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The story so far …

In the British Museum the curators have made a terrible mistake. They have mended an ancient sarcophagus, unknowingly joining up a broken band of hieroglyphics that has rekindled an ancient power, freeing the Egyptian god Bast from millennia of imprisonment inside a small bronze statue of a cat.

Bast has frozen time in the city and is determined to avenge herself on humankind.

In this layer of London the statues are alive and able to move, unseen by the inhabitants of the city.

The soldier-statues of the city have already tried to storm the museum and defeat Bast. Bast has cursed them into immobility for their insolence. Now Bast has also imprisoned the Temple Bar dragon and enslaved all the other statues of city dragons to her will. She has begun to assemble an army of all the animal statues in London.

Only two young humans can still move: Will and Jo, a brother and sister. They are accidentally protected from the curse by the scarab bracelets they were given by their mother. They are the city’s last hope. They have help from the remaining non-military statues who are not frozen, and are travelling with a mismatched gang of them, but their plans have just met a nasty setback.

They had hoped to find their frozen mother where they left her in Coram’s Fields. She had a third scarab bracelet on a key ring in her wallet. They’d planned to use this to start fighting back. They found the wallet. They used the scarab to break Bast’s spell on a dragon that had been attacking them until it was made to, er, backfire by the gorilla statue that accompanies them.

But their mother is gone …
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The Wild Idea

Coram’s Fields was full of blue-tinged frozen people and unmoving vehicles now seemingly forever trapped in a freeze-frame. Despite the crowd, and even though they were in the middle of the gang of statues that had come with them – a little girl, an impish boy, a young violinist, two leopards and a gorilla – faced by the empty spot that should have held their mother, Will and Jo had never felt more alone.

Will stared around at the façades of the blank houses facing the leafy square, with its knobbly trunked trees overhanging the tall iron railings.

‘So what do we do now?’ said Jo.

Will looked at her. She was scanning the rooftops around them and seemed exhausted and worried, and – from the way she was leaning on her stick – as if her bad knee was giving her trouble. That wouldn’t be surprising, given the amount of running they’d had to do to escape from the nightmares that had been chasing them through the frozen horror-show that London had become. She caught him looking at her and took her weight off the stick. He pointed at the bench in the bus stop behind her.

‘Hey, you should—’

‘It’s fine,’ she said, cutting him off before he could get the suggestion out. She didn’t like to talk about her knee, and she hated him making a fuss of her. She tried for a grin and nearly made it. ‘So, seriously, what is your wild idea exactly?’

He thought her half-grin, in the circumstances, made her look about a hundred times tougher than he was feeling. He tried to sound confident.

‘Find Mum,’ he said. ‘Find Mum and then …’

‘Yup,’ said Jo. And then she exhaled with an unmistakable puff of disappointment, her shoulders slumping as she did so. ‘That’s obvious. I mean, that’s not a wild plan, is it? That’s just what we have to do, that’s our job. I thought you had a plan that might actually give us a chance of succeeding …’

The other thing that Will thought was extraordinary – given what they’d just been through together – was how irritating she could still be. The whole brother/sister thing was clearly bombproof. He’d been about to tell her, and then she’d interrupted, and what had seemed like a good – if wild – plan a moment ago now shrivelled a bit in his head.

‘Don’t—’ he began, then stopped himself. This wasn’t the time for arguing.

‘Don’t what?’ she said.

Will wished he had a better answer than a shrug, but he didn’t. In fact, even his shrug now seemed a bit half-hearted.

Jo pointed around the street, at the unmoving people, the static cars and the empty space on the tarmac where they had last seen their mother.

‘Don’t go all grumpy now,’ she said. ‘We haven’t got time for getting huffy with each other. I mean, in case you hadn’t noticed, London’s still frozen, except for the statues, who can move because of course that makes sense. Not. Oh, except the soldier-statues, of course, the ones who might actually have been able to help us fight the, the whatever …’

‘Bast,’ said Will, watching her looking at the rooftops as if she expected something bad to leap down on them at any minute.

‘The cat in the museum,’ said Jo. ‘The one that thinks she’s a god. So, the soldiers who might actually be good in a fight are frozen as still as the people. The animal statues are on the move and seem to be under the cat’s power, as are the dragon statues, and all we have is …’

She turned round and looked at their companions. The two bronze boys, Wolfie and Tragedy, stood side by side, one splendid in an eighteenth-century coat and a wig, the other more of a tousle-haired street urchin. Both grinned hopefully back at her.

‘A boy with a violin …’ she said.

‘A wunderkind, if you please!’ said Wolfie. ‘Not a boy. A wunderkind!’

And as if to prove the truth of his words he sawed at his violin, sending a trilling flourish of rising notes up into the empty sky above them. Tragedy grimaced and stuck his fingers in his ears.

