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Author's Note on Content




Dear Reader, 

If you are someone who does not like to be surprised by content, read the following warning. Otherwise, enjoy the surprises!

Content warnings: In this adventure, Edith encounters threats of imprisonment and physical peril. A child is endangered, and a rather nasty man is injured. There is also a short discussion of a tragic assault in Lily’s past (off-page). 

As always, my characters face the darkness in their world with kindness, courage, and tea. I hope you can do the same. 

Christina Baehr 








  
  
For my mother, 


my dear companion 


on many a perilous adventure.










  
  
Glorious the protection of the dragon 

to the people of the Brython.



— from The Book of Taliesin









  
  

Chapter one

June 19th, 1899





As I found myself perched on an exposed mountain-side at noonday, and permitting a band of roughly dressed Welshmen to tie a blindfold around my head, I realised that I had thrown myself into the most dangerous situation of my twenty-one years of life. 

But I anticipate. 

I will begin my narrative exactly twenty-four hours earlier, aboard a train which had departed a remote Yorkshire station that morning.

“Edith, you really wrote this?” repeated my travelling companion, Simon Drake, for about the fifth time, looking up at me from the manuscript in his hands. 

“I really did! Only, if you keep asking me, I’ll begin to wonder which you think too stupid: me, to have written the book, or the book, to have been written by me.”

“Neither. It’s very clever, and I already knew you were clever. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised at all.”

“Oh, no, please don’t stop being surprised by me, Simon. We agreed it was a pleasing attribute in a friend, didn’t we? But aren’t you hungry? You’ve been reading for simply hours.”

“Hungry? Yes, I suppose I am.” 

Yet he made no move to get up.

“We have to change trains later; we might get a basket at the station when we do that. Or we might eat something now, in the dining car…”

His eyes lit up. “Might we?”

For a moment, I’d forgotten that this was his first railway journey. I smiled. “Yes, we might.”

I led him to the dining car. He walked with great concentration. I smiled to see this tall, capable man studiously avoiding bumping into other passengers as if it was a great art. After all, I’d seen him gallop effortlessly over the Yorkshire fells on a horse he’d trained himself.

The dining car was marvellous to him. I gently guided him away from ordering soup, which I thought might represent a danger to his travelling clothes. While we waited for our dinner, I asked the question that had been on my mind since boarding the train this morning.

“What changed your mind, Simon?”

He looked up from his rapt examination of the salt and pepper vessels. “I thought…it sounds presumptuous now, but I thought perhaps I could be of service. To you.”

I felt a cold splash of disappointment. I wanted him to make this journey for himself, not me. I wanted him to aspire to a life that did not revolve around his mother. But perhaps it was unreasonable for me to expect him to begin by going against her for his own sake. 

One step at a time, I thought with an inward sigh. 

“Was she very angry? With me?” I asked. 

“With both of us,” he said quietly. There was something he did not want to tell me—perhaps something she had said that had pushed him too far. 

“I’m sorry to be the cause…”

“You have done nothing wrong,” he said decisively.

“We’ll be back in a matter of days,” I said, my cheerfulness a little forced. “Your mother will hardly know you’ve been gone.”

It was an empty reassurance, and we both knew it. I changed the subject and was prattling on about our plans when the train entered a tunnel.

“Edith,” came his voice, very calm indeed, “what is this?”

My eyes had not yet adjusted to the abrupt dimness. 

“I don’t know—what does it feel like? Have you found the mustard pot?”

“The light.”

“Oh! It’s a tunnel. We’ll be through it shortly.” 

I made note of the fact that when Simon was alarmed, he sounded particularly calm. What a lot I still didn’t know about him, this tall, dark, Very Distant Cousin of mine! Well, if anything was likely to make me know him better, it would be absconding with him to the mountains in pursuit of the Red Dragon of Wales.

The dining car was bright with daylight again. 

“Remarkable,” he murmured. Then his eyes fell on me, softening in a way that made me go slightly pink. He looked out the window with a distant expression. 

“When in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes, I all alone bewail my outcast state…” He trailed off. “Do you know it?”

