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        Sometimes fairy tales are travellers’ reports

        “Go there, I know not where; fetch that, I know not what…”

        “In the thrice-ninth kingdom, in the thrice-tenth land…”

        – From Russian folk tales
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      You are holding a book about a world that lies very close to ours – closer than you think.

      Once, no more than three hundred years ago, giants walked the earth, dragons flew in the sky, fauns and fairies lived in the forests, and gnomes cut magic mirrors in mountain caves. The fairy tales, myths, and legends of every people tell of it, and people have grown used to calling them invention. But now stop and think: why is it that among all peoples, on every continent, these “inventions” are so alike? Perhaps because they are not inventions at all, but memories, the reports of travellers who had been there, to a place the road later lost?

      The heroes of fairy tales seek the thrice-ninth kingdom for a reason – “beyond seven seas, beyond seven mountains.” If they seek it, then it exists. The way to it has simply been forgotten, hidden, and set under guard.

      In this book lives one family, to whom all of this truly happened: the dragon on the balcony, the door beneath the lighthouse, and the road through the worlds. I invite you to walk that road together with them, with Mathew, who is fourteen and who is about to learn what he is capable of when there is no adult nearby.

      The road will be dangerous. You will have to make decisions that lives depend on, to meet creatures out of legend face to face, and to learn to tell the real from a delusion.

      By the way, test yourself, to see whether you would make a fit companion. If you have ever, even once, run in the dark from the light switch to your bed, then you already know more about the Guardians than you think. If you have ever spoken to a cat and waited for an answer, you have the beginnings of the wordless speech. And if you can notice that adults put on cheerful voices at exactly the moments when they are afraid, then you are the reader we are all counting on.

      And keep an eye out for a certain young person’s diary, which will turn up between the chapters. Read it closely. She notices everything. And last thing: At the end of the book there is a glossary with a list of mystical creatures referred to in this book; you will learn things about them that even the heroes do not know, including a tip or two in case you should meet one of them yourself.

      

      Ready? Then turn the page.
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      In one of the newly created worlds, still empty and unpeopled, a demiurge who called himself “Someone” lay on the black sand beside an endless ocean and watched the reflections of five moons tremble in the dark water.

      Sometimes it is pleasant simply to be human for a while. He had been human once, so long ago that even the fairy tales no longer remembered it.

      Someone was thinking of his favourite world, the one that resembled a fairy tale. He had made it with special care and love: enchanted forests and noisy fairs, wise dragons and ubiquitous tricksters, giants, fairies, mermaids, and many others whom he had gathered into it over the centuries, the way one gathers the dearest things into a casket. He gathered them – and he hid them. For right beside it, behind a thin wall, lay another of his worlds, the most restless of all – the world of humans.

      Humans had not lived up to his hopes. Of all his creations, they alone had learned to kill what they did not understand, just in case, for their own peace of mind. They wiped out the dragons and called it a feat. They caught the last of the fairies and forgot the giants who had taught them to build. And Someone, weary of a hopeless struggle, did what a master does when the work can no longer be saved and yet his hand will not destroy it: he gave the world of humans to his acquaintance, the demiurge “Something,” who wanted nothing from any world but its resources. And he himself sealed all the passages between the worlds, set Border Guardians at the doors, and erased from the common memory of humankind even the recollection that the doors had ever existed.

      And on the eve of the day he locked the last door, “Someone” walked through his favourite world one last time on foot, as a human, a nobody, a passerby. At a noisy fair by a lake, he bought a handful of nuts from the pixies, and the trader shortchanged him by a copper, and this, for some reason, was wonderful. Above the forests, in the golden evening clouds, two dragons passed on their way to the sunset, and he stood and watched with his head thrown back, the way everyone watches, and his heart – for demiurges do have a heart, and therein lies the whole trouble – clenched with pride, and with the fact that the dragons had not recognised him. At the edge of an old grove, on the porch of a wooden house, a spirit-woman slept in a chair, her needlework fallen from her hands, and he set right the shawl that was slipping from her shoulders, gently, so as not to wake her. Then he came to the hill with the tunnel, looked back at that whole world at once – at the casket dear to his heart – and closed it, and hid the key where everyone in the world hides keys: under the doormat.

      Only the fairy tales did he leave them. Myths, legends, grandmothers’ stories – everything grown-ups laugh at and children believe. He left them on purpose, the way one leaves a key under the mat: in case one day one of them should grow up without unlearning how to believe, and should wish to knock.

      Sometimes – once every century or two – someone remembers.

      And then a story begins.
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        “Birds do not fly in a storm.