‘Shhh, Wolfie!’ he hissed. ‘You’ll have them coming to see what that bleedin’ racket is, you big show-off, and then we’ll be in trouble, you see if we ain’t!’

Wolfie frowned and put his hands on the strings to stop the sound. Jo pointed at the others standing around them. Next to Tragedy was a smiling statue of a little girl, who was stroking the back of one of the three animal statues that accompanied her wherever she went.

‘We’ve got Tragedy, and Happy with her two cheetahs, and Guy the Gorilla and, I dunno …’

She nodded at a shamefaced silver-painted dragon sitting in a puddle that was still steaming from the heat of its submerged bottom.

‘… Farty the dragon over there.’

The dragon’s ears had been flattened back against its head with embarrassment, but they now pricked up sharply at her words.

‘Oook,’ he said, and tapped his chest with one large stabby talon. ‘Oooky-ook-Oook?’

Jo shot a glance at Will, who just shrugged again. He had no idea why the dragon was looking suddenly and a bit unexpectedly pleased.

‘Oh no,’ said Tragedy, rolling his eyes. ‘Now you been and gone and done it.’

‘Done what?’ said Jo.

‘Oooky-ook-Oook,’ repeated the dragon, waddling back out of the puddle and shaking like a dog coming out of the water. He pointed at Jo and then – keeping a nervous eye on Guy the Gorilla – took a step forward and tapped his chest self-importantly.

‘You only give it a name, didn’t you?’ sighed Tragedy.

‘It’s never had a name before,’ explained Happy.

‘Oooky-ook-Oook!’ said the dragon, nodding.

‘Farty-the-Dragon,’ said Tragedy. ‘Got a ring to it, I suppose. But now it thinks it’s something special, see? Now it thinks you and it are related or something.’

‘Is it on our side then?’ said Will. ‘Because I don’t trust it and— What?’

Jo was turning in a fast circle, as if she had suddenly forgotten something and was looking for it.

‘Where’s Ariel?’ she said.

He scanned the square and the sky above.

‘She was here a moment ago,’ he said.

‘She comes and goes like that,’ said Tragedy. ‘Flits here and there without a by-your-leave.’

‘She can be very abrupt,’ said Wolfie, nodding. ‘It can be very dizconzertink.’

‘She’s just a spirit of air,’ said Happy, as if that explained everything. ‘Being flighty? It’s her nature. She’ll be back in a jiffy, I expect.’

‘Yeah,’ said Tragedy, not sounding half as cheery and optimistic as the small girl, who was now walking towards the dragon. She did look very little and vulnerable next to the big silver lizard, but Guy knuckled along behind her like an ominous thundercloud, his eyes steady and locked on the reptile’s every movement. Happy smiled up into the dragon’s eyes and spoke so softly that they couldn’t hear her words. The only part of the conversation they could get was the excited tumble of ‘ooks’ that spilled out of the creature’s mouth in response.

‘She understands all animals,’ said Tragedy quietly, sidling up to Jo and Will.

‘She’s very brave,’ said Jo.

‘Farty’s dead terrified of that gorilla,’ said Tragedy, ‘after what he done to him. It’s like he broke him a bit.’

‘Are we really calling him Farty now?’ said Will. ‘Really?’

‘He likes it,’ said Happy, turning towards them. ‘I mean, he doesn’t know what it means, but he likes it.’

‘But is he on our side?’ said Will. ‘Just like that?’

‘Well,’ said Happy, putting her head on one side. ‘Having his poor bottom turned into an unexpected flamethrower was a bit of a surprise moment for him, but you putting the scarab on him and lifting the spell was a bigger thing. And the biggest thing of all is what he saw in the museum! He saw that the Temple Bar dragon has been taken prisoner by Bast the cat.’

‘Ah,’ said Tragedy, nodding. ‘That’s like the cat taking your mum prisoner. Temple Bar’s the top banana of all the dragons, just like a dad to ’em all.’

‘And that is precisely what has happened to your mother, I’m afraid, as it turns out,’ said Happy. ‘I’m very sorry to tell you, and he is even more sorry now that he did it, but he told Bast about her and in fact led the very Sphinx here that has taken her.’

‘Sphinx?’ said Jo. ‘What Sphinx?’

‘What does it matter?’ said Will, sitting down. ‘Who or whatever took her, she’s in the museum. It’s just what I was worried about.’

‘Oh, I didn’t know you were actually worried!’ said Jo. ‘I thought you just had a wild and clever idea that was going to help rescue her!’

And here they were, as always, arguing at just the wrong time. He took a breath. Then another.

