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            Author Note

         
         The book within this book, The Dragon and the Blue Star, was loosely inspired by Sara Coleridge’s Phantasmion: A Fairy Tale. Published in 1837, this strange, beautiful, and often dark tale is considered by many to be the first literary fantasy novel
            written in English. Maybe she never had fantasy cosplayers attend her book readings . . . but I like to imagine that she did.
            
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Prologue

         
         Deckard Payne, Duke of Warburton, knelt on the cold ground beside the fallen cavalryman.

         
         “I’m not going to survive, am I?” Lieutenant John Crewe’s eyes were the wild, dark green of a forest so thick it lived in
            perpetual night.
         

         
         “You’ll survive,” Dex said grimly, ripping a length of cloth from his shirt and pressing it into his friend’s chest wound.

         
         Dark crimson quickly saturated white linen, the lifeblood of yet another young man feeding the Belgian soil. Dex had a sudden,
            wrenching vision of this field in the future. A thicket of tortured vines springing up from the blood, bearing sorrowful red
            roses. An accursed place, fed by death.
         

         
         Dex’s heavy cavalry regiment were armed with longswords and two holster pistols each, but it wasn’t enough against the French
            lancers. Help had arrived and the enemy was in retreat, but not before more than half of his regiment had been mowed down
            by the long oak weapon with the cruel iron blade.
         

         
         Sending men into battle with mismatched weaponry. His fault.
         

         
         Crewe’s blood soaking his hands. His fault.
         

         
         “I’ll carry you to the field hospital.” He attempted to slide his arms under Crewe’s shoulders.

         
         “No,” Crewe gasped. “There’s no use carrying me anywhere. I’m dying.”

         
         “I won’t let you die.”

         
         “Warburton.” Crewe’s breathing was shallow and erratic.

         
         Dex gripped his hand. “I’m here.”

         
         “My daughter . . .”

         
         “Yes?”

         
         Crewe had often spoken of his young daughter during the long nights of the military campaign. She was the light of his life.
            He’d shown Dex a miniature portrait in a gold frame. Pale red curls framing an oval face with a sharply pointed chin. Prominent
            freckles. Lively, dancing green eyes.
         

         
         “She’ll be all alone in the world when I die,” he whispered hoarsely. Fierce love lit his face. “I have her letters.” He placed
            a trembling hand over his breast coat pocket. “Promise me . . .” His voice faded. He was losing too much blood.
         

         
         “Anything.”

         
         “Promise me you’ll find Analise. Become her guardian . . . protect her . . . see her future secured.”

         
         Dex removed the bloodied packet of letters from Crewe’s coat and slipped it into an inner pocket. “You have my word.”

         
         “Thank you.” Crewe’s eyes drifted shut. It wouldn’t be long now.

         
         “Warburton,” a voice shouted from behind them. “On guard!”

         
         Dex lifted his head in time to see a lone French lancer galloping toward them. Swearing, he jumped and swiftly dove as far
            away from Crewe as the long lines of his body would allow, drawing the lancer from the prone figure, then rolled to his feet
            in an instant. The lancer flew by, thrown off by his feint. For a brief moment, dizziness descended as his blood pounded in
            his ears.
         

         
         The world seemed to go hazy, then completely still, and the sights and smells and sounds of battle faded to a faint buzz. Watch yourself, Dex. Don’t let them down. His eyes snapped open, bright daylight flooding his vision, illuminating the clouds of dirt thrown up by the Frenchman’s
            horse as it wheeled around to find him again. Quickly, Dex’s arm shot up and his fingers, obeying an automatic authority that
            came from somewhere beyond conscious thought, pulled his pistol’s trigger.
         

         
         The man jerked backward, a ribbon of scarlet arcing from his shoulder. The lance clattered to the ground, but still the man
            advanced, drawing his saber and raising it above his plumed helmet. His face was wild. He was upon Dex before he could unsheathe
            his sword, the useless pistol falling to the ground as the saber point caught his ear and drew a horrible line to his chin,
            then another one, and another.
         

         
         The white heat of pain. The sickening sensation of air hitting opened flesh. The man yelling French oaths as he continued
            to slash at Dex’s face, managing a hideous delicacy with the heavy blade.
         

         
         Dex wrestled his sword out and blindly brought it upward at an awkward angle, feeling the hilt slam into something solid.
            The horse reared high above him, and the injured lancer flew backward, still screaming.
         

         
         Through the blood streaming into his eyes, a pair of massive iron-shod hooves above him . . . a sudden all-encompassing pain,
            harder and more explosive than the pain before. Then nothing.
         

         
         Nothing at all.

         
         

         They said he’d drifted in and out of consciousness for more than two months, the pain of his injuries rendering him incapable of coherent response. Dex remembered floating above himself, looking down at his ungainly body splayed across the small hospital cot, head swathed in bandages. 

         
         They’d moved him at some point to a hospital in England. He remembered a kindly old nurse who held his hand and sang songs
            about summer and daffodils. He remembered his promise to Crewe. Find Analise. Become her guardian. Protect her. See her future secured. Poor Crewe. Anger and sadness choked him. His friend was dead, leaving behind an orphaned daughter. It was the weight of
            this promise that had finally forced his spirit back into his body. He couldn’t die here. He must fulfill his promise.
         

         
         “How are we feeling today, Your Grace?” the kindly nurse asked, bustling into the room with her arms full of fresh bed linens
            and a smile on her age-lined face.
         

         
         He grunted. How did she think he was feeling? His limbs wouldn’t yet fully obey his commands. One side of his face was a nightmarish
            crisscrossing of scars. It hurt too much to talk. But he was one of the lucky ones. He was alive when so many had died.
         

         
         A physician had embroidered his face with a sharp needle and thick thread, stitching his wounds together. Now that they were
            healing into scars, his face throbbed, stung, and itched.
         

         
         Whenever he attempted to speak, all that emerged was a harsh croaking sound. This time he was determined to force words from
            his lips. “Nurse,” he began in a guttural whisper. “There were . . . letters in my coat.”
         

         
         “Got your voice back? How wonderful. Don’t fret. We have your letters safe and sound. I’m glad you’re feeling well enough
            to read them. I’ll fetch them for you.” She placed the folded linens on a chair and bustled from the room.
         

