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Chapter One
Of Crowns and Caverns

Guster the dragon lay in the mouth of his cave. He
itched. His back itched and his belly itched. His fingers
and his toes itched. Even his eyes and ears and nose
itched. It was unbearable.

Guster felt like this every autumn. While the leaves
on the trees flushed into their autumn finery, Guster’s
green summer scales slowly changed to copper. This
was a mountain dragon trick which kept them safe
from human eyes. Humans couldn’t spot green scales
against the grass, red scales against autumn leaves
or white scales against snow. Guster thought that
humans must be very stupid.
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The Wyrmstooth Crown

Guster rolled on the rocky ground. He scratched his
back and scraped his shoulders. His head wriggled and
his legs flailed. It did no good. If only there were some
way to soothe his scaly skin...

Guster twisted to his feet. “Ma?” he yelled into the
darkness. “I'm going swimming.”

Metal clanged and crashed as Guster's mother,
Redbreath, clambered over her treasure hoard.

“Guster, my crystal, my gem, my jewel,” she intoned.
Redbreath’s rich, melodic voice could charm wild
animals to walk into her jaws. “The lake is far too cold
to swim in. I don't want an icicle for a son.” Redbreath
picked at her teeth with a silver dagger. She wore an
emerald-studded tiara over her right ear and at least
one ring on each talon.

Redbreath’s hoard had once been the envy of dragons
for miles around. Now, Guster and Redbreath were the
only dragons left.

“I don't care about being an icicle,” said Guster. He
sprang out of the cave and onto the mountainside.
“My scales itch.”



Of Crowns and Caverns

“Guster, you're a dragon, not a fish,” Redbreath
protested. “Have some dignity.”

But Guster was already clambering, with leathery
wings awkwardly outstretched, onto the rocky outcrop
that he used as a launching pad.

It was a crisp morning and an impish breeze tangled
the treetops. Birds swooped, hares ran and lizards
scuttled. Guster and Redbreath’s cave was at the top
of the very tall, very pointy Wyrmstooth Mountain.
In the valley far below, the lake rocked this way and
that. The sunlight stretched along its surface like a
diving board.

Guster gripped the familiar stone. He could imagine the
cool lake water washing his itches away. He crouched
and wriggled. Just as he was about to leap, he spotted
something that looked wrong - very wrong.

The far side of the lake swarmed with strange
creatures. They didn't have wings or tails, and they
walked upright on two legs. Guster had seen pictures
of these beings in his mother’s ancient books so he
knew at once what they were: humans.

“Ma! Ma! There are humans by the lake,” he yelled,
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dancing around on the rock.

“Humans!” shrieked Redbreath. There was a clash like
an avalanche of metal, and Redbreath’s elegant red
head snaked from the cave mouth, her tiara askew.

“What are they wearing, Ma?” asked a curious Guster,
peering at the human army with his pinpoint vision.
The human's heads and chests were coated in something
yellow, but like no yellow Guster had ever seen. It
was a sickly green-tinged hue so bright that it almost
glowed. Guster knew that it couldn’t be natural. He
was sure that it must be magic. “It looks like...”

“Armour,” said Redbreath grimly.

“Wizard armour,” Guster breathed, a puff of smoke
curling from his tongue. Guster’s favourite stories
were tales of humans and dragons battling each other
— especially when the dragons won. Now, he felt like
he was part of a story. He couldn’t wait to fly down to
the lake and chomp the humans' heads off. He flapped
his yellowing wings.

“Guster!” Redbreath cried. Redbreath was prone to
dramatics, but now there was a note of real panic in
her voice. “Get down before they see you.”
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“But I want to see what they're up to, Ma.”

“I thought that humans had forgotten dragonkind,”
Redbreath moaned. “I thought that we were safe. Into
the cave, my diamond, quickly.” With that, she shrank
behind the boulders.

Guster stared hard at the human army. There were so
many of them and they seemed to multiply every time
he looked. Where were they all scurrying from?

“Guster,” Redbreath scolded, in tones sharp enough to
scare the dead. “Inside, now!”

Reluctantly, Guster scuttled into the gloomy cave.

Redbreath sat very upright, with her eyes closed. “I
foresee... I foresee... a human! In our cave!” Redbreath
had the gift, rare even among dragons, of foresight.

Guster wasn't scared of humans coming to the cave.
He would chomp their heads off. “Is it a big one, Ma?
With armour and a huge sword?”

