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Water is so intricately laced that it is almost a continuous structure … it is as though liquid water remembers the form of the ice from which it came … water is tremendously flexible.

Supernature by Lyall Watson

(Hodder & Stoughton, 1973)
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1
THE WISHING DRAGON
 

David, if your face grows any longer your chin will be scraping the soles of your shoes.” Elizabeth Pennykettle hung up her apron and half scowled, half smiled at her student tenant. “What’s the matter?”

“Give you one guess,” the tenant muttered cheerlessly. He walked into the kitchen, his mouth turned down in a curve of disappointment. In his hand, he was flapping a letter. As he approached the kitchen table he pushed the letter under the snout of a dragon, which was sitting by a jar of raspberry jelly. “Here, torch that.”

The little clay dragon remained unmoved.

On the far side of the table Mrs. Pennykettle’s daughter, Lucy, remarked. “You mustn’t say that to the dragons. They’re not allowed to burn things, are they, Mom?”

“No,” said Mrs. Pennykettle, glancing at the letter. “I take it that’s another rejection?”

David nodded. “Complete with coffee stain. This makes fourteen now. And they all say the same. Dear Mr. Rain. Thanks, but no thanks. No one wants to hear about Snigger the squirrel.”

Lucy immediately put down her sticks. She had been busy modeling a brand-new dragon, a handsome (if slightly bemused-looking) creature with wide, flared nostrils and enormous paws. She picked up the letter and frowned. “Well, I think it’s the best story ever.”

“You’re biased,” said David, peeling a banana. “I wrote it for you. You’re bound to say that.”

“It’s not a bad rejection, though, is it?” asked Liz, reading the letter over Lucy’s shoulder. “They do say your writing shows some promise. Perhaps you should forget about Snigger for a while and start working on something new?”

“Yes!” exclaimed Lucy, spinning in her seat. “The Adventures of Spikey the Hedgehog.”

Through a mouthful of banana, David said: “I’m not writing about silly hedgehogs.”

“But you said Gadzooks wrote ‘Spikey’ on his pad. And he underlined it. Twice. Gadzooks is your special dragon. You’ve got to do what he says.”

David sighed and let his gaze drift across the kitchen. It settled on the top of the fridge, where a so-called listening dragon sat: a studious-looking, bespectacled creature with ears like a couple of large rose petals. Dragons were everywhere in this house; Elizabeth Pennykettle made them for a living, in a room upstairs called the Dragons’ Den. Gadzooks, the dragon that Lucy had spoken of, sat on the windowsill in David’s room. Liz had made him as a welcoming gift when David had first moved into the house. In general appearance, Gadzooks was like most of the Pennykettle dragons: green and scaly with oval-shaped eyes and short, ridged wings. But in his left paw he carried a small white notepad and in the right he held a sawed-off pencil. He was special in the sense that, now and again, when David had been writing his squirrel story, Gadzooks had seemed to help things along by scribbling a word or two on his pad. The last thing he had written — some weeks ago now — was the word “Spikey.” Lucy had immediately decided that this must be the name of a hedgehog she had once glimpsed in the garden. But David had refused to be so easily swayed. And as the autumn days had gradually lengthened, his mind had dulled to the possibility that there was any meaning to the word at all. Indeed, if the truth be told, he was slightly tired of the presence of dragons and embarrassed by the fact that he had once allowed himself to believe that they might, in some way, be real. So when he spoke again his manner was blunt. “Lucy, let it go. I love Gadzooks, you know I do. But he only writes things because I imagine him doing it. He’s no more special than this one you’re making.”

Lucy sat back, looking incensed. “This is a wishing dragon. He can make things really happen.”

Across the room there came a slight hoot of derision. But this time the dissent was not from David; it had come from the pottery expert, Liz. She walked over and inspected the dragon, looping her red hair behind her ears so it wouldn’t trail into the still-soft clay. “You’ll be lucky, my girl. To make a true wishing dragon takes years of practice — and careful naming. Mind you, you haven’t done badly with him. His paws are very good. Excellent, in fact.”

“They’re out of proportion, surely?” said David. “He looks like he’s wearing baseball gloves. Why are they so big?”

“Because,” said Lucy, drawing out the word like a piece of gum, “you put your thumbs in his paws when you make a wish. Mom, can we kiln him? Please don’t say I have to smush him. I’ll think up a special name, right now.” And she closed her eyes and concentrated hard. “Gurrrr …” she said, meaning the name would begin with a G. “Gurrrr —”

“Reth,” said David, breaking in unexpectedly.

“Gareth?” Lucy turned up her nose.

“What made you say that?” asked Liz, flipping the handle on the outside door to let the Pennykettles’ tabby cat, Bonnington, in. Bonnington trotted straight to his bowl. He sniffed at his desiccated tuna-flavored Chunky Chunks, turned, and mewed to go out again.

Looking puzzled, David said, “Don’t know. It just came to me.”

“From Gadzooks?” asked Lucy, with a sparkle in her eye.

“Yes, but he wrote it in a funny sort of way.”

“Show me,” said Liz, pushing a scrap of paper in front of the tenant. “Jot it down, exactly how you saw it.”

So David picked up a pen and wrote:




  



G’reth
 

“You left the a out,” said Lucy.

Liz turned the paper around. “No, I don’t think he did. That’s an archaic spelling. I’ve seen dragon names written that way before.” She drummed her fingers on the tabletop. “And you saw Gadzooks do this?”

David nodded and chomped his banana. Not only had he pictured Gadzooks doing the scribble, the dragon had stomped his feet several times and thrust his pad forward, as though keen to push the name right to the forefront of David’s mind.

“How do you say it?” asked Lucy.

“Guh-reth,” said Liz. “With a hard G. Guh.”

“Guh-reth,” repeated Lucy. “You say it.” She gave the tenant a nudge.

“Guh-reth,” he said tiredly, just to please her. He looked at the dragon with its impish smile and sent it a silent, disparaging hrrr.

“Lucy, try making a wish,” said her mom.

Lucy’s mouth fell open in astonishment. “Is it allowed? It’s David’s dragon.”

“What?” he coughed. “I don’t want it.”

“You named him,” said Lucy. “You have to keep him.”

David shook his head. “No,” he said firmly. “One dragon’s enough for me.”

Lucy’s face took on a hurt expression. “You can’t stay in this house if you don’t believe in dragons.”

“Yeah, well,” muttered David, tossing his banana skin into the trash can. He traced the grouting in the floor tiles with his toe as if he had something more to add, something he didn’t want to talk about now.

Liz noticed the movement but didn’t comment. “The maker may have one wish,” she said, turning the dragon face-on to Lucy. “That’s a rule among dragon-makers. It must be something beneficial and completely unselfish. You can’t just wish for a bar of chocolate. If you do, the wish will turn on you.”

“OK,” said Lucy, resting her thumbs in G’reth’s dished paws. “I wish, I wish, I wish … it would snow.”

“Snow?” hooted David. “How is that beneficial?”

“They like it,” said Lucy. “Dragons like snow.” As if to prove it, a gentle hrring sound echoed around the walls of the house.

David, who had heard this sound many times before (and had never quite got to the bottom of it), ignored the rumble and frowned in disbelief. “Why do dragons like snow? And don’t tell me they’re fond of skiing.”

Lucy shook her head till her ponytail danced. “No one really knows — do they, Mom?”

“No,” said Liz, carefully shaping one of G’reth’s wings.

“But when it does snow,” Lucy went on excitedly, “they sit by the windows and watch it, don’t they?”

“Yes,” said Liz, turning G’reth back and forth on his stand. “This really is very good, Lucy. You’re coming along in leaps and bounds.”

“There,” said Lucy, and stuck out a pimple of tongue at the tenant.

To take the wind from her sails, he gave a weather report. “Oh, bad luck. Sun’s out and shining. Not a flake of snow in sight.” He grinned at the Pennykettle women in turn. They stared back as if to say, “Give it time.”

Time. David shot his watch hand up. “Oh, no!” he exclaimed. “I should have been at school ages ago. I’m supposed to be having a tutorial with …” Leaving the end of his sentence hanging, he shot down the hall in search of his coat.

Liz patted Lucy’s arm and told her to work on G’reth a little more. “Take him up to the den when you’re finished. We’ll kiln him when I get back.” Grabbing her car keys, she went after David. “Come on,” she said, overtaking him on the porch, “if it’s that important, I’ll give you a ride.”

On the drive into Scrubbley, Liz said quietly, “You seemed a little uptight in the kitchen. Not just about G’reth. Is there something on your mind?”

David ran the zipper of his bag back and forth. “I’m meeting Sophie for dinner tonight.” A smile spread slowly across his face at the mention of his girlfriend’s name. “She says she wants to tell me something important. I think she might want me to move in with her.”

“I see. Do you think you will?” David bit his lip and looked the other way. “We’ll miss you,” said Liz, taking his silence as a yes. “It’s going to be hard telling Lucy, though.” “I’ll come and see you. Regularly. I promise.”

Liz smiled and touched his arm. “If you need to move on, that’s all there is to it. You can’t stay in our mad dragon house for ever. Don’t worry. We’ll cope.” She brought the car to a halt at the gates of Scrubbley College. “Go on, we’ll talk about this another time. I hope you’re not too late. Who’s this guy again? The one you’re having the tutorial with?”

“Dr. Bergstrom. He’s a polar research scientist. He’s only in the country for three or four weeks, doing a sort of lecture tour.”

“Bergstrom,” said Liz, running the word like a spell off her tongue. “Is that Swedish?”

“Norwegian, but he works in Canada — with polar bears.”

Liz nodded and lifted her gaze. Her bright green eyes seemed suddenly very distant. “Well, he won’t mind this weather, then.”

David turned to the windshield.

Impossible as it seemed, it was specked with snow.




  



2
A VERY STRANGE ESSAY
 

That’s amazing,” David gasped. “Where did that come from?”

Liz rolled down her window and caught a few flakes. “Never underestimate a wishing dragon.”

David gave her a withering look. “Liz, G’reth did not do this.” He pulled up his collar and got out of the car. “I’ll probably stay over at Sophie’s tonight. Thanks for the ride. See you tomorrow.” He blew a snowflake off his nose and looked at the sky. “Weird,” he muttered, and hurried indoors.

The elevator on the ground floor opened conveniently and he was up four flights to the geography department quicker than he might usually have expected. He swept through the map room, catching a globe with the corner of his bag and almost spinning it off its stand. By the time he’d reached the offices along the faculty corridor he was slightly out of breath and warm under the collar. He took a moment to steady himself, then knocked at a door labeled SEMINAR ROOM.

“Come in,” said a voice.

David eased himself inside. He’d been hoping to see at least three other students, but the padded orange chairs around the low coffee table were all abandoned. He grimaced and glanced at the clock. He was forty-five minutes late. The tutorial had happened without him. “Dr. Bergstrom, I’m really sorry,” he began. “I — gosh, it’s freezing in here.”

It was then that he realized the window was open. A chill breeze was rattling the vertical blinds, making them clatter against the glass. On an open wooden stand beside the large chalkboard, a row of journals were flapping their covers. Even in his overcoat, David shuddered.

Dr. Bergstrom was standing at the window, looking out, his hands pushed deep into the pockets of his slacks. He was wearing a plain white cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled loosely up to the elbows. Not a goose bump could be seen on his muscular forearms, just a gentle stream of honey white hairs that matched the color of those on his head. “You must be David,” he said, without looking around. His voice was even, as soft as the snowflakes floating past the window. It carried just a hint of the country of his birth.

“Yes. Excuse me, aren’t you cold?”

A smile touched the corner of Bergstrom’s mouth. “Right now, off the shores of Hudson Bay, the temperature will have fallen low enough to turn the sea to an icy slush. That’s cold, David. Glacial to you. Moderately chilly to the Inuit people. Still rather warm to a polar bear. It’s all a question of acclimatization. Do you want to tell me why you’re late?” He gestured to the arc of empty chairs.

David unbuttoned his overcoat and sat. “I, erm, got held up at home, sorry.”

Bergstrom closed the window and joined him. He had a classic Scandinavian appearance: wavy, well-groomed, collar-length hair and a beard so fine it seemed taped to his face. “Yes, your colleagues had a theory on that. They thought you were probably talking to your dragon.”

The tips of David’s ears flared red. Many times in the past he’d regretted the day that he’d once let slip about keeping Gadzooks. The news had circled the geography department quicker than a virus infecting the Internet.

Bergstrom, swift to see his student’s discomfort, dismissed any awkwardness with a wave of his hand. “Please, don’t be embarrassed. I’m really quite intrigued by dragons. And as we don’t have time for a formal tutorial I thought we might spend a few minutes chatting about them.”

“I thought I was here to talk about geography?”

“You are,” said Bergstrom, opening a hand. “The study of the earth, its climate and inhabitants. That’s geography, isn’t it? We all have our place on this spinning rock. Why leave out dragons?”

“Because they’re not real,” David said bluntly. “They’re mythical creatures. We made them up.”

“And yet they’ve survived for centuries in our lives. I’m just curious to know how they came into yours?”

David glanced sideways, hiding a frown. Was he being teased here for being late? Where was Bergstrom going with this? Shouldn’t they be talking about glacial activity or rock formations or sea levels or something? What was the point of yapping about dragons? “I’m a tenant with a woman who makes them,” he said, answering the question as plainly as he could. “She’s a potter. She sells them at the market, in Scrubbley. She has a room in her house called the Dragons’ Den. She’s the one you should ask about dragons.”

Leaning forward, Bergstrom said, “I’m asking you. Come on, give me a folk legend. Anything. You have to have a story hidden away somewhere.”

David shook his head. “You’re not serious, surely?”

Bergstrom studied him carefully for a moment. “You forget, I live and work among the Inuit. Stories to them are like well-chewed bones: to be passed from mouth to mouth so their flavor might be shared and long remembered. Much of the history of the Arctic regions has been told across the light of a seal-oil lamp. Stories have a unique power, David. The Inuit believe they can capture souls.” He reached into his trousers then and drew out a gold-rimmed pocket watch. He opened it on the table in front of them. “This saved my life on the ice one time. Would you like me to tell you how?”

David steered his gaze to the watch. The back of the casing was scratched and dented and the watch glass clouded by weather and age. A lot of history had passed between its hands. “OK,” he ventured.

“Good. You first.”

“What?”

“It’s a trade. Your story for mine. Briefly, I’m afraid. We don’t have long.”

David snorted into his hands. A trade? A trick, more like. Only Lucy could have cornered him better. “OK, but it’s not that much of a story. It’s about a dragon whose name was Gawain. He was supposed to be the very last dragon in the world and when he died he shed something called a fire tear. That’s like … his essence, wrapped up in a teardrop.”

Bergstrom nodded, a pale light twinkling in his eyes. He had strange eyes, David thought, deep set and slightly close together. If he stared your way for any length of time the gaze became a bold, imperious squint. David thought he’d seen the look somewhere before, but for the moment he couldn’t quite place it.

“A dragon’s power in a teardrop,” mused Bergstrom. “That sounds intriguingly precious. The sort of thing you wouldn’t want falling into the wrong hands, I expect.”

“A woman called Guinevere caught it,” said David. “But I’m not really sure what happened after that. I fell asleep and never heard the end of the story. I dreamed she took the fire inside her, though. She was trying to preserve the spirit of dragons. That’s why she went to Gwilanna, anyway.”

“Gwilanna?” Bergstrom’s blue eyes narrowed.

“A hermit, a sort of ‘wise woman’ type. She lived alone in a cave on a hill. She told Guinevere about the tear in exchange for one of Gawain’s old scales.”

Bergstrom folded his arms and nodded. “That seems a poor exchange. Why did Gwilanna settle for a scale when she might have had the fire of Gawain herself?”

“I don’t know,” said David, with a shake of his head. He’d thought about that many times himself and wondered, in passing, if Bergstrom had. Why did he get the gnawing feeling that Bergstrom, far from listening to the tale, was interrogating him to find out what he knew? “Told you it wasn’t a very good story.”

“On the contrary, it’s an excellent story. Merely incomplete. But it’s given me a good idea for your essay.”

“Essay?”

Bergstrom smiled again. “Your supervisor asked me to assign you one. Not just you, all the students I’ve seen.” He flipped open a briefcase propped up against his chair and brought a small sheaf of papers to his lap. “So, I would like two thousand words, by a week from Friday, on the existence — or not — of dragons.”

David felt the color drain out of his face. “You’re joking? That’s impossible. How on earth am I supposed to write that?”

Bergstrom shuffled the papers and said, “Maybe ‘where on earth’ would be better than ‘how.’ That’s the geographical challenge, David. What sort of terrain would a dragon inhabit? Find the terrain and you might find the dweller. I’m sure the library will have some interesting literature. Or perhaps your dragon-making landlady could help?”

“Liz? She’s always so secretive about the dragons.”

“Well, here’s an incentive to unlock her, then.” Bergstrom pushed a leaflet across the table. “Details of an Arctic field trip. I’ve agreed to take a limited number of students up to my polar research base in Chamberlain, to work firsthand with my team for a while.”

David scanned the flyer with an envious gaze. “Chamberlain? Wow, I’d love to go. But … jeez, it costs seven hundred dollars. I can’t afford that! I’m a week behind with my rent as it is.”

Bergstrom delved into the briefcase once more, this time bringing out what looked to be a piece of polished bone. “It won’t cost you a penny if you write a good paper. The essay I judge to be best of the bunch will receive a free passage. How’s your coursework?”

David tilted a hand.

“Then maybe you could use some help. Tell me, do you believe in good luck charms?”

David glanced at the bone, which he’d guessed by now was an Inuit carving. It was creamy white and about the same length as Bergstrom’s hand. Its shaft was etched with a baffling variety of whirls and symbols, cut into the surface by something rough.

Bergstrom handed it over. “It was made from the tusk of a narwhal,” he said, “and given to me many years ago by an Inuit shaman called Angatarqok — a man who claimed he could fly to the moon, commune with spirits, and turn into a wolf. Be careful, David. What you’re holding is a tornaq. A talisman of fortunes. If you shake it, tightly, in your left hand, the spirit of the narwhal will breach your consciousness and point you along the path of true destiny. That’s the theory. Try.”

A talisman of fortunes? David was tempted to throw it in the trash can. It was politeness rather than fascination that made him switch the carving to his left hand. He closed his eyes and shook the tusk hard.

At once, Gadzooks popped into his mind. Great. That was all he needed. “Go away,” David hissed. “What are you doing here?”

Gadzooks, as usual, ignored the slight and quickly scribbled a word on his pad.




  



Lorel
 

David’s eyes blinked open in surprise.

“Any luck?” asked Bergstrom. He reached over and took the carving back.

David shook his head. “Erm, no. Sorry.” Lorel? What was that supposed to mean? Before he could search his mind for an answer, the ring of an alarm broke into the silence.

With the tip of one finger, Bergstrom snapped the pocket watch shut. “I’m afraid that’s all we have time for, David. Still, it’s been a pleasure talking to you. You don’t mind if I ask you to see yourself out?”

David said no and stood up, a little bewildered. He hitched up his bag and turned to go. He was almost at the door before remembering to ask, “Your watch, you never told me how it saved your life?”

Bergstrom slid the watch into his pocket. “Ask me again — when you hand in your essay.”

“Oh, all right,” said David, looking disappointed. He said good-bye and slipped out quietly.

For a moment after the student had gone, Bergstrom sat back, staring at the door. Behind him the snowflakes swirled and landed, making small drifts on the thin-lipped sills. He rolled the talisman through his fingers, rubbing his thumb along the length of the shaft as if he was shaping a lump of clay. And then in a muted voice, he spoke. “Stay close to them. Follow their auma.” And what had been amorphous suddenly took shape. And the shape it made was that of a bear.




  



3
A STICKY ENCOUNTER
 

The snow fell steadily throughout the night. By morning it had covered Wayward Crescent with a generous icing, deep enough to bury a snow boot. David discovered this fascinating fact as he lay in bed, dozing. He’d been dreaming he was sitting on a drifting ice floe in the Arctic, looking across the cold, black ocean at an island shaped like a jagged tooth. As his sleepy mind pondered the significance of this, he became aware of movement behind him. Something large and heavy was scraping the ice, the sonorous thud of its swaggering steps sounding like the beat of a hollow drum. Boom. Boom. Closer. Closer. Until a humid snort of seal-stained breath was wetting the skin on the back of his neck. He shuddered, far too frightened to turn. The animal opened its mouth to speak …

“Mom! If I stand here, right outside David’s window, I can’t see the tops of my boots at all!”

“Aw …” groaned David as the dream bubble popped and the Arctic disappeared north once more. That was the trouble with this house, he thought. You couldn’t even have a decent dream without a loud eleven-year-old ruining it for you. With a sigh, he rolled over onto his side and promptly came nose to whiskers with Bonnington. Oh yes, and on top of the noisy child was the cat who usually slept under the blanket but had chosen to camp on the pillow that night. “Morning,” David greeted him. Bonnington opened his mouth and yawned. The resulting stench was surprisingly close to what David imagined raw seal might be like. He grimaced and got out of bed.

Slipping on his sweatshirt and a fresh pair of jeans, he drew back the curtains and assessed the weather. The garden was truly covered. In the center of the lawn, the long brown stem of the Pennykettles’ bird feeder was the only spike of color to have survived the fall. Icicles were hanging off the roof of the shed. The rock garden looked like a small ski slope. David shivered and clicked his tongue. Winter had never been his favorite season.

“What do you think?” he said, rubbing out a small patch of condensation so Gadzooks had a clearer sight of things. The special dragon chewed his pencil in silence. David hurred against the glass, and in the canvas so created he wrote the word “Lorel.” “What does it mean?” he muttered, watching a tiny rivulet of water dribble through the o until it resembled the planet Saturn. He pressed a finger to its center and at once a large belt of snow came sheeting past the window, landing with a whump on the garbage can outside. David jumped back with a frightened start, almost treading on Bonnington’s tail. From the Dragons’ Den above, he thought he heard the echo of a gentle hrrr. Snowballing dragons. Hilarious, not.

Dragging a comb through his mop of brown hair, he followed Bonnington into the kitchen — and almost tripped over Lucy in the process. “Hey, get out of the way,” he fussed. “What are you doing down there, anyway?” She was kneeling on the kitchen floor, digging around in the bottom of the freezer.

“Nothing,” she said, jumping up and slamming the freezer door shut. She leaned back against it, pushing her hands into her fawn-colored car coat. Dirty little puddles of thawing snow were leeching from the soles of her bright red boots. “Will you come into the garden and help me build a snowman?”

“I’m having breakfast,” David muttered, brushing past. What’s she up to? he wondered. Is she hiding something? In the freezer? There was only one way to find out. “Oh, I meant to tell you, Luce, if you look on the bookshelf in my room you’ll find a little present from Sophie.”

That did it. Lucy was gone in a flash.

In another flash, David was down on his knees and pulling out the bottom drawer of the freezer. It was loosely packed with frozen veggies. But in a space at the back behind the bags was a gray plastic box with a pale blue lid. On top of the box, there sat a dragon.

David frowned. He knew this creature. Its name was Gruffen and it usually sat on a shelf just inside the Dragons’ Den where it was supposed to guard the doorway. But what was a guard dragon doing in the freezer? What exactly did the Pennykettles have in that box? A remnant of dragonkind, perhaps? A fragment of scale or tooth or claw? The thought both excited him and made him shiver. Wouldn’t that be something to present to Dr. Bergstrom: organic evidence of dragon life.

He picked Gruffen up to move him aside — and that was his first mistake. Immediately, his fingertips began to burn. It was a cold fire rather than a flame, of course, but the principal effect was identical: pain. As David let out an inflated whimper that seemed to stretch across several seconds, the stupidity of his actions dawned on him. Gruffen’s surface temperature was the same as the freezer: zero degrees Fahrenheit! That alone was enough to cause blistering and frostbite, but the secondary effect was even worse: He couldn’t let Gruffen go. The difference in temperature between the dragon’s cold scales and David’s warm skin had caused his fingers to bond to the glaze.

Heat. He needed a source of heat. He had to get Gruffen off, and quickly. He reached for the hot tap over the sink and was just about to turn it when a voice screeched: “No!”

Liz swept in, casting a scowl at the open freezer. “Run cold water. Hot will crack him.” And using a dish towel to support Gruffen’s body, she pushed them under a slow, cold stream.

“What’s happening?” asked Lucy, running in. She had a glossy-backed wildlife book in one hand and a pretty little listening dragon in the other. She gasped in horror at the sight of Gruffen taking a shower.

David’s face turned bright cherry red. Caught dragon-handed. This was bad. “I was moving him to get to the, erm, broccoli, that’s all.”

“Broccoli? For breakfast? That’s a new one, David.”

“No, I was planning … a surprise meal.”

“He wasn’t,” said Lucy. “He was looking at the —” She bit her tongue and went to the freezer. “It’s all right, Mom. Gruffen guarded it properly.”

“Good. Bring the box over here, would you.”

“But —?”

“Lucy, do as I say. I want to show our inquisitive tenant what’s in it. If I don’t, his curiosity will never be satisfied and he’ll only cause more distress to my dragons.” With a gentle tug she separated Gruffen from David’s fingers and placed him safely on the table. Lucy fetched the box and gave it to her mom. “Thank you. OK, are you ready?”

David nodded.

“One quick peek, then it goes back.” “Mom, are you sure?”

“Quite sure,” said Liz. And she lifted the lid. A fine wisp of icy vapor rose like a genie into the kitchen. From all around the house came a gentle hrrr.

David gulped and leaned his body forward.

Inside the box was a glistening snowball.
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BREAKFAST NEWS
 

A snowball?” he said, looking cheated. In actual fact it was more like a lump of off-white ice cream, frozen so hard it had grown a few extra icy ridges.

“Not just any old snowball,” said Lucy. “Mom’s kept it forever, since she was little.” She dug around in a batch of papers in a letter rack and pulled out a small square photograph. “That’s Mom. When she was eight.”

“Wow,” David laughed. “She looks just like you.” Liz was dressed in a parka and snow boots, with a matching red hat with a pom-pom, scarf, and gloves. She was holding the snowball out at arm’s length as if she had caught a falling star. “Sweet,” he said, propping the picture up against the toaster. “So why have you kept it all this time?”

Liz marched across the kitchen and put the box away. “We all keep little reminders of our childhood. You have your teddy bear; I have my snowball.”

“It’s nothing to do with the dragons, then?”

Liz looped back her hair and looked at him hard.

“I only wondered because Lucy said they liked snow.”

Lucy changed the subject. “Mom, Sophie’s given me a book about hedgehogs.”

“Very nice,” said Liz, and cast her eye upon the dragon that Lucy had brought in. “What’s Grace doing here?”

David’s mood became suddenly glum. “As of last night, I’m her keeper.”

Lucy looked up from the pages of her book. “Why has Sophie given her dragon to you?”

“Because Sophie has a new job,” he said tautly, “and where she’s going, she can’t take Grace.”

“Oh?” said Liz, looking concerned. “Is this what she wanted to tell you last night?”

“Yes. She’s leaving the Wildlife Hospital and going to work with elephants for a while.”

“In a zoo?” piped Lucy. “Mom, can we go?”

“Lucy, shush a minute. Go on, David.”

“No, not a zoo. A game reserve — in Africa.”

“What?” Lucy closed the book in shock. “How’s she going to come and see us from there?”

“She isn’t,” David told her bluntly, spilling cornflakes into a dish. “She’ll be gone for eight months. She flew out early this morning. She had to make a snap decision about the job, which is why she didn’t come and say good-bye. She wanted you to have the hedgehog book in case you — we — ever find Spikey.”

Lucy’s bottom lip dropped a little. “Africa?” she mumbled as it finally sank in.

Meow, went Bonnington, springing onto a chair. His plaintive cry seemed to sum up the mood.

“Well, that’s a bit of a blow,” said Liz. “But if she’s gone, she’s gone. That’s all there is to it.”

David sighed and ate a cornflake.

“Come on, eight months isn’t all that long.” Liz gave his arm a gentle squeeze. “The time will fly right by, you’ll see. What you need is an occupation.”

“I’ve got an occupation; I’m a geography student.”

“I meant right now, to take your mind off things. After breakfast you can clear the patio.”

“What?!”

“And you can cook dinner, too — as you were planning a surprise meal. Just because your poor heart’s broken doesn’t mean to say you’re excused for Gruffen.”

“Him? Cook?” Lucy looked on, horrified. “We’ll all be poisoned.”

Pride if nothing else forced David to say, “I happen to make a very good lasagna.”

A-row? went Bonnington.

“Not from Chunky Chunks. Sorry, Bonners.”

“OK, that’s settled, then,” Liz said briskly. “It’ll make a nice change, someone else making dinner.” She patted David’s arm. “The apron is yours. Something with broccoli would be nice …”

The snow on the patio was soft and unbroken and came up in huge, meringue-like blocks. David launched load after load onto the lawn. Lucy, trying hard to build her snowman, squealed every time a wedge came near her. But she complained only once, when David pretended that he’d seen a hedgehog and hit her with a chunk that exploded on her head and showered down into the hood of her coat. She packed a snowball and tried to retaliate. It missed and thudded into David’s window.

“That reminds me,” he said as she blew Gadzooks an apologetic kiss. “What’s happened to G’reth?”

“He’s in the Dragons’ Den, being kilned,” she replied.

David glanced at the upstairs rooms. In the window of Liz’s pottery studio, a dozen or so dragons were peering out. “Why do they like the snow?” he asked again. “You must have some idea?”

Lucy shook her head. “Will you help me now?”

David rested his shovel and joined her on the lawn. “You have to pack it tight, like this,” he said, compressing the snow with several hard pats, “then roll it around and let the loose snow stick.” And off he went, up and down the lawn, till the ball was so big it needed both of them to push it. Lucy made a head and plonked it on. She was about to set off to find twigs for the arms, and stones for the eyes and nose and mouth, when the sky grew dark and it started to rain.

“Oh dear, snowman abandoned,” said David.

Lucy didn’t argue. She was tired and complaining that her feet were wet. David sent her back to the house while he made a detour back to the shed, in order to put the shovel away.

As he was dropping the latch on the shed, he thought he heard something moving on the lawn. Just the faintest swish of snow, but enough to make him turn his head. The lawn was covered with the interlocking tracks of human footprints. But toward the top and center were some larger marks, certainly not made by human feet. Picking up a rock, he walked nervously toward them, his heart beginning to beat a little faster. He was a meter or two from the first indent when he realized they were nothing more than a small arc of stepping-stones peeping through the snow. He laughed at his stupidity and tossed the rock aside. For one ridiculous second he thought he’d seen the tracks of … what? Prints like that could be produced only by an animal of some considerable size, and as far as David knew, no one had ever yet reported polar bears roaming the yards of Scrubbley….
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THE MYSTERY OF THE TEAR
 

The rain fell and continued to fall. By late afternoon, when David drifted into the kitchen to begin the preparation of his promised lasagna, the rooftops and trees had been rinsed of snow and the garden was beginning to look green once more. In the center of the lawn, the snowman had sagged like an old used pillow, his head almost merging into his body. Bonnington was out there, sitting in front of it, looking like a damp, discarded rag. David frowned and tapped the window. Bonnington didn’t budge. Nuts, thought David. That cat is bonkers. He tweaked the blinds shut and began to fix dinner.

Within half an hour he had the lasagna in the oven and broccoli and carrots ready to heat. Liz and Lucy came in about forty minutes later, drawn by the aroma of garlic bread.

David was pleased. His “occupations” had taken his mind off Sophie, and Liz was in a better mood now as well — though she did complain once when she tried to wash her hands and found the sink clogged with carrot peel.

“Old habit, sorry,” David said. “We always peel into the sink at home.” He dipped in his hand and scooped out the blockage.

Lucy set the places, dinner was served, and soon everyone was sitting down to eat. Not surprisingly, Lucy ate all her lasagna and didn’t die on the kitchen floor as she’d expected. But when seconds were offered she politely declined and suggested that Bonnington might finish off the dish.

“Where is Bonnington, by the way?” said Liz, glancing down at the half-full cat bowl.

“In the garden, last I saw,” David said.

Liz leaned back and opened the blinds. “Oh, look at him, silly animal. What’s he doing in the middle of the lawn? He must be frozen from his whiskers to his tail.”

“He’s still there?” David craned to see. “He’s been in that position for over an hour.”

“Perhaps he likes our snowman,” said Lucy.

“Your snowman’s taken a bit of a battering,” Liz muttered, standing up and knocking the windowpane. “He looks more like a bear than a snowman now. Bonny, come in!”

“Bear?” said David, thinking back to the prints that weren’t. “How do you work that out?”

“They have a sort of hump in their backs, don’t they? Maybe you need a potter’s eye to see it. Speaking of bears, I meant to ask: How did you get on with your Arctic visitor? Lucy, go and fetch Bonny in, will you? Hand me your plate while you’re at it.”

Lucy rose from her seat and gathered up her plate and David’s, too. As she handed them over, David answered Liz’s question: “Fine. You’d like Dr. Bergstrom, I think. He’s very … charismatic. He gave me a sort of talisman to hold and said a narwhal would show me my path of true destiny.”

“What’s a narwhal?” asked Lucy.

“A whale with a horn like a unicorn.”

“Is it magic?”

“More important, did it show you your destiny?” asked Liz.

“I don’t know, but I saw Gadzooks write something on his pad. I don’t suppose you know what ‘Lorel’ means?”

Hardly had the words had time to leave his lips before they were met with a loud crash of silverware. Lucy squealed and brought her fists to her mouth. All the knives and forks had clattered to the floor, spinning into every corner of the kitchen. They might have been followed by the dishes as well had David not jumped up and steadied Liz’s hand. “Whoa! Are you all right? What’s the matter?” The normal healthy pink of Liz’s cheeks had drained to a shade on the white side of gray. Her eyes were staring into nowhere. David guided her onto a chair.

“Must have stood up too fast,” she mumbled. She took Lucy’s hand. “I’m all right now. Come on, help me pick up these things.”

“No way,” said David. “You stay put.”

“I’ll pick everything up,” said Lucy.

“And I’ll wash the dishes,” David offered.

“Goodness, now I do feel faint,” said Liz. She rubbed David’s arm. “Leave it, we haven’t had our dessert yet. Apple pie. In the fridge. I’m all right. Really.”

David found the pie and brought it to the table. As he served it into dishes, he glanced at Liz again. She looked anything but “all right.” She seemed shocked and flustered and her hands were shaking. Did the word Lorel mean something to her?

It was Lucy who kept the intrigue going. “Is Lorel the name of someone?” she asked, plopping the silverware into the sink.

“I thought it might be the name of a dragon,” muttered David.

Lucy soon quashed that. “Dragon names begin with a guh, not a luh. That’s right, isn’t it, Mom?”

“Yes,” said Liz, offering no explanation. She picked up a carton of cream and poured some over her portion of pie.

“Dr. Bergstrom talked about dragons,” said David, casually lobbing the remark at Lucy but all the while keeping an eye on Liz. “He assigned me an essay about them. I have to write two thousand words on whether dragons existed or not.”

“That’s easy,” mocked Lucy. “Course they existed.”

“Yes, it’s all very well you telling me that, but in an essay I have to have some sort of proof. It would help if I knew where dragons lived.”

“They liked mountains and snowy places,” said Lucy. “Where they could cool off when they’d been flying.”

“OK, then, answer me this: Why has no one ever found evidence of them? There isn’t a single museum in the world that has a dragon’s skull or a scale on show. If dragons had truly existed, someone, somewhere, would have dug up a bone.”

Suddenly, out of the blue, Liz spoke: “Why has Dr. Bergstrom assigned you this essay?”

David lifted his shoulders. “For the challenge, I suppose. If I do well with it, I might win a chance to visit the Arctic.” He told them about the field trip to Chamberlain.

“Will you see polar bears?” Lucy asked brightly.

“Tons of them — if I manage to get there. Come on, you’re the experts, give me a clue: Why has no one ever found the remains of a dragon?”

“Because they don’t understand what they’re looking for,” said Liz. A sudden hush fell over the kitchen. Not a single hrrr echoed around the walls. Liz rose to her feet and turned toward the sink. “Dragons are spiritual creatures, David, far removed from the image most people have of them. They were born from the earth, they lived for the earth, and when they died they returned to the earth. Their bones and scales became one with it.”

“What, they just dissolved, you mean?”

“No, they changed. As all things must. Legend has it they formed a layer of soil — a layer we know today as clay.”

David felt his heart hit a sudden bump. He looked at the listening dragon on the fridge and thought about Gruffen, G’reth, Gadzooks — all of them lovingly molded from clay. “So your dragons are real — in a funny sort of way?”

Liz and Lucy exchanged a glance. “All things have their auma, David. You simply have to learn to sense it.”

“Auma? What’s that?”

“An ancient word for fire.”

“Not crackly burny fire,” said Lucy, keeping her voice to a reverential whisper.

“The fire that comes from within,” said Liz.

David nodded as he thought this through. “What about a dragon’s fire, then? That comes from within. That’s crackly, isn’t it?”

“It’s specially crackly,” Lucy said.

David laughed and threw up a hand. “Now you’re making it sound like a breakfast cereal. Come on, stop talking in riddles. Dragons are spiritual, fair enough. But they’re obviously flesh and blood as well. If their bodies eventually turn to clay, what happens to their fire, crackly or otherwise?”

“Can I tell him?” Lucy turned to her mom.

“Yes. Then go and bring Bonnington in.”

David glanced through the window again. The Pennykettles’ cat was still by the snowman. What was the matter with him?

“When dragons die, they cry their fire tear,” said Lucy, “and each tear trickles into the ground, where the real auma is.”

David thought a moment before replying. “At the earth’s core, you mean?”

Lucy gave a vigorous nod. “Dragon fire helps the world to breathe.”

“Don’t be silly; the earth doesn’t breathe.”

“It does,” she insisted. “Doesn’t it, Mom?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Liz said quietly. “Go and fetch Bonnington now.”

Lucy pushed back her chair.

“What about Gawain, then?” David said quickly.

“His fire tear didn’t go into the ground. When Guinevere caught it, what did she do with it?”

Lucy looked at her mom, who said, “Go on. I asked you to go.”

“But —?”

“Now, please.”

With a sigh Lucy exited the kitchen.

David, now wary that he’d overstepped the mark, chose his next words carefully. “I’m sorry, I know this means a lot to you both. I’m not belittling the story, honestly. It’s just … the legend of Gawain is a great angle for my essay, and I really want to win that prize. I’d appreciate any help you can give me.”

Liz rested her hands in the washing-up suds. It was several seconds before she replied. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, David, but neither myself nor Lucy can answer your question. No one knows what became of the fire of Gawain. The legend is that Guinevere caught the tear — and hid it.”

“What?” David sat up slowly, feeling a knot of tension in his stomach. “I thought she absorbed it into herself and became a sort of … human dragon?”

Liz laughed and looked back at him over her shoulder. “None of us could possibly endure such a force.”

“But if she hid it? Then … where is it now?”

“David, if I knew the answer to that I’d —”

Before she could finish, Lucy hurried in, fighting to keep a hold of Bonnington. “Mom, he’s hissing and clawing and — ow!”

Bonnington wriggled out of her arms, only to be scooped off the floor by David. “Hey, hey, what’s the matter with you?”

“Do you think he’s been bitten?” asked Liz.

David checked him over. “Doesn’t look like it. But something’s spooked him, that’s for sure. Look at his eyes.” They were wild and staring, as large as pennies. David loosened his grip and the cat jumped down and ran straight to the door. Lucy, wary of being scratched, backed up, covering Bonnington’s cat flap. They watched him turn a frustrated circle before he bounced onto a chair and then onto the drainboard.

“Now what’s he doing?” Liz said, astonished. “Perhaps he’s seen another cat,” said Lucy. David shook his head. “He’s looking at the snowman.”

“Snow bear,” said Lucy. “I can tell the shape now. Do you think he’s scared of it?”

“I’m not sure,” said David, and he glanced at Liz.

She was staring at the snow bear and stroking Bonnington to calm him down. And then she said something quite unexpected. “I’d like to meet your Dr. Bergstrom, David. He does sound very charismatic. I feel as though I know him, in a strange sort of way. Thank you for cooking dinner tonight. Lucy, be an angel and do the drying up. I’m going to the den to finish G’reth.” And she pulled the blinds down again and left the kitchen, shutting the snow bear out of sight.
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ONLINE WITH ZANNA
 

With nothing better to do after dinner (no soccer on TV; no girlfriend to visit) David retreated to the quiet of his room and decided to make some notes for his essay. His mind was a jumble of polar bears and dragons and he needed the stark simplicity of a computer to separate those elements and keep things focused. But as he waited for his computer to boot, he couldn’t resist another glance into the garden. The ice bear — or snow bear, as Lucy liked to call it — stood regally in the center of the lawn, being steadily sculpted by the drizzling rain and looking more and more like its real-life counterpart. Why was Bonnington so mesmerized by it? Could the cat see something that human eyes couldn’t? And if he could, was he scared or awed by its presence? David closed his eyes and put the ice bear into darkness. But even as that visual shutter came down, a virtual world opened and there, at its bleak and frozen center, was a genuine polar bear. David jerked in surprise but held tight to the image. The bear was sitting in a field of broken ice, its fur dragged leeward by a howling blizzard, spicules of snow whipping up around its paws. David reached out to it with his mind. “Who are you?” he asked, and felt his heart tremble as the great bear squinted through the ice wind at him. It trod its spectacular columnlike paws and opened its black-lipped mouth to speak …

You have e-mail, it said.

Or rather, that was what the computer said. With a start, David opened his eyes. The polar bear disappeared back into the ether. Annoyed, David swiveled to face the monitor. He pointed the cursor at his e-mail inbox and immediately let out a mild groan. “Oh no, what do you want?”

The sender of the message was:

zanyzanna@worldmail.com

David clicked his tongue before thinking of doing the same with his mouse. Suzanna — Zanna — Martindale was a girl in his department. She was a Goth. She had a face as white as a hard-boiled egg and she dressed from head to toe in black; black tiered skirts full of tassels and fringes that danced across the laces of her black boots; black T-shirts, usually sporting some mystic picture of wolves or Indians or a heavy metal band; jet black hair (very long and very straight and usually festooned with beads or braids); black-rimmed eyes (people sometimes called her Zan Zan, like a panda); black nails (fingers and toes both painted); and, what really freaked David the most, her black pneumatic lips. He had sometimes thought that kissing Zanna must be like smooching with a pair of black sausages. Not that he wanted to smooch with Zanna. She was one scary licorice stick. She was friendly enough, in a jangly sort of way (she wore more bangles than a curtain rod), but not at all David’s type. It made him shudder when she smiled at him, which she did, often, when they passed on the campus. People joked that Zanna had only come to Scrubbley because she’d missed the train to Hogwarts. What could she possibly want with David?

