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The multitude of creatures which the earth nourishes

God made for man, with a view to enrich him;—

Some are violent, some are mute, he enjoys them,

Some are wild, some are tame; 

the Lord makes them

—Taliesin, from The Mabinogion







  
  
Chapter one



Iwas a little late, but still I paused to take a breath outside the door. Crossing the threshold of this room felt like passing into another world—or another time. 

It was not wholly an illusion. The hands of the large clock which stood next to me in the passage were quite still, the pendulum motionless. I suspected they had slept like that for years.

A voice came from inside the room. “Edith?”

My hand fluttered up in a habitual but futile attempt to tidy my ridiculous hair. I reminded myself that it never did any good, and opened the door. 

The woman who sat in the bed surprised me, no matter how many times I visited her. Her skin was milky pale and her hair was all heavy waves of auburn, with no traces yet of grey. 

I always had the impression that she was a queen receiving courtiers, her carved and green-curtained bed a throne. As was her custom, she wore a loose silk gown just such as the ones that Pre-Raphaelite enchantresses did; today, it was the shade of an overcast sky.

Helena Drake also wore a smile of gentle amusement. “You are late.”

“I saw the most extraordinary thing,” I said, sitting on my accustomed chair. “A kind of river dragon, I think. Laying eggs in the bank of the river, near the falls. Look, I’ve marked the place.”

I held out to her my little notebook. This notebook had been left with me by my brother George, with strict instructions as to the kind of observations I must make about all the dragon species that lived in the Dale. I couldn’t be expected to keep it as well as he would, of course, but until he returned to spend the summer holidays with us, the notebook would have to put up with me. 

George had drawn up a rudimentary map of the Dale for me to mark sightings. This was the page I showed Helena now. She examined it carefully through a lorgnette which she wore on a chain around her neck.

“Ah, yes, I’ve seen this one many times. But you should have the place marked as Foss, not Falls. That is the old Norse word that is used in these parts. And that one has a name, you know.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. It is known as Bess’s Foss.”

“Is it for any special Bess?”

“A very special Bess indeed,” she said, with a look of meaning.

“You don’t mean…” I trailed off. Helena’s son had told me that Queen Elizabeth herself had bestowed this land on his ancestor in recognition of services rendered, though he had been vague about what those services were.

“Yes, I do,” Helena answered simply. 

“Did she come here?”

Helena nodded. “There is a bedroom here, and even a bed, in which she is supposed to have slept.”

“Good heavens!”

At this point there was a soft knock at the door, and the Drakes’ butler came in with a small animal, which he placed in Helena’s arms. 

“Thank you, Forrester. I hope Mr Darcy was quiet and good for his bath.” 

Forrester bowed and left—noiseless as a shadow. Helena looked after him for moment with softened eyes. Like Gwendolyn, Helena had lost many people close to her. No wonder she was attached to this faithful retainer. 

“Mr Darcy bit him once, and poor Forrester wouldn’t let anyone tell me about it for a whole day. I was furious when I found out. But it wasn’t too late, thank God.”

Helena stroked the creature tenderly. It was the general shape and size of a Pekinese dog. But it had colourful scales instead of fur; small, useless wings halfway down its body; and (or so it seemed to me) an expression of simmering fury. I had schooled myself not to stare at it, lest I annoy it further, but today I thought it looked, if possible, even more sour-tempered—no doubt as a result of its involuntary ablutions.

“Ma’am, I’ve been meaning to ask. What was it exactly that the original Drake did to receive these lands? Why so close to the abbey of my family?”

“I shall answer your question, Edith—on one condition.” She carefully adjusted her lapdragon’s collar. 

“Yes?”

“That you will answer mine. What are your intentions?” 

There was a humorous quirk to her lips as she said this.

“My…intentions, ma’am?” I could not imagine what she might be talking about.

Her eyes locked with mine. They were a striking grey, brought out by the shade of her gown.

“Your intentions. Towards my son.”

I blushed and burst into a nervous laugh. “Really, ma’am! What have I done to deserve such an interrogation?”

“You must know that you are the first young woman whom Simon hasn’t looked upon as a sister.” 

Despite her bantering tone, I could see she was in earnest.

I sobered. “I suppose I am.”

“Well? What do you intend to do?” She tilted her head to one side and waited for my response.