Redbreath wailed, “I cannot tell! It has the shape of
a human and the smell of a human, but all is blurred
and dark. Oh, Wulf, Hund and Otor,” she muttered,
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“Catte and Naedre. Guide me, wise ones, guide me.”
Guster knew that his ma was praying to the animal
spirits. “Give me clear sight like my ancestors. Show
me the human’s face.”

“We have to go down to the lake, Ma,” said Guster,
impatient. “We have to find out why they're here.”

“We already know why they're here,” said Redbreath
darkly. “It is the same reason humans always come.
Humans and dragons have been at war for hundreds
of years.” She shook her back legs and forelegs, as
though shaking off a curse. Steadily, she sat down and
wrapped her jagged tail all the way around herself.
This was the way that Redbreath always sat when she
was about to tell a tale of the old times.

Guster loved Redbreath’s tales. He stilled his restless
feet, folded his impatient wings and settled down to
listen. With a deep breath and a clack of her jaws,
Redbreath began...

For more than a thousand years, humans have waged
war on dragonkind. With their blades, humans topple
our forests; with their bricks, they stifle our earth;
with their fumes, they choke our air.
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It was not always this way. More than a thousand
years ago, this valley was home to a clan of humans
and a colony of dragons. The clan chief was a
brave man named Alfwyn, and the dragon colony's
queen was a wise dragon of two hundred summers,
named Tangleclaw.

Alfwyn’s clan and Tangleclaw’s colony weren’t just
peaceful, they cooperated in all things. They shared
food, obeyed the same laws and fought side by side.
They even worshipped the same gods: spirits which
took animal form. These were Wulf and Hund, Catte
and Otor, and the trickster snake god, Naedre.

Guster shuffled about. This wasn't the story he'd
expected. He wanted to hear tales of wicked humans
being beaten by clever, brave dragons. If the humans
had sent a whole army of wizards, then they surely
weren't here to be friends.

“But, Ma,” he said, “what about the humans in the
valley right now?”

“Hush, my pearl,” said Redbreath, “or I won't tell you
of the barbarians.”

“I love the bit with the barbarians!” cried Guster,
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spinning around in an excited circle. At last, Redbreath
was getting to the good part.

Thefirst the humans and dragons knew of the barbarian
attackers was smoke on the horizon - a wall of smoke
which stretched from the western mountaintops to the
roof of the sky. The young boy on lookout duty fled,
screaming down the mountainside. “Attack! ATTACK!”
he cried, throwing himself at Alfwyn’s feet. “Ten times
the number in our clan, and ten times that number
again. Each warrior has weapons and armour, the
like of which our smiths couldn’t hope to forge in a
hundred years. We're doomed!”

In the middle of the valley stood the moot hill, the
place where serious meetings took place. By moonlight,
Alfwyn, Tangleclaw and their most trusted advisers
gathered on the moot hill for a council of war. The
advisers felt only despair.

“We are outnumbered.”

“Their armour is better than ours; their weapons, too.”

“We haven't a hope.”

Mighty Alfwyn, however, was courageous. “We will
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fight to the last man,” he declared. “We fight for glory
and to earn our place among heroes.”

Tangleclaw, the oldest and wisest of dragons, wasn't
interested in being a hero if it meant that she'd lose
her life. Tangleclaw had the gift of foresight and she
had foreseen the village in ruins. However, she revealed
none of this to the council. “They are strong, but we are
cunning,” she said. “Listen to my plan and tomorrow
we will beat the barbarians.”

A part of Guster wanted to hear again of Tangleclaw’s
brilliant plan. Brilliant plans were his favourite part
of his ma’s tales. But his mind kept straying to the
humans on the bank. How many had gathered? What
were they planning? Did they know already that
Redbreath and he lived in the cave at the top of the
Wyrmstooth Mountain? How could Guster sneak out
to spy on them?

As Redbreath closed her eyes and lost herself in the
past, Guster had a brilliant idea. He crept, as soft as a
whisper, to Redbreath’s gold hoard and silently sifted
through her treasures. At last, he found the thing
that he wanted. Smiling to himself, he tucked the
object under his wing and turned to his mother with
rapt attention.
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The clan and the colony worked all night. Some dug
and some sewed, while others bashed and burned. By
dawn, the village was ready.

When the barbarian chief marched down the
mountainside in the morning, he was surprised by
what he found.