         
         Dex struggled to a seated position and painstakingly slid his legs off the bed, cursing his weakened state. Bracing his hands on the bed frame, he attempted to stand, only to thud back down, his entire body screaming in protest. 

         
         “Damn!” He gritted his teeth and tried again.

         
         “Your Grace!” The nurse rushed into the room. “Where do you think you’re going?”

         
         “To the gardens. I want air.”

         
         “At least let me help you.” She lifted one of his arms and draped it over her sturdy shoulders. “One . . . two . . .”

         
         “I don’t require help—” Dex’s knees buckled and he stopped talking, leaning on the nurse.

         
         “Slowly now, Your Grace. One step at a time. We can always go back to the bed.”

         
         “Not . . . going . . . back to bed.” Too much time had already been wasted. Months. He must find Crewe’s daughter.

         
         The nurse helped him outside and down a pathway to a small, walled garden. She settled him on a stone bench beneath an oak
            tree. Removing the packet of letters from her apron pocket, she handed it to him. “I’ll bring you some tea, Your Grace.”
         

         
         She left him alone. The sunlight on his face was like a language he’d known in childhood but no longer spoke. A robin hopped
            over the grass, its shrill voice mocking him. The flowers planted along the garden walk were like splotches of mold, the bright
            colors assaulting his eyes.
         

         
         He unknotted the green silk ribbon tied around the letters. Bloodstained silk for his bloodstained mind.

         
         The address on the letters was from Miss Pincheon’s Finishing School for Young Ladies in London. He’d dispatch a representative to the school immediately to relay her father’s last wishes to Miss Crewe and pay her tuition fees. 

         
         He lifted the topmost letter.

         
         
            Dearest Papa,

            I do wish that horrid despot Bonaparte would decide to take up goat farming instead of running around attempting to conquer
               the world. I search the papers every day for news of your company. I want to understand your trials, the dark and dangerous
               times, even though your letters are full of bravery and good humor.
            

            Miss Pincheon doesn’t much care for me. She says I put on Airs and Graces and fears that I have been dreadfully spoiled, being
               a motherless child with a doting father. She says I am a right impudent spitfire of a hellion. Perhaps it is so but, oh, Papa!
               I try so hard to be good, to do you credit, but I find lessons in etiquette and decorum to be tedious in the extreme. I long
               for the day when you are returned to me and I might leave this dreary institution.
            

            We shall set up house in London, with an elegant equipage, and you shall take me riding on Rotten Row and I shall be shown
               to advantage in my riding habit. We shall attend balls and drink champagne and dance until our feet ache. You will glare most
               forbiddingly at my suitors, making them tremble in their polished boots. And when I find my true love, we shall live merrily
               ever after, we three . . . and the large, happy family that comes along.
            

            I find my lessons so tiresome that I’ve taken to composing fantastical tales as a means of escape. I intend to finish an entire novel! Writing my tale of princesses, dragons, and Destiny is ever so much more diverting than embroidering Proverbs. I’ve enclosed the first chapter and I hope it will help you wile away some of the long, dreary nights until we are reunited. 

            I miss you dreadfully . . .

            Your loving daughter,

            Analise

         

         The words blurred on the page. All that youthful exuberance and optimism extinguished. Miss Crewe’s father had never returned
            to her.
         

         
         His fault.

         
         He turned the page and found the first chapter of her novel in progress. The Dragon and the Blue Star was the fanciful title.
         

         
         
            Amsonia’s royal luck had well and truly run out. Her father, missing. Her purse of gold, her sapphire diadem—all left behind
               in the haste she’d made to escape before she too was lost in the dark red mist that had settled so mysteriously over Vyranthrall.
            

            The luck that had seen her as far by foot as the village of Fennsweald, the luck that had pointed her in the direction of
               their mage, who could, in turn, point her toward a certain dragon that knew all and saw all—that luck had evaporated in the
               face of the mage’s beady eyes and bone-dry air of skepticism. She certainly would never have consulted him if she hadn’t been
               desperate. She must find her father.
            

            The smell of the mage’s chambers filled her flaring nostrils with the reek of animal hides, spilled wine, and acrid smoke, causing her to feel queasy and ill at ease. He peered out from under voluminous gray eyebrows, sweeping her travel-stained garments and poor, weary face with an assessing glance. 

            “Help you find and free your supposedly royal father, for naught but your fabulous tales of future recompense? If you can’t
               pay me this very day in gold, girlie,” he said, a rapacious smirtle stretching his leathery cheeks, “you are of no value to
               me whatsoever! The Dragon Qavox would tell you the same, then swallow you whole.”
            

            His back was already turned and his hands busily weighing out portions of a noxious powder into small cloth parcels. Blindly
               she turned from him and tripped over a low footstool, her hands clutching at a haphazard stack of parchment papers in a foolhardy
               attempt at staying upright. Dazed by disappointment, her teary eyes slowly focused on the foremost parchment.
            

            Bright green and brown shapes swam in the air and, written in blood red, the words “Here Liveth the Dread Dragon Qavox and
               His Most Coveted Cache of Jewyls” materialized. A flash of insight and determination (from whence, she knew not!) bade her
               keep the yellowed map curled within her fist and told her to run, run, run down the narrow stairs without looking back . . .
            

         

         Dex didn’t even notice when the nurse brought him tea, so engrossed was he in the princess’s plight. The tea sat, growing cold, as he read every one of Analise’s letters and the chapters from her novel, turning the thin pages swiftly, eager to find out what happened next. She’d only reached the halfway point of the novel when her father died. Dex would never learn whether the evil mist could be defeated, or whether the Dread Dragon Qavox (a helpful key instructed the reader to pronounce the name Havox) was a prince who had been cursed, as he suspected.
         

         
         A brave young princess. A father swallowed by an evil mist. A schoolgirl whose father was torn away from her by war. But in
            her story he could be rescued, the curse lifted.
         

         
         Beneath the stack of letters was the miniature portrait Crewe had shown Dex. Analise wore an emerald necklace and eardrops
            that Crewe had mentioned belonged to her mother, who had died giving birth to the girl. Her hands were folded demurely, her
            posture correct, but her green eyes sparked with impish high spirits.
         

         
         If Dex still possessed a heart, it would have ached for this innocent young lady tucked safely away in her finishing school
            in London, writing fantastical tales for her father on the battlefield. Imagining that her love was strong enough to conquer
            any evil, lift any curse, and bring her father safely back home to her.
         