“I can’t help thinking I have rather an unfair advantage,” I said, stalling, and trying to keep my tone light. “Perhaps Simon should be given the chance to compare me with other women who are also not his sisters, lest he make a hasty choice.”

“Unfair advantage? Pshaw! We women must take all the advantages we can. We get so few of them. I, for one, will never fault you for pressing your advantage.”

She then began to speak of other things, but my heart was beating quickly and I did not follow them. Helena had as good as told me that Simon was infatuated with me, and that I should press in for the kill, so to speak. This was a most extraordinary conversation to have with a young man’s mother. It left me feeling whirled about. 

But then, I’d never had an ordinary conversation with Helena Drake. From the first time I had come to see her, this had been so. She was quite unlike anyone I had ever encountered. Perhaps she was an enchantress, and I her acolyte. I could not believe that I was magical, despite my newfound ability to heal dragon bites, but I could easily believe it of her. There was something about her, and about this house, that belonged more to the fairy books my stepmother had read to me than the England I knew.

A thought sparked in my mind. “Ma’am, you said you would answer my question.”

Now she eyed me with a touch of respect. “Well done, Edith. I thought you’d let it slip by.” 

I felt a glow of pleasure at her praise; she was not a woman to be easily impressed. She went on. “Bartholomew Drake was granted these lands as a gift because whilst on a voyage with his uncle, Sir Francis Drake, he was responsible for the acquisition of a Spanish galleon containing, among other treasures, a rare young dragon of a species found only in the New World.”

I sucked in a breath. “Of course! They sent him here because the Worm Wardens were already at the abbey. And what happened to the dragon? Do you know?”

“I believe it retreated to the caves, and it was that which gave Bartholomew Drake the idea of concealing his treasure there. The old legend of dragons guarding gold, you know.”

“Yes! His pirate loot. Good gracious, it’s like something out of Stevenson, isn’t it?”

“We prefer ‘privateer’, my dear,” she said. It was a gentle reproof, but a real one.

“Oh. Of course.”

“So now tell me, what is it that makes Ormdale particularly special?”

“You mean besides the presence of dragons and pi— privateers in the middle of Yorkshire sheepland?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Well,” I said, lacing my fingers together thoughtfully. “Ormdale already had a respectable population of native dragons, going back to the Middle Ages. And then you told me one of my ancestors was associated with the East India Company and collected Oriental dragons, presumably including an ancestor of your Mr Darcy, and now you tell me we had at least one American dragon in the 1500s. So I suppose we’re a bit of a dragon menagerie. A zoological gardens, if you will, like the Rothschilds’ new museum at Tring, except for mythical beasts.”

“Hardly mythical,” she murmured in faint protest.

There was a pause, in which I realised that Helena had pointedly stopped telling me about family history. Helena’s silences were as important as her speeches.

“There’s something else, isn’t there? Something I missed,” I admitted at last, looking up a little ruefully. “Something important.” 

Helena smiled at me. “But you haven’t missed it. It’s somewhere in your mind. You’ll find it, later.”

I knew better than to press her. Confined to this room for many years by ill health, she dwelled in a different kind of time than most of us.

“But ma’am, I wonder if you would tell me about an ancestor of mine I’ve heard stories of? A woman who drove about with a monkey?”

“Ah, yes, Lady Amelia. She was married to Sir Anthony Worms, the East India Company gentleman. He was knighted during the Regency. I knew their son, Barnaby. He was an old man by the time I knew him." Her eyes grew unfocused. "It was he who built the glasshouse at the abbey as a home for the exotic dragons his father brought back from the subcontinent. I believe Barnaby spent all of his father’s money in a few decades, just in building and heating it. But he loved them, you know.”

And then I thought that tears came to her eyes for an instant. She smiled at me, the moment gone. “Well, now. Shall we read?” 

This was part of our routine. Helena would pick up whatever novel she was currently reading, and I would take one from my pocket or choose one from her shelves, and we would read in companionable silence until it was time for me to go back to the abbey for tea. 

It felt odd at first, but I grew to enjoy it. Helena’s illness did not spare her much energy for movement or even conversation. Sitting quietly together was a way that she could enjoy companionship without being drained. I felt privileged to provide it. 

In conversation I felt a little awed by her, and found myself strangely anxious to please her. But in these quiet hours we seemed to settle wordlessly into a kind of comfortable equality.  We were, in these moments, no longer mentor and pupil, but simply fellow readers. 

