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PROLOGUE

THE FAMOUS AND THE ORDINARY
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SOMETIMES, EVEN TODAY, MAGIC STILL HAPPENS. Sadly, it no longer comes from cauldrons or fairy godmothers with wands. Or even, no matter what you’ve read elsewhere, from wizards. Instead, it is tucked into shadows and corners, visible only if you look. But you might have found it, some years ago, on a cold, rainy night at a famous hotel bar in the center of an old city in Europe. Anyone who cared to pay attention that night would have seen magic coming out of its deep slumber at the exact moment when an old dragon and a young girl met for the first time.

The dragon was no ordinary dragon, although Vienna, the old city with the famous hotel bar, was full of dragons all claiming to be famous and special. The dragon in question made no such claims. Indeed, he thought of himself as hopelessly ordinary, especially when compared to his noisy friends at the bar. They never tired of telling their stories about armies, castles, or kings. Our dragon did have a particularly splendid roar, but he’d never used it in battle. Magic had yet to claim him for its purpose, as it had each of his friends. He would have been embarrassed if anyone had told him he was destined for great things. But, in fact, it was why he’d been born.

The girl, as it turned out, was no ordinary girl either, although she would certainly have told you that she was. She believed that mirrors don’t lie, and her mirror showed a remarkably unremarkable reflection. The magic that existed in her world sang only in poetry, paintings, colors, or an excellent slice of almond cake. If pressed, she’d explain that her father, a famous poet, and her mother, a dead but still famous painter, were the special ones in her family. She herself, although finally eleven, was just a girl with no particular talents.

Magic is funny in that way: It chooses those who might not choose themselves. In fact, one of the many rules governing the world of magic is that if you pay attention, you will understand how magic has chosen you.

And why.
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CHAPTER ONE

FOREST CREATURES


[image: image]



BACK WHEN THE WORLD WAS LONG AGO AND FAR away, deep in the Black Forest, a new dragon was born. The new dragon was known as Grisha, although his parents, in the strange and mysterious ways of grown-ups everywhere, had named him Benevolentia Gaudium. The grandness of Benevolentia Gaudium, meaning “kindness and joy,” was far too grand for daily use, but his parents liked the way it sounded. They had waited fifty years for his arrival, and were naturally thrilled with their son.

Normally it took thirty or so years for a new dragon to arrive in the world, but the special ones took an extra twenty years. No one knew why the world of magic selected particular dragons to be special, but the signs were always clear. One of those signs was the fifty years of waiting. The more obvious signs almost always had to do with an unusual appearance.

So after waiting fifty long years, Grisha’s parents were baffled by his ordinary looks. The baby dragon had gold eyes (violet was the most common eye color for dragons, but there was nothing special about gold) and his scales were shades of green, brown, and orange. There was no fuchsia, no blue, nor any red on him anywhere. There was not even the splash of black along the neck that the very best warriors always had. His mother, a National Roaring Champion, and his father, a well-known Sword Warrior and Fire Breather, couldn’t understand why they had waited so long for such an ordinary-looking dragon.

But they knew that sometimes magic made an occasional wrong turn. Either their baby dragon was a perfectly normal one, or his particular talent would have nothing to do with his appearance. Grisha’s mother shrugged and his father went back to work on the battlefields of men. In a way, it was a relief, for now they would not have to hire one of the older, more experienced dragons to teach Grisha how to manage any extraordinary powers.

Grisha was born in the year 1803, which turned out to be the last year that any dragon, special or otherwise, was born. There is much debate about why dragons stopped being born, and no one knows the exact reason. Perhaps it is simply that in the years following Grisha’s birth, the steam engine was invented, railways were constructed, and light bulbs became a fixture in homes and on streets. As the world of men built new and extraordinary things, the world of magic began to decline. No creature lives beyond its own world, and a dragon is nothing if not a creature from the world of magic.

But back in 1803, the year of our dragon’s birth, magic was still as common as electricity is today. Dragons, flying horses, and poisonous rabbits roamed Europe’s famous forests in large numbers and were not considered, by men or the other woodland creatures, as anything strange or even wondrous. Instead, the dragons, flying horses, and poisonous rabbits were accepted as natural parts of the forest, much like the trees. And if the creatures of magic were obliged to perform various jobs and tasks in the world of men, it just meant that sometimes they were obliged to leave the forest.

Flying horses were used when someone was too ill to send for a doctor or when a message could not be trusted to a servant. Poisonous rabbits, who, save for a small black dot on the back of each ear, looked exactly like ordinary ones, served as both spies and assassins.

Dragons were created solely for battle. Even more than swords, guns, or cannons, dragons helped to sway a military conflict. Almost always, the side with the most talented dragons won the fight.

Fighting was serious business. A good dragon could make or break a royal knight’s reputation. Not only that, a single dragon could change the fate of entire kingdoms.

In order to prepare for such a future, you might expect that young dragons would be sent to training camps. Or be forced into childhood battle drills and endurance tests. Or simply take part in endless fighting contests against each other.

But that was not how dragons developed their particular talents. Their parents guided them in certain areas, but before that, new dragons were encouraged to discover their world. As children, all of magic’s creatures learned about themselves by being curious about the forest.

It was only when Grisha first crept under a low bush that he learned he could change his size. I’m small, he thought with a mix of alarm and pleasure. What had once been a branch he could trample on was now hovering over his head. When he crawled out he returned to his normal size. To experiment, he sought out a large clearing and, sure enough, he grew in size, able to see over the surrounding trees. Although a bit painful if done too often or too quickly, all dragons are able to scale to size. In this way, they can easily pursue a fleeing army into a palace or fort.

Grisha learned to fly the first time he’d wandered too far from home and had promised to return before sunset. Without even thinking, his wings spread and he soared into the sky. Over time, he learned how to use scents and an internal guide to stay on route. One trick he learned quickly was, on a return trip, to take off from the place he’d landed. That made it far easier to retrace his route.

Those were the lessons young dragons were expected to figure out on their own. When they were a bit older, their parents taught them how to breathe fire and to develop a unique roar. Tactical lessons in fighting and haunting came still later, after the forest had taught its living things that staying alive mattered above all else.

Grisha loved the forest and all the creatures he met, from the lowly field mouse to the much admired (if rarely seen) mountain lion. He loved the streams, the trees, and the mossy forest floor. Nothing—not a torn paw pad or scraped scale—ever dimmed his spirits. Other dragons were quick to take offense or find fault in the world, but not Grisha. Even when his father died in an unpleasant incident involving a prince and a magic spell, Grisha’s sadness was mostly for his mother, whose tears singed her face and gave her a terrible cough.

The older dragon’s death happened well before Grisha had had a chance to form any lasting memories of his father. Many dragons born to famous fighters found themselves without one or both parents and without memories of the one who was missing.

Grisha did understand that with his father gone, he would have to teach himself to breathe fire, a task almost always left to fathers. This scared him a bit, as it could be dangerous to learn on your own. The fire dragons breathe is mostly absorbed by their scales, which are designed to help with both flying and fire extinguishing. In the beginning, however, there are always accidents. Grisha singed his lungs, got a very sore throat, and burned the scales all around his nose. Finally, though, he mastered it.

His mother finished grieving rather quickly, for in those days if you were a dragon and your husband went off to battle, the chances were good that he would not come home. She promptly set about teaching her son to roar. Her roar was, without a doubt, the best in the business, and in no time Grisha’s roar sounded somewhat like eighteen trumpets, ten bassoons, and a pair of cymbals banging in your ear.

All dragons have roars that sound a lot like military music, but Grisha’s had something extra. It wasn’t an unusually powerful sound, but every now and again Grisha’s roar would make his mother stop, think, and take a good look at the beauty all around her. Perhaps the ability to make others pause would be a valuable tool in battle, she thought. She was curious to see what would happen with her rather odd son.

“Now all that’s left is fighting and haunting,” his mother said, “but you have a few decades before you need those skills.” She had no idea, of course, that those decades and many more would be stolen from him. Her son would never fight or haunt in the traditional sense. However, his roar held hints of what he would accomplish instead—more than she could imagine, which was probably just as well.

Grisha had no sense that either his ear-catching roar or his years-late arrival were the mark of anything special. He was simply relieved that he could put off fighting and haunting.

He usually tried to avoid dragons his age. Their boasting about the armies that they planned to slay and the cities they would one day terrify was fairly tedious. And so, short a father, but in possession of a roar and a somewhat erratic fire-breath, Grisha returned to wandering happily through the forest.

He loved the way the air smelled of cinnamon and rotten oranges. His heart was glad when he heard the forest’s streams rushing toward the basin where the Danube River began its journey across Europe. He ate only acorns from oak trees, preferring their dark chocolate taste to the sharp vinegar of a fir tree’s cones.

Grisha knew in a vague way that he would one day have to leave. But for now he was content to follow the smells, the sounds, and the feel of the forest. He enjoyed the way his tongue moved to bring air into the part of his mouth designed for smell. Because dragons shoot fire out of their noses, they never use them to smell. For Grisha, breathing through his mouth was an excuse to linger over the first blooms of spring, the wet winter leaves, and the sharp, nutty scent of summer evenings. Grisha would move slowly through sun-drenched clearings, changing size when he pleased and luxuriating in the warm air against his scales.

He’d heard stories about the world of men and how its residents all lived indoors. That life seemed sadly small. Grisha couldn’t imagine having to stay the same size to fit into a home’s unchanging shape. The silence alone would kill you, he thought. Dragons have such exceptional hearing that they detect even the small sound of a grasshopper hopping.

Most precious of all to Grisha was the ability he had to concentrate even as the most distracting and terrifying sounds were taking place. Men became paralyzed with fear and confusion by battle noises, but a dragon calmly went about the task of fighting. In the forest, dragons were the only creatures who slept through lightning storms, but also the only ones who could hear the first footfalls of an enemy. In this way, dragons bore the responsibility of using their abilities to warn and protect all who shared their home.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE LANGUAGE OF SPELLS
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A SOUND ECHOING THROUGHOUT THE FOREST WAS what lured Grisha from his safe and happy home. It was very faint at first, but also sharp and clear, as if the rushing of a stream had stopped to introduce itself. It was a quick, delicate music that repeated itself over and over again. The sound reminded Grisha of happiness itself, and he followed it until he was at the edge of a clearing he’d never seen before. Through the thick branches of pine trees (the oaks tended to cluster deeper in the forest), Grisha saw his first small human. He was so surprised that he almost breathed out fire. He had to swallow it quickly, which was very uncomfortable.

Grisha remembered that small humans were called children and that, as with dragons, there were both boy and girl kinds. A boy child was causing the sound by shaking a bell, and Grisha was fascinated with its shape and its music. Near the child there was a quilted blanket spread across the grass. It was covered with silver and porcelain objects that shone more brightly than water on a sunny day.

If it had been a big human with the bell, Grisha would have turned back into the forest. Everyone knew that the big humans who came to the forest were dangerous. They were in search of unicorns, which was foolish. Any dragon could tell you that unicorns slept all day inside of tree trunks. They only ever came out between midnight and dawn to run, eat, and drink. Occasionally, a unicorn would fall in love with a deer and then would wander with the herd. And, of course, that unicorn would be seen by townspeople or a contingent of knights. Immediately, the whole forest would be swarming with hunters carrying fierce and terrible weapons.

Humans believed that unicorns had magical properties so powerful that their horns could cure illness, stop wars, or help crops to grow. Dragons found this very annoying, since there was nothing magical about a unicorn. The most powerful magic in the forest came from two small rivers that crossed where the great Danube River began. It seemed at once incredible and stupid that anyone could mistake a unicorn for water.

Grisha himself thought unicorns were very pretty, but he knew they caused a lot of trouble. The hunters never found a unicorn and so would become angry. Determined to capture something, they hunted wolves, deer, and most especially dragons. Not just grown-up dragons, but young ones, too.

However, Grisha had never seen a small human hunting in the forest. The sound of the bell was so marvelous that he walked out from behind the pines, not realizing that it would be well over a hundred years before he returned to them. He made his way across the grass and sat down by the blanket, almost hypnotized.

The child, seemingly unaware of any audience, kept shaking the bell until Grisha thought his heart would burst from joy. When the dragon could bear it no longer, he gave a small cough. “Excuse me, small human, but what, may I ask, is that, and how does it make such a wonderful noise?”

The noise, so soothing and gorgeous, stopped. The child whirled around, and in its dark eyes, Grisha saw something that looked like a burning inferno. The air was suddenly heavy and still, as if a storm were brewing. He tried to stand up and run off, but found that he was quite incapable of moving. He was caught in a strong, invisible net. Much to his shock and terror, the small human began to grow, looking like a mud puddle turning into a swamp.

What Grisha did not realize was that the child was not a child, but one of the artisans from Emperor Franz Joseph’s private guild of sorcerers, who helped the emperor by making ingenious weapons, poisons, and good-luck talismans.

This particular artisan was famous from Budapest to Vienna. His name was Leopold Lashkovic, and he was the emperor’s chief sorcerer. With a great deal of practice and hard work, Leopold’s powers had increased from transforming people into animals to changing his own shape whenever he liked. But his real talent was making objects so beautiful that people paid vast sums in order to possess them. In this way, Leopold’s talent earned money for the emperor, who desperately needed it to pay for his castles, his soldiers, and his collection of crowns. His service for the emperor was only one of the reasons that Leopold was known as the most powerful sorcerer of all time.

Leopold loved money more than anything else in the world. His love of it increased his powers because magic demands that the people who practice it give up something precious: time, money, or something they love. And once that precious thing is given up, it can never be returned, no matter what.

Haven’t you ever wondered why, in a world where magic still lingers, you are unable to use it? The reason is simply that only a very few people can give up something they love. And of those very few who can give up something precious, most choose not to.

Leopold Lashkovic both could and did.

The fact that what he loved was money made him far more powerful than a practitioner who simply gave up time or a beloved item. Because Leopold was giving up two things on magic’s list of demands—money and a beloved item—he was very, very talented.

Leopold’s objects—tiny teapots, huge vases, ornate hand mirrors, and ruby rings—were made mostly with the usual things: bronze, silver, gold, precious gems, and pearls brought up from the bottom of the sea. But he would mix one secret ingredient with these ordinary elements to produce an object that could be sold for as much money as the emperor needed.

The secret ingredient was almost always a creature whom Leopold lured from the forest with one of his magic bells. Usually it was a young creature, for they were still full of curiosity and willing to follow a beautiful sound.

Like most members of the emperor’s guild, Leopold was anxious to capture a unicorn. You would think that such an advanced practitioner of magic would know that a unicorn was worthless, but living in the world of men can make even the wisest sorcerer believe in foolishness. Therefore, Leopold had been working on his bells for years, trying to find the right sound to lure a unicorn. He had bells for rabbits, wolves, deer, foxes, and even chipmunks. He’d caught a flying horse more than once, but the bell Grisha had followed had been Leopold’s latest effort at unicorn hunting.

“Not bad, not bad,” Leopold said, when he was done changing shape from child to man. “A dragon’s almost as good.”

And then Leopold began to rummage through his pockets, speaking in a language that Grisha had never heard. This was extremely frightening, because Grisha, like all dragons, had been born knowing German, English, Japanese, Chinese, Norwegian, Hungarian, Serbo-Croatian, Czech, Ukrainian, and a smattering of French. He had a terrible feeling that Leopold was talking in the language of spells.

Leopold pulled a glass vial from a pocket near his left ankle and began walking around Grisha. As he walked, he waved his hands, and a great cloud of grit, dust, and sand rose and flew over, under, and through Grisha’s scales. It moved into all of the soft bits a dragon tries to protect: nose, eyes, and paw pads.

Unable to sneeze, but desperately needing to, Grisha felt his scales tighten. And then, all at once but also slowly, he felt himself melting, bubbling, dissolving, and turning into a cool, elegant surface. Grisha could still see, hear, and think, but he was no longer the young dragon who joyfully walked through the forest. He was a teapot.

At first, all our dragon could do was panic, which is hard when you can’t move or breathe. And since Grisha couldn’t swing his tail from side to side or scream for help, he was reduced to pointless thoughts racing around his mind.

He was unable to take a calming breath, and each time he remembered that he couldn’t breathe, his thoughts would scream out: I can’t breathe. Oh, no, no, no. Finally, exhaustion settled Grisha’s mind. The chill that comes when you are enchanted into an object focused his panic into one thought: I’m so cold. I’m so horribly cold.

It was a painful and chilly journey from forest life, so full of sun, foods, and sounds, to a small teapot that offered only the limited comfort of gold and rubies.

But Leopold Lashkovic hadn’t simply turned Grisha into reds and golds. His entire shape had become that of a small teapot. His long neck and head were a spout, and his tail was a handle. His body swelled out to allow for hot water and tea leaves. His wonderful wings were curled up into a lid, and his once magnificent feet were now simply part of the teapot’s base. His eyes were still gold, but no longer a dragon-shade of gold. They glowed as all precious metals do, not as eyes full of sight.

Leopold Lashkovic picked up the pot and studied his handiwork.

“Perfect,” he declared. “This will fetch a nice sum.”
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CHAPTER THREE

DRAGON IN A TEAPOT
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LEOPOLD CARRIED GRISHA TO THE ROYAL COURT OF the emperor, who was so taken with the teapot that he refused to sell it, keeping it for himself. Leopold was very annoyed, since the whole point of his creations was that they be sold to make money, and he wondered what it was about this ordinary-looking dragon that had caught the emperor’s fancy.

Leopold studied the teapot and tried to determine whether Grisha had some sort of hidden power. But in spite of his cleverness, Leopold could not identify what made the captured dragon special.

Franz Joseph, the emperor, never wondered if the teapot had a hidden power. Instead, he was content to have the gold-and-ruby dragon in his jacket pocket or nearby whatever room of the palace he happened to be in.

Grisha tried to take an interest in his new and perplexing surroundings, but for the first ten years or so, he was too sad to pay attention. He had been barely fifty or sixty when Leopold Lashkovic captured him, and he spent the next decade thinking his life couldn’t possibly get any worse.

Life in the teapot was a cold, unmoving, isolated one. It was so unbearable that he often wished the emperor would drop him. If the teapot would shatter, then maybe his terrible existence would end.

So, it’s come to this, Grisha thought. You want to die. Buried deep inside his gold-and-ruby self, Grisha thought he heard a rebellious NO! But it was hard to tell. In spite of once having exceptional hearing, Grisha was now incapable of hearing even himself.

Often, after slipping Grisha into his pocket, Franz Joseph would go to the palace’s great hall, where all of his ministers were waiting with folders full of complaints and problems.

The emperor had to sit still for a very long time, which meant that Grisha was stuck inside a jacket pocket. It’s the worst kind of dark, he thought. In the forest, the dark promised evening’s sounds and breezes. The dark inside of a jacket pocket promised nothing.

Finally, Franz Joseph would return to his rooms and order his meal. One evening, he also asked for a fire to be lit. He put Grisha on a small table next to his favorite chair, threw his jacket on the floor, and sat down. Normally, the emperor preferred sleeping and working in a cold room, so this was the first time Grisha had seen a fire since his captivity. It was also the very first time in his life he’d seen a fire begun on purpose that wasn’t part of a dragon’s breath. He was too far back from the flames to feel any of the fire’s heat, but the familiar sight of orangey gold leaping into the air was wonderful.

Grisha noticed that around the wood, the fire was quite blue. He tried to remember if that had been the case in the forest, but a forest fire was always an accident and something everyone rushed to stomp out. No one ever stopped to study its colors.

The hot meal arrived, and Grisha looked closely at the strange things humans ate. He had been present when Franz Joseph ate dinner before and had also gone to banquets in the emperor’s pocket, so he knew what humans called food. But other than noticing that they didn’t eat acorns, he hadn’t paid any attention. That night, however, the dinner tray was placed right next to the small dragon teapot.

He looked at the lumps of light brown meat nestled on a bed of wide yellow noodles. Humans called it goulash. A gold and crystal glass held a dark red liquid that was wine. On the emperor’s tray was a plate of soggy-looking lettuce that no self-respecting rabbit, poisonous or not, would touch. No one in the palace ate much that resembled what a dragon might like to eat, Grisha observed.

Eating was one of the many things Grisha missed, and he wished that he’d appreciated his meals more. Franz Joseph ate only a little and hardly touched his wineglass. He didn’t appear to have enjoyed much about his meal, and in trying to imagine why, Grisha saw that the emperor had deep lines by his eyes. When the emperor wasn’t chewing, his mouth was pulled into a tight, thin line. From time to time, he rubbed his temples as if his head ached.

He’s unhappy, Grisha thought, astonished. After all, the emperor was a free man. He was able to walk outside, stand in the sun, sit near a fire’s warmth, and eat anything he liked. Why would he be unhappy?

Just then, Grisha realized something incredible. He wasn’t cold! Not even a little bit. The forest had taught him to explore his world with curiosity and now Grisha understood why. When watching the world, he forgot his own troubles. Simply taking an interest in the world meant that he stopped wishing to shatter into pieces. He was still lonely, often sad, and usually freezing, but now, at least, he wanted to live.

During the next almost five decades that Grisha spent with Franz Joseph, the dragon never figured out why the emperor was unhappy. However, Grisha watched his owner carefully, and when he was in a dark pocket, he listened to what he could. Some of the talk was interesting (laws, weapons, and visitors from distant lands) and some was not (taxes, crops, and sanitation). Grisha kept hoping that he would hear about another dragon, but he never did.

And then one summer, some fifty years after Grisha’s capture, it seemed that all anyone spoke of was a fierce and bloody war that had broken out across Europe. The archduke of one country was shot and killed in another country, making every king, emperor, and minister angry enough to send huge armies into battle. If that sounded like a silly reason for a war, well . . . there were other reasons, but hardly anyone remembers them.

Grisha could tell by the emperor’s constantly trembling hands and the hushed voices around the castle that everyone was deeply afraid. He wished he could offer advice. Find a dragon, he wanted to say. The more talented your dragon, the better your chances of winning are. He had no way of knowing, of course, that guns and cannons had replaced both swords and battle-ready creatures of magic.

Grisha tried mightily to understand the different things he heard. Franz Joseph received weekly updates about invasions, military ministers, commanders, and bombardments. With no idea of what a bomb was, Grisha wondered whether “bombardment” was an emperor’s word for magic.

At night, when the palace was quiet, he would think about the dragons his age whom he had avoided because of their tedious boastings. Battles were places where metal swords and spears crashed against one another, horses reared up, and dragons roared out fire as they trampled soldiers underfoot. While free in the forest, Grisha hadn’t wanted to think of such things. Now, far from home, Grisha fervently wanted the chance to fight. I’ve heard enough, he thought. He wanted to live his own story instead of only listening to others’.

And then, before Grisha could discover if any dragons were fighting in Europe, the emperor fell ill and died.

Grisha realized that he had spent more time with the emperor than he had with his own family. I have more memories of Franz Joseph than of my father, Grisha thought, so shouldn’t I miss him? But he didn’t, as it is next to impossible to miss someone who never spoke a word to you.

As Grisha was trying to sort out his feelings, he was unceremoniously wrapped up in old newspaper and tucked into a box. All of the emperor’s possessions were packed up, to be sold or given away. Grisha looked around his box. Careful observation revealed that he shared the small, dark space with cuff links, diamond-edged picture frames, and a set of gold-and-silver coffee cups. He imagined nodding hello to each of them. But, of course, he couldn’t move, and nothing in the box greeted him.

