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Lost and Found  
Love, loss and hope found in unexpected places.


This takes place during the evens of The Dragon of Kellynch
July 1809Blue Order Offices, Lyme
Every morning, on land or at sea, rain, wind or cold, they walked.
As the first rays of sunlight crept over the horizon, Captain, a pewter grey cockatrice with more dignity—or perhaps it was pride— than most, would stand regally on Easterly’s leather-gloved forearm, and they would parade the ship’s deck or main street of wherever they happened to be.
Those who saw Captain as the dragon he was invariably remarked on his unique coloring with his neat grey feather-scales that matched the shimmering, nearly metallic scales of his powerful serpentine tail. Those who were persuaded that Captain was a common bird of prey found him anything but common. With a wingspan that matched Easterly’s greater than average height and a razor-sharp beak that glinted in the morning sun, most gave them a wide berth.
Captain could have flown the same track they walked in far less time, with far less effort, and learned far more for the effort, but that was not the point. Balancing on a walking man’s arm was a bit of a trick—and quite a workout for the man doing the walking. It did have the not-disagreeable side effect of dramatically improving Easterly’s figure in the fighting ring. Which was probably Captain’s true intention.
Captain approved of the attention prizefighting brought both of them. Men admired Easterly’s prowess as a pugilist. Ladies were always drawn to dominant dragons, at least that was what Captain always said. Whether or not that was true, Easterly was never at a loss for female companionship when he wanted it. The winnings were not bad either, a nice supplement to a naval officer’s pay.
For Captain, though, it was all about the connections. Never had there been a more gregarious cockatrice. He had the uncanny ability to size up a man with a glance and judge him worthy or not. And he was always right.
Easterly’s rapid rise through the ranks had been all Captain’s doing: making the right connections, conversations, suggestions, perhaps even just a touch of draconic persuasion here and there. Though using persuasion for such personal ends was against the Blue Order rules, and Captain adamantly denied he was doing it. Too many coincidences did cause Easterly to wonder, though.
Coincidences that led Easterly to Lyme as the English fleet’s youngest commodore and the Blue Order Regional Liaison to His Majesty’s Royal Navy.
It was a big title, with big responsibilities for a man probably not old enough for them. His shock of prematurely white hair helped a mite, convincing some he owned some greater wisdom and insight than he actually did. But the truth he kept close to his chest, the secret to his apparent sound judgment, lay in maintaining the connections Captain created for him, seeking out the insights of those who knew more than he did—which some days seemed like everyone in Lyme.
The first day of his second year as Regional Liaison, July 10, 1809, was supposed to have been a day of (subdued) celebration, as befitted one of his rank. They would begin with their ritual walk, then attend a breakfast with officers with whom he had served, indulge in several matches in the ring, and finish the evening with a card party that Mr. Peter Wynn, the newly made Blue Order Regional Undersecretary of Dorset and Somerset, would attend, a connection Captain was most anxious to make.
But they did not walk.
Captain did not rouse at dawn. His feet were curled tightly around the iron dragon perch stationed at the side of Easterly’s bed, perfectly balanced despite his half-lidded eyes and unnaturally pale, now cold skin. Even his glorious silvery feathers seemed faded and dull.
How was it possible?
Granted, Captain had become his Friend as a full adult and never disclosed his true age. How unfair of him not to prepare Easterly for the shock.
He carefully released Captain’s feet from the perch, laid him on a pillow on the bed, in the little terrace house they shared, and trundled downstairs to write invitations.
∞∞∞
 
One day, maybe a month or two ago, they discussed the possibility of Captain’s demise in very vague terms. More specifically they discussed how he wanted his passing marked.
A party, Captain insisted. A big one. With liberal food and libations flowing. A celebration to end all celebrations (at least without putting Easterly into debt for the remainder of his days). Moreover, the Blue Order, whom Captain had faithfully served as head of the Lyme office’s cockatrice guard, should not only host the affair, but assist in paying for it.
I like parties. Captain had insisted.
But a formal ceremony, it would be more appropriate. Easterly countered, a little exasperated.
There is nowhere I would rather be than a rousing party. They have always been good for us.
And Captain had always been good for him. A party the likes of which Lyme has never seen, you shall have, when the time comes. But let us plan that it not be soon.
Though Captain had not kept his side of the promise, Easterly would keep his.
∞∞∞
 
What Easterly knew about arranging a party–of any sort—came from attending them, mostly at Captain’s insistence.
Left to his own devices, Easterly would have happily kept to himself, avoided the gatherings he could, and lingered in the corners of the ones he could not. Captain, though, insisted on, excelled in, wrangling invitations to every Blue Order gathering in the vicinity and being at the center of it all, all the time. From small groups shipboard, to large assemblies on land, no event was too humble for him.
Once there, he told stories, some liberally embellished, of his adventures at sea and in far-off places; he complimented men, ladies, and other Dragon Friends with a genuine sincerity that won him no small measure of popularity. He offered advice only when asked, and often sought the opinions of not only those with whom he agreed, but of those with whom he did not.
In short, he spent the entirety of their Friendship demonstrating to Easterly how to be personable, relatable, and dare he say it, popular. Lessons that he desperately needed.
What better way to honor Captain’s life than with a party? One that would be remembered for years to come.
∞∞∞
 
The conversation with Undersecretary Wynn had been an interesting one. Bald, with pronounced scars along the left side of his head, Wynn had a voice shrill as a cockatrice’s squawk, his temperament seemed similar to one as well. The Order was not in the habit of hosting large parties.
Thankfully Wynn’s Friend, Jasper, a red and black minor drake the size of a large dog, with a voice as sweet as her temper, reminded him of just how many parties the Order actually had sponsored, and that it was only appropriate to honor the Captain of the Guard thus. When he argued, Jasper became adamant, her color shifting from dull red to vibrant—probably the sort of sign one should not ignore. Wynn was not happy, but he acquiesced.
Naturally, as such events did, it grew from a gathering of just a few from the Order offices to include everyone on the rather long list that Captain had left him in case it would be necessary. Easterly spent the next three days writing invitations—only handwritten personal invitations would do to honor his Friend—planning menus, decorations, even musicians for the proceedings. Jasper—bless her patient soul—brought in several local Blue Order matrons to assist him.
Thanks to Captain’s patient example, he managed to shut his mouth and listen to them, and allow them to take charge of no less than a score of tasks he had no idea needed to be accomplished. Who knew that planning a large party was so much like preparing a ship for a long voyage?
A se’nnight later, all was in readiness. That night, Captain would have his party.
∞∞∞
 
Easterly dismissed his valet and stared into the mirror, the iron dragon perch just peeking out from behind his shoulder in the reflection. Draped with black crepe, like the one in his office, the empty perch was wrong, simply wrong. A symbol of everything that was wrong in his small world right now.
How could a small Friend leave such a very large, gaping hole in one’s world?
He pulled on the long leather gloves he’d worn to walk with Captain. Plain, sturdy, and covered in scars made by Captain’s talons, they stood out against the black wool of his tailcoat and still smelt faintly of Captain’s draconic musk, the one that left a fuzzy taste in the back of his mouth. Not the sort of thing one wore with formal attire.
Damn propriety, he would wear them this one last time. To remember.
Familiar faces nodded as he walked to the Order offices in the waning sun of twilight. Those who had known Captain, both as Captain of the cockatrice Guard, and as a proud, regal, bird of prey (to those dragon-deaf) nodded and tipped their hats, honoring his loss in their own quiet ways. Interesting how Captain left such an impression even on those who never knew his true nature and thought him a mere animal. Though polite, even kind, the gestures seemed too small for all that Captain had been.
Easterly paused across the street from the Order Offices. A large terrace home, four stories tall, matching those surrounding it, unremarkable really, except for the front door painted Order Blue. (And the connection to the dragon tunnels than ran beneath it.) The near constant sea breeze cut through the lingering heat radiating up from cobblestones that had baked like buns in the sun all day. Sweat trickled down the side of his face, into his plainly tied cravat, like it always did before he knocked on a door to be swept into a party.
He rubbed his hands over the length of his gloves. It was not how it should be. But it was what it would be.
Alone.
Lonely.
But now it was time to enter the fray.
The brass drake’s-head knocker thudded dully against the door, and the butler led him upstairs where the Matrons had opened the moveable walls to create a vast drawing room, now filled with guests from Captain’s list. Candlelight glittered and jumped from one shiny surface to another. Mirrors and crystal were stationed to fill the room with twinkling glimmers. Just the way Captain liked it.
A black crepe-draped dragon perch stood by the fireplace, in the middle of the company.
Sideboards abounded with fragrant platters and bowls for the standing supper that Captain insisted upon. Dining rooms were staid and limited conversation to those on one’s right and left. Company should flow freely, and conversations wax and wane and move throughout the room, filling it with an energetic thrum Captain thrived upon. Almost a living, breathing, being in itself, like a dragon filling the room.
The butler announced him and the party-dragon held its collective breath and turned to look at him, trying to decide what to make of him. Predator or prey, dominant or not? This was the moment Captain usually squawked a greeting to everyone in the room, and set the party-dragon back to its own business.
What was he to do?
His heartbeat drowning out all other sounds, he bowed.
A moment of silence, then the noise returned and the party-dragon broke into its component parts once again. Gentlemen and ladies approached and greeted him with words of condolence and reminisced with him. Stories of Captain, those were always good to hear.
Oddly enough, no less than seven new acquaintances were made throughout the evening. Not what he expected, but it was a fitting enough tribute to his Friend that he could have hardly refused.
Sometime in the very small hours of the morning, the conversation stopped, glasses were poured and the company offered their toasts to a fine Friend, an honorable companion, and a loyal dragon member of the Order. Each kind word, every praise offered a bittersweet blow to his soul.
Guests trickled out like the tide ebbing away, until the first rays of dawn warmed the empty room, discarded goblets and plates fitting sentinels to stand a final watch over the event.
He stripped off his gloves, draped them over the dragon perch, bowed, and strode out, his hands cold and empty and small.
Several servants passed him on the way down the stairs—only in the early mornings were they so obvious in their work. Soon all evidence of the party would be gone, with no lingering traces but the memories and the new acquaintances made.
He should call upon Admiral Turnham; the Chief Naval Liaison to the Blue Order was the sort of connection Captain would have wanted him to nurture.
Tomorrow would be soon enough for that. He needed sleep.
And to get accustomed to being alone.
Perhaps he would leave through the mews. A little lurking in the shadows felt right.
Several tall, Order-blue liveried footman proceeded him through the door to the mews. The morning air, still and humid, kissed his cheeks as he stepped into the quiet between the houses lining the mews, a place neither public nor private, neither truly inside nor outside, neither here nor there.
Carriage houses, short, plain, and squat, stood between the rows of tall, slim townhouses, like poor, unfashionable country girls at a Bath assembly. They had bought their tickets for admission, but hardly belonged in fine company and everyone suffered the awkwardness.
A simple cart with its large load covered by a dirty tarp and drawn by a tired-looking grey horse waited near the service doors. A similarly tired-looking driver stood beside as footmen unloaded the trunks and hauled them inside, ignoring the looks that suggested he ought to help with that chore, too.
“What’s this?” Easterly muttered mostly to himself. It was not as if it was his business to know.
“Admiral Langley’s things, sir,” a footman toting a moderate-sized trunk said.
“Langley’s dead?” They had served together when Langley was still but a Captain himself.
“Seems it was a sudden thing, sir. Left most of his things to the Order as he had no family.” The footman edged past him and into the office.
Easterly wandered toward the cart, all the footmen back inside for the moment.  He had not seen Langley in years, but it did not seem right he should be gone. Only the pile of trunks on the cart left to show for his valor and fortitude?
Like the crepe-dressed dragon perch and gloves in the drawing room upstairs.
“Mrrrroooow.” The tarp sluiced off the cart and puddled beside it.
He peered into the vehicle, still packed with trunks and boxes. What was that? Something moved. Something bright among the shadows moved.
A long, lithe serpentine body, covered in moonlight-colored scales, slithered between two trunks and a silvery grey head—an especially fluffy  cat’s face— appeared, followed by two large, thumbed paws. A tatzelwurm?
Luminous blue eyes stared at him. Sizing him up. It was the sort of stare that Captain used. She searched his face, his person, his very soul.
For no good reason, he offered his hand, fingers curled toward himself (it was always appropriate to be polite to dragons) for her to sniff.
She started at his fingertips, smelling his hand, his wrist; climbing on the trunk to smell his elbow and shoulder. Her mouth hung open, revealing impressive fangs and a long, forked tongue that flicked the air and tickled his wrist. “I remember your scent. You knew my Friend.” Sleek and sweet, her voice was just loud enough to hear.
“I did, it has been years since I have seen him. It is surprising that you remember me.”
She stared at him, wide-eyed as though he were very stupid. “I am hungry.”
“I do not believe the Order office offers regular meals. There is food left from Captain’s … standing supper … upstairs.” He glanced over his shoulder toward the office. “You can help yourself to anything you find there.”
“You will take me? I do not know the way.”
Surely, she could find it by way of scent alone. Tatzelwurms were good at that. But something about the way she stared up at him, alone and weary— “Come with me.”
She spring-hopped from the cart in a single elegant movement and landed paws on the ground, silvery serpentine tail coiled beneath her. Entirely unlike any movement Captain had ever made, despite his own serpentine tail. Wings had always taken precedence for him.
She slither-stepped close to him, almost close enough to be stepped on, but ever just out of the way. Clever means to stay out of harm’s way with footmen rushing to and fro to unload the cart. When they reached the stairs, she spring-hopped to the banister and glided along its length, as graceful in her movements as Captain had been in the air.
She really was a striking creature.
They reached the remains of Captain’s party, where he intended to leave her without going in. The lingering, still appetizing, scents of the standing supper hung in the air along with the faint, fuzzy musk of the lithe tatzelwurm. Clearly dragon musk, but so unlike Captain’s feathery scent.
“What is this? Who was this for?” she demanded, heading directly to the black-swathed dragon perch.
Such boldness, draconic boldness. Captain had been so personable, it was easy to forget what typical draconic temperaments were like.
She sniffed the perch, sucking in deep breaths through a half-open mouth; slithering all the way up, through the black crepe, over and around his gloves, and back down. “A cockatrice?”
“My Friend.” The confession emptied him, like the goblets on the nearby tables, and he collapsed into the nearest chair. His chest burned, his throat so tight he could barely breathe.
A moment later, a heavy, cool weight settled into his lap, purring. Furry shoulders pressed into his chest, rumbling so hard his ribs loosed, and he drew in a shuddering gasp.  She lifted her head and rubbed along the side of his stubbled jaw with her soft, fluffy cheeks.
So insistent. He stroked her head, under her chin, her purr growing steadily louder.
“You know how to scratch. That is good. You smell right.” She rose up on her tail, high enough to be eye to eye, close enough to be slightly out of focus. “I am Mina.”
“I am Easterly.”
“No, you are my Friend.”
“Friend? I do not know …”
“What is there to know?” She rubbed her head under his chin, whiskers tickling his throat. “You are lost. I have found you. You need a Friend. You are now mine.” She pressed all her weight against his chest, daring him to argue.
It was tempting. She was no Captain, no dignified cockatrice who would ride on his arm, making him strong. To the dragon-deaf she would appear as a lovely, feminine, long-haired cat. The dragon-hearing would see a lovely tatzelwurm, a beautiful, but largely daft and unreliable creature with little dignity and no sense.
But they would be very wrong.
She nudged his chin and gently nipped the side of his jaw, staring up at him with those remarkably intelligent, sea-blue eyes, that had shared a naval officer’s life. “Yes?”
“Yes, my Friend.”
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A Friend in Need  
Like minds have a way of finding one another.