I glanced at the volumes already lying on the small table next to me. The outlandish title of one of them sounded a faint note in my mind. The Mabinogion. What was it? Something my father had mentioned? I picked it up and read this on the first page:

In the centre of the chamber King Arthur sat upon a seat of green rushes, over which was spread a covering of flame-coloured satin, and a cushion of red satin was under his elbow.

“I wonder where they got all that satin,” I murmured. I then spent a happy hour immersed in these Welsh tales of enchanted glades and mountains, auburn-haired beauties, Arthurian knights with unfathomable Welsh names, and mysterious beasts that assisted them on their adventures. 

Then I said goodbye to Helena and showed myself out. I was relieved that I did not run into Simon on this visit. After his mother’s surprising instructions to ‘reel him in’, I did not think I could face him until I'd had a little time to reflect. 

Our friendship had begun inauspiciously. I had judged him untrustworthy at first sight. His manner and physical appearance (tall, dark, and well-made) marked him as the Byronic hero of a gothic novel. Not at all the kind of young man I intended to marry—if marry I ever did, which I was not at all sure I would. Gothic men, I thought, did not make good husbands—at least if literature was to be believed on this point.

Instead, I had found him to be kind, humble, and given to unexpected laughter. To be sure, he was a little stilted and old-fashioned in his manners, but that was only to be expected given his upbringing in remote Ormdale. He had won my liking, but not my heart. 

As I crossed the river on my way back to the abbey, I looked back at Drake Hall, glimpsing its elegant Elizabethan lines through the softly whispering trees. It was a very lovely place indeed. And Drake, I had discovered, was a very good man. 

In the last two months, I had discovered a new family, a new home, and new duties. I was a born healer of dragon poisons. And I was learning to be a Dragon Keeper, perhaps even the next Worm Warden. Most importantly, I was learning for the first time in my life how to be a real friend to someone—and if anyone needed a friend, my cousin Gwendolyn certainly did.

I was still finding my footing in this extraordinary place that had so unexpectedly become mine. Now was not the time to lose my head over a man for the first time. No—a love affair was quite out of the question. The very idea tired me!

Simon would have to master his feelings for me. I told myself they were probably no stronger than those which usually accompanied a boy’s first infatuation. 

I turned away from the hidden valley and climbed up the path to the abbey.


      [image: ]“It’s Whitsunday Eve, Gwendolyn,” I said.

“Oh, yes,” my cousin responded absently.

“Mother will be arranging flowers for the altar,” I continued, mostly to myself as Gwendolyn was clearly not listening. “I usually change the altar cloth and candles. They’re always red for Whitsunday, you know.”

This was a day I usually spent in ecclesiastical activities appropriate to the dutiful daughter of a clergyman.

I had never before spent it wiggling a dead rat on a string in the direction of a hungry wyvern. (A wyvern, by the way, is a two-legged winged dragon, both scaled and feathered, about the size of the large Alpine dogs of St. Bernard.)

I had, of course, questioned my cousin Gwendolyn as to the reason behind this ritual the first time we had performed it, some weeks ago.

“Oh,” she had said reflectively, “I suppose it’s because the wyvern doesn’t like to eat dead things.”

This had seemed the most reasonable thing in the world. Which worried me a little. Really, the oddest things were becoming commonplace, while everyday things had begun to feel strange. 

“Well,” I had replied, “I myself prefer to eat dead things. Though it sounds rather macabre when you put it that way, doesn’t it?”

Today, however, on the Eve of Whitsunday, I considered myself quite an old hand at feeding mythical beasts deep in the bowels of my family’s gothic ancestral home. Perhaps—though I had only discovered it at the age of twenty-one—this really was something I was born to do. 

I had spent the last month learning about some of the mysterious objects in the Muniments Room and helping Gwendolyn with any dragon-handling tasks that popped up. Now we were getting to the part of the year when the creatures would come out in earnest. It wouldn’t just be one lonely wyvern roused from hibernation too early in the year. 

In reality, I wasn’t yet clear exactly how many species of dragon existed in this Yorkshire valley, especially given yesterday’s conversation with Helena. I expected to find out soon. The prospect both excited and intimidated me. 

Gwendolyn was sitting on a stool outside the cell I was in with the wyvern, making some notes in a book by the dim light of a lantern on a hook. She was paying little or no attention to me, which I took as generally a good sign. 

