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Chapter One
Wales is not England, a fact often overlooked due to the proximity of the former to the latter. But despite England’s insistence on claiming every inch of ground upon which one can throw a stone, Wales has striven to maintain its identity. Etched upon the countless rocks and hillsides, suffused in its many rivers, there is no diminishing the strange magic that resides in the land’s very foundations.
Small wonder then, that so many varieties of dragon should call it home.
— from the Introduction to Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
It was Wales, so of course it was raining.
They stood in the yard of an inn — ‘they’ being Miss Mildred Percy, Mr. Claude Wiggan, and Mrs. Genevieve Babbington — under an assemblage of umbrellas and what scant protection the side of the carriage behind them provided.
The three of them appeared rather unassuming at first glance. Miss Mildred Percy was a spinster of forty-one years, neither beautiful enough nor ugly enough to attract a remarkable amount of attention. Mr. Wiggan was a large man, also trundling through his fifth decade of existence, and standing with his broad shoulders hunched against the rain that had proved relentless for the preceding fifty miles of their journey. Mrs. Babbinton stood between them, glaring at the weather beyond the brim of her bonnet with an ire accumulated over sixty-four years of regarding everything (both meteorological and other) with varying measures of exasperation. The only thing about them that might have elicited an extra glance from passersby was the voluminous cloak worn by Mildred, beneath which she carried a large basket. Now, such a basket in the possession of any other person would not have been enough to spark further comment, but in this case…
Well. This may take a while, so let’s have a summary:
Several months before this precise moment in which we meet (or meet again, if you happened to read the first volume of Miss Percy’s adventures) our main cast of characters, Miss Mildred Percy (of titular fame) inherited a dragon egg from her Great Uncle Forthright. The egg hatched, as eggs are often wont to do, and she — along with Mr. Wiggan (local vicar) and Mrs. Babbinton (local vicar’s housekeeper) — took on the task of raising the young dragon named Fitzwilliam. Or Fitz, for short. Several other incidents occurred which I will refrain from going over here in too much detail (again, I refer you to the introductory volume of Miss Percy’s adventures) and simply leap ahead to the fact that they currently found themselves in Wales, in the rain, and doing their best to keep a restless young dragon (in the basket) out of sight of those around them.
“We will go inside and inquire about a room,” Mr. Wiggan said, adjusting the brim of his hat and causing a rush of collected rainfall to dribble off it and onto his shoulders.
“Oh, you don’t think we’ll have to spend the night, do you?” This from Mrs. Babbinton, who eyed the inn before them as if it were a derelict hovel about to be reclaimed by the ground on which it sat. “I must say, I think I’d rather sleep in the carriage than risk whatever pests or—”
“We will go inside,” Mr. Wiggan repeated gently, holding up a steadying hand. “And inquire about a room. A seat and a fire and something hot to drink will be better than what we’ve already endured today, no matter the setting, I’m sure.”
Mrs. Babbinton twisted her mouth in a way that said she was not in agreement with his surety, but instead of giving that twist of her mouth a voice, she gripped her umbrella with white-knuckled fingers and followed him towards the inn itself.
Mildred brought up the rear, struggling with her basket and her cloak and the ties of her bonnet (the latter having taken to choking her as the infernal millinery became more and more waterlogged and threatened to slide off her head from the additional weight of an entire sky’s worth of precipitation). Her feet tripped on stones shifted loose from the muddy water flowing freely across the yard, but when Mr. Wiggan moved to help her, she waved him along, realizing that momentum alone was carrying her forward. “Just a bit further,” she said. To herself, since the pounding of the rain and the creak of her joints and the whining of Fitz from inside the basket were enough to prevent her tired, quavering voice from being heard above it all.
The inside of the inn was more welcoming than the outside had promised it to be. A cheery fire blazed in the main room, clean glasses sparkled on dusted shelves, and the floors displayed only a minor amount of filth tracked in from the small number of patrons gathered around tables and warming themselves by the fire. Mildred breathed in the welcome scent of candles and hot food and ale — not that she particularly cared for ale, but the aroma of it acted as a fine reminder that she was no longer crammed into a carriage, trundling over flooded, rutted roads and questioning if one could, indeed, be jostled to pieces like a hard-worn marionette.
Mr. Wiggan spoke with the innkeeper, Mr. Morgan, while Mrs. Babbinton corralled one of the innkeeper’s daughters (he appeared to have three, unmistakable in their relation to him by the inky blackness of their hair and the prominent noses that looked to have been cast from the same mold for each of them) to order food and drink and request some hot water, if possible.
Mildred kept to the edges of the room, near the stairs, where she hoped she would gather the least amount of attention. Inside the basket, Fitz scraped at the sides with his claws and let out an occasional growl. Mildred smiled tightly at someone who looked at her — and the bulge beneath her cloak — with an expression of curious alarm, and patted the side of the basket, while saying, “My cat. He’s sick.” Which did well enough to prevent the curiously alarmed observer from asking any questions or even wanting to be in the vicinity of this strange English woman and her ailing pet.
It did not take long for Mr. Wiggan to manage a room, though they were told they would have to wait for the bed to be prepared and a fire to be lit for them. In other words, if they wanted the full complement of warmth and comfort, it would be a bit yet.
“Only one room?” Mrs. Babbinton asked, the three of them now huddling together with Mildred at the bottom of the stairs.
“There are other rooms available,” Mr. Wiggan explained, still calm and steady, even after five days of traveling (and two of those days in less than clement weather). “But apparently the roof has a leak and a few of the rooms are unavailable for use. We can stay in them if we’d like, but from the innkeeper’s tone, it seemed that we would find greater comfort together in a less saturated space.”
“One room.” Mrs. Babbinton huffed. Mrs. Babbinton’s general reactions to the adversities encountered since leaving Upper Plimpton pulled from a varied catalog of huffs, puffs, mutterings, dark cogitations, and things furrowing between her chin and her hairline. It was a rather surprising decline in enthusiasm from her, a descent that had become especially marked since their arrival in Wales the previous day. Was it that Mrs. Babbinton had become fed up with traveling already? The weather, perhaps? The sudden scarcity of her English kinfolk? Or some uncanny power wielded by the triumvirate of all three?
“I will take the floor,” Mildred said, just as Mr. Wiggan offered the same pronouncement.
“You and Mrs. Babbinton will have the bed,” Mr. Wiggan continued, before Mildred could voice any argument. “I prefer sleeping on a harder surface, and after five days on the road, I’m sure my limbs will be satisfied to find their rest on anything as long as it proves itself to be stationary.”
A private dining room was made ready for them — a small space tucked off to the side that appeared to be more regularly used for the storage of brooms and mildewed blankets than for hot meals by the fire — but the innkeeper’s daughter showed them to a table and food and drinks were promised as soon as they were to make themselves comfortable.
Mildred brought Fitz’s basket out from under her cloak and set it near the fire. He squawked impatiently from inside, but she soothed him with a piece of salted pork kept in her pocket for just such an occasion, the meat pushed through a small gap in the basket’s weave. Over the last few weeks, Mildred had become accustomed to carrying some manner of preserved food on her person; smoked fish in a pocket or a chewy bit of leftover bacon wrapped in a napkin and tucked in her sleeve. If she had been a vainer sort of person, she might have worried that surrounding herself with a persistent aroma of meat and other foodstuffs might be off-putting to those other, but then she recalled that the very persons she kept around her seemed to have no care for how she smelled. And if they did, they were kind enough never to mention it.
The three of them waited in awkward silence until the innkeeper’s daughter returned with their food and drinks. By then Mildred had ceased feeling as if she were still rocking back and forth in the carriage, and most of the moisture had evaporated in faint tendrils of steam from the hem of her gown, leaving only clots of drying mud behind. Once their food had been delivered and Miss Morgan went away again with a vow to check on the progress of their room, they ate their food as quickly as they could without making themselves ill and while also attempting to adhere to some semblance of etiquette. (“Some” meaning that Mildred fought off the temptation to tear into her meat pot like a pig at a trough. Though it was a hard-won battle.)
They said nothing of Fitz, nothing of the continuation of their journey once goals like “sleep” and “breakfast” had been achieved. Tired and damp and still creaking like old furniture, they filed up to their room: Mr. Wiggan leading the way, Mrs. Babbinton bringing up the rear, and Mildred tucked between them so as to better disguise the now restless, rustling basket again hidden beneath her cloak.
Their room did not surprise them in any way, for good or ill, which Mildred took as a blessing. There was a bed and a writing desk and a small chest of drawers. The floor was reasonably clean, and the mattress did not look as if it was home to a civilization of vermin waiting to feast on their legs. Mildred’s first order of business was to set the basket on the floor, unlatch the door, and coax Fitz out of his hiding place to give him room to stretch his wings. Unsurprisingly, there was not a great deal of coaxing involved, as Fitz shot out of the basket in a manner to put the British Army’s most powerful artillery to shame.
“Here, now. To me,” Mildred cooed, holding out a chunk of boiled and buttered potato she’d taken from her dinner expressly for this purpose. The dragon — who had recently achieved the growth status of a very large house cat or a small dog — began to unfurl his wings in preparation of something that looked like a tantrum. But Mildred, anticipating such behavior, wrapped the potato in her fingers and held it against her bosom. “None of that, please.” She held out one hand, the potato-less one, with her palm out and one finger pointing upwards. “Wings away. There’s no need to destroy the room simply because you’re overexcited.”
The dragon didn’t move. Or rather, a visible tension roiled through his muscles, finishing with a shiver that sounded through the translucent skin of his wings like the weighted air that teases the uppermost leaves of a tree before a storm.
Mildred waited. Would the persuasive power of a cold, greasy potato be enough to stymie the burgeoning passion of an infant dragon?
“To me,” she said again, and held out the potato.
Fitz opened his mouth as if he would yawn, but the movement was a bit too quick and a bit too choreographed. He finished with a soft snarl, and then a snort, sending a bright flash of flame from his nostrils before he sneezed and hastily drew in his wings to his sides. Like a broken colt, he trotted up to her, half climbing up the front of her gown with his forelegs as she dangled the potato a few inches above his nose. He sniffed, and yipped, and snapped the potato from her fingers, the edge of his budding tooth just grazing her skin without leaving any wound.
“Now, how much farther is it, do you think?” Mildred knelt down on the floor, Fitz taking her change in posture as an invitation to climb into her lap and make an awkward bed of her thighs. She looked up at Mr. Wiggan, who was already digging into his pockets and pulling out a small notebook he kept tucked away against his chest.
“The weather has slowed our progress considerably,” he said, pulling a few folded sheets of paper from inside the notebook and spreading them out on the corner of the writing desk. “We should have been well past Abergavenny by now, but I would be surprised if we’ve covered more than twenty miles between yesterday and today.”
Behind him, Mrs. Babbinton pulled back the covers from the bed and began a thorough investigation of the mattress, the pillows, and the blankets, as if she expected a hidden swarm of bed bugs to come flooding out from the ticking at the first application of weight. “Lumps,” Mildred heard her hiss under her breath. “Lumps, of course.”
“What should we do?” Mildred asked. Then, before Mrs. Babbinton could think the question was directed towards her and was in reference towards the quality of the pillows, she added, “About the weather? If this rain continues, I mean.”
Mr. Wiggan pulled out a chair — the only chair, a spindly thing that appeared to have been constructed out of leftover kindling and hope — moved as if to sit down, then seemed to think better of it and took to pacing back and forth in front of the window instead. “I’m afraid we might be stuck here for a few days, at least until the weather clears and the roads dry out.”
Mildred glanced at Fitz, curled up across her lap and the floor, his rear legs stretched out behind him to better warm his claws and tail with the heat from the fire. “A few days?” Did her words come out as a squeak? She cleared her throat and tried again. “Do you think we can manage for so long?” The ‘we’, of course, had nothing to do with themselves (well, Mildred did have some slight concerns for Mrs. Babbinton should their stay in Wales last longer than anticipated, which was not helped by the fact that the ‘anticipated’ length of their stay was as unknown to them as the next day’s weather, where they were going, and whether or not Mildred should have eaten as much of her meat pot as she did) but was instead intended to highlight the fearful task of keeping a small dragon hidden away inside a small room inside a small inn inside a small country that may or may not be thrilled at the prospect of having their national symbol leap down from its flag and gambol about its mist-laden hills and valleys.
“I do not think it is a question of whether or not we can,” Mr. Wiggan said, still pacing, though his eyes kept darting towards where his notebook and papers sat on the desk, as if he could better cogitate their contents from a distance. “But rather that we must. And to go back, I fear, would be more difficult than pressing forward at this point.”
And what was there to go back to? Even should they attempt to return to England and Upper Plimpton, they would still be overseeing the health and wellness of a young dragon, a creature which most of the world claimed did not exist.
Yet there he sat, the top of his head beneath her palm, a snore buzzing from his lungs while his nostrils twitched, the tip of his dark nose still shining with a smear of butter from his boiled potato.
Mr. Wiggan stopped pacing and picked up one of the papers from the desk. Mildred recognized the paper, one she had pondered and fretted over so much she had turned over the care of it to Mr. Wiggan before she could worry the corners of it to dust. “If the roads were fine and our speed assured, I would not see it taking above three days for us to find our way to our destination. Most likely less.” He flicked a blot on the map. A very important blot, as it was a blot that did not exist on any other map of Wales that they could discover. A blot gifted with the title of ‘Nyth y Ddraig’ written above it, the letters clean and delineated like a crown arching overhead. A crown of spikes, Mildred mused, and brushed her thumb over the stiff, bony nubs that decorated the top of Fitz’s skull.
Dragon’s Nest.
That was what those words meant, or was at least a vague approximation of their meaning, if Mildred’s and Mr. Wiggan’s shoddy knowledge of the Welsh language hadn’t completely failed them.
And that was where they were going. Or attempting to go, if all the fountains of the great deep and windows of heaven weren’t conspiring to strand them several miles outside of Abergavenny.
“Three days,” Mildred repeated, her tone becoming wistful for the expediency that was no longer available to them. “But how long do you believe it will take now?” She waved her free hand towards the window, indicating the rain currently slashing across the glass as if someone was on an upper floor heaving bucketfuls of water down the side of the building.
Mr. Wiggan sighed. Not a sigh for a summer’s day or a sigh of contentment after a fine and filling meal, but instead a sigh that spoke of anxiety and regret and pages of complaints and frustrations that would remain truncated both for the sake of his listener’s ears and the amount of ink spilled inside this book. “When I spoke with Mr. Morgan, he mentioned having heard some news about the roads. That the main thoroughfare from here towards Brecon is completely impassable. Entire sections of it washed away,” he added, flinching as if he was only hearing the news for the first time rather than relaying it secondhand. “So we may have to either find another route entirely — which is most likely not advisable as we’re not familiar with the geography and there’s no way to know the state of any secondary roads and lanes — or sit here and wait until our way forward runs clear again.”
“Or we could go back,” Mrs. Babbinton said, one corner of a sheet raised to the light as she appeared to be examining the quality of the stitching (and clearly finding it wanting). “A few weeks shouldn’t make that much of a difference. Give the weather time to clear, the seasons to shift about a bit. Try again when—”
“When Fitz is too large to fit inside a carriage with the rest of us?” Mildred interrupted, her voice low for fear of disturbing the sleeping dragon on her lap. Mrs. Babbinton drew in a breath as if preparing to interrupt in retaliation, but Mildred shook her head and shut her eyes, as though blocking her from sight could prevent her ears from hearing her as well. “I am not filled with optimism at this stumbling block so early on in our journey, but Fitz needs to be someplace where he can move and grow with some freedom.”
“And perhaps, if we are lucky,” Mr. Wiggan added, with a twist in his voice on the word ‘lucky’ as though he were tempting fate by merely speaking those two syllables aloud, “we can discover more about where he came from. Learn about how to care for him properly and maybe even find others of his own kind.”
Others of his own kind…
The thought was always enough to send a cool shiver across Mildred’s shoulders. A vision of other dragons, conjured up in her imagination with the deftness of a magician’s greatest trick. She could see them, clinging to rocks and slinking through valleys, the mist trailing off the edges of their wings as if they carried the clouds themselves across the land.
“Well,” was all Mrs. Babbinton said, ingratiating herself into her own surliness as she finished her inspection of the bed.
Mildred matched Mr. Wiggan’s sigh with one of her own. She was tired. It had crept up on her, she realized, trailing at her heels since she had woken up and begun this leg of their journey almost twelve hours before. Twelve hours of rain and mud and wind and clenching every muscle in her body until she thought she might change herself into a diamond from sheer force of will alone. She didn’t even believe she had need of such lofty material goods as ‘beds’ and ‘mattresses.’ Simply tuck a cushion beneath her head and she could curl up on the floor with Fitz until either the rain ceased, or it flooded the land enough to wrench the inn free of its foundations and send them bobbing off into the Irish Sea.
“It is late,” Mr. Wiggan announced, passing his hand over his face. He looked at the two ladies in the room with him, his brow pinching in apparent confusion. “How should we…” He waved towards the bed, now returned to rights by Mrs. Babbinton. “... go about things?”
“You can step out for a minute while Miss Percy and I change for bed,” Mrs. Babbinton said, her hands on her hips, her tone returning to its former capable glory now that the problem before them had diminished to something of a domestic nature. “We shall call for you once we’ve tucked ourselves in, and then you can return and…” she paused once she realized there would then be the difficulty of Mr. Wiggan needing to undress for bed with two women — suitably tucked but still furnished with the ability to see everything in front of them — in the room with him. “Well, we’ll just shut our eyes to give you some privacy.”
It was the best they could do in such singular circumstances. After Mr. Wiggan stepped out into the hall, Mildred extricated herself from beneath Fitz and gave him a careful push towards the fire. She built up the coals and added another scoop from the scuttle while Mrs. Babbinton shimmied out of her dress and took the pins from her hair. As soon as Mildred was sure Fitz was comfortable, she slipped out of her own dress, hung it over the chair, and finished helping make up a small pallet for Mr. Wiggan out of any extra pillows and blankets they could spare.
“Mr. Wiggan!” Mrs. Babbinton called out once she and Mildred were both settled in the narrow bed, laid out like breakfast kippers with the covers pulled up to their chins. “You can come in now!”
He stepped back into the room with his eyes averted, his chin tucked down against this chest. Mildred felt Mrs. Babbinton stiffen beside her, despite the multiple layers of nightgown and blanket and cap providing a better shield than the gown she had been wearing only a few minutes before. It seemed an absurd reaction, but then Mildred wondered when the housekeeper had last spent the night in the same room with a man who wasn’t her husband. Some people’s grasp on propriety was an ironclad thing, and so Mildred could not think less of her for it.
“Our eyes are closed!” came Mrs. Babbinton’s announcement, and Mildred found herself biting down on her lips to prevent an ill-timed laugh from burbling out.
That was it, then. The exhaustion had defeated her. Here she was, stranded in the middle of a flood, in Wales, sharing a cramped room in a leaking inn with a vicar and his housekeeper and a young dragon, and the most pressing concern of the moment was not catching sight of the aforementioned vicar with his trousers down.
Mildred closed her eyes. And breathed slowly through her nose until the urge to become hysterical subsided. A monumental task, as it happened.
By the time Mildred trusted herself to open her eyes again and to relax into the extraordinarily narrow strip of bed allotted to her (neither Mildred nor Mrs. Babbinton were what one would describe as ‘slight of figure’, and so a mattress intended for one person who did not regularly enjoy the wonder that was a twice-baked honey cake offered scant space for two ladies who did) there was already a low buzz of sound emanating from the back of Mrs. Babbinton’s throat. Fortunate lady, Mildred thought with a brief stabbing of envy adding to the prickling of tiredness behind her own eyelids.
She turned her gaze up towards the ceiling. There was not much to see there, only shadows and whatever her imagination could conjure up beyond the mundanities of cobwebs and the faint etchings of someone’s initials into the cross beams. She would have to fall asleep at some point, she knew. Beyond the window, the sky had gone dark, though she could hear the rain and wind lashing against the outside of the building. But until the storm relented, they were essentially marooned there, unable to go forward or back again, should they have even wanted to entertain a thought towards the latter.
“Miss Percy?”
Ah, a sleepless voice, speaking out to her in the night. She smiled. One of those small, hidden smiles that made her thankful for the shifting play of light and shadows from the fire and the fact that Mr. Wiggan could not see her face from his position on the floor at the end of the bed. “Yes?”
“Ah,” he replied, this followed by the distinct sound of someone moving into a different position on a hard, wooden floor. “I wasn’t sure you would still be awake. And now that I know you are, I feel a bit like someone who’s dipped their toe in the water but now isn’t sure if they want to dive in.”
It was a comfort, she realized, simply listening to his voice. It could almost make her believe they were still in Upper Plimpton, seated around the desk in his study or in Mrs. Babbinton’s kitchen (it was the vicarage kitchen, officially, but no one who had ever stood in it for more three ticks of the clock was going to dispute the fact that Mrs. Babbinton assumed complete control of everything that occurred within its four walls) imbibing overly sweetened tea and too many biscuits.
But she had to admit, it was Fitz who had brought her to the vicarage doorstep in the first place. Or his egg, rather. Before then, she had been happy enough — well, perhaps not ‘happy’ if she was going to adhere to the dictionary definition of the word…
Before then she had been content enough — well, perhaps not ‘content’...
Before then she had been unaware that her life could exist in a different way than the one to which she had become accustomed. She had spent her days keeping to her room and keeping an eye on her sister’s children and keeping out of her sister’s way, at least as much as one could while living beneath the same roof as the very same sister she had developed a tendency to avoid. And she had thought it was all she had coming to her, that staid and steady continuance of things as they were. As they had always been. As they would always be.
And then an uncle had died, a trunk had been delivered, and inside the trunk had been an egg that decided to pitch a lightning bolt into her world by hatching out a baby dragon.
“We should both be asleep,” Mildred said, her head pressed into the pillow, a snap from one of the coals in the fire breaking the monotonous quartet of the rain, the wind, and the dueling snores of both Fitz and Mrs. Babbinton. “Our companions seem to be doing well enough on that score. You would think I should hardly be able to keep my eyes open, and yet…”
“And yet,” Mr. Wiggan repeated, those words carefully shaped into something that summed up all of her feelings despite her inability to properly convey them.
What had she done at home when she could not sleep? Usually, she read. Tucked into bed, a single candle burning on her nightstand, a book balanced on her bosom and another two or three beside her should she finish the one in hand. It was a charming falsehood she often told herself, that the act of reading was something akin to a cup of warm milk in literary form, that only a few pages read would see her eyes droop and her thoughts grow weary before she would swiftly succumb to blissful slumber. “Only one more chapter…” she would tell herself, just as one would say, “Only one more dollop of cream...” or “Only one more slice of ham…”
And then she would sit awake half the night, each page imprinting itself in the place of another lost minute of dreams. (This was the fanciful way of describing it, the shy poet in Mildred’s mind stepping up for its rare appearance. A far more accurate description would be to say that the smudged ink from each word accumulated beneath her eyes into a telltale shadow of forfeited sleep and few regrets. (Except for the extra money she spent on candles so as not to alert the rest of the family — and those with an eye on the household budget — to her nocturnal ways.))
It did not help that she had never found enough peace to read during the daylight hours. Between caring for the children or running errands for Diana, there wasn’t enough time during the day. And Diana made it clear she preferred to see Mildred ensconced in tasks of a more industrious nature. Reading — according to Diana — showed a lethargy of mind and spirit. It was a crutch, she once declared, for those who had neither the wit nor wisdom to produce an independent thought of their own. (It was a sentiment Diana had heard from their neighbor, Mrs. Lindon. Who, in turn, had read it from a pamphlet which had been inspired by an essay which had found its beginnings in the inebriated ramblings of a Mr. Duncan Dalston from Shropshire, whose only claim to — moderate — local fame had been his ability to guess the weight of a sow on sight (give or take half a stone.))
“I feel I owe you an apology,” Mildred said, after another minute of silence (but for the rain and the wind and the snoring) had passed. She waited for a response to this before pressing onward, afraid that Mr. Wiggan had fallen asleep during the interim.
“An apology?” He shifted on the floor until Mildred saw the top of his head come into view. “What for?”
She levered herself up by her elbows, careful not to disturb Mrs. Babbinton as she moved into something approximating an upright position. “Well, this. All of this. You left the comfort and security of your home, your station, to founder yourself in the mud and the rain, in an unknown place, and I…” She swallowed over her next words, stuck in her throat as they were. “I am sorry.”
Mr. Wiggan ducked his chin, giving her a view of the thinning patch of hair at the crown of his head. “We are in Wales,” he reminded her, his words thick with tiredness, or possibly a restrained laugh. “It is not as though we have gone off the edge of the map. And the storm will abate. And the roads will clear. And I left the comfort and security of my home because I wished to.” He looked up at her, eyes bright in the remnants of light from the fire. “I am here by choice, Miss Percy. You owe me no apology because there is no need for one. If anything, I am indebted to you.”
Mildred tangled her fingers together in her lap, her fingernails scraping at soft calluses leftover from years of sewing and embroidery and all of the other industrious tasks preferred by gentlewomen that had buoyed her through the first four decades of her life. “You do not need to say such things in order to assuage my guilt.”
“I am glad you feel that way. Especially considering that I say such things because they are true and not because of any inclination to placate you.” He smiled in that way that he had, the slight upturn of his mouth possessing a greater power over her than he could possibly know. “Dragon or no, I would’ve come with you.”
As if summoned from sleep by the mere mention of his species, Fitz snuffled into wakefulness, eyes cracking open like twin keyholes to peer at them through the dim light of the room. A whine slipped out of him, and he stirred from his place near the fire, one wing stretching out towards the coals as if he wanted to gather up the warmth beneath its shelter and hoard it for himself.
Mildred slipped out of the bed, wincing as Mrs. Babbinton snorted, coughed, and then rolled onto her side (quickly taking up the extra space available to her in the bed as fast as Mildred abandoned it). The floor was cool on her bare feet, and she crossed over to where Fitz continued to squirm, now padding in circles in front of the fire as if he could discover a more comfortable spot amid the same roughly hewn rows of floorboards.
“Give me a minute,” she whispered to him in the same tone she used to take with her niece and nephew when they were impatiently waiting for the receipt of some treat or reward. She took up one of the spare blankets — it gave off a mingled aroma of damp and lye, but it would have to do — twisted it into something that vaguely resembled a deflated Yorkshire pudding, and prodded a groggy Fitz into the middle of it. “There, now. Isn’t that better?”
The dragon purred contentedly as he worked his claws into the fabric, his tail flicking with the insistence of a metronome as his eyes shuttered again into what Mildred hoped would be a long, restful sleep. Slowly then, carefully, she began to stand up to make her way back towards the bed, but one eye flashed open, the tail ceasing its movements as Fitz pinned her in place with a glare of accusation.
She should have known. At every other inn they’d stopped at along the way, Mildred had been fortunate enough to have her own room, and so Fitz had developed a habit of curling up on the end of her bed while she slept. She had told herself it was for safety, that it was much less likely she would fail to notice someone breaking into her room in the middle of the night to steal a baby dragon from her care if the baby dragon in question was draped across her feet and utilizing her knees for a makeshift pillow. (And the reverse was assumed to be also true, that any miscreant attempting to steal into her room for the sole purpose of robbing or assaulting her would undoubtedly be thwarted by the creature — all wings and claws and one sharp tooth — snoring in the vicinity of her calves.)
“Here,” was all Mr. Wiggan said, as he began to dismantle his own cobbled-together bed in order to push his scant collection of blankets and pillows towards her.
“No, no!” Mildred wanted to stop him, but she also didn’t want to make a fuss. Fitz seemed to be waiting for her to take her rightful place beside him, and her former position in the bed had already been usurped by Mrs. Babbinton. If she did not sleep on the floor, she would have to tip herself against the wall like a forgotten umbrella.
“I can sleep in the chair,” Mr. Wiggan assured her, but she was not at all assured by his confidence seeing as how the chair looked as though it was incapable of supporting the weight of a sneeze from across the room let alone a full-grown man who gathered descriptors such as “tall” and “broad” and “sturdy as a turret constructed by the Romans somewhere in the wilds of Cumbria” about his person.
“No, we can both sleep on the floor,” Mildred told him, and reached across the small space to take one of the blankets from him.
His hands gripped the edge of the blanket, as if the expanse of tattered wool was instead a shield of iron and bronze.
“If you’re concerned about propriety,” Mildred said, still holding onto her end of the blanket. “There is a dragon beside us and a housekeeper tucked into bed less than three paces away. And I am very tired,” she added. “So I doubt I could manage to be improper with such insufficient amounts of energy at my disposal.”
Mr. Wiggan acquiesced. It was a slow process — his fingers loosening around the blanket, his shoulders drooping as a long, steady breath slipped out of him — but he nodded, and he smiled (oh, the smile…) and together they went about making up a sort of pallet on the floor, one that allowed Mildred to lie beside Fitz (indeed, the dragon would not fully settle until she lay down and draped one arm over him) and Mr. Wiggan enough room to stretch out behind her, with his own blanket and his own pillow and no doubt an invisible rampart of mythological proportions constructed between them.
Mildred turned her face towards the fire, the warmth of it suffusing her cheeks and forehead. Behind her, Mr. Wiggan tossed and turned for several minutes, until he finally settled, and he sighed, and he said, “Goodnight, Mildred.”
The tips of her fingers trailed over the rough hide of Fitz’s back. Backlit by the glow from the coals, the creature could almost be mistaken for a chunk of coal himself, one that had tumbled from the fireplace and continued to burn on the floor beside her. “Goodnight, Claude.” And she closed her eyes.





Chapter Two
Dragons are perfectly capable of hunting and providing for themselves without human interference, though they are notorious for taking advantage of an outsider’s offer of sustenance whenever the opportunity presents itself.
— from Chapter Eleven of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
They had neither floated away nor drowned in their sleep overnight, so Mildred took that as a sign that all was not yet lost. It was also oddly quiet when she first stretched out her legs, her bare toes poking out beyond the boundary of her blanket, only the trod of footsteps on the stairs and Mrs. Babbinton’s whistled breath breaking the silence of the inn at dawn.
She opened one eye and closed it again. Too early, she realized, and thought she might try again in another minute, perhaps when her vision wasn’t such a blur and the dragon beside her wasn’t so warm against her hip. The fire, she assumed, had gone out during the night and would need to be rebuilt again to stave off the chill from the rain and the wind and…
Oh, that was why it was so quiet. Mildred pushed herself up onto one elbow, eyes blinking at the gray patch in the wall that was the window. A window offering a view of the sky and the tops of trees, rather than slashes of rain cutting across the glass while the walls gently shook beneath the onslaught of the storm.
“It stopped a little while after midnight.”
Mildred looked around. Mr. Wiggan sat on the floor, his back against the end of the bed and his blanket pooled around his waist. He was fully clothed, of course. She thought it important to remind herself of this point. The shirt he wore was the same shirt he had worn the previous day, and his trousers — Was he still wearing trousers? Her gaze darted down towards the blanket as if she were possessed of the talent to see through fabric to what may or may not be more fabric underneath.
“Didn’t you sleep?” she asked, dragging her attention back to his face. His hair was mussed, and there were shadows beneath his eyes, but not significant enough to cause her to worry about him. At least more than she already did.
“I slept well enough.” It was a lie, Mildred realized. But he was attempting to set her at ease, and so she let him have the prevarication, or rather let him believe that she would not carry an extra nugget of anxiety for him for the remainder of the day. “It’s early yet,” he went on, and turned his face towards the window. The light spilling into the room was watery and faded, as though the last several days of storms had washed all of the most vibrant colors from the world. “You can go back to sleep, if you wish. I doubt we’ll be able to make any plans for the day ahead until everyone else is awake and a bit more aware of the state of things.”
It was a tempting suggestion, to slip beneath her blanket, to let Fitz keep her warm like a heated brick and maybe to even sink again into whichever dream she had left behind. (On second thought, the dream had been nothing more than a loop of Mildred racing to gather everyone she knew — or at least the people who had played a larger role in her life of late — into one large room. The difficulty being that the people continually wandered off, forcing her to seek them out and herd them into the main room again. So perhaps not that exact dream, if she was given the ability to choose.) But while her body wished to enjoy the prospect of additional sleep, her mind had decided that since it was daylight — or a murky approximation of daylight, as displayed by the window — it was time to be awake.
“And what plans do you believe we will be able to make?”
Mr. Wiggan shrugged. It was an action he seemed to have acquired in great quantity in recent weeks and now found it necessary to dole out the movement at regular intervals or else risk becoming overwhelmed with a surfeit of the gesture. “I hope we will not need to stay here for longer than a day. Indeed, I do not know if we could keep Fitz here for longer than that. At least without Mr. Morgan or at least one of his daughter’s discovering that we’ve smuggled a fire-breathing dragon into one of their best rooms.”
Mildred glanced towards the fireplace, all cold and gray with the previous night’s ashes. “We should rebuild the fire before someone attempts to barge in and do it for us.”
Mr. Wiggan nodded. “Agreed. And then we can have it pleasantly warm in here by the time Mrs. Babbinton awakes.”
Which was not an event that happened in anything resembling a brief span of time. The clouds cleared out, the sun broke through, Mr. Wiggan and Mildred both left their makeshift beds (yes, Mr. Wiggan had slept in his trousers, giving Mildred a view of nothing more scandalous than his stockinged feet as he folded up his share of the blankets) and Mr. Wiggan went downstairs to fetch breakfast (before one of the Daughters Morgan could find their way upstairs to inquire after their appetites). This left Mildred to dress and build up the fire while Fitz and Mrs. Babbinton slept blissfully on.
It was the arrival of food that finally succeeded in stirring both of the slumbering members of the party from their rest. Mr. Wiggan carried in a tray of coffee, soft-boiled eggs, and toast (lamentably over-toasted on one side and slightly damp on the other). Fitz raised his head from his jumble of blankets, blinked at Mr. Wiggan, sniffed in the general direction of Mr. Wiggan, then squawked at Mr. Wiggan until the latter set down the tray, buttered a piece of toast, and tossed it down to the floor for Fitz to snap up at his leisure. (“His leisure” meaning about seven seconds from the moment the dragon’s head first lunged forward — tongue lashing, single tooth glinting — to when there was nothing left but three crumbs on his nose and a faint glistening that had once been butter.)
“Oh,” Mrs. Babbinton said, or attempted to say as she rolled over in the bed, her cap sliding halfway down the side of her face until she attempted to right it, only to make it look like a half-baked souffle resting on a nest of gray curls. “Why didn’t anyone wake me?”
It was a question that did not seem to demand a reply. Mrs. Babbinton immediately turned her focus to the window, peering at it with a gimlet eye, as if distrustful of the nascent sunlight illuminating the room. “Well, that’s something, at least,” she said, with the inflection of a person who had been gifted a bouquet of roses, only to have the pungent aroma of manure still clinging to their stems.
“You should probably have something to eat before I apprise either of you of my conversation with Mr. Morgan this morning,” Mr. Wiggan announced, further permeating the room with a fresh waft of unpleasantness.
Mildred looked up from her position in front of the fireplace, a poker in her hand as she prodded a few of the coals that had rolled away from the center of the fledgling blaze. Mr. Wiggan stood beside the desk, pouring out the coffee before he sorted out the eggs and toast among the small stack of plates on the tray. “I take it you’re not about to tell us that we’ll have a carriage ready in an hour and be on our way,” she said as she set down the poker and accepted the plate and the cup he offered to her. Her nose wrinkled at the scent of the coffee. Not that she did not care for the smell of it. She adored the smell of it, how it made her think of chilly mornings and warming her stiff fingers around a warm cup of the steaming brew.
But “brew” seemed to be a fitting sobriquet, as the drink carried the quality of something most likely concocted by a coterie of secondary wizards intending to trick people into the belief they were about to imbibe a delicious beverage, only to then be disappointed to find that in order to reap its most stimulant qualities, one had to actually let it pass over their tongue and swallow it.
At least, this was how Mildred had taken to thinking about it. As she raised the rim of her cup to her lips and took a sip.
“It is not only the roads themselves that are going out of their way to delay us,” Mr. Wiggan said, his mouth thick with a bite of egg he had yet to finish. “There is a bridge about half a mile ahead. Well, I should say there used to be a bridge. Now it is a raging current cutting across the landscape where a gentle stream once flowed.”
“We’ll simply have to find another road, another bridge,” Mrs. Babbinton said, displaying a confidence that roads and bridges of passable status would surely crop up at the moment they needed them. “Or is there only one through all of Wales?”
“No matter how many roads there are or in what state they may currently be,” Mr. Wiggan explained. “The problem is that we are dependent on the coaches along with their requisite horses and drivers to take us through all of Wales. And until they are convinced it is safe enough to risk travel again, we must sit here and wait upon their discretion.”
Mildred took another sip of coffee — still not delicious, but still unrivaled in its efficacy — and took a crust of toast from her plate to feed to Fitz. “And what happens when Fitz is discovered?” It was not a good thing, she knew from experience, for the dragon’s existence to be widely known. Apart from the three of them cramped into their tiny room in a Welsh inn, only four other people knew about Fitz. Her young niece and nephew, Nettie and Matthew (though she trusted them with secrecy), and her not-quite-as-young niece Belinda along with Belinda’s new husband, Mr. Hawthorne. Who, only a few weeks before, had brandished a knife at Mildred (Mr. Hawthorne had done the knife-brandishing, to be clear) while Belinda had pitched Fitz out of a window (a turn of events not quite as dire as one might imagine, seeing as how Fitz was currently healthy and well and nuzzling Mildred’s hand for a bite of egg).
Oh, and there was also Mr. Gorman, assistant and companion to her (now deceased) Great Uncle Forthright. Along with the majority of his household staff.
And also a Mr. Simonon, who had endured an attack to his nether regions from Fitz and his (then toothless) mouth. Which was not a dire event at all, seeing as how Mr. Simonon was a dastardly individual and entirely deserving of any assaults to his nethers that Fitz had chosen to deliver.
So… well. Less than two dozen people, then. Or thereabouts.
But it wasn’t an exaggeration to say that the more people privy to the fact of a living dragon existing in England (and now Wales), the more complicated things inevitably had become. Being stranded in an inn in Wales during a deluge seemed proof enough of that.
“I don’t know,” came Mr. Wiggan’s response. Which should have frustrated Mildred, that declaration of ignorance, but rather she was glad he at least ventured to remain honest with her. They wouldn’t win the day on false hopes and wishful thinking. If by “win” they meant “make it to the other side of Wales without someone trying to steal their dragon, kill it, or burn them all at the stake for summoning up a demon from the brimstoned bowels of Hell.”
“Endurance, then.” Mildred set her plate on the floor for Fitz to finish (she’d left an egg yolk there for him especially) and drank down the last of her coffee, bracing herself for the shudder that vibrated through her as the last of the bitterness took up residence on the back of her tongue. “And perhaps we will not be here for longer than a day or two at the most?”
She hadn’t meant for it to sound like a question. But there it was, hanging in the air like a challenge, that simple question like a hooked finger, a provocation towards the universe to roll up its sleeves and do what it would.
Mrs. Babbinton finished her breakfast and sat up straighter in the bed. “Well, we cannot laze the day away. Mr. Wiggan, if you could give me a few minutes? I need to dress.”


Mrs. Babbinton could have demanded more than only a few minutes. Though the rain had stopped and the wind had slowed to an intermittent breeze, the yard around the inn still resembled a pond while the road boasted both a temporary stream running down one side and also a winding crevasse that had been gouged down the center of the lane during the highest point of the water’s rage.
In other words, they would not be leaving anytime soon.
“Three days,” is what Mr. Wiggan said when he returned from another chat with Mr. Morgan, carrying a tray that contained their midday meal.
“Three days?” Mildred and Mrs. Babbinton echoed, in tones dripping with a level of impatience often saved for discussions centered around resurrections of important biblical personages.
“And do not hold me to that,” he added, setting the tray on the desk while Fitz paced around his ankles, hoping for the first bite. “Going by what I heard from a few of the other patrons, it may be worse further along. We could very well bundle ourselves into the carriage, travel for only five miles or so, and then find ourselves stranded all over again.”
It was dismal news. Dismal enough to shroud their meal in silence as they ate, the three of them sharing the crusts of their pies with Fitz as he jogged from one person to the next for another gravy-doused morsel. The dragon, at least, seemed entirely unaffected by the straits in which they found themselves, happy enough to have a fire to curl up beside and a steady stream of scraps tossed his way.
Mildred sat on the single chair after discovering that it could hold her weight for at least seven minutes at a time before it began to let out ominous creaks from its various joints and junctures. Mr. Wiggan stood beside the desk, occasionally leaning his hip against it until Mildred offered her chair to him (for the three minutes remaining before the first of the ominous creaks) when he instead took to walking slowly along the edges of the room. Last but not least, Mrs. Babbinton had taken up a place on the side of the bed, her expression pinched and her posture pinched and everything about her figure displaying a desire to speak her mind along with an apparent reluctance to open her mouth and release the pinchedness into the air like a puff of spores from a squashed mushroom.
“A walk,” Mildred announced as she held out her plate to Fitz, leaving him to sop up the last of the peas and gravy clinging to its surface. (One of the benefits of having a dragon, Mildred had soon learned, was that the creature took to finishing off all of the various bits of food — like peas — that one did not care for.) “Mrs. Babbinton, would you join me outside for a turn about the yard? We’ll put on our sturdiest boots and keep to the driest portions of the ground. But I think we are in tremendous need of some fresh air and sunshine.”
She did not think Mrs. Babbinton would immediately agree to the scheme. There had hardly been a scheme in the last few days that Mrs. Babbinton had agreed to without some manner of digging in her heels — along with every other part of her person — until the last possible moment. But if they were to be forced to extend their stay at the inn for several more days, then fresh air and exercise would have to be in order. Or else Mildred would have to begin running up and down the stairs ten times in a row to keep the restlessness from overwhelming her.
“Very well,” Mrs. Babbinton said, so quickly that Mildred almost thought she had misheard her at first.
“Oh! All right, um… Mr. Wiggan, would you be so kind as to keep an eye on Fitz while we are out? It shouldn’t be long, just enough to clear our heads and our lungs for the afternoon.”
The two ladies donned their boots and swaddled themselves up in shawls and hats and gloves to stave off any lingering chill in the air. The main room of the inn was nearly empty as they walked through it, only one of the Daughters Morgan standing behind the counter and wiping her way through a stack of plates, most likely in preparation for the last meal of the day still to come. Outside there was a hubbub of activity, men and women and even a few older children helping to clean up the damage the storm had left behind. Fallen trees were being chopped up and hauled away, a portion of the stable roof was already under repair, and several men were working with picks and shovels to refill the potholes and gouges the running water had cut through the yard and into the road itself.
“Goodness,” Mrs. Babbinton said, her hand to her chest. “This is much worse than I imagined, I have to say.”
Mildred took a step forward, into the sun and the breeze and the reminder that the world would indeed continue to turn despite random and mildly catastrophic events making it seem as if the Earth was about to judder off its axis and tumble untethered into the universe. “Come along,” she said, and held out her arm to Mrs. Babbinton. “I feel a great inclination to stretch my legs.”
They quickly found that if they kept to the left side of the road, they were much less likely to get their feet wet or drag their hems through the mud. The right side, however, was still little more than a swiftly moving stream cutting its way in a meandering zig zag where the ground possessed a natural decline.
“It’s a shame we cannot bring Fitz out in this,” Mildred commented, while more firmly tucking Mrs. Babbinton’s hand into the crook of her arm. “What an adventure it would be for him.”
Mrs. Babbinton said nothing. If Mrs. Babbinton’s character had been of the sort to withhold comment on most subjects, Mildred would not have thought anything of it. But Mrs. Babbinton was a woman crafted out of firmly stated opinions and a faint smell of lemon balm, which made her silence as loud as a roll of thunder overhead. (Thankfully there was no more thunder overhead, only the scrubbed blue skies that typically followed a storm.)
“Mrs. Babbinton,” Mildred began. Then nearly wished she hadn’t. She was not good at confrontation, at prodding at subjects that might cause discomfort in others. And thereby in herself as well. But she took a deep breath, gritted her teeth and clenched her toes inside her boots, and continued to speak. “Is there something troubling you?”
Still, Mrs. Babbinton said nothing, the saying nothing now rising to the level of the blast of a ship’s horn, the crack of a lightning strike, the wail of a child who had pinched their fingers in a door.
“It is only,” Mildred said, wishing that she could choose her words carefully when all she could concentrate on was speaking while trying to not trip and fall into a puddle at the same time. “You have seemed rather… out of sorts the last few days. And I wondered if there was anything you wished to talk about. Perhaps now that we are away from Mr. Wiggan and—”
“I don’t want to give him up.”
Mildred stumbled over a stone. “I’m sorry?”
Mrs. Babbinton stopped walking, which — since their arms were entwined — meant Mildred had to stop walking as well. They were still near to the inn, the sound of axes chopping up trees and the strike of the pick-axe into the ground reverberating around them and sending small ripples through the puddles flanking the dry spit of road on which they stood. “That’s what this is, isn’t it? We’re taking Fitz back to where he came from.”
It was not at all what Mildred had expected Mrs. Babbinton to say. Before this moment, she had taken to creating a panoply of explanations for the housekeeper’s unusual behavior over the last several days, drawing on the weather and Wales and spending ten hours a day shut up inside a coach with a half dozen other people (and a young dragon) as suspected culprits for the deterioration of her mood. And now that Mildred thought about it, she was amazed that all four of them — including Fitz — weren’t threatening bodily harm to one another after everything they had already endured since leaving Upper Plimpton. Now, if it had been Diana and her family who Mildred was traveling with, surely by now—
“Why can we not keep him in England? At home, with us?”
It had almost the quality of a child’s plea to it, asking for an extra bit of dessert or a few more minutes before having to go to bed. “Mrs. Babbinton, you must see the impossibility of it. We do not know how much he will grow, how much he will eat. And what about when he is fully matured, complete with a mouthful of teeth and the ability to spring into the air at a moment’s notice? If he proves himself to be a danger—”
“He would never!” Mrs. Babbinton interjected.
“—he would be removed from our care. They could harm him, or… worse.” Mildred wondered if there was a way to create a vision of an angry mob with pitchforks and torches without having to actually use the words “angry mob” or “pitchforks” or “torches.” “There is no place for him with us. Can you imagine him living behind the vicarage forever?”
Mrs. Babbinton’s lower lip quivered on a shivering breath, on words she would not say. And Mildred realized then that Mrs. Babbinton had imagined it, and most likely in great and vibrant detail.
“He is not an errant cat we’ve taken into our care.” Mildred did not want to say this, because she knew she was as guilty as Mrs. Babbinton of treating Fitz like a pet (which, she had to admit, was a burden carried partially on Fitz’s shoulders as well, what with all of his purring and curling into their laps and demanding scratches to the underside of his chin). But there would soon arrive a moment when Fitz could not fit into a basket or even a coach, when he would simply fly away when he learned he could so escape any situation that was not pleasurable to him, or when the sparks of flame he shot from his mouth and nostrils became gouts of fire that could set an entire tree alight with a single blast.
“I know what he is,” Mrs. Babbinton said, a thread of iron defense wending through her words. “But he’s only ever been with us. And what are we to do? Drive into the mountains and pitch him out the door like a piece of unwanted baggage? Hope that he will know what to do when faced with rocks and mountains and a breakfast he has to catch on his own? He had no mother or father to teach him these things, to ensure he would survive.”
Mildred was surprised at the vehemence in her words. “B-But…” she stammered, in a way that anyone might stammer when about to voice something one believed to be terribly obvious despite the fact the other person in the conversation was wholly and comprehensively blind to the fact in question. “We’re not dragons, Mrs. Babbinton.”
It was a truth Mildred had never supposed she would have to explain to someone else. Perhaps if Mrs. Babbinton had claimed the moon to be made of green cheese Mildred could have nodded and shrugged and claimed that perhaps it was true because how would anyone be able to ever prove otherwise? But Mildred could prove they were not dragons, seeing as how they did not possess wings or claws or shimmering scales and that they were very much people standing on the edge of the road speaking to one another as people and not spitting fire in place of their words.
“This is absurd,” Mrs. Babbinton declared, and highlighted her declaration by fishing a handkerchief from her sleeve and blowing her nose as though she were sending out a signal to be rescued.
“And I have no plans to abandon him,” Mildred said, taking the opportunity to speak while Mrs. Babbinton still snorted vociferously into her delicate square of embroidered linen. “There is nothing left for me in Upper Plimpton that I feel any great need to return to in a hurry. My wish is to find this place for Fitz, to see if we can discover more about him, about his kind, and I want…” She licked her lips. It wasn’t an easy thing, she learned, to lend a voice to something she wanted, to express it aloud so that it transformed into a real, acknowledged desire and not merely a passing fancy she could hide away with the vestiges of half-forgotten dreams and faded childhood ventures. “I want to study them. I want to stay there and learn everything I can. I want to fill books with this new, untapped knowledge. And I am more than aware that I am probably the last person in the world who should take on such a task, but…” She swallowed, and she breathed, and she counted to five in the back of her mind while her heart thudded like a kettle drum against her ribcage. “Maybe the wanting of it will be enough. At least to start with.”
And once she said it, it no longer seemed so incredible. She almost felt foolish, in a way, for having been so frightened of putting her thoughts into words.
Mrs. Babbinton sniffed, and folded up her handkerchief, and tucked it into the edge of her sleeve. “Will Mr. Wiggan be embarking on this course of study with you?”
“I don’t know,” Mildred admitted, and turned the direction of her gaze to the tips of her boots sticking out from beneath the damp hem of her gown as they sank into the ground. “I haven’t really spoken about it with… well, anyone. But if you are worried about staying here for too long… That is, if you would rather return to Upper Plimpton as soon as the roads allow it, then I’m sure—”
“No,” Mrs. Babbinton said. The word was spoken without any accompanying shake of her head, or furrowing of her brow, or declension of any other features that would indicate a partnership with her speech. Simply the word, dropped from her mouth, and a little bit of a sniff as she seemed to take a moment to sort the rest of her thoughts into order. “I did not elect to come with you on a whim, as though this might be nothing more than a fortnight’s excursion to Portsmouth or Brighton.” Another sniff and she plunked (not “placed” or “perched,” it must be pointed out) her hands on her hips. And there, a bit of the former Mrs. Babbinton of the vicarage, Upper Plimpton, made a blessed reappearance. “If you want to traipse all over the countryside looking for dragons and eggs and adventure, I suppose that means I will be traipsing along with you. You’ll need someone to keep things running smoothly, of course. Heaven knows what would happen should I leave you and Mr. Wiggan with the care of a dragon for longer than a day.”
Mildred hid her smile. It was easy to forget sometimes, how important it was for a person to have a purpose. She was glad that Mrs. Babbinton had found hers again. “Thank you,” Mildred said, and held out her arm to Mrs. Babbinton. The housekeeper nodded once, threaded her own arm through Mildred’s, and together they turned around and made their way back towards the inn.
Despite the mud and the chill of the breeze and the channels of leftover flood water gurgling around them, it had been a pleasant walk overall. Mildred looked up at the sky, smeared with clouds as light as feathers. And there were the industrious sounds of work to return to, the chopping and the digging, the various shouts and cries for help, along with the sight of a single thread of smoke curling upwards out and away from any of the inn’s visible chimneys.
“Oh, no,” Mildred said, just as Mrs. Babbinton said, “Oh, dear.” And together they broke into a run.





Chapter Three
An abundance of patience is the most necessary asset when studying dragons. As they pay no attention to hours and seasons, and only take notice of the passage of time as it pertains to their appetites, one must be prepared to sit and wait for something of substance to occur.
But when a dragon’s interest is piqued, the creature is often capable of accessing a surfeit of energy that seems unending. At least until the pangs of hunger again prove themselves a stronger distraction.
— from Chapter Sixteen of Miss Percy’s Pocket Guide (to the Care and Feeding of British Dragons)
The chickens were on fire.
Well, not all of the chickens. Only one chicken appeared to be burning, and it was less of a blazing inferno of poultry and more of a single incensed and mildly scorched hen.
The same could not be said for the entirety of the chicken coop, one wall of it completely engulfed in flames while the fire sizzled and popped its way across the wet straw to gnaw at the other rickety boards that made up its construction. Apparently the wood was old and desiccated enough that even a deluge of the size they’d just survived was not enough to guard it against rapid incineration.
This — clearly, then — was the source of the smoke Mildred had seen as they returned to the inn. What she was not able to immediately ascertain was what had sparked (this particular word chosen with care and intent, yes) the conflagration in the first place. (It also must be noted that in many writing circles the use or overuse of adverbs — descriptive words that tend to end with a suffix of ‘ly’ — is frowned upon as a crutch to ‘pad up’ one’s writing in overwritten prose, which in turn can weaken it overall. But the word ‘immediately’ is given special attention here as it really was for only a few, immediate (“occuring or done at once, instantaneous”) moments that Mildred was unable to discover how the fire had started. That was, until she saw Mr. Wiggan (not a difficult thing, as he stood nearly a head taller than almost everyone else there) and a smudge of screeching, flapping shadow that was Fitz. And just like that, she had her answer.)
“What’s happening?” Mrs. Babbinton asked that question, the two words coming out in great puffs of breath while she recovered from their run back to see what was, indeed, happening.
“I think Fitz escaped,” Mildred said, and tugged Mrs. Babbinton forward and into the main yard behind the inn.
Which was not remarkably easy to accomplish. A crowd had gathered, a thing crowds tend to do when something occurs that is worth gathering around. In this case, it was a young dragon stalking a smoldering chicken across a muddy patch of ground while a bare-headed vicar gave chase. It was not entirely dissimilar from the scenes Mildred had created in her imaginings, the ones complete with torches and tools fashioned into weapons and perhaps a few bushels of rotten vegetables.
“Stay here,” Mildred said to Mrs. Babbinton, before she shouldered her way through the first line of onlookers. She tried not to listen to their mutterings, their gasps of fear and surprise when Fitz was startled by two of the chickens and was driven to unfurling his own wings as if in a display of whose were larger and more menacing. (Fitz won on appearance alone, though the chickens boasted an edge in sheer feathered ferocity.) There was a “Look at it!” that rang in her ears as she squelched her way to the front of the crowd, followed by a “Ooh, it’s hideous!” that almost made her spin on her heel and prepare a defense of Fitz’s handsomeness.
But there was no time for such trivialities. Indeed, there wasn’t even a moment for Mildred to decide if it would be better for her to acknowledge Fitz as a creature with which she was familiar or if she should remain ensconced in the restless crowd, feigning fear along with everyone else.
“Fitz!” she cried. Not a shriek, but a firm command carried on that lone syllable. She passed into Mr. Wiggan’s line of sight, raising her hand to him in a way she hoped conveyed she was there to help. Because he looked as if he needed a great deal of help, his trousers spattered in mud up to his knees, his hair more askew than usual, and a look in his eye at once both afraid and penitent.
The dragon turned at the sound of her voice. She hoped he would come to her, allow her to gather him up and then all of this could be over and done with in less than a minute (well, less than a minute after her arrival on the scene, and not taking into account however many minutes he had spent lighting buildings and chickens on fire before she and Mrs. Babbinton had returned from their walk). But the chaos of everything (burning chicken coops, lightly incinerated chickens, angry mob) served as too great of a distraction for an easily distracted dragon who had spent too much time cooped up inside a basket, inside a carriage, inside various inns for the last several days. All of this is to say that Fitz did not go to Mildred when she called, and instead returned to sliding happily through the mud while an indignant rooster bounded in aerial gymnastics over his head.
Mildred removed her shawl. She would have preferred something larger like a sheet or a blanket, but in a pinch, her favorite shawl (evidenced by its slightly tattered edges and the small hole from where it constantly rubbed across the buttons at the back of her gowns) would have to do. Copying her, Mr. Wiggan removed his jacket and the two of them circled in closer around Fitz, who had taken to splashing in a puddle and snapping at the sprays of water droplets as they arced through the air.
Mr. Wiggan lunged first. He managed to snag the end of the dragon’s tail, which made Fitz spin around and give a playful nip to his arm. Unfortunately, what Mildred saw as a ‘playful nip’ the assembled crowd saw as a ‘violent attack’ and responded by abruptly closing ranks.
“Mr. Wiggan!” Mildred cried (less firm command, more shriek) and jerked her head towards the tightening ring of onlookers.
Mr. Wiggan seemed to understand. And what he seemed to understand was that there would not be an easy end to this. Fitz had been seen. By no less than… Well, Mildred was too distracted to make an exact count of things, but she would estimate at least a dozen and a half people standing behind the inn, watching the events unfold. And if she knew the mouths and minds of the inhabitants of quiet, rural areas — having been an inhabitant of a quiet, rural area herself — then she also knew that news about Fitz would travel across the countryside faster than a winter illness carried on the wings of a sneeze.
“Let me help!”
It was a voice Mildred didn’t recognize. She saw a young lad break free of the crowd, all ill-fitting clothes and gangling limbs, and his eyes lit by an eagerness visible even beneath the brim of his battered cap. He strode forward, lean body already shaped into a sort of crouch, as though he were about to leap onto the back of an escaped pig.
Mildred found she didn’t have time to argue with the boy. With three of them now, they were better able to close in tighter around Fitz. Most of the chickens had scattered to the edges of the yard, while the fire was burning its way through the last wall of their former home. The dragon paused in his gleeful leaping to twist his head around and gnaw at his own shoulder, something he tended to do when he had a persistent itch or he was quickly becoming bored with the present situation.
This was the moment, then. Mildred moved first, moving slowly so as not to startle him, her voice soothing as she chattered to him about food and a soft bed in front of a lovely fire. She reached into her pocket as if she had a treat for him stashed there, hoping the movement alone would be enough to fool him into believing he was about to have some bacon or a bit of buttered roll.
The distraction was enough for Mr. Wiggan to take his chance. With his jacket held out before him, he took a few quick steps and pitched himself towards Fitz.
Unfortunately — or fortunately, depending on which party the reader is currently hoping will emerge triumphant — he missed.
A splatter of mud, a shriek of sound from Fitz that the play had started up again, and the dragon shot out from between Mildred and Mr. Wiggan with his wings beginning to open at his sides.
Mildred’s breath caught at the sight. She did not know what she would do if he leapt into the air and flew off. She wasn’t even certain if he yet had the strength to flap his wings and take off with nothing more than a running — well, more of a toddling — start to propel him up and off the ground.
But she was saved from any further pondering by the actions of the third member of their makeshift rescue troupe. The young lad — he of the ill-fitting trousers and unkempt hair sticking out from under his cap — leapt forward and tackled Fitz to the ground (or, rather, kept him from leaving the ground) in a quick and concise end to their chase.
“Be careful! Be careful with him!” Mildred cried as she rushed towards the boy and the dragon, unsure to which of them she was offering the warning. But the boy appeared to have everything in hand, a quite literal phrase as he had succeeded in catching both of Fitz’s rear legs in one hand and was holding him as though he were about to hoist him up like a wayward chicken.
Mr. Wiggan ran over, his cheeks flushed, his jacket still held out in front of him as though he no longer knew what to do with the thing. Mildred realized she still held her shawl in the same awkward manner, and she slung the thing over her shoulder and reached out for Fitz before he could manage to twist his head around and attack his captor in a manner that could possibly have future ramifications on the lad’s ability to father children.
“Here, here. I’ll take him,” Mildred said, and gathered Fitz into her arms. Fitz, realizing that he had lost, folded in his wings and ducked the top of his head against her chin until she scratched the side of his neck and promised him a meal once they were all inside again.
“It’s beautiful,” the boy said, his face like something from an artist’s sketchbook, short, sharp lines of pencil describing emotions such as ‘reverence’ and ‘awe’ in a few deft strokes. “What is it?”
“It’s—” Mildred said. Which was all that she managed to say before everything became very complicated.


The Welsh, for all that they claimed to celebrate dragons by putting them on flags and reveling in the various appearances of them in their myths and legends, did not take as kindly to such creatures traipsing around their property to set things on fire and generally inconvenience their poultry.
The crowd gathered outside the inn did not possess any pitchforks or torches. There were no rotten vegetables, no bonfires constructed for the purpose of scorching either people or dragons. But there was more crowd and less Miss Percy, Mr. Wiggan, and Mrs. Babbinton, which left the latter group at a severe disadvantage. And while there were no pitchforks or torches, there was a large enough collection of pick-axes, regular axes (the sort with a sharp blade and the ability to sever one thing from another when wielded properly), and other easy-to-weaponize tools that Mildred knew it would not do to dig in her heels when there was 1) no clear path to victory, and 2) a danger of physical harm for herself, Mr. Wiggan, and Mrs. Babbinton. And also the dragon.
“Don’t hurt him,” she had said, all she had been able to say before they’d taken Fitz from her. She hadn’t been able to look as they’d tied him up like an obstinate goose, as they’d carted him away upside down, his wings flapping, his jaws snapping, sparks snorting from his nostrils before one loud screech managed to produce a bright gout of flame that almost made the men carrying him abandon their task and run away screaming.
But they did not. And so Mildred and Mr. Wiggan and Mrs. Babbinton were directed to their room inside the inn, the door was locked, a guard was posted, and there they sat, awaiting their fate.
“What happened?” Mildred had asked once they were inside again, once she realized their fire had burned down, they would most likely be brought no food, and the window had been left open, letting a chill into the room.
Mr. Wiggan sat on the bed. He then immediately stood up again, paced towards the fireplace, turned around, paced towards the window, shied away from that, and returned to his seat on the bed.
“I opened the window,” he said.
The words thudded with all the guilt of a confession, each letter shaped as if carved by the very blades that had stabbed Julius Caesar (Roman dictator, crosser of the Rubicon) or the swords raised against Thomas Becket (turbulent priest, low-born cleric).
“It was warm in here,” he went on, a pleading note in his voice asking for absolution. “And I only opened it a few inches, but he squirmed through when I wasn’t looking, and then I heard someone shout, and I…” He leaned forward, elbows on his thighs, head buried in his hands. “By the time I made it out there, the chicken coop was already in flames. I am sorry,” he added, the apology spoken at such speed it became a hastily constructed fortification holding back the rest of his speech.
“It’s all right,” Mildred said, knowing that any offer of solace she made would be heard and then abruptly discarded. If Mr. Wiggan’s mind worked as hers did, the regret accompanying that brief act of opening a window would haunt his midnight cogitations for the next twenty to thirty years.
“What are they going to do to Fitz?” Mrs. Babbinton asked. It was the first she’d spoken since their return to the room, since they had seen Fitz tied up by his feet and taken away from them.
Mildred was the only one still standing. Mr. Wiggan and Mrs. Babbinton sat on opposite sides of the bed, while the chair was ignored as the weight of the worries along with the weight of their bodies might prove too much for that feeble bit of carpentry to bear. “My hope,” she said, voice shaking in a show of how little confidence she had in that profession of hope, “is that if their intention was to harm him, they would have already done it by now.”
“Well, that’s a comforting thought,” Mrs. Babbinton remarked.
“We knew we were taking a risk bringing him here,” Mildred pointed out, pushing aside the housekeeper’s sarcasm for a moment. “At any time since leaving Upper Plimpton, he might have been discovered. I’m surprised we managed to keep him mostly secret for as long as we did. Something like this was bound to happen. Now we simply have to figure out where to go from here.”
Mr. Wiggan and Mrs. Babbinton both stared at her as though she were about to continue, as though she might have already had a plan in mind and was only babbling aloud as a prelude to a most wonderful and brilliant idea that would easily rescue them from their current predicament.
But there was no idea, no faultless solution presenting itself at the forefront of her thoughts. She half-turned around herself, as though the much-desired answer to their problems would pop out of a corner of the room as soon as she laid eyes on it.
“Can we speak to Mr. Morgan?” was all she could come up with on such short notice. “Perhaps he knows something about what they’ve done with Fitz.”
Mr. Wiggan laughed softly. Not, Mildred believed, because of any humor to be found in the situation (though she insisted that it would certainly be a moment they could all look back upon with some delight… that is, if they could manage to rescue Fitz and also allow one to thirty years to pass before dredging it up from their memories again) but because it was the sort of event that required a sharp declaration of emotion, and an ill-timed laugh was most likely preferable to Mildred’s first inclination to snatch up a pillow from the bed and howl into it until her throat was hoarse. “I doubt he’ll want anything to do with us after discovering we brought a dragon onto his premises and also set his chicken coop on fire. I’ll admit I’m surprised they didn’t chuck us all into the road with our baggage or chase us back into England with their axes at our heels.”
A gasp from Mrs. Babbinton brought their attention towards her. “You don’t think they will try to have us transported, do you?”
“For burning down a shed and singeing some chickens?” Mildred set her hands on her hips. “I certainly hope it doesn’t come to that.”
But what it would or would not come to was apparently information they were not permitted to have. Mr. Wiggan knocked on their door, which succeeded in earning a grumbled “Be quiet!” from their guard at his post on the other side. Which then led to Mrs. Babbinton taking her turn at the door (a dozen rapid strikes from her fist set to the melody of “Now see here, young man! We will not consent to be treated in such an abominable fashion!”) and being rewarded with the door opening an inch, and the face of an angry Welshman — or possibly only a moderately aggravated Welshman, as Mildred didn’t know the man well enough to yet discern between the subtle stages of vexation he took to displaying on his face — pushing into the narrow gap to stare Mrs. Babbinton down.
“What is it?”
“I — that is, we — wish to speak to Mr. Morgan,” Mrs. Babbinton said, and managed to say it in a way that made it sound as though her wish were already a fact waiting to occur.
“He’s occupied at the moment.”
“With what? Surely he can spare a few minutes for three guests he has unlawfully imprisoned in his inn.”
The Moderately Aggravated Welshman blinked. “You can wait,” he said, and slammed the door in her face.
Mrs. Babbinton stared at the door, her mouth open, then closed, then open again. “Well, he’s no gentleman, to be sure,” she said, and returned to her seat on the bed with a flumpf of blankets and creaking wood.
“I think we may have to do as he suggests,” Mr. Wiggan said. “At least until things have a chance to settle.” Things no doubt meaning tempers and irate chickens. “Perhaps once we have a chance to speak with Mr. Morgan, explain our situation and offer to pay for any damage done to his property, he will see our predicament in a more thoughtful light and we will have a better chance of having Fitz returned to our care.”
His words were all that was prudent and clear-headed. In another story, perhaps this was how the situation would work towards its culmination: a civil conversation between mature, respectful people, leading to a peaceful solution for all involved. Mr. Morgan would indeed see the unprecedented nature of their situation and understand that allowances should be made in just such a case.
But this was not another story, and Mr. Morgan was too busy rounding up his chickens and lamenting the loss of his coop (yes, it had been a ramshackle construction, and yes it had been in need of replacement for some time, but the loss of something often raised the worth of it to a level it had never been able to achieve even in its finest state) to trade concerns about three English people as they attempted to venture across Wales with an unidentified creature that seemed inclined to set their country on fire.
Several hours later — Mildred took care not to pay too close attention to the passage of time as it made her aware that time was passing while they were still locked in their room and Fitz was still separated from them — there was a knock at the door. Mildred looked at Mr. Wiggan and Mr. Wiggan looked at Mildred and Mrs. Babbinton glared at the door itself as though she had acquired the ability to see through it, and all before Mildred said “Um...” and Mr. Wiggan said “Come in?” and Mrs. Babbinton clicked her tongue against her teeth.
The door opened. Which would not have been a shocking development if it had only been a visit from their Aggravated Welshman or a member of the family Morgan, but instead a young man peered into the room, bottom lip held between his teeth, fingers wrapped around the edge of the door in a pose that made Mildred think he was about to slink back into the hall at the slightest sound.
“You,” Mildred said, as soon as she recognized him, the lad who had successfully captured Fitz in the muddy yard below.
“Y-Yes?” he stammered, and he looked over his shoulder, and he took a small step into the room before shutting the door softly behind him. “I only have a few minutes at most, so I’ll make this quick.” He pulled off his cap, revealing a thatch of thick hair that looked like handfuls of straw adhered to his head by someone with their eyes closed. “I know where your animal is.”
It was a statement deserving of fanfare, of clouds clearing out to reveal the sun, or at the very least a shift of the coals in the fireplace to send up a blaze of tiny sparks. But there were no trumpets, the clouds continued their lazy drift across the sky, and the fire had burned itself out over an hour before.
“What?” Mildred said in reply, a word quite lacking in fanfare or dramatic sunbeams or localized pyrotechnics.
“They’ve taken it to Gwilym’s farm, just down the road a ways. He’s got a large cellar and they thought that might be the best place for it as there’s nothing for him to catch alight.”
“They’ve put Fitz in a cellar?” Mrs. Babbinton leapt up from her seat, hands going to her forearms in an effort to push up her sleeves.
“Wait, young man.” Mr. Wiggan stood as well, all three of them now facing the boy as a restless phalanx of curiosity. “What is your name?”
“Owen, sir.” He dipped his straw-topped head towards Mr. Wiggan. “Rhys — he’s the one who’s been outside your door, keeping a watch on things — he said he had to step out for a bit, and so I volunteered to take his place. I wanted to speak with you, if I had a chance, about you and your dragon and… I want to help, I mean. If I can. If you’ll let me.”
Mildred needed a moment. It was all too much to think about at once, and she wanted to sort through all of the details and set them in order until they clicked into place. But she didn’t have a moment, so she took a step forward, her hands clasped before her, and she asked, “Is he well? They’ve not hurt him, have they?”
Owen looked at her as though she had begun speaking another language. “Who?”
“Fitz,” she explained. And when that failed to clear the confusion from his features, “The dragon.”
His eyes lit up, twin lamps of excitement. “You’ve named him, have you?”
“Of course we’ve named him,” Mrs. Babbinton huffed, and glared at Owen with a fresh measure of disdain towards the Welsh and their apparent inability to bestow proper appellations upon their dragonkind.
Mildred held up her hands — still clasped — drawing Owen’s attention back to her as a moth to a flame. “But how is he?” This, of course, was the first thing she needed to ascertain before even discovering what would happen to themselves, or if they were doomed to spend the rest of their lives locked together in a single room in an inn in Wales.
“I suppose he’s well.” Owen chewed on his bottom lip again and let his wandering gaze drift up to the ceiling, as though the beams held a scrying glass among them and he could discern the dragon’s fate amid their cobwebbed lengths. “They’ve made sure to provide him with food and water, though I cannot say whether they’ve kept him trussed up or not.”
As stark as a sketch in charcoal and pencil, there was the image of Fitz, tied up and fitted out like a Christmas bird. Mildred put her hand to her chest and made every attempt to temper the note of panic that rang through her like the sounding of a bell, though she thought she might be ill if she let herself dwell on the possibility that someone might intentionally harm her dragon.
“What do they intend to do with him?” Mr. Wiggan asked, taking a half-step forward before moving back again when it seemed that they would all soon encircle the poor boy like a trio of witches closing in on their prey. “He is very young, you know. Any damage he inflicted was not done out of malice, but rather like a puppy set loose in his master’s study.”
“How old is it?” Owen asked, his own curiosity distracting him from his original purpose.
“It?” Mrs. Babbinton looked towards Mildred.
“He means Fitz,” she answered.
“Well, why does he not say so?” came Mrs. Babbinton’s next question.
“The dragon,” Mr. Wiggan said, and held up both of his hands, only to press them slowly downward like someone pushing the lid closed on a box. “Have you heard what they intend to do with him?”
Owen licked his lips. “I don’t fully know yet.” His gaze flicked towards a corner of the room and then back to Mr. Wiggan’s face. Not out of any show of subterfuge on his part, but only because he seemed to have difficulty keeping his attention fixed on any particular object for longer than it took him to draw a breath and blink. “I don’t believe they mean him any harm, but there’s still the question of what to do with a… you know.”
“Dragon,” Mildred said, knowing full well how hard it could be to use such a word when one’s mind had a tendency to clutch at safer (‘animal’, ‘creature’, ‘large lizard’, ‘plucked goose with penchant for eating buttered potatoes and sneezing fire’) choices. “Fitz is a dragon. And we have reason to suspect he is originally from here, from Wales.”
“All we wish to do is to return him to his home,” Mr. Wiggan added, picking up Mildred’s thread. “And perhaps learn if there are more of his kind in existence.”
“And we need to act quickly before he becomes…” Mildred drew her hands into fists and then flicked her fingers outward again. “... too large to transport by the usual means.”
Owen looked at all of them in turn, his gaze darting like an overexcited bee happening upon a field of wildflowers. “I don’t think they’re going to let you do that.”
“Why not?” Mildred asked, the remnants of the words sticking in her throat.
“There was talk…” Owen began, and faltered. He looked down instead, his scuffed boots scuffing on the scuffed floor as he seemed to deliberate over what he should say next. Or rather, that he most likely already knew what he should say but did not want to say it. Which, of course, did not grant Mildred a tremendous amount of confidence that whatever he was about to say next would be something she was inclined to hear.
“Yes?” she prodded, sticking a poker in him as if he were a log in a fireplace ready to disintegrate into a mound of hot coals.
His gaze held on her. Wide and unblinking. “They want to send you home.”
Imaginations could be dangerous things, often fooling a person into believing that the promised outcome of a situation would be exceedingly worse (or better, though most people tended not to trade in idealism when it came to creating possible scenarios in which a large portion of their future was at stake) than anything reality could produce. (Though reality also showed a predisposition for producing famine, plagues, biting insects, and overcooked peas and tossing them at unsuspecting fragments of the population, so perhaps the vast reaches of one’s imagination should not be overlooked as too fanciful to be believed.)
In the few moments before Owen’s attention had found its way to her, Mildred’s imagination had constructed no fewer than a dozen scenarios around how the innkeeper, Mr. Morgan, and his neighbors planned on dealing with Mr. Wiggan, Mrs. Babbinton, and herself. Everything from arrests to appearances in court to accusations of witchcraft to standing in the stocks while rotten vegetables (One day, Mildred would pause to consider why rotten produce so often figured in her reveries) were flung at them in abundance came to vivid life inside her head. But when Owen made his pronouncement, it didn’t sound as bad as all that.
“So,” Mr. Wiggan said, and clapped his hands together lightly. “That’s not as dire as I might have predicted. And then we could try again—”
“Wait.” Mrs. Babbinton’s hands went to her skirts, the same movement she often repeated when she wished to twist her fingers in the folds of her apron. “What about Fitz?”
Owen’s mouth flattened into a thin, pale line.
“Oh.” Mildred brushed her own hands over the front of her bodice, her palms having become decidedly moist in the last several minutes. The excess of perspiration seemed to have preceded the burgeoning worry in her mind, as if her skin carried some power of prescience in its pores. “You mean to keep him, don’t you? Send us on our way and have Fitz for yourself.”
The fact that Owen did not speak right away was as good an answer as any prepared speech he might have offered.
“Of all the—!” Mrs. Babbinton began, the exclamation mark more than apparent in her voice despite the fact she would be interrupted only three short words into her attempted tirade.
“I’m not the one planning on taking him!” Owen said, committing the previously mentioned interruption. “That’s why I’m here, to warn you about what they want to do. I mean, if that thing really is…” he cleared his throat, a rumble of sound like rocks crashing and the world spinning and history being made with that rattling of phlegm, “... a dragon, they’re not going to let it get away from them. Leastways not without a fight.”
Mildred flexed her fingers. The prospect of fighting was not a welcome one. The last time she had been involved in a physical altercation over Fitz’s fate (because it seemed more and more likely that she would soon have to refer to physical altercations in which she had taken a part in the plural rather than the singular) most of her joints had threatened to secede from the rest of her body. But if it came down to a fight, one in which she was expected to use her hands and limbs and knees in ways they were typically unused, then she would do it. For Fitz, if for anything.
“But what do we do?” she asked. Not in a helpless way, with a mewling voice or fluttering hands seeking out a handkerchief or weeping or fainting or anything else women were typically expected to do when faced with something society at large had decided should be too much for them to bear. But rather in a way that brought to mind rolling up one’s sleeves and beating pruning hooks into spears and hoisting up various undergarments into less aggravating positions.
“Well, about that,” Owen said. And he smiled, a mischievous gleam in his eye that only young people of sixteen years or younger seemed able to carry well. “I have a plan.”