He opened her message. It was just two lines.

Heard you were lonesome. Fancy a drink?

A drink? With the panda? David’s blood ran cold. He hit “reply” and wrote something tactful. Working on an essay. Another time perhaps.

From the corner of his eye, he saw a dragon’s face. It was Grace, Sophie’s listening dragon. He’d never really looked at her closely before, but now that he did he thought he could detect a glint of disapproval in her oval green eyes. He put his nose up close to her snout. “Stop frowning. I turned her down. OK?”

The computer beeped again. Bergstrom’s essay? What’d ya get?

David sighed and paddled his feet. An online conversation with the mad witch of Scrubbley was not supposed to be part of his evening’s agenda, but there was one thing he was curious about … Dragons, he tapped, the existence of. Someone tipped him off that I had one at home. I wonder who THAT could have been? Zanna was in his tutorial group. She’d always taken a keen interest when he’d mentioned Gadzooks. It had to be her.

Yet to his surprise she wrote, Not guilty. Hand on my cold black heart.

“Yeah, right,” muttered David, not sure he believed her. But it amused him, the way she’d made fun of herself. Who, then? he typed.

Don’t remember anyone saying it, she wrote. Maybe when I went to the bathroom, perhaps?

Maybe, thought David, as a raindrop or two began to tickle the windows. He turned his head and watched a bullet of water ping the glass. If one of the students hadn’t let on about the dragons, how could Bergstrom have made the connection? The computer beeped again.

I got the Loch Ness monster, by the way — just in case you were wondering. It’s a sort of geo-biological thing as I’ve got a double major. I have to find out if a lake the size of Loch Ness could produce enough flora and fauna to support a “monster” of Nessie’s size. Been grabbing pix off the Net all day. Great essay. He’s cool, isn’t he, Bergstrom?

He’s weird, replied David. Did you shake his talisman?

Pardon?!

David sighed loudly and hammered a response. He gave me an Inuit carving to hold and said it would show me my true destiny. He thought I might need some luck for his competition.

Too right. Start saving, because I’m gonna storm it. Didn’t get a talisman to hold, though. I’m curious. What happened? What’d ya see?

This is dumb, thought David, sitting back. Why am I telling Zanna this? He typed, Nothing. Just a name. Gotta go now. Bye.

Rain, come on, she wrote back quickly. Don’t leave me hanging. Spill. I’m agog.

No, Zanna. You’ll never let me live it down.

Rain, play nice boy or I’ll turn you into a squelchy toad. The cauldron is a-bubbling, beware …

To his horror, David found himself laughing at that. But before he could type a response, Zanna came back with another incentive. OK, handsome, I’ll make you a deal. You tell me about your mystic experience and I’ll lend you a really smart book on dragons.

That made David sit up and think. Handsome? He smiled at Grace. No doubt about it, that dragon was frowning. “Sorry, you’re going in the wardrobe,” he told her. And he picked her up and put her on the shelf above his shirt rail. A reproachful dragon he could do without. He went back to the keyboard and tapped out a message. Why do you want to give me a book? Could help me win the comp.

Well, I guess under this chimney sweep’s outfit I’m just a plain old-fashioned girlie at heart. Could bring it over tonight if you like? Have car. Will travel. Not busy. Hint.

Didn’t know you had wheels?

More convenient than a broomstick.

Very funny, thought David. But she was, very funny. Despite his reservations, he was warming to her. What’s more, she was just the type to know about dragons. But bring her to the house? That was risky. A Goth: What would Liz and Lucy think? And Bonnington? She’d probably terrify him. Tonight’s not good, he typed. How about Sunday afternoon? (when Liz and Lucy would be out selling dragons at a local craft fair).

It’s a date, she tapped back.

No, it isn’t. You’re bringing me a book.

Relax. I don’t bite — except when I’m draining necks. Come on, let’s hear this name.

David paused over the keyboard. It felt odd, giving the name away, as if he might be betraying some special kind of confidence. He looked at Gadzooks, who was staring through the window, his gently curving smile reflected in the glass. David took that as a sign of approval. He typed out Lorel.

The reply almost scorched the screen. NO WAY?! YOU’RE KIDDING ME???

David frowned and felt a shudder run down his spine. You know what it means?

That’s spooky, she wrote. You got THAT in Bergstrom’s presence? Wow. Swear you’re not pulling my braids?

Got out of the playground years ago, Zanna. Just tell me what it means, OK?

I read it in a book about the Inuit once. Lorel is the Teller of Ways. He has all the legends of the Arctic in his head.

David gulped. An Eskimo? he typed.

It seemed an age before the answer came back. When it did, David almost wished he’d never asked the question. A cold breeze circled his neck and shoulders as Zanna’s explanation flickered up in blue. No, dummy. Where’s your sense of romance? Lorel’s not a man. He’s a polar bear.
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BONNINGTON’S TREASURE
 

Wthin minutes of Zanna’s strange revelation, David said he would talk to her some more on Sunday and broke the e-mail connection. He closed the computer down and flopped out on his bed, staring at the ceiling with his hands behind his head. He needed a time-out. Space to think. There was definitely something strange going on. First Lucy, with her wishing dragon, bringing the snow; then Bergstrom wanting to talk about dragons; then Bonnington being upset by the snow bear; and last but not least, Liz being spooked by the name Lorel. What was it about the bear that had rippled her nerves and made her drop the silverware? He was absolutely certain she knew the name and that that was why she would like to meet Bergstrom. And that, in turn, could only mean one thing: There had to be a primeval connection between dragons and bears. But what? Was it something to do with Gawain and his fire tear? The mysterious hidden fire? Hidden where? In the Arctic? A teardrop, lost in a thousand miles of ice?

The ceiling creaked like an ice floe groaning — Liz, moving around in the Dragons’ Den above. If she knew the answer, she would never let it out. But maybe he could hear it from another source? Twice he had dreamed that a polar bear was trying to speak to him. Could that have been Lorel, the Teller of Ways, come to give up the ancient legend? David closed his eyes and threw down a challenge. If you are he, he whispered, show yourself. Tell me, now, about the fire….

But the harder he tried, the more obstinate the gateway to the dream state seemed. To make matters worse, after half an hour or so, the door wafted open and Bonnington nudged his way into the room. He yattered something catty, then leaped up and sat on David’s chest. He was showing no further signs of anxiety, just the usual inclination to tread his paws against a human rib cage before he settled down for the night. As the cat nodded off, so did David — on the bed, fully dressed. He slept fitfully and dreamed about Sophie’s dragon, Grace. She seemed to be whispering in Sophie’s ear. The next thing David knew he was being chased by elephants, a whole herd of them trumpeting, Zanna? Who’s Zanna?

He jerked awake, panting, but thankfully untrampled. It was morning. Dawn had broken, gray and wet. The ice bear had disappeared from the garden. What had been a double helping of snow was now no more than a shallow island, isolated in the middle of the lawn.

Even so, Bonnington was still watching over it. He was sitting on the windowsill, paws tucked under him, suspended in some kind of sentinel’s catnap. David frowned and touched the cat’s whiskers, concerned that Bonnington had still not escaped whatever specter (Lorel or otherwise) was haunting him. Bonnington burbled and shook himself awake. He ducked the tenant’s hand and peered anxiously through the window. “It’s gone,” David told him, “all washed away. Come on, I’ll show you.” And gathering Bonnington into his arms he cradled him, chest-high, into the garden.

Crossing the lawn was not a good idea. After only four paces, David’s feet were coated with a soggy band of mud. But once sludged there was no going back. He took Bonnington up to the ice. They circled it. They studied it. They did not try to cross it. When David put him down, the cat put his nose to the lip of the island, pulled back suddenly, then trotted away to the bottom of the garden.

“Now what?” David asked, chasing after him. “Bonnington, the polar bear isn’t in there.” The cat was heading for a patch of wild ground, covered over with weeds and a crisscrossing den of rotting branches. “Come out,” David commanded as Bonnington wriggled into a hole. “You’ll get mucky, and I’ll get into trouble.” With a sigh, David dug his hand into the mound — and touched something prickly that wasn’t a cat. Carefully he lifted the branches. There, amid the bracken, was an old hairbrush.

And a shoelace. And a key ring. And half a picture postcard (of the seafront in Maine). And a golf ball. And a coaster. And what looked like chicken bones. Two lollipop sticks. A clothespin. A potato peeler. And a Scrubbley Wildlife Hospital badge. There was even a felt-tipped pen that David remembered had once rolled under his bed.

“Bonnington,” he muttered, crouching down, “how long has this been going on?”

Brr-up, went the cat, a picture of innocence.

“You’re a robber,” David told him. “A furry feline felon. And what’s more, I’m having this back.” He picked up the pen and tapped the cat playfully on the nose. “I ought to tell Lucy you’ve got her hairbrush, too, but …” He stopped and a wicked grin lit up his face. “But why don’t we play a little trick on her instead?”

A-row? went Bonnington.

“Watch,” David whispered, and he drew a little face on the end of the brush, then wrote “My name is Spikey” along the handle. He put the brush back and pulled the branches over it. Bonnington gave him a short, sharp stare. “You started it,” said David. And he dusted off his trousers and squelched back to the house.

He was met at the kitchen door by Liz. “And what exactly have you been doing?” Her gaze dropped straight to his mud-clogged feet.

“Erm, I was helping Bonnington….”

“Don’t you go indicting my cat, young man. I’m sure he didn’t willingly drag you around the garden, messing up your shoes with half a ton of dirt.”

“He’s a kleptomaniac.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“He swipes things and stores them down in the garden. He’s got a hiding hole near the tree.”

Liz pursed her lips. Leaning sideways into the kitchen, she grabbed an old toothbrush from a jar of utensils and slapped it into David’s hand. “Clean those shoes with the hose outside. Don’t come in till they’re spotless, or else. Honestly, calling my Bonnington a thief.” She sighed.

“He’s a villain!” David shouted. “A tabby desperado!” You’ll find out, he muttered in his thoughts, when I send Lucy on her hedgehog hunt.

But the moment wasn’t right for that. So David scrubbed his shoes clean and left them just inside the kitchen door to dry, then kindly presented Bonnington the toothbrush for his collection.

He was heading to his room when he found two letters propped up against the microwave. Both were addressed to him. He ripped the first open and groaned.

“If that’s the bank telling you you’re overdrawn, I advise you to keep it quiet,” said Liz, sweeping in from the hall just then. “You owe me nearly two weeks’ rent.”

David winced. It was indeed a letter from the bank reminding him he owed them quite a bit more than two weeks’ rent. He tore the second letter open. “Oh.”

“Oh?” said Liz. “ ‘Oh, good’? Or ‘oh, not so good’?”

“Not sure,” said David, slipping into a chair. “It’s a letter from a publisher.”
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THE HUNT FOR SPIKEY
 

It’s from a woman at Apple Tree Publishing,” he said, “the last people I sent Snigger to.”

“Well, don’t keep me in suspense,” said Liz. “What does she have to say?”

David folded back the letter and read: “ ‘Dear Mr. Rain, thank you for sending us Snigger and the Nutbeast. While I do not feel this story is currently right for our list, I nevertheless enjoyed its freshness and charm and think, with a little work, that your style might be developed for today’s children’s market.’ Is she telling me I’m old-fashioned or what?”

“Don’t be so negative. What else did she write?”

“Not much. ‘I wondered if you would like to drop into my office sometime and have an informal chat over coffee? Please call and make an appointment blah blah. Yours sincerely, Dilys Whutton.’ “

“Gosh, how exciting. Coffee with a publisher. That’s a step forward.”

“Dilys Whutton? She sounds older than my grandmother.”

“Which means she’ll have a lot of experience, doesn’t it? You get on your phone and call her. If Lucy finds out you passed up this chance, your name will be mud. Speaking of which.”

“I did them.” David pointed to the mud-free zone that was his shoes.

“No, I meant …” Liz nodded at the door, just as Lucy breezed in crying, “Mom, the bear’s gone flat! Can I wish for more snow?”

“No. Now G’reth is kilned, he belongs to David.”

Lucy pouted and turned to the tenant. “Wish for more snow for me. Please?”

David shook his head. “I think Lorel’s gone into hibernation, don’t you?”

Lucy’s eyes lit up at once. “Was Lorel the bear?”

“Hmm, that’s the name I gave him,” said David, smiling and flicking a glance at Liz. No silverware crashes this time. She merely reached for a dish towel and bunched it in her fist. “When you said he wasn’t a dragon, I thought he might as well be the bear. Grrr.”

“Grrr,” laughed Lucy. “Are you going to do a story about him?”

David closed up the letter from Apple Tree Publishing. He didn’t want Lucy to see it and start building up false hopes about Snigger. “Maybe. Lorel did look the sort of bear who might be involved in lots of stories. I was even wondering if he hadn’t bumped into a dragon or two on his Arctic travels — as they both like snow and ice?”

Lucy turned to her mom. “Is that right?”

Liz folded the dish towel and left it on the countertop. “Dragons lived a long time ago,” she murmured. “I don’t think the dynasties overlapped. Anyway, come on. It’s time for school.”

Lucy hovered by David’s shoulder. “Wish for more snow. Please. For Lorel.”

“Nah, we’ve had enough snow,” he said. “What if I wished to find Spikey instead?” “Hhh!”

“Upstairs. Hair done. Now,” said Liz, turning Lucy before she could speak. “We’ve no time for hedgehogs — or any other creatures.” And casting David a penetrating glance, she bustled Lucy out of the kitchen.

OK, thought David, smiling to himself. That round to me, I think. Now that we both know who Lorel is, let’s see where we go from here….

“Here” turned out to be nowhere, really. The next few days went by without incident. And as the weekend loomed and Sunday came around, David found his thoughts turning once again to Zanna.

Liz and Lucy were leaving for the craft fair at eleven, which meant there would be plenty of time between their departure and Zanna’s arrival. In other words, no embarrassing encounters. That suited David fine.

Until eleven, everything went pretty smoothly. The Pennykettle women spent their morning wrapping dragons in thick bubble wrap and packing them neatly into cardboard boxes, ready to be taken out to the car. This had meant a few quiet hours for David, who had stayed in his room catching up on college work and making further notes for his essay. He had still not played his trick on Lucy; the ground had been far too wet underfoot. He didn’t dare send her out on a wild hedgehog chase in filthy conditions; Liz would not see the funny side of that. But by late morning a drying wind had blown over Scrubbley, raking the water out of the ground. And when Lucy cornered David on the stairs and asked, “Did you make a wish about Spikey, yet?” David couldn’t help but reply to her, “How can I? Your mom hasn’t given me G’reth. But funnily enough, I thought I saw something small and pointy shuffling about in those brambles near …” And Lucy was gone before he had finished.

Two minutes later, she was back. David steeled himself for a sharp tirade. Strangely, it didn’t come. Instead, she flashed past him and dived into a cabinet. She pulled out a flashlight, then shot out again.

Half an hour went by. David began to panic. Lucy had been hunting all that time. What’s more, the clock was approaching noon and that meant Zanna could arrive at any minute. It didn’t help when Liz threw the kitchen door open and asked him, “Do you know much about cars?”

“Cars?”

“Engines. It’s coughing. Won’t start.”

“What? It’s got to start. I’ll come and have a look.”

“What’s Lucy doing?”

“Hedgehog patrol.”

Liz frowned and knocked the window. “Lucy, come on! We’re going to the fair — if we can start the car, that is….”

She joined David on the front drive a few moments later. The hood of the car was raised and David was looking distinctly puzzled.

“Well?”

“Um, not quite sure. It’s, um, probably a jizzle on your sproggleclonk or something.”

Liz tapped her foot. “I’ll call the mechanic.”

Just then the gate swung open to the house next door and Mr. Bacon, the Pennykettles’ neighbor, stepped out. He was dressed in a baggy old shirt and trousers held up by a pair of splendid yellow suspenders. David immediately started to tense. He didn’t get along with Henry Bacon, who had a habit of sticking his nose into things. That morning was no exception. Henry saw the raised hood and immediately asked, “Problem, Mrs. P.?”

“Car won’t start. Sproggle on the jizzlewots, according to David.”

“Jizzlewot? There’s no such thing.” Mr. Bacon brushed David aside, leaned across the engine, and started to fiddle. “Get in, Mrs. P. We’ll soon have her running. Turn her over, if you would.”

Liz seemed a little uncertain, but she got in anyway and turned the ignition. The car spluttered but failed to start.

“Stop!” cried Henry, and tweaked another screw. “Once more, please.” Liz turned the key again.

To David’s relief, the engine shook and the car exploded into life. Liz left it running and came to offer thanks. “Henry, you’re a marvel. I’m indebted to you.”

“My pleasure, Mrs. P. Learned a trick or two in my army days. Needs a good tune-up. Plugs and points. Happy to oblige. Any time at all.”

“Thank you,” she said, and would have added more had she not been nearly knocked over by an onrushing Lucy.

“Mom,” she panted, her fine hair plastered all over her face. “You’ve got to come and look. He’s here. I’ve found him!”

“Who?” said Liz and David together.

Frowning, Lucy turned to the tenant. “Spikey, silly. Why didn’t you tell me he was special?”

“Special?” A hairbrush with a funny face was special?

“Yes,” said Lucy, eyes almost popping. “Mom, he’s the greatest hedgehog ever!” “And why might that be?”

Lucy danced and knocked her fists together. “Because he’s white!”
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ZANNA IN THE GARDEN
 

White?” Liz repeated, raising an eyebrow.

“White?” said Henry Bacon, wiping his nose and leaving an oil stain on his mustache.

“White?” spluttered David.

“With pink eyes,” Lucy added, looking at all three adults in turn.

“That means … well, I’ll be darned,” said Liz.

“Think you mean ‘albino,’ strictly, Mrs. P.”

“Where?” rasped David. “Where did you find it?”

“In the brambles,” said Lucy. “Where you said. Mom, can we please get the rabbit hutch out of the attic and make a real den for Spikey?”

“Not now, we’ll be late for the fair,” she said, aiming Lucy toward the car. “Say good-bye to Mr. Bacon and David.”

“Look after Spikey,” Lucy shouted to David.

“Yeah, right,” he muttered, totally confused. How could Lucy have missed the hairbrush and found a real hedgehog instead? Sighing, he waved the car good-bye. It chugged unconvincingly up the crescent, giving another little cough along the way. “Are you sure that car’s all right, Henry?”

“Fit as a fiddle,” Mr. Bacon sniffed. “Mind you, if you want a decent vehicle, that’s the thing to be in, boy.” He pointed down the driveway. A sleek black car had just pulled up.

David grunted in agreement. “Bet it costs a bit to look after, though — wow!” Suddenly his mouth was wide enough to take an apple whole. The driver of the car had just stepped out. It was none other than Zanna.

“Good Lord!” Mr. Bacon exclaimed as Zanna came clip-clopping down the path. She looked like a tall dark mermaid, with her lower half enclosed in a tight-fitting skirt that flared at the ankles like a large tail fin. To David’s relief she hadn’t ghosted her face, and looked quite stunning in a shocking sort of way, with her eyes shadowed purple and a plum red rinse washed into her hair. But with a silver-studded dog collar around her neck and at least two rings for every finger, she stood out like a runaway scarecrow in the sleepy leafiness of Wayward Crescent. Fearing Mr. Bacon would either faint or, worse, go after her with a stick, David moved forward to explain that Zanna was merely a friend from college, who’d come to drop off a book en route to a fancy dress party, when, to his astonishment, she veered toward the Pennykettles’ neighbor and said, “Hi, Mr. Bacon. Gosh, didn’t know you lived around here.”

Mr. Bacon flicked a crusty glance at David. “Have you come to see him, Suzanna?”

“Sure have,” she smiled. And before David could stop her, she’d leaned over and plopped a kiss on his cheek. “Hi, David.”

“Hi,” he said, blushing. “How do you two know each other?”

Zanna swished around, tassels flying. “The library, of course. Mr. Bacon is the best librarian in the world. He finds loads of interesting books for me, don’t you?”

“Why are you wasting your time on him?” said Henry.

Zanna smiled and said, “I’m educating him — in the ways of dragons.” She plopped a book into David’s hands, a large hardcover with a cover picture of a sleeping dragon.

“Thanks,” he said. “Do you, erm, want to come in?”

“Tsk, first mistake,” she said, slipping past him, “inviting a vampire over your threshold.” She giggled, showing a set of perfect white teeth, said good-bye to Henry, then stepped into the house.

“OK,” said David, banging the door shut as he followed her in. “Liz, my landlady, isn’t at home. So promise me you won’t do anything —”

“Shush,” she interrupted, flapping a hand. She stooped sideways and peered wide-mouthed up the stairs, then rolled her eyes to every corner of the hall. “Wow, this house is really buzzing.”

“Yeah, it’s the fridge. The thermostat’s wacky.”

Zanna turned a circle. “Rain, don’t be dumb. This place is singing. Can’t you feel the energy? These walls must have a fantastic aura.”

“Yeah, right,” he said. “Cup of tea? This way.” He hurried her toward the kitchen.

“Honestly, you really can’t feel it?”

“No. Sit down — and don’t scare Bonnington.”

“Oh, you’ve got a cat!” With a squeal of excitement, Zanna scuttled across the kitchen to where a dazed-looking Bonnington was hanging over his food bowl. Zanna crouched down and tickled his ears. “Hello, Bonnington. I’m David’s friend, Zanna. He thinks I’m very strange because I dress in dark clothes and talk about things he doesn’t understand. But we don’t care about him, do we? You’re lovely, aren’t you? Would you like to be my friend?”

“Leave him alone,” David scolded. “He’s very sensitive. Don’t lead him astray.”

Zanna stood up and flicked back her hair. “I hope you’re not going to be horrible all day. I did bring you a book, after all.”

David flipped through it, then put it on the table. “Looks good. I’ll check it out later. Thanks. Is that really your car out front?”

Zanna nodded and looked around the kitchen. “Rich dental daddy. Spoils me rotten. Is this one of your landlady’s dragons?” She touched a finger to the dragon on top of the fridge.

“Yes,” said David. “One of many.”

“It’s cute. Why are its ears so frail?”

“It’s a listening dragon. And before you ask, I don’t know what that means. It’s probably spying on us. If its eyes turn purple, run for it — quick.”

“Purple’s my favorite color,” said Zanna, closing her eyes so that David could see her painted lids. “Is that how the dragons come alive, then — like this?” She spread her fingers and flashed her eyes open.

David gave her a withering look.

“Just a joke. Chill out. Is this Lucy?” She pointed to the photograph of Liz with the snowball.

“No, it’s Liz — when she was a kid. She keeps that snowball in the freezer.”

“Really? Can I see it?”

“No. Behave.”

“Spoilsport. Where was it taken — the photo, I mean? Doesn’t look like here, with all those firs in the background.”

“I don’t know,” said David. “I’ve never asked. Look, I’m going out into the garden for a minute. Stay here and bother Bonnington. I won’t be long.”

“I like gardens,” chirped Zanna, following him.

“Zanna, I’m only going to look at a hedgehog.”

“I like hedgehogs,” she added. “Come on, Bonnington.” And she was out of the door before David could stop her, with Bonnington trotting along at her ankles.

As they approached the chunk of ice, Bonnington gave it a good wide berth.

“There was a snowman there,” David explained. “It spooked him a bit. He hasn’t got over it.”

Zanna slowed to a halt. She looked at Bonnington, then at the ice. “No, he senses something. Animals are far more perceptive than humans. They can touch other planes of existence. You know the first thing I thought of when I looked at that?”

“Ice?” said David, facetiously.

“The Arctic ice cap, to be exact.”

David groaned and rolled his eyes. “Hang on, I’ll get a lollipop stick and we can mark the north pole.”

“I mean it, Rain. I get impressions. Things come to me. I’m never wrong. Think about it. What’s it doing here when all the rest of the snow has gone?”

David stared at the ice with his hands in his pockets. “Melting — very slowly?”

Zanna shook her head. “It’s Lorel,” she muttered. “It’s definitely a sign.”

A-row, went Bonnington, padding away.

“See, he knows.”

“No, he doesn’t. All he cares about are Chunky Chunks and Truffgood treats.” David shook his head at her and headed up the garden. He’d had all the weirdness he could take right now. Zanna, Lorel, Bonnington, white hedgehogs. He snatched the brambles aside. No Spikey, and no catty treasure trove either. Frowning suspiciously, he turned to the cat. “Where’s your loot?”

Bonnington looked at the empty space as if it were a total mystery to him.

“Don’t give me that. You’ve moved it all, haven’t you?”

Brr-up, went Bonnington and sat down to give his paws a wash.

“What’s happening?” asked Zanna, catching up.

“That cat is a thief and a smuggler,” said David. He explained about the hairbrush and how Bonnington and Lucy (and Spikey, it seemed) had all turned the tables on him.

“Serves you right,” Zanna said, laughing. “Cats are far smarter than you think. White hedgehog? That’s interesting. According to ancient folklore, white hedgehogs were a symbol of —”

“Don’t,” said David, holding up his hands. “I don’t want any more mystical babble.”

For the first time, Zanna appeared quite hurt. “I don’t understand you,” she said. “You tell me stuff about Inuit talismans and how the name Lorel pops up out of nowhere, and when I come to your garden it’s obvious that something strange is going on, so obvious that even your cat knows about it, and all you do is try to deny it. I know you want to make sense of it, Rain, but you won’t let me help you because of all this.” She flicked her hands down the front of her skirt, folded her arms, and brushed her way past him. “I’m sorry I came. You can keep the dragon book until you hand in your essay. See you at college. Bye.”

She was halfway to the house before David turned and came running after her. “Zanna, stop. I didn’t mean to be rude. I’m sorry. I’m just … confused, I s’pose. I keep having dreams about him.”

Zanna paused and dropped her shoulders. “Lorel?”

“Mmm. I think so. A bear, anyway. He keeps trying to speak, but when he opens his mouth something always wakes me.”

Zanna turned slowly. As she did, she caught sight of the dragons in the window of the den. “That’s because you’re scared of what you might hear.”

“Pardon?”

“Your logical mind is shutting off your subconscious because you won’t allow yourself to believe what’s happening. It’s like Tinker Bell in Peter Pan. Tink dies unless you convince yourself that fairies truly exist.”

“Fairies?” David gave his nose a skeptical twist. “Forget it,” said Zanna, and turned away again. “OK,” he said quickly, hauling her back. “Let’s say I believe it. Why would a polar bear want to talk to me?” Zanna glanced back at the ice. “Don’t know, but it won’t be through chance. Lorel is a legendary guardian of the Arctic. If he’s here, that means he’s come to help you. Or protect you, perhaps. Or he wants something from you. You’ve been singled out.”

“Oh, great,” said David as the hairs on his neck began to tingle. “Singled out? By a dream bear? For what?”

“Don’t know,” said Zanna, with a shrug. “But I’d bet my last bangle it’s tied up with them.” She nodded at the window of the Dragons’ Den.

David drew a shallow breath. That was one thing he could agree upon. In this house, everything centered around the dragons. “Liz knows the name Lorel,” he said. “It means something to her, but she won’t say what. Tell you something else, she wants to meet Bergstrom. That’s pretty weird, don’t you think?”

Zanna parted her lips with a gentle smack. She stretched back her neck and let her hair shower down to the level of her waist. For once, David saw her as a girl, not a Goth. In profile, she was really quite beautiful, he thought.

“Think I’ll have that cup of tea now,” she said, boldly looping her arm through his. “And break out the cookies; we need to talk.”

“About Lorel?”

“Lorel, the dragons, your landlady, everything. It’s time to unlock a few secrets, David.” “Secrets?”

“Of forty-two Wayward Crescent …”
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DAVID MAKES A WISH
 

This is Gadzooks,” David said, putting the dragon on the kitchen table.

Zanna rested two fingers on his wide flat feet and turned him carefully left and right. “He’s sweet. Does he like cookies?” She waved one hopefully in front of his snout. Gadzooks, as always, remained perfectly composed and flawlessly polite. Zanna gave up and ate the cookie herself. “So, what’s he do? Write your shopping list or something?”

David pulled out a chair and sat. “Not far off. He’s kind of … inspirational. I wrote this story for Lucy once and —”

“Story?” A crumb or two of oatmeal landed on the table as Zanna’s mouth struggled to contain her surprise. “Rain, I’m impressed. You’re loaded with talent. What was it about?”

“An injured squirrel we found in the garden.”

“Wow. How glam. I’m friends with a writer. Are you going to have it published?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. I’ve got to go and talk to an editor woman. Which reminds me, I need to call her, actually.”

“Cool, do it now.”

“Later. I’m telling you about Gadzooks. When I was doing the squirrel story, I’d get stuck sometimes and he’d sort of … help me. If I picture him in my mind I sometimes see him write things on his pad. It was him who wrote ‘Lorel’ when I was talking to Bergstrom.”

“Really?”

“Mmm. He got very excited.”

“Bergstrom?”

“No! Zookie, you idiot. I thought you were smart? When Gadzooks showed me the name, he stomped and blew smoke rings. He doesn’t normally do that.”

Zanna munched on her cookie and frowned in thought. “Did you tell Bergstrom this?”

“Are you kidding? He’d think I was nuts. Listen, can I ask you something?”

“I’m all ears,” she said (though mostly they were occupied by silver skulls and rings).

David traced the grain of the table for a moment. “When you came in, you said the house had an aura.”

“Hmm. It’s like a thumping heart.”

“Liz used a word called ‘auma’ once. Is that different? She said it meant ‘fire.’ ”

Nodding gently, Zanna replied, “The auma is supposed to be an animating force, just like dragons are the animating spirit of the natural world. All things bright and beautiful and creative: That’s the auma at work. As for dragons, all that stuff about them capturing maidens is a pile of nonsense. That’s a picture people have painted because they’re scared of things they don’t understand. The dragons’ true role was much more dignified. They were the defenders of the earth and the servants of Gaia.”

“Of who?”

“Gaia — the earth goddess. You’ve never heard of the Gaia principle?” She took another cookie and dunked it in her tea. “Tsk, Rain, you’re such a dunce. The Gaia principle posits the idea that the earth is a living organism.”

“It breathes …” David muttered, remembering now what Lucy had said about the dragon fire at the center of the earth.

“Yes. It regulates its environment and weather patterns according to its changing needs. No matter what nastiness we get up to, zap ourselves to dust with nuclear weapons, poison the oceans with toxic pollutants, Gaia — the earth — will always adjust and survive, in time. This is not to say that we, the nauseating dots of life that corrupt every corner of this beautiful planet, can afford to be totally irresponsible and do what we like. Far from it. Our role is to live in harmony with Gaia. The more we nurture the planet, the better and more natural a life we’ll have. Hey, I’m good at this soapbox stuff, aren’t I?”

“Wonderful,” said David, with his tongue in his cheek. “So where does he fit in?” He nodded at Gadzooks.

“Well, the more auma something has, the more animated or lively or creative it is, and therefore the closer to Gaia it becomes. When you picture Gadzooks in your mind, you’re basically admitting you believe in him. That raises his auma — to a pretty high level by the sound of things. I reckon Bergstrom was thinking about Lorel when you took that talisman, and Gadzooks picked up on it. When you’re in that enlightened state, you can access other planes of being. A bit like Bonnington being aware of Lorel in the garden.”

“But that still doesn’t explain why Lorel’s come. How am I supposed to find that out?”

“Keep dreaming. Let him talk or show you things. Just be open to it, that’s all.”

David sat back, frowning heavily. He thought about the dream he’d had — of the island that looked like a jagged tooth. Was Lorel trying to show him something then? Where did that fit in with dragons? He rocked forward and stroked Gadzooks. “This auma thing. Is it possible for someone else to raise it, to make it seem like …?” He tipped his head toward the dragon and flapped his fingers to indicate flight.

“He flies?” Zanna whispered, letting her mouth drop open.

David stood up, with a finger to his lips. He took the listening dragon off the top of the fridge, opened the bread box, and shut it inside. “Precaution,” he said, and took his seat again. “Liz told me this story once about a dragon called Gawain, the last dragon in the world. Liz has a funny way of telling stories. She sings you a sort of growly lullaby that makes you dream you’re living the plot. And that means you see things you wouldn’t … normally see.”

“Cool,” went Zanna. “Sing me the lullaby.”

“I can’t. She kind of warbles it from the back of her throat.”

“Dragonsong, yes. I’ve read about it somewhere. Wow, this is great. Tell me the story.”

So David repeated what he’d told to Dr. Bergstrom, and Zanna, like Bergstrom, was intrigued by two things: Gwilanna, and what had become of Gawain’s fire tear.

“Don’t know about Gwilanna,” David said, “but Liz told me the fire tear is hidden somewhere. I reckon it’s —”

“In the Arctic,” Zanna guessed, shortening her gaze. “That’s the connection to Lorel. It must be.”

“Fine. I get that. But what does he want?”

“Don’t know,” she muttered, thinking hard. “Show me this den, the place where Liz works. There’s gotta be a clue there, somewhere.”

“I’m not sure,” said David, leaning back. “There are dragons up there that are very special to Liz and Lucy.”

Zanna tilted her head. A sparkle danced in her large dark eyes.

David squirmed and knew he was powerless to resist. “All right,” he caved in, “but just a quick peek.”

As he led the way upstairs, every creak sounded like a cannon shot. He felt sure that Gruffen would appear at any moment, life-size, wings spread, forks of fire pouring out of his throat. But the door of the Dragons’ Den was ajar, and no guard dragon barred the way to it. David took a deep breath and pushed it open. “In you go; lady Goths first.”

Zanna walked in, gasping with a mixture of joy and astonishment much as David had done when he’d first seen the room. Shelf upon shelf of green-eyed dragons, all frozen in their various scaly poses. To David’s relief, Gruffen wasn’t on his usual perch. G’reth stood there instead, glazed and beautiful in his newness and looking terribly eager to be of assistance.

Zanna homed in on him straight away. “Oh, you gorgeous, gorgeous creature.”

“He’s mine, actually,” David said, with a modest streak of affiliated vanity. “I named him G’reth.”

“He’s fabulous,” said Zanna. “Very photogenic.”

“He’s a wishing dragon. You put your thumbs in his paws and make a wish.”

Zanna immediately had a try. “I wish some tall, mop-haired geography student would shower me with roses and whisk me into his open arms.”

A second went by. Zanna removed her thumbs. She smiled bashfully at David, whose face was like stone. “Hasn’t worked, has it?”

“Only the maker — that’s Lucy, who’s already had a go — and the owner are allowed a wish. And it has to be something beneficial.”

“Oh,” said Zanna, suitably chastened. “What did Lucy wish for, then?”

“Snow, as it happens.”

“It worked?” Zanna’s pupils blossomed like flowers.

“Zan-na?”

“You try.”

David screwed up his face. “I’m not playing wishing games.”

“It’s not a game, dummy. You’re raising his auma. Believe. Wish for something — about Gawain.”

“Such as?”

“Such as finding out where his fire tear is hidden?”

David stepped back, shaking his head. “No. That’s not a good idea.” Not here, he thought, with all these dragons looking on.

Zanna grabbed him by the sleeve and tugged him forward. “The fact that you’re afraid of this only confirms you think it could happen. Do you want to know the truth or not?”

David sighed and looked away. This is ridiculous, he told himself. It won’t work. It can’t work. A wishing dragon? It was the stuff of fairy tales. But knowing he’d get no peace until he tried, he touched his thumbs to G’reth’s smooth paws.

“Careful,” whispered Zanna, “you’re making him wobble.”

David steadied his hands and tried again. “I wish,” he whispered, “that I knew the secret of Gawain’s fire tear.”

He drew away, into the silence. Not a hrrr could be heard. Not a scale was rattled. He peered about the room. Not a purple eye in sight. Phew.

“Oh, well,” shrugged Zanna. “It was worth a try.”

“Um,” David grunted, and closed his eyes briefly, trying to picture Gadzooks. And that was when he knew that all was not well. The dragon had lowered his pencil and pad and was rolling his eyes in search of something, as if some force was about to descend. Something was coming.

Something bad.

“Zanna —” David turned to tell her, but she had moved across the room to another long shelf.

“These are sweet,” she said, bending forward to examine a row of baby dragons, all breaking out of their eggs.

“Best-sellers, for expectant moms. Listen, I —”

“Here’s one that hasn’t hatched.” Zanna picked up a fully formed egg, nestling in a stand of intertwining sticks. It was bronze in color and had a slightly pitted surface.

“Zanna, put it down. Liz’ll go nuts if you break anything.”

“I won’t drop it,” she said, cupping the egg very close to her breast. “It’s very relaxing, holding this. It makes me feel … I don’t know. Warm.”

“Well, cool off quick and put it back. We should leave. I’ve got a feeling that something’s not right.”

But Zanna held tighter than ever to the egg, caressing it and speaking softly to it as she moved toward the window and Liz’s workbench. “Who’s this?” she asked, coming face-to-face with an elegant dragon at the back of the bench.

“Definitely, one hundred percent, do not touch that. That’s Guinevere, Liz’s special dragon. If you knock that over, we’re cinders, I’m telling you.”

Zanna tilted her head. “She wants it,” she whispered.

“Eh?” said David. “What are you talking about?”

“Can’t have it,” said Zanna, almost spitting like a cat. “My baby. My egg. It’s Zanna’s b —”

“Zanna, what’s the matter?” David grabbed her arm.

“No!” she squealed, trying to fight him off. In the struggle, the egg fell out of her arms. It dropped onto the workbench, spinning. Whole.

“Zanna!” David shook her till her eyes began to clear.

“What — what happened?” she whispered, flattening herself against his chest.

“I don’t know. You went weird. You were talking about babies. You wanted that bronze-colored egg.”

“Egg …” She blinked and reached to touch it.

“No,” said David, knocking against the bench as he pulled her away. The egg jostled and twitched like a compass needle, then rolled to a rest at Guinevere’s feet. At the moment of contact, David thought he saw the surface of the egg begin to ripple. But as he squinted and focused, the clunk of a car door sounded nearby and he jerked his head sharply to the front of the house. “What was that?”

Zanna touched his hand and gulped.

“Oh no,” said David, turning white. “They shouldn’t be home for ages yet.” He yanked Zanna’s arm and dragged her to the landing. “Quick. Downstairs. Let me do the talking. You’ve been here two minutes, dropping off a book. Got it?”

“Yes. No! What about the tea mugs?” “All right … ten minutes. Make yourself presentable.”

“David!”

“Zanna, don’t argue. Come on-nn.” They clattered downstairs and bumped to a halt beside the front door. David pulled her to his opposite side. “You never went upstairs. And I’m just showing you out, OK?”

“Such charm,” she muttered, parting her hair.

“Ready?” David was panting now. He bit his lip as a figure appeared behind the wafers of stippled glass in the door. He said a quick prayer and whooshed it open. “Liz!” he exclaimed in a cheery voice.

But it wasn’t Liz. It was a stern-looking woman with pinned white hair and black lace-up shoes, dressed in a smart-fitting slate gray suit. By her side was a suitcase. Perched on top of the suitcase was a dragon. A Pennykettle dragon. It had a sort of quiver over its shoulder and a small bouquet of flowers between its paws.

David looked at the woman. The woman looked at him. Then she looked at Zanna. Then at him once more. When she smiled, it seemed to David that a whirling vortex flickered in her eyes. When she spoke, her voice carried with it all the chilling austerity of a Victorian governess.

“Well, well,” she said. “What have we here? Good afternoon, children. Trick or treat …?”
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AUNTY GWYNETH CALLS
 

If you’ve come to see Liz, she’s out,” muttered David, flicking his gaze between the woman and the dragon, and wondering what the suitcase was for.

“How very inconvenient,” the woman said. She slid one fine hand over the other as though she was about to draw a rabbit from a hat. “Let me guess: You must be Elizabeth’s tenant?”

“Yes. How did you know that?”

“Are you her mother?” asked Zanna.

The woman gave out a derogatory laugh. “We are related,” she said in a lofty tone. “But that’s really none of your business. Now, let me in. It’s beginning to rain.”

“No, it isn’t,” said David. “It’s—” But to his astonishment, the space behind the woman, which a moment ago had been occupied by sunshine, had suddenly filled up with a transparent drizzle. The woman produced an umbrella from somewhere and snapped it open above her head.

Before David could respond, Zanna gave him a nudge and nodded down the driveway. Liz’s car had just pulled into it.

With a curious mixture of dread and relief, David said tartly, “Mrs. Pennykettle’s home,” just as Lucy jumped out of the car and said, “Mom, who’s that?”

She doesn’t know one of her own relatives? thought David. He glanced at Liz. Her expression was not far short of his own: surprise, with a hefty element of shock.

Lucy raced up. She jerked, wide-eyed, at the sight of Zanna, stared boldly at the woman and then at her dragon. “You’ve got a dragon,” she said, which, despite being a rather elementary observation, was nonetheless one that David would have liked to have voiced himself.

“Yes,” said the woman, her voice as clear as a glacial raindrop. “Her name is Gretel, and you may carry her indoors if you wish.”

Lucy picked up the dragon and caressed it like a doll. Her gaze fell on Zanna. “Who’s she?” she asked David.

Liz was on the premises before he could answer. “Well, this is very … unexpected,” she breezed. She plumped her hair and forced a smile onto her lips. She glanced briefly at Zanna, then turned to the woman. “Have you … introduced yourself?”

“My feet are beginning to ache,” said the woman. She put her nose in the air and folded her umbrella. The rain stopped as if she’d brought the clouds to a close.

“What kind of dragon is Gretel?” asked Lucy.

“Lucy, never mind that for now,” said her mom. “Say hello to … Aunty Gwyneth.”

The white-haired woman cast her eyes down. “The last time I saw you, my dear, you were no bigger than a seaside pebble.”

“Pebble?” queried David, thinking that was a strange comparison.

“Why don’t we all go inside,” said Liz with her customary habit of bustling things along. “Lucy, run and put the kettle on, please. David, could you bring Aunty Gwyneth’s suitcase.”

“Take it directly to my room,” said Aunty Gwyneth. She stepped inside, parting David and Zanna like a couple of bowling pins. She was halfway down the hall when she paused and brushed a spider’s web off the stairwell. For one dreadful moment, David thought she was going to eat it. But Aunty Gwyneth merely squashed it between her fingers and let her gaze roll slowly up the stairs. For a second or two, the whole house seemed to be holding its breath, as if the aura that Zanna had spoken of was suddenly as taut as the skin of a balloon. David was convinced he heard dragon scales rattling, but before he could really tune his ears to the sound Aunty Gwyneth snapped her fingers and everyone jumped. “Come, child,” she barked, and with a twist of her heels she took a sharp left turn and disappeared into the living room, Lucy bearing Gretel like a standard in her wake.

