[image: Second-Hand Dragons]
Second-Hand Dragons
Jonas
Chapter One: Pledged

I was pawned on a Thursday, in a coal scuttle, for eleven crowns, and I would like that on the record.

The bell over the door of Hobb's Pledges and Loans rang as we came in. It was a thin, cracked little bell, and it has rung at the start of everything that matters in this story, so you may as well get used to it now. I did not see the shop that first morning. My eyes had been going for thirty years, and by then they were good for light and dark and not much else. But I can tell you exactly what it was like, because a nose is worth ten eyes if you have been alive long enough to train it.

It smelled of brass polish and old wool. Under that was ink, and soap, and the particular sour cold of a room where nobody has lit a fire in years. Somewhere high up to my left, something feathered shifted its weight and sighed. A pencil was being chewed.

Mrs Fennick set the scuttle on the counter. The counter was glass, and it was so cold I felt it through the iron.

"I would like to pledge this," she said. She had a voice like a good pair of gloves gone thin at the fingers. "It's for the rent."

That was a lie. I knew it was a lie the way you know a step is missing in the dark. Mrs Fennick smelled of lavender and damp and, very faintly, of her husband's pipe, and when she said "rent" the lavender went sharp. I said nothing. I had been saying nothing for a fortnight, since the day they carried Master Fennick out of the house on Ferrier Street, and I did not intend to break the habit for a pawnbroker.

"And what exactly is it, Mrs Fennick?" said the pawnbroker. Her voice was dry and quick, a voice that counted things.

"He is a dragon, Mrs Hobb," said Mrs Fennick. "He was my husband's. His name is Aldevar."

Aldevar the Undimmed, if we are being formal, and I generally am. Nobody in the shop asked about the second part. I did not offer it.

"It's very small for a dragon." The pencil further along the counter stopped being chewed.

"He used to be a great deal bigger." She did not say when.

I want to explain that, since nobody in the shop did. A dragon is roughly the size of its fire. When I was young and the fire was young, I was the size of a barn, and I could lie along the ridge of a hill and warm the whole valley under me. Every hundred years or so since then I have been a little smaller. By the morning I was pawned I was about the size of a large and disappointed cat. My scales were the colour of old pennies, and my breathing sounded like a bellows with a hole in it. I fitted in the scuttle with room for my tail.

The pawnbroker leaned closer. She smelled of brass polish, as if she had been polishing the shop's door handles for forty years and some of it had soaked in.

"Does it bite?" she asked. "I charge more for the ones that bite."

I bit the ticket. She had just written it out and was holding it over the scuttle, and it was right there. It tasted of ink and of the word "eleven". She took her hand back very fast.

"I'd put that down as a yes," said a third voice, from further along the counter.

It was a young voice, a girl's, careful and level. It belonged to the chewed pencil. I had not noticed her come over. She moved lightly, with small quick steps, and she smelled of ink and soap and of being cold all the time, which was something I would learn about her later.

"Thank you, Tansy," said the pawnbroker, without warmth. "Write it up. One dragon, name of Aldevar, elderly, small, bites. Eleven crowns against it." She turned back to the widow. "Redeemable at any time before Midwinter, Mrs Fennick. Eleven crowns and the interest. After that it goes to the Reckoning with everything else."

"I know how a pledge works, Mrs Hobb."

"Everybody says that," said Mrs Hobb. "Hardly anybody does."

Mrs Fennick laid her gloved hand on the rim of the scuttle, not quite touching me. For a moment I thought she was going to say something to me, the kind of thing you say at a door. Then the lavender went sharp again, and she took the torn half of the ticket, and the bell rang, and she was gone.

So that was that. I lay in the scuttle on the cold glass and decided that I would sulk until she came back for me or until my fire went out, whichever came first. I did not much mind which. I had been alive for a very long time, and the one person who had known what I was had been carried out of Ferrier Street feet first.

"Right," said Mrs Hobb. "Back room. Mind your fingers."

She reached for the handle of the scuttle. I showed her my teeth, which are still very good, and I made the noise. I can't make much of a noise these days, but I can still make that one. It is the sound a chimney makes just before it catches. Mrs Hobb took her hand back for the second time that morning.

"Well," she said, "it can stay on the counter, then, and frighten the customers."

There was a pause. Then the girl spoke, quite close to me, and not to Mrs Hobb.

"May I?" she said. "I'm going to pick you up by the handle and carry you through to the back. It's no warmer, but it's quieter, and nobody will poke you."

I want you to understand how rare that was. In all my years of being carried about, by wizards and apprentices and porters and once, memorably, by a bishop, nobody had ever asked. People ask a dog. They don't ask a scuttle.

I did not answer her. But I did not make the noise either, and I kept my teeth to myself. She took that for the yes it was. She lifted the scuttle carefully, both hands, and carried me through a curtain that smelled of moth and into the back room, and set me down beside the stove.

The stove was cold. I could tell from a foot away that it had been cold for years. There was old ash in it, gone hard as a pavement.

"That's Quill," said the girl, and the feathered thing above us shifted. "He's an owl. He's been on the shelf for eleven years. Don't let him tell you about it, he'll never stop."

"I heard that, and I shall tell him about it regardless," said the owl.

"You were meant to hear it." She was doing something with a cup. I heard water poured, and then nothing for a while, and then I understood she was holding the cup between her two hands to take the chill off it before she gave it to him. Her hands were not much warmer than the water. She did it anyway. Then she set the cup on the shelf, and the owl drank. He said thank you in the grudging way of a creature who has been saying it for eleven years and resents every one of them.

"The thing to know about this shop," she told me, settling her skirts on an upturned crate, "is that everything in it is for something. Mrs Hobb's father used to say never get attached to stock. She still says it. You're stock now. So am I, more or less. It's not as bad as it sounds."

"Fire is not a thing one lends," I said.

It was the first thing I had said aloud in a fortnight, and my voice came out rusty and much too loud for the room. The owl flinched. The girl did not.

"No," she agreed, after a moment, as if I'd told her the price of coal. "I don't suppose it is."

She went back into the shop. I lay with my nose against the cold stove and listened to the afternoon. The bell rang four more times. A man pawned a clock. A woman bought a coat. Once, under her breath and to nobody, Mrs Hobb said that one should never get attached.

When the shop was shut and dark and colder than ever, I heard the ledger open on the counter. It was a big ledger, and its pages turned with a sound like a slow wing. Then the girl's voice, very quiet, as she did with every new pledge, counting the days to Midwinter.

"Forty-two," she said. Then she stopped, and the pencil went still, and I heard her count again, more slowly, as though the number had come out wrong the first time and she wanted to be sure.
Chapter Two: Cold Coal

The bell rang early on my second morning at Hobb's Pledges and Loans, and a woman came in carrying a fire in a tin.

I was out on the front shelf by then, behind the counter and under the window. Mrs Hobb had decided that if I was going to bite people, I could at least be seen doing it. Pledges in her shop were kept where customers could look at them, she said, because a pledge that is looked at is a pledge that gets redeemed. So I lay in my scuttle between a carriage clock and a box of spoons, and I listened to Greyhithe come in out of the cold.

The woman smelled of a small house and a long walk. She set the tin on the glass, and even through the lid I could feel it. There was a live coal in there, a real one, warm all the way through. It had been given to somebody once, and passed on, and kept. It was a cousin of mine. Every warm fire in this city is.

"I'd like to pledge this," the woman said. "It's my mother's hearth. It's the last of it."

Mrs Hobb did not open the lid. "I can't take fire, my dear."

"It's a good coal. It's been in our family since my grandmother."

"I'm sure it has, and it's a good coal now, while it's yours." Mrs Hobb's voice was not unkind, which surprised me. "But fire doesn't keep on a shelf. The minute I pay you for it, it'll go cold, and then I've given you money for a lump of nothing, and you've lost your mother's hearth. I won't do that to either of us."

There was a queue behind her, three people deep. Pawnshops in winter always have a queue. A man near the back shifted his boots on the boards. He smelled of horses and of a long day still to come.

"I'll give you a penny for it," he said. "It's worth a penny to me, missus. I've a cold room and a colder wife."

"Don't," said Tansy, from the ledger. Her pencil had stopped. "Mr Abel, you know what happens."

"Grandmothers' tales," said the man. "A coal's a coal."

I could have told him. I did not. I had decided to sulk, and a dragon who sulks for one morning and then gives a lecture is not really sulking at all. So I lay in the scuttle and listened.

The woman hesitated. Then the penny rang on the glass, a small flat note, and she lifted the lid of the tin and tipped the coal into the man's gloved palm.

I heard the fire stop. That is the only way I can put it. A live coal makes a sound, if you know how to listen, a tiny breathing tick like a clock in another room. It stopped. The warmth went out of the air above the counter as quickly as a door closing. The coal was still glowing, a dull orange, but there was no heat in it at all. And then, while I listened, even the glow went grey.

The man said a word I won't repeat. He opened his hand and the coal sat in it, cold as a stone from a river.

"Grandmothers' tales," said Tansy, very quietly, and wrote something in the ledger.

The woman did not cry, which I thought was brave of her. She looked at the grey coal, and at the penny, and then she put the lid back on her empty tin. Mrs Hobb took the tin from her, turned it over in her hands, and said she would lend threepence against it, since it was good tin. That was a lie too. It was not good tin. But it was the kind of lie I didn't mind, and I filed it away. I had not expected Mrs Hobb to tell that kind.

When the queue had gone and the shop was quiet, Tansy came and sat on her crate in front of my shelf, the way she was already starting to do.

"I'll explain that, if you like," she said. "Since you're new."

"I am considerably older than this city," I said.

"New to the shop, I mean." She had a way of answering exactly the thing you'd said, which I found very irritating. "It's like a price list. Fire you're given stays warm. You can pass it on as often as you like, and it's still warm. But fire you pay for gives light and no heat. Not a penny's worth. It's only the flame that counts, mind. You can buy coal, and you can buy candles. It's paying for the flame itself that kills it. Everybody's grandmother says so, and everybody's grandmother is right, and still people like Mr Abel try it every winter."

