and the pelicans still squawking their discomfiture as an incidental accompaniment to the infernal proceedings. But it was their hesitation that might have cost them valuable moments, allowing someone enough time to notice two people holding onto a dragon (though to be fair, an insensate dragon bears a greater resemblance to a bit of squashed baggage rather than a living, fire-breathing creature) and looking for all the world as though they very much wished the ground would open at their feet and swallow them up.
“Oi!”
Mildred could not immediately tell from where that conglomerate of vowels had sounded, but the tone was markedly hostile. A light appeared, the yellow glow of a lantern swung in their direction, and she blinked at a short gentleman (he was actually of average height, but as she had recently taken to being surrounded by the likes of Mr. Wiggan and Hopkins — both of them well over six feet in height and broad in their respective ways — anyone lacking in stature comparatively was immediately classed as “short” in her mind) who attempted to loom over them with his combined powers of hubris and middling authority.
“What’re you doing out here?” the short man asked, still waving his lantern about like he had voluntarily taken on the role of a modern-day Helios in charge of bringing light to all of Pimlico and its surroundings.
Mildred did not know what to say. Neither did Mr. Wiggan apparently, as he hemmed and hawed while keeping his grip on the larger portion of Fitz. “Um, we…” she stammered.
“Out of here with you!” he shouted, spraying spittle and impatience with equal measure. The short man waved his free hand in the general direction of “away from the fire” with the assumption they would duly disperse themselves from his concerns, and that would be the end of that.
Which was what Mildred and Mr. Wiggan attempted to do, and with a tremendous amount of alacrity. Stepping sideways in a shuffling gait, they crab-walked their way out from the oncoming crowd of people set to either help douse the blaze or watch the proceedings with all the enjoyment of a stage production. It was late enough (or early enough, depending on one’s view of things) that a filmy grey glow lit up the eastern horizon, another day set to dawn. This, unfortunately, meant that a larger crowd of onlookers began to gather, a mingling of those both about to turn in for the night and others just waking up to greet the morning.
“This way, this way,” Mildred muttered under her breath, her wrists aching from cradling Fitz’s head, her gaze flicking back and forth between the people around them (most of them clearly distracted by the fire and the water being pumped out of the canal with which to flood it into submission) and the ground beneath her feet, neither of which she could see well. Mr. Wiggan (holding Fitz about the middle) frequently bumped against her while he did his best to keep Fitz’s tail from tripping them up or generally being visible.
It was then Mildred made the mistake of allowing herself to hope that things would be all right. They would manage to carry Fitz back to Pritchard House without being seen. They would succeed in removing Fitz and Morgen from London without further incident. Once they were back in the countryside again, it would be far easier to—
Alas, the scenario Mildred’s imagination had deemed as possible was wiped from further cogitation when Fitz snorted in his sleep and sneezed a spray of sparks onto Mildred’s sleeve. The sparks did not burn her skin (and she was accustomed to the small flecks of fire he occasionally belched out, her wrists and hands routinely peppered with tiny burns that left no scars once the initial redness faded away) and neither did her gown catch on fire, but the tension of the last few hours had stretched her to snapping, and the sight of the sparks blooming in front of her face startled her into losing her grip on Fitz’s head and neck. This, in turn, caused Mr. Wiggan to stumble, which made his own hold on Fitz’s middle — and more importantly, his wings — falter. The dragon started to roll out of Mr. Wiggan’s arms, and one wing unfolded with the elegance of a lady’s fan before he could heft the bulk of Fitz into his keeping again.
A flurry of activity followed this, with Mildred clutching at Fitz’s drooping head and Mr. Wiggan scrabbling to loop his tail over his shoulder while also closing up his wing. Through all of that, Fitz remained settled in a blissful slumber, only the single sneeze having managed to break through the barrier of Mrs. Merrick’s work. They were not quick enough, however, and the fire, large as it had been, did not prove to be as great of a distraction as Mildred hoped. A commotion swelled up around them, a chorus of shouts and other outraged verbiage closing ranks with all the precision of a well-trained militia.
The fire, Mildred spared a second of her precious attention to see, was already mostly contained, the air now filled with the cloying smell of thick smoke from the ruined trees. Which meant it was easy for the crowd (now measuring in greater numbers than fifty gentlemen and several ladies) to turn its attention to the next spectacle on offer, a spectacle that consisted of a lady, a gentleman, and an unconscious dragon draped between the two of them.
“Well,” Mildred said, loud enough for Mr. Wiggan to hear. If only because the noise from the crowd and the burgeoning shouts of “Dragon! It’s one of those dragons!” drowned out all other sounds. “I will not let them take Fitz from me.”
Mr. Wiggan nodded. Something in his posture changed at that moment, a slight bunching to his figure, as though he was digging his heels into the gravelled path beneath them, a cat hunkering down before it prepared to pounce. “It may be a bit of a fight, you know.”
Mildred barked out a laugh. Two days without sleep and a head clogged with smoke had made a scramble of her emotions. “So be it,” she said, and with greater flippancy than a properly fed and rested Mildred would have responded when faced with the prospect of fighting off a mob of unruly Londoners. One thing she took the trouble to remember was that she had already survived the raising of her sister’s three children, and she had come this far with Fitz, and Morgen, and all the rest of the impediments Fate had dared to throw at them.
A London mob, she hoped (a dangerous thing, that) would be a trifle in comparison.



Chapter Twenty-One
While it is true that no man should marry before the age of five-and-twenty, as they have yet to learn how to govern either themselves or their money, the evidence provided by Miss Mildred Percy, harridan and spinster, should drive all young ladies towards the protection and edification of marriage as soon as possible.
-from The Lady’s Weekly Magazine
It did not devolve into a physical altercation, despite Mr. Wiggan’s initial fears. Mildred was thankful for that, as her conviction in her own pugilistic prowess was faulty at best. Mr. Wiggan, she knew, would have been able to hold his own for several minutes at least, if only by dint of sheer size alone, but before Mildred was forced to test the strength of her punches or the range of her kicks, an additional half-dozen men arrived on horseback, an arrival that initially confused Mildred as the fire was already contained and the pelicans all accounted for (if mildly charred).
These men, however, sported that air of superiority one could only achieve through an accident of birth or a particularly advantageous marriage. They wore uniforms as well, blue coats with slashes of red and braided gold. And they directed their attentions not towards the remains of the fire or the assembled crowd, but for Mildred, Mr. Wiggan, and the still unconscious Fitz.
If the men carried any manner of weaponry upon their persons, Mildred could not make them out in the pre-dawn gloom. Though at this point, she supposed she might be fully inured to the sight of rifles or sabers, having faced enough blades and antiquated firepower to consider them as a matter of course (at least when one took on the role of caring for a dragon). Her own hands were still occupied with holding onto Fitz, though she was not against pummeling someone with her bonnet if it came to it. But the miniature cavalry displayed no immediate threat to them beyond cutting off what had remained of their route of escape, these particular soldiers carrying their conceit with the violence of any well-equipped army.
Around them, the mob closed in and receded again, a corporeal imitation of the waxing and waning of the tide. Except this tide was in possession of a few torches (because it could not be a proper mob without torches, giving way to the hypothesis that people carried them around in their pockets waiting for public controversy to arise) and a number of other implements (hatchets, something that would have been mistaken for a medieval torture device if one squinted) brought along to help with the fight against the fire. (A fire that was now fully subdued as Fitz was no longer responsive enough to fuel it.)
“Miss Mildred Percy?” One of the newly arrived men, boasting an ostentatious hat of some black material bedecked with an equally ostentatious medallion, shouted from atop his horse. He neatly steered the animal to clear a space between Mildred, Mr. Wiggan, Fitz, and the rest of the growing crowd. A gesture from him and two of the other soldiers continued to push people back from both the smoking trees and the dragon. He did not leap down from his horse, but he reined in his animal until he was able to fix his attention on Mildred, Mr. Wiggan earning little more than a passing glance from beneath his angled eyebrows. “Is this your dragon, Miss? I order you to release it at once!”
Mildred did not release it at once. Instead, she straightened up to her full height, raised her chin, and in a voice that could have quelled a hundred Netties or an entire schoolroom of squirming Matthews, shot back with, “And by what authority do you dare order me, sir?”
(Despite this show of bravado, Mildred’s legs wobbled. They could have wobbled from a combination of exhaustion, hunger, panic, or a dozen other symptoms stewed into a cassoulet of weariness. In this instance, however, they wobbled in disbelief at the rumble of her own voice sounding over the heads of fifty people with the threatening roll of a summer storm.)
The man on the horse turned his animal around again, not because his horse was restless, but seemingly in a demonstration that he was in possession of a horse and Miss Percy and Mr. Wiggan were not. “By the authority of His Majesty, the Prince Regent.” He sniffed. “Miss.”
Not a constable or a magistrate then, as they would not be riding around London on horses in the middle of the night, unless the average night watchman had suddenly found himself — along with a half dozen others — with enough funds to gallop about from Mayfair to Cheapside in a full uniform complete with an ostentatious hat.
Mildred should not have been surprised, as they were currently in a royal park where both herds of deer and herds of nobility had once cavorted, that it would be a small regiment of soldiers sent to deal with the potential threat of the place being burnt down to cinders. But it was the man’s lack of surprise at finding them there with a dragon that sent an alarm bell clanging through her head. That, and his invocation of the Prince Regent as an underpinning to his authority made her realize that they would not be able to easily slip away after this.
“Pardon me,” Mr. Wiggan began, “but if we could—”
The Man on the Horse (as Mildred had no desire to learn his name or his rank, she would simply lend a few capital letters to his description and leave it at that) shot a quelling glance in his direction. The glance was accompanied by another sniff, this one laying the foundations for an outright sneer. “When your opinion is needed, sir, I will be sure to ask for it. Now,” he said, and snapped his attention back to Miss Percy. “I will only order you once more—”
“You will not speak to him in such a manner!” Mildred interrupted. “And I will not blindly obey orders from someone who claims to be on an errand for the Prince, but with no other proof of his authority aside from a sword and a hat. Now, tell me precisely why you have been sent to… to accost us at such an unfashionable hour in the middle of a park and when we are quite clearly fatigued.”
“The Prince requests your immediate presence at Carlton House,” the man intoned, with all the animation of someone reading from a script. “You and any dragons currently in your care.”
“A request? Does that give me leave to decline?” Her arms still full of dragon, with the edge of one wing attempting to knock into the underside of her chin, Mildred took a small step forward. This forced Mr. Wiggan to move forward as well, the both of them closing a small measure of the distance between themselves and the Man on the Horse. It was not meant as a threat, but the Man on the Horse took it as one, drawing his sword (the early morning light was still smoky and dim, but there was no mistaking the quick slide of metal and the glint of fading firelight on the folded blade) and extending it towards the two of them in a practiced flourish.
It was then Mildred knew, without a doubt, they would not be returning immediately to Pritchard House. When one’s circumstances led them to a disagreement with the bothersome end of a sword, it was typically not anticipated that one would be making a hasty return to the comfort of their own hearth and home (or Rhiannon’s hearth and home, to maintain an adherence to specificities).
“We had attempted to collect you at Pritchard House first,” the Man on the Horse told them, while still holding his sword. “His Highness wished to avoid any sort of public dramatics.” His gaze skimmed the crowd around them, a troupe of Public Dramatics on its world tour. “But as you were not there, we had no choice but to follow the path of chaos in order to find you here. Now, will you accede to His Highness’s request?”
As much as Mildred had prepared herself for fighting against a mob of random Londoners, the sight of a uniformed man wielding a sword siphoned the last of her energy from her limbs. And to cut to the quick of it, she was tired. Her arms ached and her head throbbed from too much smoke and too little sleep. Her mind was at once both sharp and foggy, her thoughts rendered to scrambled eggs with the broken shells left in them. She felt very much on the verge of some debilitating emotion — either tears, laughter, anger, or overwhelming torpidity — but held it all within herself, counting the length of each breath as the Man on the Horse ordered them to wait while a conveyance was brought around for them.
“We will go to Carlton House, yes.” Mildred nodded once. For what else could they do?
The crowd did not immediately disperse at this end to the confrontation, though the soldiers — yes, there were only six of them against the dozens already assembled, but the sight of their hats (less ostentatious than the man in charge of them all) and their boots and their sheathed sabers doing an adequate job of keeping the more vociferous torch-wielders at bay — positioned themselves at points around Mildred and Mr. Wiggan, creating an invisible wall that no one dared to breach.
Was it the sight of the dragon that prevented anyone from coming too close? They had set Fitz on the ground, Mildred lowering herself to her knees so that his head laid across her lap. He snuffled a few times in his sleep, but did not wake, and Mildred could only assume that he had exhausted himself into a stupor that would likely last for some time yet.
She ran her hands over the ridges along the back of his neck while they waited for a wagon sent by the Prince to be brought around. It was a nervous motion she repeated over and over until the tips of her fingers became oblivious to the sensation. Fitz seemed smaller to her as the daylight bloomed around them, with his wings tucked against him and his tail curled around his rear legs. It was almost easy to recall what a small, scrawny thing he had been upon hatching, all wings and shrieks and hunger, their only fear that he might nip someone’s finger or fray the edge of the carpet with his claws.
As she had so many times before, she wondered how much larger he would grow, if the creature before her was perhaps something of a child with decades ahead before he reached maturity. A part of her wished for him to always remain as he was, still small enough to lay his head in her lap or trot along at her side with the edges of his wings within a few inches of her fingers. But she could not deny him the life he had yet to grow into. He would grow larger, and with that increase in size, more danger would be ascribed to him. More fear. It would be no easy thing to travel with him, to allow him to sleep at the end of her bed as though he was a pet or a plaything. She could not shape him to fit within the confines of her own sheltered life. It would only serve to stifle him, and ultimately cause him harm.
“Just sleep, for now,” she said, as her hand stilled on the side of his neck, the warmth of his scales seeping into her skin like water.
The wagon finally arrived for them, something stolid and utilitarian. The soldiers cleared the way for it by forcibly parting the crowd that had steadily drifted inward. There was no offer from anyone to help move Fitz, and so Mildred and Mr. Wiggan lifted him again, loading him into the back of the wagon with as much delicacy as they were capable. For themselves, they had no delicacy to spare. A jumble of limbs and groans as they settled themselves into the small amount of space left to them, hardly given enough time to see their bottoms fully situated before there was a flick of the reins and they were quickly taken forward and out of the park.
Mildred sat beside Mr. Wiggan, her hand clasped within his and her head laying like a deflated waterskin against his shoulder. Around them, the city gained color and definition as the night slowly receded. There were the clear threads of smoke drifting upwards from a hundred different chimneys. There was the trickle of early morning traffic, like the light fall of pebbles before the later avalanche of horses and pedestrians would fill the streets. And there they traveled through the middle of it, unnoticed by anyone they passed, Fitz’s presence at their feet unremarked upon as everyone continued about the beginning (or ending, in some cases) of their day.
She thought she might have dozed for a few minutes, only because her head suddenly jolted from Mr. Wiggan’s shoulder as the wagon shuddered to a halt. A quick wipe at the corner of her mouth where a small drop of drool had begun to form, and she blinked at her surroundings, battling the confusion of her muddled senses even as the familiarity of the place sought to overwhelm her.
“Ah.”
That single sound, a splotch of dismay in vocal form, acted as the feeble fanfare to mark their return to Carlton House.
“I feared we might have been on our way to Newgate.” Mr. Wiggan’s voice was a low rumble that spoke of his own tiredness and the abundance of smoke still harbored in his throat.
“I think I might have preferred Newgate.” Yet they had not been clapped in irons, giving no hurried threat of being carried off to prison or shipped off to New South Wales or New Zealand or any “New” scattered from London to the farthest reaches of the globe.
Mildred allowed Mr. Wiggan to help her down from the back of the wagon, while the soldiers that had accompanied them stood like useless statuary waiting for them to descend.
“What about…?” Mildred remained near the wagon, her attention switching between Fitz — whose tail had begun to thump idly against the bottom of the wagon, though his eyes were still closed — and the Man on the Horse, whose hat and overall demeanor marked him as the one to whom Mildred should dare any further speech. “I will not leave him.”
“You are to bring the creature as well,” he said, managing to lace his speech with enough condescension as to make his order sound like a boon.
Once again, no help was offered, the two of them left to heft Fitz off the back of the wagon without 1) dropping him or 2) rousing him enough that he exhibited annoyance at having been a) put to sleep, b) woken up, or c) finding himself being dragged from the back of a wagon and carried into a palace when he would likely have much rather been in the comfort of his own (Mildred’s) bed until at least midday. They accomplished it with only a few muttered oaths (nothing loud enough or scurrilous enough to be worthy of noting here) and one near-incident where Fitz flicked out a wing in his sleep, knocking Mildred’s bonnet askew and startling one of the horses into backing away a dozen paces before its rider could regain control.
They were ushered inside with little pomp and an extraordinary dearth of circumstance. Absent were the bewigged servants dressed in their finery, standing like sentinels to mark their progress through the building’s halls. This morning, it was the echo of distant footsteps and the muffled closing of doors to greet them, the palace shutting off parts of itself to them before they had gone a dozen paces past the foyer. A mingling of murky daylight and dim candlelight helped to merge all of the shadows into a suffocating blanket of gloom, a refusal to acknowledge the arrival of the morning outside until the Prince himself swung his feet over the side of the bed and went poking about on the carpet for his slippers.
They were not taken to the same room as before. It was an easy thing to know the difference due to the speed of their progress (decidedly slow, as they still carried Fitz between the two of them, though Mildred’s role was primarily to prevent his tail from lashing out and knocking some valuable object towards an early demise) which allowed Mildred more than enough time to take thorough notice of their surroundings. The room they were taken to was large and empty enough that it could be nothing other than a ballroom (unless the Prince had developed a preference for closets (of both the clothing and water variety) vast enough in which one could perform an exuberant gavotte).
“You may put down the creature, if you wish,” the Man on the Horse told them (now thoroughly devoid of a horse and with only his ostentatious hat left to differentiate him from any other soldier with a preference for outlandish millinery).
“Over here,” Mildred directed, and a few more feet from the door, they lowered Fitz to the floor. He remained on his side at first, though his rear legs began to scrabble at nothing in the manner of an animal acting out his dreams in his sleep, and he snapped his jaws before shaking his head and blinking to a vague estimation of wakefulness.
“It is all right,” she assured him as he narrowed his eyes against the morning light that poured in through the windows. “All is well.” A terrible lie, that. Nothing was well, really. Fitz had just set a portion of St. James’s Park on fire and injured several pelicans in the process. They still did not have the eggs Belinda had taken from Nyth y Ddraig, nor the original notes made by either herself or her Great Uncle Forthright. It all felt like so many wagon wheels spinning themselves deeper into the mud, while another band of dark clouds threatened a downpour to further saturate the ground around them.
Fitz’s claws scraped the fine floor as he struggled onto his legs. A whine from him, and he butted the top of his head against Mildred’s arm. When she placed her hand on his head, he twisted his neck around and nipped at her thumb, his teeth sharp enough to hurt.
“At least he seems calmer than before,” Mr. Wiggan said. He spoke in a whisper, though even his hushed tones produced an echo that filled every corner of the room.
“I suppose he will be groggy for a little while.” Mildred scratched at the underside of Fitz’s jaw, provoking his eyes to narrow into slits of pleasure. “I hope he is not hungry after… well, everything.”
Would they be fed? Mildred doubted the Prince would be inclined to offer the same spread of delicacies as had provided to them on their previous visit. All of that had been such a performance, she realized now. The Prince offering his charm and his assistance until he realized that Mildred would not be won over by so much glamour.
Several feet away, between themselves and the door through which they had entered, stood their gaoler, his hands clasped behind his back, his silly hat looking like part of a costume given to a child for a bit of fancy dress.
“How long do you think we will be here?” Mildred asked, her question mark hardly finding time to dot itself before another door swung open on the far wall and the Prince himself strode into the room.
Well, he didn’t precisely stride. It was more of an amble, his slippers shuffling on the gleaming floor, his robe (no doubt the Prince would have preferred his garment to be referred to as a banyan or some other name with exotic and colonial affiliations, but to Mildred it was only a robe with leanings towards extravagant drapery) swishing about his ankles.
His cheeks were flushed and his face slightly puffy in that way Mildred recognized as belonging to people who had been woken up prematurely from their slumber. And he did not appear to be pleased to see them, though whether that was due to the aforementioned sleep disturbance or the presence of several people and a disoriented dragon in his ballroom was a matter left up for debate.
“Ah, Miss Percy.” The Prince gave his hand a little twirl of acknowledgement as Mildred lowered her head in obeisance. (She would give him no more than that, if only because any attempt to perform a full curtsy from her current position would likely cause her joints to forcibly expel themselves from her body.) “I had hoped you would make another visit during your stay in London, though I assure you I was not anticipating the circumstances that have provoked your return.”
“Your Highness,” was all Mildred said, then hesitated on how best to follow that greeting.
“And… Mr. Winston, was it?” The Prince’s gaze leapt towards Mr. Wiggan. “Yes, yes. Our humble country vicar!”
“Wiggan,” Mr. Wiggan muttered under his breath.
“Is it?” The Prince narrowed his eyes, as though his own misinterpretation of Mr. Wiggan’s name was clearly the correct one. “Ah, well. No matter. You shall be on your way home in a minute regardless. Halloo! You there!” He called out to the Man on the Horse, still standing at his post in the doorway. “So sorry to bother you, but you could escort this gentleman to his current place of residence?” The Prince looked at Mildred. “I know you are still staying with Rhiannon,” he said, and tapped his forefinger to the side of his right eye. “I was compelled to keep a lookout, you know, just in case you decided to run off to the country with all of your dragons tucked away like hats with the rest of your luggage. One can never be too careful! Ah, yes!” He gestured to the soldier as the man strode into the ballroom and laid a proprietary hand on Mr. Wiggan’s arm. “Without delay, if you will. And be sure to set a guard outside of Pritchard House, my good man. No need to risk a repeat excursion, hmm?”
Mr. Wiggan jerked as though to shake the hand off his arm, but Mildred whispered a low, “Claude, please,” before he settled into a reluctant state of obedience.
“Mildred, I—”
“We don’t even know if Morgen and the others made it back safely. They will need you just now,” she went on. “Go and help in any way you can. I will manage here, I promise.”
Mr. Wiggan stood rooted to the spot as the soldier began to lead him towards the door, but with a final look at Mildred, he nodded once and allowed himself to be escorted from the ballroom.
Before Mr. Wiggan had even left completely, the Prince’s attention drifted down towards Fitz, still fighting the remnants of his previous torpor.
“But here is the star of the hour, hmm? Our little firebrand!”
“Your Highness,” Mildred said again, raising her voice loud enough to regain the Prince’s attention. “If I could explain what happened in St. James’s Park—”
“No.” The Prince shook his head as he grasped the edges of his robe and pulled it together over his chest. (He was fully clothed beneath the robe, lest any reader fear that the Mildred was enduring the offense of various senses due to the Prince’s lack of adornment.) “I fear it is I who should apologize to you, Miss Percy. I should never have behaved so flippantly about these creatures—” He gestured at Fitz, who had taken to nodding off and snuffling awake again in Mildred’s lap, “—and I should have certainly taken your worries about the eggs falling into unsavory hands. If this one dragon can attempt to set half a park on fire, what would an entire flock of them accomplish if left unchecked? I admit to being quite in awe of your foresight in this matter.”
Mildred held her breath. The existence of a forthcoming “however” lingered in the air above them like a storm cloud over a picnic.
“But,” he continued, choosing that simpler word in order to dash Mildred’s feeble hopes into the foundations of the palace around them, “it also underlines my initial offer to you in sequestering these creatures away from the rest of the general population. They cannot be kept in public spaces without a constant fear of danger coming about.”
“Which is why they should go back to where they came from, to Wales,” she managed to argue, despite the sluggish nature of her thoughts.