        This one was flying.”

      

      

      
      The storm had been laying siege to the island of Morven for two days, and by Saturday even the gulls had given up: they hid in the crevices of the cliff and fell silent. The ferry from Craigmouth had been cancelled back on Friday, a fact the little town passed to one another with the grim satisfaction of people reminded once again that living on an island is not for everyone.

      Even in fine weather Morven was a place not ideal: twenty miles of green hills in the middle of a grey strait, one town in a valley by the harbour, one school, one church with a spire visible from any hill, and one cash machine. The ferry left the pier once an hour, and the whole life of the island breathed in that rhythm: people baked for the ferry, hurried for the ferry, measured distances and partings by the ferry. The Hardys’ house stood apart, on the edge of a high cliff above the strait, the last of a row of four, and when something like this came in from the northwest, it took the blow first, for which Mathew secretly respected his house: not every house is given the honour of standing on the front line. It was indeed the first location any weather system from the northwest hit. Under the roof they had an attic sitting room with plank beams and tall windows: from them opened green hills to the very horizon, and, if you turned your head a little to the left, the sea, grey today, streaked with white welts of foam. From the attic a door led out onto a long, two-tier balcony joined by an outside stair; Mum called the balcony her garden: there stood palms in tubs, an old ficus as tall as Dad, and a dozen pots in which something contrived to bloomin every season. Right now the garden was soaking in the rain, and the ficus leaves shivered under the drops as if from tickling.

      Mathew sat on the windowsill, the back of his head against the frame, and watched the slate-grey clouds crawl across the hills, dragging behind them long bright threads of rain. He loved a storm, honestly, with no allowance for his age. At fourteen you are supposed to love something more complicated than the weather, but the storm was real, and nothing else real was expected this Saturday.

      The Saturday had begun so ordinarily that afterwards, remembering, Mathew could not shake the feeling that the day had been pretending to be dull on purpose, lulling him. He got up at nine, ate porridge with as much jam as was only allowed on weekends, and spent half an hour texting Duncan, his best friend from the mainland, whom he had not seen since the end of term and with whom he now was friends mostly by thumbs. Duncan was inviting him for the next weekend to Craigmouth, to a new film; Mathew answered “if the ferry runs,” and it was the plain truth, and the last plain truth he would write to Duncan for many months to come – but the Saturday kept quiet about that. Then he played for two hours, those very two hours Mum did not yet know about. Then, since the rain had made the garden inhospitable, he practised his handstand against the wall: his coach had said to “hold it for a minute, until the wall isn’t needed anymore,” and the wall was still needed, but less than last week, and that was a small, private happiness. From under his sister Zoya’s door came the smell of felt-tip pens. An ordinary Saturday of an ordinary family on an ordinary island – that is how it all looked, until about two o’clock.

      The hills on the island had been largely cleared for fields, and only here and there across the island stood groves, around a dozen trees in each. He and Dad had walked through those groves many times, and Mathew knew them by heart: how the ground under the trees smells after rain, clean and sharp; how the birds greet you with a cheerful uproar across the whole wood, as if calling to one another, “We have guests, we have guests!”; how the trunks go up and their crowns, high above, do not meet, leaving narrow rivers of sky between them; Dad said the trees did not want to keep one another from the light, and Mathew liked that: even trees know how to give way. And there were water springs in the groves, too. Dad called them by the old word, “keys”: water seeped from beneath the stones into little hollows, crystal clear, but had to be drunk from cupped hands. Mathew was certain there was nothing in the world tastier than that water, and so far, he had never once been wrong.

      He noticed the bird between two bursts of rain: a dark dot over the strait, too big for a gull and too stubborn for common sense. Birds do not fly in a storm. Albatrosses, perhaps, but no one had seen an albatross off Morven in a hundred years, Grandfather would have said exactly; Grandfather knew everything about this sky. And this one was flying: heavily, in broad strokes, like an oarsman against the current, and there was so much weariness in its flight that Mathew’s own shoulders ached.

      He reached for his phone, to snap it, then look at it zoomed in. The screen blinked and showed five percent. The two morning hours in the game, which Mum did not yet know about, had at last presented their bill.

      “Oh, come on,” Mathew said, to the phone, to himself, and to the weather.

      While he rummaged in the drawer for the charger, the dot over the strait vanished. He stood a while longer at the window, peering into the clouds. Where does a bird like that land? The groves were groves in name only: nowhere to hide. Unless…

      “Lunch!” Mum called from below. “Mathew! Zoya!”