It looked as if the town had already been ransacked.
The roundhouses were half collapsed, as though a
giant had sat on them. The fields were bare and the
streets deserted but for a lonely, hunched beggar.

The beggar’s hair and beard were matted. He was
dressed in rags and he stank like cow manure. As
the barbarian chief reached the village outskirts, the
beggar cried, “Flee! This village is cursed by a demon.
Turn now and run if you value your lives.”

But the barbarian chief scoffed.

“You think you can fool me, old man? Lure me into the
village and ambush me? I've seen this trick before.”

The beggar man quaked.

“Truly this demon is like nothing else on earth,” said
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the beggar. “In one swoop, it crushed our tithe hall.
With one breath, it burned our cowsheds. One stamp
of its great foot was enough to flatten three homes.
Come and I'll show you. It's not far.”

After much persuasion, the barbarian chief followed
with a band of warriors. The beggar man led him to
the village square. There, they saw a great crater in
the shape of a mighty, taloned foot.

“What beast made this?” said the barbarian chief. Just
then, a huge shadow swept overhead.

“That one!” cried the beggar.

The barbarians looked up. Above them flew a great,
ragged shape with huge, black wings. It blotted out
half of the sky.

“Archers, ready your bows!” cried the chief, just as a
mighty fireball flew from the creature. It struck down
a score of barbarians in one blow.

The beast roared with a sound so loud and harsh that

it could split the earth open. As another fireball flew,
the barbarian chief lost his nerve.
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“Retreat!” he ordered. “Retreat!”

With that, the barbarians fled. Alfwyn took off his
beggar’s rags, combed his beard and washed himself
clean of the stinking manure. The villagers led their
cattle and sheep out from hiding and the dragons
landed, still clutching the great black sheet that they
had trailed through the sky. Tangleclaw’s plan had
worked; the valley was safe. But that was only the
beginning of their troubles.

Guster stared out of the cave mouth. The object hidden
beneath his wing was beginning to dig into his skin.
It was past midday and he was running out of time!

“In honour of their victory, the human smiths forged
a crown of pure gold. They named it after this very
mountain: the Wyrmstooth Crown.” Redbreath opened
her eyes and flicked her long red tail. “That crown is
the reason humans and dragons are now at war.”

Redbreath rose up and stalked to the back of the cave
to her treasure hoard. Guster inched closer to the
cave mouth.

“The Wyrmstooth Crown has been passed from mother
to daughter, dragon to dragon, for generations,”
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Redbreath said, as she picked up bracelets and helmets
and tossed them aside. “Now, it is safe in my hoard.”

“Not safe enough,” Guster whispered to himself,
and with a bound, he leapt out of the cave and up
the mountainside.

He could still hear the clangs and crashes of Redbreath’s
search as he clambered onto his launching rock. He
gripped the Wyrmstooth Crown tightly in his talons
and leapt.

Guster soared through the cool air, sighing in relief
as the breeze soothed his itchy scales. He glided over
treetops of yellow and gold, over shimmering streams
and thundering waterfalls, and down, down into the
valley below. Careful to stay low so that the wizards
on the far bank wouldn't spot him, Guster drifted
towards the lake. It glittered like liquid jewels. With
a kick of his legs and flick of his tail, Guster plunged
headfirst into the icy water.
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Chapter Two
Of Wizards and Water

The lake was cold, colder than Guster was expecting,
but not so cold that he couldn’t bear it. He swooshed
through the blue-green gloom, drifting over rocks and
pebbles. The cool water streamed, as soft as silk, across
his itchy scales. Green plants swayed to music that
only they could hear. Glittering fish darted around
like shining silver coins.

Guster stretched out his webbed feet, one still clutching
the Wyrmstooth Crown. He paddled lazily along, spun
onto his back and stared through the waving water
at the cold, blue sky above. Surely, he was in dragon
heaven. This valley, this lake, had been Guster's home
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his whole life. What if the human army destroyed
it all?

Iciness crept uncomfortably into Guster's scales. He
kicked his legs and swam hard, deep into the centre of
the lake. He was here to spy on the human army and
he knew he’d do whatever it took to stop them.

In the lake's centre stood an island. A thousand years
ago, when the lake was much smaller, this island had
been the moot hill. Guster dragged himself out of the
water onto the stony shore and shook himself from
head to tail. With careful, lizard-like movements, he
slunk into the dense trees.