‘My plan, if you want to know, is to take the spare scarab bracelet and use it to free as many of the soldier-statues as we can, and then fight our way into the museum and let them sort the cat out for us,’ said Will. ‘I mean, if it lifted the spell from the dragon, it’ll lift the spell from them. It stands to reason.’

‘Nothing about this has to do with reason,’ said Jo. ‘But you know what?’

He waited for her to pour cold water on what was, he knew, a bit more of a desperate hope than a real plan.

Then she grinned, full on this time.

‘That might be genius!’

He felt a flush of relief go through his system.

‘Well,’ he said, returning her grin with a smile of his own. ‘It might work, mightn’t it?’

She nodded.

‘It’s a first step,’ she said. And he knew just what she meant. It was something their dad used to say, half joking, half serious, an old Chinese proverb: A journey of a thousand miles begins with a first step. It really meant the best way to get anything unpleasant done was to simply do something, not to stay frozen just thinking about doing something. Especially when you’re scared. Doing’s a kind of fear-killer all by itself, he would say.

‘Right,’ Will said. ‘Let’s start with the Fusilier. Come on, everyone.’

He was so excited by the idea of being able to free the tough World War One statue who had sacrificed himself to save Will from certain death by dragon fire that he was already starting to jog off in the direction of Holborn before he saw them.

And then he felt Guy’s hand fall on his shoulder like a shovel and grip him, stopping him dead in his tracks.

‘Oook ook, oook!’ hooted Farty from behind him.

Will didn’t speak Dragon, but he knew what he was saying. He was saying ‘Look out – lions!’

Because that’s what was all around them, padding silently, confidently into the square from all the surrounding streets: more lions. Granite lions, Portland stone lions, bronze lions, marble lions and gilded lions, big lions, small lions, heraldic lions, life-sized lions and giant lions, lions in all shapes and sizes; what, in fact, looked like every lion statue in the city.

‘The London Pride,’ breathed Tragedy.

Will found he was standing with his arm round Jo and that even more surprisingly she wasn’t squirming free as she normally did.

He felt her shiver.

‘Will,’ she said.

‘I know,’ he replied.

‘Me too,’ said Tragedy, gulping. ‘We’re kippered.’
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Plan G

That old Chinese proverb might be have been right in saying that a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step, but it turned out not to be very helpful about how to proceed if your legs had just been kicked out from under you.

That’s what Jo felt like as she watched the lions of the London Pride spill into the square all round them. She felt flattened and winded and, for the moment, unable to think, let alone move. Will had picked up the dragon shield and held it in front of them. Tragedy pulled Happy in behind it, and Wolfie stepped in behind her. Guy the Gorilla and the cheetahs made up the outer ring of defence, but the truth was that they were surrounded.

It wasn’t that the lions moved especially fast. It was that they flowed relentlessly into position without needing to hurry, somehow as inevitable and unstoppable as the tide. It was something to do with the lazy, hypnotic swagger with which they stalked through the frozen pedestrians and unmoving cars. They moved as if they owned the city, as if this was their natural hunting ground, and they had such dangerous grace as they did so that it was impossible not to stop and watch in horrid fascination, a fascination made all the worse by the fact that the lions’ eyes were all staring right back with a cold, predatory concentration of their own.

Multiply the brain-freezing intensity of that gaze by the hundred or so pairs of eyes that were sinuously moving into position all around them, and by the time all the various bits of you that should already be long gone untangled from the fear and got organised enough to start running for your life, it was already too late.

‘We’d have a better chance inside,’ said Will, staring around for a good line of escape.

‘Oook,’ squeaked the dragon, stepping outside the ring of defence to quickly pick up the battered plywood shield-shaped placard with GOLF SALE splashed across it and then jump back to safety.

‘Too late,’ said Jo. ‘We’d never make it.’

Will nodded.

‘I know.’

The lions were all round them now, and even the closest houses were too far away for them to have a chance of getting to safety before being taken down by the big hunting cats.

Jo looked down at Happy. The little girl looked back at her with what was – in the circumstances – a heartbreaking smile.

‘You should go, Happy,’ said Jo. ‘This isn’t your fight.’

‘But it shouldn’t be anyone’s fight,’ said Happy. ‘I don’t like fighting. We don’t have to fight. I know these lions. They know me. I will talk to them.’

She took a step forward.

One of the cheetahs turned fast at her movement and stopped her in her tracks with a warning snarl.

‘Oh!’ said Happy, the shock of it jolting a tear from her eye. ‘Why—’

As if in answer, the closest lion roared back at the cheetah. The noise echoed around the square, an ancient rumbling sound, and Will felt a lurch in his guts. Happy stumbled back in beside him, behind the dragon shield. This time when she looked up at him and Jo her cheeks were wet and the smile was gone.

‘But normally—’ she began, her lip quivering.