“Is she staying?” David said immediately to Liz.

Liz blew a deep sigh and gave a slightly confusing answer. “I’m just as surprised as you to see her here.”

“What did she mean ‘take the suitcase to her room’? What room? Where’s she going to sleep?”

“Leave the case in the hall for now. I’ll sort something out, once I’ve had a chance to assess the situation.”

“She’s not having my room,” David said bluntly. “I’m not moving. I’m a tenant. I pay.”

“David.” And now there was a nip in Liz’s voice. “I said we’ll talk about this later. Just live with it for now, OK?”

“I’d better be off,” Zanna said meekly. David and Liz both turned to her then and started to make apologetic noises.

It was David who eventually simplified things. “Liz, this is Zanna from college. She’s a friend. She’s in my department.”

Liz held out a hand. Zanna shook it. “Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Pennykettle. I really like your dragons.”

“Yes,” said Liz, looking deep into her eyes. “Yes, I expect you do.” She dropped Zanna’s hand and backed away slowly. “Excuse me. Lucy seems to have disappeared, so I’d better go and put the kettle on myself.” With that, she drifted into the kitchen.

“What was all that about?” Zanna whispered. “Did you see the way she looked at me? What’s going on?”

David realized he was shaking slightly and couldn’t for the life of him understand why. “I don’t know. Liz doesn’t miss much, though. Maybe she knew you’d been in the den?”

“So? I didn’t do anything, did I?”

David shook his head, but privately he was wondering about that egg. And Gadzooks. The dragon had not been happy. Had he sensed that Aunty Gwyneth was coming? And if so, why had he looked so worried?

“Here,” said Zanna. She unzipped a purse that looked no bigger than a pirate’s eye patch. From it, she pulled out a business card. “My address and cell number. Call if you need me. Any time, OK?”

“Um, fine. Thanks. But why would I need you?”

Zanna clicked her tongue and steadied herself. Then sliding her hand around the back of David’s neck, she pulled him forward and kissed him on the mouth. “There. That’s just in case you never do. But somehow, I think you will. I don’t know who that woman is, but I’ll tell you who she’s not.”

“Uh?” muttered David, still shocked by the kiss.

Zanna found her car keys and stepped outside. “She’s not Liz’s aunty, and her name’s not Gwyneth. Take care, Rain. Use the number.”
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FLOWER POWER
 

David watched Zanna disappear up the path and continued waving till her car was out of sight. He tried more than once to utter good-bye but his mouth was still recovering from the strength of her kiss. It was like being numbed by a dental injection, though much more enjoyable and not as long lasting. He thought about Sophie then, and his lips, though deadened, soon managed to straighten to a guilty line. Sophie might be in Africa, but they were still going out. Did that mean he’d two-timed her? Did a single kiss count? Sighing, he turned and looked at the suitcase. So, he was a bellboy now. But who for exactly? Who was the mysterious white-haired visitor who might not be an aunty or a Gwyneth? He searched for a name tag, but none was present. Neither could he see a zipper or a buckle anywhere on the case at all. Puzzled, he carried it into the hall. It felt weightless and airy, as if all it contained was a box of tissues. He was about to turn it over and examine it further when Liz’s voice called him into the kitchen.

The moment he walked in, he knew he was in trouble. Her gaze rolled away from him toward the bread box. She had taken off the lid, but not removed the contents. The listening dragon! He’d forgotten to put it back on the fridge.

“You know, this has got to stop,” she said.

“I’m sorry,” he muttered, trying to look anywhere but into her face. He stepped forward and returned the listener straightaway.

“And that?” Her gaze flickered over the book. It was still on the table where David had left it.

“Zanna brought it. Research — for my essay.”

“Research,” Liz repeated, folding her arms. Not a good sign, and David knew it. He braced himself for what he knew was coming next. “Did you take Zanna into the den?”

“Yes,” he answered quietly. There was no point lying.

“Did she touch anything?”

“No, not really.”

“What do you mean, ‘not really’?”

“She picked up an egg.”

“The bronze one?”

“Yes.”

Liz closed her eyes. When she opened them again, her gaze settled into the middle distance. “I see. You’d better go to your room.”

David looked up, annoyed. “I’m not a little boy.”

“This is my house,” Liz said curtly, stabbing a finger onto the dragon book. “I don’t object to your bringing friends home, but I do expect you to respect my privacy. You should not have taken Zanna into the den, not without my permission, anyway.”

“But—?”

“David, please. Disappear for a while. I need to make arrangements … for my aunt.”

Knowing protests would be futile, he turned to leave, but found his way immediately blocked by Lucy. “Mom, Aunty Gwyneth says don’t forget to put a slice of lemon in her tea and, Mom, Gretel is a potions dragon.”

“What?” said David. “What’s a potions dragon?”

“I’m not talking to you,” said Lucy. “Oh, thanks. And what have I done to you?” Lucy, contradictory as ever, replied, “She had a dog collar around her neck —”

“Lucy, do the lemon,” Liz said tartly.

“— and a tattoo.”

“Lucy.”

“And tassels.”

“So?” said David. “What’s wrong with tassels?” Lucy pinned him with an unforgiving glare. “Are you going to tell Sophie you kissed a witch?” “Lucy!” said her mom. “That’s very naughty.” And David, for once, was right. “What I do is my business,” he said to Lucy, coming almost nose to nose. “Zanna is a friend, not a girlfriend or a witch. And I’ve told you before not to spy on me.” He shoved her aside and stomped to his room, closing his ears to any more gibes.

His first impulse was to pack. Get out of this madhouse. Live a life of happy squalor with other students. But as he paced back and forth, weighing his outrage against his guilt, he decided that quitting was the weaker option. He should stand firm, assert himself, protect his rights. No cantankerous old woman was going to oust him! Or any nosy little girl for that matter. And as for Liz. Well, she often showed people around the Dragons’ Den, didn’t she? And putting a dragon in a bread box was hardly a crime! He sat at the computer and switched it on. A short, sharp letter would suffice for this. A list of his grievances and expectations. He would apologize, of course, for causing any upset, but remind Liz, in no uncertain terms, that he had a verbal contract to rent this room and would not, under any circumstances, think about resigning it.

“Come on, come on,” he moaned at the computer. As usual, it was taking a lifetime to boot. Impatient, he dashed upstairs to the bathroom. By the time he’d returned, the desktop was loaded. He reached for the mouse — and leaped back in shock. Aunty Gwyneth’s dragon was sitting on his mouse pad.

“Lucy!” David shouted. “This isn’t funny!” Now who was invading whose privacy, exactly?

He waited half a minute, but Lucy didn’t come. Frowning, he studied Gretel hard. She was a pretty little dragon with short, neat wings but a slightly larger pattern of scales than the others. Her glaze was a darker shade of green as well, which gave the impression that despite her sweet, charismatic appearance, she was really rather old, even from another age. What fascinated David most were her eyes. They were specked with a myriad of tiny pits, which caught the light from all directions and spiraled it around like a swirling pool.

David rolled his chair a fraction closer. Was it his imagination, or was the dragon inviting him to smell her flowers? She had three in her bouquet: pink, yellow, white. David leaned in to sniff them. Away to his right, he thought he heard a gentle rattling sound, like the noise the scales of a dragon might make if the dragon was gently quaking with fear. It didn’t stop David from inhaling. A light scent of honey and cinnamon sticks pricked the capillaries in his nostrils. He blinked, cross-eyed, and pulled away again. “Hmm, very refreshing,” he muttered. “Now, where was I …?” And he reached out and switched his computer off. Then he dropped to his knees and fished out a gym bag from under his bed. Ten minutes later, he’d filled it with clothes and some of his smaller personal items. He put on his jacket and hoisted the gym bag onto his shoulder. He waved at Gretel. Her eyes had turned a very bright violet. Then he left the room.

Reaching the living room he knocked politely and popped his head around the door. Aunty Gwyneth and Lucy were watching television and having a debate about dinosaurs. A taut-looking Liz was sitting in her chair.

“All right, I’m away,” David announced. “Thanks for having me. I’ll be back for the bigger stuff in a few days.”

He smiled and pulled the door shut.

He was halfway up the drive when Liz came tearing after him. She put herself in front of him and held his arms. “David? What are you doing?”

“Leaving,” he said with a smile and a shrug. “I thought it was all arranged?”

“Arranged? Who with?”

“Aunty Gwyneth, of course.”

“David, nothing’s arranged. What’s she done to you?”

David chuckled softly. “Liz, I know we had a bit of a spat, but when it’s time to go, it’s time to go. Come on, give me a hug. Then I’ll be off.”

“David, you’re not going anywhere,” she said crossly, throwing back her thick red hair. “Turn around and walk back into the house.”

“Liz-zz, I’m going to miss my bus.”

“David, look at me. Straight in the eyes.”

David looked. “That’s funny, they’ve gone all purple,” he muttered, then immediately fell into a heap at her feet.

“Oh, David, what am I going to do with you?” she sighed.

Strangely, her answer was close at hand. A door clicked open and Mr. Bacon stepped out onto his porch. He raised himself on tiptoes and peered across the drive. “Problem, Mrs. P.?” he asked.
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THE QUICKENED EGG
 

The next morning began with an argument.

“Henry’s?! You want me to move in with Henry?”

“Just for a day or two,” said Liz.

Lucy, stomping past in her coat and boots, said, “Serves him right, for bringing her here. I’m going in the garden to look for Spikey.”

The back door banged. Liz winced and shut it.

“I am not living with Henry,” said David. “I’d rather sleep in Bonnington’s basket!”

“That’s a point. Have you seen Bonnington this morning?”

“No. Can we get back to the important subject, please?”

Liz moved forward and held his forearms. “Look, I really need this from you. Lucy’s room is too small for Aunty Gwyneth — she likes to have space … to spread out her things.”

“What things? That case was as light as a feather.”

Liz counted a moment, then tried again. “Please, you’ll be doing me a huge favor. You can still eat here. None of that changes. I just need your room, that’s all.”

“Liz, I’m not going to Henry’s, end of discussion. You know we’re like oil and vinegar.”

“Water,” she corrected. “The expression is water.”

“Vinegar, water … whatever. We’re different. We don’t get along. I can’t believe you even thought of it!”

“David, it was his idea. He offered — to help me out of a scrape. Say yes, and I’ll forget about the rent you owe. A whole two weeks? That’s got to be worth considering, hasn’t it?”

David chewed it over. Rent debt removed? That was tempting. But living with Henry? He took a deep breath. “Make it three and it’s a deal.”

“Good boy.” Liz smiled and pinched his cheek.

“Best of all, Henry says you can stay for free — as long as you keep to his rules, that is.”

“Rules? What rules?”

“He has rules, David, all landlords do: Thou shalt not put the dragon in the bread box, hmm?”

David glanced at the bread box and grimaced. “You know that dragon of Aunty Gwyneth’s?”

“Yes,” said Liz, looking slightly curious.

“I dreamed last night that it asked me to leave.”

“Really?” said Liz, whipping up a false smile. “Well, that’ll be your writer’s imagination at work, won’t it? Which reminds me, have you phoned Dilys thingy?” She tapped the letter from Apple Tree Publishing, which was still on the countertop, in front of the microwave.

“Left a message on her voice mail,” David replied, just as the outside door swung open and Lucy raised her shoulders in a bit of a huff. “Mom, I can’t find Spikey.”

Liz groaned with motherly frustration. “Well, that’s hardly surprising, isn’t it? Hedgehogs are nocturnal. They only come out at night.”

“And he won’t like being disturbed,” added David. “You’ve probably scared him off.”

“Or your witch has.”

“Oh, pack it in, you two,” Liz scolded. “Things are difficult enough without the pair of you bickering like a couple of sparrows. Lucy, stop calling — Zanna, is it? — a witch. I’m sure under all that makeup and metal she’s a very nice girl. You certainly know how to pick them, David. She’s got a gorgeous figure.”

“Eh?”

“Don’t pretend you haven’t looked,” said Lucy. She turned again to her mom. “What shall I do?”

“What about?”

“Spikey.”

Liz batted a hand. “I agree with David. If Spikey’s got any sense he’ll have gone next door for some peace and quiet.”

Lucy dropped her shoulders and sighed.

“Anyway, have you seen Bonnington this morning?”

“No.” Lucy switched her gaze to the tenant. “If I say I’ll talk nicely to you again, will you look for Spikey when you go next door?”

“No, I’m busy.”

“But you promised ages ago that you’d help me look after any animal that came to our garden.”

David opened the door to the hall. “I’m busy,” he repeated. “I’ll go and make some space in my room,” he said to Liz, “then I’ll pop next door and see what’s what.” He shot Lucy a withering glance. “Oh, all right. When I get a chance I’ll root around Henry’s garden, OK?”

“Yes,” she smiled, balling her fists. “Spikey’s important. You ask Gadzooks.”

“Yeah, yeah,” David yawned, and he drifted away.

It took about fifteen sweaty minutes to rearrange half his room into a corner and pack some loose things away into his wardrobe. He even dragged his desk into the opposite alcove to give Aunty Gwyneth as much space as possible. The last thing he did was move Gadzooks. “You don’t want to go to Henry’s, do you?” he asked. Gadzooks offered no opinion either way. David tickled his snout and took him to the wardrobe. “Brought you a friend,” he said to Grace, and slid Gadzooks into place beside her. Grace stared frostily back.

“Try and look a bit more grateful,” said David, and hurriedly closed the wardrobe door.

In the hall, on his way out, he bumped into Aunty Gwyneth. She was dressed in a watery, lilac-colored suit that looked to be a replica of the one she’d arrived in. “Leaving?” she enquired with a faint air of triumph. “You appear to have forgotten your bag.”

“I’m coming back to pack, after I’ve spoken to Henry.”

“Make it short,” she said, and sailed into the kitchen.

What nerve! thought David, sticking out his tongue. He went to the front door and opened it. But on the step, he teetered and changed his mind. Maybe the weird old lady was right. Pack now. Get it over with. Grab some things. Go.

He banged the door shut and returned to his room.

He was reaching underneath his bed for his gym bag (and having a strange bout of déjà vu) when a pair of eyes glittered like sequins in the darkness and he realized Bonnington was under there, too. “I wouldn’t stay there if I were you, Bonners. Aunty Gwyneth is moving in. I don’t think you’ll be allowed to share the blanket with her.”

Bonnington didn’t budge. “Come out,” David whispered, scratching the mattress. Still Bonnington wouldn’t move. Frowning, David stretched out a hand and grabbed the loose skin at the back of the cat’s neck, dragging him forcefully into the open. Bonnington gave out a pitiful meow, jumped into the gym bag, and huddled in the bottom. “What’s the matter?” David sighed and hauled him out, spreading the cat longways against his shoulder. Bonnington flattened his big brown ears and dug his claws into the tenant’s chest. Mystified, David bounced him like a baby till the faint swell of purring was rippling through the air. “Come on, let’s get you some Truffgood,” he said, and carried the cat into the hall. He was about to shoulder his way into the kitchen when Aunty Gwyneth’s gritty voice floated out.

“I understand my accommodation is settled at last?”

“Yes,” said Liz, moving around the kitchen doing clattering little tasks that seemed to reflect a shortness of temper. “So no more repeats of last night’s incident.”

A brittle laugh escaped Aunty Gwyneth’s throat. “You disappoint me, Elizabeth. I thought free-spirited dragons were your specialty. Gretel was made by your hand, after all.”

The fridge rattled open. In a tone that could have been cooled by it, Liz said, “When Gretel left this house her auma was untainted. Whatever ‘tricks’ she performs are due to you.”

“Ah, yes, the auma,” her aunt said drily, as if she had swallowed a piece of cotton. “You’ve been rather busy in that department, haven’t you? A special dragon here; a special dragon there. All with the very special Pennykettle spark. Why is it that you have so much ‘spark’ at your disposal? I never have managed to work that out.”

“I’ve told you before, I don’t know,” said Liz, and the bitterness in her voice was almost feudal. It was clear that her feelings about her “aunt” ran deeper than mere annoyance at the imposition of having to house an uninvited relative. “Is that why you’re here? To audit me?”

“I was called,” said Aunty Gwyneth, “by a wishing dragon.”

“What?” There was shock in Liz’s voice now. In the hall David’s heart began to beat so hard it was almost throwing Bonnington into the air. He switched the cat to his opposite shoulder and put his eye to the crack of the door.

Liz was frowning in disbelief. “Called? By G’reth? That’s impossible. Lucy can’t be advanced enough to make a true wisher. Besides, David wouldn’t know what to say.”

Aunty Gwyneth put her fingertips on Liz’s shoulders and pressed her gently into a chair. “Be calm, my dear. Perhaps you underestimate your daughter’s talent? She has clearly inherited something of your … gift. As for your dreary tenant, he was curious — about the tear of Gawain.”

“Oh, and that would bring you running,” seared Liz.

“Do not mock me,” Aunty Gwyneth hit back. “We need each other; it’s always been the way.” She picked up an apple and turned it in her fingers. David blinked and looked at it twice. He could have sworn it had just changed color: from a pale pinky red to a soft yellow green.

“I am intrigued,” said Aunty Gwyneth, her voice floating again, “to find myself drawn by this dragon’s call. It remains to be seen, of course, what part I have to play in attempting to grant your tenant’s wish.”

“No.” Liz shook her head fast and hard. “This is nonsense. There’s been a mistake. If we were meant to know where the tear is hidden, you would have found out long before now. Go back. There’s nothing for you here, Gw —”

Aunty Gwyneth stopped her with a finger to her lips. “Oh, but my dear, you must not be so hasty. The universe has strange ways, does it not?” She let her hand drift sideways, catching the curls of Liz’s red hair. “So beautiful. So like Guinevere herself.” She dropped her hand and stared Liz in the eye. “The boy has done you a surprising service. You will be thankful of my presence before the full moon rises.”

From the doorway, David saw Liz start. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Aunty Gwyneth’s voice came circling like a hawk, low and steady, cold and bewitching. “I sent Gretel into your den last night. And before you think of it, she quickly subdued the foolish little dragon you employ to stand guard. Among your trinkets, she found an egg.”

“It’s just a bronze,” said Liz.

“It’s been quickened,” said her aunt, “and claimed by your dragon.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. That can’t happen.”

“It can,” said Aunty Gwyneth with a whip of her tongue. “The girl your tenant brought into this house has the quickening gift. You must have sensed it.”

“She …?” Liz faltered and lowered her head. “I thought I felt something in her aura. But it’s been so long. I wasn’t sure —”

“Then let me remind you,” Aunty Gwyneth cut in. Slowly she opened her hands. In the cup of her palms was the bronze-colored egg that Zanna had jealously protected in the den. David eased his position to get a better look, all the while keeping a tight hold of Bonnington. The egg appeared to be gently glowing, but its shell, or something just below the shell, was in constant movement, like clouds circling the surface of a planet.

“The change has begun,” Aunty Gwyneth said. “In four days’ time the egg will be kindled. You must be prepared for the transfer of auma.”

Liz shook her head. “This can’t be possible. I wasn’t trying for a child. I —”

“Trying is meaningless,” Aunty Gwyneth snapped. “You know as well as I do the child does the choosing, not the parent.” She lowered the egg into Liz’s hands. “You should count my coming as providence, my dear. Gretel has reported a high proliferation of egglike sculptures in your den. This would indicate broodiness, would it not?”

Liz looked away, troubled. “But this is so sudden. What am I going to say to Lucy?”

“You will tell her the truth. The girl will be charmed.”

“And David? Don’t tell me to send him away. Lucy adores him. He’s like one of the family. I can’t just throw him out.”

Aunty Gwyneth stood back, drumming her fingers. “The boy does present slightly more of a problem. But I will find a way to deal with him. Look into the egg, now, tell me what you see.”

Liz breathed deeply and held it to the light. “Oh, Gawain …” she gasped.

In the hall, David’s eye almost leaped from its socket. In the center of the egg, where one would expect the yolk to be, was a small dark form.

“A boy,” Liz breathed.

“The first in nine hundred years,” said Aunty Gwyneth.

Liz sighed in wonder and held the egg close. “A boy,” she whispered, and shed a light tear.

Aunty Gwyneth caught it at once and smeared it over the surface of the egg. A ray of soft purple light enveloped it. Aunty Gwyneth stood back, pleased. “Now you are joined to him in water,” she said. “During the kindling, the fire will follow. The boy has chosen you as his kin. You cannot refuse; he has touched your auma.”

David closed his eyes and fell back against the wall. This couldn’t be happening. Liz, having a baby? From an egg made of clay? He risked another look. From this cramped position, he was only able to make out the crudest of shapes in the egg. He didn’t doubt Liz’s word: It was a boy, for sure. But what kind of boy? What creature were they hatching? For the shape as he saw it had legs and hands and a well-pronounced forehead.

And at the base of its spine, a dragon’s tail.
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FLIGHT
 

With clinical bluntness, Aunty Gwyneth took the egg back and somehow secreted it out of sight. “Of course, the tail will recede,” she said.

“And the eyes?” asked Liz, sounding anxious.

“Oval in the early years. Oval and amber. He will be feared. You must do what you can to avoid attention. There must be no interference — from the tenant, his girl … or the bear, of course.”

The mention of bears took David by surprise. The shock wave continued on to Bonnington, who dug in a claw and faintly spat. David put him down and raised a finger to his lips. As the cat scuttled quietly up the stairs, David turned and listened in again. Aunty Gwyneth was talking about Lorel.

“You are aware, of course, of the Teller’s presence? I could taste his stinking seal-stained breath in every foul draft of wind along the crescent.”

“Lorel is no enemy of mine,” said Liz.

Aunty Gwyneth let out a scathing hiss. “Romantic nonsense! The ice bears are charlatans, not to be trusted. The time has long since passed when they might have been considered to be guardians of the tear.”

Guardians? thought David. Bears? How? He saw Liz shaking her head.

“Why do you insist on peddling that? The bears have always kept the secret of the tear. You distrust them because they won’t give it up.”

“Their kingdom is in total disarray,” said Aunty Gwyneth. “Their dynasties were finished millennia ago. All that exists of their Nanukapiks now are scraps of legend, fed to them by their storytelling phantom. How can they guard the tear? They can barely protect their precious ice. Every year more of it ebbs away. How long can it be before their stupid, lumbering kind is at an end? You and I should be the true custodians of the fire. You know it every time you roll the clay. Every time you put a spark into one of your dragons you wish for more of the essence of Gawain. You are a daughter of Guinevere. How can you deny what is yours by right? Now, speak to me about the Teller. What does the narrow-eyed snow-slinger want?”

“I don’t know.”

“You expect me to believe he has made no contact?”

“Not with me, no.”

“With the dragons?”

“With David. He knew of Lorel’s presence before I did.”

“Impossible,” Aunty Gwyneth snapped. “Where was your listening dragon? Asleep?”

David squinted at the dragon on the top of the fridge. It may have been the wacky thermostat, but he could swear that the little creature was trembling.

“David’s … sensitive,” Liz replied edgily. “He has a special dragon he named Gadzooks. A writing dragon. Their auma is high. It was Gadzooks who found the name Lorel.”

“A writing dragon?” Aunty Gwyneth’s tone became deeply nasal. She picked up the dragon book and leafed through its pages, dropping it again with a disapproving snort. “A writing dragon and a storytelling bear? Are you saying that your tenant drew the Teller here?”

“I don’t know,” said Liz, sounding flustered. “It’s hard to know what David’s capable of. He’s inquisitive; that leads him into mischief sometimes. But he’s confused about the dragons, and that includes Gadzooks. He doesn’t know what he has.”

“He knows about Gawain,” Aunty Gwyneth said coldly.

“I told him the legend; it’s a fairy story to him.”

“Then why is the boy in pursuit of the tear?”

“He’s not,” Liz insisted, touching a tired hand to her forehead, “at least, not in the way you think. He’s doing an essay, for college. He wants to write about the fire so he can win a competition.”

“And the prize?”

Liz paused and her breath became a sigh. “A field trip — to the Arctic.”

“North?” Aunty Gwyneth wheeled around. “He wants to travel to the land of the bears and the Teller of Ways is on his doorstep?”

“I agree, it’s odd,” Liz said, becoming gritty. “But I’m telling you, all David has are half-truths and fantasies. He’s a geography student working on a project. It’s nothing more sinister than that. Neither he nor Gadzooks could have brought Lorel here.”

“But something did,” Aunty Gwyneth said in a voice fortified with dark suspicions. “This must be addressed. The boy must be watched and the dragon tested. Removed if necessary. Returned to the clay.”

Tested? thought David, jerking back. Zookie? Returned to the clay?

“No,” said Liz. “I won’t let that happen.”

“You have no choice, I — wait, what was that?”

In the hall, Bonnington had suddenly come thundering down the stairs. He had skidded around the newel post, careered into a plant stand (spilling the pot, which had broken on the floor), and continued his breakneck flight into the living room. He was either having one of his “wild half hours” or he was trying to escape from something. David didn’t hang around to find out what. The thought of being caught eavesdropping by Aunty Gwyneth filled his heart with a sinister dread. At the moment the kitchen door whooshed open he was carefully dropping the latch on his. Heart thumping, he dashed to the wardrobe, opened it quickly, and grabbed Gadzooks. “I’ll come back for you,” he promised Grace. Then snatching his overcoat off the bed, he rolled Gadzooks up in it and raced across the room. Within seconds he was out of the window. Lucy, hunkering by the brambles at the top of the garden, was too preoccupied to hear him touching down. Crouching low, David hurried across the slippery gray patio. With the mildest of creaks, he was through the gate and running — to the only immediate sanctuary he could think of. The house at 40 Wayward Crescent. The home of Henry Bacon.




  



15
A SURPRISE AT HENRY’S
 

Henry was in his small conservatory, stripping dead leaves off his yucca plant, when David arrived. He almost jumped into the branches in shock when David knuckled the window and mouthed, “It’s me. Let me in.”

Henry stormed to the back door and threw it open. “What are you playing at, boy? Can’t you use the front door, like everyone else?”

David glanced back the way he’d come, anxious that his flight had not been discovered. “I was, erm, in the garden, with Lucy. Took a shortcut. Didn’t think you’d mind. Can I come in? I’m sort of in a hurry.”

Henry raised a hand. From his trousers, he pulled out a folded sheet of paper. Two sheets of paper, stapled together. It was a list of house rules. He handed them over. “Read, inwardly digest, and observe.”

David glanced at the rules and winced. There were thirty on the first sheet alone. He refolded them and pushed them into his pocket. “Anything you say. Now, can I please come in?”

Henry stood aside at last. With a sigh of relief, David swept past him into a kitchen that was a mirror image of number forty-two. Unlike Liz’s, which bore the trademark clutter of the presence of a child, this kitchen was fastidiously clean and tidy. The tiles around the countertop glinted like stars. There wasn’t a single dragon in sight.

Henry closed the door and put his hands on his hips. “Where’s your luggage, boy?”

“This is all there is for now,” said David, carefully unwrapping Gadzooks. “He’s precious. Is there somewhere safe I can hide — I mean, put him?”

“This is a house, not a bank,” Henry barked. “Put it on your bedside table if you must. And don’t scratch the polish. Rule number twenty-four: Tenant will be financially liable for breakages, scratches, stains —”

“Stains?”

“— and blemishes of any kind,” Henry finished darkly. “Suppose you’d like to inspect your quarters?”

“Pardon?”

“Your berth, boy. Place of rest.”

“Oh … yeah. Love to. Do you mind if I make a phone call first? I need to call Zanna. It’s really urgent.”

Henry stiffened his shoulders.

“What now?” groaned David.

“Rule number three, boy.”

David checked the list. “No cuddling?”

“On sofa or elsewhere,” Henry said sharply. “Far too good for you, anyway, that girl. Can’t see what the attraction is.”

“Henry, Zanna and I are not an item.”

Henry threw him a quizzical glance.

“We’re not going out — not courting, OK? And we certainly don’t cuddle — not if I can help it.” David frowned and dug her card from the pocket of his jeans. “Where’s the phone?”

Henry nodded at the living room. “Table, by my chair. Twenty-five cents, minimum charge. In the tin.”

“That’s robbery! You’re worse than Bonnington.”

“What?”

“Oh, never mind,” David grumbled. He fished a quarter from his pocket and went.

Like the kitchen, Mr. Bacon’s living area was light, airy, and extremely well furnished. The wall that would have separated David’s room from the living room in Liz’s house had been knocked out to create one large, long space. Not a cushion was out of place. A wide-screen television and an expensive-looking music system dominated one corner. A lengthy aquarium dotted with a selection of brightly colored fish also caught David’s eye. He put Gadzooks on a coffee table inlaid at its center with frosted glass, then twisted down into a leather recliner. He lifted the phone and dialed Zanna’s number.

Hi, this is Zanna, her answering machine crackled. Probably in the shower or journeying in the astral or listening to something very loud right now. Leave a message. You know you want to. Mwah!

David switched the phone to his opposite ear. “Zanna, get out of the shower, now. It’s me, David. I’m at Henry’s. Gotta talk. Call me, pronto: Scrubbley … four, double five, triple seven, zero. It’s major.”

He put the phone down and flopped back, sighing.

Immediately, Mr. Bacon’s face appeared — upside down over the top of the chair. “Comfortable, boy?”

“Very,” said David, swinging gently from side to side.

Mr. Bacon stared at him, hard. It was the sort of upside-down look that said, The next time I catch you lounging in my chair you’ll be sleeping outside in the gutter. Got it?

David leaped up (and brushed the seat clean). “You haven’t got a computer, have you?”

Mr. Bacon bristled with indignance. “I’m a librarian. Of course I’ve got a computer.”

“With Internet access?”

Henry jiggled his mustache.

“Can I use it? Please?”

“Certainly not.”

“But Zanna might be online in the college library.”

The word library seemed to soften Henry’s heart. “Oh, very well,” he said in a blustery fashion. “It’s in the upstairs study. Come on.”

Grabbing Gadzooks, David followed Mr. Bacon up the lushly carpeted stairs. They paused on the landing by a door marked STUDY where Henry laid down yet another of his rules. “Entrance prohibited without permission, understood?”

David nodded.

“And don’t touch the models.”

“Models? What models?” Henry swung the door open.

It was like walking into a maritime museum. On the walls were a number of small glass cases, each containing a model of a sailing ship. Charts and maps were everywhere: some rolled up on an antique desk, on which sat a globe and an ancient-looking compass; others pinned to the walls below the ships. There were books, of course — hundreds of them — in rows of maroon and burnished blue on solid wooden shelves showing no signs of bowing. And photographs, lots of photographs, mostly in sepia or black and white — in frames on the desk, on a corkboard on the wall, propped up here and there against the spines of the books. One image stood out above all others, a striking monochrome poster that took up half the chimney wall. It was a close-up of a polar bear, photographed head-on. The bear was poised by a lead of water. It had its head bent low as though about to take a drink, but its darkly rounded eyes were raised in full and lordly awareness. One glance made David feel strangely humble.

“Lorel,” he whispered, and for a moment the room seemed to whisper back, as if every book had rustled its pages and every sailing ship had creaked its beams.

“What’s that, boy? Did you utter something?”

“No, nothing,” David said, turning and looking more closely at things. It occurred to him now that this room was set in a certain age, somewhere at the start of the twentieth century. The ships were old-fashioned sailing vessels, the maps all charted the polar regions, and the photographs … He popped Gadzooks down beside the computer (he looked a little incongruous among so much memorabilia) and picked up a small framed photo of a group of men dressed in heavy sweaters and crumpled, baggy pants. They had the look of wartime aviators. They were standing on an ice field, resting on shovels. Behind them rose the bow of a three-masted ship.

“My grandfather, polar explorer,” explained Henry. “That’s him there, boy, second on the right. Just lost an ear and two toes to frostbite. Didn’t stop him doing his share of digging. Took sixteen men to free that ship from pack ice in the South Weddell Sea. If they hadn’t, Bacon grandson, H., wouldn’t have been here to tell the tale.”

“I can see the likeness,” David said, nodding. He put the snapshot down. “Who photographed the bear?”

“Ah,” said Henry, turning away. “Interesting tale behind that one, boy. Man who took that disappeared in unusual circumstances in 1913. Lost, presumed dead, on an exploration to the Hella glacier.”

“Hella? I’ve heard of that. Isn’t it one of the oldest and largest glaciers in the Arctic? What happened?”

Henry picked a reference book off the shelves. He used a handkerchief to flap some dust off the spine, then flipped the pages, talking as he searched. “No one knows. Bit of a mystery. People say he wandered off to find his watch.”

“What?”

“Had a risky incident a few months before. Found himself stranded near a native settlement with a large male polar bear for company. No rifle, and too far away from camp to summon help. All he had with him was a pocket watch. Played a tune when you opened the casing. Our fellow set it down in front of the bear. Story goes, the beast swaggered up to the watch, sat down, and listened. Our man backed off and escaped to camp. Went back with his comrades twenty minutes later, but the watch and the bear had both disappeared.”

“Who was this man?” David asked nervously.

Henry turned the book around. He pointed to a plate at the bottom of a page. “Third from the left. Fair-haired. Scandinavian.”

David cast his eyes down.

It was Dr. Bergstrom.
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TO THE LIBRARY GARDENS
 

As David’s mind wrestled with the incredible conundrum of how a man in his forties who lectured at Scrubbley College could look exactly like a polar explorer reported missing in 1913, the house came alive with the trill of telephones. David thought he detected four at least. Henry snapped the book shut and returned it to the shelf. “Something amiss, boy? You look a bit pale.”

“I’m fine,” said David, “just … thinking, that’s all.” He cupped his hand around Gadzooks and looked through the slatted window blinds. There was a good view of the Pennykettles’ garden from here. He picked out Lucy right away, still by the brambles, puttering about with her hedgehog book. A slightly moody-looking Bonnington was sitting near the rock garden, paws tucked under his tummy, watching. And in the center of the lawn, as if a cloud had dripped and left a great white blot, lay the hunk of ice that had once been a snowbear, still surviving despite the rain. As Henry lifted a phone and the house became silent, David thought about Lorel and turned to look at the bear print again. For a fleeting moment he became the bear, looking back into the lens of Bergstrom’s camera. And from somewhere between the bear and the man, from the bright cold wilderness of frozen ages, from the leaves of books, from the creaking timbers of icebound vessels, came a voice like a wind from another world, saying, There was a time when the ice was ruled by nine bears….

“Nine …” David whispered — then nearly hit the ceiling as he took a sharp prod in the ribs from Henry.

“Suzanna. For you.” Henry handed him a phone. “I’ll be downstairs. Don’t touch anything.”

David waited for his pulse to return to normal, then said a clipped hello.

“Rain!” she breezed back. “You called. I’m dazed. You sound kinda toasted. What’re you doing at Henry’s?”

“Liz needed my room for Aunty Gwyneth. I’m staying with Henry till she goes.”

“Gee whiz. Have a medal. What’s happening in dragon land?”

“Lots. We need to meet.”

“Sure. Come to college. Remember college? Big stone building. Holds things called lectures, which you frequently miss on Monday mornings.”

“Too public. I need to see you somewhere quiet.”

“Steady, you’re making my tassels dance.”

“Zanna, get serious. Listen to this: Mr. Bacon’s just shown me a picture of Bergstrom.”

“Bergstrom?”

“Yeah. It’s over ninety years old.”

“Um, right. Time for a slight reality check, David.

I’ve just seen the fair-haired doctor in the parking lot. I know he’s kind of old, but he’s not a pickled wreck, which he’d have to be if —”

“Zanna, this isn’t a joke. There’s something weird going on here, believe me. We need to talk. Do you know the library gardens in the middle of town?”

“Course.”

“Meet me there in twenty minutes.”

“Rain, I’ve got a lecture. So have you, come to think of it. And it’s miserable outside — Zannas don’t like wet.”

“Fine. Bring an umbrella.”

“Rain!”

“This is urgent. Liz is sort of … pregnant. She’s going to have a dragon child!”

There was a gulp at Zanna’s end.

“Twenty minutes,” said David. And he put down the phone.

They sat in David’s favorite location: a small wooden bench along the narrow paved path where David, Lucy, Liz, and Sophie had once fed a host of gray squirrels by hand. No squirrels were there to greet them today, just the rain, misting through the leafless trees, casting a gray sheet over the gardens. Zanna, dressed in her usual black with only a fishnet cardigan around her shoulders, shuddered and couldn’t stop her teeth from chattering.

“We need help,” she said.

David nodded. A droplet of rain ran down his forehead and splashed off the middle button of his overcoat. “Sure you don’t want to wear this?”

Zanna bunched up close. “A cuddle will do.”

David swung out a hesitant arm and Zanna shuffled up closer again. She felt surprisingly frail in the wrap of his shoulder. He squeezed her unintentionally as she nestled.

“Thank you,” she whispered, pushing her hand inside his coat. “How’s Zookie doing?”

David, who’d been holding Gadzooks in his lap, brought him up to chest height. “Better than us.” He ran a thumb down the dragon’s snout, smearing water off the smooth green glaze.

“Aunty Gwyneth scares me,” Zanna said, shivering. “We shouldn’t mess with her. She’s … I don’t know what she is; more than a dragon midwife, that’s for sure.”

David lowered Gadzooks again and blew a cloud of breath into the air. “I want to know why she’s really here. She didn’t come to the crescent because of the egg; finding it quickened surprised her, I think.”

“If you ask me, it’s obvious why she’s here,” said Zanna, her warm breath flowing over his neck. “You’ve drawn everyone into this space because you made a wish to know about the tear. Somehow you’re going to get an answer — and when you do, Aunty Spooky will be right on the scene.”

“But no one knows where the fire tear’s hidden.”

Zanna flexed her fingers. “Lorel does.”

“A ghost bear? He’s hardly going to tell me his closely guarded secrets.”

“He told you that nine bears ruled the ice.”

“Yeah, and what’s that s’posed to mean?”

“Exactly what it says. Once, nine bears ruled the Arctic.”

“Yeah, I know that,” David said impatiently. “But what’s it got to do with the tear?”

Zanna lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know — yet. But Lorel wouldn’t say it without good reason. Don’t look now, but there’s a squirrel on the fence.”

David turned his head. A pepper-gray squirrel was balancing neatly on the flat bar between two railing hoops. “Oh, wow. It’s Snigger — I think.”

Chuk! went the squirrel, flagging its tail. It lifted one paw and appeared to smile.

“Cute,” said Zanna. “Hello, Snigger.” She wiggled her fingers and smiled right back. “He’s probably come to ask you for ten percent of whatever you earn when you publish his story. Did you call that editor yet?”

“She was in a meeting; I left a message.”

Zanna raised herself to a sitting position, looked at Snigger, and shook out her hair. “I’ll see that he pays you — in nuts,” she told him.

Snigger, who was either terribly excited at the prospect of nuts or somewhat put off by his Gothic agent, jerked back slightly, then scrabbled down the fence. Within seconds he had hopped away through the trees.

“Oh, nice job,” David said.

“He’ll get used to me,” Zanna said, standing. “Everyone does in time, even you.” She spun around. “How’s my butt? Is it wet?”

David glanced a bit sheepishly at it. Liz was certainly right about one thing: Zanna did have a very good figure. “No, not really.”

“Good. Come on.” She pulled him to his feet. In the background, the library clock (which was always wrong) bonged three times. “Eleven,” said Zanna. “Lecture’s over. Let’s go.”

“Where?”

“A walk — to Rutherford House.”

“What for?” David asked, as she looped her arm through his. Rutherford House was an academic residence.

“The only person who can help us happens to be staying there.”

“Bergstrom?”

“Yep. He’s the key to all this. He’s interested in dragons and he works in the icy land of Lorel. I vote we go and ask him what he knows about the tear, and what happened on that glacier in 1913.”
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A MEETING WITH DR. BERGSTROM
 

Rutherford House was a large, gray-walled Victorian building. It was set on the grounds of Scrubbley College, close to the railway line along the border of Scrubbley Common. It was hard to believe that a hundred years ago it had served as the local lunatic asylum, but as he crunched up the shale path with Zanna at his side, David couldn’t help but think that what they were about to do could qualify as madness and get them both committed.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” he asked as they marched through a small ivy-covered portico and Zanna ran her eye down the ladder of address tags beside the main entrance.

“Room four. Let’s hope he’s in.”

David tried again. “There are underground cells here where they used to lock mad people up, you know. We might never get out alive.”

“Then we’ll end our days together, won’t we?” She kissed a fingertip and plunked it on his nose. “Come on.”

Through a maze of corridors, they found the room — an unimposing blue door with a small brass number. Zanna raised her fist to knock, then quickly lowered it again. “Who’s doing the talking?”

David threw her an incredulous look. “Oh, good time to be asking that!”

“It’s you; you’re making me nervous. We’ll both talk — but you start, OK?”

“Zanna?”

“That’s fair. How’s my hair?”

“Hair? What’s your hair got to do with —?”

Suddenly the door curled open. Both students jumped to attention. Dr. Bergstrom, looking as composed as ever, scanned them with his air of unruffled poise. “Miss Martindale and Mr. Rain … and dragon.”

David winced and swung Gadzooks out of sight. This was a bad, bad, bad idea.

“Am I expecting you?”

“Not exactly,” gulped Zanna.

“We can go if you’re busy,” David added.

“You look as if you’ve had a long walk,” said Bergstrom. He smiled and waved them in. “Take a seat. The sofa’s very comfortable. Swedish design. Coffee, anyone?”

Both students shook their heads. They settled together on the edge of the sofa, a stylish two-seater with high curved wings and dark blue corduroy covers and cushions. Bergstrom, arms folded, perched against a writing desk strewn with academic journals and papers. He was dressed much like the last time David had met him, in a pair of gray slacks and a loose cotton shirt. He was wearing no shoes.

“Is this visit to do with your essays?” he asked.

“Done mine,” said Zanna, sitting up brightly with her hands in her lap.

David made a clucking sound and looked away.

“He’s still researching his,” she said.

Bergstrom smiled again. “And is this a part of your research effort, David?” He stretched out a hand toward Gadzooks. “Please, may I?”

David glanced at Zanna. She gave a hesitant nod.

“That’s David’s writing dragon,” she said as David put him into Bergstrom’s hands. “It helps him do stories. It writes things — on its pad. In his imagination, of course.”

“Of course,” said Bergstrom, running a hand down the dragon’s spine the way David had often seen Lucy do.

There was a pause, then David felt a nudge on his ankle. “We want to know about Lorel,” he said.