“Shakespeare,” I said shortly, trying not to go pinker still as I thought of the end of Sonnet 29. But perhaps he’d only meant to refer to the sudden change from darkness to light, and not his feelings towards me. 

“Shakespeare…and Austen,” I remembered. “But no Gothic novels, you told me once.” 

We were interrupted by the arrival of the food, but I kept thinking about Simon’s literary tastes and what might connect them. 

“It’s human nature, isn’t it?” I said after sampling the sole. “That’s what interests you in literature?”

“I expect you’re right. Perhaps the Gothic is too…fantastical for me.”

“Too fantastical?” I objected. “For someone born and raised in Ormdale?”

He smiled. “I see what you mean. And of course there’s plenty of the fantastic in Shakespeare. But the two of them—they both understood how people really behave, and that’s more than most, I think.” 

“But Shakespeare had so much more scope,” I pointed out. “And so much more experience of the world than Austen, with her two inches of ivory—however finely painted they were.”

“But is not every hamlet in England a microcosm of the whole world? I confess I hope it is, or I won’t know how to get about in it at all,” he concluded ruefully.

I smiled, heartened to think that he expected to broaden his own scope. 

“Simon, after seeing you feed your…elderly pet”—I coughed slightly at this description of the horrifying ritual feeding of the ancient quetzalcoatl trapped in the caves of Ormdale—“I’ll never dare to underestimate you again. You’ll get about in it beautifully.”

The rest of our journey was both uneventful and delightful. Simon’s occasional comments and bursts of laughter as he read my manuscript made it clear that his enjoyment was genuine. I had always been blessed with the literary encouragement of those dear to me, but not always by their literary sympathies. My dear parents were great readers, but their tastes did not naturally incline to detective novels such as mine, which might be described as ‘shilling shockers.’

I was surprised by how much his unaffected appreciation of my work touched me. I had told Gwen that I might fall in love with him if he went with me to Wales, but it would be too absurd to allow this to happen on the very first day! 

Steady, Edith. The coast isn’t clear yet. There’s a mother waiting for him at home. 

The other item of interest on our journey was the boarding at a station in Derbyshire of fellow passengers who would later become intimately known to us. I first glimpsed them on the platform as I looked idly out the window. One was the kind of woman that is easily noticed by anyone; the other, the kind that no one ever does. 

The first was about my age, and dressed to perfection in the latest style—a powder-blue travelling dress tailored to draw admiring eyes to her sylph-like waist, neck, and wrists, with her hat tipped at an exquisite angle. An entire bird’s wing was poised on it as if in mid-flight. I wondered how on earth she would keep it all clean. I felt sure my own hair was already dusted with coal smuts. Her hair was quite golden, and she held her head very upright, as if daring any smuts to approach her. 

Her companion was a small, thin woman of middle age with a sad veiled hat; the kind of woman whose every motion tells you she has been designated a chaperone. I felt sorry for her instantly. Even an archangel would tremble to chaperone such a beauty, and I did not think her charge was the sort of girl to make the job easy for her. 

The chaperone carried a rather large wicker birdcage. The cage was fashioned so that you could not see what was in it. As they stepped onto the train, I heard a squawk that sounded like a parrot. Perhaps a circumspect parrot might succeed where the chaperone failed, I thought with a smile. 

Simon had gone back to reading my manuscript with deep concentration, so I turned to the book I’d brought for the journey—a work of relentless absurdity called Three Men in a Boat. I was soon chuckling over passages such as this:

“My tooth-brush is a thing that haunts me when I’m travelling, and makes my life a misery.  I dream that I haven’t packed it, and wake up in a cold perspiration, and get out of bed and hunt for it.  And, in the morning, I pack it before I have used it, and have to unpack again to get it, and it is always the last thing I turn out of the bag; and then I repack and forget it, and have to rush upstairs for it at the last moment and carry it to the railway station, wrapped up in my pocket-handkerchief.”

And so I forgot to notice if Miss Parrot and company got off the train again at a subsequent stop.


      [image: ]The town of Bethesda in North Wales shocked me with its bustle and noise—I saw buildings going up everywhere, and it was all driven by the local slate mines; evidently, they were fabulously productive. 