This takes place during the events of Netherfield: Rogue Dragon


May 1812Darcy House, London
Lydia Bennet had always wanted a trip to London, but not with dragons involved.
It all started when Wickham pretended to like her just because she could hear dragons and Jane and Kitty could not, Mary was too plain for anyone to notice, and Lizzy, well, she was just Lizzy. Maybe if her family had not been ‘half-Blue’ as Headmistress Fieldings called families like hers, Wickham would have paid his attentions to Jane and Mr. Bingley would have challenged him to a duel and it all would have turned out very different.
But it did not.
Then the dragon, Netherfield, kidnapped her and everyone worked themselves up into high dudgeon, including those dreadful, huge Council dragons who condemned her to have a dragon companion to watch her every move: Auntie, the dreadful, dull, and dreary dragon drake who dogged her every step like a bad reputation.
And if that were not trial enough, Auntie was required to accompany her to Mrs. Fieldings’ Academy for the Improvement of Young Ladies, in the remote wilds of Derbyshire, where she was condemned to spend the next several years studying to gain the dragons’ approval so she could come out in their society, eventually.
How unfair! And mean. She had not done anything so awful. Netherfield needed a Keeper to be part of the Blue Order. He wanted to join the Order, and Wickham wanted to be a Keeper. What could be more natural? Was it really such a problem that Mr. Wickham could not hear dragons? Mr. Collins could not either, and he was allowed to know Longbourn, now, though it seemed Mary was Keeper and he was not.
Elizabeth and Darcy certainly saw Mr. Wickham as a problem. Maybe they were right. In the end, Mr. Wickham had not seemed so very nice at all.
But setting Auntie, the long legged, sharp-toothed, glasses-wearing blue-green drake, on her was entirely too much! She did not need to be watched every moment. Every single moment.
Did drakes ever sleep? Surely, they had to—did they not? And her hearing—as preternatural as Lydia’s own, perhaps more so. Not a step could she take without Auntie knowing and following. Closely.
What point was there to being in London if she never saw anything beyond the walls of Darcy House. (And the Blue Order offices—but she had not wanted to be there either.)
Now Lizzy and Darcy were hosting some sort of dragon party and they had not even consulted her about any of it.
She would show them, she would not attend at all. That would —
No, they would not care, they probably would not even notice she was not there. They were every bit as bad as Papa was. What did they care about her at all? If only she could join Mama and Kitty in the new London town house—Middle Set House, Mama called it—they were moving into, then someone might care that she was around and she might even have some fun.
Lydia fluffed the feather pillows behind her and tucked her knees under her chin, pulling up the embroidered wool coverlet nearly to her nose. It smelt sweet, like the lavender sachets in the drawers. The carved cherry headboard poked the back of her head with pointy leaves and flower petals. How thoughtless. The bigger guest rooms probably did not have pokey headboards. Even if this room was grander than any she had ever had before, it was still probably intended to vex her.
Voices and the sounds of furniture being moved filtered up through the floor. The drawing room was right underneath this one. The smell of broth, made of blood and treacle sausage she had been told, wafted up as well. Not as off-putting as its ingredients suggested, but not quite appetizing either. Was that a bit of honey as well? She could almost taste it. Lizzy’s fairy dragon liked honey excessively, it only followed that her—what were those babies called?—would as well once they had hatched.
And she would see none of it. Not that she actually wanted to see baby dragons hatch, but it would have been nice to have been asked. She rolled away from the large, sunny window, to face the plain pink wall, tangling tight in the embroidered coverlet that matched the paint on the walls.
Bother! Bother and dragon’s bones!
There, she said it—well, thought it in any case—and no one could stop her.
From the table beside her bed, the gold dragon on the spine of the enormous bestiary she was supposed to be studying glared down its long nose, disapproving.  It was a lindwurm like Netherfield, but Netherfield did not have such a long snout. Was all the information in the stupid book so flawed?
Probably. She shoved it hard, off the table. The landing thud echoed off the walls.
“Lydia Bennet!” The door flew open, framing an indignant Auntie, staring down her nose and standing on her back legs. Her long sharp nose cast an interesting shadow on the door. It actually looked a little bit like one of the pictures in that wretched book. The light reflecting off the pink walls gave her blue-green hide a rather sickly cast. “How dare you treat a book like that—a very expensive book, I might add. Your brother and sister—”
Lydia retrieved it from the floor and dropped it on the soft bed. At least three featherbeds piled on the bed, so very soft, one of the few good things in Darcy House. “You have made me well aware of their good intentions for me and how very grateful I should be for them.”
One, two, three steps in. Auntie stood just in front of the bed, cutting off any escape Lydia might have hoped for. Not that she was nearly fast enough for such a maneuver, but still it was nice to think it could be possible.
“Do not take that attitude with me, young woman. It is most unbecoming and ungrateful and I will not have it.” Auntie actually snapped her jaws! Horrid, rude creature!
“I know, I know. I am to become the model Blue Order maiden, utterly grateful, wholesome, and smitten with all things draconic.” She pressed a hand to her chest and fluttered her eyelashes.
Auntie rolled her bulgy eyes. Hardly an attractive expression. “I am glad to see you are properly dressed. Come with me. You are to attend the hatching.”
Lydia snorted—an expression she had learned from Auntie, although Auntie probably did not want to know that. “So, Lizzy decided she wants me there. Well, I do not want to go.”
“It was April who insisted you should be there, and you are not going to insult a brood mother who invites you to a hatching. That is simply not done.” Auntie reached for her arm.
April? Well, that did make things different. That was the first nice gesture the little ear-nip ever made toward her. “Oh, very well.” She snatched the book from the bed. “But I shall just read my book.”
“As long as you behave yourself.” Auntie grabbed her upper arm with her long-taloned toes. “I cannot emphasize strongly enough how very bad it would be to disrupt a hatching. It is as serious as a mother giving birth.”
Lydia snatched her arm back. “I am not stupid. I understand. I will do nothing to hurt the babies. They do not deserve that.” That she could say with utter sincerity.
Auntie stared and blinked, long and slow, a very unusual expression for her. Head bobbing with a small nod, she led the way out the door.
Darcy House’s corridors were wide and uncluttered, at least they felt so compared to the narrow, cluttered passages of Longbourn, so Auntie would walk by her side, ready to grab her if she should even consider any impropriety. Mama was a collector of things that inevitably took up any available space, including the passages from one room to another. The marble stairs were wide enough for two to walk abreast, much wider than at Longbourn, and very level and even. There was something to be said for level and even steps.
Sounds of a crowd filtered from the drawing room as they reached the first floor. Just how many dragons and their associated people were there within the half-mahogany-paneled, half-painted walls?  It looked like five drakes, two cockatrice, and April the fairy dragon. Was it natural for so many small dragons to be in a room together? Were they not apt to fight or something? Maybe her book would have something to say about that.
Lydia followed Auntie in. How very dragon-y it smelt! Even the smells of broth and honey could not cover that. Dusty and musky, a touch of the barnyard, but something utterly unique to the dragons underneath it. Not precisely unpleasant, but not a fragrance a perfumer would concoct either.
No one seemed to notice their arrival. Of course, nothing at all new about that.
Most of the elegant furniture, made of mahogany and covered in green damask and brocade, had been pushed up against the walls to accommodate the large group. Papa, his new secretary, Drew, the dull green drake with the crest on the back of his head, Lady Astrid and Bylock, her drake friend with the most spectacular orange hide with black stripes and spots, lingered near the bookcase—naturally, where else would they be? They seemed to be helping themselves to Darcy House’s collection of Blue Order literature, always recognizable by the Order-blue leather bindings like the heavy bestiary she carried.
Slate and Amber, the housekeeper’s and butler’s olive-green drake Friends, smaller than Drew and Bylock, scurried about the room, arranging a final few things out of the way. How unfair that even the servants here had dragon Friends, but she did not.
Not that she wanted one, but it was still frustrating to be left out, again.
Perfect Miss Georgiana sat prim and proper with her dashing (and retired officer!) cousin Fitzwilliam, fawning over cockatrice hatchling Earl, an ugly, awkward, scrawny little thing. Skinny, with limbs out of proportion to its body, he was neither bird, nor snake, nor any sort of proper animal. All he seemed to do was eat and sleep. Lizzy said the feathers on his front half would come in soon enough and properly match his serpentine tail. But right now, he was no more than a rag-tag mishmash of parts that did not go together. It was difficult to believe that proud Walker, the picture of noble grace and elegance, who kept to himself on the far windowsill, was Earl’s sire.
Elizabeth and Darcy paced around the nesting box perched atop an ottoman near the fireplace. April, bright blue wings buzzing, hopped among the eggs, two large ones, one much smaller which had been kicked to the side. Rather like Lydia.
Papa handed little grey Lady Astrid a pile of flannels. With her glasses perched on her nose and her rapid little movements, she reminded one of a fairy dragon, fairly dripping with energy to spare. Papa directed Fitzwilliam to follow him to the hob for some important task. Everyone seemed busy with something important to do. Except her.
“Since I seem to be of no notice or use to anyone, I will sit over there.” Lydia pointed to a lonely stool in a muted sunbeam, away from the fireplace.
“Good. You will be in no one’s way there. Observe quietly and do not cause a bother. We will talk about what you have seen later.” Auntie pushed her toward the stool and headed toward Lizzy.
Of course, Lizzy was always the center of attention.
Lydia stalked to the stool and sat on it with a flounce, her back mostly to Papa and the rest. She placed the heavy book on her lap. Might as well read up on fairy dragons while she was here. She flipped to the very back of the tome. One page? Just one page about the most common minor dragon in England? That did not seem very fair.
The picture was very pretty, though, a rainbow-colored creature with wings and a pointy, beaky snout. But the wings were all wrong and it had two legs like a wyvern, not four like a proper fairy dragon. It looked almost nothing like April as it stood over a nest that looked more like a wren’s nest, with three bluish, streaky-spotty eggs, all the same size, not like the eggs in the box.
She turned her head just so. The straw in the box had been pushed into a hollow, not woven like the nest in the book. The bluish color was close enough to the illustration to be passable, but the eggs were utterly out of proportion to the fairy dragon—or whatever that odd-looking thing in the book was—standing over them. Stupid book.
The two big eggs in the center of the box started quivering and rocking. The little one did not. April rolled it to the corner of the box nearest Lydia. Why did she do that? Did she not care?
“The eggs, they are moving!” Lady Astrid cried and scurried to the nesting box.
Georgiana hurried in next to Lady Astrid. Elizabeth wedged herself between them while the drakes stood in a ring just beyond.
Papa and Fitzwilliam prepared saucers of broth —and was that blood and treacle sausage?— and brought them near the box.
The big eggs rocked fast. Lizzy sighed and pushed the little one even further away, toward Lydia.
It quivered just a little bit. Lydia gasped, but no one seemed to notice. She looked up, pointing at the little egg, but Auntie only glowered a reminder not to interfere.
Was no one going to do anything? The tiny egg shook harder this time, but the big ones were cracking with the entire audience cooing over the spectacle. How like them to ignore the littlest in the room. Dreadful creatures.
The tiny egg trembled and rolled, end over end, so near the edge of the box that it tumbled out, on to the sloping edge of the dark green brocade-covered ottoman, rolled down the side and bounced on the floor and under the fringe lining the bottom edge of the ottoman.
Blast and botheration! What was she supposed to do now? A blue fairy dragon had just hatched and another was about to. Everyone was caught up in that excitement. There was Auntie’s glower again. If she said anything there would only be trouble for it.
She turned to her book, stupid-looking not-fairy-dragon staring back at her. What did the page say: 
Fairy dragons are the smallest and stupidest of England’s dragons.
April would very much like to hear that, no doubt. Even Lizzy would argue that fairy dragons were not stupid. At least not mostly.
Ow! Wait, what was that scratching her leg?
She peered over the edge of the book. Something black and red, pointy and slimy, had fastened itself to her skirt.
A huge bug! Oh! She jumped and the bestiary hit the floor with a thud.
The dreadful thing clawed its way up her skirt and attacked her hand.
“Ouch! Stop that!” Lydia snatched her hand away from her lap.
“Hungry! Hungry now!” The creature screamed—wait, it spoke? It pecked at her knee.
Were those tiny wings, and a beaky dragon-y snout?
Fitzwilliam pressed a saucer into her hand and Lizzy rushed in.
The black and red chick—a fairy dragon chick? Her belly flip-flopped like a fish on the shore as chills coursed down her arms. It must have been from the tiny egg—it tipped her delicate beak into the broth and spat it at Lydia’s face. “No! Hungry!”
“Honey, hand me the honey!” Lizzy reached over Lydia’s head as Darcy passed her the honey pot. “Here, this will please you.” She thrust it at Lydia so hard, she nearly dropped it.
Lydia clasped it with both hands in her lap, heart thundering in her throat. The chick thrust her head in the pot, guzzling loudly.
“She is just like you.” Lizzy pointed at April.
April flitted to Lydia’s knees and examined the chick. “She is very tiny.”
The chick pulled her head out of the honey, beak dripping, and pecked at April. “Mine. Hungry.”
“Yes, you are hungry, but you are not alone and must be ready to share.” April preened the chick’s neck and back.
“Lydia, dry her off.” Lizzy pushed a frayed flannel into her hand.
Oh, it—she, the chick—was so slimy, her black and red feather-scales plastered against her head and body. As she cleaned and dried, they grew soft and fluffy. “You are actually a pretty little thing, but I thought only two of the eggs were going to hatch.”
“You were wrong.” The chick pecked at Lydia’s hand, drawing a tiny dot of blood.
“Ouch! Do not do that!” She snatched her hand away.
“You should not say very stupid things.”
“Well, they did not seem stupid to me.”
“Then perhaps you should think about them a bit more before you say them. More sweet.”
Lydia shoved the pot toward the chick.
Oh no! Now Papa was coming over. Surely, he would scold her terribly.
He stood behind her and peered over her shoulder. “She is so tiny. I am not sure how she broke through the egg.”
Fitzwilliam crouched down and looked under the ottoman. He rose with pieces of the shell in hand. “It looks like it fell from the nest and cracked.”
Papa dragged his gnarled hand down his face. Lydia cringed. He could be so awful when he scolded.
The chick pulled back from the honey and jumped on Lydia’s hand. Lydia held her up to eye level and stared at her, something very warm and sympathetic in her look. The chick was the littlest in her clutch, ignored, even abandoned. Lydia knew how that felt. The chick chirped. Yes, it is awful to feel that way. Indeed. Lydia scratched under the chick’s chin.
“You are too small to fly off on your own.” Fitzwilliam knelt beside Lydia.
“I could if I wanted to.” The chick pecked toward Fitzwilliam and flapped her tiny wings for good measure.
“Of course, she could. She is as good as any of those bigger ones, better because I am sure she is far more determined.” Lydia nodded at the chick and glowered at Fitzwilliam.
“I am not so sure.”
The chick hopped toward him, flapping, and was she growling? “You should not say such things about me.”
“No, you should not. Calm down, Cosette—” Lydia drew the fairy dragon close to her chest.
“What did you call me?”
“In French it means ‘little thing.’ You are a little one. But that is no insult, for the littles can be quite surprising.” Lydia glared, just a little, at Papa.
“Cosette? It will do.” The chick nodded and warbled, prettily and loudly for her size.
“Your voice certainly is not small.” Fitzwilliam rose. “What will you do?”
Cosette glanced toward the window.
No! She could not!
“You have more sweet?” Cosette looked up into Lydia’s eyes.
Lydia blinked hard and forced herself to breathe. “As much as you wish.” 
“Then I will stay. With you.” Cosette backed up against Lydia’s chest, wings spread, challenging.
“No, no, no. Not another!” Papa slapped his forehead.
Auntie peeked over Lydia’s shoulder and licked the top of Cosette’s head. Cosette shook her head and pecked at Auntie’s tongue.
No! If Cosette angered Auntie she would never be allowed to stay!
Did Auntie just laugh? “She is my charge, and it is my say, not yours, Historian.”
No! Neither of them would make such a decision. Lydia pulled Cosette close to her chest and guarded her with the other arm. “I do not care what either of you say. If she wants to stay with me, then she shall.”
“I suppose it is good I agree with you.” Auntie glowered at Papa.
“She seems very like her brood mother. Rather a scold, I think. Are you prepared for that?” Fitzwilliam pursed his lips, as though he might grin otherwise.
“Probably. It is good then that Cosette managed to find the one person in the room who would be.” Lizzy tittered. “It is going to be an interesting Friendship for certain. One can only imagine what those two are going to get themselves into.”
“Considering who they are related to, one shudders to think.” Darcy laid his hand on her shoulder and shook his head.
Who cared what they thought? Cosette climbed on Lydia’s shoulder and nuzzled the side of her cheek. “You are my Friend now?”
“Indeed I am. We little ones must stick together.”
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Worth Her Salt  
An honorable man does what he must.


This takes place prior to the events of A Proper Introduction to Dragons


Spring 1787Longbourn Estate, Hertfordshire
Longbourn was neither a great house, nor a lesser house, at least by the standards of the Hertfordshire neighborhood. When the local matrons spoke of it, they mentioned comfortable rooms and a lovely wilderness beside the house, though perhaps not in the most modern styles. That was supposed to be praise, was it not?
But the rooms were not comfortable to Thomas Bennet, master of Longbourn. Vast, desolate caverns of isolation like glasses that held fine wine but tasted only of water greeted him on all sides as he wandered the halls. He wrinkled his nose and sniffed—age and dust. Fitting, that was all that was left in the house since the prior generation died and the current one had moved on to their own families after he had inherited the estate.
He was not a sociable man; he would rather spend his evenings studying Blue Order histories or genealogies in his bookroom, or conversing with Longbourn, the estate dragon. Dinners and parties and assemblies were hardly comfortable for a man entirely content in his own company.
Still, though, a house needed a family to fill it. That was how things were done. And he needed an heir who would take his place as master of the estate and Keeper to Longbourn. That was also how things were done.
He needed to marry.
Any reasonable man would understand that. Any reasonable man would have considered him a good marital candidate. Any reasonable man would have given him permission to marry.
But Edward Gardiner, brother and guardian to Miss Frances Gardiner, was not a reasonable man.
∞∞∞
 
“No, Bennet, I am sorry. You know you are my friend, and I think very well of you, but I cannot give you permission to marry my sister.”
“Excuse me? What do you mean? She would be a gentleman’s wife, which you know has always been her dream.”
“I well know her longings, but be reasonable. You know Fanny cannot hear dragons and at this point in her life, I do not think it likely that she will.”
“I am well aware, but …”
“But nothing. With your estate, it would be foolish for you to tie yourself to a dragon-deaf woman. Think of your children!”
Yes, think of them, the ones he needed to secure the future of Longbourn, both the dragon and the estate. “There is no reason to expect all our children should be dragon-deaf.”
“But if they are, what then? No, the risk is too great.”
“What if Longbourn agrees with me? If the dragon grants his consent, you cannot withhold yours.”
Gardiner frowned, deep and dark, as though he thought he truly knew the correct answer in this situation. “I do not like it, but Longbourn is no fool. If he himself communicates his consent, I will agree to the marriage.”
“Then I will go speak to him immediately. You will, of course, want to come to Longbourn to hear his answer for yourself. I cannot see that he will be amenable to come to London for that.”
“I will be ready to go when I receive word from you. I do wish you would reconsider. I know my sister, and I know you. As much as I care for you both, I have deep reservations about a mixed marriage of this nature.”
“Trust me.”
∞∞∞
 
Bennet rose just before dawn. No point in procrastinating, best get it done with. He settled his hat over the beginnings of a thinning patch of hair and set out. He should reach Longbourn’s lair by sunrise.
Early morning was hardly his preferred time of day, nor was it Longbourn’s, but if the wyvern got stubborn, it could take some time to convince him to see things Bennet’s way. Best have as much daylight as possible for that.
The dragon should be in a reasonably good mood, though. The mutton Bennet had sent around to the lair last night was, after all, Longbourn’s favorite food, and should have sated his hunger and then some.
A wise man did not try to negotiate with a hungry dragon.
Bennet patted his pocket. Yes, the packet of salt was still there. Sating a bit of hoarding hunger could improve his chance, too. It would be worth whatever expense to get Longbourn to his way of thinking.
There was no other choice.
Narrow and often obscured by overgrowth, the path to the lair hesitated as it reached the woods. Though they had always been dragon woods, thick with old hardwoods whose branches tangled above and blanketed the loamy ground with deep shade and intricate shadows that could turn sinister with a passing cloud, the last few years had seen the forest taking on a decidedly feral quality. Almost as though it was in want of the civilizing influence of a family as much as the house.
A few steps into the deep shadows, the path resumed its meandering way, skirting around ancient trees, detouring to pay a call to the cool, fast-moving stream that fed the fishpond and watered the flocks, and finally turning back on itself to approach the dragon’s lair. A small footpath, a shortcut he had walked many times through crunching dry leaves and fallen branches would have avoided the stream altogether, but a few more minutes to gather his thoughts could be quite helpful.
The way one approached a topic with a dragon could make all the difference. Hopefully he would find the right one. Longbourn had little patience for longwinded arguments.
His knees twinged as the path grew steeper. Blast it all, they had been doing that more recently. Deal with that later, best not get distracted when the lair was so near. A wild, overrun hill, dense with brambles and equally thorny vines, rose before him, encouraging him to turn and walk another way—why bother with such unfriendly terrain when the path turned aside in a wide, gentle invitation to go another direction?
Sharp, pungent dragon musk, carried on a sudden cool morning breeze, assaulted him. Wyverns had a particularly sharp, acrid scent that left the sense of rotten meat on the back of one’s tongue. One of the reasons they were not particularly popular with warm-bloods.
Their acerbic personalities were another.
An infant sunbeam penetrated the dense canopy and illuminated a bare patch of ground, devoid of thorns, branches, and large rocks, that opened up just in front of the hillside. Scrapes and divots suggested a dragon used it for sunbathing—or sulking—both favorite wyvern pastimes.
“Laird Longbourn, I come to speak with you.” He called through cupped hands. How long would he be kept waiting? Longbourn rarely seemed interested in attending callers in a timely fashion.
A quarter of an hour later, according to his father’s tired, scarred pocket watch, the ground trembled—Longbourn approached. Finally.
“What brings you, Keeper?” The dragon-deaf would have heard Longbourn’s demand as rumbling, distant thunder, the kind that made one decide it was not worth going out, that the afternoon would be better spent with a good book.
Bennet felt the thunder in the vibration of his ribs. “I would speak with you on a matter of great importance and some urgency.”
Another low rumble and the ground trembled with plodding steps. The cascading vines draping the hillside parted, and Longbourn stepped forth.
He stood twelve feet tall, if he bothered to stand full upright on his two taloned feet, something he only did when trying to establish dominance. Stiff, vaguely triangular ridges extended along his spine from the base of his skull to the tip of his tail, protection in a battle, should it ever come to that, though it was highly unlikely. Six feet of grey-green-brown tail swept the ground, protected from injury by thick, horny scales, like the rest of his body.
Leathery wings folded across his back on either side of the spinal ridge. Spread out they would have extended wider than he was long. He only flew on moonless nights, as per Blue Order restrictions, but he only did that when he was very bored.
Gleaming fangs extended from his square jaw, a reminder that he was a venomous sort of wyvern. But his fangs were not the means by which his poison was delivered. Longbourn was the rare sort of wyvern who could aerosolize his poison—breathing his poison like a fairytale creature.
Bennet, with Longbourn’s help, had just finished writing a monograph on the very topic. Hopefully Sir Justin, the Blue Order scribe, would accept it for publication soon. 
“I am listening.” Longbourn sat back on his haunches, the corner of his mouth turned up in a look of vague annoyance—his most common expression.
Bennet drew a deep breath. “It is time for me to marry, and I require your consent.”
“I must meet her before I will consent to have her live in my territory.”
“That will not be possible.”
“Why?” A growl began deep in his belly.
“Because she is not a member of the Order.”
Longbourn roared, loud and long, until the sound drove all others from Bennet’s ears and all thoughts from his mind. “Absolutely not. I have made it clear that I will not, I cannot, I absolutely refuse to have a dragon-deaf woman running your household.”
Aching stillness descended.
Disappointing, but not at all unexpected. “The housekeeper is dragon-deaf and it has not seemed to bother you at all.”
Longbourn snarled and stomped a little circle around Bennet. “That is hardly the same thing and you well know it. A housekeeper is not the manager of an estate, nor the bearer of your young.”
“She will never interfere with you. You will hardly notice she is about.”
Longbourn leaned down, his face in Bennet’s arm’s reach. “No, and that is my final word. These lands are mine. I decide who I allow upon them and who I do not. I have say in whom you marry. I say no dragon-deaf females.”
“I cannot accept that answer.”
“I have no other answer. I will hear no more discussion.”
“I must marry her.”
“Why?” Longbourn began to sniff him. From head to toes, front and back, snorting gobbets of viscous spittle as he went. “I see no particular signs of human attachments; you have no smell of love-sickness. If you have carnal needs, you can have those met by other means.”
“I do not expect you to understand. I am sure it is quite beyond you. But I cannot … I will not cast her aside so carelessly.”
“Do you infer that I am stupid? That I am unable to understand something you are able to comprehend? You walk a dangerous path, Keeper.”
He blinked eyes made blurry by Longbourn’s breath potent with dragon musk, stomach acid, and digesting mutton. “There are significant complications involved.”
“Complications? What can make this complicated? Her family, they are forcing the issue?”
Every organ in his chest knotted, hiding from dreaded truths. “Hardly … though they should.”
Longbourn’s tail slapped the ground hard enough he felt it through his feet. “They should? What is that supposed to mean? How dare you say they should oppose my will over my land.”
“There are times when a family should encourage, even insist upon a marriage.” Bennet struggled to gaze into Longbourn’s eyes. Now was not the time to stare at the ground and concede dominance.
“That is not the way of dragons. It is a stupid warm-blooded convention that I care nothing for.”
“That is well enough for you to say. I, however, do care for it. The woman I seek to marry, Fanny, will never recover if we do not wed.”
“Never recover? I have never heard of such a thing. There will be some other male who will take her, and she will forget about you soon enough.”
“No, I do not think so.”
Longbourn snorted into Bennet’s face, brow ridges knotted, nearly obscuring his eyes. “Why not?” He spat the words as a challenge.
“In her condition, she would be considered …”
“Considered what? What have you done?” Longbourn’s stomp echoed through the trees, resounded through the soles of Bennet’s shoes.
What indeed had he done? How does one explain such things to a creature who is so entirely different, so without the same sorts of feelings and passions a man might have? In what way could that possibly make sense to a dragon? “I do not care what you say. I will marry her.”
“You would defy me? Why? I will know why.”
“Because,” he squared his shoulders and glared. “Because of the child.”
“What child?”
“The one I hope to be my heir, the next Keeper of Longbourn.”
Longbourn sat back hard, a small cloud of dust rising around him. He cocked his head, his eyes almost crossed, his expression of great concentration. 
“It is not right that I cast them aside. It might be easy, but it would not be right. I will not be that sort of man. And I do not think you would want that sort of man as Keeper here.”
Longbourn stared into the forest, huffing and snorting, the tip of his tail flicking the ground in firm, sharp thumps. “No, I cannot say that I would … I do not like it.”
“I did not suppose that you would.”
“I do not like living with the dragon-deaf. I have done so before, and I do not like it. I swore that I would never do it again. And you knew that.” He raised a brow ridge and glared, something between disgust and betrayal. Who said that dragons were not expressive, emotional creatures?
“I know you do not. I did not intend that you would have to. I should have done differently, but I failed. There is little to be done for it now.”
“And you are certain this hatchling will not be dragon-deaf?”
“I think it very likely that it will hear.”
“But you do not know?”
“I cannot know, not now. Children do not come into their hearing for quite some time.”
“So, this could all be for naught?”
“It would be the case even if the woman heard dragons. Some hearing couples produce dragon-deaf children. Half-Blue families are not unknown. Nothing is guaranteed.”
“But then I would not have to live with a house managed by a woman with no concerns for me.”
“Just because you could not speak to her does not mean that I cannot. I can and I will convey your wishes and ensure that they are attended.”
“You would make her a deaf-speaker? Tell her about the world of the Blue Order?”
“Certainly not! I would not endanger you or the Order that way! She must never know about such things. But I will ensure that your desires for the estate are accomplished.” 
Longbourn grumbled and muttered and dug deep narrow trenches with his talons while his tail slapped in a half-hearted sort of way. “If you mean what you say, then you will increase my portion of salt. Ensure she runs the household on what is left.”
“She knows what my income is and has expectations.”
“That is my price.” Longbourn stomped.
Fanny would not like making do with less than he had implied would be available to her. But it was better than Longbourn’s refusal, and hardly unexpected. Really, it was a better arrangement than he had hope for.
Bennet reached into his pocket. “Here, an offering of good faith, to seal our agreement.” He held out the paper-wrapped package of salt.
Longbourn salivated and quivered, snorting and licking his lips. “You have brought me salt?” His voice was thin and barely controlled, tight with hoarding hunger.
“We have then an agreement? You will tell her brother that you approve of the marriage?”
Longbourn’s eyes glazed and he panted. “Yes, I will tell him. I agree. With extra salt, I will accept this dragon-deaf female as your wife.”
Bennet stood and bowed from his shoulders. “I will write to him this afternoon and expect him directly to see you.”
“It is agreed.” Longbourn snatched the salt and lumbered back into his cavern.
There, it was done and done in his favor.
Hopefully she would be worth the salt.