"I know how fire works," I said. "I was there when it started."

"Were you?" She did not sound as though she believed me. She sounded as though she would write it down and check it later. "Well, then you know. That's why the Guild's lamps are no good for anything but seeing by."

I did not ask what the Guild was. I found out at dusk.

They came along Tallow Lane as the light went, two of them, with a ladder that clanked and a pole with a hook on the end. I heard them before anything else. Each lamp, when they lit it, gave a long thin hiss, like a cat that has been asked to leave. Then light came through the window and lay across the counter in a bright cold square. I could see it, in my way. It was the most light I had seen in weeks. It did not warm the glass by the smallest degree.

"Lamplighters' Guild," said Tansy, without my asking. "They've had the charter for selling fire for forty years. Every lamp in the street is theirs. You can have one in your room for two shillings an hour, if you've got two shillings an hour."

"And are you warm, with your two shillings?"

"Nobody's warm with it," she said. "That's not what it's for. Mrs Hobb has one for the counter, so she can read the hallmarks."

Frost was forming on the inside of the window. I could hear it, a faint crackle like someone walking on sugar. Outside, the lamplighters' ladder clanked against the lamp-post nearest our door.

Then the clanking stopped.

One of them had come down his ladder and was standing at our window. I heard his breath on the glass. I heard him sniff, twice, the way you sniff at a kitchen door to find out what's for supper. Dragons have a smell, you understand. We smell of hot pennies. Even a small, old, sulking dragon does.

He stood there long enough for his breath to freeze on the pane. Then he went back up his ladder, and the two of them clanked away down Tallow Lane, and the lamps hissed after them, one by one, all the way to the river.

"What was that about?" said Mrs Hobb, from the back.

"Nothing," said Tansy. But she had stopped chewing her pencil, and I heard her write something down.

That night I lay in the scuttle on the cold shelf and did the thing I had been putting off. I listened to my own fire.

It was lower than it had been the night before. Not by much. By about as much as a candle burns down in an evening. But I had not been giving it to anyone or using it for anything. It was simply going, the way it had been going, slowly and then less slowly, since Ferrier Street.

I did not mention it to anybody. There was nobody to mention it to, and in any case, I was sulking.
Chapter Three: A Light Next Door

On my second Thursday at Hobb's Pledges and Loans, the bell rang nine times, and not one of them was Mrs Fennick.

I counted. I had not meant to. I lay on the front shelf in my scuttle and told myself I was listening to the street, but every time the bell went I lifted my head an inch to smell the doorway. A coal merchant. Two women with a feather bed between them. A boy with his father's watch, who came back an hour later and asked for it again. No lavender. No pipe. At closing time Mrs Hobb turned the sign and said, to the room in general, that Thursdays were always slow.

Tansy carried me through to the back room, as she did every night now. She always asked first. I never answered, and she always took that as a yes.

It was colder that night than it had been all week. The frost had got into the back room through the walls. I heard it working in the plaster like a mouse. Quill had fluffed himself up on his shelf until he was twice his size and half as dignified. Even the stove seemed colder, which should not have been possible for a thing that had been dead for years.

Tansy went up to her room. Her room was over the shop, at the top of a stair that creaked on the fourth and ninth steps. I heard her sit at her table. I heard her open a bottle and dip a pen. Then I heard her say something under her breath that was nearly, but not quite, the word Mr Abel had used.

"Ink's frozen," said Quill, to me. He said it with great satisfaction, as if he had predicted it. "It does that in a hard winter. Last time it did that, she was nine."

The stair creaked on the ninth step and the fourth. Then the shop door opened, and the bell gave its cracked little note, and the cold came in and the door shut behind it. She had gone out.

I listened for her. It was not difficult. The shop on our left was a cobbler's, and its back room shared a wall with ours. Through the wall I heard a knock, and a door, and an old man's voice, rough with sleep.

"Can you spare a light?" said Tansy.

She said it the way you say a thing you have been taught. It had a shape to it, those five words, a shape that was older than the girl, older than the cobbler, older than the street. I had not heard it in a long time. Wizards do not need to borrow a light, and Master Fennick and I had kept our own.

"Gladly," said the cobbler. That was the shape of the answer, too. Then there was a rustle and a scrape, and I felt it, even through the wall: the small warm push of a candle being lit from a hearth. Fire passing from one hand to another, freely, the way it should.

"Thank you kindly," Tansy said.

"Pass it on, love," said the cobbler, and shut his door.

She came back in with it cupped in her hands. The bell rang, the cold came in, and then the warmth came in after it, small and steady and real. A candle lit from a given hearth is only a candle. It does not heat a room. But it is warm the way a hand is warm, and in that shop, in that winter, it felt like a bonfire.

I waited to hear her go up the stairs with it. She had a frozen bottle of ink up there and a room with frost on the inside of the window. Instead she came through the curtain into the back room and set the candle down on the floor. She set it between the owl's shelf and my scuttle, exactly between, as if she had measured.

"There," she said. "Now it's nobody's, so it's everybody's."

"What about your ink?" said Quill.

"It'll keep till morning." She sat down on her crate and held her hands out to the flame, but not too close, as though it belonged to us and she was only visiting.

I noticed that. Let the record show that I noticed it, on the second Thursday, long before anything else happened. She had gone out into the cold to ask for a light, and then she had given it away to an owl and a pledge.

We sat like that for a while, the three of us, in the small round of warmth. I am not proud of what happened next. The candle had made me feel better than I had felt since Ferrier Street, and when a dragon feels better, it boasts.

"That cobbler's hearth," I said. "Do you know where it came from?"

"From his father's, I expect," said Tansy. "And his father's from somebody's."

"And theirs from somebody's, all the way back," I said. "All the way back to a ford in a river, and a few huts, and a hill above them with a dragon lying on it. The people in the huts were cold. They had come a long way. They had nothing to trade. The dragon lit their first hearth for nothing, because they asked, and because it was a hard winter. That fire was passed from hut to hut, and then from house to house, for nine hundred years. Every warm fire in this city is a cousin of that one."

The candle ticked softly between us.

"That's a story," said Tansy. "Every child in Greyhithe knows it. The Founders' Fire."

"It is a story," I said. "I was in it."

I had expected her to laugh. Or to say "Were you?" in that voice that meant she would check it later. Instead she went very quiet. She sat on her crate and did not move at all, and I could hear her thinking, the way you can hear a kettle that is about to boil.

"You lit it," she said at last.

"I did." My tail curled round the inside of the scuttle, the way it used to when I was young.

"The first one. Every fire in the city. Mr Abel's grandmother's, and the cobbler's, and this one." She looked at the candle. I could not see her look at it, but I heard her turn her head. "And your fire's going out."

I had not told anyone that. I had not told the owl. I had certainly not told her.

"How do you know that?" It came out louder than I meant, and the owl flinched.

"Because you're smaller than you were on Thursday," she said. "I picked you up every night. You're lighter. Not by much. By about as much as a candle burns down." She did not say it unkindly. She said it the way she'd say that a pledge was due. "I keep the ledger. I notice what things weigh."

Quill said nothing at all, which in eleven years he had perhaps never done before. The candle burned on between us, a cousin of mine, nine hundred years removed.

Tansy did not ask me anything else that night. She sat with her hands held out to a flame she had given away, and she stayed until it guttered. Then she said good night to us both and went up the stairs, the fourth step and the ninth, to her frozen ink.

In the morning, when she came down to open the shop, there was a card on the mat. She picked it up. I smelled it from the back room before she had read a word of it. It smelled of lamp oil and of starch.

"The Lamplighters' Guild," she read aloud, slowly, "presents its compliments."
Chapter Four: Thursdays

On the third Thursday, the bell rang at ten in the morning, and the shop filled up with lavender.

I knew it before the door had shut. I had spent a week telling myself that I did not care whether Mrs Fennick came back, and I had believed it about half the time. Now I lay very still in my scuttle on the front shelf and kept my eyes closed. It is easy for me to pretend to be asleep. My eyes are no use open, and closing them costs me nothing.

"Good morning, Mrs Hobb," said Mrs Fennick, the widow who had pawned me.

"Mrs Fennick." Mrs Hobb's pencil did not stop. "Come to redeem?"

"Come to visit," said Mrs Fennick. "If that's allowed."

There was a pause in which I could hear Mrs Hobb deciding whether it was allowed. In a lifetime behind that counter, I suspect nobody had ever asked her.

"It's your pledge," she said at last. "You can look at it as much as you like. Tansy, give Mrs Fennick your crate."

Tansy brought the crate. She set it in front of my shelf, where she sat every evening. Mrs Fennick sat on it with a creak of good stays and thin gloves. For a while she said nothing. Then she began to talk, not to me exactly, but near me, the way people talk beside a grave.

She talked about her husband's pipe. It was a cherrywood pipe with a chip out of the bowl, and he had smoked it for forty years and never once cleaned it. She said the whole house on Ferrier Street still smelled of it. She said it was like living inside his coat. She talked about his jokes, which were bad, and which he told twice, in case you had missed them the first time. She talked about the way he hummed when he was working, always the same three bars of a song he never finished, so that she had spent forty years waiting for the fourth.

I lay with my eyes shut and listened to every word. I knew that song. I had heard him hum it under his breath on a thousand winter evenings, with his feet up on my back to warm them. He never did finish it. I had never asked him what came next. I had thought there would be time.

"He used to talk to you," said Mrs Fennick. Her voice had come closer. "In the evenings. I'd hear him through the study door, going on and on. I used to think he was talking to himself. And then one night I heard you answer him."

I kept my eyes shut.

"I suppose you miss him too," she said, very quietly. "I suppose you must."