Within minutes we had hired a conveyance to take us from the newly built station to our accommodation some miles away in the valley of Ogwen; the driver said he was accustomed to taking climbers there. 

Simon and I shared a worried glance, not even needing to voice our doubts. From our experience of Ormdale in its present state of melancholic decline, we expected the Castle of the Winds to be just as obscure. Instead, we were met with tourists and booming industry. Had we come all this way merely to view scenic vistas?

We arrived at Ogwen Cottage as the light was failing. It was surprisingly severe—a farmhouse at the side of the high road, of black slate and whitewash. Between the lowering crag at its back, and the lake and high road at its front, it had the feeling of a faerie crossroads. 

As we approached, lights kindled in several of the windows, like the first stars in a night sky. The strangeness of the place lifted my spirits—it might direct us not to faerie, but to the hidden land of Wild Wales. 

“Castell y Gwynt?” repeated Mrs Jones. 

Mrs Jones, whose cottage it was, proved to be a warm and capable woman, rather at odds with her environment. She ought to be harsh and silent, like the formidable Grace Poole of Miss Brontë, with a dragon to hide instead of a madwoman. 

“It’s only a few miles from here, up on the Glyderau. And I expect it will be a fine day for a climb tomorrow.” 

She left us to our supper in the lamplit parlour.

Mrs Jones’s casual way of talking about the object of our quest unnerved me. I had expected the Castle of the Winds to be almost inaccessible—to be won only at a cost.

It sadly impeded my enjoyment of the excellent Welsh rarebit before me.

“What if we’ve come all this way for nothing?” I ventured at last, just as Simon was getting up to go to his room. 

Simon smiled his slow smile, the one that had surprised me with its sweetness the first time I saw it. 

“I wouldn’t say nothing. At least, not for me. After all, you let me read your novel.”

I tried to damp down my smile of delight. Good heavens, what an egotist I must be if this was the way to my heart!

“Good night, Edith.” Simon’s brief, warm touch on my hand as he left brought with it a flurry of other thoughts.

A picture came to me of Helena Drake, alone in her bedchamber, brooding. How foolish I would feel if we returned home with our tails between our legs, having seen nothing more remarkable than rocks.

Well! In this wish, at least, I was not to be disappointed.












  
  
Chapter two



The day dawned clear and fine, and my spirits rose with the sun. The lake sparkled with morning light and no longer looked an excellent place to drown oneself. 

Simon and I breakfasted at seven in the public dining room along with two other parties of walkers, all gentlemen, equipped with tweeds and stout walking sticks. 

We were consulting a map when I felt a strange chill. I looked up to see a dark Welsh face gazing at me fixedly through the panes of the window beside our table. I quickly rose, plucking up my walking stick, and hurried out the door into the sunlight. Simon followed me without hesitation.

“Excuse me,” I blurted out on instinct. “We must be at the Castell y Gwynt by noon. Can you show us the way?”

The man, who had the weathered complexion of a shepherd, did not take off his flat cap, but looked at me as if he hadn’t made up his mind about us yet.

“We have…an invitation,” I offered. 

He cocked an eyebrow. “Y ddraig goch?” he said.

We stared. He repeated his words, which were Welsh, and therefore sadly incomprehensible.

Simon laid his hand on my arm. “Edith, he’s saying the red dragon.”

The man transferred his gaze to Simon. “Yes. I am. Are you ready to follow me?”

“Yes,” we both said eagerly. 

He spun round and walked briskly up the path that ran up the crag behind Ogwen Cottage, not looking back to see if we followed. 

Fortunately, Simon and I had already dressed for a morning exploring the Welsh mountains and were equipped to follow him immediately. 

I was tingling with excitement. “Don’t you feel like Matthew, the tax gatherer?” I murmured to Simon. 

He smiled back. “It does feel rather apostolic—carry neither purse, nor scrip, nor shoes: and salute no man by the way.” 

“So far, I don’t see anyone to salute,” I noted. “I wonder where the other walkers were going?”

“To the summit of Snowden,” Simon answered. “I asked them this morning. Apparently, Castell y Gwynt is beneath the notice of really serious mountaineers.”

“So much the better!” I said with satisfaction. We were following a dark and nameless Welshman into the wilds—this was more like it!