[image: dragon headeer]
Invitations  
Sometimes our Friends know us better than we do ourselves.


This takes place prior to the events of A Proper Introduction to Dragons


Late winter, 1795 Blue Order offices, London
Nandita Cooke should have been named for her father’s mother, that was the tradition. But had she been Evelyn Cooke, nothing of her mother would have remained after her death and Nandita’s subsequent removal to her father’s paternal home in England.
Though no one else might agree, Nandita was proud to bear her mother’s name, her features, and her connection to her Indian homeland through her maternal relations. Her paternal grandparents who raised her encouraged her to retain her connections there—they seemed proud of who she was, and who she had become.
Not so the fine ladies of the Blue Order.
Ruthless, cold-blooded she-lizards, the lot of them. Trying to sabotage her presentation at the Dragon Keepers’ Cotillion and spread rumors about her and Kundam, her tatzelwurm Friend, being unsuitable acquaintances.
She had endured it all to be properly inducted into the Order, to be properly acknowledged by the dragon-hearing folk of England. Now she could retreat to the countryside away from the fine ladies and proper society that played dominance games as surely as the dragons did.
∞∞∞
 
“We have been invited to tea this afternoon.”  Kundam wound around her ankles, purring loudly, leaving tufts of golden fur on Nandita’s deep green wool skirts as her bronze serpentine tail with the fur tuft at its tip slicked over the brown carpet.
Grandmother’s parlor boasted many such tufts. The poor maids could hardly keep it off the practical dark blue upholstery that covered all the parlor furniture. The color served well to hide the dirt that a family of boys brought to the room with them, but every golden hair showed clearly. The matching dark curtains did not fare much better, bearing wide swaths of clinging tawny fur near the floor. Kundam liked to hide in them to avoid droll company and the dragon-deaf who occasionally came to call. Avoid them, but still listen in on what was going on. Kundam never missed an opportunity for that.
Such a silly creature, enjoying news and gossip as much as any lady of the ton, the parlor was easily her favorite room in the house. Or it could be the abundance of sunbeams in which she liked to nap. It might be that.
Kundam spring-hopped into her lap. Gracious, she was a lot of tatzelwurm. The creatures were always far heavier than one expected, most of the weight concentrated in their serpentine hindquarters. Nandita leaned back in the soft, overstuffed chair, closing her eyes, and stroking Kundam’s lush fur.
Street noises filtered in with the sunlight through the window. Peddlers wrestling their carts along the street, squawking like cockatrice, announcing themselves and their wares. Carriage horses with their light, proud steps, draft horses plodding with their loads. A group of gay children screeching and giggling to the admonishment of the governess—her accent was too polished to be a mere nursery maid’s. The daily sounds were all familiar as friends by now. She would miss them.
The warm room smelt of Grandmother, of roses and something herbaceous that mingled very well with Kundam’s natural musk. A peaceful scent that did not leave her smacking her lips like some homes did, trying to remove the lingering dusty sense from her tongue. She would miss Grandmother when she left for the countryside.
That bothered her.
Living in her own establishment was not an issue, but leaving the circle of those she cared for was a far more daunting prospect than she cared to admit. Making friends was not easy—she did not suffer fools gladly, according to Grandmother. And that was the very reason why she could not stay another month, another day in London, strangled, poisoned by the fine women of Blue Order society.
“I told you, I do not have any desire to go to the Order offices ever again.” Her voice hitched just enough to make Kundam’s ears twitch. Dear Friend always knew when she was containing her true sentiments under a ladylike veneer of politeness. “Besides, I have other plans. I expect to be leaving London in a fortnight, and there are things which must be accomplished.”
“That is an excuse. I was there when you went over your plans with Grandmama this morning …” Kundam walked her paws up Nandita’s chest and stared into her face.
Nandita broke the gaze with a deep-throated grumble. “You know very well I hate that place! There is no one there I have any desire to see, much less sit with for tea.”
“You do not even know who has invited us.”
“I do not need to …”
“It is Castordale.” Kundam rubbed her cheek against Nandita’s.
“Castordale has invited us to tea? Since when have you been acquainted with Castordale? He drinks tea?”
The tip of Kundam’s serpentine tail flicked in a way that suggested she was laughing. “We were introduced at the Cotillion and have spent rather a lot of time together since then. He was delighted to meet another dragon from India and spend time talking about the places we both remember.” Kundam did not often talk about the home that she had abruptly left to join Nandita in England.
Interesting.
“I think you would be fascinated with the teacup he designed to be usable by snake-types. He just received his new cup from the pewter smith. He very much wants to drink tea with proper company today.”
Oh, that did make things rather different. Castordale, a Pa Snake, probably the only one in England, was hardly just anyone. A kind-hearted, openminded, even-keeled fellow if ever there was one. His company she could tolerate. “Very well, I will go to tea.”
∞∞∞
 
The liveried Blue Order butler admitted her to the office and directed her up two flights of stairs to the little blue and gold parlor. Only long thin dragons like Castordale could navigate the stairs and corridors required to access rooms above the first floor. Probably one of the reasons he chose this room, it gave him an air of distinction. All dragons liked that.
She paused at the white door, painted with a harem of colorful fairy dragons zipping through a blooming garden, and peeked inside. Afternoon sun poured through the windows, bathing the room in light and warmth and peace—a heavy soft sort of peace that invited one in to make herself comfortable. A gentle perfume rose from a bowl of dried flowers, vaguely reminiscent of Grandmother. The lower walls were paneled in dark wood, the upper walls painted in soft blues and the furniture upholstered in deep gold—Kundam’s fur would not show on that furniture! She pressed her lips hard—it was hard to know if Castordale would be offended if she laughed.
Castordale presided behind a low, round table set with tea things in the center of the room and surrounded by comfortable chairs. He looked a little like he was sitting on a chair, with the bulk of his body in a neat coil and his shoulders leaning back upon it.  So very, very blue—was there anything else in nature that brought so much blue into any single place? His head was sleek and very serpentine, with glittering jet-black eyes that widened as he noticed her in the doorway. He smiled broadly, an expression which would have probably been much more comfortable without very long, very sharp fangs in the middle of it.
“Please, do come in.” His voice was soft and slithery as his forked tongue flicked the air.
They had been formally introduced at the Cotillion, so she curtseyed deeply and entered, Kundam at her side. “I am honored by your invitation.”
“And I by your willingness to help me prove the design of my teacups.” He gestured toward the table with his tongue.
In the middle of the tea setting stood a tall, slim pewter tankard. A neat hinge connected a lid, decorated with applied curlicues, to the base. It reminded her of something she had seen her grandfather drinking beer from. Hardly what one expected to see surrounded by the distinct Order-blue and white patterned china.
She took a seat opposite sixteen feet of imposing Pa snake curled into the space of a large chair. “Kundam spoke very highly of your design. I am intrigued by the inventiveness of it all.”
“You did not know dragons liked tea?” The tip of his tail flicked up through his coils.
Kundam hopped up on the table and sat back on her coiled, serpentine tail. She licked her paw and smoothed it across her face. “I do not care for it very much, so it is hardly surprising that she would not expect it to be to dragons’ taste in general.”
“Do pour yourself some tea, if you will. If the teacup works, then perhaps I will take it upon myself to design a teapot that might be managed without forelimbs as well.” Castordale chuckled to himself, an odd hiccough-y sort of sound, but clearly good-natured.
She poured herself a fragrant cup, and at Castordale’s urging, served herself and Kundam from a selection of appropriate refreshments. How had he known about Kundam’s fondness for forced meat balls in brown sauce and her own for cucumber and fennel sandwiches? Who would have expected a dragon to be a more considerate host than most of the ladies of her acquaintance?
Castordale carefully arranged his jaws around the tankard and lifted it until it was at an angle to pour down his throat. He seemed to flick the lid with his tongue. Tea trickled out along the sides of his mouth and down his long neck onto the table. He swallowed loudly and flipped the lid shut with a soft thud. More tea trickled down the side of the tankard as he returned it to the table. With the tip of his tail, he lifted a napkin to his face and blotted up the tea.
“Bravo, my friend. Bravo!” Strong, solid claps echoed through the small room.
Nandita jumped and looked over her shoulder.
“I think it went very well for a first test of the concept. Do come in and join us, Edward.” Castordale beckoned with his chin.
Tall and thin, to the point of being gaunt, even waifish, Castordale’s Keeper stood in the doorway. Thick, wire-rimmed glasses perched low on his nose, giving him a bookish sort of air, enhanced by the thinning fringe of pale brown hair that hung, wispy along the sides of his head. Something about him gave the sense of a schoolboy revising for exams late into the night, earnestly excited about what he had studied.
“No, I could not. Pray forgive me, Miss Cooke, is it not?” He bowed at her from his shoulders. “I would not intrude on your guest. I just wanted to tell Castordale, I have received the news we were hoping for.” He nodded and started to turn away.
“Do not go.” Kundam pulled herself up very tall. “Celebrate Castordale’s success with us.”
Nandita nodded, it was only polite, after all, and Mr. Dressler ambled in on remarkably long, almost spider-like, legs.
He bowed again and sat between Nandita and Castordale. “Your cup worked spectacularly well. I am very impressed.”
“The seal of the lid needs some work, and we need to improve the grip used to wrap my tongue around to open it.” Castordale nudged it toward Mr. Dressler, who held it up in the sunlight.
“Yes, yes,” he pushed his glasses up his nose, peering. “I can see where it might leak a bit. Still a brilliant effort, though.” He returned the tankard to the table.
Interesting, how attentive he was to Castordale’s interests. Not many showed such consideration.
Mr. Dressler poured himself a cup of tea. “Kundam has been such pleasing company since the Cotillion, Miss Cooke. Thank you for sharing your Friend with us. Her tales of Indian dragons’ folk medicine have been enchanting.”
“Indeed, I was not aware she had been—”
Kundam chirruped. “You suggested you brought news yourself, Mr. Dressler.”
“You said it is what we hoped for?” Castordale leaned closer to his Keeper.
Color rose on Mr. Dressler’s cheeks, and he looked aside. “There is no need to discuss it. It is enough that you know. I really should go …”
“No. Your achievement should be celebrated as much as my silly cup!” Castordale rose up very tall. “You deserve congratulations and accolades.” He clapped his jaws and made a pleased sort of sound deep in his throat.
“Do share the news so we might celebrate with you.” There was something about the way that Kundam glanced at Castordale. What were they about?
“No, no, really, there is no need.” Mr. Dressler lifted open hands.
“I present to you the new Assistant to the Lord Physician to Dragons.”
Oh! She had forgotten that Mr. Dressler was a physician! “Congratulations! That is wonderful.”
Poor Mr. Dressler stammered and looked a little as though he wanted to shake Castordale. “Please, it is most immodest…”
“There is nothing immodest about celebrating your appointment to a position you worked very hard for. Indeed, I know none other who has worked so hard on learning draconic medicine, even after unexpectedly inheriting Castordale estate and becoming my Keeper.”
That did speak a great deal about his character.
“Pray excuse my friend. He is most effusive in his encouragements.” Mr. Dressler ran his finger around his collar as if suddenly choking, an impression only heightened by the shade of puce creeping across his face.
“How does one go about studying draconic medicine?” Nandita asked. Anything to give the poor man respite from a clearly dangerous level of compliments. “I cannot imagine it is a course of study offered by Cambridge.”
He chuckled with perhaps a little too much relief. “No, it is not. It has been more of a course of self-study, supported by our Scribe, Sir Justin. Without his help, my efforts would have been in vain. In fact, we are working together to create a proper curriculum for those interested in the field. I have a great deal of respect for Sir Justin …” He went on to express his admiration for the man and sketch out their plans, someday, to even open a school of dragon medicine. All the while avoiding mention of his own accomplishments.
Interesting.
“You have not forgotten that Sir Justin threatened to host a dinner party to celebrate your achievement, have you?” Castordale’s left eye twitched as though he were winking at Kundam.
“Does he still insist upon that? I must tell him not to bother.”
“Why? I thought warm-bloods found such things agreeable.” Kundam licked her paw.
“He is particular about the company he keeps.” Castordale snorted. “The list of who not to invite was far longer than the list to invite.”
“I think he shares some of the same tastes as you.” Kundam nudged Nandita with her tail.
Nandita sucked in a horrified breath. How could Kundam intimate—
“Truly?” Mr. Dressler peered at her. “I would have thought a lady of your standing would be on excellent terms with—”
Nandita looked away, her hand pressed to her heart to quiet its thunder. “I fear then you would be mistaken, sir. I expect Castordale would also deem me particular about the company that I keep.” She forced back the lump in her throat.
Why did dragons have to be so indelicate?
“Then if you share a taste in company—” Kundam looked up at Castordale.
“Indeed, you should come to the dinner party. Sir Justin has charged me with finalizing the guest list, and we definitely need more ladies of your ilk to attend.” Castordale’s eye twitched again.
What were they about?
No, that was not possible. Dragons had no interest in such things.
Did they?
“If it is not an imposition, I think you might find the company very appealing.” Mr. Dressler’s wide, hazel eyes glistened with sincerity.
“I … I … do not know. I am supposed to be leaving soon …”
“All the more reason to take the opportunity to enjoy the company in town before you go. It really would be very agreeable to have you, and Kundam, of course, there.” How dare Mr. Dressler look so very much like her favorite childhood cocker spaniel?
“If you do not go, then I will go myself, without you.” Of course she would, vexing tatzelwurm.
“Then I suppose I must attend to … chaperone my impulsive Friend.” Oh, the look Kundam gave her!
But it was nothing to the one Mr. Dressler offered.
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Not Handsome Enough  
The importance of knowing what one really wants.


This takes place following the events of Dragon Keeper’s Cotillion
 
September, 1815Blue Order Offices, London
Mrs. David Vaughn.
She had not been known by that name in quite some time. How many years had it been?
Fifteen years, six months and three days since his death.
Fifteen years, five months, and twenty-nine days since the funeral.
Fifteen years since her formal induction as Blue Order scribe and the reclaiming of her own name.
Lady Astrid.
David would not have approved of her office in the Order. He had still hoped for children and a family long after the doctors had insisted it would never happen. He had been furious upon learning she had submitted her application to be the Blue Order Scribe and livid when he heard from a passing fairy dragon that an offer was likely to be made.
Her place as a wife was to manage his home, his concerns, to carry his name and produce the next generation who would carry it. The former, she might have been able to manage, but the latter … no, that was not to be.
Working outside the home was not something ladies did, that was something for the lower classes, not for the daughter of an earl, a gentleman’s wife. He could not entertain the notion, not even for the sake of the Blue Order and the dragons.
David had been an odd man, odd that he was so very … average, yes, that was the word for it, average … in all his ways. His temper was moderate, education adequate, his estate managed reasonably well, his Dragon Keeping exactly what was required of him—nothing more, mind you, but also nothing less. He liked things done properly, never deviating outside a very well-drawn set of lines. That was the only time when he lost his equanimity.
And when that happened, she was usually at the center of his hysterical fits.
(Nor had he appreciated learning that behavior was not solely the realm of women.)
At least she did not have to deal with it now. She dare not voice what a relief it was. Widows dare not suggest such things in warm-blooded company. The dragons were more understanding.
To be sure, she did miss him. After a fashion. At times.
Theirs had been a marriage of convention and convenience. It was a sound match on both sides. Marriage was the correct next step in both their lives—she was close to being on the shelf, after all. But, truth was she missed Ardley (the dragon, not the estate) far more than she missed David.
Ardley, an unconventionally congenial drake, had a sense of humor, a sense of adventure and a love of the absurd. He took pleasure in her love of books and learning and the discoveries she made therein. Applying for the position of Blue Order scribe had been his idea. He had attended her formal induction even though she was no longer Keeper or, or even connected with, the estate.
Dear soul had even urged Bylock—who was some form of relation to himself though she was not sure of exactly how that worked—to seek her out and become her Friend when she moved to London. She should not be without dragon companionship, Ardley insisted.
He had been right.
∞∞∞
 