      Unless it had not been hiding. Unless it had flown all the way to where it was going.
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      At the dinner table the Hardy family always arranged itself the same way. Dad – with his back to the window, because “the light should fall on the food, not in your eyes.” Mum – nearer the stove, though on Saturdays it was actually Dad who cooked: today it was his signature smoked-fish soup, thick, with just a hint of smoke, the one dish Bert Hardy spoke of without his usual reserve. Zoya – across from Mathew, and he was glad she was there. Braids, fingers stained with felt-tip ink, a serious gaze that took everything in. She had come to the table with her sketchbook, and for the length of the soup course it had to be set aside, at which Zoya visibly drooped, not taking her eyes off the abandoned book.

      “What are you drawing?” Mathew asked, to comfort her.

      “The storm,” said Zoya. “With eyes.”

      “Why with eyes?”

      “Because today it’s watching,” said Zoya, and took up her spoon.

      The grown-ups exchanged a smiling glance: out of the mouths of babes… Mathew remembered – not even the words, but how evenly she had said them. Zoya spoke of the impossible in the same tone she used for porridge.

      “I saw a bird over the strait,” he said. “A big one. Flying against the wind.”

      “A storm petrel,” said Dad, not looking up from his bowl. “Stormy work, theirs.”

      “A storm petrel the size of a glider?”

      Dad raised his head. Bert Hardy had spent twenty years mending everything that broke at the shipyard in Craigmouth, and he was used to any oddity having a blueprint. He was large, calm, with hands that could do anything, and a single superstitious habit: on hearing of the inexplicable, he would raise his index finger and say “anything is possible”, in a tone that made it clear to everyone that nothing was possible except physics.

      “Anything is possible,” said Dad, and raised his finger.

      “A drone,” Mum suggested, without raising her eyes from her end of the table, where her work phone lay face down. Grace Hardy translated other people’s books and could do three things at once, but today, Mathew noticed, she was doing four: eating, listening, answering – and waiting for something. He could not have explained where he got that from. Mum sliced the bread as always, nodded as always, and only once looked past him out of the window, to where the clouds were moving over the hills, and for a second her eyes had the look of someone checking the time.

      “Drones don’t flap their wings,” said Mathew.

      “Then a big tired bird,” Mum smiled. “It happens. We’re all a big tired bird sometimes.”

      Zoya giggled. The talk turned to the ferry, and to the fact that Grandfather had not answered his phone for three days – “the signal at the lighthouse, you know how it is” – though by Mum’s face it was clear she would call him again the moment she got up from the table, and the bird stayed with Mathew. He kept a great deal to himself these days. Not because of secrets, but because grown-ups could explain any oddity in such a way that nothing was left of it. And he liked oddities. He liked to think the world was arranged more interestingly than the ferry timetable.
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      And five minutes before the family sat down to eat, a dragon had landed on the far end of the garden-balcony, where the second tier hid from the windows behind a trellis of grapevine.

      His name was Drog, and he had flown from such a distance that no miles could measure it, because the miles lay in one world and his goal in another. The crossing had flung him out into an alien stormy sky three hours’ flight from the island, and for all three hours he had rowed against the wind like an oarsman against the current, carrying beneath his breast, in a special pouch made of his own folded paw, a heavy load. Twice the Guardians nearly spotted him: he sensed their glassy stares through the clouds and dropped lower, into the very thick of it, where the watchers were too lazy to follow.

      Now he stood on the wet flagstones, his humming wings folded, and studied the strange place: trees in pots. Why plant a tree in a pot when a whole earth lies all around? Humans! Thousands of years of watching them, and still something new every time.

      Drog carefully – the way one lays down an egg, because he was in fact laying down an egg – set his burden into the tub beneath the largest tree, into the shade, against the warm side of the trunk. He stood a moment, listening to the house: dishes clinked beyond the walls, voices murmured, and among them was that one: he remembered it young and ringing, remembered how that voice had taught young dragons to laugh. He could have sent the call. He did not: the meeting was not his part of the work, and a stranger’s “hello” is not carried in the beak. The circle must close by itself.

      He was very old and very tired. And, falling asleep, he allowed himself what he had not allowed in flight: to remember. The voice beyond the wall belonged to a girl – so, at least, it was for him, for a dragon’s memory, which measures time differently: a girl who twenty human years ago had lived in their cave, forever cold, wrapped in a leather jerkin too big for her, and had taught the young dragons to laugh. She did it better than any teacher the pride remembered, because she did not explain laughter; she infected them with it: she laughed to tears at their creaking dragon attempts, and one day young Raylan, watching her, creaked in a certain particular way, and again, and suddenly rolled across the golden sand, howling and clapping his wings – and it was the first dragon laughter in three hundred years, and the whole cave came running to see… Now the voice of that girl rang beyond the wall of a strange house, in a strange storm, twenty years older and not a whit changed. The circle was closing rightly.