Above us on his shelf, Quill shifted. I could feel him looking at me. I did not open my eyes. If I had opened them I would have had to answer, and if I had answered I would have had to say something true, and I had no idea what that would be.

After a while, Mrs Fennick stood up. The crate creaked as she rose. She did not touch the scuttle. I heard her gloves rustle as she put them back on, finger by finger, and I heard her cross to the door.

Tansy was there before her. I heard the girl's quick light steps on the boards, and then her voice, low and level, the voice she used for prices.

"Mrs Fennick," she said. "Will you redeem him?"

She said him. I noticed that, too. Mrs Hobb called me it. Mrs Fennick called me he. Until that morning, Tansy had been careful to call me nothing at all.

The lavender went sharp. Mrs Fennick did not answer straight away.

"Not yet," she said.

"There are twenty-eight days left," said Tansy. "After that, it's the Reckoning. Anyone can buy him at the Reckoning."

"I know how a pledge works, child."

"Everybody says that," said Tansy. It was exactly what Mrs Hobb had said on the first morning, in exactly her voice, and I heard Mrs Hobb's pencil stop.

Mrs Fennick opened the door. The bell rang. The cold came in.

I could have called her back. You must understand that. I want to be fair to myself in this story, but I want to be fair to her more. I have a voice, when I want one, like a cathedral organ. I used it once to stop a battle on the river, and once to tell a king precisely what I thought of him. If I had lifted my head out of that scuttle and said her name, she would have stopped on the step. She would have turned round. And I think, though I can never know, that she would have counted out eleven crowns and the interest on the glass, there and then, and carried me home.

I did not call her. I lay with my eyes shut and my teeth together. I told myself it was because I was sulking. It was because I was proud. It was because, if she had taken me home to Ferrier Street, I would have had to lie every night in a house that smelled of his pipe, beside a chair with nobody in it.

The door shut. The lavender thinned and went. And from that moment, though I did not let myself know it yet, I was going to the Reckoning.

The bell rang once more that day, at noon. It was a boy in a Guild cap, with a letter. He did not wait for an answer. Mrs Hobb read the letter standing up at the counter, and then she read it again sitting down. I heard the paper shake very slightly, the way paper does when the hands holding it are cold, or are not quite steady.

"What does it say?" said Tansy.

"That the Lamplighters' Guild understands this shop holds a dragon," said Mrs Hobb, "and that, should the dragon go unredeemed, the Guild intends to bid for it at the Midwinter Reckoning. And that they will send an agent to inspect the pledge, at my convenience." She folded the letter. "At my convenience. I like that."

"Will you burn it?" said Tansy.

There was nothing to burn it in. The stove in the back room had been dead for years, and the Guild lamp on the counter would not have scorched a moth. Tansy knew that. I think she asked so that Mrs Hobb would have to say no out loud.

Mrs Hobb said nothing at all. She opened the drawer under the counter, the one with the strongbox in it, and she put the letter inside, and she shut the drawer. Then she said that it was past noon and the shop would not run itself, and Tansy went to see to the coal merchant.

That night, after the shop was shut, I did not hear Tansy counting. I heard Mrs Hobb instead. She sat alone at the counter with the big ledger open in front of her, under the cold light of the Guild lamp. She turned the pages back a long way, so far back that the paper sounded different, softer and more brittle.

Then I heard her pencil, writing something short.

And then, after a long while, I heard the small dry scrape of a rubber, rubbing it out.
Chapter Five: The Thermometer

The Guild's agent came on the Monday after Mrs Fennick's visit, and the bell rang for him as politely as I have ever heard it ring.

He smelled of lamp oil and starch. I knew him at once, because I had smelled him already on the card on the mat. He wiped his boots on the step before he came in, carefully, both feet, which almost nobody in Greyhithe does. His gloves were very good leather. When he took them off, I heard him fold them, one inside the other, and put them in his pocket.

"Mrs Hobb," he said. "Edwin Strand, of the Lamplighters' Guild. You had our letter, I think. I wondered if this would be a convenient time."

"It's a shop, Mr Strand," said Mrs Hobb. "It's never convenient and it's always open."

"Then I'll be brief." He said it as if he meant it, and as if he was usually believed. "May I see the pledge?"

He did not mean may I. He meant where is it. There is a difference, and I am an expert in it. Tansy, behind the counter, must have heard it too, because she did not move to fetch me. Mrs Hobb had to point.

Mr Strand came round the end of the counter. He bent towards my shelf. Then he did something nobody had done since I arrived, not even the customers who tapped the glass. He reached into the scuttle with one bare hand and lifted my wing.

I made the noise.

He did not take his hand back. That surprised me. Mrs Hobb had taken her hand back twice. He only paused, the way you pause when a dog growls that you have been told is old and harmless. Then he slid something cold and thin under my wing, against the scales, and held it there.

"A thermometer," said Tansy, from behind him. Her voice was very flat. "You might have asked him."

"Asked it what, miss?" He did not look round.

"Whether you could put that under his wing."

Mr Strand thought about this. I could hear him thinking about it, quite honestly, as if it were a sum. "I suppose I might," he said. "I'm sorry. I'm not used to the pledge having opinions." He did not take the thermometer out. He looked at his watch. After a minute by the watch, he slid the thermometer free and held it up to the cold light of the Guild lamp.

He was quiet for a moment.

"Well," he said. "That's lower than I expected."

"What is it?" said Mrs Hobb.

"About the same as a cat," said Mr Strand. "A tired cat." He put the thermometer back in its leather case, and shut the case with a little click. "It doesn't matter. It's not the heat of the creature we're interested in. It's the fire. The first fire."

He turned to the counter. I heard him lay his folded gloves on the glass, and a long envelope beside them.

"I'd like to explain the Guild's position, Mrs Hobb, because I think you'll find it reasonable. Everyone in this city knows our lamps give light and no heat. They say it's because our fire is sold. Grandmothers' tales. The truth is simpler and much more scientific. Our lamps are lit from flame that has been passed on and passed on for nine hundred years. It's worn thin. It's a copy of a copy of a copy. Light it from the first fire, from the source, and you'll have a lamp as warm as a hearth. Every street in Greyhithe could be warm by next winter."

He meant it. That is the thing about Mr Strand that I need you to understand, because it would be easier if he had been a villain. He believed every word. He had worked out the problem and he had worked out the answer, and the answer was me.

"And what does your Guild want from me?" said Mrs Hobb.

"Nothing, unless the widow fails to redeem. If she does, we'll bid at the Reckoning." He opened the envelope. "These are our terms. The Guild's reserve is two hundred crowns."

Two hundred crowns. I heard Tansy's pencil drop. I heard Mrs Hobb not say anything, which was louder.

"I'll read you the relevant clause," said Mr Strand, "so there's no misunderstanding later. The creature, and all fire arising from it, shall become the sole property of the Lamplighters' Guild, to be used as the Guild sees fit." He folded the paper. "Standard language. We like to be clear."

I lay in my scuttle and thought about the words "all fire arising from it". I thought about a cage in a Guild yard, and a man with a thermometer taking my temperature every morning to see how much was left.

Mrs Hobb did not refuse. I want to be fair to her. I had heard her pay the coal merchant on Friday with a silver christening cup out of the window, because she did not have the coins. I had heard the landlord's knock on Saturday, and the conversation in the doorway that she thought nobody could hear. Two hundred crowns would pay them both for three years. She did not say yes. But she did not say no, and she let Mr Strand leave the envelope on the counter.

He put his gloves back on, finger by finger, the way Mrs Fennick did, and he went to the door.

"One more thing, Mrs Hobb," he said, with his hand on the latch. "The Reckoning list is posted on the first of the month. I'm sure you know the rules better than I do. But I'm told the magistrates are being particular this year. Every unredeemed pledge is to be listed." He opened the door, and the bell rang. "Of every kind."

The cold came in, and he went out into it.

Mrs Hobb said nothing. She picked up the envelope, and put it in the drawer with the Guild's letter, and shut the drawer harder than she needed to. Then she said she was going to see the landlord, and she took her coat, and the bell rang again, and she was gone.

Tansy came and knelt in front of my shelf. She did not sit on her crate. She knelt on the cold boards, so that her face was level with the scuttle, and I could feel her breath on my scales.

"You heard him," she said.

"I am old," I said, "not deaf."

"All fire arising from it. That means everything you've got left goes into their lamps. And their lamps are sold, so it'll all go cold anyway, whatever he thinks." She was speaking very fast, for her. "So don't let them have it. Give it away first. Give it to the street. Tonight, before anybody owns it. There's Mr Abel, and the cobbler, and the woman with the tin. You could light every hearth on Tallow Lane before Midwinter."

I said nothing. My fire was ticking in my chest, low and slow, a little lower than yesterday.

She took a breath. When she spoke again, it was in the old shape, the one the cobbler had answered.

"Can you spare a light?"

It was the second time I had heard her say it. And Let the record show that I knew, even then, exactly how much she meant by it.

"No," I said.

I did not explain. I could have told her that every flame I gave away would come out of what was left of me. I could have told her that I had lit the first fire in Greyhithe and kept the last of it, and that it was mine. When it went out, it would go out with me. It was the only thing I had left that nobody else had a ticket for. I did not tell her any of it. I said no, and I shut my eyes.

I expected her to argue. She argued with Mrs Hobb about prices. She argued with Quill about everything. She argued with customers, politely, until they paid what the thing was worth.

She did not argue with me. She stayed where she was on the cold floor for a long moment. Then she got up and went back to the ledger, and I heard her pencil start again, steady and careful, doing the accounts.

That was worse.
Chapter Six: Eleven Years

The bell rang on Wednesday morning for the coal merchant, who had come to be paid, and Mrs Hobb paid him in pledges.

I listened from my shelf as she did it. A pair of brass candlesticks, unredeemed since the summer. A clock that did not go. A fur tippet that had been a fox, and before that, I suspect, another tippet. The coal merchant grumbled and took them all, and gave her two sacks of coal she had nothing warm to light with. That is how a pawnshop runs in winter. Things go round and round, and nobody is ever quite paid, and the coal sits in the cellar waiting for a fire.