Bergstrom touched Gadzooks on the snout and set him down beneath the shade of a table lamp. “The only Lorel I know of is a polar bear, David. An ancient mythical creature reputedly with vast knowledge of the Arctic. He’s well documented. You can find his name in any number of books.”

“He got it when he held your talisman,” said Zanna.

Bergstrom’s reply was measured but blunt. “As I recall, he didn’t get anything at all.”

“I keep dreaming about him,” David said.

Bergstrom fixed him with a steady blue gaze. “I dream about bears all the time, David. What is it you’re trying to say?”

“Lorel’s here,” whispered Zanna. “In David’s garden.”

A puff of laughter escaped the Norwegian’s lips. “Then he’s a very long way from home. Forgive me, this may seem rather rude, but I don’t understand what you want from me.”

“The truth,” said Zanna, gathering courage. “About what happened on the Hella glacier.”

Once again, Bergstrom paused before replying. “The Hella glacier is a dangerous place. I would advise you both to steer well clear of it.”

This David took to be a warning shot, a chance for him and Zanna to back off with dignity. But he also suspected that Bergstrom was testing them, pushing them to see how much they knew and how far they were truly prepared to reach. So he took a chance and in a hurried voice said, “I saw your picture — in a reference book. On an expedition, in 1913.”

“A fatal expedition,” Zanna added quietly.

There the conversation teetered for a moment. The pause grew so intense that David almost volunteered to leave the room. It was cold in here. Colder than the gardens. His skin began to prickle as Bergstrom moved toward them. “Please. Both of you. Touch my hands. Satisfy yourselves that I am not a ghost. Perhaps you might be interested to know that several generations of my family have worked in the Arctic, in some capacity or other.”

“It was you,” said David, surprised at the brashness and speed of his response. “I know it was. I know about the watch. How it saved your life. You put it down on the ice to distract the bear.”

“Was it Lorel?” pressed Zanna. “Was it Lorel that you met?”

“How did you get the watch back?” asked David. Bergstrom looked at them both very carefully. “The watch was in the keeping of an Inuit shaman, who brought it to me in exchange for … the bones of a polar-bear cub.”

Zanna immediately caught her breath. “Shamans have magical powers,” she said. “They can —”

“What?” said David. “What can they do?”

“Become bears,” she said in a voice so frighteningly low that it seemed to soak into David’s skin and pull every hair down into its root. He slowly lifted his gaze. Bergstrom was staring unwaveringly at him with that peculiar, narrow-eyed, imperious squint. Now David knew where he’d seen the look before: in the face of every polar bear he’d ever stared at — in particular, the print on Henry Bacon’s study wall.

“You’re Lorel?” he whispered.

Bergstrom parted his lips. “My name is Anders Bergstrom,” he said. “I’m a polar research scientist based in the town of Chamberlain, Canada. You have a vivid imagination, David. Maybe we should put it to a further test. The Inuit say that if Lorel has visited your inua, your soul, he will have told you something of lasting value to aid you on your journey through this life — if, and only if, you are worthy of receiving it.”

“Tell him,” said Zanna. “Tell him what you heard in Henry’s study.”

With a catch in his throat, David said quietly, “There was a time when the ice was ruled by nine bears.”

Bergstrom pushed himself away from the desk. He took a key from the pocket of his slacks and unlocked one of the three desk drawers. “They had names, David, these ruling bears. Lorel was one of them. Give me one more. Then we’ll talk.”

“I don’t know. I don’t know any more.”

“Try,” hissed Zanna. “Use Gadzooks.”

“Gadzooks cannot help him with this,” said Bergstrom. He opened the drawer and took out the hand-carved narwhal talisman. “Take the charm — right hand this time. Think about Lorel. You may experience some odd sensations.”

David looked at the section of tusk. Perhaps it was a trick of the afternoon light, but he thought he could see the etchings moving. “Who are you? Really?”

“Your destiny,” said Bergstrom. “Now, take the charm. Tell me what you see.”
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THE TOOTH OF RAGNAR
 

It was like entering a waking dream. As David closed his right hand around the tusk, an irislike darkness quickly enveloped him and he was sucked back into a distant singularity, as though he had traveled through eons of time. He found himself in an Arctic wasteland, breathless, down on his hands and knees, fists sunk hard into a seam of snow just deep enough to chill his aching wrists. Somewhere, he sensed the ebb and flow of water, but superficially all he could see was ice, stretching out in every direction. It was cold. Very cold. The pores of his face were crusted and dry. His eyebrows, heavily frilled with rime, felt like small weights crushing the sockets. Icicles were forming in his tear ducts.

As he lifted his head and rocked back on his haunches, the wind threw a voile of white into the air. Out of it stepped a figure, a girl. Though his lips were almost rigid with cold, David managed to utter her name. “Lucy?”

She came forward, holding G’reth. She was humming in dragonsong, but did not speak. She set the wishing dragon on the ice, then stood back to watch him play. G’reth, bent forward, breathed on the surface to soften it a little, then scooped a layer of slush into his paws. He fashioned it into a lopsided ball, patting and smoothing until it was roughly the shape of an egg. But this was not an egg. As G’reth stood back and opened his paws (as though to utter a magic word: hrrr!), the thin end of the snow developed a snout. Then spikes appeared on the flanks and rear. And before David knew it, he was staring at a hedgehog. A white hedgehog with pink, blind eyes. He leaned forward for a closer look. Tiny as the eyes of the hedgehog were, he could see in them an image of a black-lipped bear. It was old and there were fighting scars on its snout. Half of one ear had been clawed or bitten off. Bloodstains marked its neck and paws.

Suddenly the ice bear opened its jaws. It put back its head and roared in pain. Not a pain that had come from a blow to its body, but a pain that ran deep, from a blow to its heart. It roared so hard that a tooth worked loose from its upper palate and fell, spiraling, onto the ice. As it hit, David found himself removed into the scene, watching the events from a weak ridge of ice that shook with every swipe of the bear’s giant paws. Then, in a desperate fit of rage, the bear brought its left paw crashing down, pounding the lost tooth deep beneath the surface. The ice split with a plangent creak, and out of its mourning rose a rock. The bear struck again and the ocean gushed. Ice lifted. More rock burst through its crust. The quake sent David tumbling off the ridge. The world shook. The Arctic Ocean roiled. The cold air chimed with ice-wrecked crystals. Only when the dots had ceased to fall did David look back to see what damage had been wrought. A whole island had grown up out of nowhere. The same island he had dreamed about a few nights earlier.

And then a voice like a wind from another world spoke: This is the tooth of Ragnar, it said.

David fell backward against the ridge. Now, for an instant, he saw another bear. It was younger than the first and its fur was spotless. It was treading its front paws like a cat.

“Lorel?” he muttered.

The bear shimmered in a moment of sunlit haze, then disappeared in a show of white fire.

At this point, David woke with a jerk. He was on the floor in Bergstrom’s room.

“David!” cried Zanna. She dropped to her knees and draped her arms around him.

“W-what happened?” he gasped.

Bergstrom stooped to retrieve the tusk. “You released the talisman; it broke your encounter.”

“You were writhing and shouting,” Zanna said. “What did you do to him?” she snapped at Bergstrom.

“I’m all right,” said David, getting to his knees. “I saw things. A bear. A really big male. I think his name was Ragnar.”

“Yes,” said Bergstrom. “A fighting bear, one of the original nine.”

“Sit up,” said Zanna, helping David to the sofa.

Bergstrom handed him a glass of water. “Drink, slowly. What else did you see?”

David rubbed his fingers across his forehead. “Spikey. I saw it through Spikey’s eyes.”

Bergstrom looked inquisitively at Zanna.

“A hedgehog,” she explained. “An albino one. It’s in David’s garden. Lucy, the daughter of David’s landlady, has been trying to protect it.”

Bergstrom gave a thoughtful nod. He looked at Gadzooks, still sitting impassively on the table, and closed his fist tightly around the talisman.

“Ragnar was bloodstained. He’d been in a fight.” David was finding his breath again now. “He punched a hole in the ice and an island grew out of it. A whole island. Is it real or what?”

Bergstrom rolled the talisman quickly through his fingers and holstered it smoothly in his pocket. “It lies to the west of the Alaskan mainland. There are many legends attached to this rock. The Inuit call it a place of souls. They fear it, yet revere it in the same breath. It is thought by some to be a sacred grave, the resting place of the last true dragon to inhabit this earth.”

David looked up suddenly. A droplet of water spilled from his glass. “Gawain? He died there? Have you been? Has anyone checked it out?”

Bergstrom smiled and clapped a hand to his arm. “That would make your essay very simple, would it not — an archaeological dig on the snowcapped ridges? Yes, I have been to the Tooth of Ragnar. Female polar bears den there occasionally. To the human eye, there is nothing to suggest that a dragon is set in stone on its peak.”

“Tell us about the fire tear,” said Zanna.

Bergstrom lifted a golden eyebrow.

“We know, Dr. Bergstrom. Gawain shed a fire tear when he died. It’s hidden in the Arctic. You know where, don’t you? Is it on the island? Deep within the core?”

Bergstrom raised a silencing hand. He paced across the room and rattled two ice cubes into another long-stemmed glass. “Let’s suppose that I did know the whereabouts of the tear. What would you do with this precious information — assuming I was willing to give it out?”

Zanna sat up straight, regally indignant in her body of black. “Dragons are the servants of Gaia!” she declared. “I would … protect the fire for the good of the earth!”

David groaned quietly under his breath.

“Very commendable,” Bergstrom said, pouring water from a tall decanter. “But what makes you think you could guard such a treasure better than a mighty Nanukapik?”

“What is a Nanukapik?” David asked. He remembered Aunty Gwyneth using this word and had been trying to work out what it meant ever since.

“It means ‘greatest bear,’ ” Bergstrom translated. “A leader. The highest. A bear to whom Ragnar, for all his strength, would lower his head and for whom he would gladly die.” He turned again to Zanna. “The location of the dragon’s fire has been guarded by ice bears for longer than you could possibly imagine. There may come a time when one of you, or possibly both of you, will know the secret and defend it wisely, but I cannot run the risk of speaking out when there are forces around you that would seize that knowledge and use it in a way that might damage the very fabric of the planet you love.”

“Forces?” asked David, suddenly growing anxious. He looked at Gadzooks, still under the lamp.

The scientist leveled his gaze. “There is a woman staying with you who is not what she seems.”

“Aunty Gwyneth? How do you know about her?”

“Trust me, David. I know about her. Aunty Gwyneth and I are old acquaintances. She has been seeking the tear of Gawain ever since the dragon closed his eye and shed it. She will stop at nothing to have it. She is a sibyl, sometimes called a crone or a seer. She hails from a time that man has forgotten. She goes by the name … Gwilanna.”
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AN OPEN-AND-SHUT CASE
 

At the exact same moment that Anders Bergstrom was revealing the true identity of the mysterious visitor to Wayward Crescent, Aunty Gwyneth was in David’s room with Lucy. They were packing a bag for the absent tenant and Lucy was finding it quite a strain.

“Aunty Gwyneth, do I have to do this?” she was saying as she rummaged around in David’s socks, pinching her nose with a finger and thumb and trying to find a pair that didn’t have a hole.

“Be quiet,” said her aunt, “my ears are burning.”

“Pardon?”

“Ssssh! I hear whispers, child.” She swung around like a weathervane until she was facing the open window. “Someone — or some thing — spoke my name.”

“It was me.”

“It was not. You must learn to be aware of distant impressions, particularly when they are tainted by bears.”

“Bears! Was it Lorel?” Lucy ran to the window. Aunty Gwyneth looked at her with piercing contempt. “For a daughter of Guinevere you can be very foolish.”

Lucy lowered her chin into her chest.

“Bears are pathetic creatures, girl. Were it not for bears, we would have the fire of Gawain in our possession.”

“But we do,” returned Lucy. “That’s why we’re special.”

Aunty Gwyneth sighed as if this was such a trial. “What you and your mother possess is a spark, a mere cinder of the dragon’s true essence. With every new generation that spark becomes weaker, which is why I find it particularly odd that your mother is so talented with the clay.” She smiled and sidled up closer to Lucy. “It is an intriguing fact that your mother appears to have inherited far more of the dragon’s auma than most other female descendants of Guinevere. Do you know anything about this, child?”

Lucy shook her head and looked a bit puzzled.

Aunty Gwyneth turned away with a disappointed humph. “No, I don’t suppose she would tell even you. Still, we mustn’t mind that. One day I — or rather we — will have the true fire, and then …”

“Then what?” asked Lucy, sounding a little frightened. Aunty Gwyneth was wringing her hands together and a hint of wickedness was present in her eyes.

“Nothing,” she snapped. “Continue packing.”

Lucy sighed and tugged on the wardrobe door. She frowned at the sight of the dragon, Grace, tucked away alone in the darkness and the dust, but she did not report this to Aunty Gwyneth. Instead, she blew Grace a lingering kiss, dragged a couple of likely-looking shirts off the hangers, stuffed them in the bag, and closed the wardrobe again. “Aunty Gwyneth?”

“Yes, what is it now? Do hurry up, child. I don’t want that irritating boy in here any longer than is absolutely necessary.”

“It is his room.”

At this, Aunty Gwyneth brought forth a glare that made Lucy close up like an overnight flower. She tucked the loose arm of a shirt into the bag, zipped it up quickly, and dropped it by the door. “I was just going to say that no one knows where the tear is, do they?”

Aunty Gwyneth made a snorting sound in her nose. “Bears do,” she hissed, stepping forward and crooking a finger under Lucy’s chin. “Bears are keeping that knowledge from us.”

Lucy, on her tiptoes now, asked, “W-why?”

“Why?” Aunty Gwyneth’s sneering bark almost ruptured the ceiling plaster. She whisked away, throwing a hand into the air. Lucy thought she saw sparks jumping out of the nails, but it could have just been a glint of anger in Aunty Gwyneth’s coal-black eyes. “Has your mother never told you the story of the tear?”

“I know about Guinevere catching it.”

“After that, child. After that. Don’t you know that Guinevere betrayed Gawain and sided with bears to keep the fire from us?”

Lucy sank on to the bed. “She wouldn’t do that.”

“Hah!” Aunty Gwyneth spun away again, the heels of her shoes nearly grinding through the carpet. “It is time you were properly educated, child. You know that the stubborn red-haired girl went to the dragon and caught his tear?”

“Yes,” said Lucy. She wanted to say, “I just told you that,” but she didn’t dare risk another hard stare.

“And having caught the fire, supposedly hid it?”

“Yes, Aunty Gwyneth.”

“It is a fable, child. Tittle-tattle. There is more to the legend than you know. When Guinevere caught the tear of Gawain it consumed her body with a cleansing fire that even she, for all her righteous devotion, could not hope to restrain or endure.”

“You mean it was like having dragon pox — but worse?”

Aunty Gwyneth laid a tired hand on her hip. “Compared to this, dragon pox would be an ant-sized snuffle. She was overtaken, child. Seized by a fire that boiled her blood. It was all she could do to release the tear into the body of a hollowed-out bone, which she used as a vessel to carry the fire back to the only one wise enough to know how to manage it.”

“Gwilanna?”

“At last, we seem to be getting somewhere.”

Lucy smiled, glad that she wasn’t being barked at for once. Then she made another error of poor judgment. “I don’t like Gwilanna.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Lucy shrugged her shoulders. “When Mom tells stories about Gawain, she always says Gwilanna was horrid and sneaky.”

“Sneaky?” Aunty Gwyneth screeched so hoarsely that a pin shook loose from her bun. She looked quite comical with a curl of hair bouncing out above her ear. But Lucy knew better than to risk a laugh.

“I taught your mother everything she knows! And this is how she repays me? By calling me a sneak?”

“Not you,” defended Lucy. “I said …” But here she stopped, afraid to use the words lining up on her tongue. She lifted an ear to the Dragons’ Den and thought she could hear a few younger scales rattling.

Aunty Gwyneth snapped her fingers and the pin leaped sweetly into her hand. She fixed her hair and in a low voice said, “I meant, of course, Gwilanna and her kind — the sibyls, the ancients — of which I consider myself one. Now, apologize at once.”

“But —?”

“Apologize, child.”

Lucy skimmed the floor again. “Sorry. May I go now?”

“No, you may not. You are being taught. No school could provide you with the knowledge I dispense.”

“No,” Lucy mumbled, wishing for once she could be at school, or that midterm had come a little later that year. She was desperate to obey her mother’s wishes and do everything to please her newfound aunt, but the woman was as welcome as an angry bee. Lucy pulled up a sock and waited.

“Now, where were we?”

“In Gwilanna’s cave.”

“Ah yes, with the witless girl and her even more witless love for the dragon.”

Witless? Lucy frowned again. That didn’t match up with her picture of Guinevere. She opened her mouth to query the meaning, only to receive another rebuke.

“Oh, do stop interrupting, child. Listen and learn. If Guinevere had listened to Gwilanna’s advice, things would not have happened the way they did. The girl would not release the fire. All Gwilanna wanted was to harness its power for … well, never mind what for. There was supposed to be an understanding, a trade. The girl would be given a child to foster; a child born of clay and hair and scale; and Gwilanna, in turn, would be the keeper of the tear. But at the final moment the girl refused to give the tear up, and when Gwilanna did her best to reason with her, the foolish creature … ran into the hills, where she was aided by a meddlesome bear.”

“Was it Lorel?” Lucy couldn’t help herself.

“It was not,” said her aunt. “It was a brown bear, the worst and most stupid kind. She had befriended it once before. It protected her while she … escaped … to the mountain.”

“Mountain? What mountain?”

“Oh! The resting place of Gawain. She was trying to return the fire to his deathbed — to release it to the earth near to where the dragon lay.”

“So … she didn’t hide it, not properly?”

Aunty Gwyneth humphed and turned away. “There were … disturbances. Great winds. A plague of dust. The earth quaked. The old land broke in two. The island where Gawain lay collapsed into the ocean. The abyss was covered by flooding waters, then by a layer of freezing ice.”

“But what happened to Guinevere — and the bear?”

“Drowned.” A tiny measure of self-satisfaction creased the line of Aunty Gwyneth’s lips.

Lucy gripped her arms, a little lost for words. “But what about the fire? Did it go out in the flood?”

At this, Aunty Gwyneth wrung her hands so tightly that Lucy could hear the small bones cracking. “That is a mystery, child. Soon after this … catastrophe, call it what you will, the white bears came, claiming that the fire was under their protection.”

“They found it? The ice bears found the fire?”

“Ice bears,” Aunty Gwyneth sneered. “Their word is as slippery as their seal-smeared paws. They speak in riddles about the fire. The only true link to Gawain was the girl.”

“Guinevere?”

“Oh, bones and spittle! Are your ears made of blubber? Guinevere was lost! I am speaking of the daughter she left behind, Gwendolen.”

“And I’m speaking as one of her descendants,” said a voice. Liz entered the room with a look of disapproval on her face. “I trust you’ve given Lucy all the facts, Aunty Gwyneth? I wouldn’t want my daughter growing up with any misconceptions about her ancestors.”

“I am tired,” said Aunty Gwyneth, fluttering a hand. “You may leave now, both of you. And take the boy’s bag.”

Liz frowned at the bag but made no comment.

Lucy, unhappy in the midst of this hostility, smiled and attempted to relieve the tension. “Aunty Gwyneth, would you like me to help you unpack?” She hurried across the room and put her hand on the suitcase.

“Leave it,” said her aunt, almost spitting out the words. “Never meddle with my possessions. You could not open the case anyway. It requires a password, in dragontongue.”

“Hhh! Will you show me?”

“I most certainly will not.”

Lucy gaped at her mom, who beckoned her away. “Come on. You heard Aunty Gwyneth; she’s tired.”

With a look of disappointment, Lucy walked into the hall. Liz picked up David’s bag. “You should have spoken to me before talking of Guinevere.”

“The child needs to learn.”

“I agree. And she will. She’ll hear the truth — when I’m ready to tell her.” And with that, she went out and closed the door behind her.

Seconds later, there was a fluttering sound at the open window. Gretel landed with a scratching of claws on the sill.

“Well?” snapped her mistress.

Gretel, loaded up with a strange variety of seed heads and petals and small feathers and fur, bundled her collection to the end of the sill and let out a negative-sounding hrrr.

Aunty Gwyneth narrowed her gaze. “Then he must have the dragon with him,” she muttered as Gretel flew across and landed on her shoulder. “The boy knows something. He has gone to the bears. I can feel it in my bones.”

Hrrr, went Gretel, blowing a puff of smoke.

“Will you stop doing that in my ear,” said Aunty Gwyneth, scolding and wafting the smoke away. “Tonight you will prepare a special potion. Rose hip with spiderweb, poppy seed, and dill. We need to bring this boy under our … guidance. He is dangerous, unruly. He may be a threat.” And with that strange and faintly chilling instruction, she cast her gaze down at her featherlight case. “Open,” she hissed and let out a guttural hrr-raar-r-aar.

There was a click and the lid of the case rose up. Spiraling wisps of yellowish mist began to tumble over the front and sides. A cloud of what looked like cotton-wool padding floated gently into the air. Blue sparks fizzed and glittered all around it. Gretel, still on her mistress’s shoulder, paddled her feet in great excitement and was sent to the headboard and told to stay there.

Aunty Gwyneth snapped her fingers. At once the cloud began to dissolve and the object inside it fell into her hands. It was about the same size and thickness as a roof slate, but curved and tapering at one end. “Yes, we have waited so long,” she breathed, caressing the green, uneven surface. “This time there will be no mistakes. Once we know the truth about Elizabeth’s auma, you will be ready to rise again, under my guidance and my will. Then the tear will be ours for the taking.”

And with a smile so smug that even Gretel had to wince, the sibyl, Gwilanna, resealed the case, completely unaware that in the darkness of the wardrobe a pair of sail-like ears were doing what they’d been made to do best.

Listening.
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DAVID MAKES PLANS
 

In the grounds of Rutherford House meanwhile, David and Zanna were about to part company.

“Are you sure you’ll be OK?” she was asking, turning up part of his overcoat collar.

David, who was looking anywhere but at her, cradled Gadzooks against his midriff and sighed. “I just don’t get this,” he grumbled.

“Why? What’s eating you now?”

“Bergstrom. He shows me all this stuff about the Tooth of Ragnar and says it’s my ‘destiny’ to know about ‘the Nine,’ but he hasn’t uttered any kind of explanation. Then he casually lets slip that Gwilanna, the zillion-year-old crone of dragon legend, is sleeping in my bed — and all I’m s’posed to do is go home and treat her like a normal relative!”

“And watch over Lucy. Don’t forget that.”

“Oh, yeah. Top of the must-do list. Stay close to Lucy. What’s that all about? While Gwilanna is destroying ‘the fabric of the planet,’ I’m supposed to go merrily looking for hedgehogs? No chance. Not while she’s threatening to harm Gadzooks.”

Zanna turned her stark white face to the sky. It was darkening early and a rumble of thunder was not far off. “David, it’s for your own safety, you goof. You can’t take on someone who hatches dragon eggs and changes apple colors and has outlived everyone else on the planet. How’s she done it? That’s what I want to know. It’s spooky. How’s she survived this long?”

“The suitcase,” David muttered, gritting his teeth.

“Pardon?”

“Her suitcase. I know what’s in it. So does Bergstrom, I bet. He asked me about it the first time I met him. I think he’s using us to get to it.”

“David, you’re talking in riddles. Get what?”

“The scale,” he breathed, drawing close to her now, near enough to see the drifting storm clouds reflected in her wide, dark eyes. “Remember the legend? Gwilanna took Gawain’s scale. She’s got a little piece of the last true dragon. A piece that didn’t go back to the clay. She must have found a way of using it to keep herself alive.”

Zanna cast her gaze to the ground for a moment. “Maybe she’s developed some sort of elixir? There’s no real agreement on the life span of dragons, but they were always thought to live for several hundred years. She might have tapped into their longevity somehow. Who knows what she can do? I’ll tell you this, too. I think what I said in the gardens was right. She is a midwife — of sorts. I reckon she’s been present at the births of all of Guinevere’s descendants. That would explain how Liz knows her so well. What’s in it for her, though, I wonder — keeping the line of Guinevere going?”

“I don’t know,” said David, “but I’m sure that scale is the key to her power. It’s in that case. And I’m gonna get it.”

“Wait,” cried Zanna, hauling him back. “You go for that scale and you’ll be hopping on lily pads before you know it. Gwilanna’s not going to be fazed by the threat of some cavalier geography student. That case is probably protected — by something very nasty. Besides, if you do get hold of the scale, what are you going to do with it? Fold it up and make a nice hat for Gadzooks?”

“Very funny. I’m going to give it to Liz. She’s the only one of the three of them I trust.”

Again, Zanna dragged him back. “David, you don’t know what you’re messing with here. If push comes to shove, how do you know Liz won’t side with Gwilanna? You’re just her tenant, remember; Gwilanna probably helped bring Lucy into being.”

“Then I’ll keep the scale myself,” said David. “Either way, they’re not going to harm Gadzooks.”

For a third time, he made to turn away. But as he did a bolt of lightning knifed through the clouds making Zanna squeal and throw her arms around his neck. For a second, they remained in an awkward clinch until Zanna freed her mouth from his shoulder and whispered, “Any chance you could move Gadzooks? His wings are digging right into me.”

David opened his arms, allowing Zanna to close the space between them. He repositioned his arms in the small of her back.

“Thank you. Lightning frightens me,” she said.

David raised an unseen eyebrow. For a Goth, that seemed an incongruous admission. “I’ll walk you to the college. Come on, it’s not far.”

“David?”

“Hmm?”

“I know you care about Gadzooks and stuff, but promise me you won’t do anything silly?”

A drop of rain blotted David’s overcoat. “I’ll call you,” he said, stroking Gadzooks with the flat of his thumb. “Come on. We’re gonna get drenched.”

“No, wait. There’s something else.” She placed one hand against his chest. “Not sure how to say this, really. It’s been bothering me since I came to your house.”

David sucked in sharply. Thinking he knew what was coming, he said, “Look, Zanna, I like you a lot. I’m sorry if I’ve treated you like an alien in the past. I was ignorant and stupid, a bit scared of you, I guess. You’re a lovely, funny, caring person. But you know I’ve got a girlfriend. I can’t go out with you, and I shouldn’t really kiss you every time we say good-bye. It’s not fair to Sophie, is it?”

The wind ripped at Zanna’s skirt, making it swirl around her ankles. “Nice sentiment,” she muttered, “but it’s got nothing to do with what I was going to say.”

“Oh,” said David, blushing. “What, then?”

“The egg.”

“The egg? What about it?”

“Watch over it. Please.”

“But —?”

“Please.” Her nails raked into his chest.

“Zanna, you’re drawing blood,” he said. “Yes, I’ll watch over it, but what’s the big deal?”

She shivered then and David instinctively held her. “I quickened it, didn’t I? Gwilanna said so, didn’t she?”

“Yes, but —?”

“Quickened means fertilized, don’t you think?”

David stepped back so he could look into her eyes.

“I want to know,” she said, clearing hair from her face. A trickle of water ran down her cheek. She brushed it with a knuckle. It wasn’t rain. “I want to know whose child it truly is, Liz’s — or mine.”
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WELCOME TO THE FAMILY
 

It was nearly eight o’clock before David arrived back in Wayward Crescent. By then, the seemingly unstoppable rain — that had delayed his return and kept him at the college playing endless games of pinball; and eating a tray of half-cooked french fries in the corner of a dismal, sweltering café; and sheltering in the upstairs half of the library, staring out over the library gardens, beautiful under their phosphorescent lamps — had slowed to light but fickle outbursts, and he was able to dodge the worst of the showers and walk home with only his feet getting soaked.

On the way, he thought about Zanna and the egg, but mostly he thought about the ice bear, Ragnar. Among the many questions he had not asked Bergstrom was why was Ragnar so upset? What kind of tragedy could drive a bear to pound the ice with such tremendous force that the earth had literally broken and moved? And if Gawain was set in stone on that place, did that mean he had risen again, waiting, perhaps, to be called or awakened? A dragon, alive and flying in the Arctic. The thought made a hollow in David’s chest. But was it excitement he was feeling — or fear?

With a shake of his shoulders he erased those thoughts and turned his mind to his mission at home. There were lights in every window at number forty-two, but he stopped off first at Mr. Bacon’s, where he left Gadzooks on the bedside table of the neat guest room, then steadied his nerves for the trip next door.

As he slipped discreetly into the house, he became aware of Liz’s voice. She was upstairs somewhere, reading from his squirrel story, Snigger and the Nutbeast. Lucy had gone to bed early by the sound of it. This was not uncommon on stormy nights. Lucy, like Zanna, was not fond of lightning. Bonnington was also up the stairs, sitting rather glumly at the point where the steps fanned around to the landing. He opened his mouth and made a gentle meow. “Shush,” David whispered, having a peek at the door to his room. A sliver of yellow light told him it was open. He took two fairy-footed steps toward it, but retreated sharply when he heard the light clicking off in the kitchen. Silent as a ghost he was up the stairs again, just in time to avoid being seen by Aunty Gwyneth. Aunty Gwyneth. He must keep calling her that. One slip of the tongue and —

“Mom, what does witless mean?”

Lucy’s voice broke into his thoughts, and also into Liz’s reading of the story.

“It means foolish or ridiculous,” Liz replied quietly. “Why? What made you ask?”

“Aunty Gwyneth said that Guinevere was witless to love Gawain.”

In a voice that suggested she was stroking Lucy’s brow, Liz replied, “Then she’s wrong. I think what Aunty Gwyneth fails to understand is that Guinevere admired Gawain for his majesty, but loved him for what he truly stood for. Dragons were defenders of the natural world — just like someone not a million miles from here.”

“Me, you mean?”

“Mmm. Every squirrel you save or hedgehog you protect shows how close you are to Gawain. No matter what Aunty Gwyneth says, you keep on believing that. Now, where were we?”

“Snigger was in the watering can. Mom, did Guinevere really drown?”

Drown? thought David, sitting down next to Bonnington. He’d never heard this before.

“It’s a long, long story,” Liz replied. “Aunty Gwyneth has only given you the scraps.”

“But why haven’t you ever told it to me?”

Liz paused, then said in a hesitant voice, “I’ve been waiting — for a special time.”

“Christmas?”

“No, more special than Christmas. For … the right time of the moon.”

She’s going to tell her about the baby, thought David. He rested his hand between Bonnington’s ears and the cat gave an appreciative purr.

“You remember, the moon goes in phases?” said Liz. “Well, in four days’ time, when it’s bright and full, I’ll tell you about Guinevere … and Gwendolen.”

“And the bear as well?”

Bear? David raised his head. What had made Lucy mention bears? This reminded him of something he’d meant to ask Bergstrom: How had bears become guardians of the tear in the first place? In all the drama at Rutherford House, it was one of those questions that had somehow escaped.

“Everything,” said Liz. “It’s the best story ever.”

“Better than Snigger?”

“Yes — but don’t tell David I said that.”

Lucy laughed — and in the same breath, sighed. “I wish David would write another story.”

“So do I,” muttered Liz. “This must be the fifth time I’ve read this to you. Are we done for the night?”

“No! The watering can is a good bit.”

Suddenly David heard a noise in the hall. Peering carefully over the banister, he spied Aunty Gwyneth coming out of his room. She paused a moment and cocked her head, then carried on quietly into the living room.

David seized his chance. Telling Bonnington to stay well put, he trod the stairs softly and hurried along the hall and into his room. The suitcase was on the bed, on the mattress to be precise. Someone had removed the sheets and blankets and dumped them into a vacant corner. That in itself was weird enough, but it wasn’t the only odd sight to see. The light shade was missing; it lay crumpled on a chair. The resulting glare from the clear, bare bulb was stark and blinding and frighteningly cold. The carpet had been pulled up and the curtains torn down. They lay ripped and scattered across the desk. There was dirt on the floorboards, too, and what looked at first to be a few small stones. David knelt down and rubbed them in his fingers. They crumbled to powder. Building plaster. Where had that come from? He looked around. On the bedside wall, a long strip of wallpaper had been half peeled away and left lolling like a dog’s tongue over the headboard. The plaster underneath had been gouged right out to reveal the rough red brickwork below. David’s senses shuddered and crawled. There was something primal going on here. Something cavelike. He snatched up the case.

His first thought was to run with it. Get out of there. Skedaddle. But there was little point in handing the case to Liz. She knew about the case; it was the contents that mattered. So David tried again to find the right means to open it. He turned it, banged it with the heel of his fist, twisted the handle, pressed the seams. Nothing. “Got to be a way in,” he muttered, and closed his eyes as he often did to concentrate. Straight away, an image of Gadzooks appeared. And, as usual, he had a message:




  



Grace
 

David glanced at the wardrobe. “Not now,” he hissed. “I’ll fetch her tomorrow.”

Gadzooks tried again, this time scratching a zigzagged line beneath the word. He even drew a pair of makeshift ears.

“I know she’s a listening dragon,” said David. “What’s your point?”

Gadzooks snorted in frustration and tore the page away, ready to try a different approach. He was just about to write another quick note when something floated over his shoulder and skated to a rest by the tip of his pencil.

A flower petal.

David whipped around.

“Well, well,” said Aunty Gwyneth, “the tenant returns.”

She was standing in the doorway with her arms loosely folded.

David dropped the suitcase and stumbled back. “I just came in for some things,” he gabbled. He pulled the desk drawer open. “Floppy disk. Bye.”

“You will stay,” said Aunty Gwyneth, and her cold eyes froze him into position. Yet somewhere in his mind, as if his brain had split in two, he could still form a picture of Gadzooks. He, too, had turned around, to stare into the eyes of the dragon, Gretel.

“You and I need to talk,” said Aunty Gwyneth, as if she was inside David’s head, having a walk around, blowing out the cobwebs. “Elizabeth is due to have a baby.”

There it was, right up front. David somehow managed to feign surprise. “Baby? Good grief. I — who’s the father?”

“A dragon called Gawain. I think you may have heard of him.”

“Nmph,” went David, still unable to move and grimacing wildly as he struggled to concentrate on Gadzooks. Gretel was wafting her posy of flowers seductively under his twitching snout.

“In four days’ time, the process will be done. The egg your girl so charitably quickened will hatch, and from it will come … a child. You will not speak of this to anyone. You will keep the secret as the family always have.”

Through tightly gritted teeth David managed to say, “I’m not one of the family, Gwilanna.”

Gwilanna smiled and looked at herself in the mirror. A corner cracked. It seemed to amuse her. “You will call me Aunty Gwyneth,” she said. “I like it. It has a quaint ring, don’t you think?” She let out a short but guttural hrrr.

In that portion of his mind where Gadzooks held sway, David watched Gretel put her posy to her snout. With a waxing of her nostrils, she snorted on the petals. A cloud of what looked like pollen dust wafted through the air toward Gadzooks.

“Don’t sniff!” David managed to shout.

Too late. The dragon took a gulp of air and the dust cloud disappeared up his snout. His oval-shaped eyes took a dreadful spin. David, likewise, saw half a dozen lightbulbs swinging for an instant. He shuddered and blinked, then found he was free to move again.

“Wh-what happened?” he gasped, stepping sideways to steady himself.

“You came in for something called a disk,” said Aunty Gwyneth.

David looked at the disk as if it had landed from another planet.

“Your bag is in the hall. Now you may leave.”

Confused, David headed for the door.

“You will return when I call you,” Aunty Gwyneth said, speaking again as he moved behind her. “There will be work to be done around the house.”

David nodded. “Yes, of course. If there’s anything I can do for Liz, I will.”

“Good. Welcome to the family, David.”

“Thank you,” he muttered and stepped into the hall.

Straightaway, a dragon flew past. It zipped up the hall and landed on the rim of a plant pot. David watched it dig the tip of its tail into the soil, then examine it to see if the plant needed watering. Smiling, he turned away, into the kitchen. “Evening,” he said, to the listening dragon on top of the fridge. The dragon nearly keeled over in shock. The tenant, speaking in broken dragontongue? It took off its spectacles and polished them hard. “I’ve been meaning to ask you,” David said, “can you hear the soccer results on those?” He pinched his earlobes and pulled them out, mimicking the shape of the listener’s ears. The dragon narrowed its violet eyes. It did not appear to welcome this silly remark. “Just wondered,” David said. He picked up an apple and bobbed it in the air. “I’ll be around at Henry’s if anyone wants me.”

The listening dragon blew a short sharp smoke ring.

David grinned and blew it a kiss. Dragons. No sense of humor whatsoever. Sometimes they were worse than kids.
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CROSSED WORDS WITH HENRY
 

David spent the next few days mostly in the company of Henry Bacon, managing to break nearly all of Henry’s rules. These included using the butter knife in the marmalade, leaving unwashed cups on the drainboard, sitting on the sofa in his outdoor coat, tapping the glass of Henry’s aquarium (causing his guppies to hide inside their wreck), spraying globs of toothpaste on the bathroom mirror … the list went on and on.

On Thursday morning, David came downstairs and discovered he had broken yet another regulation. As he flopped onto the sofa (definitely not in his outdoor coat), Henry gathered his newspaper across to one side and said, “Have you shaved this morning?”

“Uh?” David grunted.

Mr. Bacon clucked like a farmyard hen. “The shadow, boy. Rule number one: Tenant will be smart and presentable at all times. You look like something out of the Stone Age.”

David ran a hand across his stubble. “It’s Wednesday, day of rest — for chins.”

Mr. Bacon folded his paper and supported the crossword page on his thigh. “It’s Thursday, you dolt.” He tapped the date. “Been in bed so long you’ve missed the best part of it.”

David checked his watch. Ten-forty. Early by student standards. He looked around for Gadzooks and spotted the dragon on the occasional table just behind Mr. Bacon’s chair. He was pacing about, looking restless again. He’d been doing this ever since they’d moved out of Liz’s: huffing and puffing and pacing a lot. David waved a hand and wished him good morning.

Henry immediately slapped his paper. “Will you please stop doing that?”

“What?” David looked to Gadzooks for guidance. The dragon blew a smoke ring and shrugged.

“Clearing your throat,” Mr. Bacon complained. “You’ve been glugging like a drain ever since you got here. Suck a lozenge if your throat’s sore. Pack in the bathroom. Cabinet. Top shelf.”

“I haven’t got a sore throat.”

“Then stop going uh-hrrr!”

David was, frankly, peeved about this. He knew his grasp of dragontongue wasn’t that good — even Gadzooks still preferred to communicate via his pad — but to compare him to a drain was a bit unfair. “ ‘Uh-hrrr’ doesn’t sound like a blocked drain, Henry, more like a car on a frosty morning.”

Mr. Bacon drilled his pen into the arm of his chair. “This is my day off, boy. I trust you’re not going to spend it lounging about my living room? You must have assignments? Or a college to visit? Go and save a squirrel; I’m trying to do the crossword.”

David yawned and stretched out a leg. “Want any help?”

Henry gave a contemptuous snort and tapped his pen against his teeth. “Oh, very well. You might try this. Eight down. Rather tricky. Two-word answer. First word nine letters, second word three. GEG.”

“What?”

“GEG. That’s the clue.”

“Sounds like a misprint.”

“This is The Times, you twerp. Of course it’s not a misprint. It’s a cryptic puzzle to test your faculties. If you possess any faculties, that is — other than a primitive instinct for grunting.”

David turned to Gadzooks. “Eight down; what do you reckon?”

Mildly annoyed to have his pondering interrupted, Gadzooks puttered to the end of the table and studied the clue over Henry’s shoulder. With a huff, he produced his pencil and pad and quickly scribbled something down. He showed the result to David.

“Scrambled egg,” said David.

Gadzooks allowed himself a hrrr on his claws, crumpled the page, and threw it away (it twinkled briefly and dissolved to dust). He went back to his pacing.

“Egg?” said Henry, looking confused. “No, boy. You eat next door. That’s the arrangement. Meals confined to the making of drinks and the occasional round of toast, at breakfast.”

“No, it’s the answer to your clue, Mr. Bacon. GEG. The letters of egg, scrambled up.”

Mr. Bacon squinted at the puzzle. “Good Lord,” he exclaimed. “You’re right. It fits. Have a congratulatory cough for your trouble.”

David winked at Gadzooks instead. As he did, the dragon grew very excited. He clapped his paws to keep David’s attention, then whipped out his trusty notepad again. When he turned it, there was a drawing of an egg.

“Yes, egg. We’ve just ‘cracked’ that,” David joked.

Gadzooks shook his head, then began rushing back and forth with his drawing. He skidded to a halt and showed the egg again.

“Fast food?” David guessed, a little confused. Why was Zookie doing this? Over the past few days he’d shown a marked indulgence for dragon charades. Each time it had ended as this was doing now, with David shrugging and Gadzooks slapping a paw to his scaly forehead.

David let it be. He felt a sneeze coming on and pulled a tissue from his pocket, dislodging a small card onto the carpet. Gadzooks caught the movement and hooded his eyes. He glanced at Henry, who was filling in his puzzle, then fluttered down under the sofa to investigate. A second later he was up in David’s lap, tapping the card and making telephoning gestures.

“Call Zanna?”

Gadzooks nodded and paddled his feet. “That’s the third time you’ve asked me to do that. Why?”

“Oh, for goodness’ sake!” Mr. Bacon removed his glasses and swung his chair to point at David. In a flash, Gadzooks assumed solid form. “If you don’t cough up that blasted phlegm I shall call out the fire department and have them pump it off your chest! What are you cradling that thing for?”

“Zookie? He’s my special dragon, Mr. Bacon.”

The doorbell rang. Muttering something about the “looniness of youth,” Henry threw down his paper and went into the hall.

Gadzooks resumed his animated form and flagged Zanna’s card under David’s nose.

“For the last time, no,” David told him firmly.

Gadzooks discharged a frustrated grizzle and ripped the card into confetti-sized pieces. He flew to the coffee table and kicked a loose grape into a bowl of fruit.

Meanwhile, in the hall, Henry was talking to Lucy Pennykettle. “Yes, child, what is it?”

“Can David come out to play?”

“Gladly. You’ve got a visitor, boy.”

David jumped up. “Are you coming or staying?”

Gadzooks emitted a grumbling hrrr and turned away, tapping a petulant foot.

“Please yourself,” said David and exited the room.

Gadzooks blew a smoke ring and spiked it with his tail. He was about to adopt his solid pose again when he spotted something wedged between the cushions of the sofa.

David’s cell phone.

He twiddled his toes and rolled his eyes to the hall. David had just gone out to meet Lucy, and Henry Bacon was climbing the stairs.