      He allowed himself an hour: he lay down between the tub and the trellis, covered himself with a wing, and slept under a strange rain, and the garden trees in their tubs stood quietly over the sleeper, as if they understood who was before them.

      After an hour the rain began to ease. Drog woke, touched the leathery side of the egg with his nose – inside, something knocked in answer – and from the balcony, through the glass door, came the sound of voices: the people were about to come out. Time. He rose onto the railing, rocking the tubs, pushed off – and when the attic door opened, above the heads of the Hardy family there was already unfolding a silver, impossible splendour as wide as the balcony itself.
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      After lunch the sun broke through the clouds over the strait, first with a single ray, like a searchlight, then with a dozen at once; scout-rays ran across the hills, and the wet fields flared into a green so bright it made the eyes tingle, and sun-flecks began to leap over the waves, splintering and shimmering.

      “Dad, we’re going out on the balcony,” said Mathew. Not asking – announcing. He was fourteen, and the rule “children do not go out on the balcony alone” had lived in the house since he was six, and had no intention of dying.

      “We’ll go together,” said Dad, of course.

      Mathew rolled his eyes, of course. And they went out, the three of them: Dad, him, and Zoya with her sketchbook under her arm.

      After the rain the garden stood washed and glistening; it smelled of wet earth, grape leaf, and sea. Over the hills hung a rainbow, not a full one, a fragment of an arc stuck into the fields.

      “Fine view we have,” said Dad with a householder’s pleasure. “Say what you like…”

      He did not manage to finish.

      A shadow tore from the far end of the balcony, soundless, the way a slab of snow tears from a roof. Mathew’s heart jumped – and then time did what it does at such moments: it unclenched and went slow. He saw it all, and forever: the silver body in its coarse scales, the long neck, the leathery wings the span of the balcony, the paws drawn up to the belly with claws each the size of his palm, and the tail, long, supple, with an arrowhead plate at the end. The creature passed so low over their heads that the air shoved Mathew in the chest and tousled Zoya’s braids – and went up, heavily, in broad strokes, like an oarsman against the current.

      Like that bird over the strait.

      Three seconds – and the clouds took it back.

      On the balcony stood a full, ringing silence. Zoya was pressing her sketchbook to her chest. Dad held his hand raised, whether shielding himself or simply never having brought his index finger down to the sky.

      “A drone,” Dad said at last. His voice was even, only too even, like something pressed flat. “A new model. They make them like that now, with a flapping wing, ornithopters they’re called…”

      “Dad.”

      “Or they’re shooting a film. Animatronics, cables…”

      “Dad. On Morven. A film.” Mathew heard himself as if from the side and marvelled at how calm his voice was. Inside it was not calm. Inside it was enormous. “We have one cash machine on the whole island.”

      “It looked at me,” said Zoya, quietly and very distinctly. “Its eye is yellow. It looked at me, I saw.”

      And then Dad did the only thing an engineer could do: he went looking for evidence. The evidence was found on the flagstones of the second tier: a dry patch in the midst of solid wet, long, with a sweeping mark where the tail had lain, and with an imprint – Dad crouched and looked a long time – an imprint of scale pressed into the thin film of dust the rain had laid down. Rhombus to rhombus, like roof tiles.

      “Right,” said Dad, and took out his phone. “I’ll photograph it. For…” he searched for the word, “…for the insurance.”

      The joke came out crooked, but Mathew was grateful to him. Someone had to make a joke.

      And then Zoya, who wasn’t interested in the marks the tail had left, climbed for some reason towards the ficus – and called them in a voice that made them both turn before she had finished.

      In the tub, between the trunk and the rim, in the trampled earth, lay an egg. Elongated, like a rugby ball but heavier to look at; not in a shell, but in a dense leathery casing, dark, mottled in many colours, laced with silvery veins like a river delta on a map. As they watched, a spark ran along one vein, tiny, as along a fuse. The egg rocked. Just a little. As if it had drawn breath.
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      “An incubation capsule,” said Dad, with no conviction at all. “An art object. Somebody dropped it from a drone…”

      “Dad,” said Mathew. “How are you doing, really?”

      “Not great,” said Dad honestly.