Chapter Four
I always tell myself that I will be fully prepared before I begin a thing, and yet over and over I am fooled by my own powers of prevarication.
— from Miss Percy’s personal notes
“So, what is the plan?” Mildred asked.
“Right,” Owen said, and took a deep breath.
The plan was this:
They would wait until after dark, because most things either heroic or nefarious tended to occur in less than brilliantly illuminated circumstances. At one hour past midnight, they would leave their room (Owen assured them there would be no guard outside their door to stop them) and walk out of the inn (again, Owen assured them this would not be an impossibility). Then, they would all make their way to Gwilym’s farm (two miles, due west) where they would rescue Fitz and then…
But they found it difficult to give much thought to what would occur after the final “and then,” at least beyond some hand waving, a few shrugs, and a vague idea that they would pack up their things, find another coach, and somehow continue along with their journey as though this little hiccup (of fire and kidnapped dragons and smoking chickens) had never really happened.
“Yes?” Owen looked at the three of them, eyes wide and expectant.
Mildred would have assumed that after inheriting a dragon egg, watching it hatch, learning that it could breathe fire, enduring an attack from a villain (Mr. Simonon, Book 1, felled by a fortuitous dragon bite to a most sensitive area between his legs), seeing the dragon be thrown from a window, and rescuing the dragon from another villain (Mr. Hawthorne, also Book 1, felled by a dragon attack to his face) she would no longer be in possession of such irritating emotions such as ‘fear’ and ‘doubt.’ She had helped to raise a mythical beast from the moment it had broken free of its shell. Surely they could stumble along across the Welsh countryside for two miles in the middle of the night and break a dragon free from a cellar.
And yet those same two words, made up of only nine letters all together, still managed to hold a tremendous amount of power over her. Yes, they had already made it as far as they had, all the way to Wales, her former life discarded behind her like a cloak she had shrugged out of and refused to pick up again. At least, that was how she had imagined it, this sloughing off her former existence to become a brave adventuress, just like in all of the narratives she had imagined for herself when she was a child. As though she could open up her wardrobe and exchange one facet of her character for another.
Unfortunately, she knew it did not work that way. Deep inside, probably lodged somewhere down beneath her heart and her spleen and tangled up with what the doctors would likely refer to as her ‘humors’ was the very core of herself, a tight little shard of worry that had expanded over the years like a piece of sand irritating the inside of a shell until it became a pearl. She could not dislodge it with only a few weeks of bold decisions and firmly stated opinions. She feared it would always be there, much like that odd bump on the side of her nose or the strange, white hair on her chin that stubbornly grew back no matter how many times she plucked it away.
“Um, I’m not sure…” she began, immediately hating the weakness in her voice, the quaver of uncertainty. She wanted to be certain. Fearless. And perhaps a dozen or so years younger than she was right at that moment.
“I still think that if we were given an opportunity to speak to someone,” Mr. Wiggan said, while his hand worked at the muscles at the back of his neck in a manner that made Mildred believe he was about to twist his head free of his shoulders. “Someone in a position of authority, then they would be able to see things from our perspective, the difficulties we’ve faced thus far.”
“And then they’ll all nod their heads and maybe shed a tear before they plop a dragon back into your keeping?” Owen raised two bits of straw he had for eyebrows. “I don’t mean to be funny, but—”
An indelicate snort from Mrs. Babbinton.
“—I don’t think they’ll be much inclined to listen to you.”
“But we believe the dragon came from here!” Mr. Wiggan pointed out. “We’re simply returning it to its home, or at least that is our hope.”
“And so you’ve returned it.” Owen shrugged. “What more use do they have for you? That’s what they’re saying, at least,” he added quickly. “I know you don’t mean any harm. But… well.” He sniffed and looked again at his boots. “You are English, you know. That does put a bit of a muddle on your intentions.”
“A bit of a what?” Mrs. Babbinton looked at Mildred.
“Muddle,” she said. “In other words, they do not trust us.”
Mrs. Babbinton placed her hands on her hips. “Because we’re English?”
“And because your first act upon entering Wales was to unleash a fire-breathing dragon on all of us,” Owen said. With a grin attached.
It seemed about right, Mildred thought, that on top of the stress of caring for a dragon and fighting off nieces and nephews-in-law bearing blades — at least as far as the latter half went — it would only follow that they would risk bringing down the wrath (or at least a middling portion of ire) of the entirety of Wales on their heads.
“Let us say we do this,” Mildred said, and sat down on the edge of the bed. Though as soon as she was sitting down, she realized the last thing her legs wanted was to be bent and stationary and unable to pace away her anxiety. “We leave the inn in the middle of the night, and we go to this Mr. Gwilym’s farm to rescue Fitz. And then what?” She placed her hands on her knees, the better to prevent her legs from fidgeting beneath her skirt. All of the previous hand waving and vague ideas now appeared as a bloody huge pit in the middle of their plan. “Surely they will follow us. If we disappear and the dragon disappears, they will know we were the ones to take him. And we have no means of transportation by which to convey us from here, and as far as I am aware, there is still the matter of flooded roads and washed-out bridges to be contended with. So?”
She tacked that final syllable onto her speech in the hope that someone else would step up and explain to them, preferably slowly and with small words, what was to be done once they had achieved the first half of their goal.
But no one else spoke.
Mildred looked around, at Mr. Wiggan leaning against the desk and Mrs. Babbinton taking upon herself the burden of pacing along the edges of the room like a furtive mouse, while Owen stood in the middle of everything, his hat still held tight between his hands, his entire body seeming to twitch and jump where he was, as though it took all of his concentration to remain in one place for any span of time lasting longer than a minute.
“I could find us a cart.”
All eyes went towards Owen. He swallowed, the audible sort of swallow that brought words like “gulp” into English’s motley assemblage of modern language.
“That’s not a promise, mind,” he went on. “But I could manage a cart.”
“And a horse?” Mr. Wiggan asked. “Unless we’re to hitch ourselves up and draw it over hill and dale ourselves?”
But Owen shook his head. “Ah, not a horse. Sorry, sir. But I’ll make sure to provide some sort of animal that will do an admirable job.”
Mildred tried not to allow her imagination to escape too far with the ‘some sort of animal’ part of Owen’s speech, or else she would run herself to distraction picturing everything from a zebra to a recalcitrant badger trundling at the head of a farmer’s cart. “It will have to do,” she said, and rubbed that spot between her eyebrows that seemed to have been designed specifically for the firm application of tense fingers in an up and down motion against one’s skull. “And thank you,” she remembered to say, though hating how much it sounded like a mere afterthought. Because it was an afterthought. All of the usual rules of politeness and etiquette had apparently been jostled out of her head over the last several days of travel and she worried she would soon be responding to people’s offers of help with primitive grunts and cave drawings. “You have done so much already, and my only hope is that we can find a way to repay you for your kindness.”
The young lad blushed, a true blush, just as the novels described it, that reddening of cheeks and brow, accompanied by a pained smile and a renewed shuffling of his boots on the dusty floor. “Oh, well,” was all he said, and gently rapped his cap against his thigh.
After that, Owen excused himself, explaining that Rhys (their Moderately Aggravated Welshman and occasional guard) would no doubt return soon to his post. “Tonight, one o’clock,” he added quickly, as he slipped out the door and shut it with an excited snap.
“Well, then.” Mr. Wiggan pulled out their one spindly chair and threw caution to the wind by settling his full weight on it. “We’re going to do this?”
Mildred held up her hands. “If we cannot convince anyone to listen to us, to change their minds before tonight, then… Yes, I’m afraid we must.”
And so they sat, and they waited. Food was brought to them at some point, a tureen of soup (potato and leek, thin but tasty) and a few slices of bread that appeared to have been rescued from someone else’s meal. They ate with a quiet, determined solemnity, careful to devour everything out of an unspoken knowledge that this might be the last hot (well, lukewarm) meal delivered to them for some time.
Night came, and with it the inability to sleep. They began to pack their bags, but Mildred was halfway through sorting out the contents of her trunk when she realized that while attempting to sneak out of the inn in the middle of the night would be harrowing enough, attempting to sneak out of the inn in the middle of the night while also dragging all of their luggage along with them would amount to a task of Sisyphean proportions.
“We may have to leave some of our things behind,” Mildred said, a wad of stockings held in her hands. Did she really need multiple pairs of stockings? One extra set would have to suffice. Same for all of her other underthings, she supposed. And gowns. And—
“We need to be able to fit the three of us… and Fitz,” Mr. Wiggan was sure to add, “and all of our things in a cart of unspecified size. And that’s if Owen even manages to secure a cart for us. And something to pull it.”
“Necessities, then.” Mrs. Babbinton wiped her hands on her skirt as if she had a flour-streaked apron there. “Let us see what we can manage.”
What they could manage was to dump all of their belongings they had brought with them from Upper Plimpton onto the bed (a prime spot, as no one had any inclination to sleep before their designated time of escape) and separate out what they considered to be important enough to bring with them while attempting the rescue of a dragon from what could be abandoned and left to the innkeeper and his daughters to dispose of as they pleased.
In the end, Mildred was left with one full change of clothes, a spare pair of shoes, all of her books and papers belonging to her Great Uncle Forthright that she had brought with her (the ones she had deemed important enough to aid in the search for a possible dragon’s nest in the middle of Wales), and a handful of personal items (comb, hairpins, tools necessary for the cleanliness of teeth and assorted other private objects she would not wish to find herself without for certain and specific times of the month) regarded as essential and non-negotiable, even if it meant tucking the things into her undergarments to prevent them being left behind.
At five minutes to one, they slipped on their shawls and bonnets, pulled on gloves and coats and all other bits of outerwear required for a chill night tramping across the damp Welsh countryside in order to release a dragon from a farmer’s cellar. And then one o’clock came, and Mr. Wiggan opened the door to their room. But all further progress was impeded by the large mound of Welshman (not their own Moderately Aggravated Welshman from before, but an entirely new specimen of Moderately Aggravated Welshman) sleeping in the hall.
“Uh,” Mr. Wiggan said, and shut the door. He looked over his shoulder at Mildred and Mrs. Babbinton, the two of them standing there with bags slung over their shoulders and the ribbons of their bonnets quivering in anticipation. “There’s a man out there.”
If he had anticipated a more startling reaction from either of the two ladies, he did not receive it. “Only one man?” came Mrs. Babbinton’s first whispered question, while Mildred adjusted the grip she had on her bag and asked, “Is he awake?”
Mr. Wiggan shook his head. “Asleep, I believe.”
“Are you sure?” Mrs. Babbinton asked.
“Well, he was on the floor, and from what I could see, his eyes were closed. So unless you would like to poke him with a stick to see how he responds…”
Mrs. Babbinton drew herself up and reached for the clasp on her bag, as if she was about to bring out an implement designed for poking sleeping Welshman while they slumbered on the floor of an inn.
Mildred took a small step forward, towards Mr. Wiggan and the door. “Perhaps we could… step over him?”
“Yes, we could do that,” Mrs. Babbinton chimed in, now reaching down to drag up her hem, displaying a large portion of ankle and calf in the process. “Is he large?”
Mr. Wiggan’s eyes widened slightly, the task of describing the size of a slumbering man in order that his housekeeper might know how far to pull up her skirts in order to lever herself over him too much to contemplate at three minutes past one in the morning.
Thankfully (for Mr. Wiggan’s sake, and possibly the reader’s as well) he was saved from any further guesses on size by the noise of something small and hard striking their window. Mildred moved first. Her bag still clutched against her side, she tip-toed over and peered out into the darkness. But her eyes no longer being what they were and the glass-cleaning skills of Mr. Morgan’s daughters never having been something worth remarking upon, she finally unlatched the window and opened it wide enough to push her face into the gap.
The cold hit her first. Chill air making her eyes water and her nose run while she breathed in the mingled smells of damp and smoke and horse.
“Halloo!” someone cried roughly from below, in that scratchy sort of voice people tend to utilize when they need very much to be heard by certain persons but need very much to not be heard by others.
“It’s Owen.” Mildred tossed the words towards Mr. Wiggan and Mrs. Babbinton. “What is it?” she hissed out the window, hoping her words would not carry too loud through the quiet darkness outside the inn.
“You’ll have to come down here!” he half-whispered, half-gesticulated through a series of flaps and waves with his hands.
At first, Mildred experienced a mild panic when she thought he expected them all to extend their arms and leap out of the window like fledgling birds nudged from the nest for the first time by their mother. And then Owen indicated a ladder leaning against the outside wall, the top of it ending only a few inches from the window’s ledge. And Mildred’s mild panic blossomed into a wave of complete terror that had her gripping the edge of the window with enough strength to tear the entire building to tinder.
People, she believed, were not meant to do things like climb out of windows or trust the fortitude of both their courage and their limbs to a dozen or so slats of wood fashioned into a construction the human race had taken to calling ‘ladders.’ Stairs were all well and good with their steady, measured incline and the fact they often came with a proper house built around them. But ladders seemed like an attempt at testing the limits of gravity and other scientific matters Mildred did not quite understand and therefore had no desire to provoke without good reason.
“No,” she said, her head shaking with the force of a small earthquake usurping the muscles in her neck.
“What is it?” Mr. Wiggan came up behind her and looked out.
“He wants us to climb down! Out the window!” It was spoken in a whispered rush of words, but the exclamation points sounded with the blast of cannon fire.
Mr. Wiggan leaned over the sill. “Why can we not go out through the inn?”
Owen cupped his hands around his mouth and rose up to the balls of his feet before speaking again. “They’re still awake, still talking. I don’t think anyone’s thinking of sleep until you’re well on your way back to England.”
Mildred stood with her arms crossed over her chest and her hands tucked against her sides. “Can we not just…” And then she sighed, and she closed her eyes, and she very quickly tried to acclimatize herself to the fact that she was going to have to climb out of a window and trust her life to the strength of a ladder.
(Now, you may think that after everything Miss Mildred Percy has endured up to this point that the small act of climbing down a ladder should not cause such consternation in her. But I, the author, will take this moment to offer a brief aside that during one of Miss Percy’s more adventurous moments as a child (specifically, when she climbed up to the top branches of an apple tree to retrieve a lost kite, and then when her sister Diana insisted that she wait until she could fetch a ladder to aid in her descent, and the ladder was fetched, and Miss Percy set her foot on the top rung, the rung snapped, Miss Percy fell, and two bones in her right arm were broken) an event occured to make her distrust the sturdiness of a typical ladder.)
“Very well.” Mr. Wiggan took a step back from the window and glanced about him. They were already clad in their coats and hats and things. They had their pared-down luggage packed, the rest of their things neatly sorted and left on the bed for whatever the innkeeper and his family wanted to do with them. It was six minutes after one in the morning and there was still a large Welshman sleeping in the hall outside of their room. “Bags first, I think.”
The window was opened fully, Mr. Wiggan fetched his bag from where he had left it at the foot of the bed, and with a bit of hand waving and roughly whispered directions to make certain that Owen did not succumb to any injuries dealt by falling luggage, the first installment was dropped out the window and onto the ground below.
It did not make as loud a sound as Mildred had anticipated. Less of a ‘this will alert anyone and everyone within one hundred feet to our antics’ and more of a dull squelch that could have been mistaken as a cat leaping down from a fencepost or a particularly large toad finding its way across the yard. Mrs. Babbinton’s bag went next, and then Mildred offered up her own for Mr. Wiggan to toss out the window.
“Now, then.” Mr. Wiggan looked at the two ladies in turn. “Who will go first?”
Mrs. Babbinton would go first. This was not rendered factual by the housekeeper’s stepping forward or Mr. Wiggan’s indicating in any way that she would be the first one out the window. Mildred only knew that Mrs. Babbinton would go first because the very true, very real fact was that she herself absolutely would not.
The window was not large. This was not something that had posed a difficulty before now, when the rectangular portion of glass had only needed to exist for letting in the daylight and providing air (and an escape route for young dragons) when the room became too stagnant. But now they were faced with the challenge of fitting three grown adults through an aperture that seemed to have shrunk in dimensions as the time for them to climb through it grew near. At that moment, Mildred was made very aware of every biscuit, every second helping of potatoes, every drop of milk and crumb of sugar added to her tea. And no doubt Mrs. Babbinton was conscious of every bite of cardamom cake to pass through her kitchen as she scrambled (a more decorous description of Mrs. Babbinton’s unique combination of levering and climbing up and on to the sill might have been desired, as ‘scrambling’ could bring to mind a lack of grace or gainliness on her part; but as it was eight minutes past one in the morning and they were about to abscond from the second storey of an inn several miles outside of Abergavenny, ‘scrambled’ would have to suffice) up to the window and swung her legs over the sill.
“Oh, dear,” was all Mrs. Babbinton said as her feet found their way onto the top rungs of the ladder, her skirt bunching up around herself as she slithered the rest of the way out of the room.
Mildred helped to hold the top of the ladder in place — a ladder that had a tendency to twist and bang itself against the outer wall every time Mrs. Babbinton moved down another rung — and watched with increasing horror as the older woman descended towards the ground. (The horror came not because of any specific danger to Mrs. Babbinton’s person beyond her clinging to rickety ladder with only a young lad of insufficient strength and sturdiness underneath to catch her should she fall, but because Mildred realized that she would very soon be in the same position herself.)
Another minute, and Mrs. Babbinton made it to the ground, safe and sound and with only a rumpling of her skirts to show what she had experienced. And then — indisputably, indubitably, and sporting various other adverbs that all shared similarities in both spelling and definition — it was Mildred’s turn.
“Here we go.” Mr. Wiggan held out his hand. Mildred took it, then suffered a fleeting worry — well, she told herself it was fleeting, but she feared it had already affixed itself to her mind like an emotional barnacle — that she would never be able to let go of his hand again. At least not without some manner of bodily harm coming to either or both of them.
She was suddenly thankful it was dark outside, the sort of darkness that could make one believe there was nothing beyond it. And so the ground below did not seem quite as distant, and the sky above did not appear so vast, and the ladder—
Dear heavens. The ladder.
It creaked beneath her weight. It creaked like a very real thing made of wood and possibly nails and whatever else was typically used in the construction of a ladder. And suddenly the ground below seemed rather distant and the soles of her shoes became incredibly slippery and no matter how hard she tried she could not draw a proper breath into her lungs.
“Ah,” she said. Or it might have been a squeak. But she tightened her grip on the side of the ladder (an incredible feat, as she had most likely already left permanent indentations in the wood) and reached her right foot down to the next rung.
Another page or so of writing could be used to describe the rest of Mildred’s climb down to the bottom of the ladder. But the variances would be minor and in the end she made it to the ground without any remarkable mishap, aside from a splinter on her wrist and an ache in her arm where it had broken three decades before, her bones reminding her of their previous mistreatment with a silent, painful scolding.
Mrs. Babbinton took hold of her arm and began to check her shoulders, her face, her ribs, as though she might have injured herself or left some part of her body halfway down the outer wall of the inn. “Goodness, what a to-do!” she said once she was satisfied with Mildred’s wholeness, and then both women huddled together behind Owen while Mr. Wiggan took his turn climbing down to join them.
Once they were all safely on the ground again, they gathered up their bags while Owen took down the ladder and carried it out into the darkness.
“Which way is Gwilym’s farm?” Mildred asked when Owen returned, the boy’s steps so light that she did not notice his approach until he was standing beside her.
“About two miles that way,” he said, pointing in a direction that Mildred assumed might have been east or possibly south or again could have been three paces from a bottomless pit for all that Mildred could tell in the dark and with the side of the inn still looming up before them. “We’ll follow the road for a bit, then turn off before the bridge. Or where the bridge used to be. Another mile across the fields and we’ll be there. Oh, and it’s a bit uphill towards the end, so save your breath.” He grinned, bright, even teeth glinting out of the shadows like a crescent moon turned on its side.
His excitement was not of the contagious sort. Mildred’s hands and feet had already gone numb from the cold (though perhaps it might have also been a residual symptom of shock from her climb out the window) and the moisture in the ground threatened to work its way into her legs like rising damp in the foundations of an old house.
She wanted to be warm again. It seemed such a simple wish, when so many other things had gone wrong, that she could think of little more than a crackling fire and thick, woolen socks and a cup of something sweet and steaming held between her hands. Oh, and the soft hum of a dragon slumbering beside her. She could not forget that.
And because she could not forget that, she picked up her bag, slinging the handles of it over her arm in a way she hoped would not prove unbearable after only a hundred or so yards forward. Now was not the time to let cowardice creep in and steal away her purpose. If she could face a ladder, then surely she could face a few miles of Welsh countryside in a pair of walking boots and two layers of stockings.
They crept around the back of the inn, past windows that still boasted the glow of fires and lamps behind them, the silhouettes of people still awake and talking at twelve minutes past one in the morning. There was no one in the yard, only the faint nicker of horses from the stables. Mildred glanced at the sky, tipping her head back in order to see past the brim of her bonnet. Stars, but no moon. Which would work in their favor, as it would allow them to move about more freely without being seen, but would work against them as it made it more difficult to cover the ground in front of them without the fear of tripping over a tree root or tumbling into a ditch.
Owen, however, showed no awkwardness as he led them forward, out into the road with its leftover ruts and gouges from the flood that had washed through only the previous day. (Or actually the day before that, Mildred reminded herself, as it was now the very beginning of a new day, despite the fact they had not slept and most likely would not be able to sleep for some hours yet). They followed him over the uneven lane of dirt and stones, Mildred directly behind Owen and Mrs. Babbinton behind her and then Mr. Wiggan bringing up the rear of their quartet.
It did not take long for Mildred’s eyes to adjust to the light, or the lack of it. The outlines of trees and bushes became more delineated, the road in front of her less of a ribbon of darkness leading them inexorably towards their doom and more of an innocuous lane pockmarked with a few potholes and accumulations of brush gathered in pockets at the edges.
Once they were far enough away from the inn that Mildred deemed it safe to both quicken her pace and speak out loud, she hastened up to Owen’s side, adjusting her bag on her arm as she matched her speed to his. “Why are you helping us?”
She hadn’t meant for it to sound accusatory, though it wasn’t easy to avoid sounding accusatory when asking someone a question in a harsh whisper while leaning towards them on a dark night without a moon.
Owen peered at her from under the edge of his cap. “Well, you seemed to need it. Help, that is.”
Mildred shook her head, then stumbled over a rock because she hadn’t been paying attention and so quickly focused her gaze on the ground in front of her instead. “Everyone else wants to see us sent back to England. Which… Well, I cannot blame them for such a reaction.” They had gone and brought something into their midst that probably appeared to them as a monster in miniature, all wings and claws and fire. Mildred knew she should feel grateful all they did was lock them in their room rather than accuse them of consorting with dark forces and skewer them over a fire like a bit of unholy brisket. “But…” She paused here, as coming out directly with a question along the lines of What’s in it for you? might not have been the wisest interrogatory track when they were dependent on Owen for leading them to Gwilym’s farm and the end of Fitz’s internment there. “...why?”
Owen shifted Fitz’s basket (he had offered to carry something and Mildred had given him the basket as it was the lightest, but also the most awkward thing to transport) beneath his arm and let out a small sound that sounded almost like a laugh and almost like an admonishment. “Really? I thought it was obvious.”
“Obvious?” Mildred attempted to keep her voice down, though they were now far away enough from the inn she doubted they would be overheard by more than a few owls and any other nocturnal animals blinking out at them from their surroundings. “I hope you’ll permit me to point out that since you are the only native of the area who has stepped forward to lend us aid, it is clearly not obvious to me at all!”
Owen stopped walking. Mildred noticed this two seconds later and had to backtrack several paces to put herself alongside him again.
“You have a dragon,” Owen said, as if that was all that needed to be said, along with the sky being blue and the sun being hot and asparagus not being as delicious as everyone claimed it to be. “I beg your pardon, ma’am, but it’s not something I’m likely to want to miss.”
Mildred nodded. There was little enough she knew about Owen, including his surname, his family, his age, where — precisely — he was from, and other details that most likely should have been dealt with before they’d entrusted their safety to his care. But with the simplicity of his statement, she felt a kinship with him, a reflection of her own adventurous soul, only recently cajoled from hibernation.
“Very good,” she said, and smiled, and hoped that he could perceive that change in her expression in the dark. She gestured forward just as Mrs. Babbinton and Mr. Wiggan caught up with them along the edge of the road. “Now, lead on, Owen. And let us rescue our Fitz.”





Chapter Five
A dragon’s appearance should not be used as a measure of either its abilities or its danger to others. For example, the Venomous Pillbox is nearly indistinguishable from a disgruntled toad, and yet it is capable of shooting a stream of crystallizing acid a distance of seventeen feet. Whereas the Dragan Madra, the largest dragon within Ireland’s shores (and boasting foreclaws of a record fourteen inches) is a most docile specimen, inclined to accept belly rubs and hand-feeding once a solid familiarity has been established.
— from Chapter Twenty-Two of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
Reginald Hawthorne was tired of losing things.
Now, it must be pointed out that this was not the sort of loss one experiences when they misplace a key or a piece of jewelry or a favorite book. Reginald’s deprivations tended to be measured on the more momentous end of the scale, including things like his mother (lost to desertion), his father (lost to a freshly dug grave), and a dragon’s egg (lost by his father in a game of cards).
And now, to cap it all off in a most dramatic fashion, Reginald had lost his looks.
Of course, being handsome was not the most important thing to the majority of men. This was what he told himself while studying his reflection in a small, dingy looking glass. While he traced the edges of several freshly healed wounds on his face. While he grit his teeth at the sight of his mangled right ear. He was merely checking on the progress of his healing, of the bruises that had slowly changed from a violent purple, to a sickly green, to a yellow reminiscent of parchment that had been pissed on and left in the sun to dry. He was certainly not spending an inordinate amount of time questioning whether the rather severe slash that ran through the middle of his left eyebrow would heal entirely or if he would instead be left with a permanent appearance of befuddled devilry for the rest of his life. And as for his ear—
No, no. His looks, or what was left of them, were not important.
He said. To himself. As he prodded the notch in his ear where once there had been a smooth, complete shell of an ear. That is, until a small dragon had taken offense and delivered a thrashing to him complete with claws and wings and little spurts of flame.
A dragon.
His dragon.
Or it should have been his dragon, if his drunken wastrel of a father hadn’t lost the egg to a Mr. Charles Forthright, who had then gone and not only died but also inconvenienced everyone further by leaving the egg to Miss Mildred Percy.
(A quick summary of events should most likely follow here: Reginald Hawthorne, formerly of London, had traveled to Upper Plimpton in order to cajole Miss Percy into returning the egg to him. She did not. The primary reason no doubt being that the egg had already hatched into a dragon. Reginald was then left with no choice but to change tactics and attempt to remove the dragon from her care. This venture, as evidenced by the still-healing wounds on his face and the crevasse in the upper part of his ear, also did not prove successful.)
(Oh, and along the way he met and fell under the spell of Miss Mildred Percy’s niece, Belinda Muncy.)
(And the two of them were wed.)
(An outcome that perhaps should have been mentioned before the prior bit with the traveling and the dragon and the injuries, as Reginald was certain that the marriage portion measured vastly greater in importance than everything else that had occurred over the last several weeks. The acquisition of a dragon, he considered, while unprecedented and possibly — hopefully! — something that would mark a change in his fortunes, seemed a more fleeting thing. Whereas a wife…
Well, one didn’t pledge “‘til death us do part” to a mythical flying beast, did they?)
“Reggie?”
Reginald looked over from the mirror at the sound of his name. Or the shortened version of his name, the one Belinda had taken to calling him once they were married and she declared that she would not be like her mother and call her husband “Mr. Hawthorne” for the rest of her days as though they had only just been introduced to one another in an overheated ballroom. And there she sat, his wife — His wife! Would he ever become fully accustomed to the fact of his being a married man and having such a woman as the former Miss Belinda Muncy at his side? — sitting at the table with her breakfast untouched before her and an open letter in her hand.
“What is it?”
Belinda blinked prettily (there were few things Belinda did not do prettily, though if she had been aware of the gaps in her power — or indeed if she’d been fully aware of her power at all — she might have taken greater pains during the course of her education to fill in those weaker areas) and gave the letter a little shake.
“They’ve gone to Wales.”
An astonishing pronouncement. Or it would have been, if Reginald had known who ‘they’ were and why it was such a remarkable thing that this unknown quantity of equally unknown persons had hied off to the southwest corner of the island.
“Wales?” he said. And then, “What?”
“I’ve had a letter from my mother,” Belinda elaborated. “I wrote to her when we arrived here, letting her know we would stay and rest for a few days. And this morning I received her reply.”
It was like a dance, the way she turned the letter over in her hand, the way she tilted it towards the brilliant sunlight spilling through the windows as though the sky had chosen to flood them with a surfeit of illumination. “My aunt,” she began, her gaze flicking towards the letter and back to Reginald’s face. “Is not at home.”
Reginald knew there was something of great import held in that declaration. “She’s not in Upper Plimpton?”
“She returned to Upper Plimpton after our little… excursion in Warwickshire,” she said, with a small gesture of her hand that took in the further contents of the letter along with the accumulation of wounds on Reginald’s face. “And then she left. Again.”
“With the dragon?”
Belinda shook her head, turning over the letter in her hands. “My mother doesn’t seem to know anything about my aunt’s little pet. Better that way, I think. However, she does mention that my aunt left in the company of a certain housekeeper and a certain vicar.”
Reginald had to trawl through his memories for the proper name. “Mr. Wiggan?”
“The very same.”
“And she says they’re on their way to Wales?”
Her lips pursed together into a little rosebud of secrets waiting to burst forth like petals. “Well,” she began, sending out that first velvet petal towards the daylight. “It does not say that their intended destination is Wales, but she does mention that Mr. MacAdam saw them on the road towards Worcester, and that the coach they’d purchased seats on was set to continue on towards Monmouth.”
She looked pleasantly triumphant. Reginald, on the other hand, felt his own face crumble with worry.
Which was not an unprecedented event. Married life, it seemed, was rather beset with worries. He worried about money (he had none), he worried about where they were to go from here (‘here’ being an inn some miles outside of Manchester, which was as far south as they had managed after their hurried trip across the border to Scotland in order to be wed without all the fuss of banns and licenses), and he worried about his dragon (his dragon) being carted hither and yon by an aging spinster who no doubt treated the thing like a winged cat instead of the historical and scientific find it was. A great historical and scientific find that would undoubtedly garner him large amounts of praise and attention and pecuniary benefits once it was returned to his rightful possession.
“Oh, Reggie.” She slipped out of her chair. If it was possible for someone to un-insinuate themselves from a piece of furniture, this was how Belinda rose to her feet, all soft lines and fluidity. “I see it in your face. Something has made you unhappy.” She walked over to where he stood, halfways between the fireplace and the dresser boasting its small, oval mirror. She touched the lower half of his face, the part that bore the least amount of scratches from his encounter with a young dragon, and coaxed his head down until he looked at her. And only her.
It was a subtle shift. Reginald could not even think of a proper way to describe it. But when he looked at Belinda, his beautiful wife, he seemed to lose the ability to comprehend how all of those worries that had plagued him only a moment ago could be so very dire after all. “I am sorry,” he said, as her thumb slid beneath the curve of his bottom lip. “I wish I could give you more. You deserve—”
She placed her finger over his parted lips. “Enough of that. I need nothing more than what I already have. I wanted you, and now I have you. It’s rather simple when you think about it.” She pressed up onto the balls of her feet and kissed his chin. “And if there is anything else that I want, then I will just have to take it.”
He blinked. She made it all sound so easy, as though the world and what they desired of it was mere fruit dangling from branches only an inch or two from their grasping fingers.
“And what you want is what I want,” she said, standing back to look at him, her hands resting lightly on his shoulders. “We are together now, if you’ve failed to notice. Mr. and Mrs. Hawthorne. A united front. So tell me what it is that you want, what is worrying you, and the both of us can work towards finding a resolution. Doesn’t that sound wonderful?”
It did sound wonderful. To be fair, though, everything that Belinda said sounded wonderful. Reginald sometimes suspected his wife could come stumbling (well, not stumbling exactly, as he did not believe Belinda to be capable of such a plebian action as stumbling) into the room to tell him the sky was burning or that England had detached itself from its hold on the Earth’s crust and was drifting slowly and irrevocably towards America and it would still sound as though she had come to inform him that he could consume as much chocolate custard as he pleased without ever becoming ill.
And so, still floating on that confection-fueled dream, he opened his mouth and he told her precisely what he wanted.
“The dragon.”
Belinda smiled. It was like music, that smile, the quirk of the corners of her mouth like the swoop of a quaver. “Good,” she said, in a way that would have made more astute persons rear back in trepidation at the look of mingled glee and determination as it danced its way across her features. She turned away from him and returned to the table, where she’d left the letter from her mother and a few other papers. “These were included with the letter.” She held up several bank notes. “With this, we’ve enough to continue on to Wales without too much difficulty.”
“But we cannot simply go to Wales without any further idea of where they’re headed!” Was it a note of panic wrapping itself around his vocal chords? Well, of course it was a note of panic wrapping itself around his vocal chords. An entire overture of panic accompanied by a first movement of heart palpitations scraped its strings in preparation at the thought of trying to find three people and a dragon somewhere in the middle of all of Wales. “We cannot run around the countryside, hoping to stumble upon your aunt and a dragon in the middle of nowhere.”
Belinda smiled. And she turned away from him. There was a way she had of walking, Reginald had noticed, that when measured could serve as a barometer of his wife’s moods. This particular walk had the cadence of a bug skipping its way across the surface of a still pond, light and completely unconcerned with any frogs or fish that might be lurking underneath. She went to the nightstand and opened a drawer. From out of the drawer she retrieved a bundle of things, all looped together with a length of satin ribbon the color of an overripe apricot.
“When we were at my Uncle Forthright’s house, I was able to look through my aunt’s room.” She pulled out a paper, folded neatly into thirds, entirely unremarkable but for the fact that it was Belinda who held it between her fingers, Belinda who opened the page and held it out to Reginald.
Reginald took it and held it up to the window, the light showing a smattering of sketches and a few notes that appeared to have been drawn up either in the dark or in some haste. Or both. But he recognized the rough outline of a shape he assumed to be Wales, an assumption helped along by the fact that they had just been speaking about it, so the seed was only in need of a little bit of water and fertile soil in order to take root.
“I discovered it in a book my aunt had been reading. The notes were my Great Uncle’s, I believe, and my aunt had left it open at this particular page.” She reached over his arm and ran the tip of her finger along the poorly sketched outline of Wales’ eastern border. “There were some other books there, from my uncle’s library, that my aunt had been reading. Books about Wales and such, which wouldn’t be significant except that I doubt my aunt has ever given a thought to the existence of Wales in all of her life. And if they’ve already been sighted traveling in that general direction, well…” She lifted her finger and tapped it against the triangular mark of a mountain she’d made towards the upper end of the map. “I noticed this seemed to be rather important, so I made a copy. Nyth y Ddraig,” she said, mispronouncing the words in such a way that even the mere reading of them in printed form incurs a danger of causing all Welsh speakers of the world to recoil in horror and pain at the assault on their ears, hearts, and homeland.
The words, whether pronounced correctly or not, meant nothing to Reginald. “I’ve never heard of it.” Which also meant nothing, as up until this moment, Reginald had given about as much attention to Wales and its history, its topography, its very existence as he had spent studying a bit of fraying on the edge of his cuff earlier that morning. “But how do you know this is where they’ve gone?”
“I don’t,” Belinda confessed, though the doubt of her words had no impact on the surety carried by her expression. “And yet I believe they’re on their way to Wales. And no doubt they’ll be considerably easy to follow, don’t you think?” She took a step towards him, and that slight alteration in proximity was enough to make Reginald inhale deeply, his shoulders rolling back, chest stretching wide as though his wife was a sudden gust of cool, clear air blown down from the hills, and his very being clamored for it. “Three people and a dragon. They’ll not be able to make a secret of it. Look at what happened in Warwickshire!” She grasped his jaw between her hands, her fingers grazing over the light bristle of a beard he’d not bothered to shave before breakfast. “It will be mischief wherever they go. All we have to do is follow the trail of breadcrumbs they leave for us.”
There was a knock at the door. Nothing loud or severe, merely a light tap and a meek voice inquiring if they were in need of more coal for their fire. Belinda’s nostrils flared, a delicate alteration in her expression that might have easily been missed by anyone not paying attention.
“We don’t need any coal,” Belinda told the maid on the other side of the door.
“And your tray?” the maid persisted. “I need to fetch it and—”
“Go away!” Belinda cried, her features growing taut, stretching across her bones as though about to reveal something less pleasant lurking underneath. “You’ll get your bloody tray when you get it! Now leave us in peace!”
Ah, her eyes. Reginald could have drowned in the depths of them, he thought, and happily so. They were the color of the ocean, and not the thick frothy bit caught up in the rocks at the shore that smelled a bit like dead fish and left one’s ankles tangled in seaweed, but the bit that made him imagine himself someplace far away. “So… Wales, is it?”
She smiled, for him. A rise onto the balls of her feet and she placed a light kiss to his lips. “A bit of a rest tonight,” she said. “Then Wales. To catch a dragon.”
“A dragon,” he repeated, the words thick as treacle in his throat.
“Our dragon,” Belinda said. And gave him another kiss.





Chapter Six
While Wales possesses some of the most beautiful scenery in all of Europe, I would not recommend traversing it without one or more of the following:
1) A knowledgeable guide
2) Satisfactory illumination
3) Comfortable footwear
4) A lock-picking kit
— from Chapter One of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
Mildred enjoyed walking. It had always been a singular facet of her character that she had loved roaming the fields and woods around their house as a child. And though the roaming had evolved into a more sedate variety of strolling as she matured, the sort that led her through the village on suitable paths and along the edges of lanes and roads made for the tread of feet possessed by ladies who did not climb trees or ladders or anything that would carry them to unnatural heights from the ground, she still could think of little better than drawing fresh air into her lungs, her heart pounding in anticipation as she took her first step out of doors and onto the naked ground.
Or, Mildred had enjoyed walking. During the day, with the sun illuminating the ground before her, alerting her to any pitfalls such as rocks or tufts or pits into which she could fall. She also tended not to carry luggage when out for her walks, such as a bag packed with everything she currently had in the world slung over her shoulder and bouncing against her hip with irritating insistence. And most of her walks were not uphill, which this one had quickly become as soon as they turned off the road and cut a straight line across the countryside. So now her thighs hurt, and her feet had gone numb (a blessing, that, and how she wished the sensation — or lack thereof — might spread to other parts of her body before the night was over) and she wondered if she would ever be able to stand fully upright again or forever remain tipped forward at an angle.
Owen showed no signs of slowing, the young lad frequently having to pause and wait for the rest of them to catch up. Mrs. Babbinton, only a few paces behind Mildred, had apparently determined that the wisest course of action was to put her chin down and pump her arms at her sides like an obstinate automaton, one that could not be halted in her progress except by an act of God or an offer of a hot cup of tea. Mr. Wiggan, Mildred assumed, was still behind them, as well. She didn’t dare look back in case she tripped or lost her will to continue onward, but she thought she heard an occasional huff of breath from him. Or possibly a muttered word, of the kind best not repeated in polite company.
“Here, now.” Owen halted at the top of the rise. His announcement seemed to convey that either they had arrived at their destination or at least some notable progress had been achieved. But as it took another full minute for Mildred, Mrs. Babbinton, and Mr. Wiggan to make their way up to where their guide stood, the triumph had already faded from his words and they were left with only their motley collection of chills and aches and throbs to welcome them as they looked down into the valley below.
“Gwilym’s Farm,” Owen said, sounding quite pleased with himself.
Mildred saw a smudge. Or a blot, depending on which way she tilted her head. But there was indeed a light of some kind, faint and somewhat blurred, as though the glow had been wrapped in cotton wool.
“That’s it?” Mrs. Babbinton asked. Or wheezed, depending on how specific a descriptor the reader is looking for. “All this way… for that?”
Mildred understood Mrs. Babbinton’s incredulity. The events of the evening — or rather, the events of the last several weeks — had gilded everything with a touch of exaggeration, to the point that it had become a disappointment when farms were farms and not cursed castles surrounded by a moat and the heads of the vanquished stuck on pikes along its crenelated walls.
“You said he is in the cellar?” Mildred’s words slipped out of her mouth on a cloud of vapor. Her teeth, she realized, had been gritted together against the cold for the last half mile of trudging, despite the perspiration soaking various areas beneath the seams of her gown.
“That’s what I heard them say, yes.” Owen set down the basket he’d been carrying and blew his own breath into his cupped hands. “Now, we should probably go over a few things. I’ll go over there with Miss Percy. We’ll fetch the dragon, bring him back up. The two of you—” he gestured towards Mrs. Babbinton and Mr. Wiggan “—can stay here and keep watch, just in case your absence from the inn has somehow been noted.”
Mrs. Babbinton let out an affirmative wheeze, plopped her bag on the ground, and proceeded to sit on it as though it were an upholstered stool in a cozy parlor.
“I do have a horse,” Owen said, standing up straighter and with enough pride that Mildred expected him to stick his thumbs beneath his braces and hold for applause. “And a cart. Except the cart is not with the horse.”
“Where is the horse?” Mr. Wiggan stepped in, moving the conversation along before the night could get ahead of them.
“Oh! Just another half mile along—” he pointed towards something that Mildred hoped was clear to him as she could only see blackness beneath a roof of stars from there to the horizon. “And then we’ll have to do a bit of a loop around to fetch the cart, but once we have that, then—”
“We should release Fitz first,” Mildred said, her breathing more even now that they had been standing for a minute. “Then we’ll go straight from here to collect the horse, seeing as how we cannot drag a cart around by ourselves.” She dropped her own bag on the ground and gave it a nudge with her foot, which was a kindness towards the old luggage considering she wanted nothing more than to kick the thing hard enough to send it flying through the air and into the darkness like a rock vaulted from a trebuchet. The nudge, she suspected, was also a way of refraining from scolding Owen for failing to have the horse and the cart ready and in the same location for greater ease of escape. Though the fact that they had someone helping them at all was blessing enough, Mildred realized, and so the nudge and the silent scolding occurring inside her head would have to do.
“Wait,” Mr. Wiggan said as Owen and Mildred made ready to tramp down the other side of the hill towards the sleepy farm. “What if we see someone, and we need to alert you? Should we arrange some sort of signal?”
Mildred shook her head in confusion. “A signal?”
“Yes, something like…” His hands fluttered through the air, fingers flapping like wings. “...the screech of an owl, or the cry of a rooster. So that you will know if we are in any danger.”
“For heaven’s sake.” Mildred put her hand to her brow. Was that the beginning of a headache behind her eyes, or had the cold simply stolen into her sinuses and lodged itself there? “I’m fairly certain we’ve reached the point that if you find any of us to be in imminent danger, a simple shout of ‘Oh, help! Help! We’re in danger!’ should suffice.”
The ground was damp. Mildred half slid, half walked down the slope, her knees bent in that odd crouch people adopted when they needed to hurry down a slanted surface without flumping indecorously onto their bottom. A few paces ahead, Owen gamboled along like a goat that had consumed nothing but strong coffee and sugar for three days straight, his steps so light Mildred wondered — when she could pause long enough to wonder without fear of the aforesaid flumping — if his feet were even touching the grass.
Halfway down the hill they came to a wall, the sort of wall that existed throughout England and its surroundings, made of rough stone and weathered by countless years, as though the bones of the very earth had pushed themselves up through the soil to be exposed to time and the world. Owen vaulted over it as easily as if it were a pebble in his path, while Mildred hiked up her skirt (it was dark, it was an unnatural hour at which to be awake, and her companion was a lad who probably had no interest in catching a glimpse of the stockinged legs of a woman at the beginning of her fifth decade) and clambered over the wall with no small amount of huffing and impolite words and a scraped knee. And then it was a short run towards the rear of the house, where Mildred could just make out the shadow of a door half-sticking out of the ground, boasting a low mound rising up behind it like a barrow threatening to spit out vengeful spirits at them should they venture too near.
But it wasn’t a ghost they had come for, but rather a dragon. If Owen was indeed right and Fitz was locked up on the other side of the stunted, possibly haunted, door.
Mildred began to walk towards the cellar, but Owen put out an arm, hauling her back and behind an outbuilding that clucked faintly at them in the dark. He put a finger to his lips, then pointed frantically at a figure Mildred hadn’t been able to see (spectacles, she would have to surrender to fate and get a pair of spectacles after this) loitering beside the door.
“Oh,” she breathed, and nodded.
So if it was proof they needed that Fitz was currently being kept in the cellar, the man posted outside of it would have to do.
A sudden urge to hoot like an owl overtook Mildred, a cry for help that would have Mr. Wiggan and Mrs. Babbinton bowling down the hill to come to their aid. But she shook the thought away and clamped her lips together, while Owen peered out again from behind the corner of their hiding place.
“Distraction,” Owen hissed, close enough to Mildred’s ear that she stifled a yelp and a mild apoplexy. “I’ll distract him, and you can rush in and fetch your dragon.” (There would be a day, Mildred knew, when hearing phrases such as ‘rush in and fetch your dragon’ would not sound as though they were being spoken to her in a language left unused since the words were last etched into a tablet and locked up inside an ancient tomb, but it would not be this day, etcetera and so forth. Or likely the next day, either.)
“What are you going to do?” Mildred attempted to match the level of Owen’s hiss with one of her own, though she feared she had not made herself properly heard and instead sounded as though she were spitting a piece of lint off the tip of her tongue.
Owen did hear her, though, and he grimaced slightly and hoisted his shoulders up to his ears. “I dunno. But something. Just give me a minute.” And then he was gone, slipping out of her line of sight as quick as a shadow seen and then blinked away again.
Mildred pressed her back against the wall — a stone wall, hopefully a less flammable wall than any of the four that had made up Mr. Morgan’s incinerated chicken coop — and looked up at the sky. Every breath slid out of her on threads of ghostly vapor, and her mind leapt onto an image of Fitz blasting out torrents of flame — not sparks or snuffles or sneezes — from his maw. And something caught in her throat at that moment, at the thought of the potential for power that sat, hidden away on the other side of that cellar door.
Another exhalation from Mildred, a cough from the man standing outside the cellar, and then there was a small thump, followed by a louder thump, and then…
Mildred looked around the corner of the building. The man who had been guarding the cellar was gone. Or rather, the man who had been guarding the cellar was sprawled out on the ground and standing in his place was a figure that looked very much like Owen, but this particular version of Owen held a blunt object in his hands and was nudging the man on the ground with his foot.
“Good heavens!” Mildred rushed out from behind the building and stopped herself from tripping over the prone figure in front of her. “I thought you were going to distract him!” She tried to keep her voice at the level of a frantic whisper, but she found it difficult to remain calm when Owen stood before her brandishing a log — she supposed it was a log, as it very much had the shape and color of something pilched from the woodpile — that had just been used to render someone unconscious.
Or at least she hoped the man on the ground was merely unconscious, as murder — whether intentional or not — was not something she wished to add to the ever-growing list of experiences she had not asked for and yet continued to be thrust at her with increasing and harrowing intensity.
“Stop nudging him!” She batted Owen’s foot away as she crouched down at the man’s side. He had collapsed forward onto his stomach, one arm caught beneath him while the other was stretched out and away. Mildred tucked her fingers beneath his arm (the one she could reach), found a bit of bare skin at his wrist, held her breath while she waited to feel a flutter of something that would indicate the man was neither deceased nor about to be, and sent a dozen words of gratitude heavenward when the steady thrum of his blood flowing through his veins trilled beneath her hand. “Right. He’s not dead, then.”
“Of course he isn’t!” Owen pitched the log onto the ground and brushed his hands down the front of his coat. “I didn’t hit him very hard. Just enough to…” He gestured towards the body on the ground, the unconscious yet very alive body on the ground.
“Yes, I see.” Mildred stood up quickly (an action she regretted with some promptness as the two-mile walk that had brought them here — through the dark, across the wet ground, over hill and dale and various other geographic formations — had settled into her hips and the lower portion of her back like a pestilence in the woodwork of an old house) and went to the cellar door.
It would have been quite the fortuitous circumstance for the door to be unlocked and Fitz to be readily available to them, but if Mildred’s life were made of fortuitous circumstances, Miss Percy’s Pocket Guide would be a slim volume the size of a pamphlet and you, dear reader, would have already moved on to ‘Mrs. Jenning’s Guide to Window Gardens’ or ‘Scones or Scahns? Mrs. Haddock’s Complete Dictionary of British Baking.’
So, of course the door was locked, and a brisk jiggling of the handle — and a brief thump of Mildred’s shoulder against the wood — did nothing to set it loose.
Midred did not make a habit of breaking into locked things. In recent memory, the only object she had taken the liberty of forcing entry into was the trunk her Great Uncle Forthright had sent to her as part of her inheritance upon his death. A silver pie server had surrendered itself to that particular cause, but as Mildred was not presently equipped with a pie server or any other dining implements, she was at a loss at how best to proceed.
“Here, now. Let me.” Owen placed a gentle hand on her arm and maneuvered her out of the way.
“Can you pick the lock?” Mildred asked, imagining the boy retrieving a few small tools from the inner pocket of his coat and setting to work on the iron hardware before them. But before she could shape her features into an expression of hopeful expectation, Owen went to retrieve the log he’d tossed to the ground, raised it up over his head, and slammed it down on the lock.
She grabbed at his shoulders and stopped him before he could heft the log upwards for another strike. “Someone will have heard that!”
Owen glanced at her, his eyes bright, his mouth shaped into a small ‘o’ of surprise, as though he hadn’t paused to consider that producing loud sounds in the middle of a quiet night might not work to their advantage. “I guess I’ll have to be quick, then.” And down came the log for a second assault.
“Just—” Mildred began to say as she struggled to pull Owen back from the door or perhaps wrest the log from his grip or simply stop him from battering a cellar door with a makeshift ram the lad had just used to render an unknown Welshman insensate. But as soon as she had managed to pull him away, there came a scratching sound from the other side of the oak slab before them.
Mildred held up her hand. Owen dropped his arms to his side, the log dangling from the fingers of his left hand. “Fitz?” she whispered (though she could not have explained why she made a return to whispering when they had already performed a low-budget reenactment of the Siege of Carthage over the last five minutes) and pressed her ear to the door. “Fitz, can you hear me? Are you in there?”
More scratching, then, followed by a muffled mewl of sound that carried enough plaintive power to vibrate through the wood.
A strange prickling began in Mildred’s sinuses, as though she was about to cry or perhaps suffer a bloody nose. But she sniffed and blinked away any burning at the corners of her eyes, and then she took the log from Owen and bashed it against the lock one last time. (It might seem like an act of hubris to declare Mildred’s attack on the lock as the “last” one without waiting to see the result of her actions, but if one has ever witnessed a mother creature separated from their young, then you will have already been gifted with a glimpse of the measure of strength and determination that can be wielded by said mother creature in the most dire and extreme of circumstances.)
The lock broke, as locks are wont to do when battered with a log and a surfeit of umbrage. A bit of fiddling with the door and Mildred had it open, her eyes blinking at this new darkness before she took a tentative step forward and nearly tripped over the dragon curled up on the dirt floor.
“Fitz!” She dropped down to her knees, partly because she wanted to see him up close and make certain that he was unharmed, and also because her relief was so great she wasn’t sure she could remain standing while that first wave of it washed over her. Fitz scrambled into her lap, laying his head across her thighs as he whined softly. “I’m so sorry,” she said, scratching the side of his jaw and letting her fingers bump over the ridges along his back. “I cannot promise something like this will never happen again, but I can give my word that I will do everything in my power to prevent it.”
“Uh, Miss Percy?”
Mildred twisted around to look behind her. Owen stood just outside, his own attention caught by something in the direction of the farmhouse, something Mildred couldn’t see from where she crouched.
“I think we should hurry,” Owen said, and reached down to lend Mildred a hand.
“Wait.” Fitz still had his head stretched across her thigh, his tail twitching lightly on the floor as it curled around behind her. Hooking an arm beneath his abdomen, she hoisted him up against her bosom, his claws scrabbling at her coat until he found purchase on the already frayed threads of her scarf. After all of this came the difficulty of standing up again, an action made thoroughly more burdensome by the fact that Mildred was still on her knees and had taken the additional weight of a young dragon onto the upper half of her person.
“Hand,” Mildred grunted, reaching out to Owen as she attempted to rear back onto her heels and straighten her legs and not drop the dragon who, judging by the increased burden he presented from only the day before, seemed to have spent the hours of his imprisonment gobbling up whatever wasn’t jarred or packed away on the upper shelves of the cellar. “Hand, please!”
Owen helped her up, Mildred groaning and Owen continuing to glance over his shoulder and Fitz sinking the claws of his forelegs into Mildred’s upper arm while he snuffled at the strings of her bonnet.
For a moment, for a stretch of time as brief as the whorl of fallen leaves on a windy day, Mildred thought it was done. They had rescued Fitz, they would once again be on their way, and all of the stress and troubles of the last few hours would quickly pass into the realm of faint memory and aching muscles. It was a rather lovely moment, one hastened to an abrupt end by the gruff shout of “Oy, there!” and the flicker of a lantern.
“No distractions!” Mildred shot at Owen, just as the lad appeared ready to tear a tree out of the ground by its roots and use it to thwack everyone over the head who happened to express the very unfortunate desire to be in his way.
Mildred stepped out of the cellar, Fitz cradled in her arms. There were three men approaching them from the direction of the farmhouse. The man in front held up a lantern, its light bobbing its way towards them like an intrepid will o’ the wisp. The other two men held items Mildred couldn’t quite distinguish in the dark, though one of them looked very much like a rifle of some sort, old and antiquated and hopefully lacking in accuracy.
“Here, now,” the Lantern Man said, halting his approach in order to leave a good twenty feet still between them. “I do believe you’re trespassing.”
It was not the accusation Mildred expected to hear, what with the unconscious man on the ground beside them and the dragon currently wrapped around her like a reptilian breastplate. She blew out a breath, a shallow one that didn’t seem to have made it into her lungs in the first place. “We’re not…” she began. And then she shook her head. They weren’t the words she wanted to say. They shivered too much, fragile and delicate like frost settling on the grass at her feet. Another breath then, this one cutting sharp and deep, as if she was pulling all of the night sky into her chest with that single inhalation. “You should not have taken him,” she said instead. And these words held a false brittleness to them, deceptively breakable, as though she was still unsure of herself, despite the fact they burned in her throat like Fitz’s brief bursts of fire. “He was alone and frightened, and you locked him away like some pig to be slaughtered.” She placed her hand on the back of Fitz’s neck. In response, he let out a sound like a burble and nuzzled his jaw into her palm, his teeth and gums nipping at her thumb without breaking the skin.
Lantern Man took a step forward. Unfortunately, Mildred was never given the opportunity to learn what Lantern Man’s intentions were as Fitz decided he was not inclined to tolerate further proximity with the other three gentlemen and twisted his head around to give a peremptory snap of his jaws in their direction.
Rifle Man shifted the weapon in his grip, a reaction that made Owen move to step in front of Mildred, which made Lantern Man hold up his free hand in a placating manner, as though they were a herd of unruly heifers in need of gentling.
“Now, Owen,” Lantern Man said, his voice low and calm, the babbling of a brook shaped around vowels and consonants. “Why don’t you go on home? Your mother’s probably worried about you.”
Owen, however, showed no intention of going on home. He no longer had a log to wield, but he raised himself up to his full height — still about three inches shorter than Mildred, it must be noted — and crossed his arms over his narrow chest. “I’ll stay here with Miss Percy, thank you very much.”
Lantern Man sighed. “Well, then. How about we all step inside for a minute and have a little talk.”
Mildred noticed the lack of an upswing at the end of his speech, which would have rendered it a request. No, it was an order, albeit one delivered in a tone reserved for kindly grandfathers and withered gardeners who doled out lozenges of wisdom to precocious children while trimming the hedges.
“I’d rather not,” Mildred said, and nearly reared back in disbelief that she had managed to speak at all, or more specifically, in the presence of three imposing gentlemen and one large rifle. “Fitz and I have already experienced your particular brand of hospitality, and I’m afraid it failed to meet our expectations. So you will have to forgive me if I’m not terribly inclined to step inside with you while being coerced by the troublesome end of a blunderbuss.”
Lantern Man turned his head to the side and spoke to the armed gentleman in a low voice, though it wouldn’t have mattered if he had shouted or accompanied his speech with an energetic and interpretive jig as Mildred couldn’t understand a word he said. But the result of his whispered mutterings was that Rifle Man relaxed his grip on his weapon and the other man (who has not been referred to as much here if only because his choice in carrying a cudgel (a cudgel, it should be mentioned, while sounding like a fierce and intimidating thing, is really just a large stick used for the occasional beating or bludgeoning, setting it at barely above the level of Owen’s log in the great catalog of offensive weaponry) rendered him less dangerous than a man carrying a large stick capable of blasting tiny bits of metal from one end of it) let his arms relax to his sides, his cudgel (see above) dangling from his fingers as though it was nothing more threatening than a mere toothpick he’d neglected to set aside after supper.
And then Lantern Man extended his free hand towards Mildred.
“I give you my word, as a Gwilym and a Welshman, that you will come to no harm while you are my guest.”
Mildred looked at his hand. She considered inquiring as to his detailed definition of the word ‘harm’, as one could argue that she had not been at all harmed while locked up in her room at the inn, that it had been nothing more than a mild inconvenience with no physical injury to her person. But her capacity for storming into a discussion about the subtle interpretation of various English words was stretched rather thin at the moment, and so she glanced from his hand to his face, those kindly eyes beneath bristling brows nestled at the base of a forehead that appeared to possess a stunningly large capacity for subtle interpretations.
“And Fitz,” she said. “No harm to Fitz, either.”
The bristling brow furrowed. “Fitz?”
“The dragon,” she clarified, as she stroked a hand down his ridged back. “He is not a piece of mere chattel, to be tossed into a cellar and locked away in the dark with the apples and the potatoes. He does not suffer mistreatment well, and he will make his grievances known should you dare to raise a hand against him. Or against me.”
If Fitz had been a master of timing, he might have chosen that moment to twist around and snarl at the gentlemen, to spit out sparks at them or at least unfurl a wing as a physical denouement accompanying Mildred’s speech. But instead, he burrowed his head into her neck and snored the contented snore of a young dragon who had helped himself to a few too many of the apples and potatoes with which he’d been locked away for the last dozen hours.
“Very well,” Mr. Gwilym (nee Lantern Man) said, the words coming out on a sigh. “I cordially and respectfully invite you and your… Fitz into my home. As guests.”
“Fine,” was all Mildred could bring herself to say, or else risk choking on her heart, so high did it seem to have risen in her throat.
The gentlemen with the rifle and the cudgel stepped back, leaving Mr. Gwilym to lead Mildred and Owen towards the farmhouse. Mildred did not know, in the moment, if the choice she had made was the correct one, but the presence of at least one firearm and the lack of at least one night of sleep had funneled her options down to an extraordinarily limited number. (The number being “one” as she was not about to risk earning a peppering of shrapnel in her back as she ran for the hills; a literal run for the hills, and not simply a phrase to be used because of its comforting familiarity.) Owen walked beside her, reaching up to tug at his collar and scratch at his neck and exhibit a dozen other fidgeting movements that made him appear as relaxed as a sinner sitting through a Sunday sermon detailing just how hot the fires of Hell would be.
“All will be well,” Mildred whispered. For herself, for Fitz, and for Owen striding along at her side. And she whispered it again as they stepped up to the front door of the farmhouse, as the low hooting of an owl drifted down from the hilltop behind them.





Chapter Seven
Life, it seems, is made up of a never-ending series of beginnings.
— from Mr. Claude Wiggan’s personal writings
Lantern Man will, of course, not be referred to as Lantern Man for the remainder of his role in this story. His name was Michael Gwilym, and he was the sixth in a long line of Gwilyms to reside at Gwilym’s farm. (There was a saying the Gwilyms often liked to recite, which was that there had always been Gwilyms at Gwilym’s farm. This might not seem a significant claim, about as worthy of attention as the ocean boasting of its consistently moist qualities, but the truth of the matter was that Gwilym’s farm had not always been Gwilym’s farm. It had originated — in 1649, for those with a penchant for dates — as little more than a one-room hovel built by Dafydd ap Gruffud ap Rhys ap Edmond. Unfortunately, Dafydd ap Gruffud ap Rhys ap Edmond was actually Dafydd ap Gwilym ap Rhys ap Edmond, as it was not until the demise of Dafydd’s mother (accompanied by a deathbed confession as to some of the more exciting antics of her youth) that it was revealed that Dafydd’s father was not Gruffud, as he had been raised to believe, but actually Gwilym. And so, for over one hundred and sixty years, there had always been Gwilyms at Gwilym’s farm, despite a bit of haziness for the first few decades or so.)
The one-room hovel had expanded over the years to become a ten-room farmhouse complete with a miniature village of outbuildings and enough acres of both fields and woodland to support several horses, two cows, a dozen chickens, a goat, and a small army of sheep. Mildred, however, was less interested in the outer qualities of the farm and more captivated by its interior, which included a boisterous fire, places to sit, and food.
“Here, by the fire,” Michael said, and pulled out a chair for Mildred.
They were in a sort of dining room, with a long wooden table flanked by an assortment of benches and mismatched chairs. Mildred lowered herself into the offered seat, careful not to disturb Fitz as he drowsed in her arms, and stretched out her legs towards the large, stone fireplace. It was easy to forget how great a luxury a thing like sitting could be, the ability to trust one’s weight to a wholly inanimate object. Mildred sat, and turned her ankles, and experienced a brief realization that Mr. Michael Gwilym could threaten to keep her and Fitz locked up in his farmhouse for the rest of the year and she would not lift a finger to fight against him if only he would allow her to keep her seat by the fire with a dragon sleeping on her chest and the smell of roasted edibles in the air.
Owen took up a perch on a stool, his gangling legs bracketing the thing as if he were astride a horse, while his hands fidgeted with the cap on his head before he swept it off entirely. Behind him, the other gentlemen carried the unconscious cellar guard (a Mr. Jones, Mildred was informed) into the house and tipped him onto a battered sofa, where he assured them with a cough and a snort that he would be right as rain again after a short drowse. Chairs were then dragged nearer to the fire, while coats were shed and hands were rubbed vigorously together and mugs were filled from a pitcher and passed around to everyone in the room.
A mug was given to Mildred, and while she expected a houseful of men gathered in the small hours of the morning to be imbibing something of a more alcoholic nature, she was surprised to glance into the depths of her cup and see the thick white of milk.
“Milk,” she said out loud, as though with the saying of it she could render it more real, and gave it a tentative sniff.
“Goat’s milk,” Michael said, and smiled behind his beard. “Drink up! It’s what you need to chase the chill from your bones.”
Mildred took a sip. It was warm and rich in flavor, all grassy and with a hint of clover, as though someone had gathered up an armful of wildflowers at sunrise and shaken the dew off them before turning them into a beverage for her to drink.
“Mmm,” she said, or some other manner of appreciative sound, but it was enough to stir Fitz from his rest, bringing his head up and around with nostrils twitching and eyes blinking as he sought out whatever it was that had inspired such a rhapsody of enjoyment from the person he was currently using as a bed. He bumped his head against the side of the mug, then again before Mildred lowered it to a level where he could examine the contents for himself. A sniff, another bump of the ridge above his eyes on the rim of the mug, and then he put out his tongue and lapped up a few drops.
“Poor thing,” Mildred murmured, adjusting her hold on him so she could balance the cup on her thigh and let Fitz drink out of it as though it were a dish put out on the floor for him. “You’ve probably not had a proper drink all day.”
She looked up at Michael, her features already cast in relief from displeasure at Fitz’s treatment. But her ire lessened at the expression on his face, at the expressions on all the faces in the room, the men leaning forward in their seats, drinks forgotten and lips parted like the drawers of a dresser left open because someone was in too much of a rush to close them again.
“I have never…” Michael began, and shook his head. “I would not have thought it so tame.”
And so she smiled, tentatively. Because in that moment, behind their whiskers and wrinkles and the shadow of exhaustion limning their figures, they looked like children to her, as Matthew and Nettie had fairly wobbled with excitement at the notion of going to the vicarage to take a turn about the garden with a dragon lolloping along between them.
“Well, perhaps if you had taken a moment to acquaint yourself with him, rather than immediately assume the worst simply because he is different.” She ran her hand over Fitz’s head. “He is not very old yet,” she went on, as a way to launch herself forward before she could lose her nerve. “It has been three months? No, not quite that long. So I fear he still has some growing to do, though I really do not know how large he will become.” She stroked her fingertips along the edge of his left wing, still folded in against his side. “He can fly, at least for short distances. And he can…” She cleared her throat. It was the title page of an entire novel in that adjustment of phlegm and vocal chords. “... breathe fire, as it were. Though I’m not precisely certain how it works, whether it comes from his lungs or his stomach or…” She was babbling, so she stopped, closed her eyes, and forced herself to draw in a slow, deep breath. “I am sorry that he set Mr. Morgan’s chicken coop on fire. I assure you it was an accident. Fitz is young yet, and so he is still rather excitable, and…” Another intermission, then. No doubt she was probably going about this the wrong way, explaining all of the least important things when what these gentlemen really wanted to know was how she had even ended up in possession of a dragon in the first place. But the fibers of any nerves she had been equipped with were frayed all the way back to the sheep from which they had been shorn, and so there was really no choice but to soldier on in the manner in which she had begun.
“I inherited him from my uncle,” she said, while Fitz continued to lap at her mug of milk. And she went on from there, about the arrival of the egg, and Mr. Wiggan and Mrs. Babbinton’s involvement, and the hatching, and every detail she could remember and all of it relayed in the most circuitous way that she wondered if she would have to ask for ink and paper in order to draw up a chart for everyone to peruse when she was finished.
“We believe he may have come from Wales, originally,” she went on as she spiraled down towards a conclusion. “My uncle had drawn up a map, and on it was a place marked—” And here, she breathed, and she prayed because she was about to attempt to speak Welsh in Wales to a group of assembled Welshmen who still had their various rifles and cudgels scattered around the room. “—Nyth y Ddraig.” She winced, and apologized. “Or something like that. I beg your pardon, but I do not believe my uncle was fluent in Welsh so I’m not certain of the translation.”
Michael leaned forward in his seat, his elbows on his knees and one hand cupped around his chin. “And where on the map was it marked?”
“Northern Wales. Northwestern, actually. We’ve looked at maps, though some of them were a bit old. Something about Merionethshire? Or Gwynedd?”
One of the men — the man with the cudgel, but as he had not yet been formally introduced to Mildred, it will be stated here that his name was Mr. Parry so as not to necessitate further referrals to him as “Cudgel Man” — chuckled softly, his hand at the back of his neck. “There’s been no Gwynedd since the first King Edward, so I think you’ll be in need of a newer map.”
“And that is the difficulty, or part of it,” Mildred went on. “We don’t know precisely where we are going, how to get there, which roads to take—”
“If there are even roads where it is you want to go,” Michael interrupted. “It’s a lot of scattered farms and quarries up that way. I’ve a cousin in Nantlle, his family has worked there since before there were even Gwilyms at Gwilym’s farm. If that’s the region you’re speaking of…” He shook his head, gave his beard a swipe with the back of his hand before he pulled himself up straight again. “Well, I’ve not had a word or letter from him for a few years, but he or his family would be more than willing to help. They’re good people, the Merricks, and they’ll know that area better than the roots of the mountains themselves. But you said you have a map?”
Mildred nodded. A lump had formed in her throat, not the sort of thickness that presaged a bout of tears, but instead a feeling as if all the fears surrounding how incredibly ill-prepared they had been to set out across Wales in search of a place that may or may not have ever existed suddenly inhibited her ability to breathe or swallow or generally exist all at once. “I have a map, but it is…” She glanced towards Owen. “In my bag,” she said, and gave him a lift of her eyebrows she hoped he would interpret as “In my bag, on the top of the hill, assumedly being used as a resting point for Mrs. Babbinton’s backside.”
“Uhh…” Owen said, in a fine display of the intricacies of human communication.
“There is a gentleman and another lady with me,” Mildred confessed, pushing all of the words out in a rush so she would not have an opportunity to consider the prudence of speaking them before they could be spoken. “Mr. Wiggan and Mrs. Babbinton. He was our vicar and she is his housekeeper. The both of them put forward a tremendous amount of effort towards the care of Fitz after he was hatched.” She sniffed. And gave Fitz a scratch on the top of his head. And decided to take all of her caution and toss it towards the oncoming storm. “And they’re just outside.”
There was a scrape of chair legs at this announcement. Nothing so grand as men leaping to their feet and taking up their weapons before rushing out of the farmhouse, but Mr. Parry did stand up and Rifle Man (Mr. Evans, for the curious) twisted around and looked towards the door as if waiting for it to burst open beneath the assault of an English country vicar and his servant.
“Owen?” Mildred nodded towards the door. “Should you…?”
“Right.” Owen slid off the stool and clapped his cap onto his head. “I’ll fetch them.”
Mr. Parry (formerly of the cudgel) moved to go with him, but Michael waved him back. “Let the boy go. No reason to frighten them unduly.”
Owen walked slowly out of the farmhouse, his steps constrained by an odd tension that spoke of a desire to run as fast as he could. With the attention of the other men in the room diverted from her for a moment, Mildred took the opportunity to set her mug of milk on the floor at her feet, and then shift Fitz down along with it. She feared he might balk at being set apart from her, but between the fire and the milk and her feet — the latter on which Fitz hastily settled the majority of his rump — he appeared heedless of his surroundings beyond that small bubble of immediate comfort.
“May I ask,” Michael began, and scooted his chair nearer to her. “What do you plan to do with him?”
Oh, but was that not the very question that had plagued Mildred since that first cracking of Fitz’s shell? It was the question that had shaped the last several months of her life, the question that had dragged her from her sister’s home, the question that had been the spark in the formation of their intrepid little group of travelers, the question that had brought her to this precise moment in this farmhouse in Wales in the very wee hours of the morning.
“I am not certain,” she confessed. And it felt good to admit such a lack of forethought, instead of pretending to hide it beneath a veil of false preparedness. “At first, we had considered sending him to London or Edinburgh or… well, some place where there might be an expert in the care of something like…” She gave Fitz’s bottom a small bounce with her foot. He ignored her in favor of stretching out his right wing and scratching at the top of it with the side of his head. “Like a dragon. But there was a fear he would be harmed or put on display in some sort of menagerie, and all we really want is for him to be able to live as he should.” Which, Mildred supposed, would be out and away from most populated areas. Or highly flammable things.
“And you think he came from here?”
“North of here, at least.”
Michael nodded. “Nyth y Ddraig.”
Mildred matched his nodding with a quick tip of her head from side to side, like the twitch of a frantic pendulum. “If it is even a real place, yes.”
“If there is any place in the known world where dragons might be hiding, I’d be willing to wager half the farm that it would be in Wales.”
It was a fortunate thing that Owen made his return — complete with Mr. Wiggan and Mrs. Babbinton in tow — at that moment, as it saved Mildred the trouble of worrying over Michael’s choice of words (“half the farm”? And why not the entire farm?) until they were worn down to the mere memory of sound. Mrs. Babbinton foisted her bags onto the nearest gentleman (Mr. Evans, his arms thankfully free of all rifles and cups of milk) and rushed forward to where Fitz still sat, and Mr. Wiggan dropped his own burdens on the floor and walked up to Mildred’s side.
“Are you well?” he asked, just as Mrs. Babbinton clucked over Fitz, pressed the back of her hand to the top of the dragon’s head (as though she could test the dragon’s temperature and general wellness with that simple skin-to-hide contact) and ordered someone — anyone, it seemed, as she delivered the command to the room at large rather than to a specific person — to bring the poor creature some proper sustenance.
Mildred smiled at Mr. Wiggan for an answer and placed her hand on top of his. (It should be mentioned that Mr. Wiggan immediately dropped down to his haunches beside her chair and — most likely without premeditated thought, as it was nearly dawn and the lack of sleep combined with a post-midnight ramble over several miles of rugged, damp Welsh countryside severely hindered their ability to fully ponder their actions beforehand — placed his hand on her thigh. It must also be mentioned that even with the weight of her touch on his and the awareness this should have brought with it, he made no move to remove his hand or to fully acknowledge it was there at all.)
Around them, a fresh burst of activity erupted as more chairs were brought around and introductions were made and a prevailing feeling of conviviality tucked itself around everything, nearly allowing Mildred to forget that her arrival at Gwilym’s farm had included a log, an unconscious man, and both an antique rifle and a (not antique) cudgel wielded by men who had appeared rather willing to use them for the purpose with which they believed them to be designed. (It might have surprised Mr. Parry and Mr. Evans to learn that their respective weapons had not been created with the intention of causing harm to other people. Mr. Parry’s blunderbuss had actually originated as a gift from William ap Blethyn to Harold Pritchard in 1703 after a failed Welsh uprising (‘failed’ in that a rebellion was discussed among a half dozen gentleman after too many pints of ale and stronger spirits, leading the inebriated patriots to pick up their weapons and don their armor (regardless of the fact that a lack of traditional armor left them with no recourse but to rummage through their homes for various buckets and washboards that would serve as an impediment to any milder or poorly aimed forms of attack) before storming the nearest castle in order to take back the land from which their ancestors had been evicted four centuries before. Unfortunately, the effects of the alcohol swiftly wore off with the physical demands of an impromptu rebellion, and so the evening ended with a smattering of blackened eyes and broken bones, a ruined cart, a shattered window, and one cat that had been stepped on. A treaty was hastily thrown together, and the rifle was made and given as an offering of peace from William ap Blethyn (the main instigator of the rebellion) to Harold Pritchard (caretaker of the castle and recipient of one of the blackened eyes (and owner of the trampled feline)) in the hope that no further uprisings would occur.) As for Mr. Evans’ cudgel, it had been carved from the branch of a mighty oak felled during a summer storm and used primarily for the drubbing of rats in Mr. Evans’ grandmother’s kitchen.)
Food was brought not only for Fitz but for all of the guests, though Mildred made certain that the dragon was fed first in order to avoid any begging from him once the plates of meat and cheese and various relishes were passed around. There was a brief lull in the conversation as everyone ate and drank and made room for Mrs. Babbinton and Mr. Wiggan nearer to the fire, and then Michael nodded as though the dialogue between himself and Mildred had never been cut short, and wiped the crumbs from his beard with a sweep of his broad hand.
“So, now that we’re all assembled…” He lowered his chin and gave Mildred a hard stare through the veil of his brows. “We are all assembled, correct? If I send one of the men out to make another search ‘round the house, I’m not going to find a passel of Englishmen tucked away behind the stable?”
“This is all of us,” Mildred assured him. “Mr. Wiggan, Mrs. Babbinton, and myself. Oh, and Fitz, of course.”
At the sound of his name, the dragon looked up from his saucer of food, flicked the end of his tail around Mildred’s right ankle, and returned to his meal with a shuffle of his clawed feet on the floor.
“Well, then.” Michael sat up, set his empty plate on the table beside him, and propped his hands on his knees. “How best can we help you, Miss Percy?”
Mildred was certain she had heard him wrong. It was almost as if the word ‘help’ had fallen out of his mouth, and not in either a sense of him requesting it or denying it to her. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”
“I cannot spare any horses,” Michael went on, apparently unaware of Mildred’s bafflement. “But we can provide you with some food and supplies for your journey. The roads, unfortunately, are a mess from the storm, but if you shift some of your progress across the countryside, I’m sure you’ll be able to make up for any time you’ve already lost.”
“You want to help us?” Mildred asked, still caught on that singular point of the conversation. “I’m sorry, but we were locked away in our room for hours as though we were criminals. You took Fitz from us, and I did not know if I was ever going to see him again.” She had not dared admit it to herself earlier, but the fear that she had lost Fitz had been a very real thing, perhaps the only thing strong enough to have propelled her out of the second-storey window of an inn and onto a ladder that might as well have been made of rotted tinder for all the confidence she’d had in its durability. “And now you wish to give us food and aid and…” She swallowed over an emotion that lodged itself in her throat. Frustration, more than likely. Along with a smidgen of relief. Well, more than a smidgen, though it was hard to judge specific amounts when she was torn between falling into a deep stupor of exhaustion where she sat, or immediately packing up her things and trudging off towards the dawn as if the sun itself could lead her to a mountain inhabited by dragons.
“We were hasty, yes,” Michael said, his features drawn in broad strokes of apology. “But you must look at it from our point of view. You came here with a…” At his hesitation, all eyes turned towards the dragon, who was busy licking the last drops of grease from his plate with enough ferocity to drive it across the floor and into the roughly hewn stones flanking the fireplace. “You came here with something none of us had ever seen before, apart from in tales told to us when we were children. And we were frightened. And… Well, Morgan did describe you a bit different than this.”
Mildred sat up straighter in her chair. “How do you mean?”
“He mentioned a large group of Englishmen. To be honest, I was picturing…” He cleared his throat and raised one shoulder in a shrug, his gaze switching from Mildred to Mrs. Babbinton and back again. “... not you.”
Was Mildred supposed to be vaguely insulted? She could not tell. But she assumed that the arrival of two older ladies and a vicar with a dragon was not precisely what anyone had anticipated after years of myth and fairy tales telling them that the arrival of a dragon in their midst should at least be accompanied by a sword or a few pieces of armor or a damsel in distress.
“But now I see this is something much different and much greater than any of us could have conjured up in our own imaginings,” Michael went on. “This is…”
“History,” Mr. Wiggan said, speaking up for the first time since everyone had settled down with their meals. He had already finished his own food and was merely dragging the tip of his finger along the edge of his empty plate, while his brows had drawn together as the cap on a thoroughly thoughtful expression. “Here we are, right in the middle of it, stories that will be told to our descendants shaping into new life all around us.” And he looked up, and he caught Mildred’s gaze for a moment before he broke away to pass a sweeping glance over everyone else in the room. “I believe we’re all permitted our share of distress over such extraordinary circumstances.”
Mildred watched Fitz as he finished scavenging the last crumbs from his dinner and began licking at his foreclaws. What an intimidating thought, to be a part of something that at some indeterminate date in the future could be counted as a momentous historical event.
“So,” Mildred said, with a brief glance towards the windows where the first glow of sunrise was making itself visible. “What do we do now?”
“Sleep first, I propose,” Michael said, and stood as he began gathering up the empty plates and mugs left scattered around the room. “And then tomorrow we shall sort out what you need for the rest of your journey.”
“Our j-journey?” Mildred stammered. Because of course she would stammer when only a few hours before she had escaped from an inn, wandered across several miles of Welsh countryside in the dark, and broken a dragon out of a cellar.
He smiled. “Well, to the Nest of Dragons, of course. Where else?”





