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        This book is written in British English, with the odd Kiwi idiom—if I can sneak them in without my wonderful editor noticing!

      

        

      
        You cannot offer me enough coffee to prise that extra ‘u’ or ‘l’ from me. Nor will jam & cream scones served the correct way (jam first) persuade me to insert a ‘z’ when ‘s’ does an entirely satisfactory job.

      

        

      
        These books are based in England, Scotland, or New Zealand—where we speak British English. As the old saying goes… when in Rome….
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        Some flowers bring beauty. This one brings the dead.

      

      

      In the cemetery of Drake’s Bend, a most unusual flower unfurls its bloom. The spectral orchid signals that a restless soul has returned—and it has unfinished business. Fern must piece together clues to settle a soul who lived an unremarkable life, before villagers are gathered in spectral arms to join it in death.

      But as Fern unravels the spirit’s final days, she discovers that person’s fate was bound to a far greater secret—one tied to her father’s murder. When another orchid flowers, the truth she has tried to discover for five years might finally be within her grasp…except the trail pulls her beyond the veil between the living and the dead. In a realm where love can bind too tightly, how will she return before her time runs out?
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      Drake’s Bend, early summer

      

      Fern slipped through the wrought-iron gates of Wyndham Hall with her thoughts in as much turmoil as when she entered. That was probably why she never saw the bat that slammed into her face, its claws tangling in her hair.

      “Ugh!” she cried out as wings covering her eyes momentarily blocked her vision.

      Reaching up, she was about to fling the confused nocturnal creature away when her brain registered that bats weren’t usually covered in looping purple scales. Nor did they excitedly puff warmed air.

      “Squib?” Fern held the small creature far enough away from her face to get a better look at it.

      The pixie dragon trilled and snorted a quick burst of air at her nose.

      “Let’s see if we can get the claw out.” With care, Fern unhooked his wing claw that had twisted in her hair. “What are you doing so far from the village on your own?”

      Once free, she placed Squib on her shoulder, where he trilled and bounced up and down.

      “Fern! Fern!” Millie called from along the shady road. The writer held up vibrant blue skirts with one hand, her other steadying her bonnet as she hurried towards them.

      “Millie! I didn’t hear you.” Fern’s thoughts had been in a shadowy room lined with dragon skeletons, remembering a heated kiss that even now she could still feel on her skin.

      “I was calling your name, but you seemed a thousand miles away. Squib took it upon himself to attract your attention.” Millie dropped her skirts and fanned herself with both hands.

      “Sorry. My mind was somewhere else.” About a mile up the driveway of Wyndham Hall. “What brings you out to this end of Drake’s Bend? You’re not leaving us to walk back to Warrington Manor, are you?”

      Millie blanched, the rosy pink draining from her cheeks, and her eyes widened. “Oh. No.” She swallowed as though her mouth had gone suddenly dry. “I…I…wanted to explore a little.”

      Squib fluttered to his mistress and nestled under her straw bonnet.

      Mentally, Fern chided herself for not having thought to ask if Millie wanted to ramble over the countryside surrounding Drake’s Bend. “I am sorry, Millie. Recent events have distracted me, rather like Squib’s claw in my hair. I should have offered to take you out on some walks.”

      Millie rested one hand on the pixie dragon as she chewed her lower lip. “We have both been busy. And it has taken me some time to realise the cottage won’t disappear when I walk out the front door. It’s just that I used to love roaming the countryside as a girl. When Father died, Bertie said it wasn’t seemly, and he forbade me from leaving the immediate garden. Although I rather suspect he thought I’d run off and do something unseemly.”

      Fern’s heart ached for her friend, who had been confined to her family estate. Her brother didn’t want his sister to embarrass him with her wild flights of fancy. She threaded her arm through Millie’s. “No one is going to stop you now. I will join you if you tell me what direction you had in mind?”

      A brief smile crossed the other woman’s features, and the worry lines eased. “I wanted to see the cemetery. I was told it’s out this way? I find them peaceful and inspiring.”

      “Perfect. That is exactly where I am going.” Fern guided the other woman along the road and towards a gap in the trees. The passage of many feet, horses, and carriages over the years had worn a dipped path in the earth. “I was on my way to talk to my parents, as I have much to tell them. But I am curious, how is a graveyard inspiring?” Fern asked as they entered the tunnel created by the foliage of the closely growing trees.

      “Cemeteries are libraries of souls,” Millie said in a hushed, reverent tone as they emerged from the tunnel into the picturesque meadow bathed golden by the sun.

      They paused, and Fern saw the little graveyard through her friend’s eyes. With its enclosing boundary of ancient trees, the weathered stone church at one end, and wildflowers scrambling among the tombs, it created a restful and peaceful place.

      “A library of souls? I’ve never thought of it that way before.” Fern and Millie walked along the main path that led from the tunnel to the church. The grass was interspersed with cobblestones to stop anyone slipping in the worst of the winter rain.