The days were growing shorter now and her office was dark enough to require candles by late afternoon. At eight o’clock it was as dark as midnight, and on moonless nights like tonight, the velvet blackness contained everything outside the candles’ ill-defined circles of brightness in a lover’s smothering embrace.
She closed her eyes and drew  a deep breath, searching for the scent of the books she could not see and the herbal sachets she had placed around them to repel the vermin that the staff dragons might miss. Yes, they were there, hiding in the darkness around her. The vague impression of bay leaves lingered on her tongue, anchoring, soothing. The shelves and cabinets that lined her well-ordered office were still there, unchanged by the oncoming night. There was nothing to fear in this darkness. How ridiculous to hold on to those old reactions.
Deep breaths, imagining every detail. From her intricately carved door with quill pens surrounded by every sort of dragon in the kingdom, each bookcase, with every book in place so she could find it with her eyes closed, each cabinet with its contents similarly arranged, her drake assistant, Quill Driver’s, standing desk in the corner, the thick navy-blue curtains at the windows, Ackermann’s portrait of April, the heroine fairy dragon, that hung behind her neat oak desk. There was comfort in the order, the predictability, the knowledge that things would not suddenly and unexpectedly change. Here, within the walls, she had control.
Yes, all was well.
She opened her eyes and stared at the halos around the candles’ flames. Glasses smudged again—how did an old widow manage to get her glasses as dirty as a small child? Gathering a fold of her light wool skirt in hand, she removed them and began polishing. A light breeze sneaked in through a gap in the window frame. Soon she would need a fire lit to keep the office tolerably warm. Quill Driver would happily see to that. He did not like the chill either.
“You are thinking about him again.” Bylock sat on the floor beside her soft chair and leaned his shoulder against her legs.
His bright orange hide—a rare and remarkable color for a minor drake—turned rusty in the candlelight, some of his black stripes and spots fading into the shadows, leaving him muted and mild. No one who knew him could ever describe him that way, except in jest. Usually, he was as lively as his garish coloring, lithe figure, and bright yellow throat pouch that he could balloon out at will suggested he might be.
“How do you know?” She laid her hand on his cool, smooth shoulder, his scales soft and slightly shiny under her hand.
He topped her knee with his chin. “I know what day it is.”
“For one who uses neither clock nor calendar, you have a most extraordinary sense of time.”
“You should not be sad. It was not your fault.”
“You tell me that every year.”
“And yet you ignore me.” He twisted his neck up at an impossible angle and focused his sparkling jet-black eyes on hers. “He got drunk, fell off his horse, fell into a creek, and died of exposure. All while you were in London. How—”
He always left out that she was away to interview with the Order for the office of Scribe. “We have this conversation every year.”
“And each year we need to have it again. It would have been worse had you been there.”
“How do you know? You never actually met him.”
“What Ardley told me was enough. His kind always go from bad to worse. I did not have to know him to know that.”
He was probably right about David. “I try to dwell on the positive. I would never have met you if all had not happened as it did.”
“We are all better off because things worked out as they did.”
“Most of the time I agree with you.” She should have controlled her sigh better if she wanted this conversation to fade away.
“And when you do not?” He sat back on his haunches and faced her directly. “That is when you are lonely. You are thinking of marrying again?” 
Feeling lonely was bad enough—but to admit it? She cringed. “You know me well.”
“Not all men would make you give up your Order office, you know. Not all are as short-sighted and rigid as he was.”
“So you have told me, often enough.”
“Only when you seem lonely for your own kind.”
A snappy remark might have been appropriate if he had not been correct.
“There is one who might be appropriate. I am quite certain he is interested. You danced very well together at the Darcys’ party. And I know you consider him handsome.”
“You have mentioned him before.” She removed her glasses and covered her eyes with her hand, less from weary eyes than from the need to preserve her privacy from her far-too-observant Friend.
“Sir Carew thinks very highly of you—”
“So you have said.” Now was not the time for yet another litany of his fine qualities.
Sir Carew Arnold, Blue Order Minister of Keeps, had been in office just slightly longer than she. Keeper to wyvern Langham, who sported a uniquely striped hide much like Bylock’s, his short stature, slow, limping steps, and slightly hunched shoulders belied his quick mind. Much like herself, he had often been underestimated by those around him, which probably gave rise to his reputation for a quick temper.
He had never showed it around her, treating her as a respected colleague, even a friend. Theirs was a congenial, cordial relationship.
Was it right to consider anything more?
Did she want anything more?
Perhaps there might be something to be said for a little more warm-blooded companionship in her life. Sir Carew had intimated something similar.
More than once.
The door flung open and Quill Driver, deep grey hide and glasses bearing their constant coating of library dust, scuttled in, breathless. “You are wanted, Lady Scribe. Immediately.”
She and Bylock jumped to their feet. “What? Where?”
“Downstairs, Lady. Langham said it was most urgent.”
“Oh, great heavens. Langham warned me there might be a problem. Is she there with them?”
“Yes, she was the one who suggested you come.”
Lovely, just lovely. There were few situations that the level-headed, eminently sensible wyvern could not manage on her own.
She grabbed a candle and followed Quill Driver into the darkness.
They hurried down four flights of stairs to the lowest basement level. How alien the offices felt at this hour, with no one else in the corridors or stairways. Old paintings stared down, disapproving; wrought-iron dragons molded in the railings cast living shadows in the candlelight, darting along the walls, diving and swooping at them. Even Bylock started and his throat pouch inflated, a defensive response to look ‘big’ when threatened.
Poor thing, so utterly embarrassed by the response. She did not remark, pretended not to notice. It was the least she could do to protect his dignity.
The Minister of Keeps’ office was the only one on the courtroom level. A single torch stationed outside the door lit the barely finished corridor off the stairwell. A little more light poured through the partially opened door, and with it voices.
“How can you possibly understand what I am dealing with?”
“Perhaps because I am the Minister of Keeps.”
“Who does not live on an actual Keep with an actual dragon.”
“And what do you call her? The last time I checked, a wyvern was actually a dragon. A major dragon. I suggest you do not insult her.”
“They are nothing compared to managing a firedrake. What would you know of dragons of higher standing? Nothing, I will tell you, you know nothing.”
“How dare you!” Something metallic-sounding bounced on the floor.
Was that Sir Carew’s tankard? There was a rumor about the offices that the kitchen staff no longer permitted him the use of breakable dishware. But it certainly could not be true, could it?
“I will certainly dare! You are a fool! An imbecile! I want to—I will— speak to Matlock, to the Sage, to someone who actually knows something about firedrakes!”
“I will not tolerate—” A chair hit the floor, feet shuffled, Langham bugled.
Astrid plunged through the door.
Two tall candelabras against the walls adjacent to the door cast light on the broad limestone table in the middle of the otherwise empty room. Without the normal furnishings of an office, the space exuded a rather dungeon-like quality that did not always bring out the best in its occupants. Smoke from the poorly trimmed candles hung around the ceiling, leaving a tickle in the back of her throat and an itch in her nose. Frustration, anger, and resentment echoed off the bare stone walls in the heavy breathing and occasional huff and grunt from the occupants.
Sir Carew stood glowering, face red and blotchy, on one long side of the table, his chair upended on the floor. Across from him, an angry Keeper, proud, haughty, probably with a title to befit his attitude, faced him, fists clenched, eyes narrowed, ready to throw a punch at anyone in range.
Poor Langham, at the short end of the table, looked back and forth from one man to the other, wings extended, tail lashing. She was good at calming other dragons, but not so much with men. “Lady Scribe! We are so glad you have arrived!”
It was nice that one of them felt that way.
The two men turned to her as though only now registering her presence.
“What are you doing here? What have you to do with any of this?” Angry Keeper snarled, with a look that reminded her of David far too much.
She planted her feet; retreat was a very bad option.
“She is very knowledgeable on all matters of Dragon Keeping. I requested her assistance in this matter.” Langham’s wide eyes and furrowed brow offered her an invitation.
—one Astrid knew how to take. “Since I have just walked in on the matter, let us sit down, and you can explain to me what is the problem.”
Behind her, Bylock righted the chairs and nudged the gentlemen into their seats All the while they eyed one another like ill-mannered predators who did not know who was actually dominant in the situation.
“Lairda Langham, pray, can you briefly explain the issue of concern?”
She could, though the explanation could hardly be considered brief. But Astrid had not expected it would be so, either. When draconic complaints were involved, they became long and complex very quickly.
The crux of the matter seemed to be the interpretation of the estate charter which promised the estate dragon a certain amount of mutton each month. A flash flood had decimated the flock in the spring, and there was no mutton to be had from the estate. Angry Keeper insisted there were no funds to purchase mutton in the amounts the dragon required, so it needed to do without. Langham, speaking on behalf of the dragon, insisted that was not an acceptable solution.
Which part of the matter had devolved into the two men shouting insults at one another was a little less clear.
Angry Keeper waved a hand at Langham. Thankfully he was out of Langham’s reach or he might have lost that hand. “You see! You see! This is the sort of stubbornness I encounter. I am not accustomed to being—”
No, naturally he was not. He was accustomed to getting his way in all things.
“It is a challenging situation, to be certain.” No, it was not, the answer was plain and simple. Langham knew it, too.  From the corner of her eye, Sir Carew glared at Angry Keeper and at her in turn. Pray he would just hold his peace and allow her to manage. “The loss of the flocks is very unfortunate indeed. I am very sorry to hear it. Where is the meat for the manor’s table coming from?”
“It has indeed been a hardship, Lady,” Angry Keeper launched into his tale of inconvenience and annoyance, as though someone had finally opened a topic that he actually wanted to discuss.
Of course he did; he wanted sympathy and validation for his excuses.
When at last he took a breath, she broke in, “That is most trying. It seems your household has managed well, finding other sources to supply your table. Perhaps the same approach might be taken with the problem you have described.”
Langham pulled herself up very straight. “I did ask Burton if she would accept, on a temporary basis, of course, something other than mutton.”
“Something other than mutton?” Angry Keeper turned to Langham, obviously perplexed by the statement.
“For the time being, until the flocks are properly replenished, of course.”
“Well, that is a thought there, is it not, Sir Carew?”
Astrid and Langham both shot a warning glance his way. He bristled, then recovered. “Indeed, it is …”
Astrid stepped back and allowed Sir Carew to take over the discussion. He offered a brief nod as she edged out of the office, Bylock behind her. Quill Driver remained, taking his place at the table beside Langham, jotting notes of their discussion.
She paused in the dim hallway outside the office, leaning against the stone wall and closing her eyes. Angry voices, tense men were not the company she preferred. Several deep breaths, and she opened her eyes to Bylock standing on his back legs, staring into her face.
“Are you well?”
“Yes, I think so. But perhaps it is time to call for a carriage and go home now.”
“I will make the arrangements and meet you in the front hall upstairs?” What must she look like that he would have such a note of concern in his voice?
“An excellent plan.”
Bylock scurried off and she trudged toward the stairs.
So many stairs in the offices. She took them at her leisure and arrived at the front hall just as the coach did.
Why had Langham called for her assistance when the sweet-tempered wyvern knew the solution the entire time? Not that she minded being of use, but the solution was so obvious, so clear, Sir Carew should have brought it to the table immediately.
But he did not.
Why? It made no sense. No sense unless the rumors of his temper had not been as greatly exaggerated as she had believed.
The footman helped her into the carriage, Bylock just a step behind, and they were off.
“It is long past the time we should have been home. I am looking forward to it.” She leaned back in the squabs, the regular clop of the horse’s hooves soothing her frayed nerves.
“You worked very well with the Minster of Keeps. He was very grateful for your assistance.” Bylock rested his chin in her lap.
“Yes, it was a successful negotiation, or at least a promising start of one.”
“Langham trusts you very much. She is very fond of you.”
“I am honored by her respect. She is an eminently sensibly creature.”
“Perhaps—”
“I know what you are thinking, my Friend. You are not nearly so subtle as you hope you are.” She scratched behind his ears. “And the answer is no. Certainly not. Despite his admirable qualities, he is not—” did she want to speak the truth? “—handsome enough to tempt me. I am entirely content with your company.”
Bylock stared into her eyes for a moment, then settled his chin back in her lap. “You know best.”
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The Turnspit Dragon  
One good turn deserves another.


This takes place between the events of Netherfield: Rogue Dragon and Kellynch: Dragon Persuasion
 
May, 1813Butterley, Derbyshire, England
Jeb Clarke came from a long line of Derbyshire Clarkes, most of them clerks (which sounded just the same as his name when he spoke the words) for one fancy solicitor or another. His father were a clerk, his brother a clerk, his uncles all clerks. He, too, were supposed to have been another Clarke clerking, working at a desk, all the months of the year, out of the wind and rain and sun.
Like most things in his world, that plan had not worked. One needed to read and write and cipher to be a clerk. But he had done plenty well for himself after the schoolmaster threw him out on his arse after another failed examination.
An apprenticeship with a master bricklayer and the—he was told—uncanny ability to see exactly how a project should go before the first brick were laid gave him a solid pay six months out of the year, and enough to live on the rest of the months if he were smart about it, until the weather turned and building started back up again. Especially living in the home of Butterley Brickworks, where brick men were always wanted.
It might have been nice to have a profession out of the weather, but that was not his real problem. No, the true bane of his life was hearing dragons.
Something very few people in the whole of England would understand.
No Clarke had ever heard dragons.
Not his mother. Not his father. Not his brothers, uncles, aunts or cousins. Not a one.
They thought him rather daft for hearing creatures speak what the good Lord had not made for speech. At least he had the good sense not to claim he saw dragons, too, only the dogs and cats and birds and horses that the little dragons persuaded the dragon-deaf to see them as. Still, if not for the local vicar who took him in and ‘made the madness go away’ by introducing Jeb to the Blue Order and the good dragon-hearing folk of England, he would have been locked away in a family basement to rot.
The vicar’s help were useful for his family accepting him back, but little else. The vicar said it were supposed to be that the high folk of the Order would hire and give work to the low, making sure that the Order took care of its own. But that never quite worked out.
Nothing much seemed to, so it were hardly a surprise, that.
Things had seemed, for just a moment there, that they was looking up. Getting hired to work on Butterley Hall’s new kitchen could have set him up for the rest of the year, with less scrimping and saving than usual.
But the dragons had to ruin it, just like they ruined everything.
This morning with its lovely cool and sunny weather and singing birds—and the twittering fairy dragons he tried to ignore—were the sort of morning a man should enjoy. All his tools at his side, bricks and mortar, plentiful and in easy reach, the first foot, maybe two, of the wall should have been laid by midday.
Then the damned architect came by with his damned son who found the damned nest of damned dragon eggs—tatzelwurm by the look of them and the nest. Daft little cat-wyrms good for catching vermin, but little else. What sort of stupid creature laid eggs so easy to find?
No reason for the stupid, lazy, shiftless child to have been there. No reason for the child to try to destroy the nest and eggs. And no reason for the bloody architect to fire him for stopping the boy. What kind of man allowed his whelp—
Bah, what point? What were done, were done.
Mully grubbing weren’t gonna get the job back or add to the scant coin in his pocket. At least his room were paid to the end of the week. There would be time—a little—to sort it all out.
He scuffed along the wide Coach Road, lined by fields of bleating sheep munching sweet blooming clover, toward the village that peeked through distant trees. Dust rose in little clouds with every step. His heavy canvas work apron—he had not even bothered to take it off!— spattered with mud and mortar, flapped across his shins in rhythm with his steps. The same one that governed the clank of his tool bag against his hip. He smelled like brick and sweat; the taste coated his tongue, too.
He were what he were, from his battered hat that shaded his eyes, to his worn and splattered boots. None could mistake him for anything genteel. Which simply meant, he needed to find another employer, sooner not later. Asking the family for help were no option, at least  not one he were willing to take.
His stomach growled. He had skipped breakfast this morning to get to work early. Damned stupid move.
Thinking on an empty stomach never accomplished very much. The Turnspit weren’t far. Cheap, homey, and no questions as long as one’s coins weren’t clipped. Quite what he needed.
Coach Road put on airs as it approached the village. A simple expanse of dirt that faded into the fields were no longer enough. It narrowed and took on stone pavers, like a man in his eveningwear, putting on his best face for company. Pretentious, but not unexpected.
He dodged the fancy folk in their curricles and coaches. Stupid young dandy nearly run him over. The coach and four behind him were not much better. Had he been injured, he could have died along the side of Coach Road and none would have cared. None but the tinker with his pushcart who stopped to make sure he were not hurt.
He would recommend him to his landlady the next time she needed a pot mended.
Jeb moved to the edge of the street and scuffed along the dusty stones at his own pace—he had no one else to please, so why not?
Butterley unfolded like his old handkerchief—with a neat hem, a fancy embroidered initial, several stains, worn bits, and a small tear. Fancy and plain, tidy and worn all rolled together into something more or less useful.
He paused at the Brickworks Printshop, a three storey, red brick building that stood away from the others, marking the start of the village proper. Somehow, it fit that a printshop, with its gaudy, bawdy window would be the greeting folks got.
Seemed like some fresh images of the prince and generals enjoying their excesses at the expense of his kind had been hung in the center of the bay window that reached into the lane to grab folk walking past. A few new lewd prints that proper ladies turned aside from even while they caught glimpses from the corner of their eyes, thinking that they would not be noticed. Funny how they liked to fool themselves.
Watching his betters here was more fun than the prints themselves. But his empty belly called him on.
The pub were not far off, where Coach Road met Derby Road, at the base of Butterley Hill. Just a few more minutes walking in pleasant weather. Better still, Mrs. Beech who he rented his room from would be in Ripley this morning, well away from him. Even though his rent were paid through the week, if she saw him now, she might start wondering if she would be paid for next week and those conversations never ended well.
He pulled his hat a little lower over his eyes and walked a little faster, past the fragrant baker’s shop, that left his mouth watering for fresh, hot, yeasty stuff, the chandler, and the apothecary shop.
Yes! The perfume of roasting meat! He dragged his sleeve across his mouth. Just what a man needed on such a day! The Turnspit rose up proud at the end of the street.
Built of more red brick from Butterley Brickworks, with a pale render covering the bricks of the upper storeys, the pub announced itself with the word “Turnspit” (he could read that much) painted above the left-hand windows, and a swinging green sign bearing the image of a comical dog in a turnspit wheel with its tongue hanging out, on the right. It stood alone at the crossroads—a much more proper greeting for travelers than the printshop.
Truth be told, it were not much different from any other pub but for the fireplace with a working turnspit in the middle of it. There were something comforting about seeing and smelling the roasting meat. A homelike, warm feeling. Exactly how he wanted to feel right now.
He crossed the busy street, dodging the carriages and horses, tipping his hat to the driver and the drake pulling the luggage wagon as they passed—one of only three drakes that did that sort of work in the parish. Jeb had known that one’s name at one time.
He pushed open the pub’s chipped black door, pausing to let his eyes adjust to the darker interior as the scents of meat, beer, and working men flowed over him. Finally, a place where he belonged. A weight, like a load of brick, sloughed off his shoulders.
The fireplace, complete with turnspit, took up most of the far wall, with the bar next to it and the kitchen through a green baize door behind that. Windows in the three remaining white plastered walls poured light on an assortment of scarred dark wooden tables and chairs that could have seated maybe two dozen, perhaps a few more, on a busy night. For now, though, the chairs were empty.
“Jeb Clarke,” Turner, the bald, barrel-chested inn keep in a stained apron, trundled toward him, wiping his hands on a dirty towel. “What drug you here this hour o’ day?”
Jeb reached into his pocket, fingering the coins there. “Can’t a man get a meal and some beer when he pleases?”
“Strange time for a meal, yeh?”
“I can take my coin elsewhere.”
“No need, just sit. May have to wait a bit for it, though.”
“I got time.” That were the only thing he had plenty of.
Turner drew him a pint and shambled off toward the kitchen, the way he always did. The man moved the same no matter what, never faster or slower than his heavy lumbering step. Good for him that he owned his own place. No employer would stand for his pace.
Jeb fell into a seat near the fireplace. Gawd, that smelt so good he could nearly taste the meat. He smacked his lips as the spit slowly turned, gears squeaking, the belts connecting it to the wheel groaning in their tracks.
“I’m hot—too hot—help me!”
No, it could not be!
Jeb looked about, there was no one else in the pub. He pinched his temples and squeezed his eyes shut.
“Look up, you tumshie. In the wheel.”
Jeb’s gaze climbed one stone at a time, all the way up to the large wooden wheel, connected with belts and gears to the fireplace spit, enclosing the turnspit … dog.
Huge gold eyes blinked at him.
Damn it all, not today. Not today!
He grabbed his tankard and stormed to the table farthest from the turnspit and sat facing away, looking out the window. Of course, the drake with the luggage cart would be standing outside that window, blinking and nodding at him.
Damned bloody dragon.
“Don’t turn your back on me. I know you hear me.”
No, no, no! No more dragons! They had been enough trouble today, on too many days. The devil could take them all.
“I know you hear me. Help me!”
Jeb wrapped his arms around his chest and ignored the bloody turnspit. Let someone else deal with the stupid little drake trapped within.
How had the creature—a little green male— managed to get himself into such a predicament?
No. It did not matter. It were not his problem.
“I know you can hear me. It’s too hot. I’ll die.  Your ring says you’re a member of the Order. You have to help me.”
Jeb looked over his shoulder. “Your own fault for getting yourself mistook for a turnspit dog. Couldn’t you persuade better ‘n that?”
The drake hunched and hissed. “Not my fault the pubkeeper is stupid.”
“You calling my friend stupid?”  Not that the little dragon was wrong, but still, it were the principle of the matter.
“I only tried to persuade him I was a cute little dog, cute enough to feed. It was entirely his ridiculous notion to put me up as a turnspit dog.”
“Still not my problem.”
“It is your problem. The Blue Order says it is.” The creature stomped in the wheel, rattling it against the stone wall.
“Best get moving a’fore someone throws a hot coal in there to make you.” Jeb gazed side-eyed at the bright green drake steadfastly plodding one foot in front of the other. Long body, short legs, it were built a wee bit like a turnspit dog. Nose and tail a mite too long, though. But its surly attitude fit perfectly. Gears squealed, metal parts clanked and the spit turned. “Got enough problems of my own that the Order don’t rightly care about. Don’t need yours, too.”
Fat dripped from the roast, cracking and popping in the low fire.  What were taking Turner so long with his meal?
“I am hungry. Have not been fed in days! Help me.”
“You work, you’ll eat.”
“Not when you’re a dog!” the little drake cried. “The last one starved to death. You can ask Turner, he’ll tell you.”
Oh, bloody hell, he were right. Working for your bread were one thing, but working without it were entirely another.
Damn, damn, damn and bloody hell.
Jeb stomped to the turnspit, beer in hand, and stared at the little drake. It had not been exaggerating. The dull, flaky hide, sunken features, bulging eyes, and ribs protruding along its side. Nearly starved, poor, stupid thing. His belly rumbled again.
Oh damn.
He pounded on the bar, shouting, “Turner.”
“What do you want now? Told you food were not ready yet.” The corner of Turner’s lip turned up in a frustrated sneer.
“The dog.” Jeb pointed at the turnspit wheel.
“What about the filthy thing?”
“I want the dog.”
“That cur? Why?”
“I like the way he looks at me.”
Give him the dog. He ain’t no good at the turnspit. The drake’s raspy, almost painful, persuasive voice made Turner stop and stare, blinking rapidly, at the wheel.
“You don’t expect me to give it to ya, do ya? I need it for me turnspit.”
You don’t need a turnspit. You have a cook in the kitchen who don’t fancy it.
Jeb glanced at the dragon, with a tiny nod. “Does your cook agree?”
Turner grumbled.
You don’t want to care for the dog.
“Is the creature worth his feed to you?”
It stinks.
“And it do smell odd.” Jeb tried not to smile. This were a good game.
Turner muttered. “I ain’t giving it to you for nothing.”
“Please, help me!” the drake shouted in a voice Turner could not hear.
“Fine, I’ll pay.” Jeb reached into his pocket and slammed coins on the bar. “Will this do?”
Turner scooped the coins.  “It’s yours.” He trundled to the fireplace, grabbing a chair along the way. Standing on the chair, he released the little dragon from its bondage.
The dragon dropped onto the stone floor and scrabbled to Jeb.
“Guess it knows who to thank, I’ll give it that.”
“I do, I do!” The little drake ran straight up Jeb’s leg and settled in his arms.
“Don’t dare lick me face,” Jeb whispered.
“Don’t need to, Turner already thinks I am a dog.”
“You can forget the dinner plate, just the beer is good.”
Turner rolled his eyes.
The dog isn’t worth what he paid. Give him a plate.
Jeb’s eyebrows rose, and he stared at the drake.
Turner muttered something unintelligible, and he wandered back toward the kitchen.
Don’t be known as a cheat. Feed him.
Turner disappeared through the green baize door.
Jeb kicked a chair away from the nearest table and sank into it. The dragon curled up in his lap. “You know you ain’t supposed to do that.”
“I am allowed to persuade to save my skin.”
“Yes, but not to benefit a dragon hearer.” Jeb twisted the battered pewter Blue Order signet ring on his left wee finger. “The Order has rules, you know. Rules ones like me can’t afford to be breaking.”
The dragon pouted and pressed close to Jeb’s chest. He scratched under the creature’s chin. His scales were dry and patchy, not cool and smooth as they should have been.
Jeb held his tankard near his lap. “Beer?”
The dragon pounced on it like a cat on a fat rat, lapping furiously. No true loss; it were watery and bitter anyhow.
His stomach growled as though it resented the dragon’s good fortune. Ah well, not the first meal he ever missed.
The dragon’s tail thumped against his leg. “Look.”
Turner came through the door, a platter in hand. He shuffled to Jeb’s table, dropping the plate loudly. “It were already served.”
“Thank ya.”
Turner sort of sneered and shuffled off.
A generous plate, if mostly cold. Piled high with fat slices of red meat, barely cooked through, a heap of starchy potatoes, browned around the edges, and a thick slice of crusty bread that must have come from the bakery nearby. He wiped his lips against his shoulder.
Jeb picked off a slice of meat and offered it to the little dragon who gobbled it in a single bite, tail thumping hard against his thigh.
Poor little mite were starving. He offered another slice.
“You eat, too. You’re hungry.”  He leaned into Jeb. “Where do you live?”
“Boarding house.” He pointed in the general direction with his chin as he chewed. Gawd, a cold plate like this had no right tasting so good.
“It accepts dogs?”
“Don’t rightly know. But you aren’t above making it happen, are ye?”
“I need a place to live.”
“You do not want to stay with me, then. I got the rest of the week paid, but no job to pay for me after that. You’d do better on yer own.”
“That’s not good. I can …”
“No. I told you that’s against the rules. I got enough problems I don’t need them Order types after me, too.”
The dragon shrugged and dove on the piece of meat Jeb pushed at him.
They finished the plate in a companionable silence. Jeb set the dragon on the floor and headed for the door.
It scurried after him. “Where are you going?”
“I don’t rightly know.” He pushed the door open, blinking in the sudden brightness. Where would he go? It were too early for a decent man to return to his room.
The cool breeze off the nearby reservoir and its mostly fresh scent blew away the last vestiges of the dark pub. That, in the wake of a solid meal, left him feeling better than he had any claim to feel. Something to enjoy while it lasted.
“This way.” The dragon trotted down Derby Street, due west, alongside the reservoir. “What work do you do?”
It would look stupid shouting an answer after the little dragon nearly everyone saw as a dog, so he took off after him. “Brick layer. Just a bricklayer.”
“Are you good at it?” He moved awfully quick for a half-starved creature.
“Better than most.”
“Then why no job?”
“Tatzelwurm eggs.” A fairy dragon twittered from a nearby rooftop. “He saved a nest from a stupid warm-blood.”
“Is that true?”
Jeb grunted. “Don’t want ta talk about it.” So much for that brief moment of content.
“Come with me.” The dragon turned left in front of Jeb so sharp Jeb nearly tripped over him.
He had nothing better to do, so he followed. The Butterley Company buildings, inside their high brick fence, rose before them, smoke billowing from the chimneys. The acrid smells of industry flooded his senses. He smacked his lips against the chemical taste. Imposing brick behemoths, with huge windows, stared down at him. Within, steel works, brick works, engineering and who knew what else boomed the dull roar through the enclosure? Workmen of various specialties crossed the broad yard between the buildings, intent on their purposes. No idle lingering about here.
The entire establishment left him feeling small. Small and out of place.
From the steps of the largest building, a man in a clean, expensive suit, with a portfolio under his arm, caught sight of them and hurried toward them. His posture, his steps, he was none too happy about their appearance.
“You?” The man, with muttonchops so shaggy it looked like some sort of animal clung to his face, glowered at the dragon. A gold Blue Order signet ring glittered on his left hand. A dragon-hearer?  “I told you, there’s nothing here for you. Get.”
The dragon scurried up to him, tail flicking. He rose on his back legs. “This one is a bricklayer. He will do for you.”
The man’s eyebrows rose as he looked from the dragon to Jeb and back. “A bricklayer, you say. That true?”
“It is, for all it matters.” Jeb shrugged, rubbing his hands against his work apron. Nothing in the yard suggested there were any call for a bricklayer.
The man stroked his muttonchops with his knuckles, “Can you lay stones?”
“Bricks, stones, I can lay you slabs of bread if you want ‘em laid.”
“Come with me.” The man took off across the yard, not even pausing to see if they were following.
“Come!” The dragon chased after him.
What was there to lose? Jeb did as well.
The fancy man stopped between two enormous, smoke-puffing buildings. “See that?” He pointed to a wide swath of gravel with flat stones set in two rows, a yard or so apart from each other in both dimensions. ‘L’ shaped iron plate, almost like rails, lay across the stones, making two parallel lines across the stretch of stones.
“This is a plateway.” The fancy man said. “A wheeled cart pulled by an engine will run along these plates. This line needs to stretch to Codnor Park.”
“Twelve miles of this?” Jeb crouched to examine the stones and plates.
“Thereabouts. Figure a year and a half, two years to do the job. We need men for it. Can you do the work?”
Jeb brushed some of the gravel aside to study the placement of the stones. The little drake helped him clear away more so he could understand exactly how they were laid. “Ain’t exactly what I’ve done before, but I don’t see why not.” He stood, brushing the dust from his hands.
“Can you organize a team of men?”
“Done that before, ain’t a problem.”
Beside them, the dragon hopped from his right feet to his left and back again, tail flicking.
“I need a man for the work, a dragon-hearing man. There are little dragons living between here and there, and I don’t want them accidently meddled with.”
The dragon stood on his hind legs, tall as he could get. “He’s good with little dragons. Watches out for them!”
“I need that sort.” The fancy man studied him, catching Jeb’s gaze.
Jeb held it firm. He was what he was, whether it was what were needed or not.
“You interested?”
“I might be.” Jeb slowly nodded.
The dragon rolled on his back and waved his short legs in the air, grunting and snorting.
“Start tomorrow?” The fancy man lifted an eyebrow. “We can talk terms then?”
It might be a good job. It could be a terrible job. But it were more than he had now. “I will see you then.”
“Good, and here.” He handed Jeb a coin. “To feed the drake. I promised him a meal if he found the man I needed.”
“Well, I’ll be.” Jeb tipped his hat and walked away, the little dragon trotting after him as they left the Butterley company enclave.
A whole crown! That were unexpected. A new job and his next meal—meals. He would sleep well tonight. A strong breeze blew across the reservoir, clearing away the lingering traces of smoke, with cool refreshing.
“I go home with you?” The little drake dashed several steps ahead and turned pleading golden eyes on him.
Why did he have to look like that?
“Friend? We are Friends now?” The dragon stood on his back legs, tail sweeping the ground in broad strokes, front feet in a dog’s begging stance.
A Friend?
No, he did not need that sort of burden, that kind of complication. Not now. Not ever.
Clarkes did not hear dragons. And even if they did, they did not have Friends.
He stuck his hand in his pocket, fingering the coin.
Harrumph.
“I’ll call you Turnspit. Can you live with that?”
The little dragon sprang into his arms and licked his face, laughing just a little under his breath.
Apparently, he had a Friend.
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The Butler’s Pantry  
Not what one usually expects to find in the butler’s pantry.