Chapter Eight
One must never judge a dragon by its shell.
— from Chapter Five of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
Mr. Gwilym could not provide a horse. What he could and did provide was food (enough for several days, as the hope was they would be able to stop at various farms and inns along the way to better supplement their provisions), extra clothing and blankets (nothing of the former that would fit either Mildred, Mrs. Babbinton, or Mr. Wiggan properly, but it was assumed that a dry shirt that did not fit was better than a damp or dirty one that did), and the offer of weapons (quickly declined, as none of the previously mentioned adventurers were proficient with most standard forms of weaponry, and neither did any of them possess an inclination to rectify the deficit). Mr. Gwilym also offered to send to the inn for the rest of their things, but they turned him down as realization struck that if they were able to part with those particular items once, they must not have been especially necessary to their journey in the first place.
But they did fetch Owen’s horse and cart, though the horse turned out to be an old nag with a swayed back, and the cart bore aspirations towards rickety. But as it was all they had, it would have to do as they possessed neither the funds nor the time to search around the countryside for something better.
They ate breakfast in Mr. Gwilym’s kitchen, this time with Mrs. Gwilym and the rest of the Gwilym clan — which included three daughters, two sons, and a cat that ventured downstairs long enough to spot Fitz dozing by the fire before arching his back, bristling his tail, and disappearing again for the remainder of the day — assembled around the table. The youngest of the children did not spend a great deal of time in their seats before they were prodding their father with questions about the dragon, such as where the dragon had come from, if they could keep it for themselves, and — once informed they could not, in fact, keep it for themselves — where they could obtain one of their own.
“I believe you should speak to our guest about that,” Mr. Gwilym said in between bites of porridge, liberally dosed with honey from his own bees. “Perhaps Miss Percy can advise you on how best to go about finding one.”
And so after breakfast Mildred found herself outside with Fitz and nearly a half dozen children, seeing as how even the Gwilym daughters (aged thirteen and fifteen respectively, and unable to resist the pull of a young dragon despite their earlier protestations about how their brothers were exhibiting silly and childish behavior in showing so much interest over what one of the girls was overheard to describe as “an ugly and hairless badger”) set aside all aspirations towards maturity when Fitz flashed his wings and delivered a brief discharge of sparks on a post-breakfast belch.
“Can he fly, Miss?” This question from the oldest Gwilym boy, an inky-haired lad of about ten years who looked so much like his father Mildred could not help but imagine him with a full beard and mustache, regardless of the youth displayed by the rest of him.
“He can, yes,” Mildred assured him, and with a tightness in her abdomen at the memory of a dark streak of shadow flinging itself off the side of a building only a few weeks before. “Though we’re not sure of precisely how long he can stay aloft.”
“Does he hunt?” the youngest Gwilym asked, his face still sticky with the remains of his breakfast. “Our Twm catches all sorts of mice and voles, eats all of ‘em up but for the noses. Da even came down one morning without his stockings on, and he stepped on something thinking it was only a pea? And he looked down and there it was, stuck between his toes, a whole nose with its whiskers still on!”
The children offered their mixed reactions of glee and disgust, while Fitz lolloped around the yard, occasionally flapping his wings enough to raise him a few feet off the ground before he tumbled down again with all the grace of an inebriated goose.
“No hunting yet,” Mildred said, the weight she placed on that final word settling in her stomach with all the digestive ease of a poorly chewed bite of mutton. “Though I’m sure that at some point he will… um.” It was not something she considered often, but watching the children skip around the garden with Fitz darting between them made her wonder how they would cope with feeding the young dragon over the coming weeks.
Because every day he grew larger. They could not deny it. Her mental comparison of him to a drunken goose was based more on his size than anything else. His appetite would soon reach a level of voracity with which they could not keep pace, his tastes leaning more towards greater amounts of meat and eggs and fat. For now, they could still manage to assuage him with a dish or two of food along with the leftovers scraped from their own plates, but after another period or two of growth…
Did dragons hunt? Fitz’s escapade with the chickens at the inn made her assume they did. All animals found sustenance for themselves in one way or another. Even beasts formerly classed among the mythological would have to seek out food in order to live. The only obstacle Mildred could see was a very glaring one, in that Fitz had no other dragons around him to teach him how to go about obtaining such sustenance for himself.
“Are you ready?”
Mildred, jolted out of her thoughts, gasped lightly and turned around. Mr. Wiggan had come up beside her, his hands behind his back, his shoulders straight, and everything else about him very neat and very buttoned and all of it working together in a very fine attempt at pretending he had not been awake until only a few hours before on an escapade to rescue an abducted dragon in the middle of the night.
“Ready?” she echoed, and then glanced around the yard in front of the farmhouse, as though a more thorough explanation of the meaning behind Mr. Wiggan’s question was about to manifest itself beside the walnut tree.
“To leave,” he elaborated, most helpfully for Mildred’s beleaguered mind. “We should be all set to venture out within the hour.”
“Ah,” came Mildred’s reply. It presented itself as a more ambivalent response than she intended. There was no doubt she was eager to leave and continue their journey towards Nyth y Ddraig — or at least Nantlle, as that appeared to be the area of the map boasting the most inhabitants round and about where they wanted to go — but there was the matter of setting off across an unknown country with a growing dragon in their care. “Very well.”
She expected Mr. Wiggan to turn away and go back to the house, but instead he moved a step nearer to her, close enough that his elbow brushed against her arm as he adjusted his weight from one foot to the other. They were not alone, but between the mist and the size of the yard, it almost felt as though they were. And they had spent so little time alone, of late. Gone were the afternoons when they huddled together in his study at the vicarage, poring over her Great Uncle Forthright’s notes and discussing the likely provenance of a twisted bit of iron. Or the times in the garden beside Fitz’s cage, when they had held hands. When they had kissed.
Now it seemed as though they had gone backwards from those stolen moments, constantly surrounded as they were by Mrs. Babbinton and the other companions they’d accumulated along the way. And Mildred worried that somehow their journey further away from home would only serve to throw up more impediments between them: more people, more chaos, perhaps even more dragons.
“Forgive me for intruding,” he began, and in such a way and with such an inclination of his head that the shouts and laughter of the children and the shrieks of Fitz were muted for a little while. “But is something troubling you?”
From anyone else, she would have cleaved away a sliver of attention for the mental well-being of the person bothering to waste breath on that line of inquiry. For at what point in the last — and here her mind swept through her memories, picking through them as though she were searching through a collection of family recipes tucked away for safekeeping — well, at what point since she had been sitting down to breakfast with her sister and a letter had arrived informing them that their Great Uncle Forthright had rendered himself recently deceased had she not entertained some measure of troubling thought?
And then the dilemma lay before Mildred, to either unburden herself to Mr. Wiggan, to allow him to share the load of her worry about Fitz’s imminent growth and, with it, his increased dependency on them for his survival, or... to allay his concerns with a few pat replies that would be so lacking in sincerity he would not believe the truth of them, but — because of what she knew of his character — would be too polite to delve further.
“What are we doing here?” she asked instead, while her previous worry about Fitz hied it back to Abergavenny and purchased a seat on the fastest coach returning to Upper Plimpton.
Mr. Wiggan moved as though he wanted to cross his arms over his chest, but his hands failed to find purchase on the sleeves of his coat and so they fell to his sides, fingers twitching with an apparent need of something to do. “I take it you’re not requiring my services as a vicar and questioning our place here and what we are expected to do in the grand scheme of things?”
Mildred smiled. She needed the teasing. Or at least she hoped he was teasing her, and that he hadn’t really anticipated her to greet him with a barrage of questions on matters spiritual, philosophical, and/or ecumenical while they were preparing to set off across Wales, baby dragon, etc. and so forth. And so she smiled, that tight sort of smile that, instead of drawing the corners of her mouth upwards into a universally recognized expression of pleasure, pushed them deep into her cheeks until she feared she had mimicked the appearance of a frustrated squirrel. “No, I believe we’ve ventured well past the point of worrying about our overall purpose here,” she said, and swallowed. Loudly.
“As do I.”
She turned her head to look at him in the thin morning light. They stood in a world leeched of color, with that lovely touch of mist still trailing at the edges of the yard where the sun had yet to burn through. If she had been of a more artistic sort — which she was not, her sporadic and youthful attempts at watercolors gifted a fitting banishment to the attic rather than a place of prominence on the drawing room walls — she might have been tempted to fetch a piece of paper and a stub of charcoal to better record his features as they were at that moment, picked out in those varying shades of gray. But as she was not skilled in that particular medium, she would have to manage with committing his face — that poorly hidden smile, those eyes that were almost turned down at the corners, as though weighted down with kindness and concern — to memory instead.
“Do you ever worry...” She paused there without realizing what a question that would be to pose to someone in their predicament before she took a deep breath and forged ahead. “... that we may have taken on a task that wasn’t meant for us?”
Mr. Wiggan’s faint smile did falter then, his mouth opening with words unspoken before it snapped shut with the energy of a sprung trap.
“That is, we are neither of us young anymore.” Her gaze darted away, towards the gaggle of children galloping around the yard with enough energy to set the ground ablaze beneath their feet. “And Mrs. Babbinton is older still. This might not be an easy journey—” Though she had no wish to consider how it could become more difficult than flinging themselves out of windows in the middle of the night and tramping across unknown miles of countryside before using well-seasoned chunks of firewood to deliver head injuries to unsuspecting Welshmen. “—and bearing in mind that Fitz will only grow larger, and perhaps not as easy to manage—” The implication being that he was easy to manage at present almost laughable, but there was no arguing the fact that even at his most recalcitrant Mildred could still swoop in and gather him up by the feet like an unruly chicken. “—I do wonder if perhaps this responsibility we have chosen to shoulder would not be better borne by…”
Her words trailed away, bread crumbs scattered on the ground around her. It was probably a bit late to be wondering how equipped they were to care for a dragon, when they had already come so far.
“Miss—” Mr. Wiggan shook his head before putting a finish on her name, as though something made him change his mind. “Mildred,” he said instead, his voice leaving a faint etching in the air from his lips to her ears. “We cannot know what lies ahead of us. Our futures are not for us to divine. But what I do know, or what I believe, is that there is indeed a path laid out before us, one we cannot see. And yet we must walk it, placing one foot in front of the other, with our eyes blind and our hearts trusting that we will not lose our way.”
Mildred twisted her fingers together, then smoothed down the front of her skirt, then crossed her arms over her chest and tugged at the frayed edge of the shawl wrapped tight around her shoulders. “And what if we choose not to follow our designated path at all? What happens if we return home, let someone else walk in our stead?”
“I don’t believe it works that way.” He reached up, almost idly, as if he were about to brush a bit of fluff from her arm, and took one of her hands within his own. His thumb slid across the tops of her knuckles until her fingers ceased their fidgeting, and she wondered — oh! how she wondered what magic it was that made him capable of drawing in the world around themselves, so that for a few seconds it was as though only they stood there, with everything else falling away behind the tendrils of mist still floating across the lawn. “Throughout my life, I’ve attempted to change its course several times, and yet…” He shrugged, and drew his fingertips across her palm, and relinquished her hand into her own care. “Here I stand, waiting to set out on the next leg of our journey. In Wales. With a dragon.”
“Do you wish there was something you could have done differently?”
“Differently?” Mr. Wiggan tested the word in a way that made it seem as if he had never heard it before. “Do you mean throughout the annals of my life, or are we referring to time of a more recent persuasion?”
A few feet away, Fitz squawked and reared up on his hind legs, his wings spreading out in imitation of some menacing beast before he dropped onto his forelegs and began nosing at a clump of clover growing out from the base of an old stump. The children clapped and squealed, which only served to make Fitz strut underneath the glut of approval.
“Does it matter?” Mildred dragged her gaze back to Mr. Wiggan.
He looked away after a moment, taking to studying the tips of his boots as though they had become the most fascinating items in the immediate vicinity. “I fear you won’t believe me when I say that I’m rather pleased with where things have led me, at least so far. But if there was one thing I would alter if given the opportunity, I think…” And there he pinched his lips together, whatever he was about to say stymied by those crinkles at the corners of his mouth. “And you?” he asked instead. “What would you change? That is, if you even wanted to see a difference made.”
Mildred took a few steps towards the edge of the yard, Mr. Wiggan keeping pace beside her. “Oh, so many things.” But once she said it, embarrassment swept over her as quick as a sudden wave at the shore, and she realized she would rather not confess to all of the mistakes she had made, the poor choices, the times — so many times, enough to fill an entire volume of Miss Percy’s Pocket Guide (to the Shame and Regret of Missed Opportunities) — she had not stood up for herself, but had instead let others herd her towards what they had thought was best for her (which, more often than not, proved to be an ending more fortuitous to their own wants and desires than as anything Mildred might have needed or craved for herself.) “But as it does no good to dwell on matters already left behind us,” she went on, pronouncing a wisdom her mind did not care to adhere to most nights when sleep was difficult to achieve, “and as I daresay there is not much to be done about our current situation—” A look towards Fitz punctuated that statement. “—I suspect we have no choice but to soldier on as best we can. Stay on our path,” she added, glancing up at him from beneath the brim of her bonnet. “Or thereabouts.”
“Thereabouts,” he said, and looked down again as Fitz came tottering over to them. “Sounds manageable enough.”
The dragon unfurled his wings in front of them, craning his neck and letting out a feeble shriek before he arched his back and flumped down on Mildred’s feet, his tail flicking at the damp hem of her skirt.
“I take it we’re now tired from all of our play?” She bent down with the intention of giving the top of his head a scratch, but at the approach of her hand, he half-climbed onto her arm, his claws scraping at her sleeve until she finally acquiesced to his scrabbling and hoisted him up the rest of the way.
The Gwilym children gathered around her, stroking the scales on his back and generally cooing over him as though he were a milk-scented baby or a mewling kitten with its eyes still closed. Mildred felt a brief swoop of worry that Fitz would become overwhelmed at all the attention, that there might be a reenactment of the scene outside of the inn, with small buildings on fire and smaller creatures running around with the edges of them slightly scorched and smoking.
But the sight of the children playing with the dragon — and Fitz still preening under the onslaught of attention in return — acted like a gentle tug at her insides, a thin cord connecting her to Upper Plimpton, and she experienced an urge to see Matthew and Nettie, her sister’s children, once more. She had promised to write to them, and here she had not penned a single letter to anyone since leaving home. Her continual excuse had been that she would write when time and opportunity allowed, but unfortunately the only things time and opportunity had provided was bad weather, worse roads, and all of the other misadventures cataloged in these pages thus far.
“I will need to write to my niece and nephew,” she said to Mr. Wiggan as they returned inside. Her hope was that mentioning it out loud in the hearing of another person would be better than relying on her own powers of memory the next time she had access to ink and quill and paper. “I worry they’ll pack up and run away from home in search of Fitz if I fail to soon send them word as to how he is faring.” Inside again and the dragon was settled near the fire with a few leftover scraps from breakfast while the rest of the household rushed around to finish the last of the preparations to see their guests sent off with everything they would need. Mrs. Babbinton had spent her morning in the kitchen with Mrs. Gwilym, the two of them sharing recipes and gossiping amid a cloud of flour and the mingled aromas of lard and ginger.
“Mr. Parry will be accompanying you,” Michael informed them as baskets laden with food were carried outside to be packed onto the cart. “He’s from Builth originally, and still has connections there, so for at least part of the journey you’ll have someone with you who’s familiar with the area. I wouldn’t mind going along myself, but with the farm and the children…”
Behind him, Mrs. Gwilym clicked her tongue loud enough to bring up Fitz’s head from his post-repast doze. “As though I could not manage either well enough on my own? As though I didn’t manage well enough on my own all of last summer when you were laid up with a broken leg? I even sorted out a better price for our wool from Mr. Persimmon than you ever did.”
Michael looked at his wife, a gleam of humor in his eyes. “Do you want me to go then? Since I am so obviously not needed here.”
Mrs. Gwilym tugged on his beard until he tipped his head down so she could kiss his cheek. “Just because I can manage without you doesn’t mean I have any wish to. And all the way to Nantlle?”
“All right, all right.” He held up his hands, a man subdued. But when his gaze swung to Mildred, there was no alteration in his grin. “Perhaps by the end of the year, then. If I can be spared.”
“The end of the year?” Mildred looked at the baskets of food, the tools and ropes and other things being loaded onto the back of the cart. “Do you think we shall be there as long as that?” Her focus had been so intent on the possible troubles aligned with Fitz’s growth that she hadn’t bothered to spare any additional consideration for how long it would take them to travel the rest of the way across Wales or for how long they would possibly stay once arrival was duly — and hopefully — achieved.
“You’re searching for dragons, are you not?” Michael took a stack of blankets from his wife and passed them into Mr. Wiggan’s keeping. “I cannot think that’s the work of a mere day or so.”
And there, the full impact of their journey reverberated through her, until she thought she might physically tremble with the vibration of it. They were going to travel across Wales, into the mountains, to places marked with frustrating vagueness on old maps, in order to look for dragons. She put out her hand as if to hold onto something, because it was beginning to feel very much as though she were a character in a book that someone was trying to tip out from the pages and into the real world. The world where dragons were not supposed to exist. And if they did, Mildred could not bring herself to believe that their presence was meant to be drawn into the light by an aging spinster, a vicar, and a gray-haired housekeeper with bits of leftover dough still harbored beneath her fingernails.
She could not bring herself to step back and permit the rest of the preparations to bustle on without her. And so she helped tie things down inside the cart — in direct defiance of the cart’s apparent propensity towards traveling no faster than their horse (an old draught horse who went by the name of Becca, with black hair and a rust brown body and a belly that arched down towards the ground as an indication of all the years spent toiling for her former master) could amble — and she made up a nest of sorts for Fitz out of an old blanket and several handfuls of straw the children brought for her from the barn. The work distracted her, so that when it came time to depart, she was caught off guard by how quickly the morning had slipped away.
“You and Mrs. Babbinton will ride in the cart,” Mr. Wiggan said, helping her up to a seat in the front. “Mr. Parry has his own horse, and Owen will ride with him. And I will drive us.” He climbed up beside her and took up the reins, sliding them through his fingers and wrapping them around his hands like someone who very much knew what they were about or were very skilled at giving the appearance of being so. “If the roads are not completely impassable, we might be able to make it to Talgarth by this evening.” He said all of it as though he was well-versed in the geography of Wales, as though they both hadn’t been poring over the same maps only an hour before, trying to absorb everything from Llangurig to Llangadog and all the other Llans scattered like garnish across the countryside.
“Who wants a Bath bun?” Mrs. Babbinton hefted up a basket beside her, filled to the brim with her own creations from the Gwilym’s kitchen along with enough donations from their larder to feed them all the way to Nantlle and back.
“I will, please.” Mildred reached behind her to where Mrs. Babbinton sat, nestled in between Fitz (already gnawing on the corner of a bun he’d filched from the basket when Mrs. Babbinton had her head turned) and a few coils of rope. The bun was still warm, or perhaps Mildred’s hands were chilled. But she bit into it, savoring the yeast and the butter and the carraway, telling herself that as long as there was fine company to be had and delicious food to be eaten, everything would always find a way to work out for the best.
And it was a lovely thought to hold onto as Mr. Wiggan snapped the reins and the next leg of their adventure began.





Chapter Nine
On the rare occasion, a dragon will perform a brief diversionary tactic in order to momentarily distract its prey. It is a gamble, of course, but one the dragon seldom loses.
— from Chapter Eighteen of Miss Percy’s Pocket Guide (to the Care and Feeding of British Dragons)
They did not make it to Talgarth by evening. They did not make it to Talgarth by evening because the roads were still a mess from the storm and Becca the horse preferred to keep her pace at something that would have made a plodding walk appear wantonly brisk.
The main roads, the ones constructed for the likes of fine coaches and riders not looking to have their horse break one of its legs tripping into one of ten thousand ruts in the lane, had been rendered impassable by the storm. And so they were left to make their way vaguely north and westward by narrow country lanes and farm paths, all of them pointed out to them and navigated by Mr. Parry. There were even several instances where he directed them to cut across a field as a crow would fly, Mildred gritting her teeth at the realization that they were wholly dependent on a near stranger’s sense of direction and his trust in their expedition.
It was an odd thing, thinking of their journey as something worthy of such illustrious nomenclature. So much of their travel thus far had been shaped by the immediacy of each moment — the weather outside their coach, Fitz wanting to eat, Fitz setting things on fire — that to imagine the intent of their trip scrabbling towards the realm of events belonging to history still left Mildred feeling slightly baffled. Surely there would be a stop along the way where the mantle of responsibility would be usurped by someone else. Most likely someone clad in trousers and bearing unique but gentlemanly facial hair and possibly smoking a pipe.
Because adventures were not for the likes of Miss Mildred Percy, were they? She repeated it to herself over and over, but the words felt worn down, the nap of them slowly flattened by everything she had experienced (she considered using the word “endured” here, but the connotations it shared with “suffered” were not entirely accurate, seeing as how the part of her who was still a child in plaits and pinafore was having the absolute best time of her life and would not hear a note of complaint) since her Great Uncle Forthright’s trunk had landed on her doorstep.
Perhaps, she thought, her mind testing the temperature of this new musing as though she were dribbling some milk on her bare wrist before giving it to a baby, she had been misinformed. Perhaps adventures were not merely for gentlemen of a certain robustness, sailing off on ships or slicing their way through jungles or enduring (definitely the time to use “enduring” here) interminable equatorial heat with only a wide-brimmed bit of millinery for protection. Perhaps adventures could be for ladies of a certain age, ladies who might have reached a point in their lives when they had quietly given up on the world beyond their kitchen garden as being a place for them to explore. Perhaps adventures were ready and available to anyone and everyone who was willing to take one on. Or at least anyone and everyone who found themselves with a young dragon unexpectedly plopped onto their lap.
As if spurred on by the direction of her thoughts, Mildred reached into the bag tucked beside her and pulled out a small notebook. It had been one of her Great Uncle’s notebooks, one she had taken for herself. A small stub of pencil marked her place and she held it between her fingers, her thumbnail scraping at the tip while she thought about which words she wanted to put on the page.
It had taken practice, she learned, to remember to record her thoughts and discoveries in a book rather than trust any of the important bits to mere memory alone. The jumbled nature of her Great Uncle’s notes also seemed to be a hereditary trait, as most of her entries existed as small pieces of a larger whole, a line here or a dribble of words there, followed by pages of description of the countryside around them or the sound Fitz made as he slept with his head in her lap.
But she was determined to create a document that would act as some manner of evidence that everything she had experienced thus far was real. Because even with the dragon currently slumbering beside her in the back of the wagon, even with the unfamiliar views surrounding her, even with the soft sounds of Mr. Parry and Owen occasionally lapsing into Welsh as they spoke with one another, it wasn’t the easiest of tasks to keep herself grounded in the truth of what was happening around her. Seeing it written down, however, made it tangible. These were not dreams she wanted to lose with the approach of a new day. This was history, and she was right in the very middle of it.
“What are you writing about?”
Mr. Wiggan asked the question, as the wagon trundled slowly forward and his hold on the reins seemed more of a perfunctory action than anything to do with directing Becca the horse from one place to another. He had turned enough in his seat to look at Mildred though without completely severing his attention from the road ahead.
“Dragon feet,” she said, glancing up long enough to raise her eyebrows at him.
“Dragon feet?”
“Well, Fitz’s feet to be specific, seeing as how he is the only example of dragonkind available for study.” She reached down and slid her hand over one of Fitz’s back feet, her thumbs flicking over his claws as his leg twitched in his sleep. “It’s very much like an eagle’s, don’t you think?” She recalled seeing a golden eagle perched on a tree stump when she was a girl, close enough she could see the speckles of color on its breast, the flash of white beneath its wing as it stretched one out and preened beneath it. And she remembered its claws, the three toes in front and the one in back, clutching the edge of the stump like pincers.
“I saw an osprey once,” Mr. Wiggan said. “When I was a boy. Two toes in front, two in back. A gorgeous creature.” He glanced again over his shoulder. “I wonder if we’ll find much variety like that in others of his kind.”
The tip of Mildred’s pencil stilled on the page. She had been attempting a sketch of Fitz’s left foot, though the slow jostling of the wagon rendered her work as a few broad lines with an accompanying smudge. “Do you really believe there are more of them?”
Mr. Wiggan’s hands tightened and then relaxed on the reins. “I am a man of God, Miss Percy. If I cannot act on faith alone, then I fear I have made a spectacular mistake in the choosing of my vocation.”
She lapsed into silence, focusing her attention instead on a written description of the scales decorating the lower portion of Fitz’s leg. At the other end of the wagon, Mrs. Babbinton napped peacefully, her head bobbing in time with the steady turn of the wheels.
“Miss Percy?”
A sigh slid out of her, but she did not look up.
“Mildred?”
At that, she did look up. “Yes?”
Mr. Wiggan had already turned forward again, the better to prevent Becca from wandering to the edge of the lane to nibble at some of the vegetation there. “Are you having doubts again?” he asked, between clicks of his tongue and other noises that were meant to catch Becca’s attention and keep her plodding ahead, but only served to make Mr. Wiggan sound as though he had a sliver of his breakfast still caught in his teeth.
It was a superfluous question. There was a sky above them and the earth below so surely Mildred was experiencing some variety of uncertainty. But this one was singular in that it was the first time she had condescended to think of it, and now that she had, it threatened to flood her head and spill out of her ears like an overflowing bucket. “What are we going to do when all of this is over and done with?”
“What do you mean?”
Despite the fact the wagon was in motion, Mildred hiked her skirt up to her calves and climbed out of the back and onto the seat beside Mr. Wiggan. Once she had returned her hem to its proper place and adjusted the ties of her bonnet so that she no longer felt as though she was being strangled, she placed her hands in her lap and looked at anything — trees, distant hills, the flick of Becca’s tail — but the gentleman sitting beside her. “We said we will soldier on, as far as this takes us. But will you go back to being a vicar when all of this has reached some form of finality? Will Mrs. Babbinton continue on as your housekeeper? Will I—” She could not even put that part into words, the bit about returning to Upper Plimpton, to her sister’s home, to her little room in the upper corner of the house. And that was if Diana would even have her back again.
(For anyone interested, as I am sure there must be at least two or three of you occasionally sparing a thought for Mildred’s elder sister and her reaction to the recent upheavals to her household and its inhabitants, Mrs. Diana Muncy would absolutely and without hesitation welcome Mildred back into her home. For how else could Diana hold this latest fiasco (Diana might consider using the word “debacle” but “fiasco” was a current favorite) over her older sister’s head without the aid of close proximity? And so Diana would indeed allow Mildred back to Ashby Lodge, back to her tiny room with its slanted ceilings and strategically neglected cobwebs, and all so that the former could increase her reign of superiority over the latter.)
“I know it is vulgar to speak of financial matters,” Mildred announced in a tone that indicated she failed to give a fig about what one could or could not speak about with a person she had both kissed (twice, briefly, and as it had not really been spoken about since, left her feeling as frustrated as though they had not kissed at all) and with whom she had shared a floor for a bed. “But we do not have a steady influx of funds. If you are no longer at the vicarage and I… Well, I never had much to begin with, and Mrs. Babbinton—”
“She had a small annuity from her husband,” Mr. Wiggan interrupted. “About thirty pounds a year.”
“Right. Well. That leaves us with very little on which to go about surviving. And that is without even mentioning Fitz and how much he eats and all of the various inns and supplies and countless other expenses that will no doubt fling themselves at us as we forge ahead. We began all of this with a meager sum cobbled together between the three of us, but it will only last us for a short while, and then when this is all done, and we go home again—”
“But are we going home again?”
During Mildred’s childhood, there had been numerous times when she had been reminded to close her mouth, as it was not polite to stare at someone with various facial orifices left agape. It took her a moment now to recall those chastisements, and even then an interminable amount of time (approximately eight seconds, but the important thing for dramatic tension is that it seemed interminable) passed before she was able to form those recollections into a directive from her brain to the muscles in the lower half of her face.
She snapped her mouth shut.
That, at least, was a thought that had never occurred to her. That they would not go home again, to Upper Plimpton, to cobwebbed bedrooms and cozy vicarages and the normalcy that came with waking up in the same bed and speaking to the same people and doing the same things over and over again until death or something befitting the final book of the Bible came along.
Well, of course, she wished to say. But something had irrevocably changed in her life. The luxury of “of course” was lost to her.
“Mildred?”
She sat up straight, as though she was sitting in a drawing room about to serve tea and light refreshments to esteemed company. “How much farther, do you think?”
Such a vague question, and she wondered if she had meant it that way, to better stymie any future dialogue, at least for the next few minutes. She could have meant how much farther to Talgarth, or how much farther to Nantlle, or how much farther until either the wagon or Becca collapsed from all the strain of a journey that took them beyond the confines of the field in which they had formerly been left to molder.
Mr. Wiggan seemed to recognize her abrupt change in subjects as the diversion it was, and so behaved for a moment as though he had not heard her, before his own posture took on a renewed dose of rigidity and he pinned all of his attention on the road ahead.
As the sun began to dip towards the horizon, and Mr. Wiggan and Mr. Parry both expressed a reluctance to continue their journey after dark, less due to a fear of bandits or other forms of criminality and more due to a fear of Becca blithely leading them into an unseen hole in the ground. They agreed then to set up camp in a field, far enough from the lane to not draw any attention to themselves with a fire burning overnight and yet not so far that they would feel completely cut off from all civilization should anything untoward happen. They found such a field easily enough, directing Becca behind a small copse of trees that would provide shade and protection and only a minute’s walk from a burbling stream that would provide them with all the fresh water they could need.
They let Becca and Mr. Parry’s horse loose to graze (there were no worries of Becca wandering off, as her sole desire seemed to be to chomp on some weeds, flick her tail at a bee, and to roll over twice in a patch of dirt before realizing it would be too much effort to stand up again) and Fitz was permitted to wander across a small parcel of field in order to also roll in the dirt and chase a bee and claw at the hem of Mildred’s gown until she either picked him up or fed him, and preferably in that order.
By the time all of this had been accomplished — including Fitz’s treat — the sun had dropped low enough in the sky that Mrs. Babbinton declared it time to build a fire, as a clear sky meant a cold night and they would do well to eat something warm before settling down in their makeshift beds.
Mildred and Owen brought over the little piles of twigs and sticks they’d collected, Mr. Wiggan declaring that he did not want to cut down any trees or larger branches on property that was not their own. Mr. Parry found a fallen tree a quarter mile away, and as it was so covered in overgrowth and obviously unwanted by anyone who might have already come across it, a hatchet was brought out and Owen was set to work cutting the thing into chunks they could more easily use for burning.
Mrs. Babbinton set herself in charge of feeding everyone, no mean task as there were five of them (plus a dragon) and only a small fire over which to cook. But she had a kettle and a pot, plus apples and potatoes and various smoked things they had brought with them from Gwilym’s farm that morning.
Mr. Wiggan was given the pot and Mildred was given the kettle and the both of them were instructed to fill them up from the stream and also to replenish the water skins as well. And so Becca was induced to stand up again, as Mr. Parry’s horse proved to be a bit snappish with persons who were not Mr. Parry, the waterskins were thrown across her back, and together they walked towards the bubbling stream they had crossed only a few dozen yards before.
They followed the trees that hid them from the road, their pace a shambling one as Becca kept halting to forage and Mildred was in no hurry to finish their task and return again in anything resembling a prompt manner. The sun had slipped towards the horizon behind them, adorning the landscape in yellows and golds contrasted against the stretch of shadows across the ground. In other words, she found it serenely beautiful, the bucolic equivalent of sinking into a warm bath at the end of a long, dreary day.
She glanced over at Mr. Wiggan, leading Becca with one hand and bracing the pot Mrs. Babbinton had entrusted to his care against his hip with the other. He had given up on his hat an hour or so before, and his coat had soon followed, slung over the side of the cart and quickly forgotten. Mildred caught herself studying his forearms as his sleeves had been rolled up as well, and she nearly stumbled over a clod of something (dirt, tree root, or miniature hillock are all possible options) looking at those arms with their dusting of brown hair contrasted against the white of his shirt. She did not quite understand why they should attract her attention in such a way, as they were just arms and most everyone had arms, but still she looked, and still her fingers twitched in a way that made her palms feel all tingly and perspiring, and she had to drag her gaze up to his face when she realized he had begun speaking to her
“I beg your pardon. What did you say?”
Mr. Wiggan grinned and brushed the back of his wrist — rather forearm adjacent and so very capable of snagging Mildred’s attention all over again — across his brow. “I asked if you were feeling inclined to talk or if you would instead prefer to enjoy the silence.”
Of course, it was not complete silence. They could hear Owen working at the fallen tree with the hatchet, and Mrs. Babbinton shouted something to Fitz that sounded very much like “No, that is not edible!”, and Mr. Parry was hammering at the cart to fix a wobble in one of the rear wheels. But all of it was far enough behind them to be relegated to a place unconnected with the one they currently inhabited, so for a little while they could pretend they were alone. Or almost alone, if a swayback horse with a penchant for ripping clumps of tufted vetch from the ground with her yellowed teeth could be counted as company.
“Oh, you must not take pains to entertain me if you would rather not,” Mildred said, and forced herself to watch where she set her feet. “We are all tired and sometimes silence with a friend is more welcome than any conversation delivered because one feels they must talk to be polite.”
They came to the edge of the stream, a lovely thing with rocks and foam and a rough-edged bank where it seemed the heavy rains of a few days before had washed away part of the soil. Mr. Wiggan took the water skins and knelt down on the ground, filling them from the stream before he passed them to Mildred one at a time. It was comforting work, something that needed to be done and also carried a repetition to it that allowed thoughts to wander and worries to slip away. For a few minutes, Mildred could forget that they were camped along the side of the road without a roof over their heads or proper beds, with a cart constructed from an amalgam of splintered boards and luck, and a young dragon who could take flight or set fire to things at his will. For a few minutes, it was only the music of the stream and Mr. Wiggan humming softly as he worked and the snuffle of Becca the horse as she nosed her way to the edge of the water and began to drink.
“I think we may be here for a while,” Mr. Wiggan observed when Becca showed no inclination to leave the stream and return to the cart. “Or if you would prefer, I can carry the water back and allow you a bit of rest.”
“No, wait.” Mildred put out a hand to stop him as he unfolded himself from his crouch on the ground. “There’s no reason for you to make an extra trip.”
“It’s no trouble,” he continued, and slung one of the waterskins over his shoulder before he hefted up the pot as well. “I will let Mrs. Babbinton know that you are keeping Becca company while she drinks her fill.”
She watched him walk away, striding as quickly as the weight of his burdens would allow. Had he thought it was what she wanted, to be alone since she had made no move to converse with him? Or did he simply not want to be alone with her for any considerable length of time?
Ah, there she went, with the timed regularity of a clock’s cuckoo bird popping out to tweet the hour, allowing her imagination to assume the workings of everyone else’s thoughts and how negatively they must surely pertain to her. Of course, she did not pause to consider that perhaps Mr. Wiggan thought he was doing a kindness by carrying all of the water back to the fire for her. Or that he might have hurried away due to a strong inclination to stay with her beside the stream, with all of its babbling and bucolic beauty, but was afraid of the strength of his own feelings and so took himself away like a pheasant chased out of the brush during a hunt.
She sat down on the ground, first onto her knees and then onto her bottom, with her legs stretched out before her. Becca ambled along the edge of the stream, drinking and snuffling and tearing out clumps of tough greenery before she worked her way towards where Mildred sat. She sniffed over the tips of her shoes.
“Are you ready to go back?” Mildred asked the old horse.
Becca gave no reply.
Mildred hadn’t expected one, and yet she wondered at how easy it had become to talk with animals, easier than it had ever been for her to speak with people on a regular basis. If she paused to think it over (which she did, as sitting by the side of the stream with only an aged horse for company gave one ample time to ponder all sorts of matters both philosophical and zoological) it became resoundingly clear that the comfort she derived from spending time with her non-human companions of late seemed to come from their lack of judgment towards her (and also their general lack of replies, she did not doubt).
And so her gaze found its way to Becca, with her drooping belly and tangled hair and eyes that were not as clear as they had once been, and apart from experiencing a strong measure of affinity towards the old creature (due, no doubt, to a remarkably long list of shared characteristics) Mildred realized she very much adored the horse just as she was, even with her crooked bottom teeth (also shared) and patchy hair on her rump (the author will refrain from additional comment).
If Mildred was possessed of greater experience with persons of the opposite sex, she might have a past incident or two to use for comparison against her interactions with Mr. Wiggan, to see where she might need to behave differently in order to make something happen. And in this case, the something that needed to happen was… well, anything, really. A touch for which neither of them felt the immediate need to apologize. Words spoken that were blunt and honest instead of choreographed steps dancing around what they really wanted to say. Maybe even more than a brief kiss, perhaps, if her imagination would allow her to be so bold.
However, the sum of Mildred’s romantic interactions prior to her acquaintance with Mr. Wiggan began and ended with a single dance at a local assembly during which her partner — a young man named Edgar Crane, who boasted a greater number of spots on his jaw than whiskers — trod on her hem, sprayed a light shower of spittle on her with the pronouncement of every third diphthong, and informed her that she should attempt to wear her hair like her sister the next time she went out. (This is a bit of a roundabout way of ultimately arriving at the point that Mildred did not dance with Mr. Edgar Crane a second time, nor did she allow him to kiss her when he caught her out of doors after the assembly and attempted to help her on with her cloak.)
It may not be surprising to the reader that Miss Mildred Percy did not have a long list of romantic conquests decorating her past. While her sister, Diana, had been the one to entertain suitors and set her sights on marriage (which did involve kissing and other things necessary for the procreation of children) Mildred had instead donned the mantle of Responsible Older Sister and taken on various household duties following the death of their mother, which then led to her slipping into the role of nurse when their father became ill. And so Diana had married and gone off to have children and Mildred had gone to live with her after their father died, and such things as touching and kissing and halting declarations of affection were set aside, like a sample of embroidery one realized they did not possess the necessary skills to complete.
Mildred had come to accept this state of affairs with the same equanimity she reserved for the knowledge she would never be able to speak French without offending the entire gallic nation with her accent or that she could not consume a meal containing honey or jam without finding a smear of it on her person several hours later. Though the fact that she told herself she had come to accept it while also sitting in a field somewhere in Wales and thinking about kissing when there were other, arguably more important matters such as dragons and rickety carts available for consideration, was most likely proof enough that she had not come to accept it and never truly would.
Mildred’s thoughts continued on like this for several more minutes, until she had reached the point of imagining herself married and with child while trundling through the Welsh mountains in search of dragons.
So, perhaps an honest conversation with Mr. Wiggan was in order.
Oh, but this wasn’t the time or place for such a conversation, camped at the edge of a field, with all the worries of the coming days (weeks, months…) yet ahead of them. What she wanted to say — that is, if she could ever determine the precise words she wanted to say, if there even were words she wanted to say that she had not already said — deserved a better backdrop than a broken cart and Mrs. Babbinton scolding Owen for stealing another handful of apples while Fitz gnawed at an itchy place on the underside of his tail.
This was the way of things, of course. To continually postpone an event — an important conversation, a healthful change in one’s diet, the cleaning out of a neglected closet or drawer — until a time that was deemed more suitable, but without first laying down any rules or specifications as to what should need to happen for that more suitable moment to occur. The appearance of a rare celestial object in the evening sky, perhaps. Or three consecutive days of fine weather in the month of January might do the trick.
“Ah, well.” She brushed the leaves from her skirt and stood up. “Come along, Becca,” she said, and hoisted up the waterskins Mr. Wiggan had left behind, setting them across the horse’s shoulders. “Time to see if Mrs. Babbinton is in need of our assistance.”
Mrs. Babbinton was not in need of her assistance. A small fire had already been built, Owen feeding it with larger and larger quantities of sticks until it could grow large enough to support a full-sized log. There were potatoes already peeled and set in the pot with some water, and apples cored and stuffed with butter to be roasted near the flames.
“I did not realize you had brought butter with you,” Mildred remarked as Mrs. Babbinton set the apples in a closed tin and covered them with hot coals.
“It is always wise to have butter on hand,” Mrs. Babbinton said without looking up from her work.
By the time the food was cooked, darkness had fallen and everyone had finished their preparations for the night ahead to gather around the fire for the warmth and light it provided. There were potatoes and onions, mixed with chunks of smoked ham and then followed with the roasted apples for dessert, buttery and sweet from their time spent slowly cooking beneath the ashes. Fitz spent his evening tottering from one plate to the next, grasping at food left too close to the edges before he tired of begging for scraps and instead took to chasing the catalog of moths and other insects that flocked from the darkness in search of the flames.
“We should make Talgarth some time tomorrow morning,” Mr. Parry said as everyone helped to clean up from the meal and work their way towards turning in for the night.
“Then I will take the first watch,” Mr. Wiggan offered, stacking plates to be scrubbed with another pail of water from the stream. “Owen will take his turn after myself, and then you can be up early to make the trip into town.”
Mildred had already made an attempt at offering to share the duties of keeping watch against the rare chance of being set upon by bandits and the less rare chance of Fitz stirring during the night to create some kind of havoc, but Mr. Wiggan had waved her off with the explanation that she would most likely have a difficult enough time making certain that Fitz remained asleep, or at least remained in the wagon until morning.
Mildred and Mrs. Babbinton would sleep in the cart, with Fitz settled in between them for warmth. The men made up beds on the ground with old blankets, the three of them forming a tight circle around what was left of the fire. The sky had clouded over, which promised a warmer night than the one before, though Mildred thought she smelled rain and hoped her nose was misguided.
Mrs. Babbinton fell asleep only a few minutes after climbing into the back of the cart, while Fitz twitched and whined and finally took to chewing on the end of a stick in order to soothe a spot on his gums where Mildred believed another tooth was breaking through. She laid down beside him, her fingers teasing the end of his tail until he curled it around himself and dropped to his haunches. “Try to sleep,” she told him, still harboring the belief that he could understand her, or at least become attuned to the tone and manner of her words. “I have a feeling it will be a long night.”





Chapter Ten
There is a clear delineation between the nocturnal and diurnal habits of various dragons, especially as they pertain to hunting. Though it should be noted that a not-insignificant portion of the species tends to favor those transitory times at both dawn and dusk for the pursuit of their prey.
— from Chapter Twenty of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
It was not a long night. Or rather, the night was exactly the length it was supposed to be, with the sun setting and rising again at its appointed times and birds twittering in the branches above as Mildred blinked her way towards wakefulness. She had curled up on her side, a coil of rope for a pillow and a scratchy blanket wrapped around her so that she was trapped in a sort of woolen cocoon. Her right leg had gone to sleep, and a quick wiggle of her toes and a shift of her hips set off a riot of pins and needles down through her calf and into her foot. Another shift and she managed to smack her elbow into the side of the wagon, knock her knee into Mrs. Babbinton’s back, and garble a word that would not have been suitable for polite company if her tongue and her lips had been capable of working together so early in the morning.
She reached out with her left arm, her fingers prepared to butt against Fitz’s side. He had tucked himself beneath a corner of her blanket and remained there all night with only minimal bouts of twitching, but his absence worked like a splash of cold water to her face, and she shot upwards into a sitting position, her head whipping about while her eyes peered through the early morning mist for something (flames) that would indicate (mayhem) that a dragon was still nearby (flames and mayhem).
“Fitz!” Mildred hissed, reluctant to wake Mrs. Babbinton if her fears (flames and mayhem) were unfounded. “Fitz, where are you?”
It was a struggle to remove herself from the confines of the blanket, and a further struggle to shimmy towards the back of the wagon with limbs still prickling and trembling with the vestiges of sleep. She had removed her boots before falling asleep, and she fought with them now, her fingers refusing to work and her feet suddenly deciding to behave as though they were two sizes larger than they had been the day before. Her boots mostly on, she thunked onto the ground with very little grace, pushed her hair out of her eyes, and looked around their makeshift camp.
There, halfway between the remains of the previous night’s fire and the edge of the stream, a smudge of bronze and shadow moved through the fog.
He was alone. She noticed that first of all, after counting the three figures still slumbering around the fire and Mrs. Babbinton still sleeping in the wagon behind her. He moved with a quality she could only think of as stealth, crouched low to the ground, his wings tucked against him, the slow flick of his tail the only thing that gave away his agitation. It was a creeping sort of movement, and then he paused, his neck stretched forward, his head so low his jaw was nearly resting on the ground. A wiggle passed through his hindquarters, and he pounced up and forward, describing a short, sharp arc through the air before landing on something that let out a terrific squeal that was quickly silenced.
It took her a moment to realize what she had witnessed. The moment, specifically speaking, was when Fitz dipped his head down to his foreclaws and came up again with something very much like a mouse or a vole clamped between his two teeth.
“Ah, you’re hunting.”
So it was innate, then. Unless Mr. Wiggan or Mrs. Babbinton had taken to showing the dragon how to stalk and snap up rodents when Mildred’s attention had been fixed elsewhere.
She took a few steps forward, the hem of her skirt dragging through the fog-drenched grass. Fitz saw her then, his head tipping to one side while his victim dangled limply from his jaws. She couldn’t scold him, of course. It was in his nature to do this, to hunt and catch a creature that would end up being a meal for him. It was survival for him, bred into his very bones.
“Very good,” she said, even as the mouse — she was sure it was a mouse as she took another step forward and could see it more clearly — twitched in Fitz’s grasp.
Fitz, pleased with Mildred’s approval of his antics, toddled over to her and dropped the mouse at her feet.
“Um.” Mildred looked down at the creature, lying still on the ground, and wondered what she was expected to do with a possibly dead mouse brought to her with all the pomp and pride of a prince from a visiting nation bringing a treasure to her from his home country. “Thank you,” she warbled, drifting back a step from the possibly dead mouse. “You can eat it, if you like.”
She did not really wish to see him devour the thing. It was one thing to watch him ingest a few slices of lamb or a scoop of cold chicken salad, the food already prepared and no longer bearing any resemblance to its previous, living, form. But to witness as he scooped up an animal into his maw and bit and chewed and tore parts from other parts…
It was while she worried about how she might react to watching Fitz eviscerate a common rodent that the rodent in question must have noticed no one was paying attention to it and so took that opportunity to squeak, flip itself over onto its legs, and scamper off into the grass. Fitz watched the mouse run away with a confused expression on his face (some may debate whether or not a young dragon could be in possession of the necessary capabilities to display changes in emotion with its appreciably nonhuman features, but anyone who has spent a considerable amount of time with a beloved dog or cat or other pet is most likely prepared to argue with this page and give innumerable examples of when their dog or cat or other pet conveyed greater happiness, sadness, or confusion with only a twitch of whiskers or the curling of a tail) before he stretched out his neck and shook the dew from his wings.
“No doubt it will take some practice,” Mildred said, her voice canted to a whisper so as not to disturb the overwhelming quiet that had settled on everything as heavily as the fog. “But I am sure you will figure things out before too long.”
He stood on his hind legs, scrabbling at the front of her skirt until she bent down and hoisted him into her arms. He was wet and covered in bits of grass and other plant detritus, but she carried him back to the main area of the camp and set him down beside the fire, where only a thin thread of smoke wafted up from the previous night’s ashes.
“We’ll need a fire.” She spoke out loud for herself, partly to break the unnatural stillness of the morning, but mostly because she liked speaking to Fitz, treating him as though he could understand at least half of the words she said. He nosed at the ashes while she brought over more kindling, then rested his chin on her wrist while she struck the flint and tinder and sparked a small flame to life.
Fitz squawked at the sudden appearance of fire, no matter that he had probably watched Mr. Wiggan and Mrs. Babbinton build dozens of fires in the vicarage during his stay there. And then he reached his head forward and licked at the burgeoning flames, as though he could draw them into his mouth and eat them up like gravy.
The fire seemed to act as well as a cock’s crowing in stirring everyone else from their sleep. Mrs. Babbinton was awake first, followed by Mr. Parry. Owen — who should’ve been awake already as he’d been assigned the last watch — jolted to awareness when Mr. Wiggan gave his shoulders a vigorous shake.
“Coffee, first.” Mrs. Babbinton took over both the fire and breakfast, heating water and toasting buns and encouraging Owen (in a way that brooked no argument, yet led the lad to believe he had some choice in the matter) to shake out everyone’s blankets and bedding before storing them in the cart until they should need them again. They ate quickly, bolting down buttered buns and bitter cups of coffee as though Becca would hitch herself up to the cart and leave without them if they did not display some haste in their preparations to be off again.
But they were, indeed, off again soon enough. The landscape was still blanketed with fog, leaving Mildred with the impression that the only bit of the world still in existence was the portion of it immediately surrounding them. They creaked along, Mr. Parry assuring them they would be able to make Talgarth by midday, Mildred taking her turn to walk for a mile or so with Owen while Mrs. Babbinton and Mr. Wiggan shared the seat on the cart.
And so they went, the fog slowly dissipating around them until it was only a fine mist kept at a distance.
Now, to avoid a lull in the chapter (or over the next several chapters) in which the tedium of uneventful travel is described in excruciating detail — everything from Mildred’s circuitous thoughts to Fitz’s attempts to escape the wagon given more words and attention than is necessary — we will leap ahead toward late afternoon when they finally arrived at the outskirts of Talgarth.
The dilemma they were then presented with was whether or not they wished to take Fitz into a place where there was a measurable number of inhabitants, as the last time he had been around more than a dozen people at once there had been a fire, a dragon knapping, and a precarious escape from a second storey window. So it was agreed that Mrs. Babbinton and Mr. Parry would go into Talgarth for any supplies they might need while Mr. Wiggan, Owen, and Mildred (along with Fitz, of course) would remain thoroughly outside of town and away from things like people or chickens or any living creature with eyes and the ability to recognize a dragon on sight.
“Should we spend the night here?” Mr. Wiggan asked, while they waited at the edge of what appeared to be a farmer’s path skirting between a field full of sheep and a separate field full of other sheep.
“What? Here?” Mildred turned about herself on the grassy verge, while Fitz perched on the top of a nearby rock wall and eyed one of the grazing ewes as though he was deciding on a choice cut of meat for his supper.
Mr. Wiggan gestured vaguely in the direction of Talgarth, situated somewhere beyond the sheep and the fields and a hill crowned with trees. “There should be an inn, I do not doubt. I cannot imagine you and Mrs. Babbinton would wish to spend every night of our journey on the ground or in the back of an open cart. Perhaps the two of you could share a room there while Mr. Parry and—”
“No.” Mildred spread her hands and gave a small shrug. “I will not leave Fitz, not after what happened with Mr. Gwilym and the cellar.”
“Of course, of course,” Mr. Wiggan said. And nodded. And took off his hat as he tried to sit on the rock wall (an attempt that came to a swift end at the discovery that the rock wall sported a few too many protuberances to be categorized as comfortable). “I shouldn’t have even suggested it.” He looked away from her and towards Owen, who was more than a dozen yards away, walking along the top of the wall as though he was demonstrating his balance skills on a tightrope. “We will simply have to push through as best we can, without all the little comforts and conveniences to which we’ve grown accustomed.”
Such as soft, warm beds. And soft, warm chairs. And clean laundry. And water closets, as the day when Mildred no longer had to hike up her skirts and crouch behind a tree or fortunately situated bush could not come soon enough.
“Owen appears to be enjoying himself,” she remarked, watching as the boy took to trying a handstand that culminated in him landing inelegantly in a patch of grass on the far side of the wall. For what more could a warm-blooded lad of fourteen-ish years (Mildred felt a twinge of guilt at the realization that she had never stopped to ask how old Owen actually was, merely leaving the lack of hair on his chin and the disproportionate length of his gangling arms and legs to place him somewhere in that murky era between childhood and maturity.)
“There is a part of me that wishes he had stayed home,” Mr. Wiggan said, lowering his voice so that the occasional sounds of the sheep carried louder. “I fear we may be taking him away from school, from responsibilities on which his family may have depended on him.”
“Well.” Mildred placed a hand on Fitz’s back as he seemed prepared to lunge forward and into one of the sheep fields. At her touch, he reared back again, settling more comfortably on his hind legs as though he hadn’t appeared ready to launch himself from the wall and snatch up a lamb in his claws the moment she turned her attention away from him. “You did tutor many of Upper Plimpton’s boys during your time there,” she reminded him, only wincing slightly at how easy it had already become to refer to their lives in Upper Plimpton as something planted firmly in the past. “Perhaps you could see about continuing on with his studies while we are on the road.”
“Or beginning them,” he added, and cleared his throat behind a flutter of his fingers. “I would not doubt he has yet to even learn his letters.”
“And there you are!” Mildred pitched her voice with more excitement than was warranted if only to keep Fitz aware of her presence behind him, like speaking of the most mundane of things in a sing-song voice to pique the interest of a small child. “We have many miles ahead of us, and if Owen is interested, then a bit of education might be a pleasant way to spend the time.” Before the last word had slipped out of her mouth, she thought back to some of her more trying lessons with Matthew and Nettie, many of them gilded with an array of tears, torn pages, rude words, and broken slates. And that was without even touching on the children’s behavior. “Or, at the very least, keep him occupied.”
Owen made his way back to them then, walking backwards on the top of the wall with his arms stretched out to his sides, tilting first left and then right as he fought to keep his balance on the rough. This was enough to draw Fitz’s attention away from the sheep — a mighty feat indeed — who made a concentrated effort to join in with Owen’s acrobatics by spreading out his wings and flapping them while he bounced on his rear legs as though readying himself to take off in flight.
The sheep, as might be expected, did not care for this.
It was one thing for an assemblage of sheep to tolerate a dark, winged creature who sat idly on a rock wall, watching them with an avaricious gleam in its slitted eyes. But it was asking too much of the wool-encased mammals to indulge the same dark, winged creature as it bounded above them, flapping and shrieking and occasionally boosting itself into the air as though to swoop down and snatch one of them off the ground.
The last straw was swiftly trampled into the muddy earth as the sheep scattered, dozens of them wending one way and then the other like a school of fish darting through the water. Startled, Owen tipped off the wall and fell into what Mildred hoped was a clump of dirt and not something more odiferous, while Fitz managed to fly ten feet into the air before an attempt at coughing out a bit of flame at the same time proved too much for his skills and he plummeted to the ground as quick as a wet pair of drawers slipping off a clothesline. Mildred dove for Fitz and Mr. Wiggan helped Owen to stand, the both of them checking over their respective patients for bumps and bruises and obviously broken appendages before declaring them sound.
“Let us have something to eat,” Mildred announced, still on her knees in the dirt while Fitz flapped and screeched excitedly around her. “Fitz, eat?” She waved a hand at the dragon, then mimed putting food into her mouth once she had caught his attention. “Do you want something to eat?”
That was enough to calm down the most exuberant of his theatrics, though he continued to hobble around with his wings partially unfurled, looking very much like a sentient umbrella as he did so. Mildred took up the basket that had been left with them, filled with some leftover buns (slightly stale), a jar of chutney (apple), and some sort of cheese flavored with shallots (Tintern, also boasting chives). They took their time eating, uncertain as they were how much longer it would be until Mr. Parry and Mrs. Babbinton made their return from Talgarth. Mildred fed Fitz as much as he could eat, with the hope he would then take a nap for the remainder of the afternoon. Owen finished off the last of the buns, most of the cheese, then began searching through the basket for anything edible that might have been missed.
Mildred leaned against the wall, the bottom half of Fitz stretched out on the stones while the top half of him was tucked through the crook of her arm and licking gobs of chutney off her finger. When the jar had been scraped clean, he climbed into her arms, then up and around her shoulders, curling himself there while she adjusted the lines of her spencer so he would not snag the fabric with his claws.
“He will not be able to do that for much longer,” Mr. Wiggan said, before popping the last edge of a bun into his mouth.
Mildred reached up and adjusted one of Fitz’s legs before it could knock her bonnet off her head. “I have no doubt he will do this for as long as he pleases. Unfortunately, I suspect I will be the one who will not be able to tolerate the size of him before another month or so has passed.”
They packed up the remains of their lunch, or what remains there were before they found their way into Owen’s mouth, and watched the narrow dirt lane as the sound of horse and cart found its way to them.
“Well, we’ve more than enough food to make it on towards Builth,” Mrs. Babbinton announced as Mr. Wiggan helped her down from her seat on the cart. Mr. Parry took care of Becca, giving her food and water and some time to forage along the edge of the rock wall. “And Mr. Parry was good enough to help in the choosing of several items that should make our time outdoors easier to bear.” Mildred caught sight of a tarpaulin, an assortment of new tools such as hatchets and hammers, extra rope, more blankets, and also several parcels she assumed to be the aforementioned food. She swallowed hard when she considered how much of their already meager budget now sat in the cart.
“There is an inn on the other side of Talgarth,” Mr. Parry said once he was sure Becca had been given enough to drink. “I know the owners, and I am sure we would be able to spend a comfortable night there and without any questions about…” A pointed glance at Fitz, who was still wrapped around Mildred’s shoulders, nearly asleep but still twitching his tail against her upper arm. “It would be taking a chance,” he went on. “But I’m not sure how many more opportunities there may be to spend the night in a proper bed on the road ahead.”
Everyone seemed to look to Mildred for an opinion on the matter. Mildred, who had spent most of her life waiting for the decisions of others to shape the course of her future. She glanced at Mr. Wiggan and then Mrs. Babbinton, as if either of them would have the answer she sought written in ink across their foreheads. But their skin was unfortunately blank and she realized the final decision would be left to her and her alone. “I think perhaps not?” It tumbled out as a question, because surely someone would step in and deliver their sage bundles of wisdom and direction, thereby relieving her of the burden of anything so terrifying as making a choice that might alter the rest of their journey. Or at least their comfort for the night ahead.
Mr. Wiggan nodded. “You’re right. After what happened last time, it might be better to avoid forcing Fitz into a strange and confined place for an entire night.”
Mrs. Babbinton placed her hands on her hips and arched her back slightly, the only evidence she would allow that all of their recent traveling had made itself known at the base of her spine. “Well, we’ve managed this far without too much difficulty. But I’m not sleeping in that cart again for all of the tea in China. The ground will be good enough for me from here on out.”





Chapter Eleven
Much like a young child, a dragon you can neither hear nor see is one that is at its most dangerous.
— from Chapter Seventeen of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
It was not an exaggeration to say that Reginald Hawthorne did not care for children. He understood their purpose in the grand scheme of things, how humankind would eventually dwindle its way toward extinction without them. But there were many things deemed necessary for the continuation of life, the universe, and everything that he would rather not have to deal with on a regular basis (spiders), things he knew could not be avoided (animal defecation), but would — if taken out of the natural cycles of living and dying and lolloping about on the earth’s crust — cause a bit of a commotion.
So he accepted them with a good deal of grudging, these necessary evils (assorted varieties of mucus), but did his best to avoid them whenever possible. Spiders could be banished with the sweep of a sturdy broom. The animal waste could be darted around (if one was dexterous enough to dart). And the mucus was often cleared away with a fine handkerchief or the scrape of a durable sleeve.
But children, unfortunately, could not be dismissed so easily. There were a great many of them, to begin with, often outnumbering their parents and other assembled adults. And there was the difficulty with them being considered a blessing by so many. “Suffer the little children…” and all of that. Though Reginald had begun to doubt that the Son of God would have practiced such forbearance if one of the “suffered” darlings had come up to Him with sticky fingers and a dried bit of nasal effluence adhered to their upper lip.
This was the general direction of Reginald’s thoughts as he and Belinda arrived at an inn some miles outside of Abervagenny. (“An inn” and “some miles” are vague terms specifically chosen to illustrate how little attention Reginald had been paying to the details of his journey into Wales, though it will not surprise the reader to discover that this is the same inn at which we began the second volume of Miss Percy’s adventures a dozen or so chapters before.) They had been conducted to the inn by way of two cramped seats on a coach, stuffed between a mother with a squalling infant and a man with a young child (Reginald did not have enough experience with children to fit them into more specific categories than “infant”, “no longer an infant but not yet a person”, and “almost a person, but believes themself to be imbued with greater vaults of wisdom than is actually in their possession”), the latter of whom continually kicked Reginald’s shins while shoving various fingers (the child’s own) into various facial orifices (the child’s own, for the most part) for the duration of the trip.
As soon as the coach rattled to a halt, Reginald and Belinda escaped from the vehicle and into the middling daylight of early evening. Reginald drew in several deep breaths as if he had been trapped underwater for the last several hours, while Belinda fussed with the ribbons of her bonnet and fiddled with her gloves and smoothed several hours’ worth of wrinkles out of the cambric of her skirt. The air outside of the coach smelled infinitely better than the air inside of the coach, though with a tinge of smoke and charred… something underlying the expected aromas of dirt and horse and outdoors.
Belinda sniffed and wrinkled her nose. “Why does it smell like something is on fire?” she asked as they made their way into the inn.
Reginald could only hope the unpleasant tang of something blackened beyond recognition would not have anything to do with the inn’s offerings for their supper. But they went inside, where they were duly accosted by the innkeeper (Mr. Morgan, for those short of memory) and a room, along with a hot meal and a hot bath, was ordered. They were shown to a private dining room while their lodgings upstairs were prepared, food was brought to them, and all of the other niceties of staying at an inn in the middle of nowhere (any of the residents around the small collection of houses that extended past the boundaries of Abergavenny would argue that this was certainly not the middle of nowhere, but in Reginald’s eyes, anything that wasn’t within three miles of Charing Cross was to be considered rural and lacking in most of the rudiments of civilization) were provided with convivial alacrity.
Belinda removed her bonnet and her gloves and her spencer (she was not the sort of lady to wear something as provincial as a shawl) and waited for Reginald to pull out her chair for her before she sat down. And she did sit, like a queen — or at least a duchess — with her spine straight and her shoulders just so and no part of her shaped to reveal the fact they had traveled like mad from northern England down to southern Wales, chasing after Miss Mildred Percy and a dragon.
They had caught their trail in Gloucestershire, word of an older gentlewoman traveling with a large basket containing an ailing pet of some sort. It was unusual enough to attract notice and lodge itself into people’s memories for a few days, long enough for Reginald and Belinda to pass through and gather the remnants of those memories before they could disappear as quick as the ripples in a pond. And so now they were in Wales, with some manner of meat and gravy and indeterminate vegetables purporting itself as their dinner, while a young woman hovered over them as though she feared they would disappear should she take her attention away from them for a span measuring longer than a minute.
“This is delicious!” Belinda told the young woman (the oldest of the Daughters Morgan, though neither Belinda nor Reginald would deign to inquire as to her identity, instead relegating her to the status of their table or the screen in front of the fire as simply another part of the expected decor in a random inn). “You will have to pass along my compliments to your cook.”
The girl ducked her head with a blush, her gaze gliding over Belinda’s features with the swoop of a painter’s brush before flicking away again. “Oh, that would be Elin. My sister, I mean. She does all the cooking and kitchen things.”
“And you prefer to be out here, with the guests?” Belinda asked.
Reginald looked at his wife. (His wife, he had to repeat to himself. Days spent crushed beside her in a carriage and nights spent crushed beside her in the narrow bed of an inn — the latter at least more satisfactory than the former (in ways that will not be explored here) — had yet to fully acclimate him to the very real and very true fact that his life was no longer so lonesome as it had formerly been. At least that was what he told himself, despite the fact there were times, brief moments like a flash of something at the edges of his sight, when Belinda seemed utterly alien to him).
She was a wonder to behold, how she could draw a person towards her with a look and a smile and a twirl of her fingers. It failed to occur to him that the same look and smile and twirl might have been all it took to draw him in, but he was also a man and not always capable of recognizing when a woman exerted power over him. But she pulled the serving girl towards her, as though Belinda had tossed a hook into the water and snagged the first fish to swim by. They chatted with all the intimacy of old friends, his wife doling out condescension and flattery like a grandmother plying her grandchildren with sweets. By the time the meal was finished (the food itself was not finished, but Belinda and Reginald were more than finished with it) the serving girl stood with her thighs pressed against the edge of the table, her hands clutching her tray to her chest as though her very heart was held between her fingers.
“... and then we all saw the flames,” the serving girl said, her voice a blanket lowering over them, cutting off all other sounds from the rest of the inn.
Reginald blinked at the girl. His attention had slipped, but it flared again at the mention of a conflagration. “F-flames?” He stumbled over the word, the scars on his face suddenly tight and aching, threads pulling taut across his skin.
“I didn’t believe it at first,” she said, her gaze only switching towards him long enough to make an acknowledgement of his presence. “But Catrina said she saw the thing flying about, all dark wings and ropes of fire shooting out from between its jaws. By the time I made it out to the yard, the chickens were screaming and that lady who’d brought it was trying to catch it up again.”
That lady… “How long ago was this?”
The girl looked at Reginald again, her brow furrowed. He had not meant to sound so mean, but they were in a bit of a rush, and the food was not sitting well in his stomach, and something about the immediate bond forged between Belinda and this mere innkeeper’s daughter set him on edge.
“Not even a few days since,” she said, then looked at Belinda. “We had them locked up in their room for a bit, but then they ran off in the middle of the night. The gossip is that Old Gwilym saw them off with some help, but I’ve not heard tell of where they’re going from here.”
“Goodness!” Belinda leaned back in her seat, her hands smoothing out a bit of the tablecloth in front of her. “It sounds as though you’ve had quite the tumultuous time lately! But what a tale you will have to tell around the fires when the weather turns, hmm?”
The girl smiled and blushed, and Reginald did all he could (i.e. nothing) not to roll his eyes at the halting progress of the entire conversation. “But we’ve been told not to speak of it to anyone,” she went on, gaze suddenly furtive and darting towards the curtain as though she expected someone to come in and shake their finger at her. “That’s what father said, that it’s just to be between everyone here. A great secret,” she finished in a whisper.
“I promise not to tell anyone!” Belinda assured her, the words spoken as though they were trading confidences in the dark of the night after weaving ribbons into one another’s hair. And then she leaned forward. A small movement, the shift of a shadow at the flicker of a candle’s flame. The turn of a leaf before a storm. “But you can trust me.”
Reginald could almost hear the soft clunk of tumblers turning. The girl caught her breath, fingers fluttering as she reached up to push a thread of dark hair behind her ear. “I-I’ll just go and check on your room, hmm?” And she was gone again, the curtain falling into place behind her, the sounds of the inn’s other patrons lapping towards them in their small, private dining room.
It was not long then until they were led upstairs, the girl who had served them throughout their meal pointing out a pitcher of warm water and a little cake of soap and a stack of fresh, white linens. Belinda thanked the girl (they still did not know her name, and Reginald had no inclination to clutter his thoughts with such useless information) and even gifted her with a small wave as she left. They were alone then, in their cramped room that smelled a bit like damp and a bit like something burnt, the last of the daylight slanting through the window and casting distorted shadows on the far wall.
“So your aunt was here,” Reginald said, pushing a hand through his hair and wincing at the way the movement pulled at the scars that cut across his face. “And it seems we are not too far behind.”
Belinda tossed her bonnet and other travel paraphernalia onto the end of the bed, then swept towards her husband with all the grace of someone accustomed to sweeping across spaces larger than the slightly tilted room in which they now stood. “We will rest tonight,” she said, placing her hand on his chest, over his heart. “And perhaps tomorrow we will find our way towards this Old Gwilym the girl mentioned. If he helped my Aunt Mildred, then surely he will know where they are going.”
“And they still have the dragon,” he said, forcing himself to breathe more slowly, as if the beating of his heart could be controlled by the press of her palm to his sternum. “So that is something, at least.”
Belinda smiled. “Do not lose hope.” Her hands found their way to his neckcloth, arranging the deflated folds before she reinvigorated his collar with a few deft pinches of finger and thumb. “My aunt is old and silly and I am surprised she has made it this far without giving up already.” Her thumb slid along the edge of his jaw, as though she could smooth the wrinkles and frustrations from his expression. “Our time will come. You merely have to be patient.”
He sighed at that. A roll of his shoulders, and there was something of his own previous charm returned to his eyes, a spark renewed like a weak flame made strong with added kindling and a breath of warm air. He kissed Belinda (because he could, because she was his wife — a fact his brain took the time to remind him, with much rejoicing) and thought that perhaps the two of them could retire to bed early, despite the slanting daylight and the discomfiting grumblings of his stomach from their meal. It was the work of only a few moments and a few shuffled steps to take them to the side of the bed, and a few more vague movements and contortions to take them onto the bed, which was when the bed itself decided to make its disapproval towards this overture of their marital antics known, and let out a terrific sneeze.
Beds, of course, cannot sneeze. Something to do with biology is, in fact, to blame for their lack of sudden olfactory expulsions, which is why Belinda screamed and Reginald grunted (the grunt more a result of being pushed off the bed — and Belinda — and onto the floor) while the bed sat there just as a large piece of furniture should.
Reginald, being on the floor, had a better vantage point to the portion of space beneath the bed, which is pertinent to both the scene and the sneezing as that was where he saw the gleam of eyes staring back at him. Two pairs of eyes, to be specific. And of course (it should be mentioned that while the phrase “of course” is frequently used in this book, this is also a story centered around the existence of dragons and other — previously assumed — mythical creatures, so with each repetition of these two words, they do lose some of their efficacy) those two pairs of eyes belonged to two separate faces. Children’s faces, he realized, with a shock as welcome and beneficial to his health as the quick strike of a boot to the head.
“Damn,” he said, or possibly another word boasting a larger wallop of vulgarity in its four letters, and scraped his heels on the floor in a valiant, if failed, effort to stand up again.
“What is it?” Belinda huffed out the question as she set her gown to rights (marital antics often being responsible for gowns briefly losing their rights) and crouched down beside him. “Did you hurt yourself?” she asked, all care and consideration as she pressed her hand to his brow, as though he had managed to contract an abrupt fever during the course of his tumble backwards.
Instead of attempting to form words or even an utterance of dubious coherence, he simply raised his hand and pointed towards the pair of eyes and their youthful gleaming.
Belinda turned and looked. And ducked, placing herself at the same level of sight as her husband.
“Oh,” she said. Which was not vulgar or blasphemous, yet carried enough blasphemy in its depths to make a sailor blush. “You.”
An outside observer to the scene might wonder at the lack of surprise in her tone. But it was not surprise at the sight before her but instead a rapid acceptance that their efforts towards reclaiming their dragon — Belinda had very quickly taken to mentally claiming her husband’s belongings as her own, no matter what British marital law might have said to the contrary — would not be without further difficulties.
The difficulties in question climbed out from under the bed, one of them brushing dust and other debris from her skirt while the other scraped at his nose with the back of his hand as though preparing for another sneeze.
“I take it Mama does not know you are here?”
Matthew and Nettie (Belinda’s younger siblings, featured in the first volume of Miss Percy’s adventures, compared to rangey wolves, etc.) stood before their sister, covered in dirt and looking much like pieces of paper that had been wadded into balls before someone had attempted to smooth them out again.
“It was her idea,” Matthew mumbled, jerking his thumb at Nettie. Nettie retaliated by smacking her brother’s hand, and then Matthew retaliated by shouting and pulling Nettie’s hair. And then she—
“Stop it!”
The children did, indeed, stop it. They shuffled away from one another, Nettie with her hands clasped contritely before her, while Matthew dug into his ear with his little finger and wiped his exploratory spoils on the front of his trousers.
Belinda placed her hands on her hips. Reginald remained on the floor, still posed as though he was about to lever himself back up to his feet. “How did they get here?” he asked, the words directed at his wife or perhaps the children or perhaps any available eavesdropping stranger or deity willing to offer up an explanation as to why there were two children standing before him. “They shouldn’t be here.”
Belinda graced him with the same look she might have shown him if he had up and professed the sky to be blue or wool to smell unpleasant when wet. “I do not care how you came to be here,”* she told her siblings, and held up a hand when Nettie opened her mouth to speak despite her older sister’s already professed opinion against such an action. “I do not want to hear any of your tales or fighting. What I do want is to see the both of you on a coach, on your way back to Upper Plimpton. Immediately.”
Reginald cleared his throat. This brought his wife’s attention back to him, and he nearly quailed under the force of it. Words like “beautiful” and “terrible” and “could crack the foundations of the earth with the lift of an eyebrow” assailed his already tumultuous thoughts, and he had to give his head a small shake in order to remember what it was he had intended to say with that first clearing of his throat. “I do not believe… I mean,” he stumbled, looked away for a moment, and drew in another breath before beginning again. “The next coach does not leave until tomorrow morning. They will have to stay with us until then.”
Her brow furrowed at his mention of the phrase “have to”, as though she wished to argue with him about it. “They can sleep on the floor,” she said, a petulance creeping into her voice, one Reginald could not recall hearing from her before. “And we’ve already had our supper,” she told them, arms crossed over her chest, chin rising like the point of it could splice the air in two. “So you will have to wait until breakfast if you’re hungry.”
The children did look hungry, and Reginald almost experienced a pang of sympathy (or was it empathy? He could never keep the two words straight…) for them. That was, before he reminded himself that not only were they children (loud, perpetually sticky, etc.) but they both stood there like living, breathing impediments to his future happiness.
“We want Aunt Mildred,” Matthew said, shrinking down into a more concentrated form of mullish disdain.
Nettie nodded in accompaniment to her brother’s declaration. “And Fitz. And Mrs. Babbinton. She always had the best cakes.”
Reginald pushed himself up to his knees and struggled onto his feet, wincing at a throbbing pain in his hip as he wondered how his body had so taken to betraying him over the last few weeks. “You know about…” He stopped himself before he could say “Fitz” and quickly amended it to: “... the dragon?”
“Of course we do!” Nettie declared, tossing her head in a manner so similar to her older sister that Reginald gulped at the resemblance. “We helped take care of it!”
“I fed him cheese!” Matthew added. “He… he loved cheese,” he went on, less sure of himself once he realized three pairs of eyes had pinned themselves to him.
“Cheese,” Reginald muttered. Because when traveling across England and Wales in search of a discovery that would embed them in the annals of history, a dragon’s dairy preferences were the most important bits of information to have.
All of this was enough to make him wish for more time to spend grumbling and muttering and shaping himself into a miserable misanthrope craving the power to propel himself backwards in time, to a rainy day in London when he met with Mr. Purvis (moist solicitor, previous book) and learned of the existence of a woman named Miss Mildred Percy.
If it had not been for that day, that very meeting, he would not be where he was now (Wales, married, in pursuit of a dragon). And while he was pleased to have gained a wife and was still rather enamored with the idea of gaining a dragon and all of the acclaim and renown that he assured himself would come with it, he was not charmed with the scars on his face, and constantly being two steps behind an old spinster, and the fact that two young children who thought it a great lark to feed treats to a dragon as though it was a pet rabbit now stood before him.
Reginald looked at Belinda. He was about to speak with her about perhaps having something brought up for the children to eat, or a cot brought in so they would not have to sleep on the cold floor. But instead he watched her. Her expression changed in that full thirty seconds, her latent irritation sloughing away as her gaze darted to the children with all the speed of a knife thrown at a target.
“You’ve seen the dragon.” She did not phrase it as a question.
Matthew and Nettie glanced at each other, a silent string of words woven between them before Nettie nodded and Matthew echoed her silent assent.
She raised one eyebrow, a spark of illumination in that contraction of facial muscles. “Aunt Mildred shared this secret with you? Trusted you with it?”
“Nettie used to carry Fitz around like a baby!” Matthew said, and might have said more before Nettie jabbed her elbow into his ribs.
“You must miss her very much.” Belinda clasped her hands in front of her, looking for all the world as though she was about to break into a round of prayer. “We are looking for her now, you know. And Fitz. Because you wouldn’t want anything to happen to Auntie Mildred, would you?”
The children shook their heads in unison.
“Of course not.” And she smiled, all sweetness and sisterly benevolence, and Reginald flicked away the fleeting question of why she appeared so pleased to see her brother and sister now, when she had done nothing but complain about them as though they were comparable to puppets made of sticky appendages and incoherent ramblings (about dolls or rocks or whatever it was children tended to ramble about). “Does that mean you will help us look for her?”
They hesitated, but eventually nodded their assent.
“Oh, you poor things,” Belinda said, her sigh heavy enough to bring up a gale somewhere south of Pontypridd. “You must be tired, hungry…” She glanced towards Reginald (who returned her look with one reserved for people who had gone and sprouted a second set of arms) and quickly back to the children. “We will have something brought up for you. What would you like? Toast and jam? Um… some sort of pudding?”
The children regarded Belinda as though she’d added a second set of ears to the previously acquired arms. Yet hunger, as it often does, supplanted all their other fears and prompted Matthew to cease the shuffling of his feet and the biting of his bottom lip to announce, “I’d like some scrambled eggs.”
Nettie cleared her throat. “Me, too.”
“Then eggs you shall have,” Belinda said, and with a renewed brightness in her voice, ordered Reginald to go downstairs and tell one of the daughters Morgan to prepare several plates of eggs for their unexpected guests.
*The truth about how Matthew and Nettie came to be there is less fantastical than one would suppose in a book centered around fantastical occurrences. Once the children had learned of their Aunt Mildred’s departure from Ashby Lodge and connected it with the departure of their eldest sister to pursue an unfortunate match with Mr. Reginald Hawthorne, they came to the realization of several things in rapid succession: 1) that they were now the only people — apart from their father, Mr. Muncy, who made a point of pursuing an existence that rendered him as invisible to his wife as was humanly possible — in their family still living at home, and 2) this meant there was no longer anyone else to act as a barrier between themselves and the force of nature that was their mother.
And so propelled by fears of Matthew immediately being sent away to school and Nettie acquiring a governess who might even be worse than their mother (and certainly not the sort of person who would take them to the vicarage for cakes with Mrs. Babbinton and afternoons in the garden with a dragon named Fitz) they quickly thought up a plan. It began with a secret trip into their father’s study for a few pounds they knew were tucked away in his desk (as most children are seemingly imbued with an innate knowledge of where pockets of money are hidden inside their household) and then it was only a matter of packing up a few necessities (they eschewed such items as warm socks and extra gloves for a tin of biscuits and a crock of honey stolen from the kitchen) and purchasing tickets on the next coach to Wales.
An entire discussion could erupt from the fact that two children were able to leave their home and find their way onto a coach without anyone inquiring as to the whereabouts of some unseen parent or guardian OR why they were attempting to journey into Wales with nothing but the clothes on their backs and crumbs of biscuits and honey at the corners of their mouths, but it must be remembered that many a question is stifled by the glint of coin and many a blind eye is turned aside by the rustle of a few banknotes. So the children paid for their passage and followed along the same path that Mildred and company had taken only a few days before. Which led them to a small inn outside of Abergavenny, where the remains of a chicken coop still smoldered and the tales of a dark, winged creature spread across the countryside as though the dragon had plucked itself free from the threads of a medieval tapestry and stretched its unfettered wings over the land.





