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The Wyrmstooth Crown
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Nearly four weeks after the eventful night in the quarry,
Miranda and Gran stood next to one another in Gran's
cluttered bathroom. It was the sort of bathroom that
was full of knick-knacks from a lifetime of collecting
shels, stones and pieces of driftwood. Miranda thought
that it was a bt like a dragon’s hoard.

“Now, Miranda, do you want to wear my lucky lipstick
for extra-special occasions?” asked Gran.

“Yes, please,” said Miranda.

“Pull your lips tight over your teeth then. That's right.”
Miranda held still while Gran applied the lipstick. “Now
rub.” Miranda rubbed her lips together. *Press.” Gran
held up a tissue and Miranda pressed her lips down. A
dark red lip print appeared on the paper. “Well, now,
don’t you look a picture?”

Miranda was wearing her very best outfit. Mum had
braided her hair and Gran had ironed her glittery
top. Gran was dressed up too, in her best floaty, green
velvet dress. They were off to a party at the museum!
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Miranda and Gran set off in Gran's rickety old car. It
puttered and grumbled over the steep hills, but at last
they rolled into the next valley and pulled up in the
museum car park.

Even though it was night time, the museum was
completely packed. The galleries swarmed with grown-
ups drinking sparkling wine, and with reporters
carrying microphones and cameras. There, in the
middle of the throng, was Dr Augusta Quinn.

Dr Quinn was the lead archaeologist at the site. She
had short hair and round glasses, and she hadn't got
dressed up for the party. She was still wearing her
muddy shirt and jeans from the dig.

“Mrs Jenkyns! Miranda!” said Dr Quinn, as the pair
approached. "Are you ready?”

“We're always ready,” said Gran.

“Fantastic. There are two seats reserved for you. We're
just about to start.”

Miranda followed Gran into the grand central hall
of the museum. Rows and rows of chairs stretched
between the pillars. The pair reached the front and
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found their seats. Miranda gazed up at the stage.

Behind the stage was a projector screen. On a cloth-
covered table lay several artefacts: a twisted gold
necklace, asilver cup, and in the centre, the Wyrmstooth
Crown! The audience hushed as Dr Quinn took to the
stage,

felcome, everyone,” she said, her voice amplified
by a clip-on microphone. “Today we are here to show
off the first of our exciting finds, uncovered only a
Jew miles away, in the Wyrmstooth Valley.” Dr Quinn
paused as excited whispers filled the hall,

“If you've been following the news, you'll know that
my team and 1 are uncovering all sorts of interesting
artefacts: ancient treasure, a warren of caves and
sophisticated rock carvings, to name just a few. Our
first discoveries are here tonight, and chief among
them s the Wyrmstooth Crown. A little later, a rather
special guest will be telling us more about how the
crown was made.”

Miranda nudged Gran, and Gran nudged back. Soon,
everyone in the room would know the story of how
humans and dragons had quarrelled a thousand
years ago.
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“You may bewondering what sort of ancient civilisation
left these artefacts for us to discover,” continued Dr
Quinn. Miranda held her breath. She knew what was
coming next. “The answer to that question is our
biggest discovery of all. Some of you have probably
seen this video already...”

The archacologist clicked a button on the gadget
in her hand, and a video appeared on the projector
screen. The image showed a quarry at night in driving
rain. After a moment, two lizard-like shapes flapped
across the screen and landed. The smaller of the
pair walked away. As the larger creature wandered
alone, the camera turned to follow it. All at once, the
creature stared at the camera with huge eyes. A fireball
spluttered from its mouth as it scrambled away. Then
the video cut off

The audience in the museum oohed and ached,
wondering what the strange creatures could be
Miranda's insides fizzed with excitement. She knew
exactly what the video showed: it was Guster and
Redbreath, the night that they planted the treasure in
the quarry.

Or Quinn waited for silence before speaking. “In the
light of this evidence, it seems that there is no longer
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any doubt: dragons really do exist. Not only are they
real, but there are at least two living in the Wyrmstooth
Valley. That is why T am here: to announce that from
now on, the area is to be protected as a Nature Reserve
so that these dragons can live peacefully and safe
from humankind.”

Miranda grinned. Her plan had worked perfectly.