Grisha was soon collecting dust in the window of a shop, which was a new kind of prison. The coffee cups had been bought right away, as had the cuff links and picture frames. Grisha resigned himself to an eternity of watching the same street, but also felt his natural cheerfulness slowly returning. For one thing, the sun regularly found its way onto the spot where he stood, which meant he no longer had to work to forget how cold he was. Instead, during those periods when the sun glinted off his gold-and-ruby exterior, he was warm and toasty.

The street, while never changing, did offer the sight of people coming and going. Grisha tried his best to observe them, but they moved so quickly it made him dizzy. So now he had some warmth, but also a queasy feeling to go along with the lonely ones. And even though he’d never been terribly talkative while in the forest, he found himself desperate for someone to talk to him.

I don’t even have to talk back, Grisha thought, which was just as well, since he couldn’t say a word.

Finally, on a warm summer day, Grisha’s life took a turn for the better when a man happened to pass by the shop. Something clearly caught the man’s eye and, for several moments, Grisha had the feeling that the man was looking right at him: his true dragon self, not the teapot jail. Then the man took out a pocket watch. Grisha held his breath, hoping the man wasn’t late for something that would take him away. The man looked from the watch to Grisha several times before he snapped it shut and entered the shop.

The clerks and even the shop owner made quite a fuss over the gentleman, ordering up a tray of savory sandwiches and some strong tea with sugar and milk, which were scarce during the war, so right away, Grisha knew that this was no ordinary customer. And just when he’d decided the man was clearly too important to care about a dragon-shaped teapot, Grisha was retrieved from the window and placed in the man’s hands. It felt as if they were studying each other carefully.
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Yakov Merdinger, for this was the man’s name, wasn’t simply a charming, clever man who worked at his uncle’s bank. It was a widely known fact that Yakov had money—which, as the war dragged on, fewer and fewer people did—and that he used it to help others. He was famous throughout Budapest and beyond for knowing How To Get Things Done.

It was well known that the banker’s clever nephew could find food, railway tickets, heating fuel, and even butter, despite all of those things being very hard to get. Once Yakov had those items, he knew how to give them to those in need. And he did it without ever making anyone feel that they were receiving charity or pity. He had, people said, a magic touch. That wasn’t true, but he liked that it was said.

As a very young man, Yakov had wanted to be a magician. He was interested in learning how magic could help others. For a few years, he had even traveled with a circus and studied with some of the best scientists and magicians in Europe. In the end, though, he realized he was limited.

Magic, you may remember, demands that the people practicing it give up something precious: time, money, or something they love. You can never take back what is given up, either. Yakov simply wasn’t willing to give magic all that it required. He wanted to do other things in life as well—work for his uncle, enjoy life in Budapest, and help the poor.

So he gave up his dream of becoming a magician without ever forgetting it. The only thing he allowed himself to save from the world of magic was a potion he’d purchased early in his studies that allowed its user to see magic in a world where it had mostly vanished. He put a few drops of the potion into his coffee every morning, hoping to catch a glimpse of the magic he so loved.

And so, unlike anyone else, Yakov was able to see through Leopold Lashkovic’s spell.

While he didn’t know the particulars of the dragon in the teapot, he knew that there was a living and breathing creature in there. That was why he had stopped what he was doing, gone right into the store, and paid a nice price for a small teapot. He took it home to remind him of his old passion.

Which is how Grisha, at long last, made a friend.
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CHAPTER FOUR

LIFE WITH YAKOV
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IN HIS NEW HOME, GRISHA SAT ON A DESK, WHICH he was very grateful to find was right by a window. Yakov was careful to always place a hot bowl of soup or cup of coffee by the gold-and-ruby dragon. As he did so, he would often say, “I suspect it’s cold in there, my friend.”

Grisha appreciated the warmth and wished he could thank the cheerful, kind man. It was so good to be around someone who knew he was alive—and even though Yakov was clearly busy, he never forgot small courtesies.

Grisha had quite a bit of time to study his new companion, and had come to the conclusion that Yakov was perhaps not what humans called handsome. Yakov was short, and his features were not precise or imposing like the emperor’s. But Yakov smiled a lot and his eyes gleamed in a way that let you know he was happy.

Yakov liked to listen to the news on the wireless, but he also loved music, and Grisha began to appreciate how a violin, a cello, or a piano could be as lovely as a running stream or the sound of horses playing. After he and Yakov listened to music, they would both sit in silence for a while before Yakov announced he was going to bed.

“Sleep well,” he would say to Grisha. “May we meet in the morning.”
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The banker and the dragon had barely settled into a routine when the war ended. All over Budapest, there was a sigh of relief. People no longer called it just plain “the war,” but instead used “the Great War” because it had been so big and bloody. There was almost no time to get used to the peace, for Yakov’s uncle decided to send him out of the country. Yakov’s new job would be running the bank’s English branch.

“We’re off to London,” Yakov told Grisha, who thought, I hope it will be warmer there.

Yakov packed a small suitcase of clothes and two trunks full of books. He put the carefully wrapped teapot in a leather case that held all of the bank’s important papers. Grisha traveled in style, tucked inside a silk-and-cashmere blanket.

The English sky was gray and the air was almost always damp. People drank endless cups of tea in an effort to warm themselves, but it never really worked. Not unless you drank it wrapped in woolens while sitting directly in front of a fire. Since almost no sun came through the windows, Yakov put Grisha as close to the fire as possible.

During the day when the rooms grew cold, Grisha kept his spirits up by looking forward to Yakov’s return. Not only would Yakov light a fire and put a warm drink next to the dragon, he was also bursting with stories about his new life, which was both hard and exciting.

Yakov spoke excellent English, but with an accent. Although his clients at the bank thought he was a fine fellow, he told Grisha how it was hard to make friends in a city that did not, for the most part, like foreigners. People did invite him out, as happens to men with money and no wife, but Yakov often felt alone and as if he were the only Hungarian in London.

At night, before bed, Yakov wrote letters to his parents, who had stayed in Budapest; to his uncle in Zurich, where the main branch of the bank was; and to his cousin Itzhak, who had gone far, far away to America. Grisha loved to hear the letters, which Yakov read aloud, checking for any mistakes, before slipping them into their envelopes. Yakov wrote about London and how the city was at once beautiful and horrible, full of lavish dinner parties as well as cold homes in which no one had enough to eat.

Yakov wrote once a month to his father, twice to his mother, and twice to his uncle. But it was the weekly letters to Itzhak from which Grisha learned the most. Those letters were full of news, theater, art, and politics, and also how terribly hard it was to go through life with no one to love.

London was bustling like never before as everyone rushed to forget the Great War and its bad times. Grisha could feel the energy, longing, and excitement of the city’s residents. It pained him to be in his teapot prison, but in Yakov’s letters to Itzhak, he had the chance to hear all about those who were free.

Grisha looked forward to these letters in the way he used to look forward to an oak tree’s acorns. He knew Yakov was lonely, and he liked to think that he and Itzhak kept him company as much as a teapot and a cousin in America could.

Grisha, of course, was also lonely, but by now he had been a teapot for longer than he had been a dragon. He was more used to his loneliness than Yakov was to his. He still missed the forest, and he longed to do more than sit and listen. His desire to take part in life, and to have an adventure of his own, grew with each passing year. For now, though, he loved those moments when Yakov looked at or spoke to him. It was then that Grisha felt alive and free.

Those moments would pass, of course, and he would remember that he was not alive, but buried alive in gold, ruby, and porcelain. Nonetheless, being with Yakov was, so far, the best part of being a teapot. The apartment in London was a far less bleak place than the emperor’s palace.

His new owner’s loneliness did not last forever, thankfully. It was in a letter to Itzhak that Grisha first heard important details about a young woman whom Yakov had met at a party. She spoke English with a Hungarian accent, in spite of having lived in Paris for a long time.

Her name was Esther, and she taught at the Royal College of Music. Grisha listened to this particular letter with special interest—he clearly remembered Yakov’s joyous face the night he’d returned from the party.

She has studied with Nadia Boulanger and lives with her father in a small apartment that smells a lot like the homes of our childhood. Her father was an accomplished violinist, but his hands are now old and stiff. Sometimes I take her to the moving pictures. Have you been to one of those yet, Itzhak? They are quite marvelous. Please send me stories from your new life.

The family and I are so proud of you.

So much love, from your cousin Yakov.

Yakov and Grisha ended London evenings the same way they had in Budapest. After the news, music, or letter writing, Yakov would take his leave, saying, “Sleep well, may we meet in the morning.”

And in the morning, after his breakfast and shave, Yakov would take his potion out of the same cabinet that held his writing supplies. He would pour a little into his coffee and look at Grisha while he drank it. “My friend,” Yakov would say, “I don’t know what misfortune turned you into a teapot, but I wish you well.”

Grisha would have done almost anything for the chance to explain about Leopold Lashkovic and the magic spell, but he took solace in knowing that, even without hearing the details, Yakov was sorry about what had happened. For his part, Grisha wished that Yakov would live forever, as he had no desire to ever again be stored in a warehouse, sold in a shop, or live in a different house.

Especially not when this one was so interesting. From his spot near the fireplace in the front room, Grisha got to hear when Yakov asked Esther’s father for permission to marry her, and he was there at the big party to celebrate Yakov and Esther’s wedding.

Esther was small and round, happy and cheerful. She filled the large, empty flat with laughter, love, and more music than ever before. She played the piano for hours during the day, practicing or giving lessons. Her piano was in a different room from Grisha, but its sound soared into every corner of the apartment.

If the years had dragged for Grisha with the unhappy emperor, living with Esther and Yakov, who took joy in their lives, made time move far more quickly.

Soon two small children ran through the rooms, their sticky hands grabbing what they could and their little legs tumbling over everything. Their names were Rachel and Ella, and they each had a mix of Yakov’s thoughtful curiosity and Esther’s cheerful manner. Grisha loved watching them as they grew from small infants into one mischievous girl (Rachel) and one serious one (Ella).

Rachel and Ella adored Grisha and often asked for permission to take the teapot into their room at night. “He will protect us while we sleep,” Rachel announced.

Having spent many an hour staring at her father’s gold-and-ruby-encrusted dragon, she had concluded that beneath the jewels lay a living, breathing creature. Some people simply know things without understanding or caring how they know, and, as a child, Rachel was one of those people. She easily saw what her father needed a potion to see.

“We like him,” Ella added, not convinced that the teapot dragon was real, but still anxious to have it in the room at night, as there was no mistaking that she slept better when it kept watch.

So every night, after the family had eaten and then started up for bed, Grisha would make the journey to the children’s room. And every morning he would be brought back down to the front room. Of all the things Grisha observed from within the teapot, the most thrilling was watching the girls grow from crawling babies to running children, into what Esther called girlhood.

Although Ella remained uncertain about the actual life inside the small dragon teapot, the curiosity in her eyes when she looked at him was enough to make Grisha feel recognized. She never spoke to him, but Ella’s gaze told him how much he mattered to her.

“Hello, dear one,” Rachel, who spoke to him often, would whisper in the mornings, as if they shared a secret. And from time to time, she did confess to Grisha all the small misdeeds of her day. They were never more serious than hair pulling, rude thoughts, or messy drawers. The small, trapped dragon grew to view Rachel’s hushed admissions as something as precious as warmth.

Before the girls were born, the only child Grisha had ever seen had been Leopold Lashkovic in his little-boy form. The dragon had no idea how the girls would turn into fully grown humans, but he hoped that no matter how it happened, they would remain happy, healthy creatures.

Each day, after breakfast and music class, the girls had their main lessons from a governess, who then turned them over to a maid for walks in the park. Whenever Rachel and Ella came inside from playtime, he was reminded of fresh air, of sun and birds, and of all the things he missed by being in a teapot.

Sometimes life wasn’t what you wanted, but it was still life. And Grisha, a creature of the forest, knew that being alive was what mattered most. He told himself he was happy, and it wasn’t wholly untrue. But neither was it wholly true.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

GIRL IN A CITY
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ABOUT FORTY YEARS AFTER THE DRAGONS ARRIVED in Vienna, a girl child was born there. These days, of course, a girl child’s birth is a common event. However, as this girl grew, she refused to ignore what her city had forgotten. As a result, we must thank her for all that is known about Vienna’s dragons.

For the girl, Vienna was not simply a place, but an old friend who helped raise her. She was a city child through and through; until she was eleven, she had never seen or walked through a forest.

In the strange and mysterious ways of grown-ups everywhere, her parents named the girl Anna Marguerite, but agreed to call her Maggie. These particular parents, Alexander Miklós and Caroline Brooks, had never planned to have a baby, just as they had never planned to fall in love or marry. Each of them, before meeting the other, would have told you that getting married and having children was a plan only for other sorts of people. Not for a famous poet (Maggie’s father) or an even more famous painter (her mother).

And yet somehow it had happened, in the strange and mysterious way that it often does.
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One day when Maggie was three, her mother, the tall, beautiful, and talented Caroline Brooks, packed a bag and caught a train out of the city. There was a gallery in Germany that was showing her paintings. She planned to be back in two days, she told Maggie, and with chocolates.

On that brisk, sunny morning, Caroline hugged her daughter, kissed her husband, and left for Berlin, confident that she would see them again soon.

But in Berlin, there was a car crash, and Caroline Brooks died immediately. Not the sort of thing that anyone had planned for.

Alexander Miklós was now a famous poet and a man who would have to raise his daughter alone. And Maggie was now a child with no memory whatsoever of her mother. This was, Maggie felt, the worst part of the car crash. It was practically impossible to miss someone you couldn’t remember.

Whenever the topic of Caroline came up, Maggie was uncomfortable, as if she had done something wrong to be the sort of child incapable of missing her mother. She missed the idea of a mother, and that idea was formed from storybooks or by watching other children with their mothers. She’d glimpse a woman wiping a child’s face and wonder if her own mother had ever done that.

Maggie had seen so many women grab the hand of a child crossing the street that she assumed that Caroline had done the same at some point. But maybe not, for Alexander always had preferred to put his hand on her shoulder and murmur, Look both ways first.

She supposed she could ask her father: What kind of mother was she? After all, he believed in having a curious mind, and repeatedly said that there was no such thing as a stupid question, or one too small. But even seven years after her mother’s death, Maggie could see her father’s eyes tighten and his jaw stiffen if anyone mentioned Caroline. It was all right if he mentioned her first, but it was clearly upsetting if anyone else did. Maggie refused to cause him any pain just from curiosity about a woman she neither missed nor remembered.

Alexander often said that over time Maggie would come to know her mother through her paintings. Maggie thought, but did not say, that looking at paintings was not the best way to know a parent.

Caroline had been a loving mother for three years, but Maggie knew her only from photos. Or by what other people said. And people said a lot, but they mostly whispered things like Poor dear and So unfortunate and, most irritatingly, Such a plain child, yet the mother was a great beauty. Maggie didn’t think it should matter very much if she were plain or if her mother had been a great beauty. Her mother, beautiful or not, was dead.

Wonder if she has the mother’s talent, poor dear was another whisper Maggie often heard. She herself did not wonder, as she had seen her own drawings and understood that they were terrible. Actually, the poor dear doesn’t, Maggie longed to say in reply, but her father believed that being polite wasn’t simply about manners, but kindness.

“Rude words make everything worse,” he’d say. “Try and be kind.”

So no matter how irritated the whispered comments made her, Maggie never spoke up. She thought it was enough that she knew about her own lack of talent. In her sketches, no matter how careful she was, her figures were always potato-like lumps trying to be something other than potatoes.

As a rule, people do not enjoy doing things poorly, and Maggie was no exception. She would never be a painter and she had no wish to be a poet. While she knew her father loved his work, reading his poems often felt like using a very confusing map.

She liked to read, but knew she’d never enjoy a life spent at a desk. Her father sat countless hours at his, hunched over ink-stained papers or staring out of the window. Sometimes Maggie saw him simply staring into space as if he could see what no one else could.

“I’m not staring,” he told her once. “I’m either thinking or trying to think.”

“Doesn’t thinking just happen?” Maggie asked. For her it did, and she didn’t think she was doing it wrong.

“Yes, but when you’re writing a poem, thinking doesn’t always happen the way you want it to,” Alexander said. “So I stare because I’m trying to understand my thoughts.”

Maggie nodded as if she understood him perfectly. But all she really understood was that her father sat at his desk. A lot.

So she didn’t try writing a poem to discover if she was as bad at poetry as she was at painting. It was one thing to muck about with charcoal, paint, and paper. At least that was a bit fun. Sit down and try to think? That was not for Maggie, who preferred walking to sitting, and thinking to trying to think.

She didn’t mind sitting and reading, and would often do that by her father’s desk while he worked. Which was not to say that he worked so much that he had no time for Maggie. Alexander, in spite of never having planned to be a father, let alone a single parent, turned out to be a really great one. He had seen right away that if he was going to be in charge of Maggie’s basic requirements (meals, clean clothes, tidy rooms, and safe places to play), he would probably need some help.

Before Caroline’s death, Maggie had spent most of her time at home, in her mother’s art studio, or with a nanny. The art studio was now empty and Alexander had fired the nanny, whom he’d never liked. On a few occasions, he took Maggie to his office at the University of Vienna, where he was a professor, but that was neither fun nor safe for a little girl. She used his entire collection of poetry books to build a fort, and when she ran out of books she wandered into other people’s offices to find more. She only succeeded in annoying everyone and making a mess. Plus, when she’d tried to pet the cat who’d made a home in the poetry and literature offices, it had scratched her across the face. Four stitches, but no permanent scar.

So Alexander sold their apartment and rented a few rooms at the Hotel Sacher. The hotel took care of meals, clean clothes, and tidy rooms. She and her father settled happily into their new, if somewhat unusual, home.

Whenever Alexander had to be at the university, he hired one of his students to take Maggie out or one of the hotel staff to stay inside with her. In this way, both the hotel lobby and the city itself became playrooms where she could make a mess without annoying others. Nor could she cause herself any harm.

When Maggie was old enough to go to school, Alexander enrolled her in one and then, just as quickly, took her out. He was horrified by the rules that served no purpose and the boring nature of the schoolwork. She came home one day with a teacher’s note saying that a book he’d given her to read was inappropriate for a child. He threw the note away—and that turned out to be Maggie’s last day at school.

If Alexander had needed help keeping his daughter fed, clean, and safe, he most certainly didn’t need help to teach her. She had lessons in the morning at home with her father, and while he taught her math, Latin, German, English, and history on a daily basis, he also made sure to teach her whatever she found interesting.

There was only one small gap in her education: Maggie had no idea how to make friends.

She saw friends everywhere in Vienna. People her age playing in a park or walking home in small groups after school. In the cafés, she saw old men arguing while playing chess, or young men laughing loudly over coffee and cake. She saw women talking on the streetcars and sidewalks and in parks and cafés. They talked and talked and talked, yet Maggie never overheard anything that sounded important enough for so much discussion.

Talking seemed to be the key to all the friendships she saw, and Alexander himself talked (as well as laughed and argued) when he was with his friends. Maggie could talk in almost three languages. Her best was English, which she and her father spoke at home; then German, which she spoke with everyone else; and some French, which she studied when her father thought she’d practiced enough German for the week.

If talking is all it takes, I can make friends, she thought. She was quite confident, but quickly discovered that something else was necessary. Whatever it was, she was missing it.

The year she was eight, she tried several times to talk with kids she saw in the park. Prepared to use her best German, she approached a group playing football and said, “How do you do?”

The children, three boys and two girls aged about eight to ten, stopped what they were doing and stared at her. Maggie wondered if she shouldn’t introduce herself. “I’m Anna Marguerite, which is a little silly, so people call me Maggie.”

“Do you play?” asked one of the girls, although she spoke very quickly, so it sounded like “Dojyaplài?”

Maggie was quiet for a bit longer than the group considered normal. Dojyaplài? Her mind was sounding it out.

“You deaf?” one of the boys asked loudly and slowly.

“Oh!” she exclaimed. Do you play! Got it. “No, I’m not,” she said to the boy.

She considered which German verb tense would best explain to the girl that she had often wished to play football. Maggie had imagined playing it so often that she thought she could play really well. In fact, she was dying to race across the park, keeping the ball safely between her feet while also magically letting it get ahead of her. But by the time she looked up with a detailed, perfectly composed answer, the group had run off and was playing in the distance.

The next time, she sought out a different group and had a well-prepared answer to Do you play? but no one asked if she could. One of the kids said yes, her name was rather silly, and another wanted to know where she lived.

“The Hotel Sacher,” Maggie said.

“Why do you live in a hotel?” a girl about Maggie’s age asked. They smiled briefly at each other.

“That’s weird,” one of the boys said. “No one lives in a hotel.”

“It is weird,” another boy said.

Now Maggie was nervous in a way that had nothing to do with German verb tenses. “My father is the poet Alexander Miklós, and he thought it best,” she said. Her chest was tight and her arms gripped against her sides. She could hear how stiff and unpleasant her voice was, but she couldn’t make herself use polite, friendly tones.

“You’re weird,” the first boy said.

Perhaps if Maggie had been at school surrounded all day by other children, she might have known to shrug and laugh. But while she had often heard people talk about her dead mother, her famous father, and her own plain looks, no one had ever before said anything unkind directly to her.

“You’re very rude,” she said. “I don’t think I care to know you.”

All of the kids began laughing, and the girl Maggie had smiled at called her a weirdo. The German, verrückter Typ, made it sound even worse.
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As she grew, Maggie began to understand that the way she and her father lived was not considered normal. It wasn’t simply living in a hotel that people found so strange. It was that Alexander wanted her to study whatever she liked best, to develop independent thoughts, and to play freely. When other grown-ups described Maggie’s education, they used words like unusual and odd, questionable and judgment.

But Maggie enjoyed spending her days learning about what interested her. If she liked something, Alexander bought her books or took her to see what it was that had caught her attention. As a result, she learned a great deal—about Europe’s wars (for she loved swords and cannons); kings, queens, and emperors (palaces and jewelry); and how stained glass was made (cathedral windows).

Maggie much preferred her afternoons with hotel staff, who were willing to do jigsaw puzzles or play games with her, to those spent with Alexander’s graduate students, who were only interested in discussing her father or poetry. But she appreciated that because of them, she could go anywhere she wanted in the city.

What she liked to do most was get on a streetcar and ride it to its end. Sometimes, she’d want to search a new neighborhood for a Konditorei that had the best-looking display of cakes. Sometimes she’d want to walk all the way home from a new neighborhood. Or, if the weather was poor, she’d happily ride the streetcars in any direction at all.

Riding the streetcars in this random manner drove the graduate students crazy, and the greatest moment of Maggie’s young life was when she turned nine and Alexander decided that she could go out on her own wherever she pleased and do as she liked. Every Monday morning, he gave her a weekly pass for Vienna’s buses, streetcars, and subways, which were called the U-Bahn.

While she was delighted to be free of her father’s poetry-obsessed students, Maggie found that she missed having someone with whom she could share her discoveries or observations. Silly things, like This Konditorei has the best almond cake, but also somewhat more serious matters. Like when she was forced to acknowledge that she had walked so far from the tram stop that she was lost. Her German was good enough to ask a stranger the best way back to the last streetcar she’d been on, but being lost embarrassed her. Vienna was her own city, after all. What sort of ridiculous person got lost in her own city?

After being hopelessly turned around and not at all certain of the way back, Maggie came to see that getting lost just meant discovering a new way to get home. By the sixth time this happened, she knew not to panic, to try and find her way to a familiar landmark, or to ask an older person as politely as possible for directions. She was always glad to get home, but mostly Maggie was happy to know that, thanks to her father’s questionable judgment plus his unusual and odd ideas about education, she had learned both how to get lost and how to find her own way.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

IS IT FUN?