"It's tonight, isn't it?" said Tansy, when he had gone.

"What on earth is tonight?" said Mrs Hobb.

"Quill's anniversary," said Tansy. "Eleven years."

Mrs Hobb said that she had not forgotten, in the voice of someone who had. And I, lying in my scuttle between the carriage clock and the spoons, felt a stirring of something I had not felt in weeks. It was not hope. I am not sure dragons go in for hope. It was the old, low pleasure of knowing that before the day was out, somebody was going to make a fool of himself, and that I would be there to hear it.

The owl had been preparing all week. I had heard him at night, muttering on his shelf, trying out phrases and discarding them. Once, at about three in the morning, he had said "Friends, pledges, fellow stock." After a long pause he had said "No."

At closing time, Tansy carried me through to the back room. She set my scuttle by the cold stove, as she always did, and then she sat on her crate and folded her hands. Mrs Hobb came and stood in the curtain with her arms crossed, which for Mrs Hobb was a great concession.

Quill cleared his throat. It took some time. Owls do not have much throat to clear.

"Eleven years ago tonight," he began, "in the year of the great flood, I was placed upon this shelf by a stage magician of the name of the Great Ambrose. He paid for my keep three years in advance. No pledge in the history of this shop has ever had that done for it, and the law has never known what to do with me since. He informed Mrs Hobb that he would return for me on Tuesday."

"He didn't say which Tuesday," said Tansy, who had clearly heard the speech before.

"He did not specify which Tuesday," said Quill, with great dignity. "And so I waited. I have waited through eleven winters and eleven summers. I have waited through three moults, two leaks in the roof, and the incident with the ferret. I have seen pledges come and pledges go. Watches. Wedding rings. A complete suit of armour, which was redeemed by a very small man who I am fairly sure was not its owner."

"He was its owner's nephew," said Mrs Hobb from the curtain. "I checked."

"And through it all," said Quill, raising his voice slightly, "I have kept my place. I have kept count. I have never once fallen off. Some might call that a long time to wait for a stage magician. I call it a career."

"Hear, hear," I said.

Quill turned his whole face towards me, slowly, the way owls do. I could feel the full weight of his disapproval, even with my eyes.

"Some of us," he said, "have been on this shelf for eleven years, and some of us have been in that scuttle for three weeks. I would ask the newer pledges to hold their remarks until the end."

"I was pledged before your Great Ambrose was born," I said. "I was pledged before his grandmother was born. I have been carried in more scuttles than you have had moults."

"And yet," said Quill, "you were not invited to speak."

Tansy laughed. It was the first time I had heard her laugh, and it came out of her all at once, as if she had not known it was there. Even Mrs Hobb made a sound in the curtain that might have been a cough.

Quill went on. He spoke about dignity. He spoke about endurance. He spoke at some length about the moult, which he felt was not properly understood by the general public. And then, near the end, he said something I did not expect.

"I was not the only pledge to come to this shop in the year of the flood," he said. "The girl and I are of the same year. She was smaller then. She was so small she could not reach the counter. I used to watch her sitting under it, with a pencil, writing her letters on the back of old tickets." He paused. "I have watched her grow up from this shelf. I would like that noted. That is all."

There was a silence in the back room. Tansy did not say anything. I heard her hands tighten in her lap.

"Well," said Mrs Hobb at last, quite gruffly. "Very nice, Quill. Bed, all of you. It's freezing." And she went.

It was freezing. It was the coldest night yet. Tansy had a brick for her bed. She carried it next door every evening, and the cobbler let her warm it at his hearth, for nothing, because she asked. She had brought it back an hour ago, wrapped in a flannel, and set it by the curtain.

Now she got up and picked up the brick and put it on Quill's shelf. She tucked the flannel round it and nudged it up against his feathers.

"Happy anniversary," she said.

"You'll freeze, you ridiculous girl," said Quill.

"I've got three cardigans," said Tansy. "You've only got the one owl."

Then she went up the stairs, the fourth step and the ninth, to a bed with no brick in it.

I did not sleep that night. I lay in my scuttle with my fire ticking in my chest, low and slow. It would have been the easiest thing in the world to breathe on that brick and warm it all night, or to warm her blankets through the ceiling. I had done far harder things for kings. I did not do it. A flame given is a flame gone, and I had very few left, and they were mine. I lay awake and told myself that, over and over, the way Quill practised his speech.

Some time after midnight, I heard her come down again.

She did not come into the back room. She went to the shelves at the far end of the shop, where the old ledgers were kept, the ones from years ago. I heard her lift one down, and blow the dust off it, and lay it on the counter. I knew what she was doing. Quill had said the year of the flood, and she wanted to check the date. She checked everything.

I heard the old pages turning. They were soft and brittle, the way the pages had sounded when Mrs Hobb turned them back that night with her pencil. I heard Tansy's finger moving down a column. I heard her find Quill. She said "There you are" under her breath, the way you'd greet a friend.

Then the pages went on turning, and then they stopped.

There was a long silence. It went on so long that the cold crept into it. Then, very quietly, as if she was reading it to make sure it really said what it said, Tansy read one line aloud.

"One girl," she read. "Aged five."
Chapter Seven: Lot Nineteen

On the fourth Thursday, the bell did not ring at all until past nine, because nobody had opened the shop.

I had been awake all night. I had heard the ledger close at about two in the morning, and then nothing. Tansy did not go up the stairs. She did not come into the back room. She sat at the counter in the dark, in the cold, and I lay in my scuttle by the dead stove and listened to her not moving.

Here is what the line said. She read it to me later, so I can give it to you exactly. It was written in an old, thick hand, in ink gone brown. It was Mrs Hobb's father's hand. He had still kept the shop in the year of the flood, and she had kept it since he died, the winter after.

One girl, aged five. Pledged against four crowns, by her mother, who made her mark. Redeemable at any time. Interest waived.

That was all. No name for the mother, only an X. No name for the girl. Just a line in a column, between a pair of silver sugar tongs and a mantel clock.

At about six, when it was still dark, I heard Tansy get up. I heard her cross to the drawer under the counter, the one with the strongbox in it, the one where Mrs Hobb had put the Guild's letter and the Guild's envelope. Tansy had a key to that drawer. She had always had one. She kept the accounts. I heard her open it, and I heard paper.

She did not read this one aloud. She did not need to. I heard her breath stop, the way it had stopped over the ledger, and then go on again, very carefully, as if it were something that might break.

Mrs Hobb came down at a quarter past nine. I heard her stop on the bottom stair.

"Why isn't the shop open?" she said.

Tansy did not answer the question. "You've done the Reckoning list," she said.

There was a pause.

"It's due on the first," said Mrs Hobb. "The magistrates want it early this year."

"Lot nineteen," said Tansy. Her voice was quite steady. "One girl, aged sixteen, pledged eleven years ago against four crowns, unredeemed."

Mrs Hobb came down the last stair. I heard her boots on the boards. She did not come close to the counter. She stopped some way off, as if there was something on it that might bite.

"It's the law at sixteen," she said. "An unredeemed pledge of a person must be listed when the person comes of age. I've no say in it."

I waited for her to say something else. I think Tansy waited too. Mrs Hobb said nothing else at all. And I thought of my first night in the shop, when Tansy had counted the days to Midwinter, and then counted them again, more slowly, as if the number had come out wrong. She had turned sixteen that autumn. I think some part of her had known.

"Of course," said Tansy.

And then she put the list back in the drawer, and locked it, and turned the sign on the door, and the bell rang for the first customer of the day. She did the accounts. She wrote up a pledge for a pair of boots and a pledge for a wedding ring. She told a man his silver was plate and not to argue, and he didn't. If you had come into the shop that morning, you would have thought nothing at all had happened.

I had been in that shop for three weeks. I knew better.

Mrs Fennick came at eleven. The lavender came in with the cold, and under the lavender, very faintly, there was salt. She had been crying, not long before, on the way. She sat on the crate in front of my shelf for only a few minutes. She did not talk about her husband. She said she could not stay, and then she stayed a little longer, and then she went. Tansy did not ask her about redeeming me. Tansy did not ask anybody anything all day.

That night, after the shop was shut, she carried me through to the back room. She did not ask first. It was the first time.

She set me down by the stove, and she sat on the crate, and for a long time she said nothing. Quill, on his shelf, said nothing either, which was twice in one month. Then Tansy spoke, not loudly.

"What am I, then?" she said. "Stock."

I want to tell you that I said something wise. I had been alive for more than nine hundred years. I had lit the first fire in the city. I had advised kings and argued with wizards and once, for a fortnight, been worshipped by a village, which I did not encourage. I had a great deal of experience of what to say to people at the worst moments of their lives.

I had no idea what to say to her.

I lay there with my fire ticking low in my chest and thought about it. I thought about Mrs Fennick on the crate, and Quill on the shelf, and a stage magician who did not specify which Tuesday. I thought about my own ticket, with my own teeth marks in it, in a widow's purse on Ferrier Street. I was a pledge. I had been rude about pledges for three weeks, and I was one, and so was she.

"If it is any comfort," I said at last, "you were very badly priced."

There was a pause.

"Four crowns," I said. "For a girl who can tell plate from silver by the sound, and keeps a ledger better than any clerk in the Corn Exchange, and asks before she picks a person up. I should have asked for nine at the very least. Mrs Hobb's father was a fool."

Quill made a small strangled noise on his shelf.

And Tansy laughed. It was not much of a laugh. It came out wet, and it broke in the middle, and it turned into something else halfway through, and she put her face in her hands. But it was a laugh, at the start. Let the record show that it started as one.

I did not say anything else. I had used up all my kindness in one go, and it had come out wrong, and I was afraid that if I tried again it would come out worse. So I lay there by the dead stove while she cried, and I listened, and I did not shut my eyes.