Chapter Twelve
One of the most interesting traits of the Horned Segreto (first discovered outside of Turino but later found scattered across the foothills of the Pyrenees) is its ability to retract its teeth at times of rest. But it is in the proverbial blink of an eye, spurred on by either a threat to itself or an attack on others, that the dragon’s fangs will extend with startling rapidity from the previously harmless gums.
— entry #17 in Miss Percy’s Directory to the Twenty-Five Most Common Varieties of Dragons (a pamphlet of limited availability)
“It’s not much, but it’s something.”
Owen and Mr. Parry had walked into Talgarth at sunrise to gather up a few supplies. More food, seeing as how all of the journeying and fresh air had done nothing but expand their appetites to remarkable proportions, along with a few extra tools and additional paper and pencils for Mildred as she had taken to filling the more tedious hours with notes about Fitz and all of the other minutiae surrounding their trip. They also brought breakfast from the inn they had avoided patronizing the night before, as a supposed gift to Mrs. Babbinton so that she would not have to go to all the effort of cooking for them. But the word “breakfast” could only be used in its most stark adherence to definition, as it appeared to be some manner of mush that might have been hot at one point, but had since congealed into a gelatinous goop that, like well-beaten egg whites, would hold its shape if they were to turn their bowls upside-down.
But they ate because they knew they needed to, because there was no guarantee when their next proper meal would be, no matter their trust in Mrs. Babbinton’s ability to conjure up something delicious seemingly out of thin air. And there was always Fitz to think about, whether or not they would have enough to feed him without resorting to trapping rabbits along the way to keep his stomach filled. So Mildred took a few bites, enough to halt the grumbling inside her stomach and gave the rest to the dragon, who slurped up her leftovers after a single desultory sniff.
Mildred put out the last of the fire as Mr. Wiggan gathered up the bowls and scrubbed them clean. “How did you sleep?” she asked him as they passed one another in the midst of their chores.
Mildred looked at him. He had not shaved, there were gray pouches beneath his eyes, and his clothes appeared to have been rolled into a ball and leapt on repeatedly before he had put them on again. She did not doubt she fared little better — though she hoped there was a considerable lack of facial hair on her side of things — which told her that the definition of “tolerably well” was loose enough to include such additional examples as “heinously awful” and “I may have achieved better rest if I had camped out on Bosworth Field to watch King Richard have his helmet hammered into a tart tin.”
“Fitz seems to be doing well with all of the outdoors at his disposal,” he said.
“He has not transformed any buildings into a smoking ruin lately, so I believe he is doing very well.”
Mrs. Babbinton joined them as they walked together towards the cart, Mildred still blinking exhaustion from her eyes while the older lady skipped over the scattered piles of horse debris with all the agility of a woman who had provided a snoring accompaniment to Mildred’s sleeplessness. Beyond the cart and the trees and the horse all standing against a backdrop of mist-wreathed mountains. Mildred hesitated there, the view before her causing her throat to perform a little wobble. It had been too gloomy the previous day for her to have a proper view of the surrounding landscape, the shifting clouds and fog giving everything the appearance of being the end of the world except for the immediate area surrounding them. But this morning there was sunlight, or at least the promise of it, the remaining clouds that stubbornly clung to the base of the hills lit almost golden as if from within.
“Are we…” she began to say, then realized that Mr. Wiggan and Mrs. Babbinton had outstripped her, leaving her several paces behind. She hurried to catch up, which took her right up to the side of the cart. “Are we going into those mountains?” There was that wobble again, as though the gelatinous remains of her breakfast had caught halfway to her stomach and were now going to act as an attendant to her voice. She did not wish to sound afraid. Perhaps a touch of alarm might be more fitting for the moment and less lacking in confidence, but as someone who had spent the majority of her life in Wiltshire with its rather placid landscape (in comparison to a great plot of mountains, that is, before any reader chooses to leap to the defense of Wiltshire and its various topographical offerings) the sight of the earth’s crust rearing up before her was enough to make her stomach clench in a less than comfortable manner.
“Not those mountains, Miss.” It was Mr. Parry who said this, standing beside his own horse as he tightened a strap connected to the saddle. “We’ll be putting them behind us today and heading north. Hopefully we’ll make it to Builth today, seeing as how it looks like the weather should be helping us along.”
Owen sat in the back of the cart, shifting things about to make room for several sacks of what appeared to be potatoes and some wrinkled apples. “I’ve some onions, too,” Owen said when he noticed Mildred’s attention on him. “Got them from the innkeeper’s wife. They’ll roast up fine should we stop to build a fire along the way.”
Mildred herded Fitz away from the languid cavorting of a moth and into the cart. “Will we need to build a fire along the way, before we reach Builth?” Mildred directed her question to Mr. Wiggan, who had snagged one of the previous season’s apples to give to Becca.
“We cannot expect our animals to walk without stopping throughout each day.” He stroked Becca’s neck, his fingers catching on a snarl in her mane. “We pushed them yesterday and I’d rather not make a habit of it, especially if we’re to make it all the way to Nantlle with them.”
Mildred heard a soft munching sound nearby, closer to her than the horse’s gleeful chewing of the treat offered from Mr. Wiggan. Rising onto the balls of her feet, she looked into the cart and saw Fitz happily curled up in his basket, his claws sunk deep into the peel of an apple as he gnawed at it with the side of his mouth. “And I see you’ve already found your way to the comestibles.” She reached out and scratched at the exposed length of his neck, igniting a pleased sort of snarling from the depths of his narrow throat. “At least you slept well, if few others did.”
“I slept like a rock,” Owen said, filching an apple for his own and giving it a brush down the length of his coat sleeve.
Mildred blew out a breath, some of her previous alarm (not fear, certainly not fear) drifting away with it. They had made it through another night. Fitz was well. Owen and Mr. Parry and Mrs. Babbinton were well. Mr Wiggan was — exhausted, yes — but otherwise intact. They would travel on to Builth, and tomorrow they would cover another dozen miles or so, and then they would do the same over and again until they reached Nantlle and the mountains and possibly Nyth y Ddraig.
During all the last few days of worrying over only Fitz and Fitz alone, Mildred had neglected to also worry over the potential existence of other eggs. And if there were other eggs, then there could also be other dragons.
The last part, of course, rang as discordantly as a cracked bell in her thoughts. Because how could there be other dragons (this was the rational part of her brain speaking, the one that cropped up from time to time when she needed reminding that the world would not come to a sudden end if she neglected to eat her sprouts nor would reading too many novels deplete her intelligence) without it being a widely acknowledged thing? They had only been in Wales with Fitz for a few days and he had already left a minor trail of destruction — along with fodder for future tales — behind him. So how could it be possible for others like him to exist and not have half the countryside either in a smoldering ruin or facing a tremendous bacon and buttered potatoes shortage?
“Have you had enough to eat?” Mrs. Babbinton asked this of the men as Mr. Wiggan helped her up onto the seat (because she declared Mildred could have her turn sitting in the cart today and see how well that suited her hips). “I’ll not have the lot of you starting out on a journey without something substantial to carry you along. Where’s my basket? I’m sure there is at least one or two of Mrs. Gwilym’s pies leftover from the other day…”
Despite the multiple assurances that they had, in fact, already eaten enough, the last of the pies were passed around, several more apples were dropped into palms, and Mrs. Babbinton gave the waterskins a hearty poke to ensure their fullness for the day ahead.
They were off before the sun burned through the last of the mist, Mildred seated beside Fitz — who had taken to gnawing on an onion with a surprising ferocity — and Owen walking alongside the cart, as their progress would never be described as anything resembling a high rate of speed. The last edges of Talgarth disappeared behind them (and without incident, which was enough to make Mildred hope the brilliancy of the weather was also working as a natural act of prescience as to the anticipated outcome of their morning) and the mountains diminished with each turn of the cart’s wheels.
There were still hills, of course. It wasn’t as though the land flattened out again beneath the slide of a divine hot iron. Hills and fields, lined with trees and stone walls, accessorized with streams and the arched bridges built across them… it was all incredibly picturesque and serene, the sort of thing needed to be captured on canvas and fixed to the drawing room wall of a family of middling tastes who would much rather have been gifted with the portrait of a hunting dog or an oddly shaped cow. It was the sort of view Mildred wanted to absorb, if such a thing were possible. To inhale or drink it in, to somehow imprint it on her very skin, so that it would become an indelible part of her being.
It also helped that the day was warm and the company was fine and there was a dragon dozing beside her (after feasting on one and a half onions, which caused him to belch onion-scented gouts of flame for twenty minutes before finally falling asleep), all of it working together to gild the day with a glow to rival any work of art from a Dutch master.
That was, of course, until the wheel broke.
It did not break as Mildred might have imagined the wheel on a rickety cart would break, with a loud thunk and the cart suddenly tilting precipitously to one side. Instead, there was a slight grinding noise from the offending wheel for several yards, as though a rock had become stuck in the axle. And then there was more of a hiccup than a thunk, another minute of grinding, and a few muttered words from Mr. Wiggan (nothing terribly profane, but certainly not what one would expect to regularly hear from the mouth of a vicar) as he drew the cart to a halt.
“Something’s wrong.”
A superfluous statement, as the grinding and the hiccup and the muttered words had been more than enough to demonstrate the sudden lack of things being right. Mildred slid off the back end of the cart just as Mr. Wiggan climbed down from his seat, while Mr. Parry had to turn his horse around at a shout from Owen as the former had trotted several yards ahead without realizing what had happened to his traveling companions.
“What is it?” Mr. Parry dismounted and walked up to the cart just as Mr. Wiggan began to look beneath it. “Is there a problem with the axle?”
“I… don’t… know,” came the staccato reply, the ellipses provided by Mr. Wiggan’s attempt to hunker down to a vantage point with several scrapes of his elbows and boots into the dirt. “The wheel, I think.”
Mildred looked around them. They were in the proverbial middle of nowhere, without even a barn or moldering hayrick to mark the presence of civilization in the area. Well, there was the road, she had to admit, but apart from that and some meandering stone walls setting a few parcels of land apart from each other, they were alone. And so she deemed it a perfect time to allow Fitz down from the rear of the cart, coaxing him out with the promise of the other half of his unfinished onion (seeing as how his previous bout of onion-induced indigestion was erased from his memory during his lengthy midday nap) in order for him to stretch his wings and work off some of his energy while Mr. Wiggan and Mr. Parry saw to the cart.
The seeing to the cart, however, was not as involved as she had anticipated. Mr. Wiggan grunted and muttered and poked at a few things, and Mr. Parry shimmied beneath the cart to repeat the performance, and then a discussion was instigated about whether they should turn back and walk to Talgarth or press ahead towards Builth, especially since the latter was estimated to be closer.
“But it is far into the afternoon already,” Mr. Wiggan said, shielding his eyes with his hand as he looked at the sky (his hat having been abandoned sometime before his first journey beneath the cart), “and the horses are no doubt already tired. Perhaps we should…”
Those three words stayed there, carried on the air like bits of dandelion fluff.
“If we stay here for the night, I can ride into Builth in the morning and fetch what we need to fix the wagon,” was Mr. Parry’s finish to Mr. Wiggan’s truncated speech.
Mr. Wiggan scratched at the side of his jaw where the leftover stubble from the previous day was threatening to become an intentional folicular choice. “Miss Percy? Your thoughts?”
She stood at the edge of the road beneath a row of trees, keeping an eye on Fitz as he dove into a tuft of grass in search of something that might have been a vole. “Well, I must admit I am not particularly keen to carry a dragon on foot all the way to the next town. If it is too late in the day for Mr. Parry to fetch the necessary materials for us to continue with the cart, then I suppose we will have to stay here until morning.” She looked towards Mrs. Babbinton, who had fetched a comb from her bag — Mildred’s own comb, she realized — and was using it to work out the tangles in Becca’s wiry mane. “What about you, Mrs. Babbinton? How do you think you will fare sleeping out of doors another night? Perhaps Mr. Parry could take you on his horse and you could find an inn—”
“I will most definitely not be tugging up my skirts and climbing onto the back of a horse, showing off my knees for all the world to see,” the housekeeper declared without looking away from her task. “Now, the cart may be broken but you and I can still make a decent bed out of it. The gentlemen can sleep on the ground as before and I am sure we will all feel very well about it once we have a fire and a mug of something hot between our hands.”
And with that (and an assent from Owen, who appeared ready to acquiesce to any choice put forward to him) the decision to remain with the cart until morning was made.
“So, um.” Mr. Wiggan picked up his hat from the ground, dusted off the brim, and returned it to his head. “A fire, then?”
“We’ll begin collecting firewood,” Mildred said, and with Fitz at her heels began scouring the ground beneath the trees for the first bit of kindling.


Mildred did not believe herself to be at all imbued with any powers of foresight, but she was aware of the hard surface of the cart’s bed beneath her, and the slight swish of air through the branches above, and the incessant twittering of some insect (or insects, as when one quieted down another was immediately prepared to add its throat — or legs, or wings — to the cacophony) nearby; all of this working together to create an atmosphere of intuition on Mildred’s part, that it was not going to be a good day.
Of course, Mr. Wiggan placing his hand on her arm and shaking her into wakefulness did much towards convincing her of this fact.
“Oh,” she said first. And then, “Ow,” when she tried to raise her head from the coil of rope that was her pillow. She blinked into the darkness, then realized it was not entirely dark due to the sickly sort of glow lining the bottom edge of heavy clouds on the horizon.
Another sound was expelled from her mouth then, not quite a word and not quite an unladylike utterance, but it succeeded in carrying the meaning needed to express her startlement at waking up out of doors, in a cart, with Fitz rustling above her in the branches of a tree and Mr. Wiggan grasping her upper arm.
“Miss Percy!” The exclamation point was used to highlight the intensity behind Mr. Wiggan’s words, despite the hushed whisper of their delivery. “Mildred!” he added in the same tones, which prompted her to scrape herself up onto one elbow and blink at the shadowed blob of his silhouette beside the cart.
“What?”
“It’s Mr. Parry,” he said. He exclaimed. He nearly vibrated. “He’s gone.”
“What?” was all she could come up with on her second attempt to speak with genuine words. She rubbed her eyes and scratched at her cheek and brushed at a thread of drool that had not entirely dried on her chin. And then she considered what Mr. Wiggan had said and suddenly sat up straighter. “Mr. Parry? He left for Builth already?”
“No.” Mr. Wiggan shook his head. As Mildred’s eyes adjusted to the pre-dawn light she was able to make out more of his features. Features that appeared to have been drawn with a sharpened blade, carving out the shadows and light of his face as though cut from a block of wood. “I mean he’s gone. I believe he has run off.”
“But,” she began, and looked around at their little camp, at the last embers of the fire, at the slumbering lumps of Mrs. Babbinton in the cart and young Owen curled up like a tussock inside his chrysalis of blankets. “What?”
“Come here.” Mr. Wiggan slid his hand under her elbow, helping her up. “I would rather not wake the others yet, in case it is all unfounded.”
Mildred stumbled from the edge of the cart, her legs heavy and uncooperative in a way that made her wonder if they had decided to revolt against her discourtesy towards them for not sleeping on a surface that resembled a mattress or some other padded thing. She dragged a blanket with her, wrapping it around her shoulders and pulling up the edge so that it laid like a cloak’s hood over the top of her head.
If she had been less agitated about whatever Mr. Wiggan was about to tell her concerning Mr. Parry’s current whereabouts, she might have taken a moment to appreciate the Druidic atmosphere over everything, with the mist and her makeshift hood and the Welsh landscape slowly coming to light around them. But instead of finding themselves amid a stone circle with the scent of ancient magic in the air (though if hard-pressed, Mildred was not sure she would be able to identify the smell of ancient magic if an entire bottle of it was wafted beneath her nose) they were behind a broken cart, serenaded by a duet of snores from Mrs. Babbinton and Owen, and all of it perfumed with the earthy tang of horse.
“What is it?” Mildred asked, finally capable of threading more than two words together on a single breath. “What has happened with Mr. Parry?”
“I woke him a few hours past midnight,” Mr. Wiggan said, still resorting to his Hushed Tones of Restrained Exclamation. “Just as he asked me to. He claimed he would allow me a few hours of sleep and then wake me once he was prepared to leave.”
“But he never woke you.” Mildred rubbed her eyes again and looked towards the east, where the line of clouds continued to cut across the dawn. “But how do you know he’s left us?”
“He’s robbed us.”
Mildred refrained from saying “what” a fourth time, instead choosing to gape at him as if he had begun spouting random phrases in an incomprehensible language.
“I had a small purse I kept inside my coat, tucked away in an inner pocket. It’s disappeared. As has our food—”
“He’s taken our food?”
“—and anything we could use as a tool or a weapon. So the hatchet, along with the hammer and nails, and all of the rope except for what was under your head.”
It was too early in the day to assimilate such news as this. Coffee was needed, as much as she loathed the drink. But bitter news called for a bitterer drink in order to wash it down, and scraping the foul taste of morning off her tongue with a slide of her teeth was not nearly enough. “Did he not wish to bother with the fixing of the cart? Oh, to give up so easily when we had only struck our first hurdle…”
“No.”
She looked at Mr. Wiggan, his eyes and nose and the harsh line of his mouth clearer now as the sky brightened behind him. “What is it?” she asked, even though she didn’t want to ask, even though she wanted to climb into the cart and slip back into her mundane dreams about locating the last thirty pages of a book that had been torn out before she could finish. (On second thought, perhaps the reality she was currently inhabiting — suddenly and completely stranded as they were — was preferable to living in a world where she could never learn the ending of a delightful tale.)
He led her over towards the fire, or what was left of it. The wheel — the broken one — was lying on the ground. Mr. Wiggan tilted it towards the remaining light from the fire, towards the light from the sky, and indicated the hub with a tap of his finger.
“It did not break,” he said. “I looked at it before I woke you, because I feared… Well. It was cut, or damaged in such a way that it would break on its own after only a little bit of use.”
Mildred did not want to see. But still she bent down, and she saw the neat damage to the wheel, like a wound inflicted by a trained physician rather than a drunken tooth drawer.
“Why?” Such a small word, demanding such a grand explanation. Mildred shook her head over it, then turned and walked several paces away as a trill of frustration vibrated through her, as soundly as though the string of a harp had been plucked. Because it was not that she wanted to interrogate Mr. Parry as to why he had decided to rob them and desert them (well, she did want to interrogate Mr. Parry as to why he had decided to rob them and desert them, and possibly also to twist his ear and pull his jacket over his head and boot him into the nearest stagnant body of water) but rather she wished to beg an answer from fate itself. Why, she wanted to ask with much sighing and wringing of hands, could they not have an easier time of it?
Perhaps it was asking too much to have things go more smoothly for them considering they were in possession of something as unprecedented as a dragon. The last few days had gone well enough, and that might have been the difficulty. They had existed to do nothing more than lull her into a false sense of security, fooling her into thinking the next turn of their journey wouldn’t be filled with quicksand or locusts or an outbreak of festering boils.
Mildred wrapped the blanket more tightly around herself and turned towards Mr. Wiggan. They would soldier through this, of course. They would find a way to fix the cart or carry on towards Builth or happen upon a dollop of hope and opportunity to drop out of the sky and set things into motion again. And she was prepared to tell him this, that everything would be well, that they only needed to have a good think about what to do next and they would move on from there.
So she raised her chin and drew in a chill, morning breath to lend power to her words. And then… it started to rain.





Chapter Thirteen
If you do not care for sheep, you might find yourself having a hard time of it in Wales.
— deleted portion from Chapter Two of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
They began by rebuilding the fire.
Mrs. Babbinton — who was the first to awake after the nefarious deeds of Mr. Parry had been discovered and discussed by Mildred and Mr. Wiggan — declared that nothing could be done about anything until there was a fire by which to warm their hands and food in their stomachs to fuel their minds. So while Mr. Wiggan struggled to light a fire from the damp kindling, Owen set up a tarpaulin over the cart to keep out the rain and Mrs. Babbinton set about fixing what she could for breakfast.
Mildred took Becca to a nearby stream for water, a short trip as even the old horse did not seem to care for standing out in the rain and wanted to be returned to her place beneath the trees as soon as possible. Fitz, on the other hand, took to romping around the clearing with his wings unfurled, only pausing to shake himself off, nose at a muddy spot on the ground, and begin his circuit all over again.
Mr. Wiggan was still fussing with the fire when Mildred joined him near the small circle of blackened ashes where the previous day’s blaze had been. The kindling had been left out all night, and so was the first to get wet when the rain began. Mr. Wiggan sat with his knees in the dirt, muttering quietly over his flint and tinder as sparks appeared before everything sizzled out again with a pathetic stream of smoke.
“I do not know why I cannot—” He struck again. A spark, a glimpse of a flame attempting to catch while he sheltered the nascent fire with his hands, breathing on it softly as it ate up the bits of leaves and bark and threads of tinder… until it darkened and went out.
“Here, let me try.” She held out her hand and Mr. Wiggan relinquished his tools. Beside her, Fitz came up to the edge of the ashes, his wings folded in as he clawed at the damp coals that flattened to smears of black on the wet grass. “Not now, Fitz,” she said, leaning nearer to the little wad she was attempting to light. “If I could just—”
Fitz , however, was already tired of their antics. He reared back, puffing up his chest as his wings opened again. A sound like a cough accompanied by a whoosh of heat near Mildred’s right arm, and a jet of flame shot out from the dragon’s mouth and set everything before him alight.
Mildred cried out before Mr. Wiggan slung an arm around her and pulled her away from the conflagration. He patted her down quickly, checking to make certain no segment of her or her clothing had caught on fire, and then rushed to grab several pieces of firewood from beneath the cart — where Owen had been intelligent enough to store them the night before — and toss them onto the flames before they could die down again. It was several more minutes work of keeping the fire alive (Fitz took it upon himself to add another shot of fiery breath to the wood every time the flames became subdued) but soon they were all gathered around the circle of warmth, eating baked apples with butter and drinking cups of tea (complete with sugar, but — alas — no milk) courtesy of a few things Mrs. Babbinton had kept with her own belongings that Mr. Parry hadn’t been able to take with him.
“If we go on towards Builth,” Mr. Wiggan said after he’d finished off his first cup of tea. “We will have to make the journey on foot. I would guess it to be another five or six miles at least, and that means also bringing Fitz along with us, and nothing but a basket in which to carry him.”
Owen wiped a smear of butter from his chin with the side of his bony wrist and shoved his last bite into his mouth as if it was about to be snatched out of his fingers from a circling vulture. “We could still go into Builth, perhaps just you and me, Mr. Wiggan. Fetch a new wheel for the cart and bring it back.”
“And what will we use to pay for it?” Mr. Wiggan said, his hands on his knees and his shoulders tense beneath the rumpled lines of his coat. “We’ve no money, or at least not enough to purchase a new wheel or any other means of transportation. We could attempt a return to Mr. Gwilym’s farm, but that is now over twenty miles away, and I cannot think of a way for us to return without some means of carrying Fitz or exhausting Becca.”
“I say we go onwards to Builth.” Mrs. Babbinton announced this as she filled everyone’s tin cups with more tea. “We’ve no money, but surely we can send a message to someone who can help us. Someone like Mr. Gwilym or Mr. Gorman would not hesitate to send aid, if they are able.”
Mildred had not thought about Mr. Gorman for some time, and the realization that the events of the last few days had so swiftly scuttled him from her mind made her feel guilty at the slight, despite the fact he was not even aware of being slighted. But she, like Mrs. Babbinton, was certain he would help them if they could reach him by missive. “I agree with Mrs. Babbinton,” she said, her breath shifting the steam wafting up from the cup of tea held between her hands. “We should try to contact Mr. Gorman. Builth is closer, so we will have to go there if we want any chance of seeing a letter or note sent to him in Warwickshire.”
Mr. Wiggan nodded. It was a buoyant nod, his head bobbing like a soap bubble caught on the air. So buoyant, in fact, that Mildred knew the next words out of his mouth would be as effective as the prick of a pin to burst his sudden effervescence. “Right. What about Fitz, then?”
Mildred looked at Fitz, who was currently experimenting with chewing on the burnt end of a log and spitting the chunk out again as a flaming coal. “Um,” she began with tremendous eloquence. “Well,” she added, delving deep into her extensive vocabulary. “We could, uh.”
Like someone flipping through the pages of a storybook, a dozen images from the past several weeks fluttered past her vision. There was Fitz attacking Mr. Hawthorne’s face. And there was a glimpse of Fitz adhering himself — in a violent fashion — to (what most gentlemen considered) a very sensitive place between Mr. Simonon’s legs. Ah, and there went Fitz setting a chicken coop on fire and attempting to burn Mr. Morgan’s poultry as though it was all in preparation for Sunday dinner. “No, I suppose taking him into Builth would not be the most sagacious of actions.” That is, if they wanted to prevent Builth from being burned down to the ground or its entire inventory of bacon and smoked meats to be gobbled up by a voracious dragonet (the latter most likely to occur before the former, unless Fitz was of a mind to have his bacon prepared extra crispy).
“It only takes one person to send a letter,” Mr. Wiggan said. “Though that still leaves the matter of food and lodgings and keeping Fitz hidden from sight while we wait for a response from Mr. Gorman.”
“We can move nearer to Builth, but still stay outside of it,” Mrs. Babbinton said, now pushing another tin of buttered, sugared apples onto the fire. “A few days out of doors should not be the death of us. And then Miss Percy can go into town and send her note to her uncle’s man. And as for food…” Her right hand disappeared into a fold of her skirt, and she pulled out a few coins, glinting even in the rain-washed daylight. “We did not give all of our money into your keeping, Mr. Wiggan. This isn’t much. But it should keep us well apart from starvation over the next few days.”
Mildred took the coins and slipped them into her own pocket. “Owen, will you come with me?”
The lad licked a few crumbs from the corner of his mouth as he finished off his second bun. “Me? Why?”
“Because it may have escaped your notice but I am not Welsh. And I have a suspicion that any dealings I may have with the inhabitants of Builth will proceed with greater smoothness if I am accompanied by one of their own countrymen.”
He nodded at that, then adjusted his cap on his head. “Ah, no worries, then. I’ll be your guide. Or your translator, as is needed.”
They finished up their breakfast and Mildred put on her sturdiest walking boots and tightened the ribbons of her bonnet beneath her chin. She felt a bit as though she was strapping on armor in preparation for battle, when all that she hoped would occur was to post a letter to Mr. Gorman and purchase some foodstuffs for themselves for the coming days. But she had to remind herself that she was not in England. This was not going to be a simple stroll into Upper Plimpton to deal with neighbors and tradespeople she had known for nearly twenty years. This was a foreign land, despite its proximity to the country in which she had been born. And she had to post her letter and buy their food and do everything in her power not to bring attention to the fact that they were harboring a young dragon a mile or so out of town.
“Miss Percy?”
Mildred looked up at Mr. Wiggan’s approach. She sat on the end of the cart, her legs dangling down towards the ground. Mrs. Babbinton and Owen were still over by the fire, where Fitz had dug a small furrow into the ground at the edge of the ashes and curled himself up for a morning doze. “Yes?” She turned her attention on him, her fingers still fiddling with the knot of her bonnet ribbons. “Is something wrong?”
He took a step towards her, then seemed to think better of it and rocked backwards again. He looked at the ground, so all she saw was the brim of his hat and the lower half of his face. “You will be careful, won’t you?”
“Of course.” She hopped down from the cart (‘hopped’ might be a bit generous, as it was more of an ungainly slide and a small catch of her skirt on a nail before she yanked the fabric free) and reached behind for her gloves. “It is not as though we’ve journeyed off the edge of the map,” she reminded him, despite what her own thoughts had been about the differences between England and Wales only three paragraphs before. “And I will have Owen with me. He should lend a bit more credibility to the proceedings.”
“It is only…” He glanced up at the tree branches overhead, as though what he wanted to say was shaking off the morning’s rain with the rest of the leaves. “After this business with Mr. Parry, and of course all the trouble there was with Mr. Hawthorne, and then with Fitz being spirited away, I hope you will forgive me when I admit that I worry about you, about your safety.”
She laughed. It bubbled out of her before she could stop it, and so she put her hand to her mouth and shook her head so that Mr. Wiggan would not think she was laughing at him for his show of concern. “I am sorry. I am not making light of this at all. It is simply that I never would have pictured myself as the sort of person to consistently become embroiled in potentially dangerous situations.” If Mildred ever had taken the time to imagine the sort of situations in which she thought someone like her would become embroiled, she imagined them to contain considerably more embroidery and naps and significantly less dragons and breaking into things. “But of course I will be careful. I have done nothing thus far but try to be careful. It seems it is rather everything around me that shows little respect for my attempts.”
“But if anything should happen to you,” he went on, now plucking his hat from his head and running the brim between his hands. “I would never forgive myself.”
Mildred took a cue from Mr. Wiggan and busied herself with her gloves, as this seemed to be the sort of conversation for which accessories were a necessity if one was to distract themselves enough to figure out what to say next. “I wish you would not take such responsibility on yourself for my well-being. I made the choice to come here, to take care of Fitz, as I have since my Great Uncle Forthright’s trunk first crossed the threshold of my sister’s house. In fact, I feel a greater inducement to worry about you and Mrs. Babbinton, seeing as how neither of you were compelled by the sudden ownership of a dragon to send yourself off on an adventure.”
“No, but we were compelled by our friendship to come with you,” he said. “And it is that same friendship that causes me to worry about you, as I would anyone I care about.”
She had finished putting on her gloves, and yet she continued to fiddle with them, to tug at the cuffs and twist at the buttons and worry over a bit of stitching that had begun to unravel along the side of her little finger. Had he meant to say those last seven words out loud? They seemed like something more likely to be held onto, to be worried over privately like the charm of a bracelet kept hidden inside one’s sleeve all day.
“Claude,” she said, just as he gave his brim another turn and said, “Mildred.”
He reached for her hand, as though they were in the assembly rooms in Upper Plimpton and he was about to ask her to dance. But instead of leading her out into the grass to test their talents at a waltz, he brought her fingers up to his lips, and he kissed them, and he held her cool hand within the shelter of his own.
“When all of this is over...” he began.
“Yes,” she said.
“... or at least when we’ve returned to some semblance of normalcy…” he continued.
“Yes,” she said.
“... I would like to…”
“Yes?”
“What I mean is, I hope that you would… that we would…”
“Yes.”
He looked at her, eyes blinking, lips working silently over sounds that did not make it past his tongue.
“Yes,” she said again, and with an additional modicum of something in her voice, something at once both final and all aquiver with anticipation.
“Yes?” It was Mr. Wiggan who said it that time. His eyes widened slightly, his head drawing back as though he wished to better see the view before him. And what was the view before him? Well, Mildred, of course. Mildred, who he had watched from afar for some time, long before the events recorded in this book, when everyone in Upper Plimpton merely referred to her as “Poor Miss Percy” or “Mrs. Muncy’s sister” or “Who is that frumpy spinster loitering about in the shadows?” But he had seen her then. He, who had lacked the courage to say anything more to her than the trivial niceties every vicar learned to say to the members of his parish, comments about the weather or the fineness of the cake offered by Mrs. Linden at the previous month’s church picnic. And then he had come across her as she dragged an empty trunk across her sister’s garden in the middle of the night, before she had arrived at the vicarage doorstep with a basket full of her great uncle’s ramblings and a dragon egg. And he had watched her become herself, the lady who stood before him.
The lady who leaned forward and kissed him.
It was nothing extraordinarily scandalous, but a simple press of her lips to the side of his jaw, where the stubble of his beard had begun to grow in. That quick touch of her mouth to his skin, and she stepped away again.
She smiled, fully unaware of all the thoughts pinging around inside of Mr. Wiggan’s head as he looked at her. “Though I am not sure you wish to adhere to an obscure point in the future that assumes any of this—” a twirl of her finger, drawing in Mrs. Babbinton and Owen and Fitz, along with moors and mountains and the entirety of the discovered world like a string around her knuckle, “—will ever return to something we might have once considered as falling into the range of normal.”
He laughed. Not a chuckle or a hitch of breath but a full laugh from deep in his chest, as though a thousand withheld exhales were bubbling out of him all at once. “No, I suspect our lives will be very different now, from here forward.” And he swallowed, and he brushed his thumb across the back of her hand before releasing it to her care.
Our lives. Perhaps she wished to place more meaning on those two words than was warranted, perhaps he would have said it differently, meant it differently if given another chance to say it over again. But she saw them written out in her mind, a melding of imaginary ink and paper, of vowels and consonants twining together like two people caught up in the patterns of a dance. “Very different,” she echoed. “But hopefully not disagreeable.”
“There is always hope.” And he returned his hat to his head, and turned to help her remove the things from the cart they would be taking with them.


If Mildred never saw another sheep for the rest of her life, it would be one too many. There had been sheep in England, of course, or at least the portions of it that Mildred had frequented. But a few flocks along the outskirts of Upper Plimpton and its surroundings did little to prepare her for the preponderance of woolen mammals currently dotting the immediate landscape. Fitz, on the other hand, seemed to be absolutely enamored by the grazing blobs of white (and occasionally black) meandering over the fields and hills, as though he was perusing the goods on display at a market stall.
“No!” Mildred reprimanded him as he shifted his weight on her shoulders, his tail curling around her neck like an anchor so he would not topple from his perch while he sought to obtain a better look at one of the lambs gamboling about just on the other side of the wall.
Because there was a wall, marking the edge of the field. And there was a road. Or rather, a lane. Or rather, a narrow, rutted path choked with weeds and underbrush leaking out from the various copses of trees like the overflow from a bathtub. Mr. Parry had led them onto this road because he had said there would be fewer encounters with other travelers, thereby keeping them safe from the sort of attention that had caused so many difficulties earlier on in their journey. He had also said the road would lead them unerringly toward Builth, but that had been when the path had better resembled a road and Mr. Parry had better resembled an honest gentleman. So now they were on a road that was gradually becoming a trail while their hope in finding their way to the boundaries of Builth was gradually acquiring a more pessimistic flavor.
“We should turn back,” Mr. Wiggan said, when the day seemed to have reached some middle point and the way before them had yet to indicate it would lead towards anything hinting at civilization. “Return to the main road we departed from after Talgarth, and then take that until we reach… something.”
Mildred glanced up at the sky. She had removed her bonnet an hour or so before, because there was no one to tell her that she should not and even if there was she did not believe she could work up the enthusiasm to heed them. So she glanced up at the sky, cloudy and shifting under the guidance of some upper-atmospheric wind that did not even twitch the leaves on the trees at their level, and fought the urge to tug at her skirts and plop down on the ground precisely where she was.
She did not want to turn back. She did not want to go forward, either, but the alternative was to forever remain on a fading path surrounded by indifferent sheep and she did not believe that to be a plan that would benefit her beyond the span of a few minutes.
“Owen,” she said, and turned towards the boy. He stood at the edge of the path, carrying one of Mrs. Babbinton’s bags across his back. “Do you know where we are?”
He took off his cap and scratched at the top of his head. “Sorry, but no. I’ve never left my Da’s farm before this.”
She did not know what she had expected. That somehow Owen — along with all Welshmen — would be imbued with a gift of their homeland’s geography imprinted on their minds with the clarity of a seal pressed in soft wax? A bit optimistic, considering that she had once found herself lost in a small wooded area behind Ashby Lodge that was situated only a half a mile from her bedroom window. “We will have to go back,” she said, and reached up to help Fitz down from her shoulder before she developed an irreparable hump from carrying him there for such an extended period of time. “If we press on, we risk completely losing all sense of direction. At least now we are still at the point where we can retrace our steps.”
Mr. Wiggan untied one of the waterskins from Becca’s back and passed it around, waiting for everyone else to drink their fill before he tended to his own thirst. “I agree. I don’t care for it, as we are already exhausted, but to continue forward is like stepping off into the unknown. Back to the main road, I think, before Mr. Parry suggested we take this route to save time.”
Mrs. Babbinton passed around some crumbs of cheese leftover from the stores Mr. Parry had not managed to abscond with. “We will do what we must. Though I daresay I’ll be treating my poor feet to a long soak in a warm foot bath when all of this is said and done.”
Mildred did not even want to ponder the current state of her feet. They had ceased the worst of their aching over an hour before, and she was not sure if that should be cause for celebration or concern. “What we must,” she agreed, and let Fitz down onto the ground, where he shook himself and then began nosing at a clump of wild daisies.
“Perhaps I could scout ahead a bit,” Owen offered as a cloud of despondency seemed to lower itself over their party. “Maybe just a mile or so, see if it leads to anything. And you lot can all sit for a minute and rest. I mean, it can’t hurt,” he added with a scrape of his toe through the dirt.
“I think it a fine idea,” Mildred told him, glancing away from Fitz long enough to grace him with an encouraging smile. “That is, if you’re not too tired?”
“I could keep going for days!” He grinned, then tamped down on his excitement when he realized no one else (apart from Fitz) was capable of sharing his enthusiasm. “My ma used to say I needed to run ten laps around the house every night before bed in order to quiet my legs.” He tipped his head to one side, his smile fading as his gaze drifted someplace far away. “It didn’t help, really.”
So Owen downed another pinch of cheese and another swallow of water and adjusted his hat as he headed down the path and around a small curve in the hillside. Or this was his intention until Fitz decided that he was not about to be left behind with all of the stragglers, and so took off at a run (or the best approximation of a run that a partially grown dragonet could manage over an uneven surface and while also trying to unfurl his wings) after him.
Mildred did not even waste her breath calling out to Fitz, as like a toddling child off to create some new mischief, she knew she would not be acknowledged. Instead she picked up her hem and chased after him, the various pains and aches in her feet she thought had disappeared returning with a throbbing, skin-searing vengeance. “Oof,” was what came out of her mouth after she stumbled on a rock, which was enough of a sound to draw Fitz’s attention to her. At the realization that he was being followed, he picked up his pace — aided by a few flaps of his wings — which took him forward and through the air for two whole yards before he tumbled down again and resumed his hobbling attempt at a run.
If dragons could laugh — and it has yet to be proven they cannot — Mildred suspected there was a note of cackling beneath the screech he let out as she increased her pace in her pursuit of him. It had become a game now, at least from his perspective, and he veered towards the edge of the wall, scrambled up the side of it, then hesitated only long enough to fully extend his wings before he leapt off and soared over the field.
Well, the leap was more of a drop, and the soaring was more of a quick flap of his wings, a surge upwards, and then another plummet as he directed himself towards one of the sheep grazing there.
The sheep appeared older than his fleecy compatriots. Mildred was not familiar with any traditional methods used to determine the age of a sheep, but some indescribable quality surrounding the creature gave it an antiquarian air, and she could not help but feel an affinity toward it as Fitz alighted (an understatement here, as it was more of a plunge) onto the sheep’s back.
Owen rushed to the wall, his hat falling off his head and his finger jabbing towards the scene before him as if Mildred could not see perfectly well how Fitz was determined to sink his claws into the sheep’s wool and attempt to lift him off the ground. The sheep, it must be noted, behaved with greater equanimity than Mildred would have anticipated, the animal merely twitching his head with all the effort of shaking away a fly while he continued to munch on the greenery sticking out of his mouth.
“No!” Mildred cried, just as Fitz made another endeavor at flight. He flapped his wings as hard and fast as she had ever seen him do so, his claws tangling in the wool and accomplishing little more than tearing tufts of it from the sheep’s hindquarters. “No, you cannot have that sheep!”
She grabbed Owen’s arm and used him for balance as she hoisted herself over the wall. She was just scraping her knee on the top of it as the sound of Mr. Wiggan’s running footsteps came up behind her, and she was just about to turn and assure him she had everything in hand and not to worry when something — skirt, shoe, her dignity — caught on the wall and sent her sprawling forward. She put her hands out in front of her, as most people are accustomed to doing when their body decides to fling itself forward in an unexpected and hasty manner, which meant that her arms took the brunt of her weight, and a shot of pain lanced through the palm of her left hand.
“Miss Percy!” she heard someone say, followed by, “Mildred!” by someone else.
She winced as she tried to move, and then she heard Owen gasp.
“Oh! She’s bleeding! That’s not good!”
Or at least that was what Mildred thought she heard Owen say, before she saw the streak of red on her hand, and the fuzziness in her eyes turned dark, and the ground rushed swiftly up to catch her head as it dropped forward again.





Chapter Fourteen
The preponderance of castles in Wales could almost lead someone to believe the country had never existed without them. Like the massive roots of trees pushed upward through the soil, they have presented themselves as an indelible part of the landscape.
But the proliferation of walled fortresses arrived at a time when dragons began to disappear into myth and memory. Now, the dragons have signalled a return, and the fact that it comes as those same stone walls and parapets are crumbling into ruin is one that cannot — or should not — be ignored.
— from Chapter Seven of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
It was a mere scratch on the hand.
Mildred would not have cared for all of the fuss. That is, she would not have cared for all of the fuss if she had been conscious enough to raise an objection to it. But the sight of the blood on her hand (most likely also combined with the exhaustion of the last few days) had rendered her fully insensate for a grand hour and forty-three minutes. During this time, Owen and Mr. Wiggan went for help (following the dwindling path to a more curated portion of farmland that led to an estate) and returned to retrieve Mildred from her place in the field and carry her — along with Mr. Wiggan and Owen and Mrs. Babbinton and Fitz — to Penffynnon (the name of the aforementioned estate, Mildred would learn soon enough).
So Mildred awoke in a room that looked like it belonged in a church, with arched windows, a vaulted ceiling, and all of the dark browns and ambers and other warm colors that brought one’s mind around to sitting in a pew and listening to an hours-long sermon about being a good Samaritan. Her head felt thick, as though her skull had been filled with clotted cream. She blinked a few times, tried to lift her head from the pillow, but as soon as she stirred a woman seated in a chair near the end of the bed (because Mildred was in a bed, large and dark and with yards of brocaded fabric draped from its four posters) sat up, said something like: “I’ll go and fetch m’lady!” and disappeared out the dark, arched door.
She tried to sit up again and quickly regretted it. The room seemed intent on tilting around her every time she attempted to move, and so she kept her head on the pillow, her toes (Where were her shoes? Someone had removed her shoes…) wiggling beneath the covers. It was only a minute or two before the door opened again — though Mildred’s ability to keep track of time was severely hampered by her previously mentioned clotted skull, so the guess of a minute or two might not have been accurate — and Mrs. Babbinton entered the bedroom.
“Oh.” That was all Mildred could manage at the sight of Mrs. Babbinton. Mrs. Babbinton who was supposed to be with everyone else along a fading road outside of Builth, flanked by sheep and tending to a dragon and Mr. Wiggan’s anxiety.
“And how are we feeling this afternoon?”
The question did not come from Mrs. Babbinton. Instead, the question came from the woman who entered behind Mrs. Babbinton, a woman dressed from head to toe in black but for a slash of red trim at her collar and wrists. She quickly overtook Mrs. Babbinton and walked towards the side of the bed, her lilting gait giving the impression she was striding forward with the help of an invisible and decorative cane.
“If I had known how long you would sleep,” the woman in black continued. “I should have advised the doctor against dosing you with laudanum.”
“You gave me laudanum?” Mildred made another attempt at pulling herself up, an act that put weight on her left hand. Pain immediately sliced through her hand, and she winced and grabbed at her sleeve, which surprisingly did not meet the inspection of her fingers. Instead, her arm was bare from the shoulder down, but for a clean, white strip of bandage wrapped around her hand.
“It was either that or allow you to injure Mr. Jones. And as he is the best physician I have ever found, I did not wish to see his career cut short by a bit of one-sided fisticuffs from an insensate and injured gentlewoman in my care.”
Mildred touched her hand again, prodding the edge of the bandage with the same amount of delicacy she reserved for checking the loftiness of a batch of Yorkshire puddings minutes after their extraction from the oven.
The woman lowered herself — she gave the appearance of sitting, and yet she managed to maintain such an illusion of height and regal bearing that it was almost impossible to discern any real change in her position — onto the side of the bed and patted Mildred’s arm, well above the injured portion. “I believe we have gone about this all the wrong way. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Lady Pritchard, or at least that is what everyone hereabouts tends to call me. But Pritchard was my husband’s name, and as he is no longer counted among the living, I think I would prefer for you to call me Rhiannon.”
“Rhiannon,” Mildred said, her mouth moving in such a way that implied she had never used her tongue and lips to shape vowels and consonants before. “I am—”
“Miss Percy, of course,” Rhiannon interrupted. “And do not worry about anything. You are here, and you will remain here until you are healed and there is no longer any danger of infection.”
Which was all well and good, and would have given Mildred no reason to worry for herself in the slightest. Except there were the niggling details of where, exactly “here” was and how she had come to be “here” and where Owen and Mr. Wiggan had taken themselves and finally — and possibly most importantly — where Fitz currently happened to be. So she looked towards Mrs. Babbinton, her eyes widening in a way meant to convey all of her questions with a quick tilt of her eyebrows and—
“It’s all right, Miss Percy,” Mrs. Babbinton said, stepping up to the side of the bed. “She knows about Fitz.”
Her gaze darted to Rhiannon. The older woman did not appear at all disconcerted by the recently acquired knowledge of the existence of dragons. Or at least a dragon, singular, and of trifling size.
“Owen and Mr. Wiggan went to fetch help for you,” the housekeeper went on, her hands clasped and her shoulders set in the posture of a schoolgirl delivering a recitation to the class. “They came back with a carriage belonging to Lady Pritchard and—”
“Please, call me Rhiannon,” their host attempted to interject with the patience of someone who had already made the request a half dozen times before.
“—she was kind enough to allow us into her fine home, and then the physician was called since the cut on your hand was so deep, and now it’s nearly evening and it will be time for you to eat soon.”
“Where is everyone?”
“They are all outside,” Rhiannon said. “Enjoying this beautiful afternoon. Though your little companion—” (Mildred assumed she was referring to Fitz with this statement and not Owen or Mr. Wiggan) “—seems to prefer the kitchen and a cozy place beside the ovens.” (Not Owen, then. Though she still was not certain about Mr. Wiggan, as he did enjoy a lovely cup of tea beside a warm fire.)
“You’re to stay here and rest,” Mrs. Babbinton said, just as Mildred made her last successive attempt to lever herself into something resembling an upright position. “But Mr. Wiggan is rather worried about it all and I doubt he’ll exhibit any signs of reassurement until he’s set eyes on you himself. Shall I call him up?”
Mildred nodded, afraid to exert herself for anything more than that simple up and down motion of her head. She wanted very much to allow Mr. Wiggan to come and see for himself that she was well and alive and had not suffered the misfortune of bleeding to death from an insignificant wound to the palm of her hand.
And so Mrs. Babbinton disappeared and returned only a few minutes later with Mr. Wiggan in tow. He walked into the room with quiet, careful steps, as though he labored under the impression that any great noise would disturb Mildred from her healing. His posture suffered a visible change when he saw her, his shoulders drooping and his hands drifting to hang loosely at his sides from where they had been clasped tightly in front of him.
“There, you see?” Mrs. Babbinton announced in a tone often reserved for placating children who would not cease asking the same question over and over of their elders. “She lives and breathes, still.”
He walked up to the edge of the bed just as Rhiannon surrendered her seat and moved to stand beside Mrs. Babbinton. “You frightened us, you know.” He said it with a quavering sort of smile, meant to put her at ease. The poor man looked battered, and Mildred glanced again at Mrs. Babbinton in order to compare the two of them. While Mr. Wiggan appeared rumpled and shadowed and thoroughly harrowed, Mrs. Babbinton looked in every way like someone who had absolutely not and under no conceivable circumstances spent the last several days hiking across southern Wales.
“It was not my intention,” Mildred said, with a little laugh. She had never considered herself to be the sort of person capable of causing any sort of extreme reaction in a person. Rather than having a personality like a storm or an earthquake or blinding ray of sunshine, she was more of a cloudy day in April, or the constant lap of waves on an undistinguished beach.
Or toast. She was toast personified, she supposed. With a hint of butter, perhaps. But absolutely no honey or marmalade.
He took another step towards the bed, close enough that his knees bumped against the side of it. “Are you comfortable? Is there anything you need?” His head swung around to look at Mrs. Babbinton and Rhiannon, still standing there like twin sentinels. “What has the doctor prescribed? Broth? Tea? Some sort of…” He waggled his fingers in front of him, working a spell with those frantic digits. “... healing poultice?”
“Mr. Jones has said she must rest for a few days,” Rhiannon said, in a voice honed with imperiousness. (Lady Pritchard — who, for this brief portion of biography, will set aside the informal ‘Rhiannon’ until the reader has better made her acquaintance — was extraordinarily skilled with the ability to behave in a manner both commanding and benevolent within a span of mere seconds. Some would argue it was a trait common in those of noble rank, a facet of behavior hammered into them from the moment they drew their first breath, while others would argue it to be a matter of breeding alone. But as Miss Rhiannon Bevan (as she was known before she married Lord Pritchard and became the Lady Pritchard previously introduced to us) was only the daughter of a solicitor — not even a barrister, for heaven’s sake — from Wrexham, it could not be construed that the occasional bouts of haughtiness to overtake her (in her defense, it was a skill only brought out when needed to accomplish something of importance) were a result of centuries of breeding affecting her very marrow. (One could take the time to travel back to Wrexham and ask her sister and two younger brothers if ‘Rhi’ had exhibited any signs of imperious behavior with them while they were growing up (in a stubbornly middle-class neighborhood), and after they had laughed and laughed and invited you in for tea and then laughed some more, they would tell you that… yes, she had been a bit of a Bossy Bum (their words, not the author’s) for the duration of their years together.) “He gave no further directives as to food or exercise, only that she must trust in the pace of her own recovery and do as she saw fit. Barring any sudden onset of fever or infection,” she added in a way that made Mildred wonder if she was still repeating the physician’s orders or adding a codicil of her own.
Mr. Wiggan nodded, apparently pleased with the physician’s advice. “Are you hungry? Should she eat so soon after being hurt?”
“I am not on my deathbed,” Mildred protested, still wishing she could sit up and prove with a show of physical bravado that she was very much herself, if only still fogged and dizzy from the laudanum. “It was only a small injury, and in a few days my hand will be very much as it ever was.” Which was not a compliment to her hand, only an acknowledgement that it would go back to being a mediocre hand but without the additional accessory of a flesh wound to impede its regular daily activities.
“But still…” Mr. Wiggan said.
“I would like something to eat,” Mildred said, realizing that she was hungry, as all the events of the day leading up to this moment had left her feeling fuzzy but a bit depleted on the digesting front. “If that is not too much trouble?”
“I will have my cook prepare a few things for you, to tempt your appetite.” Rhiannon nodded towards Mildred and Mr. Wiggan before turning to leave, and Mrs. Babbinton (“I’ll give her cook the recipe for my gooseberry compote, which will have you up and around again in no time!”) soon followed, leaving the two of them (Mildred and Mr. Wiggan, of course) alone in the bedroom, with the door left partially open (three inches, give or take) in order to leave them some privacy but prevent anything scandalous from occurring (presuming the two of them could be caught in anything more scandalous at the moment than a study in discomfiture).
“You are certain you are well?”
Mildred sighed. And she nodded. And she raised her injured hand, giving her fingers a waggle as proof that the appendage in question was still a functioning thing. “I am tired, is all. But they dosed me with laudanum, apparently. So once the effects of that wear away, which should not be long, more than a few hours, I can—”
“Lady Pritchard has invited us to stay here until you are fully recovered.”
“It is only a scratch,” she reminded him. “There is no reason for—”
“We were robbed, Mildred.” He sat on the edge of the bed. Leaning forward, his elbows on his knees, he ran both of his hands through his hair. “Our cart, already on its last legs—”
Or ‘last wheels’, Mildred wanted to say, but kept the comment to herself.
“—was deliberately ruined. We have little food, less money, and are nothing more than stranded here until we receive aid. We can still write to Mr. Gorman, but then we must wait to hear back from him. If we hear back from Mr. Gorman. And it is still at least another hundred miles to Nantlle. I mean, if you voice your determination to strap Fitz to your shoulders and walk the rest of the way…” He shook his head. “I would come with you. But if Lady Pritchard has offered us this respite, I feel it might be most wise of us to accept it.”
She moved to lift her head, and Mr. Wiggan reached behind her and helped to raise up her pillows so she could more easily move into a sitting position. It would be bordering on the dramatic to say that Mildred held her breath while Mr. Wiggan leaned towards her, his arms working around her in a way that was not an embrace but could easily have become one with only a few minor adjustments. She looked down at her lap as he pulled away from her, the fingers of her right hand fussing with the neatly stitched edge of the blanket. “How is Fitz?”
He laughed. She heard that without having to raise her eyes again and look at him. “He is overfed and napping in the kitchen after having an hour’s romp in one of Penffynnon’s fountains. I believe if Lady Pritchard’s invitation extended to the rest of Fitz’s life, he would not complain of having to stay here.”
“I should go down to see him,” she said, and started to slide her legs towards the edge of the bed. She did not wish to admit that she was left feeling bereft at Fitz’s ability to acclimate to a new location with only the lure of food and comfort to ease the transition. Of course, that did not mean she wanted him to be all morose with her absence, whining and inconsolable until she reappeared, but even a small amount of despondency on his part would have acted as a balm to her battered feelings.
“Perhaps you should wait until after you have eaten something.” Mr. Wiggan reached out and placed his hand on her thigh, halting any further progress of her legs in their attempt to escape the bed.
Between the bare skin of Mr. Wiggan’s hand and the bare skin of Mildred’s thigh, there existed the barrier of a blanket, a sheet, a gown, a shift, and the edge of a stocking. Yet despite all of the layers, she felt the touch as if the door to the bedroom was closed and the afternoon had swiftly shifted to evening and the kiss she had given him that morning had been more than an awkward touch of her lips to his own.
He noticed his hand on her leg and began to pull it away. She stopped him by placing her own hand — the uninjured one — over his, her thumb sliding across his wrist, just above the cuff of his sleeve.
“Shall I stay with you,” he said, his attention focused on their hands, his voice low and so soft Mildred thought she could fluff it up and make a pillow out of it. “For a little while?”
For as long as you wish, is what she started to say, but also what she did not say. She was not accustomed to speaking her mind, to giving voice to the first thoughts to come into her head at the very moment of their creation. And at once, she almost allowed herself to decry it as a fault, something within her that needed to be altered if she were to become some imagined version of herself that had existed as the proverbial carrot on a stick leading her towards a point of unattainable perfection. But she preferred to take her time over her words, to hold onto them until the rough edges were polished away and the glimmer of her truest self could be brought into the light.
“Thank you,” is what she did say, and squeezed Mr. Wiggan’s hand. “For everything.”
He chuckled, and he brought her hand up to his lips, kissing the back of it before returning their entwined fingers to her lap. “You make it sound like I have already accomplished all of the things for which you could express gratitude. I had hoped to manage for a few more years at least before I had used up my allotment of good deeds.”
It was her turn to speak again. If they had been in a drawing room, or with other company, the conversation would be expected to continue along with the steady rhythm of a shuttlecock batted back and forth between them. But she found that she liked this moment, just as it was, with the silence stretching out and out until all she heard was the crackle of a low fire, and the soft whoosh of their breathing, and the faint sounds of birds and bees and the entire world coming in through an open window.
It was peace. It was perfection. And if Mildred had any gifts of foresight, she would have taken greater effort to appreciate the calm before the — unfortunately not entirely proverbial, as the following chapters will demonstrate — storm.





Chapter Fifteen
Most dragons sleep for longer than they are awake, and yet I find it nearly impossible to manage the same amount of rest while in the presence of one.
— from Miss Percy’s personal journal
Mildred had always wanted to live in a castle. Or at least the younger version of Mildred had fallen in love with the idea, of turrets and windows only wide enough through which one could shoot an arrow, of moats harboring monstrous creatures and drawbridges that creaked like the earth’s bones when they were raised and lowered. And of course there would have to be battlements on which she could walk, overlooking her kingdom, while the breeze whipped at her hair, held in place by only the weight of a crown.
The older version of Mildred (the one with whom we are more intimately acquainted) had shed the dreams of castle ownership years before, when she was old enough to learn about the responsibilities of dealing with leaking roofs and flooding cellars and just how much work it took to keep a household warm and fed in the middle of winter. And that did not even broach the subjects of taxes and drainage (estate ownership had much to do with water being where it should not, apparently) and the boundaries of where one could allow one’s cattle or other grazing animals to… well, graze. So with each passing decade, Mildred’s idea of a perfect home had gradually shrunk in size, until she assumed that by the time she reached her final years (hopefully still some ways away) she would be most content with a one-room cottage or even a turf house half-buried beneath the (non-saturated) ground.
But Penffynnon — the home of their host, Lady Pritchard — was a castle. Or it had begun its existence as a castle, with all of the requisite turrets and portcullises and staircases spiraling clockwise to earn its title as such. Unfortunately, a fire round and about the year 1301 rendered it a burnt-out shell of blackened stone and little else, and since there was already such a preponderance of castles tucked amongst the Welsh mountains and moors in those days (Edward I having taken to building castles like a child with too many blocks at his disposal) there was no great rush by the English to see its stones piled upwards again.
The Welsh, however, were not a people to let something go to waste. The foundation of Penffynnon was still good, while several of its walls and half a turret stood as strong and unyielding as the first day of their original completion. So instead of another castle, a house was built on top of the incinerated carcass of the previous Penffynon, complete with crenellations and parapets as an homage to its former appearance, but with larger windows and more of a focus on comfort and extravagance than keeping out invaders (whether English or Welsh to be determined by the owner).
And so Mildred found herself wandering through a house brimming with all of the ornate plasterwork and decorative carvings anchoring it firmly in the era of the Georgian kings, while the roots of it brought up the ghosts of rebellions whispered in a language that seemed carved from the very rocks and mountains it sought to reclaim as its own.
She was finally permitted to wander through the house after a full night of rest and a morning spent convincing Mr. Wiggan and Rhiannon that she was perfectly well and that an injury to her hand would not require her to remain closeted upstairs for three whole days (Mr. Wiggan’s suggestion) or that she would need the assistance of a cane (how would that benefit an injury to her hand, Mildred stressed) or a wheeled chair (again, her hand) in order to enjoy the benefits of Penffynnon’s lower floors.
So after the aforementioned night of rest and an extraordinarily hearty breakfast (eggs and sausages and some manner of green… substance (this was the first word to come into Mildred’s head at the unfamiliar food’s appearance on her plate) mixed with cockles and piled onto two thick slabs of toast, which despite her initial reservations was salty and delicious and good enough to prompt a fight between herself and Fitz over her second piece) she walked downstairs with her (uninjured) hand on Mr. Wiggan’s arm and Fitz half-trotting, half-tumbling along beside her.
“And there you are!” Rhiannon met them at the bottom of the staircase, beringed fingers resting on the curl of the bannister as though she were stationed at the prow of a ship. “Are you feeling more like yourself this morning, Miss Percy?”
The most recent chiming of the clocks told Mildred that it was no longer morning, nor had it been so for over an hour. But she had slept late — a fact she attributed to the excitement of the last few days (weeks? months?) finally sweeping over her, and the comfort of the bed given to her — and had taken her time over breakfast. There had also been a bit of a late morning snuggle with Fitz (during which Fitz slept off his breakfast at the foot of her bed, and Mildred contented herself to simply watch him) before she finally finished dressing (Mrs. Babbinton helping her with buttons and ties and other things she could not manage with only one working hand) and met Mr. Wiggan in the corridor.
“Are you up for a tour?” Rhiannon asked them, glancing at Mildred’s (injured) hand where it rested lightly against her side.
Mildred shifted from foot to foot, even displaying the toe of her left shoe so Rhiannon could see it. “My legs are in fine working order, my lady,” she said. “As long as a trip around your home does not require me to perform a cartwheel at any point, I think I shall be well.”
“Rhiannon,” she said, offering that reminder of her Christian name (or un-Christian, considering its origin) along with a gentle tap of her finger to Mildred’s arm. “I wish you would call me Rhiannon. I was Lady Pritchard as long as my husband was alive, and while I would work my way through an entire catalog of deadly sins in order to see him returned to me, I will not fully lose my identity while he is permitted to enjoy his eternal slumber.” She gestured ahead of her, as though conversation about the deceased Lord Pritchard was as natural to her as commenting on the menu for luncheon. “Will your friend be joining us?”
Mildred glanced at Mr. Wiggan first, but a sweep of Fitz’s tail against the hem of her skirt drew her attention down to the dragon working his claws at the edge of one of Rhiannon’s rugs.
“Leave him be!” Rhiannon waved a hand before Mildred could even press her tongue to the roof of her mouth for the first sound of ‘No!’ “I never cared for that rug anyway, and the poor creature is surely restless after spending all of last night and this morning tucked upstairs with you.” She leaned in towards Mildred, a force of shot silk and lily of the valley, her eyes gleaming with some internal light. “You cannot comprehend how envious I am of you, Miss Percy. A woman, in charge of a dragon? It is like watching a figure from the margins of a medieval text peel themselves away from the page and step into our own time. You must tell me how you have managed to accomplish it all!”
Mildred looked towards Mr. Wiggan again, her mouth working as though she could not draw in enough air to fill out the necessary words.
Mr. Wiggan, in a great demonstration of unhelpfulness, shrugged (while also giving Mildred’s arm a squeeze she convinced herself could not have been a purely accidental pressure from his hand) and ducked his head until his chin disappeared into the rumpled folds of his neckcloth. “I have already told her my part of the story. But I suspect she will not be satisfied until she has heard from all of us, you especially.”
“Oh, well.” Which was a considerable understatement of Mildred’s recent activities, when one took into account the fact that she stood before Rhiannon in an erstwhile castle, with a tall, noble gentleman beside her (gazing at her with only a faintly subdued expression of adoration) while a dragon twined itself around her legs. “I suppose I should begin at the beginning, then.”
And so she did begin at the beginning, or at least the beginning as it regarded her time with Fitz, with the arrival of her Great Uncle Forthright’s trunk and the egg she had thought was a stone but turned out not to be a stone at all. As they walked through the music room, Mildred told her about Fitz’s hatching, and as they peered into the dining room Mildred haltingly worked her way through the particulars of Fitz’s first attempt to burn down a building. By the time they had seen all three receiving rooms (two parlors and a drawing room, or was it two drawing rooms and a parlor?) she had already left Exley Hall and arrived at the point in her story when they had all determined to make their way toward Wales.
“And you believe this Mr. Parry intentionally sabotaged your wagon?” Rhiannon asked as they finished the tour of the kitchen garden and made their way towards the stables. “The villain! If he was here, I would certainly let him know what I think of his behavior!” She gave the air before her a sharp stab with her fist, and Mildred could not help but imagine Mr. Parry’s face taking the brunt of that brutal punch.
As they crossed the courtyard in the direction of the stables, Mildred reached down to gather Fitz into her arms, careful not to disturb her bandaged hand. She did not trust giving him the freedom to gallivant inside a building filled with mostly flammable materials, constructed on the foundations of a prior edifice that had already shown its penchant for combustibility some five centuries before. He willingly climbed onto her shoulders, as was his wont, but she wondered if he had managed to gain a significant amount of weight since the previous day or if she was still fatigued from her injury and the lingering effects of the laudanum because he seemed heavier than she remembered.
“Goodness,” Mildred said, and grunted politely (or as polite as one could manage a grunt) while shifting one of Fitz’s rear legs off her bosom.
“Are you all right?” Mr. Wiggan was at her side again in an instant — that is, he had only drifted behind her by about the length of a single stride, so it was not a tremendous amount of ground to make up. His hands worked about her as if he wanted very much to touch her, but instead only flailed a bit like he was attempting to knead dough in mid-air.
“It’s Fitz,” she said, giving his tail another adjustment. “I think he has grown again overnight.”
“I would not be surprised,” he told her, seeming to compromise his need to be near her by stroking a finger over the ridges along Fitz’s spine (an action which brought the edge of his thumb rather close to Mildred’s jaw). “I have never witnessed a single creature consume as many servings of stew as he did last night.”
“My cook makes the best cawl in this part of the country,” Rhiannon said, throwing the boast over her shoulder as she led them into the stables. “Though it’s from my grandmother’s recipe, so she cannot take all of the credit for herself. Now, here we are!”
They stepped into the dim warmth of indoors, the overwhelming aromas of hay and horse and leather wrapping around them like an embrace. Fitz shifted on Mildred’s shoulders, a low rumble emanating from his throat as the shuffle and nicker of other animals that were not dragons (but too large to be regarded by him as food) reached their ears. She stretched a hand up to settle him, one of his wings having already begun to open. However, both wings came unfurled at the sight of Owen’s thatched head above one of the stall doors, and he let out a squawk at the additional appearance of the apple being fed to Becca.
“Miss Percy!” Owen’s eyes brightened when he turned around, while Becca took the opportunity afforded her to snuffle the entire apple from his fingers and work it between her yellowed teeth. “Are you all better now?”
Mildred raised her hand, displaying the bandage wrapped tight around her palm. “Soon enough,” she assured him, and leaned against the stable door. “But how is Becca? She is not too tired after the last few days’ exertion, is she?”
Owen rubbed the top of Becca’s head and worked his fingers into the tangle of hair between her ears. “Oh, she’s in heaven! And look at her coat! I’ve already brushed her down twice since yesterday and she looks like a new horse!”
Becca did not look like a new horse, or even anything that could possibly be ascribed to the word ‘new’, but she did appear to be exceedingly content, and her coat did have more of a lustrous sheen to it (or perhaps that was merely the softness of the light in the stable). Mildred even noted that despite the low hang of her belly (Becca’s, of course) and the patchiness of her questionably lustrous coat, instead of appearing daunted by the fineness of the stable (indeed, Mildred wondered if the building’s various measurements of height and width would set it at a grander scale than Ashby Lodge) and the other horses housed within it, she stood with all the ease and pride of a creature that had finally found a lodging equal to her status.
Meanwhile, Fitz had hopped onto the top of the stable door, drawing a small gasp from Rhiannon and a jolt from Mildred. But he walked nimbly along the narrow bit of wood, his tail swinging this way and that for balance, his claws digging in as though he could shred the entire door to splinters if given leave to do so.
“Looking for a treat, are you?” Owen produced another apple, a bit bruised and wrinkled in places, but Fitz showed no fussiness over the outward appearance of his fruit. A flick of Owen’s wrist, and a quick dart of Fitz’s neck, and the dragon sat himself on his haunches, the apple cradled between his front legs as he tore into the peel with a snip of his jaws.
“Simply astonishing.” This was Rhiannon’s comment as she watched, mesmerized, while Fitz quickly, methodically (peel first, then the flesh of the apple, then a leisurely bit of gnawing on the core as if it was a bone) decimated the fruit. Her head shook from side to side as she regarded the sight before her, as though she could not bring herself to believe what was happening only a foot or so away. “And you say he came from an egg? Like a bird?”
“Or a lizard,” Mr. Wiggan supplied. “Though the egg was like a stone except for its warmth. And I dismissed it, believing it to be merely from the heat of my own hands…” As he trailed off, Mildred drifted nearer to him. She hesitated for a moment, then she placed her hand on his upper arm, squeezing slightly as if she could indicate with that subtle movement that she would draw him fully against her if they were not in a stable with two other people as witnesses.
“It is easy to look back and count ourselves as fools,” Mildred said, mostly for Mr. Wiggan’s benefit but for her own as well. “But what precedent did we have? Nothing but tales from a few storybooks.”
“Hmmph,” Rhiannon said. “I know those tales.” She kept her gaze on Fitz, eyes narrowing and widening again in a way that made Mildred imagine an entire play enacting itself inside her head over the course of a few seconds. “My husband’s family was enamored with them, you know.” She switched her attention away from the dragon and looked directly at Mildred. “They liked to say that Penffynnon originally burned down because a dragon started the fire, which sounds infinitely better than the entire place going up in flames because my husband’s great great—” she twirled her fingers, indicating several more ‘greats’ before she arrived at “—grandfather Cadoc ap Richard accidentally kicked over a lantern on his way to the privy in the middle of the night.”
Owen snorted, then gave a little cough at a glare from Rhiannon.
“Whatever the truth,” she went on, her voice louder than before. “It is no secret that the Pritchards shaped their lives around the lore of dragons. So if you’re curious as to why I’ve not fainted away in a fit of the vapors at the sight of one traipsing around my house, that could have something to do with it.” Her mouth quirked then, her eyes narrowing again as though attempting to look at both Mildred and Mr. Wiggan from a great distance. “I would like to show you something. Probably quite trivial in light of your recent discovery,” she added, her head tipping towards Fitz. “But I suspect your minds are curious and ready to absorb everything they can. And I have a few things… Well.” A lift of one shoulder, a twitch of an eyebrow, and any rambling she had been about to embark on was hastily summed up. “Shall we return to the house? It should be time for luncheon soon.”
Mildred called to Fitz and held out her arm for him to use as a bridge to her shoulders if he wished. He did not wish, and instead leapt down from the top of the stable door with a snap of his wings and the slightest bit of a glide before he finally saltated (Mildred had read that word recently in her Great Uncle Forthright’s notes and was eager to add it to her regular lexicon) onto the ground and led their party out of the stable.
“I fear I will never grow accustomed to the sight of that,” Mildred said, sounding almost wistful to her own ears.
Beside her, Mr. Wiggan slowed his steps while Owen gamboled ahead to catch up with Fitz and Rhiannon. “What do you mean?”
“The flying, I suppose.” Which was not entirely true. It was only a partial truth, as nearly everything that had to do with Fitz fell into the classification of things with which Mildred was not certain she would ever be able to grow accustomed.
“He does seem determined to make a go of it,” Mr. Wiggan remarked, and gestured ahead of them to where Fitz had spotted one of Penffynnon’s fountains and was already rushing towards it with a mixture of running and flapping and quick bursts of flight that took him several feet off the ground at a time.
“No!” Mildred called out, her voice sounding through the air like a gunshot. “Fitz, stop!”
If she were to be perfectly honest with herself, Mildred had not believed he would acknowledge her. Or that he would acknowledge her but continue to do as he wished as though she had not said a word. But he halted just shy of the fountain, his wings still outstretched, his tail switching back and forth across the gravel and flicking stones into the air in a dramatic show of irritation.
“Fitz!” She stopped walking, the gravel crunching lightly beneath her feet as she shifted her weight forward and back again. “Come to me. We are going inside.”
She had no treats with her, no bacon wrapped up in a napkin inside her pocket, no cheese tucked away on her person with which she could entice him to return to her. If she had to pick him up herself and carry him into the house, she would. But her hand had begun to throb (a fact she would not mention to Mr. Wiggan out of apprehension that he would attempt to herd her into bed like a child resisting a nap) and her stomach had decided it was very interested in this promised luncheon Rhiannon had mentioned only a few minutes before.
“Fitz?” She did not wish for it to sound like a question, one so lacking in confidence she expected a random passerby to stumble and pitch themselves forward into the hole carved out by its absence. But she was Miss Mildred Percy and he was a dragon, one that held the potential of growing to an as-yet-to-be-determined size. And that was without mentioning Fitz’s gifts of flight and fire-breathing that tipped the balance of power firmly in his favor. So what reason was there for him to heed her?
A moment passed. He folded in his wings, and he turned and began to pick his way over the stones towards her.
“Very good,” she said, and reached down with her (uninjured) hand to let him nuzzle his jaws into her palm. “Now, let’s see what Rhiannon has for us.”


What Rhiannon had for them was a sundry collection of items brought into the drawing room from her late husband’s study — which she proclaimed too dark and dusty for a proper perusal of said items — and spread out on a tea table there.
It was all very much what Mildred had expected to see, some old books and papers and items that might have been unearthed in some archeological dig alongside a handful of rocks (she hoped they were only rocks, and nothing harboring a swarm of tiny, unhatched dragons inside them). She glanced toward Fitz who had already curled himself up on the rug beside the fire, the fountain and his previous desire to splash in it promptly forgotten at the appearance of the rug and the fire and a large dish of roasted cheese on bread, of which Owen and Fitz had demolished the largest portion.
“It’s mostly rubbish,” Rhiannon announced in a cheery lack of fanfare as they digested their meal and looked over the pieces before them. “But there is this.” She brought out a small casket from a plain, unadorned box. The casket was overdone in that ormolu style that Mildred did not much care for (and her sister, Diana, would have loved) with too much gilt and etched glass, and it was almost grotesque in its aspirations towards ostentation, even in the middle of Rhiannon’s drawing room (or parlor).
Inside the casket there was a bed of dark green velvet, and resting on the velvet was a large egg.
Now, before anyone can question why the chapter does not end at this precise moment, creating a dramatic cliffhanger that would have readers turning the coming pages with nervous anticipation at what the author might have planned, the egg did not look like an egg. Or at least it did not look like the sort of egg from which a living, breathing creature might hatch. This egg looked as though it belonged in a museum, or perhaps as part of a collection of royal jewels brought out for special occasions such as pompous weddings or oil-doused coronations. It was all gold at the bottom, slowly changing over to black — Mildred assumed it to be jet or something like — as it reached the top. And it was covered in dragon scales, or what was meant to look like scales, delicately etched and shaped so that Mildred thought the surface of it might heave outward with an intake of breath should she keep her gaze pinned to it for long enough.
“That is…” she said, and faltered.
“It’s certainly… hum,” came Mr. Wiggan’s contribution.
“What’s that?” asked Owen, who had finally abandoned the platters of food and drink to wander over from the other side of the room and see what they were about.
“The Jewel of Penffynnon,” Rhiannon said, with a wry twist to her lips. “Which is not what it is at all, merely a bit of a joke begun by my late husband’s father.”
“What is it?” Mildred managed to ask, reshaping Owen’s query for her own. “I mean, is it just for decorative purposes?” A fleeting wonder passed through the jumble of her thoughts, what it would be like to be in possession of enough funds to decorate one’s home with an assortment of jeweled orbs meant to look like dragon eggs. (It was not an imagining that came with ease, it must be mentioned.)
“What is any precious stone, any silly knickknack tucked away on a drawing room shelf but decoration?” She reached into the casket, lifting out the egg with fingers that showed no sign of trembling. “The original Penffynnon — according to myth,” she pointed out swiftly, an addendum that took on a double role as an ominous overture to whatever she was about to say next, “was built on the site of a fierce battle between Anarawd and his army and the dragon, Gwriad. The castle was constructed as something of a monument to the triumph of man over beast, which I suppose is where the great irony of it being incinerated by a dragon found its roots. That, and it made my husband’s ancestor look less of a fool,” she added with a smile, and held the egg out to Mildred.
“Oh.” Mildred almost pulled her hands away, the instinct to fold them against her chest and fidget nervously in the face of such a fine object so overwhelming she thought it might steal her breath from her. But instead she reached out and took the egg into her unbandaged hand, astonished at the weight of it, at the coolness of the gold and the jet, at the way her imagination spirited away with half-formed visions of the sort of dragon that might be housed inside if it was real.
“Fitz’s egg was not half so exquisite,” Mr. Wiggan said.
Mildred looked at him, words in defense of Fitz’s egg — of which she still had several pieces of the shell, wrapped up and packed away with the small number of things she had brought with her from Upper Plimpton — lined up on the tip of her tongue like ammunition. “Well,” she began, swallowing down half of those words and rushing to replace them with a less violent selection. “I wouldn’t think that an egg covered in gold and gemstones would be at all practical in nature. And Fitz’s egg was beautiful in its own right, you know. And remember how we thought it might be a geode, all full of crystals and… ?” She turned the egg over between her fingertips, her thoughts stumbling over the possible changes to her life should Fitz’s egg had not been an egg and instead only a rock, a cold and lifeless thing, like what she currently held in her hands.
As if in response to the discussion about his egg, Fitz roused himself up from the rug and walked over to the table, his claws tapping on the floor.
“It is not a real egg,” Mildred told him, and she raised it a few more inches beyond his reach, even as he stretched up to his full height, wings falling partially open as though he had forgotten they were there. “And no, I will not let you have it. No doubt you’ll tear the thing to pieces thinking there’s something to be had inside of it.”
But Fitz was not to be so easily deterred. Perhaps it was because Mildred had now made a point of keeping it from him, or perhaps something about the shape and shine of it caught his eye and ignited the hoarding side of his nature, but with a twitch of his wings and a gutteral sound from deep within his throat, he made an attempt to leap deftly onto the table and snap at the egg. It should have been more than an attempt, as the table was not very high and Fitz could have easily climbed onto it at any other time. But he made his leap with his attention fixed on the jeweled egg rather than the table, while at the same time Rhiannon reached beneath him to clear away the glass casket before he could knock into it. This was also just as Mr. Wiggan stepped closer to Mildred — she would assume because of some instinct of protection, or perhaps simply because he wished to be nearer to her and was not one to waste an opportunity — and gripped her upper arms as though preparing to drag her out of harm’s way. All of this left Fitz to tumble onto the table in a mess of scattered stones and shredded papers, teeth and claws nipping and scratching until he’d managed to fly up high enough to knock the egg out of her hand and onto the floor.
And once it was on the floor, it rolled.
It rolled towards Owen, who — instead of picking it up and easily putting an end to the commotion before the final strains of this sentence — darted backwards as if a bomb had been fired in his direction. Fitz decamped from the table with a few flaps of his wings, clearing the crowd around him who moved away to avoid being slapped in the face by his flight. The egg had rolled beneath a chair, and there Fitz darted, sliding beneath it with a drag of his claws on the edge of the carpet, his wings folding down against his sides as quick as a tent with the poles torn out of place. He emerged with the egg clamped in his mouth, his jaws stretched wide to accommodate it.
Mildred didn’t have time to speak, didn’t have time to even think of a scold or a way to stop him before he could flee from the room. And he did flee, half trotting and half flying, only the weight of the egg in his mouth preventing him from making a neater escape.
“Well, that’s not good, is it?”
Mildred looked at Owen, who still stood several paces behind them, still sporting a few crumbs at the corner of his mouth. And so she laughed, because she could not help it. Mr. Wiggan still had his hands on her arms and Rhiannon still clutched the ugly casket and Mrs. Babbinton chose that moment to come into the drawing room/parlor with another tray of food (she insisted on helping out around Penffynnon despite Rhiannon’s insistence that she was a guest and should not feel obliged to lift a finger when there were so many servants — too many, Mrs. Babbinton had been heard to grumble — ready to attend to their every whim) and the expression of someone who had missed a pivotal moment in the story but would be filled in on all of the most salient pieces soon enough.
“What’s happened?” Mrs. Babbinton asked, her gaze darting from one face to the next as though she were flipping through the pages of a book in search of the last lines she had read. “And who made the mess on the floor?” There were several additional questions beyond those first two, but Mildred could not stop laughing and Rhiannon would not put down the casket, instead holding it cradled in one arm like a baby as she tried to pick up some of the rocks and papers scattered across the carpet. Owen stepped forward, ready to help — despite the fact that no one had specifically asked him for help, he seemed aware of the room’s general tone and that assistance would soon be needed — and Mrs. Babbinton set down her tray with a great heave of both shoulders and bosom, as if she could take on some of Atlas’s burden with that shift of her spine.
“It’s Fitz,” Mr. Wiggan said, supplying the necessary information. And he said it in that long-suffering way one might say “It’s the upstairs maid,” when explaining away a loud noise or “It’s the baby,” when apologizing for an unsavory smell.
“Ah, well.” Mrs. Babbinton wiped her hands on the front of her apron. “Is it the usual mischief then, or something worse?”
“The usual,” Mildred said, finally — mostly — composed again. “Or so we hope.”