FOR HER ELEVENTH BIRTHDAY, ALEXANDER GAVE in to Maggie’s begging to stay up late with him in the evenings. That was when he met his friends at the Blaue Bar. The bar was in the hotel lobby, and where Maggie often had lunch if Alexander had to be at the university earlier than normal. Sometimes she would just wander in and nibble from the dishes of nuts. Every so often, Kurt, the old bartender, would let her help cut up the lemons and limes.

According to Alexander, Maggie had taken her first steps in the Blaue Bar one night while he and Caroline were having cake and coffee at the end of a long day. Maggie had no memory of that, of course, and simply loved the bar because it was beautiful. Dark blue velvet covered the chairs and the bar stools. Even the walls were covered in light blue velvet with gold overleaf on which hung burnished lamps.

Alexander met his friends there very late every evening, after the Opera was done, so that the singers could join the city’s painters, sculptors, musicians, and poets. They were the sorts of people who liked to talk and smoke and argue about things Maggie found hard to understand. But she liked how excited they all got about their discussion.

That wasn’t, however, why she wanted to stay up late in the bar. One reason was because she hated how, as soon as she fell asleep upstairs, Alexander left their rooms to go downstairs. She wanted to be included in this part of her father’s life.

But the main reason Maggie wanted to be at the Blaue Bar late at night was the dragons. Once a week, at around two in the morning, a group of the city’s dragons gathered at the bar, laughing and talking. Even though Maggie had now lived at the hotel for seven years, she’d only ever seen them there twice. They would loudly ask Kurt to bring them pitchers of fermented Apfelsaft, which was, as far as Maggie could tell, apple juice mixed with vinegar. It smelled so terrible that she could not bring herself to even try it, but she loved watching the dragons stand around the bar, jostling each other for position.

When she started coming to the bar every night with her father, she tried to stay up, but usually fell asleep next to him on the blue velvet banquette or curled underneath the table. The floor was covered in a beautiful soft rug and the heavy marble table made a canopy, blocking out light and sound. Almost every week, she missed the dragons because she was asleep.

Finally, one night the dragons were still there when her father woke her. Maggie wondered how it was that twenty dragons could fit in the small Blaue Bar when the ones she had seen elsewhere in the city were almost as big as the bar itself.

“They scale to size,” Alexander told her. “That way they are never too big or too small to fit with their surroundings.”

When getting into her warm bed as the sun was beginning its rise, Maggie would think how lucky she was to live in Vienna, where the world’s last dragons lived, and to have a father who let her see every bit of the city, no matter the hour.
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Over the years, Grisha had come to love his new home. It wasn’t his forest or, for that matter, any forest, but he was, at long last, a flesh-and-blood dragon again. If not as free as he’d been before Leopold’s spell, he was far freer than he’d dared to hope while he was a teapot. His castle had plenty of sunny spots, and the people who visited were thrilled to have a dragon there to answer their questions.

He and Kator, who lived in another castle on the Danube, often visited each other. They would sit and sun themselves or, on cold, rainy days, watch the slate-gray river go by and talk. They were careful not to talk too much of home or their early years in Vienna, but Kator had a lot of battle stories. Between those stories and the ones of people Grisha saw at his castle, they always had something to discuss.

“How do you notice these things?” Kator asked, after Grisha recounted a story about a woman whose open purse revealed a water bottle, an umbrella, a sweater, Band-Aids, paper napkins, and a very mashed piece of cake.

“I’ve had lots of practice watching people,” Grisha said. “You could do the same at your castle.”

“People only interest me on the battlefield,” Kator said. “Off of it, I much prefer the company of dragons.”

Kator was not alone in this sentiment. All the dragons loved the weekly gatherings at the Hotel Sacher. Grisha found these nights to be precious beyond all others. He only wished that the dragons could meet at a more reasonable hour than two in the morning. It wasn’t that he was tired then (created by magic for battle, dragons needed very little sleep), but he loved watching the city’s sky in the hours before sunrise. When you have lived most of your life as a prisoner, you come to crave the outside as if it were the best chocolate in the world.

However, two in the morning it was, as the Department of Extinct Exotics—known as the D.E.E.—had made an agreement with the hotel manager that the dragons would not come until the bar was closed to the general public. The D.E.E. was tasked with overseeing the dragons’ lives and controlling their interactions with the general population.

In Vienna, dragons were a fact of city life, as basic as streetcars and rude waiters. They hardly ever scared anyone and often people were simply too busy to notice them. But the hotel’s manager didn’t want to take a chance that one of their out-of-town guests would wander in and be terrified. It was one thing for a tourist to look forward to seeing a dragon walking through a palace or giving directions in a museum and quite another to see one unexpectedly in a hotel.

Thus the late hour for the weekly gathering of dragons was arranged so that the bar would be empty. However, when Grisha and his friends arrived, there were often people still at a large table in the back. According to the bartender, they were all of Vienna’s artists.

“None of them are sensible enough to be scared of you lot,” he said.

“No one is scared of us anymore,” Kator said, sounding both sad and confused.

Annoushka, a dragon who had once held an entire army at bay for five months in order to save a queen locked up in a tower, joined in. “If only the law allowed,” she said, “I would teach everyone how to fear us.” When she grinned, Annoushka revealed several broken teeth, a sure sign that she had removed swords from men with a single bite.

Grisha, who had never wanted anyone to be afraid of him, returned to watching the people at the table. The opera singers were loud, the artists had paint on their shoes, and the poets were quiet. There was sometimes a young girl sound asleep under the table. She looked like a tangle of arms and legs that had collapsed in utter exhaustion. He noticed that her brown hair had usually slipped away from a poorly tied ribbon.

On one particularly cold and wet February night the girl woke up, untangled herself from under the table, and wandered over to the bar. She moved as if her body were graceful and clumsy in equal parts. She had large brown eyes full of quiet observation and she was neither beautiful nor plain. Instead, her long face looked as if it might break into either a giggle or a yawn at any moment.

Since most of the dragons were busy boasting about their amazing deeds, only Grisha noticed the girl. Of all the people who came through his castle to climb the turrets and descend into the dungeons, the children were his favorites. They never asked boring questions like “In what year was this structure built?” or “Which king was it that the emperor held prisoner?” Instead, children wanted to know where people who’d lived in the castle had gone to the bathroom (outside) or how many soldiers could fit into the turret (Grisha had no idea, but always said seven, an answer that seemed to satisfy, although one girl had insisted it must be thirteen).

This girl, however, did not seem like the insisting type, so Grisha introduced himself and asked her name.

Maggie hesitated, remembering the last time she had told a stranger her name.

“I’m Anna Marguerite, which is a little silly,” she said. “So people call me Maggie.”

“It’s not at all silly,” Grisha said, and was rewarded by a huge smile. “Grisha is short for Benevolentia Gaudium.”

“Kindness and joy!” Maggie exclaimed, happy to encounter Latin outside of a book. “How does Grisha come from that?”

“It just does,” he said.

“Well, it is shorter,” she said.

They looked at each other shyly, each happy to have met the other, but not sure that the other person (or dragon) wanted to be bothered.

“Would you like to eat?” Grisha asked. “Are you hungry?”

He knew that the Blaue Bar had a late-night menu and that people, unlike dragons, often ate their meals together (dragons crave company, but rarely enjoy eating with one another).

“Oh, yes, I’m starved,” Maggie said. “Do you think I could get some strudel?”

Grisha asked the waiter to bring a plate of warm strudel with whipped cream as well as a mug of hot chocolate, for he was under the impression that human children liked to drink that. He was also under the impression that human children did not fall asleep under hotel tables unless they had a grown-up with them.

“Which one belongs to you?” Grisha asked, looking at the group of Vienna’s artists, who were all talking, laughing, arguing, drinking, and eating.

“With the pipe,” Maggie said, pointing to a tall man in a tweed jacket. “He’s my papa, but you would call him Alexander.”

Alexander was listening to several people at once. He also had a long, serious face that looked, Grisha thought, like it had fallen out of the habit of smiling. That is the sort of thing dragons see, although they are never sure if they are right. People are odd creatures and sometimes they cry when they are happy, so it can be hard to tell if what you see is what you think it is. Even if you are a dragon who has decades of practice watching people.

“He’s a very famous poet,” Maggie said. She said this matter-of-factly, as if stating that he was tall or busy or at the dentist.

“I see,” said Grisha. He was not at all surprised that someone’s father was famous, as fame in the dragon world was a given. After all, each dragon was famous to all the others because of their particular battles, adventures, or exploits.

“If you know about things like poetry, that is,” Maggie said.

“I don’t know anything about poetry,” Grisha said. “Is it fun?”

“Fun,” Maggie repeated slowly. No one had ever asked her that before. Fun and poetry were words like “delicious” and “espresso,” she thought. In theory, they could be one and the same, but it probably depended on the person. She tried to imagine her father’s students having fun, but couldn’t. “I’m not sure it’s fun,” she said. “Probably not.”

“That’s too bad,” Grisha said. He was glad she’d given her answer some thought, for fun was not a topic to be treated lightly.

Even though they are born to spend their lives scaring people, guarding them, or haunting their dreams, dragons are deeply devoted to fun. When dragons boasted of their epic adventures, what they were really proclaiming was that their lives had been fun. It was an open secret in the world of magic that if the world of men had known to tell a joke or invent a game at crucial moments, a lot of famous battles would never have taken place. The dragons would have been entirely too distracted to fight.

The food came, and Grisha and Maggie carried it to one of the little tables right next to the bar. Maggie took a huge bite of strudel and then asked the waiter for extra whipped cream. “The only thing I like more than whipped cream is butter,” she explained to Grisha after the waiter had said, Certainly, miss.

“So what do you do for fun?” she asked, once it had been established that he was not interested in having his own pastry.

“I nap in the sun,” he said. “Or my friend Kator comes to visit.” He pointed to the bar where Kator was talking.

“The one with the velvet covering his scales?” Maggie asked.

“Yes,” Grisha said, impressed she had noticed a detail like that. “He claims that in one of his big battles a prince used a poisoned blade to burn away seventeen of his scales.”

“But you don’t believe him?”

“Well, when I first met him, he didn’t have any velvet scales, so I am not sure.”

“Why would anyone lie about that?” Maggie asked.

“It’s not a lie, exactly, but a fake injury will make a battle story sound better,” Grisha explained. “Dragons love a good story.”

“He seems very loud,” Maggie said. “Do you spend a lot of time with him?”

“He is much quieter when he and I are alone.”

“That’s good,” Maggie said, sounding relieved. “Where do you live?”

Grisha told her about his castle, and Maggie said she would be very jealous if she weren’t living in the hotel.

“This hotel?” Grisha asked her. “The Sacher?”

“Yes,” she said.

“I didn’t know people lived in hotels,” he said. “I thought they stayed in them.”

“Well, when my mother was alive, we all lived in an apartment,” Maggie said.

Grisha, thinking of his own father, felt a sudden stab of sadness for the girl seated opposite him.

“It was behind the Rathauspark and City Hall,” Maggie said. “I don’t remember living there. I don’t actually remember her either, but she was more famous than my papa.”

Grisha knew how hard it was to have no memory of someone important from your life. The grief he’d felt when he discovered his mother had died while he was trapped in the teapot had been big and solid. The sadness about his father, of whom he had no memories, had been small and quiet, but just as real. What he missed, he’d discovered, was not the older dragon himself, but the chance to have known his father at all.

“I think the Sacher is an excellent place to call home,” Grisha said gently.

He had been alive for a very long time and he knew when people wanted to talk and when they didn’t. He understood that Maggie did not want to talk about her mother or the apartment or anything she didn’t remember. It would be rude to ask about what wasn’t any of his business. Dragons are not rude creatures.

It had gotten late and Alexander’s friends were putting on their coats. At the bar, the dragons were finishing their stories. Soon it would be time for Grisha to return home to his castle on the Danube.

Alexander walked over to the table where Maggie and Grisha were sitting. Maggie introduced them, and Grisha, who didn’t like to shake hands with humans (he worried his scales might scratch them), bowed in her father’s direction. There were white hairs all along the hem of Alexander’s trousers, as if a furry creature had been resting against him.

“Thank you for keeping my daughter amused,” he said. “I fear my friends and I can be boring company for a little girl.”

Grisha could see that Maggie did not like being referred to as a little girl, and so he quickly said, “She was amusing me. She was kind enough to keep me company while my companions all told stories I have heard many times already.”

“Will I see you again next week?” Maggie asked Grisha.

“That would be very pleasant,” Grisha said.

“You mustn’t feel obliged,” Alexander said. “I know I shouldn’t let her stay up so late, but I can’t bear to—”

“I don’t feel obliged,” Grisha said, interrupting, but wanting to be clear. “I very much meant that it would be very pleasant.”

The dragons were beginning to make their way to the lobby. Alexander and Maggie walked with Grisha to the hotel’s heavy front doors.

Maggie, in spite of having seen Grisha bow to her father, decided against such formality. She put her arms around as much of his middle as she could reach. Grisha remained as still as possible, not wanting to cause a rip in her pretty, if fairly mussed, velvet dress.

“Good night,” she said, turning to take her father’s outstretched hand.

The beginnings of dawn were creeping through the big windows on either side of the Sacher’s front door. Grisha thought it was a very fine thing to have met such a charming girl. One with such serious eyes and who said good night just as the morning greeted you.
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CHAPTER TEN

FOG OF WAR
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WHEN THE DAY FINALLY ARRIVED THAT GRISHA WAS due back at the Blaue Bar, Maggie woke up and realized that she’d been thinking about him all week. Either wishing she could see him, or saving up things to tell him. There was a new waiter at the café where she spent rainy afternoons. Two American boys her age were staying at the Sacher, but weren’t very nice. Also, her father had spilled espresso all across some important papers and spent almost five minutes swearing in several different languages.

It was odd that so much worth telling someone could happen in only one week. It was odder still that, until now, she’d only ever told her father her news. Which meant that some of it never got told. After all, he already knew about the espresso swearing. And she never told him about kids who weren’t nice to her because it upset him.

But with Grisha, it was different. The dragon had a way of seeing clearly, taking her side, and yet empathizing with everyone involved. Maggie thought of the way he’d looked at her the last time he’d been to the bar. Grisha had known she hadn’t been rude, but he’d also understood why Alexander had told her not to badger him. Even before Grisha spoke, she’d felt better. When she was with him, she felt like her best self, and when she wasn’t with him she looked forward to seeing him.

So this is what it feels like to miss someone, Maggie thought. Back when she’d been very little and just beginning to sort out what it meant to have a dead mother she didn’t remember, she’d tried to imagine what it felt like to miss someone. Once she’d gone so far as to picture her father dying in a car crash, but that was so awful she’d had to stop right away.

Now, though, she could begin to understand without having to pretend there’d been a terrible tragedy. It would be like thinking about Grisha with the knowledge that he’d never be at the Blaue Bar ever again. That must be what missing Caroline was like for Alexander.

No wonder he looked unhappy when people mentioned her mother: It just reminded him of what he didn’t have. Maggie was suddenly grateful that she didn’t miss her mother. It was much easier to miss someone she knew she’d see again.

Maggie got dressed. In the sitting room where breakfast was always served, Alexander was having his first cup of coffee. He never spoke until it was finished, and Maggie normally appreciated the quiet as the day began and was usually busy with her own thoughts and plans. Today, though, she looked at her father as if seeing him for the first time. Alexander’s day, no matter how busy he was, would be shaped by not seeing Caroline. Every day was like that for him.

Maybe he is used to it, she thought. Maybe he doesn’t ever think about it. That was unlikely. If for some reason she could never see Grisha again, she didn’t think she’d ever get used to it, and she and Grisha were only friends, not married.

Alexander put down his cup and smiled at her. “Good morning,” he said. “How did you sleep? Any dreams?”

It was his usual greeting, and normally she would say, “Nothing to report,” and the day would start. Grisha had said that Alexander looked like he’d fallen out of the habit of smiling and she’d replied, no, her father smiled a lot. But, as she opened her mouth to answer, she wondered what her father hid behind his eyes in those moments when he claimed he was trying to think.

“I love you, Papa,” she said, and then she looked down at her roll, broke it in half, and crammed butter into it. “Nothing to report.”

She added her usual response so he wouldn’t suspect that it had taken her eight years to start to understand how hard her mother’s death might be for him.

Alexander helped himself to what was left of the butter and said, “Ich liebe dich ebenfalls.”

In German, the way to say “I love you too” was Ich liebe dich auch. But Maggie had trouble pronouncing auch (too) and would always use ebenfalls (also) instead. Normally, Alexander would make her use auch.

“Thanks for the ebenfalls,” she said, and they laughed.

Their morning reset itself to normal and all was well.
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After swearing to herself that she wouldn’t fall asleep, Maggie woke up abruptly and crawled out from under the table. It was only half past one in the morning, so the dragons hadn’t arrived yet. She went to the bar to order hot chocolate and fermented Apfelsaft from Kurt. Then she sat down at the little table where she and Grisha spent their evenings and waited, pleased that everything was ready.

When he walked in, it felt to Maggie as if the whole bar became lighter and happier. Grisha didn’t like hugs because he worried about his scales scratching her, but Maggie believed in hugging people instead of only shaking hands. As a compromise, they had decided that she would put her hand on the orange scale she could reach and he would settle a front paw on her shoulder.

With that finished, he asked about her Latin progress because he knew that was her most difficult subject. Maggie told him that Latin verbs never got easier to conjugate. She described the new waiter at the café. “He’s younger than all the others, but just as rude as the others,” she said. “He’s losing his hair, though, so maybe he’s not that young.”

“It’s hard to tell with humans,” Grisha said. “With dragons it’s easy. Our scales turn silver. But sometimes humans have gray hair without being old. It’s confusing.”

“It is confusing,” she said, tapping her fingers against each other and thinking that she often didn’t know what to say to people she met. “People are just confusing.”

Grisha had come to recognize that when Maggie tapped her fingertips like that, she was thinking about something other than what she was saying. “What’s bothering you?” he asked.

“No, nothing anymore,” she said, looking up from her fingers. The way Grisha’s gold eyes softened into the color of lamplight when he smiled put her at ease.

“There was an American family staying at the hotel this week,” she said. “A mother and three children. She travels for work and takes all of them with her wherever she goes.”

“Do they have lessons the way you do?” Grisha asked.

“Yes, but not from her,” Maggie said. “She hires tutors.”

“Did you compare notes with them?” Grisha asked. “About what it’s like to learn outside of school?”

“Not exactly,” Maggie said.

She’d heard the two older boys struggling with their German translation and so had asked if they wanted help. By way of an answer, they’d told her she was stuck-up, in very bad German, and that they certainly didn’t need her help.

Maggie had been too confused to respond, completely unaware that boys who were thirteen and fifteen did not appreciate offers of help from eleven-year-old girls. Why wouldn’t you want help from someone younger? After all, when she was nine, a seven-year-old boy from Spain had shown her how to do a handstand. They’d gone up and down the Sacher’s hallways on their hands until the boy saw that she could do it.

Grisha, who also had no idea why two older boys would be unkind, said, “I’m sorry that happened.”

“It’s just frustrating how some people are perfectly reasonable and others aren’t,” Maggie said. “I can never tell what it is I’m doing wrong. Or right.”

“Maybe it’s just a question of practice,” Grisha said. “By talking to all types.”

“Maybe, but I got my revenge,” she said, and explained that she’d arranged for the boys’ breakfast to be delivered burnt and cold during the rest of their stay. Having lived at the hotel for over seven years, Maggie had people on the staff willing to help her.

At the bar, the dragons had started in on their bragging and boasting and shouting about how I saved him or I conquered an empire or I was conquered so that the kingdom was saved.

“Are you going to tell me your story?” she asked.

“I’m going to try,” Grisha said. “But I’m a little nervous.”

“Do you want me to get my rabbit?” Maggie asked. “She helps when you’re nervous.”

“You have a rabbit?” Grisha asked. “I didn’t think the hotel allowed pets.”

“She’s not exactly real,” Maggie said, not feeling embarrassed the way she usually was when the subject of her rabbit came up. “I mean, I used to think so, and I carried her everywhere. And I saved her from Papa throwing her out, but now she’s in my pajama drawer and I know she’s . . . stuffed.”

Maggie whispered the word, knowing it was silly but still worried about hurting the rabbit’s feelings.

“I won’t be so nervous that we have to disturb your rabbit,” Grisha said, and Maggie nodded and leaned forward, anxious for his story.
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Grisha need not have worried that Maggie would be bored by his lack of battle experience. She had studied the Emperor Franz Joseph’s life in great detail because he had been born in Schönbrunn Palace, which was her favorite palace in all of Europe. She was thrilled beyond measure that Grisha had actually known Franz Joseph.

“I didn’t exactly know him,” Grisha said. “I just spent a lot of time in his rooms.”

“And in his pockets,” Maggie said, tucking her feet up under herself so that her whole body fit in the blue velvet chair. “Plus, you knew him from watching what he did.”

As Grisha went on with his tale, she forgot all about the emperor and wished instead that she had lived in London with the Merdinger family. She was consumed with curiosity about Rachel and Ella, who also studied at home, but with a governess. Yakov, a banker from Budapest, seemed to be a little bit like her father, a poet from Prague; both of them spoke more than one language, cared about others, and knew of magic. I’d love to know someone whose papa was like mine, she kept thinking.

When Grisha got to the part where he and Yakov said goodbye, she said, “I wish the girls had met you. Outside of the teapot, I mean.”

Grisha, who had wished exactly that for many years, smiled at Maggie. Somehow telling her about his life in a teapot had made it, if not a pleasant memory, a less painful one.

“For a while I hoped that Yakov would bring the girls to Vienna for a visit,” Grisha said. “But he never came.”

“What happened when you got here?” Maggie asked, but instead of answering, Grisha fell silent and his eyes took on a faraway look. Sometimes her father got lost in his thoughts when telling her stories. So she looked across the table and waited. And waited.

“Grisha?”

The dragon heard her voice and looked at her face, full of curiosity and concern. He wanted to tell her, but the usual fog that filled his mind whenever he thought of his early time in Vienna was obscuring his memories.

“I registered with the Department of Extinct Exotics,” he said. After all, he must have done so. So why couldn’t he remember that?

“And then?”

“They . . . had me sign a contract, and I started my job here at the castle, and, well . . . here we are.”

“Was it exciting to see all of your friends again?” she asked.

“My friends,” Grisha said slowly, trying to think.

“Kator and all the others,” Maggie said. She noticed that Grisha looked both sad and confused. “You know, once you got to Vienna and everyone was here to register?”

“It was, um, yes, it was nice,” Grisha said, although he knew it must have been terrifying. After all, he would not have worked so hard to forget what had been nice. It was odd how part of him wanted to remember, but another part warned him not to try.

“I think it’s time for you to go to sleep,” he said.

“I am tired,” she said. And she was, but she also understood that Grisha no longer wanted to talk about his early time in Vienna. Still, she was curious. “Will you tell me all the rest another time?”

Grisha nodded and then went to tell Alexander that he would take Maggie upstairs and put her to bed. He’d never put anyone to bed before, but Maggie said that she didn’t need much help. At the age of eleven, a kiss on the forehead was pretty much all she wanted before sleep.

“Will you come back tomorrow?” Maggie asked, as she burrowed her way under the covers.

“Next week,” Grisha said. “Good night.”

“It’s morning,” Maggie said. “Why is it always morning?”

Grisha kissed her forehead again and, instead of going back to the Blaue Bar, went home to his castle. He wrapped himself around the turret and tried to remember exactly what had happened after he’d arrived in Vienna.