This takes place during the events of Kellynch: Dragon Persuasion
 
Spring, 1814Rosings Park, Kent
Hamish Burns usually acknowledged the name James Burns to please his employer, one Lady Catherine de Bourgh. As her butler, he spoke perfect ‘King’s English’—as she liked to call it—but in the privacy of his own mind (and in the privacy of the butler’s pantry) the burr of home always came out.
But now, he was going mad.
Her ladyship would be horrified, scandalized, even outraged—not by the madness, she probably could not care one whit about such things as long as the job was done to her standards—but to hear him speak! A Scot could not be a proper butler! But what she did not know would not hurt him.
At least until he began muttering uncontrollably under his breath in the rolling cadence of home. Then her ladyship would come undone.
It was only a matter of time before it happened. He was hearing wee voices in his head, after all.
Hamish—never James in the privacy of the butler’s pantry—lit the rushlight from the candle he carried, snuffed the candle, tossed his tailcoat on the bed too small for his lanky frame, and sank into the comfortable chair he had salvaged from the refuse heap, a victim of her Ladyship’s latest effort in modernizing the manor.
Yes, it was faded and stained, but the bones were sturdy and the padding generous and soft. What more did a man need in a chair that fit into the tiny dark closet smelling of silver polish (one that boasted a fireplace, sink for washing the plate, and tiny locking press for all his worldly goods) between the pantry and plate safe that he called home?
And right now, he desperately needed a chair—and silence.
But the latter was not to be.
Soft squeals and clicks, grunts, and pleadings for food, for soft, for shiny, and one demanding sweet? All day he had heard them voices, as he had all week now, slowly becoming louder, more demanding. He ground his knuckles into his temples, not that it actually helped.
Talons clacked across the tile and scrabbled up the worn wool blanket. Not now…
“Git away from them, you daft tumshie!” He pulled off his sweat-stained linen cravat, wadded it into a ball and threw it at the green and black puck scurrying toward the buttons on his coat. “How many times do I hae to tell ya, those nae be for ya! The lady—”
Quincy sat back on his haunches and scratched behind his ear, so much like the pug he pretended to be, for the briefest of moments, Hamish saw a pug.
That sealed it. He was going daft.
Mam had warned him, taking on a pug—puck!—a hoard-hungry puck as a Friend would addle his brains. He had never gave much weight to her concerns. But dash it all, that wizen, gray-headed woman were always right!
“I want buttons.” Quincy stared at his front foot as he spread his long toes, talons extended, and began chewing, cleaning between them. “I need buttons! You promised I would have buttons.” He spoke softly, with his vowels emphasized as her ladyship did. Currying favor with her, do doubt.
“Not from me coat!” He snatched his coat off the bed.
“Lady don’t need buttons. I need buttons.” Quincy whined to prove his desperation.
“You’ll get your buttons, ya? I always do. But I got me bigger problems right noo.”
“What’s more important than buttons?” Quincy wrinkled his face in an all-too-puggish scowl.
Why did the damn creature have to be cute, too?
“I be hearin’ voices.” Hamish whispered. That was not the sort of thing one said loud and strong, even when there were no one else—at least no one else warm-blooded— in the room.
Quincy stopped chewing his toes and sat up very straight, cocking his head so far it nearly went upside down. His frill flared just a little. Concern or alarm? It was hard to tell, not that either would be too far wrong. “There are no voices.”
“You think tellin’ me so makes things better?” Hamish dropped his head into his hands and held his breath, listening. Perhaps Quincy was … no, there it be again. Just a wee little mewling, like a bairn whining for its mother. “If there be nothing there, den why do I hear it?”
“No voices.” Quincy’s frill flared full and he bared his teeth—not an aggressive look so much as one trying to be convincing. The differences were subtle, but there.
Lovely. His own Friend thought him daft now, too.
Quincy chirruped a funny little barking sort of sound, hopped off the bed, and scrabbled through the door, into the main expanse of the butler’s pantry. Amidst the china settings, crystal, wine and other exotic, expensive foodstuff, he probably liked pretending it was part of his hoard, too, though his real love was for buttons.
Running away from the madman. Fitting. Pucks were never known for their loyalty to anything but their hoard. He should have befriended a proper drake when he had the chance. That one would have been a proper, dignified companion for a butler.
But dash it all, Quincy was so earnest and needy, with those big eyes and empty belly once he’d hatched.
What was that now?
Quiet. The voices were quiet. He sucked in a deep breath. Best not waste the moment. A quick change into his nightshirt, clothes folded and stored properly in his press, rushlight snuffed, and he tumbled onto his sweet hay-stuffed mattress. Blessed silence carried him off into the darkness.
∞∞∞
 
“Hungry!”
“Hungry, too!”
“More shiny!”
“No, soft! More soft!”
Hamish sprang to his feet, barking his shin on the edge of the press. “Hell mend ye, glaikit!”
Light, he needed light. The top drawer of the press held his fire kit. The rushlight always stood on the far-left corner. Usually, it did not take three tries to light the fool thing.
Weak, flickering light reached out in tendrils, licking the walls with a sunset orange glow, filling the air with the distinct scent (and taste) of mutton fat. Figures this rush would be a sputtery one. But, it would do.
“Hungry! So hungry!”
Damn it all, he was going to find those voices and show ‘em what for!
Da’s cane, just under the right side of the bed, would be just the thing to help. Thus armed, he stood between bed and chair and closed his eyes.
Mewling and scrabbling. From the plate safe? That was not possible.
He would prove it was not possible. Maybe that would quiet his head. For that he would need the plate safe’s key. Top drawer, next to the fire kit. With the key, cold and heavy in his left hand, tucked under the rush holder, he headed toward the plate safe door.
Two more steps and the rush-light cast flickering tongues on the lock.
He tucked Da’s cane under his left arm. Why was his hand shaking so hard he nearly couldn’t work the lock?
Great merciful heavens!
The brass key clattered on the floor. He grabbed the side of the door for balance.
The silver plate! Forks and knives and spoons, platters and candlesticks—strewn about the safe, shelves in disarray, a large bowl and punch cups lolling lazily on the tile floor.
His was the only key, no one else could have—A ghost? Were that possible? What else could have gotten in?
Scraping sounds. Like talons?
No, not possible.
He dropped to his knees and pushed the rushlight out ahead, crawling along the cold stone tile, from one corner to the next, feeling along in the semi-darkness.
Under his hand, something leathery and vaguely… squishy? He held the light closer. A grey-green wrinkled lump, like a bit of discarded leather, but not.
He had seen that before.
No, it could not be.
Pushing the light out further, under a cabinet, something glittered from the back, near the wall, and it hissed.
Hissed?
His head and shoulders just fit under the cabinet. Five pairs of wide eyes stared back at him, one very familiar. He slid back out, pulling the light with him. “Quincy? Quincy, come out now!”
Scratching talons on stone, and Quincy’s face appeared in the flickering light.
“Hae ye mind to tell me who be that you’re keeping in me plate safe?” Rushlight set aside, he folded his arms over his chest and sat up very straight, barely able to see Quincy under the cabinet.
“No ones.”
“Quincy, dinna lie to me. I seen them meself. Tell me—or … or there’ll be no more buttons. Not now, not ever.” Hamish had never, ever threatened Quincy’s buttons.
The little puck yipped and jumped, jaws agape and eyes wide. He licked his left eyeball, then his right, trembling just a mite. “Out, come out. All ‘o ye.”
Three little pucks, one grey with stripes, one green, and one deep red, crept out, unfinished little versions of Quincy. A bright red puck, female, followed, her frill spreading wide as soon as there was space. She hissed, though it seemed more as a matter of form than anything else.
“Bless me soul!” He reached for the little family, fingers curled toward himself, and allowed them to sniff his hand. The little ones climbed over each other to get close. “A family, you got family. A new one, by the looks.”
“Hatched a week ago.” Quincy puffed his chest just a mite.
“When I started hearin’ da voices.” He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. “You might have told me.”
Quincy and his mate blinked up at him, eyes wide and soulful.
At least he was not going daft. Unless one considered befriending a puck and his family daft. Which perhaps it was.
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In a Fit of Temper  
At the end of one’s rope, sometimes one finds a friend.


This takes place between the events of Netherfield: Rogue Dragon and Kellynch: Dragon Persuasion
 
Spring 1812, Longbourn Estate, Hertfordshire
Plain old Mary Collins, Mary Bennet as was, was not the heroine type, even if she did hear dragons. Ignored by her father, neglected by her mother, and too dull to entertain her sisters, she was the forgotten middle sister, destined to be an old maid, caretaker to nieces and nephews, perhaps the old and infirm, maintained on the charity of family who probably would not have wanted her there had they not the obligation.
Certainly the life every young woman dreamt of.
Then elder sister Elizabeth refused dragon-deaf Mr. Collins, ran away to the Gardiners, was whisked off to Rosings Park, became betrothed to Mr. Darcy in front of the entire Dragon Conclave, and was named the Dragon Sage. The stuff of fairy stories.
To be sure, Mary could hardly complain. While she was not even an afterthought throughout Elizabeth’s adventures, in the end, Mary somehow ended up with all she ever wanted and more than she ever expected: a betrothal to Mr. Collins, heir to the estate, her mother’s place as mistress of Longbourn estate, a dragon Friend in fluffy pink fairy dragon Heather, and recognition as Longbourn’s Keeper.
For the first several months, she pinched herself every morning, trying to believe that it was not some sort of fever dream, but really her life. Things like this did not happen to plain, dull, practical girls. And yet, it seemed like perhaps they did.
∞∞∞
 