The island was small - barely five wingspans in length.
Twigs and brambles crunched under Guster's feet, and
leaves caught on the ridges of his spine until at last,
he reached the perfect spot. From here, he could peer
across at the wizards on the shore.

Many of the yellow-armoured humans stood clustered
in groups, plotting. As Guster watched, he realised they
had already changed the shape of the land. Cutting
through the grass and bushes, a long, grey track
snaked over the western slopes, down to the lakeside.
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Along this track crawled huge, terrifying beasts. Guster
knew that they must be animals because they moved
about on their own, but he had never seen anything as
unnatural in his life. The beasts looked terrifying; they
were almost as big as him! One had cruel, shining
claws at the end of its crooked arm. Another had a
mighty mouth which munched up the rocky ground.
A third was so heavy that it rolled the earth flat as it
skulked along. Scariest of all was the smallest beast.
It had four mouths, and as Guster watched, they all
opened to belch out four more armoured humans.

“Yuck,” said Guster to himself. He felt a bit sick. If
the humans had tamed beasts such as this, did the
dragons even stand a chance?

Guster shook himself. “It’s just like the village versus
the barbarians, in Ma’s old story,” he said to himself.
“Humans are powerful, but dragons are clever. All we
need is a cunning plan to outwit them.”

However, everything Guster knew about humans came
from his ma’s stories, tales at least a thousand years
old. None of it matched up with the army Guster now
saw before him. If he was going to come up with a
plan, he needed more information. He needed to get
closer. The only question was: how?
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As he pondered, he scratched his ears with his back
foot. His scales were beginning to itch again. He
scratched his neck and his belly and his nose. Was it
worth all this itching just to turn the same colour as
autumn leaves?

That was when Guster was struck with an idea.

He crept backwards through the trees, staring skyward.
Soon, he found exactly the right sort of tree. He gripped
a great branch in his talons. He twisted, strained and
snapped the branch off. It was so huge, it would cover
half his body. Its leaves were the same yellow-green
as his scales.

Gripping the branch in one front claw and the crown
in the other, the young dragon leapt back into the lake.

Guster arranged the branch so that it covered his
head and back. Slowly, slowly, he floated towards the
distant shore. Only his eyes and nose poked above the
water’s surface. If any of the humans cared to look,
they would assume that he was a piece of driftwood.

As he approached the bank, he began to hear noises.
His pointed ears twitched, swivelling until they heard
the chatter of human voices.
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“...two planned detonations this afternoon...”

Guster didn't know what this meant, but he guessed
that it might be part of a spell.

“...health and safety officer is finishing the inspection...”

Officers? Inspections? Now Guster knew for sure that
he was facing an army.

Just as Guster was congratulating himself for the
success of his disguise, one of the smallest beasts
crawled up beside the nearby humans. Two of its mouths
gaped open, and the humans allowed themselves to
be swallowed.

Eurgh!

Guster paddled with his back legs, desperately trying
to follow the beast along the bank, but it moved quickly
up the track and away from the shore. Guster needed
to follow the humans, but how? He thought about
pretending to be a tree or a boulder, but he couldn't
work out how to create a convincing disguise.

Perhaps he was thinking about this all wrong. In his
ma's story, the dragons didn't try to hide. They did
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the exact opposite, making themselves as huge and
terrifying as possible.

Guster grinned to himself at the thought of a hundred
petrified humans running in fear while he swooped
overhead. Lost in his imagination, he spread his wings
and dived back into the water. “You puny humans can
never defeat me,” he gurgled. He streamed through the
lake, spitting fireballs at imaginary wizards. “Ha, ha,
ha, ha! I am a fearsome dragon, and I have come
to crunch your bones!” His breath boiled the water,
creating hot bubbles of steam which rose and burst on
the surface.

Just then, a thunderous sound echoed and rippled
through him. The lake trembled; the stones on the
bottom bounced and skittered. Panicked, Guster pushed
off from the lake bed and burst out of the water with
a gasp. What had just happened?

Guster turned to the shore. It looked as though a giant
had taken a chomp out of the mountainside. Below
the crater lay a mound of debris as high as the moot
hill. As he watched, he heard a shout, and sparks of
white light shot from the hill. Guster saw the earth
shift. The face of the mountain inflated like a balloon,
then crumbled into a million fragments of grass, soil
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and rock. As it slid downhill, a wall of smoke billowed
behind it. The lake seemed to fold, and a huge wave
of water hit Guster at the same time as the noise did.