Where there should be memories, there was nothing but blank space. He knew it had been wonderful to reunite with other dragons, but whatever else he’d once known remained hidden. He let the fog roll back over his memories and watched as the sun spread against the sky and bounced across the Danube as far as the eye could see.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE DEPARTMENT OF EXTINCT EXOTICS
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FOR A FEW DAYS, MAGGIE WALKED AROUND IN HER own fog. It often happened that she had an idea before she had language for it. Over the years, she’d learned that searching for the right words, forcing the idea out, was about as useful as trying to make the sun move. She simply had to wait. The words would make themselves known by pressing against her mouth and head. This time, when the words finally did make themselves known, her idea was so obvious that she wondered why she hadn’t known it right away.

I want to see Grisha more than once a week.

The dragon worked at his castle every day until three, which was just about when she stopped her studies. In theory, Maggie was free to pursue what interested her and to think her own thoughts, but in practice, her schedule was up to her father. After three or four hours of morning lessons, they had lunch. He then left her with assignments and went to the university. If and when she finished her work, she was allowed to wander the city.

If there was a thoughtful, well-reasoned argument for any deviation in Maggie’s schedule, Alexander had promised he would always consider it. What she had now was not an argument, but a wish. She hoped that would be enough.

Instead of waiting for her father to look up from his desk, she stood right next to it and tapped on his arm. “I want to see Grisha more than once a week.”

“Yes, that makes sense,” Alexander said, as if her request had no unusual importance. He was organizing her lessons. “I’m sure we can go out to his castle one afternoon.”

“No, not at the castle,” she said. “Maybe he could come here after I’m done with assignments and he could . . . well, he could just be with me.”

“Oh,” Alexander said. He pushed his notes aside. “I should have realized. You don’t want to be alone.”

“No, I like being alone,” she said. “But I like being with Grisha better.”

“I suppose we could ask the D.E.E. if Grisha could be, say, your teacher, for lack of a better word.”

“Grisha is my friend,” she said. “I don’t want him to be my teacher.”

“I understand that,” he said. “But the Department is not known for letting the dragons lead much of a life outside of their assigned jobs. And they aren’t fans of such friendships.”

Maggie thought about the pained expression on Grisha’s face when he’d told her about registering with the D.E.E. It made sense that the Department was strict and forbidding.

“What do you say we skip lessons this morning?” Alexander asked. “We can go talk to someone there.”

Normally, Maggie never got to skip lessons. Learning at home meant there was no such thing as a school holiday.

“Yes!” She ran to the hall closet and grabbed both their jackets.

“Don’t get your hopes up,” her father said. “The D.E.E. is very odd and full of unusual rules about what the dragons can do.”

“Unusual and odd,” Maggie said. “That’s perfect for us.”
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Two guards armed with guns stood at the huge front entrance of the D.E.E. Their uniforms were military in style (trousers, tailored shirts, matching hats), but oddly festive in color and detail (instead of medals, their shirts and hats were festooned with large blue feathers). As Maggie and Alexander started to walk past them, the guards reached for the long swords hanging from their belts.

Without meaning to, Maggie smiled. Her love of all things military made it impossible not to be happy when seeing a sword up close instead of behind glass at a museum.

“You won’t think it’s funny if I run this through you,” one of the guards said, his hand on the hilt, but with the blade still safely tucked in its silver case.

Maggie paused on the stairs, uncertain if she’d understood the man’s German. Had he just said he would stab her?

“Excuse me, sir, what is it exactly that I heard you say to my daughter?” Alexander asked, using his most formal and elaborate German.

“You heard him,” the other guard said. “Tell her to watch her expressions.”

“I beg your pardon,” Alexander said, moving Maggie behind him. “Are you threatening a child?”

She could hear the fury in her father’s voice. He never got loud when he was mad. Instead, he was quiet and still.

“You have no business here,” the first guard said, “so be off with you.”

Maggie knew what was making her father mad was that he so thoroughly disliked rudeness of any kind. Personally, she felt that the blue feathers on the guards’ uniforms made them look so ridiculous she couldn’t imagine that the men posed any kind of real threat. The biggest danger seemed that her father would lose his temper.

“As it happens, I do have business here,” Alexander said. “I need to talk to someone about a dragon.”

“As it happens,” the first guard said, “no one is available.”

“Fine,” Alexander said. “Thank you for your excessive lack of manners and help.”

“But Papa, what about—” Maggie started to ask, but before the guards could react, her father simply took her by the hand and walked her briskly around the corner.

“What’s the lesson here?” he asked.

“Be polite?” Maggie asked.

“Never smile at a man who is holding a weapon.”

Maggie, almost running to keep up with her father, didn’t feel like pointing out that she’d been smiling at the sword and not the guard holding it.

“We’ll just look for the emperor’s entrance,” he said.

Maggie knew that back when Vienna had been part of an empire, most of the city’s buildings were built with several entrances. There was always a secret entrance that allowed the emperor to come and go as he pleased without his subjects seeing him. It was never in the back or the front of the building, but tucked along one of the side streets.

When he’d been a young man just starting out in the world, Alexander had been a lowly clerk at the D.E.I.V. (Department of Elevator Inspection, Vienna). As a result, he had many stories about all of Vienna’s regulations and decrees. Alexander had disliked the job, Maggie knew, but it had taught him a lot of useful things, like the location of the city’s secret entrances. It also taught him that for every rule and contract a department had, it had an exception to that same thing.

Therefore, she was not at all surprised when her father stopped short in front of what looked like more of the building’s wall. It was, on closer inspection, a door with no handle, and Alexander pushed gently against it and ushered her through.

A young, elegant-looking woman at a simple desk looked up from a book she was reading. Maggie was relieved that there were neither swords nor blue feathers in sight.

“Hello,” the woman said, in English and with no trace of an accent. “She said you might figure that out.”

Maggie and her father looked behind themselves, not sure if the woman was talking to them or to whom “she” referred.

“Don’t be alarmed,” the woman said. “I know who you are.”

“Is she one of your students?” Maggie asked her father, rather doubting that she was. The woman had a cheerful look about her, while most of Alexander’s students looked exhausted, worn out, and vaguely tragic. Plus this woman had excellent posture, and all of her father’s students slouched.

“Goodness, no,” the woman told Maggie. “It’s my job to know everyone with whom the dragons have contact.”

“I see,” Maggie said.

“I assume you are here because of one of the dragons at the Blaue Bar,” the woman said.

“We are,” Alexander said.

The young woman leaned back in her chair, looking very pleased. Maggie thought it was as if she were playing a game with them, but without their knowing the rules.

“Is it the dragon who sits with your daughter?” the woman asked Alexander.

Maggie wondered how someone she’d never seen in the Blaue Bar could possibly know about her sitting with Grisha. She felt her father’s hand grip her shoulder, the way he did in crowds when he was worried about their getting separated.

“Yes, it is,” Alexander said, clearly having decided to behave as if it were normal that a stranger would know where and with whom Maggie sat at night. “And I’d very much like to hire him to look after her.”

“Did you know the dragons have contracts that forbid taking any outside work?”

Maggie saw something move in the distance and, for the first time, noticed that another woman was standing by a pillar several feet behind the desk, partly hidden in the shadows. That’s odd, Maggie thought, and tried to make out who the woman was and what she was doing. She looked older than the woman behind the desk.

“We didn’t know that,” Alexander said. “But we hoped—”

“Hope has no place here,” the younger woman said, and now her smile, just as bright as when they had first walked in, made Maggie angry.

“We’re here for an exception,” she said, hoping that her father was right and that there always was one.

The older woman laughed and moved out of the shadows. She wore a skirt and a rumpled shirt that was only partially tucked in. Her hair was pulled back in a loose bun and her spectacles were crooked. She looked brisk but tired, as if her own efficiency had worn her out.

“Well, good for you,” the woman said to Maggie in German. “I’m impressed.” Her eyes were so darkly blue they were almost black, but they flashed with amusement and delight.

“Does that mean you’ll give us one?” Alexander asked.

“You are the first people in thirteen years to come here without wishing to file a complaint,” she said. “So, yes, I think I will.”

“Thank you,” Maggie said.

“Go down this hall, take the staircase on your left,” the woman said, “and tell them they are to do what you ask.”

“Tell who?” Maggie asked.

“My assistants,” she said, as if that were the most obvious thing in the world. “They’ll know I sent you.”

It occurred to Maggie to ask the woman who she was, but before she could get the words out, the woman said, “I am Fräulein Felinum, also called Thisbe.”

“How do you do?” Alexander said politely.

“Go on now,” Fräulein Felinum said. “You haven’t got all day.”

Maggie and her father went down the hall, turned left, and went up the stairs. They then found themselves in another hall. There wasn’t a soul in sight. They wandered past some desks into a room with big windows, an oak table, several armchairs, and two napping cats. It seemed to Maggie that every important-looking building in Vienna had cats in it. But there was no one else in the room.

“Did we go the wrong way?” she asked.

“She told us to turn left,” Alexander said, looking around. “But maybe she meant right?” They went back into the hall with the desks and were met by Fräulein Felinum, also called Thisbe.

“My assistants are busy and it was easy to do this myself,” Thisbe said, handing Maggie a heavy, engraved envelope. “It’s what you need.”

Inside the envelope was a long document with several signatures and a stamp at the bottom with an affixed seal. It concerned one Benevolentia Gaudium (known informally as Grisha and legally as DR87), currently of Greifenstein Castle.

DR87, as a part-time employee of the poet Alexander Miklós, was to accompany the young Miss Miklós, currently of the Hotel Sacher, through her afternoon and evening activities. These activities were to include (but not to exceed) a meal, a walk, a story, and bedtime. Furthermore, henceforth, forthwith, and so on, all this was to take place during the hours after said castle was closed to visitors. And without a proper visa, Grisha would not be permitted to escort Miss Miklós out of the city.

“Thank you,” Maggie said. “I am very glad for this.”

“Now come,” Thisbe said. “I will show you out.”

There was no sign of the woman with good posture who’d been behind the desk when they entered. Maggie looked to the pillar and wondered whether the women took turns standing behind it.

“She’s on her break,” Thisbe said.

Maggie tried to come up with a reasonable way the older woman could have known what she was thinking. There really wasn’t one.

“Goodbye,” Alexander said. “Thank you for your help.”

“Good day,” Thisbe said to them. “Try not to come back. You especially, young lady.”

Maggie nodded as Alexander ushered her out. Her head hurt and her skin itched everywhere. She realized that she would make every effort not to return. Thisbe had been pleasant enough, but Maggie couldn’t shake the feeling that something more dangerous than strange was afoot.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

GOLD EYES
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GRISHA WAS GLAD TO DISCOVER, WHILE DESCRIBING his early days in Vienna, that certain memories still had the sparkling sunshine gleam of something new and lovely. After spending ten days in the small forest behind Yakov’s house in the countryside, he had arrived in Vienna feeling new in the world. It was very similar to being a young dragon in the forest, just discovering how to scale to size, how to smell, and which parts of which trees were the best to eat. Things we all take for granted every day were, for Grisha, the most precious gifts imaginable.

Meeting Kator and Lennox as well as having a dragon community again had been marvelous in many ways. But mixed with his joy at being back in the world, Grisha could feel fear in the air. It was impossible to miss—with the hotel curtains catching fire and dragons so nervous that their tails constantly swished side to side, knocking over everything in their path. However, he’d put it down to everyone adjusting to life outside the forest.

“Kator said the sound the dragons followed to Vienna threatened them with being sent to Siberia,” Maggie said. “That would make anyone afraid.”

“I was so preoccupied with being free,” Grisha said. “The sound should have warned me that Leopold was the man behind it all.”

“Leopold Lashkovic?” Maggie asked, her voice going up shrilly. “Your Leopold?”

He smiled at the idea of Leopold belonging to anyone, let alone Grisha.

“How was he still alive?” Maggie asked. “People don’t live to be as old as dragons!”

“They don’t, that’s true,” Grisha said. “But Leopold stopped being a person a very long time ago. He’s like a dragon in that he is a creature of magic.” He paused, unsure of how to go on. He was struck once again with the difficulty of explaining magic’s rules.

“Leopold gave up money to practice magic, didn’t he?” Maggie asked.

She wasn’t sure she understood how someone could stop being a person. Magic was obviously the reason, but it was unclear how it had worked to make Leopold not a person. What was he, then?

“Yes,” Grisha said. “He loved money and so he never had any, just so that in return for giving it up, he could be a great practitioner.”

“Time, money, or what you love,” Maggie said slowly. “That seems pretty easy to follow. Why couldn’t Yakov do it?”

“Not everyone has time or money,” Grisha said. “And it’s hard to give up what you love. Think of your father giving up poetry.”

“Oh, I see,” she said. For she knew Alexander would never be able to do that.

“Magic demands its exact price,” Grisha said. “And sometimes that’s too high.”

“You must have been terrified when you saw that Leopold was in charge,” she said.

“I was,” Grisha said. He remembered how his fire breath had turned into a thick foam and how he had rushed out of the hotel to throw up in the gutter.

It hadn’t just been the memory of being turned into a teapot that had frightened him. In setting Grisha free, Yakov had undone one of Leopold’s spells, and nothing made a sorcerer angrier than that. They jealously guarded their power and would often go to great lengths to regain any power that was lost when a spell was reversed.

“But Leopold was kind to me. He said he was glad to see old friends after so many years of living alone.”

Kator had been as terrified as Grisha. The four cats he’d guarded as a young dragon had been enchanted into magic by Leopold. The cats were incredibly powerful, able to change their own shapes as well as that of any living creature. They could cast spells, make potions, read thoughts, and summon lightning. The cats, Kator had said, were dangerous, but not as dangerous as Leopold.

“What do you mean ‘enchanted into’?” Maggie asked.

“Somebody who isn’t born into the world of magic, but becomes magical because of a spell or an enchantment,” he said. “If you are enchanted into magic, you have been turned into a creature of magic.”

He sounded surprised that she didn’t already know that, and she was glad that he was willing to explain what was so obvious to him.

“So regular people can belong to the world of magic?” she asked.

“It’s never easy, but it happens,” Grisha said. “The cats were humans before Leopold turned them into cats. It’s why they’re so powerful. Magically speaking, that is.”

“Being human and then a cat made them powerful?” Maggie asked. “That doesn’t make sense.”

What she really wanted to know was if she could have any amount of power, magically speaking, without becoming an animal. She knew how Leopold’s magic had hurt Grisha, but the possibility that she might practice her own magic was exciting. People who know nothing about magic often think it would be exciting to practice it. That changes once they understand what magic requires of them.

“Humans almost never choose to become animals,” he said. “So it’s a rule that they receive more magic once they are turned into animals. An animal can also be enchanted into magic, but it won’t be given as much magic as a human.”

The more Maggie learned about magic’s rules, the more it made sense to her that Grisha and the other dragons called it the World of Magic. It often did seem completely separate from the world in which she lived. Her world might have its own confusing rules, but at least she didn’t have to worry about being turned into a teapot.

“Did you and Kator warn the others about Leopold?”

“We tried,” Grisha said. “Kator told Lennox, and he told everyone not to look Leopold in the eye. He was also worried about Leopold’s four cats, and so told us to avoid any and all cats.”

“In Vienna?” Maggie asked. “But you were all staying in hotels!”

“Well, we knew we only had to fear the cats who had short, bushy tails and a black dot behind each ear,” Grisha said. “But just to be safe, we ran every time we saw any cat at all.”

“There were two cats at the D.E.E.,” Maggie said. “I didn’t notice their tails. I thought they were regular Viennese cats.”

“They probably were,” Grisha said. “Leopold’s cats are somewhere in Vienna, but they don’t like us.”

Maggie remembered how easily she and her father had walked in and out of the room the cats were in and guessed they hadn’t been Leopold’s, or else they would have been attacked.

“Kator told me that once some children were throwing rocks in a field where Leopold’s cats were playing tag,” Grisha said. “The cats turned the kids into mice.”

Maggie’s mouth went very dry. Leopold’s cats were definitely dangerous. “Why did he create them?” she asked. “What do they do other than eat children?”

“People paid Leopold so they could use the cats,” Grisha said. He told her of the famous stories from the seventeenth century, when there’d been a long, bloody siege the cats had been hired to finish. They’d turned everyone hiding behind the kingdom’s wall into wingless bugs. The attacking army had scaled the walls and then simply stepped on every bug in sight.

Maggie was silent. She wasn’t sure what to do with this information. The story was disgusting as well as unbelievable. But because her friend had once been a teapot, it was probably true that the D.E.E. was run by cats who had turned people into bugs.

“Why did Leopold bring the cats to Vienna?” she asked.

“He had to call in help because he hadn’t expected a hundred and fourteen dragons to arrive in the city.”

“I didn’t think there were more than thirty or forty of you here,” Maggie said, her whole body surging with excitement. “Where are they? Can I meet them?”

“No,” he told her, for this was the worst part of what had happened when the dragons arrived in Vienna. “They’re gone.”

Leopold had promised the soldiers he would find the dragons a peaceful role in the world. He had expected it to be easy, as he had thought there could be no more than fifty dragons left in the forest.

However, when more than a hundred dragons arrived, the old sorcerer quickly saw that the city only had room for about forty dragons in its castles and other grand buildings. This meant that seventy-five or so dragons would need to be eliminated. At the height of his powers, Leopold could have managed such a thing, but by the end of World War II, his powers had diminished, as no one was willing to pay him for magic. He needed the cats to help him impose order on the dragons he let stay in the city as well as the ones he wanted to banish.

Deciding who could stay and who must go was tricky at first. Leopold thought about using personalities or sizes as a way to sort out the dragons. Personality, however, was hard to measure and dragons changed size depending on mood or surroundings.

And then Leopold noticed that the frail white dragon, Lennox, who seemed to be a leader of sorts, had gold eyes. Most of the others had violet eyes, and a small number of them had red.

Leopold did an exact count of whose eyes were what color, and that was that. Thirty-seven dragons with gold eyes would stay in Vienna. All the rest would have to be “processed.”

“The soldiers separated dragons who’d been friends for centuries, and even dragons who were related,” Grisha said.

The sound of older dragons wailing as their children were taken from them was nothing like the battle roars they all knew. The cries sounded like cellos, harps, and flutes, all horrendously out of tune.

“But Leopold was a sorcerer,” Maggie said. “Couldn’t he have made Vienna big enough for all of the dragons?”

“Even when he had all of his power, Leopold would only have been able to change a building’s shape or purpose,” Grisha said. “Not create space.”

“So what did he do?” Maggie asked. “Did he send the other dragons to Siberia?”

“No,” Grisha said. “If he’d had all his power, Leopold probably would have been able to turn them into paintings or plates or teapots and store them in boxes until another solution could be found.”

But Leopold’s limited powers only allowed for a less powerful spell. Sadly for all involved, even the cats, that spell had gone wrong.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

BURIED
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MAGGIE COULD FEEL HOT LIQUID TRYING TO BURST up from her belly, but she ignored it. She kept her hands tightly pressed together as a way of keeping what she felt, a violent mix of sad and angry, from boiling over. The idea of dragons being torn from those they loved and then falling victim to a spell worse than being turned into a teapot was beyond horrible. She couldn’t believe that what Grisha described had happened in her city.

But it had happened.

After Leopold divided the dragons, the ones without gold eyes were moved to an apartment building on Weyrgasse in the third district, where they cried loudly at night. Three of them were so unhappy that they tried to escape. People who lived on the street were irritated by all of the noise and commotion.

Leopold, still unsure of where he would put the redor violet-eyed dragons, cast a spell to keep them silent. He thought that would buy him some time while he figured out what to do with more than seventy unwanted dragons.

Instead of falling into silence, however, the dragons fell into an endless sleep, like the kind you might find in a fairy tale. It was a good spell, and one Leopold had used before, but it just wasn’t the right spell for the situation. And it wasn’t the spell he’d meant to use. One of the problems with having weakened power was that he couldn’t always control it.

“The dragons in the apartment building still made a lot of noise, mostly from snoring,” Grisha said. “Seventy dragons snoring meant a lot of smoke in the air. The neighbors complained more than ever.”

Maggie tried to imagine living near an apartment building full of crying dragons. Would you really complain? Wouldn’t you, instead, knock on the door and ask if they needed something? And if those dragons then fell into a deep, noisy sleep without waking up, wouldn’t you call a doctor?

Maggie was sure that was what she would do.

“So Leopold moved them,” Grisha said.

“Where to?” Maggie asked. Her thoughts were racing ahead, searching for ways to undo what had been done. Surely it would be a simple matter of waking up the dragons. “Where are they now?”

“I don’t know,” Grisha said.

It was one of the saddest parts of his memories. It was bad enough to have the dragons locked up, he thought, but not knowing where they were made it all more terrible.

“Did Leopold kill them?” Maggie whispered. Her belly roiled again.

“No, definitely not,” Grisha said. “If he had, we all would have smelled it. A murdered dragon releases a horrible scent,” he explained. “To get rid of the smell, the body has to be burned. It can take up to three days for the fire to go out, and then another five for the smell to vanish.”

That’s impressive, Maggie thought. So even a dragon who was killed on the battlefield could still cause a lot of problems for the opposing army. But what if a dragon died normally of old age? Or in a car crash?

“When we die of natural causes, we smell like pine-cones or roasted acorns,” Grisha said.

“Okay, so Leopold didn’t kill them,” Maggie said. “They have to be somewhere. Seventy-five dragons don’t just vanish.” Her thoughts resumed racing around one thing: Find those dragons.

“How about Siberia?” she asked. “Didn’t you say that was what he was going to do if the dragons didn’t follow the sound?”

“That was just a threat,” Grisha said. “Leopold didn’t have enough power to do that.”

Right, Maggie thought. The sorcerer hadn’t had enough power to turn the dragons into objects. He hadn’t even been able to make them quiet without mishap.

“So where are they?”

“The rumor I heard was that he put the sleeping dragons in an old cellar somewhere. When the cats came to Vienna, they found a better, bigger place to bury them.”

“Buried?” Maggie heard herself shriek. “Where?”

“We don’t know,” Grisha said. “Annoushka and I visited the apartment building every day, even after the spell was cast, but then the soldiers stopped allowing it.”

Grisha remembered how powerless he and Annoushka had felt standing outside the building, unable to help their friends. Even worse had been the grief that flooded over them when the soldiers demanded they leave. Annoushka, the mighty warrior, had wept. The last time he’d seen a dragon cry was when his father had died. He remembered how his mother’s tears had singed her face.

Maggie put her hand on his orange scale; Grisha covered her hand with the padded side of his paw. “The soldiers sent you and Annoushka away so that when they moved the dragons there would be no witnesses.”

“But even if we’d been there, we couldn’t have stopped them,” Grisha said.

Maggie felt a tremor move through his body. It was as if she could touch his sorrow. Her own head ached as she tried to understand why nobody had helped an apartment building full of crying dragons. Dragons who suddenly began to snore instead of weep and then, just as suddenly, vanished. Had anyone even noticed?

There was something she needed to ask, some missing detail, but she couldn’t pinpoint the necessary question.

“Someone has to know where all those dragons are,” Maggie said.

“They’re somewhere in the city, he wasn’t powerful enough to move them anywhere,” Grisha said. “But no one would tell us where, not even the cats.”

“Wouldn’t it make more sense to have asked Leopold?”

“He’d gone back to his house in Italy,” Grisha said. “He left the cats in charge.”

Given what she knew about the cats, Maggie wondered whether it was wise to feel relief at the news that Leopold was no longer in Vienna. But there was something else nagging her. What was it?