      Mathew reached out and touched the egg with his fingertips, before he could ask himself whether it was a good idea. The casing was warm, dense, faintly rough, like a dog’s nose. Beneath it, deep down, something knocked – steady, stubborn, alive – and from that knocking a current ran up Mathew’s arm to the elbow.

      “Get Mum,” he said.
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      Mum did not need much preparing. Mathew understood this from one single thing: seeing the egg, Grace Hardy did not ask a single question.

      She sank down by the tub onto her knees, straight into the wet, looked – and laughed, covering her face with her hands, and through the laughter tears ran down, and she shook her head like a person who has not let herself believe in something for twenty years and now does not know where to put the freed-up space. The egg rocked at the sound of her voice. Sparks ran along the veins, many, in a garland, like Christmas lights.

      And this was more frightening than the dragon. The dragon – all right: the dragon flew by and vanished; the dragon you could call a drone and go on living. But Mum – Mum, who checked his school diary, forgot her reading glasses on her forehead, and knew exactly how long to boil an egg soft – Mum was laughing and crying over a leather egg, and it was perfectly clear: she knew what it was. Had known for a long time.

      “Grace,” said Dad cautiously, the way one speaks to a person on a ledge. “You’re in the know, aren’t you? What this is – you’re in the know.”

      Mum took her hands from her face. Her eyes were wild and young.

      “It’s a sign of trust,” she said. “From a very old friend. From so far away that…” she did not finish, looked up at the sky where the dragon had gone, and suddenly frowned with real, living hurt: “Oh, Drog! He could at least have shown himself. Why didn’t he send me the call? I would have come out…”

      “The call,” Dad repeated.

      “Drog,” Mathew repeated.

      “I’ll tell you everything,” Mum rose, and in her, as at the flick of a switch, a different person came on: collected, quick, in command. Mathew stared: this person he did not know. “I’ll tell you, I promise, but not now. Right now, listen to me. By the casing, he’ll hatch before nightfall. And he can’t stay on the balcony – neither he nor us near him. Bert, carry it inside. Only carefully: it’s heavier than it looks.”

      Dad gauged it, worked his hands under the egg’s sides like a watermelon – and grunted. By his face you could see the expectations being recalculated: six kilos, maybe seven, and all of them warm, dense, faintly pushing from within against his palms.

      “It’s… moving,” he reported, without a trace of engineering certainty.

      “He,” Mum corrected. “He is moving. Carry him, don’t talk to him, you’ll drop him.”

      And they went in procession across the whole balcony: Dad in front with the egg, stepping like a sapper; Mum behind, holding the doors for him; then Mathew and Zoya, who had been sternly told not to get underfoot and who therefore got underfoot in silence. At the door Dad stopped and looked back – to where the dragon had vanished in the break in the clouds – stood a second, as if asking the sky’s permission, and carried the wonder into the house.

      In the sitting room they laid the egg on the floor by the sofa, on Mum’s folded yoga mat, and all four sat down around it. Up close, in the indoor light, it was stranger still and even lovelier: the mottling on the leathery casing shimmered like a film of oil, the silvery veins pulsed faintly, and from all of it came a steady dry warmth, like bread just drawn from the oven.

      “He needs a nest,” said Mum.

      She went out and came back in five minutes with a sheet of paper on which was already drawn – in a firm hand, to scale – a box.

      “That’s just a box,” Zoya said, disappointed, peering over her elbow.

      “Not a box, a nest. Fine, a box,” Mum spread the drawing on the attic table. “We’ll line it with iron inside, here and here. On the bottom, stones, smooth ones, granite pebbles are best, a bucketful, two is better. He’ll sleep on the stones. Dragons sleep on stone, remember that: wood smoulders, cloth smoulders, but stone holds their heat and gives it back. Bert, the hardware shop in Craigmouth has sheet iron and pebbles for garden paths; I’ll come with you, one person can’t manage it.”

      Dad was already writing a list on the back of the drawing, silently, in a column, the way people write who have decided for now not to think but to do: roofing iron, screws, pebbles, gloves. The list calmed them both a little.

      “Who’s going to hatch, Mum?” asked Mathew, though the answer sat before his eyes, silver, with a yellow eye.

      “A dragon,” said Mum simply, the way one says “the postman.” “And now, remember, this is important. Open the door to no one. Not to the neighbours, not to the police, not to…” she caught herself for a fraction of a second, “…to no one whose voice sounds familiar. Especially one like that. Shut the windows and the balcony and stay away from them. Don’t cover the egg: it’s hotter than it seems, and it’ll be hotter still. If it becomes warm to a hand held a palm away, move it onto stone or into cast iron, only not with cloth. And no photographs. Not one. To no one. At all.”