“Of course, your little Nyth y Ddraig,” he said, mispronouncing the phrase with such aplomb that Mildred wondered if she had been hearing it wrong every time before now. “But what shall we do when someone else wishes to fancy themselves an adventurer — or adventuress,” he added, nodding in Mildred’s general direction, “traipsing about Wales and slipping into caves to steal dragon eggs like a grave robber sneaking into the tomb of an ancient Pharaoh?”
“W-Well, if the eggs hatch,” Mildred stammered. But again, the Prince shook both his head and his finger at her.
“No, no, Miss Percy. They are in need of protection. They are in need of observance. We simply cannot allow a dozen or more dragons to run willy-nilly across the countryside, snapping up sheep and frightening the populace. Goodness, we’ll have a revolt on our hands and the poor creatures will be hunted out of existence. No,” he said again, this time striking a pose of regal authority (a pose that included a slight tilt of his shoulders backwards (which also resulted in the lower area of his trunk and hips thrusting forward in a way that made the assembled company thankful he had chosen to be fully dressed beneath the folds of his banyan) and a lift of his chin as though he sought to have his hair tousled heroically by an errant draft). “I believe we shall have to attempt something more… official, I think.”
Mildred did not care for the way he said ‘official’. If words were tangible things, then this one was the iron bars of a cage lining themselves up like soldiers, the heavy clink of a chain holding them in place. A glance at the walls around them, and she was surprised they had not begun a subtle march inwards, closing in until even the air they currently breathed became a rare commodity.
“It is the unprecedented nature of it all, you understand,” the Prince continued, while Mildred’s chest constricted and her heart thumped irregularly behind her ribs. “If we are seen to be doing nothing, then the public will complain. Well,” and here, he tittered, “they shall likely complain no matter what action is taken. It is always difficult, you know, bearing the burden of such authority.” He sighed and touched his hand to his brow, as though the ghost of a crown rested there. “We will just have to forge our way forward, I suppose, like the intrepid explorers of centuries past.”
A light knock sounded on the door. Not the door through which either Mildred or the Prince had already arrived, but another door positioned in an unnoticed corner, where the seams of the door fit flush with the adornments on the wall surrounding it. A servant stepped into the room, made a hasty approach, bowed (with equal haste) and whispered something in the Prince’s ear. The Prince nodded, said something along the lines of, “Of course, they’ve been waiting long enough,” and sent the servant scurrying away again (all haste implied) with a flick of his hand.
No one said anything further as the servant’s footsteps echoed throughout the ballroom, or as he ducked his head into the anteroom through which he’d just arrived and spoke to someone standing just beyond Mildred’s range of vision. The someone said something in reply, and even at that distance, with most of a palace ballroom between them, with the remnants of panic still ringing through her ears, she recognized that voice.
She would have expected to feel some anxiety rill through her, sending her heart pounding and her stomach tightening into knots. But there seemed to be nothing left but to feel rather resigned to it. What else could happen, but for everything they had done thus far, everything they had attempted to avoid doing to bring them to this moment, with Belinda entering through that formerly secret door, the hem of her gown to the curls of her hair in perfect array, and with a leashed and muzzled white dragon clinging to her gloved left hand.
“Your Highness,” she said as she walked forward, though her walk was more of a glide, the bottom of her gown — a creation of pale blue silk and embroidered forget-me-nots, a finer garment than anything Belinda had ever worn while living at Ashby Lodge under the constraints of her father’s moderate budget and copious expenses — swishing around her legs as if the fabric had been coached beforehand in how best to set off the trim lines of her ankles.
The Prince acknowledged her obeisance with a small nod. “Mrs. Parry,” he returned. “You are a picture of vitality this morning. Your presence alone puts all of us mere mortals to shame.”
Belinda smiled, and blushed, and performed all of the necessary demonstrations that his flattery had pleased her. There was also — on a more alarming note — a hint of familiarity on both of their faces. This was not the first time they had met or spoken with one another. Mildred was certain of it. She saw it in the gleam of the Prince’s eye, a shimmer like an oily iridescence on the surface of one of London’s puddles.
Mildred’s attention switched to the white dragon on Belinda’s wrist. Her niece wore a kind of glove, a more elegant version of what a falconer might wear, all done in white leather with blue stitching, its colors a reflection of the dragon sinking its claws into the thick leather. The dragon itself sat with its wings folded closed, its tail — not as slender or long as Morgen’s — covered in barbed scales that tapered down to a hard point of glacial blue at the tip. Around its neck there was a slender collar, worked in silver and white leather, with thin straps that came up and wrapped around the dragon’s jaws. Connected to the collar was a silver chain, the end of it fastened around Belinda’s other wrist, her arm giving the occasional subtle tug when the dragon attempted to shift its weight or crouch lower on her arm.
It had grown since its hatching, the blue tracing along the edge of its scales more pronounced than when it had only just burst from its egg. It appeared to be already larger than Morgen, and Mildred wished she could see it outside in the full light of day, with its wings spread and the infernal collar and chain removed from its throat.
Fitz stirred beside her, his lingering grogginess shedding away at the arrival of another dragon in his presence. He staggered to his feet, shaking himself from shoulder to tail before a low sound emanated from his throat. Not a growl, precisely, and neither could it have been described as a purr. A minor earthquake was how it felt to Mildred, situated as she was to feel the vibration through her own limbs and into the floor beneath them.
“Fitz,” she warned, without knowing if he would heed her warning or what she might have even been warning against.
Belinda took a step forward, towards Mildred. A scent, lighter than perfume, filled Mildred’s nostrils. Lilacs, it seemed to be. With an undercurrent of almond tarts and beeswax. It made Mildred think suddenly of home. Not of Ashby Lodge, where she had lived as her sister’s guest for years and never truly felt as though she belonged, but of her childhood home, where she had lived happily with her family, acted her way through all manner of adventures from one end of the garden to the other, where she had tucked herself into her bedroom under the eaves, a single beeswax candle providing light by which to read, while she nibbled on almond tarts pilfered from the kitchen when their cook had not been looking.
“Oh, Aunt Mildred.” Belinda cocked her head to one side, her hand tightening on the white dragon’s chain as it clawed nervously at the heavy cuff of her glove. When the dragon wouldn’t cease the awkward flexing of its claws, she tugged at the chain again, jerking the dragon’s head until the creature cowed to her control of it.
Mildred blinked up at her niece, her thoughts a morass of memories from decades ago and poorly contained panic over the situation in which they currently resided. Wouldn’t it be easy, she thought, to simply walk away from all of this and rest? She did not have to be here. No one had chosen her or marked her as special in any particular way. She had done nothing more than allow herself to be carried along on the tide of events that began with the arrival of her great uncle’s trunk. But it did not have to be her. She thought of the ache in her hips and her back when she woke in the morning, the tiredness that lodged itself into her joints like an infestation.
It had been her dream to go on adventures when she was a child, to explore and to be intrepid and to dig into the very bones of the earth in search of its myriad treasures. But she was not a child anymore. She was not even young, her value to society decreasing with greater speed at every silver hair to thread its way through the dull brown waves she brushed and pinned into a knot at the back of her head every morning. So why did she insist on attempting… whatever this was, when the world did not make a habit of carving its adventures into a shape for one such as her?
“...it will be a fine solution for everyone,” the Prince was saying, his voice a faint echo in Mildred’s head until she dragged her attention away from her niece.
“What?” she said, her own voice sounding as though she tugged her vowels through sludge to be heard.
“The eggs, of course!” The Prince clapped his hands together, his rings glinting in a shaft of sunlight that spilled through the nearest window. “Your niece, Mrs. Parry,” he said, nodding towards Belinda, who returned the nod with the air of someone accustomed to frequent and abundant amounts of acknowledgement, “has told me that all of the dragons and their accompanying eggs will go, of course, to England!”



Chapter Twenty-Two
No matter the size or beauty of the cage, a dragon does not care to be confined.
-from Miss Percy’s Travel Guide to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons
Mildred assured herself that she must have heard him wrong. It was exhaustion, she reasoned. Two days without rest had addled her wits until she would likely begin to see imaginary shadows creeping in at the edges of her vision, making her believe there were monsters lying in wait. Because what she thought the Prince Regent had said was that the eggs would be going to England, in a manner that suggested Belinda would be gifting them to him in the style of a visiting dignitary gracing the ruler with a token meant to broker peace between two separate nations. And so Mildred shook her head and waited for the words to realign themselves into something more palatable, along the lines of, “Yes! We will see the eggs returned to Nyth y Ddraig where they were discovered!” and “No, Mrs. Parry. You are a charlatan and a fraud and I will see you escorted from Carlton House and indeed the entirety of London!”
But the words did not reshape themselves upon further cogitation.
“...all of the dragons and the accompanying eggs will go, of course, to England…”
To England.
She swallowed. She very much needed something to drink, as her throat still felt thick and scratchy from too much smoke and a marked lack of water or other moisture passing her lips in the last dozen hours or so. “What do you mean?” she rasped, and she said it again after a clearing of her throat and an assumption that her first speaking of the question had gone unnoticed by everyone around her. “What do you mean?”
The italicization of the final word seemed to be enough to draw the attention of the Prince, who looked down at her with blinking confusion, causing Mildred to wonder if he had already forgotten she was there.
“It has been made very clear to me, Miss Percy, by both the antics of your dragon and information relayed to me by your niece that these are not creatures that can be cultivated here in town or anywhere else near too many people or wooden buildings. We must keep them… separate,” he enunciated, adding an additional syllable that had not been there in the word’s first entry into the dictionary. “Protected,” he continued. “And, of course, we must strive to learn all that we can about them while also managing their behavior in a way that will not bring harm to my subjects.”
It sounded like a practiced speech, something written down and recited over and again in front of a looking glass until he could say the lines without putting any real thought or emotion into them. While he spoke, Belinda’s expression remained serene. Her hold on the white dragon never weakened, her hand regularly tugging on the silver chain every time the dragon sought to rustle its wings or flex its claws in the fine leather of the glove on which it sat.
At Mildred’s side, Fitz let out a low thrum of disapproval, though he could not yet do more than sniff at the air and flick his tail across the floor. On closer inspection, Mildred noticed another tether affixed to the point of the white dragon’s wings, holding them in place against the creature's side. She swallowed again, a lump forming in her throat at the sight of the beautiful animal all tied and chained in place, the collar around its neck showing marks where it had begun to chafe at the scales beneath.
“You want to keep them in cages,” Mildred said, thinking of the silver cage in which the white dragon had been shown at the exhibition only a few days before. “You want to cover them in chains and muzzles and call it scientific research.”
“Bah!” the Prince retorted, or something equally nonsensical. “You are leaping to conclusions, Miss Percy. No such harm is meant towards these… er, fascinating creatures.” He cleared his throat and edged away from Fitz as the dragon yawned profusely, closing his jaws with a snap. “But we cannot simply take the eggs back to where they were found and dump them in the ground for anyone else to find! Goodness, can you imagine the uproar if the public found out I was allowing these things to wander about wherever they would? No, no, no. Mrs. Parry has already agreed with my original idea of taking the dragons out into the countryside, near enough to civilization that they can be watched over, but without—”
“No.” Mildred finally pushed up into a standing position. Her balance wavered and her vision went slightly fuzzy in punishment for gaining altitude too quickly. “Your idea is foolish. And her name is not even Mrs. Parry, for Heaven’s sake!” Mildred put her hand to her brow, forcing her thoughts into order while her chest heaved against the constraints of too many layers of clothing that had been worn for too many hours in succession. “Look at what she has done to that poor creature!” She pointed at the white dragon, cowed and shivering on Belinda’s arm. “Is this what you want? To have a herd of dragons tethered and tortured until you’ve subdued them to your will?”
Belinda rolled her eyes, behaving as though she had been scolded for nothing more than taking Nettie’s hairbrush and failing to return it (rather than stealing a dragon and a clutch of dragon eggs, injuring another dragon, and abandoning a husband, mostly in that order). In contrast, the Prince puffed himself up, offended by such speech lobbed at him before he had even sat down to his morning repast. “I would watch your words, Miss Percy! Your dragon — this dragon! — one of several you insist should be allowed to roam free in Wales, has set fire to a significant portion of my land. And not one, but three pelicans have been injured, several fine trees decimated, and the entire park shall have to bear this blot on its natural beauty like a festering wound. Now.” He placed his hands on his hips, his posture shaped for a blank canvas and a portrait painter determined to err on the side of flattering. “We clearly must remove the dragons from London as soon as possible. Fires, you know…” He gave a small shudder. “... we have a poor history with them. And so it has been decided—”
Mildred noted that she had been given no voice in this supposed decision but waited to hear what the Prince would have to say. Mildred was a woman, and an older one, at that. Easily disregarded by others, easily dismissed as overwrought, governed by her fragile sensibilities. While she was tempted to raise her voice and make a spectacle of herself, she knew that in this instance, it would accomplish nothing. The Prince was too much like a child, and scolding him would likely accomplish nothing more than to send him into a tantrum. And there stood Belinda, ready to cast Mildred as the harridan if she dug in her heels. So instead she stood there, Fitz curling himself around her lower legs until the bulk of his body formed a winged shield against Belinda, and she lifted her chin and listened.
“—we will go ahead and relocate all of the dragons and the eggs to a secluded part of the countryside, easy to disguise and protect. Somewhere about…” the Prince glanced at Belinda. “Where did we say it should be?”
Belinda replied with a careless shrug. “Somerset? Yorkshire? Anywhere that is significantly rural and unimportant.”
The Prince nodded. “Anyway, we shall gather all of them together into one location, where it will be far easier to look after them and prevent any further… mishaps.”
“And what about…?” Mildred caught herself, her voice carried on a surge of biliousness she had to swallow down before she could continue. “What will you do with them? They have wings,” she pointed out, as though she was speaking to a child who had difficulty understanding that water was wet and fire was hot. “Won’t they simply attempt to fly away?”
Belinda laughed. Not a laugh of parted lips and gleaming teeth, but a burble of sound from the back of her throat, the corners of her mouth turned up in a withering smile. “I’ve found there are ways of controlling them,” she said, and gave a small tug on the chain clutched in her hand. The white dragon responded with a duck of its head and a whistle of sound from the vicinity of its muzzled jaws.
“You cannot…” Words, Mildred thought. She needed the proper words, a way to convince the Prince that this was wrong, that placing living creatures in chains and abusing them into submission was nothing more than offering them a life they could only live halfway. “It is cruel, is it not? Wouldn’t it be better to allow them to grow and flourish to their full potential? England has not seen dragons since a time when its history was clouded with a mixture of myth and truth. This could be only the beginning of an extraordinary change in our world, and you wish to… to what? Clip their wings and douse their fires before they can even heave that first breath?”
“Goodness, shouldn’t you have been a novelist?” The Prince tittered. “So much drama, Miss Percy. I will say, if you ever do put a pen to paper, I request that you dedicate your first book to me. I am quite popular with several authors of… varying talents, and I daresay your work would do very well if the public were to know that I served as an, shall we say, inspiration, of sorts.”
Amid all of this talk, Fitz grew restless. With the slow return of his energy and awareness after enduring Mrs. Merrick’s spell, he began again to flick his tail back and forth across the ballroom floor, leaving light scratches on the shining surface. He was hungry, Mildred realized, but there was nothing in her pockets to offer him, and no refreshments had been brought in for them, either. Despite the fineness of the room, the gleaming floor and the mirrored walls and the paintings of bare-bottomed cherubs lounging on clouds of orange and pink across the ceiling, Mildred could not dispel the sensation that she was very much a prisoner. The Man on the Horse had returned to his place in the doorway behind her, barring any opportunity for escape. No doubt there were other soldiers further on, so that even if she managed to overpower the first one (probably through some combination of surprise and inertia) the second or third would certainly succeed in keeping her in place.
A restless, hungry dragon was not something which Mildred wanted to placate for long, especially one already skewed towards perturbation by the presence of another dragon decked in chains and helplessness. She held out her hand to him, hoping he would come to her and nuzzle at her palm or wrist in search of a morsel to eat, as he sometimes did (and as she often had the aforementioned morsel at hand) but he ignored her in favor of slowly widening the circle he drew around her, every twitch of his wings and lash of his tail pushing both Belinda and the Prince farther and farther away in subtle increments.
“You cannot do this,” Mildred said, her attention now stretched between Fitz’s movements and the Prince. It seemed a waste of breath by this point, as most people in positions of greater power than herself (which, she readily admitted, was a great number of people across her acquaintance) tended to do what they wished regardless of any number of “cannots” or “should nots” lobbed in their direction. “They are not specimens you can pin in place like a butterfly’s wings, which is why the eggs should be returned to Wales where they can—”
“Honestly, Aunt Mildred.” Belinda shook her head slowly, her features shaped into lines of pity. “Your naivete is almost endearing. And I admit, I understand your reticence, to some degree. Why, being an older woman, such as you are, unmarried and without children of your own, having raised this dragon since its hatching must fill you with some measure of… purpose, for once in your life.”
Every syllable, every sound was shaped by her tongue and teeth into the most perfect of barbs, and she paused only long enough to draw another breath, to pull another arrow from her quiver. Mildred had nothing to say to any of it. She could not think of anything in her defense, her thoughts muffled into a familiar buzzing, so that Belinda’s voice wrapped around her, smothering her with a song she knew as well as a mother’s lullaby.
“But this is a momentous thing,” Belinda went on, while the white dragon twitched on her wrist, and while Fitz growled at the length of chain dangling from her hand. “These eggs and the dragons from which they came, they cannot be left in the wild, for someone else to discover. What if someone were to come from… oh, Prussia, perhaps? Or Denmark? And claim them for their own? They should be kept where they can be studied and observed. Only think of what an achievement this is, to be among the first people to encounter dragons in all of England. And so it is better that they belong to England—”
“They belong where they were found,” Mildred said. But her voice was too weak, her hands shaking until she pressed her palms flat against the front of her gown.
“—where we can lead the world in this discovery, as we have with so many other things.”
Mildred could not swallow. Swallowing was for people whose mouths contained adequate amounts of saliva and who were also aware of how to control basic bodily functions. She found she could hardly breathe either, and she wondered if the dizziness threatening to overtake her was due to the shock of everything, her exhaustion, or a simple lack of sufficient oxygen in her lungs. (It was a combination of all three, to be fair.) “Where do you fall in all of this?” she asked, her voice still softer than she would have liked, but the fact she could bring herself to speak at all in the presence of the Prince Regent while also fighting against Belinda’s befuddling influence seemed a moderate victory. “And where do I?”
“There is no denying the amount of work you have already done, Miss Percy,” the Prince said, offering a slight nod of deference. “Raising a dragon of this size and temperament from its hatching is an unparalleled achievement! It is also why I believe your knowledge will be invaluable as we seek to study these creatures further. Indeed, your niece was the first to suggest that you be sent to Somerset—”
“Or Yorkshire,” Belinda interrupted.
“—in order to continue your tireless study.”
“And what will you do?” Mildred asked Belinda, not even bothering to feign surprise at her niece’s plot to see her bundled off into the countryside and out of the way.
“Well, with all of this talk of dragons in the newspapers…” Belinda began.
“Put there by you,” Mildred muttered.
“... someone needs to place themselves in front of the public in order to answer any questions or assuage any fears people might have.” Belinda looked towards the Prince for confirmation.
“Of course!” he added with a decisive nod. “The public does indeed like to stay informed. Did you know, I heard that every paper featuring a story about dragons on its front page outsold all of its previous editions by nearly double! Not even the rumblings of another war could sell as well as that!”
“So you will remain in London?” Mildred ventured to ask Belinda. “Appearing at museums and the like?”
“I cannot simply disappear!” Belinda laughed as though the notion of her fading away into obscurity was nothing short of absurd. “Why, the public has already come to depend on me! Did you know that I have already received a letter from someone at Oxford or Cambridge or wherever inviting me to give a talk about my work with dragons! It’s all rather flattering, isn’t it?”
There were several ways Mildred could have chosen to respond to this. She considered violence first of all (not with complete sincerity, but the urge to lash out in a physical manner shivered through her with the same force of an itch in desperate need of a scratch). However, as she was not a violent person she refused to lower herself to such depths. Raising her voice and producing a litany of swears and expletives too vulgar to be put to paper was also considered and then discarded as she did not believe showing all the signs and symptoms of a tantrum would in any way work in her favor.
The only option then left to her, at least in her current state and with the limitations of shock and tiredness preying upon her faculties, was to pull herself away from Belinda’s influence — an influence that left her reeling as though she had imbibed a large glass of wine before arriving — to the best of her abilities. Her abilities, unfortunately, did not extend far beyond pinning her focus on anything that was not Belinda (there were several fine candidates for distraction, though for the highest caliber of results, she found that Fitz was the least infuriating of them) and breathing in and out through the barricade of clenched teeth and fraying nerves.
“What if I do not agree to this?” Mildred asked once she felt capable of drawing in enough breath to speak. “What if I refuse to go to Somerset or Yorkshire or wherever you’ve chosen?”
“Of course you may do what you like!” the Prince said. “You’re not a prisoner, by any means. Unfortunately, if you do decide to return to your former life, it means that the dragons would no longer remain in your care, Miss Percy.”
Mildred opened her mouth and closed it again.
“There is this one,” he went on, indicating Fitz with a wary jut of his chin, “and one other, I believe you said? One that hatched in Wales? It is smaller than this one, is it not?”
“Morgen,” Mildred said, the name tumbling out unbidden.
“Well, we shall have that one brought here as well. They can stay in the ballroom for a little while, at least until we’ve made all the arrangements to remove them permanently from town. I had thought the stables might do for a few days, but all of that hay? Might as well toss a torch in there and see how they fare.”
Mildred shook her head. Not in response to the bit about the stables (she agreed with the Prince that turning either Fitz or Morgen loose in a building full of straw and horses would be about as wise as stuffing one’s pockets with beef steaks before stepping into a lion’s den) but instead to the prospect of being separated from Fitz and Morgen, and in anything resembling a permanent capacity. “I won’t leave them,” she said, unaware that she clung to a portion of the conversation already abandoned by the others in the room.
The Prince blinked at her as if an insect had flown too near to his face. “I beg your pardon?”
“I won’t…” Her gaze drifted towards Belinda, who stood there with the white dragon on her arm, the glint of a chain wrapped around her fingers. “Please send Matthew and Nettie home. You know your mother must be beside herself with worry. And as for everyone else, let them do what they will. Return to Wiltshire, to Wales, to…” She pursed her lips and cleared her throat, too many emotions gathering behind her sinuses all at once. “But if you insist upon doing this, then I will go with them, with the dragons and the eggs.”
A line appeared in her niece’s brow. “Are they so important to you, Aunt Mildred? You’ve had them for… how long? Half a year, more or less? I sincerely thought you’d be asking for remuneration for all your trouble.” She laughed. “Maybe you could even find someone better than Mr. Wiggan to take an interest in you! A small fortune of your own, and no doubt you could seek out a perfectly suitable husband in a sea of aging widowers and goutish barons.”
“I do not want money,” Mildred said, with no small amount of disdain. “What I do want is to see that these creatures are cared for, that they are not harmed or injured or treated like…” She swallowed at the sight of the white dragon attempting to stretch its wings against its bonds. “... a thing to be conquered. I will do all the work, if you wish. And you may prance and preen throughout London and Paris and beyond, attend all of the parties and balls and operas on the arm of whichever gentleman you’ve chosen to play the role of your husband that week, and without any worry of soiling the hem of your newest gown.”
Belinda pursed her lips, a delicate rosebud of thought while her eyes darkened with a gleam that could be politely described as avaricious. “Your writings,” she said, before her nostrils flared on a deep inhalation. “Everything you write, because I’m sure you’ll take notes, will be mine to publish. Under my name, of course.”
Mildred thought of the book she had discovered at the library, with her Great Uncle Forthright’s name etched onto the spine. She had harbored a small dream of one day seeing her own name written in gold lettering like that, half worn away by time and use. “And you will allow me to not only stay with the dragons, but to oversee every facet of their care?” she countered. “No chains, no decorative cages. You will have nothing at all to do with them, but you may make yourself famous from their existence, if you wish.”