Chapter Sixteen
The breathing of fire is not a commonality among dragons. Just as some are flightless, toothless, and others built for a life spent in the sea, variety is to be more greatly expected than any shared trait from one breed to the next.
— from Chapter Four of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
It was Shakespeare who said something like, “True hope is swift, and flies on swallow’s wings.” Mildred had never quite understood what that line was meant to imply, and she had only read Richard III once (had she even finished it?) as her preference led her more towards Shakespeare’s comedies rather than the ones with kings and witches and killing people behind curtains without first looking to see who was lurking behind said curtains. But whatever his belabored definition of ‘hope’ was meant to be (irony being that the man who wrote “brevity is the soul of wit” struggled to convey a plain thought in anything less than five lines of monologue) he surely had never encountered a character like Miss Mildred Percy or her dragon.
She had hoped that Fitz running off with the Jewel of Penffynnon — a fancy name for a bit of gold and jet presented to the world in an egg-shaped form — was just some of his ‘usual mischief’, much like when he worried the heel of a shoe to shreds or left his unsavory deposits somewhere other than the newspapers and ragged linens they spread out in the corner of the room for that purpose. An offer of some bacon or a cavort in the fountain, she was sure, would be enough to coax him out again and then the situation would be brought to a swift and painless close.
But bacon did not work. Neither did a promise to let him loose in the fountain or in the kitchen or to even run about the grounds in order to — under careful surveillance — set things on fire. Instead, he found a perch at the top of a window in the parlor (drawing room?), tucked into the carved and gold-painted wooden thing — Mildred had no gift for the intricacies of architecture — that sat like a crown above the curtain rod.
He still had the egg with him. He had curled himself around it until Mildred could no longer see the glint of gold or the shine of jet from beneath his wings. Because he had unfurled one wing and hidden himself with it, so that he looked like a wad of dark tarpaulin lodged between the window and the ceiling.
“We could try a broom,” had been one suggestion, as if the dragon was a cobweb in need of clearing away.
“Should someone fetch a ladder?” someone else had asked, though no one really wanted to be the one to climb up the ladder — both Mildred and Mrs. Babbinton declared themselves absolutely finished with ladders for the rest of their lives — and attempt to fetch Fitz down when he so clearly did not want to be disturbed.
“I’m sure he will come down when he’s hungry,” Mrs. Babbinton said, nodding as though to further convince herself of the correctness of her statement. “He has too good of an appetite to miss a meal. Give him an hour or two and no doubt he’ll be scrabbling down, begging for eggs or cheese or some mutton and gravy.”
As it seemed the most likely outcome of all the possible outcomes bustling for space inside of Mildred’s head (the worst of them involving a recreation of Penffynnon’s bout with destruction five centuries earlier) they all agreed to simply sit and wait until Fitz chose to come down on his own.
So they waited.
An hour or two had been Mrs. Babbinton’s original estimate, long enough to enjoy a cup of tea and peruse one of the newspapers stacked on the end table. For the first few minutes, everyone hovered in the room, fidgeting and pacing, suddenly unaware of such concepts as patience or how to amuse themselves without someone to guide them through a panoply of entertainments. Mrs. Babbinton was the first to excuse herself, going off to fetch another tray of edibles — the first having been forgotten in the other parlor (drawing room?) when Fitz first absconded with the egg.
“And I shall bring him a plate of some of his favorite things,” she added before shuffling out the door. “To better entice him down.”
Owen was the next to leave them, expressing a wish to return to Becca and perhaps lead her on a slow (very slow) walk around the paddock while the weather was still fine. Mildred encouraged him to go and stay out as long as he wished, rather than remain inside and stifle his energy to no purpose. And then it was only three of them left, Mildred standing far enough from the window to better see the dark shadow of Fitz’s form above it, while Mr. Wiggan and Rhiannon stood off to one side, chatting in the way people chatted with one another when they were trying to pass the time as though ‘awkward politeness’ could be counted as a unit of measurement.
An hour slipped away. And then another. The dish of food for Fitz sat untouched. The second tray brought up by Mrs. Babbinton had already been emptied and replaced with yet another. Mildred had imbibed so much tea she forbade herself from drinking anymore lest she would spend the rest of the evening running off to the water closet every quarter of an hour.
As darkness fell, candles were lit, fires were stoked, and dinner was rendered an informal affair by Mildred’s reluctance to leave Fitz unattended. So they all sat together, on chairs and sofas, munching on cold salads and pasties stuffed with lamb and leeks and potatoes. Mildred had hoped the appearance of the food would be enough to draw him down from his perch, but there was only a slight shift in position from him as he drew his wings tighter around himself, his head only poking out for a moment to shake and then sniff at the air before he disappeared again.
“I suppose this means the tales of dragons hoarding treasure have some truth to them,” Mr. Wiggan said, wiping the last vestiges of his meal from his mouth with a napkin.
“It is a trifle inconvenient.” Mildred looked up at the top of the window, the half-eaten pasty in her hand dripping gravy onto her plate. “Is he going to do this every time he encounters some shiny bauble?”
“If it’s a fear that I will take the egg from him,” Rhiannon put in, already finished with her meal and engaged in a game of cards with Mrs. Babbinton, “then is there some way of letting the poor creature know that I will leave it in his care for as long as he wishes?” At those words, she glanced up at Fitz, as though just that speech alone would be enough to convince him he could give up his self-imposed isolation and glide down from the window with the egg clutched in his jaws.
“I think it will be as Mrs. Babbinton said,” Mildred repeated to herself, as she had often repeated to herself over the last several hours. “He will come down when he is hungry enough. We simply need to be patient.”
Their patience, however, was about to be tested. Fitz did not come down that evening. Midnight tolled through the house, and still Mildred sat, or paced, or consumed more tea and biscuits than was advisable. But it had been nearly half a day since Fitz had eaten or drank anything, and he had not moved, had hardly done more than twitch one of his wings or let out a snuffle that at least let Mildred know he was still alive and breathing.
Was he ill? The worry flitted into her head, as persistent as a moth bumping against the glass door of a lantern. Such an alteration in the behavior of any other animal would be cause for alarm, like a suddenly swelling sheep or a goose uninclined to harass a random pedestrian. But what was normal for a dragon? Perhaps all dragons throughout history exhibited a debilitating change in conduct when something sparkly was waved about in front of them, most of them only suffering defeat at human hands because they were distracted by the shine of the sword or spear wielded against them.
“You need to sleep,” Mr. Wiggan told her. They sat together on the sofa, both of them keeping watch over Fitz as though he might blink out of existence should one of them look away for too long. Mrs. Babbinton and Owen had already retired hours before, while Rhiannon sat in a chair nearer to the fire, a book in her lap and her head resting on her shoulder as she dozed.
Mildred sighed and stretched out the fingers of her injured hand. The skin felt tight but not hot beneath the bandage, though it still throbbed if she forgot about it and let it sit in her lap for too many minutes at a time. “I know,” she admitted, cradling her hand again against her abdomen. She was tired, and she knew she needed to sleep. But her worry about Fitz was a strong thing, like a dose of black coffee, hot and bitter and making her feel as if her bones were about to vibrate out from the cover of her skin. “But I’m reluctant to leave him until I’m certain he is all right. Or at least until he shows some interest in eating or drinking something.”
Rhiannon snorted — delicately, as all well bred or married-into-fine-breeding ladies will snort — and blinked at them from beneath a swoop of gray hair that had slipped from one of its pins. “I can have some blankets and extra pillows brought in for you if you’d rather rest here for the night. I can even tell the servants to keep the fire going, to avoid catching a chill.”
Mildred nodded before anyone else (‘anyone else’ being Mr. Wiggan, as he was the only other person left in the room to voice an argument) could try to change her mind. Because the sofa was still considerably more comfortable than many other places she had slept over the last few weeks (the back of a wagon, various inns, scrunched into a coach between Mrs. Babbinton, Mr. Wiggan, and a basket containing an irate Fitz) and keeping Fitz in sight would hopefully allow her some peace of mind and a few hours of rest.
(It must be mentioned at this point that one of Miss Percy’s most remarkable traits which — one assumes — will never desert her is an unfailing thread of optimism pulling her through the day to day of her life. If questioned about it, she would staunchly claim herself as someone with more cynical leanings, always anticipating the worst to happen in each situation (and too often seeing her expectations met). But underlying it all was the quiet, fervent belief — not a hope, as a hope could be as transient as a quick shaft of sunlight piercing through a shifting cloud, while a belief could stretch roots into the foundations of a person’s character as deep as a mountain’s — that matters would resolve themselves for the best, or at least as well as they could when considering the circumstances.)
Rhiannon went off to fetch the promised bedding, and Mildred scooted forward to the edge of her seat, wanting to stand up and begin another round of pacing but also so exhausted in the marrow of her bones that the very thought of unfolding herself from the sofa seemed tantamount to performing a labor of the Herculean variety. So instead, she remained seated, the fingers of her uninjured hand plucking at the fraying edge of the bandage on the injured one, while she wondered if there would ever again be a day in her future that would fall into the realm of the mundane.
“But you should go on to bed,” Mildred said, speaking to Mr. Wiggan without looking at him. Her voice was low, as if she could satisfy the part of her that wished to say the words and yet still keep them in her lungs. “One of us should try and manage a good night’s sleep.”
“Are you sure—” Mr. Wiggan cleared his throat, cutting off whatever he had been about to say with the swiftness of someone who thought he might be overheard. But something rippled through him. Mildred saw it, because when she was not looking at Fitz or studying the lines and veins of her hands, she was glancing at Mr. Wiggan; those small, secret glances like the brief turn of a leaf before the full gust of wind rushed through the branches.
And when he spoke again, it was with more surety in his voice, his gaze catching hers and holding it in a way that made her feel like he had never removed his attention from her since the night he had helped her to carry an empty trunk across her sister’s garden several months before. “Would you like for me to stay with you tonight? Here, in the drawing room, I mean,” he added, in case her mind had drawn some other, less appropriate conclusion. (It had.) “I could sleep on that chair—” he gestured towards the chair in question, then stood up and took a pace towards it as he would approach a wild animal, “—if you would prefer.”
“If you like,” Mildred said, and then felt her forehead crinkle at the statement. Because it made it sound as if her own wishes did not come into it, that she was only thinking of Mr. Wiggan’s happiness. So she shook her head a little, and she straightened her back, and gave another glance towards Fitz in case he had moved during the minute or so she had taken her eyes from him. (He had not.) “I would like for you to stay here.” And she said it without blushing, or stammering, or wanting to gobble the words out of the air before they could reach his ears. “I would be much less anxious about everything, if you are with me.”
Rhiannon returned with the extra bedding for them and wished them a good night before going off to bed herself. Mildred and Mr. Wiggan then set about dividing the pillows and blankets between them, snuffing out several of the candles still burning, and settling on their chosen pieces of furniture. Mildred took off her shoes and pulled the pins from her hair, while Mr. Wiggan removed his boots and tussled with his neckcloth and neatly folded his jacket and waistcoat over the back of his chair.
It was all very routine and very normal, Mildred noticed. There were no hesitations or awkward moments, simply the two of them readying themselves for bed, in the drawing room of a fine Welsh house that had been built on the foundations of a castle, while a dragon lurked in the upper shadows, clutching a golden egg beneath the shelter of his wings. (Perfectly routine and normal.)
They did not speak, beyond a few brief questions and remarks (“Would you prefer this pillow?” “Oh, just set your boots over there so no one trips on them during the night.”) and were soon tucked beneath their blankets, Mildred looking up at the ceiling as if she expected to see a sprinkling of stars twinkle to life above them.
She did not think she would sleep. She did not think she would sleep as she laid her head on the pillow and closed her eyes and almost immediately fell asleep. She dreamed a little, of tedious things unworthy of additional words wasted here. But the final dream culminated with her feeling as if she was falling. The feeling ended with her jolted awake by the sensation of landing on the sofa with a soft flump, her heart pounding and her eyes opening to the watery light of an early morning spilling through the gaps in the curtains.
The light was watery because it was raining. Mildred heard it while she tried to slow her breathing, her hands clutching the edge of the blanket like it was a rope preventing her from falling any further beyond the confines of her dream. And then she blinked. Slowly at first, then quickly, sweeping sleep and confusion from her vision before she turned her head and looked towards the top of the window where Fitz had spent the night.
Of course, there would not have been the previous paragraph of dramatic overture if Fitz had been where he was supposed to be — not that he was ‘supposed’ to be at the top of the curtains, clutching an egg, but it was at least preferable to ‘some other place where Mildred could not find him, possibly burning things or eating more things than was healthy, while clutching an egg’. Mildred sat up, pushing her hair out of her eyes and fighting with her skirts and the blanket as she tried to slide her feet to the floor. It was then, still bleary and listing slightly to one side, her eyes crusted at the corners and her hands still unwilling to work as hands should, that she noticed the curtains.
Curtains or other window dressings would not normally be worthy of comment (unless, perhaps, someone was standing behind them before being stabbed) but Mildred’s most recent memories of these particular curtains involved them being fully closed and intact only a few hours before. Now, starting halfway down, they were shredded and torn to ribbons, letting in slashes of the damp illumination Mildred had noticed upon first opening her eyes. A trail of tattered fabric scraps acted as a line of breadcrumbs, leading her gaze toward the fireplace.
She would wonder later on if she was actually surprised by the sight that met her eyes there, the pile of fabric that had once been curtains shaped into a kind of nest as near to the fire as it could be without sparking into flames itself, the dragon nestled within it, still curled around his precious egg. But he had come down. That was the only matter on which Mildred could focus, that at some point during the pre-dawn hours, he had ventured down from his seclusion and been rather industrious.
Still in her stockings, her hair tangled and her mouth tasting like she was in need of no less than two cups of tea (with extra doses of sugar and milk) she tip-toed to the chair where Mr. Wiggan had spent the night. She did not notice the glimpse of his bare ankles and feet where the blanket had slipped down, nor did she notice the cuffs of his shirtsleeves rolled up, nor his collar hanging open to reveal his throat and the very upper part of his chest, nor did she—
Well, once she was finished not noticing all of the assorted parts of Mr. Wiggan’s anatomy on display, she placed her hand on his shoulder and gently tried to shake him awake.
“Claude?” Her whisper was so light her breath did not even shift the hair still clinging to the corner of her mouth. “Claude, wake up!”
He did not wake up. He snuffled a little and rolled his head away from her before muttering something unintelligible, and drowsed back to sleep.
She shook him again, this time not near so gently.
“Claude!” she hissed, despite the lack of consonants typically deemed necessary for hissing. And she gave his shoulder an extra pinch for good measure.
Mr. Wiggan’s eyes flew open. They flew open because he gasped and he started upright and he muttered some other equally unintelligible nonsense before he swept a hand over his face and looked at Mildred.
“Mildred,” he said, as if he was surprised to see her there at the moment of his waking.
“It’s Fitz,” she said quickly. Probably too quickly for his sleep-addled mind, though one of the things Mildred had learned since acquiring a dragon — or since the dragon acquired her, as the case seemed to increasingly be — was that dragons did not wait for things like wakefulness or even the barest hint of sentience to make itself apparent in others before thrusting their foibles and eccentricities at them. “He’s come down from the window. He’s… hmm.” The ‘hmm’ came with a nod toward the fireplace, accompanied by a flutter of her fingers.
Mr. Wiggan twisted around, another hand passed over his face as he seemed to take a moment to interpret the parts of the scene before him and shape them into something he could understand. “Did you do that?”
There are times when one person can look at another (women seem to be especially proficient in this regard, as though they are innately imbued with the mastery of a secret language that gentlemen of all classes and cultures seem incapable of deciphering) and convey an entire conversation’s worth of thoughts with only a few minor changes in expression. The quirk of an eyebrow, the slight tilt of a head, the flattening of a mouth could convey as much as an ancient philosopher’s entire collection of essays. Mildred realized then it was either too early in the morning or Mr. Wiggan was too closely adhered to the gentlemanly side of things to construe her meaning from an eyebrow, a head tilt, and a twitch of her mouth.
“Did I tear the curtains to shreds and make up a nest for Fitz halfway onto the grate, do you mean?” She did not mean to ladle quite so much sarcasm on her words, but it was early and she had yet to drink any tea or coffee while Fitz had taken to ripping the furnishings apart before wadding them into the fireplace. “No,” she said, along with a brief closing of her eyes and a briefer inhalation meant to calm her down (though it accomplished nothing of the sort). “I woke up only a moment ago and found him like that.” She looked around the room, searching for the plate of food they had left out for him the evening before. “Well, at least he ate,” she said, locating the plate (or the shattered remains of it beneath a writing desk, its shards licked clean).
Mr. Wiggan stood up. Mildred leaned back a little as he unfolded himself to his full height, but she did not take a step away. “Have you…?” he began, and shook his head. “What about…?” was the next failed attempt at speaking, before he stepped around the chair and slowly approached the fireplace. “Should we…?”
“Wait.” Mildred put out her hand. “What is he doing?”
It was a low sound that caught her attention, low and rough, like the gentle scrape of someone’s shoe on a patch of gravel. She came up beside Mr. Wiggan and placed her hand on his upper arm, her breath held as she watched Fitz draw in his own deep breath and blow it out again over the surface of the egg. Thin tendrils of smoke wafted up from his nostrils, and with it the smell of ash and heat and sulfur filled the air. And again came the low scraping sound as he inhaled, his abdomen puffing out, one wing shuddering before he exhaled a blast of breath so hot it rippled the air above him.
“I think he is trying to keep it warm.” He said it with conviction, with the strong blot of the period afterwards leaving no room for any of the flashier forms of punctuation.
Mildred nodded, though Mr. Wiggan wasn’t looking at her. “He must believe it to be a real egg?” she said, her own statement lacking the period and the conviction that came with it. “Though I’ve never seen him react this way with anything else resembling an egg.” And Mrs. Babbinton had cracked no small number of chicken eggs in Fitz’s presence. “Maybe it has to do with the size of it?”
The jeweled egg was smaller than Fitz’s egg had been, but still ten times larger than any other chicken or duck egg he had ever seen. Mildred twisted her fingers into Mr. Wiggan’s sleeve and chewed at her lip, wishing that of all the people in England and its surroundings to be gifted with the rarity of a mythological creature, it should have been someone with at least a passing knowledge of animals beyond the realm of typical household pets or the occasional squirrel in the attic.
“Fitz,” she said, and took a step forward. Fitz made no show of having heard her. He continued to breathe over his egg, his left wing draped over it as though it was a tent to trap the heat around it. Another step and she had to let go of the buoy that was Mr. Wiggan’s sleeve. Another step and she began to crouch down, the better to approach him with her hand extended and—
He snapped at her.
Mildred yelped and reared back, slamming into Mr. Wiggan. “He snapped at me!” she cried, clutching her arm to her chest as though Fitz had done the limb some grievous harm. “He snapped at me!” The second version of this statement, while precisely the same as its predecessor in particulars, could have been spoken in a different language for all they sounded alike. “Is he ill? He must be ill!”
“But you said yourself, he devoured all of the food left out for him. So his appetite shows no indication of there being something wrong.”
Which should have been a comforting point for him to make. Yes, she might have said in response to it. You are right. And I will not worry on that score for another moment. But anxiety, much like a toddler whose favorite toy had just been snatched from their grasp, was not a thing that could be reasoned with. No matter how much she attempted to assure herself — in terms bearing both periods and all other variegations of forthright punctuation — that Fitz was well and she was well and everyone currently residing at Penffynnon was well, her mind could only kick like an unruly colt at the notion that anything could be well when she was staring at a dragon breathing fire and brimstone (an exaggeration, yes, but she would allow herself the occasional exaggeration in such trying times) over a gold and gemstone egg.
“But the curtains.” Mildred gestured toward the ruined draperies, the warble in her voice implying that after broken carts and flooded roads and smoking chickens, ragged window dressings was the item most likely to cause her to descend into a state of general blubbering and lamentations.
Mr. Wiggan stepped in front of her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “We have weathered worse than this, Mildred. And no doubt there are even more trying times lying in wait for us. But the curtains can be replaced,” he said, sliding his hands down to her elbows. “And Fitz is eating, which means immediate expiration is most likely not on his list of plans for the day,” he went on, trailing his fingers along her forearms until they captured her wrists. “And we are all still together, mostly uninjured,” he added, lifting her (injured) hand to his lips and brushing a light kiss on the back of it. “Considering what we have endured so far, I would count ourselves remarkably fortunate.” And with that, he leaned forward and dropped a kiss on her forehead. “Now, I will go in search of some breakfast. It is no good pondering our fates before breakfast. An empty stomach never fails to cast matters in the most dire of lights.”
He moved as if to kiss her again, as it was still early and there was something about the faded quality to the light in the room and the mass of half-tangled hair about Mildred’s shoulders that a vicar and bachelor of forty-six years found irresistible, but a sound from Fitz arrested his progress.
They both turned at once, Mr. Wiggan still holding Mildred’s wrists as the rain chose that moment to hammer with greater determination on the outer walls of the house. The heavens, it seemed, were far better prognosticators than anyone currently staying within the confines of Penffynnon, providing a suitable atmosphere for the scene about to unfold before them.
Fitz made his noise, a squawk that sounded so much more like his former self that Mildred almost leapt — almost, as it was too early for leaping especially when one was still in their stockinged feet and with their hair tumbled enticingly about their shoulders — with a mixture of joy and relief. These pleasing emotions were short-lived, rudely stomped out of existence by Fitz’s own leap backwards, his wings opening faster than Mildred could snap her fingers, while the egg wobbled and rolled toward the edge of the pile of demolished curtains.
He must have bumped the egg, Mildred wanted to say. Her mind clung to the words, fingers scraping at them as if they were bits of detritus bobbing on the ocean after a shipwreck. He must have bumped it, and it rolled, and… Anything but the alternative, the one that made her breath stutter and her heart pinch so hard in her chest she thought it might never produce a proper beat again.
“Mildred,” Mr. Wiggan said, and his voice sounded very much like those words in her own mind, clinging desperately to the same pieces of flotsam.
“I saw,” came her reply, to the question he did not have to ask.
“But maybe he simply—”
Fitz squawked again, keeping his wings open as he paced to the side, sketching a half-circle around the egg. At the sound of his cry, perhaps even in response to it, the egg… shivered, was the best word Mildred could think of to describe it. The egg shivered, on its own, glistening in that same pale, waterlogged light shining in uneven slashes through the tattered curtains.
“I’ll—” Mr. Wiggan said, and cut himself off with a swallow, the sort that seemed necessary for either the cessation of whatever else he had been about to say, or to prevent some unpalatable form of anxiety to come rushing up from his stomach.
“I know.” Mildred wiggled her fingers to make certain they were still working — they had unfortunately developed the sudden sensation of no longer being attached to her body — and reached out blindly to take Mr. Wiggan’s hand. “I know,” she said again. And watched the Jewel of Penffynnon twitch and wobble towards the remains of the fire.





Chapter Seventeen
I learned a new word today. Gralloch, which is defined as “the viscera of a dead deer.”
I will refrain from detailing how I came upon such knowledge as it is not particularly pleasant, but I’ve no doubt it is something that may come up again at some point in the future, especially as we trek further into the Cairngorms.
— from Miss Percy’s personal journal
They found their way to Gwilym’s farm—
No, Reginald had to stop there. The reason he had to stop there was because the word ‘they’ had taken on a completely altered meaning over the course of a single night at a Welsh inn. When they had walked through the door and been greeted by Mr. Morgan and one of his daughters, it had only been the two of them. Reginald and Belinda, off to claim their fortunes while rattling their trunks — filled with little more than spare socks and hope — behind them.
But now the children were there. Matthew and Nettie. Plucked from out of nowhere and dropped into the middle of the tale he had already sketched out before him. His future plans had included himself, Belinda, and the fame and fortune that went with discovering a dragon and presenting it to the world in the same vein as someone planting a flag on the shore of a previously undiscovered continent. (Undiscovered by the flag-planters, though certainly not at all undiscovered by the people already living there and watching their home become a thing of interest to the rest of the world only because a few scruffy gentleman in ships had flung themselves across an ocean or two for a lark.) But, children…
They would ruin everything.
Which was why he couldn’t understand Belinda’s change of heart towards them. Reginald had assumed she would set them on the first coach back to Upper Plimpton, like a bit of baggage that had been delivered to the wrong house. But instead she behaved as though she had only been waiting for their arrival, making certain they were given their favorite foods, the plumpest of pillows, all of the care and attention he was sure her brother and sister had never received from her when they had been at home together.
Perhaps, upon being separated from them, Belinda had come to recognize some great and latent fondness for her siblings of the like she hadn’t been capable of tapping into before. Which was all well and good, convivial family relationships and so on. But they were currently in pursuit of a dragon, which meant that spending half the morning plaiting Nettie’s hair into an intricate style and making certain that Matthew’s socks had been mended (a task Reginald took on himself, as Belinda claimed she did not care for mending and Reginald had acquired a skill for it after several years of stitching up his own shirts and drawers since he could never afford to hire someone else to do it) should not have been on the list of priorities.
What was on the list of priorities was learning where the dragon (and Miss Percy, as the two of them had become infuriatingly, inexplicably linked) had disappeared to. The innkeeper’s daughter helped them with that part, relaying the entire story to them of what happened after the dragon had escaped and tried to make a meal of a half dozen roasted chickens. Then she told them that…
Well, everything that has already been detailed in previous chapters was described to them by the innkeeper’s daughter. So after breakfast, they (‘they’ now encompassing Reginald and Belinda and her two siblings) hired a cart and found their way from the inn to Gwilym’s Farm.
Gwilym’s Farm was what Reginald had expected a rural farm tucked away in a pocket of Welsh countryside to look like. There were stone walls and white trim and too many other side buildings writ in miniature to the main house. And there were the animals, because it could not be a rural farm tucked away in a pocket of any country without the noise and the smell — oh, the smell — of animals. Reginald and company picked their way up the path to the door, Belinda hiking her hem up to her calves to keep objectionable sediments left behind by the wandering poultry — and a few wandering goats — from staining her gown.
He leaned back onto his heels and looked up at the top of the house, all of the rough stone and white trim looming over him like the marker in a graveyard. It was a little cool that morning, not unpleasant (they were on an island dangling like a forgotten ornament off the western side of a continent, so even a day in which all four seasons of weather made an appearance would have to be referred to as ‘not unpleasant’ if they were to survive with their sanity intact) but standing in the shadow of the house Reginald felt a considerable chill sweep over him, causing a cold sweat to break out under his arms.
Was there something ominous about this place? That serving girl at the inn had said the dragon had been brought here, even locked away for a while. It made him think of the stories told to him as a child, of dragons lurking in the ruins of castles, the smoke from their nostrils indistinguishable from the fog rolling across the moors like the breath of a thousand ghosts.
Reginald cleared his throat and brushed his knuckles across the ruined shape of his ear.
“Ring the bell,” Belinda told him.
“Well, I think—”
“Ring. The. Bell.”
Something Reginald had learned upon crossing into the realm of the newly espoused was that the sweet, lilting rise in tone that had graced so many of his wife’s requests in the weeks before she had become his wife were swiftly drained of their sparrow’s song beauty the moment the two of them had pledged their life to one another (in front of at least three witnesses across the border in Scotland). Now her appeals fell with all the melodious allure of boiled potatoes dropped on a damp kitchen floor. But he rang the bell as she had instructed him to, as though his hand was compelled to do it. And he knocked four times on the door — three times seemed too timid and five times too demanding — and he crossed his arms over his chest so that whoever happened to open the door would see that he was not a gentleman to be trifled with.
The door opened.
It was opened by an older woman (age being a relative thing, and Mr. Reginald Hawthorne not being known for his magnanimity towards others more or less aged than himself, it will be pointed out that the older woman was none other than Mrs. Gwilym, who would bristle at being referred to as ‘older’ when she was still three months from her fortieth birthday) bearing an aura of command and kitchen smoke.
“Yes?” she said, as if they were already halfway into a conversation in which all the other participants were falling vastly behind.
“Are you… Mrs. Gwilym?” Reginald hoped the hesitation made him sound a bit shy and endearing rather than shifty and worthy of suspicion.
Her mouth tightened, but she said nothing.
“We’re looking for Mr. Michael Gwilym?”
She placed one hand on her hip. The other held the edge of the door, her thumb tapping away the seconds of silence between them. “And what would you be needing him for?”
“It is a family matter,” Belinda said, stepping into the breach. She pulled Matthew and Nettie along with her, her hands caressing their shoulders with a delicacy reserved for beaten egg whites and souffles. “Our Aunt Mildred…” And here she sighed, chin dipping toward her chest, eyelashes fluttering as though they could flit from beneath her brows like a matched pair of butterflies. “She left us quite suddenly, only a short while ago. My mama — our mama,” she amended, reaching her arms around her brother and sister’s shoulders, “was not always sympathetic to Aunt Mildred’s peculiarities of character or her choices, and so was driven from our home with a frightening lack of civility or ceremony. But we are determined to find her, as she was very much like a second mother to us, and I would not wish to see her come to any kind of harm.”
Reginald blinked at the pack of lies, all wrapped up and presented to the woman who may or may not have been Mrs. Gwilym — as she had yet to claim the title as her own — and found himself swaying forward onto the balls of his feet, so easily was he almost taken in by Belinda’s performance. Matthew and Nettie, however, and possibly because they had grown up with their sister and were therefore impervious to her talents — much like inoculating themselves with a weaker version of some terrible illness in order to build up an immunity to the proper form — looked at her with every word or phrase synonymous with ‘askance’ written across their young faces.
Mrs. Gwilym, being a mother to no less than five children (and two of those children being young women who had no doubt attempted some diluted version of Belinda’s subterfuge on the parental figures in their life) broke off a piece of Matthew and Nettie’s shared disbelief and wore it as her own. “You poor things,” she said, and very clearly to the children and to no one else currently on her doorstep. “Come in, then.” She shouted something — more Welsh, Reginald realized with a grind of his teeth — and then pushed them towards a large, low room in the main part of the house. “My husband will be along shortly,” she said, and herded Belinda and Reginald onto a battered sofa against the wall.
“Are you hungry?” their host asked.
Reginald was just about to reply in the affirmative, that he would not at all mind a tray of refreshments to be brought out for them, considering that their breakfast had been a rather rushed affair, with hard eggs and soggy toast and the children helping themselves to larger portions than he thought was absolutely necessary. But then he realized that she was speaking to Matthew and Nettie, the two of them quickly bustled off toward the kitchen and into the possession of several other children who had been lurking at the edges of the room, observing everything with an alertness that would rival a tree populated by owls.
The slam of a door announced Mr. Gwilym’s arrival. Voices, then, a few more words in Welsh (Reginald could not understand why so many people, while living in such close proximity to England, would insist on speaking a whole other language when the crisp sounds of English were as available to them as a full harvest of apples to be picked) and the man himself strode into the room.
He was a large man, Mr. Michael Gwilym. Reginald noticed this in the way that most creatures existing somewhere on the earth notice one another, a rapid calculation of comparisons while subjects such as defense and offense stomped into his head with a freshly shined pair of boots. But Mr. Michael Gwilym — it was becoming exceedingly difficult for Reginald to think of him without both his Christian and his surname — stood there with his beard and his arms and his very large hands (large enough, surely, to pluck one of those English apples and turn it into applesauce with a quick squeeze of his fingers) and looked at both Reginald and Belinda as though they were expected to leap to their feet and perform a song for him.
“Ah,” Reginald said, and stood up to extend his hand to Mr. Michael Gwilym. “My name is—”
“More English, are they?” He looked at his wife. “We’ll have a regular infestation on our hands before long.”
“They claim an acquaintance with Miss Percy,” Mrs. Gwilym told him, speaking in a way that made Reginald feel as if he and Belinda were not even there in the same room. “They’ve two children with them, supposedly—”
“Miss Mildred Percy is my aunt!” Belinda stood up, shoulders pressed back, head tilted in a way that would have bewitched Reginald all over again if the focus of her head tilt and the pout of her lips had been at all directed at him. “We are very worried about her, and she needs to return home with us at once! It is not healthy for a woman of her age and temperament to be gallivanting about in such a careless manner.”
“Careless manner? She appeared well enough when she was here,” Mr. Michael Gwilym said, running the back of his hand across his jaw. “Unless there’s some aged and infirm Miss Percy you have confused with the lady who graced us with her presence.”
“So she was here?” Reginald stepped forward, his extended hand — unshaken, ignored — falling back to his side.
“Of course she was here.” Mr. Michael Gwilym’s eyes narrowed at him. “It’s not some great secret. She was here and now she’s not.”
“And do you know where she’s gone from here?” Belinda asked, just as Reginald asked, “She was not alone, was she?”
Mr. Michael Gwilym cleared his throat. And with that clearing of his throat, Reginald understood that an auditory line had been drawn. “I suspect there are a few things you already know and you simply wish for confirmation. Your aunt was here,” he said, his gaze switching toward Belinda. “And neither was she alone. Anything beyond that I am not at liberty to share with you, though I’m sure if she deems the information important enough, she’ll share it with you in a letter or the like, seeing as how you claim such worry and affection for her.”
“But—” Belinda began, though a look from Mr. Michael Gwilym sent her stuttering into silence.
“So,” Mr. Michael Gwilym snapped his attention back to Reginald. “I know who you are, Mr. and Mrs. Hawthorne, yes? I’ve already heard your story, or how you come into it.”
Reginald held out his hand as though to try again with the introductions, a hand that Mr. Michael Gwilym regarded with all the caution reserved for a dagger held out to him, blade first.
“Very well.” The farmer gestured towards the sofa Reginald and Belinda had vacated only a few moments before. “Now let’s have a chat and see if you’re talented enough to sway me with your side of the tale, hmm?”


It took precisely one hour and forty-seven minutes for Reginald to realize Mr. Michael Gwilym was not going to help them.
During that one hour and forty-seven minutes, Reginald offered his side of the tale pertaining to the dragon and Miss Mildred Percy, beginning all the way back with his father and the disastrous card game with Mr. Charles Forthright, skittering over the indelicacy of his father’s death (drunk, falling into an open grave, etc.) and onward to his attempts to — kindly, respectfully — request the return of the egg from Miss Percy herself. Belinda aided him when necessary, adding insights into her aunt’s character that somehow managed to leech color from the portrait painted of her, describing her in the dullest hues and faintest strokes until it was as though they were referring to a tendril of shadow, something hardly noticed and soon forgotten.
After Reginald and Belinda finished with their version of things, Mr. Michael Gwilym made a ‘hmph’ of sound that was clearly not meant as a negative and so had to be taken as at least a weak vocalization of understanding and commiseration. The additional presence of Matthew and Nettie seemed to soften his opinion of their plight, and Reginald saw himself as he must surely appear to others, as a beneficent gentleman determined to help those less fortunate souls suddenly dropped into his care. Mr. Michael Gwilym might not have believed them at first, but between Reginald’s story and Belinda’s gentle and persuasive cajoling, matters would have no choice but to swing in their favor.
That was, until he dared to ask where Miss Percy had gone after leaving Gwilym’s farm.
Mr. Michael Gwilym made a great show of not answering right away, leaning back in his chair, brushing his knuckles across his beard as though he could knock the words loose from his jaw with that stroke of his fingers. “I don’t know for certain, to tell the truth.” He looked at both of them, sincerity in his expression, his posture all loose-limbed and relaxed in a way that only someone comforted by their own veracity could achieve.
Beside Reginald, Belinda cleared her throat. “I thought she had said something about going north?” she said, familial concern pitched low in her voice. “It frightens me, the thought of her off somewhere, away from the safety and surety of her home and family.”
Mr. Michael Gwilym cleared his throat. “Forgive me if you think I’m speaking out of turn, but aren’t you currently away from the safety and surety of your home and family? Your brother and sister, as well?”
“Oh, but I have my husband!” She wrapped her hands around Reginald’s forearm, clamping on so tight he thought a sudden gale rushing through the house would not be able to loosen her hold. “And who does my Aunt Mildred have? She is quite alone, the poor thing, and after an entire life of always depending on others for her keeping.”
It was this thought that had burrowed its way into his consciousness — much like an infestation in the bones of an old house — that Miss Mildred Percy, unexceptional spinster and thorn in his side, had somehow managed to elude him for so long. None of this, he realized with a great mental gesture at everything around them, should have been happening. They should not have been in Wales, and they should not be in charge of his wife’s younger siblings, and Miss Percy should not always manage to be several paces ahead of him, cavorting around with his dragon when she should be sitting quietly in Wiltshire doing some sort of needlework or whatever else it was that ladies existing without a purpose did with their spare time.
“She did have several others with her,” Mr. Michael Gwilym pointed out. “There was the gentleman, Mr. Wogan?”
“Mr. Wiggan,” Belinda corrected him, speaking without opening her mouth farther than was necessary for the barest sound and exhalation to escape. “Our vicar. Or former vicar, I suppose.”
“And there was an older lady—”
“Mrs. Babbinton,” she supplied.
“—so I would not describe your aunt as being alone in her endeavors.”
And that, Reginald supposed, was the difficulty. People kept helping Miss Percy, for some reason. The vicar, the housekeeper, Mr. Gorman. And now this farmer had lended her aid, as though she was a needy urchin wandering across the countryside, garnering sympathy and benefactors as though they were pendants on a chain. If she were on her own, truly on her own, she would never have progressed as far as she already had.
“But you believe she has gone north?” Belinda questioned again, flipping it around from its previous recitation to sound as though Mr. Michael Gwilym had been the one to mention such directions in the first place. “When I saw some of her notes — I hope you will not suspect me of prying into other people’s correspondence, but my aunt did have a terrible habit of leaving her papers and things lying about — it seemed to show that there was something in the northern part of Wales…?”
She left the question open, trailing her words off like an invitation for Mr. Michael Gwilym to find, all scallop-edged and filled out in gold lettering. Mr. Michael Gwilym saw the invitation and thoroughly ignored it, instead choosing to suck at his teeth as something passed behind his eyes, a deliberation performed beneath a pair of dark brows. “As to that…” he said, or began to say, because at that moment — in the fashion of all dramatic moments as they occur at only the most serendipitous of times — Mrs. Gwilym rushed in from the kitchen (it was actually more of a tense stride, her arms stiff against her sides and her gaze darting in a way that could only be described as ‘furtive’) and bent down to whisper in her husband’s ear.
Reginald could not hear what was said. There was too much noise from other parts of the house — the children were in the kitchen, and there was an odd thumping noise from upstairs (most likely also children or perhaps an animal, seeing as how the two were rather interchangeable in his view) — and his own blood had begun to rush in his ears. Because Mr. Michael Gwilym looked at them as his wife delivered her message, in a way that meant the words she conveyed were either about them or of interest to them.
A turn of Mrs. Gwilym’s hand, as brief as the twitch of a cat’s ear, and Reginald caught a glimpse of paper tucked within the pocket of her fingers and palm. A letter? Of course a letter, unless the list she’d made for herself the next time she went to market was enough to draw her from the kitchen for an intense and whispered discussion with her husband.
“Belinda,” he muttered, and nudged his wife.
“What?” she hissed, her lovely smile still holding fast to her face.
“Look at—” And that was all he managed before Mrs. Gwilym returned to the kitchen and they were alone again with Mr. Michael Gwilym. Reginald cleared his throat and attempted an imitation of Belinda’s carefree expression. Belinda tittered a little laugh, and their host leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, one hand — curled into a loose fist — pressed into the palm of the other. Belinda stopped laughing.
“Pembrokeshire,” Mr. Michael Gwilym said.
“Ah,” Reginald said, when it appeared the ensuing silence indicated it was his turn to speak. “Indeed.”
“What I mean is, there was talk of Miss Percy journeying toward Pembrokeshire.”
Reginald blinked and tried to recall the last map of Wales he had seen and where the assorted counties had been situated. “But why would she go to Pembrokeshire?” His question contained only seven words, yet the tone of it allowed for several others not of a quality or temperament to be repeated here.
“Something she said she found in a relative’s notes? At least I think that’s what she said. An uncle or grandfather, she mentioned?” He looked towards Belinda, his expression imploring. “Does that mean anything to you?”
“Our great uncle.” Belinda nodded. “Forthright. The one who took the dragon egg from Mr. Hawthorne’s father,” she added, and squeezed Reginald’s hand.
“Ah, right. Of course.” Mr. Michael Gwilym waved his hand, scraping his previous forgetfulness out of the air between them. “But she mentioned Pembrokeshire. Well, she mentioned Bosherston, to tell the truth. And there was a sketch she had, of a fissure in the cliffs there?” He said it all as if they would have any idea what he was talking about. “And something else about eggs.”
“But do you know for certain if she went to Pembrokeshire? To this… Bosherston place?”
Mr. Michael Gwilym shook his head. “Not for certain, no. I wish I could be of more help.” He shrugged and spread his hands and made all the necessary gestures to imply that his font of assistance had run out. He excused himself then, but not before issuing an invitation for them to stay for dinner, to stay for the night, to let the children wake in the morning to see the regular running of a farm.
Reginald watched him leave. And then Belinda’s hand dropped his as she turned to face him.
“He’s lying.”
She said it with so much ease, as though she should be sitting there, examining her nails or playing with a few loose threads on her cuff rather than paying any attention to the conversation.
“How do you know?”
A smile, accompanied by the shimmer of a bottom lip, the gleam of sharp teeth. “I just do.”
“So you don’t believe this bit about your aunt going off toward Pembrokeshire?”
Belinda shook her head. “And all of a sudden he wishes for us to stay for dinner? As though we are honored guests?” She snorted. “He simply wants to keep us here, at least before he sends us off on some wild goose chase.”
Reginald was beginning to believe he would rather be in pursuit of an actual goose instead of a dragon who had already made it clear in vociferous terms (his hand twitched with the urge to touch the scar on his eyebrow, but he resisted with only a brief gritting of his teeth and a slow hiss of exhaled breath) that it wanted nothing to do with him. A goose, at least, fell within the scope of poultry and other edible animals, and so seemed more manageable to his mind. (The previous sentence alone should be enough to indicate that Mr. Hawthorne had never encountered a goose — singular or plural — to a greater extent than seeing them in the distance, gathered at the edge of a river or other riparian area, and thought, “Look! There are some geese!” before he ambled away, blissfully ignorant of the potential violence a goose — singular or plural — was capable of inflicting on the average bystander.)
“But did you see the letter?” His voice was urgent, low enough to barely vibrate the workings of his throat.
“The one in her hand? Of course I did. And I saw my aunt’s handwriting on the corner of it.”
“Right. I wonder if we can manage a way for them to tell us what it says, without them realizing they’re giving too much away.” Reginald nodded slowly as he spoke, his imagination providing all of the desired details, such as the location of their precise destination, distance, and perhaps even a sketch of a map.
“We’ll have to take it.”
Reginald blinked. “Well, if it’s in her pocket, I don’t know how—”
Belinda waved her hand, flicking away his proposed impediments with each swish of her fingers. “Details,” she said, her nose wrinkling. “Where is Matthew?”
Matthew was duly fetched from outside (he had been feeding a piece of cabbage to one of the rabbits) and brought in to be given his task. Without Nettie at his side, he seemed smaller to Reginald’s eyes, as though he was only one half of a whole person. Belinda sat in front of him, putting her at eye level with her brother.
“So, Matthew,” she said, with a small wrinkle in her forehead and a brief touch to his arm. And he was enraptured.
She explained what they needed from him, that he was to find the letter (“It is in Aunt Mildred’s handwriting, so you will recognize it straight away.”) and bring it to them without anyone noticing (“Just like when you would pilfer jam tarts from under Cook’s nose.”) or without telling Nettie about what he had been instructed to do.
He squirmed and shuffled his feet, gaze darting towards the door more than once as if he expected Nettie to rush in and catch him in the act of doing something without her presence and consent. “Um…”
“I would be very grateful, Matthew.” She ruffled his hair (Reginald had never seen her ruffle his hair before, while the boy looked to be torn between shying away from her and leaning into the touch like a wounded pup) and promised him an extra helping of dessert before she shooed him away with a little twitch of her fingers.
Motivated by an additional portion of sweets at some vague point in his future, Matthew embarked on his quest. It did not take very long. He found Mrs. Gwilym in the kitchen — because, as he had learned from Mrs. Babbinton, the running of any efficient household began there — and with some helpful distraction from the youngest Gwilym child — a distraction brought about by a splinter in his little finger that made him throw himself onto the floor and scream loud enough to set a window rattling — Matthew fixed his attention on Mrs. Gwilym’s apron pocket — another lesson learned from Mrs. Babbinton being that all prudent ladies should have pockets or other means of keeping important items near to their person at all times — and slipped his hand into the breach as quick as the flash of sunlight in the eye of a storm.
“Here,” he announced, proudly holding out his spoils to Belinda upon his return to her. The entire mission had taken less than three minutes, and Reginald blinked at him, initially baffled that someone he had previously dismissed as incapable of accomplishing anything beyond getting underfoot and leaving his crusts behind should suddenly prove himself useful.
Belinda took the letter, briefly turned it over so that Reginald could see the writing that was clearly Miss Percy’s across the front, and tucked it beneath her hands, hiding it away in her lap. “Thank you, Matthew. We shall have to find some suitable treats with which to reward you, hmm?”
They waited until the boy had trotted off, then both Reginald and Belinda glanced at every window and doorway to make certain no one was about to trot in again (all in all, they had only been alone in the room for about six minutes since Mr. Michael Gwilym had left them) before she hurriedly opened the letter and held it so they could both read through its contents together.
There was nothing in the note (and it was short enough to be called a note, with only two paragraphs apart from the salutation and signature) that has not already been covered in the previous chapters, but Reginald saw words like “broken carriage” and “injury” and “Penffynnon” and clutched them to his chest like jewels.
“So she’s near Builth,” he said, still struggling over things like Welsh geography.
“And certainly not toward Pembrokeshire.” Belinda folded up the letter until it was the size of a large coin and tucked it away with a flourish of legerdemain. “We need to leave. And as soon as possible.”
Her last words were nearly trampled by the return of Mr. Michael Gwilym, who had spoken to his wife — whose opinions on the possibility of Reginald and Belinda taking up a role as houseguests will remain implied and unspoken. He had returned without any fear of mischief provoked by either of them, believing Reginald to be too lacking in wit to concoct anything in five minutes and forty-seven seconds, and Belinda too in need of an audience for her frolics (beyond what could be provided in a centuries-old farmhouse that alternately smelled like baking bread and damp sheep).
This underestimation of their abilities would prove detrimental to certain plot points explored later on in the story, but for the moment, Mr. Michael Gwilym believed that nothing was amiss and that Miss Percy and her retinue would remain safely entrenched near Builth before they continued their journey on toward Nantlle. (There was, thankfully, no mention of Nantlle in the note, so where Mildred and company intended to go after leaving Builth — apart from the assumption that if she began in a northerly direction, she would continue along it — would remain a mystery to Reginald and Belinda for the time being.)
Reginald stood up at Mr. Michael Gwilym’s entrance. He could see the rest of their trip unrolling in front of him like a freshly beaten carpet, like the light of Heaven had slipped out from between the clouds to illuminate the way before them. Which meant they could not stay here, being waylaid by an impertinent farmer with a beard, of all things. “I do apologize,” Reginald said, not sounding the least bit repentant. “But we have intruded on your kindness for too long already. If we are to have any chance of catching up with Miss Percy, we will need to set off towards Pembrokeshire—” A quick shift of his gaze toward Belinda, as though Pembrokeshire had become a cypher, a way to say something they did not at all mean. “—as soon as possible.”
Mr. Michael Gwilym clapped his hands together, then ground his palms against one another, the scrape of his calluses as loud as sandpaper. “Oh, but I had hoped you would stay for a little while. What of the children, though? Your brother and sister?” He looked at Belinda. “Perhaps they could remain here while you jaunt off to Pembrokeshire, and then when you return — with your Aunt Percy, of course — they could rejoin you for the rest of your journey.”
The offer was made with such nonchalance, and Reginald had to blink away a burning at the corners of his eyes at the great fortune suddenly handed to them. Here was the answer they needed, a way to slough off the responsibilities of caring for the children, making sure they did not scamper off the nearest cliff or cartwheel into the side of a castle, and continue on with their journey unimpeded. “Why, thank you. I would not wish to trouble you, but if you are willing—”
“No.” Belinda stood and stepped forward, always with the ability to look as though she had just descended from a shelf of porcelain figurines, her dark hair catching the light and her rich complexion glowing with some inner illumination and her eyes sparking like the edge of a weapon drawn across a stone. “My mother would never forgive me if I delivered my brother and sister into the care of a stranger, even in such unprecedented circumstances as these. So while we thank you for your offer, I do believe Matthew and Nettie will be coming along, no matter how far our jaunt may take us.”
“Belinda?” Reginald turned towards his wife, his eyes wide, his eyebrows attempting to convey a word or a paragraph about how perfect an opportunity this would be. To let the children frolic around some Welsh hole of a farm in perfect agricultural bliss while he and Belinda did everything within their powers of expediency to catch up to Miss Percy.
“No,” she repeated, her mouth a perfect rosebud of contradiction. “I have need of them.”
There was little more to be said after that, at least little more than the usual false pleasantries spoken in false voices while Belinda gathered up the children and gathered up a basket of rolls and pies from Mrs. Gwilym (for the children, Mrs. Gwilym stressed, as though they would turn to ash in the mouth of anyone else who attempted to consume one) before they strode out the door and towards the road that had brought them there.
They would have to walk back to the inn, gather their things, purchase seats on another coach or a cart or any vehicle that would take them onward towards Builth in search of Miss Percy. Reginald winced at the stones in the road, the ones that dug into the thin soles of his boots, boots that needed to be tossed into the rubbish heap and replaced with something new, something made and measured just for him. He tried not to consider the cost of his pursuit of Miss Percy so far, of coaches and inns and sustenance, of now a wife and niece and nephew trotting along behind him, eating up funds as easily as finishing off a platter of strawberry tarts.
“How long do you think it will take us to travel to Builth?” Belinda said, when she was certain they had put enough distance between themselves and Gwilym’s Farm to not be overheard (unless the sheep had taken to eavesdropping).
“I do not know,” Reginald admitted. He had spent such a small portion of his life expending any attention toward the existence of Wales that it could have been a mile a way or a thousand, and neither would have shocked him. “But we’ll be on our way there immediately, if I can manage it.”





Chapter Eighteen
There is a type of firearm known as a “Dragon” that was especially popular in the previous century. Witnessing a young dragon, first acclimating itself to the world, will make it very easy to believe how such a name came to be bestowed on a weapon shaped of violence, gunpowder, and smoke.
— from Chapter Eight of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
Three days later, and little had changed.
Mildred and Mr. Wiggan had unofficially taken up residence in the drawing room. They took their meals there, they slept there, they paced and wrote letters and pretended to read books (when really they did little more than allow their vision to blur over the same three paragraphs before the book was tossed aside and the previous pacing was resumed) while constantly keeping watch over the egg in its nest.
The nest was near the fire, a finer version than the one Fitz had constructed on his own out of the shreds of Penffynnon’s draperies. Mildred and Mrs. Babbinton had put it together, a conglomeration of linens and straw from the stables along with the innards of a cushion Fitz had taken to gnawing on between meals. The egg sat in the middle of it all, still glinting in the light from the coals, occasionally twitching on its own but showing no other signs of a readiness to crack open and produce a—
Well.
It was an egg.
That was the part they could not seem to progress beyond in either thought or speech. Because it was not supposed to be an egg at all, at least not the sort to house a living creature preparing to break out of its shell and—
No, no. Their minds stuttered to a halt.
An egg. A rather large egg, even despite the gold and the polished jet exaggerating its size and appearance. Mildred had attempted a sketch of it in one of her notebooks, and had begun jotting down its movements along with the times they occurred. The egg was drawn to the heat of the fire, she noticed, always twitching closer to the flames Mr. Wiggan regularly tended. And it seemed to respond to Fitz’s attentions, wobbling when he squawked or butted his head against the side of it.
“It is certainly more active than Fitz’s egg,” Mr. Wiggan remarked towards the end of their third day, the daylight waning enough that servants had come in to light candles to combat the swiftly approaching darkness.
“We mistook Fitz’s egg for a stone,” Mildred reminded him. “We even considered cracking it open in front of your pupils, if you remember.”
Mr. Wiggan laughed. Though it ended on a faint choking sound and he reached for a cup of tea — cold and bitter, from having sat forgotten for most of the afternoon — to clear his throat. “That would have made for an interesting experience,” he said, his voice still rough.
Mildred looked up from her notebook, her pencil tapping idly on the smudged, dog-eared page. “Do you mean presenting a room full of energetic boys with the first dragon seen in England since…” There was a pause when she realized she had no way of completing that sentence. For when was it precisely that history had become myth? Perhaps all the tales that had formed her childhood, of Arthur and Merlin, of St. George and his dragon, of Robin and his Merry Men, perhaps they all held some kernel of truth to them, and only the patina of time and faded memories had transformed them into the stuff of fireside stories and children’s fables. “Anyway,” she said, and waved a hand as if she was brushing away a persistent fly. “I wish that we could see the egg without all of its embellishments. The true color of the shell and the size of the thing.”
As if it knew it was being spoken of, the egg trembled in its nest, rocking once towards the fire before going still again.
“What time is it?” Mildred asked, glancing down at her notebook.
“Ten minutes to seven,” Mr. Wiggan said, in a surprisingly jocular tone for someone who had been asked the same question no less than sixty-four times over the last two and a half days.
“Ten minutes to seven,” Mildred repeated, recording his words on the page. “One wobble.”
“Was it a wobble?”
Mildred looked up again. “I beg your pardon?”
“I might have described it as more of a totter.”
Mildred poked her tongue into the corner of her mouth.
“Or perhaps a teeter?” Mr. Wiggan glanced up at the ceiling, as though Johnson’s Dictionary and all of its definitions papered the plasterwork there. “I am not certain of the difference between the two, though the former sounds more likely to be fueled by inebriation.”
“Are you attempting to be playful?”
Mr. Wiggan sat forward in his chair, propping his elbows on his knees. His back was rounded forward, his shoulders straining against the seams of his shirt. He looked rumpled. He looked like a man who had spent the last three days confined to a drawing room, sleeping in a chair, and subsisting on a steady stream of biscuits and cold tea. Mildred tucked her pencil between the pages of her notebook and set it aside. She knew she fared no better. She was wrinkled (her gown, mostly) and sore, her hair was both unruly and flat (depending on which side of her head was under perusal), and she had begun to fear that the rest of her life would be spent in this single room, obsessively observing every teeter and tumble of an egg that may or may not be preparing itself to hatch out a—
No. Her thoughts drew themselves up again, a horse rearing back against the flaming wall that was the prospect of another dragon.
“I am attempting to preserve my sanity,” Mr. Wiggan said, interrupting her thoughts and their — flaming, screaming horses — trajectory. “Though I fear I am failing on both counts.” He looked towards the fireplace and the nest there, with its egg and Fitz ensconced in it. A sigh escaped him, and then a laugh, and then a droop of his head as his hand reached up to scrape at the back of his neck. “It is amazing how one can feel so extraordinarily weary after three days of doing so very little.”
“You should take a walk,” Mildred told him, wincing as she forced herself to stand up for fear she would begin to grow some type of fungi on her shaded side if she did not move about the room every few hours. “We could even take turns, if you would like, so there would always be someone here to keep a watch on things.” Which was a lie, as she had yet to leave the room for anything more necessary than rushing off to deal with the aftermath of so much tea and so many biscuits.
“No, I believe I would rather stay. Just in case.” Despite the tension in his seam-stretching shoulders, and the tiredness that blurred his edges until Mildred thought she had to blink twice to see him more clearly, there was also a barely-bridled glee nestled in his features. It was there in the brackets of his mouth, in the quick flick of his gaze as if he was waiting for someone to leap out at him from the corner of the room. It was an echo of the expression he had worn when Fitz had hatched from his egg, though more subdued, controlled. And with a bit more excitement and a smidgen less “I shall need a substantial amount of brandy to carry me through this with the remains of my sanity intact.”
Mildred paced over towards the fireplace. Fitz raised his head at her approach, then stretched out one foreleg across the edge of the nest. He was no longer curled around the egg, instead nestled in close enough that he could be near it but yet not have it rocking against him as it wobbled its way to the fire.
“Any progress?” Rhiannon’s question broke the pensive silence as she strode into the drawing room, still commanding the space as her own and yet hesitating after only a few paces once she was amid the mess of cushions and half-finished sandwiches and copious notes and books stacked on every available surface.
Mr. Wiggan stood at Rhiannon’s entrance, some part of his exhausted self still adhering to a level of etiquette that propelled him out of his chair upon the arrival of their hostess. “Nothing yet,” he said, brushing his hand across his brow.
Rhiannon joined Mildred in front of the fire, while Mr. Wiggan clattered around behind them, stacking plates and cups and accomplishing nothing more than shifting the various messes from one place to another without eradicating any of them.
“I had anticipated the hatching of a dragon egg to be considerably more exciting than this,” Rhiannon said, crouching down as much as her age and her gown would permit. “More swords and mystical enchantments and less sitting around and twiddling our thumbs.”
Mildred glanced down at Fitz, who had curled nearer to the egg again now that Rhiannon was there, as though he feared someone would come and snatch the thing away so soon after he’d acquired it. “We do not know if it is truly a dragon egg. I mean, it could be…” But she faltered as soon as she heard herself, as if someone was repeating the words back to her solely so she could know how absurd she sounded. “But you said it has been in your husband’s family for years, correct? The Jewel of Penffynnon?” Her lips drew in between her teeth before she spoke her next words, the ones that had chafed at her thoughts like a pair of ill-fitting shoes. “So how is it that it can still be alive? How is it possible that anything can be dormant for so long?”
“I have read of certain species of—” Mr. Wiggan began. And ended the moment Mildred clanged the poker against the grate.
“No.” It was pettish of her, she supposed, to interrupt in such a fashion. But it had been three days. Three days of watching an egg that was not supposed to be an egg twitching around by the power of whatever creature currently resided on the other side of its gilded shell. Three days of poor sleep and poor eating (the latter not at all to do with Rhiannon’s hospitality or the contents of her larder, but rather because the anxiety that came with watching a — Possible? Probable? — dragon’s egg work its way toward hatching was not particularly conducive toward the maintenance of a healthy appetite) and such a poor lack of exercise to make a remarkably torpid snail look down on them for their indolence. And three days of doing everything within her power to not think about the fact that at any moment they might have not one but two(!!!) dragons in their keeping.
“Forgive me,” she said. To Mr. Wiggan, to Rhiannon, to any and all corners of the universe deigning to listen to the quaver of her apology. “This is all a bit much, I must admit.”
“I would’ve thought you would be experts at this by now,” Rhiannon said, leaning over the egg as far as she dared without catching her eyebrows on fire. “I cannot imagine anyone better prepared to welcome a new dragon into the world.”
Mr. Wiggan coughed, whether because the repetitions of the word “dragon” had become too much or the stifling atmosphere of the room (it was a warm day, there was a boisterous fire, and they were afraid to open the windows lest Fitz decide to put on an encore of his performance outside of Abergavenny) aggravated his throat, and went in search of another forgotten cup of tea. Mildred set aside her poker and lowered herself to her knees, a maneuver that elicited a small groan from her; not because of any effect the descent had on her limbs, but because of the prospect of having to eventually stand up again.
“While I fear your trust in our wisdom is wildly misplaced, I have noticed several differences between this egg and Fitz’s. Apart from the decoration,” she added, letting her gaze rove over the scales of jet applied to its surface. All of the notes she had taken over the last few days began to push themselves to the forefront of her mind, a scholarly distraction from the bewildering sight before her. “It is more traditionally egg-shaped than Fitz’s was, more like a chicken’s egg on a grander scale.”
“I had always believed it to be an ostrich egg,” Rhiannon said, shrugging. “It is about the right size, and it was more believable for it to be that than…”
“A dragon egg, yes.” Mildred swallowed, the phrase catching in her throat.
“Especially since it was in the care of my husband’s family for so long without giving anyone a clue as to its true nature.”
“Though we do not know for sure how long Fitz’s egg existed before it finally hatched,” Mr. Wiggan said, crouching down on Mildred’s other side. “It was in your great uncle’s care for years before it came to you.”
“And Mr. Hawthorne’s father before that,” Mildred said. “For all we know, which is shockingly little, these eggs may have sat dormant for centuries.”
Fitz stretched out his neck and nipped at Mildred’s wrist. She, in turn, tapped Mr. Wiggan’s arm, who then reached for the nearest plate — still bearing the crust of a sandwich and half a butter biscuit — and passed it over to her.
“But why now?” came Rhiannon’s query as Fitz snapped up the remains of the sandwich from Mildred’s fingers. “Let us presume these eggs have sat, tucked away in trunks and cases for years and years. What is causing them to hatch now? First, your Fitz only a few months ago, and now this one, stirring to life as soon as you arrive.”
Mildred broke the leftover biscuit to pieces and fed them, crumb by crumb, to Fitz (who had pulled himself further into her lap, while keeping his tail flicking against the side of the egg). “Fitz seemed to know what it was before we did. The way he took the egg, the way he breathed on it…”
“He knew it wanted heat.” Mr. Wiggan stood up and fetched a few more plates from around the room, dumping their contents onto one dish he brought to Mildred.
“It does certainly crave the warmth.” Mildred set the plate of leftovers in front of Fitz and stroked her thumb over the ridges on top of his head as he picked his way through the stale offerings. “I think it would roll itself fully into the fire if we let it.”
“So let it.” Rhiannon held her hands up as though in surrender. “Perhaps it is what it needs.”
Mildred looked at Mr. Wiggan. His own expression was what she could only have described as dubious, with perhaps a soupçon of horror. For her part, all she could dredge up from her beleaguered thoughts was the image of a soft-boiled egg cracked open and ready for a corner of toast to be dipped into its depths.
She pushed her shoulders back. “I am not sure we should—”
“If you look closely,” Rhiannon continued, unaware of Mildred’s current bout of discomfiture. “You can see where some of the gold has already softened and become misshapen. I believe from when Fitz first began firing his breath upon it.”
Mildred had noticed that. It was already well documented in three separate places in two separate notebooks, twice in pencil and once in ink. She was not sure how significant it was — three days of sequestering herself in an overheated drawing room had succeeded in muddling her thoughts to such a degree that the realization she was the keeper of a creature with breath hot enough to soften gold did not inspire as much awe as it should have — but it acted as another chink in the dam she had constructed around the last bastion of rationality in her mind.
Because Fitz was supposed to be an anomaly. No matter how much they had discussed the possibility of there being other eggs and other dragons, Fitz had been the only real proof of them she had ever seen. Everything else was conjecture, their entire journey into Wales fueled by a few scribbled notes and a dot on a map. And now she sat on her knees, watching a second egg wobble its way towards the fire, and with every twitch of its half-melted shell, she felt the world tilt a little further off balance.
“I cannot imagine it would hurt it,” Mildred admitted, her hands pressed flat to her thighs, her very pulse pounding beneath her palms like a sheltered, secret thing. “Especially not after everything it has already endured.” She looked at Mr. Wiggan. He nodded, once, and reached for the tongs.
Mildred would record all of this later in one of her notebooks, how she took the tongs from Mr. Wiggan, how she carefully — so carefully — lifted up the egg, how heavy it was as she moved it from its charred nest and carefully — so carefully — placed it into the middle of the bed of coals. What she would fail to document was how her hands shook, how the perspiration ran into the lines of her palms like the sudden flooding after a summer storm. In her chest, her heart performed a gavotte while her lungs held onto her breath as if it was the last one allotted to her. And then there was the snap of sparks around the egg, the coals seeming to shift and settle of their own accord as they pulled the egg into their embrace.
Neither did she make a note of Mr. Wiggan’s hand reaching out to the small of her back, or how, after she set down the tongs, she gripped his forearm as though he was the edge of a parapet, one she leaned over as she watched a world she did not recognize tilt its way toward the light.
She did, however, pay attention to Fitz’s reaction throughout all of this. Mildred had feared he might put up some form of resistance at seeing her place the egg directly into the fire, but it seemed that curiosity won the day, and he nosed forward to the grate, snuffling at the light drift of ashes and the flame that leapt out at him. He snapped out his own quick snarl of fire in retaliation, then retreated until he was draped across Mildred’s knees, his neck stretched out so that the underside of his jaw rested on the edge of the fireplace.
“How long do you think we will have to wait before we are given some inkling as to the fire’s effectiveness?” Mr. Wiggan leaned forward, his brow furrowed and eyes narrowed to such a degree Mildred might have thought he was practicing the expression for a stint on the London stage.
Mildred laid her hand on Fitz. He seemed to be breathing more quickly than normal, or perhaps her own agitation had risen to such a degree that she was simply projecting it onto every other living creature around her. But there was a tension in him, in the ridges along his back, in the restless flick of his tail, in the shimmer of firelight across his slitted eyes. He understood as well as any of them — or as well as a dragon could — the import of the moment.
“I wish I knew,” Mildred said, watching the coals smolder beneath the egg. It was not an entirely factual statement, as she was aware any additional knowledge would only trundle into her head with all the additional worries and anxieties to come with such enlightenment. Ignorance is bliss, as someone said, though she doubted the someone in question had ever dealt with a domineering sister or a broken cart or a freshly hatched dragon.
But as long as the egg in the fire remained an egg and did not hatch out yet another dragon or some other mythological beast ready to catapult itself from legend, she believed it would remain a situation she could endure. (Or she thought she could, until her frenzied thoughts produced the image of something like a chimera or a Gorgon, the latter prompting an internal argument about whether or not a Gorgon could even hatch from an egg — the reptilian portion could, of course, but the human portion seemed ill-equipped for shell-encased incubation — and how they would manage to travel the rest of the way across Wales with both a dragon and a creature given to turning people into stone. And what about food? Would the snakes require sustenance independently of the rest of its form? And then Mildred realized she was breathing so quickly that none of the air fully made it to her lungs which in turn made her fear she had begun to slowly suffocate herself.)
“Wait,” Rhiannon said all of sudden, her hand out and her manner urgent as though she was putting a stop to some rash and impulsive act from either Mildred or Mr. Wiggan, despite the fact they had done nothing more than stare at the egg and flirt with asphyxiation. “I believe it’s doing something.”
‘Something’ was a bit of a broad term, even its very definition brandishing words such as ‘unspecified’ and ‘not precise’. But the ‘something’ the egg happened to be doing was a sharp, erratic jerking motion. And then a pause (Mildred could not have made a note of how long the pause actually was, seeing as how she had been rendered incapable of acknowledging the passage of time) occurred. And then a crack appeared in the shell.
“It’s hatching,” Mildred breathed, rather than speaking, as speaking would have required actual sound from her throat instead of a rush of air and two words tumbling out with so much speed that no one could decipher what she had said.
Though it really did not need to be said. The crack in the shell grew larger, dislodging one of the shards of jet on its surface. There was the stretch of membrane, and the glimpse of a jaw, vivid and snapping and alive.
Rhiannon was already on her feet, staggering towards the bell pull. “They’ll want to see this,” Mildred thought she heard the older woman say, her eyes never leaving the egg in the fire even as she tugged on the pull with enough force to tear the entire system out from behind the plaster.
Mrs. Babbinton was the first to arrive, her apron wet and her sleeves rolled up (she could not tolerate waiting around for something to happen, and so had zealously taken over the kitchen in a prolific act of biding her time until something did happen) and stormed into the room like a war goddess with an assembled army of ancient Britons trailing at her heels. “What is it?” she asked. And then she looked towards the fire, and the egg, and the small group of persons gathered there, and the lack of reply to her question no longer mattered. “Oh, I see.” Her hands found their way to her hips, gaze twitching from side to side as though she was reading a document suspended in mid-air before her. “Let me fetch Owen, and then I’ll have some food prepared for the hatchling. I remember how voracious our Fitz was when he first came out of his shell.”
“And if anyone wishes to come and act as an observer,” Rhiannon told her, then glanced toward Mildred, eyebrows raised in request. “That is, if it is all right? Though if you would rather keep it secret…”
Mildred could have laughed. She did not laugh, due to the egg currently splitting itself to pieces and her fear that whatever might begin as a laugh would surely end in a series of sounds that could only be categorized as inhuman, but she nodded tightly — so tightly it was more of a vibration — and returned her attention to the hatching egg in the fire. “Two dragons,” she said, testing the words the same way she would make another attempt at French conjugations after too many years away. She kept one hand resting on Fitz, while the other reached out blindly for Mr. Wiggan’s grasp.
His fingers held hers, firm and sure, and some part of her realized that it was not simply a lending of his strength to her, but rather a support to her own.
“Two dragons,” she repeated, louder and with more assurance. “I do not believe we will be able to keep this a secret for much longer.”





Chapter Nineteen
There are a few varieties of fire-breathing dragon — most often found in the more mountainous regions — that make a habit of ingesting coal. It is not yet known if this quirk of behavior lends itself towards their incendiary abilities, or if it is merely a peculiarity of their species.
— from Chapter Eleven of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
A dragon hatching must always have an audience.
This was not a fact, but merely a thought that passed through Mildred’s head as she sat in front of the fireplace at Penffynnon, with the entirety of the household and grounds’ staff crammed into the drawing room behind her. Mrs. Babbinton — having already been present in a household where a dragon had popped out of its shell — elected herself as chief caterer to the proceedings (a victory she nabbed with only one vote: her own) and made certain everyone was fitted out with food and drink as the anxiety and anticipation accompanying the birth of a new dragon seemed to have increased everyone’s appetites to hitherto unforeseen amounts.
And so the birth of Penffynnon’s first — in recorded history — dragon was marked not with any fantastic natural event. No eclipses or comets or brilliant meteors streaked across the sky, but there was the clink of cutlery and the excited whispers of several dozen people as they crouched and stretched and craned their heads for a look at this historic moment as it flicked the last piece of shell from its shoulders.
The egg still sat in the fire, Mr. Wiggan dutifully tending the flames and adding more fuel when necessary. If Mildred had worried the heat might harm the dragonet, her fears were put to rest by the quickened movements as the animal struggled to free itself from the remains of its gilded prison. A lurch here, a roll there, and suddenly there was a glimpse of a nose, the flash of a claw. A cry came, like the tip of a knife’s blade dragged across the window, and the rest of the shell cracked in half, the jet and the gold crumbling like yesterday’s bread crusts after the onslaught of Fitz’s breath and the time spent nestled in the fire.
In her mind, Mildred had pictured another Fitz. Smaller, of course, just as he had been when still in the vicarage, small enough to fit into a basket of linens near the fire and curl into the crook of her arm with the butter from a crust of toast still shining along his jaw. In hindsight, she would realize how silly it was for her to think that all dragons should look the same, seeing as how there were so many varieties of birds and other beasts roaming the land. But it still came as a shock when instead of bronze-tinged scales and dark wings like unfurled shadows, a streak of green and yellow tumbled out of the remains of the egg, rolling in the coals of the fire and snapping at the sparks as they flew upwards.
There was a collective gasp of shock at the dragon’s arrival, followed by several curses, something that sounded like someone spluttering over their tea, and the thump of one of the footmen as he dropped to the floor in a swoon. Mildred sat on her knees with her hands held in front of her as though she was waiting to catch a ball thrown to her by one of the children. Beside her, Mr. Wiggan kept repeating variations of the phrase, “Oh, well then,” over and over until it no longer sounded like the King’s English, and Owen simply would not stop giggling.
Fitz, however, was the slowest to react. He prowled at the edge of the fireplace, like a father waiting to hear the first squall of his newborn child. While the new dragon burrowed itself deeper into the fire, Fitz nosed his way toward the creature, sniffing and snorting until he finally reached in, picked up the infant dragon with a bite to the scruff of its neck, and dragged the thing out from the flames, ash and smoking coals trailing out behind it.
It was about the size of a jay, though its wings were so large it kept tangling itself up in them as it wallowed around on the floor. Mrs. Babbinton appeared at Mildred’s shoulder, pushing a warm blanket into her hands, indicating that she should try and wrap up the thing, as though it was a helpless babe in need of care. But the new dragon snarled and twitched and lashed its prodigious tail at everything, while the translucent green of its wings snapped and fluttered until Mildred could no longer observe where the head or the feet of the thing were located at any singular moment.
“I don’t know what to do,” she admitted, softly enough that only those nearest to her were able to hear.
Fitz stepped in and nipped at the smaller dragon’s tail, catching it between his few teeth and giving it a hard tug until the green dragon was sprawled on its belly, a slip of a thing seemingly constructed of nothing but wings and frills and that long, thin lash of its tail.
“It might just need something to eat,” Mrs. Babbinton assured her, already prepared with a platter bearing a selection of all of Fitz’s favorite tidbits. She set the platter on the floor and took a step back (more because she was nearly sliced across the ankle by another toss of the new dragon’s wings, rather than to give him the space to eat) her hands clasped in front of her as if all they had to do was wait for the creature to find its way to the food and behave like all proper young dragons should.
But the dragon did not show any interest in the delicacies (boiled and buttered potatoes, bacon, cheese, some apple slices) laid out for him. Instead it continued to tussle with Fitz, until Fitz managed to pick it up again by the back of its neck and shake it — an action that prompted much crying out and a string of impolite words from Rhiannon — until it settled down and quieted.
Unconcerned with the violence he had just enacted upon the other dragon, Fitz ambled over to the plate and snatched up a piece of bacon he then carried over to the hatchling. The hatchling sniffed it, nibbled at the corner, but instead of tearing into the rest of it as Fitz would have, he took it to the fire — fumbling on the step from the floor to the stone edge of the fireplace — and buried the meat in the still-smoldering coals.
“What’s it doing?” Owen asked.
Mildred shook her head. “Perhaps it does not care for bacon?”
While Mildred and Mr. Wiggan (and Owen, and Mrs. Babbinton, etc.) stayed huddled around the fireplace, acting as a protective shield around the freshly hatched dragon, Rhiannon began clearing everyone out of the room and back to their abandoned tasks. Mildred did not pause to consider the ramifications of so many people bearing witness to the birth of a dragon. There would be no way to contain the secret of it now, and combined with any rumors and gossip they had left behind them with Mr. Morgan and his mildly roasted chickens, their path through Wales was as clearly marked as a giant’s footprints stomping across the land.
She watched as the new dragon nosed into the fire, digging its bacon — now blackened and charred — out from the coals and set to devouring it with tremendous relish. Mrs. Babbinton remarked about the dragon must wanting his food to be thoroughly cooked, and Owen picked up the tongs to pull some of the pieces of the broken egg out of the fire, and Mildred sat there, watching this new creature flirt with the impossibility of its existence like a cat playing with its prey.
“I don’t believe it.” She had become so accustomed to the presence of Fitz in her life that a sense of normalcy had descended over every aspect of it, transforming her day-to-day with a dragon in tow — or in the lead, as was more often the case — into something vastly commonplace. But acknowledging a world in which there resided two living dragons was a substantially more strenuous ordeal.
“An amazing thing, its coloring,” Mr. Wiggan said, crouched down onto all fours as he peered at the new dragon as if he was watching it through a keyhole. “And the length of its tail…”
Mildred had noticed that, of course. The vivid green of the dragon’s skin, changing to a softer yellow hue along its belly and even down to the tips of its wings. And its tail, thin as a pencil and tapered to a point like an arrowhead, measured nearly twice as long as the rest of the creature’s body.
A leggy body, so delicate in its limbs and neck Mildred wondered how it did not snap to pieces under the weight and size of its wings. She would make a record of all this later, pages and pages crinkling under the onslaught of ink and the sweat of her own hands as she copied down every little detail. But for the moment all she could do was watch the dragon as it ate its burnt bacon, as it snarled at its own shadow and yipped at a log in the fire as the wood shifted and crumbled to ash.
“The possibilities are endless.” She was not aware she had spoken out loud until Mr. Wiggan shuffled on his hands and knees so that he could both regard her and spare a hefty measure of glances towards the dragon without having to do more than give a slight turn of his head.
“How do you mean?”
She shook her head, even as her next words formed on her tongue. “It looks nothing at all like Fitz. Well, apart from the expected…” She waved her hands towards the dragon, taking in its head and wings and tail. “... draconic features. But I must admit I had anticipated something more… I should say I did not think—”
“You thought it would be another Fitz.”
A nod then, her gaze still never leaving the new dragon, her attention lingering on the way the fire backlit the hatchling’s wings like the sun shining down through the freshly opened leaves on a tree in spring.
“As did I,” Mr. Wiggan confessed. “Which was foolish of me, I suppose. A world of unfathomable variety on display every time I look out the window, and the constraints of my own imagination limited me to the assumption that every dragon would look alike.”
“It means we cannot know how many more there are out there.” Mildred shifted off her knees — they would take care to remind her by evening precisely how much time she had spent with her full weight resting on them — and onto her bottom, her legs protesting as she stretched them out in front of her. “We’ve come across two eggs over the course of only a few months.” She looked at Mr. Wiggan for the first time since the egg had hatched. His appearance was a mixture of disheveled and astonished, and she had no doubt her own features acted as a reflection of his. “There could be more.” She pressed her hand to her cheek, her fingers cold as ice against her face. “I am sure there are more. Tucked away in attics and back gardens and caves carved into mountain sides. Anywhere and everywhere,” she managed to say, despite the dryness of a mouth in need of something stronger than tea. “And I believe this may only be the beginning of it.”
“So how do we proceed?”
It would never fail to comfort her, that immediate inclusion of himself in matters most in need of outside assistance. “We continue north,” she said, straightening her shoulders as much as three days of sleeping on a sofa in a drawing room that might also have been a parlor would allow. “We find the Dragon’s Nest. Perhaps there will be nothing there, or perhaps…”
She looked at Fitz, who had finished the last of the food Mrs. Babbinton had provided and was back to glowering at the new, younger dragon as one would regard a usurper to the throne. Beside her, while Owen attempted to snag Fitz’s attention and Mrs. Babbinton rushed off to the kitchen to char some meat and Rhiannon resumed her duties as manager of a small estate, Mr. Wiggan reached out to take her hand.
“...or perhaps there will be everything,” Mildred finished, and laced her fingers with his.