After a while, she stopped. She wiped her face on the sleeve of the second cardigan. And then she said something that made Quill sit up so fast he lost a feather.

"Right," she said. "If I'm going to be sold at Midwinter, then I'm not going to spend the next three weeks waiting for it. The street's going to be warm first. Somehow."

"How?" said Quill.

"I don't know yet." She had her pencil out. I heard it scratch. "I'll make a list. Every house on Tallow Lane. Which ones still have a given hearth and which ones have gone cold. Who might spare a light, and who needs one." The pencil moved quickly. "The cobbler's still lit. Mr Abel's not. The woman with the tin, not. If one warm hearth can light two more, and those two can light four..."

She was talking to herself now, the way she did over the accounts. She was not talking to me. She did not ask me anything. She had stopped asking me.

She worked on the list until late. Then she stood up and went to her candle on the floor. She had been keeping it lit every night from the cobbler's hearth, going next door with it each evening and asking for a light, the way she had on the second Thursday. It had burned very low. She picked it up to take it next door.

The bell rang as she went out. I heard her knock on the cobbler's door. I heard it open, and I heard the old man's voice, and then I heard what he said, and I heard her say nothing at all.

She came back in. The bell rang. The cold came in with her, and nothing came in after it.

"His fire's gone out," she said. "He ran out of coal on Tuesday. He's been sitting in the dark."

She sat down on the crate with the dead candle in her hands. I could not see her hands. I did not need to. I could hear them, shaking with the cold, and I knew they had gone blue.
Chapter Eight: The First Flame

The bell did not ring again that night, and in the morning it did not ring either. The first snow had come down on Greyhithe, and nobody went out in it who did not have to.

But I am getting ahead of myself. The thing that matters happened before the snow, in the back room of Hobb's Pledges and Loans, a little after midnight. I have told this part of the story a great many times since, and I always tell it wrong, so I will try to tell it plainly.

Tansy was sitting on her crate with the dead candle in her hands. Her hands were blue. The cobbler's fire had gone out, and there was no other given hearth on our side of Tallow Lane, and she knew it, because she had just written the list. She did not cry again. I think she had used it all up earlier. She simply sat there in the cold with the candle, as if holding it might be enough.

She did not ask me. That is the part I always get wrong when I tell it. People want her to have asked, because it makes a better story. She did not. She had asked me once, on her knees, and I had said no, and she had not asked me anything since. She was not going to ask again. She was not a girl who asked for things twice.

So I did it without being asked.

I lifted my head out of the scuttle. It was harder than it should have been. I stretched my neck towards her hands, slowly, like reaching for a thing on a high shelf. I could not see the candle. I could smell it, the cold wax and the black wick, and I could feel where her hands were by the faint warmth still in them. Then I opened my mouth, very carefully, and I breathed.

Giving a flame is like giving away a coat on a cold night. You feel the fire leave, and you feel exactly where it was, and you know you won't get it back. For nine hundred years I had kept every flame I had. I had warmed my wizard's feet and a few kings' halls, and I had done it by sitting near them, which costs nothing. I had not given a flame away, not truly, not since a hill above a ford and a few huts.

The wick caught. It made the small sound a wick makes, like a word you hadn't expected someone to say. And the warmth came off it, real and steady, and spread out over Tansy's blue hands.

And something in my chest went out.

Not all of it. Do not worry. I am still here, telling you this. But a part of my fire that had been burning there since before the city had a name went out like a lamp in a window, and the place where it had been was cold. I felt myself get smaller. Not much. A week's worth, perhaps. Perhaps more. My scales settled tighter round me. My breath, when I drew it back in, rattled like a bellows with two holes.

Tansy did not move for a long moment. Then she said, in a very small voice, "Oh."

That was all. Just that. I lay back down in the scuttle, because I did not have the strength to hold my head up any longer. I listened to the candle tick between her hands, and the warmth go back into her fingers.

"You said no," she said at last. "On your shelf. I asked you, and you said no."

"I did say that." I did not open my eyes.

"You said it was yours." Her hands had closed round the candle.

"It is mine," I said. "That is rather the point. You can't give away a thing that isn't."

Quill, on his shelf, had not made a sound. Now he made one. It was not a word. It was the sound an owl makes when it has seen something it intends to remember.

Tansy did not go to bed. She sat with the candle until her hands were pink again, and then she got up and went to the back door. I heard her open the coal cellar, the one with Mrs Hobb's two sacks in it, the coal there had been nothing warm to light with. I heard her fill a scuttle. Not mine. One of the iron ones from the yard.

"Where are you going?" said Quill.

"Next door," said Tansy. "He's been sitting in the dark since Tuesday."

The bell rang. The cold came in. Through the wall, a few minutes later, I heard the cobbler's door, and the old man's voice, and Tansy's. Then I heard a sound I had not heard in that street in all the weeks I had been there. A hearth catching. A real one, from a given flame, with good coal on it. The warmth of it came through the plaster to us, very faint, like a voice in another room.

"Pass it on, love," I heard the cobbler say. His voice had gone thick.

"I will," said Tansy. "I promise I will."

When she came back, she did not say anything about it. She put the candle on the floor between Quill's shelf and my scuttle, exactly between, as she had on the second Thursday. Then she went up the stairs. I heard her stop on the fourth step, and stand there a while, and then go on.

That was before the snow.

In the morning, the back room was colder than it had ever been. You will think that strange, with a given candle burning in it. But a candle is only a candle, and I had always been warmer than I let on. Some of what had been keeping that room above freezing for three weeks had been me, lying by the dead stove, ticking. Now there was less of me to tick. Quill's water had a skin of ice on it when Tansy came down. Mrs Hobb came through the curtain to fetch the coal ledger, and stopped.

She stood there a long time. She was looking at me. I could feel it, the way you can feel a draught.

I knew what she saw. I was smaller. I was a great deal greyer at the edges, the way coals go grey. My breathing was louder. And there on the floor was a candle burning warm, in a shop where nobody had been able to beg a light since Tuesday. Mrs Hobb could add up a column faster than anybody in Greyhithe. She did not need it explained.

She said nothing. For a woman who said "never get attached" six times a day, it was a great deal to say nothing. She went to the cellar and counted the coal. One sack and a half. She did not write it down. Then she went back into the shop, and turned the sign, and the bell did not ring, because of the snow.

Tansy came and knelt by my scuttle. She did not sit on the crate. She knelt on the cold boards, the way she had when she asked me the first time.

"Don't you ever do that again," she said. Her voice was furious, which I had not expected. It was also wet, which I had. "Do you hear me? I can count. I know what it cost. I'm not worth a week of you. Nobody on this street is worth a week of you. Don't you ever do that again."

"I shall do as I like," I said. "I am a dragon."

She made a sound that was not quite a word. I think it was meant to be angry. It did not come out angry.

We stayed like that for some time, the girl on the floor and the dragon in the scuttle and the owl on the shelf. There was one small warm flame between us, and the snow coming down outside on Tallow Lane. Then I said the thing I had been lying awake all night deciding whether to say. I had never said it to anyone, not in nine hundred years. It is a very hard thing for a dragon to say.

"Tansy," I said. "I should like to ask you for something."

She went very still.

"I should like to be taken to see Mrs Fennick," I said. "Tonight, if you would. If you'd be so kind."
Chapter Nine: The Widow's Grate

The bell rang at nine that night as we went out, the girl and the scuttle and me, into the snow on Tallow Lane.

Mrs Hobb saw us go. She was at the counter, under the cold Guild lamp, doing the accounts that Tansy had not had the heart to finish. She did not ask where we were going. She did not tell Tansy that a pledge must never leave the shop. That was a rule. I had heard her say it to a man who wanted to take his own clock home for one night to wind it.

"Bring him back before morning," was all she said.

Him. I want that on the record. It was the first time.

Tansy had wrapped the scuttle in her third cardigan, so that only my nose was out. She carried it in both arms, against her chest, as if I might spill. And she walked, carefully, in the new snow, all the way from Tallow Lane to Ferrier Street. I will tell you the way, because I will never see it.

The snow was fresh and squeaked under her boots like a mouse being stepped on, over and over, very gently. The air smelled of cold iron and of nothing, which is what snow smells of. Every so often, through the nothing, came a thread of coal smoke from somebody's chimney, and I could tell from the smell alone whether the hearth under it was given or bought. The given ones smelled of supper. The bought ones smelled of pennies.

There were more bought ones than given. Many more.

And every forty paces or so, we passed a Guild lamp. I heard each one long before we reached it. It gave its long thin hiss, the cat being asked to leave, and as we walked under it the light lay across my nose, bright and white. Then it was behind us, hissing to itself, and not one of them had warmed us by the smallest degree.

"Nineteen," said Tansy, under her breath, as we passed one.

"Nineteen what?" I lifted my nose out of the cardigan.

"Lamps, between the shop and the river." She was quiet for a few steps. "I didn't mean to count them. I just do."

I knew what number she was thinking of. I did not say it.

We crossed the river on the Corn Bridge. I could hear the water under us, black and slow and very cold, and smell the ice forming at its edges. On the far bank the streets got wider and quieter, and the houses got taller, and the snow on the doorsteps had not been swept. And then we turned into Ferrier Street, and I knew it at once. I had lived on Ferrier Street for sixty years. I knew the sound of the gutter at the corner, and the smell of the baker's that had closed, and the third step of number seven, which rocked.

Tansy knocked. It was a long time before anyone came.

Mrs Fennick opened the door with a candle in her hand. It was a Guild candle. I could tell from the smell. It gave her light to see us by, and nothing else.

"Oh," she said. And then, after a moment, "You'd better come in."

The house was cold. I mean cold the way a church is cold, a cold that has got into the stones and settled down to stay. It smelled of lavender and damp. Under the lavender, in every room, faint as a memory and stronger than either, was his pipe. It was in the curtains and the carpets and the wood of the stairs. Mrs Fennick had been right. It was like being inside his coat.