“Hmmph.” Belinda pulled her bottom lip into her mouth and chewed on it, an action that — unknowingly to Belinda, or else she would never contort her face in such a manner again — made her resemble an introspective beaver. “You will make no attempt to undermine me?”
“I will make every attempt to undermine you at every turn,” Mildred admitted, and without hesitation. She looked towards the Prince, and she thought of the soldier at the door, the men — with their swords and their authority — sent into the park to fetch them. “But my first concern is for the dragons and the eggs. I will do everything in my power to see that no further harm comes to them.”
“What of your vicar?” the Prince said, drawing Mildred’s attention back to him. Between the three of them, Fitz continued to stalk lazily, occasionally pausing to gnaw at a wing joint or bite at a hind claw before he let out a low rumble of sound that caused a muscle to twitch in the Prince’s jaw. “Your niece tells me there is something of an understanding between the two of you?”
Mildred hesitated. A note in the Prince’s voice raised an entire crop of gooseflesh on her arms, the sound of a weapon being unsheathed, a bit of spit and polish on a freshly cleaned blade. “What do you mean?”
“I must say, I’m not certain how I feel about a married woman taking on such a task of overseeing the care and feeding of so many creatures. Husbands are often a terrible distraction. And what if you wish to start a family?” (Belinda made a small scoffing noise at this question, but the Prince pressed on.) “No, no. I think it might be wise to put an end to any current attachments. Marriages and children are often far more trouble than they’re worth.”
This, Mildred realized, would not be the end of it. It would be a slow degradation, the sharper edges of herself steadily worn away by every one of the demands placed upon her. The worst thing about it was how comfortable it felt to slip back into that shape, because it was the very one she had maintained while living with her sister at Ashby Lodge. Little by little, all of her defining features would disappear, until she was nothing left but a faded version of herself, a bright swatch of fabric left to have its color leached away by the sun.
Mildred looked at the white dragon on Belinda’s wrist. How often, she wondered, had it been permitted to stretch its wings since its hatching at Nyth y Ddraig? Had it spent all of its brief existence either tethered to Belinda’s arm or locked inside a cage? A miserable life, if that was true. Mildred would not wish it on any creature, human or dragon.
“You wish for me to agree to give up everything, then?” The freedom she had found, the family she had made for herself with Mr. Wiggan, Mrs. Babbinton, Rhiannon, and more. The joy of experiencing a life fully lived, even when such things were supposed to no longer be available to her, if they were ever meant to be in the first place.
“Oh, you’ll be very well taken care of,” the Prince assured her. “You shall have your own home, a small staff, and of course anything else you might need in the course of raising these magnificent animals. You will want for nothing!”
Nothing, Mildred agreed, except for her freedom.



Chapter Twenty-Three
There are times when I suspect dragons to be more temperamental than people.
-from Miss Mildred Percy’s personal journal
Mildred sat on the floor, in a small nest of blankets and cushions she had made for herself with the meager amenities provided to her by the Prince and his staff. Hours had passed since she had last seen anyone above the level of a bewigged servant, since she had spoken to anyone beyond a whispered “thank you” that went unremarked upon and seemingly unnoticed by the reluctant recipient of her gratitude.
It was a situation that permitted her a great deal of time to think about things she would rather not have thought about. Such as how often they took the trouble to clean the windows of the ballroom, even when it was not in use. Or why Fitz insisted on rolling onto his back in the center of the room, twitching his shoulders back and forth like a foal playing in the dirt. Or all of the years of her life she had spent weaving all manner of ridiculous falsehoods in order to excuse people’s mistreatment of her and her own inability to stand up for herself.
If she was to be honest with herself, and hours spent shut up in the ballroom at Carlton House offered a tremendous opportunity for a painstaking examination of her past failures, she could not resist admitting that she had always wanted to attend every dinner and dance and evening of cards to which she had ever been invited while living with her sister, despite the fact that she rarely ever went.
At first, she had been inclined to accept, but then convinced to offer a retraction of her acceptance after Diana had reminded her that Matthew would need special care — beyond anything a mere servant could provide — for his cough. Or that Mildred looked particularly tired that day and perhaps it would be better for her to remain at home and rest, rather than risk the strain of an evening full of tedious entertainments. After a while, Mildred no longer waited for Diana to argue against her accepting any invitations, and had instead begun to decline of her own volition. Because it was simply easier that way. And then, more often than not, the invitations ceased to be offered. So there was the end of it.
How neatly it had all been accomplished, Mildred realized. It was so easy to read about the heroines of various fairy tales and deliciously gothic novels and berate them for permitting astounding levels of mistreatment from the villains of the story. Mildred herself had done it, passing judgment on those fictitious ladies even as she sat in the small bedroom allocated to her by Diana, already tucked in beneath the covers while her sister and brother-in-law dined at the neighbor’s or attended a small party in the village. But one did not notice it so well when it was not written out on the page, printed in clearly delineated shades of villainy and injustice. Or when one did not wish to admit they had allowed it to happen to themselves without fully noticing it.
“No, Fitz,” Mildred called out as he began using one of the window frames as a place to sharpen his claws. “You should not… eh, go ahead, I suppose.” For what did she care if Fitz shredded all of the fine woodwork and reduced the wainscotting to tinder? It was beautiful, yes, but it was currently nothing more than an exaggerated version of one of Belinda’s cages, an ornate prison of golden arabesques and acanthus leaves.
They had been provided food, as promised. The Prince did not economize on meals, even for guests that may or may not have been deemed unwelcome. Mildred had eaten until she realized she should have stopped a quarter of an hour before, and Fitz had devoured every dish brought to him (a mixture of what appeared to be leftovers of the Prince’s previous repasts — carrying the prestige of exceptional cuts of meat doused in various sauces — and the failed attempts at several dishes that had not been deemed fine enough to grace the royal table) until he had tipped himself onto his side and slept for several hours in a patch of sunlight on the ballroom floor.
But that had been some hours before. Mildred had not paid much attention to the passage of time, though she heard the chiming of clocks from somewhere and watched the light cut its path steadily across the room. She had stood up to walk around several times, knowing that she would regret it later if she did not, but for the most part she remained in her little nest, wondering if she should be disappointed in how things had turned out or at least a little bit pleased that she wasn’t currently contracting a lung ailment in Newgate while Fitz was stuffed and put on display next to the gazelles at the British Museum.
She still sat in her jumble of fine blankets and tasseled cushions when the first sounds of a ruckus reached her ears. It consisted of indiscernible noise at first, a thud that might have been a slammed door and a muffled roar that could have been voices shouting or the ringing of a very large, very discordant bell through the halls of the building. But the noises drew nearer to the ballroom, causing Mildred to sit upright and Fitz to hunch down in a defensive position in front of her, with his belly barely a hair’s breadth away from the floor.
What happened next transpired so quickly it could be described as occurring all at once, but first there was a particularly loud shout outside the main door to the ballroom, and then that same door flew open, slamming back against the inside wall just as something green and agitated hurled itself into the room. The blur of green landed directly on Fitz’s back, tumbled off, then righted itself as it flung out its wings (it was Morgen, of course, for anyone who had not deciphered that much) and attacked the end of Fitz’s tail.
The next object to come through the door was Owen, skidding to a halt in the middle of the floor before he turned around, spotted Mildred (still sitting against the wall, currently questioning if one of the meat pies she had eaten was causing some sort of ham-induced hallucination) and grinned. “Oh! There you are!” he cried, as though he had suddenly stumbled across her during an aggressive round of hide and seek.
Mildred stood up. She supposed she was expected to do something, and dragging herself to her feet seemed to be the least she could offer to the situation as it played out before her. Morgen and Fitz continued to tussle on the floor (or rather, Morgen continued to tussle while Fitz endured her frenetic attentions with a scowl and a huff of smoke from his nostrils) and then Mr. Wiggan entered the ballroom.
This was when the moments truly began to separate themselves from one another. Mildred saw him come in, all of the clash and chaos of the dragons and Owen and the small gathering of soldiers just outside the door fading into the background and taking on the haze of something seen through a fog. She took a few steps towards him, careful not to trip on any blankets or dragon tails, and he met her considerably more than halfway.
“You are well? Have they hurt you?” he asked. There might have been more questions to follow those first two, but he took her hands (had she reached out to him instinctively, or had he swept her hands into his own without her even realizing it?) and he managed to cradle her fingers in a grip that was at once both gentle and as strong as steel.
“No, they’ve not…” She swallowed over a sudden catch in her throat. It was too much, seeing him unexpectedly, while her mind still whirled with the bargain she had struck with Belinda, to leave everything behind in order to offer some protection to the dragons and the eggs. “I am very well,” she said.
He must have recognized the lie, but he said nothing about it. Something in his posture altered, a shift of his weight as though he would pull her close and wrap his arms around her, but instead he released one of her hands in order to reach up and sweep a tangled strand of hair back from her cheek. “Did you see your niece?”
She nodded, even though she sensed that he already knew what her answer would be. “The eggs, she’s giving them all to the Prince Regent. And the dragons, as well.”
“I know.” His thumb stroked her jaw before he moved back again, a temporary wall of propriety dropping into place between them. There were still other people, after all, Owen attempting — and failing — to pull the dragons apart and the soldiers (there were three in all, and all three of them standing silently and ineffectually at the door, much like spare pieces of furniture set aside until they would next be needed) watching everything with white-knuckled hands on their over-polished sabers.
The Prince was the last to enter, more thoroughly dressed than before, his hair styled and his boots shining and something that might have been rouge or might have been too much wine with breakfast lending color to his cheeks. “Ah, and now we have the pair!” he exclaimed, clapping his hands together. “Goodness, are they always this energetic together?”
Fitz and Morgen continued to snip at one another as they tumbled across the floor, Fitz even becoming irate enough to send a small blast of flame and smoke in Morgen’s direction while she screeched and flew several feet into the air.
“Um, yes, Your Highness,” Mildred said, only realizing belatedly that she had not bothered to curtsy when he entered the room. She shot a look towards Mr. Wiggan and mouthed the word, “MAB?” in all capital letters without the Prince seeing.
Mr. Wiggan replied with a sharp shake of his head and a brief widening of his eyes, leaving her to assume that Mab’s existence was still unknown to either the Prince or Belinda.
“I can see how they’ll do better in the country, with a bit more room to cavort.” The Prince reared back suddenly as Morgen nearly barrelled into his ankles, her long tail lashing like a whip as she rolled. “Well! I had hoped to keep them here for a little while longer, until all of the preparations had been made for their departure, but I can see why you had such trouble confining them to Pritchard House all this time.” He took another step to the side, neatly placing himself in a position that put Mr. Wiggan between himself and the dragons. “Now, I do not doubt I am likely the last person you wish to see at this moment, but I have come with no other purpose than to beg for your utter forgiveness, Miss Percy.”
Mildred said nothing. Unless the Prince had arrived to tell them they could return to Wales without delay, there was nothing he had to say that she cared to hear.
“First, I simply must mention your niece, Mrs…” His eyes rolled upwards in thought. “Well, whatever she calls herself now. You must be wondering why I would treat with someone like her, allowing her to make so many demands, but it was the only way to obtain the eggs! She had them all hidden, you know, and refused to give them up unless I agreed to so many of her demands. Quite the spoiled creature, isn’t she?”
“I hadn’t noticed,” Mildred said, with a distinct lack of inflection.
“She’s turned over half of the eggs so far,” the Prince continued, “but she is still keeping several to herself until the last of her requests are fulfilled. It doesn’t help that parliament is being deliberately tight with their purse strings of late. I confess, being a ruler is far too much like running to one’s father, begging for every coin of one’s allowance. It’s always expense this and budget that, as though they’re not capable of printing more money whenever we run out!” He touched his thumb and forefinger to the bridge of his nose and breathed deeply. “As I was saying, I’m working with as much haste as I can to see all of this sorted. Politics is a terribly slow business, especially when expenditures and ceremonies are involved. But I hope you’ll not be forced to slumber on my ballroom floor for more than a week at the most! Are you certain you don’t want a room of your own? It would be no trouble at all to have one prepared.”
“I will stay here,” Mildred said, feeling defiant or stupid. Most likely a combination of both. “I’d rather not let either Fitz or Morgen out of my sight.”
“I cannot say I blame you,” the Prince admitted. “Now, I have no plans to steal away any of your dragons, but as for your niece…” He coughed politely. “Hopefully a useless title and a few thousand pounds will see her satisfied. But she’s being frustratingly sticky about this ceremony she’s planned out.”
Mildred nodded. At least until his words finally caught up to her tired mind. “I beg your pardon, but… ceremony? What ceremony? What are you talking about?”
The Prince winced, the same reaction he would have given if she had flicked him in the nose with her finger. “Oh, the eggs,” he began, all in a rush. “Westminster?” he added, in less of a rush as confusion spread like a shadow across Mildred’s expression. “Did I not mention it this morning?”
There was likely enough information to fill an entire newspaper that Mildred suspected had not been mentioned to her. She looked towards Mr. Wiggan to see if he had any knowledge to impart, but he merely shrugged, sharing the same look of confusion as decorated her face.
“She wants a whole ceremony with the eggs,” the Prince said, accompanied by a sigh. “She initially requested a knighthood for herself, for services rendered and so on. Well, a woman earning a knighthood? I have a hard enough time convincing parliament to fund my daily necessities, and now I’m supposed to break centuries of tradition in order to prevent her from keeping the eggs to herself?” He closed his eyes, an expression that looked like a prayer for patience descending over his face. “No. Her husband will receive the title — nothing hereditary, thank heaven — and then she can play the pretty adventurer to her heart’s content!”
“But the dragons,” Mildred spoke up. “Do you still mean to send them to the country, and not back to Wales?”
The Prince was already shaking his head. “Now, on that score, I refuse to be swayed. Who knows what will become of them if you insist on dropping them off on some rugged mountain top? There’ll be all manner of would-be discoverers seeking them out, stealing them away, selling them or carting them hither and thither to all parts of the world! I can already imagine how much some other country would love to get their hands on one of our fine British dragons, and so protection is key, Miss Percy. Especially from your niece, I fear. They are treasures, and I will not see anything happen to these marvelous beasts!”
It was at this moment that one of the marvelous beasts (Morgen) decided to regurgitate a long-cooled coal she had swallowed several hours before, the black blob ejecting from her mouth with a wet plop onto the floor, less than a foot from the tip of the Prince’s left boot.
“What of all my work?” Mildred took a small step forward, buoyed by the top of Fitz’s head butting against her hip. “Surely you cannot allow my niece to take credit for everything I’ve done? All of my notes, months of effort and study, she’ll claim for herself, and I…” She faltered there, wishing to summon up a spark of anger from the morass of exhaustion that clung to her. “I would like my work to be acknowledged, and that of my Great Uncle Forthright, as well.”
The Prince smiled at her, but Mildred recognized that particular kind of smile. A placating smile, edged with pity. “Alas, such is academia, Miss Percy. Your niece prefers it this way — has demanded it, unfortunately! And besides, she is already such a favorite with the public, it’s much easier to continue on as we’ve already begun. Let her have her moment, and I’ve no doubt that your name will garner its own share of recognition in time. That is often the way of it, though I do hope it won’t be one of those situations where all of your work is finally attributed to you some years after your death!”
The Prince giggled at this, and Mildred felt a desperate urge to kick him in the shins. (She did not kick him in the shins, as her own fate and the fate of the dragons was still so unsettled that she doubted such an action would work to their advantage.)
“Anyway, I have already directed that your belongings be brought here from Pritchard House, the better to have things all sorted once it’s time to move the dragons out of London. My guess is that it will be another week, at least, before there is further progress. But until then, consider the entirety of my home and my staff at your disposal!”
He gave a little wave, and then he was off, awkwardly sidestepping a flick of Fitz’s tail as he hurried out of the ballroom. Mr. Wiggan watched him leave, though his gaze lingered on the soldier stationed near the door, a reminder that the supposed entirety of Carlton House was not quite as much at Mildred’s disposal as the Prince claimed.
Mildred stepped closer to Mr. Wiggan, near enough to feel his breath tickle the top of her head. “Tell me, please. How are things?”
There was much to tell. The incident at St. James’s Park (fire, pelicans, pelicans on fire) had graced the front page of every newspaper, the stories casting Mildred as the main villain, caught raising dragons in secret and turning them loose in London to wreak unrestrained havoc. According to the papers, the Prince had been forced to step in and issue an order — not yet pushed through the turgid halls of parliament, etc. and so forth — that any and all recently discovered dragons and their eggs could not be kept by any private citizen, nor sold or exchanged for profit—
It was around this moment in Mr. Wiggan’s recitation of the morning news that Mildred blew out a long breath and began to pace from one end of the ballroom to the other. “Enough of that,” she said when he touched on the reports of Belinda making a gift of her dragon and the eggs to England generally, the Prince specifically. “How is everyone? What is happening at Pritchard House?”
“It is horrible,” he confessed. “Without you and Fitz. No one has slept, the children are… rambunctious, and Mrs. Babbinton is threatening to force her way in here and drag you home again, regardless of whoever might attempt to stop her.”
Mildred placed her hands on either side of her face. She did not have a headache, but her head felt strange, as though it might pop off her neck and float away if she didn’t check to make sure it was still connected to her. Behind her, Owen chastised Morgen for scrabbling halfway up a window before one of her claws slipped from a lattice and she plummeted, screeching, onto her back, while Fitz alternated between brooding in the rectangles of sunlight that decorated the floor and hefting his bulk several feet into the air before fluttering inelegantly down again.
“Mildred?” Mr. Wiggan had moved to her side, his fingers tangling with hers. And then he said, “You plan to go with them, then? The dragons?”
Her grip flexed against his with so much force she worried she might grind his knuckles to dust.
“Mildred.” He said it more softly the second time. They had conducted all of their speech in lowered voices up until this point, but he had sanded the corners off of her name, turning it into a pebble of sound around which all of her anxiety could easily flow. “I know they plan to remove the dragons from London, but no one has said to where they will be taken. And I know you won’t abandon them, even if it means strapping yourself to the underside of the carriage and gritting your teeth at every pothole.” He raised her hand, the one still held within his, in his strong-but-gentle grip, and kissed the side of her thumb before he placed their clasped fingers against his heart. “I would not have expected anything else from you.”
She lowered her eyes. She found it difficult to endure his attention when he was being so effusive with praise, especially while she felt as though it was solely her failure (she could not pinpoint precisely which action on her part had so thoroughly quashed their chances of besting Belinda and preventing the very situation in which they now found themselves) which had brought them to this moment. “She has the white dragon in chains,” she said, gaze still pinned to the tips of her shoes. “It made me angry… no, furious! I could not turn around and walk away while she… she…”
Mr. Wiggan made a sound, a kind of hum of agreement in his throat that said enough without him having to contribute anything more to the conversation.
“No, Morgen! Morgen? MORGEN!!!” The extraneous exclamation points came from Owen, who stood beneath a chandelier, a gleaming cephalopod of gilt and crystal that swung harshly from side to side as Morgen — the recipient of those exclamation points — clung to one of its branches.
Mildred and Mr. Wiggan pulled away from one another at once, Mildred moving forward to drag Owen back from his place directly beneath the center of the chandelier, while Mr. Wiggan searched through the collection of plates and bowls (there were several, as the servants had not yet been in to clear away the dishes from Fitz’s most recent meal) for a scrap of food that the dragon might have missed. He found a crust of something that appeared to have been filled with a kind of creamy sauce, smelling faintly of onions. Morgen took no notice of the proffered crust at first, but after Fitz blasted it with a gout of flame (an action that brought one of the guards hesitantly into the room, brandishing a pail of water like a saturated battering ram) it was enough to draw her down from the chandelier with a clatter of crystal and a few brief flits of her wings.
While Morgen gnawed on the charred morsel, Fitz snapped at the guards, shooting another blast of fire towards them that left a streak of black across the ballroom floor. The two soldiers slinked away, muttering to one another about how they did not earn enough money to become dragonslayers, and resumed their posts outside the door.
“What will you do now?” Mildred did not want to sound frantic, but she believed she was permitted a note or two of agitation at the thought of being left alone again, and when she still had so much she wanted to say. Would she even have an opportunity to see him after this, or would he shuffle back to Upper Plimpton while she was carried off to the country and barricaded into a life Belinda and the Prince Regent had sketched out for her?
“Back to Pritchard House,” he said, a line between his eyes marking his confusion at her question, as if there was any other place for him to go at the moment. “We’ve much to do.”
Of course, of course. There would be packing, and seeing everyone sent back to their homes. Rhiannon, Owen, Mrs. Merrick, and Mari Wynn would all return to Wales. Matthew and Nettie would go back to Ashby Lodge, while Mrs. Babbinton… Well, Mildred was not entirely certain what would become of Mrs. Babbinton, seeing as how she and Hopkins seemed to have formed an attachment of a sort, but either way, it meant the beginning of something in which Mildred did not see her own future entwined. Everything felt suddenly scattered, the shards of a life she had barely begun to see for herself flying in every direction at once.
“Claude,” she said. Because he seemed to understand that this had become something of a farewell, that her future life looking after the dragons could not include him. She would tell him how she cared for him, how grateful she was that he had been a part of this adventure with her. That she hoped he would be able to find a pocket of happiness for himself, either in Upper Plimpton or anywhere else he chose to take himself after this. And how she wanted him to understand the reasons for her choice, that she could not abandon Fitz and Morgen to Belinda’s care, that she could not bear the thought of either of them dressed in chains, with their wings tied down and that inherent freedom taken from them.
She took his hand again, her heart rising in her throat, ready to spill its contents onto the tip of her tongue. “I wanted to say—”
“What are you doing?” he asked, interrupting her in a soft rush of words.
“I’m, um…” She swallowed. “I’m saying goodbye?”
“Whatever for?” He appeared genuinely perplexed.
“Well, you’re leaving… and I don’t know when I’ll see you again… and—”
A light kiss to her temple, so brief she might have thought it was nothing more than a small twitch of her own nerves, and he stepped back from her. “Do you really think this is over already? After everything you’ve accomplished so far?”
Yes, was the first word that popped into her head. For how much further could they go? They had run themselves aground on a sandbar also known as the British government, and she didn’t believe any rising of the tide would see them again hoisted afloat. “What more can we do?”
“I don’t know, but… something!” Mr. Wiggan smiled in a way crafted to reassure the both of them. “We’ve not had a plan since the moment Fitz’s egg first cracked open, and I think we’ve managed well enough.”
Mildred laughed softly, a rumble of anxious humor in her chest. If “managed well enough” meant being shut up inside a ballroom with two unruly dragons, she was tempted to ask if Mr. Wiggan truly understood the definition of any of those words. But it was while the giddy laughter subsided that her mind caught on something else he had said. “The eggs,” she said, and shook her head slowly from side to side, jangling a wisp of a thought into a more coherent shape.
“Yes? What about them?”
She took a step back, pulling her hand from Mr. Wiggan’s grasp, and she began to pace again. “The broken eggs, the ones we took from Marylebone. Why did Belinda have them?”
Mr. Wiggan’s eyebrows leapt upward. “I-I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought about them since…” He gestured at the ballroom at large, the dragons, Mildred’s cozy nest of blankets shoved up against the wall. “Everything that’s happened since then.”
“No, no, I’d forgotten about them, as well.” She placed her hand to her forehead, a dam against too many thoughts rushing forward at once. “What about Mr. Purvis?”
“Mr. Purvis?”
“He helped us with the forged tickets,” she pointed out, though Mr. Wiggan seemed to struggle to keep up with her. “And he worked with Mr. Hawthorne before, with my Great Uncle’s will and discovering where I lived.”
Mr. Wiggan tipped his head to the right, as though he was regarding a tricky puzzle from a new angle. “And you think he could help us with…?”
“I don’t know!” Mildred threw up her hands. “But why would there be false eggs? Did she mean to trick us? Does she mean to trick the Prince? Were they meant to be recreations? Souvenirs? Trinkets to sell?”