      Millie paused and rested her hand on a gravestone. The etched words had turned green with moss. “A tombstone is like the title of a book. It is but a hint of what lies beneath. Each of these graves holds a story. Some are grand romances, others are adventures, and some are quiet tales of hardship and endurance.”

      They moved on and stopped at the small grave of a child enclosed by an ankle-high railing. Both of them fell silent as they considered a life snatched before the youngster had ever learned to walk.

      “Some stories are tragically short,” Millie whispered as she read the dates that began and ended in the same year. “Everyone here took the lead in their tale, and I like to sit among them and see if I can hear what they have to say. You probably think I’m silly.”

      Fern swallowed a lump that had formed in her throat. “No. On the contrary. I think that is a beautiful way to view a cemetery. My parents had a grand romance, with a dash of adventure if half the stories my Uncle Ambrose tells are true. Then it ended in tragedy, with both of them taken too early.”

      Millie leaned close to peer at Fern and abruptly changed the direction of the conversation. “Why do you keep touching your lip? Is something wrong?”

      “Um…” Fern stared at her raised hand, unaware she had been rubbing her lip. “I might have…kissed Lord Drakeman.”

      “What? No wonder you were so distracted earlier.” Millie grabbed both her hands and pulled her down onto the grass. “You must tell me everything!”

      “There’s not really that much to tell. I kissed him, and I should probably go back and apologise.” Fern crossed her legs and plucked a blade of grass. She seemed to make rather a number of apologies to the lord of Wyndham Hall. There was something about being around him that made her more impulsive than usual. Perhaps the Moray sisters could create an amulet to shield her from his dragon gaze.

      “Why do you need to apologise? Oh, Fern…” Millie’s eyes widened. “Did you make an unwelcome advance?”

      Squib, unlike his mistress, narrowed his gaze and huffed at Fern in disapproval of her actions.

      Had the kiss been unwelcome? There had been a crackle in the air between them, as though someone had been frantically turning the crank on a galvanism machine. As she recalled, he had leaned closer to her first.

      “I…well…he kissed me back.” Fern replayed the moment over again.

      Lord Drakeman had remained still for the first heartbeat of their kiss. Then his hands had cupped her nape as, rather enthusiastically in her opinion, he took control of events. It had been Fern who had broken away.

      Millie huffed and shared a long look with Squib. “His lordship’s response is not quite the same as having permission beforehand. What happened next?”

      Fern threw herself back on the grass and stared at the fluffy clouds above. She couldn’t face either her friend or the pixie dragon when she said the next bit. “I ran off.”

      The huffy chortle of a tiny dragon joined Millie’s tinkling laughter. “You don’t strike me as the sort to take flight because of a kiss you started.”

      “It wasn’t the kiss that bothered me.” Fern heaved a sigh and glanced at her friend, who appeared to be sucking on her lips to contain either laughter or more questions. “It was what might have come next if we continued that made me need fresh air.” It had been a thrilling kiss. Even now, she curled her toes as she remembered how her body had reacted.

      “Did you desperately want him to ravish you on his desk?” Amusement sparkled in Millie’s warm gaze.

      “Desk? No, it was a rather substantial table.” In her mind, Lord Drakeman swept the surface clear in the heat of their passion as their entwined bodies tumbled to the wood…No. Wait. He couldn’t do that because of…“Dragons!”

      Fern shot bolt upright and grabbed hold of Millie’s hands. She shook them up and down as excitement tingled along her veins for an entirely different reason. “Lord Drakeman is studying the decline in dragon numbers. That’s why he wanted the one I found by the odd kelmsgale.”

      “Gosh.” Millie drew the word out like a sigh. “The reader learns an unexpected revelation about the brooding lord that may explain his withdrawal from society. Does he eschew all good company in his single-minded pursuit of a way to save dragonkind?” The writer disentangled one hand from Fern’s and searched her pockets for the ever-present notebook and pencil.

      “Before your quill turns him into a horribly misunderstood character who is actually softer than melted butter on the inside, we don’t know why he is investigating the decline in dragon numbers yet. Maybe he wants their pieces for his experiments.” Not that she genuinely believed that of him anymore. Not after how he had reacted when she accused him of grinding up a dragon’s bones to make bread or some other baked good. But thinking badly of him dampened the swirl of heat his kiss had provoked.

      Having located her notebook and scribbled a few sentences, Millie paused and tapped the tiny pencil against her bottom lip. “I need to meet him. Only then can I accurately portray his tortured soul in my story.”

      “Why don’t you write to him and say you require an introduction as research? Unfortunately, the terms of my employment strictly prohibit the use of human assistants. I’m only allowed to take Riddy.” Although now she thought about it, Fern would love to see how Quint would react to the dramatic writer. But if he yelled at her and gave her a fright, Fern would never forgive him. No, better not to risk it. Not unless both men could promise to behave. So Millie would most likely never get to see the inside of Wyndham Hall.

