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The Wyrmstooth Crown

“My crown!” cried Redbreath, throwing her head back
dramatically, at the same moment that Miranda gasped.

“That's the Wyrmstooth Crown?"
“Er.." Guster looked from Redbreath to Miranda and
back again. “Sorry I took it, Ma," he said at last,
bowing his head to the elegant dragon. “And, yes. It is
the Wyrmstooth Crown. I took it from Ma’s hoard. Tt
was a clever spy tactic to misdirect her attention, and
it worked. Didn't it, Ma?"

Redbreath was already swishing away over a great
granite rock and into a dark crevice. Guster clumsily
clambered after her, still crowing about how clever
he'd been. After a moment's hesitation, Miranda
decided to follow.

There was no way round the boulder. Miranda thought
about shouting for help, but she didn't want to anger
Redbreath even more. Besides, she had been rock-
climbing once before. She could do this. Reaching up
with both arms, she felt for ledges in the rock. She put
her right foot up into a dip, braced her knee and heaved.

Up she went. She felt the rough surface for handholds
Her left hand grasped the stalk of a bush growing from
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the rock, but her right hand could only find a thin
fissure. It would have to do. She pushed up with her
left foot. Her fingers trembled as her right hand began
to slip. She tensed her fingers, reached out again over
the rock and scrambled with her feet until she was at
the top! She rolled onto the boulder, panting. Before
her lay a huge cave

Guster and Redbreath's cavern was bigger than
Miranda had imagined. From floor to ceiling, you could
fit ten Mirandas standing on top of each other. The
Jloor was sloping and, as Miranda dropped down onto
it, she was surprised to find that it was totally smooth
and very hard to walk on without sliding. The dragons
seemed to manage it with their wide-spread talons
gripping the rock and their four legs braced. Miranda
slipped and slid into the darkness. She wanted to see
Redbreath’s treasure for herself.

As she approached, she couldn't help but gasp. Tiaras
and diadems, trophies and cups, rubies and emeralds,
diamonds and sapphires — she'd never seen anything
so mesmerising in her whole life. In the museu in the
next valley, she had only seen one crown and a few
rusty swords. What the museum wouldn't give to get
their hands on this!
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Miranda was so fascinated, she barely heard the hissed
argument that Guster and Redbreath were having
behind her.

“You brought a human here, Guster? A land-ripping,
air-poisoning human?”

“Only a little one, Ma, and she's useful

Redbreath rattled her scales. Her rings clack-clacked
as her talons ticked restlessly across the floor.

“It'sfilthy. It could be carrying all sorts of vile diseases.
And what if it makes off with my best treasure?”

“I thought you'd be proud, Ma. T was brave. She can
tell us lots of human secrets. And we could - we could
even - keep her as a hostage!”

Miranda heard that. She dropped the ring that she
was inspecting back onto the hoard with a faint ping

Riding on Guster’s back up the mountainside had
seemed like an adventure, like something from
Gran's old tales. Suddenly, the situation had turned
very serious.
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“Hostage?" cried Redbeath. “How could 1 keep it
hostage? T don't know what it eats -

“Lemon drizzle cake,” interrupted Guster.
“~ 1 don't know if it's litter-trained "

“Hey!” Miranda interrupted. She couldn’t let them talk
about her anymore, as if she wasn't there. *T can use
a toilet, you know!

Redbreath fixed her with an almighty stare. Miranda
trembled and wondered whether she was about to
become a human-flavoured toasted marshmallow.

“Exactly,” said Redbreath. “You can use a toilet.”

Miranda felt her face burn red as she realised that
dragon caves probably didn't have plumbing, let alone
human-sized loos.

She stared Redbreath dead in the eye and took a deep
breath. There was only one way she was getting
home before teatime. I know how you can prevent
the human army from destroying any more of the
mountainside.” The words came out in a tumble. “We
can use your treasure to stop them quarrying.”
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“Hal Another human trick," said Redbreath turning
away. “8y Naedre, we won't be falling for any of your
dastardly schemes.”

“Maaaaa!” Guster’s voice wailed up and down like a
siren. He trotted nimbly across the cave floor to stand.
beside Miranda. “Dor’t you want to stop the human
army?”

Redbreath was clutching her forehead between two
talons as if she had a headache coming. "Of course 1
do, Guster,” she sighed, "but this isn't the answer.”

“How do you know? You've got foresight, haven't you?
Your foresight told you that a human would come
to the cave. What does your foresight tell you about
Miranda's plan?”

Miranda watched, fascinated. Redbreath lifted her
head and stared - but she wasn't staring at anything
She seemed to be staring inside herself.

“My foresight shows me,” said Redbreath, in a lower,
stiller voice than Miranda had heard her use before,
“that the human army will leave this valley, and
that one day this place will be a haven for dragons,
where they can live and flourish” - Guster began
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to leap in excitement, before Redbreath had even
finished - "but that humans will take the Wyrmstooth
Crown.” Redbreath hung her head, as if exhausted and
deeply sad.

“Well, isn't that a price you're willing to pay?” asked
Miranda, looking between the two dragons, one
slumped, the other full of energy. "A crown in return

for the freedom of dragonkind?”