“Passive indicative!” I called out to test her, while I continued my grim puppetry.

Gwendolyn didn’t hesitate. “Amor, amaris, amatur…” She chanted the conjugations quite musically from memory, without a complaint. 

“Good. Now Greek.”

This elicited a very slight groan. Gwendolyn had done surprisingly well in her Latin studies, to which she credited the childhood French her otherwise useless governesses had insisted upon. Unfortunately, she made up for her aptitude for Latin with an inexorable dislike of Greek. 

Still, we persisted. Gwendolyn would need a basic knowledge of both ancient languages to successfully sit the entrance examination at the London Medical School for Women, as she hoped to do before the year was out.

The wyvern was watching the stiff rodent jerk about with what I felt sure was suspicion. I tried to make it lively, but the wyvern’s bright eye began to look more intrigued by my own gyrations than its dinner. 

A man’s voice called down from the top of the stair that led into the cellars where the holding cells for wayward dragons were located, and which we presently occupied. I couldn’t help jumping a little in surprise.

“Miss Worms? It’s Alfred. May I come down?” The voice was slow and solid, and deeply of the Dale.

“Yes, yes, please do,” called Gwendolyn.

With a snap of the wyvern’s powerful jaw, the rodent was gone. My jolt of surprise must have lent verisimilitude to the corpse’s animation.

“Ah,” I sighed, and withdrew from the cell, shutting the cell door behind me, relieved to conclude the daily danse macabre.

Alfred Dugdale, our new estate manager, came down the stairs with a heavy tread. He was about forty-five and as solid and expressionless as the Great Rock which stood in the dale. Part of me longed to see him surprised. But I reflected that if wyverns could not succeed in provoking a visible reaction from him, I did not wish to see what could.

“Shepherd’s been to see me. Sheep’s all safe in upland paddocks.” 

Alfred often spoke in this abbreviated way. His words, like his features, seemed chiselled in stone.

“Thank you, Dugdale,” said Gwendolyn, making a note in her book. 

I looked back and forth between them.

“Does that mean we can free the wyvern?” I asked. 

“Well, that’s a little dramatic, Edith,” said Gwendolyn, shutting her book and standing up. “But yes, the lambs are no longer in the immediate vicinity, which will afford them sufficient protection.” 

I turned to Alfred. “The dragons don’t like to go too far into the fells,” I said knowingly. “Because of the cold and wind.”

Alfred’s face was still as a corpse. I thought that he, at least, need never fear being eaten by a wyvern. The rat had more animation. 

“But you knew that, being raised in the Dale,” I ended weakly. 

Despite his lack of small talk, I was deeply grateful for his presence on the estate. Gwendolyn had been struggling to run it alone since the sudden death of her father and brother at the end of winter.

Alfred was some sort of cousin to the small family of servants that lived and worked at the abbey. Because he’d been born and raised in Ormdale, he was aware that the Dale was home to England’s last surviving dragons, and that we, the Worms family, were England’s last surviving Dragon Keepers. 

He got on well with the shepherds and tenant farmers on our estate and had some new ideas for making the estate financially profitable, something it seemed my ancestors had not bothered much about. He’d lived outside of the Dale for a time, working as a supervisor at the big lime-works in Swallowdale, and I hoped this would give him a fresh perspective on how to solve the estate’s pecuniary problems. Sometimes his ideas were a little too fresh for Gwendolyn, who seemed to have cast herself in the role of gatekeeper and preserver of the family traditions. 

Gwendolyn and I had next to lead the wyvern up the stairs, down a passage, into the kitchen and from thence into the kitchen yard. It turned out to be much easier than I expected as the wyvern seemed quite happy to simply follow me. 

“Why do you think I had you feed it, Edith?” said Gwendolyn, when I remarked on this.

Once in the yard, I carefully removed its collar, admiring the revelation of iridescent scales in sunlight. 

The gate to the walled kitchen yard was open, and I expected it to bolt. Instead, it settled down in the dusty yard like a chicken sunning itself. 

A gigantic scaly chicken, with a murderous-looking barb on the end of its tail.

“Gwendolyn. It’s not going anywhere,” I said in a low tone after a moment or two.

“You fed it too much,” she accused. “It doesn’t want to find its own food now. It knows a good thing when it sees it.” She said this with distaste, as if the creature was morally culpable for its lack of enterprise. 