         
         Dex knew how the story really ended.

         
         The father taken by the red mist. Transmuted into memory in an instant by an inexplicable act of horror.

         
         Analise’s life had been ruined two months ago. Her sweet hopes and dreams for her father’s return and her debut Season in
            London had been dashed to death. She would never see her father again.
         

         
         Dex swiped the back of his hand over his eyes, his stomach lurching.

         
         He couldn’t take away her suffering, but he could do what he’d solemnly promised to do: Become her guardian. Protect her. Pave her way in the world. 

         
         He must leave the hospital today.

         
         He had a promise to keep.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            “’Tis indeed the very dragon that can help ye find yer kinfolk, milady! He be nae ordinary type o’ dragon, that he nae.” The
               hobgoblin dragged a line through the forest on the map with a gnarled forefinger. “But ye best be asking for an escort from
               Ogress Barlayhurl. These woods have a hungry way about them, that they do.”
            

            —The Dragon and the Blue Star by Analise Crewe
            

         

         
            Several years later . . .

         

         Analise Crewe had proven a damnably difficult young lady to find.

         
         When his man of business had arrived at the finishing school, the headmistress had informed him that Miss Crewe, unable to
            pay her tuition, had left the school by night with one small valise, observed only by a guard, telling no one her destination.
         

         
         She’d simply vanished. A young lady all alone in the world. Where had she gone? Every day that passed made Dex imagine worse
            and worse fates. He and his agents searched high and low—every distant relation of Crewe’s, every possible connection with
            one of Analise’s schoolmates—to no avail.
         

         
         If only he’d regained consciousness earlier, he might have found her safe and sound at the finishing school. He would never stop trying to find her. 

         
         He’d done everything in his power: interviewed her schoolmates, placed advertisements with her portrait in all the newspapers,
            visited every boarding house for ladies in London. He’d left word at every pawnshop in London about the emerald jewelry she’d
            been wearing in the miniature portrait, offering to purchase it at three times the price in exchange for information about
            the seller. It was this latter line of inquiry that had finally yielded fruit. Just this morning he’d received notice from
            a pawnbroker that he might have a match on the emerald necklace. It was the best lead Dex had encountered yet. He wasn’t going
            to entrust it to an agent.
         

         
         The pawnshop was cramped and grubby and smelled of mildewed old clothing and acrid metal polish. “Are you Mr. Henry Arkwright?”

         
         “Who’s askin’?” The man behind the counter had a face that was permanently flushed a violent purple and deeply wizened, looking
            for all the world like a prune brought to life by a magician with a questionable sense of humor.
         

         
         “The Duke of Warburton. You answered my notice about a particular emerald jewelry set.”

         
         “Oh, well now, a duke, is it?” He pantomimed a facetious bow, his florid face wrinkled and winking. “We don’t usually entertain
            the Fancy in these parts lest it’s for the bawdy house down the way.”
         

         
         Dex’s throat closed and he had to fight to draw breath. If Miss Crewe had fallen into such dire straits that she’d been forced
            to sell her body he’d never forgive himself. Never.
         

         
         “Do you have the jewelry?”

         
         “That depends. Do you have my forty quid?”

         
         “I’ll make it fifty if you show it to me in the next two minutes.”

         
         That lit a fire under the man. He jumped up from his stool with an unexpected vigor and unlocked a glass case behind the counter.
            “Been keeping them safe, yer lordship. Wouldn’t let no one buy them. Sure and it’s the pieces you’re searching for—the clasp
            of the necklace is engraved with the initials A.C., like your notice said would be there.”
         

         
         The necklace was composed of delicate strands of gold chain interspersed with bands of emeralds, the matching earrings featuring
            emerald drops hung by the same intricate gold chain. They looked like the ones Analise had worn in the miniature portrait,
            but he must be certain he wasn’t being swindled. He borrowed Arkwright’s loupe and studied the engraving. If it had been done
            recently, the patina would be brighter, but everything had the dull finish of age. The scrolling initials stood for Albertine
            Crewe, Analise’s French mother.
         

         
         Dex gave the loupe back to Arkwright. “Who sold these to you?”

         
         “Well now, that might be difficult to remember . . . I’m an old man and my memory isn’t what it used to be . . . Perhaps if
            you upped your reward to—”
         

         
         Losing patience, Dex grabbed him by the collar, twisting until the man clutched at his neck with both hands. “Does this refresh
            your memory?”
         

         
         “No need for . . . violence,” Arkwright grumbled, scrabbling at Dex’s fingers.

         
         Dex released his hold. “Well? The seller. I want every detail you remember.”

         
         “It was a girl. About eighteen years old, I’d say. A redheaded wee slip of a thing. Had a very fast and confusing way of talking. Gave me her whole life history, she did. Her father was a cavalryman went missing in the war and on and on about how she was going to find him and this was her mother’s jewelry and she’d be back to retrieve them just as soon as she sold some sort of novel she was writing.” 

         
         Finally! It must be Miss Crewe. “How long ago was this?”

         
         “The ear drops came in weeks ago. The necklace only two days past. You’re lucky I saw your advertisement before I sold them.”

         
         “Did she say where she was living?”

         
         Arkwright closed his lips mutinously and stared pointedly at Dex’s coat pocket. “You promised thrice the price of the jewelry.”

         
         Dex laid the required amount of banknotes on the counter, pocketing the jewelry.

         
         “Miss Flanagan’s boarding house—down Old Nichols Street and turn right on . . .”

         
         Dex was out the door before he’d finished the sentence.

         
         

         Ana Crewe was surrounded by tempting books yet marooned on an uncomfortable oak chair with nothing to read. Every time she
            made even the slightest twitch, the officious clerk occupying the desk outside of Mr. Norwood’s office fixed her with such
            a glare that she instantly froze.
         

         
         She longed to run to the shelves lining the room and caress the spines of the illustrious novels published by Norwood & Pennington.
            The reception chamber smelled of woody ink, earthy leather, and her most cherished ambition: becoming a published author.
         

         
         Her former employer, Lady Muriel Claridge, had sent Ana’s manuscript to her publisher. Lady Claridge had been the author of a successful series of domestic romances set in the fictitious village of Clovercote. Ladies across Britain had written her letters almost weekly, gushing about how much they loved her novels, begging her to write a book featuring their favorite side character, or asking questions about contentious plot points. 