BOOM!

Guster’s head was engulfed in the ice-cold wave. He
tumbled head over wings over talons. Water filled his
nostrils, making him choke, and he burst to the surface
again, snorting and spitting smoke.

Guster’'s huge dragon heart beat so hard against his
chest that he thought his ribs might split. He flapped
his wings as hard as he could, sending sheets of water
this way and that. He had to get into the air and
away, now!

With a final mighty heave, Guster was airborne. He
righted himself and sped across the lake. His mind
was racing. What wizardry could take out half of a
mountain in seconds?

As he soared, he heard growls and shouts behind him.
He glanced back. The humans and their beasts had
gathered on the lake shore. A lot of the humans raised
their arms to point as he flew away.
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Terrified that their spells would catch him, Guster
ducked and put on an extra burst of speed. He was
nearing the shore, a place where forest grew thick.
Guster dived and plunged through the treetops, landing
at speed on the bare earth. He rolled to a stop against
a tree trunk.

Clutching his head, Guster shook himself. Dust and
twigs rained off his scales onto the ferny ground. He
looked down the sloping hillside into the darkness of
the trees. He looked up the slope and saw the same
thing. As his heartbeat calmed and his ragged breath
slowed, Guster realised that he was lost.

Slowly, he began to limp through the forest. His
thoughts raced. The humans were more powerful
than he could ever have imagined. Their magic was
like nothing from the stories. Glowing armour, tame
monsters, explosions that could shake the very earth -
how was it possible?

Guster had to warn his ma, and fast. If only he knew
the way home! She'd have given up looking for the
Wyrmstooth Crown by now. Perhaps she was out on
the lake, looking for him. What if the humans caught
her? What had he done?
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Guster fell forlornly to the forest floor, and gripped his
throbbing head in his claws. It was only then that he
realised — he had dropped the Wyrmstooth Crown!
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Chapter Three
Of Gods and Glory

The trees tapped against the glass of Gran's cottage
window. Miranda grabbed her boots. She couldn’t wait
to go dragon hunting.

“I explored these woods alone when I was your age,”
said Miranda's gran, taking the girl's red mac down
from the coat rack, “and your da did too, and neither
of us came to any harm. You're a sensible girl and
I'm sure you'll be quite safe, never mind what your
mother thinks.” Gran wrapped a long, striped scarf
around Miranda’'s neck, then gently teased her frizzy
hair loose. “Unless a dragon gets you, mind!”
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“If I met a dragon, I wouldn't let him eat me,” declared
Miranda defiantly.

“Wouldn't you now?” said Gran, putting her hands
on her hips. Gran was so stout, she looked as if a gale
couldn’t knock her over. Miranda was almost as tall as
her already.

“No, I wouldn't,” said Miranda, kneeling to tie her
purple boots. Miranda liked her monthly visits to
Gran's. Gran was the only person who would talk to
her sensibly about dragons. “In the stories, dragons
and humans used to be friends. If I met a dragon, I'd
make him be my friend.”

“The dragon might have other ideas,” said Gran. She
picked up a knife from the kitchen counter and, with
a practised hand, cut a slab of lemon drizzle cake.
“Provisions for your adventure,” Gran explained,
wrapping the slice in a napkin and popping it into
Miranda'’s rucksack. Miranda’'s mum didn't like it when
Gran gave Miranda extra slices of cake, but that didn't
stop Gran.

“I'll need some for the dragon too,” said Miranda.
“Otherwise he won't be friends with me.”

24



Of Gods and Glory

“Oh, go on then,” chuckled Gran, cutting yet another
slice. “If my homemade cake can’t convince a dragon
to be friendly, nothing can.”

Miranda opened the wooden back door. An autumn
breeze pranced into the kitchen, making the tea-towels
flap. Miranda stopped in the doorway. “Do you believe
in dragons, Gran?” she asked.

“Well, now,” said Gran, licking cake crumbs from her
fingers. “It's my job as a grown-up to tell you that
dragons don't exist.” She cut another sliver of cake
for herself before putting the lid on the tin. “But it's
your job as a child to believe in them anyway.” Gran
winked and Miranda nodded. “I wish your da still
believed in dragons. Maybe then he'd leave my valley
alone,” Gran sighed. “You can go down to the lake to
watch them at work if you like. But no getting in the
water. And no disappearing down any caves, either.”

“I won't.”
“Be back by teatime.”
“Bye, Gran!”