And it was silent. That was the worst of it. There had been a clock in the hall for sixty years, a long tall clock with a heavy tick, and I had slept to the sound of it more nights than I could count. Now there was nothing. It had stopped. Nobody had wound it.

She took us into the front room. She sat down in her chair. Tansy set the scuttle on the hearthrug, and I lay there, and I knew without being told what was in front of me. A grate. An iron grate, cold to its bones. I could smell old ash in it, gone damp, the way ash goes when nobody has lit a fire on it for weeks.

"I lit that," I said. "Forty years ago. The night you were married."

"I know you did," said Mrs Fennick. "He told me. He said you'd done it as a wedding present, and that you were very rude about it, and that it was the nicest thing anybody had ever given us." She was quiet for a moment. "It went out the week he died. I let it. I sat here and watched it go down and I didn't put any coal on, and I didn't go next door and ask for a light. I didn't want a fire that he couldn't sit by."

I heard Tansy, beside the scuttle, take a breath and not say anything. She was very good at not saying things. I was learning it from her.

"It wasn't for the rent," said Mrs Fennick.

"I know," I said. "You lied to Mrs Hobb. Your lavender goes sharp."

"Does it?" She laughed, a little, the way you laugh at a thing that isn't funny. "He used to say that. He used to say I couldn't tell a lie in this house, because you'd smell it." She was quiet again. "You smell of him. Did you know? Of his pipe. He smoked it with his feet up on your back for forty years, and you smell exactly like him, and I couldn't bear it. I couldn't come into a room and smell him there and find it was only you. So I took you to the pawnshop and said it was for the rent." Her voice went very small. "I'm sorry."

I did not say anything. I was thinking about a tall clock that nobody had wound, and a chair with nobody in it, and a song with three bars and no fourth.

"He hummed," I said at last. "In the evenings. The same three bars."

"I know." Her chair creaked.

"I never asked him what came next."

"Neither did I," said Mrs Fennick. For a while the two of us sat in that cold front room without saying anything else. The widow sat in her chair and the dragon lay on the rug, grieving the same man, both of us very badly.

Then I lifted my head. It took a moment. It was harder than it had been yesterday.

"I could light it," I said. "The grate. Now. It would be warm."

"No," said Mrs Fennick at once. She said it so fast that I knew she had seen it already, the grey at my edges, the size of me. "No. I can count too, you know. Not if it costs you."

"It's mine to spend," I said, and my voice rattled.

"Not on me," she said. "Not on this house. He wouldn't have wanted it, and I don't." She stood up. "Take him home, child. It's late, and he's cold, and so are you."

Tansy carried me back the way we had come. Ferrier Street. The Corn Bridge, and the black river under it. Nineteen lamps, hissing, one after another, all the way back to Tallow Lane. The snow had started again. It settled on the cardigan over my scuttle and did not melt, which told me something about how warm I was not.

We were nearly home when Tansy spoke. She said it the way she said prices, in that careful level voice.

"The Guild's two hundred crowns would save the shop," she said. "I've done the sums. Mrs Hobb owes the landlord and the coal merchant and the man who mends the roof. If you go to the Guild, she can pay them all. The shop stays open." She walked a few more steps. "I thought you should know. That it would do some good."

I thought about that for a while, in the snow.

"Then I suppose I'm useful," I said.

Tansy stopped walking.

She stopped so suddenly that the scuttle swung in her arms. She stood in the middle of Tallow Lane, under a Guild lamp that hissed at us both. She didn't move, and she didn't say anything, and the snow came down on the two of us. I could hear her breathing, and I knew she had heard herself in what I had said. I had meant her to.
Chapter Ten: Pencil

The bell rang on the sixth Thursday for Mr Strand of the Lamplighters' Guild, who had come to settle the reserve.

Nearly two weeks had gone by since Ferrier Street. I will tell you about those two weeks quickly, because not much happened in it, and all of it was cold. Tansy did not talk about what I had said in the snow. She did not talk about Lot nineteen. She talked about other things, quite cheerfully, in the voice she used for customers, and I hated it more than if she had shouted.

She kept her promise to the cobbler, though. She passed it on. She took a light from his hearth, the hearth I had relit through her candle, and she carried it to the house across the lane. And from there, by the end of the first week, it had gone to two more. Three warm houses on Tallow Lane, from one given flame. She marked them on her list. I heard her pencil make three small ticks, and stop, and not make any more. There were twelve houses still cold, and Mrs Hobb's coal was nearly gone, and nobody else on the lane had any to spare.

I was smaller by the end of the fortnight. Not because I had given anything else. I hadn't. It was simply going, the way it had been going since before I came, only faster now, as if the flame I had given had taken a stone out of a wall. I could no longer lift my head out of the scuttle for long. When Tansy carried me through to the back room at night, she said I weighed about the same as a loaf.

The Guild had taken back their lamp from the counter on the Monday. Mrs Hobb could not pay the two shillings. So the only light in the shop at night was the given candle on the back-room floor, and me.

I should explain that. A dragon glows, a little, when its fire is low. Not brightly. About as brightly as a coal does when you blow on it. It is not a warm light. It is the fire showing through the scales where they have worn thin. I had been glowing all week. I did not like to think about why.

Mr Strand wiped both boots on the step. He took off his gloves and folded them one inside the other. He put a paper on the counter, and Mrs Hobb read it, and I heard her pen.

"Two hundred crowns reserve," said Mr Strand. "The Guild will bid at the Reckoning, and if no one bids higher, the creature is ours at noon on Midwinter Day. Thank you, Mrs Hobb. I know this isn't easy."

"You don't know anything about it, Mr Strand," said Mrs Hobb. But she had signed.

When he had gone, she went down to the cellar. She stayed there a long time. I heard her counting the coal, and then I heard her not counting anything, just standing.

Tansy did the accounts until closing. Then she carried me through to the back room, and set me down by the dead stove, and fetched the old ledger from the shelves at the far end of the shop. The one from the year of the flood.

"I want to look at it properly," she said. "I only saw it by the Guild lamp, and the Guild lamp's no good for pencil."

She knelt on the boards beside my scuttle and opened the ledger on the floor, so that it lay in my light. I could not read it. But I could hear the page turn, and I could hear her finger find the line. One girl, aged five. Pledged against four crowns.

"There's something beside it," she said. "In the margin. In pencil."

I heard her lean closer. I felt her breath on my scales, because she had put her face down almost into the scuttle to see by me.

"It's been rubbed out," she said. "Lots of times. It's the same few words, over and over, one on top of another. Somebody's written it every year and rubbed it out every year. Eleven times, I think. The paper's gone thin." Her finger moved, very slowly. "It's Mrs Hobb's hand. I'd know it anywhere."

"What does it say?" My tail had gone very still.

She was quiet for a long time.

"I can make out the end," she said. "It says for sale." Her finger moved back along the line, and stopped. "There's a word in front of it. Short. I can't read it. The rubber's taken it right through, it's worn a hole." She sat back on her heels. "For sale. Every year. She wrote it every year, Al."

It was the first time she had ever called me that, the first scrap of my name, Aldevar, with the rest of it left off. It was ridiculous. Nobody in nine hundred years had ever called me anything so short. I found I did not mind.

"You don't know what the other word was," I said.

"I know what it says, though." Her voice was very level. It was the voice she had used on the morning of Lot nineteen, the voice that said of course. "Every year she sat down with the ledger and thought about it. She wrote it down. And every year she rubbed it out, because it wasn't time yet, because I was still useful. And now I'm sixteen, and it's the law, and she doesn't have to rub it out anymore." She closed the ledger. It made a soft brittle sound, like a wing folding. "That's all right. I always knew. I'm stock. I said so myself, on your first night."

"You said more or less," I said. "I remember it distinctly. Stock, more or less."

She did not answer that.

I lay in my scuttle and glowed and did not know what to tell her. I could not read the word. Nobody could read the word. It had been rubbed out eleven times, by a woman who said never get attached six times a day.

And then I made myself think about my own word. The one I had been telling myself for nine hundred years, and especially since Ferrier Street. Mine. The fire is mine, and it ends with me.

It would end with me. That was quite true. In a week's time I would be carried to the Reckoning in my scuttle and sold to the Guild for two hundred crowns. At noon on Midwinter Day, Mr Strand had said, the creature would be theirs, and all fire arising from it. Whatever fire was still in me at noon would belong to the Guild. Mr Strand would take me home to a yard with a cage in it, and every morning he would put his thermometer under my wing. He would try to light his lamps from me, and they would burn cold, because they were bought. He would not understand why. And then, in a month or two, quietly, in that cage, my fire would go out. All of it, the last of the fire that had lit the first hearth in Greyhithe. It would end with me, exactly as I had always said it would.

And it would warm nobody. Not one house. Not one pair of blue hands.

I had kept it for nine hundred years so that it would be mine at the end. And at the end, it would be the Guild's.

I tried to lift my head out of the scuttle, then. I do not know what I meant to do. Go somewhere. Do something. I got my head perhaps an inch above the rim before it came down again, and my breath rattled in my chest like a bellows full of holes, and I lay there.

That was the coldest night of the winter. I have been told since that it was the coldest night in Greyhithe for forty years. The river froze at the edges right across to the Corn Bridge. Frost grew on the inside of the shop window until it met in the middle. Quill's water froze solid in its cup, and he said nothing about it, which frightened me more than anything.

Tansy went upstairs late. Then, through the ceiling, I heard her moving about her room. I heard a drawer open, and close. I heard cloth being folded, carefully, the way she folded everything. One cardigan. Another. A pair of stockings. A hairbrush. Not much. There was not much.

She was packing her bag for the Reckoning.

I lay in the cold dark of the back room, glowing a little, and listened to her pack. I listened until she had finished, and lain down, and stopped moving, and I knew she was not asleep.