Now we were on a path that ran on the upper side of the lake, towards the mountain peaks called the Glyderau, or in English, the Glyders. The heather around us was melodic with birds. 

Settling into a pleasantly brisk pace alongside Simon, I suddenly noticed that he used his walking stick with his left hand.

“Simon, are you left-handed?” I exclaimed.

Simon flushed slightly. “Yes.”

“I never noticed! Do you write with it?”

His left hand was the one missing the top joint of the thumb. I wondered if that made writing awkward for him.

“Sometimes,” he said a little reluctantly. I began to sense I had stumbled across a painful subject. 

“I only ask because…well, Mother was a school teacher, you know, and she used to get very cross at teachers who forced their pupils to write with their weaker hand,” I explained. “She says God doesn’t make mistakes when He makes a child.” 

Now there was a brief pause, amplifying the sounds of birdsong and our sticks rapping on the stone path. Our Welsh guide continued a dozen paces ahead.

“My father thought I should make the effort,” admitted Simon. “To strengthen my right hand, you know. He thought it…more gentlemanly.”

I bit back my indignation and listened. He went on.

“I can write with both, but when I’m at ease, I use my left.”

“And your thumb? How did it happen?” 

I’d wanted to ask for a long time, and now I had. 

He darted a glance at me that I didn’t quite understand. “I’d like to say that it was lost in some heroic confrontation, but that would be false. I was born so. I wonder what your mother would say to that.” His last words were very soft. 

At this point our guide struck off the well-delineated path and plunged upward across a trackless slope towards the distant peaks.

Mother, I thought, would have had something very fitting to say in response to Simon. But I did not, and so I held my peace. I had touched on something tender, and I did not want to trespass further.

I had to pay a little attention to my footing now. I thought of Father’s ankle and was thankful once again that Simon had taken his place.

“Simon,” I said.

“Yes?”

“Thank you for coming. I’m—grateful for your friendship, you know.” 

It came out awkwardly, but I felt I ought to acknowledge it. It must have been very hard for him to anger his mother, after making it his object to please her for so many years. I thought of the little room he always kept ready for her, in case she was ever well enough again to take up her former pursuits.

“I expect it’s not hard for you to make friends,” he said, with a smile in his voice.

“Well. I don’t know about that. Before Gwendolyn…I didn’t really have any intimate friends outside my family.”

I risked a glance up at him. He slowed his pace and his eyes met mine for a moment. 

“So you and Gwen make the first two,” I confessed.

He stopped long enough to bow slightly. “I accept the position of second friend, with honour.” He resumed his previous pace. “Edith, may I ask you a question that might be considered impertinent?”

I felt my pulse quicken slightly. It is always dangerous to give a young man permission to ask an impertinent question. One cannot, after the permission is given, complain when he does so. I reminded myself it was Simon I was speaking to. Simon was possibly the last person in the world who was likely to take anything approaching a liberty. And I had already asked him several impertinent questions, and all before noon. 

“Yes, of course.”

“Why do you publish under another name?”

I laughed. “Simon, if that’s what you call an impertinent question…”

He looked blank. “Oh. What did you expect me to ask?”

“Never you mind! I write under another name because it is not generally considered admirable for a clergyman’s unmarried daughter to have an intimate acquaintance with subjects such as bigamy, forgery, and fraud. In short, Father’s parishioners wouldn’t like it. Not all of them would mind, I suppose, but enough of them would to make life rather uncomfortable for us.”

“What do they think you ought to do instead?”

“Oh! If I’m healthy, charitable work. Until I ruin my health. If I’m sickly, needlepoint. Until I build up my strength enough to visit the sick. And then the merry-go-round may begin again.”

He snorted.

“I’m sorry, I’m being dreadfully misanthropic,” I acknowledged. “Mother, of course, does it all so beautifully. The sick actually want her to visit them. I suppose I might have gotten away with writing under my own name if I wrote the correct sort of books.”

“Which is?”

“Books about girls visiting the sick. Or books about the sick doing needlepoint.”

Now we both laughed. We had to pause our conversation now as we were reaching the summit of the first hill, and as well as becoming quite steep, the ground which we climbed was now covered with rocks. Our guide had disappeared over the top of it a moment or two previously.