      “I shall do just that! My story also requires a tour of the Hall so that I can discover what is kept in the attic and behind the locked doors of shut-up rooms.” Millie added another note in the little book before snapping it shut and sliding the pencil back along the spine.

      “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to spend a little time with my parents.” Fern stood and brushed out her skirts. Today, a dress suited her mood more than practical trousers. The swirl of fabric against her legs reminded her of walking in the ocean and slowed her thoughts.

      “Of course. We’ll not intrude. Squib and I will get acquainted with the souls here.” Millie smiled at the rows of carved headstones as though they were much-loved guests at a family dinner she couldn’t wait to talk to.

      While Millie wandered among the graves, Fern sat with her parents at their resting place in the dappled shade of the trees. Now she could spill forth her excitement at how the kelmsgale seeds were germinated. “A dragon, Father! No wonder we failed in our attempts. They had to pass through a dragon’s stomach. I wondered if any sort of animal would do, but we don’t see kelmsgales growing where cattle or sheep might have eaten them. Or other birds, for that matter.” Now that Fern had a direction, she could study what happened if other creatures ingested the metal-like seeds.

      After she caught her father up on all the gardening news, she turned her attention to her mother. Curling her fingers into the warm soil, Fern conjured her mother’s face in her mind. “Oh, Mother, I kissed Lord Drakeman, and I haven’t felt such a kiss since…” Her words trailed away. The last man who had muddled her thoughts with a kiss had led her down a ruinous path.

      She recalled a saying that George often repeated. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.

      Could her body’s reaction be a warning not to tangle with the dragon lord? Of its own volition, her hand raised to trace the line of her bottom lip. Then she dropped it to place both hands on the grass. Staring at her mother’s etched name, Fern whispered, “I’ve never felt such a kiss.”

      Thinking about past events and how her unguarded heart led her to make unwise choices, Fern sat a little taller. She was older, wiser, and no longer easily swayed. “But I am no fool, Mother. Whatever I decide to do, I will do so with my eyes wide open and after careful consideration of all the consequences.”

      Having said the words aloud solidified another decision for Fern. She would return to the Hall, apologise for kissing his lordship, and ask him to forget all about it. Yes. That was the best course of action. Then she could return to her work in the conservatory and hope that one day soon, Eurydice would test her wings from the balcony.

      After placing a kiss on the granite headstone, Fern cast around the meadow to find Millie and Squib. The pair were standing at a grave marked by an open book. The pages were so weathered and worn that most of the words had been erased from the stone, and only a few letters were legible.

      Fern joined her friend. “You have found Mr Leggett. He died when the Moray sisters were young girls. From what I recollect, he was also a writer.”

      “Oh, how marvellous. That would explain the book. What a shame that time has erased his story. I shall learn all I can about him and see if I can fill the page again.” Millie patted the carved sheet that curled as though caught by a faint breeze.

      “I have to check on the orchid before we leave.” Fern gestured to the miniature greenhouse.

      The two women wandered through the graves and back to the central path. In the middle, the path split in two to curl around the glass construction that sheltered the spectral orchid. Fern knelt down to open the door. Today, the lump on the side of the stem had grown and taken on the distinctive oval shape of a bud and not some other type of growth. “Look, it’s going to flower soon.”

      Millie peered over her shoulder. “A spirit has a tale to tell.”

      Both women glanced around, half expecting to see a restless soul hovering above a grave.

      “The flower itself will offer a direction, but to know exactly who it is among the souls at rest here will require the help of the Moray sisters.” Fern would let the old women know that a spirit would soon make itself known. They brewed a concoction she would mist into the air (rather like spraying roses with vinegar to protect against mould) that would identify the grave from which the soul had emerged.

      “We had one growing in the house, but after Bertie inherited everything, he ordered it destroyed. I suspect he didn’t want to know if Father objected to how he ran the household.” Millie leaned in closer to stare at the orchid.

      Fern gasped at the idea of anyone destroying the flower that allowed spirits to reach beyond the veil, even if their presence came at a terrible price.

      “Oh, don’t worry. Moyles told me he hid it out among the other orchids in the orangery.” Millie winked.

      “Moyles is wasted at Warrington Manor.” The groundsman had been an ally for Fern when she had worked at the grand estate. How she wished she had the finances to lure him away to help her. Or perhaps she could suggest him as head gardener for Wyndham Hall?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “What happens if no one determines why a spirit has come back through the veil?” Millie asked as they walked back through the tunnel of arching greenery.

      “It will call the souls of others to it.” Botanists had written volumes about the physical attributes of the spectral orchid, but only a few paragraphs at most described its ability to draw out a soul from the living.

