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‘The Wyrmstooth Crown

Guster stretched out his long, pointed tongue and poked
the edge of the cake. It was tangy! Not like the tang
of fresh blood - being a dragon, Guster usually caught
his food as it ran away - but delicious nonetheless.
Was this the sort of food chief Alfwyn had served at
his feast?

Feeling braver, Guster opened his jaws wide and
chomped up the cake in one bite.

It was squishy and greasy and sharp and sugary all at
once. Apart from a fluffy, tasteless bit that got caught
in his throat, Guster thought that it was very good.

The girl had her hand over her mouth, as if she was
trying not to scream again. Guster tried to act politely
Perhaps screaming was normal human behaviour.

“It isnt bad,” he said, “for human food.’
“Aaaahhh, ha, ha!”
“Are you choking?”
The girl's cheeks were crimson. Guster had worked out
that human faces could change colour much quicker

than dragon scales, but he hadn't yet worked out the
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meaning of red cheeks.

“You ate the - you ate - ah, HA, HA, HA!"

The girl gasped for breath, doubled over at the waist.

“What?” said Guster, affronted. “Wasn't T supposed to
eat it?”

“Yes -" choked the girl, “but you - you weren't supposed
to eat the napkin as welll”

ke

An hour later, Miranda was still chatting away to
Guster, as they tramped together through the forest.
Guster reviewed the information he knew so far
human houses weren't circles any more, they were
usually rectangles; when humans' cheeks changed
colour it was called “blushing” and it happened when
they were angry, embarrassed, or laughing so hard
they couldn't breathe; and finally, humans ate lemon
drizzle cake, but not the paper napkins.

Allin all, his mission was going well. Guster was sure
that his ma would be proud when she found out how
brave he'd been.
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Miranda seemed to find dragons just as fascinating as
he found humans.

“What do dragons do for hobbies? You know, for fun?"
Miranda asked.

“Well, my ma, she's very traditional,” Guster explained.
“She hoards treasure, and then spends most of her time
polishing it and gloating. T prefer to swim.”

“I like swimming too!” Miranda said. After a moment,
she added, “I like treasure too. Perhaps when I'm older,
T'll start my own hoard.”

Guster gripped the Wyrmstooth Crown tight, just in
case she got any ideas. She still didn't know that the
crown was anything special. “I've never seen a human
hoard,” he said.

“I suppose most human hoards look different,” said
Miranda. “Jewellery shops, art galleries, museurs.
When humans gather a hoard, they like to show it off
Gran took me to the museum in the next valley once,
and they have all sorts of ancient artefacts. Nothing
like that crown, though.” Guster gripped it tighter,
but Miranda seemed oblivious. “Do dragons really just
keep their treasure in piles?”
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“It's a very organised pile,” Guster explained. “Ma says
that old gold carries energy, and the different sorts
of energy have to be able to flow right. It's all very
complicated, even if the result ends up looking like
heap.” Guster had always thought Redbreath’s hoard
looked like just a pile too, but he wasn't about to let
this small human insult his ma.

“Oh," said Miranda. "You mean like electrical circuits?"
“Eclectical whatsits?"

“Circuits. When you make an electrical circuit, there
are these tiny blobs of energy which run around the
wire really quickly. That's what makes lights light
up.” Miranda traced circles in the air with her finger
to illustrate.

Guster gasped. “You mean like magic?”

“No, i
do magic."

science,” said Miranda. “Humans can't

“Nuh-uh," said Guster, shaking his head firmly. “T've
seen them do magic. Explosions and sparkling lights.
What about those huge beasts that the humans have
tamed? How could they do that without magic?”
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“You mean like cats and dogs?" asked Miranda, her
Jeet crunch-crunching in the flame-coloured leaves of
the forest floor. Guster heard the crunching and tried
to make his own footsteps as quiet as possible. He'd
show Miranda that a big dragon could be stealthier
than a piddling human. “Or are we talking cows?"
Miranda continued

“I mean those creatures with the giant mouths and
claws. They look a bit - well - evil.”

To his frustration, Miranda had no idea what he was
talking about.

“You must have seen them,” Guster insisted. “There
are at least a dozen in this very valley, helping the
wizard army.”

“Wizard army?” Miranda rounded on him with wide
eyes, agog. “Can you show me? I've never seen a
wizard before.”