“You do not understand, my dear,” said Redbreath. She
was looking at Miranda differently now, like a person,
rather than a thing. “What I foresee is not a choice.
It is fated. Whatever we do, the crown is destined for
human hands. Tangleclaw was my great-great-great-
great grandmother. This crown was entrusted to me."
Redbreath sighed. "It is a sacrifice worth making to
achieve peace, but what if neither of us lives to see it?"
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Trees flew by in bright flashes of yellow and orange
and red, as Guster raced through the forest. Miranda
squeezed Guster's scaly sides with her knees. She
wrapped the ends of her scarf tightly around each
hand and pulled. They burst into a clearing, and
Guster skidded to a halt.

“Why are we stopping?” said Miranda. I thought we
had to get to Redbreath urgently?”

After Miranda had explained about quarries and
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dynamite and high-vis jackets, Guster had decided
that there was no time to waste. Miranda still couldn't
believe that she was going to meet two dragons in
one day,

“Wel, the thing is...” said Guster. He reared up on his
hind legs and Miranda squeezed her knees tight to stay
on. “I'm maybe, sort of, a bit lost.” He teetered around
on the spot, surveying the distant peaks. One stood
higher and sharper than all the rest: the Wyrmstooth
Mountain. Guster dropped onto all fours with a sigh.
“It's further than I thought.”

said Miranda, "you live up there? On
Wyrmstooth Mountain? That's so cool! What do
dragon houses look like?"

“We live in a cave,
run again

Guster replied, beginning to

“Oh, of course,” said Miranda. Miranda pictured her
gran, small and round, standing in the little cottage
kitchen. She heard Gran's voice say, no getting in the
water, no disappearing down any caves, and be back by
teatime. Miranda had already disobeyed one of Gran's
instructions by going in the lake ~ even f it was by
accident - so she supposed that another couldn't hurt
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Guster clambered onto a jutting rock.

“Hold on tight,” he said, "this might be a rough ride.”
He carefully placed the Wyrmstooth Crown between
his teeth. Miranda didn't realise what he was about to
do until she heard a sound like a huge flag snapping
in the wind. Guster stretched out his wings.

Miranda was fascinated. She stared at the shimmering
colours of his scales, green fading to yellow fringed
with brown.

He was beautiful.

Guster flapped once, twice. Miranda clung on tight
With one more great flap, he launched off the rack and
into the dusk-grey sky

Miranda felt like her heart had stopped. She was flying!

The wind grabbed her hair, yanking it back. Her eyes
streamed and her skin prickled. The wind was icy.
She shifted to peer over Guster's shoulder. Her heart
jumped as she nearly slid forward off his back, but she
grabbed his neck just in time.

She could see everything
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Below her, the trees rippled like a sea of flames. The
golden light of the setting sun glistened on the lake.
The mountains spiked the skyline like dragons teeth.
They were flying so fast! And so high! And it was
50 cold!

“This ~ is - amazing!" Miranda announced to the
whipping wind.

In the distance, Miranda spotted a tiny speck circling
Wyrmstooth Mountain. At first she thought that
it might be an eagle, but as they drew closer, she
realised that it was much bigger than any bird. Guster
suddenly sped up.

“Guster?” called a low and lilting voice through the
air. “Oh Guster! My jewel!”

So this was Guster's mother, Redbreath? Miranda
watched in awe as the sleek, orange-red dragon
swooped towards them, wriggling like a ribbon across
the sky. Her neck was long, her tail flowing and her
horns stately. It was only as they grew closer that
Miranda realised how huge Redbreath was - big
enough at least to fill an entire classroom.

Miranda was so caught up in imagining Redbreath
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squashed between the maths display and the
whiteboard that she didn't realise what was
happening until it was almost too late. Forgetting
his passenger, Guster flew at his mother with his
front legs outstretched. The pair collided in a huge
dragon hug

The impact juddered through Miranda. She dug in her
boots and squeezed Guster's neck. The dragons began
to tumble, snout over tail, in the air.

Miranda thought it was like the most thrilling
Jairground ride ever, exciting and terrifying all at once.
Round and round she went, half breathless with the
fun of it, half about to be sick.

Finally, they stopped spinning. “Guster, my heart,
where were you?" asked Redbreath as the dragons
dropped onto the mountainside. Suddenly, Redbreath's
face turned from motherly concern to disgust. “And
what is that on your back?"

“It's @ human," said Guster, spitting out the crown.
“Don't worry, she's tame. She's going to tell us how to
beat the army. Her dad's the chief, Mal” As Miranda
slid down Guster's scaly side to the floor, she decided
now wasn't the time to correct him. Standing in the
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shadow of a fully-grown, fearsome-looking mother
dragon, Miranda began to feel really scared.

She gazed up at Redbreath. Then, feeling that it was
the right thing to do, she sunk into a deep bow. "How
do you do, ma'am,” she said, hoping that dragons had.
the same sort of politeness as humans.

Redbreath stared down at the girl with a look so fiery,
Miranda expected to feel flames licking her face

“I foresaw this,” Redbreath uttered at last. “I foresaw
that a human would come to our cave. But I did
not think that my own son would be fool enough to
fetch it.”

“Well, I did. And here she is!” declared Guster proudly.
He couldn't stand still. He leapt around like an excited
puppy. “She wants to help us, Ma! She can tell us all
about the quarrel.”

“Quarry,” said Miranda quickly. “It's called a quarry.”

“She wants humans and dragons to be friends, and
she found the Wyrmstooth Crown, Ma," said Guster,
hurriedly picking up the slobber-covered crown from
the rocky mountainside.
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