Rhiannon insisted on funding the rest of their trip north. Mildred had begun to argue, but then Mrs. Babbinton reminded her of their trials and travails thus far, including but not exclusive to a burnt chicken coop, a traitorous Mr. Parry, a sabotaged cart, and Mildred’s injured — and now healed but for a scar and an occasional ache — hand. So Mildred acquiesced, and Rhiannon provided them with a carriage and horses and food and servants and more money than they could possibly need over the course of only — Mildred hoped — a few days.
“Progress will be slower once you reach the mountains,” Rhiannon told them. “But I pride myself on my horses and my carriage is well-sprung. You will arrive there in greater comfort than anything you have endured thus far.”
Mildred could not help but look heavenward, in case Rhiannon’s words would tempt someone up there into punishing them for her hubris. They were already exhausted, the new dragon keeping them up throughout the night as it slept as well as a colicky child (a colicky child with a penchant for burrowing into the fireplace and flicking still-burning coals into the room with its tail) and continued to eat nothing but meat that had been blackened into something Mildred would have previously dismissed as inedible. And now they were to travel at least another hundred miles or so into territory with which none of them were familiar, looking for a supposed nest of dragons that may or may not even exist.
And with two young dragons in their care, rather than only one.
(If Mildred were more rested or had experienced the outdoors at any time in the previous week, she might have been in a better position to wonder at how her life had reached a point when referring to dragons in the singular rather than plural would seem like a boon. But exhaustion and a lack of fresh air had taken their toll, and much like a parent of two small children instead of one, she could not see much beyond the constant care and feeding that kept her tethered to the immediacy of every moment.)
It took only two days to prepare. There was some discussion about whether they should spend more time at Penffynnon and allow the new dragon to grow before embarking on the next leg of their journey, but Mildred decided that the best time to move was while the hatchling was still small and manageable — because she could not imagine how a dragon made of wings and a whip-like tail that was also obsessed with fire and burnt things would become any less manageable as it increased in size — and the weather was still on their side.
“Mildred?”
Mildred looked up at Mr. Wiggan’s approach. “Oh,” she said, not with any kind of disappointment (quite the opposite, in fact) but simply because her mouth and brain acted on instinct and produced a sound to show that she had seen him and acknowledged his pronouncement of her name.
“May I?” He gestured to the seat beside her.
She sat on the sofa in the drawing room, her feet propped up on a stool, a small pile of things to be mended (gloves, stockings, the hem of a shift) in a basket beside her. She had been attempting to finish them (‘attempting’ doing a great deal of work as she had done nothing but sit with a glove in one hand and needle and thread in the other while staring off into the middle distance) but Mr. Wiggan’s arrival provided her with an excuse to set aside her work and gift him the majority of her attention.
The basket of personal articles went onto the floor (perhaps Mildred should have been embarrassed as Mr. Wiggan shifted aside a pile of her underthings, but if the sight of her ragged stockings was enough to alter his feelings towards her, then he was not the caliber of man she had believed him to be) and he sat down beside her. The room was quiet — a rare occurrence — but both dragons were sleeping near the fireplace, and everyone else was off rushing to prepare for their rapidly approaching departure from Penffynnon. Mildred had not slept for longer than an hour at a stretch for the last several days, and yet every time she tried to rest, her gaze would snap toward the green dragon slumbering with some part of itself half-buried in the fire.
“Rhiannon said everything should be ready for our departure by first light tomorrow.”
Mildred breathed. She always breathed, but this was the sort of fortifying breath that almost made her believe she could subsist on the occasional deep inhalation alone.
“But are you?” He leaned towards her, only an inch, a shift she could have dismissed as nothing more than a perfunctory adjustment of posture. “Ready, I mean?”
The breath, and all of the fortifications that had come with it, slid out of her. “No.”
He chuckled. She smiled, and in that moment, she truly felt like herself, tired and afraid and able to confess that to him without any fear of recrimination. “Have you thought about how best to transport the hatchling?”
She had thought about it. She had thought about trying to fit a creature made of nothing but appendages and spite into a crate before carrying him over one hundred miles of unfamiliar roads. And then she had swiftly pushed the thought away much like a child turning its nose up at a dish of mashed peas. “I fear we may have to take him with us. I mean, without the benefit of a crate or basket. Fitz as well, as he’s grown much too large for any manner of confinement we could produce on such short notice.”
Mr. Wiggan made a sound that was not really agreement but rather an acceptance of how things were going to be. “It will be only us, no strangers from which to hide them.”
“And no stops but to change horses and the like.” She parroted the assurances she had already given herself a dozen times before, until it sounded as if she was reading a list of instructions off the backside of a pamphlet: How to Travel with Your Dragon, and Other Miscellany. “I want to say that it will be easier now, with Rhiannon’s assistance. It should be, but you know as well as I that things do not always progress as they should.”
“No, no. I suspect everything is happening precisely as it is supposed to. It is merely that very little of it aligns with our expectations.”
Mildred wrinkled her nose at that. Expectations were tricky things. When she was young, she had been expected to grow up and marry well and raise a family and do all of the things the eldest daughters from families of middling gentility were supposed to do. But then her mother had unexpectedly died and her father had unexpectedly become unwell and she had quickly learned that expectations were nothing but a hastily scrawled framework sketched by someone who was either perpetually inebriated or had never encountered another human being. Or both.
And yet she had struggled to adhere to that framework, constantly setting herself against it as though comparing her own face and figure to another person’s depiction of how she should appear. But she had always fallen short, always been left to pick her way forward through life using someone else’s crumbling footprints as a guide. In all that time, she had never paused to consider that the expectations laid upon her, the ones so often pushed forward as a prop to her own perceived mistakes were only a way to make others feel better about their own choices, that what was good enough for them should be praised and held aloft as the pinnacle of achievement for everyone else in their immediate sphere.
Now she sat on a sofa in a fine house, her feet propped on a cushioned stool while two dragons napped beside the fire. There was a gentleman beside her with whom she had come to a vaguely spoken arrangement, and despite the anxiety and the fear of so many things looming over her like clouds dragging themselves across the mountaintops, she was — dare she even give shape to the word? — happy.
She was on an adventure. She was with people she loved and respected and who offered her the same love and respect in return. There had been trials and travails, yes, and there were things she missed about her former existence (and if given a moment or two she might be able to come up with one) but she could not think of any reason to pine for the vision of a life someone else had instructed her to want.
“Well, I hope—” she began to say, her words cut suddenly short by a burst of sparks and smoke from the fire as the hatchling exploded into wakefulness.
Mr. Wiggan jumped, and Mildred put her hand to her chest. “I wish it would stop doing that,” she said as she reluctantly left the comfort of the sofa and the few minutes of relaxation afforded her.
The commotion had stirred Fitz from his nap, who shrieked irritably (Mildred could now translate his shrieks and found that most of them tended to range from “mildly bothered” to “incandescently aggrieved”) and stretched out his wings as though to remind the other dragon how much larger he was in comparison. The hatchling, however, did not appear to care about Fitz’s size or mood, and scrabbled in the remains of the fire. It found something to eat — Mildred did not know if it had originally been food or was just a piece of charred wood, as the dragon had taken to gnawing on anything burnt, whether animal, vegetable, or mineral — then hissed at nothing before it somersaulted out of the fireplace and landed in a heap of smoking wings on the floor.
“Has she slept for longer than an hour?” Mr. Wiggan picked up the edge of a buttered piece of bread from a plate, sniffed it, then ate it anyway. “I hope her sleep patterns will change as she grows.”
Mildred walked towards the fireplace. Fitz trotted over to her, clawing his way up the front of her skirt until she scratched the top of his head and ran her thumb under his jaw. Meanwhile, the hatchling reared back from her, claws scraping on the floor and tail whipping as it took on a defensive stance. Mildred might have found herself intimidated by the shaking, growling creature if it did not lose interest in her after only a few seconds and instead began leaping at the tasseled corner of a cushion that had tumbled down from a nearby chair.
Now, Mildred had not assumed that every dragon she might encounter would form a bond with her and treat her as some benevolent mother figure, but after the last few months with Fitz, she could not deny that—
“Wait, what did you say?” She looked at Mr. Wiggan, who was licking the last of the butter from his fingers.
He glanced away from her, blinking rapidly as he seemed to read through what he had said only a moment earlier. “I only mentioned that I hope the dragon will—”
“No.” Mildred held up a hand to interrupt him. “You said ‘she’.”
Again, he blinked. “I did? Yes, I suppose I did. But that’s only because I assume the dragon is female.”
“But…” She glanced at the snarling tangle of green currently attempting to disembowel the cushion. She wanted her next question to sound intelligent and scientific, as though she was capable of carrying on a serious discourse about dragon biology, but all her addled mind could produce was a small and confused, “... how?”
“I may not be correct,” Mr. Wiggan said, shrinking into himself with unspoken apology. “But there is a way to tell the sex of certain lizards, by looking at the base of the tail and…” He cleared his throat, his hands skimming over the front of his hips as though he was searching for a set of pockets in which to disappear. “It is how I guessed Fitz was a male and this one a female.”
Mildred’s gaze skipped from one dragon to the other. “A boy and a girl? I had not even given it a thought. Well, I assumed Fitz was male because… well.” All of the myths and fairy tales that had accompanied her childhood never really made an effort to point out when the dragon to be defeated was male or female. Its position as a thing to be annihilated seemed to be all the information the storyteller was inclined to provide, as though describing any further details might accidentally endear the reader to the supposed villain of the piece rather than the hero.
“I would not worry about the two of them together.” Mr. Wiggan gestured to Fitz and the hatchling, the former still butting his head against Mildred’s calves while the latter had invested herself in gnawing on the stonework at the edge of the fireplace. “I assume it will be some time yet before either of them reach maturity, and as to their mating habits, we can only—”
A sound escaped from Mildred, nothing that would be found in a dictionary bearing a definition or an example of its proper use in a sentence, but a jumble of noise and consonants along with a rapid shake of her head and her eyes squeezed shut. Until then, she had not considered the possibility of any of the dragons in her care having the potential to propagate additional members of their species. But Mr. Wiggan had mentioned it, and now all she could see was a future version of herself, trundling around with an apron full of dragon eggs as though she was walking through the farmyard after plundering the chicken coop for its spoils. “Let us focus on the two we have,” she said, her voice higher and more rasping than usual. “At least for the time being.”
There was a brief flurry of activity then, as Mrs. Babbinton entered with a tray of food for both man and beast, Owen already trailing behind her with a wedge of cheese in his hand. Mildred coaxed the hatchling away from her task of trying to bite off her own tail with a plate of blackened chicken and burnt bread crusts, while Mr. Wiggan cleared the mess of packing for the rest of their journey from the various tables and chairs decorating the room. Rhiannon arrived with the news that she had sent messages ahead to various inns along their planned route of travel, so their meals and rest and changing of horses could be managed with the highest levels of efficiency and discretion.
“It is very kind of you, everything you are doing for us,” Mildred said as they finished off their informal meal, everyone having filled their plates and perched themselves in whichever corner of the room they found most comfortable. Mildred sat near the fireplace, feeding Fitz from her own plate in order to distract him from the antics (which was a less egregious way of describing the new dragon’s current endeavor to consume mouthfuls of ash from beneath the grate) of the hatchling on her other side. “I wish there was some way for us to return the favor.”
But Rhiannon waved her words away as she leaned back in her chair. “Do not fret for even a moment! This is the most fun I’ve had in years! I should probably have a scrounge around the attics for any other artifacts my husband’s family may have left behind them.”
The hatchling coughed and wheezed, shook herself as a puff of ash spurted from her nostrils, and immediately returned to chomping on the end of a log that had burnt and broken off from the rest of the flaming wood. Mildred chewed at her lip, her hand absently stroking the edges of Fitz’s wings as an idea struggled to root inside the rocky, barren ground of her beleaguered mind. “What if… ?” A seedling sprouted, uncurling its leaves towards the sunlight. “Lady Pritchard,” she said, shaking the dust off her title as a nod to the gravity of the moment. “As a token of our appreciation, how would you like to name a dragon?”





Chapter Twenty
It is a myth that dragons prefer jagged cliffs and unreachable climes in which to make their homes. They can just as easily be found mingling the smoke of their breath with the fog of the moors, or sharpening their claws on the rocks that grace the riverbeds of even the lowest valleys.
And still we continue to imagine them flocking to the highest elevations, these beasts resurrected from legend and fantasy. Perhaps because it gives us comfort to retain some measure of distance between us, placing them at the very pinnacle of our world, where the real and the unreal see their boundaries so tenuously plaited together.
— from Chapter Eight of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
It was a marvelous thing, the ease and comfort provided to a person’s journey by the simple addition of money.
Mildred had never been poor. Growing up, her family had been comfortable enough to always afford to keep at least two servants in their employ, and though her own income as an unmarried woman was nothing near substantial, she had been fortunate enough (some might argue with the use of the word ‘fortunate’ here, but in a financial context, it does well enough) to live with her sister, Diana, and enjoy the comforts that came with the constant assurances of home and food and warmth.
But since embarking on their journey with Fitz, they had been dependent on the paltry combination of Mildred’s, Mr. Wiggan’s, and Mrs. Babbinton’s savings. It had been enough to keep them from becoming beggars along the way, but the stress of needing to keep track of every penny spent towards food, towards another night at an inn, toward another seat on a coach had weighed on them with the heaviness of a yoke.
Yet now they sat in a fine carriage that had not been occupied by a thousand other passengers before them, the windows clean and the upholstery plump and the mingled aromas of bad breath and perspiration (and worse) notably absent. The effect of all the finery was only slightly tempered by the presence of two dragons, one of them content to sit on Mildred’s lap — though Fitz was now large enough that even the span of Mildred’s thighs could no longer contain all the legs and wings that composed him — and the other alternately trying to scrabble out the window and chew a hole in the carriage floor.
The other dragon, now named Morgen.
Rhiannon had been ecstatic at the prospect of naming a dragon, and had immediately abandoned them in the drawing room, striding off to the library for several hours before she returned with an armful of books and a collection of papers covered in lists of names written and crossed out again. “Morgan le Fay,” she announced, slamming the books and papers onto the table with a flourish. “Well, Morgen with an ‘e’, because if we’re going to celebrate the first Welsh dragon in an age then it’s going to have the proper Welsh spelling to match.”
“Morgen le Fay?” Mrs. Babbinton ceased stirring her milk into her tea. “But wasn’t she a—”
“—much maligned and misunderstood character of mythology, especially as far as more modern tellings care to shape her.” Rhiannon riffled through one of the books, profusely marked with strips of paper and bits of quills tucked between the pages. “Leave it to men to take a powerful woman who shows strength and initiative and turn her into something sinister. No offense to present company,” she added, nodding to both Owen and Mr. Wiggan.
“None taken,” Mr. Wiggan said, helping himself to one of Mrs. Babbinton’s butter biscuits.
Owen, however (already full of butter biscuits and so able to lend a stronger voice to his opinions) wrinkled his nose and pushed his tongue into the corner of his mouth. “Morgen? That’s a terrible name for a dragon.”
“Really?” Rhiannon looked down at him as though there was a pair of spectacles perched on her nose. (The spectacles dangled from a gold chain around her neck, necessary only for fine print and reading in less than optimal light.) “And what name would you choose?”
“Geoff,” he said, without hesitation.
“Geoff?”
“Geoff the dragon. I mean, you could call it Geoffrey if you wanted to be all formal and everything, but it’s a good name. Why not Geoff?”
“Well, when it is your turn to be tasked with the naming of a dragon, then you may call it anything you like.” Rhiannon turned a few more pages of her book and ran her finger over several paragraphs. “I’m sure the world cannot wait for the enduring and fantastical tales of Geoff the Dragon.”
Owen grinned and took up a piece of burnt meat (ham, perhaps, though Mildred noticed most meats tended to look and smell the same once blackened beyond recognition) and offered it to Morgen. The young dragon had yet to take food directly from anyone’s hand, and did not appear keen on exhibiting a change in precedent for Owen’s benefit. So the meat was placed on the floor and Morgen scooped it up in her mouth and worried it noisily between her gums until the entire piece was broken down into something she could swallow.
They had all attempted to sleep after that, though no one managed more than a few broken hours of rest before it was suddenly daylight and time to leave Penffynnon. Mildred had little to do towards packing and loading the carriage, her efforts all expended in the direction of minding the dragons and doing everything she could to tire them out before they were shut into the carriage for too many hours to consider.
Fitz did well with going into the carriage as long as Mildred retained constant contact with him. Mrs. Babbinton sat beside her (it did not seem to matter that the informal engagement between Mr. Wiggan and Mildred was known to everyone in their immediate circle — and assumed by at least half the servants who had seen them napping together on the sofa or whispering with their heads close together — because Mrs. Babbinton had continued to shoulder the unrequested duty of chaperone whenever she was able) while Mr. Wiggan took the seat across from them, the task of keeping an eye (and a hand, and a foot in one instance) on Morgen falling to him.
(For those wondering, Owen chose to ride outside of the carriage with the driver. A small (understatement) discussion had occurred before they left Penffynnon during which Mildred had implored him to return home to his family, as she could not imagine any mother so easily allowing one of her children to run off with a group of strangers and a mythological beast. Mildred knew that if she were ever to have children — a purely hypothetical statement, as Mildred did not really want children of her own at her age, so imaginary ones would have to do — she could not see herself so easily allowing them to traipse across the country without even a letter updating her of their progress. But Owen insisted his mother would not miss him (“There’s eleven of us, ma’am, and I’m the worst by far!”) and reminded Mildred that she was traipsing across Wales with not one, but two dragons and surely any mother worth their salt would be thrilled to see one of their children imprinting themselves onto the pages of history. Mildred yielded, but not until a note was written for Owen’s mother that would be personally delivered by one of Rhiannon’s servants. And so Owen packed up his things (which proved to be less items than he could tuck under his arm, and all of them acquired since arriving at Penffynnon) and climbed up onto the seat beside the driver, a smile on his face as broad as the horizon stretched out before them.)
Rhiannon had considered joining them on their trek for a full seven seconds, before she recalled how well she liked her own bed and her own things always about her. Adventure could come and find her whenever it wished, but a cup of tea and too many slices of buttered toast by the warmth of a fire — in the same fireplace that had warmed her toes for the previous four decades — was too great an impediment against dashing out and chasing down that adventure for herself.
So it was six of them setting out for Nantlle (Mildred, Mr. Wiggan, Mrs. Babbinton, Owen, their driver — a Mr. Brian Jones — and a footman,who went by no other name than Hopkins and had quietly, nervously asked Rhiannon to be allowed to accompany them) along with the two dragons. At first glance, it seemed a recipe for chaotic plot twists and contrived mayhem, but as mentioned above, the addition of Rhiannon’s help made this next leg of their journey quite tranquil in comparison to so much that had come before. They rolled past small villages and farms, stopping outside of a church (a bulging pile of stones set against hills stacked like cakes beneath the shifting sunlight) that Mr. Wiggan wanted to explore and Mildred wanted to slip into her pocket. But time and a disinclination to attract a crowd of locals to their presence shook them free of their desire to linger, so they bundled everyone back into the carriage — an act only made possible by Fitz snapping up Morgen by her tail and dragging her into the carriage backwards — and again went on their way.
They stayed at an inn in Llangurig, Rhiannon having written ahead to reserve multiple rooms for them along with the level of seclusion only a payment twice what was normally required could obtain for them. Two rooms, the men sharing one and the ladies and the dragons in the other, food and baths and everything else brought to them so they would not have to leave their rooms for any other reason than to return to their carriage the next morning.
For three days, they did this. The mountains growing ever higher, jutting out of the ground like the very bones of the earth putting themselves on display. Mrs. Babbinton looked up at them as though they threatened to crash down on her like waves, while Mildred experienced a sudden — and most likely foolish — desire to hitch up the hem of her skirt and climb them.
“It is amazing,” she said to Mr. Wiggan as they paused along the road for a brief luncheon and an airing of the dragons (a term Owen had coined after Morgen had fouled the carriage with her objectionable leavings (a term Mrs. Babbinton had coined while she and Mr. Wiggan had tried to clean up the worst of it)). “I would not have thought one could hide anything resembling a nest of dragons in this day and age. But I was only considering Wiltshire, the parts of the world with which I was solely familiar. But this is…”
Mr. Wiggan took a deep breath. They had all been doing more of that lately, breathing deep, pushing their shoulders back and altering their posture as if they could change their very height and breadth to match the rising ground around them. “There is magic here.”
Mildred looked at him. Which would not have been a remarkable thing, but days of being surrounded by dragons (measured in the plural, which was still an unfathomable thing to Mildred despite the fact she had spent three days cloistered in either a carriage or an inn with those same two dragons) and a landscape that appeared to have been carved out of the very storybooks she had read as a child had acted as something of a distraction. “Magic? You are a vicar. I wasn’t aware you were allowed to believe in such things.”
“I believe in it,” Owen interrupted, stepping between them to help Mrs. Babbinton carry a large hamper down from the carriage. “There was an old woman who lived not far from us, used to sell tinctures and charms. You know the like? Charms for love and for babies and for good crops and all. Now, my ma, she never put any faith in it, but then Jenny Pugh, she fell in love with Martin Bowen, but Martin…” He made a sound here, devoid of anything as specific as vowels or consonants, but instead worked with the twisting of his expression to convey that either Martin or Jenny was not equal in standing to the other. “Anyway, Jenny went to Old Betsan — that was the witch. I mean, I probably shouldn’t call her a witch, but anyway, Jenny went to Old Betsan and bought a potion from her, something she said would make Martin fall in love with her. And then?” Owen set the hamper on the ground, in a slightly level spot (Mildred could not recall the last time she had seen a fully level patch of ground in the last two days) beside where Mrs. Babbinton was spreading out a blanket. “Jenny and Martin were married the very next month.” He placed his hands on his narrow hips, punctuating the end of his tale.
“Sounds like nonsense to me,” Mrs. Babbinton said, while gesturing to Hopkins (the footman) to place some stones on the corners of the blanket to prevent it from blowing away. “Imagine believing in love potions and charms in this day and age! Utter rubbish.” She shook her head as she broke off the corner of a pie and held it out to Fitz, who twitched his wings as he trotted onto the blanket and snapped up the food from her fingers.
“No, no!” Mr. Jones (the driver) took up a seat on a large rock and pulled his pipe and a leather pouch of tobacco from inside his coat. Morgen, a more vivid green than the grass and weeds around her, crouched at his feet (Morgen tended to crouch when she was outside of the carriage as things like large, open areas and vast amounts of sky seemed to terrify her) and twitched eagerly as he stuffed the pipe and lit it. “Not rubbish at all! Now, listen here. Whenever someone needed to find a broken pipe or a drainage problem on their land, they just had to bring in my Uncle Clarence. That man would pull out his dowsing rods and—”
“And what does dowsing have to do with magic?” Mrs. Babbinton shot back. “We’re discussing people performing spells and charms and you bring up some gentleman twiddling a few sticks over a puddle? No, what Mr. Wiggan means is…”
They would continue like that for at least half the meal, Mildred knew. So she tugged at Mr. Wiggan’s wrist, his hand quickly grasping hers as they took themselves up the slope a ways, far enough to still hear the conversation but not so close for them to make out any distinct words.
The climb was steep, especially to legs that had spent most of the last several days cramped inside a carriage, but the exertion felt good and the light sprinkling of rain from the clouds that scudded overhead was more refreshing than Mildred would have anticipated. She tipped her head back to look up at the top of the mountain above them, a slice of gray and green against a pale sky that appeared considerably larger than it ever had at home.
She reached up to her chin and fiddled with the ties of her bonnet, dragging it off her head so that the light rain and the quick, sharp blasts of wind whipped at the loose strands of her hair. Out of the corner of her eye she noticed Mr. Wiggan watching her, and immediately her wariness sparked to life. “What? What is it?” Was there food on her chin or a spot on her forehead? Had Fitz left a scratch on her neck from his claws or had one of Morgen’s accidents left a foul stain on her gown?
But he simply shook his head and suppressed a small smile. “Nothing. It is only… You look different.”
“Different?” She touched her cheek, more than aware of the dark circles that hung like hammocks beneath her eyes, of the puffiness in her neck and myriad new gray hairs sprouting up like grain at the crown of her head. “Oh, I know. I mean, this has not exactly been an easy journey, and—”
“No, you look happier. More like yourself, I think.”
Mildred did not know what to say to that. He glanced away from her then, his gaze skimming over the surrounding mountains as though he was tracing an eagle’s flight through the air. But his words made her wonder how she had looked to others before — there was a very clear demarcation in Mildred’s life now, the line drawn between Before Fitz and After Fitz — and what had now changed in her appearance in so short a span of time.
Was she happier? She was tired, yes. She was worried and anxious (which may have meant the same thing, but there was such a surfeit of the feeling for there to be more than enough for both terms to have their share) and the beginning of every new day felt too much like climbing an unfamiliar staircase with her eyes closed. But yet… her life was her own now. There she stood, at the base of a mountain, with the wind dancing through her hair and tangling her skirt around her legs, like the heroine from some overwrought novel (that the Before Fitz Mildred would have stayed up reading until much too late in the evening).
Beside her, Mr. Wiggan began to climb further uphill, his own hat gripped by its brim and smacking against his thigh with each step. He had given up the entirety of his old life for her, pitching himself into their adventure without a backward glance. So had Mrs. Babbinton, and now Owen as well. She seemed to be collecting a retinue, a kind of court making their progress across the land. And after years of feeling a little (too much) like a broken doll collecting dust on a shelf, now it was as if she could make out the spatters of ink left behind as she wrote herself a new story.
“Oh.” The sound burbled out of her, spilling over because she could no longer contain it. This was happiness, she realized. To have purpose. To be needed. To be loved and cared for and respected. To have her adventure, wherever it might lead her next.
“Wait for me!” she said, her words swept away by the wind as she followed Mr. Wiggan up the side of the hill.


They arrived in Nantlle without any fanfare, the carriage rolling into the village with the dust and splatters of half of Wales speckling its surface. Now that they were here, they were not certain where to go, but Mr. Jones led them to a building that had all the appearance of an inn or public house, and there they stopped. And waited.
Mildred peeked out the window. They had tugged the curtains into place so no one could look inside and catch a glimpse of two dragons arriving with too many Englishmen in tow. “How shall we do this?” she asked, while Fitz scraped at the door and Morgen began an attack on the heel of Mr. Wiggan’s left boot.
“Do you wish to go in or…?”
“I can go in,” Mrs. Babbinton said, already straightening her shawl around her shoulders. “I will take Owen and Hopkins with me to translate. You can remain here and keep Fitz and Morgen from doing anything they should not.”
Mildred’s teeth locked together. The scale of “anything they should not” was so large she did not think an entire library could contain it. “Perhaps we should have left the carriage outside of the village first, sent a few of us ahead to test the waters, as it were.”
Mr. Wiggan reached across the carriage and took her hand. Not until the warmth of his fingers enveloped hers did she realize that her skin was as cold as ice. “I think we’re well beyond testing the waters now. It is time to dive in.”
It would not have been a good time to tell Mr. Wiggan that she could not swim, so instead she turned her attention to Mrs. Babbinton. “Mr. Thomas Merrick. That is who we are looking for. Mr. Gwilym said his cousin would help us, so we only need to find out where he lives. Surely someone here will be able to point us in the right direction.”
“Thomas Merrick,” Mrs. Babbinton muttered, and quickly (or as quickly as an older woman who had been rocked back and forth inside a carriage while they journeyed up and down and up again toward Nantlle could manage) slipped outside, snapping the door closed behind her.
Mildred clung to the edge of her seat, enough tension roiling through her bones she believed the carriage could travel on without her and she’d still be perched in mid-air like a bird on a twig. And then Morgen — who had been napping in a nest of chewed up upholstery she had made for herself — began to twitch in her sleep until she rolled herself onto the floor in a whirl of flapping wings and lashing tail. This was enough to disturb Fitz who had already been asleep on the floor (on top of Mildred’s feet) which sent the two dragons into a scuffle.
The dragons had often done this, tumbling around on the floor (on the seat, in their laps, on their shoulders) when they were hungry (or tired, or bored, or awake), so Mildred dug through the contents of Mrs. Babbinton’s basket and pulled out any random bits of food she could find to toss to them. The food bounced off their heads and flapping wings, Morgen snapping at a crust of something as it rolled past her and landed behind Mr. Wiggan’s boots. Fitz, however, still reeling with tiredness and vexation from being disturbed from his rest, threw Morgen off himself, settled into a low crouch, and shot out a streak of flame toward the other dragon’s backside.
Mildred yelped and leapt to her feet, not only because of the surprise of seeing fire inside the carriage but also due to the additional problem of finding the hem of her gown scorched and smoking.
“Damn!” Mr. Wiggan dropped down onto his knees to help put out the flames on Mildred’s gown, an act he would swiftly come to regret as his right knee landed on Fitz’s tail, which prompted the dragon to shriek and flick out his wings as though preparing to take flight straight up through the roof of the carriage.
The tussle continued— with Mildred bruising her shoulder and Mr. Wiggan hitting his head against Mildred’s elbow — until Mildred finally reached down and picked up Morgen by the scruff of her neck. She had watched Fitz do it several times already, the larger dragon neatly grabbing the younger one until she calmed down. Mildred did not expect it to work, and yet Morgen was immediately cowed, tucking her wings against her side and curling her tail up and against her belly.
“You must behave!” Mildred chided her, tucking the smaller dragon against her bosom. Morgen floundered in her grip, scratching at her sleeve and biting at her collar, but Mildred refused to set her down again until she quieted. She had been afraid, up until then, to handle Morgen as much as she had Fitz. The temperaments of the two dragons were so different that Mildred felt adrift every time she looked at the bright, gangly creature. But she held it loosely in her arms, giving the hatchling room to squirm and to fidget and to gnaw on one of the buttons of her gown with the side of her mouth. “Better,” she said, and raised one finger to stroke the tendrils that sprouted from Morgen’s brow like seedlings. “I think we simply have to be patient with each other.”
Mr. Wiggan was still on his knees, patting out the last of Mildred’s smoldering skirts. Fitz had hopped up onto the opposite seat and curled into himself, the end of his tail giving an imperious flick as he glared at each of them in turn. This was how Mrs. Babbinton returned to find them, with the shadow of smoke still drifting through the air of the carriage and Mildred holding Morgen against her like a newborn babe.
“I see,” Mrs. Babbinton said, her gaze darting from Mildred’s ruined hem to the bits of stomped food scattered everywhere.
Owen popped his head up from behind Mrs. Babbinton’s shoulder, his uncombed hair sticking out every which way from beneath his cap. “Ah, looks like you’ve been busy!” He held out a hand to help Mrs. Babbinton into the carriage, then leaned through the doorway, his hands gripping the sides of the frame. “Bit of bad luck, though,” he said, but in tones too bright and chirpy to fully convey the amount of bad luck he was about to relay to them. “Seems our Mr. Merrick is dead!”





Chapter Twenty-One
There are many recorded instances of male dragons posturing in displays of mock fighting. On most occasions, no physical contact seems to occur, though there is the rare case of biting or injury inflicted with the swipe of tail or claw.
The winner of such altercations will often assume a victory pose — rear legs held straight, tail extended behind — to both acknowledge and display their triumph.
— from Chapter Nine of Miss Percy’s Pocket Guide (to the Care and Feeding of British Dragons)
Reginald’s day was going well. In fact, the last several days had gone well, their journey to Builth passing without incident (aside from the children bickering, which had become such a ubiquitous thing he had begun to regard it as something as commonplace as the rattle of the coach wheels beneath them). And now they were in Builth, and they had already discovered the location of Penffynnon from the innkeeper, and after a brief midday meal they intended to go there and come upon Miss Percy and the dragon unawares.
As far as plans went, it was lacking in a few details. What Reginald did not want was a repetition of their previous failure in Warwickshire, when instead of walking away with a dragon and the renown he assumed would come with the acquisition of said dragon, he had been left with nothing but empty pockets and his pride scratched away by a vicious sweep of talons.
So they would go to Penffynnon, and he would demand to see Miss Percy, and he would demand the return of the dragon (his dragon, as he always reminded himself, like a child forced to watch someone else play with his beloved toy) and if she chose to refuse him, well…
This was Belinda’s plan, of course. As though they hadn’t already tried this once before, with disastrous results. There was a saying about that, wasn’t there? About a fool returning to his folly? No, no. They couldn’t just stroll into the place and follow the exact same script as they had already done. But they needed a better plan, and one that didn’t rest solely on somehow removing the dragon from Miss Percy’s care while pretending there would be no further consequences or impediments thrown in their way.
Belinda assured him everything would be fine.
He looked towards the children, sitting at the end of the table, playing some game they’d created with pebbles and string, and he really had no wish to expend more attention on it than that. But they were distracted for the moment, and their distraction allowed him to think. He had already asked his wife what they were expected to do with Matthew and Nettie once they had managed to reclaim the dragon (using her frustratingly featureless plan). A smile and a flutter and a brief touch of her fingers to his jaw, and she told him they would figure out something. Not to worry.
But children were expensive, and their funds were not limitless. Reginald could not understand why she refused to send them back to Upper Plimpton. To be with their mother. The person expected to manage the care of them. Belinda’s reasoning did not venture far beyond pointing out that her brother and sister would simply find their way onto another coach if they set their mind to it, which to Reginald was about as sound as allowing a cat on the table simply because you could not manage to keep it off in the first place. Yet every time his wife told him what they would be doing, it all seemed so easy and so right, as though the rest of their journey would be a chain forged of serendipitous events. But then the smiles and the flutters faded away, and Reginald was left to wonder how he had sunk himself into this quagmire. Because here they were again, trailing along behind Miss Percy, who seemed to be in possession of reserves Belinda would not take the time to consider.
Wherever Miss Percy went, people seemed more than willing to lend her aid, to cover her tracks, even to lie for her, if needed. Belinda still labored under the misapprehension that this would somehow be straightforward. That she could take what she wanted if only for no other reason than she wanted it. Which had served her well enough during her childhood, when what she had wanted had been dolls and new gowns and people to tell her she was pretty. But acquiring a dragon was different than acquiring a new length of ribbon for one’s hair. And Reginald was beginning to realize that how they had approached Miss Percy before was not at all how they should attempt to approach her now.
She wouldn’t give up the dragon. He knew that with every twist in his gut (though the intestinal acrobatics might have also been a result of too many days of inn food between bouts of jangling over the rocky tracks some referred to as “roads”). So instead of attempting to force matters to shift in a way they would not, he had begun to wonder if it would be possible to come to some sort of agreement with Miss Percy, instead.
What it would be like, Reginald wondered, for them to work with one another? The idea had seemed all that was absurd when it first crept into his thoughts. But the more he let it sit and stew inside his head, simmering and occasionally letting out little spurts of steam, the more sense it made overall. If he couldn’t outright defeat Miss Percy, which seemed to have become a greater impossibility as matters progressed and miles were covered, he might as well attempt to work with her and have a share in her fame and success. The discoverers of England’s first dragon.
Reginald felt a prickle at the back of his neck, like the light touch of cool fingertips above his collar. He turned and cast his gaze around the common room, his eyes skipping over men sitting around, clutching drinks and murmuring in low voices, all while a miasma of smoke floated over everything like manufactured fog. But… there. His gaze alighted on Belinda, drifting between the tables as though her feet barely skimmed the floor.
As she moved towards them, he experienced a fleeting wonder as to how not every head in the room turned in her direction. Even her skin seemed to have a faint glow to it, a light in the darkness (or at least the dimness of a Welsh inn’s common room at five o’clock in the afternoon) that should have compelled every person with functioning eyes to seek her out.
He sighed when she slipped onto the bench seat beside him, and he felt himself wanting to shift toward her, an errant moon pulled into her orbit. “Well?”
“I have been exceedingly busy,” she said, and picked up his tankard from in front of him and took a sip. She shivered a little, giving her shoulders a small twitch as though shaking off something that had been on her. “But I have acquired us passage to Penffynnon. We leave in five minutes.”
Reginald blinked and fought off a sudden urge to rub his eyes with his knuckles, clearing away a bit of smut that had worked itself into the corner of his vision. “Five minutes? How did you accomplish that?” And how much will it cost us? was the question he did not ask.
Belinda took another sip, eyes shining above the rim of the tankard. “The gentleman was very willing to help us! As soon as I mentioned where I wanted to go and why — Well! He was practically stumbling over himself to offer assistance.”
“So, then.” Reginald moved to stand up. He gestured to the children to catch their attention, then called their names several times without success. “Hey!” he finally shouted, the ambient noise of the inn tinkling into quiet as several heads turned their way. “It’s time to gather your things,” he said, his voice suddenly thick with the desire to disappear down into the collar of his shirt. “We’re leaving.”
“Where are we going?” Nettie piped up, while Matthew carefully picked up their stones and counted them out with the pieces of string.
“No need to worry about that,” Belinda said, smiling at her sister. “Just be sure to do what Mr. Hawthorne tells you.”
“Are we going to find Aunt Mildred now?” Matthew said, and crammed the handfuls of stones and string into his pockets. “I miss her.”
Nettie made a sound of assent and twitched one of her braids over her shoulder. “If Aunt Mildred were here, she would never—”
“But Aunt Mildred is not here.” Belinda interrupted her, placing one hand on her sister’s arm and giving her sleeve a gentle stroke. “But we will find her very, very soon. And won’t that be wonderful, to see her again? I am sure she will have so many amazing stories to tell you.”
Everyone made their way to the door, Belinda gently prodding Matthew in the back several times to push him along while Nettie drew her mouth into a tight line and glared at her sister with eyes that had teeth. There was a cart outside (Reginald was becoming all too fatigued with the number of shabby carts and wagons used for transportation beyond the confines of London, and had begun to dream of seeing a brightly painted gig or phaeton trot past with a pair of perfectly matched horses) that appeared more sturdy in construction than most of the carts he had seen of late.
(If it had been anyone other than Reginald standing there and giving the town a cursory and dismissive glance, they might have appreciated the loveliness of the town, how the rows of houses and buildings followed the structure of the land, fitting them in between the hills and trees and water as though to make it seem as if they had always been there. But since it was Reginald, all he could do was lament the lack of anything he considered as true marks of civilization — fine vehicles and fine fashions and perhaps a fine group of soldiers strolling along with brass buttons gleaming and boots buffed to a mirror-like shine — and dream of the day when he could leave Wales or any other place that could be described as “pastoral” or “rural” or where grazing sheep were regularly immortalized by German composers.)
“Reggie, help them up.” Belinda snapped her fingers at her husband, and he jolted to attention. Nettie went up first, declaring boldly that she could climb up herself before she took his hand and then mumbled a quiet ‘thank you’ after she’d settled herself in the back. Matthew held his arms out at his sides and let Reginald pick him up by the waist, kicking his legs with a small shout of glee as he swung up and over the side.
“That was fun!” Matthew chirped. “Do it again!” And he made ready to leap out of the cart and let Reginald hoist him up a second time.
“M-Maybe later,” Reginald stammered, surprised to have done something that made one of the children happy. Before he could think on that fact any further, he reached out to help Belinda into the seat beside their driver (a Mr. Howells, who will unfortunately receive no further attention as his part in the story has already stumbled to its finish before it could even begin) as another man approached them, his gaze firmly fixed on Belinda.
“Beg your pardon,” the newcomer said, nodding to Belinda and Mr. Howells and pointedly ignoring Reginald as if he was there to sweep the refuse out of the street before scuttling off again. “I couldn’t help but overhear you when you were inside, and I apologize for intruding, but…” He cleared his throat, tugged at his cuffs, and finally raised his eyes again to Belinda. “You are looking for Miss Percy? Miss Mildred Percy?”
Belinda’s mouth shaped around the beginnings of several different words before she settled on “Yes?”
“Well, then I’m sorry to say you’re too late. She’s already gone from Penffynnon.”
Reginald watched his wife’s reaction. He thought she might turn to him and ask what they should do now, but instead she continued looking at the other gentleman the same way she might study a bust carved from marble. “How do you know?”
“It’s quite the gossip around here!” The man laughed. Straight, white teeth. A dimple in his cheek when he smiled. (Reginald’s fingers twitched as his nails cut deep ridges into his palms.) “An Englishwoman arrives as one of Lady Pritchard’s guests, bringing one dragon with her and leaving with two? That’s the sort of drama that will fuel the chatter around here for decades to come.”
There was a saying about feeling as if the bottom of one’s stomach suddenly dropped out in a moment of complete and unanticipated surprise. At that moment (of complete and unanticipated surprise), Reginald experienced a sensation more similar to every rational thought tumbling out of him, down down down, bouncing over all the bits of viscera contained inside him, until he felt inwardly bruised and unable to add anything to the conversation beyond, “Huh?”
Belinda gripped the side of the cart. “Did you say two dragons?”
Reginald wanted to grip the entire world and keep it from tilting so dangerously beneath his feet. “You’re lying. You must be.”
The man held up his hands, palms out. “And what would I have to gain from it? If the lady already has one dragon, how would my claiming she’s acquired a second make a difference?”
Reginald could not argue with that. He also would not have been capable of scraping up an argument against someone declaring the sky to be striped or that apples had suddenly begun falling upwards from their trees.
“How do you know this?” Belinda stepped towards the man, turning her body in a way to neatly cut Mr. Howells and the children out of the conversation. She flicked her gaze towards Reginald, but only for the briefest of moments, as though tossing a rope out to him as he drowned but without waiting to see if he’d managed to catch it. “Or are you merely repeating something you’ve heard from someone else?”
The man shook his head, his smile only dimming by a few small degrees. “Some of it I’ve only heard about, I must say. But as for the rest of it…” He held out his hand to her, as if she was in need of his assistance to step away from the cart. A slight inclination of his head accompanied the gesture, while Belinda tipped up her chin in return. But she took his hand, and she allowed him to walk her back toward the inn, leaving Reginald standing there with his battered innards and the children throwing handfuls of straw at one another (and poor Mr. Howells basking in his final seconds of relevance before disappearing into the annals of characters summarily introduced and then wiped from the page without even a single line as a reward for their attendance).
“I am Mrs. Hawthorne,” Belinda said, beginning the introductions as they returned inside. “Miss Percy is my aunt, my mother’s sister. And you are?”
“Mr. Elias Parry,” he returned, the last words Reginald heard either of them say to one another before they walked through the door.





Chapter Twenty-Two
I believe that by the time old age takes me and my legs fail me, I will have traversed hundreds of miles of Welsh landscape on foot. And my feet still feel every one of those miles when I take off my shoes at night and again when I slip them on again in the morning.
— from Miss Percy’s personal journal
Mr. Merrick was dead, but his widow was still very much alive. Owen told them that she lived in a house a mile or so outside of Nantlle, a house that was only attainable on foot, and that they should not anticipate a warm reception. He also mentioned that the men in the public house had chortled (Mrs. Babbinton used the word “chortled” as it was the only part of the conversation she could distinguish as everything had been conducted in Welsh) when they had asked for a guide, stating that no one who valued their health and sanity would willingly seek out the woman.
“On foot?” was the tree root of the sentence Mr. Wiggan promptly stumbled over. They all sat in the carriage (all but Hopkins and Mr. Jones, who remained outside to better keep an eye on the assembled ring of onlookers which had begun to accumulate upon the carriage’s arrival in the village), all of them tired and looking very much like a load of washing still in need of its final bout with an iron. “If Hopkins and I go on ahead, we could—”
But that option was quickly vetoed by both Mrs. Babbinton and Mildred, the former with a vehement shaking of her head and the latter with a litany of “No, no, no,” that put a halt to the rest of Mr. Wiggan’s speech.
“Wherever we go, we go together,” Mildred said, her fingers fiddling with the end of Fitz’s tail as he tried to settle himself onto her lap, which was made more difficult by the presence of Morgen perched on the back of the seat, trying to eat the edge of Mildred’s bonnet. “We are strangers here, and we could easily be seen as a threat.”
Owen snorted, but Mrs. Babbinton shushed him and swatted his arm with the back of her hand.
“Owen said it is only about a mile’s walk,” Mildred went on, her voice gaining confidence despite the churning inside of her stomach. “We can handle that easily enough. And as for the carriage….”
“Oh!” Owen brightened, then immediately leaned several inches to the right (away from Mrs. Babbinton and her own fidgeting hands). “They said they’d look after the carriage and horses for us, if we needed them to.”
“That is very generous of them,” Mr. Wiggan remarked, as though he was witnessing the first shaft of sunlight breaking through the clouds after several days of rain.
“I think they just want to see what happens to us,” Owen said with a shrug.
It was a position Mildred briefly coveted, that of an observer, a bystander, rather than the woman about to step down from a carriage with two dragons clinging to her as though she was a tree. But Owen threw open the door, and they all disembarked one-by-one, Mr. Wiggan holding out his hand to Mildred and keeping her fingers pocketed in his palm as she stood there, squinting against the daylight.
Not that there was much daylight to be had. The sky was streaked with clouds, but a few breaks in the drifting cover revealed slashes of bright red and orange, tricking Mildred into thinking they had stepped into a world of stained glass. But then the color changed again, and the light went gray, and somehow the mountains loomed up above them even higher than before.
“Only a mile, yes?” Mildred tried to concentrate on the tops of the trees and the lines of the houses nearest to her, and certainly not the smattering of onlookers standing on thresholds, peeking out of windows, shying away at her glance or whispering to others as the dragons vied for position on her arms and shoulders.
Mr. Jones took the carriage around the back of the inn, while everyone — except Mildred, who was tasked with keeping both Fitz and Morgen from biting, fighting, or setting something on fire — helped carry the smaller bags and necessities.
Mildred tried not to think about what they were doing, throwing themselves on the hospitality of a woman they had never met, who was the widow of a man they had never met, who had been the cousin of a man who had helped with the (temporary) kidnapping of a dragon. (Before he then helped them, etc. and so forth.) But Mr. Gwilym had told them the Merricks were good people, that they had been here for centuries and were familiar with the area. If there was a Dragon’s Nest somewhere in the vicinity, Mildred hoped Mrs. Merrick had at least heard a rumor about it.
There was a path at the northern end of the town, almost wide enough for a small cart before it tapered down to the width of a footpath that curved around the base of a hill and out of sight. “We’ll have to hurry if we want to get there before nightfall,” Owen said, tossing the words over his shoulder as he led them onto the first steps of the path.
Mildred looked behind her, past Hopkins and Mr. Wiggan who brought up the rear. A few of the townspeople had followed them to the edge of the village, stalking them like shadows. But no one spoke to them, no one made a move to approach them at the sight of the dragons perched on Mildred’s figure. She had expected something more from them, to be honest. A smidgen of astonishment or a touch of fear. Even amazement would have been welcome, rather than the dark looks and tense jaws of some of the villagers. But there was no surprise, no call to bring out pitchforks and torches, to form a mob and capture the dragons as though they were devils that had escaped upwards through cracks in the earth.
“Watch your step,” Mr. Wiggan said, his fingers brushing across the small of her back as her foot nearly caught on a large stone jutting out of the ground.
“Thank you.” She wanted to take his hand, her fingers flexing with the need to do so. But the path continued to narrow, forcing them into single file, and the weight of Fitz on her shoulders and Morgen clinging to her right arm (upside down, with her tail curled around her wrist like a bracelet) made it difficult to focus on anything other than trying not to fall flat on her face or flat on a dragon.
“It looks like it’s more of a climb further on,” Owen called to them, having sprinted ahead as fast and nimble as a frisky goat. “Just a little ways uphill for a stretch.”
But Owen’s definition of “little” came from a dictionary written by someone with either a tenuous grasp on reality or a massive obsession with understatement. Mildred soon felt as if she was walking with her elbows on her knees, her back tilted so far forward to adjust for the slant of the ground. Mr. Jones paused along the edge of the path to wipe the sweat from his brow and light his pipe — which he claimed helped to clear his lungs for easier breathing — while Mrs. Babbinton plowed past him, her arms pumping like pistons at her sides. Behind them all, Hopkins and Mr. Wiggans plodded along slowly, Hopkins carrying a large share of the baggage (he was young, as well as both narrow of hip and broad of shoulder — Rhiannon having a tendency to choose her footmen by how well they looked standing in their livery, waiting to be told what to do — and so made no complaint at having to share such a burden with Mr. Wiggan if there was a mountain to climb and the promise of some of Mrs. Babbinton’s cooking the next time they found themselves near a fire) and all while Mr. Wiggan assured everyone — everyone being mostly himself — that it would be just a few more yards, just beyond those trees, just over the crest of that hill…
The original promise of a mile’s walk from Nantlle to Mrs. Merrick’s front door had already been abandoned three miles behind them. Mildred was the first to halt, shrugging Fitz off her shoulders and letting him down to the ground, though Morgen refused to relinquish her perch on her arm and dug her claws deeper into the fabric of her sleeve. So Mildred held her (or Morgen held Mildred) and called out to Owen before he could bound out of sight ahead of them.
“Do you see anything?” she cried once she had his attention.
He climbed onto a small outcropping of rock, one hand raised to shield his eyes as the clouds had chosen that moment to open up and reveal the brilliance of the sunset to them. “More trees,” he shouted. “The path goes through them, I think.”
“Should we go back?” Mrs. Babbinton had ceased walking, though her arms still worked slowly at her sides as if some internal pressure had yet to dissipate.
Mildred turned around and looked at the path behind them. She could no longer see Nantlle, and hadn’t been able to for some time. The sun was about to dip behind the mountains, and then they would be left in the dark, without shelter, on unfamiliar terrain. (She could have added a note about being in the dark, without shelter, in unfamiliar terrain and all of that with two dragons to care for, but with her feet already bleeding — she suspected — and her thighs having passed beyond the point of pain to a general state of nonexistence, she decided that those items were already more than enough to worry over.)
“We will have to go back.”
She said the words like they were seeds to be spit out, her lips twisting around the uncomfortable feel of them lingering on her tongue. It was that — the bitterness — or burst into tears, and her head already ached from … well, everything that had come before. So she grasped the bitterness and the frustration for as long as it took her vision to clear and the thickness in her throat to lessen.
Mr. Wiggan came up beside her, dropping the bags he had been carrying with an unceremonious flump. “Could we have missed a turn? A place where the path branched off in a different direction?”
Mildred swallowed again to make certain she could speak without either yelling or sobbing. “I cannot imagine all six of us being blind to something like that.”
“Pardon me, but, um…” Hopkins cleared his throat, looking down at Mildred in a way that made her feel as if he was peering up at her instead. “Could they have lied to us? The villagers, I should say.”
“Possibly.” Mildred chewed at her lip and dislodged one of Morgen’s claws from her wrist. “Or Owen misheard them.”
“To be fair to Owen,” Mrs. Babbinton said (which is a comment that should be immortalized in stone, for all its rarity), “it may have been nothing more than a disregard for specifics on the part of the gentlemen at the public house.”
Mildred rubbed the heel of her hand against her temple. It was too late in the day for Mrs. Babbinton — or anyone, really — to use so many words measuring three syllables or more in a single sentence. “What do you mean?”
The older woman sighed. “If I ask for someone to allow me a minute — to fetch my bonnet, to check on something in the oven — it’s never for only a single minute. Usually it means five minutes or even ten. So perhaps the mile they mentioned to Owen was the equivalent of someone saying ‘I shall be there in just a minute!’”
A small laugh slipped out of Mildred at this roundabout way for Mrs. Babbinton to admit she was not ready to give up. “But how much farther do you think we should continue? One mile? Or twenty?”
The housekeeper was saved from answering this mostly rhetorical question when Mr. Wiggan called out to Owen, who was still springing along over the rocks and assorted greenery (but now with an excited Fitz flapping in playful pursuit). The boy ran over, flushed and out of breath, with Fitz shrieking behind him at having been so abruptly abandoned in the midst of their play.
“Can you go on ahead of us, just a little ways?” Mr. Wiggan asked him. “Don’t leave the path, and make sure you return before the sun fully sets. But we would like you to see if there is any sign of Mrs. Merrick’s dwelling before we’ve gone too far to turn back again.”
Weighted with this new task, Owen scampered off. Mildred told him to be careful, but he was already jogging uphill, clearing large stones and other impediments as though they were a scattering of pebbles in his path.
“Will he be all right?” Mildred looked at both Mr. Wiggan and Mrs. Babbinton in turn, but neither of them offered more assurance than she could conjure up for herself.
“I can go after him if he’s not returned in a few minutes,” Hopkins offered, prompting Mrs. Babbinton to give his forearm a gentle pat (which then prompted Hopkins to blush and clear his throat and look off into the distance for a minute while he waited for his color to return to normal). But Mildred’s fears of gathering up a search party were laid to rest when Owen came back less than five minutes later, his complexion indigo in the fading daylight, while a grin like a wedge of cheese filled the lower half of his face.
“Up ahead,” he said, panting heavily. “The path goes down again fairly sharp, but there’s a cottage tucked in the valley, and the path leads right up to its door.”
Mildred glanced up at the sky, the indigo already fading to a dark blue across half of it. “Let us keep going then, while we can still see our feet. Fitz!” But the dragon was occupied in digging beneath the edge of a rock, a mouse or some other small, ground-burrowing animal having caught his attention as easily as a trap. “Come along,” she told him again as she walked up to him, but he only twisted his head around to look at her before returning to his chore.
Because of course Fitz decided to exhibit a stubborn streak halfway up a mountain as nighttime descended with the swiftness of a shade being drawn. Mildred still had Morgen hooked onto her arm (half-asleep and snoring like an angry bee) and bent down to scoop up Fitz, just as she had done dozens of times before. But instead of allowing himself to be picked up, he sidled away from her, his wings opening up like two spans of shadow against a darkening landscape.
“Mrs. Babbinton,” Mildred said, glancing behind her. “Do you have anything he might like? A treat or something similar?”
Hopkins helped Mrs. Babbinton with her bag, but before she had finished fiddling with the ties that held it closed, Fitz had clawed his way onto the top of the rock he had been digging beneath, flapped his wings a few times and flung himself off the side of it.
It happened so quickly Mildred did nothing but stand there, her mouth agape as Fitz flapped and plummeted and flapped (again) his way into the air. For a sickening moment she thought he might crash into the hillside, but a few more hard snaps of his wings, a slight tilt to the left and he careened past the bare rock and flew off into the darkness.
“Not again,” Mildred muttered, just as Mr. Jones pulled his pipe from his mouth and said loudly, “I didn’t know he could do that!”
Mildred hadn’t been aware he could do that, pelting himself into the air on the power of his wings alone. But he had gone and accomplished it, taking off from the ground, a few flaps and gone from sight. She stared at the spot where he had disappeared, her eyes aching with the effort to describe every detail in the fading daylight.
“Should we go after him?” Owen asked.
Mildred shook her head. “No, not in the dark. Someone will end up injuring themselves and then where will we be?” (The unspoken answer was “injured, in the dark, on the side of a mountain, bookended by a small village of less than congenial inhabitants and a small cottage containing an inhabitant of unknown demeanor”.) “We need to keep moving. As you said, it is only a little further. Then we can manage Fitz and…” There was nothing she could think to add beyond that, despite the dangling conjunction waiting for the rest of her thought. She looked down at Morgen (still buzzing, still unconcerned with anything happening beyond the vicinity of Mildred’s increasingly ragged sleeve) and then at everyone else standing around her, waiting for her (for her! Miss Mildred Percy!) to direct them all forward.
And so, forward they went. The light was nearly gone, Mildred falling in behind Owen in order to begin a steady refrain of “Please slow down,” and “Not so hasty!” that carried them over the ridge and through the last of the stunted trees before it was nothing but rock and brush before them. Owen paused at the top of the rise, pointing down into the valley, though the gesture was superfluous as Mildred could clearly see the stark lines of a cottage, painted white, standing out like moonlight against the gray carpet of grass and rocks all around it.
“See?” Owen bounced on the balls of his feet, his thin chest puffing out behind the rumpled state of his shirt and coat.
There were lights in the windows. Mildred did not know whether to feel relief or apprehension at the soft, yellow glow behind those small squares. So it ended up as a mingling of both, the warring sensations keeping her rooted in place for as long as it took her to draw in a breath and hear the scuff and scrape of the others’ footsteps behind her. “I see, Owen.” And she forced her legs to begin moving again.
The descent was no easier than the climb on the other side of the ridge. There was enough twilight illuminating the sky to allow them to see the faint outline of the path before them, cutting the valley in two. Mildred tried not to slip on the loose stones beneath her feet, her gaze darting from the sloping ground below her to the sky above, searching for the edge of a dragon’s wing streaking between the stars. Behind her, Mr. Jones offered to grasp her elbow, claiming the heavy clomp of his old boots would keep them both upright. Together they picked their way down into the valley, Mildred tucking Morgen against her to protect the dragon should she slide and fall.
They arrived at the bottom accompanied by the light trickle of stones and the rush of rapid breaths. A wall lined the left side of the path now, flat stones stacked like crepes up to the level of Mildred’s waist. The mountains rose up around them, blotting out the last of the day and thrusting them fully into the thrall of night. Mildred turned around herself, her heels scraping on the ground as she searched for the glint of eyes or the darker blot of something flying overhead.
“He will return to you,” Mr. Wiggan said, standing close enough for his arm to brush her shoulder. “As soon as he is hungry, or tired. He’s been pent up in a carriage for days. You cannot blame him for wanting to break free for a little while, to stretch his wings.”
“Of course I do not blame him,” she said, looking for the shine of Mr. Wiggan’s eyes, clinging to the brightness of them like a lantern. “But I can still worry about him as much as I wish.”
The last leg of the path stretched out before them. A slight rise, Mrs. Babbinton stumbling once on an unseen rock and Hopkins dropping two of the bags to help her to her feet, and then they were at the door, painted black or some other dark color, standing like a void before them.
“I will knock,” Mildred announced, more because she needed to say it out loud for her hand to agree to the task than because anyone else needed to know her intentions.
She knocked. She winced at the sound of it, as loud as a rifle shot in the quiet of the valley. Her hand shook as it dropped to her side, her fingers grasping at the fabric of her skirt and twisting it until she thought she might wear a hole in it before the door would be opened to them.
If it was opened to them.
Despite the light in the windows, she worried. If she lived alone in a tiny cottage, miles away from another person, would she open the door to a brusque knock after the sun had set? Most likely not, she realized. At least not unless she was equipped with a large dog or a large weapon or a medium-sized variety of both.
Owen, however, tried to peer through one of the windows, his head bobbing up and down in front of the rippled glass. “I think I can see—” was all he managed, before the door swung open and a woman stood in front of them.
“Um,” Mildred said, blinking at the flood of firelight washing over them, as though the woman had emptied a pail of it across the threshold. Morgen twitched on her arm, her snore becoming a hiss that became a snap of her jaws as she twisted herself around and attempted murder on a strip of fringe dangling from the corner of Mildred’s shawl. “Hello.”
The woman’s face was in shadow, the rest of her figure painted in broad strokes of dark and darker. She stood with one hand holding the door, the other perched on her hip, giving her the silhouette of an ominous coffee pot.
Mildred had not taken the time to consider whether or not the woman spoke English. More specifically, she had not taken the time to consider whether or not the woman spoke English until the woman opened her mouth and said something — several somethings, actually — in Welsh. (Mildred wished that she possessed a better ear for languages — her French was abysmal and the small amount of German she knew made her sound perpetually irritated no matter how hard she tried to soften the corners of her infinitives. But she recognized Welsh immediately now — and not only due to the fact she was standing in Wales and expected its inhabitants to have a nearly ingrained familiarity with their own language — including a few of the words and simple phrases. Which is why she latched onto the word ‘Ddraig’ as it lilted its way out of the woman’s mouth, floating like a piece of driftwood in a vast body of water that threatened to pull Mildred under.)
“Are you Mrs. Merrick?” Mildred felt the presence of everyone else behind her, the shuffle of their steps and the fidgeting that marked their anxiety and exhaustion. She could not imagine how they must look, a half dozen strangers gathered on the woman’s doorstep, and with the addition of Mildred sporting a young dragon twined around her arm. If there was a weapon or a large dog, this — she supposed — would be the moment it would be put to use.
“I am,” the woman said, stepping back enough for her features to catch the light from inside the cottage, shaping her into something more human and less of a mythological gatekeeper.
“My name is…” Mildred licked her lips, which accomplished nothing as she feared she had run out of saliva the moment she had raised her hand to knock on the door. “What I mean is, we are… No. Wait. Your cousin, or your husband’s cousin, was Mr. Michael Gwilym?”
Mrs. Merrick said nothing. Her gaze flicked down to the dragon and back to Mildred’s face, but the rest of her expression remained unaltered.
“Well,” Mildred forged on, every word like slogging through mud. “He said you lived here. Or that your husband did. And that you would help us, or that he would help us. But he said — Mr. Gwilym, I mean — that you had been here for some time. Your husband’s family, I should say, and that you might know… Well, perhaps you have at least heard of a place we are looking for.”
As far as introductions went, Mildred had done worse. (As this is a somewhat dramatic moment in the story as well as the near-culmination of a chapter, we shall leave the tales of Mildred’s awkward youth for the realm of footnotes and appendices and keep our attention focused on the particulars of the story currently unfolding before us.) But Mrs. Merrick had not yet slammed the door in her face, which boded well. Perhaps Mr. Gwilym’s letter had preceded them, and their arrival at her cottage was not wholly a surprise. Perhaps they would be welcomed in, offered a place to sit and rest, and Mrs. Merrick could tell them how to continue their search for Nyth y Ddraig from here.
“Cat, close that door! Do you intend to stand there letting in all the evening chill?”
A woman appeared behind Mrs. Merrick, her arms full of kindling and her face contorted in mild irritation before her gaze fell on Mildred (and everyone else) standing at the door.
“What is this?” the woman asked, as though she was accusing Mrs. Merrick of conjuring up a half dozen strangers with a snippet of broken Latin and a twist of her fingers. “Come in, come in!” She dropped the bundle of kindling on the floor beside the fireplace and rushed forward, nearly elbowing Mrs. Merrick out of the way in her haste to be welcoming. “Now, just watch your step as… Oh, Saints!”
This was when she saw the dragon, of course. She stopped moving as if a wall had sprung up before her, and then she returned her gaze to Mildred, eyes wide and head shaking slowly from side to side as if she wished to refuse what she saw in front of her. “Where did you get that?”
It was not a question Mildred had expected. She looked down at Morgen, now dangling upside down from her forearm in order to climb headfirst down the front of her skirt. “Uh, an egg?”
The woman poked Mrs. Merrick in the shoulder. “She had an egg!”
“Well, it was not my egg,” Mildred continued, her attention stretched between the dragon trying to attach itself to her gown like a spider and the two women staring at her with seemingly greater astonishment that she was in possession of a dragon rather than the fact there was a dragon for her to possess in the first place. “It belonged to Lady Pritchard. And we did not realize it was a real egg. At first we thought—”
“This is ridiculous!” Mrs. Babbinton pushed herself forward, filling up what remained of the narrow doorway. “Here we are, strangers in need of your help, and you simply stand there lobbing questions at us in the middle of the night while we shiver in the dark and the cold?”
Mildred did not think it would be an appropriate time to point out that it was neither the middle of the night nor was it exceptionally cool (though late summer in Wales did not carry the same connotation as that same season did in other parts of the world). But she also did not believe it to be the most advantageous of times to begin a fight in the early portions of the night on a temperate (but with a slight chill) evening. “Mrs. Babbinton,” she tried to interrupt, but Morgen seemed intent on trying to claw her way to the underside of Mildred’s skirt, and the men were becoming restless behind her, and so Mildred realized she had no choice but to let Mrs. Babbinton’s boulder of indignation continue its rapid descent down the hill of their predicament.
“A little charity would not be remiss, seeing as how we’ve already come all this way. Unless you would like us to return to Nantlle? In the dark? Hungry? Tired? And with a fragile, newborn creature in our care?”
Morgen demonstrated her fragility by dropping onto the ground (on her back), flipping herself over, and snapping up a dark stone from the ground which she worked her gums around for a full three seconds before spitting it out again.
“Was there a letter?” Mildred asked (with a slight breathlessness as she bent forward to prevent Morgen from attempting to eat or regurgitate anymore of Wales). “From Mr. Gwilym? He said he would write, though I do not know if the letter ever arrived.”
“No,” Mrs. Merrick said, just as the other woman said, “Yes.”
Mrs. Merrick’s head twisted around, the first she had taken her attention away from her guests (a presumptive use of the word, as she had yet to display any hospitality towards the group currently scraping their soles on her doorstep since their arrival). “What letter?”
“It came a few days ago,” the other woman said. “I told you about it. Don’t you remember? Oh, you never listen to anything I say. Here, now.” The other woman pushed her way past Mrs. Merrick and gestured for them to step inside the cottage. “Inside with you!”
A breath of hesitation, and then they all trickled forward, spilling into the room like a wave washed ashore. Mildred picked up Morgen — who only consented to being shifted away from the stones beside the door by the sight of a fire tucked into a large fireplace that took up the majority of one wall — and sidestepped her way around Mrs. Merrick and towards the fire. Everyone else stumbled here and there, searching for standing room among a motley collection of furniture and drying herbs and laundry hanging on twine strung across the beams of the ceiling.
“There you are,” Mildred said, and set Morgen down in front of the fire. The dragon wasted no time burrowing into the edge of the coals, her rear end shimmying from side to side as her entire head disappeared beneath the flames. When she looked behind her again, it was to see Mrs. Merrick watching her, or rather watching the dragon.
“How old is it?”
Mildred remained crouched by the fireplace, partially because she wanted to stay close to Morgen (she was not keen on losing track of a second dragon within the span of an hour) and also because she did not believe she would be able to stand up again until her body was permitted no less than ten hours of uninterrupted inactivity. “A fortnight? No.” She put her hand to her brow. Her head felt thick, as though every attempt at retrieving a memory from beyond the previous five minutes was like pushing a needle through a strip of wet leather. “Not that long ago, surely. But…” She peered up at Mrs. Merrick, the woman tall and slender in a way that made Mildred believe she could bend like a willow branch without easily breaking. “You’re not surprised. To see a dragon, I mean.”
Behind them, there was the scrape of chair legs and the cacophony of voices while Mrs. Merrick’s companion (sister? servant?) made certain everyone was comfortable in the scant space available to them. But Mildred watched Mrs. Merrick, the way the woman’s gaze focused in on Morgen, the firelight playing across the surface of her eyes while the dragon swallowed up coals whole as though she could drink up the very glow illuminating her face.
“We have come looking for Nyth y Ddraig.” Mildred did not wince at her own pronunciation. Instead she spoke it as clearly as she was able, never taking her eyes from Mrs. Merrick, challenging her to declare the nonexistence of such a place, when Mildred could already see the truth of it leaking from the edges of the other woman’s expression.
Mrs. Merrick sighed. In her bare feet, in her gown and apron and shawl, she dropped down to her haunches beside Mildred, lowering her head until the loose ends of her hair trailed like ink across her jaw. When she raised her eyes again, it was as though a challenge had been met, a hand extended to show there would be no dissimulation. “Tell me how you came to find yourself with a dragon,” Mrs. Merrick said, her words low, her voice like a scrape of the very coals flaring in the fireplace before them. “Tell me, and then we’ll see what I’m willing to share with you about the Dragon’s Nest.”