         
         Ana recognized the blue velvet bags embroidered with the gold publishing house insignia occupying one of the bookshelves.
            Lady Claridge had received one of those elegant bags by special delivery upon the publication of each new novel. Inside the
            bag was a personal note from Mr. Norwood, her editor, a bottle of port wine, and a small gift—usually gold jewelry.
         

         
         Ana dreamed of the day when she would receive one of those velvet bags. The attached note on thick cream-colored stationery
            written with flourishing blue ink would read: Dear Miss Crewe, we at Norwood & Pennington are delighted by the unprecedented success of The Dragon and the Blue Star. We await your new manuscript with eagerness. Yours devotedly, Theobald Norwood.

         
         Mr. Norwood had kept Ana’s manuscript for nearly a year with no word as to its suitability for publication. She’d inquired
            at the publishing house every day since she arrived in London two months ago. Finally, she’d been granted an audience. She’d
            waited forever for this meeting. What was a few more hours? An eternity when her entire future was at stake.
         

         
         This meeting could change the entire course of her life, or it could leave her friendless and alone in London, with no means
            of paying her rent.
         

         
         The door to Mr. Norwood’s office opened slightly, and the clerk leapt to his feet.

         
         Ana perched on the edge of the chair. Finally she’d be face-to-face with the great man himself.

         
         “Mr. Norwood will see you now, Miss Crewe,” the clerk intoned, holding the door wider.

         
         Ana fairly flew into the office, ignoring the pins and needles in her legs. “Mr. Norwood, it’s an honor to meet you, sir!”
            He was smaller than she’d pictured him to be, balding, with a sour expression as though he’d been sucking on a lemon before
            she arrived.
         

         
         He studied her for a moment. “You are Miss Analise Crewe?”

         
         “Yes sir.”

         
         “When Lady Claridge sent me your manuscript, she wrote that you were her trusted companion and amanuensis. I assumed you would
            be older. What is your age?”
         

         
         “Eighteen, sir.”

         
         He folded his hands on his desk. “I read the first few chapters of your novel this morning, Miss Crewe.”

         
         “You only read it this morning?”

         
         “Do you see this towering pile of manuscripts, my girl? We receive hundreds of inquiries every month. Yours only rose to the
            top because of Lady Claridge’s personal recommendation. I assumed your work would be similar in style and substance to your
            mentor’s elegant and gentlewomanly tales, yet what did I find? Faery queens, talking dragons, princesses setting off on ludicrous
            quests. Pah!”
         

         
         She wrapped her fingers tightly together in front of her in an unwitting attitude of prayer, willing herself to ignore a growing
            sense of dread. “Lady Claridge read my novel and said that it was quite different and delightful.”
         

         
         “Different, yes. Delightful? She must have been blinded by affection.”

         
         The breath left her chest in a rush, leaving her momentarily silent. Disbelief was giving way to dismal recognition of a new, unpleasant reality. She raised her face, focusing her eyes on his. “You didn’t like it?” 

         
         “The writing had a measure of charm, I will grant you, yet the novel doesn’t fit into any of the categories of literature
            that we publish, particularly the genres well suited to a woman’s sensibilities. It’s not a children’s morality tale, nor
            is it a comedy of manners, nor even a volume of poetry, such as is fitting for the refined reader of today.”
         

         
         “The Brothers Grimm had great success with their fairy tales only recently.”

         
         “Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm are scholars, well educated and well endowed with that most masculine of traits, a rich intelligence.
            You are very young, far too fanciful, and, of course, through no fault of your own, female; what gentlewomanly traits you
            may possess through birth are surely outweighed by your current lack of both social standing and spouse. I always have my
            staff do research into the circumstances of potential authors. Imagine my consternation to learn that after Lady Claridge’s
            passing, you arrived in London only to take lodgings at a boarding house with a most unsavory reputation and unfavorable address.”
         

         
         Miss Flanagan’s Boarding House for Young Ladies had been the only door open to her, the only lodging she’d been able to afford.
            She’d pawned the last of her mother’s jewelry but it wasn’t enough for the back rent she owed.
         

         
         She’d managed to convince herself that Mr. Norwood would offer her a contract then and there. Lady Claridge had praised her
            fantastical novel, but perhaps she had done so only out of pity mixed with affection?
         

         
         She hadn’t come all this way, trudging through the streets every day for two hours to inquire at the publishing house, only to come away empty-handed. Mr. Norwood must be forced to take her seriously. 

         
         “Oh that”—she waved a hand through the air dismissively—“it’s all a huge misunderstanding. You see I arrived in London earlier
            than anticipated, with very limited funds of my own, but my . . . my fiancé is arriving very soon, and I’ll be moved to luxurious
            lodgings in Mayfair.”
         

         
         Mr. Norwood’s brow wrinkled. “You’re engaged to be married?”

         
         She attempted to keep her face from betraying the lie. “I am.”

         
         “And this purported fiancé’s name?”

         
         “Er . . . we’ve sworn to keep our arrangement secret for now. He hasn’t told his family yet. They are a very ancient lineage
            and perhaps will attempt to dissuade him against the marriage. However, he is steadfast in his love for me. We are to be married
            as soon as he arrives in London.”
         

         
         “I see.”

         
         His tone said that he didn’t believe her. She forged ahead regardless. In for a penny, in for a pound. “And if you don’t like
            my fantastical novel, I have another manuscript that’s nearing completion.” She desperately searched her mind for a solution.
            What would pique his interest? “Before she passed, Lady Claridge gave me a detailed outline for her next Clovercote novel
            and bade me write the book and take up her mantle.”
         

         
         It wasn’t completely a lie. Lady Claridge had dictated the outline to her, but only because she thought she would live to
            write the novel.
         

         
         His eyes narrowed. “If that’s so, why didn’t she write to me about it?”

         
         “It all happened so fast. She slipped away before her time. I was devastated by her passing.”

         
         “As were we all. Her readership was one of the most devoted in all of England.”

         
         Horrid man. Prejudiced against her writing, her sex, her very self. Small-minded—and greedy. It wasn’t literature or the artistry
            behind it that he cared for; it was only the money Lady Claridge had made for the publishing house.
         