‘Happy, they’re not normal,’ said Tragedy. ‘Look at their eyes.’

All the lions’ eyes had the cold blue fire of the ancient magic blazing out of them.

‘Bast’s got them under her spell,’ said Will.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Tragedy, sounding unfeasibly cheery. ‘It’s only magic. We’ve got the antidote.’

And he turned and winked at Wolfie.

‘Go on then, maestro, time to give it some elbow.’

‘Wiz pleasure,’ said Wolfie, shaking the frills on his cuff free as he stuck the violin under his chin and flexed his bow.

‘What?’ said Jo.

‘No,’ said Will, who had the advantage of having seen Wolfie’s music work its charm at calming the savage beasts that had trapped him in Oxford Street earlier. ‘No, Jo, just watch. It really works.’

The lurch was gone from his guts and they no longer felt half as watery as they had a moment ago when he’d mistakenly thought that all was lost.

‘Just get ready to move while he keeps their attention. It’s going to be OK.’

‘Yeah,’ grinned Tragedy. ‘That cat in the museum might have magic, but we’ve got something better: we’ve got arpeggios!’

‘Arpeggi-what?’ said Jo.

‘Ziss!’ said Wolfie, and he took a bold step forward, a wild smile on his face. ‘Listen and zee!’

He faced the closest lion and bowed gracefully, violin still tucked under his chin, the free hand with the bow held out in a wide and graceful flourish as he did so.

The lion actually cocked its head to one side in surprise.

‘’E’s such a bleedin’ show-off,’ grinned Tragedy. ‘But you can’t fault him for it, not when he delivers the goods like he does. He’s some musician, no doubt about it.’

Wolfie turned back for an instant

‘Wunderkind,’ he said, eyes sparkling. ‘Not a mere musician. A szparkling wunderkind!’

And then he turned back and started to play – and two things happened at once.

The first note soared up into the sky, and something dark dive-bombed down out of the same sky and seemed to clip him on the arm.

He stumbled back, the violin suddenly silenced, and stared in shock as the black bomb reversed its abrupt descent and flapped back above the rooftops.

‘Vot ze— But – vot … ?’ Wolfie stuttered, staring at his bow hand, which was now empty.

They all looked upwards.

The bomb was not a bomb but a bird, and not just any bird but a black stone hawk with a piercing-blue eye and what was undoubtedly Wolfie’s violin bow held in its beak.

‘But zat’s, zat’s—’

‘That’s Horus the bleedin’ hawk,’ said Tragedy in disgust. ‘Bast’s bleeedin’ eye-in-the-sky.’

They watched the hawk flap off in the general direction of the museum.

‘But … zat beastly bird has burgled me of my bow!’ quivered Wolfie, suddenly not sounding or looking like a wunderkind so much as a small boy who’d had a favourite toy snatched away by a bully.

‘No. That’s Plan A gone for a Burton,’ corrected Tragedy.

Will felt the despair lurch back into his guts. Jo gripped his hand and squeezed. He met her eyes and saw her jerk her head towards Farty.

‘Lions don’t like fire, do they?’ she said.

‘Normal ones don’t,’ he said carefully, trying not to extinguish the little spark of hope her words had kindled inside.

‘But his fire’s not the normal kind either,’ she said.

‘No,’ he agreed. ‘No, it isn’t.’

‘Plan B,’ she said.

They both looked down at Happy.

‘I’ll ask,’ she said, and turned to speak quietly to the dragon.

The lion to which Wolfie had bowed uncocked its head and dropped low to the ground, its chest grazing the pavement as it began to inch towards them, unmistakably stalking closer for the kill.

The cheetahs growled a warning and lashed their tails slowly back and forth as they faced the tightening ring of lions moving in on all sides.

‘Even if he could just sort of clear a path to that house over there, the one with the open door,’ said Will, looking around the square, trying to see where the lions were at their thinnest.

A door that was already open would be perfect and save them the potentially fatal inconvenience of running for safety and finding a locked door between them and it.

‘Oook,’ said the dragon, and stepped to the fore. He seemed to nod at Will and Jo, and then he roared at the lions and took a deep whooshing in-breath. The lions paused and watched as the silver beast rotated his head, looking from one side to the other as the heat in his fire-crop built to orange then to red, then to a white-hot glow in his throat.

The lions all battened back their ears as if on cue and took a couple of hesitant steps back. The dragon stepped forward and pointed at the open door with one stubby claw, looking back at Will as if for confirmation.

Will nodded.

‘Get ready to run,’ he said.

Guy the Gorilla scooped Happy under his arm.

The lions might have been wary of the dragon but they weren’t cowardly. The lion facing it, the one in the line of fire, snarled defiantly back at it.
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