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The Wyrmstooth Crown
Redbreath nodded.

The dragons crept in opposite directions. At first,
Guster kept near to the shore, away from the blank
eyes of the metal beasts. But the further he went, the
bolder he felt. If Miranda wasn't scared of the beasts,
why should he be?

Confidently, Guster stepped up to the nearest beast.
Its two white eyes stared at him, unblinking. Its
long, jointed arm was folded; the claw was tucked
away. Its upper body was strangest of all, made of
something transparent so that Guster could see inside.
Cautiously, Guster stood on tiptoe to peer in. He saw
a surface covered in bobbles and squiggles and dials,
with @ wheel sticking out.

Perhaps Miranda was right about these things being
machines after all.

Behind him, Guster heard a squeak. He spun in time to
see haphazard puffs of flame snaking into the air. That
didn't look like a signal - it looked like panic.

“Mat”

Guster bounded across the quarry and rounded a mound.
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of rubble to find his ma panting and whimpering. Her
talon shook as she pointed skywards.

“Isaw it move,” she hissed.

Guster looked up. Saw what move? A bird? The rain?

“Look,” Redbreath said, “at the top of the pole.” Guster

heard a whirring sound. “There it goes again.”

Guster saw it. At the top of the nearest stalk, beneath
the blinding light, a small rectangular box manoeuvred
this way and that. Then it stopped very still, like a cat
about to pounce.

“Idon't like it, Guster.”

Guster didn't either. Miranda had never mentioned
moving boes

“I think we should go," said Redbreath.

“No!" Guster tore his eyes from the box. “We have a
plan. This might be our only chance to stop the humans
before they destroy us. We can't leave now.”

“If Miranda doesn't turn up soon.
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“Then we go on without her. We can do this."

“What if it's a human trick?”

“Your foresight showed you. You know that it isn't."
“My foresight showed us giving up the Wyrmstooth
Crown to the humans. It didn't show us sneaking into
the army’s battle camp at night,” Redbreath snapped.
She jumped as the box whirred again, this time moving
to point itself at a shape in the far distance.

Guster gazed over. Was that.

“A box with windows! Ma, I think I've found the office.
Come on."

Guster nuzzled his ma to her feet and was just about
to run to the office when a new sound cut through
the pattering rain. It was faint at first, like an out-of-
breath mouse.

Guster froze, staring around.

EE-ee, Ebee

76




image10.png
f Hoards and Fumans

It was growing louder. Redbreath put her trembling
forepaws over Guster's shoulders.

EE-ee, EE-ce.

Now it was 5o close and loud that it echoed around
the rain-swept quarry. Guster wanted to run, or hide,
or set everything on fire with a single breath.

EE-ee, EE-ee, EE-ee, EE-ee.

Guster peered out from behind the rubble heap. Up the
slope stood a small figure with a long, striped scarf
flapping around its neck.

“Miranda!" called Guster. Miranda began to speed
down the hillside so fast that Guster thought she must
be falling. Humans couldn't run like that! How was
she doing it?

She sped under the floodlights and came to a stop
outside the office with a scrrreeeecech! As Guster
and Redbeath ran over, Guster saw that Miranda
wasn't walking at all. She was riding some human
contraption. It had two big wheels (one at the front
and one at the back), foot-holders and bars which she
clung onto
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“Sorry I'm late,” Miranda panted, wrapping her scarf
back around her neck. The coat that she wore was
slick with rainwater. “The cottage is a few miles away,
so T had to borrow Gran's bicycle, and you wouldn't
believe how rusty and slow it is. Right," she said,
looking from Guster to Redbreath. “Have you brought

the treasure?”

It wasn't easy for the trio to reach the rock face. The
way was steep and slippery. The heaped-up rubble
from the explosions created a rough, unstable wall.
Eventually, the dragons flew over the top with the
sack of treasure, but Miranda had to scramble.

“Don’t worry about me!” she called as she crept on all
fours up the scree. “I'm ~ ahhi” she screamed as the
rubble gave way beneath her and she slid back. “T've
been rock climbing before,” she reassured the dragons.
“Adventure is my middle name. Miranda Adventure
Jenkyns, that's me."

Eventually, she scrambled down the other side of the

rocks and loped over the uneven ground to join the
dragons. “I think I've scraped the skin off my hands,”
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shesaid. Her palms did look a it raw. “They'reall dusty
Oh wellt” She spat on each of her hands, rubbed them
together, then wiped them off on her coat. Considering
how far human technology had come, Guster thought
this a very primitive form of medicine.

“I think we should bury the treasure in the rubble,"
said Miranda. “That will make people think that it
blasted out from the mountain in the explosions.”

“You want to bury my precious treasure” ~ Redbreath'’s
voice swung up and down with outrage - “in the
rubble?”

Guster wasn't listening; he had found something
interesting. "How about in here?" he called. As Miranda
and Redbreath scurried towards him, he stuck his head
into the crevice that he'd found. He wasn't sure, but he
thought it was...