“Has she said anything about them?”
Mildred shook her head. “Not a word.”
Mr. Wiggan lowered his voice. “Did you say anything about them to her? Or the Prince?”
She shook her head again, her lips drawn into a thin line.
“How many eggs did the Prince say he has now?”
“Some,” Mildred told him. “But not all of them. Not yet.”
“Hmm,” Mr. Wiggan said, and then the two of them looked at one another, a glance that carried the silent instruction to brace themselves for what might yet lie ahead. “Have faith, Mildred. We’ll find our way through the worst of this. You know we will.”
It came time for them to leave after that. Both he and Owen worked their way out of the ballroom, their departure causing Morgen to shriek and beat her wings about Owen’s ears, knocking his cap from his head and clawing at his shoulders until scraps of wool tore from his coat and floated to the floor like ragged snowflakes. Mr. Wiggan was left to forcibly remove Morgen’s claws from Owen’s left sleeve, which earned him a slap in the face from one of the dragon’s wings and a scrape on his neck from the slash of her tail. Mildred did her best to distract Morgen as the guard rushed to shut the door, coaxing her with a promise of food she did not possess.
Finally, it was Owen’s hat that saved the day. She picked it up from the floor, waving it in front of her like a silver rattle before an infant. Whether it was the sight of the battered cap, the smell of it, or something else entirely, Morgen flew up to snatch the thing from Mildred’s hand, holding it in her claws until she had returned to her post on the chandelier, the crystals tinkling against each other until Morgen settled into a crouch across two of the gilded branches.
Mildred flumped onto the floor once the din subsided. As the chandelier did not appear to be on the verge of falling (and bringing down half of the ceiling with it) she settled again into her nest, pushing at the blankets and plumping several of the cushions in order to work out some of the restless energy that infected her limbs.
She had not even said a proper farewell to Mr. Wiggan. It was a fact that would not have troubled her if she was certain they would, indeed, see one another again. He had walked out of the ballroom buoyed by a feeling of confidence in which she could not bring herself to take part. Have faith, he had said, in the same way one might mention that the sun would surely rise again on the morrow and rain would certainly fall when one dared venture outside wearing a new bonnet.
But it was the not knowing that plagued her. What did they think they could accomplish considering how far things had already gone? Battle their way out of London with a full armament of logs and concuss everyone into submission? Bring out an inebriated Mr. Hawthorne to be violently ill as a distraction while they ran in the other direction?
Despite all of the commotion lingering like smoke in the air following Mr. Wiggan and Owen’s visit, Fitz quickly chose a corner of the room in which to curl himself, wings tightly folded against his sides while his tail twitched back and forth on the floor behind his legs. There were a few scraps of food left from their last meal together, but he showed no interest in them, decidedly turning his nose away with a derisive snort. Mildred shrugged at his behavior, as one thing she had learned while in the company of the dragons was that they could vacillate between moods as swiftly as any human.
“Have faith,” Mildred repeated to herself, her small voice echoing back to her from the walls. She looked up at Morgen, still ensconced in the branches of the chandelier, her narrow jaw working as she gnawed on the frayed edge of Owen’s cap. “Easier said than done, I suspect.”



Chapter Twenty-Four
FASHIONS for December 1816
The Parisian style of dressing the hair is much preferred again, consisting of both intricate braids and tight curls. Sleeves are long, and abundant piping has fallen out of favor. There has also begun a trend of wearing decorative stuffed or jeweled dragons affixed to one’s wrist, complete with a little chain of gold or silver of several inches left dangling free.
-from La Belle Dame Monthly
If someone had told Mildred that she would one day spend a week at a London palace, particularly one favored by the Prince Regent (who was well known for his lavish expenditures in the direction of food, frivolity, and general comfort) she would not have assumed that said week would be spent primarily in a ballroom (with visits to the nearest water closet) with nothing more to do than eat, read, and snatch at fitful periods of sleep on a makeshift bed at the edge of an empty ballroom floor.
A part of her supposed she should be grateful for the comforts afforded to her, the quality of the blankets and cushions she was given, the deliciousness of the food (though it often arrived cold and marginally congealed, due to the fact that they waited to feed both her and the dragons from the leavings of the Prince’s own table) brought in by harried servants who placed the trays just inside the door before making a hasty retreat into the less dragon-populated portions of the palace.
But worry had often been Mildred’s companion. She worried about what would become of herself and the dragons if they did end up traveling to Yorkshire or Somerset and were permanently established there. She worried about Fitz, who had not moved from his place at the edge of her blankets for the last day and a night. He had stopped eating again, as well, choosing instead to nap and brood and occasionally snap at Morgen if she ventured too far into what Fitz must have considered his territory. Not that Mildred was troubled by the notion of him missing a meal or two. He had acquired a stockiness of late that usually foretold another growth spurt about to begin. Which likely explained his sudden penchant for napping and cantankerousness, but did not succeed in alleviating the knot of stress that sat in Mildred’s belly like an old boot pitched into the bottom of a well.
Morgen, for her part, displayed no inclination towards any manner of rest, spending the majority of her days (and nights) either crawling across the chandelier with all the agility of a spider in its web, or finding ways to trap herself on narrow sconces and window frames that were hardly wide enough for a mouse to comfortably traverse. (The previous night, at about three o’clock in the morning, Morgen had so stuck herself on the corner of a doorframe that she did nothing but screech and flap her wings until — finally — Mildred called for a ladder in order to fetch her down. It took ten minutes for the ladder to arrive, another three minutes for two bedraggled servants to argue over who would be the one to climb the ladder and risk the loss of an appendage, or worse, their dignity. Tired of their squabbling, Mildred hiked up her hem and climbed the ladder herself, all the while muttering about long-legged footmen incapable of drumming up enough agility or bravery to manage a nocturnal dragon.)
By the time the sun came up, Mildred was slouched against the wall, her head drooping and jerking upwards again in fear of sleeping through Morgen chewing directly through the plaster and getting herself trapped in the walls like a squirrel. Breakfast arrived soon after that, though Mildred was not hungry and Morgen only picked at a few pieces of bacon that had been cooked more thoroughly than the rest. Fitz, however, ate nothing at all. Mildred placed several choice bites near enough to his jaw that he could have turned his head to the side and swept them up with a flick of his tongue, but he gave them a brief sniff and rolled away, letting out a small huff as though she had offended him with her paltry offering.
“Very well, then.” She took on the tone she used with the children when they turned up their noses at dinner. “But that is all there is. If you do not like it, you will have to go hungry. Perhaps you’ll develop more of an appetite after a few hours of going without.” If his behavior had been more pathetic and less mired in the throes of a temper tantrum, she would have given herself leave to fret. But he appeared perfectly healthy, only… sullen was the closest word she could think of to describe it.
She did not blame him. They had been locked up in the ballroom for nearly a week, and no doubt the unbridled anxiety of her own mood had begun to infect his own. She told herself not to worry unless he became listless or behaved in an uncharacteristic way, and fortunately (at least for her own apprehension) a bit of grumpiness was not wholly unexceptional.
After ignoring her own breakfast for an hour, there was a knock at the door. Belinda entered without any further preamble, her smile bright enough to illuminate an entire room at midnight. “Good morning, Aunt Mildred!”
Mildred winced, unsure if it was the incandescence of Belinda’s expression that caused her to recoil, or if the arrival of her niece in any guise would spark a similar reaction. Either way, she did not return the greeting, nor did she even bother to stand up at Belinda’s approach.
“Pleasant night?”
Mildred was too tired to determine if there was sarcasm underlying her niece’s question, so she chose to treat it as sincere. “Well enough, considering.” Her gaze dropped to a box Belinda held in her arms. “What is that?”
“No need to sound so suspicious!” Belinda bent down and placed the box — it was large and rectangular, though flat enough to be tucked beneath one’s arm if they could manage it — on the floor at Mildred’s feet. “You’re to have an outing today.”
Panic fluttered to life in her chest. “Are we leaving town already?” she asked, willing her voice to remain steady. Fitz had yet to move from his place at the corner of her makeshift bed, and she wondered if his current bout of draconic ennui could be used as an excuse to stay in London for at least another day or two.
“Of course not. There is still far too much to be done. Here.” She nudged the box with her foot. “I’ve brought you something clean to wear. It is new, and I’m sure it has been quite some time since you have experienced the splendor of a new gown. Oh, and we’ll need to do something with your hair, and…” She wrinkled her nose, her fingers flicking at the air between the two of them. “... the rest of you, I suppose. But you can dress yourself, can you not? I mean, it is not as though you need to appear extravagant, only not as rumpled as you currently are.”
It was all meant as an insult. Mildred felt their edges, the blades striking against her skin, carrying the intent to wound her. But instead they bounced away, every sharpened syllable and jagged consonant pebbling onto the floor, weapons of mere ice that melted away before Mildred could fully acknowledge them. “I am capable of dressing myself, yes.” She sat up straighter, her hand going to her lower back as something twinged unpleasantly. The floor she had slept on may have been the floor of the ballroom in Carlton House, but it was still only a floor, and her spine could not discern much difference between the foundations of Welsh cottages or London palaces. It was while she was massaging a kink in her back that she noticed the absence of something in Belinda’s keeping. “Where is… Where is the dragon?”
“Hmm?” Belinda’s brow crinkled in confusion. “Oh! That, of course.” A small laugh bubbled out of her, as though the white dragon was as forgettable as a reticule or a pair of stockings. “Asleep, actually. Do you notice how much they sleep? Eat and sleep and eat and sleep. Goodness, they’re too much like little children. And when they’re not eating or sleeping or making a mess of something, they screech at all hours! I hardly slept a whole night through until Mr. Parry had the brilliant idea of fitting the dragon’s jaw with a restraint. Now it’s nary a peep from the creature, and we are all the happier for it.” She spared a glance for Fitz (still on the blanket, his eyes narrowed to slits, the end of his tail exhibiting a nervous twitch) and Morgen (nested in the chandelier with the tattered remnants of Owen’s hat). “They seem quiet. Are they always like this? Well, obviously not,” she went on, answering her own query before Mildred could even draw a breath, “if their performance in St. James’s Park is anything by which to measure their behavior.”
Murder was a crime. Mildred took the trouble to remind herself of this. Both a crime and a sin, though she was certain that in the latter case her guilt might be absolved due to the circumstances leading her to such an act. But the thought was fleeting, and Mildred doused the last of its embers with the reminder that the fear of being either hanged or transported (or transported only to be hanged at some later point) was greater than the original frustration that had caused her to (fleetingly) contemplate such a misdeed in the first place.
That, and if she was hauled off to prison for attacking Belinda, then the Prince would still have control of both the dragons and all of the eggs, which…
No, that did not bear thinking about.
“I cannot promise that either Fitz or Morgen will be amenable to any outings today,” Mildred said, quelling all of her murderous tendencies for the moment. “Fitz is being temperamental and Morgen is…” She looked up at the chandelier. Morgen had awoken, but made no show of wanting to come down from her perch, instead curling herself into a ball (a remarkable achievement, as none of Morgen’s individual parts were the least bit round) and glaring at them with all the disapproval of a belligerent governess. “... tired,” Mildred finished lamely. “Morgen is tired.”
“Oh, they’ll not be going anywhere today,” Belinda said, seemingly bored by anything to do with the dragons around her. “You, however, will be joining me at Westminster for my…” She tipped her head back and forth, as though shaking loose the word she desired. “... investiture, so to speak.”
Mildred choked on her next breath. “Investiture?” What had Belinda been up to during the last several days since Mildred had last seen her? Had Mr. Parry already been discarded in order that the Prince might confer upon Belinda the title of… wife? (Doubtful, as the Prince was already — nominally — married, much to his chagrin.) Mistress? (Were mistresses promoted to their position with an event at Westminster? Also doubtful, as the Prince’s dalliances were already known well enough to the public that he did not need to frame them with the pageantry of an official induction.) Prime Minister? (Mildred knew that England liked to discard Prime Ministers with all the ceremony of tossing out an old lettuce, but she doubted that Lord Liverpool would be so easily thrown aside for Mrs. Belinda Muncy-Hawthorne-Parry of Upper Plimpton.) “What? Are you to be a duchess now?” Mildred asked, with no small amount of sarcasm.
“No,” Belinda admitted, her mouth shaping into a tentative pout. “Mr. Parry is only to receive a knighthood, to begin with. I was hoping for at least a baronetcy, no matter how Mama claims they are not good for anything. But we’ve managed that along with a vast tract of land in Shropshire, as well as my own new role as the keeper of the King’s dragons. Magister Draconum, or something equally Latin and forgettable. That’s the official title, I think.” She grinned, all teeth and excitement. There was a small bounce in her heels as well, and it was that display of exuberance that reminded Mildred how young Belinda still was. Barely eighteen years old, only a few years from the days when she had still been moaning about her penmanship and the trials of decimal points under Mildred’s tutelage. “Mama always thought I might do well for myself, though I suspect I’ve managed to exceed her expectations, and in a way even she could never have foreseen.”
Mildred did not tell Belinda that she had every doubt Diana’s expectations had involved multiple husbands (at the same time), thievery, injury towards both family members and dragons, and purporting herself as an adventuress by reading a script cobbled together from Mildred’s notes.
Beside her, only a few inches beyond the reach of her fingers, Fitz’s tail twitched. He had given no acknowledgement of Belinda’s presence apart from a low rumble in his chest that sounded on every exhalation, but the flick of his tail had become more insistent and erratic, and Mildred let that tension roll towards her, a spark of aggravation passed from one to another. “Will the Prince be receiving the rest of the eggs today?”
Belinda nodded. “Oh, yes. It’s all been arranged. I will be keeping my own dragon for a little while longer, though. I have a few engagements coming up, and did you know there is some interest in having my portrait painted?” She preened, reaching up to adjust a pin in her hair and run a smoothing finger over her right eyebrow. “I was considering that man who did Byron’s portrait? Where he’s wearing the turban?” She chuckled, and Fitz huffed a cloud of smoke from his nostrils, leaving twin streaks of soot on the floor before him. “What do you think? Should I pose in an elaborate costume, a dragon curled around my shoulder?”
Mildred said nothing. She worried that any attempt to speak at that moment would have her breathing fire on a scale to rival anything Fitz could produce.
Belinda fussed with the lace trim at the collar of her gown, then wiped her eyes with the corner of a delicate handkerchief. “Anyway, since arriving here in town, it seems that everything has just fallen into place for us.”
Mildred could not imagine what it would be like to live a life where things regularly fell into place, as easily as the pieces of a child’s puzzle locking together. (She had a faint memory from childhood of being told that success at something was always sweeter when one had to work for it, but sometimes Mildred wished she could choose the option of a more savory prize in exchange for considerably less effort. She did not need to be commended by a Prince — English or otherwise — nor did she require a title or land or even a laudatory mention in the evening papers. A quiet, uneventful return to Wales with the dragons and the eggs. That was all she wanted. A tepid dream to most others, she was sure. And yet it still existed in a realm so far beyond her reach that her chest ached at the thought of it.)
An interrogation about the false eggs, the ones Mildred had taken from the small room in Marylebone, danced on the tip of her tongue. Would the Prince be receiving real eggs today or fake ones? For what purpose had they even been made? Were there still another half dozen genuine dragon eggs stashed in some hole where no one could find them?
But Mildred had no proof that any of the eggs turned over to the Prince were false, mere clumps of stoneware clad in the guise of dragon eggs. So she chose to say nothing, to allow events to play out for a little while longer, and worry about the crossing of proverbial bridges when she stumbled upon the edges of them.
Belinda turned away, striding back towards the door through which she had entered. “Nine o’clock!” she said without even a glance over her shoulder. “Don’t worry about your dragons. I promise they’ll still be here when you return. Oh, and I expect you to be at least reasonably presentable!”
The door snicked shut, and Mildred blew out a breath. It was amazing, the effort it took to simply exist around certain people. On the floor near her feet sat the box Belinda had brought. Mildred’s initial inclination was to goad Fitz into setting fire to the thing, but as the majority of her inclinations during her conversation with her niece had leaned heavily towards uncharacteristic violence and destruction, she counted to ten, erased the image of an incinerated gown from her imagination, and permitted a seedling of curiosity to take root.
Because Belinda had been correct. Mildred had not had a new gown (either given to her made for her) in… well, some time beyond the reaches of recent memory. She sat up further, scooting forward until she could reach the corner of the box and drag it towards her. The lid lifted off easily enough, and there before her eyes was a mass of grey fabric (not a pretty grey, of course, like smoke or burnished steel, but an unsavory kind of grey that brought to mind old wash water and the streak of London rainfall on dirty glass), heavy and unremarkable and very, very plain.
She lifted it out of the box, the fabric of the skirt pooling across her outstretched legs. The first thing she noticed (apart from the color, which has already been mentioned) was how large it was. Mildred was not petite, a fact that occasionally troubled her when she was entrenched in one of her lower moods, but the amount of fabric she pulled from the box was enough to not only cover herself but also an entirely new person at least half her size. The next thing to catch her interest was the lack of embellishments and adornments. There was no lace. There was no piping. There was a miniscule amount of pleating at the waist. Overall, it resembled a template for a finer gown, a basic pattern left unfinished.
“Lovely,” Mildred said, her sarcasm reaching its full potential with only Fitz and Morgen to act as witnesses. “Perhaps I can repurpose it as drapes when all of this is said and done, hmm?”
It did not take her long to dress. She worried at first about someone barging in while she was changing from one gown to the other, but she decided that if a servant or a soldier would be foolhardy enough to walk in without a sufficient amount of warning, she would not be to blame for the shock they might receive at viewing her half-dressed figure.
The gown fit her like a finely stitched sack. There were also new stockings and shoes (a boon, as Mildred’s were so stained and ragged that she tossed them aside where they could be thoroughly forgotten) and while the stockings were adequate, the shoes were far too wide, forcing Mildred to stuff them with fabric to prevent her feet from slopping around in them as though she was shod in miniature boats.
Her hair had not been brushed for… Mildred tried to count backwards to the last time she had tended to her appearance, and all she could come up with was “days, plural” before she attacked the mat of tangles at the back of her head with her fingers. She had lost most of her pins, and so the few she still had she put to good use, sliding them into her plaited bun with strategic care. Her own bonnet went on last (also coincidentally grey, also plain), fitted onto her head to keep things from shifting out of place.
She was fully dressed — or as dressed as she could be in a gown that fit like a tarpaulin and shoes that threatened to float away on the tide — several minutes before nine o’clock, which left her ample time for additional fretting. Fitz had still not moved, nor had he shown any inclination towards eating. He glared at her through narrowed eyes every time she came near, while his tail never ceased its agitated twitching. Morgen insisted on flitting back and forth from the chandelier, to the tops of the various window frames and door frames, clawing along the paint and plaster until the edges of the floor were dusted with fine debris scraped out from the walls. They made a disagreeable pair, but their current grouchiness gave Mildred hope that they would be well on their own, at least for as long as this excursion to Westminster would last.
As if on cue, there was a knock at the main door and a servant ducked his head inside. “Miss Percy?” He gestured for her to follow him from the ballroom, though his gaze flicked from one dragon to the other as though he anticipated either one of them (or both of them working in concert) to leap through the door and set his wig on fire. (Which was a pleasant enough scenario to imagine that Mildred stifled a grin as she walked towards the nervous footman.)
She looked back before she stepped through the door. Morgen leapt down from the chandelier, setting the thing into a raucous swing of jangling crystal as she alighted awkwardly to the floor. Fitz seemed inclined to ignore her, but Mildred did not miss the gleam of his gaze, pinned to her as she hesitated in the doorway. “No mischief,” she said, her voice echoing through the ballroom. “Unless it is towards someone who absolutely deserves it.”
The footman let out a little squeak and closed the door behind her as though the knob might burn his hand. He rushed ahead of her, careful to keep a broad expanse of space between them. Mildred wondered at his behavior, that she should be treated as a dangerous character when the height of her selfish desires at the moment did not extend beyond a favorite book and a slice of Mrs. Babbinton’s spiced pear cake. But her mere proximity to multiple dragons — along with the exaggerated tales of her villainy that had graced the papers — painted her as disagreeable at best, nefarious at worst. Did all of London think her capable of setting fire-breathing dragons loose on the town while she turned half of the population into newts with a carefully worded spell?
The footman led her outside, where a cold drizzle muted everything into a stunted rainbow of greys and blacks and browns. A small line of carriages stood in wait, horses stamping lightly in agitation while drivers and footmen waited for the signal to set off. Mildred crunched across the gravel, aware of her ill-fitted gown and her uncomfortable shoes and the way the colors of everything she wore had been specifically chosen so she might fade into the background of wherever she went. A desire struck her then, to disappear, to slip through the carriages and return inside to fetch Morgen and Fitz and escape to somewhere… anywhere that was not here. But before Mildred could even add the first brushstroke of color to the fantasy she had sketched in her mind, a servant opened the door to one of the carriage and gestured for her to step inside.
Mildred hesitated. Partly because it was one of the royal carriages, a vehicle that resembled an over-decorated cake more than any sort of wheeled transport, and partly (well, mostly) because of the sight of Belinda in the carriage, or at least the edge of her, which was more than enough to make Mildred wish she had paid a final visit to the water closet before stepping outside.
Despite the weather and all of its ability to dilute everything into a sooty puddle, Belinda glowed amidst the dreariness surrounding her. In a gown of rich gold, she looked like a bolt of sunlight piercing through a storm cloud. Which was her intention, Mildred did not doubt.
“Ah! Almost punctual,” Belinda said as Mildred climbed up into the carriage. Her niece was careful to sweep the hem of her skirt aside so as to prevent any dirt from relocating itself from Mildred onto any part of herself. Mr. Parry sat on the seat beside her, an expression of smug superiority on his face that left Mildred exhausted to look at him for more than a few seconds. But it was the cage on his lap that held the majority of her attention, the same silver one that had been used at the exhibition at the British Museum. The white dragon sat inside of it, curled up at the bottom with its wings folded tightly against its sides and its tail hidden beneath the bulk of its small body. It was not chained, but the edge of the straps around its jaw were visible. Its eyes were not fully closed, a glimmer of blue shot through with red shining from between white eyelids.
Mildred wanted to snatch the cage from Mr. Parry’s keeping and pry the bars apart with her bare hands, but as Fitz and Morgen were currently locked up in the ballroom of Carlton House, and the eggs were still beyond her reach, it would not have been the wisest course of action beyond the immediacy of the moment. Instead, she was left to clasp her hands in her lap, the tension in her fingers straining the stitching of the gloves as she peered at the dragon as closely as she could without garnering Belinda’s ire.
“Will we be going soon?” Belinda pouted as she glanced out the window, the door firmly shut now that Mildred was seated inside. “I despise waiting on other people. This is the Prince’s doing, I’m certain. I would wager he’s trying on fifteen different waistcoats to see which one flatters him best, as though a clever bit of tailoring will see him thin again.”
“Perhaps one of his corsets burst from the continued strain,” Mr. Parry quipped, and Belinda squealed with laughter.
“Oh, you’re too vicious, darling! How could you say such a thing?” Belinda looked at the window again, but this time to squint at the faint reflection of herself in the glass. “But did you see the way his neckcloth was tied yesterday? As though a few folds of fabric would be enough to hide that flabby jaw of his.” She patted the underside of her own chin with the back of her hand, sucking in her cheeks until she resembled a variety of lake-bound fish. “Well, I suppose we cannot do any of this without him, so we will just have to wait. But it’s all very vexing. We have Lady Hindmarch’s party tonight and I will want enough time to rest and change into a new gown. I was thinking about the green? With the peacock embroidery? Anyway…”
Belinda continued to chatter about her wardrobe, and how she would style her hair, and what furnishings they would need for their new estate in Shropshire, and whether or not someone known as Lord Caplan would agree to host a dinner in her honor, and…
It was at about this point that Mildred stopped listening. After living with Diana for most of her life, she was well versed in the art of letting her thoughts wander while other people talked. Belinda, much like her mother, did not need someone with whom to have a conversation as much as she needed an audience at which to speak. Which left Mildred time to study the white dragon, to wiggle her feet inside her shoes, to grip the edge of the seat once the carriage set into motion and they made their way towards Westminster Abbey. It was not a long distance they had to travel, but the procession of carriages was slow, and the rain grew heavier as they left Pall Mall behind them. By the time they arrived the rain was a downpour, and Belinda complained that her dress/bonnet/hair/shoes would be ruined before she made it indoors again.