Guster itched. His back legs and forelegs itched. His
belly and back itched. Redbreath said that it meant
that the burns were healing. Guster thought that
itching felt worse than being burnt. In the twenty-
seven suns and moons that had passed since their
terrifying night at the quarry, Guster's autumn scales
had come in. He was now burning copper all over.

He watched the valley each day, waiting for a sign - a
sign that the humans were gone for good. A sign that
Miranda was okay. The more time that passed, the
more Guster replayed that moment in his head: the
moment when the humans had trapped Miranda, and
he had panicked and flown away.

Redbreath wasn't concerned.
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“Idon't know why you're bothering yourself with that
human, my heart's gem,” Redbreath said. She was
preaccupied with arranging her remaining treasure.
Her hoard was so heaped up that Guster thought it
was hard to tell that a sackful was gone. "Did I ever
tell you the story of this sword?” Redbreath held up
an emerald-studded blade. “It belonged to brave Sir
Gawain, who was dauntless in the face of the Green
Knight's axe.”

But Guster didn't reply. He was busy staring out of
the mouth of the cave at a strange-looking bird, far
away across the valley. It was a grey, round bird with
spinning wings above its head, and it busied around
above the quarry as though it had lost something.

“What do you think it is?" asked Guster.

“Come away from there,” said Redbreath, dragging
Guster backwards by his tail. Guster thought, not for
the first time, how over-protective his ma had become
since this whole wizard army business started. “Now,
help me organise these goblets by size and number
of gemstones.”

Guster had lined up nearly twenty goblets along
the cave floor in size order, when he heard a shout
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from outside.
“Guuuusteeeer? It's meecel”

Without a moment's hesitation, Guster bounded from
the cave, scattering the carefully-sorted goblets in
every direction.

“Miranda, you're alive!”
“Of course I'm alive,” she said. “You're orange!”

Miranda was panting from her long walk up the
mountain. Strands of hair flew wildly across her face
and her scarf flapped in the wind.

“Of course I'm orange.” Guster preened his gleaming
scales. *I change colour every autumn. Camouflage,
see?” He leapt down from the rock and capered around
her. “How did you escape the evil humans? T thought
you were done for."

“They weren't evil, they were the police. When they
realised T was just a kid, they took me straight home
to Gran. Mum was so angry at her, but I told her it
wasn't Gran's fault that I sneaked out. They forgave
each other, and me, eventually. Mum even gave me a
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phone so I could call her if T got into trouble.” Miranda
pulled a little black rectangle from her pocket and
waved it around.

“But how did the po-lees know we were in the quarry?
Was it magic? Tell me everything.

Miranda sat against the rock and explained as well
as she could. First, she explained that the quarry had
security cameras. "I didn't realise, but there were
loads of CCTV cameras. Look - they caught you and
Redbreath on video!”

She held up the black rectangle - the phone - and
showed Guster the footage of him and his ma flying
into the quarry,

“Humans all over the world have seen it,” Miranda said.
“You've gone viral. Did you see that helicopter that
just went overhead?” Guster remembered the metal
bird that made the sound like a bee. “Well, I reckon

Guster was busy thinking. “These seesecteevees,” he
said. “Were they stuck on top of poles? Did they sort
of... whirr?"
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Miranda frowned. I suppose the cameras must have
been quite high up, and they're electronic so T expect
they whirr too.”

“We saw them!” he exclaimed, jumping up in
excitement. “That's why Ma got scared, because of the
seeseeteevees!”

“That's not all that's happened,” said Miranda. She told
Guster all about the party at the museum. “Or Quinn
showed off some of the treasure and the Wyrmstooth
Crown was pride of place. She said that they were
going to turn the Wyrmstooth Valley into a nature
reserve.”

“What is a nature reserve?” boomed a deep, musical
voice. Miranda jumped. Redbreath was crouched on
the stone above them.

“Er, well,” Miranda stumbled. Guster reali
she was still a bit frightened of Redbreath.
a special place in nature, er, where there are all sorts
of rare species. No one is allowed to, um, build there,
and they have to let the animals and... dragons... live
in peace.”

Redbreath let out a long sigh. Guster knew that it was
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not a sad sigh, but a contented one. "My visions can
be cloudy sometimes. T know that T am not a strong
seer like the ancients, but this time, things have come
right.” She bowed her head. “Thank you, Miranda.”

“You're - you're welcome,” said Miranda, in a squeak.