      Millie stared over her shoulder at the cemetery. “So there would be more restless ghosts tapping on headstones at night?”

      “No. It summons the souls of the living. The unsettled spirit will slowly drain the life from whoever was closest to them until they pass and join them on the other side. One person for every ten days the soul wanders our realm.” From what the Moray sisters told Fern, it had only happened once in the last thirty years. The orchid had flowered, and no one had either the time or inclination to investigate. Or possibly they hadn’t truly believed the old tales.

      A healthy young man had weakened and wasted away before their eyes. When he was placed in the ground near his mother, they determined she was the cause of the tragedy. Only when the spirit’s sister had weakened in the following days had the villagers realised the spectre wouldn’t be content with just one reluctant soul for company. With no time to discover the cause of the unrest, the spirit had been banished. After that, Fern’s father had vowed to personally investigate whenever the spectral orchid flowered. A task that Fern had taken over when he died.

      Millie sucked in a breath. “Oh. I had read about that but thought it was just a story to scare people. I never realised that a restless spirit could turn into…a ghostly killer. Perhaps it is just as well the one at Warrington Manor never flowered, or Bertie and I might have had our souls consumed by it.” She halted as though an idea had struck her, and she patted her pocket for the little notebook before she resumed walking.

      “I am sure Moyles knows. Most gardeners do, although it is not often talked about. People find it too disturbing to learn that a dead relative might reach through the veil and snatch them away if they don’t complete some task.” That was also why few people chose to have a spectral orchid in their homes. Larger cemeteries seemed safer, as only one spirit could reach through the delicate plant at a time. Fern imagined souls forming an orderly queue in the afterlife and waiting their turn to be linked to a bloom. “Given the size of your family holding, there will be more people than just your direct relatives who might have died with unfinished business. Think of all the staff who are needed to run an estate. I can imagine Mr Corby making the orchid bloom after how he met his end.” Fern was glad neither of them had to return to Millie’s former home. She didn’t want to be stuck tidying up the grounds to satisfy the head gardener, who was killed by the Helix mortifera. Or he might have siphoned her soul from her body, and she’d have to spend an eternity listening to the unpleasant man complain.

      Fern and Millie had a leisurely stroll back to the village. Squib darted ahead at times to chatter with a sparrow or the occasional blackbird. The friends parted ways at Scribbles, but Fern promised to stop by for tea the following day. Then Fern turned her body towards Nemython House.

      At the back door, she used the scraper to ensure nothing clung to the soles of her boots before entering the kitchen. Mrs Bentley was showing Lucy how to make pastry for the evening’s pie. The housekeeper didn’t stop in her gentle instructions, but she narrowed her gaze at Fern as though she suspected her of harbouring clumps of dirt on the hem of her skirt.

      Walking on the tips of her toes, Fern crept across the kitchen floor and along the hall to the front parlour. Her uncle Ambrose sat in an armchair by the window, enjoying a quiet cup of tea.

      “The cemetery spectral orchid is going to flower.” Fern flopped onto the nearby sofa, leaving George’s favourite armchair vacant. Only then did she lift her skirt to unlace her boots. She placed her footwear to one side and wriggled her stocking-clad toes.

      “I shall have a think about who might have left behind unfinished business. Or a hidden book of poems.” Ambrose poured tea into an empty cup and handed it to Fern.

      When the orchid had flowered three years previously, poetry had been the cause of the soul’s restlessness. A shepherd had died unexpectedly after a storm. While out looking for missing sheep, he had been struck on the head by a falling branch. It took some time, and repeated visits to his cottage and bereaved wife, before they discovered the worn journal shoved under a floorboard.

      “His widow appreciates the earnings from his poems.” Fern sipped the sharp brew. Ambrose must be trying a new blend of tea.

      No one had realised that the shepherd had penned such achingly poignant poetry. Ambrose had acted as agent for the widow, and the little volume earned her a small, but regular, royalty income. Among those who understood the hidden meaning in the lines and the poet’s inspiration, they remained silent that the widow was not the subject of the love poems. George and Ambrose suspected that Benjamin, the town’s blacksmith, was the muse who inspired the haunting odes of longing and unrequited love.

      As she drank the tea, Fern stared at another spectral orchid—the one that sat on a little plinth to one side of the window. Her father had acquired it after his wife and Fern’s mother, Delphine, had passed away. Rowan and Fern had kept a vigil over the plant, hoping for a sign that her loving spirit lingered. Then, after her father died, she continued to monitor for any signs of a flower bud. But none ever formed.

      “They are at peace, Fern. That is why they don’t need to signal their presence,” Ambrose spoke in a soft tone as he followed the line of her gaze.

      “I know, it’s just…I have so many questions that only they can answer.” She spoke to the plant with its thick, glossy leaves and absolutely no inclination whatsoever to flower. She had always thought the mysterious manner of her father’s death would surely make him sufficiently restless that his soul would reach out through the orchid. Unless her uncles were right and he truly had longed to join his beloved wife.