“It will be fine,” Mr. Parry assured her in bored tones. “Look!” He pointed out the window at a regiment of footmen who had created a kind of tunnel out of umbrellas, the path to the door of the church laid down with layers of rugs to prevent anyone’s shoes (or at least anyone who fell under the descriptor of “person of consequence”) from becoming wet.
“I will go first,” Belinda said, checking her bonnet and making sure that the humidity had not ruined the curls in her hair. “Or should it be you?” she asked Mr. Parry. “You’re carrying the cage, but no one will be able to see the dragon in all this rain. So it should be me?” She nodded once and adjusted the drape of a necklace at the base of her throat. “It should be me.”
The carriage rolled forward a few more feet, the door was opened, and Belinda stepped down first, ducking below the edge of the umbrella that protected her from being soaked. Mr. Parry went next, carrying the cage before him with all the humility of someone who had stolen another man’s wife and hitched his cart to Belinda’s rising celebrity in order to enjoy a life of leisure and privilege (i.e. no humility at all).
And then the door almost closed, before Mildred realized she had been forgotten and cried out a timid, “Oh, wait!” that had the footman open the door again. The footman seemed surprised to see her, and Mildred glanced down only to realize that the ordinary grey of her gown and bonnet made her look like a shadow tucked into the corner of the carriage. “Sorry,” she said, and stepped down last, wincing at the scattered drops of rain that made it past the barrier of her bonnet to trickle down the back of her gown. She squelched along several paces behind Mr. Parry, holding up her hem as high as was socially acceptable, while also trying not to accidentally lose a shoe on one of the saturated rugs behind her.
She stepped aside as soon as she made it up the steps and under the arch that shielded the front doors from the worst of the rain. Other people arrived behind her, ladies and gentlemen (mostly the latter) that Mildred did not know, and nor did she have any desire to draw attention to herself. All she could think about was to maintain a position as the dragons’ caregiver, and how better to manage that than to tag along behind Belinda on the fringes of an absurd ceremony that would see her bestowed with a title and an estate and several Latin words that Mildred had already forgotten. So focused were her thoughts on Mr. Wiggan and the dragons still locked away in Carlton House that she almost didn’t blink when she felt Mr. Wiggan come up behind her and whisper in her ear, “We are here, Mildred.”
She spun around, her heel squeaking on the damp floor of the vestibule, but Mr. Wiggan — or who she thought had been Mr. Wiggan, as she no longer trusted the veracity of her own experiences from five seconds before — had already slipped into the crowd. She blinked quickly, her vision blurred for a moment before clarity returned. But by that point, he was gone.
“Come HERE,” Belinda hissed, pinching Mildred’s sleeve (there was quite a lot of sleeve to pinch) and pulling her along. “I will not have you dawdling like a rustic cousin dragged down from the country. You will sit in the back. I do not need to worry about you embarrassing me today. Oh!” She looked around at the meager crowd. “I wonder if Miss Cynthia Bowlin received my invitation? I think it would be very good of her to see how far I’ve come these last few months!”
Mildred said nothing. She allowed herself to be tugged along like a damp bolt of grey wool, while her gaze leapt from head to head and face to face, struggling to catch another glimpse of Mr. Wiggan or Rhiannon or anyone else who would have been responsible for his use of the, “we.” And then she saw them, seated several rows behind the one Belinda plunked her into. Mr. Wiggan, Lady Pritchard, Mrs. Babbinton, Matthew, Nettie, and Mari Wynn. All of them dressed in their finest, none of them drawing a modicum of attention from anyone still sorting themselves into the seats around them as they whispered to her and gestured for her to move two rows closer.
“What?” Mildred began as she slid into her new seat, her mouth moving with little sound. “How are you here? How does no one seem to be concerned that you are here?”
“Mr. Purvis,” he whispered, his voice so low and the noise in the abbey so high that she could only know what he said from the shifting of his lips. “He provided us with invitations. Real ones, I believe, as half of London has yet to return from the country.”
“Why are you all here?” She scanned the row of faces behind her, mentally counting the members of their party. “But where is Mr. Hawthorne? And Mrs. Merrick? Is Owen with them?”
But Mr. Wiggan put a finger to his lips. “We have a plan. Well, an idea, at least. Several ideas, I should say. But no matter what happens, we did not want you to be alone.” He reached over her shoulder and took her hand, squeezing it in a way that made her never want to let him go. “We are here, Mildred, should you need us.”



Chapter Twenty-Five
There are multiple occasions on record of dragon eggs hatching en masse. What we have yet to ascertain is whether these group hatchings are due to a change in the season, the temperature, or some other unknown reason that triggers them into cracking out of their shells at the same time.
-from Chapter Twenty of Miss Percy’s Definitive Guide to the Restoration of Dragons
Music began from somewhere, signalling — Mildred assumed — a commencement of events. A slight commotion followed, and there was a tap on her shoulder before Nettie’s head popped into her peripheral vision.
“Aunt Mildred, look!”
Mildred looked. “What is—Oh!” She jolted in her seat, then hastily looked back at Mr. Parry and Belinda (Mr. Parry had given the cage containing the white dragon over to Belinda, who was occupied with reaching in and fitting a chain to one of the dragon’s legs) to make certain they had not noticed. “Why did you bring that here?”
The “that” in question was Mab, the disgruntled lump of a dragon currently balled up in Nettie’s outstretched hands. Nettie wore no gloves, and Mildred noticed the edge of her niece’s thumb slowly stroking the underside of Mab’s jaw (or where a jaw would have been on a dragon with a more clearly defined facial structure). “It’s all right,” Nettie said, in a cooing tone that might have been for the hatchling or it might have been for Mildred. “She likes me! She doesn’t try to spit as long as I’m holding her, and sometimes she even lets me carry her around in my pocket!”
Mildred did not know if there was a limit to how much anxiety one person could manage before something fundamental in their inner workings simply gave up, but the thought of Nettie carrying acid-spitting dragons in the pockets of her pinafore treaded the line with the delicacy of an elephant. “Why did you bring it here?” Her voice wobbled with the effort of keeping her words at the level of a whisper.
“Oh, but I didn’t want to leave her all alone! She’d be unhappy, Aunt Mildred.” Nettie gave the globular dragon another scritch under its chin. “So I fed her a little plate of all her favorite things — Did you know she loves chicken livers most of all? But they have to be raw, and preferably warm, she likes them that way — and I told her that she had to behave herself or she would have to remain at home.”
Mildred looked back at Mr. Wiggan, who could only shrug and offer a small shake of his head.
“I did not know,” he mouthed, sealing his absolvement from any future difficulties to do with Nettie smuggling a pocket-sized dragon into Westminster Abbey.
“Well, make sure it doesn’t cause any trouble,” Mildred said, offering a reassuring smile to her niece, though her brow, she feared, was frozen in a state of perpetual worry. She waited until she was certain Nettie had returned to her seat, and then she leaned back slightly and asked Mr. Wiggan, “But what is this plan, or at least this idea you mentioned?”
“We came to help you.” Mr. Wiggan’s voice was closer to her ear than it had been before, and she realized he must have leaned forward as well. “And to see if we could do anything about the dragon and the eggs still in Belinda’s possession.”
Mildred suspected “do anything” meant “take them, by force if necessary,” but she was not about to quibble over precise definitions in the midst of their current predicament. “And how do you plan to—” She shook her head. “No, nevermind. I am not certain I wish to know.” Unfortunately, her intent to remain ignorant lasted for a remarkable three and a half seconds. “But where are the others?”
“Owen, Mrs. Merrick, and Hopkins are on their way to Carlton House, or are already there. They intend to free Fitz and Morgen. They were prepared to free you as well, because we were not sure if the Prince would allow you to come along or keep you locked away for the duration.”
Locked away for the duration…
Goodness, it all sounded so much worse when he put it like that, as if she had been a prisoner bolted away in her cell, given only moldy bread and water from dubious origins in order to keep her alive. “The dragons are under guard,” Mildred reminded him, though she did not offer further comment on the competency of said guards if several people arrived to steal away a pair of overwrought dragons.
“They are prepared for as many contingencies as possible,” Mr. Wiggan assured her.
Mildred did not believe anyone could be prepared for the sheer number of contingencies that could be produced by even a single dragon, but she did not bother to voice that opinion. “But you haven’t mentioned Mr. Hawthorne, and I don’t see him here.”
“Ah,” Mr. Wiggan said, and with a curious rise to his voice which made it sound like he had been waiting for Mildred to ask him about that particular gentleman’s whereabouts. “To be honest? I really don’t know. He’s been absent from Pritchard House quite a lot the last few days, and I’m not even certain when any of us last spoke to him. Yesterday? The day before? He’s been rather busy, but I could not provide you with any details.”
Mildred wanted to sit down. She was already sitting down, yes, but clinging to the edge of a pew in Westminster was not enough for it to be counted. “Is he going to come back?” She would not have laid any blame at his feet if Mr. Hawthorne chose to simply remove himself from their party. He was in London, one of the largest cities in the world, and it would have taken little effort from him to simply slip away and never seek out any of them ever again. The fact that he had remained with them for as long as he already had surprised Mildred, and she hoped it meant he would not find his way into a renewed spate of mischief.
“What about the eggs? Have you been able to discover where any of them are being kept? The Prince said he would receive the last of them today, but I have no idea how such an exchange is to take place.” Mildred kept her gaze locked ahead as she spoke, her mouth moving as little as possible in case anyone should happen to glance her way and wonder why she was paying little attention to the ceremony set to begin.
“Not precisely,” came Mr. Wiggan’s reply. “However, I do believe they are supposed to be here this morning, that a presentation of them from your niece to the Prince Regent — or England at large, as it were — is planned.”
Her mouth went dry. She coughed quietly behind her gloved hand, drawing a Look (the kind of look deserving of both capitalization and italicization) from an elderly man two rows ahead of her, who appeared more interested in finding a place to nod off for a quarter of an hour than in any of the prospective proceedings.
The Prince sat across the aisle from them, looking rather splendid and very royal in ermine robes along with a collection of medallions splayed over his chest. The music ceased, and then there was a blast of noise from some kind of brass instrument (Mildred did not think they were trumpets, though she had to admit there had not been many opportunities in her life where she was tested with differentiating between everything in an orchestra’s horn section from a trombone to a tuba) before a gentleman wearing a powdered wig and a cloak of pontification began to speak from his place in front of the altar.
Mildred tried to attend to what he said, but her attention was quickly diverted by the appearance of a young boy, clad in all the velvet and buttoned finery of a page, walking slowly down the length of the nave with a cushion held in front of him. On top of the cushion rested a dragon’s egg, one Mildred herself had documented and measured while it sat in its place in the cliffs at Nyth y Ddraig.
“Claude,” she said, if only because it was all she could say.
Mr. Wiggan’s hand rested lightly on her shoulder, though she felt the tremble in his fingers, shaking through her like a peal of fading thunder. “I know,” he said. “I see it.”
One by one, the eggs were carried towards the sanctuary, presented like jewels to the Prince who nodded at each page and watched with avaricious glee as the eggs were transferred to different (but equally ornate) cushions set on the tops of plinths surrounding the altar.
Mildred counted them as they arrived, mentally cataloging their size and shape and color (as well as she could from her seat several rows away) as she matched them to what she remembered from her notes. “They are all here,” she whispered as the last egg — a large thing of black with specks of grey and white, making it look like a map of the night sky — was placed atop its designated plinth. Fifteen eggs in all, and she caught herself counting four times just to be certain. “Are they genuine? I cannot tell from this distance.”
“Neither can I,” Mr. Wiggan said. “Though none of them have hatched.”
It was not until that moment she realized how worried she had been about them hatching while in Belinda’s keeping. She looked again to the white dragon, now perched in a timid cower on Belinda’s gloved hand, adorned in its muzzle and chains, her niece giving the chain attached to her wrist a subtle tug when the dragon attempted to turn its head towards the eggs. One dragon in chains was one too many. Mildred could not imagine seeing a dozen or more bedecked in such a fashion without her stomach twisting itself into a knot.
“Aunt Mildred?” came Matthew’s soft whisper behind her.
How were they going to accomplish this? Mildred looked at the assembled crowd, dozens and dozens of people filling the seats of the church, many of them eager to catch a glimpse of the dragon and the accompanying eggs about to be passed into the possession of the Prince Regent. Did Mr. Wiggan believe they would be able to get up and snatch the eggs from their plinths before walking out of the church as though they had done nothing more than pluck a few potatoes from the local market stand?
“Aunt Mildred?”
No, there was no way any kind of rescue could be accomplished. The eggs would be given over, and the dragons would be bundled into whatever conveyance the Prince would provide, and they would all be lugged off into the English countryside to live out the rest of their lives in an oversized menagerie. If they were fortunate, perhaps when the Prince lost interest or parliament balked at continuing to fund—
“AUNT MILDRED?”
Matthew’s breathy whisper was a rush of hot air against Mildred’s right ear. She turned her head just enough to catch the edge of him in her sight and raised her hand to her mouth so that it might appear to others that she was only shielding a small yawn from view.
“What is it?” she asked, most of her attention concentrated on Belinda and Mr. Parry, currently standing with their heads bowed. Oh, were they praying now? Mildred looked right and left and noticed everyone’s heads were lowered. She did the same, holding her clasped hands up to her chin. “Is something wrong?”
“It’s…” Matthew cleared his throat. To her own ears, the sound was as loud as a book being dropped in the middle of the silence, but no one else seemed to hear it. “It’s the egg, Aunt Mildred. That one. The one on the end. Do you see it?”
Mildred peered up from beneath her lowered lashes. All of the eggs appeared to be fine. She wasn’t certain what it was she was supposed to be seeing, and she—
A wobble.
She closed her eyes and looked again. The egg on the far left, farthest from her, likely placed slightly behind the others as it was one of the most ordinary of all of them in size and color (at least as ordinary as a dragon egg could be). She held her breath and watched. Three seconds, nothing. Someone continued to lead the prayer, their voice so lacking in inflection that Mildred feared she might fall into a stupor if she let herself listen to it for more than six words. She did not blink, her eyes aching from the strain of watching, of calming the thrum of her own pulse in order that she would not mistake—
“There.”
The egg shifted again. A definite wobble, as though the egg itself was seeking out a more comfortable position on the cushion.
“Claude, do you see?”
His hand returned to her shoulder, squeezing it tightly. “I see it, yes.”
Had it been twitching or showing any signs of movement before now? Mildred had no way of knowing. It could have been packed away in a crate, rolling and shifting for days and no one would have noticed.
“How long is this ceremony supposed to last?” Mildred kept her voice low, but someone in another row cleared their throat and shot her a critical glance from beneath wispy grey brows.
“I don’t know,” Mr. Wiggan replied, his whisper little more than a push of air sprinkled with a few sibilant sounds. “Perhaps an hour? Possibly longer. We clergy do like to listen to ourselves speak, I’m afraid.”
Mildred reluctantly agreed. If the highest echelons of London society would take the trouble of dressing up for a parade of privilege through the hallowed halls of Westminster, she doubted any of them would be in a hurry to tuck all of their ermine and jewels away until another season had passed.
But was there a chance the egg would hatch within that hour? It would make for a great story in the papers, to be sure. However, Mildred did not want to see another dragon fastened into an array of chains before the day was out.
“What if—?” Mildred began, before Nettie let out a small gasp and pointed over Mildred’s shoulder at the assembled eggs.
“The one in the middle!” she cried, hardly keeping her voice down. The prayer continued on regardless, all while Mildred and Matthew and Mr. Wiggan craned their necks to find the egg Nettie had indicated. They discovered it soon enough. It was one of the larger eggs, grey marbled with pale blue, twitching intermittently as though someone had flicked it with the tip of their finger.
“Oh, no.”
The seat behind her creaked as Mr. Wiggan shifted his weight. “What’s wrong?”
“Fitz,” Mildred said, her hands clasped together so tightly she began to lose feeling in her little fingers. “Last night, he wouldn’t eat, he wouldn’t sleep.” All this time, she had attributed it to him being locked up in Carlton House, but… “Morgen’s hatching.” She licked her lips, and then she bit them, and then she contemplated chewing them off entirely as a fresh wave of anxiety hummed through her limbs. “Fitz must have known the eggs were about to hatch. Oh, heavens. I’m sure he knew.”
“What now, then?” asked Rhiannon, leaning into their group to better be heard.
“Well,” came Mrs. Babbinton’s voice, seated on the other side of Matthew and Nettie. “It will be a fair sight more difficult to smuggle a dozen dragons out of here than it would be if they kept themselves locked up tight in their shells. But if it’s their time, it’s their time, and there’s nothing much we can do about it.”
“What about Mrs. Merrick and the others?” Rhiannon whispered so quickly that most of her words caught at each other’s heels. “We told them when they managed to rescue Fitz and Morgen, they were to head directly out of London as quickly as possible, though Mrs. Merrick was inclined to argue. But if these eggs decide to hatch, then how are we to manage carrying a herd of dragons out of here without being caught?”
“One worry at a time,” Mrs. Babbinton said, and reached behind the children to tap Mr. Wiggan on the arm. “Take off your coat, Mr. Wiggan. We might need it as a makeshift sack if the one we’ve brought isn’t large enough.”
Mildred swallowed down a knot of panic. Yes, they really did mean to stroll across the sanctuary and pick up all of the eggs in front of everyone. “Absolute lunacy,” she muttered, and shook her head as her gaze swung from one wobbling egg to the other.
The prayer ended. Mildred knew this because a chorus of “AMEN”s echoed throughout the church, drowning out the hushed bickering that carried on behind her. Thankfully, no one else heard Mrs. Babbinton say that Rhiannon could fit at least a couple of hatchlings in her bonnet if she refashioned it as a basket, or when Matthew and Nettie made a game of how many eggs began to twitch and roll and wobble all at once.
Throughout all of this, Mildred sent a small prayer of thanks heavenward that she had not yet suffered an apoplectic episode from the current strain bearing down on her. In one part of the church, several of the eggs tottered on their perches, while only a few feet away, Belinda struggled to keep control of the white dragon, who seemed to sense the eggs were doing more than simply sitting like lifeless specimens on display. The white dragon fought against its chains, attempting a leap from her arm that sent it hurtling against one of the plinths that held the eggs on their fine cushions. The impact sent the egg completely off its cushion, to land with an anticlimactic thunk onto the floor.
Several people shifted in their seats, a few even rising into a half-standing position to see what had caused the sound. Mildred did not move. She could only see part of the egg where it had fallen behind its plinth, a few dark shards of shell strewn across the floor around it. There was no further movement, no sounds of scratching or shrieking or anything that would denote the hatchling had survived its fall.
“No.” Mildred stepped out of her row, pushing aside others, neglecting every rule of etiquette and apologies as she rushed through the sanctuary and towards the row of plinths where the eggs still sat. Well, all but the one egg that had pitched itself off the side, now a mess of broken shells scattered across the sanctuary floor.
“Oh, it’s empty.” Mildred wrestled with the mingled sensations of horror and relief at the realization. Horror, that she now knew at least one of the eggs handed over to the Prince was not genuine, which meant the real ones were likely still in some undisclosed location, and relief there had been no hatchling inside the egg to endure such a fall.
Someone moved to stand beside her. She looked over her shoulder, anticipating Mr. Wiggan or even Belinda, but instead it was the Prince who towered at her side, clad in his ermine and his medals, gazing down at the broken egg and the very notable absence of any freshly hatched dragon to accompany it.
“Where is it?” His words sounded on a whine, the sort one would expect to hear from a child who had been deprived of a birthday present. “It cannot be empty! There should be a dragon inside, should there not?”
Mildred picked up one of the pieces of broken shell, noticing how similar it was to the false eggs they had taken from Marylebone. “I don’t think it’s real,” she said carefully, wondering how best to reveal that the Prince might have been duped by Belinda and Mr. Parry. “I’ve never seen the shell of a dragon egg that looked anything like this.”
“What do you mean it’s not real?!” The Prince looked aghast and slightly pained. “Your eggs hatched out dragons, so why haven’t mine?”
“You would have to speak to my niece about that, I’m afraid.” She could say nothing more then, as another egg rolled from its perch and she dove to catch it, catching it on the tips of her fingers before it thudded onto the floor with a faint crack that settled in the depths of her stomach.
This egg, she knew, was real. The feel of it had been different, in a way she could not quite explain. But it was the shards of broken shell and torn membrane splattered out from the first crack that told her they were about to welcome another dragon into the world. Onto her knees again, her legs and her balance momentarily swallowed in the bolt of fabric disguised as her skirt, she made a tentative reach for the largest piece of shell, the one covering a concentrated mass of spindly brown legs and orange-tipped wings. It wasn’t until she brushed the sticky edge of the shell with her fingertips that she noticed she still wore one of her gloves. She struggled to pull it off, the tightly stitched leather sticking to her fingers as an additional impediment to the proceedings.
Please do not be hurt. She could not say it out loud, could hardly breathe or gather enough saliva in order to swallow as she shifted the largest piece of shell. Please do not be d—
No, she would not even think that. Surely a dragon, encased in a shell and fluid and membrane could survive a three? four? foot drop from a cushion set on top of a plinth. Couldn’t it?
“Please,” she said, and tipped her head to one side for a better look.
“What are you doing?”
A hand closed tightly around her upper arm. Not the Prince this time, as he had already been caught up in a mild argument with someone who may or may not have been an Archbishop. Instead it was Belinda beside her now, attempting to pull her up and to her feet. Mildred was rather grateful for all of the extra slices of cake she had enjoyed throughout her life along with all the times she had carried around Fitz when he was far too large to be carried, as Belinda was incapable of both managing the chain attached to the white dragon and shifting Mildred more than an inch.
“The eggs are hatching.” Mildred said, gesturing towards the row of plinths and the wobbling, wriggling eggs sitting atop half of them. She did not shout. What would have been the use of adding more noise to the slow eruption of chaos around them? Already, dozens more people were on their feet, while the page boys shuffled in for a closer look, their eyes shining with the promise of excitement in the middle of what they had likely assumed would be a tedious affair.
Belinda shook her head, puzzlement sketching lines across her brow. On her gloved hand, the white dragon stretched its neck upwards, straining against its bonds, but her niece did not appear to notice. “What… what do you mean?”
“Did you assume they would remain hidden away in their eggs forever? Or that they would not dare to interrupt an event focused so heavily on you?” Mildred clicked her tongue against her teeth. “You should take them down from the plinths before the rest of them topple off.” She picked up the piece of broken shell again, carefully lifting it off the inert hatchling, a slow reveal that spoke of how reluctant Mildred was to find that the poor creature had not survived its fall.
In the end, however, she should not have worried. As soon as the shell was lifted away, the hatchling — a slender thing the color of rust and sunset, with short legs and wings tucked around its almost snake-like body — flipped itself around and let out a series of coughing shrieks that sent a spray of mucus and broken bits of shell across Mildred’s lap and Belinda’s hem.
“Good god, what is that thing?” Belinda leapt back a step, brushing at her skirt with her free hand before anything could leave a mark on her fine gown. “Why does it look like that? Is there something wrong with it?” She blinked rapidly, moisture shining at the corners of her eyes. “I thought they would all be pretty!”