The mirror proclaimed Mary the same girl she had always been, even as she adjusted the fancy lace mobcap over her hair. Plain, straight, brown hair without even curls to frame her face. Dull brown eyes, not fine eyes like Elizabeth or pretty blue like Jane and Kitty. A straight, sharp nose which would someday make her look severe, not cute and turned up like Lydia’s. Not an appearance to be proud of.
But to have earned that mobcap by marriage and not by aging into spinsterhood! In that she would invest a little—a very little—vanity. Granted, it was an odd sort of trophy. One she certainly would never boast of out loud, but since there had been a time, not long ago, when she had been certain of spinsterhood, it was one of her very personal, very private joys. She straightened the lace lappet beside her face.
Caring for Longbourn, the cranky estate wyvern, though, did not qualify as a joy. The taciturn, petulant creature still resented her for not being Elizabeth, and nothing seemed to please him. Mary did not scratch him correctly. She did not brush him vigorously enough. She did not know by the tone of his voice whether he wanted mutton or muntjac. He was a far more demanding taskmaster than ever Mr. Collins could be, even on his worst days.
What did it take to please a temperamental dragon?
On Monday mornings Mary met with Mrs. Hill, the housekeeper, to go over the menus and plan the shopping. Then she went to Longbourn’s lair to review Keep business. This week they needed to compile the monthly report required by the Blue Order.  Chatter, Mr. Collins’ assigned translator and sometimes courier of Order business, would demand it first thing on Saturday morning and proceed to scold until she received it.  Annoying, but effective.
It seemed she was naturally a demanding sort and being assigned to manage someone as profoundly dragon-deaf as Mr. Collins only made that trait more pronounced. Naturally, Longbourn did not like her either.
This was going to be a very long day.
Mary packed her basket with Longbourn’s favorite brush and a jar of hide oil made according to the receipt Elizabeth had assured her was his favorite, and bade Mr. Collins and Chatter goodbye. They were deep in something not quite a conversation but not quite an argument over a philosophical point that Mary neither understood nor cared to understand. It was nice he had someone else to discuss such matters with so she did not have to feign interest in them.
Fresh morning air, laden with the perfumes of grass and white clover flowers that carpeted the nearby sheep fields, embraced her, encouraging her to drink deeply of their sweetness and her momentary freedom. The walk between the house and the dragon lair was hers alone. With no demands, no expectations, she could simply enjoy the solitude.
Sheep bleated their greetings to her as Heather, her pink fairy dragon Friend, flew dizzying circles overhead, twittering in the spring sunshine. Wild fairy dragons from the local harem sang back, but stayed in the trees out of sight. They would probably have made an appearance if Elizabeth had been there. But not everyone could enjoy the favor with dragons that the Dragon Sage did.
Jealousy was unbecoming. Something she ought to remember and be grateful for all that she did have.
She paused in the shadows of the ancient hardwood sentinels standing watch over the entry to the woods. Foreboding gathered around her, carried on the scents of loam and dragon musk. Hardly an unnatural feeling, considering a monster really did live in those woods.
Having the privilege of being well acquainted with that monster diluted the anxiety only slightly, as did knowing he was obligated by Blue Order charter not to allow any harm to come to her. Although when reminded about the monthly report, he would probably revert to his usual monstrous displays of temper.
He had avoided submitting those reports when Papa was in charge of Longbourn, with Papa’s approbation. Why should the burden be enforced now? 
Why indeed?
Could it be that with Mr. Collins as a dragon-deaf master of the estate and her alone holding the role of Keeper, none of them could afford any irregularities the Order might hold against them? No, certainly not, there were so many other estates just like theirs—no, wait, there were not. They were unique among all the Order.
She gritted her teeth and swatted an errant branch aside. Despite all its irregularities, Longbourn would prove itself a proper dragon estate. Somehow.
Each step drew her farther into the dark wood, quiet, even peaceful—since few creatures dared brave the ire of the apex predator that lived within. It might have been a pleasant retreat from the bustle of the house and the frequent company that Mr. Collins liked to keep—men of the village calling upon him at all hours asking for his advice.
Who knew that he might become well-respected and somewhat sensible in the time away from Lady Catherine’s influence over him and his parish near Rosings Park? Or that his respectability would come with such a price?
A hillside, really more like a small cliff, slowly revealed itself in the midst of the imposing trees, draped by a curtain of thick vines that obscured the lair’s entrance. The bare ground before it had been scratched and scraped, as though Longbourn had been dustbathing quite vigorously. More than usual.
That was odd. What had Elizabeth told her about that? Scale mites, perhaps?
“Laird Longbourn! Laird Longbourn.” She called through cupped hands. What chance that today he would not keep her waiting a quarter of an hour or more? Even if he did, it would be all right. Today she had come prepared with a book to read whilst she waited.
“Shall I try to find him?” Heather landed on her shoulder and rubbed her fluffy pink head against Mary’s cheek, twittering a song intended to ease anxious souls. Fairy dragons were good at that.
“I am in no humor to wait upon him. If you want to do so, then I would appreciate it.” Why could Longbourn not be more like Heather?
Or at least be a little less cross?
Heather zipped behind the curtain of overgrowth.
Perhaps it was an appropriate time to survey the lair now, too. It was not too soon to begin maintenance in preparation for winter. The almanac tucked in her basket was already warning of a particularly wet, cold, and dreary season; three descriptions that Longbourn particularly disliked.
But who to do the work? The Clearys, who let the second-largest farm on the estate, might do, that family all heard dragons. But they would have to carefully plan around the spring plantings—
Heather burst out from the vines in a fury of leaves and dirt, screeching. She hovered in front of Mary’s face. “Something is wrong! Something is wrong!”
“What do you mean?”
“Longbourn is not well. You must come! You must come!” Heather zipped back into the lair.
Heavens above! What did she know about dragon ailments? That was Elizabeth’s role, not hers. Longbourn barely tolerated her brushing and oiling his hide. But Sir Edward the Lord Physician to Dragons was only three hours away, in London. They could send for him. She could go for him herself—
Wait, no, first she needed to know what was wrong before worrying about who to consult.
She slapped vines away as they tried to keep her out. Heaven forfend that she be permitted to trim them just a bit to permit her easier entrance. There, the old bucket that contained torches and a fire-making kit. Thankfully he had not gotten rid of that. Longbourn did not like the ‘clutter’ in his way, but as many times as she had to go into the lair to find him, she insisted on available torches for her own convenience. Something, of course, that Elizabeth never did.
“Hurry!” Heather zigzagged back and forth over her head.
She struck a spark and lit the torch. There was a knack to it she had picked up over the last year. “Take me to him.”
Yellow-orange flames cut through the darkness with a vague tallowy sort of smell. The tunnel ahead, large enough for Longbourn, easily accommodated Mary, her basket and torch. The high walls leaned inward above her until they touched overhead, giving the dark space a rather smothering feeling only enhanced by the smoke and powerful dragon musk in the air. Irregular walls reached out and snagged her skirts; errant floor stones tried to trip her and toss her into random piles of dirt.
Odd. Longbourn did not usually tolerate untidiness. For all his grumpiness, he tended to be fastidious.
Á low moan rumbled through the tunnel, vibrating through her core. The sound of a very large someone in a very great deal of discomfort.
“That is him! You hear! Something is quite wrong.” Heather buzzed ahead. “She is here! I have brought her! Mary will make you well. She can fix anything.”
Dear little Heather.
The tunnel opened into a large room, perhaps twenty feet long and as many wide and high, walls and floor worn smooth with use. 
In the middle of the chamber, Longbourn lay on his back, writhing like a dog in the dirt. “Make it stop! Make it stop!”
Twelve feet of wyvern lay on his back, his two legs thrust in the air along with the tip of his tail. Just a mite like a struggling beetle. His pale grey-green-brown belly scales were covered in dust, looking unpleasantly dry.
Mary set her basket near the passage opening and hurried to Longbourn’s side. “What is wrong?”
“Make it stop!” He flapped his wings against the stone floor and thumped his tail as he looked up at her, toothy mouth half-open and great gold eyes wide and a little wild.
“Make what stop? I cannot help you unless you tell me what is wrong.” She dodged a fluttering wing tip.
“Elizabeth would know.”
Once more on this subject. “I am not Elizabeth. Tell me what is wrong.”
“I want her! She would know what to do.”
“She is at Pemberley. It would take days to get her here.” Mary stood and stepped back until she reached the wall, then leaned against it.
“I want her.” His tail thumped hard enough to feel through her half-boots.
“Fine, then I will send for her. But you will have no relief, no help from me or anyone else until she arrives. That will take days.”
He rolled over to his right side and stared at her, a tiny glimmer in his eye. “You can help?”
“Only if you tell me what is wrong.”
He snorted and turned his back to her. “I do not want you! I want Elizabeth.”
“She is married and Keeper to another dragon. You cannot have her.” She stomped to him, planting her foot near his snout. Not respectful, to be sure, but who could blame her?
“Get out. You are awful, and I do not want you. Get out.” His bellow rang off the stone walls, reverberating in her ears, through her bones.
Heather screeched. Mary scooped up her basket and all but ran back the way she came. Everyone had their limits and she had reached hers. Tomorrow she would visit London and demand an audience with the Minister of Keeps. Surely he could find some way to—
“Dragon bones and fire!” She hissed as her hip bounce on the hard stone floor, the torch skittering out of her hand and out of reach.
Thank heavens it did not go out!
“Are you all right?” Heather landed just next to her, wings still fluttering.
Mary closed her eyes for a moment. “My ankle, it is turned, at the very least. Perhaps worse.” The rest of the pains were probably, hopefully, just scrapes and bruises and nothing to be too concerned about.
Hopefully.
“Get up, get up. Come with me.” Heather launched and hovered a foot off the ground.
Mary pushed herself up to sit, squeezing her eyes shut as vertigo threatened. Bless it all, she had hit her head too! A few deep breaths, throbbing subsided just enough and the world stopped spinning like a child’s top. She drew her knees up and tested her foot on the ground. Perhaps.
She pulled herself up along the coarse stone wall. Damp cold penetrated through her fingers and flowed through her bones. Dust filled her mouth; she smacked her lips but it did not retreat.
Standing with most of her weight on one foot, she bit her upper lip and sucked in a deep breath through her teeth. One step, just one step. Certainly, she could manage that.
Great merciful heavens!
What a shame that ladies were not permitted language that better matched the sharp, screaming pain. “I might be able to get out of the lair, but there is no way I can make it home. I need help. The Cleary farm is the closest place. Go there, please.”
Heather landed on her shoulder and cuddled into the side of her neck with tickly feather-scales that smelt of flowers. “I do not want to leave you. You are hurt.”
“No harm is going to come to me in Longbourn’s lair.” At least no more than had already befallen her. “I cannot get back home unless you help me.”
Heather flew in circles over Mary’s head. After three complete, she hovered near Mary’s nose. “I will return with help.” She whizzed down the passage.
Mary pressed her back against the tunnel wall, panting. Beads of sweat broke out on her forehead, chill and sickly. She had to get to out of the lair. Longbourn would tolerate none but his Keeper in his lair, and her just barely.
One thing at a time, just one thing. First get the torch, then sort out the rest.
Three, perhaps four steps away, the torch sputtered on the dirty stone floor in the middle of the passage.
No way she could walk across the tunnel to reach it without the support of the wall, but perhaps she could crawl. Entirely undignified, humiliating, and unbefitting her station, but it was the only practical answer. She slid down the wall.
Oh! Ow! Heavens above! Bearing weight on the uninjured foot was worse than expected. What else had she managed to injure? She wiped her face on her sleeve.
Blood.
There was blood on her sleeve. No doubt from when she had hit her head. Lovely just lovely.
It changed nothing. She still needed the torch.
How was she going to hold on to it and pull herself up along the wall? And how was she to walk with the torch in hand when she needed both hands to support herself?
Crawl.
There was no other answer, regardless of what the indignity did to her pride or her garments. She sank to the floor.
“Pendragon’s Bones! I wish I never agreed to be a Keeper.” Blasted stones were hard on the hands and knees.
The heat of the torch kissed her face. At least it was bright and warm and friendly. Her only ally in this stone dungeon. Perhaps if she pushed it forward ahead of her and she crawled—
Talons scraped stone and a tail scraped behind. Truly? He would have to come now?
“Leave me alone. I have enough problems of my own right now and cannot deal with you. Go, shoo. I will be out of your way as soon as I am able.” She shoved the torch forward and crawled, slow and awkward, after it. Her gown was not going to survive this encounter, and there was no money in the budget for another.
Another joy.
“If you are in such a hurry, get up and walk, or run away from me. You seem in quite a hurry to leave me.” Longbourn’s head loomed over her, breathing fetid breath hard against her back.
Hand, hand. Knee, knee. A little closer to the outside. “What do you expect? You are horrid, selfish and impossible to please. Why would I want to linger with such a creature?”
“Elizabeth did not think that of me.”
“You think so? I believe she was quite clear in telling you exactly that. She thought you might have listened and would treat me differently. Clearly she was wrong about you.” She shoved the torch forward again and crawled to meet it.
“She said no such things.”
“Then you are a liar or you are delusional. Neither are admirable traits in a dragon.” The torch was in reach again. Three deep breaths, and she shoved it forward.
It rolled and bounced against the wall and sputtered out.
“Dragon’s blood!” She blinked hard against the burning in her eyes. “Just leave me alone!”
“You are hurt?” He sniffed her head to toe, pausing long over her injured ankle.
“It does not matter to you. Just leave me alone, and I will be out of your lair as soon as I can manage.”
“But you are hurt.”
“Why do you care? I am not Elizabeth, and I never will be. I am sorry you cannot make peace with that. I have done everything I possibly can to satisfy you only to fail at every turn. I cannot do any more, and I do not want to hear any more about it. Leave me alone. The sooner you do, the sooner I will crawl out of here.”
Scratchy talons along the ground. Had he crawled up beside her? “You cannot walk. How will you get home?”
“Heather is bringing help. Do not worry, they will not disturb your lair. They will wait for me outside, at the hillside.”
“But you cannot—”
“I am entirely aware of the thousands of things I cannot do to please you, including, at the moment, walking out of here. But I cannot change any of those things. If only you will be patient, I will leave your lair.”
“She asked me to be patient.” He grumbled and snorted.
Mary sniffed and dragged herself forward. “It was good advice.”
“Dragons are not patient.”
“So I have noticed.”
“You do not like me.”
“Nor do you like me.” She glowered over her shoulder into the darkness. “You remind me of that every time I come. Over and over again. I am tired of it, and do not want to hear it again.”
“But I miss her.”
“Then write her a letter. Tell her all that you complain to me about. Perhaps she can arrange a more satisfactory Keeper for you.”
More talons scraping, like a child scuffing his feet. “I cannot write.”
“If it will stop your complaining, I will write it for you.”
“And she will write back?” A sound like his tail sweeping the floor and a hopeful note in his voice.
“She is a faithful correspondent.”
“You will read her letters to me?”
“If you wish.”
“Just once?” Acrid dragon breath encompassed her face. He must be very close.
“Whenever I come to call, if you want.”
Longbourn snuffled her shoulder, almost like a friendly dog. An enormous one, but friendly. How very strange. “I would like that very much.”
“Then if you are satisfied, why do you not go back in your den and allow me the dignity of crawling out of here without an audience to laugh at me.” Her throat tightened, and she squeezed her eyes shut, chest aching. No, he would not have the pleasure of seeing—or hearing, or smelling, whatever it was that dragons did in the dark—her tears.
“I will help you out.” Somehow, he edged a wing underneath her. “Climb on my back.” He lifted her with his wing, and she slid to his back, spinal bumps poking her ribs like cobblestones on the street.
How cold he was, but powerful, even more than she had realized. What an affront to his dignity carrying her must be.
“Put your arms around my neck. I have been told I lumber when I walk.”
She threw her arms around him and pressed her face tight to his cold scaly neck. The scales were smoother than she would have expected, more alive, if that made any sense. Not hard and crusty as they appeared. Powerful dragon musk, and something else, something uniquely his own, filled her nose. Not entirely unpleasant, a little familiar, and friendly even.
Why was he doing this? There seemed no malice in his tone or actions. And it was not as if she did not need the help. Perhaps he just wanted her out of his presence as fast as possible, and this was the best way to accomplish it.
He had to twist and duck through the passage as he lumbered—yes, that was a good word for it. He was not clumsy exactly, but large and heavy and strong. How different that made the passage feel than when she had walked it on her own. Somehow now it was small and confining, even a little dreary. Was that how he saw it?
What would it be like to live in such a place, so dark, and alone? Was that one of the things that Elizabeth understood, why she could bring him comfort so effectively? Was that why he missed her so?
“It is just a little farther.” His body rumbled as he spoke.
Even his voice was powerful. Was it frustrating to obey the constraints of Blue Order law when he could easily take what he wanted?
Wan light painted the rock walls in weary shadows, growing brighter with each ponderous step.
“Hold tight so the vines do not dislodge you.” He ducked low as prickly vines scraped over his back and hers, tangling in her mobcap. “There now, you can sit on the rock, yes? It will be sufficient?”
She peeked around his shoulder. The clearing was exactly how she had left it. “Yes, that would be very kind of you.”
Three steps to the flat rock and he crouched, then laid himself flat on the ground, wings slightly extended. “Take your time sliding off.”
She drew a deep breath. He was right, her instinct was to hurry. How exactly did one dismount a dragon’s back?
Slowly, and awkwardly, with one’s skirt catching along his scales.
Finally, her foot touched the ground close enough to her makeshift seat that she managed to sit without placing any weight on her injured ankle.
He glanced about the clearing and sat back on his haunches. “No one is here for you.”
“I imagine it will take some time for help to arrive, especially if they bring a donkey cart for me. It is still early in the day. There is plenty of time for them to arrive before dark.”
He sighed, a great, deep draconic sigh, his face forming into something of a frown. Not an angry one, but a pensive one. “I do not like it.”
She winced. Pray, not another temper tantrum. “I do not like it very well either, but there is little to be done for it.”
“It is not safe to sit alone while injured. That makes one smell like prey. I do not like you smelling like prey.”
“I have only turned my ankle. It is not a dangerous injury, only painful and inconvenient.” Very painful and very inconvenient.
“Injured prey attracts predators.” He lifted his head slightly and scanned the clearing, peering deep into the woods as he edged closer to her rock.
“But I am not…”
He turned to look at her, nearly nose to nose.
Oh!
Cold little dragon-foot chills raced down her spine. Was that how he saw her, how dragons saw men, as prey?
Well, that put a very different light on so many things.
“Those coming for you? They are Blue Order?”
“We would not allow anyone else so close to your lair.”
He nodded slowly. “Then I will wait here with you instead of watching from the lair. None should see my Keeper as convenient prey.”
Politeness seemed to require a protest, but those were the manners of men. Would it not be insulting to refuse his protections …
Protections! He wanted to protect her!
Merciful heavens! Is that what Elizabeth meant by thinking like a dragon? “Thank you, I would like that very much.”
He stretched out on the ground, his square head nearly touching her knee.
“Do your scales itch? Is that what was bothering you?”
His brow ridges rose and he stared at her wide-eyed as he nodded.
“If you can bring my basket, I brought you oil for your hide. The kind you like best. I will put it on your back while we wait, if you like.” Perhaps that had been a stupid thing to say. He never liked the way she oiled his scales.
He raised his head, turning it this way and that, wrinkling his brow as though he was thinking very hard. “I will bring the brush, too.”
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Motherly Instincts
Mother dragons are all alike.


This takes place during the events of Dragon Keeper’s Cotillion
 
April, 1815Rosing Park, Kent
Lady Catherine de Bourgh stalked through the long corridor from the steward’s office to her preferred morning parlor, counting the hall chairs and acknowledging each ancestor’s portrait as she passed. Nothing seemed out of place. Even the servants were where they belonged. No dust, no dirt, every item of her considerable collection of draconic bric-a-brac was where she had determined it should be, dusted, polished, and ready for admiration.
She stopped at the large parlor window, red brocade curtains trimmed with heavy fringe pulled open by servants waiting in anticipation just before she entered—too much sun caused the fabrics to fade—and stared out over the lavishly blooming garden. A bowl of dried roses perfumed the room to match the garden.
Outside, fairy dragons zipped through the peonies and roses, twittering as they went. Silly little twitter-pates. Blanche, the kitchen zaltys who looked like nothing so much as a thick green snake, sunned herself on a large flat rock in the middle of the garden, ready to fend off any predator that might bother the flutter-tufts. Even if they were a wild harem, Blanche insisted they deserved the protection of the Keep. She lifted her crested head and acknowledged Lady Catherine through the window with a flick of her tail tip.
Everything was exactly as it should be.
Still, though, something was not right.
There was only one thing to do. Consult Cait. The spectacular black cockatrix watched over Rosings Park even more intensely than Lady Catherine.
Gracious, when had she begun thinking of herself as Lady Catherine, not just plain Catherine? So long ago that Catherine no longer seemed a part of her.
Lady Catherine donned her hat that matched her forest green walking dress, a rather large, feathered affair that the staff could see approaching from a long way off. It gave them time to make certain she would find everything in order. They might not admit how much they appreciated the advanced warnings, but they did.
∞∞∞
 