Miranda closed her gran’s back door, swung open the
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garden gate and stomped down the slope from the
little cottage. With every step, leaves crunched and
crackled, but Miranda didn’t hear them. Her head was
full of dragons.

Miranda loved stories of dragons, or worms as they
were called in the old days: the Lambton Worm, who
was accidentally fished from a river; the Laidly Worm,
who was really a cursed princess; the Mester Stoor
Worm, who could wrap his body around the entire
world; the Lyminster Knucker, who was killed with a
poisoned pudding.

Miranda’'s favourite tale of all was that of the
Wyrmstooth Crown, a story of this very valley. As
Miranda plodded through the trees, she peered up at
Wyrmstooth Mountain, which wasthe highest, pointiest
mountain for miles. It was so sharp, it looked like a
dragon’s tooth. As Miranda picked her way through
thickets and brambles, searching for signs of dragon
activity, her grandmother’s voice filled her head.

When the Wyrmstooth Crown was forged, humans and
dragons lived together in this valley like neighbours.
Yes, they bickered sometimes, but they could count on
each other for a cup of sugar. By working together,
they had beaten the barbarians.
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Alfwyn, the brave leader of the human clan, held
up the Wyrmstooth Crown before everyone. It was
brand new and the gold shone like sunshine. Then,
Alfwyn declared, “We are not a clan anymore. We are
a kingdom! I will be your king.”

Well, the dragons weren't happy about that.

“Why should a human be king?” they said. “Why not
a dragon?” Soon all the dragons were crying out for
wise Tangleclaw to take the crown and rule. Alfwyn
wasn't going to give up without a fight, though.

“Who was bravest in the face of almost certain death?”
cried Alfwyn. “T was! I disquised myself as a beggar
and met the barbarian army alone and defenceless. I
should be king!”

“Who came up with the plan in the first place?”
cried the dragons. “Tangleclaw did! The village
wouldn't be standing without her cunning. She should
rule the kingdom!”

Tangleclaw had the gift of foresight, of course, so she
already knew who would gain the crown. Still, she
was quite happy to let the other dragons argue on
her behalf, while she licked the remains of lunch from
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under her claws.

“Whose village was ruined for the sake of Tangleclaw's
plan?” cried Alfwyn. “Ours was! We humans made
sacrifices to save your skins. I should be king!”

“Who sent the barbarians scampering away in fear?”
cried the dragons. “We did! Without the dragons
shooting fireballs, there would be no village to rebuild.
Tangleclaw should be queen of the kingdom!”

It seemed that the dragons and humans would never
agree.

BOOM!

Miranda staggered. Her thoughts were interrupted as
the earth shook beneath her feet. Trees quivered and
startled birds flew, squawking.

For a moment, she wondered if it was an earthquake.
Then she remembered: her dad's crew were starting
work by the lake today. The boom must have been
a controlled blast, to loosen the earth so that the
workmen could get at the rock beneath. It was nothing
to worry about.
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She heard the lap and splash of water, and knew that
she was heading towards the lake. Gran had said that
she couldn’t go swimming in the lake, but not that she
couldn’t look at it. Miranda turned downhill and kept
on stomping. Her gran's story played in her head like
a recording.

Just as the argument between dragons and humans
looked as if it would come to blows, a swirling, misty
shape appeared on the lake.

Everyone watched as it floated over the water’s surface
to the shore and drifted to the top of the moot hill.
All at once, everyone was rushing and pushing like
toddlers, to climb the hill and find out who the misty
being was.

When all were gathered on the moot hill, the
figure spoke.

“I have come to settle your quarrel,” it said. The
humans and dragons knew, from the way its melodic
voice seemed to echo in their bones, that they were in
the presence of a powerful spirit.

In those days, spirits took animal form. “Surely it is
the Otor spirit,” muttered the villagers, “for it came
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from the lake.”

But the spirit did not reveal which it was. “Your fight
over who should possess the Wyrmstooth Crown
and rule over dragons and humans is easy to settle.
I propose three contests for Alfwyn and Tangleclaw.
Whoever proves themselves the fiercest, the wisest and
the most generous shall earn the crown.”

The first contest took place the very next day. As dawn
rose, Alfwyn and Tangleclaw stood at the edge of the
great forest. Each clutched a bow and quiver.