      “While George and I could never replace Delfie and Rowan, we will help you however we can. Together, we will all muddle through this life.” Ambrose seemed lost in his own memories of his sister and brother-in-law.

      Thinking of the two couples and what they must have been like in their youth raised a question that her uncle could answer. “Why have you never written about your adventures before Mother had me? If only half of what you tell me is true, there would be an avid audience for such tales.”

      Ambrose laughed and winked at her over the rim of his teacup. “Who says I haven’t? When I shuffle off this mortal coil, you might discover a trunk with a truly salacious manuscript awaiting you.”

      A hand tightened around Fern’s heart at the thought of losing her uncle. “I’d rather hear you tell me such stories. It’s your voice that brings my parents back to life once more.”

      George walked into the heavy atmosphere of the room and glanced from his partner to his adopted niece, both with sad expressions on their faces. “Who died?”

      “Delfie and Rowan,” Ambrose replied.

      “I’m sure Fern already knows.” George crossed the room to sit in his favourite armchair and ruffled his adopted niece’s hair on his way past.

      “The spectral orchid at the cemetery is about to flower, and I lament that this one stubbornly refuses to bloom. Apparently, my parents have nothing more to say to me. But you are right, George. There is a rather gloomy mood in here for such a lovely day outside.” Giving in to the sadness that radiated from the hole her parents left in her heart was better suited for a grey and overcast day when rain pelted at the window.

      “I hope it’s not more poetry again.” George picked up his newspaper, which had recently arrived with the other delivery from London. Some weeks, if the rider came straight to their corner of the Cotswolds and didn’t get diverted, they were only two days behind on the happenings in the capital.

      “I think it’s sad that none of us knew Mr Emley possessed the soul of a romantic poet.” Fern imagined him pouring all his feelings onto a page out in a meadow with only the silent company of his sheep.

      “I think it’s sad. The poor fellow had been carrying a torch for Ben, and his wife was oblivious to it,” Ambrose said.

      George folded back one side of the newspaper to regard the man who had held his heart so tenderly for over thirty years. “Not everyone is comfortable being who they truly are.”

      George’s comment reminded Fern of the morning’s events at Wyndham Hall, and she squirmed on the sofa. Lord Drakeman’s dragon gaze saw who people truly were, even if they tried to hide behind a mask. It stripped everyone bare to the nub of their souls, exposing them to the alchemist’s scientific examination. She nearly told her uncles what the mercurial eye saw but thought that was Lord Drakeman’s secret to hide or reveal, not hers.

      Ambrose waved his hands in the air around his head as he continued to speak. “I thought we had done better in our little corner of England. The poor tortured chap should have felt supported enough to reveal his romantic feelings for his fellow man.”

      George huffed. “We have built a community that embraces all sorts of folk, but it’s still each person’s decision what they share. You can’t go around ripping other people’s masks off just because you are at ease with expressing yourself.”

      “Oh, I know that. It’s just that unrequited love pains me so. He should never have married his wife when his heart lay elsewhere.” Ambrose laid one hand over his heart and shook his head.

      “Ben didn’t even know, let alone have a chance to consider if the feelings might have been reciprocated. Stop trying to match people. Especially after they have died.” George snapped the newspaper back up and returned to the article that held his attention.

      Ambrose poured more tea into his cup and took a slow sip. His hazel eyes were thoughtful, with a mischievous glint. “Well, it is entirely understandable that Ben inspired such poetry with all that hammering in the forge. Having to remove his shirt because of the heat. Sweat running down those ridiculously massive biceps. He reminds me of a young George, capable of such wondrous things with those big, strong hands.”

      Fern swallowed a laugh as a low, annoyed growl came from behind the newspaper. Her uncle had baited the bear enough, nor did she want to choke on her tea if the conversation got any saucier. There were some things she couldn’t scrub from her mind’s eye.

      “Returning to restless spirits, we have only lost a handful of villagers each year since…since Father died.” They were a small village and benefited from the able care of Doctor Dodd. As such, the Reaper only managed to claim a half-dozen or so of them each year from sickness, injury, or reaching the end of their allotted time.

      Closing her eyes and making a sad tally of those they had lost, there couldn’t have been more than thirty souls plucked in the previous five years. A few were taken far too young, but babes rarely had unfinished business as they weren’t given enough time to start any. The elderly sometimes used the orchid to reach out to remedy an old wrong. Or a soul needed someone to know they had written beautiful and evocative poetry.

      “I’ll go see the sisters and ask them to brew the spray. Judging from the size of the bud, I think the orchid will open in another two or three days.” The orchid would reveal its ghostly flower, which would sparkle softly at night as though draped in stars. Its petals would turn in the direction of the spirit, and the bloom would remain open until the spectre had done whatever kept them anchored to the realm of the living. Or it was banished.

