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The Wyrmstooth Crown

“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 settied down to
listen. With  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 @ 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.

The first 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 Alfiwyn’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
10 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 s 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'l 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. Alfiwyn 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. Tt 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 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 stupi
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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.”
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“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.

“Mal 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 T want to see what they're up to, Ma."

“I thought that humans had forgotten dragonkind,”
Redbreath moaned. “T 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 cavel” 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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