      “Mum,” said Mathew, “you’re talking like a hostage-crisis briefing.”

      Mum looked at him, and he was sorry for the joke.

      “Good that you understood,” she said.
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      The parents left at four. The rain had stopped entirely; beyond the windows stood the kind of clear, washed pre-evening sky that made the whole dragon business seem even more impossible.

      The egg lay on the floor of the sitting room on Mum’s yoga mat and crackled softly, like a cooling oven. Zoya lay on her stomach in front of it, propped her cheeks in her hands, and kept watch.

      “Mathew,” she said, without turning. “Did you know Mum could laugh like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like a girl.”

      Mathew thought about it.

      “No,” he said honestly. “I didn’t.”

      “Nor did I.” Zoya swung her feet. “So, we don’t know all of her. Only the part that’s for us.”

      Mathew looked at his sister with respect. Still such a small girl, felt-tip on her fingers – and she framed it so you could write it down. He wandered around the room, checked the balcony-door lock ten times, put his phone on to charge – twelve percent – and sat down beside her.

      For twenty minutes nothing happened.

      The house stood quiet and ordinary in the pre-evening light, and in that ordinariness, there was something dizzying. Beyond the windows the hills dried after the rain; somewhere at the neighbours’ a door banged and a dog barked; down in the harbour the ferry, back on its run, sounded its horn to test its voice. The world outside was living its Saturday and had no idea that four hundred paces from the church spire, on the floor of an ordinary sitting room, lay a dragon’s egg, crackling. Mathew sat, looking first at the egg, then out the window, and kept trying to fit the two pictures into one head – and they would not fit, the way water and oil do not mix, only rubbed against each other at the edges, giving rise to a strange new feeling: as if the world had opened a false bottom, and he, Mathew, was now one of the few who knew. Zoya, meanwhile, was finishing a third portrait of the egg, diligently, the tip of her tongue out with effort, choosing the colour a third time so the sparks on the shell would come out exactly like the real ones.

      Another ten minutes passed quietly. Mathew glanced at the crackling egg and at the phone charging by the outlet in turn, and reckoned in his head: the parents would not be back soon. An hour by ferry to Craigmouth there and back, and the shop itself. Maybe two in total if the weather delayed the ferry. So, he and Zoya were going to be alone in the house for maybe two hours. Never mind. It’s not that much if you don’t keep looking at the time.

      The first ring at the door struck the house like a stone against glass. He and Zoya froze. The bell rang again: a long one, then at once a series of short ones, then a fist pounded at the door. Someone had not simply come. Someone knew they were home.

      “Craigmouth police!” a man’s voice said beyond the door, polite, official but with steely commitment. “Open up, we know there are children in the house.”

      “Police don’t reach the island ten minutes after the rain,” Mathew shouted at the door, trying to keep his voice steady, “and they don’t pound with their fists. Go away. I’m calling the real police.”

      Beyond the door they fell silent – they’ve likely gone, he thought. The faint receding sound of footsteps made him think there were more than one of them. Mathew dialled Mum at once. One ring, two, three – and her voice, a little out of breath:

      “Son, how are you? I’m stuck in traffic, right at the edge of Craigmouth, the light’s gone red on me for the second time. Dad went ahead on foot, it’s quicker, he’ll buy everything and wait for me at the pier. What’s happened? I can tell by your voice – something’s happened.”

      Mathew told her: about the knocking, about the “police,” about no one visible in the peephole. Grace on the other end plainly went cold, but she spoke evenly, and from that evenness Mathew himself grew steadier.

      “Listen to me carefully,” she said. “Open to no one. Not the police, not the neighbours, not anyone you know – no one at all, whatever the voice. You are children, left alone – any normal person will understand that and wait for us. Hold on. We’ll come as fast as we can, as soon as we get out of this traffic, we’ve been standing twenty minutes, I can’t imagine what’s happened up ahead. If need be, I’ll leave the car to Dad and come by taxi. The two of you are together, which means the two of you are strong. Do you hear me?”

      “I hear you,” said Mathew. And, more to the point, he truly did.

      He retold Mum’s words to Zoya – short, military, the way orders are passed – and for the first time in this long day they looked at each other not as elder and younger, but as two on the same side.

      “Let’s hide the egg,” said Zoya. “In case they… well… do get in. So they don’t find it right away.”

      “Good thinking,” Mathew agreed, and Zoya flushed at that grown-up “good thinking” brighter than at any praise. They decided everything together: where to carry it, what to cover it with, how to lift it without getting burned – and because they decided together, there was almost no fear.