      Uncovering the name of the restless soul and determining their unfinished task would be a welcome distraction for Fern. A part of her mind worried about what Sir Luxton had been brewing at Sibylcrest Abbey. Why would he need dragon’s blood and a kelmsgale? It was yet another question she couldn’t answer on her own. Then another part of her mind kept thinking about the dimly lit and windowless dungeon at Wyndham Hall. Where, among the sad remains of dragons, she kissed a drake man.

      “Starving dragons,” she murmured as she considered the collection of bones on the long table.

      “Who is starving, dear?” Ambrose asked. “Do you need cake?”

      “Not me, Uncle. I was at the Hall this morning. Lord Drakeman is studying the decline in dragon numbers, and he thinks they are starving.” She hoped sharing that part of the morning’s events wouldn’t be a breach of the earl’s confidence.

      “How can they be starving when we are surrounded by sheep and rabbits? Not to mention all sorts of other things that I imagine dragons find tasty.” A wrinkle pulled at Ambrose’s pale forehead.

      “I don’t know.” She kept encountering fauna-related problems when trying to resolve flora ones.

      Eurydice had been starving when Fern discovered her, but that was understandable. The poor hatchling had been chased down a hole and couldn’t turn around without damaging her wings. Fern kept remembering the sight of a skeleton curled up beside a tree stump. Why had that hatchling starved? The journals of the old drake men she had read said young dragons needed fish. But the skeleton she found had been beside a river. Had the creature been too sick to wade into the water to catch fish? Or did it have to be fish from the river that curved through Drake’s Bend? That might explain why so many dragons frequented the spot.

      “They ate all their prey. Or its habitat is gone.” The comment from George drifted over the top of the newspaper.

      Ambrose made a thoughtful sound, and he gazed up at the ceiling. “That is how we lost the dodo forever. People razed the forests where they lived and ate all the dodos. Surprisingly tasty birds, by all accounts.”

      Fern considered dragons to be wise creatures who wouldn’t have eaten the very last dodo, or whatever they needed to survive. That left the destruction of forests to build the factories and mills that advanced industry across England. Had men destroyed the trees where dragons slept or roamed? She recalled they preferred to slumber in caves dug into hills. Her mind raced down valleys to the river that cut through Drake’s Bend and the impossibly hard kelmsgale seeds that fell after fertilisation of the flowers. She had all the puzzle pieces, but they weren’t fitting together yet.

      Which meant she would have to ask Lord Drakeman.
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      The next day, Fern packed her tools and asked William to hitch up the cart. While Eurydice grew stronger and larger every day, she didn’t want to risk tiring the youngster with the walk to Wyndham Hall. The dragon chirped and flapped her wings as she waddled up the plank of wood like a chicken returning to the hen house at dusk. As the horse and cart trotted through the village, the children called out to them, and Eurydice trilled in response.

      “We’ll be back this afternoon. See you at Scribbles!” Fern waved them away in case they ran too close to the spinning wheels. She pitied the teacher in the little schoolroom who had to try to make them pay attention to their lessons when they knew the dragon would be waiting for them that afternoon.

      When they reached the Hall, Fern took the cart around to the stables and left the placid cob in the care of Denis. Then dragon and woman walked through the long grass to the conservatory. Today, the dragon happily nosed through the piles of dead palm fronds, and Fern marvelled at the change a few short weeks had wrought. The sickly, thin creature that slept all the time now showed a curiosity about everything around her, and she could keep up with Fern on their shorter walks.

      But she still didn’t try to fly.

      Fern found the wheelbarrow and placed it close to where she worked. Progress was slow in the enormous and unloved conservatory. She had weeded all around the base of the sleeping platform. Those plants that had clung to a half-life were given compost (from the pile at the rear of the stables) and water. In her greenhouse at Nemython, Fern grew the delicate greenery that would encircle the warmed stone. Supplying them herself meant she could add the plants to her monthly invoice for his lordship.

      Eurydice chirruped to herself as she explored and, at one point, she emerged from under a dead tree clutching a dried seed pod in her mouth. She took the offering to Fern, the dragon’s eyes whirling as though she had discovered a great treasure.

      Once the dragon had released the object, Fern examined the long and narrow thing that had aged to the colour of strong coffee. “It’s from a frangipani. Well done, Riddy. That helps me understand what used to be in here, so I can source replacement plants.” She scratched the dragon’s hard eyebrow ridges while she stared at the seedpod. “Do you know it’s also known as the graveyard flower? If our winters were warmer, we could grow it as a companion to the spectral orchid. Some cultures believe its blooms represent the infinite life of our soul. There are countries where the flower is planted in graveyards and the spent blooms become offerings to the dead.”