“What are you talking about?” Mildred exclaimed, pulling another clump of broken shell and coagulated mucus from the dragon’s shoulder. “It’s one of the most gorgeous creatures I’ve ever seen!” She watched as it attempted to toddle forward, trembling on spindly legs and feet that were too large to maneuver. With a grunt, it tumbled onto its side. “Oh, and the Prince knows that at least one of the eggs is fake,” Mildred said, glancing up for long enough to see a healthy dose of color drain from Belinda’s complexion. “You might want to start worrying about that.”
Turning away from her niece, she shouted into the chaos. “Mr. Wiggan!” Her voice was loud enough to echo off the vaulted ceiling with greater strength than any trumpet. “The eggs! Get the eggs down before they fall!”
Things became considerably more hectic after that. Mr. Wiggan bounded forward to rush towards the eggs, pushing past people who did not seem to understand what was happening. Mrs. Babbinton and Rhiannon came along to help as well, Mrs. Babbinton shaking out a cloth sack she had kept hidden away somewhere on her person while Rhiannon removed her bonnet before she grabbed the first egg from the nearest plinth and stuffed it inside. This left Matthew and Nettie momentarily unsupervised, though if anyone had bothered to spare them a few seconds of attention, they would have seen them with their heads together, their twin gazes pinned on the figure of their eldest sibling and the white dragon.
Mildred was a bit preoccupied with a freshly hatched dragon to notice much of anything else. It squirmed restlessly on the floor in front of her, making an utter mess of the ruined egg and other remnants of its unorthodox arrival. When it did finally twist itself around onto its feet again, it flicked out its red wings (wings that were — at the moment, at least — far too small to show any prospect of future flight) and belched out a small puff of smoke that rose into the air like a cloud of oxidized iron.
The heat was what she noticed at first, a sudden wafting of warmth like one would feel when they opened an oven door. The smell arrived a moment later, a noxious aroma of sulfur and boiled eggs, enough to make Mildred cough and sputter as it invaded her sinuses and clung to the roof of her mouth like a feeling of sick that could not be scraped away.
“Oh… oh, heavens.” An ironic choice of words, as the smell immediately brought to mind a place generally considered to be the antithesis of the one she had named. She buried her nose and mouth in her sleeve for several seconds, blinking away the burning in her eyes until she could see clearly again.
And what did Mildred see when she opened her eyes again? Why, Matthew and Nettie cutting a full run across the sanctuary towards their sister. Matthew went low, tackling Belinda’s legs, while Nettie grabbed the chain tethered to the white dragon and began tugging with all of her strength to free it from her sister’s wrist.
A few feet away, Rhiannon and Mrs. Babbinton were still carefully gathering up eggs, gently packing them into bonnets and bags, only to find that a difficulty arose when one of the eggs hatched open after they had placed it into the bottom of the sack. This left them to drag a half dozen eggs out again, leaving a hatchling — still stuck halfway out of its shell — wriggling and screeching as it attempted to claw its way up and out of the bag. Just over from them stood Mr. Wiggan, who had somehow caught himself in an altercation with Mr. Parry. Neither of them were practiced fighters, so instead of a choreographed display of impressive punches, it was a lot of shoving and grunting and hoping that gravity would make up the deficit of their lack of brawling prowess.
Mildred ducked when one of the plinths went toppling over (its egg had already been, thankfully, removed by Rhiannon) and she scooped up the hatchling before something else could fall on them. It took a bit of graceless maneuvering around her voluminous skirt and legs that were reluctant to abandon their current position on the floor, but she made it onto her feet with the dragon tucked under her arm and only a brief wave of dizziness at standing up so quickly.
Around her, everything else had descended into a melee (with most of the more salient points already described above). She located the Prince, currently shouting at someone to bring him a real dragon, while a multitude of lords and ladies shoved at one another as they attempted to hastily vacate their seats. Jewels glinted and silks rustled, and then Belinda cried out, “Why, you little monster!” at either Matthew or Nettie, right before the hatchling in Mildred’s arms released another malodorous belch.
The smoke from this one made it look as though a small bomb had gone off, which led to someone helpfully shouting out, “FIRE! FIRE!” at the top of their lungs. This triggered a mass exit of most of the extraneous cast, all of the aforementioned jewels and silks and ermine-edged robes rushing as a swarm of luxury towards the main doors of the church.
Half of the guards tasked with the prevention of everything that had thus far occurred took themselves off with the majority of the crowd once the smell of the red hatchling’s discharge fully permeated the air. Mildred again covered the lower half of her face with her sleeve, though even through that barrier her eyes stung and her chest heaved with the urge to cough. It also lent a haze to the air, giving the entire scene a surreal quality, a figment of her imagination plucked from her mind and played out like a bit of theater before her.
Most of the people who remained staggered around, coughing and waving their hands to clear the air in front of them. Mr. Wiggan had Mr. Parry pinned on the ground, his knee resting on his chest in order to keep him still. Rhiannon shook one of the newly hatched dragons out of the sack, a creature as black as ink and with claws sharp enough to make the leap from the sack to the front of Mrs. Babbinton’s skirt without a stumble. Another one of the false eggs had shattered on the floor, its crumbling shell reduced to powder under the crunch and stomp of so many feet running across its remains.
It was Matthew and Nettie, however, who drew Mildred’s attention most of all. Matthew still clung to Belinda’s legs, his eyes shut tight and his entire body braced against his eldest sister’s attempts to kick him off. (Years of impromptu wrestling and countless other boisterous antics with Nettie had conditioned him to win a physical fight by mere persistence and an unwillingness to let go of the other person until sheer exhaustion or a pressing need to relieve oneself set in.) Meanwhile, Nettie struggled to remove the various chains and straps harnessing the white dragon, all as the dragon itself attempted to escape its bonds by clawing at its muzzle and tangling itself up in its own silver chain.
“No, it’s mine!” Belinda cried, flopping onto her side and dragging herself towards Nettie, and with Matthew still playing the part of human seaweed around her ankles. “You can’t have it!” She reached up to grab at Nettie’s sleeve, knocking her off balance. Another sweep of Belinda’s arm and she smacked Nettie’s cheek with the back of her hand, a strong enough blow to draw twin threads of blood on the girl’s flushed skin. Nettie retaliated by reaching into her pocket and retrieving Mab, the stubby dragon visibly bristling at being drawn so abruptly into the midst of a fracas.
“Matthew, move!” was all the warning Nettie offered before she gave Mab a delicate squeeze, and the dragon opened its mouth and shot a spray of effluence down the front of Belinda’s gown and onto her sleeve.
The gown, as any gown would do after being coated with the spume of an antagonized acid-spitting dragon, began to smoke and burn away in small, foul-smelling splotches. Belinda screamed as Matthew shoved himself away (a few drops had landed on his shoulder, but he was otherwise unharmed), and Nettie scooped up Mab again and dropped a small kiss on the top of her head before returning the dragon to her pocket. But most intriguing of all was the thread of spray that had landed on the chain connecting the white dragon’s rear leg to the bracelet on Belinda’s wrist. The metal sent up small rivulets of smoke as it corroded into a blackened rope of ash.
Mildred rushed to Nettie’s side, one squirming hatchling tucked beneath her arm while she picked up what remained of the white dragon’s chain and thrust it into the girl’s hand. “Help Lady Pritchard with the eggs,” she directed her niece and nephew, “and then leave as quickly as you can.”
Matthew did not hesitate. He chased after eggs that had begun to roll across the floor, one of them sporting a crack that displayed the snout of a dragon seeking out its first breath of air. Mildred focused on gathering up the white dragon, who had taken to screeching pitifully through the confines of its muzzle.
“A knife,” she muttered, suddenly wishing to be the sort of adventuress who traveled around with an entire catalog of minor weaponry at her disposal. “Mr. Wiggan?”
Mr. Wiggan had not moved from his place on Mr. Parry, the latter having finally ceased to struggle against being overpowered and simply appeared quietly chagrined. He looked up at Mildred calling his name, though he did not dare shift his weight from Mr. Parry’s chest. “What is it?”
“Do you have a knife? Or does Mr. Parry? There might be one in his pockets.” She did not doubt that there was one in his pockets, as Mr. Parry seemed the type of gentleman to always keep a few pieces of minor weaponry at his disposal, but less to assuage an adventurous spirit and more because he was the sort to fill the gaps in his conscience with the glint of a newly sharpened blade.
“I’ll check,” Mrs. Babbinton announced, still carrying the sack and its twitching collection of half a dozen dragon eggs. She bent down beside Mr. Parry with a small grunt and began rifling through the man’s pockets, making a methodical search of his person from his waistcoat down to his legs. She finally pulled a blade from the man’s boot and was about to hand it over when she realized Mildred’s hands were full. “Here, what do you need it for?”
“I will do it,” Nettie volunteered, and took the knife from Mrs. Babbinton without waiting for such boring things as permission. She crept towards the wary creature, whispering quietly the entire time, a series of endearments that helped to calm the dragon until she moved near enough to slip a finger under one of the strips and slice through it with the blade of the knife. A few more cuts (and several more low, kind words) and the last of the bonds fell away, taking the remnants of the half-incinerated chains with them.
The dragon, apparently unused to such a vast measure of freedom, did not appear to know what to do with itself right away. It crouched low to the floor, its wings of white and ice blue rustling restlessly against its sides while it peered from side to side, ready to run or lash out at the first provocation. It gave a tentative flick of its stunted wings, then kicked out the leg that still bore the small ring of metal and the remains of the chain that had tethered it to Belinda’s keeping for so long.
“We have to take them away from here,” Mildred said, or grunted, as the red dragon had started to wriggle up her back and scrabble onto her shoulder. She could not see where the Prince had gone (she thought she saw a flash of ermine angrily striding towards the shining gold of Belinda) and there was only the silhouette of figures lingering near the main entrance of the building, leaving them to manage the detritus of what had occurred. “Is there another way out of here?” She knew there had to be. Royal plots and sacrilegious murders could not be carried out in any proper abbey or cathedral if there were not at least a half-dozen possible routes of escape.
What they would do after they escaped, she was not certain. A return to Wales would certainly factor into it, and likely the Prince would attempt to cause them some trouble, but she hoped that Belinda would behave badly enough after the morning’s fracas to offer a significant distraction.
Rhiannon gestured behind Mildred. “That way,” she said, speaking with the authority of someone who had attended services in the abbey before (or had made herself familiar with its overall layout during a bout of insomnia prior to the outset of their plan). “Through there, past St. Margaret’s, and that is where my carriage should be waiting.”
Mildred nodded. The sooner they could be away, the sooner they could learn how Mrs. Merrick and the others had fared in their rescue of Fitz and Morgen. Yet she could not dwell on that now. All of her attention was needed for the rising number of dragons springing up about them. She had the red one, and Mrs. Babbinton had the black one tucked inside Rhiannon’s bonnet, while the white dragon cowered on the floor…
Mildred turned around herself, the air still hazy from the chaos of before. Where had the white dragon gone? Goodness, the abbey was enormous, and filled with every conceivable type of bench and plinth and Gothic architectural feature providing a thousand nooks and crannies in which a frightened dragon could burrow into. The creature could have scurried off to anywhere, and it could be hours until they found it again. “Here, Matthew.” She pried the red dragon from where it had snaked around her shoulder and passed it into her nephew’s care. Nettie had been called over to help Mr. Wiggan tie up Mr. Parry, his wrists and ankles bound up with strips from a torn altar cloth. Nettie was particularly proud of her skills with knots, as she had once come across a naval pamphlet detailing all of the different kinds, listed in order of complexity, that she often practiced on her dolls (and Matthew). Mildred supposed they could tie up Belinda as well, though she was likely attempting to explain the presence of several false (and now broken) eggs to an unhappy Prince Regent.
She looked to where she had last seen Belinda, but her niece was not there. It took the briefest of moments for her to connect the disappearance of both Belinda and the white dragon, and her stomach did a flip as though she was on a swing. “She’s gone.”
Mr. Wiggan looked up from where he was tightening the knot that secured Mr. Parry’s ankles. He did not ask who she meant, his head turning this way and that while his attention flicked from one possible exit to the next with incredible speed.
“Did she go that way?” Mrs. Babbinton pointed towards a door in the South Transept, all dark medieval wood and sitting partially ajar.
Mildred did not hesitate. “I will check,” she said, and picking up her billowing hem, she ran for the door.



Chapter Twenty-Six
Adragon’s loyalty cannot be won by subjugation.
-from Chapter Fourteen of Miss Percy’s Pocket Guide to the Care and Feeding of British Dragons
Mildred did not stop to think. If she had taken a moment to survey her available options before plunging through a side-door of Westminster Abbey in chase of her niece, she might have asked Mr. Wiggan to accompany her, or she could have told the others to circle around outside in case Belinda should make her escape in a direction they had not anticipated. Or she might have stood back and allowed someone else to take on the burden of going after Belinda and rescuing the white dragon, a choice she might have begged to take if she had found herself in a similar situation some months earlier (or a choice that might have been thrust upon her, without anyone bothering to ask whether or not she wished to involve herself in one way or another).
She did none of those things, however, instead racing through one door and then the next, barely glancing at stained glass windows for longer than it took to acknowledge that it was still raining outside. Belinda had left a trail behind her, every heavy door not quite closed fully, the scent of her sweat and her perfume lingering in places where the same dust and cobwebs seemed to have made their home for centuries. On any other day, perhaps one that did not involve a sudden mass hatching of dragons, Mildred would have gazed in awe at the walls standing around her, the high arched beams, the vaulted doors it took all of her strength to shift in either direction. Nearly a millennium of history buried in the foundations beneath her feet, the painted faces of hundreds of saints gazing at her as she gave a cursory search to yet another chapel, another cloister, before she swore under her breath and hurried on.
There were stairs before her, and she hitched up her skirt and went up them. Less than a dozen in all, but she had already been out of breath before she’d set her foot on the first one, and by the time she arrived at the top she wondered if there would be a bit of seating located somewhere upon which she could at least lean for a moment while her heart slowed to a less distraught rhythm. What she did find was an octagonal room in a severe state of degradation, a great pillar rising up in the center and supporting the roof like a spout of water caught in stone.
The space was filled with a collection of crates and chests and overloaded shelves, presses half-hidden under drapery and shoved out of the way into the shadows. Several of the windows — great arched creations — were mostly bricked over, the rest of them blocked by tall cupboards and additional rows of shelves. It was a gloomy place, a room that possessed the nature of having once existed as important in England’s long history, but had now been designated as little more than an out of the way space to store its antiquated clutter.
One other thing she found, quite on the far side of the room, was Belinda, searching through the assembled piles of clutter and historical oddments for — Mildred assumed — another way out than the one through which Mildred had just entered.
“Belinda,” Mildred said. And waited.
Belinda froze. She did not turn around right away. This hesitation gave Mildred an opportunity to notice the white dragon clutched against her niece’s side, its wings held firmly closed by the bracing of Belinda’s hand and forearm. So the dragon still appeared to be unharmed, at least, a fact that allowed Mildred to draw a marginally deeper breath than she had before.
“It’s all so silly,” her niece said after several more seconds had slipped away. Belinda’s shoulders sagged slightly, and she finally turned to face her aunt. The front of her gown bore a trail of blackened holes, marring the fine silk and embroidery from her bodice to her hem. Her curls had not survived the tussle with her siblings, a few loose pins sticking out from tangled strands of hair, while her face bore an odd red blotch where either Matthew or Nettie had struck her. “Don’t you realize? This isn’t supposed to be your story.”
Mildred blinked, startled. “What… what are you talking about?”
Belinda licked her lips. Even they had lost their rosy color, her complexion — apart from the dragon-shaped blot — paled to a grey, exhausted hue. “You read books, don’t you? I know you do. You were always borrowing stacks of them, novels and serials and anything you could get your hands on. Mama used to hate how much time you spent reading,” she added, and smiled a little, a hint of her former color returning before it drained away again. “But when did you ever read one that featured…” She looked Mildred up and down, a critical perusal of the sort she had become frustratingly accustomed to during the course of her life. “... well, someone like you? Think of the fairy tales you used to read to us when we were little, hmm? The heroines were always young and beautiful and perfect, while the villains were so often stepmothers and wicked queens and old witches sequestered off in the deepest part of the woods. And really,” Belinda laughed, “you’re not even that, when you consider it. You don’t even exist in those stories, the quiet kind of nothing that you are. There’s not even a place for you on the page.”
Mildred did not flinch. She might have, at one time. Maybe years ago, before she had been fully inured to the world’s — or at least her world’s — blatant disregard of her existence, she might have made an outward show of being pained by such speech. To be told over and over again, not merely through words, but through the subtle actions of so many, that she was the worst sort of person. Not cold enough to quench thirst, nor hot enough to make tea. Only a tepid thing, useless and wholly unremarkable.
She had not married nor borne children. She was not rich enough to be of consequence, nor poor enough to be lamented. A tired spinster, lacking in classic beauty, stumbling around at the fringes of an adventure that should never have been hers to begin with.
That was, at least, what Belinda wanted her to believe. Even now, Mildred sensed her niece’s will pushing towards her, smothering the keenness of her thoughts into a smooth complacency. The urge to surrender thrummed through her, a feeling that lacked the definition of words. That she would have what she wanted if she would only step aside, if she would only allow Belinda to have her own way.
The problem was that Belinda did not know what Mildred wanted. Because her niece saw her as nothing, then it naturally followed that she could not believe her aunt would want anything worth anyone’s notice. The promise of a life hardly better than the one she had already possessed was the most her limited powers of imagination could conjure. But Mildred could not — would not — be so cheaply bought.
“I warn you now,” Mildred said, and took another step into the room. “I will not stop. If you continue in this scheme of yours, to lay any threat of further harm to these creatures, to take what does not belong to you, to anyone, I will bother you. Like a burr on your skin. Like an itch you cannot reach. I will not leave you alone. Now, you were under my care for the majority of your life, and so I looked after you through all of your illnesses, bore all of your tantrums, and you should know more than anyone else how persistent I can be. So, go ahead!” Mildred stepped aside, moving away from the door and the steps that led down towards a way out and freedom. “Leave.”
Belinda’s breath hitched. A light fired to life in the depths of her eyes, and her jaw quivered with some unspent emotion.
“But if you go,” Mildred continued, her voice wobbling on every third syllable, as though even she could not believe the ferocity of her own ultimatum, “I will be right behind you, and I will never let you have a moment’s peace.”
Belinda’s choice was made clear without her having to say a word or take a single step in any direction. Her left arm, the one that held the white dragon braced hard against her side, tightened its grip on the creature before she raised her chin in a manner that could best be described as “lofty.” It was a remarkable achievement, the attempt at regaining some of her former grace, even while the front of her gown sagged from its numerous injuries and another pin fell from the limp curls of her hair with a faint clatter onto the dusty floorboards. “I will take my chances,” she said, even as her mouth curved into a smile, even as the white dragon squirmed its head free from beneath her arm and clawed its way over her bosom in order to bite her on the nose.
If any of the noises that issued from Belinda’s mouth following this attack were related to the English language, Mildred did not recognize the chosen dialect. A scream soon followed, a piercing cry accompanying a small stream of blood that spurted out from the tip of her nose. She staggered to the side (more in shock than because the injury was particularly life-threatening), shouldering into a crate that toppled over and spilled out a collection of useless things, old pieces of hardware to long-repaired doors and wall sconces that carried a hint of the Elizabethan about them.
The dragon flailed into the pile, its stunted wings flapping awkwardly as it attempted to right itself. Spatters of bright red blood marred its white scales, and Mildred rushed around to help the thing before it harmed itself on some rusted shard. Belinda was quicker, however, and also had the benefit of proximity. Already bleeding, she scrabbled through the bits of metal until she had her fingers around one of the dragon’s legs and yanked it back into her keeping. The dragon let out a cry of pain as the edge of its left wing caught on the point of an iron nail, slicing through part of the membrane where it attached to the side of its body.
“No! Oh, no!” Mildred grabbed at Belinda’s elbow and was thumped in the ribs (by said elbow) for her trouble. She worried that this would become a seasonal part of her life now — like the changing of the leaves, like snowdrops bursting upwards through the frozen ground — to fight with Belinda in close quarters over the fate of a dragon. On Belinda’s side, there was youth and all of the reckless energy that came with it. On Mildred’s side, it was sheer tenacity driving her forward. She would not give up, even if it meant crawling on her hands and knees, her back aching, her hands and hips complaining about any recent change in the weather. She would not stop, no matter how many times they had to do this.
Blood pulsed in Mildred’s ears, while her heart hammered in her chest. She reached for Belinda again, but her niece made a sound like a snarling animal, kicking out at Mildred’s knees as she tried to pick up the writhing dragon without being clawed in the face.
There was another snarl, loud enough to echo through the room around them, and then Mildred realized it hadn’t been Belinda to make that first noise at all. To be specific, it was the roar of a very hungry, very irate dragon sounding through the halls and catacombs and chapels of Westminster Abbey, a roar that sounded no different to Mildred’s ears than when she had first heard it in the overheated drawing room of Upper Plimpton’s vicarage so many months before.
“Fitz,” Mildred said, and said it again when the dragon himself barrelled into the room, clumsily closing up his wings after almost clipping them on the doorframe. His claws clicked on the floorboards as he skittered across the floor, the dark slits of his pupils trained on Belinda and the injured white dragon tearing at the front of her gown.
He snorted, once. And then he ducked his head, his wings buttoning against his sides before his throat rumbled and a vivid shot of flame and smoke arced from his mouth and towards Belinda’s hem.
“No!” Mildred cried, just as Fitz snapped his jaws shut. He crouched down beside her, his tail flicking angrily, his rump rocking from side to side in that way she recognized as preceding a leap forward.
“Stop it!” Belinda kicked at the hem of her own gown where a few sparks had landed on the fabric, leaving smoking motes behind. Throughout this, the white dragon clawed at her shoulder, twisting itself seemingly in every direction at once in order to free itself from her grasp. “Ow! Don’t do that—ow!” The end of the dragon’s tail slashed across her arm, leaving an angry red line behind that sprouted a few small drops of blood in its wake. “No! You bloody little—” She thrust the dragon away from her and began to shake it, but only for a second before Fitz let out a low growl and pounced.
Mildred watched in shock as Fitz leapt onto Belinda, knocking her to the floor in a tangle of shadow and gold, while the white dragon screeched its way out of the fracas, holding its injured wing open at its side.
“Fitz, you cannot!” Mildred was not sure what made her do it. She could have left Fitz to his own devices if the ruthless part of her character had been stronger. But Belinda was her niece; a young, foolish girl who Mildred could not bear to see harmed while she herself stood back and did nothing to stop it.
Fitz had settled the bulk of his weight on Belinda’s chest, his front claws digging into the narrow channels around her collarbone, though without breaking the skin. Smoke drifted out of his nostrils on every exhale, and Mildred felt the heat radiating from his throat and his belly, a furnace full of ire ready to unleash a torrent of flame from between his jaws.
“Please, Fitz.” Mildred reached out and touched the upper edge of his wing, where the scales faded into translucent skin. “I would not have you do this.”
“Get it… off… me, Aunt Mildred!” Belinda’s voice was strained, the weight of a dragon on her chest constricting her breath. “Help… me!” Tears scratched at her niece’s words, and moisture welled up in her eyes and slid down into her hair.
Mildred’s hand moved up again over Fitz’s shoulder, scratching along the soft underside of his neck until he let out a low huff. “You silly beast,” she whispered, her own voice thick with too many emotions twining together at once. “You’re not a monster. Neither of us would be so cruel.”
Fitz shifted his position, retreating enough to remove his left foreclaw from Belinda’s chest. Provided with this modicum of sudden freedom, Belinda moved as though to sit up, the corner of her mouth curling in a feeble attempt at a sneer. “I knew you could not do it, Aunt Mildred. You’ve always been too timid, always a mousey thing. And now even your dragon will not—”
Fitz whipped his head around and snapped at her, a growled threat edged with teeth and smoke that forced her back into her place on the floor.
“Do not worry,” Mildred said to him, her words as placating as she could make them, as she did not trust what Fitz might do if Belinda made an attempt to even breathe where he did not want her to. “I doubt she’s capable of stuffing you into another sack or pitching you out a window. I would not waste your fire on her.”