Guster looked around at the valley, at the banks of
flaming autumn trees, the still, glistening lake and
the proud moot hill island. He was glad that this
place would stay the same. “What else happened?” he
asked Miranda.

“Well," she said, "when pictures of the Wyrmstooth
Crown appeared in the newspaper, Gran wrote to Dr
Quinn to tell her the story of Alfwyn and Tangleclaw,
just in case Dr Quinn didn't know it. Dr Quinn was
50 interested that she invited Gran to tell it at the
museum. 1 videoed the whole thing.” Miranda fiddled
with the phone, and the two dragons peered over her
shoulders to watch.

In her swishing dress of green velvet, with a voice that
filled the museum hall, Miranda's gran told the whole
story. She told of how the human clan and dragon
colony had lived in peace in the valley, and how,
with Tangleclaw's trickery and Alfwyn's bravery, they
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had beaten the barbarians. Then she told of how the
Wyrmstooth Crown was forged and the troubles that
came afterwards.

“Gran actually picked up the crown,” Miranda hissed,
pointing. Gran stood proudly, centre stage, holding
the Wyrmstooth Crown high in the air. “She wasn't
supposed to do that, but no one made her put it down.”

Miranda’s gran went on to describe the three contests,
and how at last Tangleclaw realised that the dragons
and humans were being tricked by the snake
spiri, Naedre.

“nd now, at last, the peace that wise Tangleclaw
Jforesaw has come to pass,"said Gran. “The Wyrmstooth
Crown s returned, not as a sign that humans have won
o that dragons are beaten, but as a symbol of peace.
A peace between dragons and humans that will last
at least another thousand years. Whichever human
or dragon was wise and brave enough to return the
crown, they are the new hero of this story.”

Miranda’s gran placed the crown upon on the table,
and bowed deeply. The audience in the museum were
bursting into cheers and applause when the video
abruptly stopped.
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Guster bounced and whooped and flapped. “That's
me!” he cried. “I'm a hero! A real hero in a story. Did.
you tell your gran about me?”

“Idid tell her” said Miranda, "but she decided that she
wouldn't mention our names in the story. She said that
you didn't want TV crews hanging around your cave
asking questions, because that wouldn't be peaceful at
all” Miranda frowned. “Don't forget, I'm a hero too!”

“I think you'll find that we're all heroes," smiled
Redbreath, adjusting her tiara,

“We're like Alfwyn and Tangleclaw,” Guster went on
“We'll go down in history,” Redbreath agreed.
Miranda was about to reply when her phone beeped.
The dragons jumped and stared at her. “What was
that?” asked Guster.

Miranda sighed. “Just my mum asking if I'm safe. She
doesn't really trust me since the whole quarry incident

T don't know why."

“I know what you mean,” said Guster pointedly, but
Redbreath pretended not to hear. “How did you manage
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to get all the way up here?”

“I'm staying with Gran this weekend,” Miranda
explained. “She knows that I'm here. She said that it's
fine, as long as you fly me home before teatime. Oh!"
Miranda shrugged off her backpack. “That reminds
me." She pulled out three wedge shapes wrapped
in napkins,

“Is that..”
“Lemon drizzle cake!” announced Miranda, handing
one piece to Redbreath and one piece to Guster.

“Remember not to eat the napkin, Ma,” Guster advised
sagely, carefully peeling the paper from his slice. He
swallowed it in one go, savouring the tangy, fizzy
sweetness of the cake.

As the sun began to set, the trio licked sugar from
their fingers and claws, and stared out over the valley.
Each thought about how peaceful the valley was, and
how proud they were that, together, they had saved it
from destruction.

At last, Miranda sighed, ‘I'd better go, it's
nearly teatime.”
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“You'll come back,” said Guster, “won't you?”

“Of course. You have to take me swimming in the lake,"
said Miranda, swinging her backpack on. “We'll go to
the isl..”

As she trailed off, Guster followed her gaze. She was.
staring, open-mouthed, at the island in the middle
of the lake. Although the sky was cloudless and the
valley clear, the island was engulfed in a dense mist.

“What is it?" said Miranda.

's not - whispered Redbreath.
“It is!" breathed Guster, leaning forward.

As the three watched, the mist shrank into five smoky
shapes, each in the likeness of an animal. Wulf raised
his head towards the sky in a silent howl which
echoed, not in the valley, but in the bones. Then he
leapt away. Hund soon followed, wagging her tail
and yapping. Otor left by water, leaping in and out of
the lapping wavelets. Catte gave her paws a final lick
before she too stalked off.