         
         Her mind, made agile by stress and desperation, leapt at the thought. Perhaps she could use his avarice to her advantage?
            “Wouldn’t another Clovercote novel, outlined by her ladyship and written by her companion, appeal to that very readership?”
            She held her breath and watched the machinery of his mind turn over this new idea.
         

         
         “There could be some merit to that.” He steepled his fingers, staring out the window past her head. “Another Clovercote novel . . .
            who is the heroine?”
         

         
         “Miss Adora Dansey, the young niece of Sir Alfred Dansey. She played a small role in The Bells of Clovercote, if you recall?”
         

         
         He nodded in assent. “And the hero?”

         
         “Lord Stuart Alexander Fortescue, an earl. He’s a new character. Very dashing.”

         
         “And this outline that Lady Claridge dictated to you, may I see it?”

         
         “I don’t have it with me.”

         
         “It sounds promising, though I’m not certain you are the authoress to complete her work. You are untried, unpublished, and
            unmarried.”
         

         
         “Soon to be married, don’t forget.”

         
         “I suppose Lord Claridge could introduce you to society as his late aunt’s protégée.”

         
         Over her dead body! Upon Lady Claridge’s death, her nephew, Lord Thomas Claridge, had inherited his aunt’s estate. Apparently,
            he’d considered Ana part of his inheritance as well. The day after the good Lady’s funeral, he’d made his intentions plain:
            she was to be his. There was to be no dissent. He’d been deep in his cups, and in the aftermath of their altercation had passed
            out unconscious on her bed. She’d fled Cornwall in the dead of night with only the clothes on her back and a small, precious
            bundle containing her father’s letters from the war and her mother’s jewelry.
         

         
         “I wouldn’t require Lord Claridge’s patronage.”

         
         “I beg to differ. His patronage is the only way you’ll be viewed with any respect from the literary community that embraced
            Lady Claridge.”
         

         
         “I meant to say that I would have the patronage of someone far more elevated. My fiancé. Upon hearing his name you’ll understand
            why I speak the way I do.”
         

         
         Mr. Norwood drummed his fingers on the desktop. “If you reveal this illustrious fiancé of yours, if you move to a respectable address in Mayfair, and if you produce the outline and at least half of the manuscript within the month, then, and only then, will I be willing to entertain
            the idea of granting you a publishing contract, Miss Crewe.”
         

         
         “I understand completely, Mr. Norwood. All three terms will be met most expediently. You won’t be sorry, sir. As an intimate
            of Lady Claridge’s, I’m precisely the person to continue her series. I’ll be honoring her memory while bringing a fresh new
            perspective to her romantic tales of love lost and—”
         

         
         “Of course,” he broke in with a predatory smile, “if you don’t produce said fiancé and said manuscript, you will promise to grant Norwood & Pennington sole ownership of Lady Claridge’s outline for her next novel, and we shall have full authority to hire someone else to finish the work.” 

         
         Ana took a deep breath. Where on earth was she supposed to find a titled fiancé, and how could she finish half a manuscript
            in a matter of weeks?
         

         
         She had no choice. She mustn’t waste this chance to achieve her dream of being published. I’m sorry Princess Amsonia, she thought sadly, you’ll never reach any readers.
         

         
         “In the meantime, Miss Crewe, I’m a very busy man . . .” He picked up his pen and began signing letters. She’d been dismissed.

         
         “You’ll be hearing from me, Mr. Norwood.” She attempted to sweep from the room as she imagined a future noblewoman might,
            only succeeding in nearly knocking a statue of Plato off a pedestal. She caught it just in time, but Mr. Norwood didn’t even
            glance up from his desk.
         

         
         He was so sure she was lying.

         
         She was lying. Had she lost leave of her senses? What had possessed her to tell such spurious untruths? She hadn’t wanted him to
            win. She’d always been like that, rushing into battle armed only with her overactive imagination and the certainty that everything
            would turn out right in the end.
         

         
         But life had proven that an optimistic outlook and a wide smile didn’t always turn the world in your favor.

         
         Her father was still missing, presumed dead, though she refused to believe it. She clung to the hope that his body had never
            been recovered. That he was still out there somewhere, searching for her.
         

         
         Oh, Papa. What have I done? What am I going to do?

         
         The clerk smirked at her as she passed his desk, as if he’d been listening at the door and overheard her humiliation and desperate
            lies.
         

         
         “Mr. Norwood said I could take one of your gift bags,” she said in a rush, snatching one off the table and darting for the
            door.
         

         
         “Miss Crewe!” the clerk shouted, but she was already out the door and down the steps.

         
         Heart stampeding, she ran down the street, dodging passersby, half expecting the clerk to pursue her. She didn’t think they’d
            brand her a thief, because of her connection with Lady Claridge, but it had been a dangerous thing to do.
         

         
         She hadn’t left with her dignity intact, but at least she now possessed one of Norwood & Pennington’s congratulatory gifts.

         
         Not that it would pay her rent.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            The Ogress Barlayhurl commanded her fleet of hedgehogs to carry the Princess to Mount Runemor, then took her leave through
               the brush. Amsonia was borne aloft toward the dragon’s lair on a teeming mass of spiny backs, enduring the pricks bravely.
               “I know not what awaits me on this journey,” she murmured to the beasties, “but I hope to meet more helpful souls like you
               along the way . . .”
            

            —The Dragon and the Blue Star by Analise Crewe
            

         

         Ana closed the front door of the boarding house gingerly. If only she could make it to the stairs undetected. She tiptoed
            down the hall, wincing with every floorboard creak and groan.
         

         
         “Miss Crewe, is that you?”

         
         She leaned her brow against the wall, the worn wool flocking of the paper covering pressing gently into her skin like the
            buds on a willow tree in spring. She let herself stay still for a moment as the inevitable sank in. Nothing for it but to
            face the dragoness in her lair. If only Ana could weave an enchantment that would wipe the concept of rent clean from her
            mind!
         

         
         “Yes, Miss Flanagan.”

         
         Her landlady reclined on an overstuffed settee in the front parlor, bodice askew, hair piled in messy curls, lips painted scarlet, and a string of threadbare pearls around her neck. “Miss Crewe, you do know what day o’ t’ month it is?” 

         
         “The first day,” Ana said brightly, praying for a miracle that wouldn’t arrive.