Gadzooks the dragon saw his chance. He fluttered to the floor, gathered up the bits of Zanna’s card, and flew them over to the cell phone. He turned each one till the writing was uppermost, then carefully started to piece them together.
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A DASH OF HONESTY
 

Lucy had arrived in her outdoor clothes. “Come and see Spikey’s house,” she begged, dragging David across the drive. “Mom got the rabbit hutch down for me. I’ve put it in the garden with some leaves for a bed and a ramp for Spikey to climb up.”

“OK,” said David. “But I can’t stay long. I really have to be working on my essay.”

“The dragon one?”

“Yes.”

“How much have you done?”

“Erm, nothing. I always leave them till the last minute.”

Lucy reached up and opened the door. “Is it true what Mom says, you can see the dragons now?”

David looked at her as if she was being silly. “I’ve always been able to see the dragons.”

“I mean really see.”

“Yes,” said David, wondering what she meant. He went in and said hello to Gruffen.

The young guard dragon was sitting in the small square window by the door. He had a sorry sort of look in his violet eyes. He flapped his wings to acknowledge David’s greeting, then let them droop like a pair of wet socks.

“He’s upset,” said Lucy, “because Gretel’s in charge. She’s guarding the den and Aunty Gwyneth’s room. Gruffen’s been made into front-door monitor.”

Hrrr-oo, went Gruffen and lowered his snout.

Just then, Aunty Gwyneth stepped out of “her” room. She was dressed in her usual matching suit; today the color was a bright lime green. Her sharp eyes picked out David’s. “Good. It’s you. There is work to be done.”

“Where’s Mom?” asked Lucy.

“Here,” said Liz, coming down the stairs. She looked a little tired, as if she hadn’t slept well. “Hello, David. Are you all right?”

Aunty Gwyneth poked his shoulder. “Take a shovel and remove that eyesore from the garden.”

“What eyesore?”

“That ridiculous chunk of ice.”

“It’s still here? After all the rain we’ve had?”

“Destroy it,” said Aunty Gwyneth, her eyes flashing violet. “And when you’re done, prepare a light lunch. I will have my usual: six peeled mushrooms and half a lemon.” She turned and disappeared into her room.

“Six peeled mushrooms,” David muttered. “Are you sure she wasn’t a badger in a previous life?”

“Don’t be smart,” said Liz, tapping his arm. “Just do as she says and we’ll all be happy. She’s right about that ice, it could do with clearing; it gets in the way when I’m putting out the washing. Don’t worry about making lunch. I’m sure I can peel a few mushrooms.”

“No, it’s OK. I’m happy to help.” David lowered his voice and patted his tummy. “You’ve got other things to think about.”

“Are you coming?” Lucy shouted from deep within the kitchen.

“He’ll be with you in a minute,” Liz shouted back, and beckoned David farther along the hall. “How are things at Henry’s? Are you coping all right? How’s … Gadzooks getting on?”

“He’s been in a mood,” David replied. “Missing his windowsill, I think. He seems a bit restless. Out of sorts.”

“Yes,” Liz nodded, looking concerned. “All the special dragons are on their toes. I can’t quite figure out why.”

“Elizabeth, it’s time,” Aunty Gwyneth’s voice called.

“You go,” said David. “I’ll shift this ice.”

But as he went to turn away, Liz pulled him back. “David, wait. I’m so preoccupied I nearly forgot. You had a telephone call — from Dilys Whutton. You know, at the publisher’s? She’d like to see you at eleven tomorrow. I told her you’d call if you couldn’t make it. She sounds really nice. I think you should go.”

“Oh, right —” David managed to say before Lucy reappeared and yanked him down the hall as if she’d just captured a runaway dog.

A few moments later, standing by the window in David’s room and watching him fetch a shovel from the shed, Liz said to her “aunt,” “I’m really not sure about this, you know. I still say it was unwise, allowing David to see.”

“A temporary diversion,” Aunty Gwyneth replied. “Making the boy a part of our world has removed his need to poke and nose. He accepts what he sees as commonplace. Therefore, he will not make a nuisance of himself.”

Liz sighed and tightened her lip. “I asked him about Gadzooks just now. He says the dragon’s unhappy.”

“That, my dear, was Gretel’s doing.”

Hrrr? went Gretel, looking around. She was hunkered on the floor by a table leg, grinding up seeds against a large piece of plaster taken from the growing mess of rubble around her.

“Too much dill in the mix,” said Aunty Gwyneth. “The writing dragon is active, but helpless; muted by the boy’s muddled state of mind.”

“What?” Liz turned away sharply from the window. “Is this what you meant by testing him? I don’t want their relationship harmed. David’s meeting a publisher tomorrow. He’s going to need all the help he can get.”

“The boy was a threat,” Aunty Gwyneth hit back. “He smells of bears. Powerful bears. You expect me to tolerate that?”

“David’s a storyteller,” Liz said tautly. “Writing’s in his auma. Take that from him and he’ll have nothing left.”

“Storytellers,” Aunty Gwyneth scoffed. “Whistlers, wastrels, and woebegones, all. The boy can scribe what nonsense he likes — that’s exactly what it will be for now: gibberish.”

“But his essay? He can’t win his competition if he can’t write well. He won’t be able to go to the Arctic.”

“How sad,” said Aunty Gwyneth, sounding anything but. “The bears will soon grow tired of him anyway — then move on as they always do. Now, enough prattle. We need to progress.”

Liz looked in disgust at the bed. Not only was it stripped of its blanket and sheets, but the mattress had been torn in several places, too. Plaster dust lay in every seam. Wood lice were scuttling in and out of the stuffing. “Do we have to turn the room into a cave?” she sighed.

“It will aid you,” Aunty Gwyneth replied. “You must dream back, to the first encounter. Take the egg. Hold it close to your body.”

Liz lay down, cradling the bronze egg just above her waist. The embryo inside it wriggled and squirmed and swished its scaly dragon tail. “But I can dream back — with ease,” she said. “I’m not even sure I need her potions.” She rolled her head and looked at Gretel. The dragon was stripping an Honesty plant of all its pearl-colored papery shells. “Why are you using Honesty flowers? I don’t remember them when Lucy was born.”

Aunty Gwyneth raised her chin. “New developments occur all the time, my dear. The seeds have a soothing, aromatic quality. They will calm you during the transfer of auma. Hurry up,” she snapped at Gretel.

The dragon gave out a disgruntled hrrr, scrunched up a nearby heap of shells, and emptied the flat brown seeds into a bowl. They fizzed as they sank into the curious yellow liquid simmering and popping to her scorching breath.

“There is something else to show you today,” said Aunty Gwyneth, a sly tone creeping into her voice. She turned to her suitcase and barked out the password. The case clicked opened and the scale rose smoothly into her hands.

Liz was immediately up on her elbows. “Great Gawain!” she gasped. “You brought that here? No wonder the dragons are all on edge.” She raised her head to the ceiling. To the well-trained ear, a rumble of excited growls was beginning to pervade the upper reaches of the house.

“They would never dare touch it,” Aunty Gwyneth said coldly. “I would turn them to vapor before they could snort.” She teased her fingers through Liz’s soft hair. “This kindling is very special, my dear. There has been nothing like it since Guinevere’s time. It requires something from you: a curl of your hair.”

“My hair?” said Liz, with a visible start. “Are you out of your mind? There’s a chance he’ll be born with fire.”

“Every chance,” the sibyl said darkly.

Liz pushed herself up. “No. This is wrong. What’s going on, Gwilanna? What —?”

But in a flash, it was done. The sharpened end of the scale came down and a lock of Liz’s thick red hair was severed. She let out a cry and fell back against the mattress, her bright green eyes turning instantly to violet and her lips parting with a gentle cry.

Gwilanna looked down her nose at her and smirked. “Dream it, my dear. Even the faintest contact with the dragon will bring him flying through the clouds of time. What a pity your reverie will not last.” She snapped her fingers at Gretel. “Quickly!”

Grizzling and growling, Gretel dipped a green stalk into the bowl. She rolled it, then withdrew it fast from the mix. A droplet of glistening, pearl-colored liquid hung, suspended, from the end of the stalk. Gretel swung it upright, into the light. She examined it with a hooded stare, then, with barely a twitch of her nostrils, cured it with a jet of warming fire. The droplet dried with a satisfying crackle, then bloomed into a beautiful four-petaled flower with a variegated pattern of green and violet. She flew it to the bed.

“Begin,” said Aunty Gwyneth.

Gretel wafted the flower under Liz’s nose.

“Now,” said the sibyl, caressing the lock of hair in her fingers, “let us see if your Honesty has worked.” She touched Liz’s mouth with the tip of one finger and traced the lines of her wide pink lips. “Speak,” she commanded. “Tell the secret of your auma.”

Liz rolled her head, first left, then right. Her mouth played out a bubble of dragonsong.

“Speak. I command you!”

The lips moved again. And this time something meaningful emerged. “Catch …” Liz breathed, and her face was that of a joyous little girl.

“Catch?” sneered Gwilanna. “Catch what, girl? What?”

Liz clapped her hands around the egg and giggled. “Snow,” she said. “Lizzie catch snow….”
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BLAZING ICE
 

While the events in the house were unfolding, at the top of the garden, on the patch of wild ground where David had discovered Bonnington’s treasure, Lucy was demonstrating her knowledge of hedgehogs. “As well as slugs and beetles and worms and moths and earwigs and spiders and snails, they eat these.” She pulled a small cluster of grapes from her pocket.

David smiled. “Tasty, after a crunchy beetle. Is Spikey actually using the hutch?”

“He’s in it,” smiled Lucy. “Fast asleep. You can’t see him because he’s wrapped in leaves. That’s his poop, though.” She pointed to some rod-shaped droppings, near to the top of the short wooden ramp that led up to the raised hutch proper.

“Lovely,” said David.

“They are,” Lucy nodded. “If he was poorly they’d look like this.” She opened her book at a diagram of various types of droppings. She pointed to a lime green puddle.

“Yeah, I get the picture,” David said, squirming. He stood up and brushed off the front of his jeans. “Well, that’s great. You’ve done really well. I expect Spikey’s very grateful to have a nice warm hedgehog hotel in the garden. I hope Bonnington’s not bothering him.”

Lucy shook her head. “Bonnington sits by the hutch at night, guarding.”

David looked across the garden. The Pennykettles’ big brown tabby cat was fussing about around an old stack of bricks. “Or he’s swiping those grapes while Spikey’s out foraging.”

“He wouldn’t do that; the dragons would be cross.”

David looked her up and down. “What are you talking about?”

“I read it in here.” She flourished her book. “White hedgehogs are close to the earth.”

“Well, they would be, with legs as short as theirs.”

Lucy scowled rather darkly at that. “You’re stupid,” she muttered, and turned away clutching the book to her chest.

With a shrug of indifference, David followed her down the garden, dragging his shovel across the lawn. He sank its blade into the ground beside the ice. “Shame we have to break this up. It’s done really well to survive this long.”

Lucy crouched down and stroked the surface, as if she was petting the head of the bear. “When will you do that story about Lorel?”

Lorel. No sooner was the word off Lucy’s lip than the name was exploding through David’s mind. Gasping, he pressed a hand to his head, struck by a tilting bout of dizziness.

“What’s the matter?” asked Lucy, looking up.

“Don’t know. Something touched me. Something … cold.” Lorel. Lorel. Lorel. The name pulsed like a distant star: possible to see, impossible to reach.

“A ghost?”

David shivered and reached for the spade. He pulled it from the ground with a sucking squelch. “There’s no such thing as ghosts. Stand back.” He lifted the spade and prepared to strike. And it was then that something peculiar happened. He was looking down the shaft at the likely point of impact, when a low wind blew across the ice and its surface ignited in a pure white fire.

David staggered back with his mouth wide open, letting the shovel fall out of his hands. And, as it did, a small miracle occurred — or so it seemed to Lucy, at least.

“Yes!” she whooped. A snowflake had just fluttered past her eyes.

In an instant she was gone, running to the house. She spurted through the kitchen and slammed open the door into David’s room — right at the moment that her mother was uttering the word snow.

Aunty Gwyneth whipped around like a snarling dog.

“Hhh!” gasped Lucy, falling back against the wall. The woman she knew as her sharp and bossy aunt looked more like an ancient, craggy old hag, with smoke-matted hair and teeth like snail shells and nails like pincers and eyes like wrinkled purple raisins.

And then, in a second, she was normal again. “Let that be a lesson!” she roared. “Never barge in when I am at work!”

Lucy cast a terrified glance at her mother. “What are you doing to Mom?” She ran to the foot of the bed, and her eyes grew as round as milk bottle tops when she saw the egg and its unborn contents.

“That is your brother,” Aunty Gwyneth said quietly.

Lucy searched for words and found only these: “Mom, wake up!” She reached out to shake her mother’s ankle, but an unseen force pushed her back against the wall.

“Leave her,” the sibyl hissed. A contraction of her fingers brought Lucy to her tiptoes, as if a hand had squeezed her like a toy. “Your mother is dreaming. Lost in the old world. She will wake when the transfer of auma is complete.”

Lucy, struggling against the spell, found she was almost pasted to the wall. “I’m going to tell David. I know who you are! DA-VID! HELP!”

“Be quiet!” Aunty Gwyneth commanded. “Why is it that all of Guinevere’s daughters come to inherit such crushing insolence? The boy knows who I am. He is in my grip. You are all in my grip. And you, most of all, will do my bidding or be locked in the attic — in a spider’s web.”

Lucy shuddered and her lower lip trembled. Spiders she didn’t mind; spiders’ webs she did.

“Now, speak plainly. What reason did you have for disturbing me?”

“I came to tell Mom it was snowing, that’s all.”

This remark seemed to hit Aunty Gwyneth like a hammer. She whipped around and stared through the uncurtained window. The sky was littered with pretty white flakes. “Impossible,” she muttered. She flashed a quick glance at Elizabeth Pennykettle, frozen deep inside another time, then switched her angry gaze to David, who had sunk to his knees by the table of ice. “What’s the matter with the boy? Answer me. Quickly!”

“Don’t know,” said Lucy, her eyes growing moist. “He said something touched him. Something cold.”

Hrrr, went Gretel, who had flown to the windowsill to watch the snow.

Aunty Gwyneth answered her in dragontongue. “Yes, my dear. I sense it, too. The Teller is here. He must be trying to restart his contact with the boy. But why?”

“I can hear you,” said Lucy. “I know what you’re saying.”

“Festering nuisance, be gone,” her aunt rapped. She clicked her fingers and Lucy was free to scamper away in search of David.

Meanwhile, Aunty Gwyneth walked to the window. She opened it a crack and caught the first bright snowflake dancing past. She smothered it deep within her fist. “How?” she muttered, as if by taking this one speck hostage she could come to understand the strange connection between the girl who had once caught the fire of Gawain and the drifting flecks of ice in the sky. But the answer to the mystery, as frail and delicate as the dot in her fist, eluded even her, and as the wind changed course and a pillar of flakes carried into her hair, she banged the pane shut and focused her attention on David once more. He was already being harangued by Lucy, and motioning with his hands that she should calm herself. “Of course,” said Aunty Gwyneth, “the boy is the key.”

Hrrr? went Gretel with a sweep of her tail.

“We have failed to ask ourselves a vital question.”

The dragon tilted her head.

“Why him?” Aunty Gwyneth brooded darkly. “What do the so-called guardians of the tear want with a useless storytelling boy? We must find out.”

Gretel immediately reached into her quiver.

“No, not with potions, by simple observation. The boy desires to travel north, does he not? Very well, we will aid his quest. We will encourage this alliance, not try to prevent it.”

Hr-rrr? went Gretel, wiggling her snout.

“Of course I’m sure!” her keeper snapped. “The boy made a wish to know about the fire. Where better could he learn than the ice world of the Arctic? And when he travels there, we will follow. You, me, and our newborn friend.” Together, they glanced at the egg. “But first we have to know how our dear Elizabeth has managed to use snow to raise her auma.”

Gretel flew to the foot of the bed. Hrrr, she growled.

“Yes, yes,” said Aunty Gwyneth. “I know we cannot ask her; she is far away now. But we do have this”— she twirled the lock of hair —”and her daughter, and their creations.”

This made even Gretel shudder. She, after all, had been made by Liz’s hand. The rattle of her scales drew her mistress’s attention.

“Not you,” Aunty Gwyneth chided. “You broke with the Pennykettles long ago.”

Gretel lowered her head and blew what might have been a smoke ring of relief or the faintest puffle of disappointment.

“We need a new dragon,” Aunty Gwyneth mused. “One of the simple-minded, talkative ones.”

She cast her thought net about the house, and had her mind’s eye not been focused in the den, she might have detected a tremor of terror from the shelf above the shirt rail in the wardrobe. But she did not. She took a pin-sharp breath and gave Gretel an order. “Bring me the wishing dragon,” she said.
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AUNTY GWYNETH TELLS A STORY
 

Once upon a time, there was a dragon. A noble dragon, a magnificent dragon. A creature to whom all species of animal bowed their heads in reverence and fear. I think you know the beast I am speaking of, wisher. You are, after all, a descendant of his — in the very crudest terms, of course. You, related to the great Gawain! I wonder what he would think of you now …?”

Aunty Gwyneth turned and scowled.

G’reth gulped and swallowed a plug of smoke. Under normal circumstances, this would not have caused any problems for him. But the fact that he was hanging upside down, tail knotted around a thin wire coat hanger, which in turn was hooked around the lightbulb holder swinging precariously left and right, had brought on a dreadful bout of coughing, which only added to his predicament — and his fear.

Aunty Gwyneth clicked her fingers.

Gretel, sitting on the ledge of the wardrobe, opened her throat and released a jet of fire. There was a smell of burning and the green ground wire in the core of the light cord sizzled red-hot and duly snapped. The cord lurched, jerking G’reth another millimeter or two toward the mass of rubble littering the floorboards. Though his wings were bound (by Aunty Gwyneth’s industrial-strength hairpins) he nevertheless managed to swing his head upward. All that remained of the electrical cord now was a strand from the outer sheath of white and the light blue neutral wire. With a whimpering hrrr? he looked toward Gretel. She blew a tart wisp of smoke and looked away.

“Of course, you will remember,” Aunty Gwyneth continued, “that Gawain was the last of dragonkind. By that I mean true dragonkind. Elizabeth’s pathetic little clay tenants do not count.”

Hrrr? went Gretel.

“Be silent,” said her keeper. “Find me a wood louse.”

Gretel saw one scuttling on the wall. Putting the spike of her tail underneath it, she flicked it into her mistress’s hand.

The sibyl let it wander around her palm. “Let me ask you,” she said, turning back to G’reth, “did you ever wonder just how Gawain came to be the only dragon left?”

Hrrrff, went G’reth, shaking his head.

“Then I will tell you,” she said, extending her finger toward his face and letting the louse scrabble loose on his snout. G’reth gulped and crossed his eyes. The louse jigged, then decided to explore an ear. G’reth immediately squirmed and bucked. The coat hanger bobbled ferociously on the socket. Suddenly, the floor seemed very large indeed.

With a crablike pinch of her fingers, Aunty Gwyneth steadied the wire. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. If you fall, the shock will stiffen your clay. And if you’re solid when you hit that sharp-looking brick …”

G’reth peered dizzily at the brick and gulped.

“Of course, this business could be over in a moment if you told me what you know about the power of snow?”

At this point, G’reth found an unexpected ally. Hrrr! barked Gretel, pulling her hooded eyes into a frown.

“I beg your pardon?” Aunty Gwyneth screeched, her voice so shrill it sent the wood louse scurrying down G’reth’s ear canal and onward, deeper, into his throat. With a splutter he coughed it out; alive, but blackened. “Of course he knows. He is a wishing dragon. He is privy to the whispers of the universe itself. Do not dare to question me again. Burn the cord. Now!”

Gretel wiggled her snout and blew. The remaining pieces of sheathing dissolved, leaving just a shred of bare copper wire.

“Now, where were we?” Aunty Gwyneth asked calmly.

G’reth stared up at her with wild, wide eyes.

“Oh yes, the dragons’ demise. A heartbreaking business, if ever there was. It always brings a modest tear to my eye. I do trust you’re not the sensitive type? We wouldn’t want to douse your spark, now would we?”

On the ledge of the wardrobe, Gretel shuddered. Douse the wisher’s spark? Nothing could be worse for a dragon. Nothing.

“Let me ask you a question,” Aunty Gwyneth snarled. “Do you know how long it took for a pair of dragons to breed their young?”

G’reth glanced at the wire above. To his louse-free (and very attentive) ears it seemed to be creaking. He shook his head.

“They could mate only once every ninety-six years. Imagine that? Barren for almost a century. When the planet was young, this mattered nothing. The dragons bred rarely, but freely, without threat. But in time, another species arrived on their world. A species that could reproduce in less than nine moons. A plague that learned to steal dragons’ eggs until no young dragons flew from their nests. This scourge forced the old dragons into the mountains, to the cold high places, to every untamed wilderness the world could offer. And yet even here, the pestilence followed. Hunters came to flush them out. There was killing. There was burning. There were terrible tales. Dragons were accused of fearful atrocities. Men called them the serpents of evil. But a dragon’s fire was never intended to kill. It was an instrument of life, not a tool of destruction.

“And so it came to be that, in time, only twelve old dragons remained. They met in council and came to a decision: They would fight no more. They would fly to the most inaccessible of places and there they would simply wait to die. Their fires would return in peace to the earth, and the earth would be left to decide for herself what should be done about the pestilence called man.

“Gawain came to an island in the north. A sparsely populated place where he met the girl who would catch his tear when his frail life finally ebbed away. Did you know that his body turned instantly to stone when the fire tear landed in the girl’s sweet hands?”

G’reth shook his head and snuffled gently.

“Oh yes, a most unfortunate end. Because his fire was not returned to the core, he could never rejoin the layer of clay from which the Earth Mother had first created his kind. So he is between worlds, even today. Set in stone on a mountaintop. Oh dear me, your eyes are looking moist. I did warn you the story was moving, wisher. I do hope you’re not going to cry?”

Hrr-oo, went G’reth, and took a snotty breath.

Aunty Gwyneth gave him a gentle push. As his body swung back and forth, the hook of the coat hanger clicked ominously around the smooth light socket. “To cry would not do at all,” she said. “To shed what you laughingly call a fire tear would spell the end for you, oh yes. The tear would wriggle away through the boards and from there, straight into the earth, of course. You would be nothing before it reached the floor. So, if I were a clever wishing dragon, I would tell me everything you know. If you don’t, I will tell you how grief-stricken Guinevere was when her beloved Gawain turned into a boulder. It is the saddest story a dragon can hear. Or I could simply have Gretel burn the wire and you will be smashed to pieces anyway.”

Nnnphh, went G’reth, tightening his jaw.

“You have two minutes,” Aunty Gwyneth snapped. She stood up smartly and turned to Gretel. “Guard him closely. I need to speak with the girl and the tenant.” And prodding G’reth once more for spite, she left him swinging like a strung-up yo-yo.

Meanwhile, in the kitchen, David was still trying to calm Lucy down.

“But it’s Gwilanna,” she was saying.

“Yes, we’ve established that,” he said, peeling carrots into the sink. “I’m not thrilled about it either, Luce. But at least she’s here to help. You’re going to have a brother. Aren’t you pleased?”

“She’s coming!” Lucy dived into a chair.

“Ah, good,” said Aunty Gwyneth, breezing in. “Preparing a meal, I see.”

“Shepherd’s pie for me and Lucy,” said David. “I’ve peeled you some mushrooms, of course.” He pointed to the countertop where a generous bowl of raw field mushrooms had been set out with a drink of tart lemon juice.

Aunty Gwyneth took one and nibbled the cap. “Too rubbery,” she complained. “But they will have to do.” She sat down next to Lucy, who winced. “Stop wriggling, child. You’re not a worm. You were at fault for bursting in. The delivery of an infant dragon child is a delicate business. I was forced to adopt my normal presence in order to better protect your mother.”

David dropped his hand on Lucy’s shoulder, hushing her before she could start to babble. “I think we understand that now, Gw — Aunty Gwyneth.”

Lucy pouted quietly and let out a sigh. “How long will Mom be asleep?”

“Until the full moon.”

“Tomorrow evening,” said David.

“Yes,” said Aunty Gwyneth, giving nothing away. “Until then, I expect you to cook and clean and do whatever needs to be done.” She rose to leave. “A heavy snowfall,” she said, glancing out of the window. “Arctic conditions. Most unpleasant. I hope it doesn’t force you to cancel with your publisher.”

“Publisher?” Lucy looked at David.

“I’m going to talk to an editor, that’s all.”

“About Snigger?”

“Snigger?” Aunty Gwyneth hacked up the word as though she had a touch of catarrh in her throat.

“He’s a squirrel,” said Lucy, “in David’s book. He’s doing another one soon — about bears.”

“Is he?” Aunty Gwyneth said coldly. She took a small mushroom and ate it whole.

“He might be,” said David, flicking a tap. A stream of cold water pattered into the sink. “Talking of bears, I didn’t remove that ice, by the way; it didn’t seem worth it, as it was snowing.”

“And it caught fire,” Lucy smiled.

“It did what?” Aunty Gwyneth stopped dead in her tracks.

“Ignore her,” said David. “It was an optical illusion: the sun reflecting off the surface, I think.” “But you said—?”

“Be quiet.” Aunty Gwyneth shushed Lucy at once. Narrowing her eyes, she took a long hard look through the window again. “Go outside and bring me a piece.”

“Of the ice? What for?”

Aunty Gwyneth stared at him hard.

“OK, OK, I’m going,” said David. And he hurried up the garden, leaving the kitchen tap still running and drying his hands on his jeans as he went.

Aunty Gwyneth turned to Lucy. “You saw this phenomenon?”

Lucy bit her lip.

“Oh, really, child! You must learn to pay attention.” Aunty Gwyneth frowned and had another small mushroom. As she chewed it, she picked up the photograph of Liz, playing in the snow as a little girl. “Tell me, what do you know about snow?”

“It comes from the sky,” Lucy answered faithfully.

Aunty Gwyneth was not impressed. “Don’t be insolent, girl! I know where it comes from. Where was this photograph taken?”

“On vacation.”

“Where?”

“In —” But Lucy’s words were drowned out by the clatter of the door and David stamping snow off his shoes.

Aunty Gwyneth threw the photo down. “Well?”

“It’s gone.”

“Don’t speak riddles, boy. Gone where?”

“Dunno. Just … gone. Melted, I guess. The snow from the sky must have been warmer than —”

“Hhh! The sink!” Lucy squealed suddenly.

A tide of water was creeping over the edge. As the leading wave splattered to the kitchen floor, David leaped forward and turned the tap. “Drat, the plug must be in,” he muttered. But all he dragged from the hole was a fistful of Brussels sprouts and carrot peelings.

“Oh!” went Aunty Gwyneth and swept away. “I am not to be disturbed!” she barked, and disappeared into her room. As she slammed the door, she snapped at Gretel: “Well, has he coughed? And I don’t mean smoke.”

Gretel shook her head. She had tried in vain, while her mistress was out, to reason with G’reth. If he told what he knew, he’d be freed, she’d said. But G’reth, pure as the fallen snow, had said he knew nothing. He was just a wishing dragon: born to serve.

And now he was born to die.

“I am tired of this,” Aunty Gwyneth said darkly. “Finish it. Burn the wire.”

G’reth cried out in distress. Every scale on his body fell flat with fear.

“Burn it!” Aunty Gwyneth shrieked.

Gretel huffed and puffed. Her claws made marks on the ledge.

“Do as I say, or you’re next,” hissed her keeper. And what choice did Gretel have after that? She made fire in the pit of her throat. Hrrrrrr!

With a zing, the light cord broke and G’reth went hurtling toward the floor. Gretel covered her ears and turned. She was not and never had been a wicked dragon, and to see one of her kind smashed to splinters was more than her pretty violet eyes could take. But at the vital moment, when there should have been a horrible chinkling of clay, no such chinkling was heard. Gretel whipped around. G’reth was doing a rigid kind of bungee jump, his spiky little topknot tapping and scraping the bare wooden boards. Aunty Gwyneth had caught the wire.

“It’s true. He knows nothing. Let him go.” She dropped G’reth into the wastepaper basket and once again headed out of the room.

Gretel sighed with relief. Spreading her wings for flight, she prepared to go down to aid the wisher. But just as the air began to lift her, she became aware of a faint, faint sound — dragon scales, rattling within the wardrobe. Alert now, she puttered to the doors. Using her back paws to cling to the cornice ledge, she leaned over and managed to wedge the door open. It was dusty and gloomy inside the wardrobe, but her sharp, superior vision was able to penetrate the dark with ease. What she saw, of course, was a listening dragon, its face buried deep in the cup of its paws, quaking in a corner behind a stack of sweaters. Gretel flexed her snout. She pulled back her head and stopped to think. A listening dragon? In her mistress’s room? She swung herself upright and glanced at the suitcase. But it must have heard …? She shuddered and popped a wobbly smoke ring, then looked thoughtfully around the room: at Liz, in slumber and completely unawares; at the dragon child, dancing in the glowing bronze egg; at G’reth, tortured and struggling in the basket; at the suitcase again; and finally at the snow drifting past the window. There were choices to be made here. Difficult choices. She took an orange rose from the back of her quiver, a flower her mistress knew nothing about, and one that Gretel had never thought to use. But glancing at G’reth again she knew it must be so. She glimpsed once more at the listening dragon. Then, silently, she closed the wardrobe door.
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SOMETHING IN THE AIR
 

The following morning, David was ready on the dot at nine. Although his meeting at the publisher’s was not until eleven, the journey involved two changes of trains and he wanted to arrive in plenty of time. He showered and hurried downstairs. Henry had already left for work, and Gadzooks, as always, was enjoying the freedom of not having to pretend he was a lifeless object. He was sitting in the middle of the dining table, tapping his pencil against his snout and poring over something on his pad, when David crept up and peeped over his shoulder. “Planning a robbery, Zookie?”

Gadzooks immediately snatched up his papers. He shuffled them together and folded them away.

David threw him a searching look. “You’re edgy this morning. What were you drawing? It looked like some sort of … escape route.”

The telephone rang. Hrrr! went Gadzooks, and pointed to it.

“Yes, I can hear it,” David said and picked up the receiver. “Hello. Bacon residence.”

“At last! Where have you been?”

David frowned. He thought he knew that voice. “Is that Zanna?”

“Of course, it’s Zanna! I’ve been trying to reach you for absolutely ages. What’s up with your cell?”

David pulled it from his pocket. “Nothing. It’s fine. It isn’t switched on.”

“Oh, you don’t say. Quelle surprise. Feeling heavy, is it? It should be, with all the messages I’ve been leaving!”

David tried to reason this out. “Did you want something, Zanna?”

There was a squawk of incredulity somewhere down the line. “How about your head on a stick? Are you feeling OK?”

David touched the aforementioned head. It was still on his shoulders and its temperature was normal. “Yes, thanks. Gotta run. I’ve got a train to catch.”

“RAIN?” she screamed.

But David had already hung up. Flashing a glance at his watch he said, “Better pop next door before I leave.”

Hrrr, went Gadzooks, paddling his feet.

“You want to come?”

Hrrr!

David clicked his tongue. “You can’t go on your windowsill, you know that, don’t you?”

Hrr-ar! Gadzooks explained.

“The pen? You want to visit the pen?”

Hrr … ar! the dragon hurred a little slower.

“Oh, the den,” said David, grinning stupidly. His grasp of dragontongue was still not great. “OK, come on.” He tapped his shoulder.

Gadzooks was there in a flash.

As they made the short trip to the Pennykettles’ house, David asked again, “By the way, what were you drawing just now?”

For once, Gadzooks wasn’t paying attention. He was catching snowflakes in his paws, puzzling over their texture and shape. There was auma in the snow — as there was in all things — but it was fragile, fainter than a distant star. And it fizzled when the crystals turned to tears. He chewed the end of his pencil and pondered. He felt sure there was a real connection here, between the flaking ice and the fire of Gawain. It was, after all, the reason why G’reth had been horribly abused, and the motive for his business at number forty-two….

He was off the instant David opened the door. “Behave yourself,” David shouted after him and carried on into the kitchen. Bonnington was sitting on the drainboard as usual, staring out into the snow-filled morning. Lucy was in her favorite seat, halfheartedly munching a piece of toast.

“Hi. Any news? Why the long face?”

“Gwilanna won’t let me see Mom. She won’t even let me look through the window. It’s not fair. It’s been ages. And the dragons don’t like it either. They’re whispering a lot and acting funny.”

David sat down beside her and lifted the teapot. “Dragons are always acting funny. Try not to fret. By six tonight you’ll have a bouncing baby brother, then we’ll be back to normal again. You must be looking forward to it, surely? I know Gwilanna can be a bit strict, but it’s important to maintain … security, I guess. I’m sure your mom’s doing absolutely fine. If she was in a hospital like a normal mom you wouldn’t be able to see her that often, would you?” He poured a cup of tea. It looked stewed and cold.

“That’s yesterday’s,” Lucy told him. “See what happens when Mom isn’t here?”

Unfazed, David whistled down the hall. A young male dragon flew in at once, carrying a postcard in its mouth. He dropped it at David’s place. David recognized the creature as the one he’d seen checking the plants for water. “Thank you. Where’s Gruffen? I thought he was door monitor?”

The dragon wriggled its snout.

“Gwillan and Gruffen take turns,” said Lucy. “Guarding the hall, I mean. Gwillan does lots of jobs for Mom. He’s a snuffler dragon. He dusts.”

Without prompting, Gwillan bent his snout to a small patch of dust and “snuffled” it into his wide, flared nostrils.

“Very impressive,” David told him and pushed the cold tea under Gwillan’s snout. “Warm that, will you?”

“That’s not allowed!” Lucy protested as Gwillan, with one snort, brought the tea back to boiling — but left it covered in a layer of dust. The snuffler gulped and his cheeks turned a very deep shade of green. He nudged the postcard closer to David, then beat a warmish exit.

“Serves you right,” said Lucy. “Who’s your postcard from?”

David flipped it over. “Someone in Africa.”

“Sophie! Let me see!”

“Ah, ah. My girlfriend, remember? It’s personal. There might be intimate … thingies.”

Before Lucy could issue her usual batch of insults, the telephone rang, drawing her away. Moments later she was back, looking even more disgruntled. “It’s her.”

“Who, Sophie?”

“No, the other one. She rang yesterday as well. I told her you were dead.”

“What?”

“Can I read the card now?”

“No.” David batted her arm with it. “And don’t ever tell anyone I’m dead — unless I am.”

“OK,” she chirped, and whipped the card off him anyway.

Strangely, death was on Zanna’s mind, too. “Hang up and you’re history,” she threatened. “I want to know what’s going on. First I get a cryptic text message from you, then you’re giving me the big cold shoulder. Is your woman back on the scene or what?”

David, perplexed by both of these questions, thought it best to avoid all references to Sophie. “Text?” he queried.

“H-r-r-r,” Zanna spelled.

“I didn’t send that.”

“Yes, you did. It came from your number. Stop messing with me. What’s going on? Is everything OK? You promised you’d tell me about the egg.”

At this, David’s brain began to go swimmy. Egg? How could anyone outside the family know about the egg?

“What have they done to you?” Zanna pressed.

David bit his lip. It was times like this he wished Liz was awake. She was so much better at this game than him. “I’ve gotta go, sorry.”

“David, don’t you dare hang up! What have they done? Tell me or I’m going straight to Bergstrom.”

Bergstrom. David remembered something about him. “Will you pass on a message for me?”

“Maybe.” She sounded guarded now.

“Tell him … I didn’t have time to write my essay.”

He put the phone down and wandered back to the kitchen.

“Have you finished with her yet?” Lucy asked hopefully.

“You can’t finish something you haven’t started, Lucy.”

Lucy wiggled her nose. It wasn’t quite the answer she’d been hoping for, but it seemed to do. “Sophie sends her love.” She pointed to a cluster of kisses on the card.

“Hmm,” went David, glancing at the clock. “I think she misses us.”

David wasn’t so sure. If anything, the card had been quite perfunctory. Not so much as a “wish you were here.” He felt a tug of disappointment and buried it fast. “Going to the bathroom, then I’m off, OK?”

A-row, went Bonnington. He jumped down off the sink and started scratching in his litter box.

“Yuck,” went Lucy, and pinched her nose — though it wasn’t clear which of them, cat or tenant, this gesture was intended for.

Upstairs, while David was performing his ablutions, he tried to rehearse what he wanted to say to Dilys Whutton. But every time he pictured the interview scene, his thoughts were swiftly derailed by a lot of busy hurring in the Dragons’ Den next door. “What’s going on in there, do you know?” He turned to the puffler dragon on the tank. The puffler shrugged. It wasn’t its business to know of goings-on. Its duty was to puffle, which was just what it did, sending out a cloud of sweet-smelling jasmine as soon as David had flushed. David washed his hands and went next door.

At the first creak of hinges the hurring stopped, then rose to the gentle background level that generally warmed the house so well. David peered around the shelves. Those dragons that weren’t just lifeless lumps blinked or blew smoke rings or stretched their wings. His gaze came last to Liz’s workbench. “Now, then. What are you all up to?”

G’reth, Gadzooks, and the guard dragon, Gruffen, all shuffled their feet and gave an innocent cough. Gadzooks put his notepad behind his back.

“You shouldn’t be on there,” David told them. “Guinevere mustn’t be disturbed, you know.” On the stand immediately behind the bench, Liz’s special dragon was sleeping deeply. David looked to the opposite side where the dragon Liz had made in the image of Gawain was hunched in a corner, also fast asleep.

Suddenly, the peace was broken by a strident shout downstairs: Aunty Gwyneth calling for Gretel. All three dragons tensed their scales. “Stay out of trouble,” David told them, and went to see what the fuss was about.

Aunty Gwyneth collared him in the hall. “Where is Gretel?”

“Dunno. Haven’t seen her. In the garden, collecting seeds, I guess. I’m going to the publisher’s. See you later.”

Aunty Gwyneth stopped him with a talonlike grip. “There is an atmosphere in this house today. I hear whisperings. Murmurs of insurrection. I hope this is none of your doing?”

“Insurrection?” David looked puzzled.

“Rebellion,” Aunty Gwyneth growled. Her eyes sharpened as if they could slice him in two.

David flapped a hand. “Oh, it’s just the dragons. Lucy said they were acting funny. They’re restless. Missing Liz, probably.”

“Yes,” said Aunty Gwyneth, “I suppose they are. Very well. You may go. You will return by three. Are there adequate mushrooms in the fridge?”

“I peeled a whole bagful late last night. Lucy, I’m going! See you later, OK?”

“Good luck!” she cried, running through from the kitchen.

“The boy does not need luck,” said Aunty Gwyneth, picking a piece of fluff off his jacket, “merely the proper kind of … guidance.”

This made David squirm. Guidance? What did the old crone mean by that? It wasn’t like her to offer friendly advice. Fearing she might try to peck him on the cheek, he grabbed his overcoat and hurried away.

As soon as he was gone, Lucy asked politely, “Aunty Gwyneth, may I see Mom now, please?”

“You may not” was the harsh reply. “You will go into the garden and search for Gretel. There is an urgent task required of her.”

“But it’s snowing.”

“Then wear a hat.”

Lucy sighed and pulled on her boots. “I want to see my mom!” she shouted. But her words fell on hollow ears as usual.

Gretel, as it turned out, was closer at hand than anyone imagined. She was actually on the fridge top, near to the back where no one could see. In front of her stood the listening dragon, a glazed kind of look in its spectacled eyes. One flower — a mixture of buttercup and chives — had been enough to bring it under Gretel’s control. Gretel, like her mistress, had sensed the growing unrest in the house and was cleverly fine-tuning the listener’s ears, hoping to pinpoint the source of the revolt. She found it exactly where she thought she would: on the bench in the Dragons’ Den. Three of them: G’reth, the silly little guard dragon, Gruffen, and the soppy-eyed writing dragon, Gadzooks, all tuning in to the dragon in the wardrobe, the one they were calling Grace. They were conspiring, plotting their revenge for the way G’reth had been made to suffer. Gretel blew a smoke ring in despair. Pennykettle dragons! Did they have nothing but soot for brains? They would all be quenched for this; tails used as disposable toothpicks. How could four incompetent pufflers hope to defeat her mistress, Gwilanna? She tuned in again, searching for details. The first snippet she picked up stiffened her scales. Hrrr-rrr-ar-raar. The password for the suitcase. Great Gawain! They were planning to steal the scale? How? None of them could carry such a weight, let alone get past … Wait. What was that? She tuned in again, carefully tweaking the listener’s ears, trying to receive an accurate signal. The hurrs faded in. The hurrs faded out. And then the dragon Gadzooks broke through. Help would come. G’reth was sure of it. Pff! went Gretel. Help? From where? The airwaves hummed again. And out of the Dragons’ Den came an answer. A word that made Gretel curious and fearful in equal amounts.

What in clay’s name was a Spikey, she wondered?
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HOBNOBBING WITH DILYS
 

The offices of Apple Tree Publishing were wedged between a lumberyard and a bar in a cramped and rundown area of Boston. It was hardly the castle of literary elegance that David Rain had imagined it to be. Redevelopment was everywhere. Half the road was checkered by scaffolding. Boards surrounded the knocked-out shop fronts. The smell of damp brick dust hung in the air. Taxicabs shuttled past, squirting slush onto the snow-packed sidewalks. And from every quarter there came a noise. Hammering, drilling, workers shouting, music thumping out of the bar, the steady buzz of traffic, the rumble of a bus, the sucking whistle of an overhead plane. By the time David had found the right door (a giveaway, thanks to the window display of Apple Tree’s award-winning TV character Kevin the Karaoke Kangaroo), he could barely make his voice heard over the intercom. Thankfully he did and the door clicked open. A pleasant young woman, wearing what appeared to be a pilot’s headset, asked him his business. He brushed the snow off his shoulders and told her. Mr. Rain for Dilly, she announced. She invited him to take a seat. Someone would be down to see him in a moment. Dilly? thought David. Seemed a bit irreverent for a senior editor. He shrugged. Perhaps it was a publishing thing. He plopped himself on a stylish futon and picked up a copy of Kevin Goes to Texas.

He was halfway through the classic Home on the Range, when a woman appeared on the stairs to his left. She was tall and frighteningly slim; all arms and legs, like an alien visitor. She would have been several years older than Zanna, but not nearly as old as Liz. Her dark brown hair was short and chic. She was wearing a cream-colored turtleneck sweater, trapped at the hips by a low-slung belt that sat on top of a short suede skirt. She walked like a Siamese cat. David whistled inwardly and tried not to stare. He was checking out where the buffaloes grazed when the alien leg-stalks halted in front of him.

