

    [image: ]

  
    
      
         
            
[image: ]
            

         


  www.orchardbooks.co.uk

    


   

    

  

    
      
         
            ORCHARD BOOKS
 338 Euston Road, London NW1 3BH
 Orchard Books Australia
 Level 17/207 Kent Street, Sydney, NSW 2000
            
 
            First published in 2003 by Orchard Books
 
            First paperback publication 2004
 
            This ebook was published 2011
 
            ISBN 978 1 40831 416 6
 
            Text © Chris d’Lacey 2003
 
            The right of Chris d’Lacey to be identified as the author of this
 work has been asserted by him in accordance with the
 Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.
            
 
            A CIP catalogue record for this book is available
 from the British Library.
            
 
            Orchard Books is a division of Hachette Children’s Books,
 an Hachette UK company.
            

         

      


      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         
            for Val Chivers
            
 
            
                

            
 
            with special thanks to Joseph Maude, Tom Gleeson
            
 
            
                

            
 
            and Michelle
            

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         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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            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 lodger. “Whatever’s the matter?”
         
 
         “Give you one guess,” the lodger muttered cheerlessly. He sloped 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 pot of raspberry jam. “Here, torch that.”
         
 
         The little clay dragon remained unmoved.
 
         On the far side of the table Mrs Pennykettle’s daughter, Lucy, tutted. “You mustn’t say that to the dragons. They’re not allowed to burn things, are they, Mum?”
         
 
         “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 modelling 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?” said 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 blooming 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 sawn-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 properly 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’ve not 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. Mum, can we kiln him? Please don’t say I have to squdge 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 Pennykettle’s tabby cat, Bonnington, in. Bonnington trotted straight to his bowl. He sniffed at his desiccated tuna-flavoured 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 lodger. “Jot it down, exactly how you saw it.”
         
 
         So David picked up a pen and wrote:
 
         
G’reth
         
 
         “You missed the ‘a’ out,” said Lucy.
 
         Liz turned the paper round. “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 table top. “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 lodger 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 mum.
 
         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 bin. 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 amongst 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 round 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 properly knows – do they, Mum?”
         
 
         “No,” said Liz, carefully shaping one of G’reth’s wings.
 
         “But when it does,” 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 on in leaps and bounds.”
         
 
         “There,” said Lucy, and stuck out a pimple of tongue at the lodger.
         
 
         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 college 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 lift.”
         
 
         
             

         
 
         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 zip 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 chap 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 windscreen.
 
         Impossible as it seemed, it was specked with snow.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            A very strange essay

         
 
         “That’s amazing,” David gasped. “Where did that come from?”
         
 
         Liz wound 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 lift 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 around the collar. He took a moment to steady himself, then knocked at a door labelled ‘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 realised 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 whiteboard, a row of journals were flapping their covers. Even in his greatcoat, 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 colour of those on his head. “You must be David,” he said, without looking round. 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 acclimatisation. Do you want to tell me why you’re late?” He gestured to the arc of empty chairs.
         
 
         David unbuttoned his greatcoat 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 lodger with a woman who makes them,” he said, answering the question as plainly as he could. “She’s a potter. She sells them on 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 flavour 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 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 niggling 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 set you one. Not just you, all the students I’ve seen.” He flipped open a satchel 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 on Friday, on the existence – or not – of dragons.”
         
 
         David felt the colour 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 dead 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 first hand with my team for a while.”
         
 
         David scanned the flyer with an envious gaze. “Chamberlain? Wow, I’d love to go. But…crikey, it costs four hundred pounds. I can’t afford that! I’m a week behind with my rent as it is.”
         
 
         Bergstrom delved into the satchel 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 bin. 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 tring 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 fuddled. 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.”
         
 
         “Right,” said David, looking rather hard done by. He said goodbye 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.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            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 wellington boot. David discovered this fascinating fact as he lay in bed dozing about the Arctic. He’d been dreaming he was sitting on a drifting ice floe, 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…
         
 
         “Mum! If I stand here, right outside David’s window, I can’t see the tops of my wellies 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 duvet 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 centre of the lawn, the long brown stem of the Pennykettles’ bird table was the only spike of colour to have survived the fall. Icicles were hanging off the roof of the shed. The rockery looked like a small ski slope. David shivered and clicked his tongue. Winter had never been his favourite season.
         
 
         “What do you reckon?” 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 centre and at once a large belt of snow came sheeting past the window, landing with a whump on the dustbin 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. “Oi, get out the way,” he tutted. “What are you doing down there, anyway?” She was kneeling on the kitchen floor, scratting 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-coloured duffel coat. Dirty little puddles of thawing snow were leeching from the soles of her bright red wellies. “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 veg. But in a space at the back behind the bags was a grey 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: minus eighteen degrees centigrade! 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 tea-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, Mum. Gruffen guarded it properly.”
         
 
         “Good. Bring the box over here, would you.”
 
         “But—?”
 
         “Lucy, do as I say. I want to show our inquisitive lodger 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 mum. “Thank you. Right, are you ready?”
         
 
         David nodded.
 
         “One quick peek, then it goes back.”
 
         “Mum, are you sure?”
 
         “Quite sure,” said Liz. And she lifted the lid. A fine wisp of icy vapour 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.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            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. “Mum’s kept it for ever, 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 Mum. When she was eight.”
         
 
         “Crikey,” David laughed. “Doesn’t she look like you?” Liz was dressed in an anorak and wellingtons, with a matching red bobble hat, 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, cos Lucy said they liked snow.”
 
         Lucy changed the subject. “Mum, 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 from 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 got 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. “Mum, 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 goodbye. 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 (dry).
 
         “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 tea, 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 make a very good lasagne, as it happens.”
         
 
         A-row? went Bonnington.
         
 
         “Not from Chunky Chunks. Sorry, Bonners.”
         
 
         “Right, that’s settled, then,” Liz said briskly. “It’ll make a nice change, someone else doing the tea.” 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 which 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 towards the top and centre were some larger marks, certainly not made by human feet. Picking up a rock, he walked nervously towards them, his heart beginning to beat a little faster. He was a metre or two from the first indent when he realised 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 only be produced by an animal of some considerable size, and as far as David knew, no one had ever yet reported polar bears roaming the gardens of Scrubbley…
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            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 lasagne, the rooftops and trees had been rinsed of snow and the garden was beginning to look green once more. In the centre 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. Barmy, thought David. That cat is crackers. He tweaked the blinds shut and got on with the dinner.
         
 
         Within half an hour he had the pasta in the oven and broccoli and sweetcorn 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 bunged up 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 lasagne 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 twiddled the blinds. “Oh, look at him, dippy 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 window pane. “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. Talking 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 importantly, 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 cutlery. 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 crockery 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 grey. 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 pudding 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, plonking the cutlery 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, Mum?”
         
 
         “Yes,” said Liz, offering no explanation. She picked up a carton of single 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 set 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 set you this essay?”
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