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The Wyrmstooth Crown.

and rock. As it slid downhill, @ 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 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 lutching
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. 1f
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
Jrom 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.
S00n, 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  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! T am a fearsome dragon, and 1 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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