“David?” A delicate hand came out.

Dumbstruck, David shook it.

The alien apparition smiled. She had a generous mouth and sparkling eyes. High cheekbones. Perfect skin. “You’re quite a bit younger than we imagined,” she said, slightly overpronouncing her words.

“Sorry,” David muttered.

“No problem,” she said. “Come and meet the clan.” She turned and led him up the stairs. By the time they had climbed four winding flights, she seemed to have learned the best part of his background. “Geography? Isn’t that a lot of maps and contours?”

“Mmm,” went David, mapping the contours of her swinging hips.

They entered a large office. Posters of book covers and children’s characters leaped off every scrap of wall. The whole floor was divided up by orange partitions. In every space was a desk, a computer, and at least one rack of children’s books. “This is Editorial,” the tour guide fluted, trailing a hand as they wandered past. “And over here is Design.”

David smiled at everyone in turn. It wasn’t difficult. All the computers were staffed by women. Young women in T-shirts and jeans. They waved or said hi and went back to their screens. The apparition stopped by a coffeemaker. “Coffee?”

“Thanks. One sugar, please. Excuse me, but don’t any men work here?”

The hostess thought a moment. “Hmm. Robert in Marketing. He’s very useful for blowing up balloons at parties. Why?”

“Just wondered,” David muttered. The prospect of being a children’s book author was beginning to appeal to him more and more. “What do you do? Are you Mrs. Whutton’s assistant?”

The “assistant” smiled rather inwardly at this. “I make the coffee — among other things,” she said, handing him a scorching plastic cup. “Strictly speaking, it’s ‘Ms.,’ not ‘Mrs.’ I would accept ‘Miss,’ but I always think it makes me sound like a schoolteacher. Just plain Dilys will do.” She opened the door to a quiet office.

David went in, wishing that the floor would dissolve beneath his feet. “You’re Dilys? I’m sorry. I thought you’d be …”

“Older?” she laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment — this time. Sit down. Help yourself to a cookie.”

David looked at the plate. Chocolate chip cookies. How could he resist?

Ms. Dilys Whutton sat down opposite. On the table in front of her lay David’s manuscript. She stroked her fingers along its margins and pressed the pages neatly into register. “This is a lovely story, David. How did it come about?”

So David told her about his adventures with the squirrels, and how he’d written the story for Lucy’s birthday.

Dilys Whutton cooed like a dove. “Ah, that’s so sweet. You made half the girls here cry, you know.”

“They’ve read it?”

“Oh, yes. Everyone has. Even Robert in Marketing. Anything we consider for publication is read by the whole office.”

“But … you said in your letter you’re not going to publish it.”

Dilys steepled her fingers and tapped them together. “No, that’s right. Let me tell you why. Every publisher has what they call a list, which kind of represents their general tastes. If we don’t feel confident that a book will sit right on our list, we tend to let it go.” She cast her eyes at Snigger. “I know that must be awfully disappointing for you, but there is a ray of hope. The reason I called you in today was to tell you how much I enjoyed your style. Your writing is full of innocence and charm, but it’s also oddly captivating. If we could find a project that might interest us both, I’d like you to have another go.”

“Oh,” said David, and took another cookie.

Dilys sat back and crossed her legs. “Are you working on anything else right now?”

“Well, um …”

“Just an outline of something, perhaps?”

David looked at the window, at the patterns forming on the snow-flecked glass. This was his chance to make an impression. But what could he tell her when there was nothing else? Everything he’d tried to write just lately, including his essay, had come out sounding like gobbledygook. He sighed and focused his gaze on the snow. And as he did, something peculiar happened. From the light and angles and shapes and spaces he made out the face of a polar bear. In his mind he heard Lucy’s happy voice chattering, “He’s going to do another book soon, about bears!” And before he knew it he was telling Dilys Whutton, “I have an idea for an Arctic story. It’s going to be a sort of … saga, I think. It’s set in a time when the ice was ruled by nine bears. One of them was a male called Ragnar.”

Dilys broke a cookie. “Go on,” she whispered. “How does it start?”

“On an ice floe,” David said, and suddenly the story started to come, as if all that had ever been required of him was to pluck it out of the surrounding air. Staring straight through the polar bear’s eyes, into the gray city sky he said, “A mother bear is sitting with her female cub. They’re looking across the Arctic Ocean, at an island the bears call the Tooth of Ragnar. The mother is telling the cub its history. The island is a place of many legends, but it also marks a time of … terrible conflict.”

“Between rival bears?”

David swept his head from side to side. “No. Bears and men.” The snow began to dot the windows again, and now, with every flake that settled, an image of the Arctic came along with it. A village … an ancient tribal place … people wailing … hunger … drums … the wind whistling … darkness … cold … a bear cub, lost and seeking shelter … a man with a long bone in his hand, wielding it high above his head …
“No!” David let out a sudden gasp and a snow shower thumped against the office windows, almost punching a dent in the glass.

Dilys Whutton jumped and knocked her coffee. She took a tissue from her sleeve and mopped the spill, then stood up and checked the window latch. “Sorry, these windows are very old. They get a bit spooky in weather like this. What made you cry out?”

“I saw a cub,” said David, setting his gaze into the middle distance between himself and the corner of the office. “It wanders into an Inuit settlement where the people are starving and desperate for food.”

Dilys bit her lip. “A cub? They killed it?”

“Yes.” Here David paused and narrowed his eyes, as though his mind was having to reach far back in time. “Yes,” he breathed again, “but it shouldn’t have happened. In those days, bears were sacred to the Inuit. Hunting them was strictly forbidden.”

“But if the people were starving?”

“No.” David frowned and shook his head again. “This didn’t have anything to do with need. Something turned them. Something bad. I’m not sure what. And the cub is no ordinary bear. He’s Ragnar’s only son. And when Ragnar finds out, he takes his bears and attacks the village. Bears from all parts of the ice join in. Not even the Nanukapik, their leader, can stop it. It’s a terrible disaster. And it shouldn’t have happened.”

Dilys Whutton patted her chest. “Well, I’m breathless just thinking about it. An odyssey in the Arctic? We’ve never had that at Apple Tree before. This is very exciting, David. I want you to go away and write this, now. Send me six chapters and a synopsis of the rest. If I like it, I’ll consider making an advance.”

“Advance?”

“Money,” said Dilys, with a twinkle in her eye. “I wish I could give you something now, but I’d really have to see how the story pans out. How long do you think it will take you to write six —?”

A knock at the door cut Dilys short. A young woman popped into the room. “Hi, Dilly. Sorry to interrupt. This just arrived by messenger for you.” She put a medium-size gift-wrapped box on the table, smiled briefly at David, and left.

“Ooh,” gushed Dilys. “Who’s sent this?” She read the card and frowned. “Hmm. No name. But I’m to open it at once, apparently. Do you mind? I love surprises.”

“No,” said David and took another cookie. He watched idly as Dilys tore into the wrapping, but his mind was still focused hard on the bears. Where had that story come from? Was it true? Why did it feel so real? He turned his head to look again at the window, and in that moment Dilys Whutton exclaimed, “Oh, how sweet! Someone’s sent me a dragon!”

“Dragon?” said David, smearing chocolate off his lip.

Dilys drew the sculpture out of its box. “How wonderful. It’s got a bunch of flowers.”

“What?” A shower of crumbs flew across the table.

“I wonder if they’re scented,” Dilys said, and put her nose to the dragon’s bouquet.

“No!” cried David. “Dilys, don’t —”

But Dilys had already sniffed. “Ooh,” she went again, sitting back, looking dizzy. Her eyes crossed and she blinked a few times. She put the dragon down on the table. “Hmm, yes, I … hmm, would you excuse me a minute?”

“Certainly,” said David, turning on the dragon the moment Dilys had stepped outside. “What in clay’s name are you doing here?”

Furrff! went Gretel, very rudely indeed, as if to say she’d rather be anywhere than here. Home: that was where she wanted to be, keeping an eye on the Pennykettle dragons. She picked up a bookmark of Kevin the Karaoke Kangaroo and launched it into David’s coffee.

“Pack it in,” he hissed. “I asked you a question. Why has Gwilanna sent you here? What was in that flower you made Dilys sniff? This is an important meeting, Gretel. You’re going to ruin everything if you —”

Suddenly the door reopened. In a flash, Gretel re-assumed her solid form. David flopped back in his chair and sighed. This was all going to go horribly wrong.

But Dilys sat down looking strangely chirpy. “I’ve just had a word with our publisher,” she smiled. “I’ve told her I want to sign you up.”

“What?”

“We’re going to make you an offer, Mr. Rain. For Snigger — and the polar bear book.”

From the corner of his eye, David saw Gretel blowing pollen off her claws and polishing them smugly against her breast.

“It would have to be a standard contract, I’m afraid. You’re an unknown, so we’d be taking a chance.”

David raised his hands. “Hang on, this isn’t right.”

Gretel scowled at him darkly.

“Oh,” said Dilys, looking disappointed. “Well, if you’d rather negotiate — through an agent, perhaps?”

Oh yeah, thought David. Aunty Gwyneth: the agent from hell.

Dilys shuffled in her chair and said, “We’d pay you a thousand on signature. Another thousand when you deliver the manuscripts; the rest on publication.”

“A thousand?” David’s mouth fell open.

“Dollars. It’s not a bad offer, David. If you agree, I can have a contract drawn up by the end of next week.”

A thousand dollars? The figure was making David giddy. He could go to the Arctic on that. And clear his overdraft at the bank.

“Go home and think it over,” Dilys said, packing Gretel into her box. “Give me a call in a couple of days. It’s been lovely to meet you. I’m so glad you came.” She floated her hand and David shook it. “Lovely dragon as well.” She slid the box across the table. “I’m glad you were able to do a bit of shopping. That will make a beautiful present for your aunt.”

David smiled at her weakly. Gwilanna had thought this through very neatly. A potion for the contract and a potion to enable Gretel’s return. He would have a few words to say to his “aunt” as soon as he and his “present” got home.

On the journey, he questioned Gretel again. As the train drew near to Scrubbley North station, the volume of passengers gradually thinned until he was finally alone in the carriage. He tapped on the lid of Gretel’s box. The dragon forced her way out. She puttered to the window, looking fidgety and anxious.

“What you did up there wasn’t clever,” David told her. “It’s not right, using potions to influence people. She’s giving us money. That’s fraud, you know.”

Furrfff!

“And you can cut that out. Especially in here.” David pointed at the NO SMOKING sign.

Phoof! went Gretel, and covered it with ash.

David threw up his hands. “What is the matter with you all today? First, Gadzooks is plotting something, and now you’ve got this ridiculous huff on. Did I ask you to come to Boston and —”

He stopped speaking then, as if a plug had been pulled. There was a strange, uncomfortable feeling in his head, as if he were standing at the center of a balloon and someone had let out all the air. Whatever had gripped him had also taken Gretel. She staggered backward away from the window and started to reel like a circus clown. With a violent and noisy shake of her wings, she stumbled into the side of the box.

David grabbed her and held her steady. His vision was blurring now, and Gretel’s figure was ghosting badly. But David could see her well enough, and what he did see chilled him right to the bone. The dragon’s eyes were swimming with fear, their color flickering violet, then green, then violet … then gray.

“Gretel, what’s happening? Gretel? Gretel!”

Too late. The dragon had no reply. She let out a screeching wail more grating than the train wheels braking on the tracks. She shook like a demon and her scales began to stiffen. And yet, with one courageous effort, she reached back into her quiver and drew out a flower. Her paw opened and she dropped it at her feet.

And that was how she stayed: stopped, like a clock. Something had drained the auma from her and left just a tired gray husk behind. All the color that remained of the potions dragon was wrapped in the single orange rose, sliding back and forth on the seat, rocking and rolling with the motion of the train.

David lifted it up to her nostrils. But in his heart, he knew she would not respond. For she had made no attempt to bring the flower to her snout, and that could only mean one thing: It was a cry for help, not a cure for ills.

The rose was meant for him.
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DAVID TURNS
 

Approximately ten minutes later, David burst into the Pennykettles’ house and skidded to a halt outside his room. “Aunty Gwyneth! Are you there? There’s something wrong with Gretel!” He looked down at the potions dragon, frozen solid in the open gift box, and ran a warm thumb along her snout. “Aunty Gwyneth, let me in!” He hammered the door. At last it opened with a tired creak. “I was on the train,” David spluttered, “and — Lucy? What are you doing there?” She was standing in the doorway with her head bent low, gentle snuffles rising out of her throat. With a sob, she left the door swinging open and flung herself down on the bed by her mom.

David edged his way in. What had once been his student housing was now little more than a ramshackle hovel. A cold, dark hovel at that. A candle burning in a jelly jar on his desk was the only source of heat and light, apart from the egg in Liz’s hands. It was glowing with a strong, amber yellow luminescence, sending shadow pulses up the damaged walls. The dragon child inside it had grown considerably and was now curled double, almost breaching the shell. Liz, despite the devastation all around her, still appeared to be sleeping soundly.

And yet there was something horribly wrong. Lucy was in tears, and the house, which had always been so vibrant and warm, had been struck by the creeping odor of damp and a sinister strain of wanton neglect. David listened out. Not a hurr could be heard. Where on earth were the whuffler dragons? Why weren’t they heating the place? He shook Lucy by the shoulder and asked her what was happening.

“It would be better if I answered that,” said a voice, and Aunty Gwyneth drifted in. David stood back with a start. Her hair was down and rougher than rope; her face so very lined and ugly that it was possible to wonder how the bones could bear to support her skin. Her neat designer two-piece suit had gone through an odd metamorphosis of rips until it resembled a piece of sacking. This was no longer Aunty Gwyneth. This was the ancient sibyl Gwilanna. As she approached, she raised her hands. Resting upon them was a plastic box — a plastic box with a pale blue lid. “There has been an interesting development,” she said. “Such a pity you missed it all.”

“Go away! I hate you!” Lucy screamed. She sat up and threw a handful of dirt.

“Insolent wretch,” Gwilanna sneered. She spat at the dirt and the crumbs turned into a posse of spiders. They came hurrying back in waves to the bed. Lucy screamed and drew up her feet. Gwilanna laughed and the spiders dissolved to dust.

“What’s going on?” David demanded.

“She’s killed all the dragons!” Lucy yelled. “Oh, Mom, wake up. Please wake up.” She threw her arms around Liz’s shoulders. But Liz’s sleep was deeper than quicksand. No matter how firmly Lucy shook her, her eyes refused to open.

Gwilanna tilted the box to one side. From it came the sound of gently sloshing water. “There was a loss of power while you were out. I have yet to establish how it happened. I suspect it was sabotage, but that is by the by. When I came to investigate, I found the kitchen door open and the child in the garden, secreting this box and its contents in the snow.”

“The snowball,” said David, beginning to catch on.

“I was trying to save it from melting!” yelled Lucy. “And she stole it! And now none of the dragons can move!”

David pulled Gretel out of the gift box. “Is that why she went like this?”

“Break her!” cried Lucy, lunging forward. “She’s evil. Break her! Do it now!”

“Calm down,” snapped David, pushing her back. He turned to Gwilanna. “Are they all like this?”

“Oh, yes,” she said, with a broken-toothed grin.

David gulped and thought of Gadzooks, remembering the vacant feeling on the train. “Are they dead?”

Gwilanna moved closer, searching David’s face as if she had lost a few of the lice that crawled through the fraying twists of her hair. “No, they’re suspended in a kind of … half-world, kept alive by virtue of the fact that Elizabeth, when she created them, gave them a little of her natural auma — as well as a crystal of … shall we call it icefire?”

“I hate you,” said Lucy. “When Mom wakes up —”

“When your mother wakes up,” Gwilanna cut in, snarling like a rabid dog, “she will tell me where this snowball came from or lose her precious dragons for good.”

“She won’t! She won’t tell you anything! Ever!”

“Then I will pour the water away and leave her dragons as hollow as a drum!” Gwilanna made a rasping hrrr and the lid came flying off the box as if it had been lifted away in a storm.

Lucy squealed with fear.

“Stop!” cried David. “This is ridiculous. I thought we were all on the same side, here?”

“You can’t side with her,” whined Lucy.

“Be silent,” said Gwilanna. “Let the boy speak.” She scraped David’s cheek with the one of her nails. “Well, boy? What have you to say?”

David pulled away in disgust. “I know what you’re up to, Gwilanna. All that business with Gretel in Boston. Making the publisher give me a contract. You want me to go to the Arctic, don’t you? You want me to find the fire of Gawain.”

“No!” cried Lucy.

“Shut up,” snapped David. And now a cold light entered his eyes. The candle flickered. The floorboards creaked. The tenant turned his gaze on the plastic box. “What you have there is a speck, am I right? A droplet of a droplet of the dragon’s tear?”

“Less than a cinder,” Gwilanna said tiredly.

“What if I could get you the rest?”

“No!” Lucy shouted

“Hold your tongue!” Gwilanna roared.

And poor Lucy found her tongue shored up against her teeth. The hex only lasted a second or two, but it frightened her enough to shut her up for two weeks. Sobbing heavily, she tried to run away. David held her back. “Sit down and behave.” Lucy kicked him halfheartedly and swerved away. This was all too much. Her mother lost, her dragons gone, and the tenant who had written her birthday stories and saved the life of an injured squirrel … was he deserting her, too?

“These two can’t tell you anything,” he said, tilting his head toward Lucy and Liz. “Only the bears know the secret of the fire.”

“Bears are charlatans, never to be trusted.”

“Maybe not, but they seem to trust me. They want me to work for them; you knew that, I suppose? But they can’t give me what I want.”

“And what is that?” said Gwilanna, narrowing her gaze.

David looked down and stroked Gretel’s wings. “I saw what she did in Boston. If it’s really that easy to get me a contract, it won’t be difficult arranging a best-selling book. I’m not like you people; I didn’t hatch from an egg or find a way of living that was way beyond my expiration date. I’m normal, and that’s how I’m going to stay, unless you give me something more. Help me achieve success with the books and I’ll lead you straight to the fire tear. But I’ll need Gadzooks restored. The bears work through him. He’s my contact with them. The other dragons can go to the clay.”

From the top of the bed, Lucy made a sound like a wounded dog. Tears came pouring down her cheeks.

Gwilanna, however, was not easily convinced. “You? A storytelling nincompoop? Why should I put my trust in you when it was your dragon that led a revolt to try to steal the contents of my case?”

“She’s got the scale!” cried Lucy. “She brought it with her.”

David ignored her and looked at the sibyl. “Revolt? What are you talking about?”

Gwilanna snatched Grace up from the desk. “This was hiding in the wardrobe. While I was out of the room with the girl, the others used her to speak the password. But I returned, unexpectedly, and battle was done. They had a guard: the dragon called Gruffen. It tried to burn me with a prick of fire … and only succeeded in melting the snowball. Amusing, don’t you think? Their heist ruined by their very own auma. Every dragon froze where it stood. I found your scribbler on the windowsill. It had opened the window in order that the stupid wishing dragon could attempt to fly the scale away.”

David sighed and sank down onto the bed. So that was why Gadzooks had been drawing an escape route. “Where are they — Gadzooks, Gruffen, and the wisher?”

“I cast them aside, among the rubble in the corner.”

David didn’t even look. “And Grace? Why have you kept her back?”

“I was intending to crumble her to dust, for amusement. She may be in a void, but she can still know discomfort. She was the informant. She needs to be punished. They all need to be punished. But why don’t I let you have this pleasure? If you wish me to trust you … break her ears.”

“No! She’s Sophie’s dragon!” squealed Lucy.

“Take her!” rapped Gwilanna.

And David did. Pressing his thumbs against the paper-thin ears he calmly met Gwilanna’s gaze. “Betray me and we’re enemies forever,” he said.

“No!” shrieked Lucy.

But her squeal of protest could not disguise the sharp click click of clay. By the time her voice had faded into silence, the listening dragon could hear no more.
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THE SECRET OF THE ROSE
 

Well, well,” said Gwilanna. “How the worm turns.”

“I hate you!” Lucy screamed at David. “I wish you’d never come! I never wanted a tenant! And I don’t want a stupid brother either!” And before anyone could stop her, she had snatched up a lump of ceiling plaster and brought it crashing toward the egg. But it was she, not the egg, which came off worse. A shower of sparks lit up the room as the plaster turned red and started to fizz. Lucy gave out a yowl of pain, but the tears that followed really had more to do with her torment than her burns. She flung herself down in a pitiful heap, sobbing so heavily the bed began to shake.

“Idiot child,” Gwilanna sneered. “Did you think I would leave the egg unguarded?”

“She’ll learn,” said David, chewing his lip. He rolled Grace onto a spare bit of mattress and dropped the broken ears in a hollow beside her; they clinked forlornly against her scales. “What do you intend to do about the dragons? Won’t you need Gretel? Can she be revived?”

“That we will discover shortly,” said Gwilanna. “I have placed a small quantity of icefire water inside a drawstring pouch in the garden. It should be frozen — wait! What was that?”

David turned his head. Like Gwilanna, he had heard something rattling in the kitchen. “Sounds like Bonnington using his cat flap.”

The sibyl ground her teeth. “That dim-witted fur-ball. Next time I find it under this bed I will turn it into a pair of slippers. Come. Bring the girl. I don’t trust her to be left alone with the egg.”

David yanked Lucy onto her feet and dragged her after him into the kitchen. Gwilanna pulled the back door open. “The pouch is by the potting shed. Bring it, boy. Hurry.”

Hugging his upper arms for warmth, David hurried outside and crunched across the patio. Since his return from Boston, the weather had slumped to the lowest rungs of the meteorological ladder. The wind was scooping the marrow from his bones and every snowflake that managed to flick his cheeks stung like the crack of a tiny whip. He arrived at the shed, but the pouch was not in sight. He fiddled in the drifts around the base of the plant pots. Nothing there either. This was ridiculous. Where was the wretched thing? The wind laughed and picked at his brain. He searched twice more, then reported to Gwilanna.

“Not there?” Her voice was like the screech of a circular saw.

“Look for yourself. It’s not a trick.”

Gwilanna put the ice water on the drainboard. “Keep her away from that. If she moves toward it, snap her ears, too.” She swept out into the snow.

The moment she had gone, David and Lucy began a frantic babble. This was all very well, for both of them had a great deal to say. But they quarreled in such a competitive fashion that neither was able to deliver their point or really be aware of what the other was saying. So it was no surprise that both of them failed to see Bonnington slinking out from under the table. The big tabby cat, unfairly described as a dimwit and a slouch, was not displaying those attributes now. His ears were pricked, his bearing agile, and his shining copper eyes like points of steel. He moved to the center of the kitchen floor and lifted his hunter’s gaze to the drainboard. With a silent bound, he was on it.

It was Lucy who first caught sight of him. “Hhh!” she gasped, pointing a finger.

“This rose,” said David, not looking at first, so desperate was he to show her Gretel’s flower. “Just listen to me, Lucy. Just … what? What is it?” The panic in her eyes made him turn his head.

Bonnington was lapping the water from the box.

“Bonnington, NO!”

Over the next few seconds it seemed as if a circus troupe had invaded. Gwilanna stormed in, purple with rage, almost breaking the door off its hinges; David was tearing toward the sink, kicking cat litter into every corner; Bonnington was scrabbling his way off the drainboard, then running, ears flat, tail down, for his life. And the box? One moment it was safe in David’s hands, the next it was somehow flipping through the air and landing with a clatter in the kitchen sink.

Lucy’s fists came up to her mouth.

Even Gwilanna looked moderately shocked. “The auma,” she whispered and snatched up the box. It was empty. The last drops gurgled in the sink. “You festering fool!” She turned on David and hurled the box sideways across the room. Lucy yelped as it smacked into a corkboard behind her and bounced back, almost catching her head.

“It was the cat. I was trying to —”

Gwilanna seized him by the throat. “My pouch is missing. What do you know of it?”

“Nothing, I swear.”

She tightened her grip.

“Uthin’! H’nest! Lemme go.”

Gwilanna snarled and pushed him against the fridge. It rocked and the listening dragon fell over. There was a crunch as the frame of its spectacles broke. “Bring me that cat,” Gwilanna growled.

“You leave Bonnington alone!” cried Lucy.

“No. Let her be,” David croaked, stepping in before Gwilanna could react. “I’ll find the pouch. The cat’s probably carried it to the garden. He steals things and hides them away sometimes.”

Gwilanna’s eyes began to swirl like soup. Suddenly, her nose began to jump and twitch. “There is something not right about you,” she hissed. “I smell a potion on you. Show me your hands.”

David tried in vain to resist, but how could he oppose the power of a sibyl? His trembling fingers began to uncurl. The orange rose rolled over his palm. “Gretel dropped it on the train,” he gulped. “I meant to leave it in the gift box. I don’t know what it’s for.”

Gwilanna snatched it from him. She twisted the flower into one wet nostril, squeezed the stalk, and took a gruesome sniff. Her eyes shone violet and boiled with rage. “Treachery,” she hissed. “Chamomile and peach. Gretel has turned you back.”

“What?” said Lucy. “He can’t be back. A real David wouldn’t be as nasty as him. He broke Grace’s ears.”

“All for nothing,” the sibyl smirked. “It was a useless sacrifice, a futile attempt to infiltrate my plans and make me believe he was my ally. The boy has been playing tricks, my dear. We should have known all along that he was merely trying to secure my trust so that he might upset this hatching. He is fouled by bears and will not change. He would steal the scale at the drop of a claw — and take your brother away from you.”

“Don’t listen to her,” David said to Lucy. “That egg she’s hatching is not your brother.”

Gwilanna narrowed her gaze.

“Oh yes,” said David, squaring up. “Gretel turned me back all right. She was made by a Pennykettle — or had you forgotten? She had enough basic goodness in her to realize her mistress was up to no good, and so she passed your secrets to me. Your mom did want another child, Lucy, and put enough of her auma into that egg without ever thinking it might be quickened. Then Zanna happened by, and everything fell very neatly into place. Your ‘aunt’ here recognized the perfect conditions to kindle the baby she’d always wanted. Except it’s not a baby, is it, Gwilanna? It’s never going to lose its dragon features; it’ll lose its human ones instead.”

Lucy’s mouth fell open in astonishment. “Mom’s making a real dragon?”

Gwilanna ignored her and spat at David: “You cretinous, interfering dunce. I should turn your bones to ash for this, but I still might have a use for you yet.”

“Forget it. I’ll never help you,” said David. “Stop the kindling and wake Liz now. Let the dragon go back to the clay. It’s doomed, like the others you’ve tried to rear. Without the auma of the icefire, it can’t survive.”

“Oh, but it can,” Gwilanna said, coldly. “Elizabeth is no ordinary host. She has been touched by the ice for years. She, like the red-haired girl who spawned her, has the true dragon’s fire within. And what is within can also be without.”

“What does she mean?” Lucy asked David anxiously.

“Find that pouch,” Gwilanna snapped. She pointed backward at the clock on the wall. Its hands, as though possessed of a whirlwind, whipped around and stopped at four-forty-seven. “You have until then, the first phase of the hatching. If the snow is not mine by the time the moon rises, the girl’s mother will join her dragons.”

“How?” bleated Lucy. “What does she mean?”

Using his hands like a pair of bookends, David moved Lucy toward the hall. “Get your coat,” he said quietly, eyeballing Gwilanna. “We’re going out, into the garden.”

“But —?”

“Lucy, don’t argue.” David pushed her away. Streaming with tears, Lucy went to get her coat.

“A wise decision,” Gwilanna said smugly.

David looked back at her with all the loathing his heart could muster. “If any harm comes to Liz, I’ll —”

“You’ll what?” sneered the sibyl, staring down at him. “Who are you to meddle in the ways of dragons? If you want to aid Elizabeth, find that pouch.”

Surprisingly, however, David didn’t even try. On the doorstep, he abandoned the search and told Lucy they would go to Mr. Bacon’s instead. The snow was falling star upon star, bringing a cold gray fog down with it. No one could possibly see through that.

But the tenant was wrong. There was one creature with eyes capable of piercing such a mist. He was hiding in a plant pot behind the shed, confused and afraid, and wondering why the universe had brought him here. Somehow he had survived the loss of auma and escaped from the terrifying sibyl, Gwilanna (sneaking out cleverly through Bonnington’s cat flap). As far as he knew, he was the only survivor. And that troubled him, deep to his spark. But he must go on. He must not shed his tear. He was a wishing dragon, born to serve. He had a duty to his naming master, the David, and the greater needs of the Mother Earth.

And so he brought his dishlike paws together and let the universe guide him once more. This time it responded with an eddy of wind that tugged his gaze to the center of the garden. Through the flurries he saw … great Gawain! A bear! It rose up out of the snow as if it had merely been sleeping flat. Startled, G’reth glanced quickly at the house. If the sibyl saw this, what further terrors might she unleash? But the bear, expert at hiding himself, merely tilted his black-tipped snout in a manner that suggested G’reth should follow. The wishing dragon flicked his tail. He let his spark glow bright a moment and melted the excess snow from his wings. In doing so, he leaped with fright at his stupidity. What was he thinking? Warming his scales so close to the pouch! With remarkable dexterity for one with paws as large as his, he pulled back the drawstrings and peeked inside. A nugget of frozen water winked back. He pulled the drawstrings tight and hurred with relief (upward into the sky this time). A low growl reminded him the bear was waiting. G’reth hurred and flipped the pouch over his shoulder. Spreading his toes so his feet would skate the snow, he started on the next phase of his journey. This time, he would not have to travel far. Just to the box at the top of the garden …

… where the pink-eyed hedgehog, Spikey, would be waiting.
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THE CALM BEFORE THE STORM
 

David and Lucy, meanwhile, were ready to depart for Mr. Bacon’s house. Lucy was not at all happy about this. She wanted to know, not unreasonably perhaps, why they were walking out on her mom, and what David planned to do about finding the pouch, having spilled the remaining icefire down the sink? To be fair, Gwilanna’s ultimatum was at the forefront of David’s mind, and as they stepped out into the gathering storm, he promised Lucy faithfully he would stop Gwilanna, rescue Liz, and restore all the dragons back to full flight. What he omitted to say was how. When, by return of breath, Lucy barked that question at him, a pit of despair opened up in his chest; for the truth was, he didn’t know what to do. The one shred of hope he was clinging to now was Bergstrom’s instructions to watch and wait. Bergstrom: What had become of him?

As it happened, someone else was watching and waiting. Just within reach of Henry’s door, a brittle voice said, “Hello, remember me?” and Zanna appeared in front of them. She was shivering inside an ankle-length coat, which she wore wrapped around her like a cape. Snowflakes had gathered in the trim around the hood, giving her the look of a fairy ice queen. “Icy” perfectly described her mood, as Lucy was about to discover.

“What’s she doing here?”

“You’d better ask him that,” Zanna growled back, causing Lucy to shrink away.

“Zanna, ease off,” David said. “I know I’ve been ignoring you. I can explain.”

Zanna raised a pencil-thin eyebrow. She folded her arms and took another pace forward, putting her scarlet lips near to his. “It had better be very, very good.”

And there they stood for a moment, transfixed — she searching for the trust she had lost, he idly wondering if he ought to kiss her.

It was Lucy who eventually forced them apart. “I’m cold,” she whined, tugging David’s arm.

He blew a snowflake off his nose and fiddled for his keys. Seconds later they were in the house, warmed by the glow of Henry’s fire.

“All right, let’s hear it,” Zanna said, perching on the leading edge of the sofa.

David threw off his coat and flopped down in the recliner. Forget the rules; he’d had a hard day. He told Zanna everything, explaining how Gwilanna had turned his mind and how Gretel had managed to turn him back, the polar bear story that had come out at the publishers, and all that was going on next door. At the end of it, Zanna sat back, dazed.

“Gwilanna’s raising a real dragon? But how could I quicken an egg like that?”

“I have a theory, but I don’t think you’ll like it.” David waited a second, then looked her in the eye. “I think you’re a sibyl like her. You just don’t know it yet.”

“Told you she was a witch,” sniffed Lucy.

“Not a witch, a prophetess,” David jumped in. “A wise woman. A seer. Being a sibyl doesn’t make you bad. In the legend of Gawain, Guinevere went to Gwilanna for help. In the beginning, she trusted her.”

“Yeah, and look where it got her,” said Zanna.

“All the same, I think you’ve got dormant powers. When I sniffed Gretel’s rose, I sensed that Gwilanna is wary of you. I’m not sure how we can use that yet, but when we find the pouch, we should see what effect the icefire has on you.”

Lucy Pennykettle sat bolt upright. “That’s for the dragons. She’s not having it!”

“I didn’t say I wanted it,” Zanna said coolly, exchanging bad-tempered glances with her. “But I do want to help your mom and your dragons, and whatever is in that egg.” She turned again to David. “What are you planning to do?”

David glanced at his watch. “We’ve got about an hour before the moon rises. If we can’t find the pouch by then, we’ll have to take her on somehow.”

“Take her on? This is Gwilanna you’re talking about. You can’t just march in, all guns blazing.”

“OK, some sort of diversion, then? Maybe we can stall her with a piece of snow that isn’t the real icefire?”

“For a nanosecond, maybe,” Zanna said doubtfully. “It might help if we knew some more about this snowball. How did your mom first come by it, Lucy?”

With a nudge from David, Lucy said reluctantly, “She went to Norway when she was little.”

“Norway?” David tipped forward in his chair.

“She was playing in the snow and she lost her hat. It blew off in the wind and tumbled down a hill. This man found it and brought it back. When he gave it to Mom, there was a snowball in it. He told Mom the snowball was very special. He said it would never melt in her hands. So she put it in a box and brought it home. She’ll be mad when she finds out what you did.”

“It wasn’t me, it was Bonnington, OK?”

“Bonnington?” Zanna looked up, puzzled.

“He drank some of the icefire water,” said David. “And David knocked the rest down the sink,” Lucy jabbered.

“I didn’t. I —”

“Shush,” Zanna said, flapping them quiet. “Bonnington drank a dragon’s fire? What’s that going to do to him?”

David and Lucy gave a synchronized shrug.

Zanna went back to the incident with the snowball. “This man, has your mom ever talked about him? About what he looked like? She must have said something?”

“She said he was tall … and had eyes like a bear.”

“Bergstrom,” said David without a second thought. He flopped back and slapped the arm of his chair.

“The polar bear man?” Lucy asked straightaway. “The one who asked you about the dragons?”

“Must be,” Zanna said quietly to David.

Lucy was on her feet in a flash. “Call him!” she insisted, almost pulling David’s arm from its socket. “Find him! He’ll come! He’ll come and help Mom!”

David, however, refused to be hurried. If it was true and Bergstrom had given Liz the snowball, what was the motivation behind it? It could not have been something he did by rote with all of Guinevere’s female line, or Gwilanna herself would never have been curious about the strength of Liz’s auma. Why had Liz been singled out?

“Come on-nn,” begged Lucy, rifling through David’s pockets for his cell.

He moved her aside and spoke to Zanna. “Did you go to him, like you said you would?”

“Twice, but his room was locked both times. When I couldn’t find him, I came around here.”

“Call him!” Lucy badgered.

“Try,” said David, giving Zanna the nod. He leaped from the chair and hurried to the door. “Where are you going?” “Upstairs. Won’t be long.”

“But?”

“Do it,” said Lucy, and plopped the phone in Zanna’s lap.

Zanna called the college. Dr. Bergstrom, they said, was not answering his extension, and no one in the geography department seemed to know where he might be found. Zanna moved the telephone onto the sofa. “Sorry, no good.”

Lucy flopped down and beat her fists against her thighs. “But we’ve got to help Mom.”

“We will,” said Zanna, squeezing her shoulder. “This man — Dr. Bergstrom — I don’t believe he’ll let your mom be hurt. He’s a good man, Lucy. He knows about Gwilanna. He’ll stop her, even if we don’t manage it. I think there’s something odd going on here that none of us understands too well. It’s all connected with David’s wish and the way that … the universe is dealing with it. I know you’re scared. I’m scared, too. But we won’t let Gwilanna win, I promise. Hey, you know about the Earth Mother, don’t you?”

Lucy looked at her sideways and nodded.

Zanna pulled out a chain from under her top. Dangling off its end was a silver pendant, made in the shape of a circular labyrinth. She unclipped it and gave it to Lucy to hold. “That’s an Earth Mother symbol, used by the Hopi Indian tribe. I know you think I’m, well, a bit strange, but I’m going to say a prayer on it. I believe that the earth and all the creatures upon it are connected together in a universal spirit. In ancient times, people used to think that spirit was bound by the fire of dragons. If you and I can reach it, we might not need Dr. Bergstrom at all. Do you want to try? We need to focus on something close to the soil.”

“Like a hedgehog?” Lucy wiped her face clean.

“Yes — oh, that’s right, David told me you’d seen one in the garden. I like hedgehogs. It’s white, isn’t it?”

Lucy looked at the far conservatory windows. Wide fringes of untouched snow were dressing the sills like Christmas trimmings. “Yes.”

Zanna came around and knelt in front of her, taking Lucy’s hands in hers. “In the old days, people used to believe that the Earth Mother often took the form of a hedgehog.”

“I know,” said Lucy. “It’s in my book.” She had tried to tell David this, that time she’d shown him Spikey’s hutch, but all he’d done was joke about it.

But it was clear that Zanna didn’t think that way. She chewed idly on her hair for a moment; then she, too, was looking through the windows, as if the resolution to all their problems might be out there, hibernating. “Where’s David got to?” she wondered aloud.

“Bathroom, probably,” Lucy said. “I’m not going to look.”

But even if she had, she would not have found David in the bathroom. At that moment, he was inside Henry’s study, pursuing a spiritual quest of his own.

The room was still and silent and gray, drawing what little light it could from the spreading cushions of white outside. The slanted almond-shaped eyes of the bear looked out from the shadows of the chimney wall. David moved to the side of the room. “I know you’re here, Dr. Bergstrom,” he whispered, letting the very tips of his fingers glide smoothly over the photographs and books. “I know what it is you’ve done. You knew when you gave Liz the fire that one day a chance like this would come — a chance to seize the scale from Gwilanna’s clutches. But Liz is in trouble now. She’s lying on a bed in Gwilanna’s ‘cave,’ in danger of never waking up. You’ve got to help me save her. For Lucy’s sake, if nothing else. I’ve watched and I’ve waited. Now it’s your turn. Show me what I need to see.” And he looked into the mesmerizing eyes of the bear.

A window shuddered in tune to the wind. Under floor level, the pipework clanked. An odor that might have been the reek of fish oil seemed to leak out of the leather-bound books. Shadows rolled across the chimney wall. And it could have been the darkness playing tricks or a crease or a fold in the surface of the print, but on the head of the bear a mark appeared: three uneven jagged lines, torn into the flesh by a blow of some kind.

A cold unlike any cold he’d ever known brought the student tenant to an utter standstill. He was looking at the cub struck dead by a bone. The son of Ragnar, grown to adulthood, slain but somehow alive again, a blaze of white fire burning in its scars.

The ice bear opened its monumental jaws, drawing the oxygen out of the room. David fell sideways against the desk, one hand clutching against his chest. But though his breaths were hard to find, images began to fill his brain like a flock of birds landing en masse in his head. Gadzooks, struggling in vain to reach him; the dragon child biting at the shell of the egg; Bonnington, under Gwilanna’s bed, sparks of violet in his staring copper eyes; G’reth, alive, at the door of the hutch; the hand of a clock ticking ever onward; the strange etchings on an Inuit talisman, changing their positions as the universe turned …

… and over and above and pervading all this, water bonding back to ice, the molecules speeding hither and thither as if they had memorized their unique positions and all that was hindering their revival was time. Water, freezing in a kitchen sink, plugged by, of all things, mushroom peelings.

And then suddenly a door slammed. A sound that in retrospect could have been the bang of a starting pistol. For from that moment on, the world began to race.

Henry Bacon was home from work.




  



31
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Suzanna?” he queried as she hurried to the hall to intercept him.

“Hello, Mr. Bacon. I’ve, um, come to study with David.”

Henry brought forth an approving grunt and made his way past her, into the living room. He stopped abruptly when he caught sight of Lucy, perching on his favorite chair.

Before either girl or Henry could speak, David came thumping down the stairs. “Zanna, gotta talk to you. In the kitchen. Now.”

“Stop,” said Henry, clapping a hand to his tenant’s shoulder. “Rule seventeen, boy. No parties, dates, or similar functions. What’s going on?”

“Power’s out next door. Lucy’s here to keep warm.”

Lucy obligingly rubbed her arms.

“No power?” said Henry, looking confused.

“Temporary problem with the fuses,” said David, and yanked Zanna into the kitchen.

“That was pretty dumb,” she hissed, “letting Henry know there’s a problem next door.”

“Never mind Henry. This is important. I’ve just had a kind of … revelation upstairs. I know where the pouch is: G’reth’s taken it to Spikey’s hutch.”

“How? I thought the dragons were all out of action?”

“Liz’s dragons, yes. But Lucy made G’reth, not her mom. She didn’t put any of the icefire into him. So he wasn’t affected when the snowball melted.”

Zanna turned to the window. “And he’s gone to the hedgehog? That’s weird because —”

“Boy, where are you?” Henry Bacon burst in, cutting Zanna off dead. “Get your key. No time to lose.”

“Key? What are you talking about?”

Henry hoisted up a bright green toolbox. “Bacon’s patented electrical repair kit.”

“He wants to go next door!” cried Lucy, rushing in.

David shook his head. “No, that’s not possible.”

“Nonsense. Can’t leave Mrs. P. without light. Ah, light. Good point: flashlight.” And he turned and strode briskly out of the kitchen.

Lucy started to hop like a rabbit. “Mr. Bacon mustn’t see the egg.”

“She’s right,” said Zanna. “Gwilanna will fry him. Good work, Rain. You wanted a diversion, you just got one. Now what?”

David ran a hand through his mop of brown hair. “There’s a gap in the fence at the top of the garden. Take Lucy and find that pouch. Bring it back here and keep it safe. Lucy, Zanna will explain, OK?”

“What about you?” Zanna asked, looking worried. “What are you going to do?”

The front door opened and Henry boomed, “Come on, boy! Haven’t got all day!”

David took a deep breath and gritted his teeth. “I’m going to save Henry’s bacon.”

The snow was falling like cut-glass splinters as David charged out into the crescent. Mr. Bacon had already crossed the drives and was bending down outside number forty-two, calling out for Liz through the flap of the letterbox. To David’s horror, the door swept open.

Gwilanna appeared on the step, in a dark blue Aunty Gwyneth suit. “Who are you? And what do you want?”