“An old dragon cave!” cried Redbreath. Suddenly, a
narrow beam of light illuminated the hole. Guster
looked down and found Miranda shining a light into
the darkness

“It's Gran's bike light,” she explained. “Safety first.”
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Redbreath stepped unsteadily into the cave. “This is
part of the ancient dragon warren that once riddled
these mountains,” she breathed. “Look at the walls.”
Miranda waved her light until the beam picked
out carvings in the rock. “These are dragon runes,"
Redbreath continued. “Feel how smooth the floor is.
This cave was well-used. It could have been a sleeping

chamber, a meeting room or a.
“Hoard?" suggested Guster.

“If it was," said Redbreath sadly, “the treasures it held
are long gone.”

“We can fix that, Ma," said Guster. He opened his
leather sack and poured the gold and jewels over the
cave floor. They clanged and clashed and jangled.
Guster dug out the Wyrmstooth Crown.

“There,” he said, placing it on top of the heap. “Now
they can't miss it.”

Redbreath looked at the crown like she might be
about to snatch it back. Then she sighed. She put her
claw to her mouth, kissed it, then pressed the kiss
onto the crown.
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“By Naedre, may you bring us peace.” As she said it, a
coil of mist seemed to float up from the crown - but it
was gone in a blink. The two dragons and one human
stood in silence together, gazing at the pile of gold.
Outside, the rain drummed harder and heavier, but no
one noticed. Each was deep in thought.

Suddenly, a terrible, ear-splitting wailing filled the air.
“Demons!” cried Guster.

“sirens!” yelled Miranda.

“FLEEY" bellowed Redbreath.

Guster didn't need telling twice.

He clattered from the cave, scrambled up the wet
scree and flapped his wings once, twice - but his feet
skidded. The rubble sank. He tumbled down the slope,
caught off balance.

The air was full of water and noise. The wailing was
joined by deep, sinister growls, like an army of lions,
Guster rolled to his feet. Lights flashed at the edge of
his vision. He saw the machine-beasts rolling down

the hill. These weren't sleeping like the beasts of the
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quarry, and they didn't crawl - they raced. Scariest
of all were the blue lights flashing on their backs,
whirling round and round. The lights filled the valley
with disorienting flickers and shadows.

Guster ran
“Guster? Guster, my jewell”

Engines rumbled. Lights flashed. As Guster fled, he
felt as though the world was tilting around him. He
didn't know whether the rumbling sounds filling the
sky were thunderclaps or beastly roars. He didn't
know whether the flashing lights were wizard spells or
lightning strikes. He didn't know which way led home
and which way led him into more danger.

“Guster! I'm stuck, Guster. Help!”

Guster spun around, totally lost. He thought he'd
heard Miranda's voice calling him. Was she in trouble?

“Guster, fly, my diamond. Save yourselft”
Guster flapped and flapped. His wing-beats filled the
air with a whipping sound which made him feel dizzy

He had to escape. He had to get into the air now.
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His breath quickened. His heart pounded. Everything
was closer, louder, brighter, harsher. Guster took a
huge breath. He bent his knees and leapt. His chest
burned and his wings ached, but he flapped as hard as
he could - and began to fly!

“Guster, help!

In the air, Guster's confusion ebbed away. He flew
above the noise and the lights, circling the quarry,
searching. There was Miranda! A little red figure in her
big coat. Her escape was blocked by a pile of rubble,
and she was unable to climb out.

“Guster, we have to go," cried another voice. Guster
looked up to see Redbreath swooping above him. “It's
not safe. They've got spells, Guster, evil spells.”

“Guster, pleasel” shouted his new friend.

Guster looked up at his ma. He looked down at the
small, helpless human who had done so much to help
the dragons

“I have to rescue her, Ma" said Guster. Before
Redbreath could object, Guster dived into the quarry
towards Miranda.
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As he sped downwards, he saw the human army
closing in around her. These humans looked terrifying
Their armour was black and bulky. They held sticks in
their hands that Guster was sure were magic weapons.
“What's that?” cried a human, as Guster grew close.
“It's not a ="

“Protect the girlt”

The humans surrounded a screaming Miranda. Before
Guster could reach her, the humans had her trapped.
One pointed his stick up at Guster.

BANG!

The dragon felt a jolt of magic shoot by his wing. His
scales sizzled.

“Aght” he cried, breathing out an involuntary burst of
flame. The humans yelled in fear and ran between him
and Miranda, zinging more spells his way.

“Guster!” shrieked Miranda. “Leave! Save yourself!”

Guster wheeled away into the night sky, high,
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high above the quarry to where his ma waited in
the darkness

“My dear Guster,” cried Redbreath. *It was an ambush.
The girl tricked us.”

“I don't think she knew, Ma ~" Guster panted. Every
beat of his wings hurt.

“You could have died. We should never have agreed to
this plan.”

Guster was too exhausted to reply, but he remembered
Miranda's panicked face as the humans dragged her
away, He was sure that Redbreath was wrong.

His insides writhed with guilt. He had left Miranda,

scared and alone, in the hands of the wizards. Who
knew what they would do to her now?
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Redbreath wouldn't stop fretting.

“King Arthur's lips touched this cup,” she said, pacing
up and down the cave with the chalice in her claws.
“Im sorry, but I won't see it buried in a hole in the
ground.”