      Zoya dragged in from the nursery the big wicker basket where her stuffed animals lived, shook out the extra ones, and left on the bottom the bear, the elephant, and two rabbits: “so it’s softer for the egg.” Puffing, they moved the hot egg from the mat into the basket, carried it to the nursery, covered it with a blanket, and caught their breath. The house was quiet again; beyond the window the hills still dried, and for a moment it seemed everything would be all right.

      It was not all right. A few minutes later the doorbell rang again – and this time, when Mathew crept on tiptoe to the peephole, a real chill ran down his spine, because the voice beyond the door was an old man’s, warm, familiar to the last detail:

      “Grandchildren! It’s me, your grandfather’s come. Open up, I’m worn out from the road, chilled through. Well, have you fallen asleep in there?”

      Zoya gasped and reached for the lock – Mathew caught her hand and shook his head. The voice was Grandfather’s, and not Grandfather’s. Like a good recording with something essential killed in it. Grandfather never said “grandchildren.” Grandfather never came without warning. And Grandfather – this Mathew knew for certain – would sooner have swum the strait in January than said “chilled through” in that way.

      “Grandpa,” said Mathew evenly, “what month is Zoya’s birthday?”

      A pause. A long one. Too long for Grandfather – and not at all surprising for whoever stood beyond the door.

      “Open up, whelp,” the voice said now, without any warmth, and the change in its sound made the ears ache. “It’ll be worse for you.”

      “Go away,” said Mathew. “We’re not alone. We’ve got Grandfather on the line, and the police are already on their way.” He lied calmly and almost with pleasure: anger, as always, came to him before fear, and there was something to lean on in it.

      Beyond the door they swore under their breath, several voices at once – there was more than one of them – and fell quiet. Mathew dialled Dad – busy; again – busy; then Mum again, briefly, so as not to drain the battery: “They came again, pretending to be Grandpa. We didn’t open.” “Good children,” Grace breathed out. “Just a little longer. The traffic’s moving, we’re coming.” Zoya, listening with her ear pressed to the phone, nodded as gravely as if she had been holding the line of defence for years.

      The reprieve was short. From the nursery, from under the blanket, came the smell of smoke.

      They rushed there together. In the basket, under the hot leathery side, the toys were already smouldering: the bear smouldered with dignity, bearishly, and both rabbits had caught at once.

      “Mum said stone, not cloth!” Mathew snatched the toys from under the egg. “He’s a dragon, not a chick!”

      “I wanted it softer!” Zoya pressed the smouldering elephant to her chest and nearly cried, not from fear, but from hurt over her own carelessness.

      “I know you wanted it softer. And you know what? Good for you for thinking to hide it at all. Get the bedspread: without air they’ll stop smouldering, Dad told me.”

      They rolled the toys into the bedspread and, to be safe, doused the bundle with water from a mug: the elephant was saved, the bear got off with a scorch, one rabbit died a hero. And the egg they decided to move where it could not set the house alight: into the bathroom, into the hundred-year-old cast-iron tub Dad always said would outlast the house and everyone in it. They carried it together, in the bedspread, seven kilos of living heat, and Mathew kept repeating, “Hold it level, don’t drop it, together, together”.

      No sooner had they laid the egg on the cold iron than the third wave began – and no longer at the door. At the nursery window, then the sitting-room window, then several windows at once, birds struck: big, black, heavy, they beat at the glass with breast and beak, flew off and struck again, testing the house for strength. Zoya flinched but did not cry out, only pressed closer to her brother.

      “Don’t look at them,” said Mathew. “The glass here is old, thick, Grandfather said a storm can’t break them, so these wont.”

      The phone shivered – Dad. “Mathew, we’re coming, do you hear, we’re coming, we’re ten minutes away,” Dad’s voice was one he had never used with them. “Whatever happens, don’t open. We’re close.” “We understand, Dad. We’re managing.” And, hanging up, Mathew suddenly understood he had not lied: they truly were managing, the two of them, for over an hour, in a besieged house.

      And then a crack snaked along the leathery casing of the egg lying on the iron, and out of it flared orange – and everything else fell away at once: the ringing, the birds beyond the windows, and those pounding at the door.

      Out of the egg, tearing the casing with its claws, crawled a dragon the size of a large cat, wet, ruffled, blotched in many colours, as if it had not yet decided what colour to be and was trying them on. Its wings clung to its sides; it tried to fold them on its little back, failed, left one open. Along its spine bulged the future plates, on its head hornlets broke through, each the size of a thimble, and its nose was drawn out into a sort of beak, and there seemed to be no teeth in that beak at all. The tail – long, out of proportion, with an arrowhead and a spike at the end – lived a life of its own and plainly got in its owner’s way.