      Slipping the seeds into her pocket to germinate in her glasshouse, she returned to her work. The dragon disappeared behind a fallen palm, and only the sway of skeletal fronds marked her presence. An hour later, a shadow passed over Fern moments before a stone scuffed behind her. She turned as she rose from a crouch where she had been digging free a dead root ball, wondering if Eurydice had become tangled in something.

      A single dragon eye regarded her alongside its brown companion.

      “Lord Drakeman.” Her fingers went limp, and the trowel fell to the dry soil.

      “Miss Oakby. Could I speak with you for a moment?” His jaw was set in a tight line.

      Fern wiped her hands on her trousers, partly to remove dirt and partly to ease a sudden bout of nerves. He didn’t look happy. Would he fire her for her presumptuous actions of the previous day?

      “I’m sorry⁠—”

      “I apologise⁠—”

      They spoke in unison, and then they both fell silent. Fern stared at him and, for once, held her tongue while she first formed a sentence in her head and tested how the words sounded once strung together.

      He paced a few steps along the path and then spun to pace back again. His hands clenching and unclenching at his sides.

      She needed to say something before she lost her job and the place Eurydice needed to grow and thrive.

      “Perhaps we could forget the other day ever happened, and continue as usual?” Fern offered a solution to their unease, with the best-sounding option running through her head. Her initial response of kiss me silly would most definitely not be making it past her lips.

      “Is that what you want to do? Forget all about it?” He tilted his head, and his dragon eye fixed on her.

      A snuffling came from a pile of dead branches as Eurydice emerged from the undergrowth. The dragon pushed past a fallen banana palm to sit at Fern’s side and rested her head on Fern’s thigh, as though offering emotional support.

      Fern could lie to him, but he would know. But still…lying would make it easier. If they both agreed to a lie, did that make it a different form of truth?

      She reached down and rested a hand on Eurydice’s head as she pondered her next words. It surprised her how much work it took to think about what you were going to say and not just blurt out whatever popped into your head. “I enjoy my work here. I want to see this conservatory restored, and I believe it’s helpful for Riddy’s recovery to be here. Where her ancestors once lived. I don’t want to do anything that puts that in jeopardy.”

      He remained silent, but his gaze dropped to the young dragon nestled at her side.

      “It was only a kiss, after all…” Fern’s voice trailed off as his attention shot back to her face.

      “Only a kiss?” His words shivered down her spine as he took a step closer.

      “Yes. And need I remind you that I am a member of your staff?” Fern thought it repugnant that some lords abused their positions and pressed unwanted advances on their employees. Although technically, she had initiated events.

      “I’m not in the habit of kissing my staff.” He took one more step and then reached out. His hand brushed the side of her face, and Fern closed her eyes to lean into the warm touch that was gone too soon. He plucked something from her hair, and when she opened her eyes, he held up a piece of twig, twirling it between his thumb and forefinger.

      Fern ran her hands through her short locks to ensure no other shrubbery was stuck there, while her mind tried to find something to say to puncture the intimacy growing between them. “Perhaps you should give Quint the occasional kiss on his bald head. It might improve his temperament if he felt more appreciated.”

      Lord Drakeman barked a short laugh. “The only sort of head kiss Quint appreciates is when he uses his forehead to smash someone’s nose.”

      Fern had no difficulty believing that. The brief moment of levity gave her struggling brain time to form a coherent sentence, even if the words tasted bitter in her mouth as she said them. “I enjoy working alongside you, Lord Drakeman, and think it better to keep our relationship on a professional footing.”

      He dropped the twig to run a hand through his dark hair and stared up at the stone ribs that held aloft the glass panels. “I’ve never met anyone like you before.”

      “Well, that isn’t true. We were both born in Drake’s Bend and grew up here. Our paths crossed many times as children.” Ambrose told her that the young noble had often joined the local lads in their games and adventures.

      He shook his head. “Even if we had played together as children, those were two different people from who we are now. Our childhood dreams were dashed against the cruel rocks of adulthood.”

      Fern rolled her eyes. He was being as melodramatic as Millie. Was he really going to try to tell her how terrible his life was? “First, speak for yourself. I have a multitude of childhood dreams alive and simmering away inside me. And second, you really are a gloomy thunder cloud. Have you thought about getting out more and spending some time in the sunshine? Or taking off your boots to touch some grass? I can thoroughly recommend it, and it might improve your outlook on life.”

      He crossed his arms and huffed. “As I said, I’ve not met anyone like you before. I’ll not forget that our kiss happened. But neither will I press undesired attention upon you.”

      He just had to use that word—undesired. Fern bent down to retrieve the trowel. She needed to have something in her hands to stop herself from tracing a finger along the scales that framed his right ear. She had discovered in their brief contact that they were soft, like silk draped over stone, and she wondered if he could be tickled through them. “I didn’t say it was undesired.” Her tongue nearly stuck to the roof of her mouth as she said that. “But if you tried against my will, you’d only make such a mistake once.”