‘A leader must be a fierce hunter, who provides for
the people,” said the shapeless, misty spirit. “Whoever
brings back the most game from the forest to feed the
people will win the first contest.”

Alfwyn's grip on the bow was sure, but Tangleclaw’s
webbed talons fumbled and fidgeted. She could not
shoot an arrow like a human could.

“Now we know that the spirit is the Hund,” muttered the
villagers, “for it is tame and surely favours humans.”

Sure enough, at the end of the day, Alfwyn had caught
three stags and a wild boar. Tangleclaw had only
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caught a single rabbit.

Miranda stalked through the undergrowth, tracking
wild game. She saw something rustling in the bushes
ahead, drew her imaginary bow and -

BOOM!

The startled rat scuttled from the underbrush to its

den in the roots of a tree. Miranda cursed. She nearly
had that.

This time she was prepared for the earth to shake and
the birds to cry. She was nearly at the lake now, and
the splashing and crashing grew louder and more
frantic. Stealthily, she descended through the tangled
trunks of the forest, towards the muddy bank.

The second contest took place on the moot hill.

‘A leader must be a shrewd adviser,” said the mysterious
spirit, “dealing wisely with villagers’ problems.”

Two farmers climbed the hill. The first bowed before

Alfwyn. “Should I plant wheat or turnips to feed my
family?” she asked.
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“Wheat!” cried Alfwyn confidently. “For it grows
in abundance, and without wheat you cannot
make bread.”

The second farmer bowed to Tangleclaw. “Should I
plant wheat or turnips to feed my family?” he asked.

Tangleclaw raised an eyebrow and stared at the farmer
with her deep, black eyes. “When the cold weather
comes, the wheat crop will fail. Grow turnips if you
want to eat at all,” she advised.

As Tangleclaw had the gift of foresight, what she said
came true. When harvest time arrived, the farmer
who planted wheat went hungry, while the farmer
who planted turnips grew more than he knew what
to do with.

“Now we know that the spirit is the Catte,” muttered the
villagers, “for it is cunning and surely favours dragons.”

Just as Miranda'’s purple boots splodged in the muddy
bank, she was crossed by a shadow, as if a huge bird
flew overhead. She looked up but was too late. The
bird was gone.

Wading into the shallow water, Miranda could see all
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the way across the lake to where her dad was at work
with his crew. Although the men and women were
miles away, they were easy to spot in their high-vis
jackets and yellow hardhats. The far shore was going
to be the site of a new quarry, and Miranda’s dad was
the site manager. Already, the explosive blasts had
transformed the mountainside from green grass and
bushes to rubble and bare rock.

Miranda’s dad had told her time and again why his job
was important. People needed stone to build homes,
he said, and the stone had to come from somewhere.
Still, Miranda couldn’t help but agree with Gran. She
wished her dad had left this place alone. The valley
and the lake were home to deer, badgers, wildcats,
otters, eagles and, of course, dragons.

The misty spirit announced the third contest in the
village square.

‘A good leader must, most of all, be generous. For the
final contest, both Alfwyn and Tangleclaw must host
a feast for the village. They must provide sufficient
food, drink and entertainment to satisfy all who
come. Whoever hosts the best feast will win the
Wyrmstooth Crown.”
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“Now we know that the spirit is the Wulf,” muttered
the villagers, “for it surely favours its stomach.”

At once, Alfwyn made preparations for the biggest
party the village had ever seen. Huge joints of beef and
boar were roasted, and gallons of ale and mead were
brewed. He hired a dozen musicians and storytellers to
perform at the feast.

Tangleclaw did nothing. For a long time, she had known
who would win the contests and who would hold the
crown. She began to suspect that the mysterious spirit
was not as helpful as it appeared.

The day before the feast, Tangleclaw visited Alfwyn. “Let
us end our quarrel,” she said. “Dragons and humans
lived together just fine before this crown business. Let’s
forget the crown and be neighbours once more.”

“Coward!” Alfwyn cried. “You are afraid of losing to
a human - and lose you shall, because I will never
give in!”

Tangleclaw sighed to herself. She knew that it was
useless. Still, it had been worth a try.

On the night of Alfwyn’s feast, no dragons were seen
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at the party. Tangleclaw slept on her treasure hoard,
but in the cavernous warren that ran inside the
mountains, a secret meeting took place.

“Tangleclaw has given up,” said the dragons, “but we
can't let the humans win.”

A young dragon, his horns not yet fully grown,
declared, “I know where the crown is kept. We could
steal it tonight, while the humans are partying.”