The only one left was Naedre,
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The snake spirit uncoiled, hissing faintly, then rolled
slowly across the water, as if the lake was a field of
grass. At last, he disappeared into the golden light of
the setting sun.

Guster, Miranda and Redbreath watched silently.

“I think the spirits just gave us their blessing,”
said Guster.

“I think you're right, my diamond,” sighed Redbreath.
Miranda seemed too shocked to move.

“You'll be late for tea,” stated Guster.
“Oh," said Miranda. “Yes. Of course.”

“Thank you for the lemon drizzle cake, my. dear,”
said Redbreath.

“You're welcome," said Miranda. Guster knelt, and she
climbed onto his back, wrapping her scarf around his
neck like reins.

With a leap, and a flap, Guster soared into the sky
They sailed across Wyrmstooth Valley together: one
dragon, one human, two heroes and firm friends.
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Safe in the cave on Wyrmstooth Mountain, Guster slept
fitfully. His wounds hurt. He tossed and turned on the
hard floor, trying to get comfortable. His dreams were
full of thunder and spells and desperate flight.

Eventually, he woke. It was daylight and cool rain
dripped outside the cave. Redbreath was fussing with
@ mixing bowl. Guster rolled over to watch her.

“Lie still, gem of my heart,” Redbreath said. I have
mixed a salve for your wounds.” Guster lay motionless
as his ma_ rubbed mushed-up herbs onto his burns.
“They could have killed you,"” she said. *I wish we'd
never agreed to this foolish plan.”
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“But itll work, Ma. You've foreseen it.”

“That is beside the point. I should never have let you
get involved. You're too young and too precious.”

Guster huffed. He wasn't too young. He was the brave
one. He was the one who had realised that there was
o time to waste; he was the one who had persuaded
his ma to keep going when she was scared. He had
been a true hero, but he felt oo tired and sore to argue.

Later, when Redbreath went out hunting, Guster got
up. Gingerly, he padded to the cave’s entrance. On the
far side of the lake, the humans in yellow armour were
still milling around. Guster watched and watched,
searching for any sign of what had become of Miranda.
Eventually, one by one, the humans climbed into their
machine-beasts and rumbled away over the hillside.

At last, they were gone. Had the plan worked?

ke

The next day, Redbreath said that Guster could go as
far as the launching rock.

“I'm fine,” he said, though his burns were still sore.
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“The salve is working.”

“It's not just that,” said Redbreath. “When I was
hunting yesterday, the woods were crawling with
humans.” Redbreath shuddered all over. Her tiara
shook and her diamond necklace rattled.

“Crawling?"

“Five! Five humans!” she cried, raising her claws in
despair. “In our valley!”

Guster didn't think five humans was a very big deal but
he knew better than to say so. He stared out towards
the quarry. “Look, Ma, one of the machines is back.”

1t was a big machine with a huge mouth on the
front. Redbreath scuttled onto the rock beside Guster.
“All for nothing!” she wailed, waving her long neck
dramatically. “Foolish, foolish plan!”

But Guster wasn't so sure. The machine rolled towards
the rubble which blocked the mouth of the treasure
cave. With @ mighty crunching, the machine gobbled
@ mouthful of stones, carried them to the corner of the
quarry and spat them back out. Again and again, it
returned for another mouthful. Once it had cleared a
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path to the cave, it rumbled away.

Later, a second machine came speeding down the
track. Tt stopped with a squeal in a cloud of dust. Two
tiny human figures stepped out. They pottered along
the newly-cleared pathway and disappeared inside
the cave of hidden treasure.

“It must be the archae... the archacol... the people who
study old stuff” said Guster. "I wonder what they're
doing in there, Ma."

“Putting their filthy human hands all over my crown,”
moaned Redbreath, with a sob.

Guster couldn't drag his eyes away. He watched as
the humans set up barriers and big tents. He watched
as they walked back and forth, carrying tools into the
cave and fetching the treasure out. It was nearly dark
when the humans left

“Ma," said Guster. "When you were out hunting, you
didn't happen to spot Miranda, did you? In the woods?"

Redbreath pulled a face. “No, thank goodness.” She
said no more about it.
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