         
         “Rent day, it is!” blared Miss Flanagan, emitting a soporific mist of gin. “Where’s me dough? Pay up or you’ll be out on yer
            ear, an’ no mistake. I’ll hear no more o’ yer excuses, luv.”
         

         
         Ana handed over the last of her coins.

         
         Miss Flanagan tested the weight of the bag. “This can only be half. I’m not in the habit o’ giving away free housing, y’know.”
            She gave Ana as sly a look as she could muster with her gin-lubricated facial muscles. “’Ow about some more of that jewelry
            you arrived with? That necklace was a beauty! I could see my way to letting you stay a few months if you had some o’ that
            t’ pass along.”
         

         
         Ana flinched, thinking of the empty jewelry box upstairs in her room. “I have no more to sell. You’ll have the balance of
            my rent by next month, with interest, I swear. I met today with Mr. Norwood of Norwood & Pennington and he’s keen to publish
            my manuscript after I make certain revisions.”
         

         
         “Yer living in a fantasy world, girlie mine. It’s time for you to face the facts o’ the matter. Your best asset hain’t yer
            quill, ’tis what’s beneath yer cloak.” She eyed Ana’s slight form. “That’s where t’ profit is, and plenty of it, just ask
            me sister Maggie.”
         

         
         According to Miss Flanagan, Maggie ran a well-attended house of ill repute somewhere near the docks. Ana had never met the woman but had received an unwanted offer of employment from her via her marginally more respectable sister. As Ana’s funds had diminished along with her prospects, Miss Flanagan had applied more and more pressure in that direction, extolling the money to be made in that old-fashioned profession. Leaving out, Ana felt sure, the odious hardships that must surely accompany it—and, no doubt, the cripplingly large cut the elder Flanagan would extract from any of her wages. 

         
         “I’ve made myself clear on the subject. I won’t work for your sister.”

         
         “Miss High and Mighty, eh? Too good to be a working girl. Well, I’ll let you in on a secret.” She leaned closer, burping blithely,
            and Ana fought the urge to back away from her gin-heavy breath. “Beauty don’t last forever. I was far prettier’n you in me
            own day. A celebrated beauty, that I was. I didn’t turn me nose up at earning a living on my back, and look at what it got
            me? It got me this ’ere house. Left t’ me by a generous lord, it was. And now I earn me living fair ’n square. All thanks
            to Maggie.”
         

         
         By charging exorbitant rates and funneling vulnerable young girls from the countryside into her sister’s bawdy house. There
            was a reason Miss Flanagan was an inebriate. She drank to forget. She drank to survive.
         

         
         “You’ve done very well for yourself, Miss Flanagan, and I do appreciate your continued leniency as to the matter of my rent.
            I swear to you that you’ll have it, with interest, just as soon as—”
         

         
         “No more promises. No more daydreams. Maggie always says a bird in the ’and is worth two in the bush. All is business and
            business is all, she says. She’s found a protector for you, and a very fine gentleman he is, too. Very interested, he is,
            in young gels who ain’t seen much of the world. Titled and wealthy. ’E’s not reckoned to be handsome, but he’s not one of
            the cruel ones, neither, although Maggie don’t turn them away. Think of it, girlie, you could be living in a fine apartment
            in Mayfair, dinin’ on pheasant and dressin’ in silk. Wouldn’t you like that, now, luv?”
         

         
         For the briefest of moments, Ana almost entertained the notion. She was so tired of scraping by and living on the perilous edge of poverty. Maggie, by all accounts, would be a ruthless boss, but Ana had fallen so far that she felt hitting the bottom at last might at least feel like stability. At least she’d have the address in Mayfair. Perhaps her earnings might enable her to hire an actor to portray her fiancé? Ridiculous. One hint that Ana was a kept woman and Mr. Norwood would spit in her face. 

         
         Miss Flanagan never really listened to anyone else, she carried on as if she were standing on a ship’s deck, running full
            sail, shouting into the wind. The only way Ana would escape this distasteful conversation was trickery. She removed the publisher’s
            velvet gift bag from the inner pocket of her cloak. “I brought you a present, Miss Flanagan,” she interrupted.
         

         
         Miss Flanagan paused, belligerently set on her current line of discourse but eyeing the rich blue velvet and gold embroidery
            with interest. “I won’t be distracted by presents, not this time. I want me rent in full, or yer—”
         

         
         “Oh, then, if you don’t want to know what precious treasures are inside this . . .” Ana shrugged her shoulders, making a show
            of sliding the bag back into her cloak.
         

         
         “Hold a moment . . .” Miss Flanagan fluttered an unsteady hand. “What’s inside, then?”

         
         “Only a very expensive bottle of port and a gold bracelet. But you said you didn’t want any presents, so I’ll just keep it
            for myself.”
         

         
         Miss Flannigan lips fell slack. Greed was one of the primary motivating factors of her life, second only to alcohol and the
            procurement thereof. She snapped her fingers at Ana. “Let’s see it.”
         

         
         Ana held out the bag and Miss Flanagan snatched it from her fingers speedily, opening the gold tasseled string and peering inside. “You’re a right beauty, ain’t ye?” Extracting the bottle, she cradled it in her arms like a baby. With great effort, she managed to uncork the bottle and inhale deeply from its stem, her reddened nostrils flaring. Her expression turned dreamy. “That do smell lovely.” 

         
         Ana made herself stay still, as much as she longed to run for the door. It was almost safe. The hare was almost in the trap,
            all that remained was to set the final bait. “Have a nip, why don’t you?”
         

         
         Miss Flanagan poured a measure of spirits into a cup and took a sip. “Cheeky li’il baggage, thinking you can butter me up
            wi’ expensive spirits.”
         

         
         “And jewelry, of course . . .” Ana reminded her, dangling the gleaming chain from her fingers. Miss Flanagan, sipping port
            with one hand, reached the other bony wrist out for Ana to fasten the clasp, then brought it to her painted mouth. She bit
            the chain.
         

         
         “Real gold. But thin-like. Won’t fetch much at t’ pawnshop.”

         
         “Enough to buy me another week.” Ana let herself ease toward the exit and was halfway through the doorframe, her freedom in
            sight, when a loud knock sounded at the front door of the house.
         

         
         Miss Flanagan startled, her hand flying to smooth her hair. “Who can that be? Martha,” she bellowed. “The door!”