My hand was on Simon’s arm to steady my final ascent of the summit. As he was considerably taller than me, he crested it first and I felt him tense in surprise. As I followed him, I was relieved to see the top was wide and relatively flat. I followed his gaze to discover that our guide was no longer alone. He was in conversation with another Welshman, of similar appearance. They were speaking in Welsh, which sounded to me like a sunlit river running over rocks.

The second man looked over his shoulder as he spoke. He seemed to have come from another path. We were now presented with a beautiful vista of jagged upward peaks and plunging valleys and a mountain pass threaded faintly with a road far below us. It was towards this direction the man gestured as he spoke with his compatriot.

Now it was my turn to stiffen in surprise as a hat topped with a bird’s wing came into view, climbing up the other path. It was pinned onto billowy golden waves of hair. I knew all of a sudden exactly what face went with it. 

It was the girl with the parrot.








  
  
Chapter three



For a moment I forgot everything else in admiration of her lovely walking costume as she came into full view. She had swapped powder-blue for a more practical but just as well-tailored dove grey. 

At first glance, I had judged her to be an indoor sort of person, but I saw that was a mistake. Her cheeks were slightly flushed, but she was not overcome with exertion, and her hair was reacting to the whole mountaineering situation in a very civilised way. 

This was the kind of hair that made me undeniably envious. I’d recently become somewhat reconciled to my hair, but it still insisted on its own ways of doing things, treating my own ideas on the matter as irrelevant. This girl’s hair was obedient. I suspected a lot of things became obedient around her.

With this in mind, I glanced beside me at Simon. I’d told his mother he should have the opportunity of comparing me to other women so he didn’t settle on me like the nurse in The Pirates of Penzance, but this level of competition was hardly fair: beauties like this were not to be met with every day! I would have to make mention of this to him later. 

But there was no trace of the slack-jawed admiration I’d expected. Instead, he looked a little displeased. 

The parrot girl didn’t look particularly delighted to see us, either. She stood back to admire the view, her chin high. She was followed by her pitiable chaperone, who was now struggling her way to the top, shockingly encumbered by the ridiculous birdcage. Simon plunged forward to relieve her of her Bunyan-like burden. I stared at the girl in shock that she would make this poor woman lug her silly pet around.

The girl glanced at me, then looked back at the view as if I wasn’t worth more than a glance. And probably I wasn’t. I had not dressed in my practical walking costume to be admired. I doubted if our new companion ever dressed any other way. 

Simon had now taken possession of the birdcage. There was a faint chattery sound coming from it. 

The girl appraised him for an instant, then smiled (good heavens, was that a dimple?). "Thank you ever so much. My ankles are a little weak, you see, so my poor aunt was compelled to carry it, out of concern for me.”

The poor aunt was wheezing, one hand trembling on her scant bosom. I offered her my arm for support and she took it gratefully. 

“Why on earth would anyone bring a pet mountaineering?” I couldn’t help muttering. 

The girl looked straight at me. Her eyes were blue (of course they were). “I suppose you’d just leave your own particular dragon at a public inn, would you?” 

“My—my what? I beg your pardon?” I stammered foolishly.

“Clearly we are both here on the same business. I shall introduce myself, since there is no one here to do it properly. I am Meredith Falconer, of the Derbyshire Falconers.”

She said this as if it meant something, but I was still mentally and socially a good step behind her and scrambling to catch up. Simon stared down at the cage in his arms in amazement.

“How did you know that we…” I began when I could speak again. 

“You smell of dragons,” she said. 

I felt simultaneously insulted and fascinated. I must have looked both, because she shook her head at me. 

“Not to me—to her.” She indicated the cage with an inclination of her head. 

It was true that as soon as Simon had taken the cage the creature inside had begun to make sounds.

“Strange dragons,” she said, looking back and forth between Simon and I. This was clearly our opening to introduce ourselves. I held out my hand.

“Edith Worms, of Wormwood Abbey.”

She took my hand briefly. 

“And your unusually tall chaperone?” she asked a little dryly, indicating Simon. I ignored this absurd appellation—I didn’t require a chaperone for a walk in the mountains.