David skidded to a stop, almost knocking Henry over. “This is Henry from next door, Aunty Gwyneth. He wants to check the fuses, but I’ve already told him that —”

“Oh, get out of the way,” barked Henry. Bustling David aside, he touched his flashlight politely to his temple. “Henry Bacon, at your service, Madam. Have your lights working in a jiffy, no charge. Is Mrs. P. about?”

Aunty Gwyneth looked him sharply up and down. “Elizabeth is resting.”

“Not to be disturbed. We understand,” said David. “No problem. We’ll ring an electrician in the morning. Come on, Henry.”

“Wait.” Aunty Gwyneth looked Henry in the eye. “I will grant you five minutes to investigate the fault. I want a full report. Do not be surprised by anything you see.” She left the door hanging and marched into the kitchen.

Henry swept inside before David could stop him, heading for the door to the basement. “Been trying to catch a glimpse of the aunt for days, boy. Fine-looking woman. Frosty but firm. Like a lady who knows her own mind. Is she attached?”

“Forget it, Henry, she’s out of your league. Just check the fuses. Then go home.”

Henry dipped into the basement, his flashlight beam dancing like a laser in the darkness. Within seconds, his head struck a shelf with a bump. “Doh! There’s one of those models in here. Sitting on the fuse box, gargoyle pose. What’s it —? Good grief! Your wires are like overcooked sausages. Surprised you haven’t blown every circuit in Scrubbley. How in blazes have they got like that?”

David glanced in. Gwillan was standing frozen on the fuse box. “In blazes” was probably an apt description of how he’d left the lighting circuits. If Henry reported that to Gwilanna, the young snuffler would be severely punished. What to do?

As if the universe had recognized his quandary, suddenly things began to stir. An overwhelming cold invaded the house, just as if a ghost had risen from the basement and spread its death chill into every corner. The lampshade in the hall began to swing back and forth. The stairs creaked. The ceilings rumbled. Then, from deep within David’s room, there came the most awesome crash of glass.

Gwilanna was at his shoulder in an instant. “What was that?”

David couldn’t answer. The intense cold seemed to have frozen his senses. Or turned them again in an odd sort of way. A change was occurring deep within his psyche, as if something was trying to contact him. He could feel the unmistakable presence of —

“Bears,” murmured Gwilanna as a howling wind ripped through the hall, flapping doors as if they were bedsheets.

From deep within the basement Henry Bacon shouted, “Felt a bang, boy. All right up top?”

David slid along the stairwell. He closed the basement door quickly and dropped the latch. No matter how much Henry Bacon liked bears, he couldn’t be involved in this.

“This” was a mini-blizzard in his room. The window, thrown wide and almost off its hinges, had shed its glass in jags across the floor. Snow was whipping into every corner, sticking to the walls, to the furniture, to Liz. For the first time in days, David saw a flicker of movement in her eyelids. She was going to wake. The dragon baby, too. It was scratching at the shell as though desperate to touch the weak glow of moonlight that was wrapping the garden in a silver-gray sheen.

Suddenly, a figure fluttered onto the sill.

It was G’reth — and in his wide, dished paws was the pouch.

In the garden, meanwhile, Zanna and Lucy had reached the hutch. Lucy immediately hunkered down and swept a thick layer of snow off the ramp. She peered inside. “They’re not here,” she reported.

“Um?” asked Zanna, her teeth chattering like typewriter keys and her attention more on the house than on Lucy. Was that a crash of glass she’d just heard?

“G’reth and Spikey. They’re not here.”

Shivering wildly, Zanna bent to look. The hutch was nothing but a mess of leaves. So much for David’s revelations. Anxiously, she checked her watch. Thirteen minutes. That was all they had. She dropped a hand on Lucy’s shoulder. “I want you to go back to Henry’s. Now.”

“Why? What for? We haven’t got the pouch.”

“Something’s wrong. I heard a crash from the house. David might be in trouble. I’m going to check it out.”

“Me, too. I’m coming.”

“No!” Zanna turned and raised her hands. “It might be dangerous, Lucy. Please. Go back.”

The wind switched and Lucy had to close her eyes. When she opened them again, Zanna’s slim black shape had been swallowed by the storm.

“But what about your prayer?” Lucy ran a step forward, holding up the silver Earth Mother necklace. The chain loosened and the pendant dangled free. Snowflakes immediately gathered around it, forming a glowing lantern of ice. “Zanna,” Lucy whispered. “Zanna, look at this.” And then a voice uttered her name on the wind. A voice that spoke in very deep dragontongue. With a start, Lucy looked back over her shoulder.

Sitting in the snow was a large white bear.

“You?” croaked Gwilanna. “What spell is this?”

Hrrr! went G’reth and showed her the pouch.

“I have eyes. I can see it. Bring it to me. Now.”

The wishing dragon spread his wings and flew. He soared high into the air and circled twice. At the start of the third, he let the pouch go. It landed on the floor at Gwilanna’s back.

“Idiot,” she snarled, scrabbling for it.

G’reth paid no attention to the slur and dived down straightaway to the desk, landing silently by the flickering candle. At the same time, David caught a movement near the bed. Bonnington: down low, ready to spring, his once-copper eyes like violet buttons.

Gwilanna found the pouch and fiddled with the drawstrings. Her reaction to the contents surprised even David: There was shock in the old hag’s eyes. “A tooth?” she screamed. “Is that meant to be funny?!” She hurled the tooth viciously across the room. It pinged off David’s computer screen and ricocheted into the rubble somewhere.

G’reth sucked at the candle and the flame went out.

“Traitor! The dark cannot hide you!” screamed the sibyl. She lifted a hand to release a spell, only to find her fingers freezing as a gale force wind drove in from the garden, bringing with it a wall of snow.

David made his choice and made it quickly. Whatever the significance of this tooth, and whatever G’reth and Bonnington were up to, he was going to be part of it. He took Gwilanna down with a tackle that would not have won any prizes, but did enough to distract her attention from G’reth. The wishing dragon zizzed to the suitcase. In one quick breath he had spoken the password and the contents of the case were beginning to rise. Enter Bonnington, the much-maligned cat. In two surefooted bounds, his lithe brown figure was over the debris and the scale of Gawain was in his jaws. Every strand of his fur, each filament of whisker, bristled with an ancient spasm of fire. But protected from within by the ice he’d lapped, he made it to the window and crouched there, ready. Ears flattened, he leaped for the sill. But the scale, heavy and awkward to carry, caught against the lip and he was thrown backward in a twisting fall. Instinctively, he flipped and spread his paws, only to feel three shards of glass piercing the soft pink tissues of his pads. With a yowl, he let the scale drop. And by then his chance of glory had gone.

For by now, Gwilanna had overcome David. The moment he had brought her crashing to the floor she had squirmed away, uttering a dreadful hex. The boards beneath the tenant had quickly given way, sending him crashing to the soil below — a fall of a couple of feet, no more, but the rubble that followed him through the hole, sucked in by a vortex of Gwilanna’s hate, had piled in on top, encasing his body and squeezing the air fully out of his lungs. One pitiful hand had poked through the mound, twitched just once, then fallen flat. Gwilanna, shrieking with spiteful laughter, had given one condescending click of her fingers and the boards had swiftly repaired themselves. It was over, just like that: The hole was covered, and the tenant was gone.

From Gwilanna’s mouth, then, flew a blaze of sparks. Every snowflake thawed in an instant and the blizzard cleared with a deafening splash, the deluge knocking G’reth from the air. The dragon had been flying to Bonnington’s assistance when the sudden change of atmosphere had stopped his wings and brought him plummeting hopelessly down, into the raffia wastepaper basket. The impact had turned the basket over, spilling him, winded, under the desk. And there he had lain for several seconds, blowing a series of defective smoke rings and praying that his tail was still intact. But once again, the universe had treated him kindly, for while the accident had brought him no nearer to Bonnington, it had helped him rediscover the fragment of tooth given to him in the den of the Spikey. It was lying between two pieces of brick. G’reth reached out and closed a paw around it. There was auma in the fang. Powerful auma. But what could a wishing dragon do with it? He righted himself and peeked about. Gwilanna was closing in on Bonnington.

“You soft-brained, fish-stinking hairball,” she hissed, her matted hair dripping and her sacking drenched. “I will chop you into pieces and put you in a can of your favorite meat.” She rolled a finger. The scale leaped up like an antique tiddlywink and came down like a brand-new ax. Bleeding and limping, but wits intact, Bonnington dodged it just in time, saving his tail by the width of a flea. He hissed and spat as any cat would, but the tiny burps of fire that left his throat only made Gwilanna crackle with anger. “You dare to fight me with fire, cat? I will fry you whole from the inside out.”

“Try it and the dragon dies,” said a voice.

Gwilanna whisked around.

Zanna was standing beside the bed with her hand poised over the dragon’s egg.

Lucy had never seen a bear before. Ordinarily she knew she ought to be afraid. The creature, even sitting, was nearly twice her height. Its power was plain to see. But the bear had spoken kindly to her, using the ancient language of dragons. How could she fear a being like that?

“Are you Lorel?” she asked, using the tongue.

A sharp wind played around the ice bear’s ears, making its white hairs ripple gently. “Sometimes,” it said.

“Why are you here?”

The bear lifted its snout and blew through its nose. Warm air filled the space between them. Lucy fancied she could see a host of sparks as the cloud settled sweetly over the hutch. Fanned by the breeze, it wafted through the mesh. “Look. Inside box,” said the bear.

Lucy bit her lip and hunkered down. Nestling among the abandoned leaves was the tiniest snowball she had ever seen. It glistened and the ice lantern pulsed in her hands. “May I take it?” she asked, taking it anyway.

“Yes,” said a new and gentler voice. “In your hands, it will never melt.”

Lucy turned. Behind her now, in place of the bear, was the shimmering outline of a beautiful woman. She was tall and fair-skinned with flowing red hair, and her eyes were a pale, translucent pink. She seemed to be wearing a dress of white, but when Lucy looked closely she realized the clothing was really snow, mixing and gathering into ever-moving folds. “Are you … Guinevere?” she asked.

The woman smiled. “Sometimes,” she said. Flowing forward, she took the lantern back and placed another small gift in Lucy’s hands. It was a pure white hedgehog spine. “Thank you for the shelter and the food you gave. Now you must bring me one last offering. Close your eyes, child. Let the fire guide you.”

Lucy let her gaze fall onto her palms. A hedgehog spine in one, the icefire in the other. She rolled her fingers into fists.

Then she closed her eyes.

“You’ve got three seconds,” Zanna said. “Tell me where David is or I send the dragon back to the clay. You know I can do it. I quickened this egg. I can petrify it, too.” She lowered her hand until the bright amber glow was breaking against her wavering palm. The dragon baby opened its salivating jaws. So thin was the membrane surrounding it now that its quiet hrrrs for freedom continually pricked the air.

“My dear, I’m quite impressed,” said Gwilanna.

“Cut the garbage, witch. Where’s David? Talk.”

“Under the floorboards. Buried. Gone. The boy is no use to anyone now.”

Zanna’s eyes darted about the floor. “You’re lying.”

“Use your powers, girl. A true sibyl can reach out into the underworld — in more senses than you imagine. Dream it. Let your mind cross over. Dream you can see his cold, stiff corpse. His bones crumbling to windblown ash. His lifeblood seeping into the dirt.”

“Stop it!” Zanna shouted as the images began to feed into her mind. A tear broke loose, cutting a strait through her neat mascara. “It’s a lie! He’s not dead. I know it’s a trick!” And she pressed her hand even closer to the egg. This, alas, would be her undoing. The baby, impatient to escape his gloop, graarked and pushed up eagerly to meet her. The touch made Zanna leap in fright. In that instant, Gwilanna swept forward and seized her.

She took her by the wrist and twisted her down to a kneeling position. “Ridiculous, love-struck, sentimental girl. I will crush you like the frail black butterfly you are. You are the one who is playing tricks, hoping to distract me while the idiot cat” — Gwilanna flung out a hand and the scale flew again, almost slicing Bonnington’s ear tips — “tries to take what is rightfully mine.” She squeezed Zanna’s arm until the vessels bulged. Her pin-sharp nails raked the young girl’s flesh. Warm blood burst from three sharp cuts. Gwilanna wiggled her nose and sniffed. “Yes, you have the makings of a powerful sibyl. In another time, I could have taught you much. But harm this dragon? Your sickening sanctimonious charity would never permit you any such wickedness, even if you did possess the will.”

“Nnnph, try this for will,” rasped Zanna, and brought a brick down on the old hag’s foot.

Gwilanna shrieked in pain and threw her rival against the wall. “For that, you will suffer, worse than the boy!”

“I’m not afraid of you!”

“No,” said the sibyl, “but you are afraid of this….”

Zanna screamed and put her hands to the crown of her head. Lightning! Her thought waves were turning to lightning bolts. She cried out and rolled into a fetal position, fists pressed hard against her ears.

Gwilanna gave out a contemptuous snort. This was far too easy. The boy, the girl, and the cat defeated (she kicked a clod of plaster at Bonnington’s head and he drop-tailed under a chair for safety), and all that the bears could muster was a blizzard. A blizzard, against the power of the ancients! Pathetic, blubber-chewing, plumped-up oafs. When her work in this house was done she would drive every one of them off their ice. She moved triumphantly toward the egg. A column of moonlight played into the room, lighting the bed like an operating table. The dragon baby made a graarking sound and its front paws reached for the everlasting auma of the natural world. “Yes, your time has come,” Gwilanna whispered, and from a fold of her sacking she withdrew what would be the dragon’s first meal: the lock of red hair she had cut from Elizabeth Pennykettle’s head. She held it up to the eyes of the moon. So pretty. So very pretty. What a pity this particular daughter of Guinevere should have to be emptied of her precious sap. She let a strand of hair float down like a seed. It kissed the egg and a bubble appeared in the fragile crust. It broke, with more of a squelch than a crack. The dragon’s left nostril filled the rift. It sucked at the air and its claws tore keenly at the site of the rupture. Within seconds, its snout was poking clear.

“Come, my pet,” Gwilanna leered, rubbing the hair like pirate gold, teasing a spoor across the dragon’s nose. “Find the scent. Just one bite and — ow!” Impertinence! The little monster had nipped her! “The hair!” she snapped. “Eat the hair, you grike!”

The dragon clicked its teeth.

“Of course, the scale. It must be served upon the scale.”

And she turned toward the window in search of it — in time to see Bonnington on the sill. He had the scale in his jaws, ready to flee.

Gwilanna’s rage was instant. What was it about this purring dolt? Did it want to become a pair of mules? How could it dare to try again?

The answer, had she been aware of it, was easy. What the sibyl had failed to remember was the primary function of the dragon, G’reth. The universe had been quite clear on this: G’reth’s task (phase two, wish quotient three) was to aid the return of the scale to its source — that source being the last true dragon, Gawain. Only when this need of the earth was served could the critical part of his wish be granted: the disclosure of the secret of the dragon’s tear. A fall into a basket of ripped-up paper was never going to stop him from completing his mission. So, while Gwilanna had been distracted, he had crept out of hiding and pitched up finally in the corner by the window. There, to his woe, he had come upon the husks of his brave companions: the guard dragon, Gruffen, and the David’s faithful servant, Gadzooks.

They looked in a terrible state, Gadzooks especially, who had frozen trying to write a message. This pushed G’reth into a frenzy of smoke rings. He desired with all his spark to aid these dragons (and in turn the stricken David), but knew he must keep to his fated path. That had led him to the wounded Bonnington. Closer he’d crept, under the chair where the cat had taken refuge. With a delicate hrrr, he’d warmed the cat’s tail. Bonnington had sprung around hissing at first, and only an expeditious dip of his head had saved G’reth’s snout from a savage mauling. Cat and dragon faced each other. Communication would not be easy. Bonnington had minimal dragontongue and G’reth had even less felinespeak. A flurry of signing had followed. If the cat were to take another route — onto the bricks behind the chair, and from there, onto the chair back itself — the leap to the sill was not that great.

And so this simple plan was enacted. While the argument between the sibyls raged on, Bonnington had cleaned the last few stings of glass from his paws, then gone for the scale while G’reth had stood guard. What dreadful, dreadful luck it had been to see Gwilanna turn around at the very last second….

Hrrr-rr-rrr! cried G’reth as loudly as he could. In dragontongue he’d shouted, “Down here, whale-breath!” Not the best of slurs, but it had done the trick. Gwilanna’s gaze had shifted away from Bonnington and the cat was gone in a furry flash — G’reth, too, diving under the chair as the sibyl’s black tongue lashed out like a whip, catching his wing and slicing off a minor stabilizing sprig. Now he was afraid. Very afraid. This time the sibyl’s rage would be ruthless. She wouldn’t rest until his fire was quenched. The lash came again, with a spray of sour spittle that drilled small burn holes into his scales. In the name of Gawain, he must think quickly. The tooth. He still had the piece of Ragnar’s tooth. Surely he could use its auma somehow?

The tongue came again, arriving with such explosive force that he was catapulted backward into a nest of wallpaper, one of many scattered loosely about the floor. Quickly he tunneled through it, using the overlapping strips as cover, emerging on the opposite side of the chair, nose to tail with the dragon Gadzooks. And that was when the idea came. It was difficult and desperate and it might not work, but it was all he could think to do. The tongue flashed again, lassoing his torso. He winced and clamped his feet to a gas pipe. Just a few seconds. That was all he needed. He stretched toward Gadzooks, wedging the tooth between his pencil and pad. Gwilanna tugged. The copper pipe buckled. G’reth let one leg go. It was burning with pain, but that was not the reason he needed the release. As the angle of his body had changed, it had brought him snout to snout with the writing dragon. He closed the gap between their nostrils … and blew.

A millisecond later he was in Gwilanna’s hands. “Wretched interfering puffler!” she screamed. “I will peel your scales and —” She turned him over and examined him closely. Frozen. Like the others. How could that be? How had he suddenly lost his auma? And what … what was that noise?

She threw G’reth away (he sank into the folds of the long-discarded curtains) and turned her gaze to the quivering ceiling. There was a rumble in the Dragons’ Den. Auma, great waves of it, was returning to the house. She flashed a glance at Liz. After nearly two days in the world of the ancients, the daughter of Guinevere opened her eyes. Her dry mouth breathed one short word, “Lucy …”

“Eat the hair!” Gwilanna screamed, and dived for the egg. It was empty, wasted like a worn-out soccer ball, the baby it had quietly nurtured, flown. One four-clawed print in the glob of amber goo on Liz’s tummy was the only evidence of any kind of hatchling.

“No!” yelled Gwilanna, in a voice that could have brought the whole house down … or the floorboards ripping up …

With a thunderous crack of wood, a fist appeared from below floor level. Clenched within it was what looked, at first, to be a kind of dagger. It was not a dagger. It was a polar bear’s tooth, curved and yellowed, grown to the size of an adult fang. Gwilanna backed away from it, fear in her throat. Even Gadzooks took a flutter to the wardrobe. It was he who had brought about David’s revival. Woken by the transfer of auma from G’reth, he had taken in everything that dragon had known and applied his unique brand of dragonfire to it. While Gwilanna had been puzzling over the switch, Gadzooks had flown to where David was concealed and squinted carefully between the boards. A hand was all he’d been able to see; but a hand was all he’d needed. Through a knot in the planking he’d released the tooth. It had bounced and settled in David’s palm. Like a fly trap, the fingers had closed around it. A remarkable change then began to take place. The tooth had grown from a fragment to a fang and the rubble over David had slowly stirred.

Kerrowww! The floor erupted. David emerged, detritus pouring off his head and shoulders. He looked terrifying, slightly ghoulish even, his brown hair dressed in choking dust; spiders’ webs, long blackened with age, clinging to every lobe and contour; his cheeks a mess of cuts and grazes; his mouth spitting pellets of sand and lime. He rose into a room that was now very different from the one he had left. The auma was overwhelming. Not only had the dragons come back to full strength, but something was melding their sparks together into a single purging fire. There was no escape for the sibyl Gwilanna. She writhed in terror as the force consumed her and drove her back against the fireplace wall, her arms splayed wide like a pinned-up moth, white fires raging in the orbs of her eyes.

This ordeal was enough for any evil to bear, but the nightmare was only half done for the crone. Now David seized her, pressing the tooth hard up to her throat. He looked into her eyes and knew, despite the burning, she could see and understand. His body shook with a silent anger, mirroring the fury in his voice. “In the Inuit village of Savalik, in a time before I can even imagine, you caused the death of a polar bear cub. This is his father’s tooth.” He touched the point to the skin of her neck. “You turned The People against the bears, beginning a conflict that lasts to this day, all because you wanted the fire of Gawain. Your greed destroyed their world. Guinevere was right to keep the tear from you; Lorel was right to protect her secret. Would it be so wrong for me to end your pathetic existence, sibyl?”

“Yes,” said a voice. “Let her go.”

Panting, David tightened his grip. “I can feel the auma of the ice bear Ragnar. He says she deserves to die.”

“David, it’s over. Let her go.” Elizabeth Pennykettle laid a hand on his arm. “Use that and the line of Guinevere ends here.”

Gwilanna gave out a rasping croak. “They need me, boy. Make your choice …”

David had one last push. “Come near me and my dragons again and I’ll leave your blood on this tooth, I swear.” And he pulled back angrily, leaving Gwilanna spluttering for breath.

Lucy hurried in then, carrying the icefire in her hands. She started slightly when she saw Gwilanna, but one tilt of the ice toward the sibyl made her reel like a frightened crow.

“That’s enough now,” Liz said quietly, crossing her arms over Lucy’s shoulders and hugging her tightly into her body.

Lucy stared hard at her one-time “aunt.” “Go away,” she said, in a voice so small yet so full of menace that Gwilanna, the sibyl, could only obey.

Reverting into her suited clothes, she moved warily toward the door. Defeated, yet still as cantankerous as ever, she scowled at the shell of the suitcase and hissed, “Thieves. You don’t know what you’ve done. This is the beginning, not the end, Elizabeth. Come!” she barked at the watching Gretel.

But now there came another blow for the crone. Gretel spread her wings — then lowered them again. She looked at Gadzooks, who had flown to the bed to comfort Grace; then at Gruffen perching on the ledge. (G’reth, oddly, was nowhere to be seen.) Pennykettle dragons: foolhardy, but brave. A strong sniff of dandelion would not go amiss with most of them. This house could use a good potions dragon. She curled her claws and refused to move.

Fury blazed across Gwilanna’s face. “You will be sorry for this,” she ranted. And with one last glower at them all, she was gone.

By now, David had Zanna on her feet, examining the gashes in her arm. “It’s nothing, they’re only scratches,” she was saying, wincing as he wrapped a hankie around them. “Honest, I’ll be OK.” She kissed him gently and turned to Liz. “Thank goodness you’re safe. Where’s …?”

“The baby,” said David. “Where’s the baby?”

He dropped to his knees and squinted anxiously under the bed. Although the light was poor, the gloom could not have hidden the shape of a dragon.

“What about the window?” Lucy gasped. “Mom—?”

“Sssh,” said Liz, kneeling down by the stricken Grace. She touched the edge of the broken ears and a tear escaped her violet eyes. “Grace will know. She can’t hear, but she can receive impressions.” She stroked the dragon lovingly, nodding her head to show she understood what the listener knew. “The baby fled, scared away by Gwilanna. G’reth has gone after him, to protect and guide.”

“Guide?” Zanna whispered. “Where’s he taking him?”

Hrrr! went Gretel, working it out.

And even David could translate this. “The bear man,” he muttered, and his heart began to race. “G’reth’s taking him to Dr. Bergstrom.”
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My car,” said Zanna. “We can be at Rutherford House in minutes. It’ll seat all four of us. Come on, let’s go.” But as she made the first move toward the door, something quite peculiar happened. Gretel took off and sped across the room, landing with a thump on Zanna’s shoulder. Zanna squeaked in shock and jerked to attention. “Hhh! What’s happening?”

Hrrr, went Gretel, paddling her feet. Zanna turned to look at her and squeaked again.

“Can you see her?” gasped Lucy, breaking free of her mom.

Zanna gulped and gave a slow nod.

“More than just a shimmering blur?” asked David (which was all a normal person ever saw of dragons moving — and then only if they were incredibly lucky).

Zanna nodded again. “She’s scratching her ear with the tip of her tail.”

Hrrr, went Gretel, flicking a blob of earwax across the room. She took a waft of Zanna’s fine black hair and teased it out between her strong front claws.

“How can that be?” David asked Liz.

“I’m not sure,” she replied, “but we don’t have time to dwell on it now. She wants to bond with you, Zanna. Will you accept her?”

“But, Mom, she’s a sibyl,” Lucy put in. “And Gretel is … y’know.”

“I know,” said Liz, looking into Zanna’s eyes. “But Gwilanna didn’t deserve her. It’s time she was allowed to do some good in the world.”

Suddenly the lights flickered on in the hall.

“Oh heck, that’s Henry,” David muttered. “I forgot all about him; he’s in the basement, mending the fuses. What’s he going to say when he sees this mess?”

“You leave Henry to us,” said Liz. “Lucy and I will stay behind, here. You go on — but be careful, all of you. Gwilanna may be tracking the dragon baby, too.”

David took the polar bear’s tooth from his pocket. “Don’t worry, I still have this.”

“There won’t be any need for that,” said Zanna, making David lower his hand. “The baby’s welfare is all we want to think about. I do accept Gretel,” she said to Liz. “I hope I’ll always be worthy of her.” And she stepped into the hall, pulling David after her, lifting the latch on the basement door as they went.

With Zanna driving as fast as she dared, they reached the common in under ten minutes. Rutherford House rose out of the snow like a decoration topping a birthday cake. Zanna swung the car around the empty parking lot and used her lights to illuminate the entrance. The ivy-covered columns, laden with snow, glistened in a pool of halogen blue. “What do you think?” she asked, just as Gretel gave out an excited hrrr! and pressed her paws and snout to the windshield.

“There,” said David, pointing to the column just left of the entrance. Clinging to the ivy was the small green figure of the dragon G’reth.

David opened his door and quickly got out, calling to G’reth as he moved toward the house. G’reth, hearing him, changed his position, causing a sprinkle of snowflakes to fall. Out of the flurry there came a figure. It was Bergstrom. He had the dragon baby in his hands.

“Is he safe?” cried Zanna, forging through the snow.

Graaark, went the dragon, throwing its small, ridged head into the air.

“He’s tired and a little confused,” said Bergstrom, allowing Zanna to hold the infant. “G’reth has taken him beyond this plane in order to bring him here more quickly. Who is this?”

Gretel, riding on Zanna’s shoulder, leaned away from Bergstrom’s stare.

“Her name’s Gretel,” answered David, taking her down. “She was Gwilanna’s dragon. Now she’s with us.”

Bergstrom studied her carefully a moment, then relaxed his gaze and beckoned them in. He led them down the corridors, into his room.

Still cradling the baby, Zanna made for an armchair in a darkened corner. “You’re beautiful,” she whispered, pampering the creature with gentle flicks and strokes of her fingers. “I’m going to give you a name:

Grockle.”

“Grockle?” David curled his lip.

“Listen,” she said, tickling the dragon under his jaws.

Grraark … graark … grr-ockle, he coughed.

Zanna smiled with delight at this. But amusing though it was to hear the dragon “speak,” the sound it was making didn’t seem natural. It reminded David of sandpaper rasping hard against wood. He turned to Dr. Bergstrom and asked, “Why is he making that grating noise?”

Bergstrom, looking on, answered bleakly, “He’s trying to find his fire.”

Graark! went Grockle, louder than before. David and the Pennykettle dragons jumped. But not a single whiff of smoke left the baby’s snout. He rocked back and forth in Zanna’s hands, blinked his amber eyes, and settled. Graark, he said, more quietly now. It was almost a question, a sad little whimper that Zanna interpreted without the need for dragontongue. “He doesn’t have any, does he?” She touched Grockle’s belly. It was cold, like stone. “He’s been born without fire.”

“But he’s a dragon,” said David. “He must have fire.”

Dr. Bergstrom shook his head. “A dragon is a servant of the Mother Earth, David. It’s not possible to produce a spark in them without the ability to call upon her fire. Elizabeth Pennykettle has that ability. Gwilanna, for all her powers, does not.”

David crouched down and touched Grockle’s scales. They felt leathery and dull, unpleasantly clammy. “Then why bother trying? What was she hoping to achieve with him?”

“And what’s going to happen to him?” Zanna added quickly, anxiety breaking through her confusion.

On the desk, G’reth tightened his jaws and gulped.

“Grockle is a kind of half-creature,” said Bergstrom. “If Gwilanna had successfully drained the auma from Elizabeth Pennykettle’s body into his, he would have grown to be a powerful beast, a fiend under her control.”

“No,” said Zanna, not wanting to hear this. She drew back, holding Grockle to her breast. His soft black tongue, no wider than a strip of fettuccine, licked at the makeshift bandage on her arm.

“Even then he would have been a shell, no more. To complete the task, she would have needed fire.”

“That’s why she’s after the tear,” said David, suddenly working everything out. “She was going to use Grockle to intimidate the bears and make them give up Gawain’s fire.”

“But why?” asked Zanna, calming Grockle down as he graarked and stretched his bronze-colored wings. He nipped at the hankie. She peeled it off. “What good would it do her to have a pet dragon?”

“To answer that,” said Bergstrom, turning away, “you have to know something of Gwilanna’s history. In Guinevere’s time, she was the wisest, most powerful sibyl on earth. She had a reputation as a healer of ills, through the use of herbs and flower remedies.”

Gretel lifted an eye ridge and sniffed.

“Even though she was reclusive and kept her own counsel, Gwilanna was held in the highest regard by those who came to seek her advice. But there was always one issue that rankled the sibyl and set her apart from the elders of her tribe. She clashed so heatedly over this matter that in time she was cast out and almost put to death. The nature of the dispute might surprise you: She condemned them for their growing persecution of dragons.”

“What?” David gave a snort of contempt.

“It may be hard for you to grasp, but Gwilanna, like Guinevere, believed that the old world was better ruled by dragons than by men.”

“I’m with her on that one,” said Zanna. “I think Grockle’s hungry. Can I feed him something?”

Bergstrom spoke in dragontongue to Gretel, telling her to seek out fresh green leaves.

Gretel zipped off toward a tall dracaena in a Japanese planter, appropriately decorated with sleeping dragons.

David scratched his head, coughing away plaster dust as it fell. “So Lucy was right. The earth was ruled by dragons once?”

“In the age before mankind, yes,” said Bergstrom. “It was men who hunted them to near extinction, until only twelve of the creatures survived. Those twelve, mighty and courageous as they were, opted not to pursue the fight and died in isolation in their chosen resting places around the globe. Gawain, as you know, came to the island that the bears now call the Tooth of Ragnar. Gwilanna was enraged by this turn of events, for it left no place for her kind in the world. So, mad or misguided, whichever you prefer, she desired to strike back and take the one thing no human — or sibyl — had ever possessed, the tear of a dying dragon.”

David took a moment to think this through. “There’s something I’ve never understood about that: If Gwilanna wanted the tear so badly, why did she send Guinevere for it? Why not simply catch it herself?”

“Afraid, if you ask me,” Zanna interjected, encouraging Grockle to perch on her arm. The dragon tilted his head and peered at her cuts. He grockled inquisitively and sniffed at the slow-congealing plasma. Zanna allowed him to lick the wounds clean, then raised his chin with the tip of her finger. His teeth, like a row of clean white bunting, stood out fiercely in his lower jaw. Fire or no fire, he could rip and tear. Who in their right mind would dare to beleaguer a dying dragon?

“She’s right,” Bergstrom confirmed. “By the end of his life, Gawain had little trust of man; he would have turned any sibyl to dust in a breath. So Gwilanna sought another, safer route and found it in the shape of the virtuous Guinevere. When Guinevere came in search of advice, asking how she might save the dragon’s essence, Gwilanna seized her chance. Here was an unexpected gift — a girl willing to risk her life just to be with the dragon at his death. So she traded information about the tear for the seemingly worthless donation of a scale. What had she to lose? If the foolish girl died, what was it to her? She had gained a dragon’s scale, a rare prize in itself. But if the girl succeeded, then the tear was in her grasp. As you know, Guinevere succeeded in her quest, but nothing worked out the way either had imagined.”

David looked up hopefully. “Do you know what happened — to Guinevere, I mean? I overheard Liz telling Lucy once that she was drowned trying to hide the tear. Is it true?”

Bergstrom rolled his gaze to one side. He watched Gretel passing broken leaves to Zanna, who in turn offered them in pieces to Grockle. The little dragon clicked his teeth and exchanged them in his craw for tiny burps of air.

“It’s warm in here,” Bergstrom said suddenly. “Why don’t you and I go for a walk?” There was a flicker of movement in his left hand. He was fingering the Inuit talisman, making the hand-carved figures dance.

David glanced across at Zanna and realized that time, or the plane of existence they knew as reality, had somehow shifted. She and Gretel and the dragon called Grockle were in a small bubble of their own for the moment. He stood up cautiously. G’reth immediately flew to his shoulder, only to be told by Bergstrom to stay.

Hrr-rr? the wishing dragon beseeched him.

“Your work is done,” the bear man said. And he placed his thumbs into the wide dished paws until the dragon’s eyes grew dizzy with awe. G’reth fluttered like a blown seed back to the desk and sank down, puffing a wisp of smoke. Bergstrom took a jacket off the back of a chair. “Wear gloves, David. It’s cold out there.”

“Where exactly are we going?”

Bergstrom leveled his blue-eyed gaze. “Onto the ice,” he said.
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Ice?” David queried, as their shoes broke the edges of the snow on the common.

Bergstrom punched the ends of his gloves together. He put his face to the sky and let his blond hair trail against his upturned collar. “We’ll go this way,” he said with a lilt of Norwegian, and began to cut a path across the widest, bleakest part of the grounds. They were well above sea level here, and the yellow pips of lamplight on the far horizon seemed to roll away with every crunching step. It was cold and another gray fog had fallen, freezing the uppermost deposits of snow and giving it the texture of cereal flakes. As he walked, David scuffed the grass underfoot and thought idly of tundra and caribou. He was wondering if this was what the north would be like when Bergstrom spoke again.

“So, will I see you in Chamberlain, David?”

David bit his lip and looked the other way. This was a loaded question, he thought. He hadn’t written the essay or shown any sign of doing so. Was Bergstrom trying to test his allegiance? “I have the money. And I think I’ve proved that dragons exist.”

“Then you’ll come?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Then it’s settled.” Bergstrom smiled and held out a hand. David shook it and they walked on in silence for a while.

But many questions were stacking up in David’s mind, and as they passed a small coppice of hawthorns he asked, “What’s going to happen to Grockle? Are you taking him to Chamberlain, too?”

Bergstrom put his head back and listened to the wind. “You need not be concerned about Grockle. Why don’t we talk about the fire tear? You must have wondered many times how bears came to be the guardians of it?”

Doubling his step to match the larger man’s stride, David admitted, “Yes. Once or twice.” It wasn’t meant to be a casual remark, but Bergstrom threw back his head and laughed, lobbing the repeats of his deep-throated hoots twenty or thirty yards across the common.

Slightly unnerved, David turned and trudged backward for several paces. The fog had all but eclipsed the house and still they were drawing further away. “Are we going far? I’m worried about Zanna on her own in there. Liz warned us to watch for Gwilanna.”

Bergstrom turned his head to the east. “Zanna is in no danger,” he said.

David followed the look and for a heart-stopping moment thought he saw the curve of an animal’s back. A bear, perhaps? Were they being tracked? He rubbed his eyes and they swam with motes, but the only shapes he could piece together were trees.

“How much has Elizabeth told you, David?”

“About Gawain?”

“Yes.”

“No more than I told you in our tutorial — except that the tear was hidden by Guinevere, not taken inside her as I first thought.”

Bergstrom nodded, warm air shooting out of his nostrils. “You put out a wish to the universe.”

David winced and touched a glove to the center of his forehead. “I’m sorry. It’s caused a lot of trouble, I know.”

“It has also made many good things possible. Even as we speak, the scale of Gawain is passing through worlds to the Tooth of Ragnar. In a short while, the dragon will be complete again. His spirit will rise from the ancient stone and the earth will breathe a little easier for it. This way, I think.”

David veered away to his right, stumbling after Bergstrom like a small child in its father’s wake. “I don’t understand what you mean by that.”

“You will when you know the secret of the tear.”

“You’re going to tell me?” David held back, panting.

Bergstrom came to a halt and turned. From his eyes came that customary domineering glare. But he was lifting his gaze beyond David as he said, “That is not for me alone to decide.”

On impulse, David twisted around — and the sight he saw before him would change his life for ever.

There were nine of them on pillars of ice, arranged in a gentle quarter moon, with the bear at the center on the largest pillar. He was perfect in every way. From pointed ear tips to ice-frayed pads, not a hair was out of place. And though his snout was high and his bearing proud, there was no real air of conceit about him. His dark brown eyes were so serene that any dread David felt was quickly put aside in favor of wonderment, reverence, and awe. Was this the animal they called Nanukapik? The bear tilted its head, as if David’s thoughts had been carried on the wind, creating the breeze that now blew crystals around its feet, rippling the fur by its great, hooked claws. David nodded. The bear nodded back, then swiveled its head to the bear at its left. This one was younger and slimmer than the others. David knew in an instant it had to be Lorel. The bear trod its paws and sat up a little straighter, as if it felt the need to prove that it was fierce and not just a simpleminded Teller of Ways. Then the Nanukapik turned the other way. The bear on his right side narrowed its eyes. Its snout was covered with fighting scars, and even from a distance David could see the hardened weals on its neck and shoulders where the skin had been permanently torn in combat, showing up the thick black blubber below. But it wasn’t the scars or the blemishes of war that froze the breath in David’s lungs. The ice bear snarled and rolled its lip, and though its teeth were broken and bloodied, only the upper canine was missing. That rested in David’s pocket.

“Ragnar,” he whispered, and took out the tooth, offering it back on his shaking glove.

The ice bear switched its gaze to Bergstrom.

“The tooth is a gift to you, David. A symbol of everything these nine bears lived for. It will protect you against the likes of Gwilanna and guide you through the journeys ahead. But beware, like any blade, it cuts both ways. Speak any knowledge of the fire in its presence and the spirit of Ragnar will be at your shoulder. This is the price you pay for the wisdom Lorel is about to give you. Listen, now, to the Teller of Ways. He will speak to you in dragontongue and dreams.”

Lorel leaped down off his pillar. The bear, though slim, was a powerful predator, and David instinctively dropped back a pace. But Lorel did no more than come around in front of him and sit on his haunches like a cream-colored cat. He widened his eyes and parted his jaws. David gasped and staggered back slightly as an image of the aged dragon Gawain ripped across his visual cortex. The beast was lying on a mountaintop with the pale moon rising to a crescent at his shoulder. Slowly he closed his spangled eye and a single tear ran loose on his snout, glistening at its center with a violet flame. A pair of hands reached out to catch it. They belonged to a beautiful red-haired girl.

But from that moment on, everything shook. Guinevere screamed as the fire spread outward along her arms. She opened her hands and the tear fell again. And whether it was providence or prior calculation, the essence of the dragon dripped into the lumen of a hollowed-out bone and never did escape into the Mother Earth. Instantly, thunder broke. It could have been an act of planetary wrath or a terrible ritual of dragon death, but the earth tilted and the heavens split and the last true dragon began to set. It started at the very tip of his tail, with a grinding tone so sickly dire that the air all around seemed to moan with grief. Gawain was turning by pieces to stone, becoming one with the mountaintop and not the clay from which he was born. As the last of his rutted green scales turned to gray, the mountain cracked with a mournful wail and began to slide into the cold, dark ocean. Guinevere ran for her life, carrying the vessel close to her breast. She ran for the place called the Bridge of Souls, that bony strip of land that connected the island to the ancient continent. On the final descent, where the ground leveled out, she was met by the sibyl Gwilanna.

“No,” said David, shaking his head, for he could picture the greed in Gwilanna’s eyes and knew she had not come to offer assistance.

The husky voice of Lorel entered his mind. “Dream,” he said in broken dragontongue. “Look again. Sibyl is not alone.”

At Gwilanna’s side stood a mesmerized child. Her hair was long and thick and wild. Gwilanna stroked it with the back of her fingers. “My dear, you have done well,” she said.

“Stone,” wailed Guinevere, lurching forward, her red hair following the tracks of her tears. “You tricked me! How can he ever be at rest?”

“Give me the tear,” the sibyl crowed. “I will see to it that dragonkind is not forgotten.”

Guinevere looked at the frightened girl. Was this the daughter Gwilanna had promised? Raised from clay and hair and scale? She shook her head.

“We had a trade!” screamed the sibyl as the Bridge of Souls heaved into the air, bent upward by the ruinous collapse of the island. “A child from the fire! The child for the tear!”

“They’ve got to run,” breathed David, grinding his teeth. On the ocean, a tidal wave was growing. If the jaws of the earth did not take Guinevere, the waters of the world would sweep her away.

Lorel, the Teller, spoke once more. “See. Beyond.” He squinted into the middle distance.

In the space behind Gwilanna, a bear was loping along the bridge. His ragged and partially wet fur was a rich brown color and his eyes seemed to sparkle out of his head. Amid the thunderous detonations of rocks in water, his approach had gone unnoticed by the sibyl.

“He is Thoran,” said Lorel, gruff but clear. “She, red hair, saved him once. Took metal from his side. Gave berries. Healed.” He growled and showed his canine teeth.

With a swipe so fast that David almost missed it, Thoran hooked his claws into the sibyl’s sackcloth and hurled her far out into the ocean. He immediately beckoned Guinevere to come. She ran to the child first and quickly hoisted her onto her hip.

“We go,” said the bear, and turned to the mainland, only to see the far side of the link go crumbling into the rising water. In its wake, the great wave hit, breaking against the peak of the island and throwing wild plumes of foam across the bridge.

“I carry. Take one. Come back,” said Thoran, and he hit the water with a mighty splash.

“Her first,” Guinevere shouted and carried the child to a flat, safe rock from which she might be placed onto Thoran’s back. As the bear trod water, positioning himself, Guinevere knelt in front of her daughter. “You are Gwendolen,” she whispered, cupping the child’s face. “Remember that your father was the dragon, Gawain.” And she placed the girl’s fingers into the vessel so she might know her father’s auma. The child cried out and cleaved to her mother, but the bear was always calling them away. More waves! Big rocks! No time! We go! For there was danger everywhere, danger in the air. And how could they be certain that the sibyl was dead?

The truth became plain on the second run. With Gwendolen safely transported to land and Guinevere herself now riding on his back, Thoran was almost at the end of his rescue when he looked up and saw Gwilanna on the shoreline. She was drenched from head to toe, holding Gwendolen by the hair.