         
         There was no response. Her maid-of-all-work, a timid, overworked girl with a lean, hungry look in her eyes, was often too
            busy scrubbing grates and washing the laundry to answer the door.
         

         
         “Useless girl,” Miss Flanagan grumbled.

         
         More pounding on the door.

         
         “That’ll be the butcher or the greengrocer, after me again. I’m not here.” She shrank into the sofa. “Go and tell ’em I’m
            not here.”
         

         
         Ana sighed and turned back toward the entrance. She’d wanted to be in her garret room by now. She had half a novel to pluck out of thin air, after all. 

         
         

         Dex rapped on the boarding house door again. Still no answer. He stepped back to observe the tall facade of the house. Tattered
            curtains were pulled shut except on the highest level where a round window winked out at the rooftops. The stone was soot-stained
            and streaked with pigeon droppings, giving the house a derelict air. Could Lieutenant John Crewe’s daughter really be living
            in a place like this?
         

         
         He tried the door but it was locked. He knocked again, louder this time.

         
         A maid finally answered the door. “Good day, sir. How may I help you?”

         
         She was a tiny thing, reaching only to his collar. Her cultured accent didn’t fit with her station. Pale red hair tied back
            in a bun with tendrils escaping framed an oval face. Brilliant green eyes stared at him suspiciously. Could it be . . . ?
         

         
         “Sir?” she asked again. “May I help you?”

         
         “Can it be you?” he marveled.

         
         “I’m sorry, sir?”

         
         “It is you. Good God.” Crewe’s daughter reduced to accepting employment as a serving maid in a down-at-the-heels boarding house.
            His stomach churned. “Miss Analise Crewe.”
         

         
         She regarded him warily. “And who might you be?”

         
         “Warburton, at your service.” He inclined his head. “I’ve had a devil of a time finding you, Miss Crewe,” he growled. Soften your tones. She’s a young lady. Easily frightened.

         
         It was dusk and he wore a tall hat and a high collar, shielding some of his scars from her gaze. “I’m your guardian,” he said more gently. He wouldn’t attempt to smile. That never went well. His scars prevented one side of his mouth from lifting properly and the effect was more grimace than smile. 

         
         She gazed at his scarred face and her expression flashed from wariness to terror.

         
         He was that hideous. One young lady had fainted upon the sight of his scars at a ball. The last ball he’d ever attended. His
            friends had told him that her corset strings must have been laced too tight and his visage wasn’t enough to make a woman swoon
            with fright . . . but this woman, the one he’d been searching for these long years had the same horrified look on her face.
         

         
         “I won’t be any man’s property,” she said defiantly.

         
         She attempted to close the door in his face. He stuck out his foot and blocked it from closing. He pried the door from her
            grasp and flung it wide. “You’re coming home with me. I made your father a—”
         

         
         She wasn’t listening. With horror in her eyes and fear stamped across her face, she gathered up her skirts and rushed down
            the steps past him, making a mad dash into the street, narrowly avoiding being hit by a passing carriage.
         

         
         Dex stood, nonplussed, watching her flee. What the devil? “Miss Crewe,” he called after her. “Come back!”

         
         She’d taken one look at his face and bolted like a frightened deer fleeing from a wolf.

         
         She wasn’t going to evade him again. Not this time.

         
         He tossed his hat to the steps and set off after her, chasing coppery red curls and a slight figure down the darkening London
            street.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         
            The mouth of the Iniquitous Monster’s cave opened in a baleful “O” before her, scarring the granite face of Mount Runemor.
               From deep within curled a plume of sulfurous smoke, accompanied by the tinkling of a million metal objects being trod on by
               a body of unimaginable size. This was the Dragon’s home, and he was, apparently, awake . . .
            

            —The Dragon and the Blue Star by Analise Crewe
            

         

         He was gaining on her.

         
         Ana knew these streets well, but the man thundered after her on long, powerful limbs and she didn’t stand a chance unless
            she found a way to evade him and hide. She feinted to the right and ducked behind a passing man, hoping to lose her pursuer,
            but when she reemerged, he was right there behind her, closer than ever. He must be the nobleman Miss Flanagan’s sister had
            promised her to, a huge, menacing hunter intent on capturing her.
         

         
         He would never have her.

         
         She knew a shortcut, a narrow lane that veered off up ahead, its entrance nearly covered with vines. If she could reach it before he saw her . . . 

         
         She summoned a burst of speed, legs aching and lungs bursting, and was through the vine-covered entranceway and halfway down
            the alley when a hand clamped around her arm.
         

         
         She struggled and twisted but he held her easily.

         
         “Stop running,” he commanded.

         
         She stilled, panting from the exertion of running. She shouldn’t have chosen this deserted alleyway. There were no people
            in sight. He held her trapped easily, there was nowhere to run.
         

         
         The light was growing dim and he was wrapped in shadows. He wore all black. One side of his face was crisscrossed with a webbing
            of raised purplish scars.
         

         
         A nobleman of high rank, Miss Flanagan had said, not considered handsome, but not cruel. The iron grip on her arm felt cruel
            enough.
         

         
         He’d called himself Warburton. One word to define him. Throwing his title around, as if she should be grateful to him for
            attempting to purchase her, make her his property. His name rang a bell in her mind. A warning bell, no doubt. She’d probably
            read about his exploits in the scandal sheets.
         

         
         “I’ll be no man’s doxy,” she cried fiercely.

         
         “No one’s trying to make you a d—”

         
         She stamped on his foot with the heel of her boot.

         
         “Oof,” he grunted, but his grip on her arm never loosened. She fought and scratched but he held her immobile, his huge arms
            around hers, holding her tight against his chest.
         

         
         She stomped on his shiny black boots a second time but it didn’t seem to even make a dent.

         
         “Are you quite finished? Will you allow me to explain?” he growled.

         
         “I won’t! I won’t be purchased like a sack of flour. I will defend myself to the death!”

         
         A disbelieving guffaw. He dared laugh at her? She’d show him.

         
         “Release me,” she said passionately. “You’re hurting me.”

         
         He instantly loosened his grip. His mistake.

         
         She twisted one arm free and plucked the pencil from her hair. She’d intended to jab him in the eye but his face was so far
            away and the sharp point of the pencil impacted somewhere closer to his nose. She dragged it downward, adding another scar
            to his collection.
         