With Belinda properly subdued by Fitz’s presence (and at least a stone of his bulk) Mildred was able to turn her attention to the white dragon and coax it out of hiding. But it was by no means a brief process, and by the time the dragon dared to extend its neck and sniff the tips of Mildred’s fingers, a small group of people had gathered in the doorway.
“Try this,” Mrs. Babbinton said, coming up behind Mildred to stuff a small piece of smoked sausage into her free hand. “I can’t imagine how hungry the poor thing must be, considering how long it’s been in her care.” She jutted her chin towards Belinda, still scraping at the floor with her elbows while Fitz stood guard over her.
The morsel of sausage was enough to tempt the white dragon into shifting nearer to Mildred, and by the third bite she succeeded in picking it up and cradling it carefully in her arms.
“Here.” Mr. Wiggan stood beside her, holding out his coat. “This might help.”
His voice, his very presence there at her side was like hearing a favorite melody, something so comforting and familiar that she immediately exhaled upon his arrival. She took the coat from him, their fingers brushing before they broke apart and she wrapped the wary dragon in the warm wool fabric. It was not any kind of medicine, but she hoped the weight of the coat would help to keep the white dragon calm until Mrs. Merrick could later see to its injured wing.
“But how is everything?” She looked up at Mr. Wiggan, her eyes wide. If he and Mrs. Babbinton were here, then where was everyone else? A dozen more questions cascaded into her head, yet all she could manage was a halting, “The… dragons?”
“Two more eggs are close to hatching,” he told her, “though they’ve not fully broken through their shells yet. Nearly half of the eggs have proven to be false, and the Prince is a little… disconcerted by this latest development.” Mr. Wiggan looked at Belinda, his gaze tinged with admonition and even a touch of pity. Mildred did not doubt that if the Prince Regent decided to rescind his favor from Belinda, things would not go smoothly for her from here forward.
Together, they left the room, Mildred still carrying the white dragon down the steps and through the cloisters. Fitz walked close to her other side, while Mrs. Babbinton strode along behind Belinda, who had acquiesced to coming with them of her own volition, but only after Fitz had sent a rivulet of flame in her direction after she dared to drift too near to where the white dragon continued gnawing on bites of sausage from Mildred’s fingers.
“I fear there’s much to be done,” Mr. Wiggan said, keeping pace with Mildred despite her hurried steps.
She sighed, but could not disagree with him. No matter how much she wanted to be gone from Westminster — and all of London entirely — hastily vacating the immediate premises was not a choice currently available to them. There was still the little matter of an irate Prince Regent to be dealt with, along with half the peerage of England scuffing their heels on the church’s doorstep. Not to mention at least a half dozen dragons bursting out of their eggs and clawing their way across the cathedral floor.
“Mrs. Merrick and Mari Wynn are working to contain the dragons right now,” Mr. Wiggan continued as they left the cloisters and returned to the main part of the church. The smell of the red dragon’s sulphuric emissions had mostly dissipated from the place, but anything constructed of cloth would likely have to be thoroughly washed to eradicate the aroma entirely. “No one else will go near them, which I suspect is working in their favor. The last I saw, Mr. Parry was being questioned about the rest of the eggs, the real eggs,” he stressed, with another glance over his shoulder at Belinda. “With all of these choosing to hatch now, I fear time is of the essence in locating them.”
Mildred halted as they entered the sanctuary, leaving Mr. Wiggan to continue several paces ahead before he realized she was no longer beside him. Around her, Fitz walked a restless circle, shaking his wings half-open before closing them again. Several people had returned inside, gentlemen in polished, tasseled boots and other gentlemen in polished, tasseled wigs milling about as though they were inspecting the deck of a recently docked ship. She caught sight of Mrs. Merrick and Rhiannon, the former holding onto the sack with what was left of the (for the moment) unhatched eggs, and the latter cradling a cracked, twitching egg in the depths of her upturned bonnet. Mr. Parry was a dozen yards away, tucked into a pew, surrounded by soldiers and cringing under the ostentatious proximity of the Prince Regent.
“It was his idea!” Belinda suddenly cried out, pointing an accusatory finger towards Mr. Parry as she raced across the nave. “He wanted to make the false eggs and sell them for money. I had nothing to do with it!”
“Why, you little liar!” Mr. Parry shot up from his seat, the handsome features of his face contorted in fury. “You’re the one who suggested it! You even called the Prince a witless prig who would never be able to tell the difference!”
“Well, I-I—” Belinda gasped, the back of her hand flying to her forehead as she rolled her eyes and drooped in the beginnings of a faint. Her right arm drifted to the side, as though she expected someone to rush forward and catch her before she fell, but no one made a move towards her, and she collapsed into an ungainly heap, her damaged skirt twisting around her legs as she went down.
The Prince snapped his fingers at one of the nearest soldiers. “Take them away, will you? I’ve seen less tortured dramatics from amateurs at Covent Garden.” He sighed, turning his attention to the shine of his fingernails beneath the light streaming in through the stained glass windows. “Perhaps a night or two in Newgate will calm their sensibilities.”
“I’ll tell you where the rest of the eggs are!” Mr. Parry declared, though he was only three words into his statement before Belinda was struggling to stand (her fainting spell of a remarkably short duration) while shouting, “No! I know where they are! I’ll give them to you!”
As they continued to argue, Mildred turned around and checked on the dragons that had already hatched. Matthew still had the red dragon in his keeping, teasing it with the laces of his boots to keep it entertained (and from blasting the space with another foul-smelling cloud). Mari Wynn and Nettie fussed over the black dragon, a spindly hatchling seemingly created out of spatters of spilled ink and a set of wings so large Mildred worried the thing might blow away on the lightest draught of air. And there was yet another dragon halfway out of its shell, its scales a vivid green reminiscent of Morgen’s coloring.
“Where is…?” Mildred looked around for Morgen, but it wasn’t until she raised her chin and glanced up towards the vaulted ceiling that she saw a slip of green flying beneath the beams. “Ah, there she is.”
Owen stood below, waving his battered hat (hardly a hat by this point, and more of a rim with a few scraps of fabric playacting as a head covering) as he told Morgen to “come down” and “stop clawing at those saints” along with several other things in Welsh that did not sound appropriate for a church. The last Mildred had seen Morgen, she had been locked up with Fitz in the ballroom of Carlton House. And now they were here, both of the dragons, unbound and unscathed, leaving her to tap Owen on the shoulder and demand an explanation as to how it all transpired.
“Did you know that if you pretend to be delivering something very fragile and very expensive, most people will let you walk right in without much fuss?” Owen grinned, and smoothed his hands down the front of an embroidered waistcoat that looked to have been borrowed from a local theater troupe. “And it helps if you’re dressed nice, too. No one wants to be responsible for offending someone who might have more than a few coins to rub together.”
Mildred shook her head, disbelief slowing the progress of her thoughts. “So… you simply walked into Carlton House and walked out again with Fitz and Morgen? And no one tried to stop you?”
“Oh, they tried to stop us once they realized what we were up to!” Owen grinned. “But Fitz wasn’t having any of that, and then when Mrs. Merrick’s little explosion went off, we were the last thing holding anyone’s attention.”
“Explosion?”
“It was more noise and smoke than anything, but it was enough to distract everyone, and then it was just a matter of finding our way in and back out again!”
It was so much, nearly too much for Mildred to take in all at once. All around her, there were still the remnants of various pockets of chaos dissipating, the newly hatched dragons scrambling here and there, while their screeches reverberated off the cathedral walls. The Prince Regent, along with several soldiers, dealt with the minor maelstrom that was Belinda and Mr. Parry, each of them making every attempt to absolve themselves of guilt by pushing it onto the other. And there were the broken shells of dragon eggs — both false and real — littering the floor, beneath rays of smoky light that streamed in through the windows.
Mr. Wiggan went to speak with Mrs. Babbinton, leaving Fitz to pace around her, his wings rustling with unspent energy as Mildred sought out a seat to lean against. (She worried that if she dared to sit down, she would not be able to stand up again until the rest of the day and a full night had passed.) So she picked her way over to where Nettie sat in the quire, quietly feeding Mab chunks of meat from the tips of her fingers.
“Where did you get that?” Mildred asked, referring to the unidentified gobs of meat.
Nettie grinned toothily when Mab devoured a particular large piece from between her finger and thumb. “Mrs. Babbinton told me that it’s always wise to carry a choice of foodstuffs upon one’s person, as one never knows what may occur once they step out their door for the day.”
Mildred reached out and gave a gentle tug to one of Nettie’s half-unraveled plaits. “That is very wise.”
Mrs. Merrick arrived then, arms finally free and ready to take the white dragon — now curled against Mildred’s abdomen and with its eyes closed — into her care. “I’ll see to this one now. Mr. Wiggan says it has a torn wing?”
“Along with a few other bumps and scratches, I’m afraid.” Mildred carefully passed the bundle of coat and dragon into Mrs. Merrick’s arms.
“We’ve seen far too much of that lately,” Mrs. Merrick said, then uttered a few cooing sounds to the dragon as it stirred in her hands. “I’ll help it sleep and then I’ll set to work, though the poor thing is probably so tired I doubt I’ll have to do much.” She turned and walked back towards the altar, the soothing sounds transforming into soft words of Welsh, helping the white dragon fall into a deeper state of slumber.
“Do you know…” Mildred looked again at her niece, a young girl who suddenly appeared more grown to her than she had only a few weeks before. “... once everything has calmed down again, you will very likely have to go home. You’ve been gone too long, and I’m sure your mother is…” Mildred paused, unsure of what Diana knew concerning anything that had happened to them since she herself had left Ashby Lodge several months before, and how she might react to all of her children being involved in a public dragon hatching and peripheral explosion in the middle of London. “Well, I’m sure she is thinking about you.”
Nettie twisted up her mouth. Mildred suspected she twisted up her mouth to disguise the quiver in her bottom lip and the traitorous sheen of emotion in her eyes. “It’s just not fair,” she said, refusing to look directly at her aunt.
Mildred was not inclined to argue. Not that she agreed or disagreed with the relative fairness of Nettie and Matthew’s returning to a mother who was inclined to treat them like matching pieces in a set of unused luggage, but she currently did not have the energy at her disposal to discuss such matters with the gravity they deserved. “We will talk about it later,” she promised, though she suspected Nettie took it more as a threat. “I am hopeful that we can have at least you and Matthew returned to Pritchard House shortly. I wonder if we sneak the both of you out to Lady Pritchard’s carriage…”
She turned around, her next words and any further plans dying on her lips as she spotted both the Prince Regent and Mr. Wiggan making their way towards her. Fitz halted his pacing at their approach and took up a place in front of Mildred, unfurling his wings (she assumed to make himself appear larger) and sending out a few threads of grey smoke from between his teeth.
“Calm down,” Mildred told him, though without too much conviction. She had to admit to herself that she liked the sight of Fitz coming to her defense.
“Ahh, Miss Percy!” The Prince stopped several paces short, giving Fitz a wide berth, though Mr. Wiggan stepped up to Mildred’s side without any hesitation.
Mildred curtsied, though the obeisance was small enough it could have been mistaken for a small shift in her weight. “Your Highness.”
“Yes, um…” The Prince cleared his throat, then looked around the sanctuary, then gave an exaggerated grimace. “Well, this has certainly been quite the event, wouldn’t you say? A few prayers and a bit of Latin and I thought we’d be back to the palace in time for a late breakfast! But matters certainly took a turn!” He attempted a chuckle, but it devolved into a light cough as Fitz shook himself, his wings sounding like a ship’s sails snapping in the wind. “Right! Seeing as how we are suddenly inundated with a fresh flock of dragons on our hands, I wondered if you would be willing to, er… resume discussions about how these creatures should be cared for, especially now that such a wide variety of draconic dispositions has been displayed this morning.”
From somewhere behind them, the red dragon must have released another whiff of noxious breath, as the air took on a tinge of hard-boiled eggs.
“Erf,” the Prince said with all royal elegance, dragging a handkerchief from his pocket and holding it to his nose. “I shall give you anything you ask, Miss Percy,” he continued, his voice muffled by his pinched nose and the cloth covering the lower half of his face. “Just remove these creatures as far from London as you can manage. Heavens!” He sniffed at his own sleeve and recoiled in disgust. “It will take a dozen washings, I’m sure, before anything smells as it should again.”
“Anything I ask?” Mildred reached out with her right hand, and Fitz walked in front of her so that the ridges on his back slid beneath her palm. “Even returning the dragons to Wales?”
“I can have it arranged for you to leave today if you wish!” He coughed again, while his expression veered towards biliousness. “I shall pay for it myself, if I must. As soon as we have the rest of the eggs from Mrs…” He waved his handkerchief. “... your niece, you can be on your way. I tremble at the thought of another one of these things hatching before we can have them all removed from town.”
Mildred bit at the inside of her cheek until she was sure she could speak without her voice trembling in surprise. “May we return to Pritchard House until our departure? Every one of us?”
“Go where you like! But only if you promise to remove all of these dragons from Westminster within the hour. Especially that one!” he declared, gesturing over his shoulder towards the red dragon and its sulfurous fumes.
“It will be done,” she assured him, and dipped into a lower curtsy than the one she had offered before.
The Prince rushed away from them then, looking rather queasy around the corners of his mouth. Beside her, Mr. Wiggan let out a deep breath, and Mildred tipped her head back to look at him.
“Why are you so…” She narrowed her gaze. “Are you smiling? Why are you smiling?”
Mr. Wiggan did appear incredibly pleased, regardless of the scrape on his cheek and the minor swelling around his left eye from the tussle with Mr. Parry. But Mildred did find it interesting that after the numerous setbacks of the last few months, a look of unbridled happiness on Mr. Wiggan’s face should feel like cause for immediate suspicion. “I told you all would be well.”
Mildred scoffed. “And you anticipated this, did you? Half of the eggs hatching at once in the middle of the ceremony?”
“Well, I did not imagine things playing out precisely this way…”
She leaned into him, nudging his arm with a push of her shoulder. “Come along,” she said to him, biting back a laugh. She waved to Nettie as well, gesturing for her to follow. “We have a few dragons to gather up, and I suspect we shall need everyone’s help to see it done.”



Chapter Twenty-Seven
MARRIAGES - On Tuesday last, at Marylebone Church, Mr. Phillip Holman, a lawyer of Ipswitch, to Miss Emily Debbins, youngest daughter of Mr. Christopher Debbins, Kent.
Yesterday, at St. George’s, Hanover, the Rev. Claude Wiggan, to Miss Mildred Percy, both of Upper Plimpton, Wiltshire.
Lately, at St. Mary’s (moved from Westminster) Mr. Henry FitzGibbon, a magistrate, to Miss Anne Prescott, actress, both of Somerset.
-from The London Packet
There were nine fully hatched dragons at Pritchard House, which left little room for either humans or comfort. It was to be only a temporary situation, with preparations underway to remove everyone from London and back to Wales, following the path by which they had made the previous journey in the first place. Only this time, they were financed by the Prince Regent himself, who offered any number of conveyances they should require, along with advance notification to any inns along their planned route that they should expect a large party made larger still by the company of nine dragons and another eight eggs that could hatch at any moment.
It meant there was a great deal to do.
It was impossible for them to set off the day after the events of Westminster Abbey, or even the day after that. Another one of the eggs hatched on the morning they had supposed they might be able to depart, which delayed them again, and Mildred announced — while her skirt was still spattered with bits of egg shell and the stringy mucus that had accompanied the latest dragon’s arrival — that they would leave by the morning of the next day, no matter what.
In the meantime, there was little rest to be had and even less space in which to find it. Mr. Hawthorne came and went from Pritchard House several times, keeping them abreast of everything that had happened, and was continuing to happen, while trunks were packed and rooms aired out following one of the red dragon’s more effusive belches (for lack of a better term).
“Mr. Purvis and I discovered who forged the new journals,” Mr. Hawthorne informed them over a quick breakfast of leftover sausage and toast in the dining room. “He identified Mr. Parry and mentioned having accepted a sum of money from him in exchange for transcribing a new set of writings in your niece’s hand, with the promise of further payment after the ceremony at Westminster.” He wiped the corners of his mouth with a napkin, his eyes shining with restrained glee. “It’s proof that Miss Percy’s works were the original volumes, and that all of the writings your niece had presented to the British Museum and other places as her own, casting herself in a more academic light… Well, we’ve confirmed that it was all hogwash.”
“Eat up!” Mrs. Babbinton ordered as she brought another platter of sausages into the room, setting them between two empty racks of toast. “It’s best to fill your bellies today if we’ll be leaving for Wales tomorrow.”
“That’s something else I wanted to mention,” Mr. Hawthorne said, pushing his empty plate away from him. “I won’t be returning with you to Wales.”
Mildred looked up suddenly from her plate. Fitz sat curled up at her feet, devouring half of her breakfast directly from her hands, while the red dragon sat on her shoulder and the black dragon perched on the top of her head like a malcontent hat. “What do you mean?” She dropped a crust of overly buttered toast that Fitz snapped up before it could hit the floor. “Where will you go?”
“I’m not really going anywhere,” he confessed, his shoulders rising and his head retreating like a turtle pulling back into its shell. “I plan to remain here, in London. I’ve been wanting to make a foray into publishing for a little while now. With the rising popularity of circulating libraries and the forthcoming publication of a certain work about dragons…” He raised his eyebrows at Mildred expectantly.
Mildred, for her part, glanced at the half-dozen people seated around the table. Mr. Wiggan and the children were still finishing up their meals, while Mrs. Merrick sat across from her, the white dragon wrapped around her arm while she fed it small pieces of sausage chopped up into bits and mashed with the tines of her fork. The white dragon’s wing had healed well, leaving only a thread of scar traced out in the same silver that decorated the old wounds Fitz would always bear. Mab occasionally poked his squat head above the edge of the table from the depths of Nettie’s hands, seeking out any raw meat that might be on offer, and grunting in disappointment when there proved nothing to be found.
In addition, there were yet another four dragons in other parts of the house, Morgen (who Mildred could hear running through a bout of exercising with Owen on the main stairs) along with three new hatchlings tucked into pots and baskets near the overwhelming heat of the kitchen’s fire.
And she was to help lead all of this out of London, along with several more eggs, up again into the mountains of Wales as though she had any idea what she was to do with so much responsibility.
“Unless you would rather begin with something smaller, like a column in one of the newspapers,” Mr. Hawthorne continued, seeming to notice her sudden discomfiture. “Especially now that they have begun to relent in their criticism of you.”
That much was an understatement. Details of the incident at Westminster had crowded the front page of every London newspaper, both the morning and evening editions, with Belinda and Mr. Parry recast in the role of the villains. (What they did have to say was a mixture of the mundane and the sensational, a plethora of caricatures depicting all of the most notable players — the Prince Regent, Belinda, Mildred, and even one going so far as to sketch Mr. Wiggan and Mr. Parry hurling dragon eggs at one another as makeshift ammunition — in exaggerated illustrations of the truth. Mildred was now depicted as the equivalent of a kindly aunt, one who dispensed occasional tidbits of advice (varying from sage to questionable-but-harmless) along with too many cups of tea. She was also shown as being older, shorter, and broader than the true version of herself, but with a noticeable lack of either horns or mushrooms sprouting out of her hair.) Mildred suspected the Prince Regent had done what he could to turn the tide of general opinion in their favor, with the Morning Post having published a full-page article painting both the Prince and Mildred as innocent victims taken in by Belinda’s scheming.
“We will see,” Mildred said, and plucked up another piece of toast from her plate before Fitz could begin nudging her arm with his nose for another helping.
The rest of the morning passed away in fits and starts, Mildred checking in on all of the dragons, tending to their preferences for food and sleep and play. An accident involving Mab meant that an entire rug needed to be rolled up and taken outside, while the white dragon caught itself in a tussle between Morgen and the black dragon, the tangled wad of them rolling down the stairs like a ball of stockings until Mildred and Owen separated them and shut them up in separate rooms until they calmed down.
By luncheon, Mildred was already tired, and there was still another half a day lying in wait for her.
“It will be better once we’re outdoors again,” she remarked to Mr. Wiggan when he came upon her in the kitchen, washing out a vase that one of the dragons — she did not know which, and she wasn’t certain she wanted to know — had taken to use as a sort of chamber pot. “When we’re in the mountains, there will be room enough for them to fly and fight and hunt.”
“Mildred,” he said, once she had finished rinsing out the vase and set it upside-down on a rack to dry.
There was something in his voice that caught her attention. Of course, she always noticed when he said her name, or when he smiled, or when he was just generally inhabiting a space near her, but this was different. His voice was low, and yet he said her name in a way that made her feel as though she was the only other person in the room, regardless of Mrs. Babbinton and Hopkins and Mari Wynn bustling around the kitchen behind her.
“What is it?” Was it going to be bad news? She hated that her mind immediately jumped to the possibility, but things had been going so well for the last couple of days (apart from burnt rugs and the entire house carrying a smell of sulfur about it) that she supposed they were due for a random difficulty to sprout up before them like a tree root forcing its way through the pavement.
“I wondered if, before we leave London…” Mr. Wiggan cleared his throat and glanced down at the floor, while the muscles in his jaw worked around whatever he was about to say next. “I had hoped that we might be able to, well, take a turn as man and wife.”
She blinked. “Do you mean… marry?” The word was like a pistol shot, ringing through the air and muting everything else into silence.
“Yes,” he said. “I wanted to know if you would like to marry me. To have a wedding, before we leave.”
“Oh, I don’t think…” she blurted out, and shook her head to finish off what her mouth could not. “With the time it would take for the banns to be read, or even with a common license, that would mean—”
He raised his eyebrows. “What about a special license?”
“A special license?” She laughed as she dried her hands on her apron. “Yes, why not? Because those aren’t exceedingly difficult to obtain, even under the most fortuitous of circumstances. And—” She faltered at the expression on his face, a kind of secret look he attempted to disguise by lowering his chin, hiding the quirk of his mouth and showing her the top of his balding head. “Claude?”
“If you would rather not, seeing as how there’s little time to arrange anything more extravagant, I understand. But if you wanted to slip away for an hour or two this afternoon, and maybe take a trip to St. George’s?”
“St. George’s?” she repeated after him, hoping that her thoughts might catch up to what he was saying to her.
“Well, Westminster is still being… aired out, from what I understand.”
She breathed, a little. “This afternoon?”
He smiled. “If you are amenable.”
Mildred was ready to leave in less than an hour. Her best gown was nothing fine, but she quickly washed and dressed and repinned her hair, while Rhiannon arranged for both the carriage and the cart to be brought around. At first, Mildred thought it would only be herself, Mr. Wiggan, and one or two witnesses, but Mrs. Babbinton refused to be left behind when “her” vicar was finally about to see himself embedded in the wedded state. Then Matthew and Nettie demanded to come along as well, followed by Owen inviting himself along, and by the time the entire party set off from Pritchard House, all of them (including Rhiannon herself, Mrs. Merrick, Mari Wynn, Mr. Hawthorne, and Hopkins, along with everyone already mentioned above and a retinue of nine dragons) crammed themselves into two separate carriages and the cart for the journey to St. George’s church in Hanover Square.
If they looked absurd, maneuvering through London’s midday traffic with their caravan of too many people and too many dragons, Mildred did not mind in the slightest. The smaller, younger dragons were kept inside the carriages, while Mildred and Mr. Wiggan rode on the cart, with Fitz and Morgen and the children behind them. Nettie had Mab, who seemed to spend the majority of her days fitted inside one of Nettie’s pockets, while Matthew and Owen worked together to keep Morgen inside the cart with a constant offering of charred hunks of mutton.
It was a journey vaguely reminiscent of their initial arrival in London, though this time they garnered a large amount of attention from passersby. With the papers having been lately filled with their sensational reports about dragons, most were curious or even eager to catch sight of one of the rare and elusive creatures. By the time they arrived outside St. George’s Cathedral, they had accumulated a small crowd of onlookers, though none of them showed any threat towards Mildred or the other members of her company. There was even a great cheer when Fitz leapt down from the side of the cart, his wings snapping open and closing again to a brief burst of applause.