      The little dragon stood swaying on the bottom of the tub… and then suddenly let out a screaming sound. It spread its wings, shot up to the ceiling like a roman candle, swept every bottle off the shelf, crashed into the mirror, bounced off, hung on the curtain, and burned two neat holes in it with an impossibly brief tongue of flame.

      “He’s little!” Zoya cried in delight, dodging the shards. “He’s a baby! He’s scared!”

      “HE’S scared?”

      But she was already standing amid the wreckage, both hands held out to the little dragon, as calmly as if all her life she had done nothing but soothe newborn dragons. And the little dragon – Mathew saw it with his own eyes and afterwards could not explain it to anyone – folded its wings, glided to the rim of the tub, and let the girl stroke it between the hornlets. Smoke came from its nostrils. Zoya beamed.

      And then, downstairs in the hall, a door banged.

      Not the front door: that was on two locks. The balcony door. The one Mathew had locked. Himself. Twice.

      Steps went through the house – two of them, heavy, unhurried – and a voice, no longer pretending to be anyone’s, said with a sweet hoarseness:

      “Smell that? Smells of smoke. It’s hatched. Find it.”

      Mathew acted before he had time to be afraid: this he would learn about himself for good: fear came to him afterwards, and anger came first. He locked the bathroom door, tore the metal curtain-rod from the burned curtain, and jammed it under the door handle, bracing it against the tile. At gymnastics the coach used to say: the body is smarter than the head, don’t get in its way. The body knew what it was doing.

      “Behind me,” he whispered to Zoya. The little dragon on her arms turned its head to the door and froze, cocked like a trigger.

      The handle was tried. Once, twice, hard.

      “Locked,” said the voice beyond the door. “They’re in here.”

      The door shuddered under a blow. The rod creaked, slid on the tile. A second blow. Zoya pressed into the gap between the tub and the wall, hugging the dragon; Mathew stood in front of them, feeling at once very large and utterly useless – and then from below came the sound of a key turning in the lock and Mum’s voice: “Children! We’re home!”

      What happened next took about three seconds.

      The little dragon tore from Zoya’s arms – she cried out – shot along the ceiling like an arrow and struck fire into the crack of the door. A column of flame, a shriek beyond the door, the crash of falling bodies, a stampede – and over all of it, drowning everything, the cry of great birds: hoarse, furious, and flying away.

      When Dad flung aside the rod and threw open the bathroom door, it was already over. From the balcony, cawing loudly, two crows hauled themselves heavily up into the evening sky. Ordinary crows. Almost.

      The third stayed lying by the balcony door, dead, one wing spread. Mathew went to look at it later, before Mum saw. The crow’s eyes were like wet glass – bottomless, without a bird’s shine – and it faintly smelled of burning, though its feathers were whole.

      And on the outside of the bathroom door there were furrows. Four parallel, a finger deep, across the whole panel.

      Dad stood and looked at them for a very long time. Then he took out his phone, found the photograph of the dry patch on the flagstones, deleted it, and for the rest of that evening said not another word about drones.
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      The evening turned out long, and, strangely, there was much in it that was ordinary. Under Mum’s dictation Dad built a nest in the nursery: he lined a box with iron, poured pebbles onto the bottom, grumbled that screws weren’t what they used to be – and from that grumbling the house slowly became a house again. Mathew carried the shards and bits of shelf out of the bathroom, Zoya gave water to the surviving elephant, and the little dragon followed Grace everywhere, catching its claws in the carpet, and now and then breaking into a squeak, creaky, demanding, like an unoiled door.

      “Is he hungry?” Zoya asked hopefully. “What do they eat? We have chicken.”

      “They eat nothing,” said Mum. “Remember: dragons feed on the four elements. Today fire and stone will do him. Later we’ll show him the sea and the wind – and that’s his whole dinner.”

      “A convenient pet,” Dad said from the nursery, nailing down the last sheet of iron. “No feeding required, walks himself by flying. Get yourselves a dragon.”

      At night, when the wreckage had been cleared and a pale patch remained where the mirror had been, the family sat in the sitting room around the iron box. On the granite pebbles, coiled and covered with a wing, slept the dragon. From under the wing a sleepy spark flew out now and then and died on the stone; the stone took it in, just as Mum had promised.

      “His name is Raylan,” said Mum. She sat on the floor by the box, the way one sits by a child’s bed. “From the
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