“How is an endless sleep different from death?” she asked. It still wasn’t the missing question.

“Breathing,” Grisha said. “As long as you can breathe, there’s hope. There are so many stories of princes or knights who left a bleeding dragon on the battlefield, thinking he was dead, only to have to face that same dragon the next day.”

Maggie’s stomach twisted its knot a little tighter at the thought of dragons left bleeding on the battlefield.

“What happened to the three who tried to escape?” Maggie asked, for that was the question snaking through her thoughts.

“The soldiers shot them,” Grisha said. “No one tried escaping after that.”

That did it. Maggie ran to the roof’s edge, but the throwup was faster than she was. Vomit splashed on her shoes, her dress, and the marble base of a statue as she retched up breakfast and lunch. Maggie hated throwing up for all of the usual reasons (the burning in her chest, the smell, the sound), but mostly she hated how it forced you to lean over a bucket, bowl, or bag. She’d never thrown up outside before and instead of crouching over a container, she bent miserably over the mess.

As Grisha used the smooth underside of his tail to wipe her clean, she felt the city’s breeze move against her hot and damp neck. Slowly, she wiped her mouth and then leaned against the wall.

Together, she and Grisha sat in silence.

Maggie wondered how she had lived in Vienna for eleven years without knowing that seventy-seven—make that seventy-four—dragons were buried underneath. How had she loved Vienna so much—its trams, its palaces, and the cafés where you could eat almond cake—without ever realizing that something was very wrong? Was it possible that she could still love the city knowing it had turned a blind eye to so many despairing dragons?

Closing her eyes against what was unanswerable, she leaned against her friend.

“It’s time to go home,” Grisha told her.

Maggie stayed still, trying to picture the faces of the people who had done nothing but complain when living on the same street as a building full of scared and weeping dragons. Clearly those people, who couldn’t have been that different from her, had forgotten what was right.

“Okay, let’s go,” she said, but made no move to stand up.

The key to sorting out what she’d been told was to not forget. As long as she and Grisha remembered what had happened, they would find a way to fix it.

“Are you still feeling sick?” Grisha asked, and Maggie smiled at him because she’d just thrown up, but was, in some strange way, happier than she’d ever been.

“Grisha, what would happen if you asked at the D.E.E. where the dragons are buried?”

“Nothing good,” he said. “I broke one of the rules in my contract just talking about them.”

“They can do that?” Maggie asked. “Tell you what to say?”

“We aren’t even supposed to think about it and we definitely aren’t supposed to talk about it. Not even with each other.”

Maggie remembered how odd the woman at the D.E.E. had been, and how, when leaving, she’d felt as if something dangerous was hidden there. She could easily see that the Department might be the kind of place that even told your thoughts what to do.

“Is that why you forgot about what happened to the buried dragons?” she asked.

“Not exactly,” he said. “I mostly forgot because it was easier than remembering. I couldn’t do anything about what had happened.”

“Didn’t you want to try?”

Grisha thought for a minute. Had he wanted to try to confront soldiers with guns? Challenge a legendary sorcerer who would do almost anything for money? Risk the famous tempers of four cats known to be as dangerous as the sorcerer who enchanted them?

“I wanted to try to help the lost dragons in the way that I wanted to be free when I was a teapot,” Grisha said.

“You felt stuck,” Maggie said.

He looked at her, not sure if he could make her understand what it had felt like to be a dragon with gold eyes. You were at once profoundly lucky and overjoyed to be alive. But you were also terrified and heartbroken.

“It’s like wanting something with all your heart,” Maggie said. She thought of how she wanted her father to be less unhappy when he thought about her mother’s car crash. “But with no idea of how to go about it.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what it’s like,” Grisha said.

That Maggie understood made him feel lucky. And if he, of all dragons, was lucky, then perhaps he could discover a way to make those buried dragons lucky as well. Perhaps there was a way to take them out of their sleep and restore them to life, the way Yakov had restored him.

“What if we could find them?” Maggie asked. She and Grisha knew Vienna well enough to find seventy-four buried dragons. “Couldn’t we try to help them?”

“Oh, yes,” Grisha said. “Yes.”

Deep in his bones he wanted nothing more than to change what had happened to the other dragons. And at the same time, he wanted Maggie to be safe from the cruelty that had turned all of Vienna’s dragons into unwanted and unremembered creatures. He did not try to explain any of that. He would, instead, let his actions protect her and give them both the necessary strength to do what must be done.

Maggie leaned forward to look right into the gold eyes that had saved her friend. “We will find those dragons and we will set them free,” she told him.

Her words felt like a vow, and she hoped that they would be binding. She thought she understood what Leopold and the cats could do if provoked. She thought it would be worth the risk.

Grisha looked at her and touched her face very gently with the pad side of his paw. He would never let anything bad happen to her.

“I believe you,” he said.
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To free the dragons, they had to know where they were buried, and that was not the sort of information that was just going to present itself to her. For once, the library failed Maggie, no matter how many books and newspapers she checked out that mentioned anything about dragons.

There was one small paragraph in Die Presse about the dragons arriving in Vienna, but nothing about so many of them vanishing. She found four books on the history of dragons in Europe, one on their lives in Asia, and two that discussed language formation and its relation to a plant-based diet. There was nothing about Leopold, eye color, or the invasion of the Black Forest by trains, homes, shops, and guns.

It was as if history itself had fogged over its memories.

“Someone has to know,” Maggie insisted to Grisha. They were in a café behind the Opera House, discussing what they hadn’t found. “Should I speak to the cats?”

“Good lord, no!” Grisha said, and, as if to emphasize how much he meant it, fire flew out of his nose and mouth. “Excuse me,” he said. “But it’s a terrible idea.”

“Why? You asked them, when Leopold went back to Italy.”

“It’s too dangerous,” Grisha said. “Those cats are reckless and possibly crazy.”

Maggie paused briefly to consider the children who’d been turned into mice by the cats and then eaten. But if the cats were truly in charge, they would know things that no one else did.

“We won’t find the dragons if we avoid danger,” she said. “Plus isn’t the whole idea of a quest sort of crazy? Do thoughtful people go off to slay a beast?”

“No,” Grisha said. “Reckless, crazy people do. Stupid people do.”

“Well, we aren’t stupid,” she said. “We will politely ask Thisbe if we can request a meeting with Leopold’s cats.”

“Thisbe is not an easy human to get along with,” Grisha said. “She’s highly erratic, and Lennox says her judgment is not sound.”

“That’s what people say about Papa,” Maggie said. “So she and I might get on well.”

“You might,” Grisha said, because anything was possible. “We’ll go to the D.E.E. and find out what we can.”

Normally, no dragon willingly went to the D.E.E. They had to be summoned before any of them would set a paw in the building where Leopold had once lived. But these were clearly not normal times.

Which was how Grisha knew that, at long last, he was on a quest.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

FIERCE LITTLE CREATURE
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AS THEY HAD EXPECTED, MAGGIE AND GRISHA WERE stopped at the D.E.E.’s front entrance by the guards. “You need an appointment,” one of them said.

“Actually, I am allowed and encouraged to visit here whenever I need,” Grisha said.

“Not with a citizen,” the guard answered. “Only on your own.”

“I’m his job,” Maggie said, and presented the signed, stamped document that proved it. “He can’t leave me outside.”

The guards conferred, as Grisha had told Maggie they would. He’d also said that it wasn’t the swords or the guns she should worry about, but actually the silly feathers on their hats. They were dipped in a poison that could vaporize your insides. Maggie watched the feathers wave in the slight breeze. She’d wanted to go to the side entrance and bypass the guards altogether, but Grisha had insisted on doing everything out in the open. “I’ve broken a number of rules by telling you about the . . . the others,” he’d said. “So I need to make sure I follow every other rule.”

“Go on in, then,” said the guard who seemed to be in charge of talking that day.

There was a table right by the front door, but no one was there.

“We go up these stairs,” Grisha said. The stairs led to the same large hall with desks Maggie and her father had walked through. It was the hall that led into the room with the napping cats.

“We’ll wait for Gregory here,” Grisha said, stopping. “He is Thisbe’s assistant, and we always have to speak to him first.”

“Papa and I didn’t,” Maggie said, remembering how Thisbe had been hiding behind a pillar.

“That’s because you’re not dragons,” Grisha told her.

They stood in the dark, drafty hall for the better part of an hour. They could hear voices in the room beyond. Finally Maggie had had enough. Shaking off Grisha’s restraining paw, she headed into the room with the big windows, the oak table, the three armchairs, and the two napping cats. Only now there was just Thisbe and a young man in it. They were seated at the table, immersed in sorting through files.

Maggie stood for a minute or two, watching and expecting one of them to look up and ask what she needed. Just then something wound round her leg and she jumped a bit. It was a cat with gray and white stripes. Maggie looked closely at the cat’s tail, thrilled and terrified to see that it was short and bushy. She couldn’t see behind its ears to check for a black dot.

The cat hopped onto the table, making Thisbe say, somewhat sharply, “Yes, I know, but I’m busy.”

Maggie made a sound that was a cross between a cough and a hiccup.

“And you,” Thisbe said, finally looking up at Maggie. “I told you not to come back.”

“I’m not here to complain,” Maggie said, feeling a bit like she wanted to sit down. “I need some information.”

“Do you? Well, isn’t that interesting,” Thisbe said, and then turning to the young man, “Gregory, take these files down to my office, will you?”

The young man—Gregory—stood up right away, putting the files in a leather satchel.

“Theodora, go get presentable and then come back straight away,” Thisbe said to no one in particular, while putting papers into a drawer.

The gray-and-white cat hopped off the table and vanished through a small, low door by one of the armchairs. Maggie briefly wondered how a cat made herself presentable. Given how sharply Thisbe had spoken, it was likely that if this was one of Leopold’s magic cats, they were no longer as dangerous as they had been.

Gregory strode toward the door Maggie had come through and Thisbe called out to him to please send in DR87. Then, taking a file from the desk, she sat in an armchair and motioned for Maggie to do the same. Maggie could hear voices in the hallway.

“So tell me what it is you want to know,” Thisbe said.

“There are dragons buried somewhere in Vienna,” Maggie blurted, just as she heard Grisha coming in.

“DR87, scale down properly and sit,” Thisbe said, pointing to the third armchair.

Maggie smiled at Grisha, who was now only about a foot taller and wider than her father, and waited for Thisbe to continue. However, she simply cleaned her glasses on the sleeve of her rumpled blouse and remained silent.

“I, well, we’d like to ask where the buried dragons are,” Maggie said.

Thisbe blinked. “Your friend here is in a bit of trouble,” she said. “We don’t pay DR87 to dwell on the past, and we certainly don’t allow him or any of the DR Extinct Exotics to talk to civilians about it. Unfortunately, I can’t prevent you or anyone else from being at the Blaue Bar when the DRs are droning on about their past glories. But I can certainly reprimand anyone in my charge who breaks a rule.”

Maggie was surprised at how calm she felt, because she was also really angry. The fact that Thisbe or anyone at the D.E.E. thought it was okay to dictate what people or dragons could talk about was infuriating. But instead of the anger making her feel ill or shaky, Maggie saw everything in sharp detail.

The air in the room smelled of cedar and old paper. Dust scrambled in and out of the patterns the sun was making on the floor. Thisbe’s darkish blue-black eyes had a golden hue.

Grisha leaned forward as if about to speak, but Thisbe cut him off. “There’s no point denying anything,” she said. “I have your file, DR87. For starters, you flew in the middle of the city in broad daylight.”

“That’s not against the rules,” Grisha said, but Maggie heard the fear in his voice.

“Excuse me,” Maggie said, looking at Thisbe and speaking in a loud, clear voice. “His name is Benevolentia Gaudium or Grisha. It is not DR87. And, yes, he did fly, but let me remind you that it isn’t forbidden as long as he doesn’t leave the city. And if any tourists had seen him fly, they’d have been thrilled.”

“I see I will need a file on you, Anna Marguerite Miklós,” Thisbe said. “Right now, all I have is that you are a half-orphaned girl child of eleven years and a resident at the Hotel Sacher.”

Half-orphaned? Girl child? Maggie wasn’t sure if she should be alarmed or just laugh.

Before she could make up her mind, a young woman walked into the room, followed by Gregory, who was carrying a tray with a pitcher of water and two glasses. It was the woman Maggie and Alexander had met on their first visit. The one with good posture.

The woman chose a stool next to Thisbe’s chair. She sat very still, radiating a graceful boredom.

Gregory handed the woman a glass of water. Maggie watched with fascination as the woman peered into the glass and lapped at the water with her tongue. Then she stopped abruptly and looked up with an expression of displeasure.

“It’s too cold,” she said, and handed the glass back to Gregory.

Everything about the way she moved reminded Maggie of a ballerina. Even the woman’s hands were graceful and elegant.

“This is Theodora,” Thisbe said. “She’s not terribly fond of humans.”

“Why are you here?” Theodora asked. “I thought Thisbe told you not to come back.”

“I’m here for information,” Maggie said. “Either you will give it to me or you won’t. But as you have already kept us waiting for over an hour, I would appreciate getting an answer now.”

“Maggie, don’t,” Grisha said, his voice low. “Please.”

“Fierce little creature,” Theodora said, and then, to Thisbe, “What information?”

“To know where the dragons are buried,” Maggie snapped, cutting off Thisbe.

“There are no buried dragons,” Theodora said. “It’s all a rumor.”

“Thisbe has already admitted that there are,” Maggie said.

“Actually, what I said was that DR87 had broken a rule by speaking to you about them.”

“Grisha broke a rule by telling me about buried dragons that don’t exist?”

“Yes,” said Theodora and Thisbe at the same time.

“If you are going to lie to me,” Maggie said, “then please go to the trouble of making it believable.”

“Maggie, you cannot talk to them like that,” Grisha cried out, and at the same time, Gregory said, “I’m sure Miss Miklós didn’t mean to sound disrespectful.”

“Gregory, you may take your leave,” Thisbe said, her dark eyes fixed on Maggie. “Theodora and I will deal with this . . . girl child.”

Gregory hurried to the door, clearly delighted to be leaving.

“She’s new to magic. She didn’t know,” Grisha said. “Forgive her.”

“DR87, do hush,” Thisbe said, and Theodora giggled. “You too,” she snapped, and then placed her hand on Theodora’s head, saying, in what Maggie recognized as Latin, “Without memory may your soul sleep.”

Immediately the young woman stretched and yawned, and as her long, thin body curled onto the stool, it changed seamlessly into that of a napping cat. A gray-and-white-striped cat with a short, bushy tail. No doubt she also had a black dot behind each ear.

The change from austerely graceful woman to curled, sleeping cat was beautiful and terrifying all at once. Maggie stared, frozen in place. It was one thing for Grisha to talk about magic and science, the odd and the unusual. It was quite another to see it happening before her eyes. And it was slowly dawning on her that Thisbe was no ordinary person.

“We don’t have a lot of time,” Thisbe said. “This doesn’t last for long.”

“We’ll leave now,” Grisha said, standing up, but staying the size Thisbe had demanded of him. “We won’t come back. You don’t have to demonstrate anything further.”

Maggie saw that his tail, usually so still and strong, was shaking.

“Calm yourself, DR87,” Thisbe said. While she spoke, she wrote on a pad next to the water tray Gregory had abandoned and held it up to them.

Leopold has spies everywhere, but especially in this building.

“I’ll show you out,” she said.

Maggie felt dizzy when she stood to follow Grisha and Thisbe. It was as if every thought she’d ever had was reorganizing itself. People and cats were one and the same. Latin was actually useful. A rumpled woman with glasses and messy hair had magic power. Her head ached. As they left through the side entrance, Maggie was relieved that the city looked unchanged.

“I’m sorry for what I’m about to do,” Thisbe said. “But it’s important that Miss Miklós understands the consequences of not obeying me.”

“Oh, no,” Grisha said. “Please don’t—”

He never finished, for as soon as Thisbe whispered, “Vacate et collapse,” Grisha froze and then shrank down so dramatically that he fell to the ground. He lay on the sidewalk, the size of a marble, vaguely green, and horribly still.

“No,” Maggie screamed. “No!” Her breath was full of ragged gulping, but she was entirely too terrified to cry.

“Do be quiet,” Thisbe said. “The guards have no idea about this entrance. I don’t want them to hear you and come rushing round.” She picked up Grisha and handed him to Maggie.

“You haven’t killed him,” Maggie said, her breath still ragged but quieting down. She could feel the small but steady breath moving through the tiny-sized Grisha in her hands. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. If you put Theodora or me in danger, I will destroy everything you care about,” Thisbe said. “Do you understand?”

Maggie nodded. She didn’t just understand it; she knew the woman wearing smudged glasses and a frumpy tweed skirt was capable of making good on any threat.

“I, I, I—”

“Be quiet,” Thisbe said, which was unnecessary, as Maggie had stuttered into silence. She wanted to say I am a harmless human and you are one of Leopold’s cats. But she was incapable of speech.

“Don’t go to the library again,” Thisbe said. “Looking for information about the buried dragons has alerted Leopold. I will send him a report saying you have stopped searching.”

“We won’t ever look for the buried dragons,” Maggie said, wishing her voice sounded less weak and wobbly. “I promise.”

Thisbe hadn’t killed Grisha, but she had demonstrated that she could and would if she had to.

“You can’t give up,” Thisbe said. She looked indignant and disapproving. “You and Grisha are the only hope those poor beasts have.”

“I thought you just told me to stop,” Maggie said, still terrified and exhausted, but now also confused and with eyelids that were dangerously hot and scratchy with tears.

“I’m trying to help you look without you risking Leopold finding out what you’re doing,” Thisbe said. “Do you understand?”

“Wait—you want to help us?” Maggie was trying to remain calm, but kept looking down at Grisha to make sure he was alive.

“I forget that humans are such annoyingly emotional, fragile things,” Thisbe said. “Pay attention.”

While she had none of Theodora’s exaggerated grace, Thisbe had a ferocious intensity that was scary but fascinating.

“You must do exactly as I tell you,” she continued. “First, find a potion to reverse the spell Leopold used on the dragons. Only then can you worry about where they are.”

“Where do I find a potion?”

As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Maggie regretted them. Thisbe’s dark eyes looked as if a black flame was sparking inside them.

“Clearly, if I could tell you that, I wouldn’t tell you to find one, would I?”

“Right, sorry,” Maggie said. She felt dizzy. If once she’d thought she was afraid of spiders or of the dark, she now understood that fear was what you felt when someone you loved was in danger.

“When you have the potion, you will ask Kator to help you find Tyr,” Thisbe said. “She can tell you where the dragons are.”

“Who’s Tyr?” Maggie asked. “I don’t understand.”

“You don’t have to understand that yet,” Thisbe said. “Just repeat back what I said.”

Maggie stared at her dumbly before stuttering out, “Wh-which part?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Thisbe said, taking hold of Maggie’s chin between her thumb and forefinger. She looked right past Maggie’s brown eyes into the center of her mind. Maggie could feel her in there. It was, Maggie thought, like having the worst sort of headache, accompanied by painfully itchy skin.

“What a mess you are in here,” Thisbe said. “I should have expected as much. Humans get so upset when they first see the world of magic.”

Maggie wanted to explain that seeing a woman turn into a cat and then a friend being reduced to the size of a marble would upset anyone. But all she could do was nod. Yes, I am a mess.

“Now pull it together.”

Maggie nodded again.

“First, find a potion to reverse what Leopold used to make the dragons sleep. Then ask Kator to help find Tyr. Repeat that.”

Maggie did.

Thisbe let go of her chin and the thumping in Maggie’s head stopped.

“I once tried what you’re attempting,” Thisbe said, a small hint of softness coming into her face. “It’s more dangerous than you know.” She pushed the side door open and started to go back in the building.

“Wait! Please!” Maggie cried. “Please put Grisha back to normal.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Thisbe repeated and, waving a hand, said, “Et reverse repair.”

Maggie looked intently at Grisha, who remained small but was clearly growing. When his size became bigger than her hand, she put him on the ground, intent on watching as he grew.

But Thisbe placed a finger back under Maggie’s chin and looked her in the eyes. “I had a friend once and Leopold took her,” Thisbe said. “Guard your friend.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

PERMISSIONS
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MAGGIE THOUGHT THAT SINCE SHE AND GRISHA couldn’t go to the library, there was only one other thing that might lead them to find a potion.

“Let’s get cookies,” she said. “That always helps.”

They went down to the Sacher’s small and very red lobby. It was where Maggie had always done her most important thinking or game playing on rainy days. Finding a potion was going to require some combination of thinking and make-believe. But first she ordered two grenadine and sodas and eleven cookies neatly laid out on a gold-and-white plate.

Grisha looked suspiciously at the bright red liquid in his glass. “It’s really good,” she told him. “Plus, it smells a lot better than fermented Apfelsaft.” She was delighted when, after a cautious sip, he downed the whole glass in one gulp.

Maggie looked around the lobby. There was the usual sight of men and women dressed in business attire, collapsed into the lobby’s inviting chairs and reading the paper. More casually dressed people were enjoying afternoon coffee and cake. She loved the idea of plotting out a magical plan while surrounded by so many unsuspecting grown-ups.

“Let’s review what we know about how to reverse a sleeping potion,” she said.

“I know nothing at all,” Grisha said.

“Me neither,” Maggie said. “Not even Papa knows about reversing sleeping potions. I asked at breakfast.”

“The only person I ever met with a potion was Yakov,” Grisha said.

“That’s it,” Maggie said, sitting up straight and almost knocking over her empty glass.

“What’s it?”

“Let’s go to London and ask him,” she said. “Wouldn’t the potion that got you out of the teapot wake up buried dragons?”

“Maggie, Yakov was almost sixty-five when I left London,” Grisha said. It had been forty years since World War II had ended. Maggie did the math and accepted that Yakov probably hadn’t lived to be a hundred and five. But still the possibility existed that the same potion Yakov had used to free Grisha might also rouse dragons from a terrible, buried sleep.

Could she and Grisha find it? Yakov might be dead, but surely not everyone in the Merdinger family would be.

“Do you think the girls might still be in London?” Maggie asked.

“Rachel and Ella?” Grisha asked. “Well, yes, they might be. Much older, of course.”

“Don’t you think that Yakov would have left them his potion, you know, in his will?”

“I suppose,” Grisha said. Just thinking about Yakov’s daughters made him happy. He much preferred being able to smell, see, and feel the sun for himself, but he remembered when Rachel and Ella had brought the outdoors inside with them. In London, the girls were the sun.

“Will you be able to find where Yakov used to live?”

“London is a very big city,” Grisha said. “And they’ve probably moved. It might take me a day or so to track down their smell.”

“Then we can go?”

“Well, it’s the only idea we have,” Grisha said. “And it would be splendid to see the girls again. So, yes, we can go.”

Maggie promptly asked a waiter for another plate of cookies and Grisha looked at her quizzically. “It’s to celebrate,” she said. “I’ve only ever been to London with Papa and that was not so much fun.” It hadn’t been terrible, but there had been a very large number of art and history lessons involved. Travel, Alexander was fond of saying, is the world’s best classroom.
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But apparently travel to London without her father was not the world’s best anything. “No, absolutely not,” he said. Maggie patiently listened to the reasons Alexander gave. It was dangerous and a fool’s errand besides. “You’ll miss lessons for no reason,” he said. “Plus you are only eleven. That’s too young to travel abroad without me.”