Stationed beside the main road leading to the manor, Cait’s limestone folly was a considerable walk away. Usually, Catherine—there, that was better—would have ordered her horse prepared for the journey. But all the sensible horses gave Cait a wide berth, and she would not ride a horse that was not sensible. Besides, she was not dressed for riding and it would take at least an hour to properly dress, so she would walk.
A flurry of servants in her wake suggested a footman and a maid were preparing to accompany her, which was only proper. But not today. Not even servants should be privy to this conversation. She waved them off and strode through the front door without a backward glance.
She did listen, though—how often the staff forgot the same preternatural hearing that allowed her to hear dragons also permitted her to hear goings-on that perhaps she had not been intended to hear. It was useful for maintaining order in a house where there was no man around to manage the task, and certainly less bother than managing a husband.
Not that Sir Lewis had been that difficult to manage. As long as he had enough wine to drink and money to gamble, he was satisfied to ignore the real management of the estate and leave it to the one who was actually interested in such things. Still, it was much easier without him now than with him.
In that she agreed with Cait, not living with a mate was definitely preferable.
The hardwoods shading the road made the bright morning sun tolerable. Terrible for one’s complexion, too much sunshine. The scent of the clover fields, though, was always a pleasant reminder of a girlhood that seemed so far away now. She had run in those fields once, but her running days were long past.
Wellsbey, the faithful shepherding drake, trotted out to meet her and kept pace beside her for a quarter of a mile, apprising her of the state of the flocks. Dirt brown, and wearing a coating of dust and hay, his folded hood hung down resembling dog’s ears, making it easy for him to persuade the dragon-deaf he was a dog.
But he was all dragon, boldly informing her of the actual condition of the sheep, not hemming and hawing and sugar-coating things as the shepherds and steward were apt to do. Several ewes had been lost along with their lambs. It was not too early to raise the alarm and begin investigating the cause. She gave him leave to do so.
Why was it so difficult for her human staff to give her clear honest information? It was not as though she had fangs like Rosings did.
Then again, she had once heard the servants discussing just that possibility. Ah well, if they had such weak constitutions as to be bothered by such things, perhaps they did not need to be employed by a proud Dragon Estate like Rosings Park.
Cait’s folly stood near the road, in the shadows of the old, dense hardwoods, always in the cool shadows.  The distinct smell of the limestone mixed with the forest loam and the distinct musky odor of cockatrix, marking this as dragon domain. Carved by artisans of fine limestone, the folly resembled a Grecian temple topped with a wrought iron birdcage. The ironwork was of the finest quality, designed by a proper artist who knew his business. The swoops and swirls brought to mind images of wind and clouds. No other cockatrix in England enjoyed so fine a lair.
A spine-tingling shriek echoed from the folly. The structure had been designed to amplify her terrifying voice. Hair on the back of Catherine’s neck rose. One would have thought the fear-inducing effects of Cait’s scream would have dulled over the decades of their friendship. But they were as potent now as they had been from the very beginning.
There she was—perched atop the folly’s ironwork. A spectacular cockatrix in her prime, covered in glossy black feathers. Long, slightly curling tail feathers trailed behind her, at least a yard long. She usually perched above ground to show them to their best advantage. Her true glory was the massive ruff of head feathers that she often claimed Lady Catherine was trying to ape with her own headwear. Streaked with purple throughout, the ruff stood straight out from her head, like a fluffy turban, often obscuring her eyes and all but the razor-sharp tip of her beak. When one could see her eyes, they were shining onyx beads, following every movement in her surroundings. For all her stunning, showy looks, she was still a vicious predator not to be taken lightly, as several ill-mannered potential suitors after Sir Lewis’ death had learnt.
All of which made her an excellent companion, and a good Friend. They understood each other and enjoyed a relationship of equals. There were few Catherine considered her equal.
Cait took to the air and glided toward her, landing on a nearby branch, high enough to keep her spectacular tail feathers off the ground. “You have felt it, too?”
Dragons were never subtle—one of their most pleasing qualities. “Yes, yes, I have. I have checked the house. Burns assures me that the house is well, and Quincy assures him the house dragons are well. Blanche is in the garden, watching over the fairy dragons who are also well, and Wellsbey assures me that the flocks are as well as sheep ever are.”
“I have seen nothing in the estate grounds … Anne, have you spoken with your daughter?” Cait squawked and flapped her wings.
“She was in high dudgeon this morning.  Mrs. Jenkinson said she stormed out after breakfast, saying she was taking the phaeton for a drive. A long drive.” But that was typical of Anne after a fit of temper.
“She has not returned yet?”
“No, at least not before I left.” Lady Catherine glanced over her shoulder toward the manor.
“Then she is missing. Rosings should be notified. I will go to look for her.”
“Anne is merely driving about the estate. She does that regularly.”
“Something is wrong. She is not where she should be.” Cait squawked and flapped in an insulting sort of way. “Go tell Rosings. I will find your missing daughter.” She launched and disappeared over the tree tops, tail feathers trailing behind her like a royal train.
Strange that Cait should be flying off in an ill-considered dither. She was not apt to risk mussing her feathers on a lark. Still, all things considered, Catherine would rather have flown off in search for Anne and let Cait deal with Rosings.
Cowntess Rosings felt her rank deeply and required the deference, respect and awe entitled her as an apex predator and a firedrake. All of which was entirely appropriate, even if rather difficult to tolerate at times. But recently it had been far more pronounced.
What a storm of bluster and bile she had been recently, to the point Catherine was certain she had seen smoke rising from Rosings’ nostrils just before Catherine was dismissed from the lair, something Rosings had never done before. Something about the coming Cotillion was bothering her, but Rosings would not explain herself, and Catherine was hardly in a position to demand anything from her.
If she had to call upon Rosings, best get the visit over with. Catherine set off toward the shadowy footpath in the hardwoods leading to Rosings’ Lair. The usual rich, organic smells penetrated the gloom, not particularly threatening, though they did little to offset the typical dread that dragon-woods were intended to inspire. The lack of birdsong, though, increased the foreboding like nothing else.  A very clever way, all told, to cut down on the number of people who might accidently stumble into a dragon’s lair.
Heavy brush overgrew the path the final two hundred or so yards to Rosings’ lair, further discouraging accidental sojourns close to her sanctum. As with most major dragons, she did not relish company. Who could blame her when there were so few of her standing to associate with?
A wide clearing of packed dirt marked the proximity of the lair. Thick vines overhung the mouth of the dragon cavern. The uninitiated could easily miss the opening, just as it should be.
“Cowntess Rosings.” Lady Catherine stood back from the tangled, viny curtain. No need to announce herself again. Rosings always heard, and would come out (or not) as she pleased.
“Lady.” Rosings’ voice rumbled from the cavern depths. The earth quivered with her ponderous steps. An intentional affectation to demonstrate her superiority. She was entirely capable of a stealthy approach, a prospect far more frightening than her bluster.
A huge, deep red lizard-y shaped head emerged from the vines. The epitome of a firedrake followed, painted in various shades of red, from pale red at her underbelly to deep red, nearly purple, along her spine Nose to base of tail, she must have been fifteen feet long with another eight feet of tail behind her. Fully extended, her wings probably spanned over twenty feet.
She only flew on moonless nights, so no one alive now had actually seen her in flight. She was a very private creature. Perhaps, one day, she would permit Catherine to see her in flight.
“It is not time for the monthly Order reports. I told you to leave me alone. Why are you here?” Rosings snuffed hard enough to rustle Catherine’s skirts. Her brow ridges knit together in a tight line. “I do not have time for a social call. Take your leave and go.”
Catherine swallowed back the first several replies that crossed her mind. No, that one, too, was a poor choice. One did not respond to a dragon like Rosings with sarcasm or offense. “Something is bothering you. What is wrong?”
“There is nothing you can do.” Her tail lashed through the fine dust of the clearing.
“Pray, tell me, what is wrong.  You have told me often enough that our concerns are inextricably linked.”
Rosings grumbled, her lips moving as though she were muttering under her breath. “You will not leave me otherwise, will you?”
Catherine crossed her arms and cocked her head. Though Rosings had the upper hand in most ways, in a battle of wills, they were evenly matched.
“Pemberley.” Rosings growled the word, baring her teeth.
“What do you mean? Do you still take umbrage at what was done? The Dragon Sage has been recovered. Pemberley has her Keepers, the estate—”
“That is what concerns me.”
Catherine’s thoughts slammed against the wall of her Dragon Mate’s concerns, leaving her with an unladylike gasp.  “Whatever do you mean?”
“I have heard rumors about dangers to Pemberley.” Rosings’ head swung this way and that as though scanning for danger—something a firedrake almost never did.
“From where?”
“From sources that I trust.”
“From whom?”
“Do you question me?” Rosings sat back on her haunches, wings flapping, and roared until Catherine’s ears rang.
“I do not want you upset by unreliable—”
Rosings towered over Catherine and breathed very hot, acrid breath in her face. “And I am not capable, after three hundred and fifty years, of identifying unreliable information?”
“Do not put words in my mouth. I said no such thing.” It was all she could do not to take several steps back, but one should never retreat from a dragon like prey did.
“Then pay attention to what I am saying.” A gob of spittle dangled off Rosings’ nearest fang. “Pemberley is in danger, and I will not stand for it.”
“What is endangering Pemberley? Who would have the audacity to interfere with your hatchling? The very thought—”
“Is not one to be dismissed. I understand the threat and that should be enough for you. I know how to act. Baby Pemberley must attend the Cotillion for the safety of the estate.”
What threat could that possibly solve? “She is an infant! Such a thing has never been done—”
Rosings reared up on her hind feet, wings spread and snarling. “You dare to tell me what I am about? Do you forget who I am?”
“Certainly not.” Lady Catherine jumped back several steps.
“Then stop your jabbering and be out of my way. I am for London immediately.” She turned on her tail and headed down the tunnel. “Perhaps you should have as much care for your own offspring as I do mine.”
Heaven forfend, what had come over Rosings?
Was it possible? Rosings should be too young to be entering into the senility that ancient firedrakes were prone to. Old Pemberley only failed after his five hundred and twenty fifth year, perhaps a year before his demise. Rosings was hardly old enough for that.
Still, though, she was making no sense. How could she possibly criticize Catherine’s care toward Anne? What did that have to do with Rosings and Pemberley? No, none of this made any sense.
A discreet letter to Sir Edward was in order. No. An invitation to come to Rosings. These details could not be trusted to paper, or even voiced where they might be overheard.
She drew several deep breaths to clear Rosings’ acrid breath from her lungs—and to help her knees stop shaking— and headed back toward the manor.
As she returned to the main road, near the folly, Cait swooped down on her, shrieking.
Catherine jumped back, clutching her chest. She might have the constitution of a dragon according to her physician, but Cait’s shriek was just possibly more than her heart could take. “Great heavens! Stop that screaming immediately. What is wrong?”
Cait grabbed the gnarled trunk of the nearest tree and clung there at a very unnatural angle, looking for all the world as though she were quite drunk. “I have found her. She is by the trout stream.”
“Anne? What is she doing there?”
“Not fishing. She refused to speak to me and threw a rock at me. Granted, it was more of a pebble, and she hardly has the strength to lift it, much less throw it properly, but it was most rude of her, and I will not tolerate it. You ought to have taught her better manners.” Cait flapped away, shrieking under her breath.
A bundle of salt cod would have to be sent to the folly tonight to mollify Cait. Generally, dragons preferred their meat delivered still on the hoof as it were, but Cait did have a particular fondness for salt cod. Hopefully that would be enough to settle Cait’s temper. The estate could hardly manage two dragons in high dudgeon.
What had gotten into Anne to treat Cait with such disrespect?
∞∞∞
 
So much walking today! The distinct scent of fresh running water promised that, thankfully, the trout stream was not far off. Catherine pressed her temples, but it did little to force back the burgeoning headache.
Yes, Anne was there, standing in the shade of the old trees, near the bank of the shallow stream that ran noisily over boulders and rocks, splashing any who stood too near. Sunbeams forced their way through the tree branches and sparkled against the clear waters. How many times had Darcy and Richard fallen into the water at that very spot when they were boys?
In those days she had thought Darcy would marry Anne, securing Anne’s future and the future of Rosings Park. How naïve she had been then.
Difficult as it was to admit, it was her fault. She should have, could have, known better. Two Dragon Keepers with great estates and powerful dragons could not marry. What a fool she had been to indulge herself in the idea.
Just because Sir Lewis was … what he was … did not mean she had to discourage Anne from seeking a proper mate.
Anne threw a large pebble into the water only to have the thudding splash land mostly on her own goldenrod yellow skirts. What had gotten into her?  
“Cait told me you threw rocks at her. What is wrong with you? I have surely raised you better than to treat any dragon thus, much less my Friend.” Catherine strode toward the stream bank with as much speed and dignity as one could muster in such a setting.
Anne did not turn to acknowledge her. “It was only one rock, and I simply do not care.”
“What do you mean, you do not care? You will cease this insolence at once! How dare you behave this way.”
“Leave me alone. Clearly you do not care about anything but the dragons any more. You are as bad as Darcy and that wife of his.”
Catherine stood beside Anne, looking down at the slumping, wilted figure, like a cut flower left too long in a vase. “I will not play guessing games with you, girl. What is wrong?”
Anne huffed and threw another rock into the stream. “Pemberley.”  She glanced over her shoulder to glare at Catherine.
“Pemberley? What do you mean? The dragon or the estate? What has either to do with you?”
“The Dragon Sage has been recovered. Pemberley has her Keepers, the estate—”
“Yes, yes, I have already had this conversation with Rosings. There is no further need for concern.” Lady Catherine dismissed the notion with a wave.
“Perhaps not for you, but for me—”
“Nonsense! Even if the Sage had not been recovered, Rosings was quite adamant about you not marrying Darcy. Do not tell me you are doing something so pedestrian as pining for him. A de Bourgh does not pine—”
“You have failed me, mother.” Anne stood and turned to face her, her tear-streaked face red and blotchy.
“How dare you speak to me in that fashion.” She was, of course, correct, but still …
“I have every right to speak to you as I please when you have failed in your most basic duty to me as a mother. You have done nothing to find me a proper husband since Darcy spurned me.  I have never been to London, never had a proper come out at the Dragon Keeper’s Cotillion—”
“You did not need to bother with that—”
“Because of Darcy, I know. That might have been true then, but what am I to do now that your ill-conceived plan has failed? I know no young men, and you do not care to help me. I will die an old maid and the Fitzwilliams will become Keepers of Rosings Park.” Angry tears trickled down Anne’s cheeks.
The Fitzwilliams! Over her cold, dead, wyrm-eaten body. Was Matlock estate (and dragon) not enough for them? Her hands trembled as she fought to pull breath into her paralyzed lungs.
No, Myles Fitzwilliam, Chancellor of the Blue Order and Earl Matlock, was not going to gain even more influence in the Order and the Kingdom by placing yet another son as a Keeper to an estate he did not gain in proper inheritance. (Richard was a good nephew, and it was not a bad thing that he was named Keeper to Netherford, but still …)
Anne needed a husband immediately.
“I suppose then, we must prepare for the Dragon Keeper’s Cotillion where you will join your cousin Georgiana and make a proper debut. I will make arrangements immediately.”
Apparently, Rosings was not the only mother who needed to see her daughter presented at the Cotillion. Was that what the old dragon had meant?
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Less than a Keeper  
No one wants to be forever on the outside looking in.


This takes place following the events of Dragon Keeper’s Cotillion
 
May, 1815 Longbourn, Hertfordshire
Collins perched fitfully on the worn leather wingchair near the windows in Longbourn’s book room. He still thought of it as Mr. Bennet’s study. One day, perhaps, it might become his. Perhaps.
He had cleared away the clutter which seemed the hallmark of every place Bennet inhabited and with it, the musty-dusty odor and fuzzy taste it left in the back of his mouth. Fresh air and the faint scent of cut flowers proved a far preferable atmosphere for his retreat.
All but the most basic of Blue Order tomes had gone with Bennet when the Order moved him to London, to serve in the offices there, leaving sufficient space on the Longbourn shelves for the remaining books to fit in an orderly, pleasing fashion. Without piles of books on the floor, the room became spacious, even just a mite luxurious, certainly the largest space Collins had ever called his own. That was pleasant.
A unique black and white dragon chess set that had once stood near the far windows had also left with Bennet, which was just as well since chess required far more patience than Collins had. Its removal allowed him to bring in an extra chair to seat the company that regularly called upon him. The men of the village, and now even of Meryton just a few miles away, came to call upon him frequently. They respected him, sought his advice, even seemed to enjoy his company.
It was nice that someone did.
The heirloom dragon perch, resembling a dining room chair without a seat, remained in the study since Bennet had no winged dragon Friend who might have used it. He had no Friend at all until recently when it seemed his secretary Drew, a green drake, had taken to him. Good for him. It must be nice for a man to have a dragon Friend.
Chatter, the brilliant yellow cockatrix who persuaded the dragon-deaf she was an exotic parrot, his assigned translator from the Blue Order, was not a Friend. She was an employee of the Blue Order, assigned to make sure he could communicate with the estate dragon when necessary. Somehow, she had the capacity to speak in a voice audible to the dragon-deaf. It was a squawky, irritating parrot-y voice, but it was one Collins could hear.
She rested on the heirloom perch, eyes half-lidded, an expression of perpetual boredom that the creature usually wore in his presence. It did not matter what he did, whether he tried to converse with her or not, nothing he did, nothing about him seemed to interest her. She only tolerated him because the Blue Order required her to.
Like all the dragons did.
He was a gentleman—dragons’ blood!—he was a gentleman! All the warm-bloods—the people around him—acknowledged it, treated him with dignity, and some with appreciation. He mattered in that society—even if only a little bit—he mattered and was recognized as an important, well, perhaps significant, or if not that … at least a known personage who could participate fully in all that the community had to offer.
Not so with the Blue Order.
Being one of the “privileged” few deaf-speakers who knew of dragons but could not hear them himself was said to be an honor. But what sort of honor was it when men and women looked down on him as some sort of imbecile, tolerating his presence only because it was required? And the dragons themselves would hardly even look at him. Though usually too polite to say as much, they wanted him out of their presence even more than the men did. Despite all protestation, all evidence to the contrary, they were certain he was a danger to them all and should have been dispatched as such, rather than permitted to sully the Blue Order with his inferiority and disability.
Worse still, he could hardly find fault in their estimation. No amount of effort on his part, no learning, no training, no intention, would ever allow him to hear dragons. For that he had to rely on Chatter. While her efforts were better than nothing, there was always something lost in translation. And the dragons despised communicating with him for that reason; it was like talking to an idiot.
He would always be second-class in that society. Less than a Keeper despite being master of Longbourn estate. That should have been enough for him. Having an estate of his own was more than most clergymen could hope for. Most would be grateful.
He strived to be.
Most days.
Today was not such a day.
Today, Longbourn, the cranky wyvern who actually owned the land that appeared to be his, met with Mary, his wife and the official Keeper to Longbourn, in the cellars to discuss Keep matters without him. Because, of course, why should the master of the estate be involved with such things?
“You are muttering under your breath again.” Chatter did not bother to look at him, or even open her eyes. After three years, he had gotten used to her grating voice, but it did not mean he liked it. It still sounded like she was mocking him every time she spoke to him. Her ability to speak in a voice that the dragon-deaf could hear was considered a rare talent, something to be appreciated, not criticized. So, he kept his opinion to himself.
“I had not realized.”
“Of course not.” She snorted, a very odd sound when done by a creature with a beak instead of a nose. “It would not hurt for you to be less resentful of the dragons of the Keep.”
“I am not resentful.”
“Do not lie. Your posture, your very smell, gives you away. You carry yourself like prey.”
“When one has been threatened with being eaten as often as I have, it seems an appropriate reaction.”
“I do not say that so very often … any more …”
Collins stared, eyebrow raised very high. “I beg to differ, only yesterday—”
A soft knock and the study door opened. “Longbourn is in the cellar.” Mary peeked in. “He said he will see you, and of course, Chatter, now.”
How tired she seemed. The wyvern should not demand so much of a woman in her condition. Did he not understand … no, probably not, what would dragons know of carrying babies?  “Do you know what he wants?”
Chatter opened her eyes and squawked. “Keeping him waiting will not improve his temper.”
“Longbourn is in a good humor, for him. He just wants to speak with you. I am certain all will be well. After all, the Cotillion went very well.” Mary had been so very pleased with every aspect of the evening.
Perhaps he needed to make it a point to attend more of the local assemblies. She would probably enjoy that. He stood, straightening his coat. “I suppose it must be. Let us go to him, Chatter.”
They passed Mrs. Hill, the dragon-deaf housekeeper, in the hall. Rumblkins, her tatzelwurm Friend, spring-hopped behind her like a faithful little dog. Even the dragon-deaf in his household had dragon Friends!
Rumblkins chirruped at Chatter who chirped back. Though their initial introduction had been rather … energetic, was that the word for it? They had settled their differences, or rather established who was dominant, that was how it was properly described, and it seemed it was enough for them to live together peacefully.
Collins had even seen them sharing a rat Rumblkins had caught. A bit revolting, but a bit endearing at the same time. If only he could come to the same sort of terms with Longbourn.
There was no one in the kitchen requiring an explanation why the master of the house was venturing into the cellars. Not that anyone would have the audacity to demand such an explanation, but he felt the need to have one ready just in case. The cellar door stood ajar, the way Mary had probably left it.
Cool air, tinged with the smells of damp stone and wyvern musk poured into the still warm kitchen. Dragon musk did not blend well with the lingering aromas from the day’s cooking, leaving his tongue coated with a vaguely rancid sort of taste. If his feelings about dragons had a flavor …
Chatter glided down the stairs, squawking to announce their arrival. It was said that one should be careful about surprising a dragon anywhere, but underground most especially. The nineteen wooden steps into the cellar each squeaked and groaned under his feet, complaining as much about his presence as the dragon would.
So encouraging.
He called from three quarters of the way down the steps. “You wished to speak to me, Laird Longbourn?”
A few flickering candles lit the cellar casting dancing, dragon-shaped shadows along the walls and floor. Longbourn stepped into the yellow-orange light.
If the dragon had stood up fully straight, the top of his head ridges would have just brushed the ceiling, but he leaned forward a bit, so that he could be eye to eye with Collins on the stairs. Six feet of grey-green-brown, muscular tail swept the ground in long slow strokes. An expression of calm equanimity, according to Chatter. Though dusty, his horny scales had recently been brushed and oiled, leaving Mary utterly spent and Collins put out, but it was one of the duties they owed the estate dragon. Longbourn’s folded wings were dusty too. The dragon probably had a dust bath after his brushing. Another mark of contentment.
Longbourn leaned in close, his square sharp face and glittering gold eyes somehow reminding him of Bennet. Not so much in appearance, perhaps. Maybe it was his generally sarcastic attitude that brought the resemblance to mind. Yes, that was it.
Longbourn rumbled and Chatter translated, “You are fully joined to the Order now.”
Collins bowed from his shoulders. “They have accepted me into full membership.”
“Do not think that makes you Keeper over me.” Longbourn’s growl needed no translation.
“Sir Carew and Lairda Langham have made it quite clear that a Keeper must be able to hear dragons.” Abundantly, painfully, crystally clear.
“She is my Keeper. No matter what the laws of men might say, remember, the land belongs to me, not to you.”
“Lady Catherine herself has explained the ownership of the estate. I am quite aware I am master of this estate in name only, a figurehead for the sake of fulfilling the human entail on the property. The land belongs to you.” Did Chatter manage to translate the bitterness of his tone as well, or did she leave that for Longbourn to identify for himself?
“See that you do not harm her or my estate. I will not have it. Do this and you may continue to play the role of master of the estate, use its proceeds and enjoy the status it brings you. But there is to be no further entail. Your eldest hearing child will be my Keeper—do you understand?”
“None of this is new to me.”
“But do you understand?” Longbourn stopped to punctuate the question.
“I understand.”
“And you will not interfere with her role as Keeper and her attentions to me?”
“I would rather live as a gentleman with his own estate than … there will be no interference. However—”
“However? You dare suggest—” Spittle flew on Longbourn’s rancid breath.
Collins gripped the banister hard lest he back away like prey. “You are aware of your Keeper’s state, are you not?”
“State? What state?’
“She is with child. She carries the one who may be heir to the Keepership.”
Longbourn edged half a step back and cocked his head. “I know that.”
“But do you understand what it means?”
“She will produce young, that is what it means.”
“Eventually, but in the meantime, she will not have the strength or the stamina to keep up with her usual responsibilities.”
“You have Hill. She can manage the household for my Keeper.” How did the dragon know the housekeeper by name? Rumblkins probably told him.
“She can and she will, to be sure. But there are additional requirements that you have made clear you will have none other attend.”
“You mean she cannot brush and oil my hide?”
“That will be increasingly difficult, and perhaps even dangerous for her. Carrying loads to your lair will also become hazardous. Perhaps I might be …”
“You?” Longbourn snorted again. “No. Manage the land and do not interfere with me. Your life and mine will be comfortable if you do that. Send your reports through my Keeper. Surely she can manage that until her young are produced.”
“It would be better if you would accept them from me …”
The dragon glowered, huffing vile breath in his face.
Collins’ eyes watered—wyvern breath really was that bad. “I suppose if all she has to do is bring you reports, then, yes, that should be acceptable.”
“Good. I see no need for you to be involved in Keep matters.” Longbourn snorted and shuffled away.
Collins sat on the step, face in his hands. What about Mary’s lying-in, those weeks, or more, when she would be unable to leave the house? What if the worst happened? If he lost her in childbirth?
He swallowed back the lump in his throat. He had grown so fond of her, dare he say loved her, in these last three years. Would the dragon put him out if she were lost but the babe survived? How would the estate be managed then? Would Longbourn even tolerate it? Clearly he wanted little more than for Collins to leave the estate and go very far away.
Plans, contingencies ought to be established in case. But the dragon seemed unwilling to have any conversation with him, much less one so uncomfortable.
Chatter landed on the railing beside him. “It does not sound as though he means to deal with you very much.”
“No, I do not think so. I suppose I should not be surprised. Why should he lower himself to bother communicating with the dragon-deaf?” Collins spoke through his hands. Perhaps he was acting like prey again, but what did it matter now?
“He offers you a gift, you understand.”
“A gift? How so? I see only disgust, contempt even.” There, he had finally said it; spoken the truth he had not put into words before.
“You do not give him enough credit. He knows the world of dragons scares you and has made it so you need not deal with it. That is a gift.”
Collins sighed as he wrapped his arms around his waist. “I suppose that is considerate.”
“You are not enthused.”
“There are many issues that truly need to be discussed. I do not like forcing my wife, who is in a delicate condition, to manage all that on her own.” He raised his head and met Chatter’s steady gaze. “I would like to be grateful for his generous condescension, I would. If I could forget, or even overlook the presence of dragons as I once did, I would be sorely tempted to do so. But I cannot go back to ignorance, not with Heather and Rumblkins in the house.” He switched his focus to the distant candle, its glow nearly blinding. The cellar’s cold blanket embraced him, chill and smothering.
“What do you want?” Chatter hopped down to the step immediately below him.
“I cannot have what I want.”
“What do you want?”
“To be a part of a world to which I have been told I do not belong. To one in which I am not wanted. I want to hear dragons.”
“But you cannot.” Chatter turned her head far to the side and blinked as though trying to make sense of him.
“I am as a blind man who longs for the sight of a sunrise, ever to be denied. It is what it is, I suppose. If those are Longbourn’s intentions, I suppose that makes you free of me as well. I know you have wanted that.” He forced a smile, but that was probably a mistake. Chatter had once warned him it was a rather antagonistic expression.
“If I stayed, you could have that, at least in part.”
“You do not deserve to be trapped in service to me when your talents are worth so much more. I am certain the Order has more important assignments for you.” Though Chatter sought to meet his gaze, he dodged it. The little dragon already knew him too well. Inviting her to see these feelings was too much.
Finally, she gave up, lifting her wings in a shrug. “I would stay for now.”
“You would do that? Why?"
“This is a unique situation, worth more study.” Now it was her turn to dodge eye contact. She bobbed like a parrot, tail feathers flicking. “You are not intolerable. You can be rather interesting at times even. I have had much less pleasant assignments. There is no telling where the next one could take me. I have translated for enough criminals—I have no desire to chance assignment to another prison. No, I think I will stay.”
“I am surprised that I am less burden than a criminal.”
Chatter laughed, a raucous, harsh sound. “You have a sense of humor. That is always an advantage in a Friend.”
“A Friend?” Had he heard that right?
“Not exactly yet, but perhaps. Yes, perhaps. A plate of kippers would certainly be helpful to that end.” Chatter leaned forward and extended her chin the way Heather did when she wanted Mary to scratch her chin.
Chatter had never done that before.
He was clumsy and would probably do it wrong, but it would be an insult to ignore the invitation. Carefully, he scratched under her jaw—how soft her feathers were.
“Yes, like that. A Friend ought to know how to scratch properly.”
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A Little Sea-Bathing  
Who knows who you might come upon while sea bathing?