Chapter Twenty-Three
I would not recommend frequenting the higher elevations of Wales during the winter months, unless one is feeling particularly brave.
— from Chapter Three of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
Mildred slept. This should not be remarkable in and of itself, as it is in the very nature of humans to need sleep (along with food, water, etc.) for survival. But after Mildred told her tale to Mrs. Merrick, and after the sleeping arrangements for eight adults and one dragon were settled upon (the four men would sleep on the floor downstairs and the ladies — and one dragon — would retire upstairs) exhaustion descended on her as quickly as if she had imbibed a tonic. There was some discussion about allowing Mrs. Babbinton and Mildred to share the main bedroom (there were two rooms upstairs, neither of them large enough for more than a bed and the space to sidestep around it) but Mildred would not leave Morgen — who had fully ensconced herself in a pile of ashes beside the fire, her tail flicking in and out of the flames — and before they could finish the discussion about building a fire upstairs for the dragon’s comfort, Mildred had folded her arms beneath her head and fallen asleep on the floor.
She did not wake until morning, the cushion of her arms replaced with an embroidered pillow and a blanket tucked around her as though she was the filling of a sausage pie. Pale light filtered in through the windows, the sort of faded glow that offered no further indication of whether it was morning or evening or if the entire cottage had been transported to the surface of the moon. But it must be morning, she thought, the sounds of snores and the rustle of other people shifting in their sleep marking the early hour as well as a cock’s crow.
The fire had burned down during the night, though there was still enough warmth left for a few tendrils of smoke to drift lazily upwards toward the chimney. Mildred pushed herself up on her elbows and blinked at the sight of Morgen buried in a bed of ash and blackened coals, her yellow belly left uncovered, swelling and shrinking and swelling again like a pair of miniature bellows as she breathed.
Without thinking, she looked around for the dark form of Fitz, surely curled up amid a pile of rags or blankets or threadbare cushions, the end of his tail draped over her ankles or his nose burrowed into her lower back. And then the memory of his flight the previous night returned to her, lodging itself in her throat like a knot she could not swallow down. “Fitz,” she said, part admonition, part invocation, as if she could make him appear with the faint weight of his name on her breath.
Around her, islands of sleeping people covered the floor, the bare wooden table having been pushed aside to make room for everyone. Mildred threw off her blanket and struggled to stand up, tears springing to her eyes at the ache that thrummed through her limbs like the wrong note struck during a song. It would have been an easy thing to blame her age, or her penchant for eating more biscuits than was advised, but she did not imagine that many people could endure days of being rattled like dice in a cup before hiking an indeterminate number of miles up and down the side of a mountain without at least a twinge of discomfort in a few of their more substantial joints.
She made it onto her feet, her balance only wavering slightly as she tugged at her skirts and tipped her head from side to side to work out some of the stiffness there. Her hand throbbed where it had been injured, a dull pain that flared up every morning and faded out again by the time she remembered where she had last placed her shoes. She glanced at the scar, still pink, still whole, and rubbed her palm across the front of her skirt as though it was a thing to be so easily cleared away with that gentle movement.
And where had she placed her shoes?
She had no memory of removing them, and yet she stood in her stockings, the floor chilly beneath her soles. She offered a silent word of thanks to whoever had taken the time to slip them off, but her toes hurt in a way that made it clear she would not easily put them on again. She picked up the blanket from the floor, wrapping it around herself as she stepped over the slumbering form of Mr. Wiggan (who had positioned himself nearest to her, forming a barrier between herself and the rest of the room with the subtle arc of his figure) and made her way toward the door.
It had been dark when they arrived at Mrs. Merrick’s cottage, too dark to go out and search for Fitz, to seek out a creature the same color as a shadowed corner of the room behind her. But now there was light enough to see, and while she waited for a greater measure of functionality to return to her arms and legs, she would step outside and at least sketch out a map of where her search for him should begin.
Her fingers fumbled with the latch and she opened the door a few inches, pausing long enough to make certain she had not woken anyone else before she stepped outside. The cool and the damp immediately soaked into her stockings, but it was a small price to pay for the ability to wiggle her toes while she breathed in the fresh air of…
“Goodness.”
She had seen the valley the evening before, the slope of the mountains and the cottage nestled between them as though the land itself was cradling the foundation of the house in its hands. But now it was a world made of mist and drifting fog, as if the barrier between earth and sky had deteriorated overnight and she could find her way to heaven with a wave of her fingers to clear away the clouds before her.
If she were a dragon, she thought, this is where she would choose to live. Where the smoke from her fiery breath would wreath itself around the mountaintops, where she could stretch her wings and catch the wind beneath them, her tail slicing through the clouds as though she had the power to draw the thunder and lightning from them.
Her own breath caught in her throat, damp and slightly chilled, a portion of that very sky drawn into her lungs and held there. “Fitz?” she managed, a small movement of teeth and tongue against her lips. How could she make herself heard in such a vast place, an entire world caught and held between the tops of the mountains?
“Good morning!”
Mildred’s heart gave a discomfiting squelch in her chest as she stumbled backwards in astonishment. She did not like to be surprised and being jolted from a reverie by a barefoot woman carrying two large pails of water would now be added to the list of things she never wished to experience again. “Oh, um…” Mildred struggled to remember the woman’s name. It had been told to her the night before, when an informal round of introductions had been conducted, names and brief histories tossed about like confetti. And all while Mildred had sunk into an exhausted stupor beside the fire, her hair still pinned and her feet still shod, like a child falling asleep in the middle of their play after insisting they were not tired. “Miss… Flynn, is it?”
“Wynn,” the other woman corrected, with a grin and either a wink or a coincidental twitch of her eye. “But you can call me Mari. Or Wynn. I’ll answer to either. Or both together.”
“Ah,” Mildred said, and tightened her blanket around her. “Please call me Mildred, then.”
“Mildred,” Mari Wynn said, bestowing a reverence upon the name Mildred did not believe it deserved. (The history of Mildred’s name was a beleaguered one: the origin of the name — as far as its beginnings in the Percy family went — harkened back to the late Mr. Percy’s grandmother, a tyrannical harridan of a woman whose legendary status came from her absolute intolerable hatred of everyone and everything around her. Neither man nor beast escaped her scathing antipathy, all pets ordered to be banished from the household, one child sent into the Navy because she did not like his face (too much like his father’s, she claimed, and while one version of her husband’s visage was tolerable at best, two versions wandering about in the same place was not to be borne) and a maid dismissed because the girl had the effrontery to blink too many times in the span of a minute. Why Mildred’s father decided to pay homage to his grandmother — whom no one had liked, including himself — she would never know for certain, unless it was his way of redeeming the name for future generations, which meant Mr. Percy had placed an incredible amount of faith in his eldest child’s future and Mildred could only quail at the weight of the task draped over her shoulders.) “Do you need anything?”
Mari Wynn stood there, her forearms — visible due to her sleeves being pushed up to her elbows — corded with the effort of holding two full pails of water. Her question still hung in the air, air that was chilled and damp, air that was capable of holding onto a person’s voice as though the words were sketched into the space between them.
“No,” Mildred replied. It came out without any prior thought, without any consideration as to whether or not she really was in need of anything. To tell the truth of it, her list of unacquired necessities was far longer than she had the breath to recite, but her first instinct — and second, more often than not — was to refuse any offers of assistance rather than risk inflicting herself as a burden on another person. But she looked at this Mari Wynn, with her silvered hair tucked beneath a faded kerchief, with her face as open as windows, and Mildred thought of how much she herself had changed since the days when spent hiding away in her small bedroom with its slanted ceiling, alternately hoping her sister would forget her presence while at the same time wishing she would seek her out. “Forgive me, but you did not happen to see any sign of another dragon, while you were out?”
She had told Mrs. Merrick and Mari Wynn about Fitz, mentioning briefly that he had flown away upon their arrival in the valley. But she had said nothing more about her worry for him, believing she could perform some manner of emotional alchemy by transforming her fear into an altogether more palatable emotion if she neglected to give it more than a cursory share of acknowledgement. Unfortunately, emotions had a frustrating inclination for behaving in a contrary manner, and so the more Mildred tried not to worry about Fitz (Had he eaten anything? Was he injured? What if he was injured and alone, stranded on some cliffside or crevasse, without any hope of being rescued…) the more the anxiety pulsed through her as if her heart and lungs relied on it for proper functioning.
Mari Wynn set her pails on the ground, some of the water sloshing over the side and across the well-swept stones of the path. “He’s not returned to you yet?”
Mildred shook her head, her bottom lip pinched between her teeth, her gaze darting away to skim where the tops of the mountains disappeared behind the clouds. “I am sure he’s well,” she said, which was a lie, but one she hoped would lodge itself in the realm of truth if she spoke it into the air with a strong enough voice and a sharp peal of confidence. “He has flown off before, or glided off, really. But Mr. Wiggan said he would return when he was hungry, only he has never been away from us for this long. I had hoped…” Her hands twisted around the edges of the blanket, her fingers weaving a tapestry of nervousness with their movements. “I thought I would wake up and he would be here, perched on the edge of the roof or scratching at the door at first light, waiting to be let in.”
“Would you be up for a walk already? To look for him?” Mari glanced down at Mildred’s feet and smiled. “I can fetch you some boots, some proper ones. And socks, too. I don’t wear them much—” She shifted from side to side on her own bare feet. “—but we look to be about the same size, and you’ll not want to be ambling about the rocks on a wet morning if you’re not accustomed to it.”
Mari Wynn took up her pails of water and disappeared inside, returning a few moments later with socks and boots and a handful of cakes heavy enough to anchor a boat in rough waters. “Because you need a hearty layer of something in your stomach this early in the morning,” she said, while Mildred leaned against the front of the cottage and slipped on her borrowed socks and boots. The boots were a little large, but the socks were thick, and Mildred took two of the cakes despite her tenuous appetite. (One for herself and one for Fitz when they found him. Which they would, of course.) Mari Wynn said she had nudged Mrs. Merrick awake long enough to tell her where they were off to, and that they would be back in time for breakfast.
Mildred gave the sky a dubious look. The clouds were not heavy enough to portend rain, and neither did the air have a smell that presaged any impending deluges. But she could not make out the location of the sun through the fog and shifting mist, and she marveled at Mari Wynn’s ability to tell the time of day with a glance at that same sky and a check for the direction of the wind.
“What does he look like?” Mari Wynn asked as they started off on the path leading away from the cottage. “Your other dragon. Does he have the same coloring as the little one?”
“As Morgen?” Mildred fell into step behind Mari Wynn, took a bite of cake, and immediately regretted the bite of cake when it sopped up all the moisture in her mouth and left her unable to speak again until she’d swallowed down every crumb. “Oh, no. His appearance is entirely different. He is much larger now, to begin with. He’s about the size of a… Well, I guess a small dog? And he’s much darker in color, though his abdomen has a tendency to shimmer like bronze in the firelight.”
Mari Wynn made a thinking noise as she chewed on her own cake. “It would be nice if he were a brighter color, something that would stand out against everything. Will he come if you call?”
“I’m not sure—”
“What’s his name?” the next question came, before Mildred had digested the first.
“Uh, Fitz. Short for Fitzwilliam.”
Mari Wynn laughed, her voice echoing faintly before it was smothered by the shifting fog. “I like that! I had a cousin named Fitzwilliam,” she added, looking back at Mildred with a grin on her face and her cheeks still laden with cake. “Cantankerous bastard. He’s dead now, though, so that’s all right.”
They walked on for several minutes, climbing steadily uphill. The path dwindled away, and Mildred gave her powers of navigation (which were scant to begin with) over to her companion, who seemed to know the location of every rock and rut, every stream cutting its way down from the mountains and sluicing across their way.
Mildred, having been raised as a gentlewoman and taught to carry on a polite conversation under any and all circumstances — those circumstances ranging from vaguely inclement weather to Napoleon escaping from Elba to plunk himself down in the middle of Westminster for a pint of ale and a round of ‘God Save the King’ — felt compelled to fill the silence as best she could. Holding onto her skirts, and concentrating on where best to set her feet, she discarded the most obvious and trite of subjects (weather, health, King and country) and gave voice to the first question to spring into her head.
“How long ago did Mr. Merrick die?”
Mari Wynn stopped where the path — or the remaining thread of it — suddenly cut a steeper line up the side of the mountain. “Hmm, it’s been…” She put her hands on her hips, rolled her shoulders back, and tipped her chin up while her brow corrugated in thought. “Not quite two years. It was near winter when he went. It was all so sudden. Such a healthy man. Hale, like the word had been created just for him. But he started complaining one day about a pain in his back, and then the pain was everywhere, and he shriveled—” Her nose wrinkled, eyes squinted as though the sun had suddenly come out, despite the clouds holding as thick and impenetrable as before. “It was weeks, in the end. But I suppose it was better that way, less suffering.”
“I’m sorry,” Mildred said. And she was. She had never known Mr. Merrick, could not even produce more than a hazy image of a grizzled man, shrouded in as much mist as filled the valley behind them. But the memories people kept of those they cared for had a way of tethering them to the world they had left behind, Mildred found. She felt it when she thought of her parents — her father, especially — like a string tied around her wrist when she had flown kites as a child. A subtle pull as the wind changed, a flight of shadow, there and gone again in a blink and a stuttered breath. She had seen it during her time in Warwickshire, how her Great Uncle Forthright’s lingering presence had been an almost tangible thing, rendered clearer by the affection and respect Mr. Gorman carried for him, a candle’s guttering flame sheltered by the curve of his hand. And here it was again, that potent mixture of grief and love making the invisible visible, a life renewed despite all the laws of ashes to ashes, dust to dust laying their claim on it.
“Catrin had a worse time of it,” Mari Wynn admitted. “Still does, I think. She doesn’t show it much, but that’s how I know it still hurts her. She tends to ignore the things she doesn’t like. Keep that in mind if she ever stops paying attention to you.” Another brief smile, and she was off again, measuring her pace well enough for Mildred to manage the change in level as they walked.
“And you have been acquainted with Mrs. Merrick for some time, I take it?” She did not know if the questions were venturing into territory that was too personal, or if any of the usual dictates of etiquette even applied when one was hiking up the side of a mountain in search of a dragon before the first cup of tea had been imbibed for the day.
But Mari Wynn showed no offense at Mildred’s curiosity, even seeming to welcome it as a minor distraction from their main purpose (which was still clambering over rocks and steep slopes in search of a hiding place for a small dragon). “I was her maid, originally.”
“Her maid?” Mildred thought of the tiny cottage and the spareness inside of it, hardly sporting enough room (or the effort of keeping it) for a servant. “I did not think—” And she stopped herself before she could say anymore, since what she had been about to say — something along the lines of it being unbelievable for Mrs. Merrick to even need a servant — worked as a clear example of not giving any prior thought to her questions in the first place.
“Oh, things were different in the beginning. Thirty years can wreak its fair share of havoc.”
Mildred knew that even thirty seconds could entirely change a person’s life, seeing as how it had taken even less than that for Fitz to burst out of his shell.
“But I stayed,” Mari Wynn went on, only hesitating as she inspected a thin fall of water trickling down the side of the mountain. “I told Cat she couldn’t be rid of me as easy as all that. And then we came out here and, well.” She cupped her hand under the run of water and raised it to her mouth to drink. “I think I know where your dragon went.”
The change in subject caught Mildred off guard. She stumbled over a stone, leading Mari Wynn to reach out a damp hand to help her find her balance again. “You know? Why did you not say earlier?” It was not meant to be accusatory, and Mildred did not believe she could summon up an accusatory tone due to the quickened rate of her breathing and the eagerness to simply discover Fitz’s whereabouts and be done with it.
“Well, I couldn’t be certain,” Mari Wynn defended herself, the corners of her mouth crinkled with either a smile or a scold, or even a fair measure of both. “But it’s quieter here. Listen.”
Mildred did listen. There was the light babble of the water running down the mountainside, and there was a general rush of something — the blood in Mildred’s ears, the steady whir of the world spinning on its axis — that she could not put a name to, and… nothing else. “I do not know what it is I am meant to be hearing,” she admitted after a full minute had passed. “Or not hearing.”
“Come along.” Mari Wynn hitched up the hem of her skirt — already short enough to reveal strong ankles and the sharp curve of calves born from several decades of using the Welsh landscape as her promenade — and began to climb again. “We’re almost there.”
Almost where? is what Mildred wished to ask, except that the asking of such a question would draw on larger reserves of breath and attention than she had to spare at the moment. And so, with no other recourse left before her (a slight exaggeration, as there were dozens — nay, millions, depending on one’s imagination — of recourses before her, not limited to: returning to the cottage, sitting down right where she was and refusing to take another step further, having breakfast (which would necessitate a return to the cottage or some other edifice where comestibles could be had), giving into a bout of pitiful sobs (supplemented by a brief spate of hair pulling and garment rending), giving into a bout of laughter (also supplemented with the previously mentioned destruction of coiffure and wardrobe), and inventing a way to journey back through time so she could slam the door in Squire Manning’s face when he arrived to deliver a trunk full of detritus and fate from her Great Uncle Forthright) she gave her own skirt an adjustment and followed.
As there was no longer any path to lead them forward, they were left to climb over rocks, to grab onto handfuls of short, stunted vegetation in order to hoist themselves steadily upwards. Mari Wynn followed the line of the waterfall, pausing only to wait for Mildred to catch up to her. “Just through here now,” Mari Wynn told her, leaving Mildred to wonder where ‘through here’ could possibly be, until the other woman shifted herself sideways and disappeared into the mountain.
Now, after taking into account all of Mildred’s recent experiences with fantastic and unbelievable happenings, one would assume she should not have any reason to balk at the sight of someone vanishing into a mountainside. But much like her mother’s false assertion that forcing Mildred to eat her vegetables would result in her acquiring a taste for them, so did she find that a constant exposure to extraordinary circumstances failed to inure her to their steady arrival in her life.
She made her way up to where she had last seen Mari Wynn. With one hand still clutching her skirt and the other reaching down with the intention of catching herself should she fall, she shimmied — there was not a more graceful word to use for the variety of step-shuffle-shuffle-step utilized — past where the waterfall trickled over the ground and found herself facing a narrow gap in the side of the mountain.
It was not a cave. A cave brought to mind a passage leading underground, Mildred’s heart beating and breath quickening at the thought of immersing herself in the bowels of the earth. This, on the other hand, was more of a crack, as though the mountain had been struck by lightning during the earliest years of its creation and cleaved in two. Mildred could just make out Mari Wynn walking ahead, turned sideways to fit through the sheer walls of rock that stretched up and up (and up), the tops of them hidden by the fog that trailed its fingers over everything.
Mildred looked at the gap, her hands settling on her own hips as she tried to gauge the width of them against the size of the opening in front of her.
“It’s all right!” Mari called to her, her voice a clang of metal as it bounced off the rock. “It looks farther than it is!”
Which was not the wisest thing she could have said, as it drew Mildred’s attention to the narrow thread of light marking the end of the way. She blinked several times, simply to make sure that it was not a mote floating around in her eye. And then she breathed, and she drew herself up (and up) let her arms fall to her sides. “In for a penny,” she whispered, and stepped sideways into the breach.





Chapter Twenty-Four
Several varieties of dragon are venomous. What differs between them — apart from the severity of the venom — is the way in which they deliver said toxin to their attacker (or prey). Some produce it in an expectory manner from small sacs positioned at the back and sides of the jaw, while others are capable of injecting it directly into their victim through a bite. But one kind in particular, the Gwendraeth Stingback*, secretes its venom from the scattering of ridges on its back and the top of its head.
*This dragon was originally referred to as the Pernicious Muncy in previous editions, but its official name was changed in 1831.
— from Chapter Twelve of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
Mr. Elias Parry was not to be trusted.
A redundant statement, as readers of the earlier portions of this book will attest. But even without the knowledge of Mr. Parry’s deliberate destruction of a certain cart, and his deliberate pilfering of certain items from Miss Mildred Percy and company, Reginald Hawthorne held the man in suspicion.
It was not that he was too handsome. A person could not be blamed for the natural arrangement of their features, no matter how pleasing or repulsive the final portrait of them might be. And it was not that he was too charming. A person could not—
Wait. No. It was because he was too charming. That was precisely the problem.
Reginald watched him. He had done nothing but watch him since they had departed Builth together, all of them (himself, Mr. Parry, Belinda, and the two children) fit into a small coach that bore more than a passing resemblance to a farmer’s cart resurrected into a new life with the addition of seats and something that might have once been referred to as a roof. They had been traveling for several days, and in all that time, Mr. Parry’s charm had not waned.
He played with the children. He told them jokes and stories, he performed small feats of magic with his hands and pointed out various features of interest as they passed beyond the windows of the coach. And he managed it all without flagging, with an earnestness that bordered on artifice, and with Belinda leaning forward, eyes as bright as her siblings’, as though the journey to northern Wales was a pleasant afternoon jaunt rather than a rattling cortege over a collection of roads and byways that barely held a claim on their definitions.
Reginald sat beside his wife, his arms crossed over his chest, while his mind thumbed through its collection of memories in search of the moment when Mr. Parry had suddenly become their polestar. Had it been when they were still in Builth, when Mr. Parry had regaled them all with the tales of Miss Percy’s escapades at an inn (during which the dragon had set a random selection of poultry on fire)? It was a story they had already heard, and yet Mr. Parry’s recitation of it seemed to breathe new life into the narrative. Or had it been later on, when he had boasted of his part in helping them travel onwards to Builth, where he had suddenly — lamentably, he made sure to add — been separated from the rest of his party when their cart had broken and he had gone into town on his own for supplies.
“They found their way to Penffynnon,” he had told them. “My cousin is a maid there, and she told me…”
It was a great deal that Mr. Parry’s cousin had told him, apparently. Miss Percy had — according to Sara, the maid — arrived at Penffynnon after suffering a minor injury. (This part of the story was greeted with tears from Matthew and a small gasp from Nettie, neither of whom were pleased to hear that their beloved Aunt Mildred had been damaged in some fashion, and without either of them there to bring her jellies or place cool cloths on her forehead, as she had so often done for them when they were indisposed.) They had remained at Penffynnon for several days, during which time a dragon had hatched, a fact that was supposed to remain a secret kept by the household servants, but had inevitably trickled out through all of Builth and its surroundings like a pond overflowing its banks.
The children, unsurprisingly, were ecstatic at the news of another dragon. Belinda’s reaction, however, was more subdued. She pulled her lips in between her teeth, her nostrils flaring as she drew in a breath that might have sucked all the air from the room if her lungs had allowed it. “Really?” she had said, and nothing more.
Reginald did not say anything. Mr. Parry had a distressing tendency to focus the majority of his attention on Belinda and the children, regarding Reginald as one would a servant or lawyer or some other personage generally ignored by the rest of the populace. So he did not bother to venture his opinion on the subject of Miss Percy attaining a second dragon, no matter how vexed he was at the idea of mythological beasts dropping into her lap like acorns falling from a tree.
Instead, he had sat and watched as Mr. Parry slowly took over their expedition, as he hired a carriage for them (out of a combination of his own money and Belinda’s, Reginald not missing the implication that he himself could have nothing to offer (which he did not, but that was entirely beside the point, and it would have been polite to at least inquire as to whether or not Reginald possessed any additional funds to donate for the continuation of the trip), as he provided all the information necessary for them to make their way toward Nantlle (which is where Mr. Parry reported Miss Percy to have bolted, she and her entourage and her dragons, always and again too many steps ahead of him)), and as he worked his way into the hearts of the children and the confidence of his wife.
His wife. Reginald’s. The one bearing the gold ring on her finger (well, it wasn’t really gold, but it looked gold, and wasn’t that what mattered?) and the name Mrs. Hawthorne. And yet Belinda looked at Mr. Parry as though he had been the one to face off against a vicious dragon, as though he still bore the scars from the attack, as though he was the one to whom the bloody dragon belonged in the first place.
They lumbered to a halt somewhere (Reginald had ceased paying attention to where they were at any given moment, as every time he looked out the window it was either hills, mountains, sheep, or a prospect of all three) and allowed themselves time for a stretch of the legs and a bite to eat. They did not have any food with them, but there was a small conglomeration of houses perched on either side of the road (a generous description, as it was instead more of a narrow path without any trees or large rocks or vast pits) and it was to the largest of these that Mr. Parry and the children took themselves in order to beg for sustenance.
Reginald and Belinda remained by the carriage, the combination of his scarred face and their Englishness (the children were, of course, also English, but they were children and so that indelible taint was rendered less unsavory by their diminutive size and freckled cheeks) making this the wisest course of action. Or inaction, as it were. In the larger towns and villages, Belinda’s gifts of glamor and allure had carried more weight, but the further into the mountains they traveled, where the roads were no longer roads and the few people they did encounter displayed a less than friendly mien to a passing coach full of strangers, her ability to win someone over with a smile and a flutter of eyelashes lost its potency. And so she slumped against the side of the coach, wrinkling her nose at the smoke from their driver’s pipe and plucking at the fabric of her skirt as though she could weave an entirely new gown from thin air with only the magic of her fidgeting.
Reginald glanced around the back of the carriage, making certain Mr. Parry and the children were out of earshot before he leaned toward Belinda and asked, “Do you trust him?”
She looked at her husband, brows knitted together. “Who?” She turned as though to glance up at the driver, but Reginald shook his head.
“Mr. Parry, I mean.”
“Mr. Parry?” Her face lit up. The fact that her face lit up at the mention of Mr. Parry was nearly enough to make Reginald give up on the dragon scheme entirely and drag Belinda back to England and away from all handsome, affable Welshmen with their caps set on their head at nonchalant angles and their shirtsleeves rolled up to their elbows. “What are you talking about? Of course I trust him.” She said it so quickly, so easily, in the same tone of voice she might use to declare her belief in the sky above her head and the ground beneath her feet.
Reginald grit his teeth together and set his hands on his hips and flirted briefly with the idea of murder (or at least a mild assault). “But what are we to do with him? After all of this?” He stepped closer to her, close enough to lower his voice to a whisper as he placed one hand on her arm. “Once we have the dragon, once we’re back in London and things are finally… as they should be, what becomes of him? Will he expect something more from us, some manner of remuneration in exchange for assisting us?”
“Why, yes! Look at all he has done so far!” Belinda spread her hands wide, indicating the dilapidated coach and the narrow run that might have been mistaken for a road and the inhospitable villagers watching them from the windows of their homes. “We have made incredible progress over the last few days, and no doubt we shall catch up to my Aunt Mildred at any moment.” She raised her chin, daring Reginald to prove that he could have achieved half as much with his inferior forearms.
“But…” And Reginald paused, because what he was about to say was a theory that had been plaguing him for several days, almost from the moment since Mr. Elias Parry had so smoothly ingratiated himself into their lives. “... what if he wants the dragon for himself? Either of them,” he added, still acclimating himself to the thought of two dragons when before there had only been one. “Or both?”
“Then why should he help us?” Belinda countered. “He has taken on the burden of escorting us — with two young children — halfway across Wales, and without a single request for any kind of compensation.” She shrugged, already appearing to lose interest in the conversation. “And what if he should want a dragon? There are two of them now. We can take whichever one is better and he can have what’s left.”
Mr. Parry and the children returned to them then, bearing a half loaf of bread and some cheese, along with part of a pie that looked like something they had found on the ground behind the horses, but at least gave off a more palatable odor.
“It’s not much,” Mr. Parry said by way of apology, offering a small smile to Belinda as he doled out the largest portions of bread and cheese to her. “But they say that Nantlle isn’t far, and we might make it there by the end of the day, possibly tomorrow morning at the latest.” He then gave food to their driver and the children, thick slices of the pie to share along with several apples he retrieved from his pocket, brandishing them as though he had snatched them out of the air for their pleasure. Reginald was left with a crust of bread and the rind of the cheese, along with a handful of deformed carrots that appeared to have given up on any aspirations they may have formerly had to be classed as vegetables. “Those are for the horses,” Mr. Parry told him, pointing at the carrots. “I thought they deserved a little something, after bringing us all this way.”
Reginald walked around to the front of the carriage and fed the carrots to the horses, though he kept his attention pinned on Mr. Parry the entire time.
Mr. Parry as he knelt down and fixed one of Nettie’s braids that had begun to unravel.
Mr. Parry as he took the spare apple cores and tried to teach Matthew how to juggle.
Mr. Parry as he stood beside Belinda, as he leaned in toward her while she spoke to him in a low voice, her mouth curved in a smile that cut through Reginald’s heart with the precision of a scythe.
All of his focus had been fixed on the egg, on the dragon, the unspoken assumption that everything else in his life would click into place like the tumblers of a lock once that first, great wish was achieved. But in that swoop of Belinda’s bottom lip, in the blush warming her cheeks, he saw her slip away from him, the laws of the church and matrimony swept aside like so much chaff with a careless brush of Mr. Parry’s arm against hers.
“No worries,” Reginald muttered (as someone in his condition could do little else but mutter at such a moment) as he finished feeding the carrots to the horses. Because the dragon — or dragons — would soon enough be his, or even partially his, if he could work his way into Miss Mildred Percy’s good graces. And Belinda would see the wisdom of his plan, and all of the handsome, charming Mr. Parrys of the world would swiftly be forgotten.





Chapter Twenty-Five
The largest clutch of eggs known to have been laid by a dragon is eleven, though the average is only two to three eggs at a time.
— from Chapter Thirteen of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
There were moments in Mildred’s life that stayed with her — whether she wished them to or not — those bright, brilliant fragments from various days that sparked amid her memories like stars against the night sky. Most of them were incomplete, mere flashes of scent or color or a simple emotion embedding themselves into the very fabric of her being, threads of gold woven through the tapestry that made up who she was. The smell of her father’s pipe, on a morning when snowflakes fluttered past the window. The deep, wine red of a ribbon in her mother’s hair. The glint of a coin in her hand, given to her by her Great Uncle Forthright. The burn of tiredness in her eyes, staying up through the night with Nettie when she had the croup.
Now, it was the grind of the rocks beneath her shoes, the scrape of her gown against the walls on either side of her as she slid through the crack in the mountain. The fleeting panic at the moment she thought she might not make it through. The damp chill of the air that funneled through the gap and whipped at the hair around her head.
And the curious shine of black stone at the end of it, gleaming like polished glass.
“Where—” She stopped herself when she realized she could not yet speak, when the pressure on her chest (both from mountain and anxiety) prevented the words from coming.
It was a last, frantic push to step out into the daylight. Though it was not really full daylight, between the mist trailing over everything and the curve of the black stone walls, shaping around them like the sides of a bowl stretching upward.
Mildred would remember this. The burn of each breath in her sinuses, the ringing of her pulse through her ears. “What is this?” she asked, wincing at how her voice echoed off the rocks. “Where—” she managed before she was cut off at the same point as before, this time by the sight of a stone lodged into a crevice in the wall beside her.
No, not a stone. Of course it was not a stone. She recognized the shape of it, so similar to what she had retrieved from her Great Uncle Forthright’s trunk several months before. It was larger than Fitz’s egg had been, and that was when her mind reeled, her feet shifting beneath her as though the ground had been suddenly shaken by an earthquake. There were eggs here, the ‘s’ at the end of the word necessary because there was more than one. More than a dozen, the oblong stones stashed here and there, settled in mounds of black stone, tucked into gaps and apertures in the rock, scattered like loose pebbles — though much larger than a pebble — at her feet.
If she had been capable of an exclamation, something along the lines of an ‘oh!’ or ‘ah!’ or a series of impolite words, this would have been the moment for it. But instead she stood there, her hands shaking at her sides, moisture burning at the corners of her eyes as the import of what she saw overwhelmed her.
“Miss Percy?”
Mildred’s fingertips turned cold. She gave them a wiggle, felt a wave of giddiness in her head, and then abruptly sat down on the ground, right where she had been standing.
“Are you all right?” Mari Wynn rushed over to her, bare feet kicking a few shards of black stone out of the way as she knelt down at her side. “I shouldn’t have brought you here without a warning, I suppose.”
“I’m fine,” Mildred said, even as her tongue felt oddly thick in her mouth and shadows prickled at the edges of her vision. “I’m fine,” she said again. And then she held up a finger, asking for a minute’s reprieve. She breathed slowly, fighting down the urge to be sick (she wasn’t certain if that second cake had been the wisest of decisions) and waited for her vision to clear and her head to no longer feel as though it was suspended from her shoulders with a length of string.
When she opened her eyes again — because she’d had to close them for a few seconds in order to halt the sensation of riding over a series of waves — she focused her gaze on Mari Wynn’s face and carefully asked, “What is this place?”
Mari Wynn grinned, teeth and gums and all. “I think you know the answer to that one already, eh?”
It had begun as a mark on a map, a swoop of ink, a few scribbled words of her Great Uncle’s — that handful of Welsh syllables she had mispronounced and misspelled a hundred times between her first introduction to them and this very moment unfolding around her — that had brought her to this place. Nyth y Ddraig. “The Nest of Dragons.”
Yes, her voice quavered when she said it. She was permitted that, she believed, after everything it had taken to facilitate their journey here.
“We’ve kept it secret for years,” Mari Wynn said, taking advantage of Mildred’s silence to fill the echoing space with her own lilting tones. “Kept it safe. But there were never any dragons, just their eggs, and the stories about them passed down and down until I’m not sure anyone really believed in the truth of it.” She glanced up at the sky, white and shifting overhead. “And then you arrive with the beginnings of your own flock, and I guess we should be thankful it means we weren’t keeping watch over a collection of ugly stones.”
“Years…” The weight of that word wrapped around Mildred’s shoulders, pressing her into the earth.
“Cat didn’t want me to bring you here.” Mari Wynn wrinkled her nose. “Though I think we’ve gone a bit past all the need for secrecy now.”
There was a sound then, a sharp screech that cut through their hiding place. Mildred could have laughed when she heard it, so acute was her relief. Instead, she fought off the last of the dizziness in her head and scrambled to her feet just as the dark shape of Fitz alighted — with about as much elegance and grace as Mildred herself was currently capable of exhibiting — onto a small ledge on the opposite slope.
“How dare you!” she offered in greeting, as she shambled determinedly — two words one might think should not be joined together but which were in perfect accord in this particular instance — toward him. He dipped his head at her approach, rubbing the side of his jaw against her open palm and nibbling at her wrist while he gave his wings a shake and folded them in at his sides. “Gone all night and I had no idea what might have become of you.” She scratched the top of his head, her fingertips grazing over the nubs above his eyes that were slowly transforming into discernable horns. “Anything could have happened and I might have never known!”
He moved to claw his way onto her upper arm and shoulders, but she held him firmly back, still distrustful of her own balance. “I hope you’ve eaten because I have nothing for you,” she admonished, holding onto the ledge with her other hand while Fitz continued to stand on her forearm, his front claws flexing against her sleeve.
She turned to look at Mari Wynn, to ask if she had any cakes or crumbs of said cakes stashed anywhere on her person. But the other woman had not moved from her previous place, still crouched near the ground beside where Mildred had flumped, her features frozen in an expression of wonderment and disbelief.
“Is something wrong?” Mildred asked, in a perfect demonstration of pouncing on the worst possible outcome to a situation.
Mari Wynn stood up (with such ease that Mildred could not help but feel a twinge of envy at such well-functioning hips), though her face remained unchanged. “No, no. It’s only…” She shook her head, her gaze never shifting from the scene before her, of Fitz nuzzling into Mildred’s shoulder, of Mildred standing eye-to-eye — or at least eye-to-horn — with a beast formerly left to reside in myths and fairy tales. “He’s much larger than your other one.”
“Than Morgen? Oh, well he would be. He’s a few months older, and he was larger to begin with when he hatched.”
“And he can fly,” Mari Wynn said, still with that tinge of awe to her voice. “You told us last night that he could, but it’s a different thing, seeing it.”
It was an interesting thing, how Mari Wynn should finally show some signs of being overcome with the situation at the sight of Fitz, flapping around and being suitably dragon-like for her perusal, while only moments before Mildred had been shaken by the sight of so many eggs from which she knew another dozen or more Fitz’s had the potential of hatching.
“I am not certain it is something I will ever find myself fully accustomed to.” Mildred slid her hand down Fitz’s long neck to his shoulder, where he spread out his left wing solely so she could dig her knuckles into the scales circling the joint. For Mildred, at least, waking to each new day with a dragon — or now dragons — in her life was like waking to the first snow of the year, or the sight of the first buds in spring, how it still filled her with such amazement, such wonder at what nature could produce, no matter that she had seen it before and would see it again (she hoped) and again for seasons yet to come.
Mari Wynn took a step toward them. Fitz did not seem to care for this development and so spread open both wings again, flapping them once before he arched his shoulders forward and made a gurgling noise in his throat that sounded like air forcing its way through a trapped pipe.
“Fitz,” Mildred warned.
Fitz spit out a small wisp of flame, like a quick flash of lightning contained in his mouth, before he resettled his weight on the ledge and folded his wings in again.
“That’s unexpected,” Mari Wynn declared, deciding it was most likely best if she kept her distance from the winged creature with claws and teeth and flame spilling out of its mouth on command. “Has he set anything on fire with all that?”
Mildred tipped her head from side to side, weighing how detailed she should be and how that would work in Fitz’s defense. “A few things. No one’s been hurt, though. Just a little bit of property damage here and there.”
“I can imagine,” was all Mari Wynn said to that.
Mildred finally let her gaze roam away from Fitz, again taking in the sight of the eggs around them, at the possibilities that thrummed through the air with their very presence. “Did you know he would be here? Is that why you brought me all this way?”
Mari Wynn swallowed and took a step back, her own attention adhered to Fitz while the smell of flame and ash still filled the air. “You mentioned last night how he had behaved with the other egg, and I thought… I’d hoped he might be drawn to these as well.”
There were more than a dozen eggs. Mildred had yet to count them all, but the thought of a dozen dragons hatching their way toward their first breaths was enough to make her question whether or not she would need to sit again before making the journey back to Mrs. Merrick’s house. “And there has been no sign of any of them moving or coming near to hatching in all the years you’ve known of them?”
“They’ve sat as still as stones,” she told her. “For centuries, as far as I can tell.”
Maybe, Mildred thought — and hoped — they would sit for a little while longer. Or at least not decide to wriggle out of their dormancy all at one time. “Mr. Wiggan should see this,” she said, more for herself than for Mari Wynn. “And I should like to make a record of everything here, the eggs and their size and positions. If that is all right with you? And Mrs. Merrick?”
“You may make a home for yourself here, if you wish. I suspect you’ve earned the right to be here more than anyone else.”
“Thank you.” And Mildred felt a bit of her surety return to her, now that she had tasked herself with a purpose. “We will return to the cottage, and I shall fetch a few of my notebooks, perhaps bring a lunch up here and make a map of the entire area,” she added, turning about herself as she spoke. “If my Great Uncle could have seen this…” She thought of Mr. Gorman, and she knew she would have to write to him straight away. And Mr. Gwilym, to let him know they had arrived, that they had found the Nest of Dragons.
Mildred was not certain if Fitz would go back with them. But he flew up and out of the crevasse — with some climbing up from ledge to ledge first before he tipped himself up and out of sight — and followed them to the little whitewashed house, tucked in the bottom of the valley. Everyone was awake by the time they returned, Owen and Mr. Wiggan and Mr. Jones gathered outside, apparently set to work repairing a gap in the stone wall that lined the path.
Mr. Wiggan spotted them first, pausing in the middle of hefting a large, flat stone onto the top of the wall. Above him, Fitz swooped down from where he had been half-flapping, half-soaring his way toward the cottage, until he overestimated the distance he would need to land and tumbled onto a bare patch of ground (before he untangled himself and squawked at the grass as if it was to blame for coming up to meet him too quickly). Mildred was nearly breathless by the time she arrived, but she walked up to Mr. Wiggan and placed her hand on his forearm, partly because she needed something to lean against, and partly because she simply wanted to touch him.
“Where—?” was all Mr. Wiggan was able to say before Mildred interrupted him to declare:
“There are eggs.”
“What?” He set down the stone and turned to face her directly.
“Eggs,” she said again, then shook her head, furious at her mouth and tongue for refusing to say what she wanted to say in the order she wished to say it. “I believe we’ve found it.”
“You’ve found—?”
“The eggs! I mean, the dragons. The Nest of Dragons. Nyth y Ddraig.” She closed her mouth then, afraid she would stammer along uselessly for another hour if left unchecked.
Mr. Wiggan led her toward the door of the cottage. “You need to sit, have some breakfast.”
“No, we need to go back!” She reversed his hold on her and instead became the one to pull him inside, the immediate warmth of the cottage rolling over her as though it had enough strength to knock her off her feet.
Mrs. Babbinton was working in front of the fire, both cooking breakfast and preventing Morgen from burrowing herself into the coals. Hopkins stood nearby, kneading a mound of dough on a floured tabletop, his shirtsleeves rolled up and his face flushed from the effort and his proximity to the fire.
“Oh, you’ve come back!” Mrs. Babbinton glanced up from the pot she was stirring, some kind of breakfast mush dripping off the end of her spoon before she gave it a tap and set it aside. “And did you manage to find...ah!”
The exclamation came at the sight of Fitz strolling into the cottage, pausing at the threshold to sniff at the door frame before he rose up onto his hind legs and scratched his claws on the wood.
“Stop that!” Mrs. Babbinton admonished, picking up her spoon again and shaking it in Fitz’s direction. “This isn’t your house! You cannot shred everything to pieces like you did at the vicarage. Stop that right now!”
Mildred ignored the chaos and scanned the floor and the heaps of things piled in the corners of the room for her bags. “You should pack some food,” she told Mr. Wiggan. “And water. Do you think Owen will want to come?” She pulled out several notebooks, flipping through the pages of one until she found a pencil tucked inside.
“Mildred.” Mr. Wiggan knelt down beside her, his hands covering hers when her movements would not cease. “Can you tell me what is happening?”
There was sweat on her palms, and she could feel the heat in her neck and face, her body trying to adjust from the chill of outdoors to the warmth of the cottage. She knew that she must appear frantic, her hair still trailing over her shoulder where it had fallen out of its pins and her dress as wrinkled as someone who had… well, slept on the floor of a cottage after a dash across northern Wales with two dragons in her charge. “My Great Uncle Forthright was right,” she said, turning her hand over to grasp Mr. Wiggan’s. “There are over a dozen dragon eggs up there. I saw them. It isn’t a myth, it is real. A nest of dragons, and I want you to see it.”
Mrs. Babbinton insisted they should all have breakfast first. Bowls filled with steaming porridge, multiple cups of tea, and handfuls of bilberries doled out to everyone who wanted them. Owen was the first to declare his desire to see the dragon eggs, with Mrs. Babbinton and Mr. Jones saying they would remain behind (Mrs. Babbinton to make certain there would be dinner for everyone when they returned and Mr. Jones to put up his feet and nap until he had made up for all the afternoon naps lost to the journey there). Mari Wynn said she would go into Nantlle for additional food and supplies — the population of the cottage having abruptly risen from two people to eight — and Mrs. Merrick finally came downstairs and said she would go with them to Nyth y Ddraig.
“Do you want to come along?” Mildred heard Owen ask Hopkins (who had left his dough — soon to be a loaf of bread — in a covered bowl for its first rise).
But Hopkins shook his head, his gaze darting toward Mrs. Babbinton and back to the floured table he was currently cleaning. “Ah, no. I’ll… I think I’ll stay here, in case I’m needed.”
They set out a little while later, Mrs. Merrick leading them up the path that Mildred had traveled only a few hours before. Both Fitz and Morgen came along, Fitz attempting to circle them overhead (a newfound talent he could only manage for a few seconds at a time before he would drift down again and perch on a rock several yards ahead of them) and Morgen torn between fastening onto Mildred’s forearm with the skill of a sentient vise or darting off across the ground in short-lived bids for freedom (which typically ended with her cowering several feet away as soon as she realized that freedom could be terrifying).
When they arrived at the narrow crack in the mountain, Mildred could not tell if the anxiety that roiled up through her abdomen was of a fresh variety or simply the residue of what she had carried with her since — Builth? Abergavenny? Upper Plimpton? — earlier that morning staging a resurgence. She had been through the passageway twice already, but now she knew what was there at the end of it, the gleaming black stone, the eggs stashed in their crevices, left to lie on the ground, untouched for too many years.
“No running off,” she told Morgen as she tucked the fidgeting dragon against her shoulder and began to walk sideways through the crack.
Mrs. Merrick had gone first. The woman had hardly spoken more than a few words on their way to the dragon’s nest, spending most of the time with her head bowed forward but for an occasional glance at the clouds shifting overhead. In the light of day — or at least as much light as the clouds afforded them — Mrs. Merrick looked as though she had been carved from the very rock beneath her feet, brow and cheekbones and jaw all made of harsh lines and grief.
To say that Mildred was daunted by her was an understatement. Because Mrs. Merrick looked like the type of woman about which sagas would be written, the sort with swords and ancient battles and most likely some mist and an ancient prophecy thrown in as embellishment. And there was a flutter of something in her chest at the thought, that somehow the universe had made a mistake, and that Mrs. Merrick should have been the one lugging dragons around the countryside, while Mildred remained at home with her tea and her books and her daily wrangling of her sister’s children.
But for some reason — whether through an accident of fate or some heavenly personage’s attempt at a joke — Mildred was the one with a dragon twined around her arm and another wheeling overhead. So she slid through the crack in the mountain — though a ‘slide’ implies some smoothness to her progress rather than a halting gait accompanied by several panicked moments when she feared the width and breadth of her bosom would leave her trapped between two slabs of rock — and stepped once again into the open-roofed cavern of black rock and dragon’s eggs.
She immediately turned around to watch as first Owen and then Mr. Wiggan sidled through. Owen presented her with the expression she had anticipated from him, eyes wide open and mouth gaping like a fish stranded on the shore. He swept his cap off his head and ran his hand through his hair, making it stick up and out in every direction. Something in Welsh tumbled out of his mouth, spoken with a great enough mixture of awe and coarseness that Mildred refrained from inquiring as to a translation.
Mr. Wiggan, however, surprised her. From previous experience, she expected a look of reverent bafflement, garnished with a few words of inspiration and wisdom. What she did not expect was for him to laugh, out loud, with his hand pressed to his brow and the shine of tears leaking from the corners of his eyes.
“Claude!” She used his name like an admonishment. Morgen wriggled down from her arm and skittered across the bare ground as Fitz settled clumsily on his favorite ledge, and so Mildred walked up to Mr. Wiggan, taking the bag containing her notebooks and their lunch as he shrugged it off his shoulders.
But it was when she stood close to him that she saw a bit of that old panic returned to his features, the barely concealed franticness he had exhibited when Fitz had first hatched from his egg, all those months before.
She placed the bag on the ground and rested her hand on his shoulder. “Are you all right? Do you need to sit?” There were no spirits to offer him, no wine or brandy to tip down his throat and help with both his mental and physical equilibrium. She watched as the rate of his breathing returned to normal levels, as he wiped the moisture from his eyes with the back of his hand.
“I beg your pardon.” It was a small change to his features; a shift of his eyebrows, his lips parting with words Mildred waited to hear. But instead of speaking, he raised his hand to touch her cheek, and he lowered his head, and he kissed her.
It should not have been a novel thing, to be kissed by him. But Mildred could not have expressed it the way she might have wished, how it managed to always feel like that first step out of the front door on a snowy morning, the way her boot would crunch into the fresh fall of white that blanketed everything. But she hoped it would be like this for some time yet, fresh and slightly thrilling. And at that moment she realized that she had — for the first time — considered all the future moments she might share with Mr. Wiggan, unspooling before her like a dropped ball of string.
She looked up at him when he raised his head, at this man who had come to mean so much to her in what seemed like a preternaturally short amount of time. And yet she had known him for years, always on the periphery of her life, an adventure simply waiting for her to take notice of it.
“You are a marvel, Miss Mildred Percy.”
A previous version of Mildred might have squirmed beneath such a compliment. A blush and a sudden inability to look anyone in the eye, a slight shrug of her shoulders as though she could slip out and away from the kind words before they could settle on her. But this Mildred remained where she was, allowing herself to believe — if only for the quickest tick of sand into the bottom of an hourglass — that she was precisely what Mr. Wiggan claimed her to be.
“Enough of that,” she said, but with a smile teasing the corners of her mouth. “We’ve a great deal of work ahead of us.” She stepped back (reluctantly, but she could not remain in Mr. Wiggan’s embrace — and in front of others! — for the remainder of the day) and picked up the bag again, opening the flap to take out several of the notebooks. “We should be methodical about this, so I believe we should make a decent sketch of the area, of the individual eggs, along with measurements, notes of their placement, temperature—” Here she gave a little see-saw wave of her hand. “—as best we can estimate, and all so we have a foundation with which to begin.” She plopped a book into Mr. Wiggan’s hand, feeling very much like she did when she handed out lessons to Matthew and Nettie, drawing on that familiarity to guide her through something as fantastical as tallying dragon eggs on a misty day. “I will measure, you make notes. Owen!”
She turned around, ready to dole out the task of doing a thorough count of all the eggs that could be found. He stood several paces away, hunched over in his attempts to prevent Morgen from eating the laces of his boots.
“Let me find her something to eat,” Mr. Wiggan said, burrowing into the bag for a few scorched chunks of mutton Mrs. Babbinton had wrapped up for them.
Mildred took the food from him, portioning it out for both Morgen and Fitz. To Morgen she gave the larger amount, seeing as how Fitz had gained a proclivity for hunting the more time they spent in Wales. So far, his most remarkable achievement had been in catching a stoat (which promptly ran away, but Fitz then followed this fumbled acquisition with the capture of a gray squirrel) and so some of Mildred’s fears of not being able to keep up with his ever-flourishing appetite began to fade.
She held out one of the chunks of meat to him, waiting for him to scurry over and snatch it up from her fingers. Beside her, Mrs. Merrick came up on quiet feet, one hand on her hip as the other worked itself in and out of a tight fist against the side of her thigh.
“May I?”
It took Mildred a moment to realize Mrs. Merrick referred to the burnt mutton. “Of course! I mean, you may try. But I will warn you that he does not always take kindly to strangers. And he has another new tooth, just there on the side.”
Mrs. Merrick took the meat, holding it out on the palm of her hand. Fitz stood several paces away, his tail flicking idly behind him, though his next step took him to the left rather than forward and toward what Mrs. Merrick had to offer him.
“There is nothing to worry about,” Mildred told Fitz, though she could not blame him for expressing reluctance, especially when one considered his history with strangers (Mr. Simonon, Mr. Hawthorne, the angry mob which carted him away to a cellar, Mr. Parry…). But he slowly nosed toward them, nostrils flaring at the scent of the food on the air, his tongue flicking out and his shoulders convulsing in a way that Mildred recognized, as though he was prepared to either blast Mrs. Merrick with a shot of flame or extend his wings and escape from them entirely.
Mildred held her breath. She could not manage more than that. So she watched as Fitz approached Mrs. Merrick, his eyes so intent on her she wondered how the air between them did not erupt in flames.
“Come on, little one.” Mrs. Merrick stretched out her arm, the better to meet the dragon halfway. “I give you my word, I would never do anything to harm you.”
Was it her tone of voice that swayed Fitz, or could he understand the meaning behind the words themselves? His movements were quick, the food there and gone in as long as it took Mildred to blink. But the look on Mrs. Merrick’s face lingered, a shade of yearning in the set of her jaw, in the creases around her eyes. Mildred recognized the brushstrokes of that expression from past studies of her own reflection.
“Never in my wildest imaginings,” Mrs. Merrick began. And finished. She added nothing more to that, merely stood there, her empty hand still held out before her, her attention riveted by the routine of Fitz’s post-ingestion preening.
“Mrs. Merrick?”
The woman did not look at her. A tightening at the corners of her mouth was the only proof Mildred had that she had been heard. But Mildred pressed on, her tongue tripping ahead of her before she could take the time to consider whether she should speak at all.
“Do you believe these eggs will hatch?”
Mrs. Merrick’s hand fell back to her side. “If someone had asked me that question only a day or two ago, I would have said no.” She looked at Mildred then, eyes dark, reflecting the black of the stone around them like twin pools. “I thought them fossils, at the most. Relics from some previous age, done and mostly lost to us. And then you turn up on my doorstep with—” Her gaze switched to Fitz, and then to Morgen (fighting with a chunk of meat caught halfway down her throat). A shrug, and she said, “I suppose anything could happen now.”
From several feet away, Owen laughed. “Don’t say that! We’ll have armies marching up the side of the mountain by dinnertime!” Another laugh, and he bent down to thump Morgen’s back, causing her to cough out her half-chewed bite of food, sniff the corner of it, and devour the thing whole all over again.
“Would you like to help us with the eggs?” Mildred asked, offering Mrs. Merrick a notebook and pencil of her own. “That is, while they’re still eggs.”
“I would like that,” she said, and took the notebook with a bow of her head. “Dynes Ddraig.”
Mildred wrinkled her brow, recognizing the second word but not the first. But Mrs. Merrick had already turned away, flicking through the notebook for a clean page, the tip of her pencil dampened on the edge of her tongue.
“What did she call me?” Mildred whispered to Owen when she was certain (she hoped) Mrs. Merrick was too far away to hear them.
Owen smiled and gave her arm a nudge with his elbow. “Dragon Woman,” he said, and skipped off to count the eggs.





Chapter Twenty-Six
The first time I witnessed a dragon tear off and eat the head of its prey before bringing the rest to its mate, I believed it to be a fluke, a mere anomaly of behavior. But since then, I have been proven wrong more times than I should like to count.
— from Chapter Twenty-Seven of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
It was no easy feat, creating a record of an entire nest of dragon’s eggs.
The first three days were spent measuring and cataloging all of the eggs, their size and general weight, their appearance — Mrs. Merrick surprised them all with a talent for sketching, producing glorious pencil portraits of each egg from multiple angles, making certain to include every spot and speckle and bump — and also noting precisely where each one was located upon discovery.
There were seventeen in all. Some were as small as regular chicken eggs, while a few proved larger than Fitz’s egg had been, heavy enough they could only be shifted from place to place with two hands. Mildred sorted them by size and color and pattern, which left them with eight varieties in all.
“Eight different types of dragons,” Mildred said to no one in particular as she went over her notes while seated in front of the fire at the end of the third day. Her papers and journals were stacked on the floor at her feet, feet that were free of the muddy boots she had clomped around in for the last several days. Instead, she wore a pair of woolen socks borrowed from Mrs. Babbinton, her lap covered in a mixture of blanket and dragon, while Mr. Wiggan brought a mug of tea to her and balanced it on the armrest of her chair.
Around her, the cottage was caught in a still-life of peaceful domesticity. Mrs. Babbinton sat in another chair, a pair of knitting needles clacking around loops of gray wool. “Mittens,” she had declared, when asked what she was creating. “Owen will freeze to death this winter without a proper hat and mittens and some good, sturdy socks. He’ll need new trousers, too,” she added, giving Owen’s bare ankles an assessing glance.
Mildred had rubbed the heel of her hand against her forehead at that. These were the details of epic adventures that all of the great story books left out: the steady wearing down of clothes, the need for items such as soap and tooth powder, how to cure a morning headache or tend to a minor wound or make a rapid identification of local vegetation when one was caught behind a tree after too much of Mrs. Babbinton’s suet pudding. Thus far, there had been no enchanted swords (a kitchen knife, yes, and also a clumsily wielded log), no prophecies (could a letter delivered along with an old trunk be considered a prophecy of sorts?), no massive battles fought after the delivery of protracted speeches on the eve of autumnal holy days (a confrontation with Mr. Hawthorne — the wielder of the kitchen knife — in a folly in the middle of the night did not count, in Mildred’s estimation). Nothing they had experienced thus far would Mildred consider fodder for the sort of tale to be told over and again by wandering bards or to lull children off to their dreams. It was all sore joints and fluctuating confidence, with a few notably phenomenal moments sprinkled throughout like implausible garnish.
So there sat Mrs. Babbinton, knitting clothes for everyone, with Hopkins sitting on a stool at her feet and winding the yarn she was using into loose little balls.
Mr. Wiggan, after bringing Mildred her tea (no sugar, but enough milk to make it palatable) he returned to the small table where Owen was seated, practicing his letters with a nub of pencil and a concerned expression, his eyes distrustful of the lines and shapes drawn by his very own fingers.
“Ah, that’s better,” Mr. Wiggan said, standing over him. “But try to avoid making that bottom loop too large, or you’ll have no room for anything else on the page.”
In the corner of the room, Mr. Jones sat on the floor, legs akimbo, the parts of an old coach clock spread out on a cloth before him. Mr. Jones had settled into the role of caretaker and general factotum, sharpening knives and repairing the handles of garden tools (there was a small-ish kitchen garden behind the house boasting an assortment of hearty herbs and plants that flourished as though they had been cultivated in the finest of greenhouses), oiling hinges and sanding down the edges of the windows to keep them from sticking in the frames. And now he pored over the parts of a clock Mrs. Merrick had shown him, one she claimed had not worked for years and which he declared just needed “a bit of a going over.”
Mari Wynn and Mrs. Merrick sat at the end of the table, opposite Mr. Wiggan and Owen, tying up bundles of herbs for drying and making note of their stores in a large, battered ledger that looked to have been rescued (or borrowed, or pilfered) from a local land agent’s possession. They sat with their heads together, Mrs. Merrick tallying up items in the book while Mari snipped lengths of twine for making her knots around the herbs. Neither woman had voiced a word of complaint about having their home invaded by six strangers and two dragons, their daily lives seeming to carry on very much as they had before, simply drawing the newcomers into their orbit as though they had been mere chunks of celestial debris drifting through empty space.
And as for the dragons…
As long as there was food and fire, they were content. Fitz spent a fair share of his time roaming out of doors, perfecting his flying skills — he still tumbled into every other landing, a dark ball of wings and limbs rolling across the ground until he could discern the difference between earth and sky — while he learned to hunt. The hunting itself had progressed nicely, though he still had a tendency to set his prey down with a faint expression of wonderment that he had even caught it in the first place. The prey, if uninjured, never missed this opportunity to escape, darting off behind some rock or into a hole in the ground, while Fitz stared after it — never giving chase, as though offering it that piece of leniency as penitence for his own failures — a study in forlornness worked in a medium of dragon scales and drooping wings.
Morgen, surprising everyone, had begun to form an attachment to Owen. (“Attachment” being an especially appropriate choice of word as the young dragon preferred to demonstrate her affection for him by either gnawing on his boots or twining herself around his ankles, the latter display having proven dangerous to Owen’s well-being on more than one occasion as his suddenly leaping up from a sitting position — as lads of Owen’s age prefer to do, glorying in the dexterity of their young limbs — would cause him to trip over both himself and the dragon and hurtle directly towards the floor.)
It was all quite lovely, really. At night, Mildred still slept beside the fire, with Fitz usually somewhere in the vicinity of her legs and Morgen torn between wanting to fully bury herself in the coals of the fireplace or fully bury herself in one of Owen’s boots. (There had been a mishap in which Morgen had dragged one of Owen’s boots into the fire in order to enjoy the best of everything, but the boot was saved before the laces endured anything worse than a scorching and now the soles only carried a faint aroma of char on damp mornings.) Mr. Wiggan slept beside her, apart enough that it would not be unseemly (a difficult thing, considering the amount of people and animals sharing the space) yet close enough for Mildred to occasionally wake up with Mr. Wiggan’s hand on her hip or for her fingers to be laced within his own.
Everyone else had settled into their designated places at night as well. Mrs. Babbinton slept upstairs in the spare room (if it could be called such, as most well-appointed closets offered more space) with Hopkins carving out an area for himself on the landing (also a weak claimant to its definition) outside her door. Mr. Jones slept outside more often than not, saying that too much heat from the fire — which was kept burning through most of the night to prevent Morgen from whining and whimpering at its absence — caused his arthritis to flare, while Owen slumbered in whatever space was left to him, tucked into a jumble of blankets and ratty cushions as though he had constructed a nest for himself out of all the fabric left to him.
Mildred knew, of course, that they could not stay like this forever. There wasn’t enough room for them all, to begin with. And then there was the matter of food and regular income, along with autumn and winter waiting in the wings for their turns on the seasonal stage.
And there were the dragons. And the dragon eggs. And…
She closed her book, careful to mark her place before putting it aside. Her tea still sat beside her, cooler now, and she drank it down in a few long sips, wincing at the bitterness but enjoying the faint warmth it gave her as it settled in her belly. It would be time for bed soon, a fact even the tea could not fight against. There was the scrape of chair legs as first Mr. Wiggan and then Owen finished their lessons for the evening, followed by Mr. Jones gathering up the pieces of his clock and Hopkins helping Mrs. Babbinton to sort out her balls of yarn.
Mrs. Merrick and Mari Wynn gathered up the last of their herbs and wiped down the table for the night, while Mr. Wiggan helped push chairs and a few of the smaller pieces of furniture aside to make room for the makeshift beds that would spring into existence with the evening unrolling of rugs and blankets. Mildred added another scoop of coal to the fire, which drew Morgen to the edge of the fireplace, green wings stretching out low to the floor as though to catch the waves of heat from the flames and soar away on them.
Preparations for bed were slightly awkward — the adverb “slightly” carrying as much weight if it had been used to describe Napoleon’s invasion of Poland as “slightly officious” — with eight people needing to change for bed (unless they chose to sleep in their day clothes, as Mr. Jones and Owen did) without creating a scandal. But heads were turned, and outer clothes were removed and suddenly several people were stretched out on the floor, both blankets and modesty hoisted up to their chins.
This was when Fitz would come and settle himself beside Mildred, curled around her legs, near enough to the fire that the light from it danced across his scales. But tonight, after Mr. Jones had already retired outside and Owen had already begun to snore (with Morgen attempting to imitate a nightcap perched on his head) he paced in front of the door, his tail flicking erratically, only pausing long enough to either sniff at the gap beneath or scratch at the corner of the doorframe.
“Should I let him out?” Mr. Wiggan said, already tucked beneath his blanket but nearer to the door than Mildred.
Mildred’s first instinct was to keep Fitz inside. But she had to remind herself that he was not a pet, and she could not allow herself to think of him as such. And so she nodded, and she said, “I suppose,” when she realized Mr. Wiggan might not have seen that dip and rise of her chin. (He had seen it, of course.)
“I shall get the door for him then.” Mr. Wiggan shimmied out from under his blanket. Mildred should have averted her eyes, but she did not, her gaze lingering over the sight of Mr. Wiggan’s bare calves — along with his equally bare ankles and feet — for an amount of time treading on indecorous. (Mr. Wiggan still wore his breeches, for those curious as to just how great a portion of his legs was on display. There are many books in existence that offer a surfeit of words describing the unclad thighs of gentlemen, but this is not — nor will be — one of those books (fortunately or unfortunately, as the case may be).)
Mr. Wiggan unlatched the door, allowing Fitz a gap large enough to slink through. Which he did, before he turned around and came inside again. And let out a plaintive sort of whine that set Mildred’s teeth on edge.
“Well?” Mr. Wiggan placed his free hand on his hip. “In or out? I will not stand here all night.” This was delivered in a way meant to sound authoritative but instead gave the impression that Mr. Wiggan was too tired to argue and would, indeed, stand there all night if it came to it.
Fitz went out again, or all of him except for his tail, which continued to flick and twist like the needle of a compass that had lost its way. He trotted in again, his claws scratching at the floor before he climbed halfway up Mr. Wiggan’s leg and nipped at the side of his breeches, tugging him toward the door.
Mr. Wiggan looked toward Mildred for assistance. “I think he wants me to follow him?”
Mildred remembered the long nights spent with Belinda and later Matthew and Nettie when they were young; how they would fight against going to bed, deferring the inevitable with requests for cups of water, for more stories, with claims of frightening things lurking in the shadows. And Mildred would wrap herself up in her robe and tend to them, sweeping their hair out of their eyes and easing the more dangerous, pointy toys out from beneath their pillows as she assured them everything would be all right, that she was just in the other room, that she would tell them one more story as long as they promised to stay in bed this time. And the next time. And the time after that.
And so it was bolstered by this sense of familiarity that Mildred found herself pulling her own blanket around her figure as she stood up — despite the fact her nightdress underneath could have doubled as a suit of armor at a pinch — and walked over to join Mr. Wiggan by the door. “Oh, it’s dark,” she remarked, as if she had anticipated something other than the usual rotation of the earth spinning them into gloom every twelve hours or so. “Do you think he hears something?”
“I quail to think about what he can hear that we cannot,” Mr. Wiggan said, craning his head out into the darkness.
Mildred listened as well. There were the usual sounds of evening, that strange hum the world seemed to possess no matter how quiet and peaceful things seemed to be. “I will fetch Mrs. Merrick.”
There had been too many incidents already for Mildred to dismiss Fitz’s nervousness as nothing more than a bout of restlessness. Still wrapped in her blanket, she tip-toed around Owen and Morgen (both of them snoring) and climbed up the stairs to the room Mrs. Merrick shared with Mari Wynn. Careful not to step on Hopkins — who was already asleep outside of Mrs. Babbinton’s tiny room — she rapped her knuckles on the opposite door and waited.
It was not a terribly long wait. The low whisper of voices, the shuffle of uneven footsteps, and Mildred was greeted with dark eyes and the darker slash of Mrs. Merrick’s cheekbones, dramatically shadowed by the guttering flicker of her candle.
“Uh, Fitz is…” Now that she had come to it, it all felt a bit foolish to complain about Fitz behaving more nervously than usual. But it was a tightness in her gut that told her to press onward, to form the words and give them a voice and push them out of her mouth, no matter how silly they might sound to anyone else. “Fitz is distraught. Something outside is attracting his attention, and I do not know if it could be an intruder, or…?” She let the sentence sit there unfinished, as something as mundane as an intruder could be the least of their potential problems.
“Nothing can come in,” Mrs. Merrick said, eyes still squinting at Mildred through the candle’s light. “Do you wish to take him out?”
“Well, it is more…” She cleared her throat. Say what you mean, Mildred. “There is something happening. Fitz does not behave unnaturally without there being a reason for it.”
“Cat, what is it?” Mari Wynn shuffled over to the door, arms crossed over her chest and hands rubbing at her shoulders. “Oh... Mildred?” She looked at Mrs. Merrick, tiredness crumbling away from the edges of her expression. A brief conversation ensued, half of it in Welsh, most of the words Mildred could translate having to do with boots and a lamp and couldn’t it wait until morning? But Mrs. Merrick quickly dressed and — after Mildred and Mr. Wiggan folded themselves back into their own clothes — then it was the three of them following Fitz outside, Mrs. Merrick carrying a lantern and Mildred holding onto enough anxiety for the entire group.
They huddled in the circle of light cast from the lamp, the same ground they had already traversed more than a dozen times in the last several days suddenly an undiscovered country spread out before them. Mildred realized where Fitz was leading them with his spurts of flight, disappearing into the darkness and then returning to them on quiet wings. But it wasn’t until they arrived at the crack in the mountain, the chill air blasting through it with a whistle and a whine as though the earth had come to life around them, that she fully understood what was about to happen.
“It’s the eggs,” she said, her hand on the edge of the rock, fingernails scraping at the fine layer of topsoil clinging desperately to the stone.
Mrs. Merrick went first, holding the lamp aloft, the light of it bringing an eerie shine from the black stone. Mildred found she had to close her eyes as she walked, the wind and the press of the rocks around her proving too much if she dared to add vision to the rest of it. And then they were through, Mr. Wiggan behind her, his hand at the small of her back as she tried to breathe and find Fitz all at once.
The breathing took a moment to conquer, but finding Fitz was surprisingly easy. He had landed clumsily, almost slipping off the edge of the outcropping of rock he had tried to drop onto. A patter of stones on the ground, and then he leapt the rest of the way down, wings flapping once before he pulled them in and snapped his tail out behind him.
“Over here,” Mrs. Merrick said, which was an unnecessary directive as Mildred and Mr. Wiggan were already picking their way toward Fitz, chasing after the light from the lantern like insects. And it was indeed an egg on the ground, the one she had labeled as No. 13 in her notes. Nine inches in length, slightly oblong, a smooth gray color threaded over with veins of pale blue. A singular entry, unlike any of the other eggs in the nest.
Fitz prowled around it, never touching it, his hackles raised and that familiar sound coming from his throat that always presaged—
A blast of flame, all blue and white, spilling out across the ground and causing the water puddled in the dips and hollows to sizzle into ribbons of steam. Mrs. Merrick’s response to this surprise appearance of fire was to yelp and drop her lantern, which left them in darkness — but for the blinding white still pulsing on the undersides of their eyelids — and with a scattering of broken glass at their feet.
“Never mind,” Mildred said, even as she dropped down onto her heels and began feeling for the remains of the lantern. Blinking rapidly until sight returned to her — the night was clear and a thin crescent line of moon blessed them with some illumination — she gathered up what she could, requested a match or other means of relighting the lamp (only the outer doors had shattered, leaving the metal cage and the innards of the actual lamp intact), and when met with a shrug (from Mrs. Merrick) and a fruitless patting down of pockets (from Mr. Wiggan) she set the lamp in front of Fitz and pointed at the jumble of bent metal. “Fire, please. Only a little.”
The dragon snorted (it sounded like a snort, with an edge of something more internal than a mere clearing of the sinuses) and spit out a small thread of flame, deeper in color than before. To Mildred’s astonishment, he held it long enough for the wick inside the lamp to catch and produce its own steady flame.
“So.” Mildred picked up the lamp and held it out to Mrs. Merrick. “There we are.”
Mrs. Merrick looked at the lamp. She smoothed her hands down the front of her skirt. And then she took the lamp — hand trembling, fingers pinching the ring at the top as though the metal might be hot enough to scald — and released a breath that burbled its way out of her.
If Mildred had time enough, she would allow a moment for every person suddenly thrust into a new world of dragons and fire — their former disbelief in such things shattered as neatly as the glass panes of a lamp dropped on the hard, stone ground — to acclimate to their altered surroundings. But with more than a dozen eggs around them and the proliferating fear — or possibly excitement, depending on Mildred’s mood that day — of more eggs stashed around the countryside like forgotten trinkets, she could not find it within herself to be so charitable.
Because at this specific moment, there was an egg. Lighter in color than the ground beneath it, the blue in the shell winking in the moonlight like gossamer. Mildred thought of the fine sketch Mrs. Merrick had done of it, currently tucked into one of her notebooks back at the cottage. It would make a fine memory, she realized, as the first crack appeared in the egg’s shell, as another wobble sent it tilting against the rock wall of the cliff behind it.
“Is it hatching?”
Mildred looked at Mrs. Merrick, still clutching the lamp as though it had been transformed into a living thing by Fitz’s spurt of flames. “It would appear so.” She patted a rock beside her as Mr. Wiggan lowered himself to the ground on her other side. “I warn you, though. It may take some time, so you might wish to make yourself comfortable.”





Chapter Twenty-Seven
Dragons rarely hunt cooperatively, or in any kind of group. They have been observed working alongside one another in the pursuit of prey, especially amongst members of their own family, but in the end, their opportunistic traits will almost always prevail.
— from Chapter Thirteen of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
There have already been two dragon hatchings recorded on these pages so an abundance of ink will not be spent here upon the third.
Suffice it to say, Mildred was proven correct in her prediction that the dragon would choose to take its time. Hours were spent watching the egg wriggle and fall still again. Mrs. Merrick preferred to spend the majority of her time pacing, while Mildred and Mr. Wiggan took turns dozing against each other’s shoulders. Fitz brooded, occasionally spitting out miniature torrents of flame (through irritation or sheer boredom, no one could determine) and curled up with his head on Mildred’s ankles when he was not doing the aforementioned brooding or impersonations of disgruntled Catholics lurking beneath Parliament.
It was near dawn when the egg finally hatched, all of the cracks threaded through the shell giving way to gaps and then finally a newly born dragon. If this was the sort of book given to dramatic moments, there might be a description of the first rays of the sun shining over the edge of the mountain, illuminating the stone in pinks and violets, casting the scene below in a play of light and shadow meant to be captured on canvas. But instead it was chilly and cool, a line of clouds having moved in overnight, obscuring the stars and that fingernail trimming of a moon. The three of them squirmed nearer to the egg, stones scraping beneath their knees, digging through the fabric of skirts and breeches to leave bruises they did not have the spare attention to notice.
And there was a dragon. Mostly white, but for twin trails of speckles from the top of its head joining to a single line and then fading out at the tip of its tail. It kept its wings folded tight against its sides, while its eyes — black as jet — blinked slowly, as though the creature believed it had all the time in the world to make its entrance.
Mrs. Merrick said something. She said something in Welsh, whispered words that sounded like a prayer, like an invocation.
Mildred did not ask for a translation. The words seemed somehow private, and there was still the matter of the dragon before them, shrugging pieces of shell off its shoulders, and the sight of that was more than enough to distract her from Mrs. Merrick’s sibilations.
“What should we do with it?” Mr. Wiggan asked, leaning forward — but not touching, as his first meeting with Fitz would forever be imprinted on the callused pads of his fingertips — to see the dragon better in the morning light.
“I do not think we can leave it here.” Mildred looked around at the rest of the dragon’s nest, taking in its cold black stone coupled with an utter and complete lack of things like warmth and food and every other thing she had come to connect with a dragon’s comfort. “Here, we shall carry it back to the cottage.”
She began to remove her shawl, but Mr. Wiggan was already ahead of her and shrugged out of his jacket before she could go through the pretense of telling him to keep it and then taking it anyway when he insisted.
“It will need to be cleaned properly,” she said, as she gathered the dragon up into the warm folds of Mr. Wiggan’s coat. “And I am sure Mrs. Babbinton will spend the entire day determining its favorite foods.”
The dragon made no protest at being wrapped up and held against Mildred’s bosom. It was not a small thing, larger than both Morgen and Fitz had been at their hatchings, but so remarkably calm and compliant that Mildred wanted to rush the creature back to the cottage, where a large fire and an offer of food might see it make a better show of what she had come to consider more draconic qualities. (In plain English, no one was yet in fear of losing a finger or some other appendage to the snap of the dragon’s long, narrow jaws.)
Mrs. Merrick picked up the lantern, which had burned itself out several hours before. There was enough daylight by which to see, the sun — a faint glow behind the clouds as it peeked up and above the edge of the mountains skirting the valley — lending a small amount of warmth to the air as they made their way through the gap and started on the path to the cottage.
Fitz followed them in his usual way, a combination of gliding flight and graceless landings performed in segments as he flew ahead of them and then waited until they caught up to where he sat, nosing in the dirt or gnawing at a wingtip. Their progress was slow, any inclination toward speed impeded by both their exhaustion (Mildred would not have thought dozing through the night, waiting for a dragon to hatch could be so fatiguing, and yet she already felt that tightness in her limbs that presaged a desire to remain mostly immobile for the next day (or three)) and the presence of a new dragon in Mildred’s arms, which no one had a desire to see jostled or overly disturbed.
The dragon peered out over the edge of Mr. Wiggan’s coat, its black eyes unnervingly wide against the pale backdrop of its scales. Mildred tried to keep her attention on the sloping path before her, careful not to step on a loose rock or simply have her feet slide out from under her as she managed — or failed to manage — the steepness of the mountainside. But her gaze kept drifting toward the dragon, the delicate frill along its lower jawline, the ridge around its black eyes, both white and faintly blue at the same time.
Once they returned to the cottage, and once the dragon was clean and fed and warmed in front of the fire, Mildred would make an attempt at measuring the thing. She had neglected to do so for the first few weeks of Fitz’s life, but she had been more diligent with Morgen — despite Morgen’s numerous and vociferous arguments against such invasive treatment — and hoped to do the same with this new addition to their…
Group? No, that word failed to convey a certain feeling Mildred had in her chest when she thought of everyone and everything around her. It was a tightness, but not from anxiety or fear. It almost made her catch her breath as she swallowed down that rapid rise of emotion.
Assemblage? Goodness, no.
And then her thoughts flitted around the word ‘family’, and she stopped in the middle of the path, a few small stones tumbling down from under the soles of her boots.
“Mildred?” Mr. Wiggan was at her side, concern etched in the rounding of his shoulders, the tilt of his head toward her. “Is something the matter?”
“I am only thinking,” she said, and shifted her hold on the baby dragon nestled in her arms. The dragon responded by burrowing deeper into the coat, a sound almost like a purr of satisfaction emanating from the animal’s throat.
“Are they private thoughts?” And he asked the question in that perfect way of his, adorned with enough lightness to allow her to keep those private thoughts to herself without fear of offending him, and yet inviting her to offer her confidences to him, should she wish to do so.
Mrs. Merrick had gone a little ways ahead, while Fitz circled above them, letting out a random screech as though he feared they might forget his presence if he did not remind them of it every quarter of an hour (at the very least).
The dragon squirmed in her arms. Only a slight show of agitation, as though it was minorly displeased with Mildred’s decision to stand in one place and not continue to carry it around like a noble in a palanquin. “I do not believe I could have managed half of this without you,” she said, looking up at Mr. Wiggan and resisting the urge to look away again before her nerves could consume her. “But there is no going back from this, is there? There is no returning to Upper Plimpton, no fitting ourselves into our old lives again.” She sniffed — because it was chilly, she told herself — and she blinked — because the clouds had parted a bit, she reminded herself — and she took a small step toward him. “I do not want to go back, not to how things were. I may be tired and I am sore and probably not as frightened as I should be, but… I want more of this. I want to go on adventures with you for the rest of my days—” And here she breathed, because she needed to catch her breath, or else the words she was about to say would wither like dying fruit on the vine. “—with me as your wife, and you as my husband. That is what I want. Everything we already have, and more.”
And there it was, the Miss Mildred Percy she had become — or perhaps the Miss Mildred Percy she had always been, but simply had not bothered to notice — laid out before him.
“God,” he whispered, and she was not certain if it was meant as a curse or a heavenly beseechment. “I love you, Mildred. For probably far longer than I ever knew. And…”
She shifted forward onto the balls of her feet — carefully, wriggling out a free hand from under the dragon to place on his chest for balance — and kissed him on his chin, effectively silencing him before he could ramble on further. (She had aimed for his mouth, but as she did not trust the ground beneath her and he was several inches taller, the bristled edge of his jaw would have to do.) “I apologize,” she said, but she did not remove her hand from his chest and she was not certain she was feeling at all apologetic. “I should not have interrupted. You were about to say…?”
He shook his head. “Nothing of import,” he said. “At least, nothing you shouldn’t already know.”
She did step away then, just as Fitz streaked past, screeching at them with all the vehemence of a toddling child demanding to have his accomplishments witnessed. It put an end to the moment, drawing them back to the reality of a chilly morning after a mostly sleepless night, and with another dragon thrust into their care. “Back to the cottage, shall we?”
It was another mile to go. Mildred felt that mile in every twinge of her knee, every burn of a fresh blister on her heel. They were within sight of the cottage when Mildred realized that Mrs. Merrick had halted in the path ahead of them, her hand raised to her brow, her gaze drawing a line toward the horse tied up beside the garden wall.
“Do you know who it is?” Mr. Wiggan asked when they had caught up with Mrs. Merrick.
Mrs. Merrick shook her head. “I’ve never seen someone bring a horse up here before. Much too dangerous. Liable to break their own neck or, worse yet, the horse’s.”
“Do you receive many visitors up here?” Mildred asked, a knot of trepidation trying to twist itself into her abdomen, right beneath where she could feel the rapid flutter of the dragon’s heartbeat against her hand.
“We do not,” Mrs. Merrick confessed. “Which means I very much doubt they’re here for me or Mari.”
Mildred looked down at the new dragon in her arms, the sheen of her scales seeming to gain an almost opalescent quality the more time she spent outside of her shell. “Should I… oh.” She closed her eyes, already deciding against trying to hide the hatchling. “Morgen is already in there. And Fitz is—”
Fitz had already planted himself on the garden wall, near enough to the horse to position himself as a threat (in his own mind) but not so near as to fear being bitten or kicked or otherwise harried by the larger (and oblivious) animal.
They said nothing more, only trooped down toward the cottage, Mrs. Merrick and Mr. Wiggan moving in front of and behind Mildred by some unspoken order passed between them, shielding her — and the new dragon — as they walked up to the door and stepped inside one at a time.
Mrs. Merrick showed no obvious reaction to their visitors. (There were two visitors, despite the single horse scraping his hooves outside.) The reason Mrs. Merrick did not immediately quail in horror or mutter a searing “Not this git again” beneath her breath is because she had never been introduced to either Mr. Hawthorne or Belinda before the scene described before you. And as Mildred had failed to provide physical descriptions of her niece and recently acquired nephew-in-law, Mrs. Merrick could only step aside and let in Mildred and Mr. Wiggan behind her.
“Oh,” Mildred said when she saw who sat at the table. Which carried the spirit of “Not this git again” but without all the wasted syllables. She would have been very foolish indeed to have believed that she could enjoy the rest of her life without having to cross paths with Mr. Hawthorne at least once more. Like a stone she had thought to have shaken out of her shoe, or a persistent ache from a twisted ankle that had healed itself years before, he would come back to vex her again.
“Aunt Mildred!” It was Belinda who stood up all of a sudden, every part of her seeming to gleam and shimmer as she pushed her way around the end of the table and held out her hands to her aunt. “Goodness, I should hardly have known you! You look like some wild creature!”
Mildred still had her arms full of Mr. Wiggan’s coat and a newborn dragonet. This was a boon to Belinda, though she did not know it, because Mildred’s first instinct was to slap the girl across the face and then slap her again before the sting of the first strike could wear off. “What are you…? No.” She could taste the anger in her words, flooding her tongue like vinegar. So she stopped herself before she could say something she would regret (though she could not imagine regretting anything she might have to say to Belinda) and looked for Mrs. Babbinton.
It was not difficult to locate her. Everyone was there, posed in such a way Mildred might have thought they were waiting for Da Vinci to capture their likeness. There was Owen and Hopkins, both sitting in front of the fire while Morgen made a mess in the pail of ashes that had yet to be dumped outside. And there was Mr. Jones, seated in the corner, smoking his pipe and already tinkering with the carriage clock again (or rather, the assorted pieces of the carriage clock were laid out on his lap, but the events unfolding before him were of greater and more immediate interest than a jumble of springs and gears). Mari Wynn stood behind the table, holding a steaming teapot, while Mrs. Babbinton was accessorized with a plate of fresh-baked buns, held in front of her as though she could not decide whether to use them as refreshments or weapons.
“Mrs. Babbinton, could you…?” Mildred angled herself away from Belinda, holding out the coat and its precious contents to the older woman. “It has not eaten yet. I am sure we’ll have to tempt it to discover its likes and dislikes. Um, the fire?”
“Of course, of course!” Mrs. Babbinton dropped the plate of buns in front of Mr. Hawthorne, one of them bouncing off the edge of the table and into his lap. “Here, give me the dear thing, and—oh! Look at the color of it! Have you ever seen such a thing? I’d think it was made of porcelain at first glance. And those eyes…” She made a soft clucking sound with her tongue as she took the loosely swaddled dragon. “Poor thing, let’s see you warmed up and fed, hmm?”
Mildred watched Belinda as she leaned in, trying to see the dragon better. “Oh, my.” Her niece shaped the words with her mouth, eyes widened with uninhibited interest. There was avarice in her expression, and Mildred knew that look too well.
To all outward appearances, Belinda had been an easy child to raise. She had always been polite and soft-spoken, always chiming in with her ‘pleases’ and ‘thank yous’, rarely behaving — in front of those beyond the boundaries of the immediate family — with anything but a decorum and sweetness that would have garnered her the lead role in a morality play. But Mildred had never fully known Belinda beyond the false version of herself she purported to be. All of them had been cast as supporting parts in Belinda’s life, though only she knew the script beforehand.
It made her miss the presence of Matthew and Nettie in her life, more than ever. As much as she had complained about their wildness in the past, their penchant for embroiling themselves in scrapes and messes, for running her ragged and testing the strength of her heart with their games (one of which included gathering up all the pillows and cushions from the house, piling them up on the ground beneath the nursery window, and flinging themselves off the sill in an experiment to see how far one needed to fall in order to “bounce”...) there was never any duplicity fueling their behavior. For every broken vase and chipped tooth, there was a dandelion flower ripped out by its roots and brought to her, or a kiss sticky with honey smacked onto her cheek. They had frustrated her to the ends of the earth and back again, but she had cared for them, and she realized then how much they had loved her in return. In their inimitable way.
“Mrs. Merrick?” Mildred pushed her shoulders back and reached up to smooth down the worst of the flyaways in her hair. “This is my niece, Miss… no. She would be Mrs. Hawthorne now, if I am not mistaken. Belinda? This is Mrs. Merrick.”
“What a quaint little home you’ve made for yourself here!” Belinda said.
Mrs. Merrick said nothing in return, causing Belinda to diminish slightly, a sail suddenly losing its wind.
“And… this is Mr. Hawthorne,” Mildred went on. “Who I told you about.”
Mr. Hawthorne chose to stand up at that moment, brushing crumbs from his lap and trying (failing) to look as though he was not crammed into a low-ceilinged room with nine other people (and two dragons) when the place had only been built to comfortably contain the Merricks and Mari Wynn. “Miss Percy,” he said, and clasped his hands before him, a show of supplication that set Mildred’s teeth on edge. “Allow me to—”
“You should leave.” Mr. Wiggan pressed closer to Mildred’s side, shifting forward enough to place himself nearer to Mr. Hawthorne, as well. As Mr. Wiggan had several inches in height over Mr. Hawthorne (Mr. Wiggan had already hit his head more than once on the bare beams of the ceiling, so had taken to assuming a subtle crouch to his posture when he stood indoors) this change in position was fully intended as a threat. Mr. Hawthorne, however, due to either a surplus of hubris or ignorance — or a dangerous combination of the two — did not recognize the threat and so disregarded Mr. Wiggan’s display of intimidation and kept his attention directed toward Mildred instead.
“—offer my apologies for…” His hands spread apart before clapping together again. “... so much of what has happened between us.”
“Aunt Mildred,” Belinda put in, lowering her voice as though they were the only two in the room. “You must understand. Reginald never—”
“Belinda, please.” Mr. Hawthorne placed his hand on his wife’s arm. It was the lightest of touches, barely heavy enough to disturb the fabric of Belinda’s sleeve. But still she recoiled from it, a small reaction that Mildred might have missed had she not been close enough to observe the tightening of the muscles in her niece’s neck and jaw. “Miss Percy?” And he gestured to the chair he had just vacated, while everyone else held themselves still, waiting for what she would do next.
Mildred sat. The Devil himself could have been the one to offer the chair to her, and she would have taken it if only because she was not certain for how much longer her legs would agree to support her. So she sat, and Mari Wynn placed a cup of tea and a bun in front of her, and Mr. Wiggan took the seat beside her. Beneath the edge of the table, she sought out his hand, her fingers twining with his on top of his thigh.
“I will not give you Fitz.” She said it before she took her first sip of tea, though her hand trembled as she slipped her fingers through the handle of the cup. “So if that is what has brought you here, then I am afraid it was a wasted journey.”
Mr. Hawthorne sat down across from her, while Belinda remained standing behind him, her hands coming to rest on his shoulders. “And I do not expect you to give him up. I must confess, I am thoroughly ashamed of my behavior before now. I have no other excuse to offer than I was obsessed with obtaining the egg by any means available to me. Of course, I have already ruined any goodwill you might have felt for me, through my lies, my attempts to—” he gestured to the scars on his face, his ear, “—take the dragon from you without your permission. I underestimated you, Miss Percy. I believed I could fool you, charm you into doing what I wished. When all the time, I should have stopped seeing you as something to be defeated.”
Mildred sipped her tea. She began with a sip, and then she drank down half the cup in one swallow, her stomach torn between wanting to devour the entire plate of buns still sitting on the table or curl into a ball and never eat again. For the moment, the tea would have to suffice. “You must know, I cannot trust a single thing you will say.” She gathered Belinda into the sweep of her glance. “Either of you.”
Mr. Hawthorne nodded, as though he agreed with her. “And I deserve your mistrust. But a few things have changed. And those things have altered my view of this entire situation. I would like your permission to hear me out. But when I am finished, if you ask me to leave and to never come back, to never cast my shadow across your path again, I will give you my word that you will not lay eyes on me again.”
“Your word means nothing,” Mr. Wiggan said. It was spoken in such a gentle voice that Mildred almost failed to catch the anger thrumming through it. But she felt his grip on her hand tighten, his leg beneath as taut and solid as a marble pillar. And she smiled to herself, to have such strength shoring up her own.
“And what is your word worth, Mr. Wiggan?” Belinda said, her grip on Mr. Hawthorne’s shoulders tightening until Mildred saw her fingertips turn white. “You, a supposed man of God, abandoning his flock to chase after my aunt and a baby dragon?”
“Oh, hush!” Mrs. Babbinton cried from her corner of the room, cradling the new dragon beside the fire while Hopkins tempted its appetite with bits of chopped up meat and lard. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, girl. Do you think he left without arranging things first, without making sure the curate would—”
“How dare you call me ‘girl’!” Belinda shouted, spinning on her heel to face Mrs. Babbinton. “I am a married woman!”
“Marriage has nothing to do with maturity,” Mrs. Babbinton countered. “Behave like a girl and you shall be called one.”
“Why, you stupid, old—”
It was chaos after that. Hopkins was on his feet first, assuming a stance that should have been accompanied by sword and shield in defense of Mrs. Babbinton’s honor. Owen leapt up as well, if only because if there was to be a fracas, he wanted to be involved in it. A puff of ash came from the bucket as Morgen tipped herself over and tangled herself around Owen’s ankles, and then the new dragon screeched (loud enough for Mari Wynn to drop her teapot and clap her hands over her ears) and chair legs scraped and Mrs. Merrick shouted and Mr. Jones—
“QUIT IT!”
The capitalization of every letter was fully earned by the ferocity in Mildred’s voice. Everyone else stuttered to a halt, only the dragons (Morgen, spinning around in a pile of ash, while the hatchling stretched out its wings for the first time, twin sails of white speckled with gray, before it extended its long neck and nipped up a piece of meat from the floor) seemingly unconcerned with the rapid alteration in the room’s mood.
“Mr. Hawthorne,” she said, in a significantly softer tone. “Say what you will, and I promise to at least listen to you in full. But beyond that, I make no guarantees.”
He cleared his throat, offering a brief nod in thanks before he resumed his seat and placed his hands flat on the tabletop before him. “I suppose I should begin with what some of you already know. My father and your Great Uncle Forthright, cards and all that,” he said. And then he paused, his gaze pinned on nothing Mildred could see, his mouth pinched as he bit at the inside of his lips. “And then I believe I owe it to you to go from there.”