      She wanted to kiss him again but also didn’t, and so found herself in a right pickle. The kiss had been marvellous. Her body had drunk it up like parched soil when it rained after a drought. But a flirtation with his lordship contained many hidden barbs and thorny problems. At least her reputation wasn’t one of them. She didn’t give a fig what anyone beyond her circle of friends and family thought of her behaviour. If society were outraged, then that would only encourage her to behave worse. No, what bothered her was losing her job. Or worse, discovering that under the physical attraction, she actually…liked him.

      If she threw caution to the wind and let herself get close to him, physically and emotionally, it would hurt all the more when the inevitable happened. A summer romance would wither with the approach of winter. Chill winds would batter her heart. No, it was far better to reinforce the armour around her heart and stay away from dark and dangerous, and deliciously enticing, paths.

      Eurydice stepped between them and shook her body like a hen shaking loose dirt in its feathers after a dust bath. Flapping wings made them step apart to make room for the youngster. Fern hadn’t even realised that while chiding herself to keep her distance, she had moved closer to the alchemist.

      “Dragons are rather protective of any human they bond with.” Lord Drakeman’s eerie gaze slid down to Eurydice.

      That reminded Fern of something else that had happened the previous day. Other than a toe-curling kiss. “You keep saying she has bonded to me. What exactly does that mean?”

      “You have a connection that will remain in place until death,” he spoke softly, as though the idea conjured a sense of reverence inside him. “Usually, they bond to a drake man, but there are rare occurrences of dragons pairing with others under extreme circumstances. Like rescuing a hatchling from dying alone in the dark. Queen Elizabeth came upon a young pair while out riding who were being attacked by wolves. It is said she personally shot the arrows from a crossbow that saved them, and the dragons hardly left her side from that day forth.”

      “Until death?” Fern knelt down to hold Eurydice’s head in her hands. “You are not bound to me like some serf just because I pulled you out of that hole. When you are bigger and strong enough, you must fly and seek others of your kind. I could not stand the idea of you being lonely. But know that you will always have a home in my heart and at Nemython.”

      Eurydice stretched her body up to rub her muzzle gently against Fern’s cheek. Closing her eyes, Fern inhaled her friend’s unique scent. The dragon had a tang of salt, like the breeze from the ocean, as though she had been born to skim over waves all the way to the horizon. Cheek to cheek, and with her arms around the youngster’s neck, Fern let the dragon’s heartbeat thrum through her skin.

      “They are like humans. They give their bonds and hearts of their own free will, and only betrayal or death can sever such a connection.” Lord Drakeman’s voice washed over them as Fern let her love for the creature in her arms seep from her body and through her scales.

      Wonder spread through Fern’s chest, and her breath came a little shorter as she tried to comprehend what the noble told her. A dragon had bonded to her. Until death. Because she would never sever their unique relationship by betraying the dragon.

      “I will do my best to be worthy of your trust,” Fern said. “And I promise that one day, you will fly above the meadows or out to sea, if you wish.”

      The conversation had neatly sidestepped the topic of the kiss she had shared with the drake man. Could she risk asking a few questions without reminding him of what had happened in the dim room where he kept the skeletons? She would dare it. Because she needed answers. “You said you found signs of starvation on the dragon bones. How could they be starving when there is an abundance of game and stock in the district? Could it be the lack of fish? That was what your ancestor’s journal recommended for Riddy to improve her health.”

      “I have yet to determine the why, or even if it is indeed starvation causing numbers to decline. I have correspondents around the country who send me their observations of dragons in their districts, and they notify me if they find a skeleton.” A frown wrinkled his forehead as he mentally reviewed whatever notes he kept on the subject.

      “Why didn’t you want Riddy here when you are studying dragons? When I asked, you acted as though I wanted to let a rabid dog loose in the Hall.” As hard as she tried, Fern couldn’t understand his behaviour, and it made her head spin.

      “I can study them without being near a living one.” Under a half-lidded gaze, he tracked Eurydice’s movement. Perhaps satisfied he posed no immediate danger, the dragon snuffled at the leaves piled up to one side of the path.

      Fern thought the two of them were like introducing a kitten to an old cat. Eurydice was curious about the earl and wanted to get closer, but he snarled and moved away. Would he eventually soften or lash out?

      “Your stance of keeping yourself removed from live dragons would be like me studying trees and plants by only looking at books and pressed cuttings. I have learned a great deal from digging my hands in the soil. You need to take the dry words in your ancestors’ journals and make them…real.” She couldn’t help herself. As she tried to awaken his interest in living dragons, she crossed the few inches that separated them.

      Fern stood close enough that she could study the flecks of deep green and vivid blue that were scattered around the vertical pupil.

      Bother.

      She really wanted to kiss him again.
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