“This is my cousin, Simon Drake of Drake Hall.”

“Why have I never heard of either of these places?” she demanded rather rudely. Perhaps she thought manners were only for people that didn’t look like Helen of Troy. Perhaps Helen of Troy thought so, too.

Simon spoke this time. “We’re from Yorkshire.”

At this, her eyes opened wide. “You’re from Yorkshire? Not from Ormdale?” She said the word as I might have said ‘Atlantis.’

Simon and I nodded. I don’t know what she might have said next, for our guides abruptly claimed our attention.

“Come now,” said the first man. We followed him across the plateau. The second man waited and fell behind the group. I wondered with a twinge of suspicion if it was to stop anyone from leaving the group. I soon realised it was to catch us if we fell. 

“You didn’t introduce your aunt,” I said.

“Aunt Lavinia,” she said shortly, flinging a careless hand towards her. 

“Pleased to meet you, ma’am,” I said, turning to her. She nodded breathlessly at me. 

We walked for an hour or so now, descending into troughs only to ascend inclines again. Under any other circumstances, it would have been an exhilarating way to pass a summer morning. The sky was radiantly blue. The mountain crags and ridges showed starkly against it, and we caught glimpses of green valleys and glassy tarns. We gazed up at the pinnacle of Snowden. The tiny tourist railway labouring up to the summit looked just like one of my brother’s toys.

But as the journey progressed, I felt irritated. The addition of companions to our quest ought to have heartened me; I had now met the first representatives of a mysterious race I had been longing to meet—the legendary Worm Wardens. But now that I had met them, I wasn’t sure I liked them. 

I could not easily voice my discomfort to Simon now that we were in a group, and he was encumbered with Miss Falconer’s pet dragon. What kind of dragon might be hidden within the opaque cage, I wondered. It might be about the size of Francis, but was unlikely to share his exotic origins. I had no idea what a native Derbyshire dragon might be like. It had made a bird-like sound, a more diminutive version than the one made by our wyvern. 

It had only been a day since I’d been with Francis, but already I missed him: the whisper of his scales across my lap, the way he nudged at my neck when he wanted something. Perhaps Miss Falconer was as attached to her dragon as I was to mine. 

At length, I ventured to suggest that now we had left ordinary towns and people behind us, she might liberate her pet from its cage to enjoy the open air with us.

“What a charming idea,” she said, her tone communicating precisely the opposite of her words. Simon looked curiously down at the cage he held. Her eyes flicked over him. “If Mr Drake wishes to risk another digit, he has my permission to attempt it.”

Simon flushed. It seemed her eyes were as sharp as her tongue. I had not noticed Simon’s afflicted thumb until I had spent far more time than that in his company, and I had not dared to make reference to it until today.

We were distracted from further uncongenial conversation by the difficulty of the next part of our climb. It was almost a scramble, over a long and precipitous incline devilishly strewn with scree. Simon quickly achieved the top, deposited the cage there, and returned to offer us help. I indicated he should help Aunt Lavinia, and then I kilted up my skirts to my knees to tackle the slope better. 

I had spent a quiet hour at home sewing fasteners into the interior of my costume so that I could achieve this neatly, inspired by an article I’d once read on Lady Mountaineers. Underneath, I had donned my brother’s knickerbockers. I was feeling rather proud of my cleverness in this regard when I looked up to see that Miss Falconer had had precisely the same idea, but her knickers matched her climbing costume. Well!

I soon wished she had shared her foresight with her poor aunt, as it took the help of both Simon and myself to get her safely up, knowing all the time that we were in danger of being dragged down the scree slope with her if she had a fall. The guide taking up the rear watched us sagely. I comforted myself with the notion that we would knock this useless man out like a ninepin if worse came to worst.

When we ascended, panting, to the summit, I was of a mind to tell our guides that they would be expected to assist us over future difficult patches if they hoped to earn a few coins for their services. However, before I could draw a breath to berate them, it was taken away by the sight before me.

A singular geological feature presented itself to our view. Startlingly vertical rocks thrust violently upward, dark against the sky. The whole effect was that of a mediaeval fortress, but entirely natural. I was lost in silent awe.