“It's already in a hole in the ground, Ma,” said Guster,
snatching the silver cup and shoving it into his leather
sack. Miranda was home and safe at her Gran's cottage.
After she had explained her plan and promised to meet
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the dragons at the quarry in the dead of night, Guster
had flown Miranda home. Or as close to her home as
he dared.

“This lance was Saint George's,” Redbreath continued.
“Or at least, it probably was." She picked up the
weapon and began to polish it with a cloth. “T won't
be the dragon that gives it back to the humans.”

“Saint George was a villain who slew a good dragon,
Ma," said Guster, taking the lance and adding it to
the sack. “We don't want his stupid lance... f it really
was his."

“And this necklace belonged to Boudicca!” squealed
Redbreath, clutching a circlet of twisted gold
“Boudicca refused to give her treasures to the Romans
- why should T give mine to the humans?”

“Ma," Guster snapped, thoroughly fed up. “Boudicca
lost that war. We're going to win this one. Now will
you help me fill this sack, or shall I do it alone?”

Guster thought that Redbreath really wasn't acting

like a hero. It was a good thing that he was there to
be brave for both of them.
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“We all agreed, Ma," explained Guster. “We have to
bury the treasure in the quarry to stop the humans
destroying the whole mountain. Miranda says that
if the humans find ancient artefacts, they have to
stop digging immediately. That's so that the archa..
archaeo... the people who study really old stuff can
come and investigate the area.

“So we just swap one set of humans for another?”

“But not the type that destroy things, Ma. If we plant
the right sort of treasure, they might remember the
old times, before humans and dragons were ever at
war. That's why we have to give up the Wyrmstooth
Crown. You foresaw it!"

“I did...” began Redbreath, but she looked uncertain.
“But you know that I've never seen as clearly as the

ancients did. What if I'm wrong?”

“You were right about Miranda coming to our cave,”
Guster pointed out.

“Humph," agreed Redbreath, unconvinced.

In the end, Guster shoved as much treasure into the
sack as he could, ignoring his ma’s wails of protest
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Last of all, he carefully placed the Wyrmstooth Crown
inside the sack and tied it shut

Guster scuttled to the cave mouth and looked out at
the night sky. Thick clouds had gathered, obscuring
the stars. “Ready, Ma?" he asked. When he looked
back, he saw that Redbreath was praying.

“Walf, Hund and Otor, Catte and Naedre. Guide our
wings as we embark on this journey against the human
foe. Let us not lose the Wyrmstooth Crown in vain...”

Guster was about to roll his eyes, but as he gazed
out over the black valley to the lit-up quarry on the
far shore, he was struck by a strange feeling, like a
sudden dread. This wasn't a game or a story. Guster
had hoped to be a dragon hero and save his valley
from human destruction, but there were real enemies
out there, with powers he didn't understand and a
grudge against dragons that was a thousand years
old. Guster shuddered. All at once, praying didn't seem
like such a bad idea.

“Wlf, Hund and Otor, Catte and Naedre," he began,
just like Redbreath had. “Humans and dragons have
been fighting for ages. It started in this valley and it
can end in this valley. Please let us finish it tonight.
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Thank you... love from Guster,” he said, unsure of how
to finish.

Redbreath laid a comforting claw on his shoulder.
“Ready, my glittering jewel?" she said, her voice deep
and warm.

Guster picked up his leather sack and nodded. “I'm
ready, Ma."

Guster and Redbreath swooped through the bitterly
cold night air. It was beginning to rain. Below, Guster
heard droplets splash in the lake, creatures scuttling for
shelter and the forlorn hoots of birds. Tt was deepest,
darkest night.

Miranda had given them instructions about where in
the quarry to meet. “It's sort of like a big box with
windows,” she'd said. “That's the office. It's portable,
50 they can take it with them when they move to a
new quarry. My gran's a deep sleeper. I'll sneak out
after her bedtime and meet you at the office.” Guster
fixed the image of a box with windows in his head.

As they flew closer and closer, Guster's heart beat hard.
In the quarry, huge lights hung on stalks, casting a
bright white glare over the ruined mountainside and
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making the raindrops glow. The sleeping beasts, with
their bent limbs and slack jaws, looked particularly
sinister in the harsh light and stark shadows. Miranda
had assured the dragons that the beasts were just
machines - things called diggers and forklifts, cars and
cranes -~ and that they weren't really living. Guster
wondered how she could be so sure. Had she seen them
up close like he had? Did she know how alive they
looked as they crawled over the mountain?

Quiet as whispers, Guster and Redbreath alighted
on the gravel road that snaked through the quarry
This was it: the wizard army’s headquarters. Miranda
insisted that humans didn't have magic, but Guster
couldn't quite believe it. If humans didn't have magic,
how did they grow lights on stalks which outshone
the moon?

“Where did the girl say to meet?" whispered Redbreath.
Nervous puffs of smoke curled from her nostrils.

“We have to find the office box,” replied Guster.
“Ah, yes, with the windows."

“Let's split up. If we think we've found it, send up a
signal flame.”
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