         
         He caught her wrist, gave one firm little twist, and the pencil clattered to the paving stones.

         
         What had Miss Flanagan said when she’d been inebriated one afternoon and regaled Ana with tales from her past? When you had
            to defend yourself from unwanted advances, it was best to go for the eyes, or the kidneys, or soft, fleshy parts. If that
            didn’t work, knee him in the bollocks.
         

         
         She brought her knee up suddenly. He grunted.

         
         “You missed,” he said, his voice rough, his lips far too close. “You’ll have to work on your timing and aim.”

         
         This wasn’t an ordinary man. This was a scarred warrior who could break her arm with a flick of his wrist.

         
         “You don’t want me,” she said desperately. “I’m a redheaded spitfire of a hellion with unfortunate freckles. I don’t have
            much padding and, believe me, I’m not biddable. I should make a terrible mistress. I’d embarrass you greatly. Wouldn’t you
            rather have a willing woman? I’m certain a more voluptuous and experienced lady would be delighted to be kept by you.”
         

         
         “I believe you’re exactly the redheaded spitfire of a hellion that I’ve been searching for these several years. Analise Crewe, daughter of the late Lieutenant John Crewe.” 

         
         “I don’t want a guardian, or a keeper, or protector or whatever you choose to call it. Do you hear me? I will fight to the
            death!”
         

         
         Fight to the death. She was her father’s daughter and make no mistake.
         

         
         She pummeled him with her tiny fists, shouting that she wouldn’t be owned by any man. He deserved her punches, her hatred,
            her fear, and more. He was the reason her father was dead and she was alone in this world. The reason she’d been forced to
            seek shelter in that derelict guesthouse. She thought he was attempting to purchase her body for his pleasure.
         

         
         The sickening thought flashed through his mind that perhaps she’d been so used before.

         
         Goddamn it. He hated himself. He was too late.

         
         Hit me harder, he thought. He stood stock-still as she beat him until she was exhausted and panting.
         

         
         “Leave me be,” she gasped. “Let me go in peace.”

         
         “Miss Crewe, if you’ll be still for one moment, I’ll explain myself. Your father—”

         
         She kneed him in the groin again, and this time she connected. Pain twisted in his gut and stars danced before his eyes.

         
         Enough.

         
         With one easy motion he pinned both of her wrists behind her back, pushing her up against the vine-covered brick behind them.
            “Hold still and listen to me now. I’m not trying to purchase you. I’m the Duke of Warburton. I made your father a battlefield
            promise that I would protect you. I’ve been searching for you ever since the war ended. You’re an extremely difficult young
            lady to find.”
         

         
         She went quiet in his arms. Finally.

         
         She was so small and fragile, the bones of her shoulders visible beneath the cloak. Delicate, diminutive, and . . . fiery.
            Like a stick of dynamite with a lit fuse. She was gloriously alive and vibrant even half-starved and frightened to death.
         

         
         He transferred both of her wrists to one of his hands, using his other hand to dig through his waistcoat pocket. “Look.” He
            held out her miniature. “He gave me this portrait of you. And a packet of your letters. I made a promise to become your guardian.
            The paperwork is complete. You are my ward.”
         

         
         She didn’t much resemble the girl in the portrait anymore. In his mind’s eyes, she’d stayed fifteen, a young girl with her
            hair in precise ringlets, tied with a schoolgirl’s white bow above her head. A girl with an emphatically pointed chin, laughing
            green eyes, wearing an emerald necklace and eardrops that were far too adult for her age.
         

         
         The woman he held pressed against the wall was nothing like the portrait.

         
         Her face was still oval but her green eyes flashed with hatred, not humor.

         
         She was slim, but shapely. He couldn’t help noticing the shapely part because her cloak had parted and her bodice had been
            pushed askew in their struggle.
         

         
         No portrait artist could have captured her effect in person. The vibrant green of her eyes, the sunlight-on-old-copper of
            her hair, which had tumbled loose when she pulled the pencil free, falling in tangled curls around her neck and bosom.
         

         
         The pencil that could have blinded him.

         
         He still held her wrists. He didn’t fancy another jab from whatever other weapons she concealed on her person. He’d keep her immobile until she trusted him. He was acutely aware of how they must look to any passersby. He had her pressed up against a wall. Covering her with his body. It was a good thing the alley was deserted. 

         
         “You fought bravely, Miss Crewe. Just as your father did.”

         
         Her breath caught, she stared into his eyes, attempting to read the truth of his words.

         
         “You knew my father?”

         
         “I was his commanding officer.”

         
         “Warburton.” Understanding began to dawn. “Papa mentioned you in his letters to me but . . .” Confusion flooded her eyes.
            “You don’t seem like the man he described. He said you had an easy laugh and you were . . .”
         

         
         “Handsome? Carefree? I’m not that man. Not anymore.” Now he was scarred. Hideous. Ill-tempered. “If I release your wrists,
            will you run away again?”
         

         
         “Tell me about my father. Describe him to me.”

         
         “He had your eyes. Steadfast, deep green. He and I played whist in our tents and drank to your health every night. He gave
            me a packet of your letters to know you by. I read the chapters of the fantastical novel you were writing. What was it called,
            again? Something about a dragon?”
         

         
         She relaxed in his arms, the fight leaving her body. A sob caught in her throat. “Papa gave you my letters. You were with
            him the day he was injured?”
         

         
         “He was gravely wounded. A lance injury. I was tending to him when I was attacked by a French cavalryman.”

         
         “Then you didn’t actually see him die?” Fervent hope flooded her face.

         
         “I did not.”

         
         “His body was never recovered.”

         
         “Many were not.” The mass graves hastily dug in villages along the way, death rendering the fallen nameless, and forever lost.

         
         “There’s a chance he’s still alive, then. I knew it!”

         
         “Miss Crewe, I . . .” The words clogged his throat. He knew this kind of blind hope that kept someone going day after day.
            He suddenly wanted to release her wrists and hug her to his chest, soothe her hair, press his lips to her delicate lids until
            the wild grief left her eyes. “There’s no hope of that.”
         

         
         “You can’t know that!” She twisted in his grasp again, trying to break free.

         
         “Pardon me, miss, is this bloke bothering you?”

         
         Two men had come up behind them without Dex noticing—that’s how focused he’d been
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