Normally Maggie would embark on a long campaign of wearing him down. After all, that was how she had finally been allowed to go to the Blaue Bar at night, which was how she had met Grisha, which was the best thing ever. But she didn’t have time for such a campaign. The sleeping dragons depended on her going to London. She’d have to think quickly of a way to secure her father’s permission.

How did you turn a quest into a thoughtful, well-reasoned argument to skip lessons and fly to another country? Especially when it involved asking two strangers for a potion they might not even have. It was true, as Grisha pointed out, that the dragons weren’t going anywhere. But Maggie felt strongly that such an important quest should not be interrupted because of an unreasonable parent.

“He’s not being unreasonable,” Grisha said. “And we have a more serious problem. I will need a visa.”

“Do we have to go back to the D.E.E. to get it?” Maggie asked.

“I can go alone,” Grisha told her. “I know how to find her.”

He tried explaining how Thisbe was only alone in the early hours of the morning, but that made Maggie even more determined.

“I’m coming with you,” she said. “It’s not like Papa doesn’t let me stay up late anyway.”
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Grisha waited up with Maggie until past one in the morning and then flew her across the city’s low, murky sky. They landed quietly on the roof of the D.E.E. and at first saw no one. Then, in the shadows, they spotted a small creature moving confidently atop the building’s edge.

“She’s there,” Maggie whispered, as the cat, its back to them, sat suddenly still.

Grisha, who did not believe in sneaking up on enchanted cats, coughed gently, and the black cat with white throat and paws turned. It tilted its head slightly before stretching and curling into a woman dressed in rumpled clothes and wearing spectacles. Her hair was in a ponytail instead of its usual bun.

“Hello,” Thisbe said, once she was no longer in cat form.

Grisha, thinking back to her visit to his castle, said, “I thought you had to have your clothes with you to make the transition from cat to a dressed human.”

“Of course not,” Thisbe said. “I’m enchanted. I can do as I please.”

“So you lied,” he said, feeling a bit aggrieved.

“Normally I prefer my cat form,” Thisbe said. “However, if the child intends to challenge Leopold, she needs to get used to the world of magic.”

Grisha looked over at Maggie and was glad that she looked far less astonished than when Theodora had changed shape.

“We need a visa,” Maggie said, and, before Grisha could stop her, she explained all about Yakov and his potions.

“I did not know this part of your history, Benevolentia Gaudium,” Thisbe said. “If you find the girls, I hope it will work.”

“Does that mean you’ll give Grisha a visa?” Maggie asked.

“Oh, he doesn’t need anything,” Thisbe said, waving a hand. “I say a visa is needed because I have to be certain no dragon leaves the city without my knowing it.”

“Why can’t they just go when and where they want?” Maggie asked. She was beginning to understand her father’s irritation with rules that made no sense.

“Because they’d be violating the spell Leopold cast to keep them in Vienna. He’d be alerted, the guards would go after the dragon, and I’d have a murder on my hands. Not pleasant for anyone.”

“So it’s for safety,” Maggie said.

All of Vienna’s dragons are connected to Leopold through the spell that had brought them out of the forest, Grisha thought. The sorcerer’s magic had kept them all in the city, above or below ground.

It struck him that he himself had never heard the sound that all the others had. He had come to Vienna willingly and stayed because of the soldiers with guns, but also because he craved the company of other dragons.

His head suddenly ached and all of the scales on his paws and tail began to itch. Thisbe was inside his mind.

“And you had nowhere else to go,” Thisbe said. “That’s mostly what kept you here.”

“Please don’t do that,” he said. “It’s rude.”

Thisbe laughed, but Maggie looked alarmed. “Grisha,” she said. “Don’t make her mad.”

“I’m not mad,” Thisbe said. “I just have the bad habit of walking into the thoughts of other creatures. It was the first power Leopold gave us. Tyr and I spent the whole day listening in on thoughts. We found out that all of Prince Einar’s horses had colic. His groundskeeper was stealing money by feeding the horses contaminated feed.”

“What happened to them?” Maggie asked. She loved horses and could almost picture Tyr and Thisbe, still maids in a castle, trying out their new power and stumbling onto a crime.

“Tyr told the prince that if he didn’t hire a new groundskeeper and buy some medicine for the horses, she would tell the king.”

“How could she possibly get to tell a king?” Maggie asked. She had very little idea about how a castle worked. A kitchen maid could change the course of a kingdom, especially if she knew how to read and write.

“Oh, put a note on his father’s bed or dinner tray or something. Quite simple,” Thisbe said. “Tyr was so clever that way. She could listen in on thoughts without causing the headache.”

“Or itching?” Grisha asked.

“Can’t avoid that,” Thisbe said. “Itching is the body’s natural response to another being walking into your mind and reading your thoughts.”

“I don’t even need anyone’s permission to leave the city, do I?” Grisha asked. “The magic Leopold used to bring the dragons to Vienna didn’t bring me here. He and I haven’t been connected by magic since I escaped the teapot, which reversed the spell that connected us in the first place.”

“Correct,” Thisbe said. “But to make sure, I will give up a memory and cast a spell of protection to keep Leopold from detecting what you are doing.”

Grisha, aware of how precious his own memories were, hesitated.

“I appreciate your concern, Benevolentia Gaudium, but I do it willingly,” Thisbe said, clearly knowing his thoughts, explaining why his tail still itched. “If it makes you feel better, I will use the memory of the day Tyr and I first used our power to listen.”

“The one you just told us about?” Maggie asked, and Thisbe nodded.

“We will take such good care of it,” Maggie said. “I will never forget it.”

Grisha, in that moment, did not think he had ever loved anyone more.
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Maggie’s impatience to get to London grew along with her well-thought-out reasons for going. She was only willing to wait until lunch the next day before trying to change her father’s decision. Alexander ate the same meal each afternoon: grilled fish with green salad, a bottle of mineral water, and an espresso.

She waited until he’d taken his first sip of espresso and began. “Papa, I’ve given a lot of thought to why you think I shouldn’t go to London. And I was wondering if we could discuss it further.” Her father often said how important it was to discuss any disagreements.

“Of course we can,” Alexander answered. “I’m always delighted to hear your thoughts.”

“Well, Grisha will be with me, so it’s unlikely to be dangerous,” she said. “After all, if you didn’t trust him to protect me in a city, you would never have hired him.”

“I certainly trust him,” Alexander said. “But Vienna is a city you both know already.”

“You only trust him because we know the city?” she asked. “I wish we hadn’t walked so often in neighborhoods we’d never seen before. I didn’t know that I was only protected in our neighborhood.”

Alexander put down his cup and looked at his daughter. “That is a lot of thought,” he said dryly. “But listen, Maggie: You are only eleven years old. I will take you to London in the fall and we can go to the theater and the British Museum and have a great time. But I cannot let you and Grisha wander through London on some wild goose chase for a magical spell.”

“Potion,” Maggie said. “And—”

“Potion,” Alexander said, “but you cannot gallop around London—”

“On a fool’s errand, yes, I know. You said that yesterday,” Maggie reminded him.

“I was going to say on a whim, but fool’s errand will do just as well,” he said.

“That’s what I’ve thought of the most,” Maggie said. “I’m a poet’s daughter—you always say that’s why I have an education based on freedom and responsibility and being creative and all that, right?”

“I do say that,” Alexander said, slowly. “And?”

“What sort of errand should I be going on, if not a fool’s? Did you hire Grisha so I could go on sensible ones?”

“Oh, God,” he said quietly. “I’m beat.”

“And as for being eleven, well, that’s true, and soon I will be twelve, and then fifteen and then—”

“Learn to quit while you’re ahead, Mags, my dear,” her father said, standing up. He had never called her Mags before, and she rather liked the sound of it. It reminded her of a short, fashionable haircut in a way that the name Maggie, which fit her long and ordinary hair, never could.

“If it weren’t the middle of the day, I’d need a drink,” he said. “You can go to London.”

“Oh, thank you!” she said, both deeply pleased and a bit surprised. It was the very first time she’d ever triumphed in a disagreement with him.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

THE HEART’S SHADOW


[image: image]



GRISHA’S HAPPY, CONTENTED EYES TOLD MAGGIE they had found what they needed. She had no idea how they would get to Germany, let alone collect the water, fly home, and give it to the dragons. Then there was the whole problem of asking Thisbe to give up another memory to protect them from Leopold on their way to Germany. Maggie wasn’t concerned about any of that yet, because they hadn’t come to London to find a solution to every problem. They’d come for a potion, and somewhere in Germany there were two rivers whose water was the potion.

She looked at the sisters. “Thank you for the tea,” she said, feeling inadequate and suddenly aware that she could never come close to fully repaying them.

Rachel asked if they could call her parents, not wanting to let a child back out into the streets of London by herself.

“She’s not alone, Auntie,” Nadia said.

“Yes, I realize that, but she will appear to be alone to many, many strangers,” Rachel said. “She clearly has negligent parents.”

Maggie, who had often heard her father called negligent by other parents, suspected she should be offended on Alexander’s behalf.

“I promise she’ll be safe,” Grisha said.

“Thank you so much,” Maggie said to Rachel and Ella. “I . . . I’m . . . we are so grateful.”

Rachel leaned down and gave Maggie a hug, saying, “Please be careful. It’s possible that waking up a host of drugged dragons will be more dangerous than you think.”

Maggie nodded without believing her. After all, hadn’t the most dangerous member of Leopold Lashkovic’s dangerous enchanted cats turned out to be the most helpful?

“Do you think we can get enough water in a single trip?” Maggie asked, once she and Grisha were alone. “Or will we have to go to Germany over and over? Can we go right now?”

“No, I promised your father there would be no detours,” Grisha said, “and that I would bring you right home from London.”

Maggie sighed, for of course that was exactly the sort of thing her father would want. Now they would have to go all the way home, get permission from Alexander, and then beg Thisbe for another favor. Not to mention find a huge container for water. How much water would they need, anyway?

“Are you feeling all right?” Grisha asked. “You look a bit paler than usual.”

“I’m hungry and I have to pee,” she admitted, disappointed that bathrooms, eating, and other mundane details of daily life hadn’t vanished because she was on a heroic quest.

They found clean bathrooms at a bistro where they ordered a good meal of cheese toast and toffee pudding with whipped cream (for her) and cabbage with fried potatoes (for him).

“I don’t want to go home,” Maggie said. “Let’s go to the forest and get the water now.”

“But Thisbe was very clear. Find the potion and then find Tyr.”

“But we haven’t found it yet,” Maggie said. “That’s why we should go to Germany now!”

“We know where the potion is, but the magic cat is another matter,” Grisha said. “We’re going to have to ask Kator, but I . . .”

He trailed off and Maggie stopped scraping the last bite off of her pudding plate.

“What?”

“Kator has been on every quest imaginable,” Grisha said, after a long pause. “I want my one quest to be mine that I share with you. Not something that Kator takes over.”

Maggie understood completely. “We’ll find Tyr without Kator,” she said. “And then we’ll go to Germany.”
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“I’m glad you’re back in one piece,” Alexander said, after hearing the details of how they had tracked down Rachel and Ella. “I hadn’t realized how much I would miss my imaginative girl and her free spirit.”

“Papa, you can see Grisha, right?” Maggie asked. “You aren’t pretending, are you?”

“No, of course not,” he said. “Did the pianist in London worry you?”

“The doctor,” Maggie said. “It’s as if she forgot how to be . . . herself. Will that happen to me if I become a doctor?” She had no interest in medicine, but thought she’d like to eliminate any profession that might mean no longer being able to see or talk with Grisha.

“You and I are cut from the same cloth,” Alexander said. “We do not forget what is important to us, no matter what we do.”

Maggie considered her father carefully. Normally, he told her how much like her beautiful, famous mother she was, which she knew was not true. She wondered if she and Alexander really were the same. He had a sharp, elegant face and was tall and thin. Maggie did not think of herself as either elegant or beautiful. Rather she was sharp and not sharp.

“Papa, I have to find a missing cat now. And I don’t know where to look.”

“Is the cat part of your quest?” he asked. “The potion’s not enough?”

“We need the cat so we can use the potion,” Maggie said. “She was in danger so she couldn’t go home, and no one knows where she is.”

“If I were a cat who needed a hiding place,” he said, slowly, “I would go to Rome and become one of many.”

“You mean hide in plain sight?”

“Yes,” Alexander said, closing his bag. “I’m off. Give me a hug.”

Maggie was glad to. As wonderful as flying to London without him had been, it was just as nice to come home.

“Order some breakfast and have a nap,” he said, leaving a kiss on the top of her head. “I’ve left you a Latin translation and four pages of math problems.”

Maggie sat down at her desk and looked at her work in dismay. She was not interested in Latin and math. She needed to know where to find Tyr.

Rome was where Leopold was. Surely Tyr would not have gone there? A cat in Vienna could hide in plain sight as well.
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When Grisha arrived at the Hotel Sacher, he discovered that his charge had spent all day in her room, ignoring her books and staring out the window. He had to say her name three times before she looked up at him.

“Oh, hello,” she said. “I’ve been making a list of places to look for a cat in Vienna: hotels, palaces, and museums.”

“If I were a cat, I’d live in Rome,” Grisha said, laughing. “It’s warmer, and everyone there loves cats.”

“Did you say Rome?” He nodded, slightly alarmed at how bright her eyes had become.

“That’s exactly what Papa said. We should go. It’s a sign!”

“No, it’s not,” he said. “Thisbe thinks Tyr is near Kator or somewhere in this city.”

“Let’s start looking,” Maggie said. She ripped a page from her notebook. “These are the kind of places where Vienna’s cats live.”

Three days and many hotels, palaces, and museums later, they had to admit defeat. It wasn’t that they hadn’t found cats in each of these places. As was expected in Vienna, each place had a proud and snotty cat, each of them deeply indifferent to questions about Tyr.

Maggie and Grisha even went to the university to track down the cat who’d scratched her all those years ago. They’d found him in the economics building. “I don’t go to the poetry offices anymore,” he told Grisha, sniffing. “And I certainly haven’t seen a cat with a short, bushy tail.”

Exhausted and empty-handed, Grisha and Maggie retreated to the lobby of the Sacher. They sat in plush chairs and ordered a plate of cookies that they were too disappointed to eat.

“I really don’t think Tyr would go to Rome,” Grisha said. He knew by now that Maggie liked to jump ahead to the next step.

“Tyr would have every reason,” Maggie said. “What better place than a city known to welcome cats?”

“I just don’t think she would risk being that close to Leopold,” Grisha said. “And we certainly shouldn’t either.”

“I thought Leopold lived in a villa outside of Rome,” she said.

“Yes, but—”

“Papa will go with us,” she said, firmly. “And if Leopold discovers we are in Rome, it will look as if you’re there as part of your job and that I’m traveling with my father. Not as if we are looking for Tyr.”

Grisha did see the wisdom of going to a city that had the largest population of cats in all of Europe. But he knew that the danger involved in going to Rome was not a stupid one, easily avoided. Every quest will naturally be different from the others that have come before it, but no quest worthy of its name will allow you to hide from your biggest fear.

Alexander, it seemed to Maggie, agreed all too quickly to take them both to Rome. At first she thought it was because he did not want to risk losing another argument about her travels. But when he said, “Rome is where Antiquity took root when the Greeks faded away,” she realized that the price she would pay for being allowed to search for Tyr would be a huge number of art and history lessons.

Maggie loved her father and suspected that she herself would probably become the sort of grown-up who loved sentences that began with “Rome is where Antiquity took root.” However, she was beginning to think that her education was interfering with the sort of person she wanted to be right now. She did not want to go to Rome because of Antiquity. She wanted to go because of buried dragons and enchanted cats.

All she said to her father, however, was, “That sounds nice.”
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When they arrived in Rome, they went to an apartment that Alexander’s friend Matan Bassani had loaned him for a few days. Maggie had met Matan many times during his visits to Vienna and never liked the way he always murmured So like your mother. I’m glad he’s out of town, she thought, while walking up six flights of stairs to the top floor of a small, elegant building.

Everywhere in the apartment there were windows with balconies, floor-to-ceiling bookcases, or beautiful objects. By the doorway were two lamps in the shape of elephants and a large, brightly colored glass vase. There was a chandelier hanging from the ceiling and, on the floor, the sort of beautiful rug people are afraid to step on.

Maggie and Grisha stood quietly in the massive front hall.

For the first time in her life, Maggie wondered about the apartment in Vienna where she had lived with her parents before her mother died. Of course it wouldn’t have been anything like this one, which was grand and formal and felt a bit like a hotel lobby. But the Vienna apartment, which was the last place her mother had called home, must have had tall windows and bookcases for all of Papa’s books. And perhaps even some pretty objects.

Had it had balconies as well?

“Maggie, come here,” her father called. “I want to show you something.”

She and Grisha wandered through the apartment’s huge rooms, not finding Alexander until they got to a small alcove tucked into a corner of the dining room. It was empty except that on its curved wall hung five small paintings in various shades of blue and silver.

These were from a series Caroline had done when she was pregnant. Maggie had read about them in art books and magazine articles, but up until this moment, had seen them only in photographs. She had not realized that they looked as if the colors were moving. They shimmered with their blues and silvers.

“Oh, my,” Grisha said, his voice as soft and whispery as a dragon’s could get.

“Can I touch?” Maggie asked her father, and he nodded.

The only other paintings of her mother’s that Maggie remembered seeing this close had been three of the most famous—huge canvases covered in angular shapes of black, brown, and orange—and she’d been uncomfortable to find that she didn’t like them. But these small paintings were somehow different, and as Maggie put her hand against the surface of the one that seemed to shimmer the most, a word she’d never thought to use crept out from behind the shadow of her heart: Mama.

In just that moment, she felt the soft undersides of Grisha’s paws settle on her shoulders. No one said anything. Finally, she took her hand away from the painting and, still silent, hugged her father before going back out into the huge and beautiful apartment.
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When Maggie and Alexander went to bed, Grisha curled up on the cool tile floor of one of the front hall’s balconies, all of which overlooked a small park. Soon Maggie joined him.

“I can’t sleep,” she said. “When I close my eyes all I see are blue and silver colors.”

“From the paintings?” he asked.

She nodded. “Until I saw those paintings, I never really thought about how Mama was once alive.”

“Do you want me to tuck you into bed?” Grisha asked, wondering if that would help her feel a bit less sad.

“No, I’m not at all sleepy,” she said. “And it’s not just the paintings. How are we ever going to find Tyr? The city is huge, and Papa has an endless list of things we have to see.”

Grisha laughed. He had seen the list, which was rather endless. A bit of smoke puffed out of his nose and floated up into the dark sky.

“The more of Rome we see,” he said, “the more cats we’ll see.”

“You’re going to ask stray cats if they know Tyr?” Maggie asked. “I thought you would smell for her.”

“We’ll do a little of both.”

“And how do you smell for a cat you’ve never met?” Maggie asked.

“It’s more that if Tyr is here, I will smell a bit of Thisbe. We carry the smell of those we have loved with us,” Grisha said. “We never lose that.”

“I hope that’s true,” Maggie said, and pressed her nose against her wrist. Was it possible she smelled like the famous and dead Caroline Brooks, who had also been her mother?
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CHAPTER TWENTY

EXILED
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THE NEXT AFTERNOON, AFTER ENTIRELY TOO MANY museums and churches, Alexander had an appointment with his Italian publisher. He said he would meet Maggie and Grisha in two hours at the café across the piazza from the church of Santa Maria Maggiore.

Maggie was tired and her brain hurt from trying to keep straight all of the information Alexander had been trying to cram into it as he took her and Grisha around Rome, giving mini lectures on history, art, religion, and the fact that the pope had once had two armies.

“And five dragons on retainer,” Grisha had added, a bit of information that, much to Maggie’s delight, had prevented Alexander from speaking for a full two minutes.

“You should rest,” Grisha told Maggie now. “I can go places you can’t because no one in Rome notices me.”

Maggie only agreed when he pointed out that stray cats might talk more freely with a fellow four-footed creature than with a human girl. She refused to go back to the apartment, not wanting to nap in spite of being exhausted. Instead, she settled at a table outside the café near the church and ordered a chocolate ice.

Her eyes felt dry and scratchy, but every time she closed them, she saw only blues and silvers mixed up together. It was as if her feelings, normally things that behaved in an orderly manner, were now all jumbled and projecting paintings upon her eyelids. As well as questions with no answers.

For example, if her mother were still alive, would she be willing to help find and free the dragons? Her father had done more than just hire Grisha or give his permission. Alexander seemed to truly admire and respect Grisha, and at the very least, he could see Grisha—but had her mother seen Vienna’s dragons? Did she take time to notice, to spend time on things that didn’t belong? Maggie had to wonder if she would even have met Grisha in the first place if her mother were alive. Caroline had preferred Berlin to every other city in Europe and had lived in Vienna only because of Alexander’s job.

Maggie was nervous and uncomfortable at having so many thoughts about her mother. She tried to make a list of everything Alexander had said earlier in the day that was important for an educated person to know. Instead, she found herself wondering whether her parents had ever been in Rome together and when. She closed her eyes again, hoping to empty her mind, but it immediately filled up with blues and silvers.

“Crap,” Maggie said aloud, squeezing her eyes shut as tightly as possible. It was a word Alexander particularly disliked, as he always said that vulgar language reflected boring thoughts. “Crap, crap, crap.”

“Your parents visited Rome many times,” a voice said. “In fact, you were with them the last time they were here. It was the week of your third birthday.”

Maggie’s eyes flew open. At a table a few feet away from hers was an old man in a wheelchair. Although it was a warm day, he was wearing a heavy coat and a blanket covered his legs.

“You have memories of that trip,” the man said, wheeling himself over to her table. “You have memories of your mother too, but you have no idea where they are.”

The man stopped so that his chair was uncomfortably close to hers. He had eyes so dark that they seemed entirely black, which Maggie knew was impossible. “But I know how to find them,” he said. “And I could give them to you.”

Maggie looked at the man’s face. He did not look that old, in spite of his white hair and the wheelchair. The irises of his eyes were black, and the white parts were not white but a greenish yellow. Part of Maggie wanted to get up and run far away, but most of her wanted to stay. Whoever this was, he was from the world of magic. He was part of why she and Grisha had come to Rome.

“I understand you have met my Theodora and have seen what a terrible thing it is to have lost your memories,” the man said. “Poor, silly creature has no idea that she even lost them. I broke the neck of her dearest friend, and yet she still hugs me whenever we meet.” He gave a horrible, dry laugh that sounded like a cough.

Maggie’s back tightened up so much that she was sure she couldn’t move.

“You, however, know exactly what memories you don’t have,” the man said, his black eyes shining like polished gems. “Imagine how marvelous it might be if you could have them. A woman as lovely and talented as your mother should be remembered by her only child.”

“Leopold,” Maggie said, not having meant to speak at all. Had he known her mother?

“Miss Miklós,” the old man said, bowing in his chair. “A pleasure.”

So this was Leopold. Leopold Lashkovic himself was sitting right next to her. It was strange, terrifying, and marvelous all at once. He had captured Grisha, buried dragons, and had killed one of his own cats. And yet Leopold was also a man with hands that had spots and wrinkles. His eyes, while frightening, had lashes and lids just like regular eyes did. The fact that she was merely nervous when she should be terrified was odd, but also soothing.

“My young friend Gregory is an excellent spy,” Leopold said. “He keeps me informed of anything my traitorous felines forget to mention.”

Maggie, who might have remained silent otherwise, sprang into action at the implied criticism of Thisbe’s behavior. “She told me nothing I didn’t know already,” she said in as crisp a formal tone as she could manage. “Both Thisbe and Theodora have refused to help me and have warned Grisha—DR87, that is—not to do anything. So he hasn’t. We are here with my father. That is all.”