Miss Falconer rested her gloved hands on the carved knob of her walking stick (the head of a bird of prey) and considered it with a satisfied air. “Welcome to the Castle of the Winds,” she said smoothly.

Simon and I exchanged glances. I could see he was as discomfited by the whole episode as I was. Aunt Lavinia sank down on a rock, no doubt to thank her Maker that her life had been preserved thus far.

It was now that the guides did something rather startling. They nodded at us, a kind of grudging salute, I thought—the first one even removed his hat briefly, in my direction—and then they started back the way we had come.

“Excuse me!” I almost shouted. “What are you doing?”

“Castell y Gwynt,” the first guide said, gesturing towards the imposing pile. By this he obviously intended to communicate, You asked me to bring you here, and I did.

Speechless, I watched them descend the slope. They hadn’t even waited for payment. I turned to Simon with a helpless gape. He shook his head to indicate that he was equally confused.

“Not what you were expecting?” asked Miss Falconer. I turned to look at her. I shut my mouth. She was now atop a rock, watching me with a cool smile. “You weren’t expecting an actual castle, were you?”

“Of course I knew Castell y Gwynt was a geological feature!” I snapped. 

I hated that I was losing my composure, but I had climbed a rather difficult summit and probably saved her aunt’s life, and she sat there, positively decorating a rock. 

“I didn’t expect our guides to abandon us here, that’s all.”

Miss Falconer glanced upwards. “I expect it’s not noon yet.”

Simon broke in calmly. “It’s eleven.”

We both looked at him in surprise. He hadn’t a watch with him. Miss Falconer consulted hers. 

“Precisely eleven,” she announced. “What shall we do until the hour appointed? Perhaps, in this primitive setting, we might lay convention aside and give vent to our natural curiosity? I’m dying to learn more about my charming travelling companions.” She looked brightly at us, as if she expected us to afford her particular amusement. 

I sat down slowly opposite her. I had my own questions, after all. 

“All right.” 

Simon had gone to sit with the aunt and give her water from his flask, so it was just the two of us.

“I will go first,” said Miss Falconer. “Why did you bring your cousin as a chaperone?”

I ignored this laughable designation of him as a chaperone—Simon was far too young and handsome, and, well, male. Miss Falconer must be having a little joke.

“My cousin and I are eager to revive the connection between the dragon families. He is a talented and experienced handler and trainer. He was by far the best person to accompany me. He hopes to learn much during our visit. May I ask a question now?”

She held my gaze for an instant. Something about this parrying of questions was familiar. I felt as if I was back in Helena’s bedroom at Drake Hall, only Miss Falconer was a far less gentle sparring partner. I decided to take her silence as consent. 

“You were shocked to meet Dragon Keepers from Yorkshire,” I said. “Why?”

“None of our families have met or heard from any of you Ormdale people in more than a hundred years.”

Well, I already knew that. I felt I had squandered my question a bit.

“My turn again! What is special about you?” she asked, and for some reason it felt like the question she had wanted to ask from the beginning. 

“I beg your pardon?” My thoughts immediately flew to my gift of healing. I had been advised—even warned—by two people not to divulge my gift to anyone while in Wales. Had she already guessed it?

“Why were you chosen for this? Why did they send you?” she pressed.

“I chose to come,” I said. 

To my surprise, her eyes hardened at this. “Did you,” she said softly. Her reaction was so unexpected that I forgot to formulate my next question. 

I was saved from floundering about for an intelligent question by the sound of people approaching from the other side of the Castle of the Winds. 

The four of us stood up immediately.

Half a dozen roughly dressed men now appeared, leading, of all things, a string of donkeys. I felt my eyebrows rise. Their black-browed leader sprang up onto a rock to address us. I had never encountered mountain bandits outside of the pages of a novel, but I thought that they would look just like this.

“Ladies!” he began, with a smile that did not inspire confidence. “And sir.” He nodded to Simon as an afterthought, as if he hadn’t expected to see him. “I bring you the Red Dragon’s compliments. I am here to convey you to Wild Wales.”










OEBPS/images/f834f66a-40e1-4907-8f4a-a2385fbe1221.png