Guster leapt up and down. He loved the feeling of
knowing something that Miranda didn't. “They have
glowing armour and powerful spells that explode and
they can change the shape of the land in seconds.”
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Miranda frowned. “Where did you see these wizards?”

“By the lake,” Guster insisted. “T'll show you." He set
off at speed down the il

Guster forgot about stealth as he raced onwards,
crashing through the forest. Before long, he heard
shouts behind him,

“Wait! Wait! You're going too fast.”

Guster skidded to a stop. He hadn't realised that while
he charged ahead, Miranda's human legs couldn’t
keep up. Not only that, but the long, striped thing
around her neck had wound loose, catching on a spiky
tree branch.

Guster leapt back up the hill towards Miranda.

“What is this thing, anyway?” asked Guster, plucking
the striped, woven wool from the tree branch.

“It's called a scarf. It keeps my neck warm.”

“I don't see why you need it. Humans have very short
necks,” Guster observed, as Miranda picked twigs and
moss from the wool.
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“Is that a good thing?” she asked.

“No. In dragons, long necks are considered beautiful.
My ma has a particularly long neck.”

“Oh, right.”

“I've also noticed that humans have very short legs,"
he said, strutting around in a circle to show off his
own long, scaly legs. “I've noticed a lot since meeting
humans for the first time."

“Hey, I'mone of the tallest in my class,” argued Miranda.
“You're still short.”

“Do you have many friends, Guster?” asked Miranda
suddenly. Guster stopped strutting and stared.
He noticed that Miranda's smiley face wasn't
smiling anymore.

“Well... no, of course not. T only know two dragons, me
and Ma. Why?"

“Just 50 you know, people don't always like it when you
callthem short and ugly,” Miranda explained, frowning
a little. "Why don't you know any other dragons?”
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“They don't exist,” said Guster. "Humans hunted
dragons and destroyed our homes, until there were
almost no dragons left. Ma and T are the only dragons
for miles around.”

Suddenly Guster realised the weight of what he'd said.
Here he was, one of only two dragons he knew of,
having a friendly chat with the enemy,

Miranda went very quiet too. She took a deep breath
and sighed a long sigh.

“I'm sorry," she said at last. “We humans have
been very selfish. Right now, my dad is digging up
a mountainside for stone to make houses. He cares
about building human houses, but he doesn't care how
many animal and dragon homes he destroys. T wish 1
knew how to help.”

Guster nodded. A cool breeze washed over his scales
and he realised that it would soon be dusk.

“Come on. If I'm going to show you the wizard army,
we'll have to hurry. Climb up onto my back.”

“What?" Miranda's eyes were wide.
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“Climb up. Ttll be much quicker if I don't have to wait
for your... your taller-than-average-for-a-human-sized
legs to keep up with me."

“Really?” Suddenly, Miranda's smile was nearly as
wide as her whole face.

“Just don't tread on my wings. They're delicate.”

It wasn't easy, finding the best way for Miranda to
climb on Guster's back. First, she grasped the spines
down his back, but they were too bendy. Then she
asked Guster to give her a leg up, but she couldn't
balance on his claws. At last, she used her scarf.
Flinging it round Guster's long neck, she grasped both
ends and tramped up Guster's side.

Having big rubber boots stamp on his ribs was not
a pleasant experience, but Guster tried not to say
angthing mean about it.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Ready.”

Guster ran through the trees, and Miranda gripped the
scarf ends like reins and held on.
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“Woohoooooo!” she yelled. Guster saw the lake up
ahead. It was nearer than he thought. He braced his
Jront feet and skidded - splash - into the lake's edge.
Freezing water spraged up his side and splattered
Miranda. She squealed.

“That was amazing," she said breathlessly. “Can we
do it again?”

But all of Guster's attention was on the far bank. Half
of the hllside had been cut away. How had the wizards
changed so much so quickly? How long would it take
them to reach his home on the Wyrmstooth Mountain?

“That's them,” Guster whispered, pointing across the
lake to the little yellow human blobs. “I knew humans
had magic, but T didn’t realise how powerful it was.”
“Er,” said Miranda, chewing her lip. “That's not magic,
Guster. That's the start of a new quarry, and my dad
is the one building it."
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“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
squashed into a little space on its head. This human
seemed to have a mane of hair like a lion. It wore a
long, striped string around its neck and a big red tunic
over most of its body. Guster wondered f the tunic
was a type of armour, like the wizards' yellow mail

“.AAAARA..
The human seemed to be nearly done screaming now.
It hadn't let go of the crown, though. Perhaps it hadn't
understood Guster's request.