And that was when I made up my mind.

I will not tell you yet what I decided. You will find out at the Reckoning, the same way everybody else did. But Let the record show that I decided it there, that night, in the cold, on the floor of Hobb's Pledges and Loans, and that nobody asked me to.
Chapter Eleven: The Reckoning

The last week went by in the cold, and I slept through most of it. On Midwinter morning the bell over the door of Hobb's Pledges and Loans rang once, as Mrs Hobb locked the shop behind us, and then it was quiet.

There were three of us, and a handcart. Mrs Hobb pushed the cart. On it were all the pledges that had not been redeemed that year. There were the boots, and a wedding ring in a twist of paper, and the carriage clock from beside my shelf. And there was me, in my scuttle, under the third cardigan. Tansy walked beside the cart with her bag over her shoulder. It was not a heavy bag. I had heard her pack it.

Quill stayed behind. He was not due at any Reckoning. Nobody had come for him in eleven years, and nobody had listed him either. The Great Ambrose had paid for his keep three years in advance and then vanished, and the law did not know what to do about that. Quill had said goodbye to me from his shelf with great formality. He had also said, when he thought I couldn't hear, "Bring her back." I don't think he was talking to Mrs Hobb.

The auction hall was on the far side of the Corn Bridge. It was a long high room that smelled of wet coats and candle wax and too many people. The candles were Guild candles. Hundreds of them, in iron rings hanging from the ceiling, all giving light and no heat. The benches were hard. I could hear the whole of Greyhithe sitting on them and shifting about, trying to get comfortable, and failing.

They had come to buy back their own things. That is what a Reckoning is, mostly. It is a hall full of people who could not pay in time, hoping that nobody else will want their mother's ring.

"Lot one," said the auctioneer. He had a voice like a cart going over cobbles, fast and loud and never stopping. "A pair of boots, good leather, hardly worn, who'll start me at a shilling."

I lay on the lots table in my scuttle and listened to Greyhithe buy itself back, one shilling at a time.

The Guild had a bench to themselves near the front. I could smell it from the table. Lamp oil and starch. A row of lamplighters, eight or nine of them, big men in heavy coats, with their poles stacked under the bench. And in the middle of them, Mr Strand, with a purse on his knee that clinked when he moved. The purse was very full.

Mrs Hobb sat on the sellers' bench, at the side, with her hands folded. Tansy sat next to her. Neither of them said anything. Lot nineteen was on the list, on the board by the door, in chalk. Everybody who came in could read it.

I counted the lots. I couldn't help it. Tansy had taught me. Lot six was the wedding ring, and a young man bought it back for nine shillings, and his mother cried. Lot ten was the carriage clock, and nobody wanted it. And then the auctioneer cleared his throat, which he had not done for any of the others.

"Lot twelve," he said. "Now here's something. One dragon. Elderly. Small. Bites." There was a laugh from the benches. "Pledged against eleven crowns. I have a reserve on this lot of two hundred crowns."

The laugh stopped.

"Two hundred crowns," said the auctioneer. "Do I have two hundred?"

"Two hundred," said Mr Strand. He did not raise his voice. He did not need to.

"Two hundred from the Guild. Do I have two hundred and five?"

The hall was silent. I could hear the Guild candles burning in their rings above us, and a child somewhere at the back with a cold, and somebody's coat dripping on the floor.

"Two hundred and five," said a voice from the back of the hall.

It smelled of lavender. I had not smelled her come in.

Mrs Fennick stood up at the end of a bench near the door. I heard the people around her turn to look. I heard her gloves, and the stays of her good coat, and the paper of a purse much thinner than Mr Strand's.

"I sold the books," she said, to nobody in particular, as if she needed to explain. "His library. All of it. Yesterday."

"Two hundred and five from the lady," said the auctioneer. "Do I have two hundred and ten?"

"Two hundred and ten," said Mr Strand, without any change in his voice at all.

I lay in my scuttle and listened to Mrs Fennick count her purse. I could hear the coins. I knew how many there were, roughly, the way Tansy knew what things weighed. There were enough. Not many more than enough, but enough for one more bid, perhaps two.

"Two hundred and ten from the Guild," said the auctioneer. "Madam? Two hundred and fifteen?"

She did not answer straight away. Instead she came down the aisle, between the benches, all the way to the front of the hall, until she was standing beside the lots table. Beside me. The lavender came with her. So did the pipe.

"Madam," said the auctioneer. "I need a bid or a no."

"In a moment," said Mrs Fennick. She bent down to the scuttle, quite close, the way she had on the third Thursday. She spoke very quietly, so that only I could hear, and Tansy, who had come to the end of the sellers' bench, and nobody else.

"If I buy you," she said, "you're bought. Aren't you? And your fire's bought with you. That's what the grandmothers say. I'd take you home to Ferrier Street and you'd lie by that grate, and you'd breathe on it, and it would be cold. Every night, for as long as you lasted. I'd have you back, and I'd have paid for you, and I'd never be warm again."

I said nothing. She was right. I think she had known it on the bench by the door, before she ever stood up.

"I don't want you bought," said Mrs Fennick. "I'd rather you were given. To someone. It doesn't have to be me."

She straightened up. She turned to the auctioneer.

"No," she said. "No more."

And she went and sat down, in the front row, with her hands folded over a purse she had emptied a library to fill, and she did not look at me again.

"Two hundred and ten crowns," said the auctioneer. "Going once. Going twice."

Here is what I want you to understand. I had made up my mind on the coldest night of the winter, and I had not changed it. But I had also, in nine hundred years, never been sold. I had been given and lent and borrowed, and once stolen, briefly, by a baron. I had never been sold, and I found that I minded it a great deal.

"Sold," said the auctioneer, "to the Lamplighters' Guild." And the gavel came down.

It was a small sound. Wood on wood. I felt it through the table.

"The Guild will take possession at noon," said Mr Strand, standing. "As agreed." I heard him take out his watch. "In nine minutes."

Nine minutes. Until noon I was still Mrs Hobb's pledge, and my fire was still my own. At noon, all of it that was left would be the Guild's, and cold, for good. I lay in the scuttle and listened to Mr Strand's watch. Then I turned my head, as far as I could, towards the end of the sellers' bench.

"Tansy," I said.

She was there at once. She knelt by the table, by the scuttle, so that her face was level with mine. I could feel her breath. I could smell the ink and the soap and the cold.

"I should like to ask you something," I said. "It's a thing I've only heard asked. I've never once asked it myself. I'm not sure I'll get the shape of it right."

"Al," she said. "Don't."

I asked it anyway.

"Can you spare a light?" My voice came out no louder than the candles.

She did not understand. I felt her not understand. I had heard those words through the wall every evening that winter. But they had only ever meant three different things, and this time they meant the opposite of what they said. They meant: will you take mine.

"You've got a candle in that bag," I said. "The one from the back room. I heard you pack it. Hold it out."

Her hands were shaking. I heard the bag open. I heard the candle come out, the dead candle with its black wick, the one that had been lit and relit all winter. I heard her hold it out, over the scuttle.

"You haven't paid for this," I said. "Not a penny. Nobody has. It isn't the Guild's. It's not even mine, after this. It's yours. Do you understand? It's given."

And I lifted my head out of the scuttle, the whole way, for the last time that winter, and I breathed.

I gave her everything I could spare. And then I gave her a little more than that, because whatever I kept back would be the Guild's in nine minutes.

The wick took it. It did not make the small sound a wick makes. It made a sound like a door opening. And the warmth came off it, not a candle's warmth, not even a hearth's, but something older and wider than either. It spread out over the lots table and the sellers' bench and the front row of the hall.

Mrs Fennick caught her breath. Mr Strand's watch snapped shut in his hand as he turned round.

And all over the hall, one after another, I heard people lift their heads. Because for the first time in forty years, the auction hall on the far side of the Corn Bridge smelled of warm candle wax.
Chapter Twelve: House to House

For the next hour in Greyhithe, nobody shut a door.

I lay in the scuttle on the lots table in the auction hall, and I was very small. I want to be honest about that. I had given Tansy everything I could spare, and a little more, and what was left of me would have fitted in a teacup. My scales had gone grey all over, the grey of a coal that has been out for an hour and is only just warm in the middle. I could not lift my head. I could barely lift my eyelids, and there was no point, so I didn't.

But I could feel. I have always been able to feel fire, the way you can feel the sun on your face with your eyes shut. And what I felt, in the first minute after I breathed, was Tansy's candle, burning in her two hands beside me, warm as a summer step.

"Al," she said. Her voice had gone to pieces. "Al, what have you done?"

"Pass it on," I said. It was all I had the breath for.

She understood. She always did, in the end, once you had said exactly the thing you meant.

The first person was the woman in the front row. I didn't know her. She had come to buy back a shawl and been outbid by a man who wanted the fringe. She had a Guild candle in her hand, a bought one, burning cold, the way they all did. Tansy reached out and tipped her own flame to the wick.

"Can you spare a light?" said the woman. She said it after it was done, in a sort of daze, the way you say grace after you've already started eating.

"Gladly," said Tansy. "Pass it on."

And the woman's candle was warm.

I felt it happen. I felt the cold go out of the flame and the warmth come into it, as if somebody had changed their mind. And then the woman turned round to the man behind her, and held it out to him.

I cannot tell you everything that happened in that hall in the next quarter of an hour, because I did not see it. And nobody who did see it has ever told it the same way twice. But I can tell you what I felt. I felt one warm flame become two, and two become four. I felt it go along the front row and back along the second, and spread out across the benches like spilt tea across a cloth. Hundreds of people had come to that Reckoning with bought candles in their pockets, because nobody in Greyhithe went anywhere in winter without one. Now they held them out to one another, and asked, and were answered, and passed it on.

Can you spare a light? Gladly. I heard those words in a hundred voices. Old voices and children's voices. Somebody's grandmother, saying it the old way, with the shape exactly right. A boy at the back, who had never said it before in his life and got the words in the wrong order and was given a light anyway.