Just at that moment a flock of birds flew over the kitchen yard, not much higher than our heads. I was hardly aware they were there before the wyvern stood up, lifted its head, and opened its jaws extremely wide, with a bizarre ingressive honk that reminded me strongly of the time my brother George had croup. 

What happened next was even more startling. Half a dozen or so of the birds dropped straight into the creature’s mouth, as if they’d been sucked out of the sky. The wyvern then snapped its jaws shut and settled down to bask again at our feet.

I was speechless for a moment.

“I don’t think I’ve been feeding it enough.”

“Greedy,” sniffed Gwendolyn. 

“Is it going to live here now? Just outside the kitchen? Won’t it make the servants nervous?”

“Edith, the servants are as used to seeing dragons as I am, and a sight more than you are. Besides, it’s breeding season now, and it will be looking for its mate. Oh, no!” she exclaimed, in a voice full of dread.

“What?” I asked, swinging round to look about me, expecting some alarming creature had made an appearance.

“It’s just…you do know about…all that, don’t you?” Gwendolyn’s voice sounded pinched.

She looked so stricken that I quickly guessed what she was talking about.

“Oh, Gwen," I said with a laugh. "You do remember that I’m a clergyman’s daughter, don’t you?”

Gwendolyn blinked at me.

“It’s like this,” I said, reassuringly linking my arm through hers and walking the two of us back towards the kitchen. “Ever since I can remember, people have been coming to Father to confess things,” I explained. “I mean, they don’t tell me, of course, but one soon figures out quite a lot, especially when it’s young girls not much older than oneself. And Mother’s always been wonderfully honest with me about all that, as you call it.”

Gwendolyn looked at me with respect as we stepped into the big kitchen. “Edith. Whenever I think you can’t surprise me anymore, you come out with something like that.”

I shrugged. “Let’s have a cup of tea. You’re nervous about Monday, aren’t you?” 

My particular pet dragon, Francis, saw me as soon as I came into the room. He left his warm spot by the kitchen range to climb deftly up my dress to his customary place on my shoulder. 

“Of course I’m nervous! I’m sure Dr Worthing is going to send me packing.”

“Well, he’ll have to listen to you first. You’ve made an appointment.” 

There was a homely teapot on the kitchen table, steaming appealingly. It was most likely intended for us, but one didn’t like to make assumptions with these servants, who were the descendants of Vikings. (One didn’t like to imagine what they might do if sufficiently provoked.) 

“Cook, might I steal a cup or two?”

Martha, our cook, waved a hand at me. She wasn’t much for niceties, and was currently at the chopping block, cutting up a carcass with grim enthusiasm. (Perhaps I didn't have to imagine.) 

I found two cups and poured out while Gwendolyn sat at the table. 

“Have I been very horrible?” said Gwendolyn, clasping her cup and looking up at me with her beautiful eyes. Now that I knew my cousin better, I found Gwendolyn’s mixture of imperious authority and childlike vulnerability rather endearing. I was no longer intimidated by her air of aristocracy, knowing it disguised her own deep-seated feelings of inferiority.

“You’ve been a little terse,” I admitted. “Have you given any thought to Alfred’s proposal for the lime-works?”

Gwendolyn looked guilty. “Father would have never entertained the thought for a moment. He was totally against any kind of excavation.”

I considered this for moment. “Gwendolyn, your father ran the estate his way for twenty years. And it didn’t turn out very well. Why not try your way?”

“And what is my way, Edith?” She set her teacup down with an exasperated click. 

“I don’t know. But while you are sorting that out, we might try Alfred’s. My father hired him in large part so that you could focus on other things,” I reminded her gently. 

“Simon says the same thing,” she snorted.

“I have the greatest respect for Simon’s opinion.” I smiled, tickling Francis’s throat absently.

“Do you? Is that all?” She looked at me sideways as she sipped her tea.

“Is what all?”

“Respect. For Simon.”

I glanced at Martha. The kitchen was very large, and she was on the other side of it, thwacking through flesh and bone. 

“Is he here today?” I asked. 

“He left after I called him a dunderhead. I told you I was being horrible. Anyway, he doesn’t mind. He’s had to bear with my moods since he was four. He’s a perfect lamb about it. You…you will be kind to him, won’t you? Whatever happens? He deserves a little kindness.”

“Well, I won’t call him a dunderhead,” I retorted. And she laughed. 