*...AAAaaah!”

The human had finished.

o, you'll give the crown back then?” asked Guster.
The human clamped its hands over its mouth. Its umber
cheeks flushed dark pink. It took a deep, shuddering

breath in and out before it lowered its hands.

“Sorry, I didn't mean to do that,” said the human,
with surprising dignity.
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Guster flicked his tail. He needed the crown, now. He
was in a hurry to fly back to Redbreath and tell her
about the army and their explosions and giant beasts.
Besides, he knew that even a small human might still
have powerful magic.

Nevertheless, he couldn't show the human that he
was nervous. Guster leaned in closer and glared as
fiercely as he knew how. T meant it," he said, though
he hadn't meant it at all. “Give me the crown, or it's
crunch time."

“Is it very special?” asked the human, lifting the crown
off its mane with both hands.

“Not really,” Guster lied. He didn't want the human to
realise that it was the Wyrmstooth Crown itself, the
crown that had caused humans and dragons to wage
war against each other for centuries. “But it's mine. So
give it back.”

“I've never seen a real-life dragon crown before,” said
the human, turning it this way and that to inspect the
engraved gold and sparkling jewels. *I was pretending
t0 be Tangleclaw,” the human explained. “She's an old
dragon queen from this story my gran likes to tell.”

42




image4.png
O Questions and Quarries

“Tangleclaw?" Guster leapt up suddenly, snapping
several tree branches and causing a flurry of faded
leaves to flutter down.

“Do you know about her?” asked the human.

“Of course T do,” Guster huffed. “Tangleclaw is one of
the most important queens in dragon history. She's
my ancestor,” he added smugly.

“I thought no one knew that story but my gran,” said
the girl. Guster decided that she was probably a female
- she had tiny hoops dangling from the bottom of her
ears, which reminded him of his ma's treasure. "It's so
unfair, isn't it, what happened to her?” the girl went
on. “King Alfwyn wouldn't listen, and Naedre tricked
them both.” She sighed crossly. “I wish humans and
dragons had never fought.”

Guster blinked. He frowned. He turned over the girl's
words in his mind, making sure that he had heard
them correctly. A human who wanted peace with
dragons? As far as Guster knew, no humans had felt
that way in over a thousand years,

“Oh, T nearly forgot!” said the girl suddenly. “Do you
like cake?”
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Without a second thought, the girl held the crown out
to Guster. Guster hooked it on one long, curved claw.
The girl swung a bag from her shoulder and rummaged
around inside. She pulled out two wedge-shaped
objects, and unwrapped the paper from around them.

“My name’s Miranda, by the way,” she said.

“Guster,” said Guster.

“Pleased to meet you. I brought cake on purpose, in
case I met any dragons. I was hoping we could be
friends. It's lemon drizzle.”

“Lemon... drizzle.." said Guster, staring at the spongy
slice in Miranda’s hand. He had the Wyrmstooth
Crown. He should just fly away

But Guster didn't want to leave. This was the perfect
opportunity to be an undercover spy. Since this human
didn’t seem out to kill him, all he had to do was earn
her trust, and she'd spill hundreds of human secrets.
Then he'd have no trouble thinking of a cunning plan
to defeat the wizard army. Guster felt just like a hero
in an old story,

Besides, he had to admit that he was curious. He'd
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never met a real-life human before.

“I don't know if I like lemon drizzle cake," he said.
“I've never tried it.”

“It's homemade,” said Miranda. “Gran's own recipe.
Gran makes the best cakes in the world.”

“Does it have any magic in it?” Guster wanted to be
friendly, but he wasn't stupid

“No, just lots of sugar. It's really tasty, look.” Miranda
took a big bite - big for a human, that is - out of her
own cake slice. Her lips curved in a smile as she closed
her eyes and chewed. “Mmmmm, ‘ummy ‘ake,” she
mumbled through @ mouthful of crumbs.

Guster reached out and carefully gripped the slice that
the girl held out for him. He raised the cake to his
cavernous nostrils and took a big sniff. A sharp smell
zinged inside his nose, and he jerked his head back
“What is that?"

“That's the lemony bit,"” Miranda explained. “It's sort
of tangy. Good though, especially with lots of sugar.”
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