This takes place between the events of a Proper Introduction to Dragons and The Dragon of Kellynch
 
May, 1804Portsmouth, England
Sophy Croft, proud (and occasionally described as eccentric for her love of sailing) wife of Captain Croft, walked along the pebbled beach of Portsmouth’s southern shore. April’s chill was just giving way to the budding warmth of May and the steady stream of holiday-makers who found Portsmouth as agreeable a place as any for sea-bathing.
While she agreed that Portsmouth was an agreeable place for a naval wife who found herself beached, unable to sail along with her husband on his most recent assignment—no, she was neither bitter nor resentful over that, certainly not—the whole notion of sea-bathing was a different matter entirely.
In the most polite terms possible, sea-bathing was highly over-rated.  Not that she would ever speak the thoughts aloud, but the men who recommended it were vile barbarians who supported paying brutal women for the privilege of being assaulted by them and half drowned in bone-chilling, soul-killing, cold, salty water.
And Captain Croft—who might soon be Commodore Croft—who regularly engaged in the practice himself, thought it bracing, invigorating, and healthful. So, he insisted she take advantage of her proximity to the sea and partake regularly in that all-but-medieval form of torture.
Because it was an expression of his loving protective nature, and because she missed him—and loved him more than such a stubborn, aggravating fellow deserved, she would go sea-bathing.
But it would be on her terms. There would be no bathing machines.
Salty wind, with the vague tinge of fishiness that tickled her tongue not quite pleasantly, caught the edge of her straw bonnet and threatened to pull it away. But her clever sailor’s knot in the ribbons held fast under her chin. The breeze always played petulant little tricks here, at a break in the trees where the multi-colored pebbled beach faded into golden sand. The spot where the dippers with their bathing machines awaited their willing, paying victims.
The gaily painted little huts on wheels stood facing the breaking waves. Lying little temptations promising far more comfort than they provided. Their masters, the dippers and bathers, wandered the walkways looking for holiday-makers with shillings to spend on that which might improve their health and well-being.
Once coins were exchanged, the bathers would be loaded into the cold, damp, reeking-of-old-sea-water huts on wheels. Jolting and lurching behind the poor horses resigned to their miserable lot, the bathing machine would be drawn into the chill waves, swaying sickly with each buffet.
If that were not insult enough, upon arriving in water “deep enough,” one was expected to disrobe and change into a filmy ‘bathing protector’ or if one could not afford one of Mrs. Bell’s fashionable creations, a rented bathing dress that rarely felt fully dry and smelt like the bathing machine. And in that state of vulgar undress a lady was expected to put herself into the hands of a dipper.
Not even if Martha Gunn, Queen of the Brighton Dippers, knocked on her door to plead for the privilege of dipping her would Sophy ever, ever put herself in the hands of another dipper. No one was going to plunge her into the cold water and hold her there against her will, until her lungs screamed for breath and the cold penetrated her soul in the process.
Never again.
No less than three such mercenary individuals began to approach her, hoping for her patronage. She turned on her heel and marched away from the shore and toward the shambling road leading back toward her cottage.
She would sea-bathe—she had promised Croft that—but on her own terms.
∞∞∞
 
Sophy had grown up in a loud boisterous household with three brothers whom she adored. The heir to the estate was proper and studious, the clergyman was proper and kind, and the naval officer was smart, strong, and loyal, but rather less proper. Not unlike Croft, and quite probably some of the reasons she fell in love with him.
Long rainy days, like the last two, used to be her favorite sort of days, when she could revel in her brothers’ company, selfishly having them to herself. But those days were long since past and these long days of rain were simply lonely.
She could have shared a house with several other naval wives. Many women found that arrangement quite agreeable—sometimes more agreeable than living with their husbands, but that opinion was another issue altogether. When one was the sort of woman who generally found male company more agreeable than that of her own sex, sharing a house lost all appeal.
Which all came to mean she was lonely. Not the simple kind of loneliness of merely being without company. But the sort of loneliness a creature felt when separate from their own kind. A kind of deep isolation that came from being unlike those around you, an oddity, some might say a misfit. She paid all the required social calls, attended dinners and card parties, but some days she was weary of play-acting a role in which she did not fit.
Before he left, Croft suggested she talk to the local Blue Order office to see if there were any minor dragons in want of a Friend. He had never met a dragon he did not get on with and could not foresee any possibility that any Friend of hers would disapprove of him.
He was probably right. She might do that—after she did the other thing he had asked of her and went sea-bathing.
∞∞∞
 
The next morning, she rose just after dawn, to clear skies and barely-not-cold salty breezes. Those who knew called early morning the best time for sea-bathing. Might as well do it and have it done.
She donned the sea-side bathing dress Croft insisted she have before he sailed—a gift to encourage her to sea-bathe whilst he was away. A rather sturdier than average, pale pink muslin gown, with a simple green trim along the hem and yoke around the shoulders, its greatest appeal was its clever design making it especially easy to change out of (and back into, one would assume). A necessary amenity if one was to attempt changing in the dark, awkward confines of a bathing machine. It came with a lovely matching drawstring bag, barely larger than a reticule, containing a silk bathing gown. The height of fashion and thoughtfulness. It did not hurt that the sea-side bathing dress complimented her figure rather smartly.
It would be pleasanter if he were here to see.
Bag (with a small towel discreetly inside) tucked under her arm, she strode out into the morning in the opposite direction of the bathing machines.
The sky still clung to its deep evening garb even as the sun forced a bright, rosy frock at it. Sea birds cawed from the direction of the fishing boats, waiting for their return, hungry, greedy, little bandits.  Salt and the vague odor of fish hung in the air, leaving a vague taste on the back of her tongue. She liked fish as well as the next person, but on her plate, not in the air. After living seaside for so much of her life, one would think she would have learned to ignore it, or so the other wives had said. Since that was not possible, she just stopped mentioning that she noticed it instead.
She followed the narrow, winding street past a row of neat little cottages, similar to her own, mostly thatched-roof affairs. Some had been built of sensible, regular bricks, lined up in tidy rows along the walls, orderly soldiers at their task. Others had walls of irregular stones that somehow nestled in together to form steady, serious fortifications without losing their merry abandon. Occasionally someone attempted to dress them in formal white paint, like a white muslin gown on a young woman, with varying degrees of success. Some cottages seemed ready to attend an assembly ball and dance the night away, while others would hardly have received any invitation to dance at all, frowsy, blowsy things.
Many of the homes boasted blooming vines for which they were often named. Rose Cottage, though, should not to be confused with Wild Rose Cottage, nor Tea Rose Place, nor White Rose Cottage—especially if one had been invited to call at one of those homes. Wisteria Place, bathed in lavender glory, stood out from the rest, wearing its spring splendor before the others got their frocks.
She turned at Ivy View, covered in shiny, bright-green new leaves, and again at the still spindly trees of Beech Lodge and finally at Laurel Haven. The latter was all but obscured by a thick hedge of deep green shrubbery dotted with sweet smelling fuzzy-looking white flowers and buzzing with bees.
After a quarter of an hour, that street ended rather abruptly in a sandy patch of shoreline, perhaps fifty yards wide flanked by dense trees on either side. Strong regular waves did not reach the dark line in the golden sand—the tide was receding, and there was no one else around, exactly as she had hoped for.
Here, she could sea-bathe without enduring the trial of a bathing machine or its servants. That notion made the reality of cold water almost tolerable.
Almost.
Clutching her bag close to her chest with one arm and lifting the hem of her skirt with the other, she picked her way into a clump of trees until all signs of civilization were obscured by leafy branches. Here, in the trees, even the sea water did not smell so pronounced, mingled with the perfume of trees and flowering things. Much, much better.
She quickly shed the sea-bathing dress in favor of Mrs. Bell’s pink bathing preserver and the little silk cap that was supposed to guard her hair. The bathing preserver hung like a sack, with virtually no structure, barely hemmed around the edges. The bottom seemed to have some sort of weights sewn into it, probably to help keep it in place in the water. Whether that would work or not remained to be seen. She tucked the chain with her Blue Order signet under the bathing protector. Though it was unlikely her things might be found and meddled with, she would take no chances with the mark of her membership to the Blue Order.
Best not procrastinate any further, lest she succumb to the calls of the warm dress she was leaving behind. She hung her gown on a convenient branch, tied her bonnet beside it, and placed her shoes beneath it, then picked her way onto the beach.
How surprising, the most charming soft crunch of the moist sand under her toes! A delightful sensation, despite the cold.  Did she simply feel it or hear it as well? Difficult to tell with the constant low roar of the lapping waves and bluster of sea breeze constantly in her face. She stared into the horizon, toward the sunrise.
If only the silhouette of Croft’s ship were on the horizon on its way home. But that was just a pipe dream. There were still many weeks before she could hope for such a sight.
No more procrastination, if she were going to do this, it should be now. She waded out into the waves.
Oh, oh! It was as awful as she had remembered. Chill waves turned cold as she foundered past the shallows toward the deeper water. She only had to go deep enough that she could duck down to get her shoulders into the water, perhaps waist high. One dunk, maybe two, and she would be finished.
Almost there …
Her feet were swept out from beneath her, the water itself wrapping invisible arms around her, dragging her deeper, forcing her down. Cold water closed over her face, smothering, cutting off all sound, all air.
Flailing arms brought her up long enough to gasp a breath. How far had she been towed away? Water in her eyes—she could not see.
Heart thundering in her ears, she screamed until briny sea water filled her mouth as a wave closed over her head. Her foot hit something solid, and she broke the surface again, gasping and sputtering.
Swim across the current.
Where did that voice come from? Another wave threw itself at her. Her chest burned and thoughts muddled. She could not swim. She would drown.
Croft would never forgive her for drowning.
Another kick into something solid, and her head was above water.
Air! Air! She had to breathe.
Grab the horse’s mane. Who called to her in that bristly, prickly voice?
Why was there a grey horse in the water with her? Near enough to touch?
She grabbed its wet, floppy mane as it maneuvered closer to her, its head just above the water’s surface, just like hers.
Above water, she was above water! Greedily gulping air, she cast about. How had she gotten so far from the shore?
The horse somehow got under her so she lay across its back as she clung to its neck. The cold, clammy creature swam effortlessly towards shore. Who knew horses swam in the ocean? Or that they did so with such grace and ease?
The trees on the shoreline grew larger and larger. Perhaps, just perhaps, she would indeed touch land again.
Suddenly the creature lurched. Had its hooves gained purchase on the sandy bottom? It took two more steps then dropped to its knees.
You can walk from here. Go now. Where was that voice coming from?
She clung tighter to the horse’s neck, but it leaned slowly to its left until she slid off into the cold water.
Cruel thing!
She struggled to her feet, bathing protector clinging to her as she had clung to the horse. Once she had staggered several steps toward the beach, she looked over her shoulder.
Where had the horse gone? Only the regular rhythmic ocean waves remained.
Uncooperative limbs, sodden and heavy as wet mud, protested vociferously as they dragged her back to the beach where she collapsed, staring up into the morning sun.
Where was the creature that had saved her? Or was it simply the trick of a drowning mind? But if it were, how then did she break the hold of the vicious current that tried to sweep her out to sea?
A sharp breeze whipped over her, and her teeth began to chatter. Dressed. She needed to get dressed. She needed to get warm.
She needed to get home.
∞∞∞
 
Three days!
Three days it took before she felt reasonably warm again.  Her maid, Nan, a young woman hoping to earn enough to enable her to marry her suitor before the year was out, bustled into the parlor, with another cup of hot tea and look of alarm completely disproportionate to the presentation of a warm beverage.
“Mrs. Croft! Mrs. Croft! I swear to you, I am not going mad, but there is something, some animal in the garden, a large one!” She pulled the curtain aside. “There, you can just make it out behind the laurels.”
Sophy, hands still wrapped around the teacup, made her way to the window. The afternoon sun backlit the laurels, making it difficult to see anything. “Hold my tea, I will attend to it.”
Was it possible? She had not wanted to say in front of Nan, but the shadow behind the laurels looked suspiciously like a horse.
She pushed open the garden door and took a single step out into another world; one layered in warm sunbeams and a rush of color. A mature hedgerow formed the back of the garden, standing guard over a cluster of large laurels covered in funny, fuzzy white blossoms. A stone wall, overgrown in ivy, marked the left-hand border, its gentle round stones barely peeking through the shiny, fresh green leaves. A waist-high wooden fence enclosed the right-hand side, raw and unpainted.  Old rose bushes, about to bloom, tangled with one another, obscuring most of the fence, possibly embarrassed by its state of undress.
A riot of spring flowers, tall and short and everything between, danced from one side to the other, rather more higgledy-piggledy than she would have chosen to plant them herself. Bees and butterflies, and the occasional fairy dragon, fluttered about the blossoms, floating on the heady perfume so strong one could almost taste it. A grey stone bench stood, silent and solemn, in the center of the tumult, a bastion of sense and reason oddly out of place among the colorful denizens.
“Who is there? My maid has seen you—show yourself.” Her shoes crunched on the gravel, a much coarser sound than her feet on the sand had made. “You do not need to be afraid.”
“I only wanted to see if you were well.” The speaker remained hidden, but the voice was familiar, yet not.
Chills coursed down her shoulders and arms. “You were at the beach!”
“I only wanted to see that you were well, I will go now.” The laurels rustled.
She rushed along the path, stopping at the bench. “Pray, do not. I wish to—I need to thank you for what you did for me.”
“It is enough to see you have recovered.” It was the voice from the beach, but somehow not. What had changed about it?
“What were you doing on the beach with your horse that day? Such an extraordinary creature. I would very much like to see him.” She peered into the laurels. There—a flash of silvery-white. A most unusual color. Was it possible this was not a warm-blood she spoke to? But if not, such a risk he was taking speaking to her this way, not trying to persuade her. Why?
“No, I shall go now.”
“Please, I should like to talk to you. I am … lonely … and welcome your call.”
The rustling in the laurels stopped. “You saw a horse in the ocean?”
“Half-drowned, I cannot be certain of what I saw, only that I believe it saved my life.”
The laurel bush was quiet for a long time. “What do you see there, in the rose bushes?”
What an odd question. A little harem of flower-colored fairy dragons zipped among the blossoms and buds. Could her guest see them, too?
“I see rare and special creatures that few appreciate or understand. Their song is difficult to hear.” She weighted the last word. If her visitor did not understand, then it was best he did not. And if he did, then she had said enough.
Breathing and shuffling from the laurels, but no words.
She reached for the chain around her neck and extended her Blue Order signet.
The laurel bush rattled amidst snorting and snuffling. A white head parted the leaves.
Heaven forfend!
What was that? Totally different to anything she had ever seen! Her pulse pounded in her temples. Breathe, she needed to remember to do that.
Another step revealed the creature’s front half that resembled a sturdy fell pony, colored like fine, polished silver.  Where there should have been a mane stood an iridescent fin, gently swaying in the afternoon breeze. More gauzy fins took the place of the feathers fell ponies wore near the hooves. The creature’s back half looked like nothing so much as a very large grey snake, curling into a loose, thick coil that it seemed to sit upon as it regarded her. The tail ended in a delicate wide fin, sitting atop the coil, more like a whale’s than a fish’s. Long eyelashes framed huge, vivid, compelling blue eyes.
“You have never seen my kind before.” It was a simple statement of fact.
It must be some form of dragon, but what kind? In some ways, it resembled a tatzelwurm that appeared to be half cat and half snake, or a cockatrice that resembled a mix of falcon and snake. But who had ever heard of a beast resembling a horse and a snake?
“I am a hippocampus.” His voice had an odd watery quality about it. The creature unfurled its tail and approached her with a peculiar slither-and-step motion that had no precise word to describe it. It nodded and smiled—smiled?—showing a sharp row of teeth most decidedly not horse-like.
“You are a sea dragon, I imagine?” She dropped into a small curtsey.
“You imagine correctly.”
“You seem quite as easy out of the ocean.”
“It is not as easy as swimming, to be sure, but it is very interesting to traverse the land, persuading warm-bloods I am but a horse.”
“It was you who came to my rescue?” She stepped around the bench, two more slow, deliberate steps toward the hippocampus. It smelt fresh, not fishy or salty, but clean like the morning.
It pulled back for a moment, then relaxed, its eyes never leaving her. “What were you doing in a place with very dangerous currents when you cannot swim. Does that not seem rather … stupid?”
She covered her mouth with her hand, but it was no use as laughter spilled forth. “Yes, it does. I shall not be doing it again.”
His eyes grew very wide and the tip of his tail flicked with an odd sort of flapping sound as the fin bobbed back and forth. “The perhaps you are not so stupid after all. Not like the ones I see on the other beach who are forced in and out of the water. I do not understand that at all.”
“Nor do I.”
“That is disappointing.” He snorted and shook his head, mane-fin flopping back and forth. “I had rather hoped to have it explained to me.”
“You are interested in such things?”
“I am interested in many things, an oddity I suppose. Others of my pod have called me rather dreadful things for my curiosity.” He hung his head almost to the ground.
“Oh, you poor dear!” Three brisk steps carried her to his side. She almost hugged him, but stopped short and offered him her hand, fingers curled toward herself. “You are lonely? Forgive me, perhaps I am too forward, but it would seem that perhaps you are.”
“Only another who feels the same can recognize that.” He smelled her hand, then bumped it with his velvety-soft nose. “I did not know that warm-bloods could be lonely.”
“We can be many things. I did not know sea-dragons could walk on land, or that they could be lonely either.” She stroked his nose and the line of his jaw. Cool and smooth and soft, unlike anything she had touched before.
He lifted his head and peered up at her. Such intelligence in his eyes, studying her, pondering. “Have you a name?”
“I am called Sophy. And you?”
“You could not say my name, you do not have the means by which to make those sounds.” Wistful, that was the note in his voice. “But I would not object if you call me … White.”
“I am pleased to make your acquaintance, White.” She curtsied more deeply this time.
“What is that gesture?” He shuffled his front feet.
“A warm-blooded gesture of greeting … to an equal.”
He bobbed his head and made a sound not unlike a horse’s nicker. “Equals. That is acceptable. You understand, I am not part of your Blue Order, though.”
“You are a dragon, no?” He nodded. “Membership is really more of a matter for the landed dragons, which clearly you are not. I see no problem in being friends.”
His lips pulled back in an unusual expression that could only have been a smile. The very toothy smile of a large predator that did not belong on a horse’s face. “Friends. That is an interesting thought. I am so curious about dry land. I should like to have someone to talk to of it.”
“I should like to have someone to talk to as well. Are you able to persuade as easily as land dragons can? It seems that is what I heard you doing on the beach.”
“Yes. I learned of it from some passing cockatrice. They told of persuading warm-bloods. I did not know if it would work or not.”
“But you were willing to try in order to save my life. I am very grateful.”
He dropped his head a mite and pawed the gravel. Was he embarrassed?
“Would you be willing to persuade my maid that you are—well, whatever land creature you would care to be known as? A pony might be the easiest option. Then you might be able to come and go as you like or even stay in my garden if you prefer.”
“That is easy enough. I think it would be interesting.” He turned aside and watched a pink fairy dragon chasing a yellow one through cascades of white wisteria. “I talk a great deal and ask many questions, though. My pod grew tired of it.”
“I grew up in a very talkative home. I do not think I will mind it. But we can see how we suit one another. It is possible you will grow tired of me and wish to return to your seas.” Had his admission hurt as much as hers?
“You are the Woman who Sails, are you not?”
She pressed her hands to suddenly hot cheeks. “How would you know that?”
He smiled, again. “You would be surprised at what sea dragons know.”
“I suppose I already am. And yes, I am she.”
“Your mate is known among the sea dragons. He is decent. For a warm-blood.”
“I am sure he will be pleased to know that. I am certainly happy to hear such a fine opinion of him.”
His silver velvet nose wrinkled, and he snorted something that sounded like a laugh. “I think you will be very interesting. I should like to stay for a while.”
“I should like that, too.”
∞∞∞
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