Mildred took Mr. Wiggan’s hand, and he led her up the steps and into the church. The light inside had that singular quality specific to churches, and the air was considerably cooler. A few people were already there, a scattering of figures seated in the pews, leaving Mildred to worry that their arrival would disturb someone’s religious ruminations. But at the noise that announced their arrival — because nearly a dozen people and almost as many dragons could not enter a church quietly — one of the people looked back at them and immediately stood up, his face breaking into a grin at the sight of them.
“Mr. Gorman!” Mildred rushed forward, or as well as she could with the black dragon spidering its way around her neck while the end of Fitz’s tail kept catching on her hem. “Mr. Gorman, what are you doing here?”
Mr. Gorman (partner and heir of Mr. Charles Forthright) grinned at the sight of Mildred jogging towards him, his kind eyes crinkling at the corners as he took in the sight of her (and it was quite a sight, as Mildred made her approach at the head of a veritable herd of small dragons, along with a large, dark dragon padding proprietarily at her side). “Ah, you made it then! Mr. Wiggan said you would be here as close to three o’clock as he could manage.”
“Claude?” Mildred squeezed her eyes shut as she tried to sort out a dozen thoughts at once. She looked at Mr. Wiggan, who gazed at her with both adoration and a secret smile. “How on earth did you manage this?” Her attention darted back to Mr. Gorman. “I sent several letters to you, but I never received any reply. How are you here? When did you…?”
Mr. Gorman held up his hands before he explained. “I did send a reply, but to Penffynnon. In Builth? But I fear you had already left for London by the time it arrived. By then, I was already planning to come here myself. I had seen some of the papers, the reports of Miss Muncy’s… er.” He paused, his brow furrowed in thought. “What is her name now?”
Mildred shrugged. “I am not sure any of us know for certain at this point.”
A quick twitch of his eyebrows was the only commentary he offered on that detail. “Well, I read about her appearance at the British Museum, and there were also several pieces about you, ones I clearly knew were exaggerated or outright untrue, of course. Once I could arrange it, I hurried here with as much speed as I could manage. I had wanted to arrive sooner, but there was a storm not long after my departure, and then I was struck down with a terrible cold, and — oh!”
The interruption came about because Fitz had chosen that moment to re-familiarize himself with Mr. Gorman, sniffing the knuckles of his right hand and butting his head against the man’s hip until he took notice.
“Surely, this cannot be the same dragon you introduced to me several months ago! He has doubled… no, tripled in size!” He said it jovially, his eyes sparkling with joy as Fitz’s nostrils flared and he sniffed and nipped at the side of Mr. Gorman’s wrist. “Does this mean he remembers me?” He bowed forward several inches, turning his hand over, palm up, for Fitz to examine. “Hello there, Fitz. Has Miss Percy been treating you well?”
“But what are you doing here?” Mildred pressed, while the white dragon nestled deeper into Mr. Wiggan’s coat, more comfortable now that it was no longer chained to anyone and had been sufficiently fed.
Mr. Gorman looked up at her, though he continued to hold out his hand to Fitz. “I thought you might require my help! I was also Charles’...” He cleared his throat. “I should say, Mr. Forthright’s assistant in most business and legal matters. I have proof of all of his research over the years, and I can also stand as a witness to his wishes as they pertained to the inheritance you received from him.” He nodded towards Fitz. “Including a certain dragon egg. But to get on with it, I did not arrive in London until early this morning. By then, I learned that most of your previous difficulties had already been resolved without any need of my help. I sent a note to Pritchard House, and I received a message back from Mr. Wiggan that he hoped I would join the two of you…” He glanced at everyone bustling in behind Mildred, his eyes widening as Morgen soared in over the pews, her green wings spread wide as she banked a hard left and almost crashed into a chandelier. “Well, all of you for a wedding. Your wedding, I assume?” He smiled as he said it, and he looked at Mr. Wiggan, his demeanor undergoing a rapid change. “You will take care of our Miss Percy, won’t you, Mr. Wiggan?” The question was almost solemn.
“I will apply myself to the task with all of the energy I possess,” Mr. Wiggan replied, bowing his head.
“Well,” Mildred said under her breath. And she hummed a little, if only to prevent herself from bursting into tears before their wedding ceremony even had a chance to begin.
It took several minutes to see everyone settled in their seats. Mildred and Mr. Wiggan walked forward to where the priest (Mildred did not catch his name, nor would she have remembered it if she had) waited for them, dressed in his robes and his somber expression. The man’s brow was drawn as he looked over the small gathering of wedding guests and dragons, though he did not flinch when Fitz coughed and sent a plume of smoke into the air, nor did he do more than clear his throat when Morgen snatched up Owen’s hat and flew into the balcony with it clutched in her claws.
“Dearly Beloved,” the priest began, his voice echoing throughout the church.
The ceremony was as long as it needed to be, with Mildred and Mr. Wiggan speaking their vows in voices that swooped and quavered in their excitement to be finally voiced out loud. Mildred held Mr. Wiggan’s hand the entire time, while Fitz curled up at her feet, his tail thumping on the floor in a rhythm beknownst only to him. Mr. Gorman stepped forward to give her away, and Mr. Wiggan produced a ring of simple silver, worked around a small shard of Fitz’s shell, resting at the top of the slender band like the rarest of jewels. There were prayers and Psalms, and ample amounts of sniffing and the discreet blowing of noses from the guests behind them. Mildred dashed away a few tears of her own, while Mr. Wiggan wiped at his cheeks with the sleeve of his coat before Mrs. Babbinton came forward to push a handkerchief into his hand.
When it was over — and it was over at some point, after every troth had been pledged and their names inked down in the registry, placing a firm period on any and all legalities — Mildred blinked at the light streaming through the windows, as though the day was beginning all over again.
Mildred quickly lost track of the congratulations and good wishes offered to them as they rejoined their friends and family. The black dragon, having been in Mari Wynn’s care during the ceremony, skittered up the length of Mildred’s arm at the first opportunity, curling around her shoulders like an elaborate necklace. And throughout it all, Mr. Wiggan’s hand nestled in the small of her back, his fingers gliding up and down along the path of her spine.
“Miss Percy… or should I say, Mrs. Wiggan?” Mr. Hawthorne grinned as he approached them from the rear of the group, a paper-wrapped parcel in his hands. “A gift for you. I do hope you will like it.”
The paper was brown and plain. Mildred glanced at Mr. Hawthorne warily before she unwrapped it, the corners crinkling open to reveal two thin books, their covers worn, their pages creased from use.
“My journals,” Mildred whispered, and placed her hand on the cover of the top book, needing to touch it and make certain it was real.
“We could not recover all of them from the forger,” Mr. Hawthorne said quietly. “But it seems he kept these two, for reference in case more work was required of him. Mr. Purvis gave them to me, and I knew they should be returned to their rightful author.”
Mildred opened one of them to a random page, and there was her handwriting, notes scrawled in contradictory directions, simplistic sketches fit around blocks of script, pencil and ink smudged by the swipe of her own hand. Her breath shuddered on an exhale. “Th-thank you,” she managed, as her eyes filled with tears.
When it was time to leave, it took some effort to gather everyone together again, as the children had wandered off in pursuit of various dragons and a few of the adults worked to herd them back into the fold. Nearly everyone had a dragon (or two) in their care, and when they exited the church, it was to find that the previous small crowd had doubled in size, several dozen people crammed tightly together in order to catch a glimpse of Mildred and the dragons (though especially the dragons).
There were shouts from the crowd as Mildred and Mr. Wiggan stepped out into the afternoon sunlight, most of them calling to Fitz and Morgen, though a few cheers and wishes of good fortune were made towards the newly married couple as they exited the church.
“Mildred?”
She paused before he helped her up into the cart, and she looked up at Mr. Wiggan. He had been with her from the beginning, this broad and patient man who still stood beside her, had followed her across half of England, most of Wales, and back again. And still he stood beside her now, waiting for her to drag him along on their next adventure. “I’m starving,” she blurted, and he laughed in response.
“Something to eat first, shall we?”
She nodded. “Before the rest of the rest of the eggs at Pritchard House crack open and without enough sausage in the kitchen to keep them from tearing the walls down around us.”
“Oh, I have some venison wrapped up in my pocket,” Mrs. Babbinton chimed in from behind them. She held the white dragon while Mrs. Merrick climbed into one of the carriages. “It’s not much, but it might do for one or two of the little things when they’re first hatched out.”
Mildred did not have to look back to see if Fitz had followed them out of the church. She heard the click of his claws on the pavement beside her, felt the flick of his tail as it swung back and forth as he walked. Where the crowd had begun to press in, people suddenly shuffled back as he passed, their eyes shining with both excitement and caution. Mildred smiled at a few of them, which only seemed to arouse their suspicions more. For what should she be doing, striding about with such a surfeit of confidence, this unremarkable woman with strands of grey in her hair and a gleam of mischief in her eyes? Seeing a dragon at the side of someone like Belinda or a member of the Royal Family was a more acceptable sight to minds that had been conditioned to believe that only great and remarkable things could happen to equally great and remarkable people. But Mildred was ordinary, and hadn’t they always been taught that ordinary people were not capable of achieving extraordinary things?
Mildred glanced up at the sky as Mr. Wiggan helped her into the cart. The clouds had been swept away, leaving the sun to shine down on their heads with as much strength as it could muster in the waning months of the year.
“Watch your step,” she said to her husband as he walked around the cart and climbed up beside her on the seat. “I cannot have you hurting yourself when there is still so much left for us to do!”



Epilogue
For Mr. Charles Forthright
I have done my best to continue your work. I hope you would approve.
-from the dedication to Miss Percy’s Pocket Guide to the Care and Feeding of British Dragons
There is, of course, more to the story than all of that.
They did return to Wales, leaving London the next morning as planned. It was a journey of several weeks, as they made multiple stops along the way (first to Exley Hall, as guests of Mr. Gorman for several days, and then back to Penffynnon with Rhiannon until they had recuperated enough to finish the journey to Nyth y Ddraig).
As for Mr. Hawthorne, he remained aligned with Miss Percy and all of her adventures for the duration of her career. He took on the position of editor and publisher of all her future writings (by her request) and spent most of his time avoiding attention, instead diverting his efforts towards his main client and, in his mind, savior. It may also surprise readers to learn that he remarried, as well. His first marriage to Miss Belinda Muncy was quietly and tidily ended by a series of machinations by the Prince Regent, who — upon witnessing the change in favor towards Miss Percy and her companions — decided to fashion Mildred as his favorite, constantly making attempts to curate her approval by lending aid to her acquaintances (despite her successful campaign to never again end up in the same room or even the same parish as him). And so Mr. Hawthorne soon found himself wed to a Mrs. Boynton, a thirty-year-old widow with whom he fathered five children in seven years (two of them being a set of twins). He enjoyed the everyday tedium of domestic life, of managing publishing contracts and editing manuscripts, and returning home each and every evening to a house in Cheapside that was never lacking in warmth or laughter.
Oh, and he also treated himself to a new pair of boots.
As for Mrs. Merrick and Mari Wynn, they returned to Wales, to their cottage in the mountains outside of Nyth y Ddraig. The existence of magic — and of the people capable of wielding it — never quite earned the full acceptance of that most fickle of audiences, the general public. But Mrs. Merrick took care to copy down every spell in her book, along with all of the newer ones she created over the years. It wasn’t until after her death that Mari Wynn arrived in London on a foggy morning (and as most mornings in London tend towards a certain degree of fogginess, this comment on the weather still manages to protect her privacy) at the offices of Hawthorne and Purvis, Publishers, where she delivered the final and finished copy of Mrs. Catriona Merrick’s life work. Her last wish (Mrs. Merrick’s, that is) was for it to be published, so that anyone else with an inclination towards healing and whispered words that carried a bit more power than the mere breath of their lungs, would have something of an instruction manual by which to tailor their particular set of skills. It never became a bestseller, but it did sell, and often to those who needed it most.
Lady Pritchard, as already mentioned, also made her return to Wales, to her large house in Builth, which felt considerably empty without a dozen other guests and a handful of dragons clattering their way through the halls. It did not take long for her to seize on the spark of an idea, one that had been firmly planted in her head by Mr. Wiggan (who’d had the idea planted in his head some months before during a visit of Mildred’s while he had been teaching a group of Upper Plimpton’s boys in the village church (Book One of Miss Percy’s adventures)). She decided to open a school. But not only a school, but a school for girls, where they could go and receive as fine an education in reading and arithmetic and Latin as any of their young male peers. Penffynnon and its grounds were soon converted, and a Miss Kell (former governess) was hired as the schoolmistress. They finished their first year of operation with a grand total of three students. By the end of their first decade, they had twenty-four. And at the time of this epilogue, Penffynon’s School for Academic Enrichment is counted as one of the finest educational institutions in all of Wales (perhaps all of Britain, though England would never deign to admit it).
Mrs. Babbinton did not go back to Upper Plimpton. She deemed her time as a housekeeper to dawdling vicars to be over, and so took on an offer of employment from Lady Pritchard to become the head cook at Penffynnon’s School for Academic Enrichment. She did not live at Penffynnon, but instead moved into a small cottage a mile away that she shared with Hopkins for the rest of her life (and a long life it was, as she celebrated her 101st birthday before laying down her rolling pin for the last time). She and Hopkins did not marry, and there were no children. And they were happy.
I suppose, having gone this far, that some mention of Belinda and Mr. Parry should be made. After the events at Westminster Abbey, and particularly the altercation with Mildred in the Chapel House (that octagonal room mentioned in the previous chapter), Belinda never regained her full brilliance, as it were. Whatever power she had possessed to win blind loyalty from so many of those around her diminished, much like a rose in the last days of its bloom. Her marriage with Mr. Parry was made legal (during the same round of paperwork that had neatly ended her nuptials with Mr. Hawthorne), the solidifying of their union acting as a kind of penance for their previous crimes. They were also advised to leave England, given the choice of the Continent, New South Wales, or either of the Americas. They chose the northern option of the Americas, sailing into Boston with the hope that a new life in a young country would allow them ample opportunities for both social and financial advancement. Mr. Parry, however, immediately took himself to New York and then Pennsylvania, leaving Belinda behind with nothing but a single trunk and a promise that he would return to her after having made his fortune. It is believed he then went West (which, in those days, was about fifty miles past the Ohio River) and she was forced to take up work as a laundress to make ends meet. Mr. Parry, at least, was never heard from again.
Which brings us, finally, to Mildred and Mr. Wiggan.
By the time they arrived at Nyth y Ddraig, all of the eggs had hatched. Mildred and her new husband remained there for several months, documenting the growth of the dragons, their various capabilities, and each creature’s particular style of hunting. She left when she was asked to give a talk in York about the sudden and unanticipated resurgence of dragons in England, the letter requesting her presence spending several paragraphs in praise of the expertise with which she was regarded by the scientific and naturalist communities in England. She did not want to go, but sitting in the mountains every day watching dragons soar (above her) and scamper (below) did not keep one kitted out with a steady supply of paper, ink, and tea. She accepted the invitation, and she and Mr. Wiggan made their return to England.
Fitz came with her. She had not expected him to stay at Nyth y Ddraig with the other dragons. If she was to be honest with herself, she had not wanted him to. Having been raised by her from hatching, he had become too domesticated, and she worried that he would not do well on his own, especially as the other dragons gained more feral habits as they lived and grew in the crags of the Welsh mountains. He always traveled in a cart, having grown far too large to fit in a carriage. By the time they arrived in York, his shoulders came up to her hips, and his wingspan measured beyond ten feet, and seemed to grow more every day. Fitz accompanied her to her talk, and she would never fully know if the respect bestowed upon her from those whiskered and bespectacled gentlemen was due to the quality of her work alone, or because of the large fire-breathing dragon at her side. Interestingly enough, she found she did not care.
Now, if you are wondering why there are several other characters from our story that I have yet to mention, I will instead direct you to a scene that takes place a full nine months after the events recorded in the previous chapters. I beg you to picture a quiet stretch of shoreline in Wales, a few miles outside of Porth Tywyn to be precise, with the late afternoon sun slanting across the shell-strewn beach, lighting the foam on the waves as they crest over the rocks that dot that transient border between land and sea. Mildred is there, walking beside her husband, while the water rushes up to lap over her bare feet.
“It is getting late,” Mr. Wiggan said, peering along the beach, his hand at his sunburnt brow as he gazed at the figures of two children digging in the sand, spades in hand and pails at their sides.
“Oh, give them a few minutes more.” Mildred smiled. It was one of those lovely afternoons without a threat of rain or storms, when the wind coming in from the water felt refreshing rather than bracing.
But the children did not need to be called. A minute later, Matthew and Nettie ran over to them, their ankles stockinged in sand, their grins wide and their pails full of freshly dug cockles. An argument broke out over who had dug up the most (Matthew won, but Nettie claimed it was only because his pail was a quarter of the way filled with sand) and Mildred succeeded in quieting them both with the promise of cake if they finished all of their supper.
Matthew and Nettie did not live with her all the time. Both of them had school for the majority of the year (Mildred had managed to convince her sister into sending Nettie to Penffynnon for her education, a battle finally won by a letter to Diana from Lady Pritchard herself, inviting her to tea the next time they found both found themselves in London at the same time (a situation Rhiannon made certain could never happen by simply refusing to set foot in London again for the rest of her life), but they were permitted to stay with Mildred and Mr. Wiggan for the duration of all their holiday breaks, a circumstance that meant they saw very little of their mother and father throughout the year (a circumstance that brought great relief to everyone involved).
“Back to the house, then.” Mildred chivvied them along, then turned to look back over the water, where the sun disappeared for a minute behind a cloud as soft as cotton. Her first instinct was to call out to him, as though he was still small enough to gallop up to her side and insist on being allowed in her lap. But the sounds disappeared on her lips, replaced by a small exhalation (not quite a gasp, but worth mentioning all the same) as the dark outline of a dragon cut across the sky, soaring on an updraft before it snapped its wings shut and dove towards the water with the precision of a thrown spear.
She laughed when Fitz’s head appeared above the water, a large fish caught in his jaws, before he ducked down beneath the surface again as he swam towards shore. He strode onto the sand with water sluicing down his scales, the fish limp in his jaws as he shook out his wings and flicked away a glob of seaweed that had tangled itself around his tail.
“I am heading back,” she said, and waited for the cock of Fitz’s head to show that he had heard her. He did not always follow her, sometimes choosing to spend the night on the beach if the weather was fine, or even digging a hollow for himself in the sand that he would burrow into, snapping up crabs and other creatures he uncovered as though he was picking his way through a box of marzipan. Today, however, he followed her. His claws sank deep into the sand as he walked at her side, leaving deep gouges in the wet earth that would be washed away by the rise of the next tide.
Mildred and Mr. Wiggan had acquired a small house on the shore, situated high enough to be protected by any change in the tides, and far enough from any curious neighbors who might be perturbed at the thought of residing close to a patch of sea that a dragon commandeered as his hunting grounds. Their plan was to return again to Nyth y Ddraig in the autumn, before the mountain roads became impassable, in order to discover how the dragons would go about surviving through the winter. By the time Mildred arrived at the house, the sun had descended enough for it to almost look like evening, though she knew the end of the day was still several hours away. Fitz remained outside with his catch, tearing into it with a fervor that made Mildred clear her throat and look away before the sight of a demolished tail or a discarded eyeball put her off eating until morning.
Inside, the children had already washed up and scampered off to their room to change out of their wet, sandy clothes. Mildred stoked up the fire and began warming water for tea, while Mr. Wiggan took the pails of cockles outside to soak. Mildred was just taking down the tray and all of her favorite (mostly chipped) mugs when the door opened and Owen swept inside, his hair and coat all askew from the breeze and Morgen curled around his neck like a muffler.
Morgen had also refused to remain behind at Nyth y Ddraig. An attempt was made to ingratiate her with the other dragons as they grew, and yet the difficulty of transition did not seem to be with the other dragons or with the location, but rather the fact that Morgen refused to reside with complacency (or her version of it) in a place where Owen and Fitz did not. And while Owen could have stayed at Nyth y Ddraig with Mrs. Merrick and Mari Wynn, that also left the matter of Fitz, who had spent too many nights in comfortable beds, had enjoyed too many fine, fresh-cooked meals and delicacies to settle into a life of snatching voles from the rocks and sheltering beneath their wings for every storm.
It was an easy matter to adopt him. Owen said he would like to live with Mildred and Mr. Wiggan, to continue studying his letters (he could read with great proficiency by this point, but he still referred to all levels of education, whether rudimentary or advanced as “learning one’s letters”) and travel along with them on any of their future adventures (a prescient statement, as it turned out).
“Is it cockles for supper?” Owen said as soon he walked in and shrugged out of his coat. Morgen scampered down his arm and burrowed into the edge of the fire, tucking the smoldering coals beneath her belly while she gnawed on the edge of a blackened piece of driftwood.
“Tomorrow,” she said, as she tied on her apron. “They need to soak and then I’ll put them in a stew.”
Owen handed a letter to Mildred, one that he had taken from his coat before hanging it on a hook by the door. “Oh, this came for you. I can’t tell if that’s English or not,” he added, tapping a few of the words scrawled in the corner.
Mildred narrowed her eyes, then checked the pocket of her apron for her spectacles. “It’s… German, I think. Waldkirch?” She shook her head. “I don’t know where that is.”
Mr. Wiggan returned inside as she broke the seal on the letter and tilted it towards the window for light. “Ah, you’re back!” He patted Owen on the shoulder and tossed a piece of fish (rescued from Fitz’s feast) into the fire for Morgen. “How are things in the village? Did you see Mr. Devenallt? How is his cow? Has it recovered?”
“Claude?” Mildred blinked and read over the main part of the letter again. Her hands shook, and so she braced her elbow against the window sill until the words stopped trembling before her eyes. “Claude, I think…”
Mr. Wiggan joined her at the window, his head tilted to read the letter she held out to him. “What is it? Who is this from?”
“There is another one,” she said, only half attending to her own voice. “They say there’s another dragon, somewhere outside of…” She waved her hand at the letter.
Mr. Wiggan turned the letter over before flipping it back and reading it again. “It is somewhere in the Black Forest region, if I’m not mistaken. And they’re requesting your presence… your ‘expertise and knowledge in the realm of drachen?’ Drachen,” he repeated, trying out the word, “‘and their eggs.’”
Mildred looked up at him. There was a smudge on her spectacles, and so Mr. Wiggan had a glow about him as the sunlight from the window struck him in just a certain way. “There are more,” she said, and her throat caught.
Mr. Wiggan folded up the letter and gave it back to her. “What will you do?”
What would she do? It startled her, that question. Not because of any fear she had about the consequences of whatever choice she might make, but rather because the choice had been laid before her in the first place.
“What will I do?” She thought of how she felt when she woke up every morning, how her hands ached, how her heart would sometimes flutter with nerves at some unknown thing before it settled into the rhythm of the day. She thought of her own limitations, and how they had forged the path of her life for so long. And she thought of a world out there, a land awakening with dragons, and how much she wanted to be a part of it. “We will go.”
Mr. Wiggan behaved as though he had not heard her at first. And then his expression softened, a quiet relief smoothing down the lines on his forehead and creating new ones at the corners of his eyes as he smiled. “Mildred, are you certain?”
Oh, but he already knew the answer to that. He pulled her into his arms, his embrace nearly swallowing her whole. But she sighed against his solid support, this man who would travel along with her, to the very ends of the earth. At least if their adventures took them that far.
“Dynes Ddraig,” he whispered into her hair, before he kissed the top of her head.
“Well,” she said, and tucked the letter into her pocket, though she did not release it for several minutes, as though worried it would cease to exist if she could not assure herself of its presence. “I suppose this is when we find out how well a fire-breathing dragon fares on a ship!”

THE END
Or is it?
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