And the hall grew warm. Truly warm, for the first time in forty years. The wet coats began to steam. The child with the cold stopped coughing. Somebody laughed, and then somebody else, and then a great many people at once.

Then the doors opened, and Tansy was gone.

I felt her go. I felt her flame go out of the hall and across the square and onto the Corn Bridge, moving fast, the way she moved, small quick steps. And behind her, a great many other flames, following. Then, at the far end of the bridge, they began to spread out.

Here is how I know where the first house was. I felt Tansy's flame turn off the main street into a quieter one. I knew the turning, because I had lived on it for sixty years. Ferrier Street. I felt it stop at number seven and go in, through to the front room. Then it bent down to a cold iron grate that I had lit forty years ago as a wedding present.

Mrs Fennick had gone with her. I don't know when. I only know that the lavender had left the front row of the hall, and that ten minutes later, on Ferrier Street, a grate that had been dead since the autumn caught and held. I felt it like a hand on my back. I imagine she sat down in front of it. I imagine the house still smelled of his pipe. I hope she let it.

After that, I lost count. Tansy had taught me to count, but there were too many. I felt the warmth go back across the river, street by street, the way you feel a choir fill up a cathedral, one voice and then a row and then all of them. Tallow Lane. The cobbler, who had a light already, giving it to everyone who knocked. Mr Abel and his colder wife. The woman with the tin, who put a given coal back in it and wept, I'm told, for an hour. Twelve houses on Tallow Lane that had been cold that morning. All twelve.

Nobody paid. That was the thing. Nobody in all of Greyhithe paid a penny that afternoon for fire, and so every bit of it was warm.

At noon, Mr Strand came to the lots table to take possession.

His boots came first, and then the lamp oil and the starch. He stood there for a long time. Then I heard him take his thermometer out of its little leather case. He slid it under my wing, the way he had in the shop. He did not ask. But his hand, I noticed, was a great deal gentler.

He waited. He looked at his watch. After a minute, he took the thermometer out and held it up to the light.

"It hasn't moved," he said, to nobody. "Not a degree."

Behind him, one of the lamplighters had lit his pole from what was left of me. I had not given it to him. He had simply held the wick against my scales, where the last of the fire showed through, and it had caught. A bought dragon. A bought flame. It burned on the end of his pole, white and bright, and threw no heat at all. The lamplighter held his hand over it, and then held his hand over the candle of the woman next to him, and then over his own flame again. He said a word I won't repeat.

Mr Strand did not say anything for a long time.

"It's true, then," he said at last. "The grandmothers' tale. It was never the age of the flame. It was the paying for it." He was quiet. "Forty years. We've been selling them cold for forty years, and telling them it was the weather."

He took off his gloves. He did not fold them. He let them fall on the table, beside the scuttle. Then he turned round to the sellers' bench.

"Mrs Hobb," he said. "I've bought a dragon I can't use. Its fire will be cold to the Guild as long as it lives. And it can't be sold on. Anything I sell will only be colder." He took a breath. "I'd like to give it back to you. For nothing. If you'll have it. It seems to be the only way it'll ever warm anyone."

Mrs Hobb said nothing for a moment. Then she said, quite drily, "I'll not be giving you your two hundred and ten crowns back, Mr Strand."

"I wouldn't dream of asking," said Mr Strand. "It would only go cold."

The auctioneer had been waiting, with his gavel, for some time. He cleared his throat. He looked at his list, I suppose, because when he spoke it was in the voice of a man reading something he would rather not.

"Lot nineteen," he said.

There was nobody on the sellers' bench beside Mrs Hobb. There was only an empty space and a bag.

Mrs Hobb stood up.

"Withdrawn," she said.

"Withdrawn by whom, Mrs Hobb?" The gavel stayed in the air. "Only the holder of the ticket can withdraw a pledge."

"I hold it," said Mrs Hobb. "I always have. Never you mind the rest." And she came to the lots table and picked up my scuttle in both her arms, the way Tansy carried it, against her chest. She had never once carried me. She did not ask first. I did not mind.

She carried me out of the hall herself, and down the steps, and across the Corn Bridge. She carried me all the way home to Tallow Lane, where every chimney was smoking and every one of them smelled of supper.

And Tansy had not come back yet.
Chapter Thirteen: Given

The bell rang very late on Midwinter night, long after dark, and it was Tansy, with a candle in her hands and snow in her hair.

Mrs Hobb had set my scuttle by the stove in the back room, and then she had sat down on the crate beside it. She had not lit anything. There was nothing to light. She had not gone up to bed, either. She had sat there for six hours in her coat, in the cold, and I had lain in the scuttle and listened to her not saying never get attached.

When the bell went, she stood up so fast the crate fell over.

Tansy came through the curtain. I felt her flame before anything else. She had carried it all over Greyhithe, and given it to more people than either of us could count, and it was still burning in her two hands. A given flame doesn't get smaller for being shared. That's the whole point of it.

"Every house on Tallow Lane," she said. Her voice was hoarse from the cold and from talking. "And Ferrier Street, and the Corn Bridge, and right down to the river. They're still going, out past the walls. People came to the door before I knocked." She stopped. "Is he...?"

"Ask him yourself," said Mrs Hobb. "He's your dragon."

Tansy knelt by the scuttle. "Al?"

"I am here," I said. "Somewhat reduced. Don't fuss."

She did not fuss. She did something better. She opened the door of the dead stove, the one that had been cold for years, and she scraped out the old ash, hard as a pavement. She laid coal in it from the cellar, the last half sack. Then she held her candle to it, and she said, quite seriously, as if she were asking a neighbour, "Can you spare a light?"

She was asking the candle, I think. Or herself. And the candle answered. The coal caught, and the stove ticked, and the warmth came out of it into the back room of Hobb's Pledges and Loans for the first time since before Tansy was born.

Then she lifted me out of the scuttle in both hands, and she asked me first, and I said yes out loud this time. She set me inside the stove, on the warm coal, at the back, where I could curl round the fire.

I will tell you how that felt, and then I will stop telling you how things felt, because this is nearly the end. It felt like Ferrier Street. It felt like a hill above a ford. It felt like being given a coat on a cold night.

The next morning, Mrs Hobb paid the landlord at eight, and the coal merchant at half past. She paid the man who mends the roof at nine. All of it came out of two hundred and ten crowns of Guild money. By law most of that was Mrs Fennick's, since she had pledged me. She had told Mrs Hobb to keep it, on the steps of the auction hall, and would not hear another word. Then she opened the strongbox.

She did it at the counter, with Tansy beside her and the bell quiet, because she had not turned the sign. She took out a small square of card, brown with age, with a child's ticket number on it. I heard Tansy stop breathing.

"This is your pledge ticket," said Mrs Hobb. "Your mother's half was never brought back. This is mine." She held it up. "I didn't redeem you yesterday. I won't have you bought, not even by me. You'd have known it every day of your life." She held the ticket a moment longer. "A pledge with no ticket is no pledge. The magistrates can't list what doesn't exist."

And she tore it in half. And then in half again. It made a small dry sound, like a page turning.

Then she opened the old ledger, the one from the year of the flood, at the line that said one girl, aged five. She dipped her pen. She wrote one word in the margin, in ink this time, so that it would never rub out.

"Given," she read aloud, when she had written it. "There."

"The pencil," said Tansy. Her voice was very small. "Every year. I thought it said—"

"I know what you thought it said," said Mrs Hobb. "I know you read it. You left the ledger on the back-room floor." She was quiet for a moment. "It said not for sale. Every year, since your sixth birthday. I'd write it down, and then I'd think, if I write that, she'll know, and then one day she'll go. And I'd rub it out." Her voice was dry and quick, a voice that counted things. It did not quite count them right. "Never get attached, my father said. I was very bad at it. I've always been very bad at it."

Tansy did not say anything. She did not need to. I heard her cross the boards, the small quick steps, and I heard Mrs Hobb's coat creak as she was hugged. Mrs Hobb said "Well," twice. It did not seem to be the beginning of any sentence.

Quill left the shelf that afternoon.

He made a speech about it first. Of course he did. He said that eleven years was a career, and that every career must end, and that he had not been redeemed but had decided, on reflection, to redeem himself. Then he opened his wings. They creaked. He had not opened them properly in eleven years, and he lost three feathers doing it. He flew once round the shop, very low, knocking over the box of spoons. And then he landed on the stove pipe, where it was warmest, and settled his feathers, and stayed.

Nobody listed him. Nobody needed to. He was not anybody's pledge any more.

On Thursday, the bell rang at ten in the morning, and the shop filled with lavender. Mrs Fennick came through to the back room and sat on the crate in front of the stove. She smelled of her own grate now, given and warm, and of his pipe, and she did not seem to mind either. She talked to me about him. I did not pretend to be asleep.

At the end she hummed the three bars of his song, the ones he never finished. And I did something I had never done for him, because I had always thought there would be time. I hummed a fourth.

I made it up. I have no idea if it was right. Mrs Fennick laughed, and cried a little, and said it was exactly the sort of thing he'd have come up with, and that it was dreadful. She has come every Thursday since.

That was a few winters ago now.

I am still here, in the stove at the back of Hobb's Pledges and Loans, on Tallow Lane. I am very small and rather dim, and I glow more than I would like. I am still rude to the owl. Tansy says I will last a good while yet, if I stop giving fire to every customer who comes in with cold hands. I have not stopped. It is mine, and I shall do as I like with it. I am a dragon.

I should say that I am quite comfortable.

It is nearly six. The shop will be shutting soon. Tansy has been out on her rounds, as she is most evenings in winter, with a candle and a list, knocking on doors where the fire has gone out.

Any minute now, I will hear her boots in the lane. And the bell over the door will ring, the thin cracked little bell that has rung at the start of everything in this story, for someone coming home.
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