“Urr!” growled Thoran, paddling harder.

Guinevere, suddenly aware of the danger, looked up and screamed, “No, let her go!”

“She is mine,” said the sibyl with an angry sneer. “If I cannot have the tear, then no one will.” And with a laugh that could itself have shattered rocks, she commanded the waves to turn and roll, driving Thoran and Guinevere out to sea, as far as any sunset could possibly reach.

David felt numb with fear. “Then it’s true. She was drowned. She didn’t survive.”

“Nnn,” the Teller rumbled. “Thoran strong.”

“But the ocean. All that expanse of water? Even a bear …?”

“Strong,” the Teller insisted. “Thoran swim, to center of stars.”

David shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

“North,” the bear grunted.

“Where? To the Arctic? To the ice cap? Where?”

Lorel gave one flick of his snout. “You dream it. Now. Center of stars.”

So David closed his eyes and let the images come. Nightfall. Moonlight on a peaceful ocean. Guinevere, exhausted, on Thoran’s back. The great brown bear was paddling still, but fighting to keep his head above water. His chest and shoulders ached with cold. He could no longer feel his claws retracting. “Swim no more,” he managed to say, expelling more water than air from his lungs.

Guinevere, delirious with hunger and thirst, laid her lips against Thoran’s ear and began to hum a sweet lullaby to him. It was the song she had used to calm Gawain in his last few days of torment on earth. As she sang, the wind rippled across the ocean, weaving a mist upon the surface of the water. From the center of the veil, a figure appeared.

“Gaia,” said David, taking a breath.

“Umm,” grunted Lorel. “She-mother. Earth.”

A voice floated down from the woman’s mouth, gently wafting Guinevere’s hair. “Child, your work is done,” she said. “The dragon is forever in your heart. Now you must return the fire to me. Give it, child, back to the earth.”

Guinevere moved her thoughts to the vessel. Her fingers, frozen by cold and time, could barely unlock themselves from its shape. Thoran dipped his shoulder and the ocean lapped. Its cold bite touched the girl awake. Water all around her. Stars above. She tugged at the vessel and its ties snapped easily away from her neck. She opened it up to the northern sky. Great arcs of color patterned the heavens, but Guinevere had eyes only for the tear. “Forgive me,” she whispered, “for taking this from you.” And stroking one hand over Thoran’s head, with the other hand she spilled the tear into the ocean.

Water to water.

Fire to …

“Oh my God,” cried David, reeling back. His legs weakened and he dropped to his knees in shock. For as the fire tear joined the meniscus of the ocean, so its surface began to thicken and freeze, until a plate of blue-white glaucous ice had formed as far as the eye could see. And though he could never hope to understand how, David felt his mind become one with the ice, as though he shared every interlocking droplet of water and could glimpse, for the briefest moment of time, all that the water ever knew or ever was.

And there was more.

As Guinevere rolled off Thoran’s back, the bear put his claws into this miracle of nature, to satisfy himself it was real beyond dreams. And he, too, became part of the change. Every hair on his body paled from brown, until he was one shade darker than white. It suited him well, this new cream pelt. Indebted, he rose on his stiff hind legs and roared and roared at the northern sky. The ocean was his to walk; the reign of the great white bear had begun.

David, shaking, threw off his gloves and scooped up two large hunks of snow. “The ice,” he said with a tremor, squeezing it into his aching fists. “The ice cap. All of it. The ice is the fire.”

Bergstrom came to crouch beside him. “And the fire is the ice,” he said, igniting it.

Tears emptied from David’s eyes. “Who are you? What do you want from me?”

Bergstrom waved a hand and the snow ceased to burn. “Since Thoran’s time, the world has changed a great deal, David. Some of those changes have not been good. The ice is melting. Climates are shifting. The earth is in a state of violent unrest. I need people who can help me to reverse those changes. You, Zanna, Elizabeth and Lucy, even Gwilanna in her way, have played a part. Returning the scale to the Tooth of Ragnar will mean Gawain’s body can go to the clay. This will bring stability — for a short time. But the ice, and the bears who dwell upon it, remain in the deepest peril. You can help me to save them.”

David gave an incredulous laugh and let the snow tumble out of his hands. “How?”

“By doing what you do best. I want you to write — about the Arctic.”

“Write?”

“Remember what I told you when we first met? About stories?”

Well-chewed bones. David nodded, remembering.

“Creativity is the auma of the universe, David. A good story, written with heart and feeling, can touch many people and raise their awareness of global issues. It was no accident that Gadzooks came into being. I owe a great debt to Elizabeth Pennykettle. She has used the icefire wisely. We should even thank our crone, Gwilanna. When she used her influence on the publishers, she helped us more than she really knew.”

David thought back to Dilys Whutton’s offer. It seemed strangely ironic that Gwilanna should be paying to fund his research into a novel that might help to save the bears she so disliked. “I told them I’d write a saga,” he said. “I don’t even know where I’m going to start.”

Bergstrom patted his shoulder and they stood. “Tonight, when you return to the crescent, go to the room of photographs. Let the tooth guide you toward a book. What you find there will help you begin. Good luck, David. When we meet again, it will be in Chamberlain. Now you must go. Suzanna needs you.”

“Zanna? Why, what’s wrong?”

On Bergstrom’s shoulder, a wraithlike shape appeared.

“Grockle?” breathed David, and suddenly Zanna was screaming for him.

“David! Where are you? David! David!”

“Zanna?” he yelled back, swinging round.

She came through the mist and thudded violently into his arms. Her face was awash and messed by tears. “Grockle,” she clamored.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

A mountain of grief poured out of her eyes. “He turned to stone.”

David stood back, gathering his thoughts. A dragon without fire. Gawain. Stone.

“Dr. Bergstrom!” he cried out and swung back again. “Dr. Bergstrom! Wait! Come back! Where are you?” And he chased across the common where Bergstrom had been. But all he found were tracks in the shifting snow. A single trail of five-clawed prints, dusted by the wind drifting in from the north.

At home, Lucy and Zanna cried enough tears to fill up a fountain. David, his gaze never far from the floor, explained as much as he could to Liz. She bravely accepted all that had happened and tried to explain that Grockle wasn’t dead, merely in a place where he could fly in peace, free from the dark suspicions of a world so fearful and misunderstanding of dragons. This was of little comfort to Gretel, who had tried, from the very first hardening of scales, to use every flower available to her. She was close to shedding her fire tear that night. Only the warmth of G’reth saved her.

As for David, he returned to Henry Bacon’s later, carrying such a pulsing mix of emotions that sleep seemed like an impossible venture. So he went to the study instead, to the room of photographs as Bergstrom had called it. In his pocket, in his hand, the enameled tooth of an ancient bear guided his eyes across the spines of books, until they settled on a single name that seemed to stand out above all others: Lono. He slid it off the shelf. A large book with full color plates. It fell open at the first of them. The picture was faded and cracked with age, its once-white borders yellowed to the shade of a polar bear’s pelt. There were polar bears in the picture. Two of them. One large, one small, sitting on the ice with their backs to the camera. David felt a tear prick the corner of his eye as his gaze traveled down and he read the caption.

A mother and her female cub relax on pack ice in early spring. A second cub is just out of frame to their right. The island in the background, a favored nesting place for buntings and skuas, goes by the name of the Tooth of Ragnar.
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CLEANING UP
 

Over the next few days, the mood in the house was somber and still. Nobody said very much about Grockle and everyone wanted to drift away into their private space to reflect: Zanna returned to her college studies, Lucy went back to school, and Liz disappeared to the Dragons’ Den to make repairs to those dragons injured in the skirmish with Gwilanna.

It was left to David and Mr. Bacon to get on with the business of cleaning up. Mr. Bacon, as usual, didn’t hang about. At eight-thirty sharp on the morning following Gwilanna’s departure — having first rearranged his day off from the library — he marched David around to number forty-two and told Liz what was going to happen. “Ordered a Dumpster last night,” he said. “Operation cleanup, under way promptly. Wheelbarrow shuttling from room to drive. Rubble cleared in a jiff.”

“No,” she said.

Mr. Bacon jumped.

“No wheelbarrows in my hall.”

Henry pursed his lips. “Understood, Mrs. P. Brush and bucket. Manual carting it is, then, boy.”

Unimpressed by the thought of hours of hard labor, David made his own suggestion: “Can’t we just sweep it under the floor?” He nodded at the hole he’d smashed in the boards.

Henry made a curt remark about carpets (and the sweeping of problems under them), then went home and found two buckets. He hooked the larger one over David’s arm and told him to start anywhere he liked.

It took all day and more. They dumped the mattress, the curtains, and the broken boards, too. The latter were replaced with fresh-smelling timbers, which Mr. Bacon sawed to size and hammered neatly across the joists. There was a moment of panic when Bonnington decided to explore the hole and was nearly boarded up for all eternity. He was swiftly ejected and work continued. To no one’s surprise, Mr. Bacon was a hero of do-it-yourself jobs. Not only did he reglaze the broken window and fix Sheetrock onto the damaged walls, he also rewired the light cord and holder and warned David not to hang his clothes on it in the future — or whatever stupid prank he’d obviously been doing to tear the wiring apart in the first place.

By the close of the weekend, the structural work was done. David was exhausted and slept like a lion. But at breakfast on Monday, Mr. Bacon shook him awake once more and told him that a steam stripper, a blowtorch, and two sharp scrapers were waiting in the hall and he expected good use to be made of them.

The steam stripper proved a complete disaster. Within minutes, the room was filled with a muggy gray cloud that made the windows stream and had Gadzooks peeling sodden sheets of paper off his pad. The blowtorch was even worse. The first time David lit it, it virtually exploded. He called in Gwillan when Liz wasn’t looking. With the dragon’s help, the paintwork was all burned off by lunch.

Later that afternoon, Zanna returned. On the surface, she seemed her usual self, chatting amiably to Liz (and Gretel) in the kitchen and admiring Mr. Bacon’s handiwork. But David sensed a quiet despondency about her, as if she wasn’t quite sure she belonged anymore — in the house, or even near him perhaps. When she rolled up her sleeves and grabbed a scraper, cheerily saying that she ought to do her part, David found himself strangely on edge, and their conversation soon began to mirror his disquiet.

“Got some news from college this morning.”

David, reacquainting himself with the mysteries of the steam stripper, waved away the mist and asked her what.

“I won Bergstrom’s essay competition.”

On the windowsill, Gadzooks stopped doodling. G’reth, who’d been meditating on the falling snow, shook himself awake and turned to listen.

“Seems like Zanna’s theory that Loch Ness could support a whole family of mini-monsters won the great doctor’s approval. Hey.”

“Hey,” repeated David, smiling, but sounding just a little bit shell-shocked. “You’ll be going to the Arctic, then?”

“I don’t know. Haven’t made my mind up yet.”

“Well, what is there to think about? You just won the geographical trip of a lifetime.”

“I’m not sure it would be appropriate,” she said, jabbing at an obstinate swatch of paper.

David looked across at the dragons. Both of them shook their heads and shrugged.

“I’m not very happy with Bergstrom, David.”

“Oh,” he grunted, laying the steam stripper against the wall. “You’re still upset about Grockle, then?”

“Of course I’m still upset about Grockle! Bergstrom should have warned me what was going to happen. He knew, and yet he let me …” She finished her sentence with another angry stab at the wall.

“Here, try this,” David said, moving across with his plate of steam. “It’s much easier if you soften it first.”

“I’m all right,” she grumbled, jutting out an elbow. She switched the tool to her opposite hand, revealing the graze where Gwilanna had scratched her.

David gave it a protracted look. “That’s taking its time to heal. It’s still weeping. Don’t you think you should bandage it?”

“I did. It doesn’t help. It’ll scab when it’s ready. Besides, it doesn’t hurt.”

David tilted his head and stared at it again.

“What?” she said, irritated by his puzzled expression.

“Don’t know. It reminds me of something, that’s all. Remember before the fight with Gwilanna I went upstairs into Henry’s study?”

“Yeah. So?”

“I saw a mark appear in the polar bear print. In the middle of its forehead, here.” He traced a mark with his fingertips. “Three cuts, very similar to those, made when Ragnar’s cub was hit by a bone.”

Zanna turned full on to him now. Dressed in leggings and a plain black T-shirt, with minimal makeup and her hair knotted back, she looked far less daunting than she normally did, but David still felt his mouth going dry as she cocked her head to her shoulder and said, “Rain, the hag just dug in and gouged. She wasn’t being particularly artistic at the time. Besides, you said an Inuit hunter killed the cub.”

“Yeah. Gwilanna was behind it, though.”

“Oh, so now I’m cursed by the mark of the sibyl?”

“No, I never said that. It’s just … Oh, forget it. I’m sorry I mentioned it.”

But Zanna wasn’t going to let it drop. “This is about me and Gretel, isn’t it?”

“What? What’s Gretel got to do with it?”

“I didn’t ask to be able to see her, David. When Lucy used the icefire, it changed us all. You were filled with the auma of Ragnar, Gwilanna got her evil fingers scorched, and I got a free pass through to dragon world. In some people’s eyes, that makes me a witch.”

“Zan-na …”

“Shut up. I’m making a point. You’ve never been able to get your stuffy, blinkered brain around my ‘fashion sense’ as you condescendingly like to refer to it. And now it turns out that I am, in fact, sibyl girl, you’re just fondly congratulating yourself on how smart you think you were.” She jerked her arm upward and nearly scraped the stubble off David’s chin. “I don’t care what you think I am. Gretel is my special dragon now, and we are going to work in Grockle’s memory. And we don’t have to go to the Arctic to prove it!” “Zanna, listen …”

“No, David. I don’t want to know!” And her scraper hit the boards with a painful clatter and she ran out, leaving the room door shuddering.

The hand that came to steady it belonged to Lucy. “What’s the matter with Zanna?”

“It’s none of your business.”

“She was crying. What have you done to her?”

“Nothing. Go away.”

“She was talking about Grockle.”

“Lucy, if you know what’s good for you, beat it.”

Lucy, as always, stood her ground. “Sometimes I wish you’d stayed under the floorboards.”

“Yeah, well. Right now, I wish I had.”

Hrr-oo, went G’reth and covered his ears. So many unhappy wishes. He was glad that no one was using their thumbs.

“You’re still mad at me,” Lucy went on, “because I was right all the time about Spikey and because you didn’t trust Gadzooks enough.”

On the windowsill, Gadzooks gave his scales a rattle and kept his head decidedly low. He was staying well out of this.

David sighed and let his forehead rest against the wall. “What do you want, Lucy?”

“Mom’s in the kitchen. She wants to see you.”

“What about?”

“What you did to Grace.”

David closed his eyes and wished the world would go away. “Tell her I’ll be there in a minute,” he muttered. But when he turned around, Lucy had already gone.

“Tea’s brewed,” said Liz, without looking up. She was at the table when he walked in, carefully painting a dragon’s ears. A hollow feeling rebounded in his chest when he saw that the dragon in care was Grace. Liz jiggled her brush in a jar of spirits, then wiped it quickly against her smock. “What was all that with Zanna just now?”

“Oh, nothing. She’s still upset about him.” David nodded at the fruit bowl where the small stone figure of Grockle was curled up in perfect, petrified sleep.

“Well, that’s understandable,” Liz said quietly. “She quickened him. She’s bound to feel it deeply.”

David glanced across the kitchen and caught sight of Gretel sitting on the countertop, pulling vegetables apart. It troubled him to see her pick up a mushroom. She saw him watching and tossed it aside. “Is there nothing you can do for him?”

“Sit still,” Liz whispered to Grace, drawing a neat green line along her snout. Gwillan, who was sitting on the butter dish beside her, opened his throat and warmed the paint dry. “Even if I could bring Grockle back, I’m not really sure I’d want to, David. This world was never right for a dragon like him. In her heart, Zanna knows it. She just needs time to come to terms with it, that’s all. Be patient. She’ll be back. How’s the decorating going?”

“Just the chimney wall to do. Lucy said you wanted me.”

“Hmm. I thought you’d like to know that Grace is mended.” Liz turned her around.

Remarkable. Grace looked better than ever. A wave of raw, deep-seated relief slackened every muscle in David’s shoulders. “Can she hear OK?”

The dragon rolled her eyes like a couple of pear drops. David smiled and took that as a yes. He reached out to knuckle the edge of one shell. To his disappointment, Grace leaned away with her ears bent back.

“Hush,” said Liz, hurring the word and sending Grace into a gentle sleep. “She’s a little insecure right now. When you break the ears of a listening dragon, you take far more than its hearing, I’m afraid. She’s another who’s going to need time. Deep down, she understands why you did it.”

“I’m not sure I do,” David muttered. “Part of me thinks I snapped her ears because I was still upset about Sophie.”

Liz raised a sympathetic eyebrow. “Well, that’s the trouble with decorating, isn’t it? Leaves you too much time to think.”

David grunted and reached for the teapot. He squeezed the handle but released it again. “I’m sorry, Liz, for all the trouble I’ve caused. Grockle, Gwilanna, the room, you.”

A-row? went Bonnington, as if someone ought to put him on the list. He was sitting on the drainboard, idly watching a pair of sparrows digging peanuts out of a hanging feeder. He lifted his paw and, not for the first time, seemed confused to see it strapped in a bandage.

“If I hadn’t made that wish —”

“David.” Liz stopped him with a green-eyed look. “It’s not your fault. It was meant to be.”

David half-threw up his hands. “Now you’re starting to sound like Zanna. Why are you letting me off so easily? You always warned me not to poke about in the den and … well, look what happened.”

Liz closed her case of paints, untied her smock, and draped it across the back of a chair. “Sit down. I want to tell you something.”

David dragged out a chair and sat.

“Has it never occurred to you why I took the risk of bringing a tenant into this house?”

The tenant thought about it briefly, then shook his head.

“I didn’t meet Dr. Bergstrom in Norway.”

“What? But Lucy said —”

“I told Lucy I saw a man because it was easier for her at the time. But I didn’t see a man; I saw a polar bear. When he gave me the snowball he told me there was powerful auma in it, and that one day, no matter how I chose to use it, it would guide me to someone for whom his kind would have great need. I used the snow to make dragons, as you know, among them the one you named Gadzooks. The moment you told me he’d found the name Lorel, I knew that the waiting was over. Don’t be sorry, David. Everything you wished for had to be. The only misfortune was losing Grockle.”

Gretel shuddered and Liz called softly to her. But as the dragon got set to fly, the front door banged, and a few seconds later Zanna walked in, carrying a couple of cans of paint. “Went to get paint,” she said a little sheepishly. “Harvest Moon. Special offer. Yuck.”

“That’s my girl,” laughed Liz. “Sit down. Have a cup of tea.”

Zanna shook her head. “Thanks, but if it’s OK with you, I’d like to have a word with David first.”

“Um, sure,” he muttered, getting signals from Liz. He followed Zanna gingerly into his room, pushing the door just to as he entered.

Head down, still holding the paint, she said, “Look, I’m sorry I lost my temper. I’m upset about Grockle and angry with Bergstrom, but it wasn’t right, taking it out on you. Please say we can still be friends.” She looked up, searching for signs of forgiveness. “I did bring horrible paint for your room — and a bandage for my arm — and sweets, I got sweets; licorice, your favorite. I’ll finish your section of wall if you like?”

David smiled as though it was hurting him deeply. He looked her slowly up and down. A fragile paint maid, all in black. “Put the cans down,” he whispered. Her dark eyes searched his face for a reason. A moment went, but he didn’t give an answer. Instead, his hand came up to her face, and raising her chin with the crook of his finger, he kissed her gently on the lips.

The paint cans thudded to the bare wooden floor. Somewhere in the background, the doorbell rang. But David and Zanna, lost in their embrace, took no notice of the squeals of surprise that came winging down the hall a few seconds later. Only when Lucy came crashing in, demanding that David should come right away, did annoyance and embarrassment force them apart.

It was David this time who lost his temper. “What have I told you about bursting in like that?”

“But, but, but …” Lucy could barely keep her feet on the ground.

“If it’s a squirrel or a hedgehog, you picked the wrong time.”

“It’s not a hedgehog,” said a gentle voice, and a tall, slim figure brushed into the room.

The world began to swim in David’s head.

The caller was his girlfriend, Sophie.
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DEPARTURES
 

It was like some kind of autumnal time warp. Out came the best plates, the cakes, the cookies, and everyone was ushered into the kitchen to listen to Sophie’s homecoming news — everyone except Suzanna Martindale. Despite Liz’s best attempts to make her stay and David’s stutteringly awkward introductions, she smiled, made suitably polite excuses, and left before Sophie had removed her coat. Sophie, watching patiently from the wings, asked no questions and made no remarks. When the front door closed she put her arms around David and drew him into a gentle hug. “I missed you,” she whispered, and pecked him on the cheek. He told her the same, without the peck. He could still taste Zanna’s lipstick on his mouth.

Looking tanned and healthy, with her copper-blond hair bleached even further by the African sun, Sophie chattered nonstop for an hour. She brought out photographs: elephants, zebras, hippos, water holes, stunning scenes of the African bush, the wildlife park, the hut she had slept in where the beetles were as long as the teacups were high and she hadn’t dared to go barefoot for at least a week, sunsets, sunrises, cloud-covered mountains, the people she worked with, the jeep they got around in, and last but not least, the only one of her — in a pair of shorts and a khaki shirt, feeding leaves to a baby elephant that she had personally helped to rescue.

“They’re lovely,” said Liz.

“I want to go,” said Lucy.

“Why are you back so soon?” said David. The question had been on his lips from the start.

“Later,” she said to him, rubbing his hand. “Anyway, come on, that’s tons about me. What’s the Pennykettle clan been up to? Is this a new line?” She pointed at Grockle, and everything went quiet.

“He’s one of a kind,” Liz said, smiling gamely. “Grace has missed you. David, can you pass her?”

David took her off the countertop and handed her to Sophie.

“Hello, Grace,” she whispered. “You look radiant. Did you hear me sending my love to you from Africa?”

“Excuse me, I’m going upstairs for a second.” David could take no more. He stood up, pushing back his chair so hard that Bonnington jumped and landed in his water bowl, soaking his bandage and making Liz sigh. David muttered an apology and hurried away.

He did go up the stairs, but not very far. Halfway, he turned and sat down on the step, staring into space for what seemed like an age before lowering his head into the cradle of his hands. Gwillan, snuffling dust higher up on the landing, fluttered down to ask if he might be of help. David asked him to go and find Gretel. But before the little dragon could move away, Sophie appeared at the foot of the stairs. She didn’t seem surprised to see him there.

“Is this a private moment or can anyone join in?”

David put Gwillan on the box window shelf. “Oh, hi, I don’t mean to seem rude. I’ve been decorating all day. Feeling a bit tired.”

“It’s OK,” she said quietly. “No offense taken. Maybe all you need is a breath of fresh air?” She was reaching for his overcoat before he could refuse. “I like walking in the snow. Let’s go out.”

“So, what have you been up to?” she asked, looping his arm as they ambled down the crescent.

David looked up at the snow-laden roofs, at the wind dislodging crystals from the icicles hanging off the amber streetlights, at the moon, very big and very round and very present. At the stars. At the center of the northern stars. “Oh, you know, college. The usual stuff.”

That made her laugh, as much as any far-flung tale about dragons. “Nothing’s ever usual with you, David. What about your stories? Written anything new?”

The free hand in his pocket touched the tooth. What would he give to tell what he knew? And what would it mean to her if he did? “I’ve started one — about polar bears.”

“I didn’t know you knew about polar bears?”

“I don’t, not much. But in eight days’ time I’m going to the Arctic … to do some research.”

She stopped walking and pulled him around. “My God, you’re serious.” She shook herself, stunned. The pom-pom on her knitted hat swung across her shoulders.

“Geography field trip — to Chamberlain, in Canada. I’m paying for it from the proceeds for Snigger.”

Now her eyebrows arched and her mouth fell open. “You sold Snigger?”

“I got a two-book deal with a publisher, yes.”

“David, that’s fantastic. Wow. I don’t know what to say.” A car sluiced past, throwing slush onto the pavement, making them dodge and walk again.

“I was going to write — or call you,” he said. “I didn’t think you’d mind — about the Arctic, I mean, as you were s’posed to be away in Africa. Why are you home?”

They turned a corner, brushing chunks of snow off an overhanging holly. Sophie ringed his arm and the space between them narrowed. “Well, this sort of pales in comparison to your achievements, but I have to say it all the same. The post I was offered is below my potential — according to the director of the wildlife program. They want me to take on something new, in one of their big reserves in Kenya. It’s a three-year post, with a degree attached. If I take it, I won’t be coming home much.”

David nodded in time with his steps. “Hmm. Sounds good.”

“Yes,” she said, softening the word with a quiet sigh. “In career terms it is, very good.” They went two more paces, then she stopped him again. “That girl tonight, the one in your room —”

“She’s just a friend from college. She’s —”

“David, it’s OK. It’s not an attack. If she’s someone special, I’m pleased for you.” Sophie paused and rubbed a mitten under one eye. A tear dallied on the edge of her lashes. “I came around here tonight to tell you that … I’m releasing you from any obligation to me.”

“Sophie —?”

“No, listen to me. Please. I practiced on the plane, don’t spoil it for me.” She did her best to laugh and lightly thumped his chest. “I’m very fond of you, you know I am — but for now, it has to be over between us. I wanted to tell you this in person so you wouldn’t feel dumped from a distance. I’m really pleased about your writing. You’re so lovely and caring; you deserve success. I’ll buy all your books, I promise, every one. I just won’t be around to see them being written. Hold me and say you don’t hate me. Please.”

“I don’t hate you,” he whispered, and pulled her in close until her head was on his shoulder and her tears were on his neck. They stayed like this until a snow shower fell. Then he walked her home.

That night, when he told the story to Liz, she was almost in tears herself. “Oh dear. This is all so terribly romantic. I’m pleased she had the courage to tell you to your face. She’s a good girl, Sophie. Very thoughtful. Very kind. I’m glad she took Grace this time as well. That will keep a bond of sorts between you. You’ll always be friends. Always. She loves you. And if nothing else, I suppose it uncomplicates the other matter.”

David looked up over his hot chocolate.

“I can’t bear to see those paint scrapers side by side, abandoned.”

“It’s not funny,” David muttered, trying to keep a straight face.

Liz dropped the kitchen blind and locked the back door. “If you think you’re hurt, imagine what Zanna must be going through now. If you want my advice, you’ll call her — tonight.”

“Tonight? It’s half past twelve.”

“So? You’re a student. Act like one.”

He tried four times, including once the next morning. Her answering machine spoke back every time. He sent e-mail. That was dead as well. At lunch, he abandoned his scrapers and stripper and went to college, searching for her. In the coffee bar he found her best friend, Liddy. “Gone home,” she said, with a look that suggested that David had not only bought the ticket but driven the train as well. Even so, he stole Zanna’s home number from her (and sneaked the address while Liddy wasn’t looking).

“You’re history, Rain. She won’t talk. Zanna’s strong.”

“Will you give her a message, then?” Liddy rolled a cheese and onion chip around her mouth.

“Tell her Gretel misses her.”

Liddy clicked her tongue. “And who’s that from, Hansel or the gingerbread man?”

“Funn-ee,” said David, and rose to leave. “Just tell her to call me, OK? What’s she doing about the field trip, do you know?”

Liddy popped another potato chip and waved bye-bye.

In the office, David checked the list of applicants. His name was there, approved by Bergstrom. By the name S. Martindale was an ugly blank.

The next morning, he went to Gretel in the den. She was sitting over Grockle as she often did, dropping flower petals over his petrified body, as if she was hoping they would break his spell.

“I know you can reach her,” David said in dragontongue. “Gadzooks and G’reth … they always come to me. I just want her to know I wasn’t two-timing her.”

Hrrff, went Gretel, turning her back. She blew a smoke ring and spiked it once with her tail.

“Right,” said David. “In that case, there’s only one thing for it….”

He went to G’reth. “I want to make a wish.”

The wishing dragon reeled back, crunkling his snout.

Hrrr? went Gadzooks, knitting his ridges.

“It’s not like the other one,” David assured them. “It’s about Zanna and me.”

The two dragons exchanged a wary glance.

“Come on,” said David. “I’ve got to find her.”

“Not through wishing, you don’t,” said Liz. She came in, looking extremely stern. In her hands was a wide brown envelope. She slapped it against his chest. “This just came by special delivery. It’s from Apple Tree Publishing. It feels as if it might be a contract or something. I suggest you sit down and read it thoroughly, and forget about making dubious wishes. Remember: if they’re not beneficial, they’ll turn.”

“But—?”

“Kitchen or Henry’s. Take your pick. Go.”

He picked Henry’s, but he didn’t read the contract fully. Twelve legal-sized pages of gobbledygook. The second page promised him money on signature. The last had a dotted line for just that purpose. He picked up a pen … and put it down again. His signature could wait. Zanna couldn’t.

He went to the address he’d stolen from Liddy.

An hour on the train had left him plenty of time to practice his speech, but when he got there, a neat little cottage in Brookline, her sister answered the door. She looked older than Zanna by a couple of years. She wore tight blue jeans and a turtleneck sweater. She was pretty — in a green-eyed, savage kind of way. Savage just about described her mood.

“Oh, dragon boy. I’ve heard about you. Straying a bit far from Scrubbley, aren’t you?”

“Is she in? I’d like to talk to her.” They were on the step and it was freezing cold.

The sister put a tan leather coat around her shoulders. “Nope. Gone to see her ex, I think.”

“Ex?”

The sister made kissy-kissy sounds. “Oh dear, that didn’t go down well, did it?”

David changed his sour face for something more manly. “I don’t care who she’s with —”

“Ahh, brave soldier.”

“— I just want to give her a message, that’s all.”

The sister checked her watch. “Fifty-three seconds. Then I’m going out. So you’d better make it quick. Unless you’d like to sit on the step and freeze? She could be quite some time. She was always very fond of her ex, as I recall. Thirty-eight seconds.”

David paused for thought. “Thirty-five.”

“Tell her, whatever she thinks of me, the trip to Chamberlain is too good to miss. She won the competition fair and square. She should go. Bergstrom wants her there. I know, I can feel it in the tooth.”

“In your teeth?”

“Tooth. Singular. Just tell her.”

“Tooth, right. Nineteen seconds.”

“And tell her … Sophie’s out of the picture.”

The sister took a sharp breath.

“OK, scrub that. Tell her Gretel misses her … and so do I.”

This time, the sister softened her stance. “That it?” she asked quietly.

David looked away. The seconds ticked down. “Say … I finished the wall, but I used her scraper.”

“Oh good, I can see the attraction of that!”

“Just tell her,” David said despondently, and he turned and walked away without another word.

Halfway down the path, she called out to him: “Hey, lover boy!”

David stopped and let his shoulders droop.

“I’ll do my best, OK? She’s touchy. Takes time. Don’t hold your breath.”

I won’t, thought David, and went to catch his train.

It was a good thing he didn’t — hold his breath. As the days went by and the time for his departure to Chamberlain drew close, there was still no contact at all from Zanna. David immersed himself in his room — papering, painting (he drew an arrowed heart on the wall with his roller), and singing along, badly and loudly, to the radio.

“He’s in love,” Liz explained to Lucy one night. “This is what happens when someone spurns you.”

“Well, I wish he’d be in love in tune,” Lucy grumbled, a sentiment shared by David’s dragons, who were both seen stuffing cotton into their ears.

But still Zanna didn’t come back.

In the evenings, David spent a lot of time at Henry’s, reading what he could about the Arctic. Mr. Bacon, not surprisingly, was terribly enthusiastic (and secretly very proud) about his tenant’s field trip, supplying text after text from his personal library, and even showing David parched old letters handwritten by his grandfather from a tent pitched on pack ice off the coast of Svalbard. They grew a lot closer in those last few days, so much so that on the night before David was set to leave, he chose to show Henry the polar bear tooth, saying it was a gift from his tutor, Dr. Bergstrom, who he thought might be “related” to the man in the photograph with Henry’s grandfather. Henry held the tooth and a wisp of emotion passed across his face. He felt strangely aware of the old man, he said. David patted his shoulder and took the tooth back.

“Rule forty-one, boy,” Henry said stiffly.

David looked confused. He knew the rules now, and there were only forty.

Henry wiped a handkerchief under his nose. “ ‘Look after yourself,’ “ he said.

In the morning, Lucy couldn’t stop snuffling.

“It’s only six weeks,” David said, hugging her.

“The house won’t seem the same with you gone,” said Liz. She folded a dish towel and left it on the drainboard.

David smiled and shook his head gently. “I am coming back. Don’t rent the room out. Promise me, now — or you won’t get your presents.”

“Presents?” Lucy perked up at once.

“Yep. I got you going-away presents. Let’s put my luggage in the car, then you can have them.”

“Um, no, we’re not taking you to the airport,” said Liz. “I couldn’t face a good-bye there. We’ve arranged a taxi. Should be here any minute.”

“So I’ll have my present now,” smiled Lucy.

David laughed and made them sit at the table. Gretel, who’d been perching quietly on a stool, plaiting hairs from Bonnington’s tail, flew over to watch. “Well, it’s not much, but it’s meaningful, I think.” David opened his jacket and pulled out a sheet of printed text. He gave it to Lucy. “There; it’s the start of my polar bear book.”

Lucy scanned it quickly and handed it back. “Read it,” she begged.

“I can’t, not now. What if the taxi turns up?”

“Don’t worry, the taxi will wait,” said Liz. “Go on, read it. I’d like to hear it, too.”

“And the dragons,” said Lucy, springing up on her chair.

Hrrr! went the listener on the fridge.

“Transmitting,” said Liz. “We’re all ears, David.”

“All right,” he said and laid the script out. “It’s going to be an Arctic saga. Lorel will be in it. And so will Ragnar. But it starts with a mother bear, talking to her cub. They’re sitting on an ice floe, looking across the ocean at Gawain’s island. This is how it goes: ‘Over there is an island the bears call the Tooth of Ragnar,’ Lono said to her daughter, Svenia, as they settled together at the edge of a lead.

“A lazy second passed. Svenia watched as the
stiffening breeze swelled the waters of the cold black ocean. Yawning noisily, she lifted her head and squinted across the creaking ice. The island her mother spoke of was away to their right, a hard and permanent giant on a fragmentary plate of white. It shimmered moodily under the pale Arctic sun and cast a blunted shadow that was long and unending. Splashes of snow marked its innermost contours. Birds circled and returned like flying chips of stone. Beyond it, dimmed by distance, lay a thin smear of land.

“ ‘Islands,’ said the cub with a disparaging grunt, ‘they’re all the same, islands.’ And raising a bloodstained paw to her mouth, she began to gnaw at the shreds of blubber that had lodged between her claws from an early morning feed.

“Lono raised her wise old head and stared absently at the high-pointed rock. ‘There was a time,’ she said, ‘when the ice was ruled by nine bears, and one of these was a bear called Ragnar.’

“There was an odd blend of vagueness and secrecy
in these words, enough to cause Svenia to interrupt her grooming and give the Tooth of Ragnar another protracted glance. It really did look just like a tooth, a dark and jagged canine tipped with snow. At its peak, it was snarled and slightly hooked, and not unlike the two island-shaped protrusions that hung down prominently from a bear’s upper jaw. But that was as far as the imagery would stretch. Any cub could see it was nothing but the usual crag and stone. She was about to turn away when her mother spoke again.

“ ‘He was a fighting bear. He sat to the right of the Nanukapik, Aluna. You remember what Nanukapik means?’

“ ‘Great bear,’ said Svenia, dibbling her fighting paw in the ocean. The waters moved with a satisfying ripple. ‘Can I go and see where Jorn is now?’ Slowly she rose into a begging position, scanning the ice on the far side of Lono for any sign of her truant brother. As usual, he was nowhere to be seen.

“ ‘Greatest bear,’ Lono corrected her.

“ ‘Hmm,’ the cub grunted, still raised, still looking. A fast-moving black-speckled cloud had caught her eye and was threatening to topple her if she lowered her concentration. The cloud quickly resolved into a small flock of buntings. The fold of their wings against the crisp edge of morning cut loud into the silence that suddenly surrounded the two female bears. Lono glanced up and followed the birds’ flight path. For a few seconds they described a perfect diagonal between herself and the Tooth of Ragnar. They careened and dipped into the north face of the rock and were swallowed up by distance and the backdrop of stone.

“ ‘You are a daughter of his line,’ said Lono.

“Svenia’s forepaws thumped onto the ice. ‘My father? You’re going to tell about my father?’ There was shock and surprise now in her voice. ‘But you always said you wouldn’t. You said a bear never needed to know about that.’

“‘Aluna was not your father,’ said Lono. ‘He was your ancestor.’

“The young bear wrinkled her snout. Ancestor? She, a daughter of some ancient, groggy bear? ‘You mean he’s old; dead even?’

“ ‘Many seasons ago,’ Lono replied. She stretched her neck to let the wind cool her throat, then looked across at the Tooth once more. ‘But here his spirit is always alive….’ “

“Gosh,” said Liz, “that’s very exciting. And quite a bit different from Snigger, too. Where did you get those lovely names?”

“Oh, the usual source. Plus one from Henry’s books. Anyway, what do you think?”

“I like it,” said Lucy. “When will you do the rest?”

“Ah,” went David, with a twinkle in his eye. He pulled the contract from Apple Tree out of his jacket and turned to the final page. “When I sign here, I’ll have to write the rest.”

“Sign,” Lucy urged him.

But Liz raised a hand. “Wait. Have you read through this?”

“Sort of. It’s just … legalities and stuff.”

“Exactly. You ought to know what you’re signing. Perhaps Henry could check it for you?”

“It’s all right,” said David. “It’s just boring blurb. Don’t spoil my big moment. Pen, someone?”

Lucy grabbed one off the countertop and handed it over.

“Signed … David … Rain,” David muttered, scratching his name on the line marked “author.”

Immediately the doorbell rang.

“Me!” cried Lucy, and shot down the hall. As she unlatched the door, a wind tunnel formed between the hall and kitchen, sucking cold air from the open kitchen window. The pages of the contract fluttered wildly. Gretel jumped back, staring at it.

“What was that?” said Liz, listening intently to the dragon noises circulating round the house. She glanced at Gretel. The potions dragon blinked.

David covered the contract and reached for the tooth. “It’s nothing. Just the wind. And the dragons do seem a bit hyper this morning. I opened that window at breakfast time because Gwillan was hurring so much he was steaming it up.”

“Yes, they’ve been ‘fluenced,’ ” Liz muttered quietly. “They’re sad, as well, to see you go. We don’t want any fire tears shedding.”

“Quite,” said David. “I’d better get going. Will you do me a favor and post this today?” He pushed the contract across the table. “At least then, when I come back from the trip, I can pay you back all the money I’ve borrowed.”

Lucy hurried in. “The taxi driver’s here.”

David hiked up his case and carried it to the door. A large black car had backed into the drive. Its trunk was already open. To David’s surprise, another suitcase was taking up half one side. He peered at the label … Martindale, S.

“Zanna!” he yelled, and she stepped into the open. She was plainly dressed in blue denim jeans and a gray college sweatshirt. Her bangles and Gothic makeup had gone. Her hair was tied back in a long, thin braid.

“Wow, you look amazing,” said David.

“No, Rain, I just look different,” she sighed.

He dropped his case and hugged her tightly, so tightly that Lucy was heard to say, “Mom, he’s going to break her in a minute.”

Zanna didn’t seem to mind. Resting her forehead on his, she breathed, “When you’re done saving the world, do you think there might be a small place in it for me?”

“Always,” he said, and kissed her three times, on her forehead, her nose, and finally on her mouth.

Everyone was hugging each other after that.

When it came to David’s turn to throw his arms around Liz, he took the opportunity to speak a quiet word. “I didn’t forget your present, by the way. It’s not much, just a message — from a bear called Thoran. He wants you to know that Guinevere didn’t drown.”

Her hands clutched at the back of his jacket. “Thank you,” she whispered and kissed his cheek. “Promise me you’ll be careful up there.”

He drew back, nodding. There were tears in her eyes. “Look after the dragons, won’t you?” he said. He kissed his fingertips and waved toward the house. From the upstairs windows, dozens of small green paws waved back. He put away his case and closed the trunk. “North?”

“You bet,” said Zanna.

And they were gone, in the briefest screech of tires. Hand in hand, Liz and Lucy walked back to the house.

“What shall we do now?” Lucy asked.

“I need to mail David’s contract for him.” Liz picked it up off the kitchen table. For a moment she stood there reading a chunk, then she began to quickly flick through it. At the final page, she stopped and stared. “Lucy, you know that pen, the one David used to sign his name. Does it leak?”

Lucy drew a few lines with it, on her hand. “A bit, yes.”

“As much as that?” Liz turned the page around. From the lower curves of David’s signature, three long trails of ink had formed.

Lucy tilted her head … and shuddered. “They look like Zanna’s scratch.”

The heart of the house stopped beating for a moment.

“Where’s Gretel?” said Liz, looking toward the countertop.

But Gretel wasn’t there. She was in the Dragons’ Den, hurring a lullaby and standing over Grockle. In her paws was a lock of Liz’s red hair.
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It’s ten years now since I began writing books for children and I have to confess I never thought I would end up writing books for children about dragons. Polar bears, for sure. I’ve always been fascinated by them. Children sometimes ask me, “Chris, if you could be any kind of animal what would it be?” And I always say, “A polar bear!” I mean, they are seriously cool, aren’t they? No one messes with a polar bear. I’ve always wanted to visit the Arctic, too. This is kind of strange when you consider that, as a boy, I was always hopeless in the cold. When it snowed, my pop would take me out on a sled, and I would be fine for the first half hour. Then my fingers would turn blue and frost would form on my eyebrows and I would feel a little nauseous and want to go home. It was such a disappointment. But later in life I found a way around it. I discovered the incredible power of stories, just like David did in my first dragon book The Fire Within. In a book, there are no barriers. You can place a character anywhere you like. You can travel to the Arctic and imagine the cold, but you don’t have to be inhibited by it. Worlds you never thought possible are suddenly available to visit and explore. You can speak to a dragon who will grant you a wish (so long as it’s beneficial to dragonkind, of course). You can stand in awe before nine white bears and never be in doubt that they truly ruled the ice. You can be a hero. You can be a villain. You can fall in love with a girl who looks like a licorice stick. It’s fantastic. Best of all, you can dream ahead. If you really enjoyed this book, for instance, you can peer into the moonlit sky and know that one day a Fire Star is coming….

Until then, happy reading, happy adventuring.

So long from me and my zany dragons,
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