“Calm yourself, Miss Miklós,” Leopold said. “My cats are not in any trouble with me, but I myself have much to fear if you manage to wake those lost, slumbering dragons.”

“You buried dragons who had done nothing wrong,” Maggie said. “You ruined their lives with a spell that made them leave their forest. You should be happy at the idea of setting them free.”

“You understand nothing,” Leopold said, and the bitterness in his voice cut through the air like a sword, making Maggie flinch. He turned toward a waiter, who most certainly had not been there a second before, and said, “Brandy and a mineral water, along with some cookies for the young lady.”

The waiter murmured, “Here you are, sir,” and the food simply appeared on the table. It all happened so smoothly and quickly that Maggie had no time to be alarmed or surprised. She watched Leopold sip from his brandy glass before she bit into one of the cookies. It was filled with sugared almond paste—her favorite.

“Your whole future is waiting for you, but I am an old man,” Leopold said. “I live in exile from all I hold dear. Happiness is no longer mine to claim.”

Maggie had always thought of being happy as something you were, not something you claimed.

“But I am still alive,” Leopold continued, “and those dragons are buried as the result of my magic. If you reverse my work, I may die.”

The cookie in Maggie’s mouth suddenly tasted like wet cotton. If Leopold thought she was trying to kill him, who knew what he might do to her? She could feel her legs shaking under the table and she slipped her hands, also shaking, into her lap where he couldn’t see them.

“I can’t force you to abandon your plans,” he said. “But perhaps I can persuade you.”

“I mean you no harm,” Maggie said. “But those dragons have the right to be free.”

“As do we all,” Leopold said, moving his hands in front of Maggie. “Close your eyes.”

Without meaning to, she did. Instead of seeing blue and silver or simply darkness, Maggie saw a large, messy room with easels and a table covered in buckets of paint. A slim, elegant woman, dressed in slacks and a smock, was kneeling and talking to a very small child. The child had brown hair and large eyes; her hands were covered in yellow and orange paint, and she was smearing her bright, sticky fingers across paper taped to the floor.

The woman, whom Maggie recognized from photographs, was reaching out to pat the child gently on the face, and—

“Show’s over, dear.”

The vision vanished.

Maggie’s eyes flew open. She knew that what she had seen had actually happened. She’d been with her mother in her studio. They had laughed and played and painted together. It was a memory she’d been far too young to remember, but it still existed somewhere inside of her.

“The afternoons you spent in her studio were your favorite times,” Leopold said. “But there are also countless other memories of her putting you to bed, teaching you to read, playing peekaboo, and singing silly songs. All yours for a special one-time price.”

“How do you know this? How did you do that?” Maggie asked. What she meant was Do it again, please do it again; I have to go back there.

A smug, satisfied expression crept across the old man’s face. “I may be weak, but the taking and giving of your memory is still well within my grasp.”

“But those are my memories. You said so yourself!” Maggie cried, opening and closing her eyes again and again, hoping to see her mother. But now there was only darkness.

“Yes, the memories are yours,” Leopold told her. “But letting you see them is up to me.”

The memory of her mother had felt as if they had actually been together. She had known her mother and had loved her. The grief she always said she couldn’t have for someone she didn’t recall was, Maggie saw now, an endless sorrow over not having had the chance to save those memories.

Someday, her father would die, and all she’d have left would be her memories of him. Wouldn’t she do anything in the world to keep them? Should she, then, do anything to gain access to memories of her mother? Maggie felt her mouth go as dry and scratchy as her eyes. And then suddenly her eyes, throat, and nose were full of smoke and heat. A blast of fire shot across the piazza, incinerating her cookies and Leopold’s brandy.

“Get away from her.” Grisha’s voice boomed, thick and menacing. “Get away!”

The dragon was loping across the square, snorting balls of fire that landed all around Leopold’s wheelchair. Leopold put his hand over each ball and Maggie watched them fizzle out as if doused with water.

She stood up and placed herself between Grisha and Leopold. “It’s okay,” she said. “He’s not threatening me.”

“I don’t want him near you,” Grisha said. “It’s not safe.”

“Benevolentia Gaudium,” Leopold said. “My lost friend.”

“Not one word,” Grisha said to him. To Maggie, he said, “He’s not to be trusted.”

“He showed me my mother,” she said. “I remembered her.”

“You could remember her touch,” Leopold said softly. “How much is that worth to you?”

“I know you,” Grisha said to Leopold. “You are just as likely to take away what you promise to give.”

“Calm yourself and come sit,” Leopold said. “The three of us share a bond. That makes it likely we can reach a bargain.”

Grisha forced himself to remain calm. What would be best for Maggie? For their quest? He took a deep breath and then scaled down considerably; he’d been almost as big as the Church of Santa Maria Maggiore. He sat down in a chair between Maggie and Leopold.

“We do not have a bond,” he said, his voice still bigger than Maggie had ever heard.

“You and I certainly do,” Leopold said. “We are exiled from the lives we once had and from a world that no longer exists.”

Maggie knew that was true for Grisha and all of Vienna’s dragons. She realized that it must also be true for the old man with strange eyes and waning powers.

“Leave Maggie out of it,” Grisha said. “Whatever it is you want, bargain with me.”

“I’ve nothing to offer,” Leopold said. “I can never return the years I stole from you.”

“You could make up for it by telling us how to find the dragons you buried,” Maggie said.

“Young lady, if I help you with that, I will hasten my own death,” Leopold told her. “And I still enjoy being alive.” He leaned across the table and touched Maggie’s arm. “I will give you your memories if you stop looking for Tyr.”

“I will not let you cast a spell that involves her memories,” Grisha said.

“I have nothing else to offer her,” Leopold said. “And I want to live.”

“Everybody wants to live,” Maggie said. “For example, the dragons you buried would much rather live than remain buried and forgotten.”

“You would have your memories of your mother and not have to rely on knowing her through the paintings.”

Something about that nagged at Maggie. It reminded her of something her father often said, but she couldn’t think what.

“All you have to do is stop looking for Tyr,” Leopold said. “Do the wise thing and give up. Let an old man live in peace. It’s the easier way for you both.”

“We’re close to finding Tyr, aren’t we?” Grisha asked, realizing. “We must be very close.”

“I’ve no idea,” Leopold said. “I’ve always assumed that she died.”

The old sorcerer spoke with such forced lightness that Grisha knew he must be lying. “If we weren’t close to finding her, you wouldn’t be trying to blackmail Maggie into giving up.”

“Caroline Brooks was your mother, and you have the right to remember her,” Leopold told Maggie. “Consider carefully what you choose to do.”

Just then Maggie remembered what it was her father often said—that someday she would come to know Caroline through her paintings. And he was right, of course. It had been while in front of the blue-and-silver paintings that she’d had her first real feelings about her mother. The word—Mama—had come as if it were a gift, straight from the paintings.

“I won’t take your bribe,” Maggie said. “She was my mother, so those memories aren’t yours to give. Knowing I have them is enough for me.”

Dark sparks shot from Leopold’s very dark eyes. “You are a stupid, stupid girl, and your friend here is just as worthless,” he said. And with those words, Leopold and his wheelchair turned into seven cats. It happened as smoothly and quickly as when the brandy and cookies had appeared on the table.

The cats were skinny things; hungry looks in their coal-black eyes with thick greenish-yellow rims. Two rubbed up against Maggie’s ankles and the other five circled Grisha.

“Run!” Grisha called out, but it was too late—both cats had sunk their teeth into her heels.

A sharp stinging spread across her feet, feeling like the worst scrape imaginable, but even more dismaying was the sight of blood oozing from Grisha’s back paws and tail.

Grisha shot fire at the two cats who’d bitten Maggie. Immediately, all seven cats scampered away across the piazza, in a single file line.

The stinging at her heels gave way to a warm, wet feeling as blood made its way out of the puncture marks. “Crap,” Maggie said, because what else could you say after being bitten by an ancient artisan in the shape of seven cats?
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

FIRSTS
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GRISHA HAD IMMEDIATELY PUT HIS PAWS AND THEN his tail into his mouth to remove whatever poison the cats might have transmitted. He quickly did the same with Maggie’s feet. She thought it was disgusting and ticklish in equal measure. Since no one could see Grisha (in this way, Rome was a lot like London), no one saw why she was standing on one foot, holding up the other one. She was torn between laughing at what he was doing and crying at how much her bites stung.

She asked him if it wasn’t an old wives’ tale about curing snakebite by sucking out the venom. “Not if a dragon does it,” he said. “My mouth has so much fire going in and out that it’s as close to sterile as you can get.”

“Do you think Leopold wanted to kill us?” Maggie asked.

“He certainly didn’t want us to live,” Grisha said. “But he’s too weak to kill us.”

Grisha had been shocked to see how much Leopold had changed. His spotted, wrinkled hands, which had once been porcelain smooth, betrayed how much power the old man had lost. Unlike men, sorcerers did not age, but they decayed as their power faded. Once he knew Maggie was okay, he listened to her argument that they tell Alexander an angry stray cat had bitten her.

“I don’t want to tell him about magical cats and people being turned into bugs,” she said. “He’s a bit vague about the whole Leopold part of our quest, and if he finds out everything I’ll get a huge lecture.”

“We don’t lie to your father,” Grisha said. “Our quest is an honorable one. Lying is for cowards.”

“Yes, of course,” Maggie said. “But it’s hard to live up to things like honor when you are only eleven and need permission to go to Germany.”

“You do have a point,” Grisha said. “He won’t let you go anywhere if he thinks you’re in danger of another attack.”

“I’ll tell him it was one cat, which is a small lie,” she said. “But it’s a lie for a good reason.”

“We have to find Tyr before we can plan to go to Germany,” Grisha reminded her.

“I thought you said we must be close to finding her,” Maggie said.

“Close is not the same as finding,” Grisha said.

“Did you get any clues from talking to cats?”

“No,” Grisha said. “No one has seen or smelled a cat with an odd tail.”
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When Alexander met them, he looked long and hard at the table with its charred remains of a brandy glass and a plate of cookies. “Anyone want to tell me what happened?” he asked, his voice both quieter and calmer than usual.

Grisha watched the poet’s face as Maggie stuttered through her story of an angry stray cat. She was not a terribly good liar and kept switching back and forth between it being one cat and then three cats. In one version, she had accidentally kicked one of the cats, and in the other, a single cat had bitten her for no reason at all.

“That’s not it,” Grisha said, very uncomfortable with the lying they were doing.

“I didn’t think so,” Alexander said, and sat quietly while the story of Leopold, the offer of retrieving lost memories, and the seven cats spilled forth. “I see,” he said at one point. Also, “Is that so?”

Grisha, like Maggie, knew that when Alexander was very calm, he was the most upset.

“I’m certainly glad Leopold is not that powerful anymore,” Alexander said, once he was sure he understood them. “But let’s get you to a doctor for antibiotics and a proper exam.”

Maggie tried to explain why that was unnecessary because of Grisha’s sterile mouth, but her father was insistent, saying, “I believe in taking little girls who have been bitten by a seven-cat-sized sorcerer to the doctor.”

Grisha saw with relief that Maggie was too tired to argue, though he knew that if any poison had reached her blood, no antibiotic would help. Still, he was glad to have a doctor take a look at her bite marks, which were very red and swollen.

Unfortunately for Maggie, the doctor decided that she did need a rabies shot, which Grisha whispered to her was going to hurt and that he was so sorry but there was no getting around it.

The two separate shots, delivered by very long and alarming needles, went right into her heels. Although Grisha could see that Maggie was trying to be brave, she burst into tears and pressed her face against her father’s shoulder.

“God forgive me,” Alexander said. “Until right now, I have always liked cats.”

“You can still like them, Papa,” Maggie said. “Just not enchanted ones.”

Enchanted.

And all became as clear as glass to Grisha. The importance of Leopold’s changed hands and the yellow-green in his eyes fell into place.

All this time, Grisha had been asking cats about a cat with a short, bushy tail. But Tyr had given up her powers beforeThisbe gave up ever seeing her again. So Thisbe had never seen Tyr after she no longer had powers.

Bells, Grisha thought, using the worst word he knew. Tyr was no longer enchanted, he realized, so she’d have a perfectly normal tail. I should’ve asked if there were a cat who didn’t seem to know how normal cats behaved. Or who was heartbroken.

Alexander had been heartbroken when his wife died, and what had he done? He’d remained in Vienna and, every chance he had, he had visited Caroline’s paintings, which hung in museums, galleries, and homes. In other words, he’d stayed close to what reminded him of what he’d lost.

Grisha couldn’t believe he hadn’t figured it out sooner. That’s why Thisbe had said to ask Kator where Tyr was. It wasn’t because Kator knew where she was, but that Tyr would have stayed close to the dragon who had once guarded her.

He and Maggie had been looking for a needle in a haystack, when they should have seen that the needle had been near them all along. They weren’t looking for an unknown cat, but for the cat he’d seen with Alexander at the library: the one who was occasionally at the Blaue Bar.

Grisha decided to wait until they were safely home in Vienna before telling Maggie of his suspicion. He saw no point in taking a chance that Leopold might still be skulking around them in the form of some cat or another, listening and watching.
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Once she returned to her room at the Sacher, Maggie pinned up a postcard of her mother’s blue-and-silver paintings. She didn’t want to dwell on her dead mother, but neither was there any point in pretending that she didn’t miss her. The postcard would be a reminder of what she wished she remembered about the mother she’d lost.

Memory was such an odd and unfair thing, she thought. She’d never need a reminder of Grisha galloping across the piazza, shooting fire at Leopold.

“We might never find Tyr,” Maggie told Grisha, “but you have already done a heroic deed.”

Grisha’s whole body glowed like the dying embers of a fire with embarrassment and pride. Even though Maggie wasn’t a princess in a prison, he had confronted danger to protect his friend and ally. That was something a dragon could boast about. Finally, Grisha could brag at the bar along with the others.

“I’ve been thinking,” Grisha started. “What if Tyr has found us?”

“What do you mean?” Maggie bounded across the room until there was hardly any space between them. “Did you find something out?”

“Well, it was more what I didn’t find out.”

“Tell me!”

“I think Tyr is the cat who follows your father,” Grisha told her. “The one who lives at the Sacher?”

“That scraggly thing?” Maggie asked. “She has a perfectly ordinary tail.”

“So would Tyr,” Grisha said. “When I first knew Leopold, his eyes were completely black and his hands looked like they were made of porcelain.”

“Well, Leopold’s hands are old because now he’s old,” Maggie said. “But those eyes are really dark, Grisha. They’re darker than Thisbe’s.”

“But the part around the edges is no longer all black.”

That was true, Maggie thought, thinking of the icky greenish-yellow color she’d seen in Leopold’s eyes. “So you think Tyr might look normal now?” she asked.

“Maybe not normal normal,” Grisha said. “But as normal as an enchanted cat who lost all her powers can be.”

Maggie thought about the little cat she’d spent years ignoring. The creature never accepted any affection and only ate food if Kurt put it on a white-and-gold cake plate. She’d seen the cat at the hotel and at the university and just sauntering down the wide boulevard behind the Opera House. That cat was as normal a part of her day as the Hotel Sacher itself.

“But I thought each of Leopold’s cats had that odd tail.”

“Since Tyr had given up her magic, she won’t show any signs of being enchanted. And that’s all the tail is.”

“But wouldn’t Kator have seen Tyr at the bar?” she asked. “And then told all of you that one of Leopold’s cats was now quite harmless?”

“It’s possible that the spell Thisbe cast to keep Tyr safe was so strong that no one who knew her can see her anymore,” Grisha said. “Remember that Thisbe was trying to save her friend’s life. And the strength of that spell could have infected anyone who had known Tyr as an enchanted cat.”

“But we never knew Tyr,” Maggie said. Her face split into such a wide smile that she could feel her skin stretching. “So we can see her!”

And with that, she was off, Grisha close behind, down eleven flights of stairs to the Blaue Bar in search of a cat who might be their last clue.

Tyr was not there or anywhere in the lobby. Kurt said he hadn’t seen her in weeks. She wasn’t at the university or in the library or any place that Alexander went. Over the next few afternoons, Maggie and Grisha walked throughout the streets surrounding the hotel looking for Tyr.

It wasn’t until all of the dragons were at the Blaue Bar that they saw the white cat with colored markings. When Maggie and Grisha arrived at the bar, the “scraggly thing” was already curled up near where Alexander sat.

Maggie crawled under the table. The cat’s green eyes blinked at her.

“Hello,” Maggie said.

“I’ve been waiting a long time for you to find me,” Tyr said.

Maggie wanted to throw her arms up in victory, but said, “Thisbe told me to look for you, only it took us a while to figure out where.”

“It certainly did,” Tyr said. “I was beginning to think you wouldn’t be bright enough.”

Maggie tried not to laugh or smile. A cat, she now realized, was rude just because. It wasn’t personal.
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Tyr was curious about Germany and, upon hearing the explanation, said that using water from the Black Forest was not the stupidest thing she’d ever heard. Maggie knew this was high praise coming from a cat. “Come meet my friend,” she said. “He’s been waiting.”

At the sight of the elusive cat, Grisha let out a wisp of smoke. “We are very glad to finally meet you,” he said. He had pulled up another chair and piled cushions on it so that Tyr could easily see over the top of the table.

“Thank you,” Tyr said. “When you saw me in the library, it was the first time a dragon had looked at me since the night I gave up my powers.”

Tyr looked over at Kator, who was loudly arguing with three other dragons about the best way to take a sword away from a man on horseback. “When I rubbed up against him, he couldn’t feel it,” Tyr said. “That’s when I understood that Thisbe had done something.”

“You were caught,” Maggie said. “The guards were going to kill you.”

“I figured as much,” Tyr said. “And I know Thisbe meant well, but her spell to protect me has had a serious blowback.”

“A blowback is the unintended consequence of a spell,” Grisha told Maggie.

“Giving up my magic to free the dragons only worked halfway because Thisbe didn’t give up her magic as well,” Tyr continued.

“Does that mean that half of the dragons went free?” Maggie asked. She hadn’t known that any part of Tyr’s spell had worked.

“Not exactly,” Tyr said. “I’ll have to show you.”

“Tonight?” Maggie asked.

“I can take you now,” Tyr said.

Grisha told Maggie to get permission from her father. Certain that after what had happened in Rome, Alexander wouldn’t let her go anywhere with a cat, Maggie simply interrupted her father’s conversation and told him she was going to bed. She had never successfully told him a lie and was amazed at how easy it was.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

COLORS
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FOLLOWING THE LITTLE CAT, MAGGIE AND GRISHA found themselves walking a familiar path toward the Stadtpark. Maggie was sure they were heading to the Kursalon, the park’s music hall that looked like a palace. But Tyr took them down to the U4 metro station. And instead of waiting on the platform for a train, they went through a heavy door that said, in German, NO ENTRANCE. They ended up in a small room filled with noisy and hot machines that were part of the U-Bahn’s rail system.

In the middle of the room was an unusual flight of stairs that vanished into the ground after only three steps. But when you’d taken those three steps, three more appeared. Each three-step set was very narrow and had no railings.

“Don’t worry,” Tyr said. “No one has died using them.” “Where do they go?” Maggie asked, not exactly comforted by the assurance.

“To the tunnels,” Tyr said.

After about a hundred or so steps, Maggie got into a rhythm of only being able to see three steps at a time (the next three did not appear until you were practically done with the previous three, and then those three disappeared the minute you started on the next set).

Grisha scaled down considerably in size. “We’re so close to finding them,” he whispered to her. “I never thought we’d get this close.”

Maggie pressed her hand against his orange scale, partly to say I know and partly because she did not think those stairs looked safe.

“Just follow me,” Tyr said, making her way down the strange steps gracefully.

Just as she was beginning to feel comfortable using them, the stairs ended. “Thank goodness,” Grisha whispered, and Maggie smiled.

As they turned this way and that, it seemed as if they were in a maze of tunnels. The farther they walked, the warmer it got.

“Who built these?” Grisha asked. The tunnel floors had the same smooth, rounded shape as the sides and the ceilings. They were oddly familiar, and he wondered where he would have seen them before now.

“The dragons built everything down here,” Tyr told him.

Of course, Grisha thought. These were similar to the underground spaces dragons used to build out of dead trees, stones, and underbrush. Nothing in the forest was ever wasted, and the dragons who loved to build made beautiful underground dwellings to protect creatures from rain, ice, snow, or extreme cold.

Grisha had dropped to all fours, but Maggie had to walk with her feet wider apart than normal to keep her balance. It was as if the halls and the stairs had been designed so that anyone with two legs instead of four would have difficulty using them. On top of that, she began to have trouble breathing. The air was becoming very, very warm.

Tyr made one last turn into one last tunnel. At the end of it, Maggie and Grisha could see flickering hints of flames. As they approached the source of the fire, the smell of smoke choked the air, and suddenly they were there. The tunnel opened up into a huge, cavernous space.

And there before them, everywhere they looked, were the missing dragons.

These dragons were not quiet sleepers. The creatures who were curled up on straw beds or stretched out on old newspapers snorted, tossed, turned, and exhaled fire.

Maggie, who had only ever seen the dragons at the bar, was amazed at all of the colors spread out before her.

White, silver, black, fuchsia, turquoise, and burgundy created a mosaic of color across the floor. Wings furled and unfurled like gorgeous banners as dragons exhaled fire that quickly vanished, leaving behind heat and smoke.

Maggie wanted so much to talk to each and every one of them, to ask them about the battles they had fought, the kings they had rescued, and the dreams they’d spent the past forty years having.

“Do they ever wake up?” Grisha asked Tyr. It was wonderful to see the dragons whom he had feared were gone forever.

“No, but they aren’t dying anymore, thanks to me,” Tyr said. “The spell Leopold used was killing most of them. It was supposed to make them quiet, but his magic wasn’t strong enough to be precise. Instead of making them quiet, they all fell asleep. A couple had a bad reaction to the spell itself and got fatally ill.”

Without thinking, Grisha and Maggie moved closer to each other until they were almost touching. Watching the dragons sleep began to feel disrespectful, but to look away felt just as wrong.

“My half of the spell kept the sick dragons from dying,” Tyr said. “Thisbe’s half would have woken all of them up.”

Maggie wondered whether she would rather not have discovered any of this. It was awful to see so much beauty trapped in a kind of living death. She made herself focus on the part that was good news: Because of Tyr, the dragons were alive. She had to hope that soon they would be awake and free.

“Where are we?” she asked, wanting to make sure that she and Grisha would be able to get back to this place even if they never saw Tyr again.

“Schönbrunn,” the cat said.

Now a museum, Schönbrunn had been the emperor’s summer palace as well as where he’d been born. It was a huge building with an even bigger garden. It was so big that one could easily imagine the earth beneath it absorbing a large number of dragons.

“Poor things,” Maggie said. “It’s so wrong.”

Grisha, feeling much the same but worried about the effects of the heat on his human companion, turned to Tyr. “Take us back,” he said. “We’ve seen enough.” He did not want to return until they were able to bring all these dragons back into the world.
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They retraced their steps to the Blaue Bar and discovered that walking up the vanishing stairs was easier than going down. To cover her lie, Maggie told her father she hadn’t been able to sleep. She couldn’t believe they’d been gone for less than an hour, as it felt like the universe had shifted.

“Whipped cream and cake should help,” Alexander said with a smile, before turning back to his friends.

For a moment or two, Maggie stood by his table, amazed that her father and all his friends were behaving normally, as if more than seventy dragons weren’t trapped under the city’s earth.