Alfwyn’s feast really was a great success. The humans
ate, drank, danced and sang until the early hours.
When they finally fell into a deep sleep, the young
dragon skulked into the village. He slipped into the
great hall, stole the Wyrmstooth Crown and flew
swiftly back to the assembled dragons.

Crowing with delight, the dragons ran to
wake Tangleclaw.

“We have the crown!” they cheered, delighted flames
puffing from their mouths.

Tangleclaw was not surprised. She’d known all along
that she would lose the contests but gain the crown.
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“We may have the crown,” she said, “but we are now
at war with the humans. A war that will last more
than a thousand years.”

The dragons were too thrilled to listen to Tangleclaw.
They placed the crown on Tangleclaw’s head, and
capered down the rock passageways to celebrate with
raw meat and fantastic jewellery.

As Tangleclaw settled wearily back onto her bed of
treasure, a misty figure appeared in the mouth of
her cave.

“You planned this,” she said to the spirit. “You love to
sow discord, don't you, Naedre?”

As she addressed the spirit by name, it took its true
form: that of a coiled snake. The spirit laughed a
strange, hissing laugh, and squirmed away into
the night.

It is said that Tangleclaw foresaw how peace would at
last be achieved. But that part of the story was lost,
long ago...

Miranda turned away from the lake and headed uphill.
She trekked through dense bushes and tangled thorns,
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trying to imagine how Tangleclaw must have felt to
own the crown that had cost a thousand years of
peace. Miranda wondered where the crown was now.

She pushed through a thick clump of ferns and emerged
in a clearing. It looked as if someone - or something -
had been here recently. The undergrowth was flattened,
and the branches overhead were snapped.

It didn't take much for Miranda's mind to jump
to dragons.

“Which way did he go?” she muttered to herself,
spinning slowly round in the clearing. She spotted
scrapes on a nearby tree trunk. “That way!” She crept
forwards, looking this way and that in search of clues.
What would she do if she really met a dragon? She
would offer it her gran's cake of course, but what if
dragons didn't like lemon drizzle cake?

A few metres ahead, Miranda came to boggy ground.
She crouched to inspect it: sure enough, the ground
was marked with big, pointy shapes like claw prints.
Up ahead, the undergrowth grew thicker. Miranda
wrapped her scarf tightly around her neck so that it
wouldn't snag. She felt like a real dragon-hunter.
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She followed a trail of broken twigs and flattened
weeds. Up ahead, she thought she saw something
move — something yellow-green and shiny. When she
looked again, she saw that it was just the fluttering
leaves of a tree.

She took another step and felt something jab into the
sole of her boot. Lifting her foot, she bent to inspect
the object. It was round and covered in mud. Miranda
wiped the dirt away on her mac.

“Woah!” she breathed to herself, holding the object up.
It was a crown. A gold crown, studded with jewels, with
spiky, claw-like points all around. Carefully, she lifted
it onto her head so that it nestled in her mass of dark
hair. She began to imagine that she was Tangleclaw.

Suddenly, she was flooded with tingling excitement.
Forgetting to be stealthy, she whooped and ran through
the forest. “I'm a dragon!” she roared, as she stamped
and crashed.

“No, you're not,” said a voice above her head.

Miranda stopped. She stared at the tree in front of her.
All at once, she realised that she wasn't staring at
autumn leaves, but at gleaming scales. The tingling
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excitement drained away and left her cold.

Slowly, she raised her head until she was staring into
a burning, amber eye. A horned head was perched
atop a long, thin neck, which flowed into a body as
big as an elephant’s. Miranda saw four legs, and at
the end of each were talons the length of bread knives.
The creature had strange paper things folded against
its back. They couldn't be... wings?

“I'm a dragon,” the dragon hissed, “and if you don't
give me back my crown, I'll chomp off your head.”

Face to face with a real dragon, Miranda forgot to
offer him cake and ask to be friends.

Instead, she screamed.
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Chapter Four
Of Questions and Quarries

“AAAA.."

Guster waited for the small human to stop screaming.
“AAAAAAA.."

He didn't really want to chomp off its head. Ma said
that humans these days did so much dark magic, they
were probably poisonous. If Guster was going to get
indigestion from eating a human, he wanted it to be a
big, scary one at least.
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Up close, the human was even more strange-looking
than he'd imagined. Its eyes, nose and mouth were all