Chapter Twenty-Eight
It should not be a surprise to anyone that dragons are largely carnivorous.
— from Chapter Sixteen of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
Reginald Hawthorne told the truth.
It was not the easiest thing to do, at first. He had spent the majority of his life shaping the way he saw and experienced things into a manner that would be more palatable for others. Lying, was what some people called it. But he had always preferred to rely on terms like “embellishment” or “misdirection”. Like when he spoke of his father, how easy it was to vaunt him as some noble figure with calamity trailing at his heels, a man made for novels printed in serial format, intended to be read aloud to the entire family in front of a crackling fire and with the ambient sounds of London clattering past the windows.
But, no. The previous Mr. Hawthorne had been a drunk. Full stop. And he had been addicted to cards, an addiction hampered by an abysmal paucity of luck. Reginald was tempted to offer the theory that perhaps his father had turned to drink and gambling as a response to the loss of his wife. (His wife had not died, as the previous sentence may imply. One day, she was there, and the next, she was not. There had been no note, no prior arguments in the days leading up to her unforeseen absence that would indicate difficulties in their marriage from which the erstwhile Mrs. Hawthorne had wished to escape. His father had simply woken up one day and realized his wife was… no longer present. Now, a disappearance such as this might have ignited some manner of search or investigation into the whereabouts of Mrs. Hawthorne, but seeing as how her bag, a change of clothes, and the butcher’s son (twenty-one years old and referred to by more than one neighbor as ‘strapping’) had all vanished within the same extraordinarily brief span of time, no such search was ever embarked upon.) But the drinking and the gambling had been a facet of his father’s character since before the loss (see above) of Mrs. Hawthorne, and a decided lack of interest in things like regular employment or frequent bathing no doubt added fuel to the fire of her midnight flight.
(An entire volume could be dedicated to Reginald’s thoughts about why his mother did not choose to take her only child with her, instead leaving him in the care of a drunken gambler who had frittered away his meager fortune on watered down rum and marked cards, but as this is Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons) and not Mr. Hawthorne’s Personal Musings (on Poverty, Abandonment, and Childhood Trauma) we will leave Mr. Hawthorne with his scattering of chapters and focus our attention on the main points of the plot before us.)
So Reginald only squirmed a little as he told his tale. He went over some of what he had said before, telling them about his father’s promise to leave him everything he had (a pitiable amount of things, aside from a large stone his father assured him was a kind of fossil, some antediluvian creature that a naturalist or historian would surely salivate over and so hail Reginald as the discoverer of said antediluvian creature and bestow upon him all manner of fame and fortune), about his father’s ignominious cause of death, about how he (Reginald) had never known Mildred’s Great Uncle Forthright and how he had lied about so many things because he had wanted the egg for no other reason than he believed it to be his and he wanted whatever money the sale or discovery of it would bring to him.
(This may be the moment when some readers wonder how Reginald expected to make his fortune from an old rock, seeing as how England did not boast a large population of wealthy naturalists sauntering around and juggling fossils to entertain the upper echelons of society. But a few points must be made in his defense: First, when one does not possess the ease of seeing their myriad wants and dreams casually satisfied by endless streams of money, it is not uncommon to fixate on a single thing they believe will solve all of their problems, even when the briefest period of contemplation will trounce their hopes with the boot of good sense. Second, his father had a gift for exaggeration (one might call it lying, but we shall extend this branch of kindness towards the deceased for just this moment) and Reginald, despite a clear-eyed knowledge of the elder Mr. Hawthorne’s faults of character, always chose to believe him, even when he knew he should not. So when Mr. Hawthorne (the elder) told his son that the stone was a magnificent find, like nothing England had seen in hundreds — possibly thousands — of years, that it would catapult him into the annals of history or even mythology, the part of Reginald’s mind that should not have been in charge of such things as ‘trust’ and ‘belief’ always took command.)
And with that peek into his contrary and inconsistent character, Reginald wound his way down to the part of his history he believed would be of most interest to Miss Percy.
“... we found them under a bed, in an inn outside of Abergavenny.”
Miss Percy drew back in surprise. “Matthew and Nettie both? All alone?”
He nodded. “They managed to find their way onto a coach, and from there…” He shrugged. “Well, you know how children are, I suppose.”
Miss Percy glanced around the room, as though she might find one or both of them tucked into a corner, waiting to burst out at her and break into song. “Where are they now?”
“They’re still in Nantlle,” he assured her. “They’re fine, at the inn there. We didn’t know how arduous the walk to find you here would be, so we thought we would come ahead and tell you in person that they were well.”
He didn’t mention Mr. Parry. Most likely because he harbored a quiet and hopeful belief that if he simply failed to acknowledge Mr. Parry in any way, the man would simply erase himself from any further appearances in the story. He hoped this failure to mention certain truths would not give Miss Percy further cause to be wary of him. But he needed to go about all of this carefully. He could not barge in with threats and a few brandishings of a kitchen knife and expect to walk away with a dragon. (He had tried it before. It had not reaped success.)
“Goodness.” Miss Percy moved as though she was about to stand, and then thought better of it and plunked back into her seat. “We should go to them at once. No, perhaps we should bring them here. Or go to them and bring them here?” She looked at Mr. Wiggan, brow furrowed and lips drawn in between her teeth until she began to resemble a face carved into an apple.
“I can go and fetch them, or you can send someone else, someone you trust. I would not be offended if you chose the latter.” He pulled his hands off the table, settling them in his lap so he could nervously pick at his fingernails beyond Miss Percy’s line of sight. Belinda still stood behind him, her own hands having fallen from his shoulders as she listened to his tale. He had not been entirely honest with her, either — about his plans to return the children to Miss Percy’s care and also possibly carve a place for himself in the woman’s coterie — but he had feared her reaction to such an underwhelming course of action. Yet it seemed the one to most likely reap rewards, and to be honest, he was growing tired of all this chasing and playing the villain when he really wanted nothing more but to settle into his role of husband and contributing discoverer of dragons. Miss Percy seemed to have luck on her side, and if Reginald couldn’t make that luck for himself, he would not miss an opportunity to connect himself with someone else who had a surfeit of it.
Beside Miss Percy, the owner of the cottage (What was her name? Mrs. Murphy? Merrick?) sat up straighter in her seat. “So you’ve come all this way to say you’re sorry? And now… what? You’ll drop off the children like a load of forgotten baggage and be on your merry way?”
“No.” And he laughed, one of those nervous laughs he had used to employ when he wished to appear approachably anxious, but now only signified how sincerely anxious he actually was. “I thought — Well, what I hoped is that… we could stay here. With you. Or wherever you choose to go from here.”
Miss Percy shifted in her seat, her spine straightening, her shoulders rising up in a way that made her appear like a drawbridge rising. “I do not think—”
“You still do not trust me,” Reginald said, unaware of how poorly this interruption was received by those seated around Miss Percy. “And I understand that. I do. But tell me what I can do to win your trust, your approbation!”
“You can leave,” came Mrs. Babbinton’s quick reply as she set down another plate of buns on the table.
Reginald had anticipated this. No, nothing he had done up until now had endeared him to them, and no doubt the sight of the scars on his face served as a visual reminder of previous acts of perfidy. “What about you, Mr. Wiggan?” He looked at the vicar. “You preach forgiveness, do you not? Second chances and all of that? And here I am, baring my soul to you, asking for forgiveness…”
Fortunately or unfortunately, Mr. Wiggan was spared from answering as a thump against the side of the cottage — followed by a scuffling sound, followed by a scream, and then all of those noises mixed together and repeated over again as though a small orchestra of discordant noises had tripped over itself — caught everyone’s attention.
“What on earth?” someone said, while a “What was that?” and a “What has Fitz done now?” rang through the crowded room. One of the women (not Mrs. Murphy/Merrick, but the other one, with the frizzy hair) pushed through the maze of people and opened the door.
As has already been mentioned, Reginald believed Mr. Parry and the children to still be in Nantlle, that trusting part of his brain racing to the forefront in order to fail him again. So it was as much of a shock to him to see Mr. Parry, Matthew and Nettie, and a squirming, writhing sack outside of the cottage as it was to most everyone else.
“Ah,” Belinda said, that small sound necessitating the use of the word “most” in the former paragraph.
There was a brief period of stunned silence following this, everyone staring and blinking and placing hands to palpitating chests before a whirlwind of chaos decided to break free. Reginald could not keep track of it all. People ran and shouted and the old housekeeper lunged out the door at Mr. Parry with what appeared to be a cast-iron shovel from the fireplace, but the two things he noticed right away amid all of the mayhem was the glint of a blade and the frantic convulsing of the thing inside the sack.
The blade was in Mr. Parry’s right hand. His left hand was wrapped around Nettie’s wrist. The sack was at his feet, or slightly behind his feet actually, flopping and squawking around as though it might suddenly become capable of either short bursts of flight or short bursts of smoking flame.
The dragon, then. The one Miss Percy insisted on calling Fitz, of all names. The one that had shredded the skin of his face, had removed a fair chunk of his upper ear. Caught up in a sack, behind Mr. Parry’s boots, while the man pointed a knife in the general direction of Belinda’s little sister.
“God in heaven, man!” Reginald heard himself say. “What the hell are you about?”
Mr. Parry ignored Reginald. Instead, his attention passed over Reginald’s head with all the speed of a ball being tossed before it landed on Belinda. “Sorry for the delay,” he said, a smile — or perhaps a smirk? It was definitely the sort of situation that called for a smirk — lingering in the corners of his mouth. “Was a fair tussle fitting the dragon into the bag.”
Miss Percy started forward. “Why, you—!” There was more to that sentence, though the remainder of it was left off due to the author wishing to keep this book from catapulting into a realm of fiction not recommended for young children or those who are easily offended.
“Ah-ah! Not so quick, if you please,” Mr. Parry said, tightening his grip on both the knife and Nettie’s arm. Matthew cowered behind Mr. Parry, his bottom lip clamped between his teeth while tears streamed down his face. The sack let out an unholy shriek and flopped onto its side.
Reginald, for all of his previous tenure as the supposed villain of the Miss Percy series, was horrified at the sight of Matthew and Nettie along with an open blade in such close proximity to each other. No, he did not care for children, but that did not mean he relished the prospect of them crying or being threatened by a grown man with a knife. And there was a threat there, in Mr. Parry’s posture, in that indomitable smirk, in the white-knuckled grip he had on the girl’s arm. He would hurt them, if it came down to it, and Reginald’s insides twisted at how far things had gone without his being aware of it.
“Belinda.” It was not a question. He was not sure he wished to pose any questions to his wife as of yet. Instead, he whipped his head left and right, searching for her amid the group still spilling out the front door of the cottage, this mass of people who had gathered around Miss Percy as though she was a person worthy of acquiring a coterie.
He found his wife easily enough. Indeed, how could anyone’s gaze not have been immediately drawn to her? That starlight sheen to her hair, the blush of color in her cheeks, the way the tip of her tongue touched the corner of her mouth, as though it was a quill dipping into a bottle of ink in preparation of astonishing the assembled company with what she would say next.
But she did not say anything right away. She moved easily enough through the crowd, several of them parting before her as though she had been invested with some Biblical power and would soon begin splitting large bodies of water in twain for an encore. His own breath caught in his throat at the sight of her, striding forward, the pearlescent white of a young dragon draped across her forearms.
In that moment, he saw it. It shimmered like something at the corner of his vision, a trick of the light, a flash of brightness behind his eyelids. There and gone again before he could convince himself he had witnessed it at all. But the loveliness of her, it faltered. A crack, an imperfection in her beauty, wavering enough so that instead of her blush and her pouting lips and her shining hair, he saw a bedraggled figure, hard and mean and almost perverse in her ugliness, the true nature of her heart laid bare.
In that moment, he did not know her. And when she returned to herself, or at least that version of Belinda with whom he had believed himself to be in love, he wondered if he had ever known her at all.
“It’s very simple,” she said, walking up to Miss Percy, her head tilting in a way that made Reginald think she did not quite fit into her own skin. “The dragons, and any eggs you have left — because I’m sure there are more somewhere around here — and we’ll return my brother and sister to your care. Because I’m sure you would not wish to see any harm come to them, hmm?”
It was much like how he imagined it would feel to have the carpet pulled out from beneath his feet. Everything seemed to tip onto its side; his balance, his beliefs, everything turned around until he no longer could tell which way was up. The Belinda he saw before him was not the one he had married. This one had not even spared a glance for him as she strolled forward, the dragon shifting restlessly in her grasp, one wing twitching as though it was not sure if it wanted to nestle in closer or fling itself from Belinda’s clutches entirely.
“Belinda.” Reginald did not think before he approached her (granted, not a great deal of acumen had been ascribed to him since Belinda had insinuated herself into his life upon his arrival in Upper Plimpton, so it should be no surprise that he would fail to make up for the prior deficit now), one hand reaching out as though to touch her arm, her shoulder, any part of her his fingertips could brush against. But she twisted away, as easily as if it had been a choreographed step, and set herself nearer to Mr. Parry.
“No,” she said.
Two letters, shaped into a blade, cleaving his soul in half.
“I want everything.” She returned her attention to her aunt. No one stepped up to stop her, no one dared to move beyond breathing. There was a kind of hum in the air, the atmosphere carrying the weight of a summer storm, of lightning crackling on the horizon before a roll of thunder filled their ears. “The dragons, the eggs. I will not haggle. In exchange for Matthew and Nettie, and that is all there is to it.”





Chapter Twenty-Nine
Dragons have their root in the foundations of nearly every mythology in every corner of the world. But such ubiquity does not render them immortal.
— from Chapter Nineteen of Miss Percy’s Travel Guide (to Welsh Moors and Feral Dragons)
The greatest falsehood ever thrust upon mankind is the belief they have the freedom to choose.
“Oh, but life is made of choices!” someone will say, in that careless manner that sounds all too much like the tines of a fork scraping along the edge of a dinner plate. Because, yes. They are right. There is almost always a choice to be made, for one thing or another. When to wake up, or which shoes to wear that day, or if one should take an umbrella or not before venturing out on a walk.
But if one chooses the wrong pair of shoes, they could harm themselves with a twisted ankle or a blistered heel. Neglecting to take an umbrella could leave someone susceptible to being caught in a rainstorm, which might lead to falling ill with a cold, or worse. These were the sort of choices with which Mildred was most familiar, the ones that kept her awake through the night, agonizing over an alternative she knew she could not take. Because of course she would choose to remain at home and care for her ailing father. And of course she would rush to her sister’s side after the birth of Belinda and offer to help Diana acclimate to her new role as a mother. And there was no question that she would do anything and everything within her power to see Matthew and Nettie safe, and as far away from the likes of Mr. Parry as she could manage.
“Of course,” she said, with greater firmness than she would have imagined she could demonstrate, even as her hands shook and her heart stuttered against her ribcage with enough force to bruise the bones.
Belinda smiled. “There are more eggs, aren’t there?”
Mildred opened her mouth to say ‘yes’, but then closed it again. Her head hurt when she looked at Belinda, eyes aching as though she was attempting to peer through a pane of broken glass. “I fed you,” she began instead. “I dressed you in the morning, and I put you to bed at night. I took care of you when you were ill, I wiped your bottom and brushed your hair and taught you how to read and-and…” She shut her eyes, long enough to breathe, even though the air did not seem to fill even the top portion of her lungs.
“All fine accomplishments,” Belinda remarked, sarcasm dripping from her words like sweetened poison. In her arms, the white dragon shifted, tail wrapping around her wrist as it tried to reach out toward Mildred, one claw stretching to snag her sleeve before Belinda pulled away, her hand cupped loosely around the dragon’s slender neck. “But you are finished here now, I think. You have had your adventure. Time to go home and care for my brother and sister, endure my mother’s inanity and my father’s disregard. Take your vicar with you, if you prefer. Marry, have your own hoard of squalling brats. That is, if it’s not too late for such endeavors.”
Behind Mildred, Mr. Wiggan took a step forward. She heard his intake of breath, felt the rumble of threats rising upward from his chest. But she put a hand out to stop him before he could speak. There was still the blade, and there was still Mr. Parry’s grip on Nettie’s arm, and until she could be certain the children were safe, she would not dare risk anything happening to them. “The eggs are…” She swallowed, then wished she had not. “I can take you to them. But you’ll give me the children first. And Fitz,” she added quickly, as if she hoped her niece might not catch the addendum and agree to it before she could stop herself.
A snort. That was Belinda’s reply. “I said no bargaining. But I shall give you Matthew, hmm? He cries too much, anyway. Matthew?” She turned around, her hand waving to the boy as though she would have him come out to recite a memorized poem or show off his new boots.
Matthew shifted on his feet. He looked at Mildred, and he looked at Nettie, wriggling as though he was a fly trapped in a spider’s web.
“It’s all right,” Mildred said, bending down, holding out her hand to him. Her hand trembled, and the words felt too much like a promise she could not keep, but he took a step toward her, and then another, and then he burst into a run that catapulted him into her legs at full speed.
Mildred held him tight, dropping down low enough to give the top of his head a kiss before she returned her attention to Belinda. She needed three sets of eyes, she realized. One for Belinda, one for Mr. Parry and Nettie, and one for the sack in which Fitz still squirmed, though his frantic movements had abated considerably. She would have fretted more if not for the steady in and out inflation of the fabric, like a set of bellows brought to life before them with each of Fitz’s breaths.
She could not let Fitz go with them. And there was Morgen to consider, still in the cottage behind them, seemingly forgotten in all of the bustle of the last few minutes (and currently stealing the abandoned buns off the table and dragging them over to the fire for a proper toasting). The hatchling caught her attention again, stretching out one milky, translucent wing as it squirmed in Belinda’s grasp. No, she could not allow the dragons to be taken, at least not by someone like her and Mr. Parry.
Dear heavens, Mr. Parry…
She found herself torn between wanting to know how on earth he had come to form an association with Belinda and Mr. Hawthorne (an association that brought the odd tension between the latter pair into sharp relief, despite the newly traded marriage vows supposedly linking them together) and wishing to never spare another thought for the man who had intentionally broken their cart and left them stranded in the middle of Wales. He deserved no such attention, and yet somehow it was all too often the villains who took more than their share of recognition, marking a place for themselves in the world’s memories when it would have been better to scrub them away completely, like a bucket of water thrown over a steaming pile of offal to better wash it into the gutter.
The Fates, she thought, must be currently cackling over their efficient handiwork. For why take all the trouble of creating a new character to bring into the fold when an old villain could return with all the welcome and fanfare normally accorded to a bad smell? But Mr. Parry handled his reappearance well, slipping off his old mantle of Supporting Player Only Meant to Further the Plot with a Random Dose of Mischief and donning the improved cloak of Secondary Villain Who has Earned Greater Swathes of Dialogue and Backstory Asides.
“You’ll want to tie them up first,” Mr. Parry said, his tone entirely too jolly for Mildred’s liking.
She would not look at him. But she saw the knife, and how close it wavered to Nettie’s throat, and she felt a rage well up inside of her at how neatly a mere six inches of sharpened steel could strip away her power.
“You,” Belinda said, catching Mr. Wiggan’s attention. “Fetch some rope.”
There was not enough rope for everyone. So the remains of an old sheet were used, torn to strips, with Belinda overseeing the fashioning of every knot to make certain Mr. Wiggan would not secretly facilitate their escape. When they came to Mr. Hawthorne, Belinda hesitated — only for a moment — before she kissed him on his cheek and bid him turn around, trussing him up with all the rest.
They were to go as a party, Mildred and Mr. Wiggan and Matthew (because Matthew refused to be separated from Mildred now that he had her back again) along with Belinda and Mr. Parry and Nettie. The rest were bundled into the cottage, Mrs. Babbinton and Mr. Jones shouting colorful invectives in a mixture of English (Mrs. Babbinton) and Welsh (Mr. Jones), while everyone else kept their dispirited thoughts to themselves. Mildred did not pause to wonder at the efficacy of their plan, if they had given thought to anything beyond “take all the eggs and dragons and run away before we can be caught” but she led the hike up to Nyth y Ddraig, muttering both prayers and admonitions beneath her breath, that everything would somehow come out all right, that no one would be hurt, and that Belinda and Mr. Hawthorne would neglect to notice they had forgotten the presence of Morgen (who had been napping in a pile of coals after his feast of buns) and fail to count her among their spoils.
Mr. Parry carried the sack containing Fitz, while Belinda took control of the knife and Nettie, the hatchling clinging to Belinda’s arm with an appearance of great offense at being so mistreated so shortly after its birth. Mildred held Matthew’s hand and put her head down, counting the steps, her blood rushing in her ears as the clouds drifted lower and a light drizzle began to fall. She could not concentrate on anything more than the ground beneath her feet, the rocks slowly acquiring a slickness from the rain. She certainly could not think about the knife and the sack and the small whimpers from Matthew or everyone she had failed, left behind with their hands tied up and all of their help and achievements abruptly erased by the glint of a blade and an overabundance of hubris.
Because Mildred had indeed failed. It wounded her, this realization. Nothing sharp or piercing, but a dull ache that settled in her bones like rot, sapping her strength as though each step forward was through a bog filled with treacle. She had been offered a choice, but not really. The decision had already been made, pricked into existence by the end of a knife. The children, for the dragons. A thread, attached to her heart, snapping her back toward her former existence as Miss Mildred Percy, spinster and hoarder of unattainable dreams.
She helped Matthew through the narrow crack in the mountain when they came to it, his perspiring palm wrapped around her fingers, a lifeline in the middle of a storm. A flicker of fear shuddered along her limbs, prickling the skin on her arms into gooseflesh at the thought of returning to find several more eggs in the midst of hatching. But all was quiet, but for that soft, distant rush of sound, as though the sea was just on the other side of the mountain, or the ground was drawing in a low breath through every crack and interstice in the rock.
“Ugh, it’s so dreary here,” Belinda said, in a tone one typically adapts when they exist under the assumption that everyone wishes to hear their opinion on every little matter. “I cannot wait to be in England again.”
Mildred and Mr. Wiggan were given a sack and instructed to fill it with all the eggs that would fit.
“I believe I can tell the difference between a rock and an egg,” Belinda offered as a warning, her hand tightening around the knife as they began their task.
Mildred did not believe Belinda could tell the difference between a rock and a dragon egg, but as long as there was still the knife waving about in Belinda’s grasp (Belinda showed no proficiency with a blade, a fact that made her possession of it even more dangerous than when Mr. Parry had held it, much like giving a pistol to a child in leading strings or a place in parliament to someone who was only born to it) she would not risk inciting her niece’s anger and the errant swing or stab of the knife it might incur.
One by one, Mildred gathered up the eggs, placing them carefully in the sack, holding each of them for a second or two longer than was absolutely necessary. She wanted to make an engraving of each one, memorizing them on the tips of her fingers, on the scrape of them against her palms. She tried to tell herself they were mere stones, but she knew the life residing inside of them, dormant and cold, only waiting for whatever uncanny force was needed to stir them awake again.
The sack was heavy when they were finished, but months of carrying Fitz around in her arms and on her shoulders had developed a newfound physical strength in her limbs she had not realized she had been lacking. She brought it over to Mr. Parry, holding it tight against her, fully aware of the absurdity of clutching an entire sack of dragon eggs, as though she was returning from the butcher’s or the greengrocer’s with her weekly purchases.
“Thank you,” Mr. Parry said, nodding his head to her, accepting the eggs like they were a gift, freely given.
She glanced at the other sack beside him, so still she held her breath until she finally saw a slight rise and fall of the burlap as Fitz shifted inside. “Did Mr. Gwilym know what a scoundrel you are?” she asked, her gaze switching to him. “The destruction of our cart, stranding us as you did… Was that planned with him beforehand? Or am I to reserve all of the credit for you and you alone?”
He chuckled softly. At the sound of his laugh, Mildred experienced an uncommon — for her, as she was not typically given to exacting violence upon others — urge to kick him in the shins with one of her muddy boots. “Michael was a fool to let you go, to let you take the dragon and leave.”
“But why did you not take him? When you left us there, after breaking our cart and stealing everything else from us you could?”
“Because the bastard wouldn’t let me!” he exclaimed, and nudged the sack containing Fitz with the side of his foot. “Set the sleeve of my coat on fire and nearly bit off my thumb. Then he flew up into a tree and I decided it wasn’t worth it.”
Mildred shook her head. There was Belinda, standing behind her with Nettie, with the knife, a sister turned against her own sister, as though there had never been anything but blood between them. And Matthew, still softly crying, tears collecting like stalactites along the underside of his chin. “And this… This is worth it? Frightening these children, threatening them. For what? What could possibly make any of this worthwhile? What do you expect?” She turned toward Belinda, her voice rising, her words bouncing off the smooth black of the stone walls around them. “Do you think you will raise an army of dragons and… and storm London? Topple whichever George is currently on the throne and crown yourself as Queen? Tell me! Because I certainly do not understand.”
Belinda walked over to her, dragging Nettie by her wrist, the point of the blade directed toward Mildred’s abdomen in a way that made her draw in a sharp breath until she thought her belly button might touch her spine. “Here,” she said, and shoved Nettie toward her.
The girl staggered and fell against Mildred’s skirts, but righted herself quickly, her chin raised and her eyes shining with fire and tears. “I hope the dragons eat your face off!” Nettie said — no, she spit, even going so far as to kick out at her sister and send a shower of small stones and dirt onto the hem of Belinda’s skirt. “I hope they all hatch at once and they burn down your house and—”
“Nettie.” Mildred put her arm around her. Behind Belinda, Mr. Wiggan stood with Matthew, the boy crying openly against his hip. “There are better uses for your anger,” she told the girl, though she would not look away from Belinda as she spoke. “Do not waste it here.”
If the rest of the scene would have played out as Belinda and Mr. Parry had imagined it, it would have been over quickly, the end of the chapter barreling toward its finish in only a few more lines. Mr. Parry hoisted up the sack containing the eggs, slinging it over his back like a sack of laundry. Belinda had control of the hatchling — if the definition of control was something akin to “placing her forearm across its back every time it attempted to stretch out one or more of its wings or claw indignantly at her sleeve” — and still held onto the knife. The sack containing a worryingly inert Fitz sat on the ground between them, Mr. Parry eyeing it carefully before he reached down to sweep it up in his free hand.
Thus burdened, they shuffled backwards toward the way out, Belinda waving her arm (with the knife) in the direction of Fitz before she told them not to follow, or else—
“YOU WON’T TAKE FITZ!”
The command came from Matthew, of all people, his face streaming with tears, his lips curled in a feral snarl. He broke free of Mr. Wiggan’s hold (which had not been a remarkably strong hold, as Mr. Wiggan had not anticipated Matthew suddenly charging forward in a fair imitation of a cannonball in the direction of Mr. Parry’s legs) and ran forward. Mr. Parry, lacking a free hand, swung out with his arm (the one holding Fitz’s sack) and knocked the boy away, sending him sprawling onto the ground with a cry followed by a sickening silence.
“No,” Mildred breathed, and ran.
Matthew was on his side, one arm bent backward (uninjured, but in the sort of awkward position only children and acrobats can achieve without harming themselves) and with a smear of blood flowing freely across his forehead. Mildred turned him over — carefully, so carefully that he could have been an autumn leaf in danger of crumbling between her fingers — and nearly laughed (or cried, or vomited) in relief when she saw a flutter of his eyelashes and the twitch of mumbled words shaped by the pale line of his mouth.
Fitz, whether stirred to wakefulness by Matthew’s cry or the act of being jostled by Mr. Parry’s swing, began to squirm again inside his sack. Now, holding onto an immobile dragon inside a portion of burlap is not terribly difficult, about as strenuous as holding onto a bushel of potatoes or a load of wet socks. But keeping one’s hand around the same portion of burlap, now filled with an agitated dragon attempting to open its wings and shriek and claw at the fabric containing it — all of these being attempted at the same time — is considerably more difficult.
It was due to this increased level of difficulty that Mr. Parry dropped the sack, Fitz and all.
There were a number of things that happened next, all of them tripping on each other’s heels and stumbling over one another, so the crucial points of the situation — and its aftermath — will be summarized here:
Nettie and Mr. Wiggan joined Mildred beside the fallen — but still breathing, thankfully — figure of Matthew.
Fitz struggled to free himself from the constraints of his sack, until he suddenly spilled out through a tear he had been working at for some time with a roar and a blast of flame, leaving him to stagger forward with shreds of smoking burlap hanging from his wings and twin plumes of smoke leaking out of his nostrils.
Mr. Parry, startled by his own fumble with Fitz, spun around himself and wound up nearly spilling the eggs in the process.
And all of this while Belinda rushed toward Fitz, while the hatchling tangled itself in her hair, while the knife flashed in the wan light a second before her heel slipped on the damp stones and she tumbled forward in an inelegant floomp of muddy skirts and injured dignity.
The hatchling rolled across the ground, wings and limbs thrashing in the dirt, mud as black as ink streaked across its white scales. Belinda scrabbled amongst the wet stones, snatching up the knife again and grabbing the dragon by its tail before she dragged it toward her, the hatchling’s claws scraping over the ground as it screamed in protest.
“Stay with him!” Mildred ordered Mr. Wiggan, and left Matthew’s side to attend to…
Well, she was not immediately certain where best to apply her attention. Fitz had begun to harass Belinda, flapping about and spitting out gobs of flame, while the hatchling continued to screech as Belinda gathered the flailing creature into her arms. Mr. Parry swept in to help her up, or to fend off Fitz — or most likely an unanticipated mingling of the two — grabbing her by the elbow and hefting her back onto her feet. Fitz continued to fly around them, his chest inflating for another burst of fire when Belinda — now upright, the hatchling pressed against her chest — spun around and, with a quick slash of her arm, cut the dragon out of the air.
There is no better word to use than that, really. The knife slashed through the bottom portion of Fitz’s right wing, the tip of the blade catching on his rear leg as it finished its ruinous arc. Mildred saw the spray of blood before it disappeared against the black backdrop of the stones, watched him struggle once before dropping to the ground in a convulsing heap. It was too much, first Matthew and now Fitz. She could not think of Belinda or Mr. Parry, could not even contemplate a way to stop them as they stumbled away, shoving themselves through the crack in the mountain’s side while the white dragon screeched a mad accompaniment to their escape.
“Fitz!” She did not know what to do. He flopped on the ground, trying to fly, trying to stand, doing everything he should not while drops of blood continued to spatter out from the wound on his leg. And he cried out in pain, an eerie note to his squawking that settled in the sides of her jaw like a sour taste.
“Here!” Nettie bumped against her, shoving something knitted and slightly damp into Mildred’s floundering hands.
She blinked down at a lump of faded green wool, her mind grasping for the word “shawl” before she finally unfolded it and shook it out.
“Wrap him up,” Nettie told her, and placed her hand on Mildred’s arm. “We’ll carry him back. I’ll help. Mr. Wiggan said he’ll take care of Matthew, so don’t worry.”
Which was as well as telling a child not to eat the biscuits that had only moments before been removed from the oven. So Mildred veritably hummed with worry, so much she thought she might raise herself from the ground with the force of it, like an agitated bumblebee propelled into flight. “Come now, Fitz,” she said, dropping to her knees and reaching out with the shawl. “Fitz, stop. You will only hurt yourself worse. Stop that at once!”
He did not stop, but continued to thrash as she gathered him up, taking every care not to further harm his leg or his wing. She could not bring herself to look at the wing very closely, the tattered skin fluttering as the wind and the rain gained strength. But she wrapped him up as well as he would let her (not very well at all) and held him against her, his head lolling onto her shoulder as he continued to whine.
“How is he?” Mr. Wiggan asked as he joined her. Matthew was cradled in his arms, his head bandaged round with a wrinkled handkerchief.
“I don’t know,” Mildred said, the honesty a barb catching in her throat. “Matthew?” She peered at her nephew, wrapped snugly in Mr. Wiggan’s jacket.
“Is Fitz all right?” His voice came out as a tinny warble, but it was a voice, loud enough to speak words, from lungs well enough to breathe.
“He will be, I’m sure.” And Mildred gave him a tight smile, her eyes squinted against the rain and the tears burning at the corners of them.





Interlude
Fitz does not die.
It seems important to point this out, as some readers may fear that the general tone of the book has taken a sudden shift, putting things like dragons and young children in danger when most people were probably inspired to pick up this tale in search of nothing more than a little bit of light entertainment on a rainy afternoon, a cup of tea steaming lazily beside them while the last crumbs of a biscuit disappear between their lips.
But let this serve as a promise, delivered at this decisive moment in the story, that Fitz does not see his demise detailed on the pages of this book or in any future volumes of Miss Percy’s adventures. (Now, that is not to say that Fitz will somehow discover the means of eternal life. He is a living creature, and so at some point, will close his eyes one last time and release a final breath. All things must come to an end, of course, and even this author, with all the powers of imagination and a blank page before her, cannot defy this singular law of nature.) And neither will any other dragon depicted here suffer a similar literary fate, nor any children — lest someone suspect that loophole would be left open to provide an opportunity for contrived drama during a particularly sluggish portion of Book Three — come to life-endangering harm.
(And finally — before I have run out of conjunctions with which to begin these sentences — to anyone else who has arrived at the end of this supplementary note and finds themselves filled with ire at the author’s decision to siphon away a fair portion of tension from the proceeding scenes, I will remind you that there is inordinate value in comfort, in surety, in trust. Merely because something bears the description of ‘safe’ does not render it lacking in merit or importance. For some, there are greater truths to be found in love and friendship (and in the pursuit of such vaulted things) than in the pain and suffering so often lauded as necessary to lend shape and texture to the human experience.)
Now, let us return our attention to…





Chapter Thirty
Magic, much like any other skill, is a thing to be practiced if the wielder expects to reach a respectable level of proficiency. But some innate talent must also be present. For while some are capable of setting a broken bone or changing the course of a small river, others — including yours truly — could not transform a toothpick to a matchstick even with all the tools of Nostradamus at their disposal.
— from Chapter One of Miss Percy’s Definitive Guide (to London, Magic,
and the Return of the Dragons)
It did not rain during their journey back to the cottage from Nyth y Ddraig. Rain would have been a welcome development, as being born and bred within the shores of England they were as accustomed to rain (drizzles, sprinkles, mists, fogs) as they were to the beating of their own hearts. But what chose to assault them over the course of their arduous hike was an ascendant mixture of water (not rain, as rain implies separate drops scattered in a haphazard fashion), wind, and stinging bits of ice. Mildred and Mr. Wiggan had given up their outer garments to Nettie, Matthew, and Fitz, so by the time they made it to the path in front of the cottage — a trip that took four times as long as usual, burdened as they were with an injured Matthew, and injured Fitz, and the weather flinging itself at them as though concepts such as ‘up’ and ‘down’ no longer required strict adherence to their terms — they had succeeded in making drowned rats feel a pang of sorrow for their plight.
The horse was gone, any prints it had left already washed away by the storm. Mildred had not anticipated catching up with Belinda and Mr. Parry, as they not only had been gifted with a head start but were not carrying a bleeding (formal definition) dragon and an equally incapacitated child. The door was shut, and Mildred could only send up a prayer that it was not locked or barricaded in any way before Mr. Wiggan fiddled with the latch and thumped his shoulder against the wood.
The door swung open, caught by the wind and slammed inward with enough force to pull it free of its top hinge. Mildred rushed in, expecting to find everyone where they had been left, still tied up and waiting for rescue. What they found instead was something very nearly matching her original expectations, but with Owen and Mari Wynn already free of their bonds and working to release the others.
“What?” she said, but abandoned any attempt at things like questions and explanations at a whimper from Fitz, his uninjured wing slipping out from the dripping confines of Nettie’s shawl before he slumped out of her arms and onto the floor.
Mari Wynn took one look at the dragon and the children and immediately began rebuilding the fire, while Owen worked next at Mrs. Merrick’s ties. “Bring them here,” she said, shooing Morgen out of the way (who circumvented her scold by crawling up the side of the stonework to twitch her wings in an effort to fan the growing flames).
Blankets and pillows were acquired, more hands helping as Owen released Mrs. Babbinton and Hopkins next. Mr. Wiggan settled Matthew on a pile of rumpled blankets, the boy alternately crying and inquiring if Mrs. Babbinton had recently baked a cake.
“Cat!” Mari Wynn called to Mrs. Merrick without looking up. “I think you’re needed!”
Matthew’s wound was taken care of first, a deep gouge on his forehead (“Will I have a scar?” he asked with tremendous eagerness as Mr. Wiggan pushed him down again before the child could leap up to find a mirror or other reflective surface in which to assess the damage) treated with a douse of whisky (“It might smart a little,” Mrs. Merrick warned, before Matthew pinched his face in terror) and several stitches of thread, drawing the ragged edges of skin together.
Once he had been delivered into Mrs. Babbinton’s care — her remedies being a hearty broth and the remaining buns that had not been destroyed or devoured by Morgen — Mrs. Merrick turned her attention to Fitz.
Mildred had stayed at his side, trying to tempt him with food and water, though she could not convince him to do more than give a few disconsolate mewls before he kicked out his injured leg and knocked the water dish upside down.
“Let me see,” Mrs. Merrick said, her examination lasting three seconds before Fitz snapped at her when she dared to move within six inches of his torn wing. “Right.” She braced her hands on her thighs. “The whisky, then.”
Mildred spent the next half an hour feeding Fitz drop after drop of whisky, watching his head droop and his whines slowly descend into snores as he went completely limp across her lap. “Now, hurry,” she said, calling Mrs. Merrick to her, knowing they might not have much time to dress his wound and examine the full extent of the damage to his wing.
Mrs. Merrick carefully turned him onto his side. All around them, the household seemed to fall into a hushed state, Mr. Jones leaving off his fixing of the front door while Nettie and Hopkins abandoned their task of folding fresh bandages to gather nearer to the miniature hospital set up in front of the fireplace.
“Oh, my!” was the only thing Mrs. Babbinton said at the sight of Fitz’s leg, the upper part of it nearly slashed in two and caked in ruined scales and dried blood.
“I’m not sure,” Mrs. Merrick said, sweeping her wrist across her perspiring brow. “I cannot use a needle. Or perhaps I could…? No, no.” She proceeded to clean the wound, her lips drawn so far back between her teeth she had the look of a skull in the shadowed light from the fire.
“Cat.” Mari Wynn knelt down beside her. “You could try—”
Mrs. Merrick shook her head before Mari Wynn could finish. Then she said something in Welsh, her voice harsh and defiant. They argued for another minute, whispers scraping in their throats, the sheen of tears in Mari Wynn’s eyes before Mrs. Merrick lowered her head, her shoulders sagging beneath an unseen weight.
Outside, the wind and the rain continued their attack on the cottage. Mr. Jones had managed to slot the front door back into place, though the windows rattled and strange howls and whistles slipped in from every darkened corner. Mildred had yet to shake off the chill from walking through the storm without a hat or coat, her teeth set and every other muscle in her body so taut she thought she might shatter if she tried to stand up again.
And then there was warmth around her shoulders, Mr. Wiggan draping a blanket around her, pushing a cup of something hot and steaming into her stiff fingers. She could barely acknowledge him, all of her energy concentrated on Fitz, on Mrs. Merrick’s hesitations.
“How is he?”
She wished to lean into Mr. Wiggan’s voice, exchanging the blanket for his words and the comfort she could always find in them. She tried to answer his question, but her jaw was still too tight, so all she could do was give a small shake of her head.
It was clear to anyone with eyes that Fitz was not well. The wound on his leg was severe, slashing down to the delicate bone, and as for his wing…
He would not be able to fly again. The damage to his wing was too terrible.
Mildred swayed sideways, her progress halted by Mr. Wiggan’s legs. She was not sure which she needed most: Sleep? A meal? A span of time longer than a day in which some fantastical and utterly maddening thing failed to occur?
No. She needed Fitz to be well. She needed him to be whole again, his leg healed and his wing somehow miraculously mended. She needed the children to be… not in Wales (though she could not bring herself to wish them back to Upper Plimpton without her, not now that she had seen them again). And she needed Belinda and Mr. Parry to trip over their own arrogance, or — failing that — to endure some manner of Saul on the Road to Damascus moment, in which they were struck blind for their sins and experienced a change in heart in which they decided to return the eggs and the hatchling and then perhaps wander off again, propelled by their recent conversion to take Mr. Hawthorne with them and convert him as well.
(Mr. Hawthorne had indeed been left behind by Belinda and Mr. Parry. At the moment, he sat in the corner of the room, his hands still tied behind him — aligning with Mrs. Babbinton and Mari Wynn’s advice to keep him constrained until he could be trusted (some time after the sounding of the seven trumpets of Revelation, Mrs. Babbinton muttered as she fed spoonfuls of broth to Matthew) — speaking to no one and staring at nothing, his features as defined as a charcoal sketch smudged by the sweep of a sweaty thumb.)
Mildred glanced at Mrs. Merrick. Mari Wynn held both her hands, her own posture tipped forward until her forehead touched the other woman’s.
“Try,” Mari Wynn said. And that was all.
It was not a rapid change. Mrs. Merrick straightened by slow degrees, her shoulders pushing back, her chin lifting an inch, and then another. Her eyes came up last, her gaze fixed on Mari Wynn’s as she picked up her right hand, raised it to her lips and dropped a kiss on the back of it. “You’ll have to fetch the book,” she said, her voice stronger, but with a tremble underlying it that Mildred did not miss.
“What book?” she asked, first glancing at Mrs. Merrick and then Mari Wynn when the former did not seem inclined to answer.
Mari Wynn looked at Mildred as she strode to a small, dilapidated cupboard, stuffed with a few old books, paper and quills and ink, a tiny library tucked away. “Cat is going to…” She huffed out a breath, her nostrils flaring as she dug through the contents of the cupboard, pulling out an old, cracked book that looked as though it could either outlast them all or crumble to dust the moment someone tried to open it. “Cat? Go on, tell them.”
Mrs. Merrick looked at her hands, her fingers tangled in her lap, the tendons of her wrists strained. “His leg and wing are too damaged. He may not die from the injuries, but…” She swallowed, wincing as if it was a dose of bitter medicine. “I could try to remove the leg, but that may only make things worse,” she added, as if suggesting that bringing out a guillotine as a cure for a headache might make things worse. “So, Mari thinks that I—”
Mari Wynn plunked the book into Mrs. Merrick’s arms. “You can do it. You just need some practice.”
“There’s no time to practice!” Mrs. Merrick shot back. “It could take me days, weeks—”
Before Mrs. Merrick could finish, Mari Wynn pulled out a small knife, the sort she used for peeling an apple or a potato, and drew the blade sharp and swift across her palm.
“Heal this,” she said, her teeth gritted as a line of blood blossomed on her upturned hand. “Go on, now.”
Mildred watched the two women, her own hands gripping Mr. Wiggan’s arm. “What are you doing?” She said it so quick, she was not sure anyone would be able to make out the separate words.
“She’s a healer,” Mari Wynn told them, just as Mrs. Merrick made a dismissive sound in her throat. “You are!” she said, switching her gaze back to Mrs. Merrick. “You’re just scared!”
“Of course I’m scared!” Mrs. Merrick agreed, throwing more exclamation points onto the pile. “What if it doesn’t work? What if I— Oh, for heaven’s sake, Mari. You’re bleeding onto the floor.”
Mrs. Merrick opened the book. It did not fall to pieces at her careless treatment of it, though it did let out a crackle like the creak of old bones, and Mildred felt herself leaning forward for a better look at the writing scrawled across the pages.
It was a mixture of printing and handwritten notes. Even upside down (from Mildred’s vantage point) she could tell that none of it was in English. Mrs. Merrick flipped through the pages, her finger sliding over one smudged cloud of notes before she shook her head and went backward by a dozen pages. “I should know this by heart,” she said, chiding herself as her gaze whipped over the passage, her lips moving silently, teeth peeking out long enough to bite at her bottom lip before she nodded once and set the book aside.
She took Mari Wynn’s hand, cradling it in her own. “Give me the knife,” she said, and Mari passed it over.
There was no other sound in the cottage. Well, this might be a bit of an exaggeration, as there was Morgen’s chittering as she waged a war against the laces of Owen’s boots, and the thunder of rain and wind and… well, thunder battering against the outside of the cottage. And there was the breath and beating hearts of ten people, crowded together in their tiny sanctuary, watching a woman press the flat of the blade to Mari’s wrist as she spoke in Welsh, a lilting rhyme she repeated once, and then again, before she passed the blade over Mari’s wound and Mildred felt a portion of her own breath taken away from her.
There was pressure, then. A ringing in Mildred’s ears, a weight that passed over all of them and then faded as quick as it had arrived. The fire seemed to burn brighter, or else the shadows had darkened, but Mildred looked at Mari’s hand, at the blood drying on her skin, at the slice in her flesh that had been there and no longer was.
“I’ve done better,” Mrs. Merrick announced, shaking her head.
Mari Wynn inspected her palm. “You did miss the one edge here. But it doesn’t hurt anymore.”
“It wouldn’t hurt if you were dead,” Mrs. Merrick told her, already back to turning pages in the book. “So that’s no compliment to my skills.”
She would not speak anymore after that, too busy reading the book, thumbing her way from page to page, pages that already bore dog-eared corners and stems of dried herbs and plants tucked between them. Mari Wynn shifted over to where Mildred sat, flexing her hand a few times as she wiped away the last of the drying blood.
“It feels a little tight, that’s all.” She let first Mildred and then Mr. Wiggan look at her palm.
“How does she do it?” Mr. Wiggan asked, but Mari Wynn could only shrug.
“How are there dragons cracking their way out of eggs? I suspect there are more mysteries in this world than we could ever come up with answers for. Better to simply accept what we can and get on with it, if I were you.”
Mildred picked up her tea. She had forgotten about it, and it had already gone cold (Mr. Wiggan offered to bring her a fresh cup, but she refused) yet she drank it down anyway, sipping slowly at first before she emptied the cup in a few long swallows. “What happened?” she asked Mari Wynn, and jutted her chin in Mrs. Merrick’s direction. The tea had succeeded in loosening her tongue, in arranging her words into proper questions and sentences rather than a collection of random phrases and exclamations shot out like erratic cannon fire.
Mari Wynn drew in a breath. “She couldn’t save him. Mr. Merrick,” she explained. “I think… I think he meant so much to her, that fear took hold. She couldn’t bear to lose him, but it was just his time. And there’s no spell, no words or herbs or charms that can fight against that.”
“And now she cannot trust herself,” Mildred ventured.
Mari Wynn nodded. “Just so.”
Mrs. Merrick did not seem to hear them, or if she did, she made no sign that she cared about her being their main topic of conversation. Her jaw set, her mouth a grim line of determination across the lower half of her face, she knelt over Fitz. Her hands did not shake. Or perhaps the storm was doing such an excellent job of battering the outside of the cottage that everything had already been set atremble and her own tremor was indistinguishable from the rest. But she worked at Fitz’s leg first, the limb so small in her hands now that he was limp and unconscious before her.
And there were the words again, spoken soft and slow, recited like a lullaby, like a nursery rhyme, her voice and the intent behind them drawing on a power that cast a gentle hush over the room. The sound of the storm changed, the light growing bright and then dim, as though everything around them had been granted the ability to breathe, if only for a moment.
Fitz’s leg twitched. Mildred lurched forward, but he did not wake, only that jerk of mended muscle and sinew before he stilled again.
Mrs. Merrick sat on her heels, her lips parted as she breathed quickly. “Give me a minute,” she said, and smoothed her hair back from her forehead with both hands.
Mildred would have given her anything she asked for, the clothes off her back, perhaps a spare organ or a pint of blood if she claimed to have need of it. Beside her, Mr. Wiggan had his head bowed, hands clasped in some manner of prayer or meditation. A shuffle of steps brought Nettie to her other side, the girl tucking herself against Mildred, as though she could create a shelter from her aunt’s arm and ribs and bosom.
A glance over her shoulder told her that Matthew had already succumbed to sleep, Mrs. Babbinton having plied him with half a bowl of broth before his chin drooped toward his chest with a snore.
And then she dared to look at Mrs. Merrick again, the woman focused on Fitz, plucking at his torn wing and stretching it out as best she could without inflicting further damage. Suddenly, her hands stilled, and her gaze came up to catch Mildred’s, something like fear and pleading (and more courage than she could know, or at least enough to allow herself to display the two previously-mentioned emotions so openly) in every sharp line of her face. “I cannot promise anything,” she said, begging Mildred to absolve her before she could even begin.
“I trust you,” Mildred told her.
The wing was careful work. The wound sealed itself together beneath Mrs. Merrick’s fingers, the air around her thick and heavy, as if Mrs. Babbinton had set a kettle on to boil and forgotten it over the fire. But it was done before Mildred could even wonder how much longer it would take, Mrs. Merrick rocking back again with her hand to her mouth, her eyes wide as if she could not believe what she had accomplished.
“It’s not perfect,” she admitted, defeat tainting the relief in her voice. “We won’t know how well it’s healed until he’s awake and moving again.”
Mildred reached forward and placed her hand on Mrs. Merrick’s arm. It was meant to be a reassuring touch, but instead she felt she drew as much comfort from it as she had tried to offer. “Thank you,” she said, and squeezed her wrist.
There was nothing to do but wait, then. The responsible side of Mildred told her that she should eat and rest and do all of the things people did when they wished to take care of themselves and not slowly decompose before it was their natural time to do so; but the imprudent side, the one that could not bring itself to worry about premature desiccation, could only remain seated on the floor beside Fitz, watching the quick rise and fall of his slender chest, her mind awhirl with wonder at how he could produce such prodigious amounts of heat and flame from such a small vessel.
As though aware of her current inability to leave Fitz’s side, Mr. Wiggan brought her another cup of tea and a plate filled with some cheese and buttered bread. Mildred thought she would only pick at it, but a few minutes later the plate and the cup were empty and Mr. Wiggan left and returned with both of them refilled.
Around them, half of the household (Mildred at first thought it strange to refer to them as a household, a word which conjured up images of home and family residing comfortably beneath one roof, but at second thought no other term seemed more appropriate) had already settled in to sleep. Nettie slumped against Mildred’s side, covered in the blanket Mr. Wiggan had earlier placed around her shoulders. Mr. Jones had nodded off in a chair, his hands poised on the armrests as though ready to tackle another chore the moment he was awake again. Owen and Morgen were curled up together beside Matthew — a frightening trio of potential mischief — while Hopkins had fallen asleep at the table, his arms folded beneath his head for a pillow and a blanket draped over his shoulders (by Mrs. Babbinton).
“How did it come to this?” Mildred let her gaze stray to Matthew, the thick strip of bandage on his head hiding the stitched-up wound beneath. “Perhaps it would have been better if my uncle had never sent any of his things to me. I mean, look at this!” She gestured to Matthew, and then to Fitz, his leg being slowly wrapped with a strip of clean linen by Mrs. Merrick. “People are hurt. And for what? So I can traipse from here to there, collecting dragon eggs as though they were silver spoons?”
Mr. Wiggan shifted beside her, possibly to make himself more comfortable on the floor or possibly to set himself nearer to her (most likely both). “You did not complain when you were the one suffering an injury,” he said, and picked up her hand, his thumb running across the scar that bisected her palm.
“But that was only me.” She wrapped her hand around his, pulling it onto her lap in order to brush her fingertips over the tops of his knuckles. “‘On my own head be it’,” she added, trying to smile and failing miserably. “But what about the children? Matthew and Nettie… even Owen is too young for this. They need to go home. What if something were to happen to any of them? What if…?” A flash of memory, of a knife’s blade pointed toward Nettie, and Mildred had to press her hand to her chest before she could breathe again. Even if Belinda’s actions had only been a bluff — and she sincerely hoped they were — Mildred would never be able to forget the fear that had overwhelmed her at seeing them placed in danger. “I shall have to take them home,” she said, and looked at Mr. Wiggan, knowing she would see the same resignation in his own eyes. “It is time for this to stop.”
He did not argue with her, a fact that both pleased her and made her want to burst into tears. Instead, he leaned toward her and kissed her forehead before he wrapped both of his arms around her shoulders and held her close. “We’ll see how Fitz is in the morning, give the storm a chance to abate. There is no use in talking about it now, or else we’ll simply argue circles around ourselves to no purpose. Sleep first, hmm?”
She nodded, her cheek rubbing against the wrinkled linen of his shirt. “Tomorrow,” she agreed, and allowed herself to pretend for a little while longer that there was any other choice to be made.





Chapter Thirty-One
I am not made for adventure. But then, I do not think anything I have accomplished would truly be counted as an adventure if I had been.
— from a letter written by Miss Percy to Lady Rhiannon Pritchard
The worst of the storm abated by sunrise, leaving only a sharp breeze and a colder snap to the air than anyone had felt since the beginning of spring. Mrs. Babbinton was awake first (some might put forward the theory that Mrs. Babbinton never slept, but only paused occasionally in between one task and the next), with the fire built up and a half dozen potatoes peeled before Mildred even bothered to open her eyes.
By the time Mildred sat up, Mari Wynn had come downstairs, bare feet moving silently over the floor as she set the table (Hopkins had retired to his place outside of Mrs. Babbinton’s room at some unholy hour in the middle of the night) for breakfast. Mildred looked at Fitz, unsurprised to see that he had not moved much since the last time she had looked at him (an hour before) or the time before that (two hours).
She untangled herself from both Mr. Wiggan and Nettie, neither of whom offered more than a snort and a sigh before rolling over and settling into a deeper slumber, and crawled over — crawling her only alternative as she did not yet trust herself to stand — to Fitz’s side. He did not move at her approach, nor at the sound of her voice, nor at the light brush of her finger across his uninjured leg. He still breathed, though, and his color looked well. (Would a dragon show a change in complexion if it was ill? She hoped she would never have to learn the truth of it firsthand.)
“Do you think he will eat something?” Mrs. Babbinton came up behind her, wiping her hands on her apron.
“I would be happy enough just to see his eyes, I think.” She studied his wing, curled around him like a husk. There was the mark of Mrs. Merrick’s handiwork cutting across the membrane like a line of silver ink dragged off the edge of the page. The wound on his leg was still hidden beneath the bandage, or what might have been left of the wound. “If he can at least walk again,” she said. “Perhaps that will be enough?”
It was a terrible falsehood, and Mrs. Babbinton clicked her tongue at it. “The poor thing just learning how to fly so well? Oh, it will be like telling a babe they cannot run after finally finding their way onto their feet.”
Mildred shifted onto her heels and then stood up, only grabbing onto the stones above the fireplace once for balance. “Where are my books? Are they still in my bag? I should make a note of—”
Mrs. Babbinton’s hand on her arm stalled her. “Miss Percy.” She hesitated there, a pause that rippled through the air like the first push of wind before a storm. “Your books… All of your notes are gone. They took them, Miss Muncy—” She closed her eyes. “Mrs. Hawthorne, I mean. And that Mr. Parry. When they came back with the eggs, they gathered up everything they could find as quick as they could before the worst of the weather came down on them. I’m so sorry.”
Mildred slipped away from Mrs. Babbinton’s grasp and ran — as well as one could run with legs that were still furious with her after several days of hiking back and forth to Nyth y Ddraig — to search her bags.
There were no journals, no notebooks. A few papers were scattered on the floor, scraps of notes bearing nothing of importance. Mildred looked over the other nooks and crannies of the cottage, stepping over bundles of sleeping people, tripping over a pair of boots, all in her endeavor to see if maybe, just maybe she had left something…
“Aha!” In an armchair, wedged behind a cushion, was one notebook. A slim volume, she flipped through it quickly, her gaze dancing over a handful of sketches and descriptions of the various eggs they had found. The book was less than half full, a pencil still tucked between the pages. “But everything else?” She looked around the room, as though expecting the lost books to appear out of thin air, hovering only an inch or so beyond her reach. “All of our work,” she said. And then the tears came.
Some might think it silly to cry over the loss of a few books. A bit of paper and glue, some stitching and perhaps a cracked bit of leather for the covers. But what books are really made of — beyond the faded cover and the dog-eared pages — is words. And words are made of thoughts and ideas... memories put down on the page to prevent them being forgotten... tales drawn from the imagination and given eternal life in a few swoops and dashes of an author’s pen.
Or even a compendium of information about dragons (or only two dragons, for the most part, along with a dozen and a half eggs) gathered in notes and sketches and midnight musings, the margins smudged with fingerprints in graphite, the paper worn and worn until it no longer lays flat, until it crinkles with the study of a dozen or more years.
Mrs. Babbinton rushed over to her side with a handkerchief, and Mari Wynn began fixing a cup of tea for her, as a fresh cup of tea was a well-known cure for ninety percent of the world’s maladies. But it was Mr. Wiggan — who had woken up at the first sound of Mildred’s distress — who came to her side, who guided her to a chair, who offered his shoulder to be blubbered on for as long as she would require it.
“What happened?” He looked toward Mrs. Babbinton and then Mari Wynn, ready to accept a reply from whomever would be the first to offer one.
“It’s the journals,” Mrs. Babbinton said. “All of her books. They took them when they came back for the horse.”
Mr. Wiggan said something unbecoming of a vicar (former or otherwise) and held Mildred tighter against him.
Mildred let herself cry. The loss of the books, the injuries to Fitz and Matthew, the eggs and the hatchling taken away, the glaring trail of everything she had done wrong, of so easily letting Belinda and Mr. Parry take what they wanted, of feeling so incredibly powerless and exhausted, as though all of the last several months of adventures had been nothing but a bit of playacting before she was forced to face the realization that nothing about her life had really, truly changed.
“We’ll have to go back,” she said (or snuffled) against Mr. Wiggan’s shirt. She had given herself a night to think about it, and there really could be no other alternative. Matthew and Nettie needed to be at home (though exactly why they needed to return to Upper Plimpton and the bosom of a mother who had never given them more than a perfunctory amount of attention, Mildred could not articulate) and away from mountains and knives and traitorous sisters (ah, there it was). Everyone could trickle back to their former lives, where they would be safe, where there would be no more arduous treks over mountain paths, where there would be no more breaking into cellars, where there would be no more…
Dragons.
She placed her hand on Mr. Wiggan’s chest and she pulled her sodden, puffy cheek away from his sodden, rumpled shirt. “I’ve thought about it,” she began, her gaze fixed on his open collar, on the part of his chest visible to her, and she nearly lost the thread of what she had been about to say gazing at a portion of skin and hair that was unbecoming of a vicar (former or otherwise) to be displaying while her head was so awhirl. “And I believe it would be best for Fitz and Morgen to remain here.”
“What do you mean?”
Mildred closed her eyes. Mr. Wiggan knew very well what she meant. Or maybe it was that he knew what she meant, but he supposed she must have gone mad or begun speaking in tongues and so surely — surely! — she could not have even dared to suggest separating herself from the dragons. “I am scared,” she admitted, and let her fingertips rest on that bare patch of his chest. “I don’t know what will happen from one moment to the next, and I am so frightened of it.”
She heard Mrs. Babbinton sigh, but Mildred could not bring herself to look at anyone. She could not bear to see the disappointment in their faces, shading every line of their expressions.
“I’m sorry,” Mildred said, straightening up, wiping at her dribbly nose with the handkerchief and blinking until her vision was almost clear again. “I’m just going to… I need some air.” She waved at the door as she extricated herself from the chair and Mr. Wiggan’s embrace. She snatched up a blanket as she went, ignoring Mrs. Babbinton’s offer of breakfast and Mr. Wiggan’s offer of his company before she stepped outside and into the chill, windy air.
The sky was uncommonly clear, only a few faint streaks of white as light as feathers marring the perfect blue. But it was cold, or it was cold in comparison to a small, low-ceilinged cottage overstuffed with too many people. Mildred dragged the blanket around her shoulders, huddling into it as if she could fully disappear into the ragged wool like a caterpillar into its cocoon. Though a caterpillar would eventually transform itself into a stunning butterfly, Mildred doubted she would emerge as anything other than a depleted version of her former self.
She sat on the edge of the wall, or leaned against it, as hoisting herself up into a sitting position was more than her hips could bear. For a moment, she had considered hiking all the way to Nyth y Ddraig, but she did not want anyone to worry about where she had wandered off to, and going all that way was too much like picking at the edges of a wound that would not heal over.
So she sat, the blanket pulled tight around herself, the chill in the air filling her lungs and making her wish that she had waited that extra minute or so for a cup of tea.
She expected the rattle of the door latch and the soft squeal of the hinges, but it was either Mr. Wiggan or Mari Wynn she anticipated stepping out in search of her. Instead, Owen ducked his tawny head into the sunlight, the glistening green of Morgen twined around his arm and shoulder like a fresh growth of ivy.
“Ah, Miss Percy,” he said, and grinned brightly before he seemed to reconsider the exuberance of his expression. “I, um… It’s bright out here, isn’t it?”
“It is, yes.” She glanced up at the sky again, wondering how indeed this could be the very same sky and sun that had shone down upon her for all of her life before this.
He walked up to her, that mingling of shuffling and loping that boys about to embark on a large spurt of growth often exhibit. He reached into his pocket as Morgen began gnawing on the ends of his hair (Owen would need a haircut soon, Mildred reminded herself, or at least prompt him into pulling it back in a queue so as not to leave himself blinded by the fall of his hair into his eyes) and retrieved something he hid in his hands. “Yesterday, when Mr. Parry and that lady—”
“Belinda?”
Owen blew out a breath. “That one, yeah. I didn’t like her, how she made me feel. It was like she made my head all thick and fuzzy, kept me from thinking straight. I reckon we could’ve all fought against them, got the eggs back and everything if it hadn’t been for how…” He shivered, shrinking down into his coat at the memory. “Well, when they came back yesterday, and they were rummaging about inside, searching through your things, that Mr. Parry… I don’t think he noticed when this fell out of his sack.”
He held out his hands to her then, his palms and fingers shaped like a nest, an egg — not large, about the size of a duck’s egg, but covered over in crystals as though the entire thing would soon turn to quartz — cupped between them.
“Goodness, Owen.” If there had been any moisture left in her head, she might have burst into tears a second time. “And they didn’t see it fall out?”
He shook his head, grinning again, of course. “I might have given it a little nudge with my foot, to knock it out of sight.”
“Oh, you perfect thing,” she said, and drew Owen into a hug.
Owen accepted the embrace with a sound like a pair of bellows being crushed, but his smile did not dim. “Only I heard you talking in there,” he went on, stepping away and shrugging his shoulders as though her adulation was a suit of clothing that had been measured and cut for someone else. “About going back and all. And I wanted to say, that is…” He swallowed, and scratched at his nose, and batted at Morgen when she tried to sink her gums into his earlobe. “Wherever you go — I mean, whatever you decide, I’d like to go with you. You and Mr. Wiggan and Mrs. Babbinton, you’re all… well, you know. If you’ll have me, I guess.”
This, Mildred supposed, was when she was to mention his own family that he had left behind, and how he should consider returning to them. But that was not what he wanted to hear, and she could not even trust that it was the best advice she could give.
“Of course,” she said, her voice suddenly so small. And then he tipped the egg into her hand, and closed her fingers around it.
“Well, I’m going to head in.” He jerked his thumb toward the cottage. “Mrs. Babbinton says I need to help with the dishes, so… um.”
He slipped away, disappearing inside the cottage as quickly as he’d arrived. Mildred looked down at the egg in her hand, at the way the sunlight seemed to catch the crystals and burnish them to glowing against her skin.
She returned to the cottage a few minutes later, the egg still clutched in her hand, held against her chest as though she could tuck it somewhere inside of her and keep it safe. Everyone had awakened while she was out, Matthew and Nettie tucked together in his makeshift bed on the floor, eating broiled potatoes and learning to play some sort of dice game from Mr. Jones. Mrs. Babbinton and Hopkins sat with Mari Wynn and Mrs. Merrick at the table, nursing the last of their tea and the last of the buns shared between them. Fitz was still curled up by the fire. His position had changed, and he appeared more comfortable than before, but there was no sign he had woken in her absence or was about to.
Mr. Wiggan stood upon her return, his gaze expectant, and she wondered how many times he had glanced out the window while she ruminated outside.
But it wasn’t Mr. Wiggan to whom she wished to speak.
She looked toward the corner of the room, that small space Mr. Hawthorne had inhabited since the previous day, refusing food or drink or blanket, declining to communicate with anyone beyond small shakes of his head and a general aura of despondency.
She quickly tucked the egg into her pocket and walked over to him — it only took a few steps, the door standing only a short span from the aforementioned corner — and knelt down, placing her gaze at the same level as his.
“Where are they going?”
His brow crinkled. Well, his entire face crinkled at her question, but the ridge above his nose and eyes took the brunt of it. “Going?”
“Belinda,” she said, and hesitated there, allowing him a moment to rear back from the use of his wife’s name (which he did, as though she’d struck him with it) before she added, “And Mr. Parry. Do you have any idea where they plan to go with the eggs?”... and the dragon, and my books, she failed to voice that addendum.
He said nothing. Of course he wouldn’t. He had lost his wife, had lost his purpose (no matter how ignoble a one it was) and was currently stranded in a cottage with a group of people who did not think well of him, to put it mildly.
“I am sorry that she did this to you,” Mildred told him. And she was. And some part of her felt a fresh surge of guilt, that somehow she might have avoided all of this if she had imparted a bit more wisdom or empathy or kindness toward Belinda during the years of her upbringing. (There was nothing Mildred could have done, but guilt and self-blame often look for companions, and so she would have to bear the weight of them for as long as her shoulders could stand to carry the burden.) “She is…” She stopped herself at that. Mr. Hawthorne did not need to hear a litany of Belinda’s faults, seeing as how the largest one had gone and abandoned him to their whims.
Mr. Hawthorne sat with his knees drawn up to his chest, his chin resting on his kneecaps. There was something very childlike about the pose, the injury Belinda had dealt to him seeming to have left him diminished. Smaller, in an indescribable way. He laced and unlaced his hands in front of his shins, and he set his jaw as though he was about to throw a tantrum. “London,” he said, like the word caused him physical pain.
“They’re going to London?”
He sniffed. The way his face was turned, she could clearly see the scars leftover from Fitz’s attack on him, and she wondered how many wounds there would be before everything was said and done. “That’s where we were supposed to go. I cannot imagine where else they might take themselves.”
“Why London? To what purpose?”
A catch in his throat, possibly a scoff. “Because everything is in London. The whole world is there, and where better to reveal the return of the first dragons in… eons?”
Mildred did not agree with his assertion of London’s centrality, though as she had never been there (a fact that played a part in her callous dismissal of it) she would not expend the energy arguing with him. “So… London.” She looked at him, eyes narrowed, ideas churning in her mind at a dangerous pace. “You were born and raised there, weren’t you?”
As if he could sense the change in her tone, he leaned back from her an inch. “Yes?”
“Which would make you quite familiar with the place.”
His own eyes widened. “What are you going to do? Do you plan to follow them?”
Mildred did not answer him. She did not answer him because there was a noise behind her. As the cottage was full of people there should not have been anything remarkable about a single sound, but the sound was a sort of squawk followed by a rustle. Like a dragon’s claws scraping on the stone floor, like the unfurling of wings stiff from too many hours of sleep.
She turned around. Fitz sat in front of the fire, the glow of it casting him into shadow. But it was a moving shadow, one that fussed and twitched and flicked out its wings as though there was not the sharp line of a scar running down the middle of one. He shrieked again, harsh and ornery, before he rose up onto his legs, only listing slightly to one side to keep from placing all of his weight on the injured one.
“Fitz?” she called, and his attention snapped to her. He folded in his wings again and began tottering across the cottage, favoring his wounded leg but still able to make some use of it.
She reached down as he came up to her skirts, helping him up as he clawed along her arm and onto her shoulders. His weight made her wince, and she had to adjust her shoulders (dropping one, raising the other, rounding her back slightly forward) to accommodate him.
“I’ll fetch him something to eat,” Mrs. Babbinton said, leaving her seat at the table in order to sift through the remains of their breakfast.
Nettie was on her feet at once, rushing over to Mildred’s side, while Matthew began to throw off his blankets (that is, until Mari Wynn bid him stay put with a sharp word and a flick of her hand). Mr. Wiggan came up to her, almost shyly, his hands clasped behind him, his attention focused more on her than on the dragon curling itself around her upper body. “How do you think he is?”
Mildred glanced toward Mrs. Merrick, who still sat at the table, her book open before her, as though she had not ceased studying it since the previous night. “He seems well enough,” she said, looking at Mr. Wiggan. “Which is more than I could have ever hoped for.” She raised her right hand, and Fitz nipped at her thumb, his teeth worrying her knuckle but never pressing down with enough force to break the skin.
“Mildred?” Mr. Wiggan took a step closer, ducking his head as though to see her better. “What is it?”
Oh, but that question. It was far too open, and far too difficult to answer. Her left hand slipped into her pocket, where the egg still bumped against her thigh. She wrapped her fingers around it — gently, wondering if it was a warmth from inside the egg she felt or merely the heat it had absorbed from her own body pulsing against her skin — and she smiled at Mr. Wiggan, for what felt like the first time in an age.
“We will go to London,” she said. Without the lift of a question, without the fall of a doubt.
She expected Mr. Wiggan to interrogate her, to ask from where this change of heart had so suddenly sprung. But his hands swung out from behind his back to settle on his hips, and his mouth quirked in an expression she had not seen on his face since a starlit evening when he had whistled his way down the road and helped her to carry an empty trunk across the lawn. “When do we leave?” he asked.
There could have been tears, or laughter, or a bit of trembling and trepidation. But Mildred grit her teeth, her chin raising an inch as she drew in a breath that slid into her limbs and reinforced them with a confidence that surprised even herself. “As soon as possible,” she told him. “Or thereabouts.”





Acknowledgments
There are probably very few people who read the acknowledgements tucked away in the back of a book, but for the half dozen of you who haven’t already tossed this book aside, thank you.
I didn’t expect Miss Percy’s Pocket Guide to do as well as it did with readers and reviewers. (Who does, really?) But I am extraordinarily grateful that so many people have enjoyed her adventures this far (or should it be “thus far”? I should probably check, but honestly after two books into a trilogy and working on a third, I am — as the kids say these days — tapped out.) In the beginning, I wrote Miss Percy for myself, a story featuring a heroine who resonated with me. I am absolutely thrilled that so many are able to see themselves in her as well.
As always, there are people to be mentioned.
Kay Villoso, for putting up with me, for knowing my voice, for telling me the same thing over and over until I finally say, “Oh!” and take her advice after the seventeenth repetition.
To Connor and Krystle, the best cheerleaders a girl could have. (And a double mention for Connor for beta reading a good portion of the book!)
To Bethan and Bjorn, for their early reading and for their invaluable comments that I am absolutely certain made the book so much better overall.
To Mon Macairap, for the fantastic cover art done for both books! I love my dragons, and you’ve done such a wonderful job with them.
To the Terrible Ten, for their advice and their discussions from which I probably take much more than I contribute.
[insert people here I’ve neglected to mention because I have the memory of a creature notable for its poor memory]
To my family, especially. My husband, for bearing with me while I disappear (sometimes mentally, sometimes physically, occasionally both) to write. To my children, for giving me more inspiration than they will ever know. To my mom, for insisting on loading the dishwasher, most likely because no one else does it “the right way”.
Without all of you, these books would not exist. Thank you.





The Half Killed
Dorothea Hawes has no wish to renew contact with what lies beyond the veil. After an attempt to take her own life, she has retired into seclusion, but as the wounds on her body heal, she is drawn back into a world she wants nothing more than to avoid.
She is sought out by Julian Chissick, a former man of God who wants her help in discovering who is behind the gruesome murder of a young woman. But the manner of death is all too familiar to Dorothea, and she begins to fear that something even more terrible is about to unleash itself on London.
And so Dorothea risks her life and her sanity in order to save people who are oblivious to the threat that hovers over them. It is a task that forces her into a confrontation with her own lurid past, and tests her ability to shape events frighteningly beyond her control.
Available now on Amazon



Table of Contents
Title Page
Copyright
Dedication
Contents
Full Page Image
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Interlude
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Acknowledgments
The Half Killed



Table of Contents
Title Page
Copyright
Dedication
Contents
Full Page Image
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Interlude
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Acknowledgments
The Half Killed


cover1.jpeg
N P,

MISS PERCY’S
TRAVEL GUIDE

TO WELSH MOORS

AND FERAL

=





images/00001.jpg
ese mountains’

N





images/00004.jpg
*





images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg
Publishing