“Everything is so wrong,” she said to Grisha.

“Not everything,” he told her. “The whole world is not horrible just because one part is.”

“It feels horrible,” she said, and he nodded. Yes, of course it did.

“Will they ever wake up?” Grisha asked Tyr.

“They might,” Tyr said. “But the river water alone won’t do the trick. It has to be used by someone who knows magic.”

“But isn’t the water like a potion?” she asked.

“It’s exactly like one,” Tyr said.

“Well, you can use a potion without giving anything up,” Maggie said. “You don’t have to know magic to use it.”

“That’s not true,” Tyr said.

“It is,” Maggie said. “Grisha, tell her what Yakov told you when he set you free.”

Grisha briefly relayed what Yakov had said about having to give something up in order to practice magic, but that with potions, it was simply a question of finding the right one and using it.

Tyr asked whether Yakov had ever seen Grisha again after he’d left for Vienna.

“No, but I wasn’t allowed to leave the city,” Grisha said.

“And he never came to visit you?” Tyr asked.

“No, he didn’t,” Grisha said. “I always thought he might, and then I stopped hoping.”

“You realize he gave up being able to see you,” Tyr said matter-of-factly. “It wasn’t the nettles that made the potion work.”

Grisha had a sudden image of Yakov clearing his throat and wiping his eyes. His farewell words—Wherever you go, you’ll take a part of my heart—took on a new meaning. If only he’d known. He felt stricken, sick with sadness.

But Maggie was excited. Yakov, who hadn’t been a magician, had been able to make a potion work. He had given up what he loved.

Grisha, in the way friends sometimes do, realized what she was thinking and shook his head. “No, don’t. Maggie, don’t.”

It would be easier, she thought, if she didn’t look at him. She’d be unhappy and Grisha would be too, but together they’d have a moment of glory. After that, they wouldn’t have to see each other in order to be linked forever.

“Not everyone can see dragons,” Maggie said to Tyr.

“I know,” the cat said. “It takes a certain sensibility to notice what is possible.”

“Even people who might want to can’t always do it, but I can,” she said. “If I were to give up seeing dragons, I would be giving up something I love more than almost anything.”

Tyr tilted her head and examined Maggie as if seeing her for the first time.

“There has to be another way,” Grisha said.

“Are you sure about this?” Tyr asked Maggie.

“It’s out of the question,” Grisha said.

“It’s your choice,” Tyr said. “But to give up something that important to you, you have to be sure.”

“I’m sure,” Maggie said. To Grisha, she said, “It’ll be like Rachel. Only instead of not being able to see you because I’m a doctor, it will be because of what we did together.”

“Magic asks too much,” Grisha said. “It’s not fair.” In his long life, he’d had much time to think about all that was wrong with magic.

“Magic asks for its exact price,” Maggie reminded him. In her short life, what she’d learned about magic was that it demanded a sacrifice. This was one she believed she could make. “Even if I can’t see you, you’ll see me,” she said.

“Will I?” Grisha asked Tyr. “Or would that be part of what she gives up?”

“I can still see Thisbe,” Tyr said. “I often go to the roof of the D.E.E. just to see her.”

Grisha turned back to Maggie. “Are you sure you’ve thought about this?”

“That’s the beauty of it,” she said, her words rushing out. “I don’t have to think. It’s the exact right thing to do.”

“Being the right thing doesn’t mean we won’t regret doing it,” the dragon said.

“Grisha, it’s our quest,” she said. “How could we regret that?”

Time makes you regret things, he thought. But there was no way to explain that to a human as young as Maggie. And the mix of determination and excitement in her voice and eyes was not to be taken lightly. If they regretted it, at least they would do so together.

He thought of all the sleeping dragons. “How much water do you think we should bring back from the forest?” Grisha asked Tyr, and was rewarded with the rare sight of a smiling cat.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

FLY AWAY HOME
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MAGGIE THOUGHT THE BLACK FOREST WAS DISAPpointingly like other forests. There were the usual trees, birds, bugs, brambles, and rotting things. There were sounds that were either too quiet (the slight rustle of wind) or too loud (an angry owl or a tree branch crashing). The air felt damp and heavy.

To Grisha, being in the forest was like slipping into a bath at the end of a long day. The spell Thisbe had used to keep Leopold from detecting a dragon in Germany was good for only thirty-six hours, so he had to resist the temptation to detour in search of his favorite trees. Instead, he ate an acorn from every oak tree they passed.
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Grisha and Maggie had answered all of Thisbe’s many questions about Tyr. Once they’d reassured her at least four times that the small cat was well, Thisbe had set to work on getting them to Germany. “I’ll give up three memories of Tatiana to keep your trip secret from Leopold. One memory for every twelve hours,” she said.

“Is there another way?” Maggie asked, not wanting to be responsible for that type of loss.

“There isn’t, and anyway, it’s fitting—Leopold murdered Tatiana, and I will use my memories of her to help kill him.”

“It’s not guaranteed that Leopold will die once this spell is reversed,” Grisha reminded them. “He fears death might happen, but it may just be that his power weakens even more.”

“I hope he dies. Then I will take Theodora away from this godforsaken place,” Thisbe said.

“What about Tyr?” Maggie asked. “You’ll be able to see her!”

Thisbe took her spectacles off and began to rub them with her rumpled but clean shirt.

“She can never get back what she has given up in exchange for magic,” Grisha whispered.

Thisbe put her glasses back on and said calmly, as if she hadn’t heard either of them, “I think seventy-two dragons are still buried. Is that right?”

There had been seventy-seven when the unlucky dragons were first moved to the apartment building. Three had been shot trying to escape, and two had died from a reaction to the spell that was supposed to have put them to sleep.

“Yes,” Grisha said.

“You say Tyr thinks it will take about two ounces of water per dragon?” Thisbe asked, not waiting for an answer. “So two times seventy-two is . . . oh, I hate math.”

“A little over four liters,” Maggie said, glad that her father insisted that math was a vital part of a creative and independent person’s education.

“Can you carry that out of the forest?” Thisbe asked Grisha.

“Of course,” he said, and, as if to prove it, he spread and flexed his wings.
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It was a shorter flight than the one to London, but much bumpier. As soon as Maggie and Grisha landed—in a shallow pond at the edge of a clearing—and were out of the water, Maggie slid off her friend’s back, landing with a thump on her bottom. Grisha had scaled to an enormous size the moment he’d caught scent of his old home; each of his paws was now twice as large as when they had taken off.

Maggie stood up and got a good look at his new girth. It was impressive. “How far are we from the rivers?”

“Not far,” he said, and led her into the woods until they arrived at a new clearing. “This is where I was captured by Leopold,” Grisha said. “I lived with my mother three miles north of here.” Being this close to where she had taught him to roar made Grisha sad.

“Did you ever see her again?” Maggie asked.

Grisha was struck by how often she knew his thoughts without walking through his mind the way Thisbe could and did. He shook his head no. “She died about sixty years before Yakov freed me,” Grisha said. “Dragons don’t live much past five hundred or so.”

“How old are you?” Maggie asked.

“Close to two hundred, maybe,” he said. “I don’t know exactly how old I was when I went into the teapot, but I doubt more than sixty.”

“How old is Kator?” Maggie asked.

“About three hundred and seventy, I would guess,” Grisha said. “Only Lennox is over five hundred.”

“If you get sick before I find a way to see you again, will you ask Kator to keep an eye out for me?” Maggie asked.

“Once you do this, you won’t see me again,” Grisha said. “And you won’t see Kator, either, or any of Vienna’s dragons.”

“I don’t think we know enough about magic to say that,” Maggie said.

“I do,” Grisha said. After all, if you’re born in the forest, you know exactly what magic is. It was odd, he thought, how stories about magic tried to present it as a force for good. Magic was just a force available to those who understood it.

He and Maggie were leaning against two oak trees, looking at how light filtered through the leaves. “Don’t agree to give up seeing magic if you’re thinking it’s temporary,” he told her.

“I have to think it’s not forever,” she said. “It’s the only way I’ll be able to do it.”

“Maggie—”

“Don’t,” she said. “Let’s not talk. Let’s just pretend that everything will work out.”

Grisha remembered that early on in his enchantment, he had repeatedly told himself that it wasn’t forever, that sooner or later the spell would reverse itself and he would be free. As it turned out, he was freed, just not in the way he had imagined. So who was he to tell Maggie that things would not work out in some way or another?

“It’s getting late,” he said. “We’ll spend the night by the basin and then fill up the bottles just before we head home.”

He dropped onto all fours and she climbed up without hesitating. When he walked there was no turbulence, and the ride was smoother than when flying. Grisha moved slowly, so it was more like sauntering anyway. It was exactly the right way, Maggie thought, to be a part of a forest.

They heard the rivers before they saw them. They emerged from the forest onto a grassy bank. On either side of the bank were two narrow bands of water, which Maggie assumed were the Breg and the Brigach. The small rivers crossed right at the bank’s tip and swirled a bit before spilling out into the wide start of the Danube. It was beautiful, but in the normal way of any wide and glorious river.

“Sometimes magic doesn’t have to be more than it is,” Grisha said, when Maggie complained that none of the three rivers—even where they met—looked particularly special. “People expect that the magical will be extraordinary, but it’s often easy to overlook.”

He pulled cheese, bread, and a chocolate torte from the basket Alexander had asked the hotel kitchen to pack. He took a long drink of water from the Breg side of the riverbank and filled a cup for Maggie, who looked at it cautiously. “By itself, it’s just water,” he told her.

The sun had faded away, turning the forest a soft gray. By midnight, it would be black, then dark blue in the very early morning, and then gray again, but this time streaked with pink.

It had been a long day and tomorrow would be another. Grisha made a space between his front paws and Maggie curled up as if she were falling asleep under a table at the Blaue Bar.

She looked up at his long neck and huge chin, thinking of how wonderful it would be when the dragons were freed.

“Try to sleep,” Grisha said.

She pretended to sleep, yet struggled to stay awake. She wanted her body to memorize the sound of Grisha’s breathing and the forest’s smell of spoiled oranges and cinnamon. It was important that she not forget a thing about her time with him—even the feel of damp air upon her skin. If everything went according to plan, memories would be all she had of him.

In the morning, as if by agreement, they neither ate nor spoke, but filled the clay bottles. Maggie put them carefully into a canvas book bag and held it against her chest after taking her seat up on Grisha’s back. For now, there was nothing to be done but hold on and close her eyes.
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Grisha wasn’t sure if he was more worried about the potion working or not working. Either way, the outcome concerned all of Vienna’s dragons, so he knew he should tell their leader. Lennox might be old, his scales all white and silver, but he still served as their unofficial yet steady guide.

If Grisha and Maggie’s plan worked, all those buried dragons would need help from those who’d stayed aboveground. If the plan didn’t work, Grisha would want to try again, but he’d want Vienna’s dragons to be involved.

Lennox liked to sleep outside, as all dragons did, but he claimed to be too old to crave a high point. He preferred, he said, to wrap himself around the base of one of the many fountains or sculptures in the elaborate gardens of the Belvedere. He could stay there even during the day and, with his silver-white color, looked part of the marble.

Grisha scaled down to almost human size and sat on one of the benches near the old dragon. He knew that as soon as he told someone what he and Maggie were hoping to do, their private quest would become very real. And he would be that much closer to never seeing her again.

There was a slight movement at the corner of the fountain, and Lennox, in his soft yet mighty voice, said, “Benevolentia Gaudium, are you going to sit there all night or are you going to tell me why you’re here?”

Grisha looked into the ancient dragon’s gold eyes and realized he was about to do something he’d never done before. In fact, the burning on his face announced that he was already doing it. He was crying.

Lennox unwound himself from the fountain, but did not scale down enough to sit on the bench. Instead he curved around it, making a protective barrier and looking away so that Grisha might have some privacy as his grief burned its way out of his eyes. He could feel little blisters forming on the inside edges of his eyes and along his nose. That fact that his face now hurt made him cry even more.

Ever so delicately, Lennox unfolded a wing and wrapped it around Grisha’s shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” Grisha said, when the tears finally stopped. “I didn’t come here to weep like a baby.”

“In point of fact, baby dragons don’t weep,” Lennox said. “It is generally only done by warriors who have suffered in battle.”

“I didn’t know that,” Grisha said.

“Yes, I imagine a lot of your education was cut short by that teapot.”

Now the older dragon scaled down enough to sit on the bench. “Indomitus Ignis says you have been absent from your castle for several days,” he said. “Have you received a punishment from the D.E.E?”

“No, that’s not it at all,” Grisha said. “It’s . . . Do you remember the other dragons? The ones whose eyes aren’t gold?”

“Best not to think of them,” Lennox said. “Their fate has been sealed.”

“Maybe not,” Grisha said, and told him all that he and Maggie had done and what they hoped would happen the next day. “I came here to ask that if she and I can free them, then will those of us with gold eyes protect and guide them?”

Lennox was very still. Grisha could tell he understood the gravity of the request.

“It would be a remarkable thing to have them back with us,” Lennox said. He spoke slowly and with care. “You were right to come. I will see that we take care of them.”

“Thank you. I’ve been worrying over it all. They must be freed, no matter . . .” Grisha trailed off, not sure exactly how to phrase his hesitation.

“But it is a lot to give up,” Lennox said. “We have all seen you and the girl child together. It used to be only on the battlefield that such a bond existed between us and a creature from the world of men.”

“She would hate to fail,” Grisha said. “So I must hope.”

“It’s a brave thing to do,” Lennox said. “It has been unbearable to think of our buried brothers and sisters.”

Grisha shook his head against the idea that he was in any way brave.

“Even if you and the girl child—” Lennox said, and Grisha interrupted.

“Maggie,” he said. “If Maggie and me.”

“Yes, of course. It is very unlikely that you and Maggie can free those tragic beasts. She has no training in magic. And you are both attempting to undo the work of an experienced practitioner.”

“The water is the source of the forest’s magic,” Grisha said. “It will work. It must.”

As hard as it would be never to see Maggie again, Grisha knew that failing to free the dragons would be worse.

“And she is giving something up,” he said. “We know the rules.”

“Sometimes those rules work for a novice and sometimes not,” Lennox said. “But no matter what happens tomorrow, you have already shown your special purpose.”

“I haven’t done anything,” Grisha said. “If our plan works, it will be because of what Maggie does.”

“Your father once came to me for advice,” Lennox said. “You had taken an extra twenty years to arrive, but your appearance gave no clue of special ability or fate. He was worried and wondered if he should hire a special teacher.”

Grisha already knew that his birth had simply been one of magic’s odd turns. “They didn’t hire anyone,” he said.

“I told him to wait and see,” Lennox said. “If magic had made you for a special purpose, it would present itself.”

Grisha did not feel like talking about his parents. Or the fact that what had presented itself was a sorcerer and a teapot.

“Of all of us, you are the only one who managed to remember,” Lennox said. “Of all of us, only you have really looked at this world of men instead of looking back on a world that used to be.”

“Every one of us can look at the world,” Grisha said. “It’s not a special ability.”

“Everyone can look at the world,” Lennox said. “But only those who pause to see what is wrong can change it.”
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That night, Grisha didn’t go home. Lennox remained in the garden and Grisha found his way to the Belvedere’s roof. He could see the Bristol and, just past it, tucked behind the Opera House, the Sacher. He thought of the many times when, as a teapot, he had stood guard in Ella and Rachel’s bedroom. Keeping watch didn’t mean that the person you loved knew you were there.

“Good night,” he whispered, and, quite gently, blew out some smoke.

He watched it float this way and that, until it faded, and disappeared.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

THE EXCHANGE


[image: image]



THEY HAD ARRANGED TO MEET TYR IN THE SMALL room at the U4 metro stop. Maggie carried one of the liters of water and an espresso cup. Grisha took charge of the other bottles. To carry them he had to scale down to a small-enough size that he could navigate the maze of hallways without walking on all fours. Under different circumstances, Maggie would have been amused by how short her friend was.

When they arrived at the open, hot space, Maggie hardly noticed the heat. The dragons were all so beautiful. And soon, if all went well, they would be just as beautiful, but free.

“How will they drink if they’re asleep?” she asked.

“Our scales have a lot to do with our breath,” Grisha told her, “so if you pour the water on the dragons, it should work.”

“I’d worry less about where to put the water and more about what to do with all of them once they’re up,” Tyr said.

“They’re going to be able to dig their way out, right?” Maggie asked.

“Digging your way out of a place can be very upsetting,” Grisha told her, scaling back up to his normal size. “We’ll probably lead them out through the tunnels and then to the Stadtpark. They’ll adjust to the air and practice scaling. And then we can get dinner at the bar.”

“You’ll have to feed them in shifts,” Maggie said. She tried to imagine so many dragons crammed up against the bar ordering drinks and food. It seemed impossible that she wouldn’t get to see it.

“I want you to phrase your intention very carefully,” Tyr told her. “When you put the water on them, be very specific about what you want.”

“I want the dragons to wake up and be free,” Maggie said.

“Yes, of course,” Tyr said. “What I meant is that you should describe what you are giving up very carefully.”

“Why? What do you mean?”

“I mean exactly what I said,” Tyr told her, reminding Maggie of how annoying cats could be.

“Only you know what is precious to you,” Grisha explained, “so in order for the water to work, only you can say what is being given away.”

“I see,” Maggie said, afraid she might not be able to make the water work.

“Just be honest,” Grisha said. “Magic can always sense deceit.”

Maggie looked at all of the colors spread upon the ground and wondered if the dragons would be sorry not to have a chance to thank her. Or to tell her their stories. She desperately wanted to hear them, but unless she gave up that possibility, no one ever would.

She would not think right now. Nothing good would come of thinking. “Let’s start.”

“Wait,” Grisha said. “Wait. We have to say goodbye.”

“No,” she said. “I won’t do that. You will always be with me, no matter what.”

“We’re not going to be able to see each other again,” he said. “It’ll be as if I’m not there.”

“It will never be like that,” Maggie said. “You will always be there because I know you’re there.”

“You can’t take a part of my heart,” he told her. “You are a part of my heart.”

Maggie simply looked at him. There was so much to say, but not nearly enough time. Grisha leaned forward and put his head gently against hers; first one side and then the other.

“Thank you,” Maggie whispered to him. “Thank you.”

“You’re going to have to help her start,” Tyr said, impatient with both of them.

Grisha picked up one of the bottles.

“Promise me you’ll make sure they’re all safe,” Maggie said.

He nodded and poured water into the espresso cup while she looked carefully at the creatures on the floor. Silently at first, and then aloud, she offered up her intention.

“To the world of magic: In return for freeing the dragons, I give you my first and only friend.”

She watched the water slip from the cup over the first dragon, who was a marvelous combination of blue, yellow, and green. Slowly, she and Grisha moved among the sleeping dragons, pouring and placing and hoping that her offered exchange was as careful and honest as it needed to be.

For the first twenty or so dragons, nothing changed. Maggie could still see Grisha, and none of the sleeping creatures had woken up. In spite of her very real disappointment, she couldn’t help but be relieved. There was no way to imagine a life without Grisha. Because of him, she had traveled without her father and remembered her mother. Plus, she had talked to enchanted cats and one ancient artisan. Along the way, Grisha had somehow helped her to be exactly who she was. She was sorry about the buried dragons, of course, but it was okay that the potion wasn’t working. Now she would spend her life as Grisha’s friend.

Just as she was turning to tell him this, she saw a movement from the corner of her eye, and a blur of blue and yellowish green.

The room was now completely empty save for a small cat and four clay bottles, one of them hovering in midair. She saw water pour from the bottle into the cup she held. She knew that Grisha’s paws held the bottle and what not being able to see those paws meant.

“I guess it’s working,” Maggie said to Tyr.

The bottle moved from just above her hand to two feet above the ground. Maggie saw how the water she released did not fall straight to the ground, but dispersed as if running over something solid.

“Are they all moving, or only one at a time?” she asked Tyr, holding the cup out for more water.

Tyr was silent.

“Can you describe it to me?” Maggie asked. She felt her throat tighten. There was still no answer, so she took her hands away from the bottle and looked at the cat.

“What’s wrong with you? Cat got your tongue?” She laughed, quite pleased with herself, but Tyr remained silent.

Of course. Why hadn’t she realized that might happen? In giving away her ability to see dragons, she’d also given up being able to talk to cats, enchanted and otherwise. The world of magic was no longer open to her.

The bottle nudged her and slowly she went back to the task at hand, working until all four bottles were empty and the last one was placed gently on the ground.
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When she found herself just outside of the Stadtpark, leaning against a gate and with no idea of how she had gotten there, Maggie wasn’t too terribly surprised. Girls who can’t talk to cats or see dragons probably can’t remain in rooms and tunnels built by those same dragons. Her eyes stung and there was a terrible tightness in her chest.

Someday, she told herself, she would travel to London and look for Yakov Merdinger’s great-grandchild. With any luck, Nadia would turn out to be like Ella and able to spot a dragon no matter how old she got. The two of them would sit over a pot of tea every afternoon and eat biscuits. Eventually, Grisha would find them and Maggie would talk to him through Nadia. He would tell her all of his stories and she would tell him hers.

In spite of or maybe even because of this imagined rosy picture, Maggie put her hands over her face and cried until her head hurt. It was the sort of crying that makes it hard to breathe and causes headaches that throb and stab.

Not one person walking by seemed to notice, and for once she was glad that so few people paid attention to things they didn’t care about. She wiped her eyes and a feeling of softness settled over her. She was reminded of when she’d seen her mother’s paintings in Rome and Grisha had put his paw on her shoulder.

“Grisha?” she asked in a quiet voice. How still would she have to be in order to sense the presence of a creature she could no longer see?

Maggie knew that she might be able to ask Alexander to find Grisha, but for now she needed to keep private what she’d done. Giving up her ability to see or talk with Grisha was the first decision she’d made without asking her father’s advice.

The consequences would be hers to face alone.
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Slowly, Maggie made her way to the lobby of the Sacher and asked that a pitcher of ice water and two aspirin be sent to her room. Once upstairs, she opened all the windows to let in some fresh air. She stood in front of her pajama drawer for a long time before deciding to leave her stuffed rabbit in peace.

From her window, she could see the tops of the trees lining the Kärntner Ring. The leaves no longer held the rich, deep green of summer, but they had yet to turn the brilliant colors of fall. She watched as the last bit of light left Vienna’s sky and a soft, mournful blue-gray blanketed the city’s buildings and boulevards.

When Alexander opened her door, asking if she wanted to come down to the bar with him, she shook her head, saying she was too tired.

“What shall I tell Grisha?” he asked.

“Grisha will understand,” she said. “Good night.”

She imagined Thisbe on the roof of the D.E.E., looking at the very same sky, wishing she could see Tyr. Maybe news of Leopold’s death had reached Thisbe and she was already packing up and planning a new life for herself and Theodora.

Or Leopold might still be alive, and Thisbe still at the D.E.E. Maggie hoped that whatever the cat’s fate, Thisbe was pleased that what she and Tyr had tried to do forty years ago was now done.

Eventually, when tiredness and hunger finally overcame her, Maggie put herself to bed for the first time since Alexander had hired Grisha. She drew her knees up under her chin and leaned against the pillows on her bed.

Somewhere, because of her, seventy-two dragons were awake and alive in a world not quite willing or ready to accept them. They would settle in bits of forest or empty buildings.

Maggie would never know exactly what became of Vienna’s dragons, and because of that she’d always be less herself, but also so much more.

“Good night, Grisha,” she said.

After all, even when you can’t see it, magic is still there, tucked into shadows and corners. It’s visible, but only if you look.
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