Gwendolyn didn’t laugh often, but it felt like striking gold when she did. I had stayed at the abbey at first for my cousin’s sake, so that she might have an opportunity—for the first time in her life—to try something other than running a large country house and chasing dragons. At moments like this, I felt a glow of conviction that whatever precisely the nature of my role here turned out to be, I had made the right choice in staying, at least for now. I had never had a friend of my own age before, and our friendship was a source of great pleasure to me.

I glanced out the window into the kitchen yard. I was pleased to see it was empty. The wyvern had gone in search of its mate.








  
  
Chapter two



Gwendolyn and I were ready early in the morning for our trip to the town of Embsay, the last outpost of civilisation in these northern wilds. 

I left Francis tethered in the cloister herb garden and asked Pip, our housemaid’s young son, to bring him some kitchen scraps. Pip had been scribbling with a bit of charcoal on a dirty scrap of paper when I found him. He went pale and screwed up the paper in his hand, but as he did so, I caught a glimpse of an impressive sketch of the abbey tower on it. I made a note to provide Pip with pencil and paper to thank him for watching Francis for me. 

The spring air seemed to be making Francis restless; I kept losing him and finding him again in odd places. Perhaps his fancy, too, was turning to thoughts of love. The thought of Simon darted across my brain, but I batted it away like an insect. If Simon wanted a mate he could jolly well go looking for one, just like the wyvern. Providing either of them with a mate was no responsibility of mine.

I got into the carriage with Gwendolyn and unslung my leather document bag from my shoulder. Gwendolyn was wearing a wide-brimmed hat with a black veil attached, which was rolled up out of the way. Both of us were still in mourning attire for the deaths of her father and brother. From what I had heard of them, they didn’t deserve it. 

“Drive on, Thomas,” Gwendolyn called out, and we were off.

I had been in the carriage almost weekly since I had arrived, whenever the weather allowed us to attend Divine Service at the dilapidated church in the village of Ormby. I had not seen the town of Embsay again since the day I arrived from the South with my parents and brother to claim (or rather, try not to claim) my father’s inheritance as unwilling squire of Wormwood abbey.

I had been more nervous than I had cared to admit to myself that first day, and today I was nervous again, though for a very different reason.

“Edith, what have you got in that bag? You look like a solicitor.”

I blushed. “Well, you see, I—I finished my manuscript.” This was a little disingenuous of me—I had not only finished it, but made a copy and sent it off to my publisher in London. Just in time for my deadline.

Gwendolyn’s face was blank.

“The thing I’m writing all the time?” I prodded.

“Oh! Good for you, Edith!” She beamed at me.

“And you see I sort of wondered…if you— if you’d like to read it?”

I had still not managed to find the perfect time to reveal to Gwendolyn that it was I, her cousin Edith Worms, who was the real published author (under the nom de plume “E.W. Fairweather”) of her very favourite series of detective novels. The two of us were so busy with the running of the abbey, and then of course there were our adventures as England’s last Dragon Keepers, and if that hadn’t been enough we’d been up to all hours, cramming poor Gwendolyn full of dead languages. Which hadn’t left me much energy for fireside revelations.

Also, I was ridiculously nervous about what her reaction might be. I had been raised in the bourgeoisie, while my cousin was landed gentry through and through. We sometimes had very different notions about what was and wasn’t proper. I wasn’t sure that penning yellowback novels populated with corpses and underworld villains would cut the mustard with her, especially since I was now attached to the venerable Worms family of Wormwood Abbey (see Burke’s Landed Gentry).

In fact, I had once suggested that my younger cousin Violet might like to read one of the Inspector Green novels (without revealing my connection to them), and this innocent suggestion was greeted with shock. “Oh! Oughtn’t she to read improving things at her age?” had been Gwendolyn’s crushing reply. (I didn’t say that having improving books thrust on me as a child by well-meaning parishioners had been precisely what drove me to a life of literary crime.)

But regardless of all that, I was determined that today was the day when I would finally reveal myself. Gwendolyn looked strangely hesitant at my offer of the manuscript. Did she sense my own nervousness?

“It’s not—it’s not anything to do with Greek, is it?” she said in a low voice, and it was a plea from the very depths of her soul.

“Oh, no. I promise it’s not. It’s not learned at all. It’s quite, quite stupid.” It is possible I overstated my case here in my desire to reassure her.
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